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PROLOGUE

Field Director MissaVolk stared over her lab table at Edrad Dennison when he burst into her hut,
waving a sheaf of documents. The quondam main office of the LabCor field research unit was strewn
with datacubes and tapes, amidst imperfectly squared pillars of plastic printout sheets. Moving with
remarkable grace for such a big man, Dennison threaded his way hastily through them to thrust a
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handful of documents at her, .narrowly avoiding upsetting one of those pillars. Uneasily, she took the
papers.

"Here!" Dennison exclaimed. "Y ou wanted proof. Here it is. Our marvel ous experiment to benefit
humanity—all warm-blooded creatures—has all gone horribly wrong. | told you so, dammit, and you've
paid no attention. But now | have evidence. Y ou must pay attention to that." He smacked the top of the
sheaf with a huge hand.

Volk eyed him warily, then glanced over the top sheet of the report. In avery patient voice, she said,
"Y ou've made a mistake, Dennison. There's nothing wrong here."

"Nothing wrong?' Dennison asked, disbelievingly, hiswiry eyebrows nearly touching in the center of
hisface. "Look at that." Leaning forward, he flipped the first page out of her fingers and pointed to the
second. Volk recoiled from his thrust, then read the paragraphs he indicated. "I've supplied full
calculations. I've given you charts, figures, again and again. There are significant discrepancies between
our projections and the actual results. It is no mistake. The nanomites have approximately double the
effectiveness we estimated, and are running completely out of control. We've got to stop every-thing to
search out and destroy the ones that have gotten away. What happens when they reproduce?”

"Nonsense,” Volk said lightly. She handed back the sheets, waving away the suggestion of discrepancy
with her long, slim hand. "Everything is perfectly under control, Ed. In fact, I'm pleased with the
progress we've been making."

"What?' Dennison stared at her.

"Y ou heard the director,” said Morganstern, a man of medium height with a powerful stocky build and
deep tan skin that made him look as if he were made of polished teak. He leaned forward over the table.
"There's nothing to clean up or fix."

"No," Dennison insisted. "We have to..." His booming voice trailed away and he stared. "You're
stonewalling me, Missa. Thisis a dangerous matter. You can't just let this go. We have to get help from
somebody, now!"

Volk stood up. Dennison, towering above her, seemed somehow less substantial a being. "Ed," she said,
long suffering evident in her voice, "do you want to jeopardize our grant? We'll never reach the next
contract stage with LabCor if we start making waves about something that just isn't that important.”

Dennison gaped. "Is that all you can think about, money? In that case, I'll have to go to the Inspectors
General myself."

"You can't,” Morganstern protested, shocked.

file:///H|/eMule/lncoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%20uc).html (2 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show
"I will." The scientists glared at one another across the table. VVolk was the only one who looked calm.

"Ed, Lionel, please. Don't you believe in our project? When we started out, you were one of the most
energetic supporters we had. Don't deprive us of your help."

"I don't care what else you say," Dennison said, crossing his arms across his chest. "It isn't going the way
we planned. Things have changed. We have to report this situation to the Gal actic Environmental
Protection Association and LabCor and ask for help. Y ou can't let this project run out of control. People
will dieif you do."

"People will dieif we don't continue with our work," MissaVolk said. "They die every day. Y ou know
that. Isn't it part of the problem?"

"Yes, but thistime it's going to be us! And what about the rest of the colony? And the ottle population?
WEe're visitors on their planet."

MissaVolk narrowed her green eyesat him. "You'll do what | tell you, Ed. Everything is fine, under
control. Y ou step outside this group with classified information and I'll seeto it that you never create a
more significant chemical reaction than mixing baking soda with vinegar. | am in charge of this project!”

"Then do something!" Dennison exclaimed. He pounded the table with afist. Volk stared at his hand.
"Dammit, people will dieif you let it run unchecked. Here, I've documented all the instances where
human subjects have been exposed to over-doses of the nanomites. Y ou've seen for yourself what's
happening to them. Don't pretend you haven't."

Volk eyed him coolly. "And just what is it you want me to do?'

"Stop the project,” Dennison said flatly. "Withdraw the remaining doses, isolate the ones we know
about, and start policing the areafor any leaks where the natives might have been exposed.”

"Out of the question,” Morganstern spoke up. "LabCor will be sending an inspection squad out here
within the month. We can't risk any appearance of impropriety.”

"Impropriety?' Dennison exploded. "L ook, if you're not going to do something, | will. I'll blow the
whistle."

"How dare you?' Morganstern demanded. Volk grabbed her assistant's arm.

"No," she said to Dennison. "Y ou do what you have to do. If you feel that you'd rather jeopardize the
grant for fifteen of your fellow scientists, destroy our project, our careers and standing in the research
community—our dreams—you go right ahead."

"Y ou're damned right | am going ahead,” Dennison said, and strode with much dignity out of the hut.
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"What are you doing?' Morganstern asked Volk in a harsh whisper. "He'll be on the net in two minutes,
pulling down a medical inspector. We can't afford exposure. Our contract calls for absolute
confidentiality..."

"Don't worry," Volk said. "l saw this coming. Hampton tipped me off days ago that Ed was getting edgy.
| have aready anticipated his attempts to send a message to the Galactic

Government. The lines are cut off and they'll remain off until I'm good and ready to restore them."

"And after that? We need those comm lines, too. He can wait a day or two before bringing chaos down
on our heads."

"After that?' Volk said grimly, her lips pressed together. "Dennison won't be in any shape to send a
message." She raised her eyes to meet Morganstern's and nodded signifi-cantly. He looked surprised,
then after a moment's consider-ation he nodded back slowly, asif entranced. "Seeto it," she said.

1

"Stand to quarters!” Gershom Taylor barked, leaning forward in the pilot's seat of the scout-trader Sbyl
and taking firmer hold of the controlsin hislong hands. "That ship's coming about again. Dammit, who
are they?"

Dr. Shona Taylor, hiswife and partner, sprang up from the crash chair next to his to make room at the
console for Eblich, the co-pilot, then ran aft along the narrow corridor of the Sbyl toward her |aboratory.
A sudden lurching turn made the metal panels screech against one another, and threw her into the
bulkhead. Handing her way along carefully, she dragged herself toward the lab module.

The growing feeling of uneasiness she had been nursing since the shipyard two days before had
blossomed into cer-tainty. After months of careful maneuvering, redirecting their subspace calls and
messages through two or perhaps three dummy numbers, paying their bills through an anonymous credit
line for supplies, they had made a single mistake which pinpointed them in space for anybody trying to
find Shona Taylor. Evidently, somebody was still looking.

