
  [image: Cover]


  THE KINDLY ONES


  By Melissa Scott


  [image: ]


  A Mystique Press Production


  Mystique Press is an imprint of Crossroad Press Publishing


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Copyright 2012 / Melissa Scott


  Copy-edited by: Anita Lorene Smith


  Cover images courtesy of:


  http://mysticmorning.deviantart.com


  http://fragile-stock.deviantart.com


  http://brotherguy.deviantart.com/


  http://frostbo.deviantart.com/


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Meet the Author


  [image: ]


  Melissa Scott is from Little Rock, Arkansas, and studied history at Harvard College and Brandeis University, where she earned her Ph.D .in the Comparative History program. She is the author of more than twenty science fiction and fantasy novels, and has won Lambda Literary Awards for Trouble and Her Friends, Shadow Man, and Point of Dreams, the last written with her late partner, Lisa A. Barnett. She has also won Spectrum Awards for Shadow Man and again in 2010 for the short story “The Rocky Side of the Sky” (Periphery, Lethe Press) as well as the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer. Her most recent novel, Lost Things, written with Jo Graham, was published by Crossroad Press in 2012, and its sequel, Steel Blues, is scheduled for spring of 2013. She can be found on LiveJournal at mescott.livejournal.com.


  Book List


  A Choice of Destinies


  Burning Bright


  Dreamships


  Dreaming Metal


  Lost Things


  Mighty Good Road


  Night Sky Mine


  Point of Dreams (with Lisa A. Barnett)


  Point of Hoops (with Lisa A. Barnett)


  Shadow Man


  The Armor of Light (with Lisa A. Barnett)


  The Game Beyond


  The Jazz


  The Kindly Ones


  The Roads of Heaven Trilogy Bk 1: Five-Twelfths of Heaven


  The Roads of Heaven Trilogy Bk 2: Silence in Solitude


  The Roads of Heaven Trilogy Bk 3: The Empress of Earth


  The Shapes of Their Hearts


  Trouble and Her Friends


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit us online


  Check out our blog and


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for the latest Crossroad Press News


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  Join our group at Goodreads


  [image: ]


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you’d like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com and ask to be added to our mailing list.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  Table of Contents


  Prologue



  Chapter 1


  Chapter 2


  Chapter 3


  Chapter 4


  Chapter 5


  Chapter 6


  Chapter 7


  Chapter 8


  Chapter 9


  Chapter 10


  Chapter 11


  Chapter 12


  Chapter 13


  Chapter 14


  Chapter 15


  Excerpted from the Standard Planetary Register, 20th edition revised, pub/protect date CS 1425.201 PoDr. Used by the kind permission of the Conglomerate Records Office, Baldur.


  ORESTES (Oresteian, Oresteians): SEE ALSO ELECTRA, Iphigenia. Larger of two inhabited moons of Agamemnon, planet of Atreus, Rimsector Catalogue listing 47001.q. CPC # 7E7/H9SX3/EE3B(2)*. Surface gravity = 0.81 Earth. Astronomical year = 27 standard years; local year = (Conglomerate) standard year. Astronomical day = 142.32 standard hours; local day = 24 local hours/23.72 standard hours. Chronometric correction (standard) ATS.993/02. Volcanically active on 24-day cycle; travellers are advised to heed local Geo/Met bulletins. Climate: Orestes is officially classified as a cold planet, with average temperatures from 5 to 10 degrees Celsius.


  Settled 41 AnDr by G/SS Home Rule, originally intended for Agni (qv); first Conglomerate contact 993 PoDr, full Conglomerate membership 1001 PoDr. No indigenous intelligent life. Primary cities: Destiny (dos 41 AnDr, starport, riverport); Madelgar (dos 38 AnDr, starport, riverport). Primary export products: minerals (industrials, gems); woolens (luxury yarns, luxury fabrics, hand-worked clothing); furs (atossa); fish products (leva, boi-boi). Government: Orestes and Electra are governed through five overarching Kinships (Axtell, Brandr, Fyfe, Halex, and Orillon) through the Kinship Council and the Ship’s Council, which supervise city, town, guild/factory, and farmstead government. Each Kinship is responsible for one Mandate, a geographical as well as governmental unit. Language Group: Ortho-urban (index of variation RS6.0095).


  Orestes/Electra are most noted for the extremely strict code of honor that defines all social relations on both worlds. Breaches of code are punished by “social death”—the offender is declared legally dead and is allowed no further contact with (legally) living beings. This code is most strictly enforced in the non-urban areas; visitors are advised that the non-urban Mandates (Axtell, Fyfe) have been declared yellow travel zones by the Travellers’ Advisory Council, and should consult the appropriate TAC publications.


  For more detailed descriptions of Orestes and Electra, please consult CRO publications: RSD993.501.F22, Descriptive Index Six: Worlds of Rimsector Seven; PDP 168847.228.V5, Planetary Survey Pamphlets, Third Series: Orestes/Electra; and TAC publication RS4.7001.7E7, City and Necropolis.


  ELECTRA (Electran, Electrans; also Oresteian, Oresteians): SEE ALSO ORESTES. Smaller of two inhabited moons of Agamemnon, planet of Atreus, Rimsector Catalogue listing 47001.q CPC # 7E7/T8VX3/EF3B (2/2)*. Surface gravity = 0.78 Earth. Astronomical year = 27 standard years; local year = (Conglomerate) standard year. Astronomical day = 285.04 standard hours; local day = 24 local hours/23.75 standard hours. Chronometric correction (standard) ATS.993/021. Marginal volcanic activity on 24-day cycle; travellers are advised to be aware of local Geo/Met bulletins. Climate: Electra is officially classified as a cold planet, with average temperatures from –5 to 1 degrees Celsius. Travellers are strongly advised to heed local Geo/Met Office’s weather bulletins.


  Settled 2 AnDr by Orillon Kinship of Orestes (qv), as part of a feud settlement. First Conglomerate contact 993 PoDr, full Conglomerate membership 1001 PoDr, with Orestes. Electra is considered a province of Orestes (qv). No indigenous animal life above class III. Primary city: Glittermark (dos 2 AnDr, starport, iceport). Primary export products: minerals (industrials); service personnel. Government: Electra is considered a part of the Oresteian Kinship system (SEE ALSO ORESTES), and the moon in its entirety is the Orillon Mandate. Language Group: Ortho-urban (index of variation RS6.0095).


  Electra is a part of the Oresteian culture, and therefore, its people follow the extremely strict Oresteian code of honor. Breaches of code are punished by “social death”—the offender is declared legally dead and is allowed no further contact with any “living” being. Though this code is not as strictly enforced as it is in the rural Mandates of Orestes, travellers are still advised to familiarize themselves with the conventions of the code before arrival.


  For more detailed descriptions of Orestes and Electra, please consult CRO publications: RSD993.501.F22, Descriptive Index Six; Worlds of Rimsector Seven; and PDP 168847.228.V5, Planetary Survey Pamphlets, Third Series: Orestes/Electra.


  We hold we are straight and just. If a man can spread his hands and show they are clean, no wrath of ours shall lurk for him.


  Unscathed he walks through his life time.


