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A STRANGE, ASCENDING HOWL ECHOED FROM THE MOUNTAINS. ...

Shiyalooked at Rhane and said, “They’re coming.”

Standing in the gloom, waiting uneesily to meet a legend, Rhane asked, “I don't see any redraints.
How do you control them?’

“l don't.”

Suddenly Rhane wondered if this was what Lor Jastre had meant when he asked Shiya if she had an
unplessant accident prepared for Rhane. Ifreskans were no myth, they were among the most intdligent,
savage predators on the known planets. With risng anger, he turned on Shiya, reached for her.

“Don’'t move!”

Something in her voice penetrated his anger and he stood absolutdly ill.

“Sowly, very dowly, turn your face toward the rocks. You won't see anything, but the reskans are
here”

He did as he was told and at firs saw nothing. Then the top of the nearest boulder legped off and
landed less than a hand's length from him, and Rhane found himsdf garing into the eyes of a Menx
reskan, the eyes of desth—

Rhane examined the dender, long-fingered woman who stood so quietly within the pool of light just
outsde his room. It was too late for a casud cdler; nor was she dressed in the manner of Siolan women.

“How may | please you?’ said Rhane, usng the neutrd words of Gaactic Courtesy.

The woman's eegant hands moved in a gesture of gratitude and, oddly, regret. When she spoke
doud, it wasin the language of Sal, his ndtive planet.

“Hra Son's Firg Son, | an Merid. | would share imeages of the planet Menx.”

Rhane could not contral the quick tensing of his body a hearing the name of Menx, deathplace of
two en Jacaroens. He examined the woman more closaly, but neither her clothes nor her words reveded
her planet of origin.

“Images?’ asked Rhane in unaccented Gaactic, refusing the stranger’ s offer of his native language.

“Yes” The woman cdled Merid dmog amiled. “May | touch your hand, Rhane en Jacaroen, and
share images of Menx?’

The woman's request was made in Siolan, couched as a ptition from a member of the ruled class to
one of the rulers. An en Jacaroen could not refuse the request. Even so, Rhane hesitated, searching his
indincts for any sense of persona danger. His reluctance showed in the downess with which he extended
hisleft hand.

Merid's long, long fingers closed around Rhane's writ, and the world exploded into images of the
planet where Rhane' s father and hdf brother had died. He saw khi in bloom, a slver lake smoking in the
dawn, blue-black boulders holding up the empty sky, and his father's eyes, ydlow-gray, and Cezin€'s
just gray. Menx. The sound of children’s laughter and the silence of desath.

After the firs overwhdming moment, Rhane redized that the images were his own memories of his
haf brother’s young laughter and the slky fed of Shiya, dien Shiya, more dluring than any child had a
right to be. Cezine laughing, mdting, dying. Dead.



Rhane yanked free of the woman's grasp. She did not resist, though his roughness mugt have hurt.
When she amiled, Rhane looked away, not wanting to see such sadness.

“Yes, you are Rhane en Jacaroen. You, too, have learned that Menx is another name for death.”
Merid’s voice changed. She spoke in perfect High Galactic. “Forgive the intimacy, dthough | did warn
you.”

Rhane was too shaken to speak or even to examine the ramifications of the woman’s words. With an
effort, he met her glance. Though he was tdler than the Concord average, he had to look up dightly. Her
eyes were nether purple nor blue but rather a restless combination of both, like Menx skies.

Suddenly Rhane sensed great age, an intuition that seemed to spread through him from the wrigt
Merid had held. He bowed to her in Sol’s reflexive respect for longevity. Her fingertip touched his
forehead in proper response.

At the ingant their flesh met, images passed too rgpidly for Rhane to assess, yet somehow he knew
that she had answered dl of the questions he was going to ask.

“Wha—who are you?’ asked Rhane, sruggling to control hisvoice.

“I'm a Caifil.” Merid paused, then dmost smiled when Rhane showed no comprehension. “Wait.”
She hed up along-fingered hand. “Think about the word * Caifil’ for a moment.”

Rhane thought. At fird mere was only an inchoate sense of borrowed memory. He repeated the
word in his mind, trying to focus his thoughts. Knowledge crysdlized, prismatic with the colors of a
thousand planets. Caifil. A combination of unusud menta gifts and unflinching discipline. Carifil came
from every planet but owed dlegiance to none. Ther loydty was to the ided of a Concord of Planets, a
Concord whose firg article of fath was that each race had a unique, invauable contribution to make to
the future of intdligent life, a contribution that must be nurtured and protected. That, a least, was the
ided. The redity was sometimes a planet like Menx ...

“Menx,” said Rhane. “Y ou're here because | requested use of the Menx Access.”

“Yes” Merid paused. “Concord made a mistake with Menx.”

“A mistake? How?’

“That's what we want to know,” said Merid dryly. “In two Centrex months Menx will be
offered—and will refuse—Concord membership. We ll survive that, naturdly. But Menx won't.”

“Scavengers” sad Rhane, distaste flatening the customary depth of hisvoice.

“Exactly. Once Menx’'s Century of Protection ends’—Ilong fingers hesitated—"the Menx Access will
be destroyed and the planet will be abandoned. Scavengers will come down in lightships. Menx is
temperate, varied and meta-rich. A prize for cultures that require conquest or expanson or Smply
chenge’

Unconscioudy, Rhane moved his head in a curt gesture of rgjection. Like the Caifil, he bdieved that
each planet, each culture, was both pragmaticaly and philosophicaly vitd to the Concord.

“Why?" demanded Rhane. “Why would Menx refuse to join the Concord?’

“We don’t know.”

“What about their T agln mentor? Can’'t Lor Jastre influence his Menx wards to accept Concord?’

Elegant fingers moved ambiguoudy. Merid’s eyes shifted from blue to near-purple, reminding Rhane
vividy of Menx’stwilight skies.

“The T"aeln mentor is trying to convince the Concord that Menx should be proscribed or a lesst
prohibited until the source of Menx mdting sickness is understood and eradicated. Thus, the question of
Menx’ s acceptance or regection of Concord would not arise,” she said.

Rhane tried not to think of Cezine, his hdf brother, mdting into shapelessness and deeth, his last
moments lost forever on an abandoned planet. The woman's lips shaped another sad amile. She spoke in
alanguage Rhane had never heard, and her fingers rested for an indant on his wrist. Comfort spread
from her touch, radiaing through him.

“I know,” she said softly, sadly. “Your hdf brother melted on Menx.”

“Hewas done” said Rhane. “No en Jacaroen was there to bring his last cup or his death moments
back to Siol. No en Jacaroen has even stood where Cezine died.”

Rhane s hands flexed in unconscious emation. When he redlized what he was doing, he concedled his



hands in the enormous pockets of his Solan desert shirt.

“I doubt that anyone but an en Jacaroen could appreciate what Cezin€' s unrecorded degth means to
the en Jacaroen nation,” Rhane sad carefully. “And to Sial. The lack of Cezin€s death moments
threatens our very higory. It's aloose thread that could unrave everything back to the beginning of time,
No en Jacaroen has ever died so ... done”

“Yet you waited eight years to return to Menx.”

Theimplidat question tugged a Rhane's control. “1 explained that to the Council.”

The woman waited.

“By Solan law, only an adult is qudified to understland and enghrine an en Jacaroen’s deeth,” sad
Rhane, his voice flat. “Normdly, | wouldn't have been considered an adult for seven more Solan years.
But rumors of Menx reached Siol. We were afraid that Cezine' s deathplace would be logt to us before |
came of age” Rhane moved with barely restrained impatience. “In more than one hundred thousand
years of dvilization, Solans have learned that even dogma must sometimes bow to necessity. My training
was rushed. | was declared adult. | petitioned for use of the Menx Access. I'm waiting for my answer.”

“The Council refused your request.”

Merid’s soft voice curled around Rhane like a shroud. His hands jerked out of his pockets.

“They can't do that! Don't they understand? | must go! Our history is more necessary than other
planets religions. Our en Jacaroens are our—our—" Rhane groped for Gaactic words to convey Solan
necessity.

“Gods?’ offered the woman.

“No. We have other gods. The en Jacaroens are Sal’'s binding force, men and women whose
ancestors sretch back into unimeginable time. Their deaths are as important to us as ther lives, for
without one the other is meaningless, and then we are meaningless, too.”

Rhane looked up dightly, searching the woman's face for Sgns of understanding. “ Surdy the Coundil
can accept that, even if they can’t understand it.”

“The Council understands that there is only one direct living descendant of the RA Jacaroen. You.
What if you die on Menx?’

“There are five secondary and seventeen tertiary lines of en Jacaroen descent,” said Rhane tightly.
“Shdl | recite their names and priorities?’

The woman's laugh was amdl, dmost widful. “What of your own moment of death? Who sl carry
it to the en Jacaroen shrineif you die on Menx?’

Rhane had no answer. The woman's eyes seemed to search beneath his skin, probing for words that
he did not have.

“What if | guarantee tha your death moment is not lost?’ she asked.

“Impossble” said Rhane. “The quest ismine. It can't be shared. | must go done to Menx.”

“Phydcdly, yes” The woman's long fingers seemed to trace enigmasin the lime-green light. “There is
another way. Y ou have an unusua shape of mind. Very promisng, though equdly difficult.”

Rhane frowned, baffled and uneasy. “Mind? Do you mean—7

Ps.

Merid finished Rhane's thought for him, then withdrew as deftly as she had come. Even so, the
inarticulate, untrained outburst of Rhane' s thought/emation made her wince with pain in the ingant before
ghe shut him out.

“A very unusud shape of mind,” she repeated. “Doesv't Sdl train pd inits citizens?’

“No.”

“Ispg tabu?’

“No.”

The woman waited, slently asking.

“We don't believein pg,” said Rhane curtly.

“Oh.” Her tone was that of a person who had just been told that someone did not believe in gravity.
“Fascinating.” Then, hadtily, “ Apologies and regrets, Rhane. We didn’'t know. There are so many planets,
SO many societies, so many beiefs ... o little time since you requested use of the Menx Access. We



meant no offense.”

“There is no offense between ditizens of the Concord,” said Rhane, automaticdly usng the correct
phrase from Gadactic Courtesy. “We of Sd recognize that bdiefs vay among worlds. We're not
threatened by what other cultures believe.”

“Neather threatened nor ingtructed,” murmured the woman. “Ah, well, | suppose inflexitility is better
than hadtility.” She tilted her head aside as though ligening to distant music. Her long fingers moved in
counterpoint to her thoughts, agreeing and disagreeing with equa elegance. “Yes,” she murmured to
hersdf, “we can only try.”

Rhane shifted his weight, not bothering to conced his impatience. The doorway hummed dightly,
reminding him that it had been hed open for an unusud length of time. With abrupt decision, he stepped
back and gestured the tall womean into his suite. The door hissed shut, dosing out the pale-green light of
Sol’seghth and largest moon.

Slently, Rhane set out the thorn wine and sand bread that Solan ritud required every guest be
offered. Merid drank and ate quickly, binding hersdf to Solan custom, and binding him as well.

“The Council voted againg your request,” said Meriel, halding the thin carved crysd glass that was
now empty, “But the Caifil control the Accesses. If you agree to hdp us well see tha you get to
Menx.”

“Hep you? How?’

“Information,” she said succinctly.

“l doubt that | can tdl you anything thet the T'agln don’t know about Menx.”

“The T"aeln don’'t seem to know anything useful.”

Though Merie did not move, Rhane sensed a strand of danger as dearly as though it were wire
drawn about his throat. In the ingant that the feding passed, he redized that the danger did not involve
him. The woman was merdy angry with a Stuation that she was powerless to dter. Her feding of
impotent rage was one Rhane understood; he had fdt it too many times since Cezine had died done.

“In fact,” said Merid, continuing as though the moment of anger had never intervened, “the T agln
have no interest in the highland tribes and their god myths. Normaly that wouldn't matter—more than
seventy percent of the population of Menx live in the flatlands. But the Stuation is no longer normd. It's
imperative that we know more about the highlands”

“Why? The First and Second Contact teams didn’t think it was necessary to go beyond the beginning
of the mure forest.”

“We thought we would have time, dl the time in the Concord, We were wrong. Now we have to
learn why we failed, quickly, before Menx is abandoned. Then perhaps the same midake won't be
repeated in the future, and another world won't have to be Ieft to scavengers.”

The degant fingers moved restlesdy, as though with alife of their own.

“You are one of the few Concord survivors of that planet,” she said, her voice low but clear. “We
need every bit of information you have.”

Rhane thought of the eght years since his father and hdf brother had died on Menx. The planet had
been far from hismind, ddliberately so. By choice and necessity, he had spent the years preparing himsdf
to be the RA Jacaroen, hereditary dter ego of Sol, and symbalic focus of Sol’s continuity.

And now Menx was here again in the form of an dien woman, asking him to remember dl the things
he wanted to forget.

“l don't know much more about Menx now than when | left eght years ago,” Rhane said. “I've
concentrated my studies on my own planet’s higtory. A higory,” he added, “that is quite extensive.”

“You've regularly requested Menx data.”

“My teachers have, yes. They knew I'd have to go back for Cezine's desth moments”

The woman's fingers touched the empty crystd glass, then closed around it with a precise strength
thet was reflected in her voice.

“Tdl me what conclusons you' ve reached about Menx.”

“Concdusons?’ said Rhane, artled. “None.”

A shadow of amusement crossed Merid’s face. “Your mind is more complex then you redize, even



though it's not wholly formed.” Her fingertip rubbed over the rim of the crystd glass, leaving behind a
muscd vibration. “Opinions, then. Surdy you admit to having them?’

She looked up, probing Rhane with dien eyes.

“Menx is irrationd,” Rhane said, dismissing the words even as he spoke them, “but that's to be
expected of atheocracy.”

“Irrationd. How?’

Rhane dlowed impatience to creep into his voice. “As a whole, the lowland society is only a few
steps above survivd. There's little margin of fat. Yet they ship nearly one quarter of their crops to the
highlands—and get nothing in return! The caravans come back empty, not even the dinking metd that
passes for locd credits to show for ther journey.”

“The crops are aftithe to the living gods of Menx.”

“That's what the Contact teams decided.”

“But? prodded the woman gently.

“A tithe is like any other form of taxation or tribute. It must be a surviva postive or the culture will
collgpse. Yet the highlands give no service in return for the lowland tithe. Ther€'s no benefit to the
lowlands that equas ther loss of food.”

“None that we know of,” said Meridl.

Rhane's shoulders moved in a Solan gesture of impatience. “Anything that’s worth nearly one
quarter of a society’s output is worth Concord attention.”

“The T"aeln mentors disagree. They say the highland gods are legend and superdtition, nothing more.”

“Surdy it wouldn't have been difficult to ascertain what actudly happened to the lowland ‘tithe.””

“Odd, ign'tit,” murmured the woman, holding the glass up to the light, “the T aeln disregard of Menx
cultura dynamics”

“T"ad is noted for its xenophobia,” said Rhane shortly. “Or perhaps they are Smply contemptuous.
They have reason to be. Though Sdl is judly proud of its hundred thousand years of en Jacaroen
avilizetion, that's less than hdf of T'ad’s unbroken culturd higtory.” Abruptly, Rhane€'s voice changed.
As an en Jacaroen, he appreciated historical ironies. “The oldest, mogt arrogant race in the Concord,” he
sad, “joined by circumstance to what is probably the youngest and most defensive race—Menx. Not an
easy marriage. | wonder why T' adl didn’t let some other planet guide Menx into Concord. It would have
been better for Menx, & least.”

The sound of Merid’s finger moving over thin crystd shivered in the room, reminding Rhane that he
was not done. He heard her soft laughter.

“I'm pleased,” he said coadlly, “that | amuse you.”

“Not you, young en Jacaroen. The T'adn race. They have ninety-seven words for insanity—and
seem to practice dl of them.”

Rhane, remembering his brief stay on T'adl, could only agree. “They're obsessed with insanity. Or is
it sanity that compels them?’ He smiled dightly. “Did you know that many of those ninety-seven words
describe physicd appearance? They believe that sanity and phenotype are inseparable.”

Crystd hummed gently beneath Merid’s long fingers, reminding Rhane of the Menx wiris his father
hed pursued o relentlesdly.

“Over two hundred thousand years of unbroken avilization ... who isto say thet the T'agln are wrong
in their bdiefs?’ asked Merid without looking up from the crystd glass. “They' ve made an exhaugtive
Sudy of their own genes”

“Perhgps sanity and phenotype are indeed inseparable,” said Rhane dryly, “but only on T'agl. Ther
prejudices about physica appearance make life very uncomfortable for those of less than master T agln
phenotype.”

“Like the Menx?’

“T'adn are impatid—they bedieve everyone is inferior to them. The people of Menx aen't
epecidly despised.”

“Or loved?’

Crystd sang again, softly. Rhane caught himsdf ligening with too much intengty, as though the



vibrations of a ceremonid glass could tdl hm why Merid was deftly leading him to talk about a time and
apeople he wanted to forget.

“What do you want from me?’ he asked with an abruptness that was the prerogative of a future RA
Jacaroen. “All my memories of Menx and T adl are amulcubed in the Concord files on Centrex.”

“All?

Crydtd trembled with delicate music. Rhane did not want to remember. Shiya had been young, but
Menx years were not the same as Solan. She was nether child nor woman, rather a fascinating
combination. He did not blame himsdf for wanting her. He did blame himsdf for what happened. He
should have known—

“Some of my memories had no higorica context,” said Rhane, his voice untroubled in spite of his
inner turmoail.

The woman's breath came out in a Sgh that was echoed by crystd vibrations.

“If you were to go to Menx—"

“You sad the Counall refused—"

“If you were to go to Menx,” repeated Merid, overriding Rhane's objection with a sngle hooded
glance, “you would need a guide. The girl who helped your father—what was her name?”

“Shiya” Rhane said tightly.

“Yes. Shiya She has built ahome on Mure Lake.”

Merid’s eyes watched intently, but Rhane showed nothing of his inner emotions. He left his deepless
brother by Mure Lake. He dso had Ieft Shiya, but she had been adeep, amiling. His young brother was
dead, and Shiyawas dive.

“| doubt if Shiya would agree to guide me” sad Rhane evenly. “1 understand that the shayl’'m are
avoiding dl off-world contact now.”

“Yes. Vay much yes. Yet thereis dways a way. Are you familiar with the shayl’m custom of desth
debt?” asked Merid, her voice as neutrd as Rhane's.

Rhane frowned, trying to remember, but dl that he could think of was Shiya's body lit by flames and
then Cezine' s face, light and shadow and sorrow.

“No,” said Rhane. “I don’'t remember it.”

“If you leave a child in the care of a shayl’m tribesman, and the child dies, the tribesman owes you a
degth debt. Not necessarily money,” sad Merid, accurately assessng Rhane's distaste. “A sarvice.
Anything you chose. As your hdf brother died whilein the care of—"

“l can find my way to Mure Lake without a guide,” interrupted Rhane coldly. “Besides, eght years
ago Shiya was no more than a child hersdlf. She was not responsgible for my brother’ s deeth.”

“By Menx standards,” said Merid, “ Shiya was an adult.”

Rhane knew he could hardly argue that point. “I can find Mure Lake without a guide,” he repeated.
“It' s the planet I’'m having trouble getting to, remember?’

Merid ignored Rhane's abrupt manner. She turned the glass in her hands, saring at the light thrown
off by carved crystd facets. The glass coruscated, turning faster and faster while her hands faded into
shadow and her voice spoke softly.

“Mure Lake isonly the beginning. Cezine died in a highland region known as the Jaws of Menx. The
exact location is caled the Fountains of Madness.”

Rhane fdt uneasiness crawl like a many-legged insect over his spine. The brilliant crystd turning, the
woman's dien voice, the room in shadow.

“Impossble” he whispered.

“The Fountains are just beyond a highland dty cdled Shaylmir,” continued Merid in her soft,
relentless voice.

“Lies. Why are you lying to me? No dien ever has gone beyond Firgt Pass, much less over the Ghost
Pass into the Jaws of Menx. As for that city— Shaylmir’ means ‘Home of the Gods.” It's a pious legend
with no more redlity than the mythicd Menx reskans.”

“You'revery sure” sad Merid. “Have you been to the Jaws of Menx?”’

“Have you?’ retorted Rhane.



“No. But I'm certain something is there. Did you know that a Concord medica team went to Menx
to study mdting sckness?’

“Ves”

Rhane s answer was as harsh as his thoughts of Cezine adone on an dien planet, mdting into hideous
death. The woman did not notice Rhane' s grimace; her focus was turned inward and her words were as
unflinching as the lines around her mouth.

“The medicd team found that mdting sickness was unrdated to the Access locations. Mdting
gckness does't come from alethd blend of Menx and Concord vird life”

Rhare listened, trying desperately not to remember what he knew about mdting sickness ... Cezine.

“Mdting sickness is endemic to Menx,” continued Merie, “but not to the lowland cities. It spreads
down out of the highlands, out of the Jaws.”

“How?" said Rhane. Then, “The caravans”

“Probably. We can't be sure. Volunteers from the medical team set out for the Jaws. Three of those
volunteers were Caifil.”

Rhane was drawn out of his own memories by the sharp keening of crysta benesth the woman's
fingers

“What did the Carifil discover?’

“Degth.” Merid’s voice thinned, then resumed its normd low tone. “Not right away, of course. Ther
skull transceivers worked long enough for us to trace their progress through the Mountains of Light, from
Firg Pass to the Ghost Pass, and on into the very center of the Jaws. There, one by one, the transceivers
faled. Skull transceivers are powered by the individud’s biodectric fidd. If the person dies, so does the
transcaiver.”

“Mdting sickness?’ asked Rhane after along silence.

“Probably. One of the team was showing symptoms before First Pass. But more important even than
their deaths is the fact that dl ps communication with them stopped after the Ghost Pass. The three
Caifil were dill dive, but we could not touch their minds”

Merid’s unwavering stare made Rhane want to look away.

“You don't understand, do you?’ she asked.

Merid’s pde fingertips touched Rhane' s shoulder. Desolation moved within him, an emptiness that
began to fill with fear. Her fear. In that ingant he knew there was no explanaion for the absence of
contact with the three Carifil. Eveniif they werein a degp coma or had folded in upon themselves in tota
mental retreat, some vestige of energy would have remained to tdl their ps monitor that they were dive.

Ye there had been nothing. There was neither precedent nor raionde for such a falure of menta
contact.

“Mdting sickness?’ asked Rhane again.

“Posshly,” sad Meid, but her fingertips told him that she did not bdieve in such a dmple
explanation.

“Then what?’

“We don't know. We believe” she said and paused, Idting the slent communication of her touch
dress that beief was not fact, “that the answer is in the Jaws of Menx. Many answers are there,
induding, perhaps, the answer to Menx’s rgection of Concord.”

Merid’s touch seemed to burn through Rhane's thin desert shirt with a heet that owed nothing to
senaudity. Images poured through his mind too quickly to count or comprehend. The flood ended
abruptly, leaving a resdue of certainty in Rhane’s mind: meting sickness spread down from the highlands
rather than up from the Accesses, menta contact ended somewhere in the highlands, and Cezine had
died in the very center of the Jaws of Menx.

“Impossible” whispered Rhane. “How did he get through the Ghost Pass? Even ny father gave up
trying to reach the Jaws.”

“Cezine died at the Fountains of Madness,” said Meridl.

Rhane looked through her, absorbing her words. The Jaws of Menx. Mdting sickness. Shaylmiir.
Cezine. The Fountains of Madness. Degth. It could not have been worse. Now he understood why the



Coundil was so sure that he would die on Menx thet it had risked Siol’s wrath by refusing to let him use
the Menx Access.

“How do you know Cezine died in the Jaws?’ demanded Rhane after hislong Slence.

“Lor Jastre told the Council while it was weighing your request.”

“He told the Council, but not me. Why not?’

“Would it have made any differencein your petition?’

“No.” Rhane fdt suddenly tired, besieged by circumstances he had never asked for and could not
evade. He pushed aside hisfeding of resentment. He had enjoyed the privileges of being an en Jacaroen;
now he must take up the respongbilities. “No,” he repeated. “I dill must go. If | can't retrieve Cezin€' s
death, the hundred-thousand-year en Jacaroen rule ends. Sal will have to adjust to the se Jacaroen or
even the gan Jacaroen, and neither dan is noted for gability. There would be war. Do you understand
now?’ he asked softly, focusing on the dien woman who had told him of his death sentence. “I mud try.
A dan that can’t match lives with deaths in't fit to govern itsdlf, much lessaworld.”

“Does power mean so much to you?’ asked Merid, her eyesindigo in the room’s bland white light.

“No. I'll rule as my father did—symboalicaly. Other en Jacaroens will hold practica power.”

“But you're teking a suicidd risk to ensure your own succession. All that, for a mere symbol 7’

“My life againg the continuity of Sial’s higtory. A far baance.”

“ToaSolan”

Rhane shrugged. Other races died for their gods or their dreams or their greed or because one moon
eclipsad another. He did not expect to understand the imperatives of other cultures, nor did he expect his
own to be understood.

“Everything is mord somewhere in the universe” sad Rhane, repeeting the Concord creed of
tolerance, “and nothing isimmord everywhere.”

Merid’s lips shaped athin amile “In a few maturities that thought won't comfort you.” Then, before
Rhane could respond, she said, “You're willing to risk death for Siol’s unbroken higtory. Are you willing
to change your idesas of redity for Sol?’

“Of course” said Rhane impatiently.

“Of course” Merid’s voice was both sad and gently mocking. “Don’'t be so certain, young en
Jacaroen. Most people find deeth easier than change”

“I'll do whatever | mugt to stand on Cezin€' s deathplace,” Rhane said. His voice was emotionless,
utterly certain.

Merid’s eyes seemed to penetrate as deeply as her touch had. Rhane had a digtinct feding of being
measured on an unknown scale. Then Merid’s eyes closed and she sad a phrase Rhane did not
understand.

“Whet?' asked Rhane.

“Nothing,” she sghed. “A prayer, a curse, a benediction. Nothing a dl.” Her eyes opened clear and
hard and very blue. “Prepare yoursdf for change, Rhane en Jacaroen. We can’'t make a Caifil out of you
inthe time we have” she said grimly, “but we can guarantee that by the time we're finished, at least one
Solanwill bdievein ps.”

Rhane s ydlow eyes narrowed, conceding his reaction. “How will that benefit Sol?’

“You'll go to Menx as you hoped, but with one difference. I'll touch your mind, see Menx as you
have seen it, learn what you have learned about Menx.”

“And Cezine?’

“Ves”

“How?'

“Well teach you how to use your mind. Then I'll know if you are dying, and if you die ... if you die
I'll be with you, in your mind. I'll take your death moments to the en Jacaroen shrine, a sharing such as
Sad has never known inits hundred thousand years. Would that sstisfy en Jacaroen necessty?’

“My degth shared ...” murmured Rhane. “What about you? Won't being in my mind when | die affect
you?”
Merid’s eyes seemed to withdraw. “Yes,” said the woman smply. “I'll be affected.”



Though Merid said no more, Rhane sensed that her risk would be dmogt as greet as his, “Is Menx
S0 important to you?’

“Underganding Menx is”

“l can’'t guarantee that I'll give you enough information to understand Menx.”

“And | can't guarantee that mental contact will be possible in the Jaws.”

Rhane hesitated, watching the crystd turn brilliantly within the woman's hands.

“Are you certain that | have enough ps?’ asked Rhane at last.

Merid dmost laughed. “More than enough. More than | have”

Rhane looked up, startled, but the woman said nothing more.

“Do whatever you have to,” said Rhane aoruptly, “but get me to Menx.”

Merid’s hand moved; crysta spun through the air. Rhane caught the glass expertly. Before he could
say anything, the woman had gone, leaving him done in a sllence punctuated by the sharp cry of crystd
beneeth his fingers. He turned the glass over and over, saring down a its brilliant shroud of light,
wondering what he had agreed to.

It was nearly sunset when Rhane fird saw the Mountains of Light. Range after range they rose,
serrated wdls of stone and ice that separated the highlands from the lowlands where Menx cities coiled
like creamy snakes dong the humid river margins. The mountaintops burned orange and gold, lines of
flame frozen againg an amethyst sky.

Beneeth the flyer the land lifted in long, gentle swells that gradudly became the foothills of the
Mountains of Light. The countryside was open, but no sgns of people showed. Menx was thinly
populated, with mogt of the people concentrated dong lowland rivers. Except for droves of wild loris,
Rhane had seen no sgns of life Snce midday.

Yet he had the uneasy feding that he was not done. He put the flyer on hover and looked back
through the transparent canopy. His intent, pae eyes saw neither movement nor a telltde flash of metd.
Behind him there was only empty sky and a rumpled plain of smokegrass maotionless benegth the orange
light of afdling sun. Ahead, nothing moved up the long rise into the wooded foothills. He was définitdy
adone. Whoever had been fdlowing hm had given up when he crossed into the tribd lands of the
shayl’'m.

Rhane pulled a caplike arrangement of metd and crysta wires onto his head. The psitran was dill
new to him, a tool and a concept with which he was not redly at ease. He glanced, around once more,
quickly, then settled back into his straps and concentrated on the code that would link him to Merid.

The contact was immediate and clear. Rhane wondered which of the thousands of Concord planets
Merid was on, then rejected the thought as irrdlevant. He focused his mind on the highly compressed
mentd language of the Carifil. With his Smple matrix of mindspeech went multilevd images and emotions,
an edited verson of the hours since he had stepped into an Access on Sol and emerged an indant later
on Menx.

| was followed until | crossed the Shadow River. Apparently that was the boundary separating
lowland from highland Menx. The flyer still works, but it won't be long before I’m walking.

There was a pause while Merid digested Rhane's sensory impressions, as well as his haunted feding
of other life watching him and the undercurrent of angry rage of Cezin€'s death that the very amdls of
Menx provoked in Rhane.

No questions, responded Merid, but her words were rich with sympathy and concern. Then, dmost
a the leve of reflex, Guard your back.

The contact dissolved, leaving Rhane done again. He pulled off the pstran and pressed key points
dong its gligening structure. The psitran reshaped itsdf into an armband thet fit snugly beneath the deeve
of his shirt.

With long, hard fingers, Rhane rubbed through his hair to his scalp, trying to ease the headache that
had not left him since the moment Merid had begun his education into the demanding intricacies of pg.



Sx Centrex weeks had passed since then, or 5.24 Siolan, but he was on Menx now, and mugt think in
Menx terms. Nearly seven weeks, then. Seven weeks of neuro-learning and intense mentd gymnadtics to
utilize the ps potentia he had inherited from a mother he had never seen.

At least, he assumed it was his mother’ s legacy, for his father had lacked even the low-level empathy
common to most races of men. And Cezine ... who knew what Cezine might or might not have become if
he had survived Menx?

Deiberately, Rhane turned his mind away from the unhedled wounds of the past. But it was not as
easy on Menx as it had been on Sdl. In Rhanes mind Menx and Cezine were inextricably mixed,
murderer and murdered.

Rhane forced himsdf to look ahead to the place where the Mountains of Light leaped out of the
twilight, their peaks fiery with a day that had long since fled the plains. With a weariness only partly due
to the gtrain of adjudting to an dien planet, Rhane pressed the flyer’ s ydlow go-bar.

The machine shifted from hover into forward motion with a thin whine. The change in the engineé's
sound told Rhane that the flyer was gpproaching the end of its range. On Menx, city technology did not
function beyond a certain dtitude. Menx gods did not welcome those who came riding on machines.,

Rhane chewed on a handful of nuts native to aworld that was light-centuries disant from Menx. The
nuts contained nourishment and a mild simulant. He needed both. The Concord immunization medicine
had reacted badly with his metabolism, costing him two weeks of acute illness and reducing his margin of
safety to nothing. In Sixteen Menx days, the Century of Protection would be over. Scavengers would
descend. He had to be off-planet before then.

With subtle shifts of his body, Rhane eased muscles that dill ached from the aftermath of exotic
fevers. As he did, he cursed Menx’s omnipresent, irrationd religion. A quick shuttle flight into the Jaws
and back would have accomplished his god with a minimum of risk. But he might as wel wish that
Cezine were dill dive, that there were no desth moments to collect.

The Mountains of Light lifted incandescent heads above the horizon. Rhan€'s eyes kept returning to
the jagged lines of upthrust rocks. He had seen many planets, many varieties of geography, but the
Mountains of Light caled to him as nothing had but Sol’s endless deserts.

The mountains were firg to receive light, last to let it go. Such shining isolation seemed to require a
presence greater than that of mere man. Add to that the violent westher shifts created by the mountains
themsdlves, and the hdlucinations brought on by oxygen deprivation in the high passes, and the result was
the shayl, the mythicd living gods of Menx.

That was what the offidd Concord survey had concluded after First and Second Contact, but Rhane
could not help remembering the firgt time he had looked at the mountains eght years ago. He had fdt as
though they returned his scrutiny, if not his admiration. Even now he fdt irritable, ill at ease, as though the
mountains watched him. It was an absurd thought, mingled somehow with the knowledge that Cezine€'s
ashes had been blown throughout the ramparts by restless dien winds.

Thewhine of awarning Sgnd dragged Rhane out of the unfinished past. A quick glance at the control
orid showed him that he had only a few minutes before the flyer would reach its find stop high in the
foothill forest.

Reflexivdly, Rhane glanced over his shoulder once more. He saw nothing unexpected. He slently
cursed the flyer's unsophisticated scanning equipment and his own inexperienced ps. With a find,
unconvinced glance over his shoulder, Rhane settled himsdf for the landing.

Like every other aspect of the flyer, the landing process was automatic and reaively primitive. The
ground skids touched with a jolt that made Rhane appreciate the safety harness that he wore. He
unstrapped quickly, collected his backpack and stepped down the scarred plastic ramp that the flyer had
extruded on landing.

The ar was cool and light, revitdizing after the dense wet heet of the lowlands. Rhane stretched,
restoring suppleness to his body after the long flight. Though he appeared to be fuly relaxed, his eyes
surveyed the nearby land with the cold attention of one who intends to survive the ambushes of
circumstance and man.

A wind exhded out of the dense mure forest, causng a thin girring of gold leaves. The tdl upland



smokegrass around the flyer bent gently, randomly, responding to the wind that played around the edges
of the mure trees. From a nearby grove a wiri cdled in mugcd notes. A disant wiri answered oftly.
With a rainbow flash of wings, the firg wiri flew toward the answer, cdling with melodic urgency.

Sdidfied that there was no immediate threat, Rhane pulled on his backpack. He had spotted the
overgrown tral that led to Shiyd's lakesde home. As he waked beneath the golden mure trees, he
wondered if there were any watchers, or if the Slence was as empty asit seemed.

Moving quietly, Rhane followed the dim track between trees whose black trunks were wreathed by
amber vines. Soon the trail dl but vanished. He began to wonder if Merid was wrong; it looked as
though no one had been on this path since the long-ago summer when he and Cezine had gone eagerly
toward a medting with the hdf-cvilized dien child who was ther father's guide into the ecologicd
wonders of the Menx highlands. Rhane had been twenty-three, Sx years older than Cezine. At the time,
those sx years had been an enormous gap separating childhood from adulthood, yet there had been
unusud affection between the hdf brothers. With his emerging adult perspective, Rhane had sensed that
in a few years the gap between Cezine and himsdf would shrink to inggnificance, a mere blink in life
gpans that would stretch across at least Sx hundred years.

But for Cezine there had been no 9x maturities of living. He did not survive to measure the miracle of
Concord extender drugs. An unlucky, unlikdy event had killed him, a disease that was impervious to the
immunizations Concord had developed from the life forms of severa thousand planets. The fact that other
off-worlders and many Menx had dso succumbed to that first unexpected epidemic of mdting sickness
was no comfort to Rhane. He had not been there to hold his younger brother. He had not been there to
gather Cezine slagt cup, hislast words, his death.

Only Shiya had been with Cezine, dien Shiya, offsoring of Menx, child of the shayl myth. She had
been no older than Cezine. What comfort could she have given to a boy whose life had unfolded into a
universe of withering indifference?

Rhane sumbled over a root and automaticaly caught himsdf. Resolutely, he put away thoughts of
Cezine, resarving his atention soldly for the overgrown trail. He waked quickly into the mure forest until
it seemed to divide before hislong strides and flow by him like a river of gold. He was enclosed in color
and dlence, and then he heard dien songs sung by invisible wiris. The songs were extraordinary, haunting,
amog humen in their emotion. Like his father, Rhane wondered what kind of evolution could evoke
tragedy from the mouths of animas. Had they sung like this for Cezine? Did they sng for him now?

The path curved and the forest fdl away, giving Rhane a sudden view of mig and water. Shiya's lake
was twelve drides away. He heard the soft murmur of tiny waves and he remembered the afternoon
Cezine and Shiya had played in the shalows. He had laughed to see their bodies burnished by sun and
water, laughed and then legped in to join ther play. For atime he had shared Shiya's dien, quickslver
world and Cezine€' s enormous innocence. For atimedl ther differences had been dissolved in tranducent
water.

But the lake of his memoaries was gone, replaced by today’s lake, different, older, concealed beneath
arigng pae mig. He could hear no laughter, and sunlight was retreating up the flanks of digtant
mountains,

A question bird spoke suddenly, flying from tree to tree, glaring down a Rhane and caled repeatedly
ina clear, risng note that demanded the intruder’ s identity.

Rhane sensed something, movement or mind or both. A presence. Every reflex screamed danger, but
he turned with apparent casuaness, taking care to step into a deep pool of shadow as he moved. He
stared into the forest down his back trail, but saw only attenuating sun and shadow patterns swayingin an
invigble breeze. The ar amdled of spice and crushed vine leaves and mist. He sent a careful meta probe
into the forest. He sensed only the certainty that something was there, a certainty that had begun the
moment he had set foot on Menx.

Motionless, Rhane waited by the |akeshore where he had once played. His Concord survivd suit and
his brown skin blended well within the shadow of the forest. The question bird flew closer, made bold by
Rhane' s sudden immohility. Fixing the human with a suspicious red eye, the bird opened its mouth and
asked its sweet, imperious question. Rhane waited dlently. He was tempted to try a more forceful probe,



then decided againg it. Though no one expected to find ps on Menx, the Caifil had taught him that ps
was dways possible and often unpredictable—as it had been in hisown case.

The bird' s diff lips parted, showing its ebony chisd teeth asit caled yet another question. An answer
came this time, the same note in a lower register. The new note was repeated four times, each cdl
separated by longer pauses, like echoes returning from a greater and greater distance. The question bird
stretched its clawed wings and camly began to feed, gnawing a the mure bark between its feet.

There was a sudden shiver of ydlow leaves. A woman stepped toward the path where Rhane stood.
Rhane s ydlow eyes narrowed as he focused on the woman. Then a glitter of rainbow wings againg her
neck made him catch his breath. A wiri rode her shoulder. The tiny animd looked directly a him for an
indant, then whistled softly and seemed to vanish as the gold of its body blended perfectly into the
woman's clothes,

The woman, too, was difficult to see. Even when she moved, the random gold and dark patterns of
her clothes mdted superbly into the forest background. When she was ill, she was nerly invishle She
looked neither young nor old, and he could not sense her mind at dl; she was no more than an extenson
of the sunset, a presence like digtant fire,

Suddenly Rhane felt odd, off-balance, as though time had twisted back upon itsdf. He shut his eyes,
redizing how very done he was, one man on a planet that had proved deadly to diens, one man whose
brief Caifil training was as fragile as the blue ferns uncurling into the firg migy hint of night. One man
poised between lake and forest, day and night, present and past. Alone.

“Step out of the mure shadow, off-worlder,” said the woman in excdlent, unaccented Gaactic. “I
don't like talking to a hidden face.”

Reductantly, Rhane stepped out of the concedling gloom.

“Rhanel”

Rhane suddenly redized who stood in front of him.

“Shiya...?" sad Rhane, unable to accept that mere time could have affected the change between the
child of his memory and the woman who stood before him. He spoke dowly, trying to fit past and
present into a coherent whole. “Y ou're older than my memories ... and more beatiful.”

Shiya made an involuntary movement, amost as though to hold out her hands to the man who had
risen out of the past as slently as mig off a hidden lake. Then she stepped back and became utterly 4ill,
watching him.

“Death ages what it doesn't take,” Shiya said didinctly. “You, too, have changed. Why did you
come back to the planet that killed your father and brother?”

Rhane could not name or mindtouch the emotions that churned just benegth Shiya's contral, like a
river turbulent beneath its winter lid of ice; but he was certain that the emotions were there. He returned
her scrutiny with his own, measuring the present againg the past.

Like mogst Menx, Shiya was tal and quick, nearly as tdl as Rhane. Her skin was brown, her body
dender and hard. Her hair, braided into a protective cap, showed every color from auburn to pae gold.
In the twilight of forest and migt, her eyes were very dark with glints of copper.

Thedien girl who had gtirred two brothers' desire long ago had more than fulfilled the promise of her
nascent womanhood. He did not blame Cezine for wanting her with dl the force of a boy’s firg taste of
his own manhood. No, he could not blame Cezine ...

“Why are you here, Concord man?’ Shiya's voice was cool, as though she had taken his slence for
disapproval. “Do you too wish to die before your time?’

“| came to see the place where my brother died before his”

“Menx no longer welcomes diens” said Shiya bluntly. “Even if we did, the place where Cezine died
isbeyond your reach.”

“I'm not asking for welcome.” Rhane paused. He didiked what he was going to say, but knew that it
was necessary. She would not volunteer to help him. “There is a death debt owing.”

Thewiri on Shiya's shoulder stirred. Even in the near-darkness beneeth the trees, the animd’s wings
glittered. The creature crooned oftly, a sound as soothing as water lapping at the shore.

“Cezine” whispered Shiya, her voice no longer hard.



Thewiri cried out in a pure fal of sound that was too beautiful to be a scream.

Rhane took a step toward Shiya, regretting his request and the pain it had obvioudy caused. But
before he could say anything, Shiya spoke.

“| accept the death debt.” Her voice was flat. “What do you require of me?’

Rhane knew then that it was too late for hestation or regret. It was done. “Take me to the place
where my brother died. | must go there and back to Sol before Menx regjects Concord.”

“Impossible”

“Why? Are the Fountains of Madness tabu?’

“Not in the sense you mean,” said Shiya.

“Then why?’

“Smply to reach the Ghost Pass takes deven days by borsk. To reach the Fountains ...” Shiya's
voice hesitated, then resumed its former flatness. “ Sixteen days, probably more. Borsks are dower than a
men waking.”

Rhane tried to throttle the despair he fdt rigng in his throat. Sixteen days. Was Siol’s continuity to be
destroyed smply because borsks were lumbering beasts incapable of a decent speed?

“I'll walk,” Rhane said through the tightness of his throat.

“Not over the Ghost Pass. Y ou'd be unconscious long before you reached the summit.”

“There mugt be away!”

Echoes of Rhane's desperation disturbed the wiri. It shifted its wings and peered a Rhane out of
luminous blue eyes. It sang sweetly, compdling his attention, tdling him of sunlight and warm water and
drifting on a khi-scented wind. In spite of himsdf, Rhane listened and fdt the grip of desperation loosen.

“There has to be away,” Rhane said, his voice controlled again.

Shiya stared at her wiri, then a Rhane. The wiri hummed, unconcerned by Shiya's scrutiny. Rhane
was not so unaffected, but he did not show the effort it cost him to wait for Shiya's answer.

“I'll do what is possible” said Shiya at last. She glanced oddly at her wiri. “Sgnd tdlls me that more
ispossible than | would have beieved. | hope it's enough.”

Rhane did not understand anything except that Shiya had agreed to take him to the Fountains of
Madness.

“Can you tdl mewhy | mugt lead you, and probably mysdf, to an early death?’ asked Shiya

Rhane's relief was so greet that he dismissed the warning in her words. “1 mus perform an en
Jacaroen ritud that will assure the continuity of Siol’s history.”

Shiya absorbed Rhane's explanation in baffled slence, then sghed. “*Stand not between a believer
and his shazir,’”” she murmured.

“Shazir?” asked Rhane, unfamiliar with the Menx word she had used.

“God.”

Rhane started to explain that the ritud sprang from palitical rather than divine necessity, but decided
that Shiya would not understand. Menx couched everything in rdigious terms. If that satisfied Shiya, there
was no need to explain further.

“You've picked adifficult time to appease your gods,” said Shiya. “Shayl’m die of diseases brought
by people like you. Even Shayl have died. Will your own gods be saisfied with thought rather than
action?’

“Would yours?’ said Rhane dryly, not expecting an answer.

“Some of our shazir—gods—see no divison between thought and action. But most”—Shiya's hands
moved ambiguoudy—*mogt see the universe on their closed eydids, dl and nothing at dl. They are the
eadest to appease, because they don't care”

“My gods,” Rhane said emphaticaly, “divide thought from action. | mugt stand where my brother
died”

“Ahhh” dghed Shiya, her voice softening. “It's a great midfortune to attract the notice of a
demanding god. | pity you, son of Sal.”

Rhane' s eyes questioned dlently, intently, as pae as the ydlow moon rigng beyond the lake.

“I'll take you into the Mountains of Light,” said Shiya, “as | once took Cezine. And you will learn, as



Cezine and | learned, that no one passes unchanged through the Jaws of Menx.”

Cezin€ s death hung between them, more red than moon or lake, expanding outward like the mig.

“Isthat athreat? asked Rhane quietly.

“Itsafact. You'll stand where your brother melted into desth. May your gods be pleased by the
results.”

“I'm in your debt—" began Rhane, but before he could finish the phrase from Courtesy, Shiya
interrupted.

“No. I'll accept no debts but the one I’ ve claimed. Cezine”

Shiya turned and walked into the mig.

Rhane hestated before following her. He looked into each curl of migt, each pooling shadow,
graining to see something he could not name. Menx made him both angry and uneasy. He resented being
here, forced to confront Cezineg' s memory in every twigt of moisture writhing off the lake. Although he fet
no immediate sense of danger, the very ar seemed charged with ... imminence Something was
happening, or had happened so long ago that only reverberations remained, echoes and a maase that
gnawed a his mind.

Rhane stared at the mig as though its voicdess slver tongues were spesking the name of every
off-worlder to die on Menx. He turned away, afraid that if he stayed he would hear Cezin€ s name—or
hisown. In the distance, Shiyatook a question bird’s cry, reshaped it subtly, then returned it to the migt
and evening. Silence spread like twilight through the trees.

Abruptly, Rhane strode after Shiya. His reappearance dong the trall set off the question bird again.
Rhane tried to imitate Shiya's liquid whistle, but could not. The bird's sweet demand continued without
pause, and Rhane walked on, cursng himsdf for lacking the correct answer to even such a minor Menx
question.

Shiya was waiting farther down the path where it curved back toward the lake. Just beyond her was
amultilevded dwdling built partly over the water. When Rhane approached, she turned and walked into
the house without a word. Rhane hesitated, then followed.

The lakesde home was a curious blend of primitive Menx and advanced Concord technology. The
communications device received and transmitted complete smulations, yet the decor—a mixture of native
wood and stone and open spaces—was gpparently gatic, though some inner wdls and floors changed
on command.

Rhane darted to ask Shiya what made one expression of technology acceptable to the gods and
another not, when a sound like a good-natured flute distracted him. He stopped, looking for the source
of the rippling music. Shiyawaked around a curving wal into another part of the house.

Rhane hestated and would have followed, but another ripple of mudc cdled to him. A andl
explodon of color riveted his attention. He waked over to an open window. There, poised on the
trangparent sll, was a creature not much larger than his hand.

When Rhane approached, the wiri snapped open its four wings. Thousands of tiny prisms shattered
light into minute, brilliant rainbows. The wiri watched Rhane out of violet eyes too hig for its body. Asit
cocked its deek head, another phrase of song tumbled from its oddly human mouth.

But for dl its liquid music, Rhane sensed that the creature was uneasy. He stopped moving and
concentrated on not frightening it away. He had never been this close to a wiri. He wondered if even his
father had.

“You're alittle beauty,” Rhane said softly, usng his most diseming voice. “1 won't hurt you.” Sowly
Rhane extended his hand, thinking and spesking very gently. “Are you tame, little one? And are you as
soft as you look?”

The creature turned its head from Side to sde, showing erect tasseled ears of the same slky gold as
the rest of its body. It leaned forward, usng its long, velvety tal as a counterweight. Instead of sniffing
Rhane' s hand, the wiri put a four-fingered paw on ether sde of Rhane's thumb. Rhane fdt a shiver of
mentd touch. Autometicaly his newly trained defenses closed, leaving only the most superficid leve of
hismind open. In spite of his surprise, he managed to reassure the odd creature dinging to his fingertip.

With a sound between music and laughter, the wiri flew up to Rhane's shoulder and began nuzzing



his neck. Its tal wrapped swgly around his ear. Rhane smiled and stroked the golden animd with a
fingertip. The creature was even softer than it looked. It hummed at him, radiating fedings of pleasure.

“Youmus be a pet,” Rhane said, ddighted by the tiny animd’ s trust. “Do you have a name?’

Thewiri looked a Rhane out of huge violet eyes.

“Rhane? Did you see alittle begga—"

Rhane turned toward Shiyd's voice. She was danding close to him, garing intently at the wiri
humming againg his throat. She touched the creature’ s head with the tip of her finger, then frowned.

“It sawiri, ign't it? Like yours? | didn't think they tolerated strangers,” said Rhane. “Did you cdl it
Begga?’

Shiya looked as though she would say something, but did not. Then, dmost absently, “Yes, that's a
wiri. The wild ones live by picking parasites off large animals, usudly reskans.”

“No wonder wiris are smdl,” muttered Rhane. “Picking ticks off a myth is a hard way to eat. But it
explans Begga’' s—" Rhane stopped abruptly, redizing that Menx had no word for ps.

“Explanswhat?’ asked Shiya

“Oh, the wings” said Rhane quickly. “And the pseudo-hands.”

Shiya waited, senang the inadequacy of Rhane' s explanation.

“l didn't see any wirisin the dity,” said Rhane.

“Wirislive only near shayl, and shayl live only in the highlands” Shiya stared at Rhane, both puzzied
and oddly intent. “Wiris are god creatures.”

There was along, subtly uncomfortable slence before Rhane said, “I don’'t understand.”

“Nether do I. You don't believein our gods, yet that beggar nuzzles and hums againg your neck.”

Rhane difled a flare of impatience with Shiya's superdtitions. The explanation for the wiris absence
from the lowlands was probably quite smple. If the flatland Menx believed that the wiris were creatures
of Menx’s capricious gods, flatlanders would avoid wiris, fear wiris and findly hate wiris. Sensng hatred,
the wiriswould flee,

“Beggar knows | won't hurt it,” Rhane said curtly.

Asif in agreement, the wiri crooned and snuggled closer. Shiya hesitated, then shrugged, a Concord
gesture learned long ago from Cezine.

“If you can handle a reskan as wdl as that wiri, we may survive the trip through the Jaws.”

Rhane s finger paused just above Beggar’ s head. “A reskan? A Menx reskan?’

“Is there another kind?’ asked Shiya dryly.

“But they’re myths”

Shiyasad only, “Would you rather ride borsks?’

“Impossble” said Rhane curtly. “They're too dow.”

“Then we ride reskans, unless you want to spend winter eating ice in a shayl cave. Even on reskans,
we will have the gods own time getting in and out of the Jaws before the Ghost Pass closes.”

Rhane shrugged. If he had to ride a myth, so be it. He had only sixteen days. Fifteen, now; this one
was nearly over.

“| thought,” Rhane said findly, “that only a Menx god could ride a reskan.”

“And 1,” countered Shiya, “thought that only shayl could tame wiris. ‘Each day a new redity.’”

Rhane amiled crookedly. “I hope my reskan agrees.”

“If your reskan doesn't, you'll have no choice but to wait until spring. A lori might get you close to
the base of the Ghost Pass before the firgt howler ices the peaks, but alori can't survive the dtitude of
the pass. Nether can you, unless a reskan or a borsk does the work.” She amiled wanly. “1 hope your
gods understand human limitations”

Rhane slently wondered if Shiya knew the difference between biologicd limitations and culturd
tabus. For the hundredth time he wished for a shuttle that was not limited by pious mechanics.

The sound of a comunit's 9gnd interrupted Rhane's thoughts. Shiya listened to the rapid pulses of
sound for a moment before she turned away, speaking over her shoulder as she did so.

“Leave your pack in the south room. I'll be in the back of the house when you're ready.”

“What about your wiri?" asked Rhane, when the animd refused to leave his shoulder as he pedled off



his pack.

“It flieswhere it chooses,” sad Shiya “Itis of the shayl.”

Rhane watched Shiya's retreating back and tried not to think about the suspicions crowding his
thoughts. The child that he had known was scarcely visblein the adult. Shiya was fully in the thrdl of the
idiosyncratic Menx rdigion. She was a shayl’'m, the sdf-styled “children of the gods.” The shayl’'m,
composed of digparate highland tribes, had been indifferent to First Contact and the invitation to join the
Concord of Planets. But latdy, indifference had shaded into overt hodlility at the presence of off-world
unbelievers, who were blamed for the epidemics of mdting Sickness.

The fact that Menx mdting sickness had no counterpart on any Concord world made no impression
on the native hodtility, nor did the fact that the disease was particularly deadly to off-worlders. The only
exception seemed to be the T'agln, who were mentors to Menx during the Century of Protection
falowing First Contact. Perhaps the ningty years the T'aeln had so far spent on Menx had served to
build up their immunity to the disease, or perhaps they were naurdly immune Whatever the cause, the
T adln had a 67 percent recovery rate from mdting sickness. Menx natives had an 81 percent recovery
rate. The other races of man had no measurable recovery rate; everyone who contracted the disease
died, and died very horribly.

Rhane looked around the twilight room and hoped that the latest Concord immunization worked
better for him than its predecessors had for the research team and Cezine. Always Cezine.

The wiri whined uneesily, sendng Rhan€e's shift in mood. Redizing what had happened, Rhane
stroked the little creature while he worked to control his emotions. He told himsdf that he was not
respongble for Cezine s death, that nothing could have kept Cezine dive. Sometimes he even believed it,
but that did not diminish the rage that he felt. Cezine had died too young, too aone, his father dead and
hisolder brother light-years away, too far to know Cezine was dying, too far to catch even a word from
his dying mouth.

The wiri throbbed raggedly, distressed by the emations seeping through Rhane€'s newly learned
menta shields. A golden paw stroked Rhane's cheek just above his short gold beard. The touch startled
Rhane out of his blesk reverie.

“l wonder if the Carifil know about you,” murmured Rhane.

Thewiri chirruped questioningly, feding yet another shift in Rhane' s mood.

“Yes, you. You sense the leadt little wisp of emation just like an empath monitor.”

Rhane concentrated again on ordering his mood, usng what the Carifil had taught him, accepting
rather than rgecting his jagged emations. The acceptance was neither complete nor permanent, merdy a
step in the continua process of integrating his unheded past with his unexpected present.

After atime, the wiri began to ang softly to itsdf.

“Never an ungpoken mood,” said Rhane, touching the wiri’s gold fur. “Theat could get to be a
nuisance, Beggar.”

Thewiri blinked, not at dl worried by the words, for the man's emotion was one of wry indulgence.
With a amile and afind light touch, Rhane ignored the wiri riding on his shoulder and went in search of
Shiya

Rhane found Shiyain a soft-floored room that had two walls of jigsaw stone and lacy blue mig ferns,
three walls of open windows, and awal composed of rivulets of water that formed a restless tapesiry.
Near the narrow pool made by fdling water was a cascade of creamy flowers accented by the indigo
gars of khi blossoms. Scattered about the room were pockets of fis-szed glowbals that gave off pae
gold light.

One of the wals had a dight bulge which was the comunit smulator. In front of it the floor had
humped up to provide comfortable lounging. Shiya reclined againg a canelian swel of carpet, but she
was far from relaxed. There was an aura of bardly leashed violence about her that stopped Rhane in the
room'’s entryway, beyond the radius of the comunit's pickup.



“—bri th'li,” said a man’s voice, usng a Menx term of extreme intimecy.

Shiya's hissed reply was a sngle Menx obscenity.

Rhane stayed beyond the pickup range, ligening while voices wove in and out of the rippling water
sounds, sounds that disguised identity and meening until the absolute flatness of Shiya's tone knifed
through the liquid murmurings.

“The identity of a man who may or may not be in my home is no concern of yours, Lor Jasire.”

Rhane's shock at hearing the T'adn mentor's name was 0 great that he made an involuntary
movement toward the comunit. Lor Jastre was one of the few T agln of master phenotype who had
managed to overcome his culturdly ingrained xenophobia to the point that he could participate in the
varied intercourse of Concord races. Lor Jastre had devoted nearly a full maturity to heping Menx and
the Concord reach amutud understanding of the other’ s worth.

As the son of afamily which had served the Concord for one thousand years, Rhane appreciated the
sacrifice entaled in taking a man of immense sophistication and effectively limiting him to a planet whose
sophidtication lay far in the future. Yet Lor Jastre had chosen to be on Menx. Rhane wondered why Lor
Jastre had made that unlikdly choice. Rhane' s father had likened Lor Jastre to a marveloudy adapted fish
that had determined it mus fly. Even if the fish somehow managed to distort scales into fegthers, the
result was more travesty than achievement. Insanity.

