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N>y

Steam went up as the shower needled Bren’ s back—amoment of blissful content in avoyage
neither that blissful nor content.

And congdering the cal he’ d just gotten in the middle of hisnight, he stayed, head against thewall,
longer than his habit, eyes shut, |etting the steam make awarm, blind cocoon around him, letting the
shower run on recycle for uncounted warm minutes. Complex input was suspended, output temporarily

unnecesary.

But abrain habituated to adrendine could stand tranquility only so long before worry tunneled its
way back.

What’s Jase want >—followed closely by—\We're not that far from moving—and:

This could be the big move. Natural, wouldn’t it be, if that’s what the navigators are doing up
there, setting up the final move, that Jase would want to talk now?

It’s my night. He knew he’d wake me up. Jase could come here.

Couldn’t be any ship-problem, could it? Nothing mechanical. Mechanical problems surely
couldn’t be at issue.

That wasit. Now he’d doneit. He’ d thought about the ship itsdlf... aout the frail bubble of metal
and ceramics around his cabin, beyond the shower, beyond the diplomatic enclave of passengerson
five-deck.

Said ship had dready endured, be it centuries ago, one spectacular and notorious navigationa failure,
granding the origind colonia mission in the great uncharted nowhere of the universe—after which
everything else had happened: escaping anearly lethd star, reaching an inhabited planet. The survivors
had built Alpha Station, in orbit about that planet—and developed a bitter rift between those who
wanted to stay in space and serve the ship, and those who wanted to go down to the green planet, take
their fortunes and their livesin their hands and cast their lot with the steam-age locdls.

A wholeworld of things had happened after that. The Alphacolonists, taking that diveinto
atmosphere, forever changed themsdlves, their cultureand the native people in adirection no one had
predicted.

Meanwhile that faction of humanswho’ d stayed in space had taken the ship and gone searching for
their misplaced homeworld. But the fervor for that mission had come aground asecond time. They’d
ended up building another station in afud-rich system. Reunion wasits name. And things had gone not
s0 badly for them—until ahundred-odd yearsinto that station's existence, an unknown species had
taken exception to their poking into other solar nelghborhoods and attacked Reunion to make the point.

So the ship had come running frantically back to Alphalooking for fue and help.

Which was at least the beginning of reasons why this ship now, with asizesble delegation of
concerned parties from the former Alphacolony and the indigenous government, was headed back out
to that remote station—ten yearslate, because things a Alphahadn’t been quitein order to jump to the
ship’s commands. The captain who'd ordered the mission was dead, Alpha Station was in the hands of
the atevi, the native, once steam-age species, who'd taken command of their own destiny—and the aiji,
the atevi ruler, had sent his grandmother and his heir, among others, to see for themselves what sort of
mess the ship-folk had made of their affairsat Reunion.

That was the quick version of ship history: abreakdown, a stranding, and local wars wherever they
went. Given the ship’ srun of luck at important moments, and given a“ see-me-in-my-office’ from a



friend who aso happened to be one of the ship’ stwo captains, well, yes, adedicated planet-dweller,
descendant of the Alpha colonigts, could fed just alittle bit of anxiety about this after-midnight summons.

Maybe he shouldn’t have stopped to shower. Maybe he should have pulled on a pair of pantsand a
swester and gotten straight up there.

But there’ d been a sense of “when-you-can” when he’ d gotten the summons. It was Jase'swatch, so
anything Jase wanted to say redly waslogicdly sad in the middle of the night, granted the breakfast hour
would have been far more convenient.“ Timeto dress?’ heldd asked. “Yes,” Jase had said. So held
blundered into the shower haf-adeep.

And the black-skinned, pastel-clad figures that moved camly about duties outside the steamed-over
shower glass—they were fresh from their beds, too, his atevi saff, his protectors, getting his clothes
ready. Hence the shower—ablast of warm water to elevate hisfalen body temperature and call said
brainonline.

Hetoggled offrecycle . The shower circulation, formerly parked on endless|oop, sucked up the
damp from the air until what blew past was dry and warm as any desert. It stopped, preset, while his
past-the-shoulder hair, that dignity of an atevi lord, till retained aresidual, workable damp.

His servants would have heard the shower enter find cycle. He stepped out into comparatively cold
ar, and immediately Bindanda—to whose stature he was about the size of aten-year-old—flungan
appropriately child-sized robe about him. Bindanda, broad as well astall, black-skinned, golden-eyed—
atevi, in short, and asomewhat plump fellow, very fond of food—Iapped the belt about him with hands
that could break human arms and tied it with adelicacy that required no adjustment.

Perfect. The dressing-bench awaited. Bren sat down and let Asicho, the sole female among the
servant saff, comb and braid hishair initsrequisite pigtall.

Lord of the province of the heavens, Tabini-aji had named him, sending him up from the planet to
manage the space program—oh S0 casudly claiming in that action dl the power that anewly named lord
of the heavens could possibly lay & the aiji’ sfeet, asmall fact which Bren wasn't sure any of the ship's
captains had ever quite grasped. It had takenhim alittletimeto figureit—and he’ d been Tabini’ schief
trandator.

But it was perfectly reasonable, in the atevi view of things, to believe that wheretheaiji’s
representative went, so went the aiji’ s sphere of influence. Therefore sending the lord of the heavensto
thelimits of explored space expanded the aiji's claim of power, absent some strongly dissenting power in
his path. There was a space station. So of cour se there was now a province of the heavens. Had not the
aji sent him there and appointed alord to rule it? Second point—had anyone contested that
appointment? Had anyone el se attempted to exert authority over the station? The Mospheirans, that
idand nation of former human colonigts, couldn’t make up their minds without a committee decison and
the ship-folk certainly weren’t interested in administering an orbiting province. The ship-folk aswell as
the Mospheirans had actually seemed glad to have some competent individua, atevi or human, handle it
and see that the vending machines stayed full and the air stayed pure.

So that claim stuck. Therewas a province of the heavens.

And now that the ship-folk took their starship back to Reunion to deal with matters the ship had left
unfinished—dangerous ones at that—the aiji in Shejidan sent out his emissariesto deal with deep space.
Tabini-aji sent his own grandmother, the aiji-dowager, and he sent his heir—aminor child—both
condtituting representation of the aiji’ s house itsdlf, to show the flag, so to speak—but to make that clam
of amore permanent nature, he sent out hislord of the heavensto claim whatever territory seemed
available. A manwho’d originaly hoped to add afew words to the atevi-human lexicon asthe sole
monument to hislife, Bren Cameron had certainly gotten farther than he intended.

By various smdl steps accd erating to a headlong downhill rush, hislife hadn’t gone as planned. Bren



found himsdlf here, wherever here was. He found himsdlf assgned to assart aclam the aiji-dowager
would... well,witness orbless or otherwise legitimize... establishing an atevi claim to presencein the
universe at large. Most pointedly, he would assert the atevi right to have amgjor say in the diplomatic
outcome of whatever they met, and the dowager would look it al over and nod politely. And hewasn’t
sure the ship-folk, except Jase, remotely understood he was doing here.

Maybe, Bren said to himsdlf, he ought to be honest about his misson—not go on wearing the white
ribbon of the neutral paidhiin, the trandators. Maybe he should adopt a plain one, black, for aprovince

of empty space—

Black, for the Assassins who watched over him. Black, for the lawyers of atevi society, the
mediators of last resort. White of the paidhiin was, well, what he hoped to go on doing: trandate,
mediate, straighten out messes. Lord’ stitle and assignment to the heavens be damned, he planned to
come home and ask for hisold job back: more extravagantly, someday next year or so he hoped, at
lordly leisure, to Sit on his porch and watch the seafor three days straight. .. granted Jase wasn’t cdling
him up there at the moment to give him advance warning that the ship had broken down and stranded
the ot of them forever in deep space.

Asicho finished the ribbon-arranging. He stood up from the bench. Narani, hiswhite-haired and
grandfatherly head of staff, had aready laid out the appropriate clothing on the bed, and Jeladi, the man
of al work, assstant to everyone on staff, waited quietly to help him on with the starched, lace-cuffed
shirt. The stockings and the trousers, he managed for himsdlf. And the glove-leather, knee-high boots.

“Nadi,” he said then to Jeladi, inviting the assstance. Narani had pressed the lace to knife-edged
perfection, and Jeladi moved carefully, so the al-grasping lace failed to snag hispigtail. Asicho, inturn,
helped him on with his knee-length day-coat while Jeadi held the pigtall safely asde from itshigh callar,
and Bindanda hel ped arrange the shirttall.

Not so much froth on the shirt deeves asto make it necessary to put both coat and shirt on together
—but not quite a one-person operation, as styles had gotten to be. Hisincreased rank had increased the
amount of lace—which had turned up in baggage: trust Narani. Thelord of this household would go out
the door, onto executive levels, asif he walked the hdls of the Bu-javid in Shejidan.

The shirttail went inimmaculately. The pigtail survived the collar. Histwo servants gently tugged the
starched lace from under the cuffs, adjusted the prickly fichu, and pronounced him fit to face outsiders.

In no sense was aman of rank adone... not for abreath, not an instant. The servants, including
Narani, including Bindanda, lined his doorway. The sort of subterranean signasthat had permested the
traditiona arrangements of his onworld gpartments, that they had trand ated to the space station, had
likewise established themsalves very efficiently on the ship, in human-built rooms, roomswith alinear
arrangement in—that abomination to atevi sengbilities—pairs. In their section of five-deck, in loose
combination with the aiji-dowager’ s saff in the rooms considerably down the hdl, the aff ill managed
to passtheir sgnasand work their domestic miracles outside the ship’ s communications and outside his
own understanding.

Soitwasno surpriseto him at al that Banichi and Jago likewise turned up ready to go with him, his
security, uniformed in black lesther and sllver metd, and carrying afairly discreet array of eectronics
and armament for this peaceful occasion: alord didn’t leave his quarters without his bodyguards, not on
earth, not on the station, and not here in the sealed sted world of the ship, and his bodyguards never
gave up their wegpons, not even at their lord’ stable or in his bedroom.

“Asicho will take the security station,” Jago said, pro forma. Jago and Banichi were now off that
gtation. Of course Asicho would. In this place with only ahandful of staff, they al did double and triple
duty, and even Asicho managed, somehow, despite the language barrier, to know agreat deal that went
oninship’sbusiness.



But not everything. Not middle-of-the-night summonses from the second captain.

Guards they passed in the corridor marked Ilisidi’ sresidency—her security office, her kitchen, her
persona rooms. No more than polite acknowledgment from that quarter attended their passage: but that
they were awake and about, the dowager’ s staff now knew. Ilisidi's security, perhaps Cenedi himsdif,
given the unusud nature of thiscal, would be in congtant touch with Asicho—not the dowager'sidle
curiogity. It was Cenedi's job, at whatever hour.

Two moreof Iligdi’ s young men guarded the section door. Beyond that, at athree-way intersection
of the curving corridors, on the Mospheirans’ collective doorstep (meaning Ginny Kroger and her aides
and technicians, their robotics and refueling operations specidists) was the short acove of the so-named
personne lift. They walked in and Banichi immediately pushed the requisite buttons.

Thelift thistime lifted fairly well straight up, where it stopped and opened its doors onto the bridge
with apressurized wheeze. They exited in that short transverse walkway at the aft end of the bridge.
Beyond it, banks of consoles and near a hundred techs and seniors stayed at work by shifts—hdf a
hundred tightly arranged consoles, the red running of the ship. The walkway aimed at the short corridor
onthefar sde of the bridge, where the executive offices, aswell asthe captains’ private cabins—and
Jase’ s security guards on duty in that corridor—were found.

If those two were there, Jase was there. On Jase’ swatch, the senior captain, Sabin, waslikely snug
abed at the moment—a favorable circumstance, since Sabin had a curious, suspicious nature and wasn't
wholly reconciled to atevi wandering through her operations. She was bound to have an opinion on the
meaiter—but at the moment it was al Jase's show.

So they walked straight through, keeping to that designated passage-zone where they weren’tinthe
way of the techs—not even a couple of towering dark atevi or ahuman in atevi court dress rated notice
from navigatorstrying to figure where they were. Business proceeded. And the two men, Kaplan and
Polano, on alet-down bench at Jase’ s office door, stood up calmly, men as wired-in as Jago and
Banichi. No question Jase had known the moment the lift moved. No question Jasg, like his bodyguards,
was waiting for him. No question Jase had expected Banichi and Jago to come up here with him when
he called, and no question Jase knew they'd be armed and wired.

“Sir.” Kagplan opened the office door for him.

Jase looked up from his desk and waved him toward a seet, there being no formality between them.
And snceit was amesting of intimates, Banichi and Jago automatically lagged to talk to Kaplan and
Polano outside, such asthey could. Atevi security regularly sociaized during their lords’ personal
mestings, if they were of compatible alegiances—as Kaplan and Polano indisputably were; so Bren
discreetly touched the on-button of his pocket com as he went in, being sure by that meansthat Asicho,
on five-deck, would have arecord for staff review.

The door shut. Bren dragged one of the interview chairs around on itstrack. Sat.

Unlike Sabin’ s office, which had alifetime accumulation of storage cabinets, Jase’ s office was new
and barren: adesk, two interview chairs—no books, in all those bookcases and cabinets—and only one
framed photo, adightly tilted picture of Jase holding up aspiny, striped fish. It was his most predatory
moment on the planet.

What would you do with it? shipmates might ask; and if Jase wanted to unsettle them, he might say,
truthfully, horrifying most of them, that they had had it for supper that night—a rather fine supper, too.

They shared that memory. They shared agreat many things, not least of which wasjoint experience
inthediji’ s court, with dl that entailed, before Jase had gotten an unwanted captaincy.

“Good you came,” Jase said. “ Sorry about the midnight hour. But |’ ve got something for you.”
“Got something.” He had niggling second thoughts about the pocket-com, and confessed it. “1’'m



wired.”

“I'm adways sureyou are.” Jase two-sided the console at a keystroke and gave him aconfusing
semi-trangparent view of asplit screen.

Bren leaned forward in the chair, arm on the desk edge. With abetter light angle, he figured it out for
aview through ahelmet-cam on one side and, on the other, adiagram of the walking route among
rooms and corridors.

His heart went thump. He knew what it was, then. And he’ d expected this revelaion eight moves
and eeven months ago.

Nowthey had it? Close to the end of their journey, this showed up?
“Sabin knows?" he asked, regarding the extraction of this particular ssgment out of the log records.
“Not exactly,” Jase said.

There was the timing. There was the non-cooperation of the senior captain. That Jase called him up
hereto seeit, instead of bringing it down to five-deck... he wasn’t sure what that meant. Relations
between the two on-board captains had been uneasily cordia snce—wadl, Snce the unfortunate incident
at undock, Sabin having insulted the dowager within thefirst few hours and the dowager having
poisoned the captain in retaliation. The two women had gotten along since, wary asfighting fish in atank.
The two captains had gotten along because they had to: the ship regularly had four, and ran now on part
of itscrew, part of its population, and two of the three surviving captains.

And despite his conviction this tape existed and despite the dowager’ s demands and Jase’ s requests
for the senior captain to locateit in log and produce it—Sabin hadn't acknowledged it existed, hadn't
cooperated, hadn't acknowledged the situation they suspected lay behind the tape. In short, no, Sabin
hadn't helped find it in the last number of months, and now that it had turned up, didn't know Jase had it.
And what was the object of their long search? The mission-tape from the ship’slast visit, the record
none of the crew had seen, the record that Ramirez, the late senior captain, had deliberately held secret
from the crew. A man named Jenrette, chief of Ramirez’ s personal bodyguard, had entered that station
and met survivors—and those survivors had alegedly refused to be taken off the tation.

Those survivorsincluded, one suspected, the hierarchy of the old Filots’ Guild, an organization
whose management had caused the origina schism between colonists and crew—and managed the
contact with dienswho’ d aready taken offense and launched an attack. Not asterling record. Not a
record that inspired confidence. Or love.

Captain Ramirez, during that strange port-call, had told his own crew that Reunion was dead. ..
destroyed by the dlien attack. He' d refueled off the supposedly dead station, and run back to Alpha,
wherethat lie about Reunion’ s condition had held firm and credible for nearly a decade—until Ramirez’
deathbed confession had blown matterswide.

But secrecy hadn’t ended with one deathbed revelation. His suspicion of other facts withheld had
made this particular tape an item of contention between Sabin, who’ d been one of the captainsnine
years ago, and Jase, Ramirez’ s appointee, whose assignment to a captaincy had nothing to do with
knowledge of ship’s operations. Jase had been aboard that day they’ d found Reunion in ruins, but he
hedn’t been on the bridge—he’ d been twenty-odd, junior, and not consulted, far from it. Sabin Couldn’t
talk about that time at dock; no member of the bridge crews had talked to anyone they could access.
Every member of Ramirez’ persona security team except Jenrette was dead—xkilled inamutiny againgt
Ramirez—and Sabin had snatched Jenrette into her security team immediately after Ramirez’ deeth, the
very day, infact, that Jase had wanted to ask him questions about this tape.

Thatwas the state of relations between the ship’ s captains—Sabin, very senior, and Jase, appointed
by the late senior captain, very junior—and alot of data not shared between them.



“ Anything entirely astonishing about the tape?’ Bren asked. “I trust you’ ve reviewed it to theend.”

“The match-up with station plansis my work,” Jase muttered, keying while the tape proceeded. The
screen afforded them ahelmet-cam view of airless, ravaged hals picked out in portable lights as Jase
skipped through the venues, freezing key scenes. “For along stretch, things go pretty much asyou’'d
expect to see. Fire damage. Explosion damage. Outwardly, the kind of thing you’ d expect of agtationin
ruins. But the boarding team doesn’ t wander around much. No exploring. Straight on.”

“Asif they knew where they were going?’

“Exactly.” Jase skipped ahead through the record, and now, in motion, the exploration reached a
section that looked far lessravaged. “ Their entry into the station, which isalong, tedious sequence, was
through the hole in the mast; but after they got in, the lift worked on emergency power, which saved
them quite abit of effort. Piece of luck, en? Emergency generators back up alot of functions. Fuel port.
Critical accesses. No questions there. Now we'rein the C corridor, section... about 10. Notice
anything redly odd here?’

The matching map had the numbers. If one could assume the gation architecture as similar to the
atevi earth station’ s structure, the investigating crew was on second level near the cargo offices a the
moment. Lights were out. Power was down. Helmet lights il picked out walls and closed doors. Intact
doors.

“It’ snot that badly damaged here,” Bren observed.

“No, it’snot.” A smal pause. “But we did see part of the station survived. What €lse do you notice?
For God’ s sake, Bren...”

Hewas entirely puzzled. After asilence, Jase had to prompt him:
“They’rewalking .”

God.God . Of course. They were walking. Walking was so ordinary. But he’ d helped revive aspace
gation. He knew better. Walking, in space, was a carefully managed miracle... and on astation with an
altered center of mass? Not easy, wasit?

Hefdt likeafool. “The sation’ srotating.”
“Asgood as put out aneon sign,” Jase said. “ To anyone born in space.”

A signto tell more than the investigating ship. A Sgn to advise any dien enemiesthat this station wasn’
t utterly destroyed. That much beyond any small pocket of light or heat where ahandful of surviving
tenants might cling to life, asthey’ d assumed al through this voyage was the case—this huge structure
was rotating and managing its damage in ways very suggestive of life, intact systems, and sufficient
interna energy to hold itsdlf intrim.

“Computer couldn’t manage this on auto,” he said to Jase, “could it?’

“Lessthan likely. A dumb system—possible, | suppose, but | don’t believeit. | don’t think crew
will.”

“But you can see rotation from outside,” Bren said, confused. “ The ship docked, didn’t they? How
can crew not have seen it?’

Jase gave him adark look. “We' ve never left home. We're till sitting at dock at Alpha The atevi
world’ s below us. Can you prove differently? Can you prove we' ve ever traveled a al?’

Once hethought of it, no, he couldn’t. There was no view of outside... except what the cameras
provided the viewing screens. They underwent periods of inconvenience and Strangeness that made it
credible they moved, but there was no visua proof that didn’t come through the cameras.

And had Ramirez somehow ordered alie fed to those cameras? A smple still image, that crew



would take for the station’ slifeless hulk, when the truth was moving, lively, self-adjusting?
From when? God, from how early in the ship’ s approach had Ramirez faked that output?

“If Ramirez faked the cameraimages,” he asked Jase, “how early did he? Did he comeinto Reunion
system expecting disagter in thefirst place?’

“I’ll tell you that niggling suspicion did occur to me. But long-range optics might have seen therewas
aproblem, way far off. Down below, | assure you, we didn’t get animage... we don't, routindy until
bridge hastime to key it to belowdecks. It’ s not often important. It’ s protocols. And if bridgeisbusy, if
acaptain’ stoo busy, or off-shift, or in ameseting, we sometimes don’t get image for awhile. For along
while, inthis case. We saw the still image. We saw the team entering the mast.”

“Whereit’ saways null-gee”

“No feed from helmet cam beyond that. This section went straight into the log’ s black box and
nobody bel owdecksever saw it.”

Anger. Nowonder this particular tape had stayed buried for nine years. No wonder the current
senior cgptain had sllenced the last living member of the group that had made that tape and challenged
the technically untrained junior captain to find the log record—if he could.

“But the captains al knew,” Bren surmised. “ Sabin was there. She had to know the station wasn’t
dead. Anybody on the bridge, any of the techs, they had to know, al dong, didn’t they?’ That had been
aquestion before they launched on thismission. It loomed darker and darker now, damning al chance
of honesty between executive and crew.

“It’ sal numbers readout on those screens,” Jase said. Y ou get what the station transmits. Or does’
t tranamit. Or ifit feedsyou alie—you’ d have that on your screen, wouldn’t you? 1’ m not surethat all
the ops techs on the bridge knew. Some had to. But it’s possible somedidn’t.”

More and more sinister, Bren thought, wishing that at sometime, at any convenient time, the late
captain Ramirez had leveled with hisatevi dlies... and hisown crew.

“I’ll imagine, too,” Jase went on, “that the minute we got into the solar system and got any initia
visua inkling there was trouble, bridge showed a succession of gtill images from then on out—in pace,
you can’'t dwaystdl livefrom dill. I'll imagine, for charity’ s sake, that Ramirez ran the whole thing of f
some archive tape and atill shot and nobody e se knew. He might have been the only captain on the
bridge during the investigation: you just don’t budge from quarters until you get the dl-clear, and it didn’t
come for us belowdecks for hours. Maybe he didn’t tell anybody but his own techs. Maybe the other
captainsgot his<till image andthey didn’t leave their executive meeting to find out. | can congtruct a
dozen scenarios that might have gpplied. But I’ [l tdl you I’ m not happy with anything | canimagine. The
more | think about it, I’ m sure Sabin had to know.”

“Y ou docked at the station, for God’ s sake.”
“Tethered. Smple guidesfor fuding. We're not the space shuttle.”

Not the space shuttle. Not providing passenger video on the gpproach. Not providing a cushy
pressurized and heated tube link.

Entry through the null-g mast, where even atrained eye couldn’t easlly detect alie.

“There’ sanother tape,” Bren said, on that surmise. “ There’ s got to be some log record where the
station contactedPhoenix and gave Ramirez the order not to let the crew know there was anybody
dive”

“You know, I"d liketo think that was where the orders originated,” Jase said calmly. “And |
earnestly tried to find arecord to prove that theory. But | couldn’t. My leve of sKkill, I'm afraid. Took



me eleven monthsto break thismuch out. I know alot more now than | did about the data system. But
you get into specific records by having keys. I’ ve cracked afew of them. Not al. Not the policy level.
Not the level where Guild orders might be stored. And the senior captain isn’t about to give them up and
I”'m not about to ask.”

“Y ou can’terase alog entry, can you?’

“You' dthink. But at this point—we’ ve rebuilt alot of the ship’ sorigind systems, over the centuries,
and I’ m not sure that’ s the truth any longer. At my level of expertise, no. Not possible. If there’sakey
that dlowsthat—it rests higher than | can reach. Maybe it Sitsin somefile back on old Earth, that
launched us. Maybe Sabin hasit. | don’t.”

Jase wasRamirez' s gppointment, and Sabin hadn’t approved his having the post.

And the crew, the general, non-bridge crew—who’d al but mutinied to get them launched on this
rescue misson—if they saw thistape, they were going to be far faster on the uptake than agroundling
ambassador. There was areasonable case to be made that the Pilots’ Guild itsdf, in charge of Reunion
Station, was behind dl the trouble and al the liesand dl the deception. There was areasonable, even a
natural case to be made that the dien hogtility that had wrecked the station was directly the Guild’ sfaullt,
and not Ramirez’ s. But believing the old Guild was the sole cul pable agency required suspending alot of
possibilities, because the station wasn’t mobile. The station wasn’t gadding about space poking into
other people’ s solar systems.

And the ship’ sexecutive hadn’t talked. Hadn't breached the officid lie that Reunion Station was
dead.

Nine years without talking? Nine years for that many people on the bridge to keep a secret from their
friends and relations among the crew?

Mospherans never could have doneit, Bren thought. Then: atevi... possibly. And ship-folk—

He watched Jase watch the tape, thinking that al the years he’ d known Jase hadn’t gotten him
through all the layers of Jase’ sreticence. Even with friendship. Even with shared experience. In some
ways ship-folk were as dien to Mospheirans as aMospheiran could imagine.

And the ease of liesin this seded sted world of the ship...

They continualy heard reports that told them where they were. They imagined stars and space. They
imagined progress through the universe.

The ship docked with a station mast, and went null-g. Theship would have been perfectly normd,
null-g, even while the station wasn’t. Surviving relatives could have been just the other sde of the hull,
and crew might not have known.

A very, very different set of perceptions, from certain consoles on the bridge, to those that weren’t
involved with that redity. While certain other techs, deep in theinner circles of the ship’s operations,
kept secrets until told otherwise—palicy. Policy, palicy.

ThePilots' Guild had once run this ship. It was agood question how much it ill ran the upper
decks. Did the ship workwith the old Guild?For the old Guild?

Or for itsdf, these days? The Rilots’ Guild hadn’t actualy conssted of pilotsfor centuries.
Supposedly they’ d gone stationside at Reunion, and let the ship’ s captains go their way, under their
authority in name, if not infact.

Jase touched a button. Sound came up, the ordinary hoarse whisper of aman’ s exerted bregthing. “
Almost there, sir,” avoice said.

“They know wherethey’re going,” Jase said. “ They never ask. They’ re about to pass aworking



arlock. They know in advance certain of thelifts are going to work. There’sno mystery abouit this, not
to them. They’ re representing Ramirez and they’ re going in to meet with the station authority.”

“And that is Jenrette we' re hearing. The one with the helmet cam.”
“Affirmative”

Sabin’ sman now. Sabin’s sympathy for aman decadesin Ramirez’ service, aman too senior to be
on adespised junior captain’ s Saff?

For Jenrette, with, maybe, awhole raft of executive secrets on his conscience, amuch more
comfortable assgnment, that with Sabin.

“Presumably,” Jase said, “ Sabin’ sthoroughly debriefed him by now, even the things he wouldn’t
want to say. So | assume she knows as much out of Jenrette as her imagination prompts her to ask and
his sense of the Situation lets him answer. Presumably, once we raised the possibility this tape existed,
Sabinimmediately reviewed it and questioned Jenrette. What € se she may have gotten out of Jenrette, |
wish | did know.”

“She’ sgoing to know | came up here. She’ sgoing to ask why.”

“True.” Jase picked up adisk from off hisdesk and gave it to him,tape being in most instances a
figure of speech on thisship. “Thisisacopy. Y our copy. Consider—I was aboard when we docked at
Reunion. | was belowdecksbeing lied to like dl therest. Iremember how it was. I remember the
announcements that we were going in. | remember the solemn announcement that we were going back
to Alphato find out if the rest of the colonistswe’ d scattered out here had survived—uwith the
implication things were going to change and we were going to patch everything and find afriendly port
and then prepare againgt the possibility of dien invasion a Alpha. Right dong with crew, | got behind
that promise. | wasyoung. I’ d had a peculiar course of study, and | understood | was going to be useful
inthat approach. | had anotion that wasthe reason | existed at dl; and all during that voyage | bore
down on my studies. French and Latin and Chinese and history, alot of history. Yolandaand | weredl
impressed, because Ramirez was s0 incredibly wise asto have had us going down that path in thefirst
place. Wise... bullshit. I'mthirty yearsold. I’ m rdlaively surel am. Tdl me: why was he so incredibly
ahead of the game?’

Thirty years. A human who lived among atevi, to whom numbers were as basic as breathing,
twitched to numbers. Heimmediately dived after that lure, wondering. Attentive. But answerless.

“What have you found out?’ he asked Jase.

“I don’t know what I’ ve found out. | wanted you to come up herein human territory, wherel’ mnot
thinking like atevi. Whereit’ salot easier for me to remember what happened, because, dammit, |
should have been asking questions. Thirty yearsold. That’s question number one. Ramirez had me born
out of Taylor’s Legacy, and picked me amother who’ s now found it convenient not to have been on this
voyage, for reasons| can fairly well understand are personal preference, or maybe adesireto liveto an
old age. Or maybeto avoid questions |’ d ask when we got closer to our destination, who knows?
Maybe it was Sabin’sorder. | know Ramirez had me studying French and Latin and Chinese,he said,
since humans might have drifted apart from us over the last severa centuries. So | was created to
contact Mospheirans, before Ramirez had any idea Mospheirans existed. .. because he was a student of
history and he did know that afew centuries of separation can make vocabulary and meanings drift, and
we might not understand each other. 1sn’t thet brilliant? That’ s what he told me when we headed back to

Alpha”
“It’ sfactudly true—at least about linguigtic drift. But | don’t buy the prescience.”

“Nor do I. Andmaybe | was created to contact humans—maybe to contact atevi, too, because
Ramirez did, of course, know there was a native species. Contacting them had been at issue before



Phoenix left Alphatwo hundred years ago. Bet that humans were likely to go down to the planet and
learn their language and changefairly radicdly. All true. | was born for al those reasons, let’ s suppose,
twenty years before diens showed up and hit Reunion Station. But that’ s assuming what later be came
useful was useful twenty years earlier, isn’t it? Why? Why do you suppose Ramirez was thinking about
going back to Alphafor thefirgt timein two hundred years? Guild orders? Guild ordersthat didn’t have
any foreknowledge that there was going to be any dien attack?’

“It doesn’t make sense”

“It doesn’t. | don’t know what’ s behind any of this. I’ d like to know why Ramirezreally wanted me
born.”

Therewas alot of pain behind Jase’ s quiet satement. The part about remembering human things
better up herein human territory—Bren well understood that. The curiosity about his own birth—aman
without natural parentage could well ask. Jase was born out of genetic deepfreeze, the Legacy, the
stored genetic materid of the origina crew. Of no living father, and maybe not even of the woman he
called mother. That was one persondly disturbing matter.

But theintersection of Jase’ sbirth with Guild intent and Ramirez’ sintent, coupled with an education
suiting him for nothing practica in ordinary terms: those were scary, scary questions.

“I’ve dways thought it was areasonable precaution, your peculiar education,” Bren said, “if Ramirez
always meant to come back to us.”

“Always meant to come back,” Jase echoed him. “ So figure: I’ m thirty yearsold, give or tekethe
gamestravel doeswith time. My yearsare mostly on this ship, so hell with figuring planetary terms: |
think my answer is on this ship, the same way my life has been on thisship, and | knowwhen Ramirez
ordered me born. But then |’ m up againgt another wall. | don’t knowhow long he planned it. | don’t
knowwhy he planned it, and | don’t know what was the triggering event, but & some point, clearly, my
existence was going to be useful to him. Twenty-some yearslater, the aliens show up. And did that
change my purpose—or satidy it?’

For any human bornwhy was | conceived was an interesting question, to which the answer might be
as smple and human and serendipitous aswe didn’t plan on it . But for Jase, Jase being definitely
planned, his genetic code extracted from the frozen genetic legacy of dead heroes—thefirst crew, the
legendary Taylor’s crew, who’ d saved the ship from sure destruction in aradiation hell—if therewasa
god-among-morta's, Jase was born with that cachet. He' d had done everything possible since to duck
the job, but he was born disconnected from modern ship families and he was born of adead hero...
maybe of Taylor himsdlf, the legendary Navigator. Point one.

Point two: being disconnected from modern families, he was naturaly up for grabs.Ramirez had
appropriated him, no other word for it—appropriated him and dictated hislife, not quite father, never
that available. No emotiona attachment—nothing close, at least, except aboy’ s human need to attach to
something.

Ramirez created Jase to mediate with the colonists the ship had left at Alpha? And with the possibility
of atevi involvement? Brilliant thinking. Except thistape, thislie, and the fact he hadn’t trusted hisown
heir with the truth of survivors abandoned at Reunion until he was on his desthbed.

Magnificent planning, that was. Up to that point, the crew had thought al they had to do wastuck in
at Alphaand build defensesin avery remote chance of unfriendly visitorsturning up on their track. They
hedn’t thought their remote cousins and occasionally closer relatives had been left dive. They’ d mourned
their dead and gone on and adjusted to anew redlity.

Thenthey’ d heard what Ramirez said on his deathbed. The crew, when it heard the station was till
aive, had downright mutinied and demanded to go back; atevi alies had thought about it and decided to
back that request, for fear of dienstracking humans from Reunion to their own world. AndMospheirans



had ing sted on joining the mission, to get human records cleared from Reunion for exactly the same
reasons. A remarkable three-way aliance had leapt into action on what they thought was arescue
misson—or at best acritical mop-up of dangerous loose ends of information left behind. Find out the
gtuation, shut down anything still left, and get out, destroyingany record that could lead an dien enemy
back to the atevi homeworld.

Now, one move away from their destination, Jase was saying they’ d better rethink Ramirez’ swhole
path of action? Someone who lived by numbers should have been looking at the equation that was Jase
Graham'’ slife along, long time back.

“I'm ligening,” Bren said, chagrinned. “Whatdoes add up? What do you think the truth is?’

“Earliest,” Jase said somberly, “earliest | remember, | was supposed to view tapes and learn
languages. Yolandaand |,” he amended his account: Y olanda Mercheson, sister in event, but not in
genetics. Likewise one of Taylor’ s Children, Y olanda had been his partner—hislover, in amatch that
hedn’t worked out. Now she was back at the atevi station doing what apaidhi did: trandate and mediate
with atevi authorities, and try to keep the three-way dliance stable. “Understand, I’ m not complaining
about my abnorma childhood,” Jase said. “But grant | wasn't stupid. God, no, it wasn’t remotely my
heritage to be stupid. | did know | was abnormal, and | did wonder. Mogt of al | wondered why
everybody else studied things you could put a name to on the ship—they were going to be engineers, or
techs, or nav, or bio; and they got together by tens and twenties and made ball teams, that sort of thing. |
just had Y olanda. And she had me. And we didn’t know what we could cal what we did. But we
studied what we were supposed to, because the Old Man said so, because our mothers said so.
Because the seniors on the ship expected it of us, andthey thought we were doing theright thing, even if
our peers thought we were strange.”

One couldn’t imagine such alife. He'd had his own oddbal| passon—to see the rest of theworld. To
understand the exotic lands of the atevi. But it had beenhis own passion that had led him to the
Univergity and acareer in the Foreign Office.

Jase had been assigned an ambition. Issued one, like auniform. And was ruled from above, by
Ramirez’ sdecisions.
That was, Bren thought, fairly horrific.

“So,” Jase said, “Here | was, doing what was interesting enough, but peculiar—I mean, Y olandaand
| could speak Chinese to each other, but no one else, and we hadn’t a clue why. And the next minute of
our lives, something went way wrong. The last misson was going as usud: we were a astar, looking
around, making notes, taking our usud survey, asif we were going to carry out our mission and find
sometrace of old Earth—big chance that was, and we dl knew it, but it was what we were supposed to
do, so wedid it. Then, bang. Alarm sounded. Everything was secrecy and we were ordered to quarters,
headed home to the station via a point where we had aminor, uninhabited base. That fast. Total change
of direction. Tota change of plans. | heard senior crew talking about it when | was going to quarters, but
no one talked to me. Ramirez certainly didn’t cal me persondly and explain.

“But you know how it is, now, when the ship moves. Y ou travel and you stop and refigure, and while
you'reinertia, you hear dl the theoriesfloating the corridorsiif you just keep your ears open. Ramirez
didn’t talk to me. Rarely did. My mother didn’t know any more than anybody else. The samewith
Y olandaand her contacts. But rumor was, on that voyage, that we’ d seen something that wasn't
confined to the planet we were observing. An dien ship. So we were running hard, getting out of that
place and going back to report to Reunion. Viaan indirect route. That wastheidea.” Jasewas quiet a
moment. On the desk, the tape played on, four men walking through corridors mostly dark, but not as
ruined as one might think. “ Talk was, in the lower corridors, the ship had acted hostile. But no one knew
details. And when we got to Reunion, again—something definitely waan’t right. Information didn’t come
down to the corridors when it should. We were confined to quarters. That part’s norma on an exit. You



know. But we moved closer, still without information. And linked up with the station. And took on fudl.
And during that process we were shown the view outside, the station damage, while Ramirez broke the
newswe’ d seen diens and now they’ d hit the station and killed everybody. And he said al we could do
was go back to Alphacolony, where we thought there might be support we needed, and resources. ..
oh, give or take a couple of hundred years of neglect. So we went. Ramirez called me and Y olandain
privately during the voyage, and he talked to us about how people changed into nations and accents
turned into languagesin a couple of centuries. Y olandaand | being the only oneswho’ d studied any
other language and who redlly knew on an operationa level—on amindset level—how that sort of thing
worked, we were critica to what was coming. And wasn't it marvel ous and lucky we existed? Wedidn't
know what to say. We didn’t ask him, * So how did you know in advance you’ d need us? That was our
best chance to ask why we existed, and we were so overwhelmed with finally having a practical purpose
wedidn’t ask that question. Didn’t even ask each other, until | guess, between us; the time for questions
passed. And after that—I don’t know: maybe | was scared of the answer. Maybe | wasjust too
focused on the future to question the past.”

“And you think now?’ Bren asked. “What isthe truth?’

“My innermost guess,” Jase said, “my middle-of-the-watch-and-can’ t-deep guess used to be that he’
d had us born because there always was some secret plan to go back to Alpha, some scheme either the
Guild had cooked up, or something he meant to do secretly in abreach with the Guild. | was sure he
intended for us somehow to figure those cross-culturd differences he foresaw. Ramirez studied history.
He knew about cultures outside ship-culture. He createdpaidhiin without ever having seen one. Without
ever knowing aevi had gotten in charge of the Situation back at Alpha—he was prepared.”

“Youused to think that. And now?’

“He had us born and set to the course he wanted long before alienswere in the picture. That tendsto
exclude them asa cause—so far as| know. So maybe hewas thinking about Alpha. Second—he
shoved meinto acaptaincy | begged him not to give me and tried to get rid of. And hewouldn’t giveit
to Y olanda, who wanted to be on this ship. She got |eft behind on thistrip, and | got ripped avay from
the world | wanted more than anything, to be on aship | can’t run. Ramirez wasn't crazy and hewasn’t
arbitrarily cruel. But it seemed unfair. And you know—when something’ s not damn fair, it does make
you mad. And you don’t think straight. Y ou ask why, but you congtantly ask the wrong why, and you
don’t go back to first questions. And ever since we’' d gone back to Alphaand the atevi seemed our only
hope, Yolandaand | had forgotten al about the whys weused to ask. We had ajob to do. Dealing with
outsiders waswork Y olandaflat hated, and work | realy took to,really took to—and both Situations
were just asdistracting. | was lucky enough to draw the atevi Side. Y olanda had humanstrying to use
her to get at each other. So the two of us grew apart. And then Ramirez had the gall to giveme the
captaincy, for God’ s sake, permanent ship assignment, at the sametime he used Y olanda secretly to do
trandation, bound to the planet, keeping maor secretsfrom me. It wasn't fair.”

“Ard?’

“So on thisvoyage, maybe I’ ve gotten some menta distance, enough to deaden the emotiona charge
inthat Stuation. | think about Ramirez frozen down therein storage—and | think about what 1 should
have asked him. Questions| wish I’ d asked Y olanda, to the point, that she might not have thought to tell
me before we | eft. What she might have assumed | knew.

“And at the sametime, | was after thistape. Without the right keys. Denied the right keys, by
Ramirez and by Sabin, both. Isthat somehow to the good of usal? So in that mood of executive
curiosity, and during that search, I’ ve dug into everything | could get, thingsthat aren’t arestricted
record. Like what files Ramirez got out of the Archive—what books he read. History. Earth’ shistory.
Tha’sno surprise. Ancient, recent, didn’t matter to him. Hestudied the world he wastrying to find, asif
somehow the coordinates were going to occur to him, asif somewherein the Archive, the actud location



might be buried—or some necessary navigationa cue. Never was going to happen.”
“Never?’

“Welogt the sgnposts. The stellar signposts that should have been aclear marker for us. If you can'’t
seethenoisest sarsin space, either something’ s between you and them, or you’ reway far from where
you thought you were, so far lost that finding old Earth’ s not even possible. No, it’s never been possible,
beyond the original accident.”

“That’ s not what the ship told my ancestors.”

“The great search. Along with alot of other myths. But without an €l aborate arrangement of fuel
depots and far more ships, by what the navigators say, it wasn’t ever going to happen, and somehow the
Guild never got around to building other ships or arranging any fueling stations. Whatever their reason,
we can’treach apoint of vantage without traveling alot farther than may be prudent, counting everything
that’ s happened, and we don’t know what direction to start looking. Take it from me, that never was
redly the reason weleft Alpha. | think you know that by now.”

“I know the ship’ scurrent story.”
Jase was slent a best or two. “Fair enough.”

“The ship wanted to take the colony out of Alpha, set up in degper space, and the colonists—ny
ancestors—wouldn’t go for it. Isthat Hill true?”

“The Guild was for setting up further out in space. Building a place that would be just human, and just
gpacefaring. We weren’t supposed to live on a planet. Weren't supposed tocontaminate ourseveswith
what wasn't human.”

“Smdll choice aevi ever got about being contaminated.”

“The Guild. The Guild’ sdecisons. The Guild split over Alpha. The faction that prevailed didn’ twant
your ancestors going down to the nice green, inhabited planet. No. And once it happened, even the solar
system was too close for comfort. They were diametrically opposed to atevi contact—not so much to
protect the atevi culture, though that was a consideration; but to protect our own.”

“Fromus.”

“Us. Whichus ? We were so few. The universeis so big. It’ san article of faith that origina Earth
exists somewhere—but from the Guild viewpoint, we' re the sole true custodians of the Archive, the
guardians of human culture. Y our ancestors wanted to dive into an dien gravity well and giveit dl up.”

“That’snot dl therewasinthedecision.”

“Y ou know | agree with you. But Guildleader ship was obsessed with establishing a secure base
where only human ideas had currency.”

“It was ahuman ideato go down to the planet.”
“But not asolely human ideathat came back. In that they were right, weren’t they?’
“Doesit matter?’

“Tothem it matters. It’ s<till going to matter. When they couldn’t control Alpha, they took the ship
and left.”

“To preservetheirpurity .

“And as soon as Guild leadership found alikely spot, they built again, not near a planet, thistime, not
near any attractive, living world where people could escape by alow-tech diveto aliving world, oh, no,
not twice. They built Reunion out where everyone would be under their orders, dways, totdly,
dependent on them and their orders. And the Guild leaders got off the ship. And established their rule



over Reunion. And then—then I’ m guessing here—I think after they’ d built up their population awhile,
after they’ d educated the population the way they wanted, they might try to terraform amoderately
liveable planet, and keep it only human. | think the Guild couldn’ tfind Earth. So they were going tocreate
Eath.

Mindboggling. “You' rekidding.”

“Give them some credit. They weren’t going to do it to the atevi planet. Give them that much virtue,
that they were looking for somewhere they could clam for themsalves,”

“Y ou keep sayingthey, they, they .” Aboard ship, the term waswe . Crew. Family. And it hadn’t
beenwe a very critica points. “The ship, | takeit, held adifferent view in the proceedings.”

“Theshipistheship. TheRilots’ Guild went ashore and became something aside from the ship’s
executive. The Guild began to run station business. Itbecame gtation business. It had donethat from way
back at Alpha. So, yes, there was a schism between the ship’ s executive and the Guild—at |least—there
was anincreasing divison of interests.”

“Andwe , meaning the ship, weren’t asinterested in Reunion?’

“We had relations on Reunion. We refueled there. They mined fud for us. It wasdl interconnected.
Y ou know there’ san emotiona connection. But no, we weren’t Reunion. We werePhoenix . We'd
never stopped beingPhoenix . And we never trusted the way the station was run. We just couldn’t do
anything about it.”

That was the universe as he’ d speculated it existed. Populations achieved sdf-interest, and wider
interests cooled. Only the ship had stayed footloose, traveling. Capable of change. And ominously <o, of
meddling in new things.

“So,” Bren said, “the ship created Reunion, and used it, and thought of it as home away from home,
And the ship never came back to Alpha Buit till reserved that notion for itself.”

“Reunion we knew was safe. We were loya to Reunion.”

“Was Ramirez?’

Jase might not have anticipated that question. He blinked. He keyed. The image on the screen froze.

“Good question,” Jase said. “Useful question.”

“WasRamirez loyd?”

“He created us. Me and Y olanda.”

Back to that same pathway. “ And you were—what?’

“I think,” Jase said dowly, “and thisisadifficult thought—I have this niggling suspicion, Sometimes,
that, the same way | suspect the Guild had its notion of defining humanity, Ramirez meant me and
Y olanda to out-human the rest of the Guild—filtering the human Archive through our perceptions. Being
ableto chalenge their concepts. We were learning Latin and Chinese. The ship was still working for the
Guild, cataoging planets, investigating likely ones, onesthat met their criteria. Purdly scientific, they said.
Increasing the human database. For what? For what logical purpose were we going about, that had the
dtation devoting so much energy toour energy needs? But not for usto ask, | suppose. There was
awaysfud. We'd dock, we’'d go. We' d explore and refud. That routine was my whole world. Y ou don
't question the world—not until the plumbing fals, isn’t that what you said once?’

“And now?’

“Now that the plumbing’ sredlly failled? | don’t believe pure scientific curiosity had anything to do
withit. I’ m sure the Guild sent us where we went, or they wouldn’t have gone on refueling us. Maybe
they smply wanted to have us gone as long as possible, to keep our influence out of the station. Maybe



they wanted the unification, the symbol, of us asthe focus of community effort, the pressure valve. The
reason for sacrifice. And they could control us. Fueling was dways the sword over our heads. And
whileal that was going on, I’ m sure we were gathering information that would eventualy be useful,
investigating other solar systems, and fuel sources. But Ramirez—I have this tenuous theory—didn’t
ever mention histwo linguiststo the Guild, not that | ever was aware. And | wonder—didhe mean to
create what he was looking for? He knew aboutdiversity , which wasn'’t quite the Guild’ singstence of
everyonewalking in step. He didn’t know the lost languages, but he knew he couldn’t create a new
Earth on aship where everybody is cousins and brothers and sisters, and living the same lives doing the
samejobs. He couldn’t do it on a space station Guild’ srunning. But hecould do it if he ever found a
place he could get supply that the Guild didn’t control, and he could establish an orbiting base that
wouldn’t hold fueing as a sword over his head. He had the genetic storage. He had the Archive.
Fantagtic asit is on ahuman level—I think he was hoping to find a place where he could build another
dtation and ultimately set down an unregulated colony.”

“A green planet.”

“Another green planet. One without a population. | think, in that, Ramirez and the Guild were after
the samething.”

“Not to have apopulation, if it could support humans?’

“Bren, my friend, what educated ship-folk know about planetary biology fitsin alifesupport tank. |
know | don’t know asmuch as| should. But let metell you, I do know the British monarchs and the
Alexandrine Empire. | know Darwin and Eberly and Teller. Y olanda knows German history and Bantu. |
"m redlly keen on the Shang Dynasty. Hell, we're diversity incorporated. We' re culture in a plastic pack.
| suspect going back to Alphawasn’t Ramirez’ sred plan. He had every opportunity to do that. No. |
think Ramirez’ sideas were pure Guild—humans only. Ramirez wanted the Guild’ s plan—»but hedidn’t
want current Guild leadership in charge of it.He intended to run hisversion of it. And poking around in
various solar systems, looking for life-supporting planetsto drop uson, | think he got more than he
bargained for.”

I‘Argry die,E”

“Their planet, ismy guess. At least something they owned and cared about. They’d probably been
watching usfor awhile. They showed hostile and we made afeint off to another destination, But when
we got home, home had dready been hit. So they knew damned well what they were hitting. They knew
us, knew where we’ d come from, and we didn’t know them—not even know which of various systems
had been the trigger for the attack. But | think, whoever hit us, they very well knew the neighborhood we
"ve only been parked in for acouple of hundred years.”

“Seemsvery likdly,” Bren said. “Based on dl you say.”

“ S0 back to our question—why do | exig? Hell if | know. But Ramirez was up to something that
blew up on him and took out the Guild’ s home base, whether it was hisideaor the Guild’s. It was a
thorough catastrophe. What bothersmein al of thisiswhere Sabin fits. And what kind of politics went
on between her and Captain Ogun, when he stayed behind at Alphaand sent her to manage arescue
neither of them thinksislikely?You’ d think she’d at least give up her antagonism toward me. But she
won’ t—asif shethinks |’ m 4till following Ramirez’ s agenda.”

“Might you be?’

“Not that | know.”

“What could you do againgt her?’

“I don’t know. Until | know what | was for—I don’t know what she thinks | might do.”
“Not that many choices, are there?’



“There sill may be choices. Like—who’ srunning this ship on thewayback to Alpha... if anyone’s
dive”

Guild getting in charge of the ship was avery, very grim scenario. Not onethey’ d actively
consdered, inthe bright lights of Alpha Station and the full steam ahead of their own planning. But ayear

later, out in the vast dark of the universe and closer and closer to Reunion, it did prompt a sober
reflection—on people, on old loyalties, on their prospects.

If they got there and there was no fudl, they had that covered—in Gin and her robots. If they got
there and found a gtill-potent Guild in charge—and Sabin much too sympathetic toward them—

“They’ d want the ship, wouldn’t they?’
“Oh, damned right, they’ d want it,” Jase said.

“Y ou think Sabin serioudy might lean their way? Give up her own authority? 1 don’t read her that
way.”

“Or if she became part of theirs,” Jase said, and drew a breath. “ At the sart of thisvoyage | had
some doubts about her. But thislast year, thisvoyage—I don’t know what she thinks.”

A last year of being de facto senior captain. Of working with Ramirez’ s unwanted appointee.

Of having asection of her ship in atevi and M ospheiran control, an arrangement not to her liking. If
the Guild didn’t like “contamination,” what did Sabin think?

“Have you seen any shift in her opinions?’

“I can’t read her. | do think whatever went on between Ramirez and the Guild, she’son acompletely
different agenda. And keegping me out of thelog—that’ s said something, too, hasn't it? She never was
on Ramirez’ sside. Alwaysthe contrary vote, aways outvoted. And Ogun put her in charge here. Why,
Bren? Why in hdl did he do that?’

“Admittedly putting her where shedidn’t have to dedl with an entire nation of atevi and diverse
politics on the planet. Aboard a ship that’ s dead set on its misson—acrew that’s going to be pretty
hard to argue with if it getsthistape in hand, among other points. Y ou talk about the Guild possibly
taking over. But that’ s not the way the crew fedls about past decisions, if | haveit right.”

“A two-edged sword. If Ramirez wasagainst the Guild, if blamefor thisgoesagainghim , | was
born part of it. And that’ sthe critica detail | don’t know. | don’t know when it could blow up and | don’
t know what’ s going to be theissue.”

“You' ve got the tape. Y ou could releaseit. Y ou could take your position from that.”

“And that could blow wider than | intend. Stranded is a hot enough word with Mospheirans, but let
metell you, abandoning survivors at Reunion—that nearly fried the interface. And things don’t make
sense. Theway the lie was congtructed, right from the start of the ship coming into Reunion, how do you
read that?l can’t answer it.”

“Fain logic: Ramirez sopped the Situation, froze the tape until he knew what he’ d do.”
“Until he’ d made up what his story was.”

“Ramirez didn’t know what he’ d find going back to Alpha. He knew things might not be optimum.
Asthey weren’t. Ten years getting refueled was amiracle, aswas. If the crew had known, they il
couldn’t change things, but they’ d have swested and fretted harder. And crew can understand that.”

“That’slogic. But it’ s not emotion. There’ ve been too many lies, Bren. The depth of deceptionin this
one event hastoo many layers. Tamun’ s mutiny was only one manifestation of thepoison of liesthat’s
run on thisship.”



“There’ sonly onelayer inthislie. Ramirez needed the crew to take orders without division of
opinion.”
“Andif the crew hadn’t ever found out there were survivors? Would heever havetold the truth?’

“He' d had the ship fudled. Priority. He' d had the ship fueled. We're going where he prepared this
shipto go. That’safact, isn'tit?1 think he sweated the Situation he knew he’ d Ift.”

“Thefact is, hetold usfor dl those years we were the last human outpost, there at Alpha. The last
hope for humanity. The sole planet for atevi. That we were dl preparing aplanetary defense. That we
were building another starship for a counter-gtrike; if we had to. Then we get the facts. And thiscrew’s
wild enthusiasm for this venture ran out in the first month of thisvoyage, far from civilization. Now we're
down to grim determination and the very redl likelihood we' re going to find the Station deed &fter dl this
effort. Things aboard are quiet. Theywill be quiet, until there’s someresult. But if | take thisto the crew

“You'reacaptain. Equal to Sabin, on your watch. Y ou have the authority to decide the course of
this ship, the same as she does.”

“I’m a captain who knows | ess about the operation of this ship than the average maintenance grunt. I’
madamn linguig, Bren! That’swhat | am. That’sall | am, and I’ m not even competent at that.”

“Y ou are competent. What you can do isawaysinvisible to you. From outside perspective... you
don’t haveto Sit atechnical post. Y ou can command the techs. Y ou can say, go here, or go there. That’s
all the captains do, that |’ ve ever observed.”

“And what do | do when we come charging in to Reunion and | haven’t any of the Guild computer
keys?’

“Assurviving ship’sexecutive,” Bren said in Ragi, “might one not say—the keysweren’t passed?’

Jase stared at him. Outright stared. Maybe took an internal moment to trand ate that twice. But Jase

had been in Shejidan, and knew the atevi court, and the use of daggers and plots. The paidhi-aiji was
steeped in that culture. And at apinch, could more thanthink in Regi.

“Thefull range of dternatives” Bren said, againin Ragi. Andin Mosphe’: “ A question. Merely a
question.”

“Too much unknown,” Jase said in Ragi. And in ship-spesk: “And I’ m human, and I’'m holding a
bomb, inthisrecord. And | respect Sabin. | do respect her. | didn’t start this voyage that way, but | do.”

“Granted. Not incompatible consderations.”

Maybe Jase needed a dose of Ragi. Maybe he added, not subtracted, possibilities and solutions. But
it remained an uncomfortable situation.

“Y ou respected Ramirez,” Bren reminded him, in Ragi.

“And by al you say, nadi, who knows? Maybe he was about to execute the plan you used to think
he had. He released the Archive to the planet. He wasn’t that worried about contamination. Or he'd
reconciled himsdf to us. Maybe heredlly did refud the ship as adefense. He planned for another
garship... but that’ sgoing to be atevi-run. The aji’ shelp could provide him hiswidest ambitions. A
developed planet, al those resources. Maybe he wasn't, in hisown plan, going back until he’d prepared
abase that wouldn't fal under Guild control.”

Worth considering, at least. Jase steepled his hands, thinking, and thinking. “He deployed me, and
Yolanda.”

“Y et putyou back in space, but not her.”

“It’ sadamned circle, Bren. Everything runsin acircle.”



“Hewasn’t getting any younger. The Tamun blow-up took his hedth. He didn’t plan, perhaps, to be
overheard in what hetold you.”

“About the Gresat Lie? Betraying the Guild?’

“I’m betting, though,” Bren said, “that at least by then, the other captains knew what had happened
back at Reunion. It would have been irresponsible of him to know there was a Guild authority surviving
out hereinthat critical Situation, and not to tell those who' d succeed him. He was dying and told you the
biggest secret aboard to make you equa to them. And maybe he wanted to know, for one thing, how
you’ d takeit. And whether you forgave him.”

“Emotiond answvers. Not logica ones.”

“The man was dying. At that point, maybe emotional answers mattered.”

“Wanting me to make the decison? Me, but not Y olanda? Damn it al!”

“And Ogun. And Sabin. It would be their decision, too, when he was out of the picture.”
“I"d be the deciding vote. Damn him!”

“If they solit. Asthey didn’t”

“Most days| forgive him. | suppose | forgive him. | suppose we're doing theright thing in coming out
here. And if we show up and the Guild does what’ s ultimately sensible, and boards the ship, and take
orders, so many thingswill become moot. But by al | know about what’ s happened in the past—I don’t
think thet’ shighly likdly.”

“I never thought it was dl that likely, where the Guild is concerned. If they’ d wanted to leave
Reunion, they’ d have left, wouldn’t they? But they’ ve had nine years now to get worse off—or better. If
they’ re stronger and more recacitrant, we may have decisonsto make.”

“Sahin’ sgoing to decide those issues. That’sthefact | can’t change.”
“Crew may decide,” Bren said. “And you have that tape.”

“I’ll confess,” Jase sad, “1’ve had it for thelast month.”

“Not surprising you' d think about it before showing it to me.”

“I’m out of timefor thinking. | had to show it to you. We' re coming up on thelast move.”
Last move.

“Before Reunion.”

“Thisnext onel redly think will put usthere.”

A smadl inner shiver. “You know, | never get used to thisl think business.”
“Spaceislumpy,” Jase sad.

“All that. But | till don’t liketo hearl guess from the navigators.”

“Or from your partner inthismess?’

“Somethings you can’t figure with a computer. Jase, we'll make it. We do what we’ [l do whenwe
get there. It sdl wecan do at the moment, but we just plot aternate positions, if it doesn’t work. Same
as | suppose your navigators do. Which iswhy | think you called me here.”

Jase gave awry, one-sided amile. Started the tape moving again. On the screen, the exploration
reached a corner.

“Thefactis,” Jase said, “the one reconciling fact, in dl the Old Man planned, isthat he wanted mein
some kind of authority over my own destiny. More than that, | think he’d be happy you’re here. And



honored that the dowager is here, with dl she represents. | think you'’ re right. Contamination no longer
frightened him. He’ d reconciled himsdlf to the blended civilization he’ d found. | think, al hisold Guild
notionsto the contrary, he’ d found the universe afar more dangerous place than he’ d ever imagined,
and before he died, he’d learned to take alieswhere he could get them. Y olanda kept her
gandoffishnessfrom locd culture. | didn’t. | fell far more degply not just into downworld culture, but into
atevi culture, and the one thing that both infuriates me and encourages meisthat Ramirez gppointedme
to succeed him. Me.My view of the universe. My atevi-contaminated, impure view of the universe
humanshaveto livein. It’ s not a degree of importance | ever wanted, I’ tell you. But the thought that
Ramirez meant to do it, that he actualy approved what | an—iswhat gives me the courage to get out of
bed and go on duty.* Jase pressed a button and skipped ahead, to a point where the helmet-cam view
reached a sealed pressure door. In rapid motion they locked through, and then...

Then the record ended. Stopped.
“That’sit?’ Bren asked.

“That’sit,” Jasesaid. “That’ sdl we have. It’ s absolutely not regulation that the tape stops like that. It’
svery much against regulations. And maybe Sabin knows what happened next and maybe she doesn’t,
but certainly, based on that tape, you and | don’t. And that’ sthe other reason | wanted to talk to you.

Y ou' rethe diplomat. My outrageous ingtinct says have the inevitable confrontation with Sabin about this
tape right now, before we get to Reunion Station. Tell her what | know, what | suspect, dl the structure
of tissue and moonbeams. If it’sgoing to blow up, let it blow and let’ stalk about the ship’s great secret,
and Ramirez’ s crazy ideas, and settle it before we have another crisison us. Let me add afact to keep
between you and me. We’ ve run with alittle excess of fud, ship’srule. Enough fud reserveto get out to
aplaceweknow if thingsaren’t optimum or if the Guild triesto take us.1f Sabin’s disposed to do it—she
can get us away from Reunion. The name of the placeis Gamma. And you’ reright—I can order that, if
Sabin isin some way incapacitated. There are resourcesthere. It would take us years, but we'd get
home that way. On the other course, if we do go into Reunion, and dock, and open the hatch—~by then
we' re degling with somebody else, with Sabin involved, with people she’ll know and | won’t—who are
going to outright outnumber us. Not to mention the crew may bein avery foul mood, once the truth
garts coming out. Asit till may. If they start talking to remote cousins and the stray mourned-for-dead
uncle, dl sorts of truth isgoing to come out, thistime.”

“You’ re the number two captain,” Bren reiterated. “Y ou decide what to do. Y ou dways had the
authority to go after that log record. A little more questionable extension of authority, | suppose, that you
show it to me. More, to show it to the crew. But by Ramirez’ s decision and Ogun’ s concurring vote,
you are the number two captain. So I’ d think you do have that authority to break this secret wide open
—if you choose. It’ syour watch. Isn'tit?*

“Clearly my watch. And the burning question till remains—what €lse do we do with it?’

“When you show it to me, you clearly know you’ re showing it to my security. And the dowager’s. |
might have given you specid privacy. You didn’t ask it.”

“Youkeep secrets. So does the dowager.”
“Secretsagan?’
“That’ sthe eterna question onthisship, isn’tit?’

“Tel Ginny Kroger,” Bren said. “ She’ stied into our information. It’s hard to keep her apart from
anything”
“And her aff circulates on three-deck.”

“And if they know—crew’ s not far. Y ou’ re right. Everywhere we turn, there’ s another question how
widetotakethis andit al runsinacircle... onceyou tdl one other individud, it al leads eventudly to



the crew.”

“Y ou understand my problem,” Jase said. “And telling Gin Kroger, who’ snext to tdlling you,
eventualy leaves everyone on the shipbut the crew knowing what’ sin this tape, which has got to be
another psychologica statement, so far asthe crew’s concerned, doesn’t it? Pride. Trust. And howdo
we admit, thislate in the game, that Ramirez lied to them twice? 1’ m just beginning to figure out how long
Ramirez lied tome .

“Secrets,” Bren said, “never, ever servedPhoenix well. But |etting them out just before making port
isgoing to bedifficult.”

“ S0 here we are—trying to shut Reunion Station down and keep the aiens from tracking us back to
Alpha? That’ s a secret, isn’tit—and one we' re not going to confessto the Guild on first meeting.
Secrets are our whole existence. Maybe some of them have to be kept. Even inside. | have scraps of
factsthat lead under closed doors. And what do we do? Fling wide al the doors? Open just one,
thinking we can limit the damage? Restrict images during docking again, and hope that crew won'’t think
to ask until thishas al worked and they’ re too happy to lynch their officers?

“Wedon’'t even know for an assured fact,” Bren said, “that Sabin hersdlf has acluewhat’ son this
tape.”

“She’sgot Jenrette to ask.”

“Maybe she’ sneverasked Jenrette. Or maybe Jenrette didn’t tdl her everything.”

“She knowsthere’ saquestion. Y es, she’s seen thistape, no matter when she saw it. She knows, by
now. And knowing al sheknows, knowing that |” ve been after thistape, she’skept it to hersdlf, letting
me hunt for it—and ultimately letting you and me go into aStuation on arriva without the information, if |
didn’'t getit. | think that, and | get very angry. And then | reason,” Jase said quietly, not looking at him,
“that she hasn’t failed to tell meyet. Not yet. And | keep waiting, day by day, for a briefing on what
happened a Reunion—and on adozen things | don’t even know to ask.”

“Andit doesn’t come,” Bren said. “And it hasn’t come. And we’ re running out of time. And you’re
mad about that. And getting madder.”

“It’ sthat emotiond cloud again.”
“You're not sure you’ rethinking straight about it?’

“I’m not sure I’ m thinking straight about anything. A check on the thought processesisuseful. So
after asuitabletime of sweating it done—on the eve of our last ship-move—I asked youinonit...
knowing. .. knowing, unless she does exactly what Ramirez did and freezes the station image. .. crew
will seeit, first glance. They haven’t thought to ask. No one’ sthought to ask. But if it’ slaid in front of
them, they won’t take five minutesto figureit out.”

“It’ s been nine years. Station could have repaired themselves. Wouldn't they?’

Deep breath. “True. And the natural expectation would be, yes, just expect any survivorswould
have gotten rotation established, on afairly high priority, to assure there is someone dive and hedlthy to
meet us. So we might get through that. But not once information starts flowing, between stationers and
us. Thenwe’ll get the questions—and | have adire suspicion there’ s moreto it than we know.”

“You'relikdy right.”

“I think crew could swallow the worst suspicions—if it’ s on a soaring expectation of success. But
havinglived down in the lower decks, as, mind, none of the other captains have done—I think if welet
the rest of the crew find out in the middle of acrissthat they werelied to like this, they’ Il blow, and this
time—God knows. God knows whether mutiny isa possibility, but it’ s happened once, and we don’t
forget that. Sabin’ s not overly concerned for crew opinion—never has been. So herel sit, thinking yes,



no, go thisway, go that way—I’ ve put myself in apogtion, digging this out, an uncomfortable one, but I’
vefoundit. And now | haveto st onit or let it loose. Either’ sadecison.”

“No question.”

“Third choice. Do | confront Sabin?’

“Truthisafar sart for acomplex operation. Truth—at least between two captains of the same ship.”
“Soyouthink it’sagood ideato ask her?’

“I’m sure truth may precipitate certain things”

“I’m sure of that, too. But do you advise meto do it?’

“The idea has acertain merit. And certain downsides. Are yougoing to do it?’

“l wantyouinonit.”

“I'mlesssurethat’ sagood idea. My presenceis provocative. Digtracting from the issue.”
“To the good. | want you there. | wantBanichi and Jago there”

Bren was dismayed. “ A threat?’

“A reminder to us humans we need to settle this quickly and not bring our unguarded tempersto our
atevi guests or, for that matter, to the Mospheirans. | want al 1’ ve got on my side, environment, plain
environment, not verbal argument. Sabin absorbs facts. She doesn’t listen to arguments worth adamn.
What she seesin a confrontation,that impresses her. If she seesthe two of them, she’ll know the scae
of it. She'll know there’ s no secrecy possible there. Period.”

It was, in certain particulars, afair assessment of the senior captain.
“So,” Bren asked, “when do you want me?’
13 NGN'”

“It’ sfour in the morning. Enthusiasm for the truth aside, is she going to be happier being waked upin
the middle of her night?”

“Seep-cycle” Jase reminded him. “We have degp-cycles. Only you planetary types have nights.
Y ou run aship, you get odd hours. And her cycle’sclosing out pretty soon. A moderately urgent
technical consultation. | think that’ sthe way to put it... astep short of an operational emergency. That'll
get her on deck. If | say | just want to talk theory at this hour she’ll tell megoto hell. Andif | bother her
in her duty hours she’ Il be on edge from the start and anxious to get back to schedule. Thisisan
emergency.”

“I"d e least Offer teg,” Bren said dryly.

“I don’t think she’ll stay for breakfast. Teait is.” Jase punched buttons and sent away the schematic.
The tape Sarted over. Jase punched another button, this one on hiscollar. “C1. Captain Sabin to my
office a earliest convenience, technica consultation. Wake her.”

“Yes, gr,” the answer came from the desk unit.
That fast. He' d agreed. They wereinit.

Chaptér' Two

<«



Banichi-ji,” bren said under hisbreath, stting in the office chair, and using the pocket com
while therewas till time, “please advise security everything’ s under control and proceeding well.”

Advisethe atevi establishment, that was, andunder control wastolerably true. He sat in Jase’ soffice
waliting for Sabin to show up on asmall hours of the morning, on aminor emergency cdl, waiting for adl
esethat might fal out—and the second worst situation he could think of was that Cenedi might have
waked the dowager to advise his ultimate authority what was going on upstairs. The second worst. The
very worst thing he could think of, outsde of acomplete mafunction of the ship’ sengines, wasthe
dowager deciding to come up here in person to have morning tea and reason with Sabin.

Teawas not aword of fortunate history, under those circumstances.

Kaplan, however, had indeed come into Jase’ s office just for that purpose, to maketea... a
nominaly Mospheiran herba item, one of those light mass planetary amenitiesthat the ship’s crew had
taken to as passionately asthey took to fruit sugar.

Polano and Banichi and Jago made aliving wall of security outside. .. that sense of presence Jase
deemed avery good idea.

Sabin had gotten the message from C1, and hadn’t objected to Jase’ s office as the venue. She might,
Bren thought, have breakable objectsin her own.

It wasalevel of not-quite-critical summons that meant she could take a decent amount of time
responding. Shemight even stop for breakfast, if only to try Jase’ s patience, but they made strong tea,
al the same. It was pushing five hundred hours, not too far off first shift’s ordinary waking.

Bren’s pocket com beeped. So did Jase’sdesk unit.
She's here, was the generd advisement. Heads up.

A few bests later the door opened and Sabin walked in. She was athin, past-sixties woman with
close-clipped gray hair, uniform swesater and uniform coat. She didn’t walk into aroom: sheinvaded it—
gave an habitual scowl to their security, who folded in after her—their security, then her security, two
men, Callinsand Adams, intent on coming ingdeif the rest were bent onit.

Bren stood up, a courtesy. Jase poured a cup of teaand set it on his desk edge.
Shedidn’t takeit. She didn’t st down. “Nature of the emergency. | trust there is an emergency.”

“A farly mgor one” Jase sad. “ Thetape, captain. Thetape. And I’ m not about to let Mr. Cameron
go out of here seeing what he’ s seen without hearing your sde of this.”

“Whatin hell have you done?’

“Well, looked for answers, for astart.” Jase’s eyes could be perfectly innocent, on demand.
“Unfortunatdy I’ ve stirred up more questions than answers, but | have every confidence you had a
reason for restricting the tape record. I’ m equaly confident that you were testing meto seeif | could get
it. I did. So I’m not sending our aly below with half the truth to work on. I’ m certainly not having our
alieswait until they get to the station to see what any eye can see—that Reunion was under an
immeaculate oneg rotation nine or so years ago, while we were docked and refueling, contrary to the
image provided bel owdecks; and certainly the crew will seeit, and recdl al too keenly thatisn’t what
we al saw on our screens, so there’s awhole other question. So | think we ought to talk about this,
captain, and I’ m sorry about waking you early to do it, but Mr. Cameron’ s knowledge of the Stuation—
for which | takefull responsbility—provides a certain urgency. Unhappily my watch fals during your
deep, and | gpologize. Congdering the hour, | at least made you sometea. My aideswill provide
whatever ese you might want.”

Dead silence. Sabin wasfully capable of wishing them in hell and walking out, al questions hanging.



Shedidn’t. “Soyou got into the log.”

“It took some work, captain. | trust you knew 1’ d do that. | took it rather as one of the many tests of
competency you’ve set me. | did it. Now Mr. Cameron’sseenit. So has hisguard.”

They’d provided achair for Sabin in the scant room there was | eft. Sheturned it on itstrack, took
the teafrom Kaplan, and sat down.

Bren sat, having been prepared to intervene, glad he hadn’t had to. But the crisswasn’t past. Sabin
often operated on adelayed fuse.

She had asip of tea—shetook it dark, strong, and unmitigated, ignoring the condiments, ignoring the
hazards of one past poisoning.

“S0?" shesaid to Jase, likewiseignoring the crowd of security and the sure knowledge the atevi
representative was wired.

“I’vealingering few critical questions,” Jase said. “| can certainly understand why you didn’t release
thisto the crew at large. Captain Ramirez faked the monitor output, and he did it before he ever had
clear contact with the survivors. Am | right?’

Sabin sipped her teaand didn’t say athing.

“When crew findsout,” Jase said, “if they find out when they’ re in agood mood—that’ sonething. If
thingsaren’t going well when they find out, | ask mysdlf, what else are they going to doubt?’

Sabin shrugged. “ Y ou have dl the answers. Y ou’ ve made the decison to view thiswith Mr.
Cameron. I’ m listening to your reasoning.”

“Excuse me, captain,” Bren said. “ Our section is disconnected from these events and capabl e of
discretion, if that’ sthe ruling here.”

“I’m sureyou’ re cgpable of agood many things,” Sabin said, “including seeking your own
advantage. | take it the dowager now knows, t00.”

“Ifitin’'t the case, |'m sureit will be as soon as she wakes. At least her staff knows. So does mine.”
“Marvelous,” Sabin said dryly, swallowed the teaand held out her cup to Jase. “ Another cup.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jase said moderatdy, without aruffle, and handed it to Kaplan to fill, which menia
task Kaplan did with dispatch. “ And in the reasonable assumption,” Jase said, “like other matters you’ ve
left meto find for mysdlf, that this tape and the technical way into the log was amatter of my educationin
command, for which I’ m grateful, | certainly learned a great dedl more about ship’ s operationsthan |
expected, asyou knew I'd learn, I’'m sure, dl to the good. So | doubt you' re entirdly surprised thet this
tape Mr. Cameron suggested was important at the start of the voyage remained an issue with me. | did
note you never cautioned me againg finding it—and considering my peculiar position in thisoffice, 1’ ve
a so spent some time wondering about reasons you may have had for remaining the perpetua dissenting
vote on the Captains’ Council. Voting on principle, | takeit. Possibly opposed to my very existence.”

“Go on.” Sabin took the second cup from Kaplan’ shand. “ Thisisactudly interesting.”

“Astowhy | brought Mr. Cameron in on the matter, it’s precisely the consideration of aforeign Sate
of mind that we onPhoenix don’t quite understand. The very thing my education prepared meto ded
with. Y ou sent me down to the planet...”

“Correction.Sani sent you down to the planet.” Ramirez, that meant.

“With your dissenting vote, granted. As, very likely, when Ramirez proposed to get into the gene
banksto create me and Y olandain thefirst place, you weren't highly pleased. But dl that aside, the
captainsvoted, and | exist. It wasthe ship’s executive that sent me down to the atevi world, unprepared
as| turned out to be—but having at least the basics of an understanding what | was up againg—what



Yolandaand | were up against. Then Mr. Cameron took me in hand and shook new considerationsinto
me. Set me out on an ocean and let me contemplate awhole wedth of new input.”

“Thisisfar lessinteresting.”

“Like everything not bounded by thishull. I’ m aware that’ s your view, captain. It’s not your job. But
| assureyou it’ smine, to understand things external. And that’ s my use to you. | was born to acquire a
certain expertise—enough, in my executive capacity, now, to know what Mr. Cameron’ sknowledgeis
worth, and enough to consult him when the executive of thisship isasentangled asitisin Guild
deceptions, and burdened asit iswith past decisions, and sitting on an ocean of information far deeper
than wemay think it is”

“Meaning you brought him in here hoping his presence will moderate my response to what you’ ve
done.”

“Meaning, captain, | recommend hearing hisinput where it regards diplomacy, including internal
diplomacy, particularly that of our alies, whose reaction is not to be taken for granted—and | suggest
we ligen to him particularly carefully, becauseif afirst viewing of thistape touched off his ground-born
suspicions, it’ s certainly touched off mine on certain major topics—such aswhether Captain Ramirez
deceived therest of the executive or only haf of it; or whether Pratap Tamun was specifically after this
tape when he staged his mutiny; or whether this crew should worry about the integrity of command; or
whether Mr. Jenrette, whom you snatched fairly precipitately out of my security team once thistape
turned out to be an issue, isgoing to be available to meto fill in where this tape stops. And asto why
Captain Ramirez ordered me born twenty years ahead of the mission | ended up being uniquely suited to
perform, | don’t believe in coincidence. He knew something. He intended something. Y ou’ ve spent
twenty years of my life voting no on every sngleissue |’ ve been involved in, and probably before that.
So I’m asking if you had good reason to vote that way.”

“Good reason.” Sabin seemed surprised, even amused, somewhere in the outrage. “ And we’re to
discussthese ddlicate Situations with Mr. Cameron present and his security wired to the hilt. Do you
intend to provide atrandation to your staff, Mr. Cameron?’

“If you ask my discretion, again, my particular interestsinvolve the dowager’ s safety and themission’s
success. Wewon't jeopardize this ship. Persona issues between members of the ship’ s executive are
likely outside our concern or interest. But serious questions are posed here, captain, and thetapeis
disturbing. I’ d suggest even at your level you suspect Captain Ramirezdidn’t tell you half what was going
on, and that what happened at Reunion on your last vigit didn’ t involve unanimous decisons of the
executive of thisship.”

He hadn’t put that the most straightforwardly possible. He' d backed around the issue and given
Sabin the broadest possible avenue to maneuver. And Sabin took amoment, thinking.

“Not bad, thistea .”

“A planetary gift,” Jase murmured.
“Addictive” Sabinsaid.

“An easy habit toform, at leest.”

“Likeahdl of alot dsethat’ sinsnuated itself aboard! Hype up on sugar, cam down with tea, never
ask what it does to the body.Poison’ s a |east decently evident in the aftermath.”

Sabin rarely brought up the unfortunate dinner party.

“Thisisn’t poison, isit?’

“No, ma’am,” Jase said. “ Thisismy persond store. And lest we ever forget, you’ rein command of
the ship getting there and getting home again, while 1’ m not remotely confident | could do that. SoI’'m



extremdy determined you should survive in good hedth.”

“Home,” Sabin observed. In fact itwas a curious word for Phoenix crew to use about any destination
besdesthe ship itslf.

“Yes, ma'am,” Jase said. “ Hometo the atevi world. After which I’ll resign this post and leave your
command unquestioned and forever untroubled by my existence.”

Sahin’ s gaze strayed up past Jase’ s shoulder, to the barren shelves, the single framed photo, the
fishing trip.
Snapped back, and hooded in speculation. “A captain of this ship wantsto live on abdl of rock.”

“I’m Ramirez’ s gppointee,” Jase said. “ An interim solution to a specific problem, inno wise
approaching your expertise or your talent, I’ ve no question.”
“Y et you get into the ship’ slog and distribute information on your own authority.”

“I do specificaly what | wastrained to do, senior captain, which isto figure whether smart people
are saying what they think they’ re saying when the words reach somebody not on their wavelength.”

“You' re determined you' Il never lack employment.”

“And | hope I’ m useful, captain. Question: Tamun got into the captaincy and immediately mutinied,
and died. Wasit dl about thistape?’

“Why would you suppose that Pratap Tamun has anything to do with this tape?’

“He was bridge crew. And how many of the crew that watch were sworn to secrecy, and how many
of them had to hold onto suspicions for years, watching the executive lie to their cousins and mothers?’

“Lig?
“Lie, captain. It’s clear the images fed throughout the ship—maybe even to the bridge—were alie.

And the common crew isgoing to find out, now or later, assuming there’ sanyone aive on Reunion
Station.”

“Makeit later. Once the mission’ s succeeded they won't care. If they find out before—it certainly
won't servethisship.”

“Onthewhale, |’ vereached the same conclusion.”
“Oh, I’'mgraified.”

“Butif wecantdl a aglancethat that station’ s alive, so could anybody else coming here over the
last nine years, and if someone has come caling, and if they’ re the same hodtile dliens, the station won’t
have fooled them by playing dead and using spinner chambers way inside, which somehow some of us
were |eft to assume. Asgood as put up Signs sayingwe're here . Let me poseyou this, captain: let’s
assume—Ie’ soutrightassume we' re going to get there and find the ation in ruins. Let’ s assume worse
than that. Let’ s assume we’ re going to get there and discover humans don’t own it any more. What’ sleft
for us? We should have told the crew the truth back at dock. If we don’t tell them now and they get
there and find trouble, where are we going to start telling the truth?’

“And I’m saying if that happens, crew’ sgoing to be too busy for questions. Stow thisinformation
and don’t make trouble.”

“Whatdid you see when you were there last? What was Ramirez poking about in when the ship
tucked tail and ran back to Reunion in thefirst place?’

“Stop at the firgt problem. Other operations aren’t in your capacity.”
“Why did Tamun findly turn on you, captain? And whileyou’ re a it—why was | ever born?’



“Both deeper questions than you ever want the answer to.”

“Ramirez meant to double-cross the Guild years ago. Didn’t he?’

“Hehad alot of crazy notions.”

“And you voted no every time.”

“We have withesses, Captain Graham. Maybe thisis best said between us.”

“Maybeit’ s not. Maybe at this point I’ m done with secrets and having him here will save methe
trouble of explaining it dl. So treat him asfamily. Why? What were you voting against? Why were you
always opposed to me?’

“Y our ignoranceisn’t enough?’
“You can’t provoke me out of asking the question, Captain. Why do | exig?’
“What’ syour guess?’

“That Ramirez had a private notion of acolony of his own, one that the Guild might not find out about
until it wastoo late.”

Sabindidn’t respond at once. She sipped cooling tea and set the cup down. “Well, you' re smarter
than | thought.”

“1t doesn’t tell me an answer, what he wanted.”

“Oh, you'refairly well on thetrack. He kept nosing about until he found trouble and until trouble
found us. Then he had the notion of going back to Alpha colony. And when we did go back, and when
he found what he found, it set him back, oh, for about an hour. By then, of course, we had limited
options. And no fud. And we knew that the idand was founded by rebels againgt ship’ sauthority; and
that the atevi continent—having dl its drawbacks—had natural resourcestheidand didn’t. So right from
the start we had our problem—and we weren'’t that sure the trouble that hit Reunion wasn’t coming on
our tails. | didn’t vote againg refueling a Reunion. | didn’t vote againgt refueling a Alpha. | didn’t vote
againgt cooperation with the atevi, for that matter. It was al we had l€ft. It’ sal we dill haveleft. | tell
you, if | ever haveto plant a space station, 1’1l do it in apopulated, civilized region, not out around some
remote rock with a disputed title, where you don’t know who the owners are.”

“That’ swhat happened?’

“Wehaven't acluewhat the diensthink. We're pretty sure we went where they objected to us
being. Violently objected. Asfar as|’minformed, they didn’t consult the space station to lodge an
objection: they just hit it, took out half the mast and did mgor damage to the ring, fortunately missing the
fueling port. End report. We hope, in the nearly ten years we’ ve been building a space program and
refurbishing Alpha Station, that Reunion has managed to patch itsaf up and gather in aload of fuel for
us. If, asyou say, worseisn’t the case. That’ sthe truth, pretty much asit’s dways been presented.
Except the fact, evident to me, at leadt, that our chances of finding the station in one piece are minimd,
for exactly the reason you cite, and our chances of convincing the crew we ought to give up on that
gation are nil until they know there are no surivivors. Weare ademocracy, junior captain, at the most
damnedly inconvenient moments.”

“I’m glad to hear it’ snot worse.”
“Oh, it can easily beworse, gr. | assureyou it can easily beworse.”
“Whatwas Captain Ramirez up to when he had me born?’

“Stani kept hisown counsdl,” Sabin said. “ Or he confided in Jules.” That was Ogun, who was Sitting
back a the atevi gtation, managing asmal number of ship’screw in technica operations—and in the
building of another starship. “Frankly, Stani had alot of pipe dreamsinvolving what we could build out



here. I’ m more pragmatic.\WWhere we are iswhat we are. And Taylor’ s Children aren’ t anything better
than whatwe are.”

“I’d agree, ma’ am. Quite honestly, | would. What | do have for aresourceis uniquetraining.”

“And, curioudy enough, a certain divorcement from the past—as well as unique entanglements. Y ou’
re Stani’ s pet project.” From hostile, Sabin had become downright placid. “And by your own qualities,
you'reliked. It’ s occasiondly useful to have acaptain the crew likes”

“Crew’ s gotten rather fond of you, as happens. And they’ d take the truth from you—now, if not
before”

“Bull.”

“Crew knows how you work, senior captain. Doing my job and yours. And they’ re grateful.”
“You'll have me shedding tears.”

“Truth. 1t smy skill, remember, to figure out what people are redlly saying about the powers that be.”
“Doesn’t matter what the crew thinks.”

“I differ with you on that one.”

“Differ dl you like. Y ou say you just know what people think. Fine. Y ou don’t figure me or you
wouldn’t have to ask.”

“You'renot smple, captain.”

“ldon’t play your games. | don’t give adamn. And don’t planto.”

“Y et you took a chance and sponsored Tamun into office. Y ou bdieved in him.”
“Hewasqudified.”

“And collectively, Ramirez and Ogun agreed and voted himin. And he turned on you. | takeit he
turned on you.”

“You'reasking if | sponsored the mutiny.”

“I'm asking if you have any specid clue why heturned theway he did.”
“I’malousy judge of character .”

“I still suspect it was about these tapes.”

“Y ou want to know the deep-down truth, second captain? | don’t know and | don’t giveadamn a
thislate date. Tamun turned out to have an agendal didn’t know he had, and Stani and Julesdidn’t
know he had. They took my advice. It was bad advice. A bad decision approved by al three of us. And
ance he’ sdead and the ones till with usthat followed him have stepped Sdeways asfar asthey can, it
doesn’t matter these days, doesit?’

“I hopeit doesn’t,” Jase said. “I truly hopeit doesn’t. | want usto get there, grab any survivorswe
can find, and get out of the neighborhood forever, asfast aswe can.”

“And if there’ s other occupancy?’
“Just get out of the neighborhood asfast aswe can.”

Sabin leaned back, cup cradled in acareless hand. “Y ou realy want your question answered, why
you were born?’

“I"'m curious.”

“It’ s possibly germane. Stani had anotion of contacting the civilization he thought he’ d found. But it



contactedus , didn’t it? So much for reason and diplomacy.”

Contacting the civilization, Bren thought, and felt cold clear through. Jase’ sindinctswereright, if
not his exact suspicions. Stani Ramirez had steppedfar outside Guild rules—Ilong before he returned to

Alpha
“I hope not to do that,” Jase said, “ contact the other side, that is.”

“I’'m glad you hope so,” Sabin said, “because where we are and what we’ re doing, and wherewe’re
meddling, can bring al hell down on our heads. The short answer is—Ramirez had aplan. You were to
advise him in his projected alien contact, whenever the chance came. And that didn’t ever happen, did
it?’

“I'd say,” Jase said quietly, “that | never had the question posed. Ever. And if | had had it posed to
me, senior captain, maybe things wouldn’t have gone the way they did.”

“You wereagreen kid. Y ou couldn’t do anything.”

“And ayear later he dropped me on the atevi planet. The point is, senior captain, he answered
without me. Anything he did with the diens was an answer. Leaving the scene was an answer. Maybe
totally the wrong one. And anything we do in the future is under the same gun, with abad start, because
of things Captain Ramirez did that we may not even know about. | need to be on the bridge when we
arivein system. And log recordsthat might tell uswhat he did would be extremely useful.”

“Oh, now you want to give thetactical orders.”

“In no way, senior captain. Advice. Firg thing | learned in the field: you don’t have to speak to
strangersto carry on conversation. Staying’ san answer. Running’ s an answer. Shooting’ s a statement or
an answer. Before the conversation gets to missiles, the ship needs a second observer. Another opinion.
| may not belong in a captaincy—but | was competent enough in Shejidan that at least you don’t have a
war withthat species. Y ou need me there. Y ou need Bren.”

Sabin listened, give her credit. Bren found himsdf holding his breath, wondering dared he say a
word, when awoman who controlled their ship, their movement, and the decisions the ship would make,
considered al possible options.

“He' sright, ishe?’ Sabin asked Bren suddenly.

“He'squiteright,” Bren said. “ A good trandator and an experienced cultural observer. The dowager’
sddeof thisagreeswith him, and you, and | assure you we have no interest in exacerbating the
gtuation.”

“Gratifying.”

“It would be agood ideafor me to be on the bridge when we reach our destination.”

“No.”

Deep breath. Reasonable tone: carefully reasonable tone. “If you should confront asituation you don’
t expect, cagptain, you might not have timeto send for usand brief us. If everything’ s as you expect, you
don’t need us and we’'ll know that. If itisn’t, you’ Il have asecond immediate andyssfrom me and from
Jase, with whatwe know about talking to strangers, granted we have no choice. My immediate advice
is... don’t talk without andyzing the Stuation.”

Sabin raked him up and down with aglance, turned to Jase. And back again.

“And if we have to move suddenly, rather than talk, Mr. Cameron, you can dent thewall. Y ou stay
belted in belowdecks until we call you.”

Amazing. Adonishing. That was an agreement.



“My staff would likely agree with that, Captain. But expert advicein adicey Stuation—"

“After we arrive. We'll comein far enough out, we' |l be searching for our destination. Plenty of time.
Takeit or leaveit.”

“ Accepted, captain.” Hehad won access, unexpected, and agood thing, in hisown summeation: time
to stop asking. Timeto get out of the crossfire.

“So, Captain Graham,” Sabin said.

“Ma am,” Jase said.

“You're going to offer your sage advice.”
“| appreciate that, senior captain.”

“Y ou were always supposed to be the expert. Y ou and Mercheson’skid.” Yolanda. “Taylor’s
Children. Nice symbol. The completion of the ship’ s mission. The holy mission to soread human culture.
Ramirez didn’t trust what might have happened at Alpha. Not because of the dliens—because of the
humans. Because they hated the Guild. Because they’ d be numerous, if they’ d survived a al, and they’ d
be hard to direct. If he’ d goneto Alphain the beginning, everything might have been different, but he didn
't. He had this notion of controlling the change he was going to make in human affairs. He had this
notion of keegping his maneuvers secret—and it couldn’t be a secret if he took the ship back to Alpha
and opened up that old issue. Guild would find out where he’ d been and they’ d want answers.
Controlling the contact of dienswith the Guild—sitting in charge of everything—that was his notion.
Quietly becoming a power the Guild couldn’t control. But his venture brought retribution down on the
gtation, and he ended up going precisay the direction he didn’t want to go—toward Alpha. Thiswasthe
st of decisionsthat put us where we were. And he and hisfaction gill ran the ship. Y ou ask about
Tamun. Tamun sounded good, to answer your question. He was my chance to get another no vote on
the board, acounter to Ramirez and Ogun. But when a captaincy came up, no, the situation out here
wasn’t one of those pieces of information we immediately discussed with Pratap Tamun. We were more
concerned with problems where we were—the battle to keep some kind of balance against Ramirez’s
unilateral decisons. Maybe | should have raised the Reunion issue with him before he got the seet. | didn’
t. What | did know—hedidn’t accept where Ramirez had led us. He wanted separation from
non-human influences”

“ Separation from the atevi?’
“ Separation from the atevi. Building up the Mospheirans. Hel ping humans take over the mainland.”

Appadling. Evidencing avast lack of understanding. “Mospheirawouldn’t have any interest in ruling
the mainland,” Bren said. “ They wouldn’t have the manpower to run the continent if they had it handed
to them, and they don’t see any reason to want it.”

“Theway they didn’t have any interest in fuding the ship or maintaining the sation.”

“They’ re farmers and shopkeepers,” Bren said, “and no, their ancestors didn’t have any interest in
doing that for your ancestors. They till don’t”

“Whichiswhy aevi are running the place,” Sabin muttered. “Whichisal well and good. At least
someone’ srunning things. And not doing abad job of it, asturns out. But Tamun was a humans-only
sort, vehemently o. I’ ve come toward amore moderate view, but in an unfriendly universe—I ill don’t
trust books or faces| can’t read.”

From hate and loathing to pragmatic, even educated, acceptance? No, it wasn't an easy step. More,
Sabin had aways shown a canny awareness of that ambiguity of sgnasthat was so, so, dangerous
between two armed species. In her way, Sabin had dedlt intelligently with the hazards of interspecies
cooperation, reasoning out a caution the Mospheiran foolstrying to yacht over to atevi territory in



friendship or on smuggling missonsdidn’t remotely grasp.
“Was Tamun Guild?” Bren asked bluntly.

“He never said. What mattered in the long run was exactly what you originaly said, Mr. Cameron.
The man was so blinded by his agendathat he couldn’t count. He couldn’t get it into hishead that atevi
had al the numbers, and when it turned out atevi would do what we needed and get us operational and
that wecould ded with them, he couldn’t change hisviews. That change was wherel stopped voting no,
asyou may have noticed. When it came to getting the ship up and running, when it came to the station
having power and aviable population, well, then I could dedl with my persond reluctance—myregret
that some of those historic human skills you were born to learn, Captain Graham, were, in that very
process, becoming irrdlevant. But | wasn’t so regretful for dead languages and lost records that 1’ d kill
the last chance we had to keep the ship dive out here. | wasn't that enthusiagtic for the Archive, thatl
had time to sit down and learn old languages, so in the end | suppose they don’t matter that much.”