  —Aeschylus, The Eumenides, 312-315


  Prologue


  Captain Leith Moraghan


  (Peacekeeper Drone Command, retired)


  Moraghan dreamed she had two good arms again, and the bunk beneath her was the couch of a SuperWasp fighter, the latest in a long series of in-atmosphere workhorses. She was too old to fly the tricky little ships—too old at twenty to handle the demanding link of computer, ship, and pilot—but nevertheless, there she was, strapped into the crowded cockpit. She brought it down easy, holding her breath, jockeying the machine through the thickening air toward the desert field. Then, out of nowhere, came a gust of wind, tilting the unstable ship. She froze for an instant, and the ship spun out of control, computers no longer able to compensate. She fought it, cursing at the top of her lungs, wrestling the stubborn controls as the world spiraled around her, and pulled it out too late. As always, she woke before the crash.


  She lay there for an instant, breathing heavily, staring up through the darkness at the bulkhead above her. Gradually, her heartbeat slowed, and she reached deliberately for her numb left arm, running the fingers of her right hand along the glove that hid the ugly scars. The doctors had done their best, but they had not been able to compensate for all the nerve damage. They had told her instead that she was lucky to have gotten off so lightly, and released her from the Drone Command. The Peacekeepers took care of their own, of course, as she’d known they would. Still, there was no place for her in active service, and she did not want a desk job with one of the auxiliary forces, Customs, or the Trade Board. That left only the mailships: undemanding, unrewarding work, but the closest approximation of Peacekeeper service she could hope to find. In the eight years since the accident, she had worked her way up to command of one of the smaller mailships on a six-week loop run of moderate importance, but she’d found nothing to replace the satisfaction of her six years in the Drone Command. Annoyed now, she swung herself out of the bunk, shaking away the sense of futility. She was doing something useful, at least; she couldn’t ask for more.


  After she’d showered, washing away the last residue of the dream, and dressed, she was able to switch on her console and study the figures in the workscreen with a certain satisfaction. Her senior pilot, Darah Sabas, had flipped the mailship out of Drive with .5 li of the system buoy, for once putting them on the right side of the system for their approach. A single microjump had brought Pipe Major up to the buoy, in position for the five-day, no-drive run to the second buoy that marked the edge of the Oresteian rings. Or should that be the Agamemnonian rings? Moraghan wondered idly. They belonged to the planet, properly speaking, not to the inhabited moons. Whatever you called them, though, they were a nuisance, and she was grateful she did not have to navigate their complexities on her own.


  A yellow light flashed on the intercom panel. Sighing, Moraghan hit the freeze button and folded back the workscreen, then touched the answer key.


  “Captain here.” She kept her voice even, trying not to anticipate the worst. Mailships’ crews were always an iffy lot, chosen as they were from Peacekeeper pensioners either too old or too badly damaged for more active service, but the junior pilot, who had the watch, was worse than most. He had been shot up in the fighting off Thetis/Arreaias, and no matter what the psych docs said, Moraghan thought it was far too soon to let the kid handle a ship again. Of course, she added with a bitter grin, eight years ago I might’ve had the patience to work through it with him, too, but not now.


  “B-bridge.” Tham’s slight stammer was unmistakable. “D-do you want me to bounce-cast through the b-buoy, sir, or shall I use our own set?”


  “Are we still in range?” Moraghan asked, as patiently as she could.


  There was a moment’s pause—Moraghan could almost see the boy checking his figures for the hundredth time—and then Tham answered, “Yes, s-sir.”


  “Bounce it, then, and keep Askel happy,” Moraghan answered. Routing the D-com signal through the buoy’s repeaters would significantly reduce the wear on Pipe Major’s own crystals, and the mailship’s engineer was a notorious crystal miser, but Tham hardly seemed to notice the pleasantry.


  “Yes, s-sir. Shall I p-patch it into your cabin when I’ve m-made the connection?”


  “Do that,” Moraghan said, and watched the lights flicker busily across the communications pad. At least he was quick enough to obey commands, even if he didn’t seem capable of independent action yet. The last light flashed yellow and the air filled with the hollow hiss of the channel search. Moraghan winced, and hastily turned down the volume. It would take a few minutes for Tham to find the buoy and slave its powerful transmitter to the ship’s system. The captain turned her mind away, staring at the viewscreen that filled a third of the status board backing the console. It showed the view from one of the bow cameras, real-light, unenhanced: a starfield, no different from a hundred others, millions of brillant lights against a velvet background, without even a nebula to give it color. One blue-white light showed brighter and fractionally larger than the rest: Atreus, the system primary. The planets were indistinguishable at this distance.


  Idly, Moraghan hit a function switch at the top of her keyboard, shifting from the workscreen’s limited system to the main computer, then typed in the string of commands that searched the memory banks for one particular picture. The item appeared almost at once, fading into coherence on the main screen. This was her favorite view of Orestes, a picture of the system taken just outside the orbit of the inner buoy. Agamemnon was three-quarters full, its blue-white bulk, banded here and there with pale greys and greener blues, dominating the screen. Two of the three moons were clearly visible, Orestes itself dark against the planet’s brilliance, while frozen Electra showed a distinct white disk against the dim stars. Iphigenia, the third and smallest moon, was out of sight behind Agamemnon. The planet’s rings—not true rings, either, but an unstable, shifting mass of sub-planetary debris—lay invisible between the inner moons.


  Moraghan sighed. Before the accident—unconsciously, almost, she rubbed at the thickened wrist beneath the disguising, shoulder-length glove, avoiding the clumsy, crooked fingers—she would have welcomed the challenge of taking a ship as large and as slow as Pipe Major into the rings. Now it was physically impossible, and she did not know if she was entirely sorry to be freed of the compulsion to prove herself to herself. It was enough to watch and admire—and cringe, occasionally—while the Oresteian Port Authority pilots brought the ship into the system.


  A chime sounded softly in the communications pad, and the warning light turned green. Tham had linked ship’s systems to the buoy, and a channel was open. The Port Authority in Destiny, Orestes’ largest city and principal spaceport, should answer momentarily. Moraghan eased up the volume on the D-com channel just as Tham announced, “C-captain, the Destiny harbormaster’s on line.”


  “Thank you, Idris, that’ll be all.” Moraghan switched off the in-ships channel. “Greetings, Harbormaster Rhawn.”


  “Greetings to you, Pipe Major. You’re ahead of schedule.” Oslac Rhawn’s voice was as deep and jovial as ever, the singing Oresteian accent subdued through long contact with the off-worlders who passed through Destiny. “What can we do for you?”


  “We’ll need a pilot to bring us in-system, and that’s about all,” Moraghan answered.


  “You’ll be landing here at Destiny, then?” The harbormaster sounded more than a little bored by the routine question. There was another starport on Orestes—at Madelgar in the Brandr Mandate—and a third on Electra. Occasionally, the vagaries of Pipe Major’s cargo made it expedient to land at one of them rather than at Destiny, but that was a rare event.


  “That’s right,” Moraghan answered. “You might want to warn the people in Madelgar to send a lighter, and the same for Glittermark, but I don’t carry much for either.”


  “I’ll pass that on,” the harbormaster answered, with patent insincerity.


  Moraghan sighed—she knew there was a long-standing hostility between Madelgar and Destiny, though she neither knew nor cared to know its cause—and said, more sharply than was entirely polite, “I’d appreciate it, if you would.”