Rhane had to admit, though, that Lor Jastre had done an adequate job of being mentor to Menx; he
had managed to learn about Menx culture without forcing T agl’s much higher culture onto the natives. It
was unfortunate that Lor Jastre’ s achievement was exceeded only by his arrogance, and his intdligence
only by his culturd conditioning.

Rhane ligened a moment longer, then sghed dlently. He would have to confront the T'agln, a
confrontation that Rhane had hoped to avoid. It was an uncomfortable thing to owe an unpayable debt to
a man you could not aways bring yoursdf to like. For a moment, Rhane wished he shared his dead
father’s utter fascination with dl things T' agln.

Rhane took two quick steps, bringing him into range of the pickup. As he sat down, Beggar stirred,
cregting a flurry of color. The three-dimensiond image of Lor Jastre that was seated in front of Shiya
turned toward Rhane. Except for avery dight transparency, the brown-skinned, yellow-haired smulation
was exactly like having Lor Jastre in the room.

“And who,” said Lor Jastre, tilting his head toward Rhane, “is the Menx who wears a shayl creature
on his shoulder?’ Then recognition came to Lor Jastre. “Rhanel”

Lor Jastre leaned forward and reached out as though to verify Rhane' s identity by touch. Immateria
fingers came toward the wiri. Beggar’s wings snapped out, then folded back aong golden fur when no
contact was fdt.

Lor Jastre stared at the wiri with the intense ydlow eyes of a T'aeln master, then a Rhane, then at
thewiri once again. Abruptly, Lor Jastre Straightened. His eyes were brilliant with suppressed emotion.

“My dear, fiozek Sster would have liked to see you,” said the T'agn, usng a T'adn word that
denoted very mild insanity.

“Apologies and regrets to Lor Sostra,” answered Rhane formdly. “I remember with great pleasure
the tour of T adl that she condescended to give me. | wasn't aware that she was on Menx.”

Lor Jastre dismissed the apology with a smdl movement of hisfingertips. “My sster was ever fond of
tangentidly insane acts. I'm sure your presence on T’ adl was a great anusement to her.”

“So am |,” sad Rhane, remembering the uncomfortable companionship of a master T aeln who
laughed at convention and never considered the psychic cost to her guest. Yet, it spite of being a pariah,
Rhane had enjoyed being on T’ adl, breathing the ar and waking on the earth of a planet that had known
nearly three hundred thousand years of unbroken dvilization. “Is Lor Sostra on Menx?” pressed Rhane.

“She would have been if she had known of your presence. Y ou please her.”

Rhane said nothing. If this had been a purdy persond trip, he would have deserved the oblique
reminder of debt that Lor Jastre was giving him. But it was not a persond trip and the reminder was
irritating.

Theamulaion of Lor Jastre moved forward again, Saring at the wiri until Beggar’s tail curled more



tightly around Rhan€e's ear. Lor Jastre amiled narrowly and retreated.

“A true wiri,” Lor Jastre murmured. “I wonder if Lor Sostra will be amused by the result of her
mizek.” This time, Lor Jastre used a T'agln word that denoted reprehensible conduct associated with
monomania. Then, redizing that his murmurings were being tranamitted to others, Lor Jastre faced both
Rhane and Shiya and began speaking in the neutrd tones of a professond diplomat. “My admiration is
yours, Rhane en Jacaroen. Few natives can tame a wiri. | know of no diens who have been so ...
fortunate.”

As though the wiri sensed it was being discussed, it preened with elaborate casuaness, scattering
dints of pure color with each move.

“l have heard rumors” continued Lor Jastre, “of surzek. I'm told that a Solan is going into the
Jaws”

Rhane ignored the insult implicit in Lor Jastre’s use of a T'agln word that could only be trandated as
“insane excrement-ester.”

“Yes, I'm going into the Jaws.”

Rhane' s blunt answer seemed to surprise Lor Jastre. It was not in keegping with the formdities that
were as naturd to T'ael—and Siol—as bresthing.

“When?" asked Lor Jastre, matching Rhan€e' s directness.

Rhane glanced aside a Shiya Without turning toward the smulation, Shiya answered. “Tomorrow.
Riding reskans.”

“Reskand” said Lor Jagtre. Then, redizing the sharpness of his tone, he repeated mildy, “Reskans”
Helaughed. “Ah, little Shiya. Do you never tire of latzak Menx jokes, bri th'li?’

Shiyareturned Lor Jastre' s indulgent laughter with afla stare. She said something in a shayl’m didect
that neither man could trandate. Beggar took flight, snging in a tone so high it was dmogt a scream. The
wiri vanished out the open window.

From the mure forest a reskan cdled in an ascending howl. Rhane could not control the primd
rippling of hisskin; yet for dl its savagery, the reskan’s cdl was more song than scream.

A second reskan cdled in a supple tenor that was both beautiful and fierce. Rhane sensed that the
second reskan was femde, anging for him, and he did not know whether to amile or hide. When he
turned toward Shiya, she was smiling.

“Do you recognize that sound?’ said Shiya “Few other than shayl have heard it and lived to share
their discovery.”

“Reskans,” Rhane said curtly. Then, before Shiya could say anything, he added, “The second one is
femde She knows I’'min here”

Shiya's coppery eyes reflected surprise, then thought. Her hands made a dow gesture of acceptance
and wonder.

“Y ou should have been born on Menx,” she said softly. “1 believe you will ride that reskan. If you do,
we may survive the Ghost Pass and the wandering shezir.”

“No,” interrupted Lor Jastre. “1 won't dlow it, Shiya. Too muchisat risk.”

Shiya shrugged. “Theat is a matter for the gods—as is Rhane' s desire to enter the Jaws.” Shiya's tone
indicated thet the discusson was ended. “We leave tomorrow.”

“A matter for the gods,” repeated Lor Jastre, thinking quickly. He turned his head toward Rhane,
then back toward Shiya. “ Shazir? What possible interest could shazir havein an dien?’

Shiyasad nothing. Her face was set in unyidding lines. Her lips suggested a didtinct distaste for the
conversation and the image of Lor Jastre.

“By your own gods, Shiya, think!” said Lor Jastre, his findy controlled voice like a whip. “We
recently lost another Concord team in the Jaws and mugt presume that they’ve succumbed to a new
epidemic. Asif that weren't tragic enough, you're proposing to kill the lagt direct descendant of Sol’s
oldest and most powerful dynasty. Don't you redize tha Sol is immensdy powerful within the
Concord?’

“We didn't ask for Concord—or for T'aeln meddlers.” Shiyd s voice was cool, controlled, hinting of
danger.



Before Lor Jastre could answer, the reskan cdled again in dien imperative. Rhane had the diginct
feding that he was being summoned.

“No,” muttered Rhane so softly that even the comunit pickup was defeated. “1’'m not going out into
the dark looking for a carnivorous myth, no matter how beautiful your voiceis. | might find you. Or more
likely, you'd find me. | may be stupid, but I'm not suiciddl.”

Thereskan cdled again, high and wild, a sound amogt like laughter. Beggar burst through the open
window and landed on Rhan€'s shoulder in a flash of rainbow colors. Though the wiri had been gone
only a few moments, it trilled a gregting song into Rhane's ear. The song was both loving and subtly
whimsicd. When it ended Rhane amiled, tickling Beggar with a fingertip. He looked up to find both Lor
Jastre and Shiya saring a him.

“l don't know what the shazir have to do with Rhane” said Shiya dryly, “or he with them, but it's
clear that some connection exists. Agreed, Lor Jastre?’

Lor Jastre said nothing, though Rhane could amost sense the racing thoughts and emotions benesth
the T" aeln’s handsome brown face.

“Come now, T'aedln meddler,” prompted Shiya “You mug agree. When was the lagt time you heard
awiri 9ng love songs to an dien? For that matter, when was the last time you heard awiri Sng at dl?’

“Never. One has never sung for me”

Rhane sensed both wigtfulness and vindication benegth Lor Jastre’ s—words,

“They never will,” Shiya said, her words soft and her amile mocking. “They're shayl creatures. And
S0, apparently, is Rhane”

“Spare me your shayl insanities” snapped Lor Jastre. “They've dready cost Menx more than it can
afford.” The T"aeln mentor looked broodingly a Rhane. Nothing disturbed the slence, not even the
minute rugtle of wiri wings. “I can’'t permit you to go with her,” Lor Jastre said dowly.

Rhane hesitated a long time before answering, conscious of a debt that began with Lor Sostra and
culminated with his father’s and hdf brother’s death. Lor Jastre had been immensdy hdpful to the en
Jacaroen family after the disaster of losng a young, vigorous leader. Despite T'adl’s fabled contempt for
the lives and sengbilities of other races, Lor Jasire had ingsted that both dead en Jacaroens receive a
Solan resurrection service on Menx that was commensurate to their high rank and wedlth on Sol.

When Rhane had been found on T"agl and informed as to what had occurred on Menx, Lor Jastre
hed not permitted Rhane to repay him for the great cost of such rituds. Lor Jastre had aso left Menx to
persondly place the last cup to touch the RA Jacaroen’s lipsin the en Jacaroen state shrine. He had even
taken the time to dictate as complete a moment-of-death history as was possible, satisfying the needs of
the en Jacaroen scribes and giving the en Jacaroen dan a few years in which to educate Rhane before
sending him back to Menx to retrieve hishdf brother’ s death.

Rhane had never asked for such kindness, nor did he understand why Lor Jastre had given it.
Nonetheless, by dl the codes of Solan aristocracy, and common as wdl as Gaactic Courtesy, Rhane
was deeply indebted to the master T'agln. Defying Lor Jastre was unthinkable, yet Rhane knew he must
do judt thet. Before he could be named RA Jacaroen, dl en Jacaroen lives and deaths must be balanced.

“I'm sorry, Lor Jastre, but | mugt go into the Jaws of Menx,” Rhane said, his voice troubled. “I
acknowledge my debt to the Lors of T'adl, but | can’t repay it with obedience on Menx.” His fingers
stroked the quiescent wiri on his shoulder in a dow counterpoint to his words. The tiny animd sang sad
descant harmony to Rhane's unspoken regrets. “Thistrip was given to me to do. | can't evadeit.”

“Has it to do with the degth of the RA Jacaroen?’ asked Lor Jastre, his voice rich with a subtle
tangle of emations.

“No,” 9ghed Rhane, caught between past gratitude and present imperative. “No. You handled every
necessary ritud with a depth of tact that is dill celebrated on en Jacaroen feast days. Such ddicacy
would scarcely have been required from an en Jacaroen, much less a—" Rhane stopped, not wanting to
inault the other man.

“A ydlow-eyed T adn,” finished Lor Jastre. He chuckled a Rhan€'s discomfort. “Don't worry.
Wha inferior races cdl usininault, we cdl oursdvesin pride. To be born ydlow-eyed on my planet is a
mark of great distinction and an assurance of grest power. Our ruling class is bred with a care that no



Concord planet can appreciate—except, perhaps, Tau.”

“My father should have been born on T'adl,” Rhane said, remembering the RA Jacaroen’s eyes,
more often clear gold than gray, dartling againgt his dark brown hair.

“In mogt lights” said Lor Jastre, his voice and expression haunted, “your father had very human eyes.
Y ours are even more human, as human as mine”

Rhane did not know how to respond to the T'aeln’s odd remark. Beggar snuggled againgt Rhane's
beard and sang soft praises into the slence. Lor Jastre watched, his expression so divided among
emotions that the result was no emation at al. The T'aeln’s yelow eyes brooded over Solan and wiri for
amoment longer, then switched to Shiya

“How did you persuade the wiri onto Rhane's shoulder?’ asked Lor Jastre suddenly.

“17" Shiyalaughed humorlesdy. “I was as surprised as you.”

“Then why isthe wiri on his shoulder?’

Shiya shrugged. “Who knows the mind of a shayl creature?’

Lor Jastre made a swift, controlled chop with his hand. “Gods living among men.” Lor Jastre made a
sound that was close to asnarl. “I am sick past deeth of hearing about thet!”

Shiyd's amile was both enigmatic and chilling. “But you never ligen, do you? You, my sneering
mentor, couldn’t see a god waking on your toes unless the god had ydlow eyes and was born on T’ adl.
Chizak.”

The hissed T agln epithet shocked Rhane, but Lor Jastre only amiled. 1 keep waiting for serat
chdlenge, bri th'li, but it does not come.”

Shiyaignored Lor Jastre with a completeness more insuiting than any epithet.

“It' sjust aswel,” continued Lor Jastre. “Y ou're too beautiful to kill.”

Shiyd's body became utterly ill, whally controlled. “I don’t have ydlow eyes and hair, T agln. |
can't be beautiful.”

“Weaen'tonT'ad.”

“You're dways on T'ad,” sad Shiya Bitterness curled like a whip around her words. “And never
more than when you are on Menx!”

“Surzak.” Lor Jastre turned to Rhane, dismissing Shiya with a movement of his fingertips. “Do you
know that Concord protection does not extend past the range of lowland technology?’ he asked,
switching his attack from past gratitude to future safety.

“Yes”

“Do you know why?’

“Every Concord planet runs its planetary afairs according to the rules of its own societies, however
bizarre or dangerous those rules may be for off-worlders.”

“But Menx isn't a Concord planet. Not yet. Probably not ever.” Lor Jastre's ydlow eyes searched
Rhangs face. The T'adn’s voice was dmog rough. “Did you know that Menx wants to refuse
Concord?’

“Yes” sad Rhane. Questions crowded his tongue, but he could not ask them. Suddenly Lor Jastre
looked old, dmogt eroded, worn beyond endurance by an impossible task.

“Do you know thet the Century of Protection ends in fifteen Menx days?’ asked Lor Jastre.

“yes”

“Latzek!” snapped Lor Jastre. “You know, yet you come and babble about a trip into the Jaws of
Menx. Perhaps you don't know what happens after Concord Protection ends.”

“The Concord withdraws,” said Rhane tightly. “The Accesses are destroyed. Scavengers descend in
lightships”

Beggar’' s song became a series of sharp, minor-key cries, as though the wiri were in pain; but Rhane
did not notice, for he wasin the grip of hisown pain.

“Whet if you don't get off intime?’ demanded Lor Jastre.

“My risk. My regret.”

“Your desth.”

“Possbly.”



“Latzak. Utterly latzak.”

Rhane said nothing.

“The difficulty increases,” Lor Jastre said softly. “Every epidemic, every day, it increases. We T'agln
are grieved—ah! what a pale word for what we fed! Menx dips away from us every day, every plague,
every death. We want Menx to survive. We have done wha we could, we've done more than we
believed we could, yet Menx dips like water through our cupped hands.”

“l came here knowing the risks,” said Rhane. “ Concord people who go into the highlands—the shayl
lands—know that they are going beyond the protection of ether Menx or Concord. The Menx were
quite explicit on that point, and Concord agreed. Anyone, Menx or Concord, who tries to enter the
highlands assumes dl risks and dl regponghilities for the consequences.”

“Yes” agreed Lor Jasire, his voice dmog hitter, “the Concord made unusud concessions for
Menx.”

“Unusud? Perhaps, but not unique. Other—"

“Yes yes” sad Lor Jastire impatiently. “Other worlds, other places, other times, other races. The
Concord did not do Mens any favor by making an exception of the safety of the shayl lands after First
Contact.

“It would have been better,” Lor Jastre continued softly, “if Concord had listened to the counsdl of
T aen sanity and agreed that Menx was not in a pogtion to benefit from membership in the Concord.
Then First Contact never would have been initiated, much less Second Contact. Menx should have been
proscribed. There would have been no epidemics, no deaths, no refusal, no abandonment.”

Lor Jastre smiled sadly. “Other times ... and none of them now.” He stared a Rhane with ydlow
eyes that would not be denied. “Don’'t go, Rhane. Don't die in the Jaws of Menx.” The golden light of
glowbdls washed over Rhane, making his eyes as ydlow as a T'adln magter’s.

“I mugt go,” said Rhane. “I’'m sorry. Lor Jastre, but | must.”

For along moment Lor Jastre stared a Rhane, whose far har reflected the incandescent gold of
glowbdls.

“How likea T"agn,” murmured Lor Jastre. “And the eyes so ydlow, so human ...”

Lor Jastre’ s hand lifted to his own head, where T"agln hair shone like citrine. Then his hand dropped
lifdedy into his lgp. For a moment he was utterly 4ill, eyes closed, face lined by a sadness that Rhane
could neither measure nor understand.

“I will go with you,” Lor Jastre said. “Maybe then you won't have to die”

“No,” sad Shiya, her voice hard, preempting any answer Rhane might have made.

Lor Jastre ignored Shiya. His ydlow eyes fastened on Rhane. “You said you can't repay your debt
with obedience. Would smple gratitude be possible? The type of gratitude that would dlow me to go
aong with you? If | were with you, protecting you, perhaps you would begin to understand that to go into
the Jaws of Menx is ... chizek ... atype of insanity that is beneath even you.”

Though Lor Jastre had been careful not to use “chizak” as an epithet, anger tightened Rhane's face.
Of the ninety-seven degrees of insanity recognized by the T  aeln, chizak was the least acceptable. The
word had connotations that were both criminal and obscene.

“If it means that much to you,” said Rhane harshly, “then you are, of course, welcome to accompany
me. As you pointed out, it'sthe least | can do for you.”

Lor Jastre ignored the grudging aspect of Rhane s invitation. With a gesture of acceptance, the T adln
leaned back, amiling.

“Which reskan will he ride, Concord man?’ Shiya's laugh was short and unpleasant. “No quick
ansver?” Shiya reached out and picked a ripe khi blossom out of the cascade of flowers. She hdd the
blossom out to Beggar. The wiri leaned toward it and keened hungrily, but refused to take it from her
hand. “Then are we to ride borsks and freeze before we reach even the lowest reaches of the Ghost
Pass?’

Rhane said nothing.

“Make up your mind, Concord man. Or are you going to be like this foolish wiri, refusng food
because the hand that offersit is not beloved? Do you have to love the voice that spesks in order to hear



the truth?’

Beggar keened softly, rubbing its tasseled ears aganst Rhane's jaw.

“Poor little wiri,” murmured Shiya. “You can't hdp what you are, can you?’ She pressed the khi
blossom into Rhane's band. “Feed your wiri. Its hunger is as painful as the dream of a shazir.”

Rhane held out the blossom to Beggar. The wiri snatched it with afluting cry and buried its face in the
blue-black khi petals. Tiny crunching sounds floated up to Rhane as the wiri ate the spicy seeds. Shiya
amiled with a softness that transformed her. Rhane could only stare at her, remembering a time eight
years ago. But as she turned to face Lor Jastre, both her amile and her beauty faded, leaving only a cold
intelligence.

“We're leaving tomorrow,” Shiya said, reeching for the cutoff lever. “We don't have time for futile
conversation. First light comes early, even in late summer.”

“No,” sad Lor Jastre quickly. “You won't win that easily. I'm coming with Rhane. I'll ride one of
your loris”

“BEvenyou,” said Shiya coldly, “mud redize that alori can't go over the Ghost Pass.”

Lor Jastre made a gesture of dismissd. “We have only the word of a shayl for that.” He gave Shiya a
cold glance, then looked a Rhane. “Doesn't it strike you as odd that she want to take you, done, into
the most dangerous place on Menx? Could it be that she has something unlucky planned for yet another
en Jacaroen?’

Shiya became as dill as a crouching predator, then she controlled hersdf with an unplessant smile
“Come dong if you mugt. I won’'t mourn your deeth in the Ghost Pass.”

Shiya snapped down the cutoff lever, leaving only slence divided by soft ribbons of fdling water.

“Chizak.”

At firg, Rhane did not separate the hissed word from the rippling water sounds. When he did, he
turned toward Shiya, wondering why she loathed the man who had spent nearly a century helping her
people. But before he could ask a question, Shiya turned toward a pane that controlled the house. Her
fingers moved quickly, programming a standard Concord food computer.

After amoment of slence, Beggar chirped. Its smdl hands tugged a Rhane's bronze hair, exploring
his scalp. Rhane plucked Beggar off his shoulder and held the wiri in his cupped hands.

“l haven't been here long enough to acquire mure ticks or rock lice, Beggar. | don’'t even have a
thread mite from Sol’s deserts to offer you.”

The wiri’s violet eyes studied Rhane unblinkingly. Smdl gold throat musdles trembled and plaintive
notes poured forth. Rhane offered the wiri several khi flowers out of the cascade, but none of them were
ripe. Beggar’ s song shifted into a pathetic minor key.

“All right, I'll see what | can find,” Rhane said, laughing. “I can see why Shiya named you Beggar.”

Beggar sang in tremulous counterpart to water faling.

“What do you feed your little beastie?” asked Rhane when Shiya turned away from the wall controls.
“If I don’'t give it something, its sad songswill have mein tears.”

Shiya amiled dightly. “It's not my wiri. I've never fed it from my hand.”

“But it was in your house and you'd named it Beggar.”

“It was not inmy house, it was a my window. | cdl every wild wiri beggar because they depend on
areskan's generosity for food.”

Rhane stared at Shiya, looking for 9gnsthat she was teasing him. He saw, and sensed, only that she
was tdling the truth.

“Look,” said Rhane reasonably, holding out the wiri that snuggled in his cupped hand. “This isn't a
wild animd. Obvioudy Beggar belongs to somebody.”

“Yes,” Shiyasaid, looking from the wiri to Rhane. “You.”

The backlash of Rhan€' s anger made Beggar gtir. Four wings created a flurry of rainbows before the
wir subsided once more.

“l could keep on asking fodlish questions,” said Rhane, “or you could save time by explaning what
you' re talking about.”

“Hights of wiris live in close association with reskans,” sad Shiya in a patient voice. “A pack of



reskans livesin close association with me”

Shiya's lips pursed. A long, liling whistle poured out. The clear sound floated from the window
upward into the dusk. Beggar leaned toward Shiya but did not offer to leave Rhane's hand.

“Naturdly,” continued Shiya as though there had been no interruption in her explandtion, “there are
severd flights of wiris living near this house. The wiri you cdl Beggar is from the flight thet follows
Kahsah's pack. In fact”—Shiya whistled again, beguilingly—"Beggar is Kahsah's favorite wiri. That's
why | will teem you with Kahsah, though she's never accepted a rider before, not even me. Femdes
rardly do, especidly aleader.”

Rhane had the dizzying feding that, given the proper background of information, what Shiya said was
logicdly inescapable. Unfortunately, he had not been given that background and the logic escaped him.
The only thing that did not escape him was the wiri preening itself on his palm.

“You're saying,” summarized Rhane carefully, “that Beggar was once wild, but has decided to
become my pet?’

“Ves”

HWI,,Iy?l

Shiya shrugged. “Who knows the mind of a shayl creature?’

Rhane made an exasperated sound that was logt in the arriva of a flight of wiris. As though they
sensed the tengon in the room, they darted and hovered over the sli like antic rainbows before they
Seitled on the transparent support. Even then they hummed uncertainly, sounding like a distant, leaderless
chair. Rhane counted between seventeen and thirty-seven before he gave up.

A lagt wiri darted through the window and settled on Shiya's shoulder. Her expression softened into
lines of affection that painfully recaled to Rhane a time eght years past. Ignoring him, Shiya crooned
nonsense to Signd. It returned her attention with a happy song. Shiya blew gently on the wiri’s tasseled
ears. Radiating pleasure, the wiri leaned closer to Shiyaslips

“Sgnd is Nahst’ s wiri, and mine”

“Sgnd?’ repeated Rhane. “What an odd name.”

Shiya amiled dightly. “Not to a shayl, Concord man. To a shayl that name is compliment, blessng
and prayer inone.”

Rhane suppressed aflash of irritation. It seemed that a Menx made rdigious enigmas as inevitably as
wir wings made rainbows.

“Wiris” continued Shiya, “givewarning if a shazir is nearby. Then | run to my reskan and hide. Our
gods aren't dways dangerous, but they are aways unpredictable.”

Rhane started to ask what Shiya was talking about, then decided not to. It gdled him that someone
of Shiya s innate intelligence could swalow her culturd god myths ungreased by even the least coating of
rationdity. Abruptly he changed the subject.

“What has Lor Jastre done to you, or do you merdy hate dl T'agn who want to bring Concord to
Menx?’

When Shiya spoke, she shocked Rhane. He had remembered the Menx culture as being circumspect
about sexud matters, but Shiya was not. Perhaps the highland Menx had different customs than the
lowland Menx, or perhaps Shiya was too angry to be polite.

“We were lovers until | redized that in T'aeln terms—and in Lor Jastire's—it was an act of
bestidity.” Shiya's coppery eyes were as medlic as her voice, as unflinching as her words. “Do you
understand, Concord man? He could have copulated with an anima and not been any more censured by
his peers than when helay with me. To Lor Jastre, everything that is not a yellow-eyed T’ adln is a beast.
But I,” she sad fiercdy, “am not an animd to be abused and then abandoned!”

In the dectric slence, Rhane was ovawhdmingly aware of Shiya as a woman, of brown skin diding
over supple muscles while Shiya paced the room, her body burning with anger and the memory of desire.
The vanished sun was reborn in her hair, red-gold, molten, dive, and her voice a seering echo of passon.
He stared, unable to bdlieve her transformation from ice to heat.

Shiya gave Rhane an unreadable glance as he dowly walked toward her. He sensed her warmth,
andled the mixture of khi flower and sunshine that surrounded her like invisble light.



“l remembered you as a child,” said Rhane, not touching the woman who was so close to him. Then,
in spite of himsdf, “No, that's hardly the truth. | remembered a gil who was becoming a woman. |
wanted thet girl asfiercdy as Cezine did.”

“You left.” Shiya's voice was without inflection, like the night.

Rhane looked at her eyes, dark now, concedling rather than reveding her thoughts. “I loved both of
you,” he said.

Rhane's fingers touched the dightly tilted eyebrows that arched above her copper eyes. For an
ingant sensudity burned. Shiya jerked away.

“Do dl Concord men have ataste for sodomy?’ asked Shiya carelesdly.

Rhane sensed the old anguish and fury that seethed beneath her words. He redized then tha she
mus have given Lor Jastre more than her body, much more then the T'aeln had asked for or wanted,
perhaps more than Lor Jastre could even comprehend.

“No, Shiya...” Rhane s voice was filled with weariness for a past that had taken so much from both
of them and given <o littlein return. His hand dropped to his sde. “No. Concord men prefer women.”

“Odd. T"adl bdongs to the Concord, doesn't it?’

Shiyd's words echoed the darkness that was expanding out of the corners of the room, daming
Shiya

“Apologies and regrets,” said Rhane, uang the formd intonations of Galactic Courtesy. “If there was
inault, it came from ignorance rather then intent. Nor did Lor Jastre wish to insult you, Shiya. The T agln
custom of latlik is not what you believeit is”

“Would you be alatlik?" Shiya asked scathingly.

Rhane' s lips shaped a ghodly amile “That would depend on the T'adln woman who asked me. If she
hed hdf your fire, | would bury mysdf in her as greedily as Beggar buried itsdf in the khi flower.”

“The woman would think of you as no better than an animd. Latlik!”

“l would have much less status than a husband or even a servant, but that would hardly make me an
animd. A lalik is smply someone who does not fit the master T'agln phenotype, but who is nonetheless
physcdly desrable to a magter T'agln. Granted,” Rhane said dryly, “the T agln masters are supremely
arrogant in their assumption of superiority to other phenotypes.”

“You would be an animd,” sad Shiya, cutting across his Concord tolerance with her scorn. “An
animd. Nothing more. | know, | was one until | ... changed. H’ shayl taught me what | would rather not
have known.”

Rhane began to argue, then redized it was futile. He could not untangle in moments the emotions of
years, but he could try not to be like her, snarled in the fruitless past. To begin with, he could ignore the
senaudity that burned beneath Shiya's chilling intdligence. Yet, once discovered, her sensudity was as
aubtly pervasive as the twilight scent of khi. Had he not been so blinded by the past, he would have seen
Shiyamore dlearly when he arrived, and Cezine less so.

“I regret,” sad Rhane neutraly, “that my words brought anger instead of understanding.”

The phrase from Gdactic Courtesy was both polite and distant. Rhane did not move, yet it was as
though he had stepped back until he was beyond reach. His expresson was merdly polite where it had
formerly been dive. Shiya closed her eyes.

“And1,” Shiyawhispered, “I regret much adso, Rhane ... yet only afoal tries to breathe yesterday’s
wind.” Her eyes opened, copper and shadows diding. “What a pity that we' re both fools”

Shiyd s words were spoken so softly that Rhane was not sure whether he had heard or imagined
them. He lifted his hand until his fingers touched her cheek.

“Shiya...

But Shiya was retregting, logt in darkness and the sounds of water faling, and he was aone.

v

A flight of wiris chimed in the distance, waking Rhane. He sat up, ligening until the tiny harmonies
were subsumed by the cdl of a reskan whose tenor voice seemed indisoutably feminine. Kahsah. Beggar



sang a piercing rill of notes. The reskan howled again, and was joined by at least three others. The primd
chord made Rhan€' s nerves shiver with amixture of pleasure and fear.

Beggar’'s answering song was dmost meaningful, like a language forgotten since childhood and then
heard once again in a marketplace. When the song ended, the wiri sat with its head cocked, obvioudy
waiting for an answer from somewhere beyond the room.

A whidle floated through the waning night, expanded to fill every curve of Rhane' s awareness. The
sound was as pure as a child's heartbreak. Even as Rhane turned toward the doorway, he was
remembering a day eght years past when Shiya had trangfixed him with the eerie beauty of her whistle.

Shiya stepped into the room carying a tray whose lacquer finish glowed in the dim light. As she
approached, Rhane saw that the tray held atal, dender cup.

“You're awake early,” said Shiya Her voice was tired, as though her night had not been spent in
degping.

“Who could deep with Beggar pulling on his hair and Kahsah howling encouragement?”’

“How did you know it was Kahsah?’ she asked, reeching for a cup. The very quiethess of her
question betrayed her intengity.

Rhane shrugged. “A guess. | don’'t know your reskans.”

“Don’'t you?" Without looking up, Shiya held out the seaming dender cup. “Who are you?' she
asked. “What are you?’

Rhane s hand stopped just short of the cup. He sensed persond danger as dearly as he sensed heet
radiating from the liquid.

“You know who | am, and what,” Rhane said carefully. “Rhane en Jacaroen, Solan.”

“No. The Rhane | knew could not tame a wiri or disinguish among reskans like a cloud-cdling god.
Are you a shazir come to torment me for teking a dying dien boy into the Jaws, holding him while his life
melted and then burning what degth left behind and throwing the ashes to the wind?’

Shiya looked a Rhane. Her face was serene in the gentle light of the glowbadlls, her eyes measuring
and deadly. “I knew that ashes and wind are reserved to the gods, but | gave them to an dien who could
see no more than a godless flatland Menx. That was blasphemy, yes, | admit it, but it is worse than
blagphemy for a Menx mind to take over a Solan body. Who are you? Whose mind hides beneath the
body of Rhane en Jacaroen?’

The threat in Shiya's voice was as sharp as the hunting knife she had hdf drawn from its shegth.
Rhane was no stranger to combat; he had a grim intuition that the womean kneding at his feet would be a
deedly opponent.

“l am Rhane” he repeated evenly. “No more, no less. Just Rhane.”

“Then why do wiris 9ng for you now, but not eight years ago?’

Rhane wondered if he should try to explain the psi-sendgtive nature of wiris to her, but decided
agand it. Her culture would only be able to interpret ps as a power of gods or demons, and he was
neither.

“They didn't 9ng for you, ether, eight years ago. Like you, I've changed,” said Rhane smply. Then,
hearing how inadequate that explanation was, he added, “I was just through the firg stage of maurity
when | came to Menx. My body had developed fully, but my mind was just beginning to grow.” He
amiled disarmingly. “It seems that your shayl creatures didn’t like an adolescent Siolan, but do like the
adult of the species.”

“Cezing” sad Shiyafiercdy, “would Cezine have beguiled awiri had he lived?

Rhane s nerves tightened, triggered by the intense strain in Shiya s voice. For a moment he wondered
if she was rationd.

“l don’'t know,” Rhane said, his voice gentle. “Each mind grows differently.”

“Such a smple thing he wanted,” whispered Shiya, “just to touch awiri. But | couldn’t give even that
to him when he lay mdting, the sickness taking his hands, his eyes ...

“And then you came back and tamed awiri. Y ou, dive and changed. Cezine dead, unchanging. Y ou,
aT an lover. How the gods must have laughed to leave the worthless branch and take the sweet fruit.”

“No more,” said Rhane harghly. “Y ou had no right to Cezin€'s death, no right to hislast words or the



last cup to touch his lips. And you have no right now to sng the refrain of my own grief and quilt as
though it were a song written just for you!”

A long, charged slencefilled the room, a silence that even Beggar dared not disturb. Then came the
soft sound of aknife diding back into its sheeth.

“It' snot a serat matter,” Sghed Shiya. “Changed, but ill Rhane” Though her words were sure, her
voice was not. “I'm sorry. It's not your guilt | Sng, but mine” She made an odd, half-choked sound.
“Takeit,” said Shiya, pressng the geaming cup into Rhane's hand.

Rhane hesitated before accepting the cup.

“Areyou afrad it's poisoned, Concord man?’ asked Shiya

Rhane grimaced and swallowed the hot drink in a gulp, bardy tasting the bittersweet brew. “Better
poison here than mdting sicknessin the Jaws,” said Rhane as he handed the empty cup back to her.

Shiya flinched as though Rhane had dapped her. “Now it is you who sing my guilt-song. Yes, | could
have blessed Cezine with a quick desth, but | believed—I believed—I could find a shayl to cure him.
And when that was not possible’—her voice sank to a strained whispe—"1 wrapped what desth had
left and carried it through the Jaws of Menx, crying for a shazir to resurrect what once had been ...
Cezine”

Rhane wanted to ask what Shiya meant, but was afraid. She was not entirdy sane on the subject of
Cezine.

Nor was he.

Beggar landed on Rhane as dlently as a moonbeam. Rhane offered the wiri a Sip from his cup, but
Beggar politdy refused. The wiri seemed content just to be dinging lightly to Rhane's shoulder, stroking
his cheek with atiny golden hand.

Shiya touched the wiri’s head, “Poor little Beggar. It's learning that there is more to a man than
warmth and food.”

Shiyd's lips pursed and a low, didinct whisle emerged. Beggar harmonized, leaning toward her
whistled song in obvious yearning, but not leaving Rhane' s shoulder. Shiya amiled sadly.

“Whigle to your wiri, Rhane. It needs cheering.”

“l can't whigle”

“The Rhane | remember couldn’t whidtle, ather,” she said, “but he could make a flute ang like a
god.”
“l haven't touched aflute since | gave mineto Cezine”

A shadow of pain twisted across Shiya slips. She left the room so quickly that it took a moment for
Rhane to redize that she had gone.

The reskan caled Kahsah howled again in a prolonged tenor cry that sounded like a canyon wind.
Rhane could have answered her if he had had his Solan flute, but he had left it behind eight years ago.
Though Cezine had never played well, he had been convinced that he could tame awiri with just the right
sequence of notes.

A pure, ascending whistle called Rhane out of the past. He followed the sound until he was out in
back of the house on atrail leading away from the lake. All around him huge stones humped up out of the
darkness, tuning aside the forest. Beyond the rocks, in the opening created by the boulders, Rhane saw
what he had only sensed before—the land was risng rdentledy, like a great wave surging againg the
granite body of the Mountains of Light, surging and findly bresking with a force that tore dense forest
into a ragged vell flung across high ridges of stone.

Dawn, dill digtant from the lake, had separated the highest peaks from the sky above and the night
below. Nowhere in those ebony ranges did Rhane see a break or even a hint of one. Menx passes were
hidden, difficult, and the worst of dl was the last. The Ghogt Pass.

A grange, ascending howl brought Rhan€'s attention from the peaks. Shiya was ganding nearby,
nearly invisble until she moved, her hands cupped around her mouth and her head held in an attitude of
ligening. After afew moments, she tilted back her head and cdled again. This time her howl rose into a
sound that was nearly awhigtle, a sound that penetrated the forest slence like lightning through night. Y et
for dl its power, the sound was not harsh.



The answer that came made Rhane' s skin tir. No human throat had formed that eerie reply, a tenor
howl that was quickly joined in a harmonic chord with a least four other voices. The howls soared up
into whidtles, then expanded into savage screams that transcended humean ahility to imitate or understand.
There was along beat of slence followed by a burst of incredible harmony, then slence again.

Shiya dropped her hands and looked at Rhane, a twin shadow in the double moonlight. “They're
coming.”

Rhane stood uneesily in the gloom, waiting to meet a myth. The unredity of the Stuation was dmost
amusang, until he redlized that he had seen no fences, nothing to divide the reskans from the humans. Was
thiswhat Lor Jastre had meant when he asked if Shiya had an unpleasant accident prepared for another
en Jacaroen?

“Are they coming here?’ asked Rhane, trying not to show his unease.

“Yes. But you won't see them unless they wish it.”

“l don’'t see any restraints. How do you control the beasts?’

“l don't.”

Rhane waited, frozen. If reskans were not a myth, they were among the most intdligent, savage
predators on the known planets. Suddenly dl that Rhane had heard or suspected about shayl’'m hodility
to the Concord cryddlized in him. He turned on Shiya, reaching for her. As he did, Beggar screamed
and took flight from his shoulder.

“By the Nine Gods of Sol, do you think I'm so supid asto—"

“Don’'t movel”

Something in Shiya s voice penetrated Rhane' s sudden anger. He stood absolutely ill.

“Sowly, very dowly,” said Shiyain a normd tone, “turn your face toward the rocks to my right. You
won't see anything, but the reskans are here. Bdieve me. They’re here”

Rhane turned dowly and stared into the predawn silver-and-shadow shapes. At fird he saw nothing.
When he was about to risk a question, the top of the nearest boulder legped off and landed less than a
hand's length from him. Trandfixed, Rhane found himsdf garing into the black crysta eyes of a Menx
reskan.

The beast was long-necked, blunt-muzzled, tailless, and easily as tdl a the shoulder as Rhane.
Muscles coiled and surged beneath skin that was supple, findy scaled, dmogt transparent in appearance.
The animd’s four powerful legs ended in clawed yet flexible feet. The forward set of the reskan’'s eyes
left no doubt that this beast spent more time hunting than being hunted. An omnivore by necessity and a
canivore by preference, the Menx reskan was unmistakably a dimax predator.

“Suurrrooo,” crooned Shiya. “Suurrrooo.” Without changing her cam tone, she said to Rhane,
“Don’'t move or tak. You worried Nahst when you turned on me ... suurrrooo ... but he won't harm you
unless| ... suurrrooo ... 9gnd attack. Suurrrooo, Nahst, suurrrooo.”

Rhane looked at the big predator and wondered how anyone had ever survived to tame the firgt
reskan. Nahst’s long neck stretched toward Rhane. Hypersensitive nodtrils flared wide as the reskan
drank the mixture of exatic scents that dung to the off-world man. Oddly, the reskan seemed most
intrigued by the spot on Rhane's neck where Beggar had dung and nuzzled. Nahst nosed the ares,
whuffed out a mass of collected scents, and set to work trying to lick off Rhane's skin. The reskan’s
tongue was long, black and persistent.

Shiyalet out her breath in what could have been a Sgh. She grabbed Nahst's ears and dragged his
head away from Rhane.

“Enough. You're doppy as a borsk,” Shiya scolded.

The reskan turned, stared into Shiya's eyes, then made alazy, incredible legp that ended on top of a
boulder three times as tdl as Rhane. Ignoring the humans, Nahst turned around severd times
and—vanished. The ingant the reskan was 4ill, he became a part of the black boulder,

“You can move and talk now.”

“Thank you,” said Rhane, letting out his breath. “For a moment there, | thought that Nahst was
deaning me up for dinner.”

Shiyadmost smiled. “You can thank the wiri for that.”



Asthough caled, Beggar flitted out of the gloom and landed on Rhan€e' s shoulder again.

“Oh?’ sad Rhane. He eyed the wiri suspicioudy. “What did Beggar have to do with it?’

“When awiri is particularly content, it exudes a diginctive scent. Humans can't smdl it, but reskans
can. They loveit. It'stheir reward for holding dill until awiri has eaten itsfill off their hides.”

Rhane rubbed his neck, ill moigt from Nahst’s indstent tongue. “Then Beggar can kerden well find
another perch,” he muttered, though his tone lacked rancor.

“Oh, no—Beggar made it much easier for you. I'm beginning to believe a Concord man will ride a
reskan. Can you redly see them?’ sad Shiya

“Them?’ asked Rhane dowly.

Rhane turned and faced the boulders again. After severd moments, he thought he discerned three
other reskans. Perhaps four, but it was very hard to be sure.

Then Rhane redlized that he was reaching out toward the boulder fidd with his mind as much as his
eyes. Indantly he withdrew the unintended probe; Beggar might concalvably be sendtive to more than
moods. Until he knew more about the wiri, he would have to be extremdy careful how he used his mind.
It was even possible that the reskans themsdlves had a type of ps that deflected attention. That would
explan their phenomend ability to fade into the landscape between one ingant and the next.

Rhane checked his suspicions againg what he had absorbed during his brief training period before
being brought to Menx. He had learned nothing that conflicted with or supported his suspicions. That did
not surprise him; he was beginning to redlize how little the Concord had learned about Menx during the
planet’s Century of Protection. The lack of information was exasperating, but not unique. Even planets
that had been Concord members for thousands of years had surprises left for ecologicd and culturd
researchers.

“l see four,” said Rhane. Then, “No. Five”

Startled, Shiya said curtly, “Point them out.”

Rhane pointed. As he did, he described the boulders that the reskans lounged on. Shiya stared at
Rhane, ignaring the rocks where she saw reskans with an ease tha came from innate kill and long
experience.

“There are five” said Shiya harshly. “Cezine would have given his heart to see just one.”

Rhane's face became as expressionless as moonlight while he fought the pain and anger brought by
her words. The pain subsided, but the anger remained. Beggar shifted, flared diamond wings, then
gradudly relaxed. Rhane was dill angry, but he had succeeded in keeping his emotions from legking out.
He took a grim satisfaction in that success, but he did not trust himsdf to answer Shiya He had earned
the guilt he fdt, but she had not earned the right to evoke it.

“Have you ever ridden anything but a machine?’ said Shiya, her voice edged with contempt for dl
Concord things

“Ves”

“What,” she said, more demand than question.

“A skeyamort,” said Rhanein a clipped voice. “A jicorro. A taman. A mecora nid.”

“Enough,” interrupted Shiya sourly. “If you can St a mecord nid, you can St a reskan.” At Rhane€'s
surprised look, Shiya amiled unplessantly. “Yes, this litle Menx savage knows about mecoranid. |
sudied under a yellow-eyed T'agln mentor.”

Shiya looked away from Rhane's ydlow eyes toward the rocks where reskans waited. “It's time,
Concord man,” she said, her voice cold. “It's time to get it dl done, finished, no more than ashes
blowing.”

Though Rhane neither saw nor sensed a Sgnd, Nahst flowed off his boulder and stood within reach
of Shiya. Another reskan followed. While he watched, Shiya strapped two packs onto its back. When
she finished, the reskan vanished. A third reskan appeared and stood close to Rhane. The animd was as
big as Nahst. Though there were no outer differences, Rhane knew this reskan was afemde. Kahsah.

“Take the harness out of her mouth.”

Shiya s words were as much a chdlenge as an order, but Rhane€'s control of his anger was <o rigid
that Beggar did not even gtir. He gathered severa of the dangling straps and tugged gently. The reskan’s



mouth stayed closed. Only the black lips moved, lifting dightly to reved ice-white teeth. Rhane hesitated,
then gambled. He eased the hold on hismind and used a very light probe to assess the reskan’s mood.

If the wiri sensed Rhan€'s tenuous mental overture to the reskan, it gave no sgn. Rdieved, Rhane
strengthened the probe, dl the while increasing the pressure on the straps.

The reskan’s teeth closed more tightly, exactly matching Rhane's pull. Rhane stared into the reskan’s
clear black eyes, saw tiny flecks of blue dancing ... and fdt a didinct sense of play. Kahsah was quite
deliberately teasing him, but her game was so utterly lacking in mdice that Rhane was amused rather than
irritated. He yanked suddenly, hard. The harness stayed embedded in the reskan’ s wide smile

“She's stronger than | am,” said Rhane blandly, “and she knows it. Quicker, too.”

“That’s your firg lesson in reskan riding. Remember it.” Shiyd s voice warmed subtly. “Kahsah.”

The harness dropped into Rhane's hand.

“Kahsah leads Nahst's pack,” continued Shiya. “She is cooperative rather than obedient. If you
don't undergtand the digtinction, shell teach you. If you don’t learn, you won't ride.”

Rhane looked a Kahsah and believed every word Shiya had said. With an inward reluctance, he
began graightening out the supple straps. The harness was made of tough, nearly transparent gut.

“Thiswon't make Kahsah any easier to see,” commented Rhane.

“Y ou could make the harness as bright as a wiri, but you dill wouldn’'t see if the reskan didn’t want
you to.”

“l suppose they make mountains disappear, t00,” said Rhane sarcadtically.

“No. They leave such games to the shazir.”

Rhane smiled before he redized that Shiya's remark was not meant as a joke. With a soundless sgh,
he reminded himsdf that religious fanatics had no sense of humor regarding their gods.

“Now what do | do?" said Rhane, holding out the untangled harness.

“Put it on Kahsah.”

“| assumed that,” said Rhane, biting down on his anger. “Does it matter which end is up?’

“That’s between you and Kahsah,” said Shiya, turning toward Nahst.

“Ligen, you cold-mouthed—" began Rhane angrily, then checked his words but not the emotion
behind them. Beggar fled from his shoulder in an exploson of rainbows. Kahsah hummed deeply,
disurbingly. Rhane controlled himsdf; when he spoke again it was in a careful, emotionless voice. “I
didn't force you to take me into the Jaws. You accepted for reasons of your own. If you've changed
your mind, or"—sarcadticaly—"if your gods have changed theirs, I'll leave and find my own way to the
place where Cezine died.”

The dlence that followed Rhane s words stretched until he became aware of wiri songs carried from
the forest by a gugt of cold wind. The surrounding mure trees shuddered and flexed therr limbs until
leaves dtrained againg ebony twigs, wild to be free, flying on moonlight and the wind. Then the gust
passed, leaving behind only coolness and afew ydlow leaves floaing among fragments of song.

Shiya spoke in avoice so low that Rhane had to lean forward to hear. Though she was spesking to
him, her eyes were fixed on the digtant ranges of the Mountains of Light, where peaks flamed in a dawn
that had not yet reached the mure forest.

“| care for neither you nor your Nine foolish Gods, but | am bound to both by the dead weight of the
past, of what we were.

“Years ago you showed me the beeting heart of laughter, Concord man. | worshiped you for that,
jugt as Cezine worshiped mefor ... what? | never knew. In the end, our separate gods faled us, Cezine
and me dike. | was too wild to be worshiped and you were too tame. Only Cezine was ripe, but no one
worshiped him urtil it was too late.

“I had thought it dl dead with him, a matter of the past, finished. Then you came to me a
sweset-voiced ghost wearing Cezine's face and body, your own laughter, and your eyes accused me as
Cezine never had, even while he lay mdting between my hands like my tears.

“l couldn’t find a shayl to save Cezine, or a shazir to resurrect him. But he worshiped me dmogt as
much as he loved you, so I'll do for you what | can, and for mysdf.

“And wish | could change the past asit has changed me”



Shiya turned away from the mountains to face Rhane. Her eyes were as clear as awiri’s song, and as
dien. He fdt the world turning beneath his feet, the past turning, pinning, a crystd glassin agod's hands.

“The shayl’'m have a saying,” Shiya continued camly, as though she had never spoken of the past, of
Cezine and death. “*He who would ride a reskan must fird catch it.”” Her glance dropped to the harness
dangling from Rhane's hands. “If you fasten what is in your right hand around Kahsah's neck and
forehead, and what isin your left hand just behind her front legs, you'll have caught your reskan. Fasten it
caefully. Too tight and she won't tolerate it, too loose and it won't do you any good.”

Rhane looked from the straps in his hands to the reskan waiting close by. Rhane's eyes measured the
cam, huge anima who was watching him out of eyes as deep as space.

Kahsah waited until the neck straps were dmogt fastened, then camly shook off the harness. Rhane
picked it up and untangled the straps. He was vagudy aware of Shiya off to his left, putting harness on
Nahst.

Rhane tried severd more times to put the harness on Kahsah. Each time she shook it off.

“Kahsah,” sad Rhane softly, picking up the harness yet again, “I dready know you're bigger,
stronger and quicker than | am. If you're hdf as samart as | think you are, you're as bored with this slly
harness game as | am. So,” Rhane stood in front of Kahsah's black eyes, no longer trying to harness the
reskan, “what in Sial’s Nineteen Hells are you trying to teach me?’

The reskan’s stubby ears curved toward Rhane's voice. Kahsah's huge, yet oddly ddicate nodtrils
flared, sucking in every scent associated with Rhane. It was as though she smdled as much as heard his
words. The blue tongue of a mature femde reskan licked across Rhane's neck where the wiri had
suggled.

“Sweet devils of Sial,” muttered Rhane, “1 thought Nahst got dl of it.”

But in spite of Rhane' s unease a being licked by along-toothed predator, he stood 4ill for Kahsah's
atentive tongue. The reskan’s nodrils quivered and she made a tenor sound that Rhane sensed was
approving. Her tongue vanished back behind its double wall of long white teeth.

“Anything dse you want?’ asked Rhane wryly. “Or are you ready to go?’

Rhare redlized that his nose suddenly itched. Well, not itched, exactly, and not exactly his nose.
Without thinking, he reached out and gently rubbed the edges of Kahsah's nodtrils. When he redized
what he was doing—and why—he stood frozen, hisfingers just touching the reskan’s incredibly soft skin.

After amoment, Kahsah nudged his fingers impatiently. A quick sdeways glance assured Rhane that
Shiya was too busy with Nahst to notice the odd communication that had occurred between him and
Kahsah. He returned to rubbing the reskan’s nodrils, marveling a their delicate suede texture dmost as
much as he marveled at the subtlety of the reskan’s communication.

Kahsah crooned softly, her eyes hdf-closed as she concentrated on Rhane' s touch. When she was
satisfied, she nudged the harness and held her head in an attitude of waiting. Quickly, Rhane fastened the
harness around her long neck. He fumbled at the buckles behind her powerful legs, but the reskan stood
as patiently as a stone wdl urttil the straps were shugly fastened.

As soon as Rhane was finished, he dlowed a very guarded mentd probe into the reskan's
awareness.

All right? he asked dlently.

Rhane waited without knowing precisdly what he expected, but he would not have been shocked if
the reskan had turned and spoken to himin High Gaactic. But nothing happened, not even a vague sense
of attempted mental communication. Rhane glanced over at Shiya, who was watching Kahsah as intently
as he was.

“Get on,” said Shiya, without lifting her glance from Kahsah.

Rhane put his hand on the tdl reskan and eyed the narrow foot loops dangling behind her muscular
shoulders. He could hop around, put his foot in the loop and then flal about until he managed to drag
himsdf onto the reskan’s back. He could, but he would rather not. It would be easier on both of them if
Kahsah would lie down.

The reskan sank into a crouch.

Rhane swore softly in the private language of Siol’s kings. He stroked Kahsah's velvet nodtrils in



slent thanks. She blinked a him wisdy ... or was it merdy tha the wind was cold across her eyes?
Rhane shook himsdf and swung onto Kahsah before she could change her mind. He mounted in a angle
moation, careful to control his body at dl times so as not to thump aong the reskan’s spine and ribs. He
hed learned the hard way that most animals resented a doppy rider.

“Gracefully done” Shiya said. “But Kahsah is spailing you. A crouching reskan is as easy to mount
asadar.”

Shiya put her hands on Nahst’ s harness and legped. She settled on Nahgt's back as lightly as a wiri.
Unlike Kahsah, Nahst was not crouching. Rhane stared, slently doubling his former estimate of Shiya's
grength and agility. Menx native and Menx reskan were well matched.

A high, taut scream cut across the fading night. The scream was inhuman, compdling. Kahsah froze.
At the same indant, Rhane sensed an ... absence. The change was so minor, and so subtle, that he could
not even name what it was. The feding was rather like not sensing his own heartbeat; he knew thet he ill
lived, but the soft rhythms of his body no longer existed in the background of his awareness.

Then Rhane became aware that he no longer could see Nahst and Shiya, though, he was certain they
hed not moved from the area immediady in front of him. Even as he tried to focus on the spot, his glance
did away. He tried again, but found it nearly impossble to keep his atention fixed.

The scream was repeated, long and thin and urgent. It was answered from the place where Shiya
should have been. The answer seemed to come out of the air itsdlf.

Rhane stared, concentrating on the part of the tral where his eyes and mind did not want to focus.
After an effort that |eft him sweating into the cold gloom, he saw the shadowy outline of a reskan and a
rider. Further effort filled in the outline, until another high scream tore through gloom, forcing his atention
upward where a pale bird soared againg the pewter sky.

The world shifted minutdy. The nameess feding of absence left as subtly as it had come.
Smultaneoudy, Nahst and Shiya reappeared. Rhane fet dmost certain now that the reskan’s camouflage
was as much mentd as physicd, and extended to cover the reskan’s immediate surroundings. Not so
much invishility as nonexistence. The more he thought about it, the more certain he became.

That certainty, on further reflection, gave Rhane little comfort. Why would an animd as large and
savage as the reskan need such a sophisticated ahility to hide? Was there something on Menx that could
90 threaten a reskan? And if so, how had the various Concord teams overlooked an entity that had to be
a least as dangerous as the reskan?

“I wish you could talk, Kahsah,” muttered Rhane. “I’'m beginning to wonder if sickness was the only
problem the medica team met in the Jaws.”

Kahsah gave a sghing yawn and stretched, scraping her claws across stone with a chilling sound. She
radiated power and assurance. The white bird's erratic screams seemed to disturb her no longer.

“I know there's no danger from that kerden bird,” said Rhane, “but what about the next time? What
do reskans hide from?’

If Kahsah had an answer, she did not shareit.

The bird was suddenly slent, soaring up until it vanished. Nahst turned and reached Kahsah's sde in
asngle bound.

“A flyer landed,” said Shiya

Before the last word left Shiya's lips, Nahst made a tremendous legp, then flattened out into a long
running stride. Rhane grabbed the harness just before Kahsah exploded into a ground-devouring run.

Wind ripped tears out of Rhane's eyes, blinding him. He dug deeper into the harness with hands and
feet, wishing that a bridle were part of the reskan’s equipment and at the same time knowing that a bridle
would be usdless. Reskans were not obedient. Worse, they seemed to cooperate according to rules that
Rhane did not understand.

Rhane ducked low and closed his eyes. Even with them open, he could not see. If Kahsah legped
over rocks or fdlen trees, he would not be able to brace himsaf in time. Nor could he dow the reskan’s
terrifying speed. All he could do was hang on.

Kahsah swerved around a huge boulder, nearly unsegting Rhane. In desperation, Rhane reached out
to the reskan’s mind, hoping to establish enough rapport to anticipate her movements. The contact he



edtablished was far degper than any he had attempted before, but Kahsah ether did not notice or did not
cae.

Soon Rhane knew which direction Kahsah would legp, could anticipate her abrupt changes of speed,
and found himsdf enjoying Kahsah' s fluid strength as much as she did. Rhane bent low, becoming part of
Kahsah's powerful body even as he had become part of her mind. Menx legend and Solan symbol
raced through the forest, scattering brilliant flights of wirisinto the predawn slence,

Vv

A flyer gleamed dully in a smdl dearing that straddled the only road into the Jaws. Rhane stared,
trying to make out figuresin the gloomy light.

“Lor Jastre,” sad Shiyafindly. “And one other. And loris How did he know mine were gone?’

“Loris?’

“Yes” shesad angrily. “I wasn't planning any more trips this summer, so | left my lorisin their low
pastures.”

“You didn't mention thet to Lor Jastre.”

“No kin of hisdied inmy care.”

Shiya dismounted and strode toward the flyer. Rhane hesitated, then did off Kahsah and followed
Shiya A cduger of glowbdls flared into life in the clearing. Beneath the white light and rippling black
shadows, Rhane saw Lor Jastre, saven loris, and a woman.

The woman was sanding benegath a cluster of glowballs mounted on a pole. She was dressed in folds
of blue materid that shimmered and drifted with every movement. Her hair was long, unbound and
deeply black. She had white skin and eyes as blue as Solan water jewels. Though the woman was
shorter and more full-bodied than was considered attractive on Sol, she had a potent sexud apped that
transcended Rhane's culturd conditioning.

Lor Jastre distracted Rhan€e's stare with a greeting, but made no move to introduce the woman.
Shiya began arguing with the T"agln in a voice too low for Rhane to follow. He glanced a the woman
agan, then looked away, not wanting to commit a breach of Courtesy.