It had been a mistake to stay so long in the shipyard at the edge of the Venturi system, but the necessary
refit of the Sbyl had taken that much time.

The Taylor Traveling Medicine Show and Trading Company had originally consisted of four people.
Gershom, as captain, also acted as the outside man, negotiating trades. Ivo, the shuttle pilot, was
Gershom's second in making deals and getting the cargo from warehouse to ship and out again. Eblich,
the co-pilot, also acted as bookkeeper, calculating the value against gross profit of the stores maintained
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on board by Kai. They were atightly knit functional team. All at once, three years past, two more
humans had been added, with athird one present but not yet accounted for, plus all of Shona's animal
team and the impedimenta of aworking physician who was also an environmental illness specialist.

Shona always felt apologetic for the hardships caused by her signing on permanently aboard the Sibyl.
The crew, whom she loved like family, had pushed away her apologies, but she knew that having her
there all the time had changed their gestalt, taking up room they were accustomed to using. Not that they
ever acted likeit, but she was an intruder. She brought with her abig lab, which could not be reduced in
size, achild, and then an infant, and a vaccine dog, a chemical-sniffing cat, two rabbit food-tasters,
several mice, and an ottle. Though the additions were anticipated and welcomed by the extant crew, the
Inevi-table growing pains could not be ignored. Gershom couldn't yet afford to move up to alarger ship.
Renting a ship for such a high-risk occupation as trading was out of the question. Expansion had been
the answer. A new addition would give Shona space of her own and enable the men to realign their own
living quarters and personal space with her as an integral part of the whole. The Venturi yard had been
approached in the greatest of secrecy to undertake the refitting.

Fgr asmall additional fee, Venturi was persuaded to stretch the rules just alittle bit to enlarge the ship
without registering her engine numbers in the gal actic database, as required, until the job was done and
the Sbyl was safely on her way to another system.

With the help of Shona's uncle Harry Elliott, aloan officer at amajor bank on Mars, the Taylors
negotiated a renovation loan which was simply added without fanfare to the balance of their mortgage,
paid by monthly debit from their credit account.

The Sbyl, always over-engined for her configuration, had had her nose sliced off and the body behind it
divided in two to add a third cargo hold between the others for Shona's labora-tory module. The space
forward of the hold gave the Taylors the additional room they needed for living quarters and more
storage, reached by a hatch between the starboard hold and Shona's complex. An atmosphered corridor
fitted with airlocks divided the port hold from the lab. With the new generator installed at the head of the
addition, both storage bays could circulate full life-support systems when what they were carry-ing
required it. Before, the holds had been a cold, uncomfort-able place to sleep, as Shona herself could
testify.

Shona saw to it that Gershom was kept busy during the major work on his ship, to keep him from
whimpering over its well-being. He loved the Sbyl like afriend, a close cousin, another woman. Shona,
indulgent rather than jealous, had to find ways to distract him from hanging around the shipyard. Even
her natural cheerfulness had been strained by the time the work was finished. Venturi was a main stop
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for colonists and traders outbound to unexplored quadrants of the galaxy be-yond. The people looking
for the Taylors could have chanced upon them at any moment. With great care, they had avoided any
references to their pasts, use of last names that were familiar or traceable, and paid cash or bartered for
supplies. The dataleak had to have occurred in the shipyard itself.

And | know just when it happened, too, Shona grumbled to herself. | knew it when they entered our
number on-line with the alterations for the GG registrar. Everyone was shaking hands and beaming at
each other over finishing the job at last. We were so thrilled about the beautiful refit, | didn't think to
delay them. For two days it's been irking me what was wrong with what should have been alovely
moment. Someone was watching the communications net, waiting for a clue to where we were. And
they got it. And here they are.

Shona could see the moment replayed in her mind over and over again like alooped piece of data. It was
her own fault. All she'd had to do was reach out and stop the master of the shipyard from entering that
last keystroke, ask him to wait until they'd lifted ship, and darn it, she hadn't.

She was flung against the bulkhead as Gershom negotiated a braking turn, putting on the port aft
thrusters and firing the starboard rockets forward. The much bulkier ship responded ever so dlightly
more slowly than she had before. Even Shona could sense it. She knew the other crew members were
hanging on in agony, urging the ship forward with their very wills. Too late, lines of warning lights
illumined down the corridor, stepping in series toward emergency stations. Howls, both mechanical and
animal, resounded off the metal-and-plastic walls. She handed herself the rest of the way into her lab as
a crash shook the ship. They'd taken a hit, but no sirens wailed.

"Thank goodness, not a hull breach," Shona thought, then realized she'd spoken aloud. She swung in the
door of the laboratory module. With its hull made of space-grade ceramic and its reinforced metal
skeleton, it was the safest place on the ship.

Her foster daughter, Leilani, looked up with huge dark eyes. The girl had been trying to urge Shona's
shaggy black dog, Saffie, into her crash cage set against the bulkhead underneath the worktable. The big
dog didn't want to go, and was scrabbling at the padding with desperate feet. She whined at her mistress
through the thick mesh as Lani latched the door behind her.

"Who isit?' Lani asked, hurrying to catch Shona's Abys-sinian cat, Harry, who saw involuntary
imprisonment ahead of him and was obstinately staying out of reach. The howls of distress were coming
from him.

"MarT]a_ n

Shona grabbed up her two-year-old son, Alexander, who was toddling unsteadily along the perimeter of
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the room, handing himself along the cabinets in true spacer fashion. With deft Fingers, she slipped him
Into a papoose-style carrier attached to the wall and strapped him in.

"There you go, sweetie," Shona said, pecking him swiftly on the cheek. He reached for her, but she
turned away to help gather up the other animals. The rabbits and mice were in their boxes. Only the cat
remained free.

"Mama, down!"

"There he goes, Lani." Shona dropped to her knees and crawled toward the corner where Harry had
spotted an open cabinet door to hide behind. Together they lunged. Shona snapped the door shut, and
Lani tackled Harry. Asthe cat protested shrilly, they locked him up in the crash cage next to Seffie.
There was one more warm body to be accounted for. "Where's Chirw!?'

The ship changed direction again, and mother and daughter slewed across the floor. Shona helped Lani
crawl on all fours to the crash seats on the opposite side of the room and buckled the restraints around
her.

"Isit him?' Lani asked in awhisper, looking around.
"How could it be?' Shona said, without having to ask which "him."

"He'sin prison." Lani shivered, and Shona put a gentle hand on the girl'sarm. A normally cheerful
woman of thirty, Shona glanced about her with worried brown eyes. Two smilelines, like single
guotation marks at the corners of her gener-ously made mouth, indented sharply in concern. The fact
that he was in prison billions of klicks away didn't mean they were out of the reach of Jachin Verdadero,
and they both knew it.