“One personcan’t learn the Archive,” Bren said. “ But one person can save it. Ramirez saved it, when
he sent it down to the planet. And you know that the part of it Jase knowsisn’t irrdevant. A language
freightsits history, its culture, ingdeitsdf. Its structure is the bare-bones blueprint for amindset. Know
one, gain ingghtsinto another. That’ s how we repair the damage Ramirez did.”

“Blueprints for another starship. That’ sthe relevant part of the Archive,” Sabin said. “A starship and
the gunsto defend ourselves from Ramirez’ s mistakes.”

“Asalast resort,” Bren said.

“I’m only interested in one thing,” Sabin said harshly. “Running through this charade of arescue
mission asfast aswe can, having our look around and convincing crew to give up, without dragging an
aien armadaback on our tall. If | wasgoing to lie, gentlemen, | couldlie to the crew without going dl the
way inthere. But wewill goin. | want this question actualy settled and done with. If they’re dead, they’
re dead, and we go on.”

“The Archive at Reunion,” Jase added, “hasto be deleted. No matter what.”
“We do what we can.”

“Senior captain, apiece of history, one of thoseirrelevant bits. Earth had a very famous piece of rock
cdled the Rosetta Stone, atrandation key that put two languages together in the same context—one
known, one hitherto undecipherable. If the aliens get alive human and that record, captain—and we don
t know what they have, a this point—"

“Hell with your rocks. If some batch of alienstrack our wake, we're dead and Alphais dead. End of
relevance to anything. We take out the Archive if we can. We have alook around and we go back to
Alpha It’ sthe recent knowledge that matters. Getting the ship refueled, finding out what’ s going on there
and getting out unobserved is number one priority. Granted there’ sfud convenient, which | persondly
doubt. I’ m not an optimig.”

“Can we reach Gamma?’ Jase asked.

That drew aquirk of the brow. “Maybe. Maybethat’ s been hit. So, between you, me, and our
guests,” Sabin said, on that sober note, “if | have to form a completely cheerful concept of wherewe’re
going, it involvesafunctioning station with afull fue 1oad and nothing more exatic, thank you. So you
can remain irrelevant. So we can rescue enough people to make the crew happy. Or proveit’s
impossible. Thisawayswas a crack-pot misson, purely on crew pressure, nothing more.—Mr. Kaplan,
another, if you plesse”

“Yes, ma’ am.” Kaplan moved ingtantly, filled the cup, gaveit back.
“Soif you ask me what you haven't pressed, would | fake atape? No. But I'll usethisone. Am



going to ded paliticdly with the Rilots’ Guild if we find anyone dive? Damned right | am, and if we're
lucky enough to have fud, we’ re going to be very correctly Guild until the ship’sfueled and ready. Do
we have that, Mr. Cameron? If we do find alive ation, you’ re going to take orders and keep your dien
aristocrats under tight orders and out of sight.”

“| perfectly follow your reasoning, captain. Though I’ m not the one who gives the ordersin that
department.”

“| dedl withyou . What’ s your diplomacy worth if you can’t persuade your own sde?’

“Point taken, captain. Meanwhile—can we get the log record from the incident that sent your ship
running off to Gamma?’

“Second, we're not disseminating log records among the crew. Or to the Mospheirans. That’ smy
diplomacy. Hear me?’

Somehow Sabin had rather well hijacked their agreement. Their security aready knew and wouldn’t
talk. The dowager wasthe soul of secrets. Gin would inevitably find out. That left only the ship’s crew
il in the dark. And Sabin was still the autocrat she was determined to be.

“Give usthelog records, captain. I’ d think you’ d want dl the information you could get out of that
incident. We can extract it. We can possibly give you information you don’t know you have.”

“We'rein trandt, headed for a ship-move, Mr. Cameron. Am | going to abort that operation for
some piddling records search?’

“You might well,” Bren said levely, “if informing your own resource people what you might have
donewrong the last time saved you dl those smal inconveniences you name.”

“We'll seg” Sabinsaid.

We' Il see, by experience, could take forever. But it was what they had. Sabin sipped her teaand
talked about the day’ s schedule asif there was nothing in dl cregtion out of the ordinary, arapidfire
series of hours and acronyms that made only margina sense to an outsider, but that Jase seemed to
follow.

“Wadl,” Sabin said, then, reaching the bottom of the small cup, “some of us go on duty at thishour.”
She set down the cup, got up and gathered up her security. “ Thank you for breakfast, Captain Graham.
Good night to you. Good morning, Mr. Cameron.”

“Good morning,” Bren murmured, as Jase murmured the same, at the edge of hisnight. Foreign
habits. Planetary habits. Sabin used the expression conscioudy, inirony, Bren was quite sure, and after
the door shut, with Jase’ s security and Sabin and her security on the other side of it, heredlized he’d just
held his bresth.

“We'redive” hesad.
“Don’'tjoke,” Jase sad.
“Doyoubelieve that?’ Bren asked.

“That shetook it that well?| don’t. Meanwhile what you do with the tapeisin your discretion. | trust
you.”

They’ d reached, as Sabin had observed, the end of Jase’ sday and the dawn of his. Theinformation
wasin hishand. The map and that record and the pieces of information he’ d gathered were going to
keep his staff and the dowager’ s very busy for the next number of hours. If only, God help them, they
could get those log records on what Stani Ramirez had done. But if he went on pushing Sabin, they
might lose the cooperation they did have.

“Thisthelast time |’ m going to see you before we move?’ Bren asked.



“Likely.” Jase offered his hand, aquick, solid grip. “We’ll work onit. 1’1l nudge her about those
records, much as| can. Likely one more day’ swork before the move, but unless something comes up, I’
m going to be seeing to details up here on one-deck... for days.”

“Same below,” Bren said, and let go the handshake—wishing, after ayear of numbing tedium
intermittent with bone-shaking anxiety, that they’ d had thisinformation at the sart of the voyage, not at
the end. At the start, back at Alpha, things had seemed cut-and-dried smple: go back, fulfill what the
crew thought was a plain promise of rescue of their stranded rdlatives, if the station survived, and pull the
old Guild off Reunion, destroying al sensitive records in the process. Only on the voyage the wider truth
of the senior captains’ assessment of the Situation began lesking out, bit by bit, incident by incident. The
only senior available to them here was Sabin. The other, Ogun, was back managing things at Alpha—
presumably not pushing relations with the atevi further or fagter than prudent.

Andtypica of any dedling withPhoenix’s origind four captains—he wished he knew which haf of al
Sabin saidwas the truth, or what resources she held that had made her willing to agreeto thisvoyage,
and what secrets she il kept close.

Morefuel reserve than they’ d ever admitted to their alieswho’ d filled their tanks? A potentid fue
dump at a place caled Gamma? On both accounts, very reassuring news, though it would have dowed
refuding efforts back a Alphaand given political anmunition to those who hadn’t want to fuel the ship at
dl.

But both the possibility of repair to the station and afear of finding dien presence there? Wasthat
Sabin’ s natura voyage-end pessmism at work, or along-held conclusion based on more information
than they’ d yet laid hands on?

Jase had to work with the woman, had to maintain cooperation and Smultaneoudy keep dert for
sudden shiftsin Sabin’ sintentions—about which they werestill not convinced.

“Takecarge” Bren wished him.

“Take care,” Jase said, too, and added, pointedly, counting the aiji-dowager down on five-deck, full
of judtifiable questions of her own: “Good luck.”

Chap't'er' Three

«»

There was no extended comment from Banichi and Jago, even inthelift: there, the ship’
s eavesdropping was a given. There was no comment, at first, as they crossed toward the closed door
of their own section, through that foyer they shared with Kroger’ s corridor.

But for thefirgt time it was moderately safeto talk, in Ragi. “'Y ou followed most of it,” Bren said,
“nediini.”

“Certainly important points, nadi-ji,” Banichi said. “But not enough to be confident of understanding
Sahin-aiji.” Banichi let them through the closed section door and into the long corridor that was their
own domain. The dowager’ s staff stood guard, as dways, and passed them on without aword.

“No one understands Sabin-aiji,” Bren muttered. “ She ddliberately obscures her actions.”

“Onepercaives” Jago said asthey waked, “that there may have been afdsfied televison image
when last the ship visited this station. That more secret records may be at issue.”

“Truein both instances.” He gathered his breeth for an explanation. Didn’t even know where to start,



about Ramirez’ s actions and Jase’ s suspicions, that ran back for decades.
A missilefrom out of the gdley hit the corridor wall.
Ricocheted to thefloor.
And skidded toward them on thettiles.
A red-fletched, blunt arrow.

With awhisper of leather and alight jingling of slver wegpon-attachments, Jago bent down and
gathered it from their feet.

A young atevi face peered from the dowager’ s galley, down the corridor. Gold eyes went very wide.

“No, we arenot theindulgent sde of staff,” Jago said ominoudy. “1 am Assassins’ Guild on duty,
young aji, escorting the aiji of the heavensto his gpartmentsin dignity fit for his office, young aiji. | react
quickly to threat. Fortunately for you, young aiji, | react asquickly in restraint, alesson which in future
might prove more beneficid than archery. Do you know what yourfather would say if he saw thisarrow
a Bren-aji’sfed?

Thefuture aiji exited the door, bow in hand, and stood contrite... astal asagrown human; but far
shorter than adult atevi. “Jago-ji, | put another lamina on the bow.”

“Evidently.” Jago strode to the point of impact, which bore adight dent. Y oung musclesas solid as
an adult human’ s had put afair draw on abow that had grown thicker on this voyage—abow with
added strength, since the boy had tinkered with it. *'Y ou have damaged the ship.”

“It’ sonly adent, Jago-ji.”

Oh, weare getting bold, Bren thought, wondering what his staffwas going to do with this burgeoning
persondity, if they al lived so long. That sullen look was hisfather’s. Or—one dreaded to think—his
grandfather’s.

“Dareyou say s0?” Jago was not daunted. And towered over the boy. * Dareyou say so? Did you
build this ship? Did you place those panels? Do you command those who can?’

Clearly the answer was no. Cgeri didn’t command anything about the ship.

“S0?" Jago said. “Do you fancy going to Sabin-aiji and asking someoneto repair it?’

Set of thejaw. “1 would go to Sabin-aiji.”

“That would hardly be aswise as an aiji needsto be,” Bani-chi said in hisdeep voice. “ Do you know
why?’

Clearly that answer was no, too. But the boy was not a complete fool, and lowered the level of
aggression.

“| was seeing how hard it would hit,” Cgjeiri said.

“And did not intend to dent the ship?’

“| beg pardon, nadiin.”

“Wrap the points,” Jago said shortly, “aji-ma. Bewiser.”

“Y es, Jago-nadi.” The young wretch set the offending instrument of war butt-down on the deck, its
hed in hisingtep, and unstrung it. He took the arrow from Jago. And bowed to authority, attempting
charm. “Good morning, Bren-nandi. Is Jase-aiji coming down?’

“Little pitcherswith big ears,” Bren trandated the human proverb, which Cgeiri understood and
thought funny. “I have had my meeting with Jase. It was very nice, thank you.”



“Grandmother wants you to cometo breskfast,” Cgjeiri said. “But the hour is past breakfast.”
One could imagine she wanted to hear from him.

“She has not yet invited me, nadi.”

“I told Narani. | brought the message.”

“Staff does these things quite efficiently on their own,” Banichi said dryly. “If you can shoot at lord
Bren, you can manage beyond the children’ slanguage, am | correct?”’

“No,” Cgeri sad defensvely. He was only seven. Consequently he spoke Ragi without the
architecture of courtesies and rank and elaborate numerology of his seniors. He had liberties appropriate
to hisage—and was bored beyond bearing, being the only seven-year-old aboard. Ship’ s crew had left
their minor children, consdering it was not a safe voyage.

But the aiji in Shgjidan had sent his son on avoyage that should teach him more than bad behavior
and dangerous familiarity.

“| shdl seethe aiji-dowager,” Bren said. “ Go beg Narani-nadi to arrange some graceful hanging on
thiswall, to save the servants asking each other who could have damaged our residence.”

“Yes Bren-aiji.”
“And regard security’ s advice. Aijiin do not defend themselves with bows and arrows—"
“With guns, Bren-nadi!”

“Not even with guns, Cgeri-nadi. Their staffs defend them. The very humblest servant who locks a
bedroom window at night defends them. Not to mention the Assassins’ Guild, who do carry guns, and
whose reactions are very quick, and not to be trifled with. Please live to grow up, young aiji. Y our father
and mother would be very disgppointed otherwise. So even would your great-grandmother.”

Cgeri’seyes... they looked at one another eyeto eye... grew very large.

“And by no meansforget,” Bren said, "that | am severd times your age. So your father would remind
you.”

“Yes, Bren-aiji.”

Heliked the boy. Andlike wasfor sdlads.Love wasfor flavors of fruit drink. It wasn't an emotion
one could even trandate for a peciesthat operated by hierarchies and grouping and emotionally
charged associations.

“Y ou arewithin my man’ chi,” was as close as he could come. “No matter you behave like this. But
be careful. The ship isgoing to move soon. We're going into a place of considerable danger.”

“Arewe?’ Eagerness. The boywas seven. “Isit the logt Sation?’

“It may be. Meanwhile—wrap the arrowheads. Don’t shoot my staff. And see me later. I’'m surewe
can find some new videosfor thetrip.”

“Some human onedl”

“Some human ones, too.” They had a store of them. A large store. In consideration where they were
going and therisksthey ran, they’ d dumped agreet ded of the human Archive from the ship, entrusting it
to the planet and the station of their origin. But they’ d kept afew useful bits. “Now gpologize, and then
off with you totdl Narani.”

“Oneisvery sorry,” the scoundrd said, with dl hisfather’ swinning ways, and bowed to him and to
Jago and Banichi. “Oneisdoubly sorry, nadiin-ji. And begsto be excused.”

“Go,” Banichi said, and the boy escaped.



Galey gaff had watched dl thisfrom the open door.

“Oneisequaly sorry, nandi,” the cook said—the dowager’ s men, al young, except the cook; and
bet that Cenedi, the dowager’ s chief of security, had had an immediate report about the dent that had
gprung, likely without much warning, from the depths of their premises.

“Onevery wdl understands, nadi,” Bren said. Never turn aside an atevi apology: they came when
due. “Oneisinformed the dowager has sent for me?’

“Y ou were expected at breakfast, nandi,” the cook said. “ The aiji-dowager isnow in her study.”
“I"d better go thereimmediately,” he said to his Saff.

“Onewill inform Narani,” Jago said, and they turned back toward the dowager’ smain doors, their
own unvisted—well, except by aboy on alife-saving mission. The dowager was not long on patience.

Severa doorsback, in their rdatively compact living arrangement, thislinear, human-designed
interlock accommodated what should be roughly circular routes, by atevi habit. Atevi ingenuity did
manage: the dowager’ s household accessed the bone-numbing cold of a service tunnel running behind
the cabins’ back wallsfor brief, discreet trips past the dowager’ s front door, where a guest entered.

He rapped softly—a shared custom—rather than use the signa button. The door opened. Cened
had asmall, highly electronic secretary desk in the curtained-off foyer. Cenedi was often a work there,
and Cenedi was on the spot at the door, right behind the dowager’ s mgjor domo. Expecting them—no
miracle, given their ubiquitous communicationslinks.

“Wecome,” Cenedi said. “Welcome, nandi.”

“Indeed, thank you, Cenedi-ji.—I shal keep the coat, nadi.” Thisfor aservant who slently offered
to takeit. The dowager’ s favored temperatures were too cold for comfort—this, the woman who
preferred adrafty mountain fortress with minima plumbing to the luxury of temperate—and politicd—
Shejidan.

He retained his coat, |eft Banichi and Jago to their ordinary socid interface with the dowager’s
security, and followed the servant’ s polite lead to the service access, abone-chilling walk three doors
down, aduck of the head to get into the comparative heat of the dowager’ s underhested study.

They could have gone back into the main corridor. The dowager did otherwise. The staff did
otherwise. So her guests, once admitted to her premises, did otherwise.

The dowager occupied achair in what was, given the carefully restrained objects on the shelves, an
office-study cum library—in short, dl those functionsthat in the dowager’ s establishment were
sanity-saving and civilized.

The dowager, knitted shawl about her, read. And looked up from her book.

Scowling. Darkly scowling.

“Y ou coddle the boy.”

Wherewas her communications link? He had never spotted it.

“He'shigger than | am,” Bren said, and it struck the dowager’ s humor. She laughed, and laughed,
and moved her caneto tap the other chair.

He sat. Hedidn’t begin areport. He waited about two breaths.
“So0,” shesaid. “And how is Sabin-aiji?’

“Well,” hesad.

“Have you broken your fagt?’



“No, aji-ma, but—"

“But. But. But. Will you have bregkfast? Or tea?’

“I fear my stomach could by no means dedl with abreskfast, aiji-ma, and | have had tea upstairs.”
“And your estimate?’

That wasthe forma invitation. “ Aiji-ma, you know the ship-aijiin lied to the crew.”

Impatient wave of the hand. “ Estimate of Sabin-aiji.”

“A difficult book to read, aiji-ma, apalimpsest of savera regimes on this ship, and to thishour |
cannot know precisaly which layer hasthe truth. But she acts as if she expected Jase-aiji to find that
tape. Sheisawarethat it wasfasfied. And in my own opinion, that deception may have served usal.
The crew would have been very difficult for the ajiin to manage over the last decade if they had known
from the gtart that there were survivors back at the origind station. They would most surely have
diverted dl energy toward refueling the ship precisdly for this voyage, and subverted al construction
toward that end. Neither Mospheirans nor atevi would have agreed with that as a priority, oneissure,
and oneis convinced Ramirez foresaw that. If there were no particular haste to return, the crew would
take any order. Pratap Tamun’s attempt to take power—thisis my own guess, aji-ma—might indicatea
certain suspicion within the certain levels of the crew. He may have used his suspicion to blackmail the
of killing him suggests he wanted something Ramirez could give. | used to wonder what. Now | strongly
suspect it was an admission of information on this tape—or beyond it, from some meeting of Ramirez’s
men with gation authorities”

“And this tape shows?’

“Corridorslacking power or ar... in which the search team waks—walks, with the gppearance of
gravity, which, aiji-ma, cannot be created without stable rotation, and stable rotation of adamaged
gtation isno accident. That isthe sengtivity of thisrecord, on apinpoint. At acertain point they
disappear into aworking airlock and the tape ends. Which is aso againgt regulations, Jase-aji informs
us. That record should not have terminated, but it does. They preserve the secrets of their negotations
with their Guild.”

“Shall we be surprised at this?”

“No, aji-ma. In retrogpect, one thinks not. But that raises another question: did Ramirez act on his
own ! Jase suspects the timing in which he and Y olanda were created, decades before their usefulnessin
Shejidan. Jase suspects Ramirez had ambitions to create yet another colony, secret from the Guild. But
Sabin suggests Ramirez meant to contact foreigners—spacefaring foreigners, and that hisintrusion into
sendtive foreign territory prompted the attack on Reunion.”

“Bypassing atevi? How were these persons preferable?”

Trust the dowager to seeto the heart of a matter. “ One believes, aiji-ma, that it was not so much fear
of atevi asfear of detection, if he diverted the ship to aknown and forbidden destination—the old
colony; and fear that contacting humans once hostile to the Guild would be very difficult to manage. He
had no idea of the technical advances atevi might have made. He wanted potent, spacefaring dlies. And
found potent, spacefaring enemies, as seems, from some place he visited.”

“And whereisthis place?’
“Out among the stars. Sabin-aiji strongly suggests Ramirez disturbed and darmed aforeign world.”
“As Mospheirans dropped down on us, abusing our hospitality. Is once not enough?’

“One hardly thinks Ramirez’ sintentions wereto land. In this case, aji-ma, the owners of the planet



were out in space and armed. And resented hisintruson.”
“Bad habitswill get oneintrouble”
“One concurs, aji-ma. Inthis—very likely they did.”
“Why run such arisk, counting its previousfailure?’

He had no clear answer, even for himself, on ahuman level. “Desire to throw off an oppressive
authority, one might surmise. The Rilots' Guild isthat. Desirefor dternatives. Atevi, to his knowledge,
had only mastered the steam engine. He thought, mistakenly, that contact would be easy—it had been
easy, with atevi, before the ship left. It lent him false confidence. In seeking dlies, he found an enemy—or
made one, by error. He never had a chance to engage Jase in the contact—Jase was, at the time, quite
junior. He was unprepared, and fled. This may have been agrave mistake.”

“So. Thisfillsin the shadows of theimage, but only dightly. Ramirez was ambitious. Are we utterly
surprised a hisambition?

“We are not, aiji-ma. Not wholly. But he was desperate, perhaps, as desperate as ambitious—whally
dependent on the gtation for fud. Everything he did found limits on fuel needs. | surmisethey continualy
planned his missions and kept the ship on atight rein precisely because they lacked confidencein the
captains’ man’ chi. A powerful aly would have utterly upset the balance and given the ship dternatives,
resources, everything a astroke. And patienceis not a ship virtue. He looked elsewhere than Alpha,
continualy niggling away a something he could do undetected. A second contact, with those he might
ded with in secret, changing the ship’ sman’ chi, establishing himsdlf asaiji, making his power firm before
chdlenging hisGuild.”

“Higtory has sharp teeth, Bren-paidhi. Both our species have found that true.” 1lisidi took aplacid sip
of tea. “So0. So. One awayswondered what lay within Ramirez’ s energetic and open-handed approach
tous”

“Not only to you, as now seems, aji-ma. But you were by then used to humans.”

“A truly reckless man. So weread himin hisdedlings. If the paidhi-aiji had not intervened—who
knows what his contact with uswould have been when he returned? A disaster. Clearly adisaster.”

“He had prepared Jase to dedl with outsiders. Thistime, Jase and Y olanda having had intense
preparation, he did engage their services—having more foresight than his ancestors, on ayear-long
voyage toward that mesting. | respect him for that act of foresight, aiji-ma, but, yes, he was reckless.
Utterly. And naive in his approach to outsiders. He should have consulted them when his contact with
outsiders went wrong—al though possibly the incident proceeded too rapidly to brief newcornersto the
gtuation. One hasnoidea”

“Hewas reckless. He offended strangers. He brought ruin on his Guild. And what shal we do with
this knowledge, Bren-paidhi?’

“Little edlse we can do, now, aji-ma, but go to the station and hope to find what Ramirez left in no
worse condition than it was.”

“And if there are worse conditions?’

“Jase-aiji tells me we have resources to pull off to anearby refuge, one where Gin-aiji and her robots
can work, though it would be chancy and dow. One suspects Sabin-aiji has had that contingency very
much inmind. | confess| have increasing misgivings about the planning for thisventure.”

“Which we haveleft in human hands.”

“I have requested more information on Ramirez’ s past actions, aiji-ma. Jaseis attempting to learn,
and he takes our view. But Sabin forecasts a ship-move tomorrow. Thelast ship-move, so they think,



before our destination. We are forced toward this event, precipitately s0.”

“Inconvenience,” Ilisdi said with agrimace. “Uncomfortable, these trangtions. One wearies of them.
And far too much to hope that these remote station-folk at our destination dine better than we.”

“One greetly doubtsit, aji-ma” Hismisgivingson Sabin’s misdirection of hisregquest were heard.
Not discussed. Not discussable, since there was nothing, in the dowager’ s opinion, to be done, except
to note the fact against Sabin. Therefore she changed the subject. “ One doubts we will find much
comfort there”

“We equally doubt that Reunion has entertaining Sghtsto see. We have extensvelyseen agation.”
Bebrave, shewastdling him. Steady on course. Be calm.
“| fear we could never promise the aiji-dowager grand entertainmentsthere.”

“Ah, well.” The dowager adjusted her 1aprobe. “\We have seen very curious things on our voyage, dl
the same. Whatever the outcome, we have learned the names of two hundred stars and seen one eat
another—Grigi-ji will beenvious”

“That hewill, aji-ma.” The Astronomer Emeritus would have given his aged lifeto be on thisvoyage
—but health and duties and the pleas of his students had, the dowager had said, dissuaded him.

“Do you suppose Sabin-aiji plots revenge on this household?’

Back to the Sabin matter. Back to questions of reliability of human authority in charge of thisship—a
logica question, sSince she’ d served Sabin poison at her dinner-party, letting Sabin chooseit, to be sure:
baji-ngji. And in that chaotic revolution, she’ d made sure that Sabin wouldnot dictate to atevi where
they spent the voyage, andnot redtrict atevi movements or communications on a ship on which her
grandson might have designs of ownership—if atevi had one species-wide bad habit, it was that
tendency to take for themselves anything they could lay hands on, if there was no preventative civilized
agreement.... and ship-humans had never quite established their willingness to defend their own ship.

Now the dowager asked, having been informed about Sa-bin’ signoring his request for information—
has Sabin alingering intention of revenge?

And he had to say, with far too little information—" One doubts it would be related to that, aiji-ma.
She seemsto take the matter of the dinner as aknownhazard in deding with foreigners”

“And her opinion of the Stuation?’

“By her higtory, she might decideto favor the Filots’ Guild for certain reasons, in some attempt
againg Ogun’ s authority, on our return to our world. But asregardstheincident of the dinner—withthis
one particular woman, | believe adecision to act against atevi would be a policy decision, no persond
vendetta. Humans find this woman difficult to predict. It isatrap to find some of her actions atevi-like
and reasonable.”

It waswry humor. Ilisidi waswryly amused. But took the information behind those lively eyesand
doredit.

“A grudgeisnot efficient,” Bren added. “ And very few of Sabin’ sacts carry inefficient ornament.”
“Onefindsit very tempting to think one understandsthis.”
“A trap, very certainly atrap. | remind mysdf daily not to view her as, say, aminiature Tatisaigi.”

That did amuselligdi. Theaiji’ swife’ suncle, Cgeiri’ sformer guardian, possibly Ilisidi’ slover, wasa
notorious stickler for tradition, often offended in this eraof fast food and faster transport—and a
notorious participant in various schemes.

“Ah,” lligdi said, “but Tatiseigi would haveinvited usdl to dinner.”



True. And made them sweet every minute of it, likely doing nothing at all.
Hewas amused inturn,
“And do you think she may yet inviteus?’ Ilisidi asked.

“Her customs are by no means atevi, aji-ma. But thisishow | read her. Ramirez deceived the crew
in his pursuing alien contact. He kept that secret from his Guild. And from the moment he saw the station
inruins, he knew he had to persuade his crew to leave the ruined station behind, or embroil himsdf inthe
rebuilding and defense of the station, which would, | believe, have been amistake—hbinding theshipto a
hazardous |ocation, and not using the assets he had—notably Jase and Y olanda. He lied quickly and
efficiently. One suspects he grieved not at dl for the Guild—but he had to refud, and he lied to Guild
authority, telling them that he was going to our world to find out if there were useful resourcesthere.
Perhaps he even offered them the chance to board, and they refused. One suspects so. And failing the
Guild’ sddivering themsaves to his authority, he maintained his deception of hisown crew and lft, with
or without his Guild’ s permission. And of course once he reached our world, it became necessary to
dedl with atevi instead, and to take nearly ten years making Alpha Station viable. Then...” Onthispoint
hewas far from certain. “ Then he did something curious, given dl therest. Herefueled this ship, ashis
hedlth failed, and in dying, told Jase the truth about survivors a Reunion. He also managed to talk where
someone could overhear: whether that was intentiona or not, it certainly put the heat under the pot, as
the proverb runs.” All of thislatter history Ilisdi knew aswell as he, but he was aiming the arrow of logic
at aparticular point and the dowager listened with remarkable patience. “ So the crew, once they heard,
demanded to go back, and of course, the ship being fueled, the surviving captains found it expedient to
concede to this voyage—Sabin protested being the captain in charge, but Ogun-aiji ordered her to go—
logicd, snce he communicates far more easily with the planet, and Sabin-aiji isfar more skilled with the
ship. Sabin-aiji undertakes this mission under protest. .. shefinds hersalf poisoned before the ship leaves
dock, and accedes to the arrangement that atevi will go where they like—as human crew can’t, onthis
ship. Understand, aiji-ma, that very, very many who work aboard have never set foot in the control
center—persons whose jobs run ordinary operations, maintenance, cooking, cleaning—Ilately, opening
and provisioning the three decks of the ship that can take the population of the space station and feed
and houseit, asif we shdl indeed find survivors—which Sabin now avows she very much doubts. Y et
all thiswork proceeds.”

“Keeping the populace quiet.”

“Indeed, aji-ma. A very few a top who know everything, and agreat many common folk who have
to trust their ajiin to make good decisions. .. and who may waver intheir man’ chi if previouslies
become evident. Therein the ship’ s authority has operated in some fear of discovery. And Jase has
uncovered one lie. One suspects there are others.”

“Insurrection?”’

“The crew’ s patienceisfragile. Their expectations come closer and closer to the moment of truth.
Jase now knows the image they were shown belowdecks was completely, deliberately fasfied. If they
seethe same sight aswe comein, they will know they were decelved. And that will lead them to
guestion Ramirez, whom they hold astheir greet aiji. If that reputation cracks—indeed there will bea
crisgsof man’ chi—partly grounded in the fact that Sabin dready distrusts the crew. She affectsto
choose her isolation from those of her man’ chi—not as mad asit sounds, for ahuman, aiji-ma, even a
sgn of srength—but afragile strength, once the crew becomes disaffected and rebellious. And that
could happen: the old Guild is very generally blamed even by the crew for past bad decisions, and crew
has abandoned that Guild, blaming it for whatever dangerous Situation exists. In their view, innocent
persons could have been rescued from the Sation immediately if the Guild hadn’t ordered Ramirez to the
contrary.”

“This, you say, isthe popular rumor. Isit, however, true?’



“We have no idea. We suspect even Sabin lacksinformation—she avows that Ramirez created Jase
and Y olandato ded with diens he hoped would give him ameansto defy the Guild. One listened to
Sabin say so—and remembers at the same time that Sabin hersdf may have stronger man’ chi toward the
Guild than any of the other captains, living or dead. Jase, on the other hand, lacking other information,
believed he and Y olanda were created to deal with the Mospheiran colony. But the plain truth is, we
have no knowledge what Ramirez promised the Guild before he left for our world. He may havelied to
everyone, top to bottom.”

“Ah, what alovely nest of contrary intent.”
“Ship’ srecords might clarify this. Jase pergstsin trying to obtain them—>but the ship-move will give
us no timeto deal with anything we learn at our best advantage, even if he can get the records from

Sabin. And they may not be relevant when we get there. This ship has been away from Reunion for a
decade. Anything could have happened there.”

“Certain things have happened on this ship, have they not? We will not, as agtart, recognize the
authority of this Guild to be above our own.”

Could one ever doubt the dowager’ s resolve? And thatwas the order of the universe he served—the
point a which he and Jase might diverge, the point at which he had to be what he was—and Jase had
to; and that was the way thingswould be.

“I know Gin-aiji will very strongly join you, aji-ma. The Guild comesto us begging resources, after
having mismanaged human affairs for several hundred years, and Mospheira has rdations with the
ship-ajiin, butnot with the Guild a Reunion. Have no doubt that the Presidenta.of Mospherawill stand
behind you. Conceivably the crew of this ship might stand behind you, in any faling-out with their aijiin—
though | would never predict that.”

“Have you explained this sate of affairsto Gin-aiji? Or to Jase?’
“| came straight to you, alji-ma.”
“Hlatterer.”

“Prudence, aiji-ma. Among humans, keegping one’ s subordinatesin the dark is sometimes amatter of
common sense and security—as long as one failsto mention it openly, Gin will tekeit for secret.”

“A very tangled skein.”

“For Gin’ s pride, if nothing else. She knows Sabin holds her in complete disregard. 1t’ s a sore point
with her, but failsto provoke her.”

“ Sabin does not highly regard Mospheiransin general,” the dowager observed.

“ Sabin till views Mospheirans as rebels from ship authority, aiji-ma. She respects Tabini-aiji and she
respectsyou, aji-ma. If she wanted something from the planet, I’ m sure she’ d go straight to the aiji and
negotiate without even thinking that the Presidenta of Mospheira—or Gin—might be able and willing to
give her what she needed. Sabin doesn’t want them here—far more than she suspects atevi intentions,
she suspects Mospheirans. Ramirez’ s reasons for avoiding Alphaand courting outsiders were not only
his”

“Curious” ll9di sad. “Very curiousthinking.”

“Our ancestors were extremely hogtile to their Guild.”

“One sees acertain grounds for suspecting a hidden man’ chi, paidhi-ji.”

“Old feuds die harder than old loydlties, aiji-ma Even Sabin might not realize how strong the old
opinionsarein her. And one worries, too, about attitudes among the popul ation we mean to rescue.
Who knows what the Guild told them—or what the truth iS?They may have been told Ramirez refused



to pick themup. | find it entirely possible he did refuse, in favor of first establishing his own authority at
Alpha—which even Jase may not suspect. Mospheirans would not take that behavior well, if that were
the case. Let donethe crew’sopinion.”

“Madness.”
“Certainly atangled mess, aiji-ma. | advise only keeping the lid on that pot.”

“Never examine astew too closdly. It offends the cook. Consult your clever idanders. If Gin-aiji
says anything useful, advise us”

Hegaveawry amile. “I shdl, nand’ dowager.” Half-frozen in the temperature the dowager favored,
he took it for leave to go.

“Don’t coddle that boy,” she snapped.

“Yes, dji-ma.” Hereached the door, dipped out. Servants, waiting al thistime, bresths frogting in
the chill, conducted him back through the labyrinth to the foyer.

Banichi and Jago had passed the brief interva at teawith Cenedi—doubtless the eccentricities of the
ship-aijiin had been the topic of the hour. And likely the dent in the hal had been asmadll issue. Last
week it had been a spring-gun, and asailing-plane launched from adingshot prior to that.

“I need to speak with Gin, nadiin-ji,” he told them, once they stood in the warmth of the main
corridor.!’ll call her , he’d dmogt said, meaning the intercom. He’ d been an hour upstairs and that
unacceptable notion just legpt out. He thought instead about going to her office, but that venue was not
as secure, and if hewas going to violate Sabin’ s clearly expressed wishesfor secrecy, he wanted not to
risk spreading the newsto Gin’ steam. “ Suggest to her staff she would be welcomein asocia call.”

“Ascho hears” Jago said.
“Onewill advise Narani,” Banichi added.

Done, then. His arrangements moved with many more parts, but well-oiled, efficient. A dinner event
of adequate size and service would happen if Ginny Kroger’ s saff and his managed to communicate. He
couldimagineit.Yo! Gin! It’s the atevi , gracelesdy shouted to Gin’ s office, would get a cheerful
Mospheiran answer:Sure 1’1l come. What time ?

Mospheiransviewed themsdves asfussily forma.

They walked back to his gpartment, where he shed the coat in favor of adressing-robe. Hewas able
to St down and take notes, while invitations to Gin percolated through the vents, and while Banichi and
Jago consulted Asicho in the security station, catching up on any untoward bit of businessthat might
have gone on—the dent seemed the notable item on five-deck. He made afile, meanwhile, out of the
upstairs conference, neatly indexed for points of particular interest, robotically trandated, down to the
point where the mindless machine couldn’t tell the difference between like words and where his staff
couldn’t be expected to figure the meaning.

Noon passed. He skipped lunch. Jago brought him the transcript of the verbal exchanges upstairs,
and he traded them Jase’ s tape.

“There’ snot too much to trandate here,” he said, “but index it carefully, nadi-ji.”

“Yes,” Jago said, and added, just as the door opened. “One bdieves that will be Gin-nadi and one
of her gaff.”

“Excdlent,” hesaid. They hadn’t disturbed him with the report, but the mission was accomplished.
And as Narani showed Ginny into his makeshift study, Jago deftly picked off the aide and requested
him, in passable Mosphe’, to come for aseparate, far lessinformative briefing.

“It'sal right,” Ginny assured her aide, who had to be used by now to the concept that when lords



talked, aides made themsdlvesinvisble.
“Tea, Rani-ji,” Bren requested. “Do sit, Gin. | takeit you’ ve heard abit from my staff.”

“At least the topic and the source.” Ginny settled—asixtyish, no different than he’ d first met her: thin,
gray, with an inbuilt frown that hadn’ t been an instantly endearing feeture when they’ d first met. Nor had
the habit of chalenging him. He' d come to treasure that bluntness, and her. “| takeit the senior captain
ig7't supposed to know we’retaking.”

“She knows she won’t prevent ustalking. But it issengtive.”
“Our problem or hers?’

“Both. | think in thiswe ought to accommodate her. If this does get out at the wrong moment, it
could cause problems.” Narani provided the tea, aromatic, safe for humans, tinged with fruit and spice.
“Thank you, Rani-ji. We'll manage”

“Nandi.” Narani politely withdrew—not the microphones that assured everything would be available
for reference, but withdrew, at least, hisvisible presence. Ginny assuredly knew they were bugged, and
came here without objection: it wasjust procedure, and she came.

And came, not infrequently, for the company the stuffy Mospheiran notion of hierarchy didn’t give
her within her small technica staff. Back on Mospheira, or in Shejidan, one held short, sharp mestings.
Onboard ship, with far less diverson—mesetings lasted, especidly in the atevi section. Lasted through the
afternoon, if need be. With teaand refreshments.

“S0?" Ginny asked him, and hetold her in greet detall.
“Lied to the crew, too,” Ginny said with ashake of her head.
“Lied tothe Guild, lied to Jase—Ilied to everybody. Not surprising.”

“On Ramirez’ s Sde, there was some reason. It was auseful lie. And one Ramirez could have
predicted would give him maximum maneuvering room with us. But still—"

“But fill. But ill. But fill.” Ginny, the guest, lifted her cup for arefill. They’ d gone through one pot
and were on their second. “Y ou know, you always wonder what thingswould be like if there weren’t
these diversonsinto deception. Unvarnished truth never ssemsthe ship’ sfirst recourse. The expectation
that the crew would be rationa. The expectation one’ sdlies might just redlize that ship command hasn’t
told the whole truth on any mgor point in the last three hundred years... | mean, don’t they figurewe'd
figure, sooner or later? That crew would?’

Bren poured the bottom of the pot for himsdf. “1 think they figure we’ Il figurethey’ Il be lying and they
"d only confuse everyoneif they told the truth.”

“Point,” Ginny agreed. “But from the absolute Sart. From the very start of them going in, Ramirez,
faking that image. Damn him. Chasing diens, for God’ s sake. And he’ sthegood guy.”

“We assume he was on the side of the angels. Jase assumes he was. These days, Jaseisn’t any more
sure of that than we are.”

“Hell on Jase, stuck up there with Sabin-bitch for company. Y ou think he can get those other
records?’

“We' re moving ship tomorrow. He' s sticking close to Sabin. He sayshe’ll try.” Jasedidn’t know a
thing about ops, or rather, knew as much as he’ d been able to pick up by hearing, but he’ d never so
much as been on the bridge for alook around before being named captain by the aforesaid Ramirez. “I
won onething. I’ ve asked—ingsted—both the paidhiin should be on the bridge a arriva in system.”

“And Sabinsad?’



“Oh, she’ snot totally in favor. But she agreed.”
“Good God.”
“Sabinisnot optimigtic about thismission.”

Ginny sipped the dregs of her tea. “I ingst on optimism at thispoint. I’ m ready for the dternative—at
least the one that gets us out of there fast. But | hope there’ sfud waiting for us and my robots and my
daff don’t have athing to do but connect the lines and suck up the good news and load survivors. At a
certain point | don’t care what Jase’ sancestors did. | want to get home. | want to win this.*

A lengthy mining operation out in astellar wilderness was one dternative. There were far worse ones
to contemplate.

Likerunning straight out into aien guns.
“Let’shope,” hesad. “Let’ shopefor afast, smple homecoming at the other end.”

“It’ s springtime back home,” she said meditatively, Mos-pheiran-like pouring herself another cup.
“Did you know? Tourists on the north shore. Nicelittle bar in Port Winston. Orangelles. That’ swhat |
imagine. Orangelles, orangettes, li-monas and chi’ tapas. Y ou can smdl themintheair.”

Fruit flavors. Howers. Orchardsin bloom.

“I’ll settlefor sdt air and thewaves” he said, sSince they wereindulging fancy. Best air on earth. Best
sound in theworld. In hismemory, he discovered, it was less Mospheira’ s north shore and more the
sound of hisown cliff-shadowed beach, a strip of white sand under the balcony wall, alittle floating pier,
lord Geigi’ s huge boat tied up there.

And thefaces. And thevoices.Bren-ji , they’d call him. And they’d al understand when he wanted
to go barefoot at low tide.

But they were there. He was here. Lord Gelgi was running the sation they’ d come from, trying to
keep relations between atevi, Mospheira, and the ship’ stechnica mission functioning smoothly. A
vacation at his own seaside estate was a pipe dream.

“I’ll take asunset on the beach,” Ginny said cheerfully. “Mind, no tourist shops. | erase those.”
“Oh, we'reediting.”

“Privilege of being out herein hell’ sarmpit. There’ll bethisnicelittle bar, white fence, blooming vine
—hi’ tapas petals on a sea breeze, whilel’m at it, so sickening-sweet you could just choke. Sunset, just
one of those orange ones.”

“Touch of pink,” hesaid.
“Clouds and sails. Lights of the boats on the water, right at twilight.”

“I’ll gowith that.” Heliked that image. It wasn’t redly maudlin. Ginny wasn’t amaudlin sort. She
edited that out, right along with the tourist shops and their shell boats and paper flowers. In favor of chi’
tapas. “1’ll give you one. Big sonefortress on astony hill. Hugewall and agate. The ground’ s so steep
grasswon’t grow in asolid mass, just sort of little shelves of grass and bare ground between. Thorny
brush. And it’ s one of those gold sunsets above the hill. There’ slight in the windows, and there’ s supper
waiting, and you' re riding in on mecheita-back.”

“You'reridingin,” Ginny sad with alaugh. “1’mwaking on two feet.”

“Most dangerous placeto be.” Mechieti had fighting-tusks, short ones, and didn’t mind stepping ona
pedestrian or knocking him flat, at very least. When the herd went, the individuals went, the dreadful fact

of an aevi cavdry charge—unstoppable as an avaanche; forget seering. “But there’ sroast something
or another for supper—”



“Oh, stop. I’'m going to die. Roadt, with gravy.”

“Brown gravy.”

“Hot bread. Fruit preserves and red butter.”

“Egg pudding. With chi’ tapas.”

Sgh.

“We'll get back,” Ginny promised him doggedly. “We'll get back. | can’t deliver you roast and gravy
inacastle, but Il buy you dinner at Arpeggio.”

“Dae”

“Jago’ s not possessive?” Slow wink from awoman as gpt aslligdi to be his grandmother.

“Totaly practica. Well, mostly.” It was good to exchange human-scale jibes and threats. He’ d come
very much to gppreciate thiswoman'’ s steady, dow-fuse humor in recent years. “All thistalk of food.
God. Want to drop in for dinner?’ He' d hafway thought Ilisidi might propose asupper on this eve of
change. But she hadn’t. Staff hadn’t contacted staff, which was how lords avoided avkward situations.
“Can’t promiseroast and gravy ether.”

“Dedl. Absolutely. Y our cook—your food stores—I don’t know what you do to it, but it sure bests
recondtituted egg souffles and catsup.”

“Don’'t say catsup hear Bindanda’ s egg dishes. He' ll file Intent.”
“Anything for an invitation. Can Banichi and Jago bethere? 1’ Il practice my Ragi.”

“Ddighted. Youmight have’ Sidi-ji asafelow guest; and we might end up there, instead, but |
swear you' |l get dinner. Trust me.”

“Either will beglorious. Bdieveme.”
A dinner.

It posed a pleasant end to a day that overlooked a sheer drop. Hehated the ship moving. He hated
that whole phase of their travel.

He hated worse the anticipation thistime. He needed company, he found. He pitied Jase. He wished
he could find the meansto get him back—if only for an hour.

But hereafter Jase belonged to the ship. Had to. That was the way things had worked out. .. at least
for the duration.

Chap'té Four

«»

Intheend it was his cook in collaboration with the dowager’ s, and atable set in mid-corridor
—anathemato ship safety officers—andboth staffs and the lords of heaven and earth at table. Pizza
seemed the gppropriate offering, a successon of pizzas, with salad from the ship’s own store, and atevi
lowland pickles, and the dowager and her staff delighting in sty highland cheese on toast. The diji’ sheir
adored pizza, and was on very best behavior. A new hanging adorned the hall, which had had dl its
numerology adjusted for the occasion. Caeri’ s reputation was safe.

Therewas adult talk, trandated, and afair offering of liquors, and awarm glow to end arare evening.



“An excdlent company,” llisdi pronounced it.

“One applauds the cooks,” Cajeiri piped up—an applause usudly rendered at the main course, but it
was gill polite and very good behavior, and entirely due.

Bren offered his parting toast. “One thanks the saffs that lighten this voyage—for their cleverness,
their hard work, their unfailing invention and good will.”

“Indeed,” Ilisdi seconded his offering.

“I dsothank dl persons” Ginny said—in Ragi, abrave venture, “ and one offers sincere respectsto
the lords of the Association and to the aiji’ s grandmother and to the aiji-apparent.”

That called for reciproca appreciations, before they went to their separate sections and their severd
gpartments.

Over dl, Bren said to himsdlf, it waslike the voyage itself—an astonishing event, amix of peopleon
best behavior and divorced from those things of the world that usually meant diplomats working
overtimeto take care of the agitated smdll interests. An event that would take a month to set up—they
managed impromptu. They had very little to divide them, at least on this deck.

Pizza, that food of sociaity and good humor, had been the very thing.
A socid triumph.

The dowager had gentedly remarked on the change in the hangings, without remarking on the dent.
Caeri had surely realized she knew, or he was not her great-grandchild.

Ginny had gotten her company of engineersthrough an evening mostly in Ragi, without asingle socid
disaster and even with atriumph of linguistic achievement at the end. She’d likely polished that speech
for hours.

And, as Cgeri had very aptly pointed out, the joint efforts of the two staffs had turned out a success.
Inalong and difficult service aboard, there had to be some momentsto cheer, and thiswas one.

We should have done this before, he thought, and wished Jase had been able to come down. That
would have made the evening perfect.

But Jase had had—one hoped—anight’ s deep by now, if Jase dared deep. It was near the end of
Sabin’ swatch.

One day, one very long day, at the end of which, guests al departed to their separate venues, Bren
could sit in his dressing-gown and review his notes, by awall on which two potted plants had runriot.
Giftsfrom home, those were. They’ d seemed to grow with more vigor during ship-moves. Humansdidn’t
like the state they entered, but the plants thrived, given water and food and light enough.

He read until hefound his eyes fuzzing, then took to bed. Jago came to bed shortly after and they
made love... well... at least that was what Mospheirans caled it.

Atevi didn’t. Jago didn’t. Hedidn’t care and she didn’t. There was no safer companion, no one who'
d defend him with more zedl, no bedfellow as comfortablein along and difficult night. She cameto
digract himand hersdlf, and it worked. He did deep.

And waked, and finding Jago adeep, he dept again, thinking muzzily of gtation corridors and of the
petd salsof hisancestors, dropping down and down through the clouds of a scantly known world, onto
atevi struggling to madter the steam locomotive.

God, who’ d have thought, then, wherethey’d dl be, now?
“Stand by,” avoice said a oh-god in the morning. “ Ship-move in one hour .
Now? They weren’t waiting until watch-end? It was Jase’ swatich. The ship didn’t move on Jase’s



watch. But the robot maintained night lighting. 1t had to be.

Sabin was likely awake to supervise. And it was Jase’ s techs and officers that needed, one surmised,
to exercise ther skillsin—for thefirgt time this year-long voyage.

“Shall we be on duty, Bren-ji?” Jago asked out of the pitch darkness.

“One hardly knows what we could do,” he said, and then did figure what they could do with an hour
to wait, because they couldn’t go out into the corridors, rousing staff to risk their necks.

At the end of that hour the count went to audible numbers, and he and Jago counted, and tried to
time themsdvesto the ship’ s curious goings-on.

It felt strange when the ship did go. It made a giddy feding, and after that life went on, just ashade
light-heededly.

“It' svery strange,” Jago murmured.

“Well, if anyone asks, we can say wedid it.” Bren burrowed his head into her shoulder, and tangled
unbraided hair, gold and black. He had theillusion of the verge of downhill skiing. It was like that.

Top of the hill. Big long dope below. Biting cold. Right now he waswarm, but if he got out of bed
and moved about, he’ d be cold—everyone was, continualy, when space was folded and the ship was
where things from the workaday universe didn’t like to be.

Space did fold. That was what Jase said. He didn’t understand it, but atevi mathematicians were
intrigued.

Long, long dope.

Downhill on the mountain. A streamer of white and awhisper of snow under skis.

Toby would be on hishedls.

Except he and his brother Toby had left the mountain along, long time ago.

A world ago. Their mother had been in hospita when he’ d |eft the world, uncertain whether she’d
live. Theaiji had caled him to duty and he’ d gone, leaving Toby to dedl with theworld... as Toby did
and had done, all too often. As Toby’ swife and kids did and had done, but it grew harder and harder.
Another kind of steep, steep dope, and he couldn’t help Toby or his mother, and he couldn’t paich
things, and he couldn’t turn back time.

Hewaslost, and confused for awhile, and seemed to dream. The world became aveil of
spider-plant tendrils, branching to more and more little worlds, and he wasn’t sure which one he wanted.
But one of them Jago wasin, and that was where he went.

He moved, and she moved. “It’ svery strange,” shesaid. And it was.

It was, however, possible to go about a sort of aroutine while the ship needled its way through
folded space. Bindanda managed to create abasic but very fine breakfast, and it was possibleto get a
littlework done, at least of the routine and non-crestive sort, trandating files—approving whét the
computer did—that being about the height of intellectud activity he trusted himsdf to manage.

That was the first day. Jase had indeed been captain of record during that transition. Sabin, it turned
out, had gone to her cabin and wished him and his crew luck.

Maybe it was a sea change in relations—a statement to the crew at large that she trusted him that far,
since bel ow-decks was sure to have learned that Jase had been in charge. Or maybe it was asubtle
srike at Jase’ s confidence, meant to scare him. One thing remained certain: the navigators, the pilot, and
the technica crew ran matters. The trade-off of authority and the dternate crew hadn’t risked the ship.

Presumably, at the same time, Jase attempted to persuade the senior captain to trust outsiders with



thelog files. It remained to be seen whether that would ever happen.
The daff watched television.

The dowager stayed withdrawn in her cabin, her standard practice throughout these voyages through
the deep dark: no invitation would tempt her. No one was at his best, and the dowager had no interest.

The heir, however, took to racing whedled cars, which Cajeiri had seen in videos out of the human
Archive, and which he had made for himsalf out of pieces of pipe, tape, pieces of wire, various washers
and gaskets, and beansfor ballast. One early mode exploded on impact with the base of the section
door and sent Cgjeiri and the servant staff searching the hall for errant beans—not so much for fear of
the footing as the certainty that any ship’s maneuver would turn them al into missles.

Over the next number of days Bren produced the briefing tape. No one on the ship was at his
sharpest, but Bren judged his wits adequate at least for a summation of the situation, and he reviewed for
the entire security staff, in careful detail and with numerous questions from Cenedi, exactly what he
knew: the surmises of various authorities, the history of the Guild, the physica details of the station’s
gructure and, not strange to his own staff, the station’ s necessary and critica operations, especidly as
regarded the fuel port, the mast accesses, and the damage the ship had previoudy observed.

Then the saffs—his, the dowager’ smen, and Gin’ s—put their heads together. In ameeting of their
own letha Guild, they listened to the briefing tapes, then considered the structurd charts, reviewing
approach, docking, and the refueling protocols. No one would deceive them. No one would confuse
them by telling them lies. And no emergency would overtake them unanticipated.

Bren wished he could say the same for himsdif.
“Any luck on the records?’ he asked Jase, inasocia call.
“Shesaysshe hasit on her ligt,” Jase sad.

So, well, damn, but not surprising. That could go on for days. And doubtless Sabin intended it to
take an adequate number of days.

He helped staff where he could. Security came back to him ready to discusstheir Stuation and their
potentia Situation for muzzy days and evenings of careful reconsderation. Heinformed himsdlf on finer
technicalities about ship-fueling that he had never intended to know, but atrandator necessarily learned,
and relayed that information. Hefell adeep of nightswith Jago, their pillow-talk generally dedling with the
same worrisome contingencies and potential operations as occupied their days.

And he dept and waked and dept and waked, day upon quasi-day, with diminishing conviction
about the accuracy of time-cyclesin their automatic world.

No luck, Jase dtill informed him, regarding Sabin and further records. She il says she’ sthinking
about it.

Waichingthem , Bren began to think. Watching their reactions. Maybe waiting for Jase to make a
move... but maybe, at last, questioning her own universe of rights and wrongs and consulting her human
conscience. He assumed Sabin had one. But hopefor it daily diminished.

He visited Ginny for one lunch of quasi-egg sandwiches on something that passed for bread, and
arranged to bring an atevi-style dinner to their section.

Then the notion took them of holding atruly forma folded-space supper in the Mospheiran corridors
—Cgeri wanted to come, and gained permission from the dowager. He even demonstrated his best car
for Ginny’ sengineers and mechanics.

Immediately there were notions for improvement and aproposa of bets. An eectric motor. Remote
Seering.



“No,” Ginny chided her engineers, but one suspectedno would by no means suffice.

WA, Bren wrote to Toby, in aletter that couldn’t possibly be transmitted until they were within
reach of docking at their home gtation, a mission end.Well, brother, the advisement from above
claims they have seen some sign the ship is nearing exit, whatever they know up there..

If you're reading this, it worked. And it’s about the um-teenth day, and I'mtired of this
MUZZ Ness.

Tired and a lot scared at thispoint. | can’t string two thoughts together. | tape themin place,
laborioudly, or they slide off and get confused.

| think about you a lot. | hope everything’s going well for you. | think about you and Jill and
the kids, with all kinds of regrets for chances not taken; and of course there aren’t any answers,
but | can’t survive out here thinking about things that could go wrong back home. | have to hope
that you’re out on that boat of yours enjoying the sunshine. And that those kids of yours are
getting along. And that Jill’sall right.

Hedidn’'t write agreat deal about Jill and the kids, not knowing what sort of sore spot that might be
by the time he returned. He' d Ieft Toby in amess, their mother in hospital, Toby’ swife Jil having walked
out in despair of Toby’ sever living hisown life, the kidsincreasingly upset and acting out, in the way of
distressed and confused young folk. He wasn’t utterly to blamefor Toby’ s Situation—but he regretted it.
Hewished he’d seen it coming earlier. He wished, with dl hisdiplomacy, he’ d found away years ago to
talk Toby out of responding to every darm their mother raised—or that he could have talked their
mother, far lesslikely, out of her campaign to get him out of hisjob and Toby back from the end of the
idand he’d moved to.

Their mother was one of those women who defined herself by her children. And who consequently
cannibdized their growing lives until, ultimately, the campaign drove the family gpart.

He patched nations together. He made warlike lords of another species form sensible associations
and refrain from assass nating each other. And he hadn’t been able to impose a sense of redlity on his
own mother. That failure grieved him, hisgrief made him angry, and his anger made him fed very guilty
when he thought of how he’ d |eft the world, without that last visit that might have paid for so much—that
would have turned out so opportunein hismother’ slife,

No, dammit. Therewas no fina gesture with someone who was only interested in the next maneuver,
the ultimate stra-tegem, the plan that would, againgt dl logic, work, and get her sons home—no matter
what her sons wanted or needed. If he’ d gotten there, she’ d have taken it for vindication.

Toby, unfortunately, was il in themiddle of it dl. Toby had till been trying to figureit al out. And
even if their mother had passed—as she might have—Toby would still be struggling to figure out dl out.

Well, what are we up to! hewroteto Toby.A lot of thingsthat |1l tell you when | get there,
because | can’t write them down, the usual reasons. And today | tell you I’d really like that
fishing trip. Jase would be absolutely delighted with an invitation from you. He’s done so much.
He' s existing in a position he doesn’t think he’s able to hold. He even supervised this last
ship-move. He does a thousand things Sabin would have to do if he wasn’t here. | think he’swhy
she’ssane.

But besides that, there remain some few questions we’d like Sabin to dig out of files, questions
we've asked. | wonder sometimes if maybe she’s putting more operations on Jase’s back because
shereally is doing something—or thinking about those answers. Maybe she’s found something
shedidn’t expect in those records and she’s considering her options. | hope. | don’t know.

Remind me to tell you about exploding cars when | get back. For the future aiji’ s reputation |



don’t want that onein print either.

When we last folded space | thought about Mt. Adams and the slope that winter —remember
the race! Remember when | went off the ledge and through the thicket and lost my new cap and

goggles!
I remember hot tea and honey in the cabin that night and us making castles out of the embers

in the fireplace. And I’ d turned my ankle going off the cliff and it swelled up but | wasn’t telling
Mum and | went on the slope the next day, too.

We tried to teach mum to ski, remember, but she said if she wanted to fall down on ice there
was a patch in front of the cabin that didn’t involve long cold hikes.

It was an exact quote, and one she’ d stuck to. But she’d brought them to the cabin—well, brought
them up to the snow lodge ever since thetime he’d lost himsdlf in the woods and scared everyone, so she
"d changed vacation spots. And she hadn’t liked the ski dopes, either, and had been sure he was going
tofal into someravine and die of abroken leg. Their mother wasfull of contradictions.

Hewas sure there was an essentia key in that set of facts somewhere, ameansto understand her,
and consequently to understand himsalf and Toby, if he knew how to lay hands on it. But no thought
during ship-trangit was entirely religble.

was thinking about you and the boat today. You know, in his office up on the bridge, Jase has
just one personal item—that photo of him and the fish. Clearly he thinks about getting through
this alive and getting that chance to come down—

maybe for good, he says, though between you and me, | think he’d get to missing life on the
ship, too. He has a place here. And there. | know he remembers you and the boat.

| have learned a few thingsin the last few days. I’ll have to tell you when | get there. But then
thisletter and | will get there pretty much together, so you'll at least have a chance to ask me
first hand.

Here’'s hoping, at least.
He had another running |etter, this one to Tabini; and to that one, too, he gppended a note:

Aiji-ma, we have moved the ship on toward the station. Your grandmother has taken to her
cabin asis her habit during these uncomfortable transitions. Your son is taking advantage of the
opportunity to undertake new experiments, not all of which have predictable outcomes, but heis
learning and growing in discretion. We fill our hours with plans and projections and take a
certain pleasurein hisinventions and discoveries.

Dared one think Tabini would understand? This was the boy who’ d ridden a mechi eta across wet
cement.

One believes you will approve, aiji-ma.
Concerning Sabin, about the missing files, he withheld statement. If the letter ever got to Tabini, all

their problems would have been solved—one way and another. He damaged no reputations, created no
suspicionsthat might later have to be dedlt with.

Hehdd misgivingsa ams’ length. Viewed suspicion with suspicion, in the curioudy muzzy way of
this place. Hewaited.

Besides hisletter writing, he took daily walks, around and around the section. He worked out in their
makeshift gymnasium. At times the sugpension of result and the lack of outcomein their long voyage
samply passed endurance, and he pulled squats and sit-ups until he collapsed in a sweeting, sweatshirted
heap.



He had nothing like Jago’ s strength, let done Banichi’ s, but he’ d certainly worked off dl therich
desserts and sedentary evenings of the last ten years during this voyage. He no longer rated himsdlf sharp
enough to downhill Mt. Adams, but hefigured if hefdl in the attempt, he’d at least bounce severa times
before he broke something.

And, like the transcript-trand ation and the two | etters which had now become individua volumes,
exercisefilled the hours, mindless and cathartic. Unlike the transcript and the letter-writing, it didn’t force
him to think of dire possibilities or to fret about records on which he could spend ussful time, if he could
only get them.

Heresurrected old card games out of the Archive and trandated those for his staff, with cards made
of document folders. Whist became afavorite.

Cgeiri, deserted to his own young devices, built paper planes and flew them in thelong main
corridor, where they took unpredictible courses. Cgeiri said the strangeness of the journey made them
fly in unpredictible ways. It seemed afair experiment and a curious notion, so Bren made afew of his
own, and greatly amused the dowager’ s saff.

Their desgnswere dubiousin the flow of ar from the vents. The properties of airplanesin
hyperspace remained an €lusive question. They were at least soft-landing, and the walls were sife.

And there was the human Archive for entertainment, such of it asthey till carried aboard. The
servant daff assembled with smple refreshments and held group viewingsin the servants’ domain,
occasondly of solemn atevi machimi, but often enough of old movies from the human Archive. Horses
had long since become a sensation, in whatever era. Elephants and tigers were particularly popular, and
evoked wonder. The Jungle Book re-ran multipletimes on its premiere evening. “Play it again,” the staff
requested Bindanda, who ran the machine, and on subsequent evenings, if the other selections seemed
lessfavorable, they ran and reran the favorite.

On aparticular evening of the watch, Bren passed the dining hdl to hear loud cheers go up. He
wondered whether there was a new sensation to surpass evenThe Jungle Book .

Helooked in. The assembled audience was, indeed, not just the servant staff. Banichi and Jago
attended. He saw Cenedi and the dowager’ s saff, and Cgjeiri, hisyoung face transfigured by the silver
light of the screen—of course, Cgeiri had inveigled hisway in.

A black and white, the offering was—odd, in itself. Color was usualy the preference. Ashe stood in

the doorway, a scaled monster stepped on the ruin of a building. Humans darted thisway and that in
patternsthat atevi would search in vain for Sgns of association.

Men in antique uniformsfired large guns a the beast, which dogged on, to atevi cheers and laughter.

Hamlet, atevi had appreciated and applauded, when he’ d brought a modern tape to the mainland. ..
gppreciated it, but felt cheated by ambiguitiesin the ending. They’ d been puzzled byRomeo and Juliet
but were both horrified and gratified by Oedipus , which they conceded had a fine ending, once he
explanadit.

Now...
A building went flat.

Thegreat Archive. The unseen dramas, manifestation of the collected human wisdom, the possibility
of every digita blip the storage had carried on itsway to build an outpost of human civilization. And this
fuzzy black and white delighted the audience.

Laughter. A light young voice among the rest, thefuture aiji.

He couldn’t begin to explain this story. He considered going in, tucking himsdlf in among the rest,
trying to figure the nature of the tape—but he’ d likely disturb the staff, who were obvioudy



understanding the story quite well without him—or at least finding amusement in it. He drifted onto his
own quarters and ran through the Archive indices for himsdlf, looking for entertainment, for diversion, for
edification—and finding absolutely nothing in the entire body of work of the human speciesthat appeaed
to him thisevening.

Which somehow told him it wasn't redlly atape he wanted.

What hewanted was to be absorbed and equa in the company out there, watching amythical beast
flatten buildings

What he mostwanted wasto St surrounded by congenidity and supplied with something munchable
and something potable, having agood time—~but the staff, even including Banichi and Jago, could only
do that when they thought they had amoment off, and if he showed up, it could only make them ask
themsd ves who was minding the things that had to be minded.

And they would get up and go seeif there was anything he needed.
He was feding human this evening. He was feding human, strange, and somewhat melancholy.

So let them relax, he said to himself. Staff worked hard enough to assure his relaxation: let them have
their own enjoyment without his crises of identity and visons of an uncertain outcome.

And if Cenedi included the aiji’ sheir in the security staff’ s dubious amusements, Cenedi judged it
was probably good for the boy. He himself sat at his desk solo, and played computer solitaire, in
complete confidence that if he should ask, teawould arrive. But he chose, again, not to disturb staff. He
was human. He was Mospheiran. He could very easily go to the galley and make hisown tea. He
thought he could find apan and the tea-caddly ... but he hadn’t the energy or the will to attend his own
needs. He fdt sorry for himsdf in the numb, dull-as-a-rock way the transition let anybody fed anything.

And he kept losing the games, which in itsaf was agood barometer of hismood and his
muddle-headedness with the basic numbers of his situation.

Nearing the end of thislong voyage, and no information, when he blackly suspected Sabin had by
now seenit, formed aconclusion, and denied it to him.

He was nearing the point at which hisideas had to work—if he had any; which hewouldn’t, until he
got aview of the Stuation at their exit.

God, hehated improvisation. The older he got, the more he distrusted gut ingtinct and initia
impressons—and he used hisingtincts, or he had used them, and they’ d worked, but they’d worked
with people he knew, and often on blind luck—Dbaji-naji, atevi would ing<t: actionsin good awareness
of the trangtory numbers of a situation flowedwith a situation, and luck and chance themsalves flowed
aong discernable channels. One only had to understand the numbers to ride the current and improve one
’sluck in moments of change.

But one had to know the numbers. And he didn’t. The ship-folk were more dien to planet-bound
humans than atevi were—while ship-folk had queasily found atevi easier to dedl with than they found
Mospheirans. And nobody, not even Jase, understood the Pilots” Guild—or the senior captain.

He wanted Jase to rush down to five-deck right about now with ahandful of log records assuring him
therewas aquick, even brilliant answer to what Ramirez had agreed to with the Guild, and it was al fine,
but that scenario wasn'’t going to happen. By now, he understood the dowager locking hersdf in her
cabin and refusing to come out.

Fragile, that was what he wasfedling. Fragile and entirely in the dark.
Stupidity might help. The smple disinclination to ask what came next.
Asit was, hismirror and his computer and his steadily lengthening letters home asked him that



question, every morning and every evening of their arbitrary, diverson-filled days.

On acertain morning Bren opened his door, bound for breakfast, and a motorized car whizzed
noidly past hisfoot, destination right, origin lft.

Helooked l€eft, at the future lord of aplanet on hisknees, control unit in both hands, looking entirely
shespish.

“I’m testing new whedls,” Cgeiri explained, and added in frustration: “They aren’t working right. But
onethinksit’ sthe ship moving.”

“It may wdll be,” Bren said numbly. “Or not.”

Cgeiri scrambled up and chased down the corridor after his car, where it had swerved and stalled
againg theinner wall.

“May one go ask Gin-aiji’ s staff, nandi, about the wheels?’
Oh, now one knew why the aji-to-be raced his car past authority’ s door.

“If Cenedi agrees.” One suspected Cenedi had just said no to the young wretch. And that diversion
wasinorder. “My breskfast islikely waiting... asimple one, aji-meni.” One never, except through staff,
invited aperson of higher status to share ameal. One could, however, suggest that breskfast was
available a awhim. “1” m sure Bindanda could manage another place.”

“| dready had breakfast,” Cgjeiri said. And confessed the ultimate catastrophe. “And |’ mbored ,
Bren-nandi.”

“Wadll, there you have the dreadful truth about adventures, aiji-meni. A great ded of adventuresis
being bored, or scared, or cold, or wet, or not having breakfastor information on schedule. But
adventures often improve in the telling.”

Cgeiri belatedly saw he was being joked with. And took it with an expression very much hisfather’s
when things didn’t go well—not angry, more bewildered at the universe’ stemerity intrifling with his
wishes. And next came, unmistakably, great-grandmother’ stone.

“Wdl, | detest boredom, Bren-nandi. | detest it. | brought my own player, and | want tapes, and nadi
Cenedi says| haveto have your permission to have them.”

“That’ s because it’ sthe human Archive, nandi-meni, and what’ s human is very different, and some of
it confuses even humanswho aren’t ten yet.”

“I know. But I’ mvery intdligent.”

“Wéll, one supposes one could go back to the computer and find something. If the young aiji were
interested, he might watch.” One didn’t ask an aiji under one’ sroof, either. One suggested there might
be something of interest under that roof and the great lord went, if he wished.

Caeri wished. Hedl but tumbled over himsdf inlonging to be somewhere new and entertaining, ina
generdly off-limits cabin where he hadn’t yet put a dent in something or scratched something or met
local disgpprovd.

So, wdll, with Bindanda’ s forgiveness and given the Saff’ s devious ways of knowing where he was,
the lord of the province of the heavens decided breakfast could wait afew moments.

“The nearest chair iscomfortable,” Bren said, sitting down at his desk, and opening up his computer.
“Tapes, tapes, tapes.”

“Cenedi doesn’t have to know,” the young rasca suggested. “1 want thewar ones.”

“Oh, but Cenedi is extremely good at finding out, aiji-meni, and | anBren-nandi , and dare | say that



theyoung aiji’ slatest satement held an unfortunate two?’

“Bren-nandi.” Cgeri was occasonally experimenting in the adult language. “ And it was not two,
Bren-nandi.”

“Mode of offer, young aji, wastheimplied infdicity of two, Sncethough | trust you were spesking
regarding my action, you nevertheless omitted my courtesy.” He could be quite coldly didactic when his
fingerswere on hiskeyboard. But one didn’t dwdl on an aiji’ sfalures. Hecdled alig of filmtitlesto his

disolay. “Ha”
And sfted them for classics as Cgjeiri leaned forward, looking... asif Cgeiri could even read thelis.
“Ahh,” Bren said asenigmaticdly aspossible.

“Where?' Cgeiri asked sharply, and immediately, under threat of no tapes, remembered the
courtesy form: “What does one find in thislist, nandi?’

Ancther sort through thelist. Children’s classics. One owed the aiji aproper response for his
newly-discovered courtesy. “ The very best of stories, aji-meni.” He consdered Tom Sawyer and
Connecticut Yankee —no, problematic in approach to authority. And one had no wish to see Cgeiri
discover practicd jokesor paintbrushes.Robin Hood ... no, not good: not only defying authority, but
promoting theft.

“Ha” The Three Musketeers . Satisfying to most atevi principles: the support of an aiji’ swife by
loya security personndl, the downfall of base conspirators.

The education of ayoung man with more ideas than experience.

He copied it and gave thelad the disk. “Y our player will handlethis, aiji-meni. One beievesthe
pieceisevenin color. Oneisadvised to set the switch to second position.”

“Thank you, Bren-nandi!”

“A plessure, young aiji.” God, he’ d forgotten the story himsdlf. And remembered it, once hismind
wasonit. Thewhole notion of youthful derring-do came like atransfusion. Oxygen to the blood.

Dared he even think age came on with alittle stiffening of the backbone, alittle too much propriety, a
few too many Stuations that numbed the nerves?

“Perhgpsit would suit the young &iji for meto examinethat racing car, after dl,” he said. “ After
breskfast, that is, which the young aiji might still attend.”

Cgeri hagppily changed hismind.

And handed the car to him under the table, in ahiatus of service. He had alook at the whedls. Andin
lieu of aconsultation of Gin’ sengineers, he proposed an after-breakfast investigation of available
possibilities, which ended up providing bits of plastic tubing to stand the wobbly whedls off from the
Sdes

Which was how, in thistranst between placesin the depths of space, the dowager’ s security
happened to find the lord of the heavens down on hisknees at one end of the corridor with the future aiji

amilarly posed down by the gdley.

And that was how the dowager’ s security ended up, with Banichi and Jago, designing a
remote-controlled car whose whed s did not wobble. One understood there were secret betswith Gin's
staff. And a proposed race date.

Thedaff’ s new passion became Alexandre Dumas, books and tapes dlike, even the dowager
requesting a copy, viawritten message. Bren began reading the works himsdlf, amid the growing tendrils
of Sandra Johnson’s plants, which now formed agreen and white curtain from their hanging baskets, and
writing daily to his brother.



Banichi and Jago have a chess match going, was one entry. The staff is laying bets .

And at theresolution: Jago is trying not to be pleased with herself; Banichi istrying not to
notice. They’ve started another game .

| think there was a car race. And | don’t think we won. | haven’t heard a thing, but Banichi is
building a small remote control device of his own, and bets on that are secret, but not that secret.

Jase turned up at one lunch, Jase’s midnight snack, and for an hour they sat and discussed nothing in
particular—the merits of cork fishing and the currents off Mospheira’ s south shore—whether or not
Crescent Idand devel opment had ever taken off and whether asmall yacht dared try the southern sea.

No, thelog records had not surfaced, Sabin was growing peevish, and he had found no key to the
informetion.

Damn.

had lunch with Jase. We talked about Beaufort Bay. We’ll have to talk about the exact plans
when | get home. That’s how crazy we’ ve become.

God, Toby, | want to get home. | want to get home—and it comes to me that it’s not just the
chance of waking up somewhere we didn’t ever mean to go that scares me spitless. It’s thatlwant
to get home , I, me the methat’s going to have a home when | get back. | changed when | went to
the mainland, but not so that I didn’t recognize home. | changed when | began to live on the
mainland, but not so that | didn’t dream of trips to the north shore. | changed when | went to live
in space, and the situation was always hot, and getting back to the island meant running a
gauntlet of press and politics that just wouldn’t let me alone. It’s so strange out here —not that
we' ve seen anything or done anything but sit in our cabins for a year and read Dumas and race
toy cars—but it’s still strange; and it can only get stranger, and | think so much of home. I’'ma
little desperate today. | wish | had answers| don’t have.

But | can’t govern the changes that have already happened.

| can’t govern what happens to me on the way. | never could. And every change has been
away, not toward, and every change makes the circle of those who’ve been through this with me
smaller, not larger, until at this moment | think I’ m becoming a sort of black hole, and I’mgoing
to pull everything | know into a pinpoint so none of us can get out, and then |I’ll stop existing at
all inthisuniverse. I'mterrified of never getting home, that you’ll never get this letter.

A few people still on earth matter. You. Tabini. And if you are still speaking to me, and if | can
get there, I'd like to take about a month sitting on the beach and telling you all the things most
people on Mospheira wouldn’t at all want to hear about. | don’t know if you're curious or if you’
rejust that patient, but for either reason, | think you’d listen and nod in the right places, even for
this. | love you, brother. I missyou. And one part of me wishes you were here and the sane part
says thank God you’re not. Thank God something | remember is till there.

By the fact I’m now panicking, you can guess thisisthe scary part of our trip coming up. This
iswhere | need every scrap of courage |’ ve got, and | wish | had more information of substance. |
think about Banichi and Jago, and if they or the staff ever doubt our successin this crazy
venture, they don’t let me know it. The dowager —she won’t spook, no matter what. Meanwhile I’
mthinking thisisthe scariest thing I’ ve ever contemplated, and there’s a six- or seven-year-old
kid down there playing with a toy car and thinking it’s all fairly normal for a kid to be racing
carsin a starship corridor. He’s not afraid. He doesn’t imagine the trouble we could bein... or he
does, but at his age everything’s an adventure. Being alone in the dark scares him. The thought
of dropping into deserted space just doesn’t faze him. I'm not sure anything scares Banichi and
Jago but the thought of 1osing me somewhere out here. So is any fear real? Do we become
self-focused cowards by measures as we get older? Or am | the only one on this deck who really



knows the odds?

Jaseislikely asscared as| am. Ginny hasn’t got nerves. | don’t know what drives her. She's
just busy seeing to her staff, and that’s what she does. But my staff sees tome, not the other way
around, and | suppose that |eaves me time enough to think, way more thinking about the
consequences of various things than | find comfortable.

The beach and the sound of the waves can take all that away. |’d say, the deck of the boat,
but right now, considering just stringing thoughts together is like swimming in syrup, sitting very
still on a planet’s solid skin sounds good to me.

On acertain day he’d had entirely enough.

Heleft his computer, left his notes, gathered Banichi and Jago without warning, and headed for the
lift.

“|sthere an emergency, Bren-ji?’ Banichi asked.
“A conference,” he said, and neither Banichi nor Jago asked further questions.

Nor did they evidence any surprise whatsoever that he ordered the lift to the bridge and strode out
and past working operations on the consoles, down that screened aide. He was bound, since Sabin’s
bodyguards, Collins and the rest, were sitting watch down in the executive corridor, for executive offices.

The guards got up from benches—not quite hands on weapons, but close.
“I’m here to see the senior captain,” Bren said in Mosphei’. “ Now.”

Jenrette happened to be part of that group of five. But the seniormost of Sabin’ sguards, Collins, was
amanwho’ d been Sabin’ sfor decades before Jenrette came into the picture. Thelot of them might have
had orders of one kind about crew coming up here—but they likely had specia orders about care and
coddling of their alien passengers, too, and those separate trains had suddenly intersected, headed for
collison.

“I’m not going back down,” Bren said plainly, standing alittle out of hearing of techs on the bridge
behind him. “ Shewon’t want an incident, | can assure you.”

Collinslooked at him, looked a Banichi and Jago, asolid dark wall behind him.

And they wereindeed about to have an incident: he was set, however muzzily, on course, and stood
hisground.

“Captain,” Collinssaid to the empty air. “Mr. Cameron’sup here saying it’ s urgent business”
Whatever the answer was, Collins opened the door.

“Kindly wait here, nadiin-ji,” Bren said quietly to Banichi and Jago, facing Sabin at her desk, Sabin—
who leaned back in her chair to have alook at theintrusion into her day’ s problems. “ Senior captain,
good day.”

“Mr. Cameron.” No invitation, not acue or aclue. Sabin folded her hands on her spare middle. The
door shut behind him, securing their privacy.

“The record we mentioned, senior captain.”
“Record.”
“Youwant my hdp...”

“I don’t recdlrequesting your help, Mr. Cameron. | do recall your request. I’ vereviewed it. Hell if I’
m giving you our log to play with. Go find other amusement.”



“I want the record, captain. I’ m sureit doesn’t take you eeven monthsto find alog entry. I’ m sure
you had it that same shift we discussedit. | take it you view your survival asamatter of some
importance. | want the record.”

A lively, andlytical regard. A pursing of thelips. One thing about long-time crew—they adapted to
the mental conditions of folded space, did it far better than planet-dwellers. Sabin’ s thought processes at
the moment might far out-class his. “Y ou do.”

A little caution might be in order. “ Politely put,please , captain.”

“You want it.” Sabin moved her chair so suddenly nation-honed reflexes twitched. Inwardly.
Hedidn’t budge as she opened a cabinet. And took out atape. And held it up to hisview. *Y ou think
this holds answers”

“If you know what you were looking for, with your accustomed ability, yes, | hopeit does.”

Sheflipped it to alanding on the desk. Making him reach to pick it up, apetty move. He wasn't
inclined to object to that.

“Good luck,” shesaid.

“Morethan this,” he said, and pocketed the tape. “M ore than this record, captain, what’ syour
edimation of thefacts?’

Momentary slence. And cold irony. “Forty years and someone findly asksthe question.”

“I’m asking, captain. You've had, dl aong, avery keen sense of therisksinvolved in contact. If we'd
had you in charge of the origina contact with the atevi, we might not have fought awar. Let me guess—
you' vetried to figure thiswithout my input. You wanted your own uncontaminated assessment, uncolored
by my opinions. Y ou have some opinion of your own. What do you think?’

Cald, cold gtare. “1 wantyour uncontaminated assessment, Mr. Cameron. Enough isthere. Beginning
toend. Youfigureit. Youtell me. Five dayslikely to system entry. Y ou’ ve worked miracles, so they tell
me. You figurethisone”

“Y ou weren’t going to give methis”

“I leed afull, busy life,” Sabin said. Then, less provocatively: “I was il asking mysdlf whether | was
going to giveit to you, to Jase—or not at dl.”

“Copy to him. | won’t consult him until I’ ve see this”

“Done.” Sabin shifted the chair and punched one button. “Goodluck , Mr. Cameron. Go do your
job. Anddon’t dothisagan.”

“Only to mutud advantage, captain. Evenyou need a backup.”

Hewalked out. He gathered up Banichi and Jago and walked back the way he had come, to the lift,
and they rodeit down.

“Wasit asuccess, nandi?’ Banichi asked him.

“Onewaitsto see, nadiin-ji,” he said to them, and felt of the tapein his pocket to be sureit was
there, that his muzzy, half-dreaming brain hadn’t dreamed this gift.

Folded space wasn't aplaceto try any complex analysis. Sabin, having akeen brain, being used to
these conditions, surely, even so, observed a certain caution about critical decisions. Maybe that was
why she made this one belatedly, to hand him the record.

And the ship went, and space bent.
Five days out, Sabin said, five muddied days eft, in which, without his going up there and confronting



theissue, she might have laid it on Jase’ s desk, and might not.

Now hetook himsalf back to his computer, and back to software, Jase’ s gift, that could unrave the
ship’ simage-output or plain-print files.

It wasn'’timage. It wastext, a sparse, scattershot text that Ramirez had recorded—in Ramirez's
unskilled, demonstrably flawed notion of what to record.

Therewasasmadl file of persond notes—that, to a casud scan, revea ed nothing but coordinates and
dates and ahandful of cryptic symbols.

Bren’ s heart sank. What might the man have left out, that might be absolutely critica? What wasthe
second record? A notation of where they’ d been? What Sites the ship had looked at, at vantages far
removed from station?

Granted there was something Ramirez hadn’t wanted the Guild to know, the record was
disgppointingly. .. usdless. Usdlesswithout Ramirez’ sliving brain to explain the memories, the intentions,
the actions he associated with those cryptic references.

But there was a so the minute-by-minute telemetry report, the autolog, another kind of text, mostly
numerical, and huge That wasthere. Thank God. Thank Sabin for including it. Itwas afair record, best
impartia record they seemed to have of those encounters, right down to the chaff of information from the
ar qudity units, reamsof it.

One couldarrange . Andfilter. So hefiltered. Hefiltered for hours, going through every interna
sysem’ s chatter, dumping the chaff and lining up the log record for the sparse useful facts, al with a
brain packed about with cotton wool and unaccustomed to the kinds of data he wastrying to sft. He
wouldn’t attempt to organize asocia dinner in his current stlate—and here he was put to figuring out an
aien contact gone wrong, and figuring what in the data had still changed when Ramirez gave a no-output
order.

Fact: Phoenix had spent a decade founding a space station to supply her and spent most of the next
couple hundred years poking about in various neighborhoods likely to have supply—supplythat cameto
the ship most conveniently when it came in space—planetoids, not deep planetary gravity wellsthat the
huge and fragile ship had no meansto plumb. That fact, he had heard from Jase over anumber of years.

No gravity wells—being so fragile: so the choices aMos-pheiran or an atevawould logicaly think of
first were excluded. Phoenix had arrived at the atevi world not only with no landing craft, but,
embarrassing asit was, and admitted much later, the ship had no atmosphere-qudified pilotswhocould
land on aplanet and get off again—waell, except by brute force and massve lift, something that didn’t
rely on air and weather—and which they couldn’t soft-land in thefirst place. He wasn’t, himsdlf,
qudified to pronounce on the feasbility of just lighting apowerful rocket and aming it straight up, but
such acraft had no ready reusability, nothing to enable mining and agriculture on aregular basis, so, from
the ship’ s point of view, relying on anything in agravity well was adamned inconvenient way to runa
Space program.

Not to mention the fact that ship-folk floating in orbit didn’t in the least know what to do with crops
outside a hydroponicstank, and weren’t inclined to fall down agravity well to find out, ether.

So scratch landing as an option, and asabasic intent of Ramirez’ sillicit explorations. Mospheirans
had landed on a no-return basis—and taken two hundred years getting back into space again. No,
definitdyPhoenix had been interested primarily in space-based resources. Asteroids. Comets. Floating
red estate. They’ d mine, occasondly, gather, occasiondly... that wastheway they’d lived.

The ship had had mining craft once upon atime. Which the ship hadn’t had when it showed up at
Alpha They’ d lost their resources of that sort. Or maybe the ship usually had them and just hadn’t
carried the extramass on the voyage in question. Itwas alot of mass.



And wherewould they have left them? At aremote star, when they’ d pulled up stakesin ahurry?
At Reunion, when they’ d comein and found agtation in ruins?

Would they have lft them as sation rdlief, an aid to rebuilding? Or had they just not been carrying
them?

Thoughts did willfully sdeways, into lunacy. Into human behavior that hadn’t, no, been wise at all.
They were not figuring outright behavior, even rationd behavior, in tracing the history of station and ship
decisons. They were second-guessing a senior cagptain who' d done some peculiar thingswrong,
including arriving in aevi space with no way to refud.

Damn, damn,damn .

Question for Sabin—exactly how much mining the ship had been doing in Ramirez’ tenure as senior
captain?Did the ship have mining ’bots ?

If not, where did you |eave them—and when? And why?

Risking stranded themsdlves? Risking exactly whatPhoenix had run into in the disaster that had
sranded them? Wasit a dl sensible, not to have had that capability, when they’ d learned their historicd
lessons?

Something didn’t add up. Or something added up to mining craft either not loaded for the mission, or
deployed and not recovered, or left to ad Reunion in acritical Stuation.

The Guild held refueling as awegpon, hadn’t Jase said?
Sowasit aGuild decision to keep al possible refudling operations under its own hand?
Worrisome thought.

Had the Guild begun to be suspicious of Ramirez’ sintentions, his activities when he was out and
about? Or suspicious of the ship’ sindependence, from the time they built Reunion Station, centuries
ago? They should have foreseen the ship would devel op different interests. If they were wise.

Four times damn. He called Jase.

“Jase. Y ou have arecord you’ reworking on? Did she giveit to you?’

“Affirmative.”

“No queriesinto your line of thought—but did the ship ever have mining craft? And where did they
go?

“Weren't loaded,” Jase answered. Therewas along pause. “ Never were. Guild monopoly.”

“Fud a Gamma, possibly?’

“ Ported out there. Occasionally there was. Such as there was. If there still isany, | have no
knowlege. If the aliens haven't hit it, too, by now.”

“But fud exigs—initsraw sate—at Gamma. One could mine.”
“If we got into that kind of situation. Yes. That’s the option. What are you thinking?’

“No comment yet,” Bren said. Hedidn’t want to prejudice Jase’ sthinking, or changeitsdirection.
But he was muzzy-headed with folded space. With thingsthat didn’t make sense. With fears, that got
down to station’ s power play, holding that mining machinery to itsdlf. Ithadn’t trusted Ramirez, dared
onethink?“Ramirez’ s persona notebook. Without useful comment from Sabin. Doesit make any sense
toyou?’

“It’ sal coordinates. Bearings. | think he could have beenwatching something come and go. The
points given don’t match up with past destinationsthat | know about. We didn’t ever go to these points.



He only wrote them down, outside the log. There’ s absolutely nothing else | can get out of the notes.”

Scary implications. Spying on the diens. Wonderful. Vigtations that frequent, and station not aware
of them?*“Want to come down for lunch? | swear socid only. No contamination.”

“Can’t,” Jasesad. “Wish | could. Sabin’s set me an administrative job. Have to. You take care
down there, Bren.”

“No question.”

Conversation ended disappointingly, a conversation kept entirely in ship-speak, nothing to worry
Sabin or make her question what the former paidhiin had been up to—nothing to make Sabin doubt
them at acritical moment yet to come—the way the Guild might have doubted Ramirez. Everything was
too fragile. Everything depended on Sabin’ s judgement of them. And Jase hadn’t risked her opinion by
coming down to consullt.

Their livesal depended on that brittle thread of Sabin’sjudgement. And the solution to Ramirez’s
actionsrelied on brainsthat couldn’t work at maximum efficiency. So, just to help out, Sabin had |oaded
Jase with something extrato do. Maybe necessary, maybe not. He was annoyed. Frustrated. But he didn
"t want to push Sabin further, not yet.

Conclude onething for afact. Ramirez hadn’t had mining capability on the critica run into trouble.
Hewasn't likely to get it from agtation that didn’t trust him. And he hadn’t been after material gain at
that slar—not immediatdly. Information. Data. Scouting things out. Maybe for future mining, if he could
beg, borrow or steal a craft. Maybe not. But by what Jase said, he’ d been nosing about where he was,
possibly watching some sort of activity—without, he thought, getting involved, without going to those
destinations.

Waan't ready yet. Was il collecting data. Still training Taylor’ s Children to be his go-betweens, his
eyes and earsfor another world.

But theligt inthe notes; if it was observation of dien craft—was that observation a notation kept
asde even from the auto-log? Difficult, one would think.

Log recorded the last arriva at star 2095 on chart, G4, small planets. A greet dedl of dataon al the
planets. But the second, temperate planet... temperate planet... had atmosphere. Liquid water.
Abundant water. Moderate vulcanism. A single, modest moon—old enough, perhaps, to have swept up
al itscompetitors. A human’ s natura interest turned to that world—ignorant as hisinterest might be.

Resources usdlessto the Guild, again, a the inaccessible bottom of agravity well.Guild interest
might well be piqued by the data, far more abundant, on the debrisin the outer system. Ices. Iron.
Nickle. A radiation-hot fourth planet gravita-tiondly locked with an overlarge satellite and surrounded
by an ungtable ring—that was no place a sensible operation would like to conduct business. That world’'s
well held arich debris cloud; but from the Guild’ s point of view, not because of that hellish place, but
because of that inconveniently attractive number two planet, the whole solar system wasless attractive to
them—atemptation al of history indicated the Guild wanted to avoid like the plague. Both arich hell to
mine, and aquad-paradise sitting within potentid rebels’ reach.

The Guild had had that Situation once, at Alpha. And colonists and workers there had staged a
rebellion that worked only because the green world allowed a soft landing. Consequently that gravity
well wouldn’t give up asingle craft, not for centuries—placing al local resources offlimitsfor a Guild that
had forgotten aimaospheric flight—so the Guild could whistle for obedience: no one had had to listen, and
finally the station had folded, oh, for a couple of centuries.

Interesting, that beautiful green world. Decided temptation, as aMospheiran saw matters.
Temptation.for an aevi ruler. Temptation for anybody interested in population growth—

Evenfor a Guild captain who should be doing his Guild-bound duty and avoiding another



planet-based colonization?

A captain with questionable loydty to the Guild—a captain legally obliged to convey hislog back to
close Guild scrutiny ... and who might not want to tell them everything.
So said captain hegped up piles of data on the hellish fourth planet. Stayed there weeks, observing

that fourth planet. From a distance. Which argued to a suspicious son of rebelsthat the fourth planet
wasn't dl Ramirez was observing and might not be the focus of Ramirez’ sred interest.

But if there had been notes on hisintentions, they weren’tin thelog. And they weren’tinthelittlefile

No evidence of any foreign occupancy around that green world... no evidence that Ramirez choseto
record. That was all the soft tissue of memory, attached to those smple numbersin thelittlefile. And al
of that was gone, evaporated, when Ramirez died.

But there were withesses. Sabin said Ramirez had found something somewhere. Said Ramirezsought
dien contact—hadwanted to find somebody to ded with, somebody excluding atevi and their own
troublesome rebel colony at Alpha. And where was Ramirez to find that, except near such agreen
planet? And might natives of such agreen world, if they had an ingtdlation in space, have the supplies
Ramirez needed to bresk free of the Guild?

What foolish thing had Ramirez done?

“Nandi-ji.” Bindanda presented atray. Tea. And sandwiches. Bren looked at them as alien objects
until, aheartbesat or so later, he recalled dismissng Bindanda’ slast request for attention. Bindandawas
absolutely determined he edt.

“Thank you, Dandaji.”
“Y our bed is also prepared, nandi.”

Wasit that time? He wasn't prepared to consder ordinary routine. Not now. Not given what he ill
didn’t understand. The sandwiches he was grateful to have. “I shall manage to deep here, Dandaji.
Please don’t let my schedule disturb staff. See that Banichi and Jago rest. My orders. And you rest,
Dandaji.”

“Yes, nandi.” A bow. Thetray stayed. Its contents disappeared bit by bit as Bren worked,
consdering one piece of non fitting dataand the next. .. in this gift freighted with every blip and hiccup of
the ship’ s operations in those hours, and on the other hand lacking al human observation that might have
informed him on Ramirez’ s state of mind, on what he thought he saw, on what he hoped.

What had Ramirez done to contact outsiders? Nothing that involved Jase—or Jase would have
known more. Nothing, one surmised, that involved Y olanda, who' d been equaly anovicewhen she’'d
landed on the atevi world, to try to deal with disaffected humans. Neither of them had had any
experience of outsders—not to mention planets. Ramirez had prepared them for some venture, but they
weredill junior; and they weren’t well-prepared for planets. And they were, at that time, just very young.

