Eight: 3047 AD
The Olden Days, The Broken Wings

Hoping Maryawould make no sense of the data before him, Niven told her, “I” m checking to see where
people go when they leave The Broken Wings. If agtatigtically significant number emigrateto certain
worlds, we can begin to infer both their fantasies under dome conditions and what it istheat attractsthem
to aparticular typeworld. If it’ senvironmentd, then we’ ve discovered away to ease the negatives of
domelife.” He hoped he sounded tutoria. He cranked it up anotch to be sure. “ Ubichi specidizesin
negative environment, high-yield exploitation operations. Employee turnover has become amagjor
problem because of the expense of training and transportation for some of our field operations. It’sinthe
corporate interest to reduce those costs by keeping our employees happy and comfortable.”

Pretty glib, he thought. He congratulated himsdf. “What' re you doing here?’
“Looking for you. We had adate.”

“Nottill ... Holy Christ! Look at thetime. Hey beautiful lady, I’m sorry. | got on the track of
something. | worked right through lunch. Give me aminute, will you? I’ [l finish up, cal my secretary, and
we can get moving.” He grinned. “1 have to check in. Education didn’t wear the Old Earth off of him.

Y ouwouldn’t believe the hdl he gave melast night!”

Heno longer fdlt the smile. Shewasturning him to gdatin again.

Mouse did not answer his buzz. Niven would have been surprised had he done so. The call wassmply a
ploy to get the data out of Marya’ s Sight, and to seize timeto create a plausible structure of lies atop
those he had just told.

He needed no story. Marya asked no questions except, “What do you want to do?’
He amost replied with the hard truth.

“I’ve had it with work, but we about covered everything last night. Angel City isn’t swing-town.”
Gdlantly, he added, “1’ m content just being with you. Y ou pick.”

Shelaughed. “ And they say there’ s no romance left on Old Earth. How about we just go for awak? |
fed likeagood long one”

“Uh....” Hishands started shaking.

He had gotten out young, but the lessons of an Old Earth’ s childhood died hard. People who did not
learn them young aso died hard. Not to walk the streets without a gang of friends was one of the
grictest lessons of the motherworld.

Thiswas not Old Earth. Desth did not make the streetsits home here. But the sticktights did lurk there,
and they might up the ante in the game at any minute.

“How comeyou’ regrinning?’

“That’sno grin, lady. That’swhat they call arictus. Of fear. I’m Old Earther. Y ou know how hard it
would befor meto wak down a sireet without at least fifty guysto back me up?’

“| forgot. But there’ s nothing to worry about here, Gun.”



“You know it. | know it herein my head. But down herein my gutsthere’ s acaveman who sayswe’re
both liars”

“Ifit'sredly thathard . . .”

“No, don’t get upset. | didn’t say | wouldn’t try. I’ ve got to get used to it. Hell, | force mysdif to get out
asmuch as| can. | just wanted to warn you so you won't think it’ syour fault if | get alittlejumpy and
quiet.”

“You'll settledown. You'll see. Thisisjust about the dullest, least dangerous city in The Arm.”

A few hourslater, shortly after The Broken Wings' early night had fallen, Niven snarled, “What did you
say back at the hospitd ? Something about the safest streetsin the galaxy?’

The darkness of the dley pressed in. Hisfrightened eyes probed the shadows for movement. The
lase-bolt had missed his cheek by acentimeter. He still felt the hest of it. “ Even my toenails are shaking,

lady.”

Maryafingered her hair. A bolt had crigped it while they were running. Niven’ s nogtrils twitched asthey
caught the sharp burnt hair odor.

Marya' sface was palid in the glow of adistant streetlight. She was shaking too. And apparently too
angry to respond.

“Y ou got ajea ous boyfriend?’
She shook her head, gasped, “Thisisn’t Old Earth. People don’t do thingslike this out here.”
Niven dropped to al fours and crawled to the alley mouth.

Heavy work was not his province, but he had had the basic programs given dl field agents. He could
make ashow if he had to.

He had to do something now. The dley was a cul-de-sac. And the rifleman might be teamed. A
deathtrap could be closing.