Verdadero had once been the chief operating officer of the Galactic Laboratory Corporation, the largest,
most diversified company in the galaxy. Up until the time he attempted to use Shona as a dupe to cover
his conspiracy to commit mass murder, he had been coldly killing off entire populations of outdated
planetary colony settlements for the billions of credits that the contracts were worth. He had considered
the personnel to be unnecessary and costly liabilities, and had treated them accordingly.

Lani's natural family, and the whole population of her native planet, Karela, had fallen victim to an
engineered virus let loose in its midst by a hireling of Verdadero's. The perpetrator had also died in the
plague, leaving no way to trace the connection to the top office at GLC, or so Verdadero had hoped.
Only Shonastireless care saved the child from sharing her people's fate. In the process, she had also
inadvertently foiled Verdadero's purpose in slaughtering the colony. Instead of devolving to the
Corporation, the wealth of Karelafell to Lani, leaving her an heiress, but orphaned. It took months of

file:///H|/eMul e/lncoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%20uc).html (7 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show

negotiation with the Galactic Government, but the Taylors had obtained permanent custody of Lani and
were in the process of adopting her. A stable and loving family had done much to erase the traumathe
child had suffered, even though Shona had to admit that the Sbyl's crew was hardly what one would call
atraditional family environment.

The increasing number of fatal coincidencesin her wake had alerted Shonato the fact that there was
more going on in the targeted colonies than environmental breakdown. Verdadero'sfinal crime was
engineered so that Shona would fall victim as well, posthumously taking the blame for the rash of
plagues that had seemed to follow her across the galaxy from Corpo-ration colony to colony. She
survived to expose Verdadero's plot to the authorities.

For dethroning him just before he was about to accomplish a spectacular feat of embezzlement,
Verdadero harbored a deadly grudge against the Taylor family, Shonain particular. Though forbidden
outside contact while in prison, he had managed to put out a"dead or alive" contract on her through the
great communications net that tied the settled systems and spaceways together. The file containing the
contract was periodically wiped from the net by the system operators, but it seemed always to reappear.
Investigators couldn't tell how it was reentered, or who was responsible, since the source code was
different every time. Assassins greedy for the spectacularly large award turned up now and again to try
their luck. Shona had to admit that only purest good fortune had kept her family and the Sybil's crew
from falling victim to one of them. She prayed that their luck would hold once more.

The intercom line from the bridge opened. "Are you al right back there?' Gershom asked.

"We're fine," Shona assured him. She tightened her grip on Lani, who huddled down tightly under her
arm.

"Daddy! Gemme down!" Alex shouted. Concerned, Shona glanced up at her son. In his cocoon the baby
was safer than they were.

"Getting alook at them now," Gershom said. From where she was crouched, Shona craned her neck to
see the video link. The scout ship displayed on the screen didn't look that much different from their own.
Shona could see the streamlined forms of sophisticated engines, probably capable of executing long
jumps without juddering like the poor Sbyl did. And also, Shona noted with awince as a brilliant white
tracer beam shot out of her bows, the Sbyl wasn't armed with anything more deadly than a sonic probe
to burst small asteroids heading for the hull.

"Lasersl Damn them," Ivo's voice rumbled through the intercom. He was at the third command position,
monitoring telemetry.

Gershom must have been anticipating such an attack, be-cause the ship slewed sideways beneath them.
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Lani grabbed Shona's shoulders as her foster mother slipped and landed on her rump.

"Ow!" Shona clutched the restraining straps of the empty chair as she clambered to her knees. "That
hurt."

"One must making it stop!"

The cry came from underneath Shona's examination table in the center of the room. She let go of the
straps and wriggled forward on her belly. Bracing herself with one arm on the table leg, she fished
underneath with the other hand. It emerged grasping afistful of black-brown ottle fur. The ottle,
protesting, came with it.

The humans who discovered their first sentient alien neigh-bors described the creatures as possessing a
muscular, oval, amost disklike body that was flexible to an extreme, quadru-pedal with the pair of
extremities nearest the small, round-eared head having opposable digits capable of sophisticated
manipulation. Thetail, though of no great length, was strong, and used by the littoral creatureto aid in
water propulsion. In fact, it looked rather like an Earth turtle crossed with an otter, hence the term
"ottle." In an effort to promote understanding of them among humankind and learn more about their new
friends, several ottles had volunteered to leave their homeworld of Poxt and live among humanity. These
volunteers were to be returned upon demand to their home planet, but in the meantime would be free to
observe humanity and teach their hosts about their species and culture. Shona had submitted an
application to have one of the ottle ambassadors come to stay with her. To her delight, she'd been
approved. Chirwl had been with her now for over seven years, but had lately decided that he wanted to
return to his homeworld. Shona greatly regretted that their long and warm association was shortly
coming to an end.

The small alien permitted himself to be hauled by his scruff over to the impact seats. He turned his
bright black eyes longingly toward the limp leather pouch that was his sleeping bag, hung high on the
wall next to the baby carrier. Shona clutched him tightly to her middle and pulled the shock webbing
around them both.

"I am being after not trusting the other machine—urk!" Chirwl squeaked as the belts and webbing
tightened. Harry the cat wailed in sympathy.

"Neither are we," Shonasaid. "It'sthe laser. | never trust anyone who shoots at me."
"Why does not the Shbyl it tell to go away? They are of the same species.”

"Stop talking," Shona said, angling her head away from his. "Y our whiskerstickle. Anyhow, ships can't
talk to each other. They're non-sentient.”
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"Mamal" Alex called, stretching out his armsto her over the lip of protective padding. "Mama, down!"

"No, sweetie," Shonasaid in as calm avoice as she could muster. "Not yet. Y ou stay up there for awhile
where it's safe."

"Down, now!"

"No ID," Ivo's voice said over the intercom. "They discon-nected the black box. We should've done that,

too.

No black box. Shona fought the chill of fear that rolled down her spine. A spaceship engine could not
legally be manufac-tured without the identifying chip that broadcast its identity to any receiver, and did
not function without it, unless the chip was bypassed in an illicit shipyard. In some security-conscious
parts of the galaxy, the lack of an answerback signal was grounds for a shoot-to-kill order. This ship
wouldn't care that the Sbyl knew about the bypass, because it didn't intend that she should get away to
tell anyone about it.

Shona glanced at Lani, whose eyes were saucer-wide. She tightened her arms around Chirwl and
plumped him on her lap asif he were Alexander.

"WEell, they can't get usthiseasily,”" she said cheerfully. "I don't believe luck has run out yet for the
Taylor Traveling Medicine Show and Trading Company."