And for that reason he hadn’t asked them. Hadn’t used the tools he himsdlf had prepared. Hadn't
planned the encounter. It had come on him. And he’ d Smply—

Perceived another ship. That wasthe first fact in the datalog. Another ship. A huge ship.
Another ship—just Stting there. So Ramirez had gone to passive reception, no output. Dead silent.

Then... then Ramirez had recorded one cryptic note: A massive ship has appeared in the orbit of
the second planet. We have received a signal. Three flashes, no other content apparent. We are
holding position without answering .

Without answvering.
Next entry, forty-eight minuteslater:



No movement. No signal .
And after two hours.

No movement. No signal. Retreat seems most prudent at this point, in a vector that doesn’t
lead home. First vector to Point Gamma, then wait for the wake to fade. After that, home and
report.

Thelog record broke off there.

Hedidn't have any record of their arrival at Point Gamma, whatever that was, however useful that
record would have been. But Jase had stated they’ d goneto that place. Trying to obscuretheir origin,
one guessed.

The segment ended.
No record of further output from the alien before departure. Nothing.

Bren wiped hisface. Went through the record multiple times, looking for any chance output that
might have generated a misunderstanding.

Running lights had been on. Those stopped when Ramirez ordered no-output. Nothing but cameras
and passive reception, gathering signasin, putting none out.

He couldn’t find an active cause prior to that silence. Couldn’t find it.

Heredized he’' d dept, head down on the desk, neck stiff from hours of bad angle. He rubbed his
face and tried to gather up al histhreads, found the pieces of last shift’ sthought—no wiser than before.

Narani, missing nothing, provided breskfast, offered a dressing-robe instead of his rumpled clothes.
“One can think in the shower, nandi. One does suggest so.”

That, Bren thought, might be useful to clear hishead; and hetried, but the warm shower only tended
to put him to deep. He cameto himsealf leaning againgt thewall, and dl but fell adeegp asecond time
when Narani was helping him into hisbathrobe.

His brain, past experience told him, was vainly trying to assemble diverse parts of a pattern, one that,
thanks to missing bits, wasn’t willing to make sense. Conscious thought was timed out while the
hindbrain tried its own obscure pattern-making out of the bits and pieces; but it wasn’t getting anywhere,
while hiswaking forebrain came up with images of Jase, younger Jase, Sitting in his cabin in those days
wondering what was going on.

Those progressed to remembered images of Ramirez himsalf Sitting at his desk, hands together in that
deep thinking attitude of his, Ramirez asking himsdlf, in those hours, whether he ought to engage histwo
trandators, whether it wastime, yet, to risk contact.

And what could he do? Initiate the plan he’ d been building for over twenty years, with two junior and
necessarily inexperienced trandators who hadn’t finished their educations...

Ramirez, hesitating and hesitating, asking himsalf how much of this meeting he could now keep out of
record, how much of his resources he could keep the Guild authority from laying claimto, if he brought
them into the question and entered something of their activity on record...

Like the Guild snatching Jase and Y olanda onto Reunion, grilling them for every detail of that
encounter, and finding, perhaps—cluesthat led under other doors.

The Guild gppropriating twenty yearsworth of preparation into the Guild’ shands, withits
demondtrably isolationist theories.

Ramirez would find his precious program stopped. Hisideas quashed. Twenty yearstossed down a
black hole. The Guild never had released what it laid hands on. If Ramirez engaged Jase and Y olandain



acontact he wasn’t ready to pursue, the Guild might then take them and never let them go—or not let
them go until they were thoroughly Guild, on aGuild misson. A senior captain who' d invested twenty
yearsin aproject knew he didn’t have another twenty yearsto rebuild from scratch, and wouldn’t have
the resourcesto get ahead of the Guild. He had to get through this, lay his plans, try asecond time.

Guild—and ship. Two authorities running human affairs.

Guild—and ship. Onewasn’t necessarily the other, but ship depended on Guild—and hated its
dependence on the Guild for fud, the lack of mining * bots. Ramirez wasn’t independent. He couldn’t
make atotal break from the Guild’ sauthority.

But in this system he had hisfud source and he had agreen world—if he could have used it. He'd
flirted with dien contact—so Sabin said—maybe before this. He hoped to break out of Guild contral.
He hoped to get a source not dependent on the Guild.

But here the diens confronted him.

So what was prudent?

St dill. Hopeit didn’t notice?

It noticed. It waited.

Awaited contact? Wanted some gesture? Theoreticdly acivilized entity ought to redlizethe sgnas
under such circumstances wouldn’t be congruent—but grant atevi and humans, highly civilized, had very

clearly botched their own contact well into the process, and nearly killed themsdlves before they
straightened matters out.

Ramirez |eft. Ramirez had | eft the confrontation. That was the conclusion of the affair. That wasthe
one rock on which he could build atheory. Whatever his surmises about Ramirez’ s reasons and Ramirez’
sthought pattern and what a civilized entity on the other side ought to expect—the fact was Ramirez had
unilateraly broken hisfreeze-tate, and left in avector other than Reunion.

That redirection hadn’t fooled the dliens for aminute. Had it? So they had an ideawhere he came
from. They’ d been watching.

Silence. Then adeceptive vector.

Touching off, perhaps, as Jase said,emotional responses—those sub-basement responses and
assumptionsthat clouded thinking, those gut-level conclusionsthat were benegth clear thought.

If he put himsdlf as, say,ship-human , inthediens’ position—how would he react to seeing an
intruding ship pull out without responding? He had no clear idea.

If he put himsdf asMospheiran inthat Stuation—he’ d—wel, he’ d find a superior and give areport.
And if hewas President of Mospheira—he' d cdl hisdly and ask what hisdly Tabini thought. He' d get
acommittee together. He' d fund astudy. He' d be paralyzed until the committee report camein. A
Mospheiran had athoroughly despairing view of officid decison-making. On the other hand, the
average Mospheiran tourist could be an incrediblefool.

If, next thought, he put himself asatevi in that Stuation—

He thought he knew what he’ d do if he were atevi. He thought he knew what responses would
follow, acted-upon and otherwise. But he had the opportunity to ask someone whose nervous system
had those other answers. He called in the least warlike ateva on staff. He called in Jeladi.

“What would one believe that meant?’ he asked, having explained the Situation, “if the Stranger ship
left, under those circumstances?”’

“It went to itsassociates,” Jeladi said, “by adeviousroute.”



“And, nadi?’
“It will return with wespons, nandi.”

Hewas not particularly surprised. Several thousand years of atevi experience led to that conclusion.
He gathered himsealf up, in his bathrobe, and went to Banichi and posed the question. Jago arrived, and
he repeated it. “What would you expect?’ he asked them collectively.

“A lureto an ambush,” Jago said.
“Wewould not take that bait,” Banichi said.

Atevi were not the most peaceful of species. Hadn't been, even before the petal sails dropped down.
There was areason the Assassins’ Guild mediated the law, acivilizing forcein the society.

There remained athird source of information. “I shal dress,” he said to Narani, and began to do so,
thinking of begging the dowager to receive a petitioner, no matter that none of them were at their mental
best.

But before he had quite donned his coat, a message cylinder arrived.

We have heard your question, lligdi sad—God, how did she manage?Even my great-grandson
has an opinion in this case. One should not follow, except with superior force. One should liein
wait. My great-grandson believes we should blow it up immediately and fortify against general
invasion. His greatgrandfather would have concurred .

Go to bed. We order it.

Bren stood there with his limbs wobbling, haf-dressed and chilled, thinking—well, now he needed
not cal on Ilisdi. Now he should call Jase with his multi-sded answer and inform Jase how provocative
Ramirez’ s apparently prudent actions could seem.

He should call Jase—when he had abrain. And when it wasn’t the middle of Jase’ s night. Jase was
gill adeep. At the moment, he thought, deep in his own case might produce more intelligence than study
would.

Hedidn’'t want to fly histheories past Sabin until he had hiswits about him.

He undressed as meticuloudly as he’ d dressed, thinking, thinking—how the ship had gone off its
direct track home. But the aliens hadn’t wasted time. They’ d known where the human base was.

One assumed an advanced civilization wouldn’t be mindlessy, pointlesdy violent.

One assumed that, based on humanity’ srise from the caves. Based on atevi’ s generd progress—
toward televison and fast food. On the whole it tended to be true, for these two species. Any two points
made agraight line. But athird—fdictousthird—wasn’t guaranteed to be anywhere on that line, wasit?
Not at al.

Hewaslosing histrain of thought. Pointsthat didn’t liein agraight line.

Aliens had gone Straight to the station. What they’ d done before they hit it, what the station had done
—no record.

Ramirez had |eft the encounter. That didn’t say, on the other end, what the station had done. Or not
done.

Helay downin bed. Thinking.

Did the ship observe a pattern in the three blinks from the dien craft? A variation of color, of
duration? No information on that score. No image.

Oneassumed , humans being senstiveto visud input, that Ramirez would have recorded any such



anomdy inthe agnd—ifhe hadn’t tucked al the redly useful notes somewhere outsde the officia log.

But then, if Ramirez had known enough to take the right notes, he’ d have stood a chance of taking
the right actions. Wouldn’t he?

Eyeswere aready shut. Brain drifted toward dark.
Hefdt the give of the mattress. Felt afamiliar warmth, smooth skin againgt his.

“Jago-ji.” He' d been thinking back and forth in Mosphe” and Ragi. At the moment he didn’t know
which he spoke.

“Have you reached aconclusion, Bren-ji?’
“Not that | trust.”
“Ramirez’ s actions were peculiar,” Jago said.

“Not for ahuman,” he murmured. Senses were leaving him. He settled againgt Jago’ swarmth, il
trying to think through Ramirez’ s actions and beginning to suspect his thinking had gone off the edge of
reason.

Hefdt Jago’ shand on hisface. Felt acaress on his shoulder. He tried desperately to reconstruct his
train of thought. Everything was dark, dark and the touch of afamiliar hand, the whisper of afamiliar
voice “Regt, Bren-ji. Rest now. Y ou try yourself too much.”

He did deep. He was sure he dept, because, “ Bren,” theintercom said, Jase’ svoice, inthemiddle
of hisnight, and he had to wake. He groped for the side of the bed, momentarily forgetting that hewasin
agted and ceramics world, where words were sufficient. He thought hewasin thetall bed in hisown
gpartment in Shejidan, and was shocked to meet the floor sooner than he expected.

“Lights” he remembered to say, and thoughtlessly blinded himsdlf and Jago. He held ahand up to
shield hiseyes. “ Two-way com.—Jase? What’ sup?’

“Looks like we're finding an interface,” Jase said. “ Not certain yet, but take this for a warning.
Whether we're there or not is always a question, but the navigators think this should be a
straightforward entry.”

“Thanks,” he said, muzzy, out of breath. “Thanks.” And tried to organize what he knew. “We're not
doneyet. Jase, I’ m not done. |’ ve learned things—"

“I’ve called the senior captain. My chief navigator estimates one to three hours, big
give-or-take.”

“Have you got an answer yet out of that tape?’
“Makesno sense,” Jase said. “No sense”
“| have theories—at |east about the contact.”

“We'll have to solve those questions on the other sde. Drop’ s going to happen whether we' re ready
or not. It’sin progress. Y ou’ ve got leave to be here just as soon as we make entry. Get ready. Y ou may
have avery smdl safe window to move.”

“Understood,” he said, rattled, and trandated that in more detail for Jago. Jase wasthinking in
ship-speak a the moment, not Ragi, and small wonder. They were going in and he and Jase weren't
ready. But the navigators guessed... hoped ... thiswould beit.

And God knew what they were about to meet.

“Advise Narani, nadi-ji,” he said to Jago. “ Advise Cenedi. I’ Il advisethe dowager mysdlf.” He
dragged his chilled limbs off the bed and flung a robe about him as Jago hastened about her orders.



Bren stumbled to the table that served as his desk and penned aquick paper note:

Aiji-ma, we may well have arrived at our destination. As ever, thereisthe possibility of
imprecision, but | am proceeding to the ship’s central command immediately after arrival to
assess the situation. One hopes for your approval as ever . He dimly remembered, on the other side
of deep, the dowager’ s unlooked-for response to his query.One appr eciates beyond expression your
felicitous response to my question. One is grateful. | shall represent your interests with all my
efforts .

Herolled it, dipped it into the cylinder, took the risk of omitting the sedl, the reception of which
informéality depended on the sate of Ilisidi’ s nerves.

“To the dowager, Rani-ji,” heingtructed Narani, who had appeared in the door to assess the Sate of
affairs, and while Narani undertook that diplomatic errand, Bren headed for his shower, for aminute of
warm steam and adry towel, no waiting for the vacuum. He scrubbed violently, trying to rub sensation
into hisskin; hetoweled hishair, hoping for clear thought.

Scared. Oh, he was that, no question. He attempted to finger-comb his hair, breaking through the
snarls. He put on trousers and boots, trying not to show absolute terror.

“Haste, nadi-ji,” he told Asicho when she began to comb his hair. “We may be surprised by events.
Never mind it pulls.” He would have welcomed a sharp pain, anything to define the space, the time, the
event, some keen sensory input to sting him out of this foggy-headed limbo of the ship before space
sraightened itself out again and dumped them into a Situation none of them could predict.

Bindanda and Jeladi both showed up to assst him. For the important event of their arrival, Narani
had provided a shirt that had to go on with its coat, the lace so starched it could cut cake.

Aschofinished his pigtail with breathless haste. Narani arrived to supervise Bindandaand Jeadi and
be sure of the lace. Banichi and Jago were, meanwhile, managing for themsalves, he was sure, while he
accepted the help alord needed, al of them hurrying, accurate, cadm in theway his staff had been cam
dressing him for court warfare.

One assumed the cylinder had by now found itsway to the dowager’ s attention at such an hour; one
very well knew Cenedi knew, and that courtesy was done. Handled. Onething of al thethingson his
agendawas done and nailed down tight.

A dren blew briefly. Space, that had held them in amind-fogged grip for day upon day of perceived
time, was about to unfold itsdlf, taking them back into redlity withit.

Not hisfavoritething. God, no. A lot likelandingsin airplanes. Or space shuttles.
He was, however, formaly dressed. Ready for whatever happened.
“Fifteen minutes to drop,” theintercom informed them.

He received avexed message from the dowager. Could not the ship-aijiin arrange such events at a
more civilized hour?

“Thisisthe captain speaking.” Sabin’svoice, not Jase’s, in dead calm, near monotone. “We are
beginning procedures for arrival. All non-essential crew to quarters. Take hold, take hold, take
hold.”

Officia, then. Sabin wasin charge over their heads and crew, al the great mgjority of personnel that
maintained non-critica stations and operations, was to tuck down and remain invisible and out of the
way for the duration.

Jago arrived, dressed in her best—armed, though what good that did againgt their current Situation he
had no idea, nor, surely, had Jago. The wegponry was an expression of support, of professional



atention to detail .

“One believes we should take our seats,” he said calmly, and settled down in abroad, comfortable,
bolted chair, carefully arranging his coat tails. Jago took the other. The rest of staff had such
accommodetionsin the security station, where Banichi likely sat; or in their own accommodations, where
they could ride comfortably belted down in bed.

“Sand by.” C1’ sadvisement, the calm clear voice of senior communications.

Thedight muzziness of their days of transit increased, convinced the sensesthat the ship was diding
sSdeways, then forward.

His staff took it far, far better than he did. His sscomach felt very queasy, and he didn’t want to shut
his eyes. sense-deprivation only madeit worse.

Boarding a plane. He was scarcely out of his teens. Scarcely out of university.

Coming in at Shejidan, ahead of a cargo of tinned fish and electronics, all the tiled roofs
spread out below him. It rained, common enough in spring. The tiled roofs became more
textured, more real, slicked and shining, while the surrounding hills veiled themselvesin rain and
cloud.

The Bu-javid sat onits hill, mysterious, indistinct in blowing rain. He’d live there one day. He
hadn’t imagined it, then. But he’d have an apartment high on that northern wing, just that
window...

Explosion of gunfire, amid golden fields. They were shooting at targets, and Tabini-aiji, tall,
slender, skilled marksman, popping branches off a dead limb, while a novice human paidhi tried
to figure why the unprecedented invitation, and trying to hold his own firearm steady and not
shoot the servants. lllegal for himto have the gun, but the aiji invited him, and he asked himself
what the motive might be.

Shot in the dark, in the spring night, with a shadow outside the blowing draperies and the
smell of djossi flowers on the heavy air.

A very foolish, very young human interpreter diving out of bed and behind the unlikely cover
of the mattress.

Banichi had found him there. Found him, and traded guns with him, and covered what might
have been a deep secret among atevi lords.

Keep him safe, Tabini had ordered Banichi and Jago, and who could have known they’ d one day be
guarding hislifethisfar from home?

Keep him safe. Was ever aman luckier in his associates?

Breakfast on a balcony, in a thin coat, freezing, drinking burning-hot tea before it chilled to
ice. Breakfast with the dowager, who hadn’t needed a coat.

Breakfast and a broken arm.

And an end of all easy assumptions, all confidence in what humans believed about atevi
intentions and the atevi’s choices for their future.

That breakfast had led him here, whereverhere was beginning to be.

Down, now, increasingly down, anillusion of falling through space faster and faster, weightlessfor a
moment.

Then here.
Here



Suddenly at rest, when intellect knew they weren’t: that the ship was till going faster than a
planet-bred imagination eesily grasped.

But down felt down again, asif it had never been different—at least a planet-habituated stomach felt
very reassured by the current state of affairs. The safe universe had fractured and someone had fixed it.
Very nice, very reassuring.

That meant they had arrived. Space had straightened itsalf out. And he had to move. Quickly, by Jase
'S advisement.

He got up, and Jago got up.

“We'll go uptothebridge,” he said, asif he proposed atrip down the hal at home. Thoughts were
suddenly easier. Heremembered things. Onedidn’t have to nal every thought to the wall.

But now hewasn’t sure any of his prior reasoning about the log records made thorough sense.

Jago tugged her jacket smooth. He adjusted his coat. They went out to find Banichi. Staff had turned
out into the corridor, too, understanding that events would flow rapidly inthisarriva.

“Thisisthe senior captain speaking,” the intercom speskers said suddenly. “ Early indications
indicate arrival in Reunion System. General crew will stay in cabins until further notice.”

Theyhad arrived. Banichi met them at the security center, where Asicho waited, ready to take up her
watch at the boards. Narani had accompanied them down the corridor. So did Bin-dandaand Jeladi.
They dl gathered outside the security station, al hishousehold, dl awaiting information and instructions
on which their safety might depend.

All relyingon him.

And in the same ingtant he grasped that distressing thought, the dowager’ s apartment door opened
and the dowager exited her rooms—withCgjeiri intow. In court dress. It was not acasud expedition.

Ilisdi, Cgeiri, Cenedi. One of the senior staff carried afair-sized packet wrapped in atablecloth—
lunch, one grestly feared.

Theyhad notions where they were going.
Cgeiri, too, had asmal wallet tucked under hisarm, which Bren feared was not lunch.

And had he somehow implied, in his general muzziness, that the senior captain had clearedthem to
come up? There was nothing that stopped atida waveor the aji-dowager once assumptions had gone
thisfar. She was dressed. Shewasin motion.

And, granted Sabin was going to have the proverbid litter of kittens, the dowager was aresource the
paidhiin could well use close & hand if things came unhinged.

“Go,” Ilisdi said with an impeatient wave of her cane, asif she were not the one arriving late. “ Go, go,
nadiin. For what do we wait?’

“Nandi.” Bren stood aside to prefer her and Cajeiri, and both their bodyguards folded in behind.
Cha{ote—r' Five
«»

The senior cgptain would be too busy to lodge strong objections, Bren said to himself,
watching thelift level indicator flick numbers past. And the captain did expect him, and expected help.



“The ship-aiji believes we have indeed arrived at our destination, aiji-ma,” he said asthelift rose.
“Oneign’t quite sure how they know, but one supposes they find familiar indications.”

Ilisdi gave anindelicate snort. “Hightime.”

Thelift stopped &t its appointed level. The doors opened and they walked out into that neck of the
lift foyer that had no view of the bridge, only of the administrative offices beyond.

So far, so good.

Jase stood in view, beside the short screening wall. The lift noise had not gone unnoticed. Whatever
his opinion, Jase kept perfectly deadpan, poker-stiff as they walked toward him, beyond that curtain
wall and into full view of the bridge. Captain Sabin, in those narrow aides of techs at consoles, stood
there, watching over the Situation, occupied, at the moment, at aconsolein themiddieaide.

“Four jump seatsto your right,” Jase muttered in Ragi. “Emergency cabinet is next to them. Go there
if dert sounds”

Bren spotted the seats and the access—the takehold cabinet was, in effect, the curtain wall itsdlf, and
their party certainly exceeded the safety seting.

Then Sabin passed a cold glance over the atevi invasion, and strode toward them.

“Mr. Cameron.” The voice of doom.

“Additiond opinions, ma’am. A vauable point of view.”

“Thekid isapoint of view?’

“| assure you there’ll be no disturbance, Captain.” Bren fervently hoped so, and said, in Ragi, “One
must wait in patience, aiji-ma. There are seats over there for you and the young gentleman, should you
wish, and one advisestheir use. Thismay be hoursin progress.”

“We shall undoubtedly avail ourselves of the chairs, paidhi-ji.” llisidi leaned on her cane and looked
about her. There was no genera image view, except one small screen forward, which was
uninformatively black, and Ilisidi scanned it, and the genera surrounds. “ So. Hardly more than a security
gation. And where will Reunion be?’

“Far distant, nand’ dowager,” Jase said, interceding. “Even so the shipisgoing very fast inthe
direction of the star, about which one will find three very large planets. Reunion orbits the one nearest to
thesun.”

“There are no persons on these planets, is this so, Jase-nandi?’

Ever so careful of the protocols. a consderate honor from the dowager in Jase’ s native territory—to
which Jase gave an ever-so-little bow, Ragi-style. “ The dowager is of course correct. They’re hardly
more than balls of naturd gas and nitrogen.”

“Fertilizer.” The dowager gave awry laugh. “ So. So. Let us not interrupt your work, ship-aijiin.”

“Nand’ dowager.” Correct addressfor agreat lady no longerhis lady: Jase used the remote, not the
persona ma —and drew aside to continue, as Sabin did, adow patrol of the aides among the four rows
of technicians.

Everything was going well. Very well. They were ill dive. Sabin had, with abaeful sare, accepted
their hep. But there was noise from the lift nearby, unregistered in the moment.

Thelift had gone down: not unusud. The car resded in mid-levels. But now it ascended a second
time, opened its door and let out, God help them, Ginny and her chief engineer, Jerry; and one now had
to ask how many they could cram into that emergency cabinet if the ship had to move.

“What’ sthis?” Sabin had stepped into line of vision, too, and confronted the Mospheirans. Jerry had



also brought, one saw, a sack lunch—Ilike Mospheirans on holiday, Bren thought, the pernicious nationa
habit. Dared one say it lent avery surred feding to the moment?

“Mord support,” Ginny said. “And advice, where needed.”

“Hell,” Sabin said sharply, gave Bren awithering look—Ididn’t was the gut-level response, but he
kept that useless protest behind histeeth, and Sabin forbore to order the ot of them off the bridge.
“Keegpit quiet. And keep out of my way.”

“Takehold shdlter,” Bren advised the newcomers quietly, with agesture toward the cabinet. Ginny
and Jerry took alook and had that information.

So they were dl represented here aft of the bridge—all there but the residents of the ship, the run of
the crew who ran the systems that didn’t have to do with conditions outside the hull.

The ones Ramirez had lied to o early, the last time they’ d made this approach.

Onewondered if there was, thistime, alive video feed bel owdecks—or—so basic was the
supposition that what one saw on the monitor was red—one had to wonder if what was up there a the
moment in front of the bridge crew wasred.

Jase would know. Surely Jase would know.

And one reminded onesdf that Sabin, with al her other faults, had taken astand in favor of truth. At
least she had advertised that to be the case.

Shewouldn’t possibly lie about that.

Would she?

“Mani-ma.” Whisper from Caeiri. “May one see the screens up close?’
“One certainly may not, great-grandson.”

“What are they doing, mani-ma?’

“What the ship-aiji bidsthem do, young sir, and awise young sir would leavethem to do it
undistracted before they crash this ship.”

“Onewould never digtract them, mani-ma. One only—"

Thump! went the ferrule of the cane againgt the deck. Ginny and her companion jumped. Technicians
jumped. Both captains turned to |ook.

And, mesting utter atevi and M ospheiran propriety, the two captains turned back to their work. The
technicians never had looked away from the screens and instruments, not aone.

Bren took a deep breath.

“Iseverything dl right?’ Ginny asked.

“Oh, ordinary,” Bren said. “ The young aiji would liketo seetheview.”
“Sowouldwedl,” Ginny said.

Presumably the image above them was indeed valid asit shifted... magnified, became centered on
twin points of light.

A sar? A planet?

They stood in slence alengthy period of time, Cgeiri fidgeting with his pockets, and his parcdl, and
findly recaiving areprimand.

Theview shifted again, and the points of light became larger, and resolved into adisc and adimmer
point, dimmer, flickering, and resolving, and resolving again as Sabin and Jase moved routinely from



dation to sation.

The next resolution shut out the brighter object entirely. The smaler light source became very likely a
gpace gation, rotating, showing one great dark patch.

“Isthat wherewe’ re going, nandiin-ji?’ Caeiri asked.

“One believes s0, young sir,” Cenedi answered him.

‘g

“Hush,” Ilisidi said sharply, and added: “If waiting tires you, you may go St in your room, young Sir.”
“No, mani-ma.”

Theimage grew clearer, dowly, dowly. Jase drifted near in his patrol of the room.

“The crew isseeing this, nadi?’ Bren asked in Ragi.

“Onebelieves s0,” Jase said under his breath. “ One hopes so. What we’ re seeing iswhat we hope
to see a this point. The station doesn’t know we're here, yet, unlessthere’ s an darm we don’t know
about. They’ll respond soon, if there’ sanyone dive, but we' re two hours sixteen minutes and some-odd
seconds out from their answer, nadiin-ji. You' |l see acounter start to run on that screen once we know
our initial Sgna has reached them. We have transmitted afocused sgndl, aimed tightly at them.”

Jase moved off. Bren trandated for Ginny and her companion, quietly.

“Theghip’sten yearslate,” Ginny muttered to him. “No big surprise if whoever wasligening ison tea
break.”

“No big surprise,” Bren agreed, and trandated the remark for the dowager and the rest, who thought
it funny. Even Cageri got thejoke, and wanted to know when the promised numberswould turn up.

“Onewill point it out,” Cenedi said, and just then the numbers did appear in the corner of the screen.
“There. One hasthat long to wait.”

Caeri looked. And fidgeted.
“Will we do nothing e se, nandiin-ji?’

“A small boy could go back to the nursery,” 1lisdi said sternly, and Cgeiri clutched his packet and
stood stock Hill for aremarkabl e fifteen minutes before he heaved asigh.

Another before the feet had to move.

The dowager’ s cane came down gently on the offending foot.
“One regrets, mani-ma.”

“Good,” llisidi sad sharply.

They waited. And waited. A quarter, then ahaf hour crawled past with no movement at al from the
boy.

One hesitated to suggest again that the dowager Sit. She was veteran of the court in Shgjidan, where
standing was atest of endurance and will. She had the boy for witnessto any weskness.

But the cane was not al for show.

They stood another half hour and more. Bren tried to think of a courteous way to suggest again they
rest, and found none.

Thenlliddi lifted her cane and pointed to the jump seats againgt the takehold cabinet. “We shdl s,
Cenedi-ji.”



“Yes,” Cenedi said, and certainly with relief. They moved to et down two of the jump seets.
Ilisdi sat down. Motioned to Cgeiri to Sit. There were three other seats. “Paidhi-ji. Gin-nadi.”

Persons of equivaent rank might sit. Bren accepted the honor gratefully, and rlayed the invitation to
Gin, who sengbly did come and st down, accepting her lordship, leaving Jerry to stand.

The numbers ran on the screen. Jase and Sabin continued their dow patrol of the aides and C1 made
abrief statusreport to the genera crew: “ Stuation normal on the bridge. Still awaiting response
window relative to station. We have Reunion Sation in long-view. Channel oneis currently
providing that image.”

They sat. Cgeri’s packet proved nothing more dire than abook, which evidently the dowager
approved—or accepted as anecessity for young nerves. Bren found himsdlf trying to see the book title,
trying to seeany information at dl to distract an information-hungry brain, but he couldn’t quite manage.
So they dl waited. Distances were large and information crawled over inconceivable dark spaces.

Jase and Sabin spoke together for amoment. The station image suddenly grew more distinct. No
exterior lights showed, none of the navigationd blinkers operating on the mast. A source of flicker
showed astrailing debris from amassive dark area of destruction.

The clock ticked down toward the reply window. Anticipation on the bridge was papable.
The clock entered negative territory; and time ran. Anticipation began to curdle.

“Isit not past time?’ Caeiri asked—having learned perfectly well to read human numbers. He had
closed hisbook and held it againgt his chest.

“Itis, indeed, young gentleman,” Ilisdi said. “Which may mean many things, including the possibility
that we are too late to effect arescue. Or that the one person on watch has decided to read a book.
Hush, and ligten.”

“What if —7'
4] HUQ’].”

Caeiri hushed, and with worried looks at the display, reopened his book and buried himsdlf init. The
sentiment was much the same among the techs. And the captains. Gin Kroger frowned, saying not a
word. Bren exchanged aworried ook with Banichi and Jago.

“Might we have sandwiches?’ Cgeiri asked eventudly, in thelong crawl of time.
“Theaiji’ sheir done may have asandwich,” Ilisdi said, “while hiseldersworry.”
A amdl slence. “1 nolonger fed hungry, mani-ma”

“When the crew hasrefreshment,” Ilisdi said, * thenwould be appropriate.”
“Yes, mani-ma.”

Cqeri dutifully returned to hisbook. Bren longed to get up, to pace the deck, to ask Jase what he’d
said to Sabin and what Sabin had said to him—~but his questions did no good, no more than Cgjeiri’s,
and he kept them to himsdlf.

“Thisis Cl. As yet thereis no response from the station. Stand by,”

Natura caution, Bren said to himself. The Sation, if there was anyone receiving, had likely to advise
itsown officers, review the situation, decide to respond to adistant signd.

“Captain.” A communiceationstech flashed asignal. Sabin was over therein an instant. So was Jase,
They looked like two rescuees from adrowning.
“Wehavesgnd,” Sabin said doud. “A smple hall.” And to the technicians: “Put me through. Put



two-way communications on generd address, bridge excluded.” She lifted her personal comm to
gpesking range. “ Thisis Captain Sabin,CS Phoenix , inbound, ETA inyour vicinity Sxteen hours
fifty-ax minutes. Hello, Reunion.”

Digtantly, from the adminigtrative corridor, asit would on every deck, breaking centuries of
precedent, her voice echoed, marginaly time-lagged.

Notimelag at dl within the corridors... compared to the astronomica distancesinvolved in their
communication.

Atevi, however, needed quick information.

“A sgna has comefrom the station,” Bren trandated the Situation quietly, ashe sat. “ Sabin-alji has
identified hersdlf vocaly and given, human reckoning, Sixteen hoursfifty-sxminuta asour arival.”

“Sixteen and thirty-eight,” Ilisidi said, ingtantly converting the awkward number. .. not fdlicitous, but
certainly trandtory, asthe ship was rushing toward that goal, making the gap tighter and tighter.He hadn’t
been able to reckon that far that fast, and should have, he redlized to his chagrin, if hisbrain weren’t
overladen with human concerns and racing in adozen directions a once.

“We contain the numbers of dl theworld,” he murmured, “whichare fortunate, aiji-ma.”

“Andwe are not superdtitious country folk.” Ilisidi sat with hands about the shaft of her cane, ina
human chair that would have been inconveniently low for the mgority of the atevi saff. A seet on his
scdeand Ginny’s. And Cgjeiri’ s. “But do they then trust thisreply as genuine, Bren-paidhi?’

“I don’t think Sabin-aiji necessarily trusts anything in thissituation,” he said, ”but yes, aiji-ma, there’s
acertain rush to accept this welcome as reasonable and expected.”

“Ard?’

“The gtation authorities may well view uswith suspicion after years of delay in our return. Wedon’t
even know for certain Ramirez-aji |eft here on their misson—or on hisown.”

“The residents should have lft thisinconveniently located outpost and saved usthe bother. And they
chose not to vacate.”

“Yes, aji-ma”
“Unreasonable, by any logic.”

Indeed, not thefirst time atevi had posed that nagging question. Not thefirst timethey’ d discussed it
on thisvoyage.

“One certainly wishes one knew why beforewe arrive,” he said. “I have some doubt that even
Sabin-aiji is confident that things are as Ramirez-aiji recorded them.”

On the other side, Reunion must have concluded, from their nine year delay, that there hadn’t been
fud waiting, indicating apolitical Stuation or atechnicd failure, or possibly theloss of the ship itsdif. If
things had gone idedlly, from the Station’ s point of view, the ship would surely have coasted up to the
gation at the atevi star, gotten fuel asfast as possible, and been back in short order.

Inthe nine, ten years counting Ramirez’ strangit to Alpha, depend on it, any survivors a Reunion had
had ample time and motive to implement optionsthat no longer includedPhoenix .

And now, suddenly, here wasPhoenix back again to upset their efforts at self-rescue, efforts
potentiadly involving power struggles and reputations. More, in their eyes, the ship would come freighting
in God knew what business from Alpha, with dl its questions. On onelevd, if thingswere lessthan
disastrous here, Reunion authorities might question very closdly whatPhoenix had found. Andthat didn’t
help their mission run smoothly.



Figureit. If there were two humans, there were two sides, and if both had a pulse, politics would be
a work somewherein the business.

Getting here involved one set of problems. Now that they were down to another set, the politics of
the station itsalf, he discovered his heart beating asif he’ d climbed atall, tall flight of stairs, nothing to do
with physica exertion and everything to do with decades of preparation that had brought him into this
gtuation. It wasn't ahigh-gpeed train of events—or it was, as planets saw time—as nations changed and
rose and fdl; in human terms; it moved like land-creep, but in terms of finite human beings supposed to
be wise and to make the right decisions, time both dragged and flickered past, and Sabin’ s Stated
number of hours was far too long to worry and far too short atime to do anything crestive.

Hecould represent the colonists, or pretend to: he had been the idand representative once upon a
time. Atevi weren’t the first surprise they should spring on the residents of Reunion: Ilisidi would surely
agreeto that.

And he assuredly was about to have ajob to do, if talk had begun to flow.

“The ship has begun to talk with the station, aiji-ma. | think | should place mysdf at the ship-aiji’s
disposd.” He said much the sameto Ginny Kroger: “1’m going to go stand somewherein Sabin’ s easy
reach inthisreply cycle. | think we' re running stable enough.”

He got up and walked into the aides. His purposeful approach to the operations area brought a
glance from Sabin. An answering dow gpproach on Jase’ s part intercepted him for a private word.

“How do you think we’' redoing?’ Bren asked him quietly.
“Toowdll &t thispoint,” Jase said. “ Scarily well.”

Sabin walked over, hands locked behind her, muscle working in alean jaw. “Holding conference,
gentlemen?’

“Offering my services where useful, captain. Asadtart, with al duerespect, 1’ d advise not telling
dation authorities everything about us.”

“Oh, I’ d certainly concur there, Mr. Cameron. By along way not haf about us. And if we'reredly
lucky we can refud before we have to tll them athing about our passenger list or our intentions.”

“One believesthey’ll have long since taken their own survival measures, invested reputations and
effort, developed an emotiona charge on their own course. Resentment of usfor not coming back
immediately. Suspicion now that we have come back. | wouldn't be surprised at that.”

“You'rejust aprophet of dl kinds of trouble, aren’t you, Mr. Cameron?’

“Certainly best we don’t rush out of the ship and hold afarewell party on dockside.”

“I don’t think | had any such intention.”

“I’m sure not. Here’ sanother item. They’ |l contest your command versustheir authority.”
A little Slence and asidelong look.

“You know I’'mright,” Bren said.

“You'rejust full of opinions, Mr. Cameron.”

“| advisetheadji in Shgjidan, who' soutlived al expectations. | advise you defy any order to meet
them outsde the ship.”

“Son of abitch , Mr. Cameron.”

“Yes, ma’am. At your service. Continualy. They’ re the authority that’ s run human affairsfor the last
severa hundred years. Their ideas haven’t worked damned well. We dl think it’ stime there was anew



authority. And not even for fuel should you give astep backward.”
“Go on, Mr. Cameron, asif | have no imagination of the Situation.”

“I’m sure you do, captain. And if we assume theyordered Ramirez to go to the original base, secure
it, refuel and get back, we can assume they don'’t plan to be taking your orders when you show up, do
they?”

“Kegpgoing.”

“Two, they expect Ramirez. Three, they’ve had al these yearsto figure out thingsdidn’t go
according to plan back where we come from. So they’ll immediately ask you what happened to Ramirez
and what took so long. If you say, refueling, they’ Il know immediately that the station we come from
waan't exactly waiting for your return. If you say we had to get the locals back into space and build the
whole apparatus to refud, they’ Il wonder what €lse went on. They know the planet isinhabited. And that
leads step by step to other questions, such asthe reason | suspect Ramirez was courting aiens rather
than go to Alpha’ s colonistsin thefirst place—I think they’ re scared of finding an dternativehuman
agency set up back a Alpha, offering opposition to them. And numerous hard-headed humans, tending
to subvert the Guild vison for humanity. 1" m willing to be your token colonigt authority and lie through
my teeth, and try to diminish those fears.

“A wholelot of hdpwe’'vegot,” Sabin said. “Help from your dien dlies, and pushy hdp froma
self-gppointed advisor.”

“Yes, ma'am,” Bren said, “exceedingly pushy. | have avested interest in having you in charge, not
them.”

“Y ou think so, do you?’

“You' vetold us Ramirez was up to something. I’ m sure Ogun knew it. | know you knew it. | know
you and Ogun aren’t precisaly on the same program. But if you like the idea of turning yourself and your
ship and crew over to the people that have gotten this station in need of arescue, you'reflat crazy, and |
don’t think that’ sthe case.”

Sabin lifted one eyebrow. And looked at Jase. “ Does he talk to the aiji that way?”
“Yes” Jasesad.

“Thefact is, we haven’t won. We won't be hafway toward winning thisuntil we' re fueled, loaded,
and on our way back. Reunion could have solved al of their problems and ours smply by boarding
Phoenix on your last cdl here. They didn’t do that. So they have another plan, involving somelinkageto
Alpha, and Alpha’ s postion isvery blunt: fold operations, come under ship rule, and stop bothering the
neighbors. Do you think you’ re going to get what you want out of them?”

“Go entertain your diens.”
“Advice, captain, smply advice”

“No place for adamned atevi kid,” Sabin muttered. “No place for the whole damned lot of you. Y ou
have your assumptions. But we can’t go blazing in there laying down conditions to the Guildmaster, Mr.
Cameron. Fud first. Then we read them the rules as they’ re going to be.”

“If thereisfud.”

“If thereisfud. If thereisn’t, then I’ Il most certainly call on Ms. Kroger to take our own measures
and you’ll doubtless have aword on that, too. Meanwhile, we' re not near docking yet. Go sit down and
don’t distract my crew with your predictions.”

She hadn’t asked the station about the fuel situation. She hadn’t presented any |ong-distance chatter,
nothing friendly, nothing as ebullient aslong-logt friends meeting. Was he surprised they weren't legping



up and down and cheering on the bridge, either?
Sabin walked off.
“She appreciated the advice,” Jase said.
Bren raised an eyebrow.

“I work with her,” Jase said. “ She’ son dert. She’ sglad we got here, but she’s spooked. She’snot
trusting anything she sees. She appreciates a cross-check of observations.”

Sabin wasn’t stupid. Thank God.

He went back to the small gathering of atevi and Mospheirans, relayed the gist of the discussion and
his own speculations, in Ragi and in Mosphe’. And sat down and waited.

“Isthe stationmaster Htill talking to us, nandi?’ Cgjeri asked.

“Weride so very far from the station that we have to wait for their answersto reach us. Like seeing
lightning and listening for the thunder. This distance is ever so much farther than we ordinarily consider
on aplanet. So the captain talks and waits; the station talks and waits. By the time the station answers
the captain’ s questions, the captain has had time to it down to teaand think about it.”

“Thiscould take dl day!”

“ And tomorrow, too, young Sir, but remember the ship is moving, no matter how it feds. We're
going there quite steadily. So the interval between question and answer grows shorter and shorter.”

“Agtonishing, nandi.”
The dowager had thwackedthat respectful courtesy into the young rascal.

“Itis, young Sr. Astonishing to usal.” Herecadled his own boyhood, sitting through adult feuds,
intimately involved in the outcome and unableto read the signals passing over hishead. “ Trandation:
matters with the station are going better than we expected. There are people on the station and they can
talk to us. If we'revery lucky everything will bein order and we can do what we came to do and go
home.”

“But | want to seethe gation first!”

The dowager boxed ayoung ear. Gently so, but sternly. “Y our elders have more serious businessto
consder, young Sir.”

“Yes, mani-ma.”

One could understand. The dowager hersdf likely shared the sentiment. The atevi delegation was on
forma manners, stting and standing. Ginny and her companion were uncharacteristicaly quiet and
olemn.

“Going too well,” Ginny said, next to him. ”Worriesme.”
“If it goesthiseasly,” Bren said under hisbreath, ”it’ sthefirs timeinthisGuild’ shistory.”
Ginny cast him alook. Shewas Maospheiran. She knew.

He sat. Hewaited. Eventudly a station response came in and Sabin queried back, giving little
information, but asking for the condition of the mast where they would dock.

Jase came to them shortly after. “The captain is ordering up food and drink for the bridge. The shift is
not going to change. Would you wish anything, nandiin?’

“Hot tea,” Ginny sad.

“We have our own resources, ship-aiji,” the dowager said. “But oneis grateful.”



“Nand’ dowager.” Jase bowed, and went back.

The galley order arrived in duetime. Bridge crew ate at their posts. Atevi and Mospheirans opened
up their small picnic lunches and ate, standing and sitting, in decorous quiet.

Information regarding the mast seemed to have comein: zenith mast was undamaged: one couldn’t
say as much for the nadir.

“We go on routine approach,” Sabin said.
After so much, so long. Routine. That initself was surredl.

Bren was thinking that when atechnician moved suddenly and ared blinking quarter hit at least half
the screens on the bridge.

Sabin leaned to look more closaly at that intrusion; Jase did.

Bren stood up and in the same ingtant saw Sabin pass an order he couldn’t hear. He walked back
acrossthat intangible line, back into aideswhere screens il blinked red without explanation.

Jase met him, while Sabin stayed in close conference with the senior navigator.

“ Armaments have been called up,” Jase said in Mosphe’. “ Something out there just pinged us. Not
from the gation.”

“Damn,” Bren breathed.

“Damn, for sure. Maybe amining craft. But it could aso be targeting. We' ve been spotted by
something.”

Tripledamn. He' d just been settling into the comfort of their success and now they might not exist
another hour.

Not that he hadn’t asked himsdlf for the last year what they ought to do if this happened.
“Any evidence of mining operaions?’

“It’ sabig solar system. We haven’t gotten any word from station about other activity. Moreto the
point, theoriginisn’t in aregion wherewe’ d expect mining.” Jase was scared too. It wasin his eyes.

“Moving source, or something that’ s been there, al dong?’

“ Seems stationary. Our wavefront apparently just reached round-trip, usto them, them to us.
Whoever it is. We've got continua signa now, and it’ snot showing motion.”

“Did we ping them back?’ All the while he was thinking about Ramirez’ s response, the dead-ship
dlence. “What's Sabin ordered?”’

“We'rewaiting in slence,” Jase said, that damnable word,sllence , that governed their whole
gtuation. That governed the Pilots’ Guild’ s approach to the universe.

Deep breath. “No. Broadcast ahail. Noisy as possible. No more tight focus.”

“Y our adviceisnoted, Mr. Cameron,” Sabin said. She could come up silently. She had, dmost at his
elbow. “It’s one option. But we're closer to Sation than toit. I’ ve queried ation. They’ Il answer. We'll
brake early. If it’samissile response we get, that creates atargeting problem.”

“Yes, ma’am, but I’ d prepare a broadcast in the event we need it.”
“We can broadcastMary Had a Little Lamb and whatever’ s out there won’t know the difference.”

That happened to betrue. On the verbal level. “ Send a pattern response. Three blinks. Asthey did
thefirgt time they met Ramirez. Something that at last sounds like an attempt a communication.”

“We'll consider that option. Meanwhile, gentlemen, we’ re doing atake-hold.”



“It’ s going to be evident when we brake, captain, won't it, and maybethey’ll takeit for ahogtile act
if theengines show activity..."

“We have to brake to dock, Mr. Cameron. They may want to critique our approach path, too, but in
the meanwhile we hope station has an answer for us, what that noise sourceis. Advise granny, there,
Srenwill sound.”

“Yes, ma' am,” he said, and walked back to the dowager. “ One should prepare, aiji-ma, for a
maneuver of considerable strength and suddenness. | would advise the safety cabinet at thistime rather
than the seats. Some other presenceis out beyond the ordinary limits of station activity. One suspectsa
hostile presence.”

“Arewegoing to fight?’ Cgeiri asked, risng.

“Hush, wretched boy.” Ilisidi leaned on her cane and rose giffly, to take his advice. “ Prudence
should lead vaor. Have you never heard that?’

“Gin,” Bren sad. “Insde. We don’t know if there’ sgoing to be emergency action, but they don’t
want loose bodies flying about.”

“I’ll skip that experience,” Ginny said, and ordered Jerry into the L-shaped enclosure.

They il had aview: the screen at the end of the safety compartment, on a padded wall, showed the
bridge, and in awindow overlaid on that image, the image from space—the tation. They likewise had
audio, Sabin’slow voice, and the flow through C1.

“What are they saying?’ Cgeiri wanted to know.

“The captainisgiving technica ingtructions, young Sir,” Bren answered, setting his back againgt the
padded wall, hoping at the same time that their whole mission didn’t come to a sudden end.

Siren sounded.

Then Sabin’ svoice overrode the chatter, loud and clear, on general address: “ We're beginning a
series of small maneuvers preparatory to station approach. Stand by.”

Lie. Damnedlie . Bren drew asharp breath, al but exploded out of the safety zone, out where, if
they hit the brakes, he could go splat againgt the other bulkhead, or up on that nice big viewing screen,
untidy objection quashed. But he stayed put. He didn’t go argue the point, on the bridge, in front of all
the techs, that truth to the crew might be agood policy. It wasreflex, waswhat it was. Given astuation,
given achoice between truth and shading it—it was dtill the same choices.

One hoped to God Sabin’ s current maneuver with the ship wastheright one. Braking wasn’t exactly
what Ramirez had done. Not quite. And could it look hostile?

“What havethey said, paidhi-ji?’ llisidi asked him.

“Theship-aji damsthisisdl preparatory to docking. Thismay even be partidly true, aji-ma. But it
isaso maneuvering so asto confuse a possible enemy. Whom they refuse to contact. And one does not
believe thisslenceiswise, either regarding the crew, or the watcher out there.”

The ship braked. Hard and fast, as he’ d suspected. He braced himself. Held his bregth.
Theinvisble hand lifted. Let them breathe.
“Shal one not advise the ship-aiji of thisopinion, nandi?’ Cenedi asked.

“I intend to, nadi-ji.” He was more and more set on arguing his point. Ramirez had been wrong.
Slence had been wrong.

Another gentle nudge.



And silence continued from the speakers.
“Arewethereyet?’ Cgeri asked. “Nandiin, are we—7’
Hardbraking.

“Mr. Cameron to the bridge.”

Sabinwascdlinghim ?

Hedidn’t hestate. He smply turned to the Side againgt the padding and dived out into the open
bridge, already planning his next hand-hold, on the end of the third row of consoles. He made that, and
the ship stayed inertial. He made his next move hafway down the aide, where Jase and Sabin both
stood, not using handholds at this particular moment.

Safe. Free. If onebdievedit.

“Mr. Cameron,” Sabin said, and to someone elsewhere: “Put the transmission through to station
fifteen.”

Station fifteen was the console nearest. That screen display changed and became a set of numbers
and geometrica figures. It looked like navigationd problems.

“We're instructed to come ahead and hard dock at the masthead,” Sabin said. “ Ordinary procedure.
Guild authority says, quote, that there’ s been an observer lurking out there for years doing very little,
Unquote. It’ swaked up on our gpproach, made itsfirst active assay of the sationinalong time. They’re
receiving that output, too. Passive input and long-range optics would be just as efficient observation for
itsordinary operations. It was sitting out there listening, it heard us pass, and heard station answer—and
woke up. We're not sure why whoever it is needed first to come dlive and betray their presenceif they
don’'t meanto tak. If it’ stargeting, and if there’ s something on itsway, it’ slikely going to havefired on
the expected path toward docking. Which we’re behind. There’ sno reason, ether, why they wouldn’t
just fire a the sation if they were going to—takeit al out. What’ syour best observation of the Situation,
Mr. Cameron?*

Good question.
“How many pings?”
“S'rgle.”

“Single output. Last time, three blinks. If itwas the same entity.” He dealt with atevi so exclusively he
began to think the numbers themsalves had significance. And one couldn’t assumethat. Daren’t assume
it. “A, they’rearobot. B, they’ re more interested in watching than in destroying. C—they’ re wanting our
attention and they want to see if we're smart enough to have learned anything in ten years.”

Sabin nodded dowly. “Captain Graham would agree. Next question. A’spossible. Why B?’

“Why B? To seewhat kind of traffic this place gets... one ship, two, ahundred... and where those
ships come from, and where they go.”

“The atevi plangt,” Jase said in alow voice. “They’ Il have that pegged, at least what vector we’'ve
come in from. Long range optics can do way too much once they start looking.”

“How long can have they been here?’ Bren asked. “Were they here, for instance, whenPhoenix did
her last lookover and |eft toward Alpha? Isthat possible?’

“Good question,” Sabin said. “1 don’t know. If they were, they weren’t in our pickup. But | wasn't
on the bridge that day.”

“C, captain. C.Have we learned anything ?| advise we go toward them. Slowly. Go toward them.”
Sabin shot him adark and frowning look, then turned her back and started away from him.



He wedged himsdlf past a seet, past her, and firmly blocked her path. “ On review of thelog, captain,
my concluson. Mybest advice. Issue asgna. Approach them. It’ s exactly what the Guild hasn’t tended
to do. It may be the one thing you ought to do. Be forthcoming.”

Sabin turned, glanced from him to Jase. And around them, not a single tech had taken eyes from their
work to see argument around the senior captain.

“I agreewith him,” Jase said in alow voice.

“Thenwhat?" Sabin asked. “Do we have a conclusion for this adventure? Perhaps we rush over
there and tir up something we don’t know how to dedl with.”

“Y our predecessor stirred something up, got asignd, refused to respond, |eft on adiversionary
track, and they didn’t take one of those manueverskindly. Atevi ssy—and | asked them—that Ramirez
gave ahogtile gopearance in his behavior, smply by remaining mute. Then by leaving and trying to
decelve. Solet’sat least do something se”

Sabin looked at him. Poised, on the brink.

“So maybethey’regoing toignore us,” she sad. “By dation’ sinformetion, they’ veignored the
dation for years.”

“Imitating Ramirez? Imitatinghis actions?’

“ After blowing hell out of the gation,” Sabin muttered.

“Maybe preparatory to blowing hdll out of usif we just cruise over to the station, dock, and sit.”
“So we're going to go over to the dien ship and dowhat 7’

“Play it aswe mest it, captain. It’swhy we're here. I’ m not afraid to board them, mysdif, if that’s
what it comesto.” Not afraid was alig, but it was an offer he saw no recourse but to make. “ Get me
over there. I'll doit.”

“The hell you say. Get you there, but we're dl therein the same ship.”

“Don’t ignore the contact we just had. My best advice. We were touched. They asked a question.
Give back the same. Three blinks. Same frequency, same pace as before. Y ou want to bet it doesn’t
have arecord of thelast encounter? Or that there’ sno culturd logic behind that output? 1’ d rather bet on
that course of action than on going into dock right now.”

Sabin stood 4till, &t least, gazing dead at him. “Y ou’ re crazy.”

Bren shook his head. “ An opportunity. An opportunity. What do we do? Go in there, tie ourselves
down at dock and diminish our range of responses? Including getting out of here, captain, as|
understand is<till apossibility right now.”

A long, long gare. “You think s0.”

“Y ou asked my opinion. | baseit on al theinformation | have. Can wesee this ship? Do we know
how it’ s shaped, what it looks like, how it’ s configured?’

“Not damned informative. C3. Give usimage, centra screen.”

A dimimage flashed up. It could have been arock. If it had color, it was brownish black, a
collection of irregularly arranged panels suspended around a core of indefinite shape, showing no lights
at dl at the moment.

“Doesit tell you anything?” Sabin asked him.
“No,” he had to admit.
Sabin folded her arms, gazed at the screen. Then a him. “And how are you going to talk to this ship



oncewe engageit?’

“I’ll havetofind out,” Bren said. “ That’ swhat | do, captain. That’s what Ramirez trained Jase to do,
and Ramirez made afatal decision when he decided to back off and wait for another try, when his
trandator was older and better prepared. This isthat next opportunity. If we don’t take them up on that
invitation to communicate—if there’ sany symmetry about their actions—who knows? Theymay hit
Alpha, the way they hit here.”

Sabin looked at him, asidelong glance, on that last. Looked away, then. And back. “A basic rule of
intelligence, Mr. Cameron—you can chase just one more certainty and one more piece of information
just onefata step too far. At acertain point you have to quit listening and go with best guesses. We don't
know the situation on the station, do we? And we don’t know the Situation out there.”

“We need answers,” Jase said. “We're not going to get them on the station. If we get thet far.”

“Oh, I’'min favor of answers, second captain. We're on our origind course, not quite on the original
schedule, s0if that ship out there fired afew minutes ago, we’ll more likely be spectatorsto afire show.
If we do get astrike, Mr. Cameron, at thefirst sign of asren, dive under the nearest console and brace,
because we’ [l movelong and hard; and you haven’t felt movement yet. Not in thisentire trip. Not in your
life , Mr. Cameron. Right now you have time to get to atakehold and time to get granny to shelter, and |
advise you do that.—Mr. Carson. Docking spot number one, three bright flashes toward our spook.
Stand by for braking, Jorgensen.”

“Yes, ma’'am,” Bren said. And moved, not even pausing for aglance at Jase. The ship was acting—
God save them, Sabin was taking the action Ramirez had ducked.

He reached the shelter and repeated that warning in Ragi, for the company. “Prolonged strong
movement. Everyone mugt stay in the shelter, nadiin-ji. This Stuation may continue awhile or change
suddenly.” Five-deck would hear. Trust Asicho for that.

A dren sounded.

“ Sabin here. Take hold, take hold, take hold. Alien contact. We are manuvering after sending
signal to alien craft. Sand by.”

God,truth from aPhoenix captain.
Bren wedged himsdlf back in among the rest. Kept his breathing calm and steady.

“Sabin-aiji has sent asignd to theforeign ship,” he said as calmly as he could manage. His breath
seemed inadequate. And the braking hit. The sgna had gone. Three blinks of the ship’ s powerful
docking spots.

Braking let up. “Mr. Cameron.” Jase’ svoice. “ Mr. Cameron to the bridge.”

“Aiji-ma. Nadiin-ji.” He groped for the padded edge of the cabinet and moved, not sure of his
safety, but he answered the summons, asfar as Jase’ s position, againgt a padded wall. “ Jase.”

Sabin was there, too, braced with her back against the same surface.

“Mr. Cameron.”

“Yes ma am.”

“Atevi are hearing that advisement below, too?’

“Yes, ma’am,” Bren admitted.

“Efficient. Kegp it that way.Don’t get in my way. Stand by to answer questions.”

Sabin left the takehold position, walked off, resuming her continual tour. Jase stayed closeto him.



“Scary,” Bren muttered.

“You noticed,” Jase said. “We’'ve sgnded it. We’ ve changed our position in case they fire on our
sgnd.”

“Which dso tdlsthem wefear hodtile action.”
“Shouldn’t we?’

“By our logic. They should figure we thought of it and preferred to talk, not shoot. One hopesthey
think that way.”

A smal moment in which he could scarcely believe he’ d just argued with Sabin on her bridge and
urged the ship to take an aggressive response—hut there wasn’t areasonable dternative. There smply
waan't, within anything he could think of.

And even in that gut-deep human and atevi didike of turning their backs on an enemy, in their choice
to ded with the Situation rather than go on in, ignoring the presence, there was animd ingtinct at work...
agood indtinct, an inginct viablein every stuation that two similarly wired species could jointly think of,
but that didn’t say definitively that no other answer had ever evolved in awide universe. It only said their
behavior was satiticaly likely to be understood, based on a sample of two and based on the limits of
thetrandator’ sown imagination.

“Likely this maneuvering will drag on now for hours,” Jase said. “ It might be an opportunity to
persuade the dowager below. Tdl her it’sfor comfort. Comfort, at least.”

“Thisisthe woman who deegps on sone severd times ayear. Who rides mountain trailsin
thunderstorms. Who took on Cajeiri asaward. | don’t think we'll persuade her easily, Jes-ji.”

“Days, Bren. It could be days working thisal out. With terrible forces, if we have to move. Hard on
thewhole body, evenin shdlter. Tell her that.”

“Onewill posethe question.” He made the short trek to the security cabinet, quickly, economically.
And met arow of dark and light faces all with the same wary, determined expression.

“Jase-aji suggests this maneuver will be extremely long, even days, and that for comfort and dignity—

“No,” llisdi said dbruptly. “Wewill not .go below.”
“Nand’ dowager...”

“Interesting things happen here. Not there. If | were reckless of staff safety | would send after hot
tea,” ll9di said. “1 forego thetea. Inthat, | havetaken my persond precautionsand my staff issettled in
safety. We are very wdl. Gin-nandi isvery well.” Thiswith an al but unprecedented nod toward Ginny
Kroger, who gave anod in turn—aunity of appdling, infdicitoustwo, give or take the ship itself—a
welding of Gin’ s notorious obstinacy to the dowager’ s, which waslegendary. Somehow there had been
basic conversein his absence.

“I convey the respects of the ship-aijiin,” Bren said with alittle bow. “ And urge you al make
yourselves comfortable, but St warily, aji-ma, nandi. One hopes this matter will work itsalf out

peacefully.”

He caught Banichi’ s eye, and Jago’ s, and they extracted themsdves from shdlter, with reief, he was
aure. Heleft, with them in attendance and within easier reach of information at the moment—atevi
presence re-expanded onto the bridge.

He found Jase where he had been, next the take-hold just outside their shelter.
“The dowager declines. Gin declines. | used theword *days.” They’ veformed an dliance.”



Jase didn’t look at him. Jase’ seyes, like Sabin’s, roved continually over the aides, where techs sat
waiting for response. “We have what facilitieswe have up here,” Jase murmured. “We can’t change
them. But if she growsweary, offer my office, my cabin, my bed, for that matter.”

“Onewill do so, nadi-ji, with thanks.”
“For yourself aswell. | want you rested, paidhi-aiji.”
“One undergandsthat aswell.”

Jase reached to his ear and handed him the communications unit, warm from hisskin. “Usethat. |
want you current with our information flow.”

“One concurs.” He pogitioned it in hisown ear, beginning to recelve the very limited cross-chatter of
dation with station, Sabin’ slow-key orders, the ordinary life’ s pulse of the bridge. Jase secured another
unit for himself, meanwhile, from one of the endmost consoles, adjusted it, became available.

“I am now in direct touch with ship’s communications,” Bren muttered to Banichi and Jago. “Make
clear to the dowager Jase’ s offer of hisown cabin, which would afford more comfort and security. Tell
Cenedi first: he may have more luck in argument.”

“A very good ides,” Banichi said, with aside glance at Jago—their information had smultaneoudy
goneto Cenedi and to five-deck. And one hoped the dowager would hear reason.

A desk, achair and abed within easy walk of the bridge, it turned out, was an acceptable idea.
There was not only Jase’ s cabin and Jase’ s office, but Ramirez’ sand Ogun’ s, unoccupied, ample room;
ample means by which experience could be available and out from under foot, and the dowager was not
opposed.

The gtation, meanwhile, answered an earlier time-lagged query. “ The spook’ s been out there for
years. It may be robotic. We instruct you, ignoreit.”

“What groundsto believeit’srobotic?’ Sabin fired back. “ Be advised we are taking measures for
contact.”

That was dl the communication that could flow in that exchange. There followed, from the sation, a
few further queries. “What kept you?’ was one particularly sgnificant, long with: “Who’s in command
at Alpha?’

“Fud load wasn't ready,” was Sabin’ simmeaculately honest answer, dong with, “Loca control, loca
politics, but negotiable.” That could cover anything, including armed conflict. “What changes here? What’
sour fud Stuaion?’

Therewasthe prime question.

Meanwhile galley served more teaand sandwiches, and Narani and the dowager’ s staff sent up
ddlicaciesfor the dowagerand for humans on the bridge—weary bridge crew, crew who'’ d stayed far
longer than their own shift, while below, crew chafed to be out of confinement in quarters. Officers of the
next shift sent wary inquiries, briefing themsalves, abusy, busy flow of conversation on severa channels,
C1to C12. One had never gppreciated how much went on, not even counting the flow of atevi
communications aboard, which was another severa channds.

The dowager took possession of Jase’ s quarters. Bren meanwhile stuck close to the bridge, eating a
sandwich while wandering between the atevi settled into the executive corridor and the human crew in
constant activity on the bridge.

Jase had suggested, not for thefirgt time, that they might take advantage of the moment now go to
shift change. Bren’ s own knees began to protest he’ d stood long enough; and he had no doubt Sabin’s
older bones had to be aching far worse than his as she kept up that dow, mostly silent patrol,



occasondly commenting into the communications flow.

Waiting, hewas sure, for some answer, from some quarter, not likely to rest until it did come, and
now the reply-clock was thirty-two minutesinto negative territory.

Bridge crew took intermittent rests, afew at each console moving about on break, or, by turns, head
pillowed on arms, resting weary eyes, waiting, waiting, waiting.

“ Request you proceed with approach, captain. Explanation after you dock.”

Itwasn’t the positive fuel answer they wanted. It wasn't,we have everything in order, proceed
toward the fueling port .

“They may not anticipate the dlien craft can understand our conversation,” Bren murmured—wishing
that were s0, wishing that the Guild had miraculoudy turned cooperative—or that the dien out there did
understand a common language. There was no proof of either. “One might distrust this request to dock
firg”

“C1, repeat the last query.” That was Sabin’sanswer, cold and calm, asif they hadn’t just waited
the lengthy time for the last inadequate answer, asif sheweren't, likedl of them, aching to have basic
questions settled and to know for certain they had fud. But:do it again , was the response, in essence.
Do it again until we get an answer we like .

And meanwhile, be it admitted, they weren’t doing what station wanted.

Bren felt his own knees protesting. And he walked, and paced, trying to think of al possble angles,
and findly went back to Jase’ s office and sat down in achair opposite Banichi and Jago’ s seat on the
floor.

“ Station hasfailed to answer Sabin-alji’ s Ssmple question regarding available fuel, nadiin-ji. She has
therefore reiterated her question. This give and take of answerswill take, at least, another two hours.”

His bodyguard absorbed that information, respectfully so, noting clearly that Sabin-aiji had not
backed down, and showed no sign of it.

“If it should be alengthy time, then you should nap, Bren+ji,” Jago advised him. “1t seemswe are not
yet ussful.”

It was reasonabl e advice. He had been observing every micro-tick of information flow, fearful of
missing some critical interaction, but found no further adviceto give... Hedidn't like the reticence on the
daion’sgde. If thedien didn’t understand, Sabin was right: they could transmit nursery rhymesand
targeting coordinates with no differencein that ship’ s behavior—and if it did understand—then they had
avery different problem, at once an easer one, but onein which the station would participate, and in
which, inthefud, it might hold akey bargaining item. Most of al hedidn’t like the picture he had: athird
party, themsdlves, arriving in the middle of along standoff, an arrival recognizably dlied to the sation,
talking with it while sgnding the dien presence out there. It looked dl too much like aschoolyard
squabble, palitics on that primitive aleve, and the imbaance of power since their unexpected arriva
here could tip things over the edge.

It would do it fagter if they made awrong move. Two powers had to be refiguring the odds at the
moment, and he hoped the apparently bullied party, the Sation, didn’t suddenly decide to shove things
into acrigswith some demand for action, the rationdity of which they couldn’t assess at a distance.

“Shift change,” C1 announced then, over the general address. “ Crew will go to second shift.”
Be owdecks had waited long enough.

“Sabin speaking,” came asmooth, routine murmur following that. “ Stuation remains much the
same. We have not received adequate answers from station. We have not received a response



from the alien presence. As you move through the ship, bear in mind the location of nearest
takeholds. We will specifically notify crew of any change in the level of alert.”

Sabinwas continuing to inform crew. Give her that. They were going to the second of the ship’ sfour
shifts, onethat properly was her own crew. And evidently shewasn’t going to rest now.

“Wemight rest,” he said. Jago wasright. It was only sensible. “The both of you—one wishesthere
were abed, nadiin-ji.”

“Thefloor is adequate, Bren-ji—room for one’ sfedt, at least. Will the chair suffice?”

“Admirably,” he said, and they rested—Banichi and Jago in full kit, with room to stretch out, at least,

himsdf in apartidly reclined chair, hardly daring shut his eyes, because of the buzz of communicationin
his ear. It became awhite sound, and it was too easy just to go out.

He concentrated al the same, aware from the flow of communications that Sabin, till linked, had
gone temporarily to her own cabin. That there was a shift-change in progress on the bridge.

The ship still waited for response, till waited.

“Guildmaster Braddock speaking,” came suddenly, clearly, the station’ s answer, adifferent voice.
Affirmative on your last query, captain. Don’t take any action toward the outlying ship. Repeat,
take no action. We estimate it’s a robot outputting its observations to some more remote
presence, which may or may not be manned. Your arrival haslit a fire under the situation. Come
inimmediately.”

That did it. Hewasn't going to lie there after that answer, rationd and sensible asit might be on the
surface. He was sure Sabin would head back for the deck like a streak.

Faster. An answer cameimmediately. “ C1, repeat our former query as a response.”
Sabin hadn’t budged aninch.

Damn, he thought. But he approved her obstinacy. If there was any doubt about the fud situation and
they weren’t talking about the dien, he was just as glad she wasn’t takingPhoenix in to become part of
alarger, predictibly orbiting target.

He heartily wished there were better answers out of Reunion. But going out there at the moment
wouldn’t help matters. He had nothing to say.

“Senior captain,” he heard Jase say, and he tried to stay in his semi-rest, expecting Jase to concur in
the response, or to report the shift change complete. “ We have a flash response from the alien. Three
bright pulses.”

Thatwasit. Heflung the chair upright, and moved.

Chapter Six

He and Sabin came out into the corridor at the same moment, Banichi and Jago
close behind him, Cenedi exiting the dowager’ s cabin, Gin and Jerry not far behind.

“It’ snot adamn group tour,” Sabin muttered, ahead of them only by virtue of her cabin’ spogtionin
the corridor. Words floated in her wake and echoed in Bren’ s earpiece. “ Advice, Mr. Cameron.
Advicg!”



“Repest their sgna sequence at the same pace as our answer. Not upping the bet. Duplication, we
can hope, is perceived as neutraly cooperative. | hopeit gains ustime, maybe afurther sgnd to
compare.”

“Second captain. Do you copy? Implement.”
“Implementing,” Jase’ sanswer cameimmediately.

Bridge personnd had al changed. Every seat wasfilled, dl the same, every head directed absolutely
to console screens and output.

“If that should be arobot,” Bren said asthey arrived in Jase’ svicinity, “we might try to caculate the
position of any outlying ingalation by any sgnificant lag intheir reply.”

“Ahead of you, Mr. Cameron,” Sabin said. “We'll beworking on that information.”

“Orit could just represent the lag-timein their decison-making,” he said. ”We' ve dready told them
we' re independent enough thatwe generate answers when station doesn’t. Contact station and get them
tojoin usin another response. Indicate their cooperation with us.”

“Thehdl they’ll do that,” Sabin muttered, but: “C1,” she said. “ Transmission to station. Quote:
Reguest you a so transmit three bright flashes, identical duration, toward spook source. Critica you
comply.”

Bren suffered cold shivers. He' d tried to rest and the body hadn’t quite waked up. The mind,
however, had, caculating possibilities that began to branch and multiply untidily. The hell they’ll do that
. Clearly, by this demonstration and others, thePhoenix senior captain didn’t expect to give the orders
to her Guild. It was becoming critical, and the Guild still thought it ran matters. Not asurprise.

But that thePhoenix senior captain meanwhile prepared to act and make a statement, asmple,
light-flashed statement to match the ship’ sangular:| —that was going to haveits effect later in thelr
dedlingswith station, and they couldn’t help that. Not in their present situation. They could only hope for
gation to comply, if only it would.

And they had to wait more than an hour to get station’ syes or no. Were they unifiedwe ? Or not?

“Visua senses dominatein that species,” Bren muttered. He' d studied the processes of contact—
higtoricaly—with the atevi. He couldn’t swear another living soul aboard had that background. And he’ d
spent eleven months reading on that topic. “Visble spectrum overlaps ours. Brain architecture hasthat in
common, &t least, with usand atevi.”

Jase and Sabin dike shot him alook asif he were launching into prophecy.

“The ship out there won'’t know the station refused you,” Bren said, teeth chattering in a persistent
edge-of-deep chill, and it sounded like fear, and he couldn’t stop it. “But if our own station won't
cooperate, it tellsme something about the Guild, while I’ m unraveling dien behavior.”

“ Screw your suppositions, Mr. Cameron. Confine your speculationsto that ship out there and give
me facts, not guesswork.”

“Best | can, captain. Theonly thing we' ve said to them so far isl and they’ ve answeredme, too .
Useful if we could get the conversation to include ademonstrablewe , but we don’t expect to have awe
with station, do we, so that’ slikdy out.” Wheredid adiaog start, without seaand land and sky for
conversationa items? Series of lights? Sequential blink used as a pointer?

And apointer aimed at what? At the non-cooperative station, which might pot-shot the alien and
start awar?That was no good.

“It may be anaive question, captain, but are we moving toward the diens a the moment? Or toward
dation?’



“What are you getting a, Mr. Cameron?’

“I’m trying to figure out what we' re saying in relaion to where we' re going.Everything’ s aword.
Wherewe're going isaword.”

“We're gplitting the difference at the moment. We' ve veered off from station signal. We haven’t gone
on aheading directly for the dien craft. We're not going directly at either.”

“Good decison.”

“Thank you,” Sabin said dryly, and heignored theirony.
“Can we stop? Stand il ?”

“Reativeto what, Mr. Cameron?’

“I don’t know.” He wastotally at sea where ship’s movements were concerned. “ Just, once we go
on toward the station, now or hours from now, we’ ve involved the gation. If our own station will
cooperate with us—then, yes, we could dow way down, sit out here and maybe work thisout. I'm
assuming the Guild’ s not going to be helpful. So if we could, relatively speaking, just stop or dow way
down and talk with this outlying ship—if we could say, by our motions,we’re going to deal with you
rationally and calmly, no hurry here ...”

“We don’t even know if there’ sintelligence aboard.”

“But something somewhere in control of thisisrational. We haveto believe that, or there’s no hope
inthisStuation—and percentage, captain, percentage in thisisal withhope . If we can get to talking, if
we can get them to accept adow closer contact and occupy their attention with communications—we
may just possibly shift decison-making from their warlike to their deliberative personnd, if there should
be that division of power aboard.”

He saw thelittle frown grow. Sabin was at least listening. And the next part of the thought he didn’t
likea dl—but it was, persondly applied, the hope equation. Percentages.

“If we can do that,” he said further, “if we can just calm down and Sit out here increasing our ability
to talk to them, then we’ ve over dl increased the likelihood they’ Il talk in dl other circumstances. They’ |l
have invested effort in talking. At least on economy of effort, they’ |l reasonably value that investment.
Individuaswill have committed work to the idea. We may gain proponents among them. We could be
severd years Sitting here unraveling this, but the immediate threet to the station will be alot lessdown this
path. We might be able to defuse this Situation and get their decison-making well away from thefire
buttons and over to the communications officers.”

“And you think you can accomplish thisfantasy of cooperation.”

Hedidn’t know what to say. Then he shifted aglance over his shoulder, by implication the array of
atevi and Mospheirans—and back. “My predecessors certainly did.”

Sabin’ s glance made the same trip. And came back. “Y ou can do it and take my orders, mister.”
“| respect your good sense, captain.”
“What do you propose for the next step?’

“Ignore my ignorance about ship’ s operations. But we’ ve answered the dliens. Where' sthe clock on
that, relative to our request to Sation?’

Sabin checked her wristwatch. “That’ sthirty one to Station reply and forty six to dienreply.”

“If Sation agreesto signal with us, we do a unison approach. If station doesn’t agree... how many
lights can the ship managein arow, to Ssgnd with?’

“Eight”



Infelicitous eight. Wasit mad for ahuman mind to think in those terms—to have numbers make a
differenceat al?

“I’ll giveyou ablink pattern with those eight. I’ Il think of something.”
“I'm surethat’ svery useful, Mr. Cameron.”

“We can signa an approach. If we can make an approach to them.”
“You’ rerecommending this”

“I’m recommending this.”

Aganalong stare. “1’ m not expecting station cooperation. Get me your blink pattern, Mr. Cameron.
Let’sjust see what we can learn.”

Half an hour. He had other minds to consult, and he went and consulted, the aiji-dowager Sitting
ramrod siff in an upright chair in Jase’ s cabin, Ginny stting on the bed, security standing about. He sat
down and made his proposd, talking to two individuds: the human one of which didn’t remotely
understand his craft, but the dowager understood the problems. So, even, did Cajeri, who stood by his
great-grandmother’ s chair and listened very solemnly, not aword from him, but alively spark in hiseyes,
not a reasonable ounce of fear.

No morethan in his great-grandmother. “ So,” Ilisidi said, having heard him out. “What does Jase-aiji
think?”

“Onewill surely consult himinthis, aiji-ma.” He had akeen awareness of passing time. Of the
impending reply window. He hadtily took his leave, gathering Banichi and Jago and Gin—amost Cgeiri,
but for the dowager’ s sharp command restraining the rascdl.

“Answer?’ Bren asked Jase, arriving beside him on the bridge. The communicationsflow in hisear
was momentarily interrupted, for sanity’ s sake. He was screwing the earpiece back in as he asked.

“ Station saystheir policy isno contact. They repest their order to comein.”

His heart thudded for no particular reason: he’ d expected worse—»buit the citing of policy under
present circumstances hammered at his nerves. The communications chatter was back in hisear. He
watched Sabin gtroll over.

“Negative” shesad. “So?’

“I suggest, then, unlessthe dien initiates some new pattern we can work on—-bhlink dl lights
sequentia toward the end-mogt, toward that ship. Then dow. And turn. Blink al lightstoward the
center. Then steady light, and go toward them.”

“That'sit 7’

“Worksin downtown Jackson traffic,” he said, beyond being defensive. * Communicatesto our
gpecies. Atevi intuitively figureit on Alphagation.”

“A damn gtationsdeturn sgnd?’

He shrugged. “We’ re not going to communicate the whole dictionary, captain. Simplicity. The most
universad thingswe can think of:we’re turning andwe’ re coming toward you very, very slomly .”

Sabin swore under her bresth.

“What would you do, captain, if they sent that Sgnd to you?’
“Id uncap the fire button, plain truth.”

“Would you fire?’



Sabin thought more soberly about that. Expressionless, walked over to the third console and gave an
order.

Another transmission-wait clock showed up on the main screen.

They’d Sgnded.

“Takehold, takehold, takehold,” the intercom warned the ship.

Maneuvering. His plan wasin full, precipitate operation, not waiting for answer.

Helooked uncertainly toward Jase. Jase looked tohim , that was the panic-producing redization,
and therewasn’t time. “Nadiin-ji,” he said to Banichi and Jago, “take hold. Advise the dowager. We
three shall usethe acove”

Where he had at least the hope of contributing advice—if thediensdidn’t construe their movement
as attack, or smply prove intractably hostile.

“Bren+ji.” Banichi ingsted he enter first. Jago followed. They made asandwich of him within the
protective, padded closet, and he tried not to shake like aleaf. They rather expected the lord of the
heavensto have anotion what he was doing. And not to shiver.

An hour and more until the diensknew they were dowing and turning—and sgnding therr intentions.
Which might also make a shot missthem, if the diens pissacioudy fired before they considered the blink
sgnd.

Head againgt the padding. Eyes shut.

Fina aarm. The ship began to maneuver. Shipsthat traveled such vast distances so fast were rather
likebullets. They weren’t meant to jitter about, changing course, making loose objects and passengers
into pancakes.Phoenix certainly wasn't designed to do it.

But shedid.
Long change of direction. Timefor thought, which he tried not to use, except on his next step.

Suppose the other ship echoed the signd, including the ship movement. Supposing they came
forward.

Suppose they offered some different sgndl.

Suppose, on the other hand, they sat inert, not doing athing. CouldPhoenix detect it, if they did? Or
if, gtting ill, they fired?

A certain degree before a physical missile reached them. No detection if hodtility traveled at the
speed of light. One thought ever so uncomfortably of very bad television, back home, death raysfrom
the heavens, shadow-creatures menacing whole towns—

Such naiveimages. And so unwittingly prophetic if he couldn’t think of the right answers.
Hefdt theliving warmth on ether sde of him, steady, absolutdy unflinching.

Cdm, cdm, cadm. Panic didn’t serve the cause, not at al.

“How are they down on five-deck?’ he asked.

“Very well, nandi,” Jago answered.

“And the dowager?’

“Very wdl, too,” Banichi said on hisother sde.

“Wdl,” hesaid, “nadiin-ji, we have at least gotten one signal out of these folk, whether or not it
comesfrom something like Gin’ s robots—which hardly matters. if Sgnd isbeing offered, sgnd isbeing



offered, dare one say? So we orient ourselves toward them. We have offered asignal stating our
proposed motion, which we hope does not |ook like stedlth or offense.” Hehad the Assassins’ Guild
right at hiselbow and hadn’t asked them their opinion of the captain’ s precipitate execution of hisplan.
“How would you manage a peaceful approach to them, nadiin-ji, figuring acomplete dearth of cover?’

“Onewould stand at distance and signd in plain sight,” Banichi said, “except that distance placesthis
inconvenient lag between responses, and one seems therefore not to be quitein plain sght.”

“One hopes, if nothing ese, the signals continue to flow,” Jago said. “We have every confidence the
paidhiin will manage matters very adequately in that regard. But does there not remain the small
possbility, Brenji, that there have been other, surreptitious messages from the station to the ship?’

Trust the Assassins’ Guild to entertain truly disturbing thoughts—it wastheir job. “ One hardly
knows,” he said. “We cannot guarantee Jase has dl the information, nadiin-ji.” He had Jase’s
communication device muttering in his eer—but that channel only carried voice transmissions, and only
what C1 opted to put on that channel.

Jase was on the bridge, nonetheless, moderating Sabin’ sreactions, if nothing se. And Sabin, so far
asthey saw, responded to their arguments, and met the station’ swith anger.

But his security reminded him: one couldn’t, here or in Shejidan, just watch the noisy thingsthat were
going on. Atevi lordsdied of mistakeslike that. Subtexts mattered. Plans advanced by moves not
apparently related to the objective. God, one could go crazy in the levels of distrust that existed between
ship and station and that transmission-source out there.

A queasy motion. Turns on any axiswere subtle, mere reorientation. They’ d shed velocity asthey
bore. Then what seemed aturn.

They accelerated briefly, modestly, he thought, eyes shut, trying to read the ship’ smotion.

Atacertainleve, biologica organismstrying to get within proximity without touching off fight or flight
mostly did the samethings, at least on the evidence of atevi and humans. One could call what they did an
gpproach. Or, even being human, one could cdll it ahunter’ s moves. Stalking the prey. One hoped—

hoped—
The dl-clear sounded.

He moved. His bodyguard moved. He followed Banichi out of their refuge, Jago following him ashe
looked for the principasin the case.

The bridge seemed cam. Sabin and Jase were back on dow patrol of the aides of consoles.
Banichi meanwhile spoke quietly to Cenedi and Asicho, advising them of the current Situation.
The reply-clocks ran on the display, independently, computer-cal cul ated, one supposed.

Bren heaved a deep breath, went and stood at the end of the middle row of consoles, his bodyguard
with him, al of them quietly watching the display for information.

Sation’ sanswer arrived firgt. “ Don’t contact the alien. Don’t meddle with the outlying ship. It’s
been quiet for six years. Let it alone. Do you read!”

Latefor that.
Sationwasn’t taking Sabin’ singtructions, that was clear, and thought Sabin should take theirs.

“Captain Sabin,” he heard Jase say, amplified by the earpiece, “we should proceed on Mr. Cameron’
sadvice”

“We're on course, second captain.”
“If the spook’ sbeen out here Six years, it may have gathered something of our language—if it’s



picked up any station chatter. If, God forbid, it’s gotten hold of any personnd.”

Jase’ smind was dearly working. Chillingly so—convenient asit might be to their misson to meet an
opposition that could be talked to. The blink-code procedure wouldn’t carry that. Direct transmission

might.
Dared they risk breaking pattern with what seemed the dien’ s own chosen mode of communication?
Not wise, every experience informed him. Not wise to push the envelope.
“We should stay to the blink-code, captain, unlessthey initiate another mode.”
“We'll try Mr. Cameron’snotion,” Sabin said grimly, and gave no window into her own thoughts.
Neither, one noted, did she show any inclination to answer station’ s orders at the moment.
They stood. They waited.
The clock ticked down.
“Repeat,” theword camein from Reunion, “ do not contact the outlying ship.”

Sabin’slipsmadeathin line. “1 believe we' re having transmission troubles,” she remarked to all
present. “C1, put me on genera address.”

“Proceed, captain.”

Sabin picked up awand mike from C1’s console. “ We have now signaled the alien craft and
diverted course toward it in what our planetary advisors suggest is a reasonable approach. We
remain on high alert. We are not releasing crew from cabins. There remains a likelihood of
sudden movement which exceed takehold safety. In other words, cousins, we may have to get the
hell out of this solar system. Say smart, stay put, stay alive.”

Bren trandated that for hisalies down in the executive cabins, and for five-deck. And waited. And
sweated.

“Captain Sabin.” A deeper voice, thistime, from Reunion Station. “ Thisis Guildmaster Braddock.
If you insist on this change of course, you risk our lives. We have this information for you. Thisis
very likely a robot. It’s sat there for years without moving or responding. We have no indication
of it being controlled from outside. Optics have turned up nothing in outlying regions. We detect
no transmissions and no active probes. Our experts believeit’s a failed piece of equipment dating
from a second attack on us and we urge you reconsider any approach to it. If it’sdormant, it
does us no good to wake it up. Abort whatever you’re doing inregard toiit. If you’re on Ramirez's
orders, abort. You don’t know what you’re messing with. You may get a robotic response and it
may be lethal and unstoppable. | urgently advise you pull back.”

That, Bren thought, that was interesting. .. not least regarding asecond attack, in the ship’s absence.
And interesting regarding Ramirez’ srdationswith his Guild, if they’ d had overmuch doubt. Station hadn’t
trusted Ramirez. And they’ d had no way to remove him from command.

Sabin looked at him, eyebrow arched.

He looked back, looked at Jase, looked at her. “ Secondattack.”

“We continue our transmission difficulties” Sabin said without comment.
And the clock ran down toward the dien’ sreply window.

“Second attack,” Jase echoed, walking near him on hisright. Jase and Sabin alike showed the hours
they’ d been on duty. Jase’ s voice was ragged.

“Things haven’t stood il here.”



“They’reright, Sx years of patience doesn’t sound organic. But...”

“Can’t assume an dien behavior,” Bren said.

“Can’'t assume an adlien machineis set theway we'd st it, elther. The thing could do any damn thing.”

“Thereisthat,” Bren muttered. “But it’ ssignaled us. Machine or not, it had that pre-set inits
routines.”

Hick-flick-flick of the reply window numbers.

Into the negative. Ten, fifteen seconds. Thirty. Forty-odd.

“Sgnal fromthe alien,” someone said, audiblein Bren’s earpiece.

Sabin and Jase moved to the nearest consoles. Bren, Banichi and Jago a massive shadow behind
him, watched over Jase’ s shoulder, hearing the details. The Signal was a series of Six lights—was there
sgnificancein Sx?—mirroring their action.

It made an analog of their sgnd, it mirrored what they sent, and it didn’t need to Sow down, just
point its bow their way.
Then agteady centrd flash. Onelight. Blink. Blink. Blink.

“It’scoming toward us,” Sabin said quietly. “We're now mutualy approaching, Mr. Cameron. One
could say aleisurely near-collison course.It’ s moving toward us.”

There were numbersinvolved on one of the screens. One assumed they had something to do with
that movement. Bren held his breath, then decided oxygen was useful.

Deeper breath.
“I think Il go have acup of tea,” he said, “and get my witsonline.”

Sabin stared ice at him. Then, curioudy, gave an accepting nod. “Y ou go do that, Mr. Cameron. If
the ship out there doesn’t blow usto hell, we may need your servicesin what you’ ve gotten usinto.”

“I'd adviseapause,” he said, “aconversation at convenient distance.”
“If it won't interfere with your tea bresk.”

“I’ll manage, captain. 1don’t want to push the body-space issue with them. Just amostly
conversational distance. Thisisoursto set.”

“We're not adock runabout, Mr. Cameron. We don'’t jitter about with any ease. And we don’t pick
theinterva, now.They’re enroute tous .”

“Yes, ma’ am. But we sgnd whenwe’ d like to. With luck, they’ Il do the same.”

Sabin just stared at him. Then: “Takehold in forty-five minutes, Mr. Cameron, given they don’t fireor
accelerate. Go haveyour tea.”

He had outraged Sabin. He hoped not to do the same for the crew. He gathered his bodyguard and
walked back to the executive corridor, straightening his coat and cuffs, asking himsdlf did he need anew
shirt run up—the brain was, oddly, going into court-mode, and Shejidan’ singtincts rose up, ridiculous as
some of them might be. He became nand’ paidhi again. Heworried about hiswardrobe. And with it, the
sgnasthey might be sending. It wasn't just atea break. It wasaway of life.

He rapped gently at the dowager’ s door, and discovered the dowager, in the most comfortable
chair, held court with afruit drink in hand, and Cgeiri sat on amattress beside Gin Kroger. They’d
taken the cabin apart and put it back together in amore fdicitous configuration, llisidi Sitting centermost,
Cenedi and his men occupying the corner, standing.

Bren bowed. “Aiji-ma We have now issued a set of signalswhich the foreign shipismirroring. The



current course will bring usto conversationd distance and the ship will manuever briefly and dow down,
athough the possihility of violent evasion exists. Please be prepared for quick action. In the meanwhile, |
shdl retireto my cabinto think.”

“Pish,” llisdi said with acardesswave of her hand. “ Thisisamattress, That isawall. We do aswe
can, nandi.”

“One observes o, aji-ma.” He made alittle bow. “I have secured Sabin-aiji’ s cooperation and seen
fdicitous numbers on the bridge. One hopesfor alittletime, yet, aiiji-ma Do take care.”

“If you need help up there—" Gin. Dr. Gin Kroger, who understood machines. In Shejidan that
move intervening in the dowager’ s conversation would have had hands reaching for sdearms, and
Cageiri looked up, mouth open.

Ilisdi smply waved an indulgent hand. “ Tea, one believes the paidhi-aiji requested.”

Oh,someone understood more ship-speak than they routindy admitted. Someone closaly monitoring
his doings on the bridge. Nothing was news to the dowager.

“Go refresh yoursdf, nand’ paidhi. Teawill arrive here, a your convenience.”

“Oneishonored.” He bowed, turned and went to his own makeshift cabin, more fortunate than Jase,
more fortunate than Sabin, whose code was endurance and who never understood the loyalty of her
crew.

Hisgaff’ s solution to impending disaster wasto set theirlords at a problem, which meant assuring
themsdvestheir lords had their wits about them—and meant that the lords had ultimately to make a
return on the investment and perform amiracle. He' d thought of having time to himsalf—~but now he did
draw an easier breath, it seemed to him that alittle spacein familiar context was what he did need.

Hereturned in due course, paid his quiet courtesies. And with the dowager, with Gin, Cgeiri advised
to non-participance and silence—he sipped a cup of tea, how gotten, whether it was part of the picnic
supplies, he neither knew nor cared. It was enough to be here, with Banichi, with Jago close a hand.
With al the strong, quiet surety of their Guild, very different than the human one that opposed them.

“So,” Iligdi said, “ have we thought of an answer to this conundrum?’

“Severd things have become clear, aiji-ma—that while this ship was absent, the diensreturned. That
Ramirez may have earned his Guild’ sdistrust and disapprova in seeking out contact with foreigners.
Third—that the stationmagter refusesto take Sabin-aiji’ sorders.”

Why was he going through the list of new information? The job involved only the foreign ship.
But did it?

Something bothered him, beyond the obvious detail of goings-on in their absence, Ramirez’s
subterfuges, the Guild’ s historic autocracy. He wasn'’t sure what nagged at him.

But the dowager listened, waiting for him to put it al together. And he—

He sipped histea and looked from the dowager to Gin, the third leg of the homeworld tripod, met a
sober, on-party-manners look: and the thought of Gin and the colony the ship abandoned—troubled him.

Why should it?
Hisjob was the ship out there. The ship now moving toward and them toward it.

And what was he going to say, that hecould say? Hail them in ship-spesk asif they were supposed
to understand? Continue with the blink-code?

Sitting out heresix years meant observation or a stubborn ship’ s captain.



Or damage.

“Onelearns, aji-ma, that the ship has sat quietly out here, they claim for six years, doing nothing.
Station thinksit may be robotic.” He rendered that in Mosphel’, for Gin, who looked asif he’d posed
her apersond question. “With control at some remove off in the dark peripheries of the solar system.
Whichisavery large place”

“So,” lligdi sad. “And what shal wedoiif it isrobotic?’
Hetrandated that for Gin, too.

“Or it might be stuck, without fudl,” was Gin’ singtant assessment. “If it’sarobot, either the other
sdelost track of it and it’ sout of instructions, or they know it’shereand it’sdoing ajob. If it isarobot.
Persondly, | wouldn’t wholly trust arobot to avoid awar. | think they’ d be outright stupid to leave
diplomacy to amachine, and to leave awegpon stting out here ready to explodeisn’t the way a smart
government would carry on, isit? We could be some very powerful non-participant.”

Another trandation.

And athought. It might be sitting there waiting, as robots did so wdll, for input. Andthey could well
be that input, couldn’t they?

Or if it might be doing ajob—what job, beyond observing? Communicating?

Ginwasright. Robots weren’t outstanding at avoiding hodtilities or at finessing interspecies
communication.

He sipped histea, thinking, it came here, hit the station, and it parked. Odd behavior. Behavior that,
however dien, didn’t seem to have a constructive outcome—unless there was some piece of information
missng.

“Ramirez arrived,” hesaid dowly. “And left.” Trandation. “Perhapsit waitsfor the ship.” Trandation.
“And herewe are.” Trandation. Grim, cold thought.

“These are not reasonable people,” 1lisidi said, “to fire on persons who have not fired on them.”

“Would awise and civilized entity fire without more provocation than that? One hardly knows,
aji-ma Within the posshilities of truly dien behavior—it might.” Trandation.

Another sip of tea.

Onefired—if.

If one’s culture wasto fire on strangers.

If fired upon. That wasahigif.

Sip of tea. Very basic thought. One fired to stop an attack. Or what one construed as an attack.

Then oneran for one’slife. If fear wasthe guiding principle.

Primary mistake to make any third species behave like humans or atevi. But athird point, athird
species, could close ageometric figure, make an enclosure, bend lines back to intersect everyone’s
positions, over and over and over. Three points could close acircle. Two points might be part of that
cirde—nbut one had to guess where the third might land.

Primary mistake to expect them to behave the same. Primary mistake to think there was no logic—
thattheir behavior didn’t make sense within their culture. Give them the same set of circumstances and
they’ d dways do the same thing. Chaos and chaotic response didn’t get a species out of the swamp and
into a space program. There waslogic in the behavior. That there was any willingnessto signa at dl was
afair indication that they expected responsein kind.



