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For ewor d

In 1954 theSol ar Queen series was conceived in answer to

a request fromone of the first Sf-Fantasy genre publishers
in the field—Gnone Press. Since | was then readi ng manu-
scripts for this firm | used for the books the pen nane
Andrew North. The publisher wi shed to devel op space
adventure stories which were not akin to the then steady
flowof mlitaristic plots.

Because | had |l ong been interested in the historical im
portance of the merchant adventurers of our own world in
the past | plotted the ventures of the Free Traders—n ny
mnd linking themto our earlier trader explorers and the
tranp freighters of present day—having travel ed on one
such "tranp" nyself.

8 Andre Norton & P M Giffin

| tried to create a crew of diverse backgrounds and char -
acter and plunged theminto various perils which mght
naturally arise fromtheir way of life. Wiich was done for
four books—Sargasso of Space, Plague Ship, Voodoo

Pl anet, and Postnarked the Stars,

Ms. Giffin, creator of the justly well-ranked adventure
series of Star Conmandos, agreed with ne that the Sol ar
Queen and her crew might well swing back into orbit—
with certain new additi ons—nanely a fenini ne nmenber

for the crew. Thus the Solar Queen lifts again for sone
nmore fateful voyages

—Andre Norton
1

"Space Wack! 'Space Weck' woul d' ve been a nore accu-
rate name!"

Dane Thorson shifted his tall frame to better view the
speaker, taking care not to jostle R p Shannon, who was
standi ng beside him The So7ar Queen's ness had never

been designed to hold the full conplenment of the starship's
crew at one tine, and when an assenbly like this was

called, the twelve of themhad to scranble for space. "She's
sound enough, Ali," he told the Engineer-apprentice qui-
etly, "and she's paid us well up to this point."

"Precisely, ny innocent, but now that the Queen's free
of her mmil contract, what in space or beyond it are we
going to do with the Wack? W won't find many buyers

10 Andre Norton & P M Giffin

out here eager to snap her up—that's how we were able to

get her in the first place—we can't keep flying both ships
with half crews indefinitely, not if we ever intend to get
back into real Trade again, and we certainly can't afford to
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hire enough hands to fill out the duty roster on the pair of
t hem "

Their Medic, Craig Tau, nodded. "All's right about our

not being able to keep on short-handed much | onger. The
strain's beginning to tell even now, and we've had no

trouble yet to push either ship. It's tine to cut, at a profit,
and not wait for sonething real bad to happen.™

M ceal Jellico, Captain of the So7or Queen, said nothing

as he listened to his crew s discussion. H's gray eyes swept
the conpany. Seated with himat the table were the star-
ship's senior officers: Jan Van Rycke, easily the best Cargo-
Master in the ranks of the Free Traders and naybe in all
Trade; the Mars-born Com Tech Tang Ya; Steen WI cox,

the Queen's Astrogator; Chief Engineer Johan Stotz; Tau;

and Cook- Steward Frank Miura. Standi ng above and

around them were the three apprenti ces—bane, who re-

ported to Van Rycke; R p, who worked under W] cox; and

Ali Kanmil. Wth them rounding out the roster, were the
huge Karl Kosti and his slight, al nost bl eached-pal e associ -
ate, Jasper Weeks, both, like Ali, fromStotz's departnent.
A good crew, the Captain thought sonmberly. He hoped he

had not repaid their services by effectively ruining the | ot
of themon this one.

The ganbl e in buying the Space Wack had paid off
short-term They had been able to grab the Trewsworl d-

Ri gi nni run when it had opened up and had nore than
recouped their initial investnment and expenses, but now it

Recl1 I nB the Stars 11

| ooked li ke they were not going to find di sengagi ng from
the commitment quite so sinple.

Damm it to all the hells! The So/ar Queen and her crew
were Free Traders. They bel onged in deep space, out rang-
ing the starl anes, not perpetually hoppi ng back and forth
between two planets in the same sol ar system

They did not belong on a sinple mail run, either. They
had been gl ad enough to take it in the need of the nonent
and had done better than m ght have been expected with

it, but profits were small, and the work brought little satis-
faction. It was tinme and past tine for themto return to
Trade as they knewit, with all its hardships and with the

chinmera of either fabulous fortune or sudden, maybe highly
unpl easant death shinmering over every voyage. |f they

were forced to accept another long mail contract because

they could not dispose of their sister ship, it could be the
ruin of themas a crew, a team but if the careful feelers he
and Van Rycke were sending out failed to pull in a buyer,
they woul d have no other option. Better that than be un-

able to nmeet their port fees and have to turn nminers in order
to keep body and soul together

Hs spirits lightened abruptly when his attention shifted
for a nonent to the Cargo-Master. Van Rycke was not quite
whi stling, but there was a distinct air of triunph about
hi m
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The big man felt his gaze and net it. H's brows, white-
blond like his thinning hair, lifted. "Sonething on your
m nd, Captain?"

"Just wondering about what's on yours. You |ook |ike
you've just found a fistful of sunstones in a bag of salt."

The ot her chuckl ed. "Nothing quite that dramatic, but |

12 Andre Norton &. M Giffin

m ght be able to add a bright line or two to our catal og of
prospects. "

"Spill it, then," Jellico snapped. Far be it fromhimto

begrudge his friend the pleasure of dazzling themall with
yet another of his mracles, but when the welfare of his
ship was concerned, he preferred to be kept inforned .

Van Rycke's eyes sparkled. "In due tine. Captain." He
sobered imedi ately. "W have a potential buyer for the

W ack. "

"What! —Why in space .

"She only contacted nme a few mnutes ago. | was on ny
way to tell you when you called assenbly."”

"What's the offer?" M ceal denanded. "And who's the
buyer?" He could not recall any likely i medi ate pros-
pects. Trewsworld's government was the nost |ogical can-
didate, but the colony planet |acked the trained personne
to crew a starship, and hiring the needed people would be
an expensive proposition. They were figuring on |long and
careful negotiations to convince the on-woriders of the

eventual w sdom of such a npbve
"None other than Rael Cofort, acting on behalf of her
illustrious brother, of course."

If the Cargo-Master had been | ooking to provoke a reac-
tion fromhis conrades, he succeeded adm rably. Teague

Cof ort had made so many incredible strikes in what was

not a terribly long career that he was a | egend throughout
Trade. When he moved on anything, it was inevitably with

pur pose.
Cofort enjoyed the luxury of choice in the charters he

took on or even considered, and his interest in this was
confirmation of the strong base the Queen had | aid down

Redl I ne the Stars 13

here, coning in as she had at the very opening of regul ar
conmer ce between the two planets of Trewsworld and

Riginni, and, indeed, in initiating it. Watever his reasons
for wanting the freighter, the opportunity of picking up the
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| ocal Trade operation was |likely a good part of the draw.
Ships like the Space Wack were easily found on the star-

| anes he usually traveled for those with the credits to pay
for them The Trader prince had no need to cone this far
out on the rimhunting one. Space, he could order one new
fromthe shipyards

Jellico's finger pensively rubbed the bl aster scar that
marred his right cheek. They would be going into the
negoti ati ons very much on the weaker side, but there

woul d be no negotiations at all if Cofort did not need or
seriously want the Wack. He was no phil ant hropi st and

drove a good bargain for hinself, but he had a reputation

for dealing fairly. There was no reason to expect less of his
sister. If the Queen's representatives kept then" wits about
them they could cone out of this with something to show

over and above the gains they had al ready nade.

No one spoke again for several seconds. Dane broke the
silence. He had seen the famed Trader once but could not
pl ace the woman with whomthey woul d be dealing. "I

don't recall seeing anyone with Cofort at the Survey auc-
tion. Was she there?"

Tang Ya smiled. "If she had been, put credits down that
you' d renenber her."

Alt stirred. "Beautiful ?"

Thorson frowned but i mediately felt ashamed of his
reaction. The Engi neer-apprentice hinself was strikingly
handsonme, to the extent that he al nbst seenmed a cari ca-

14 Andre Norton & P M Giffin

ture, the video stereotype of the daring star-roving hero.
Why shoul dn't coneliness in others interest hinf? As for
the rest, Kamil| was not to blame that his appearance and
the poise that acconpanied it occasionally annoyed Dane,
and no one could fault his conpetence or his courage when

the need to display either arose.

The Com Tech shrugged. "Beauty is common in the uni-
verse. She has that, but there's sonething uni que about
her, strange even. —No, she wasn't at the auction. Rael
rarely acconpani es her brother when he's conducting sur-
pl anetary business. That's why none of you children has

seen her yet."

"She does attend gem markets now and then," Jellico

informed them His usually cold eyes |aughed as they
flickered to Van Rycke. The shot was deserved paynent for

the surprise he had been given

The Cargo-Master growl ed and then sighed. "I had the

m sfortune of trying to do sone busi ness on a day when the
pair of them were out buying," he informed the others. "I
m ght as well have stayed hone. Between Cofort's store of
credits and her eye, nothing—and | nean absol utely noth-
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i ng—ef real value renained that was anywhere near being
in a Free Trader's price range."

"Wy so many jewel s?" Rip inquired curiously.

Van Rycke gl anced up at his apprentice. "Answer him"
"Teague Cofort trades with powerful people on sone

hi ghl y devel oped planets and with fairly sophisticated,
conpl ex societies even on those | ess technically advanced.
He has to carry quality goods, not trinkets, or no one would

bot her coming to him"
"Precisely."

Rei Sl | nel he Stars 15

Thor son breathed an inner sigh of relief. Questions and
testing were every apprentice's lot, part of the process that
woul d eventually transformthe dead material |earned at
Training Pool into the ingrained know edge and experi -

ence of a Master. Still, he hated the feeling of being trans-
ported back to the classroom and hated nore the chance

that he m ght not respond correctly, enbarrassing hinself

and letting his chief down. He realized with a touch of

pride that it had been a conplinent to himthat the ques-
tion had been put to himpublicly. Van Rycke had expected

an accurate reply.

"When did the Roving Star planet?" WIcox inquired.

"She hasn't, nor have any of the other Cofort ships,"” Van
Rycke told him "Qur encounter was brief, and | didn't get
a chance to question our prospective customer about that
mystery. Perhaps she'll be good enough to enlighten us
when she cones aboard to discuss the Wack."

"Which will be when?" the Captain asked.

"I'n a couple of hours. | wanted to give us sone thinking
tine."

He sighed then, to hinself. They had best use it well.

This was purely a buyer's market. They had to unl oad that
freighter, and Rael Cofort would know that every bit as well
as they did themsel ves.

M ceal was too accustoned to his brown Trade uniformto

be nmuch bothered by it even with all fastenings in place
and the high, stiff dress collar squeezing his neck, espe-
cially not with so inportant a neeting as this to claimhis
attention.

He studi ed the woman who had seated hersel f opposite
hi m and Van Rycke as closely as he could without making

his scrutiny too obvious. Tang had been right in calling
Rael Cofort attractive, and equally correct in saying there
was sonet hing unique in her appearance. It was not easy

to place her in one of the nmajor Terran subraces or assign
a planet of origin for her |ine. She had been space-born
her sel f.

18 Andre Norton & P M Giffin
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She was of about average height, slender, with the lithe,
tightly controlled body of a veteran spacer. There was no
acconpanyi ng tan, however, although her pallor was very

different from Jasper Weeks's. That skin m ght never ;

darken, but it was alive with a soft warmh of its own.
Her features were delicately forned, fragile | ooking, ;

maki ng the thickly | ashed- eyes appear inpossibly |arge. ;

They were a subtle violet color that seened to alter with ,
every change of thought or nood. !

The hair was tawny, golden |ike the coat of a Terran lion. ;

She kept it long, braided and fastened in a coronet to her ]
head in the fashion adopted by nost fenal e space hounds. S

Her hands, he saw as they shuffled through the contents |

of the slender safe-lock portfolio she carried, were | ong- I
fingered and beautifully formed. They were al so very

small. One of them would not have spanned Van Rycke's

palm or his own, for that matter.

She chose a docunent and held it out to them "My
aut horization to act as agent for Teague Cofort of the Rov-
ing Star."

The Cargo-Master accepted the paper and read it, as was
his right in a matter of Trade. "Dated this norning?"

She nodded.' 'He fasmtted it when | inforned himof the
possi ble sale.” i

"W hadn't broadcast any interest in parting with the |
Space Wack," he observed, t

The young woman snil ed and shrugged delicately.

"When | planeted, | prow ed around, asked a few ques-
tions, and cane up with sonme deductions. Teague told ne
to go for it if the deal was reasonable."

Redline the Stars 19

Van Rycke | eaned back in his chair. "Ms. Cofort, | con-

fess that I'mfinding it a bit difficult to believe you were
sent all the way to Trewsworld on the chance of finding a
smal | freighter comng up for sale. Trade here isn't all that
spectacul ar, and simnilar chances to latch onto a ship aren't
all that uncomon even put here on the rim nuch less in

the inner systens you often frequent, not when there's a
good supply of credits on hand to pay for her."

"I was not sent here, of course. | came on the Mermaid."
"The Mermaid lifted yesterday norning."

Her eyes flashed with the anger she ot herw se chai ned.
"I didn't like the way Riff Slate ran his ship."

Van Rycke's brows raised. "He just let you go, or hadn't
you formally signed on?"

"I'd signed. —He didn't dare try to hold ne. He doesn't
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keep many hands for long." Her lips tightened in a hard,
cold line. "Mst Captains econom ze when business is

| ean, but not on the |life-support and emergency systens.

An apprentice died during the voyage in an inconceivable
out come of an accident that should never have occurred

and woul d not have occurred on any other vessel. To ny

m nd, that death was not hing short of nurder."

"You can't prove that?" Jellico asked sharply.

"No, and | wasn't vacuum brai ned enough to spread ny

opi nion around, either. | just nuttered things about jinxed
voyages, and Slate let nme out of ny contract before | scared
the rest of his crew away or into naking sone nove that

m ght start a formal inquiry into the nunber of hands the
Mermai d' s shi pped over the last few years. As it is, he has
a |l ot of extrenely unhappy peopl e aboard."

20 Andre Norton &P.M Giffin

"What did you think you'd do here once you were | et
| oose?" Van Rycke inquired.

"Stay alive. That's a singulariy appealing idea even if
one has to work as a planet hugger for a tine to keep eating.
I knew sonet hing would eventual ly cone al ong."

Rael squared her shoulders. "If you are satisfied, perhaps
we coul d di scuss the Space Wack instead of delving into
nmy uninspiring history."

The Cargo-Master made a formal bow with his head.
"What are Cofort's terns?"

It woul d come down to that. Teague Cofort was nerely
willing to pick the ship up if he could conveniently do so
They woul d have to work with his terns or be prepared to
reject themoutright.

"We'll give what you initially paid for her."
"Plus ten percent for the work we put into her."

The worman shook her head. "Qur price is fair. You've
knocked at |east that nuch out of her, and right now she's
chai ning you hands and feet. You won't do better, and if
you wait, she'll wind up costing you besides in port ex-
penses and nmi nt enance. "

"W' ve been carrying those costs. W have to get them
back at the |least, or we don't deal."

"I'"d say you already have. This isn't a wildly rich char-
ter, but it's solid and it's steady."

Van Rycke | eaned back in his chair, as if closing the

di scussion. "lI'msorry, Ms. Cofort. W have to do better
than break even. If it means we have to wait a bit and take
on another mail run, so be it. The Space Wack's a good
ship, a fine one for her class. Buyers will eventually cone
for her."
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She eyed himthoughtfully. "I have ny brother's perms-
sion to trade for nyself as well."

Van Rycke bent forward again. "W'||l be happy to ac-
commpdate you in any way consistent with the Queen's
wel fare. What do you propose?”

"The expenses you nmention in return for passage to

Canuche of Halio, preferably a paid working passage.

could use a few extra credits, and | don't think you'll be
sorry for my services. You' |l be heading for there anyway,"
she added practically, "so | won't be putting you out."
"What nmkes you i magi ne that?"