  Oslac grunted. “What’s your ETA?”


  Moraghan glanced at her workscreen, confirming the figures. “We expect to reach the inner buoy in 118 standard hours. You’ll have a pilot waiting?”


  The harbormaster chuckled. “Wouldn’t let you into the system without one, captain.” Before Moraghan could decide if he was being malicious, Oslac continued, “And you’re in luck, captain. The regular duty pilot’s got Dark-leave, so you get your favorite para.”


  “Guil Tam’ne—ex-Tam’ne?” Moraghan asked, keeping her voice as pleasant as she could. She was not fluent in all the nuances of the Ortho-Urban dialect that was Orestes’ common language, but she knew the difference between para and para’. Both could be contractions of para’an, outsider, but the first was bitter insult. “That’d be nice—she’s the best pilot I’ve seen out of your office.”


  There was a momentary hesitation, and when Oslac answered, his tone was conciliatory. “That’s right, captain. She’ll be glad to hear your recommendation.”


  Moraghan grunted, annoyed with Oslac and with herself. Guil was hardly a part of Pipe Major’s crew. It wasn’t Moraghan’s job to protect her against groundside troubles, nor would Guil be likely to need her protection. “Thanks for the help, harbormaster.”


  “See you in 190 hours, with a customs team,” Oslac retorted, and cut the connection.


  Moraghan flicked the intercom key again. “Finished with the transmitter,” she snapped, and switched off her circuit before Tham could acknowledge the order. She leaned back in her comfortable chair, watching the lights flicker from green to orange to standby blue as Tham shut down the transmitter. Guil Tam’ne—Guil ex-Tam’ne, Moraghan corrected herself, bitterly recalling the full formal phrase, para’an of Tam’ne in Electra—was the best of the Port Authority’s pilots. It was perhaps a pity she was para’an—by her own choice, no longer a part of the bizarre Oresteian honor code—but it certainly made it easier to deal with Guil than with the other pilots, for whom the necessity of obeying the code outweighed all other considerations, including the sanity of the incoming ships’ captains….


  Moraghan sighed again, the Peacekeeper training taking over. She was being unfair, and knew it. The Oresteian code had had a solid purpose—had probably saved the colonists, who had never intended to settle frigid Orestes. It had certainly meant the difference between life and death in the first forty years after the mutiny—the mutiny that must never be mentioned—that damaged the guidance computers and brought them not to Agni but to Agamemnon. But now, over fourteen hundred years after the Encounter and development of a human FTL drive, the code was clearly obsolete, and still fully enforced. I suppose, Moraghan thought, I should be grateful they’ve substituted “social death” for the real thing. I wonder if the ghosts are grateful?


  She shook herself, refusing to consider it any further. Oslac Rhawn was a typical Port Authority bureaucrat, to be used and ignored. What really mattered was that Guil would be piloting Pipe Major through the rings, and that meant not only that Moraghan could relax during transit, but that she could probably persuade the pilot to join her in making the rounds of the Necropolis, Destiny’s entertainment district. Like most worlds, Orestes—or at least Destiny and its Necropolis, the only part of Orestes Moraghan knew at all well—was much more fun in the company of a native guide. Guil had acted as escort for her half a dozen times before, and those were the visits Moraghan remembered best. She smiled to herself. Now, the only problem would be figuring out how to phrase the invitation. For some reason, it was always hardest asking: Guil offered no openings, no easy ways to bridge the silences. But once you’d managed it, Moraghan thought, it was always worth the effort.


  She frowned then. It was surprising to realize how little she really knew about Guil, and how little of that knowledge had been given by direct statement. The pilot seemed to preserve a core of secrecy, an inner self that she revealed to no one. Maybe it was just part of being para’an, Moraghan thought. If you cut yourself off from all your kin, does it make it even harder to deal with total strangers? But no, Guil’s occasional remarks about Electra made it clear she hadn’t given up all contact with her relatives there. In fact…. Moraghan’s frown deepened. She had asked, once, why Guil had chosen to become para’an. They had both been a little drunk, and for once, Guil had answered freely. She liked working as a tug pilot, she said, was better at that than at anything else, and there just weren’t enough piloting jobs on Electra. Because of the union rules, the senior pilots took what jobs there were out of Glittermark, Electra’s only port. On Orestes, members of the local Kinships took precedence at Destiny and at Madelgar, but there was enough traffic, especially at Destiny, to create a demand for pilots who could be available at any time. And that meant para’anin, who weren’t bound by any Familial obligations.


  Becoming para’an had just been the easiest way to get a job, Guil had said, shrugging. Since then, she’d been good enough to work her way into the regular rotation, and still made extra money as a substitute.


  Moraghan shook her head slowly. She did not for one moment believe it had been that simple a decision for Guil—if nothing else, the pilot had once said something about sending money home, and Moraghan knew how poor a world Electra was. Guil’s relatives probably needed the income the pilot could provide. And even if it had been purely a matter of choosing the best way of getting the work she wanted, Moraghan thought, the emotional cost must’ve been high. There was the ceremony para’anin went through, parachor. Guil had never spoken of it, of course, but Moraghan had read about it in the Survey pamphlets that dealt with Orestes. To become para’an, you had to kill three of your own blood kin, to demonstrate the sincerity of your intentions. These days, the parachor was—mostly—ritual, the ceremonial beheading of three straw dummies. It was strange, though, Moraghan thought. She could not quite picture Guil swinging the great axe shown in the Survey pamphlet’s photos, chopping up a gaudily dressed bundle of straw. But she had no trouble at all believing that the pilot could have killed her siblings.


  She shook herself hard, and reached for the workscreen. She had been on the six-week mail run, Pippa to Orestes to Althjof, for four years now, and of all those worlds, only Orestes still held anything to intrigue her. There was something about the rigid honor code that touched a sympathetic chord in a woman who had been under military discipline since she was fourteen. Its customs were not always pleasant ones, but there was … something.


  Chapter 1


  Trey Maturin


  It began, I suppose, at Per Tamarisk, toward the end of the calendar-summer. I had spent the last two calendar-weeks in the Tamar Range, a spur of the Prosperities, escorting the Patroclan survey team on a tour of the mining district, and now we were returning to the Halex Tower to report their preliminary findings to the Matriarch. The Patroclans, Dario Yan and Slade Orteja, of the engineering firm of Kassan and Cho, seemed pleased enough with their work: they huddled together in the back of the snow car, fingers busy on the keys of their lapboards as they cheerfully discussed possible solutions to the problems facing the Halex mines. I had stopped listening even before we left the mine hostel. The Patroclans habitually spoke in ellipses. Now, when they added their technical jargon to the half-sentences, it was as if they spoke another, foreign language. I looked away, staring out the small side window at the mountains around us.


  For a small world—a large moon, really—Orestes had some fairly spectacular mountains—not merely the Prosperities here in the Halex Mandate, but the Greater Tolands and the Toland Hills in the Brandr Mandate, and the Spiderlegs on the unclaimed Far Continent. The Tamar Range towered behind us, the rock showing reddish grey where the slope was too steep to hold the snows, but the central spine of the Prosperities shouldered up behind them, its peaks rising another three hundred meters above the tallest of the Tamars. Plumes of steam were visible against the dark blue of the sky, a massive cloud sitting above the Heartlight, a thinner feather drifting away from the Old Forge. Both volcanos seemed fairly quiet now, even though the moons would be in syzygy in four days, and the Geo/Met office in Destiny had already issued its standard “tremors and volcanic activity” warning. The miners at Tamar One, where we had spent the night—and at all the mines throughout the Prosperities, and across Orestes—had been working hard to bring out a last load of ore before the danger of earthquake closed the mines.