Hedrew abreath. “ Oneisgrateful, aiji-ma—Thank you, Gin-aiji.”

Nods from both. To that extent, Gin had taken in the adjacent culture. And both understood the
value of ateabreak.

“ Takehold, takehold minor, takehold, three minute warning.”

He stood up quickly, turned over histeacup—bowed, and with Banichi and Jago, headed back to
his borrowed quarters.

Braking. What the senior captain caled a gentle braking. One hoped the teacups were safely put
avay.

Chapf& Seven

The bridge was cadm when he arrived, the captains momentarily converged at the
edge of the corridor. “It’sbraked,” Jase reported. “It’s braked, we’ ve braked.”

“Excdlent news.” It was. Thank God, he thought.

“Qur courses are not head-on. Closest gpproach in three hours fourteen minutes. We sgnaled with
al lights, then braked. They mirrored dl actions”

“Good. Very good.”

“Glad you approve,” Sabin said dryly.

“Itwas the right answer, captain,” Bren said, ddliberately oblivious. Then: “Isthe station armed,
cgptan?’

Sabin gave him an odd look. “Yes. | would be, wouldn’t you?’

“We're human. We're both human. | can say atevi would be, too. We don’t know what it expected.
What would Reunion have done, back then, if something like thisjust showed up and came close?’

Smdll slence. “| frankly don’t know.”
“They could havefired?’

“I have no way to know.”

“They’ re human. They could havefired.”
“Not oursto estimate, Mr. Cameron.”

Near white-out of thought. Itwas possible. “We have to be careful not to give that impression,
captain. My advice—Ilast thing wewant to do,” Bren said, watching that centra monitor, “is send
anything substantia outside our hull. If, on the other hand, they do it—don’t shoot at it. Evade.” He had
no desireto divert any energy into adebate with Sabin. He had more faith Jase was on his sde—if Sdes
there were. Thetrain of actionsfrom the dien craft so far mirrored theirs, dl the way. Now they paused.
Waiting, both ships careening dong a converging diagond, facing one another.

They had to dosomething before someone made afrightening move, something one side or the other
might misnterpret.

“Blink lightsoneand eight,” Bren said. “ Any possible confusion of communications with attack, if we
try totak to themin avoice transmisson?’



“Atlow energy,” Jasesaid. “Not likely.”

“| takeit that it fill hasn’t transmitted.” He heard traffic viathe earpiece: blink sent. And very quickly
answered. They werethat close.

“Negative,” Sabin said.

“They’ ve been sitting herefor six years. 1" d think they’ d have learned something about our
communications. At least our frequencies.”

Hedidn’t know the capabilities of the equipment.

“Nandi,” Banichi said. “Our lineisthusfar infdicitous eght. Multiply by fdicitous nine. One has
tdevison.”

“Televison, nadi?’ Line by linetransmission. Black and white, yes'no. Blank space off. Object area
on. Or reverse.

Damn.Yes .
“Ihave aproposition,” he said to Sabin. “Banichi suggestsamatrix. Lineby line. Liketdevison.”
Jase had dready heard. Now Sabin listened, frowning intensdly.

“Tel itto C1,” Sabin said, and he went to that console and made his request, not even betting the
dien’ s hearing was compatible. Light was. Bright dark. They had amatrix of eight by eight, and ablack
line. Thenanew image.

He made ablock of eight by eight, image of aman.

“Tranamit,” Jase said.

A delay. A delay that stretched on into seconds. Half aminute.

Flashes came back. Image of aman.

“Do you supposethey get it?" Jase asked.

Therewas no way they could do amatrix entire. It had to be assembled to be read.

“Try sound,” Bren said. “ Can we transmit aseries of beeps, Imitating the lights? Eight by eight?
Smultaneouswith the lights?’

C1 looked at Sabin, who nodded.

They tranamitted.

Beep.

“Agan,” Brensad.

They beeped. It beeped. Seriesofeight .
“Long beep. Short beep.”

[t mirrored.

“One long. Forty-nine fast and short. Do that threetimes.” He didn’t wait for confirmation. “ Give me
our ship and their ship in pixdls. Nothing fancy. Forty-nine wide by forty nine high.” Fdicitous numbers.
Entirely arbitrary. His choice. And he hoped to God the opposition didn’t have the atevi’ s obsession
with numbers.

“C2,” Jase sad. “Create an image.”

“Yes, dr.” The next man keyed up. A red image gppeared—broke up into largish pixels, became a
shape.



“S3,” Jase sad. “Alien shipimageto C2. Stat. C2, form theimage.”

Bren drew adeep breath. Banichi and Jago were near him, Jago in low and quiet tonesinforming
Banichi and their other listenersthe gist of what they were doing. Sabin watched asthey created their
pixd-image. Couldn’t rely on perspective-sense, not on anything fancy. Step by step and no
assumptions.

“Transmit?’ Bren asked. Sabin nodded.
It went. It came back. The dien mirrored their transmission.

“Therewasabird caled aparrot,” Bren said quietly. “It mimicked. Didn’t understand all it repeated.
| don’t know if they’ |l understand us. Transmit: one short, forty-ninelong. We seeif they figurethis. Get
me adationimage.”

“What when we've got it?” Sabin asked. “ Attach |abels?’

“We're going to animate our image,” Bren said. “ Old-fashioned televison. We give them our verson
of history. We see what they haveto say.”

“Doit,” Sabin said, and for aworrisome few minutes, with aflurry of instructions and corrections,
severa Sations scrambled to produce their images. Reunion Station appeared, asmplering. Andien
ship approached. A jagged dotted line went out from the aien craft. Station showed damaged. Alien
ship went off and parked.

Their ship arrived.
Diverted to confront the dlien ship.

Nowwhat ? Bren asked himsdlf. It was his script. They reached present-time. They were real-time
with events. He had to script the next move. And he was petrified.

“Nadiin-ji. How shal we address these strangers? Shdll | offer to go to their ship?’
“By nomeans” Banichi said. “By no means, Brenji. But we would go with you.”
By al meansthey would. And could they look unwarlike?

“Invite one of them aboard,” Jago suggested.

“We have no knowledge even what they breathe,” he said, swesting, resisting the impulse, uncourtly
like, to mop hisbrow. “We should tell them what weintend,” he said. “We should propose our actions
tothem.”

“Reasonable,” Jase said.

“Do you mind,” Sabin asked, “to conduct the affairs of this ship in some recognizable language?’
“Pardon,” Bren murmured—bowed, his mind racing on the problem. “I need to sketch.”
“Sketch.”

“If you plesse”

He' d puzzled Sabin. The ship had no paper, to spesk of. Didn’t work in pen and pencil.Jago came
up with anotepad, from an inside pocket, and he never asked what was on its other pages, just
sketched arapid series of images and tore the paper free. “This,” he said to C2. “ Can you render this
sequence? That’ saship. That’ sthe gation.”

“Yes, gr,” C2 said with amisgiving glance toward Sabin for permission: C2 produced the figures: the
two ships.Phoenix |eft the dien ship for the Sation.

Arrived. Established alink. And aline of human figures gppeared one by one, moving from station to
ship.



The last human marched aboard. Phoenix sucked up its connection. Dotted lines came out from
Phoenix . The gtation exploded in aseries of traveling parts.Phoenix then exited the screen, leaving the
dien.

“Thisisdangerous” Jase muttered, in Ragi. “Thisis very dangerous, isit not, nadi?’

“One can hardly assume anything, nadi-ji.” He remembered the senior captain’ s requirement and
changed to ship-speak. “ Dangerous, yes, assuming that they’ re assembling our imagesingtead of trying
to decode. At least | don't think they can put them together wrong.”

Sabin shrugged. “ Can’t be worse than sitting here mute. Transmit.”
It went.
All inhigh and low beeps.

Off/on, black/white on afield limited by aburst of black pixels. Next screen. Next image. One didn’t
even know if the eyes weren’t compound, but if they communicated in light they had to have some sort
of light-reception, which dl hisreading said added up to eyes of some sort.

Light-sengitive patches didn’t get a peciesto communicating starship to starship in light pulses. He
hoped.

They waited.

And waited.

“Theseddays,” he murmured findly, “don’t seem robotic. There’s some sort of thought process that
takestime. Living crestures taketime. And they’ re not transmitting otherwise, are they? 1’ massuming
they’ re doing things on their own, no consultation outside.”

“Maybe. Maybethey’ll blow usto hell in the next second,” Sabin said. “Isthe dowager ill passing
out hot tea?’

“She—" Bren began to say.

Then a series of beeps flooded back.

“Digplay!” Jase said.

Onefforty-nine. Onefforty-nine. Onefforty-nine.

Then variance. A row with two separated black dots. Liketheirs.

Next row. Moreimage.

Third row. Image taking shape.

Techs glanced surreptitioudy from their consoles, violating theinviolablerule.
“Eyes!” Sabin sngpped. All motion stopped but the building of that image.
Two ships met in space.

“It’ snot our image,” Bren said. The ships were further separated. “ They’ re not mirroring. They’re
innovating.”

Next frame. Next and next and next, and on and on.
“Display in sequence,” Bren said. “Eight frames asecond.”
Shipsblinked into proximity.

“Two per second,” Bren said more modestly, and the screen gave back a sedate approach, two
ships approaching one another.



Theimage camein threetimes.

“They’ve got theidea,” Jase muttered.

Then apause.

Then another series of animations.

Not theirs. Again, not theirs.

Station in space. Ship approaching. Approaching. Slowed. Stopped.
Stayed stopped. Stayed stopped. Stayed stopped. Blinked. Blinked numerous times.
Emitted dow-moving black dot toward station.

Station emitted fast black dot.

Convergence. Debristracks. More black dots coming fast.

Ship emitted fast dot.

Station emitted debris.

“Damn,” Bren said. “Damn!” He had no need to trandate that. The images spoke for themselves.
“What they sent out first wasn’t ashot.”

“Wedon’'t know that,” Sabin said.

“They’ ve drawn adigtinction. What they sent wasn’t what station sent back. And they’ retalking to
us, Captain: they’ re not lunatics. They’ re trying to communicate what happened ten years ago, and they
don’t knowwe’ re not dangerous.”

“Good. Let them keep thinking we are dangerous.”
“Their send isrepesting,” Jase said. “ Shall we answer?’

Deeper and deeper into the maze. And one wrong step meant awhole wrong branch—one that
might lead them dl to destruction.

“Repest our own first sequence.” Station evacuation. Departure. Station destruction. He held the pen
and the notebook and tried to think what else mattered in the meeting. What elsetwo ill-met species
possibly had to say to one another that could reassure, after the disaster...

If they didn’t have fued —if they couldn’t follow the program he laid down, smply becausethey’d
have to stop for years and mine—what he proposed might be impaossible. Might lead the dlien to attack.

“We don’t have fud enough to get to Gammaif we take the station population aboard,” Bren said.
“Aml rightinthat?’

“Wecan't,” Sabin said, with asharp, estimating look at Jase. “If we go in, and they don’t havefud
for us—we have to mine, Mr. Cameron. With dl that means. Once we take a significant number of
people aboard, we’readitting target.”

“Rock and ahard place,” Bren muttered, and still didn’t know what to draw.

Transmisson wascoming in.

New one.

Black round shape. That developed downward into arms. Snowman shape. Short, thick legs. Alien
ship besideit.

His heart best fast.

“That’ sthem,” hemurmured. “That’ sthem .



“Wait on any answer,” Sabin sad.

“We daren’t hegtate. They’ ve asked. They’ re not shooting. We need to answer them. Give them the
man-image again. Refine our image. Make more frames. Make it morelifdike. Stdl!”

“ Station may hear this.Don’t mention atevi in your pictures”

A lie. Thefirgt hour of degling with anew species, an unknown civilization with unknown parameters,
where the ability to show there were two species united here might be a potent argument toward
negotiation, and he was supposed to start with alie that wouldn’ t ultimately blow up dl communication
they might establish oncethe diensdid find out.

Of course. The Guild wasinvolved.

“Transmit the human silhouette,” he said with asinking feding at the pit of his ssomach. “ Then repesat
the station evacuation sequence.”

“Doit,” Sabin said. Quick job. They did that.
“ Amplify that to men, women, children. Refineit.”

“Yes, ar.” Thistime without looking to Sabin for confirmation. Severa consolesworked, dividing up
the task, hauling images out of archive, converting them to silhouettes, to basic animations.

Meanwhile the aien had been silent. One hoped someone over there on the other ship was applying
condructive thought—and not that some sort of politics was debating. They couldn’t penetrate that vell
to know which wastrue.

“Image ready,” C1 reported.
“Transmit,” Bren said, and at Sabin’ s nod, that happened.
Moreslence.

Ominous silence. At least a pregnant silence. Something was going on over there. One envisoned a
furious debate of creatures more or less people-like. Stocky. Theimagesthey had showed that. Dared
one show a human facein their graphics? Or might it frighten them right out of the dialogue?

A new transmission began to come in, faster than before, a step by step sequence, a skewed design.
More pixels.

Their techs compensated. Theimage of human ship and the dien ship refined itsdf, then refined itsdlf
agan.

“They’ re pushing aclearer image,” Bren said. “More detail. More data from us. Or to give more to

us.
“I"m not enthusiastic,” Sabin muttered. “More detail, moreinformation.”

“Ligento him,” Jase said. “ Senior captain, at acertain point thisis psychology. A rhythm of
cooperation. Don't break it if he doesn’t advise bresking it.”

“We get aswe give, captain. Silences mean something. They’ re thinking, over there. It’ snot arobot,
| don’t think. Data density means something. They want more. They’ll give moreto get it. It’ sdl
communication.”

“Doit,” Sabin said, not happy.
Pixels had quadrupled. Animation ran the old image, the ship’ s gpproach to the station. Showed—

Showed afigure getting into asmall craft. Backed off. Showed the craft going toward the station.
Showed amissile strike. The wreckage going every which way. A figure spinning toward the station.

Beep. Beep. Beep.



“Hell!” Bren said. “Hédll! They sent amanned probein. Station blew him up. Station blew him tobits

Sabin said not athing. Neither did Jase.
Then: “Mr. Cameron,” Sabin said camly, “I believe this sort of messisyour speciaty.”

Counter that just-transmitted charge with contrition? Regret? The occupants of that ship weren’t
guaranteed to fed anything remotely compatible. There was no telling what they felt about the Stuation.

But they offered thisimage, their version of history. Theyoffered it, evidently passionate about it after
some fashion, and they weren’t shooting. For at least Six yearsthey’d sat out here.

Enigma. Passonatein their obstinacy. Watching.
“Banichi. Jago.” He turned to his bodyguards, to impassive atevi duty-faces. “ Advise us, nadiin-ji.
What are these individuas saying?’

“They say,” Banichi answered, “that they have gpproached in minimal force and have been attacked,
nendi.”

“Why have they waited?’

“Tofind out what ships come and go here,” Jago said. “To listen. To learn their enemy and his
purpose.”

“What wouldyou answer them, nadiin? What would you do?’

“Weare not paidhiin,” Jago murmured, “nandi. Our Guild has only certain answers.”

“On your own. What would you advise alord in your protection?’

“Wewould not advise atacking them,” Banichi said solemnly. “Onewould advise making afurther
gedture”

The Assassins' Guild not only delivered redress, among atevi. It delivered justice. It made cold, clear
judgements. And Banichi, in his sense of truth and right, had judged this one, that attack againgt an
enigmawasfally.

“Captain. Answer: our ship. Seated human figure.” Communicating non-aggression, he hoped. “Head
bowed.”

Theimage needed building. C2 wasn’t up to the figure. C3 involved hersdlf, built a seated figurein
profile. C2 composed it with the ship. Sent. All in amatter of moments.

Bren folded hisarms and waited, hoping to God it had been the right move, the right expression.
Hoping ithadn’t looked like surrender. “ Send again. Our ship going in. Evacuation. Destruction of the
gtation. Our departure.” Restatement.We intend to do a job and leave with all humans .

Which might not matter to an dien fact-finding mission that had been waiting out here, aggrieved and
looking for redressin a Situation that had started, perhaps, with Ramirez’ sintruson into places he shouldn
't have been and that had got ten far worse in the station’ sreception of what might have been an inquiry.
Itwasn’t arobot over there. And it hadn’t given up. Hadn’t moved. Hadn’t communicated.

Maybe ten years wasn't that much to this species. Maybe they were just stubborn. Maybe they’ d set
up shop and, as station thought, occasionally contacted some higher authority outside Station’ sview.

And if this Situation had gotten to a second round sSix years ago—what had been the truth behind the
initid damageto the Sation?

A reply started coming in. Echo of their own last transmission. But the ending differed. Inthisversion,
the human ship took aboard not their string of human figures—but a notably stocky horizonta form, a



body.
“They want him back,” Jase said in alow voice.
The new ending: the human ship voyaged from the station back to the dien craft. Sent over the body.
Ritesfor the dead?
A determination to get their own back?

If the station had found the craft was occupied—he could see it—they’ d have taken the body for
sudy. They’ d havetried to learn from every piece and fragment. There might notbe abody in any
reasonable condition. Maybe the aliens suspected that to be the case. And notably, the sequence didn’t
end, astheirs had, with them collecting the station occupants and leaving.

It ended with them parked opposite that ship.
Hedidn't likethat.

“Refinement,” he said. “ Capture their sequence. Repest it and splice on our gpproach to the station,
boarding passengers, destroying station, leaving.” We' Il get back your dead. Let us do our job,
destroy this outpost, and go .

Jase gave that order. Sabin smply held her position, arms folded, face grim.
Hewaited. They dl waited.

Image came in. Repeat of the former sequence: give us our dead . No mention of evacuation and
departure.
“Do we have aproblem, Mr. Cameron?’

That, from Sabin. And, yes, he’ d say they potentialy had a problem.

“Wewdl may. They aren’t getting beyond that demand. Give us our dead . Nothing beyond that.
They won’t negotiate until we do that. | think it’s pretty clear.”

“Hope the station’ sgot fuel for us,” Sabin muttered between her teeth. “ Agree. Tdl themwe'll doiit.
What we'll realy doisgo in, get our business done, see what the Situation is, and prepare to run for it.If
we havefud. If we don’t, we can’t board the station popul ation. Then we see about negotiating our way
out of this”

An unthinkable dilemma, then. Destroy the station—destroy the Rosetta Stone. But that did no good
if they couldn’t get themselves out. If they couldn’t avoid leading avengeful dien presence back to the
atevi planet. ..

“No matter what we do, we’ re going to have to negotiate this, run or tay, captain. They can track
us. Wipe out the Archive, yes, but that’snot al that’ s at risk. Everything back a Alphaisat risk.” A
terrible thought came to him, that in some measure, Phoenix itself could survive, done, fugitivethat it
might be. And Sabin was theship’ s protector, nothing less, nothing closer to her bedrock loydties. “They
"retalking, captain. We can solvethis. But we’ ve got a hellacious puzzle here. Station was hit ten years
ago.If that’ sthe truth. We don’t even know for sure that this ship represents the onesthat did it. We do
know thisship’s been involved for Six years. That they came here and sent in a probe. And station blew
itup.”

“Four years making up their minds sounds like acommittee decison to me.”

“It may, captain. It well may. It may be ahundred planets making up their mindsfor al we know,
and do we want to take that on?’ He wanted to undermine any notion of surviva on their own. And

took his chance. “ Can we say where in thiswhole universeis safe to run to, if we make a mistake here?
Westart by cooperating with them, far as seems reasonable.”



Sabin gave him that patented stare, straight in the eyes. And he gave his own back.

“Andif you’ re wrong, Mr. Cameron? What you propose means approaching them after they’ ve got
what they want.”

“Can we defend, if they launch an attack while we're a the station?’

Lengthy stare. “Point of fact, no. We'll be as vulnerable asthe sation.”

“Then I’ mright, captain. Last thing we ought to do is run without satisfying these people.”
“People,” Sabin scoffed. While Banichi and Jago stood at his shoulder.

“Yes, ma’ am. Whatever shape they comein. Whatever their faceslook like. The outline’sof a
person.”

“And the minds, Mr. Cameron?’

“There’ sthought. There’ sinsstence. There’ s forbearance. There’ sregard for their dead. There’san
inclination to communicate. That’ sal afoundation.”

“Asl recal, you and the atevi lived side by sidefor quite awhile before you went a each others’
throats. The War of the Landing, you cal it.”

“We learn. We come here, my bodyguard and I, the dowager and Gin and I, with al that experience
—at your service, captain.”

“What, then, Mr. Cameron?’

“|s station going to cooperate with us?’

“I’m not a prophet.”

“ Station hasn’t sent usanything ese”

“Not another word,” Jase said.

“Cl,” Sabin sad. “Replay the sequence as Mr. Cameron suggests.”
“Yes, ma'am,” C1l sad, and it went out.

Lengthy wait then.

“ Seguence showing us going to the station,” Bren said. “Let’ snot get deeper in. Let’ sjust go do
what we can, captain. Let’stry it.”

Sabin gave him acold, speculative look. Then: “ Give me generd address.”
“Confirmed,” C1 said, and Sabin took up amike.

“Sabin speaking. We’ ve conducted a short conver sation with the alien craft. Seemsit sent a
probe to the station and had it blown up. It thinks station has one of their dead. We want
answers. We're going to go over there with a reasonable expectation the alien craft is going to
stay off our backs in the meanwhile, and we’re going to find out what the fuel situationisbefore
we make any farther decisions. So we’re going to takehold in a few minutes, cousins, and we’re
going to move very, very slowly about this, so as not to alarm the neighbors. Don’t take anything
for granted. Second shift is now in charge. Likely next shift change will not be on schedule, but
technical crew, continue to brief yourselves on channel 10. General crew, feel free to get some
deep if you can —”

God, Bren thought, exhausted—and very far from deep.

“...and stay to your cabins until further notice. We might still have to move ship far and fast
on a few seconds’ warning, but right now, we’re going to start in toward station and see whether



refueling isat all an option .”
The message from the dien craft meanwhile came back, identicd to their output.
“Looksasif they agree,” Jase muttered. “For good or ill.”
“It secures our backs,” Sabin said. “It gets usthere.”

Sabin was being uncharacterigtically charitable. His action wasn't al a success. It might beagrave
mistake to have conveyed regret. Bdligerence and indifference wasn’t hisnative inclination, and he'd
mistrusted the notion, incapable of playing the hand the way Banichi, perhaps, would have done. At
times Tabini had wisdly shoved histrandator asde and said, in effect, let me ded withit. And Tabini
dedlt, hard and fast and with nervesthat didn’t flinch at afrown from the opposition.

Tabini’ sopponentsfell into Tabini’ s sense of timing and didn’t ever recover their balance—ended up
negotiating peace because they couldn’t ever get their feet under them. Figuratively spesking.

He envied that ability. He wished he’ d found hisbaancein this exchange for any given moment. He
wished mogt of al he’d found away to get aconfirmation out of the dien regarding their leaving the
scene.

Thatcould be the grestest failurein hislife. Absolutely essentia, and for acritical moment he’d
doubted he could get it, and balked. Mistake, mistake, mistake.

“Mr. Cameron.” Sahin.
“Ma’ am.”
“Good job.”

Did onetdl the plain truth, in the middle of the bridge, if not in the midst of the bel ow-decks crew?*|
have lingering concerns, captain.”

“A no-go, Mr. Cameron?’

Did he then undermine adminigtration’ s confidence in the outcome, when he was negotiating with his
own side aswell asthe other?

“No, captain. I’'m surewe’ll solve problems asthey come.”
“Best we can ask, Mr. Cameron. Take atea-break.”
Take a tea-break. Get your interference out of my thought processes.

“Yes, ma’am.” Hewasn't going to be provoked, not here, not now, not with what they had hanging
off their bow. He did walk away, Banichi and Jago close on hishedls.

“Takehold, takehold minor, takehold,” hit the speakers. They were about to back away from the
confrontation.

Hetook hold, in the corridor, where there was a safety nook and arecessed bar for handholds.
Banichi and Jago braced him within the lock of their arms, and scarcely swayed to the ship’ sgentle push.

Sabin might be halfway satisfied with what had happened.

Hewasn’t. Thelonger he reviewed his performance the more he doubted what he’d done. They’d
lied to the diens about who they were. They’d lied about their possible intentions.

Now they went to the Guild to lie to them about their ultimate intention to destroy the Archive and
shut down the station the Guild had built and defended. And where did the truth start?

The dl-clear sounded. The dien ship hadn’t, gpparently, fired on them, confirming he’ d interpreted
the sgnalswell enough. They were dill dive. He straightened his collar, arranged his deeves and walked
on to the dowager’ scabin.



Best steady his nerves and quit double-thinking what he’ d done. Decision was decision. He might yet
get achanceto finish that letter to Toby, and the one to Tabini. He might yet get a chance to send them.

What would he write about the last performance?l guessed? | did my best guess. They didn’t
shoot at us .

Better than the station authorities had done, at lesst.

At the moment he owed the dowager and Gin a persond presentation of the facts, beyond what they’
d have picked up from their communications. He removed the noise from his ear, pocketed the device
as Banichi rapped at the dowager’ s door.

One of Cenedi’ s men opened to them, and they walked in on that most uncommon of sights, the
dowager’ssmall court and Gin and Jerry sitting together, faces dl turned toward him.

He bowed. “ Aiji-ma, Gin+ji,” They made afortunate number, together. He was never soaware of
settling back into the comfort of that system, every detail considered: bgji-ngji, but the chances of chance
were limited in the dowager’ s company. " We’ ve sent a sort of animated cartoon to the foreign ship,
aji-ma, anillustration of past behaviors and present. We'vereceived their versonin reply, and their
information indicates they approached the station, sent a probe, and the station blew it up—retaining the
remains of the occupant. The aiens have offered no further explanation of their long wait here, but they
declare, asbest the imagesindicate, that they want the remains returned, along, | would assume, with al
bits and pieces of the craft. They may be concerned, aswe are, with information that may havefalen
into human hands. One could surmise they have identical concerns about an enemy researching their
home planet.”

“Undergtandable,” the dowager pronounced it. “ These seem reasonable demands.”

“They haven’t, however, agreed that we can take the stationers away. We put forward that proposa
and they failed, as best we can understand, to consent. This remains a problem for future negotiation.
Sabin-aiji wants to dock with the station and find out whether we can refud. If we have fudl, we have
numerous options.” He hadn’t trandated for Gin, but Gin followed alittle of it, and had heard the origina
eventsin ship-spesk. “If we have none—we have afurther problem.”

Ilisdi lifted athin hand, waved it. “Pish. Running is no choice. It leads home. And will Sabin-aiji lieto
these strangers? A bad beginning.”

“A very bad beginning,” Bren agreed, inwardly cringing at his own respongbility.

“A hard choice” Ilisdi sad.

“But,” Cgjeiri said, hitherto wide-eyed and silent, “what do they look like?’

“Alittlelikeus” Brensad.

“Bren-aji istired,” lligdi sngpped. “Pish on your questions. Let him St or let him go to hisquarters.”

“| should indeed take arest, now, aji-ma. They haven’t requested we go below. | rather think we
should all rest, and be on the bridge as we approach the sation. | may go there earlier, and be there
when the captains communicate with the sation.”

“I can go forward and observe,” Gin said.

Good idea, he thought. He trusted Jase to tell him what was going on as the ship glided away from
the encounter. But hedidn’t trust himsalf to stay awake. He took the earpiece from his pocket and
handed it to Gin. “Jugt listen for me from here. Saves arguments. I’ m going to try to deep an hour.”

“Yougotit,” Ginsaid, and laid ahand on his shoulder as he started for the door. “ Good job.”

“I wish I” d gotten more from them,” he said. It was hardest of al to present a half-done job to his
own associates. But he bowed to the aiji-dowager, to the young aiji, and left, Banichi and Jago in close



company with him—uwent to histemporary quarters and sat down in the reclining chair.

He shoved it back al theway. Banichi and Jago settled where they could find comfort for their
gature, next thewall, one corner of asquare.

Quiet, then. Hisear dill itched from the long flow of communication. When he shut his eyes he saw
black and white figures, the animated docking with station, the embarcation.

The dien ship putting out a probe. The exploson.

Had the dien ship initiated fire on the station ten years ago? Had the station possibly blown halfitself
away trying to hit aship that came close, and decelved Ramirez about the event—in the same policy of
secrets and sllence in which Ramirez had shown alieto hisown ship?

Or wasit one ship that had hit the station ten years back and another the station had hit Six years ago?
God, it was getting far more convol ute than asimple lad from Maospheirawanted to figure.

The plain fact was, they and the alien craft had an agreement—and alie he had to keep covered,
namely the aevi’ s presence with them.

Now hewas going to lieto the station. Aliens aboard? What diens? Oh, the Mospheiran
gentleman.... ajumped-up colonist negotiator. Never mind the dightly odd clothes.

Hewondered if Jase or Sabin was going to get the leisure to sit down for half an hour—Iet done
deep. It wouldn’t improve their chancesto have the ship’ s captains on duty through shift after shift after
shift.

Four shifts, till. Two captains. It was al fine when they were careening through folded space,
puttering half-wittedly about their duties. At the moment, he desperately wished there were rdlief for
them.Sabin wasn't about to turn anything about this over to Jase and Jase wasn’t going to leave her
aloneto deal with whatever came up. He had that pegged.

Digtrust. The habit of lies. And now this Pilots’ Guild, that woveits own walsout of lies.

Not easy to deep on that thought. But he did hisbest. He had the two bravest individuals he’ d ever
known not afew feet away. He had their wit, their steadiness whenever he faltered. They wouldn’t
flinch. He couldn’t. When he logt Sght of everything e se—they were there.

He thought of home. Of his mother’ sdining room. A cufflink, gone down the heating duct. Gone. Just
gone. He'd pinned his cuff, rushing off to the plane, rushing to escape theidand.

Hewished he’ d made avist there before he | eft.

He' d get together with Toby when he got back. He' d drag Jase down planetside to take that fishing
trip. They wouldn't bait the hooks. Just bring aweek’ sworth of sandwiches and a case of beer.

Chapter Eight

«»

[twasn  'tenoughdesp before Gin came across the corridor. “1 hate to wake you,” Gin said
—the door opening had aready roused Banichi and Jago, who had sorted themsalves out and got up
immediately. Bren found a harder time locating hiswits, but he straightened the chair and set hisfeet on
thefloor.

“Sabin’ staking to the gation,” Gin said. “They’re asking questions like what did we just do out there



with the alien? What took us ten years getting here? Sabin’ s tonewadling them. Sayssncethey didn’t
help out with the alien confrontation, she sees no reason to talk to them about what we said until she gets
there”

There might have been a better answer, but he couldn’t think of one yet. It certainly set the tone
between ship and Guild. He was very much concerned about Sabin’s short fuse, and Jase’s, not
inconsiderable, both of them running on no deep whatsoever.

“I'mgoing,” he said, stlanding up, and, too incoherent to explain hiswants, held out his hand for the
earpiece. Shegaveit to him, and he suck it in, immediately hearing the minor traffic of the consoles.
“They haven’t changed shifts”

“No. Overdue, but she’ s keeping her own people on. | think she’ sgetting just alittle punchy, if you
want the brutd truth.”

“What’sour ETA?
“Not sure. About an hour. We're headed for the dope.”

A lot like skidding onice. That was how he conceptuaized maneuvering in space. Sometimesyou
were facing one way and going another, and if you got onto agravity dope you did very damned fast,
accd erating without doing athing. He could dmost understand Sabin’ s viewpoint: she hated planets,
wasn't fond of stars, didn’t at al mind the dark, empty deeps.

Reunion was situated high up on agravity dope. Stations had to be. And a station was a scary place
to navigate, so he gathered. High toehold above a deep plunge. Like wi’itikin coming in for adiffsde
perch, alot of tricky figuring best done by computer brains, humans not having the wi’ itikin’ sinnate sense
—or wings, if something went wrong.

He was fogged. He managed athank you to Gin.
“Ignore them,” he heard Sabin say to someone. “I’'m busy. They can rant all they like.”

Sounded like high time he got to the bridge. “Go rest,” he said to Gin, and headed out the office door
with Banichi and Jago in close attendance. His face prickled. He wished he’ d thought to bring his
shaving kit topside. He' d foolishly believed the dowager’ s sack lunch was excessive.

The bridge looked no different than when he’ d |eft. Those at work took no specia note of hisreturn.
Jase, however, walked over to him as he stopped to survey the scene.
“How’sit been?’ Bren asked.

“Station’ s not pleased with us,” Jase said. “ Senior captain’ s not cooperating with them. They want us
to do ahard grapple at nadir of the mast. Wewon’t. Fuding port’ s zenith. That’ swhere we’regoing.”

“They want usaway fromit. That’ s not encouraging.”

“Thefussis” Jase said. And held alittle sllence with aglance across the bridge at Sabin, who wasn't
looking a them. He gave ahand-sign, the sort that Banichi’ s and Jago’ s Guild exchanged on mission. It
wasawarning. “Angry,” hesaid in Ragi. “Overduefor rest. | lack the skill to bring usin, and | lack the
rank to argue with the Guild. Which sheisdoing.”

That was good news. “1 need your advice in what’s coming. | need you sane and rested. Is there any
reason you can’t go off-duty and take an hour?’

“Shewon't. | won't”

“What are we? Kidsin a schoolyard, egging each other on? Take abreak, Jase. If shewon’t use
common sensg, at least you'll be sane”

Jase shook his head.  She’ s pushing hersdlf. Shewon't trust me to handle the smdlest things. Andif |



want her to pay attention to my advice over the next handful of hours, | can’t fold, now, can |7’ They
were old friends, and there was adamancy, but not anger, in the argument. “And matters are too critica
right now to worry about my state of mind or the fact my back’ skilling me. We' re deding with the
Guild. Y ou want non-reason in high places? We'rededing with it.”

“What do you read in them?’
“I’m not the expert.”

“In ship-culture, in Guild mentality—you very much are” He changed to Ragi. “Y our professiond
opinion, ship-paidhi.”

Rapid blinks—totd change of menta wiring. Moment of mentd blackout. Then, in Ragi:
“Understandable. They disgpprove Sabin-aiji’ s defiance of their authority. They refuse talk until we get
into dock.”

“Then?’

“Then—they and we will bein closer contact.”

“They intend to board.”

“A question whether Sabin will permit that, nadi-ji. But perhaps.”

It wasnot good. He began to read the psychology of it through an atevi lens, and pulled his mind
away from thoughts of association,aishi andman’ chi , the socid entity and the emotion—which, after dl
thisvoyage, began to seem logica even on human terms. Two metal motes with humansinsdewanted to
come together. Like magnetism. Likeman’ chi . But once they met—

Human politicswere insde those shells. Not just two metd shells. Two grenades gravitating toward
each other.

“Dothey trusther at dl?’ he asked—meaning Sabin.

“One doubts,” Jase said, and added, in ship-spesk: “ She’sjust ordered an outside operations team
to suit up immediately after we dock.”

“Boarding the station?’ They’ d have to turn out the whole crew to take something aslarge asthat—
and gtill might be outnumbered.

“To have our hands at the refuding port.”

“That’ s not standard operating procedure, isit?’ Of fueling stationsin the vast cosmos, there were
only two he knew. And one, Alpha, ran operations from a stationside control center.

“It’snot. | know that much. The captain’s preparing to have usdo it oursaves, from outside. | don’t
know what she’ sgoing to say to them. Being Sabin, she may not say athing. She may just doiit.”

Alienswaiting in the wings and the captain outright preparing to commandeer afuel supply from the
peoplethey’ d come to rescue, who at the moment weren’t cooperating—at least ther officidsweren’t.
He' d thought his heart had had dl the panic it could stand in the last few hours. He discovered abrand
new source.

“And we haven’t gotten word from them yet that thereisfuel.” That wasthe prime question at issue,
and Jase dowly shook his head.

“They’ re not talking about that and we’ re not asking. If they can’t fud us, we have achoiceto make.”

“If werun,” hesad, “there’ s every chance that ship out there can track us out to Gammaand hit us
there. Isn’t there?’

“So | understand. Starring down a gun barrel while we scrape what we need together out of spaceisn



't attractive.”

“We can get the dlien remains out of the station and negotiate. | don’t recommend running. We have
areasonable chance so long as we seem to be cooperating with that ship out there.”

“That’ syour advice.”

“To keep dl sdestaking while we spend the next few years gathering fuel. Running’ sonly going to
make matters worse. We' Il have none of the passengers we came here to get, we won’t have destroyed
the Archive, and we till won’'t have any fud.”

“I’d tend to agree with you.”
“Mogt of dl—mogt of dl we haveto get some sort of cam.”
“Cdm.” Jase’ slaugh held stress, not humor.

“Whatever Stuation has existed here for Six years has been destabilized by our arrival. And we don’t
know what’ s gone on here. We have to ratchet down the stress on this situation. And she—" Meaning
Sabin. “ —hasto be reasonable, right dong with the Guild. First and foremost, we have to show good
fath with that ship out there. That’ s a priority, even ahead of the fud, toward getting us out of hereand
keeping the Archiveto ourselves, with dl that means.Hang the fuel situation. We can solve that with Gin’
srobots.”

“Over years”

“Over yearsand | d rather not. But that ship out there represents amore critica Stuation. We get
locked into a push-pull with the Guild and we can lose sight of what’ s going on at our backs.”

“We have guns”

“We have guns, they have guns—we also have a potentia chance tosettle this mess before it comes
home with us, Jase.”

“lagree with you,” Jase said, leaving hanging in the air theimplication that the other captain was at
issue.” And I’'m asking you, Bren, Stay up here. Be cooperative with her, whatever it takes. The Situation
needs youand the dowager with your wits about you, and it needs us dl with as much manuevering room
aswe can maintain with Sabin, if we’re going to have to negotiate our way out of this. She’snot a
diplomat. Y ou’ ve given her information.Don’t assume she’ll useit diplomaticaly.”

“I"d better talk with her,” he said, “ before we go much closer.”
“She’sseverd hourslessrested.” Jase gave him that look. A pleafor extreme caution.
“We have the chance now,” he said. “It’ sonly going to belessdegp if thisgoeson.”

Jase said nothing to that, and he walked on down the aide, quietly intercepting Sabin, ddicately asif
he were picking up alive bomb. “ Captain. A moment, if you can spareit.”

“We don’t have many moments, Mr. Cameron.”
“In private, captain, if you will. | have something to communicate.”

She grudgingly yielded, asfar asthe end of the console, where the generd noise of fans overcame
the small noise of low voices. She hadn’t cut off her communications pickup. But if onetalked to her, as
to him, discreet security personnd were inevitably involved.

“I takeit,” shesad, “we’re about to recelve apersonal confidence from the dowager.”

“A message from me, captain. A further offer—with the Guild. lam anegotiator, if the Guild turns
recacitrant. |’ m offering, inal good will—so you know your hands aren’t empty. For a start—in spite of
my distaste for secrets—I don’t advise spilling everything the diens out there sad, if there’ sany



likdlihood they didn’t overhear it.”
“They’reasking. Likdly they didn’t getit.”

“That’ sto the good. Second point: never mind Gamma. Get in control of whatever alien materia the
gation’ sholding. That’ s critical. We can solve afue problem. But if they’ re not put off our trail, we'rein
deep trouble.”

“Oh, | am so gratified to have that advice, Mr. Cameron.”
“Fud be damned, captain.”

“I don’t recal you got a confirmation from that ship out there that wecan leaveif we jump to their
orders”

“I can’t swear to their customs, their attitude, or their moraity. But | know ours. If there’ saway not
to lead them back to Alpha,that’ sapriority. It’s common sense, captain.”

Sabin’ smouth tightened. * Priority isoptions , Mr. Cameron. Yoursisoneon alist. Fue, passengers,
then their littleerrand.”

“Station’ s not cooperating with you.”
“Tell the second captain keep hisadvice. I’ ve heard it. Trust methat |’ ve heard it.”
“Captain, it’ scooperation I’ m offering. To conveyyour viewpoint to ation. To get what you want.”

Sabin gave ashort, grim laugh. “You say. Y ou know the dowager’ sabastard. Soam |. And o, in
your swest, stubborn way, are you, Mr. Cameron. Tell the second captain I’ mfine , and | can deal with
the Guild. Now go shut the hell up and leave meto my job.”

He' d walked into thistrying to get ahead of the Stuation. Numb as he was and remote from full-tilt
feding, hisbrain uneasily advised him the paidhi was not truly functioning at hisutmogt, either. And he
didn’t know what he’ d accomplished. Sabin took advice without telling the advisor she wastakingit.
And one never knew what she’d do.

“What did she say?’ Jase asked, in Ragi, when he drew back into range of him and Banichi and Jago.

“Sheisat least maintaining our secrets from the station,” Bren said in Ragi. “ She refuses to accept the
alien mission ahead of our own. And hopes, one believes, that there might be fud. If the Sation had any
timeat dl to prepare itself before this second incident, they ought to have thought, if Phoenix comes
back, fudl isessentia to our own safety. Therefore it would be very highest priority. Would it not be,
Jase-diji?”’

“One certainly hopes,” Jase said. Meanwhile the image forward was arotating, damaged Station.

Sabin paused by C1 and gave an order. And spoke on general address.

“ Sabin here. Thisisthe situation: we have contact with the station and we’re on track for our
high berth, contrary to their instructions. I’ ve ordered a team to suit and connect the fuel probe
from the outside. Communications with the station have been limited: considering we’re not
alone here, that’s understandable. But due to numerous unanswered questions, these are my
orders. We'll refuel asa priority, and if station has other ideas, we’ll hear them afterward. You’ll
have a ten minute break coming up as soon as | sign off. Do what you need to do and get back to
a secure bunk. Second watch crew will maintain current assignment. Third watch will take
station after docking.”

Damn, Bren thought. She wasn’t letting Jase’ s crew take station. She was driving her own past adue
change. Had driven hersdf for hours.

“We don’t know the situation on the station,” Sabin said. “ And so long as we don’t know, we



don’t let our guard down. Keep on alert. Thisisn’t a time for any celebration, andnobodywill
attempt to contact station communications. Evasive action remains a moment by moment
possibility. I’m giving you a ten-minute break off strict precautions, but as you value your necks
and the necks of those around you, don’t get sloppy .

“ Ten minutes. Starting now. No excuses.”

“I need to trandate that for my staff,” Bren said to Jase, and relayed the information in Ragi, above
and below decks, that they might move about for avery few moments.

Banichi and Jago had stood by quietly the last while, trandating occasondly on their own, dways
there. That was ardlief to him, too, asif, while they were not by him, even by the width of the bridge
while he was talking to Sabin, he had been somehow stretched thin. Now that they were close, al of him
wasthere... curious notion for aMaospheiran lad to get into, but that was the way his nervesread it.

Bridge crew, half adozen at atime, took the chance for a break, amad rush for the available
facilities. Those first absent returned, and gave immediate attention to business while partners made the
samerush.

Sabin hersdlf took asmall bresk: “You'rein charge” shetold Jasein passing. “Don’t start awar.
Evadeif there’ satwitch out there. Nav knows.”

“Thank you, captain,” Jase said quietly. Jase changed none of her orders, did nothing but walk the
aildeson Sabin’ sroutine. When Sabin got back, he smply made asmall salute, continued his own patrol
and said not aword.

She did approach, however, and talked with him somberly in low tonesthat failed to reach Bren's
ears. She’ d trusted him, however briefly. Jase hadn’t failed her.

The dowager and Cgeri, meanwhile, took advantage of the moment to come out, with Gin and the
rest, and, unopposed, resumed their seats dong the bulkhead. Cgeiri was wide-eyed and watching, the
dowager grim, while Gin—Gin watched everything that moved. Neither captain seemed to note their
arrival, but Bren waited, assured both captains had very well noted it, expecting that if Sabin had had
any comment, Jase would soon wander by.

Jase did.

“Whenwegoin,” Jase said with alittle bow, “we’re going to maintain rotetion. I1t’sa power drain,
operating like that, and it meanswe don’t grapple—we tether. Senior captain’ sordering it to makelife
more comfortable here. The tether dock means more security for us. That’ sacold, uncomfortable
passage that only takestwo at atime. It’s a deliberate bottleneck. Itdoesn’t accommodate boarders.”

“She’ snot letting crew off.”

“No. No way. Crew’ s not going to get communication with the sation.”

“Prudent.”

“ Also ggnificant—maintaining position on tether gives us the excuse to keep our systems hot.”
“So we can move &t the drop of ahat.”

“If ahat should for some reason drop,” Jase said. “Yes.”

“But in that Sate—we can’t board passengers.”

“Not rapidly,” Jase said. “We can easly hard-dock from that position, for genera boarding. But the
thing that may be most important, soft-dock dows down the rush to the ship. She wants our fuel load.
Her priorities. And it’ s sensible. We don’t want to depopulate the station al in apanic.”

Any Mospheiran knew what had happened to the station at the atevi star, once the inhabitants had



decided their futures lay elsewhere, on the planet. They’ d deserted for the planet below, atrickle at first,
then a cascading chain of desertions and station services going down, until the last few to leave the
gtation had just mothballed it asfar asthey could and turned out the lights.

“God,” Jase said then, while input pinged and blipped at the consoles, “1 hope this whole business
goesfadt.”

“Hehing trip’ s<till an offer,” Bren said, ddliberate distraction—~but that offer seemed to strike Jase as
more unreadably aien than the communication out therein the dark. A different world, that of the atevi.
A different mindset, that required aquick, deep breath. But it offered stability.

“If I survivethis,” Jase said shakily, “I swear I’'m going for Y olanda’ s job. Frequent runs down to the
planet. Court appearances. Estate on the coast. Right next to yours.”

“I’ll back you. Big yacht, whilewe're at it. We'll go take a close-up look at the Southern Sea.”
“I'll settlefor arowboat,” Jase said in alow voice. “A sandy beach and arowboat.”

While the numbers went on scrolling on the screens.

“Don’t let your guard down,” Jase said suddenly. “Keep ready for takehold.”

Chaptér'Nine

No touch. A gentle shock alittle after the takehold ran out: darming, to peoplewho’d just
given up their handholds. “ That wasthe tether line,” Jase said, and Bren trandated for the dowager and

party.
They sat and stood, atevi and humans, on that division between corridor and bridge, meticuloudy out
of theway, and watching.

Jase stood next to the lot of them, buffer, trandator, reassurance.

“We havefired atether line toward the station mast, nandi,” Jase said to the dowager in Ragi. “This
isto stabilize connections for essentia lines. The ship’s computerswill keep us positioned relaive to the
dation by smdl adjustments, which we will fed occasonaly while docked, none of which should require
ahandhold. That tether line will keep the fuding probe and communicationslinesin good order, aswell
as carrying information within itself, now that it has contacted the reciproca port on the station.”

“So we should hear from these persons,” Ilisdi said.

“More often and more clearly, nandi, and in communications protected from bureaucrats,” Jase
answered.

“Eavesdroppers,” Bren corrected. The words were akin. Jase’ sRagi occasiondly faltered, even yet.

“Eavesdroppers,” Jase said with alittle nod, adight blush. “ Pardon, nandiin. The tether also provides
a person-sized soft tube which permits one to come and go, rather like an ordinary boarding passage,
but very cold, very much smaller, easier to retract or even bresk free in case of emergency. Sabin-aiji is
preserving our freedom of movement. We expect aclear under standing with the station before we
establish any more solid connection, nandi.”

Sabin meanwhile, not far distant, gave rapid orders establishing that connection, Bren heard that with
the other ear.



“Tether lineis established,” C1 informed the crew below-decks, in that operations monotone. *
Links are functioning.”

Sabin gppeared in afar better mood now than an hour ago. She looked to have aged ten yearsin the
last few hours, but there was a spark in her eye now—more like a battle-glint, but a spark, dl the same.

“Now we have aphysica communicationslinkage,” Jase said, handsin jacket pockets.

Mechanica whine and thump.Airlock , Bren thought on the ingtant, with ajump of hisheart. They
hedn’t heardthat in at least ayear.

“Someoneisgoing outside,” he muttered to Jase.

“Fud access, belly port. We are not asking their permission, nandiin. Wewill see what our Stuation
is. But this process of arranging the port connection may take hours.

“Onemight take the chance at this point to go back to greater comfort below,” Jase said.
“And when will the captainsdo so?” Ilisdi asked.

“Perhgps soon, nandi.” Jase looked wrung out, at the limits of his strength. “But we shdl go to shift
change soon. One anticipates that Sabin-alji may declareit her night, and when that happens, | shal
likely st watch up here claming | know absolutely nothing, should the station have questions. We may
well gtart fueling under that circumstance, granted thereisfue. It may cause a certain distress, but
Sabin-aiji will not be disposed to listen.”

“A diplomatic Stugtion, then,” llisidi said.

“But ahuman one, aji-ma,” Bren said quietly. “I should stay up here within reach, but thereis clearly
no reason for the aiji-dowager to miss breakfast.”

Clearly it tempted. llisdi rarely admitted fatigue, except for show. The harsh lines of her face were
not, at this point, showing. “One might consider it, if this ship has ceased its moving about.”

“Onemay trust that, aji-ma.”

“This bloodthirsty child will go disappointed that we shan’t raise banners and storm the sation, I’'m
sure, but if matters have reached such alengthy wait, | shal appreciate amore comfortable chair. And
this boy needs his breskfast.”

“One understands ayoung gentleman’ s endurance is very sorely tested. | don’t know what other
young lad might have stood and sat for so long.”

“Onemakes no excuses,” llisdi said sharply—though the young lad in question, eye level witha
human adult, looked exhaugted. “ A gentlemanoffers no exceptions, does he, rascd?’

“No, mani-ma.” It was avery faint voice. “ But one would very much favor aglass of—"
Click. Softly, Ilisidi set her cane down in front of her feet.
“ At convenience, mani-ma.”

lligdi’shand lifted. A disturbance had just rippled across the bridge, Sabin and C1 in consultation,
nearby stations diverting attention to that conversation. Technicians’ heads actually turned, however
briefly.

Something unusua was going on.
“A moment, nandiin.” Jase excused himsdlf toward the epicenter of the trouble.

“Excuseme, aiji-ma” Bren took Sabin’ stolerance of Jasein the Situation asasmilar permisson and
went, himself, to stand and listen.

Theteam fromPhoenix had reached the fueling port. Video from a hel met-cam showed ayellow and



black band and a hand-lettered label stuck across an edge. It said... God?Lock rigged to explode .
“They’ ve locked the fud port,” Jase said under his breeth. “With asign out there forus to read.”
“Evidently there’ s something to protect,” Bren muttered, “from us.”

“Get me station administration,” Sabin said in clipped tones, and C1 acknowledged the order.

A sense of unease welled up. Banichi and Jago hadn’t followed him into the sacred territory of the
operations areg, but hefelt aBanichi sort of thought nagging at him. “Jase. If we plug into their systems
to talk, can they possibly get into our systems?’

“Two-way,” Jase said. “1 don’t know the safeguards. | assume we both have them.”

There had to be safeguards—had to be,if the captains hadn’t trusted the Guild. If the Guild had
doubts about the captains. Or had they?* Captain,” he began to say to Sabin, but Sabin leaned forward
on C1’sconsole and said, “Get me the station-master. Now. Adeep or awake, rout him out.”

A loya ship turned up after a decade-long voyage, there was alock on the fuel and the stationmaster
waan't saying glad to see you asit docked? Granted station wasn’t glad they’ d approached the dien
ship out there—it ought to be happy they’ d gotten away dive.

“Anybody bothered by this silence from station?’ Bren asked under his breath.

Sabin shot their smal disturbance a burning look, intermittent with attention to the console. On the
screen, some sort of officia emblem appeared, links of achain, the wordReunion .

“Stationmaster’ sanswered,” C1 said quietly. “ Station-master, stand by for the senior captain.”

“Stationmaster,” Sabin said abruptly. “ Sabin here, senior captain. We're tethered in good order.
Speaking on direct. What’ syour Situation?”

C1 had the audio low, but audible,

And below that circle of links, the screen now held the old Filots' Guild emblem, awhite sar and a
ship, superimposed withPilots’ Guild Headquarters, Louis Baynes Braddock, Chairman .

Nothing inherently terrible about that image. But seeing it actually in use, not pressed in the pages of a
history book, sent cold chills down aMospheiran spine.

That image dissolved to the heavy-jowled face of amiddie-aged man, white-haired and balding, in an
officer’ suniform.Louis Baynes Braddock, Chairman .

“Sable at the moment, Captain Sabin,” Braddock answered. “ Where is Captain Ramirez?’

“Attrition of age, Sr. Of the original captains, Jules Ogun isdive and well, directing affairsa Alpha
Station.” There wasthe shade of alie, by way of introduction. “And | am senior in this Situation. Second
captain aboard is Jason Graham. No fourth captain has yet been appointed. We requirefud. I'd liketo
get that moving. What' sthe Situation?’

“We have a full load for you, Captain.”

Confirmation went through the bridge, papable relief. Full load. Ready. They could do their job and
leave. They could gohome . But not asingle face, not asingle eye, shifted from absolute duty.

“That’ s very good news, Mr. Braddock, very good news.” No flicker of emotion touched Sabin’s
face, either, no rgoicing beyond that utterance, muscles set like wire springs. “ And the watcher out
there?”

“It never has interfered with us.” Not what the dienitsalf had indicated. “ We tried to advise you.
Your interference in that situation is very dangerous, captain. | can’t stress how dangerous.”

Two lies and unanswered questions by the bucketful. The news about the fuel load was good—~but



Braddock lied, and Bren held his breath.

“Ican report in turn,” Sabin said, “that our Alphabaseis secure, thingsthere arein good order, and
we' refit for service once we' re fueled here—including dedling with any threat from that ship out there.
Fuding should get underway immediately. | note your precautionswith the fuel port. Can we get that

open, priority one?’
“ As soon as we' ve officially verified your credentials and reviewed your log records, Captain
Sabin, we’ll be delighted to deliver the fuel.”

Not much fazed Sabin. There began, however, asudden, steady twitch in her jaw. “Chairman
Braddock, we’ ve managed a peaceful contact with that observer out there. We seem to have atacit
approval for our approach, whether or not it’ s collecting targets into one convenient package, or just
watching to see what we do. We don’t know the extent of its comprehension. We' re not anxiousto
postpone refueling and setting this ship in operationd order in favor of around of by-the-book
formalities, hdll no, sir. Unlock that port.”

“ Essential that we ascertain your recent whereabouts and your authority, captain.”
“Y ou haven’'t got damn else for aship, sir, and | am the authority.”

“We're surewe’ll be satisfied with your report, captain. But you'’ll appreciate that, even
considering you're clearly in possession of Phoenix,there is a question of legitimacy of command.
More to the point, there’s the authority of this Guild to review, inspect, and post to rank. Those
formalities we take to be important. The log records are requisite. We require you transmit them

Sabin took her hand off the console shelf and stood upright. There was till not aflicker of
expression on her face. But she paused amoment to gather composure and reason before she leaned
near the pick-up again. “ Stationmaster, do | correctly gather that you’ re asking me to come to your
officesto fill out formsand ded with red tape with my ship unfueled and a ship you can’t account for
aready having congtrained us on our way in? And that you' re trying to assert Guild Council authority
overPhoenix ?1 reject that, categoricaly. My second captain may be new, but I’m not, and | know
what’sin order and what’ s not. Hell if I’ m putting our navigationa records and the precise location of
our remote base into your records when you can’t even guarantee the security of your own station.”

“Captain Sabin, we’re asking specifically that you observe Guild law and procedures which
our office, our entire reason for being, requires usto follow. You’ll appreciate our safeguarding
that fuel, to release it to appropriately constituted authority, operating in our interests and at our
orders—”

“The hdl? Weare the ship. That’ sthe plain fact.”

“Our orders, | remind you, supercede yours, where it regards this station, and the fuel,
captain, isonthis station. For your convenience, and precisely to expedite this process, we have an
inspection team and an escort ready to come up to the ship .”

“ Escort.”

“To Guild headquarters, captain, where you can present your request to the Guild. This
transfer of personnel would be far easier in hard dock. We have questions to ask about the
encounter out there.”

“After refuding.”

“We understand your worry. But we have legitimate worries. We feel you’ ve exacerbated the
situation with your adventurism out there—adventurism which brought this situation on us. We
are not disposed to be patient, captain, and we strongly suggest you hard dock and come in for



consultation.”

“Until you can present solid information about our watcher out there, |1l keep us soft-docked. | may
change my mind once we' re sure you’ rein control of the station.”

“ 1 can assure you, captain, we’ve never ceased to bein control of this station.”

Their advantage was leaking away, utterance by utterance. “Captain,” Bren said, and recklesdly if
gently interposed his hand between Sabin and the console.

Sabin reached past that intervention and pushed a button on the console. Held it down, preventing
transmission to the station, one hoped.

“A sudden bright idea, Mr. Cameron?’

“You’ resenior entity. Demand the Guildmeaster board and prove what’ sto prove. And don’t let him
off again once he’ shere.”

“I’d enjoy that, but it doesn’t get that fuel lock released, Mr. Cameron, and | don’t want someoneto
panic and dump theload. Traditionally, captainshave gone to ation offices.”

“Andif they holdyou 7’

“Thenwe'll know something, won't we?” She released the button and spoke to Braddock, at the
console. “I use my own escort, Sir, under my own command.”

Bren’s heart sank. Ignored. Absolutely ignored.

“I’ll expect afull explanation of the Situation from your sde,” Sabin said to Braddock. “Asfor your
officers boarding this ship, ingpect asyou like, under Captain Graham’ s supervision, but |’ ve nointention
of tranamitting ship’ slog containing base location into your station records in the presence of an
unexplained foreign presence, and that’ sthe law onthis deck. Personnel link is adequate for current
business. Beyond that, | assure youPhoenix remainsthe senior entity in this organization: we are your
founders, sir, and we don’t take orders.”

“We're well aware of your unsuccessful maneuver to breach the fuel port.” Did oneimaginea
sudden, desolate chill in relations?“ When we see the documents that confirm your authority to
command, we’'ll have more to say, Captain Sabin. Our personnel are on their way and expect
entry.”

“I’ll expect your escort momentarily, Mr. Braddock. Let’ s get this business done. Sabin out.”

C1 cut the connection. Sabin wasn’t happy. That needed no trandation. She straightened, glowered
draight at Bren, looked at Jase, @ thelot of them. Thetic was still pulsing away in her jaw. It wasn’t a
good time to argue—~but, Bren thought, feeling the deck had just dropped away under hisfest, it wasa
very unfortunate time for Sabin to shove advice aside.

“Captain Graham.”
“I’ll be honored to go in your place,” Jase said quietly. “In that capacity, | might be more useful.”

“Protocols, second captain, protocols say you aren’t the oneto go, sensible asit might otherwise be.
Main security will go with me. With wegpons”

“Yes, cagptain,” Jase said quietly and Bren stepped to the background with aglance at Banichi and
Jago.

“Inform the dowager and fifth deck, nadiin-ji. Thefud port islocked with an explosive device and a
sign in human language. The station demands Sabin-aiji come report in person to establish her legitimacy
before the Guild chairman will release the fudl. We believe thisis subterfuge. Captain Sabinisarming her
primary guard to go outside the ship, but she has admitted Guild officersinside our security, expecting



Jaseto finesse this”
“Shall we assst?’ Banichi asked, surdly with a certain anticipation he hated to hold back.

“Not yet, Nichi-ji. Not yet.” Thetroubling truth was that Phoenix had rdaively few security
personnel on each shift—they weren’t awarship: they were asmal town; and their advantage was they
knew each other, but their glaring disadvantage was—they only knew each other. Sabin thought she
knew the Guild better than the rest of them, and that might be true, but the move she made scared him—
scared himin the extreme.

Ilisidi had moved forward, into the aide, with Cgeiri, with Cenedi, and her gold Sarefairly szzled.

“Wehave understood. Thisis dangerous insolence in the absence of power, in thiswrecked station.
Say s0 to Sabin-aiji. Say that we shall lend force to her actions.”

Heforesaw refusa. But he went closer to Sabin and rendered that: “ The dowager callsthe Sation
dangeroudy insolent, says people Sitting in awrecked station have no redl authority; she offers atevi
assistance.”

“Unfortunately,” Sabin said between her teeth, “and the governing fact, we have no red fuel .

“If you board, ma’ am, they have you and thefud,” Jase pointed out. “ And without you, this ship has
no way home.”

“On the contrary, Mr. Akers seems quite undamaged and serviceable.” That was the senior pilot.
“Failing Mr. Akers, Ms. Carem and Mr. Keplinger. And they surely haveyour canny advice, Captain
Graham.” It wasthe sort of petty sniping that consistently flew at Jase and his gppointment. “It also has
you , Mr. Cameron, and the dowager and her security, and Ms. Kroger, and if the station does an
explosve vent on the fue, I’ m hopeful we have machinery as adequate to recover it asitisto minein the
firg place”

“With extreme difficulty, captain. With that ship lurking out there, that—"

“We can’t do anything about that ship, now, can we, Mr. Cameron, without that fuel, except runto a
point wherewe’ |l be definitively out of fud and stuck, probably a place, asyou so doquently maintain,
that our aien observer can find uswith no trouble at al. Meanwhile we don’t know the Situation on
gation, which | mean to find out. And when | do, | intend to enforce common sense with information
and observations | don’t intend to pass through station’ s communication system. I’ [l bein touch. Failing
that, Mr. Collinsor Mr. Jenrette will bein touch.”

Jasefrowned. “1’ d ask you not take Mr. Jenrette, ma’ am. He’ saresource | could—"

“Mr. Jenrette, | say, who knows the station intimately and who’ saresource for me.”

“Hisloydty issuspect,” Bren said sharply.

“By you, gr. Confine your speculationsto the diens. And | don’t expect innovation aboard this ship,
second captain. Wait for my orders. If things go massively wrong and you have to go to aggressive
measures on your own, ask C1. If you have to take this ship out of dock, call on Mr. Akers and follow
his advice meticuloudy. If a any time we get another flash from the observer out there—advise mebefore
you start fredlancing any communications back toit; and if you can’t advise me, advise station to advise
me. Abovedl, have aclear ideawhat you’re going to do if it all goeswrong. We don’t want surviving
records, second captain.We do not want that .*

“I understand you,” Jase said faintly. And they al did understand. It was sdlf-destruction she meant.
Terrible dternatives. EvenPhoenix had amagjor stake back at the atevi planet—all there was | eft of
humanity in thisend of the universewas at risk if things went wrong here.

Sabin sedled her jacket, implied preparation for cold. For passage out of the ship and into the station



maed.

“So congratulations: you’ re in charge, Captain Graham. Remember we' re very immeculately Guild
and we follow the regulations until we know what our options are. And that meansyou , Sr—" A glance
at Bren. “ Get your tal, dark friends below-decks right now and keep them there. Aliens never |eft the
atevi planet. Our own crew isn’t putting their heads above two-deck to tell these ingpectors differently.
Theingpection team will fill out their little check list, skip thelog check, as per my orders, and go back
to report they didn’t get any more here than | gave the Guild chief on hisrequest. That’stheway it
should work, Captain Graham. That’ stheway it’ s going to work. So get gran, there, the hell below,
right now.”

One definitely hesitated to trandate that small speech for the dowager’ s consumption. But it wastime
to trandate, inserting proper courtesies.

“Aiji-ma,” Bren said to her, “officias of this human Guild are very soon coming aboard to inspect the
ship’scredentids. Sabin-aiji suggests we go below immediatdly. Officids are arriving at any moment.
We must not be seen.”

“We are here to rescue these ingrates, whose station isin grievoudy unrepaired condition, who

appear to exist in armed standoff with an offended enemy they have no power to talk to, let aone reach,
and thisincompetent Guild wishesto usto dread their displeasure?’

“They do seem to have onething: the fue we desperately need, aiji-ma, which they haverigged so
we cannot get at it. Sabin-aiji being requested to board the station, she will do it with armed escort of
her choosing, and sheis not pleased. One hopes she can carry her point.”

“Shewill go. Not Jase.”
“Not Jase, aji-ma.”

Complete change of expression. In such an undemonstrative species, humans might not seeit. But the
dowager gave him anow sweet, Sidelong look—golden eyes, dark skin with itsfinetracery of lines—
long, long years of calculation and autocracy.

“Wdll, well, we shdl go below,” the dowager announced asif it were dl her idea, and stamped the
deck with her cane. “Now.”

“Nandi,” Jase said, whohad caught the nuances. And understood the threet of atevi taking mattersin
their own hands. “ There will be no foreign intrusion onto five-deck. Y our resdence will remain
sacrosanct. One swearsthis, nandi.”

“One certainly expectsit.” A vigorous stamp of the cane. “ Enough of this standing about? My bones
ache. | want my own chair.”

“Wdl?Isshegoing?’ Sabin asked.

“The dowager isgoing below,” Jase said.

“Very good,” Sabin said. “Mospheirans, too, the wholelot of you, off the bridge. Nothing left
behind. And stay quiet down there, Mr. Cameron. We have enough troubles on our hands.”

“Yes, ma’ am,” Bren said, already determined he didn’t consder himsalf under that prohibition.He
could change accents as easly as he changed clothes. .. and he had no intention of acquiescence in what
the Guild and Sabin aone arranged.

Banichi and Jago were dtill with him. He overtook the dowager and Ginny and their company at the
lift, got in just before the door shut and, between Banichi and Jago, set his back againgt thewall, heaving
adeep sgh. Hisinner vison was al akaleidoscope of crew on the bridge, locked fud port, Sation
corridors—those urgent problems and the marching dots of their communication with the dien craft.



Which had to be finessed. Somehow.

The dowager was, at the moment, on remarkably compliant behavior. Caeiri was, correctly sensing
an armed grenade in his great-grandmother’ s quiet demeanor. Ginny very wisdly took her cues.

“Damn Guild,” was Jerry’ sopinion, and at asharp look from Ginny: “Well, damn them, chief. We
comedl thisway...”

“Jerry,” Ginny said, and llisidi paid the matter aquiet look.

Gran’ Sidi, asthe stationers called her... Gran ' Sidi, the atevi force that swept into station affairs at
critical moments and fixed things. And to this hour when Gran * Sidi gave alook like that—slencefdl
among Mospheirans and ship-folk dike.

“ Sabin has something in mind,” Bren said ever so softly. “Just don’t rock the boat yet. So to spesk.
We'll have our moment.”

“Anything you need,” Ginny said, and with ameaningful glance at the atevi contingent. “Aiji.” She
managed an atevi-style bow, agraceful escape out of difficult communications, asthelift reached
five-deck and let them ouit.

“Good,” Ilisdi said, acknowledging the communication—Ilordly acceptance. Ilisidi walked out, her
gaff with her, and Bren followed, not without a parting glance to Ginny and her team, asimple shift of
the eyes toward the overhead, an advisement wherehe meant to go.

Ginny understood. Ginny—who could passfor crew, hersdf. She returned afirm,
got-the-information kind of nod.

lligdi’ s guards opened the door to the atevi section. Ilisidi’ sguards, Ilisdi’ s servants, had al turned
out dong the corridor, loyd support, baji-ngji, come what might from the strangers proposing to enter
the ship on decks above.

The section door shut. Sedled. Ilisidi, walking with taps of her cane, issued her orders, quietly, matter
of factly, while she moved among the staff. “ An hour to rest,if we are so fortunate. Security will deal
with necessary issues. For the nonce, we shdl not contact these intruders or become apparent to them
unlessthey reach our territory. Bren-nandi?’

“Alji-ma?’

“Y ou, persondly, can manage the accent and manner of ordinary crew.”

Shedidn’t missabet.

“Ezsly.”

They had reached the dowager’ s study door. Ilisidi stopped there, hands on the head of her cane,
poised. “Interesting. Apprise us of any news.”

“Yes, aji-ma”

A waggle of thetopmost fingers. “Let Sabin-aiji make her attempt. Let her learn what she can of the
Stuation and perhaps return to us. Let these officers of the Guild come aboard and lay hands where they

wish on the other decks. But not on ours. All these thingswe may tolerate, briefly, for expediency’s
sake. Otherwise—otherwise, Bren-nandi,see to it. Use whatever resources you need.”

“Yes dji-ma”
And with that statement, and with a bel ated backward look from Cgjeiri—aworried l0ok, it was—
Ilisidi turned aside and let Cenedi open the door to her quarters—into which sheand al her company

disappeared.
Her bones, Bren said to himsdlf, did suffer with long standing. It was well past time she took arest.



But that mind didn’t rest. Shewasfar too canny in human affairsto attempt to dea with what her human
associates could far better manage. She deputed, and she sent. But she did not, one was sure, go off
dert.

He walked on from that point into his own territory, with Banichi and Jago. .. who assurely wouldnot
gpprove his plans. Who had defensive skills he could never manage.

But no amount of skill and stealth could disguise what they were.

“Nadiinji,” he said to them, “ Sabin-aiji, who has met these tation aijiin before, believes she can
maintain her authority, discover useful information and gain their cooperation to refud the ship. She has
refused them free access to the ship’ shistory. They perssted and she il refused. She surdly knows
there is somerisk to her freedom to act as she goes onto the station. Her authority there on the stationis
yet to establish, and one hopes she succeeds. But one il failsto trust her entirely. Thereisthat.”

“A drong possibility, Bren+ji?” Baniichi asked.

“Shecan’t compd their obedience.” It might be superfluous to remind his staff what drove Sabin and
the Pilots’ Guild were different ingtincts, having nothing to do with the grouping-drive that motivated
atevi, but it was dtill worth laying out. “We are not dedling with man’ chi between her and this Guild,
nadiin-ji. Each side has both merit and force to persuade the other to take their direction. But only Sabin
hasaship, and | confess | wish she were staying on the ship and smply demanding they come aboard.
She could compel that. She could announce her intent to the station population and create insurrection,
but she refuses, and takes a security force to the heart of their establishment—perhaps for reasons of her
own, perhaps that some sense like man’ chi forbids she take the station apart in disorder. | fear they may
ambush her—I fear Jenrette, for that matter. But she knows that from the beginning. | have speculations
—even the speculation that sheis Guild and meansto spill everything she bids us conced, laying plansto
take the ship once she gets aboard.”

“Do we count thislikely?’

“Shehas the ship dready. She could easily invite the Guild in and turn the ship over to them without
risking herself aboard the gation. Aslikdly that she meansto wak in and smply shoot the Guild-aiji
dead at hisdesk. | don’t know what she intends. She has taken Jenrette as one of her guards. | don’t
know why. Perhaps because sheis Guild, as| suspect he is—perhaps because she smply wishesto get
him off the ship so he can’t sabotage anything. She does not trust Jase to run the ship.”

“Doyou o trust him, Bren-ji?’ Jago asked.

“In matters of security, yes. And he has staff that can move the ship at need. We have not linked the
ship within safe access of genera population. A rush of population into the mast would put usin a
position where we would have to open our doors or see them die of cold; and the presence of so many
would increase mass that we dare not leave dock without refueling. On the other hand, if the Sation
adminigration itsdlf refusesto vacate the ation, thiswould be a great difficulty. Sabin did reiterate to
Jase the misson to destroy dl the information the station holds. The computersthat hold that information,
on the dtation, are deep, and defended by the Guild. The aternatives remain—very bad aternatives.
One hardly wishesto think about the possibility of blowing up the station with al those people aboard.
Onerefusesto contemplateit.”

“And what shal wefirst do to prevent this?” Jago asked. “ Send you up undefended, Bren-ji, among
officids of these strange aijiin? We protest. We very strongly protest this plan.”

“Let usasss, Bren-ji,” Banichi said. “We can move within the access tunnels. We can remove these
troublesome individuals one by one.”

He had no doubt, even given the likelihood of advanced communications and weapons. “I don’t fear
for my life or my freedom aboard, not with Jasein charge. | do fear the mood of the crew. We must not



spread fear about—Ileast of al any notion that five-deck intendsto seize their ship and take over
command. The good will of the crew isvery important. And I, nadiin-ji, | am going back up thereto
protect Jase’ s authority. | have indeed learned afew thingsin your company. Prudence, among other
things. Use of the communications equipment.”

“Which they may detect, Bren-ji,” Jago said sharply. “ There are very many finessesto these matters.

“Onewill gratefully take whatever ingruction you can give, nadiin+ji,” hesad. “I think it remotely
possible that after a conference, and after reaffirming her tiesto the station, Sabin-aiji may aim &t getting
the truth out of the Guild leadership, about the dien Stuation, and that would be helpful. But she remains
at risk. She hasrefused my services and declared she istaking over the situation with the Guild hersdif,
with armed force. One dares not fold one’ s hands and wait.”

“One protects againgt threets as they come, Bren+ji.” Ban-ichi’ s professiona observation was
low-key, consstently calm. And calming, too. Bren drew that senseinto himsdlf, belief that, against
everything ese unstable, he had a reasonable chance. He would not be utterly alone.

Not done now. Intheir own territory in the corridor, Asicho still dutifully sat the security station,
never taking her attention from the Situation, while Narani and Bindandaand Jeladi had al turned out to
welcome them, to open the door to his personal quarters.

“No timefor rest, Rani-ji,” he said on the way through the door. “We have asituation, a successful
docking on the one hand, but avery troublesome local authority. Sabin-aiji has gone ashore with ship
security, ostengbly to try to deal with them, but rgjecting advice. | shall need idand clothes, Rani-ji,
immediately without fuss, before some Situation shuts down the lift system.”

“Nandi.” Narani asked no questions. The clotheswould appear, with his staff’ s fastest cooperation.
Doubitless, too, the dowager and Cenedi were entering on much the same endeavor, down the hall,
explaining to aff and laying plans of their own, which he hoped didn’t involve armed incursion into the
mai ntenance passages.

Butif the Filots’ Guild should bdieveit could make amove on Jase and control the ship, hewasvery
sure the dowager would move very quickly—benignly toward the crew, so beit, but al the same, no
question but that llisidi would take dl security, al decisions, dl mission direction into her own hands.
Ilisidi, absent Sabin, now saw no one to stop her, no one with whom to negotiate territories directly—
and what came next was as basic as gravity, as fundamenta asthe history of the atevi associations. a
power vacuum did not last, among atevi, not ten minutes. Atevi wars most often happened by accident,
when signals were not quite clear and contendersfor avacancy jammed up in afigurative doorway.

Which meant sgnaswere dready flying, humansal obliviousto the fact. Unless Jase took a strong
enough stand to stand Iligidi off in Sabin’ s name—it would happen. And that meant there was avery
dangerousimbalance of powers developing, if he didn’t get himsdf up thereand plant himsdf ina
position to maintain that balance between Ilisidi, the Guild, and ship’ sauthority.

And whatwould the Guild do if the ship they rdlied on astheir heritage, their only lifdineto the
universe, their protection and refuge, suddenly turned out to be in alien hands?

And what wouldPhoenix crew do, if atevi, threatening al those traditions, moved suddenly against
the Guild—which the crew increasingly didn’t like?

Those last two in particular were questions he hoped not to have to answer before the hour was out.

He was exhausted despite his few hours of deep. He wanted nothing right now more than abed to
fdl into.

But he did aquick changeinto ablue sweater and a pair of matching blue pantslittle distinguishable
from the crew’ sordinary fatigues.



Thehar—well, that was a problem. He thought even of cutting it off, though common crew had
varying lengths—well, al shorter than his. But he had it inasmple pigtail, like Banichi’s or Jago’s, and
made up hismind to brazen it out.

“A jacket, nandi?’ Bindanda suggested. That had, he discovered, a pocket com. He shrugged it on
over the pigtail and fended off Jeladi’ swell-meaning attempt to extricate hishair.

Just as Narani offered him asmall-for-atevi pistal, an n’s undercover weapon.
Hisown gun. After dl these years—diaff till had it oiled and ready.
“If necessary, nandi,” the old man said. “If one should in any wise need it on floors above.”

He hesitated. Thought no, of course not. Jase wasin charge up there. He himself wasn't a
particularly good shot, nothing like his bodyguard. He was possibly more danger to their sdewith it than
without it, relying on hiswits.

And then he thought, dare | not? Dare | not go that far, if need be? If he had to take cover and got to
the service accesses—what more argument, then? What far more drastic Situation could develop up
there, with Guild investigators coming aboard?

Hetook the pistol. Of courseit was |oaded—qgrandfatherly Narani, Assassns’ Guild himsdlf, was
certainly not shy of such things—and went out to the security station, where Banichi and Jago
doublechecked awire antennaimbedded in his collar.

“Be quitewary of transmission near these individua s that are coming aboard, Brenji,” Banichi said.
“They may have means of noticing.”

“I havethegun,” he said, asif Banichi and Jago, in adjusting the connections, had possibly missed it.
“I'don’'tat dl think | shall at dl need it, nadiin-ji, but one supposes better to have it and never need it.”

“Do use caution firing near conduits and pressure sedls,” Jago said solemnly, and Banichi added:

“But do so if needful. Safety systems are generally adequate and quick. Look for adoor you may
shut if thisfails”

When had his security testedthat theory?

“Keep the communications open,” Jago said from hisleft. ” In the generd activity al over the ship, a
steady signd will be less notable than an intermittent one. Spesk Mosphe’. That, too, will beless
evident. Wewill take this ship, Bren-ji, a any moment your safety or liberty seemsin question.”

“Onewill bevery grateful a that point,” Bren said in alow voice. “But one fervently hopes no such
event will happen, nadiin-ji.” Exhaustion had given way to awobbly buzz of adventure. He was armed,
wired, and on hisown for thefirgt timein—God, was it amost ten years?

Hethought he could gtill manage on hisown.
Chapter Ten
«»

Aquick cdl on Ginny —that camefirst. And the sSmple act of getting into that section
proved two reassuring points: that Jase had taken care of business and that their section doors were
indeed not locked to their persona codes.

He surprised one of Gin’smen in the corridor. Tony, it was. Tony Cahoun, robotics.



“Mr. Cameron, Sr.”

“Doors are s, autolock from the outside, protection against our station examiners prowling about,
but codes still work on the pads. For God'’ s sake, don’t anyone walk out and forget your hand codes. Is
Ginavallable?”

“Yes, dr. Toyou.” Tony thumped the door in question. Twice. Threetimes.

Gin answered the door in two towels. “Need hel p?’

“Just a heads-up. I’ m up there to back Jase, if he needsit. Y ou’ re down here to back me, if you'll
do that—my gaff’ s monitoring. If they need asimple look-see topside, one of your people can go up,
too, right?... Banichi may want to take action, but I’ m sure he’ |l gppreciate an intermediaeif he can get
one. Meanwhile my staff may need a backup trandator. Canyou do it?’

“Begt | can,” Gin said, holding fast to the primary towd . “ Anything they need. Anything you need.
Go. Gettoit.”

Theairlock started its cycle, distant thump. Someone was coming aboard or going out. They
involuntarily looked up. Looked at each other.

“Seeyou,” Bren said, and went back the half dozen steps down the hal and out to the lift, hopingthat
system still responded to his code, and hoping it picked up no other passengers.

It moved. He punched in, not the bridge, but up to crew levdl.

Deserted. Crew was gill awaiting the next shift-change and nobody had gotten clearance to enter the
corridors, not for food, not for any reason.

Secrets, they didn’t have on this voyage, not between captains and crew. But the lockdown had to
chafe, and it couldn’t any longer be a question of crew safety, not with the ship linked to station.

Not agood situation. Not productive of good fedings aboard, granted there’ d been one mutiny on
this ship aswas. And Jase hadn’t released them. Jase assuredlydidn’t want common crew available for
any Guild ingpectorsto interrogate. He could imagine the first question.

So where were you for the last nine years?
And the second.
Whatdiens?

Second cycling of the arlock. Bren found his heart beating faster, his footsteps avery lonely sound
on two-deck.

Sabin was leaving with her guard, very, very likely, and not taking dl the Guild intruders out with her.
They couldn’t be so lucky asaquick formdity and arelease of prohibitions. The Guild inspectors were
aboard now, he’d bet on it, as he’d bet that Sabin no longer was aboard and that the ship’ s security had
gonewith her, leaving the techs, Jase, and that portion of the crew that routinely maintained, cleaned,
serviced and did other thingsthat didn’t involve armed resistence. They were, to al the Guild knew,
stripped of defenses.

Sabin, however, wasn’t the only captain with atemper. Jase’ s had been screwed down tight for the
better part of ayear—but it existed. Guild investigators, up there, were going to pounce on any excuse,
question any anomaly; and if they found anything they were going to have their noses further and further
into busness.

While acaptain who didn’t know the systems had to maintain his authority.

A decade ago, whenPhoenix had come in here, had ordinary stationers rushed to board and take
ship toward their best hope, the colony they’ d left at Alpha? No. No more than common crew rushed



into the corridorsto do asthey pleased. Spacerslived under tight discipline, and didn’t do as
Mospheirans would do, didn’t go out on holiday when they’ d had enough, didn’t quit their jobs or
change their residence. They obeyed... except one notable time when the fourth captain, absent
information, had raised amutiny.

Guild leadership wanted Ramirez to take the ship out and reestablish contact with their
long-abandoned colony. But fourth captain Pratap Tamun had taken alook at the Situation of
cooperation between Ramirez and the atevi world and raised arebellion that, even in failure, had seeded
unesasy questions throughoutPhoenix crew.

Lonely sound of his own footsteps. Closed, obedient doors. Ask no questions, learn no lies.
And whatelse had Ramirez’ s orders been when the Guild sent him on to Alpha?

And what did Sabin redly understand about that |ast meeting between Ramirez and his Guild? And
what did she intend to do, taking an armed force as her escort... some twenty men and women, her
regular four, and Mr. Jenrette?

Among other points, Ramirez’ s orders wouldn’t havePhoenix assume second place to the planet’s
native governments, that was sure.

Not to take second place to the colonias supposedly running the station, also very sure.

To takeover the colony that Reunion believed would be running the station, was his own suspicion of
Ramirez’ sintentions—the likely mission directive from Reunion: gain control of it, run it, report back.

Those orders hadn’t proven practical, when there’ d turned out not to be a functional station or a
capable human presence in Alpha system. Ramirez had had to improvise. Ramirez had rapidly
discovered the only oneswho could give him what he wanted were atevi, and Ramirez, one increasingly
suspected, had been predigposed to think answers might come from non-humans. Ramirez had chased
that assumption like ardigious revelaion once he found anegotiating partner in Tabini-alji, and found his
beliefs answering him. By one step and another, Ramirez had gonefar, far astray from Guild intent: the
mutiny had gone down to defeat, Ramirez had died in the last stages of his dream.

So what could Sabin do now but lie to the Guild one more time and swear that Ogun was back there
running Alpha Station’ s colony, everything just as the Guild here hoped?

She could of courseimmediately turncoat to Ogun and dl of them and tell the Guild the truth, aiming
the superior numbers and possibly superior firepower of the Sation at an invasion and retaking of the
ship... fromwhich she had stripped dl trained res stence.

Thatwas his own worst fear, the one that made these corridors seem very, very spooky and foreign
to him. His colonist ancestors had taken their orders from these corridors. His colonist ancestors, when
they were stationers, had obeyed, and obeyed, and obeyed. Everything had gone the Guild’ sway for
hundreds of years.

Now he was here, without escort, lonely, loud stepsin thislower corridor; and he very surely wasn’t
what Reunion envisioned Alphato be. The ship’s common crew had mutated, too, learning to love fruit
drinks and food that didn’t grow in atank.

But now they confronted authorities so old in human affairsthat even acolonist’ s nerves il twitched
when the Guild gaveits orders and laid down its ultimatims. They scared him. He didn’t know why they
should: he hadn’t planned they should when they Ieft Alpha, but here at the other end of the telescope,
Guild obduracy wasred. Hereit turned up from the very first contact with station authorities. That
absolute habit of command.

And Sabin pent up al four shifts of her own crew rather than trust them to meet the Guild’ sauthority
faceto face. Jase himsdf hadn’t given the order to release the lockdown.



Get fuded. Get sufficient lieslaid down to pave the gangway. Get them aboard andthen tdll the truth.
It wasn’t theway he’d like to proceed.

It wasn’t the way Jase would like to proceed: he bdieved that the way he believed in sunrises back
home.

But he had no answers, no brilliant way to handle the Stuation that might not end up triggering acrisis
—and right now he feared Jase was very busy up there.

He needed to think, and the brain wasn’t providing answers. Blank walls and empty corridors drank
in ideas and gave him nothing back but echoes. No resources, no cleverness.

Was the Guild going to give up their command even of awrecked station in exchange for no power
at dl, and sttle down there in the " tween-decks as ordinary passengers? Not outstandingly likely. They’
d want to run Alphawhen they got there. They’ d assume they ran the ship, while they were aboard.

A damn sght essier to believein the Guild’ s common sense in the home system, where common
sense and common decision-making usudly reached rationd, public-serving decis ons—and where the
government didn’t mean asecretive ot of old men and women bent on hanging onto a centuries-old set
of ship’srulesthat didn’t even relate to a ship any longer.

Insanity waswhat they’ d met.

The Guild might even have some delusion they could now take on that dien ship out there, because
Phoenix had itsfew gunsfor limited defense. TakePhoenix over, tdll the pilots, who' d never fired a
shot in anger, to go out there and start shooting at dienswho’ d aready seen Guild decison-making?

Not likely.

If the Guild had any remains of aien crew locked up in cold storage, they might be ableto finesseiit
into their hands—cdaming wha? Curiosty?

That wasn’t going to be easy. Not abit of it.

But they had an unknown limit of aien patience involved. Whatever had blown the station ten years
ago argued for dien wegpons.He believed in them.

AndwhilePhoenix had been nine years making one careful set of plansthat involved pulling the Guild
off this station—bet that the Guild had spent the last nine years thinking of something entirely contrary.

Steps and echoes. He was up here—down here—from relative points of view—trying to shed the
atevi mindset, trying to think as ahuman unacquainted with planets had to think, up on the bridge—

Oh my God. The planet. Up on the bridge.
Thatpicture on Jase’ s officewal. The boat. Thefish.

There were no atevi in the photo, just asea and ahint of a headland beyond. But the evidence of that
picture saidJase had been on aplanet, which indicated avery great ded had changed from the Situation
Phoenix had expected when it came calling at the station. More, it led to questions directed at Jase, and
guestionsled to questions, if Jase didn’t think to shove that picturein adesk drawer before he let the
Guild’ singpectorsinto the most logica place on the ship for them to want to visit: the Stting captain’s
office.

Clatter of light metal. A cart.

A door working.

Food service cart. He knew that sound.
Galleywas operating.



“I'mwalking down to thegdley,” he muttered to hislistening staff, and he turned down aside
corridor and did thet... first acid test of hisanonymity. Try his crew-act on cook and his staff. Test the
waters.

Maybe borrow that food cart—a viable excuse to move about the ship during acommon-crew
lockdown.

He' d walked considerably aft through the deserted corridors. And down ajog and beyond wide,
plain doors... one had to know it was the galley, as one had to know various other unmarked areas of
the ship. .. he heard ordinary human activity, comforting, common. Men and women were hard at work
as hewaked in on the gdley, cooks and aidesfilling the local air with savory smells of herbsand
cooking, rattling pans, creating the medl the crew, lockdown or not, was going to receive.

He dodged amassive tray of unbaked rollsin the hands of aman who gave him only abusy, passing
glance.

Then the man came to a dead stop and gave him a second glance, astonished.

A year aboard—and he knew the staff, knew the faces. They knew him by sight. Not at first glance,
however. That was good.

And without an exact plan—he suddenly found at least astore of raw materia. He waved cheerfully
to the man with the tray and, spotting the chief cook over by the ovens, walked casuadly toward him.

“Hdlo, chief.”
“Mr. Cameron.” Naturd surprise. Hint of deep concern. “What’ s going on up there?’

“Wdl, we'vegot alittle problem,” he said. People around him strained to heer, alittleless clatter in
their immediate vicinity, quickly diminishing to deethly hush. He didn’t altogether lower hisvoice,
deciding that gdley crew just dightly overhearing the truth was to the good—gossip never needed
encouragement to walk abouit.

So he began the old downhill skid of intrigue. Hewasn’t Bren Cameron, fresh off theidand and blind
to theworld. He was, he reminded himself, paidhi-alji—theaji’ s own interpreter, skilled at
communication, skilled at diplomacy between two species—and used to the canniest finaglersand
underhanded conniversin Shejidan. “ Everything so far isfine, except sation haslocked the fue down
tight and wants Sabin in their officesand their ingpectors on our deck, asif the senior captain had to
account tothem .” That wasn’t phrased to sit well with aproud and independent crew, not at dl. “ So do
you think | could get abasket of sandwichesto take up to the bridge as an excuse to be up there, to find
out what’ sgoing on?’

The chief cook, Walker, hisnamewas, listened, frowning. “What do youthink’s going on, sir? What
in hell do they want, excuse my french, Sr?’

“They want usto say yessir and take their orders, and | don’t think the captains are on their
program. | don’t officialy speak for Captain Graham—but 1’1l take it on my own head to go up there
and find out if he has orders he doesn’t want to put out on genera address. If you could kind of deliver a
small snack around the decks and at the same time pass some critical information to crew in lockdown,
it might be agood thing—tell the crew back the captain, tell them don’t mention atevi or the planet at dl
if these Guild people ask, no matter what. If they’ ve got any picturesthat might give that information, get
them out of sght. And don’t do anything these people could use for an excuse for whatever el sethey
want to do. Senior captain’ staken al our security with her, trying to make apoint to the Guild on
gtation. Captain Graham’ skind of empty-handed up there, worried about them taking over the ship.”

A low murmur among the onlookers.

“Taking over the ship,” he repeated. “Which iswhat we're going to resist very strongly, ladies and



gentlemen. Captain Graham isworried: Captain Sabin isrisking her neck trying to finesse this, and
Captain Graham’ s attitude is, if they eventry to claim her gppointment as senior captain of thisshipisn’t
officid without their samp of approva, gentlemen, there’ s going to be some serious argument from this
ship. Captain Graham’ sworried those investigators may make matters difficult up on the bridge. Andl
want some excuse to go up there and look around and make absolutely sure the bridge crew’ snot being
held a gunpoint right now."

Quiet had spread dl through the galley. Not a bowl rattled.
“Sowhat’sto do, sir?” Walker asked.

“Back Captain Graham. Beready, if there’ strouble; if there’s some kind of incursion down here,
sguash it. Spread the word. We’ ve got that dien craft lurking way out there, watching everything thet’ s
going on,expecting usto straighten out this mess and so far being civilized about our going in here to get
the answers out of the station administration. | know the diensarewaiting. I talked to them, so far as
talk went, and right now they’ re being more cooperative than the station authority—who’ sgot an
explosive lock rigged to keep us from the fuel we need, did that word get down here? And asign oniit
telling usin our own languageit’ Il blow up in our faces. | don’t think the diens could read that sign. Guild
won't say athing about that ship, and now they’ re making demands asif Sabin wasto blamefor their
dation having aholeinit. The Guild isholding the fuel againgt the senior cagptain’ s agreement to walk into
their offices and presenther papers, asif they had the say over this ship, which she doesn’t agreethey
have”

“No, gr,” one man said, and a dozen others echoed.

“But therewe are,” Bren said. “We don’t know why the innocent people we came here to rescue
aren’t rushing to get aboard and get out of here. Or why they didn’t just board, the last time this ship
docked. We believe there’ s people on that station that might like to board. But they’ re not showing up,
and the only communication we’ ve got isasign teling us hands off the fuel. That’ swhy the order hasn’t
cometo walk about. | want to get up there to lend Captain Graham some help, and | figure there’sless
suspicion about galey bringing food in—so can you figure how to make melook like 1’ m on gdley
busness?’

“Bridge wants more sandwiches,” Walker growled, with alook around, and personnel moved, fast.

Then Waker asked him outright: “What’ s gran down there thinking about this Situation? Theatevi
backing you?’

“Backing your captains, while Captain Graham’ staking every measure not to let any outside
inspector near five-deck. We don’t want to explain the whole last nine years of our dlianceto aGuild
that’ sin astandoff with an dien ship and not leveling with us. We don’ t want them scared. Gran ’ Sdi
perfectly well understands the need to finesse this operation. Right now you' relikely the only group that’ s
freeto move. Y ou can carry messages, receive information, get it back here, carry sgnds, carryplans,
if it goesthat far. | can’t stress enough how important it is we keep the peace down here, keep your
freedom to move, and just stay ready to back the captains.”

