NI MI SHA"' S SHI P
CHAPTER 1

Lady Rczal | a Boynt on- Chonderl ee was often bemused and puzzl ed by her

body- heir, N m sha Boynton- Rondynense, as the child began to develop a
personality. She was, indeed, all and nore that a wonb-nother could wish in
her body-heir: beautiful, gentian-eyed, intelligent, healthy, and obedient in
al nost every matter. Lady Rezalla considered the infrequent displays of tenper
and m nor rebellions agai nst necessary protocol only to be expected in the
very young. N nisha was certainly not as wayward or overindul ged as sone of
the children of her contenporaries.

However, as N nisha grew past the nursery stage and started the formal
tutorial |essons, she showed deci ded preferences that were unexpected. She

| oved to take first mechanical and then robotic units apart, a hobby that
struck her wonb-nother as unusual. Lady Rezalla consol ed herself that at |east
Ni m sha showed an aptitude for something that kept her occupied for hours.
Lady Rezalla knew that some of her social peers had . . . difficult

children with tendencies to be violent or abusive as the very young often
were. Even in the best famlies. She privately adnitted to sonme anxiety that
Ni mi sha' s mechani cal avocation m ght be considered "quaint" for someone in the
nost prestigious social |evel of Acclarke Gty on Vega I1l. On the positive

si de, the Boynton-Chonderl ee- Rondymense connecti on was sufficiently powerful
to permit much that mnight have been censured or condemmed in a | esser Famly.
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"It's in the genes she inherited fromme, Rezalla," Lord Tione
Rondynense- Erhardt remarked on one of his visits to see the daughter he had
contracted to provide Lady Rezalla. Though he woul d have been perfectly
willing to have had a nuch | onger contract with the el egant Rezalla, she had
never given himthe least bit of encouragenment for an extension. This

di sinterest both annoyed and intrigued himsince he was much in denmand as a
sire in the best Acclarkian circles. Still, he enjoyed her conmpany and
excruci atingly accurate remarks about their society and peers. She was not
averse to his visits since she felt that her body-heir by himwas quite the
best of the lot he had so far sired. She was | ess sangui ne about the way he
encouraged N msha in her whinsical bent, happily answering her questions or
gi ving her a pointer when she seened at a standstill in reassenbling what she
had taken apart.

"I't has obviously escaped your attention, ny dear Rezalla," he remarked one
day after explaining to Ninmisha the function of the tiny chips she had spread
out on the floor, "that she invariably inproves the design and function of
what ever she's tinkering with. | find that nost ingenious of her. Mbst

i ngenious. If she continues to develop this aptitude, why | mght just |eave
her my Ship Yard. No one else |'ve sired shows the least bit of interest in
spaceshi p design. Mich | ess doing any work of any description. | have grave
concern that what nine generations have built up in the Rondy-nmense Ship Yard
GvBH m ght decline and di sappear in the next

one.

"My body-heir," Lady Rezalla replied, rather nore di smayed than pl eased by
Lord Tionel's remarks, "will have no need for unsuitable bequests, Lord
Ti onel . "

"You were happy enough to find ten thousand shares of Rondy-nense stock in her
birth-gift portfolio," he remarked. Then he went on in his softest, nost



per suasi ve voi ce, his blue eyes dancing, though his face had assuned a
properly repentant expression

ANNEM: CAFFREY 5

"Don't be angry with nme, Rezie. There's nothing unsuitable about a firmthat
has been designi ng spaceships and in profit for over two hundred years. Surely
the financier in you appreciates that!"

The point was well taken, Lady Rezalla had to admit in all fairness. She
hersel f had increased her holdings and wealth due to a nearly infallible
instinct for the profitability of new businesses. Tionel was not given to
casual remarks. She knew very well that his body-heir, Vestrin, a decade ol der
than her Nim sha, was a disgrace to his sire. He seened to have no interest in
anything that wasn't "thrilling, exciting, or totally new, " which included
dangerous hunts and rather nasty jokes on those who m ght be considered
"close" friends. Tionel could do worse than sign the Rondynense Yard over to
his girl child if he wished it to continue. N misha need not do anything in
such a well-run establishment. Rezalla didn't know how nuch Tionel did in the
adm ni strative end of the business, but she was quite capable of instructing
her daughter in the financial aspects sufficiently to keep the Yard in profit.
Especially as many contracts fromthe Admralty were awarded to Rondynense
Ship Yard GBH. It was always good to be "in" with the Admralty, especially
as she had recently acquired the controlling interest in a small freighter

conpany.

"I have never faulted you on your business acunmen, Ti," she replied, relenting
as they both watched N nmisha's careful reassenbly of a robotic toy, the gift
of her Great Uncle Dahmi son. Wile expressing appreciation for the gift, Lady
Rezal | a wondered if Uncle knew which sex the child was. But it was certainly
the sort of thing Uncle would give: It made the nost appalling noise. Children
i ked noise; Rezalla didn't. "You' ve always been lucky with your designers."

"My designers?" Lord Tionel |ooked insulted and gestured at Nimisha. "I'mny
designer. | amresponsible for all the innovations at the Yard. And hal f of
what the Vegan Fl eet uses.™
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It was Lady Rezalla's turn to be surprised, and despite her many years of
school i ng her expression to show only what she w shed an audience to see, it
was a full mnute before she could respond with cool dignity.

"You never nentioned that, Tionel." It was as near a reprinmand as she could
bring herself to nmake. Menbers of the First Famlies had to set good exanpl es
to everyone, even their peers, but they del egated duties; they didn't do them

"I thought everyone knew," Tionel replied with a properly cool indifference
and a shrug of one shoulder. "Ah, very nice, Nm," he said as his
six-year-old offspring presented himwith the repaired toy. He set it on the
floor and pressed the activating stud. It began its series of acrobatics,
maki ng Nim clap her hands. "What did you alter in its circuitry?"

"She's nade it quiet!" Lady Rezalla said, her voice echoing her delight. So
Ni mi sha had noticed her distaste for the sound it had nade. "Such a dear
child."

"Well done, Nim, well done!" Lord Tionel clapped his hands and, without a
gl ance at his fornmer contractual spouse, held his arns out to the child. She
promptly clinmbed into his lap and put her armnms about his neck, a show of



af fection that caused Lady Rezalla to regard Lord Tionel with dismay. He

noti ced. "Nonsense, Rezie. | amher father and | like to cuddle ny children."
"How ... how exceedingly .. . old-fashioned of you," Lady Rezalla said,
seething with a variety of enotions, the nobst domi nant being envy.

Ni m sha woul d never have dared to clinb onto her nother's |ap. But then,
Rezal | a had never indicated that such a display would have been accept abl e.
Lady Rezalla did not like her exquisite self handled. What with Nimsha's
preoccupati on with nmechani cal things, her fingers and hands were rarely as
cl ean as they should be, though Nurse did the best she couid. Qddly enough
Ni mi sha did not have even a snudge of dirt on her clothing.

ANNEM: CAFFREY 7

If Tionel wi shed to have his fashionable tunic and trousers marred by dirty
fingers, that was his choice. He had al ways been a tactile person. |If she had
once found this trait of his charm ng, she did not think unessential persona
contact dignified. Certainly not in their social sphere. At |east N msha was
still very nmuch a child, so such a display could be condoned. She and her sire
seened to have established a bond that was not entirely due to the child's
interest in taking things apart. It did the child no harmto receive paterna
caresses--if not carried too far. Lady Rezalla was fair-mnded. She thought
she and Ni mi sha had an excellent relationship; certainly she enjoyed her
daughter's conpany whenever she chose to take her anywhere. For the first

time, Lady Rezalla realized how odd her own behavior mght |ook to others.
Very few of her social friends bothered to have their chil d-heirs acconpany
them as much as Lady Rezalla did. But she genuinely liked the child and

t hought her occasional observations clever. Rezalla also thought herself quite
broadmi nded in rearing Nimisha. The child's only flaw, as her mother saw it,
was this fascination with dismantling and reassenbling mechani cal and chi ppy

t hi ngs.

She did renpbnstrate with Tionel when he started presenting N nisha with
birthday gifts of a construction nature; things to assenble even down to
schematic drawi ngs and instructions. To offset Tionel's influence, Lady
Rezal l a subtly began to enphasize the fem nine instruction that all girls of
their social level had to acquire and display suitably in Acclarkian society.
She was quite successful in such tuition. By the tinme N msha was eight, she
i nsi sted on choosing her own apparel. As she displayed an innate good taste.
as well as a sense of color and design. Lady Rezalla stopped fretting about
her child' s quaint preference for nucking about with greasy gears and engi nes
and the chips she so enjoyed fooling with. Wiat only Nim sha's Nurse knew was
that her charge knew how to strike a balance that permitted her tinme to do
what she really wanted--to exam ne things nmechani cal and inprove thent-
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and time to satisfy a nother whom she genuinely | oved and respected, at | east
in matters of dress and deportnent.

"Actual ly, good design is good design anywhere," Nimisha told Nurse after a
shoppi ng session with her nmother. "And choosing clothing isn't nmuch different
from choosing the right chassis for a sleek skinmer."

Such a remark nmerely proved to Nurse that her charge was cl everer than Lady
Rezalla realized, a fact that Nurse proudly ascribed to her own careful
nurturing of her charge.

Because Nimsha's sire did show a marked interest in her--and the gui dance



counselors admtted that a friendly paternal regard generally contributed to
the stability of a child, male or female-- Lady Rezalla permitted Lord Tione
to take Nim sha on trips to the Rondynense Ship Yard. Since Nurse was

agor aphobic and bluntly refused to | eave the solid surface of Vega Ill even
for Nimsha's sake, Lady Rezalla sent to the enpl oyment agency she patronized
for a suitable fenmal e attendant who had experience in space travel. Five
candi dates were offered by the agency, and their prospective enployer

subj ected each to a long and searching interrogation

Lady Rezalla settled on twenty-one -year-old J]eska M an because of her
famly's long and illustrious record as mlitary and naval personnel. M an had
trained and applied for Service as well, but sadly she was one centineter too
short and a half kilo too light to be eligible. So she had registered as a
bodyguard. All her credentials were in order, her intelligence was above
average, her manner pleasant, and her accent that of an educated Accl arkian
(acceptable in any social circle). It was inportant that N misha did not pick
up any "common habits." Lady Rezalla deplored the latest fad in her

soci ety--of using certain cant ternms or resorting to archaic | anguage and

expl etives that nystified her

The young woman certainly didn't |ook |ike a bodyguard. Though not
traditionally pretty, Jeska was attractive, her face shew ng good
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character, and she knew enough about dressing herself to enhance her
appear ance. She would look well in Lady Rezalla's stylish personal livery. But
the telling factor was | eska's interest in things nechanical

"My father and brothers taught ne how to keep a ski mer serviced, Lady
Rczal la," she said, and then added with a slight smile, "and other equipnent
that I hope |I shall not have to use."

"Then you are famliar with stunners?"

"I have been checked out by the Acclarkian Peace Guardi ans on hand weapons and
carry permts for personal defense inplenents,"” Jeska replied

"Do you have a current valid permt with the APG?"
"Not at the noment, ma'am but ny training has been registered with them"

"I shall apply for the necessary permt imediately. Do you generally carry
two knives, M an?"

"Yes, mlady," Jeska said w thout apology. The security arch on the main
entrance had di sclosed that the girl carried one sheathed between her

shoul ders and another in her right boot, a slender blade that the Residence
Manager terned a "stiletto."

Lady Rezalia could approve of the quiet dignity of that response: consonant
with her training, certainly, and a basic precaution for an attractive young
femal e. There were parts of Acclarke where personal weapons woul d undoubt edly
be required, though Man's address was not in one of those insal ubrious areas.

\A/hile leska's primary duty was to acconpany N m sha on any excursions
out si de the Boynt on- Chonder| ee compound, she was al so enjoined by Lady Rezalla
to keep the girl physically fit. Man's resune had included a list of the
awards that she had received for gymmastic events. Rezalla herself used daily
dance and an aerobics routine to keep supple, in addition to weekly sessions



with a
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trainer. So many of her contenporaries resorted to surgical nethods to
maintain their figures, a practice that Rezalla found abhorrent and which she
i ntended to eschew. Though one of her close personal friends, Lord Naves,

speci alized in body scul pture, she did not intend to use his skills. Good
physi cal habits in childhood would result in a firmadult body that woul d need
no surgical interference.

"So many children these days are content to have everything done for them"
Lady Rezalla said, |eading her new enpl oyee to neet her daughter. "I do not
care to see ny daughter becone | anguorous and ineffectual. You will see that
she is kept in top physical condition."

As Lady Rezalla did not specify what physical fitness program she w shed her
daughter to | earn, |eska passed on nore of what she herself had been taught by
ol der brothers and sisters in the services. Gymastics provided a solid base
fromwhich to start. Wen | eska saw how beautiful her young charge was, she

i ncl uded general self-defense nmoves in the exercise program As N misha grew
in height, weight, and strength, |eska added offensive tactics, including the
use of daggers, stunners, and hunting weapons, and how to turn seem ngly

i nnocuous objects into weapons in an energency. \Wile | eska knew t hat nmany
menbers of the First Famlies were ardent hunters and enjoyed pursuing very
dangerous prey on those preserves set aside for such sport, N misha was
uncharacteristically-- for her social rank--devoid of any interest in the
hunt. She ignored those of her peers who boasted of killing this animl or
that predatory avian and waved asi de details of such prowess. She was vitally
interested in howthe flitters, skimrers, and ground vehicles worked. And how
to inprove their performance--an interest that |eska was certainly delighted
to foster.

Li ke nost scions in her rank of society, N msha was tutored at home, her
not her deci di ng what subjects she should study. Lan-
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guages. of course, and mathematics featured very early on, as well as a
foundati on in econonm cs. She was also tutored at the appropriate age in

ast rography, galactic history, various branches of the physical sciences, the
wor ki ngs of the Vegan civic adnministrational structure, and basic |ega
precepts.

"Whi ch neans when to put in a hurry-up call to the fanmily |egal advisers,"
Ni misha said to leska with a droll grin. At ten she was far nore aware of
civic responsibilities than | eska had ever been

| eska was quite willing to inprove her own education, especially in useful
areas like mathematics, |egal codes, and statutes. So, since she had no duties
during the nmorning tutorial sessions, she took to sitting quietly in the back
of the room acquiring know edge that had not been available in the genera
curriculum of her school. Like any nmenber of a serving family, she had | earned
phrases and words of nany different |anguages, but not necessarily those
appropriate for the ears of a First Family scion, so she was pl eased to becone
acquainted with nore socially correct usage. She was delighted when N mi sha



enphasi zed nore and nore engi neering concepts with the science tutor who was
only hired to give her a basic general understanding of the profession

Ni mi sha regretted that the school room conputer systemdid not have a tri-d

di spl ay devi ce sophisticated enough to allow her to design sonething nore

sati sfying than gowns or interior decorations or the other prograns avail able
to a First Fanmily scion of the fenale sex. However, her tutor did find a
manual for a professional design unit and privately sighed over its seem ngly
unlimted virtual display factors. Al though Lady Rezalla all owed her body-heir
a great deal of |eeway, N misha knew when discretion was required. It was
enough to have |l eska permitted to join the | essons.

"It's much easier to review |l essons with soneone,"” N m sha had confided in
| eska. "I"mglad you' re not bored."

"That's highly unlikely in your conpany, N msha," [eska replied
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with a grin. She had quickly grown fond of the bright, cheerful child in her
care, and if she bent a fewrules for Nimsha, the girl did the sane for her.

As Nim sha grew ol der, she was invited on nore frequent excursions w th her
sire, and these feska enjoyed al nost as rmuch as her charge.

The Rondynense Ship Yard occupied an area on the outskirts of the primry
Vegan Fl eet Space Yard, where new vessels were built and ol der ones underwent
mai nt enance and refitting. Wile Lord Tionel never said anything to the point,
| eska Man was quick to realize that Rondynense was in such proximty to the
big Fleet installation because it supplied the Fleet with a great many of its
i mprovenents, nost of which originated in Lord Tionel's fertile mnd. Jeska
was thrilled: She mi ght not have made the Service, but she becane privy to a
ot that her serving relatives would never know Since discretion had been a
facet of her early childhood training in an active service famly, she had no
troubl e keepi ng what she saw and heard to herself. On her infrequent visits
hone, she often had occasion to smle quietly as she listened to her siblings
raving about this or that inprovement to the Vegan Spaceship 7890B, or the
brand- new VSS 8650C- -i nnovati ons she had wat ched fromthe design stage onward.
She was al so alert to the fact that N misha was equally di screet, though Lord
Ti onel had frequently discussed technical aspects that Jeska knew to be very
top secret. But discretion was subtly inbred in any child of the First
Fam | i es.

It didn't take Lord Tionel long to realize that his daughter's bodyguard was
as eager to learn as Nimsha. So he equi pped them both with tools and gave
them projects to conplete, all deftly geared to augment the | arger educationa
program he now had in mnd for N msha. Wen she appeared to have stopped
growi ng, he had them both neasured for space suits so they could accom
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pany himand his crews on exterior investigations. O course, they knew as
well as he did that Lady Rezalla would have instantly curtailed these visits
had she known that they'd acconpani ed Lord Tionel into the vacuum of space.
But he had undertaken their instruction hinmself, been satisfied that they
appreci ated the risks and woul d adhere to the precautions. They were al ways



safely linked to experienced EVA personnel

Early on, Lord Tionel tested Jeska's piloting skills in a space skimer as
wel |l as a ground vehicle and rated her conpetence equal to that of many
pilots. He also taught Nimisha howto drive, preferring to be certain she was
capabl e 1 ong before Lady Rezalla all owed her body-heir a personal ground
vehi cl e.

"I may be usurping some of her birth-mother's prerogatives,” he told [eska one
day without a trace of guilt, "but | prefer to oversee her education in such
matters. |'ve no doubt Lady Rezalla instructs her as efficiently in the purely
fem nine skills in which she herself excels.”

Jeska nodded, understandi ng conpletely what he had not said. "I amvery
appreci ative, Lord Tionel, of the benefits | have received while in Lady

N mi sha's conpany."

"You've an aptitude worth cultivating, ny girl,"” he replied honestly. "When
Ni m sha no | onger requires your. .. conpanionship, this Yard woul d consider
you an asset." He snmiled in his beguiling fashion, rubbing his hands together
as if already anticipating the noment when he coul d make good on his offer
"Smal | wonder you succeed so well with the Fleet types, Lord Tionel," she
said, grinning inmpudently up at him The current H gh Admiral of the Fleet was
an attractive and highly efficient woman. Jeska knew he spent consi derabl e
time with her and her Design teans.

H s smle broadened and he accorded her a slight bow "I like to encourage
tal ent wherever | encounter it. Now," he continued in
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a brisker tone, "what trinket would please nmy daughter when she receives her
Neckl ace four weeks from now?"

"A skimer, sir," leska replied pronptly, sober-faced, though she coul dn't
keep the glint of mschief out of her eyes.

"A skimer?" The uplift of his voice in surprised repetition nade her grin.

"Even Lady Rezalla will agree that Lady Ninmi, at fourteen, should have her own
transport. Especially as she will promise to service it herself." |eska
paused, rather pleased that she had been able to astonish Lord Tionel. "That
way no one but she and | will know the engine capacity, the optinmm cruising
range, or the versatility of the vehicle."

"Ah!" Lord Tionel's eyes lit up. He gave lcska's back such an approving thunp
that only the girl's superb natural reflexes kept her from bouncing off the
worktable in front of her. "Oh, sorry about that, |eska. Caught me by
surprise, you did. Excellent. Excellent." And he went off, chuckling to
hinself. "Capital idea! lust the thing."

O nce | eska had been N nisha's conpanion for six years, she was pernmitted to
attend the inportant Necklace Cerenpny, traditional in First Family circles.
She stood well behind those who were rel ated by bl ood, of course, but she was
there when Nimisha celebrated her mnor majority, colloquially known as the
Doubl e M



The adult majority was four years hence, but body-heirs were expected fromthe
nmonent of their Necklacing to act in an adult fashion and | eave childish
practices and manners behind them Beside | eska, Nurse was sniffling, since
this cerenony nmarked the end of her enploynment. That she was being

muni ficently rewarded by Lady Rezalla and need never work another day in her
life did not seemto conpensate for |eaving N msha. Since | eska was fonder of
Ni m sha than she was of any of her own siblings, she quite understood Nurse's
sorrow. She would continue in her duties
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to the body-heir of Boynton-Chonderl ee House, but she and Nurse had been of
one mnd in keeping certain aspects of Nimsha's daily routines from Lady
Rezal | a. Once Neckl aced, N m sha was guaranteed nore freedom from const ant
supervision. Indeed, during the festivities, other servants would be noving
Ni mi sha' s bel ongi ngs out of the nursery and into private quarters in the west
wi ng of the House.

Before relatives fromboth sides of the bloodline, as well as Lady Rezalla's
particul ar friends and confidants, Nim sha was led in by her dam s nother, the
Lady Astatine Boynton-Tatanovic, a form dabl e woman who had never approved of
her own body-heir's friends or her deplorable tendency to dabble in "finance."
But Lady Astatine knew what was owed to Fanily despite the fact that she

depl ored Ni misha's height, anong other things that were beyond the girl's
control.

"You make ne | ook Iike a mdget, young worman. Mbst inconsiderate,” was the
grandam s conplaint. "Don't bruise ny fingers. Gels are supposed to be
delicate, not have the grip of a man. Did not your damteach you any feninine
arts?"

"Your couturier made nmy gown, Grandam " N nisha murrured. She m ght not have
gone through the cerenmony officially allow ng her to speak out to an el der
but she would not allow anyone to fault her birth-nmother. Especially her

gr andam

"That much Rezalla learned fromme," was the haughty reply. "Wo the nost
original designers are."

"And | earned well, G andam"”

A muffled throaty grow greeted that courteous reply. Then Lady Astatine
passed Nimisha's hand to Lady Rezalla for the rest of the cerenmony and stepped
back, deftly kicking the train of her el egant and fabul ously expensive gown
out of her way.

Ni m sha was handed by her nother onto the three-level podiumset in place for
the cerenmony, so that she was clearly visible to the assenbl ed. Lady Rezall a,
her eyes bright with tears of pride,
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advanced with Lord Tionel, equally bright-eyed and grinning widely with
delight in his part of the cerenony. He held the case in which N msha's

Neckl ace reposed. He had insisted on sharing the cost so, when he turned to
di splay the magnificent jewelry, there were nuted gasps and astoni shed oh's of



approval

The fam ly of Tionel Rondymense-Hrhardt was just fractionally older and nore
excl usi ve than the Boynton-Chonderlee, so the necklace intricately displayed
the famlies' identification patterns, the same ones that had been indelibly
tattooed on Nim sha's neck shortly after her birth. Wth the courtliest of
bows, Lord Tionel presented the case to his fornmer contractual spouse. Lady
Rezalla lifted the glittering ornament by its ends and, standing on the

hi ghest | evel of the podium deftly encircled her body-heir's neck and
fastened the clasp. Using one finger, she gave a m nute adjustnent to the
left-hand side to cover the tattoo beneath. Then she tapped N nisha. N misha
turned and her mot her accorded her the six enbraces required by the cerenony,
t he accol ades of approachi ng adul thood. And for once the kisses were genui ne
touches of lip to cheek and lip to lip.

Movi ng gracefully, and as deftly as her grandnother with the train of her

spl endid gown, N nmisha then accepted the salutes fromher sire, her grandam
and the relatives awaiting to applaud her entry into Society. She did a smooth
and gracious circling, though she could have done w thout G eat Uncle

Dahmi son' s sl oppy kisses. She wasn't the only one of the younger relatives in
the auxiliary lines who disliked his tendency to sl obber

Then she nade her way to Nurse and enbraced her warmy, giving her the four
ki sses of extrene favor. She gave | eska the two proper enbraces all owed and
squeezed her hands tight, covertly prom sing that they'd both try out the new
ski mrer that was parked behind the house. They night have to sneak out of the
house at night to do so, but fortunately her Necklacing party would not be
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as prolonged as the one to celebrate her adult majority. That was four years
away and there would be so nmuch to do to reach that exalted state. Especially
now t hat N mi sha woul d have nore control over her daily activities.

The nusic started--since this was a Boynton-Chonderl ee House affair, the
nmusi ci ans were humans, not mechani cal s--and her sire requested the first

dance, as was his right. Lady Rezalla watched, not quite beaming with pride at
the el egant way father and daughter danced, but as close to such an expression
as she allowed hersel f. She sighed once, rather pleased that she had picked
Tionel to sire her body-heir. He had done well by her and was doing far nore
than nost sires did for their offspring. Certainly nmore than he did for the
oaf who was his body-heir. She spared a sideways glance at Vestrin. He was as
tall as his sire and with the same nose and ears, but after that he resenbl ed
his dam the insidious Lady Vescuya, far too closely. Fortunately Lady Vescuya
was not among the invited: She had a previous engagenment she could not cancel
for which Lady Rezalla was grateful, since she had as little use for Vescuya
as did al nost everyone else of the First Famlies.

When Lady Astatine brusquely waved off Tionel's offer to dance, as etiquette
required of him he nore gladly took his former spouse onto the floor. At the
end of that dance, everyone paired off to enjoy the nusic and the rest of the
cel ebration

Lord Vestrin did the obligatory dance with his bl ood-hal f-sister and spent the
next hour, Lady Rezalla noted, on the sidelines criticizing the guests to
Great Uncl e Dahnmi son, whose hearing was mnimal anyway. Then Vestrin abruptly
departed, making the barest of bows to his hostess and birth-father



When the | ast guests were well gone, N msha and | eska slipped down the
stairs, dressed in clothing appropriate for an early nmorning spinin a newy
acqui red skinmrer. N m sha spoke the security
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passwords into the estate system and the two wal ked quickly to the garage
ar ea.

| eska had her knife out a second before N m sha did when a shadow det ached
itself fromthe corner of the first parking slot.

"I'f you two thought you'd try it out on your own, you thought wong," Lord
Ti onei said, holding his arnms wi despread as he energed.

"Scare the life out of ne, you would," |eska said, sheathing her knife. "I
could have skewered you, Lord Tionei." She didn't sound the |east bit
repent ant .

"I know your reflexes by now, Man, so 1 was in no danger," Tionei said,
chuckl i ng.

"I could have sworn | saw you drive away, sir,"
deep enough breath to calma fast-beating heart.

Ni m sha said, after taking a

"Ch, | did, and doubl ed back around before the security net was acti vat ed.
brought suitable clothing. And | can be Tionei, or Ti, as you w sh, mnidear
now you' re Double M"

"Don't you have any faith in your training of me, Tionei?" N nisha asked,
quick to accept his offer

"Ch, 1 do, but you haven't driven sonething as powerful as this one, and
neither has leska. In this test run, you'll drive with me until |'msure you
bot h have the neasure of these engines. Get in."

As this was a two-seater skimrer, suitable for city and country travel--or so
Lady Rezalla would think--there were only two bucket seats. However, behind
them there was a little space and a | edge across the back, just adequate for
someone as slender as leska, if she sat sideways with her knees bent.

The skimrer purred into activity when N m sha thunbed on the engine.

"Slowly, ny girl. Those engi nes could wake even your dam from a sound sl eep,"
Ti onei said, raising one hand in warning.

"I can feel the power in them" N nmisha agreed, smiling. "You' re such a good
father, Tionei."
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Ti onei sighed and N nmisha wi shed she'd phrased that some other way, for she
knew how di sappoi nted he was in his own body-heir. And really, she couldn't
blame him Vestrin was usel ess and he needn't have been. Once again N nisha
had cause to thank her nother for her upbringing and nurture. Vestrin's dam
m ght have been the acknow edged beauty of her debut year, but that,



seem ngly, had been her one achi evenent. She had, however, presented four
not abl e Lords with body-heirs, never once |osing her elegant figure in the
process and increasing her personal wealth each tinme. Three of them were as
i ndol ent as Vestrin. Only the fourth, young Lord Haricore, showed signs of
being interesting, and he was such an active child that he required a ful
squad of bodyguards . . . nore to rescue the victinms of his never-ending
pranks than to keep hi m safe.

Nimsha lifted the skinmer slowy, turning the |lever to port once she was
above the | ow garages and headi ng out the main entrance, which opened at the
use of her password. There was no sense of novenent, though the ground passed
swiftly beneath them

"Lights . . ." Her sire gave her a grin, for her finger was already depressing
t he appropri ate panel

"Light is nore likely to wake nmy nother than noise," she said coolly. "I read
t he operating manual three tinmes. So did | eska."

"The manual and the operation are distinctly separated by hands-on
experience," Tionei said. "Take us to the lakeside. |'ve cleared it with
Traffic Control that I'mtesting a new vehicle. There won't be any
repercussi ons when we let this sleek notor out."

The two in the front heard | eska's throaty chuckle. "You think of everything,
don't you, Lord Tionei?"

"Well, that was an obvious precaution.”
They reached the | ake within m nutes.

"Take it down to the end at whatever speed you feel you can handle to reach
that destination," he said, sitting back and folding his arnmns.
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| eska took a firmhold of the conveniently placed seat tabs and willed herself
heavi er as she felt N misha increase the forward nmotion. The girl was
cautious, possibly because it was so obvious that the skimer possessed a very
hi gh- power ed engi ne and she needed to get the feel of it. N misha executed a
neat U-turn at the base of the | ake. The geographical feature was actually an
earth fault, one hundred and two kilometers in length and forty in wdth, that
had been damred to make a water-sports facility convenient to Accl arke.

Ni m sha headed down the noonlit ribbon of water and began to increase the
power, slowy at first, getting the feel of the controls and then speedi ng up

"What's hol ding you back, N m sha?" her sire asked teasingly. "The engi ne has
been wel |l broken in, you know "

"I will go as fast as | want to, Tionel Rondyntnse, and I'll thank you not to
taunt ne."
Ti onel threw back his head and | aughed. "Inpudent scut!"

| eska sighed with relief, but she really ought not to have doubted Ni m sha's
conmmon sense. She did crane her neck to see what speed was bei ng achi eved and
saw t he gauge hol ding steady at three hundred kil onmeters. She saw the cliffs
that bordered the north side of the long | ake zi pping by and then kept her
eyes strai ght ahead. Monents |ater N m sha eased back on the stick and, when



it cane tine to execute a turn, the skimer was doing a sedate speed of one
hundred kli cks.

"Now, |let ne see you handl e a few basic maneuvers, N ni," her father said.
"The controls, as you will have noticed, are light to the touch. And you have
no doubt noticed where the ejection controls are.” He turned his head around.
"There's one for the rear |edge, too, Man."

"I felt no need to look for it, mlord," leska said in an am able draw .
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When Ni mi sha had performed the aerobatics her father requested, she | anded and
| ooked back to leska. "Your turn," she said and, inserting herself between the
two bucket seats, managed to cram herself into one corner while | eska went

f or war d.

Wth no desire to show off, Jeska did the length of the | ake at the sane speed
that N misha had used.

"I'"mdisappointed in you, leska," Lord Tionel said, clicking his tongue.

"What's suitable for Lady Nimsha is so for ne, too, sir," Jeska said dryly.

"I amreprimanded," Lord Tionel replied, one hand on his heart as he executed
a bowin her direction. "Which of you will take the skimrer honme?"

"I will, sir," leska replied promptly. "This has been an exciting day for Lady
Ni M and she nust not appear holl ow eyed from fatigue tonorrow-or, rather
later this nmorning, when she's formally allowed to take possession of her
Doubl e M day gift fromyou."

"Wl |l answered," was his comment.

"Thanks, les," cane fromthe back. "lIt's such a confortable vehicle, |I'm

nearly asl eep.”