"Canuche's the nearest planet where you'll have a rea-
sonabl e chance of picking up a decent charter as well as be
able to flesh out your stock of trade goods."

The Cargo-Master took the I D she withdrew from her
portfolio. He | ooked sharply at her. "A Medic?"

Rael nodded. "Aye. Fully accredited."”

Her fingers reached for the disk and closed over it. "I'm
aware that you don't need an Assistant Medic aboard. No

ship of the Queen's class does, or believes she does, unless
the incunbent plans to retire in the near future and wants
totrain in his replacenment. I'mworking nmny way as a jack-
of-all-trades."

"The So/ar Queen is fully staffed," Jellico interjected.
"I'"'mnot about to let go any of ny permanent crew "

"Hardly," she agreed, "but tell ne the departnent that

can't use a bit of help now and then—M. Van Rycke's

when cargo's being | aded or shifted, the Engi neering sec-
tion during preventive maintenance, even the Steward and
Medi c once in a while depending on the press of their
particul ar duties. About the only place | won't volunteer to

22 Andre Norton & PM Giffin

serve is on the bridge. |'mas good as the next and probably
better than nobst at basic astrogation, but that one is defi-
nitely best left to the experts."”

The smile she turned on themwas w nning. Rael was

sure of getting the passage, but she was out for nore than
that. "I want to be part of the So7ar Queen," she told them
frankly, "if only for one voyage."

"Why?" M ceal asked bluntly. "She won't match a Co-

fort ship, especially not the Roving Star, for confort, and
you can put credits down that we won't be calling at the
Federation's nost fashi onabl e spaceports.”

The wonman sighed. "You tal k about our holdings as if

we were a mniature Conpany. | assure you that is very

much not the case. W have a few frills, aye, but we're Free
Traders like the rest of our kind. We don't live soft.

"My interest in your Queen stens fromtwo sources.
First, your fornmer Cargo-apprentice, Mara Ingrain, is the
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best Cargo-Master we've ever had. She obviously had su-
perb training, and, happy as she is on the Star, she speaks
with nothing but pride and affection of her time as part of
your crew. Second is the response of your apprentices and
M. Weeks to the crisis of being franed as a pl ague ship.
They proved they could think quickly and clearly and then
make and carry through the desperate plan needed to clear
you. Furthernore, at the end, the Queen not only canme out
of it all solvent with a relatively good contract but managed
to avenge herself on her enemies as well. | think |I could

|l earn nore serving with you for a voyage or two than

could in ten years buming around the rim"

The viol et eyes studied himsonberly. "I have no ulte-
Redl I ne the Stars 23
rior motive for this. You don't conpete directly with ny

brother, and even if you did, Teague doesn't deal in back-
all ey work."

"No one ever said that he did. Doctor Cofort," he re-
sponded qui etly.

She carefully closed her portfolio. "You have our offer

Take your time to talk it over, but please consider it well.

It's generous since we are seriously interested in acquiring

the ship, and you're not likely to better it, or equal it, either,
in the foreseeable future.”

Van Rycke was silent for a nonent. "That won't be
necessary. We accept your brother's bid. —You'll want to
i nspect the Wack?"

"Of course, as will our Engineer when the crew gets here,
as a formality in this case. You' ve been flying her, and none
of you appears to be suicidal. —M/ request?"

"The Queen will carry you, but if you want to work, it'll
have to be as an unskilled tenporary hand with no share

in the ship's profits.” They woul d have to check the rates.
Only the huge transgal actics, nost of those passenger |in-
ers, plying the inner-system starlanes, used unspecialized

| abor. Qut here on the rim no Captain could indulge in that
| uxury. Every crew nenber had his or her specific place

and coul d usually back up at |east one other shipmate as

wel | .

"That's all | had in mnd, M. Van Rycke." She gl anced

at Jellico. "If it is agreeable to the Captain. Hring a crew
menber goes beyond a Trade agreenent. |'Ill have to honor

his will."

"It's agreeable, Doctor."

24 Andre Norton &P.M Giffin

"Excel l ent! Thank you, Captain Jellico."
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Rael canme to her feet. "I won't be long. I'Il pick up ny
thi ngs and have the formal contract drawn up. You can
check it over, and we can seal it when | return."

3

Jan Van Rycke's head | owered. He had done all he coul d,
the little he could. The senior nenbers of the crew woul d
appreci ate that, but he knew the others had expected in
their hearts that he would pull off some bit of nmagic for
them Dam it to all the hells, he had hal f expected that
hi msel f.

Jellico | ooked at him "Not bad at all," he announced

with satisfaction. "W'd already nade our original cost and
expenses back, so this is clear profit. As nice a pot as the
Queen's seen in many a | ong voyage."

The tension nelted fromtheir conrades, and they
crowded around the Cargo-Master to offer their own con-
gratul ati ons.

26 Andre Norton & P.M Giffin Redline the Stars 27

"The only question nowis what we're going to do with
our new hand," Steen renarked.

"No one has to worry about that," Tau responded. "I can

put her to very good use. |'ve been doing, or trying to do,

a study of interspecies/interracial transm ssion of viral and
bacterial infections on the planetary, interplanetary, and
interstellar levels. The inputting alone is a galactic chore.

If all Rael Cofort does is take over that, it'll be worth it to
me to ship her, and with a medi cal background she shoul d

be able to mani pulate and interpret sone of the data as

wel | .

"You do believe she's not setting us up for anything?"
Ri p pressed, voicing the naggi ng concern of nobst. They al
had good reason to recall sone of their recent passengers.

"As sure as we can be," Van Rycke answered. "As Doc-

tor Cofort pointed out, we're not of a class to conpete
regularly with her brother, and we don't even have a char-
ter at the nonent, nuch |ess anything he'd want to fight to
get away fromus, which he'd do openly anyway. He's
certainly not going to enter into a Trade war over an in-
trasystemmail run like this one. Mceal will have to con-
firmRael's credentials with him but if she checks out
there, we should be safe enough taking her aboard. It
shouldn't prove a loss to us, even apart from whatever she
can do on Craig's project. She's at |east proven she's able

to trade."

"That she has." The Captain shook his head, as if in
amazement. "Hard as titanone, though she |ooks as fragile
as one of Loren's ghost lilies."

Crai g Tau chuckl ed. "The habitual errors of our kind! —
Slight build is not the equival ent of either a weak body or
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i nconpetence in one's field. The fair Medic was born

aboard a Free Trader. The wonder would be if she could

not handl e herself in the business, particularly in a situa-
tion where the blaster was in her hand.”

"True enough,"” Jellico agreed. He came to his feet. "I'l|
start programm ng the navputer for Canuche. Send our
recruit to nmy cabin when she conmes aboard."

Rael Cofort squared her shoul ders and knocked briskly on
the entrance panel of the Captain's work cabin. She
stepped inside a nonent |ater upon receiving his perms-
sion to do so

Because she knew from Mara's descriptions what to ex-

pect, she gave no gasp of surprise, but her eyes glowed in
appreci ation at the sight of the nontage of pictures cover-
ing all the walls, tri-dee inages of some of the Federation's
rarer and nore dramatic fauna. They were of the highest

prof essional and artistic quality, and the work of which

they fornmed a visual record had earned Mceal Jellico a
respected place anong the ultrasystenmis leading field
xenobi ol ogi st s.

There should be nore in here than nerely representa-

tions of strange life forns. Eagerly she sought and found

the one she wanted to see. Behind the Captain's desk, in a
smal |, swinging cage, was one of the oddest creatures she

had ever beheld, the only one of its kind she had encoun-
tered in the flesh. It looked Iike a |ot of toad mxed with a
little parrot, a bright blue feathered being with a neckl ess
head and six |l egs, two of them clawed, arranged spider-
fashi on around its dunpy body.

28 Andre Norton 8 P.M Giffin

"Queex!" she exclained in delight and quickly stepped
toward the hoobat. "You' re wonderful!"

Jellico stared at her. This was not the reaction Queex
usual ly inspired. To every previous visitor and to the rest
of the Queen's crew, his foundling was a frank horror

He stared again, this tinme at the hoobat hinself. |nstead
of his customary greeting of siren shriek followed by a

di stressingly accurate and far-reaching spit, the creature
was gripping the wire bars of the cage with his feet and
drawi ng his claws across the nmetal strands, producing a
soft, droning hum which, if not quite a violin sonata, was
the first distinctly nusical sound any human bei ng had

heard hi m produce

Her face radiant with pleasure, Cofort reached a sl ender
finger through the bars to gently rub the captive's head, an
attention he received with every indication of content-

nent .

Suddenly, as if recollecting herself to her position and

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Redline%20the%20Stars.txt (11 of 168) [1/17/03 1:24:52 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Redline%20the%20Stars.txt

pur pose, the woman stepped back, flushing hotly. "I'm
sorry, Sir," she apol ogi zed. "Mara had spoken of him and
all the newstape coverage . "

"An interesting beast," Jellico agreed gruffly. "You ap-
pear to get along with animals," he added in classic under-
statenent as he eyed the still hunm ng hoobat.

"Aye, with nearly all subhuman-I|evel biotics of reason-

able intelligence. | like them you see. They seemto realize
that and respond to it. Plants grow well for ne, too.

managed the hydro on the Roving Star and her predecessor

for as long as | can renenber."

"That may prove to our advantage at sone point."
Jellico took her ID fromher but did not insert it into the
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reader. "Your period of service will be fromthe present
until the Queen is ready to | eave Canuche of Halio, with
the option to negotiate another run or a nore permanent
contract should either course seemdesirable to both of us."
Rael nodded. "Agreed." She smiled. "The gem market ?"

"M. Van Rycke would like to test your skills there, aye."
"I"ll be glad to put themto the Queen's service, though

a certain anount of luck is always a strong component

when buying jewels."

"W recogni ze that fact as well, Doctor."

The man | ooked thoughtfully at the disk in his hand,
then gl anced back up at her. "Sit down for a nonent,
Doctor Cofort."

He remai ned silent until she had conplied, then went
on. "lI've been in contact with your brother."

"A reference check was a | ogi cal nove on your part,
especially after | admitted to breaching my contract with
the Mermai d." She said no nore, although his silence
invited further coment.

It was the Captain who continued. "Cofort reports that
you're as good a general hand as is to be found in the
starl anes and that your nedical qualifications are inpres-
sive."

"However ?" she pronpted, readily picking up the ex-
pected reservation in his tone. Teague woul d not have |ied
for her.

"Cofort tells ne that you don't respond well to the sight
of suffering or major injustice.”

The woman's eyes brightened nonentarily. "Neither
does he." She was grave again in the next instant. "It is true

30 Andre Norton & PM Giffin
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that |'ve drawn himinto a couple of confrontations he
woul d as soon have avoi ded. "

"I can't afford to have the sane thing happen to nme or

my crew," Jellico told her bluntly. "A Free Trader Captain,
the Captain of any starship, is responsible not only for his
vessel and cargo but for every living thing she carries. He
can't always act as he would if he were an unencunbered

i ndividual. There're always going to be tinmes when he has

no option but to | ook the other way. That's true of your
brot her and even nore so of us; we don't pack the sane

payl oad. "
"I am aware of that fact, Captain Jellico. Too aware of it

| had to satisfy nyself with leaving the Mermaid and sav-
ing ny owm skin instead of properly challenging Slate's

negl i gence. "

Her eyes dropped, and she bit down on her lip. "I hope

soneone does." She | ooked up again, her hatred open and

strong. "Soon."
"You can count on that if the crew s got as much reason

to be dissatisfied as you said.”" He slid the IDinto his
recorder and pushed the button, officially sealing his new
hand to the ship. That done, he returned it to her. "Wel-
conme aboard, Doctor. Thorson should be waiting outside

now to show you around. You'll have just enough tine to
see sonething of the Queen and stow your gear before we

lift off."
4

Dane gl anced at his tiner. What was keeping the wonan in
there anyway? His own initial interview had taken only the
few seconds necessary to process his ID

He glared at the door, angry with her and with hinself
because he recogni zed that his present ill will stemred
fromhis own uncertainty.

Dam, he thought. He knew as well as the next that

m xed crews were supposedly better on every count, but

thé Queen had managed just fine with only nen since he

had j oi ned her conpany, and he was not anxious to see
anything intrude that m ght cause trouble now. They faced
enough of that fromthe outside without introducing it into
their own conpany.
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It was no question of Rael Cofort's probable skill or |ack
of it that was bothering him Certainly, it was not her
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gender. There had been an abnormally | ow percentage of

worren in his class at the Pool, but they had still conprised
more than a third of the total. To a one, they had proven
equal to the work and had pulled their part both individu-
ally and in the group projects assigned to them

He sighed to hinself. The newconer's capabilities

hardly interested himat the nonent. He was sinply afraid
of what she might do. He Iiked the SoJar Queen the way

she was. He was settled, confortable, and he did not relish
the thought of any changes this potentially disruptive re-
cruit mght bring about.

Recruit! Cofort had not even been invited to join the
crew. She had bl udgeoned her way in with that blasted

charter.
Menory rose to Thorson's mind, and his irritation

ebbed. He had not been with the Queen so |ong that he

could not remenber his fears and feelings during his own
first days aboard. This worman m ght be older and fully
accredited in her specialty, but he did not believe she
woul d be entirely inmune to at | east sone of the sane
enotions that had nmade his initiation such a msery for

him He would be a proper bastard if he added to her trials
with a show of causel ess hostility.

No, he told hinself decisively, in all fairness and al

humanity she woul d have to be given her chance, maybe

several of them but let her prove a source of trouble, et her
even begin to try to destroy what they had here

The panel slid.open, and Rael Cofort stepped into the
Redl i netheStais 33

corridor. She gave hima quick smle. "Al set," she told
him "I'mnow an official —=

A shriek as loud and teeth-jarring as a civilian attack
alert silenced her. Even out here they could hear Jellico
slammi ng the bottom of the cage, setting it bouncing vio-
lently, but for once this usually sovereign renedy had no
effect. The siren wail continued undi m ni shed.

Thorson wi nced. "I wonder how nuch of that the old
man can take. Or Queex, for that nmatter. It's a wonder that
jostling doesn't scranble his brains."

The wonman | aughed. "Hardly! He loves it."

"He'd have to be even odder than he | ooks to enjoy
taking a beating."

She | ooked at himstrangely. "You haven't read up on
hoobat s?"

"I"'mafraid not. 1've been too busy studying the finer

poi nts of cargo managenent," he responded, manfully
keepi ng out of his voice the defensive note threatening to
sharpen it. At used to make himfeel like this, sonetines
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still did, with his superior air. He wondered if that was a
characteristic of all extraordinarily fine-Iooking people

who were al so uncomonly intelligent. "You have, | sup-
pose?"

Hi s conpanion failed to notice his disconfort. "Mara's
description intrigued ne, so | did alittle research. They're
rather fascinating little things. | can well understand why
the Captain would want to adopt one, given his interest in
X-Tee wildlife."

"That's nore than the rest of us can say," he renarked,
his curiosity aroused al nost despite hinself. "How about
sharing your findings?"
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She | aughed. "Sure thing. —Hoobats cone from Tabor

and are quite rare even there, filling a very specific niche.
They live only in certain canyons that are little |less than
wi nd tunnels and spend their entire lives clinging to stone
projections or |edges or to wildly swaying branches, wait-
ing for sonmething falling within the appropriate size range
to conme within striking or luring distance. They don't have
to eat often, and they hunt, of course, the way Queex did
when he rounded up those poi sonous pests for you

"The young are nurtured in free-hangi ng nests depend-

ing on slender branches to safeguard them from predators.
Both parents feed themduring their short period of depen-
dency, but otherw se, hoobats are completely solitary crea-
tures. That's why Queex can exist happily in isolation from
his kind the way he does. As for the jarring, that's actually
soothing, a flashback to his old Iife and to his tine in the
nest. In fact, a hoobat appears to require a certain anount

of sharp noverment to remain healthy."