  The snow car jerked as we reached the snowline, and the driver put down the little wheels. We bounced heavily across the rutted ground for a hundred meters, and then the car reached the metalled road, and settled to a steady swaying. The gleaming roofs of Per Tamarisk were already visible over the driver’s shoulder. As the car negotiated the next switchback, still more of the town came into view. It was a typical railhead settlement, a collection of narrow two- and three-story towers clustered on the down side of the gentler slope that characterized the foothills. The steeply pitched roofs were covered with solar panels that reflected Orestes’ dark sky and the hair-thin sliver of Agamemnon. The few windows were barely more than slits cut into the downwind sides of the buildings, but they, too, were covered in solar film to extract every calorie of heat from Atreus’s thin sunlight. Only two buildings broke that pattern: the barnlike Guildhall, banners waving from the triple staff above its door, and the rail station. It was a long, low building, with a sharply pointed roof capped by the massive dish antenna that was Per Tamarisk’s primary link with the rest of Orestes. Beyond the station house lay the silver tracery of the rail yard, and the bulky roundhouse. A small work engine was moving in the yard, shunting boxy ore carriers from track to track, and a passenger train—the train we would take back to the Tower—was drawn up to the station’s main platform. At the intersection of two streets, a mixed group of laborers was digging an apparently purposeless ditch, but not much else was moving in the narrow streets. Of course, the Eclipse had ended less than an hour before, but I would have expected a little more traffic.


  As we traversed the final sharp bend and turned onto the main street, I leaned forward to touch the driver’s shoulder. “Is it always this quiet here?”


  Corol Ingvarr shrugged. “It’s a small town, Medium. And most of the people’re probably up at the mines. There’s extra work, this time of the calendar-month.”


  I nodded, leaning back in my seat. That was true enough, with the more fragile equipment to recover and the delvings to secure as much as possible, but boarded-up windows in perhaps a third of the dwelling towers told another story. Like all too many of the Halex mines, Tamar One and Two had had to lay off workers as the seams were played out. Having worked for the Halex Family for nearly eight calendar-months, I was fairly certain that the Matriarch had done her best to provide jobs or at least food and shelter for the various Kinship members thrown out of work, but I was equally sure she had found it hard to find suitable jobs for all the miners. The ditch back at the intersection had a definite air of make-work about it.


  Corol glanced quickly at me, and his rather grim expression eased slightly. “And things haven’t been going well,” he admitted. He gave the Patroclans, still chattering over their lapboards, a quick look. “Though maybe now….” He didn’t finish the sentence—he didn’t have to. Most Branches of the Halex Kinship, with the exception of the code-bound Rhawn, had pinned their hopes on the Patroclan survey, if only because most of the other Kinships strongly disapproved of it. Officially, the Brandr and the Fyfe and the Axtell didn’t like the idea of bringing in off-worlders to solve Oresteian problems; more likely, I thought, they were envious of the hoarded wealth that enabled the Halex to afford off-world advice.


  “They sound pretty optimistic,” I said.


  Corol grunted—he was Oresteian enough to be deeply suspicious of experts as young as the two Patroclans—and turned his attention to negotiating the turn into the narrow drop-off lane. He brought the car up to the edge of the station steps, then set the brakes and locked the engine at idle before he popped the side doors. The Patroclans, still talking, collected lapboards and their carryalls, and stepped out into the watery sunshine. They were conspicuously off-world, short and stocky by Oresteian standards, their quilted parkas showing the unmistakable sheen of off-world materials, and the adolescent who came running out to take the car checked abruptly, staring.


  “Manners!” Corol growled, and the youth shook himself.


  “Sorry, sor. For the train, sors?” The singsong accent was very strong in his voice. Looking at him, I guessed he had never been more than a few hundred kilometers from Per Tamarisk in his life. He wore his hair long, bound up in the old-fashioned topknot that had gone out of style in Destiny twenty years earlier. His clothes, the usual felty trousers, knitted jumper and overvest, had an indefinable something to their shape that practically shouted “country.” Then he looked full at me, and I saw the tattoo on his cheek. It was the Ansson ringed mountain, but the exact branch of the Kinship was less important than the fact that he had been marked. Only the most conservative of the families still tattooed their adolescents; in the cities, it had been out of fashion for even longer than the topknot.


  “That’s right,” Corol was saying, impassive as always. “The car goes back to the pool, with Herself’s thanks to the baillie for its use. We’ll handle our own baggage.”


  “Yes, sor, at once.” Despite that assurance, the boy dawdled, spending an unnecessary length of time brushing imaginary dirt from the car’s windscreen, until Corol snapped something at him in a dialect too broad for me to follow. The boy flushed, and ducked at once into the car, gunning its motor angrily.


  “Idiot boy,” Corol growled, hoisting his own bag to his shoulder. “Let’s go.”


  Without waiting for an answer, he stalked off down the long platform toward the entrance. We followed, the Patroclans still murmuring to each other, apparently impervious to the boy’s stares. As we came closer to the double doors, I caught sight of a woman sitting in a patch of sunlight, her legs folded gracefully beneath her thick skirts. A wooden tray full of michi—handmade tree-sugar candies—was set in front of her, a saucer full of change beside it. Seeing that, I looked again, and saw the ghostmark splashed on her forehead. Her eyes were closed, and she leaned against the wall of the station as though she were asleep.


  When the left-hand door slammed, she opened her eyes for an instant, but closed them again as soon as she saw the figures that emerged from the lobby. They were all three young, two men who looked to be in their early twenties, and a woman who might have been a year younger, and all three were dressed in the height of city fashion. All were scowling, and the woman, at least, seemed to be continuing some argument with the darker of the men. He shrugged her off, but did not continue toward us down the platform. The other man, a tall blond, paused to contemplate the tray of michi, then angrily snatched up half a dozen of the candies and turned away without paying. The ghost’s eyes flew open, her mouth rounding into a shocked “o,” but there was nothing she could do to protest. By the Oresteian honor code, she was dead. Those who left money on her tray did so not out of obligation to her, but out of their own charity. The young woman broke off her argument to glare at the blond, but he gave her a blank look. She subsided, unable to complain without acknowledging the ghost’s presence, which would in turn offend against the code. Living beings do not see the dead.


  Corol stiffened in outrage, but he was as bound by the code as any other Oresteian. Orteja said, “Trey, he can’t—”


  “Hush,” I said, cutting off Yan’s protest as well, and stepped forward to confront the thief. I was angry—the ghosts have few enough rights in the cities, but the ones trapped in the rural settlements, where mediums are few and far between, are subject to everyone’s petty spites, and this ghost-woman had no other way of supplementing the Kinship’s meager charity. It took a real effort to keep my tone within the bounds of courtesy.


  “You, boy.”