What neither young worman ever publicly adnmitted was that this particular

ski mer was al so spaceworthy, which made it nuch easier for themboth to go to
the Ship Yard. There they spent a great deal of time with the trainers that
Lord Tionel had enployed to teach his daughter the engineering skills she
expressly wished to | earn. Since these included advanced mat hematics, she
could honestly reply to her nother that she was applying herself to | essons
that would be useful in her adult life. Having | eska to work with her on the

| essons made them nore fun and provided a conpetition that had them both vying
to be the best.

On their first trip to the Rondymense Ship Yard in the new ski mer, Lord
Ti onel celebrated by taking theminto the Design
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section and introducing themto the nethods by which he achieved exactly the
right design for the ship that he wanted to construct.

It was a big enpty room which surprised both girls. Lord Tione! grinned and
noti oned themto the side.

"Lights off. Designer on," he said.



The lights obediently went off. "Designer on," a quiet voice said.

"We are to design an interstellar freighter, displacenent tonnage thirty
t housand, cargo tonnage ei ghteen thousand, cargo space to be sectioned off
into freezer units, liquid or bulk."

"Did you want to start with an existing design?"
"No. "

"Accepted. Do you have a basic shape in nind?"
"Yes, I'd like to see an ellipsoid."

An elliptical shape appeared in the room lighting the darkness, along with
lines that denoted scale. "Like this?"

Lord Tionel considered. "Mm no, let's go with a deltoid punpkin-seed shape.

The shape changed. "This is simlar to the StarStream hull in ny database;
woul d you like to use that instead?"

Ti onel shook his head. "No, for the kind of freighter the client wants, this
is a better starting point. Now, | want to push a new star drive through the
back of the hull, taking up no nore than five percent of the rear volume, to
gi ve the nost cargo space."

A portion of the rear of the inage changed color. "Like this?"
"Yes." Lord Tionel stroked his chin. "Now, " and he pointed, though he needn't
have with a voi ce-operated Designer, "extrude that through the hull for one
percent of its length and flatten the new face."

The col ored i mage bul ged through the punpkin seed. "Like this?"

"Exactly. Now, put in a standard ten-g star drive in that space, add tankage
and plunbing, and tell ne how it perforns at top Interstellar Drive."
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"Fully | oaded?"
"Of course."

"Such a shape, fully | oaded at naxi mum speed, woul d exceed the performance of
the StarStream hull by two percent.”

"Not good enough. Let's see what changes we can make with our punmpkin to
i mprove perfornmance."

"What about nmking it a plunper punpkin, Ti?" N msha suggested. "After all
it's cargo space you want, isn't it? If she carries nore than the Star Stream
hul | and still exceeds perfornmance w thout other nodifications, you' ve already
achi eved an i nprovenent."

"Designer, let's see a plunper punpkin,” Lord Tionel ordered with a chuckle.
None of the three in the Design facility realized that they had spent nearly
ei ght hours \vorking on a variety of nodifications until Jim Marroo, who was
ni ght supervisor, buzzed through on the corn-unit. Lord Ti onel frowned



angrily, for they were about to solve a mgjor difficulty in the drive
coefficient.

"No one is supposed to interrupt nme here," he said in a grow and then | ooked
at his wist chrono. "Lady Rezalla, or ny name's not Tione
Rondynmense- Er hardt . "

"Lord Tionel, it's Lady Rezalla, or you may be sure | would not--"

"In this case, an interruption is quite in order, [im Tell Lady Rezalla |I've
had the girls helping me ... helping ne . " He turned to Nimsha and [eska
for assistance.

"Choose the col or scheme for your new yacht,” N msha said quickly. The
i nformati on was repeated and Lord Tionel breathed an exaggerated sigh of
relief.

"Desi gner, save the entire session under the password decor. Lights on, and
open door," he added. He ushered the girls out quickly. "I'd no idea we'd been
in there so long."

"It was a lot nore fun than |I've had since the day you gave me ny ski nmer,
Ti," N msha said.
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"You've got a definite gift for design, Nim, and | won't have it wasted on
decoration. Wich reminds nme: You'll have to think of a color scheme on
our way honme so your damwon't know what we have been up to."

"I"msure we could have worked out that problemin just a few nore nonents,"
Ni m sha went on disnmally, shaking her head with di sappoi ntent.

"I"ve no doubt about it," Lord Tionel said, and then turned to jeska. "And
you, young woman, have the good sense to see when ent husi asm needs to be
reined in for practical matters. We'd' ve lost a good forty tonnes of cargo
space if we'd kept on with a main tunnel for all conduits.™

"Besides being difficult to access,"
color, Ti?"

Ni m sha said. "What's your favorite

"Green, of course/' he said as they arrived at the dock of his private
vehi cl e.

A compl ete col or schene, including fabrics, rug, and a well-known furnishings
establ i shnent to custom design sketches, was figured out by the two girls on
the short trip hone. Nim sha casually left themon the hall table when the
Resi dence Manager opened the door to the girls. The fact that the RMsaid
nothing at all to Lord Tionel, closing the House door al nbst on his nose, was
i ndi cative of the disgrace he was in.

Quch a miscalculation in time did not occur again because Lord Tione
installed an automatic cutoff within the Design Room to save the work and
give the girls anple tine to reach home in Ni-rnisha's very fast skinmrer. So
Lady Rezalla had no further opportunity to conplain that her birth-father
nmonopol i zed hi s daughter

Havi ng these fascinating and instructive sessions cut short to deceive her



nother did not sit well with Nimsha. She knew what she wanted to do with her
life, which was far nore than nost of her
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peer group did. Especially as she enjoyed none of their so-called diversions
what soever. She and | eska kept trying to figure out ways in which to achieve
their objective of placating Lady Rezalla sufficiently to really dig into
their engineering studies. G rcunmstance, as it so often does, gave N mi sha the
perfect opportunity. And she pronptly seized it.

Three weeks after the installation of the alarmthat would allow the girls to
be hone when Lady Rezalla expected them the breakfast vidcast was full of
replays, interviews, and stern statenments by hi gh-ranking Accl arki an Peace
Guardi ans concerning the antics of certain young sci ons who had al ready

recei ved warni ngs about reckl ess behavior. The fact that the main culprit was
Lord Vestrin Rondynmense-Wal eska, Lord Tionel's body-heir, was the only reason
Lady Rezalla would have continued to view the matter. On a bet to see who
could maneuver his skimer fastest through the rush-hour traffic in a crowded
i ndustrial conplex, young Vestrin had | ost control of his vehicle and had
crashed into a public transport, killing nine craftsnen.

"He had no business in that area at that hour," Lady Rezalla said indignantly.
"I'f he nust drive at dangerous speeds, let himat |east do so at the | ake and
drown hinmself instead of killing people. And then to send a mnor solicitor to
of fer the nobst paltry conpensation for the deaths of hardworking and decent
fol k! Mere craftsnen they may have been, but they were supporting their

fam lies and educating their children to be useful citizens, which is nore
than | can say Vescuya ever did with Vestrin. In fact, they're far nore worthy
of extreme consideration than that young, heartless |lout. How such a total

di saster of a man can be Lord Tionel's body-heir is beyond me. First Families
have obligations, above and beyond the fact that they were the first, and nost
successful, of the colonists to land on a planet. They endured nuch to carve
out the hones, fields, businesses, space stations, cities,
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and the anenities of which we are now so proud. That young man needs to be
sent where his attitudes can be professionally altered. In fact, he should be
made to earn a living as the craftsnmen he killed did. He nmust learn to
appreci ate what his ancestors endured to give himthe advantages he has and
doesn't seemat all able to understand and appreciate, nuch | ess inprove.
shal | informthe Residence Manager that Lord Vestrin is no |onger received by
this House."

"I did so nyself, six weeks ago, nmy nother, when he--" N -m sha stopped,
because Lord Vestrin's message had been a blatant threat for her to stop
visiting his father so often

"When he what, N m sha?" Lady Rezalla demanded, tapping her fingers with
di spl easure

"When he made inproper advances at nme, Lady Rezalla," |eska said, nanaging a
flush. "Lady Nim sha interfered and told the RM Lord Vestrin was not to be
adnmtted to the grounds.”



"As indeed he should have. Wiy was 1 not told of that affront, Jeska? You are
inm enploy and | will not have ny people subjected to such enmbarrassnents.
Even by kin to Lord Tionel." Lady Rezalla turned to Ninmisha. "Your sire . "
"I's above reproach, ny nother, as you certainly know. You have, yourself,
remar ked on how Lady Vescuya seens to delight in Vestrin's excesses. | know
that Lord Tionel does not and will certainly discipline his body-heir over
this latest horrific escapade.™

"Indeed he will have to," Lady Rezalla said with a sniff. "The Peace Guardi ans
may upon occasion turn a blind eye to an innocent |ark by high-spirited young
men and wonen, but they take a different view entirely when deaths are

i nvol ved. A period in a rehabilitation center is nost certainly on the agenda.
And conmunity service. Hopefully on a difficult and primtive planet.

"Furthermore, | don't see how Lord Tionel could possibly allow the Ship Yard
to be handed over to such a want-wit as that young man. Wv, the business
woul d be defunct in half a decade! You
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know how hard Lord Tionel works and how often the Fleet contracts for himto
build their special designs."

"I do, ny nother,"” N msha said al nbst hunbly, "which is why | regret, for

Lord Tionel's sake, that Vestrin has no interest at all in the Yard." She did
not need to add "except for the credit it earns." Lady Rezalla's eyebrow rose
sufficiently to have nentally appended that clause. "I have always known how

fortunate | amto be your body-heir, my nother, and appreciative of the care
you have | avi shed on ny upbringi ng and education.”

"You're a Boynton, after all," Lady Rezalla said at her haughtiest.

"And proud to be, ny mother. | would like to utilize ny advantages to the

full est extent possible and prove that the privilege | enjoy as a First Famly
scion is not wasted on stupid pastinmes but turned to the best possible effect
for ny famly name and ny comunity."

Even at breakfast, Lady Rezalla was far from sl ow She gave her daughter a

| ong, thoughtful |ook. "I believe we have conme round to your fascination wth
desi gn again, have we not, N m sha?"

"Yes, ny nother."

"And you wish to spend nore tinme at Lord Tionel's Ship Yard?"

"Yes, ny nother."

Lady Rezalla poured herself another cup of coffee, added the dollop of cream
she liked, stirred it, and took a sip.

"I could have wi shed you shared my interest in investnment and how to recognize
the potential of one business over another, but | can scarcely fault you for
wi shing to achieve . " She paused, her lips tight. "As the antithesis of
wanton acts born of irresponsibility and | ack of purpose.”

"Then | may . . . ask Lord Tionel if | may |learn nore about running the Yard?"



Lady Rezalla had never quite forgotten Lord Tionel's casual remark about
| eaving Ni mi sha the Rondynmense Yard. It surfaced propitiously.

"Learning how to manage a reputable firmthat produces
28
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spaceships is certainly preferable to plowi ng through public transport
vehicles. 1 shall inquire if Lord Tionel would be willing to instruct you in
managerial duties."”

Qddly enough the "managerial duties" Lord Tionel graciously told Lady Rezall a
he was willing to teach her body-heir happened to include "nmanagi ng" the

Desi gner and hel pi ng himconplete the freighter they had started together

That was only the first of the projects they, and | eska M an, worked on

t oget her over the next few years, during which tine Lord Tionel outlined for
them a ruthl ess course of academ c studies, |aboratory experinents, and
speci al use of the smaller Design Room where they could exam ne and i nprove on
the nmyriad conponents of the nodern spaccworthy craft. Using his influence, he
arranged for themto sit the sane engi neering exam nations that would qualify
themfor full enmploynent in his, or any other, Ship Yard.

As for his reckless body-heir, Lord Tionel sent himto the nbst reputable
rehabilitation center available, ignoring the pleas of Lady Vescuya and not

i nformi ng her in which center her darling son had been placed. Once the center
was satisfied with his noral inprovenment and an acceptabl e | evel of
responsibility for his own actions, he was to spend a year on a struggling
colonial planet to learn what being a First Family scion actually neant. Lord
Ti onel increased the conpensation to all the fanmlies of that fatal crash and
took a quiet, personal interest in the education and pronotion of the
surviving siblings.

CHAPTER 2

Five days after Lady N m sha reached her full nmajority of eighteen years, her
sire was killed in a freak accident at the Rondynense Ship Yard. She and Jeska
were in the office, studying Lord Tioncl's |atest and revol utionary design for
a spaceship capable of inter-galactic distances; his private design code for
this yacht was gold plate. Having kept a keen eye on her sire's innovative
schenes, Ni m sha had al ready delighted hi mby naking mnor, but significant
contributions to his special private project.

When the alarmalerted the entire yard to a nmajor emergency, the two young
worren suited up and joined the search party. A space tug had gone out of
control, shearing through the shell of a battle cruiser, propelling structura
parts off at speed in all directions. One of them had | anced through Tionel's
pi nnace as he was returning froma nmeeting with Adm ral Narasharim head of
the Fleet design comittee. On such a short, routine journey, he had not been
wearing a space suit. Nor had the little ship sufficient shielding to protect
its passenger fromthe steel beamthat |anced through the single conpartnent.

When Ni mi sha and Jeska | earned the cause and the extent of the disaster,

Ni m sha paused | ong enough to calculate the trajectory of Lord Tionel's route
bet ween the navy yard and his office. Knowi ng the usual velocity of his trip,
the vector of the structural menber that had hit his craft, and the

approxi mate point of inpact,
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she calculated the likely course of the pinnace after the collision. Then
after both she and | eska donned EVA garb. Ni m sha commandeered a skiff,
speeding to the exact |location of the collision. She then foll owed the
cal cul ated path until she overtook the w eckage. They found battered human
remains and identified the corpse as Lord Tionel's fromhis wist comand what
clothing was still attached to his body. Although the Yard personnel as well
as the Fleet rescue teans woul d have given anything to spare the two girls
such a ghastly task, they brought his remains in a body bag back to Yard
headquarters while other teanms were still looking for him N msha and | eska

i nsi sted on acconpanyi ng his body back

to Accl arke

When informed first of Lord Tionel's death and then of her daughter's actions,
Lady Rezalla fainted for the first time in her life. She had revived by the
time Nimsha and | eska returned fromthe nortuary. At the sight of the two,
Lady Rezalla |l ost her renowned cal m and demanded to know how a gently reared
child of the Boynton-Chonderlee fanmly could possibly have undertaken the
retrieval

"He was my birth-sire and he deserved whatever final service I, his blood-kin,
could provide. The thought of him lost in space, spinning further and further
away from where he could be nost easily recovered, was too painful to bear,"
Ni mi sha informed her nother, her face pale and rigid.

Lady Rezalla regarded her body-heir with conflicting enotions, pride and
approval vying with--leska said later to Nimsha--a tinge of jeal ousy m xed
wi th anger that N m sha had endangered herself when there were plenty of
others to find .. . him

"l eska, pour me a drink, one for yourself and--what will you have, ny nother?"
Ni mi sha said, stiffly walking to the nearest chair and collapsing in it with
an abruptness that Lady Rezalla would, under other conditions, have criticized
as too gracel ess for a young wonman of her upbringing.
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"But you went out into space,
handed her a strong stimul ant.

Lady Rezalla said, nodding gratitude as |eska

"In a skiff and in EVA gear."

"In EVA gear?" Lady Rezalla's eyes bul ged, her hand went to her heart, and

j eska guided her glass to her lips for a restorative sip.

"W were well instructed, Lady Rezalla," leska said, with a worried gl ance at
Ni m sha, who was silent with shock. "Part of our nmanagerial training, ny |ady.
In case there should be a major disaster and total evacuation of the prem ses
was required. "

"Then what was today's . . . horrid tragedy considered? A m nor hiccup in
normal procedures?" Lady Rezalla demanded, clearly recovering nore quickly
than N m sha was.

"Aterrible accident, Lady Rezalla," Jeska said, and she managed to get a



handkerchief froma wist pocket to blot her eyes of tears. "I understand that
Admi ral Narasharimherself is conducting the inquiry into how the tug was

allowed to function without a proper spaceworthy certificate. She will be
wi shing to call on you, ny lady, since neither Lord Vestrin nor Lady Vescuya
are presently on Accl arke and someone nust--" | eska's voice broke.

"Take charge. Yes, of course, someone nust take charge." Lady Rezalla said,
sitting straighten "W were once contracted. W have a mutual child, ny
body-heir, and 1 have no doubt she will conport herself in a far nore reverent
and seemy fashion than that appalling young man who will now succeed him"
Lady Rezalla gave a shudder of dismay and repugnance. "Not that he has the
talent to enmulate his sire." She took another |ong sip of the brandy.

"N misha, drink that at once. You're dead white with shock and you mnust
recover your conposure inmediately. The Boynton in you requires that. And at

| east the worlds will know that one Rondymense scion carries the nane with
honor and credit."

Ni m sha downed the entire glass and then threw it into a corner of the wall.
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Lady Rezalla blinked, but firmy pressed her |ips together at the pleading
| ook on leska's face.

"Yes, the Rondynense nane will be honored as fully as | honor yours, ny
nmot her,” Nimsha said, clinging to the chair as she struggled to rise. "He
wi Il never be shamed by his daughter.” And she ran fromthe room weeping.
"But you're ny body-heir," Lady Rezaila murmured, confused and a bit
indignant. "Go with her, |eska, and confort her as best you can," she added,
whi sking the girl out of the door.

As | eska turned back before the automatic door slid into place, she saw Lady
Rezal | a, hands covering her face, shoul ders heaving as she, too, wept for Lord
Ti onel

Fie had indeed left the entire Rondynmense Ship Yard GrBH with all its assets,
designs, and resources to Lady N m sha Boynton- Rondynense--a bequest that Lord
Vestrin Rondynmense-VWWal eska instantly instructed his | egal advisors to have
reversed. He petitioned to be returned to Accl arke, having endured three years
of his exile. His mother petitioned, as"well, and had the advantage of being
able to return to Acclarke City fromthe col ony where, once she had | earned
where her son was being incarcerated, she had attenpted to supply a few of the
el egancies of life for her son. She pursued the claimwith all possible vigor
Not that Lord Vestrin had been deprived in any way, for he inherited a

consi derabl e estate fromhis sire: funds so secured that the young heir would
be unable to break the trust nanagenent and control the sizable principal, but
an all owance that would et himpaintain a suitable

lifestyle.

"He's the vindictive sort," Lady Rezalla said, "which characteristic he mnust
have inherited fromhis dam s bloodline. Rehabilitation can only do so
much- -si nce body-heirs are not permtted by law to undergo the nore drastic
psychiatric treatnments. Her other
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children display such pettiness fromtine to tine. W've all noticed it." She
t hen di sm ssed them as beneath her noti ce.



Lady Rezalla's attorneys were the acknow edged masters of their profession and
instantly joined with Lord Tionel's to prove that the bequest was of |ong
standing. In fact, when Lady Rezalla thought back over the years, she placed
the transfer of the property to the very week in which Lord Tionel had nade
hi s casual remark about |eaving his business to his bl ood-daughter. The

Accl arki an courts refused to hear Lord Vestrin's appeal. He had been granted a
substantial fortune as befit a body-heir. Since Lord Rondynense's bequest of
his Ship Yard went to a blood relative, there was nothing to contend.

Lady Vescuya ranted and raved on about such iniquity to the point where she
became a social liability to those who had once professed friendship for her
Certainly no hostess would conmit the solecismof inviting both Vescuya and
Rezalla to the same function. When a new scandal rocked Acclarke Cty's First
Families, the untinmely death of Lord Tionel and its subsequent problenms were
forgotten.

It wasn't until Admiral Narasharim herself called at the Boynton-Chonderl ee
House to see Lady N misha that Lady Rezalla began to appreciate exactly how
much "managerial " instruction Lord Tionel had given his bl ood-daughter

Whi |l e Lady Ni nmisha was being summoned, Lady Rezalla offered hospitality and
tried to di scover why an admiral would need to seek out her daughter

"Lady Ni mi sha has finished the | atest cal culations on the fentosecond
processor and, since | have neetings on the surface nyself, | thought to spare
her an unnecessary trip to Headquarters."

"The fentosecond processor?" Lady Rezalla asked, trying to sound as if she
knew what the adm ral was tal king about.

"Yes, she's been experinenting with storage fibers and she's
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conme up with exactly the right conposite to handl e al nost incredible electron
transfers. OF course, having the | atest Joseph-son junctions has been of

i nestimabl e assistance in solving that

probl em"

"Yes, it would, wouldn't it," Lady Rezalla said, smling graciously.

A brief knock was followed by Nimsha's entrance into the room

"Here you are, Admiral," and she passed over several of the tiny round disks
that generally held quantities of information Lady Rezalla thought were quite
remarkable. "I do apol ogize, ny nother. But this is very inportant,"” she said.

"We have a little tine in hand for you to conplete your toilette before we

| eave, " Lady Rezalla said with only the slightest hint of

repri mand.

The admi ral was on her feet, shaking N nisha's hand and grinning. "I'll see
you tonorrow with the test results, shall 17?"

"I wouldn't mss it, ma'am" N nmsha said, and guided the admral to the door



whi ch the RM opened with a deep, respectful bow "It won't take ne |ong, ny
not her,"” Nimisha said gaily as she shot up the stairs to her room

"You must tell ne nore about these . . . seconds ..." Lady Rezalla began when
they were settled in NNmsha's skimrer and on their way to the ballet that was
the evening's occasion. "It's just business, ny nother," N msha said with a
shrug. "A business that an admiral comes in person to collect is not just

busi ness, Nim sha."

"It is, however, Fleet business, nmy nother, and | nmay not discuss it, even
t hough I know you to be the soul of discretion. However, | would like to
prevail on your financial acunen to take a | ook at the Ship Yard records. |
may know a nanosecond from a femt osecond, but achieving trial balances and
projections of what percentage our profits are above last year's is totally
beyond ne. "
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"I should be delighted to | ook them over, ny daughter. Wen had you in nind?"
"Wuld the day after tonorrow be conveni ent?"

Lady Rezalla had no real need to consult her delicate wist pad, but she did.
"Quite suitable."

Showi ng good sense as well as filial respect, N msha brought her nother in to
her executive office to peruse the Rondynense Ship Yard financial records
whi | e she busied herself with nminor but necessary executive tasks. Hal fway

t hrough the inspection, Lady Rezalla closed the file she was studyi ng and sat
back in the chair.

"Ti onel knew very well what he was doing. And so do you, ny dear girl, in
spite of that fano-neto-second gi bberish you gave ne the other day. | shal

| eave your Fleet discretions and secrets, since you're in themas deeply as
dear Ti was. Obviously he trained you to take his place and so you nust,
restoring the nane Rondynense to the honor it deserves."

Nei t her remarked on the fact that Lord Vestrin had finally returned to

Accl arke but was keeping a very low profile, generally taking hinself

of f-planet to hunt with those of his acquai ntance who did nothing but divert
t hensel ves with whatever foible or folly took their wayward interests.

"I don't believe that | had any idea of exactly the scale of dear Ti's Yard,
nor how much construction is currently under way. How can you possibly find
time to do little tasks for the Fleet? Miuch | ess spend so rmuch tine conpleting
t hat yacht he was enanored of." Lady Rezalla's final tone bordered on the
critical despite the good inpression the extent of Rondymense's enterprises
had gi ven her.

"He trained |leska Man at the sane tinme he trained ne."

"He di d?" That startled her nother, who hastily reviewed that young woman's
behavi or but could find not the | east trace of unbecom ng or pushy manners.
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Ni mi sha | aughed. "Ti used to say that |eska had the ninety-nine percent of
perspiration it takes to invent sonething new and |I'd supply the one percent
genius that shot us into a new di nension. Actually, we're a very good team |
al ways have Jeska check my cal cul ations. She's accurate to the exact limts of
the data. 1 nmight be right in ny guesstimate nost tines, but she nakes sure
it's substantiated by hard figures.”

"Real ly," Lady Rezalla said faintly, in a nild state of shock. "Actually, we
do nore design than adm ni strati on anyway, since Tionel has always had
excel l ent executives |like JimMarroo, Efram Dottl esheim and Ferman

M| es-Zynker. You nmet them at the obsequies and | remenber you conmenting on
how i npressed you were with their dignity and genuine grief."

"That is true. | was inpressed." Lady Rezalla had been, but for reasons other
than those quoted by her daughter. She had |earned all she could about the nen
who were--nomnally, it now appeared--in charge of her body-heir's

i nheritance. She would ruthlessly have dism ssed any that had not net her high
standards, but they all had. Wi ch made dear Ti's dreadful body-heir all the

nore a tragedy.

"I have no qualns at allowing themto continue in their current
responsibilities,” Nim sha told her nother, smling, "doing the
bread-and-butter work that supports the icing on the particul ar piece of cake
Ti wanted so to finish. It's mne now, and |I'm continuing the work in
progress. Some of it, | spin off to the Navy for their experts to try to pick
apart. Tionel did that, and | seemto have inherited the same courtesy they
extended him Anyway, he |left us copious notes on how to proceed." She
gestured around her office to indicate the schematics and plans projected on
the wall, all printed out fromwork down in the Design Room where she spent so
much of her tine.

"You' d best show me the ship itself while I'mhere," her dam
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said, dismissing the plans that she couldn't read for a virtual shape that she
m ght have nmore chance of evaluating. "I knew | should have supervised you
nore cl osely but " Rezalla's shrug was as el egant as ever. Then she smled
up at her tall daughter. "H s genes have done well by you. See that you do
wel |l by his legacy."

"I intend to, my nother."
"And, before you get too involved, | suggest that you have your body-heir."

Ni mi sha thought that suggestion over for a |long nonment. "Yes, that would be

wi se, since | intend to test the yacht nyself." At her mother's startled gasp,
she smiled reassuringly and touched her nother delicately on the forearm "I'm
a very good pilot, you know, but I have a duty to you and the Fam|ly. Have you
any sire in mnd for ne?"

"Thank you, nmdear. Lately you have been so limted in your contact w th your
peers that | wonder that you are interested in nmen at all. "

"Ch, | am Mther/' Nimisha said in such a warmtone that her nother becane
all the nmore anxious. But N m sha did know about Family duty and woul d never
i nvol ve herself, even in dalliance, with soneone |less than totally



pr esent abl e.

"Only those, | suspect," Lady Rezalla said in a slightly acid tone, "who
pretend to be interested in your fascination with par-sees and performance

vehicl es. "

"There are some who have applied to ne for reconmendati ons on racing cars, mny

nmot her,” Nimsha replied, her expression droll. "Over lunches at fashionable
eateries and even on weekend parties. | do not live a nmonastic life."

Lady Rezalla sniffed delicately. "I should hope not!" N m sha shrugged and her
not her went on. "Leave the matter of a suitable sire to ne. | shall give you
several choices. After all, a body-heir contract is short. And you m ght even
enjoy it."
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"Did you enjoy your contract with ny sire, ny nother?"

Lady Rezalla raised her head, stiffened her back, and regarded her daughter
for a long noment. At first, N msha wondered if she had broached too persona
a matter.

"Yes," Lady Rezalla said, her eyes reflecting sadness, "I did. And he tried to
extend it."

"I know," Nimsha said with a nmoue of regret.

"He was far too commtted, even then, to ... his business." Rezalla rose from

the desk to indicate that the subject was cl osed.

The inspection of the ship--or rather of the skeleton, for the special
petralloys that would be the hull plating had yet to be added--was duly
conducted, and Lady Rezalla did not affect either specious approval or disnay.
She was even allowed into the sacrosanct Design Room She inhaled sharply when
the Iights went out, and then exhal ed as the Designer displayed the yacht as
she woul d

look in finished form

"I npressive," she said. "1 wouldn't have thought dear Ti was so inventive.
Mich better than his col or schenes," she added bl andly, |eaving the now bare
Desi gn Room

Lady Rezalla also took note of the respect with which her daughter was treated
by all the Rondynense personnel. So the tour ended with Lady Rezalla both
pl eased and reassured.

As Ni m sha conveyed her nother back to the surface of Vega Ill, she decided
that she'd very deftly gotten her mother to take care of screening suitable
sires so that she wouldn't have to spend unnecessary tine away fromthe Yard
to attend to that fanmly obligation. She had too nuch schedul ed right now to
spend time going through bl oodlines and gene patterns. Her nother woul d enjoy
t he occupation far nmore than she woul d. And probably choose a far nore
suitable alliance. Nimisha s current bedrmate woul d not neet her nother's high
soci al standard, but then, what her mother didn't know woul dn't offend her

Two weeks | ater her npther handed her a |ist of suitable nen.
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O the lot, N msha decided that Lord Rhidian Farquahar-Hayakawa was the nost
acceptable to her. She was, of course, acquainted with the man. He was an
ardent hunter of alien nonsters, charnming and handsome, though she depl ored
hi s hobby as nuch as he probably di sapproved of her professional involvenent.
But he was known to be an excellent conpanion on a hunt, never conpl ai ni ng
about the dirt or disconfort, and had often caused her to how with |aughter
at his sly and cl ever jokes. She had never once heard himbelittle anyone. He
had bl ue eyes, too, so that feature woul d be perpetuated. Wen approached by
Ni mi sha for his service, he was surprised but recovered snoothly.

"You're only eighteen, Nim,"
into maternity yet."

he'd remarked. "Surely you don't need to rush

"I mght as well get it over with so | can concentrate on what interests ne.
|'ve the Yard to nanage, you know. "

"How s that new | ong-di stance yacht of yours conming along? | hear it's going
to reduce travel tine phenonenally,” he said. "Could | make it from Deneat horn
to Canopus IVin time to attend both hunting seasons?"

"Only if you learn to handle a spaceship better than you do hunting vehicles,"
she replied, obliquely rem nding himof a near-fatal accident while hunting
raptors on Canopus | V.

"WIl you do a shakedown cruise with me when the yacht's ready?"

"I need the body-heir contract now Rhid, but I'll see what | can do when the
yacht is ready for trial runs."

"Fair enough,"” he replied, and then he was willing to discuss the contract for
a body-heir. He surprised her by asking for Rondymense Ship Yard stock and
added m ni ng concessions fromhis famly holdings as his half of the child's
birthright. The agreenent was signed, the begetting of an heir was conducted
with grace, skill, and such fervor that N misha was quite pleased. And just a
little disappoi nted when she becane pregnant a scant two
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months later. Rhidian did not cease his visits, for the contract stipulated a
live, healthy child. She didn't object to his conpany during her pregnancy,
since he usually arrived after she had returned fromthe Ship Yard. He did
once mention that he felt she should suspend her operations at the Yard in the
last trinester of her pregnancy.

"Why? Al 1'mdoing now is programmng the Al's on board and that takes very
little physical effort on ny part. Still, it's nice of you to be concerned,
Rhi di an. "

"I know you're healthy, and all that, and carrying easily, Nim. It's just

that acci dents can--and have ..." He paused, wondering if he should have
obliquely nentioned the tragic circunstance of her sire's death. .
happened at the Ship Yard and | should not like to see you niscarry. O
course, if you did, |I would naturally honor the contract, which requires the
successful birth, not nerely the pregnancy,” he said, his expression hopeful



"That's npst considerate of you, Rhidian, but | don't foresee any problens,
and no one at the Yard lets ne overextend nyself. | could probably do a | ot
nore than Jeska and ny other departnent heads allow. "

Rhi di an gave a reluctant shrug. "Well, if Jeska's always with you .

"Always," N msha said.

When her daughter was born, N m sha was overwhelnmed with a totally

unantici pated rush of maternal devotion that put the hal f-finished yacht into
second place in her life. Lady Rezalla couldn't believe how the birth altered
her daughter, nor could Jeska. Fortunately, both approved.