Dane grinned. The inmage of Captain Jellico tenderly
rocki ng an overage hoobat infant to rest was one worth
cherishing in the heart if not to be openly shared—at | east

not in the skipper's hearing.

"You didn't really believe he'd consciously abuse an
ani mal or keep one in intolerable conditions, did you?"

"No," he replied seriously after a brief pause, "I guess
didn't, or I wouldn't if 1'd thought about it. | have read
sonme of Jellico's papers, and all of them show too nuch
liking and respect for his subjects to allow any mistreating

of them"
The man gl anced at his tiner. "Let's have a quick run-
Redl I ne the Stars 35

through of the Queen and drop off your gear. W'Ill soon
have to be strappi ng down."
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"CGood idea." She hefted her kit bag, which she had
eased to the floor while they had been talking.

Thorson eyed it sourly. It was the standard size and
obvi ously of manageabl e wei ght but was easily three tines
as full as his had been when he had boarded the Sol ar

Queen.

Reason quell ed his resentnment. Wat el se could he have
expected? Rael Cofort was not sone raw recruit out of

Trai ning Pool. She was a veteran of the starlanes who had
literally been born in Trade and had hitherto |ived and
wor ked under conditions of considerable prosperity. She
shoul d have accunul ated a few possessions. He, on the
other hand, with no kin to back him had cone to his post
with only his bare issue gear and the pathetically few
extras he had been able to buy for hinmself to augnment that.

The Cargo-apprentice first |ed the way through the

bri dge area and pointed out the personal cabins of those
wor ki ng there. Then they descended the core | adder to the
next deck, which housed the engine and drive controls,
where Johan Stotz commanded and lived with his staff.

The public cabins in which the hands and any passen-

gers gathered during off-duty tinme were | ocated bel ow t hat
Here was the ness and galley, Frank Mira's chief domain,
plus the small crew s cabin with its nmedia readers and

ot her equi pnent designed to hel p dispel the boredom of
interstellar travel.

Fart her down, close to the holds that, with the fuel coils
and drive tubes, conprised the greatest part of the Sol ar
Queen's interior, were the Cargo-Mster's and Thorson's
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own cabi ns plus those of Frank Mura and Doctor Tau and

the two m nute chanbers kept for passengers, one of which
woul d be assigned to Cofort for the duration of her service
aboard the Queen. The final cabin there was, of course, the
combi nation sanunit/fresher that was a mandatory part of
every deck containing pernmanent sleeping quarters.

The newconer briefly surveyed the cabin to which her

gui de showed her, then dropped her pack on the foot of the
bunk. The room was snall even by spacer standards since

it had never been intended to serve anyone as a pernmanent
honme, but it was adequate. The bunk at |east was full size,
and there were sufficient |ockers for both clothing and
bul ki er bel ongings. A large netal panel could be unfas-
tened and swuing down and outward fromthe wall to

provi de a desk or workspace with the bunk taking the place
of a chair. The lighting, she saw, was well placed and nore
than bright enough for reading or close work.

She did not |inger to unpack but quickly went outside
again to foll ow Thorson down to the final deck that they
woul d be visiting. There would be no tinme to see nuch
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nmore, and she doubted that she would be invited to exam

ine the holds for a while, although they were unseal ed,

enpty for the nost part save for a small store of trade
goods. A Free Trader was usual |y cautious about whom he

let into that treasury of his business, the storehouse of the
magi ¢ he hoped to w el d anong the deni zens of the planets

he vi sited.

The | evel to which they now cane was the npbst interest-
ing of all to Cofort. Here was the sick bay, Doctor Tau's
surgery and | aboratory, and the hydro, the |arge chanber
housing the plants that replenished a starship's oxygen,
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scrubbed the waste products of respiration fromthe con-
tinuously recirculated air, and supplied as a by-product
fruits and vegetables to vary the otherw se nonot onous
diet of concentrates that was the nearly perpetual |ot of
space hounds who ranged the vast reaches between the
stars.

The portal giving entrance to it was partly transparent,
and they paused for a nonent to admire the |ush greenery
wi t hi n.

"So nmuch!" she exclainmed. "And such variety! —I
t hought you were forced to flush it all out when you picked
up those Sargol pests.”

"W did. M. Muira's worked hard to bring it back."

Dane took a deep breath as he opened the door, savoring

as always the crisp freshness of grow ng things. Every-
where else, the ship's air was stale, processed stuff. Here,
it was alive.

Feel i ng sonet hing brush against his | eg, he glanced

down. A large, orange-striped tonctat had slipped in be-

hi nd them and was rubbing himin the traditional greeting
of his kind before turning his attention to the newconer.

Cofort lightly |owered herself to her knees. "Hello, big
boy," she said softly as she offered himher hand to sniff.
"You're the Chief of Pest Control, | presune?”

"He is," Thorson confirmed. "This is Sinbad, an honored
menber of the crew "

"Rightly so." She shuddered. "I shouldn't care to voyage
far on any ship | acking a good cat."

"You won't find too many who'd give you an argunent
on that," he agreed.
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She scooped Sinbad into her arns. "He's enornous!
Qurs are kittens by conparison.™
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"The Roving Star has nore than one cat?"

She nodded. "A senior citizen and two forner foun-
dl i ngs who now sort of run the place under her supervi-
sion."

Rael rubbed the big cat under the chin with the tips of
fingers obviously well accustomed to that delicate work
and received a runbling purr as a reward.

Rel uctantly, she put himdown once nmore and cane to

her feet. She sniffed the scent-rich air appreciatively. "I'd
know you had a master chef aboard even if Mara hadn't
apprised ne of that fact. —Thyme, sage, basil, honey seed,

sharp grass—all the old faithfuls, and | detect some rea
delicacies as well."

"Detect? We're not near the spices at all

"I've got sensitive senses, snell included." Her nose
winkled. "That's not always an advantage on sone of the
holes we visit. Besides, |'ve worked in the Star's hydro
quite a bit and nore or |ess know what to expect in a good
one."

One familiar aroma was missing. "You should have

some | avender," she told him "There's nothing like it for
freshening the air, and it's not overpowering even in the
smal | est cabin.”

Three whi stl es sounded over the intercom "Lift-off com
ing," Dane remarked, unnecessarily since the signal was
uni versal to the starl anes.

They carefully sealed the hydro door after seeing Sinbad
out, then scranbled up the |adder with the ease of |ong

customto strap down
So/ or Queen woul d be
woul d cone the junmp v
to Canuche of Hali o.

5

Boredom was the great plague of interstellar travel, but
Rael Cofort suffered very little fromthat in the days that
foll owed. Chiefly, she worked with Craig Tau, but she

spent sonme tinme with every departnment, nore or |ess de-
pendi ng upon current need and her expertise in the work

at hand.

It was well after nmess time but she was still at Tau's

term nal, obviously deeply involved in the task before her

and quite oblivious to their presence, when the chief Medic

and Jellico cane into the surgery. She seened equal ly

unawar e of the disconfort of the position she had for sone
unexpl ai ned reason chosen to adopt, sitting so far back that
her arms had to stretch to their full length for her fingers to
reach the keyboard.
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The change in perspective won by another step provided
the answer. A furry head and paw rested on the woman's
upper right arm The renmai nder of the big cat extended

down her trunk and filled her Iap.

Si nbad' s eyes opened at the nen's approach. He gave a

wi de yawn, then | eapt gracefully to the floor, where he
stretched to his considerable supple length. Still purring in
feline contentnent, he strode off, tail high, to resune his
patrol of the starship that was his universe and donmain.

Cofort smiled tenderly even as she flexed her stiff arns.
"I love those little fellows so nmuch that sonetinmes | think

I must have been one."
"Rei ncarnation?" Tau asked, curious as al ways about the

magi ¢ and bel i efs of others.

"Aye," she responded, still smling, "but the reference
was poetic. | think we humans are granted only one voyage
in which to prove ourselves. —I like to inmgine that

Sinbad's kind mght return nore often, though, at |east

when and where they choose. Their |ife spans are so nuch
shorter than ours that it's nice to feel we mght be reunited
with a friend of our youth at a later point in our lives."

She eyed themfor a nmonment, as if waiting for some
chal I enge, then flexed her shoul ders again and gl anced at
the screen. "The fifth section's alnost in. It's slow going,
but conpl ex enough to make the inputting fairly interest-
ing work."

"Exhausting work," Jellico snapped. "You | ook burned

down.
The Medic studied her. "You have sone Soft- Tear,
presunme?"
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"OfF course." The soothing drops were a w dely used
renedy for eyestrain throughout the Federation

"Break off here and use it, then. This is a long-term
project and won't be finished before we reach Canuche
whet her we kill ourselves on it or not."

"I know, Doctor," she agreed ruefully. "I just find it hard
to stop sonetines once ny navputer's progranmed for a
job like this, especially when things're noving well."

She cane to her feet. "Mnd if | see Queex first. Sir?"

she asked Mceal. "I mssed dropping in on himtoday,

and ..."

"I know. | haven't enjoyed a nonment's quiet since noon
—See himby all means, and from now on you are to spend
at least thirty mnutes every day entertaining him | need
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some peace, at least in ny own quarters."”
"Thank you, Captain!"

"That was not neant as sone sort of reward, Doctor
Cofort," he told her severely.

"I know. Sir, but it is all the sanme."

The woman took her | eave of themafter that with a wave
of her hand.

Jellico watched her di sappear through the door. If she

was tired there was no sign of it in her step, but he stil
fixed his conrade with a stern look. "I want to knock ful

val ue out other, Craig, not kill her. This isn't a slave ship.

Tau turned to the | ocker where he kept his inplenments
and nore common nedi cations. "l can't see that one
meekly submitting to abuse. —Roll up your sleeve. Cap-
tain. This won't hurt a bit."

"You say that every tine."

44 Andre Norton & PM Giffin )

"True, when |'mgiving an imuni zation shot. It's nedi-
cal tradition."

He stopped tal king while he prepared the | aser needl e,

then continued. "It also seens to be tradition that no ship's
crew is ever on a nice, convenient, easily renenbered

schedule to receive them"
"You could drop this one for all the good it does,"” his

commander grunbl ed. "No matter how nany shots you get
agai nst Quandon Fever, a new nutation inevitably crops
up, and if you're exposed you get sick despite themall."
"Not as sick. W hope. Besides, why make a honme for the

ol d versions? None ofthenmre good tenants."
By the time Jellico felt the spark of heat fromthe needl e,

Tau had al ready deactivated it. He glanced briefly at the
tiny red spot it had left then rolled his sleeve back into

pl ace. "How s your assistant doi ng?"

"Cofort? If 1'd placed an order directly with the Spirit
ruling space, | couldn't have gotten better, at |east not for
this study of mine."

"It's nore or less in her line, isn't it? She's an epidem -
ol ogi st."

"That title scarcely describes it. Rael Cofort knows just
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about every detail of every plague since premechanica
Terra, and she's very nearly as know edgeabl e about

mostly every other major disaster as well. She's been even
more help correlating data and interpreting it than she has

been with the inputting."”

"What about practical nedicine?"
The ot her shrugged. "Luck's been with us, and we

haven't had to put her skills to the test.
Reilllne the Stars 45

Craig lowered hinmself into the chair Rael had vacated
"What do the others report?"

"According to Johan, she's conpetent. No geni us,

maybe, but he can use her. Tang woul d put her on the
screens or transceivers any tine. Steen says she's got the
theory, some of it pretty obscure, but real-life calcul a-
tions're another matter. She probably could bring a ship
through if pressed. He just wouldn't care to be aboard

when she tried."
"Astrogation's a specialized art," the Medic observed.

"So's surgery. None of us flyboys'd want to take a crack
at that."

"Frank's opinion?"

"He woul dn't need to have a blaster put to his head to
make him eat her cooking, but he'd rather keep her chained
to the hydro. Cainms she could pull fruiting plants out of

deep space.”

Tau nodded. "She seens to like dealing with living

things, which is natural enough for a Medic, | suppose. At
any rate, it can get results. —Trade's people work on a
grand scal e. Wiat has Van to say?"

Jellico spread his hands wi de. "That she knows goods,

especially luxury items, but whether she can do anyt hing
with themis anyone's guess. Her dealings with us are no
i ndi cation. W're her own kind, and she was hol ding the

bl aster."

That was about what Tau had expected to hear. "Strong

in biotic areas, adequate with machines and math." The
common pattern. Most people | eaned to one or the other
"It's the degree of achievenent she's attained in the areas
where she's good that sets her apart. |'d say Teague Cofort
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was none too pleased when she lifted off the Roving Star."
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"Credits down he wasn't," M ceal agreed. Even if he had
been nore than a little relieved to see her go.

"What about you? Have you been able to | eam anythi ng
yoursel f?" He knew Rael had been spending a good part of
what she would all ow herself of free tinme in the Captain's
conpany, although there was little help she could give him

on the bridge.

"Not much. She's got a |l ayman's know edge of aninal s,

but it's broad and detailed. She |likes them so | guess she
retai ns whatever she reads about them It works that way

for me. At any rate, | haven't had to talk down to her yet."

He gl owered. "Queex'l| never be the sane after she goes.
He | ooks for her to show up now. To be nobre precise, he

demands her presence."
"Maybe she shoul d continue showi ng up," the Medic
suggest ed seriously.

H s conpani on | ooked at hi mincredul ously. "W know
hardl y anythi ng nore about that damm wonan than her

nane! "

"Be reasonable, Mceal," Craig said snoothly. "W could

establish a precedent, a whole new rank. Hoobat-Sitter

First Cass ..

Too late, Jellico saw the sparkle in his dark eyes and
knew he had been taken over the jets proper. He inforned
the other, graphically, just where and how he should file
that particul ar suggestion

Both were grave again in the next nmonent. "She isn't
terribly conmunicative," Tau agreed. "Plenty of detail on
a lot of different subjects, but nothing about one Rael Co-
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fort. Do you have sone suspicions over and above that
nystery?"

"Just a lot of questions with no answers forthconing."
"You' ve done some checki ng?"

He nodded briskly. "Van and | both. What we could
check. Her brother's the | egend of the starl anes, not her.
There's not much information on her floating around."”

"She neshes well," the Medic observed.

"Maybe aye, maybe no. Unless |'m nisreading sone of

the signals, Cofort rasps on a couple of our junior nmenbers.
She's ol der than any of themand well out of apprentice-
ship, but she's so good at so dammed many things that she
can cone across as a threat at tines."
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" Dane?"

He nodded. "He's struggling manfully to keep any il

feeling in check, but he's not that |ong out of Pool, and he
wasn't exactly the nost serene recruit we'd ever shipped
when he first cane."

"Hi s experience in the Pool wasn't one of unremtting
joy. —Afraid for his job?"

"Probably not. A Medic's not likely to be after that, but
with all he's still got to learn, he can't view Van's tale of her
prowess in the gem market with any great pleasure."”

"Wel |, she can't be upsetting Shannon. According to
you, she's no shining star at all on the bridge."

M ceal |aughed. "Hardly. Ri p Shannon is so secure and
easy about hinmself that he's alnobst frightening. He al so
happens to |ike just about everyone and everything on two
or nore |legs that anyway deserves liking."

"Ali?" he asked. "Rael's no danger to him either. M-
chines are his gane, and not hers."
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The Captain began to feel unconfortable. "W're push-
ing into your field, Craig," he apol ogi zed.

Tau only smiled. "Pray continue. You've nanaged to
stay in the right lanes so far."

"Kam|'s a different charter fromthe others. —No, he

knows Rael Cofort can have no influence whatsoever in his
departnent, but | think he wel cones change, however tem
porary, even less willingly than Thorson does. He wants,
maybe desperately needs, stability, and any alteration in
personnel threatens that. He's smart enough to recognize

that there isn't a whole I ot he can do about Rael's presence,
but he still isn't likely to enbrace what he has to regard as
a potential hazard with open, loving arnms."