After Rhane stood in the smokegrass for a fev moments, he redized that the reskans were dso
present. Ther outlines solidified gradudly, as though they were precipitating out of the dawn.

The woman gave a dartled cry and froze. Kahsah, who happened to be closest to the stranger, gave
her a glance and then looked away. The womean ran to where Lor Jastre was arguing with Shiya. Both of
them ignored the T" aeln woman. Without spesking at dl, she stood just behind Lor Jastre, glancdng over
her shoulder a Kahsah. The reskan vanished.

Kahsah reappeared less than an am'’s length from Lor Jastre. The mentor’s mouth froze open, his
arguments forgotten. He stared at Kahsah in dishdief. Shiya, too, seemed fird startled, then puzzled, and
findly amused. Kahsah faded again, only to materidize on Lor Jastre's opposte side. She clicked her
teeth to get his attention. Lor Jastre made an involuntary sound and soun toward the reskan. Shiya did
not bother to conced her amusement.

“Kahsah,” said Rhane, recognizing the dy tangent of the reskan’s thoughts, “stop playing with him.
Pease”

Kahsah gave Rhane a long, unwavering glance. He hdd firm. She clicked her teeth together once,
sharply, then sauntered off to join Nahgt.

“| thought most people couldn’'t see reskans,” snapped Rhane,

Shiyaamiled, the line of her lips echoing Kahsah's pleasure. “ Outside of the Jaws, and when it serves
the reskans' purpose, they can be as obvious as mountains”

Rhane' s expresson was both baffled and gpologetic as he turned toward Lor Jastre. The woman
was holding onto his arm, her eyes wide with unspoken fear.

“It sdl right, Jul,” said Lor Jastre in T' aeln, removing his arm from her grasp. He patted her dmost
absently. “Go back where you were.”

Jul’s eyes never left Lor Jastre's face while she backed up to her former postion. Except for a very



brief glance in Rhane's direction, she did not seem to notice him. She did not look even once a Shiya,
nor did Shiyalook a her. With every action, Jul proclaimed hersdlf to be a superbly trained latlik.

“There's no point in arguing,” said Lor Jastre in Galactic, picking up where Kahsah had interrupted
him. “1 have my own supplies and animas”

“Induding the latlik,” said Shiya

Lor Jastre made an impatient motion toward Jul. “It goes where | go.”

“It?" Only when they looked a Rhane did he redize that he had spoken aoud. “Apologies and
regrets,” said Rhane, resorting to the formdities of a Gaactic Courtesy in order to cover his confusion.

Lor Jastre looked dmod irritated, then he smiled dightly. “Neither Sol’s language nor its customs are
like T'adl’s. Nor is Menx.” He gave a swift, strange look to Shiya “No other language has an
appreciation of such niceties of pronoun usage as does T'adln.” His hands moved in an degant gesture of
digmissa. “Not even Gdactic is as precise as T'agln language in that area.”

Thewoman cdled Jul stood watching Lor Jastre with complete attention. She gave no Sgn that she
was aware that they were indirectly discussng her.

“Didn’'t Lor Sostra ingruct you?' Then, before Rhane could answer. Lor Jastre continued. “There
are twelve persona pronounsin the T' aeln language. They denote various levels of status. To smplify, dl
T adln gatus ultimatdy derives from a being's suitability as a progenitor. Only the most desirable beings
have a persona pronoun that designates sex.

“As | would never consent to impregnate a woman of inferior genotype, the pronoun | use in
reference to Jul avoids any sexud designation.”

“l ... see,” sad Rhane, hismind trying to take in the implications of such a complex caste system. Lor
Sostra had discussed T’ aeln castes only by implication. “Galactic has no pronoun to reflect Jul’s status
within T’ aeln society?’

“Wrong,” snapped Shiya “The word ‘it’ is an accurate reflection of the redity of latlik. Neither sex
nor status. A thing. It.”

“Shiya—" began Lor Jastre, his handsome face drawn into lines of impatience. Then he made a curt
gesiure and turned toward Rhane. “Shiya lacks the sophidtication to understand the subtleties of T'adl’s
ancient culture”

Rhane glanced a Shiya. Her face was as expressionless as thet of the latlik Jul.

“The Menx language reflects this lack of subtlety, as does Gaactic. Thus, when | use Gdactic with
you or Shiya, I'm limited to your culturd possibilities, human or animd. Because it's difficult for me to
think of Jul as anything but latlik, | referred to it—her—by a pronoun that sounded rude to you. Forgive
me” Lor Jastre amiled and held out his hands. “It’s been so long since I’ ve spoken to anything but Menx
or latlik, I've forgotten how | sound.”

Rhane automaticaly put his pdms on Lor Jastre's. The T'agln skin was dark, smooth, dightly
warmer than Rhane's.

“No forgiveness needed,” sad Rhane. “It was my own lack of perception that caused the
misunderstanding.”

“Y ou underestimate your perceptions,” Shiyasaid before Lor Jastre could speak, “or ese you're as
much afool as Lor Jastre believes”

Shiya turned away from Rhane and the T’ agln mentor, to the piles of equipment stacked by the flyer.
She sorted through Lor Jastre’ s equipment with a quick, disgusted commentary.

“Teesooping cot. Snugglewool. Knives and forks and sorkas. Whole meat and foaming drink. A
divided tent! Do you think this is a pleasure jaunt—that we go to the Jaws out of boredom rather than
need?’

“Perhaps Lor Jastre is Imply guarding againgt getting caught by an early storm,” suggested Rhane
uncomfortably, remembering the two dim packs that were dl Shiya had brought.

Shiya made arude noise. “If he takes this mess dong, he'll be caught by the next three winters.” She
looked sideways at Rhane. “Do you dill ingg that Lor Jastre come with us?’

“Yes” sad Rhane, remembering his father's death moments enshrined on Sol. “There is a debt
between us” Rhane added, his voice as closed as hisface. “I don’t expect you to understand that.”



“No more than you understand the debt between you and me. So be it, Concord man. May this trip
make an end to such debts.”

With decisve movements, Shiya continued sorting through Lor Jastre's equipment. When she was
finished, the stack to be left behind was five times as large as the one to be taken.

She had permitted Lor Jastre and his lalik necessties, but not one comfort. When the T’ adn
objected, she ignored him.

“But you haven't even Ieft us enough food,” said Lor Jastre, his voice rough with frustration.

“There are plenty of concentrates,” said Shiya

Lor Jadtre followed Shiya while she hefted various pack sacks, measuring ther weight with
experienced tugs.

“Concentrates,” snapped Lor Jastre, “are for emergencies. Even a Menx should be able to
comprehend that. What if we get caught by an early mountain howler?’

“We freeze”

Shiya secured two packsacks across an uncomplaining lori. She cinched everything in place with a
series of smooth-sided knots while Rhane watched closdly, memorizing each motion. Abruptly, Shiya
spun and confronted Lor Jastre.

“Ligen with both ears, chizek,” she said, low-voiced and cold. “We use emergency concentrates
because thisis an emergency. We wear survivd suits because our survivd is a stake. We go light and we
go fast because we're fools for going at dl. If you don't likeit, don't go.”

Shiya turned to the next lori, only to find Rhane had aready begun packing it. She watched, tested a
knot here and a strap there, adjusted one shoulder pad and then moved on to the next lori. Lor Jastre
stared after her, but said no more about equipment and understanding.

The second moon set, washing the land in awave of blackness. In the south, three stars rose dowly,
atriad of incandescent blue and ydlow and orange that would change to fierce slver as the sun dimbed
inthe sky. The three stars would precede the sun dl day, a glittering premonition of its awvesome light.

“The shayl are running,” said Shiya as the blackness thinned beneath the triangle of stars. “We should
be running, too.”

Kahsah's tenor howl dectrified the waiting reskans. The loris whined nervoudy. Jul made a startled
sound, looked at Lor Jastre and waited with clenched hands for him to notice her. Rhane started to
reassure her, but she ignored him, having attention only for Lor Jastre.

The T'adln glanced at Jul and made a quick gesture with his hand before mounting his own lori. Jul
turned toward her lori with an expresson of mingled fear and determination. Though loris were amdl for
riding beasts, Jul was hardly bigger than a child herself. Mounting the lori would not be easy for her, nor
would gtting on its wide, muscular back be comfortable for her short body.

The risng sun flooded the world with gold, making Rhan€'s eyes as degply ydlow as a T'adn
mester’s. He watched Jul’s inexperienced sruggles for a few more moments, then abandoned Courtesy
in favor of common sense. He stepped forward and swung Jul eesily up into the saddle. He received a
dartled glance from her blue eyes, atiny nod of recognition, and then it was as though he were invisble
agan.
“You'll spail it—her,” caled Lor Jastre from his lori. Then he amiled dightly. “1 hadn’t redized Jul
would have difficulties. Loris arc such squat beasts. But then, soisJdul.”

Lor Jastre looked at his lalik. A subtle Sgnd passed between them. She turned from the T agln to
Rhane.

“| am favorite of your notice,” Jul said in broken High Galactic.

“As| am favored by yours” responded Rhanein the same language.

QU glanced away nervoudy. Lor Jastre spoke in rapid T adn, too fast for Rhane to understand.
Whatever was said appeared to reassure the latlik. She turned back to Rhane with a amile more beautiful
then the sunrise,

“It was kind of you to hdp me” Jul said in Middle Gaactic, a language with which she was more at
ease. “I'm s0 dumsy with animas and | didn't want to inconvenience the Lor Jastre” She touched
Rhane' s cheek above his gold beard. “Thank you.”



Rhane could not hep saring at the black-haired woman who was leening dightly toward him, her
voice as inviting as her caress, her eyes endlesdy blue. It was as though Lor Jastre's ragpid words had
transformed Jul. The sxudity Rhane had sensed when hefirgt saw her was nearly overwheming now.

With an effort, Rhane managed to keep his voice merdy polite while he said the proper phrases.
When he looked away from Jul, he saw Lor Jastre amiling approvingly. Shiya, however, had a cynicd
curve to her lips that made Rhane uncomfortable. She walked over to where Rhane stood and leaned
lightly againgt the length of his bodly.

“That's just the beginning of her kill, Concord man,” Shiya said, her voice even more promising than
the latlik’s had been. “ The Lor Jastre will be pleased to have Jul demongrate the rest of her tdents”
Shiya amiled dowly while her fingertips traced the curve of Rhane'slips. “You see, a wdl-trained latlik is
athing of much pride to the Lor Jestre.”

With a speed that surprised Shiya, Rhane took her face between his hands. She tried to pull back,
but was unable to move her head at dl. His thumbs traced the danting lines of her cheekbones with more
gentleness than he had intended.

Rhane released her and walked quickly away, his hands burning with the tactile memory of her skin.
There were other memories too, and he wanted none of them.

Kahsah materidized besde Rhane. She whuffed over Beggar, forgotten on Rhane's shoulder. So
long as Rhane did not radiate emation, the wiri could be omnipresent without being obtrusive. It was a
aurviva characteristic shared by dl wiris

Beggar flew up and landed between Kahsah's blunt ears. Whidling in obvious invitetion, Beggar
looked down a Rhane. The man measured Kahsah's tdl back and tried not to sgh. Kahsah crouched
and looked up at Rhane with what he would have sworn was a amile. A feding like laughter echoed
digantly in hismind as he svung onto the reskan’s muscular back.

Kahsah rose to her feet, gave a low whidle and started across the dearing without waiting for a
sgnd from Rhane or Shiya. Rhane glanced back uncertainly. Shiya was directly behind him, followed by
areskan carying therr few supplies.

Theloris followed wdl behind the reskans. Rhane wondered how the shorter animaswould keep up.
Though strong for their size, loris were not noted for speed. As he watched ther deliberate walk, Rhane
began to understand just how much the sturdy loris would dow the pace.

As though Lor Jastre had aso redized the same thing, he brought down his riding whip dong the
lori’s haunch. The stroke was carefully measured, no more than afirm request for greater speed. The lori
shifted into afast walk that was peculiar to the lowland animds. It was not a comfortable gait to ride, but
it matched the pace of the long-legged reskans.

Around them the light swdled until mure leaves glowed like a million yelow eyes. Question birds
cdled inggently. Shiya's clear whidtle floated up in answer until slence returned to the forest. Once, a
cloud of brilliant-eyed wiris flew around the smdl caravan, drding and caling in sweet chiming voices.
Kahsah whistled, disperang the wiris like windblown leaves.

The temperature rose with the sun. Rhane unfastened the upper third of his surviva suit, letting the
grong breeze blow across his skin. Overhead, the sky was a lavender window etched with shimmering
cloud designs that changed even as Rhane watched.

Except for random fragments of conversation between Lor Jastre and Jul, Rhane could have been
aonein the measureless mure wilderness. The mountains were an unseen presence hinted at by the subtle
indine of the land. Once, in a dearing made by smooth gray, boulders, Rhane caught sght of barren
peaks lifted above a blue-white haze compounded of distance, moisture and heat waves risng. The
Mountains of Light could not have looked more digant if they had been on one of the four moons of
Menx.

Asmoarning did into afternoon, Rhane' s body protested the rlentless riding. Except for a brief break
to dlow the T"aglns to switch to fresh loris, Kahsah had not stopped once. Like the others, Rhane had
eaten and drunk out of the light pack he had tied onto his mount’s harness.

By evening, Rhane's body was a mass of aches. His mood was so unpleasant that Beggar had
retreated to the farthest point on Kahsah's head. When the reskan findly stopped, Rhane did down



thankfully, staggered when hislegs buckled, and hobbled off into the forest.

When he returned, Lor Jastre was dismounting siffly from his lori. He walked up and down beside
the trall with uneven strides, muttering behind his teeth. Rhane did not bother to trandate the searing
combination of T"agln and Gadactic; it could not have been worse than his own thoughts on dismounting
from Kahsah.

Thelatlik, however, was more than merdly sore. Jul collapsed beside her lori, uneble to wak at al.
After arapid exchangein T adln, Lor Jastre pulled Jul to her feet and walked her toward a dense stand
of smoketrees. Though Jul said nothing more, her skin was unnaturaly white.

Supper was quick and nearly slent. Even Lor Jastre confined himsdf to no more than a sarcastic
comment about concentrates and Menx cuisne. No one bothered to answer. Lor Jastre and Jul fdl
adeep immediady after eating. Shiya, being the least affected by the long ride, went to check on the
loris

Rhane druggled with his conscience before findly giving in to it. He unwrapped the pgtran from his
am, wove it into its most potent shape and sent out his slent, searching cal.

When the response came, he compressed the findings of the long day into muitilevd mindspeech and
waited for areply.

The answer when it came, was troubled.

What you’ ve discovered about the reskans extreme refinement of camouflage suggests many
possibilities, none of them welcome. However, since a rider isincluded in the camouflage, the risk
is not unacceptable. The reskans, after all, have managed to survive rather nicely in spite of
whatever they hide from. | envy you. It must be fascinating to ride a myth into the jaws of an
enigma.

Rhane' s response was a full sharing of exactly what it fdt like after a day of myth-riding. Merie
ignored him.

The discovery about Shiya and the T'aeln mentor is less happy, however. At this point, their
past relation does not affect your mimax. However, if Lor Jastre dows you too much, you must
consider abandoning him. Your mimax is now 17-68, conditional.

Rhane thought quickly, reassessing his chances for success. At worst, he had only seventeen out of a
hundred chances of succeeding—and surviving. At best, he had dxty-eight. And even that was
conditiond.

What caused the downward shift? asked Rhane. The reskans?

No. If you had no rapport with the shayl creatures, your mimax would be 2-13, conditional.

Rhane winced. What's wrong, Meriel? What have | missed?

Your feeling of being watched. The itch at the back of your eyeballs, as you call it. That
indicates either a specific and continuing ps probe by a highly gifted individual or a nonspecific
and pervasive level of ps in the general population. Probability greatly favors the latter, although
nothing else you' ve said indicates such ps talents. Unless, of course, “ shayl” is another name for
“psi.”

Then why can’t | sense it in Shiya, for instance, as| do in Beggar and even Kahsah?

Shields, came the succinct response.

But when | reach out to her there is none of the feeling of a shield, no dippery opacity, no
sense of something hiding or waiting just beyond my probe.

A sense of wry, wordless amusement came to Rhane through the link. We've also tried. Even
mind-linked, we sensed nothing. It's an enigma to puzde even a Sharnn, agreed the Caifil.
Nonetheless, the mimax for you must be refigured on the bass of your information. As that calls
for a synthesizer of greater talent than mine, your mimax is conditional until such a synthesizer
can be found.

At least no new epidemics have been reported in the cities, continued Meridl.

Did the other Carifil fed ... watched? asked Rhane,

One did. Ps varies with the individual.

That isn't much help, shot back Rhane. Then he dlently apologized, redizing that his physica



discomfort was making him both abrupt and unfair.

I’'m sorry, Rhane. When I’ ve found a synthesizer, maybe I'll have something useful to tell you.

Thelink dissolved before Rhane could respond. With a weary gesture he dragged the psitran off his
head. His fingers fumbled before he findly found the correct pressure points on the mass of wires.
Slently, swiftly, the pstran coiled around his upper am and melded into a seamless whole.

He looked up and redlized that Shiya was Stting close to him, watching him.

“l was mediitating,” said Rhane quickly. “A god-ritua.”

Shiya moved uneesily. “My mother often sat like that—before she changed.”

“Changed?’ said Rhane. Then, remembering that many races referred to deasth smply as change, he
sad, “I'm sorry, | didn’'t meen to recdl the dead.”

Shiyd s left hand made aritud gesture of warding off that contained more sadness than fear. “She
may dill live My father was Concord. He died on Menx. After that, my mother tried very hard but could
not fight the transformation into shazir.” Shiya's voice was matter-of-fact, as though she were taking of
packs and loris rather than gods and impossibilities. “Before her powers overtook her, she gave me to
the Black Ridge shayl’m and went into the Jaws as dl h' shazir must.”

“You're saying that your mother was a ... god.”

“Yes” Shiyalooked a Rhane with searching amber eyes. “It's not an uncommon thing on Menx, to
have a god for a parent.”

“Shayl’'m,” said Rhane dowly. “Children of the gods. Literaly.”

“yes”

“Are you, then, agod?’ asked Rhane, keeping his voice neutrd.

“No. No mountains legp for me, nor do my footsteps turn from gold to fire and then back to dirt
agan.” Shiya shivered involuntarily and repeated her gesture of warding off. “To be shayl is difficult
enough. | pray I'll never be shazir.”

“l don’t understand,” Rhane said quietly.

“For a man who tames wiris and rides reskans, you don’'t understand much. And you believe even
less”

Shiyd s voice became more cool and distant with each word. Rhane suspected that her patience with
his dishdief was as limited as his patience with her fath in god myths He watched covertly while she
drank from a subtly patterned mug. Her throat was smooth, curved, brown, and her braided hair echoed
the bright flames.

“What did your Concord tdl you about the shayl, besides that they were gods? They aren't,” she
sad flatly, “even by Concord standards. Only shezir have that power.”

“The Concord didn't tdl me much because there is litle known. They only mentioned shayl, not
shazir. They believe shayl are probably ether a separate species—"

Shiyamoved her head in an unconscious negative gesture.

“—or the remnants of a very ancient avilization that was once potent and is now moribund.” Rhane
glanced again a Shiya, but her sharply etched profile next to him told him nothing. “Either way, the shayl
are culturdly different from the flatland Menx. The differences have been grosdy—" He stopped, not
wanting to offend Shiya further. “Probably,” he said tactfully, “the differences between lowland Menx and
highland shayl were enlarged upon. People have a tendency to seize minor differences and ignore
boggling smilarities Regrettable, but very human.”

Rhane shifted his weight, looking Sdeways a Shiya as he did so. Her face showed no emation at al.

“Through the centuries” continued Rhane, then stopped again, suddenly hearing himsdf as she mugt
hear him—sophidication and diding supeficdity. “Differences were reinforced by geographica
isolaion,” he said crigply. “Myths grew. Gradudly, the idea of the shayl as ditant, living gods became the
centra myth of Menx rdigions. Now they are caled shazir?’ he asked, turning toward her.

Shiya said nothing.

Rhane spoke in his most gentle voice. “The idea of living gods is not unique to Menx, Shiya. Menx
has Imply developed that idea to astonishing lengths”

“The word gods came from Concord, not Menx,” sad Shiya “Our word—shayl—smply means



power.”
“Power,” Rhane said dryly, “isdl that separates gods from men.”

Shiyd s only answer was a sad amile

“You spoke of atransformation,” said Rhane. “Shayl to shazir. What did you mean?’

“The true word is shayl-zir, meaning power without referent.” Shiya looked a Rhane, her eyes
reflecting night and flames. “1 see that doesn’t mean anything to you.” She groped among Gaactic words,
searching for one that would explain what she meant. “A shazir is a god who can’t or won't control the
timeshadows or the overlapping redities”

Shiya looked intently a Rhane, sighed, and tried again. “Think of the shazir as ... insane. All the times
and dl the possihilities of the universe exig in their minds Smultaneoudy. These possihilities ... legk out ...
wherever the shazir happens to be. Some shazir even have the power to make any possbility more red
then the probability we cal redlity. The results are often dangerous to us, sometimes beautiful and aways
unpredictable.

“Some shazir can change the world with a thought.”

Rhane controlled both his expression and the astringent comments that burned on his tongue. He had
learned long ago that the only thing more futile than arguing dogmeas was beieving in them.

“How does a shayl become a shazir?’ said Rhane after the slence became uncomfortable.

Shiya sat without answering, as though she had not heard Rhan€'s question. Her face was troubled,
her eyes dark. He watched light and flame-shadows dide over her, defining and then concediing the
graceful lines of her body.

“There are no rules of shayl to shazir, no patterns that | have found,” Shiyasaid, daring at the flames.
“And | have looked. | have hunted those patterns more carefully than | ever hunted reskans.

“l didn't want to be shayl, but | find that I’'ve become one. | tame wiris and speak to reskans. | can
accept being shayl, even being outcast anong the people | grew up with. | can accept that because |
must.”

“But not shazir,” she whispered. “Not shazir!”

Rhane looked a Shiya, disturbed by the changein her voice. Her body too, had changed, tightened,
and her expression was as dien as the twin descending moons. When she met his eyes he was dmost
afrad.

“Do you understand, Rhane? Can you? We're dl one people, highland and lowland, except that
some of us are doomed to power. Some are different, but we don’t know how or why.”

Her fingers closed convulsvely around each other. Her voice became clipped, rapid, emotionless.

“Lowland Menx are less likdy to have god children than highland Menx. Highland Menx, who you
know as shayl’'m, are children born of shayl, but usudly highland Menx are little different from thar
lowland cousins. Usudly, but not dways. Gods are born to shayl’m much more often than they are born
to lowland Menx.

“Shazir are rarely born to lowland Menx, sometimes born to shayl’m and often born to shayl. Most
often, though, shayl become shazir as they grow older ... transformation. We cdl it h'shazir, the time
gpent in and out of shazir until the change is complete.”

Shiya turned toward Rhane. Her skin was stretched over the bones of her face in an expresson of
waiting that was far too old for her years.

“I did not want to become shayl, but that iswhat | am. | don’'t want to become shazir, but I'm afrad
that iswhat | will be.”

Shiyd's eyes were bleak, haunted. When she turned away, it was as find as though she had never
looked a him a dl. Without thinking, Rhane reached out and put his hand over her clenched fingers,
trying to cal her back by smple touch. He fdt sudden and unbearable fear. Her skin was cool, as though
she had withdrawn dl her energy, hoarding it for some grim inner reason.

In spite of Rhane's turmoail of emotions—her fear and his own anger a a rdigion and a believer
whose ritud beliefs destroyed rather—than renewed—Rhane wanted to comfort Shiya. Gently, Rhane
loosened Shiya s fingers. He lifted her hand and rubbed it againgt his beard and cheek, warming her cold
skin. The gesture was dmogt autométic, Ieft over from a time when Cezine and Shiya had warmed their



cold hands while they teased Rhane about the beard that he had grown during the long Menx summer.

Even when Shiya s fingers were no longer cold, Rhane continued rubbing his cheek againg them, lost
inan inner world where haf-formed memories twisted like slent mist shapes rigng from the body of the
past. Gradudly the shapes condensed into ... a day eight years ago, children’s voices echoing across
a sunset lake. Cezine's shriek when Shiya doused the golden flame of his hair beneath the water of
the lake. Rhane, waist-deep in indigo water, laughing at Cezine until Shiya's hands wrapped
around one ankle and Cezin€'s around the other. Their ingtinctive knowledge of leverage offset
his greater size and strength, sending him down in a fountain of spray and laughter.

Rhane came up spewing water and threats that were answered by cries of delight from Cezine
and Shiya. Slver arcs of water flew up as he pursued the two quick bodies, water drops like
another form of laughter glittering against the amethyst sky.

The fading blaze of sun was replaced by a campfire that leaped toward the stars, limning
Cezine and Shiya in molten orange and scarlet and gold, water diding down their smooth bodies.
Cezine said something that was captured by the crackling fire, but Shiya’s laughter eluded the
flames, spreading through the twilight like the song of hidden wiris.

Rhane stared, caught by the grace of the Menx child, a beauty that was as sinuous as the
flames mirrored by her hair. Shiya’s laughter changed as she became aware of him. She returned
his look with eyes that were more woman than child, intensely aware.

The night wind gusted, sucking up an incandescent spiral of sparks. For an instant Shiya was
a swirl of fire and darkness, then she shivered and held her hands out to the twisting flames, a
child once more.

In the uncertain light, Cezine stumbled over a rock. He would have fallen if Rhane had not
caught him. Cezin€'s skin was clammy. Belatedly, Rhane realized that the lake had been colder
than he thought. Cezine was nearly drained of warmth.

Rhane snatched up a towel and began rubbing Cezine. When he was finished, Rhane fastened
Cezine into a deeping robe and told him to st by the fire.

Shiya watched slently, shivering from time to time, trying to wring water from her long hair
without getting her skin any wetter than it already was. Rhane found another towel and began
drying her with brisk, gentle motions. She stood quietly, holding her hair aside, ill shivering
when he was finished and had fastened a deeping robe around her.

By that time Rhane was dry himself, except for his thick hair, which sent cold rivulets of water
gleaming down his skin. He ignored his own chill, worried by the trembling he sensed beneath
Shiya's skin. But when he moved to rub dry her hair, she refused to stand il until he had
wrapped himself against the deepening chill of the highland evening.

In the end, they made a game of drying Shiya's hair. Shiya held separate strands near the
fire’s dancing heat while Rhane combed and wove elaborate tales about webfooted water dragons
nesting in the hair and nibbling on the ears of children who were foolish enough to deep with wet
heads. Before her hair was dry, Shiya was helpless with laughter at the whimsical word pictures
Rhane drew.

Across the fire, Cezine stretched out, and seemed to deep. It was Rhane who brushed Shiya's
hair until it leaped and clung to his hands as though it were alive, Rhane who gathered the silky
mass into braids as gently as though he were weaving fire itself ...

“Whenever my hair was wet | thought of your foolish web-footed dragons,” said Shiya

Rhane was too surprised by the congruence of their thoughts to do more then stare at Shiya. He
became aware of her hand ill curled in his and of the fact that he had been rubbing his cheek aganst
her fingers as though it were eight years ago. He redized that for her, too, tactile memory had vividy
evoked the past.

“Is that why you returned to Menx?’ asked Shiya, her expresson but not her beauty concedled by
the dying flames. “Did you come back so that Cezine might live again?’

“Cezineis dead,” said Rhane harshly. “Nothing can change that.”

“l know that,” said Shiya, “but do you?’



Without answering, Rhane pulled his degping robes around him and lay down with his back to the
fire. He was awake for along time, remembering another night, another campfire, when Cezine had been
dive

And s0 had he.

Fndly, Rhane dept, only to dream of jaws dosng over his bones while his flesh melted and his mind
screamed to a god eight years dead.

VI

By the fourth day, Shiya had led them over the firg range of the Mountains of Light, as deep into
Menx highlands as any off-worlder had been, except the ill-fated medicd team. And Cezine, of course,
adways Cezine.

Theland had afeding of height. The ar was coal in the shade, icy in the night and clear at dl times.
Mure was giving way to hardy smoketrees whose luminous gray plumes were an index of the trandtion
from lake to mountain country.

The trall Shiya had chosen avoided the infrequent clusters of shayl’'m populaion. She knew the
tribesmen were hodtile to off-worlders, paticularly to T'aglns. Once Rhane had noticed a fam far below
the trall, buildings dinging to the terraced sides of a narrow stream valley. Occasondly he had caught
glimpses of the broad, less direct caravan road that wound through valeys and around ridges, dways
seeking the least strenuous route through the mountains.

Like the shayl’m villages, Shiya had been digtant and slent. Lor Jastre had been the opposite. He had
amused Rhane with the range and sophigtication of a T'agln mentor’s observations about man and the
universe, treating Rhane dmogt as an equd; at least, as much an equd as any T agln could ever treat a
non-T'agln. In spite of his irritation a having to invite the T'aen dong, Rhane found himsdf both
fascinated and charmed by Lor Jastre’'s conversation.

“Tdl me” said Rhane when the trall widened enough to dlow Lor Jastre to ride dongsde. “How did
you come to be a mentor to Menx?’

Lor Jastre made an eegant, ambiguous gesture. “I come from one of the few master families and
cdanswhich aren’t disturbed by the presence of other races. In fact, it was one of my dan who origindly
discovered Menx.”

Rhane could not help showing his surprise. “Very few T'adn are gdaxy-class explorers” he
commented.

“Yes. It's consdered insane, but dill ... acceptable” Lor Jastre flicked his fingertips, dismissng the
quedtion of hisfamily’s sanity. “There was a Concord lightship very close by Menx. If my mother’s Sster
had not discovered the planet, the Concord surdy would have. It makes one beieve in the inevitaility of
Menx's discovery, doesn't it?” said Lor Jastre, histone oddly bitter.

“If only we could convince the Menx of that,” said Rhane, thinking of Menx’s refusal to accept the
redity of agdaxy peopled by other races.

“Impossible”

Lor Jastre’ s left hand described a sad, graceful arc and vanished into a large pocket. He withdrew an
egg-shaped object that fit eadly in his pam. His hand flexed dightly. The sound of a highly trained choir
floated up from the egg. The musc was smooth, soothing, dmost hypnatic. The sound vividly reminded
Rhane of Fertten, whose etched-metd tile streets overlad so many thousand years of cvilization.

The memory was not wholly pleasant. Rhane had never forgiven himsdf for drinking Fiertten's
superb history while his father and haf brother found their separate desths on Menx. Fiertten and quilt
were insegparable in Rhane's mind.

“l wish that my father could have seen Fiertten,” murmured Rhane, thinking aloud. “But he was S0
aure that he was just hours away from solving the mystery of Menx's musicd animds. | wonder if he
found his answer before he died.”

Lor Jastre's face moved as though to subdue some emotion heaving beneath his dvilized exterior.
“Degth finds dl answers,” he sad hardhly.



The quasi-crystal egg breathed music, smoathing over the rough silence.

“I haven't heard one of those snce T’ adl,” Rhane said, ligening to the soaring music that seemed too
grand to have been reproduced by the unimposing egg. “Almog everyone in Fiertten carried one.”

Lor Jastre glanced a the quasi-crystd as though he were surprised to find it in his pam. His fingers
closed dmogt quiltily over the egg, softening the chorus in midnote.

“Yes” sad Lor Jastre, returning the music egg to his pocket with a distracted, yet somehow furtive
moation. “T aglns need music. We dways have” He amiled srangdly. “It keeps us sane.”

“You'd better not let Shiya see that,” Rhane said. “She won't tolerate certain forms of technology.”

“Yes” sad Lor Jastre, hisvoice dill distracted. “1 know.”

With vigble reluctance. Lor Jastre silenced the egg. The memory of the RA Jacaroen’s death seemed
to upset Lor Jastre more then it did Rhane. The T agln rode quietly, tightly, obvioudy 4ill disturbed.
Rhane reached over his shoulder where a flute rode in a narrow lesther sheath. Thet kind of musc, a
least, was welcomed by Menx’s idiosyncratic gods.

Theflute came easlly out of its sheath. Even now, three days after Rhane had awakened to find the
flute by his Sde, he could hardly bdlieve that he once again held his old ingrument. It was like awakening
into a dream, but the cold touch of metd as his fingers grasped the flute was a reassuring texture of
redity.

With a andl amile, Rhane remembered how dumsy he had been three days ago with the flute, an
ingptness that had owed much to emotion. He had seen Cezine in every gleaming curve of metd, Cezine
like a colored shadow diding away as Rhane turned the flute over and over in his hands, flesh warming
dead metdl.

Shiya had watched Rhane' s firgt fumbling efforts with the flute with queer intengity. Findly he had let
former skills mald his fingers, dlowed long-unused reflexes to cdl a quick pattern of notes out of the
flute The past had risen then, threatening to srangle him on memories of Cezine, but his fingers had
danced of their own will, bringing music into the cold day.

After only a few minutes Rhane's memories had dlenced him, but not before he had sensed a
dackening of Shiyd s intense scrutiny. He had guessed then that the flute was afind test of his identity; no
meatter what further differences emerged between Rhane-past and Rhane-present, Shiya would no longer
question that he was indeed Rhane.

Rhane's fingers skimmed across the burnished metd flute. A ripple of melody poured out. Beggar
cocked its head, ears erect, and Sdled across Rhane's shoulder toward the metd tube. The wiri’s
inquigtive chirp was precisdy echoed by the flute. Beggar’ s wings snapped out with a flurry of rainbows.
Thewiri’s throat trembled until complex meody tumbled out. Rhane copied the sounds exactly.

Beggar stood on tiptoe and sang peremptory notes. Rhane echoed the firg few, then stopped teasing
the indignant creature. He wove a strand of meody that was complementary to the wiri’s song. Beggar
burgt into music with an exuberance that reminded Rhane of Cezine. Cezine had loved to hear Rhane
play the flute Rhane had played for Cezine, and then for the hdf-wild Shiya, songs made and
remembered in that last, long summer of ther childhood.

Beggar's song fatered into slence. The wiri abandoned Rhane's shoulder to land between Kahsah's
ears. Without being aware of what he was doing, Rhane folded away his emations. The fedings of
sadness and rage and regret dill existed, but they were not perceptible even to the hypersengtive wiri.
Providing a cheerful—or at least tolerable—emoctiond surface to his thoughts was more difficult, but
Rhane succeeded after atime. Soon such conceslment would become as much an automatic reflex as
breething. The wiri was an excdlent teacher of mentd discipline.

With soft notes, Rhane gpologized to the wiri. Beggar stirred between Kahsah's ears. Round purple
eyes opened and fixed on Rhane. Beggar spread its wings, scattering intricate colors, and landed once
again on Rhane s shoulder, Snging widfully.

Rhane played a teasing flurry of notes. Thewiri cocked its head, making its ear tassels quiver. Rhane
repeated the notes. Beggar wove a smple harmony, then paused expectantly. Before Rhane could repesat
or elaborate upon Beggar's efforts, Kahsah whistled aminor key variation of both Beggar’s and Rhane's
tunes. Rhane listened, lifted hisflute and began to play in earnest, giving himsdf over to music as he had



not done since Cezine died.

Soon wiri, reskan and human were producing three-part harmony, oblivious to the dartled stares
from the other riders. As Rhane played he forgot his tired body, his newly and uncomfortably stretched
mind, Menx epidemics and enigmatic gods, and most of al he forgot the sadness and rage and quilt that
had been Cezine's unwitting legacy. For a magic time Rhane and the world were once more young,
nemly made, the flute both extenson and evocation of the blinding innocence of a summer eght years
gone.

At last Rhane' s lips and fingers tired. He opened his eyes, surprised to find himsdlf riding on a reskan
rather than on the exquiste transformations of song. As he moved to stretch arms cramped from holding
the flute, he redized that he and Kahsah were wearing flights of wiris like living cloth over their bodies.

Rhane looked into the startled emerald eyes of a strange wiri which was perched on his flute. The
wiri whigled a treble note, then vanished in a flash of rainbows. The rest of the wiris, severad hundred of
them, lifted in dazzling swirls of color. Soon Rhane was done but for Beggar and Kahsah.

A screamer cdled in the distance, shattering the slence. The reskans vanished, only to reappear
amog immediatdy. It was as though they flinched in the ingtant before they redlized that there was no
danger.

The screamer shrieked again. Kahsah tilted back her head and howled. The other reskans joined in,
cregting the prima harmony that made Rhan€' s skin move and tighten.

Nahst appeared suddenly, taking up a guard podtion just off Kahsah's Ieft flank. After a short time,
Rhane heard the digant yet familiar whistle of ayoung mae from Kahsah's pack. Kahsah answered with
adescending tenor cry, then began walking down the trall as though nothing had happened.

“What was it?” asked Rhane.

“People moving on the caravan road,” Shiya answered. “By this time of year, the shrines and
warehouses should be empty and the pilgrims gone.” Her mouth tightened. “I hope they're not here to
leave god children.”

Nahst legped away before Rhane could question Shiya further. Lor Jastre came dongside again,
urging hislori with measured flicks of hisriding whip. In spite of the fact thet each lori only had to carry a
rider for part of a day, the animds were vishly faigued; Shiya had not dowed the pace to accommodate
loris

“What'swrong?’ asked Lor Jastre.

“Shiya said something about a god road, shrines, warehouses and—children?” Rhane said. “Do you
know what she meant?’

“We mug be coming to the Shrine of the First Madness,” Lor Jastre said, saring intently at the point
father down the tral where the forested ridges fdl away. “I didn't think it possble to get here so
quickly,” he muttered. “That doesn’t leave much time”

Lor Jastre swore in T'agln, then seemed to remember Rhan€'s presence. “Shrines and babies,” sad
Lor Jastre, his voice tight with disgust. “Every culture hasiits cravling secrets, | suppose. I've only heard
rumors of the shrines, but even rumors are based on fact. It would be better if they weren't.”

“What do shrines and babies have to do with ugly secrets?’

“The so-called god road was built so that lowland goods can be transported to the shayl’'m,” sad
Lor Jastre evagvdly.

“Trade goods?’

“Morein the nature of tribute.”

“For what? The shayl’m aren’t numerous or powerful enough to thresten the lowland Menx.”

Lor Jastre’' s smile made Rhane uncomfortable, but dl the mentor said was, “The lowland Menx seem
pleased with the arrangement. They leave goods for ther gods. And they dso leave ther repulsve
mongrd children.”

“Sacrifice? demanded Rhane, startled out of his ingraned tolerance for culturd diversty. “I
don’t—that's difficult to accept, Lor Jastre. Cultures that require human sacrifices turn and devour
themsdlves long before they reach a stage where they could benefit from Concord membership.”

Lor Jastre' s face looked old, harsher than Rhane had thought possible of refined T adln features. “If



you remember, Rhane, the T'agdln who discovered this planet argued agangt First Contact, much less
membership for Menx.”

“Then why was Firgt Contact initisted?’ demanded Rhane.

“The standard machine surveys and eventud clandestine contacts reveded nothing that Concord
gpologigts couldn’'t explan avay—may ther fadle tongues rot in ther mouthd” Lor Jastre looked a
Rhane with bitter intengty, then looked away, his eyes focused on something only he could see. “Menx
should never have been found. Once found, Menx should have been put under a class five proscription.
But Concord apologists won't see that until it's too late. Menx will die horribly because T’ adl’s inferiors
can't see the truth until it blinds them.”

Vivid ydlow eyes turned on Rhane. “I had hoped you wouldn’t be one of the blind.”

Lor Jastre's eyes were clear, pitiless, dmogs mad. “So play your flute, Rhane en Jacaroen. Play to
make the gods weep, for they’ll be too busy to cry when the scavengers descend.”

Lor Jastre' s hand tightened on the lori’ s broad rein. The animd dropped behind, sinking like a stone
into the mountain slence.

Thetrail widened, descended in along sweeping curve. At the bottom the trail opened abruptly onto
aroad marked by hooves, boots, wheds and the distinctive prints of reskans. Shiya studied the tracks
for a long moment, seemingly confused. She jerked her head in irritation, making her hair shimmer
red-gold in the sun. When she became aware of Rhane's steady scrutiny, she spoke to him for the firg
time snce dawn.

“Lowland carts, pilgrims and, later, a journey coach,” Shiya said, indicating the rdevant tracks.
“Then, reskans. One was ridden, but | don’t recognize the track. | thought | knew dl the reskan ridersin
the Black Ridge area.” She moved her head in irritation again. “At least we won't be burdened by any
god children.”

“Why?

“The shayl who came to the shrine after the coach will do what is necessary.”

“The shayl?” asked Rhane, examining the tracks again, trying to see what he had missed that had told
Shiyathat shayl were present.

Shiya looked amused. “Y ou might as wel look at your own tracks. Or didn’'t you redize that anyone
who rides areskan is, by definition, shayl?’

Nahst flowed out onto the road, cutting off Rhane' s startled questions. Rhane sat numbly on Kahsah,
redizing that the longer he stayed on Menx, the less he understood of its people, rdigion or language.
“Shayl” was as dippery a word concept as he had encountered in any culture. The only consolation he
found in the dtuation was that the shayl—whomever or whatever that meant—the shayl who had
preceded Rhane into the shrine was gpparently responsible for deding with any god sacrifices that might
have been left there. Rhane tried not to wonder what Shiya had meant by doing “what is necessary”
when faced by the “burden” of a god child.

Kahsah followed Nahst down the road toward the shrineg, walking smoothly so as not to disturb her
preoccupied rider. On ether Sde of the road were wooden posts carved with eegant, cryptic symbols
inset with hammered gold. Beyond the posts was a building constructed of tranducent green stone. Like
aflower in the sun, the shrine unfolded in a series of open curves. Surrounding the structure was a grove
of rare emerad mure trees. A clean, deep river joined trees and tranducent shrine within a Sngle, Slent
arc before the river curved away to become alake whose dark surface was unmarked by wind.

Rhane shivered, caught between fear and an excitement he could not name. The shrine was as
perfectly concelved as any structure he had ever seen, the setting as beautiful as a reskan’s cry. Neither
drine nor setting was the result of mediocre aesthetic tradition, yet Rhane had been told that Menx
culture was considered inferior in aesthetic development to the Concord norm.

As Kahsah carried Rhane between emerdd mure trees and polished ebony river, he could not hep
wondering if anyone from the Concord had seen the lambent building. The more he looked, the more he
became certain that no Concord person had ever seen the dhrine, or word of its green magnificence
would have reached beyond the planet. At the very least, the shrine must deflate T'adl’s clm assumption
of itsward's grosdy inferior status, for the building's fluid curves were strongly reminiscent of Fiertten's



inimideting architectura perfection.

Rhane looked backward toward Lor Jastre, wanting to see the mentor’s reaction to the shrin€'s
serene perfection.

“Hawless, ign't it,” commented Rhane, his voice carrying dearly through the emerdd hush benegath
the mure trees.

Lor Jastre's eyes flicked away from the building as though from something obscene. “T aglns don't
separate form from function,” he answered in a tone of complete loathing. “The building is an
abomination.”

“Then something is surdy skewed,” said Rhane. “To me, the shrine recdls Fertten. It lacks only
mugc.”

As though summoned, flights of wiris spirded down from the mure leaves, cdling to each other in
harmonies as ddlicate as Fiertten’s wind chimes. Lor Jastre shuddered, a Sngle convulsive movement of
negation. With a harsh shout, he flung his arms out, startling the wild wiris They fled on slent wings

“Was that necessary?’ demanded Rhane, then stopped a the sght of Lor Jastre's face, The
mentor’'s ydlow eyes were ferd, his lips divided over an ivory gleam of teeth. He looked a Rhane
without recognizing him. Rhane's skin contracted, yet even as he fdt himsdf dhrink away, he knew that
Lor Jastre’ s fear was greater than his own.

Rhane closed his eyes, not wanting to see more. He pitied Lor Jastre. He pitied anyone whose
psychic integrity depended on believing that others were invariably and irrevocably inferior. He did not
know how the T’ aeln would reconcile the superior shayl shrine with the beief that Menx natives were
inferior beings.

Though Nahst and Shiya were nowhere to be seen, Kahsah stopped a the fifth of the shrin€'s nine
entrances. Rhane dismounted without looking at Lor Jastre. As Rhane entered the building, the pack
reskan came and lay across the entrance, plainly exduding Lor Jastre and Jul. Rhane did not object; he
hed seen enough of the T"adln mentor for the momen.

Rhane walked quickly, hurrying through exquidte passageways, hardly naticing light that varied from
emerad to gold, as clear as didilled water. He walked faster, driven by something unseen, but sensed
just benegth the threshold of conscious awareness.

Shiyal What isit?

When Rhane redized that his cry had been mentd rather than verbd, he broke into a run. She was
no Carifil to talk by mindspeech, yet obvioudy there was great need.

“Shiya” he shouted, his voice turning and returning to himin a thousand shades of green.

Uneasiness surged around him like an invisble tide, sucking at his strength, tugging, risng until he was
choking, suffocating and he could no longer cdl out with mind or body. Kaedoscopic impressons came
as he ran—crystd light and jade shadow, smokeless fires burning whitdy, smdl of summer and moons
rigng, dlent fdls of sunlight richer than beaten gold, slence and his racing feet combined into an eerie
heartbeat that dways accelerated, racing to meet an unknown horror.

Then the passage opened into a huge chamber and Rhane knew what horror was. Shiya stood over a
huddle of green cloth that was a child. Light poured through the open ceiling, ran like hot gold down the
knife that Shiya had drawn above the child's breast. He could not cdl out, he could only reach for Shiya
with mind and body, but she was too far away, the knife too close, and his baitering thoughts did off her
mind as though she were made of stone rather than flesh.

In alast, despairing effort, Rhane threw himsdf a the knifein along, running dive. Shiya spun toward
him, her body tense, sraining as though she were lifting a massive weight, her eyes copper in the clear
light. A terrifying feding of danger came to him. Shiya vanished. A blow from behind knocked him aside,
though he had neither seen nor sensed anyone esein the dhrine.

Rhane rolled across the floor until he smacked into an ovd stone dais smilar to the one the child
sacrifice was tied to. Stunned, Rhane tried to rall to his feet. An invisble force pinned him againg the
cold stone. As he gathered himsdf to lunge again, he fdt the warm rasp of a reskan’s tongue across his
neck. The sensation was S0 unexpected that it pardyzed him.

Rhane squinted, trying to see the reskan that mugt be just in front of him, holding him down with a



massve paw on his chest. As he looked, he fdt the vague reluctance of his eyes and mind to focus that
he had come to associate with a reskan in camouflage. Though he could not see it, he was certain that
Kahsah was his captor. He squirmed againgt her invisble presence, trying to evade her grasp.

Teeth replaced tongue on Rhane's neck, denting but not bresking his skin. He lay utterly dill. The
pressure eased, then vanished. He redized that the terror he had fet when Shiya turned toward him had
a0 disappeared a the same ingant.

And he could see Shiya again. Her back was toward him, her body trembling with strain. With
agonizing downess her shoulders turned until her face was in profile. She could have been an ikon carved
of gold and amber. Little of humeanity was Ieft in her face. Her am jerked away from the child, cutting its
ties without harming its flesh.

The urgency that had sent Rhane running through the shrine ebbed with a soundless sigh, leaving only
exhaugtion behind. He pulled himsdf to his feet with no interference from Kahsah, and waked ungeadily
to where Shiya leaned againg the child's stone dais. Shiya shivered fitfully and her breath came in jerks.
Her eyes when she looked up were dark with the redity of a horror that he had only sensed a a
distance.

Shiya?

Rhane touched her arm with gentle fingertips. A swirl of images engulfed Rhane—mountains he had
never seen, ongs he had never heard, people he had never known with faces that were kind and terrible,
inhumanly removed; and pervading dl a compasson and grief that knotted his mind with pain.

Shiya moved wearily. Hisfingers did off her arm; the images stopped.

Siya ...

There was no answer, not even the sense of another mind.

Rhane was dmogt afraid, but whether for her or himsdf he did not know. He did know that he had
briefly touched Shiya's awareness, that she had been prepared to kill the child, and that she had
expected to be driven insane an indant after. But the sacrifice had not happened. She was neither
murderer nor insane; nor was she the same person who had raised a knife over a hdpless child and seen
the center of horror.

“Why?" asked Rhane softly, inggtently, his pale eyes going from child to Shiya to child again.

Slence was hisonly answer.

VII

“Why?" shouted Rhane.

Asthough his shout a Shiya were a trigger, flight after flight of wiris exploded into the ar overhead.
Only then did Rhane redlize that the chamber was lined with transparent perches and open to the sky. He
hed neither seen nor heard the wiris before that moment, but they must have been present, hundreds of
them, as noisdless and invishle as Kahsah.

Two wiris broke away and landed on two suddenly visble reskans, Nahst and Kahsah. Whatever
danger had exiged in the shrine had obvioudy passed. Rhane glanced warily a Kahsah, less than an
am’'s length away. She whigtled to him more sweetly than any wiri, but the tactile memory of her teeth on
hisskin kept Rhane from responding. He rubbed his neck and fdt anger burning in him.

“Was that helpless child meant as a sacrifice to your gods?” asked Rhanein a cam, vicious tone.

“Serat,” sad Shiyafantly.

“Serat,” gpat Rhane. “Isthat a shayl’m word for sacrifice?’

Shiyd slipstwigted into atired smile “In a way, yes. But not in the way you mean. Not that way at
al. The sacrifice would have been mine as wel as the child’'s. Mine more than the child's. Serat is a trid
where truth is found when the winner catches the loser’s soul.”

“Explan,” demanded Rhane in the clipped, imperid voice of a RA Jacaroen.

Shiya bridled, then made aweary gesture of indifference. “Kahsah didn't kill you, though you nearly
killed us dl. Therefore you must be worth something.” Shiya smiled narrowly. “Perhaps you merdy taste
good.”



Rhane bardy held onto his temper. Seeing his anger, Shiya smiled unpleasantly.

“Areyou redly ligening to me, Concord man?’ she asked coldly. “Or will you be like Lor Jastre and
hear only what pleases you?’

Without waiting for an answer, Shiya reached out and peded off the outer layer of green cloth
covering the child. Rhane saw black har braided with green beads, closed eydids ringed with green
paint, and an unrecognizable symboal tattooed on the cheek toward him.

There was no expression on the child's face; she could have been any age from seven to sixteen. She
reminded Rhane of the inhumean faces he had seen in the backlash of Shiya's mind. Although the child's
eyes were closed, Rhane had the uneasy feding that he had been seen and ... dismissed? No, not that
definite. Merdly seen through closed eydids.

Rhane' s mentd defenses closed completdy, seamlesdy, even though he was certain that the girl had
not attempted the least tendril of mental contact. His reaction was as reflexive as a reskan going invisble
He looked away from the uncanny, unmoving child.

“So,” murmured Shiya, saring a Rhane with intent copper eyes. “You sense it even now, after I've
divided her from hersdf. Then why did you try to interfere? Didn't you fed the danger?’

“| fdt urgency,” said Rhanein a strained voice. “I ran through the shrine. Then | saw you about to kill
a hdpless child. | tried to stop you—" Rhane hestated, remembering that the sense of overwhdming
danger had come only after Shiya had turned away from the child. “Do you mean to tdl me that we were
in danger from a child tied to a sone dtar?’ he demanded increduloudy.

“She was born shayl. Now she is h' shazir, becoming shazir.”

“She was born agod?’ said Rhane, grappling with the dippery concept of shayl.

“She was born with power,” said Shiya patiently. She gestured toward the girl’s face. “The shayl
symbol was tattooed on her right cheek soon after birth. See how her growth has distorted the symbol’s
proportions?’

“How did they know she was shayl?’

“Wiris, probably. They dng for shayl babies. The symbol on her left cheek,” continued Shiya, “is
freshly painted. It's the symboal for shazir.”

Rhane waited. Shiya made an impaient gesture.

“Didn’t you hear me, Concord man? Shazir!” Shiya looked at the girl, who had not moved, then
lifted the blanket over the closed, uncanny eyes. “She's on the edge of puberty and h'shazir a once,
changing every day, fading into and out of shazir, and then back in, deeper each time, becoming more
shezir as her body matures. She was terrified by the changes. And her people were helpless, not even a
shayl to aid them. They shouldn’t have kept her a dl, not even for one week. They know the danger of
an obvioudy shayl baby.”

“Perhgps,” said Rhane cuttingly, “her parents didn't want her killed for the greater glory of Menx's
bloodthirsty gods.”

“You understand even lessthan a T'adln.”

“Do 1? Y ou would have killed that child, wouldn't you?’

“Yes Serat.”

“Menx gods are excrementd, fully suited to the dimentary tastes and attributes of Menx believers”
sad Rhane, disgust meking each word separate, didinct. “Knowing that, is there anything ese | need to
understand?’

“If you understand so wdl,” Shiyasaid coldly, “tdl mewhy | didn’t kill that child.”

Rhane opened his mouth to reply, then redized that he had nothing to say. He did not know what had
prevented Shiya's knife from finishing its descent. Certainly his headlong entrance into the chamber had
not.

“l don’t know,” said Rhanefindly.

Rhane s admisson seemed to surprise Shiya

“Perhgps | shouldn't quarrd with Kahsah's taste. Certainly no T'aeln ever admitted ignorance to a
Menx.” Shiyalooked at Rhane for a moment more, then took a long breath. “I didn’'t have to kill the gir
because | managed to block her from shazir. She isn't adanger to us or hersalf now, she can't cdl other



shazir to her and she can’t become one hersdlf. Yet. The block isonly temporary. We mug take her with
us. She mugt go to Shaylmir. Perhaps even to the Fountains of Madness.”

“l don’'t believe that a hdfling girl can be so dangerous thai—"

“Do you think that reskans ride only to amuse themsalves?” snapped Shiya. Her voice dropped a
notch, becoming even more scathing. “Y ou don't beieve in gods and you don't believein shazir. Tdl me,
Concord man—do you redly think you' re the most powerful thing in the whole quivering universe?’

“No, But | don't think reskans hide from a child.”

Shiyaamiled grimly. “You don't think at dl, Concord man. What dse was there to hide from in this
srine?’

“What could she do to areskan?’ demanded Rhane scornfully. “Or to us?’

“Everything. Anything. Nothing. Turn us to gold or ar or clear shadows. Make us immortd or
murder us, make twelve of us or ignore us entirdly. Who knows the mind of a shazir? | don’'t. | only
know that | never again want to attract the attention of even a h'shazir!”

“But you controlled her.”

“She'sh'shazir, in and out of shazir,” said Shiya petiently. “I’m whally shayl, complete with wiris and
reskans” She hestated, then shrugged. “And a Concord shayl who helped dmogt as much as he
hindered.”

“Helped? How?’

“She knew you wanted her to live. That reassured her, for she, too, wanted life. Even an amost-god
dingsto what isfamiliar. Reassured, she was easier to control.” Shiyd s voice became ragged. She lightly
touched the cloth conceding the child's face. “Will you praise or damn the life | spared?’ she asked
softly. “Ah, little one, may | never see you in the high places, mindlesdy turning wind into wine”

Shiya shuddered and looked away, her eyes haunted with memories of other times, other shazir.
Then she bent and lifted the child off the cold stone. Though the girl’s weight was smdl, Shiya staggered.
Rhane steadied Shiya, then gently took the child into his own arms. Even halding the girl, Rhane could not
sense her mind. She was as mentdly absent as a reskan in camouflage.

“Did you break the child'smind?’ asked Rhane, his voice casua in spite of the emations seething just
beneath his question.

“Bregk it? No. | merdly blocked the expression of her power for atime”

“Power? Do you mean ps?’ said Rhane, usng the Galactic word because Menx language lacked an
andog for pg.

“P9? What's that?’

Rhane swore slently, redizing that dl that was needed in order to keep a secret was a lack of words
to describe it. Nor should he be surprised that T'adl had never discovered ther ward's gifts As a race,
T aelns were nearly ps-null. There would have been little need and less reason for them to discuss ps
with their Menx wards. Even among the races of the Concord, useful, controllable ps was ararity.

“Pd. Mentd power,” said Rhane, dowly turning and walking out of the lofty chamber. “For example,
the ability to speak over a distance without words or to see without eyes or to hed without medicine”

Shiya frowned. “I can’t do any of those things, and I’'m shayl.”

“But when | touched you—" began Rhane, remembering the images that had poured through his
mind when he had touched her.

Then Rhane redized that incident proved nothing. It could have been his ps done that had breached
her innate mentd barriers. He fdt alash of frudration, for the presence of ps would resolve many Menx
enigmas. None of his frudration leaked beyond his own mind, however; Beggar’s traning had been
thorough. Rhane had mentd barriers that would have amazed his Caifil teachers.

“Never mind,” said Rhane mildly. “It doesn’'t maiter.” He glanced down & the child whose face was
hidden by the eaborately woven green cloth. “Will she wake up soon?’

“I hope not. | don't have the strength to fight her again.”

“How will she ride?’

“In front of me. Or you. If you pogtion her, her reflexes will take over. She's not redly unconscious,
jud ... removed.”



Rhane shifted the girl’s weight dightly. She was very light, but a “removed” rider could not hep but
dow them down.

Ten days.