"Having a baby is not at all |ike designing a spaceship, is it?" N msha said,
smling fatuously at the dainty girl that her body had produced.
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"I should hope not," Lady Rezalla said sharply, but her expression softened
instantly. She, too, was quite besotted with her grandchild.

Lady Astatine was the only relative who retained critical objectivity. "It's
wel I enough,"” she said. "If it lives and has its health."

Lady Rezalla's suddenly revived hope that N m sha woul d di spense with
spaceshi p design and Yard supervision was ruthlessly shattered. Although a
regi stered wet nurse was hired to tend the baby's needs, N m sha set up an
office suite in her domicile, adding vid screens showi ng the nursery roons so
she coul d enjoy her daughter's antics whenever she chose. In fact, as Cuiva
advanced fromcrawing to an unsteady wal k, only Jeska knew how often N ni sha
totally ignored other pressing professional matters.

Lord Rhidian was so beguiled by his firstborn that he continued his visits,
even mssing an inportant Trophy Hunt when Cuiva first wal ked. Al though

Ni mi sha had not initially intended to take so nuch time away fromthe Yard to
supervi se her body-heir's nurturing and devel opment, she found tine spent with
her daughter a source of relaxation froma |ong day of progranm ng. She was
setting up what she knew woul d be a revolutionary fentosecond control system
for the yacht. That such a system al so required a whol e new generation of
central processing units--as well as a staggering cost--meant little to her in
her search for perfection

When the Mark 2 was conpleted, she did the test runs, her first major absence
from her daughter since Cuiva's birth. Rhidian was one of those permitted to
cone along "for the ride." |Icska was another, along with an "interested"
observer fromthe Fleet Design Department. That had been a conplinment to Lord
Tionel's good standing with the Departnent, though N misha had the feeling

t hat Commander Modesittin was present nore as a goodwill representative. Wile
he asked few but pertinent questions, he had evidently been sufficiently

i npressed; a nore thorough investigation
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of the Mark 2's performance resulted in sales of four of this prototype for

scout vessels. N nisha and | eska had found a way around the cost of the
necessary CPU s, so that the Navy could also afford to buy the Mark 2.



Several of the patents she had registered for inprovenents in minor contro
devices were al so purchased in quantity and installed wherever they would
update existing systens. It was obvious that the Fleet was now as interested
in her as a naval designer as they had been in Lord Tionel. She had severa
very conplinentary interviews with Admiral Levertim Gollanch, who had
succeeded to Admral Narasharims position after the ol der woman's retirenent.
There was no harm Nimisha thought, in cooperating with the Fleet. She was
anused to be invited to a formal dinner by Admral Collanch shortly after the
interviews.

"More likely to pick my brains than to entertain me," N msha remarked to
Jeska, who conpl ai ned when she accepted the invitation

When Lady Rezalla heard about it, she considered such interest only right and
just and wondered why it had taken themso long to realize that Lady N nisha
was a fit successor to Lord Tionel

"They had to be sure of that, nmy nmother,"” Nimsha said. "They have, after all
continued to buy Rondymense units. But | designed sone of the systens that
Ti onel never got around to meking."

"So you've informed ne," was her damis droll reply.

So Nim sha attended a very formal dinner at Vega's Fleet headquarters in the
Supreme Adnmiral's quarters. She was the celebrity of the evening. The other
guests, gaudily attired in formal uniforms, displaying nedals for a variety of
achi evenents, ranged fromyoung to ancient, nmale and fenal e, and were al npbst
all naval. Two other civilians had been included and she knew bot h- - naval
architects, each good in his specialty. But, she rem nded herself, not as good
as she was.
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Wl |, service to one's Federation was part of the duty of a good Family, but

if she had to have a naval officer or other "observer" checking up on her, she
woul d choose with care. After narrowi ng down the candidates to a short |ist
and conducting a round of private investigations, she made an appoi ntnment to
see Admiral Gollanch. She'd have Lieutenant Senior G ade Cal eb Rustin, she
told the admiral, as her Fleet spy.

ol I anch pretended astoni shment. "Fleet spy?"

"That is certainly what |ast week's dinner was all about, wasn't it?" N nisha
responded, sitting totally at her case in his inpressive office. The wood
panel i ng was supposedly resurrected fromthe weck of sone ancient and

honor abl e oceangoi ng vessel. The decor was certainly all naval, including the
curious instruments by which ancient manners had been able to deduce their

| ocati on and make course corrections. "Let us be honest with each other
Admiral . "

"You have the forthrightness of your dam™

"I do not. She'd never say anything so direct. My biol ogical father m ght
have."

ol lanch hid a smile behind his hand but his eyes twinkled. "I feel that it is
quite likely that we can deal with you as equably as we did with Lord Tionel."



"Hi s understanding was with your predecessor, Admiral Narasharim"

"I can only hope that ours--" He paused to nmake her a half bow "--will be as
productive."

"Productive in what way? My sire never spoke of his ... arrangenent with
Fleet. | knew that there was one, not what it entailed.”

"This office has watched your handling of his Yard with interest and respect.
I wish to be nore fully briefed on your projects in case we may col |l aborate

"On ny |ong-distance yacht?" She cocked her head a little to one side.
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"The Mark Two vessels have performed well above the nost optinistic criteria
and yet you have a new design on the gantries."

"There is always roomfor inprovement, Admiral."

"If there is, this departnent is very interested. | do not intend to interfere
inany way with a civilian installation . "

"Then that isn't why Rondynense is situated so conveniently at one edge of
your main facility?"

"Happenst ance. The Rondymense Yard predates the Fleet's Vegan base by nearly a
hundred years, you know. " \Wen she nodded, because she did know, he went on
"It would please ne personally, not as admiral in charge of Fleet Design, if
you woul d duly consi der recomrendati ons and suggestions from ny
representative. Since young Rustin is your choice, | shall put himon detached
service to the Rondynense Ship Yard."

"He should get a pronotion for accepting hazardous duty,"” she said with a
smle. "And another one if our nutual efforts produce results."

"Are you well acquainted with Caleb Rustin?"

"Never net him before the other evening. But he has an inpressive record--good
engi neering aptitude, cleverly displayed when he did that m d-space repair to
t he contonpl ex a neteor sheared off the old Aegean Sea. What he jury-rigged
that day had been translated into standard equi pnment to prevent any simlar
accidents. And he's obviously being nonitored for further pronotions. At |east
in the Design division."

Sonmewhat startled by her know edge of the lieutenant's record, he covered his
surprise with a sly smle. Td' ve lost ny bet then," he said.

"Ch?" Nimsha raised both eyebrows in anusnent, encouragi ng an expl anation by
curving her nouth in a delicate one-sided snmle that fascinated the admiral
He was by no neans imune to the charismatic charm of the young worman with
such speaki ng genti an-blue eyes.
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"Yes," Gollanch said, steepling his fingers and rhythm cally bouncing his
fingertips together, a reflective habit of his.

"Let me guess,"” N nmisha said, |leaning forward and grinning as shrewdly as he
had. "That Marcusi captain.”

"How did you arrive at that conclusion?" Gollanch did not yet care to admt
how accurate her assessment was.

She | eaned back. "He was doing his best--adroitly," she said, raising her hand
not to denigrate the captain's perfornmance. "He al so seened exceedi ngly wel |

i nfornmed about mny, ah, present design plans."

" Hrmm . " ol lanch made a mental note to find out how the captain had been
able to access that information. Not even the Fleet had the right to invade a
Fami ly's private enterprise without due invitation. "I shall check into that."

"Don't bother. There's nothing | do not intend to share with the Fl eet when
have perfected what will inprove your ships." She dism ssed that problemwth
a flick of her hand. It was an unusually callused hand for a Fam |y scion
with a wide strong palm deft fingers, and trinmed nails, unlike the usual
elegantly tapered fingers with artificial extensions alnobst as | ong again as
the finger--a fad that inpeded any use of humanki nd's greatest advantage over
nmost ani mals. "How can you fault Captain Marcusi for wanting to succeed? He's
really very good at it."

"In that case ..." ollanch ended the subject with a shrug of his shoul ders.

"Good, especially as | nade ny own"--her delightful grin enlivened fine

features that tended, in repose, to be sober, if not aloof-- "discreet
inquiries, since it was obvious ny operation is of interest to the Fleet. So
it is very good of you, really, to be so ... so .. ."

"Accomrodat i ng?" Gol | anch suggested. On consideration, Rustin was a very good
choice, a better match for this wonan than Captain Marcusi, who had great
anbitions for hinmself--in which he would probably succeed, bar a bad conmand
deci sion. Rustin
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was far nore interested in achieving the best results froma project than in
maki ng certain everyone knew he had had a hand in it. The |l ad had good ideas
and, as the Lady N mi sha had noted, excellent engineering credentials. Then
wi thout trying to appear rushed, though the admiral had a full day's

appoi ntnents--a few of themnot as pleasant as this one--he sniled at her
"How soon can | send Lieutenant Conmander Rustin to Rondymense Ship Yard?"

Ni misha rose. "He's waiting at nmy skimer. | prom sed hima tour of the Yard
at dinner the other night. As soon as | could arrange it." She reached her
hand across the table and Goll anch shook it with both of his, noticing the
wor kmanl i ke strength of her grasp. Again that al most gamine grin and the

twi nkl e of her gentian-blue eyes. "He was the only one who didn't hint. He
al so was the first to ask ne to dance and converse on suitable subjects.”

"Ah! 1 will recommend such tactics should simlar strategy be needed."

"You are a dear, Adnmiral," she said, releasing her hand and maki ng her way to



t he door. There she stopped, considered nonmentarily, and then gracefully

| ooked back over her shoul der at him "Lieutenant Commander Rustin may never
know all | have in mnd as design features, but he will be privy to what woul d
i nprove the performance of the Vegan Fl eet vessels.”

At such an outrageous remark, Gollanch let out a roar of |aughter that brought
the officer at the worktop in the anteroomto his feet in surprise. "Such
condescension is nore than we hoped for, Lady N m sha Boynton-Rondyntnse."

"Certainly it's nmore than you deserve," was her parting shot.

It took Lady Ni misha sonme twenty minutes to reach her skinmer, where Cal eb
Rustin was standing, |ooking bew | dered. The |ong planes of his face were
slightly Oriental, often giving hima vex-
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i ngly unreadabl e expression. He was regarding his wist comas if it had
extruded fangs and bitten him Wen he heard her steps--she was wearing her
usual work apparel, including calf-high boots with reinforced toes and
soles--he smled a little hesitantly. H s be-nusenent was still apparent in
his light gray eyes, a contrast to the sallow skin and thick black hair. He
swal | owed.

"Admiral Gollanch's office has just contacted me, Lady N msha," he said. And
blinked. "I've received a pronotion, and |I'm not due one yet."

"Ah, but you certainly couldn't be the naval attache at Rondymense Ship Yard
as a mere senior lieutenant/' she replied.

"I"'mthe naval attache?" There was little inscrutability left in the genuine
delight and amazenment of his expression.

"Yes, you'll suit nme ever so much better than that pushy Captain Marcusi."
"Mar--" Caleb tilted his head and let out a roar sinmilar to the adnmral's,

t hough she did not nention the simlarity. She noticed the discreet design of
his body-heir tattoo, not comon in the Navy; she supposed his fam |y had been
awar ded prize noney, possibly in the last pirate attacks. First Fanmilies had
started the convention of tattooing several hundred years before to prevent

t he ki dnappi ng of heirs.

"What occasions such nmirth?" she asked.

"Because Marcusi fancies hinself as adroit, devious, and charismatic."

"He is. Those tactics are useful for a line officer on the fast track to
conmand, but they don't work quite so well on Fanmily."

"May we speak candidly, Lady?" he asked, his expression serious. Wen she
nodded, he went on. "Wy nme? There were nany candi dates for you to choose
from some who've had commands and nore experience."

"You .. ." she said, pointing her finger at him "asked ne to dance."
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Caleb let a small smile pull at his lips while his eyes met hers with equa
candor. "That was only because 1 didn't know what else to do to get you away
fromthe others."

"Ah, but you conversed with e, too.
"What el se does one do when one dances?" He seened surprised.

She chuckl ed. The ingenuous reply did himno harmat all. A man who had the
right priorities, training, and certainly some breedi ng, though his tattoo was
neit her conplex nor colorful. She gestured toward her skimer, indicating they
coul d now | eave.

"How does a body-heir becone a Fleet officer?" she asked.
"When that body-heir's sire is also a Fleet officer/' he replied.

As they rounded the little spacecraft, the guard cane to i Mmediate attention
He wore the gray and silver of Nirnisha's Yard livery. Now he gave a snart
salute to the freshly pronoted It. commander, as if he sonehow knew Rustin was
no |l onger a nmere |lieutenant.

"Worrick, this is Lieutenant Conmander Cal eb Rustin, who has recently been
appoi nted naval attache to our Yard. He is to be treated with all due
courtesies, naval and yard. Secure the hatch for takeoff. We'Il just go
forward and i nform Control of our imrnent departure. Thank you."

/\'s she gave the new attache the prom sed gui ded tour of the Rondynense
facility, she also put himthrough some general paces, including a short EVA
There did happen to be a suit that could have been neasured for him since the
EVA ready room was equi pped with quite a range of sizes in spaceworthy gear

"Put your nane on that one when we conme back in," she said when they had
returned fromthe inspection of the Fiver. At the noment the ship was a

skel eton of petralloy rings, tapering to the bow and blunt at the stern: her
| atest attenpt to design the perfect |ong-distance spacecraft. He seened
totally at ease, automatically
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clipping on to safety rings with his suit harness and unclipping as they
pushed about the skel eton.

H s chuckl e cane over the helmet com "This fits ne better than ny navy issue
ever did."

"You should investigate the other perquisites that come with an attache's
position while you're at it."

"Ah, now | wouldn't have thought of that."

"Speak sharply to Admin," she said. "You'll require specialty pay and an extra
uni form al | owance. "

"Shoul d I ask how you know what perks are available to an attache?"

"1 |l ooked themup." She hadn't anticipated a sly sense of hunor fromhim but



it did himno harm "But you have to sign the authorization."
"True."

She activated the airlock controls, and as the lock rolled back, they
reentered the Yard proper. That was the beginning of their stinulating and
i ncl usi ve associ ati on.

vhaleb lent his know edge and naval expertise to Nim sha's often intuitive

i deas. He canme to appreciate |eska's precision and practicality. |Indeed, he
encouraged themto include some of the nore radical changes, reveling in their
grasp of efficient spaceship design. It was a change for himto work with

m nds that were not hedged in by bureaucratic shibbol eths and anti quat ed

t hi nking, not to nention Fleet budgetary restrictions. N msha had the
resources to build a squadron of her versatile |ong-distance yachts if it so
pl eased her, and Jeska kept her to what was possible, effortlessly taking over
nost of the | ess spectacul ar nanagenent duties.

It was inevitable that N nmisha and Cal eb enjoyed sone intimacies, the result
of long hours of intense, cerebral work that had ended in rather special, to
him interludes. He knew she hadn't
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taken these incidents seriously: No doubt she dism ssed them as the needs of

t he nonent, enjoyed them for that nmonment, and then forgot themin the face of
nore pressing concerns as she returned to her overriding desire to perfect an
i ntergal acti c spaceship. He had school ed hinself to do so as well, fascinated
nore by her personality and her dedication to design inprovenent than by her
beauty--not that he ever becane accustoned to having such a beauty as a
conpanion. Wth selective breeding and gene control now four centuries in use,
no one in her stratum of society could ever be considered ugly; sonme were
sinmply nmore beautiful than others. Indeed, beauty was hardly linted to her
class, since antenatal gene repair and intelligent nutrition produced handsone
folk in every walk of life. Lately, elements of bizarre styles of "beauty" had
been introduced, not in the major Famlies, of course, who were nore
conservative, but in those |lesser Fam lies who delighted to shock. Some of the
variants had been spectacular--but artificial in ways that did not quite cone
of f as sonething the owner would be likely to bequeath to his or her

successor.

Lady Rezalla actually approved of Lt. Commander Rustin, despite his rather
nodest body-heir tattoo, especially after she discovered from Adnmiral Gollanch
that he was due for further promptions in his position as attache. She could
consi der a possible admiral appropriate for any | ong-term association her
daught er m ght nake. When not even a "friendly contract" ensued after severa
weekl ong absences with Rustin, Rezalla was al nost di sappointed. N misha did,

i ndeed, know what was due her Fanmily. And to her daughter

Qovi ously, N msha's passion for naval design far outweighed the need for any
| egal conpani onshi p. The best of all possible worlds, Lady Rezalla thought,
for she had Iong practiced the art of "to have and have not" as far as mal es
were concerned. At least, if N msha insisted on such an unusual career, she
had chosen one of the nost prestigious.
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And Lt. Commander Rustin was an acceptable escort, so Lady Rezalla included
hi m on her special guest l|ist, an honor on which he never presuned.

lhe Mark 3 was built, tested, and put into production over the next three
years but, after many severe tests, the perfection N msha wanted of it had
still not been attained. Candidly Caleb Rustin agreed with her. |eska, who
spent nore and nore of her time in her managerial capacity, still attended
their Design Room sessions and felt that the Mark 3, sleek and conpact, could
become cl austrophobic for the light-year distances it was intended to
traverse

"Why not go back to the ellipsoid shape and keep it pure in that shape?" she
suggested. "There's really no need, especially if you plan to have this a
surface |l ander, to have all the bul ges and bunps to contain the necessary
storage spaces. W've gone a little too far in the opposite direction
Sinplicity, especially with the fentosecond Al's now avail abl e, m ght be the
way to go." And so Nimsha called up the shape, dragging in the basic units
from ot her successful designs.

Cal eb added a new water-purification systemthat the Fleet had been
perfecting, as well as a top-quality catering system designed to convert pure
protein and conpl ex carbohydrate substances into food that not only tasted
exactly as the diner wished but provided the necessary nutrients for the

maxi mum ef fi ci ency of the human body. Repair units had to operate autononously
shoul d the ship be damaged in any one of the hundreds of scenarios that had to
be programmed into the nenory banks fromthose the Fl eet generously opened for
t he project.

Cvilians--like Lord Rhidian, who bought the test Mark 3 from her and
effusively praised it--found it nmore than confortable and certainly fast
enough to neet their requirenents. The Rondynense
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Yard expanded and | eska becane executive director, freeing N -m sha to pursue
the elusive ideal with Caleb. The Fleet was attenpting to cone up with a nore
econom cal version, which she and Caleb privately referred to as the Faulty
Four, while she refined the satisfactory units of the Mark 3 and started from
t he begi nning to conceive further innovations that would nake the Mark 5
nearer to her ideal. She and Cal eb spent hours in the Design Room dragging
and draw ng, redesigning, reorganizing conponents, until the day they asked
the all-inportant questions: Wuld the performance of this design equa

Ni mi sha's opti nun? How rmuch would it cost to build? And how | ong would it take
to compl ete?

"A projection of its performance capability is twelve percent higher than the
Mark Four" the Designer replied. "It would take no |onger to build than the
Four, since much of the same basic design has been refined and can now be
utilized. Based on current prices for top-grade materials ..."

"Have 1 ever econom zed on them yet, Designer?"

the cost would take precisely sixty-two percent of the credit currently
on deposit."

Cal eb whi st ed.



Td' ve expected a higher cost, considering the conplexity of the Al units
you' ve specified and the other refinements on our Mark Four designs," |eska
sai d, knowi ng how much Ni mi sha depended on her opinions. "But | have new
contracts just in that will recoup thirty-one percent of that credit within
the next two years. Plus the usual maintenance contracts that come in

regul arly--and | suspect the Zynker-Deltoid Shippers intend to accept our
tender for their fleet additions. In short, it's doable," she finished,
"wi t hout you having to invest nmuch of your own noney."

"That's a lot better than | thought,” N msha said, surprised. "And Lady
Rezalla will be pleased that | don't have to touch ny capital."

ANNEM: CAFFREY S3
"So, do we buil d?" Cal eb asked, aware he'd been hol ding his breath.

"We sure do," Nimisha said. "Designer, let's have one nore | ook at those main
Al circuits. They have to be in the nost shielded part of the hull."

JVl eanwhil e, Cuiva grew froma toddler to a graceful young girl who obediently
did ballet training with her grandnother and was every bit as handy with a

sol dering tool or construction fastener as her nother had been at the sane
age.

"How many generations is that wetched Yard going to consune?" Lady Rezalla
demanded when she found Cuiva about to set off in the space skinmer when she
had planned to take the girl to a new anti-grav ballet that had been sold out
for weeks. She had had troubl e enough obtaining tickets and was exasperated to
find her treat preenpted. Cuiva mght be content enough to keep her grandam
conpany when her nother was busy, but N misha had first call on the child's

| oyal ti es.

"Tionel's fam ly had it for nine generations, so Cuiva's only the second for
us," Nimsha said.

"Whi ch woul d you--" Lady Rezalla began, bending down to the child.

"Mother!" Nimsha interrupted, so abruptly that Lady Rezalla stared at her
body-heir in amazenent. Nim sha forced a snmle as she dropped into old Terran
| anguage that Cuiva ought not yet understand. "Let us not descend to
conpetition for her preference. | apologize if |I neglected to informyou that
I was taking her with nme today and for your disappointnent. Perhaps you can
exchange the tickets."

Lady Rezalla confined her response to a curt nod and. pivoting on one heel
wal ked stiffly to where her driver awaited her at her skinmmer's door
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Ni m sha never told her damthat today she, Caleb, and Jeska were taking Cuiva
on her first space wal k. Ni m sha had had a special suit constructed, and Cuiva
was going to be able to go over the exterior of the now petralloy-clad Mark 5.
Ni mi sha had promised the child that treat for her scholastic achi evenents.
Cuiva was a better nmathematician than N misha, |eska, or Caleb, She was
therefore al so a better programer. N m sha wondered how | ong she woul d have
to wait until Cuiva was old enough to work on the artificial intelligence
programs that woul d manage the el usive ideal she was hersel f chasing.



The four of them had a marvelous time and Cuiva showed no problemat all with
i nner ear dysfunction in the vacuum of space. She obeyed every order
explicitly and the naval EVA trainer who attended the sessions remarked that
sone of his novices did not show as nmuch confidence as the child did.

"W nust see that she doesn't becone overconfident/' N nisha said.

"Ch, next tine she's up, we'll give her alittle problemto solve," Caleb
suggested. "Nothing to frighten her, Ninm, but certainly something to rem nd
her of the dangers inherent in an EVA "

"Cuiva's sensible,” Nimsha said firmy
"OfF course she is," Caleb agreed, wondering if perhaps he had been out of

line. But he was as fond of Cuiva as if she'd been his own offspring, and she,
inturn, was certainly at ease in his conpany. "She's your body-heir, and Lord
Rhidian is a fine hunter but not a chance-taker |like Lord Vcstrin is."

Lord Tionel's body-heir had had a shattering accident in a hunt stanpede. Body
scul pting woul d be needed, and even with the recent strides in the replication
of body organs and bone repl acenents, he would not be active for a while.
Meanwhile he lived in seclusion with his dam Lady Vescuya, who attenpted to
amuse himduring the process of revision

"By the way, Nim," Caleb said, as much to change the subject
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as to seize an opportunity to remind N msha that she'd promsed to think the
matter over, "have you decided on rejuv?"

Ni mi sha gl anced at himout of the corner of her eye so that he could not see
her expression. "Rejuv would not have saved Vcstrin when he insisted on being
a carpet for a whole herd of Altairian antel opes," she remarked. "But |'ve
made t he appoi ntnment. One reason why |'ve spent the day with Cuiva." Then she
gave an exaggerated sigh. "All these delays in getting what | want make ne
think in the long-term"

Caleb laughed. "I don't think it's going to take that long for you to get the
| ong-journey yacht you're aimng for. Design's estimate is proving accurate
fromthe work-reviews | eska keeps filing." He paused and then grinned

rogui shly. "Of course, | did rejuv |ong ago."

"You never told ne."
"Admiral CGollanch required it. That's where | spent ny |ast |eave."

"What ? You weren't dancing and dallying with tropical beauties as | so fondly
t hought ?"

Cal eb appeared to think. "Well, there was one

Cui va approached themjust then, waiting like the well-bred youngster she was
until there was a pause in adult conversation

"Yes, Cuiva?" he said, seizing her presence to | eave the fuller answer
dangl i ng.



"Is ballet fun, Mther?" Cuiva asked.

"Ah, | see your grandmother will keep you fromm ssing ne," N misha said,
gi ving her daughter a hug and a ki ss.

"And, " Cuiva went on, clinging shyly to Caleb's hand, "would it be possible
for you to take Bel ac and ne out together, too?"

"If Lady Rezalla permts

Ni m sha knew how wel | Cuiva and Cal eb's son got on despite a three-year age

di fference. She al so was aware that one of the reasons Caleb |iked his present
assignment was the extra tinme it allowed himto spend with Belac. "I'll make
sure of that," she said.
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JNi mi sha went for the weeklong rejuv procedure of which Lady Rezalla approved.
She'd been trying to get Nimsha to take it, if only to protect Cuiva. The
bal l et was but one of the nmany activities she had planned, but it was the one
that Cuiva enjoyed the nmost. The child was delightfully appreciative and

tal ked quite excitedly about the various scenes she had particul arly enjoyed.
Al that week she applied herself to her norning exercises and even revi ewed
vids fromher grandam s extensive ballet library. But the nonment Nim sha
returned, she was once again the center of the child s universe. Cuiva greeted
her nmother as ecstatically as if she'd been gone far |onger. And Lady Rezalla
sighed with regret. It wasn't as if the little girl hadn't been given al

sorts of toys to play with-- fromthe very fem nine to the same scal ed- down
tool kit her grand-sire had given Nimsha. Nor had N nisha influenced the child
i n any obvi ous way, except by her own exanple of dedication to her chosen

pr of essi on.

Therefore, Lady Rezalla was nore pl eased than concerned when N nmisha said she
was going to solo her new Mark 5 prototype for an extended test run. Her
absence meant Cuiva, now a charm ng el even-year-old, would be available to her
grandam for the duration of the six weeks' trial run. Al three were satisfied
wi th that arrangenent.

It was a great day for the Rondynense Ship Yard when the Mark 5 prototype was
freed fromthe last gantry unbilical and npbored at the Naval Base station
While the Fiver |ooked small in the conpany of the battle cruisers, even
destroyers, she had the sl eekness of a stellar racer conbined with the
toughness of a nmilitary craft.

"Dangerous," Lady Rezalla said, with a delicate shudder. "Wy can't spacecraft
be ... pretty . . . like oceangoing yachts?"
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"She is," chorused Nimsha, Caleb, and Cuiva, who was considered old enough to
take part in the celebration

Cui va never told her grandam just how well she knew the Fiver, inside and out.
She did have to try very hard not to hang on to her nother, but she maneuvered
to stay close behind Nim sha as the designer did the rounds of the invited
guests and accepted official, and personal, congratul ati ons on her



achi evenent .

"Let's not be too optimstic,” N msha said, dismssing the nore ardent
comments. "l'Il be nore sangui ne when |'ve seen the results of the shakedown
cruise.”

The naval contingent nodded sagely at that remark. Caleb tried hard not to

| ook smug, because he had no doubts hinmself that the Fiver would pass with
flying colors. Then it cane tine for Ninmisha to say farewell to her dam to
Jeska who woul d capably deal with problens during her absence, and to her

bel oved Cui va. Despite the nunber of people surrounding them N nisha raised
her body-heir into her arms, hugged her tightly, and kissed her six tines
before giving her into Lady Rezalla's keeping. She waved to themall until the
hatch of the Fiver closed.

/\ week later, N msha brought the Fiver out of warp space at precisely the
coordi nates she had designated in the Delta quadrant. She was pl eased but not
surprised. If she'd been a degree off, she would have been upset.

"Run di agnostics on all systens,"
managed ship functions.

she told the artificial intelligence that

"Aye, ma'am" said the tenor voice she had programmed into the Al. Her early
years as a test pilot on long and lonely runs had taught her that it was
psychol ogi cal | y reassuring to hear another human voice--and the Al, Helm was
the state-of-the-art in that re-gard, even to maki ng i ndependent queries and
initiating standard procedure actions w thout direct command. She had anot her
Al in
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t he conpact infirmary, Doc, and a | ess broadly programred one in the galley
who responded to "Cater."

She flipped open the safety harness that she had fastened at the sound of the
warni ng bell of reentry and rose in a single graceful noverment. "I'll be in
the galley."

A needl ess coment but part of the routine she had established with her Al
units. This initial run should shake out the glitches that had escaped the
grueling routines to which she subjected each part of a new ship. Responses
fromthe Al's were very nmuch a part of a ship that she wi shed to produce and
sell to both the Federated Sentient Planet Space Authority and private buyers
anong the weal thy of her acquai ntance. Many of them enjoyed flitting about the
star system Many of thempreferred to have little, if any, crew and sone of

t hem were not conpetent enough to be permitted to travel al one. Mst needed as
much backup and assi stance as could be crammed into a conpact vessel. And a

Fl eet ship with a single scouting pilot would need the "conmpany," spurious as
it was.

The [ arge "day" room was spaci ous enough to hold large parties in. That woul d

be a boon to those who wished to entertain at their ports of call. It could
al so be separated into four sections with privacy shields for discreet
conferences. The galley was |located on the |Iong starboard wall, and the panels

on either side of it enclosed additional dispenser units to accommodate an
i ncrease in guests. The main airlock was on the port side of the cabin. On
either side of the galley facility were the passageways to the six private
cabins, far nore spacious and well appointed than a naval vessel could pernit.



A circular staircase on one side gave access to the | ower |evel, which

i ncl uded a wel | -equi pped gymasi um one of the several hydroponics units, and
addi ti onal storage space. On the other side, a quick descent pole reached the
| ower deck, closer to the escape pods. On the mmin deck, beyond the private
cabins, were the main storage units and the | arger hydroponics. Through a
safety hatch, there was the skiff secured in its own garage, and, through
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an additional safety hatch, the engineering section and the ship's propul sion
system

The nedical unit was directly to the port side of the bridge: conpact enough
to hold state-of-the-art diagnostic equipnent, a |ife-suspension facility, and
an Al programred to deal with any esoteric disease so far discovered--or any
condition a human coul d be reduced to, including being flattened by the

st anpede of quadrupeds. The Al medic was a baritone. N misha had borrowed his
nmel l'i fluous voice fromLord Physician Naves, a longtine friend of her dam s
In fact, she'd nearly asked himto sire her heir. Not that she wasn't totally
satisfied with Rhidian's performance; his genes had abetted hers in producing
beauty, intelligence, and character. She wouldn't have had Rhidian as a

| ong-term partner--hunting bored her and stinul ated hi m-though he had a wy
sense of hunor that she liked. And he seened to be rather proud of his

bi ol ogi cal daughter, evoking Lord TionePs continued interest in N msha. But
Rhi di an had never understood N misha's fascination with space or her
propensity to do hands-on work with machinery of all kinds. Wich was why
Cuiva's early childhood interest in "tinkering" was such a delightful
surprise. Qoviously the Rondynmense genes had dom nat ed.

Ni mi sha had no intention of pushing the child into her own profession since
there were many options for an intelligent, well-trained m nd. She was,
however, gratified that Cuiva was so happy to play wth building bl ocks and
stick-togethcrs while she was busy at her design screen

Ni mi sha's thoughts right now were nore on sonmething to fill her enpty stonach
than on her heir.