“Damnright,” Walker said, and, an assstant turning up in the aide with the requisite basket atop a
loaded drink-tray, Walker took the goods and handed the exceedingly heavy arrangement to him.
“Anything you need, sir. And anything your people down on five-deck need, if you’ re having to stay
locked down. Sameto the bridge.”

“I’ll passthat on,” Bren said earnestly, restraining the habitual bow. “Thank you, chief. Thank you
al”

He walked out, one more member of cook’s staff on amission involving sandwiches, drinks, and
now the bridge. He didn’t know athing, didn’t have an ulterior motive, didn’t have abadge or an ID.
No one on the ship ever had abadge, the same way they didn’t put up directiond signs. They weredl



family. Outsiders, once the spotlight was on, stood out like the proverbia sore thumb.

But hedidn’t look that foreign, by the galley worker’ sinitid reaction. And everything he’d just said in
ship-speak, he was sure Jago followed well enough, at least the gist and intent of it, especidly since he
was sure Ginny had made it to the security station by now, to provide help with the nuances.

He carried hisload down the main corridor back to thelift, not, at the moment, worrying about Guild
agentsingdethe ship. He was just an ordinary fellow, that was dl, a crewman whose greatest fear was
getting hisfood orders mixed up.

He maneuvered histray insde thelift, knuckled the requisite buttons, held histray steady and kept
hisface serene.

One deep breath before the door opened. He walked out beyond that short partition that screened
thelift areafrom the bridge.

A gray-armored man stepped out from the other side of that partition and leveled arifle at him.

Wdl, wdl,that was different. He had no trouble at al 1ooking discomfited, while hiseyetook in an
immediate and tolerably complete sngpshot of the situation—Jase angry and darmed, the bridge crew
gtting idle sations on a ship that wasn’t moving, while four gray-armored men, one gray-haired, gray
uniform, likely atechnician, leaned over the number one console, the beseiged tech leaning
inconveniently far over, but not yielding his sedt.

“Sandwiches, cap’n. The chief thought you'd need em.” Bren used his best and broadest
ship-accent, smply ignored the armed threat and blundered on, presenting the tray to Jase, who waved
him on—no exchange of glances, nothing but a set jaw and asituation in which an intruder from
bel owdecks was oh-very-welcome to walk around, the captain saying nothing about it at al.

Anxious eyesfixed on him at various places, techs recognizing him and doing amasterful job of not
showing it. Hostile Guild stares assessed him as anuisance, afool on ajob mostly below their radar, and

passed him.

“Dunno what we got,” Bren said to the first bridge tech, looking at the diced side of sandwiches,
while Jase resumed his argument with the Guild agents. He let the woman take apick of fillings, then
wandered over to the Guild investigator. “Y ou’ re from the Sation.” Brilliant observation. “1’ 1l bet you're
gladto seeus.”

“Cameron.” Harsh admonition from Jase. A clear warning. “Do your job.”

“Yessr.” Heturned acharitable face to the Guild investigator. “Want asandwich, Sir? | got afew
extras here”

“No,” theintruder said.
“I’ll take one,” the besaiged chief tech said, the one with the Guild man leaning over his shoulder.

Bren let him take apick while the argument went on, Jase with the Guild. * In absence of the senior
cgptain’sdirect order, no.”

Bren started down the row, handing out drinks and sandwiches, his back to the problem. Worried
eyesmet his, one after the other, warning, desperately asking.

“Cook’s compliments,” Bren said, hoping to God nobody recklessly tried awhispered message. He
was used to acute atevi hearing—and the eectronics that routindy amplified it. Therewasample
evidence of eectronics on theintruders, doubtless amplification, and he strongly suspected some sort of
link back to Guild headquarters, but maybe not as good alink as they might want, given two hullsand
the technicdl facts of their connection. He didn’t need to pass specific messages. His very presence with
atray of sandwiches said cook knew, so crew below knew and atevi and Mospheirans knew. He was



no threat—Dbut atevi had areputation for stedlth and silent interventions. Don’t panic, hisbeing here said.
We'reaware. Gran ' Sidi isaware. The captain has armed, skilled support.

Jase’ s ongoing debate with the Guild—he couldn’t hear it al, but it seemed the Guild ingpectors
demanded to see the log and Jase kept saying no, the senior captain had ordered to the contrary, the
senior captain had to authorize that, and the senior captain wasn't here, so hell would haveicicles before
any non-crew touched a board.

“Not until she’ son this deck and she changes the order,” Jase said. Perfect imitation of asubordinate
with one bone to chew and absolutely no imagination of doing anything to the contrary. The Guildsmen,
intheir turn, wanted to cal their headquarters and get that direct contact with Sabin.

“Won't matter,” Jase said, obdurate. “Won't matter. Until she’s on this deck, no matter what she
saysto the contrary, | have my orders. Nothing she saysis going to mean athing to me until she’s back
here and she can say so on our deck.”

For thefirgt time a certain method appeared in Sabin’s madness. you asked, | went, now you want it
different. Sorry. Y ou’ ve blown your cover and | won’t do athing until I’ ve got answers.

One hoped to God nobody had tried to apply force to Sabin and her security team. One hoped she
reached the Guild offices, took her stand and explained to the Guild why they had to turn over dl dien
remains and materialsin their custody and pack their suitcasesfor along trip.

Meanwhile there seemed to have been no word from her. Jase stood his ground, heard al the
arguments, nodded sagely—and went repeatedly back to asimple shake of the head and arepetition
that he wasn’t going beyond Sabin’ s orders.

Bren coasted past, dumbly made a second attempt to hand the captain asandwich and adrink in
mid-argumen.

“Cameron,” Jase said in warning. “ Just stow it.”

“Yesdr,” hesad, asif he’d understood some silent, peeved order, and wandered off to the
adminigtrative corridor, the Guild agents’ suspicious eyes on his back. One of them was going to follow.
Not good.

Hetook histray and basket into Jase’ s office, whisked the damning picture off the shelf and under
the basket atop the tray, then set down Jase’ s sandwich and drink just as the shadow appeared in the
doorway.

And cameinsde

“Can’'t leaveyou in here, Sir.” Bren made hisvoice perfectly palite, alittle nervous as he tucked his
empty tray close. With afree hand, he waved the agent toward the door. “1 got to go, sir, if you please.
Can’t leave anybody in the captain’ s office. Regulations.”

The agent edged out, scowling, casting alook over his shoulder. Bren walked out and happened to
lock the door in the process.

He had one drink container left. He blithely offered it to the agent—and let that cold answering stare
go al theway to the back of hiseyes. Hisonly personal problem was getting back with the tray and
reporting to cook. He didn’t know what the cgptain was doing. He didn’t know what the problem was
up here. It wasn’t hisjob. The gdley was. Captains and officers solved the big problems. It was al way
over hishead.

The agent collected the drink. Bren just wanted to get back to the galley. Didn’t want to lose the
tray. No-damn-gir, didn’t want to look any angry officer in the eye.

The hand dropped. Bren went on hisway. And reaching the bridge, interrupted the captainin



mid-argument. Again. “Beg pardon, Sir, cook’ s asking when’ s shift change?”’

“Just set it up,” Jase said. That wasn’t chance wording. “ These gentlemen will be touring bel owdecks
very briefly—tell ops down there they have their own key.”

Damn, Bren thought. Their own key . The captains notorioudy had keys, builders’ keys, that let them
into anything. If they had that, nothing was defended except the bridge, where human bodies sat
obdurately between the Guild men and the boards.

He carefully kept the stupid look. “Yessir.” He hugged histray to him and headed toward the exit.
Past the last agent.

Whoserifle dropped to bar hisway.

“What’ sthiswith guns?” he asked, quick asthinking—Iet Banichi and Jago know hewasin trouble.
Indignantly: “What’ sthiswith guns, captain?’

“You don't interfere with my crew,” Jase said, strode over and shoved therifle up, hard. “Y ou may
be dmighty Guild enforcement, mister, but you don’t interfere with crew carrying out my orders.”

“Thisistheway it’sgoing to be,” the senior agent said from the heart of the bridge. “We stay aboard
and we supervise. We supervise until your captain gives us access, and maybe we supervise some more,
That’ sour order fromour deck, and that’ sthat, captain, o get used toit.”

The standoff continued. Bren edged toward the lift, remembered to cast a questioning look at Jase as
the source of al law, and got hissilent order.Go . Do something.

They were between the proverbia rock and a hard place. They couldn’t afford a shoot-up on the
bridge, they sill hadn’t had fueling questions answered—and Sabin was on the Guild' s deck and
vulnerable, if not already under interrogation. Not good, not good, not good. He could call his staff in,
but he wasn’t ready to blow the Situation wide open.

“Cameron,” Jase said. “Get below. Advise gran.”
“Who’sthisgran?’ the Guild senior wanted to know.

“Senior officer,” Jase said. “In charge of logisticsfor the colony leve. | takeit your briefing included
that detail.”

It didn’t. The Guild men looked perplexed, hadn’t a clue that the ship was here to take their residents
off the station, and Jase didn’t explain what the * colony level logidtics’ had to do with anything, either,
whether it wasfull of colonias or not.

But a suspicious man could guess whatever the station had ordered or asked of Ramirez—sdrike
evacuation of the station as part of the plan, at least asfar asthese lower-level officersknew.

“Well, that colony level’ sthe mission, gentlemen.” Best Sabin imitation he’ d ever heard Jase launch.
“It’ sbeen themisson since our last cdl here, and | suggest you bear it in mind as you tour the facilities.
Maybe your command hadn’t any inclination to tell your office what the exact arrangement was, but we’
re expecting their help in operations, we' re expecting a certain contingent from your station to board in
good order andwith their equipment, and if general adminigiration istrying a this point to wilt and
change the mission, let me remind you that you’ ve got an aien ship out there that’ s curious what we're
doing. I'mwell sureit hasalimited patience, and if you want to prove obstructionist to our taking on a
fud load to dedl withiit, | haveto ask whether your administration is on the up and up with you, with the
station population, or with our captains.”

God. Jasehad learned something in the court a Shejidan. It was the best impromptu flight of
imagination and haf truthssincellisdi’ slaunch-day banquet.

It certainly seemed to catch the mission leader aback. At least adoubt or two flickered across that



square face. Bren, on the other hand, reminded himsalf not to look remotely sharp, only being part of the
furnishings, same as the cabinetry. He had his gun in his pocket, an open com they hadn’t detected, or
didn’t think was out of the ordinary for crew, and alistening post down below which he had every
confidence was processing dl thisand laying contingency plansto get control of the ship, if need be. He
didn’t have aword to say. No, not athought in his head but awe of authority and a certain confusion
about the Stuation.

“Cameron,” Jase said.
ng.”

“Conduct this officer down to the lower decks. Let him inspect on crew and colony level. Let him
satisfy himself of whatever questions he has”

“Yes, sr.” Eager and very glad to escape—that part was no act. He asked the agent who'’ d stopped
him: “Y ou want to comewith me, Sr?’

There was alook passed among the Guild enforcers. Therifle was still aquestion, not quite put back
to safety. A second look.

“Stay intouch,” the senior officer said, and the man moved a step and touched the lift button.

Thelift car waswaiting right on their level. The door opened immediately. Bren got in, hands
occupied with histrays, and freed afinger for the button, heart crashing againgt hisribs. He had
wespons. a straight-edged tray aswell asthe gun in his pocket, but the best two were hisbrain and the
awareness of hisown gaff and Ginny’s. There were service accesses. His staff might move, and he wasn
't ready to have that happen. Jase wasn’t—or he’ d surely have included five-deck in the proposed tour.

The door shut. The Guild agent bulked close to Banichi’ swidth, given the body armor, the wegpons,
the equipment.

Not quite as mentaly quick, however. “ Thought we were going down one,” the agent said.
“Cap’ n said tour you around the colony deck, sir. Figured you’ d want to see that, where we got al
the gpecid rigging.”

The agent wasn't eager to admit he and his hadn’t a clue what rigging and what arrangements were,
and it clearly wasn’t uncommon for Guild levelsto keep truths from each other. If there was anything but
atop level officer a the other end of the agent’ s electronics, figure that that authority would till haveto
wonder if there were higher-up secretsto whichtheir agents were inadvertently being exposed—he gave
himsdlf about thirty minutes of administrative confusion before someone conceivably asked far enough up
the chain and got an order to take action.

But the desireto see dl they could see might well keep thisfelow tame and following—thet |eft three
on the bridge, not four, and just that quarter less force gave Jase more breathing room up there.

The lift door opened on abone-cold, very dimly lit corridor.
“What isthis?’

“Colony level, sr.” Hewas glad of the coat. Breath frosted. Rime formed on the edge of the door.
“Jugt garting the warm-up.”

“For what?”’

“Dunno, Sr. Best | know, there’ sguysyou’ re sending, and here’ s space for *em, and we’ regoing to
save the day, | suppose, where we’re going. We got the stores—you want to tour the stores, Sr?’

“I’ll take your word for it.” The agent, breath hissng between histeeth, reached for thelift controls.
Bren hit the order for two-deck. Fast and first. First number entered was the number, unlessthe user



used an override, and the agent didn’t appear to have the key.

“What’ s on three?” The car moved.

“More crew quarters, sir.” He gtill had the tray and the basket—and Jase’ s picture—clutched againgt
him.

“You're not damn bright, are you?’

“No, sr,” Bren said cheerfully, asthelift doors opened on two.

The agent looked disgusted. But thislevel waslighted, it was warm. The agent walked out and Bren
walked to hisright, tray clutched tight against him.

“This nearest and straight ahead ismedical, ar. Just thisway iscrew area” Straight to theright, Sde
corridor, afair wak, two more corridors. Bangs and thumps came from the distance, cook’ s operation.
Bren fdt his heart thumping while his brain sorted the corridors, the charts, the not-quite-perfect
knowledge of what was where among all these unmarked doors.

There was, for one thing, warm-storage here, for items various departments needed often and didn’t
want frozen. There were cleaning closets. He earnestly wished he dared shove the man into oneand
lock the door.

That firepower, however, might be adequate to blast right back through a door, and most of these
doorswere crew quarters. He wasn't expert in firearms. He wasn't sure. He wished he could contrive
to ask Banichi and Jago that surreptious question, but he didn’t know how to describe therifle.

So he walked, opened random section doors, ameandering tour of two-deck, while the agent held
hisrifle generdly aimed at thewallsand not at him.

Elsawhere thelift operated.

The man looked in that direction, asif things he saw just weren’t entirely adding up.
And stopped. Wary. Listening to his electronics.

“What' sthe matter?’ Bren asked.

“Shut up,” the agent said. And aimed the gun a him while he went on listening.

Bren had his hand on a door switch. Storeroom. He was ready, heart in mouth, to make a desperate
maneuver and hope the door was adequate, if that was hisonly choice.

“What’sthat?" The agent motioned at that hand with the gun barrel.

“Service closat, Sr.” He punched it open to demonstrate the fact, and dropped the offending hand.
“Don’'t get smartass. Where' dife inthis place?”’

“All these cabins. They’ re il waiting in quarters. Ship’ s ruleswhen we dock, sir.”

“What' sthat?’

There’ d been asound, aclank, aclatter. A cart, somewherein motion not far away. “Oh, | imagine
that would be gdley, Sr. The saff’ s delivering food around. People got to est, no matter if shift’sheld
over.” The storeroom door shut. Doors always did, left unattended. But the agent was jumpy. Very. The
gun twitched that direction. And something in the Cameron bloodstream, some ancestra fool, suddenly
just had to push when pushed. “Door’ sautomatic, sir. Watch your fingers.”

“Where’ sauxiliary ops?’

“That’son aways aft, Sr. We can go there when you like. But there’ smore.”

“Let’sgothat way.”



He obliged the man. They waked. They saw exactly nothing. They might go to the galley, Bren
decided, lacking aplan, not sure how far or how long his staff was holding off, but absolutely certain
they were being tracked. He could arrange adiversion, maybe get cook’ s help to shovethefdlow into a
gtoreroom, his best amateur imagination of asolo heroic finish to thisfoolery.

But the minute he made amove on this highly wired individua,, conversdy, and probably what
Banichi and his staff was thinking, Jase would have to answer for that action upgtairs, with dl the others
and al that delicate equipment up there—not to mention the communications links this team of enforcers
presumably had to the station’ sinner workings, where Sabin was aso exposed to reprisals. Banichi and
the rest might be maneuvering into position in the service accesses, for what he could guess—which was
acold, arduous business, getting between levels. But he wasn’t done. He was sure he wasn’t done, and
that al the problems he could think of were being thought of : Banichi might have been deceived once
about the sun and the starrs, but the handling of an armed intrusion and a hostage Situation was no
mysery at dl to him.

The question here was who was hostage. Bren rather thought he wasn’t, that he, in fact, had this part
of the problem in hand.

So they walked. And walked. Bren rattled on about safety procedures, the most boring official tour
information he could muster, a compendium of the orientation video tour the crew had put together for
groundlings. He clutched the trays and the damning picture against him asthey walked, and he toured the
man up one hall and down the other for what fdlt like a gun-threatened eternity, telling himsdf hewas
gaining time for those who knew what they were doing to work matters out—possibly for Ginto
communicate with Jase and coordinate actions.

Meanwhile small rackets|ed their tour steadily toward the gdley’ s open door, where cook’ s mates
came and went. The armed approach drew an anxious look, but no one, thank God, reacted in panic.

“Gdley, gr,” Bren said brightly, the obvious, and led their tour inside, stopping just inside the door,
where he set the tray and itsload onto the nearest shelf and trusted no oneto ask brightly what the
picture was.

The agent gave everyone the cold eye. A food truck wanted out the door. The agent stood there just
long enough to be inconvenient, saying nothing, asking nothing, just looking. The agent moved and the
innocent cart trundled past.

“Want asoft drink?’ Bren asked, pushing it way beyond bounds, at the same time cuing cook what
part hewas still playing. “ Cup of tea, Sr?" He asked himsdlf in an afterthought whether the food menu
and the planet-origin smells might give away to this man as much as Jase’ s photo, but most anything
could passfor synthetic, if the observer were predisposed to believe everything in the universe was
synthetic. “ Stuff’ sreal good.”

“Not herefor that,” the agent said, and waked out, shoving him aside in the process.

“So what are you looking for?” Stupid question of the hour. Bren followed him. Got into the lead
again. Without the damning tray.

“Checking thingsout,” the agent said, and pointed at random. “Looking for answers. Open that
door.”

“It'sjust adoor, gir. It’sacabin.”
“Openit?

“Yes, gr,” Bren said, and politely pushed the entry-request, same as agroundling’ s knock at the
door.

The door took itstime opening. A couple of uniformed crewmen stood there looking confused.



Alarmed, to have astranger with arifle sanding in their cabin doorway.

“ThisisMr.—" Bren hesitated, trying to keep it socid, ridiculous asit al fdlt, and hewasn't sure
what levd of inanity might just betoo much. “Didn’t catch the name, Sir.”

“Esan,” the agent said, giving the two occupants hislong, flat stare.

“Mr. Esan,” Bren amended the introduction, stupidly cheerful. “Mr. Esan, here, isgiving the ship the
once-over before we do the formalities. Captain Sabin’ s on station doing whatever’ s necessary. Captain
Graham says| should just tour him around.”

The two crewmen weren’t stupid. And inthis corridor of al corridorsthey’d likely gotten cook’s
warning and knew they were the lucky people to dedl with aticking bomb.

“Glad to meet you,” one said, and moved forward to offer a hand.

Esan flinched, oddly enough. Didn’t take the offered hand. Then did, asif the crewman were holding
something objectionable... or contagious.

Wiell, well, well.

“Benham,” the crewman said, doggedly cheerful. “Roger Benham.” He indicated the second,
younger man. “My cousin Dale. Welcome aboard, Mr. Esan. It’ s good to meet somebody from
Reunion.”

“Hard voyage?’ Esan asked.

“Oh, average,” Benham said. “ Glad to meet you. Esan. Aren’t any Esans aboard.”
“Weadl took to gation,” Esan said grimly, and walked ouit.

Bren stayed with him. Kept cheerful. And stupid.

“Much the same with the rest of this?” Esan asked—meaning the doors. Having found nothing
ubversve.

“All the same,” Bren said. “Well, except the storerooms. We can go back thereif you like.”

“Bridge,” Esan said. He seemed to be listening to someone. Muttered aquiet, “ Y eah,” to that
someone at the other end.

“Yes, gr,” Bren muttered, wondering at whét time something might go very wrong upstairs and
Officer Esan might smply leve that rifle and shoot him without warning. The policy decision on thisone
was more than the dowager and Banichi and Cenedi: Sabin might start something, if she sent word; and
Jase might, if he decided he had to move. And something up on the bridge had clearly changed.

Suddenly.
“Back tothelift,” Esan said.

“Yes, dr,” Bren said, and led theway, beginning to think of the gun in his pocket, thinking if things
had gone wrong up there he could prevent reinforcement—~but getting his electronics up to that deck
could give Banichi and Cenedi direct information about the Situation. He swested, trying to figure.

The lift was quick in coming. He boarded with Esan, punched in the bridge, and kept bland
cheerfulness on hisface, supidest man dlive, yes, gir.

Not aword. Esan was listening to something.

“Wha’sgoing on?’ he asked.

“Mesting in the captain’ s office,” Esan said.

“Yes, Sr,” hesaid, deciding not to shoot Esan through his coat pocket. A meeting. His heart settled



margindly and hewas ever so glad he’ d gotten that picture out.

The door opened, letting them back onto the bridge. “Captains’ officesarethisway, sr.” He stuck
like glue, hisstupid, cheerful presence guiding the way.

The bridge crew was still pretending to work. They drew stares. The tension was pal pable as they
walked the short distance from the lift area, past the bridge operations area, into the adminigrative
corridor. Jase’s men were there, Kaplan and Polano, armed, that was worth noting. Armed, but outside,
looking anxious while Jase was, evidently, insde.

“Here’ swhere, sir,” Bren said, and Kaplan opened the door to let Esaniin.

Jase was secure behind his desk. Two of theinvestigators were gtting in chairsin front of it, one
standing in the corner. Esan made four.

“Mr. Esan, isit?” Jaserose and came around the corner of the desk, offering ahand. Esan
confusedly reciprocated.

Then Jase turned a scowl, aimed at Bren. “Mr. Cameron.”
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No question. Bren ducked back for the door, fast as any offending foal.

Jase stalked to the door in pursuit. “ Cameron, you stupid son of abitch! What the hell are you
doing?’

A bewildered investigator started to intervene. But Jase shoved Bren back hard, dived out after him,
whirled and hit the door switch as the man tried to come out.

The door shut. The investigator had skipped back: security doors meant business. Kaplan
immediatdy hitlock .

And that was, if notthat , at least an Sgnificant improvement on the ship’ s onboard situation.
Bren let go his breath. Jase straightened hisjacket.

“Good job,” Bren said shakily, and in Ragi. “ The intruders are now contained in Jase’ soffice,
nadiin-ji.” He was astonished and relieved, quite astonished at himsdlf, and Jase, and Jase’ steam. He
didn’t know what precisdy what they were going to do about the morsdl they’ d just lodged in their
collective gullet, but they’ d defended the ship from capture. They’ d won. Themsalves. The human
species had won one.

Jase gave an approving glance to Kaplan and Polano: “Wel done. Well done, gentlemen.”
Pressman, the third of Jase’s men, appeared from alittle down the corridor, out of Ogun’ soffice, witha
rifle

“Any word coming from Sabin?’ Bren asked.

“No,” Jase said sharply. “Her signd’ s quit. And these bastards aren’t getting off this ship until thereis
word.”

Not good news. Not at al.
“Everything dl right down on crew level?’ Jase asked.
“Everything but third-shift crew stewing in their cabins.”

“We'll fix that,” Jase said, and led the way back into the bridge area, into the middie of the bridge.
“Cousins,” Jase said to dl and sundry on the bridge, “the problem is now contained. C1, kindly continue
jamming any output or input from gation. Then give me contact with my office, intercom imagein my



office to monitor thirty-two, with audio.”
“Yessr.” C1 cheerfully punched buttons, and began the process.
Jase picked up ahandset and thumbed in a code. “ Gentlemen.”

Bren stood by, watching the monitor, on which one saw four armored station agents battering the
office door with rifle butts—and asking himsalf how, if they had begun jamming, they were going to hear
from Sabinat al.

They would not, he feared.
“Mr. Becker,” Jase said.
Battering stopped. The group looked at the desk.

“Our cgptain’ ssignal has ceased,” Jase said. “Y ou are now jammed, gentlemen. Turnin al armament
and e ectronics and cooperate withPhoenix authority, and we' Il negotiate for your return to your own
command. The same authority that established Reunion in thefirst placeisnow in charge of this station,
and will bein charge, and | advise you not to disarrange my office, gentlemen, sincel may be judging
your case.”

Bren earnestly wished he had atap into what Jase received on his earpiece.

“That’sdl very well, gentlemen,” Jase said, “but you’ re on our deck, this ship maintainsits own rules,
and | don’t give adamn about your loca regulations. Turn over your wegpons and ped out of the
armor. Tothe skin. You’ vefar exceeded your authority and my patience, and unless| get adirect
countermand from the senior captain, not likely under current circumstances, thelot of you are under
clossarest.”

One man moved. Leveled agun at the door and fired. The sound reached the corridor.
Jase punched one more button. “Kaplan? Fire suppression, B4.”
Theview on screen clouded. Instantly.

Theintruders had, Bren recdled, masks among their body-armor. They surely had internal oxygen.
They surely were going to use that resource, fast.

“Gentlemen,” Jase said, “1’ m going about other work. Advise me when you’ re ready to comply with
ingructions. | know you’ re on your own air. But we can keep the office in fire-suppression for the next
century or so. And if you do succeed in breaching that door, gentlemen, be assured you’ Il walk into
worse. Would you like to negotiate at this point? Or do you want to be carried out after your air runs
out? Because I’ m prepared to hold out until the next century, but | don’t think you’ I last near that long.”

Brendidn’t hear what the men answered. But Jase seemed grimly pleased.
“Cl,” hesad, “take precautions, condition red.”

There was an answering murmur from exhausted crew, al the while crew locked down, pulled down
covering pandsfor the consoles, dl camly.

Small under-console panels divulged wegpons. The bridge crew armed itsdlf, hand-weapons, afew
heavier, to defend the ship’ s heart and nerve center if it got to that. Jase might have read his captain’s
training out of arule book, but damn, Bren thought, he’ d learned afew things on the planet, and he was
icecam.

Bren’ s pocket comm vibrated. He said, without taking the device out publicly in Jase’sdomain,
“One hears, nadiin-ji. One beievesthe ship’ s personnel are managing the Stuation very well indeed.
Wait.”

Thelift door opened. Security personnd arrived, the ship’ sfew remaining, in full kit, with bregthing



assg and antipersonnel armament.

“Four Guild enforcers are occupying my office,” Jase said with ahook of histhumb. “Fire
suppression’ sengaged. Captain’ sSgnd’ s gone dead and they’ re for security confinement. My persona
guard isSitting on the Stuation. Assigt.”

Ship’ sintegrity wasthe ship’ shighest law. Ship was country and family, even if they’ d had their
bloody fights. And station admin was only acousin-rdationship, when it cameto that. Brendidn't say a
thing, only stood and watched the security team, clearly ready for sometime, head down the short hall.

The executive offices security door shut acrossthat view, protecting the bridge from whatever
unpleasantness might break out of Jase’soffice.

Jase stood ill, pushing the earpiece firmly into his ear. The spy-eye was till running, but the white
fog indde the office gave way to thermal image. Four armed men, each in acorner, clear as could be.

The door to that office opened. A barrage opened up, anti-personnels bouncing al over—agtonishing
inasmal space. There seemed to be aded of wreckage. Theintruders flinched, went down under a
continuing volley of pelletsthat richocheted off every surfacein the smdl office and hit from every angle.

Two attempted a breskout. Bren stifled ausdesswarning.

The two dropped at the door, netted and shorted out, in every eectrica contact exposed. A third
went down, in split-screen, clawing at asuit control that didn’t seem to be functioning, and afourth tried
to bolt.

Security netted that one, too, right atop the other two, astruggling lump. It looked like Kaplan who
hauled that one out and up.

It was over. Won. Bren let go a breath. His kneesfelt the weight of hours.
“Got the bastards,” Jase said quietly.

The bridge crew breathed, too, shouldersjust that degree relaxing—but they were still armed, il
waiting for orders.

“You can let them out, C1,” Jase said. “Get additional security to do afire-check and a bug-check
down there. Let’ snot have any lingering problems.”

Definitelylearned in histime in Shejidan, Bren thought. Banichi would declareit afinejob. Not
finessed, but certainly well ended. They stood there, watching the search on the monitors, and he took a
moment to report.

“Nadiin-ji, one believesthe loca matter is now aptly handled. Jase-alji has done extremey well. One
regretsto report Sabin-aiji’ ssigna has ceased for some undefined reason, but the internal threat isunder
arrest and destined for detention. Jase remainsfirmly in charge of the ship.”

Doors opened. Armored, masked security, Kaplan, Polano and Pressman among them, by the
badges, dragged their prisoners out, four net-wrapped men, stripped of armor and weapons—menwho
looked far smdler and lessthreatening, in disarranged blue fatigues stained with swest.

“Have medica ook them over, ingde and out,” Jase said. “ Then tank the lot and have alook at their
communications.”

“Yes, dr,” the head of the second team answered, and bundled the problem out of view of the
bridge, lift-bound.

“Cl,” Jase said quietly.
“Sr?’ Crisp and proper.
“Oncethey’ ve cleared thellift, I'll go down and address the crew on two-deck. And for bridge



crew,” hesad, raising hisvoice, turning to make it carry. “Well done. Good job, cousins. Continue
measuresin force, pending further orders. We'll go to shift change very soon now, with thanks.”

Relief went through the bridge crew on the gust of asigh. Armswent to safety, a scattered, soft
sound.

“Restore the boards for next shift and we’ll carry on, cousins. That’ sal. | don’t know how thisis
going to affect the senior captain’ sStuation, butwe’ ve got the ship rather than losing it. And if they’ve
got the fuel, we'll figure away to work this. It’s clear they’ re not going anywhere. Resume operations.”

Crew began putting weapons away, clearing the safety covers from consoles. The bridge began to
normalize operaions.

Jase’ sface had been flushed with anger. Now the sweet broke out and the flush gave way to pallor.
Bren remarked that. But Jase didn’t offer to go to quarters, and Bren himself didn’t move. Hislegsfdt
like posts. The adrendin charge wastrying to flow out of him, fight-flight instincts having incomplete
information from the brain, which said, with complete conviction, You can’t quit. I1t’s not done . They
had an alien threat at their backs and station had dammed astone wall down in front of them.

“Prisoners are secured in medical, captain.” That from C1.
“Assembly ontwo, C1, al shifts”

“Yes, dr,” Clsad, and Jase said, from every speaker in the ship, and likely within hearing of the
meke-shift brig:

“ Captain Graham will address crew on two-deck, all attend, all attend. Three minute
warning.”

“Mr. Cameron,” Jase said.
“Captain?’

“You'll do me the honor, Mr. Cameron. Y ou can explain the atevi position. | know ours.”

Chapfe? Eleven

Two-deck  ’scorridors were crammed in every direction, a crowd from two-deck and likely
from the crew section of three-deck converging on thelift from the moment they got off, crew standing,
gdley saff prominent in whites at the left, upcoming bridge crew in blues on the right, a scattering of
security thrown in at random. Faces, Bren noted, weretense. .. every man and woman in the corridors
having heard as much as Cook’ s staff had had to give.

“Cl,” Jase sad. “Route my comm to two- and three-deck intercoms.” Intercom immediately came
live. Jase’ s next utterance went out over the speakers, making the voice omnipresent, distant as he was
from the remoter rows of cousins and crew. “ You know by now the senior captain’s gone to station,
and that station sent on some investigators. They pushed. They’rein medical. They’ll bein the
tank until we get the captain back.”

A cheer. That curioudly rattled Jase. A cheer hadn’t beenin his plans. Or his self-concept.
“Mr. Cameron’s herein support of ship command. ' Sdi-ji does support us.”
Second cheer. Jase was further rattled. He never had been agreat speaker. He didn’t havethekiller



ingtinct and he never knew when to quit. He dogged on, gathering force, if not € oquence.

“So we're going to get the captain back,” Jase said. “ But we're not helpless, meanwhile. We've
got fuel to maneuver if we have to and remember we’ve got the only pilots who actually know
how to handle this ship, never mind what anybody on station may have studied up in some
simulator. They can’t give us orders.”

Third cheer. Which threw Jase completely off his pace.

“I’m no great shakes at the boards,” Jase said. “ And I’ m not the senior captain by a long shot,
which | know. | also know everybody aboard wants to be out there on deck doing something, and
everybody wants to get onto the station, some of you with cousins to find; and everybody wishes
station was what it used to be, but it isn’t, and we can’t, and | can’t. So I'll tell you what my
policy is, whichiis, first of all, no more secrets, so long aswe’re in this mess.”

Maybe Jase drew breath. Maybe he wanted encouragement here, but he didn’t hear it. The crew
just stood il and sllent. “ So while I’ macting senior, I’ m taking questions, and crew who wants to
go onto the bridge and see for a fact what’s going on, come ahead, never mind that protocoal, just
walk softly around working crew. If you’ ve got a question, | want to hear it, in my office, in an
orderly fashion. If you’ve got a complaint, | want to hear that, too, and I’ll deal with it best | can
in time-available. We’ve clearly got a situation working. The Guild leadership isn’t cooperating,
we haven't heard from the senior captain, and I’ m not turning this ship over to them, I’m not
giving themtheir people back, and I’m not handing over the log. Meanwhile we’ve got an alien
ship out there that’s got its own agenda, possibly missing personnel of its own, and we’ve got to
finesse that, too. We’ve got to stay alert, and we’re going to get out of this somehow, cousins.
Hell if I know how at this exact moment, but we got to Alpha and back, and we’ve built an
alliance there, and our station, with Captain Ogun, is going to back us, not them, when we go
back. If we go back under any circumstances but us in charge of our ship, there’ll be serious
trouble at the station where this ship left its kids and old folk, among others, and |’ m not going to
see that happen, or come dragging in, telling Captain Ogun we’ve brought him a problem. We
settle it here, cousins. Any gquestions?’

Uneasy quiet. Maybe certain ones wanted to ask questions. Maybe others wanted to make
observations. But no one moved.

Then somebody called out, “ Taylor! Taylor’sson !”

Taylor. Senior captain. Dead for centuries. But the genetic bank of those days produced the ship’s
specia children. The specia ones, born to be outside the Guild, outside palitics, outside precedent.

“Taylor!” someone e se shouted, and otherstook it up. “ Taylor !”

Jase didn’t want that. He stood there amoment, not moving, then lifted the com unit again. “ So get
towork,” hesaid. “ Shift change, cousins.”

Jase clicked the com off at that point, pale around the edges, swesting, maybe feding al the hourshe
hedn’t dept. And there was a cheer from the crew.

“Good job,” Bren said under his bregth, in the same moment ahandful in bridge blues came through
to the front, third shift pilot and backup in the lead.

“Captain.” Third shift pilot and second senior navigator, Jase’ sown shift. “We'll back you. Y ou want
ateam to go out there on station after the old lady, there’ sthose on third that’ Il go, no question. We're
asked to say that.”

“Thanks,” Jase said. Just thanks. A hand on the pilot’ s shoulder. “We'll see what welearn in the next
hour.” Jase’s most urgent wish seemed to be to escape this expectation, this adoration he’d not asked
for. Bren knew. He’ d been likewise seized upon, made into a symbol. From that moment, however, one



couldn’t back down. Crew flung their support at Jase. They gathered around him, they surrounded him,
they cheered him and laid hands on him in outright relief for what they thought he was.

Then Bren found hands on his own shoulders, the same officers with, “Good job, sir, damn good
job.”

He honestly didn’t know what good job, in his own case. Jase had played the cards. His own action
hadn’t been a particularly good plan, only desperate, moment to moment babysitting a problem, but not

at any point solving it. The Situation they had left in their hands owned too many loose ends, lill, leaving
far too much il at risk.

Y et the crew believed in them, expected a solution.

He was ever so rdlieved when Jase extricated them both, back safely ingde thelift.
Jase punched five-deck. “1’ 1l get you safely home. Get somerest.”

“Andyou.”

“Got to get Sabin back,” Jase said. “Not optimum, not an optimum Stuation. She’sour authoritative
voice, the only one the Guild’ sgoing to listen to in negotiations. Especidly if she’ stold them her opinion
of me”

“Isthe Guild going to believe anything she doesisn’t a subterfuge? Don' t flinch. Lull theminto
thinking we' re stuck without her, if they’ |l believe that—Iet them think their card ishigher thanitis, o
they don’t make any further move againg the ship.”

“Bren, she may be ontheir side. She may dways have been. I’ ve grown up with the woman, 1’ ve
taken my ordersfrom her, and | don’t know where she stands. But |’ m scared to death something’s
happened to her, her and nine-tenths of our security team. And | don’t think she’ d betraythem .”

Jenrette, was Bren’ sthought. But in that instant the lift, having hit five-deck, opened its doors, and
Bren stared, shocked, at the sight of leveled gunsin the hands of two of Gin Kroger’ s engineers—they
weren’t marksmen, they weren’t apt to shoot, but there they were, in case.

“We'redl right,” Bren said, and waked ouit.

“Banichi said s0,” their leader said. Jerry. “But he so said meet you. Captain.” Belated courtesy to
Jase.

“It’sdl right,” Jase said. The ship’ s captain stood at the edge of foreign territory, the dowager’s
domain, and Gin’s, and the rules and precedences down here were different. “ Good job. Good job, the
lot of you.—Get somerest, Bren.”

“Y ou too. Urgently.”
“Intend to.”

He was outside, Jase wasingde. The lift door shut between them and the lift climbed, Jase’serrand
of courtesy was done, enabling Jase’ s escagpe to his own responshilities. Even bed, if Jase was lucky,
but Sabin’s sllence and Guild prisoners on two-deck didn’t augur well for that chance. He wished he
could relieve Jase. But protocols werein the way.

“Thanks,” he muttered to Jerry, and went for the atevi section door—which opened before he could
touch the switch. Staff was monitoring him that closdly.

His taff met him on the other side, Banichi and Jago, who swept him safdy, warmly into their own
corridor and within their protection.

He couldn’t say, after hisbrief foray up topside, We have solved the problem . He couldn’t say, The
shipissafe.



But he hadn’t gone up there into a perfect Situation, either, and both statements might be alittle closer
to truth than they had been an hour ago.

Cenedi turned up, too, not afew steps past the dowager’ s door. Things began to passin an
exhausted blur, but Bren was relatively sure Cenedi had not been in the corridor a second ago.
“Bren-aiji,” Cenedi said formdly, “the dowager wishesto see you before you rest.”

Then, God save him, young Cgeiri, trying his best to be discreet and adult, turned up right at his
hedls. “ Great-grandmother is very pleased, nandi.”

“Oneishonored.” Courtesy was automatic, even if the body wanted nothing more than to collapse
into hisown chair. The dowager reasonably wished to have the latest information, though he hadn’t yet
had time or coherency to talk to his own staff. So he addressed himself to Cenedi, marshalling hiswits.
“The parties are at standoff, nadiin-ji. One expects political postures. Communications and surveillance
instrumentsthey carried will have been cut off. That will surely bring repercussons. Jase is adamantly
maintaining the ship’ sintegrity, however, and supported by the crew.” Hewasin the atevi world now,
the solid depths of the ship, wheresupported by the crew meant that man’ chi wasin good order and the
ship was whole and hedthy—it was the ampletruth, but he grew dizzy from such shifts of world-view
and redlity, from reckoning what humans thought, and how atevi saw it, and whét the real and objective
truth was, amore fragile thing—

And reckoning, too, where the pitfalls of interspecies assumption lay, which wasthe paidhi’ sunique
job.

“Hasthisrebd Guild changed its mind, then?’” Cgeri asked.

“No, young Sir, and one doubts their sanity.” Bren answered, and saw Cenedi seizetheinquisitive
heir by the shoulder, diverting him firmly to the background.

“But, Cenedi-ji,” the heir said.

“Hush!” Cenedi said, and the heir hushed, asthey collectively approached 1lisdi’ s outsde study
door, the direct way in.

Cenedi openedthat door, sgnal honor to an exhausted, chill-prone human. He was deeply grateful
not to have to brave the burning cold of the back corridor.

Insgde he met, dill, acomparative chill, dimly lit. It had that comforting faint petroleum scent of old
atevi residences, and overlain on the ship’ s geometries, dl the curved lines and ornate textures of very

old power.

And the dowager, Stting in her chair, reading by that dim light, quietly, dowly laid her book in her lap
asthe returning diplomat made hiswobble-kneed smal bow. She met him with asmile. “Y ou play the
servant very well, I’'mtold. Clever, clever fellow.”

Alarmsrang. One had to be on aert with her. Always. “My mother inssted on manners, aiji-ma.”
Eyes hdf-lidded. “ And what will the station say now that we areless mannerly?’
She was asking—without asking—shal | we attack?

“Oh, likdly the station will thresten the fud, which, if it exists, we doubt they will destroy, thisbeing
their greatest asst, aiji-ma. It will have taken years of effort to gain, would take moreto replace, and
even in the affairs of the Guild, common folk do have an opinion—not a very important one, rarely
unified. But it counts, and the Guild leadership occasionaly hasto fear it. The Guild should fear popular
opinion on this ship, for abeginning. Crew is not pleased with the Guild-master, and has not been, al
through this voyage. Now Sabin-aiji’ ssignal has gone silent and we hear nothing from her or her
security. Therefore Jase arrested the Guild agents.”



“And what has Jase-aiji told this Guild?’

“That Sabin-aiji can certainly counter his orders and rel ease these agents once she stlands on this
deck and reclaims her authority from the aiji-junior. That until she does, the ship will not cooperate.”

[lisdi smiled and nodded benignly as any comfortably set grandmother. “And what will the
foreigner-ship do, in the meanwhile, while we remain mired in controversy?’

“That ill remainsaworry, aji-ma No greater and no lessaworry than before we restrained these
intemperate agents. But their patience must grow less by the hour.”

“And now Sabin-alji hasimprudently gotten hersdf in adifficulty, does one conclude?” Again,
implied, a power vacuum.

“Likely, however, sheisdive”

“Would this Guild use forceful interrogation?”

“They might use drugs on her subordinates. That might be, but one believes they would make her
very angry.”

lligd’ samber eyes caught the light, shimmered palest gold, twin moons. “ She haslived on the
borders of our association. She has dealt with theaishidi ' tat . She well understands how any admission
of our presence would lead to more questions and far greater suspicion. | have already sent word to
Jase-alji, suggesting that the next attempt to board will not likely be apatry effort of inept spies. We
have seen their subtlety.” A waggle of fingers, suggesting that subtlety was not grest. “ One expects some
stronger effort, and one counts armed assault a possihility, since subtlety failed.With thisship, the Guild,
which has languished herefor years under threst, has mobility. It might attack that ship out there. When
will that ship attack us, do you think?’

Hewastoo tired to think. The brain was attempting configurations of thought just too complex to
chaseright now. “Ingtinct, aiji-ma, saysit’snot likely. They wait. They have waited for Sx years, it
seems, and onethinksthey will go on waiting so long as we keep from darming them.”

“The gtation taking the ship would surely darm them.”
“Itwould. I’ m sure it would—if they detected that.”

“And this Guild. They might have made usfed welcome and easy in this meeting and then attacked.
On the contrary, they have offended Sabin-aiji and now Jase-aiji. They have offended this crew. So you

sy.
“Soit seems, aji-ma”
A wave of an arthritic hand. “They arefools.”
“They have been foolsfor centuries, aiji-ma. But armed and powerful fools.”
“Thisauthority isfearful of us? Or have they some distaste for subterfuge?’

“One believesthey arefearfulfor their authority, aji-ma, and know that man’ chi will divert from them
toward us once truths begin to come out.”

“Ought we then to provide these truths?’

“Wewould frighten the population, aiji-ma, until we can provide oursealves as an avenue of escape.”
Hewas so tired he wasfaling on hisface, yearning for nothing more than his own mattress, and the
dowager, characterigticdly, gave him nightmares. “ And we gtill hesitate to encumber the ship by taking a
great number aboard. We haveto let Jase attempt to dedl with this.”

“So we spend dl effort on this Guild squabble. And this Guild had rather squabble than dedl with this
foreign ship—after offending it by firing at it, as seemsthe case. Thisis hardly reasonable behavior. Have



they areason for confidence we as yet fail to know?’
Theworld swung around him. The walls did. He found no solid ground.

Doats... marched on ascreen. An dien craft. Anincursion. An expedition. Hismind wastrying to
formaconcluson.

“Aiji-ma, | don’t know. | have no answers.”
“But will find out. Will find out very soon.”

“I mug, aji-ma.” hesad, “but now, aji-ma, | plead exhaustion, and trust mysdlf and my staff to your
resourcefulness, aji-ma, confident in that, dways.”

Dots and light and dark. Flow of events.
The dowager said: * Sabin appointed Tamun.”

Sometimes Ilisidi turned corners and forgot to inform those engaged in arguments with her. But this
leap of logic jerked him sideways. Tamun occurred to her.

Tamun, ajunior captain, had mutinied againgt Ramirez, senior captain, whenPhoenix had cometo
the atevi world.

Why, an atevawould ask? What had changed in Tamun’s mind? What was the agenda.on which he
operated?

Thatwasthe cliff on which Ilisdi set him to perch for whatever deep he could get.

Sabin, not within 1lisdi’ sman’ chi, remained aquestion—inlligdi’ smind, surdly. In his, too. In Jase’s.
In no few reasoning individuas’ minds, the more since her communications had gone sllent—hersand
the mgjority of the ship’ strained security personnel. But there was more than that. Sabin’ srelation to
Tamun had always troubled them. And now Sabin, who had gppointed Tamun to office, had fdleninto
Guild hands. And taken twenty-odd ship’ s personnel into sllence with her.

HadTamun mutinied over the station mission tape? Over information Ramirez withheld from crew?
Had Tamun been outraged crew? Or a Guild agent in the path of command?

“I haven’t forgotten,” he murmured. “I never have forgotten.”

[ligdi lifted that thin, age-wrought hand. “ One would never suppose that what was true when
Ramirez |eft this placeis il true here. All things change. Personsfal from power. Personsrise. Agendas
change.” A second time Ilisidi waggled her fingers. “ An old woman haslittle to do but think in her
isolation, understand. These may be idle fancies. One amuses onesdlf. But weary asyou are, you surely
pay little attention to us. Go. Seep. Rest.”

“Aiji-ma.” He bowed. Hiswits had taken onefina battering. But he thought. Crazed as he was, he
found his brain working.

Dicey. Very dicey, he said to himsdlf, tired enough and bemused enough to walk into walls. He took
his leave, found the door switch and exited back to the crudl, cold glare of the corridor lights, to dienly
human corridors where Cenedi waited, along with Banichi and Jago.

“Oneisgrateful for the dowager’ s concern,” Bren said, Cenedi having every right to have somekind
of summary. Hisvoice was going. “ As aways, the dowager offers good advice. Utmost vigilance. She
reminds us that whatever exists here was not planned for our arrival.We are interlopersin astuation. We
may not be its most active component. And she asked about Tamun, in connection with Sabin’ sslence.
But | haveto rest. Forgive me, Cenedi-ji, | haveto rest now.” Hewas crazily deepier and deepier, a
cascade of bodily resources dl deserting him.

“Nandi.” Cenedi evidenced that he understood hisfatigue, and posed no chalenge. Bren gave a



small bow, about dl he had in him, and waked, trying to make it astraight line. He had Banichi and Jago
aone, now, and at the end of the hall, saw his own quarters, his own staff waiting, with Narani.

Wise, good Narani, who would do everything possible to put him to bed for a decent few hours.
“Supper and bath and bed, Bren-ji?’ Banichi asked.

“Bed,” he said.” The dowager has some few misgivings that Sabin-aiji may be—or become—
unrdiable. | confess| have smilar misgivings, though tempered by afeding | haven’ t—at the moment—
the wit to explain.“ Hethought it was astraggling, strugglinghuman fedling trying to work itsway through
hisbrain, but he couldn’t, in hisfogged state, be sure of its nature. “ And we should remain concerned we
have only theword of this Guild that fuel isready for us. That they would lie—yes, not even for much
advantage. Their ingtinct isto lie, to protect al information, useful and not. There may be fuel. There may
not. Things are stable, but not as 1 would wish, nadiin-ji. We have this offended alien out there. We have
aquestion, nadiin,why Tamun once turned against Ramirez, and what Sabin knows that she never told
Jase or us. Sheisnofoal. Y et she deliberately took an untrustworthy guard and went aboard the station,
leaving Jase with the ship, armed and warned, and told to heed no word from her until she returns.”

“With increasing certainty,” Banichi said, “we mugt take this sation, Bren-nadi.”

Mild shock. At least mild shock. Trust Banichi’ s absolute clear view of astuation, when hisown
stuck at leaping over human barriers. He had thought of taking over the ship—with Jase’ s consent.
Banichi wasfar more ambitious.

Reasonable? Not reasonable? His heart gave two wilder beats, no longer quite panicked.He wasn't
inhibited by his humanity. Or by being atevi. He had occasiondly to apply it as alogic-check, asabrake
on atevi actionsthat might be a shade excessive when dedling with humans not quite as hair-triggered as
his escort.

But plan big? Banichi certainly did that.
Taking the station would solve a certain number of problems here.
Reationswith humans might suffer.... not done of the Guild, but of the ship—

And of persons capable and willing to serve as agents, they had no more than the dowager’s
security, and his.

Y et for what had Tabini-alji appointed him lord of the heavens and sent him out here? Not to Sit on
his hands, that was sure.

“One must rest afew hours, nadiin-ji. My reasoning grows exceedingly suspect.”
“Shdl we,” Jago asked, “ congder possibilitiesin thisdirection?’

“I believe we should. We may take Jase into our confidence. | shall haveto finesse that. But | believe
we may ultimately rely on Jase. On hisman’ chi. On the man’ chi of the crew to him. On the association
of our missionto al hisassociaions.” His brain veered momentarily sidelong, into human thinking. Or
hybrid thinking, such ashisand Jase’ s had gotten to be. “1 don’t think he expected man’ chi from the
crew, such as he has. They will follow him. And that isarare and extraordinary asset among humans,
nediin-ji.” Hedidn’t know whether he was thinking straight or not, but it seemed to him he had suddenly
drawn afair bead on the Stuation. “ That is an asset we should greetly vaue—this crew, and Jase.”

“One perceives 50, Bren-ji,” Jago said, and Banichi said something of thelike.

Hedidn’t even remember reaching his room. He had the impression he’ d spoken with staff. He
thought he’ d turned down a pot of tea. He undressed, handing the gun aswell asthe clothing to
Bindanda and finished his muddled thought about Jase—something about the meeting with crew—while
lying on hisface, naked on cool sheets, with the scent and the fed of his own mattressto tel him where



hewas.

Only acrazed recollection of his hours above five-deck perssted to tell him, indeed, he and Jase had
actudly—wsll, if not won the round, at least had the problem locked away. Here and there were not
congruent. These decks didn’t match the others. The reasons down here didn’t match those on upper
decks, but they fit well enough. They got dong.

Hedidn’t know when he’ d been astired, as absolutely out of resources. He crashed again, beyond
coherency, telling himself he had to get up and check on essentids, if he could remember what they were
—involving Guild enforcerslocked away, involving Sabin, involving that great holein the gation. ..

He waked athird time and crawled toward the edge of his bed in that total darkness that, with atevi,
passed for moderate. “ Rani-ji?’

Staff kept theintercom live, to hear such cdls. It was not, however, Narani who answered the
summons, but Bindanda: bulky shadow in the doorway, a merciless spear of light from the outer
corridor, aglarethat afflicted his eyes and comforted him at once. If there were any sort of trouble from
upper decks he was sure domestic staff would wake him to report.

They hadn’t. Hecould deep if he wished, and oh, he wished. Resolution trembled. So did thearm
that supported hisweight.

But Jago wasn't here. Jago wasn't here.
“Isthere any word down from Jase, Dandaji?’
“No, nandi.”

“Jase surely would tell meif there were developments.” He believed it, but Jase, too, had to rest.
And he daren’t pin the future of two species on hisfaith in anyone’ swaking him. “Kindly seetoit this
happens, Dandasji. And maintain our watch. Jase must deep, too.”

“One will surely make that effort, nandi. Do go back to deep. | have that firm instruction, to say 0.”
“Whereis Jago?’
“Resting, one believes”

Thenitwasdl right. Bindandawouldn’t lieto him. “| have every confidencein gaff,” he murmured—
and dropped onto hisface.

Thedoor closed. Thelight went.

If, however, Banichiweren’t up to something, Jago would be safe in his bed, adeep, would she not?
And shewasn’t. And resting didn’t mean deegping. So Banichiwas up to something.

Thewhole gaff might be up to it dong with them—whateverit was. Cenedi might likewise beading
and abetting.

And any action involving foreign humans—or worse, not humans—triggered every warning bell the
long-time paidhi-aiji owned.

He urgently needed, despite Bindanda’ swishes, to get up off hisface and get dressed and advise his
gaff wherethelimitswere.

Don’'t assume. Don’t do any of those things that had been downright fatal in interspeciesrelaions.
TheRilots' Guild on Reunion Station wasn’t the President’ s office on Mospheira. Therewasno

equivaency.
And most of dl, none of them knew the nature of that ship out there. There were answersthey had to

get. A missonforthat craft that might or might not et them leave this place: there was no guarantee of
reciprocal favors—thet logic didn’t reach to the back end of the human spectrum and it didn’t hold up as



far asatevi councils, either. Expectation of like result was abox that hemmed in histhinking, that guided
him toward what might be afase conclusion, when he ought to be using his head and thinking of multiple
waysout.

He needed to be consulting with his staff —knowing—at least being reasonably confident—that
Banichi wouldn’t actudly put anything into operation without telling him. He' d told Banichi that. Hadn't
he given that ingtruction?

He couldn’t quite remember. But he had confidence in Banichi, more even thanin Jase.
His eyes were shut. Seep wasn’t avery long hike.
But dong that short journey, he began to think critically—asign of returning faculties.

The Guild had dways been difficult. The Guild had been difficult back when the path to aunified
humanity had been well-paved and lined with flowers.

The Guild, seeing the attraction of agreen planet luring its crew, had doggedly held to their notion of
space-based development, and attempted, instead, to force the human colony safely in orbit at the atevi
planet to leave and go live in orbit about barren Maudit, instead—where temptations would be fewer.

Where the colony would be utterly dependent on Guild orders and alternatives would be fewer.

That hadn’t worked. Colonists had left in droves. Flung themselves at the atevi planet and escaped
by parachute.

Point: whatever the Guild had in its records about that Situation, the Guild did till remember, surely,
that the green world had had inhabitants. They did know that the colony they’ d run off and left—and
ultimately sent Ramirez back to find—was going to be to some degree in contact with the steam-age
locds.

And the ship, returning to that place, had stayed gone nine years.

That things had radically changed, given afew hundred years and the remembered direction of the
colony’ sambition—it didn’t take geniuses on the Guild board to figure that could happen. It didn’t take
ageniuson their sdeto figure that the Guild was nervous about what influences had worked on the ship
during aten-year absence... nervous, too, one might think, about Ramirez’ s prior actions and what his
influence might have wrought.

The Guild had wanted to talk to Sabin, alone, while thelr investigators prowled over the ship.

Note too, they’ d wanted the ship to move into close dock—from which postion the ship’sairlock
was ble to them at their whim.

Sabin had cannily said no to that. She’ d taken enough security to keep Jenrettein line, if she had the
inclination to keep Jenrette in line—or she’ d deliberately stripped security away from the ship, for
whatever reasons Sabin had. Shedidn’t say why.

The Guild tried to pretend theydidn’t have aholein their station anddidn’t have ahuge dien ship
Sitting out there with its own agenda. Phoenix tried to pretend planetary locals had never entered its

equation. Nobody was saying anything to anybody.
There was adark spacein hisreasoning. He redlized he’ d been adeep.
The door had opened. Someone was standing in the light.
Had he been here before? Had he drifted off while Bindanda was talking to him?.
“Bren+ji.” Jago’svoice. “One regrets to wake you, but Jase wishes to speak to you.”
He moved for the edge of the bed. Fast. Too fast, for hisredling sense of balance. “Is he here?’



“On theintercom,” Jago said.

He set afoot on the floor, fumbled after hisrobe, missed it, and went straight to the intercom without
it—punched in, shivering in the cold. “ Jase? Thisis Bren.”

“Bren. Good morning.” Space-based irony. Or memory of old times. “| hope you got some sleep.”
“Did.” God, he thought, teeth chattering. Get to the point, Jase. “Heard from Sabin?’
“No,unhappily. Not a word. | need answers. So |’m giving our several gueststo you.”

Gratefully, he felt the robe settle about his shoulders, Jago’ s doing. He grabbed it close. “What do
you wantme to do with them?’

“Finesseit, nadi-ji. I’'mfor half an hour of rest.”
“Not dept?”

“ Off and on the bridge all shift, with Guild messages that don’t say a thing. |’ m getting stupid
without sleep. Which | understand you did have, lucky bastard. So go to it. I’'ll meet you down
there. | want the truth, Bren. Or 1’m going to lose my self-restraint and pound it out of them
Wﬂf,”

“I’'m going.” He had not the least ideawhat he was going to do. Jase was, in very fact, hoarse and on
the edge, and he got the picture: the Guild was getting hotter and hotter, demanding restoration of
contact with their people, Sabin was still missng—under what conditions Jase didn’t know. And
somebody had to move off dead center soon.

Jase clicked out. He did.
He raked a hand through his hair, exposing anarmtoicy air.

“Jago-ji. I’ m needed. I’ I bathe.” The mind was ablank. But he had to dedl with humans. “1dand
dress”

“One hears,” Jago said from the doorway. “And for us, nadi?’

He heard, too. “ Pleaseget alittle deep, nadi-ji. | shal have Jase’ sguards, and | shdl take no
chances, none whatsoever, Jago-ji. They should not see you yet. But | assure you. | set no conditionson
your assstanceif you should hear any threat to me.”

“One accepts, nandi,” Jago said. Not wholly satisfied, it was clear, but much moallified by the
emergency clause.

“Adcho can St duty, nadi. 1shall need you soon. I'll need your wits sharp when | do. But onething |
shdl wishimmediately: have Bindanda pack amodest picnic basket for five humans. And tuck in abag
of sugar candies.”

A dight hesitation. Jago could speculate quite easily that the picnic wasn’t for Gin and company.
“Yes,” Jago said.

Accepted.

Reassured, he dumped the robe and ducked into his shower, chilled half to the bone.

He toggled on the water and scrubbed with avengeance, trying to adjust histhinking not only to
human, but beyond ship-human and ship-speak, dl the way over to Reunion Guild—trying to scrub
away dl the disposition of his Mospheiran heritage, dl his accumulated distaste for the behavior of the
Guild’ s officers on their deck. He had to get down to mental bedrock. Had to look at what was. Not
what had been, centuries ago.

Hewasrdatively clear-headed when he emerged, rdlatively cam and with hishead full of tentative,



Guild-focused notions.

Narani helped him dress, idand-style being far, far quicker than court dress. He omitted the ribbon,
tucked the braid down his collar, as he had when he visited home, in the days when things had been
easer than he had ever redlized.

He clicked on the pocket comm.
“Onergectsthe gun, thistime, Rani-ji, in close contact.”

The requested picnic basket turned up, agenerous container, in Jeladi’ shands. A very generous
container. The requested bag of candies, he tucked directly into his pocket.

The breakfast would have served a soccer team, by the weight of it. He walked down the corridor,
seeing Banichi and Jago, doubtless waiting to bid him be careful—

“Onewill be extraordinarily careful,” he said, tilted dightly with the weight of the basket. “I know
their mannerisms and their threats, and | shdl not be surprised. Sleep, nadiin-ji. Favor me with the effort,
a least.”

Hewaked on. By the dowager’ s door, Cenedi’ s men stood Ssmply watching, doubtless
communicating with personsinsde. Definitely so. Cgeri popped out to watch him pass, asif hewerean
expedition.

With the weight of the baggage, he might well have been.

He exited to the lift area. He supposed Gin knew about the proceedings, too, or would know in
short order.

He got in and punched two-deck.

Armed guards met him on that level. He was allittle taken aback; but it was Kaplan and Polano—
Jase’ sbodyguard, in full kit, two men he was sure hadn’t had any more rest than he had, turned out to
welcomehim.

“Hereto help, sir. Cap’n’'sdown there.”

Jasewas here. He murmured a response and walked ahead, Kaplan and Polano attending. Jase was
here to meet him, maybe for a conference without agrest number of witnesses.

Chapt'e'r Twelve

«»

Jase waited, beyond theimmediate area, short of deep and running very short of temper.
Bren, having shared an apartment with Jase for no few years, saw the folded arms and the set of the
shoulders and immediately recognized aman who’ d as soon throttle his problems as negotiate.

Jase, however, had settled a strong veneer of civilization clamped atop histemper these days—most
times.

“What isthis?” In ship-speak, and referring, by the glance, to the picnic basket.

“Breakfast,” Bren said. “ A good breskfast, nadi, to put anyone in a better mood. Want to join me?’

Jase stared at him bleakly. Then the expression dowly changed, as thought penetrated past the anger.

“Not one of the dowager’ s dishes, one hopes, nadi. We need these people ableto talk.”



“No, no, perfectly acceptable and human-compatible. Word of honor. What’sgoing on?’

“Oh, besides the hourly cdlsfrom Guild Headquartersinforming usthey’ re not happy, medica says
we have abug.”

“A bug.” Bren st the basket down amoment, dug in his pocket and produced the hard fruit candies,
remembering that Kaplan and Polano were very fond of them. He gave them each one, under Jase’s
burning gaze. And offered one to Jase. Calm down, he was saying. Have a candy. Communicate.

It got him another of Jase’s stares. A decade ago, when they’ d shared quarters, acavalier
confrontation with Jase’ s temper would have gotten athree-day silence. But in stony silence Jase took
one. Studioudy considered the wrapper. “Aninternal bug. | said not to go after it yet.” He changed to
Ragi. “Oneisannoyed, nadi. Oneis outraged.”

“Aninternd bug. A location device?’

“Communications.” Jase tapped his head, behind the ear. “ Clever piece of work. Chemo charging.
Never goes dead, well, not until the body quits. Medical doesthinksit can’t tranamit far without the
electronicsin the armor. Possibly it’ srecording. Maybe saving tuff to transmit at opportunity.”

“Lovey. All of them?’

“Team leader,” Jase said. “Becker.” Jase had partialy unwrapped the candy. Then, changing his
mind, he replaced the wrapper and pocketed the sweet. “ They’ Il be nervous about eating anything.
Manmade bugs. All sorts of nastinessis possible. No telling what they’ ve dug out of the Archive.”

It hadn’t been atechnology the ship had used. .. among family. One could perceive, at least, the
emotiona outrage, the absol ute outrage of a ship thatwas family. That had set family aboard this station
a itsfounding.

113 Baj-ll
“That’ s not the wholeissue, Bren. If we get Sabin back—if we get any of that team back—"
Definitdy bed.

“We canfind them,” Jase said, “the way we found thisone. It’ s not aworry, per se, with Becker, but
just s0 you know.”

“I’ve got the picture,” Bren said, and picked up his basket. “Has anyone informed Becker?’

“No. Oh, and theother news?We’ve spotted what we think are gun emplacements, down by the
fud port.”

“It’ s not unreasonable they’ d defend the fuel supply.”

“Fromus?’

“Banichi’ ssaying... we could take this station.”

Startled laughter. “He’' s serious.”

“He' saways serious. | haven't said yes.”

Jase drew a deep breath.

“If wedon’t move soon,” Bren said, “the likelihood mounts that something will go wrong involving
that outlying ship. I want to know how gtationerswill react to foreigners. These people. Becker, Esan
and the rest. Have we got to give them back?’

“Asfar as|’m concerned, they’ re boarded for the voyage. Tell them anything you like. Do anything
you like. They’rein your hands. Oh, and the key they threatened us with? Bluffing. Itwasn’t abuilder’s
key. Potent, but ours till outranks what they’ d giveto amid-level agent.”



“Interesting.” 1t was. And the little bow, when they switched to Ragi, was automatic as breathing.
“One urgesyou rest, Jasi-ji. Y ou entrust thisto me—trustit tome.”

“Onewill most earnestly try,” Jase said wearily, shoulders sagging. “ Baji-ngji.”

Given the random flex in the universe. And Jase gave alittle wave of the hand and left himin charge,
Kaplan attempting to follow his captain out toward the lift.

Jase sent Kaplan back, however. So there they were. He had Jase’ s guards at the moment. Jase, if
things stayed stable an hour, might have alittle timeto draw bregth.

“Where are they?’
“Thisway, dr,” Kaplan said, and led the way.

On aship hundreds of yearsinbred and all to some degree related, therewasn’t a proper security
confinement. The ship had improvised. They had their four outsider problems confined in amed-tech’s
cabin with an oversized plastic grid bolted on for adoor and the inside door to the bath |ocked open—
no privacy, no amenities, no diding door. A few plain plastic chairs provided ease for the crewmen
sitting in charge, and the section doors at either end of this stretch of corridor were shut.

Bren walked to the plastic-grid doorway. There was abunk, seating for two glum men, two others
on the floor—chairs not being provided either. The men looked at him, not happy, but not outright
belligerent.

“Brought up breskfast,” Bren said cheerfully, and then recaled Esan knew him as one of the cook’s
aides. “ Cook’scompliments”

“We're not touching it.” That from the gray-haired senior, Becker, that would be. The one with the
bug.

“Oh, that’d be too bad,” Bren said, and set the basket down and took the lid off one of the fragrant
sauces. Which reminded his own stomach he’ d been on long hours and little food. “But if you won't eat
it, guesswe can. Kaplan. Polano. Join me?’

Kaplan and Polano took him up on it without aword. They leaned near, took small plagtic plates out
of the picnic basket, and started unpacking food and passing shares to the crewman guards as well.

“Offer dill tands,” Bren said, past afirst sp of fruit drink. “There’ s quite abit here.”

“Hdll,” Becker said, sounding less certain. Bet that Guild enforcers ate aswell as any tech on the
gtation. But none of these station-bound folk would have met the smells that wafted up from the packets.

“Want some?’ Bren shoved the box over against the grid. “Y ou can pick which.”

Becker moved. The others bought the offer and they al came over and scrounged, hands through the
largish grid squares, for likely packets. Plates, however, didn’t fit through the grid, and some of Bindanda
'sneat packetstook a beating. Their detainees were hungry. They tasted the sauces on fingertips, licked
it off, tried smdl spoonfulsof it, clearly finding the flavors strong and provocative.

“Captain saysdon’t worry about bugs,” Bren said after they’d had afew bites. “ The shipisfamily. It
doesn’t use such things. | supposeit’ sdifferent on the station.”

No answer. The finger-tasting had paused, dead till in the cell for amoment, then resumed, with
baeful looks.

“Medica said one of you has an imbedded bug,” Bren volunteered. “ They wondered if you knew.”
No answer.
“ Somebody named Becker,” Bren said, in hisbest effort at ship-accent. “What | heard.”



The senior stopped eating and looked asif the food suddenly didn’t agree aswell. The others
stopped in growing uncertainty.

“Just what | heard,” Bren reiterated with ashrug. “Don’t know for afact, but they said it’ sup here.”
He touched behind hisear. “I can assure you with transmission jammed, it’ snot going to do anything.
Medics were thinking about taking it out, but that’ s sort of like brain surgery, so | guess they thought
rm.ll

Becker looked green.

“None of the rest of you, though.” Bren said “Which | wouldn’t like, if they were doing it to me,
especidly if | didn’t know, as| gather you didn’t. Privacy. | can’t figure how you’ d do without that. But
| supposeit’syour job. | guessthey think they need to keep an eye on you that way.”

“Why don’t you shut up?’ Esan said. They’ d stopped eating. Polano and Kaplan had suspended
breskfast, too, wary and on guard, and the crewmen sat ill, awaiting trouble.

“No,” Becker said easly, “if hewantsto tak, he cantalk.” Becker dug in with aspoon, bravely
savored abite. “Not bad stuff.”

“Smart man,” Bren said, with aleve look at Becker.
Esan stood up, hand on the bars. “Who are you? Whoare you?’

“Not gdley staff,” Bren said mildly. Level approach deserved leve gpproach. “Y ou want the plain
truth?Y ou sentPhoenix out to see how thingswere at Alpha. Well, I’ m from there.”

That got attention.
“ S0 you come back to see things here?’ Becker asked.

“I’ ve seen. And things there are awhole | ot better than here. This crew knew. This crew, after it got
the ship refuded, after it made its agreements with Alpha—" That covered an immense tract of secrets.
—decided you people back at Reunion deserve rescue. So here we are. Some welcome we get.”

“Y ou come in messing with adangerous situation, mister.”
“That ship out there? We’ ve had more cooperation out of it than we have from Guild admin.”
“Thehdl you say.”

“Y our gtation, whatever Guild management says, isin somewhat serioustrouble with it, don’t you
think?’

“Not our business”

“What—to think?’

“What has Alphato do with it? Who gave a bunch of jumped-up colonidsthe say?’
“Jumped-up colonids. Y ou’re not acolony?’

“We're not acolony. We'readmin.”

“Surelookslike acolony to me. Thisistheship , Mr. Becker. Thisisthe only ship thereis, the only
ship there ever was, and without it, you look pretty much like a colony, to another colonist.”

Clearly Becker wasn't interested in circular argument. He had his mouth full. “Not our businessto
“It ought to be your business, don’t you think? The ship’ s crew thinks you deserve asay. They think
the innocent deserveto get out of thisplace dive.”

That got interest. “What are you talking about?’ Becker asked.



“That ship out there,” Bren said. “Don’t you think you need rescue? Certainly lookslikeit to me.”

A shrug. The ship was, apparently, an old threst. A pattern on the wallpaper of the world, not even
in consciousness. “We don’t make decisions. We take orders.”

“Do your families? Take orders, that iS?'Y ou’ re content they should die to support Mr. Braddock’s
notions?’

These men didn’t come out of avacuum. They surdly had relatives. At least mothers. And al four
paid dight and hogtile atention.

“Y our parents,” Bren said, “your cousins, your wives and children don’t deserve the result of
Braddock’ s decisions. But trust us. We'll get them aboard.”

“Not likely,” Becker said.

“| assureyou, you' ll like Alpha. Better food. Nice gpartments. Much better neighbors.” He hit
somewhere close to the right buttons. He saw troubled looks, and for the last several moments, a
decided lack of interest in the food containers.

“Not our businessto make policy,” Becker said, and took a cracker. “We just report. And the last
our people heard from usisits officers being attacked. Isthat smart policy, mister spy?”

“The ship isbeing stood off. Told she can’t refud. If that’ sthe way the local Guild wantsto do
busness...”

“Thisinterview isover.”

“Are you somehow under control of that ship out there?’
When the quarry retrests, throw out alure.
“It'sarobot.”

“Afraid not. Wetadked toit.It saysit put a probe out and got attacked. It’s not happy about that. It's
got you under observation. Thismay be the only ship humanity owns, but I’ d say that’snot likely the
only ship the dliens have. Point blank, gentlemen, you’ re under someone’ s gun, and since we showed up,
thereply clock isrunning, so far asthat ship is concerned. Sorry about that. Refueling’ s become critical.
And we don’t think Braddock islikely to tell the station population that they’ rein danger.”

He'd hit anerve.

“Maybe,” Becker said. “Maybe not.”

“They say you killed one of their people. They want the body back. What’ sthe story from your

sde?’
“| sad thisinterview wasover.”

“Wdl,” Bren said with adismissve shrug. “Wadll, it’ sacurious point, isn’t it? A hole gets put into
your station and what, nobody mentionsit? Y ou do al this mining since the attack, and nobody cares
there’ saship out there, even arobot, which it isn’t? We came out here to rescue you. But maybe there’s
no fuel for us, and we can’t do athing about your Stuation: we'll just go off to the dternate base and
refuel out there, and leave you to your problem.”

“There’ sfud.”

“Youthink.”

“We have our mining operations.”
“Current?’

“Intermittent.”



“Intermittent,” Bren echoed him.

“They’ re not operating at the moment.”
“Likedncethelast Sx years?’

A dhrug from Becker. A little shift among the others.
“Not talking,” Becker said.

“Wel,” Bren said, “dishes, gentlemen.” He held out his hand for the few containersthat had gone
behind the grid, and the detainees reluctantly got up and surrendered them one at atime—there not
being area opportunity, through the grid, for them to make agrab at hishand, and no real chance of
their success with Kaplan and Polano and the other guardsthere, either.

“Onething | think has puzzled everyone,” Bren said, then, pausing in his packing. “Why did the diens
blow up the ation ten years ago?’

“Ask Ramirez,” Becker said harshly.

“Ramirez, unfortunately, can’t answer that, being dead. And the answer doesn’t appear inthe ship’s
log, not that | hear. So maybeit’ s not the ship’ s fault shooting started. Or do your leaderstell you it
was?’

“Not our business.”

“So you think. But | wonder what truth is deep in station records, and whether the whole history of
humanity out hereis going to end, al because your leadership took ashot at an inquiring ship.”

“ No.ll
“It approached too close and you got nervous.”
“Goto hdl,” Becker sad.

“Y ou know, you’ ve had a stable Situation, that watcher out there, and you, dl adone. Now that we've
comein, the Stuaion’ s changed, and they’ redemanding to have the body from their second attempt to
contact you. Y ou haven’t done that well, you stationers. Y ou know that?’

“Not oursto say.”

“Mr. Becker, with that great holein your station, I”d think you’ d suspect they could blow a second
oneif they wereready to. They’ ve sat out there trying to come up with another solution, by what | see.
Maybe just waiting for usto come back, so they could figure where we come from. We' re not happy
about that, let me say. And you'’ re going to go on telling me your station’ sjust getting dong splendidly. It’
sadamned wreck, Mr. Becker, and the neighbors are annoyed with you.\We' re annoyed with you. We’
retdling you the only thing you can reasonably do isget out of here, which iswhy we’ ve come back to
save your necks, and al you can do is say thereisn’t any concern about the ship, it’sjust arobot, and
the station just had alittle accident. Wake up, Mr. Becker. Thelot of you wake up. You’reintrouble.”

Becker stood fast. The rest weren't so sure, and darted little glances toward Becker. He could order
Becker separated out to solitary confinement, which would only harden the resolve of therest, if they
were worth their salt—which they probably were: he’ d had no indication to the contrary. And being
worth their sdt, they might, given achance, apply mord suasion to their own leader.

“Mr. Becker,” hesaid, “your loyaty I’'msureian’t to ametd and plastics gation. Y our duty isto
flesh and blood occupants of that station, and your highest duty isto assuretheir survival. Y ou want the
truth, gentlemen. I’ m not exactly from Alpha. I’ m Mospheiran. Former colonist—residentof athriving
human settlement on the world below Alpha, where we maintain good relations with our neighbors. We
number in the hundreds of thousands. We're building our own ship in partnership with our neighbors.
Welive peaceably together on the planet and on the space station, and we’ re extremely upset about



your interfering in the stellar neighborhood and sending your problems on to us. The Guild’ sauthority
may work here. Fine. It doesn’t reach us. We have governments. Thanks to Reunion, we’re having to
build defenses. Y ou’ re Sitting out here in an exposed position, having fought a patently unsuccessful
action with an enemy you can’t even identify, let done communicate with. We're pulling you back to a
safe perimeter. Join the far more numerous side of the human species and livein relaive peace and
comfort. That’ sthe only reasonable solution.”

“ S0 give us contact with our superiors,” Becker said, grim-faced. “If you want meto relay that offer
to the Guildmaster, give me communication with my superiors.”

Bren shook his head. “Not a chance. The captain would have liked you to settle in as passengers.
Unfortunately you came hereto fight, and we takeit that’ swhat you'll doif welet you loosein
comfortable quarters. So you're here, and here you’ll stay. Sorry about your persond baggage. We'll
seeif we can get someone to pack it aboard for you once we' re fueled and boarding.”

“Thehdl!”

Becker was the roadblock. Aslong as Becker held out, the rest wouldn’t talk. Bren heaved along,
dow sgh.

And got up, picked up the picnic basket and walked away, Kaplan in attendance, out of the section
and on toward thelift.

Chaptér Thirteen

«»

It was achange of clothing, at very least. Not full court dress: the modest country coat
and trousers would do, alittle lace, abrocade vest, but aplain cloth coat, boots that would do for a
wak inthefidds—God, how hewished it were awalk in the fields. The meadow just above his seaside
edtate, acliff-top view of incoming waves... that would do, for the health of hissoul.

Asit was, he had acold stedl corridor and Banichi and Jago in their own country kit, which wasto
say, moderately armed, the lot of them proceeding down the corridor toward arendezvous with Ginny
and a consultation on the Becker problem. He had the much-abused computer that was, on ordinary
days, histhird arm and leg—allittle extra persuasion.

Hethought that was the plan. But as they passed the dowager’ s door, where two of her young men
stood their habitual watch, the door opened and Cenedi intercepted them.

Then lligdi hersdlf intercepted them, an Ilisidi resplendent in ablack brocade with gold trim and
black lace.

“And where arewe going, nandi?’ Ilisidi asked.
“Aiji-ma,” he began, dismayed.

Whack! went the cane. “We have not heard from Sabin-aiji. The aiji of the heavenshasin his
custody representatives of an arrogant officia who has delayed usin our essential mission. Arethesethe
facts, nandi?”’

Perfect expression of the atevi perspective.

“Yes” hesad, “aji-ma.” With complete understanding,yes , aiji-ma. The atevi perspective was
direct and essentidly true, in thiscircumstance. “ But, alji-ma, Jase-alji is still negotiating with this



authority. He has not despaired of Sabin-aiji.”

“Wdl, well,” llisdi said, and by now Cgjeiri had come out of the gpartment and edged closeto his
great-grandmother. “ And thisauthority,” llisidi said, “intendsto hold Sabin-aiji silent and threatened
pending our cooperation. What of these persons that entered the ship? Have they been empowered to
negotiate?’

“No, aji-ma, they are merely to observe and report to their Guild. One fearsthey will never gain that
much power.”

“Ha Then why have we admitted these useless personsin the first place?’

“Doubtlessit ssemed good to Sabin-aji, aji-ma, in the belief it would delay other, more aggressive
moves from the Guild until she could reach the Guild-aiji. Then the Guild prevented her further
communication with us, which is an extreme move. And we moved to seize these persons.”

“Who are worthless, nandi. Jase-alji definitively asserts command?’

Critica question. If Jasedidn’t, then someone did. They certainly didn’t want anyone on Reunion
taking command of the Situation. Tabini sent him to act. And act when?

WhenPhoenix got into difficulty. Having the senior captain missing and an dien ship Stting & their
shoulder was certainly adifficulty. Ilisidi, thisbackup agent of Tabini’ s, had survived no few atemptson
her power and authority—but not by Sitting still and reading the news reports.

Damned right she cdlled their resolution into question.

“Aiji-ma” Two heartbesats for adecison: taketheinitiative with atevi or loseit. “Oneis extravagantly
honored by your presence.” With dl it meant—including the real possibility of adozen atevi attempting
to seize the center of aspace sation full of humans, if hedidn’t come up with a better ideafast. “If | dare
propose—the reaction of these four detaineesto meseting atevi may well advise us how the station at
large will view our partnership. Thiswas my misson to two-deck. Dare | ask your assstancein that?
We should gain something of interest.”

“Werust in thisviewless containment,” Ilisdi said. He had theirrationd vison of cliffsabove Maguri,
of abreezerising, of wi’itikin dretching their lesthery wingsto find it.

He fdt that breeze himsdlf. He’ d been up there on two-deck functioning in human mode, by human
rules, within hisobligationsto Jase. .. but thatwasn’t thelimit of theworld they’ d come from, thatwasn’t
why he had come here to do thisjob. Sabin had left the ship to try her own best shot, whatever Side she
wasplaying. But it wasn't al the recourse they had.

“Aiji-ma” He cast adightly apprehensive glance at Cgeiri, who showed no disposition to leave the
dowager’ssde.

“Hewill understand, nandi. Heishere to understand. And he has his own protection.”

An assigned member of her guard, that wasto say, who in any fracas would devote himsdf solely to
Cqeiri’ ssafety. A question of man’ chi.

“So, well, nand’ doweager, by al means. Let usgo.”

With which he set out in the dowager’ s company. Their operation was no longer quite what he’d
advised Jase he would do, perhaps, but it was till within the parameters of what Jase knew existed

down here... what Jase, maybe with aclearer vison than he had, had known might stir to action once he
loosed five-deck on aproblem.

He used the pocket com as he followed the dowager into the lift, punched in Ginny Kroger’s
channdl, her messages. “ Gin. The dowager’ s going to be discussing matters with the detainees in person.
| suggest we start considering how you get that fuel back. Start considering how we get aboard the



gtation without their being able to stop us. Things may movefast.”
Hewas mildly surprised to get Gin’ svoice, live. “ Well ahead of you on both counts, Mr. Cameron

Deep bresth. Was he surprised? Not in the least. “ Good for you, then. Any result?’

“ A few promising. We're up close on the images. Enhancing what’s in shadow. Got one useful
bit for you.”

“What' sthat?’

“The station didn’t blow. Didn’t blow at all. It was slagged. Wecan't do this .”

“Our weapons cannotdo this kind of damage. Bren. Our weapons can’t do this. We're not sure
what did .

Very deep breath. And acold that went to his heart. “That’ suseful. Any other advice?’

“ We should do something real soon.”

“Prep to do whatever we can do,” he said. “1 think sooner rather than later. We'll try to get factsfor
you.” Thelift arrived. Doors opened onto two-deck. “Got to go, Gin.”

Cenedi and hismen exited first. They aways did, question of precedence. The crewman guard
standing watch in the area met their intrusion with startled looks and twitches toward defense, which,
fortunatdy, they didn’t complete.

The dowager waked out with Cgeiri, Bren followed, and Banichi and Jago. He led the way back
into the medical section, back to their makeshift prison, tailed by two of the ship’ s makeshift security into
asection of corridor where Kaplan, Polano, and a handful of common crew were holding aloud and
notably profane argument through the grid. “ Damned fools!” was one side of it. The other Sde’ s answer
was not something he’ d care to trandate for his companions. So much forauthorized responses and
crew on short deep and frayed nerves.

“Gran’Sdi.” Kaplan’sargument immediately gave way to astonishment, an uneasy deferenceto her
and her armed entourage. Kaplan clearly asked himsalf whether his captain knew, and what his captain
would say.

But llisdi waited for nothing. “Where are these individuals?’ 11Sdi asked with awave of her cane a
the obvious plagtic grid—no prisonersvisible, due to the angle of the grid, but the fat was very nearly in
thefire, aswas.

“The dowager wishes to spesk with the detainees,” Bren said. “ She wishesto explain mattersto
them hersdlf. Itiscleared, Mr. Kaplan.”

“But, 9r.” Kgplan said, haf whispering, asif that could insulate Ilisidi from understanding. “Sir, I'm
afraid they’ re not going to be polite.”

“Shewon'’t be greatly surprised at temper, Mr. Kaplan. Captain’s orders. Will you and the rest of
these peopl e stand backup?’

“Yes, gr.” Worried compliance. The company was hardly officia, and likely shouldn’t be here. “Yes,
gar ,yes,ma’am.”

The severd detainees, as atevi eclipsed the light outside their plastic grid doorway, backed off and
gared in utter dismay.

“Y ou damn bastards!” Esan blurted out.



“Kindly mind your language,” Bren said moderately. “The Guild sent Ramirez to ded with Alpha,
assuming it would give dl the orders. This hasn’t happened. It’s not going to happen. Y ou’ rededing
with Alphaand itsaliance. | trust you recall that Alpha has an indigenous population. This lady isthe
aji-dowager, grandmother of the ruler of their sde of the civilized world. The boy, aged seven, isher
great-grandson. Therest are our personad security. We have aclose working relationship. We're hereto
rescue you.”

Human eyes|ooked up—farther up than adult men were accustomed to look up at faces, then
looked on the level at an aged woman and at asmdl child. And went on looking.

“ThisisGran’Sidi,” one of the crewmen in the background yelled out. “ And she doesn’t take any
nonsense from fools and she doesn’t give adamn for your Guild rules.”

Becker didn’t likeit. The Guild agentsdidn’t likeit. But Ilisdi had a certain well-savored notoriety
among the crew, and if Ilisdi couldn’t understand two words of what was shouted, she stood in perfect
comprehension of the unruly crewman’ sintent and the jeering support behind her.

“Wel,” lliddi sad, leaning on her cane. Then waved it at thefour asif they weretourist attractions.
“Arethese, nandi, of that pernicious Filots’ Guild?’

“Yes, nand’ dowager, one understands so.”
“The Guild that opposes ourgenerous gesture.”

“The dowager remarks,” Bren said, “that you have opposed the generosity of this ship and crew and
of hersdf. Possibly motivated by unsavory Guild interest.” It wastrue. It wasimplicit in theinfdlicitous
numbers of the dowager’ s suggestion.

“Tell her goto hdl,” Becker muttered.

“Oh, | wouldn’t do that, Mr. Becker. | wouldn't. If that’ s your notion of deding with foreign
nationals, | can seewhy you have aholein your station.”

“We're not going to be threatened.”

“Shewon'’t threaten, Mr. Becker. | do assure you that. She’svery, very old, she’smadethe
extraordinarily polite gesture of leaving her comfortable residence aboard, and done you an honor
leaders of several nations would be extravagantly pleased to receive. More, she’ s brought her
great-grandson to let him observe first-hand how civilized people solve problems.”

“Then get the srong-arms out.”

“Her guards are with her, as mine are with me. We don’t haul you into separate roomsfor
processing, which isour favor to you, and | suggest you take amuch nicer tone, Sir.”

“Do we hear demands?’ Ilisidi asked sweetly.

“She asksif you'rebeing rude,” Bren said. “ Express your pleasure a the visit, gentlemen. Bow. | do
recommend it.”

Becker averted his stare, just minutely, a capitulation, at least that he wasn’t quite willing to sart a
riot. A bow—not quite.

“Mr. Becker?’

“We demand our immediate release.”

“Of course we demand contact with Captain Sabin.”

“Not in my power.”

“Did your leadersindicate to you they were going to silence her communications, while you were



vulnerable on our deck? If they didn’t, they certainly left you in a position. Understand, we’re being
remarkably restrained—~but the captain’ s getting some needed deep at the moment. When he wakes up,
I’ m sure he’ s going to hope we’ ve had a reasonable exchange of views.”

Becker drew adeep bresth and |ooked at hisfellows. Then he asked, in amuch quieter tone, “So
what’ s shewant?’

“A polite answer to her question.”

“Look, we don’t make policy.”

“They claim, aji-ma, to be lower-level agents of their Guild, incapable of initiating policy changes.”
“And what isthis policy, nandi?’

“The dowager asksyou very politely what the policy of your Guild s, that has put you here.”
There was no answer at first. Then Becker: “We came here to do a routine ingpection of thelog.”
Hetrandated that.

“Why has the senior captain not reported to us?’ Ilisidi asked, and Bren rendered it: “ She wantsto
know why the senior captain hasn’t called in, and believe me, gentlemen, the ship’ s captain also wants
that answer.”

“Wehaven't any idea,” Becker said—anxious, now. “ That’ sthe God’ struth.”
“What were you looking for aboard?’
“I think wefound it,” Becker said under his breath. He did aworried gaze toward llisidi.

“Oh, nothing like you surmise. What you see, gr, isequa partnersin an dliance of three
governments, in which your Guild, gentlemen, can also look for partnership, but which | assure you it will
never order or run. This ship came here at great effort of our entire dliance to rescue you from the
Stuation Captain Ramirez reported to exist here, astuation which we find in evidence, and which you
seem either not to know—or to want to maintain, so far as your answers make any sense.”

Ilisidi was patient through that exchange. Becker set hisjaw and said nothing at al. The others
looked, at best, worried.

“Wdl?" Brensad.

“Takeit up with Guild offices,” Becker muttered through his teeth, doubtless the mantra of his
sarvice. “Wedon't make policy.”

Bren trandated: “ He maintains his Guild has sole discretion to negotiate and he isignorant.”

“Then we should release these persons,” 1lisdi said with an airy wave of her hand. And of course,
Bren thought, if they werelow-level atevi, persons claiming to be incapable of further harm, it was, in
atevi terms,civilized to release the minor players... after the fracas was settled.

“Onefears, aji-ma, that they would make extravagant accusations if they were released to their own
deck now. They might make the inhabitants fear the ship. And fear you, aiji-ma.”

Ilisdi, the reprobate, was never displeased a being feared. “Ridiculous,” she said, with evident
satisfaction. “But you think they would do harm to the Situation, nandi, if we released them.”

“Harm of some sort,” he said to her. “ She wishes to release you back to your own side,” hesaid in
Mosphe’, and watched disbelief and anxiety have itsway with the detainees. “It’ sthe cussom. Among
her people, lower-level agents are never prosecuted for the sins of their superiors. We humans, of
course, advise her that you’ d spread panic on the station—and that would mean people would hide
instead of boarding—while otherseft in grest enough numbersto destabilize lifesupport on Reunion. A



nightmare, gentlemen. Onewe’ re trying to avoid. We want everybody off the station—after we' ve
refueled. But for some reason, your government put asignwe could read on the fuel port, advising us
there was an explosive lock down there. Now why would your government booby-trap our fuel?’

“To keep the ship out there from getting it,” Becker said.

“They’ d do what they like.WWe're the only entity that would read that sign. And we’ re the only ones
that sign would stop, aren’t we? Sounds like abid for a negotiating position, to me.”

“In case we were gone and you came back.”
Listenersin the corridor hooted.
Hetrandated that exchange into Ragi.

“Ha,” llisdi said, and leaned both hands on her cane. “ A posthumous thought to our safety. Not
likely.”

“The dowager says, Not likely. And | don’t need to trandate the crew’ sopinion.”
Becker was red-faced and thin-lipped.

“Beck,” another said, “if she’sfrom the planet a Alpha, she’ s not the one that hit us. Neither’ sthe
Alphacolonisgs—My name’s Coroia, sir. And I’ ve got two kids. And we’rein trouble, Beck.”

“Shut it down!” Becker shouted, and atevi security reacted—smply and quickly, adrawn wall of
weapons. Cgjeiri had ducked againgt his great-grandmother for shelter. And now tried to pretend he
hedn’t done that.

[lisidi lifted her hand. Wesponslifted.

“Sorry,” Bren said. “My persond apologies, Mr. Becker. They don’t raisetheir voicesin the
presence of authority. Anintercultura misstep.”

Becker was shaken, the more s0 as gpology undermined the adrenaline supply.
“Y ou can advise them keep their damn guns safed.”

“We each have our customs, Mr. Becker. Back at their world, they’ re taking precautions
necessitated byyour making enemies out here. They came to welcome you to asaferefuge. Y ou haven't
got any allies, as seemsto me, except us, except them. As seemsto me, you’'re stuck out hereina
gation with aholein it—while we have a ship that works. So believe me: we're the only game worth
playing, the only onethat’ s going to give you any chances. I’ m extremely sorry for your family, Mr.
Coroia, if your Guild stands us off. Y ou’ ve got no defense, no agreement with your neighbors, no trade,
no future, so far aswe see, and we offer you dl of that. But you persistently say no—not becauseit’s
sensible, but because you' re blindly loya to aGuild leadership that sent you here. The position you're
takingisn’t even good for your Guild, gentlemen. They’ ve got an angry ship waiting out there. What do
they plan to do about it2We' re not going to go out and attack it for you. We' ve got aworld behind us
that’s at risk if you go making wars, and we won'’t shoot at it.”

Support in the ranks was wavering. It was evident on the other faces.
Even Becker looked less certain. “We' ve got only your word for what’ sgoing on.”

“You've got proof in front of you, you damned fool!” That from Polano, with Kaplan, out in the
corridor, an outright explosion of anger. “1’ ve got two cousins on that gtation, whomay be dive, and |
don’t want to leave them here, mister! Use good sense!”