“By the Last Word,” snapped Rhane suddenly, “I wish that the other shayl had taken her!”

“Mdting sickness has changed much in the highlands. Too much.”

“What do you mean?’

“Thefirg duty of any shayl under any circumstances is to do whet is necessary for the children of the
drine The other shayl did not. That has never happened before. Ever.”

“Perhaps the shayl was injured or sck.”

“Perhaps” said Shiya, but her tone was unconvinced. “If so, we should have found his body in the
dhring, awarning to the next shayl who tried to deal with that child.”

Shiya sumbled over nothing more than a jade shadow, and autométicaly reached out to Rhane to
catch hersdf. In the indant of contact he sensed anguish, a numbing fear-desolation that threstened to
overwhem him. Without thinking, he shifted the child to one arm and put the other around Shiya, giving
comfort as well as baance. She shivered and moved closer to him.

Beggar and Signdl flew out of green shadows thrown by carved ikons. The wiris landed together on
Shiyd s shoulder, snging softly of laughter and ddlight. Though Shiya seemed unaware of the wiris, Rhane
sensed an easing of her cold fear.

Shiya said nothing more, even after Rhane helped her up onto Nahst. When he suggested that she
should rest, she merdly held out her hands for the h'shazir child. He unwrapped the doth so that the girl
could ride astride, then wrapped the cdoth around her like a cape. Though the child's eyes remaned
closed and she seemed unaware of her surroundings, she balanced on the reskan with no difficulty.

Lor Jastre glanced once at the shrine child, then quickly away. Without question or comment he
mounted hislori and fdl into line. 1t was as though the child did not exist. The mentor’s reaction was so
find, so complete, that Rhane caught himsdf looking over his shoulder to be sure that the child did indeed
exig.

Kahsah set a quick pace as the road wound up toward the terminus of the valey. Clouds gathered
and rolled among the peaks in a soundless ballet. Then the clouds darkened, enlarged, billowing out to fill
the afternoon. Lightning rode the expanding cloud shapes, splitting gray into incandescence. Thunder
belled between ridges until the ground cringed a the repeated blows of sound. Even the thick-leafed
mure forest offered little protection againg light or sound.

Antidpating the cloudburst, Rhane tried to urge Kahsah off the road and into a dense stand of ydlow
mure. The reskan ignored him as completely as Lor Jastre had ignored the presence of a child from the
drine

Suddenly, Kahsah swerved to one side, avoiding a wagon that was turned Sideways across the road.
One whed had broken off, making the wagon cant toward its rear. The cover had been ripped off by
wind, dlowing part of the cargo to saill out onto the muddy road. Severd tightly woven bags were it at
the seam, sending bright tongues of orange grain across the road.

Lor Jastre looked a the wasted grain. His mouth tightened into lines of distaste. “Only utter abzaks
would leave grain to rot.”

“Perhagps the storm took the tribesmen by surprise.”

“Abzak,” repeated Lor Jastre.

A long wind howled down from distant black peaks, prowling the rutted roadway in immense
transparent legps, roughing up ditch water that had been ice a dawn. Rhane narrowed his eyes againgt
the wind's bitter strength, but even that was not enough to shut out the sght of what waited ahead. The
Ghogt Pass lay in the distance, a ragged notch that barely dented the ebony wal of the Mountains of
Light. There were other passes to be crossed before that one, but none was steeper, higher, colder or
more dangerous. The Ghost Pass stood done, as deadly as areskan’s smile

“Youwon't crossit dive” sad Lor Jastre, falowing Rhane' s glance. “The snow will come.”

“l have no choice but to cross.”

“Tumn back,” said Lor Jastre curtly.



“No.”

“Lazek.”

Rhane automaticdly trandated the T'aeln word: “insanity inherited from a lalik father.” He ignored
theinault. He looked past Lor Jastre to the obsidian mountain peaks that had been swept clean even of
ice by the ferocious wind. The peaks rose dark and jagged, forbidding. Looking at them, Rhane could
not argue with Lor Jastre the sanity of trying to cross the Ghost Pass.

“Latzak!” repeated Lor Jastre.

“T adn culture is obsessed with insanity,” Rhane said evenly. “Y our problem, not mine”

“But you are—" Lor Jastre made a choked noise and stopped spesking. His fingers closed
convulsvey around his soothing music egg, but he did not bring it out of his pocket.

“I'm what?’ prompted Rhane, preferring an argument to his own thoughts of Ghost Pass, mdting
sckness and death moments ... Cezin€'s and his own.

“You're latzak.”

Rhane dmost amiled. “You can't insult a Solan with T' aeln epithets”

“Not insult,” said Lor Jastre, his voice strained. “Fact.”

Rhane turned quickly. His eyes searched Lor Jastre' s hard brown face. “What do you mean?’

“Your eyes ... 0 human now. Ydlow. Like hers. Like mine. T'agln.”

“What in the Nineteen Hdls are you babbling about?’

“Your mother.” Lor Jastre's tone was cdm, but he had the musc egg out of his pocket now,
humming againg his pam as sweetly as any wiri. “My sigter, Lor Sostra.” Then, seeing that Rhane ill did
not comprehend, he said dowly, disinctly, as though spesking to a deef idiot, “Lor Sostra was your
mother.”

“l don't—" Rhane s voice broke. “My mother died when | was born,” he said findly.

Lor Jastre' s laughter was as cold as the wind. “Lor Sostra will be amusad to know that. She aways
wondered what death was like” The egg keened minor harmonies. “That was her problem. Wondering.
She wondered what it would be like to raise alalik’s child, secretly. She found a yelow-eyed dien lalik
and mated. But your eyes were nearly white a birth. No secret.

“l took you while she dept and sent you to your father. She never knew that you hadn’t died. Years
later she decided to come back to Menx and work with me again.” Lor Jastre sighed. “I didn’t know
your father would bring you back with him. She saw you and knew. Your damned changing eyes.
Ydlow. T'agn. To punish me she took you, alatzak, to sacred Piemen.”

Beggar tirred uneasly, warning Rhane that his emotions were beginning to seep out. He brought his
mind under control with a sweeping kill that would have surprised his Caifil teachers. With atiny ripple
of sound, Beggar snuggled againgt Rhane' s neck and dept, as unobtrusive as the collar of his uit.

“Why are you tdling me this?’ asked Rhane, rdieved that he could speak normaly.

Lor Jastre's lips twisted into a travesty of a amile. “Not out of avuncular pride, | assure you. If Lor
Sodtra's ... conduct ... were known, she would be barred from any podtion of power on T adl, and
possbly even the planet. The Lor dan would findly be ruined. You see, Lor Sostra's phenotype is
perfect. Therefore, her sanity must dso be perfect. If it ian't there are no certainties left. Chaos.”

“According to T agln myth.”

“Not myth. Fact. Perfect phenotype, perfect sanity. How ese do you think we've kept T'adl stable
through the changing millennia? Unlike other planets, we' ve been able to immediady see who was or
was not fit to rule. We ve had no mad leaders to plunge us into chaos and regret.” Lor Jastre looked
imploringly at Rhane, then made a gesture that outlined despair. “You don’t or won't or can't understand
me. Ligen to me, latzak. T'ad is what it is. Menx is what it is Don't meddle in what you can't
comprehend. Go back to Sal. If you stay here you'll die as your father died, as your brother died.”

“I mugt have Cezin€ s deathplace.”

“No!” Lor Jastre turned with a ferd quickness that surprised Rhane. “Don't lie to your mother’s
brother. 1 know why you go into the jaws. For Concord, not for Cezine. What if | tdl Shiya? Have you
thought of that? Will she help you when | tdl her that you're collecting evidence to ensure the degth of
Menx?’



“That’s not true—" began Rhane angrily.

Lor Jastre's hard laughter overrode Rhane's protest. “Blit it is true, latizak. You just don't know it
yet. You won't know until you' rein the Jaws, and then it will be too late for Menx. Go back, son of my
gder.” Lor Jastre leaned over until his fingers wrapped around Rhane's wrig with pardyzing force. “I
don’'t want another yellow-eyed man to die on Menx! Go back!”

“l can't. Cezine”

There was no answer for that. There never had been. Rhane and Lor Jastre rode on in Slence as
clouds thickened and danced overhead.

Nahst walked behind, moving carefully so as not to disturb Shiya or the motionless green bundle in
front of her.

VIl

Kahsah threw up her long neck to send a howl scding over the wind. Rhane's skin moved,
tightening. He listened, but no howl answered the primd call. Nahst appeared beside Rhane. Shiya spoke
curtly to Lor Jastre, sending him back to Jul, whose lori was threatening to bolt.

“What isit?" asked Rhane, speaking softly, as though afraid of being overheard by the shrine child
riding with Shiya

“Reskans. Perhaps wild.”

A digant howl interrupted Shiya. The sound coiled up the scale, then did down into wind and silence.
Rhane recognized it as the voice of one of Kahsah's pack, ayoung reskan that acted as scout.

“Not wild” Shiya's voice was clipped, urgent. “The reskans have shayl with them. Thar scent is
clear. But they don't answer. Why don’t they answer?’

“Maybe the wind iswrong,” said Rhane. “Maybe they answer and we just can't hear them.”

Ancther howl came to them from a different direction: Kahsah's second scouit.

“Shayl’'m,” said Shiya succinctly. “ Something iswrong. Tribesmen are waiting for us ahead. Afrad.”

“Ambush?’

Shiya dmog amiled. “Only a reskan can ambush another reskan. Those tribesmen are shayl’'m, not
shayl. They're afraid of reskans.”

“Yet they're waiting for us?’

“They’re waiting for something. They're angry and afraid. They swest their emotions into the wind.”

Shiya gripped the child dosdy. Kahsah and Nahst moved forward as one, ther gait a fluid lope that
left the loris far behind. Kahsah's scouts materidized dong the rutted road. The four reskans ran, dmost
soundlesdly, legping potholes and wide puddies with disdainful ease.

The reskans dowed only when they came to the area where a recent landdide had blocked dl but a
ragged edge of the road. Rhane sensed an indant of vertigo. The reskans vanished before his eyes.
Rhane dtrained to see Shiya, then decided it was not worth the effort.

When Kahsah surged around the last landdide debris, Rhane saw the waiting shayl’m. There were a
leedt thirty, perhaps as many asfifty people. Wagons, some mired in the mud, were off to one Sde of the
road. No animds were in harness. Loris and huge borsks milled dowly. Cargo and supplies Were
scattered around. Apparently the wagons had been unloaded in a hurry.

Rhane fdt a quiver, as though the ground had shifted minutdy. Kahsah was out of camouflage, as
was Nahst. Even without that warning quiver, Rhane would have guessed that the reskans were visble a
wave of sound came from the grouped shayl’m. There was a flurry of hands as the shayl’m made ritud
obeisance to the presence of shayl.

A woman strode out from the massed shayl’m. She was dressed in the heavy clothes of a herder, but
wore the long ivory earring of a leader. She made curt obeisance to Shiya, who was closer than Rhane to
the tribe. If she knew that the green bundle in front of Shiya was a child of the shrine, she made no sgn.

“You have further needs, shayl?’ asked the woman, her voice an uneasy mixture of submisson and
defiance. “Tdl me what ese you seek and I'll spare you the trouble of turning my wagons ingde out.”

“Further needs?’ said Shiya. “Have | taken from your generosity before this moment?’



The woman looked closdly a Shiya for the fird time, then made an ambivdent gesture. “I haven't
seen you before now, but those who ride reskans don’t dways choose to be seen.”

“What'swrong? Shiya asked bluntly. “Cloud Mountain shayl’m are noted for thar avility, yet your
lipstwist around common politeness as though it were green fruit.”

“Weren't you just here?’ said the woman, returning Shiya s bluntness.

Shiyd s eyes narrowed. “No.”

The woman hesitated, plainly divided between cdling Shiya a liar or accepting her words without
proof. In the end, the tribeswoman did neither.

“There was avigtation,” the woman said tondesdy. “Fve shayl and & least that many reskans. They
sad tha some shayl’'m were bringing in lowland machines. | sad we had no forbidden cargo.” The
womean flicked her fingers in unconscious anger, then rested her hand in the cails of the long whip she
wore a her bet. “They didn't believe me. They searched some wagons, then left without warning.”

Rhane wondered if the arriva of Kahsah's pack had had anything to do with the searchers sudden
departure. Apparently Shiya wondered, too.

“How long ago did they leave?’ asked Shiya

“Not long. We hadn’t even started to clean up when you came.”

Sgnd moved from its perch, between Nahst's ears. Tiny rainbows glittered as the wiri flew to
Shiya s hand in aflurry of wings.

“Cloud Mountain woman,” Shiyasaid clearly, “stand by my knee.”

Rductantly, the woman approached Nahst. The other shayl’m gathered together more tightly and
muttered among themsalves. They oozed closer to their leader in unconscious protest. Kahsah gave them
along, black glance, then lazily began rubbing her muzze againg Rhane's leg. Each movement of her
head pulled black lips away from her teeth.

Kahsah, chided Rhane, you're frightening them.

Kahsah dretched her long, flexible neck and yawned, reveding rows of ice-white teeth.

The shayl’m moved no closer. Rhane fdt a didtinct pulse of satisfaction from Kahsah. She turned and
gretched her neck toward a rock bush that had not yet been picked clean of its bright-green berries.
Though Kahsah seemed to be ignoring the shayl’m, Rhane knew that she was not. He dso knew that the
rest of the pack had invishly circled the muttering crowd.

“Cloud Mountain woman,” continued Shiya formally, extending the hand where Sgnd dung, “look at
thewiri and be camed.”

Sgnd’swings opened and colors flashed. The woman stared, fascinated by her proximity to a wiri’s
legendary beauty. Signd blinked emerdd eyes and whistled sweetly. The woman was completely
captivated. The lines of fear and anger that had tightened her face vanished into a wide amile.

“Touchmy hand,” said Shiya softly, coaxingly, sweet counterpoint to Signd’s song. “Don’'t be afraid.
My wiri likes you.”

The woman's hand went dowly toward Shiya s finger. As soon as flesh met flesh, Shiya spoke again.
Her voice was dill soft, but it compelled where it had formerly coaxed.

“Do you carry machines, Cloud Mountain woman?’

Sgnd exploded into flight in the same indtant that the shayl’m leader’ s angry protests poured out.

“Never! No Cloud Mountain shayl’m would desecrate the—"

“Slence” Shiya's voice was like a knife. Her fingers soothed the ruffled wiri dinging to her hair. “I
bdieve you.”

“Thereis no guilt here!” indsted the woman. “ Search every wagon, shayl creature. Search until shazir
are sane and then begin the search again! Y ou won't find anything unlavful in my cargo.”

Shiyalooked sharply a the woman. “Not in your cargo, no, but in another tribe's cargo? Is that what
you're hinting?’

The woman's head jerked so suddenly that the ivory earring struck her jaw. Her lips tightened;
planly she had said more than she thought wise.

“Ansver me” snapped Shiya “Who is carrying forbidden machines into the Jaws?’

“l don’t know.”



Shiya cocked her head while Sgnd chirped a note. “I believe you. Who do you suspect of carrying
meachinesinto the Jaws?’

“No one. It's forbidden.”

Shiya made an exasperated sound. “Then why do you think wagons are being searched?’

“Ask the shayl,” the womean flared. “They’re the shadow of the gods, not me.”

Nahst turned his head until his eyes were less than a hand's length from the tribesvoman's face. She
was vishly frightened but she did not back up. Rhane admired her courage, if not her common sense.

“Are there forbidden mechinesin the Jaws of Menx?' demanded Shiya

“l don’'t know.”

“Then what do you know, Cloud Mountain woman?’ asked Shiya in a hard voice that warned of a
shayl’s anger.

“I've—I’ve heard whispers, that’s dl. And the shazir’—the woman made a ritud gesture of warding
off—"the shazir are waking so fully that even wiri musc can't soothe them back into deep. You have
reskans. You can hide from a god's terrible eyes. We have nothing but our prayers, and they're not
reskans to hide ud”

In the sllence that followed the woman’s tumbling words, Rhane heard the choppy rhythms of loris in
ful gdlop. Lor Jastre and Jul approached the wagons at a pace that sent mud flying. They stopped close
to Rhane, as though uneasy at the proximity of so many shayl’m.

When the shayl’m saw the newcomers were neither shayl nor shayl’m, the tribe’'s mood went from
fear to anger. A sound came from the Cloud Mountain shayl’m that made Rhane grateful for each of
Kahsah's bright teeth.

“There” said the woman, pointing at Lor Jastre. Her ivory earring trembled with the rage that shook
her body. “There is the sacrilegel T'aeln demong! Alien unbelievers who fly their sky-splitting machines
where decent shayl’m tremble even to crawl! No wonder the shazir wake!”

The woman's hand snapped out from her belt and the long whip leaped toward Lor Jastre. Jul’s lori
lunged forward, startled by its rider’s brutd heds. The lash meant for Lor Jastre scored across Jul.
Before the supple whip could be recoiled, Rhane leaned forward, caught the whip and yanked it out of
the tribesivoman’s hand. No sound came from Jul, in spite of the bleeding line drawn on her cheek by the
whip's long tongue.

Slently, Lor Jastre examined his latlik’s wound. His fingers were sure and very gentle. When he
finished, he caressed Jul’s lovey face and murmured something that went no farther than her ears. She
gmiled radiantly and bent to kiss his hands.

Rhane turned angrily toward Shiya. “Y ou knew what that whip was capable of—why didn’t you stop
her?’

“If I'd known that Jul would take the lash,” said Shiya coolly, “1 would have. As for Lor Jastre ...”
She shrugged.

With a disgusted motion, Rhane sent the whip into the mud.

Lor Jadtre turned away from Jul. “Thank you, Shiya” he said sarcadticdly. “Your concern for my
latlik touches me”

The Cloud Mountain woman edged toward the whip that Rhane had flung aside. Kahsah shifted her
weight, pinning the whip beneath one of her large feet. The woman Straightened and pointed a shaking
finger a Lor Jastre. Her voice was resonant with humiliation and rage.

“Before your kind came, the shazir dept deeply, disturbed only by their dreams or careless shayl.
Now the shazir wake and walk and sickness spreads. We're dying, mdting, and we can’'t even scream
our horror for fear of waking an even worse doom.” She laughed thinly. “It would have pleased me to
see what doom a T"aeln’s screams would have cdled down!”

The crowd of shayl’m roared with a sngle terrible voice. At the same ingant, Shiya fdt the child in
front of her move benesth the muffling green wraps.

“No,” whispered Shiya. “No. | can't do it done!”

The Cloud Mountain shayl’ m looked from Shiyato the dowly seething green bundiein front of her.

“H'shezir?” demanded the woman, looking at Shiya and pointing toward the muffled child. “Is that



ghrine child h' shezir?”

Shiya's hand dosng over her knife was dl the answer that the shayl’m woman needed. With a low
sound, the woman turned and fled, followed by every one of the Cloud Mountain tribe. The backlash of
thar terror was like a blow.

The green doth trembled. A bare, dender hand appeared. Rhane remembered the eerie moment
when he had been seen through a child's closed eyes. Before the memory was complete, he fdt his
mental defenses dosing until hismind was as seamlesdy self-enclosed as an egg. The earth shifted subtly
as the reskans vanished.

Too late. Even through his shidds, like heat searing through stedl, Rhane sensed something burning,
raw terror consuming everything it touched with soundless, harrifying findity. The shel of his defenses
began to blur, mdting, terror focusing like a greet lens to crigp hiswrithing, helpless mind, cooking him.

Something screamed, piercing the terror, excruciaing pain.

Beggar? Was he destroying the sengtive wiri with his mindless fears? He mugt control his fear. Yes.
Control. Why should he be afraid? The world was cool, not burning, and she was merdy a child, shrine
child, frightened by changes she could not comprehend—merely a child like Cezine. Cezine who had
sometimes wakened screaming with a child's shapeless terror, shivering and whimpering in Rhane's ams
while he soothed and stroked and spoke soft reassurances until findly fear became no more than a pae
memory and Cezine Sghed, a child Sghing and degping once more.

Cold wind blew over Rhane's swesting face. He sat without moving, a quiescent dhine child in his
ams. Beneath hm Kahsah stood absolutely dill, as though she feared even to breathe. Sowly, Rhane
opened his eyes. He was surrounded by reskans ... and wiris, more wiris than he had ever seen,
countless wiris radiaing slence and rainbows, their eyes every color he had ever imagined, pure and
ungpeskably beautiful.

Rhane looked &t the h' shazir in hisarms. The green cloth framed a fragile face, eyebrows as dark as
night, lips relaxed, the face of a degping child, though it was not deep that dlaimed her, not deep as he
knew it. With gentle care he wrapped the cloth so that the child would be protected from the harsh wind
... and the wind from the harsh redlity of shazir.

Rhane' s hands trembled as he rearranged the child so that she could st in front of him with the
minimum of support. He felt her body flow, plagtic, into new lines of balance. He withdrew his hands and
redized for the fird time how thin, flat, depleted he was. He had never coped with a powerful,
uncontrolled telepath before. And there was no doubt of the child's ps. Her sustained emotiond blast
hed nearly burned out his mind. He understood now why shezir were feared. He aso understood that he
mugt contact the Carifil immediatdy. They knew how to dedl with psi. He had been lucky twice—once
here, once a the shrine. He could not count on luck again.

Shuddering, Rhane admitted to himsdf that he was not sure that serat was wrong; the child could be
deadly. But he could not bring himsdf to kill her while she sat helpless, blinded by her own mind. No, he
could not kill her now. Not yet. But tomorrow ... ?

Rhane dumped tiredly, hismind a chaos of unanswered questions, suspicions and fears. Why was the
latent, powerful ps of some Menx unknown to the Concord, and apparently even to the T'aeln? Did the
shayl redly kill dl shazir? Was that the “power” Shiya spoke of—the socidly sanctified right to kill? Or
perhaps shayl power lay in naturd mentd shidds that dlowed the shayl to survive long enough to kill or
soothe the lethd terror of a child in the throes of becoming an inordinately powerful ps? H’shazir.
Neither child nor god. Yet.

Rhane s head ached in waves that spread throughout his body, hammering his nerves. Even after the
most strenuous sessions with a Carifil teacher, his mind had not fdt so bruised. Sowly, sumbling over
words, he repeated the smple phrases he and the Carifil had created to hep him shape and use his own
mind.

After atime, the phrases reduced bettering pain to the smple rhythms of blood moving through his
body. The residue of terror drained out of him, leaving behind weakness and the taste of tarnished siver.

When Rhane opened his eyes again, he redized that Shiya had taken the child and was supporting
him as he swayed drunkenly on Kahsah's back. The wiris had gone as slently as they had come; the only



color left in the world was the fire of her hair. Though Shiya said nothing, her eyes were dark with
axiety. His attempted amile did little to reassure her.

“May you dream only your own dreams,” said Shiya didtinctly.

With the ritua sdute of shayl to shayl echoing in his mind, Rhane shuddered and drew himsdf erect.
Lor Jastre, too, had heard her words. He looked a Rhane with mingled horror and sadness. Rhane
looked away. He had no energy for Shiya's compassion or Lor Jastre' s repugnance.

“l have to contact—to meditate,” Rhane said, diding off Kahsah. “I must be done”

“Alone? It's not safe” said Shiya, looking toward the bundled shrine child who sat motionlessy on
Kahsah. “The Cloud Mountain shayl’'m are out of control. Their massed emation or the child's burst of
emotion might have attracted other shazir. At times like these, shayl mus stay close, touching each other,
doubling and redoubling our strength.”

“Alone” sad Rhane wearily, not wanting Lor Jastre to see the pdtran. “1 must be done” he
repeated, waking dowly toward a blue dump of tal rainberry bushes.

As Rhane walked, Beggar stretched its wings, then settled back into an inconspicuous gold blur
agang Rhane' s neck. Sgnd cdled once from Shiya's shoulder, but received no answer. Shiya touched
her wiri and whistled soft consolation. Rhane bardly noticed the sounds that followed him; nor did he see
Shiyd' s peremptory protection of his privacy when Lor Jastre would have followed.

The rainberry bushes were densg, flexible Ther supple, aly leaves moved over Rhane's bare face
and hands like cool caresses. He pushed to the center of the thicket and sat amid the pervasve smdl of
spice. The pgtran fit perfectly onto his forehead, suddenly as much a part of him as ydlow har or brown
skin. He closed his eyes and repeated key phrases, focusng his mind. Then he sent out the cal tha
would aert Caifil Merid to his need.

The cdl went no farther than his own skull. He tried again and again, his weary mind hammering
agand its unexpected cage, hammering, trapped, flaling futildy. Nothing.

Rhane would have screamed his frudration if he had not been too tired. Too tired even to use a
pstran effectively. It should not have been possble to be thet tired, but it was; the proof was in the
echoing emptiness that should have been richly compressed communication. Tired. Too tired even to
think.

Rhane flung his arms out as though to shake the bars of an immaterid cage. Hights of wiris fled from
hisarmsin sartled dissonant Even Beggar flew up, complaining in sharp crysta notes then settling back
and chiding Rhane softly for his careless disregard of tiny wiri bodies.

“Then don't St on my arms,” muttered Rhane, but his fingertips soothed the ruffled wiri even as he
spoke. Beggar crooned acceptance of Rhane's tactile apology. The other wiris, however, had vanished
completey. “Where are your friends?’ asked Rhane, sroking Beggar's ear tassals.

Beggar whidtled a bright melody that was entirdly off the subject.

“| agree,” muttered Rhane. “It doesn’t matter where they are. Nothing matters but getting through to
Merid, and | can't do that right now. | wish you could put your tiny little mind to work helping me”

Beggar looked at Rhane out of enormous violet eyes. The wiri sang of friendship and love and the
adringent scent of rainberries. In spite of his frustration, Rhane amiled.

“l like you t00,” he said, dretching his ams carefully so as not to disturb Beggar. His falure to
contact Merid no longer seemed a matter of overwheming concern. He blew a warm current of breath
over Beggar and laughed softly when the wiri leaned toward him. “Little creature, if 1 survive Menx, will
you go off-planet with me?’

Beggar’s only answer was atiny gulp that was awiri’s yawn. The wiri fdl adeep dmogt immediately,
dingng to Rhane' s collar with a delicate, unbreakable grip.

Rhane walked dowly out of the thicket. Shiya was waiting for him, mounted on Nahst with the shrine
childin front of her. When Shiya saw Rhane, rdief softened the hard lines that fear had drawn around her
mouth.

“Is being done that dangerous?’ asked Rhane.

“You're an odd shayl, to ask such a question.” Shiya hestated, then apparently decided to explain.
“Close to the Jaws, certain forms of ... meditetion ... are dangerous. As emation is dangerous. But



Beggar was with you, so it mugt have been dl right.”

Rhane knuckled his forehead, trying to diminish the ache that had returned and threatened to swell
until it filled his skull. He knew he should deep until he was strong enough to contact Merid, yet he dso
knew that he could not ask Shiyato stop. It was imperative that the h' shazir be turned over to other shayl
while she was dill controllable.

“Let’'sride” Rhane said, his voice ragged.

“Are you sure you' re ready?’

“Do | have achoice?’ countered Rhane with a curt gesture toward the green-wrapped child.

Rhane mounted Kahsah duggishly. In spite of his dumsiness, Kahsah made no protest. She moved
back onto the road with exquiste smoothness, making travel as easy as possble for her exhausted rider.

Ran came down, blurring into late afternoon and a sunset whose orange-violet shadows dowly
focused into the legping points of a campfire. Rhane sat near the warmth, not remembering how he had
arived there. He was dazed, uncomprehending, senang inchoate fears gather like night around him. He
did not notice when Shiya pointedly sent Lor Jastre and Jul far from the fire where their nightly acrobatics
would not disturb Rhane.

Rhane sank onto the cold ground, druggling weekly againg the nightmares staking him. His last
memory was of Shiya lying down next to him, holding him as he had held the shrine child. He breathed
deeply of her khi-scented hair.

“Dream only your own dreams,” said Shiya, her voice a soft command.

As though Shiyd's words were the release and haven that Rhane had been waiting for, he let go of
consciousness and fel into profound deep.

IX

Rhane woke at dawn with blurred memories of Shiya's voice and body, warm reassurances aganst
the shapeless fears of night. He moved drowsly, reaching for her, but he was aone.

Beggar trilled into Rhane's ear. For dl its beauty, the song was an urgent demand for attention.
Kahsah's low, nearby cal sent adrendine couraing through him. He got up in a rush, looking for Kahsah,
seding nothing until an odd ingant of didocation told him he was within the reskan’s camouflage. He
extended his ams dowly until he touched Kahsah's smooth hide. He ill could not see her. Never had
reskan invighility been so thorough.

Usng only histactile sense, Rhane mounted Kahsah. The reskan gathered hersdf, then exploded into
afdl run. She did not stop until her fluid legps had taken Rhane deep within a cluster of boulders that
gathered on the mountaingde like eroded tears. Apparently Kahsah was not going to depend soldy on
her camouflage for safety.

A pressure dong Rhane' s leg told him that he was not done; another reskan was very close, rubbing
agangd Kahsah's sde. Rhane concentrated, trying to see beyond the reskan camouflage, but a
hammering ingde his head forced him to stop. Apparently he had not fully recovered from the struggle
with the dhrine child.

Hard, demanding fingers closed over Rhane's leg. He sensed an indant of Shiya's fear like a cold
gust of wind, then her fingerslifted and he fet nothing. He wanted to whisper questions to her, but knew
that would be foolish. He imitated Shiya, body and mind enclosed, motionless.

A fant amdl of khi washed over Rhane. At firs he thought that it came from Shiya, then he redized
thet the wind was blowing from him toward her. The scent of indigo khi was coming from the frozen
peaks. Which was impossible. Khi could not grow out of rock and frozen water.

Slently, impossibly, tendrils of scent curled down to Rhane.

Dawvn dowly drained night from the sky, leaving a tranducent purple shdl arched over ebony
mountains. A cloud of wiris poured out of the sky, Snging as they spirded down toward Rhane. Their
flight drew complex symbols across the crystdl sky, delicate traceries of intent that unfolded like a flower,
slently surrounding the central enigmawhich was shazir.

Rhane watched, enthralled by the harmony of song and flight and dawn. Gradudly he fet peace seep



into him, enguifing him in a long sigh of release. Rhane blinked and the world returned, wiris and crystd
sky and peace gone. He saw Kahsah's blunt ears and wise black eyes as she turned to scratch her lips
on his boot. Nahst and Shiya condensed beside him.

“Do reskans redly hide from wiris?’ asked Rhane, bemused and a bit shaken by the perfection he
hed witnessed. Was it illuson, or was Kahsah illuson, and Shiya with her har like fire ... was it dl
illuson?

“No,” sad Shiya, her voice trembling. “There was a shazir. It must have sensed the child's
timeshadow. The shazir was benevolent, or a least neutrd. The wiris lured it away. They'll haold its
atention until it disappears.”

“Disgppears? You mean like the reskans?’

Shiya made a negdtive gesture. “Shazir don't hide. They just go back to other dreams, other
redities”

“That's ardief,” sad Rhane bitingly, his head throbbing as though he had never dept. “I’d hate to
face anything that could send a god into hiding.”

Beggar whisled a mdody amogt as soothing as Shiya's nighttime touch had been. Rhane fdt his
nerves uncurl. The headache diminished into a vague memory of discomfort, then vanished as thoroughly
as any unseen god.

“What about Jul and Lor Jastre?’ asked Rhane, suddenly remembering the T' aelns. “Where are they
hiding?’

“l hope they're dill adeep.”

At Rhane' s shocked ook, Shiya said dryly, “Lor Jastre knew the risks of the Jaws. He may not have
believed in them, but that's his choice” She made a digmissng mation. “Besdes, shazir are rady
attracted to non-shayl minds, in spite of dl the tribd legends” She looked directly at Rhane. “Beggar
woke you because dien or not, you're shayl. You beong with your wiri and reskan when shezir dream
beyond the Ghost Pass.”

Shiya gathered the h' shazir more closdly to her body. “If we ride hard, wéell reach the Ghost Pass by
dark. Tomorrow, a dawn, well begin the crossing. By sunsst we can give the shrine child to the shayl
who can best hdp her trangtion into shazir. Then I’ll take you to the Fountains of Madness.”

“She degps?’ asked Rhane, indicating the child.

Shiya shrugged. “1 don't know where the ' shazir smind is. It's enough that it isn't here.”

Nahst turned and descended the mountaingdein a series of low legps. Shiya rode the reskan eesly,
despite the h'shazir she hdd in front of her. Rhane did off before Kahsah could follow. With quick
motions, he formed the pditran into its most potent shape and composed hismind to contact Meridl.

Beggar warbled and rubbed againg his ear. Rhane tried to brush away the digtracting presence of the
wiri, but other wiris fluttered down out of the dawn, chiming earnestly, their eyes more beautiful than any
jewels Rhane had ever seen.

Wings sdntillant with rainbows, the wiris flew gracefully around Rhane's head, cregting patterns of
breethtaking beauty while Beggar’s song wove in and out of Rhane€'s consciousness. Coherent thought
was impossble. The patterns changed subtly, as did Beggar’'s song. Sweet meody did into descants of
regret and fear, warning him of something waiting beyond, of slence unfolding, of shazir.

Thewiris descended, dinging to Rhane' s psitran, Snging, warning. He tried to concentrate, but could
not. Kahsah cdled commandingly, demanding that he mount and they follow Nahst.

Rhane yanked off the pstran in disgus, scattering Startled wiris. He knew that if he did not mount
Kahsah, she would go without him. He would have to wait for a better time to contact Caifil Meridl.

With a sngle, savage mation, Rhane mounted Kahsah. The reskan carried hm quickly through a
dawn that was cloud-streaked, radiant and cold. Ice dlinted from every shadow, combed every
depression in the road with dender, frigid fingers. Overnight, the smoketrees had changed; each plume
was tightly coiled around its core, its exterior sheathed in diamond ice. The ice would mdt in the autumn
aun, but the plumes would not unfurl until spring.

The camp was little more than scattered ashes and packs waiting to be loaded on patient loris. At the
far Sde was Lor Jastre with Jul close by, taking while their loris breeth rose in opaque clouds. The



T aelns words were a meaningless murmur punctuated by Jul’s occasiond clear laughter.

Rhane's glance moved quickly away. He did not fed like facing Lor Jastre just yet. The idea of a
T adln undle was difficult to accept. Not so much the truth of it, but the moment-to-moment redlity of a
relationship that meant much on Siol and little at dl on T'ad except shame for the proof of an inferior
maing.

Rhane would have preferred not to believe that Lor Sostra was his mother, but such a link explained
the otherwise inexplicable—his invitation to see T'ad and Fiertten, Lor Jastre's concern for en Jacaroen
degth rituds, and Lor Jastre' s afection for a particular en Jacaroen called Rhane. It was the affection that
made matters mogt difficult for Rhane; he had nether the time nor the desire to adjust to Lor Jastre's
complex redity.

Frost and lacegrass crunched ddlicaidy benesth Kahsah's feet. Today the sun would burn hotly
enough to banish frogt, but the cold would return by darkness, sooner each day, bringing with it ice and
wind and winter’s great storms. Rhane was grateful that he would not be on Menx to seeit.

Lor Jastre mounted his lori and urged it over toward Rhane. The lori moved dowly, its diminished
grength apparent in each step.

“It's foolish for you to continue,” said Rhane, usng the lesst offensve of dl the T"agln words for
insanity.

“Don't presume upon our relationship, laizek,” sad Lor Jastre. His mouth narrowed until all
suggedtion of softness was gone. “Or do you have so little respect for the man who placed the RA
Jacaroen’ s death cup within the en Jacaroen’ s shring?’

Though Rhane neither moved nor spoke, Kahsah threw up her long neck and howled in savage
chdlenge. Beggar exploded into flight. Slently curang the hypersengtive animas of Menx, Rhane
struggled to control his rage. Kahsah's howl returned, quadrupled in savage harmony.

“The past is beyond reward or redemption,” Rhane said. Each word was distinct, polished. “I livein
the present.”

“Lor Jestre's eyes were ydlow, unblinking. Then he laughed doud. “You're young, Rhane en
Jacaroen. And wrong ... so wrong. The past curls around us like a huge wave, becoming the future as it
breaks, hurling us againg each other, grinding us down until there is nathing left, not even memory.”

Rhane fought againg the cold pity in Lor Jastre's ydlow eyes, the unflinching eyes of T aeln madter,
descendant of the oldest avilized race known to man. Lor Jasire spoke sofily, rdentlesdy, as though he
knew what Rhane was thinking.

“Young races—and young people—don't like to think about extinction,” said Lor Jastre, triumphant
and sad a the same time, “but we T’ aglns know. WE ve ridden time's grinding wave while the voices of
friends and lovers and dreams were devoured in the wave's mindless roar. But T'agln masters survived.
We survived when other cultures, other races, other planets were ground to nothing at dl.

“If you live long enough to judge us, remember that. We survived.”

Lor Jastre's hard hands tightened on the reins. The lori turned back toward Jul, wating for her
yellow-eyed T'agln master.

Rhane looked away, toward the Ghost Pass, but it was hidden. Clouds had curled down, bringing
with them nets of rain and lightning to throw around the tiny caravan sruggling toward the peaks.

Ran hammered down with a million cold fiss. Rhane sedled his survivd suit and settled in for a
miserable ride. Shiya, too, rode hunched agang the storm. The h'shazir in front of her seemed
comfortable, or at least indifferent. The ghrine child did not move at al, even during the most dazzling
bursts of lightning and sound.

“This is girza&k!” ydled Lor Jastre, flogging his lori until it caught up with Kahsah. “Stop this
madness!”

“Have you noticed that reskans don't wear bridles?” said Rhane. “Kahsah will stop when and where
srewantsto. If | don't likeit, | can get off and walk.”

“Miserable surzak beast.”

Lightning made a brilliant net across the mercury sky. Smultaneoudy, thunder shattered the air,
reverberating among stone ridges, battering mountains and men with equal ease. The loris cringed and



refused to be goaded forward.

Rhane did not notice ether the loris or the icy ran. The firg white ingtant of lightning had outlined
someone lying in alow point of, the road while rainwater pooled around. Rhane flung himsdf off Kahsah.
He reached the tribesman in two strides. Even as his hand closed around the man's shoulder, Rhane
wondered if the man was dead. There was an unmistakable tillness, a boneless huddle of—

Bondess.

Rhane had never seen mdting sickness, but he had no doubt that he touched it now. Flesh gave
benegth hisfingerslike cold jely. Rhane' s somach convulsed, but he set his teeth and forced his body to
obey hiswill. It was barely possible that the man was dill dive. Possible, and if true, terrible.

Rhane tried to ease the man onto his back, but only succeeded in twiding the upper torso like a
half-wrung rag. Mdting sickness had Ieft the tribesman with no more skeleta integrity then a sack of mud.
There was no doubt that the man was dead.

With an uncontrollable shudder, Rhane looked away, fighting not to vomit, not to think. Had it been
likethis for Cezine? Had his brother’s bones gone firg in dow dissolution, accompanied by tendon and
musdle and other tissue until his eyes were no more than obscene dlipses quivering in a collapsed face?

Rhane stood and flung his head back to the deansng storm, screaming his brother’ s name above the
peding thunder, screaming until the world was nothing more than lightning strokes of pain and Cezin€'s
name turning and returning, deafening. And then his own name, commanding, demanding his atention, a
different kind of thunder.

There was an eegrie ingant when Rhane fdt the world spinning out from beneath his feet while
rainbows hummed radiant colors he could not name and reskans held him in the clean black center of
their eyes and Shiya whistled, creeting a slence that was seamless, perfect.

Sowly, Rhane opened his eyes. The reskan pack surrounded him, watching him through the
thousand eyes of rain. Wiris dung to the reskans powerful bodies like slent wet jewels, and they dso
dung to him. He had a fragmentary memory of harmony, wiri and reskan and a whistle—Shiya?—so
pure that it was the heart of glence.

“Wasit like that for Cezine?’ demanded Rhane hoarsaly, saring a Shiya with eyes that she did not
want to mest.

“Don't think about it yet. Y ou mug not lose control of—"

“Wasit like that?’ he yelled, but his voice was so raw that he made barely more sound than a ragged
whisper.

When Shiya did not answer, Rhane grabbed her shoulders, fingers digging into her flesh, demanding.
The answer came as though Shiya s flesh were lightning blazing across his nerves, searing into his mind.
He saw Cezine with her memory, her eyes ...

... a boy with hair like sunlight, eyes like twilight. He worshiped her as new grass worshiped
rain, needing her for his very life but demanding no more of her than she gave just by being alive.
She had not recognized his worship at first, learning it too late, when she held him while the first
wave of melting sickness swept over him, leaving him feverishly whispering his dreams, his hopes,
his worship of a young girl-god with hair of fire.

She had held him before, known his body and he hers. To her it had been as smple and
transient as swvimming in cool water on hot afternoons; to Cezine it had been as complex and
eternal as a galaxy turning about its own center in vast contemplation.

She listened helplesdly to his adoration, knowing she should flee Cezine's sickness as the other
Menx had, flee a hideous way of dying. Yet she could not leave him praying in an empty shrine. He
had turned away from his older brother, his beloved smiling idol, to offer himself at her indifferent
altar. And now he was praying to a helpless h'shayl. At least she could stay there, touching and
comforting while others fled.

Cezine was dying. Changing. Mdlting. Saying nothing more, even in whispers, for muscles no
longer flexed, tongue and larynx and eardrums were flaccid, useless. The heart survived, beating,
and the lungs. They moved just enough, too much. He lived when he should have died, when he
could neither move nor speak. And then his eyes melted, leaving him deaf, voiceless and blind, his



mind horribly alone, horribly intact.

Memory was quick but melting sickness was not. She had time to try every Menx cure, every
Concord medicine, every futile prayer. She had time to drive two borsks through the Ghost Pass,
scourging them mercilessy while she watched Cezine melting, always melting, dissolving beneath
a flexible casing that was no longer skin, merely the chemical reaction of disease and air. She
wanted to dash his skin, letting it all drain away, his life and her guilt; but she believed in the
shazr.

One borsk died on the far side of the Ghost Pass. The second borsk went berserk, yet ill
could not escape her. She was implacable, as insane as the animal she rode using a knife as her
whip. The descent into the Jaws was dippery with the orange blood of a borsk. The cliffs echoed
her insane prayers and apologies and imprecations.

The shayl heard her, but could not help.

She tied the shapeless huddle that was Cezine to the borsk and scourged the dying animal the
length of the Fountains of Madness, shrieking for shazr to bend time back to the moment when
drops from a cool lake had sparkled like laughter against the sky, to bend time until she was
young again and Cezine alive.

If any shazir heard her, none answered. She screamed her demands and Cezine's name, words
and name and finally only one word, Cezine, a long ragged cry that ended in blackness.

When she awoke she saw hersdlf reflected in a wiri’s eyes. She rode a reskan out of the Jaws
of Menx.

She was shayl and Cezine was dead.

Rhane let go of Shiya as though his hands had held burning metd. Lightning danced overhead, futildy
pursued by dow thunder, but Rhane neither saw nor heard. He had touched Shiya for barely more than
an ingant and had lived the last days of Cezine's life He knew—knew—how it had fdt to carry
Cezine' s dissolving flesh, to snk a knife into a dying borsk’s flank in order to drive it over the Ghost
Pass, to dide on bleeding feet over icy rocks, to hear a voice crying madness to the wind and redize it
was your own voice ... and not care.

“You wereinmy mind,” said Shiya, ignoring the rain that did over her cheeks.

“Yes”

“Is there an end to questions now?’ asked Shiya raggedly. “Do you findly understand how it was
with Cezine?’

“Yes...” He knew. He did not have to go to the Fountains of Madness &fter dl. He could go home.
Home.

Involuntarily, Rhane looked at the corpse of the tribesman who had died. Shiya followed his glance.
She did not have to say that Rhane's life probably could be measured in days, perhaps weeks. No one
knew the incubation period of mdting sickness, and the course of the disease varied dramaticdly from
vidim to victim.

Rhane stared at the tribesman. If the new Concord immunization failed, his future was lying before his
eyes, boneess. Cezine.

Rhane looked away from the tribesman. Lightning exploded across the sky. In the eerie afterglow,
Shiyd s eyes were dmod fluorescent.

“It was wrong for me to dam a death debt. | share whatever quilt is attached to Cezine's death,”
Rhane said quietly. “Not that it matters. I'll probably share his death, too.”

“Your Concord immunization might protect you,” said Shiya.

But Shiya s tone said she was remembering that only Menx and T’ aeln had survived mdting sickness.

Rhane shrugged. It did not maiter now. Nothing mattered but contacting Merid and giving her
Cezin€' s death moments. After that he could turn his back on the Jaws of Menx and go home. Shiya
would be free, Lor Jastre would be pleased, dl debts would be paid.

Y es. He would contact Merid.

Without a word to anyone, Rhane walked away from the narrow road. When he was out of sght, he
leaned againgt a wet boulder and put on his pgitran. An icy drizzle condensed on his bare head, but he



did not notice. Grimly, he reached out for Carifil Merid’s mind.

It was like trying to punch straw through giff mud. Just when Rhane thought he had succeeded, the
graw of communication bent or broke, leaving hm only the frudrating sense of dmost having made
contact. He tried again and again, but the emotions of the day had totdly exhausted him; and Beggar was
warbling beautiful melodies in his ear, digracting him. Kahsah answered the wiri with a ripple of superb
harmony.

Rhane cursed, but it was impossible to stay angry with either the reskan who had followed him or the
beguiling wiri who would not be quiet.

“It sjust aswel, | suppose,” said Rhane, rubbing Beggar with a fingertip. “My mind's too ragged to
do judtice to Cezin€ s death moments. Besides, by tomorrow, who knows what dse I'll have learned?’

Then, thinking of what he had learned today—shazir and Cezin€'s desth and his own probable
end—Rhane laughed humorlesdy. “I can hardly wait for tomorrow.”

In spite of Rhane's frudtration, he was oddly relieved. He did not want to face the moment when he
mug decide between Shiya's needs and en Jacaroen requirements. In spite of every risk contained in the
Jaws of Menx, he did not want to leave Shiya done with the deadly shrine child.

As Rhane mounted Kahsah, he knew he had abandoned his efforts a contact too quickly. He dso
knew that if he had succeeded in reaching Merid, he dill would have had to go on to Shaylmir. It was the
leest an en Jacaroen could do for the dien woman who had preserved Cezin€'s death moments so
superbly in her mind.

Long after Beggar hummed itsdf to deep againg Rhane's neck, Rhane rode into the increasing chill
of day. Clouds dissolved, reveding a peach-colored morning moon in a bottomless lavender sky. By
afternoon, a second moon had risen, the color of beaten siver. It pursued its dower mate across the
afternoon sky.

Alone, Rhane rode on, barely naticing that the road had dwindled to a trall where wagons could not
pass. He was tired of the company of his own thoughts, yet he could not bring himsdf to dow Kahsah,
inviting someone to ride dongsde. He did not want to face Jul’s slent screaming fear of the sickness he
hed touched, to see Lor Jastre haunted by inexplicable guilt each time he looked a Rhane; and worst of
dl, to see Shiya s too-knowing eyes measure him for the firgt sgns of ingdious death.

Beggar woke and crooned softly against Rhane's neck, but Rhane' s thoughts rang with names rather
then meodies, Cezine, Shiya, Lor Jastre soundlessy shouting guilt and Lor Sostra laughing cruely, Rhane
mdting, he was mdting ...

X

The Ghost Pass hung overhead like an abstraction in metdlic shades of gray. The pass itsdf was little
more than a shdlow notch strewn with boulders, and clouds that swirled out of nothing, vanished, and
reformed once again, driven by invisble winds.

The steep trall forced even the reskans to work, usng ther powerful haunches to negotiate a route
that became more precipitous with each step. The loris were sumbling, nearly a the end of ther
legendary endurance.

Rhane drew the thin, biting ar into lungs that could not seem to get enough no matter how often or
deeply he breathed. If he had had to walk, he was not sure he could have managed it, yet he knew that
plodding borsk caravans, driven by men on foot, went over the Ghogt Pass from the moment the mdt
opened the trail until the first greet howler buried the pass in snow. Even now there were recent sgns of
the plodding herbivores, the trail was dotted by random piles of dung crusted over with a skin of frogt.

Unconscioudy, Rhane fingered the open face sedls on his survivd suit. Though the temperature was
cold enough to freeze flesh, there was neither snow nor ice on the blue-black talus dopes of the Ghost
Pass. The winds il blew out of the dry, cool interior plateaus. But soon the lower plains would dso be
cool, the amospheric balance would shift, and winds from the Turquoise Sea would blow, heavy with
water. Then moist air would rise to frigid heights, and blizzards would quarter the Ghost Pass on white
feet.



Rhane twitched the shayl riding jacket more firmly around his hips. Since the meeting with the Cloud
Mountain shayl’m, Shiya had indsted that he wear the outer garments of a shayl, so as not to appear a
flatlander. In fur hat, jacket, plit hide pants, with snowskins disguisng his off-world boots, and riding a
reskan, Rhane looked as much a naive of Menx as Shiya

With a conscious effort, Rhane dowly filled his lungs, giving his knitted native face mask time to take
theicy edge off the air. If it got any colder, he would have to close the face of his survivd suit. The day
seemed dim, with unexpected flecks of darkness. Rhane wondered if it was only the dtitude that was
afecting hisvison; certainly Lor Jastre and Jul did not seem bothered by the dtitude, though Shiya was
looking gaunt. An image of a boneless corpse cryddlized in Rhane€'s mind, sharper than the frog-split
rubble that lined the trail. With an effort that sapped his strength, Rhane banished the image.

Rhane pulled out hisflute, anxious for the sound of something other than his own thoughts. It took a
while to get the knack of playing in wind gloves through a dit in his face mask, but Rhane persevered. His
shortness of breath chose the songs for him; soft, light, with long pauses: Beggar, Sgnd and the rest of
Kahsah' sflight rode on Kahsah, whisiling muted harmonies, fascinated by the pure dien sounds.

When Rhanefindly stopped playing, unable to spare any more breath for his flute, the wiris continued
their songs until the dtitude took its tall on ther tiny lungs. Rhane dozed fitfully, pulled in and out of
nightmares by a keening wind.

Kahsah stopped, sending a minor-key cdl back down the dope. Shiya s whidle returned, buoyed by
arigng wind. The wind was from a new quarter, dill frigid but less thin, carrying init a hint of moisture.

Rhane stared around, his eyes glazed by oxygen deprivation and fatigue. Kahsah had led the group to
the margin of aamdl ice fidd. Where the ice had melted back during the summer, rocks were covered by
a hardy, black sngle-cdled plant life that the loris promptly set to scrgping off and gulping down. For
water to grease their med, the loris crunched the sun-rotten ice, which wore patches of agee like thick
scabs.

At Kahsah's subtle urging, Rhane did off and sumbled to the nearest flat rock. Shiya dismounted
close by, pulling the child down &fter her. Nahst, Kahsah, and the other reskans loped off around the
edge of the ice fidd and disappeared.

“Is something wrong?’ asked Rhane, peding off his unnecessary jacket to make a groundcover for
the h' shazir.

Shiya eased the child onto the jacket and wrapped the green blanket tightly. “Hunger,” she said,
snking down next to Rhane with asgh. “They’ve had only plants since leaving Mure Lake. They should
find ice-eaters around here”

Rhane looked dubioudy at the dirty, pitted ice fidd that seemed lit from within by a lavender-blue
glow. He doubted if anything big enough to fill a reskan’s ssomach could survive on dgae and ice water.

“The ice fidd is much thicker than it looks. It's riddied with caves where ice-eaters live and adgee
grows. The reskans will eat wel,” said Shiya, correctly reading Rhane€' s dubious expression. She rubbed
her eyes and squinted againg the light. Sgnd flew down and landed lightly on her neck. Without turning
away from her scrutiny of the glittering ice fidd, Shiya smoothed the wiri’s wind-ruffled fur. “The other
reskans were here”

“Other? Y ou mean the ones that searched the Cloud Mountain shayl’ m?”

“Yes” Her hand gestured toward the margin of ice fidd. “See those bright, nearly white pardld
marks? Reskan claws made those. They scrape down the ice, bresking off chips and gathering dgee.
They mugt have been in a great hurry to sdttle just for plants. This is the only accessible ice fidd for
hunters until the Ghost Pass is crossed.”

Sgnd flew off in the direction Nahst had taken. Rhane squinted past his headache but could see
nothing more than dark patches of agae. He turned to say something. The movement made him dizzy.
His thoughts shied away from the grotesque corpse that haunted his silences, but the corpse would not be
ignored.

“Cezing” Rhane sad, groaning softly. “Oh my sad gods ... my brother.” He looked up and saw
Shiyadaing a him, her copper eyes close, concerned. “Tdl me” he said. “Tdl me what it was like for
Cezine. How it began.”



“The mdting sickness?’

Rhane did not answer. He did not have to.

“Hewas wesk,” said Shiyatightly. “Short of bresth. Dizzy.”

“Yes...” whispered Rhanein horror.

Shiya snatched Rhane' s hand, peded back his glove and ground her thumb againgt the bones on the
back of his hand until he cried out. She ignored him. Holding his hand danted toward the best light, she
watched his skin change as blood flowed back into the area she had squeezed so harshly. When the skin
finelly resumed its norma dark coloration, Shiya touched the back of his hand with her cheek in glent
gpology.

“It' sthe dtitude, no more,” Shiya said, her words certain, but her voice amog fearful.

“How can you be sure?’

“Look,” Shiya answered, offeing Rhane€'s hand for his inspection. “Therés no mark where |
pressed, no difference. One of the earliest 9gns of mdting sickness is the blood—it breaks out of its
vesds a the least pressure.”

“Always?’

Shiya looked away, obvioudy deciding whether or not to lie Then she closed her eyes againg the
sght of his hand, where a bruise might form a moment or a day from now.

“Almog dways” said Shiyain a srained voice. “We don't know enough about mdting sickness to
be completdly sure. But,” she added fiercdly, “the shayl know mountain sckness very well. As sure as
wiris Sng, you have that!”

Rhane propped his ebows on his knees and let his head ank into his hands. The sound of someone
meking careful progress across the rubble of frogt-shattered rocks made Rhane look up. Jul appeared
with two tiny cups, one in each hand. She extended them to Rhane and Shiya.

“Lor Jastre says that only a gurzak would go farther. Even so, thereé's no need to suffer. Here. A
medicine from T’ agl. We have many mountains. Very high. We know how to help our bodies adjust.”

“No wonder you two look so bright,” said Rhane sourly.

He took the tiny cup. The medicine it held was pae-green, viscous, smoking dightly in the chill. He
sniffed and was reminded of a desert wind, dry and acrid, pungent with herbs.

“It tastes unusud, no worse,” said Jul, laughing lightly. “Lor Jastre told me that most Concord races
have taken it to noill effect. Sometimes it makes people deepy, but that passes.”

With a hdf-defiant gesture, Rhane lifted the tiny cup to hislips, he could hardly fed worse than he did
now. Bitterness filled his mouth for an instant, then mellowed to the brackish taste of blood.

“Thank you, Jul.” Rhane looked a Shiya, who was sudying the medicine with a peculiar expression
on her face. “What's wrong?’

“I've heard of this medicine, but thisis the firg time I’ ve been so honored.”

“You ride with a ydlow-eyed dien,” sad Ju dmply, indicaing Rhane with a gesture of
second-highest deference.

Shiya said something unflattering in the Black Ridge didect of her childhood, but she drank the
medicine to the last sticky drop.

Lor Jastre came up to them, his pae eyes gleaming oddly in the reflected light from the ice fidd.

“You're tuning back,” said Shiya, more statement than question.

“Yes Theloris’—Lor Jastre made a digmissng gesture—"“are nearly done.”

Shiya said nothing as she watched the loris stagger dong the ice fidd' s margin. She was surprised the
poor beasts had lasted thislong. It was as high as any lori she knew of had ever dlimbed.

“Let them rest until Rhane and | leave,” she said. “Then ride down and don’'t stop until you reach the
smoketrees. Evenif an early howler comes, the trail below there never stays blocked more than a day or
two a thistime of year. Take two-thirds of the concentrates with you. The remainder will get us over the
pass. There are only afew places where you can go wrong. Thefirg is—’

Lor Jastre made a cutting gesture with his hand. “Tdl me that later. First | mug talk to Rhane.”

Shiya shrugged and licked her sticky lips. “Tdk, then.”

“Alone”



Rhane looked up at Lor Jastre. Shiya closed her eyes and put her head in her hands. Obvioudy she
did not intend to get up and leave. Nor did Rhane see any reason why she should.

“I'm too tired to get up and she' s too tired to leave” When Rhane tipped his head back to look up,
he had to squint againg the bright, mist-diffused light that made the T aeln’s face so hard to read. “What
do you want?’

“l want you to ligen to me as though your life hung on my words—for it does. Make no mistake,
Rhane en Jacaroen. Y ou will not survive the Jaws of Menx. No dien ever has”

“Tdl me something | don't know,” Rhane sad tiredly, trying to rub away the headache that was
numbing his brain.

“You will be murdered by the shayl,” sad Lor Jastre flatly.