"I'"ll have a m xed fruit juice, a green salad, and Mercassian bread," N nisha
said as she strode across the carpeted deck. A single chair and table energed
fromthe wall just as the dispenser chinmed the arrival of the order. So

Ni mi sha settled imediately to her neal with a pl easant thank-you.
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"You're quite wel conme. Let nme know if you wi sh anything else," said the dul cet
di spenser Al. It spoke in a lilting tone and, while N msha didn't need to
respond, much | ess express appreciation, the habit of courtesy had been so

i ngrained in her that she was unable to break it. Some of her friends found it
anusi ng but then, few of themtraveled the distances she did and could

appreci ate the conpani onshi p of other voices, Al or human. And N m sha had
been well drilled by her wonb-not her: Courtesy was the Mark of True Nobility
and aided the Instillation of Loyalty. And No One of Any True Breedi ng assuned
Servi ce

She grinned, wondering how often she had heard that litany, as she tucked into
the salad--crisply green with odd crunchy seasoned bits, just as she liked it.



She remenbered the day that she had auditioned voices. She'd had half a mnd
to use her nother's suitry one. But Lady Rezalla would not have considered it
in any way a conplinment, nor were her nother's highbred tones and el egant
diction suitable for any Al on this ship.

Ni mi sha had listened to voices on tri-d, selected those she liked and felt she
could bear hearing constantly, and contacted an agency to act for her. The
contralto was a young actress, determined to break into big time tri-d, who
dutifully read through the material supplied, enunciating culinary words and
di splaying no curiosity as to the limtation of the audition. She had
certainly been grateful for the credit |odged to her account when she finished
t he day's readi ng.

The man she had chosen for Helm s voice had been an entirely different nmatter
He was a wel |l -known conpeer, and he had agreed only after haggling with both
her and his agent as to price. Once that was finally settled, he had rattled
of f the required pages of dial ogue and vocabulary in a professional manner

but he was curious as to the usage.

"Do | have to be ... only . "
manner seducti ve.

and he had | eaned toward her, his eyes and
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"Dear man, how would | survive listening to your voice thousands of systemns
away from your presence if we were to indulge ..." She paused, smling as she
ran a delicate finger down his strongly nodeled jawine. " in an

i nti mcy? | know-" And again she paused, this time in complinent."--your
reputation.”

When he | eaned forward across the worktop that separated them Nim sha rose
fromher chair in a graceful whirl toward the door and waved her hand across
the control panel. "That'll be all, pet," she said, using her "business"

voi ce, a tone guaranteed to reduce ardor.

Wth a rueful smle, he tipped her a saucy wave as he exited. "You may be
sorry," he nmurnured. Annoyed, she pressed the fast-close stud of the door
controls and just mssed his |eft heel

Her mother's long-termfriend, Lord Physician Naves, had started his nedica
career as a diagnostician but was now nore in demand as a body-scul ptor. He
had assisted in the massive scul pting necessary to put young Lord Vestrin back
toget her into the handsonme figure he had once been before his accident. He had
been charnmed by her request to use his voice.

"Not that |'m expecting any trouble," she assured Lord Physician Naves, "but
when you roll off those unpronounceabl e di seases and suggest procedures in
t hat gorgeous voice, one is instantly conforted and feels safe.”

The ol der man, who had let his hair go silver--a contrast to his young and

Vi gor ous count enance--preened slightly. He was very fond of Lady Rezalla's
body- heir and thought her nobst original to have struck out for herself in a
prof essi on of her own: so different fromthe | anguorous wonen and nen whom he
was call ed upon to body-scul pt. He sniled and wi nked at her

"I'"ve always considered my voice a professional asset. For you, Ninmi, |I'Il be
happy to lend nmy vocal support.” Then he went on, repeating a fam liar concern
of his. "Far too many financiers, bankers, and entrepreneurs in our line. W



need sone diversity, some other
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role nodels for the next generation, or no one will be able to speak in
anyt hi ng except debentures, compound interest, and multiple nergers." He
effected a shudder. "There is, after all, only so nuch you can say about
those. "

"And infinite queries for you to answer for those of us who think we've
contracted sonething lethal in our travels.™

"Precisely." He put both hands on her shoulders, giving her a little shake and
sternly eyeing her. "But, of course, | shall be only an energency feature?
You'll be careful ?"

"I always am " Ni m sha said, having no need to rem nd himthat she had had

only very minor scrapes in her career as a test pilot--nothing nore than a

sprain and bruises. As the saying went, any |anding you walk away fromis a
good one. "Oh, how is Lord Vestrin progressing?"

Lord Naves's expression became very solem. "That young man feels the world

owes him sonet hing. Waich | assure you it doesn't. Hs ... ah ..
reconstruction is alnmost conplete and i ndeed, there were sone inprovenents he
insisted on in the facial reconstruction. Symmetry is just not natural. It is,

i ndeed, those minor flaws that give the whole countenance its character. O
course, character is a lack that body scul pting cannot repair. Nor can Lady
Vescuya's devotion to her son be considered an asset." He paused, a fleeting
| ook of dismay crossing his handsone and definitely asymetrical features.
"But she has been devoted."

"So he'll be nore handsone than ever?"

Lord Naves gave her an odd look. "Illusory, of course,"” he said, flicking his
fingers to dismss this topic of conversation. "Good |luck, ny dear," and Lord
Naves had given her four tenderly fond enbraces. "At |east the essence of ne
will be at your command. | feel nuch nore confident about that."

Thi s shakedown flight was no nore than routine, she thought, tearing off a
chunk of the Mercassian bread and using it to sop up sone of the salad

dr essi ng.
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One second she was eating, the next, sone subtle instinct had her on her feet
and running to the bridge, swaying with the erratic notion of a ship gone
unstabl e and yelling "Report!" at the top of her voice.

"Instrunents indicate energence of wormhole--"
"There isn't a wornmhole in this sector.”
"Ship's library confirnms wormol e phenonena
She caught sight of the boiiing white pout of disturbance that could be

not hi ng ot her than a wornhol e pl uggi ng open the space directly in front of
her.



"Hel mto starboard! Hard!"

If they were lucky, they might just slip under the edge of the yawni ng maw
that seemed to be sucking the ship in. Fromthis angle, the hole | ooked far
larger than it mght actually be, for after all it wasn't supposed to exist at
these particular coordinates in Delta Quadrant. She'd chosen this area, off
mai n shi pping routes, so she could let out the Fiver's engi nes w thout running
any other vessel down. The seventy neters of her ship were no nore than a
splinter at its perineter, yet she might just be able to skim past.

Fi ghti ng agai nst the bucking of the deck beneath her feet, she pushed herself
into the pilot's chair, fingers flying to program and rel ease a Mayday beacon
propelling it well astern of her ship. Wth her left arm she funbled into the
safety harness but had no tine to fasten the belt when the ship juddered and

i nexorably yawed to port, unable to execute the starboard maneuver though she
could hear both thrusters and engines roaring to conply. The wormhol e had got
her and the ship was slipping over its thick lip and down into the brilliant,
roiling interior of the tunnel it nade. A tunnel to where? She clung to the
right arnrest, struggling to secure herself in the harness.

"W are in the wornhole, ma'am" said the Al. "Wat procedures are
reconmmended?"

Ni mi sha swall owed a totally inappropriate and usel ess expletive.
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"Shut down the drive. Use thrusters to keep us as steady as possible, Helm™
she replied, firmy quelling the fright she could not quite suppress. To her
i mense chagrin, she realized that she had forgotten to program wornhol e
protocol. Now, in the incredible gullet of the hole, it was too | ate!

Furt hernore, she'd never been in one. Stable wormholes were rel atively
uncomon, and no one in their right mnd entered one that hadn't been

t hor oughl y probed.

Was t he passage through a hol e supposed to be this rough? If Helm s refl exes
hadn't been fentosecond fast, they'd be mashed agai nst the sides, the hul
scored if not penetrated by the protuberances that she saw nore as retina
afteri mages they passed by so fast. Petrall oy was considered the best possible
material to clad spacecraft and she had used the nost advanced conposition for
the Fiver, but it could be dented and scraped. She could | ose the exterior
nmodul es and sensors. Was she being sucked into a oneway route to nowhere?
Still attenpting to fit the harness about her for whatever protection that
woul d afford her, she leaned to port to get her right armthrough the straps
just as a savage downward plunge brought her forehead against the arnrest with
sufficient force to render her unconsci ous.

"Mp' an? Ma' an?" the cal mvoice of her pilot asked, "your vital signs are
showi ng distress. You should report imediately to the infirmary." Wen there
was no reply, the advice was repeated with an additional query: "Orders are
requi red. No preprogramred orders conformto the current energency. Orders are
requested. Ma'anP" Then, as the wormhole spat themout into starlit space.
Hel m added, "Wthout formal orders, will conply with standard operating
procedures."

CHAPTER 3

T



i he pul ses fromthe Mayday beacon were omnidirectional and woul d connect wth
any sensor capable of receiving the nessage, including planetary or |unar
satellites or other spaceships.

The first comunit to catch it was on a small intersystemfreighter, five
i ght-hours away.

"Hey, cap'n," the sailor on watch yelled to the dozing naster of the vessel
"distress call."

"Wher e?"

When the sailor told him the captain snorted. "Like we "could do anything
about it this nmonth."

"It's got a navy tag and one fromthe Rondynense Ship Yard down Vega way. W
gotta at least forward it."

"Rondymense?" The captain struggled to a sitting position. "And navy? Label it
"Flash Override.1 W can't get there, but we can sure pulse a tight beamto
t he nearest Naval Base. Look up the coordinates and the frequency."

The nearest naval unit, a destroyer on a routine m ssion, caught another of
the pul ses and the two warni ngs reached the Naval Base at Dal onaga.

"Send those coordinates to the plot," the officer of the watch said, wasting
no tine to get to the transparent three-di nensional sphere that was used
during maneuvers. The sphere could be adjusted to any given area of space and
display it three-dinensionally. It also pinpointed the present position of
every naval unit in that
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area. O which there were currently none when the appropriate section appeared
on the sector and with it the position of the buoy, a tiny blinking red
asteri sk,

"The gods wept!" cried the jig. "W had a routine signal about a trial run for
a Rondynense yacht out that way. What coul d have happened? |I'Il have to bot her
the captain with this."

Td've killed you if you hadn't," was the response as the captain swng onto
the bridge, his cheek bearing crease marks fromhis interrupted sl eep
"Crappit! The ID s for that |ong-distance yacht Vegan Fleet's keen on. Now
what the frag coul d have happened to it? Wat have we got that's fast enough
to get out there and see, Addison?" he asked the duty officer

"Sir, there's nothing close enough, sir," Addison replied, depressed. Then he
bri ghtened as he added, "The base at Coyne Ill has one of the Mark Twos that
cane out of the Rondynense Yard."

"Send a Flash Override to Coyne Ill's base conmander, requiring himto send
the Mark Two with all possible speed to these coordi nates." The captain's
finger was shaking just a little as he tapped the plot and the w nking |ight.
"The Mark Two can be Net Control and do a standard search pattern until we can



get nore units out there to help. No one's going to hang about when they see
who sent that Myday."

Rubbing his face as if that woul d assist clearer insight into the energency,
the captain increased the magnification of the targeted zone and began to
scratch his skull in perplexity. It was a sparsely occupi ed area, which is why
it was used for testing new ships, and occasionally for naval maneuvers. Coul d
t he Rondynense ship have blundered into a mssile left over fromthe | ast
Ganes? He shook his head at that unlikelihood. If the test ship were an
advance on the design of the Mark 2, it would have sensors capabl e of
detecting a mssile. After ail, the pilot had had tine to shoot off a Mayday
beacon, so he hadn't landed on the missile to set it off. For which m schance
t he odds woul d be in gigabytes.
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i he Mark 2 from Coyne 111 was the first to arrive, its captain having had the

di stinct pleasure of an excuse to redline the engines. It was joined by half a
dozen ot her vessels, four naval, one conmercial, and one |uxury yacht that had
altered course froma hunting preserve to answer what might be a rmuch nore
exciting adventure for its First Family occupants. Al participated in the
standard 3-D search pattern, with the Mark 2, Swallow, acting as NHTCOCS.

The Swal | ow, commanded by a senior lieutenant on his first assignnent, had
followed all the recommended search procedures, starting with a |ong-range
scan for a life pod, for debris, for traces of an ion trail. He did find that.
O, rather, traces of the ship's reentry into normal space.

The em ssions were clean enough, what one woul d expect of a brand-new ship.

But there wasn't so much as a cinder of debris or a pellet of nelted neta! to
be found. Hailed by the incom ng naval ships, one with an admiral aboard,
Swal | ow handed over the NET-COS to the flagship while he continued on his
search pattern. By now all the ships had noved well beyond the beacon. The one
thing he should have tried to find was any discontinuity in the space near the
beacon, but at that point in time no one had thought to check for a wormhol e.

Fretting during the long sleepless days it took Caleb Rustin to reach the
beacon, even redlining the Mark 4 he "borrowed" fromthe Rondynmense Ship Yard,
he had time to check for reports on any anomalies, of any kind, reported in

t hat sector of space.

He groaned as the report divul ged that eighteen ships had been reported "I ast
heard from' in this general area. The | atest one had been fifteen standard
years previously, an exploration ship, the Pool beg, FSPS 9K66E, ten aboard,
Capt ai n Panados Querine conmandi ng. The ship and crew had been deened
officially lost in space seven years ago. The other ships |listed as m ssing
ranged back through the nearly two hundred and fifty years of space history.
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No debris of any of the m ssing ships had ever been found, even at the Mon
Base of the notorious Hbevyr Pirates who had terrorized comercial shipping
for three decades over a hundred years before. However, many previously

"m ssing" ships, or fragments thereof, including descendants of crews and
passengers reduced to slavery by the pirates, were found and accounted for



When Cal eb reported his findings to Admral Goilanch on his flagship, the
admral immediately set the nore powerful search units of his database to sift
possibilities.

"Wor mhol e?" Cal eb suggested, wi ncing.
The adm ral |ooked pensive. "None ever reported at those coordi nates, Rustin."”
"Possibly why this particular area is one of the nore deserted sectors?"

"Havi ng eaten any nearby stars and their planets?" If an admiral chose to be
facetious, he could, but Caleb gritted his teeth. It was N mi sha

Boynt on- Rondynense who was the victim not some totally unknown unfortunate.
"What the astrographer says about wornmholes is that they seemto appear in

| ess tenanted space. The few that have been regul ar occurrences suggest that
there are far nore of these phenonena than we have docunented."

"I'f Lady N misha had seen a wornhole, she'd ve included it in the Mayday,"
Cal eb said staunchly.

"If she had seen it in time, Commander," the adnmiral said. "1 seemto be
argui ng agai nst my w shes," he added with a rueful twist to his lips. "I'd
like nothing better than to find her . . . and that prototype. Did you redline
the Four all the way out there?"

"Yes. sir," Caleb replied without a trace of regret. "Drive and ship perfornmed
very well at maxi numthrust."

"No probl enms?"

"I"'mpreparing a full performance report, sir. You'll have it shortly on a
pul sed beam "
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"Did well, did it? Then why in name of Holy Icons was N m sha dissatisfied
with the Four?"
"Lady Ni m sha . " Caleb had to close his eyes a nmonent, havi ng nmanaged to
keep desire under control. By mentioning her name, he was robbed of his calm
for a second, but he continued with a firm enphasis on the verb, "is a
perfectionist, and | nust adnmit that she had already proved to ne that the
Fiver's drive tested out 12.25 percent nore efficient before and after
installation."

"Hmm really?" The admiral pulled at his lower lip. "Then we shall spare no
effort to retrieve the prodigal and her efficient vessel."

"Especially as she nmade the final adjustnments and additions with H ska's help
and not mne," Caleb said ruefully.

Dy the time Caleb Rustin arrived at the beacon, the SwaUow and the ot her
vessel s that had answered the Mayday were wi dening their search pattern for
debris or any other traces. It was now three days and fifteen hours since the
beacon had first begun to pulse. Adnmiral Goilanch had sent on to Caleb in his
faster consystem science reports on wormhol e tracings, but whatever night have
been present before the Mark 2 had begun its search pattern had been overlaid
by its own ion trail.

The Swall ow s captain was horrified speechl ess and then babbled on and on



about how he had foll owed standard search procedures as outlined in
regulations and . . . until Caleb had to cut off the sound and | ook away from
the screen. He got his enotions under control and held up one hand to stemthe
flow fromthe penitent junior before he flipped back on the sound.

"You did exactly as you should, Fermassy, no fault to you," Caleb said, and
had to repeat it several nore tines until the young captain could be
sufficiently reassured.

"What can we do now, Conmander? We must do sonething, "
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Fermassy insisted. "Lady Nim sha nust be found! She's First Famly, sir!"

"We are all exceedingly aware of that, Fermassy, | assure you. It is ny devout
hope that the nore sensitive equi pnent on board Admiral Gollanch's ship may
find traces we cannot."

"But both our ships are Rondynense-made, sir!" the young captain exclai med.

"Which is why we made it here so fast. Ah, and what have we coming in now?"
Cal eb noticed ships arriving fromthree directions and wel coned the diversion
from Fermassy's sel f-castigation

He was not quite as pleased to discover that the [uxury yacht that had
diverted fromits original destination to a hunting preserve was occupi ed by
friends of Lord Vestrin. How the nman woul d enjoy knowi ng that his hal f-sister
had gone missing in such a dramatic fashion. Caleb sent a pulsed priority
nmessage directly to Rondy-nense Ship Yard and another to Lady Rezall a.
Vestrin's damwould Iike nothing better than to get the Yard back into her
hands under a default condition, since the Yard had been |left to N misha, not
to Nimsha and her body-heir.

Rut N nmisha is not dead, Caleb told hinself at the top of his nental voice,
denyi ng, denying, denyi ng.

There had been the Fiver's ion trail in normal space, ending some ten thousand
kil ometers fromthe beacon. Caleb figured she mght well have propelled it as
far fromthe wormhol e as possible to be sure it would escape and send its
vital Mayday. She was in the nost advanced and sophisticated ship in the known
gal axy, built of the best materials, all basic ship functions had proved out
in the earlier nodels and no debris was evident. Ml function was marginally
possi bl e. But he denied nmal function. He denied her death. But how could they
find a wormhol e that had never been seen? How could they even prove that it
had been a wormhol e that had snatched her out of this part of space?

Despite the nost sensitive and sophisticated of instrunents,
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some of which bore N misha Boynt on- Rondynensc's patent registrations, no
further trace was found. Machinists and programers on the adnirai's big
crui ser made alterations to existing sensors and the original beacon was

shortly anchored to a highly specialized satellite. It was progranmed to
| aunch a pi ggyback doubl e probe into whatever wormhol e or other spatial



anomal y m ght appear at these coordi nates, sinultaneously pul sing a broadcast
to the nearest drone nonitor. \Wen the double probe reached the other end of
t he wormmhol e, the piggyback, with the nost powerful single thruster in the

Fl eet' s possession, would be inmedi ately rel eased and return with whatever
information it could glean in a nanosecond's view of the exit space. Simlar
units would be constructed and scattered within this relatively unoccupied
sector, so that no wornhol e could poke its white snout through the fabric of
space wi thout instant detection. During the next nonth, a special station was
haul ed to the edge of the sector and positioned there, with a Mark 4 on

det ached assi gnnent, probably the fastest ship that could be scranbled to
reach a wormhol e.

"W hope," was Admiral Gollanch's remark as he initialed the necessary orders.
"I'"ll make this a three-nmonth duty station, high risk compensation, partnered
crews so they'll have something to do while they wait..."

iVIa' an? Ma' anP"

"Lady Ni m sha? Pl ease answer, Lady N nisha. Do you wi sh nore to eat?"

"Nim, get to your feet and get over to the unit. | can't treat you from
here.”

The sentences, each in a different but recogni zable tone from patient
repetition to anxiety to conmand, gradually penetrated Nim's fogged m nd

She struggled to sit up, rolling her eyes at the pain in her head, trying to
remenber what had hit her.
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"Orders, please, ma'am | am on standby."

"Standby?" Nim repeated and forced her eyes open, one hand at her tenple so
that she felt the dried blood that had congeal ed there. "Ch." She shed the

hal f of harness she had nanaged to get on and tried to stand. "Helm report!"

She nade a second and successful attenpt to get to her feet and made her way
to the medi cal station. Wve her way, she amended. She'd had quite a crack

"Doc, how | ong have | been unconsci ous?"
"Three hours, twenty mnutes, six seconds and--"
"Thank you, Helm" she cut off the hundredths. "I asked the Doc."

"Hel m needs to hear your voice, Nim," the nmedic said in Lord Naves's soot hi ng
baritone. "Now |lie down before you fall."

The change in position made her head throb, but the infirmary unit's
ext ensi ons had snaked out of their niches to clanmp on her body for readings.

"Shaken but nothing stirred," the Doc said reassuringly. "We'll just relieve
the synptoms and clean up that cut. A spurt of nu-skin will close it neatly."

Nim grinmaced as a swab nade her aware of how tender the spot was, but the
sudden cool ness on her armfroma hypospray neant that the disconfort would
soon di sappear .



"Al'l systens functioning normally," Helmsaid. "No danage reported in any
section despite the turbul ence of the wornhole. The hull has been scraped on
both sides but has not lost integrity.”

"Wormhol e!' ™ N m sha woul d have shot upright if she hadn't been entangled with
ext endabl es, which were still checking her over

"Let's just keep our cool," Doc said.

"W were drawn into a wormhole, ma'am and you were rendered unconsci ous by
the buffeting," was Helmi's contribution

Sonehow she got the distinct inpression fromHelms voice
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that it was her puny human fault that she was vul nerable and he was sorry for
her. Hmm . . . maybe she shoul d reprogram Hel m when she got back to the yard
That actor had enbroidered on the script with some enotional content that was
not to her liking. Damm him

"What is our position?"

There was a | ong pause, during which she was given another injection "for

shock," the Doc said.
"I"mwaiting, Helm"

"Worki ng, ma'am on establishing our present position with star identification
program " Hel mwas al nbst a misnomer for the functions handled by that Al: It
was not only gui dance, but engineering, comunications, navigation, defense,
and science, as well as conmissary for all the supplies on board the Fiver

whi ch were not for human consunption. And it ordered those in fromthe lists
supplied by Cater.

Ni mi craned her neck to get a glinpse of the main screen

"You'll have tine enough to |look at it when you've been cleared by nme, N m,
and have had sonething to bring your blood sugar up to normal. Cater, prepare
a sweetened and restorative drink, high protein, full trace el enents."

"Yes, indeed. My pleasure."

Ni m sha wondered if she actually heard a note of relief in Cater's voice. The
mani pul ative arns of the infirmary withdrew. "Mve slowy now, " Doc advised.
"No permanent damage, but you gave yourself quite a crack.”

"I"ll have to see to the arnrest design. Pad it better,” N msha nmuttered.
"Take note please, Helm" she added as she wal ked slowy toward the di spenser
and the cup of steany liquid awaiting her. Judiciously sanmpling it, though it
was at just the right tenperature to be ingested i mediately, she thanked
Cater and got a fervent "You' re very wel cone, Lady N misha," as she returned
to the pilot console.
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"It shouldn't take you this long to match spectro-anal yses. Helm What's the
pr obl en?"

"I can find no natches, nma'am"

Ni mi sha blinked. "You' re programmed with every single data cube available to
the Fleet on every single star system You nean, that wornhol e took us outside
the Delta Quadrant?"

"That woul d be a correct assessnent of an inability to identify any of the
primaries visible. We are substantially closer to the Ma-gellanic O ouds, so
we nust be nearer the southern celestial pole. | believe | can identify the
constel l ati on Doradus, but it is the only famliar starscape.”

Ni mi sha | ooked out, not precisely doubting Hel mbut unwilling to concede that
she, and her ship, were lost in space. She knew what configuration of stars
she shoul d have seen fromthe Fiver at the position where the wornmhol e sucked
her in. There were no confortingly famliar star-patterns visible, but she was
still in a populous area, to judge by the multitude of primaries shining al
around her.

"Well, if ny brains were scranbled, at |east yours can't be, Helm"

"No, ma'am"”

"\What about that double star? Surely it's unusual enough to have turned up
somewhere on Fl eet expl orations?"

"It does not match within the necessary paraneters for any double stars on
file."

Ni mi sha eased herself into the pilot's chair and sipped at her beverage. It
had a minty flavor and sonething el se, nore exotic. but she could feel its
restorative rush.

"Int'rusting," she said, matching a tone her nother would use when faced with
sone unusual situation

"Shall | log it in?"

"Mght as well. Do the whol e panoramg,” N m sha added with
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a sweep of her free arm "M ght be useful sonetime. No answer to our Mayday, |
suppose?"

"No, ma'am"

At least Helmdidn't sound worried. No, the worry was all hers.
"Hel m have we noved from where that wormhol e spat us out ?"
"No, ma'am | awaited your orders."

"Yes, of course, since you weren't programed for the standard operating
procedure on exiting wormoles."



"No, ma'am"”

For that matter, she didn't know what that would be either, but she could w sh
he had | ess need for so many negatives. Had she been conscious, her first
action on being spat out would have been to send a probe back through the hole
with the present star patterns. However, she hadn't been awake and she
couldn't fault Hel mfor not knowi ng what action to take in such a situation

"Then pl ease prepare a new beacon, giving our registration and com pul se
configurations, the spectro-analysis of the stars in our spatial vicinity, and
repeat our request for contact with any Fleet or civilian vessel."

"Aye, ma'am"”

An affirmati ve was a ni ce change

"Beacon away," Helmsaid a few nonents |ater.

That was one advantage in having Al units managi ng the ship. They didn't have
to take breaks or eat or go to the head at awkward nmoments, and they worked
with great speed and efficiency. She sighed and drained the cup.

"That did the trick, Cater, Doc."
"I reconmend sone rest, Nim, while you're awaiting a response.”

"Aren't you the optim st?" she replied with a snort. But the idea of getting
hori zontal and sl eeping was a good one. She'd be able to
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think better when the headache, as well as the nedication that had reduced it,
was gone. "You have the conn, Helm" "I have the conn, ma'am"

Che sl ept her normal six hours and woke refreshed. After a quick shower in
wat er that her purifying systemkept fresh enough to all ow such a luxury, she
dressed and, |eaving her quarters, gave Cater orders for her breakfast.

"Good norning, Helm Any report?"
"Nothing to report, ma'am"

"Good norni ng, Doc."

"You sound perfectly normal," Doc said cheerfully.

"Thank you. And thank you, Cater, for breakfast."

She asked for mnusic since she liked it in the background when she was thinking
hard. | ndeed, she had no idea at all of what to do next, apart fromwaiting
besi de the beacon, hoping its pulse would al ert soneone. Her neal finished,
she resumed the pilot's chair, staring out at unfamiliar constellations. Wy,
that band of stars in the grouping to the upper right vaguely resenbl ed
Oion's belt, but the rest of the constellation did not match.

"Hel m has your inspection of the imediate vicinity turned up any Mtype
pl anet s near by?"



"Three, ma'am" A red light briefly circled the three primaries.
"That many?"
"Yes, ma'am"

"Well, when I find nyself tw ddling ny thunbs, we can al ways go take a

| ook-see. Mght as well." Action was preferable to sitting |ike--who was it on
her tuffet? "I'lIl give it another three days. That would give tine for our
initial pulse to reach main shipping |lanes.”

"Or the curious of this Quadrant," Doc added.

"A search of the records of ships mssing in the general vicinity of that
wor mhol e has proved fruitful,"” Hel msuddenly vol unt eer ed.

n O,]?Il
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"Ei ghteen ships in the two hundred and fifty years of recorded space
expl oration."

"Ch!" She paused, smiling ironically. "Make that nineteen, Helm since we' ve
just joined that elite group."

"Yes, ma'am"
"When was the last one reported to Fleet?" She held her breath for his reply.

"Fifteen years ago, Exploratory Vessel FSPS 9K66E, the Pool beg, was reported
m ssing. Her last report cane fromthis general area."

"Fifteen?" Well, she was not going to miss Cuiva's Necklacing. Sonehow she'd
find a way home before that auspicious event in her daughter's life three and
a half years from now

| hree days | ater there had been not so nmuch as a peep fromthe pulse. As it
had been sent out in all directions, she was obviously far from any responder
even those discreet Fleet "ears" that Caleb had told her dotted known space.
However, that did not nean that there wouldn't be a response. Ni m sha was not
constitutionally patient. She required action. If she'd been traveling to a
destination, there would have been other matters to involve her. Hanging
noti onl ess i n space--even though she programed a day full of the various
activities she had for diversion--exercise in the gymasium playing

i nteractive games, and an inmrense library of tri-d and tapes--was not the sane
thing as having a destination.

She also spent tine with Helmin gathering a file of spectro-anal yses of al
the primaries in their present starscape. These were inserted into the
beacon's data file.

"Hel n?" she began firmy after her breakfast on the fourth norning, "How much
time does it take a pulse to get fromone side of Delta Quadrant to the
ot her ?"

"Nine full ship days with the strength of the unit on board."



Slowy she came to the bridge and | ooked out at the uninfor-mative and strange
st ar scape.
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"We shall remain in position then, to allow any searchers time to reach us,"
she said. "I shall make use of the suspended animation facility, Doc."

"Always ready to conmply, Nim."

"Helm you will mnonitor any incom ng pul ses. You will have Doc revive ne
instantly if you have received any response. If, however, the wormhole
reappears--" She paused, wondering if using that escape from her present
position was sensible considering the erratic behavior of unprobed wormhol es.
"--you will imrediately enter it, deploying a second beacon stating the tine
of this reentry. Doc, if Hel mtakes us into the wormhole, revive ne."

"I's this advisable, Lady N mi sha?" Hel mand Doc asked in chorus.

"I can't be nore lost than | amnow, can |?" she replied. "At least | can
| eave behind proof that | was here and amstill very nuch alive."

"There are three primaries with habitable planets, Lady N m sha. Wy not
i nvestigate the possibility of establishing a planetary base?" Hel m suggested.

"A good idea," she said, rubbing her chin thoughtfully as Hel mred-circled the
three prospects again. "But there is every possibility that the wornmhol e woul d
return us to our starting point, and that would be the best solution.”

"Shall you stay in suspended animation until that tine?" Doc asked. "If there
is no response to the pul se message?"

"A good point. Who knows when that wetched hole will reappear. Al right,
let's set alimt of a year to this day for revival //"neither a nmessage
arrives nor the wormhol e appears. | don't want to stay away any |onger than
necessary."

"No, of course not, Nim," Doc said, his tone approving.
To herself she put the question: Wiich way would | have to go to get back
hone? Hel m had regi stered no directional bend in
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whi ch the wornmhol e had bridged the space fromthere to here. Once again she

t hought how, if she had only been conscious when they reached the end of the
wor mhol e, she coul d have | aunched a probe with her current starscape back

t hrough the hole before it closet}. Though what good that woul d have done was
noot when there were no recogni zable prinmaries at this exit point to guide a
rescue party. Eventually, the beacon would guide in a rescue vessel
Event ual | y!

Hel m repeated t he orders.

"I amalso to be roused if anything . . . extraordinary . . . should occur in



our current spatial nei ghborhood."
"Anyt hi ng not covered by standard operating procedures, na' anf"
"You got it, Helm"

Ni mi sha rose, walking with stiff steps to the infirmary unit. She didn't I|ike
this expedient but it was better than waiting around and fretting herself over
her inability to take action. She'd had several short spells of suspended

ani mati on and was none the worse for them She did dislike not being present,

but she could trust Hel mand Doc to rouse her if anything untoward happened.

"\Whenever you're ready, Doc," she began but wasn't sure how nuch of the
sentence in her mnd she actually spoke al oud, because the walls around the
medi cal couch rose and snapped shut over her head, the sleep gas already

hi ssing into the encl osed space.