A bolt scarred brick above his head. He rolled away, growling, “ Starscope. Damn!” But he had spotted
the triggerman. The bolt had come from atop a warehouse across the street.

“Can’t be much of ashot,” Niven mumbled. “That isn’t fifty meters”
If he could survive the sprint acrossthe street . . .

There was a gartled exclamation from the gunman’ s position, then a choked wall of fear and pain. A
body plunged off the warehouse roof and thumped into the street.

Niven was acrossin an ingant, shoving himsalf into the warehouse wal while he sudied the corpse.
The wesk light revedled the limper from the Marcos |obby. Hiswindpipe had been crushed.

Every man’ ssignature is unique. And an assassin leaves agrim sort of signature on hisvictims. Niven
knew this one. He peered upward.

Why would Mouse be shadowing him?



Not that he objected. Not right now.
Maryaarrived. She averted her eyes. “Y ou must have aguardian angel.”

“Oneof usdoes.” He stared at her. Something clicked. It was nothing he could define, just atweak of
uneas ness because she had not asked him why anyone would want to kill him. A civilian would have
asked that right away.

He looked for the assassin’ s wegpon, did not seeit. “1’m going to try to get onto that roof.”
“Why? Shouldn’t we get out of here?’
Another click. Civilians started screaming for the police. Outworlds civilians, anyway.

“Yeah, | guess. If he had anybody with him we would have heard from them by now.” But whereto go?
he wondered. Not the hotel. Not with the number officialy on. Not with the war rules proclaimed. And
not to a safehouse. He did not yet know what Mouse had arranged. And he could not make the
fdlbacksto find out with Maryatagging dong.

The death threat had a erted the professional in him. Had raised barriers that would wall off the whole
universetill he had sorted the friends from enemies and noncombatants.

“We could go to my place,” Marya suggested.

Memories of countless spy and detective dramas battled for Niven’ s attention. Wasit al a setup? Three
misses at fifty meters seemed unlikely for even aclumsy assassin. But he did not want to believe that
Maryawasinvolved. She was such amagnetic, anima woman. . .

Bdieveit or not, only acretin would have ignored the possibility completely. Surviva had becomethe
stake on the board.

He dared not let her know he was suspicious. “All right.” He looked around fearfully, having no trouble
projecting shakiness and confusion. “But | ve got to do a couple of thingsfird.”

Their eyes met. And he knew. He did not want it to be, but it was true. She was the enemy. Right now
shewastrying to find an excuse to stay close to him that would not arouse his suspicions.

Shewas not agood actress. Under stress she could not control the body language signals that betrayed
her thoughts.

Hefdt betrayed and hurt, though he had known her just one day.
He had aways needed to be wanted. Not for whom or what he was, but just as a human being.

Human. Was she even human? There was no sure way of telling without complicated tests. Geneticists
were certain that humanity and the Sangaree shared a prehistoric ancestry.

She might even be the new Sangaree Resident. The last one had been awoman.
“Where do you stay?’ he asked.
She chose not to push. She explained how he could get to her apartment.

“You don’'t haveto do this,” hetold her, then cursed silently. By saying that, he had tacitly admitted
being the sniper’ starget. But sometimesit was necessary to take chances. He could at least feed her



belief in hislack of suspicion. “It might be dangerous.”

“Thet’sdl right. I’ ve never beeninvolved in anything likethis” Feigned excitement illuminated her face.
“What have | gotten mysdlf into, Gun?’

It was smoke screen time. “ Sweetheart, | don’t know. | really don’t. Thisisthe second timel’ ve been
jumped, but nobody bothered to tell mewhy last time either. They tried it right in the Marcos before.
The day we got here. And we don’t even know anybody here. But people have been following meall
thetime, and . . . If you'rean Old Earther, you sense thingslike that.”

“Maybeit’ snot you. Maybeit’ syour friend.”

“John?1 never thought of that. | guessit’s possible. | don’t redly know anything about him. The
Corporation sent him. Anyway, whatever’ sgoing on, | mean to find out.”

He had yielded just enough distorted truth, he hoped, to leave her with doubts. A lot depended on
whether or not the opposition had been able to evade Mouse’ s bug-scans.