Rhane looked up with a jerk. The incautious movement sent sudden pain lancing behind his eyes.
“What do you mean?’

“Think about it,” Lor Jastre said, glancing meaningfully at Shiya, who gave no Sgn of hearing. “Think
about dl the things that don’t make sense.”

Lor Jastre stared for along moment at Shiya, but she did not so much as look up.

“Such as the fact that Shiya's animd so conveniently permits you to ride where no non-Menx can
folow. The fact that she, who hates dl non-Menx, is nonetheless willing—eager—to guide you into the
Jaws, the heart of Menx rdigious myderies”

“She feds she owes me a desth debt.”

Lor Jastre laughed crudly. “That's one way of putting it.”

“What does that mean?’ said Rhane, knuckling his templesin an effort to drive out the pain that came
with each heartbesat. “ Speak plainly. I'm too tired for riddles.”

“Isit you she owes a death debt to, or isit her own kind? Y our father was close, so close, to solving
one of Menx’s mogt crucid mysteries. He dipped off a diff in a rockfal, though it was the dry season.
Didn't that strike you as odd?’

Rhane' s eyes narrowed until they became amirror of Lor Jastre’s, dtrine ditsginting in the light.

“Then there was your hdf brother, Cezine” continued the T' agln.

Lor Jastre paused as though tadting the flavor of Cezine's dien name. Although Shiya did not move,
Rhane sensed her tension.

“Go on,” Rhane said, his voice echoing the warning of hisyelow eyes.

Lor Jastre's hands moved in T'adl’s eegant gesture of reluctance and regret, but his eyes were
unflinching. “This is difficult for you. But you must know. There was no generd outbreak of mdting
sckness when Cezine died. Isolated incidents, perhaps, but no epidemic until several weeks later.”

Lor Jastre held Rhane's eyes, ydlow on ydlow, and came as close to pleading as a T'aeln mader
could.

“No one saw Cezine except Shiya” sad Lor Jastre. “Only she saw his supposed illness progress to
death. There was no body, not one single scrap of flesh for us to analyze. She burned Cezine and threw
his ashes into the autumn wind. Such a scattering is reserved only for Menx gods, but she gave it to
Cezine. Wasit to honor him, or to destroy the truth of his desth?’

Rhane struggled to get to his feet. Shiya's hand wrapped around his wrigt, holding him down.

“Let himfinish,” said Shiya, her voice thick. “You'll learn more from his lies then his truths”

Lor Jastre made an ironic gesture of respect toward Shiya “Is that how you lured Cezine to his
death, by making him believe everyone lied but you?’

Rhane freed his wrig from Shiyd's grasp and sat done, saring up a his und€e's eyes. “Why would
Shiyawant me dead?’

“Knowledge,” said Lor Jastre succinctly. “Your father was close to a centrd truth. Perhaps even
gray-eyed Cezine saw more than he should have. But you, you ride a reskan and sng with wild wiris
What do they tdl you, Rhane? Too much, I'm sure. Far too much. You mugt die unless you come back
with me”

Lor Jastre's hand dipped into his pocket and closed around the soothing musc egg. Muted



harmonies filtered through the cloth. Shiya moved involuntarily when she redized that the T'aeln had
brought forbidden technology to the gate of the Jaws.

“Tumn it off,” Shiyawhispered in a strained voice. “ The shazir—"

Lor Jastre ignored her. “Will you go back?’ he asked Rhane, eyes and voice compdling.

“If you believe Shiya murdered my father and my brother, why didn’t you act before now?’

“She would amply dam serat right,” said Lor Jastre. He removed his hand from his pocket.
Harmony thinned into silence.

“Serat right? What' s that? asked Rhane.

“A license to murder,” said Lor Jastre.

“l don’t understand.”

Lor Jastre smiled sardonically. “1 know. There's much that you don’t understand, latzak. When the
shayl—or is it the shazir>—decide that someone needs to be returned to the black womb, a shayl with
serat right kills the offender. It's a god matter that is beyond Concord law. More to the point, it's beyond
even lowland Menx law. No one knows when a shayl might invoke serat right. That’s one of the reasons
that shayl are exiled to the highlands. Their presence, understandably, makes non-shayl nervous.”

Rhane turned toward Shiya. “Isthat true?’ His words were dow, his tongue thick, but his headache
seemed to be receding with each breath. “Isit true?’ he asked again when Shiya did not answer.

“Serat right exids” sad Shiya dowly, as though her tongue were unresponsive. “It's not spoken of
with non-shayl.”

Rhane tried to measure Shiya's expresson, but had difficulty in focusng dearly. The world tilted
dowly. With a 9gh, Rhane settled onto the ground and leaned back againg the rock, hardly noticing its
sharp edges. His headache was definitely receding. The rdief from pain made him amost weak.

“Come back with me” said Lor Jastre, stting on his heds in front of Rhane and taking Rhane€'s chin
inhis hand. “1 saved you once by letting you go to Fertten. Let me save you again. Come back with me
and live”

“l ... can't,” mumbled Rhane, histongue ldlling over even those smple words.

Lor Jastre touched Rhane's cheek and whispered, “Why did you have to have ydlow eyes?’

Lor Jastre stood up abruptly. “Tdl me how to get out of this chizak pass,” he said to Shiya

Shiya blinked and ran her tongue thickly across her lips. Rhane, watching her through heavy-lidded
eyes, knew how she fdt. It was as though his mouth had become as viscous as the lime medicine he had
taken. He fdt his body rdaxing endlesdy, snking into the rock. He no longer had to fight for every
molecule of oxygen and his head no longer felt as though it were being hacked apart with dull knives.

Rhane dozed while Shiyad s indructions to Lor Jastre wove in and out of his condensing dreams. The
dreams became a pird of colors, one mdting into another to create a third which turned back upon itsdf
and its creators, meking yet another color.

“... path below the dide ...”

The colors curved again, sirding down, ydlow to orange, curves tightening, viscous.

“... lightning killed ... tree ...”

Shiyd s voice dowed even more, as thick as the lime-green syrup that had tasted so dry, so dow, S0
dark, orange to brown tightly curled, purple born, flowing down.

Purple and brown coiled together, squeezing into black, dl colors becoming a dngle seamless
midnight, soundless but for a distant ululaion born of urgency. Something was coming, closer, running,
cdling to himin the strident octaves of terror.

Rhane sruggled againg the enfolding midnight, forcing open his eyes, trying to bring chaos into focus.
On a dope opposite the camp, dirt spurted up and smal rocks rattled againgt each other for no apparent
reason. He stared stupidly, trying to understand what invisble force was at work.

Invisble—reskand Rhane lashed his drugged mind into a semblance of coordination and was
rewarded by a shadowy view of three strange reskans charging down a steep dope toward camp. Their
riders were bent low, moving as an extension of their mounts. Metd glinted in each rider’s hand.

The terror that had called Rhane out of his stupor intengfied until it became a rending, Slent shriek.



He closed his eyes, shutting out everything as he tried to soothe the madness hammering againgt his mind;
but he could do nothing, for to touch that mindlessness was to be sucked into it.

The child. The child was waking.

Rhane gathered enough concentration to begin crawling toward the h'shazir, even though it meant
letting the reskans dide back to invighility as they legped into camp. The girl’s green blanket trembled
and jerked. Her soundless, soulless cry was corroding his sanity. He must hold her, soothe her. He must
reach her somehow. He crawled toward her, saw the child thrash vidlently, then go absolutely ill. The
scream in hismind ended.

Peace returned, endless, empty.

Thedick of daw agang rock was Rhane' s only warning. He threw himsdf aside just as a reskan's
paw descended in acrud arc. His sudden moation changed a smashing blow into a glancing one that sent
himralling againgt a boulder. He lay there stunned and bleeding, but dive.

Rhane clawed his way to his feet. He heard Lor Jastre’s shout, Jul’s scream cut off chillingly, and
Shiyacdling her reskans. He wiped blood from his eyes with one hand and pulled out his trall knife with
the other. The reskan that had attacked him turned with deadly grace; the rider bent low, cdling
encouragement. With a feding of rage and despair, Rhane held his knife blade up, ready to drike. He
hed no chance and he knew it. He dso knew that at least one shayl would learn what it meant to ambush
an en Jacaroen.

Lor Jadtre cdled again, his voice wild. In his hand was a dim white tube. He ran toward Rhane,
curgng, squeezing the bottom of the white tube. Pae-violet light shot out, ionizing the air between Rhane
and the attacking reskan. The reskan turned vidlently, nearly throwing its rider. A boulder at the edge of
the campsite smoked and cracked apart with a sound like a scream.

“Stop!” ydled Shiya, running toward Lor Jastre, who continued to shoot even though the danger to
Rhane was past. “Turn it off! My reskans are out there!”

Jugt as Shiya kicked the wegpon out of Lor Jastre's hand, there was aterrible animd ghriek from the
edge of camp. The pack reskan staggered out of invishility, a hole burned through its body. Lor Jastre's
hand moved with incredible speed, knocking Shiya to the ground, where she lay in a nerveless sprawl.

The reskan that had attacked Rhane spun back toward him. Rhane shook blood out of his eyes,
tightened his grip on the knife, and waited. When the reskan legped at him, Rhane threw himsdf to one
Sde, dashing at the reskan’slegs as he did so. A casud swipe from a massve paw smashed Rhane into
the rock. The world exploded into bloody fragments. The lagt thing Rhane heard was Kahsah's cry of
insensate rage.

The sound of a flyer didng through the thin atmosphere woke Rhane. For an indant he thought he
was back on Sol, waiting a the shuttleport. Then pain came to him and he remembered. He shook his
head. The pain was like the flyer's scream.

The next time Rhane woke it was to ice water dripping dowly down his face. He tried to open his
eyes, but could not. He moved, then cried out in pain. He remembered, and tried to raise his knife but
could not.

“Don’'t move yet,” said avoice, dry and hoarse yet somehow familiar.

“Shiya?’ His own voice was a croak, unrecognizable.

“Yes”

Rhane tried to look toward the voice, but his eyes would not open. Turning his head brought a white
stab of agony.

“Bedill,” sad Shiya curtly.

Shiyd's hands moved over him, probing deftly, causng no more pan than was necessary in her
search for mgor injuries. She found none. With a muttered phrase of thanksgiving, she turned her
atention to his bloody face.

“l can't see” said Rhane.

“Wait. | think it's just blood crusted over your eydids.”

Rhane fdt a wet cloth across his eyes. Gently, patiently, Shiya washed away the caked blood.



“Open your eyes.”

Rhane blinked. Light the color of blood flooded his senses. For a moment he thought his Sght had
been damaged, then he redized that it was sunset.

“Canyou see?’ asked Shiyaanxioudy.

Rhane glanced around. The firg thing he focused on was the green-wrapped child. He reached out
toward the blanket, only to withdraw at Shiya's sngle word.

13 len

“Dead?’ sad Rhane, dill dazed. He remembered the rending terror that was cut off and the
bottomless peace that had followed. “Why?’

“They couldn’t control her.” Shiya swore with a coldness that was more shocking than any hot anger.
“There was no right, no serat necessty. The shazir know that. Her murderer will die in the Jaws of
Menx.”

Rhane remembered another scream that had ended too soon. “Jul?’

“Dead. Her throat was dit.”

Rhane closed his eyes, afraid of seeing too much. “Lor Jastre?’

“He drugged us and then he ran,” said Shiya bitterly.

“He had no reason,” began Rhane, then stopped at the sound of Shiya's anger.

“He did not want you to go into the Jaws! You wouldn't ligen!” Shiya laughed again, a sound as
bitter as the wind. “Well, you won't be going through the pass now.”

“No, nor Lor Jastre. Jul’s dead.”

“What's alalik to a T agln master?’

“By the Slent God, Shiya, think what you're saying! The child, too, was murdered!”

“The lalik meant more to him than any ‘mongrel child.”” Shiya's lips twisted over for Jastre's words.

Rhane made a sweeping negative gesture. “1 don't believe it. We mugt look for him. He could be in
the rocks, hurt, dying. Even dead. And then dl of Menx would answer.”

Shiya's amile made Rhane uncomfortable. “The reskans are tracking him. If he is here, they’ll find
him.”

“Where dse would he be?’ asked Rhane, impatient with her hints and hatred.

“I heard aflyer,” was Shiya's only answer.

“It was the sound of pain, no more,” said Rhane harshly.

Sowly, Rhane tried to st up. The world darkened and began to dide away. His ribs fdt as though
they were made of fire. He repeated the phrases taught to him by the Carifil until his mind comprehended
something other than pain. Sowly the world brightened and stabilized. He redized for the firg time that
Shiya s face was streaked with blood, some of it il fresh.

“Areyou dl right?” Rhane asked. “Let me look at your head.”

Shiya seemed on the point of refusing, then she kndt close to him. He washed the cut as gently as he
could, though his hands fet dumsy. The cut ran from her temple beneath her hair. Her braids had
protected her from the worst of it. Rhane parted her hair carefully, making sure that the cut was no worse
then it appeared. She andled of sunlight and khi and blood, a combination that made him light-headed.

“It' snot deep,” said Rhane. “It's clean. Must have been a very sharp rock you fdl on.”

“The cut came from a T adln magter’ sring,” said Shiya matter-of-factly.

Rhane remembered seaing Lor Jastre strike Shiya “He didn’t know it was you. He only knew that
someone had dissrmed him. He must have panicked, grabbed a lori and spurred it back down the
mountain.”

“Panic?’ sad Shiya derigvdy. “Not that one. And the loris are dead, throats dit.”

“We have to find him,” said Rhane, trying to pull himsdlf to his feet with the aid of a wais-high rock.
The pain in his ribs exploded into a burning shower of colors. He set his teeth and tried again to stand.
“Hell never make it back down.”

“Neither will you unless we harness your ribs. They aren't broken, but you've bruises enough for
twelve people.”

While Shiya scavenged the loris harness for straps, Rhane tried to piece together what had



happened. The ambush had been wel planned; the ice-fidd hunting ground was the only place where
people and reskans were separated. Even the wiris had been off-guard, dazed by the dtitude. For the
last hdf of the dimb, Beggar had done little more than ding to the smal tuft of hair between Kahsah's
ears. Sgnd had been no better. The rest of the flight had ridden the pack reskan like a bright patchwork
blanket. Only Shiya s unusud intimecy with her reskans had saved the two of them from Jul’s fate—and
the child's.

Shiya returned, straps dangling from each hand. She helped Rhane unfagten the top of his survivd
auit. He shivered in the cold wind and tried not to breathe, for each breath had become agony. With swift
efficdency, Shiya strapped Rhane's ribs, usng pieces of the dead child's blanket for padding. When she
was finished, his agony subsided to adull ache that echoed every bregth.

“Thank you,” Rhane said with a shdlow sgh. He eased himsdf away from the rock. “Did you see
which direction Lor Jastre took?’

“No. | didn't wake up until Nahst put a chunk of ice on my neck.”

“Kahsah,” said Rhane suddenly. It did not seem possible that anything could harm the big reskan, but
he fet a sudden fear a her absence. “ She wasn't hurt, was she?’

Shiya looked a Rhane strangdly, caught by the emotion in his normdly controlled voice. “She was
afrad for you, too. She wanted to kill the other reskans, but she stood guard over you until Nahst could
wake me. The other reskans escaped.”

“You were unconscious,” said Rhane, “How do you know what Kahsah did or didn’t do?’

“Nahgt wasn't unconscious”

Rhane bit off hisimmediate words of disbelief. He was dill learning the extent of her rapport with her
reskans. The more he learned, the more he was baffled by her apparent lack of ps. He wondered if the
Menx had a new, entirdy unexpected turn of mind, one the euded Concord or even Carifil definition.

“Nahg has found Lor Jastre' s trall,” said Shiya “He is—wait!”

Rhane ligened intently, but heard no hint of reskan howl, no obvious means of communication
between woman and animd.

“Lor Jastre went south, dong the blue taus dope. He left no blood, so he's probably not injured. His
tral endsin a gink of heat and fud and metd.”

Rhane remembered the dream of a flyer, a sound he had equated with the pan that had awakened
him. “A flyer? But they don’t work beyond the flatlands.”

“This one did.” Shiya sensed Rhane's dishdief. “The flyer's control is a Smple one, based on
atmospheric pressure. A man of Lor Jastre's technicd skills wouldn't find it difficult to adjust or remove
the control and take the flyer anywhere he wished.”

“Yes” agreed Rhane rductantly. “But for the mentor of Menx to break tabu ...”

“Who would have known?" Shiya shrugged. “He Ieft us for dead. We may be. The raiders took 4l
our food.”

“The pack reskan,” said Rhane dowly. “Lor Jastre killed it trying to save me from araider’ s reskan.”

Shiya made an impaient noise. “That reskan wasn't trying to kill you or you would have been torn
into as many pieces as there are rocks in the Ghogt Pass. The reskan was only playing with you. As for
Lor Jastre—he's a marksman. What he ams at, he hits”

Shiya waved away Rhane's attempt at argument. “Beieve what you wish,” she sad tiredly, “but
please bdieve this—the highlands have gone mad.”

Shiya looked beyond Rhane as a sudden gust of wind keened across the ice fidd. Ice clouds burned
purple againg the pewter sky. The ar was cold enough to numb exposed flesh.

“The wesather, too, has changed,” said Shiya “A storm is building.” She made a gesture of disgrace.
Fear showed in her voice for the fird time “But mogt of dl the shayl have changed beyond
undergtanding. A shazir was killed today, but no shayl caught her soul.”

Rhane fdt a chill that owed little to the wind. “What do you mean?’

“No. I'll speak no more of serat things” Shiya whispered. “I’m done and winter is coming.”

Kahsah and Nahst materidized, dlent as the twilight. Wiris fluttered out of the ar beside the reskans,
but not one wiri sang. Rhane looked at the reskans looming enormoudy out of the engulfing night, and his



skin rippled with a fear as old as death. Everything that Lor Jastre had implied broke over Rhane in a
black wave.

As though Kahsah sensed Rhane's fear, she hummed quedtioningly and breathed over his hands,
inviting him to scratch her lips. Automaticaly, Rhane lifted his hands. As his fingertips rubbed againg the
reskan’swrinkled lips, he fdt fear ebb. Whatever truths or lies Lor Jastre had spoken, Rhane was sure
that Kahsah had no wish to kill her rider.

“You redly believe Lor Jastre's lies, don’'t you?' Shiya said wonderingly. “Yet you stay with us”
Shiya paused, trying to reconcile the impossble. “Rhane, Lor Jastre drugged us, making an ambush
possible, then escaped in aflyer he had hidden nearby. Don't you redlize that?’

Rhane chose his words with care. He knew Shiya loathed Lor Jastre, and he knew why; yet truth
was more complex than hatred. “ Someone who hates Lor Jastre would see it as you do. But the drug he
gave us was for mountain sickness. And it worked. We're no longer hdf dead for lack of oxygen.”
Rhane amiled thinly. “1 dill ache, but not from dtitude. And Jul did warn us that we might get deepy if we
took the drug.”

“Seepy!” sad Shiya “That's a soft manner of expressing it.”

Rhane would have shrugged, but the straps made it impossble. “A ldlik is trained to avoid
unpleasant truths. As for the flyer, | think Lor Jastre never intended to ride back down on a lori if he
couldn’t talk me out of going on. He amply meant to wait until we were over the pass, get the flyer and
go back to the lowlands”

“Why do you make excuses for hm?’" asked Shiya.

“Because | can't think of one tiny shred of a reason for Lor Jastre to want my desth,” sad Rhane
tightly.

“Then you bdieve him? Y ou believe that | want you dead?’

“No. But,” continued Rhane softly, “dl shayl aren’t you, Shiya. Can you speak for the others?’

“Once | could have” she said, then made a bitter gesture toward the dead h'shazir, “but no more,
Do you trust mein spite of that?’

“Yes” said Rhane, thinking of Cezine, of her grief and a desth debt she had accepted more willingly
then he had imposed it.

“Then go back,” said Shiya bluntly. * Kahsah will take you. | can’t guarantee your safety any longer.”

“And you? Aren’t you going back?’

“The ghrine child mugt have a shazir’ s funerd, ashes and wind. Only then will we be safe.”

“But she's dead,” said Rhane. “It's over.”

“No one caught her soul.”

Shiya s face was closed, digtant. It was clear that she did not want to speak of the matter at dl.

Rhane knuckled his temples, trying to clear his mind of the residue of drugs and the dragging weight
of exhaugtion. He needed to think clearly, to plan what was required of him by Sol and Carifil, Shiya and
himsdf. Eight days left—or was it ning, or seven? They dl ran together in the rain, bondess, like the
tribesman—and a ' shazir who was not quite dead enough.

The pdtran was a warm band around his arm. He started to unwrap the metd-crystd wires, but
knew thet trying to contact Merid was futile. His concentration was so ragged that even if Merid were
ganding on his toes, he doubted that he was capable of coherent mindspeech.

“Go back,” sad Shiya “I want no more death debts.”

“Maybe,” Sghed Rhane, then he winced and tried to ease hisribs. “Firs | mus rest.”

“But—"

“Whether | go back or forward,” Rhane said reasonably, “I’'m not moving until I've dept.”

“You mugt go back,” said Shiya, saring a the dead loris and the murdered h' shazir. “Too much has
changed. You'll dieif you go into the Jaws of Menx.”

“It's comforting that you and Lor Jastre agree on one thing,” Rhane said dryly.

“l go into the Jaws because | mug, for the shrine child, dive or dead. But you,” whispered Shiya, “is
it Cezine that drives you?' She bent over Rhane, dmaogt touching him. “Is it Cezine? Liden to me” she
rushed on before Rhane could answer, “Cezine forgave us for not returning his worship, a forgiveness |



never earned and you never noticed. If you're here to find his forgiveness you can go back, for you've
aways had what you seek.”

For an indant Rhane saw himsdf reflected in Shiyd's copper eyes, shadows and a lavender-red
sunset. The present drained into the past with a soundless rush. He was with Cezine again, Stting in the
legping shadows of a campfire, seaing adoration reflected in his hdf brother’s eyes, an emation that was
equaed only by Cezine s worship of Shiya. Cezine so young and so dive, Menx a magic world wreathed
in possibilities, reflecting incandescent love and laughter.

Then it was gonein a cold wind and another sunset draining into night.

“I’'m searching for more than Cezine' s forgiveness” whispered Rhane sadly, “and less. | wigh ...”

Rhane' s voice faded, pressed into nothingness by the weaght of the present. He and the past changed
with each day, each reforming the other, the world changing while he looked a himsdf reflected in
another’s eyes.

And now he was aone.

“Yes” Shiyasad, shivering. “1t's londy when the world changes.”

Xl

The darkness was without shape, turbulent with gestating nightmares, a terrifying slence in the wake
of truncated screams. Something was bending down, mouthing enigmatic demands, reaching for him,
enguifing him—

Rhane sat up in a rush, breathing as though he had been running rather than deeping. Beside him,
Shiya twitched and whimpered, held by impossble demands bending over her. He shook her out of
deep. Beneath the nacreous descending moon, her eyes opened as dark as the nightmares pursuing her.

“What isit?” Rhane demanded.

Shiya stared a Rhane without recognition, dazed by the nightmare he had caled her out of. Then she
took aragged breath and tried to amile.

“Nothing,” Shiya said, “it's nothing. Just the echo of a shazir's dream. It happens dl the time in the
Jaws” Shiya pulled Rhane back down beside her, curling up against im with a deepy Sgh. “Dream only
your own dreams,” she murmured againg his shoulder.

Shiya was adeep before Rhane could answer the ritud phrase. The words had meaning for him
now—too much meaning. He lay on his back and watched the last moon's dow descent into fase dawn.
An icy wind keened down out of the Ghost Pass, dirring rock dust and memories, leaving behind a
restlessness born of unease.

Shiya did not awake when Rhane did out of the deeprobe. He shivered as he pulled out his pstran.
It was a moment before he attempted to send out the code. His ribs nagged a him in pulses of pain that
only subsided enough to make their return dl the more uncomfortable.

Concentration was very difficult, but Rhane sat in the cold and wind, reaching out to the glittering
dars. The fird, fdse aspect of dawn accompanied his thoughts like subtle harmony, compdlingly
beautiful, a duet of shadows and splendor, like two wiris anging perfectly. The duet strengthened, flexed
and then scattered into fascinating syncopation, becoming Beggar and Signd whidling in pure distracting
counterpoint.

His concentration torn among the rhythms of song, the relentless ache of his ribs, and fatigue, Rhane
abandoned his attempt to contact Merid. He crawled back beneath the deeprobe, promisng himsdf he
would try again, after he was more rested, in the true dawn when light and warmth flooded the highlands.

Dawvn was stark and brittle with ice. Slently, Shiya and Rhane gnawed at srips of haf-frozen,
haf-carbonized lori, washed down with tepid dgae soup. Rhane chewed with more determingtion than
hunger, trying not to think, of Jul’'s frozen body buried beneath hediily gathered rocks and the dead
h shezir strapped to a reskan tha had never carried more than its own skin. Little more than trash
remained of the camp. Almog everything of vaue had been taken or destroyed by the raiders.

Rhane stood, moving tentatively, then more fredy. His ribs fdt better than he had expected,
consdering restless hours wedged between rocks and reskans. The discomfort had been ameliorated by



Shiyd s breasth warming his neck when she curled againg him in the shared confinement of the remaining
deeprobe.

Eight days.

Absently, Rhane rubbed the back of his right hand beneath the trail glove. The ache perssted. He
pulled off hisglove. A bruise lay across the back of his hand, spreading like an incrementa dawn.

“Ready?’ cdled Shiya

Rhane stood moationless, unable to answer, saring a his hand. Sowly he pulled on the glove. Eight
days. Bardly enough time to get back to the Access. But should he go there, dragging mdting sickness
with him, spreading it like the bruise on his hand?

“Ready,” answered Rhane softly, decisvely.

He would go on, over the Ghost Pass, because a bruise was spreading over hisright hand. He would
go to the Fountains of Madness because he was afraid he could never go home again.

Scarlet light and jet shadows merged into Shiyawaking noisdesdy toward him.

“Areyou ready?’ asked Shiya, close to Rhane yet hidden by angular rock shadows.

“Yes”

Without looking toward her, Rhane drank the last soup from the telescoping cup and fitted it onto his
bet with his other tools. The rductant pack reskan appeared, grumbling in its muscular throat. The
reskan was only hdf-grown, dmost dumsy benesth its unaccustomed burden.

Carrying the h'shazir’'s corpse would dow them, wading time that Rhane was afraid he no longer
had. He feared the mdting sickness spreading through him, dissolving him. He did not want to end as
Cezine had, in the glittering shadow of the Fountains, mdting into deeth.

But Cezine had not been hdf T aeln. And even so, some of the medicines Shiya had given Cezine
had dowed the course of the disease. With T’ adln genes and shayl medicine, might not even Cezine have
lived?

“Why?" said Rhane, pointing toward the shrine child's corpse. “I1t will dow us too much.”

“She didn’'t have a shazir's death, but el have a shazir's funerd.”

“Couldn’t it wait, as Jul’ s rites must wait?’

Shocked, Shiya stared a Rhane. “The child's soul wasn't caught!”

Rhane dowly mounted Kahsah. When the mogt urgent pain in his ribs had diminished, he spoke
again, choosing each word with care. “Will her funerd change that?’

“It mugt be done,” repeated Shiya. “Her soul is frightened. She's not mature enough to accept an
echo of light as her only redity. Nor is she powerful enough to have other redities. Aslong as her body
exigs it will cdl to her. When she finds she can't have it, €l be insane with fear and rage. Once the
body is burned there will be nothing but ashes driven across the face of Menx. She'll be free. And well
be free of her!”

“Then burn the body right here.”

“How?’ said Shiya

Rhane remembered their tiny dung fire, hardly enough to met a cup of ice. Lor Jastre's wegpon had
disappeared with him. Rhane had not brought anything tabu into the mountains—except, perhaps, the
psitran, and he could not use it to make fire.

Without a word, Rhane urged Kahsah away from the campsite and the reskan tha bore the remains
of aterrified child.

Kahsah led the reskans between even higher diffs of blue-black stone whose feet were buried in
drifts of jagged rubble. There was neither river nor stream nor glacier to round the stones, only reentless
changes in temperature that gradudly cracked even the most obdurate rocks, sending their sharp
fragments diding down to anonymous talus piles.

Grimly, Rhane dung to Kahsah's harness, trying to anticipate and avoid the jolts that came when
Kahsah was forced to legp or scramble over loose rock. Beggar rode between Kahsah's ears, its tiny
golden hand-paws firmly buried in a tuft of the reskan’s sted-gray pseudo-hair. From time to time the
wir’s mudcd snore was echoed by Sgnd or by the somnambulant wiris on the haf-grown reskan that
carried the h' shazir's corpse.



Thetrall narrowed until Rhane wondered how a laden borsk could possibly pass. The rock walls on
dther 9de were rubbed nearly smooth, with occasiona streaks pardle to the trall where metd harness
buckles had ground againg stone. The dtitude was such that even the reskans were panting.

The more narrow the trall became, the higher it rose, twiding like an animd in pain. There was
nothing ahead but gterile rock, angular shadows and a sky as empty as death. The reskans clawed up a
find dope, squeezed out between frost-broken boulders, and stood panting on the edge of the world.

Rhane stared, hardly able to beieve the height and number of serrated mountains faling away to the
horizon on dl sides; and ahead, the enormous lavender plateau that was like atongue lying in the Jaws of
Menx. The view was dmog too immense, too austere, yet the land beckoned irresdtibly to anyone
capable of facing it without flinching.

For atimeess moment, Rhane drank the uncompromising wine of the Jaws highland beauty. 1t was
amaog worth dying for. Almogt. But then, perhaps he would not have to die. Haf T'agn and the other
half shayl. Or were both the same? T"aeln. That was what mattered—T’ aglns had been known to survive
mdting sickness.

Rhane sat dizzly on Kahsah, dinging to his newfound T’ agln heritage with a need more acute than
mere pride.

Kahsah stood with her great head lifted into the ice-tipped wind that swirled through the Ghost Pass.
Kahsah's flanks moved heavily, working to suck in enough thin ar to meet the demands of her body.
Rhane did off, eesng Kahsah's burden. Beggar did not open even one vioet eye when Rhane
dismounted. The wiri seemed sunk in its dtitude daze, incapable even of sparing breath for a snore.

Breathing shdlowly to ease his ribs, Rhane walked toward a frost-shattered rock that was the color
of twilight. The pack reskan dowly went by, draped with Kahsah's flight of wiris, their wings folded until
there was only the barest hint of rainbows sparkling among the smdl golden bodies.

Adeep. Every one of the beguiling, distracting creatures was adeep.

Rhane reached for his pgtran, hoping the wiris were too dazed by dtitude to disrupt his concentration
with their diabolica harmonies. His fingers fumbled but the psitran quickly took shape. With an impeatient
jerk, he pulled back his hood and put the psitran in place.

Even before Rhane sent the code, a response came. Contact was immediate, amost overwhelming.

In his rdief a findly establishing contact, Rhane released an exploson of sensory impressons,
memories, speculations, emotions and questions. The result was a tangled mass of data rather then the
coherent, multilevd torrent of information that was the customary manner of Carifil communication.

After that firg shapeless, dmog involuntary burst, Rhane tried to bring his mind around to a
disciplined report. Only then did he sense that there were at least five other minds lined with Carifil
Merid.

Why? asked Rhane, an involuntary twitch of the mind rather than a focused question.

Contacting you has been ... difficult. The reply was a blend of grimness and blesk humor and
something that quivered like relief.

Guiltily, Rhane reviewed his inadequate attempts at contact. Mindspeech fragmented into imeges of
fatigue and wiris digtracting harmony.

Merid’s response was afocusng of interest that was amogt panful. Wiris?

The question was a command. Again Rhane attempted to report in a coherent manner, narrowing the
informetion to exclude everything but the unique shayl animas. To Rhane's chagrin, the result was nearly
as amorphous as his firg burdt. It was impossble to separate wiris from what had happened to him on
Menx, for wiris were as omnipresent as air.

Repeat memories of the h'shazir and the times you attempted to contact us, urged Merid, her
menta voice oddly attenuated. Quickly—trouble—maintaining—

Contact thinned, then returned like an echo, only to fade again, Rhane sensed dill more Caifil
gruggling to hep maintain the link. He poured himsdf into sending the information Merid had requested,
working until sweat saturated his bound ribs, but communication faded in and out with a rhythm that was
impervious to his needs. The rhythm drengthened with each Flit ingant, beating with syncopated
imperatives, permeeting his mind until there was no thought, only rhythm, intricate rhythm wound around



awiri’s potent song.

Rhane opened his eyes and saw Beggar on his shoulder. In his lgp a flight of wiris swayed, wings
gpread, throats pulang with irresgtible rhythm. Rhane wanted to sweep the swest, disracting animdls to
the ground, but lacked the energy.

The damage was done. Thelink with the Carifil was lost and Rhane was too tired to renew it.

With a disgusted curse, Rhane pulled off the psitran and wrapped it once again around his am. Only
then did he sense Shiya's intense scrutiny and remember hearing her whidle, as sweet and clear and
maddening as any wiri’s song.

“You mug ligen to the wiris” Shiya said urgently.

“Ligen?’” Rhane swore and pulled up his hood againg the cold wind. “Who can hdp but ligen? With
them carrying on, | can hardly think, much less meditate.”

“Y our meditation must lack shayl discipling” snapped Shiya. “The wiris interfere only with the kind of
loose thoughts that might attract shezir.”

Rhane's hands paused over the surviva slit's face seals. “Do you meen tha wiris indinctively
interfere with pg?’

“P37" Shiya dismissed the dien word with a curt gesture. “Wiris prevent shayl from éttracting the
notice of the gods. Without wiris, we' d be prey to every shazir. Each shayl has a wiri. That's how we
urvivein the Jaws.”

“Only shayl have wiris” began Rhane.

Shiya responded as though Rhane had asked a question. “Of course only shayl have wiris. What use
would flatland Menx have for awiri? They rarely have thoughts that go beyond ther skin even when they
touch one another.”

The ramifications of Shiya's words went through Rhane like lightning. He remembered dl the times
when he had touched her, even casudly, and had sensed ... something. A doubling of his own emotions?
Or perhaps, the presence of her mind? He had assumed only his own ps was a work, but now he was
not sure.

“Let metry something,” said Rhane.

Rhane s hand snaked out and wrapped around Shiya's wrigt before she could respond. Immediately
he fdt a degpening of his own confusion, plus an exasperation that was more than his own. He searched
his own emations carefully, trying to discover where he ended and Shiya began, wondering how often in
the past he had touched her and blended emotions’ thoughts without redizing it. His ps experience was
recent, and limited to the highly skilled Carifil. Merid’s mind had the structura integrity and discipline of a
crydd; there was never any doubt about where her mind ended and his began.

Amazing. Rhane s thought was barely complete when it was answered.

Isit? How, then, do shayl communicate on Sol?

Why didn’t you tell me sooner? demanded Rhane, ignoring her question.

Touching is not a casual thing between shayl. Shiya's thought was cool, disant, though she did
not move to evade either his physicad or mentd touch. It didn’t occur to me that you were ignorant of
what happens when we touch.

Humiliation surged as Shiya remembered the flashes of desire she had fdt. Because she did not have
the kill to limit communication, Rhane knew her thought/emotion the indant she did. He put his lips on
her wrigt just above her gloves, where athin band of skin glowed like dark honey in the sun. Ddliberatdy,
he held his desire for her focused in his mind.

Shiya shivered, as much a his thoughts as at his touch. Her fingers trembled, curling againg his lipsin
dow caress. In that ingant, Rhane wanted Shiya with a fierceness that shook them both, for it was her
desire too, reinforcing his.

“l think,” Shiya said hoarsdly, “that we were both h'shayl that summer night when my hair curled
around your hands. I’ ve never forgotten the resonance of your touch—nor forgiven mysdf for not feding
the same when Cezine touched me. | understand now. He was not shayl, even to the least degree.”

Shiya looked over Rhane's shoulder, her copper eyes brooding on the rubble of the Ghost Pass.
Suddenly terror lesped from her fingertips to his cheek.



“What isit? demanded Rhane, his voice loud with her sudden, shared fear.

Quiet! Shiya sfingers dug into Rhane' s shoulder as harshly as her terror dug into his mind. Be quiet
or we'll die! Nahst! Kahsak!

Even as Shiya cdled, the reskans came. Rhane fdt the world shift subtly and knew he was within the
fidd of reskan camouflage. In spite of that he turned very dowly, careful to didodge no pebble to give
away his pogition. He followed Shiya s glance to a rubble heap just to the right of the descending trall.

It was dl Rhane could do not to cry out. Where gerile shards of rock had been, enormous flowers
bloomed, looking like a crowd of shayl’m with painted cheeks. Water legped in scintillant display, leaving
diamond streaks on flower faces. The scent of soft-petaled khi swept over Rhane, exhilarating, terrifying.
Columns of light leaped up to support the shifting moons of Menx. He saw the moons resplendent on
crydd pillars againg a starless midnight sky.

Before Rhane's mind could rgject the possbility of black skies a noon, the moons and night were
gone, sucked back into petals the color of dawn, and water ran down into the hole a the center of the
universe. Flowers swayed and cdled out in fragile petd voices, aying fear, mdting, flowing pinkly down
to the center where the incomprehensible waited. The lagt tiny voice died, leaving behind nothing, not
even an echo. The rocks where flowers had bloomed were gone.

A cold wind gusted, tugging a Rhane and Shiya, parting invishbly around the invisble reskans.
Rhane' s thoughts were a jumble of fear and questions and aflat disodief in his own senses.

What was that? asked Rhanein a burst of demanding thought that rocked Shiya

A shazir, what else?

Shiyd s thought was a controlled whisper, tdling him even the intimacy of tightly shielded mindspeech
was dangerous.

Isit gone?

As though in answer to Rhan€'s question, a dender golden mure tree grew out of the ground less
then six dtrides from him. He did not need Shiya's warning to know that they were in deadly peril. He
closed his eyes and concentrated on thinking of nothing, on being nothing, less than thin mountain air,
nothing at dl.

It was as though Rhane had not closed his eyes. He ill saw the mure' s golden leaves move to the
samefitful wind that tugged at him, mure leaves like molten sun, incandescent, each lesf a separate ydlow
flame dancing on the tips of ten thousand gnarled fingers. An ancient mure tree stood aone in front of
them, a thousand branches reached out, yelow leaf flames swaying sinuoudy, a song like digant storms
swirling around its crown.

The tree vanished, leaving behind ten thousand ydlow tongues murmuring of things no human wanted
to hear. The murmuring grew louder, less coherent, a babble of posshilities that quickly became a
cascade, then a torrent and findly a floodtide rising, its immense wave curling higher and higher and
bresking into white, grinding everything in its path.

Rhane did not know whether his eyes were opened or closed; he only knew that he and Shiya had
joined with reskans and wiris in a desperate merging that enormoudy strengthened ther ability to
withgtand the shazir’' s presence. The immense wave passed over them, tossng them like seaweed, pulling
a them but not tearing out thelr roots.

There was a joyous cry of welcome as the wave passed, a sense of overwheming emotion. Redlity
unraveled, time lurched dizzly, then redlity was knitted up again in a pattern more pleasng to the shazir.

Wind howled like a triumphant reskan, snatching rock dust into the air, turning grit into gold beneath
the autumn sun. A perfect dlittering spira grew, changing from gold to a rainbow turning upon itsdf, more
sound than color, harmony both savage and infinitdy subtle.

Slence came, more thunderous than any sound. There was a sense of something awesome opening
its eyes, looking through reskan camouflage. Rhane and Shiya flowed more deeply into one another and
waited to die, crushed by a shazir's undivided attention.

Wiris sang, voices like carved jewds suspended in the ebony void of slence, radiaing spikes of pure
color. Where the spikes crossed, new colors were born, impossble colors tha shimmered and
beckoned, dive with irresstible rhythms,



The shazir's attention shifted ponderoudy, like a mountain tuming on an oiled pivot. Rdief shot
through Rhane and Shiya, but it was short-lived. The wiris were dazed by the dtitude; ther song, for dl
its beauty, hinted at the raggedness of exhaustion.

One wiri fluttered to the ground, unable to Sng any longer. Without conscious thought, knowing only
that the song mugt continue, Rhane did his flute out of its scabbard. He ignored his own terror and the
cold hiting at his face. With a smooth mation, he put the flute to his lips and began to play, falowing the
wiris lead, becoming a pure voice Snging of infinity to an invisble shazir.

Gradudly, gratefully, the wiris surrendered ther voices to Rhane's flutel One by one they fdl into
exhausted slence. Kahsah's whidtle began softly, filling the void left by fatering wiris, harmonizing with
Rhane as she had done on the trail. Nahst joined in, tentatively at firgt, then with growing confidence.
Though ill soothing, the song deepened, becoming a river where before it had been a stream.

Shiyd s whidle joined with Rhane's flute in sure harmony, as though he sang with two voices. The
reskans whigtled in subtle counter-rhythms that strengthened the lyric fascination of the song.

Without pause, humans and reskans worked to deflect the shazir's atention with subtle wals of
musc. Almost imperceptibly, the weight of the shazir' s presence shifted, following the song until it turned
back upon itsdlf. Like a snake swalowing its own tall, the shazir once more became engorged with itsdlf,
caring about nothing else.

The shazir vanished.

Wait! screamed asmdl voicein their minds. Wait for me!

The ghrine child scrambled past Rhane, her mentd cry a knife turning in his mind. Before he could
reach out to her, she seemed to explode into flame. Earthbound lightning leaped over rocks, leaving
enigmatic symbols scored across stone. The h' shazir laughed.

And vanished.

Rhane hdld onto himsdf as though he were the motionless center of an insandy turning universe, but it
was not enough. Redity was cracking, peding away from him. A dead child lived again, her laughter
echoing and redlity doughing away in great sheets that threatened to crush him.

A whidle that was as panful as a whip dashed through Rhan€'s riang panic. Shuddering
uncontrollably, he opened his eyes on aworld that could never again be the same.

“That was a dream,” said Rhane, his voice ragged.

Shiyd s laugh was as frayed as Rhane' s voice. “Not unless ‘dream’ is another word for *shazir.””

“That's not what | meant,” said Rhane harshly, angry for no reason other than that the world had not
asked him before it changed irrevocably. “It only happened in my mind. An illuson,” he said fiercdy.
“Jug anilluson!”

“Are our gods, then, so different from yours?’ asked Shiya

Rhane stared at the ground. Resting on his boot was a mure leaf, each vein etched findy. The lesf
was carved from asngle perfect gem that caught and twisted light into yellow flame. The gem was cool in
his pdm, as impossible as the shrine child running down the dope.

“Does the Concord know about this?” asked Rhane, daring at the gem and trying to keep his voice
from dimbing into fear.

“Of course” sad Shiya, looking a him in confusion. “So did you before you ever came into the
Jaws”

“But—Dbut the shazir are real ”

“Aren't your gods red, too?’

“Not like—this,” said Rhane, holding the perfect, impossble leaf up againg the light. “Are dl shazir
like that one?’

“Some wear bodies like ours, some wear fantagtic shapes, some aren't visble a dl except by what
they do. Some are more powerful than others.” Shiyad s hands spread in a gesture of ignorance, “Perhaps
dl shazir are nothing but aspects of an invisble unity rather than separate entities. | don’'t know. Does it
meaiter?’

Rhane tried to think of dl the things that Shiya had told him about the shazir, things he had considered
no more than fantly ridiculous god myths but he could think of nothing except a dead girl living once



agan, and aydlow jewd burning, codl in his pam.

“Cezine” whispered Rhane. “That’s why you took Cezine into the Jaws.”

When Shiya did not answer, he knew she was remembering a boy who had died and a dead shrine
child who had come dive again, running down the dope into an unimagineble future.

“Issheredly dive?’ asked Rhane,

Shiyd s only answer was to look toward the haf-grown reskan that had carried the child’'s body. The
reskan’ s burden was gone, the pack straps hanging like an empty glove. Rhane followed her glance and
fdt a cold deeper than the wind crawling over him.

“She looked like us” said Rhane didinctly, “but she was one of them.”

“Sanity is the only difference between shayl and shazir.” Shiya's voice was cam, as though she were
discussing the merits of one song over another. “ Shazir are quite insane. Always”

“You sound likea T adln,” snapped Rhane before he remembered that Shiya's mother had become
shazir, and that Shiya feared her fate would be the same. “I’'m sorry,” Rhane said quickly. “I don't know
what to think. But I’'m sure thet there's a greater gap than sanity between you and—that!”

“What is sanity but a shared redity?’ Shiya said, seerching Rhane's eyes for understanding. “ Shazir
rardly share redity with us. They have so many redlities to choose from. If they do share our redlity, it's
not exdusve. Something from their other redities dways soills over—flowers and moons and a night
before the stars were born. That's why we try not to attract shazir atention; sometimes we aren't able to
aurvive ther redlities”

“The dhrine child. Is she dead agan?’

Shiya made an ambiguous gesture that ended in alight caress across Rhane's cheek. “I don't know if
what we cal degath is an aspect of shazir. At the very least, the child is no longer afraid.” Shiya amiled
wanly. “I wish | could say the same for me. We were lucky, Rhane. Without your flute ...” Her voice
thinned and then gathered strength again. “Without your flute the shazir would have looked at us, forang
usto share its many redlities”

Rhane thought of the shazir's grinding, turbulent, overwheming attention and fdt fear squeeze swesat
out of him. He did not know whet a shazir' s redities were like. He did not want to know.

The ledf glittered like laughter in Rhane' s pam. He started to fling away the lesf, but could not. He
had never held anything half so beautiful.

“Isit dangerous?’ he asked, holding out the incredible carved gem.

“Anything left by shazir is much prized. It may vanish or turn to dudt, though; or it may endure
forever.” She touched the perfect leaf shape with her fingertip. “Beautiful.”

Rhane looked a Shiya s face, noticing for the first time that her forehead was unblemished. Not even
apdeline remaned to mark the blow from a T’ aeln master’ sring.

“Why?" whispered Rhane, tracing Shiya s hedled skin with hisfingers.

“Who knows the mind of a shazir?’ said Shiya, her tone suspended between gretitude and fear.
“They’ ve been known to kill rather than hedl. To them, degth is just another way of curing pain.”

Shiya closed her eyes, then opened them quickly, as though to orient hersdf in a dhifting redity. “The
sooner we get out of the Ghogt Pass, the safer we'll be. The wiris aren’t much use to us at this dtitude”
she added dryly, “as you might have noticed. They should have sensed the shazir long before we did.”

“Oh?

“Wiris were put on Menx to do more than pick parasites off reskans” sad Shiya “Wiris are
hypersengtive to thoughts and emotions. Shazir radiate both. The wiris are supposed to warn us, hide our
minds, and then beguile any shazir who comes close enough to see through reskan camouflage”

Rhane looked a Beggar, dinging to his shoulder in a stupor, and & the rest of the flight draped at
random over the reskans.

“Wiris muffle your ps,” said Rhane dowly, looking at the innocent little creatures deeping on the
reskan. “Without wiris, you wouldn't have to touch each other to exchange thoughts.”

Shiya made a gesture of warding off, as though Rhane' s words were dangerous or evil.

“Wiris keep our thoughts in our skulls—and shazir's thoughts out! Without wiris we would be as
insane as any shaair.”



Beggar whidtled swestly, and was answered by Signd. The wiris were recovering. They were not yet
strong enough to deflect a shazir, but they had more than enough power to frustrate Rhane' s attempts to
contact Carifil Meridl.

Now he understood why menta contact ceased insde the highlands—now that it was too late.

“If I left the highlands” said Rhane dowly, “would the wiris let me think as | wish?’

“Uncontrolled?” said Shiya, repeating her gesture of warding off. “No. Never. You must understand,
Rhane. A shayl without awiri is a danger to everyone.”

“Evenin the lowlands?’

“Beggar will stay with you, dways, everywhere. When you die or become h'shazir, Beggar will wait
in the mure trees outsde the Fountains of Madness, waiting for your return. Beggar will wait for you
forever. Wiris never die”

Rhane ignored the despair cregping through him and fastened onto the one fact, the one possibility of
contacting Merid that Shiya's words left him.

“Wiris don't go to the Fountains of Madness?’ he asked.

“No. Wiriswon't enter the vdley of the Fountains.”

Rhane s fingers traced the form of the psitran, dlently reassuring himsdf. Contact was possible. All he
hed to do was to reach the Fountains of Madness before mdting sickness incapacitated him. The mind
was the lagt thing to mdt ...

Absently, Rhane stroked the back of hisright hand where the dark bruise ached and grew. So much
to digedt, to rearrange in his mind, ready to give to Merid. His death moments, Cezin€'s. Merid must
know everything. Not only for Sial’s life, but for the Concord. Wiris and shayl and shazir. Menx. What
would become of the people who bred gods as routindy as clouds bred rain?

Painfully, Rhane mounted Kahsah. With the shazir leef cutting into his pam, he rode down out of the
Ghog Pass and into the Jaws of Menx.

Xl

The wiris revived dramaicaly with the reskans diding descent into thicker air. Rhane watched
Beggar’ s renascence with a mixture of frudtration, affection and curiosty.

“Your father used to do that,” said Shiya, coming dongsde Rhane as the trail widened.

“What?’

“He used to st and brood over wiris. He was fascinated by them.”

“Obsessed is a better word,” said Rhane.

“But he was right. They aren’t like other Menx animas”

“How?”

“They don't die. They don't have offspring. They have no sexud differences. And your father said
that except for eye color, wiris could have been clones. They're identical down to the whorls and ripples
of fur growth.”

“Clones. Was that his exact word?’ asked Rhane, touching Shiya

With Rhane's touch came his emoations. Shiya searched Rhane€'s eyes for the reason behind his
sudden intentness, but discovered nothing. He was more skilled in mindtouch then she, and more closed
to her.

“l think clone was the word,” she sad hestantly, thinking of dl the old Gdactic words the RA
Jacaroen had taught her.

Shiya closed her eyes, remembering. Rhane sensed her searching back through her memories to a
long-ago summer when she had bedlieved that life was forever.

“You were on T'adl,” said Shiya dowly. “I was dill upset that you'd gone without a word after
we—" Shiya stopped, then continued, holding her voice as though it were fragile “Your father was
taking about Menx, what a wonderful, irrationd ecology it had. Yes” she sad quickly, before Rhane
could ask. “Irrationd was the word he used.”

“Go on,” sad Rhane.



“Other off-worlders doubted that reskans or even wiris existed, but not your father. He was patient,
so incredibly patient. He stalked wild wiris in the forest, hearing them but never able to trap one. In the
end, | think it was his overwheming longing that brought the flights to him.”

“To him? Y ou mean that the RA Jacaroen was shayl?’

“No. He had no specid wiri like your Beggar or my Signd or my mother's Rainbow. Severd flights
of wirissmply ... dlowed ... im to come close, even to handle them. | guess that wild wiris hunger for
humen contact. There are SO many more wiris than shayl.”

Shiya looked away from Rhane, remembering. “That night, Lor Jastre came to the campfire with a
message from you. He told your father that you were enjoying your tour of T adl.”

Rhane amiled thinly. Enjoyment was an odd word for the combination of exdtation and unease that
hed marked hisstay on T" adl.

“Y our father was envious of your trip.”

“l know,” sad Rhane quietly. “His specidty was ecology, but his passon was socid history. You
know that T"adl is the oldest avilized planet in the Concord? Sometimes | think my father loved T adl
and its higory more than he loved Sol, more than he loved anything. But he dso resented T'ad’s
longevity.”

Rhane looked beyond Shiya, where dawn was flowing down from the Mountains of Light. His eyes
were focused on the past, though they reflected a day that was not yet whally born. He sensed Shiya
watching hersdf and the dawn, twin reflectionsin hisydlow eyes. T agln eyes.

“Lor Jastre,” continued Shiya, “was amused by your father’s envy. Lor Jastre said your father's eyes
weren't quite yelow enough to pass on T adl, though they had been good enough on Menx. Then your
father baited Lor Jastre with pardlels he had found between the T' adln—'the epitome of a dvilized race;
he said—and the Menx.”

“l don’'t think my father meant to disparage Menx,” said Rhane,

Shiya continued as though she had not heard. “They argued quietly, bdieving that Cezine and | were
adeep. Lor Jastre said something about insanity. Y our father laughed a him.”

“And then?’

“Lor Jastre was upset. | could tel, because he took out his music egg—you’ ve seen it, haven't you?’

“Yes On T'ad, they're as common as wiris are here”

“That’'swhat your father said. He laughed at Lor Jastre and cdled the egg a mechanica wiri. Then he
stopped and looked ... strange.”

“Strange? How?’

“Jud drange. Your father said that maybe the wiri was a Menx music egg. Then he laughed and
laughed. But Lor Jastre didn't think the joke was funny.”

Shiya stopped and closed her eyes. When they opened again, she was focused whally in the present.

“Isthat dl?” asked Rhane, vagudly irritated that one of the RA Jacaroen’'s lagt nights had been spent
insuch atrivid pursuit as baiting a T agln master.

“Lor Jastre left,” sad Shiya amply. “Your father stayed awake for along time, saring into the fire,
muttering about T' adl and Menx, obsessions with sanity and music. | couldn’'t make any sense out of it. |
don't think he could, either.”

Rhane remembered his father’ s habit of mumbling scraps and fragments of whatever new theory was
taking form in his mind.

“And then?’ asked Rhane quietly.

“| fdl adeep. When | woke up, your father had gone back to the high forests. Three days later he
was dead.”

“And | was in Fiertten, where he would have died to be”

“That was no fault of yours.”

“No virtue, either. | owe my invitation to my ydlow eyes. What a pity my father’s eyes were not
quite the right yellow.”

Rhane grimaced, wishing that he had known of his father’s theory sooner, when Lor Jastre had been
a hand to answer questions. But he had not known, and any questions he asked Lor Jastre now would



have little to do with a summer night long ago.

With an impatient movement, Rhane shrugged off the painful tentacles of a past he could nether
accept nor ignore.

“How do Menx explain the fact that wiris are different?” said Rhane curtly.

“Some say wiris were created by the first shayl to protect us, and to modulate the shazir. Others say
that wiris came from a shazir redity rooted in the Fountains of Madness. That's why the wiris won't go
there—they’re afraid of being sucked back into a redity that doesn’t indude Menx.”

“Legends” said Rhane, trying to keep the impatience out of his voice.

“On Menx,” sad Shiya, “legend is sometimes another word for truth. Or have you so quickly
forgotten the atention of a shazir?’

“No,” sad Rhane. “No. I think that will be the last thing | forget before | die”

Rhane rode on in silence, no longer wanting to probe the past or even the present. He fixed upon the
future, the moment he would stand where his half brother had melted. Then he could contact Merid and
gveto her the death moments of Cezine en Jacaroen.

And there he mug stay until he died of mdting sickness or survived, for only within the glittering
Fountains of Madness would Merid be able to reach into his mind, sharing his death that she might turn
again and share with Sidl dl that remained of the lagt direct descendant of the RA Jacaroen—a memory
inthe mind of an dien woman.

But if he survived, what then? Even if he hedled as rapidly as he had sickened, he doubted that there
dill would be time to get to the lowland Access before Menx was abandoned. What would he do then?

With a dlent curse, Rhane pulled his thoughts away from a future that might or might not extend
beyond the Fountains of Madness and concentrated instead on his most urgent requirements. shayl
medicine and freedom from wiris. If there was any future beyond that, he would ded with it when he met
it.

The world tilted in a way that had nothing to do with the steep trail. Kahsah was in camouflage,
avoiding something only a reskan could sense. She stood utterly dill, black nodtrils flaing agangt the
lavender sky, narrow blue tongue tasting the wind.

Rhane wanted to look back over his shoulder to see if Shiya was close, but he did not move. If
Kahsah thought that absol ute gillness was required, Rhane would be ill.

Y et impatience goaded him. Time. Kahsah was wasting time, and he ached with every breath, every
movement. It took dl of his control not to at least try mindspeech with Shiyato find out why Kahsah was
90 sKittish when the wiris were utterly placid. But even the motionless release of mindspeech was denied
to him; unless he was touching Shiya, the wiris smothered dl menta contact in the same way that they
had made mindspeech with the Carifil impossble.

Kahsah blew out along bresth and resumed her progress down the twiding, precipitous tral. The
occasond pieces of stone that she didodged fdl for along time before they struck lower rock ledges and
ricocheted down until sound was swallowed by distance.

Rhane found it hard to believe that shambling, wide-bodied borsks could traverse the trall at dl, yet
the dgns of caravans were everywhere. Stedl-shod borsk feet had worn down rock urtil the trail was a
smooth, shdlow depression zigzagging down the gray stone flank of the mountain, a narrow lifdine joining
lowland Menx with their highland gods.

The trail curved around a huge gray thrust of rock and dropped down into a long ravine. There,
protected from the scouring winds, dwarf smoketrees grew in awais-high thicket. A trickle of meltwater
ran down the center of the ravine, then spread to make shdlow pools. The last pool was larger than the
others, deep enough to look dmost black.