"T
L/ady Nim sha has only been gone five nonths, Cal," Admral

ol I anch remarked to Conmander Rustin, who was pacing up and down in front of
the desk. He sighed. "I know it seens a |ot |onger but you cannot deny that we
have done everything possible, inpossible, probable, and inprobable to |ocate
her. Finishing up the second Fiver would be a good idea. Especially, if
putting her through a shake-down cruise will give us any clues as to what
happened to
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Lady Nimisha's ship. And you tell me that leska Man, who is the Yard's
executive director, agrees. So what's the problen®?"

"We can't find the final specs to conplete it."

"Hrmm vyes, well, she did warn ne that she did not intend to give the Fleet
all her secrets. But surely you . " and Admiral Gol-1anch extended his hand
invitingly toward Rustin.

"I?" The commander grinned ruefully. "She trusted everyone up to a point. I,
per haps, further than her yard supervisors--equally, | believe, as nmuch as she
trusts | eska Man. But she finished sone units by herself, in her private
machi ne shop." He paused a nonent and anmended that statenent. "She usually had
her special mechanic, H ska, on hand, but she won't say anything. Not even if
there were additional specs that Lady N mi sha kept somepl ace el se.™

ol I anch sighed. "She wouldn't have |left wi thout storing the final plans
sonmewhere. Wuld she?"

"I was hoping that she had left themw th you, sir.

"Wth me?" The admiral was surprised enough to jerk a thunb at his chest and
cleared his throat. "I1'd' ve said you woul d be the | ogical recipient. You
seened to have no trouble working closely together during the Fiver's
construction. Surely she confided in you?"

"Up to a point--the point at which we are now stymed in conpleting the second
Mark Five. Ch, we can fly her and she'd be an asset to the fleet as a



| ong-di stance scout. She could be sold as a yacht, but she's not yet a replica
of the Fiver that Lady N misha took out on that run."

"Ah, | see," the admiral remarked, steepling his fingers and bouncing the tips
t oget her.
“Sir?"

The adm ral gave a droll chuckle. "She did warn ne."

"She al so wouldn't | eave, even on what shoul d have been a routine shakedown
crui se, without |eaving such vital information

ANNE Mec CAFFREY
81

in a safe place. She was too precise and careful a designer than not |eave a
backup. "

"l concur. Wuld she have left themin her residence?"

"I dislike intruding on Lady Rezalla . Rustin said, shaking his head."'

"So would I," the admiral replied with nuch feeling in his voice, "but the
concern is not frivolous. And you have been wel comed at the Boynton- Chonderl ee
House, have you not? Even since Lady N misha's di sappearance?"

"No problemthere ..." This was true enough, even if he had rarely seen Lady
Rezalla. It was Cuiva whose conpany he sought, taking the girl on outings with
Bel ac, who had simlar interests in "designing things." He al ways nmade a poi nt
of asking the Residence Manager to convey his respects to Lady Rezalla and
usual |y brought sone small token for her--a delicate bl ossom a rare fruit, or
the sweets of which Lady Rezalla was inordinately fond. There was al ways a
brief note of thanks for himat his next visit, handwitten in an unusually
bold forward stroke. A penned note was such a treasure that he kept themall,
filed in a lacquered box, as exanples of a lost art. However, asking could he
find a secreted file in the Boynton Fam |y Resi dence was another matter
entirely. "I could ask."

"That is all you can do, Commander," the admiral said with a snort,
under standi ng both the etiquette and the audaci ous course of action he was
asking his subordinate to undertake. He wouldn't have dared, but he was not on
such terms with the Famly as Rustin was. And he very nuch wanted to

conmi ssion this prototype for Fleet use--once it had proved itself on trial
runs. To have stunbled into a wormhol e was a wetched pi ece of msfortune and
not to be considered the fault of the pilot, nmuch | ess the vessel

Irying very hard not to show howill at ease he was, Lt. Commander Cal eb
Rustin appeared at the door to the Ltoyntin-Chonderl ee House,
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a baroque creation of outstanding el egance and beauty in the O d Quarter of
Acclarke City, at precisely one mnute before the appointnent received from

Lady Rezall a.

It wasn't, however, the Residence Manager (one of the latest Cass T Al's) but



Lady Cuiva herself who opened the door

"I heard Grandam say you were com ng today," she said, slipping outside.

Caleb snmiled down at the girl's anxi ous expression, and since they were not in
a public spot, he gave her a quick hug. That's when he realized that she had
bot h hands cl asped behi nd her back.

"You don't happen to have news about ny nother?" she asked so plaintively that
Cal eb wanted nore than ever to have good news for her

He shook his head, stroking the silky hair that hung | oose down her back
Nim's hair... He broke off that thought.

"Jeska says they can't go any further with the Mark Five; you need to find ny

not her," Her tone was interrogatory as she tilted her head up at him
He took two steps downward so they were at eye-level. "That's true enough. |I'm
here to . "

Her hands came from behi nd her back and, with one, she seized his rmuch bigger
hand and cl osed his fingers around what she put in the palm

"My birth-nother would want you to have these now, then." She stepped back
hol di ng her lips closed, but her eyes watered.

Rustin closed his fingers about the round circles: six of them a full stack
and exactly what he had come about.

"You had thenP" he whispered in astoni shnent.

She nodded and then, with a lift to her chin and in a | ouder voice, said, "M
grandam is expecting you. Commander Rustin. If you will be pleased to enter

"M mcking the RMis not done, Lady Cuiva," he said, grinning as he foll owed
her into the inpressive foyer with its ancient Terran
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marble floor in alternating black and white squares. There were fine statues
in the many niches, all artfully restored to the condition in which they had
left their sculptors' yards. The flowery Acaderrllus shrub filled the room
with a delicate odor. It was the only indi genous Vegan object in the Residence
entrance hall.

Cuiva slipped over to the stationary RMand flicked it back on

"That's all right, RM" she said. "Comrander Rustin is expected. You may
conduct himto ny grandam" Wth that and a saucy wi nk at Cal eb, she glided
over to the door into her quarters and was gone.

"I will conduct you to Lady Rezalla directly, Commander." The RM turned and
started up the left-hand side of the double staircase, also of priceless
Terran marble. It nmoved with the dignity befitting its occupation. Rustin
foll owed, w shing he could have foll owed Cuiva instead as he slipped the data
circles into his tunic pocket.

Wth his errand acconplished, what excuse could he give Lady Rezalla as the
purpose for this visit? And how | i ke N msha to have entrusted the data files



to her daughter, rather than her nother! Who woul d have thought it? Well, he
shoul d have. But one sinply didn't go about asking underage children if they
just happened to have been entrusted with irrepl aceabl e docunents. \Wat to say
to Lady Rezalla? She rnmust be thinking he was the bearer of tidings.

He coul d be! H s hand brushed the data disks. He could well be. The Fleet

al ready had perm ssion of Lady Rezalla to take the finished hull out of the
Yard. Yes, that was why he was requesting this interview To informher that
t he renoval woul d occur shortly-- as soon as he had added to the ship the
speci al adjustnents he now had deposited safely in a uniform pocket.

| hough Lady Rczall a's quick and piercing gl ance begged for news of another
ki nd, she did not refer to her m ssing daughter when Cal eb expl ai ned the
purpose of his visit. He deeply wi shed he could
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relieve her fears with sonme sort of reassurance. No news was still, in its own

way, good news.

"And you feel safe," she asked, pausing on the word, "taking out the Prototype
Fi ve, Commander ?"

"It has passed every single test the Fleet can give it, Lady Re-zalla," he
said quite truthfully. "I have no hesitation at all in putting it through the
nost grueling nmaneuvers."

"Except those that would take you down the maw of a wormhole, | trust," she
sai ddrol ly.
"I ndeed, Lady Rezalla. | shall avoid themas | would a black hole."

"Do." And she inclined her head graciously.

As a little present for her courtesy in receiving him he presented her with
the | atest "book" of scents--fine sheets of paper, no |onger than the pal m of
hi s hand, each inpregnated with a different aroma--fromthe parfumeries of the
Quter City, famed for their exquisite fragrances.

"How charm ng," she said with a delighted snmile. "You are nuch too good to ne,
Conmmander . "

"Not hi ng can be too good for a | ady of your charm and em nence, "
words formul ai c but delivered sincerely.

he replied in

She opened the first sheet, inhaling delicately. "Ch, like roses. Terran
roses. Attar nade fromthemwas supposed to be the nbst seductive fragrance of
all.”

She passed the tiny sheet to himand he inhal ed obediently w thout informng
her that his nose was woefully inept at distinguishing "pleasant” snells. The
funk of recycled air he knew, florals, he did not.

"El egant. Truly el egant.”
"I"'d termit dainty, Conmander, but then"--she smiled win-sonely at him

cocking her head in such a way that he wi shed she was neither a First Famly
Lady nor related to the woman he did |l ove--"this scent was contrived for



fem ni ne, not nmsculine, tastes."
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"Indeed."” He inclined his head, smling in such a way as to thank her for her
di screet flirtatiousness. "I would also Iike your pernission to bring Lady
Cuiva to see how we are progressing with her nother's design."

Lady Rezalla gave hima |long, alnost acid | ook. Then she nmade a gracef ul
gesture with her lovely hand. "Forgive ne, but 1 could wish that ny
granddaught er was not quite so fascinated by her nother's profession.” Caleb
made a small bow of conprehension. "She has lately insisted that she be
tutored in space navigation . .. and doubtless the anonalies that are ..
hazards." Her mouth closed firmy for a nonent as she took a deep breath

bef ore continuing. "However, the child' s loyalty and dedication nust be
considered. | shall not have it said that | denied her."

"Never, Lady Rezalla," Caleb protested

The Iong hand was lifted again, forestalling further reassurances. "You may
have heard runors about the machinations of that young . .. young ..." A
proper term seemed to escape her

"Scut, mlady?"

She gave hima stern | ook but her eyes twinkled. "That will do until | can
t hi nk of sonething nore thoroughly derogatory. That scut Vestrin."

"He can't still be pursuing a court action on the grounds that his father nade
t he bequest to Lady N mi sha?"

She nodded, smiling with a wi cked and determ ned gl eamin her gentian-bl ue
eyes--so |ike her daughter's. "As well we were forewarned by you, Comander

for, of course, ny body-heir had nade a will prior to her departure and, in
it, bequeaths all her estate and assets to Lady Cuiva. You will shortly neet
Perdima, who will acconpany Lady Cuiva wherever she may go."

"Ch! Yes, | see. Sensible precaution. But surely not even Lord Vestrin would
attenpt to ... harma child. A First Famly child wearing such a prestigi ous
tattoo."

"Cuiva is not yet Necklaced in her minor majority, Conmander
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| would not put anything past that--no, 'scut' is not appropriate. He may not

be a bastard"--Lady Rezalla spat the epithet--"but roue he npbst certainly is.
| would put nothing past a creature of so little honor and such great greed.

He has laughed ... laughed ..." she paused again, "at public functions over ny
body- heir's di sappearance.” She drew in a deep breath, her nostrils pinched by
her w at h.

"You may be sure that | would protect Lady Cuiva with my life," Caleb said,
bowi ng again and feeling al nbst sick with a conbination of anxiety for the
child and aninosity toward Lord Vestrin.



"I know that, Commander, but you will doubl e whatever precautions you have
previously used in any excursions on which she acconpani es you." Now she rose,
ext endi ng her hand in graci ous dism ssal.

"I shall keep you inforned of the progress. You will attend the
conmi ssi oni ng?" Cal eb asked, hastily adding, "A formality which you, as

Owner - Represent ati ve, should attend--if you can fit such an engagenent in your
cal endar ?"

"I wouldn't mss that for the worlds," she said, again in a droll tone. She
al ways managed to astonish him despite her adherence to the conventions of
Fam | y.

He bowed over her hand and was honored when her fingers pressed his with far
nore strength than he woul d have expected fromher. But then, Cuiva often
mentioned that she took physical exercise every norning with her grandnother
Lord Vestrin would not get past Lady Rezalla if he nade an attenpt on Cuiva in
t he ol der wonan's presence.

Rezal | a acconpani ed himto the door, and when it opened for them she turned
to the waiting RM "Escort the conmmander to Lady Cuiva's apartnment. You may
tender your invitation personally. She has m ssed your conpany. You nay make
what ever arrangenents for the visit are required.”
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Caleb said all that was suitable for such graci ous condescension and then
pivoting smartly, followed the RM In the hall, and unobserved, he patted the
di sks in his pocket. He would have preferred racing back to the Yard to see
what they contai ned, but he was concerned enough about Cuiva to want a word
with her--to baw her out for stepping outside the front door without this new
bodyguard. Wat had she been thinki ng about?

Al t hough the RM opened the door, a woman quickly inserted herself between
Cal eb and the room

"This is Commander Caleb Rustin, Mz Perdinia," the Residence Manager said
with just the slightest hint of renonstrance, as if the woman shoul d have
known who he was.

She stepped back. She was short in stature but wide in body, as if her |egs
did not bal ance her torso in Iength. Her hazel eyes were keen, and fromthe
way she stood, Caleb had no doubts of alertness, even with the RM presenting
himto Cuiva's door. He also noticed, and saw that she caught his swift glance
over her person, the knife sheaths in her boot and on her left forearm and
the strap of the one that probably hung down her back as Icska's had.

"I"d like a word with Lady Cuiva, Mz Perdima. Lady Rezalla said | should
invite her nyself."

"Cal ?" Cuiva cried, hearing his voice and rushing into the room

"Lady Cuiva ... what have we been tal king about just this noming?" Perdima's
face was expressionless as she turned to the girl

Cuiva went froma dead run to a solemm wal k between steps. Her face reflected
that she did indeed renenber what had been said "just this norning."



"Not rushing here and there," she nurnmured and then brightened as Cal eb

st epped past the bodyguard and held out his hand to her. She went up on the
balls of her feet to rush to himand, sighing, canme forward at a sedate pace,
but she clung to his hand with both of hers. He could feel her trenbling, and
when her fingers
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squeezed, he knew that he woul dn't say anything about their clandestine
nmeeting on the front steps. Not in front of Perdima and certainly not after a

recent schooling on the sanme peril

"I ndeed, ny young friend," Caleb said, shaking her hands to nmake her contact

his eyes. "How will you ever |learn the decorum a Neckl aced ni nor major must
have if you don't start practicing . . . right now" He stared at her to
enphasi ze the final two words and she flushed, but then recovered her
ebul | i ence and swung on his arm nearly pulling himoff balance. "I have your
grandam s perm ssion to show you the Fiver we've been conpleting." He | ooked
squarely at Perdinma. "I invite you, Mz Perdima, in your own right as well

as in your role as Lady Cuiva's conpanion.”

"Sir, that's real nice of you." Perdinma's face rel axed.

He had a good notion that she quite probably canme froma service famly and,
i ke Jeska, had not measured up to the height requirenent. She had the

requi red background and was maki ng good use of it. More inportant, she took
her job seriously, which reassured Caleb in light of what Lady Rezalla had
confided to him

"When? When, Cal, when?" Cuiva said, swinging on his arm She saw Perdim a's
expression. "Oh, Cal doesn't mnd, Perdima. We're old friends," she went on
standi ng upright again and affecting a very mature stance, obviously copied

fromher grandam "I used to go out to the Yard all the time with my nother

and we even--"

It was Cal's turn to rai se eyebrows at her effusiveness.
"Qoops, " she said, covering her mouth with her hand and squi nchi ng down,
grinning wickedly as she knew she should not nmention the EVA's her nother had
all owed her to do. "His son said | could. He cones with us sonetines, doesn't
he, Comrander ?"

Cal eb and Perdi mi a exchanged gl ances over Cuiva's head as she went fromchild
to an echo of her grandamin the space of a second. Perdima gave a shrug and
a shake of her head. But she al so sm| ed.
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"Imp!" she said affectionately. "When had you in mnd, Commander? | check al
engagenents with Lady Rezalla."

Caleb let his hand pause at the pocket that held the di sks--a pause that
shar p-eyed Cuiva caught and nade her giggle. Then she becane adult again and
wat ched as he took out his touchpad and turned it on

"A week fromtoday? At about this hour? Wuld that be conveni ent?"



Perdi m a had her touchpad strapped to her right wist, which confirned his
noti on that she was |eft-handed. "That day is free after the el eventh hour."
"Ch, no, make it earlier, Perdima," Cuiva said, hanging on to the woman's
arm "I can do a double session of studying the day before or the day after.”

The two adults agai n exchanged | ooks, and Perdi nia vyi el ded.

"Excellent," Caleb said, tapping in the tinme and date as Perdim a nade a note.
"I shall speed up the work in train--" Again he paused his hand at the pocket
before letting it fall to his side. "--and | ook forward to the company of you
two ladies. I'll collect you, Lady Cuiva, Mz Perdima, at the appointed hour
in the Yard skiff." He bowed to both. "I rmust return to ny duties, if you wll
be good enough to excuse nme now, Lady Cuiva?"

The girl elegantly dism ssed himw th a wave of her hand as he backed three
steps before turning for the door. He heard her giggle and all owed her to hear
his chuckle as he cl osed the door behind him

lie took the skinmmer back to the Yard as fast as possible, only just clearing
the O d Quarter before he opened the thrusters and poured on the power. He

| anded at the |l ock closest to Ninmisha's private nmachi ne workshop and cycl ed
through it, pausing only to renove his formal tunic in the dressing room He
took the precious disks out of his pocket and jingled themin his hand as he
wal ked
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hinself a leg at a tine, into his heavy shop coverall, stunbling a bit as he

shrugged it over his shoul ders and seal ed the fastenings. He strode to

Ni mi sha's desk. Two disks clattered out of his hands in his haste to insert
the nunber one in the slot of the reader. And there it was: the nenu of fina
details that would rmake all the difference to the inconplete Mark 5 still in
its production gantry. The conunit burped authoritatively. He switched on the
visual, one hand resting on the little disks that were so bl oody i nportant.

"Ch, it's you, Commander," the guard said, swallow ng. "For a noment--"

"My apol ogies, Perron, 1 should have checked in." "That's all right, sir. It's
just that--"

"I know. Lady Nimisha preferred to use the private entrance.” "Yes, sir,
that's it, sir. And, sir, still no word?" "Still no word." "WII you be
staying | ong?"

"Possibly all night, Perron, so log ne in officially. Want to check over sone
details. W'll be working overtime to finish the Five B fromnow on."

"WIl we, sir? That's good to know, sir." Ferron disconnected. Caleb let out a
sigh of relief. He should have checked in hinself, but his little | apse only
proved how alert security in the Yard was. Mst of the workforce had al ready
gone hone now that the Five B was so near conpletion and three shifts were no
| onger needed. He nade a quick note to have | eska doubl e-check those on the
day shift when Cuiva and her bodyguard visited.

Then he whistled at what was scrolling across the screen. By all the Lords of
Space and Tine, she had |left the best for last, hadn't she? He ski nmed



qui ckly. Some were minor adjustnents, mere tunings. O hers were guidance chips
with subtle differences to the standard ones, if he read themright: just the
sort of tinkering that distingui shed Rondynmense prograns from naval. He
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ran a quick pricing on |labor and materials and deci ded the cost was a
fractional increase, if any. And the minor alterations--losing a circuit here,
i ncreasing the strength of that one there--made so nuch sense. He sighed. Sone
peopl e sinply stuck loyally to what worked well enough. Wat was the old
adage? "If it ain't broke, don't fix it"? Well, here was proof that sonetines
what isn't broken should be fixed.

By norning, when the first shift arrived, he had reviewed all Nim's little

i mprovenents, organi zed a schedule for their nmanufacture and insertion, and
put out a call for Nim's favorite nechanic. H ska would be invaluable in
constructing NNm's inprovenents. She'd worked with N msha on the Fiver, and
Cal eb hoped she'd assist himnow that he was in possession of Nim's disks. He
and H ska woul d do the six boards of N m sha's unique design. He could do them
hi nsel f but Hi ska was the professional and night, now, reveal what else

Ni m sha had kept up her sleeve. Mght, Caleb anended wyly. H ska was as nuch
a law unto herself as N misha was. The two wonen, from socially opposite
spheres, rarely needed to converse as they worked. In fact, one mght hand the
other a tool without a word spoken. Hi ska tended to issue sounds rather than
wor ds, though Cal eb had heard the mechani c chew out a subordinate in a fashion
that woul d have nmade a tough petty officer blush with envy. A grunt or a
nmonosyl | abl e was often all she needed with Nim sha, though Nim would add a

pl ease or thank-you as the occasi on warrant ed.

Cal eb shook his head, fatigued by the night's concentrations and grieving
anew. This particular part of the Ship Yard was nore bereft of N misha's
presence than anywhere else in the Yard, even her executive office.

The door to the outer corridor opened and banged agai nst the wall as Hi ska
cane hurrying in, the lioness ready to protect her lair.

"Good norning, Hska," he said as if delighted to see her despite
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t he obvi ous anger that powered her steps as she strode across to the worktop

Seeing the little stack of info-disks, she cane to a total halt. Her eyes net
hi s again, the nost urgent question easily read.

"No, no word fromNim, but Lady Cuiva felt |I should have these now " He |et
the stack slip through his fingers and then straightened theminto a neat
colum. "1 don't think any of us want the second Fiver to go out |ess than her
best."

H ska growl ed and made the rest of the way to himin a | ess aggressi ve manner
her attention focused on the di sks. She was a conpact little woman w th nousy
hair cropped to her skull. Her round face had no |ines whatsoever- - not
surprising, since she rarely exhibited enotions of any kind that would
encourage winkles. Her grunts, snorts, hunphs, ohs, and ahs did service for
what ever she m ght be feeling. She had penetrating eyes deep-set under thick



brows of the sane nousy shade hair. Her hands were oddly rmuch Iike Nimsha's,
square palms with short, clever fingers and incredible strength when she put
her body behind her grasp. Nim-sha had taken her as her private mechanic
years before on the advice of |im Mrroo, then Yard Manager, who had

recogni zed an unusual aptitude in the silent person. There was no question of
her dedi cation to Lady N misha and her al nost zeal ous proprietary control of
t hi s machi ne shop.

"If we are to have the best possible chance of finding Lady N msha, we need
this Fiver in the sane condition as the one she went out in. Lady Cuiva gave
me the disks yesterday afternoon. | didn't know she had them | thought Lady
Rezafl a woul d have been the custodian,” Caleb said bluntly. He was rewarded
with as noncomittal a hunph as he'd ever heard out of Hi ska. "Next week Lady
Cuiva's conming up to see how we're getting along. 1'd like her to see the ship
fini shed now that we have these." He gestured to the disks. "lI'd like you to
be especially on your guard,
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H ska, as we have information that suggests Lord Vestrin night be vindictive
enough to try to harm Lady Cuiva. You spot any face you don't know, you report
it imediately to Security!"

H ska stared at him her gaze intensifying with outrage, her eyes going so
round that he wondered if they'd pop out of their sockets. Then her jaw
muscl es tightened and her hands becane blunt fists, banging into her thighs.
She inhal ed deeply and then exhaled so fiercely that Cal eb knew no one woul d
get into this workshop or past H ska to harm Lady Cuiva.

Havi ng settled that problem he handed across to the mechanic the clipboard
with his listing of what needed to be conpl et ed.

"If you'd be willing to assist rne in translating these specs, Hi ska, 'l
know there will be no errors in the finished designs."

Wth nore courtesy than she'd ever accorded hi mbefore, she took the clipboard
fromhim She scanned it quickly and gave one enphatic nod. She returned the
board to himand went to unlock Nimsha's supply closet. N nisha would keep on
hand supplies of any sort that she mght need in her designs. Caleb doubted
that there'd be any shortage of exactly what they'd need to nake the spare
parts or upgrade the boards.

"Need anything at the dispenser?" Caleb called as he went for a stimnulant.
He' d see how | ong he could keep up with Hiska before he took a rest. One
needed cl ear eyes and steady hands for sonme of the delicate assenblies they
were about to undertake. If he started to funble, H ska would insist on his
taki ng a break.

They' d conpleted two of the six boards when he broke a delicate connection

H ska drew her breath in a hiss of concern. Pursing her lips, she reached over
and took the tool fromhis hand, jerking her head at the snmall office. Her
invitation for himto rest needed no el aboration

"Wake me in two hours,"” he said.

"Humph, " was her answer, and he wondered if she woul d obey.
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She didn't. He was asleep for four hours before she judged himsufficiently
rested to continue. And she'd been right. She had conpl eted one nore board and
several of the finicky alterations on parts she had brought in fromthe Fiver.
They finished, and installed, all the boards by the time fatigue again
overtook Caleb. He slept aboard the ship while H ska occupied the cot in

Ni misha's of fice when the second shift quit.

CHAPTER 4

"T

L/ady Nim sha?" said a fanmliar voice as the fog of sleep lifted

fromher mnd. The nedical couch was open and not so much as a whiff of the
sl eep gas renai ned.

"A full standard year has passed, na'am" added Hel ms tenor voice.
"And no response?"

"No, ma'am"

She felt the cool ness of hyposprays penetrating both arns.

"Sit up slowy, Nim, but I think you'll find you' re in excellent shape after
that nice |long nap," Doc said.

"May | fix you something to eat, Lady N nmisha?" Cater asked.

Ni mi sha' s stonmach runbl ed.

"I ndeed you may," she said, follow ng Doc's advice about nmovenment. She was
stiff with disuse. "Helm plot a course to the nearest of the primaries with
an Mtype planet. I'mtired of hanging about in space. Let's see what mi schief
we can get into out there.”

"I am programred to rem nd you, Lady N m sha,"” Hel msaid, sounding as close to
repressive as the Al could get, "that we are constrained to avoid contact with
energing species. It is against FSP policy to interfere with normal evol ution
when the indi genous popul ati on has reached either tool naking or settled
agricul tural base |level."

"That is, if there is an indigenous and sapi ent popul ation,"” she said with a
grin.
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"Yes, ma'am" was Helm s not at all contrite response.

Ni mi sha smled as she collected the usual post-sleep liquid neal.

"This at |east tastes appetizing, Cater. Thanks," she said after the first

tentative sip. The gruel for the revived that was of fered on naval ships was
so bland it was difficult to swallow That was another of her little



i mprovenents for |ong-di stance traveling: savory conesti bl es.

"And, Helm" she added, "leave an update on that beacon to indicate our new
destination.”

"Al ready programed, m' am"

She shrugged. She really was al most superfl uous.

"Estimated arrival time?" she asked.

"At Interstellar Speed Three, we will reach the heliopause in tw days."

"So be it, Helm W will decelerate and record all data on our way into the
third planet. It is the third planet, isn't it?"

"Yes, ma'am"”
"Standard al npost, isn't it?" she nmurnured

"Yes, ma'am"”

Ni m sha nade a facial grimace. Oh, well
anot her spate of "no's" from Hel m

yes" was nore encouragi ng than

She felt the thrumthrough the deck plates as the Fiver moved forward,
gradual ly increasing speed sufficient to enter IS drive. She watched the stars
in the view screen begin to blur, counted down to herself to the translation
into the IS speed node, and braced herself just as the Fiver slid forward. She
had becone inured to the insertion nausea but was still pleased when it passed
as they settled into warp drive.

"Report on insertion and perfornmance, please?" After all, this was still a
trial run.

"Al'l systens functioning at nornal |evels and efficiency."
That was certainly as it should be.
ANNEM: CAFFREY 9?

She opened her |og and nade the necessary entry. Hel mwoul d have kept the
ship's log updated on a daily basis; she would have to update hers.

The fact that she now had a destination made all the difference to her norale.
She felt alive, keen, wondering just what this world would be like. O course,
if there were any signs of civilization, she'd have to veer off. She could

al nrost wi sh there were a society of some sort to visit. As the first Em ssary
of Federated Sentient Planets.

Dam. Had she put the universal translator on board? Yes, she nust have. She
renmenbered having Hi ska install the unit. The wonman had gi ven her a shocked
and surprised | ook. But she'd done it.

"Helm is the universal translator activated?"

"Yes, ma'am Shall | put it online?"

"No, but I"'mglad it's there."



"Yes, ma'am"
"Always prepared for the unexpected, aren't you, N m?" Doc comented.
She gave himan ironic | augh. "Except for a wornhole, Doc."

"Well, yes, but you had cl eared your course with the Fleet, and they had no
records of a phenonenon in that sector, had they?"

"No, they didn't. It's nostly used for their navy maneuvers and testing since
it's rather barren of stars and planets."

"Is that so?"
"It isl"

She was certain that there had been intensive searches for her while she had
slept. Caleb Rustin, not to nention her nother and Cuiva, would never give up
until they either heard the ship's death knell or found her. That was
conforting, but she did want to make it back before Cuiva was Necklaced. She

| ooked forward to that day: She'd be able to take her daughter nmore fully into
her confidence and to examnmine Cuiva's natural aptitudes. No reason for the
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girl to be one of those gilded--or msshapen for fashion--dilettantes. Usel ess
creatures. Her nother mght have been traditional in every aspect of social
behavi or and a devil for propriety, but she had never been vapid, stupid, or
shal  ow. Boynton woren had al ways been achi evers.

The system which N nmisha whinsically named Prinero, adding its coordi nates
within the present sphere of the gal axy, was so close to "normal" that it was
exactly what any exploration teamwould give all left arms to encounter. There
were ten planets, the coldest, outernmpst few were frozen; then there was

anot her giant, and while there was no asteroid belt between the gas planet and
the fourth, the third was in the proper astrophysical position for being close
enough to its primary to be habitable. It had three noons, the | argest farther
out, with two inner ones seem ng to chase each other. Miust weak havoc with
the tidal system She decided to call the third planet Erehwon, partly after
an ol d dystopic novel she'd once read and partly because it was "nowhere"
backward and that certainly was her present situation. She hovered by the

| arge moon to do the usual basic investigative tests, sending down an

expl oratory probe and waiting for its reports.

No holes in the ozone layer, the usual mix of atnospheric gases, sufficient
seas, and nine continents, three with archi pel agoes reaching out |ike broken
fingers to the larger |andmasses. Helm in the Al's science officer capacity,
agreed that the planet | ooked to be eninently habitable.

"Let's orbit and see what el se we can discover,” N msha said, toggling the
log to include that order. She'd had the usual space traveler's briefing from
FSP about not infecting indigenous sapients with too abrupt a contact with a
space-faring race and what to do if--by any renote chance--she net ot her
space-farers. So far the universe seened very full of sentient species

i ncapabl e of ever attaining that freedom
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"Shorter day, | sec,” Nimisha nmentioned as they conpleted one orbit. "And no
sign of what we tend to term'civilization' either."

"No, ma'am"” Helmreplied. "No artificial satellites. No pul ses, no sonar or
radar transmni ssions. Not even radio."

"Let's go in," she said.

The ship continued its inward spiral, quartering the planet's surface as it
went. Daylight shone on a land teenming with small and large life-forns,
jungles, forests, plains, and mountain ranges of considerabl e height and depth
running |ike tw sted spines suggesting their savage upthrust from basenent
rock materials. The nightside did not show any fires or the use of fossi

fuels. The planet did have ore deposits that would certainly interest

devel opers back in her native portion of the galaxy. That is. if they could
establish that there were no sapient inhabitants. Further circling brought her
over portions of the continents. Hel m assi duously mappi ng, though Ni m sha had
turned of f that screen. She tried view ng the surface at high nagnification to
be able to make out details, but it gave her a headache to see surface
features speeding by that quickly. So she reduced the nmagnification and
trusted Helmto call her attention to any anomalies. On the fourth lap, Helm
spoke.

"Sensors read an unusual netallic mass on the plateau directly ahead."

Ni mi sha turned up the magnification, but they were too far out to determn ne
what the anomaly was, other than sonething that perhaps ought not to be there.

"Mark it, Helm Definitely needs to be seen."
On the seventh | ap, another anonmaly was di scovered.