“Will you bedl right, Marya? Should | walk you home?’
“I’ll manege”

“Probably be safer without me, anyway. Seeyou in awhile” He glanced at the dead man, then the
streets. Not a soul was stirring.

It was odd how people sensed a gathering storm, then stayed inside where they would witness nothing
and run no risks. Though this was awarehouse digtrict, there should have been sometraffic. Hell. Where
were the security patrols? Where were the police cruisers?

He had seen the same thing happen on Old Earth, where the gangs went to their guns at the dightest
provocation. Citizens and enforcers dways kept alow profiletill the sink of gunsmoke |eft the air.

Mouse was not at the first falback, nor had he left amessage. Niven did find ahastily scribbled message
at the second. It told him that Maryawas the new Sangaree Resident. And, asif in afterthought, Mouse
went on to say that he was on the run from a dozen men who had gotten onto him after the incident at
the warehouse.

Niven scratched areply, explaining where he would be. The drop was large, so heleft the notes he had
taken at the Med Center.

Those had to be salvaged no matter what. Maybe by Chief Navy Recruiter for The Broken Wings. He
wasthe Bureau Angel City station chief.

Niven began drifting, killing timein order to give Marya a chance to make amove that would illuminate
the outfit’ s current thinking. After an hour he picked up a sticktight.

His shadow was a d eepy-faced thug pretending to be aderdlict. A not-too-bright offworlder, Niven
decided. Angel City wastoo young and thoroughly ordered to sustain even aone-man Bowery.

The man did not move in. They were hoping he would lead them to Mouse.

He observed his shadow’ s tradecraft more out of curiosity than concern. The man was a professona
but unaccustomed to this kind of work. He was probably a shooter or runner grabbed ssmply because
he was available. He could be shaken at leisure. Niven shifted him to the back burner of avareness.



He drifted toward Marya’ s gpartment. His nerves settled. He decided what he was going to do.

Hedid not relax completely. They might catch Mouse. Then hislife would be worthless. But while
Mouse remained at large, he was sure, they would not harm him.

He shook the sticktight, found a public comm, woke the Angel City station chief, explained where the
Med Center information was hidden. He used aword code the other side would need hoursto unravel —
assuming they weretapping at al.

He reached Marya’ s gpartment as dawn began coloring the dome. The molecularly stacked plastic
glimmered redly. Asthe sunlight changed its angle of incidence, the plastic would aternate between
trangparency and a progression up an iridescent spectrum.

Hewastired but ill aert, and exhilarated because he had handled himsaf well.

Maryaresponded to hisknock ingtantly. “Where have you been? she demanded. “|1’ ve been worried
sck.” She peered over his shoulder, dong the second floor hallway.

Checking for Mouse? For her backup?

“Somebody started following me around. | didn’t know what to do, so | just walked around till he gave
up. Or | logt him.”

“Gun, | don’t undergtand dll this. Why?...”

“Honey, | don’t know. And I’ ve been thinking hard. All | can figureis maybe one of Ubichi’s
competitorsthinks |’ m after something besides that research data.. . . ” He paused, pretending to have
been startled by athought. “Hey! They never did tell me why they want the data. | just

assumed . . . Maybeit’sfor aproject that’ s stepping on somebody’ s toes.”

Had he been what he claimed, the possibility would have been red. Ubichi maintained its own armed
forces. Thefrontier corporations played rough.

Uncertainty filled Marya’ s eyesfor amoment.

Bureau miscalculated, he thought. He could have convinced her had he looked like asocid
psychologist. His cover could be checked al the way back to his birth. The Bureau was thorough that
way. Especidly Beckhart’ s section.

But Niven looked like an Old Earth heavy. And that was the death of any other credentia aman could
present.

“Mom?What’sgoing on?” A dark-haired girl of saven or eight ssumbled into the room. She ground
deepy eyeswith the backs of her fists. She was smdll for her age, a breastless miniature of her mother.

“Brandy, thisismy friend Dr. Niven. | told you about him.”

“Oh”

Lessthan enthusiastic, Niven thought. In fact, her expression said he was athregt to her world.
Shewas abeautiful child. Straight out of atoy ad.