  The blond turned to confront me, his face setting into an expression of defiance. I touched the medium’s black-hand badge that was pinned to the collar of my tunic, and his eyes wavered. As a medium, I was entitled not only to speak to the “dead,” but to speak for them. I could denounce him as a thief—a mortal offense—and he knew it. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Corol Ingvarr give a wolfish grin. That, and the blond’s fear, steadied me.


  “Bad move,” I said. “You owe the dead.”


  The blond stared at me for a moment longer, half resentful, half still afraid. “I didn’t see anyone,” he said at last.


  “But I do.” I waited, but the blond didn’t answer. He was not of the Halex Kinship, of that I felt sure, but I couldn’t tell which of the other Kinships he belonged to. The Brandrs ran to blonds, especially in the mainline family, but so did branches of both Axtell and Fyfe. Then I saw the design painted on the back of his thin leather gloves, three moons in the curve of crescent Agamemnon: Fira Brandr of the Brandr Kinship.


  “Live Halex are no concern of mine. Why should the dead ones get anything from me?” the blond burst out suddenly, with an air of grievance.


  “Lael!” That was the young woman. She caught at the blond man’s sleeve, stopping the angry words, and faced me with what dignity she could muster. There was a tattoo scar on her cheek, but the dermatologists had removed enough of the pigment to make the family symbol illegible. “Your pardon, Medium, we could not see.” She glanced at the blond, who still looked mutinous, and added with emphasis, “of course we will pay what’s owed, won’t we?”


  The darker man was already fumbling in his pockets, flushed with embarrassment. He drew out a handful of money, change and notes mixed, and threw it into the saucer without bothering to check the amount. It was twice, maybe three times what the candies were worth, but I did not bother to point that out.


  “Charity is always rewarded,” I said, quoting one of Chan Chariot’s maxims, and capped it with another. “But to pay one’s debts is merely right.”


  The blond gave me a fulminating look, but he knew he was in the wrong. If I chose to press the matter, I could have him condemned to social death—further than I would have liked to take the matter, but he could not have known that. The woman tugged at his sleeve, and, still glaring, the blond let himself be drawn away, back toward the station. As the door closed behind them, I took a deep breath, trying to calm down. The blond hadn’t hurt her, or spoiled her stock—both tricks young bloods were known to play when no one was on hand to stop them. It was hardly a serious matter.


  “What a bastard,” Yan said, and Orteja echoed him. Corol made a noise deep in his throat that might have been agreement or disgust or both.


  I ignored them all and went to crouch beside the ghost. “Are you all right?”


  “Yes, thank you, Medium.” The ghost’s voice was hoarse, as though she did not often speak.


  “Is there anything I can do?” As so often, my words were totally inadequate. What I wanted to do was tell her to get out of Per Tamarisk, to move to Destiny, where there were thousands of ghosts and para’anin, and where she would not be alone, but I had learned that such advice was useless. If a ghost wanted to go to Destiny, he/she would go there. All too often, the ghosts chose to remain where they had lived, preferring a half-life among familiar things and people to the strangeness of the Necropolis in Destiny.


  The ghost shook her head, a half smile on her lips. “No, Medium, though I thank you.”


  “If you’re certain,” I said, but rose to my feet. The others were at the door now, waiting for me. The ghost nodded. “Then good day.” Corol pushed open the door for me. I didn’t look back, but stepped past him into the warmth of the station.


  To my relief, the three troublemakers were nowhere to be seen. We walked the length of the empty lobby, past rows of warmly polished benches, and paused at the ticket counter only long enough for Corol to show the Matriarch’s pass to the sleepy-looking attendant. The sight of Herself’s signature was enough to jolt even the attendant awake, and he hurried to unlock the turnstiles. At his shout, another gawky adolescent, a girl this time, just as old-fashioned in her dress as the boy who had taken the snow car, scurried out of the dispatcher’s booth to escort us ceremoniously to the train. There were only two cars hooked up to the engine—others would be added as we moved north toward the Tower—but she led us aboard anyway and brought us to a comfortable four-seat compartment in the leading car. Once there, she unbent enough to stow our bags in the side racks, and ask if there was anything we needed. Corol, with true Oresteian instinct, asked if there was anyplace we could buy snackboxes. The girl, motivated, I guessed, as much by the likelihood of a good tip as by the magic of the Matriarch’s pass, promptly offered to fetch us four. The Patroclans, who had not yet acquired the Oresteian habit of eating at every possible opportunity, said they’d share one, but Corol told her to bring four anyway. The girl accepted his four-kip note with a grin, and vanished. She returned within a quarter-hour, carrying four foamform boxes and a large thermos. Corol nodded his acceptance, and waved away the girl’s perfunctory offer of his change.


  “Thank you, sor,” she said, and started to back out of the compartment. The sound of voices in the corridor made her pause. It was the trio from the platform, the blond’s voice rising in indistinct complaint. The girl gave us a speaking glance, and shouted, “Coming, sors, coming.”


  As she ducked back into the corridor, Yan said, “Damn shame those shestu are on the train.”


  Corol, already rummaging in his box, grunted agreement, but said, “‘Still, I bet I can guess the story, eh, Medium? Fira’s part of Brandr Kinship, and none of the Halex kin are likely to be eager to let their girls marry into that Kinship.”


  I nodded, remembering the blond man’s words. Live Halex are no concern of mine…. Yes, that had the sound of an unsuccessful suitor, but that was no excuse for what he’d done.


  “I thought the Brandr/Halex feud was over,” Orteja said, frowning.


  Corol grinned, and said, through a mouthful of sausage pastry, “Officially.”


  Yan said, “Officially?”


  “The feud was settled by the Ship’s Council—that’s the main governing body—about six years ago,” I said patiently, “but that doesn’t mean that everybody on both sides agreed with the decision.”


  Yan still looked puzzled, but at that moment the warning horn sounded and the train began to move out of the station. The Patroclans grabbed hastily at their lapboards, bracing themselves as the engine picked up speed. After a moment, Orteja began typing again, and Yan’s attention was drawn by the figures. I settled back in my own padded chair, composing myself for the long ride north.


  Even at the UHST train’s top speed, it was a six-standard-hour ride from Per Tamarisk to the Halex Tower. The steady whine of the engine and the Patroclans’ singlemindedness did much to discourage conversation. Of course, they did have to give a preliminary report to the Matriarch tonight, but I would have given a great deal for some distraction. Corol finished the contents of his snackbox, stowed the trash tidily under his feet, and promptly went to sleep. I tried to follow his example, I finished my food, but the encounter with the Fira youth had left me wakeful. I stared out the train’s window, watching the foot-hills and then the scrubby forests of the Blackwine Valley flash past, and wished I had something to read. Overhead, Agamemnon showed its thin, new crescent, a gleaming, blue-green bow that spanned nearly eighteen degrees of sky. The clouds that had partially obscured the Noon eclipse—clock-morning eclipse, actually, lasting from seven hours to twelve, but Noon by Orestes’ grand-day—had burned off, leaving the sky darkly clear. Agamemnon was very bright against that lapis background, only the lower limb of the crescent fading a little against the lighter blue of the horizon. Atreus, the system primary, was a little past the zenith, invisible overhead; true Sunset was a day and a half away.