"No," Lani agreed nervously. She stared up at the screen. The other ship was wheeling, attempting to get
below them. Gershom was following their every move, tilting the Sbyl's axisto fall alongside their
attacker. The lights in the lab dimmed dlightly, and Shona braced herself. On the screen one of the
enemy's hull plates shifted by itself, and the ship veered away from the point of impact. Gershom must
be using the sonic probe as a cannon, hoping to dislodge something vital in the other ship's defenses.

"Our business name has alittle joke to it. Do you know what a medicine show is?' Shona asked,
drawing the girl's attention back to her with alittle nudge at the shoulder. Lani shook her head.

"Well," Shona said, using her best storytelling voice, "back in the pre-electronic age on Earth, salesmen
who traveled between primitive, isolated towns offered potions with miracu-lous properties for sale.
They promised these potions would wipe out pneumonia, make you taller and sexier, fix your
rheumatism, fill dental cavities, and grow back hair!" Lani giggled. Alexander, hearing someone laugh,
put in a stentorian burst of merriment. Shona smiled. " Sometimes they'd have entertainers traveling with
them, who put on a performance to attract the attention of the folks living around there. There might be
other useful goods for sale. Then, once the pretend doctor—they were called quacks—had the audience's

atten-tion, he'd start his sales pitch. 'Step right up, folks,™ Shona said, waving onearmintheair." Try
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our am-aaaaz-ing tonic, guaranteed to cure what ails you—and only one credit—I mean, one dollar—a
bottle!" In those days, adollar was alot of money, but such afantastic elixir was worth it."

Lani listened seriously, not cracking a smile.
"What happened? Have the formulas been lost since then?"

"No, they were fraudulent,” Shona said, her eyes twinkling. Lani's face fell. "The most genuine thing
about the potions were the corks in the tops of the bottles. Sometimes the bot-tles themsel ves contained
nothing more than water. The quacks hoped to be well out of town before the townsfolk caught on to the
charade. It was the presentation that was the important thing, the illusion that their particular preparation
could cure al ills. Once away from the town, the fake doctors were safe from all retribution by those
people who thought they were going to grow hair or get younger by drinking the phony medicine."

Lani's eyes went wide. "But no town told the others?"

"They couldn't. In those days people could only travel from place to place with great difficulty,” Shona
explained. "Dis-tances between towns were very short by our way of thinking, but people had to go on
foot or use horses or ride in oxen-powered carriages. They had no energy tracers, no computers, no mass
communication nets they could use to spread the word—only simple linear systems from one specific
place to another."

Lani sneaked a glance at the screen. "Wish there weren't any nets now. They know."
"Oh, honey, thiswon't go on forever," Shona said, forcing optimism into her voice.

"These mechanical nets are too efficient, as well you realize," Chirwl said, following Lani's thoughts.
"How isit our assassin-payer is not supposed to be communicating and heis, always? To tell him no
communication he makes, yet to stop him talking not to those who still may use those services— Urk!"
he croaked, as Shona squeezed him.

"Chirwl, you're no help," she said crossly. "I would like to converse on atopic other than our possible
demise at the hands or devices of our determined pursuers. Do you mind?'

"Ah!" Chirwl said, with an apologetic twitch of hiswhiskers. "I am following. Perhaps to speak on the
beauties of my homeworld which | to look forward am?"

"That would be nice." The small alien settled himself more comfortably amidst the restraining straps on
Shonas lap.

"Of treesand rivers | dream," said the ottle, his soft voice whistling. "One infinitely tall and the other
infinitely long. There do | go between always. Those my friends and | to rest on the bank under sunlight
and speak long about theories and speculations of why that have been passed down through many
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generations and never solved. The rain that falls with a tip-tap-tap on the back of my sleeping pouch
soothes, and the wind sings songs in the branches." The picture he painted was so vivid and beautiful,
Shona was transported away for a moment. She let out awistful sigh.

"That sounds wonderful."
"l miss weather," Lani said in her small voice. "Even storms.”
Suddenly, the ship jumped and juddered, and a vibrating hum ran through the hull plates at their backs.

"Me, too," Shona said, bravely keeping her voicelevel. "I want to get into the outdoors and breathe non-
recirculated air. It's been more than four months since we were on a planet with atmosphere. 1'd like to
walk amilein one direction without running into walls. Not on a treadmill!"

"Thereis plenty of long direction," Chirwl said eagerly. "l shall show you the best way to walk, near my
home-place and heart-tree."

"I want to meet your family, Chirwl. Are your parents alive?"
"The generative ones who raised me, yes."

"Generative ones? That doesn't sound... loving, if you know what | mean. Don't you have names for
them like Mama and Dada or something like that?"

Chirwl chittered in his own language. "The deficiencies language of Standard to blame for that. | am
thinking to name otherwise but it does not trandlate as | would wish. In my tongue one calls these names
to the raising ones." Here Chirwl cooed and whistled a series of distinct, different, and liquid phrasesin
his own tongue. "And here are what they are called by loving offspring.” He emitted some softer phrases.

Shona attempted to repeat the first series. "I can't say that without whiskers and an overbite," she
admitted. "Weren't there three sounds? Do you have three parents?"

Her voice was swallowed up in a hurricane of noise from the engines and thrusters. Thefirst hard jerk in
the ship's momen-tum threw her head backward against the padding in the jump seat. Alex's cry of
surprise when he too bumped his head added to the cacophony of Saffie's barking and Harry's yowling.
Shona, Chirwl, and Lani huddled together in their midst, silent, listening. The video screen recovered
from the white afterim-age of an explosive blast thrown at them by the other ship, and they heard the
orders barked out by the crew on the bridge. Shona gave up al hope of maintaining a cheery
conversation, and clutched her loved ones to her. She wondered what orders the attackers had been
given. Did they have to bring back the Taylors alive, or just proof of the kills?

The strain of living under constant threat had begun to tell upon Shona. Never knowing whether
something as simple as giving her comm number to a new friend might result in another attempt upon
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their lives constricted her. She was used to being open and friendly with everyone she met, and wanted
her son and daughter, and any future children she might have, to grow up the same way. Her deepest
fears were not for herself, but for them.

"How are you doing back there?' Gershom's voice asked over the intercom.

"| take thisas a personal insult,” Shona shouted over the whining of hull plates. "I was just about to
download my mail for the first time since we went incommunicado! More than four months worth!"

At her bravado Gershom let out a bark of laughter that ended in awhoop. The ship lurched to one side,
and Shonawatched bolts of light shoot past their port hull.