"There's no actual hostility," the Medic assured him
"I've been nmonitoring the ot of us for anything of that

nature."

"Just the potential for hostility is enough to nake ne

very nervous," Jellico said dryly.

The Medic's eyes narrowed. "Wiat is it? If you' ve got
somet hi ng agai nst Rael Cofort, maybe the rest of us should
know about it. | haven't seen your instincts play us false

yet.

"Like I said, just half a gal axy of questions."
"Wy she wants a place at all on a ship |like the So/or
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Queen bei ng one of thenP"

"It's not exactly unreasonable to wonder. The idea of
Teague Cofort's sister bunmng around the rimtrying to
pi ck up odd berths here and there does give a nman pause.”

"Sure, unless she happens to be telling the truth. The
Spirit of Space knows, that's |ogical enough on the face of
it, and she never said she's planning to spend her life on
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the rim Once she logs in sone practical experience she
could then rejoin her brother's organizati on on her own
terns or link up with sone other inner-system ship. She
can't be blamed for not going for a Psycho placenent. Its
decision's binding and long-term |f she's hoping to go back
to her own people in anything |ike the near future, she

woul dn't want to | ock herself up el sewhere

"The rims a reasonable place for her to cone, too," Tau
went on. "She can find work here without having to worry
about havi ng her know edge used in a Trade war agai nst
Teague since none of us deals with the same markets on

any regul ar basis, or at least not regularly enough to form
a threat."

"So you' ve been considering sone of the problens as

well, | see,-for all your enthusiasm about our new hand."
"Naturally. I'mnot conpletely space-addl ed yet, | hope
and pray. I'mjust willing to nake use of her talents while

I' mwondering."

"So am |, assum ng she's after what she clains she is. W
can't confirmthat, not with al nost everything we've got to
go on coming straight from Rael Cofort herself."

Jellico said nothing nore for a nonent, then he sighed.
"She's so dammed good, Craig. Wy did Cofort |et her go?
—I1 know. She clains she wants to try herself on her own,
but Teague owns several freighters outright and has a
strong interest in a nunmber of others. Just about all his
apprentices find places in his organi zati on when they qual -
ify. It doesn't make sense that he couldn't nmanage to cone
up with anything at all for his own sister.”

M ceal gave a sharp shake of his head. "Wat's the mat-
ter with her? | can't find it, but Cofort actively wanted to be
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rid of that woman or was at |least nmore than willing to see
the end of her.

"Even the way she fits in here's against her. She's trying
too hard. No one not working at it full tine could have the
right answers, the precisely correct phrases, all the tine."
The Captain frowned. "How nuch of Rael Cofort are we
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actual ly seeing and how nuch a skillfully constructed fa-
cade?"

M ceal 's face hardened. "Right now, | w sh we had

turned Cofort's damm offer down. | may well have shipped
a potential nova aboard the Sol ar Queen—that or some-
thing half a universe worse."

6

Jellico had little time to dwell on the puzzle of his unwel-
conme tenporary hand the followi ng day. The Queen was
schedul ed to set down on Canuche of Halio by late eve-

ning, and all the nyriad tasks that acconpani ed planetfall
kept himand the rest of her hands fully occupi ed.

Excitement ran high. The direction their inmredi ate fu-
ture woul d take woul d be decided on the rapidly nearing
wor | d.

Woul d they be lucky enough to pick up a charter, paying
passengers or cargo that would enable themto wite off the
expense of their next voyage, albeit at the cost of dictating
what the destination would be?

What sort of goods would they find to restock the So/ar
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Queen's nearly enpty Trade hol ds? Jewel s, textiles, luxury
products, a vast array of manufactured items, raw materi -
al s, native produce—the planet's markets offered them all
along with a smattering of other, nore exotic goods brought
in by Traders calling at the busy spaceport, but they could
not predict what the exact mx or quality would be during

their own stay on-worl d.

Soon now, they would be able to start answering those
guestions. In the neantinme, they could only specul ate and
do what they could to prepare for whatever opportunities
m ght ari se—er be induced to ari se—en Canuche of Hali o.

A yow and snarl like sonething issuing fromthe throat of
a wer ebeast out of |egend shocked Dane Thorson ful

awake.

The chill of the air told himthe Queen was still on night
schedul e, but he did no nore than note that as he cau-

tiously nmade for the door panel of his cabin, feeling his way
in the near-dark. He was not about to activate the |lights, not
until he ascertai ned what was w ong. Sonething npost as-
suredly was. Anything out of the ordinary on a starship

was to be viewed with suspicion, and a commotion in the

m ddl e of the night was the equivalent of a formal alarm
especi al |y when she was on-world, as the So/ar Queen now

was.

Cautiously, he slid the panel back a crack. There was no
noi se now, but he froze at what he saw outsi de.
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They had taken on a passenger, then, short a time as the
hatch had been open yesterday evening. Sinbad had de-
tected and tracked down the invader, but the challenge it
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presented was a real one. The beast was |arge, a good foot

| ong excluding the whip-thin, hairless tail, and its | ow,

sl ender body was solidly nuscled. The claws on the digits

of its four feet were inconsequential, obviously never in-
tended to serve as a defense against a foe of the cat's size
The teeth in its long, bewhiskered nmuzzle were anot her
matter. They were sharp, and the creature was fast enough

to wield themefficiently. Both Sinbad's ears were torn, and
there was a deep gash on the side of his jaw.

However scored, the cat was the stronger fighter. The
intruder's brown fur was matted with blood, and it was
obvi ously nearing the end of its strength. Sinbad recog-
nized that. He crouched |l ow, watching intently. Cccasion-
ally, his tail lashed with incredible, utterly controlled
vi ol ence, but otherwi se he was notionless, seemngly nore
statue than living animal.

Suddenly, with no forewarning detectable by either his

prey or the watching man, Sinbad sprang. The powerf ul

| eap carried himhigh, then down with spine-shattering
force onto the back of his opponent. Strong, needl e-sharp
teeth cl osed on the neck. Fraction-seconds |ater, he shook
the thing and cast it on the deck, where it kicked twice in
a final, nerve-fired spasmand lay still.

Dane's eyes flicked to it, then away agai n. Myving

qui ckly, he caught up Sinbad in his arns. They were no

mere scratches that the cat had taken. The bleeding had to

be stopped and nedical care instituted at once. |nmuniza-

tion shots or no, the bite of an alien creature was one of the
nost potentially perilous accidents threatening an off-
wor | der. No prophylactic series could defend agai nst every

one of the nyriad mcroorganisns that nmight be intro-
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duced into the body by such means, many of which could
overwhelmwith terrifying speed and deadly result the
def enses of beings not prepared by nature to confront them

His |ips conpressed into a hard line. Holding the in-
jured cat, working to stanch the bl eeding that m ght soon
dangerously weaken him he realized that he no | onger

saw Sinbad sinply as an ani mal kept aboard to performa
useful service for his human masters. This was a friend, a
full nmenber of the SoJar Queen's crew, the Chief of Pest
Control in fact, as Rael Cofort had naned him Aye, there
were grave limtations to the degree of comrunication
attai nabl e between nenbers of his species and the feline,
but Cargo-Masters and their apprentices working with
precious little nore on occasi on when naki ng contact

with newy encountered or rarely visited races could
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manage to achieve lucrative trade relations beneficial to
both parties .
When the crisis of the active bl eeding was under control,

Thorson hit the intercombutton with a force born of anxi-
ety. Be the victimfour-footed or biped, the situation re-
mai ned a nedi cal energency. It was his responsibility to
sunmon expert help to deal with it.

Rael was out of her bunk and draw ng on her trousers

bef ore Dane had half begun his terse description of the
situation. In the next monent, she had rammed her bare

feet into deck boots and thrust her ainms into the sleeves of
her tunic, then, grabbing the nmedical kit that never lay far
from her hand when she slept, she dashed from her cabi n.
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She reached Thorson's quarters at a full run, seconds
before the senior Mudic.

Her eyes sought and in the same monent found her
patient. "Oh, Sinbad!" she exclained softly. "Wat's hap-
pened to you, ny brave little warrior?"

The worman set her bag down on the bottom of the bed,
snapping it open as she did so. Her novenents, though

qui ck, were snooth and quiet, designed not to further star-
tle the injured animal. "Hold himsteady, Dane," she in-
structed. "I want to take a quick | ook at those bites and
then get to work on them"

"I'"ve got him" he assured her.

Rael worked fast, with her full attention fixed on her
smal | patient.

Dane watched in sonething akin to awe as her fingers

seened to fly of their own accord, at once gentle and sure
in then- mission. Medicine was sonetinmes described as an

art, and he realized he was w tnessing a mani festation of
that aspect of it here, a healing of body that enconpassed

m nd and heart as well. Sinbad lay quiet in his arns,

wi thout fear, despite the excitenent of the fight, his physi-
cal pain, the shock of his wounds, and the strangeness of

the procedures being performed on him

Dane gl anced at Tau and caught his slow nod of ap-
proval . The Medic recogni zed excellence in his own pro-
fessi on, excellence that surpassed nere skill.

At last it was over. Cofort ran her hands several tines

al ong Sinbad's back and sides, drawi ng a runbling purr
fromhim She touched her lips to the top of his head, then
| ooked up at the Cargo-apprentice. "You did well to stop
the bl eeding as quickly as you did. O herw se, we night
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have had to transfuse him never a pl easant experience for
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an ani mal . "
"He'l'l be all right now?" Thorson inquired anxiously.

"He should be. Doctor Tau will want to | ook hi mover

tonorrow ...

"It's rarely beneficial to the patient to change good Me-
dics md-treatnent,"” Craig interjected. "lI'mavail able for
consul tation, naturally, but Sinbad' s getting excellent care

fromhis present physician."

"Thank you, Doctor." Tau's coment was as much an
assurance to the Queen's crew, a public affirmation of her
skill, as an acknow edgnment of her right to treat as the first

Medi ¢ on the scene.

Rael took the cat from Thorson. "What this poor little |ad
needs right nowis a nice, confortable, warmbed for the
night. You won't mnd himsharing yours, will you, Dane?"

"No. Sinbad often bunks with ne." He liked the com

pany and the feel of life-warmed fur beside him but he
sighed inwardly when the torn, as if on cue, junped from
her arnms onto the bunk and settled hinmself, head on pil-
low, right inits center with al nost mathematical precision
He woul d not have the heart to shift his guest tonight, and
if Sinbad did not nove of his own accord, he woul d have

to spend the renmi nder of the sleep period pretzeled

around their wounded def ender.

That probability was equally apparent to those of his
shi pmat es who had pushed into his snall cabin, although
given the circunstances they refrained fromribbing him

openly.
Rael's eyes were still dancing with the | aughter she had
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not yet screened when they nmet the Captain's and found
the sane nmerrinment nirrored there

It lasted but an instant, then the cold solar steel returned
to them Jellico strode out into the corridor. "Let's have a
| ook at what's left of his opponent."

"A port rat," R p Shannon infornmed him
the size of it! Sinbad got off lightly."

and, space,

The whol e crew was gathered there, as was inevitable on
a ship as small as the So7ar Queen when an event of note
occurr ed.

Jellico knelt beside the invader's corpse, not touching it
but studying it with an interest that overrode his innate
Terran distaste for the creatures. "The beast can't be

bl amed for fighting well for its life."
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Cofort smiled her approval, but her eyes were dark when
they rested on the animal. "No," she agreed. "There was nho
real contest, though, not once Sinbad got it cornered."

"He was lucky all the same. It was big enough to have
done even nore danage than it inflicted.”

"Canuche grows thembig," she told him "and they're

all over this town, what with the space- and seaports, the
war ehouse conpl exes serving them and Happy Cty. W'l
have to put up nesh nets whenever the hatch is open if

we' ve got a netal set, and even then, we'll be fortunate not
to ship a few. The Roving Star lifted with a pair the |ast
time we were on-world. —Aggressive little beggars, too,

and smart enough to duck nost traps. It was the cats who
finally took themfor us, at the cost of sone skin."

No one received that piece of information with any sense
of pleasure. If humankind had intentionally carried Terra's
felines into space, other, |ess desirable denizens of the
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nmot her pl anet had foll owed of their own accord. Few

wor | ds i ndeed anong those first settled, before the advent
of the Federation's stringent pest control regulations, had
been fortunate enough to escape a visit fromthe tough,
incredi bly adaptable rat, and where that col oni zi ng speci es
came it generally stayed.

Qddly enough, rats had rarely w ought the ecol ogica

havoc that had marked their spread on Terra. Rather, they
had concentrated their activities in and around the dwell -
i ngs and ot her establishments of their ancient hosts and
adversaries. Sonetines they grew | arger than prototype,
nmore often smaller under the pressures and differences of
their new environnments, but invariably they were a prob-
lem Mostly, they were readily nmanageable; in a few unfor-
tunate cases, where the rodents had either not been

det ected qui ckly enough or had mnyopically been ignored,
they had devel oped into a scourge threatening the very

exi stence of the colony itself.

"We'll do what we can to keep themout, if only to save

Si nbad anot her battering," the Captain prom sed. "Now,

di spose of this thing, Thorson, and let's get back to our
bunks for what's left of the night. W'll have plenty to do
t omorrow besi des sl eepi ng the norning away. "

7

Rael wrinkled her nose in distaste as she stepped through
the Queen's hatch out onto the boarding ranp. Canuche of
Halio was a highly industrialized world with a great dea

of heavy manufacturing and chemi cal processing Every

tame she cane here, she found the stink of the atnosphere
harder to take. Fortunately, it was only unpl easant and not
actually detrinental to one's health, however much it of-
fended her sensibilities. Also fortunately, she had never
been forced to remain very |long on-world. Teague had
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al ways just stopped off to pick up a few supplies and lifted
of f again as quickly as he coul d.

"Where do we go first?" she inquired of her conpani ons
She and the three apprentices had been given the day to
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take care of personal business and also to get a feel for the
pl anet. Their officers would be expecting a report from

each of themon various topics relating to their respective
specialties when they returned that evening.

"The supply depot,"” At told her. "This is the first time
since we took on that mail run that we've been near one,
and we all have gear that needs replacing.”

Dane fervently seconded that statenent in his own

m nd. When he had joined the SoJar Queen, he had been

fresh out of Training Pool, physically still sonewhat a boy.
Since then, he had added nuscl e, gaining breadth of shoul -
der and chest. At this point, all his clothing was stretched
tightly over his body and woul d not have gone on him at

all had it not been for Frank Mura's efforts with a needle.
He woul d be glad to be rid of the Iot even though replacing
everything would put a nasty hole in his already snall

store of credits.

A coupl e of hours later, the four left the Trade depot in
good spirits. The nmen were wearing sonme of their pur-
chases and carrying the rest. Only Rael was unburdened.
She had cone on board well supplied, and she inforned

her conpani ons that she was hol ding her spare credits for

t he market.

"Let's drop off the loot," Shannon suggested, "and see

about sone real, honest-to-goodness food. —You're the
expert, Rael, since none of the rest of us has been on
Canuche before. Any suggestions? Sonepl ace good in

Happy Cty maybe?"
"Not there," she declared flatly. "They've got marvel ous

restaurants in the northern section, right enough, but we
woul dn't want to try paying for a neal in one of those

"This is a working person's planet. Let's just take a
transport to any of the factory areas, preferably near the big
pl ants down by the waterfront. We'll find plenty of eateries
around there, not fancy and the food's plain, but it's real,
it's good, there's a lot of it, and it's reasonably priced."

"Lead on, good Doctor," Ali told her with an exaggerat ed
flourish of his hand. "W can al ways escort the children
through Happy City later on and show t hem sonet hi ng of
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Canuche's seanier side."

She frowned. "That's the |ocals' playground. W' ve got

no guarantee that any of its delights are safe. Trade has
bl ackl i sted the ganmbling altogether. Space hounds have
been made the mark too often in there.”