  After a while, I dozed off, to wake briefly when more cars were coupled to the engine during the quarter-hour stop at Millrace. The Blackwine River flowed fast here, frothing past the tracks to power the mills that gave the settlement its name, and I watched its hypnotic water until the train picked up speed again and the waves merged into an indeterminate blur. I fell asleep again almost at once, and did not stir until Corol shook me awake at the Tower station. Stumbling and sleepy, I gathered my belongings and followed the others off the train and through the little station to the waiting car.


  By the time we reached the Tower, however, I had recovered a little. The Halex Tower was not just a tower, of course, though it had begun as one. After nearly fourteen hundred standard years of settlement, a cluster of buildings had grown up around the original stubby, five-story tower, and the pentagonal tower itself had been rebuilt several times. But as the car negotiated the turn through the carefully cultivated windbreak, there was an instant in which you could see the Tower as it had been when the first Halex built it. Stocky, square, unyielding, it turned a blind facade to the constant northerly wind, and the flanged archway that protected the entrance gave the whole building a look of frowning stupidity. The steep, conical roof, glittering with solar panels, looked enough like a gaudy fool’s cap to confirm the impression. Then the car had passed between the banks of thickly intertwined sugar-trees, and the moment passed. There was a garden under that roof, where off-world delicacies were carefully nurtured, supplementing the greenhouses just inside the windbreak. The windowless front and the protected doorway were necessities on a world as cold as Orestes.


  The driver turned into the main courtyard, passing between the hangars and the end of the mews, and pulsed sedately to a stop inside the flange of the arch. One of the Tower’s human servants—the Matriarch considered mechanicals a waste of money when a Family member could do the job for less—was waiting to receive us. At his signal, a couple of the job-boys came to take our luggage, and he himself came forward, bowing.


  “Herself’s compliments, Medium, and she’ll expect you and the off-world gentlemen at dinner.”


  I glanced quickly at the nearest clock, set deep in the keystone above the door. It showed nineteen-thirty hours, less than thirty minutes to the formal evening meal, and I suppressed a curse. The Patroclans were looking at each other in horror, and Orteja said, “Trey….”


  I shook my head quickly. “There’s no refusing. You’ll have time to dress if you hurry.” I turned back to the waiting servant, who didn’t bother to conceal a lopsided grin at the foolishness of all off-worlders. “Tell Herself we’ll be there.” My voice was grimmer than I’d intended, and Corol gave a grunt of laughter. I ignored him, and walked with dignity past the bowing doorman into the Tower’s shallow lobby.


  It and the main corridor were only dimly lit, a concession to the fact that it was clock-evening. Shadowy figures scurried from one pool of light to the next—mostly servants and employees, but also a few mainline Family members intent on finishing some last piece of business before the evening meal. I hurried past them myself, careful not to catch anyone’s eye for fear of starting an unwanted and delaying conversation, and emerged into the lobby at the base of the main stairs. The treads spiraled slowly upward, clicking softly. I stepped onto the first platform, and let it carry me up. I could hear the Patroclans behind me, still talking, but did not look back. I liked them, but two weeks spent in close quarters with them was quite enough. I would be glad to have some time to myself again.


  I had been given two rooms on the fourth floor, with the Kinship’s other out-world employees. This was luxury in comparison with the housing given some of the Kin, who had single rooms on the windowless southern side of the Tower, though hardly lavish by off-world standards. Still, I had a window, and a separate bedroom rather than just a curtained stove-bed, so I could not complain. In fact, as I pushed open the door, I felt almost as though I were coming home.


  One of the house servants—I did not have, and did not want, a body servant—had set out dinner clothes and a flask of Oresteian coffee, and for once I was grateful for the intrusion. I poured myself a cup of the sweet, oily liquid, and drank it while I changed into clean trousers and the woven jacket the house servant had considered appropriate. By then, the painted clock above the door showed only five minutes before the twentieth hour. The “Essentials”—flat metal card case, a handful of Oresteian coins, and the gilded formal gorget marked with a medium’s black hand—were already laid out on the table beside the door. Hastily, I recovered my ID disk from the pocket of my other trousers—not that I needed it, here at the Tower, but I felt naked without it—and stuffed it, the card case, and the coins into my jacket’s pockets. I clipped the gorget around my neck, adjusting its position by touch rather than pausing to glance in a mirror, and hurried back down the stairs toward the dining hall.


  Despite my efforts, I was late, but not disgracefully so. There were Family members behind me as I took my place at the serving hatch. The woman on duty there gave me a conspiratorial wink, and said, “Better watch yourself, Medium. Herself’s been in a mood today.”


  “Good or bad?” I asked, and was rewarded with a choked snort of laughter.


  “Has Herself anything but bad ones?” A senior server, greying and aristocratic, gave her a disapproving stare, and she sobered quickly. “Wet or dry, Medium?”


  “Dry, please,” I answered, and the chance for further conversation vanished. The server deftly collected the correct set of lacquered containers, built them into a neatly interlocked stack, and pushed it across the counter toward me. I thanked her, but received only the ghost of a grin before she turned to serve the next latecomer.


  As a member of the immediate household, I was entitled to a place at the high table with the Matriarch herself. I had always felt that this was an unnecessary honor, and never more so than now, as I edged my way between the crowded tables of the lower hall. The dull roar of conversation did not falter, a minor grace, but I could feel the Matriarch’s eyes on me as I made my way onto the dais. To my relief, though, she merely gave me a sardonic smile as I took my place between the Demi-heir and the Ingvarr cousin who managed the home farms. Eldrede Halex, of Halex in Halex, Matriarch of the Kinship, took a certain pleasure in her deserved reputation for a sharp tongue, but she was not one to attack without reason. Besides, the Patroclans had already begun a somewhat disjointed account of their survey, and the Matriarch never neglected business for pleasure.


  The Demi-heir, Rohin, eldest child of the Matriarch’s eldest child, elbowed me, offering the pitcher of rikiya. I took it and poured myself a cupful, then began opening the stacked containers that held my dinner. I had asked for a dry meal, with a minimum number of sauces and condiments. As usual, that meant four different types of pastry, one sweet and three salt, and a quick-fried hash of vegetables and smoked meats, each in its own special lacquered container. There was also a small, flat dish of boi-boi, the dark red game fish of the Grand Shallow—four paper-thin slices garnished with a blob of redich paste: luxury, indeed, for a non-holiday meal. I glanced quickly at Rohin’s array of dishes. The Demi-heir, too, had been given a share of the fish, though I doubted if any of the people dining in the lower hall would taste boi-boi, except on calendar holidays.


  “Pass the pitcher, Medium, if you please.” That was Gazel Ingvarr, the home farm’s manager. I handed her the heavy jug, glancing at her dishes as I did so. Sure enough, the flat boi-boi dish was there, empty except for a little of the paste.


  “What’s the occasion?” I asked, and pointed to my own plate.


  Gazel finished filling her cup, and took a careful sip of the hot liquor before she answered. She was older than most of the Halex kindred employed in running the Mandate, and had risen high for someone not of the mainline Family. Maybe because of that, she had a maddening habit of wrapping every word in meaningless irony, but at least she was willing to answer my questions. She set her cup aside now and laughed softly, saying, “What, you didn’t notice?”


  I shook my head. “I’ve been away,” I said, patiently. “Tell me.” Gazel nodded discreetly toward the foot of the table. “Between Jesma and Fres Ansson. That’s Coronis.”