“Mr. Polano,” Bren introduced the complainant. “Who has apoint. What’ s so difficult about dealing
outside our species? We do it daily. We may be ableto get you al out of this. But we need straight
ansvers”



“Listen to Mr. Cameron,” Kaplan said, and Polano and the crew behind him added their own voices.

“Straight answers,” Becker said, and looked at his mates, and looked at him, and looked at Polano
and back. And at Ilisidi and Cgeiri, with afar greater doubt. “ That’ sakid?’

“Aged seven,” Bren said.
“ Seven.”

“They’retdl,” Bren said dryly. “ That’ sexactly the point, isn’tit! They’re not us. But you’ reill
welcome aboard. Y ouand your kids. Y our wives. Y our grandmothers. We can get you out of here and
go whereyour kids have afuture. Y ou’ ve got to have somebody you care about.”

He was making headway with the others. Becker, however, scowled. “ The Guild’ snot going to
approveanybody leaving.”
“Because they’ ve got such thorough control of the aiens out there? | don’t think so.”

Clearly Becker had thought he had an answer to that point, and now that it was on the edge of his
tongue, it didn’t tasteright.

“Get ustwo things,” Bren said. “Fud and the reason that alien ship’ s out there. The truth about what
happened six years ago. The remains and bel ongings of whoever tried to come aboard and negotiate
with your Guild.”

“Negotiate, hel!”
“That’ swhat your Guild told you? Truthfulness with us hasn’t been outstanding.”

“Look,” Becker said. “Look. Give me contact with my office. I'll cal and tel them everything you're
saying.”

“And what you report won’t change their basic opinionsin the least, will it? What matters most here,
Mr. Becker? Braddock’ s good opinion? Or people’slives?’

“We're not the sort to make decisionslike thisl” Becker retorted. “We're not qualified to make
decisong”
“You'renot stupid, either. Y ou’ ve been waiting for this ship. It’ s here. And now you think your Guild

wants something ese. What could it possibly want?Control of thisship? Y our Guild’ s sat here for most
of ten years with ahole in the station and now they need to run things? No. Not a chance.”

Becker hit hislip. “Not mineto say.”

“If your familiesdon’t get aboard, if nobody on this station gets aboard, do you wantthat on your
conscience? Because, being on this ship with us, you will survive, gentlemen. Y ou may bethe only ones
from the station that do survive, because without refuding here we can’t possibly rescue your relatives.
But surviveyou will, and you can remember that you had a chance. Y ou canthink about that fact, you
can regret that fact for therest of your lives, in safety, back where we come from.”

“They’ ve got ahostage.” The fourth man, who never had spoken, blurted that out. The other three
looked appdled, but that one, white-faced, kept going. “ That’ swhy the dienshaven’t come back. We’
ve got one of them. That ship out there, it’ s not shooting because we' ve got one of them alive on the
dation.”

For two heartbeats Bren stood as il asthe rest; then, having stored up his wedth of information, he
findly remembered to trandate. “ Aiji-ma, thislast man appearsto have suffered acrisis of man’ chi, and
to save hisrdativesfrom calamity, he clamsthe station holds aforeign prisoner... acircumstance he
believes aone has protected them from a second attack.”

A very dight shifting of stance among listening atevi. This wasinformation.



“Interesting,” 1lisdi said, leaning on her cane.
“Youthink you’ ve got ahostage,” Bren said to Becker. “ And thishostage is still dive?’
“Supposed to be,” Becker muttered. Then theinevitable, “ That’ sdl we know.”

“Mr. Becker,we’ ve got aproblem.” The pieces of information began to add up, logica enough only
to the otherwise hopeless, and weren’t at dl comforting to a man who had to make peace with the
pattern they made. “So our arrival disturbed the Situation youthought you had, and now that the currents
aremoving, you don’t know what else to do. But my people have spent the last severa centuriesfiguring
out how to talk outside our own species. Rumor saysthe dienswon’t attack you while you’ ve got this
prisoner. |I'd say that’ san increasingly thin bet, and the more we dither about it, the thinner it gets. Who
isthis person,where isthis person, and has anyone successfully talked with him?”

That last was his greatest hope, that someone had broken the language barrier, thatsomeone knew
how to communicate with this species.

Theligenersin the corridor waited. llisdi waited, hand firmly on Cgeiri’ s shoulder.

“Wedon't know anything,” Becker said, Becker’ s answer to everything, and that provoked an
outcry of absolute frustration from the human listeners. “Listen to Cameron!” somebody yelled, out in the
corridor. “Idiots! Y ou don’t messwith diend”

Becker was nettled. “We don’t know anything, dammit!”

“He' s supposed to be alive,” Coroiasaid. “But nobody knows. We guess heis, if that ship out there
isstaying whereit is, or maybethey just don’t know.”

“There’ s supposed to be dien armament,” the fourth man said. “They’ re supposed to be copying it.”

“That’sacrock,” Coroiasaid. “If they’ re copying anything, Baumann, is some popgun somebody
hand-carried aboard the station going to stand off awholeship 7’

That ingghtful question brought itsown smal silence.
“You don’t know even that much isthetruth,” Bren said.

“Thatis the point, isn’t it?'Y ou don’t redly know why you’ ve been safe for the last half dozen years.
The reason you’ redive just hasn’t made sense, and now that ship Sitting out there, with us having stirred
the pot, isliable to do nobody-knows-what. Can you tell us where this prisoner is, and can you tell us
how to get to him?’

“Get families safe aboard,” Coroiasaid. “ Get thekids all aboard.”
“That’smass,” Bren said. “Istherefuel to move this ship anywhereif we do board the sation
populaion?

Fearful slence. Then: “The minerswent out,” Becker said. “Mining went on, S, seven years ago.
There’ s supposed to be fudl.”

“And mining hasn’t been going on since that ship showed. Y ou were waiting for uswith asign on the
fud tank saying, Thiswill explode. How did you plan to get out of the messyou’ rein without us?’

“Wedon't set policy.” Becker winced as even his own comrades exclaimed in outrage, and he gave
anervous glance to the patiently waiting atevi present.

“AfterPhoenix left—" Esan had abandoned his braced, surly stance and stuck hishandsin hiship
pockets. “We mined. They came and poked their nosesinto our corridors. Wecaught this bastard. And
sncethen they haven’t tried again. That’ s as much as everybody knows.”

“This second attack,” Bren said. But suddenly he was aware of the onlookers parting.



Jasehad shown up.

“I’ve been on this,” Jase said under his breath, Jase, whohadn’t gotten any deep, “from my office.
What’ sthisprisoner goings-on, gentlemen?’

“Theysay an dien prisoner exists on the station,” Bren said, dropping into Ragi, asif he were talking
to the atevi present, but it was just as much Jase heintended. “ They say they mined fuel. They maintain
this prisoner, with whom the station does not communicate, is the reason the foreigners have not
attacked athird time. Supposedly the station captured some sort of armament. But what potency it has
againg that ship sitting out there is questionable.”

“Possession of thisprisoner,” 1lisdi said, with athump of her cane againgt thefloor. “This prisoner,
and the fud for the ship. We have disturbed this pond. Ripples are still moving. Shall we sitidle?’

“No, nandi,” Jase said on abreath, in Ragi, in full witness of the detainees. “Wedo not.” Andin
ship-speak: “All right. Whereisthis prisoner, and what does he breathe?”’

Good question, that. Very good question. The planet-born didn’t routingly think about the air itsdlf.
“They wore suitswhen they camein,” Becker said. “ Shadowy. Big. Straight from hell.”

Big certainly answered to the sllhouettes they’ d exchanged with the dien ship.

“Y ou persondly saw them?’ Jase asked.

“Onvid.”

Anything could be faked, Bren remembered. Anything could be made up. If it weren’t for themissing
station section and that ship out there, Becker’ s shadowy diens could be an old movie segment from the
Archive, and those in charge had shown a previous disposition to make up vid displays.

“Spill,” Jase said. “ Spill. Now. Location of this prisoner. Location of Guild offices. Everything you
know.”

Becker didn’t answer at once. “ Guild wing is D Section,” Coroiasaid inalow voice, in that silence,
“and if you give me ahandheld and a pen, captain,!’ [l show you.”

“The hell,” Becker sad.
“Beck, I'm buying it. We haven’tgot another way to defend this station.”

“Back off,” Becker said to the mutiny in hisranks. “ Shut up.” Then, to Jase: “1’ Il show you, myself.
But I want my people out of this cage and | want our families boarded, fast as we can get them here.”

“In secrecy?” Jase asked. Y ou want to call your next-ofs and tell them start packing, and thisisn’t
going to trigger questions?’

Guild might eat and bresthe secrecy, Bren thought, but he didn’t bet on family connections keeping a
Secret, not in a station where everybody was related. If Becker caled hiswife, would hefail to cal his
mother? And if the mother called Becker’s sster, where did it stop?

Becker surdly saw the disaster looming. He didn’t entirely legp at the chance.
“We've got to tell the people,” Coroia said desperately.
“And start apanic,” Becker said. “ There’ s got to be orders. Centra’ sgot to give orders, Manny.”

“They haveto,” Jase said, “but they’ re not doing that. We’' ve warned them. But our senior captain’s
disappeared on station. Y ou had orders to come in here and scope us for whatever you could find. For
what , gentlemen?’

“For irregularities,” Becker said.
“For ahead count. For acheck on who'sin command.”



“Yes, gr,” Becker said.
“So you’ ve got that information, plain and clear. Andthen what was Guild going to do?’
“Wedon’t know, sir.”

“Well, I'll tell you what we're going to do.” Jase thumbed four or five buttons on his handheld. “And
we' re not going to try to maintain this station up with an dien ship breathing down our necks. Y ou
wonder what that ship’ sSitting out there for? It’ s Sitting out there because you’ ve got one of its people
and it claimsthis space, if you want my interpretation. It clamsthis solar system, it’ sSitting there,
probably taking notes on what comes and goes here, possibly communicating with others, and we’ re not
disposed to argue with its sense of possession. We're getting the lot of you out of here, we're
establishing defenses back at Alpha, and we' re drawing the line there. This station iswritten off, to be
vacated, best gesture we can make to calm this Situation down. If we can get fueled and negotiate our
way past that aien craft, we' re getting you, your families, and Chairman Braddock out of here” He
showed Becker and crew the handheld. “ Thisis your own station schematic, gentlemen, straight out of
Archive. With the damage marked. Right now, give me specifics, where this prisoner is, where the
primary citizen residence aress are, where Guild command is, and where our senior captain’slikely to
be, if she’ sbeen arrested. If you want your kids safe—give usfacts”

Curious Sght—Jase’ s machine, Becker and the detainees vying to figure out the diagram through the
thick plastic grid, nudging one ancther for abetter view, and to point out this and that feature, suddenly a
case of Guild loyalty be damned. Atevi observers were curious, too, more about the human doings than
about theimage—not least, Ilisidi, Bren was well sure, who kept her great-grandson protectively by her
Sde as her security kept hands very near weapons, al of them sensing what they would cal the shifting
of man’ chiin. Atevi would understand al the impulsesto betrayd, dl the emotiona upheava Becker and
his men might suffer... and would not understand what pushed meatters over the edge.

“Becker-nadi has seen the threat to his household, aiji-ma,” Bren said quietly. “He and his associates
concludetheir Guild hasfailed them and failed to ded honestly with them.”

The dreadful cane thumped down. “ Observe, great-grandson. Mercy encourages ashift in man’ chiin.
Doesit not? If it aso encourages foolsto think us weak, then we do not lose the advantage of surprise.”

“Y es, mani-ma. Shal we now attack the station?”

A thwack of 1lisdi’ sfinger againgt aboyish skull. “Learn! These are humans. These areyour dlies.
Observe what they do. One may assume ether reasons or actionswill be different.”

Jase’ s attention was momentarily for the schematic Becker had in hand, the things Becker was
saying... the paidhiin both knew, however, the urges percolating through atevi blood and bone, potent
asaforce of nature: theaishi-prejid , the essentia strength of civilized association, had to be upheld,had
to be supported by dl participants, and would survive, while the opposition’s command structure was
tottering, its supporters seeking shelter. Trandation: aweakness had to be invaded and fixed quickly, for
the common good, even across battlelines. Among atevi, the web of association, once fractured, was
impracticaly hard to repair.

War? That word only vaguely trandated out of Ragi, and at certain times, not accurately at al; but as
gpplied to the fragile systems of a space station utterly dependent on itstechnicians, the atevi view might
be the more applicable.

“Ifwe move,” Bren added in the lowest of tones, only for keen atevi hearing, * one fears atevi
intervention will rouse fear and resentment among loca humans. They will see you as dangerous
invaders. If weareto gointo useforce, it may be best humansdoit.”

“Kaplan-nadi and histeam areinsufficient,” Banichi mut tered under his bregth. “How can they
improve on Sabin-aji’ sfate?’



Thatwasthe truth: if Kgplan and crew could get directly to the ordinary workers, they would have
the advantage of persuas on—~but getting to the common folk wasn’t at dl likely. Sabin had tried walking
aboard into Guild hands, and that hadn’t gonewel at dl. Ship-folk had no skill at infiltretion.

Becker and crew, evidently the best the station had, hadn’t moved with great subtlety. The very
concept of subtle force seemed, in this human population, lost in the Archive—aong with the notion of
how to dedl with outsiders.

But to risk Banichi and Jago. .. evenif fifth-deck ateviwere the ship’ sremaining skilled operators. ..
“Wecan move very quietly,” Jago said. “We can find this asset.”

“If you go aboard, nadiin-ji,” Bren muttered back, “you can’t go without atrandator.”

“We know certain words,” Jago objected in alow voice.

“Y ou know certain words, but not enough,” Bren said. “If you go, | shal go, nadiin. Add my
numbers with yours. | can reassure those we meet. | can meet certain ones without provoking alarm and
devadtation, which cannot serve usin securing a peaceful evacuation.”

Banichi listened, then moved closer to Cenedi, and there was a sudden, steady undertone of Ragi
debate under the human negotiations.

“Nadi,” Bren said to Jago, who had stayed close by him. “ Are we prepared for this move?’
“Always,” Jago sad.

Oh, there was a plan. He’ d personally authorized them to form aplan, but he had adithering
susgpicion that, in another sense, plans had existed, involving the same station diagrams, from the first
moment the aiji-dowager had arrived in the mix.

And meanwhile they had a handful of Guild operatives now crowding one another at the grid to point
out the architecture of their own offices, pointing and arguing about the location of a prisoner none of
them claimed to have seen—while crew who’ d become spectators took mental notes for gossip on
two-and three-deck. Openness? An open door for the crew? Jase certainly came through on that
notion, and crew listened, wide-eyed, occasionaly offering advice.

Jase had to be hearing everything, two-sided jumble, atevi and human. His skin had adecided pdlor,
exhaudtion, if not the Stuation itsdf.

Helistened.
And took his handheld and pocketed it. “Mr. Kaplan. Mr. Polano.”
“Sr,” camefrom both.

“Reasonable comforts for these men. Unauthorized personnd, clear the area. Nand’ dowager.” A
little bow to Ilisidi, who, with Cgeiri, had been listening to Banichi and Cenedi with consderable
interest. “Mr. Cameron. Same request. I’ Il seeyou in my office, Mr. Cameron, if you will.”

Jase |looked white as the proverbia sheet. Crew didn’t argue any point of it. Bren trandated the
request: “ One believesthe ship-aiji has reached a point of extreme fatigue, nandi, and wishesto
withdraw.”

“With great appreciation for the dowager’ sintervention,” Jase said with alittle bow. Weary ashe
was, court etiquette came back to him. But he retained the awareness smply to walk away, not ceding
priority to lligdi, aruler in hisown domain.

“Go,” lligdi said to Bren, with alittle motion of her fingers.

While severd Guild officers, having vied with one another in spilling what might bether gation’s
inner secrets, hung at the gridwork watching Jase’ s departure. With alien presence and crew resentment



both in their vicinity, their stares and their thoughts, too, following the ship’ s captain who went away in
possession of al they’d said.

They looked worried. And that lent the most credibility to the information they’ d given.

Chaptérwifdurteen

<«

Mypicture  ’smissng”  Jasesadindignantly, when Bren walked into his upstairs office. “Of
al damned thingsfor them to take.”

“Galley,” Bren said. And dropped into achair. “1 nabbed it.”
Jase gave ashaky sigh. “1’ Il want it back.”

“You'redonein, Jase. Get somerest. Turn things over at least for two hours, while we analyze what
we'vegot.”

“I can’t let the dowager take independent action.”

“You’ vedissuaded her. Ship-aiji, she says. She acceptsthat notion. But in theway of things, if you
have aevi dlies, they’ re going to act where it ssemslogicd. We have to face the possbility wewon’t get

Sabin back. Wemight even have aworse scenario, that Sabin completely levelswith the Guild and sells
us out. The dowager wanted to know whether you can lead. | think she’ ssatisfied.”

Fatigue showed in the tremor of Jase’ sfingers asthey ran over the desk surface. “I wish | was.”

“Get someredt, Jase, dammit. Take apill, if that’swhat it takes. | wouldn’t like to predict our
Situation without astrong hand at the hdlm—so to speak, Jase. | truly wouldn’t. And you'reit.”

“We know there’sone dien ship out in the dark,” Jase said. “For all we know—there could be
another. Or three or four. We know what we see. In my mind—and | don’t whally trust my mind at the
moment—agreement with themisn’t inconsequentid here. Whether or not Sabin doublecrosses us, she
doesn’t need to tell the station what the aliens out there want—not if they’ ve been holding a hostage.
The hostage becomes abargaining piece, right along with the fuel. And Banichi’ stalking about getting to
him. Isthat the ded?’

“About that, about the fuel.”
“Our technicians aren’ t sure about that lock. They’ re studying the problem.”
“So what are our options?’

Jase rocked back in his chair, thinking, it was clear. His eyes were red. Hisvoice had gotten a
ragged edge. “ Our options are to St here not fueling, not taking on passengers, and hoping the gation’s
hostage keeps the situation stable, or to give the Situation a shove.”

“Inwhat way?’

“Makelife harder for the Guild. Put pressure on them to fud this ship. Becker saysthe population’s
about seventeen thousand—more than we thought. | hope he’ stelling thetruth. It’ Il betight, but we can
handle that number.”

“Threethingslend the Guild hope of holding out. Their control of the fuel. Us. And their hostage.”

“Four things. Their absolute control of what the station population knows. If they didn’t have the
hostage, they’ d haveto fear the dliens. If they had to fear the diens, they’ d dill have thefud, and they’d



have us—assuming we' d fight to protect them. They’ re sure of that. But if they losetheir lock on
information—that’ s serious. If they lose that, they lose the people.”

“And the station goes catastrophic in amatter of hours.With thefud.”

“And the machinery to deliver it. If they lose control—things become a lot more dangerous.
Everything becomes alot more dangerous.” A tremor of fatigue cameinto Jase’svoice. “If wetry to
come in on station communicationsto tell the truth, their technicians can stop us cold. Anybody aboard
who actudly got theinformation, they’ d tag before he spread it far.” A little rock backward in the chair.
“They’ ve got tech on their Side, in that regard. But 1’ ve been thinking. There’ shigh tech, and there’ slow
tech. Andyour on-board suppliesinclude paper.”

True. The ship didn’t regularly use that precious downworld item. Reunion wouldn’t. Atevi society,
however—proper atevi society—ran on it. Paper. Wax. Sedls, ribbons, everything proper as proper
could be.

“Handhills” Bren sad, catching the glimmer of Jase’sidea.
“Handbills” Jase said.
“If we do that—they’ Il mob the accesses. And we can't tell honest ationers from Guild enforcers.”

“They can’t mob us. We're not hard-docked. Boarders will have to come up the tube, with dl that
means.”

“No gravity and no hest. If wedon’t open fagt, they’ll die”

“They dso can’t come at usin huge numbers. They have to board by lift-loads, and go where our lift
system delivers them: the tether-tube is linked to the number one airlock. Ten at atime’ sitslimit, and we
can overridetheinternd lift buttons”

“Soyou’'replanningtodoit.”

“I’m congdering it asan option. I’ Il write the handhbills. I know the culture. | take it Banichi hasan
ideaof hisown.”

“Somewhat down your path. Getting our hands on this hostage. Knocking one pillar out from under
thelr fantasy of safety. Safeguarding thisindividua before something happensto him.”

Jase nodded dowly.

“How we'reto do this,” Bren said, “1 don’t know.”
“I’ll hear it when you do.”

“Meanwhile—get some deep. Hear me?’

“Inyour grand plan to get hands on the hostage,” Jase said in athread of avoice, “I takeit you plan
for atevi to execute this operation. And what happens when they’ re spotted? This station isarmed and
wired for alienintrusion. Y our people will bein danger from the sationers. And you' |l scare hell out of
the people we want to talk into boarding the ship.”

“Both are problems. Maybe your handbills ought to just tell the truth. How’ s that for a concept?’
“God. Truth. Whereistruth in thismess? 1’ m not even surel’ m doing theright thing.”

“Get some deep. Get somedeep , Jase”

“The cgptain’ s missing. Banichi wantsto take the gation. How in God’ sname do | deep?’

“Get apill andlieflat. Doit, Jase, dammit! Let your staff rest. Trust your crew. Trust us, that we're
not going to pull something outrageous without consulting. We' re going to win thisthing.”

Jaselooked at him. “Tell me how we convince near twenty thousand scared people to trust uswhen



they come face to face with the atevi Assassins’ Guild”

“You're on the ocean. Y our boat goes down. Y ou see afloating piece of wood. You swim for it. If
your worst enemy spotsit, too, you' Il share that bit of wood. Ingtinct. Far as we are from the earth of
humans, we'll doit. Atevi doiit. It sone of those little items we have in common.”

“Y ou suppose those diens out there have the sameingtinct?’

“May wdl. When the water rises and the world goes under, not just anybody, anything elsealive
becomesyour dly.”

“I’m not sure | trust your planet-born notions.”

“Get some deep,” Bren said, and got up to leave.

“I want my picture back,” Jase said.

“Cook hasit. I'll getit mysdf.”

“I’ll send down for it,” Jase said. “Get. Go. Do anything you can.”

Hel€ft. Left aman who, on the whole, had rather be fishing, and wanted nothing more than that for
himsdf for therest of hislife.

But fate, and Ramirez, and Tabini-aiji, had had other designs.

He walked the corridor behind the bridge, talking to his pocket comm, giving particular ingtructions,
aready making particular requedts.

“Rani-ji, | shal need the paper stores. Jase will have atext for usto print, at least five hundred
copies.” Herecdled, curioudy, that five-deck had the only hard-print facility on the ship. Jase had
known how to write longhand when he dropped onto the world, but nine-tenths of literate ship’s crew
had had to learn how to write coherent words on atablet when they first saw pen and paper. Read, no
problem: dictate well-constructed memos, yes. But they couldn’t write; had never seen paper or written
the al phabet by hand. Alphaand the crew had existed across that broad a gulf of experience—therewas
no shorthand explanation for the differences between Mospheirans and ship’s crew.

And twenty-odd of the atevi Assassins’ Guild were going to scare common sense out of the
popul ace unless there was some immediate, visible reassurance to station that they were on the side of
the angdls. Thiswas an orbiting nation that couldn’t fly; that universaly read and couldn’t write; that
knew gravity, but not asunrise. That panicked at the flash of light and dark in the leaves of trees. Certain
subtexts were unpredictibly lost when fear took over.

Someone had to make clear that atevi presence was there to help them. Someone had to
demongtrate human cooperation with atevi. Seeing, in avery red sense, was believing.

And he had aclammy-cold notion where the paidhi’ sjob had to liein thisone.

Chapfer—Fifteen

Jase, one hoped, wasfinally adeep, as Bren sat with his own bodyguard, hisown
gaff, in the dining room, with his computer, with a pot of teaand a plate of wafers, and a number of
pieces of printout littering the broad dining table.

“One has exhausted talk, nadiin-ji, where this Braddock-aiji is concerned. And that we have lost



touch with Sabin seems no accident. Her departure | eft the ship with no skilled operatives, few that
know anything of self-defense, thisbeing aclosaly related clan, unused to internal threat. So Jase has no
choice but appedl to five-deck.”

“Does he then conclude,” Banichi asked, “that Sabin-aiji islost?’

“Heis by no meanssure.” Bren had his own doubts of that Situation, and accurate trandation to an
atevi hearer was by no means easy. Aijiin had no man’ chi. It dl flowed upward. And that aleader could
desert her own followers was avery strange notion. “ She may have acted on her own, against the Guild.
Certainly she was aware that she was taking most of our protection with her—except atevi. And she
took our one known traitor—if traitor he was, to her. Neither Jase nor | know whether she meant to
protect Jase from Jenrette, or Jenrette from Jase.”

“Perhaps,” Jago ventured, “ she may not have rushed blindly into whatever trap they may have laid
for her. She never seemed afool. Perhaps she thought she took enough force to seize control of the
station center; but why, then, take Jenrette?’

“That answer must belost in the minds of ship-folk, nadiin-ji. A Mospheiran human utterly failsto
understand it.”

“Perhgps she did confidein Jase,” Banichi suggested darkly.

“Even so, even with his strongest promise to keep such a secret—I can hardly believe hewould
keep it from me. And shewould have known that, too.” He thought on the matter of Sabin’ sintentions
twice and three times and came to the same conclusion. “ Either she betrayed us outright, in which casel
would expect her to contact us, or shetook Jenrette because she wanted hishelp, or hisinformation. |
think she may have intended some covert action of her own, yet to devel op—jperhaps something so
ample as spreading informeation among the generd populace; but more likdy atempting to infiltrate
critica sysems.”

“Thefud port,” Banichi said, “and communications.”
“Both likdly.”
“Asking no hep fromus” Jago said. “Thisseemslikdy, in Sabin-aiji.”

“Risking failure,” Banichi said. “We should take this station, Bren-ji. We need not runiit, only
evecuateit.”

Bren’'s heart beat faster. And he couldn’t say no to the outrageous notion.

“If we open our doors,” Jago said, “we can evacuate it. But we lose our ability to maneuver this
ship”

“BEven 0,” Bren said. “ And there remains the Archive, that we came here to remove.”

“We can reach the command center through the accesses,” Banichi said, “and take that during the
generd confusion. We may find Sabin-aiji, if she should beinclined to be found. The ship, so | hear, can
manage the fuding with its own personnd. Gin-aiji can pursue that. Take the command center, freethis
hostage this Guild retains, and pay our dueto the foreign ship, dl in one. The staff has every confidence
the paidhi-aiji can negotiate, at that point, with al parties.”

Dizzyingprospect. On one leve it was what he wanted to hear. He wanted to believe it was
reasonable, and possible; and he hadn’t prompted it. He had no doubt at al that Banichi had a clear
vision how this could work, and how they could move quickly enough to assure they could refuel before
acascade of systemsfailurestook the station down in an evacuation—if they werefas, if they
supported key systems, Banichi clearly thought they could doit. And if they got to the command center
and took Braddock, they could take everything at once.



Banichi could beright, and he knew he himsdf was notoriously wrong when it cameto inserting his
own plansin Banichi’ s area of expertise—but—

But—he had his doubts. Sane doubts. Doubts that had to be laid out.

“Yet, Banichi-ji,” he said, “ onefears taking on too much. If we should proceed too quickly, if we
should fail to manage Central, being asfew aswe are—if this ship and its pilots should come under
orders of this Braddock-aiji, or if the station should fal to that foreign ship—any of these eventswould
lead to terrible outcomes: hostile action againgt that ship out there, wider provocationsthat might involve
the world we cameto protect.” Damn, Banichi was dwaysright. He had amost terrible foreboding
about arguing with Banichi’ s advice, and more than anything, feared he erred by timidity. “1f, on the
other hand, nadiin-ji, we take this prisoner into our hands, before they realize that we can penetrate the
station, then we take away their source of confidence that they can hold that foreign ship from attacking.”

Banichi and Jago considered a bregth or two. “Will this not unite them in resstence?’ Jago asked.

“It will increase doubt toward Braddock.” It was al soft-tissue estimation, the paidhi’ s word about
human behavior, versuswhat atevi might do under Smilar circumstances; and it gave him no confidence
at dl that he could make no firm predictions. “I think it likely, at least.”

“Will they not hold thefud,” Banichi said, “to counter our leaving with the hostage?’

“Wecan leave with the hostage, Banichi-ji. We can reach that ship in asmal craft, if we have no
other choice. And we can make it clear to the station population that we are here to take them to safety.
We have not yet offered them boarding—not that we can rely on them having heard from Braddock.”

“Shall wethen tdll them?” Jago asked.

“ Jase has such a plan. Pamphlets.”

“We pass out brochures?’ Banichi asked, incredulous. “Like aholiday?’

Smply put, it sounded chancy. “ Jase believes he can compose acompelling message.”

Banichi leaned back from the table, smply contemplating the matter. Then: “ So we take this prisoner.
And digtribute brochures. And perhaps we shdl find Sabin-aiji and find out her intentions. Thereare
very many piecesto thisplan.”

“And | shdl go withyou.”

“No, Bren-ji.”

“ Absolutely necessary. | can wak up to humans and wish them good day. You are far more
congpicuous, nadiin-ji.”

“Hehasapoint,” Jago said. “If these humans threaten us, we might hesitate to shoot them; but if
Bren+ji iswith us, we shdl have no hestation.”

He had lived long enough among atevi that he had no difficulty following Jago’ s reasoning. There was
abasclogicinit, inginctive protection of their household, with which he found no inclination to argue.

“So we shdl have these brochures,” Banichi said, “which we shdl print, which will bring humans
rushing to our doors. But will the Guild administration then arrive at our doors begging admittance,
Brenji?’

“They will not. One beievesthey will hold out to the very last. Then we may need your plan to take
Centrd, nadiin-ji.”

“We should call Gin-aiji,” Banichi said. Gin wastheir ultimate authority on systems.

“We shdl need to inform Jase,” Bren said.



“And Cenedi,” Jago sad.
So they sent the requisite messages, and informed Cenedi, who informed the dowager.

Whose reaction was far more moderate than one expected. “ Shal we have tdevision of it?” Cgeiri
was reported to have asked.

In fact, there would betelevision, if they could manageit, but not for Caeiri’ sddight.

Gin arrived, hersdf having caught alittle precious deep. The table was dready paved with their own
version of station plans and schematics, but Gin brought a schematic she and her engineers had marked

up.
“Thereare access ports from the outside,” Bren asked her. “Just asat Alpha.”

“Damned inconvenient for repair crewsif thereweren’t,”, Gin said, and caled up specifics of the
area Becker and party had named to Jase.

The diagrams looked as innocuous and common as any other area of the station, which looked like
Alpha Bren knew, having trandated a sultifying quantity of the technica manuasand the building plans.

“They may have modified thisentire areafor greater security,” Banichi observed, pointingto a
section door. “Herewould be alikely control point, aminimum of fuss”

“Remembering, nadi,” Bren said, “that they have had six yearsto fear that that ship might send a
forcein to rescue this person. Station may havelaid traps.”

“Not, however,” Jago said, “ grestly clever ones—if one may judge by Becker. But we should seek a
meansto distract attention.”

Comforting thought.

“A good useforroboti ,” Banichi said.

“To draw firewith my robots?” Gin cried, when that found full trandation.

“A smdl one” Banichi said. “A minor one. We can surely spare one to good use.”

Gin congdered, and agrim light wasin her eye. “One,” she said, holding up afinger like amerchant
inamarket. “One.”

It ran likethat. Gin laid her plans and went off to estimate how they could best annoy station security.
Banichi and Jago and Cenedi went to estimate what iterms might be both portable and useful.

Therein the paidhi had no usefulness at dl, having only the most rudimentary notion how to get into an
electronic lock or how to defeat security closure on asection door.... the paidhi only hoped to lie down
in hisown quarters, draw afew dow breaths, and perhaps to catch one of those hours of deep he’d lost.

Prospect of arash intrusion onto station and the presence of station agents aboard, however inclined
to change their views—that didn’t make for restful thoughts. Banichi could deep anywhere, on cue. He
didn’t have that kill.

And what if he dropped a stitch, and they ran into atrap?

What if they were killed attempting this, and the ship had to do without him, and explain mattersto
that dien craft—explain they’ d tried, and explain to an angry and mistrustful set of strangers enough
plausible excusesto gain the ship’ srelease?

Sleep evaporated. He got up, found paper and pen in his desk, and began sketching, in their
dot-pattern code, an explanation of their mission. Of—grim thought—mission failure. Of request for a
meeting with ship’ s personndl. Jase would have to manageit, if it cameto that, but Jase, of dl others,
understood. Gin hafway did. She would help. The dowager would help. It wasn’t asif hewasleaving



Jase without resources.

More dot-patterns: the ship taking on passengers. The ship mining the areafor fud. The ship leaving
the system. The ship conducting talks with the dien craft. The ship engaging in trade—a closeness they
never sought, but might have to have.

Trying toimagine al the contingencies Jase might have to ded with, trying to reach across space and
timeto gather every stray possibility, was a curious enterprise. Hetried to think of things. Hetried to
cregte abasic vocabulary of interactions: communicating the difference between coming and goingto a
foreigner who shared one’ s planet was hard enough. Communicating that useful distinction to a species
that might only have asingle word for movement or that might have adozen more specific words—or,
God help them, communicate in something other than nouns and verbs—was no walk on the beach. Go
and come, give and get, infdlicitous pairs of conceptsthat had distressed atevi at first glance, for no
reason at al to human senses, and disturbing al sense of balancein atevi nerves. Fingernailson a
blackboard, continua and unintended in dl early efforts.

But avilized entities—if one had aright to expect any behavior out of a speciesthat had gotten off its
own planet—ought to have some concept that the universe was wide, that differenceswere likely, and
that shooting asafirst response would ultimately lead oneto ruin.

Human and atevi together, he said in hisdots. Human and atevi making agreements, taking this
voyage, rescuing people from station. Human and atevi together meeting alien speciesin peace.

Hetried.

He wrote anote to Tabini: Aiji-ma, | am undertaking a mission aboard the station which
involves risk, but which | have persuaded my bodyguard is necessary. Should this account cease,
| have migudged my abilities and apologize .

To hisbrother: Toby, the station has an alien prisoner we’ve got to pry out of there, and since
the captain took all the security with her, atevi security is going to have to do thisjob, and they
can’t do it without someone to translate instructions. I’ m the one that can do that. Jase would
probably volunteer, but he’s got to get this ship home, so there we are. If this |etter ends here, it
didn’t work aswell as | hoped. Love you, brother .

To hisgaff, apaper note: Thank you for the comfort you have provided. Should this mission fail,
take all my effects to Jase, and then pursue your own man’chi .

To Jase. Who would know where to bestow various letters, Give the dowager a copy of
everything, and a translation where appropriate. If you get this, my last idea was a bad one.
What more can | say? You're my other brother. I’ d say something to embarrass us both, but I’'m
hoping like everything | get to erase this bit .

He sent the dot-code up to Kaplan, by Jeladi and one of Gin’sengineers, with indructions not to
wake Jase, if Jase had gotten to deep.

Then he undressed to deep, that most dusive of chances, feding the sheets againgt his skin, watching
through dit eyestheliving green curtain of Sandra Johnson'’ s plants—it dways amazed him, how the
plants grew during their trandts, asif they were mad to live, mad to survive. Or took some benefit from
what reduced the wits of mobile creatures. He watched the air from the duct stir the streamers and the
leaves, artificid wind in asted world. Huid moved in their veinsand ssimple light and nutrients let their
cdlsdivide. A wondrousinvention of planets.

So werethey.

So wasthat other packet of lifethat met out here, thisfar from other living cells. And they wanted to
shoot one another? Unacceptable. Entirely unacceptable. The lord of the heavens refused to take that
ansver.



In that light, the whole universe seemed surredl, beyond easy belief, relative to those gently moving
fronds. One redity wasn’t the other, and one found it distractingly easy to dip into that green world.
Here, astubborn set of human beings, and maybe some alien hard-heads as well, had made a botch of
what should have been asmple stuation—oh, hello. Anyone home?

Y our estate? Do excuse me. | didn’t redize |’ d crossed your boundary. And: Are you aneighbor or
atravder? Do step in for tea.

Well, the dowager had done that, and half-killed him. But he never believed that was an accident,
and the dowager knew, and he knew, and on that basis they got aong in ways that astonished the
dowager’ senemies, and his. God, he loved her.

Lifeitself. Dared onethink that in this void where life wasrare, life was bond enough, that acouple
of reasonable entities might say they’ d had their encounter, they both understood the limits, and could

get dong?

He actually dept. He realized that when he waked and felt Jago stir—he' d never fdlt her arrival. He'd
dept so hard that getting hiswits about him again required afew breaths, then asearch for bitsand
pieces of the plan they’ d made and what he had to do.

He had to cal up and find out Jase’ s Situation, and whether Jase approved. That was at the head of
thelist. But he hesitated to move, knowing he’ d wake Jago at his stealthy best. So he lay there and
rehearsed plans until she stirred.

“Good morning,” he saild—no endearments to confuse the issue. Jago would only brush them off
with: We have business, Bren-ji.

So they did. And alight was blinking on the message center. He dragged his dressing-robe about him
and punched the button for a recorded message.

“Bren.” Jase’svoice. “ | understand your reasoning. All of you—if you need anything—ask. I’ve
sent down the text for the fliers. I’ ve sent down a key. My key. Note—I’ ve searched the premises
and can’t turn up Sabin’sor Ramirez's, and | did it with my key. So either | don’t know where to
look or Ramirez’'s key iswith Sabin or with Ogun. I’ m approving Gin’s move and yours, and
moving our own personnel into position for the duration. We're ready. Baji-naji, Bren-ji.”

So it was. Fortune and chance. The wiggle-room in arigid universe. And possession of the key to
the ship, the gtation, anything humans out here would vaue. “ Bgji-ngji,” he muttered to himself, and took
aquick shower, Jago having adready departed, bent on what she would cal business at hand.

Andwith g&ff’ s help, it was back into the blue sweater and plain trousers and jacket, hair inaplain,
tight pigtail under the callar.

“Nandi.” Bindanda quietly dipped Bren asmple card. “From Jase-aiji, which he avowsisvery
important.”

“Itis, Dandaji.”

“And this, nandi,” Narani said, offering his pistol, which he took, no question in this, intending no
hesitation to useit. He tucked that into hisright jacket pocket.

Then Jdadi gave him a cloth-wrapped bundle which proved to be quite heavy, and a glance proved
the contents—brochures, Banichi had trandated it, and brochures there weresillustrated brochures,
beautifully printed, a sunset by the sea, the north shore of Mospheira—Mt. Adams and a ski resort, with
Jase’ s—one assumed—description: Safe Haven, and text below, which gave details of their mission and
ingtructions for boarding, with a photo of arepresentative cabin—Gin's, as happened. Below that, it
said: Comfort and Safety. Captions, actudly appropriate to the pictures, and Gin’ s hand somewherein
themix.



“Three hundred more we have sent to the ship-aiji, nandi. One hopesthey suffice.”

“Very fine, very fine, nadi-ji.” Hefound a place insde hisjacket for adozen brochures, and gave a
little bow to the non-combatants of his staff. “ Extraordinary accomplishment, nadiin-ji.”

“Fortunately posed, one humbly hopes, nandi. One hopestheillustrations convey only desirable
eements”

“Rani-ji, indeed, and my compliments.”

He tucked the packet under his arm, bowed, and went out into the corridor, where Jago and Banichi
werein thelast stages of preparation, black leasther and non-reflective black plastics, and no few pieces
of armament, besides breathing-masks and a black bag of gear.

“Gin-nandi isready with her mission,” Banichi reported. “ Shall we carry the packet, nandi?”

Heyidded it, and Jago put the brochures into the bag, while he patted his pocket to be absolutely
sure of Jase’ s precious key.

“Cenedi,” Banichi said, “will run the security station for the duration, paidhi-ji.” Rare. They couldn’t
ask for better than that. “ Jase-aiji haslent hiskey?’

“l haveit.”

“Hehasaso lent apilot. And Gin-aiji promises assistance. We shdl go down to thelife pods,
Bren-ji, and cross to number 80 access, which is next to the section Becker-nadi indicated.”

“Excdlent.” He hadn’t tracked such operationa details: he trusted Banichi for those, and any help
they could get came welcome, in his opinion. They were trusting the word of atraitor; and if Banichi had
been arranging pilots and plans, Jase had been the only trand ator awake—which said how much deep
Jase had gotten, and how much Banichi himself had gotten. The air felt colder and colder, achill coming
on, bringing him amogt to the point of shivers, but Jago had zipped up the bag and dung it to her
shoulder, and they were off down the corridor at what atevi called abrisk pace, and what humans called
ahurry.

Going down to the pods. A pilot, not the starship sort, but quaified to run station-tenders and such.
And Gin had to have one of her robotsin action, or another pod. Details floated around himin anull-g
soup of items and lists turned into substance full of surprises, details unred to him. Their operations up to
this point had been shaping pieces of aplan, alist of thingsthat had to be cleared out of the way, not an
inclusiveligt, but his staff had gathered up things he had had no skill to put together, and gotten Jase and
Gininvolved. Now they headed down the corridor with abag of guns and brochures and cutting tools.

No begging off at this point. No changing directions. Haste was written dl over the operation—haste,
on little rest and less deep, and people of unknown number and digposition on the station, and entities of
uncertain patience expecting performance on promises. Herecalled a dusty brown hillside near Maguri,
smoke and, overhead, the pulse of an open-cockpit plane dropping bottle-bombs.

From there, to this, light-speed; and maybe things no more subtle than the bottle-bombs. Guns.
Explosives. God, he hoped that key worked as advertised.

And minima communications. Television, which would have delighted Cgeiri, was not possible.
Transmissions of any kind became aliability, to be rationed out, used in case they had to report disaster
and alert Cenedi to a cascading problem.

Three of the dowager’ syoung men met them at the section end and smply fdll in with them, young
men carrying smal bundles, equipped with guns and knives and spare ammunition in gppaling quantity.
Three of them and three of the dowager’ s, auspicious numbers; but they were now six, his nerves
informed him—six, counting himsdlf. Infdlicitous six hit the pit of his ssomach asthey reached the end of
the corridor. Six was an impaossible number for the misson. It wasn't the end of the plan, he was



instantly convinced of it; and as they passed the section door, out to the small area, indeed, oneof Gin’s
daff met them—Barnhart, it was, with a packet under his arm and a.com unit tacked to his jacket.

Fortunate seven, now: Gin’s promised assistance took the form of one of her engineersin the party,
to read the charts, if nothing else, to solvetechnical glitches having to do with human logic and human

traps.

“Mr. Cameron.” Barnhart gave alittle bow at thelift, Mospheiran and having no trouble falling in with
atevi habits. “Honored to be here.”

“Mr. Barnhart. Welcomein.”

They were acomforting number asthey bundled themsdavesingde the lift—down, was the direction
thistime, reative down from the ship’ s metd heart, down where gravity grew uncertain and then left
them prey to inertiaof the car itsdlf. Bren clutched the safety bar, running alast-minute check in hisown
mind dl thethingshe’ d had to do, the notes he’ d had to leave—had he missed any? Late to be adding
anything. But it distracted him from utter panic.

Down to cold, ungravitied places—cold stung the skin, cold so hitter it felt like heat asthe lift let
them out facing ablank wall and asign.Emergency Evac 12 , it said, andLifepod , with overlgpping
ydlow arrows. Other Signs sayingpressure hazard andvolatiles present .

They’ d had their drills. He knew he wasto follow theinternal corridorsto Lifepod 2, which thiswasn
't. Thiswas somewhere down on the ship’ s cargo-carrying belly, where five-deck didn’t go, in drills.
And this pod might not have opened in the last three hundred years, since Taylor’ s age—it borethe
patina of mechanical age, the cold surface other gloved fingers had recently touched, and left marksin
the frost their breath recoated.

Now the pod hatch opened andhe went through that portd, with five atevi and aMospheiran
engineer, into adim, cold interior where atevi had to duck their heads. Metal walls seemed to drink in
light and not giveit up. Drifting plastic webs—he belatedly redlized these were the evacuation pod’s
safety restraints for far more persons than their number. The hatch shut, and two ship’ s crewmen,
shadowy and underlit in LEDs, moved beyond the webbing. Nine for the trandt, he said to himsdif.
Nine, fortunate as seven, thrice three. Jase’ s men. Jase’ sinvisible, numbers-reckoning hand on this
missonthet they’d laid out: Jase wouldn'’t let atevi go out with eight.

Across adark leap, not on the mast, but on the station cylinder itself, on the edge of the damaged
section, was service port 80, anumber one hoped to attribute to station administration and not to their
effort.

Gin thought they could do it because, she said, there weren’t many defenses on theinsde of the
dation’s curve and from that angle; and because, second point, lifepods had automated firesafe sgnas
that were supposed to protect them from station trim jets and other hull-vicinity hazards—Gin swore that
signa would protect them from anything more letha the station defenses emitted on automated targeting.
A lifepod was, in ship’sand ation’ s systems, dways sacrosanct.

“Will they not think of this?” Jago had asked during their planning sesson with Gin. Depend oniit,
atevi security, if they werein charge of the station, would have had alist of security permissions and they
would have consulted it and reviewed such weaknesses when their opposition changed from diento
virtudly interna, moreover, likely armed with abuilder’ skey...would station not have thought? Would
they not have done something to counter?

Theywould do something sooner or later, which made the bearer of that key say, quietly, to his
companions. “Nadiin-ji, Jase’ skey isin my right pocket.” In case he werelying on the floor unconscious
or worse.

“One hears, Brenji,” Jago said quietly.



Gin smultaneoudy would make afeint at the fud port. And Jase’ s security meant smultaneoudy, and
for real, to secure the personnel tube associated with the tether. To maintain that post, they would have
to maintain hard-suited personnd congtantly on duty from now on through general boarding; but one
hoped it wouldn’t be that long.

“We'reready any time, Sir,” the pilot said.

“They report themsalves ready, nadiin,” he said. Null-g was uncharacterigtically making him sick. Or
it was raw fear unsettling his scomach.

“Go,” Banichi saidinMosphei’. Just that. Go. Banichi was de facto running this operation, which
wasthe greatest comfort in the Stuation.

“Go,” Bren confirmed for the pilot. WhileOh, my God , was the whiteout thought that streamed
through his head as switches flipped, lights blinked and grapples thumped loose. He hated shooting. He
hated being shot at ever so much worse.

Oh, my God. As he seized agrip on the webbing and the light inside the pod went inauspicious red.

They didn’t have aview, but they now had a definite floor—which, after agentle shoveand a
deafening rumble like atrain on atrack, shifted again abruptly. A rail had indeed guided their release.
Now they launched free, under full power.

He hadn’t taken firm enough hold. He fought to keep his handhold on the bar, felt hisgloved fingers
losing hisgrip; but asirong atevi arm encircled hiswaist and held him. The floor rotated, began to be
backthere , the aft bulkhead, such asit was, but his guardian held him fadt.

Hewasn't heroic. He was amaker of dictionaries. And he shivered in acold far more than he’d
bargained for. He daren’t muster coherent conversation during thistrangt in which, bgji-ngi, his
bodyguard had to have other things than inane chatter on their minds—their objective, and getting insgde.
Getting to that point was al up to Jase’ stwo men, now, the skill to home thisthing in on amoving station
and the luck not to get them shot a or smash them to bits on some antenna or other ephemeral
projection that might not bein the plans.

Gin sworetherewasaway in. Gin sworethis pod could limpet itself to any kind of hatch and
establish a secure seal—a sed which il had to be there when they gotback from their mission with
whatever prize they’ d managed to lay hands on. The pod had to be there, or it was going to be
embarrassing getting back to the ship—Excuse me, Sir, can you point out a corridor which will lead usto
the core? We seem to have lost our way ...

“It' sworking very well, Brenji,” Jago said: it was Jago holding him.

“One has every confidence.” Histeeth chattered from the cold. They didn’t have suits. They couldn’t
use their equipment from suits and suits, even on humans, would say to anyone they met,invader , which
wouldn’t help at dl. So they took their risk of vacuum, and glided in their pressurized bubble, weightless
now, emitting only that pod signal, down into the heart of the damaged ation’ sring, and across. It
seemed to take forever.

“Barnhart-nadi,” Banichi said.
“Yes” Passable Ragi, thatyes .
“Bren-nandi, say to Barnhart that if we come under fire, he will keep alwaysto your left.”

“Yes” Bren said, and relayed that vitally important instruction, which effort temporarily kept histeeth
from chattering. If Barnhart wasto hisleft, he noted, that put him to Jago’ sleft—never on his security’s
right hand. Not inthis.

Not snceacertain hillsdein Mdguri’ sdigtrict, in the faraway east. Not since the day he’ d learned



what it wasto get afoul of hisown security. If he strayed out of order, his security would kill themselves
trying to get to him. Their atevi instincts would send them toward him. All planning took that into account.

But theinitia foray washis. All his.

The pod underwent an unplanned course correction, and his ssomach tried to rise up histhroat. Not
auspicious, not auspicious, hisbrain inssted. He had to do better than this. He concentrated on that
proposition, noting, by the glare of lights now green, that Barnhart was having no easier journey, while—
God, didnothing bother atevi ssomachs?

But whatever they had had to miss, they had missed. It was Jase’ screw flying thisthing. And
somewhere—somewhere behind them—above them, relative to station—Jase was not idle. Jase would
betaking to Guild authorities, pretending to negotiate the release of Becker and his men, keeping Guild
officidsasbusy as he could. Meanwhile Gin did something involving afar smaler miner craft—whileship
's crew attempted a s mple descent to the mast, hard-suited and armed to the teeth in case station had
thought it was going to take over that tube and control accessto the ship.

It was more than guns that batch would have, however. It would be another batch of brochures,
which were by now from Jase’ s office to that team’ s hands.

The brochures had said, among other things his eye had glossed past, in one desperate glance:
Reunion Sation is disbanded by order of Captains’ Council .

All station citizens, administrative elements, and crew: boarding isimminent for Alpha
Colony, where we have a longstanding, peaceful arrangement with natives of that planet. Expect
mutual protection in an atmosphere of cooperation and economic prosperity.

Atevi wereinthere, buried it in the fine print.

Baggage limit: 20 kilos per adult, 4 kilos per child, dimensions of standard duffle, exceptions
granted for uncommon cause. Baggage must be yielded to security on arrival. Weapons must be
declared and placed in ship’sarmory...

It went on into more specifics for evacuation of medica facilities, for children and elderly, and the use
of the safety cablein the tube.

It offered people from deep space and curved meta horizons a sunset on the beach and a ski resort,
and one had to recall how Jase, first landing, had had trouble looking at aflat horizon, and nearly lost his
supper in afast-moving vehicle. Among other details, the Council of Captainswas|ocdly down to one
captain, if Sabin didn’t turn up, and Alpha Colony hadn’t existed for centuries as Alpha Colony, but it
was the sort of thing the Reunioners would expect to hear.

The pod underwent more readjustments, then a sudden shove from the engines that taxed even Jago’s
strength to hold him. Bren clenched histeeth, trying not to think anything waswrong, trying to think of
the brochure, not the arm cutting off hiswind.

It went on, and on.What are they doing up front ? he wanted to ask, if he had any air.Arewein
trouble ?But he’d long since learned not to chatter at people doing what they had to do, especidly if it
was going wrong. He clenched histeeth, bresthed shallowly, and tried to keep hiswits about him.

If somehow some armament didn’t like the firesafe Sgnd the pod emitted, and wanted to blow them
tolittle agitated atoms. ..

Toby, he’ d write, if he had the chance,you won’t believe where I’ m going. You won’t believe
what we’re doing. What we’re hoping to do. We're absolutely crazy. There might have been a
better plan than this ...

Big bump. Jago nearly lost him from her grip.



Clang. Bang. Bump-scrape-clang. He gritted histeeth while the pod skidded over some surface it
should be able to grab. God, they’ d missed their grapple.

Thump-clang.

Jolt.

Whine

“We'reat the port,” the pilot reported breathlesdy.
Thank God, thank God, thank God.

Thewhining kept up. And kept up. The whole pod seemed queasy in its attachment—but attached.
Something had gone wrong, he was sure the pilots had improvised—but they hadweight . Hisfeet were
on thefloor again, which meant they’ d reached a cylinder surface, and Jago let him go. She made a
rapid check of her gear, as Banichi and Cenedi’ s men did, as Barnhart checked his pockets and his
coat, and he took the cue himsdlf: he had the gun till in hisright pocket, despite thejolt, that, and the
pocket com in hisleft. Brochures securely inside his coat.

The whining stopped. The pilot and co-pilot crawled out of their seats and began working at the
forward port, pulled it back, and, dyed with blinking green light, showed them ameta wall,
flame-blackened, alot the worse for wear.

Inthe middle of that wal, around port with ablinking green light in the middle of it, under lettering
that said EPORT 81.

They’ d missed number 80. They were at another access. How didthat number match their numbers?
Bren asked himself: wasit up or down on the cylinder, and where were they?

The pilot and co-pilot opened the control cover, going for switches. There was ared handle. The
co-pilot pulled it, and the whole surface of the door recessed rapidly.

White light came on, blinding, flooding their little pod.

Banichi and Jago went through, and Bren went, the rest of the mission behind them, through the open
port, into awhite-lit airlock.

“Good luck,” the pilot wished the lot of them, and the door shut between. Banichi pushed a button
and opened the door into Guild territory—adimly lit engineering corridor that very happily had heat and
light and ar that didn’t hurt. One could be ever so grateful for those basics. Bren personally was.

“Thisway,” Barnhart said, and pointed with agloved hand. They walked a considerable distance
down that corridor, and the air by now didn’t fed sowarm.

But they reached a shut section door marked 80, which was where they weresupposed to be, and
an unfortified gpproach—far more luck than their skidding entry had forecadt.

Bold as brass, Barnhart strolled in that direction, and Bren took a deep breath and got into the fore
of the expedition aswell, asfar as a cross-corridor which was, to their vast relief, vacant. The pilot had
stayed behind, keeping systems hot and waiting for them, but the co-pilot had tagged aong with them.
For abrief whilethey wereto be infelicitous el ght—disastrous eight, double infelicitous four. Only
acquiring the prisoner could change those numbersto three of threes, the adventuroudy felicitous nine—
God! Themind zigged and zagged in terror through supergtition and operations—even hisaevi
bodyguard would call it nonsense, while their nervestwitched to it. At this point of the operation,
fdicitous numbersrested in accomplishing their misson. Jase’s orders. Jase’ s sengtivity to atevi nerves.
And now atevi lagged back and ahandful of reasonable-looking humans, give or take the cold-area
coats and gloves, had only to walk, calmly down the corridor, camly, up to an ordinary lift, in theright
section, the section they were supposed to bein.



Bren turned, gave alittle nod and waited for atevi to join them and take up positions on either side of
the door.

Then he stripped off the gloves, pocketed them, punched in a call—no need for the key—and waited
for thelift.

The door opened. Empty. Not unexpectedly so. The lift system cycled peopleto sensible
degtinations, not detouring them through cold, dimly lit maintenance levels. Peoplein cold, inconvenient
spots had to wait while the lift system emptied acar.

“Nadiin,” Bren sad, first in, holding the door open, and Banichi, Jago, and the rest boarded and
occupied the Sdes, atevi back againgt the walls, out of sight, humansto the center.

Barnhart input their destination. Thelift rose. And rose. And rose.

And stopped.

The door opened. A single security officer faced them, not even yet expecting trouble as he walked
in.

Bren grabbed hisjacket and yanked him in. There was ayelp, the Sart of an outcry.

That stopped, if the struggle didn’t. The car started up again.

They reached level four. And stopped. The door didn’t open. Thelift pand flashed arequest for
Security clearance.

“Key,” Barnhart said, and Bren put the keycard in.

The door opened tamely and without darm. And while hiskey wasin, Bren put the car into a
maintenance hold, door open.

“Very poor,” Jago said softly, “very poor provision.” Asthey exited thelift.

They had one prisoner in thelift car, adightly conscious and bruised prisoner. One of Cenedi’smen
remained with him. The rest of them moved out at a sedate pace, and without aword Bren took the
lead, in abrightly lit, warm corridor, Barnhart beside him, the co-pilot close by. They wereto make as
soft an entry asthey could into what their prisoners back on the ship told them was a detention ares,
cregting aslittlefussas possible.

Max security, Becker and his men had cdled it. Max security, as station understood the term. Jago
thought it wouldn’t be much. God, he hoped not.

Blind turn. And if they were getting close to occupied aress, it wasthe paidhi’ s turn to see, solo,
what was down that hdl. He gave alittle tug a his dightly rumpled work jacket as he faced the corner.
“Hang back,” he said to Barnhart and the copilot, got aworried ook back.

“Usegreat caution,” Jago wished him, awhisper at his shoulder, “Bren-ji.”

“Onewill do one’sutmogt, Jago-ji,” he said. He pulled the com from his pocket, did afast check of
his shortrange communications, nothing so extensive asto reach the ship, and the answering flash said he
had contact with his bodyguards.

Hewalked out, facing asealed door, no guardsin sight. Just very blank corridor on either hand, no
designation on the door.

He used hiskey, locked the door open by means that gave as few sgnasto the system as possible,
and walked ahead into an equally blank corridor, no doors, nothing but aleft turn toward what his
recollection of the diagrams said should be amain transverse corridor. He whistled tonelessy as he
walked, not wishing to startle anyone around the next corner, and on inspiration, took one of the
brochures from his jacket pocket—not that paper wouldn’t be a phenomenon, but it posed its own



puzzle to the eye, and distracted attention from the cut of his coat.

He walked around the bend, and saw aman at a desk, theimage of men at desksin front of sealed
doors everywherein human civilization.

He waked up, whistling, preoccupied with his brochure.

“What’sthat?’ the man at the desk asked him. And a second, closer look: “What department are
you?”

“Technicd.” That explained dmost anything, in Bren’ s experience. “Y ou seen thisthing?” Bren laid
the brochure on his desk.

“Where did you get this?”’
“Admin.” That dso answered everything.

The man handled the brochure cautioudy, saw the pictures of beach and mountain. Opened it, gaveit
ascant glance, while Bren meditated smply hitting him on the head, but he was curious.

The man read, looked up, darmed. “ They’ re serious?’

“Very serious.” Heplayed it by ear. “Look, I’ m supposed to estimate the prisoner’ sneedsin this
transfer.”

“Y ou haveto talk to Madison. He'sin charge. B corridor.”

A name was helpful. But he couldn’t leave this man unaccounted for. And he didn’t know what to do
with him. “Look,” hesaid, improvising. “I’ ve got to havealist.”

“Whet lig?

“Ligt, man. There’ sdwaysalig, isn’t there? Life requirements. That sort of thing. Y ou’ re supposed
to have one drawn up for me.”

“I”m not supposed to have anything. That’ |l be Madison, that’ swhat. | can cdl him.”
Last thing he wanted. “L ook, Madison’ snot in my ingructions. You were supposed to havethelist.”
“I just St at this door, man. | don’t have any damned ligt?’

“L ook, they swore up and down you were going to haveit.” He switched sides on the desk, drawing
theman’s eyestoward him, away from the corner where his staff waited. He put on a hangdog face.
“Man, you’re putting mein ahard place.Shigai said moveonit.”

There. Shigal wasn’t aname. It was Ragi. And Banichi, and Jago arrived around the corner.
“Migod,” Bren said, looking up.

The man turned his head. Fast. Bren pulled his own gun, as the man swung to look around—and
made adivefor hisintercom.

Bren grabbed hisarm short of that button and held hisgun right at eye leve.

“No,” Bren said. “Don’t touch that button. | realy wouldn’t touch any button. They won't hurt you. |
might.”
Banichi and Jago arrived on the other side of the desk, and the man looked left and right, sweating.

“They’ re not from the same planet as the prisoner,” Bren said. “ They’ re from Alpha, matter of fact,
sameas| an. Sameasheis” This, for Barnhart, who had stayed close to Banichi, aong with the
co-pilot. “And the brochure, let metdl you, isthetruth. This station is being evacuated by order of the
Captains’ Council, and you’ ve got alimited timeto do it. Upper adminigtration is being recacitrant, not
to the good of ordinary station folk. So we' re seeing to the evacuation oursalves, trying to get dl you



good people onto the ship and lifted safely out of here before the attack comes.”
“Attack.”

“Thisdaionisn’t going to exist in afew days.\\We' re here to take you back to Alpha Colony, whereiit
'ssafe, where there’ s an abundant, peaceful planet, and where you don’t have an alien ship ready to
comein hereto get back this prisoner you claim to have. If we can we have alittle cooperation, here, Il
let you go. Then you and your family can go pack your belongings, advise your neighbors, and get
yoursaves off thisstation aive. That is, supposing we can get our ship fueled in timeto get away from
here. Which Mr. Braddock for some reason doesn’t want usto do without following hisregulations. Mr.
Braddock has annoyed the aliens, lied to our senior captain, and otherwise made himsdlf generdly
objectionable to us. Given the Situation, and an irritated aien presence out there, we aren’t in a patient
mood. So decide what you’ re going to do.”

It was not a pleasant Sight, atruly scared man. But not astupid man. He didn’t move. He looked
from him to Barnhart and the co-pilot, twice, and once, fearfully, at Banichi and company.

“Get up from the desk,” Bren said. “ Y ou're quite safe. | [l send you where you’ libe safefor the
duration. | take it you have family who want to see you again. Just get up quietly. One of my associates
will seeyou to safety.”

“One ofthem ? Who arethey ? What do they want?’

“Thel egitimate inhabitants a Alpha. Asfor what they want—after saverd hundred years of careful
negotiation, they’re our hosts, our alies, and on our side. Nadi-ji, escort this good gentleman to the lift
ca.”

One of Cenedi’smen, behind Banichi and Jago, took that request. “ Kindly comply,” that one said in
Mosphe’, certainly a surprise coming from the dowager’ s staff, and a greater surpriseto their detainee,
who had broken into a sweat.

“Andwhere isthis prisoner?’ Bren asked.
The man looked a him asif he had the only life preserver.
“You're safe with him. Worry aboutme , and be very accurate. Where isthe prisoner?’

“B,” theman said. “B17.” And helpfully pointed the direction B was supposed to be. “There’sa
restricted section. Three guards.”

The Guild didn’t seem to command the highest loyaty among the popul ace.
“Andwho isthisMadison?’
“In charge of the prisoner. In charge of the section.”

“This person saysthe prisoner residesin B17, and we may expect three more guards there.” Bren
gaveadismissvewave of hishand, quite cdmly so—the dowager’ s gesture, he was disturbed to redlize
—Dbut the mind was busy.

Cenedi’ s man took their anxious detainee back down the corridor toward the lift, thereto join the
unfortunate from the lower deck. .. acollection that might grow further, Bren thought desperately, and
none of them the ones they wanted, while they were keeping alift car out of the system longer and
longer, which might soon rai se questions from maintenance.

He gave a cursory glance to the man’ s abandoned console, read the story implicit in key wear, and
looked down the corridor, reading signslike scuff on the floor tiles and the invisible signs of human
handedness that confirmed to him that, yes, traffic did go through here, and key wear could dmost tell
him which keys the man used when people had valid authorizations.

No labels here. That ship-habit the station definitely had. But security was dl oft.



He waked further, toward the door in question, and exchanged his gun for hiskeycard, trusting it
more than the console. He was about to open it when he became aware of his bodyguard still in view,
closetohim.

“We may take the lead from here, nadi-ji,” Banichi said.
“Not without casudties, nadi-ji. | ingst. Stay back. Let me attempt this.”

His security was not happy to wait. They had other armament ready. They were far enough in, and
prepared to finesse t, as Banichi would say, from here on. But Banichi motioned his contingent back
againg thewall, into what conceal ment the section door frame offered, while he keyed the door open
and locked it into pogition.

He and Barnhart and the co-pilot walked into a corridor that could be any stretch of small offices, no
windows, nothing to indicate who was where, or that this was a high-security area. He counted doors.
Ten.

Fird intersection of corridors. The habitua scuff marksin the corridor took aturn. Bren pulled a
brochure out, sole precaution. And around that corner they faced a uniformed guard.

“Banichi,” Bren said under his bregth, to his eectronics, “one armed man at a desk and a shut door.”
He kept walking, himself and Barnhart and the co-pilat, asif the guard himsalf, not the closed double
door beyond, was their objective.

“Who areyou 7’ the guard asked.
“Looking for Madison,” Bren said, and laid the brochure on the desk. “ Have you seen these things?’

The man took a split second to read thetitle and look at the pictures. And looked up into a
gun-muzzle—aweapon in the hands of avery scared paidhi-aiji who redlly, truly hoped his security
would hurry so he and his two non-combatant alieswouldn’t have to defend themsdlves. “Don’t touch
anything. Don’t make amove.”

The man considered carefully what to do with his hands. He was indeed wearing agun.
“Read the paper,” Barnhart suggested. “It explainswhat’ simportant.”

The guard looked down, opened it asif it had been abomb. And looked up, alarmed at what he read
—twice darmed, as Banichi and Jago turned up silently.

The guard looked from Bren to them and very carefully didn’t move amuscle.

“We'refrom Alpha,” Bren said camly, “and these are our neighbors, no relation to the people who
blew aholein your gation. Thisgtation isin imminent danger, we're here to get the prisoner and
evacuate the station as quickly and quietly aswe can. Stay very sill. We're going to remove the gun.

Y ou don’t want to use it, anyway.”

“Damnyou!”
“Mind your tone. They don’t speak much of our language. Be polite and smile at them.”

“The hell?” The man moved to prevent Jago lifting the gun from his holster. Mistake. Jago took the
arm instead, yanked him up straight out of his chair, and Banichi took the gunin awink.

“Bedill, gr,” Banichi saidin Mosphe’, and the guard said not another word.

Bren moved on and inserted the keycard at the next door:the door, the hallway in the other direction
showing an office-like door at the end.

The door didn’t open. The builder’ s code didn’t work. That wasn’t supposed to happen.
“Code’snot working,” hesaid. “It must beajury rig. Not on the system.”



“Finessewill not suffice here,” Banichi said in Ragi, and took afistful of the guard’ s jacket. “ Open
the door.”

The guard commendably refused.

Just as someone, an administrative sort, opened a side office door and blithely walked out into the
gtuation.

Blinked, open-mouthed.

And ducked back. Other doors stayed shut. Jago walked down the short corridor, dragging the
unhappy clerk with her, shoving smal clear wedgesinto the smdl gap between door and mounting—
assuring someone from the outside was going to have to release the occupant; but the darm by now
would go to Centrd.

“Gas,” Banichi said, gun in hand, and Bren tugged the mask out from under his collar asthe others
did the same.

Banichi ripped the pand off the double door, clipped aline and attached asmall switch, which quietly
opened the door on awide open areathat suddenly, in Bren’ srecollection, matched their charts—he
was thinking that and thinking he had better get himsdlf to the fore, when Banichi tossed a grenade that
went ralling down the hall.

A guard ranto grabit, and it blew out a cloud of gas and went on spewing, while the guard, a
shadow among other shadowsin the gas, doubled over. Jago and Banichi charged in. Bren ran. Man’ chi,
whatever impelled a sane human—he went in, gun in hand, desperate—skidded to a stop as Jago
pitched another grenade, this one percussive, with agreat deal of smoke, a shock that deafened human
ears. Two human senseswere impaired.

Sirens garted. Red lights dyed the gas. They’ d gonein asavilized individuas. They’ d become
invading, masked monsters. Guards, whose defenses hadn’ t included gas masks, were down and
choking in front of a clear-wdled enclosure that itsalf wasfilling with gas, and the yellow-clad figure
caught insde that cube of dowly obscuring air, white-lit in the generd haze of red, could have been a
very stout, brownish-gray human in abaggy yellow coveral.

The occupant of that glass cage applied stocky dark-gray pamsto the glasswall, pressed close,
trying to discern the nature of the invaders. It had abroad, |arge-eyed face, heavy-jowled,
heavy-browed. All of that, Bren saw at first blink, before Jago blew the clear plastic door in, and the
ydlow-clad dien turned away to faceintrusion.

Then the dien turned full circle, asif seeking some other route of escape—or expecting to die by the
hands of some oddly composed lynch mob.

Banichi invaded the cdll, seized the dlien’ s massive arms and hauled the alien toward the shattered
wall. Banichi had brought a spare mask. He whipped it out of hisjacket and pressed it over thedien’s
mouth, and at that point the alien stopped fighting, held the mask in place with his own hands and,
perhaps conceiving of safety, cooperated in the rescue, accompanying Banichi, trying to keep up with a
wider stride.

Jago stood with rifle ready to provide covering fire, and as they brought the dlien past, Jago folded
their expedition inward and began afast retreat. Bren tried to observe that plan, grabbed Barnhart by
the arm as they reached their rear guard, accounting for the co-pilot: he meant to get to thefore again,
but Jago took the lead and Banichi dragged the rescuee dong with them.

Cenedi’ s man stayed rear guard. Bren didn’t look back, except to be sure that al their company was
retreating with them, arush back toward clear air, back past rows of —thank God—closed office doors,
where people werelikely phoning for help, but nothing but another builder’ s key could close adoor a
builder’ s key had locked, so Gin swore, and so far things were working.



Someone, maybe the guard, rushed at them at the corner: mistake. Jago flattened the man with an
elbow and light-footed it ahead, pausing for corners and doorways. They reached clear air at the corner
by the desk, and pulled the masks down in favor of unobstructed breathing and vision. The prisoner,
seeing others give up the bresthing masks, removed his own—then looked wildly about at a thunderous
rush behind them.

Men came running behind them; and al of a sudden Jago heaved another grenade down the corridor,
and running attackers skidded to a stop and tried to get back.

It blew inacloud of gas. And Cenedi’ s man blasted the overhead light pandls, anest,
one-after-the-other chain that darkened the corridor and drove their pursuersin retregt.

They ran, then, Banichi dragging the stocky dien, asfast as he could; and Bren had hisgun in hand,
keeping an eyeto pursuit behind them, not wanting to shoot any hapless guard. The doors had stayed
open, and he found the presence of mind to shut one and lock it with hiskey.

Then he ran to catch up, dmost hindmost, around the last turn. He passed Barnhart, passed Banichi,
caught up with Jago just as she reached thelift.

Cenedi’ smen had trussed their terrified detainees and kept them flat on the floor, and now they dll
jammed themsalvesinto the lift, straddling their detainees, dragging aong afrightened, swesating dien
who smelled like overheated pavement and bulked like asmall truck. Bren shoved hiskey in the dot and
Barnhart punched in their destination before he extracted the key and pocketed it.

“We'll let you go at the bottom,” Bren said then to the two white-faced, absolutely terrified humans
crouched at their feet. He reached down and assisted up the man he’d dedlt with. “ Cometo the ship
whenyou’reready. The paper isn’t alie. Believeit!” He remembered the rest of thefliers, took the sheaf
of them from insde his jacket and shoved them inside the man’ s jacket. “Here, have some brochures.”

“Yes, dr,” the man muttered. The other, still on the floor, seemed beyond speech, as Jago extracted
the whole packet of brochuresfrom their kit and set themin hislap.

“Safe,” shesaid to him, encouragingly.

“My bodyguard saysthisisyour ticket aboard,” Bren said shameesdy. “ Pass them out. Brochures
get firgt boarding. The accessis open now. We have a handful of daysto get everyone aboard.”

Down and down the levels, dl the way to the bowels of the station’ s maintenance, down to the
service-port and the dim, cold depths. Banichi was on the comm the moment the doors opened, and
they freed their two Reunioners, then shoved their rescuee out into this place that, whatever thoughts
might be going through the dien’ smind, certainly wasn't the prosperous end of the station.

They ran, then, dragging the dien with them. Cold hit like awall, burned the lungs asthey tried to
make time, down dim corridors, into section 81.

There escapein fact loomed in front of them: the co-pilot had opened the emergency hatch from his
sde, the only way itwould open, and with a broad inclusive wave, beckoned them in.

Safe, now. Two frightened humanstrying to raise an darm upstairs might only tell where theyhad
been, in avery few moments, but if they were the least bit worried, Bren thought, those two might keep
quiet, believing those brochures were a precious thing, to be passed out quickly among reliable friends.

Meanwhiletheir assorted party crammed themselvesinside the airlock, within the webbing. The dien
looked about him, large, dark eyes dlittering in the dim light, aliquid glance passing jerkily over strange
sghts and strange faces—thinking of escape or murder, more than likely, but if they knew onething
about this person by now, they knew thiswas by no means afool. Cooperation remained the
moment-to-moment rule, compliance as the pilot and co-pilot got the pod door shut—no fuss, no
argument. They were leaving the place that had held him and that suited the dien fine.



Haste and distance wastheir collective intention: haste in reaching the cover of the ship itsalf wasal
they could do to protect themsalves from the sation. And if the pod had been close quarters going out,
now, with the door shut, they jammed themselves up closer and tighter, human, atevi, and shivering,
grange-smdling unidentified.

Thump! Clang! They werefree, rotating darmingly at first. Then asteady hard push of propulsion cut
in, compressing the whole untidy mass of them toward the aft bulkhead, a painful tangle of muscular flesh
punctuated with other people’ s knees and elbows.

“Wedidit,” Barnhart panted at Bren’s ear, breathless and astonished, and Bren only thought,
enduring ahard atevi elbow between his shoulder blades, and air too dry and thin for comfort,For God’s
sake, man, don’t jinx us.

Then the dien they were trangporting began struggling—huge arms, legs like tree trunks and aswing,
if they hadn’t all been pressed together like a sandwich, that could have cracked skulls. Banichi grabbed
onearm and pinned it. The dien’ s eyes showed wild, broad nogtrils flared and the mouth—omnivore,
Bren decided, just like humans—opened in frantic gasps.

“Air pressurel” Bren shouted against the weight compressing hisrib cage. “ Take the air ship-normal!
Fast!”

Fast dtill wasn’t an instantaneous process. They werein freefdl and the pilots had their handsfulll,
what with the possibility that the station might a any moment find something capable of taking ashot a
them, either inside the ring or once they started up the mast toward the ship. Bren persondly didn’t want
to digtract them—~but they had an dien laboring for bresth, closeto passing out after hiswild exertion: he
must have stood it aslong as he could, and gotten desperate.

“Short distance to our ship,” Bren ydled into the dien’ sface. Touching him could be reassuring. It
could equally well be deadly insult. He opted for hands-off. “We want to help you. Be dill. All right?’

Hedidn’t know whether the dlien heard or understood. Banichi’ sgrip held thedienfast againgt a
new burst of resistance, and now one of Cenedi’ s men began to wind self-adhesive restraint about him,
which didn’t cdm the Situation or likely help hisbreathing a all.

“Caution, Bren-ji,” Banichi said, struggling to hold the massive arms out of action, and if Banichi was
having trouble keeping his grip on those arms, Bren found no chance. Hewriggled to back up asfar as
he could, accel eration pressing them together. Then Jago added her efforts, inserting an arm and

struggling past him to get the binding wrapped.

But it al became easier asthe dien stopped fighting and let hishead lall, close to passing ot.

“Easy, easy, easy,” Bren said, and took a chance. “ Oxygen. Can we get the emergency oxygen,
Jagoji?’

Jago reached along arm to an emergency panel. In amoment more they had an oxygen mask
roughly over the dien’ s broad, flat face, and the last fighting eased as their passenger gasped for breath.

Not acrazy person. Onetrying to breathe.

Then acceleration stopped, al in one somach-wrenching moment, and the axis spun over. They
began, despite the testimony of senses, to dow down, trying not, Bren said to himsdlf, to impact the ship
and smear ther littlemission al over their ship’ stravel-scarred hull.

Slowing down. Sowing down. The pilot and co-pilot were talking to someone with an incredible and
reassuring calm.

Bren found himsdlf breathing asif oxygen for al of them had grown far too short and he wished there
wereamask for him.



But the pilotsworked calmly just asif they were coming in at Alpha station, a precise set of
communications and maneuvers.

Thar dien’ seyes opened dightly. He was no longer fighting them. He might not know another word
of who they were, but air was potent, the most basic requirement. They had satisfied that urgent need,
and they had taken him out of that clear-walled cell, and they weren’t where he had spent the last Six
years—they had that to recommend them.

“We're coming to our ship,” Bren said to their dien, in the hope that those yearsin human hands had
taught him some few words. “My nameis Bren. Thisis Banichi. We're from the ship. We want to help
you. Do you understand me at al?’

The dien gave no response, only adow, blinking stare.
“We're comingin,” the copilot said. “Brace, dl.”

Thank God. In. Safe. They had the station’ s precious hostage, and—now that the station knew they’ d
been robbed of that asset, now that the station had the ship’ s offer of rescue coursing the hals and soon
being gossiped in the restaurants—maybe the station would just give up quietly, turn Sabin loose, and let
them havethefud.

Maybe rainbows would shine in deep space.

But, he thought, up againgt this strange creature who smelled like pavement, they did have amgjor
asst in their hands, they’ d told the truth to a handful of people. And they hadn’t killed anyone during
their mission.

Let the Guild recaculate its assets now.

Thump-clang. Rattle and stop. Blessed stop.

They werein. They were safe.

“Mr. Cameron,” the co-pilot said, “captain’s compliments, and will you get up to hisoffice a the
earliest after dock?’

Urgently, never mind they’ d just worked amiracle and he had an dien he had to talk to—get upgtairs.
Something wasn’t according to plan.

Chapt'e'r Sixteen

«»

Come up, Jase had said, and to the bridge Bren went immediately, gun in pocket, jacket torn
and rumpled, sweat and the lingering stink of noxious chemicas about him. It made his eyes water.
Narani would be scandalized, Bren thought, aware he was light-headed at the moment. He needed to be
down below to supervisetheir dien guest.

But Jase needed him topside, fast.

The lift door let him out. He spared only aquick leftward glance to be sure Jase wasn't on the
bridge. Crew there was busier than it had been, which said something on itsown.

And—God?—ablood trail snaked down the corridor from thelift, a set of dotsleading down to the
executive offices.

Jase’ swas the second door. Where the dots entered. There was no bodyguard outside.



He buzzed it and opened the door dmast in one motion, hand on the gun in his pocket.
Jase was at his desk.

Jenrettesat opposite, Jenrette, who' d gone aboard the station with Sabin. And Jenrette’ sright arm
waswrapped, deeve and dl, in bloody bandage.

Kaplan wasthere, too, Kaplan with blood al over hisdeeve, likely Jenrette’s, and Polano stood in
the other corner, neither looking happy.

“You got him,” Jase said. Meaning their dien, Bren judged. “He’ sdive”

“Yes. In good shape.” Hewas alittle set aback, that Jase would talk other businessin front of this
man, but there was nothing he needed to conced. “Can’t speak to hismood, but no physica damage.
He cooperated, in fact.”

“ G(xﬂ.”

“Mr. Jenrette.” He gave anod to the man leaking blood onto the chair arm and directed his primary
guestion to Jase, dl the same. “| takeit there’ saproblem in other areas.”

“One of therobots blown to hell,” Jase said, “Guild agentsin the mast, butnot in thetube at this
moment: Hendrix and Pressman are holding that. In the confusion that broke out after the fuel port event,
Mr. Jenrette got himself to the tube and reached our team inside, to give us Captain Sabin’ sindruction—
which wasto be careful and don’t create a problem.”

Bren sat down. “Wdl,that camealittletoo late”

“Notably,” Jase said. And hadn’t at any point spoken in Ragi. Or evidenced any distrust of Jenrette.
Both circumstancestold atae, to aman who’ d shared quarters with Jase in Shegjidan. Jase, however,
was cool and calm. “Explain, Mr. Jenrette. Our atevi alies need to know.”

“Hiding inthevicinity,” Jenrette said, clearly in pain, teeth chattering. “Freezing. They’ ve set aguard
down there, near the tube access. Or they had one. But when the robot blew at the fuel port, | suppose,
or when your team moved in, the guard moved away. Alarmswere going. They went to the lift, maybe
to get secure-line communications, and | made abreak for it. They spotted me and started shooting. Our
force started firing back and | got insde.”

Gin’smission had upended the figurative teakettle. So it seemed.

“Mr. Jenrette says he doesn’t know what’ s happened to the captain, except she didn’t like the way
things were going. She sent Mr. Jenrette back to report to us and the Guild took exception to him
leaving. Whether she’ s been arrested or whether she’ strying to reason with them, we have no idea.
Meanwhile, by Mr. Jenrette’ s evidence, they were shooting at her bodyguard.”

Jenrette was the last member of her bodyguard Sabin would send on a mission to report to Jase—no.
Jasedidn’t believeit a@ther.

“I got to themast. | hoped | could get past the guard and get to the tube. | didn’t know whether you
could get anyoneto cover me, sir, and | was afraid they’ d tag meif | caled. But it was getting to where |
"dfreezeto deathif | didn’t. Then the darm happened.”

“Sabinwon’t be using ship-com, | takeit,” Jase said, “for the same reason.”

“There’ sacontact in the Security offices. Couranishisname. Amin Coursin.” Jenrette moved his
arm and winced. “Soon as| get thisarm seen to, I’ mto ddiver what 1’ ve told you and get back to that
meeting point. 1’1l carry anything you want to tell her.”

“In Shgidan,” Jase said, “1 learned one thing, Mr. Jenrette: if the person who told you to rendezvous
ismissng—don’ tuse their contacts. That wouldn’t be wise of you, to go there. And youare experienced
security.”



“I’m experienced security, and with al respect, captain, I’ m not under your command. I’ m under
hers. I’ ve ddlivered my message, for what little good it does now, and, again with al due respect, sir, I'm
going back to her command, with or without medica treatment.”

“Settlein. You' re not going anywhere”

“I beg to differ, ar.”

“| sad settle down. Y our fight isover, Mr. Jenrette. Y ou may be Guild—"
“No, gr!”

“Aren’t you? For that matter, isn’t the senior captain, hersaf? Damned brave of you—taking a hit for
verigmilitude. But whilewe' re not trusting suspect contacts, Mr. Jenrette, you have to be at the top of
thet list.”

“Sr?’ Jenrette sarted out of hischair.

Polano moved. So did Bren. And, on hisfeet, he held an atevi-made pistol aimed at Jenrette’s
middle, where even anon-professiona couldn’t miss. “ Sit down.”

Jenrette subsided back into his chair and sat there like a statue. Bren kept standing, glad Polano was
there and armed.

“Sowe'reat odds,” Jase said. “But | think we’ ve been operating at cross-purposes, Mr. Jenrette. |
have my own theory about what’ s gone on to bring usto thissituation. | think the Old Man was going
back totake Alpha, at least that those were the orders the Guild gave him. So the Guild wasn't totaly
surprised the ship was gone awhile, wasit? Our long absence only indicated to them that there’d had to
be a change of adminigiration at Alpha Station, possibly amessy change of adminigtration.”

Totake AlphaStation,their station, Bren thought, certainly hadn’t turned out to be a smple matter of
salling up and taking control. In the end, there’ d been anything but Guild loyaty dominating the Captains’
Coundil.

And increasingly one suspected Ramirez had worked a counter-purposes with the Guild, start to
finish, and hadn’t taken his orders from the Guild as any useto him.

“Wasthat what Tamun found out about, Mr. Jenrette?’ Jase asked. “ Guild orders?’
“Nonsense,” Jenrette said.

“Y our old partners on Ramirez’ s security team dl died. Tamun shot them. People you’ d shared duty
with for twenty years. Does that mean anything to you? Not a shred of personal regret for your
partners?’

“Tamun was abastard,” Jenrette said, jaw clenched. “No regrets at alhe’sdead. And he’ sirrdevant
to the case a hand.”

“Regretsfor Ramirez?’
“Regretsfor Ramirez,” Jenrette said somberly. “He wasthe Old Man.”

“But hewasn’t Guild, was he? He didn’t take the Guild’ s orders. He didn’t teke their orderswhen it
came to poking about in other people’s solar systems. The Guild wanted resources. But he was
congtantly looking for an dternative, not so much for Reunion asfor the Guild’ sleadership. | rather think
you went aong with that for anumber of years. But he was getting older and no stronger, and when the
business blew up and Reunion got hit, then you were going to seeto it he carried out Guild orders, if you
had to shift the balance of power on the Council. Y ou were going to stop him from his old-age ambition
to settle this mess, because you thought he’ d become afool.”

“That’snot s0.”



“You' d spied on himdl hislife. Y ou’ d told the Guild as much as kept the Guild happy. And when
Ramirez began to look weak, you jumped over to the Guild’ ssde”

“Ramirez was, longterm, looking for aternativesto the Guild,” Bren interjected. “Looking a every
likely star in reach. And hefindly found hisanswer at Alpha—awhole planetful of dternatives. And not
al human. And that’ s when he made achoice. And | think that’ s when you did, Mr. Jenrette.”

“Hewasthe Old Man,” Jenrette sad. “1 waswith him.”

“* And when he made an agreement with the atevi,” Jase said, “and kept it—did you try to save him
from himself, too, Mr. Jenrette? When he was dying, were you the one who let the rumor out, about
survivors at Reunion?Y ou knew the truth. Y ou’ d known it from the time you went into Reunion.”

Hestation. Hesitation, asif somewhere in the whole equation, there was il afragment of red loydty
inthe man, adesreto jugtify himsef to himsdlf.

“Y ou double-crossed Ramirez when hewas dying,” Jase said. “Damn you. And you double-crossed
Sabin out there. You didn’t bring us her orders. Y ou brought ustheirs.”

113 No.ll

“The Guild’ s orders, Mr. Jenrette. Y ou’ re working for the Guild, and you have been since your vist
here. I’ d like to have known what went on after the record ended. I’ d like to know what they said, or
did, to turn you so thoroughly to their sde.”

“There never wasasde,” Jenrette said. 1 didn’t double-cross the Old Man, and | didn’t
double-crossthe Old Lady. | want her back safe. But safeisn’t going againgt the Guild, safeisn’t Ietting
atevi run the ship or taking your ordersfromhim, sr.”

Meaning the paidhi-aiji, quite clearly.

“A bloody great holein the gation issafe?” Jaseretorted. “ A messwith an dien ship out thereis
safe?’Y ou’ d better stop and look around you, Mr. Jenrette. Y ou want to say what you think?1’'ma
jumped-up theoretician? |’ m too friendly with the atevi? 1’ m not redlly qudified and you’ re going to save
the ship by steering another batch of usinto aGuild trap, when they set the captains against them, when
they’ ve kept their own population at risk instead of shipping the mgority of them out of there? Y ouhave
double-crossed Captain Sabin, Mr. Jenrette, in your mistaken conviction that a handful of deskbound
fools have any clue how to assure human beings survivein this universewith our culture and our common
sense. Rethink, mister. Rethink and tell me | don’t have thered picture. They’ ve got atheory.\We've
been there and back again. We’ ve dedt with diensand we' re fill human, last | looked inamirror. Not
human enough for you, maybe, but that’ s the redlity, and theirs dead-ends. 1t’ s going to dead-end
completely in not so very long, because we' re pulling the population out of here. So where have you
ended up, Mr. Jenrette? Doing anything good? | don’t think so0.

Long silence. Jenrette shook. He outright trembled, in the shock of ared injury, but Bren didn’t find
himsdlf in the least sorry for the man who’ d been along-term traitor to three captains, hisown
comrades, and the ship’ swhole crew.

“Wadl,” Jase said, “so what you wanted, Mr. Jenrette, isn’t happening. We' re undertaking the steps
to let us board passengers. We're shutting Reunion down. And if you want to find away out of your
gtuation, you’ d better start trying. Mr. Cameron, do you have any questionsfor him?’

Bren had not the remotest ideawhat questions Jase wanted asked of the man, but Jase, Sitting on his
well-known temper, probably didn’t trust himself to find dl the requisite threads a the moment. Hedidn’t
have specifics, but he had keys, and if he could only open adoor to information, he hoped Jase might
find awedgeto keep it flowing.

“Mr. Jenrette,” Bren said quietly. “Mr. Jenrette, I’ m relatively sureyou’ re quite adept at leaking



information. Maybe you dropped just enough hintsto provoke Tamun to turn on Ramirez; and Tamun
killed your partners, which was why you swerved about and turned on Tamun. |’ ve no doubt you were
a Ramirez’ sear for years. |’ mrdatively sureif anything aboard this ship for the last twenty years has
skewed off course, your fingers are somewhereinit. All thesethings| believe are the truth, but they’re
al past. What isimportant isthat we' re going to get the fuel we need, we’ re going to get everyone off
the station that we can persuade aboard, and then we’ re going to have to blow up the sation with
everyonethat’sleft aboard—your Guild, foremost. Probably our senior captain and your latest
colleaguesin her bodyguard, but she knew therisk sheran, and I’ m sure you did. After we blow it up,
we're going to take our alien guest over to his people, and take what agreement we can get and go back
where we came from. That’ swhat we’ re going to do, Mr. Jenrette. But you know what we came here
to do. And I’m sureyou’ vetold the Guild. Why of al things did you think you could walk back in here
and be believed, with me, and with Captain Graham? Or was that the job Guild |eadership gave you?
You'd lost your usefulness with Sabin: she was onto you. So they just made alast-ditch try and sent you
here—becauseif you’ ve hired atraitor, you don’t go on using him. Y ou find someplace to send him
where he’ll be taken care of. Unhappily, we're the only other place thereis. Y ou’ re supposed to do
some sabotage. Use your skillson their sde. Never mind what you contain. What you know. You' |l be
agood follower, and die trying. Then Braddock won'’t have to meet you again.”

Jenrette stared him, jaw s, full of anger, and said not aword.

“If you’ d stuck with Sabin,” Bren said, “you’ d have had her ear. But you'’ ve thrown away your
influence. Sabin did have reservations, exactly asyou do. The dowager respects the senior captain: atevi
would have listened to her as astrong voice for her point of view. But you’ ve silenced her. You've
dlencedall the voices of human dissent. Thanksto their own mismanagement, the Guild likely will fall;
Ramirez is dead, and Sabin may not survive. Tamun, in hisrebellion—hedidn’t do what you wanted. He
decided Ramirez was lying, when most of the lieswere yours. Between you, you and Sabin and Tamun,
| suspect you kept Ramirez from ever trusting us with the whole truth. How am | doing?’

“Gotohdl.”

“Pretty wdl, I’ll imegine”

“Lisentome,” Jenrette said. “Listen to me! All we haveto do to get out of hereisforhim to answer
Guild rules. Then we'reall away free, with no trouble.”

For Jase—to surrender Phoenix and come under Guild command.

“Meaning Sabin’ s aso refused the Guild’ sorders,” Jase said. “Interesting.”

“It’ syour choice.” Jenrette swung round toward Jase. “1n a post you don’t remotely qudify for. You’
reno captain of thisship. You have no right.”

Jase shook his head with amazing patience. “ The stakes are too high, Mr. Jenrette. And trust me,
your hand isn’t nearly high enough. Sabin tried to help you—maybe knowing al the while you’ rea Guild
agent. And look what she got for her trouble. It’sdamned lonely being your friend, Mr. Jenrette.”

“Shut up.”

“Y ou know, Braddock himself may havefigured you’ re dways on your own agenda, and that’snot a
wholly useful agent: Bren nailed that, didn’t he? Y ou’ re atotal fool, but you aways know better than
your captains, than the Guildmaster, than everybody. Consequently you’ re no use to anyone. So
Braddock sent you here. Best use for you.”

“Taylor’ sbastard,” Jenrette spat. “ Y ou don’t have the answers. Y ou weren’t born with any answers.
You aren't God. Just existing doesn’t make youanybody , Graham. Not anybody!”

“Takeyour pick,” Jasesaid. “1’msure, if your devotion to the Guild isthat strong, Mr. Jenrette, we'll
let you go join Mr. Braddock. He may even remember your name, and he might even keep his promises



to you—even if he hasn’t kept them with his own station population.”

“On the other hand,” Bren said, “if your convictions aren’ t strong enough to die with the Guild—
maybe you aren’t so convinced that’ s the best course.”

Jenrettewouldn’t look at him. Not at either of them.
“Make your decision,” Jase said.

“What kind of ded?’ Jenrette asked. Not, one noted: | seethelight. | change my ways, but: What
kind of dedl? It was possibly aglimmer of truth.

“Y ou want apardon?’ Jase said.

Jenrette looked at Jase—interested for about a quarter of a heartbest; then very, very wary. That
face he saw wasn't genia Jase Graham, usualy silent second to Sabin. It was Jase Graham who' d stood
inthediji’ s court and held his own with the lords of the Association.