Jugt above the center of the pool acurl of light floated, captured indde a crystd whose faces were a
series of polished, lambent curves. The crystd was more beautiful than anything Rhane had ever
imagined, an apparition no bigger than his hand. The crystd dissolved as he watched, then reformed in
accordance with some ddlicate interior rhythm. The crystd’s new shape was even more exquisite than
before, more luminous, dissolving and reforming in lucid fascination.

Rhane dismounted without looking up from the crystal. As Kahsah legped away, Beggar whistled



what sounded like a greeting and dove into the dark water. The other wiris joined in a cheerful rush of
color and sound. They darted like prismatic shadows just beneath the water’s surface, then emerged and
spread their wingsto dry.

The crysta changed, pearl to dlver to cerulean, reflected in a thousand drops shed by wiri wings
Each crygtd transformation astonished Rhane, for each seemed utterly new, incredibly beautiful.

“Wha—7?" began Rhane, but words evaded him.

Shiya dmog amiled. “This is the Ghost Pond,” she said. “And that,”—her hand waved casudly
toward the crysta—"is the Ghogt.”

“Isit dive?”

Shiya s hands opened to indude dl possihilities, favoring none. “It has dways been here, marking the
redl beginning of the Jaws of Menx.”

“Isit shezir?’

“Of course”

“May | touchit?’

“l don’t know. | tried to once, when | was younger than the shrine child.”

“What happened?’

“The Ghogt was never where my hand was.” When Rhane looked puzzled, Shiya added, “Like the
base of arainbow, the Ghost moved without redly moving at dl.”

Rhane looked at the crysd, changing as he watched, unaitainable. Shazir. Without redizing it, his
fingers went to his pocket and closed around the cool, impossible mure lesf that a shezir had |eft on his
boot. But he did not look a the leaf. The Ghost was too beautiful. He was uwilling to look away,
perhaps to miss a shape that would never again appear.

Sill watching, he shivered in the flat sunlight, wondering if there was danger in the crysd’s fluid
transformations. For the firg time he began to appreciate what living anong gods might entall. The Jaws
of Menx was a place where red or unred, possible or impossible, was a matter of divine opinion, and
that opinion was subject to drastic unannounced changes.

On Menx, rationd and irrationa were the same word.

Shazir.

Rhane forced himsdf to look away from the Ghost, wondering what other, perhaps less benign
miracles would routingly occur in the Jaws.

Shazir.

Shiyd's touch brought Rhane out of his uncomfortable speculations. Some of what he was feding
leaked to Shiyain spite of his constant, unconscious strengthening of hismind shields.

“Why does the Ghogt disturb you?’ asked Shiya. “Can't you sense that it's harmless?”’

“But other manifetations of shazir might not be,” said Rhane dryly.

Shiya said nothing. Her touch, however, told Rhane that she did not share his generdized anxiety
about shazir and the Jaws.

“How can you be so cdm?’ he snapped, his voice sharp with too many suppressed emotions.

Shiya shrugged. “ Shazir are no more unpredictable or deadly than floods or rockdides or howlers or
sudden jerks of the ground. Do you go in constant fear of those things?’

“Of course not. They're just part of living on a planet.”

“And shazir are just part of being in the Jaws of Menx.”

“I'll never adjust to it,” said Rhane flaly.

The reskans condensed in front of Rhane. Ther blurred outline told Rhane that they were in
camouflage, invisble to dl but their shayl. He reached up and rubbed Kahsah's creased lips. His hand
came away dticky. Keening softly in her throat, Kahsah licked the blood from his fingers, nuzzled him,
and burped immodestly. Her pae-blue tongue moved around her face, deaning off the last of what had
been a stisfactory med. Rhane tapped hisfingernalls againgt her teeth and praised her softly.

“You've dready adjusted,” said Shiya, laughing. “Look at you. An invishle reskan just dobbered
blood over your hand. Do you run dhrieking? No. You play with her teeth and tdl her what a fine killer
seis”



Rhane amiled, then laughed in spite of himsdif.

“Good,” sad Shiya softly. “The gods may have given us wiris, but we had to sted laughter for
oursalves”

Sill gmiling, Rhane turned his back on the fascinating, unsdttling Ghost. He mounted Kahsah
awkwardly, favoring his ribs and his right hand. Beggar spirdled down like a leaf in a lazy breeze. The
wiri landed on Rhane's shoulder and snuggled againgt his beard.

Rhane sat, flexing hisright hand, hardly aware of the wiri; but Beggar sensed Rhane's bleak thoughts.
Thewiri began to whisle mdancholy notes, adiding lament to dl the moments that might have been and
never would be. The song was like a knife dicing through appearances to the aching redity of grief.

“What's wrong?' said Shiya, fighting a sorrow that was as contagious as laughter had been.
“Rhane?’

Rhane rubbed his sore hand, not knowing how to answer her. Then he pedled off his glove and the
answer was written in the bruise smeared across the back of his hand.

Shiyd's face did not change, but her wiri screamed. Closing her eyes, Shiya sat without moving for
long moments. Gradudly, Signd’s scream faded into a monotone keening, then into a slence disturbed
only by restless wiri wings

“If we got you off-planet—" began Shiya quickly, her eyes dill closed, her body dill tight with her
glent sruggle for sdf-control.

“And spread mdting sickness throughout the Concord?” said Rhane huskily. “No, not even if | were
certain that Concord science could save me. And | don't think it can.”

In the dlence, the amdl sounds of Rhane pulling on his glove seemed very loud.

“How much time do | have before | can't move?’ asked Rhane, his voice cold, dmogt indifferent.

Sgnd keened distress and flexed her wings, but did not fly awvay. With a defeated gesture, Shiya
opened her eyes.

“l don't know,” she said findly. “It changes so much with each person. | can get medicine from the
ghayl. It hdped Cezine ... for atime”

“And if the medicine doesn’'t work for me?’ said Rhane roughly. “How much time do | have?

“More than either of us wants,” she said raggedly, “and then I’ll have to—"

“Yes” sad Rhane impatiently. “1 know. But if I'm too wesk to go to the Fountains by mysdf, | want
you to drag me there.”

Shiyd's head came up with a jerk. Sgnd shrieked and fled to the tuft between Nahst's ears. “What
good would that do you now? You can't possibly live to get Cezin€'s last moments to Siol, much less
your own. The en Jacaroen linewill die with you on Menx.”

“I made arrangements before | ever came to Menx,” said Rhane evenly. His hand closed over the
psitran that was wrapped around hisarm. “Y ou get me to Cezine' s deathplace. Then you'll be free of the
en Jacaroens. No debts. No regrets. No past. Nothing but the future.”

Rhane stopped, remembering that Menx’s future was likdy to be both brutd and brief—the planet
scavenged and its people destroyed by daughter and davery.

As though Shiya knew each of his thoughts, her lips drew into a thin, sad smile “You can't do
anything for my world,” she said. “Worry about heping your own world before minekills you.”

Rhane did not answer. He could think of no words to equa Shiya's unflinching assessment of the
future. He had an impulse to tdl her about the Carifil, about his hope that they would somehow hdp
Menx, but he kept dlent. False hope was worse than none a dl. The Caifil’s ability to hdp Menx
depended upon him, and he was mdting, cut off from mind-speech by wiris who only wanted to protect
him from a shazir’ s crushing attention.

“I'm sorry,” whispered Shiya. Her hand brushed across his cheek and eydlids and lips, tdling him of
sadness and a rage she had just begun to measure, echoes of Cezine and a future that would never be
hers, the past curling over her, grinding her to nothingnessin a white wave curling down, bresking ...

I’ll give you Cezin€' s deathplace. Shiyd's thought touched Rhane's mind as eadly as her fingers
touched hislips. But | wish we had more to give each other than death!

Shiyd s rage seared across Rhane's mind, a stroke of agony as brief and fierce as sheet lightning.



Before he could respond she had withdrawn so totdly that mindspeech was impossible, even though she
was dill touching him.

Kahsah turned and regained the trail in a Sngle bound, taking Rhane out of the ravine. Rhane did not
look back to the crystd hovering over the last dark pool. The lambent transformations of the Ghost had
become less compdling to him than the bruise spreading across his hand. In so much, a least, he had
adjusted to the Jaws, becoming a part of its routine miracles.

Thetrail gradudly became less steep, the blue-gray smoke-trees less sunted by wind and rocky soil.
Ice ferns uncurled stubby fronds into the thin air. Smal, hidden animas whistled harsh warnings to each
other, then retreated deeper into ther chill burrows.

In the distance, Rhane saw other trails join with the Ghost Pass trall until it widened into a road again.
Threadlike tendrils of smoke lifted skyward, marking caravans or villages where shayl’m lived among
scattered mure groves. Kahsah ignored the branching tralls that led to inhabited areas and loped on into
the lavender distance where no smoke rose againg the sky.

By evening, reskans and riders were dazed with fatigue. The firg autumn moon rose, no larger than
Rhane's fig, as white as a wave bresking, so bright that his eyes refused to look at it. Kahsah's breath
turned dlver, and stedy glints moved across her muscular bodly.

Shiyd s whidle divided the rhythmic sounds Kahsah's feet made on the smooth road. The reskan
dowed, then stood in the moonlight, wreathed in the slver billows of her own spent breeath.

Nahst appeared dongsde, his outline blurred more by reskan camouflage reflex than by moonlight.
Nearby, a shazir's dream of a smoketree reached toward the moon. Instead of gray, the long wispy
leaves of the tree were deep-red and quivering with music, ruby tongues Snging inhuman harmonies

“Back by the lake, when you urged my debt upon me” Shiya said softly out of the darkness beside
Rhane, “I should have told you that the Mountains of Light weren't the only obstacle between you and
Cezin€' s desth.”

Silence gathered like night around Shiya, increesing the distance between Rhane and the woman he
had barely begun to understand, as he had bardly begun to understand shazir ... and Menx.

“Goon,” said Rhane, knowing that some response was expected of him, but not knowing what.

“l didn't believe we would get thisfar,” said Shiya bluntly. “No off-world person ever has”

“Except Cezine”

“Yes. Cezine. My debt and your future” Shiya's voice was hitter. “1t would have been better if I'd
never tied im to a borsk and goaded it over the Ghost Pass. Better if I'd killed hmin the yelow slences
of Mure Lake. Then you would be back on Sol, placing Cezin€'s desth moments in the en Jacaroen
drine”

“You might as wdl wish that Sl didn’t care about the death of an en Jacaroen.”

Shiya s laugh was as bitter as her voice. “I've wished that many times What a bizarre world you
come from, Concord man.”

Rhane glanced at the seething quas-life of the ruby smoke-tree and laughed doud. Shiyas firg
response was anger, then a amile twisted across her lips and she laughed tiredly.

“Yes” Shiyasad, “but | dill wish ...” Her voice unraveled into slence. When she spoke again, it was
inthe tones of someone who had put aside futile wishing. “1 took Cezine to the Fountains of Madness.”
Her voice continued without pause, as colorless as moonlight. “1 believed that the Fountains were the
best place to attract a compassionate shazir, 0 | lashed my borsk into a frenzy and drove it beyond the
guardians”

There were many questions Rhane wanted to ask, but was afraid that if he did, Shiyawould refuse to
tak at dl. Even through moonlight and reskan camouflage the strain on her face was dlearly visble

“l was't shayl, then. Only a hint of h'shayl. The guardians let me go as they let dl non-shayl go.
‘Stand not between a believer and his shazir.’

“But I'm shayl, now. For me, today, the Fountains of Madness are closed.” Shiya turned to face
Rhane. Her eyes were hooded, reflecting not even a spark of moonlight. “And the Fountains are
impossble for you, too. You are shayl.”

“Will you deny me Cezine' s deathplace?’ asked Rhane ..



Beggar’s wings flared open, dripping pale rainbows, warning of the emotions that seethed benesath
Rhane' s quite face.

“No.” Shiya's voice thinned with the Jaws pitiless requirement for sdf-control. “No. But the wiris
will. They won't risk the balance of shazir just to let an dien shayl blunder into the Fountains of
Madness.”

“Isthetrall to the Fountains difficult to find?" asked Rhane.

“No. Thereisonly one road.”

“Take me as far as the guards. I'll go done from there.”

Shiya made a weary gesture of regjection. In the harsh moonlight even her hair seemed lifdess, its fire
quenched by cold and distance. Rhane wanted to reach out and hold her, bresthing warmth and life back
into her.

“No,” Shiya sad grimly. “My debt will not be paid until you stand where Cezine died and | give to
you dl of the memories I’ ve worked eght years to forget. But | couldn’t forget, any more than you.”

Rhane shivered with a cold his survivd suit could not ease. He looked away from Shiya, unable to
bear the slent pain written on her face. His eyes were drawn to the ruby smoketree, but its thousand
tongues flickered with alife he did not want to confront.

Shivering, Rhane closed his eyes and saw nothing at all.
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“How much farther?” asked Rhane when he could no longer bear the sound of the Snging smoketree.

“Shaylmir is just beyond that range of hills”

“Shaylmir?’ Rhane's breath shortened. “But that's just alegend.”

“So are reskans,” said Shiya, “to flatlanders.”

“But—"

“Shaylmir is as red as that smoketree over there. More important, Shaylmir is the only place on
Menx | can get medicine for you.”

Rhane looked &t the ruby undulations of the smoketree. For the firg time he noticed the ripples of
condensed red that rose from base to lesf tips and then seemed to legp toward the moons. The subtly
rhythmic pulses recalled the quas-life of the Ghost. Swiftly, Rhane looked away, back toward Shiya An
unusudly bright ripple of color threw her face into red relief.

“All right,” said Rhane. “Shaylmir isredl. Red people live there. People like you.”

“Ves”

“Is there away around the city?’

“Why? The shayl who live there are accustomed to stranger things than an en Jacaroen on a Menx
reskan.”

“l can't go there”

“There s nothing to be afrad of,” said Shiya, her words clipped, dmost contemptuous.

“I'm carrying melting sickness. 1sn't that something to fear?”

Shiya dismissaed his words with a curt motion of her hand. “Mdting sickness has been to Shaylmir
before, many times. No highland shayl has died of it Since the first epidemic eight years ago. And only a
few died then. It was different for the shayl’'m, though. That's why I've avoided caravans and villages
even though we're out of food.”

Rhane sat in stunned silence, trying to absorb the implications of her offhand explanation. “Only a few
died in the firg epidemic and no shayl has died snce? Are you sure?’

“Ves”

“Then highland shayl mugt have a naturd—" Rhane stopped. There was no Menx word for immunity.
“Shayl mugt have an inborn ahility not to catch mdting sickness,” finished Rhane lamdy. “The Concord
should know about that. Concord scientists could develop ar—" Rhane stopped again, baked by a
language that lacked dl but the most rudimentary medica vocabulary. Even the word “epidemic” was a
Gdactic word that necessty had introduced into the Menx language.



“Concord scientigts could use shayl to develop a means of making dl people impervious to mdting
gckness” sad Rhane.

“But the Concord dready knows.”

“Impossble” sad Rhane flaly, remembering the usdless inoculation he had received.

“Lor Jastre knows,” indsted Shiya “After your father died, Lor Jastre came to Mure Lake. He told
Cezine and me about a new disease spreading out of the Jaws. He gave Cezine something to drink. |
remember it very clearly, because it was the most beautiful blue color I’ d ever seen, more beautiful than a
wir’s eyes”

“Didn’'t Lor Jastre give you any?’

“No. He said femdes required a different drink. Mine was pae orange, like the moon, and bitter.”

“That's ridiculous” sad Rhane. “Mdting sickness it sex-linked. Your immunization treatment
should have been the same as Cezine' s”

Shiya made no reply. Concord science was as irrationd to her as the ways of the shazir were to
Rhane.

“Wait;” said Rhane suddenly. “Are you sure that Lor Jastre told you the sickness was spreading out
from the Jaws?’

“Ves”

Rhane wanted to believe Shiya was lying, but could not. She did not know enough about the causes
and cures of disease to make up one coherent lie, much less severd. But a T'adln ... that was different.
T ad’ s highly inbred society had necessitated an early and detailed understanding of human diseases.

“Do you know how many Menx—and Concord—Ilives were lost before the medica team figured out
the source of mdting sickness?’ asked Rhane, hisvoice harsh in athroat that had become too tight. “And
Lor Jastre knew dl the time? Why in the Nine Gods Nineteen Hells didn’t he tdl ud”

As Rhane ligened to his own words echo in the slence, he fdt ice condense dong his spine. T adl
hed not wanted Menx to be offered Concord, but T"adl’ s recommendations had been overridden. Was it
possible that the T"aeln had discovered the existence of mdting sickness, and perhaps even a cure, and
hed said nothing in the hope that the disease would force the Concord to proscribe Menx?

“When Cezine died and you came down out of the Jaws’—Rhane swalowed past the anger
condricting his throat—"what did Lor Jastre say about Cezin€' s usdess immunization?

“Immunization?’ asked Shiya, sumbling over the unfamiliar word. “Whet is—’

“Thet pretty blue drink,” snapped Rhane. “Did Lor Jastre say why it didn’t work?’

“Hejust amiled and said that medicine is like shazir—unpredictable.”

“But yours worked.”

Rhane heard his own voice, dmost accusing her of complicity, as though she had drunk what would
have given Cezine life

“Yes, | lived,” agreed Shiyatoneedy.

“I'm sorry. | didn’t mean—"

“No. You're right,” interrupted Shiya “I should have died. Everything would have been different
then. Better.”

Shiyalooked up at the night. The combined illuminaion of the two moons made her eyes glow oddly.

“l didn't understand about Siol and death moments and the en Jacaroen shring” said Shiya “Lor
Jastre did. He wanted to kill me when he found out where | had taken Cezine to die. He said Sol would
force you to come back, and then you would have to die. For once, he spoke only truth.”

Shiya looked a Rhane, her eyes dark again, reflecting nothing but a past she did not want to
remember. She spoke weerily to Kahsah in the Black Mountain didect. The big reskan stretched out into
along dride that devoured night and distance.

The wind divided around Rhane, blowing coldly past his face. He did not close his suit againg the
increedng cold, nor even notice the drop in temperature. He was oblivious to everything but his own
churning thoughts. His only conclusion was that either Lor Jastre had played a crue trick on two children,
or he had withhdd from the Concord knowledge that would have saved countless lives.

Only the latter posshility made any sense, and then only if Rhane credited the T"aeln mentor with a



chilling pragmatism: so many thousand deaths in return for a medica proscription of Menx. Many
Concord cultures—Sol among them—would accept such a solution to the problem of Menx as
inevitable, if not wholly admirable.

But one of those desths had been Cezine. T'adl, not Menx, had initiated the solution. T adl, not
Menx, was sacrificing Menx dtizensin the name of Menx’'s future. That came very close to vidlaing the
Concord's Sole Redtraint.

Rhane admitted to himsdf that it was possible that Menx was the leader and T'adl the follower.
Possible, yes, but probable? Would Menx culture permit letha epidemicsin the present to ensure a future
free of both Concord and the threat of scavengers? Hurriedly, Rhane reviewed what recent experience
had taught him about Menx culture, as wdl as what he had absorbed through neuro-learning. It was not
enough. He could not decide if Menx would condone or even comprehend such harsh pragmeatism.

Impatiently, Rhane ransacked his knowledge again, knowing that part of his difficulty was that he had
discounted much of what he had learned of Menx socid dynamics as being mere reigious fakery to cover
the machinations of those people who hdld secular power. Digtant, living gods were immensdy hepful to
dty paliticians who did not want their policies questioned. The flatlanders pious indstence that dl red
power came from Shaylmir had seemed so sdf-serving as not to require redl investigation.

Now, however, the myth of Shaylmir would have to be reexamined. If Shaylmir, the City of the
Gods, was not amyth, perhaps Shaylmir's political ascendancy was aso not a myth. Perhaps dl power
did emanate from the Jaws of Menx.

With a skill that had become second nature, Rhane mentdly suggested that Kahsah drop back beside
Nahst.

“Shiya”

Sowly, Shiya turned toward Rhane. Tendrils of wind-whipped har flev across her face like a
ghodlly vell. She said nothing, but neither did she look away from him.

“When Concord team members asked the city Menx who would decide whether or not to accept the
Concord, the flatlanders usudly answered, ‘The Gods.” Sometimes the Menx amply said, ‘Shaylmir.’ Is
thet the truth? Do the people of Shaylmir actudly rule the planet?”

Shiya looked away. She was so long in answering that Rhane was afraid that she would refuse to talk
a dl. Andly she sghed and tried to capture the restless wisps of hair. Then, with a discouraged gesture,
ghe faced him again.

“l don't know what you mean by ‘rule’ Shaylmir it concerned with the price of grain or the
problems of getting water to the cities, or repairing roads or relaions among different regions. Shaylmir
doesn't, care whether people live in one ity or another, whether they farm wel or badly, whether they
have fifteen children or none at dl, whether they are hungry or full, Sck or hedthy.”

“What does Shaylmir care about, then?’

“Shayl. Shazir. Shrine children. Serat.”

“And what about the Concord? Will Shaylmir decide whether to accept or regject Concord?’

Shiya hestated, then said, “ Y es. Shaylmir will decide, because shazir is affected.”

“The lowland Menx want Concord. What if Shaylmir decides to rgject Concord?” sad Rhane
quickly.

“The flatlanders will never speak of Concord again.”

“Why?" demanded Rhane. “Why would flatland Menx let afew highland shayl control the planet?”’

“City Menx can't cope with their shayl children, much less ther shazir. Shaylmir can. Before Shaylmir
was built, shayl children were killed as soon as they were discovered. But a shazir baby,” sad Shiya
gimly, “can defend itsdf. Our avilization was dmost destroyed by shezir before flatlanders learned to
heed Shaylmir.”

Madevolent music curled around Rhane, horror sungin a scale impossible to man or animd. The skin
on Rhaneé's ams contracted, sending surges of terror over his body. He did not need Kahsah's
camouflage reflex or Beggar's sudden disappearance to tdl him that a dangerous manifestation of shazir
Was nedr.

A huge cloud of wiris swept overhead, turning and soaring on a black wind. Even in the attenuated



moonlight, the wiris wings were incandescent with color, an exploson of beauty that was fluid, changing,
fascinating. Hidden by scintillant wings, maevolence tried to take shape, solidifying with each terifying
beat of musc. The wiris sang intricate counter-rhythms, disrupting the musc as Beggar had so many
times disrupted Rhane' s concentration.

Fghts of wiris boiled around the manifestation and turned back upon themsdlves like an enormous
eddy, surrounding the spectra music. Slence unfolded like a huge indigo khi. The wiris disappeared as
awiftly as they had come, taking with them whatever horror they had caught in their net of color and
Slence.

Beggar swooped down and landed on Rhane's shoulder. With the wiri equivdent of a yawvn, Beggar
breathed a few notes of song and fdl adeep.

The slence was absolute. With shaking hands, Rhane yanked open his surviva suit, letting the wind
take away sweat and the stench of fear. He did not know what aspect of shazir had tried to solidify out
of darkness and double moonlight. Nor did he want to know. His ssomach twisted and the acid resdue
of fear climbed in his throat. He was nearly overwhelmed by the need to vomit, as though that act would
purge his memory as wdl as his somach.

Shiyd s fingers trembled around Rhane' s wridt.

“Areyou dl right?" asked Shiya, her voice as condtricted as her throat.

“Yes” Rhane heard the uncertainty in his own voice and spoke again, more convinangly. “Yes. It
was just so unexpected.”

Shiya laughed weekly. “Mdevolence like that dways is. | wonder what kind of redity the shazir
found that required such an evil response.”

“You wonder. | don't want to know,” said Rhane flaly. He spat severd times, trying to remove the
tagte of fear from his mouth. The taste Stayed, an acid reminder. “Does that happen often?’

Shiyd s only answer was a shrug that ended in a shudder. Suddenly, soundlessly, nacreous footprints
appeared between, the reskans. The apparitions shone and shimmered in the darkness at shoulder height.
The reskans stopped. The pearly footprints went on ahead, then winked out dl a once, leaving behind a
ard| of lemon. Beggar opened its eyes, chirped irritably, and went back to deep. The reskans resumed
their ground-devouring stride.

Rhane released his breath in along 9gh. The anticipation and redlity of shazir were exhaugting him.
The reskans were getting tired from congtantly maintaining some degree of camouflage as wel as holding
to a hard pace. Even the wiris were subdued, snatching naps between confrontations with shazir.

Drowsiness began to numb Rhane's perceptions, yet each time he began to doze he was jerked
awake by fear. The landscape was rardy without manifestations of shazir. Some were beautiful, some
abhorrent, some smply there. All were unnerving to anyone accustomed to an ordered, predictable
world.

“See that green column?’ asked Shiya, gesturing toward her right.

Rhane turned and looked. A dender jade pillar rose into the sky until it seemed to touch the third
moon. Aswith the Ghogt, light lived within the pillar, turning and curling like dow exhaations made vishle
inicy ar.

“That column,” Shiyasaid quitly, “is the oldest manifestation known to shayl. Older than the Ghogt.”

“Doesit have aname?’ asked Rhane, counting the dow pulsation of light.

“Beginning.”

“What?’

“We cdl it the Beginning,” said Shiya. “I1t's more than two thousand cycles old.”

“Isthat dl?’ said Rhane, oddly disappointed. Sol had artifacts whose age was measured in hundreds
of thousands of years, and a Siolan year was nearly a tenth longer than a Menx cycle.

“We're avery young race,” said Shiyasmply. “I redized that when your father told me that T'adl has
been amember of Concord for as many cycles as my people have higory.”

Unbidden, the memory of the ghrine formed in Rhane's mind. Such sophigtication and refinement of
line spoke more of the culmination of millennia of artidtic tradition than the firs efforts of a raw young
race.



“How old isthe dhrine?” asked Rhane.

Shiya gestured again toward the column. “The same.”

“Y ou meen that they’ re both manifestations of shazir?”’

“Oh no. The shayl built Shaylmir and the shrine a the same time. The column smply appeared after
Shaylmir was finished.”

Rhane thought of the cities of the lowland Menx. There were seventeen mgor cities and hundreds of
minor ones. No Concord team member had found ether artifacts or verba memories from a time more
then afew thousand yearsin the past. Y et the shrine smply did not fit into such a truncated history.

“Have your people ever sudied their own past?’ asked Rhane.

“No.” Shiya's voice was clipped, dmost forbidding.

“Isit tabu?’

Shiyadid not answer. Rhane waited, then asked again.

“No,” sad Shiya findly. “It's not tabu.” Then, before Rhane could ask further questions, she added
bitterly, “Lor Jastre is amused by what he cdls our ‘nothing’ history. Even your father—" Shiya's words
stopped abruptly.

“Yes?' said Rhane, his voice gently encouraging.

“Your father said that Menx had no use for sysematic thought, whether it was in history or physics,
With living gods, he said, what useislogic or science?’

Rhane's eyes were drawn again to the green column where light moved in ghodly coils. Nothing
about the column was explicable in terms Rhane—or his father—could be comfortable with. The column
was irrationd, as were dl manifestations of shazir. Some, like the wiris, were beguiling. Others, like the
dhine child's new life, were so bizarre as to preclude explication. How could Menx thinkers develop a
rationd biology or chemistry when there were more exceptions than rules?

“My father didn't meen to insult you,” said Rhane dowly. “It's amply improbable that Menx would
develop any rationd scientific theory at al. But you have. Your city Menx have a technology that is quite
sophigticated, especidly congdering the shortness of your dvilized history.”

“The technology was given to them by diens” said Shiya

“Not entirdly. When Firg Contact was made, Menx had a technology that was both extensve and
efident. And that,” he mused, “is as irrationd as anything ever devised by shazir!”

“What do you mean?’

“When you find something odd, how do you explain it?’

Shiya shrugged. “We don’t. No one can know the mind of a shazir.”

“Exactly. Confronted by anything new or old, odd or common, Menx just shrug and conggn it to
dhazir. Yet science, which is the basis of any technology, assumes tha dl events have a rationd
explanation that can be uncovered by rigorous investigation.”

“I"d like your science to meet my shazir,” said Shiyadryly.

“That'sjudt it,” Rhane sad in an exasperated voice. “The presence of shazir should have precluded
any sientific development. | could understand the Menx dl getting together to pray for light at night, but |
can't see them developing the habit of rationa thought that is required to make atificid light. Not when
shezir are so Spectacularly irrationd.”

Shiya shrugged again. Though she did not say so, Rhane suspected she ether did not appreciate the
paradox at the center of Menx life or was indifferent to it. That, too, he could understand. If he had been
rased on a planet where water flowed uphill as often as down, he would be either amused or bored by
an dien'singgence that water should only flow downhill.

The green column pulsed in quiet counterpoint to Rhane's thoughts. The light seemed to bathe the
moon in a pale-green glow. Though the third moon had moved in the sky, the column seemed aways just
benesath, as though the moon were balanced on the column’s jade light. Beyond the moon, the black arch
of night enguifed dl but afew stars.

Suddenly Rhane fdt bitterly done. He was accustomed to a sky that was dive with a billion stars,
brilliant with the sense of other worlds, other peoples, other histories. Menx was terribly isolated,
separated from the rest of the gdaxy by its pogtion at the tip of along spird arm, prevented even from



visud contact by an enormous black nebula which occluded most of Menx’s night sky.

Fear turned indde Rhane's mind, a cold echo of the black nebula He found himsdf dutching the
pstran so hard that its med bit into his flesh. Even then, he fdt the pdtran’s outline without redl
recognition, as though it were residue of a haf-remembered dream. He fdt his own past unreding from
him like a shiny ribbon, dipping through his knotted fists, leaving him no redity but the present, no future
but madness and Menx.

Abruptly Rhane looked away from the column and the night. The Carifil had warned him that
something like this might happen. A man aone on a planet, beyond reach of familiar things, tended to
immerse himsdf in the dien redity until perspective and identity were lost. Even experienced First and
Second Contact people had that problem. It was one of the reasons Merid had indsted that Rhane
report twice a day.

Rhane laughed slently, humorledy, yet the thought of Merid leached out some of the night's
drangeness. Menx was hizarre, sometimes terifying in its irrationdity, but it was dso a part of the
complex chain of interrelationships known as Concord. Though he was londy, he was not wholly cut off
from his own kind.

Reductantly, Rhane' s fingers loosened their grip on the psitran. He flexed hisright hand unconscioudy,
trying to ease its soreness. When he redized what he was doing, he pedled back his glove. The bruise
looked very black in the moonlight, spreading from his knuckles to hiswridt.

Almos impatiently, Rhane pulled up the glove. He knew if he stopped to look he would find other
bruises on his body, smudged warnings of blood vessds that were too fragile to cope with sudden
changes in pressure. That would pass, unfortunately. Unfortunate, because hemorrhage was a least a
relaively quick death. But mdting sickness was not merciful. Soon the blood vessdls would change again,
becoming stronger as bone became weaker. Then the musdes would begin their dow process of
liquefection and his skin would become legthery, and he would be like that man by the trall, like his half
brother, Cezine. And he would die like Cezine, abandoned and aone.

Rhane yanked his thoughts away from himsdf, curang his loss of control. He had nathing to gain by
dwdling on his truncated future, and the last days of hislife to lose. He must fasten onto what he could do
for Sal in the time that remained to him, and for the Carifil. And perhaps even for Menx, his murderer.

At the very least, his death moments would not bring shame to the en Jacaroens.

The night came dive with phrases of wiri song, a soft chorus of posshilities and excitements and
gredtings. Beggar trilled a mudcd reply, as did Signd. Like brilliant wind-swept leaves, wild wiris
appeared and scattered back into darkness, leaving behind echoes of exquisite harmony.

“It's not much farther,” said Shiya, her voice close in the darkness.

Rhane redlized as Shiya spoke that the reskans had been dimbing for some time, working their way
over theridge of land that divided them from the legendary City of the Gods. Even now, Rhane found it
difficult to believe that he was going to see Shaylmir.

Kahsah's powerful stride devoured the last bit of upthrust land. She stood at the lip of a steep river
valey, drinking the wind with an open mouth. Rhane stared at the dty that hung on the opposite side of
the vdley like a vadt flight of wiris.

Wind moved through the deep valley, bringing with it sounds of music, but Rhane did not hear. He
was caught up in numbing dishelief. He blinked, then blinked again, unable to accept what he was seeing.

“Hertten,” he breathed.

Like awork by a master sculptor, Shaylmir stood in a multidimensonal harmony of color and shape
and sound. Nothing of the city was random, nor was it difling in its balance. Shaylmir’s proportions were
both inevitable and exdting. Ribbons of light accented the city’s daring asymmetry, drawing Rhane's eye
fird to one aspect of Shaylmir's beauty, then to another and another until his gaze returned to its Sarting
point.

“Hertten,” said Rhane again, his voice dmogt harsh in the dillness. “That's Fertten!”

Shiya glanced at him, then looked back at Shaylmir dinging to the steep vdley Sdes in a series of
dazzling assertions. She did not bother to respond, for Rhane' s words were o ridiculous that no reply
was possible.



“Shiya” Rhane leaned over and grabbed her arm roughly. “That dity is Fertten!”

With Rhan€e's touch, his certainly and bewilderment and the firg dirrings of his fear swept through
Shiya

“I'm going mad,” whispered Rhane, his gloved fingers hiting into her flesh. “Mdting sickness and
shazir are separating me from my mind.”

“No,” countered Shiya quickly, “you're as sane as | am. Shaylmir just reminds you of another city.
That'sdl.”

“Thet's. All.” Rhan€'s laugh was ragged. “ Shiya, Shiya, Shiya. Just. Another. City.” Rhane's voice
climbed and broke. When he spoke again, it was with a desperate cam.

“Tad’s Fertten is one of the most aestheticdlly advanced ditiesin the Concord. Fiertten is a city with
ahigory that's more suitably measured in eons than centuries. Fiertten is the culmination of time, so much
time that | can name the years but | can’'t comprehend their passage any more than | can comprehend
shazir. | can only accept both—and wonder which isthe greater imposshility!”

Roughly, Rhane rubbed his hands over hisface. When he looked up again, Fertter/Shaylmir was Hill
there. “I'm insane”

Though Rhan€e's voice was cdm, Shiya trembled, for he was touching her again and the emotions
sheking im were echoed in her.

“Indl the Concord,” Shiya said weakly, “surdy it's possble that two cities resemble each other?’

Rhane s dlent denid exploded through Shiya, but his voice was flat.

“Resamble? Yes, but not to the point of identity. By the Lips of the Nine Gods, that city is
Fiertten!”

“But it can't be,” said Shiyasmply.

“That's how | fdt about shazir,” Rhane shot back, bittersweet satisfaction in his voice. “But shazir is
red and that dity is Fertten.”

“No.”

“Tdl me” snapped Rhane, “where those blue lights converge’—his left hand jabbed toward
Shaylmir—"are the buildings finished with tiny ydlow tiles whose glaze never dulls?”

“Yes” sad Shiya, daring at Rhane rather than the city, dmogt afraid.

“And are the tiles numbered—"

“Ves”

“—one for each year, each child—"

“Ves”

“—named and counted, set in a pattern of heart-stopping beauty that—"

“Yes, yes, yed” Shiya screamed, snatching her hand out of Rhane's grasp and covering her ears with
her pdms.

Shiyd s reaction had an oddly caming effect on Rhane. His mind had not fragmented: Shaylmir was
Fertten. All that remained now was to explain how a dty that was the culmination of uninterrupted ages
of cavilization could also have been created by a race whose history was less than three thousand years
long, ablink intime.

The most logicd explanation was aso the mogt impossble; thaet T'ael had built a replica of sacred
Fertten on the profane earth of Menx.

Absurd. Yet—

“Who built Shaylmir?’ asked Rhane curtly.

“The shayl,” said Shiya, her voice as clipped as his.

“When?’

“l don’t know.”

“Ten years ago?’ he suggested sarcadticdly. “One hundred? A thousand? Two—"

“It' s the oldest thing we know. More than two thousand years.”

“Where did shayl live before Shaylmir?’

Shiya shrugged. “In the Mountains of Light, | suppose.”

“Like the shayl’m? Dragging borsks through one pass after another? Living out of wagons?”



“Ves”

“No other cities were built before—"

“No,” snapped Shiya “I told you. Shaylmir is our firg city. The lowland cities came soon after.”

“From being nomads to—that.” Rhan€'s hand waved across the brilliant face of the city. “From
barbarian to cosmopolitan in one blink. No, Shiya. It's just not possible”

“l am not lying,” said Shiya, spacing her words precisdly.

Shiyd's voice was digant, her face closed. Rhane leaned over to touch her when he answered,
wanting to be sure that she understood more than the surface of his words.

“l know you aren't lying. | aso know that someone mugt have lied to you in the past. There is no
doubt that the T aglns built Shaylmir.”

Shiya sregection of Rhane's words was a lash across his mind. He released her arm, then renewed
the touch in spite of the pain it gave him. Beggar and Signd awoke at once with uneasy whigles.
Reflexivdy, Shiya controlled her emotions so thoroughly that Rhane had to concentrate to sense any
reection from her & dl.

“Like Lor Jastre,” said Shiya coally, “you believe that we Menx aren’t capable of anything beyond
crudeness. But we built Shaylmir.”

Shiyd's am dipped out of Rhane's grasp. Nahst stepped sideways, putting Shiya beyond Rhane's
reach.

“You misunderstood me” said Rhane.

Shiya did not turn to look a Rhane or acknowledge his words in any way. Not for the fird time,
Rhane cursed the chance that had given Menx arace of arrogant, xenophobic T’ aglns as mentors for the
delicate process of Concord. The thought of Lor Jastre' s reaction to Shaylmir was Rhane's only balm. It
was a pity mdting sickness would kill im before he saw Lor Jastre's superiority shatter on the truth of
Shayimir.

There was no doubt in Rhane’'s mind that Menx was an offshoot of T adl, T'ad that sneered at Al
other planets and dl other peoples as inferior. How or why Menx came into being Rhane did not know,
but he was certain that the roots of Menx were firmly buried in T agln history.

Slently, Rhane urged Kahsah forward. For the second timein his life, he approached the sacred city
of Fertten.

X1V

Dawvn came to Shaylmir in a dlent rush of lavender light. The city changed before Rhane's eyes,
transforming itsdf from a brightly painted cosmopolitan to a shy recluse whose creams and golds blushed
a the warm touch of day. Memories of Fertten told him that Kahsah was going toward one of the
resdentid areas of the city. But hi place of Fiertten's hushed orchestras, Shaylmir had a continuous cry of
wiris woven through the sublimina rumble of borsks and wagons on distant caravan streets.

Kahsah ignored the temptations of pools and fountains and khi vines knotted with ripe flowers. She
even ignored the red-furred fish risng among Slver bubbles. The reskan waked dowly, as though
reluctant to reach her degtination. Once she stopped entirdy, turned, and gave Shiya a long, enigmatic
look. Then, dill reluctant, Kahsah turned onto a wide street whose curving wakways were empty of dl
but a few brightly clothed shayl.”

Kahsah stopped before a building that was made of the same pae-green, tranducent stone as the
dhrine on the far Sde of the Ghost Pass. In Fertten the building was used as a retreat for master T'agln
whose lives were dedicated to musc, the highest form of sanity known to T'agl. Rhane did not know
what the building was used for in Shaylmir.

Hight after flight of wiris soared above the lambent green curves of the building, thousands of wiri
voices melded in song. For a moment as Rhane lisened he was a child again, rapt, bdieving that tears
were temporary and laughter inevitable, that dreams became truth as certainly as water did down to the
sea

The moment passed and Rhane remembered where he was, and why.



Wiris scattered like leaves in a cold gust of wind. Song fragmented, then reformed in a minor key,
wan and digtant as stars drowning in the dawn. Kahsan's great head lifted and her tenor lament poured
into the sky. Rhane sensed her seething emations as dearly as his own. He tried to comfort her, but could
not. There was no comfort in the purple dawn spreading like a bruise across the sky.

With a gesture that was becoming reflex, Rhane gently rubbed his right hand. It was dways sore
now, dways worse when he looked &t it, so he no longer looked, merdly touched, and did not notice the
sour taste of dread and fury that had burned in histhroat so long that it was a part of him, spreading like
the bruised dawn.

Kahsah's howl rose unendurably, becoming a scream that echoed Rhan€'s slent, suppressed rage at
the disease consuming his body but leaving his mind free to measure the degradation of encroaching
helplessness. His greatest fear was not that desth would come, but that it would come too dowly.

Invishble reskans joined Kahsah in savage harmony, pursuing her voice in a torrent of sound that
seethed with rebdlion and threatened to explode into tearing violence. Rhane knew that the reskans
harmonic scream should chill him, but he fdt only an exhilaration so fierce thet it shook his body. The
reskans scream held a greater truth than wiris beauty.

Make her stop!

Rhane fdt Shiyd's fingers clamped on his am as panfully as he fdt her demand in his mind. His
answver was a searing, incoherent negative.

You must! demanded Shiya. Stop her before you both go mad!

With Shiya's urgent thought came fragments of memory, bloody glimpses of reskans gone berserk
when ther riders went insane. The chords of rebdlion swelled in a contagion of anarchy that swept
through Rhane, demanding that he, too, throw back his head and scream. He fdt bresth gathering in his
burning throat, demanding release.

At the lagt ingant Rhane redlized what was happening. Kahsah was deeply embedded in his mind,
senang each time he raged slently beyond the reach of even Beggar’'s sengtivity; but no one could
reman slent forever without going insane.

Kahsah was screaming because he could not.

Roughly, Rhane shook off Shiyds hand and concentrated on controlling Kahsah. After a long
sruggle he managed to reach her and himsdf.

Enough, Kahsah. But thank you.

Silence broke like thunder. Kahsah's wide blue-black eyes regarded Rhane for a long, long moment.
She hummed uncertainly. Her teeth closed around the toe of his boot in what he had come to redize was
areskan caress. He leaned forward and scratched her lips.

I’ll try not to drag both of us into madness.

Rhane s thought was baanced between acceptance and a savagery that he was hdpless to entirdy
erase. But the savagery was muted, for he was an en Jacaroen, with an en Jacaroen’s duties yet to do.

When Rhane looked up, five shayl were sanding in an arc in front of Kahsah. Wiris dung to their
shoulders and fluttered Slently overhead.

“Leave the city. Your presence isawind across the cdm surface of our sanity.”

Ddiberatdy, Rhane removed his right glove, reveding a bruise that stretched from his fingertips
hafway up hisarm. He heard Shiya's gasp of denid, and for a terrible ingant Cezine bloomed between
them, mouth open in a soundless scream. Then both the moment and the memory were banished by
Shiyd s control.

“l won't disturb you long, as you can see,” said Rhane.

One of the shayl stepped forward, Saring up a Rhane with eyes as dark as Kahsah's. As the shayl’s
head turned, his polished jade earring burned in the risng sun. The hand that touched Rhane's bruised
flesh was the deep gold of a mure lesf folded againgt winter. The shayl’s touch was as brief as it was
light.

“Ancther dien shayl came to Shaylmir to die of mdting sickness,” murmured the shayl.

“Another? How many have you seen?’ demanded Rhane.

Wiris flared nervoudy, scattering rainbows off their wings. Overhead, Beggar caled in plantive



notes, wanting to return to Rhane now that the reskans were quiet, but senang Rhane's ill-unruly
emations. Rhane held out his hand to Beggar and coaxed the wiri onto his pdm. He stroked Beggar with
acamness that only Kahsah knew was alie

The shayl gestured approvingly as Beggar rubbed its chin on Rhane's thumb, then dimbed to his
shoulder and preened itsdf in obvious contentment. Kahsah watched Rhane with unblinking midnight
eyes, then ddiberatdly looked away.

“How many diens have you seen?’ Rhane asked in aneutra voice.

“Thirty-seven diens crossed the Ghost Pass on borsks.”

“The medica research team,” said Rhane. When the shayl said nothing more, Rhane asked, hoping
where there was no hope, “Where are they now?’

“Dead.”

“All of them?’ asked Rhane, trying to force the savage disgppointment out of hismind and voice.

“All”

Rhane sensed an dmod ferd aertness that did not come from the shayl who had touched him. He
looked at the faces of the shayl in front of him. Each wore a sngle jade earring inscribed with intricate
gold symbols. Their clothes were gmilar in their bulkiness, pants and long deeves padded agang the
cold exhdaions of autumn. When the shayl moved, tiny gold bdls sewn onto the hems of shirts and pants
jingled swestly. Ther faces varied in age and color, but dl shared the expressionlessness that came from
alifetime of carefully calibrated emotions.

“I’'ve come to Shaylmir to gather death moments—my hdf brother’s, and my own.”

“You'retoo late for dl but the last,” said one of the shayl, her voice faintly touched by irony.

Rhane looked dosdy a the woman, wondering if she was the source of the maevolence he had
sensed. She returned his look with eyes that were pale, as ydlow-white as the har braided on her head.
Her sngle earring was dender, indicating that she had less authority then the other four shayl, whose
earrings were large enough to require a thong around the ear to support the heavy jade.

“No,” corrected Rhane softly. “I’'m too early for dl but Cezine”

At the mention of Cezine, a padpable surge of emation swept the shayl’s wiris. There was a
discordant chorus of plaintive chirps, then the shayl clamped down on whatever emaotion had disturbed
them. They turned as one to confront Shiya With a defiant gesture, she jerked off the hood that had
concedled her flaming red-gold hair.

“You are Shiya You were forbidden to return to Shaylmir,” said the shayl who had first spoken to
Rhane.

“Thereis a death debt between Rhane and me. Cezine”

“Repay it some other way,” sad the pale-eyed woman.

Shiya looked at the woman, who seemed more powerful than her dender earring would indicate.
“Rhane is cdled by his Nine Gods,” said Shiya smply. “Even you, Makire, mug stand aside for
thet.”

“Alien gods,” snapped Makire.

“Are they? Or are they merdy a disant manifedation of shazir?’

The woman cdled Makire looked angry, then thoughtful. Shiya smiled with something close to
crudty.

“You can't dways drive the truth out of Shaylmir,” said Shiya. “I’'m hdf dien, and shayl. He is whally
dien, and shayl. Who is to say that his gods are less than yours?” Shiya amiled again. Sgnd keened
uneasily, shifting on tiny gold feet. “Will you drive me out again?’ asked Shiyaflatly.

“No,” sad Makire, pity clear in her voice. “Rhane has seen Shaylmir. Once again you have dragged
adying dien the length of the Jaws. Once again you ask for what can’'t be.”

“Can any shayl be dien to Menx?’

Shiya's question made the woman look away. The woman's blue-eyed wiri sang oftly, trilling
comfort againgt awisp of white hair.

“Could an dien make afemde reskan sng?’ continued Shiya rlentlesdy.

“Femdéd”



All five shayl turned and stared at Kahsah. She yawned, reveding the pale-blue tongue of a mature
femde reskan.

“We weren't told thid” said a shayl who had not yet spoken. As he looked from Rhane to Kahsah, a
shadow of fear moved across hisround face. “To let afema€ srider go mad with meting sickness—!”

Makire' s hand snaked out and grabbed the man’s wrist. Though her grip was hard enough to bruise,
the man's face did not change.

“Thereis no question of our ‘letting’ the dien go mad,” said Makire quitly. “The disease is beyond
our control.”

“Isit?” sad Shiya, her voice fla. “I've heard whispers that mdting sickness strikes only those who
disagree with the House of the Unfolding Silence.”

Rhane stared a Shiya, too dumbfounded to speak. If mdting sickness could be controlled—

“You'redive” said Makire, displeasure clear for an ingant in her flat voice, “and you disagree with
=

“I'm hdf dien. An exile. My opinions don’t maiter in Shaylmir, for dl that my mother is shazir.”

“You were the Lor Jastre's latlik,” said Makire, the very blandness of her voice more inaulting than
any words could have been.

“Yes | was”

Shiya s voice was absolutely neutrd. Rhane touched her hand. He tried to counter the humiligtion she
fdt by reminding her of laughter and sunset lakes and flame-colored hair that curled around his hands.
She lifted hisright hand to her cheek, ignoring the ugly bruise mdting across his flesh.

“The House of Unfolding Silence should learn compassion from you,” Shiya said, her husky voice
carying eesly to the five shayl. “I caused your hdf brother’s death and will cause yours, yet you comfort
me”

The man whose wrig was dill held by Makire moved uneesly. She glanced a him once, then
deliberately released hiswridt.

“Johim,” said Makire, forang the man to look at her, “you forget that deeth is but a pause between
songs. Without pauses, the music of life would be indecipherable. Insane.”

“Fragmented melodies don't please or digtract shazir,” said Johim, his voice correctly neutrd but his
lips thinner than they had been a moment before.

Makire' s answer was a 9mile that passed before she turned to face Shiya again.

“The House of Unfalding Silence welcomes you and the dien shayl cdled Rhane. WE Il make the
time he has left as comfortable as our knowledge dlows.”

The five shayl stood aside as one, reveding a broad wakway that led to the building beyond. A
connected series of pools and fountains murmured mugcd invitations. Wiris wheded and darted, chasng
bubbles with quick rainbow wingbests. The water was clear and hot, sending siver streamers of warmth
into the brightening sky.

The thought of being able to soak his bruised body in the pool dmaost made Rhane weak. Suddenly
he was aware of every ache, every gnawing pain he had closed out of his mind during the long ride to
Shaylmir. With a sgh, he began to dismount.

Kahsah moved sharply, catching Rhane's weight as though he had been fdling. The result was as
though he had not moved to dismount at dl.

What's wrong. Kahsah? asked Rhane.

Kahsah turned and looked a him. With ddicate care, she caught the toe of his boot in her teeth.
Rhane scratched her lips, then went to dismount again. Kahsah sidestepped quickly, keeping Rhan€'s
weight centered on her muscular back. Rhane probed her mind with dl the skill he had, but found no
sense of mdice or play. Mydtified, Rhane looked toward Shiya

“Kahsah,” said Shiya, her voice coaxing rather than commanding.

The big reskan ignored Shiya When Rhane tried to dismount again, Kahsah again outmaneuvered
him. Shiya looked from the stubborn reskan to the five shayl. Though their faces showed nothing, Rhane
sensed thair dismay.

“I'mafrad | can't accept your generous offer,” said Rhane dryly. “Kahsah has become addicted to



my mugc.”

Thewiris surrounding the shayl let out a dissonant chorus and whirled around the shayl. Sgnd cried
out sharply and would have fled, but Shiya's quick touch camed her wiri.

“He doesn’'t know what he said.” Shiya looked from Rhane to the five shayl, who waited with a ferd
dertness that was not confined to just one of them. “He doesn’t know,” Shiya repeated firmly.

Makire gestured curt agreement. “1 don’t sense shazir about him.”

“We didn’t sense it with the dien woman, ether, and she—’

Johim’s words stopped at Makire' s swift touch. Rhane turned toward Shiyain exasperation.

“I'msick,” he sad grimly. “I'm very tired. I’d give one of the Nine Gods Last Words for a chance
to soak in a hot pool, and Kahsah won't let me get off because | haven't played my flute for her today.
Now you're acting as though I" ve broken some enormous tabu. What is happening?”

Shiya tried to amile, but it was not successful. “Shayl who are becoming shezir ...” she began, then
her throat closed into slence. She swallowed. “H’ shazir' s reskans become a ... part ... of them. With the
mae reskans, it's dangerous if you're close by, but mad reskans aren’t hard to avoid. They lose their
camouflage reflex. With the femaes’—Shiyartried again to amile and again could not—"with the femaes
it's different. They control the maes”

Rhane tried to make sense out of Shiya's words, but his mind kept being distracted by the mig risng
seductively off hot water. He scratched Kahsah's lips absently and tried to focus on what Shiya was
sying.

“Do you undergtand?’ Shiya asked.

“No.” Rhane heard the abruptness of his voice and sighed slently. “I'm afrad there are many Menx
nuances thet | don’t understand.”

“Femde reskans rardly accept riders,” said Shiya petiently.

“Yes. You told me that.”

“Femde reskans are leaders” continued Shiya, her voice neutrd yet somehow compdling his
atention. “They dominae the maes and the haf-growns with their minds. Only the mades too old to
breed are able to deny afemde. Domination rather than cooperation is the femde reskan’s natura state.”

Rhane waited, rubbing Kahsah's dark lips where they rested on the toe of his boot.

“Hedill does't understand,” said Makire.

Wiris fluttered and sang digointedly before sdttling back onto the shoulders of their shayl. They dung
haphazardly, ready to fly at the least current of emation.

“On Menx, the femde reskan rules,” continued Shiya “If she howls, the maes howl. If she hungers,
the maes hunger. If she goes insane, every mde within reach of her mind goes insane. Now do you
understand?’

Shiyd's hand dosng around his wrig told Rhane more than her words. Fear coursed through him,
her fear, fear that if they believed he was h'shazir he would be killed before he could take Kahsah with
him into insanity.

Serat. The word was repeated in Rhane' s mind again and again in a drumroll of fear. Serat is when
we kill one in order to save many.

Rhane covered his confuson and sudden fear with an elaborate shrug.

“I'm tired, not h'shazir. And Kahsah merdly wants to hear me play my flute. Is that such a terrible
thing?’

Without appearing to, Rhane examined each shayl face for Sgns that someone saw beyond his casud
exterior. Other than a very careful scrutiny of Beggar, the shayl showed no unusud interest in Rhane.
Quietly, desperately, Rhane reached into Kahsah's mind to reason with her. So complete was Rhane's
control that Beggar crooned softly to itsdlf, not suspecting the urgent communication that was taking
place beneeth its golden feet. After along slence, Kahsah released Rhan€'s boot and crouched to make
hisdismount easier. The shayl began taking among themsaves once more. Makire gestured peremptorily
toward Shiya and Rhane. With a dumsiness that seemed to increase with every step, Rhane followed
Shiya down the inviting walkway.

The wind gusted, hiding Rhane in a swirl of steam from the pools. Kahsah's desolate tenor cry



soared above the placid water sounds and made the skin on Rhane's arms dir. From every direction,
reskans mourned in unison. Mdancholy wrapped around Rhane like a shroud, tangling his feet. He
sumbled, then turned back toward Kahsah.

Shiyatook Rhane' s am as though to support him. Ingantly her fear poured into him.

No! If you go back, they'll claim serat right on you.

But Kahsah—

Kahsah is fine! Shiya pulled on Rhan€'s am. She's free to hunt and play in the fountains of
Shaylmir. She can do whatever she likes here.

Except stay with me.

Kahsah's howl thinned to a keen that wove in and out of the writhing migt. The other reskans fdl
slent, leaving Kahsah's cry to haunt the morning without even the hesitant companionship of an echo.

Please, thought Shiya desperately, come insde. They' re watching us. She smiled and sad in a
clear, carrying voice, “Lean on me, Rhane. You're too tired to wak aone”

Rhane amiled in return—"Thank you"—but his thoughts were like ice. If they're so eager for an
excuse to kill me, maybe | should take Kahsah's advice and stay outside.

Incoherent despair flowed from Shiyato Rhane. But the only way to the Fountains of Madness is
through the goodwill of this House.

You got there without it.

| wasn't a shayl dying of melting sickness.

Shiyd's sharp rgjoinder deflated Rhane, reminding him of the vast weariness he had been holding at
bay. Stumbling dightly, he turned to face the luminous House of Unfolding Silence. Sowly he walked
past fountains murmuring of liquid pleasures and fluid warmth. He discovered he was graieful for Shiya's
support, but kept his gratitude hidden deep in his mind dong with the fear he fdt a his own ebbing
drength.

Seventeen gates svung wide on oiled pivots as the shayl approached. The gates were green,
tranducent, carved with sweeping symbols that €luded trandation. The scent of late-blooming khi curled
out in slent welcome through the open gates.

Rhane sumbled between the pillars of the nearest gate, drawn by the promise of a tal, khi-draped
fountain. The scent of khi swirled invigbly around him, drowning him. With a long exhdation, he sank to
the stone at the base of a fountain, his face bathed by drifts of warm spray.

The gates closed slently behind him.

XV

Rhane saw Lor Jastre’'s hand as though through clean, swift water, wavering in and out of
clarity. The T aeln’s long fingers held a tiny jeweled bottle over the lips of a deeping boy. Sowly,
inevitably, the bottle tipped forward. Sticky fluid dripped down, blue, so blue, drop by drop falling
onto the boy' s lips.

Screaming soundlessly, helplesdy, Rhane lunged for the bottle but was batted aside by a huge
yellow ring, as yellow as a T'aeln master’s eyes. Lor Jastre had known he was watching, he had
always known, always been prepared, plans laid, decisions made, Cezine dying, melting ...

Why?

The fingers flowed into a smile, pity clear in each curve of lip, scorn in each hidden tooth.
T aeln mentor smiling, and latliks dancing in grotesgque ingratiation.

Writhing, screaming without sound, Rhane flung himself at the smile. It vanished, but laughter
remained, laughter and a body melting, Cezine melting, hideous, pleading for death but no shazr
heard, none bent down in sweet annihilation. Soundlessly Rhane screamed for Cezine's health or
his death. No one heard. Cezne dissolved. Alone.

Death moments lost.