He thought it was funny, but it was true. Shona felt personally frustrated, since she was normally a
voluble corre-spondent. She'd pleaded with her many friends not to send news too frequently and only at
random intervals, to throw off anyone who might be monitoring her comm number while they were
stuck in one place. They knew she wouldn't be messaging back until she was safely back in clear space.
There might be fifty communications from her friends and relatives stacked up and waiting, out of reach.
She'd been planning to wallow in the news, enjoy a good natter by proxy with people she hadn't heard
from in ages, tell them at glorious leisure what had been going on with her, what Lani had said, how
Alex had grown, and then this anonymous brute of a scout ship had appeared out of nowhere to delay
the pleasure she'd been denying herself for security's sake. For four months they'd been completely
circumspect. One careless moment, and here they were running for their lives again. She willed all her
strength to Gershom, hoping that they could outrun the assassins one more time.

The other scout had a canny helmsman. Gershom managed to stay level with the stranger, but could
never maneuver to a vantage point that would let him go on the offensive. That first defensive shot with
the asteroid sonic probe had alerted the other ship that the Sbyl was not completely helpless, so it paced
him carefully. Still, Gershom had the advantage of experience. Guiding a scout ship might be less
hazardous now, but Shona could still remember some of the tales he'd told her while she was still in med
school. One was about a pack of rival traders making orbit all at the same time over newly established
colonies. The survivor got the trading contract. Probably the settlers were afraid to say no to a bully who
could drive away or kill al the competition. Gershom had managed to live through that time; he could
make it through this.

She knew what kind of weapons rough traders tended to pack aboard their ships. crude mining lasers,
sonar probes like their own, frictionless magnetic charges loaded with explosives that were as much a
danger to the attacker as the one attacked. Their pursuer's armament was sophisticated, and probably
new. She guessed he must be a professional, like a bounty hunter.
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Her head spun as the ship twisted under her. The hull plates groaned and shrieked with the strain. On the
screen, the would-be assassin spiraled away. Gershom had pulled the Sbyl

into a controlled maneuver that threatened to pull them apart, but it got them down and away from the
other snip's guns. They slowed, hang-gliding on a simple vector, waiting. The enemy craft, after a
momentary pause for surprise, followed the same looping, graceful whirl, aiming to come level, but it
had fallen into Gershom's trap. As soon as the ship's belly turned toward their viewscreens, its plates
started shuddering. Even athou-sand klicks away, Shona could tell they were in trouble. With abrilliant
shot, Gershom had hit them in the sensitive joins between the engine housing and the scout's main body.
The Sbyl kicked into motion again, turning and twisting to follow the attacker, now turned prey,
pummeling it with the crude sonic beam. Laser shots from the other ship went wide, lancing away into
space.

Suddenly the enemy ship seemed to remember it should be the dominant player in the confrontation, and
thrust over its central axisto face the Sbyl directly, training its lasers to burn and destroy. But by the
timeit did, the Taylors scout ship was a small, bright dot, shrinking toward singul arity.

When the Sbyl went into warp Shona and the others were once again pitched hard into the bulkhead.
She'd recognized the singing of power growing in the engines just moments before it happened. There
hadn't been time to cry out anything more than "Brace yourselves!" and then the air was squeezed out of
her lungs. The Sbyl vibrated, while the images on the screen whirled into an impossible moire of streaks
and colors, then went abruptly black. In faster-than-light warp, exterior visual pickups were useless.
Once they passed over the threshold of light speed, the harsh vibrations died away, and the ship'sride
was as smooth asif she were not moving at all. In the sudden silence Alex took afew experimental
gulps of breath and burst into furious tears. From where she sat, Shona cooed at him.

"Come on, sweetheart, it wasn't that bad, was it?'

"Y aaaaahh!" the baby wailed, nodding his head. Harry, always company whenever he heard misery,
burst out in empathetic cries. Lani gazed from one to the other, her eyes worried.

"It'sjust warping, honey," Shona said smoothly to Alex. "Y ou've been in warp lots of times, right? This
time | didn't have a chance to warn you. Y ou're always brave the other times. Y ou want to be abig,
brave boy for Mama and Daddy, don't you?"

He gave forth a hiccuping sob, but reined in the quivering lip that thrust up toward a tear-reddened nose.
"Uh... uh-huh?' he managed uncertainly.

"Good, sweetie. | love you. You're my hero, do you know that?"
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"Uh-huh. Mama?' He fastened his brown eyes on her.
"Yes, Alex?'
"Down?"
"Soon. | promise.” Alex wasn't happy, but the stormy tears abated.
Gershom's solemn dark-eyed face appeared on the screen. "Are you all right back there? How are the
kids? How are you?"
"Happy to be aive, thank you," Shona said. "Good maneu-vering."

"Don't thank me yet. Welll be lucky if we don't hit anything when we come out of warp,” Gershom said,
shaking his head. "Because of our visitor, | had to bounce without finishing the calculations. We may
have a surprise at the other end."

"Well, we made it into warp," Shona said firmly. "We will be al right. We always are." Gershom smiled
at her determined optimism, and Shona wished for his sake that she meant it. "How long will the jump
last?

"About an hour. That should confuse our pursuers, who probably think we're going to take along leap—
that would be logical, to put as much distance between us as possible. After we clear, we have to figure
out where we are, so it'll take me awhile to coordinate the next jump. Why don't you plan to find the
nearest beacon and listen to your messages?"

"That's awonderful idea," Shona said. She smiled, feeling alittle of her usual good cheer come trickling
back. She unstrapped herself and set Chirwl down on the floor. The ottle shook himself, then described a
forward roll with hisflat body tucked into a hollow tube. Shona stood up with her hands over her head,
stretching until every muscle in her back had unkinked.

The ottle shook himself all over, settling his short, plush fur. "How soon to Poxt?' he asked Gershom.

"I won't know how far off course we went until we come out," Gershom said apologetically. "1 hope
you're not going to be jumping up and down with impatience.”

"I will not jump, if you ask not,” Chirwl replied, turning another somersault. "Though | will wishing to
be at home more than soon."

“I'll dowhat | can,” Gershom said. "This shouldn't lengthen our trip more than afew days. Isthat all
right?’

"All right isyes. | shall be swim," he said, coming out of the somersault on al fours. "Thinking of Poxt
makes me wish for water." He trotted toward the bathroom.
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"Fine and dandy," Shona said. "I'm just happy to be alive." She stretched again.
"Mama, down!" Alex said, holding out his arms to her.
"One second, swestie."

Before turning the baby loose, she freed the cat and dog, who hurried to their feeding station. Harry
dashed ahead, spun, and held up a paw full of hooks toward Saffie, halting the dog in her tracks, then
took along drink. Shona guessed he was parched from yowling. The black dog waited her turn patiently,
then slurped her noisy way to the bottom of the little reservoir. With atiny whine, she looked up at her
mistress.