Niven could not frame acompliment that did not sound inane. “Hi, Brandy. Y ou can cal meGun. It's
short for Gundaker.”



“Gundaker? What kind of nameisthat?”
“Old Earth.”
“Oh.” Shewrinkled her lip. “Mom called you Doctor. Michagl’ ssick.”

Heturned to Marya. The woman till stood at the door. “My son. Brandy’ s younger brother. He' s got
some kind of bug. Looks likeflu.”

“I’m not that kind of doctor, Brandy. But if there’sanything | cando. . .”

“Do you know any good stories? Michadl don'’t like the ones | make up. And Mom'’ snever here” She
glanced a her mother accusingly.

She was good, Niven thought. Better than Marya. “What kind of stories? Pirates? Olden days? War
gtories? Richard Hawksblood and Gneaus Julius Storm? Did you know they fought awar right hereon
The Broken Wings?’

Hementioned it casualy, conversationdly, fishing for areaction. Thewar in the Shadowline, the last
great mercenary war, had taken place on Blackworld not long after the encounter on The Broken Wings.

Sangaree interests had taken a beating because of the Shadowline. But one or two Families had begun
recouping here before the shock-waves from Blackworld had died.

Getting caught with their handsin there had cost them control of numerous | egitimate corporations and
the lives of several Family chieftains. The disaster had been so huge and widespread that it had become
Sangaree legend.

Thegirl just shrugged, implying that Blackworld meant nothing to her. “ Pirates, probably.” She seemed
to loseinterest.

She&ft the room. Cooking sounds followed her departure,

Must not have heard about the Shadowline, Niven thought. What Family did Maryarepresent? A
minor one crowding the First Families because of their loss of face on Blackworld? Surely not one that
had been involved there.

“She’sadoll,” hetold Marya “Y ou thought about getting her into modeing?’

“No. Shewouldn’t. St down. Relax. Il fix you something to est. Then I’ Il move Michad in here. You
candegpinthekids’ bed.”

Brandy brought coffee. It wasredl.

He discovered what Marya had meant about Brandy. He had not caught it earlier because she had not
looked hisway.

Thegirl’ sone eyetrained wildly walleyed and appeared blind.

He showed no reaction to her pained, defiant stare. Her sengitivity screamed at him. He supposed the
damage was recent.

Niven indulged in tradecraft during the few seconds when Brandy had returned to the kitchen and Marya
hed not yet returned. He examined his surroundings criticaly.



The time would come when he would have to report, accurately, where every speck of dust had lain.

The apartment was cramped. That wastypica of dome city living quarters. It was sparsaly populated by
ragged second-hand furniture. That was to be expected of poor folks. And Marya, clearly, was not an
obsessive housekeeper. Cobwebs hung in the ceiling corners. Junk cluttered the chairs and floors.

Her doppiness had nothing to do with poverty or lack of time, only with habit. Sangaree a home had
anima servants who picked up after them.

Maryashared her roof with whole tribes of roaches. Dirt streaked the plastic walls. The curtainswere
frayed and soiled.

It was exactly the sort of place where a busy, impoverished woman would cometo rest. She was crafty,
this one. She had converted her ethnic liabilitiesinto assets.

But would a poor woman serve red coffee? When coffee had to come dl the way from Old or New
Eath?

Hedid not cdl her onit. He might give something away by reveding that he recognized thered thing
when hetasted it. Mogt Old Earthers would not, because every ounce went into export.

They were fencing now, subtly, with rgpiers congsting of little tests.

One of therules of his professon was never to yield anything concrete.

Shewas not giving him anything ether. Certainly not enough to understand her.

Who could comprehend the Sangaree mind? The Admiral had been trying for decades. He barely got by.

Like Mouse, though, Beckhart did not want to understand. Not really. He wanted to destroy.
Comprehension was just awegpon in hisarsend.

They sat in sllence for severd minutes. He watched Marya over his cup. She consdered him. He
wondered what strange thoughts might be running through her dien brain.

“I’d better check on Michael, Gun.”

He followed her asfar as the bedroom door.