"Now that's ridiculous. W haven't seen so nuch as a band of humanoi d nonads,
but those two nmetallic blips are not indigenous to this planet. 1'll bet ny
Neckl ace on it."

"Rash of you, dear Nim ," Doc said with an audible ripple in his voice.
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"You know ne, Doc," she agreed.

"Let's hone in on the first anomaly, Helm | think we've ascertained that this
i ndi genous popul ation is mainly conposed of beasts. unlikely to be
evolutionarily conpronised by our presence.”

"There is a third netallic anomaly, ma'am and | am now reading a fourth."

"We'l|l have a dekko at those, too.

It was out of the bounds of possibility that all eighteen m ssing ships had

| anded on Erehwon, though that woul d have been a | ogi cal course of action
given its suitability for humans. This could be rather a fun adventure. O
course, the downside was that if they all had been stuck here--since they were
still listed as m ssing--then she mght be, too. Well, maybe sone marooned
mal e woul d be passable. Lady Rezalla would be furious when she | earned of her
daught er maki ng any sort of an inproper alliance. But celibate life was not a
prospect N misha could contenplate with any joy!



As Hel m obeyed her instructions and they crui sed across the plateau to the
first object of interest, the grazers didn't so nmuch as raise their heads from
their industrious eating. Great shaggy brown and bl ack creatures, they noved
steadily across the grassy savannah, heads swayi ng back and forth as they ate.
She did notice that the young of this species were kept behind a form dable
wal | of their elders. So there were predators of sone sort.

"We are closing, ma'am Shall | magni fy?" Hel m asked.
"By all means." She gasped as the sharply defined image filled the screen
"Undeni ably a spaceship,” she said. "A match on our files?"

"A fair big nouthful for that wormhole to trap," Doc renarked.

Ni m sha gave a bark of laughter. "Trap? That's a good description of a

wor mhole. Wil, well. This ship's very old. Maybe we're nunber twenty, not

ni net een. Can you deci pher anything of the ship's original |ID markings, Heln®"
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"Wnd, sun, and tine have scoured the hull, which was badiy damaged."

"I'n the wor nhol e?"

"That is a distinct possibility given the turbul ence the Fiver experienced.
The tube of the hole did not have a regular shape. It was difficult to avoid
contact with the walls."”

"Whi ch proves the nerit of having an Al at the helm when fentosecond
reactions are required," N nisha said approvingly.

"Per haps when we are closer, sone traces will be |egible enough to identify
the craft,” Hel msaid, unaffected by either praise or blane.

"An I D might give a clue as the frequency of the wornhole on the FSP side of
it," Doc said.

"My very thought, Doc. But it's not very well designed, is it?" she comented
scanni ng the vessel. "Cunbersone, to say the least."

"No match, ma'arn, on available files."
"That ol d?" asked Doc.
"Not disparaging the files of our Navy, are you, Doc?"

"Even their files do not contain some of the early independent efforts of
humanki nd to probe space for habitable planets.™

"That's true enough, Doc," N m sha agreed, rubbing her chin and trying to
figure out what sort of propulsion the ship used with that stern
configuration, dented and nmangled as it was. She shook her head and gave a
si gh.

By now, they were closing with the object, and Hel mautomatically switched to
normal screen



The ship hadn't been landed with any great skill, for its prow had plowed a
long furrow across the plateau to where a high ridge out-thrust fromthe
foothills had finally halted its forward nomentum The furrow was clearly
visible fromthe air, along with the heavy vegetation that had grow up init.
She coul d di stinguish the bl eached white skel etons of the giant grazers that
had been bow ed
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out of the way of this minor leviathan until it had come to a grinding halt.

"It's been there a long tine," she murnmured as they closed with the weck
"How coul d anyone survive such a crash?"

"The ship was not designed for landing," Helmsaid. "It is also not equipped
with either thrustcrs or vanes for atnmospheric maneuvering.”

"Any life signs?" asked Doc.

Ni mi sha | aughed at such optimsm "Hardly, if such dense vegetation has grown
up on the avenue it plowed. Probably fromthe First Diaspora. |magi ne being
brave enough to go into space in that sort of contraption," she added with
some admiration. "Please |and, Helm near the center of the ship. 1 see sone
sort of airlock inits side.”

She dressed in appropriate skintight protective gear for a first wal kabout. As
the air had tested pure, she didn't require a breathing apparatus. Pure enough
to breathe, but slightly tainted with an unfamliar smell, she thought as she
stepped out of the Fiver and onto the thick grassoid surface covering. Three
steps into it, she was glad of the inpregnability of her suit, for the "grass"
was sawt oot hed and managed to | eave scratches on the tough material. \Wat

di gestive equi pnent those shaggy creatures nmust have to graze on this, she
refl ected. She took sanples of the obvious varieties growi ng about her and had
to use the vibro blade to sever the blades and stens.

She tripped over the first skeleton, partially hidden in the vegetation and by
the remains of its apparel

"Hurman skel eton, clad in exceedingly durable clothing," she reported to Helm

"Bring ne a swatch of the material and a bone and I1'll do a forensic and
carbon-date it," Doc suggested. The |ongest finger bone was added to her
pouch, along with a piece of the material, now so old it tore |ike paper

ANNE Mec CAFFREY
103

"They must have set up sone sort of a camp," she said. There was a clearing of
sorts, evidently nade by nelting the ground into a sem -glaze that defied the
grassoid's attenpts at succession. There were oddments of netal scattered
about, poking up fromthe dirt that had bl owmn over them The larger itens she
uneart hed were crushed as if the grazers had put their big clunmsy feet on

t hem

"Anal ysis suggests this ship was of a design used in the First Di aspora, with
chem cal fuel engines of the type typical of that period for planetary |anding
and takeoff," Helminformed her. "I have been able to distinguish sufficient



of the faded insignia on the bowto determine that it belonged to a federation
known as the United Nations of Earth. We are the twentieth ship to cone
t hrough the wornhol e.”

"Thank you for that update on our position, Helm" she said with gentle irony.
She had not programmed any humor into Hel m but sonetimes he was inadvertently
funny. Then she | ooked at the timeworn spaceship. "Poor guys," she said,
shaki ng her head.

Gai ning entrance to the ship was not a problem A ranp or steps of some kind
must originally have been used, but the centuries had all owed a buil dup of

wi ndbl own dirt and debris that reached to the lower lip of the hatch. There
were exterior controls where any sensi bl e designer would have put them and
since she was an even nore sophisticated designer, it took only noments to
open the airlock. She clinbed in. The inner |ock stood open, and as she neared
it, she heard sone sort of ventilation systembegin to circulate the air

i nsi de.

"Not bad," she said. "Sone power renains."

"Sol ar panel s have been detected,"” Hel m said.

"Why woul d they use solar panels if this wasn't a landing type craft?"

"There were nmany attenpts at achi eving the opti numuse of nmany power
sources--cheni cal, nucl ear fusion, and sol ar power, both from generator panels
and |light sails--on early spacecraft,”
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Hel msaid in the pedantic tone he assuned for his "science officer" role.
"Well, they did that right."

Nevert hel ess, the air was stale and still had an acrid stink that left a taste
at the back of her throat of metals, old foodstuffs, human perspiration, and

hydr ocar bon hydraulic and lubricant fluids.

"One does have to air the place out every now and then," she said in her best
imtation of her wonb-not her.

"Repeat ?" Hel m asked, mystified.
"Don't bother," Doc said. "I'Il explainit to him"

She went forward to where she expected to find the bridge. And did, though it
was dark, since the forward screen had crashed right into the rock of the

hill side and was now shards on the deck. She used her wist |light and found
the appropriate toggle. She pushed it and faint illum nation resulted--enough
to see that the bridge was enpty. She hadn't expected to see any bodies. The
est abl i shnment of sonme sort of a base canp indicated there had been crash
survivors enough to have suitably interred their dead. The big question was if
any had survived | ong enough to establish a col ony.

She tried to access the bridge |og, but evidently the small source of power
that circulated the air did not spark the conputer systems into action

She toured the ship and its cranped crew quarters with bunks stripped to the



netal frames. Lockers had been enptied; dust had sifted in through the vents
over the centuries that the ship had | ain here. The galley, when she entered
it, was also tidy, apart fromdust. Again all usable itens had been taken. The
same could be said of any other transportable item or equipnment that such a
vessel would have carried. Well, if one were shi pwecked on an alien planet,
one woul d certainly use whatever equiprment was on hand. Only where had it--and
its porters--gone? Wuld she find the descendants somewhere el se? Had t hey
regressed to a primtive state
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in the neantine? Certainly she had seen neither fires nor fossil fuel snoke to
i ndi cate any human settlenment... so far, that is. The climate of the pl ateau
and its position on the continent nade it part of a tenmperate zone.

Consi dering the new growth she had noticed on trees and shrubs, she had | anded
in this planet's vernal period. Part of the shaggi ness of the grazers m ght be
due to shedding wi nter fur

Time after time, she had to shake her head at the clunsiness of design in the
spaceshi p, the heaviness of the building material s.

"I shouldn't criticize. FSP didn't even have petralloy until two centuries
ago," she remarked. "Easy for me to find their design attenpts awkward and
inefficient. They got this far with what they had. Gve themcredit."

"Mbst creditable,"” Hel magreed

"Definitely first wave of the Diaspora," Doc said, having finished the
anal yses.

"I's this ship anong the eighteen cited?" N nisha asked.
"No, ma'am"

She checked all storage areas and found themenpty. And dusty. An orderly

wi thdrawal fromthe ship. But where to? She returned, striding in her own
footprints in the dust, wondering if this would add to the nystery of the ship
for future explorers. The whi msy made her grin.

She was glad to be outside in the fresher air. She closed the outer air |ock
to preserve what power renmai ned. She m ght want to come back and investi gate.
There were other netallic anomalies to be exanmined. If there were actually
four ships already marooned on this planet, had the groups joined forces? But
if they had joined up, why had they not nade use of even such basic
requirements as fire, for heating, cooking, and |lighting? And built shelters
of some description? O used caves? A rudi nentary necessity, or at |least a
confort. She had fireplaces in roons that were heated by cheap
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and nonpol | uti ng substances. She'd even had one at the Yard in her private
office for those |l ate night sessions with her subordinates. And tete-a-tetes

with Caleb. Onh, dear, better not think of him she thought in disnay.

She prowl ed around the rusting ship and found the little graveyard, sited in
the churned up soil of the |anding, above and to one side of the ship's



resting place. Nine netal shafts were etched with the nanes of the dead: three
woren and six men. So it had been a mixed crew. The dates were four hundred
years ago.

How many generations would that be? N nmisha wondered. If there had been any.

"What was the |ast registered di sappearance that m ght have been a wormhol e
eating a ship, HelnP"

"Say again, ma'an?"

Hel mli ked his commands and queries crisp and uncluttered by personal opinion
"What is the date the last ship di sappeared?”

"Si xteen years ago, ma'am"

Well, that was much better than four hundred years, she thought, firny

bani shing the sinking feeling of utter despair. She'd already slept away one
of that sum

"I's there any significant interval between di sappearances?"”

There was a definite pause as Hel mworked on the answer. "A regular pattern
cannot be established by the di sappearances of ships.”

"That could be accounted for," Doc put in, "by the fact that the
di sappearances thenselves took tinme to be registered.”

Even si xteen years--and then the problem of catching the wormhole as it opened
at this end. But she'd nmiss so nuch of Cuiva . . . her darling daughter
She gave herself an adnonitory shake.

"I"ve seen all | need to here," she told her ship. "I'm com ng
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back aboard. Helm please lay in a course for the second anomaly. W'll fly at

a |l ow enough altitude to see if we can spot any abandoned settlenment these
peopl e may have built."

| he second blip proved to be the Pool beg FSPS 9K66E. It had | anded
circunmspectly near a small stream It, too, showed that it had had a rough
passage t hrough the wornmhole, with gashes that in one place had damaged t he
hul |l integrity.

"She'd have had ten as crew, fromthe type she is," N msha said. "Any word on
her ?"

"She is listed as lost in space, ma'am sixteen years ago."

"We know that. \Wat other information have we on the Pool -beg'? Can you get a
response fromthe ship?"

"I have already been calling and received no answer. | am accessing the
comunit. Shall | display the result?"

"lust the last entry now, please, Helm"



On her screen was the entry, dated fourteen standard years before.

This is Lieutenant Commander Jonagren Svange!, acting captain of the Pool beg.
As we have sustained danmage to our drive and cannot make the repairs required,
we have voted to | eave the ship to explore our inmedi ate surroundings in the
shuttle. W& hope to make a base canp in the foothills ... a map was inserted,
showi ng the projected goal . . . and live off the land. Qur botani st says
there are enough nontoxic edibles to supply us with a fair diet and we have
plenty of additives to supplenent what we can gather or hunt. Sone of the

i ndi genous animals are ferocious, but they can be avoided. W will try to get
back and update this log at regular inter\'als.

"And didn't, poor wetches,” N msha nurnured.

"Shall | spool back, ma' an®"

"No, but copy to our files and for the material we're storing in the beacon.”
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"Did you intend a physical exam nation of the ship or its environs?" Helm
asked.

"Yes, and break out sidearns for ne. | want something that's powerful enough
to stop 'ferocious indigenous aninmals' in their tracks. Qoviously the captain
of the Poolbeg net with a disaster,” N m sha said.

"How do you construe that?" Doc asked

"Because an acting captain is making the entry,"” N misha said curtly, on her
way to the airlock where she donned the heaviest of her coveralls and attached
the repell er harness. "Besides which 1 can see two graves fromhere. They were
down to eight crew when they left the Pool beg." She slid the stunner on to its
belt hook and conpl eted her exit apparel with a full-face helnet that had a
neck protector. She wouldn't be able to turn her head as easily, but the
protection mght prove a wi se precaution.

She paused briefly by the grave sites, pointing the recorder at the narkers.
Then she stood at attention for a noment, hand on her heart to salute the
Servi ce dead. They had died on the sanme day, two weeks before Svangel's fina
log entry. She wondered where the others had net their ends, since no one had
returned to the Pool beg to make updates. She detoured slightly to get a sanple
of the water. The shall ow stream burbl ed down a rocky channel. Wnter runoff,
if this were the spring of Erehwon's year? The water was cold and clear in the
sampl e tube.

The Pool beg had been | eft as shipshape and neat as the ol der vessel. It had
not been stripped of quite as many of its fittings, nor had all the supplies
been taken with the marooned. Sixteen years would reduce the supplies the
Fiver carried to crunbs. And the Pool beg was new enough that whatever it had
di spensed by way of conestibles could be used by the Fiver's catering unit.
However, she could cone back when she needed nore, if she couldn't find | oca
substi t ut es.

In fact, since they hadn't taken the snmall captain's gig, she de-
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cided she'd use that for an aerial reconnaissance of their proposed base
canpsite. And so she informed Hel m

"It's got full power. Why waste mine when this is avail abl e?" she said in an
unarguable reply to Helms polite but negative response to her idea.

"I'"1'l run basic checks on it, but initial readings indicate all systens are
go. It's designed, you know," she added with sone heat, "to remain in ful

wor ki ng order for years, considering the distances exploratory ships have to
go. | know the nodel. It's still in service and |1've flown one. It is also
supplied with mssiles, which ny skiff isn't." Another oversight on her part:
that she hadn't thought to |oad her skiff's weaponry for the shakedown crui se.
Then she added a final rebuttal. "Besides, if there are survivors, they'd
recogni ze it and that woul d establish ny bona fides."

V>n her way, she spotted exanpl es of what anyone would call "ferocious

animal s." They were the size of trees, and even if soneone had stunned one--as
t he dead captain nay have--sheer nomentum woul d have kept them noving forward
The | argest one was close to ten neters fromground to undul ati ng shoul der, or
what she thought was a shoul der, since the creature did not have definite
sections that could be easily |abeled "l egs" or "body" or "head" or "tail." It
was a lunp that noved by contracting and expanding its muscul ar frane al ong
the ground. Nim sha wondered if it was as agile on uneven surfaces as it was
on the nore or less level one it was now traversing. The front part seened to
swoop down into the grassoid, raising to give her the sight of the appendages
of some smaller creature disappearing fromview She didn't see a nouth, as
such, or eyes, when the giant creatures raised up their front ends to

i nvestigate the gig. She increased her altitude to well above their ful

[ ength. That they were aware of her presence could not be denied.

She had patched the gig's conunit into the Fiver's to allow Helmto nake a
record of her progress.
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"I's there any chance that that life-formcan spring fromthe ground?" Helm
asked.

"I"mat one hundred neters. | doubt it. But | won't risk the possibility. This
is avery alien world. They definitely know |I' m above them Woops!"

Several wet and slinmy |ooking ropelike objects were hurled at her fromthe two
| argest of those raised up fromthe ground. Neither made contact with the gig.

"Tongues?" N mi sha asked, nore of herself than expecting an answer.

"There is nothing renotely simlar to this life-formrecorded in the
Xenobi ol ogi cal Encyclopedia,” Helmsaid "Rule out 'tongues,' since they have
now detached fromtheir primary source."

The thick strings fell back to sear the grassoid where they had fallen. Steam
rose.

"\What ever you do," Hel msuddenly said, tone urgent, "do not shoot at them"



"Not that | was going to, but do tell me why?" N nmisha asked.

"On reviewi ng the tapes, | have ascertained that the captain tried to use a
projectile weapon and the segnent that he hit dispersed into fragments. He was
covered by the substance, which is extrenmely toxic, and di ed before anyone
coul d assist him Lieutenant Senior G ade Barbra Wl eda tried to resuscitate
himand the toxic .. . material . . . transferred itself to her body.
According to the report, there wasn't nuch left of either to be buried in the
graves you honored."
"I see,"” Nimsha said after swall owi ng agai nst nausea. "l wonder that any of
the crew has survived if this is the sort of welcomng conmttee they net."
She flipped on the toggle for the sensors, setting one to find netals and
another to |locate the polyners used when the Pool beg was built. "We'IlIl just
sec. I'mfollowing their proposed route. They woul d have been wary of these
slime slugs."
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"An earlier entry by the acting captain indicates that they used the shuttle
to make an aerial reconnai ssance of considerable depth before they departed to
establish a base," Hel msaid.

"They hadn't run out of intelligence, just good luck." she said as she ained
the gig at a narrow gap in the foothills. She left behind the feeding
territory of the slime slugs for a winding hilly pass that was strewn with
boul ders and such debris that slugs could not have withed through. "Seismc
activity?" she asked Hel m

"It does not appear to be a very old world, and seismic activity has been
noted in the archipel agoes. That debris, however, is nore consistent with |and
or nudslides."

"Yes, | think | would agree," she said, |ooking fromone of the steep sides to
the other and judging the deposits on the floor of the pass. "No vegetation to
attract the hungry. O bind soil with its root systems.” And the rocky path
kept those slugs fromgetting through

She came out of the pass--there were thirteen bends in all-- into hilly
country, the valleys dotted with many | akes as far as she could see in either
direction.

"Definitely glacial formations," Helmsaid, echoing her own thoughts.

"I agree. Rather pretty," she said and then saw nore of the big buffalo types
grazing. There were other species as well, smaller, and each kept their

di stance fromthe other as they ate.

"Overfly one of the | akes, would you please, ma'an? |'d |like a reading on any
aquatic life."

"I should get a sanple of the water, too. 1'd love to take a full bath,"
Ni mi sha said. "The stream by the Pool beg isn't deep enough.”

"When | have checked the deni zens of the desired bathing place," Hel msaid
sternly.

"Of course, Helm"



So she hovered over the nearest of the |akes, a brilliant blue
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reflecting the clear skies above, and sent down a sanple tube. She could
perceive flowing figures in the water. While the explored gal axy had provi ded
many, many different fornms on |land, water dwellers seemed to follow basic
designs: the bottom feeders, the mddle swimers, and the upper-I|evel insect

cat chers.

"Bottoms out at thirty neters, along a crest. The shall ows support reed and

wat er grasses,"” Nimsha said. "I'mtesting the water." The results foll owed on
her words. "Well, definitely drinkable, with only trace nminerals and not hing
toxic. | shan't, however, go fishing quite yet."

"Nor bathing," Hel madded repressively.

"That's right."

"Alert!" Helm s voice reverberated through the speakers in the cabin.
"What ever for?"

"To your port and high up, a flying object of considerable size."

Ni m sha swng the bow of the gig accordingly. "Considerable size," she agreed
drily; indeed, it was probably |larger than the gig. She reached the toggle to
armthe forward mssiles.

"I't has seen you and is diving," Helmwarned. "I amtoo far away to be of
assi stance. "

"Good thing | took the Poolbeg's gig then, isn't it?" she said, gaining
altitude and setting her sensors to magnify the oncom ng nenace. " 'Qds
bl ood! " she excl ained, an archaic epithet that one of her nore effete
acquai ntances had resurrected and used for many occasions. "It's tw ce ny
size."

"More than twice, ma'am M advice is to fire now"
"It's better to wait until | can see the whites of its eyes. If it has any."

The gig answered her touch on its control plates with nmore hei ght and speed.
The di stance cl osed between predator and intended victim-she didn't think
anything with a head that crammed with teeth and already salivating at the

t hought of a tasty norsel
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half its size had friendly intentions. She bracketed her target and sent off
two clusters of missiles: one at the blunt skull of the massive avian, and a
second to take off one wing. Its body was | ong and narrow and not a good
target yet. If she missed killing it, she had a chance to veer off and cone up
under to get the belly--if that should happen to be its vul nerable spot.



The first cluster took off the head; the second sheared the left w ng, and

pi eces of the creature rained down to the ground, some of the carcass | anding
partially in one of the larger |akes. She definitely deserved her gating as
crack marksperson, she nused. As she passed over it, the corpse was slightly
twi tching. She swung around for a second, closer |ook

"Zounds!" she excl ai med, swal | owi ng.

"That is phenonenal,"” Doc remarked, evidently accessing her screens.
"I"mbeginning to think that the Pool beg's crew m ght have succunbed, too, if
this is what they had to contend with," she said ruefully as she watched the
amazi ng anmount and variety of scavengers that swarned over the dead flier

They oozed out of the |ake and fromholes in the hillside; using many varying
ki nds of propulsion fromfeet to flippers to a smaller variety of the sline
slug nmobility, they began to feed. "Recording, Heln? We'll need to register as
many types as possible. Al of them carnivorous."”

"Omi vorous m ght be the nore exact classification,"” Doc remarked.

She turned away fromthe gorging, rippling mass beneath her and ained for the
foothills.

"I'f you don't hurry, you'll be late for the party," she said as she saw stil
nore creatures gathering to partake of the feast. Did Ereh-won give life to
anyt hi ng that wasn't dangerous? Wat woul d have happened to her if she had
taken a swwmin the first of the tenpting blue | akes? She shuddered. She woul d
get enough water fromthe stream by the Poolbeg to bathe in safety in the

Fi ver.
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It was sunset on Erehwon when she reached the point indicated on the map as
t he Pool beg' s base.

They had chosen well: high up on an isolated pl ateau, backed agai nst a

preci pice down which fell a graceful cataract, so they'd had fresh water in
easy reach. They had even started to build dwellings out of rock. There was no
sign of the larger shuttle they'd used to transport thenselves. No sign of

di scarded equi pnent either. She | anded the gig as close as she could to the
hal f-fi ni shed dwellings. No, correction: The shelters had been finished. The
roofs had col |l apsed i nward. Could the avian she had just dispatched, or nore
of its kind, have dive-bonmbed the houses? She found no corpses, but she did
find pots and eating utensils in one, nessed up with the debris of the roof.
She found scatterings of other possessions and a graveyard containing five

| arger and six smaller graves. She could see where markers had been hammrered
in, but no inscriptions remained. As she stood in the evening w nd, watching
Erehwon' s sun go down, she rather thought that winter w nds could have bl own
away anything short of a stone slab. Had the winds blown in the roofs? Had the
canp been untenable in the winter season? They woul d have had the weapons to
defend t hensel ves agai nst aerial dive-bonbers. O had such forays conti nued
until their weapons had been enpti ed? Where had they gone?

"It is respectfully recomrended that you return to the Fiver, ma'am" Helm
said after a | ongi sh pause.

"I think you're absolutely right. I'll be with you shortly."



And she was. dead tired, and quite ready to eat seconds of the delicious neal
Cater prepared for her

iViay | respectfully request that further aerial reconnaissance be done by the
Fiver? The bow is equi pped with asteroid defense missiles," Hel msaid the next
nmorni ng as she entered the bridge in full protective gear
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"A good notion. | can followin the gig. It's already been exceedi ngly useful
so far. and | don't think it will fit on the Fiver even if | were to renove
the skiff."

The small skiff, suitable for either planetary use or short hops to a space
station or between ships, would have to be abandoned in order to shoehorn the
gig into the garage space. She didn't wish to | ose any equi pnent even if the
skiff was unarned and possibly too frail to withstand an attack by the aeri al
nenaces Erehwon had

spawned.
v "l recommend a high-altitude search, ma' am™
"I concur," she said. "Patch it into the gig." She hoisted the supplies she

had col |l ected--food, water, and sone heavi er weapons-- and exited the Fiver to
t he gig.

At three thousand nmeters, they leveled off and retraced her flight to the
rui ned base canp. She paused briefly at the |ake, magnifying the site where
the avian had fallen. There wasn't a shred left to show her kill. This was a
hungry world, as well as omnivorous. Wen they reached the base canp, they
hovered to take aerial records of the deserted buildings.

"I'f I were being attacked from under and over, 1'd go somewhere no one could
reach me," she said. "Let's continue to the nmountain range. There nay be caves
that are suitable.”

Hurmanki nd started off in caves, and they were still useful natural refuges on
many worl ds. Especially when col onists were starting off with only el ementary
tools with which to create new honmes and societies. She had no idea what sort
of equi pment an exploratory vessel carried as standard supplies. They crossed
anot her high plateau to the rough-toothed crags of the nountain range.

"Metallic object to starboard, ma'am"™ Helmtold her as they traversed anot her
deep valley. This one was covered with vegetation that resenbl ed the
Terran-type forests planted on Vega Ill, va-rietals that had adapted to
slightly different soils. A robust river followed the course of |east

resi stance toward a di stant sea, foaning
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over rapids and flowing into pools that did not tenpt her to bathe in
t hem -just yet.

The shuttle was visible on the ground. And suddenly a flare lanced into the
sky.



"Sonmeone's alive," Nimsha said with a trenendous feeling of relief.

"Three . . . no, four humans, one young," Hel m confirned.

"I think that river neadow will accommodate both of us," Nimsha said. "I"l

go in first and explain why |'ve purloined their gig."

"I doubt they'll mnd," Doc said. "I'Il want to check them over as soon as
possible. This world breeds a | ot of peculiar things."

"It does indeed," Nimsha heartily agreed. As she swng down and circled to
| and, she saw that the roof of the shuttle was scarred and dented. She
wonder ed whi ch deni zens had been able to | eave conbat marks on a petrall oy
hul I .

Two nen, one of themwith the child in his arnms, and one worman cane racing to
t he edge of the meadow, shielding their eyes fromthe glare of the sun. They
wore uni forns and coverings of what must be | ocal fur hides. The tenperature
outside registered as twel ve degrees Celsius . .. cool. The worman wore a | ong
tunic of the nost beautiful gray-blue fur. The child was dressed in | eather
with a fur coat.

"Mp'am are we glad to see you!" cried the man who reached her first. The
ot her was encunmbered with the child and the woman had a noticeable linp. Al
three were grinning fromear to ear. The child burrowed its head into the
man' s neck, suddenly shy in the presence of an unknown person

"l onagren Svangel, ma'am " said the man in the | ead, reaching out his hand to
grasp hers. "Lieutenant Conmander and acting captain of the Pool bcg."

"Well done. Commander . . ." she started to say and then saw the ineffable
sadness in his face. She was filled with an unexpected desire to see that
sadness di spel | ed.
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"There're only the three of us left--and Tim of course,” he said as the
others arrived. "This is jig Casper Ontell and Ensign Syrona Lester-Pitt."

They shook hands amid a babble of greetings until |onagren held up his hand.
"You're not the rescue party, are you?" he said, his tanned and weat her-beaten
face losing the exultation of being found.

"No, in fact, I'mtrapped, too," she said. "I'm N m sha Boynton-

Rondynense. | was doi ng a shakedown cruise on ny ship, there, when it was
captured by that dammed wormhole. Cone, the Fiver's landing and |'m sure you'd
i ke a change from whatever rations you m ght have left."

"We've been pretty much living off what we could find," Casper said, spreading
an armin the direction of the neadow, river, and forest behind them "Not
everything is toxic." He grimaced.

"Just nost," Syrona said shyly.



"I"ve a medical unit, Syrona," N msha said, |eading the way to where the
Fi ver had touched down as delicately as a fashionable [ ady not w shing to
sully her footwear on soil

"How many in your crew? Were you able to |l aunch a beacon back through the
wor mhol e?" | onagren asked eagerly.

"As | said, | was doing a trial run on ny ship ..

Al three adults stopped as they took in the sleek lines of the Fiver and her
scratched hulI.

"No, | didn't escape entirely w thout some damage," she said, seeing them
focus on the scrapes. "But nothing that breached hull integrity."

"You were lucky," lonagren said ruefully.

"I've no other crew aboard. | use Al's for Helm Doc, and Cater," Nim sha went
on and wondered at Jonagren's intense | ook of disappointment. She noticed that
it was Casper, still holding the child, who took Syrona's armto assist her up
t he ranp.

"Perm ssion to come aboard,"” l|onagren said at the hatch in the
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traditional request. His eyes glinted with just a hint of hunor. A very
i kabl e man, was this | onagrcn Svangel, N m sha deci ded.

"Perm ssion nost certainly granted," Hel msaid, startling all four newconers.
"Ch!" There was a very professional gleamin |onagren's eye.

"Any business for ne?" Doc asked.

"May | offer you refreshment?" was Cater's query.

"Syrona, would you like to go first?" N msha offered, gesturing toward the
medi cal unit.

"No, Tinmy first," she said anxiously. "l've been so worried he's not getting
a bal anced-enough diet."

Ti my had ot her ideas, screaning with fright at being placed on the strange
surface. An extendi bl e snuck up behind himand adm nistered a mld sedative
and, when he had cal ned down, he permitted hinself to be laid supine on the
couch. His eyelids drooped and his frantic breathing cased.

Once the boy was settled, Nimsha gestured for the men to go to the dispenser
whi | e she asked Syrona what she'd like to drink

"Ch, anything with caffeine and restoratives in it," Syrona said, a tired
snmle on her face. "Timry doesn't sleep well, and |I'm pregnant again."

A deep sadness in her eyes suggested to N misha that she had | ost nore than
she had birthed. That would account for some of the small graves at the ruined
base canp. Wen Ni m sha brought Syrona's drink to the nedical unit, Tirnny

| ooked to be fast asleep, his head angled to one side, hands | ax and open at
his sides while his nother watched. Syrona drank absently as she observed the
visible reports the medical unit was processing.



"He's a bit underweight, Ensign Lester-Pitt,"” Doc said at his nost reassuring.
"A course of vitamins and trace minerals this planet doesn't seemto provide

will fix up the deficits. You, ma'am are far nore in need of ny assistance."
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"How do you know ny nanme?" Syrona asked in surprise. "The Al's are patched
into ny system" N msha said, touching the comunit on her belt. "Ch!" A qui et
beep indicated the end of Timy's nedical

"I'"l'l show you where you can put him" N msha said. Syrona stood to pick up
t he boy.

"I'"ll do that," Casper said, rising fromthe table and w ping his nmouth with
one hand. "You let the doc see to you, Syrie."

Ni misha led the way to the accommodati ons, and Casper whistled with soft
appreciation at the anenities.