"Noseit on, Saffie,” Shona said, pointing to the low-set lever. "Come on, girl. Y ou know how." The dog
still hesitated. Shaking her head, Shona knelt and ruffled the dog's fluffy ears, then kicked on the faucet
with the heel of her hand. "I think she just wants meto do it to reassure her," she told Lani. The girl
knelt on the dog's other side and put an arm over her shaggy back.

"She was scared."

"So was|." Shona stood up and went to take Alex down from the impact cocoon. She undid the
fastenings around the papoose roll. "Here we go, sweetie."

"No," the toddler said, clenching his hands on the straps and fixing his mother with an obstinate gaze.
He put out hislower lip. "Don't want down now."

With asigh, Shona hefted the carrier onto her back. "I don't know where you got that stubborn streak.
Come on. You can help melisten to the mail. Here goes the horsey! Ready?' She galloped toward her
cabin with the baby on her back shrieking his delight.

"Alone?' Lani said, from the floor.

"No, of course not," Shonareplied, turning around at the door. "There might be news for you from Aunt
Lai or Susan, since you so seldom send any messages yourself." La was Shona's pet name for her aunt
Laurel Elliott who had raised her and embraced Lani as a new great-niece. Lani blushed. She was shy
about sending messages, but she loved getting them. "Come on," Shona urged cordially. Lani unfolded
her long legs and hurried after them.

2

The second room of the lab module functioned as Shona's bedroom while she was on a planetside
assignment. She left her private comm unit hooked up in there most of the time, partly to keep it out of
the way of the ship's day-to-day operations.

Long ago, someone had discovered that if alab was aways set up inside its own unit, it didn't have to be
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set up again in haste, and it could be isolated and sterilized in cases of quarantine. Laboratory modules
belonged either to the Galactic Government or to the Corporation for temporary use on exploration or
colony missions, but Shona's was a new one, on permanent loan to her. Manfred Mitchell, the new CEO
of the Corporation, had sent her a series of temporary short-term assignments to give medical care to
various Corporation dependents. Under the circumstances, she couldn't risk taking another available
module from a dock for every assignment. Thanks to Verdadero, she had to worry that a strange lab
might be booby-trapped or damaged. Also, having her module per-manently assigned was useful in
avoiding delays in the case of emergency missions. Locum tenens work paid well, too, and had helped
the Taylors pay for part of the refit.

The one bed and the communications console took up most of the space in the smaller chamber.
Cleverly designed drawers fit underneath the bed. The closet, set into the narrow space between two of
the modul€'s bearing beams, was large enough for her uniforms, clean suits, and sweat clothes. In the
three years that had passed, there had been neither time nor money to replenish Shona's wardrobe. Now
that the Sbhyl was space-borne again, perhaps they would find opportunities to trade with weavers and
couturiersin various colonies. Lani, who settled with liquid grace on the bed beside her, had the slender
legginess of atri-dee model, and looked good in whatever she put on, be it rags or high fashion. Shona,
with her shorter legs and more everyday hips, went for classic style and jewel-like colors. Still, she knew
material pleasures had limited value to her. She would rather go naked than be without her friends and
children, and felt lucky to be surrounded by them all the time. If Verdadero's assassins ever got a chance
to harm them—but no, she would fight and die to defend them from him.

Shona waited impatiently for the Sbyl to finish its jump. The promised hour crept by as slowly as the
night before a birthday party, and Alex fidgeted on her lap. She played hand games with him, and sang
little songs which he occasionally joined in with atuneless crowing. Lani left her place for awhile,
returning with a covered bowl filled with colorful beads, and a skein of thick thread. Silently she offered
the bowl to Shona.

The beads had come from an arts and crafts outlet in the Venturi shipyard mall. Shona and the others
had spent along time walking around there. Window shopping was one of the few forms of cheap
entertainment they had. She and Chirwl had stood sadly outside the confectionery shop, looking in at a
display of Crunchynut bars, a candy from Earth that they both loved. They were priced right out of the
galaxy, since they had been imported all the way from Terra. Shona sighed, but there was still no money
to buy anything but essentials. Not even her nimble brain could work out how luxury candy could be
considered a staple.
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In the craft store, a man with atorch and aminute pair of clippers was chopping tiny beads from
glowing rods of glass. Lani, growing desperate for something to do while the refit slogged interminably
on, found the demonstration going on in the little store, and excitedly hurried Shona over. In some of the
longest sentences Shona ever heard her say, Lani explained afortune-telling game played by her people
on Karelain which colored beads were strung into a necklace. Though liquid credits were scarce at the
time, they scraped up enough to buy a quantity of the beads. Shona didn't dare let Lani pull an electronic
transfer of funds from her trust account at Mars-Bank. Luckily, the beads were inexpensive. The
material was glass waste from slagged scientific equipment and the port-holes of derelict ships. Trace
minerals dyed the rods into every color. Charmed by the girl's quiet, wide-eyed admiration, the
craftsman indulgently fumed some of the clear beads with platinum and gold coatings out of circuit-
board connections for her. She took her newfound purchases, and insisted that each of the Sbyl's
crewmen, and some of her new friends in the yardmaster's office, pick handfuls that she strung for them.

"Each color hasits own meaning," Lani had explained to the crewmen, placing the chosen beadsin a
small bowl. She picked them out one by one with her needle. "I don't look how they fall. That's fate."
The order in which they were added was supposed to tell a person’s fortune for the rest of hisor her life.
The number of beads was a multiple of the yearsin one'slife span.

In the strain of holding her family together during the refit, Shona hadn't wanted to look farther into her
future, even in play, than to know that she would |eave the shipyard safely. Now, with their journey
begun again, she had no reason to let her worries interfere with a simple game that gave Lani pleasure.
At the girl'sinstruction, she dipped her hand into the bowl, mixing the smooth beads with her fingers,
then pulled up ahandful. Lani quickly held out a smaller, high-sided bowl into which Shona carefully
dribbled her catch. She looked into the big bowl, and then at her choices. Curioudly, she hadn't picked
out more than a single orange, yellow, or white bead in the whole, random handful, and only six golds.

"Red, black, silver, purple, green, blue. Pretty, huh?' Shona asked Alex, who kept reaching for the
covered bowl, placed carefully out of reach. "Oh, no, sunshine. Y ou can't eat these."

"Love, adventures—many, Mama—friends, wisdom, life, peace," Lani said. Shona watched as she
brought up a bead on the tip of the needle, not looking as she chose, then knotted each into place on the
thread. The girl's fingers were deft with the small bits of glass and even-sized knots. Alex watched
spellbound, his eyes huge over the thumb in his mouth.