"Do we ook like total innocents?" Kam | demanded

archly. "Besides, no one's suggesting that we venture there
at night. Apart fromthe big restaurants, nost of the place'l
be shut down. It won't hurt to have a quick | ook around as
long as we stick together." He said that |ast seriously. There
were many areas in the gal axy where strangers were better
advi sed not to wander al one, Canuche's pleasure districts,
with Happy City at the top of the list, anong them At |east,
runor had it that an occasional tranmp spacer had gone

there for a night's enjoynent and had not returned to ship
or conrades agai n.

Dane soon tired of Happy City. It nmight sparkle with ex-
citement at night when all its lights were ablaze and its
streets and buildings were alive with people bent on find-
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ing their particular definition of fun, but now, as Ai had
predicted, nost of the area was closed tightly while the
greater part of its denizens slept away the hours of Hallo's
light. It |ooked dingy and tawdry and also a little sad, |ike
a hope just beginning to fade.

Canuche permitted bawdry, ganing, and the sale for use
outside the hone of the many |egal intoxicants, but strictly
limted the areas in which such commerce could be con-

ducted. The result was a series of pleasure districts, one for
each of the provinces into which the big planet was di-

vi ded.

There was no need to conceal the nature of Happy Cty's
maj or industries, and no attenpt was made to do so. Every

bl ock had one, and usually several, scarlet-fronted erotic
houses with their posters of provocative synbols describ-
ing the conpany and substances to be found within. Inter-
spersed anong these were a bew | dering number of

dri nki ng and snoking establishnents, all featuring both
live entertai nment and ganbling. Some offered facilities for
dancing and food as well, the latter limted to |ight dishes
geared to the desires of people whose main interest was in
consum ng products of another sort or to those wanting

somet hing to nibble while watching a show or taking a

brief break fromtheir exploration of the various haunts of
the region. A few would al so provide chanbers where

darker products could be purchased and used away from

the prying eyes of the local police and the Stellar Patrol

The remai ni ng bui |l di ngs housed strai ght dining places,

the nore pretentious of which called thensel ves restau-
rants. Those, too, were closed, and fromthe | ook of them
he was glad their guide had steered themto that eatery
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down by the waterfront. He doubted they would have
found nuch of a spacer's definition of either quantity or
quality in any of these.

That woul d not be true once they reached the northern
section, of course, with its legitinate theaters and fine
restaurants, but none of those were priced to attract the
pat ronage of apprentices fromsmall rimFree Traders.

Thor son shook his head. The existence of the facilities
around them was hardly cause for amazenent. Every

spaceport of any significance provided simlar services, all
careful ly supervised for the protection of reasonably cau-
tious spacers. The concentration of them and the sheer size
of the district was sonething el se for one accustomed from
his youth to the al most ascetic standards of the Pool. Gut

| evel, he found this whol esal e dedication to raw physica
anusenent a little disconcerting and nore so the realiza-
tion that Happy City was not unique in the universe. Many

pl anets shared the same legal attitude toward the activities
pursued here, and just about every one of them sported
simlar areas, all nmore or |ess notorious. Were excess was
expected, and encouraged, it usually occurred.

Al'l at once, his mnd snapped back fromthe contenpl a-

tion of the cultural phenonenon of the pleasure district to
fix on their inmredi ate surroundings. He stiffened as he did
so. There were few |locals on the streets, but his party was
drawi ng an unconmmon anount of interest fromthose who

wer e about.

To be nore precise, Rael Cofort was attracting it. The
time they had spent living and working together on the
SoJor Queen had bred a famliarity that had blunted his
awar eness of the Medic's beauty. Canucheans were not so
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blinded, and to their way of thinking, there was but one
reason why so pretty a wonman shoul d be wanderi ng
around a region like this.

The sane held true for a particularly handsonme man.
Ah, too, was receiving sone close scrutiny.

Thorson could feel his tenper rising and also his con-

cern. Sure, the four of them coul d defend thensel ves

agai nst the single or couple of individuals they encoun-
tered, but those one or two had friends, doubtless wthin
easy call. There was precious little anyone could do agai nst
a mob except hope to outrun it.

H s fear eased in the next nmoment. It was inevitable that
they should attract attention. The fact that they were obvi-
ous strangers would in itself ensure that they were noticed.
Ali and Rael nerely increased their conspi cuousness. They
were a singularly handsone pair by any standard that

appreci ated even narginally the Terran prototype, and in

a place where beauty was routinely bartered, they had to
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expect cl ose scrutiny.

There woul d be no trouble, not as |long as they con-

duct ed themnsel ves circumspectly, at |east not at this hour,
while Happy City was quiet and its patrons unfired by

chem cal s and the nighttinme excitenment of the place. They
were, after all, off-worlders, not merely outsiders. They
woul d not be expected to understand the nuances of ap-
propri ate behavior, nuch | ess to abide by them

Space hounds were no nore imune to that error than

were their surplanetary kindred, he had to adnmt in all
fairness. Alnbst to a one, they tended to regard the planet
bound with precisely the same overbl own, parochial toler-
ance. It was an odd prejudi ce when one considered it, and
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it applied al most exclusively to the various branches of
humanity originating on Terra—+aces and species with

other roots usually denanded nore exacting conpliance

with local custom wth far heavier penalties for failure—
but spacers, at least, had reason to be grateful that it ex-
isted. The attitude might in theory be a bit demeani ng, but
it did allow one to get on with the work at hand and

conduct business effectively on planets with restrictive
soci eties and noral or social codes strongly at variance
with those ruling the starl anes.

Rel axi ng again, Dane turned his attention back to the
silent, waiting city. They were passing one of the narrow
al | eys separating two outward-facing rows of buil dings,
and he paused a nonent to study it.

The | ong, deeply shadowed passage was |i ke any one of

the countl ess others they had seen on their informal tour

It was set exactly one step below the buildings lining it on
both sides and was paved or tarred with a snooth, dark

subst ance resistant to staining and capabl e of w thstanding
the heavy nmorning traffic engaged in the renoval of gar-
bage and other refuse and in the delivery of various sup-
plies.

He noted again that each establishnent seenmed to pos-

sess the ability to close off its own share of the alley by
means of high, retractable chain |link fences, all of which
were now drawn back in whole or part into their sheaths

to allow the various service vehicles ready access to the
entire passage. "Wy the fences?" he wondered al oud. He
could see no ready explanation for this apparently univer-
sal proprietary interest in these small, ugly patches of rea
estate.
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Al'i gave himone of his superior |ooks that still had the
power to irritate the starlight out of Dane. "Well, ny boy,"
he pontificated, "consider the nunber of people, many of
themtotal strangers, frequenting these worthy pal aces of
entertainnent. Quite, a few of those individuals would
probably like to enjoy the delights of the house and then
quietly depart with their store of wealth intact. The pro-
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prietors are doubtless unsynpathetic to such initiative and
nmost |ikely reason that a forest of high fences will render
a qui ck dash out the back door ineffectual."

"Why all the chain, then?" Thorson inquired, refusing to
let the other annoy him "A solid metal barrier of this
hei ght' d be harder to scale, especially by soneone who'd

had a few "
"Spare us, Ali!" Rael pleaded, |aughing. "A straight
reply really will do just nicely.”

The Engi neer-apprentice started to scow but then
merely shrugged. "Actually, | don't know the answer to

that one," he confessed.

"It's so the Canuchean police and the Patrol can see at a

gl ance what's happeni ng when they go by, which they do
frequently and on an irregular schedul e," she informnmed

them "That's why a mininumanount of lighting s re-

quired as well. Drunks still get rolled, I'msure, and trouble-
some or slow paying patrons worked over, but this does

hel p to keep a reasonabl e hatch on such practices."

As she was speaki ng, Dane noved closer to the wall to
study the nechani smof the fence. Hi s conpanions started
to join him but Rael quickly stepped back again. "Space,

what a stink!"
Ali cleared his throat. "Wth the volunme of drinking and
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m xi ng of substances,"” he said delicately, "a certain efflu-
viumis to be expected around the back door."

"All right, Ali," R p Shannon interjected. "W get the
picture."

Kam | grinned at his conpanion's squeam shness but

followed the others readily as they hastened to nove away
fromthe shabby yard. He had not been aware of any partic-
ularly unpleasant snell until Cofort had nentioned it, but
once she did, he caught it as well, a nuskiness tinged with
amoni a.

The four paused when they reached the front of the
establishnent, a drinking bar called the Red Garnet. It was
open, not mnerely undergoing a cleaning and set-up for the
ni ght ahead but apparently inviting trade.

"How about having a | ook?" Dane surprised hinself

with the question. The whol e pleasure district repul sed
him nore strongly the |longer he remained in it, but he was
curious, too. Dam it, he wanted to see the inside of that
pl ace or of some other like it.

The Engi neer-apprentice hesitated. They were at |iberty,
but he had a feeling that did not include permssion to
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patroni ze anything in Happy City beyond a straight restau-
rant. "If we go in, we'll be expected to buy . "

"Not all of us," Rael cut in sharply.

Kam|'s brows raised. "Gve ne tinme. Doctor. | was about
to say that only two of us should order. The others won't.
Does that neet your approval ?"

She nodded curtly. "Aye. It's probably unnecessary,
but . . ."

"Precisely, Doctor. Were Trade bl acklists part of an
operation, let the wi se space hound beware the rest. —

68 Andre Norton & PM Giffin

Now t hat we've settled on our strategy, we need only

choose our two drinkers. 1I'll pass. Thorson's one since this
excursion is his idea. Wat about you to keep himcom

pany, Cofort?"

"No thank you," the Medic responded coolly.
"You don't drink. Doctor?" he asked snpothly.
"Not in dives like this!"

"Shannon, then, since you don't feel adventurous."

Ali smiled to hinself, pleased to have been able to pene-
trate Cofort's armor sufficiently to get a rise out of her. No
one appreciated a person's right to create defenses nore

than he did, or the right to keep quiet about the reasons for
doi ng so, but Rael Cofort's were so good that finding a few
chinks in themwas a sort of arelief, as if it confirned her

basi ¢ humanity.

Dane felt sorry he had suggested coming inside as soon as

he stepped through the door. The Red Garnet was j ust

anot her bar where people cane to do serious drinking. It

was not particularly attractive, and it presented no features
of special interest. Even the bustle of life and tal k that
woul d enliven the single big roomlater were absent now.

The set-up process was well under way, and tables were
bei ng maneuvered back into place on the freshly scrubbed
floor by a hal f-dozen burly nmen. The chairs were stil
stacked along the walls one atop the other in groups of six.

At that point, the bartender | ooked up fromarranging his
gl asses and spotted the Free Traders. "W're open, space
hounds. Wat'll it be?"
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"A couple of beers for the children, here," A responded
lightly, seeing the nman's cl ose-set eyes begin to narrow at
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their apparent hesitation, "then we'll really have to stop
pl ayi ng and get back to the ship, or we'll be spending the
rest of our time on-world scrubbing tubes."

That | ast had been addressed to his two mal e conrades.
Ri p recogni zed his nmove to ease potential tension and
answered hi mappropriately, then he and Thorson stepped
up to the bar to confirmthe order.

They were served qui ckly. Shannon sipped the gol den
liquid. "This is good," he averred.

The Canuchean nade a sarcastic bow to acknow edge

the surprised conpliment. "A local brew," he informed

them "We export a lot of it. You nmight mention the fact to
some of your pals around the spaceport. W'd all like to see
a fewnore off-world faces in Happy City."

He collected their credits and went back to his previous
occupation with the glasses, but the spacers could see that
he did not take his small, sharp eyes off them

Neither did any of the roustabouts, or whatever their rea
occupation mght be. "If this were an adventure tape," R p
whi spered to the Cargo-apprentice, "we'd all be shang-

hai ed before this scene was pl ayed out."

"I know," Dane responded glumy. "This wasn't one of
my better ideas."

Shanghai ed. The term had come with Terrans into space

and was recogni zed throughout the starlanes although it

was so old that its origin had | ong since been forgotten, i
Except possibly by Van Rycke. The Cargo-Master was a I
storehouse of odd |lore. ]

That m ght not be so far fromtheir hosts' ninds, either, '<
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he thought darkly, even if they did not quite dare to act on
it. Both Cofort and Kami| were coming in for nore of the
same kind of study they had received on the street but far
more openly and nore intently. No legitimte erotic house
woul d touch such captives with a |long-range tractor, but
doubt | ess there were a nunber of |ess scrupul ous opera-
tions in the district. Maybe the wide staircase to his right
led not only to the ganbling roonms but to an unlicensed
facility of that nature as well.

If so, and the on-worlders noved successfully, he and
Rip would wind up on the bottom of the bay .

He glanced at Kanil. If the black-haired apprentice was
worried, he gave no sign of it. Thorson did his best to
imtate the engineer's air of ease. He knew he was probably
just building trouble out of nothing but his nerves, but it
woul d be best not to reveal any unease or weakness. That
initself could provoke an incident. They were outnum
bered, and it might not be easy to fight their way out of
her e.

Rael Cofort remmi ned standing cl ose beside Ali. She had
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quickly lost interest in the scene at the bar. She did not |ike
the Red Garnet and wanted nothing better in that nonent

than to get out of the big roomas quickly as possible. —
Wul d those two never swallow their beers?

Her hand cl osed convul sively around her throat. She felt
as if she were choking.

Her medical training kicked in when she felt the race of
her pul se through the arteries. Spirit of Space, what was
wrong? Her body, driven by sone subconsci ous warning,

was terrified. What was triggering this panic?

She fought to master herself but could not drive off the
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horri bl e eagerness filling her, a hunger, as if the roomitself
were a great maw seeking to devour themall.

Her left hand gripped her conpanion's arm "Ali, let's
get out of here. Now. Please!"

Cofort's nerve broke with that, and she bolted for the
door.

Her flight gal vani zed the Canucheans. They strai ghtened
and began to nove in on the of f-worl ders.

Thorson instinctively drew cl oser to his remaining com
rades and braced hinself. Two to one. Bad odds in them

sel ves, and a couple of their opponents had drawn knives,
long, thin assassin's blades that could readily slip between
a victims ribs or thrust into his back to sever the spina
cord. Al three Traders were unarned

Not quite, he saw suddenly. Kami| had unhooked a

Il ength of chain fromhis belt. Attached to one end of it was
a broad double ring padded to provide a secure grip and act
as a shield for the wielder's own hand. The other ended in
three wickedly curved cl awns.

Ali smiled coldly as he swng the chain before himwth
practiced ease. The on-worl ders gave ground. That devilish
weapon was as readily recognized in the back alleys of the
ultrasystemas were their own knives, and it was a |ight

year nore feared

Dane swal | oned hard. The Engi neer-apprentice had sur-
vived the Crater War and its aftermath. He never discussed
those dark years, but he had just shown them one of the
means by which he had managed to do it.

Wth Kanil acting as rear guard, the off-worlders quickly
made their retreat to the street and fell back in the direction
fromwhich they had come until they reached the alley
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once nore. Rael Cofort was waiting for themthere, and the
three glared furiously at her.

"Hold up," Ali ordered. "They won't follow us now that
we're on the street.”

"What's to stop thenP" Shannon inquired in a tight
whi sper.

"They' |l stay put," he assured him "As it stands, it's our
word agai nst theirs. They never verbally threatened us, and
both sides pulled equally illegal weapons. To cap it off,
there's a Canuchean police station halfway up the bl ock

We raise a ruckus, and the law will swarmall over the | ot
of us."

"They could call ahead, arrange to have us back-all eyed
somepl ace. "

"Precisely why we don't want themto see which way we
went. They'll never inmagine we'd be so stupid as to |inger
around then- own back door." He believed and fervently
hoped.

As he spoke, Kami| casually, or seeningly casually, re-
hooked the deadly chain to his belt. Dane shivered in his
heart. The ol der apprentice had worn the thing so naturally
that neither of his shipmates had even noticed it, though he
supposed any of the senior officers probably would have

done so and confiscated it. Traders, Free or Conpany, went
arnmed only in situations of open peril and only at the
conmmand of their officers, and Canuche of Halio was sup-
posed to be a highly respectabl e pl anet.