As his own death moments would be lost and Sol—3ol would disintegrate into chaos,
devastated by a T'aeln mentor’s smile,



The hand returned. The bottle tipped. Sticky fluid dripped onto hislips. His. Not Cezine's. Hid

Rhane hurtled into consciousness. His druggles knocked aside Shiyd's hand, and sent a beautifully
carved bottle flying into the water tapestry a the far sde of the room.

“At leadt,” sad Shiya, “your strength is coming back. Be dill while | get more medicine”

Rhane grabbed Shiya's wrigt. Even hdf ddirious, he could see that the bruise on his right hand had
ghrunk to less than hdlf its former sze.

“Cure?’ he asked, his voice hoarse with urgency and lack of use.

“No.” Shiya's response was swift and uncompromising. “But it will hep you through the bruisng
stage. You'll be strong enough to go to the Fountains of Madness.”

Shiya pressed his hand very lightly and went through the water tapestry to another room. She
returned with another bottle. The aftermath of the dream made Rhane want to cringe away. He was
unreasonably relieved to see that the medicine was the same reddish copper as her eyes. He drank it
quickly.

“Your dreams,” began Shiya, then paused when Rhane shuddered.

“My own,” he said thickly. “They’ ve been my own dreams, not shazir.”

“I know.” Shiyatook adow breath. “But why, then, do you fight what your mind istdling you?’

Shiya handed Rhane a glass that seemed to be wrapped in green light. He sniffed, then drank the
cool water.

“My dreams,” said Rhane, turning the glass in his fingers broodingly, “are only tdling me that I'm
afrad of mdting sickness. | dready know that.”

“Lor Jestre—"

Rhane looked up sharply.

“Yes” sad Shiya, answvering the unspoken question in Rhane€'s narrowed yelow eyes, “I touched
your dreams. Sharing fear isthe least | could do for you.”

Rhane set aside the glass and waited for Shiyato continue.

“Lor Jestre,” she sad again. “You see him as Cezine s murderer. Why?’

“Do 17" sad Rhane, sartled. He tried to remember his dream, but his conscious mind shied away
from returning to the helplessness and terror he had so recently escaped.

“It was Lor Jastre’ s hand you saw pouring blue liquid onto Cezine' s lips. The ring he wore—"

“No!” Sickness and fear twisted through Rhane. “No,” he said again, but even as he did he knew
thet his dream was born of truth rather than darkness, a truth he did not want to confront. “No ...”

Shiya waited, her copper eyes searching, dert. She carefully hed her hands away from Rhane, as
though she knew that he mugt meet his own truths aone.

“Lor Jestre,” said Rhane, then stopped. His rage unfolded dowly, as dark and terrible as his dream.
“Lor Jastre murdered Cezine”

In the distance wiris caled as sweetly as crysd chimes, but Rhane did not lien. He was consumed
by the voice of his own rage, increesng with each heartbesat, each redization. Shiya waited, making no
sound, her face reflecting his rage and her own fear. She reached out, dmost touching his gaunt cheek.

“Tdl me” Shiya said gently, her voice so beguiling that Sgnd sang in soft counterpart againgt her
neck.

Beggar flew through one of the high wiri windows that made intriguing patterns of light throughout the
House. The wir sang ddighted notes of gredting and nestled againg Rhane's beard. Beggar's song
became an uncertain tremolo asit sensed just a fragment of the turmoil Rhane felt. The wiri lifted its tiny
hand-paw to Rhane' s cheek and whistled questioningly.

With an immense, dmost unconscious effort, Rhane curbed his emaotions and murmured socthingly to
Beggar. The wiri’s whigle did up and down the octaves of ddight.

Shiyasighed. “If Beggar accepts you, you' re sane. Tdl me what you saw in your dream.”

Shiya leaned toward Rhane, as lovely as areskan’s song, and as dluring. His hand touched her fiery
hair, and he wished that ether the past was different or the present. Then he sighed, knowing that there
was no escape from the future that had been born eight years ago.

“Tel me” murmured Shiya



Rhane s fingertips did down Shiya's unbound braids.

“Yes” hesad, “I'll tdl you everything but why. Because | don’t know. Why.”

Rhane wanted Shiya to know everything that he felt, every hope, every suspicion, every fear and
evey certainty. He took her hand between his. The warmth and strength of her fingers told him how cool
his own flesh was, and how dack. He ignored the Sgns of his illness as he had ignored so many
unplessant thingsin the past.

“Cezine died in the firg lowland outbreak of mdting sickness,” Rhane said. “It was the fird, wasn't
it?’

“Yes” sad Shiya, her throat tight. “Yes, it was the firgt.”

“Yet Lor Jastre already knew that mdting sickness spread down from the Jaws rather than up from
the Access as the Concord first assumed. Am | right? Did Lor Jestre say eight years ago that mdlting
sckness came from the Jaws?’

“Yes”

“Did anyone dse a the camp fdl ill when Cezine did?’

“l don’t remember. They dl fled when Cezine—when they saw him change.”

“Yes, yes” Rhane sad impatiently. “But did anyone ese in the camp get mdting sckness at that
time?’

“No,” Shiyasad, “not until later. And then they died like grass bending in a great wind.”

“Cezinefdl Sck a the same time the first outbreak occurred in the Jaws?’

“Yes” Shiyasad after along pause. “We didn't bring sickness. People were dready dying when we
entered the Jaws.”

“Then sckness came to Cezine and to the Jaws at about the same time?’

“Yes”

“Even though the Mountains of Light were between them.”

“Yes...” Shiyasvoice faded into puzzlement. “I never thought of it that way before. And there was
no epidemic in the lowlands until later.”

“You were too young to think coherently. He counted on that when he fed Cezine blue desth. What
followed was a nightmare no sane person would want to remember, much less dwel on in a search of
incongruous facts.”

“But | survived. | wasn't even redly sick. Just afever. And | bled easily.”

The memories came in fragments, each sharper than the last.

“You were given life” said Rhaneflaly. “Immunity.”

Shiyd s eyes were dazed. “But why?’

Rhane laughed humorlesdy. “He wanted you.” The hitterness in Rhan€'s voice increased.
“Apparently | have more in common with my unde than ydlow eyes”

The water tapestry at the far end of the room shimmered, stopped flowing, then trickled to life again
behind the figure of atdl, thin man.

“Yes” sad Lor Jastre sadly, stepping into the pattern of light thrown by wiri windows, “we have
more in common than ether of us wants to admit.”

Lor Jastre gave Shiyaa sngle, oblique glance, then crouched on his hedls next to Rhane's palet. He
measured Rhane with ydlow eyes that missed nothing.

“Your right hand,” said Lor Jastre, holding out his own.

Rhane obeyed, the reflex of alifelime s obedience to Courtesy.

“Too late” dghed Lor Jastre, stroking Rhane's bruised flesh with surprising gentleness. “I’'m sorry,
Rhane. Thistime | can’t save you.”

Though Lor Jastre had little or no ps aility, his touch permitted Rhane unexpected access into the
T aeln’s mind—as once, years ago, Shiya had found the unpleasant truth of lalik in Lor Jastre's touch.
The truths that Rhane found were not comforting: Lor Jastre’' s unhappiness was both sincere and deep;
Lor Jastre had killed Cezine with neither grief nor guilt.

Rhane jerked his hand away. Beggar exploded from his shoulder with piercing shrieks. Shiya
retreated into the twisting Siver shadows of the water tapestry while Sgnd joined Beggar's screams. The



wiris landed on a high window ledge, where ther restless movements sparked rainbows that flashed and
multiplied as severd flights of wiris darted through the open windows.

“They're attracted by emotion,” Lor Jastre said, admiring the graceful wiris.

“You murdered Cezine”

Lor Jastre looked at Rhane with unblinking citrine eyes. “He was too interested in wiris. Like your
father.”

“My father—" began Rhane.

Lor Jastre continued talking, oblivious to everything but a moment eght years ago. “I stood on the
diff and listened to your father talk about wiris. He knew. Too much. Even his ydlow eyes couldn’'t save
him”

“You killed my father.”

“Of course”

Lor Jastre's voice was faintly surprised, as though he assumed that Rhane had dways known. Lor
Jastre stood up in a sngle controlled mation that reminded Rhane of how quick the T"aeln could be, how
deedly.

“Why?" whispered Rhane. Then, dmost shouting, “Why?’

Lor Jastre stood with his back to Rhane, looking up at the seething wiris. The T aeln continued
gpeaking as though he had not heard Rhan€' s furious demand.

“| gathered his drinking cup, his touchstone and his last words and placed them in the en Jacaroen
ghrine. For you, Rhane” Lor Jastre turned, graceful, lithe, deadly. “For you. | would have brought even
the boy’s cup, his sparkling necklace, his childish words to Siol’s shrine, but she took him to the
Fountains of Madness, and even the Lor Jastre can't go there”

The T'adln’s face changed subtly. “I did what | could to save you, my yellow-eyed laizak,” said Lor
Jastre softly. “1 did more than | should have. | risked—"

Lor Jastre’ s eegant hand moved in a chopping mation. The ydlow ring stone glittered with a restless
fire that echoed wiri wings. His voice hardened with disgppointment and a contempt that encompassed
himsdf and Rhane.

“You don't underdand,” said the T'aeln in a dry voice. “I can see that. | should have expected no
more from a latizak, no matter the color of its eyes”

Rhane wanted to speak but could not. Wiris sang in sad chorus, each soft phrase wove delicately
among the liquid sighs of water fdling, pae slver ribbons and song joined into a meancholy tapestry
dinting with sudden sparks of fear.

“They know, don’t they? murmured Lor Jastre. He turned and watched Rhane with clear ydlow
eyes that Rhane did not want to mest, yet could not evade. “There is this to hold as you die. You have
Seen two Ferttens”

“Thet in't enough,” said Rhane.

“It's more than most get.” Lor Jastre amiled tiredly, softening the lines of his handsome face. “And I'll
take your desth moments to Sial, though only your Nine Gods know how I'll explain my presence in the
Jaws. Is that enough for you, latzek?’

Lor Jastre’ s voice caressed the last word, making it an endearment rather than an insult.

“You murdered my father and my brother,” Rhane said, spacing each word. “I want nothing from
you. | would kill you if I could.”

“And Sol? What of your planet? Will you let your laizak genes doom your world to chaos?’

Rage and necessty battled in Rhane, cregting an emotional backlash that made the wiris cry
discordantly. Lor Jastre looked at the wiris, then back a Rhane, whose angular face showed nothing of
the emations tearing a him.

“My death moments aren’t enough,” said Rhane evenly. “Sial must have Cezing s too.”

“Thet can be arranged.”

Lor Jastre's voice was both cynicd and weary. It took Rhane a moment to understand what the
T aeln was redly saying.

“Lies? Would you place lies in the en Jacaroen shrine?” Rhane struggled up, hdf Stting, supporting



himsdf on his elbow. “Is that what you did for my father? Lies?’

Lor Jastre' s face changed. “No. What | sad was true, as far asit went. He fdl—"

“He was pushed.”

Lor Jastre’ s lips twisted but his voice remained even. “—and hisfal triggered a rock dide. | dimbed
down to him. It was too late. His eyes” whispered Lor Jastre, “ydlow eyes. He asked the question we
dl ask of desth. Why. He died.”

The dry redling of his father's death had the effect of cdming Rhane. He had seen the shring's
recorded smulaion of Lor Jastre tdling the same story so many times that the words had taken on the
soothing aspects of alitany.

“That, a least,” said Rhane, lying back again, “istruth.”

“I will do as much for you,” said Lor Jastre, his voice ghifting with curious emotion. “Your words,
your cup ... and what €lse? What possession do you prize?’

Light-headedness shivered through Rhane, the fird effects of the medicine Shiya had given him.
Strength would come, but only later. Now he was weak, amure lesf turning in the wind.

“Theledf,” sghed Rhane.

“What?' asked Lor Jastre, leening close to hear.

Shiya came forward soundlessly. The shape of the shazir lesf was hard againg the flexible fabric of
Rhane's aurvivd auit. She pulled out the lesf and put it on his pam. The ledf lay there like a tiny ydlow
pool, reflecting serenity and the endless passage of time.

The T'adln’s narrow hand moved over Rhane's Lor Jastre held the leaf againgt the light pouring
down from wiri windows.

“Shazir,” breathed Lor Jastre. “Music condensed into substance and color. Exquiste. A sane object
for an en Jacaroen whoisdso T'adn.” Lor Jastre looked at Rhane with an emotion &kin to pride. “Very
sane”

It was the highest praise a T'aeln could give or receive. Rhane ligened to it as though from an
immense distance, echoing and reechoing. The warmth of the lesf returning to his pdm was dmost
shocking againg the chill of his own flesh.

“I'll leave it with you,” said Rhane. “And my cup.” Rhane's fingers fumbled a his bet, then closed
with increesing certainty around the cup. Strength was coming back to him, a warmth like dawn. “Take
them.” At Lor Jastre’ s look of surprise, Rhane added, “I trust you that much, at least. Uncle”

Lor Jastre amiled oddly. “The cup and leaf can wait,” he said, putting both in Rhane€'s hand and
folding Rhan€e' s fingers over them, “until you die”

Rhane s laugh was oft, genuine. “Take them now. As you said, even the Lor Jastre can't go to the
Fountains of Madness.”

“No.” Lor Jastre' s voice was 0ft, yet could be heard dearly among the muted harmonies of restive
wiris “No. | mugt be able to take your words to Sol, to stand in your deathplace. No less would be
accepted for the last en Jacaroen.”

“What does Sidlan ritud matter to a T'aedln master?” said Rhane bluntly.

“You wouldn't understand,” said Lor Jastre, his eyes nearly opague.

“In spite of my yellow-eyed sanity?’

“There are dready two planets a risk,” sad Lor Jastre softly, leening closer to Rhane with each
word. “Will you ings on meking it three?”

The ramifications of Lor Jastre’ s words brought rage rather than understanding to Rhane.

“I'll die where | please—where | please—not where a ydlow-eyed zarfsucker wants me to.”

Although Rhane did not raise his voice, wiris whistled piercingly and whirled into rainbow flight. Lor
Jastre did not even spare a glance for their bright distress.

“l had hoped,” said the T"agln, bending down even farther, voice gentle, “that you would be as much
T ad as Sol. But perhapsit is better thisway. Quick. Clean.”

Lor Jastre's hand blurred with the speed of his attack, but Shiya was faster. Her hed thudded into
Lor Jastre' s shoulder, knocking him off his feet. Even as Rhane redized that Lor Jastre had meant to kill
him, the moment was past.



“That's twice you've caught me by surprise” Lor Jastre said, ralling to his feet swiftly. “It won't
happen athird time”

The T"adln came forward, crouching dightly, long ams ready to strike, hands ready to kill. Shiya
moved to meet him, displaying the same deadly grace as Lor Jastre.

Rhane pulled asde the heavy degping robe and crawled toward Lor Jastre. Overhead, wiris
screamed continuoudy, rilly. A tenor howl overrode the wiris. Kahsah. Other reskans screamed,
bloodlust quivering in each note, reflecting and reinforcing Rhane's rage.

Shayl rushed into the room, twelve moving as one benegth clouds of wiris. The shayl stood suddenly,
fingers or shoulders touching. Rhane fdt as though a great hand were dosng around his mind, squeezing
until emotions were forced back insde. Nothing but passvity was possible.

Slence came like thunder.

Rhane looked up. The caling of the room was dive with wiris and more wiris, a seething blanket of
gold bodies. It was s0 quiet he could hear the tiny scrgping of claws and wings as wiris jostled to make
room for other wirisdill pouring in through the high windows.

The lack of sound was oppressive, emotion compressed into slence, waiting to explode. Pain
danced like lightning behind Rhane's eyes, but he turned his head toward Shiya in spite of it. The tight
lines of her face told him that she, too, was in the agonizing grip of sllence.

Lor Jastre looked no different. He was standing very 4ill, his eyes measuring. Ten shayl |€ft the room,
and with them mogt of the wiris. As Rhane watched, he redlized that dl the tenson had oozed out of Lor
Jastre. There would be no further attack. Sowly, Rhane stood up, bracing himsdf on widespread legs.

The two remaning shayl stepped forward, fingers linked with each other. Rhane looked at their
faces, then quickly away. Ther eyes recdled the shrine child, innocent and somehow frightening, unused
to focusing in the present.

“| declare serat right on that man,” said Shiya in a strained voice. Her hand, pointing toward Lor
Jastre, trembled as though it were supporting a greet weight.

The closer of the two shayl turned and focused dowly on the present—Shiya. Rhane stared, but saw
no earring ginting in the shadow of the shayl’s unbound black hair. Then he looked at the shayl’s eyes
again and redlized that no materid sgn of power was needed.

“Youare ... 7 Theman's voice was dry, unused, very soft.

“Niyasavl Shiyada Fmolt,” said Shiyaformally.

“Abh ...” The man's dgh was like an echo of the tendon seeping out of the room. “Niyasa's
daughter, child of the dien Fmolt. Like her, you are a fire burning. Like him, you are distance and ice.
Shiya. | am Gire. And this'—he gestured toward the woman beside him—"is Tyma.”

Gire 9ghed again and turned his face toward Rhane. The dark eyes changed indefinably. He looked
a Rhane as the ghrine child had once looked at him.

“Shazir,” whispered Rhane, speaking doud without redizing it.

Gire sinterest sharpened panfully. Rhane retreated behind his mentd shidds, shutting down his mind
with afindity that had become reflex. The shayl seemed to sway toward Rhane. Once again Rhane was
the focus of a potent mind's searing interest. Pain came, burning, radiating through his shields, but this
was no child who only needed comforting. This was Gire, mature, dien.

Desperately, Rhane evaded the hest, thinking of bottomless lakes, icy heights, cold seas, erecting
imagay like wdls around the searing intent of the shayl.

“Shayl,” murmured Gire. “But different.”

The heat became a soothing coolness.

“Undoubtedly,” agreed Tyma s voice, very near to Rhane. “Alien.”

Rhane opened his eyes and saw the two shayl sanding so close to him that ther breath was a
warmth across his cheek. Thar eyes were clear, dark, full of curiosity. Human.

“You are ...7" Gir€ s voice was dryly gpproving, encouraging.

“Rhane en Jacaroen.”

Gire's eyesflicked toward Lor Jastre. The T'aeln made a dight gesture.

“S0 ... Lor Sostra’s son returns to Menx,” murmured the woman.



The man and woman looked again a Lor Jastre. “The father wasn't T'agln or Menx?’
“No,” sad Lor Jastre, hisvoice tight. “He was a Concord ditizen who died on Menx.”

They looked back at Rhane, dismissng the RA Jacaroen with a sngle soft syllable. Anger curled out
from Rhane's control.

“I'm dso the hdlf brother of Cezine”

“Cezine” Gire and Tymaturned as one on Shiya. “You are that Shiya Why have you come to rend
our harmonies with your impossible discordant demands? Weren't you told never to return to Shaylmir?’

“Ves”

Though they waited, Shiya said nothing more.

“And?’ prompted Girein hisdry voice.

“l owed a death debt to Rhane. His Nine Gods require that he stand where Cezine died while | give
hismind Cezine' s last moments. Cezine died among the Fountains of Madness.”

“His gods?’ said Tyma, glancing obliquely at Lor Jastre. “Do diens have shazir?’

“No.” Lor Jastre' s voice was uncompromising. “Their gods are no more than elaborate lies”

Rhane sensed that an important point had been scored in a game he did not understand, yet must
win.

“I'm shayl,” said Rhane quickly. “Who isto say whether or not my gods are less than your shezir?’

“Indeed,” Gire faced Lor Jasire with a hdf amile on his dark, seamed face. There was a hint of
chdlenge in the shayl’s voice. “You said the Concord knows nothing of shayl or shazir, that Concord
dtizens are nothing more than flatlanders expanded across the sky.”

“Rhaneishdf T'adn,” muttered Lor Jastre, each word strained. “That' swhy he's shayl.”

Rhane looked between the T’ aeln and the two shayl, senang currents of longstanding discord but not
certain what their source was. Nor did he know why being half T"agln was connected to being shay!.

“So ...” The woman's Sgh was a reluctant acceptance of Lor Jastre's point. “We're dill done in a
flatland universe, struggling with highland gods.”

“No.” Shiya faced ther eyes with an unflinching strength that Rhane envied. “There are Concord
shayl whose parents aren’'t Menx—or T  adln, if that matters.”

“Matters?” Lor Jastre's laugh was chilling. “You're such a child, Shiya You can't see the truth
though it looms larger than the Mountains of Light. As for dien shayl”—Lor Jastre made a contemptuous
gesture—"that’ s just more Concord myth.”

The woman looked between Lor Jastre and Shiya “Those dien shayl you spoke of,” she sad,
ignaring Lor Jastre as she focused on Shiya, “was one of ther parents T'aeln?’

“l don’'t know,” said Shiya, obvioudy surprised by the question. “Why?’

“If there are dien shayl—which | doubt—" said Lor Jastre coally, “ther genes are partly T'agln, and
thus nothing new.”

“No.” Rhane's voice was harsh againg the harmonies of the remaining wiris. “There are Caifil who
are shayl and whose genes have never been within light-centuries of ether T'ad or Menx.” Gire and
Tyma looked mydtified, said nothing. “Don’'t you understand?’ demanded Rhane, exasperated with
Menx insularity. “T adl, like Menx, is xenophobic. There are no more T agln genes scattered around the
Concord than there are Menx genes.”

Neither Gire nor Tyma spoke. It was as though they had not heard.

“Don’t you know anything about T'ael?’ asked Rhane.

Tymasmiled dightly. “More than you, young shayl.”

“Then you know that T'ael has what amounts to an absolute tabu againg having children by diens.
Such achild is considered proof of insanity, and there is no greater T'agln crime then insanity.”

“Nor more frequent,” muttered Gire. “But then, Menx aren’'t exactly diens, are they?’

Gire glanced obliqudly at Lor Jastre, who showed an ingtant of fury before his self-control returned.

“You agreed that slence was necessary, Gire” said Lor Jastre coldly. “It is the only oath a shayl
makes. Or do you consder yoursdlf wiser than your ancestors, wiser even then the firg shezir?’

Gire waited a long moment before answering. “I’'m only one shayl,” he sighed. “And | agreed, long



ago. Butif you'vellied ...”

“Nothing,” Lor Jastre replied harshly, “can change the basic truth of Menx. Nothing. Not even a
T adn magter’slies If I've lied. Think about thet very carefully, Gire”

Gire turned to the woman next to him. “Tyma?’ he asked oftly.

Tyma hestated, then gestured rductant capitulation. “Lor Jastre is rude, but right. Nothing can
change the redity of Menx except shazir. Yet"—she turned dmost esgerly to Rhane—"are there truly
dien shayl?’

“Yes” Rhan€ s voice was fla, certain.

Lor Jastre made a sound of disgudt. “He's chizak, in spite of hisydlow eyes. He believes that smoke
isfire. I’'ve never met a Concord shayl in my Sx maturities as a citizen.”

“You've rardy left T'ael or Menx,” said Rhane coadlly. “And how would you know when you had
met one? You aren’t shayl yoursdf.”

“By their wiris” said Gire, giving Rhane a disappointed |ook.

“Only Menx has wiris”

“Only Menx?’ Both shayl shivered, swayed away, as though repulsed. “How do you keep yoursdf
under control? And your shazir—do they roam free, making and unmaking each moment?’

“It's different off Menx,” said Rhane quickly, redizing as he spoke that his words left too much
unsad. “Our shayl train themsdves or are trained by others.”

Gire and Tyma traded a look that sad more cdealy than words that they did not—could
not—believe Rhane's words.

“Alien shayl are myths” Lor Jastre said. “Myths”

“No,” sad Rhane quickly. “Ask your tribes. Ask Makirel”

“Makire?” Gire said, so sharply that uneasiness ran in currents of discord through the wiris. Gire
blinked and his voice became smooth again. “What does Makire have to do with this?’

Lor Jastre met Gire' s black eyes and said nothing.

“When she saw Rhang” said Shiya, “Makire said, ‘ Another dien shayl come to diein the Jaws.’”

“Ancther?’ asked Gire and Tyma together.

“There were at least three, perhaps more,” Rhane replied quickly.

Tymalooked from Lor Jastre to Rhane and then to Shiya. The old shayl’s glance swept back to Lor
Jastre. “Tdl me about Makire and dien shayl.”

Lor Jastre dmogt amiled. “There aren’t any dien shayl.”

Tyma made a sound between a hiss and a ggh. “An amhitious Makire and a rductant Lor Jastre.
And you,” she said, turning suddenly on Shiya, “what’s driving you to serat?’

“Lor Jestre,” sad Shiya “Lor Jastre stands between me and a death debt. And he caused a h' shazir
to be murdered, with no one to catch her soul.”

Gire turned on Lor Jastre with a swiftness that made wiris cry. “Did you?’

“The closer Rhane got to the Jaws of Menx, the more he learned about wiris. Like his father and hdlf
brother, he was discovering too much. If the death of a mongrd child would make him turn back, it was a
grdl price”

“Wiris” 9ghed Gire.

“Yes” sad Lor Jastre.

XVI

In the long dlence tha followed, Rhane redized that he was holding his breath. Sowly, softly, he
released it, yet dill no one spoke. Beggar rubbed its head dong Rhane s shinin a quiet bid for affection.

Rhane plucked Beggar off his shoulder and set the wiri on his pdm. Beggar' s whisle was so soft that
only Rhane could heer its beauty. The wiri nibbled on Rhane's thumb and looked at him out of huge
violet eyes.

The room was as quiet as though no one had ever spoken, or ever would.

What connection is there between wiris and the murder of my father and half brother?



The unspoken question glanced off Beggar. The wiri’s awareness was too dusve for contact unless
Beggar initiated it. As though sendang Rhane' s disgppointment, Beggar hummed a minor-key melodly.

You come and go, no more noticed than my pulse. A part of me. You sense moods ... and
manipulate them. Yes. You.’

Beggar showed its ddight at Rhane' s undiluted attention by Snging joyoudy, yet very softly. The wiri
quivered with pleasure, when Rhane amiled.

You teach emotional control more thoroughly than any Carifil, and more quickly, continued
Rhane, liding the characteristics that he consdered most outstanding in wiris, trying to figure out what
secret the wiris had that was worth being abandoned by the Concord in order to keep. Certainly it could
nat be the animds mentd abilities Only aps or ashayl would know that such abilities even existed; yet
hisfather had discovered the wiris secret, and his father was neither ps nor shayl.

What did my father discover? asked Rhane.

Beggar blinked. 1t whistled a pure note, but that did not answer Rhane's question. He fdt Shiya's
fingerslightly touch his cheek. Ingantly, she knew his surface thoughts. Her own thoughts poured into him
in return.

Those weren't the kinds of questions your father asked. Don’'t you remember? He would sit by
the fire, listening to distant wiris, and it was always the same: Why this animal in this place?

Every planetary ecologist asks that question, responded Rhane with exasperation. That's what
they’re taught to do.

Your father found the answer.

And died for it.

Beggar’' s mdancholy whistle brought back Rhan€e s atention to the present. He looked up suddenly,
redizing that he was the focus of shayl and T'agln interest.

“Whet did it tdl you?" asked Lor Jastre.

“Nothing worth being murdered for.”

Rhane' s words were harsh agang Beggar’s smooth whistle. The wiri’s wings flared. It keened to
itsdf in the beginning of distress. Rhane soothed Beggar as automdically as he suppressed the expresson
of hisemotions.

“What,” said Rhane, ruffling the wiri with a teasing fingertip, “is there about wiris that is worth
murdering for to keep secret?’

Silence was Rhane' s only answer. The wiris on their perches were 4ill, no rainbow flash of color to
mark their life

“BEven if you tdl me” said Rhane, tickling Beggar, “you won't have to murder me” He hdd out his
bruised right hand. “Remember? I’'m dready dead.”

Beggar sang glissandos of pleasure, tesimony to the thoroughness of Rhane's sdf-control. Before
ether shayl could speak to Rhane, Lor Jastre moved forward one quick step.

“No, latzek. Not even a dead manistold that secret.”

“Why?" said Rhane reasonably. “It can’'t do any harm *

Lor Jastre' s handsome face was drawn tight. He began to speak, then made a cutting gesture and
sad nothing at dl.

“Why?" perdgsted Rhane.

“Why does a dead man care?’ countered Lor Jastre, his voice showing weariness for the firg time.
“It' san old, old secret that has nothing to do with you or Siol.”

“l disagree,” murmured Rhane. “That secret has cost Sol a RA Jacaroen.” He blew on Beggar. The
wir’s ear tassdls lifted and quivered in the warm wind. “That secret will cost Sdl its en Jacaroen
continuity, which in turn will bring on war, chaos and ruin.”

Rhane looked up suddenly, his eyes very yelow, hisvoice deceptively mild. In his pdm Beggar sang
of pleasure and soaring delights.

“Thewiris secret has everything to do with Siol,” Rhane said. “Tdl me”

“No.”

Beggar’'s song fatered for an indant, then lifted to new heights In the distance Kahsah screamed



chillingly. The two shayl looked a Rhane with the beginning of fear; he had seduced a wiri with the
pleasure of hisemotiond radiations and at the same time his degpest mind contained a rage great enough
to dectrify afemde reskan.

Shiya stared at Rhane, her hand outstretched but no longer touching him. Rhane turned away from
Shiyaand Lor Jastre. He faced the two shayl, who stood with their fingers linked.

“Does Lor Jastre speak for you?’

Gire and Tyma exchanged alook. Neither spoke.

Rhane swore oftly in the language of Sal’s kings. As though his words sgnified pleasure rather then
rage, Beggar wove melodies among Rhane's bitter phrases. Kahsah screamed again, closer thistime.

“Ligen to me, you fools” said Rhane, his voice bland. “I don’t know why Lor Jastre murdered twice
to keep the wiris' secret, but | do know that it was for his benefit, not yours.”

Rhane s look swept over the two shayl with a contempt that he did not bother to conceal. “Don’t be
bigger fools than you have to be. You mug have redized by now that no mester T'aeln cares about
anyone except another master T"agln. If Lor Jastre killed to keep a Menx secret, then T adl has more to
lose than Menx if the secret isreveded.”

Giré s dry voice broke the slence a lagt. “Our interestsin this are identical.”

“Impossble” said Rhane flaly. “Only another T"aeln master would be dlowed such an equdity of
interest.”

Gire and Tyma stood moationlessy, seamed faces blank, fingers tightly locked. They did not look at
Rhane, Lor Jastre or each other. It was as though they were not in the room. With a sound of disgud,
Rhane turned back to Shiya

“Ismy use of the Menx language so poor that they don’t understand me?”

“You speak very dearly,” said Shiya, her voice troubled, her copper eyes searching the two shayl for
some due to their withdrawd.

“Then why do they ignore me?’

Beggar whidled a high questioning note. With an effort, Rhane reassured the wiri until it hummed to
itsdf in contentment.

“Shiya” said Rhane, not looking up from Beggar's huge eyes, “tdl the shayl what you sensed when
you touched Lor Jastre years ago, when you were h'shayl, and hislatlik.”

“No.” Shiya s voice was a whisper.

“Even for Menx?’

The question seemed to have a hundred aspects, none of them gppedling to Shiya

“Why?" whispered Shiya

“Obvioudy Gire and Tyma don't believe that T'agln arrogance is such that no one—no one—but a
T aen could be considered an equd.”

Sgnd keened softly from among Shiya's braids and rubbed its golden head dong Shiya's ear. The
wiri’s mournful sounds penetrated the two shayls barrier of indifference.

“She can't tdl us awything new about T'aeln contempt,” said Gire, his voice dry, his face
compassionate as he looked from Shiyato Lor Jastre. “We're less than lalik to the T'agln. Animds”

Lor Jastre’s mouth was drawn into impatient lines, as though Gire' s words meant nothing to him, or
were S0 obvious as to not require comment. With a growing feding of bafflement, Rhane looked from the
T aeln mentor back to the two Menx shayl.

“You know,” Rhane said, “yet you trust him with the very survivd of your planet?’

Gire amiled oddly. “The surviva of Menx isthe surviva of T adl.”

Rhane' s harsh laugh made Beggar cry, but Rhane no longer cared for the tiny animd’s peace of
mind. “T"ad will surviveif Menx is abandoned by Concord. But Menx won't.”

“Menx survived before we were discovered by the Concord,” sad Tyma, “WeE Il survive a lack of
Concord interest as well.”

With the firg dirrings of horror, Rhane suspected that the two shayl did not understand that
abandonment was a death sentence. He turned on Lor Jastre with a swiftness that sent wiris into wild

flight.



“Don’t they know about abandonment?’ he demanded fiercely.

Lor Jastre digmissed Rhane with a flick of T'adn fingetips. “Menx will be proscribed, not
abandoned.”

Rhane stared, not able to believe what he was hearing.

“And even if it were abandoned,” Lor Jastre continued, his tone denying the possbility while in the
act of dating it, “shazir would protect the highlands from scavengers.” Lor Jastre's amile was both sad
and crue as he turned toward the shayl. “Won't they, Gire?’

“Shazir don't like to be disturbed,” said Gire, his voice containing a gentle rebuke, “as you've told
the Concord many times.”

“Yes” agreed Lor Jastre. His face changed subtly, showing a great weariness. “Y es, many times”

Sowly, Rhane fdt the enormity of the Stuation penetrating his disbelief. “Menx will die ... do you
redize what you're doing?’ he asked, turning toward Lor Jastre. “Menx will die, but not shazir. And
make no migteke: shazir are real. They have powers that we don’t know, that we can’'t know! What will
they do when ther only anchor is gone?’

Lor Jastre looked a Rhane with contempt and curiosity. “ So you believe in shazir and the moderating
power of shayl. Yes, | can see you do. You're the Concord's firg convert to Menx rdigion. Latzak, of
course. Possibly even chizak.”

“I wish you were pd,” Rhane responded evenly. “Then you would know what I'm talking about.” He
spoke dowly, pronouncing each word with extreme care, as though communication were merdy a matter
of perfectly formed sounds. “1 saw flowers spring out of bare rock, then vanish. | saw a sgpling no bigger
than my hand grow into a towering, gnarled mure tree holding up hdf the gdaxy. | saw each leaf become
aydlow flame. Then | saw the tree vanish and a dead shrine child leap over the rocks until she became
lightning and vanished like the flowers. Everything gone—flowers, tree, child, flames. Everything but a
angle jeweled legf. Thisledf.”

Rhane hdd out the ydlow gem on his pam. The leaf seemed to create light, radiating more then it
gathered in. Lor Jastre watched the ledf, fascinated.

“They're marvelous craftamen, those shazir,” murmured the T agln. “Pity they refuse to trade with
anyone but shayl.”

“Craftamen?’ repeated Rhane in a rigng voice. “Trade? Are you as supid as you are arrogant?
Shazir are precisdly what, the shayl say they arel”

“Gods.” Lor Jastre' s voice was contemptuous. “ Shazir are bred and whelped like any other animdl. |
know that only too well.” His mouth flattened into lines of pity and repugnance. “But | suppose a bdief in
gods and resurrection isinevitable for a dying latzak. Poor latzak. It's a great shame you aren’'t as T'agln
asyour eyes”

Even as Rhane opened his mouth to reply, Tyma s voice cut across his anger.

“Save your drength for that which is possible” said Tyma dryly. “In ninety-nine years we haven't
changed Lor Jastre's opinion of shazir. But then, he never leaves this House when he's in the Jaws. He
sees nothing but shayl.”

“Asif that matters,” said Lor Jastre, amiling thinly. “1’ve brought my specid flyer to the Jaws many
times and never disturbed a cloud, much less a shazir. If you want to limit yourself and your technology
by a chizak rdigion, | won't stop you. To expect me to join you only proves the depth of your insanity.”

“You'reinsandy lucky,” said Rhane. “I wouldn't ride aflyer out of here to save my life”

“Spare me your fervor,” said Lor Jastre. “I don't bring my flyer here very often.” He grimaced. “I
detest coming here. It Sckens me to see obscenity enshrined in Fertten.”

“Hertten. You admit it.”

Lor Jastre’ s haf amile was hisonly answer.

Rhane looked from the T’ aeln to the two shayl, and then to Shiya. She looked as baffled as he fdlt.

“Does any of this make sense to you?' demanded Rhane.

Shiyd s hands moved in a negative gesture that was echoed by Signd’ s flashing wings.

“Chizak is not a srong enough word to describe this” said Shiya “I don’'t know who is lying—and
I’'m afraid thet no oneid”



Rhane closed his eyes, feding suddenly helpless. The medicine was restoring his strength, but he was
afrad that his mind had been affected. With an effort he gathered his thoughts and faced the two shayl
agan.
“You don't seem suicidd,” Rhane said dowly.

“We are very determined to survive” Tyma said softly.

“Good,” snapped Rhane. “Then you'll accept Concord.”

Sowly, sadly, Tyma s hands moved as though pushing away a heavy obstacle. It was Menx’'s most
emphdtic negdive gesture,

“That's insanel” Rhane blurted, then redized that he sounded like his unwanted uncle. “Why?" he
asked Tyma. “Why?’

Tyma s hands moved again, pushing away, but Gire was spesking in a dry, distant voice.

“People would come,” Gire said, “no matter where we put the Access. The flatlanders want that.
They want more to life than fear of shazir. | don’t condemn them for thet, but it can't be.

“And the Concord,” Gire continued, his eyes focused on Rhane with an intensty that was
uncomfortable, “the Concord, which doesn’t believe now, would eventualy discover, as you discovered,
that shazir are as red as sunlight and thunder, as red as Shaylmir and Fiertten, asred as T agln contempt
and blindness. Then Concord people would come to Menx no matter what we or the Concord wished.
They would come to touch the gods. And the shazir would be ... disturbed.”

Giré s dry voice faded into a slence broken only by the susurration of the water tapestry.

“We didn't ask to be discovered,” Tyma said, her voice unexpectedly angry, her dark glance danted
toward Lor Jastre. “We argued againd it. We foresaw this”

“T ad had no choice. Asa good Concord member,” said Lor Jastre sardonically, “we're required to
report al discoveries of intdligent life. Unfortunately, Concord standards of intdligence are broad enough
to accommodate even Menx. Insane, of course, but unavoidable” said Lor Jastre with odd emphasis.

“A Concord scoutship was only days away from discovering Menx. Remember that, Tyma, and ral
agand the inevitable rather than againgt T'adl.”

Rhane knew that he was hearing echoes of an old, old argument. He sensed that it was connected
somehow to Cezin€' s death and his father’s, his own illness, the two Fierttens and whatever secret lay
between the wiris santillant wings. But whatever connections there were duded him, leaving only a
desperate feding of his own limitations, his own mortdity.

“Why was it necessary to turn loose mdting sickness on Menx?’

Gire's glance shifted from Lor Jastre to Rhane. “Ask your own Concord. The disease came from
them, not us”

“Wrong,” said Rhane flaly. “The disease isfound only on Menx.”

“It spreads from the Accesses.”

“No. From the Jaws.” Rhane turned swiftly on Lor Jastre. “Tdl them, T adln. Tdl them! Tdl them
how you gave my brother death with one hand and Shiyaimmunity with the other.”

“You're mad,” sad Lor Jastre. “Mdting sickness is a disease brought by contact with Concord
ctizens”

“You told Shiya that the disease came from the Jaws.”

“Why would | lieto her?” said Lor Jastre reasonably.

“Ligen to me” said Rhane, turning toward the two shayl, who were watching him with a focused
intengty thet was painful. “The Concord medicd team that was here traced the spread of the disesse to
the Jaws. That's why they came over the Ghogt Pass.”

“Latzek,” sad Lor Jastre, dismissng Rhane.

“Ligen,” sad Rhane to the shayl, “ligen to me. Lor Jastre doesn’'t want Menx to be part of the
Concord.”

“We know that.”

Ther cam acceptance only angered Rhane. “T’ad tried to have Menx proscribed on grounds of
culturd fralty. Inferiority.”

“Ves”



“For whatever reason, T'adl is determined to cut off Menx from dl intercourse with other races.”

“Yes” sad Tyma, “we know. We agpprove.”

“Did you aso approve of murdering one in twelve of your people?’ shot back Rhane.

Silence. Then the shayl’ s attention shifted to Lor Jastre.

“Mdting sickness,” continued Rhane relentlesdly, “is an unnecessarily gruesome method of dying.”

“Itisdso,” Lor Jastre said camly, “a certain road to Concord proscription. A less grotesque disease
would be less feared.”

The two shayl seemed to dhrink into themseaves. Their linked hands tightened panfully. They said
nothing.

“You,” said Rhane to Lor Jastre, “have just admitted that you can control mdting sickness.”

“Did I?7" Lor Jastre dmost amiled. “I merdly pointed out that even the most vidlent storm brings fresh
water.” The T'agln’s face hardened. “Evenif your assumption were correct, if | could indeed control the
disease, your own case is too advanced to benefit from my putative knowledge. That is a truth that has
no double meaning and no escape.”

Kahsah's howl coiled around the room. She was just outside the huge House, prowling invisbly,
searching for Rhane. Her howl was answered by too many reskan voices to count. The harmonics were
extraordinary, dangerous. Rhane had awild desire to throw back his head and join the primad chorus.

Lor Jadtre ligened intently, his ydlow eyes as fard as any reskan’s howl. He knew what would
happen if Kahsah found him a a moment when Rhane' s control was lax.

“Because you are what you are,” said Lor Jastre as the howling died away, “I'll give you a choice. A
clean desth now, with everything necessary done for Sol’s continuity; or a grotesque death, and nothing
donefor Sal.”

“I'll take mdting sickness over T'agln kindness.”

Lor Jastre's body became very dill, then &t last he let out his breath in a long Sgh. “I must learn that
water isdways wet and latzaks are dways insane” He turned to Gire. “Set up the Smulator equipment
as | showed you.”

“l don’t think—" began Gire.

“I know,” interrupted Lor Jastre sardonicdly. “That's why I'm here. The Concord will require more
than a T"agln mentor’s anguished retdling of your refusd to join Concord. Gather the House together,
mumble something appropriately bizarre, and record it on the smulator. I'll pick up the cube in two days
and put it before the Concord’s Menx Coundil within three days.”

“The smulator’' s energy might disturb—"

“Would your House rather explain to the Concord in person?’ interrupted Lor Jastre coldly.

“No,” sad Tyma and Gire together. “Impossble” continued Tyma “If we stopped deflecting,
modulating, the shazir for even amoment ...” Her voice died into horrified slence.

“Yes” sad Lor Jastre, his voice brittle with contempt. “I understand that you have to watch your
chizek sblings very carefully.”

The T"aeln turned to leave, but found hisway blocked by Shiya

“Serat,” she said quietly.

Lor Jastre laughed. “Do you redly wish deeth for alover, bri th'li?”

Shiyd's body changed subtly, becoming somehow more compact, more poised. She did not move
back even when Lor Jastre came so close that his bresth was an unwanted warmth across her cheek.
Overhead, wirisflashed, crying in scales of distress.

“Chizak.”

Shiya spoke so oftly that for a moment Lor Jastre did not redize what she had said. When he did,
he amiled.

“Little Shiya,” Lor Jastre murmured, and his hands moved intimately over her flesh, “bri th'li. Will you
never learn that an anima can't insult a T" agln master?’

Rhane made an inaticulae sound that was log in Kahsah's savage scream. Nahst's scream
followed, joining Kahsah' s in an eerie duet that continued until it seemed that the world was made only of
savage sound. When slence came, it was dmogt gunning. Wiris moved in a resive mass of gold



punctuated by disturbing flashes of color.

Shiya attacked so swiftly that Rhane gasped, but Lor Jastre was not surprised. He parried her blow
illfully, athough dmost not quickly enough. Immediaidly she pivoted beyond his reach, dill blocking his
exit from the room.

“Serat,” sad Shiya

“Yes,” dghed Gire and Tyma together. “ Serat.”

Nahst howled triumphantly, drowning out even Kahsah's cry.

“I'm not bound by your demented rituals,” said Lor Jastre.

“Then leave,” suggested Tyma. Smiling.

The reskans howled with increased savagery.

“Those beasts would tear me to scraps.”

Giregmiled. “Yes”

“Why,” sad Lor Jastre, glancing from one shayl to the other, “do you suddenly want me dead?’

“Oneintweve” said Tymasuccinctly. “Dead.”

“It was necessary.”

“Probably,” sghed Gire. “But we weren't consulted.”

“Andif | had discussed it with you?’

“We would have agreed, eventudly. Better one in twdve than dl.”

“Then why—7?’

“BEven animds like to know why they’re dying,” said Gire.

“And there isdwaysthis” sad Tyma “What ese haven't you told your Menx pets?’

Lor Jastre' s face became expressionless.

“A great ded, | see” murmured Gire. “If Shiyawins, well find out when she catches your soul.”

“Tell lose”

“Then we won't be any worse off than we were before, will we?” asked Tyma. She amiled again.
“And you, Lor Jastre, will have learned that animds often have tegth.”

XVII

Rhane followed Tyma s bent back with a mixture of apprehension and curiodty. He had not seen
Shiya since yesterday, when she had declared serat on Lor Jastre. Nor would the other shayl speak to
Rhane on the subject of serat. He could only assume that there would be a rdigious trid of some sort,
after which the guilty party would be excommunicated, or perhaps executed.

As Shiya was innocent, Rhane did not worry about the outcome.

Sowly, Tymaled Rhane to a room whose shape and colors were identicd to the shrine room where
he had found Shiya leaning over the shazir child. The memory made Rhane pause and glance around
unessily.

Green on green, thewalsrose in circular ranks suggesting a multilevd maze. Where the caling gave
way to the sky, the wadls shaded into gold, echoing the countless wiris that were descending to perches
that covered the highest wdls like transparent quills. Not one wiri sang.

Slently, Tyma indicated a place for Rhane to St. The chair was new, woven of deep-blue materid,
as out of place in the sacred room as he was. Rhane began to object, noting that there were no other
chars. Then he accepted the difference. He was weak again, weaker with every breath. When Tyma had
told him that the medicine was effective only the firs few times it was taken, Rhane had refused any
more. He was saving the medicine for histrip to the Fountains of Madness,

“When do | present my evidence againg Lor Jastre?’ asked Rhane quietly, looking around for
mediators or judges or whatever was the Menx equivaent.

Tymaturned away without answering. He took her arm.

“My planet’s continuity is at stake. | don’'t want to lose merdy because | don't understand what the
serat ritud requires of me”

“Nothing.” Tymalooked a Rhane out of bottomless black eyes. “Nothing at dl. You're here only to



witness that Shiya did not shrink from the death debt you damed of her.”

“I never—" began Rhane.

“The time for arguing debts is past,” sad Tyma “Now it istime for serat. Say nothing. Do nothing.
Watch the repayment of your debt.”

“Only if Shiyawins” muttered Rhane.

“Ian't her death repayment enough, one for one? Or do you require greater vengeance?’

“Vengeance?' Rhane tried to struggle to hisfeet but could not; he was weaker than he had admitted,
even to himsdf. “ Shiya's desth won't hdp me” he said hoarsaly, “and a dead Lor Jastre couldn’'t answer
your questions—or mine—or the Concord's. Don't ygp about death to me, old woman.” He sank
deeply into his chair. “Let’s get this—over with,” Rhane said, gasping. “As soon as Lor Jastre—is forced
to tdl the truth—tell me—isit a drug you use—to catch his soul?’

Tymd's amile was twisted. “We use a shayl.” Her old hands trembled. She pulled off the cap
covering her white braids and let them fdl free. They bardy brushed her shoulders. “When my braids are
as long as two hands laid tip to pam, I'll be serat again. It will be my fifth time. | hope to die before
then.”

Before Rhane could ask any questions, Tyma turned and vanished into a group of shayl who had
arrived so slently Rhane had not noticed.

Breathing heavily, Rhane dumped in his chair. “Sing for me, Beggar,” he sighed, reaching up to his
collar to stroke the little wiri. “1 need your sweet songs”

Beggar was gone. Rhane's fingers fumbled at his collar, then fdl usdesdy into his lap. He had an
impulse to unsheathe his flute and shatter the difling slence with rude scredls, but had neither the breath
nor the srength for anything but the anger that was consuming his mind as surety as the disease
consumed his body.

With shaking hands Rhane took out one of the three tubes of medicine Shiya had given him. He pried
up the stopper, dowly lifted the tube and drank. He did not have any more time to wait. He must go to
the Fountains of Madness today, no matter the outcome of the serat trid.

Thelast drop of bittersweset liquid fdl onto Rhane's tongue. Methodically, he emptied the other two
tubes, then fdl back, exhausted and frightened. He had not redized he was so weak. He looked at his
right hand. No bruises showed, but that was not a good sgn. He had passed through the bruisng stage of
the disease very quickly. Too quickly.

A robed figure entered the room. In spite of the floor-length folds of purple cloth, Rhane recognized
Lor Jastre. The T'adln’'s arrogant stance was unmistakable at any distance, under any circumstances.
Sowly Lor Jastre turned in a full circle, his eyes searching the large room. When he saw the chair set
gpart from the other-shayl, he bowed sardonicaly.

“Once | thought that circumstance and bad luck might make you my judge” cdled Lor Jastre, his
deep voice carying clearly in the slence. “I was wrong. If it is any comfort to you—and it would be to a
sane man—your degth and hers will ensure the continuity of a great race, and possbly a lesser one as
wal. If you had accepted my offer, the number would have been three. Sial.”

The disgtance was too greet for Rhane to project his weakened voice, but Lor Jastre understood
Rhane s refusd dill held.

“Latzak,” cdled Lor Jastre with sad affection. “Only laizak in spite of its master T'agln eyes.”

Lor Jastre turned away and faced the twelve shayl. “Let the insanity begin. I’ve no patience for the
rituals of demented animas”

The shayl ignored Lor Jastre. From the far end of the room came the chilling sound of reskan claws
scraping over a sone floor. Nahst entered, walking as though he expected to be attacked or to attack
any ingant. On his back rode Shiya

Nothing that was familiar remained of Shiya. Her dull trail clothes had been replaced by a riding robe
thet was the precise color of Menx blood. The soft, thick cloth |apped againg the floor with whispering
sounds that made Nahst's claws sound even more harsh. Her hood fdl in fuchsa folds around her
shoulders, but her flame-colored hair was gone. Her head was smooth as a polished stone, gligening with
all.



Nahst scented Lor Jastre. The reskan’s great head swung toward the T agln. Nahst's scream sent
waves of digtress through the wiris

“Suurrooo, Nahst,” crooned Shiya “ Surrooo.”

Shiya dismounted and stood opposite Lor Jastre, about three dtrides away. In spite of Nahst's
hodtility, Lor Jastre did not give ground. Neither Shiya nor Lor Jastre spoke.

Gire and Tyma stepped forward. They murmured phrases in a Menx didect that Rhane could not
understand. Shiyaand Lor Jastre answered as one. Shiya swept off her robe with a Sngle movement that
sent the doth swirling around Nahst's head. Quickly, Shiya secured the robe, blinding Nahst.

The reskan responded with a camouflage reflex so intense that even Rhane could not penetrate it.
With soothing noises, an invishle Shiyaled an equdly invisble reskan away from the gathered shayl.

The atmosphere changed, thickening, dodng in, difling. Rhane moved his head in subconscious
protest. He fdt as though he were in a box with the lid coming dowly down. He struck, out with his mind,
and at the same ingant redlized that the sense of enclosure was mentd rather than physicd. He had fdt
something smilar to this before, when the shayl had burst in on him and Lor Jastre and Shiya

Weekly, Rhane rolled his head toward the twelve shayl. They were not looking a him. Rather, their
attention was focused toward the invisble Nahst. Rhane sensed deep currents of reassurance flowing and
asong sung as much in slence as in sound.

Imperceptibly, Nahst condensed out of the pauses between the notes. Shiya, too, became vishle
She was back at the center of the room, sanding quietly, waiting. She was wholly naked, her brown skin
gligening with ail, waiting. Lor Jastre removed his robe and confronted Shiya. He was as naked, oiled
and dlent as his Menx opponent.

Thelid was descending, dowly, inevitably. Rhane fdt himsdf being divided from his emations in spite
of his dlent struggles to keep the lid from dodng. He was being herded out of his accustomed mentd
spaces and confined to amuch smdler area. He dill fdt emotions, but a a distance, observer in his own
mind rather than participant. All urgency was gone.

(It begins))

Rhane waited, as quiet as the words that had been spoken inhis mind ... faceless wiris, colored eyes
and wings, waiting. He expected the voice to sort and stack his memories like plagtic cards, one stack for
Lor Jastre, one againgt, an untidy pile of speculationsin the center; then stacks from Shiya and Lor Jastre
measured againg each other’s and his own. But nothing touched hismind again. He was boxed mentally,
hdd by transparent wals. He could move within his confinement, but he could not escape it.

Then he saw Shiya and Lor Jastre begin to circle each other with deadly grace, each controlled
movement proclaming the true nature of a serat trid.

(no)

Rhane wanted to rage and scream againg the supidity of serat, the deadliness, wanted to hold his
knife againgt shayl throats until the uneven contest was stopped and evidence gathered in a dvilized
manner ... but his emations were like lightning on a far horizon, too distant for even the repercussions of
thunder to be felt.

(stop stop stop)

Shiyd s foot lashed out, only to dide harmlesdy off Lor Jastre's ailed thigh as he spun away. She did
not attempt to follow. The slent drding resumed, broken only by the muted pad of bare feet againg the
wam stone floors, the occasiona shocking thud of figt or foot againg flesh. Each moment brought Lor
Jastre fractiondly closer to Shiya, where his greater reach and strength could be used to best advantage.
Only her quickness kept him away from her.

(stay away)

Lor Jastre’ s long arms moved dowly, as though he were capable only of strength, not speed.

(liar)

But Shiya knew that the T aeln’s speed was deceptive, as deadly as his longer reach, his stronger
body. She spun away, her hand moving in a fant that forced him to give back the fractions of space he
hed gtolen from her.

They moved continuoudy, ther feet light againg the large, dark cirdle of stone that was set aside for



serat. Lor Jastre’' s hand struck with a speed that blurred movement. Shiya pivoted away and her hed
landed on his thigh with a dull smack. The T agln grunted, but evaded a second kick with undiminished
ease. They resumed their wary arding.

Rhane saw the bruises beginning to discolor both bodies. Shiya's marks were larger, darker; she
moved with adight limp. Lor Jastre saw the hesitation and laughed softly.

“It doesn’'t have to be to the desth, bri th'li. If you were my latlik once more—"

“You'd murder me just as you did Jul,” said Shiya, “for no better reason than to make a lie look like
truth.”

“It dmogt worked,” said Lor Jastre. “He dmogt turned back.”

(watch him)

Lor Jastre struck so quickly that Rhane could not disinguish the separate moves. It seemed
impossible for Shiya to evade the blows, but somehow she did. A diving roll took her past Lor Jastre,
back to the center of the dark circle.

Shiyd s movements were fractiondly dower and her limp was more pronounced as she came to her
feet. Lor Jastre lunged for her, only to find himsdf yanked over her shoulder and sent flying. He rolled
back onto hisfeet before she could follow up her momentary advantage. A line of bright-maroon blood
trickled from the corner of his mouth.

(good)

Sweat was beginning to dilute the effectiveness of the oil. Grasping hands did not dide away o
quickly, nor were kicks as eedly turned aside. Both Lor Jastre and Shiya were bregthing hard, giving lie
to the seeming effortlessness of their swift moves. Shiyd's bregthing evened out until it was again
inaudible. She wove back and forth, feinting, testing.

Lor Jastre circled dowly, his body weaving in answer to her fents He was 4ill bresthing hard,
guiping ar with an avid mouth. The advantage of his greater drength was repidly giving way to her
greater endurance, just as her quickness offset his longer arms. Lor Jastre had counted on catching her
before he was too tired to press the advantage of his larger body. But he was loang srength with each
sawing breath. He would have to force the moment.

(keep away shiya keep)

Without warning, Lor Jastre legped for Shiya, feet firdt. Hislong legs scissored, sweeping her feet out
from under her. Shetried to rall clear, but could not; she was tangled in his legs.

Lor Jastre legped up. Hished struck her sde with a force that echoed sickeningly.

(no no no)

Shiyarolled with the blow, over and over, leaving patches of blood where her skin had split across
her broken ribs. Her rall was uneven, awkward, owing more to desperation than traning.

Rhane fdt himsdf tearing, but it was so far away, no pain, no urgency, nothing but a dow tearing
away of hope, strand by strand dividing, dissolving, dying.

(cezine)

Lor Jastre legped after Shiya, his body poised for the sngle blow that would end it dl, one ingtant
tearing the future irrevocably from the past. His foot came back, then forward as his hed flashed toward
her skull.

(shiyaaa)

Rhane' s attenuated mentd scream fluttered like an insect caught in a icky web.

Shiya heaved her body over once again, alast convulsve rall that deflected Lor Jastre's lethd blow.
Hisfoot came down in the center of abright patch of her blood. With a startled cry, Lor Jastre fdl to the
floor, driking with enough force to drive out his breath. He lay there gasping, too dazed to get up
immediately.

(shiya can you)

Shiya forced hersdf to her knees. Each movement was panfully dow, much dower then the blood
diding down her ribs to her thigh, covering her I€ft leg, dripping onto stone.