"I did design it with long-distance travel in mnd," she said.
"You designed it, Lady N mi sha?"

"Let's dispense with titles, Casper/' she said in nock-sternness. "W're al

t he sane rank--castaway." She reached over the built-in worktop and flipped on
the toggle that would allow themto hear Timy should he wake. Hi s father
deposited himon the bunk and covered himtenderly with the thermal bl anket,
his fingers rubbing the soft, I[ight fabric.

"He's the only one to survive," Casper said once they had gai ned the
passageway. "Syrie's pregnant again."

"Well, Doc will doubtless report it.

"She keeps losing them So did | esse and Peri. They . . . died. We couldn't
stop the bl eeding."

"What happened to the rest of the crew? The ship records indicated eight of
you left."

Casper nade a bl eak sound. "Encounters with the unfriendly natives.
"Are there any other kind?" N msha stopped and he nearly ran into her

"Creatures. Nothing with any true sentience that we've found if, by
'sentience,' you nean capable of rationalization and | earning.
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W had to give up exploring,"” he said. Hs eyes went immediately to the
nmedi cal unit, but it was now covered and the m st obscured Syrona's form

"I"'mdoing a full diagnostic on her,"” Doc said in a |low voice. "She is



pregnant. Wth proper additives and rest, she has every chance of bearing a
live child. The | eg bone can be repaired, of course. And |'m doi ng sone ot her
m nor repairs while she's under anesthesia. Nothing too bizarre, although I'l]
know nore when the I ab reports are done. | estimate she'll be with ne for

anot her two hours. Then I'll tend to you two."

"Chatty type, isn't he?" lonagren comented with a grin. He had several plates
of food before him obviously favorites, and was talking with his nouth full
"ddfamly nedical man," Nim sha said after ordering a neal from Cater and
bringing it back to the table to join the two men. "Hi s bedsi de manner is
mar vel ous, and his voice is reassuring all by itself."

Casper, with an apol ogetic nod to her, went back for nore food.

"We're probably all just anemic and full of intestinal parasites,’
said. "Not much of a challenge to a high-class nedic."

| onagren

"I live to serve," Doc remarked.
| onagren | ooked at Ni msha in surprise.

"Hel m and Doc are programred for independent conversation. Cater prefers to
stuff you."

"Adad to let her," Casper and lonagren replied in chorus, grinning at each
ot her.

"Do not be too greedy, gentlemen. Your stomachs are unaccustonmed to very rich
foods," Doc said.

"They aren't going viand-wild," N nmisha said, noting that the men had chosen
hi gh protein and conpl ex carbohydrates as well as sal ad greens.

"I asked mv stonmach what it wanted,"” |onagren said, show ng
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an unexpected touch of whinsy, "not ny taste buds. W' ve done pretty well,
thanks to the bio unit in the shuttle, and no one got poisoned .. ." H's face
went bl eak.

"Don't blame yourself, Commander," Doc said. "Fromwhat we've already seen of
t he deni zens of this planet, you did well enough to bring the four of you
t hrough the | ast sixteen years."

"He did, Lady Nimisha," Casper said firmy. "The first duty of an officer on a
hostile planet is to survive."

Jonagren gave him a queer | ook

"Well, it was as nuch up to ... them... as it was to you ... to see that they
did," Casper said, obviously referring to an ongoi ng argument. "You coul dn't
be everywhere every minute." He turned to Nimisha. "W |lost three crew people
when the avians attacked us early one norning our first winter at the base
canp. W'd rigged a scanner to warn us, but they came in swarns. Those of us
who could made it to the shuttle. The roofs caving in got Mrissa' s baby and
shattered her rib cage. Pluny was poisoned by sonme crawl i e when he was



fishing. Raez got trapped by a zonker."
"A zonker?"
"One of the nastier pieces of work this planet evolved," |onagren said,

pushi ng back his plate and w ping his mouth. "Sneaky thing, has lairs in the
forest in some of what we took to calling Zonk trees. It also lies along

branches and tries to snag unwary creatures. Powerful thing for all it's not
very large. But it nakes up for its size with its craftiness. Once what it
uses for arms traps something, the kindest thing to do is kill it. W got out

of there as fast as we could ..." He shrugged, his face falling once again in
sad lines that were graven on his face.

Si xt een years he'd been here, N msha thought, and estinmated that he coul dn't
have been nmuch nore than thirty when they'd been marooned. He didn't | ook

m d-forties when he stopped thinking guilty or sad. Fleet exploratory teans
were given | ongev treatnents,
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as well as inplants. The women nust have renoved their inplants in order to
perpetuate their nunmbers on this wetched planet. Brave of them actually,
N m sha thought.

"Now t hat you've eaten, would you gentlenmen care to freshen up? 1 even have
new clothing, if you'd like a change."

"Too right," Casper said with a wide grin, plucking a fold of his

al nost -t hreadbare garnment away from his body. "W used up all we had in stock
and are experinmenting with | eather pants." He scrubbed his head, | ooking
rueful. "Sonme hides just don't tan,"

"Some hides | wouldn't wear if | had to go naked," |onagren added as Casper
eagerly rose

"There are enpty cabins down both conpani onways. Take your pick," N m sha
sai d.

"I really should fornulate a report, N nisha,"
t he bridge.

| onagren sai d, |ooking over at
"It's kept this long, Captain," she said, touching his hand, "and you'll fee
better after a cl eanup.”

She was too polite to say that they badly needed cl eani ng-up; once in the
warnth of the Fiver, a ripe odor had begun to emanate fromtheir persons.

"W need to be clean," Casper said, pausing at the corridor. "W stink! Sorry,
ma' am "

"lust dial your size fromthe cabin clothing dispenser," she said. Casper
hesitated, | ooking over his shoulder at the cabin where he had deposited his
son. "I'"Il listen for him"

"Thank you, ma'am"

A. S soon as both had | eft and she'd heard the cabin doors slide shut, she
programed the air refresher for a rapid recircul ati on. The pong was rat her



obvi ous, mixed with noxious smells that nade her nose itch
"Not hi ng dangerous in the snmells,"” Doc said.

"How s Syrona doi ng?"
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"She's tougher than she | ooks. But she's badly undernouri shed. Nothing that
can't be fixed. Like the left tibia." Doc sounded professionally snug. "Three
nmont hs pregnant with a fermaic child. Good genes. Did some judicious tinkering
to restore the pH factor and adninistered a rich IV."

Hal f an hour later, Hel mannounced that both nmen appeared to be resting in
their cabins.

"Resting?" N msha asked, [onagren had wanted to start his report, not take a
nap, as soon as he had bathed and dressed.

"Alittle sonething | asked Cater to add to the |ast hel pings they had," Doc
said. "They need the rest nore than they need to report or be rem nded of
those crewmates who died."

"Il just take a turn round their canp.”

"That's inadvisable, ma'am" Helmsaid instantly. "You heard the list of the
dangerous creatures, sone of which you mi ght not recognize. | would await the
escort of one of the survivors."”

"Then let's test the river water and do other tasks that don't put nme in any
danger whatever," Nim sha said somewhat acidly, although she knew Hel m s
remark was sensible. Crawlies and zonkers and nurderous avians and
slime-throwi ng slugs. "I pronmised to listen for Timmy, too."

Using the scanners, she was able to get a look at their canpsite. It was well
laid out. She could see spy-eyes in the trees at the edge of the meadow. There
was a new y seeded garden plot; the shimering that surrounded it suggested
they'd used a repeller field to keep it from being invaded. They probably had
dug the garden out first, laying the repeller field under as well as around
and over the garden. She noticed the solar panels nounted to provi de power for
the shuttle. She also saw the | adder leading to a cave in the cliff side. A
hoi st had been rigged at one side, to bring up supplies. She saw piping that

i ndi cated they nust have running water in both the cave and the shuttle. They
had done well with what they had. They had probably turned off such
unessenti al power
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users as their comunit so that they hadn't heard the Fiver's initial cal
broadcast. Only sensible since they had given up hope of any rescue. Though

t hey' d been qui ck enough with a flare when they'd heard the incoming aircraft.

"Helm did you access data profiles fromthe Pool beg on these three
survivors?"

"Yes, ma'am" and the snall data screen on the pilot's control panel it up



L/t. Commander Jonagren Svangel, the current captain, was forty-four years
old. Right now he was | ean and obviously fit. His face had acquired lines from
si xteen years of stressful responsibility, not usually seen when | ongevity
treatments keep a face youthful |ooking. \Wile nowhere near the masculine
beauty of Lord Rhidian, or Caleb Rustin's nore rugged | ooks, he was definitely
attractive. He had exhibited a ready sense of hunor. Hs records said that he
had joi ned Exploratory after two exenplary tours on the cruisers and a
commendation for his quick response during an onboard acci dent that m ght have
left nore dead without his | eadership. He had study credits for biol ogy and
xenobi ol ogy, and had passed in the top percentile the survival courses
required by the Exploratory Armof the Fleet. He cane froma Fleet famly
whose nenbers invariably reached captain's rank during their careers.

Li eutenant |unior Grade Casper Ontell was forty-six, also a career naval nman
fromthe Bodem system This was his second tour of duty with Exploratory. He,
too, had taken study credits for botany and chem stry, and had done very well
in the required survival courses.

Ensign Syrona Lester-Pitt, now thirty-six, was from Deneat horn Blue City and,
before she had joined the Fleet, had major Kill credits of sone of the worst
predators that hunting planet produced. She had been communi cations officer
and had taken advanced nedi c courses.
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"Wonder if she knows anything about the coelura,” N msha nurnured. One of
Lady Rezalla's fewunfulfilled desires was to own a coelura spin. She and
hundreds of other First Fam |y wonmen! The ultimate in a natural fabric that
nol ded itself to its owner's body and could alter shape, color, and form at
its wearer's discretion. Coelura spins were severely limted by the Cavernii,
who had devel oped a way to keep the gullible avians from being spun to death
wi th demands for their "weavings." At one time, the coelura had been close to
extinction. The little avians, far nore conpliant than anything on Erehwon,
were limted nowto two spins a year, one for profit, and one to nake a nest
for their offspring. Their numbers were increasing, but a coelura spin was
costly and the waiting list for available spins very, very |ong.

Ni mi sha whiled away the time her guests were asleep by inserting into the
record what they had told her about the deaths of crew nenbers. She'd |earn
about the occupants of the smaller graves later. That Svangel still keenly
felt that he ought to have been able to protect his crew did himno

di sservice. Survival courses were useful, but none of them could catal og al
the disasters that could befall a teamon an alien planet, especially a team
that had no escape. FSP Navy exploration issued paraneters to their teans,

i ndi cati ng what "normal" hazards could be overcone on a suitable Mworld. If
the team found nore dangers than a well-equi pped colony could deal with, they
could indicate that the planet wasn't worth the effort. This woul d be one she
t hought she'd put on that list. Unless, of course, all these ferocious types
were limted to this continent. That didn't seemlikely. She wondered if the
team had had time to investigate the other |andmasses. Certainly they had
early realized that they were stuck in this quadrant and chances of rescue
were slim

Whi | e the Pool beg woul d never take off from Erehwon, now that there was the
Fiver, the other two habitable planets could be explored to see if one was
| ess danger ous.
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There were also two nore netallic anonmalies to be investigated here. Maybe the
cycle of the wormhol e was shorter than fifteen years. Maybe sonme ot her unwary
ship, not yet considered nmissing, had al so been spat out in this sector. That
m ght give a larger genetic pool to the survivors. Nimsha felt her spine
twitch. Wth Sy-rona al ready producing children, obviously they had consi dered
procreation one nethod of surviving--even if this generation was never

rescued. For herself, she hadn't anticipated having nmore offspring . .. Ch,
dear, dear Cuiva .. . there would never be another as wonderful as her
anywhere in the gal axy!

CHAPTER 5

I he two nen woke al nbst simultaneously and appeared, dressed in new cl ot hing
and obviously refreshed. As soon as she had heard the faint sounds of activity
in their cabins, N msha asked Cater to produce a snack for them Cater

havi ng seen what their appetites were |like, produced several platters of

sandwi ches, bowl s of fruit, pitchers of juice, and a thernmal carafe of coffee.
"W ran out of coffee too soon," Casper said, inhaling deeply, a broad snile
on his face when he saw the carafe and snelled the brew "Timry's still sacked
out. His color's better, too."
"I woul d have expected that," Doc replied though Casper hadn't addressed the
nmedi cal unit directly. The man | ooked surprised by the spontaneous answer.
"Syrona is progressing nicely but, since she's in here, | took the advantage
of doing a little nore repair. Analysis only confirmed what was obvi ously
lacking in diet and you'll find her rmuch inproved when | |og her out, Casper."

"Yes, well, thanks, Doc." Casper said with a nervous grin.

"You'll get used to them" N msha said with a little laugh. "I forgot their
participation mght be a surprise to you. loin me. | was just about to have a
snack. "

Casper cocked an eye at her. "If that's what you call a snack, I'd hate to

have to plow through a feast."
"Ch, I'msure you' d manage fine."

Tonagren had | ost sone of the nore obvious signs of tension with the rest and
shower. He really could use a bit nore weight on
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hi s bones, thought N nisha. Maybe his face would fill out, too, taking away

some of those rawboned planes. Abruptly she decided that no, she liked his
face the way it was--full of character. Some of the lines around his nouth and
eyes were laugh lines. The ship suit was the right length for his body, but he
| ooked gaunt in the standard si zing.

"What a relief not to have to forage for a neal," he said, rubbing his hands
t oget her before he settled at the table. He al so commented on the coffee.



"That's the best treat of all," he said and poured a cup for hinself before
Ni mi sha could. He held it up to his nose and inhal ed the wonderful arona.

He had a nice snile, which echoed in his eyes as he made contact with hers
over the rimof his cup. He took a long pull and allowed hinmself a sigh of
deep satisfaction before reaching for the nearest sandw ch.

"Lettuce?" he exclainmed in amazenent.

"W have sonme in the | ower deck hydro-garden,” she said. "I'll have to pl ant
nore, since | wasn't expecting conpany."”

"There arc edible greens here, but it's not the season for the best ones yet,"
Casper said, reaching for his second sandwich and licking his lips of the
crunbs left over fromthe first.

"Did you by any chance explore the other two Mtype planets in this area?"
Ni mi sha asked.

Wth their nmouths full, both nen shook their heads.

"Not with ... the damage ... we sustained reani ng our way through that

wor mhol e, " Jonagren said, managi ng to speak through his food. He | ooked down
at the sandwi ch he held as if remenbering it wasn't the best of good manners
to tal k while chew ng.

"Go ahead," Nimisha said. "I don't mind if you talk around it."

"We couldn't fix it short of a Fleet facility," Jonagren said. "And the
exterior nodes were sheared off. Pluny tried to jury-rig sonme sort of
receptor, but we'd been knocked about a good deal in the

ANNE Mec CAFFREY
129

passage. That's why we didn't even get off a beacon when we were dragged in.
M ght have saved you a few problens if there'd been one."

"On the other hand, | wouldn't be here now, would I? It's usually the Navy
that rescues us civilians, isn't it, not the other way round." She sniled at
the two men, focusing her eyes | onger on Jonagren, wanting in some way to |et
hi m know t hat his burden was now bei ng shar ed.

"While it certainly is a treat to see a fresh face--and a beautiful one,"
Jonagren said, unexpectedly dealing her a conplinment as easily as Rhidian
could, "with a fine ship to give us nore nmobility in any future plans, we
woul d just as soon not have w shed anyone else to be stuck here with us.”

Ni mi sha was delighted to hear himsounding nore cheerful. Good food, rest, and
"a fresh face" seened to have inproved his norale considerably. "Did you
notice the other three netallic anomalies?"

"Yes, we were able to get a good | ook at that ancient heap on our fly-by. By
then we realized our first |anding of the Pool beg woul d be her fast stop
Pluny jury-rigged exterior cornunits. Captain Quer-ine hoped we m ght sal vage
somet hing fromone of the other two and the plan was to use the shuttle to
have a | ook." He sighed and once again the Iines of stress were proninent in
hi s expressive face. "Plans change."



"So you don't know if those ships had any survivors?"

"W saw them on our way in and detected nothing," Casper said. "Not that that
nmeans anyt hi ng. They coul d have hol ed up sonmewhere away fromthe ferocious
stuff.”

"Well, 1've those two sites next on ny list. So you couldn't have gone on to
the other two Mtypes even had you wanted to?"

Bot h men shook their heads, Jonagren evidently regretting it nore than Casper
di d.
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"Well, then, we've things to do and plans to nake," she said, trying not to
sound too fatuous. "I did manage to get a beacon out, hopefully well beyond
the reach of the wornhole. | have placed another at the point we came into
this space. It's a standard omi directional FTL nodel. How |l ong the pul ses
will take to reach a destination, or even nake contact, is debatable. |'ve
been updating the beacon this side. It'll be stripped once contact ;s made, so

you might want to send a report for it to pass on. You' re no |onger mssing."

"But you," Jonagren put in wth unexpected whinsy, "arc.

"You did say that you were designing this as a | ong-range vessel,'
began.

Casper

"Not quite this long-range," Nimsha replied with a grin.

"The Rondynense Ship Yard has done a iot with the Fl eet designers," Casper
continued, warming to his theme, "so is it possible they'd be very keen to
recover this one?" He | ooked around him enviously. "It's stars above anything
Expl oratory has ever offered scouts.”

Ni m sha nodded, pleased at his perspicacity, Jonagren's eyes were sparkling
agai n.

"They shall |eave no turn unstoned," she said, "to find it."

"That - -and your appearance, na'am-are the best news we've had in al nbst two
decades!”

"The only news we've had," Casper added.

The two men had worked their way through nost of the sandw ches while she had
consumed one.

"I"ll just get nore coffee," she said, rising, just as they all heard a wail
of fright, nmuted by a partially closed door

"It's all right, Tirnmy. I'mcom ng," Casper called. In his haste, he knocked
over his chair, then hesitated, unsure whether to pick it up or get to the boy
to confort him

Jonagren gestured for himto go and picked up the chair.
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"There have been several babies who didn't survive?' she asked Jonagren in a
| ow voi ce.

He shook his head. "M scarriages, two stillborn, for [esse. Peri's girl lived
only a week. None of us has the expertise to do an autopsy--even if we'd
wanted to--and we weren't able to get back to the ship. A fever took their
first when he was ten nonths old, and weird allergies and an acci dent took the
ot her surviving toddl ers even though we guarded them night and day. Timy's
nearly a mracle for us. Maybe we shoul d have started having kids earlier,
when we were all healthier. | don't know. " He gave a shrug.

"Cater, please prepare sonething appetizing for a--" N m sha paused, | ooking
at Jonagren to supply Tinmmy's age.

"Six-year-old," Doc said, as if he had been waiting for a chance to get a word
in. "Preferably high protein and conpl ex carbohydrates made to | ook like his
favorite food?" Now Doc waited for Jonagren to speak

The conmmander grinned as he shook his head slowy fromside to side. "He'll
eat anything that doesn't eat himfirst. I'd say that's why he's still alive:
an iron digestive system™

"Ch, it'll be so nice to cater for a child," Cater replied with alilt in her
voi ce. A plate appeared on the dispenser with a glass of white liquid. "Is he
famliar with mlk?"

"Excellent food for a growing child," Doc said. "CGood idea, Cater."

"Thank you, sir," Cater replied denurely.

"Does she | ower her eyes and blush, too?" Jonagren asked in a nuted tone.
"Sure sounds like it," N msha said. She collected the food just as Casper
entered, |eading the boy by the hand.

Ti my | ooked rmuch refreshed and subtly healthier. He saw the glass and
poi nt ed.
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"You have nil k?" His eyes were wide in his tanned face. "Syrie, Casper, and
Jon keep telling ne about it, but |1've never had any but hers when | was a
baby. "

He took a sip and tasted it going down, naking his swallow audible to the
adul ts watching. Then a big smle crossed his face and there was a definite
resenbl ance to Jonagren, not Casper. So, N -misha wondered who was Syrona
pregnant by this tinme? Casper seemed so attentive and | oving that she'd
originally assuned that Casper and Syrona were partnered. Well, they had said
t here had been other children: doubtless they had done what they could to
provide a | arger gene pool, even if disaster, fever, and m scarriages had
ruined their attenpt.

"That's good!" Timy exclainmed, not quite catching the entire mlk nustache on
his upper lip.



"Try the sandwi ch, Tim" Jonagren said. "The kind of bread we haven't been
able to make here." He turned to Nimisha. "W got a wild yeast and we did find
a wheat-type grain cereal and ground it to flour consistency. But the bread
had a tough texture. Hard to chew "

"The crackers turned out well," Casper said, w nking at [ona-gren before he
turned to Ninmisha with mschief in his face. "He |ikes cooking."

"And dammed | ucky | knew how," Jonagren said with a sharp
nod of his head.

"You all had survival training," N msha said, quite aware of the fact that
she had only a nodi cum

"Yes, but Jon turned out to have a gift for making"--Casper winkled his
nose--"what edibles we tested safe taste pretty good."

"The trick was tenderizing the flesh--"

"He'd beat it for hours."

"--and then use the herb-types we found to take away its natural taste."
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| onagren | eaned back in his chair, extending his | egs and assuning a very

rel axed pose. That he and Casper were able to joke about the shifts they had
been reduced to was adnmirable in both men. She hoped that Syrona would prove
as compati ble. When she had a chance again, she'd see if Hel mcouldn't access
their psych profiles and see just what she should watch for and avoid. So
often in long-termforced relationships little petty matters assumed an

i mportance out of proportion.

"How s that sandw ch, TinP" N msha asked into the easy pause that foll owed
t hat exchange.

"Best thing |I've ever eaten,” he said with a charmall his own. "My | have
anot her when |'ve finished this one?"

"You certainly may, or you can ask Cater to prepare--" N m sha paused,

realizing that Timmy had little experience with "normal" foods."--a burger,"
she finished hastily. "I used to adore them when | was your age."
"On a bun, please, with what d you call it... the red sauce ..." Casper said,

wavi ng one hand as if to drag the lost word out of the air.

"Ket chup," said Cater, who could respond to any catering question

"What is it?" Timy was slightly dubious.

"Hi gh protein and tender enough to chew with no problem ™" Jonagren replied.

"I"'d like to try it, please,
into his nouth.

Ti my said, popping the last of the sandw ch

This time Casper collected the plate and the aroma of charcoal -broil ed neat
wafted through the room



"I wouldn't m nd one of those nyself," |onagren said, and N misha realized
that all the sandw ches had been eaten. "Mediumrare." There was such an
expression of wistful anticipation on his face that N m sha suspected all the
i ndi genous neat had been wel |
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done or destroyed to sear parasites out of the flesh. That much she renenbered
from her survival |essons: You cooked any unknown neat very well or abst ai ned.

"I could manage a snall one nyself," Casper said. "Rare, please, Cater!"

Ni mi sha chuckl ed behi nd her hand as they hastily strode to collect their

| atest orders. There were | ooks of total satisfaction as they began to consune
t he burgers.

"More ketchup, please, Cater?" Casper began, but when he started to rise,
Ni mi sha signaled himto remain seated and collected the tube fromthe
di spenser.

They said nothing as they ate, just as hungrily as if they hadn't cl eared away
a dozen sandw ches between them

"It is good," Timy said, licking his lips and his fingers as he finished his
portion. "Thank you, na'am" he added with a little bowin her direction and
then one in Cater's.
"We didn't want himgrowi ng up a barbarian,"
Ni mi sha's ears only,

Casper said in a |l ow voice for

"He's charnming,” Nimsha said. "I know |'ve net many who are not as well
mannered as Timis."

The boy sat back, rubbing his stonmach, and suddenly | ooked around. "Is Syrie
still asleep?”
"Syrie's in the medical unit,"
strai ghtened. "

Ni m sha said quickly. "Her leg' s being

"Ch, she'll be so happy,"” Timry said. "Jon did the best he could.” He shot a
grateful glance at the captain.

"I ought to have waited until she was conscious, but we were |ow on any
anal gesics by that time," lonagren said, his tone bleak, "and we decided it
was kinder to try to set the leg while she was out. |I'ma rmuch better cook
than nmedic."

"The leg is now straight, sir," Doc said. "You didn't do a half bad job for a
novice. | would surmse that the bones slipped slightly before you could
splint it. You' d no regen gel left?"
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"No, we didn't." The animation that |onagren had shown, joking with Casper and
eating, abruptly disappeared.



"Let me take you on a tour of the ship,” N msha said, breaking the awkward
silence. "It's nore spacious than you'd imagine."

"Private cabins, even," Casper said admringly.

"I wasn't constrained by fleet regulations, Casper,
t hem past the admired acconmodati ons.

Ni m sha said, |eading

"How many can she sl eep?" |onagren asked.

"Six singles, but sleeping platforns extend to double size," she said, feeling
an unexpected rush of blood to her face. Fortunately she was | eadi ng and hoped
no one noticed. "Two washroonms but, as you saw, each cabin has a separate head
unit."

"Areal toilet, Casper said," Timy said in.a chirp. "Not |ike the head on the
shuttle--but we can't use that anynore.”

She showed themthe various storage units and then the upper deck hydroponics
garden that featured the usual broadl eaf plants that were essential to a
space-goi ng vessel's air health.

"Some of these are Terran varieties,"” |lonagren said, and named punpkin,
squash, and the ti plant. "Do | see carrot tops?"

"You do. Good for eyesight,"” N m sha said.

"And gravelot fromVega, if |I don't mss ny guess,"” |onagren said, fingering
the furry silvery leaf of the plant. "That's hardy enough to | ast even when
air temp's down to near freezing. Saved many a crew from carbon-di oxi de

poi soni ng. "

"That's why it's included,” N msha said. "W've a second hydro unit on the
| ower deck."

They spent nore tinme, as she had expected | ooking around in engi neering,
asking all kinds of questions that showed their own expertise and Fl eet
experi ence.

"I"ve manual s for every aspect of the Fiver if you'd like to see them"

"I certainly would," | onagren said, rising froma crouch by the drive consol e,
hi s knees cracki ng.
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"You need nore oil in your diet," Doc said, surprising them

"Does he listen in to everything?"

"Everything that happens to be even vaguely nedical,” N nm-sha said. "I can

shut himoff if you like."

"What ? And ri sk annoying the nmedi c?" Casper nmade his eyes wide with dismy at
the nere thought, while |onagren disnissed the idea with quick gestures of
bot h hands.



"I'f you knew how good it is to hear different voices . he said. "This is

some sweet ship, ma'am"”
"N m sha," she corrected him

| onagren nodded acceptance. "You're quite a designer, but you called it the
Fiver, so it's not your first?"

"No, the first four have gone into production, smaller than this, as persona
transport yachts for the First Fam lies who need or want the prestige of
possessing their own spaceships or as transports for corporate executives. But
useful as experinments. And with sone utility for the Fleet. The fourth was

nearly what | wanted, but | didn't have the space | decided is optinumfor
its purpose.”

"So, just what differences did you incorporate in this prototype?" |onagren
asked.

"Let's get back to the main cabin. 1've wide screens there and |I'd be nore
t han happy to show you."

Casper just chuckled as he took Tinmy's hand to | ead himforward.

i Nim sha was still explaining the rationale behind sone of the inprovenents
when the chime sounded and the medic unit rel eased Syrona.

Casper was beside her in an instant, wapping her in a sheet, hel ping her sit
up, reassuring her. Her appearance had al so been enornously inproved by Doc's
m ni strations. |onagren sniled, cock-
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ing his head in appreciation, but as she watched Casper help Syrona dress, it
became obvious to Nimisha that he was definitely Syrona's mate, not | onagren

"D you want a bath? There's a real tub, Syrie," Casper began

Sitting up, Syrona inmmediately | ooked for Timry, relaxing with relief when she
saw him "May | get out now, Doc?"

"OfF course," Doc said with grave condescension. "You'll find that leg is
wor ki ng properly. You night experience a twinge or two while the nuscles learn
to stay where |'ve put them but you can wal k soundly."

She took a fewtrial steps and the relief and joy brought tears to her eyes.
She tried to stemthem biting her |ip.

Ni m sha went to her, pushing a dithering Casper out of the way, and enbraced
the woman. "Now, now, it's all right. Crying' s good therapy, you know The
bravest nen and wormen know its healing power."

Syrona Lester-Pitt indulged herself in that luxury, allowing Nimsha to | ead
her to the nearest couch and settling themboth so Syrona could weep in nore
confort.

"Tea?" Casper exclainmed, sw veling his body toward Cater

"MIk or lenon, sir?" Cater asked.



"Lenmon?" Syrona managed to gulp in surprise through her tears,

"Lermon, 1'd say," Nimsha told Cater and had to deal with a new outburst of
tears from Syrona. She glared up at the two nen, both of whom seened
per pl exed, and Ti my, who | ooked worried. N misha snmled reassurance at him
over Syrona's head and continued to pat and hug the woman.

"Wth extra sugar," Doc added.

When Casper brought this to Syrona she reached eagerly for the cup. N m sha
tactfully balanced the cup in the shaky hands that Syrona lifted to her nouth.
She nmanaged one sip, then wept a few nore tears, sniffled, and rubbed at a
runny nose, |onagren
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took a napkin fromthe table and passed it over to her. N misha held the cup
whi | e Syrona bl ew her nose and w ped her eyes. Then Syrona took back her cup
and gave everyone a watery smile.

"Even a cup of tea," she said in an unsteady voice. "You don't know what this
nmeans."” She held the cup up as if voicing some inner toast.

"I think I do," N nmisha said gently. "Wuld you Iike sonething to eat, too?"
she asked when the cup had been drained. Timy had nestled in close to Syrona
on the other side while the two men had pulled chairs closer, offering nora
support and synpathy by their proximty.

"I ate a burger, Syrie," Timy said, grinning inpishly. "And drank m [ k!"
"M 1 k?" Syrona swallowed. Sniffing again, she was about to use the make-do
handker chi ef when she stopped. "1 can snell burger. Ch, ny word!" And she

cl osed her eyes, hands tight against her lips to prevent another outburst of
tears.

"I would prescribe food," Doc said.

"How do you like your burger?" N m sha asked.

"Mediumrare," Syrona said as if this was al nost too wonderful to be believed.

"Mediumrare, coming up," Cater said. "And did you wi sh ketchup on it, na' anP"

"Ket chup?" Syrona's eyes shot wi de in amazenent. Shaking her head and | aughi ng
weakly, she commented, "Way am | surprised that this ship would have such a
sauce? Even Fleet units do. But it's been so long . "

"Too long," Casper said, retrieving the burger, snothered with ketchup. "Some
foods sinmply cannot fade from continuous use. The burger is universally a
favorite. Yours, ma'am" Wth plate bal anced on one hand, he nmade a bow to
bring it to Syrona's hands.
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They wat ched her as she tried not to bolt the food. After three quick bites,



she sl owed down, sniling hesitantly around.

"Good, isn't it?" Timry asked, nodding his head to give her a clue to the
necessary response.

"Nimsha's given us a tour of the ship while you were otherw se occupied,"”
Jonagren said, relaxing again. "She's the chief designer at Rondyrnense Ship
Yard. W're on the Fiver, and if it took no damage after its trip through that
fragging wornmhole, then it's definitely better designed than the old Pool beg
was. "

"Wait' 11 you see the cabins, Syrie. Your own head and a bathtub like you told
me about, and soft covers that aren't fur,” Timy rattled on. "And all kinds
of growing things that don't try to attach to you and--and--"

"Easy, lad," Casper said, |aughing.

"If that burger will stay your hunger," N nisha said, for the food had

di sappeared quickly in spite of the small bites Syrona had taken, "perhaps a
bath and clean clothes will restore you conpletely."