He turned his attention to other matters, to one specific
matter. H s eyes fixed on the Medic.

Ali beat his conrades to challenging her. "Wat in all
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the hells did you think you were doi ng?" he demanded.
"Do you know what you caused in there?"

"I"'msorry," she said in a voice so low as to be scarcely
audi bl e.
"That doesn't quite pull it," he told her bluntly.

Cofort's nmouth tightened. He was entitled to an expl ana-
tion. All three of themwere. "Sonething was really wong

in there. | don't know what the danger was or how i mmedi -
ate it was to us, but it was all around us." Her eyes cl osed.

"By all | revere, it was there .
Dane spat out Van Rycke's favorite expletive, but the

Engi neer-apprentice silenced himwith a sharp wave of his
hand. Kanil gave the woman a strange look. "If you'd told
me that, Doctor," he said, "I'd have lit ny burners and
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gotten us out a lot sooner with a lot Iess trouble."

Rip | ooked at himin surprise but kept out of the discus-

sion. \Watever had sparked Cofort's flight, she had not |ied
about her fear. That was still with her, or sone part of it
was. She appeared normal at first glance, but the pupils of

her eyes were fully dilated, huge and round |ike those of a

cat in nmortal terror. Alnost despite hinmself, he felt sorry for

her .
He | ooked about the alley for some distraction to draw

his shipmates' attention away from her for a few nonents.
"They actually do take pains to wash the place down occa-
sionally," he ventured in the end since he could find noth-
ing better to say. "At least, that step nearest us and part of

the surface around it have been scrubbed."

The Medic's hand flew to her mouth. "Spirit of Space!"
she whi spered. "Sweet.Spirit ruling space!"
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The others stared at her as if she had suddenly started a
conversation with the Wi sperers.

"VWhat's the matter now?" Thorson denanded testily.
Sonething definitely was. Rael's eyes, already too |arge,
| ooked enornous, and her face had drai ned conpletely of
col or.

"No one washes a step and three feet to one side of it.
You do the whole thing, or you don't start the job at all."

She was trenbling slightly, but she nade hersel f peer
even nore closely at the place where her eyes were already
riveted.

Sonet hing white seenmed to be jammed into the crack

where the single step nmet the pavenent. "Look! They
must' ve missed that." Her back straightened. "W'll need
it if I'min the right starlane."”

Dane's eyes narrowed. Despite her terror of a nonent

before and her distaste for the place, Cofort obviously in-

tended to fetch the little scrap. "Stay put. I'll get it." He felt
like a dammed fool trying to play the hero out of sone

ridi cul ous adventure tape, but Rael had been scared and

probably still was, even if she was hiding it now It would

not be right to force her to go in there when he had no

qual ns at all about doing so.

Her fingers closed on his armw th vise-tight urgency.
"Dane, no! We're not even arned!"

She forced the panic out of her voice. "I'm probably just
bei ng Whi sperers' bait, but it's ny idea . "

"What's goi ng on here?"

The four spacers whirled about. Absorbed as they had
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been, they had failed to notice the nearly silent approach
of the flier now parked on the wal kway behind them Two
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men wearing the black and silver of the Stellar Patrol were
standi ng beside it.

"The Patrol!" Rael exclained in patent relief. "Praise

what ever gods rul e Canuche! |'d rather have you | ads take
this than the locals. There's no know ng how they stand

with the owners of this place.”

The pair were uni npressed. "Just what are you four
doi ng back here?" the agent who had chal |l enged them a
Sergeant, denmanded even nore sharply.

"I believe that white object over there's a pretty daming

pi ece of evidence. W were going to collect it and bring it

to you people before it disappeared. It'I|l be gone for sure by
this time tonorrow, if not a whole | ot sooner."

"Right," he said unsynpathetically. "How about telling
us what sort of crime it's supposed to betray?”

"Murder. Brutal, particularly horrible, nmultiple mnur-
der."

9

Al five men stared at the Medic. "Miurder?" There was a
new shar pness in the Patrol - Sergeant's voi ce.

Rael shook her head. She had herself well in hand now.
Wth the responsibility that rested on her, she could not
afford a show of panic that woul d weaken and in all proba-
bility annihilate her hope of convincing the necessary au-
thorities to take her bizarre and very repugnant theory

seriously. "I want to talk to your commander. This could
be a big operation with some fairly inportant people in-
vol ved. "

The agent nodded. "We'll play it your way, space hound,
but if this is sone sort of joke, trust that you won't be
| aughi ng when our old |l ady gets through with you."
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"Do | look particularly anused, Sergeant?"

"No," he admitted. "That you do not. —Keil, collect our
"evidence,' and let's light our burners back to headquar-
ters.”

Dane saw Cofort stiffen and felt his own stonach tighten,

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Redline%20the%20Stars.txt (40 of 168) [1/17/03 1:24:53 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Redline%20the%20Stars.txt

but the Yeoman was back again in a matter of seconds

wi t hout m shap. Once nore, he felt foolish, and he shot the
worman a qui ck, sharp |ook. Wat in space or beyond it was
she thinking, and, nmore to the point, in what kind of stellar
mess had she involved themall?

Hats!" Patrol - Col onel Ursula Cohn's blue-gray eyes fixed
the younger woman in no friendly fashion. "That's somne
tale you expect us to believe, Doctor Cofort."

"I hope I'mwong, Colonel, for the sake of the unknown
nunber of men and maybe wonmen who | think died in that

wr et ched place," Rael replied evenly, "but | don't think I
am The evidence is circunmstantial, but it's there,"

"And you're the only one who happened to spot it, just
pi cked right up on it, a stranger to Canuche of Halio and

her ways?"
"My conrades can attest to the fact that ny sense of

snell is very acute. |'d been near heavy concentrations of
port rats before and knew the odor, but |'d never cone

across anything so perceptible as that at a distance in the
open air. There sinply wasn't a nundane expl anation to

account for it. If the beasts were present in sufficient num
ber to create a pack nest of the necessary size, they' d be all
over the city, to the point that they'd represent a severe and
i mredi ate threat to human survival. Commercial starships
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woul d certainly be warned off until they could be exter-

m nated. Since none of that was the case, | could only
deduce that a vast nunber of rodents were bei ng purposely
kept confined close by under anything but the cl eanest
conditions. There're no industries or legitinmate |aborato-
ries in Happy City as far as | knew to require the creatures,
nor could I imagine any experinenting on that scale. | was
conpletely baffled." Her nouth hardened. "Until Rip nen-
tioned the clean-up."

"d ean-up?"

"Your agents saw it. Nobody washes a step and a ragged
patch beside it."

"You or | wouldn't," the other corrected. "Navy-stan-

dard cleanliness is not a characteristic of those alleys.
Mostly, the worst ness is just scraped away to satisfy the
basic sanitary code."

"There woul d be nore than one nasty patch, wouldn't

there, after any nornmal night? There weren't any nore
scrubbed spots and no untouched nmesses that | saw, or any

ol der residue, either. To judge by that absence and the
pattern of frame stains, it |ooked |ike that whol e section of
the all ey had been cleaned, really gone over, in odd

pat ches at one tine or another over a considerable stretch

of tine."
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"So you canme up with a scenario to explain all the
anomal i es?"

The tawny-haired spacer nodded. "The notive | don't

know, but | can picture the events all too clearly. Sone

poor bastard meeting the criteria for a victimis gotten very
drunk and maybe drugged to render him or her, helpless

or sick and is pushed or flung out back the monent the
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police or Patrol have made a swing by the alley. The rats

are either waiting or are immedi ately rel eased. They've

obvi ously been accustoned to their work, and they're great
enough in nunber not to need much time to conplete it.

After a few minutes, they're recalled, mybe fed again as a
reward to ensure their speedy return, and the few renain-

ing scraps are swept up. There isn't even rmuch blood left,

and the pavenent doesn't absorb the stain, at least not if it's

mopped up qui ckly enough.”

"Yeonan Roberts went into the place and returned wth-
out trouble,"” Cohn pointed out.

"Naturally, though | was terrified for himat the tine.
The things couldn't be always on the | oose. Besides, they
have to be well fed to be kept under control and at the
necessary concentration. They wouldn't feel the need to be
out foraging in the daylight."

"It's a bit odd that none of the neighbors has noticed
anything amss if this has been going on for sone time as

you suggest, isn't it?"

Rael fixed her gaze on her tightly clasped hands. "A
single incident wouldn't take long. The thud of the victim
falling probably triggers the rodents. —It can't be the
openi ng of the door itself since that happens all the tine.
—There m ght be a nuffled screamif the poor wetch was
consci ous, sone thrashing, naybe, but little nore than

that. They'd work fast."

Her eyes glittered with a hard anger as cold as the depths
of interstellar space. "However, | do agree that total |ong-
term conceal nent woul d be inpossible. Those running the
swill joint across fromit have to be involved and probably
the staffs of the next one in fromeach of themas well. The
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third and fourth buildings on either side could be clean
They' re erotic houses. There wouldn't be much activity out
back fromthem and the wi ndows're either painted over or
shuttered. As for passersby or patrons inside, with the
general clanor, a bit nore just wouldn't be noticed, or
questioned if it were. It wouldn't be I|oud enough or | ast
| ong enough to make that nuch of an inpression.”
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"You've got all the answers, don't you?" The Col onel's
face was a mask, her eyes hard, alnost unblinking as they
bore into the Free Trader.

"No, unfortunately. As | said before, | can't supply the
nmotive, though | suppose it has to be greed. The invol ve-
ment of several establishnents rules out psychosis or ven-
geance unless they're all owned by one person. Even then,
he couldn't do it wi thout the know edge and active assi st-
ance of a good nunber of others."

"Who are you proposing for the victins?"

Rael shook her head. "No one definite, not without

knowi ng the why. They're probably nore or |ess al one,
peopl e whose presence wouldn't really be noticed in a

busy pl easure house and wi thout friends, or powerful
friends, to cause a stir about their disappearance, but the
very opposite nmight be true, at least in one or two in-
stances. —I just don't know "

The enotion she had been holding in check had nonen-

tarily gotten away from her, but the woman gripped herself
again in the next instant. "That's about it, Colonel. |I've told
you everything | can visualize that m ght be useful."

A knock caused her to glance back over her shoul der
The Patrol - Sergeant took a note fromthe Yeoman manni ng
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the desk outside and brought it to his commander. She
glanced at it, then called out permission to enter

Two nen strode into the already crowded room Rael's

spirit lightened at the sight of them Mceal Jellico and Jan
Van Rycke! She had no idea how they came to be here, but

she felt a galaxy easier in her mnd now that they were. A
really good Trade Captain/ Cargo-Master teamwas a force

to be reckoned with on any level, even by the ranking
officers of the rightly faned Stellar Patrol. Short as her term
of service aboard the So/or Queen had been, it was |ong
enough for her to recognize that these two were anong the
best in the starlanes. Their support would go a long way in
bol stering her cause ... if they believed her story.

The Captain cane to a stop before the Patrol com
mander's desk. "Jellico of the So/ar Queen," he told her.
"This is Van Rycke, my Cargo-Master."

"Patrol - Col onel Ursula Conn."

M ceal gazed coolly at his junior staff. "Wat have these
four shooting stars managed to stir up this tinme? Your agent
i nformed us that you're holding them here but that they're

not in trouble thensel ves."

"They're not unless they've dreaned up what they con-

ceive to be an el aborate joke, which," she added hastily,
forestalling an outburst of the anger she saw flash in Rael's
tired eyes, "I don't believe is the case. They may, on the
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ot her hand, be m staken. —Doctor Cofort, please repeat
what you've just told me. | have it all recorded., but I'd
prefer to hear it live again nyself."

The Medic conplied. Al though she felt drained and her
nerves seened stretched beyond the snappi ng point, she ;
i
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ewas encouraged by that request. It nmeant Cohn was giving
serious consideration to her theory.

She did not take nearly so long this time. There were no
i nterruptions, and her thoughts were fully organi zed and
consol i dat ed.

No one spoke for a few nonments after she had finished,
then the Patrol -Col onel pressed her hands on her desk as
if trying to shove the whole matter away fromher. "It
doesn't sound any less wild on the second hearing."

Jellico wal ked over to the chair where Rael was sitting

and lay his hands on her shoulders. Strength seened to

flow fromhim bracing her so that her shoul ders straight-

ened a little. "Whether she's right or navigating clear off the
charts," he declared flatly, "given their nature and the |logic
backi ng them Doctor Cofort had no noral or |egal option

but to report her suspicions."”

The ol der worman sighed. "No nore than | have any

option except to investigate her allegations." The spacer's
suggestion was nmad, vile, and an on-world police officer

m ght have dismissed it outright as sheer insanity, but the
Patrol had its file of atrocities; this would not even make
the list of its stellar entries. Considering what m snaned
humans had done to their fellows in the past—and not the
terribly distant past—t had to be viewed as well within the
real mof possibility.

"Then why are you hol ding us?" Ali demanded. He had

pi cked that up fromthe Captain's introductory conments,

and he recalled too clearly the treatment they had received
whi | e under suspicion of being part of a plague ship. It did
not sound at all good to him

"You four are staying out of sight until |'ve nade sone
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prelimnary arrangenents. | don't want any evi dence de-
stroyed before we can get our hands on it. If soneone
noticed my |ads picking you up by that alley, I'd as soon
let themimagine it had to do with a cargo or starship
question, snmuggling perhaps, and forget all about you
Slight though the chance mght be, | can't risk having a
menber of a conspiracy spot you on the | oose, nake sone
sort of connection, and start protecting his fins."

"Wy bother calling the Captain if that's the case?"
"Because the Stellar Patrol doesn't make a practice of
det ai ning i nnocent citizens incommuni cado indefinitely!"
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The surpl anetary transcei ver on her desk buzzed for her
attention. The Colonel listened for a couple of m nutes,
then thanked the caller on the other end.

She carefully deactivated it again and turned to those
crowdi ng her office. "That was the |ab," she reported som
berly. "Your evidence seens to be the real thing, Doctor

Cofort."

"Bone?"
She nodded. "Human, not |ong dead, and every part of

it is scratched and scored, as if by the action of numerous

smal |, very sharp teeth.”
10
"Not to tell you your business. Colonel," Van Rycke said

after an instant of grimsilence, "but it mght be advisable
to pay that alley a visit real soon."

"This very night, M. Van Rycke. Al of us." She nodded

when his brows rose. "I'mdeputizing you six. My com
mand's limted in nunber, and I'lI|l need the others el se-
where. —Keil, get us a |leg of ranbeef, a fine big one with

a long I ength of exposed bone."

Thorson frowned. "WIIl it work, Colonel Cohn? They've
killed recently, apparently. No matter how nanel ess their
victims, they'd still give thenmselves away if they did it too

frequently. If the rodents are caged

"We'll give it atry. I"'mputting credits down that the fal
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of a relatively heavy object on or near that step is the signa
that calls them If they respond in sufficient nunber, we've
got a good part of our case. If they don't, all we've lost is
a nice piece of meat. W're raiding those swill joints any-
way, and the erotic houses as well. If the port rats are there,
we'll find them If we're extrenely lucky, we may pick up

some docunentation as well, but I'mnot counting on that."

"You'll be able to get warrants so quickly?" Rael asked
in surprise. "Wth so little evidence of any sort?"

"W don't need any. Such niceties don't apply to Happy
City and its sister pleasure districts."

She saw the spacers' frowns and shrugged. "The Canu-

chean governnment doesn't approve of what goes on there.