  The name was familiar, but not as instantly recognizable as Gazel seemed to think. I frowned, and Gazel said, “Coronis who married Eyre Brandr.”


  That was all the clue I needed. I couldn’t stop myself from raising an eyebrow, and Gazel laughed again. “I see you remember,” she said.


  I did. The story was a popular one, was even the subject of a holoplay down in Destiny. Eyre Brandr, grandnephew of the Brandr Patriarch, had met and fallen in love with Coronis Halex, close cousin to the Halex Matriarch, and she had fallen in love with him. The two Kindreds were nominally at feud, though there had been no active provocation for some years. When the young couple finally announced their intention to marry—either with their Families’ blessings or without it, as para’anin—cooler heads among the Kindreds had seen it as a chance to end the feud, and had prevailed on the more conservative to allow the marriage. A few years later, as I’d told the Patroclans, the Ship’s Council had ended the feud, though only after prolonged negotiations. Despite this grudged approval, however, the marriage had reportedly not been an easy one—which one would hardly expect, I thought, given that a large proportion of the relatives on both sides still disapproved of the relationship, and would be glad to see it end.


  I knew I was staring, and tried to turn my attention back to my food, but I could not help sneaking an occasional glance toward the foot of the table. Coronis Halex did not look in any way remarkable—just another of the tall, light-boned, dark-haired people who filled the dining hall. Perhaps there was something in the set of her full mouth that hinted at strength as well as stubbornness, but little more. Her husband was nowhere to be seen.


  “Where’s Eyre Brandr?” I asked.


  Gazel gave a twisted smile. “In Madelgar, I imagine. He doesn’t come to the Tower except on formal matters, any more than she goes to theirs.”


  “I don’t envy either one of them,” I said.


  “Coronis?” Rohin leaned past me to reach the spice tray, and added another heaping spoonful of saur to his stew. “I don’t know, she got what she wanted—though why she wanted Eyre Brandr I don’t see!—and she’s not dead or para’an. What’s to feel sorry for?”


  Gazel managed a significant laugh, and the Demi-heir flushed. Before he could say anything, however, the Matriarch’s voice rang out through the buzz of conversation. “An excellent meal. Halena, would you do me the favor of fetching me another dish of chee?”


  There was a stirring at the children’s table to our left, and a girl of thirteen or so wormed free of the others. She bobbed a sort of curtsey, and started down the hall to the serving hatch, her blond braids bouncing with every defiant step. Clearly, she didn’t take the request as a compliment, though I was sure the Matriarch had meant it so.


  “‘Coronis’s daughter,” Rohin said, unnecessarily.


  The girl Halena returned quickly enough, the bright blue dish cradled in both hands. She set it in front of the Matriarch, serving from the left as she had been taught, and stood back, waiting.


  “Thank you, Halena, that was well done.” The Matriarch gave her a thin smile, and opened the dish, dismissing Halena. The girl did not move, and the Matriarch frowned slightly, glancing up at the child without speaking.


  “If you please, ama.” Halena had a carrying voice, and her behavior had already attracted the attention of most of the diners on the dais.


  Her words rang loudly in the sudden quiet. She looked startled, but went on with determination. “May I ask a question?”


  Coronis fixed her daughter with a reproving stare, but the girl ignored her. The Matriarch said, not encouragingly, “You may ask.”


  Halena took a deep breath. “Uncle Brandr has robots to wait on table. Why don’t you?”


  “Halena.” Coronis did not need to raise her voice, still staring at her daughter.


  “Be silent, girl,” the Matriarch snapped. She turned slowly to subject the children’s table to her icy stare. I leaned sideways in my own chair to see what had attracted her attention, and saw the half dozen boys and girls who were Halena’s agemates sitting frozen, the picture of guilt. The Matriarch snorted softly, and turned her attention back to Halena.


  “What Brandr does is no concern of mine,” she said. “I do not choose to waste money that could be spent on the Kinship and the Mandate on frivolities.” Her face softened slightly, and she flicked a glance toward Coronis, before looking at Halena again. “It’s a fair question, miss, and I trust there’s no one so foolish as to think I’d be offended by it.” That was for the children’s table. I saw Halena’s agemates shift and whisper unhappily.


  “Are you answered?” the Matriarch continued.


  Halena nodded. “Yes, ama.”


  The Matriarch waited, and after an instant, Halena added, “Thank you.”


  The Matriarch smiled, and nodded dismissal. Halena backed gratefully away, and returned to her place at the children’s table. Her agemates edged away from her a little, but Halena seemed to accept it stolidly enough.


  “What was that all about, I wonder?” Gazel said softly, as conversation slowly resumed along the length of our table.


  I shrugged, and Rohin made a face. “I bet one of the brats put her up to asking. If it was Rosser, I’ll tan his hide myself—if Father doesn’t beat me to it.”


  “Which I expect he will,” Gazel said, and reached again for the rikiya. Rohin flushed again, but his mouth was too full for him to answer. Rosser was the Demi-heir’s younger sibling.


  Before Rohin could say anything else, the Matriarch pushed back her chair. All conversation ceased as we scrambled to our feet, and the oldest of the group at the children’s table made haste to fetch her silver-headed cane. The Matriarch eyed him without approval, sending the boy scurrying back to his place, then swept the main tables with an imperious glance.


  “Magan, Rohin, Jesma, Coronis,” she began, touching each of them with a look. “Ixora, Master Orteja, Master Yan, and yourself, Medium. It would please me if you’d take coffee with me in the solar this clock-evening.” There were nods of agreement, but the Matriarch went on without heeding them. “Kindred, gentlefolk, good night.”


  The diners responded with a ragged chorus of “good nights” and good wishes. The Matriarch inclined her head in regal acknowledgement, and made her way down from the dais, leaning heavily on her cane. She was not a young woman, and, like many Oresteians, suffered from a form of arthritis. Her progress down the hall was slow, but not a person moved or spoke until she had left the room. Conversation resumed, more loudly now that Herself had left, and several parents left their places to reprimand their offspring at the children’s table.


  Under normal circumstances, we would have been free to sit for another hour or two, thinking coffee or hot wine, but the Matriarch’s invitation was tantamount to a command. At my left, Rohin made a face, and drained his cup of rikiya.


  “Will you walk with me, Medium? Herself doesn’t like latecomers.”


  “I will, thank you,” I said. The others the Matriarch had summoned were pushing back their chairs, too, hastily collecting shawls and jackets and workbags. The Patroclans, in particular, looked nervous. I gave them what I hoped was an encouraging smile, but got nothing in return.


  “I don’t understand them,” Rohin said, involuntarily, as we followed them down the length of the dining hall. His father, hurrying past us, shot him a reproving glance, and the Demi-heir shrugged uncomfortably. “Well, I don’t. Are all the Urban Worlders like them?”


  “No!” I said quickly, and Rohin grinned at the unfortunate emphasis. I had to smile back, reluctantly, and said, “Patroclus is the exception. It’s in the trade ring, but it’s not really part of the Urban culture. I’m an Urban Worlder myself, you know.”


  Rohin nodded. “You’re not like them,” he agreed. “Why—what makes them so strange?”