The roomwastiny. It contained two dilapidated beds. One for Marya, one for her children.
Marya settled on the edge of the one containing a pae five-year-old. The boy watched Niven warily.
“Miched, thisismy friend Dr. Niven. He' sgoing to stay with usfor awhile”

“Hi, Mike.”

“Not Mike.” The child’ s voice waswesk but angry. “Michael. After my great-grandfather.”
Maryawinced.

Michadl rediated pride.

Niven controlled hissurprise. “Right. Michedl itis”

He had been wrong. Almost fataly wrong. These Sangaree would know the Shadowline well.



There had been but one Sangaree with the human name Michadl. Michagl Dee. The man who had
engineered the war. The man who had been both the pride and despair of hisrace.

The man who had paid the ultimate price for failing.

“Brandy saysyou like pirate stories. | knew apirate once. Only he wasn't apirate when | met him. That’
swhat heisnow. | grew up and went to school, and he grew up and became a pirate.”

“I don’t think he’ sready for that right now, Gun.” Marya seemed honestly worried. “I”’m going to have
to call adoctor, | think.”

Niven was surprised at himself. He was concerned too. “Y ou want meto cal acabcar?’ What was he
doing? The kid was Sangaree. His purposein life was to help guide that speciesto afind solution. Little
ones became big ones.

“Oh, no. There’ s one from the hospita who livesright upstairs. | don’t know her very well, but . . . ”
“Go get her, woman. I’ ll manage here”

She gtared. Something within her softened momentarily.” The hidden woman, the one behind the one
behind the one she was trying to portray, showed through. She kissed his cheek. “ Thanks, Gun.” When
he pulled her closer, “Later. I'll be back assoon as| can.”

He had not been after akiss. He had attached atiny chameleon transmitter to the back of her callar.

She closed the gpartment door behind her. Niven inserted areceiver into his ear while pretending to
scratch.

Smiling wryly, he patted himself where she had touched him. Had she done the sameto him?

There was no reason why she should have to go out for a doctor. She would have sufficient medical
background hersdlf—if there was any truth to her cover.

He smiled again. Maryawas no tactician, ether.
“Areyoumy mom’snew lover?’

Hewas surprised. Little girlsdid not ask questions like that.
“No. Not yet.”

“She needs one. Do you think she’s pretty?’

“I think she’ sgorgeous.” He was uncomfortable. He did not know how to socidize with children. The
only child he knew was Jupp’ s boy, Horst-Johann.

“Maybe she should get married again. Are you married?’

Marya had reached a public comm. She was briefing someone. Following her part of a conversation and
trying to guess the other half while carrying on another with Brandy proved impossible. He did hear
Marya ask for adeep trace on his cover. That meant he had won around. She had doubts. Or wanted
to have them, which cameto the same thing.

“No. | never met theright lady.” Thiswas one bold child. Did she know she was not human? Probably.
From thelittle he had heard, Sangaree had no childhood in the human sense. Their children were



shielded from nothing. They were treated as, and expected to behave as, miniature adults.
“Don’t know if I’d like you, though.”
Honest, too, he thought. He went to check on Michadl. The boy still watched him with wide, wary eyes.

Hewas bad sick. Maryawould not risk a human doctor otherwise. There were few greater risksthe
underground Sangaree could take. Physicians could sometimes spot the subtle differences between

Species.

Marya returned with the doctor before Niven'’ s conversation with Brandy becameimpossible.

The doctor, he decided, was “tame.” She worked with a confidence and quickness that betrayed her.
Niven whispered to Marya, “Brandy’ s been matchmaking.”

She laughed. *Husband-shopping for me again? She never givesup.”

“I don’t think | passed the exam.”

“Doesn’t matter. | won't get caught in that trap again.”

“Why’ d you bring them out here?” On Old Earth parents usudly put their children into public care as
soon as they were born. Niven had had an unusua childhood in that he had spent much of it with his
mother. He still kept in touch with her, but had lost track of hisfather years ago.

The shedding of children was a common practice on the tamed outworlds, too. Fewer than aquarter of
Confederation’ s children were raised by their biologica parents.