The | awmakers were wi se enough to realize that an attenpt

to bar such activities outright would only result in driving
t hem under ground and open the way for a | ot nore be-

sides. By confining the questionable industries to fixed
areas, they can keep control over what does occur
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"Those who work in a pleasure district can, and often

do, reap large profits, but they all nust sign waivers accept-
i ng unannounced and possibly frequent searches of their

busi nesses and resi dences, which al so nust be | ocated

within the district.
"Actually, not many conplain. Mst stay only a few

years, make their pile, and run, and the legitimte concerns
do recogni ze that the policy hel ps keep some | ess scrupu-
lous folk relatively honest. The sale of raklick, crax, and a
hal f dozen other simlar poisons, the abuse of ninors,
grossly rigged ganming, plus all the violence that goes with
them woul d be ranpant wi thout strong, unremtting con-

trol, to the point that a large part of the current clientele
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woul d be frightened off. Needl ess to say, there's always
some of that going on, but it's at |east kept in check, espe-
cially with the stiff penalties handed out for engaging in
any of it."

"None of that's really Patrol work," Van Rycke pointed

out. The interstellar force was on Canuche of Halio, one of
this part of the Sector's better-devel oped planets, as a
check against smuggling and to provide assistance to any
ships coming into difficulty in the nearby starianes. They
shoul d not have a great deal to do with basically surplane-
tary affairs.

"No," she agreed, "apart fromwatching for attenpts to

import controlled substances. The | ocal police nornally

take care of Happy City, though we're |l egally enpowered

to do so as well. W'll prow around in a slack period to see
that visiting space hounds don't get into or cause trouble,
but that's about the usual extent of our on-world activities.
We step in when we're asked, of course, or if we happen to
spot sonet hing that | ooks am ss. O herw se, we |eave
Canuchean business to the Canucheans."

Halio was well set by the tine the flier left headquarters.
Rael Cofort was in the backseat, jammed between Jellico

and Thorson. Col onel Cohn and Yeonan Keil Roberts were
inthe front, the latter at the controls. Their conrades had
|l eft sone nminutes earlier under the Sergeant's conmand,

also in a civilian-type nmachine, to approach froma differ-
ent direction. Those who would nove in on the swill joints
and erotic houses thensel ves were either already in place

or would be so shortly. The spacers had seen none of them
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The others were waiting for them conceal ed by the deep
shadows, when the flier reached its destination a few m n-
utes later. Their vehicle had nerely dropped themoff a
coupl e of blocks back and returned to headquarters.

Keil frowned. The alley behind all four of the suspect
drinking establishnents was in total darkness. "W have
themon lighting violations anyway," he said in an al nost
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soundl ess whi sper to his commander

Cohn nodded absently as she and her comnpanions in the

rear slipped fromthe flier. She could, see a little, thanks to
the weak illum nation provided by the erotic houses far-

ther in. The fences were extended al ong the whol e of the
passageway, all save those that should divide the space of

each of the suspect buildings fromthat of the others. So.

What ever was goi ng on here, and she could not doubt that
sonmething fairly extraordinary was, the swill joints were

i ndeed in partnership, or at least actively cooperating with

one anot her.

Music filled the air, blaring fromevery establishnment,
drowni ng out the nore readily confined babble of voices.

Not hi ng noved out here. It was too early yet for the first

| oads of refuse to be dragged outside for norning pickup
and far too soon for drunks to be seeking air or to unload
the contents of their abused stonmachs. Certainly, she could
see no small, noving, furry things

"Al'l right, M. Thorson," she whi spered, handing him
the twenty-two-pound ranmbeef | eg she had been guardi ng.
"You | ook like you' ve got the strongest arm anong our
junior menbers, not to nention the greatest height by an
inch or two. Hop up that fence and give this a good toss
i nside."
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"Nol "

She gl anced sharply at the Cargo-Master. "M . Van
Rycke?"

"Look at that fence!"

The Patrol officer's nouth hardened as she realized what
he meant. "Thank you, M. Van Rycke," she said quietly.

"I"'msorry, M. Thorson. | don't know how nuch of a
charge that thing carries, but if you had been injured or
worse, the guilt would' ve been mine. —Whatever about

Doctor Cofort's theory, these sons of Scythian apes are
i nvol ved in sonme strange business, and it's neither clean
nor small."

She gl anced at their vehicle. "Keil, bring the flier over
here. He can throw it fromthe hood."

"I could just fly over and drop it,"
gest ed.

the Yeoman sug-

"No. We'd be begging to be seen. Keep outside the fence.
W' re taking enough of a chance as it is. Nothing vanishes
faster than solid evidence."

The machi ne's body m ght be that of any civilian craft of

the sane general type, but its innards were all service
standard. It started and noved with barely a whisper,

hardly sufficient sound for themto catch although they

were instinctively straining to detect the slightest noise. It
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woul d not give them away unl ess soneone actually cane
or | ooked outside, and if that happened, they were be-
trayed anyway.

Jellico tensed as if for battle as Dane scranbled onto the
rounded hood. The vehicle rose snmoothly until it was |eve
with the top of the wall, then hovered there. Thorson cau-
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tiously rose to his knees, his spacer's bal ance hol ding him
in place as he prepared to make his cast.

M ceal glanced at the woman beside him Rael Cofort

was standing straight and perfectly still. She seened ut-
terly alone in this nmoment of testing, and as he had done
in the Patrol -Colonel's office, he placed his hand on her
shoul der, this tinme only one hand. The other grasped the
hilt of his blaster.

He could feel the tension in her. In the next few seconds,

her story m ght or mght not be verified. That in itself was
enough to draw the nerves taut, and if it did prove out, they
coul d conceivably find thensel ves facing the sane dire

peril that had clainmed the owner of that pitiful scrap of
gnawed bone and an uncount ed nunber of others before

him She had to be afraid, she who had the power to

envision all this. The rest of them were.

No, he thought, he wonged the Medic in that, or

wronged her in good part. He had | earned sonething of her
by that tine. Rael was certain in her own mnd of the
accuracy of her deductions and had the inagination to
appreciate very clearly the potential consequences of forc-
ing this confrontation, but she was al so thinking of the
victinms who had been taken in the trap they were trying to
break and of those who would follow if she failed to prove
her case tonight.

Dane nade his throw There was a sharp crack as the big
bone protruding fromthe neat struck the pavenment beside
the step.

Jellico slowy drew his weapon. Like those of the others,
it was set at broad beamto slay to provide the greatest
possi bl e defense. He gl anced once nore at Rael and nod-
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ded in satisfaction. She, too, had her weapon at ready in
her hand.

Determ nation hardened in him If the worst happened,

if they found thensel ves facing the horde they had cone to
detect and could then not fight their way free, he would see
to it that this woman nmet a clean death and then give that
sanme grace to as nany nore of his conpanions as he could

bef ore bei ng brought down hinself. That responsibility,

too, lay upon a starship Captain ..

For several interm nable seconds, there was no re-
sponse, then an irregular stain of deeper darkness flowed,
flooded, out fromthe base of the building. A cluttering
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squeal, as if issuing sinultaneously froma hundred thou-
sand small throats, acconpanied the charge. In the next
nmonment, the bait was covered.

"Let's have the beans,"” Ursula commanded in a tone

hushed as nmuch by horror as by the need to conceal their
presence.

The flier's lights m ght have penetrated the Federation's
worst hell. There before them was a nouse-brown sea of
withing, struggling bodies, all snarling and fighting to
reach the inpossibly inadequate bounty that had sum
moned t hem

A nyriad on the outer fringes turned to face the intrud-
ers, fixing themw th baleful, red-reflecting eyes, crue
fangs exposed in a desire that needed no comon tongue
to transl ate.

The outernost rodents came for the humans but stopped

again as if at a wall a couple of inches fromthe fence. There
they remai ned, stym ed, access to the ranbeef denied by

the mass of their fellows, frustrated in their hunger to claim
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the greater feast beyond by the well-known power of the
fence.

"That explains why it's electrified,” Cohn nuttered.

She brought the transceiver clutched in her left hand to

her lips. "The rats are here," she said tersely to the raiders
awaiting her order. "Go on, but in the name of all we

revere, be careful when you hit the cellars. These things

came out of there. They may go back in, and there m ght be
still nore of themwaiting down there."

11

The crew of the Sol ar Queen crowded into the ness the
following morning to hear their Captain's sumary of the
report he had just received from Ursula Cohn

"... The Patrol got everything they needed—+ecords and

live rats, four-legged and plenty of the biped variety just
begging to sing in order to save their own hides, if only to
spend the remai nder of their days in the galactic pen

"It was as nasty an operation as |'ve ever heard de-
scribed. There's a |ot of gem m ning on Canuche, appar-
ently, nostly md-quality anethysts and garnets with an
occasional small sunstone thrown in to keep the prospec-
tors dream ng. Everything's mnor scale, one or two guys
roam ng around the mineral country and | easing clains for
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a couple of years, then coming in with the take. No one

ever gets enough to make a | arger or nore conpl ex opera-
tion economically feasible, but the total is a wel come addi -
tion to the stocks of the |local gem merchants, even without
the odd sunstone. The stones facet nicely and can be
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priced | ow enough to be readily affordable by the bul k of
the | aboring people, who forma steady market for them"

"Maybe we should keep that in mnd and bring a snal

stock of sem precious material back with us if we plan a
return visit," Van Rycke said half to hinmself. "But go on,
M ceal . What do a few not particularly exciting gemnstones
have to do with nurder by rat?"

"They can't be eaten," he responded grimy. The Captain

mar shal ed his thoughts. "The prospectors fall into two

general types. The npbst common are those who work at it

for a few years, then take the noney and use it to conplete
their education, stake a business start, or finance a trading
venture or sone personal dream The rest are the perpetua
drifters, not nuch different fromtheir counterparts

t hroughout the Federation, marginal folk, many of themin
their mddle years or older, forever talking of striking a big
pocket of sunstones and retiring, in luxury but |acking any
real purpose or concrete anbition. Sone eventually do

save a good bit, enough for themto finally | eave the work
confortably fixed, but nost're content to mine their clains
until their |eases expire, sell off the rights, and use nobst of
the credits to pick up another, then blow the better part of
what ever renains on a week-long fling in Happy Cty or

one of the other pleasure districts."

"The prospectors were the targets?" Jasper Weks in-
qui red.

The Captain nodded. "The drifters, chiefly. The others

have plans for their gains and aren't about to spend or |ose
much on a binge. If they show up in Happy City at all, it's
with a very small squandering purse

"Most of the others aren't vacuumbrains, either. They

don't want to get back-alleyed for flashing a big roll after
they' ve been sanpling the local wares for a while. They
make sure they've secured a new | ease and have whatever
stones or credits they want to keep banked sonewhere safe
before they start to party.

"There are always the few, though, who insist on a cou-

ple of drinks or a smoke at once, as soon as they get their
hands on some credits, nuch to the joy of the unscrupu-

|l ous. It goes without saying that they usually w nd up
voluntarily tossing away or being relieved of everything
they have on them whatever their original intentions.

"About twelve years ago, the proprietor of the Red Gar-

net began to cast about for ways to capitalize on that partic-
ul ar source of income. First off, he assigned enpl oyees to
try to sniff out vul nerable prospectors at the |easing office
or, failing to carry themoff there, to trail themto another
establishment and lure them back to the Garnet.

"The next problemwas to keep themthere | ong enough

for themto hand over whatever credits they had. Accord-
ing to Col onel Cohn, npbst Canucheans want to sanple the
full spectrumof a pleasure district when they visit one,
move from one place to another, stretch out their fun as
much as possible. To counter that tendency, he brought his
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nei ghbors in on his plan. He knew he woul d have to do so
anyway if he was going to carry it to fruition. They were
already in partnership for inporting and distributing con-
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troll ed substances and riggi ng ganbling, so he knew he'd
have no troubl e convincing or working with them He kept
full control of the operation fromthe start and gradually

i ntroduced its grosser aspects.

"He realized fromthe outset, of course, that even with
gami ng he had few legitimte or semlegitimte nmeans of
getting at the stones his victinms mght be carrying, which
in nost cases formthe principal part of a prospector's
hoard. It's not permitted to accept them as paynent for any
goods or services in Happy City, and the police keep the
district crawming with spotters to catch any viol ations of

that rule.”
"Drunks can be back-all eyed," Shannon pointed out.

"Only so many before the authorities begin to establish

a pattern. However, if the victins can be made to vani sh

qui ckly, quietly, and conpletely, the operation could con-
ceivably go on indefinitely as long as the conspirators don't
get too greedy or overconfident and nmove too often or

wi t hout proper care."

"Twel ve years?" Dane whi spered
"Very nearly."

"The rats?"
"They were in it alnost fromthe start,’

he averred. "The

whol e cellar of the Red Garnet was given over to them

They were closely caged but had free access via ranps to

the alley, having been trained early to avoid the barrier of
the fences. Simlar guards defended the rest of the building
and the other conspirators' places. They were always wel |
enough fed to keep themwilling to remain and accept the
confinement. The only tines feeding was cut back were the
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two periods each year when | eases cane due and prospec-
tors were in town in nunber,”

Craig was frowning. "That's still an awful |ot of people
in on a very black secret. The bosses | accept, but all those
underlings? For that span of tinme?"

"Control was no problem" Jellico told himgrimy, "not

with raklick and a couple of the old opiates to tighten the
| eash, and if anyone seened likely to rebel after learning a
bit too much, well, the rats would have full bellies that

ni ght.
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"I't looks like only the four swill joints were involved, by
the way. The erotic houses both appear to be clean."

He eyed Rael sonberly. "You'll get a Patrol comenda-

tion for your part in this and maybe one from Trade as well.
Those runors of spacers vani shing now and then in Happy
City have taken on a new significance in the |ast severa
hours." Particularly for Jan Van Rycke, he thought grimy.
An ol d Pool conrade of his, a |loner, never very successful,
had been anong those thought to have di sappeared in that

wr et ched hol e.

She shuddered. "I'Il be content if it's just all over."

"Everything but the trials and executions," he assured

her.

"One question, Rael," R p Shannon put in. "Wuld you
have been so quick to go to the Patrol if those two agents
hadn't cornered us?"

The Medic | ooked surprised. "Naturally. | had to report

my suspicions to soneone. Surplanetary police are usually

all right, but an off-worlder can never be sure in a situation
like this. On the other hand, corruption's al nost nonexi s-
tent in the Stellar Patrol, and sone of its agents know how
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to think. Besides," she concluded practically, "Teague says
it doesn't hurt any ship to gain the reputati on of cooperat-
ing with them as long as she doesn't play the fool about it,

that is."
"I wonder if you'd be speaking in such glowi ng terns

about the folks in black and silver if you' d shared our
recent experience with them" At observed lazily.

"They were only doing their job! Those Conpany sons

who franmed you shoul d' ve been sent to the Lunar nines for
attenpted nurder, but to the Patrol, you were suspected
pestilence carriers. They had no choice but to act strongly

agai nst you."

"Very magnani nous of you," Kam | conmented with
the sane sl eepy sarcasm "especially when you can do
your judging after the fact froma nice, safe distance.”

Rael placed her hands pal mdown on the table. She fixed
her attention on them "It's true that 1've never had to go
t hrough what you did, but | was part of the real thing."

Her eyes rose once nore to briefly neet his before drop-

pi ng agai n. Their expression was as sonber as the nmeno-

ries she was recalling. "I was still a child at the tine. Father
had pl aneted on a pre-nmech world and was treating with

the i nhabitants of one of her chief trading centers when we

di scovered that sone sort of sickness had broken out in the
community, in the very section where we were operating,

and was slowy but steadily gaining om nous force. W'd
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been on-world for several days at that point, in daily con-
tact with the inhabitants of the infected region, and our
Medi ¢ coul d make no nore headway agai nst the di sease

than could his primtive counterparts. Only one course of
action was possible for us, and we took it, even as other
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spacers trapped in simlar situations have in the past. W
couldn't risk carrying an unidentified and as yet incurable,
hi ghly contagi ous, deadly illness back with us into space,
so we chose to stay where we were. W couldn't even

renove ourselves fromthe stricken city for fear of bringing
the infection to uncontani nated areas of the planet."”