"Y ou'd make a good surgeon, sweetie," Shona noted. Lani dimpled, and ducked her head over her work.

In light of Lani's extraordinary wealth, it was surprising how much pleasure she took in ssimple things.
Lani kept little in her tiny personal cabin except for gifts she had received from the Taylors and from
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Shona's family on Mars, books, and her doll, the single relic she retained from her life on Karela. The
crew had agreed to let her have the minute cubicle—a more than generous gift considering how much
precious cargo could be stored in an eight-foot cube, but everyone thought it was a worthy sacrifice for
the girl they had adopted as an honorary daughter. Eblich, akindly man with five children of hisown,
planetside, was the particular person to whom Lani turned for paternal comfort and advice. Neither of
them spoke much or often. Shona supposed that was part of the bond. Perhaps Lani's own father had
been alaconic man. In anod to the mission of the trading ship, Lani was made to understand that she'd
have to bunk in with Shona or the animalsif they took aboard a load that was sensitive to temperature or
needed more than the available cargo space if the price was right. Knowing Kai's skill at shoe-horning
an elephant into a cookie jar, Shonathought it was unlikely the girl would ever lose her room. Still, the
theory was important for the girl to learn. Living in space had its rules, and chief among them was that
you didn't crimp your own air hose. If something paid the hills, it got priority.

Paying the bills had continued to haunt Shona's sleep. Because of the expensive refit and the long time
away from the trading lane, the Taylors were in actual danger of running out of money before they could
recoup the cost of the construction. Sometimes she lay awake, seeing huge numbers play before her eyes
like afterimages. mortgage, upkeep, taxes, fuel, the cost of carrying loads of cargo that hadn't been paid
for, losses, and constant repairs because of attacks. Shortly before the refit they'd lost a premium load of
fresh candy because a would-be assassin's mining laser had breached their container hull. They'd had to
go back and replace the candy at their own expense. Cargo insurance paid off late, if at all. Acts of God
or Nature might have been covered, but armed insurrection was not. Shona watched Lani knot one more
gold bead onto the long string, and shook her head.

Lani had been awarded most of the assets that had devolved to her after the destruction of her colony,
making her avery wealthy young woman. Brought up in avirtual barter economy, she had no idea of the
power her money commanded, except that her adoptive parents never seemed to have quite enough of it.
Nor did she understand the delicacy of the situation into which her wealth put the Taylors. She kept
trying to give them money, but Shona had been firm about refusing it, insisting that the money belonged
only to her, and it wasn't as important to them as Lani was. It was difficult for a generous child, scarcely
into her teens, to understand the complexities of legal battles, and how rumors could so easily ruin a
reputation.

The finished span showed the red of love and the green of life plentifully interspersed with blacks,
silvers, and purples, ending with red for love and blue for peace. Lani tied off the circle and offered it to
her mother.
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"The story of my life," Shona said, slipping it over her head, "literally from beginning to end. Looks like
I'll diein bed. Now, if you could only assure me I'd die solvent. Which color is for money?"

Alex seized the hanging end and yanked it closer to his face to investigate, pulling Shona's head down
with it.

A hollow groaning rose through the bulkheads around them. At last they felt the disorienting drag of the
ship slowing down into clear space. In the next room Chirwl finished his swim. Shona could hear him
splash out of the tub, shaking the water out of hisfur so that it struck the wallsin anoisy shower. The
adjoining door dlid open, and the ottle lolloped across the floor to clamber up beside the crowd on the
bed. The cat rubbed against him cozily, then turned his head to pretend they didn't know one another.
Saffie slurped her big pink tongue over the ottle's head. Shona smiled. One big happy family. Any
bigger, and the small bed wouldn't hold them. From the intercom in the next room, they could hear the
crew's voices as Gershom gave orders, and echoed the engine noise inside the walls.

"All clear," Shona heard Gershom say. At once, she kicked on the comm unit and booted up. The
software program searched out the nearest line-of-sight beacon to the Sbyl's location. They must have
come out of warp almost on top of one, for there was an instantaneous response.

"Hurray!" she cheered. "Civilization at last.”

The small screen filled with the Galactic logo, then swirled into blackness, waiting for her to enter an
access code. Shona hit the Answerback button on the top left of the keyboard. A new logo spun forward.

"One Moment Please."
Alex bounced up and down happily.
"Look, Mamal"

"Yup, | seeit.” With her baby cuddled on her lap, and Lani's head on her shoulder, Shonafelt absolute
contentment as she watched her new number scroll up the screen. For security's sake the code had been
changed again, so she had written it into her communication program instead of memorizing it.

"Thismay take awhile," she said, stroking the girl's silky black hair. Lani had grown so much. In no
time she would be taller than Shona, who wasn't very tall. Funny how it had worked out that though she
was their foster child, Lani looked enough like Gershom with her dark, solemn eyes and small, folded
mouth that people automatically thought she'd been born into the family. Alexander had Shona's fairer
coloring, with light brown eyes and hair, and a plump, pink mouth. If the poor child ever encountered
real sunlight under atmosphere, he'd probably freckle like she did. He was a cheerful, loving baby who
seemed to have inherited his mother's native optimism.
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Chirwl, on the other side of the bed, perused the menu that appeared next on the screen. The comm unit
was the only piece of mechanical or electronic equipment, besides the food preparation devices, that he
really liked. Ottles were anti-machinery, or rather non-machinery-oriented. Their culture was based on
barter and philosophy, and there was nothing they needed that they couldn't make. As one of the students
sent out from his world to study humanity, Chirwl acknowledged machinery as part of the curiosities of
the new race but regarded all those unnatural things with deep suspicion.

"What to do first?' he wondered. "Shall one hear the news from other places or see mail?"

"Oh, Chirwl, how can you ask?' Shona chided him play-fully, reaching for the icon for personal mail.
"It's been months!"

She suffered through along, long pause while the net found the data posted to the new number. Shona's
copious correspon-dence had been the source of much pain for the Galactic Bureau of Investigation
agents trying to shield her. Anyone could trace her location from the beacons to which certain numbers
were delivered. In the end, the GBI set up several accommodation accounts that collected her mail,
splitting her trail into five to seven branches. These branches sent her messages on to other branches that
eventually dumped them into the main number she used now. Shona was never certain that some of her
messages weren't lost along the way.

The diversity of letters on the list, a veritable feast after social starvation, delighted her into awordless
exclamation. Her best friend, Susan MacRoy, had sent every week. Aunt Laurel and Uncle Harry Elliott
popped up once in awhile on the list. Shona was pleased to see her forgetful scientist friends on Erebus
had managed to hold onto the comm program she'd set up for them. Even though it was aweak link in
the security chain, she'd requested that the GBI not change their access number to her during their
periodic sweeps. Though each had multiple academic degrees, none of her dear friends on Erebus was
capable of probing the niceties of a simple Execute file. Create artificial life, perhaps; program avideo
unit, no. Shona held her hands over the keyboard, enjoying herself for one moment more.