Maryawas shocked. Her Sangaree sense of Family had been outraged. But she could not tell him that.
“I forgot. Y ou do things differently where you come from. Y eah, it would be convenient sometimes. But

they’ remy kids.”

“Don’t try to explain. Just call it one of the differences between the Inner Worlds and the frontier. I'm
getting used to them.”

The doctor returned from the bedroom. “I gave him a broad-spectrum antibiotic, Marya. And an
antivird. It’ s nothing serious. Seethat he gets plenty of bed rest and lots of fluids, and keep an eyeon his
temperature. It’ |l go up. Give him some aspirin if it getstoo high. Do you need athermometer?’

Maryanodded. She portrayed embarrassment beautifully.

You did that well, lady, Niven thought. Too poor to afford a thermometer. But you serve genuine
coffee . He amiled. She was doing a chemo-psychiatric internship, but had to summon an outside
doctor . . . Was she driven by some secret death wish?

“Nice to have met you, Doctor Niven,” the doctor told him.

“Youtoo.” He watched her go to the door. There was no pride in the way she walked.
“Y ou want to get some deep now, Gun?’ Maryaasked.

“Going to haveto.” But would his nerves permit it herein the heart of enemy territory?

They would. After he had skinned down to his underwear, had flopped into Marya’ s bed, and had told



Michad, “ Good night, Captain,” the lights went out.

He wakened once, hazily, when Maryadipped into bed beside him. He mumbled foggily, then knew
nothing for hours.

He wakened dowly. Gradudly, he redlized that The Broken Wings' truncated day had sped by. It was
night again. He did not remember where he wastill he rolled against the woman.

That smple movement initiated three tempestuous days.

Maryawasinsatiable. The only word he found to fit her was*hungry.” He had never encountered a
woman who had such aneed for aman.

Niven astounded himself. Their lovemaking became so savage, so narrowly scoped, that it was more
like combat. Asif, “Let hewho first cries *Hold! Enough!” be damned forever.”

They seemed to do nothing but deep and copulate, making attack after attack in some sort of sexual
war. The outside world seemed to have lost dl meaning.

Y et there was method. There was rationdity. In struggling to please Marya, who was struggling to
digtract him, Niven kept himsdalf motivated by remembering who she was. He kept trying to convince
himself that he was doing this to sabotage the enemy chain of command.

He knew Maryawas not motivated entirely by lust elther.
Oh, but they did have one hell of agood time on the rumpled sheets of that battlefield.

In theinterims Niven sometimes wondered what had become of Mouse. Mouse, he reflected, sure had
the free hand he always wanted.

Brandy, recognizing theway of things, had taken her brother out thefirgt night. They were Staying
upstairs with the doctor. Michadl, looking alittle better, sometimes wandered in, moped around without
saying much, then wandered out again. Brandy stayed away dl thetime.

“What arewe doing?’ Niven once muttered to himsalf. They were enemiesto the death. That wasthe
prime rule, the blood rule, by which he and she were supposed to live and die. Y et they were denying it,
or sublimatingitintheformof love. . .

He began to dread mission’send. Debriefing . . . Hewould have to answer questions. He would have to
explan.
Niven was snoring. He had one arm beneath Marya’ s neck.

The building shuddered like a dog shaking off water. A window cracked. Tableware clattered onto the
kitchen floor. The whole neighborhood reverberated to the explosion.

Niven jerked upright. “D-14," he grunted.
“What?’
“What wasthat?’

“Anexploson.”



They dressed, dmost racing. Reflections of dancing firdight colored the cracked window. Maryalooked
out. “Oh, Holy Sant!”

“What?’

“Thewarehouse. . .”

“ERY

“I’ll beright back . . . What’ sthat?’

A yd| had come from somewhere downgtairs. Cries and screamsfollowed it.
Niven knew that first yell. That was Mousein assassn’ smind.

Earlier, he had seen the shape of the needlegun lumping her underwear in adresser drawer. He besat her
toit.

The door crashed inward. A ragged, battered, bloody Mouse hurtled through. He was so keyed for
action that he looked three meterstall.

“Easy,” Niven said, gesturing with the needlegun. “ Everything’ s under control, Mouse.”