  As a trained Mediator, representative of Conglomerate and Urban society, I knew I should respond with some platitude about no human society being truly strange. But the Patroclans were unique among the Conglomerate worlds, and no one except natives or a few specialists made any pretense of understanding them. “I don’t know,” I said. “Patroclus is a hard world; there was a lot of trouble settling it. And then almost everything on the planet, plant or animal, has a symbiotic partner of some kind. But anyway, for whatever reason, they developed a culture based on pairs, and that’s the standard social unit, not the individual.”


  Rohin nodded again, and said, with surprising insight, “But then, I suppose most of the Urban Worlds think our society’s a bit odd.”


  That was very true, though I was not about to say it, or to admit that I agreed with that opinion. However, the lag between the first colonial ships—massive generation ships, all of them—and the development of a true FTL drive, had let a lot of peculiar cultures flourish, especially on the more distant planets. Only on the urban Worlds, close enough to make interplanetary trade feasible from the first year of FTL travel, had any more universal culture developed. The Conglomerate itself existed only to enforce a semi-uniform commercial code, not to provide a cultural base. Orestes was not so different from other worlds of the Rim, or the Farside…. I couldn’t go that far. Orestes was different, very different, from worlds like Herne or Bastet. On those planets, the long separation from other human cultures had produced intricate and apparently anomalous societies, but none of their customs had the deadly strength of Orestes’ honor. I had been an actor, before I realized I would make a better Mediator, and I had been in enough tragedies to lose patience with honor as a cause.


  Rohin was looking at me rather oddly, and I brought myself back to the conversation with an effort. “Probably. And you’d probably find any of the Urban Worlds pretty peculiar yourself.”


  “I suppose,” Rohin said, without conviction, and then we had reached the solar.


  I had never suspected that Rohin harbored an interest in the Urban Worlds, or in anything off-planet. There was a rather wistful expression on his face as he tapped on the door of the solar, and well there might be. As a Halex not merely of mainline Family but in the direct line for the genarchy, it was highly unlikely that he would ever have the opportunity to go off-world.


  Then the door opened, breaking my train of thought, and we went in. The Matriarch’s solar was a low-ceilinged, almost triangular room at the point of the pentagonal Tower. The heavy shutters were pushed back to make the most of the sunlight, and the holdstone floor was perceptibly warm underfoot. The Matriarch herself sat with her back to the windows, her heavy, hooded armchair drawn close to a small table. Her face was invisible in its shadow. She was busy with some piece of handwork, which she released long enough to gesture toward the chest that held the coffee service.


  “Welcome, Rohin, Medium. Serve yourself, if you please. We are as Family here.”


  “Thank you, ama,” I said, and crossed to the chest. I took my time, choosing spices and sugar and a shot of the local whiskey to help offset the taste of the coffee, surveying the assembled group. Rohin and I had been the last to arrive; the other Family members had been quick to choose chairs standing either in the wedge of sunlight or beneath the slender pole lights, and most were busy with some handicraft. The Patroclans, looking more ill at ease than ever, were perched on matching drumseats by the short inside wall. Moved by some obscure, defensive instinct—after all, I had been the one who had suggested Patroclus; despite their peculiarities, they were among the best engineers in the Conglomerate—I settled myself in an armchair next to them, facing the Matriarch. She leaned forward, reaching for a tiny pair of scissors, and I saw her smile.


  “Well, Medium, I have a verbal report from these, and I’m promised a written one by Sunset. What did you think of the situation in the hills?”


  I took a sip of the scalding coffee, trying to buy time. “I’m not an engineer, ama. I don’t know what I can add to their report.”


  “I didn’t expect you to answer engineer’s questions,” Herself shot back. “What about the people?”


  “In brief, ama—” I began, and the Matriarch said sharply, “Not necessarily.”


  Magan, the balding Heir, sighed deeply, and gave me a sympathetic look. I said, as though she hadn’t spoken, “In brief, ama, I found the area still much depressed. The retraining has helped, and the subsidies for the factories outside the mine towns, but not everyone’s willing to leave. The public works have helped, too, but there’s only so much you can do.” I took a deep breath. “There were some other matters I wanted to take up with you—a ‘death,’ and some troubles with para’anin—but I’d prefer to follow Slade’s example and give you a written report. Will you allow me the same deadline?”


  Magan nodded thoughtfully and, when his mother did not answer, said “Ama, I would appreciate seeing a written account.”


  The Matriarch ignored him. “A ‘death,’ Medium?”


  “Yes.” I took another sip of coffee, marshalling my thoughts. The case had not been pretty, a girl—a seventeen-year-old girl of beauty and talent—accused of a seemingly trivial breach of code that the settlement council had insisted on viewing as mortal. I said, carefully, “There was a case at Feibourg, four calendar-months ago. The council insisted on the strict construction of the code, though the accused was very young and there were both mitigating circumstances and some evidence of malice. I have copies of the documents. With your permission and consent, I’d like to press for a review.”


  The Matriarch leaned forward again into the light, the corners of her mouth turned down in disapproval. “A review?” She glanced down at the heap of yarn, took two quick stitches. “I’ll see your report first, Medium.”


  “Of course.” Any review of that sort of judgment would not be undertaken lightly, and I had not expected that it would be.


  “And the para’anin?” the Matriarch went on, still stabbing at her knitting.


  “Ama.” Magan set aside his own work, a rounded, competently abstract animal shape of seastone that he was polishing, and glanced quickly in Coronis’s direction. “Surely we could leave that for tomorrow’s cabinet? This is a social occasion, after all.”


  Coronis flushed, but bent over her workbox without a word. After a moment, she retrieved a child’s wool jacket and unfolded it on her lap, fumbling in the box for needle and thread. Her hands were trembling. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her, set apart from her own family and from her husband’s kin, but didn’t know how to turn the conversation.


  It was Rohin, to my surprise, who leaped into the breach. “If all these reports’ll be due by Sunset,” he said, “maybe we could make an expedition into Destiny after Dark. I don’t think the guildmasters have seen any of the sights.”


  Ixora, one of Rohin’s agemates, a wild-haired, high-tempered hellion who belonged to one of the Halex cousin-lines, looked up from the underboot she was laboriously knitting. “You’ll be going into the Necropolis, then.” It was not a question, nor did her tone seem malicious, but Rohin scowled.


  “That’s the best part of the city, in the Dark.” He met his grandmother’s stern gaze, and said defiantly, “And the theater’s worth seeing.”


  The Matriarch snorted. “They say the plays are worth seeing. However, the company you have to keep to see them…. Ghosts and para’anin, all of them, and most of them more whore than actor. Though how you can tell the difference, I don’t know.”


  The Patroclans exchanged an embarrassed glance. I took a deep breath, controlling an old, instinctive anger, and Jesma said quietly, from her place by the window, “I think you exaggerate, ama. Certainly customs differ—as I’m sure Trey would tell you.”


  It was neatly done, reprimand and reminder all in one. A spasm, as much of pain as of embarrassment, flashed across the Matriarch’s face, and she said, stiffly, “I had forgotten your former profession, Medium. No offense was intended.”


  I knew that this was not the time or the place to champion actors, or to justify the popular conception of their morals. Even so, it was hard to give the right answer, and I could hear how stiff I sounded. “And none taken.”


  The Matriarch swivelled her attention
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