“I’m putting you outside,” Jase said quietly. “ And there’ sonly oneway you’ll get back aboard. And
that’sif you bring the senior captain, aive and well, with every one of her escort.”

“l can't do that,” Jenrette said.
“Because she' s dead?’

“No. | don’t think she's dead. But ook at this.” Jenrette demonstrated hiswounded arm. “You're
sending me out there to get mekilled.”

“Mr. Jenrette, |’ m not sending a station shopkeeper to do thisjob. I’m sending a covert professiond,
who’ s managed throughout hislifeto be secretive. You'll find achanceto get to her. You'll have awider
chance as the panic spreads and as the station losesiits personnel —wider ill, as Braddock’ strusted
people get the notion their only hopeisthisship. And let me makeit very clear. | will let Mr. Braddock
aboard. | willnot let you aboard unless you satisfy my condition. If we don’t get Sabin, you’ |l say onthis
gation. You'll beonit, dl aone, in the dark, when we blow the remnant of this station to cold space.”
Jase had leaned on a chair back nearest Jenrette. Now he stood back. “Mr. Polano.”

“Sr”

“Areyour reinforcements outsde?’

Polano cross-checked on his com-set. “Yes, sir, they are.”

“Then take him out of here. Get the arm treated. Then put him out into the mast where you found
him”

“Freg, ar?’

“He doesn’t come back aboard unless he’sin Captain Sabin’ s company.”

“Yes, gr,” Polano said with satisfaction. “Yes,ar .

“Mr. Jenrette,” Jase said nicdly, with alittle wave of hishand. “Go with Mr. Polano and company.
Goodbye and good luck.”

“Damnyou,” Jenrette said, and got to hisfeet. And clearly thought about amove.

Polano showed him the door. And after a self-preserving second thought, Jenrette turned and
walked to the door.

There were haf adozen men outside, ordinary crew, armed, and backing up Polano.
The door stayed open asecond or two after Polano and Jenrette | eft, and shut.
“He may do onething,” Bren said, “or the other. Fifty-fifty he reportsto Braddock.”



“I put it Sixty-forty againgt,” Jase said. “ Jenrette’ snot atevi. He' sasurvivor. And | think he’ s not
found the chaos he hoped to find aboard. He doesn’t likewhat he’ d have to tell Braddock.
Eighty-twenty he’ll lie to Braddock. Question is, can he make Sabin believe him?’

“You'relucky Sabin took him out of here. God knowswhat he’ d have done.”

“I don’t think luck had anything to do withiit. I think she knew what hewas. | don’t think she knew
how far he’d misnformed Tamun. But shedidn’t trust me, with him aboard, to keep this ship out of
Guild hands. | think shethought I’ d let my guard down.”

“And if he comes back?’

“If he comes back with Sabin—he’ Il have his chance to convince her he’sahero.”
They were committed to the hilt.

And Bren shakily pocketed the gun.

“Our dien'sdiveand well?” Jase re-asked him.

“In good condition. Tolerates our air, clearly hasn’t died of our food in Six years—alot of problems
short-cut by thosetwo items...”

“Shortcut by the plain fact the Old Man was poking around among planetswith our life
requirements,” Jase said. “ So the Guild had an dien hostage. And they don’t, now. We do. We’ve got
Jenrette. We're short arobot, but the word is out. We' ve papered the mast with our fliers. They’ll have
hdl’ s own time rounding those up.”

“We dispersed others on the far side of the station.”
“Any shooting?’

“We made afair amount of racket—Jago tossed afew grenades, but nobody got killed, nobody hurt
on our Side. About the brochures—I confess| told certain people they were first-boarding tickets.”

Not much had struck Jase asfunny in the last number of hours. The laugh was startled, quickly gone.
“We urgently need to talk to thisdien. Any possibility?’

“Sx yearsin confinement. .. if hehasn’t learned at leastyes, no , and goto hell I’ [l be surprised.”
“But that’ s not guaranteed by anything you’ ve heard.”

“No. It’s not guaranteed. I’ ve sent him to five-deck. Furniture that fits his Sze. Personnel with the
physica srength to hold him. He' slarge. He' sfar too strong for human guards. He' samost too strong
for Banichi.”

“I trust you know what you’re doing.” Jase tapped astylus on hisdesk. “We’ve made afair stir here.
Observers on that ship out there are going to start wondering. | don’t want to back this ship out and
take them the hostage, for severd reasons. | don’t want to panic the station. And | don’t want to get
involved in negotiations with the diens out there before we board our people. | want it afait accompli.
But if wetakedl that mass on, we’ ve got to chase the fudl Situation to a conclusion, next number one
priority. We lost arobot. We did get some pictures. And we know where the guns are.”

Risky venture. But so was everything.

“If we could get along-distance understanding with that ship out there,” Bren said, “if we knew we
couldgantime...”

“That would be very useful, if we knew that for certain,” Jase said. “I” d redly like that—if you can
figure how.”

“I'll find away,” hesaid to Jase. “1 don’t know yet what our guest may know. Hold off on



attempting thefud for a least Sx hours. I’ll seeif | canlearn anything.”

“Six hours,” Jase said. “ Six hours, if nothing € se happens. Don't bet too heavily it won't. The
stationers you met have seen atevi—not to mention Jenrette’ salmost certainly told what he knows. So
that secret’ s out. Becker’ s out and away, armed with more of your travel brochures. He and his men say
they’ re going to get their families and relatives packed and ready—or they could could to run Straight to
the Guild, if any one of them thinkswhat they’ ve learned is that valuable to Braddock.”

“Y ou can judge their intentions better than | can.”

“I don’t know,” Jase said. “Likely they themsdaves didn’t know what they were going to do when
they left. Intheir line of work, they’ re cautious. They don'’t trust things. They’ |l try to verify what’ s been
going on before they make any decison. And my bet isthey’ |l goimmediately to their closest contacts.
They’ll take alook at their wives and their kids. | think they’ Il come back. Theway | haf way figure
Jenretteis adding up the odds and thinking how to get Sabin back herein one piece.”

“One hopes s0,” Bren murmured in Ragi, and reached in his pocket and handed Jase the builder’s
key. “Thiswas ussful, nadi-ji.”

“So nothing’ s changed.”

“One new door not on the system. That was al we found that failed to answer it.”

Jase pocketed the key himsdlf. “Useful to know. I’ll advise Gin of that.”

“I’mgoing,” Bren said, switching languageswithout thinking. “1’1l cal when | know something.”

Scary business. A change of clothing wasin order, at very least, achange of clothing, aquick wash,

achange of direction, achange of mind and mental state away from fight-flight and panic, and toward
orderly problem-solving.

Among firgt things, the gun went back into storage. He was as glad to shed that as he had been to
turn the key back to Jase’ skeeping.

“Oneisgrateful, Rani-ji. It was extremely useful.”

“Nandi.” Narani absorbed the compliment as gracioudy as Bindandawould accept praise for afine
dinner. The gun had not been fired—a condition that pleased them both.

“Onewishesadso,” Bren said, “ Rani-ji, achange of clothing for our guest, somehow. One observesa
very great girth.”

“One has dready provided him an adequate bathrobe and estimated his measurements, nandi. One
hopes thiswas proper.”

“Indeed. Thank you, Rani-ji. And food and drink?’ Without knowing his preferences, one might
think bland food closeto its natural state might be asafe choice, but there were hazardsin atevi cuisine,
afondnessfor alkaoids humans had found quite distressng. Even fruits were not without difficulties, for
someindividuds. “Bland fruit juice Abi , | think, and cold water. Unleavened breads.”

“At once, nandi. We have only awaited your order.”

“Perhaps sweets aswell.” Food must be one of those very basic thingsto specieswhich didn’tlive
on moonbeams, sugars werefairly smple, asbest he could recall, and acool drink, amed, and a
change to comfortable clothing improved any disposition.

Narani accordingly went off to inform Bindanda, and he went for a shower that might relieve the
ginging in hiseyes—a discomfort worsened since he had rubbed them on the way down. Red-eyed, he
was sure. Sightly smoky. But generaly undamaged, except for seeing that clerk’ sfrightened face every
time he shut hiseyes... God, he was not cut out for Banichi’sand Jago’ sline of work.



He scrubbed. Furioudly. And began to shift mental gears, began to trust his surroundings and get the
shiversout of hissystem.

He hoped their guest had taken their intervention in his Stuation as arescue, not adive from frying
pan to fire. He had no ideawhat they were dealing with, beyond that—whether they were dedling with
an ordinary soldier, aship’s crewman, abelligerent warlord bent on conquest or perhaps some hapless
scientist or maker of dictionarieswho’d comein to learn what they were dealing with.

Who, among diens,would logically comprise ateam sent aboard an apparently war-wrecked station,
their own handiwork? Someone like himsdlf would be most logicd. .. to human beings of a certain eraof
humanity. But thet certainly wasn’t agiven, here. For all they could know, it was apriest come to bless
the event, apaliticd activist who’d run aboard to stage a protest. Civilizations of advanced sort could be
amazingly baroque.

And what would anindividua of whatever origind intent have been planning for Six years of captivity
inaglass cage?

Inther guest’ s position, Bren thought, he’ d try to learn something, he’ d try to escape with what he
knew, and being unregenerate terrestrid primate—he’ d try to stay diveto get revenge, if nothing else.
What would Banichi or Jago do? Attempt to return to their aiji, to their association, working mayhem
only on what frustrated that aim, bearing persona resentment not at dl, except as someone got in their
way. Humans had jails. Atevi had the Assassins’ Guild. Neither side could understand the others’
problem-solving.

And what wastheir guest thinking now? What frustrated instincts were they dedling with?

He got out of the shower and Jeladi helped him into his dressing-robe. His clothing waslaid out on
the bed, dignified, but not fussy. He approved Jeladi’ s choice: he had yet to report to the dowager,
among other pressing matters. His good blue coat was an excellent choice, a soothing color.

Jago camein while he was dressing, Jago with not ahair out of place—nor ever had had, that he had
detected, not even while wrestling with their rescuee in the pod. She had changed uniformsfor one that
didn’t reek of fumes.

“No scratches or scrapes, one hopes, Jago-ji. How is our guest?’

“Wdl enough,” she said. “One should add, however, Brenji, this person has formidable teeth. He
did attempt to use them, so Banichi advisesus.”

“Hewasbitten?’
“Not successfully,” Jago said.

“Wadl, oneiscertainly warned,” Bren said, tugging at a cuff, arranging the lace—in his experience,
high civilization discouraged biting. Which might only say how stressed and desperate their guest had
become. “One hopes an intelligent species has no natura venom, and that his native bacteriaare not
something ether atevi nor humans may easily share.” He had spent the voyage reading biologica
speculations, among other things, which now only made him nervous. “ The difficulty with the air, nadi-ji.
Have we resolved that to his comfort?’

“Asbest one can,” Jago said. “He seemsto tolerate shipboard conditions well enough, and
evidences no current discomfort. We have shown him the thermostat, the shower, the accommodation.
Narani has provided his own cabin—he has hesitated to provide blankets, for security reasons, but our
guest has not adjusted the temperature. He has exchanged the station garments for one of Bindanda's
robes, which was of sufficient sze, and seems better pleased with that.”

Temperature preference satisfied. Gift accepted. He absorbed the information, comforted, after al
that had gone on, smply to hear thelilt of Jago’ svoice. Humanly glad, perhaps, in waysthat didn’t



address man’ chi and the sensible fedings that mattered to any ateva—though he doggedly thought his
bodyguard was more than pleased to have gotten him back again: that somewherein their impulse
toward man’ chi, they must be equally warm and happy insde. He could scarcely think about the dire
outcomes possiblein their raid into Guild territory, but now that they were al safely through and back
again, he began to have flashbacks of smoke and fire.

And belated panic.

“Gin-aji issafein her office,” Jago said smoothly. “But, asthe paidhi-aiji may be aware, with less
success. A robot islost. We have, however established the location of guns guarding the fuel port.”

“And now we have Jenrette aswell. And will release him. Y ou followed that.”
“Yes” Jago sad. “ Jase-aji hashimin the medicd facility now; and will not trust him. Wise”
His staff knew exactly what transpired on two-deck. He was occasionally astonished.

“I think his plan might evenwork,” he agreed. “If Sabin-aiji isn’tin Guild hands—or even if sheis—
Jenrette might act to save himsdlf.”

“Sgaiji,” Jago said—an untrandatable word. An aiji no one would follow—born with the emotiond
makeup to lead, but not able to persuade followersto join him.Rogue |leader was tolerably descriptive.

“I think heis,” Bren said. “I think in his case, that’ svery apt.”
“Does hethink Sabinis higher than he?”’

In atevi minds, avery telling question. They had asked aman who might think hisown beliefsthe
highest law—to rescue someone who claimed authority over him. In that thought, he was even less
hopeful of Jenrette than he had been.

“One believes he can accept it, nadi,” he said to Jago, " unless he knows he has gone much too far to
regain her trust. Then he hasto consider whether he believes he can die, and what that life may be worth
tohim.*

“Onewould not like to be Jenrette.”
“Onewould not, Jago-ji.”
“Evenif heperforms,” Jago said, “heiswhat heis. Not a person to rely on.”

“Oneagrees,” he said, and knew that that item was decisive in Jago’ smentd files... decisveand a
switch completely ticked over toforeigner . Not of our association.

“So Braddock-aiji has moved against Sabin, we have moved against Braddock; Braddock sends
this person before he knew we were taking one of his assets away. Gin-aiji haslost arobot, but she
urges another attempt, as soon as she can analyze what they saw. There are pictures.”

“Very good news.”
“One assumes that Braddock-aiji is taking other measures.”

“One hardly knows how to predict the Guild,” he said. “ Their security haslost it one of itstwo prime
assats. They would reassess, if they werewise. But if they follow true to form, certain subordinates will
exert their energiesto midead the Guildmaster about their deficiencies”

“One has known lords of the Association to do the same,” Jago said dryly.

“One has known lords of the Association to be completely paralyzed in such debates.” Recdlling the
Transportation Committee, of, God! such tame, quiet days. “ One wishes they would remain paralyzed,
but one fears Braddock-aiji will not act like the Presidenta of Mospheira—more like one of the
ship-aijiin, without consultation. If he lets passengers board us, he will attempt to infiltrate his agents



among them. | expect that, next. But the ship has foreseen unruly passengers, and instaled precautions.
So that becomes a smdler worry.” Crew had spent their voyage reorgani zing systems and isolating those
decks: granted anything less than anuclear device, what happened on those decks should be limited to
those decks. Switchesgoverning air circulation, light, and temperature were dl governed from the ship’s
bridge. “One hardly knows, Jago-ji, what Braddock-aiji will do. Or what that ship out therewill do.” He
adjusted his cuffs. He had one of the most essential jobs of hislife before him. “ One assumesthe
dowager expects areport before | get to work.”

“Shesays. Vigt when you have ascertained the nature and qudity of thisforeigner. Her own
bodyguard has reported to her.”

Common sense and her own channels. Thank God. The dowager was a veteran of fast maneuvering
and practical necessity.

“Shall we go with you to ded with thisforeigner, Bren-ji? We bothstrongly urgeit.”

“| entertain no other thought, Jago-ji,” he murmured. Hisinitia sesson with their guest might be
lengthy and tedious, and he wished his staff might snatch alittle rest; but they were, themselves, skilled
observers, and they had the strength and size and foreignness to keep their guest focused on
communication, not thinking he could overwhelm asmall individuad of the same speciesthat had kept him
caged for Sx years.

S0, yes, he decided his staff’ s help might be agood thing.

Banichi joined them on their way down the corridor, Banichi and Jago neither one having yet found
time to change to less businesdike kit, except to put away the heavier weapons and the heavy jackets.
They had likely gone straight to a debriefing with Cenedi, which might already have involved the dowager
—herather bet that it had.

“One can observe our guest by way of the security station,” Banichi informed him, “should you wish
to do that unnoticed, Bren-ji.”

“Excdlent,” he said. Surprised that his staff had arranged surveillance? Not in the least. Narani’s
cabin, so gracioudy tendered, had given their guest adequately sized furniture, an atevi-scae bed—and
by fairly fast and discreet work, had given them direct surveillance on amonitor in the security station,
where Asicho kept faithful weatch.

“He has paced out the room, nandi,” Asicho reported when they stopped there to observe. “He has
investigated the switches, tested the mattress, the chair and the cabinets, which are emptied, nothing
damaged. He has bathed and dressed in one of Bindanda’ s robes and nightshirts.” Tape accompanied
thisreport, aquick skip through key actions, and a sequence of their guest in the bath, gray-skinned,
with heavy foldsthat might indicate, unlikely asit seemed, given such abulk, emaciation. Embarrassing,
perhaps, to observe an individud in such agtate, but necessary for their collective well-being.

“Onefearsthey didn’t feed him near enough, nadiin-ji,” Bren murmured. “ Or perhapsthe station
food disagrees with his ssomach. We shal endeavor to better that. Advise Bindanda”

“Yes” Adcho said smartly, and did that.

In subsequent scenes their robe-clad guest drank multiple cups of water, five cups, as Ascho
commented, before testing the bed gingerly and lying down.

Evolved in conditions of more water, rather than less. More vegetation rather than minimal, one might
then guess. High water need. Heavy skin, the evolutionary vaue of which eluded his meager study. He
wished he’d borne down just alittle more on the theoretical end of hisbiology classes, back in his
monofocussed youth. If afact hadn’t gpplied to atevi, in his youthful arrogance, he hadn’t been
interested. Now he was extremely sorry.



“Narani-nadi has discreetly estimated his szefor better tailoring, nandi,” Asicho said sotto voce.
“Bindandais attempting to congtruct suitable clothing as quickly aspossible.”

“A very good idea,” Bren said, with amenta image of their guest in atevi court attire. But who
knew? Being dressed like his hosts would surely be apsychologica improvement over the prison garb,
an evidence of better fortunes.

“He seemsin many pointslike us, nandi.”

“That he does,” Bren said. Four limbs, asmilar musculature to move them, an upright stance and the
spind curve and gait that kept abipedd cresture from faling over. A not exclusvely vegetarian dentition,
Banichi informed him: megat waslikely, then, on hismenu.

And jaw curvature and fine control of tongue and throat for articul ate speech? In that broad face,
yes, likely so. In that large head and that ship waiting out there for Six years, definitely abrain and a
sense of purpose, however he communicated.

Eyes, two. Nose, useful to any species, short, broad, positioned above, not below, the mouth, a
sensbledesign, inahuman’ setimation.

A bullet head that sat down onto huge shoulders. Broad grasping hands, flat, broad feet that certainly
weren’t going to fit into any boots they owned—nature of thetoeswasn’t clear.

Hugerib cage. One assumed it protected the breathing apparatus and that digestion fit rather lower
into the frame, the finish of that process asfar from the intake as anatomy could manage, smply to give
chemistry as much timeto work asfeasible... again, areasonable arrangement, as seemed.

Sex indeterminate in folds of skin, if thelocation of the distinction wasinvolved neither with
respiration nor digestion, and the young, connected with that process, had to get out of the body
somehow: again, design seemed to follow gravity.He as a pronoun was a convenience, not afirm
conviction.

And while gravity and the need for locomation, perception, and manipulation of the environment
(wasn't that what his professors had said?) might make biological entitieslook rather more dike than not
—agravity had nothing in particular to do with the mind, the language, or the attitudes of along cultura
history, which could be damnably soft, mutable, and difficult to predict.

His professors would be highly useful right now. He wished he had the whole resources of the
University on Mospheira, and their labs and their committees, to back him up.

Hewished they were safely back in orbit around their own planet and he could take years doing this.

But they weren’t, and he couldn’t. He gathered himsalf up with adeep bresth. “Do not hesitate to
notify us, As-ji,” he said to Asicho, “if there should be any word from Jase or the dowager on any
account.”

“Onewill be closdly attentive, nandi,” Ascho assured him softly.
Heleft, Banichi and Jago close on hishedls...
And outside, he discovered Cenedi. So the dowagerwas interested, and not entirely patient.

And with Cenedi and histwo men came avery unofficial presence, Cgjeiri, tagging the dowager’s
men at asafe distance, looking as inconspicuous as possible. And—one should note, who hoped for
quiet and sanity—Cajeiri stood eavesdropping, toy car in hand.

“The dowager inquires,” Cenedi said.
“I am proceeding immediady,” Bren sad.
Cageiri noted that look. “Might one justsee thisforeigner, nand’ Bren?’



Cenedi bent astern look aside and down.

But, it flashed across Bren’ smind—in the naivete of that question: in the extreme pressure of time, to
convince another speciesthat one was not awarlike, ravening enemy—dared one think?

Dared one remotely think achild might be useful?

“ Perhaps the dowager might permit him, Cenedi-nadi. What if we wereto work on thisforeigner
what we worked upon Becker-nadi? What if this foreigner were to see we have young children and
€lder statesmen aboard?’

His own staff looked a him, appalled. Cenedi looked decidedly uneasy. “Hurrah!” Cgjeiri cried.

Y et wasit not the case, the paidhi asked himsdlf? The fragile, troublesome sde of every intelligent
species must be its young—young in an intelligent species requiring a prolonged learning phase. Y oung
who were apt to do any damned thing. Y oung who routingly made naturaly forgivable mistakes.

How best, without words, to demonstrate one’ s pacific intent, than to show one’ s softer sde? The
dowager had rarely come underthat description. But she could manage agrand graciousness. The ship’s
crew venerated her.

“Perhaps, Cenedi-nadi, we shal invite our guest to the dining hal for refreshments—tired though our
guest may be, hewould surely like to know his Situation, and perhaps we can demonstrate our
hospitality. Perhaps the young aiji might indeed come and bring histoy. Though it isavery adult business,
and the young aiji must bear extreme tedium with extraordinary patience. Perhaps the dowager herself
would come and observe.”

Cenedi |ooked worried. “Onewill certainly relay thisinvitation, nandi.”

An invitation unwritten, testing the limits of atevi courtesy: but Cenedi clearly had no doubt the
dowager would be amenable, and laying her own schemes on her next breeth.

“Shall we spesk to thisforeigner, nadiin-ji?” Cgeiri asked.
“Perhaps,” Bren said, “we may convince him even our youngest are civilized and polite.”
“A subterfuge,” Cgeiri said with restrained excitement. “ A subterfuge, Cenedi-nadi?’

“Hisnew word,” Cenedi said, and to the offspring: “If mani agrees, you may be present and you may
speak, young lord, butjudicioudly , and one does not believe the paidhi-aiji intends civility asahollow
ubterfuge”

“Y es, Cenedi-nadi!”

“We shdl ask your great-grandmother,” Cenedi said—indeed, ask the dowager, who thought a
headlong ride down arocky mountain was sport, a her age. Cgjeiri worshipfully tagged Cenedi down
the corridor toward the dowager’ s door.

Bren looked at Banichi and Jago, knowing—knowingthat he was about to test the limits of
reasonable risk and his saff’ s resources. He would assuredly have his own fragile neck at risk, and if he
showed a potentia enemy their softer side, he also showed that enemy a softer target—not even figuring
it might go al wrong and he might offend or disgust theindividua they had to reach. Therewereno
certainties. The fact was, therewere no facts to work on: they had the what, but not a shred of the why.

“ Safeguard the dowager and the heir at utmost priority. | ingst, nadiin-ji. They would be the soft
target, if | make any mistake. Y ou will give me an opportunity to retreat. And | assureyou, | promise
you, | promise you twice and three times—I shdl run.”

“One agrees,” Banichi said—viscerdly ashard for his own bodyguard, that promise to abandon him,
asalesgp off adliff. All ingtincts warred againgt leaving him. But they were not davesto those ingincts.
They understood him. “Yes,” Jago said flatly.



“Nadi-ji.” A little bow. He trusted word was dready passing, from them to Asicho, from Asicho to
both staffs. Information flowed, swirled about them, a constant bath of attention and preparation.

And he waked camly toward that other door, bent on testing the waters before he committed their
more fragile dements. Herang for admisson, asif their guest had any control over his own door, before
Banichi reached out to the button and unceremoniously opened it.

Thelr guest, dressed in Bindanda’ s blue bathrobe, met them on hisfeet, apprehensive, to judge by
the rapid pace of the nodtril dits. The room smelled of hot pavement.

“Good afternoon,” Bren said in Mosphei’, showing empty hands and making asmall bow—averson
of the gaze was afairly reasonable, though not universad, indication of quiet intent. He laid ahand on his
own ches, avoiding arude stare in thisformal meeting, experimenting shyly with eye contact. A glance
seemed accepted, maybe expected, though met with astony stare in aface that held little emotion.

“Bren. Brenismy name.” A flourish of alace-cuffed hand toward his g&ff. “Banichi. Jago.” An
expectant, hopeful flourish toward their guest.

Who smply turned his back.
Wel.There was acommunicetive gesture.
“Berespectful,” Banichi saidinalow voice, in Ragi; but Bren made a quiet, forbidding gesture.

“Have patience, nadiin-ji. Histreatment by humanswas hardly courteous. It’ savery smdl defiance.
Perhaps even arespectful dispute, in hisown terms. Let me see.” He walked over to the corner of the
room, gaining at least aview of their guest’ s profile, a precarious proximity, though he had Banichi and
Jago looming at his|eft.

“Wewould liketo take you to your ship,” he said quietly, soothingly, to that averted shoulder. “We
wish to take the occupants of the station onto this ship and leave this Sation. We are here to help, not
hurt.”

It was alengthy speech, in Ragi, certainly pure babbleto dien ears. But it won adirect gaze, Sdelong
and, dared one think, perhaps reckoning that that wasnot the language, and therefore not the culture, he
had met before.

“We hope you will be comfortable aboard until we can arrange your return to your ship,” Bren said
in alow, talking-to-children tone, till in Ragi. “Narani, the senior director of my staff, has disarranged
himsdlf to provide you this comfort, giving you hisown bed. Do treat his cabin with respect. He' savery
fine gentleman, and offers you the use of objectswhich he greetly vaues”

A profile, now. A mouth like avise, abrow that lowered over large eyes to shadow them—nat
actualy an unpleasant face, once onetried earnestly to see the symmetry of it. But Jago had warned him
there were very good teeth, and he could see for himsdlf the huge hands, a grasp which had challenged
even Banichi’ s strength.

“Wetdked to your ship,” Bren said, thistimein ship-speak. He kept the vocabulary small and
repetitive and the syntax very basic. “ They showed us pictures, how station took you. Y our ship says
bring you back. We say yes. We |leave this station. We take dl the people out of this station and go. We
want peace with you and thisship.”

Now thefull face, astheir guest turned to face him—ascowl, wasit, or afriendly facein sullen
repose? And did turning toward him and meeting his eyes express courteous attention, or defiant insult?

Massive hand went to massive chest. “Prakuyo.”

“Prakuyo.—Bren.” He made abow: one didn’t hold out an intrusive hand, not with atevi, at first
meeting, and not to any foreigner, in his opinion, without knowing the other party’ s concept of body



gpace and invasion. On the contrary, he kept his hands to himsalf and dropped his eyesfor amoment,
primate respect, before looking up. “Do you understand, Prakuyo? We take you to your ship.”

Thejaw remained clenched.
But the eyes darted aside in darm as a disturbance reached the open door.

A very junior disturbance, as might be, who brought up short and wide-eyed, and who for amoment
distracted him, distracted their guest—not, however, Banichi, as Jago aone gave ameasured look at the
doorway.

One hardly needed guess Cajeiri had escaped the dowager’ s party.
“Thisistheforeigner,” Cgeiri surmised.

“Young lord,” Bren said, now that his pulse rate had dowed, “kindly go back to Cenedi.
Immediately.”

“He'saslargeaswe are,” Cgeiri said, marveling. The heir, highly overstimulated by the Situation and
long bored, was being a seven-year-old brat.

“Go,” Jago said, just that, and the boy ducked back out of sight.

“Pardon. He'sachild,” Bren said camly, astheir guest continued to gaze & the vacant doorway—as
if, next, fairies and unicorns could manifest. Interesting, Bren thought. Even encouraging. “ Thisroomisin
our ship. Welive here. Thisisnot aprison.”

Prakuyo, if that was his name, turned aburning ook hisway.

“Do you understand?’ Bren asked him. “ Six years on the station—I think you might have learned
good morning, hello, goodbye .”

“Damn dumb shit,” Prakuyo muttered, in avoice that sounded like rocks hitting together.
Had he just heard that?Damn dumb shit .

Y es, he had heard that. So much for good morning, good afternoon and other station attemptsto
etablish communication.

“Thankyou,” Bren said al the same, and made abow. “ Gohome . Does that make sense?’
“Madison.” It wasn’t a particularly happy tone.

“Doyouwant Madison?’ Bren asked. That was the person who’ d been in chargein that prison. He
laid ahand on hisown chest. “Bren,not Madison. | don’t know Madison.l make the law here. Do you
want Madison?’

“Madison.” Prakuyo hit fist into pam, not agood indicator for Madison.

“Bren,” hesaid, laying ahand on hischest. “Thank you.” Another bow. And the paidhi-aiji, ina
sense of timing that had served well enough among atevi, made awide decison—that even asmal
advance in communication had to be rewarded, that body language and cooperation indicated they
dared run the risk of aboy not being where he was supposed to turn up. He recklessly indicated the
door and trusted his staff together could flatten their guest, if they had to. “ Come, Prakuyo. Walk with
me. Outsde.”

Thatupset their guest’ s sense of the universe. Nostrils worked hard. Need for more oxygen wasa
basic biologica preface to high action, one could take that for afair guess, but it could aso accompany
decision. Bren walked eadly, cheerfully, to the door, bowed his courtly best and made a clear gesture of
invitation outward—spying, in the process, a clear corridor.

Their guest advanced to the door. And ventured out. Bren showed him the way down the corridor,



walking with him, Banichi and Jago alittle behind.

“Weliveintheserooms,” Bren said, gesturing left and right, prattling on mostly to keep the tone easy
asthey waked. “My companions are atevi. |’ m human. Not station-human. | live on this ship. What are
you, Prakuyo?’

He got no answer to that attempt, not the dimmest hint of understanding. Prakuyo lumbered dowly
forward, with heavy swings of his head and shifts of dark, large eyes, taking in every detail of acorridor
Narani had done his best to renderkabiu and harmonious. Certainly it had to be better to alien eyesthan

the erile prison section: alittle table, afew hangings... one hanging, to be sure, harmonizing the
troublesome dent.

“Comein,” Bren said, showing their guest through the door into their dining hall.

Again, not ship-bland. Atevi-scale chairs sat around alarge table. A tapestry runner relieved the
gterile modernity of the arrangement. Wall hangings provided a sense of space and harmony. A graceful
vase st in the center of the table—a moveable object, Bren noted. 1t held lush greenery, from Sandra
Johnson’ s now wide-spread cuttings.

Prakuyo stood stock still.

Brenlad daim to Banichi’ sordinary chair on the doorward side—his security had hammered home
such points with him; Banichi and Jago stood, not inclined to sit down, but their looming over the table
intimated athreat that scarcely helped.

“Do sit, nadiin-ji,” Bren said quietly. Their guest picked acentra chair on the opposite Sde and sat
down... whether that was his preferred posture or not: the chairs here were at least of a scale that would
bear hisweight.

Prakuyo was cooperating, a least... cooperating, possibly, to learn what he could before making a
break for the vase as awesgpon. But they couldn’t act asif they expected that. Prakuyo’ smomentary
attention was for the vase—or the greenery, that anomaly in this sted world. His eyes showed numerous
frown lines, aclue, at leadt, that the generd lighting might be too bright.

“JagoHji, dimthelight alittle”
Jago rose and did that, and Prakuyo looked up, the frown lines relaxing.

Thelights might be too bright, the air pressure was probably alittle lower than their guest truly liked,
but the cooler temperatures seemed not to bother him. He'd had al the water he wanted, on thewhole,
surdly that brought an improvement in hismood.

“The station was not good to you,” Bren said, ddliberately rattling on, to seeif the vocabulary
provoked a reaction—or whether their guest’ s comprehensi on went beyond single words, to syntax.
“Station did bad. Were you angry with them?’

Silence

“Or wereyou angry at the ship?’ Bren asked. “ Did the ship go somewhere they shouldn’t have
gone? Did they do something that offended you? Something thatscared you?’

Slencedill.
“Can | ask himwhat hisnameis?’ Cgjeiri turned up at the door. Another skip of the heart.

“One believes you have just done so, young Sir. And his name seemsto be Prakuyo. But if he doesn’t
understand my language, | very much doubt he understands yours. Have you brought your car?’

Cqgeiri brought it from behind him. Their guest |looked alarmed.
“Runit end to end of thetable,” Bren said.



“Shdl | usethe remote, nandi?’
Bright lad.
“You can. Jugt runit very dowly down thetable.”

Down the sacred dining table. That was adaring enterprise. Cgjeiri took the remote from his pocket,
which Prakuyo watched apprehensively, and operated his car very dowly, quite circumspectly.

Bren paid al condderate attention to the toy, which made itsway at ajerky pace past the antique
vase of greenery and into his hands.

“Now cdl it back.”

Caeiri did that. Grind and whir. Wobble and correct. The car did far better with grand movements,
and one s0 hoped the young fingers would keep the rate steady and not zip it into their guest’slap. By
now Cenedi’ s men were in the doorway, watching this performance.

Their guest, Bren marked in his peripherd vison, had looked ready to bolt at the first manifestation
of the car, and at the remote control, and now just stared asthe toy zigged and zagged and trundled
safely back down thetable.

“And back again,” Bren said. While the fate of worlds trembled in the balance, while armed security
outnumbered the civilians. And while atraumatized foreigner watched a child’ s toy wobble down atable
top.

“Doeshewant to try it?” Cgeiri wanted to know.

“One hopes not to offend our guest’ sdignity,” Bren said. “But our guest should know we do other
things|essterrible than shoot at those who don’t ook like us, should he not?” He smiled. Ddliberately.
“Arewe having fun, young lord?’

“Shdl | makeit go fast now?’
“Sowly,” Banichi saidin hislow tones. “Sowly.”

Surely if Cgeri were demonstrating the car for another boy,fast would have been very impressive.
But Cgeiri, despite one accidenta spurt, dutifully concentrated on keeping the movement dow. And at
that moment Bindanda excused hisway past Cenedi’ stwo men, bearing atray with asizesble pitcher of
ice water, and fine crystal cups, and apile of white sugar cakesthat smelled of fresh icing and recent
baking.

“Excdlent,” Bren said.Whirr went the car, rapidly back to Cgjeiri. But the car was forgotten. Their
guest’ s attention was on those cakes.

“Dandaji. Thank you.”

Their guest duly accepted acrystal cup of water, formally served, sipped it with restraint, accepted
an atevi-szed tea cake, eyes sparkling with animation and excitement.

Dared one think that tea cakes hadnot regularly been on the station’ s menu, for their prisoner? That
for most of ten years, the fare had been ship-fare, bland yeasts and synth?

Caeiri wanted histea cake, too, but waited, hushed, toy car tucked out of the way, waiting histurn
as Bindanda served al round, served Banichi and Jago aswell, and deftly replenished Prakuyo’s cup
with ice weter.

“A welcometo our guest,” Bren said then, lifting his cup in salute. “ Welcome, Prakuyo-nadi.”
“Wedcome,” Cgeri saidin great enthusiasm, and likewise lifted his cup.

Could such animmensdly strong hand tremble? It did, and spilled water over the rim of the cup.



Prakuyo drained another icewater, crunched theicein, yes, very hedthy grinding teeth behind those
incisors—definitdy an omnivore—and followed it with the cake. Bindanda poured yet another water,
and with are-offer of the plate, indicated Prakuyo should take more tea cakes, until he had fortunate
three—in such arcane ways culture manifested itsalf.

Then their guest looked doubtfully at Bren, perhaps redlizing he had just forgotten that cardina
precaution appropriate in prisoners—that he had just ingested doubtful cakes and suspiciousice water.

Greenery. Cakeswith natural sweetness. Greatly appreciated: Prakuyo, or at least his culture, was
not that long divorced from blue sky.

“It' ssafe,” Bren said, lifted his cup and drank, and took a bite of cake. “ Tea cake. Safe. Eat.”
Prakuyo ate another, no question. The cakes disappeared, each amost at abite.

“More tea cake?’ Bren asked. “ Dandaji, perhaps an assortment of breads and cheese aswell. A
amadl offering of mest. One can’t know his customs. Provide a picture of the game offering, so he may
know what itis”

“Nandi.” Bindanda bowed and took the service and tray away for arefill.

Prakuyo’ s gaze traveled after him, dared one say, with longing and deep thought centered on those
tea cakes—perhapstdling himsdf that these tal black ones were very different from little varigated
humans, offering much better cuisne.

“He'll bring morefood,” Bren said. Certain needs were, if not wholly satisfied with mother’ s cooking
and agight of home, at least assuaged. Their guest’ sfacade of glum indifference had given way. That
was asuccess. They had afew words, reinforced with food—dared they say their guest knew a Ragi
word now, for tea cake? The stuation with Gin and the fuel remained unresolved. God only knew what
the Guildmaster and Jase were were doing with each other. But the paidhi’ s universe shrank necessarily
to this deck, thisroom, thistable, and he carefully, dowly, drew out of hisinner coat pocket afew
folded sheets of precious paper, and out of his outer right pocket awriting kit.

In fair sketch, on ablank sheet of paper, he drew aburning sun, a planet, astation, aship tied to the
gation with an umbilicdl, just exactly their Stuation.

“Theworld and the sun,” Cgjeiri said hepfully in Ragi, leaning, elbows on table, past Jago. Then: “Is
it our ship, or hisship?’

“Shdl we see?’ In Ragi. Then in ship-speak. “ Ship,” Bren said. “ Sun. Planet. Ship. Station. Here.”
He tapped the table, waved a hand about the room. “ Ship.”

“Ship,” Prakuyo said suddenly, explosive on thep , which aone distinguished that word from his
other notable ship-speak phrase. “Bren ship.”

“Humenand atevi ship. Human station.” Bren drew another ship, far distant, off to the edge of the
paper. “ Prakuyo ship.”

Prakuyo paid burning, deep attention to that.

“Shall you not ask him where helives, nandi?’

Surely when the legendary paidhiin of the past had done their work, they’ d done it without an
inquisitive boy a hand.

But thetoy, at least, was useful. “ Car,” he said, in ship-gpeak, and indicated the car in Cgeiri’s
possession. “Kindly makeit run again, young lord, dowly.” Cgeiri ranit. “The car goes.” All theway to
the end of the table. “The car turns. The car comes back.”

Not ahelpful word out of their subject, but Prakuyo watched intently.



“Station.” Thiswasthe vase. And the drawing. “ Ship.” Thiswasthe car. One hoped the capacity for
abstraction existed in Prakuyo’ skind. One rather expected that basic gift in spacefarers. * Send the car
to the end of the table, young lord. Just s0.” In ship-speak: “The ship goes.” In Ragi: “Now to the vase,
young lord, if you please.” In ship-speak. “Bren’ s ship goesto the station.”

“Bren’sship goes,” Prakuyo said obligingly, fighting avaiant baitle with the consonants. “To the
dation.”

Bren drew hagty tall stick figures on the paper. Numerous. With aloop that made a station. “Human.
Human go human ship.” Never mind grammar. Finesse came later. He had Prakuyo’ s attention.
“Prakuyo go Prakuyo’ sship.”

Long concentration. Tension, Bren much feared. Worlds hung in the balance.

The car whirred. Jerked forward on the table. Cgjeiri grabbed it. Hugged it close, wide-eyed. Banichi
's atention and Jago’ swasimmaculately for Prakuyo.

“Oneisvery sorry, nandi.” Thisfrom Cgeiri, with the offending car hugged tight.

And just about that moment there was qui et noise outs de—Bindanda, Bren thought at first, and their
second snack. But the gpproaching tap of acane foretold amore notable intrusion. He rose, and Banichi
and Jago did, Cgjeiri, too, and bowed, as, sure enough, Ilisidi arrived, with Cenedi. The dowager bent a
forbidding look at her great-grandson, then a benign and gracious one toward their guest, who dowly
got to hisfeet and gave alittle bow himsdif.

“Wdl, wel,” llisdi sad, clearly pleased, leaning on her cane, surveying the room. “Present this
person, nandi.”

“ThisisPrakuyo, nand’ dowager. One fears communication isa aminimum.”

“Nonsense.” Ilisgdi said cheerfully, and moved to take the seat at the head of the table, Cened
assisting her with the chair. “He has a sense of courtesy; we shal manage. Sit. Sit, Cenedi. Make usa
fortunate number. My great-grandson with hisfoolish toy will have usawar before we achieve
undergtanding. Say to thisindividua that we consder war isfoolish. That we offer dternatives. Let us get
to the point, nand’ paidhi. Let usget thisindividua to his ship and get your troublesome relaionsto fuel
us and get themselves aboard, shdl we not?’

“Nandi.” Bren gavealittle bow, then sank into his chair as others did, feding overwhemed.

And yet—weren’t they well on their way? Wasn't it, after al, the ability to wish one another well—
civilized and peaceful ?

“One very much regretsthe car, mani-ma” Thisfrom agrest-grandson whose whole universe il
revolved around his own mistakes, his own necessities.

“Wearequitesure,” llisdi said with awave of her hand.

And in the next moment Bindanda hastened through the door with tea cakes and offerings of bread,
seasoned curd and meat. With anillustration of the fish involved. .. wise choice. Innowisean
intdligent-looking fish.

Narani too arrived, hard on Bindanda’ s hedls, with atea service, tea, and a pitcher of bland fruit
juice.

A medl had arrived.

“Serve, nadiin,” 1lisdi said, and they served with ceremony, settling arespectful hush upon the room,
aproper gppreciation of the chef’ s efforts and the sacrifice of edible creatures and plants. Plates were
laid out. Teacupswerefilled. Each item was doled out with grace and intent. Theillustration was
presented to Prakuyo, demongtrating the mest dish.



Prakuyo observed, and by no means refused the fish. He attempted the eating-sticks, but hislarge,
blunt digits—he had three, and amedial opposing one, like athumb, but not quite—madeit very clumsy.

“Prakuyo,” Bren said, requesting attention. He made a sandwich of bread and curd and meat. And
offered it across the table on a saucer.

Prakuyo took the offering cautioudy, carefully. And set it down next his own plate. And then avery
curious vibration hit the air, degp enough to make the table quiver. Prakuyo smply sat there with head
bowed, and it was clear this vibration came from his chest.

Then he got up from the table—security watched, poised, at this breach of custom; but Prakuyo
turned his back and continued this strange humming that made tea dance in the cups.

“Isthat the ship or isit him?” Cgjeiri asked, alarmed. “Is he unhappy?’

One remembered this creature had been confined for most of a decade, and that it might not be sane.
Or might beill, for al they knew. One desperately hoped they hadn’t poisoned him.

At length Prakuyo turned to face the table. The dowager had gracioudy paused, having done away
with asandwich of her own. But now Prakuyo joined his hands together and carried them to hismiddle.

“Prakuyo An Tep,” Prakuyo said in avoice deep and sill quivering with that strange sound, and laid
ahand on his chest. “What want?’

Will, Bren thought, heart beating fast. Prakuyohadn’t wasted six years of his sojourn among humans.
Damn dumb shit wasn't quitethelimit of his understanding.

Bren rose, quietly, and with a gesture, invited Prakuyo back to hischair. “ Sit. Eat. Good. Wetake
Prakuyo to Prakuyo’sship.”

Face contracted in some emotion, Prakuyo made a gesture to him, to the rest of the company. “We?’

“We.” Bren was, a first blink, puzzled, then saw, indeed, they did comprise adifferent sort ofwe
for someone whose universe had been, for six years, avery limited set of humans. Admittedly, they
formed an odd sort of we under any less exotic circumstances. .. short and tall, strong and weak, young
and old, different colors, different manners, different languages—all a one table and constantly changing
back and forth between Ragi and ship-spesk.

Wasthere not a step for beings, beyond just—aivilized—or rationdly adult?
“Not stationwe ,” Prakuyo said.

“No. Not stationwe . Shipwe .” Bren made his oddly assorted group inclusve with agesture, and
Prakuyo dl but trembled. The sound vibration shook cups on the table.

“Wewishto go home” Ilisidi said. “Hewishesthe same. Isthis not the heart of matters?’

“One agrees, aji-ma.” Of dl civilized ideas at least among atevi and humans, avery potent one.
Home.

“Weonce regarded aforeign star in our skieswith intense suspicion. Our associations were confused.
Our order was overthrown. From such troubled waters rose theaishi’ ditat . Wasit to the good? No
matter asking. It is. What is must be accounted, and only when it is accounted, what iskabiu will suggest
itslf.”

Pay it by ear. Adapt. Abandon the plan. Look for the new pattern in events asthey fell. It was not
the human view of criss management. But it was profoundly atevi, profoundly valid. Had not such
thinking even become Maospheiran, over the centuries? Had not the paidhiin worked and fought within
the university and the government to get that flexibility with their neighborsingtaled in place of amore
rigid, history-conscious policy?



“Ilisdi, who isvery wise, Prakuyo, reminds me that atevi once saw anew star appear in atevi space.
Humans came down to the atevi. She saysit’ s not good, not bad. It is.We smply live together. Humans
have a station. Atevi live on the gation.\\e St a one table. Prakuyo can sit at thistable”

Did Prakuyo pick out even adozen significant words—and put them together in any sane way?

Intense humming. Prakuyo sought his chair back and leaned on it asif he were reaching his physica
or emationd limits.

“These are very excdlent cakes,” Ilisdi said, waving ahand &t the nearest plate. And in Mosphei:
“Stwith us, Prakuyo An Tep.”

Bren had to take a breath of hisown. A full sentence, in Mosphel’.

Prakuyo said something deep and sonorous, amodulation of quivering sound. And abruptly he sat
down again at table.

“I have booksfull of pictures,” Cgeiri piped up. “Ican show him words. Will helliketo seethose,
nendiin?’

Clever boy. Precocious boy. Not even abad idea—if those picture bookstold alittle less about the
atevi homeworld. But the very flavors that won Prakuyo’ sinterest admitted a planet. Stations anchored
to planets. People occupying stations came from planets, and that ship out there would have tracked
their entry, from what direction, and might easly find the world involved. The things he had once thought
they might concedl seemed gpparent now. They werein thisgameto the hilt, everything admitted. A visit
to atevi space seemed likely. It was up to them, here, to see it was peaceful.

“Perhgps,” Bren said, and Ilisidi waved a negligent hand—which sent Cgjeiri running (pursued by a
sharp stare from his great-grandmother) out the door.

“Tea?’ Narani asked, and offered a cup, which Prakuyo took in both hands. Prakuyo sipped it,
seemed at fird to find it strange, and then to savor it greetly, dumping in aconsiderablelot of sugar.

The food on Prakuyo’ s plate disappeared asrapidly asthat on Ilisidi’ s—for that matter, on Cenedi’s
and Banichi’sand Jago’s, long after Bren had reached hislimit on tea cakes. He sat there waiting for a
seven-year-old’ s picture books, trying to think of the verbal routes he might use to reach some sort of
abgtract understanding. Friend hadn’t even crossed the boundary between what was atevi and what was
humen.Friendship equated with ateviassociation . But intimate, heart-deep divergence of how person
connected to person remained el usive to this day. The congtellation of emotionaly mediated,
non-rational, ingtinct-driven connections escaped them: one side smply did not perceive as the other did.

The one thing they had worked out was that truth was best and that politely pretending to understand
was aletha trap. Nearly impossible to straighten out a transspecies perception of betraya or, worse, a
red nest of lies. There was danger in every direction. But trust. .. aforegone conclusion of benign intent
—could tip the balance at least toward a presumption of good behavior.

Banichi touched hisarm—rare; but Banichi wanted his quiet atention.
“Jase-alji informs us the foreign ship has begun moving toward us. He asks your presence.”
Damn.

But not nearly as heartfelt adamn ! asmight beif they weren’t Stting at table with acritica condition
satisfied—even satiated on tea cakes.

Jase needed to know that. Jase urgently needed to know there was progress.

“Dowager-ji,” Bren said. “Prakuyo-ji.” Two bows. “Forgive me. Jase needs me urgently. Prakuyo,
ship wants me. | come back. Eat. Eat. Lot of food.” He bowed again to one and to the other, and
ducked outside, Jago in attendance, Banichi having remained with Cenedi, security being stretched



periloudy thin in that room with atable dividing avery strong guest from two very fragile persons. “Jago,
| need to go. | shdl not belong. Stay here. Assis. If Jase must speak to that ship, | should be there.”

“Yes,” Jago said with economy, and Bren hurried down the corridor, aready thumbing buttons on
his pocket com to reach C1.

“Thisis Bren Cameron. I’m on my way up there. Tell the captain.”
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He was approaching the end of the corridor as C1 answered him. “ Mr. Cameron, Sir,
the alien craft ismoving at a cautious pace; it will have been moving for some time. Indications
are it moved shortly after the visible flash when we lost the robot.”

Reasonable. The question was what it intended or what it thought was going on. It wasashort ligt,
and one hoped it had smply observed that flash and gotten worried. “ Has station noticed this
movement?’

“ Captain Grahamis talking to station administration now, advising them not to take any
hostile action.”

“Asthey vaue our collectivelives, C1. | suggest you runtheinitia contact pattern for the dien. Send
it and try to establish contact. Let them know we' re dill dive and keegping our agreements.”

“ Captain Graham has already given that order. We are currently transmitting and repeating.”
Jase was no fool.

Neither was he. He punched the aternate channel on his com unit as he reached the section door,
passing llisdi’ s guards, passing the door. “1solate photographs of our guest, nadi,” he asked of Asicho.
“Produce agood still image of him and reduce it to black and white, no grays. Send that image to the
bridge. A picture that looks happy or serene, if possibleto judge.”

“Yes, nand’ paidhi.”

He reached the lift, punched the call button, and changed com channels. “C1, Cameron here.
Five-deck is sending you an image in amoment. Prepareit for transmission to the dien ship. I'monmy
way up therein two seconds.” Thelift car door opened. He stepped in, input his destination.

“Bren?’ Jase’ svoice, asthe car started moving.

“We're doing fine down here,” he reported to Jase. “His name seems to be Prakuyo, he speaks a
handful of understandable words, and he’s currently stuffing himsalf on tea cakes and tea at the dowager’
stable”

Smadl slence. Then: “ Get up here. Bren,get up here ”

Thelift car didn’t move fast enough: it seemed forever until it let him out at the back of the bridge,
and he headed straight for hisfirst glimpse of Jase leaning over C1'sconsole,

Jase was talking with someone on com, angrily so, something about risk and responsibility and
innocence. Then:

“Let ushandleit, Mr. Braddock. | advise you, let us handle this ship and everything to do with it. You
"ve got one holein your station asis, and if you start shooting first, wewon’t lift afinger to hdpyou. I'm



very serious about that.” Jase made a motion to C1, reached past the man and opened asmall
compartment in the console, extracting one of the communi cations earpieces. He handed it to Bren. Bren
switched it on and stuck it quickly into hisear.

“...rgect your credentialsfor thisor any other such operation. You have no authority to
contact that ship on your own behalf or ours .

Patience ended. Ice entered Jase’ stone. “ Y ouhad an dien hostage. Now we have him. Y ou say et
you manage communications between that ship and us; but if they contact us, we have no way to explain
to them they’ re supposed to talk to you, sincein Six years you don’t seem to have established any
relations beyond a hostage situation. We' ve produced aset of communication files, we are using them at
the moment, and you can seeit’ s not shooting. More, your population knows by now why we’re here,
they know your hostageisin our hands, and we offer an dternative. Take our offer, sir. Come on board.
Let’ s shake hands and not even discuss old history.”

Jase wasn't doing badly on hisown.

“ Captain Graham, you are ordered to desist all independent operations, dock, and open your
doors.”

The one that could use anegotiator’ s help was Braddock.
Unfortunately he wasn’t inclined to take help when it was offered.

“Mr. Braddock,” Jase said quietly, “we’re providing you and your family acomfortable placein our
colonid residency, where you can settlein far more comfort and safety than this station can ever offer.
We' ve established contact with the aien ship and we have some confidenceit won’t shoot unless
provoked, but the point is, Mr. Braddock, it’salien , it sforeign , it’ snot subject to either of us, andit’s
gpt to do any damned thing, which meanswe have to ded with it moment by moment. Negotiations are
ongoing. If they break down, you can’t defend yourself; we can’t defend you, and we’ re going to need
fuel to get you and your station population to safety. Open the fuel port and alow an orderly boarding,
for your own protection. The dternative is unthinkable.”

“Captain Graham.” Different voice. God, it wasSabin’ s voice.
“I'm here,” Jase said.

“ Captain Graham, relax. The Guildmaster and | are close to an agreement on the fuel and on
the boarding. | have every confidence we can do everything we came to do. In the meanwhile, let’
s get the preliminaries done. Hard dock. Then we’ll arrange for fueling and and orderly
boarding.”

Jase listened. And frowned darkly. * Captain. Good to hear from you. Why the silence?’
“Sation security precaution. We’ ve reached an understanding. Bring the ship in.”
“Shdl | movetothefue port, captain?’

“Negative. Bring her into personnel ”

“Wetook aping off that exploson. We' retesting systems at the moment.”

“You can test at hard dock, Captain Graham. Proceed.”

“Good try,” Jase said. “But nothing’ s changed, Guildmaster. Y ou don’t convince me, and pretenseis
only going to get usin trouble.”

Silence. The contact broke off on the other side.

“Synthesized,” Jase said. There was alook from C1, a deep breath. Bren heaved a deep breath of
hisown and put his handsin his pockets, chagrinned—silly lad from theidand,he’ d believed the voice



halfway through that performance. He understood that a computer could in theory reproduce aface as
well asavoice, but he’d never heard one do it, and it was an astonishingly good rendition. But
linguigtically—even computer-assisted—he’ d heard definitively non-Sabin word-choices.

“Doesn’t encourage optimism about asolution,” Bren said.

“No. It doesn’t. I’'m afraid she’sin avery great deal of trouble.” Crew overheard that, and Jase
made no attempt to concedl the facts of the Situation, even looked at certain of the crew ashe sadit.
“Her orderstook that into account. We hope she’saive. But we can’t hep her by givinginto the
Guildmaster, and we can’t help her by putting the ship in reach of an armed takeover.”

“Jenrette knows,” Bren said. “ Jenrette knows at least how and where he left her.”
“It doesn’t look good. But | have my orders. And just as urgently, we’ ve got that ship movinginon

us.
“C1,” Bren asked the chief com pogt, “have you received theimage from five-deck?’

“Yes, gr.” C1 pushed buttons. Prakuyo’ sface, stark black and white, with drink in hand, lit a
display. Happy? Their guest |looked positively bedtific.

An advanced technology might fake the celebratory pose—to judge by quasi-Sabin’ s appearance—
but the camera had to have Prakuyo’ sliving imageto get that face and manner.

“I’d like to tranamit that to his ship,” Bren said to Jase.

“Doit,” Jase said; C1 moved, and areply window began ticking on the display.
“Brilliant,” Jase said with a deep breeth, then asked, sotto voce: “Is heredly that cheerful 7’
“He' senjoying the dowager’ s company.”

Jase shot him aproperly apprehensive look.

“Sir.” C1 suddenly caled for the captain’ s attention. “Mr. Braddock again.”

“Let him stew,” Jase said. “1’m not available”

“He' smaking threets, Sir. About voiding thefud.”

“He' s made them before.”

“Yes, d9r.—Thecaptain’snot available, Sr. Sorry.”

“C1, do we till have contact with Mr. Becker?’ Jase asked.

“Yes, gr,” C2 sad. “Hemadeit to the commercial zone half an hour ago, no problems.”

“We're going to see action reasonably soon, | think,” Jase said. Meanwhile the lift had cycled, and
opened. “We're dill short of experienced personnd, Bren. | don’t want to ask this—but we' ve just seen
what hope thereis of Mr. Braddock taking areasonable view. We've got to lay plansto get into Central
—maybewith loca help. Maybe not. Our dternative’ s pretty grim.”

Blowing the station up with peoplein it—even if one was Braddock—waan't palatable.
“Small-scae demolition? Take out the archive?’

“The way we were going to do it if we got cooperation. We do it without. We're going to have to
call on five-deck again to do this. Can Banichi and Jago do it?’

“If 1 go.” It wasthe last job he wanted, but he’d been helpful inthelast try, and he was prepared to
be stubborn. He saw refusa shaping Jase’ s next word and he was fagter. “If | go, Jase. What do you
want, the whole mission stalled out because some scared stationer with agun wantsto fight my
bodyguard, when if | wasthereit wouldn’t happen? We’ve got our routine down pat. We can do this.”



“You're essentid with the hostage.”

“What’ sessentid isto get him, dive, back to hisship. That’ saready set up. He's stuffed on tea
cakes, happy as afreshman on break, and if I’ m delayed, you can take over communicating with him—in
your sparetime.”

“Thehdl.”

“Y ou ask for Banichi and Jago, you getme .”
“Theywouldn’t understand that.”

“| do. And you do. That’senough.”

A deep, frustrated sigh. “Plan it,” Jase said.

“They dready have, I’ mrelatively sure. We'll review it, in light of what we know now.” He cast a
look at theticking reply window. Expected that reply any second. But the other side had to get
organized to answer, and decide how it was going to answer...

Not that great adelay, however. Almost asthe reply clock went negative, lines began to appear and
assemble on that monitor, at C1’ s station, mesmerizing process, line by line develop ment of animage.
Bren couldn’t make out what it was yet, and meanwhile something had begun nagging him. “ Sabintook
most every security-trained crew member we had, except your bodyguard. If Braddock had to try to
counterfeit her orders, she’s clearly not cooperating. Her com went silent—>but | think we should take
into account the possibility she’ s not dead and not confined.” Sabin was adirect thinker, set agod and
go for it, no diversons. “ Shemay have made atry at the fuel port. Or some target she thought she could
get to with twenty men.”

Jase’ seyes, digracted by the com pand, shifted to him, flickering in rapid thought. “ Jenrette.”

Therewasaman who'’ d goneinitidly to Braddock. Bet on it. Maybe sent to him—but certainly
working for him. He' d betrayed Sabin and his shipmates. Or they couldn’t read character.

“She’ s cgpable of sending Jenrette to Braddock,” Jase said, “to see how Braddock received him,
and maybe what Jenrette would do next. Then Braddock sends himto us.”

“Or maybe she sent him precisely to disinform Braddock. She sends Jenrette to tell him one thing
and she does something e se, anddoesn’t turn up in Sation offices”

On the screen lines marched on, making a shape. Two beings facing one another, empty hands
uplifted, one human, one Prakuyo’ skind.

“Echoit tothem,” Bren said. Message received. “1t’ sgood. | think it’sgood.”

There was an uncharacteritic stir on the bridge, an infinitestimal head-turning, a collective deep
breath.

“A good guess where the senior captain might have goneif she’sable,” Jase said camly. “Either the
fud—or Braddock.”

“Captain.” C1. “Lt. Kaplan.”
“Go,” Jase said, and aman in acold-suit appeared on monitor 3.

“Captain?’ Kaplan said. “ Captain, there’ s action going on. There’ sten, fifteen people and
God-knows dl sort of baggage coming out the section doors, and we shot a safety line over there, and it
took, but this doesn’t look orderly, not half.”

“Two a atime, Kaplan, no baggage, no hand baggage,” Jase said. “ C1, get the cargo chief down
there. Everything and every one scanned through.” Deep breath. " It’ s started—ifthisisn’t one of
Braddock’sgifts”



It wasn’t good. It wasn’t when they’ d have chosen to have it happen.
“All wecando,” Bren said.

“Kaplan,” Jase said. “Kaplan, cargo team’ s coming. Keep it dow and cam. Route the carsto
three-deck, no detours. If anybody needs medical, we’ll send medical to them—no way any Stationer
getsloose off three and four-decks.”

“Understood, captain. There’ skids inthislot. There’ san old man. They don’t look hostile. The old
man’ sgot one of our fliers. But there’smore coming.”

“Boarding pass,” Bren said under his breath. “I told them it was a boarding pass.”
“Cadm and easy,” Jase said. “Cam and easy, Kaplan. Be gracious.”

“Yes, gr,” came back, and in the background of that picture another suited figure, Pressman, most
likely, was |ooking out the open lock.

“Shift to C2 and monitor,” Jase said to C1, and shot aglance a Bren. “ A conspicuous gold-plated
disagter iswhat they want, create amessfor us. They’ ve taken our warnings and devised theirown
solution. And after the old man and the kids—Dbet their operativeswill bein there”

“Or ahandful of security guards bent on getting their relatives out. Where | dropped those brochures
—God knows which; and damn thetiming.” He’ d have wanted his own team out and clear; and they
wouldn’t be. “We’ll have to go through them to get into the tation. No question. We' Il haveto lock the
doors open to get back.”

“Can’'t be helped,” Jase said. Something about the captaincy settled alook on the wielder, and Jase
had gotten to have it—afurious, measuring glance, the distracted habit of a man tracking adozen
emergencies at once. While the image on the monitor took shape: Ship. Sation .

Meanwhile thelift had arrived, crew coming up, Bren thought. But brisk steps presented Gin Kroger,
in cold-boots and parka, still frosted from working God-knew-where.

“Heard there was amesting up here,” Gin said. “Heard you wereinvolved.” With aglance at Bren. “I
"Il guesswe’ re going to do something.”

“We're going to do something,” Bren said.

“We'regoing in,” Jase said, “ And we’ ve got passengers coming on.”

Gin held up adisk. “Image. Fud lock. Enhanced photo. Give me asuit and we can drill it.”
“Disableit?’ Jase asked.

“Maybe” Ginsad. “Maybe. | want asuit. | can stedth it with aspray can.”

“No,” Jase said.

“We can spend ten hours re-rigging arobot to reach into that angle while people are hammering at
our doorsor | can sneak out there with a hand-drill and do the job in half an hour.”

“A hand-drill.”

“This goings-on isthe best cover we'regoing to have,” Gin said, “right now, in the ship’ s shadow,
whilethe Guild’ s busy with peopletrying to get to us. | can get in there, mysdf—"

“Noway inhdl, Gin!”
“Look, there’sareason |’ ve got the doctorate, captain, Sir. They’ re not going to blow that tank up. It
"d take out the mast, which would take out the whole station. If the contact trigger’ stripped, the only

kind of explosionthey’ll want isto crank up the pressure and blow the explosive bolts: thetank’s
aready got provison to blow out if there’ s a serious pressure anomaly, precisely to protect the mast



integrity. The whole sensor system that runsit isjust alimited kind of robot: that’ swhet they’ ve rigged
into. I know what I’ m looking at in our remote images, and |’ ve been talking to the atevi, who are very
good at this sort of thing. They say the same. It all depends on power to that system, which | can teke

“We've got too many peoplein motion,” Bren protested. “ Too many operations. We can’t rush one,
Gin. Just wait. We may be ableto get a thisfrom insde.”

“If you’ re threatening them, they’ re going to threaten back, won’t they, to push the button and dump
our fue?1’m not arisk out there, I’ m aprecaution. 1’11 kill the pump that could Iet them retaliate and
save usayear mopping it up. We can patch the system back, no problem.”

“Doit,” Jasesaid. “Tekeasuit.”
“Got it,” Gin said, and turned and headed off at high speed.
“Damn,” Brensad.

“She'satrisk,” Jase said. “We'redl at risk. No one’ sismore acute than anyone ese’sif welet the
Guild dedl with that ship out there. | want them busy, Bren.”

“If we can get into Central we can get past that lock ourselves, with no loss of lives”
“With your neck at risk.”

Different. He controlled that. Expressed one thought in Ragi, acipher to the bridge crew. “We are
doing al we can to gain our guest’ sgood will. But one missile from the ation could undo al that.”

“We haveto prevent it,” Jase said in shipspeak, “Becker’ sloosein there, Sabin may bein there, the
ship’sscaring hell out of Central, and we just let two people go on the station with ahandful of travel
brochures. C2, get Mr. Cameron a handheld, C1’s channels and output. Fast.”

“Sir.” C2 pulled amodule right off his console, keyed it in haf adozen rapid motions, and offered it
to Bren. “ Just sayimage and you can key through images, sayvoice and you can talk to C1: don’t say
console, Sr: that’ s straight to the keyboards. Y ou won’t want that. Won't want to carry that off the
ship”

“I haveit,” Bren said, and tucked it into his coat pocket. His court finery.

“Add one thing to your plan. | want those accesses to the mast open. | don’t want Guild ableto lock
them againgt us. And comeback if you can’t get through.”

Coming in theway they had before—taking a vulnerable pod-ride across that gap with the Guild
paying full attention to them—he hoped not to do that again. Going in by the mast seemed highly
attractive. With the bonus of having that key and those doors open, to let population into the mast.

“I'll ask Banichi,” hesaid. “We'll see what we can do with that idea”

Jase reached into hisjacket pocket and handed the key to him. “Take care,” Jase said, clapping him
onthearm. “Takecare of yoursdf, Bren.”

“That’sahigh priority,” he said, and hied himsdf off & Gin’s speed, resisting any temptation to cast a
look back asif it was alast look. He made up hismind it wouldn’t be. He l&ft the bridge and went to the
lift, pocketsfull of eectronic connections, the key, al manner of responsibility he’ d rather not have, but
had, and amission now diverted from the one he knew how to do, onto an operation that didn’tinvolve
gtting a adining table.

“Asaji,” he said to Asicho on hisway down in thelift, “how isour guest?’
“He seemswell, nandi.”
“Advise Banichi and Jago they may leave our guest to Narani’ s and the dowager’ s judgement and



meet mein security. By no meansdarm our guest, but the foreign ship ismoving toward us and the
dtation has offended Jase-aiji. We are being threatened.”

“Yes, nandi,” Asicho said; and, depend on it, that was done.

He checked the bridge remote, and saw the current displays as the lift reached five-deck—no
changein that Stuation. The dien ship was gill moving; the flow of images was under Jase’ s management
—their own latest output redemongtrating their desire to board passengers and refud. And at very worst
—at very worst, Jase could put Prakuyo on mike and tell him talk to the foreign ship, and just hope for
the best—

Hope that, meanwhile, station hadn’t taken arash potshot at the advancing ship. One recalled that
dagged station surface. A, onedidn’t want to destroy an dien craft and havethat to explain to the next
ship that came asking, and, B, one didn’t want to damage that dien craft and have them retdiate at
everything in their gunsghts. Which meant getting present decision-makers away from thefire button in
gtation Central, and hoping nothing they did put innocent people into an areathat ended up vacuum.

He had an argument coming with Banichi and Jago, and he hated to dispute them—but assuredly he
would. He was going with them. He had to. Couldn’t see them forced to shoot it out with scared, mostly
innocent stationers... having to mow them down in rowsto get a the guilty.

He entered the atevi section. “ The dowager, nandi, isstill with theforeigner,” Ilisdi’ sguard at that
post advised him.

“Thank you, nadi,” he answered, hardly pausing, al the whiletrying to figure how, in addition to other
troubles, he was going to explain the Situation to Prakuyo. .. or if he should explain, at al. Leave matters
asthey were, he thought on hisway to the security post. Explain nothing. Hope that al explanaionin
Prakuyo’ s case became extremely smple: The station is cooperating. We have fuel. We shall take
you to your ship. Let us leave now. Goodbye. Good luck .

God, ifonly it could be that easy.

He reached the security post. Asicho shared the boards with one of 1lisidi’ s men. Banichi and Jago
weretherewaiting for him. With their fighting gear and their black bag. That fadt.

“We have understood,” Banichi said, “Bren-ji.”

“Gin-aiji will send Barnhart,” Jago said. “We are ready. The aiji-dowager will seeto matters here.
Staff will attend our guest.”

A negotiator braced for argument hardly knew what to do at that point.
“| haveto change coats,” he said.

A quick change, down to the skin, and back to station-style clothes. He was wearing out his
wardrobein aday.

He added the gas-mask, arolled collar about his neck. Back came his gun, too: “ One hopes not to
need it, nandi.”

“One heartily agrees, Rani-ji.” He had the precious key in hand, and transferred it carefully to a
zippered pocket, to be doubly sure. He made afast check of the handheld unit Jase had lent him and
saw the dow-moving dialogue of yes-no, black-white, off-on images proceeding, while communication
with the station—God only knew. He had his pocket com. He didn’ t want to attempt using the unfamiliar
handheld for voice communication. “Bren Cameron, for Captain Graham,” he said to C1, and
immediately had Jase on.

“Change of coats and we're ready to move,” he reported to Jase. “ Our plan is set. Banichi and Jago
will brief me on themap in afew minutes. How isGin?’



“ Says she’s prepping the suit. We want to do this about simultaneously. You're going to have
to hold up and wait for her.”

“That’sdl right. I’ m not eager for this. Our guest, by the way, is enjoying dessert. He can
out-consume Banichi. They hadn’t fed him enough. Or theright things.”

“Ship cuisine benefited greatly from Bindanda’ sinfluence,” Jase said quietly, and said something
asdefrom the com, then: * If things get dicey, I’ mthinking of putting our guest on com, let him talk
to that ship. Good idea or bad?

“Could be agood idea. We don’t know what he might promise them or encourage them to do, that’s
the stuation. Not agood ideathey moveinto line of the station’ s guns. He speaks afew words, Jase.
Not many, but at least afew. Maybe you could get him to follow a diagram, maybe you could show him
where the gunsare and let him explain the Situation.”

“God knows what they’d understand the situation is between us and station,” Jasesaid. “1'd
like to control communications better than that. We don’t know but what he’d say come in and
get me.”

“You're probably right,” Bren said. “Listen, I'll handleit when | get back. Seeyou.” Gallows
bravado, as he clicked off. It wasincreasingly dawning on him that thiswasthe craziest thing he’ d ever
done—fueled by the optimism of alittle diveinto the lightly watched perimeter of the sation, where, ina
uniform society, nobody was expecting a security breach. Now they were expecting it—wdl, they’ d be
expecting it by the time they noticed their doors weren’t locking. Thiswasthe high stakes move. The
very high stakes. Control of the whole station. Most important, stopping the station from taking a shot at
that ship.

And, dong with that, right at the top of their list: blowing the Archive. Preventing the whole cultura
works of the human species from becoming a prize of war.

“Our guest isenjoying another dessert,” Narani informed him, “and greetly gppreciates the fruit pie.”

“Excdlent. One has great confidence in the staff. And in your resourcefulness, Rani-ji.” Thewhole
rest of the staff was hovering about the dining hall, being sure nothing untoward happened—ther
collective strength surely enough to subdue their guest and rescue the dowager and Cgjeiri, if needed.

Fruit pie hardly sounded like discontent or dispute, except the sugar high of al those tea cakes.

He patted the gun and the key a second time, then gave alittle bow. “One hopes to be home for
breakfast.”

“Nandi,” Narani said with alittle bow of hisown, and let him out the door, down to security where
Banichi and Jago were in preparations, giving last-moment information. Barnhart was there, handsin
coat pockets, heavy cold-boots on his feet, gas mask tucked down at his collar—certainly not the sort
of gear oneworein one’soffice.

“Thanksfor coming,” Bren said, and held out ahand, Mospheiran-style handshake. “We'reon a
rush move here. | trust you know about the ship moving in. | appreciate the backup.”

“No question,” Barnhart said.
They wereready.
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Thelift had begun to work overtime, carsrigidly locked on their task, shuttling back
and around from the forward airlock to the decks above—specifically to three- and four-deck, where
common crew by now must have spread out in sections to assign cabins and see that station-born
residents obeyed stowage, that they understood the movement rules, the darms, and the plumbing and
the arearedtrictions—crew that made themselves living rulebooks, because human beings under stress
didn’t reliably absorb labels and lists. The ship had laid out and rehearsed al the plans during their
voyage. They’d held weekly drills, such that Bren had avery clear inner vision of those corridors, rows
of doorslike every other, but now with red live people inbound with their kids, their smal bundles of
baggage. They came thanksto Narani’ s brochures, thanks, perhaps, to his handing out sheets of printed
paper in aremote region of the station where station security didn’t expect contraband and hadn’t been
prepared to defend the station’ s version of truth against asimple handful of printed papers.

Thelr clerk might have run to his office, cdled hiswife and said, smply, Pack; the ship will take usto
Alpha, and awife might have called a mother who called afather, who called his second daughter at
work, and that daughter called her husband, who called his sister and her teen-aged kids: human
relations went like that, and if people redly believed his promise that the brochures were a boarding pass
—then God save them, he thought. They were naive, they were innocent of Braddock’ s policies, and
they deserved rescue, if the ship could get nobody in admingtration out aive,

Thistime there might be shooting. Therewaslikely to be.

He clung barehanded to the safety rail in the car, next to Banichi and Jago. Barnhart was behind him
with Desabi, Anaro and Kasari, three of the dowager’ s young men: fortunate seven. They were off to
take a space station that could, undamaged, have housed a city full of humans.

Theilluson of gravity, supplied now only by the car’ s jerks and turns and final stop, ceased
atogether. The doors shot back with asgh and showed them asafety web in dim lighting and a clutter
of sationersand smal baggage every which way—stationersthat caught sight of Banichi and Jago and
stared, wide-eyed. There were startled outcries.

“Allies” Bren shouted. “Friends! Y ou’ re perfectly safel Kegp moving!”

A good sign, he thought, that the refugees were more concerned about getting into the car they’ d just
vacated, and two of the ship’s own crew were there to get them on in good order.

“No crowding!” one shouted asthey |eft that problem behind and forged ahead, past the round tube
entry where Kaplan and Polano were in charge of a handful of crew, armed and hard-suited against the
unthinkable, that they would have to dow down a panic rush or atakeover attempt. Beyond them was
utter dark.

“Outbound!” Bren ydlled & the pair.
“Mr. Cameron, sir,” Kaplan said. “Y ou take care!”

“Intend to,” he answered. Meanwhile alighted gold ribbon of a conveyor line delivered more
would-be passengers up and, past its sprocket, headed down into infinity. Banichi grabbed it, Jago did,
and Bren tailed on, yanked authoritatively down past ascending passengers.

“Alliesl” Bren shouted at those frightened looks in the dark, underlit by the conveyor lineitsdf.
“Hang tight! Warm space coming!”

Cold was all here—air in the tube stung the nose and burned the lungs, and dim light made them dl
shadows, except the light from the conveyor line, agolden glow that touched hands, underlit facesand
edges of coats, bundles—they were ordinary folk, might-be shopkeepers and schoolchildren, workmen
and businessfolk attached to this ribbon of light, grandmothers shepherded by younger folk, women
carrying bundled children in one arm, one-handing their way up the conveyor, al packed tight for a



space. That made about alift car-load or two. Then there came a vacant space on the line, where crew
below must be parcdling out the refugees, lumping them into groups, sending them out along, long ridein
the absolute dark of the pressurized mast where the station itself hadn’t deigned to turn the lights on.

Their own party was the only one downbound, and Banichi and Jago wisely kept upper bodies
turned dightly away, where atevi eyeswoudn’t catch the indirect light of the conveyor line. Down and
down they went, past another clot of refugees, then into the spotlight glare of the tube entry, where afew
bright lights overpowered the dark beyond.

No lightsin the mast. No power, or no cooperation from Centra for their own people voting, so to
Speak, with their departure. But no lights suited invaders very well. Invaders found a safe conceal ment.

Maybe he should have sent Prakuyo back to confinement before he left. Certainly leaving himinthe
dining hdl with llisidi and the boy was worth a cold second thought. But it was far out of his hands now.

Long, long ride to think about that. And not athing in the world he could do. No com. No
informetion, either direction.

Then bottom. End of the line, down in the spotlights that shone on desperate refugee faces, a
parka-coated crewman.

“Friends!” Bren said asthey met and passed one another on the lines, and an alarmed outcry was
swallowed up in dark and cold.

They were a alift station, where the glowing dot of abutton said a car was coming, doubtless with
more people.

It arrived, brightly lit as the door opened, tightly packed with refugeeswho in their haste to get off
and find their way, never noticed some of the people waiting in the dark for alift weretaller and broader
than ordinary. The passengers cheered with relief to see the conveyor lines, to redizethey’d met ship’s
crew; they came burdened with children and bundles, and wanted through this ordea of cold and dark
asfast aspossble. They wanted safety, and reassurance.

Bren got in, held the door for Banichi and Jago in thewarmth and light: Barnhart and the dowager’s
men entered, dl of them, pressed closeto thewalls.

Timefor the precious key. Bren pulled it out, fighting cold stung tears that froze hislashes together
and obscured hisvison. He stuck it in the dot, input the builder’ s code, A1, which was as closeto the
operational heart asacar could get.

Doors shut. The car banged into motion. Feet hit the floor and Bren tucked away the key and zipped
the pocket, ringers so numb he had to look to be sure he had the zip secure.

Perfectly ordinary lift car. It could have been on their home station—gjive or take the level of
weaponry around him. It roseg, it clicked through ordinary operations. He watched Banichi and Jago take
out sidearms and asked himsalf whether he should draw his gun and prepare to threaten the opposition,
shoot without warning—or attempt the civilized approach he had envisioned when he inssted on coming.

“Let me attempt to talk to whatever individuals we meet,” he requested of them. “Barnhart, the atevi
have body armor. Keep to the rear; we don’t want to lose our hands-on person.”

“Enough said,” Barnhart answered him.
The car dowed. Theindicator didn’t say first level. Someone had a priority code.

“Tothesdes,” hesaid in Ragi—foolishof him to attempt to direct the operation, but they understood
him and got to the protected sdes.

The car sopped. A man in asuit, communicationsto hisear, smply got on, and didn’t seemto
register there was anything particularly unusua until the dowager’ s men flattened him and took his



handheld away. An item sailed out of the car, far down the corridor—the handheld, Bren thought in one
heartbest, before a siren started up, where that object landed.

“Evacuate immediately,” that object screamed, deafening in volume. .. in Gin’svoice. “ Instability
warning. Evacuate to the mast. Prepare for cold. Evacuate immediately...”

Congpiracy between Gin and his gtaff. His heart thumped as he shoved his key back into the dot—
deciding thistime not only to punch the button, but to hold it—he’ d seen maintenance do that. It might
work.

The car got underway. Not a sound from the man in the suit, and a glance back didn’t even show his
presence, only llisdi’ sthree guardsin the corner.

Leve 3. Section 2.

They were getting into the critical area. Holding the key in and the button down was working or they’
d met arun of luck not too surprising in a station bleeding occupants toward the ship. Jago had gotten a
smdll gray box out of their bag, and had that in hand. A grenade? Another noisemaker? He hoped not to
meet resistence. And was sure he wouldn’t get hiswish.

He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to get the sweet out. Wiped them clear, trying not to hyperventilate.
Banichi and Jago wereright with him.

Leve 2. Section 1. They were nearly there. Nearly there. Atevi had guns at the ready. Barnhart had
wedged himself in the back somewhere. Question was, when they’ d built the station, A-1 had been the
building center, the core of origina construction. It wasnear the control center. It wasn’t necessarily
ingde the control center.

Levd 1. Section 1.

The car stopped. “1 shdl have alook, nadiin-ji,” Bren said, snatching the key back as the doors
opened. He stepped out into an ordinary corridor, typicaly without numbers or signs; but with asingle
clerk in rapid motion, and he could see the secured doors of what was surely Central just to his|eft.

“Alarmon four!” he caled out, which happened to be the truth. “ Alarm on four! They’ re evacuating.”
The clerk looked at him in shock.

“Get out of herel” Bren said; and about that time his company exited thelift car. The clerk pasted
himsdf to thewall.

“Grenade!” Jago said, and Bren trandated it: “ Grenade! Run! Ship’ sboarding!”

Asanother noisemaker hit the corridor, Sren shrieking, Gin’ svoice saying over and over, “ Evacuate

Banichi and Jago ran for those doors, and Bren ran, Barnhart ran, and two of 1lisidi’ smen ran with
them. Down went the black bag, Banichi opened the flap, and handed Jago a small object and a sticky
wad which Jago pressed together into the door ssam—Bren was watching that as Banichi, black bagin
hand, jerked him back and pressed him againgt thewall, Banichi and Jago on either side of him. The stuff
exploded with a shock that came up through the decking. Alarms screamed and machinery operated
down the hal. Doors shut.

Centrd knew they were here, no question. Sirenswarred, out of sync, theirs and the station’s, as
Banichi and oneof Iligdi’s men seized the pair of damaged doors, wrestled something like atruck jack
into the bottom.

Firefrom insde the room pasted back, close to Banichi. Bren drew hisgun, sole comfort ina
gtuation that hadn’t turned out in the least diplomatic. Barnhart proved to have his own gun, but the
human contingent could only watch asthe second of Ilisidi’ s guards added his strength to the jammed



doors, as machinery and atevi muscle warred. More pdllet-fire streaked out of that room, burning two
dresksin Banichi’ sdeeve, making him wince,

An office door opened hafway down the corridor, and fire came from the lift car: their own guns
keeping whoever wasin that new doorway pinned down and out of action; Bren tried to see the target
and couldn’t.

Their own doors widened, jostled aside. Jago dropped down to the deck in the doorway, rifle
braced at ankle level, and fired into the room.

Pdllet fire came out, over her head.

Banichi pulled agrenade out of hisjacket and tossed it in. Jago rolled over, out of the way, shielded
by the ruined doors.

Percussion grenade. Flash-bang. It no sooner went off than Banichi and 1lisidi’ s men charged over
Jago’ s position and dived to ether Sde within the room.

Jago scrambled up and in.

And damn if hewas any use back here. “Watch the hadl!” he shouted to Barnhart, and dived low
ingde the jimmied doors, skinned through the gap on his belly, facing a console base of somekind, only
to fed a powerful hand seize the coat in the middle of his back and drag him aside and back againgt the
wadl.

Not so much use here, ether. Jago had him, hugged him close in the process of wedging him further
back into the corner, where her armor protected him. A pall of smoke hung over the place, reddened by
the lights blinking on consoles, and Srenswere il going off.

Banichi and IlSdi’ s men inched toward wider positions.
And peoplewere going to die.
If hedidn’t think of something.

“I’m Bren Cameron from Alpha,” he shouted, “herewith locd dliesfrom Alpha Ceasefire and get
rid of the weapons. We're arescue misson! Just don’t fireand you' |l al get out of thisdivel

Fire answered that offer, pellets richocheting everywhere, doing no good for the consoles, which
began beeping protests.
“One doubts they will surrender,” Jago said, incredibly patient.

“One regrets the attention, Jago-ji.” Pdlletsrichocheted all about them. “Barnhart is out there
watching thehdl.”

“Excdllent, Brenji.” Jago moved alittle. “ Stay here. Cover your ears”

Banichi and Ilisdi’ s men had just that instant passed out of sight behind a console, and now Jago
moved—hehoped he hadn’t thrown their timing off. He crouched low, trying to becomeinvisible.

Bang. A pop-grenade, adistraction. A man broke cover into hisaide, low ashewas, and Bren
braced his back in the corner and braced his pistol againgt his knees, affording that security guard aview
down the gun-barrel.

“Stand up,” he said. “ Stand up. Hands up. Y ou’ll surviveonly if you do asyou’ retold. Where's
Braddock?’

“Office”

“Standup ! he snapped; but about that time pellets flew dl about and the man, starting to stand up,
ducked down, covering head and ears.



“I can’t!”

Another grenade explosion went off. What light panels hadn’t falen, came rattling down everywhere,
and Jago appeared on her knees behind his prisoner, snatched him by the foot and flattened him with an
elbow and an open-handed blow that sprawled the man flat on the deck.

“One gpologizes,” Bren whispered, too deaf to hear his own voice, and Jago scuttled toward him,
saized him by the arm and dragged him off to another aide of consoles where ahandful of harmless,
non-combatant station techs, caught between invasion and security forces, had taken cover and lay in
heaps, covering heads and necks and each other.

A door was down that aide. A windowed office.
“He said Braddock isin the office, Jago-ji.”
“Tell these personsto move.”

“Crawl out of here,” Bren said. “Clear thisaide. Y ou're safer outsde: just stay down and don’t act
hostile. Move, and you’ Il survivel”

Most of adozen techs and clerks mobilized themsaves, scrambling out of the aide, down into
another row, an aidethat led potentially to the door; and Jago edled forward, low, up against the door in
question—stuck adeviceto it and got out of the way, as pellet-fire erupted from another aide.

Thelimpet went off—blew a hole where the door edge met the wall; and fire-suppression went off,
clouds of vapor coming down.

“Gadl” Jago yelled, and Bren dragged up his own mask, whilethe air grew thick with fog.
Jago, meanwhile, got a hand on the door-edge and pulled, and pellet-fire came out at them.
Didn’t stop Jago. She charged in and there was a heavy thump.

Bren scrambled to the door on elbows and knees, saw Jago on her feet, dragging no less than
Braddock himsdlf, who was swearing and flailing.

Jago’ s patience ran out. She swung the man around in arestraining grip and shoved him onto the
floor, under her foot.

“Bren Cameron, Mr. Braddock,” Bren said, ducked aslow, at |least, as the window-edge,
bulletproof asit might be. “1’ d advise you give up and get your people aboard.”

“Traitor to your own species!”
Name-calling. A disgppointing lack of common sense.

“I did my best for you,” Bren said. “Y ou’re on your own, Mr. Braddock. | just hope to prevent most
of your people getting killed, because we’ re taking this station down.”

“The hell!'” Braddock yelled, and broke out in coughing and shortness of breath.
Jago amply flattened him.
“Banichi?’ shecdled out. “We have the Sation-aiji.”

“We havethe main area,” Banichi said, outside, not far distant, and appeared in the haze, standing
up, leaning with acasud air againgt the ravaged door. “I1t was hardly awell-thought defense, particularly
thefirefighting sysem.”

Jago gathered Braddock up, haf-conscious as he was. Bren thought it findly safe to stand up; and he
could see, in the thicker fog outside, Ilisidi’ smen moving about inthe aides.

“They’ll die,” he said, concerned for the techs and even for Braddock, but as he came outside he
saw Iligdi’ smen were clearing the aides of downed workers, smply dragging them out into the corridor,



one and two at atime. Jago took Braddock himself to the wrecked doorway and the clearer air.
And Barnhart had comein, masked, walking over falen light panelsto get to the main console.

Sationsystems. Barnhart knew those, having built them. He started flipping switches. And took up a
microphone. “Thisis station Centrad announcing agenerd boarding. Take only essentid itemsand
medications. Essentia personnel, remain at posts during boarding. Y ou are assured time to reach the
mast in an orderly evacuation. We have reached an understanding with the alien craft. Fudl operations
techs, report to ship’ sofficers gat.”

“Can you lock the board, Bren-ji?’ Jago asked, and Bren shook off the spell of Barnhart’ s generd
announcement echoing from the hal outsde, fished out the precious key and looked for akey-dot. Any
key-dot, hisbeing universal.

Barnhart pointed. He did it in and Barnhart punched buttons.

“They can’t lock the board down,” Barnhart said, and flipped more switches. “ Data’ sal over this
system. But main storage is over there.”

“Banichi,” Bren said, and trandated: " That isthe Archive.”
Banichi got into the bag and took out an darmingly large limpet. And stuck it on.
“We should leave now, Bren-ji,” Banichi said, and said in Mosphei’, “Run. Now.”

Sabin, Bren thought, redlizing the findity of the next explosion. They had no ideawhere Sabin was.
But Jago shoved him and Barnhart at the door and through it, Banichi and Ilisidi’ smen following, out into
ahdl wherethethird of Ilisdi’ sguards maintained onefoot in thelift and held under threet of hisrifleal
the coughing, terrified technicians sitting on the floor. And he didn’ t see Braddock.

“We should go support Gin-aji,” Banichi said, and waved an arm, beckoning the frightened civilians.
“Run! Gotothelift!”

The techs scrambled up and ran. Ilisidi’ s man stepped out, and Bren stood in the lift door and
beckoned the techs. “Come on in with us. We'll get you to safety. Hurry!”

A handful hesitated, then rushed into the car; the rest scattered.

“Don’t go back into Control!” Barnhart yelled at those that stayed, and about that time the charge
blew. One of lligdi’ s men yanked Barnhart back into the lift and Jago shut the door.

Key. Bren shoved it in. The humans with them jammed themsalvesinto one corner of the car, scared
beyond speech and probably now asking themsalvesif they’ d made the right choice.

“Anybody know fud systems?’ Barnhart asked, and in aslence aside from heavy breething and the
thumps of the moving car: “If we can’t move the ship, we'redl in amess.Is therefud?’

“Thereis,” asmallish man said, coughing. “ There ought to be.”
“G-10, by the charts,” Barnhart said, and Bren punched that in.

Bang-thump. The car started to move. Bren’ s heartbest ticked up in time with the thumps and jolts
the car made.

“All therest of you,” Bren said, keeping hisvoice cam, & least, “al of you just stay in that corner
and don’t do anything when we get down there. Chairman Braddock claimed you’ verigged the fuel to
explode. We're going to try to get past that lock to refuel the ship that’ s going to get you out of here and
back to Alpha. When we get that done, you’ |l be free to do whatever you want—get your families
aboard, gather the family heirlooms, or run hide in acloset on the station, which we don’t advise. That
dien shipismovinginto get its next of kin back, which Braddock has been holding prisoner for most of
ten years. Now we’ve got him, and we’ re going to give him back and get the ship out of here. Join usif



youlike”

Banichi reached into his coat and pulled out, quite solemnly, severd of the color brochures, which he
offered to the stationers. “Baggage rules,” he said.

The gationerstook the papers very, very gingerly. Banichismiled down at them.

The car dowed. Bren hitlock , then pocketed hiskey: no car coming in—this one wasn'’t getting out.
“I'velocked it.” he said to the workers. * Safedt, to stay insde until the dust settles. One of my
associateswill stay with you.Don’t put your heads out if you hear gunfire.” He straightened his coat,
glanced at Banichi and Jago, drew a deep breath, and looked out into the corridor.

Deserted. But fire-scorched dong the wall pands. Celling pandls down, showing structurd ements
that themselves were potentia sites of ambush. It looked asif, please God, everyone had deserted the
place.

“Hello?’ he cdled out, playing tourist on holiday, looking, he hoped, not like aforeigner. “Hello?’

Heads popped out of aroom down the hall. Projectile fire went past him, and he hit the floor, flat on
hisface, playing corpse. Pdlet-fire came from the room down the hall and projectile-fire came back
from at least two sources.

“Bren+ji?’ Jago’ svoice, from thelift car behind him.

“Cameron?’ ahoarse ydl from behind him, from a corridor past thelift. Clearly someone knew him.
Hedidn’t quite peg it. “ Cameron, get back!”

“Cameron, dammit! Keep down !” God, he knewthat voice.Sabin . That came from till farther back
down the corridor.

“I'mlying very flat,” he caled out to his own team, beginning to creep sdeways, over againg the
samewadl asthelift.

Heads popped out of the doorway up the corridor. The occupants fired. Banichi and Jago fired,
Sabin’ s position far behind him fired, al over his head, and he scrambled backward dong thewall,
pushing with his pamsand knees.

Then acurious object whined aong the decking, past his head—one of Cgjeiri’ stoy cars, with
something taped to the top. He was completely mesmerized for the moment, at ground level, watching it
zip ahead down the corridor. It finessed a sharp turn, right into the appropriate room—Banichi had to
have his head exposed, steering it: that was Bren’ simmediate thought.

The car went off in awhiteflash of brilliant light. A cloud of gasrolled out of that room.

lligdi’ s men raced past his prone body, as astrong atevi hand grabbed him by the scruff and hauled
him up—that was Banichi—and another, lighter footstep came up beside him.

Jenrette. A white-faced, anxious Jenrette, gun in hand. Damned right he’ d known that first voice.
If Jenrette intended trouble—he had to admit—Jenrette could have shot him.

thet.

Vouch for amany-timestraitor, at this critical point, whose reason for not shooting him was far from
dtruigic?Sabin wasfarther down that corridor, down by the intersection, still under cover, not coming
out into the clear.

ryingto follow Graham’ sorders,” Jenrette said. “1 knew she’ d come here, if anywhere. Tell her

Banichi, meanwhile, had joined llisdi’ s men. Jago had possession of the corridor, riflein hand, and
waited for them. Forhim . For thekey , which he had, dammit and bloody hell!

“Stay down by thelift,” he snapped at Jenrette. Barnhart had run ahead of him, hafway to Banichi.



Bren caught a shalow breath and ran, too, on legs that wanted to wobble asif the emergency were
dready over.