Mouse was not hurt. The blood was not his own. “Got everything,” he croaked through adry throat.
“Message away. Got to bend the bitch and get out.”

That wastheir business, but . . . Niven could not permit the woman’s murder. That she was Sangaree
seemed irrdlevant. “No. There’sno need. Not thistime.”

Mouse was coming down. Thought was replacing action. He glanced at Niven’ sweapon, at the woman.
“All right. You' re the boss, Doc. But I’ ve got to get something out of this. Where' re the damned kids?’

“Upgtairs. But | won't let you kill children, either.”

“Wouldn’t think of it, Doc. Wouldn’t even drown a puppy. Y ou know old John. So tie her up, will you?
Can’t have her coming after us.” He backed out the door.

Siren howlstortured the streets. The grumble of a gathering crowd dipped tentaclesinto the room.
“Sorry it had to end thisway, Marya. But businessisbusiness”

“I dmost believed . . . ” She gtared a him. For an instant she looked small and defensaless. He
reminded himself that she was Sangaree, that she would become ingtant degth if he were cardess. “|
Suppose you' re soothing your conscience. | wouldn’t if the tables were turned. Y ou’ ve hurt ustoo much

dready.”

Not a smart thing to say to somebody pointing a gun at you, Niven thought. He shrugged. “Maybe.
It’ s not conscience, though. A different weakness. Y ou’ d probably have to be human to understand.”
Heleft it to her to figure out what he meant.

Mouse returned with the children and doctor. In the process he had acquired aweapon. “ Tiethese
three, too, Doc.”

The doctor was more frightened than Brandy or Michadl. Humans on the fringes of the Business
generaly imagined operations by and against the organization to be more deadly than they were.



Brandy asked, “What’ re you doing, Gun?’ Straight out, emotionlesdy. Asif shewere used to being
under the gun.

“Busness, dear.”

“Oh.” She sped her mother adisgusted |ook.
“He' sthe Starduster,” Maryatold her.
“Andyou fdl for hisstory?’

Niven tore sheetsinto strips, tied the doctor, then the girl, then Michad. “ Told you | knew apirate,
Captain.”

“Good,” Mouse said. “Let me havethe gun, Doc.”

“Eh?Why?’

“Because| need it.”

Puzzled, Niven handed the weapon over. Mouse tossed it into the hallway.

Niven shook his head, said, “We’ d better get moving. They won'’t stay disorganized forever.”

“Onething first.” Mouse shoved hiswesgpon under hisarm. He took a hypo from the doctor’ s bag and
filled it from an ampule he carried in his pocket. “ Thisone’ sfor your great-grandfather, kids. And dl his
brothers and sisters, nieces and nephews.”

“Wheét the hell are you doing?’ Niven demanded.

“Just business, Doc. Turnabout’ sfair play, right? We should expand our own markets.” Heraised
Miched’sdeeve.

Maryaunderstood instantly. “No! Piao! Not my children. Kill meif you want, but don’t. . .”

Mouse answered her with atight smile. “ Just business, lady. Gag her, Doc. Hurry. We got to get the
stuff out before Navy popsto we’ve cut out theingtel here.”

Niven suddenly understood what Mouse was doing. “Hey! Youcan't. . .” Hewanted to stop it, to
protest, to refuse, got confused by the reference to Navy. “ Stardust?’

Mouse nodded, smiling wickedly. His hand strayed toward his weapon.
“Oh.” How could the man be so crud? That was murder in theworst possible way.
Marya needed gagging desperately. Her screams could attract attention . . .

Dazed, Niven slenced her. Her flesh seemed icy beneath hisfingertips. He felt the rage and hatred
bailing indde her. She started shaking.

For an ingtant he thought she was having aseizure.

Mouse injected the children. That wicked little smile kept playing with hislips. Hewas blisstully happy in
hiscrudty.

Why did he hate so much?



“Comeon, Doc. They’re on their way down. Can’t you hear them?’

The crowd noise and sirenswere yielding to the rumble of assault landing craft descending on
penetration runs. The Broken Wings' atmosphere howled its protest of the violation.

Jupp was on hisway.

Someone stuck his head through the doorway. Mouse shot, missed, jumped into the hallway and shot
again. “Doc, will you come on?’