The soft sound of skin againgt stone warned Shiya. She collgpsed to the floor and rolled on her back,
bardy avoiding Lor Jastre's attack. She caught Lor Jastre’ s left foot asit whipped by the spot where her



head had been an ingant before. In spite of the pain to her ribs, she twisted, heaving upward againg him,
trying to throw him off his fedt.

Lor Jastre’ s back arched and hisarms waved in a frantic, one-footed effort to keep upright. Shiya's
leg hooked around his right ankle. She jerked the ankle toward her and a the same ingant gave a hard
upward shove agang the foot she dill held captive.

(ves)

Lor Jastre had no time to break his fdl. His skull smashed againg stone with a sound that was
horrible, find. Shiya gave a srangled cry and took the dying T' aeln’ s face between her hands.

The room seemed to rush away from Rhane, withdrawing down an interminable green tunnd. Wiris
dung in difling array, slence waiting while a mind screamed in terror and confuson. Silence curled
around the cry, engulifing it as surely as wiris had enguifed the maevolent manifetation of shazir that had
condensed outside the City of the Gods.

Slence unfolded dowly, opening like an enormous flower. The mind was gone.

Rhane heard someone curang and besating futile figs againgt flesh. He redlized it was his own voice,
his own figs, his own flesh. He pushed out of the chair and walked to the circle where Shiya held a dead
T aeln magter between her hands.

Shiya looked up. There was no recognition in her eyes.

“Shiya”

Her head tilted back and a chilling sound came from her throat. He reached out for her. Tyma struck
adde hishand.

Fool. Do you want to release his soul? Does his death mean o little to you?

Tyma's scorn forced Rhane's dazed mind into awareness. He tried to yank his wrigt away, but her
grasp was surprisngly strong.

| know, came Tyma's scathing thought. You don’t understand. If you quiet your jigging ignorant
alien mind, I'll tell you what happened. And then you'll cry for the easy ignorance you'll never
have again. Tymds soundless laugh condensed like ice ingde his mind. She caught his soul quite
nicely. Very thorough for a first serat—quit jigging and hear me! You'll learn the cost of
ignorance and your own death debt.

Rhane became suddenly 4ill, body and mind, as Tyma s words'demands/emotions diced through his
barriers of disbdlief.

Do you mean, Rhane replied, that the fight between Shiya and Lor Jastre is sill going on? That
death only changed the arena? Is that it? Rhane's demands battered the old woman with a strength
that surprised both of them.

Shiya holds Lor Jastre’s mind within hers. It will live for a time, then it will leak away. Or
perhaps it will be absorbed. I’ ve experienced serat four times and I'm still not sure whether their
minds vanished or became so integral to my own awareness that | can’t find them anymore.
Perhaps one is the same as the other ...

Rhane' s horrified attempt at withdrawa made Tyma even more angry. Her bony fingers locked
punishingly around hiswridt.

You killed four minds, began Rhane.

Tyma cut agonizingly across Rhane's mind. Would you have let the shrine child live? Let her
annihilate every mind she touched? Would that have been more pleasing to your Nine ignorant
Gods?

No ... But whether that was answer or rejection, even Rhane could not decide. He made a conscious
effort to throw off his own horror. No. An en Jacaroen knows that what is necessary isn't always
what is most pleasant.

Weariness rose in Rhane like a cold tide, a fatigue that had little to do with disease. He looked a
Shiya Tymareleased hiswridt.

“If only I’d known,” he whispered. “By the Last Word, Shiya, | swear that | wouldn't have asked
this of you. Not for Cezine, not for me, not even for Sal.”

Shiya s frozen, tormented face did not change.



Wiris lifted into flight, turning and soaring, rainbow fragments adrift in the wind. One wiri spirded
down from a transparent perch. Santillant wings quivered as the wiri settled onto Tyma's shoulder. The
tiny animd peered at Rhane. Its eyes were the color of flames, the color of Shiya's shorn hair.

“Shiya...

“She can't hear you.” Tyma s voice was neutral once more, emotionless. Shayl.

“Hdp her,” sad Rhane, hdf demand, haf plea

A wiri whigled plantively, hovering just in front of Rhane. Beggar. Delicately, the wiri landed on
Rhane s shoulder, rubbing dong his chin with tiny, happy cries.

“We can't hdp her,” said Tyma

Thelong slence wasfilled only by the departing whisper of wings. When Rhane spoke again, it was
with the neutrd voice of Shaylmir.

“Why can’t you help her?’

“Serat.”

“That doesn’'t help me—or her.”

“You aren’'t of Menx. You don't understand.” Tyma s long exhded breath was like a sgh. “Some of
the souls we catch are very strong, utterly insane. Shazir. Yet we mudt try to understand them. We mudt.
Try.” Her indrawn breath was dow, thin. “We mud try to know shazir, the other side of oursdves, our
children, our future. But too many minds catching one soul fragments it. We learn nothing but our own
ability to destroy, and we aready know that.

“So we go one by one. Serat.”

Rhane watched Shiya's contorted face for a long time before he asked the question that was as
inevitable as it was unthinkable.

“What if Shiya isn't strong enough to subdue or absorb or whatever it is she mugt do with Lor
Jastre' s mind?’

“Sell become insane”

“And then?’

Tyma sthin fingers twitched. “If she ign't dangerous to the minds of other shayl, we'll care for her.”

“And if she's dangerous?’

“Serat,” 9ghed Tyma

“But she can't even defend hersdf!”

Beggar trilled and fanned its wings uneesly. Rhane soothed the wiri by dividing it from his emotions
as he had been divided during the serat trid. Within a short time, Beggar was humming complacently.

“Shiyacan't defend hersdf,” Rhane said neutraly.

“Nather can a shazir baby—physcdly. Yet whoever catches that soul risks his own life as surdly as
if the opponent were a grown reskan. That's the meaning of shayl, and of serat.”

The s0ft sound of skin againg stone aerted Rhane. Shiya was standing, feet wide apart, braced
agang something only she could see. Sweat and ail and blood made enigmatic designs on her skin, but
could not conced the gppaling marks of combat. Her right knee was grotesquely swallen, her right Sde
distorted by crushed ribs, her left temple so bruised that it looked as though hdf of her face was in
shadow.

Most ominous of dl was the soft pulsng of blood through a deep gash at the base of her neck where
Lor Jastre's hand had separated skin and snew and bone. Blood flowed down, conceding bruises
beneath a gligening patina that did not dry, blood dripping down onto the warm stone floor.

Tymafollowed Rhan€e's glance, saw the pulsng blood become a pool increesing by drops, spreading
across the stone.

Her coal fingers touched his hand. He fdt compassion and regret as he heard her voice in his mind.

She won't suffer long. Even now, she fedls little.

When Rhane redized what Tyma meant, he cried out in spite of his control and the muffling wiri
minds dill perched on gold walls.

Asthough drawn by the intengty of his emation, Shiya turned toward Rhane. For an ingant her eyes
focused. Though she was not touching him, her ragged cry for help burned in the same deep place within



his mind that only Kahsah had touched before. He tried to answer her in the same way, but she faded,
leaving only a distant tremor of urgency and need.

Very gently, Rhane removed Tyma s fingers from his hand and shooed Beggar toward a high perch.
“I’'m going to touch her.”

Tyma moved as though to intercept him, then redized it was futile. “Too late” she sad softly. “Lor
Jastre’ s soul istangled in hers now. You can't release it.”

Rhane ignored the old woman. With hands that trembled, he touched Shiya as he would have
touched burning metd, aringing in anticipation of pain.

Her skin was shockingly cool. He fdt only that, nothing else, no quicksiver sense of Shiya's mind, no
jagged terror, no wounded mind locked in annihilaing battle. Nothing.

Rhane probed lightly, then more deeply, increasing his force by increments until he touched the edge
of her awareness—and the world fdl in on him. His mind fled in pure survivd reflex. He swayed,
swedting and shaking and fighting for air, while wiris gyrated around him in glittering discord. Grimly,
Rhane gathered his mind for another attempt. Again he probed, again wiris echoed his hoarse scream.
And yet again.

He could not help her. The shayl could not or would not. Only the Carifil had the skill. If he could
resch them.

“Let her go,” sad Tyma. “If thereis peace in degth, let her find it.”

XVIII

Rhane brushed past the old woman to a low wal where Nahst waited, his head low, blinded by
swaths of blood-colored cloth. With impetient fingers, Rhane yanked off the muffling robe.

Guard us.

Nahst crossed the room in two long legps. He put his body between Shiya and the remaining shayl,
watching them with predatory intentness.

Methodicdly, Rhane used histrall knife to rip long strips off the bottom of the riding robe. He walked
back to Shiya, trailing streamers of fuchga cloth. As he worked to bandage her injuries, he kept a wary
eye on the shayl. In spite of the strength the medicine was restoring to him with each moment, he knew he
could not overcome one shayl, much less twelve.

The shayl made neither mentd nor physicd attempts to interfere with Rhane. They spoke softly
among themsdves, their words punctuated by uncertain burdts of wiri song. Rhane understood enough of
thar words to redlize that the shayl considered him insane, but probably harmless. Probably.

From atube in hissurviva belt, Rhane squeezed out a smdl amount of paste. The substance warmed
into transparency in his pdm. He pressed his hand againg the gash that dill bled rhythmicdly on Shiya's
neck, immune to the pressure he had applied.

Rhane counted the dow breaths before he lifted his hand. The bleeding had stopped. Carefully, he
bound Shiya sribsin the cloth he had torn from her riding robe. As he worked, he was grateful that she
seemed to be beyond the reach of physicd pain.

Nahgt snarled awarning. Rhane looked up and saw Gire approaching with amdl steps.

“Isthisan dien shayl ritud?’ asked Gire s dry voice.

Rhane secured the lagt strip of binding before he answered. “Yes,” he sad, lying in a cadm voice.
“Corpses with open wounds offend each of my Nine Gods.”

Benesth Rhan€'s words his mind cdled seadily, urgently, summoning Kahsah. There was no
answvering cry, no sense of her savage presence. Too many wiris.

Nahst snarled again.

“Suurrooo,” murmured Rhane, imitating Shiyal s reassuring tones.

He touched Nahst absently, his mind 4ill summoning Kahsah. The moment his fingertips met reskan
flesh, Nahst's howl pesaled through the room, summoning Kahsah in a way that even wiris could not
interdict.

Kahsah answered with a voice that made the shayl mutter uneesly. They linked hands in soundless



concourse. Rhane watched and knew thet they believed him dangeroudy insane. They would not let him
live to touch a femde reskan, dragging her into his insanity, her mind acting as a caidys to drive mad
every mde reskan within range.

Wiris poured into the room, summoned by shayl. The atmosphere seemed to thicken, muffling sound
and emotion.

Kahsah's howl stalked the silence. “No,” said Rhane, trying to fight the silence he sensed condensing
around hismind, squeezing. “I’m not a threat to you!”

“You ride afemde reskan,” said Gire. “You're insane”

“But I'm not insane” Rhane said, his voice reasonable in spite of the fear tearing at his throat.

“Your wiri has left you.”

Rhane's hand flew to his right shoulder. He remembered that he had shooed Beggar off before
touching Shiya.

“Beggar,” he cdled, halding out his hand. He bent his mind avay from Kahsah's savage cdl.
Beggar!

No wiri broke from the wheding ranks overhead. The shayl seemed to sgh. They closed in by
fractions, bound by a ritud he did not fully comprehend. Ther minds were united, gifling, strangling.
Silence was falding around him.

Rhane yanked out hisflute, tearing the top of the sheath. His teeth clicked againgt metal. The sounds
that came out of the flute were more squawks than song. He gathered his control and his breath and tried
once more.

Sounds as pure as hope lifted toward the wiris The notes blended into a meody that rippled
snuoudy, tuning and twigting, seeking a Sngle violet-eyed wiri among the mass of tiny bodies.

Beggar darted down, fascinated as dways by the flute' s dien beauty.

Compelled by the song, wiri after wiri swooped down to Rhane's burnished Siver flute until he was
wrapped in a seething robe of wiris. Although dl came close to him, only one dared to perch on his
shoulder and stroke his neck with the boldness of familiarity.

Rhare |t the lagt pure note disspate among the shilant wings. The wiris hovered, saring at the Slent
flute, pleading with eyes that were every color man had ever seen, urging him to play again. When Rhane
dipped the flute back into its sheeth, the wiris flew up, whistling mournfully among themselves.

A tiny golden head rubbed dong Rhane's chin. Beggar peered a him out of enormous violet eyes.
Thewiri’s mouth curved around awhigtle of ddighted greeting.

“My wiri,” commented Rhane, stroking Beggar with afingertip, “is quite satisfied with my sanity.”

The shayl watched Beggar nibble on Rhane while its golden fur quivered with pleasure in the warm
breeze of Rhane's bregath.

Kahsah called searchingly. She had found Nahst's scent trail and was following it through the baffling
green mazes that surrounded the center of the House. Soon she would be within the green curves of the
serat room.

The shayl looked again & Beggar; the wiri was trilling love songs to an dien shayl. There was a
soundless discusson among the shayl.

“Sane” murmured Tyma, Summing up.

“For now,” added Gire. “But—"

Whatever objections Gire had were logt in the sounds of reskan claws rasping on stone. Kahsah
crossed the room invishly and crouched beside Rhane dmost before he redized her presence. Without a
wasted moation, Rhane lifted Shiya onto the reskan and mounted behind her.

“Where are you going?’ asked Tyma

“Where we were dways going. The Fountains of Madness.”

“Wiris don't 9ng there” said Gire.

“I know.”

“What else do you know about that place?’ asked Gire.

Rhane did not answer. Gire leaned forward, touching Rhane. For an indant Rhane shared Gire's
memories of people who had gone to the Fountains as adults and returned as children, people who had



returned after an absence of a hundred years, people who had returned utterly mad, babbling of khi and
eternity; but most people had never returned at dl. Then, like an echo of laughter, came a memory of a
child who had come back with luck running out of both hands. The child, of course, was mad.

Gire stepped back, ending the communication. Rhane wanted to dismiss Gire's thoughts as no more
then pious myths and blatant lies fabricated to protect the sacred Fountains. Yet he could not help
wondering how much was true, and hoping that none of it was.

“Luck running out of both hands ...” repeated Rhane.

“If Gire promised you thet,” said Tyma, “he lied.”

“He promised me nothing except the mind of a shazir.”

“And dill you go?’ asked Tyma, afant flush of curiosty giving color to her normdly flat voice.

“Old woman, what other choice do we have?’

“Die here, now, with certainty. Who knows what the Fountains will give you? Who knows the mind
of shazir?’

Rhane hesitated, then tightened his hold around Shiya s unresponsive body. “Whatever the Fountains
offer,” he said dowly, “can it be worse than the mdting sickness that will overtake me and the agony that
has caught Shiya?”

“l don’t know if it can be worse,” sghed Tyma. “No one knows the mind of shazir.”

Kahsah turned away, waking with the strides of an aroused predator. Nahst followed, his head close
to Shiya's leg, touching her from time to time, trying to reassure her or himsdf or both. As Kahsah
flowed benegath the jade arch dividing the serat room from the maze, Tyma s voice came to Rhane for the
legt time.

“Dream only your own dreams.”

Rhane wondered if that was possible in the Jaws of Menx. Without looking back, he raised hisarmiin
a RA Jacaroen's gedture of farewdl. Kahsah waked smoothly into the maze's green shadows. She
turned and twisted through passageways without hesitation, following a track only she could discern.

Outsde, the sun was bright, hard, panful after the diffused light of the House. Rhane winced and
shaded his eyes. Then he looked up to measure the passage of time by the sun's arc. As he did, he saw
that the storm season had findly begun. A line of clouds was condensing across the sky, dividing autumn
from winter.

Huge, purple, bailing around inner forces too powerful to contain, massed clouds danced on the
back of a seawind that had risen too high to contain its heat and moigture. Lightning leaped repeatedly in
brilliant attempts to balance invisble equations. Thunder rumbled, too distant to be more than a prophetic
murmur of discontent. Soon the storm would expand to fill the sky and its vidlent truths would be shouted
in ped after ped of thunder.

Rhane glanced away from the half-shadowed, too-brilliant sky. Beneath a seething canopy of clouds,
he rode Kahsah dong the street that led out of Shaylmir to the Fountains of Madness. The reskan’s
claws clicked harmlesdy off high-gloss tiles whose million faces were unmarked by the minor passages of
men and seasons.

When there was a crossroad, Kahsah chose the stegper, narrower way each time, until they were
zigzagging up the face of the diff where Shaylmir dung. Above rose a truncated cone, remnant of a
volcano that had once towered above the highlands and now was little more than a memory.

At the base of the ruined mountain a long rift opened. Once it had been incandescent, forming and
reforming with every sulphurous breath of the volcano. Now the rift was a narrow valey warmed by the
scading outpourings of the Fountains of Madness. The Fountains were hat, brilliant, impervious to the
seasons, waling up endlesdy from a wound in the planet’s crust that had never hedled.

Kahsah's long neck lifted as lightning Szzled across the ragged mountaintop. At first Rhane thought it
was the white flare of light that had attracted the reskan’s attention, then he saw that her nodtrils were
fully extended. She drank the sudden cold wind sweeping down from the broken mountain.

The world tilted minutely, then straightened. Rhane sensed he was invisble once more, caught in
reskan reflex.

What isit? asked Rhane, not expecting an answer but ungble to difle the question.



Theamdl of khi curled out from the wind, enveloping himin the scent of shazir.

Thewind gusted, bringing with it an expanding perfume and countless wiris. Their wings glittered as
brilliantly as thelr song, surrounding shazir. Silence unfolded within the heart of their musc. The wind
gusted again, sweeping away scent and song, sweeping away everything except the slence tha was
aways present, touching everything, dways ... wating.

Kahsah hdd to her camouflage reflex. The higher she dimbed, the more tighly she drew her
invighility around hersdf and her riders. That was Rhane' s only assurance that he was on the correct trall,
dimbing up step by step toward the ruined base of a volcano whose diminished heart had been tapped to
power the ample engines of the City of the Gods.

If the heart of the volcano was deeply submerged, its soul was clear for the brave to see. The
scading Fountains of Madness legped and twisted in time to rhythms unmeasured by man. Usudly the
hot breath of the Fountains was taken away by the wind, leaving water drops to burn naked in the sun, a
hillion prisms dividing light into pure colors.

The Fountains of Madness had never been counted, never individudly named. They smply existed,
unknown. Above them the ruined mountain dept. Below them Shaylmir lived, dinging to diffs like a flight
of wiris

Rhane steadied Shiyain front of him as he had once steadied the shrine child. He spared few glances
for the trall ahead, leaving it to Kahsah's superior judgment. The dity seemed to dide back as Kahsah
loped toward the valey of the Fountains. Rhane had not seen anyone for the last two levels It was as
though he were done on Menx but for Shiya and the reskans and lightning probing purple clouds.

Ahead, the figures of two people materidized out of the shadows cast by the seething sky. Kahsah
threw up her head and howled a chdlenge, but neither person noticed. The reskan moved closer to the
travelers. Ther clothes were lowland, and had once been costly. Now they were merdy rags covered by
filthy journey capes.

As Kahsah closed in, Rhane stared intently, trying to see the people in the pre-storm gloaming. Like
ther clothes, their faces had once been beautiful. Now they were seamed, worn, distorted. The tdler
figure cradled something shapelessin hisarms.

Rhane looked away from the man, not wanting to see any more.

In spite of Kahsah's and Nahst's dicking claws and audible breaths, the people did not look up
when the reskans invishbly passed. Both people kept shuffling forward, head down, obsessed with
whatever drove them to the base of a forbidden mountain where they would confront therr greatest
hopes, their worst fears, would face themsaves in the hillion prismatic drops of the Fountains of
Madness.

The wind flexed, scattering grit from the road. Shaylmir was behind now, no more than a memory,
one among many memories fading before the redlity unfolding benesth Kahsah's driving feet. Lightning
arced overhead, shattering the mid-morning gloom.

Rhane glanced over his shoulder. The two people had vanished. Shaylmir was a hand-sized rainbow,
inggnificant benesth a dark-purple expanse of clouds. Wearily, Rhane redlized that he would not reach
the Fountains before the sorm reached him.

The wind gusted again, bringing with it cold knives of deet. Rhane wrapped the riding robe more
cosdy about Shiya, knowing it was not enough to turn aside the sorm's icy attack. Lightning hissed in
nets of brilliant white. Rhane closed the sedls of his quit and prayed the scorm would be as brief as it was
violent.

Kahsah's pace increased in spite of the stegpness of the traill. Soon the reskan was running with long,
even grides. Nahst ran just behind her, a mercury shadow with eyes darker than the storm.

|ce fdl, white and Slver, numbing where it did not draw blood. The traill vanished, but Kahsah's pace
increased. Rhane hdd Shiya with one hand and the riding harness with the other. He crept down into
Kahsah's mind, deeper with each stride, until he was a reskan running over ice, surefooted and savage,
enduring.

Wind shrieked, dawing a hole in the clouds. Sun came down like a continuous fal of lightning. Rhane
rubbed his head againg Shiya sriding cape, scraping off ice. He saw that her hood was crusted with ice,



aswas her skin where the hood had opened benegth the hard fingers of deet. She shivered continudly,
yet seemed unaware of it. Her eyes were hdf open, whally vacant.

Rhane shuddered and fought againg his impulse to force Shiya into awareness. He knew he could
not help her mind. All he could do was keep her body dive until the Caifil could help her.

With a sharp jerk, Rhane threw back his head, letting icy ar chill his face. Benegth him, Kahsah ran
swiftly, devouring the trail. Her bresth came out in great white gusts that were ripped away by the wind.
Rhane held on with a determination that matched the reskan’s endurance.

Gradudly, the terrain changed, becoming more level. Up ahead, amid gleaming swaths of hal, Rhane
saw the stand of golden mure where the guardians waited. The trees grew out of the narrow mouth of the
valey where the Fountains gushed.

Rhane squinted againg the hard glitter of ice and light-shot shadow, trying to see buildings or gates or
reskans, anything that would tdl him the number and placement of the guards. He assumed that the shayl
would let him pass; but Menx had aso taught him the worthlessness of most assumptions.

No matter how Rhane stared, he saw nothing but the mure trees, leaves polished gold and branches
glittering where hailstones fractured sunlight into tiny rainbows. The digtant trees were oddly disquieting.
In spite of ther beauty, there was something wrong about them, as though redlity had been tilted subtly
and dl certainties were draining down toward oblivion in the dark ocean of time.

Rhane looked away from the trees and the valey mouth they protected. Sowly, a reluctance to go
on rooted in him, adiver of doubt that grew and thickened, gifling his mind.

(Back. Go back. Go.)

Like a metronome, repesting. Pushing him, dowing Kahsah. Then Rhane redlized that the guardians
of the Fountains were not men.

(Go. Back. Go. Back.)

Rhane pushed in return, whittling away at doubt, attacking each difling layer of hestation, pouring his
own will into a different command beating savagely in Kahsah's mind.

Keep going. Keep going. Keep going.

The reskan’s dride steadied, then lengthened until she was running with her bdly skimming the
ground, her black lips open to the ice-tipped wind.

Rhane heard a song of haunting sadness, passonate regret. He fdt again the grief he had known
when he was told his father and Cezine were dead on a digant planet while Fertten turned beneeth his
heedless feet. Grief consumed him, egting away at the foundations of hiswill. Kahsah's gtride fatered.

The unevenness of Kahsah's dtride jolted Rhane out of grief. Beggar was perched on his shoulder,
dnging sadness into his very soul. Deliberaidly, Rhane shouted, drowning out the keening wiri song.
When the song heditated, he snatched the wiri off his shoulder and stared into Beggar's clear violet eyes.

“I’'m going on, Beggar. With or without you.”

Thewiri opened its mouth. Tragedy poured out in a rush of agonized song.

“Stop it!” cried Rhane, feding hiswill crumbling again. He could not hurt the fragile wiri. He must—

(Go. Back. Go. Back.)

Caught between irreconcilable needs, Rhane fdt his mind being compressed, difled, silence curling
around him and squeezing. With utter clarity, Rhane knew that if the slence folded around him, squeezing
down, when it unfolded again there would be nothing left, nothing.

Rhane' s scream was echoed by Beggar's piercing cry of distress. The wiri flew off Rhane' s hand, not
able to endure the man’s despair.

Mure trees exploded into countless wiris, more wiris than Rhane could beieve, much less
comprehend. It was as though he were back in the Ghost Pass watching a mure tree burst into fire, but
thistime each lesf was aliving wiri rather than alicking flame.

Wiris whirled in a massive formation, a keening gold wind whipping around him, surrounding him. A
wiri darted down, skimmed across Shiya s shoulder, then flew up again with a desolate cry.

“Sgnd,” murmured Rhane, redlizing that he had not seen Shiya's wiri since the House of Unfolding
Slence. “Sgnd! Come back! Hdp her!”

A tendril of the golden wind curled down. Signd circled once, then vanished in an exploson of



ranbow wings. Rhane caled again, futildy. A wiri could not endure the touch of insanity, and Shiya was
undoubtedly insane.

Kahsah swept beneath the legfless black trees. Rhane saw sun pouring through the barren branches
overhead, branches that were black crysta, tranducent, perfectly formed, nearly dive. Shazir. Like the
wiris

The immense cloud of wiris moaned in desolate harmony, cdling to him, wiris like yelow fire burning
agang the sky, soaring and turning on a wind fdt only by shazir, cdling warnings and regrets in chords
that made Rhane's soul shiver. The massed wiris turned as one, dimbing up, molten in the sun. They
vanished.

The pressure to go back was gone, like the wiris, gone as though it had never existed. Sgnd gone.
Beggar gone, Black branches barren overhead. Empty sky. Silence.

Time and the earth seemed to fdl away on ether sde of Kahsah's rushing feet. The stand of mure
trees was behind, fading, one more memory of a past he could not change. Rhane wanted to look back,
to watich the countless wiris condense out of sunlight and shezir until the black branches again hummed
with life He wanted to look back, but he did not, afraid to give the sweet-voiced guardians a last chance
to bend his soul, afraid to hear again Beggar’ s londly cry, Sgnd’ s desolation, echoes of the past, and the
future coming toward him with every reskan bound.

Rhane hed more tightly to Shiya, wondering if she knew her wiri was gone and a the same time
knowing that it did not maiter, nothing mattered but the Fountains of Madness and the fatigue risng inhim
agan, a cold tide turning, sickness returning to daim him.

Kahsah was spent, her breath bailing whitdly, her stride uneven.

Sop, Kahsah. The wiris are gone. | can contact the Carifil now.

The reskan raced on, ignoring Rhane' s command.

Enough. One place is the same as another, now.

Rhane didinctly sensed disagreement. Kahsah lengthened her dtride with a determination Rhane
could not affect. He gathered Shiya againg him. She was no longer shivering. Ice glazed her cheeks and
fingers, and made white streaks in the fuchsa folds of her robe. Like the shrine child, Shiya rode without
thought, a body bardy animated by a mind whose awareness was focused el sawhere.

Sive plumes of seam twigted into the sky from fissures hidden In the shattered black rock. The
wind gusted, teaering away the plumes. Rhane fdt the cooling breath of the steam vents blown over him by
the wind. He expected to be assaulted by a vile amel, but none came, only the mixed odors of heat and
rock, avagudy metdlic flavor.

Ice coated the edges of the vents and glittered in hoarfrost deposits where steam had cooled and
frozen into delicate geometric gardens. The rocky tral wound among vents and gently seaming pools
whose ice borders looked like narrow crystal necklaces. Some of the pools were shdlow, the cool
resdue of seam and cracks where water trickled out. Other pools were hot, deep, twising down and
down to the hidden places where rock flowed like thick water.

The land seemed to Sgh and moan oftly to itself. Rhane knew it was only ar moving through
concedled vents, flowing in response to minute changes in the underlying magma. He knew, yet he could
not suppress a shudder of primitive fear. It was as though the land were dive, breathing benegth his fest,
waiting.

Kahsah turned and scrambled up a hugefdl of rock that bisected the trall. The sound of water came
to Rhane above Kahsah's labored breathing. Ahead, the narrow valey was filled with fountains, a forest
of water columns swaying, crowned with diamond spray, Slver streamers of heat rippling in the wind.
Morning could be heard but the sound of water fdling.

Rhane' s eyes searched the narrow valey for any dgn of movement. Like a blind men at a light
concert, he sensed the presence of something beyond his ability to grasp. He saw no one, yet was certain
someone waited nearby. Someone from his past.

Then Rhane saw in the distance a group of five fountains and knew why he had afeding of familiarity.
He had seen those fountains before, in Shiyd's mind, the scdding end to her hope of shazir intervention.
Cezine had died among those fountains. He was suspended in every drop of water, drifting in every



breath of wind ... Cezine.

In those five fountains was the past Rhane could not change and the future he did not want to face.

Kahsah sumbled forward, carrying Rhane closer to the fountains whose sze and shape varied with
each moment, each fluid pulse. The trail was difficult, strewn with rocks of every sze, rocks the shape of
men, of children, faces lifted in wonder and fear, sone eyes forever open to the dazzling trandformations
of the Fountains of Madness.

The resemblance of rock to man was not random. Each rock had been shaped into discomforting
likenesses of people dtting, sanding, crawling, fdlen, people driven by desperation or insanity to worship
a the uncertain dtar of shazir.

Rhane was among them, one of them.

XIX

A few of the statues were dressed in lowland styles long out of fashion. Most were dressed as shayl,
faces hidden in the stone folds of hooded riding robes. Some statues were bent, old, others were of
young men and women, and il others were ageless, suspended by the timedess ill which had captured
humanity in stone.

The statues came in as many sizes as people have hopes. No matter where Rhane looked, every
rock had a face that was revealed and concedled in the same moment, watching him when he was not
watching them. Even stones that had been eroded into shapelessness had a haunting daim to humeanity, an
attenuated echo of avareness.

Alive

The stories Rhane had scorned as pious nonsense seemed to whisper to him from every rock, every
fountain, Shiya s voicetdling him ...

“When my father left, my mother became h'shazir. Before the change was complete, she went
to the Fountains of Madness, as all h'shazir must. She didn’t come back. Now her wiri waits as
wiris have always waited for their vanished shayl, waiting in the sacred mure outside the
Fountains.”

“ ... shrine child’ s wiri is waiting for her, if not here, then there, in the valley of the Fountains.
The wiri can't bear the child’s insanity—If she dies or becomes shazr, her wiri will go to the
sacred trees and live forever —Wiris never die, only shayl do.”

“ ... flatland pilgrims worship shazr, go to the Fountains to plead or command or flatter that
which they can’'t comprehend. Most never attract a shazr’s attention. Those who do never come
back. Frozen in some shazir’s mind, they stand along the trail to the Fountains.

“One day the shazr will forget or grow bored or ... something changes. Then the flatlanders
held by that shazir will crumble or run free, be children again or dust or nothing at all, not even a
memory. Who can say what happens? Who can know the mind of a shazir?’

Kahsah crouched among the five fountains where water pulsed and danced in intricate rhythms. To
her Ieft was the Statue of a boy. The boy’s har was ydlow, his skin brown, his gray eyes too old for
Rhane to bear. He wanted to touch the drawn face, but he was afraid.

He was afrad his fingers would touch more than stone and he would findly go mad.

Shiyd's head turned by degrees, as though the boy cdled to her. Sowly her eyes focused on the
satue. Rhane sensed alletting go, a deep Sgh that could have been Cezin€ s name.

“They heard me ... after dl,” she whispered.

“What are you saying?’ demanded Rhane, horror growing in him. “That isn't Cezine. You burned his
body and threw his ashesin the wind. | saw it in your mind!”

Shiya sagged in Rhane's arms, entirdly supported by him.

“Shiyal” shouted Rhane. “Is that Cezine? Answer me”

She dipped from his arms like water flowing down.

HIYA

Her weight pulled him off Kahsah. He twisted as he fdl, trying to avoid landing on Shiya His



sheathed flute rang musicaly againg the statue, but Rhane did not hear. He crouched over Shiya, trying
to shake her into consciousness. He might as well have shaken the statue.

Very gently, Rhane let go of Shiya and stood up. His hands and her robe were sticky with congeding
blood, her blood. The gash on her neck had opened again sometime during the ride from Shaylmir. She
was beyond the smple remedies stored in histrall belt.

Rhane opened his survivd suit, yanked out the psitran and prodded it into shape with a patience that
was no deeper than his fingertips.

“Don’'t worry, Shiya” Rhane said in a strained voice as he worked over the psitran. “I'll get through
to the Carifil and they’ll send a shuttle for you and if the shazir don't like it they can suck zarfs”

Rhane jerked the pgtran into place with hands that fdt as if they were made of water rather than
bone and flesh. He sent out the coded query/demand to Merid. There was no answer, not even a distant
shiver of awareness. He tried again, hurling the Sgnd outward with dl the drength and <kill a his
command. No response. Nothing. It was as though he were in a soundproofed cave, shouting to deaf
people on the other sde of the world.

Rhane yanked off the pstran and examined it. The shape was inevitable, correct. The supple
wire-crystal structure was intact. There was no reason it should not work. He replaced the pstran and
cdled out again and yet again, slent menta cries that bounced back on him, shattered echoes whose
every fragment cut deeply into hismind.

Desperately, Rhane examined the psitran again, trying to ignore the burning pain that threatened to
incapacitate his mind.

“The shapeisright,” he muttered. “I’m strong enough. The wiris are gone. What's wrong?’

Rhane' s words seemed to echo around him as his voice died into slence. A horrible certainty grew in
him. He had badly misunderstood the wiris absence. There were no wiris because no wiris were
needed. The Fountains of Madness were a trap—or a haven—for shazir, and the gate was guarded by
wiris, more wiris than he could count in alifetime

“Enough wiris to modulate shazir ..” whispered Rhane, remembering fragments of shayl
conversation, explanations he had dismissed because he did not understand. * Shiya schemed and fought
and suffered to bring me to the one place on Menx where | absolutely can’t contact the Carifil. It was dl
for nothing ... nothing at dl.”

Rhane' s laughter was soft at fird, then it rose with a wildness that fed upon itsdf, expanding. He
knew he should not laugh, but he could not stop.

“Did you hear me, Shiya? For nothing!” He gasped with laughter and nudged her with the toe of his
boot. “Lor Jastre. Can you hear me? Y ou won. You. Won. Menx logt. Sol logt.

T adl—what did T'ad gan? Was the secret worth it? Was it worth two planets?’

There was no answe.

Rhane turned away so suddenly that he lost his balance. He caught himsdf on the statue, and found
himsdf garing into gray eyes he had never hoped to see again. Cezine.

“Was it worth it?” Rhane asked the statue, his voice reasonable, his eyes wild. “Surdy your shazir
knows? Tdl me”

There was no response, no flicker of awareness benesth Rhane's hands. He lunged againg the
statue, trying to break it, beeting on it with hisfigs, kicking it.

“Tel me”

The statue remained upright, rooted in certainties Rhane could not topple. At last, exhausted, Rhane
turned away from the statue. He saw nathing but rock and fountains and Shiya Only the fountains
moved, only they seemed dive. He was done.

“Kahsah? Where—"

Hisfrantic glance saw only more rocks, statues dark againg the dancing fountains.

Kahsah!

No tenor howl answered hiscal. The reskans were gone with no more than a digant rattle of loose
rock to mark their passage. Wildly, Rhane started after them. He had taken only one step when his foot
turned underneath him. He fall backward, into the statue. His flute banged inggtently on stone,



With an inarticulate sound, Rhane yanked the flute out of its sheath. He drew back his arm to fling the
dlver tube into the scading poal at the base of the five fountains. At the last moment he hedtated. His
am dropped. He looked &t the flute, turning the cold metal over and over in his hands, saring at his own
distorted image diding endlesdy down polished slver curves.

“Can you tdl me anything | don't aready know?’ he asked.

With the uncertain moations of an old man, Rhane sank down, propping himsdf againg the indifferent
datue. He looked once a Shiya, then quickly away. He did not need to be reminded of the extent of his
falure, the cost that others would pay long after his own pain was ended, his dying moments and words
witnessed only by the wind.

Sal’slagt chance for continuity gone.

Rhare lifted the flute to his lips and blew a sngle clear note. He paused, hdf expecting to hear
Beggar or Kahsah echo him. There was nothing. Beggar was waiting in the mure trees with countless
other wiris, waiting as they dl waited for ther shayl to return. And Kahsah ... Kahsah had brought him to
the place that she saw embedded in Shiya s memory and in his own mind. The reskans had fled while he
raged over a stone image from his past.

Rhane s fingers moved over the flute, transforming thoughts into music that wove among the sounds
of wind and fountains.

Sd logt. Reskans gone. Shiya ... lying very 4ill, her burning hair gone, never to curl like flames
around his hands, warming him. He had |eft her adeep eight years ago, the taste of her dill sweet in his
mouth, her wild khi perfume dill dinging to his body. He had gone to the place where Cezine dept just
beyond the fire, but Cezine had been awake, his gray eyes opaque. A stranger’s eyes. No words had
been spoken, for there were no words possible.

Theflute cried softly of betraya and regret, guilt degpening with every beat of slence.

That was the moment Rhane had decided to accept Lor Sostra's invitation to see the most perfect
avilization in the Concord. He had gathered his bdongings quickly, waking softly around the fire,
watched by a sranger’s gray eyes. Hisflute was last to be packed, a dim weight that was as much a part
of him as his hands. Cezine had dways wanted the flute, too young to redlize that it was the man, not the
ingrument, which created musc.

He waked around the fire one lagt time, the flute gleaming in his hands. He bent over his undegping
brother. Cezin€'s gray eyes were open, saring through Rhane. He placed the flute across his brother’s
dight body and left for Fertten without a word spoken.

Cezine died.

Rhane lived.

The flute sang of emptiness that time had never filled, the lingering taste of khi and passion, Cezine's
willful refusal to accept what could not be changed ... Shiya had chosen Rhane.

Theamdl of khi pervaded everything, a dense sensud presence. Radiant, blue-black, trembling with
possihilities, flower after flower bloomed, pouring out of the Siver flute and diding over Rhane like warm
mouths

A part of Rhan€ s mind shivered away, crying voicdesdy of danger and shazir, but he did not put
down the flute. He was in the grip of song, hed by something he could not comprehend: the music had
taken memory and turned it, offering him a new view of the past.

Shiya had chosen him. He had not seduced her away from his younger brother. Cezine had been
balanced on the brink of sexudity, a boy yet, too young to stidfy either Shiya or himsdf, too old not to
want her. But Menx years were not Sol years, Shiyawas awoman and she had chosen a man.

Where was the guilt in that? Where was the gray glance that had haunted him for eight years, tdling
hm that Cezine had died done, wounded by his older brother? Would Cezine have lived any longer or
died any less doneif it had been his hands tangled in Shiyd s hair that night?

A clear, high note soared up, answering Rhane with many echoes. His vison shattered into many
images, each one a separate possibility rooted in the past and flowering in a present that had never been.
He saw hislagt night on Menx eight years ago repeated from every angle, every posshility; what would
have been if Cezine had truly dept or if Shiya had not wanted Rhane or if he had refused her or if Cezine



hed understood or if, or if, or if, if, if—

And endless stream of possihilities bloomed, scented with khi and shazir.

But in each posshility Cezine died. In only one possbility Rhane lived. Did he redly want to change
his present life for one of those other deaths?

Rhane' s music quivered with fear and regret and afierce dedire for life

The multiple possihilities vanished, leaving only the tantdizing scent of khi. Part of Rhane wept,
knowing that Cezine was dead, but it was sadness arying rather than guilt. He was free. And so was
Cezine, no longer frozen in the prison of his older brother’s mind, his boyish being no longer chained to
another’ s unchanging quilt.

The song lifted in a sweet progresson of notes that seemed to have no limit, soaring impossibly on
the wings of shazir.

Khi curled around Rhane, tickling his senses, reminding him of Shiya then and Shiya now. Regret was
amdanchaly fdl of music twiging down, down, so far down that it ached in his throat.

He had |e&ft her adeep, not aword to soften his abrupt leaving. As though her gift of sdf had brought
only indifference or disgust. He had been angry with her because he had been too guilty to be angry with
Cezine.

Shiya had known that. Somehow she had known, the first bud of her shayl swdling even as his desire
had swelled. Before, he had touched her as he had Cezine, with a brother’s gentle roughness. Neither
Rhane nor Shiya had known of their mutud state of h'shayl. They had not known that when they were in
shayl the most casud touch penetrated dl facades. He might as well have shouted his sudden desire for
her—and she might as well have shouted her consuming response.

He had not known about shayl, then; she had not known her own changing awareness. Two h'shayl,
innocent as the wind; and as irresponsible.

The flute keened, apologizing to the woman-child who had tried to win Rhane' s forgiveness by saving
his brother. Cezine, his gray eyes hurt, forgiving, worshiping. In a moment of shayl she had touched
Cezine and had known his terrible, innocent demands of her: she was his god.

She gave hm what she could, but it was not enough. It was not life

Cezin€' s death was not her fault, but she would die because of it, done as he had been done, loving
someone who could not love in the same way. Did it have to be that way? Was that the only possible
redity?

Rhane swayed toward Shiya, musc and mind reaching, melody and thoughts merging, redlity tuming
while khi bloomed in a soundless exploson. Vertigo and the sound of Shiya screaming, Lor Jastre's
ydlow eyes opening, his thoughts condensing as cold as his contempt.

Latzak.

Shazir. Shiyd s thought was a shiver of hope, aflash of fear. Shazr.

Two words for insanity. Two points of view. Two redities. But shezir subsumed dl definitions, dl
categories, dl redlities.

Shazr, repeated Rhane.

Lor Jastre’ s laughter made Rhane' s music twist uncomfortably, knotting his fingers until song became
dissonance.

Do you know who your sacred shazr really are? asked Lor Jastre, each word a knife turning,
didng.

Rhane s mind became totdly dill, poised on the point of revelation.

Shazir are mizak, surzak, latzak, chizak—

Rhane dghed a flat note that cut across Lor Jastre's harsh melody. T'aeln names. T aeln insults.
No revelation. Nothing.

Not names, countered Lor Jastre. Reality. Shazir are bastard T aeln, imperfect spawn of
obscene matings. Do you under stand now— atzak?

Lor Jastre's amile was an arc of pain and compassion scoring across Rhane's mind. He retreated,
dhrinking from discovery, but Lor Jastre pursued, pain and compassion mingling.

Before Concord, T adl was as secure as T aeln masters could make it. We knew ourselves. We



knew what phenotypes would produce sane children and what rules would produce sane results.
There were accidents, of course, mutations and quirks we hadn’'t allowed for. That was to our
benefit; it kept us alert, alive.

Then Concord came. Hundreds of races, thousands of phenotypes, billions of genotypes. Some
matched our rules perfectly, some less perfectly. Children were born. Many were sane, almost all,
but the ones who weren’t ... we had no words for their aberrations. We do now, of course. Many
words.

When we realized what was happening to our race we closed our Accesses and tried to purge
our gene pool of Concord obscenities. The Concord called it xenophobia. We knew it was
survival.

Themusc trembled with Lor Jastre' s relentless thoughts, Shiya's oinning emotions, Rhane's fear of
what Lor Jastre would teach them that they did not want to know.

(don't)

But Lor Jastre was in Shiya s mind and she wasin Rhane's, and no inner plea could deflect the cold
torrent of T’ aeln higtory, Shiya's ancestors and Rhane's.

We killed our own children, the ones who were chizak. Insane children; obscene, yes, all of
that. But they were our children and we killed them. There is a word for those years of slaughter,
aword no T aeln ever speaks.

The flute recdled the past in ragged measures of horror and necessity, terror and the helplessness
that came when even murder was not enough.

They kept on being born. Surzak, mizak. The ones that had been sane enough to hide, sane
enough to mingle, sane enough to have children who also appeared sane. They looked no
different.

The horror of those years still screams in T aeln nightmares. We couldn’t kill all of them. Even
when we found them, we didn’t want to kill all of them. Yet we could not live with them, either.
We could not live in a world where today, tomorrow and yesterday were only opinions that could
be changed on the whim of ... our children.

T ad’s whole philosophy, our ancient civilization, was founded in the certainty that sanity
followed phenotype. And it did, until Concord was involved.

If only they had looked different—

So you withdrew from contact with other races, thought Rhane dowly, and slaughtered, and
discovered that killing wasn't enough. The genes were too thoroughly dispersed in your race. And
then?

We survived, returned Lor Jastre grimly, answering the distaste in Rhan€'s sharp song, grim
thoughts. We survived at the cost of everything but our lives. Frightened societies aren't flexible.
And we were frightened—of ourselves, of our children, of a future we hadn’'t asked for and
couldn’t comprehend.

Theflute sang with plaintive phrases, seeking answers to questions they had dl asked in the privacy
of their minds, hearing echoes of ther questionsin the minds of others.

A future we hadn’t asked for and couldn’t comprehend.

Shiyd's awareness flexed and her thoughts condensed in the spaces between music. Khi bloomed,
ovewheming, invigorating.

You discovered Menx long ago, thousands of years. Shiya's mind seemed to stretch, grasping
intuitions as eusve as the past. You exiled your children and called them animals.

We thought it was better than killing them.

Menx is T'ael’s dumping ground. Shiya's thought was both bitter and despairing. We' re nothing
but your fears cast in mud.

Poor bri th'li. | loved you as much as any T aeln could. | should have killed you when | killed
Cezine. It would have been kinder. And you,—the T agln’s ydlow eyes focused on Rhane—would it
have been kinder for you? Lor Jastre' s thoughts became distant, amused, too panful to bear, yet Shiya
and Rhane had no choice but to bear them. For all my yellow eyes, | sometimes wonder if I’m sane.



Rhane fdt the T'agln’'s thoughts shattering and the flute crying of dreams and worlds log, redity
turning, redlity a great faceted bal suspended in a shazir's mind, glittering, tuning ...

Yellow eyes. Son of Sol. Son of T'ael. More Menx than either, riding a reskan with a wiri on
your shoulder. Lor Jastre's thoughts curled around the flut€'s intricate music, laughter expanding,
wildness growing. A wiri to keep a Menx sane. A music egg to keep a T aeln sane. A flute to keep a
bastard Solan sane. So obvious. Your father laughed, taunting me, a T aeln master. He heard
Menx's and T ael’s history sung by a biological music egg. He was ecstatic. He did not understand
why the secret must be kept. Why he must die.

T aeln pride, suggested Shiya T aeln arrogance.

Survival, sghed Rhane, understanding Lor Jastre and wishing he did not. It was easier not to
understand. Menx history is a secret known only to T aeln masters. If the nonmasters knew, they
would be shattered. Yellow-eyed sanity is their only buffer against disaster. So long as they believe
init, and so long asit is mostly true, T aeln culture survives. Without it, T ael and T aelns die.

| thought your father would understand that, continued Lor Jestre. Sol’s necessities aren’t so
different from T ad’s. You place your faith in an unbroken record of en Jacaroen lives and
deaths; we place ours in the master phenotype. Without your en Jacaroen continuity, Sol will be
rudderless. Your people will survive that. It won't be pleasant, but they will survive. They are
flexible enough to change.

But T'ad is brittle. T'adl can’'t survive the end of master certainties. If our society shatters,
who will seek out and exile the insane children? Who will bring back shayl to restrain the rare
h'shazir baby?

No one, Sghed Rhane. Disaster for you. A race lost to the Concord.

Your father didn’t understand. He would have shouted our debased genes to every world.

My father hated and envied T ael almost as much as he loved it. And he loved T adl more than
he loved his own world or his own sons.

Mizak, Lor Jastre thought wonderingly. Possibly even surzak.

No. Smply human.

Shiyd s thoughts gathered, then surrounded Lor Jastre' s with predatory intent. What of Menx in all
this? What future have you designed for us? Why did you ever expose us to Concord?

There was a Concord lightship less than three planet days away. Discovery was inevitable.

You should have destroyed the lightship!

We couldn't.

S0 you set Menx up to be abandoned. Rhane s thought was as clear and hard as the flute itsdlf, as
potent as the overwheming scent of khi.

We tried other things first, everything, but the Concord didn’t understand. They saw only the
flatlanders, and didn’'t even understand them.

You showed Concord only the flatlanders, corrected Rhane.

| could hardly show them shazr, returned Lor Jastre sardonicaly. And | warned the Concord. |
told them that flatland Menx couldn’t answer for their highland cousins. | even warned—

Lor Jastre's thoughts turned grimly upon themselves and froze. What | did doesn’'t matter. Menx
will be abandoned. T ael will find another world for our misbegotten children. Sol will probably
find a new symbol of continuity after a few hundred years of civil war. And what does any of it
matter to us? Lor Jastre's laugh dimbed up unmusicd scales. We're dead. Aren’'t we?

Theflute's scream was agony. Rhane willed hisfingers to stop, hislipsto close, but they did not. The
scent of khi was a sea wave swelling, bresking, grinding, and the blue-black flowers were soft hands
wrapping around him, pulling him down beyond the reach of time or life.

Rhane fought, attacking each petd hand with searing phrases of song urtil the flute was white-haot,
burning with hisrefusal to accept that facet of redity turning. Not yet. He would not give up yet. Redlity
was dill turning within a shazir' s mind, reveding other facets, other possbilities, and one of them might be
life, not death. Not death.

The fluté s plea was more exquisite than a flight of wiris. Soaring over impossble scaes, the flute



cdled to the core of shazir turning.

And was answered.

Redlity turned, faster and faster, throwing off shaitering bits of light, scintillating with dl that ever was
or could be, blinding possibilities spinning faster, faster, impossible to choose from, turning too fast to see
one posshility aone.

Rhane s moan was both song and despair. He needed a hillion eyes to see a sngle posshility. So
much to see o little.

(stop turning)

One possibility he could have. Just one. A single brilliant fragment of that vast spinning ball.

(too much, | can’t see just one)

The flute wept in minor keys of hopelessness. Everything had been offered, the universe in a sngle
infinitdy faceted sphere, each posshility a shard of light thrown off by the saintillant whole.

Catch one posshility.

(which one, | can't see)

Quick. Take one. It will be dl your yesterdays, dl your tomorrows, every now you will ever know.
Choose. It's soinning fagter, ever fagter. All the light is flowing together, dl posshilities are becoming
inseparable. That's degath, the great smplifier.

(no)

Only life separates, disinguishing among infinite variety with infinite awareness. Choose now.
Choose.

Soinning. Faster. Faster.

Infinite flashes of light thrown off. Spinning, blending, blurring together.

(was that life for Sol | saw?)

faster and

(life for Menx there?)

fagter

(even for T adl? for us?) .

fadterfasterfagefast

(LIFE)

Thebal stopped spinning. Light shattered into darkness and the taste of blood.

Rhare licked lips that were raw from rubbing over meta. He blinked. Five fountains danced benesth
acloudless arch of night, supporting a angle moon. Rich dlver light and the warm breath of the Fountains
poured over him, and over the body of a woman whose head rested on his leg. He stroked her har as it
cascaded across histhigh and fdl onto the dark stone ground.

“Shiya...?’

Rhane' s voice was dry, husky, barely a whisper. It did not disturb the woman whose pulse beat
Seadily beneath his hand, her body warm, dive. In the moonlight a thin scar gleamed at the base of her
neck.

Shiya.

Her mind turned, seeking his Finding him, she smiled and dept again. He did not wake her. The
wonder of her hair curling around his hands was enough ... Rhane looked up, sensing another presence.
The graceful lines of the Fountains condensed out of the moonlight, echoed by the tal figure of a woman
danding in front of him.

Merid.

Rhane did not know that he had spoken her name until she touched him. Her relief swept over him
like awind. With it came afeding of urgency and waiting, along time, waiting.

“| dreamed,” dghed Rhane, answering the question Merid had not asked.

“I know. When | fird came here | touched you. For anindant | touched ...”

“What?" said Rhane, unable to hear her voice among the fluid whispers of the Fountains of Madness.

Merid’s face shifted, echoing the tranformations of water. “Every tint of madness, every tone of
sanity, the overwheming scent of khi and shazir. Colors and shadows of colors reaching back into time,



an immense ocean and along wave breaking, churning whitely.”

Rhane ligened to Merid’s voice, hearing resonances of Lor Jastre and Shiya and himsdf in every
word, remembering a dream.

“The face of the wave was thick with people whose time-shadows swept back into the past like
colored streamers, merging into the ocean universe of time, minds reaching back.”

Merid’ s voice paused, remembering horror and hope and futility. “People sruggling to stay afloat on
the breaking wave of the present. The wave changing, dways changing. People drowning, dragged down
by the weight of thelr attachment to the past.

“Dying. Dead. And others, others thrown forward, no attachments, nothing, tumbling into a future
that was too shdlow to support the burden of their existence. Dying. Dead.

“A few people, so few, their timeshadows neither dragged nor impelled, but centered them securely
inthe present. Those people rode time s wave with radiant certainty.”

“The grinding wave ...” Rhane's voice barely rose above the murmuring Fountains of Madness. “Lor
Jastre. You saw himin my mind.”

“l saw only awhite wave grinding. Lor Jastre is dead. The shayl told me. You killed hm when Shiya
fdl during the serat trid. Don't you remember?’

“I killed him?" Rhane sighed. “And Cezine? The RA Jacaroen? Do they live on this face of redity?’

Merid’s expression changed with the fountains, dlver and shadow. “ Should they?’

Rhane turned the flute, watching pale moon imeges flee across the flute's blue-black surface. Indigo,
not slver, the scent and color of khi condensed into athin meta tube turning in his hands, hands that were
drong and whole, untainted by sickness. The moon shadows did away faster and faster, became a
goinning ball with infinite facets glittering.

“What happened, Rhane? Do you remember? | touched you only for an ingant, and only once. It
wasdl | could bear.”

The billion billion possibilities.

“| cdled agod,” whispered Rhane, “and we ... dreamed.”

Rhane's words returned to him, borne on the warm exhdations of the Fountains of Madness. He
shuddered.

“No, not thet a dl. | went crazy, that’s dl. | thought Shiya was dead and | was dying and—I went a
little bit mad. I'm al right now, though. All right.”

Rhane' s words turned among the dancing fountains, echoes of dlver light. He remembered a sngle
shard of brightness, one brilliant face of infinitdy faceted redlity, dl faces equdly possible, and he had
chosen. One. But that was jugt a dream. He mugt remember that. He mugt keep the redities from
overlagpping, or he would be as mad as every other shazir.

(chizak)

Rhane amiled sourly. It would take time to accustom himsdf to Lor Jastre’ s sardonic echo, but that
was the redlity he had chosen. Eventudly the T'agln’s echo, like dl echoes, would return to the slence
that had given it birth. Time.

“How long have | been here?’

“What istime to ashazir?’ asked Merid softly, watching him with wise Carifil eyes.

Rhane forced aamile “I'll ask thefirg one | find”

“Isthat how you want it?’

Redlity turning, posshilities glittering endlessy, equdly.

“That's how it must be”

“The Century of Protection ends a dawn,” said Merid, “if that’s what you need to know.”

Rhane glanced up at the sky. The last moon was descending. Soon the Three Shayl would rise, three
dars leading the hot sun of shazir across Menx skies. Scavengers would descend, disturbing the
hard-won baance of redity for shazir and Concord dike.

“No,” sad Rhane, grabbing Merid’swrid. “Ligen to me” With histouch came a highly compressed
torrent of information/emotion/speculation, but he spoke anyway, emphaszing. “Lor Jastre was right.
Menx must be proscribed!”



Merid flinched under the torrent of mindtouch, discovery. “Mdting sickness” she sad in horror,
knowing as Rhane knew, “mdting sickness came from T’ agln laboratories. Ddliberately. Murderous.”

“Inevitable” sad Rhane.

“They should have told the Concord,” said Merid, mere words embedded in aflow of negation.

“And sacrifice T'adl to their insane children once the secret was known?”

Merid waited, swaying beneath the force of Rhane's mind.

“Menx must be proscribed to dl but T'adl,” said Rhane diginctly, “and T'adl to dl but Menx. An
outbreak of mdting sckness on T'agl would provide the judtification for proscription,” continued Rhane,
ignaring both her rebdlion and his own, for he knew what must happen, which facet of redity mugt be
chosen. “The dud proscription will limit the spread of T'aeln genes—and shazir.”

Merid’s mouth twisted with distaste, but she was Carifil; she did not cast asde a necessary redity
merdy because it was not a perfect one.

“My shuttle is outside the vdley,” Merid sad quidly, dl hedtaion past. “I'll use the spacecom to
contact Centrex. Before dawn, Menx will be proscribed. T" agl will be proscribed as soon as its epidemic
of mdting sicknessiis confirmed by Concord medics. And we will never speak of thisagain.”

Merid withdrew, moving soundlesdy, one shadow among many, slver and black flowing together,
blurring, turning faster and fagter.

One. Just one.

Shiya stirred and sghed. Rhane fdt her movements as he would have his own, another dimension of
redity, his time-shadow reaching back, and hers, radiant, inseparable, balanced on the long bresking
wave. He lifted her hair to hislips, loang himsdf in the potent scent of khi. Her hair was cool and swest,
luck running endlessy out of both his hands.

Rhane s soft laughter rose, mingling with the liquid conversations of the Fountains of Madness.
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