"A bath sounds like heaven."
"I cleaned you up quite well," Doc said, sounding mffed.

"Yes, of course, sir," Syrona replied and then stopped, realizing that it was
an Al she was talking to.

"Doc tends to be cheeky,"” N m sha said by way of explanation and apol ogy.

"I"d love a bath, with hot water, and proper cleansing gel and--" Syrona
paused. "Any fragrant oils on board?"

Ni mi sha chuckl ed. "I have a respectable inventory. You ve only to | ook at the
di spenser nenu and dial the one, or ones, you want."

Syrona stood, and both nen | eaped forward to offer a hand each to their
crewnat e.

"I can get up nyself now, " she said in an al nost haughty tone and proved it. A
teary smle crossed her face and she firmy held
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back nore tears. "And that's a real pleasure. Thank you so nuch, Doc," she
added, turning toward the nedical unit.

"My pleasure, | assure you."
"This way. Ensign Lester-Pitt," Nimsha said, formally gesturing the way for
Syrona. "The com equi pment is standard for reportage, Captain,"” she told
Svangcl , noddi ng her head in the direction of the bridge. "And Casper, | think
we al so have tape entertainnent suitable for Tim Just check with the
library."

"Great! We didn't have nuch on the shuttle unit, mainly manuals."

"I can read,"” Timy said, puffing out his chest.



Ni mi sha was following Syrona's proud gait--nearly a strut--to the living
accommmodati ons. She knew the library included some younger child entertai nnent
t apes, because Cuiva had nentioned old favorites she wouldn't m nd seeing
agai n when she was traveling with her nother. No one saw the pang that thought
gave N m sha.

Che stayed with Syrona at the ensign's request.

"It's so good to see another wonan," Syrona said apol ogetically. "It's not
t hat Casper and ]Jon haven't been solicitous and reassuring. They've been
wonderful . .. but--" She paused with a wy smle. "--there's something about

havi ng a nmenmber of your own sex around. And |'msorry to have wept all over
you ..."

"You have nothing to apol ogize for, Syrona," N m sha said, assum ng a nock
scowl . "Now what had you in mnd for fragrance?"

"Sandal wood, " Syrona said, stripping off a uniformthat was thin to
transparent in places. "And lots of bath foam..."

The water was pouring into the deep tub that woul d acconmodat e any size hunman
body. There was a shelf to sit oninits circle. The steamrose, carrying with
it the aroma of sandal wood. Syrona inhal ed deeply and took the two steps up to
insert herself down
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into the hot bath. She, too, was terribly thin, her pregnancy apparent as an
abdom nal bul ge between gaunt pelvic bones. Her skin was now free of the
scrapes, bruises, and dry patches she'd arrived with. The injured leg, stil
slightly pink fromthe nedic unit's mnistrations, showed a straight |ine of
tibia.

"Ch, this is heavenly."

"Your sandal wood soap, nma'am and a sponge. A Lytherian sponge--they're
softest.”
"Expensive, too," Syrona remarked as she dipped the delicate bath accessory
into the water. "Ch, |'ve dreaned of this!"

The water was deep enough for her to be buoyant and, sitting on the | edge, she
fitted her head into the appropriate concavity in the wall of the bath, her
eyes closed, steamrising gently in aromatic waves. N mi sha sat on the slip
bench, quite pleased with the effect the anenities of the Fiver was having on
this survivor.

Wth her eyes closed, hot water bringing nore color to her face, Syrona had
the bone structure that would nake her--once she was in better condition--a
very attractive woman. Her dark hair began to curl about her face. It had been
cut rather raggedly to just below the ears. N misha studied the resting face
and saw the character init, the lines nade by the |ast years of struggle,

per severance, and repeated di sappoi ntnents. She wondered how many chil dren
Syrona had had, and |ost.

"Timy's jon's son," Syrona said w thout opening her eyes. "The boy Casper and
| had together died of a fever. | mscarried twice, and then they made ne wait



until they could build ne up." She gave a snort. "I don't think the indigenous
diet was good for any of us even if it was edible. W ran out of the

suppl enents we took fromthe Pool beg's supplies. No vitamins, too few trace
mnerals; | think that's why we had so many spontaneous abortions. But we
hadn't thought of increasing the popul ation while we had (hem Casper insisted
that we'd be found before we had to start a
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colony." Her eyebrows quirked in anmusenment. "That man's the eternal optimst,"
she added, her lips curling a trifle in a fond and loving smle. "Jon's nore
of a realist so the two bal ance each other." She opened one eye, clear now and
a pretty light green. "lon's a good man/' she said firmy.

"I"ve already decided that,"” N m sha remarked with a chuckl e.
"It's been harder on hi mwhen he knows how much Casper and | care for each
ot her."

"I should imagine so," Nimsha replied casually. "Wile you were still being
treated, | caught up on the basic facts of the expedition's history. There are
two other habitable planets within a reasonabl e distance.”

Syrona's eyes flew open and she regarded N mi sha solemmly. "You're First
Family. None of us are, though ny older sister is body-heir to ny nother. But
lon's famly is longtine Fleet and he's . . . he's very good," she finished in
a rush. "Don't--don't--" Syrona flushed deeply and closed her lips tightly.

"I have no intention of denying himhuman rights, but,” Nimsha said with a
little smile, "1 think we both need to get to know each other a little
better."

"Ch, fraggit, Lady N msha," Syrona said, squeezing her eyes closed with

enbarrassnent. "l didn't nean it to come out that way. Sounds like |I'm pinping
for lon."
Ni mi sha burst out laughing. "Is that how Fl eet works out these partnerships

for | ong-termvoyages? A spokesperson to sound out the chosen?"

Syrona opened her eyes and regarded Ni mi sha squarely. "Well, it generally
works out. O course, there's usually nore choice available. But sonetines a
crew nmenber has to settle for what's left over. Not that / woul d consider

| onagren a | eftover."

"That's encouraging. "

"It's just that Casper and | have been mates a nuch |onger tinme. Peri was
lon's." A look of intense sorrow crossed Svrona's
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face and she cl osed her eyes agai nst painful nmenories. "She's been dead a | ong
tinme now "

Her voice cracked a bit---partly the remenbered | oss and partly fatigue.



"I think you ought to rest by yourself, Syrona/' N msha said gently, touching
her armas it lay on the tub side. "Until the water cools. Good to soak and
| et the sandal wood soot he you."

"I didn't offend you, did I, Lady N m sha?"

"N m sha, please, Syrona. W're equals on this planet. And all First
Fam lies!" she said as she slid the door closed behind her. To her relief, she
heard Syrona chuckl i ng.

Ni m sha paused a nonent before rejoining the others. Syrona hadn't wasted any
time at all in setting out the interrel ationships of survivors, possibly
because she felt that was her duty in smoothing the trio into a quartet. Well
Ni mi sha found | onagren Svangel not only attractive enough but al so an

i nteresting human being-- certainly one she would find acceptable and
deserving the confort of "human rights," as she had so drolly put it. But she
was not about to rush matters. If nothing else, the situation was slightly
awkward for them both. She was civilian, as well as First Famly, and he was
Fl eet and | eader of his group. She'd have to figure out how to set himnore at
ease. What with all that she had had to do prior to | eaving on the shakedown
crui se, she hadn't had a chance for an intimate interlude with Cal eb
Intercourse was still one of the nost effective therapies for the relief of
stress. No doubt why it was part of the Human Equation, rather than required
solely for procreative purposes.

/\t breakfast the next norning, they started to make pl ans.

"I"d very much like to have a | ook at the other two anonalies, N msha," lon
said politely.

She heard Fleet in his tone and grinned back

"That would be ny first order of today." she replied, |ooking at
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Casper and Syrona for agreement. Both nodded first in Jon's direction. "I
don't have roomon the Fiver for the Pool beg's gig," she said.

"I think it mght just be possible to fit--wthout your skiff," lon said
t houghtfully. "As you pointed out |ast night at dinner, the skiff has no
defense capability, but the gig does. W might need that when we investigate
the other two planets. There seenms to be sufficient fuel on board the Fiver to
make both journeys feasible and still get back here.™

"We can store the skiff in the cave,"
Does it have repellers?"

Casper said. "Plenty of space there.
"Yes, but why would it need themin the cave?" N m sha asked, puzzled. They
had been living in the cave, hadn't they?

"Well," Casper replied, scratching his head and grinning wyly, "as long as we
make noi se, nothing comes to investigate us, but | wouldn't want to | eave the
gig silent and unprotected.”

"Ch," Nimsha said softly, still puzzled.

Syrona caught her eye and grinned. "It's nostly the mess they | eave behind, "



she expl ained. "The acid residue coul d danage even petrall oy Shanme to ness a
new skiff exterior if it can be protected."

"I"magreeable,” N msha said. "Are you sure it will fit?"

"Casper and | did a bit of measuring, and it wll,"'
your ship, N msha."

Jon said, "but this is

"And one that | hoped to sell to Fleet for |ong-distance exploration. So let's
test all its capabilities.”

lon's eyes echoed his smle. Wre they gray or blue? Nimsha still wasn't
sure. They were large and well set in his head and, now that he was definitely
relaxing, filled nore often with a droll sense of hunor.

"Do you have anything else you want to bring on board?" she asked. The two nen
had gone out in the last light of the spring evening and she'd watched them
climb up the | adder. They'd taken two | oads fromthe cave, which they'd stored
in the shuttle before
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returning to the Fiver. Casper had brought in sone handcarved toys and a
stuffed creature that was obviously Timry's conforter. It was nade of anina
fur, stuffed with sone sort of plant fiber, and wore a small Fleet uniform
conplete with ensign bars. Tinmmy had greeted it with a loud cry of delight,
and i mredi ately sat down to tell it all about the new ship it was on

"No," lon said, shaking his head, then grinned in apol ogy for his bluntness.
"W stored whatever could be useful in the shuttle |Iast evening."

"Al'l right, then, Helm let's open the hatch and see about swi tching ny skiff

with the gig,” Nmsha said. "I'll take it up to the cave. I'mcurious to see
where you've ... survived."

"It has served its purpose,” lon said.
"And may again/' N nmisha renmarked.
Jon beckoned to Casper. "Let's do it, then."

She foll owed them back and wat ched for a nmonment as they used the anti-grav
handl es to nove crates and nmake the necessary roomfor the skiff.

"Don't worry. W won't scrape the shining new walls,” lon said, noticing her
dubi ous expression

"If it fly, Jon'Il fly it," Casper said. "Been with himwhen he squeaked
t hrough some very tight asteroid belts.”

[on shook his head. "But not the wormhole."
"Even Helm and he can respond in fentoseconds, had trouble keeping the Fiver
fromcareening into the walls,” N msha reassured him "Anyway, that bedamed

hole didn't even have a constant dianeter."

"Hmm " was Jon's rejoi nder



She had to admit, when they had adjusted the supplies in the garage area, that
the skiff might indeed fit, though tightly. She got into it and, after naking
sure the nen had stepped back, eased the little craft out and then up to the
cave.

The entrance was partially obscured by drooping vines from
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which a flutter of tiny insectoids departed as the top of the skiff brushed
them | oose. Rather |ike col ored snowfl akes and not much larger. Surely they
weren't the acid-droppers. Then she turned on the skiff's lights for a good
| ook at the cavesite.

They certainly had done their best to nake it a home. Hewn wooden partitions
cl osed off spaces for privacy on either side of the wi de entrance. She could
see that they had also built a rock wall across the rear of the cave. The
anenities included roughly built couches, chairs, tables, a fireplace, and a
cooki ng area. Shelves had been built and there were lighting fixtures on the
wal I s, powered by the sol ar panels she had seen outside. There was even a rug,
woven of rags all space-blue and gray. A bookcase, now enpty, had obviously
hel d reading material s.

When she heard the gig engine thrumsoftly, she slid down the lift rope to the
ground and ran to see [onagrcn Svangel's perfornmance. He lined up the gig with
the open hatch and, with a precise exhibition of his skill as a pilot, backed
the vehicle inside the Fiver. He left just enough space on one side to permt
himto disenbark, but there wasn't nmore than finger's width between the gig
and the wall of the cargo hatch on the ot her

"Well done," N msha said, applauding when he energed. He was grinning in
al nost boyi sh delight at his success.

He junped down to the ground beside her, an I-told-you-so look in his eyes.

"Indeed you did," Nimsha said. "You' re good enough that 1'Il even let you
take the Fiver to our first destination.”

]Jon | aughed, cupping her el bow and wal king her to the main entrance.
"Consi dering Hel mwoul d automatically correct any errors | might make,
accept the offer.”

They entered the spacecraft | aughing.

"Helm Captain Svangel is herewith authorized to fly the Fiver, and you are to
insert that order in today's log."
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"Log so reads, ma'am" Helmreplied. "If you will respond for a voice record,
Capt ai n?"

"This is Captain Jonagren Svangel, Helm accepting the authorization of Lady
Ni m sha Boynt on- Rondynense to act as additional pilot of the Fiver. WII that
suffice, Hel nP"



"Yes, Captain."
Ni mi sha wi nked at the now aut horized pilot.

"Set us a course, Helm to the nearest of the two anomalies you di scovered on
this--" lon turned to Nimisha. "W never bothered to give this planet a nane."

"I've called it Erehwon,"” N nmisha said.
"Nowhere?" Jon said after a blink of surprise and a bark of laughter. Casper
and Syrona joined in the |aughter

"Well, it is the back of nowhere, isn't it?" N msha said.
"Al'l too true," Jon said ironically. "Helm set us a course to the nearest of
the two anomalies on Erehwon.”

"Casper, Syrie, Tirnmy, join us,"” N msha said.

There was a manner of intense satisfaction about Jonagren Svangel as he took
the pilot's chair and waited while it adjusted to his |longer franme. "Mre
conforts than at hone," he said.

"Course laid in, sir," Hel msaid. "Muxi rumfuel conservation."

"Accepted. Let's go," Jon said, leaning to one side on the arnrest.

As the Fiver lifted away fromthe meadow and the place they had lived for so

I ong, N nmisha noticed that only Syrona gl anced down. Timy seened to be
fascinated by the altitude and the speed with which the ground dropped away as
the Fiver angled her nose skyward. Once she had reached the progranmed
altitude, the engines throttled back and were al nost silent, minute use of the
thrusters keepi ng her on course.

"I't's not a bad-1ooking planet,” N msha remarked.

"In the safety of high altitude,” Jon replied. "Lovely ship. Smooth as a

baby's ... ah, cheek."
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Ni mi sha grinned at the quick substitution, obviously made in deference to her
soci al standing. She caught the turn of head fromboth Syrie and Casper but
she ignored them They maintained this altitude for nearly an hour before the
Fiver smoothly tilted forward and began her descent. They were passing over
one of the oceans between the continental nmasses.

"What about life-fornms, Hel n?" |on asked.

"Those are being observed and catal ogued, sir.
[it up.

One of the auxiliary screens
Ti rnny drew back, w de-eyed at the size of the aquatic |eviathans pictured on
the screen.

"Well, | did see little butterfly things in the foliage at the cave," N nisha
remarked, "so not everything on the planet is oversized."



"Chi chi m - he was our geol ogi st--thought this planet was possibly in a late

Pl ei stocene epoch. He was hoping to find fossils before . " Casper's voice
trailed off. "1 mean, the size and variety of life-forns does conpare to that
period in Earth's history. And there is evidence of at |east one ice age. W
got"--he turned to Nimsha--"too busy surviving to do much real exploration.”

"W nanaged bot ani cal research and what biol ogi cal specinens didn't want to
eat us," Syrona added, sonmewhat defensively.

"We did an in-depth survey of our immediate area, which was relatively free
fromthe | argest carnivores and grazers," lon said firmy, "as well as a
conpl ete sanpling of riverine life-fornms."

"A lot were very poisonous,"” Syrona put in.

"Good thing I didn't get a bath in that | ake," N nmisha said.

"Qoh, you're right about that," Syrona said feelingly. "lon got Peri out
before something with tentacles tried to drag her under the surface and we
hadn't even known it was there.”

"Not quite a cetapod,” lon said, "but simlar, fromwhat we saw. Very strong.
Peri had marks on her leg for weeks."

"The surface feeders were small enough to be fished, and there
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were nine types that we could safely eat,'
grilled.”

Casper added. "Two are very tasty

"I like burgers better,"” Timy said, turning on his nmother's lap to | ook up
appealingly at her face. "Can--may | have a burger for lunch, Syrie?"

"I believe that can be arranged,"” Syrona said with a straight face, but her
eyes danced. A second long rest had given nore sparkle to her, and she had
managed to trimher hair with sharper scissors. It curled |like a cap about her
head. Though her face | ooked smoother, there hadn't been tinme to fill out the
holl ows in her cheeks or conpletely eradicate the dark circles under her eyes.

The Fiver was over |and again, the topographical features discerned even at
their present height.

"Much the sane geologically," Casper remarked. "Though that's sonme desert area
with not so much as a shrub or ground cover to show the presence of water."

They were angling across the desert when they encountered deep canyons and, in
their depths, the sparkle of water a long way down. Gradually that terrain
gave way to nore of the grasslands, and they could see the black clusters of
the grazers noving steadily across it.

"Well, maybe over that nountain range we'll find something new, " Casper said,
ever the optimst.

"Qur objective is seven kiloneters directly forward,"” Hel msaid. He brought
that inmage up and magnified it.

"That's new," jon observed drily. "Not one of ours."



"Not by a long shot,"” N nmisha agreed. The netallic mass was strangely fornmed,
wi th rounded semicircles on its uppernost surface and what | ooked |ike

at nospheric fins buried in the dirt. "It seens to have had a sharp prow. "
"Until it met the hard rock," lon added. "Broke its nose."

| SO
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"It does look sort of like a bird, doesn't it, with the fins | egs and those
bl obs on the top a series of eyes," Syrona said. "Is it a green netal or is
t hat paint?"

"It's badly scraped, whatever," Casper remarked. "If it cane through the

wor nmhol e, it took nore danage than we did."
"Alien. It looks very alien to ne," N nmisha said.

"Helm land the Fiver half a klick fromthe vehicle,” lon said. "W'll take a
cl oser but safer look fromthe gig." He caught N msha's eyes, |ooking
slightly apologetic for assunmi ng command so automatically until she gave hima
wave of approval. "Force of habit."

"I enjoy being a passenger... now and then," she replied evenly. And she did
when she was certain, as she was with | onagren Svangel, that the pilot was at
| east as conpetent as she knew she was.

She rose to go change into her protective suit, then turned back to Syrona.
"Come along in the gig."

"Thank you but 1'd just as soon stay here and have ... a burger,"”
in an equable tone. "Timy, did you still want one, too?"

Syrona said

"Sure do" was the enthusiastic reply and the boy danced ahead of his nother
into the nmain cabin.

Ni m sha had changed and found two spare suits for the nen when she felt the
slight bunp as the keel of the Fiver settled to the ground.

"Here, you'll need these," she said, encountering the men on their way from
the bridge. The snell of burger was tenpting.

"Thanks. Qur gear's |long gone," Casper said, but, after taking the suit from
Ni mi sha, he edged toward the dispenser. "But | wouldn't mnd a burger for the
trip."

"Come on then," N misha said, giving lon his suit.

"Il meet you at the gig," he said, pulling his protective gear on over what
he was al ready wearing. "Order nme one, too, Casper. Mediumrare and no

ket chup. "

ANNE Mc CAFFREY

151

They were both finishing the last bites of their burgers as they joined her in
the gig. Casper licked his fingers clean



lon sat in the pilot's seat that Nim sha had tactfully left for him

"Letting ne do all the work today, huh?" he said, snapping on the harness and
swi tching on the engines.

"You got her in, you get her out," N nisha said blandly.

"Aye, aye, sSir.
"I'"'ma m'am-l"'mcivilian."

"Yes, sir," was lon's bantering reply.

Any |ightheartedness vani shed at the sight of the wecked ship's obviously
alien design. Crcling the weck showed the deep scores in its hull. One whole
side of the aftersection had been pulled open. Wat |ooked like a small gig
had been jamred agai nst the | argest hole. That may have been nore |uck than

pl anni ng, but the obstacle woul d have kept smaller objects, |like bodies, from
bei ng sucked into space.

"Hope they got their crew out," Casper said, shaking his head at the danage.

"I'"d guess that that was cargo space and they |ost whatever they were
carrying,”" lon said. "If that is the stern of this vehicle."

"I'"d hazard the guess that they didn't back into their current position,"
Ni misha said with a droll grin at lon

"You're right about that. How could such a crazy shape be spaceworthy?" he
remar ked, shaki ng his head.

"Maybe it was never neant to land. Only they had to, with that great rent in
their stern," she said.

I on kept the gig hovering above the weck so they could estimate the size of

the alien vehicle. It was bigger than the Pool bcg and nearly as large as the

anci ent Di aspora weck. The prow of the ship had been knocked si deways by the
force of its landing, so the pointed shape resenbled a bird | ooking over its

shoul der.

"It's been here a while," Casper said, pointing to the vegetation
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growing fromdirt on the top of it. "Hold it, lon, there's sonme sort of design
or glyphs on the side."

"I"ve been taping, Cas," the captain said. "M ght be oxygen breathers, or why
woul d they pick the Mtype?"

"No choice," N msha suggested, having | ooked for sone evidence of escape from
the vessel. "And no tracks leading fromit."

"It's been down a long tine," lon said. "Shall we have a | ook inside?"

"Why not ?"



Ni m sha was gl ad that was decided so effortlessly. There was no way she was
going to relinquish the chance to see the inside of an alien spaceship.

| hey got in through one of the gaps in the hull toward the stern of the ship,
whi ch was again birdlike, resenbling a fantail, bulging slightly on the end to
acconmmmodat e a solid parabola of odd tubes.

"Funny sort of propulsion units," lon said.
"No radiation readings, or Hel mwould have nmentioned it," N msha said
swi tching on her wist light and sw nging the beam around the aperture.

Athletically, lon Svangel hiked hinmself into the opening, then reached down to
give Nim sha a hel ping hand. Casper was beside themin another nonent.

"I'd say the aliens are smaller than we are,” lon remarked, crouching as he
made his way forward. They all had to bend to clear the passageway.

"Much snaller," Casper said, banging his head on a mass of piping. A piece
detached itself and dropped with a thud to the deck. A whiff of sonething
acrid floated in the air for a nonent before dissipating in the |light breeze
bl owi ng t hrough the wreck.

They were glad to enter an area where they could stand upright: the centra
round ball of the ship, which was obviously a command area.
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"I feel like a giant," N msha remarked, |ooking at the small, al nost
child-size, seats and consoles. The worktops were filled with boards of rocker
swi tches, dial knobs, and toggles, surrounding what had to be display screens,

and there were | arge screens on one wall: shattered or crazed, but their
original function was still obvious. She tw ddl ed and swi tched and pulled and
not hi ng happened. "I didn't expect any reactions,” she mnurnured.

Il on and Casper were prow i ng about, | ooking at broken equi pnent on the

peri meter of the chanber, peering into cabinets that had cracked doors or
facades. They could not access the sharp prow where the bridge nust have been
situated; the passage to it was crushed against the stones of the hillside.

Ni mi sha noticed the pole and the hole in the deck and called their attention
toit. As the size of the opening would not accommpdate any of their adult
bodi es, they could only shine Iight down it.

"Access to crew quarters, 1'd say," was Casper's conmment.

"I'f we could rig enough lights so he wouldn't be scared, Timy would fit," lon
sai d.

Casper was shaking his head.

"Not when |'ve nobiles we can send,"” Nim sha said. "Helmcan control them
There's no need to ask a six-year-old to go down a hole in the floor."

lon regarded her for a noment, then nodded. "Agreed. | have to reframe rny
thinking to include avail able resources | haven't had access to for years."
Then he added, "Do your nobiles have additional |ighting?"



Ni m sha shook her head. "Self-contained units."

"What ot her surprises has the Fiver?" he asked in a wy tone.

"I like to keep sonething back fromyou Fleet types." she said.
"Why didn't you send themfirst, to scout the place?"
"Because | like to do nmy own reconnoitering. Get a feeling for the craft and

who or what m ght have been on it."
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"Whoever, they're a long tine--"

"There is a party of unknown bi peds approaching fromthe hills, ma'am" Helm
announced suddenly. "They appear to be armed with a variety of prinmtive
weapons. "

Ni m sha undi pped her beltcom "Can you patch through this
hul I 2"

He could and she held up the unit so they all could see the furtive approach
of the small bipeds.

"Furt her orders, nmm' an?"

"W don't know that they are aggressive,” N msha said.
"Aggressi on can corne in many sizes," |onagren remarked succinctly and he
crouched to return through the | ow passage to their point of entry.

"The forenost question in ny mnd," she said, following him wth Casper
behi nd her, "is are they descendants of the original owners?"

"Great minds," Jon said.
"I do have a translator on board the Fiver," N m sha added. "Helm can you
pi ck up any sounds?"

"They are not meking sounds," was Helm s reply.

"They are then attenpting to creep up on us undetected/' N m sha said, amused.
"What do we do?"

"Go out and act friendly, of course," Jon said.
"So they tell me," Nimsha said, regarding the weapons that were being brought
toward themin the possession of small people who mght dislike visitors on
board their ship. If this was their ship. But who else's would it be? Unless,
for sone unknown reason, sentient--possibly even sapient--bipeds were linmted
to this continent of the nine |and nasses on Erehwon.

"I wonder how | ong they have survived here,"
fracture through which they had entered.

Casper said as they reached the

"They are on the hill above you and the ship hides you fromtheir view " Helm



sai d.
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"Thanks,"” N m sha nurmured, turning to the captain. "Wat do we do?"

"Wal k out where they can see us, hands open, palns up."

"Let's hope that's their indication of peaceful intent, too," N msha replied.
"Helm on guard!" She switched on her suit's repeller, knowi ng that it had
been designed to protect her against a variety of nore sophisticated weapons
than those being carried toward them fon and Casper did so, too.

"Forward and to your left,"” Helmsaid. "You' re not yet visible, but they've
sent two on ahead. You may nmeet them You will. Now "

/\'nd they did. N msha was never sure exactly what happened, the encounter was
over so quickly. Projectiles of sone sort cane flying at themfromthe two

m dget bi peds that reacted faster than any of the humans did. But Hel mwas
faster and his stun beam caught them The weapons were defl ected by the

i ndi vidual repeller shields and fell uselessly to the ground.

"The others are retreating," Hel msaid.
Ni mi sha | eaned down to pick up the inpotent darts.

"Be careful!" lon said, holding out his armto prevent her. "The tip could be
poi soned. "

Casper had sprinted to the two supine figures. "Hope Hel mdidn't give themtoo
much stun."

"We're lucky he could,” lon said. "At |east we know they have sone sort of
nervous systemthat can be affected by stunners.”

"I adjusted the beamto a strength sufficient to stop creatures of that size
and wei ght," Hel msaid, and N m sha thought the Al did not appreciate this
aspersion to his common sense. "I had projectiles on targets, as well."

"Well, the translation device is on the Fiver. Let's take themto it," N m sha

said as she and lon joined Casper by the linp bodies.

lon knelt down and touched the fur-covered throat of the one nearest him
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"A pul se of some sort. Maybe Doc can figure out what they' re conposed of
besides fur." He rubbed his fingers together. "Nice feel to it. Wnder how

warmit is."

The two bi peds wore not rmuch nore than their weapon belts. Their sex--if they
were of different sexes--was not obvious.

Casper bent and picked one up. "Heavier than you'd think," he remarked.

lon took the second. Nimsha, craning to regard the head drooping over his



arm wondered at the blank oval face devoid of recognizable orifices.

Aliens! A spurt of triunph raced through her. N m sha Boynt on- Rondynense had
met aliens! Sapient aliens, able to make and use tools, and who had once been
space-farers. Al kinds of questions tunbled about in her head: How | ong had

t hey been marooned? Had they seen other humans to know t hat they should be
wary of then? Had they regressed to a prinmitive existence? Wat stories would
they tell about their |anding here? Did they know where their home system was?

Then she realized that jon and Casper were carrying on a conversation dealing
wi th such queries and grinned.

"Helm let's get back to the Fiver as quickly as possible.”

"Advi sable, ma'am as there are now a multitude of these creatures advanci ng
in a nenacing fashion toward the gig."

"Lifting," N msha said, having seen the van of a small arny appearing on the
hilltop. She slipped into the pilot's seat as the two men were gently
depositing the aliens on the deck

They were up and out of range just as the arny charged down the nearside of
the hill, making | oud hooting noises.

"So they do have voices," Nimsha said, turning the gig. "The Fiver's not that
far away and they can really nove," she added, making rapid forward progress.

"Let us then renove ourselves fromdanger while we treat these
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two," [on said. "W could neet the Fiver back at the ocean. | doubt they can

follow us that far."
"Do you doubt mny ability to park the gig in Fiver?" N msha asked, anused.

"Never/' jon replied, and Casper gave a snort of l|aughter. "But why waste tine
| andi ng?"

"Point." And so N nisha suggested a rendezvous to Helm She had a chance to
see how gracefully Fiver lifted fromthe surface and sighed happily .. . even
if no one in her quadrant m ght ever see it again. Idly she wondered if Cal eb
Rustin m ght not have gone on to finish the Mark 5 that had been skel etal when
she left on the shakedown cruise. Wuld Cuiva realize that Caleb shoul d be

gi ven the di sks she had entrusted to her for safekeeping?

She | anded the gig on the beach close to the Fiver. The aliens had not roused
fromtheir stun during the short run. jon and Casper reassured her that they
were still breathing and seemed to have a pulse in their short necks. As no
facial orifices were visible, they weren't able to judge what optical or aura
arrangenents existed in the oval "head." Each hand had three digits, one
opposi ng.

"I'f they can launch darts, they've tool capacities,"”
pl eased. "Sapi ent. How marvel ous!"

Casper said, subtly

"The feet are nore flippers than feet, with vestigial toes ... of a sort,” jon
said, having gently felt down the four |inbs of the one he was exam ni ng.



"They don't snell bad, either."
"No, they don't, but with all that fur, how do they perspire?”

jon picked up one linmb, inspecting the sole. "Callused and bare of fur. Wll
fur woul d've rubbed off on rough surfaces if there had been any, wouldn't it?"

"Let's see what Doc's diagnostics can tell us about them" N nisha said.

"That's sensible,” |on said, kneeling to pick up the alien he had
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been exani ning. He stepped out of the gig and the alien bounced out of his
arms, sprawing on all fours before it started across the beach in a dash.
"Hol d yours down, Cas," lon cried.

Ni m sha, who had been following lon, started off after the fugitive. She had
al ways been fast on her feet, and with legs twice the length of the alien's,
she was able to catch up with it. Tackling seened the logical way to halt its
progress. It squeal ed at the sudden inpact in the sand and tried to wiggle
away.

"I won't hurt you," she cried, trying in this awkward position to radiate
goodwi I | and positive feelings. It took lon's assistance to subdue the
creature. It mght be small, but it was strong and withed so violently that
the two humans were afraid of hurting it. A dark band of what seened to be one
Il ong eye centered in the upper third of its face sparkled with angry

determ nation to free itself.

Casper had wi sely put a wap about the feet of the other alien. He was hal f way
to the Fiver with his still linp captive in his arms. As N misha and |on
carried theirs, it hooted in a desperate tone to the other and withed in
their arms, an action that required themto hold it nore tightly than they
want ed to.

"Really, we are not going to hurt you," N nisha repeated in as reassuring tone
as she could manage. "I hope its flesh doesn't bruise, or Doc will have ny
guts for garters.™

"Your what for what?" |lon asked, startled.

"I"'ve a friend . . . oh, do stay still, dear... who collects archaic wrds and
phrases. That's one of them He's also got sone mar-velous 