“I'm sorry, Marya. Redlly. It’ sthe way things had to be.” He snagged the needlegun in passing, skipped
afresh corpse, and pursued Mouse into the emergency stairwell.

L ater, asthey waited in the crowd watching the invaders pour through the main city locks, Niven asked,
“What was that crap about getting off before Navy finds out?’

“We're supposed to be the Starduster and Piao, remember?’
“Butthey’ll know when. . .”

“Not yet. Look.” The Marines entering the city wore uniform gear, but it was not Serviceissue. It was
like nothing Niven had ever seen.

Mouse had chosen the waiting place with care. A man loaded with brass headed directly toward them.
“Mr. Piao?’ He avoided looking a Niven. His attitude seemed one of mixed awe, fear, and loathing.
“Y ou havethe materid for my officers?’

“That | do, Colond.” Mouse proffered athick package. “ Congratulations. Y our men are as efficient as
ours”

The Colone reddened. His mouth snapped open, but he caught himsdf. Carefully, he said, “More o,
Mr. Piao. Asyou’ll someday learn.”

“All things are possible to those who believe.”

The Colond riffled through a stack of copies. Other officers gathered behind him. He Started passing
them papers.

“Let’sdrift, Doc. They can handleit.”
Niven did not missthe warinessin al those Marine eyes. “What was that al about?’

“Oh. They think we' re Fiao and the Starduster too. They think we worked aded with Luna Command
so we could knock over the Sangaree and take control of their nets.”

“What' sdl the smoke screen for?’

“We've got to keep the Starduster story dive, at least till Jupp makes his hit. Otherwise they might
evacuate their production facilities. By the way, | wanted to say you did ajob digging dl that info out.
The Old Manisgoing to loveyou.”

Niven did not follow it. “ 1t stoo Byzantine for me. Are the Sangaree supposed to find out that they’re
Marines? And then figure we didn’t say anything about the production facilities because that would cut
off our own supply?’



“Waitfill you'rein on one of the Old Man’s complicated ones.”
“Mr. Piao?’ aMarine non-comm asked.
“YS”

“If you'll follow me, Sir. Y our trangportation.” Marines surrounded them. A precaution against
assassination, Niven supposed. Those bounties till existed.

Sounds of sporadic fighting came from the city. Believing the raiders to be Starduster men, the Sangaree
minionswould bettle hard. The Starduster’ s viciousness toward collaborators was legend.

The Marines guided them into an armored personnd carrier. They had it to themselves. It rumbled avay
toward Angdl Port.

“Mousg, | get thefeding the Admird threw in afew twistsjust to makeit interesting. What happens
when the Starduster finds out that we’ ve been using hisnameinvan?’

Mouse wasin abright, expansive mood. He had had a beautiful day. He had carved hisinitidson the
Sangaree soul. He had vandalized their house of crime. “I’ [l tell you asecret, Doc. If you promiseyou
won't ever let the Old Man know you know.” Helooked at Niven expectantly.

“All right. | give What?’
“You redly arethe Starduster.”
“What?’

“The Stardugter. Piao. The Old Man invented the whole thing. The Starduster iswhoever he points at
and says, ‘You!””

“Wall, shit. Mouse, | redlly needed that. Here you’ ve had me scared to death that the son of abitch was
going to crawl out of the woodwork and cut my throat. | got ayear’ s vacation coming after debriefing.
And, dammit, as soon asit goesthrough, I'mgoingto...”"

“Don’t count on it, Doc. Not when you’ re working for the Old Man.”

Cct ober 3047. Captain Jupp von Drachau, conmandi ng Special Action Task Force
IV, with a heavy siege squadron attached, surprises and comences reduction
action agai nst Sangaree manufacturing facilities hidden in the inner asteroid
belt surrounding Delta Sheol, a white dwarf in the nmini-cluster called the
Hel | Stars. Destruction is swift, savage, and conplete. At the sane tine

Conf ederation and | ocal police agencies begin closing down the drug networks
formerly rooted on The Broken W ngs.

Admi ral Beckhart has taken every point in a victorious round against his
ol dest and nost favored eneny.