Her fingers whitened where they net the table. "Wat-

ever our fears at that stage, they paled before the reality that
fol |l owed. About three hundred thousand people |ived and

worked in that community when we arrived. Ten nonths

| ater, one hundred thousand of them were dead, nore than

ei ght thousand in a single, awful week. Seven of our crew,
including ny father, were anong them

"So was our Medic, but he had identified the causative
organi sm and before he died he gave those people both a
cure and a vaccine that stopped the plague as if it had hit
a high security wall. The on-worl ders realized what we had
done for them and recogni zed that we had chosen both to
remain and to work anong them despite the proven danger

to ourselves. They were grateful, and when Teague took

our survivors off-world, it was with the nmeans to buy a fine
new ship outright, re-crewwith top-rate hands, and fill the
holds with prime trade stock."

Her eyes suddenly |ocked with Kaml's, then noved to

fix each of her shipmates sitting or standing opposite her
"That fact neither softened the horror of those ten nonths
nor clouded the nenory of it, no nore than any on-

worl der living through that time is likely to forget it. The
dying and the sickness itself were only part of it. The

m sery and want were everywhere, the fear, the ever-grow
ing, crushing despair, and with all that, too nuch, far too
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much human-nastiness. | was young and a stranger, but
even | was aware of ranpant filth and evil

"Never, ever, can a simlar scourge be permitted to strike
any planet, not while the power or the possibility of pre-
venting it exists. That need holds true and nust hold de-
spite the danger of occasionally serving individuals or
starships with the gravest injustice.”

"I don't think any of us will argue that. Doctor," M cea
Jellico said quietly after several seconds of grimsilence. "If
our lads had believed us to be plague-stricken in fact, the

So/ or Queen would' ve nmet her end in a star's heart. Spirit

of Space! Had | inagined them capabl e of any other course,
that's where | woul d've sent the Queen nyself before

passed out."
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Rael smled. "I know If |'d doubted that, |'d never have
come on board at all."

Jellico shook his head as he watched the woman | eave the
cabin several mnutes |ater. She would have been young,
he thought, probably not rmuch nore than el even, when

she had gone through that plague. It would have been a
hard experience at any age and expl ai ned both her basic
gravity and her fascination with mass illness and ot her
di saster situations.

That was no condemation of her. Every human bei ng
reachi ng adul thood had his defenses and his own way of

vi ewi ng the universe around him Those who experienced
massi ve trauma, physical or nental, and who were not
shattered by it had nmade sone pretty powerful adaptations
to accommodate it, especially when it had been suffered in
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their vulnerable formative years. The awesone sl aughter of
the Crater War had shredded Ali's childhood. Sonehow,

he had lived through that carnage, but it had |eft himone
of life's observers. He would allow nothing to penetrate the
arnmor he had carefully constructed around hinsel f. Rael

Cof ort had been somewhat ol der and the deadly situation

in which she found herself had been of considerably

shorter duration, but even so, she, too, had her facade and,
her scars ..

He saw the Cargo-Master start to push out into the corri-
dor. "Van, hold up."

The other waited for himand fell into step beside him
"Quite a story," he renmarked.
" Aye. "

"You believe it?" Van Rycke asked. "She never nen-
tioned a ship's nane or a planet's."

"That can all be checked. The tining d be right. Cofort
appeared as a force on the scene suddenly and very young
out of a spacer clan who should never under normal cir-
cunst ances have been able to finance the setup he created
for hinself." The rest of his history, of course, was the
result of a lot of luck and even nore hard work and shrewd
dealing, but that early start had often been a source of
specul ation anong the ranks of the Free Traders.

Jel lico shrugged, dism ssing the question for the tinme
being. "It's Rael herself who interests nme at the nmonent.
You and Thorson'll be checking out the market soon. Take
her with you and give her as free a hand as seens prudent.
I want to see what she can do."

"Her brother never or only rarely used her in that capac-
ity," Van Rycke rem nded hi mdoubtfully. "From what |
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saw, she'd choose the goods, but Cofort would trade for

them"
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"Put it to the test anyway."
Van gave hima curious |ook. "Wy bother?"

He shrugged. "A xenobi ol ogi st | ooking for nore data,

maybe. Cofort's a puzzle however you try to | ook at her."
H s eyes narrowed. "You and |'re both old foxes, but given
.all the information she had, would you have reached the
sane conclusion or conme to it as quickly as she did?"

"Not in a star's life span,” he adnmitted

"That kind of deductive power m ght prove very handy
to a Free Trader—+f she can use it for nore mundane
pur poses than uncovering bizarre nurder plots."

"It wouldn't do to make a career of that,"
agreed dryly.

hi s conpani on

"Not unl ess one was straight \Whisperer bait or planning
to ally himself permanently with the Patrol, which would
anount to the same thing."

"You don't believe Rael Cofort's thinking along those
| ines?" the Cargo- Master asked.

"Who knows what that woman's thinking?" he re-
sponded wearily.

Van Rycke eyed himclosely. "Craig nentioned that you
had sone serious reservati ons about her."

Jellico smled. "I still do, but at least | think I know now
why Cofort dunped her."

Jan's pale brows rose. "That's nore than | can claim"

"Some perfectly capable people draw trouble. | believe
Doctor Cofort is a prime exanple.”

"Ajinx?"
M ceal gave a short laugh. "Does the Cofort operation
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show nmuch sign of any such influence? —No, but Rael
appears to have an overdevel oped sense of what's right, or
maybe the sight of the downtrodden just sparks a powerful
protective response in her. Watever the cause, the result
can be pure headache for her Captain and shipmates, if not
outright disaster.

"Look at her behavior in that alley, Van. The starlight

was scared out of her, but she was all set to march in for
that scrap of bone and then blast off to the Stellar Patrol at
warp speed. She never gave a thought to our strained rel a-
tions with that organization or a Trader's natural instinct to
navi gate clear of all brass as nuch as possible. Add to that
the fact that she's admitted to draggi ng her brother into

nmore than one scrape he'd have preferred to duck and you

have the neki ngs of a problem of no nean magnitude."
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"Why court trouble ourselves? W'll be rid of her soon.”

"Curiosity nostly," the other responded. "Besides, she's

tied to us until we're ready to lift anyway. 1'd like to see if
she's any good in real Trade. The Queen m ght as well reap
sone benefit if she is.”

"Al right, 1I'll give her a shot at the market," the Cargo-
Master prom sed willingly enough. "Come with us your-
self. She'll know she's under observation anyway, and it'l

be |l ate enough now by the tine we're ready to go that sone
of the big industrialists mght be scouting around there. |
understand they usually do when a new ship cones into

port, and several have this past week. We coul d possibly
pick up a charter."

Jellico nodded. "I'Il do that," he said. "I'd intended wait-
ing a bit longer before giving it a wal k-through, but it won't
hurt and might help to | ook the place over at once."

12

Ali Kam | quickened his pace until he cane up besi de Rael
"I"'msorry," he told her quietly. "I was navigating right off
the charts in there."

"So was |," she replied bitterly. "Firing off nmy nouth
i ke that was inexcusable. | knew what you all had been
t hr ough. "

"It was no nore than you had."

He frowned and stepped aside to allow Dane and Rip to

pass. Sonetines, he thought sourly, finding a place to have
a private conversation aboard a starship was about as easy
as netting an asteroid nade of pure platinum at |east for
lowy apprentices lacking the luxury of a private office or
wor k cabi n.
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The Medic sensed that something nore was wei ghi ng on

him but Kami| was the | ast person to broach it in the busy
corridor. "I want to check on sone seedlings," she said.
"You could lift out the germ nation trays for me if you' ve
got the time and don't mnd."

"I'"'m happy to assist, Doctor Cofort."

Hael breathed deeply of the rich air in the hydro. It was her
favorite place here, even as the one on the Roving Star had
been when she had been serving under her brother's com

mand. All it needed was some | avender

The Engi neer-apprentice wal ked over to the tall bank of
germ nation trays. "Wich one?" he inquired.

"The top two. You've got enough inches on nme that we
won't have to get out the |adder."

It took only a few seconds to carefully renmove the trays
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and set them on the nearby work bench.

He peered at the closely spaced, neat rows of mnute

pl ants, each of which bore two | eaves. "What are they?" he
asked curiously. "There are a couple of different kinds, |
think, though it's hard to be sure. They're so small."

"Most just put their heads up this norning, the others
yesterday afternoon. They won't be readily identifiable for
a while yet. —One box contains tarragon, the other gray
pepper. M. Mira wants themfor the galley. He'll be trying
some new spices as well for nore variety."

"That's al ways wel conme. "

Both fell silent while Rael checked the noisture and
nutrient content of the growth medi um and exam ned the
seedl ings thenselves. The time to catch trouble was early,
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at the first sign, before it could develop into a full-blown
probl em that m ght sweep the whole little crop

At | ast she stood up. "All our infants are doing well," she
announced. "You may return themto their cradles, M.
Kam | ."

The man conplied. Wien he was finished, he |eaned

back agai nst the bank and studi ed her specul atively. "How
is it that you're so good at everything. Doctor. O so many
things?" he anended. H's own chief did not sing her

prai ses the way Tau and Mura did, but then Johan Stotz
rarely praised anyone. Just keeping one's position wthout
havi ng one's head verbally renoved on a daily basis was
conpl i ment enough conming from him

"I just sort of picked things up along the way. | was
interested, of course, and | wanted to be of real use and not
just so nuch inert cargo until | finally managed to officially

qualify for sonething."

"Ah, yes. You were raised and trained in the conforting
bosom of your clan."

"I was lucky," she agreed seriously, "especially since

| ove Trade." Her face clouded suddenly. "But, Alt, I've
never been on ny own, never once had the chance to see
if I could pull it by nyself. | was never even physically at

Training Pool. Al ny classes, even ny nedical courses,
were taped, with clinical experience gained at accredited
hospi tal s wherever we planeted.”

The apprentice gave her a sharp | ook. "That's all owed?"

"Aye, of course. The ongoing testing is stringent, with a
ten percent higher grade required for passing."

"Which | presune was never a problem”
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"No, not really. Don't forget, | had a shipload of captive
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tutors all eager to help out."
"What about the Psycho?"

"I never asked for a ship assignnent since | was staying
with ny own clan, but classification was conpul sory, of
course. —Free Trader all the way."

"Not even a shot at the Conpani es?" he teased.

Rael |aughed. "I wouldn't |ast twenty-four hours on a
Conpany ship!"
Her expression darkened again, not pleasantly. "I didn't

manage so narvelously on the Mernmaid, did |?"

"You cut your |osses and ran, which was as nuch as

anyone coul d have done under the circunstances.” H's

voi ce softened. She had not conceal ed that her failure to
secure the berth cut her. "You'll make out. You know
Trade work and don't mind doing it."

It was a newrole for Kam |, offering confort and sup-
port. He stopped speaking for a noment, not quite know ng

where else to go with it.

Unless . . . Cofort had picked up on that incredible

mur der pl ot.

"Doctor," he said suddenly, before he could give hinself

a chance to back down, "can you keep your nouth shut?"
"I"'ma Medic. That comes with the job. —I don't expect
you to fasmit our recent conversation to the universe at

| arge, either, you know. "

"I won't." He eyed her gravely. "Wat do you think of

Canuche of Halio?"

"l detest her," the woman replied in conplete surprise

"I like gloriously wild planets or else beautifully civilized
ones with powerful conservation and anticruelty |aws, al
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full of furry, feathered, and scal ed creatures, not mal odor-
ous chemcal stews."

"Maybe there's a gal axy nore wong with Canuche than
that."

Rael Cofort's eyes narrowed. "What do you mean, Alt?"
she asked quietly. She had never seen himdeadly serious
before, but he was now with that softly voi ced suggestion

The Engi neer-apprentice did not respond for al nost a
full mnute. "Maybe | don't know," he said at the end of
that tinme. "I just don't want to wind up in the clutches of
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the psychonedi cs as straight \Wisperer bait or worse."

"I"'mno psychonedic, and | have been around the star-

| anes | ong enough to be aware of sonme pretty odd things,
odd enough not to dismss an unlikel y-sounding theory
outright."

Kam | turned away from her. "A nunber of people have
wondered how | managed to survive the Crater War given
the fact that 1'd only just started school when our comu-
nity got hit."

When she nade no answer, he steeled hinmself and went

on. "I woke up that night, a bit after mdnight, terrified, in
a cold-sweat panic. If 1'd been older, better able to think, I'd
have awakened ny parents, but that woul d've ended ne.

I'"d have been soothed, put back to bed, and been blown to

bits with the rest. As it was, | sinply ran. The fire | adder
was outside my window | went down it, took to nmy heels,

and so great was ny fear that | kept going until | was

outside the town linmits before it eased up enough to |et
exhaustion take over. By that tine, the bonbs were already
falling. | was the sole survivor out of thirty thousand and
sonme odd peopl e.
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"No one discovered that for sone time to come. | was

usual Iy hungry and al ways cold, but | scrounged enough to
get by and spent nost of nmy tine in hiding for the next
coupl e of years. Sonething inside nme told nme to keep away
frompeople. They'd try to help, maybe, but they'd stop ne
fromrunning if | had to get out fast again.

"I did, too, twice nore fromair raids and twice from
those butchering... Wen they advanced through our area
and when they were being whi pped back at | ast.

"After that, things got quieter. There were still dangers to
be faced, but they weren't on the sanme scale, and |I'd

| earned to | ook out for those on ny owmn. | didn't get the
same kind of warning against them?"

Al't began pacing, as if the act of novenent hel ped him
to clarify his thoughts. "When | reached puberty, some-
thing else started, and that's continued. Wenever | cone
onto a site where sonething really bad or sone enornous

tragedy occurred, no matter how far back, | feel this great
weight, this sorrow, settle, not on ny shoul ders, ny body,

but on ny spirit, nmy soul as it were. | didn't feel it in that
alley—t's got to have a bigger scope than that, | think—but

I felt it where the Heaven's Hope crashed, killing all those
people. | felt it in the ruins on Linbo and in the Big Burn

on Terra, though | nmade damm sure | kept quiet about it.
Besi des, we were in too nuch trouble of our own at the
time to be worrying about the problens of the past."”

He risked a |l ook at the Medic. She was standing spear
straight, her attention fixed on himas if by conpul sion
The wonan drew a deep breath. "You sense the sane

about Canuche?"
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Kam | gave her a grim bleak smle. "Doctor, | have to
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actually be on site to feel anything. Aye, | feel it now | felt
it at the nonent we entered the outer atnosphere of this
accursed planet. Wrse, for the first tine since those days

in the Crater War, the panic's back. —It's with ne all the
time. Sonetinmes it's all | can do not to stormthe bridge and
set the Queen's controls to lift for anywhere as long as it's

not here."

He gripped hinself. "Canuche of Halio's one big disas-

ter, one huge tragedy. Her past reeks of it, and her future's
shadowed by nore of the same. This is a true jinx world,

and, Doctor Rael Cofort, there's not a thing either of us can
do about it, because no one, on-world or off, is going to
believe one word I've said, not to the extent of taking any
action to get the So/ar Queen away fromit. Business will

be conducted as usual in the usual ambunt of tine, and

just pray to every god in the Federation that the inevitable
does not happen before we do finally lift."

13

It took tine to shake the chill Ali's dark prediction had put
on her, but Canuche Town's huge outdoor market proved

to be an effective antidote. Rael Cofort's eyes were bright as
she surveyed the long aisles of booths and | ess pernanent
stands and open tables filled with itens being offered for
sal e or exchange. The capital boasted enclosed facilities as

, well, of course, but those were not designed to draw small
Free Traders seeking to supply thenselves for a venture

anong the primtive planets and struggling col onies of the
rim

There was nore than enough out here to neet their
needs and give delight. She |oved prowing around a big
market, and this time she was going to be allowed to do
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some buying for stock, albeit under discreet but definite
supervi si on.

She woul d | ook over the gens, certainly, she decided at

once, but so nmuch el