Whichit wasn't by amile. The rules had changed, but the machinery in that room was till operating.
If any of the techsingde had vented the fudl or set something ticking in that gas-filled room, they had a
problem.

Next was an intersection of corridors, ambush possible. Banichi and Jago, masks up, entered the
room, Ilisdi’smenwent tothe T of the hall; and there ensued bangs and thumps from inside the
gas-clouded room, bodies hitting consoles, God only knew. Bren reached the door beside Barnhart,
pulled his gas mask up, aready fedling the sting of the gas. Hislimited view made out Banichi and Jago
on their feet, and two lighted consoles in this moderate-gzed room, two monitors lit—the techswho
should be watching those monitors were on the floor, at the moment, coughing and struggling, and
Banichi and Jago were kindly dragging them ouit.

The mercy mission exited. Barnhart headed in. Bren did. His hazed view of the monitors shaped a
cameraview of machinery on one screen in the middle of the consoles, graphs and figures on the other,
the rest dark and unused. This place handled refueling. Controlled the pumps, the valves, the lines, the
booms, and none of that was going on; but that monitor—that one monitor had what looked like a
camera-shot of the fuel port; and that, more than the switches, was where Bren directed his attention.

If Ginwas out there, he had no ideawhere; but if she’d gotten there, trying to take the power out—
shewas il at risk from anything wired in, independent of station power, and they couldn’t communicate
with her.

“Wedon’t know where Giniis” Bren said, muffled in the mask. “Hang on, hang on before we start
pushing any buttons.” He had his own communications, in the pocket com, in the handheld, and took it
out uncertainly.

“That won’t reach the ship,” Barnhart said.
“Lights Gin’d see that. Can we get an on-off? Let her know we’re here.”

Barnhart moved his hand over one board, looking for a switch in the haze, then reached acrossthe
board and flipped one. Cameraview dimmed. Brightened. The spotlight on that port went off. On. Off.
On.

Thathad to tell Gin she had help inside. That risking her neck had suddenly goneto alesser priority,
and she had time.

And they, meanwhile, were faced with an array of buttons none of which was going to be labeled
blow the damn fuel .

“I don’t think we should touch it, yet,” he said to Barnhart, extending a cautionary hand. “Just guard
it and get some of the ship personnd up—"

Shots rang out from the left hand of the door. That intersecting T-corridor—he could seeitin his
mind. lligdi’ smen. Theyweren’t safe here. They were far separated from safe territory.

Shots became avolley. A firefight. And Banichi vanished from the doorway, headed leftward, leaving
Jago doneto hold the door. Asfire broke out from the other direction. Jago pasted a shot in that
direction, and crouched down, delving into Banichi’ s black bag.

Bren |eft the consoles to Barnhart and joined Jago, hand on the gun in his pocket. “I can lock these
consoles down, Jago-ji,” he said. “We can make arun for it. Can wetdl Banichi that?’

A sudden firewas going at either Sde, and there wasn’t a safe place for anyone in the corridor,
where they’ d dumped the hapless ops center technicians. Banichi and llisidi’ s men stood their ground at
the corner; whilefire down the corridor was coming from midway and far down, and the technicians,



crawling, attempted to go in that direction.

Jago was assembling another of Cgeri’ slittle cars with tape and ablack box, and with afast wrap
of tape, she st it loose, steered it |eft, down the corridor toward Banichi’ s position and right around the
corner.

“Twenty farther!” Banichi yelled out, and fired around the corner. * Farther, farther. Right turn—
now?’

Boom!

Banichi and Ilisdi’ s men dived around the corner, not asecond’ s hesitation, one covering their rear in
the T, athunder of booted feet on the deck and a second explosion. Jago squatted, assembling bits
again, thisone aknob on astick.

“I think | know the right switch,” Barnhart reported from behind them.

“Not yet!” Bren said. Hisfull attention was for the way he could watch, while Jago was on one knee,
delving into the black bag while snatching looks down the corridor the way they’ d come. The technicians
they’ d evicted had made it hdfway to thelift, crawling the distance, coughing and haf-blind. Beyond the
lift, where thethird of Ilisdi’ s men maintained position with, presumably, Jenrette, and a handful of
stationers, Sabin was still down there under cover—about, he thought, at the next T-intersection.
Whoever wasfiring up the hall was farther off than that, bad for aim, but not comfortable for them
getting back to the lift.

Jago made aripping move, stepped full into the corridor and made athrow with al the considerable
strength of her arm. She ducked back asfire came at her, as the grenade hit the decking and exploded in
acascade of ceiling and wall panels.

A section door went shut down there, likely automatic at the explosion, possibly seding off someone’
Sretredt.

“It’ ssedled that direction,” he said; and about that time another door opened and fire came out
toward them. “ Damn!”

Jago was on the pocket com, advising Banichi: the things operated independently on short range and
searched for signd. “ The section sedled in our direction, but we have another site two doors off the lift,
nadi, do you hear?’

“One hears,” Banichi seemed to say, difficult to understand.

“We have cleared this corridor. It would be wise to close our section door.”
Thattook akey.

“I’m coming,” Bren said, springing up. “ Tl him I’ m coming.”

“Nadi!” Jago protested; but he wasn’t the shot she was, andshe protected the fudl supply.
Momentarily expendable, he ran, hung atight right at the intersection, amost into one of 1lisdi’smen,
and down the hall where Banichi waited.

Banichi hadn’t wantedhim , he was sure of that as he shoved hiskey into section control and got the
control panel open. “Oneislong out of practice, nadi, with the gun.” Section door close wasa
two-fingered operation, and he did it, fast. That door cut off anyone coming from that direction. “ Better
Jago holdsthat door.” Another breath. He had a stitch in his side from the sprint he’d done. “One or
more enemieswith a pellet rifle at the end of the corridor; Jago has thrown a grenade down there.
Jenrette should bein thelift and | think Sabin is somewhere between us and our enemies. We havetried
tosgnd Gin-aji.Everyone ishere”

“For thefud,” Banichi said, sensbly, and pushed him aong, back down the corridor toward the



intersection. “For control of that commodity. Which we desperately need. All Sdeswill come here. But
onetakesit thereisfuel to defend.” They reached the corner, where llisidi’ s two men stood on opposite
amsof theT. “Sowe haveit, and we shdl hold it.”

“Sabin’ sgot ship’ s security with her.” Out of breath, thoughtsjarred loosein hisbrain. “ Jenrette
knew Sabin-aiji would come here. She never went to Centra.”

“She cannot have been herelong.”

“We made agreat deal of noise upstairs. There may have been a standoff, if only in the last hour. But
that Jenretteis here, too—one cannot trust him, Banichi-ji. We cannot trust him, and | sent him to the
lift!”

Banichi took out his pocket com. “Kasari-ji, disarm the ship-human immediately.”

Banichi had the com closeto his ear. Bren strained to hear, glad there was areply—not glad that a
frown touched Banichi’ sface.

“Jenrette never went to thelift,” Banichi reported, and said, viacom: “If he arrives, disarm him.”

“He must have moved toward Sabin’ s podition,” Bren said. “ Jase has banned him from the ship
unless he comeswith her, but | by no meansrely on hisman’chi.”

“Thisrdieson human thinking,” Banichi said to him, “which is notorioudy convolute.”

“Simple, inthis case, nadi-ji. His man’ chi may lie with Braddock. Kill Sabin, kill al the ship’s senior
security, and board with Braddock, trying to take equal power with Jase-aiji during negotiations with the
alien ship. Or dly with her, and Braddock. Get aboard. And strike at Jase and the dowager by

treachery in the homeward voyage—perhaps taking possession of Tabini’sheir, to strike at Shejidan.
Thisthing might have either of two paths, but one destination.”

One might expect Banichi to be appaled: but Banichi, reloading his gun, shrugged. “Grestly
discounting Cenedi.”
“I would never discount Cenedi.”

“Nor would I.” Banichi employed his pocket com a second time. “Nadiin-ji, Bren marks Jenrette as
dangerous.”

It was adeath sentence. | would never, he wanted to say. Civilized Mospheirans had process of law,
of courts, of appeals and debates.

Intheaiji’ s court—there was Banichi’ s Guild. And here was no placeto file Intent. Only to move on
targets until there was leisure for consideration.

Click. Banichi reloaded his second gun.
“Goto Jago,” Banichi said. “ Wewill find Jenrette.”

“No, nadi. Hewill have appealed to Sabin with alie. | can deny that.” He took out his own gun, that
long-ago gift, not sure he could hit the opposing wall after years of no practice, but it posed at least a
visblethreat. “My presenceis absol utely necessary.”

“Movement,” Anaro reported, Ilisidi’ s man, next to them, never having taken his eyes off the
intersecting corridor.

Bren looked. At that farthest intersection before the closed door, dim with smoke-haze and Jago’s
having blown the lighting down there, ahandful of humans had come out of hiding, headed up the
corridor toward the lift. Sabin. He could make out the silver hair. A dozen or so of her security. He didn’
t see Jenrette, and that was worrisome. If Jenrette had communications, and was in touch with Braddock



“Sabin!” Bren yelled. “Look out!”

Fastest he could think, and the desired result: her security moved to protecther , bodies between her
and any conceivable threat, and up againg the wall, trying to get to the lift.

“Sabin, we'reinthelift! That'ssafel”

Fire broke out from the place Jenrette had occupied before, the intersecting hall alittle down from
thelift. Two of Sabin’s party went down, athird hit.

Banichi ran; Bren dived after him, ahard sprint down the corridor toward what had become a
firefight. They passed Jago’ s position; passed the lift, where Kasari held the doorway, no onein position
to get the sniper that was taking down Sabin’ s guard.

The sniper put his head and his sidearm around the corner.
Banichi braked so fast Bren nearly hit him, braked, and fired, and the sniper vanished backward,
leaving an appdling spatter againg the opposing wall.

Fire had stopped from Sabin’ s party; Banichi flattened himsdlf againgt the wall and whipped around
that corner, but theimmediate relaxation told the tale, and Bren didn’t think he wanted to seethe
damage that had left its evidence on that other wall.

Banichi wasn't so fagtidious. He squatted down, collected items from Jenrette’ s pockets, asidearm,
apocket com and a handheld, on each of which hekilled the power with a press of his thumb.

Those were worth |ater investigation.

Sabin arrived, her guard battered and bloody, hersalf with abloody forearm and aripped deeve.
“Mr. Cameron?’

“Yes ma am.”

“Isthat Mr. Jenrette?’

“Yes, ma’am.” They didn’t have timefor question and answer. There wasthat ship movingin. “Dr.
Kroger’s out there trying to defuse whatever-it-is, we’ ve got the station up there, we didodged
Braddock from Central and blew the Archive. Captain Graham’ s boarding civiliansfast as he can. We
took the dlien hostage Braddock was holding, we'retrying to get communication with him, and last |
heard, hisship’smoving in, but we' retaking to it.”

Severd blinks. “Not half bad for aday’swork.”

He was numb. He had adead man at hisfeet. And acaptain who' d tried her best to take the station
from ingde, with the force she had. And not done abad job of it, counting she’ d ended up at the right
place to secure the fud, the high cardshe’ d known the station held. “ Captain Graham will want you
aboard soon as possible.”

“Possible, once we get the fuel flowing.” Sabin gave aglance aside as Banichi stood up; and up. “
Hato,” shesaid. Ragi, forgood . It applied to food and drink, not quite apt.

But Banichi understood.
And called Jago. “ Jago. Jenrette is dead. Sabin-aiji is safe”
Jago said something that made Banichi smile.

“Barnhart hasfound Gin-aiji,” Banichi reported. “ She has svum up to the cameraand made
encouraging signas. One believes sheisin direct communication with Jese.”

“Get my wounded aboard,” Sabin said. “1’ Il handlethefud.”
“Get theminto thelift,” Bren said. “We'll manage. Fast as we can.—Banichi-ji. We are requested to



take the wounded back as quickly aswe can. Sabin-aiji will manage here.”
“Yes,” Banichi said, and relayed ordersto his associatesin three positions.

They’d doneit. Hiskneesfelt weak. They’ d actualy doneit. It didn’tfeel done. They’d been
attacked from two fronts and the middle, and the way down wasn’t guaranteed safe—particularly
sneaking ahandful of very tal atevi back on board; but they did what they could.

“I have Jase’ skey,” he confessed to Sabin. “I need it to get them back.” Meaning the wounded, and
the handful of techsin their keeping.

“You'rejust full of tricks,” Sabin said. “ Go lock those section doorswith that key, Mr. Cameron—I
trust you know how to do that—and then get that thing back aboard the ship. Fast.”

Thelord of the heavens had hisbailiwick and his arena of understanding; it didn’t include ship’s
operations, or that fueling station, and when Sabin suggested locking the critical doorswith an
unbreachablelock, barring al station accessto this place, it seemed agood ideato do exactly that, and
fed.

Chapte?ﬁineteen

<«

Go,” Bren said to their detainees, oncethelift car reached the mast entry level—one
expected that to be the most desolate area of the station; but it was jammed with refugees, men, women,
children carrying other children and parents carrying baggage—and their detainees vanished into jammed
lines of refugees. Terror rippled the lines as unprepared stationers saw atevi exit the car, but they were
locked in that essentid fact of station life, theline, the line that gave precedence, the linein which dl
things were done and solved, the line which meant entitlement—in this case, to ship-boarding; and the
line buckled.

“They’refrom Alphal” Bren shouted. “They are, and | am! Passit on! We have injured people here
—excuse us. We need through to medica immediately,please !”

They didn’t have access to station communications; but word of mouth rippled both waysin the
moving lines—Ilines ultimately diced and packeted by the lift.

They had one of ship’ s security, walking wounded: Barnhart had an arm around him, helping him
along. There were three who couldn’t walk, onein bad condition, and Ilisidi’ smen carried them like
children, gear and all—atevi protocols. Banichi and Jago had their lord present, and guardedhim , and
that was the way of things. So he went, scaring evacuees—until humans saw a bonafide misson of
mercy, and blood, and atevi carrying human wounded toward the ship. Then stares attended them, and
confusion swayed the line, but no panic ensued.

“Excuseus” Brensad, al thelengthy way up thelineto thelift. “ Excuse us. We haveto get to
medical. Urgent. Excuse us.”

He was breathing hard, despite the lightest of station gravity. They reached the lift, and stationers
there, next inlinefor salvation, clearly didn’t want to wait—"“We have children,” the head of theline
objected.

“We haveaman critica,” Bren said, in this contest of crises. “Ship’ s officer. We can take the
children through with us, if you want. Rest aminute. Protect those kids' faces. It’salong cold on the
other sde”



Themandidn’t haf know. Frustration, fear and resentment of aien presence weredl in that
expression; but he waswilling to argue with ship personnd and haf adozen towering diensto get toa
safety that—he hadn’t thought it through—Iikely had more such diensin charge; and Bren didn’t
atogether blame him for his confusion. If a station was going into critica failure, asthese people began to
redize, it was avery thin bubblein avery big dark, and anywherewith air, light, and power waslifeitsef.

Thelift car arrived. Bren crowded his own party in and punched the button, no key. The car shot off,
express for the mast; and they were done for the moment, hoping that Sabin, upstairs, was managing the
fuding station without interference.

But the more that line of refugees grew, the more people would begin to redize the station wasin
trouble, and when neighbors started |eaving, people started calling those they cared about. By now,
anyone caling Central might not get through. And afailure of communications meant a spread of rumor,
in astation aready half-dead, dready having lost one essentiad asset, and al protection from dien
incursion. Familiesweretaking the ship’ s offer. Individuals with non-critica jobswere. Probably afew
with criticd jobs had begun to weigh staying and going, and if one bolted—more would.

Faster and faster. More and more desperate. They’ d gotten through aline reasonably well-ordered
and willing to reason, in this early stage of the evacuation. Later—as systems started failing—panic was
going to pack more and more peopleinto that line.

“We dill cannot reach Asicho, nandi,” Jago said.
“Soon, at least, Jago-ji,” he said. “One believes Gin has relayed reassurances to Jase. And perhaps
Sabin-aiji has gotten through.”

Warning lightsflashed red. The car began dece eration and the comfortableillusion of up and down
shifted, an assault on astomach dready uncertain—hedidn’t likethis, didn’t likeit, stared at the
indicatorsfor proof of their location in time and space, reassurance of destination imminent.

The car stopped. They were weightless. And astartledPhoenix crew member met them.
“If you’ ve got com,” Bren said, “ advise Captain Graham we’ re coming, with injured crew.”
“Yes, gr,” the crewwoman said.

The lighted conveyor ran past them. Bren grabbed it one-handed, felt it take the mass of Banichi and
Jago behind him and then, presumably, Barnhart and one crewman; and Ilisidi’ s men, with two of Sabin’
s, as best they could.

There wasllittle stress on the arm, enough to prove they were moving, while al he could see wasthe
glowing ribbon winding through avast, numbing-cold dark: anilluson of infinity, thet ribbon interrupted
by slhouettes. In the far distance, dotsthat were familiesinterrupted the glow, refugees, holding
together, haf-frozen and caught in, nothing, in nowhere—thank God, Bren thought, that the lighted
ribbon did move, and moved with afair dispatch, because if ever some one of the refugeeslet go and
became logt off the ribbon, they might lodge up in the unseen recesses, hel pless, to freeze before rescue
could find them. The conveyor was designed for the able-bodied.

Clips, hethought. They ought to find clips somewhere.

The ribbon had an end. Or areturning-point, where it doubled back. And therewere afew dips
floating padt, attached. Someone was using hisimagination.

There were crewmen at that end-point. Safety. And nothing would hurry thisline. Bren watched the
crew help one after another clumps of people into the tube, and onto the next conveyor line.

Their turn came. Crew had seen them coming.
“We've got wounded,” Bren said. “For two-deck.” And the masked, parka-clad crewmen delayed



them not at dl, only sent them up the umbilica connection to the ship itsdlf.
Faster trip, this.

“Mr. Cameron, sir.” Welcome voice, behind that mask: Kaplan met them on two-deck; Kaplan and
Polano; and medics, ingtantly taking charge of the wounded.

“Sahin’salive. At thefue dtation,” Bren said. Kaplan deserved that information. “Need to seethe
captain.”

“Goright on up, Sr.” Kaplan held thelift door for him and his, and let the door shut once they were
ingde

Light. Glorious, brilliant light, and warmth. Air that didn’t fed like the same substance as that burning

chill outsde. A solid fed to the deck under hisfeet. It waslike emerging from near drowning. Everything
was sharp-edged. Every familiar sght was new.

And the handheld worked, if numb fingers could get it out of his pocket and hold ontoit. It gave him
aseries of images hiswatering eyes couldn’t quite bring into focus; one dark. One was an animation.
They weretaking to the alien ship. One—onewas a suited figurein alot of dark, beside machinery.
Gin. Hedidn’t know how to bring in the audio, and lost theimage.

“Damn!” he said, then, conscious of his companions, and then of the fact their persona eectronics
were in contact again, and that Asicho, belowdecks, waslikewiserecaiving: “Asaji, weared| well.”
And to hisimmediate company. “My fingers are numb. But they seem to be talking to the foreign ship
and Gin-aiji seems gill at work outside. Perhaps Jase-aiji wishes now to move the ship closer to take on
fud, but with people coming aboard in bitter cold, impossble to hold them off.”

“This ship cannot in any wise maneuver,” Jago observed.

“Onebelieves,” he began to say, but thelift reached its destination and let them out on the bridge:
him, his bodyguard, Barnhart, and the dowager’ smen, dl of them, he suddenly redlized, in the pristine
cleanliness of the bridge, bloody and sweaty and reeking of fumes astheir clothes thawed, their whole
party laden down with all sorts of battle-gear.

Jase met them the moment they cleared the short partition, met him and seized him by the shoulder.
“Bren. What’ sthe story over there?’

“Sabin’ s at fueling ops, the archive’ s blown, Central’ s out, and we | eft word on severa levelsto
evacuate—which people seem to be doing, fast asthey can. What’ sthissde?’

“We're running out of picturesto send, that ship’ sstill moving in, and Gin’ s out there in short-range
communication. We've got fud if we could moveto get it. If the station doesn’t go unstable before we
can get thefue off. That’ s our problem. Y ours is down on five-deck. We need our houseguest to talk to
that ship out there. We need time, Bren. We've got to get an emergency crew onto the station to keep it
gable and keep it running.”

“It’s not secure over there. Braddock’ still dive. Jenretteisn’t. But Sabin’ s got the section doors
locked on thefud center. Therewere severd triesa uswhile we weretaking it.”

“Station’ s getting shorter-handed by the hour, and we can talk tothem .” Jase gave ashake at his
shoulders. “We can talk to station. Y ou can talk to the other side of this Situation. Get us sometime and
evaything’ salot better.”

“Understood,” Bren said. He was shivering from recent bone-chill, at that floating-fedling stage of
exhaustion, but Jase wasright, no question. “I’ [l handleit. Key.” He remembered it, and took it from his
pocket and gave it back.

“Oneisgrateful, nadiin-ji: oneisextremely grateful.” With asmall bow to the atevi in generdl.



“Barnhart.” A nod, awarm handshake. “ Get arest.”
“Regign’t likely,” Barnhart said. “But I'll get onit.”

“Nadiin,” Bren said, gathering his company, and went straight back to the lift. Bath, he wasthinking,
warm bath, warm up the surface, get the brain working, maybe one of Bindanda' s tea cakes and a hot
drink: he had to shift gears, get histhoughts out of fight and on to the delicate business of communication.
Fast.

He shoved the handheld and its problemsinto his pocket on the way to the lift—got in, and started to
give asurreptitious sniff at his hand, wondering whether fumes had adhered to his skin aswell ashis
clothes and whether he could forego the bath; and saw it spattered with dried blood.

Bath, he thought. There were certain things one didn’t want to explain. God knew what evidence his
face had. Barnhart’ s coat was bloody. Atevi uniformswere no better off, and Banichi—

The blood seeping down Banichi’ sfingerswasn't old, and Banichi hadn’t been hel ping the wounded.
“Banichi. How bad? How long?’

“Minor,” Banichi said. ”Minor, Bren-ji. Not long.*

“Jago-ji, besureof it.”

“Yes” Jago said, and sternly, when Banichi only looked asif he might object, “ yes, nadi.”

“Yes,” Banichi said, which took one criss off the paidhi’ smind.

“Onewill be grateful if you takeit asafirgt priority,” he said, asthelift reached five-deck and the
door opened. “Barnhart. Owe you adrink.”

“I’ll collect,” Barnhart said, and went off hisdirection, toward the Mospheiran domain, Bren and his
bloodstained band went straight on, to request entry—uwhich came before they could so much assignd:
thank Asicho for that.

“Nandi.” Respects, from Ilisdi’ sguards.

He acknowledged the courtesy and kept walking briskly, intending to deliver most of his company to
the dowager’ s g&ff, to the dowager’ s staff medic, intending to have that bath, too, before he thought
about the problems of the alien ship.

A brief stop at the security station, where Asicho, one of Gin’smen and oneof Ilisdi’ sdl sat duty:
“Nadiin-ji, we are dl back aboard, misson accomplished.” They would have heard everything he said to
Jase. “We shdl want the doctor as soon as possible. Kindly tell the staff not to divert itself from care of
our guest.”

“Yes” Ascho said; and he kept walking, trying to hammer hiswitsinto an utterly different mode of
operation.

He hoped not to be noticed as he passed the dining hall. He wanted no explanations until he was
clean again, and until he and therest of his staff could shed the firearms and the bag of explosivesand
such.

But as he passed, he saw the dining hall ominoudy dimmed, and heard—
Heard vigorous gpplause, and muted cheers, and lively music.

He dipped in the door, gppalled to find aring of atevi, including the dowager’ s security, and his staff,
Cgeri—that was no surprise—and their guest—and the dowager herself. On the screen, in black and
white, a cartoon mouse eluded a cartoon cat.

A fishbow! tottered, doshed, and Cgeiri shouted awarning, pointing out the obvious danger to



cartoon protagonists, as cat and mouse darted thisway and that in an elementa antagonism innocent of
asociation.

Now... with their liveshanging in the baance. ..

A chair went over. Draperieswent down. To the dowager’ sevident misgiving and Cgeiri’ sand
Prakuyo’ scallective ddight.

But by now staff had seen him or heard him, prompting uneasy glances back.
Staff stood up. The dowager looked at him expectantly. And Narani brought up the lights.

Solemn faces, concern. Prakuyo stood up. So did Cgjeiri. Only the dowager stayed seated, hands
clasped on her aff.

Bren gave a solemn bow. “Nand’ dowager, nandi—" A bow for Prakuyo. None for boys. * Success
aboard the gation. We are now bringing the people aboard. The security staff isintact, except aminor
injury. Prakuyo-nadi—" Change of languages, and a second bow. “Y our ship speaksto us. It iscoming.”

“Ship. Prakuyo ship. Coming.” Anxiety was evident, in every line of Prakuyo’s stance.

A bow. Agreement. “Yes” A hand-motion. “Coming to us. | go wash.”

“Wash, yes.” Perhapsit was a mad notion. But Prakuyo bowed, apparently in complete agreement
with such acrazed proposition. Or he smelled that bad.

He bowed athird time, shaky in the knees. “ Dowager-ji, oneis grateful for your staff and your
assistance.” Onwhich, at alittle nod from llisidi, he walked out into the corridor, wondering if the knees
were going to hold out asfar as his own quarters.

He was pursued, however: Narani and Bindanda arrived on hishedls, and saw him into his quarters,
and began at once fussing with hisjacket, and the shirt, and the boots, and the swesaty pigtail.

He shed the rest and showered, a quick, steam-filled warmth that began to warm him from the
outside in, that soaked his hair, and took the stench of gas out of his nose, and soothed athroat he’d
been too numb to realize was sore. He coughed, and blew water, and came out before the dry-cycle
had had half enough time, but Bindanda met him with atowel, and rubbed lifeinto him, and threw arobe
about him—

He had communication. Thanksto the other residents of five-deck, he seemed to have Prakuyo’s
good will—an understanding, at least, of benevolent intent.

Hedidn’t take for granted that would override cultural or biologica imperatives or savether
collective necksfrom politica palicy.

And the dawn of reasonable worry told him that hot water had brought the brain online.

One more change of clothing, asfreshly pressed as any morning in Shejidan, court casud, as he
thought of it—not good enough for high meetings, but perfectly adequate for bureauicrats and offices.

It brought shoulders back and head up, or one cut one’ sthroat on the lace.

“How isBanichi, Rani-ji?" That worry was with him, too, and he was sure word had flowed through
the staff, what they had done, who was where, what was going on outsde: he was sure, despite the
scene he had met in the dining hall, that no one on five-deck but Cgeri and Prakuyo had done anything
but follow every word Asicho could gather.

“Heiswith the dowager’ s physician at the moment, nandi. Sois Jago.”
“Isshehurt?’
“A minor injury, nandi. So with two of the dowager’ s bodyguard. But none life-threatening.”



Damn, he thought, with a heavy heartbeat and a sting behind the eyes.Damn ! that, he hadn’t seen.
They’ d fooled him al the way back to the ship. And he couldn’t take them all off duty and stand over
them until they mended.

He pinched the bridge of his nose until the stinging stopped and tried to get hiswits about him—back
to work, back to work, fast. They weren’t safe. They wouldn’t be safe until they’ d put Prakuyo where
he belonged and this solar system behind them.

And meanwhile the sound one expected when traveling about the ship had never stopped, the lift
system whining and opening and closing doors, cycling cars back and forth, back and forth, with the
wholesae energy of afactory.

Four-deck was coming to life asif there had never been aglitch in their plans. Crew, varioudy
occupied through the voyage, wasin high gear, settling in newcomers, ingtructing themnot to leave
objectsloose, not to take aleaky tap for granted, and how to read the various sirens and bells that
advised crew about the ship’ sbehavior.

Asif they had their fuel and were ready to leave.

He thanked his staff and went back to the dining hall, where the lights were up; where—strangely or
not—he heard the whirr of small wheels before he darkened the door.

Not al Cgeiri’ s cars had met an untimely end.

His security sat at one Side of the room with their guest, the dowager sat at the other with Cenedi and
one of hismen, and Cgjeiri—Cgeri entertained the company with histoy.

Prakuyo, however, paced the room, alumbering dlow pace, but a pace... anxious. Knowing there
was news.

“Prakuyo-ji,” Bren said with alittle bow. The car stopped.
“Wel? Ilisdi asked him. “ Are we making progress?’
Bren bowed. “Indeed, nand’ dowager. We are. Fuel is on the horizon. Gin-nadi isinvestigating that.”

“Oneprefersitinthisship,” llisdi said sharply, and waved her hand. “ This person has been
inconvenienced. So havewedl, by thisBraddock-aiji .”

“Gone, dji-ma. At least in retreet. And far less of an inconvenience.”
“Jenrette is dead.”

“Yes, aji-ma.” A second bow, to Prakuyo, who waited anxioudy. “Prakuyo-nadi. Oneisvery glad
to seeyou at your ease.”

The Ragi might have been ancient Greek. But Prakuyo rocked forward, a sort of abow of hisown,
caefully imitated. “Bren-ji.”

“Oneisamazed,” Bren said, not without aglance at the dowager, who sat smugly in possession of all
news on five-deck.

“The children’ slanguage,” the dowager said, rising, leaning on her cane, “ seems particularly useful,
lacking numerica precison. And heisvery quick.”

“Association,” Prakuyo said energetically in Ragi, and indicated Cgeiri and the dowager and
Cenedi, and him. “ Association. Associates. Associates. Y ou, you, you.”

“Indeed, nadi,” Bren said—again with abow, with avery inclusive sweep of hisarm. “ Associates.
All asociates”

“ Atevi. Human.Associates .”



“Yes,” Bren said. Associates . Had no human being in most of ten years of holding this person never
triedfriend , or tried to speak to this person about ordinary things?

Or wasfriend somehow too chancy aword to get acrossto a different species at gunpoint?Associate
, among the vigbly dissmilar species of five-deck, might hold out a peculiar hopeto their guest—the
presence of the young, the silliness of toys, theaishi , the easy association that to any casuad eye,
certainly included more than one speciesinvolved in afair degree of shared trust and authority.

Dared one, for half abregth, fed alittle chagrin about the Stuation—that the paidhi, neutrd and
noncombatant, had been off aiding the Assassins’ Guild in the overthrow of agovernment and the
aji-dowager, potent and intensely political, had been sitting here with a seven-year-old and an dien,
making a breskthrough he hadn’t.

Their guest made a sweeping gesture. “ Prakuyo, Bren, Ilisidi, Cgeiri—associates.”

He bowed. Prakuyo bowed. The dowager, who did not bow, gave anod of her head.

“Good,” Prakuyo said. “Good. Ship?’ Gesture of uplifted hand and distracted stare, awhere-is-it
apparent past any barrier.

Measure between fingers. “Close.”

“This person should speak to hisassociates,” Ilisdi said.

“Dowager-ji,” Bren said. “There are unresolved issues.”

“What issues?’ Ilisidi asked. “What issues can there be, that we have undertaken to return this

individud to hisassociation? This seemsrelatively smple, and need not observe dl the prolonged fuss of
ship-folk arguments.”

“We have no promise from them.”

“How shdl we reasonably expect one, with nothing given in earnest? We St in ignominious danger so
long asthisforeign ship remainsin doubt of our honest intentions. Thisis not acceptable. Thisisa
sensble person who shows every capability of rationd dedling with theaishidi’ tat . Cal thisforeign ship,
alow Prakuyo-nandi to say that we have reached a civilized understanding, and let us borrow fue from
them, if we reach further impasse with these station-humans. These ingrates have shot at my staff and
injured our associates. Oneisentirely out of patience with them, and after Six years, one believesthis
foreign gentleman isthoroughly out of patience, t0o.”

Onetruly did. And he had dedlt with llisidi long enough to know that, whatever ese, thiswas not an
opinion that arrived on the spur of the moment, or without Ilisdi’ s very excellent perspective on palitics.
It did contain a certain nonhuman basic sense: that the very worst thing they could do was demondirate
themselves so closely dlied to their badly-behaved station that Prakuyo’ s people couldn’t insert atissue
of conjecture between them.

Ilisidi tossed him alivefish, asthe proverb ran; and he could improvise. He could very well improvise.

“Associate,” he said fervently, and bowed deeply. “The aiji-dowager wishes Prakuyo cal Prakuyo’s
ship. You, she, |, associates.”

“Bren,” Prakuyo said. “Nand’ Bren.” A hand extended. “Bren. Come ship.”
Oh, hedidn’t like that. He pointed at the deck under his own feet, hoping he hadn’t understood.
“Brenship.”

“Bren come Prakuyo ship. Make—" Clearly aword was missing, frustrating communicetion.
“Asociate.”

Onetruly hopedassociate hadn’t been mistaken in meaning.



And he knew what Banichi and Jago would say, but Banichi was off getting hisarm sewed up, and
they had fud to get, and an dien craft sill moving toward them.

He touched hisheart. “ Y es. Bren go Prakuyo ship.”

Doneded. Civilized understanding. It pleased Prakuyo, not delirioudy—dared oneimaginejust a
littleworry on that strange face?

“Brengo. lligdi, Cgeiri go.”
God, no. He saw Cenedi’ sface.
“Shdl wetruly, mani-ma?’ Cgjeiri asked.

“Wedhdl seethisship,” llisdi proclamed, in Cenedi’ s pained sllence. “Prakuyo will make acivilized
cdl, we shdl arrange avisit, and we shdl have our understanding with thisforeign association.”

He was aware of Cenedi. He daren’t look at him. One dared not start an argument involving a
dangerous guest with whom he could by no means argue fine points. One smiled, one made the absolute
best of the Situation—one only imagined how one was going to explain it to Jase—but the very next thing
to do was to patch Prakuyo through C1 and get voice and visud contact, before something else went
wrong—assuming those who knew such things could figure out how to make the equipment talk.

“Come, Prakuyo-ji,” he said, in that language free of al unhappy precedent. He gestured toward the
door, and Prakuyo strolled solemnly forward, a short walk down the corridor toward the security station
—ordinarilynot aplace five-deck entertained outsiders.

But the dowager had notions of her own—and the foreign pai dhi—whose grasp of Ragi was
decidedly from scratch, and impressve—was cooperative. Tl Jase? They had to tell Jase, never mind
dealing with Sabin. He had to explain matters and get Prakuyo that requested clearance.

Asgcho and Iligdi’ s man on watch knew they were coming, and cleared chairsfor them.
“A contact with C1,” Ascho said quietly, “nandi.”

“Excdlent,” Bren said, though he could have made it on ether piece of equipment in his pocket: he
choseto do it on the console mike, and chose to make the argument in Ragi, which Prakuyo might
understand as agood faith gesture.

“Captain Graham,” he asked of C1, and when he heard Jase’ s voice answer:
“Mr. Cameron?’

“Prakuyo-nadi has made strides not in Mosphe’, Jase-nandi—athough | think he may indeed
understand more Mosphe’ than he admits—but in Ragi.”

“In Ragi.” For ahuman, spesking Mosphe’ or itslike, Ragi wasavadt linguistic jump.

“His native language may find that asmpler trangtion than that to Mosphel’, at least as regards the
children’ slanguage.” Without the numeric demands Ragi placed on adults. “He wishesto contact his
ship. We consider thisavery good idea at this point, nadi-ji.” WWe , notone . It was the utmost stress, his
reputation, his urging. And Jase knew the nuances. “We have cooperation and wish to keep the
momentum in developing relaions”

It couldn’t be an easy decision. It wasn’t, for him; and one could only imagine what Sabin would say
if Sabin were back on board.

But Sabinwasn't. “ Voice contact,” Jase said. “ We'll do our best to get you through.”

“Thank you.” He meant that. And he wasn’t going to explain the rest of it, not until he saw
encouraging results. He reached across and turned on Prakuyo’ s mike. “ Prakuyo. Tak. We record—"
He made writing motions. “Wetak Prakuyo’sship.”



Prakuyo leaned forward and did speak, rapidly, a speech laced with gutturals some of which were
down at the lower end of human hearing and maybe afew too low to make out. And he paused, waiting,
waiting, eyesfixed on the console.

“We'retrying,” C1 sad. “ We have a three-minute window.”

Bren set atimer on the number one clock and called Prakuyo’ s atention to the ebb of sections. He
held up three fingers, and pointed to the minute digit, folded one down.

A person familiar with countdowns, if not their numerica notation, might know what he meant, and
get the rhythm of it. Prakuyo watched, and watched the countdown; and as it went negative, seemed to
figure that, too.

Then... then... agtatic-ridden reply that taxed the speakers, and Prakuyo’ swhole face reacted in
what was surdly the profoundest relief. He replied, rapidly, energetically, and the equipment might or
might not handle dl those booms and thumps from Prakuyo’ s throat.

Bren reset the reply clock.

“Prakuyo ship,” Prakuyo said, and s multaneous with voice, the oddest trait, came a deep rumbling
from somewherein Prakuyo’ sthroat. “ Prakuyo ship come Bren ship.”

“Yes,” Bren sad, there not being damn-al elseto say, given the dowager’ s arrangements.
“Asociate.”

That word. .. Prakuyo found troublesomely worrisome. He glanced at Bren, sucked at hislips asif
he was restraining some word or just trying to think of one.

And that, in itsway, was acomfortingly straightforward honesty. .. indicative, perhaps, that there
were thorny problems, and that Prakuyo wasn’t in a position to make guaranteesfor hisown side.

“Associate?’ Bren asked, and Prakuyo’ s frown degpened, and that dammed-up thought just couldn’t
find away ouit.

Soif things went badly—on the surface—he could just keep saying, “associate” and expect Prakuyo
to know what the sticking-point of negotiations had become. If that word had come across with
something likeitsorigind meaning inthefirst place.

These were thetruly lovely momentsin making alinguigtic bridge in negotiations, and never so much
was at stake, not even in the first days between atevi and humans, who had at |east had experience of
each other and settled alittle common vocabulary before they managed to get completely at loggerheads
onthereal meanings.

Here was where ship and station, who had no experience of any outsiders but each other, had no
useful referent that wasn’t buried deep in the Archive, unlearned and unstudied in centuries. .. except for
Jase’ sknowledge.

And thiswas where the paidhi-aiji earned his keep.

The answer came back. Prakuyo listened to dl of it, then answered, ticking off pointsto himsdf on
hisfingers, and with agreet ded of attendant booming and rumbling, before he reached over and
thumped Bren on the back. Hard. Bren caught himsdlf against the counter-edge, tearsin his eyes, and
hoped the shoulderblade wasn’t cracked.

Prakuyo, however, was happy.

“Go Prakuyo ship,” Prakuyo said, “go Prakuyo ship.”

“Ship come?’

“Come?’ Prakuyo said happily, and Bren warily turned toward him, to make another back-dap



inconvenient.
“Good,” Bren said, feding less than confident. And saying to himself that if he was going to be going
anywhere, he wanted afew words of the language under his belt.

And, God, if Sabin got aboard before Prakuyo’s ship got here—asthat Sght of anincoming dien
craft was almost guaranteed to prompt her to do—he was going to have to explain the dowager’s
decison, and his, and somehow keep bargains they hadn’t Sabin’ s—or Jase’ s—clearance to make.

Heneeded words. Heneeded some picture of what he was working with, or going into.
“Asicho. Get me CL.”

“Yes,” shesad, and punched buttons. “C1, nandi.”

“Captain Graham,” he said, sure of his contact.

“I’'mon,” Jase said, not in Ragi. “How did that go” ?

“Verywdl.” InRagi. “Theshipwill continueto movein, but shooting islesslikey.”

“ It expects himto transfer to it, will it? The stationers are very nervous. One is by no means
sure we have removed all resistance, besidesit will terrify the passengers. Oneis not
complaining, understand... but can one possibly hold that off?”

“We are not yet fluent enough to undertake that topic,” Bren said. “One regrets, nadi-ji. He wishes
me and the dowagerand the heir to visit the ship, perhaps to demondtrate usto hisfelows; and the
dowager has agreed.”

“God, Bren.” That last was not in Ragi.

“We do intend to return, and consider it no worse risk than parachuting onto aplanet.” That for Jase,
who had done precisely that, so Jase could hardly complain of wild risks. “Our guest seemsvery
reasonable and well-disposed, al consdered. Understand, these matters were cordially agreed while|
was absent, and our guest’ sgood will and confidence may reasonably be dependent on these
representations. It might be a grave mistake to backtrack.”

“Isour guest promising to let us out of here?’

“Not entirdly clear. Either we have some difficulty communicating that point, or Prakuyo lacks
authority or disposition to promiseit. | do certainly intend to make that issue aprimary point aboard his
ship”

“Bren.” Jase seemed at aloss.
“Prevent the dji-senior from forbidding this move. That would be avery great help.”

“Got that straight,” Jasesaid. Andin Ragi: “ One under stands, and one most fervently wishes
you success, nandi-ji.”

“A mutua wish. Bgji-ngji, Jase-nandi.” He shut down the contact, and carefully patted Prakuyo on
the shoulder, since Prakuyo had touched him with such familiarity. “ Come. Rest, Prakuyo-ji. We go
re.”

Prakuyo might not have understood the essential word, but he got up and came aong, abroad,
rolling stride beside him, al the way back to hisborrowed quarters.

“Seep,” Bren said then, making the pantomime. “Rest.”

“Yes” Prakuyo said with adeep rumble. “Yes.” Prakuyo might be exhausted—hewas exhausted;
but preciouslittle time they might have before critical things happened: that the dlien craft got close,
demanding to comein; or that Sabin decided to come aboard and take command. Both things were



possible, concurrently, other people had made agreements without asking, and he was running out of
energy and out of ideas Smultaneoudy.

Mogt of dl he’d had to go running off settling that problem and not seeing to personal concerns, and
hisfirst question to Asicho, going back to the security post, was Banichi’ s whereabouts.

“Intheclinic, with Jago, nandi. He hasfollowed dl of this”

Banichi would; so would Jago. Could he doubt, aslong asthey were conscious? “| shal seethem,”
he said. “ Thank you, Asaji.”

Off to theclinic, closer to their front door, alittle room, seeming smdler till with their casudties and
the dowager’ s physician and ayounger aide.

Banichi had gotten abandage, at least. Bren inhaed to give himsalf room next acabinet and Banichi’s
chair, Jago standing on the other side.

“Y ou know what the dowager has agreed,” Bren said straight off.

“Of course” Jago said, and Banichi threw in, “Wewill bethere, Bren-ji.”
“I bear acertain guilt, only asking it of you.”

“Did | hear asking?’ Banichi said with alook at Jago.

“No,” Jago said, “one never heard asking.”

Helad ahand on Jago’ s shoulder, Banichi’ sbeing likely extremely sore. * Our guest seemscivil, at
least, nadiin-ji. My greatest worry is Sabin-aiji, if sheinvolves hersdf in decisonsaready taken.”

“Sabin-aji seemsbusy at the moment,” Banichi observed.

“May she stay that way long enough.” A large breath. He didn’t want to leave them. But they werein
competent hands, there was nothing useful he could do here, and he had to refocus his attention on his
own skills. Mogt of al he had to make decisions, to think about the core vocabulary they had to have,
and what he was going to say, and how he was going to negotiate a peace with avocabulary of some
fifty or sowords.

A gentle pat. One for Banichi, apiece of temerity, but Banichi was obliged, occasondly, to put up
with human notions. “One needs alittletime to think.Rest , nadiin-ji. Take painkillerswithout any
consideration of the matter ahead: we wish to project ease and pleasantness.”

Short laugh from Banichi. * Pleasantness”
“Think of going home, nadiin+ji,” Bren said. “Think of usdl going home.” A second pat. “ Thank you.”

He escaped before he could embarrass himsdlf further, shook off the scenein the clinic and the
memory of that glowing sirand of desperate refugees, the recollection that Gin and Sabin were
desperatdly engaged in amission that was going to complicate his own, in timing—none of these things
could betop priority in his head now.

They neededgo away anddestroy the station . They neededtake the inhabitants andexcuse us for
the inconvenience .

They possibly neededplease don’t come calling at our planet , but he didn’t see how he was going
to get a that oneif it wasn’t amutual desire for disentanglement.

And he might need stickier words, which could be a provocation to try to pull out of their guest. He
might need apad of paper and a pencil, to do diagrams.

A pocket full of sugar candies. That had been the most useful trade goods—forget trying to pretend
al thisnumber of humansand atevi didn’t have a planet somewhere, forget trying to conceal whereit



was. If that dien craft hadn’t been Sitting here waiting for them they might have lied about that issue—but
given adirection and adequate optics, no question they could find the earth of the atevi. Prakuyo’ sfolk
might ask about the origin of humans, if they correctly percelved they weren’t quite the same biologicaly,
andthat could bedifficult.No, believe us, we actually misplaced our home planet .

Trust was such a precious commodity.

Hetook alittle chance, from his own quarters, to consult Gin’ s staff, wondering how thingswere
going, not wishing to bother Jase with questions, and Gin’ s staff reported that Gin wastired, that she and
Sabin were swearing at each other, and that another of Gin’ steam was suited and out there.

Excellent. Beyond excellent. He sat down on his bed and fell backwards, eyes shut, seeing Gin,
suited, in that londly cameraview. Sabin, in that doorway.

That ship moving in on them, blip on a screen, more ominous than anything Braddock could il
throw at them.

What more did he want to say?

Come, go, give, take, you, we, they. Woman, man, child.
Fight, not fight. Shoot. Not shoot.

Food, water.

To, from, out of, on, off, over, under, around, through. Pesky directiona wordsthat in some
languagesweren’t words at dl.

Not. Ragi was dubious about negatives, wrapped them carefully in courtesies and precise formulae.

Always, never, soon, if. Truly the soft tissue of thought. Time. Time and degree of redlity.May and
could , those words of conjecture. No hope at dl of getting that far into the language. They had to stick
to concrete, demongtrable items and actions.

And which language? Prakuyo had picked up dementary Ragi hand over fist, in amatter of hours,
and six years among humans hadn’ t made him fluent—that he admitted, that he wanted to admit.

It argued that Ragi was a better bridge for Prakuyo’ s people. And it stated the truth: that humans
weren’t the highest power in these regions, that if one wanted to trade—another useful word—or talk—
the best language for it was likely going to be Ragi, and the authority that governed it all wasn't on the
gtation, nor even on the ship: it wasin Shejidan, and the dowager was its representative—hewasits
representative. He hadn’t abdicated his responsihilities. He' d acted on the ship’ s behaf because the
senior captain had stripped dl its security away—Ieaving, perhaps deliberately, atevi asthe ship’s
defense.

Atevi, like nature, abhorred avacuum. They moved in. He had. He didn’t want to argue the point
with Sabin, who probably thought she was running things—certainly he didn’t want to argueit in front of
the neighbors.

So, well.Leader, authority, government, people, nation . Those pesky abstract structures that
everyone called smple, that provoked so many wars.

Not to mention those pillars of atevi and human civilizationplease, thank you , andhave a nice day .
By the way Prakuyo took to the dowager’ s society,that element was present in yet another species.

The ship whined and flexed dements of itsgut it hadn’t used thisenergeticdly in dl histime aboard. It
had traveled empty. Now it drank down the survivors of this place, this Situation, those desperate
familiesand individuasthat wanted most of al to live, who had very little concept where they were going
or whether it was going to be better or not—nbut trusting even the appearance of diensamong them, in
what amounted to arush for the lifeboat. That augured well for their ability to fit in where they were



going.
Didn’'t cure the fact that Braddock was still loose, but the outflux gave Braddock lessand lessto

work with, and Braddock now had very little control over anything mechanica. The wisest among his
ades had to be gathering the family silver and running for the exit.

Helet hiseyes shut. Didn't trust himself and kept asteady count in hishead, whichif it began to
fater, he had to open them at once and stay awake.

One minute, two, three.

Com went off and he yelped asif he’ d been shot, grabbed it out of his pocket and thumbed it on, his
heart cregping down from afrantic beat. Had he dept?

“Bren?’ It was Jase. Agitated. “ Bren, do you read?’
God, what timewasit? An hour.Damn !

“Ligtening, listening, Jes-ji. Go ahead.”
“There’sfuel. Thereisfuel, Bren, do you hear”?
His heart legpt up again.

“And that ship’s still moving in, and we’re still pinned here with refugees coming aboard.
Senior captain wants me to put out a security contingent and bar the cold zones to the refugees
S0 we can move the ship in.”

To keep people out of the cold areas and reorient the whole procedure to a stable, locked-down
docking configuration. A lot safer for the passengers.

“Which doesn’t let us mate up with the alien ship,” Jase said further. “ And which is going to
create questions on their sideif we shift position... and is going to bring Sabin back aboard to do
it herself if | don’t take her request. She’s not informed what we’re doing. I’ m going to have to
tell her.”

“Better now than after she’s come back. | don’t like not having a secure com-line. Braddock’ siill
out there”

“l can send a courier. | can tell her I’m sending one to explain a situation.”
Thatwould taketime.
“What progress down there?’ Jase asked.

“An hour’ s unintended rest. But our guest had to be frayed, too. I’ m going back at it now. We'll be
ready, Jase.”

“Seepisprogress,” Jase sad charitably. “1n short supply up here, 1'll tell you. But our ETA for
that ship is about three hours and docking shortly after. If you’re going to put any presentation
together, just give us raw sketches and C2 can render them in the same form we’ ve used all
along with them.”

“Good idea”

“Gotto go.”

“Doit. Thanks. I’m back at work.”

Feet on the floor. Body upright. Quick pass of awet cloth to bring the wits back awake.

Sleegp was progress, and he hoped Banichi and Jago were making that kind.

He had to go wake Prakuyo up, and hope he could establish a safe mode of communication that had



taken his predecessors in Shejidan centuries of careful work.
Three hours. Three very short hours.

He needed more than skill. He needed someone very bright on the other end of the telescope; and he
hoped to God that Prakuyo, who’d survived six years of stubborn non-communication, was ableto
meet him at least hdfway.

Chaptéﬁ'wenty

<«

Prakuyo had been deeping, s0 Narani said—smdl wonder, deeping, Bren thought,
having been catch as catch could with bed for what seemed a very long time, now.

It was court dress, no question, with the ship drawing close.

“Advisethe dowager’ s staff,” he said to Narani, “that the foreign ship is three hours awvay. One might
add on alittletime to establish alink of some sort, nadi-ji, one has no idea. But by no means wake
Banichi or Jago. Jdadi can do that duty in theinterim.”

“Certainly, nandi,” Narani said—with Bindanda, hdping with the cuffs.

He would not have chosen formal dress at the moment, except that time came in such unpredictable
parcels, and one could hardly go visiting in one’s bathrobe.

Speeking of which—* One hesitates even to mention it, but what progress with clothes for our guest
towear?’

“Jdadi isassgting him, nandi,” Bindanda said. “ Our guest indicated a preference for ablue and
mauve brocade—we had three materiasin sufficient supply. The green seemed an dternate choice. The
gray and black he did emphatically reject for the coat. For the trousers, we used a medium weight blue
wool. With acream gk shirt that seems, by Jeadi’ sreport, to please him.”

Three choices. Trust his gaff to have had the resources, and the sensitivity to offer achoice and
report the outcome.

“Excdlent,” he said. His gtaff finished their hasty preparation and he stood ready, immaculate as they
could make him.

Not, immediately, for aforay onto the ship. He had a critical job to do before that, and hoped
meanwhile that Jase kept Sabin at arm’ slength.

“Jeladi reports our guest ready, nandi,” Narani said, one of those snippets of saff intelligence that let
coincidences happen so smoothly.

“Excdlent, Rani-ji.”

He secured a notebook and pen from the bedside and strolled out into the corridor. Indeed, Jeladi
wasjust bringing their guest out in—Bindanda should be proud—a very elegant coat, with abundant lace
on the shirt. For the feet—unatevi and broad—in that essentia detail, Bindanda had worked awonder,

an ankle-high boot with lacings that even looked comfortable. Nothing like good footwear to convince a
man hewasin good hands.

And Prakuyo, seeing him in his court splendor, looked, well—judging any expression on that broad
face was difficult—excited, at least. Prakuyo made anice little bow. He reciprocated with good grace.



“Come,” hesad, “nadi-ji. Comegt.”

Prakuyo seemed amenable, though alittle disappointed. Ah, Bren thought: Prakuyo had hoped they
were going straight to the ship. And till theworking of hydraulics went on, thelift system racing to
ddiver carsto the airlock and passengersto four-deck, just over their heads... crew had to be
scrambling, too, on last-moment needs and adjustments.

All of which might persuade an anxious guest that those sounds might include adocking in progress.

They went to the dining hall, sat down at acorner of the large table, and he immediately sketched out
themsalves, the station, an approaching ship with adirectiond arrow.

“Prakuyo’sshipiscoming,” he said in Ragi. Measured with hisfingersavery smdl distance. “Close.”

“Close” Prakuyo was attentive and cooperdtive, though rubbing hisface in theway of aman with
too little deep. “Close.” Measure of two thick fingers, fingerswith nails so broad and thick they
wrapped hdf the end of the digit—nailsthat, when they first dedlt with him, had been broken and rough.
Now they were manicured, filed short. “ Good. Good.”

Bren started naming bits of his sketch. And then asked, “ Prakuyo talk.”

It got only puzzlement. Hisrequest wasn’t expected, he thought. Six years, and maybe nobody had
ever asked Prakuyo to use his own language.

“Table” Bren said. Then said the samein Ragi, and indicated Prakuyo. He did the samefor chair,
then: “Prakuyo talk.”

“Akankh.” Prakuyo muttered. Then pointed at the table. “Noph.” The language had a difficult
popping consonant.

Bren tried it. Prakuyo repested it three times. There might be a fine distinction on the popping sound
—alanguage with severad smilar consonants, it might be, and Bren made his utmost effort. “Noph.”

Prakuyo gave him, in short order, pen, paper or notebook, floor, celling—demonstrable words.
Ship. Station, available in the picture.

“Sit,” Bren said, and Prakuyo gave him that word. Words they had established, they could cal up.
Sit and stand. Walk. Give and take. They had fourteen words. With three hundred—a body could get
through hisentire day, fluently.

Fourteen, however, didn’t al apply to what they had to discuss. He had hismental list of vocabulary
he wanted. Station, stationer, go. And afrightening decis on to take on onesdf—but he conceived of
very little chance Prakuyo’ sfolk wouldn’t cross paths again with atevi, and best try to define that
inevitable meseting, set a purpose, try to establish aprotocal ...

Trade. Trade was a concept heillustrated by ahuman and an atevi figure facing a Prakuyo-like
figure, with directiond signs and representative goods changing hands. Beadson astring. A shirt. A
pitcher. A plate of food. He exhausted his artistic skill with thoseitems, and he wasn't sure he had gotten
the right words. There were horridly complicated dteratives. tribute, marriage-gifts. God knew whether
Prakuyo had understood that human-atevi concept and given him the right word back.

But he kept trying, concentratedly. In dl the universe there was only this. In dl the wide universe,
there was only this one necessity—to engage Prakuyo’ s equally exhausted wits and to get some sort of
communication in three hours before that ship arrived. It didn’t matter what Ginny and Sabin were doing;
it didn’t matter what exchanges Jase was making with Sabin via courier and whether the whole Situation
was about to blow up. If that happened, the new Stuation was going to need vocabulary, understanding,
negotiation; and thiswas the safest, fastest way to get it. Down here, thingstook aslong as they took,
and the good will of thistired, perhaps questionably sane stranger was al-important.



His notebook disassociated into sheets of paper. He made diagrams of spatiad relationships: to, from,
toward, away from, off, over, under. He formed hypotheses and rudimentary sentencesin this new
language in which verb-forms seemed ssimple and directiona € ements seemed ungodly complex.
Prakuyo, with his newly-refined fingers and a pen ddicately held, drew gtick figures of his own—not
skinny, one-line beings, but beings of substance, rounded beings, beingswith U’ sfor legsand arms and
heft to the outlines... wasit surpriang?

“Human,” Bren said of hisown skinny short ones. “Atevi,” of the skinny tall ones. He tapped one of
Prakuyo’s. Twice.

“Kyo,” Prakuyo called them. They had not ironed out singular, dud, or plura. His species seemed to
bethat. Or it was smply the word for man, intelligent being, or us.

Kyo. So was Prakuyo, then, a persond name, or arank, or a species distinction?Was therea
concept of individudity? One thought so, sSince Prakuyo identified him and the dowager by name quite
accurately.

Bindanda brought atray and provided fruit juice. They gained the wordsfor cold and hot. Iceand
water; juice, or fluid.

“Banichi and Jago are awake, nandi,” Bindandainformed him, with thetray. “ The dowager likewise.”

He was not surprised, then, when Banichi and Jago turned up in the dining hall, their arrival noted,
but not interrupting the flow. They lisened—sditting at the end of the table, though their habit wasto
stand. They knew what he was attempting. They knew—the nationa experience of atevi and
Mospheirans—how desperately risky it was, this speaking to strangers. They remained unobtrusive.

Bren drew pictures, trying to make structure, and pushed for new words, pushed while Prakuyo was
il willing. He had by now more than ahundred new wordsjostling around in his head. A hundred
words could be an hour’ s conversation. Unfortunately one had to know theuseful words, the ones
attached to their persond stuation. They hadn’t yet communicated trust, or don’t blow up our ship,
please-thank-you, or, you can have the station; we don’t want it any more.

Negatives, God, the negatives, the not’sand no’sand neither’ sand nor’ s and other regjections. They
were an unexpected headache, with digtinctionsthat just didn’t make sense—asort of subjunctive of
negdivity, re ated—he decided—to degree of redlity. There was not, really not, and no way in hell
possible; but there was aso future-not, and past-not. And—one began to get the nightmarish picture—
there were smilar distinctions on various other modifiers.

God help him. More to the point, God help the peopl e he represented. He began, for the first time,
to believe he’ d undertaken the humanly impossible.

He couldn’t figure the past tense. He suspected asimilar difficulty. And began to suspect Prakuyo’s
language, besides having an array of nots, didn’t use |, was shaky on you, and worse, took truly
emotiona exception about he and they.

Which wasn’t wholly alinguistic worry. It was, granted Prakuyo was sane, awindow into a mentality
that really wasn’t quite humanor atevi, that had all aong had trouble with that he-they concept, and wasn’
t happy with the you-word, either.

That waswherethey’ d taken their last break. And his brain wasfogging. He had ahundred and one
methods for getting vocabulary out of an interview and he didn’t know how to get past the pronoun
problem. It seemed one of those right-wrong things, one of those trained-from-birth things, downright
invisibleto the owner of the reactions, but yes, Prakuyo got upset about pronouns, and, complicating
matters, in adult Ragi, their preferred language of communication, atevi continudly shifted the number of
personsinyou orme .

And somewhere in the hard-wiring of Prakuyo’s own massive body, this damnable € usive quantity



was, clearly, so smple—if onewere Prakuyo. If one’ s brain had the sights and sounds and smells and
emotiona context of being Prakuyo. Which ahuman hadn’t, and wasn’t, by along shot.

“We.” Prakuyo said that last in ship-speak. And pointed at him, and Banichi and Jago.
Wrong. That should be ayou, and he opened his mouth to say so.
And shut it. Prakuyo |ooked—dared one think—quite earnest about that mistake.

Bren followed agut ingtinct. Pointed to himsalf and Banichi and Jago. “We.” To himsdf and Prakuyo
and Banichi and Jago. “We.”

Prakuyo got up quickly, making that larmed booming sound. Banichi and Jago were on their feet
just asfadt.

But Prakuyo subsided back into hischair asif the air had been let out of him, and thrummed and
boomed and clenched his hands together in front of his mouth—not pleased. Or at |least—not feding
particularly stable at the moment.

And at alossfor words.

“Notwe?’ Bren pushed the point.

He won a dark-eyed, distraught look.

Banichi and Jago sat back down, stoic and impeccable.

“We.” That word again, indicating him, Banichi and Jago, but not including Prakuyo.
Don’t include me. Don’t assmilate me. Don’t absorb me.

We—some qudity of we—was as disturbing to Prakuyo asit was ordinary and al but invisbleto
humans and atevi. But not atake-for-granted among atevi; and not, even in hislifetime, an easy given
between humans and atevi. A fogged brain began to gather, beyond the obvious answer of axenophobia
Prakuyo never had demonstrated, that he smply had no wish to beincluded, and did not give his
consent to beincluded. That somehow, with him and with hiskind,we was afenced-off, difficult word
that might imply anything from viscerd distaste to outright hatred of outsders—no evidencein Prakuyo
for that; though that hole in the station might attest differently.

What was behind that reaction? Prakuyo’ swrist was as large as a human upper arm. Strength,
immense strength: thiswasn’'t aspeciesthat, in itsevolution, easily hid or ran; it might, perhaps, take
direct solutions; but with complementary ddlicacy, these hands had built spaceships. Prakuyo’ skind
must have made pots, learned agriculture, domesticated animals, made villages, made towns, made
cities, made whatever politica structureslet Prakuyo’ s kind cooperate and launch itsdf into space.

But Prakuyo’ s people had trouble including other specieswith itsdlf.
Or Prakuyo had trouble being included by others, or by them, specificaly.
Politics? Socid structure? Something that disgusted or frightened?

Prakuyo, however, was willing to sublimate that fedling enough to talk, to learn, even to express
enjoyment.

And suddenly something reverberated through the hull, a deep, distant shock. Banichi and Jago both
got up, and Banichi |eft them.

A shot? Bren wondered with a chill. Hostilities with the station, or had that ship out there moved in
and smply decided to blow its own way into the hull?

Wasdl timeup?
Prakuyo was incapable of looking worried, in human terms, but he looked at the door, looked about



him, the same.

“Hear,” Bren acknowledged the event. He had not yet gotten words forknow andnot know , was
unsure of those pesky soft-tissue conditionasif andthen . His attempt to extract them with aflow chart
had produced uncertain results—which, aong with the absence of pronouns, could mean bad news. A
st of conditionasthat didn’t jibe with Mosphel”, which was relatively smple, nor Ragi, which wasn't
amplea dl.If that was an exploson, nadiin,then we have aproblem...

Hewaslosng hisfocus, getting wobbly.

“Nandi,” Jago said, from the doorway, and he looked at her. “ Jase reports that the dien craft has
arrived and established a connection.”

Adrendin ran like atic through nerves aready on overload.

Then the habits of the diji’ s court came to the rescue, providing stability for asmal bow, an utter
microfocus on the Prakuyo meatter.” Prakuyo ship, Prakuyo-ji. It has come. Go up.”

Prakuyo absorbed that information and solemnly rose. Bren started for the door, then remembered
the notes, frantically gathered them up and gave them to Jago asthey reached the door. “These must get
to Jase. To C2.”

“Yes” Jago sad.

Asthelr party ran up against the resident seven-year-old, rigged out in lace and red and black
brocade, and behind Cajeiri his great-grandmother, in much the same, with gold; and behind the
dowager, Cenedi and reinforcements.

The dowager didn’t move that fast. Someone had been in close touch with Jase while he had been
locked in the throes of new vocabulary.

“Thishas gone on long enough,” 1lisidi said, and banged her cane againgt the deck. “We have our
invitation, one supposes, snce the ship has complied with Jase-aiji’ singtruction. Prakuyo-ji, we shall see
this ship of yours and settle this business.”

Prakuyo bowed, deeply, even gracefully. The change in dress had provoked no comment—afcourse

the staff had come up with something suitable: the dowager expected such miracles, and was prepared
to lead the way.

“My best car,” Cageri said, holding it safely in hisarms. A bow. Very best behavior, aswell.
Banichi came out of the security station and quietly waited for them.

A second stamp of the dowager’ s cane, a motion down the corridor toward the door. “Well,” she
said. “Shall we dither here, or have this business on the road?’

“Nandi,” Bren murmured, and drew adeep breath, and fell in with her, and with Prakuyo, Cgeiri
closing up ranks and staying rather closer to his great-grandmother—not a swift progress. not in the
dowager’ s company, but steady. They gathered up Banichi by the security station, and how the papers
got passed, or what arrangements flew in a handful of words between Jago and Asicho, he had no idea,
but he trusted the ship would ultimately have diagramsif he needed them.

The guards at the farthest doors opened them, and they walked to the lift and requested acar. Bren
drew out his pocket com and requested through to Jase during the wait.

“Jase” hesaid, “1 understand we’ ve got a connection to the ship. We're on our way. Looking
reasonably good. Got some graphics coming up to you.”

“We'll handleit,” Jase said. “ Bren. Bren, take very good care. | wish | was backing you.”
“You are,” Bren said. “No question. Our car’ scoming. Which lock?”



“Number 3. That’s 243 on the pad. We’re watching you, far as we can. Good luck.”

“Good luck to dl of us. Back in afew hours. Or not. If not, don’t do anything. Let mework it out. I'll
doit.”

“| trust you,” Jase said; and the lift door opened. “ A few hours.”

Thelast in Ragi. End of the conversation. He thumbed the unit off as he escorted the dowager and

Prakuyo through the doors. Cgjeiri next. Their bodyguard. He cast alook at Banichi, looking for signs of
wesr, and found none evident.

He couldn’t afford to divert his atention. Made up his mind not to. He wondered if he should have
brought a heavy coat. Then recalled that Prakuyo was quite comfortablein five-deck temperatures.

Prakuyo, at the moment, looked from the doors to them and back again, agitated, anxious—dared
one say, joyous? One certainly hoped so.

Long, long ride.
“How far up—" Cgjeiri began to ask, and the dowager’ s cane hit the decking. Y oung arms clenched
the car close; young head bowed. “One forgot, mani-ma.”

“Then one’ s attention was not on one’ singtructions. Thiswill be a strange place, and no questions.
Think mattersthrough, young Sr.”

Onedidnot answer the boy’ s question, no matter how tempted, in the face of the dowager’s
reprimand.

One smply took that advice for onesdlf. A strange place, and no questions, indeed. No ability to
ask. No words.

But hope. There wasthat.

The car dowed. Theilluson of gravity dowly left them. Bren found his heart pounding and his hands
swesting, afact he chose not to make evident. Cgeiri, who had seen zero-g, restrained himself
admirably.

Bren doggedly smiled at Prakuyo drifting next to him, at Banichi and Jago who, one noted, wore no

visible armament, no more than the dowager’ s guard—a peace del egation, Ragi-style; but hewasn't
surethey’ d pass a security scan. Which was Ragi-style, too.

Doors opened. A handful of Phoenix crewmen met them, drifting near the doors. They had sdearms,
but nothing ogtentatious. They were there to operate the locks for them and to sound an darm, one
suspected, if anything went massvely wrong.

“Good luck, sr. Ma’am. Sir.” Thelast, dubioudy, toward Prakuyo. With abow. Ship’s crew had
learned such mannerswith the atevi.
“Good,” Prakuyo rumbled, asthey drifted into the chamber, breaths frosting into little clouds.

Machinery worked and the doors behind them hissed and sealed, ominous sound. No panic, Bren
said to himsdlf, thinking strangely of the hiss of the surf on the North Shore. Sunset. Seawind.

Pumps worked only amoment; and the doors unsealed facing them.

Theair that met them made an icefilm on every surface, stung the fingers. Prakuyo bounded aong,
catching handgrips, and the dowager smply alowed Cenedi to draw her dong, while Cgeiri was quite
content to help himsdlf. Bren managed, teeth chattering, wishing there were aconveyor line.

Long, long progress, and one had the overwhelming fedling of being watched throughout, watched,
analyzed for weakness, and the human in the party was determined not to show how very fast he chilled

through.



They were arriving, findly, at an end, achamber with ametd grid, and Prakuyo entered it cheerfully,
beckoned them in and showed them to hold on.

Good idea. Doors banged shut, the whole affair began to move and spun about violently, under
unpleasantly heavy accdleration to give them afloor, after which the air that came wafting from the vents
camethick asaswamp, gill freezing whereit hit metal and condensed.

Rough braking. Cenedi supported the dowager, Cgeiri had to catch himself, and Bren just held on.

They weighed too much. The air was thick as aswamp a midnight. Doors whined and banged open
on adim, dank place, dark blue-green floor, dark greenish blue walls intermittent with deeper shadow—
asuccession of edge-on pandls, thelight so dim it fooled the eye.

A deep rumbling came from al around, and what might be words. Prakuyo bowed deeply, walked
forward astep, and out of the shadows a distance removed appeared a solitary, cloaked figure, with
Prakuyo’ sface, and Prakuyo’sbulk.

“Stop here,” Ilisdi advised, and the paidhi thoroughly agreed: no one should go further, but Prakuyo,
who waked afew paces on, bowed again.

Said ahandful of words, it might be, underlain with thrumming and booming.

Stark silence from the other sde. And as sllently—more cloaked individua s from behind the standing
pands, and more voices, more booming and rumbling until the floor sesemed to vibrate.

Not good, Bren thought, standing very still, not good if Prakuyo left them. It was not acomfortable
place, even to stand. He fdlt asif he’ d gained fifty pounds. The dowager’ sjoints would by no means
takethiskindly.

But Prakuyo extended an arm toward them—beckoning, one thought. “ Dowager-ji,” Bren said
quietly, and moved forward alittle. And bowed, as Prakuyo had. One trusted the dowager gave adight
courtesy. Their bodyguards, by custom, would not, until the Situation was certain.

“Introduce us,” the dowager said, “paidhi-aiji.”

“Indeed,” Bren said. He walked forward a step, and bowed, trying to assemble recently gained
words. “Bren,” he said, laying ahand on his chest. “From human and atevi ship. Good stand here.”

One hoped not to have made avocabulary mistake. An immediate murmur went through the
gathering, avisble shifting of stance.

“Iligdi, ateva, comes, says good on Prakuyo ship.”

Ilisdi waked forward apace, bringing Caeri with her, offering alittle nod. Cgeiri, wide-eyed, made
alittle bow of hisown, car clutched firmly againgt hisribs, and wisdly kept very quiet.

Prakuyo, however, had a deal to say. He waved an arm and talked—one could pick out words—
about the gtation, about going to the ship, about them, by name and individudly: he talked passionately,
thrumming softly under hisbregth, and walked from this Sde to the other, finally demongirating hisown

person.
“Bren,” Prakuyo said then. “ Come. Cometak. Say.”

Bren drew a breath, walked to Prakuyo’ s side, and gave another bow to the one who had appeared
firgt, the one Prakuyo had addressed. “ Bren Cameron,” he said, ahand on himsdlf.

“Good Prakuyo on Prakuyo ship.” Never using that chancywe . Never having found Prakuyo’ sword
for the same. “Bren, llisdi take humans from station to ship. Ship goesfar, far. Nofight.”

That other person spoke, not two wordsintelligible, and not thoroughly warm and welcoming, elther.
Prakuyo clapped a heavy hand on Bren’ s shoulder, acomfort, cons dering the ominous murmur



around about; and Prakuyo ta ked rapidly—shocking his hearers, to judge by the reaction.
“Cadm,” Bren said in Ragi. “One asks helpful calm.”

“Cdm,” Prakuyo agreed—knowing that word, it turned out. And launched on an oration in hisown
language, his one hand holding Bren steady, his word-choice something about station and Madison,
quite angrily—then something about Ilisidi, and Bren, about Bindanda—perhaps about teacakes, for all
Bren could tdll, and atorrent besidesthat.

There was an argument, a clear argument going on.

And one had to think that for well over six years neither humans nor Prakuyo’ s species had made
sense to each other, and that the reason they were dl standing here in thisfix might well have had to do
with a now-deceased captain poking about in solar neighborhoods that weren’t his—it wasn't just
Prakuyo’ sgrievance; it was likely anumber of Prakuyo’ s people with complaints about the goings-on.

Prakuyo, however, let him go, and engaged in noisy argument with severd others. Brentried to
decide whether it was prudent to get out of the way; but then Ilisidi moved, dowly, consderately, with
Cgeiri, and Banichi and Jago found opportunity to move up into hisvicinity: but aperson used to the
Assassins’ Guild noted Cenedi had not moved with the group—Cenedi had stayed back there with his
partner, nearer the door, and most certainly was armed.

“Not comefight,” Bren interjected into Prakuyo’ s argument, seeing tenson rising on thissdeand
that, and at alight tap of the dowager’ s cane, wanting his attention, interposed atrandation.
“Dowager-ma, | am atempting to assert our benevolent intentions. They are discussing what happened
here. Prakuyo-nadi seemsto be taking afavorable position. But we have no ideawhat Ramirez-aiji may
have doneto provoke this: | am suspicious he, rather than the ation, triggered hodtilities.”

“Pish.” A wave of the hand. “One cares very little what they and humansdid.” Bang went the cane.
“Nowwe are annoyed, and we wish a sensible cessation.”

Therewasamoment’ s sartled silence. Prakuyo said something involving llisidi, and Cagjeri, and
something Bren couldn’t remotely follow—arapidfire something that brought acloser generd attention
on llisdi and the boy.

Then came what might questions from the senior personage, involving llisidi and the boy. And him.
And Banichi and Jago. They were short of vocabulary and on very, very dangerous ground, and the
argument concerning them was getting atogether past them. Not good.

“Nand’ Prakuyo.” Respectfully, since Prakuyo was clearly a person able to give and take with the
leadership of thisvessel. “ Say to this person that humans and aevi go away. Not want to fight. Want to
go soon,”

“We,” Prakuyo said, and said aword of hisown language, indicating himself and dl the others. Then
that sameword including Bren and Ilisidi and al the rest. And something more complicated, more
emphatic, that provoked strong reaction, dismay.

Damn, Bren thought, wondering what that past argument aboutwe andthey might have produced
here. Prakuyo’ sfolk didn’t like that word. Passionately didn’t want to be lumped together with
non-whatever-they-were. Prakuyo hadn’t been for it, ether.

But Prakuyo argued with theideanow. Argued, with occasiona booms from deep in his chest that
sounded more deeply angry than mournful. And finaly gave awave of his hand, ending argument,
producing some instruction to the onlookers.

“Drink,” Prakuyo said, “comedrink.”

Was that the resolution? An offering so deep in the roots of civilized basicsit resonated across
specieslines?



“Nandi,” hesaidto llisdi, “we are possibly offered refreshment, which in my best judgment would
not bewiseto refuse.”

“About time,” Ilisidi said, hands braced on her cane. “ Great-grandson?’
“Mani-ma”

“We shdl see the most correct, the most e egant behavior. Shall we not?’
“Y es, mani-ma.”

“Come,” Prakuyo said to them, “come.”

“Cenedi,” llisdi said, and their rear guard quietly added themsalves back to the party asthey walked
dowly with Prakuyo, between two of the edge-on panels, into deep shadow that gave way to abroad
corridor, with adjacent pandls sharply danted, obscuring whatever lay inside.

Two such moved, affording accessto aroom of cushioned benches of atevi scale, and Prakuyo
himsdlf came and offered his hand to llisidi, whose face was drawn with the effort of moving in this place.

It wasn’t court protocol. It was, however, courtesy, and sensiblein this place of dim light, uncertain
footing, and exhausting weight: Ilisidi dlowed hersdf to be seated, patted the place beside her for
Cageiri, and on her other side, for Bren.

Prakuyo aso sat down, with that other individua, who proved, in better light, to be an older, heavier
type, with numerousfolds of prosperousfat.

Y ounger persons brought atray with amedium-sized pitcher and aset of cups—one would expect
tea, and a human experienced in atevi notions of teaworried about alkaoids; but what the young
persons poured for them proved to be water, pure, clean water.

“Very good,” Ilisidi remarked, which Prakuyo trandated; and himsalf poured more for her and for
the rest of them.

“Good,” Prakuyo said. “Good come here.” He said something more to the older person, and by now
others had comein to observe, and to listen to Prakuyo’ s account, which ranged much farther than Bren
could follow.

It took the tone, however, of astoryteller getting the most out of the Situation, and came down to
mention of their names again, and expansive gestures that looked unpleasantly like explosions.

“llisidi,” Prekuyo said then. “ Say.”

“We have come,” llisidi said, paying no attention to this gross breach of courtly protocols, “we have
come to settle matters, to recover these ill-placed humans and take them away, where they will cause
you no further trouble. The ship-aiji who caused these difficultiesis dead. The station-aiji who trested
you badly is deposed and will never have power again, and the ship-aiji who rescued you isnow in
charge of the ship and the station. We take no responsibility for the doings of these foreign humans but
we are glad to have returned you to your ship.”

Prakuyo launched into God-knew-how-accurate atrandation, or explanation, or smply an
elaboration of hisprior arguments. At which point he asked for something, and one of the lesser persons
ran off, presumably on that errand.

Prakuyo kept talking, overwheming al argument, dominating the gathering. Clearly, Bren thought,
thiswasnot acommon person, though what the hierarchy was on this ship was not readily clear. Six
yearsthey’ d sat watching, observing—by al evidence of the damage done to the station, capable of
samply taking it out, and of having done so before Prakuyo ever came close enough to get himsdlf in
trouble. But they’ d taken atwofold approach: first to send in aliving observer, then to sit and wait—Ilong
on ahuman timescae—sx years.



For what? For Prakuyo to teach the humansto talk to them? For the ship that had left to come
back? They hadn’t hit it, either, but they might well have tracked it.

A cautious folk. Capable of doing the damage they’ d done—but they’ d taken along time to respond
to Ramirez’ sintruson: they’ d comein on the station rather than the mobile ship; they’ d gotten provoked
into aresponse, and then sat and watched the result. Thiswasn’t, one could think, a panicked,
edge-of-capability sort of action, rather an action of someone as curious as hostile, wanting to know
exactly how wide and fast the river was before they tried to swiminiit.

The errand-runner came back with atablet of opague plastic and amarker, which Prakuyo took,
and offered to Bren.

Communicate. Do the pictures. He obliged, and saw to his amazement that hisvery first mark
appeared on apane at the end of the room. He had an audience. He could sart at the beginning. He
could make them understand how the whole business had happened. Or he could try. Or he could just
et to the point.

He drew aplanet and asun. “Earth,” he said. “ Sun.” He drew aship going out. “ Ship. Human ship.”
He shaded adark spot along itsroute, drew many arrows going out, drew spirals and circlesfor the lost
ship’sroute. A dotted line. To agtar. Solid line to another star. “ Atevi earth. Human ship.”

Prakuyo dected to interpret—one only hoped he got it right; but Prakuyo had been locked into this
limited vocabulary, part of the attempt to communicate.

“Human gtation. Atevi world. Human ship goes away. Humans go from station to atevi world.”
Moretrandation.

“Humans, atevi on earth. Human, atevi, we. Ship they. Ship goes here, here, here. Ship makes
sation here. Ship goes here and here” A complicated course, dways centering on the second station.
“Prakuyo ship comesto the human station, fight. Ship comesto station, comesto atevi world. Atevi and
human, we come up to station, say to ship, you take humans from station, bring here to atevi and
humans. Atevi and human we want no fight Prakuyo ship. Atevi and humans take Prakuyo on ship, take
to Prakuyo ship. Nofight.”

Again, atrandation, vehement and excited. Prakuyo got up and demonstrated his atevi clothing, to
the good, one thought: Prakuyo was not at all unhappy with his trestment on the ship.

It seemed an opportune moment, given the precedent of the water offering. Bren took his packet of
fruit candiesfrom his pocket and offered them to Prakuyo, who cheerfully took them, ripped the packet
with a sharp tooth, and offered them about.

Thesewere appreciated.

“Prakuyo-ji.” A young atevi voice, uncharacteristically muted. Cgeiri got up very carefully, and
handed Prakuyo hiscar. “I brought it for you.”

Prakuyo took the offering, and took Cajeiri in astrong embrace, and talked with agreat deal of
booming and humming, even tugging Caeiri’ spigtail, unthinkable familiarity, but Cgeri waswise and
held his peace.

Questions started. A lot of questions. And lengthy answers. Fruits appeared, on platters. It began to
be afedtivity, and if they could exit unpoisoned, Bren said to himsdif, they might secure the peace.

Onetasted such things very gingerly. Only ataste. But that much surely was mandatory. Therewasa
general easing of tendon. More offering of water. Of little bits of bread and ail, which human taste found
encouragingly safe-tasting.

“Good,” Prakuyo said with enthusiasm. “Good.” A powerful pat on the shoulder. “ Bren take humans



from gtation. Get dl humans. Kyo take station.”
“Yes” Bren said. Best they could get. They’d blown the archive. “Kyo good.”

“Human-atevi good.” Another blow to the shoulder. “1lisidi go take Cgjeiri. Go ship. Prakuyo come,
go, come, go, moretak.”

Permission to go. Prakuyo would go with them and come and go at will. One could by no means ask
better.

“Oneisgrateful.” A bow. Perspiration glistened on Ilisidi’ s brow. They had to get Ilisidi out of this
heavy place. “ Aiji-ma, we shdl go back to the ship and continue negotiations.”

“Indeed,” llisdi said, and—Bren'’s heart |abored for her—rose, leaning on her cane. Cenedi moved
to assist, but bang! went the cane on the floor, startling every person present except those who knew
her. “We shdl do very well for oursalves,” she said, and gave apalite, leisurely nod to Prakuyo. “We
shall go to our ship. We shall have a decent rest. Then we shal be pleased to meet your delegation.”

“The dowager says good, talk soon,” Bren trandated the intent into Prakuyo’ slanguage, and bowed
asthe dowager turned, waking dowly. Cgeiri asssted her, providing hisyoung arm under the guise of
being shepherded along. Cenedi went closeto her.

Prakuyo bowed during thisretreat. Wonder of wonders, the rest bowed—perhapsgrandmother
trandated very well, and found specia resonance among the kyo.

Ilisdi seemed quite pleased with hersdlf, standing square on her feet at the back of the
airlock-combined-with-lift, asthe rest of their party hastened aboard.

The door shut. The car started through its gyrations, and Ilisidi, off balance, had to accept Cenedi’s
arm. And her great-grandson’s, on the other side.

“They seem perfectly civilized,” she said. “One can hardly see why we have had these difficulties.”
“Braddock-aiji,” Caeri said, having abone-deep atevi understanding of how theintrigues|ay.

Thelift spun through its path and delivered them to the tube; and here, without gravity, Ilisidi let
hersalf be moved gently along. Bren followed, glancing to be sure Banichi wasdl right: Jago was close
by him, Cenedi’ s men close behind.

They had doneit. Bren alowed himsdf the dizzying thought. Prakuyo and he would talk, they would
take their notebooks and their little dictionaries and make some sort of agreement.

They reached the frosted airlock, and locked through to the astonishing sight of an ordinary human
face—severd of them. Jase was one.

“Nandi.” Immediately Jase bowed to the dowager, who found it an opportune moment to sit down
on the let-down seat at the guard post, her cane braced before her, her hands as pale as ever Bren had
seen, and frost agray sheen on her pepper-shot hair.

Cgeiri got down on his knee beside her and rubbed her arm. “It was very brave, mani-ma.”

“The dowager has gotten us an agreement,” Bren said quietly, to Jase, in Ragi. “ Undefined, asyet,
but expressons of willingnessto talk.”

“Your job,” Jase said, laying ahand on his recently bruised shoulder. “You’ll do it. We'redill
boarding passengers. We can do that and talk; and then we get to the fuel. Excellent job, nadi.”

“Hardly my doing.” Hefound himsalf wobbly in the knees and envied the dowager the sest, but
would by no means didodge her, or suggest they send for transport. “ One believes the dowager will do
very well with alittle rest and warmth, Jasesji. A little hot teamight come quite welcome.”

“A littlelessof tak,” Ilisdi said, and gained her feet, frightening them dl. “Thelift will get ushome



well enough. Jase-diji, attend us down.”

Jase doubtless had athousand things on his mind. But he had akey that preempted al other codes,
and got them alift car, despite the traffic that continualy whined and thumped its way through the ship’s

length.

The dowager walked in under her own power. Bren walked in, attended by therest, al of themin
one packet.

“Prakuyo will come back aboard to talk,” Bren said.
“Prakuyo.” Jasetried the name ouit.

“Wethink that’ shisname. It could be his species” So little they knew, at this point, about each
other. Severa things pleased the kyo about their expedition: the presence of an elder was one. Severd
things the kyo found shocking: the inclusion of themsdlvesin the wordwe certainly seemed amatter of
high debate.

But Prakuyo seemed about to make the jump.

Chapter ?v?enty—One

Not much to report ,brother, except ignore the last will and testament, which now
seems embarrassing. We' ve loaded precisely4043 personsand put their luggage through stringent
checks for contraband, though what contraband one could find in this desolate station, | can’t
imagine. Fruit sugar has produced a few stomach complaints, but the addiction is spreading.
Likewise the taste for green plants. A few of the old people insist it gives them stomach ache, and
they want their yeasts, but that’s only to be expected, | suppose .

I’ve met numer ous times with Prakuyo and his association, there and here, during the last two
days, and we’re mor e establishing vocabulary than conducting truly meaningful negotiations, but
it’s pretty clear they’re to take over the station, which is not that far from places they consider
theirs—more about that when | get back, when we can discuss this on a suitable beach.

Banichi took a little damage, which is mending nicely. Jago is coddling him shamelessly.
More later.

Aiji-ma, we are about to fuel the ship, and there will be no further difficulty. Gin-aiji has
vouched for the machinery as of this morning.

A small note: Prakuyo-aiji indicates the observing ship was regularly receiving supply and
exchanging information with others during the last six years, and that Ramirez-aiji had indeed
encroached on places the kyo prefer to keep untraveled. The kyo attempt at approach apparently
frightened Braddock, which ended in the kyo envoy being held these last six years. The kyo are
very glad to know that responsible persons have shown up to rein in such adventures, so that kyo
and atevi and humans may establish the nature and extent of their associations in reasonable
Security.

It should be noted that the kyo ship is very heavily armed, or at least was capable of
extraordinary damage. | directly asked Prakuyo if he had knowledge of any other peoples beyond
atevi and humans, and he seemed to say that such persons were not welcome in kyo territory. The



kyo may be a barrier to such foreignersarriving in atevi regions, or they may have enmities of
their own, a possibility which may indicate more caution in our relations with them. They do seem
reasonable once approached at close range, but one cannot give credit enough to the
aiji-dowager’ s wise influence as an elder, which position they do greatly respect, and the fact that
she could speak to them in a language recognizably not the language of humans who had
offended against the kyo.

They form powerful associations among themselves based on kinships, as best one can guess.
They are completely puzzled by the association of atevi and humans: this state of affairs requires
an intellectual, perhaps profoundly emotional leap for them to accept as applicable to them, as
difficult at least as humans and atevi discussing personal ties on a rational level. But they have
moved from passionate rejection to curiosity, at least in the person of several of them. They have
never traded outside their own association, except, one gathers, as a preliminary to absorbing
that neighbor, but do conceive that trade relations with another powerful and alien association is
atopic for discussion. Snce there seemsto be a historical precedent of trade leading to
absorption of neighbors, there may be indications for caution here. Relations will need to be
stabilized and well-defined. We are attempting to build the foundations for a lexicon, and may
appoint Reunion as a more or less neutral venue in which further discussions can take place.
Prakuyo seems very anxious to have this established. If | correctly understand him, the kyo
believe that persons once met stay associated—that the universe will not be whole unless what
has met remains in association. Thismay be areligious or a philosophical belief. It is one that
may be troublesome in interspecies relations, and may account for the kyo’s persistence. From
the time Ramirez began intrusions into kyo territory, trouble was likely.

Ship’s crew had intended to place Ramirez’'s remainsinto the station as they destroyed it, for
respectful and fitting cremation; since the station will go into kyo hands, they have deter mined
instead to give himto the local sun aswe depart this place.

For therest, Sabin-aiji has returned to the ship. Sabin-aiji has received communication from
Braddock-aiji, who seeks assurances of safe passage, which she has granted. We shall be very
sure heis suitably housed and protected from those he has offended. We shall reposition the ship
for fueling, preparatory to departure from this place.

Therefore, aiji-ma, | have a great deal of work to do in a very short time. We have contacted
a dangerous and different set of foreigners who may present far less danger if our
communications can be more accurate. ..

He hadn’t meant to fall adeep on the desk. He had a mesting to get to. Not with Prakuyo, thank
God, but Jase was coming down to supper. With the dowager. WithSabin , God save them.

Staff wasin hardly better condition. He had sat about in his bathrobe this morning, Narani arriving
late and absolutely scandaized that he had sat in the chill making notes, but that was very well—he was
doing what he had studied dl hislifeto do, and so absorbed in it he had little cognizance outside that
job, when hewasinit.

Lord of the province of the heavens, not by choice. Paidhi-aiji—that, quite happily so, with ahdf a
ream of notes and sketches and avoyage that seemed al too short ahead of him.

“Nandi.” Jeadi had comein, hoping to help him dressfor dinner. He stood up, and stood thinking
about nouns and whether kyo linguistics exactly had tense—now and then were remarkably confusable,
or they were smplifying for theforeigners, or using atrade tongue: contact with outsiders seemed to
have aformula, among them, and since they tended to swallow what they met, thinking it the proper way
to do things, therewas alittle danger in letting kyo fdl into formulaat al.

Penetrate beyond the trade tongue, if that was what it was. It might take him coming back to



Reunion. He rather well hoped to train a handful of sensible sortsto do that, a human-atevi association
that could collect data—damn, he wanted his beachfront and his comforts, not to be sitting out hereina
Sed vault.

He arranged the cuffs, straightened his coat. Bowed his head so that Jeladi could see to the white
ribbon. White, for the paidhiin.

Jdadi gave him amirror, and he approved. Down severd kilos, he was. He could live with that
change. He hoped to maintainiit.

“Very good, Ladi-ji.” A little sound warned him of a presence in the doorway—he was not surprised
to see Banichi and Jago waiting for him.

“Nadiin-ji.”
“Nandi,” Banichi said, and they escorted him down the corridor toward the dining hall.
Mission dl but accomplished.

A pleasant evening. The dowager’ stable, and Sabin. And Jase, whom the crew took for abonafide
captain these days.

So did Sabin. That wasthe redl change.

Separation of nations that have once met is dangerous:. that seems the most accurate
expression of kyo views of politics. What has met will meet again. What cannot stay in contact is
a constant danger of miscalculation.

Curious notion. Possibly even demonstrable, in history. One wonders whether thisis a refined
philosophy, out of successful experience.

Oneisvery certain we need to go slow with this.

In that notion, we’ve said a kyo goodbye to Prakuyo, who avows he will see us again. This
somewher e between threat and promise.

The dren went. Warning.
Timeto shut down and take hold.
“Takehold, takehold, takehold.”

Theilluson of gravity left them. The ship was sorting itsdf out. It had itsgut full of stationers who had
never been through this. They announced every smadl move.

Curious, Bren thought, that he’ d gotten to view this as easy.
All thingsbeing rdative—it was.

He shut hiseyes. They were supposed to have alittle trangtiona time before they underwent another
acceleration. The weightless epi sode was a test—convincing stationersthat they really had to stow
items. So Jase had forewarned him.

Hedept alittle, drifting with alittle safety tether to the head of the bed.
Waked as the warning siren went off. Gravity returned.
Jago wasn’t back. She’ d gone off on some cdl from Banichi, and wasn’t back yet.

“Thisisthereal one, ladies and gentlemen. We're about to fold space. Kindly stay put until the
all-clear.”

Maybe she wasn’t coming. Maybe something had been going on. Maybe a crisis on staff, someone



needing help...
He heard running stepsin the hdl. Sat up. Asthe siren went off, sharp warning bursts.
Jago came through the door, crossed the floor and landed on the bed in the space he made.
“Nadi-ji?" He was concerned.
A giddy feding ensued. The ship began to easeitsway out of the ordinary universe.
“One gpologizes,” Jago said, breathless—for her, quite unusud.
“Trouble?’ Difficulty bresthing, himsdlf, for the moment.
“Nand’ Cgjeiri had apocketful of dice.”

“Dice?” A commontoy. They camein setsof eight. His staff had been called in. Cenedi must have
been having fits. “Was hethrowing them?”

“Hecdled it an experiment,” Jago said. “To know, one understands, whether the numbers come up
the samein freefall ason earth.”

He was appdled. The things became missiles under acceleration.
And intrigued. He had to ask.
“Dothey?’

Jago laughed. That wonderful sound. And was still out of breath, as the universe ebbed and flowed
around them. “A flaw in the notion, failure to ascertain true rest. Two werelost. Cenedi was entirely out
of sorts”

“You did find them.”
“Of course”

Of course they had found them, or Jago would not have left. “Excdlent,” he said, thinking of dicein
freefdl. Jago waswarm besde him.

Safe. Secure. All dice accounted for. Bgji-ngji. They were going home.
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