"What are you doing?' Lani asked. "Why not play them?"

“I'm just anticipating, honey," Shona said with agrin. "—That's long enough." Her fingers dove toward
the keys.

Susan's face appeared on the screen. "Hi, twin! Y ou couldn't have picked aworse time to go
incommunicado. | would give anything to be able to talk with you right now. Thetri-video isin the
middle of production, and everybody's driving me crazy asking for details of events that happened when

| wasn't there!" Susan rolled her large blue eyes skyward. "Wish you could be here to help me record
your life story. We've got the most gorgeous guy to play Gershom. | thought they were going to

file:///H|/eMul e/Incoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%620uc).html (21 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show

computer-enhance his image to make him look more like the real thing, then the Legal Department said
that would be bad—make him atarget for casual busybodies, you know. | mean, your pictures are in the
news-files. Anyone can look them up if they want, but who says that the whole galaxy needs to know?"

"That's for certain,” Shona agreed. On the screen, Susan's image nodded violently asif she could hear
her friend's comment. Her long lashes dipped wickedly, inadequately disguising atwinkle. Shona
recognized it was a sign Susan was about to drop a bombshell. She waited.

"Anyhow, the big headline for the day is that Dree Solanais playing you! She merely signed today,
twin, so thisis fresh-out-of-the-mold news."

Shona gasped with delight. Dree enjoyed a reputation as a serious character actress who won drama
award after drama award and could pick her parts as she chose. Anything starring Dree had automatic
viewership in the billions. Susan's career had "arrived" as the entertainment folk would say, if her first
mass production could attract alead player of that magnitude.

"I am so thrilled, every time | think about it | hyperventi-late!" Susan continued. "I love working on a
project with actual funding. It means | don't have to subsist on nutri, which | hate, but not as much as
you do, | know."

"Oh, that's for certain," Shona said. She had along-standing, if cordial, dislike of the food substitute.
The bland substance satisfied all nutritional reguirements except for taste and texture.

"Nooo-treee," Alex echoed, making aface. Shonalooked apologetic.
"WEéll, it is convenient for making baby food," she said. "No doubt about that. Sorry, honey."

"Then there's the cutest little muffin playing Lani. Doesn't really look much like her, but she's a good
actress. If you're still hide-and-seeking when it airs, I'll upload the video to you. Everyone's going to be
glued to their screens. | think you're going to be famous. | think we're all going to be famous. | wish |
could see your face. More to come. Watch this space! | bet Alex is getting big. Send me pictures! Over
and out, kiddo."

Eagerly Shonareached for the control to record areply, then checked herself. "What am | doing?' she
asked the others with a shake of her head. Saffie raised her head and cocked intelligent eyebrows at her
mistress's self-deprecating tone. "This message is almost five months old. I'd better see everything else
first." And yet sheitched to start recording. She missed Susan, who had shared part of their adventures
in exile before she went back to try and interest an independent tri-video producer in the story.

Shonaread the next lineitem in the list, atitle and address on Mars, then hastily skipped the cursor over
it. "I'll listen to that later," shetold Lani. "More official notices! Boring. Oh, look at this!"
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The next message was from her uncle Harry. He stared straight ahead of him into the video pickup, his
plump, freckled face looking uncomfortable above the tight collar of his business tunic. Suddenly aware
of the Record light before him, he cleared his throat.

"Honey, thisisaquick note. | secured the addition to your loan. It's okay. Uh, send soon. Y our aunt
says, give you her love. So do the kids."

Shona whistled as she punched the Delete command. "This sure is an old message. | heard from the bank
while we were at the shipyard, and we've been paying through our assorted noses ever since. What's
next?"'

Her many correspondents had sent various parcels of news, mostly asking when she would be back on
beam. Shona happily recorded quick notes to them all, letting them know that the Sbyl was flying again.
Chirwl put in afew words to the scientists on Erebus, whom he considered fellow philosophers.

The bulk of the transmissions were more updates from Susan. Occasionally they were sent from the
cabin in her ancient runabout, but more often from a public box in the middle of abusy space station,
with men in uniform, family groups, and coveralled workers burdened with video equip-ment crossing
in the background. The production was going well. Progress was made from one message to another
regard-ing Susan's attempts to charm, then persuade, then bully the producers into telling the Taylors
story the way that she wanted. Shona approved of the way Susan seemed to grow in confidence from
one note to the next. Before, pure charm and talent had been her chief means of negotiation; she had
since added savvy.

"They cottoned on to the facts about Lani but couldn't understand the human angle of the whole thing,"
Susan lamented. "And all they could think of was the money—which | supposein their cases would
have been the primary reason to adopt her—but they had no business suggesting that was why you did."
Shona made aface, but didn't comment. "1'm making friends with the video editor, in hopes that she'll let
me soften the part up, change the dialogue in the audio comp before it goes back to the director. She
understood the difference, and | think she's sympathetic. We both figureit'll be easier to get forgiveness
than permission for altering the script.” Susan sighed. "Here | am going on as if having my dream job is
nothing but a nightmare. It's not true, twin. I'm having agreat time. | just hope | think the efforts are
worth it in the end. And

| hope you like the show. | can't believeit airs in two weeks. Over and out."
"Exciting," Lani said, her face aglow.

"Y ou said a mouthful, sweetie," Shona agreed.
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"Can one word fill amouth?' Chirwl asked.

At last, the message following in the scroll contained the promised video. Shona let the titles run long
enough to see Susan's name in the credits as the producer, then shut it off. "Thereit is," she told Alex,
her eyes shining. "Y our Auntie Susan. We'll screen thislater when we can all watch it. All right?"’

She recorded a message of congratulations to Susan. "I am so proud of you, twin," she said. "While I'm
not sure | want to relive that part of my life, I'm looking forward to seeing it because you did it. | hope
thisisthefirst of athousand successful projects. Much love, and out!"

In ahopeful mood, Shona pulled up the next message, which was from her uncle Harry's bank on Mars.
Instead of the plump, mustachioed face of her late father's brother, she was confronted by a narrow-eyed
man with black, gimlet eyes. He held up a datacube.

"Doctor Taylor, | am Chang-an Zeles, the chief 1oan officer of MarsBank One. | have here before me
your file, and specifically the record of your last payment. The release of funds was significantly after
the due date. | have been made to understand by your uncle, a man for whom | have the greatest esteem,
the personal difficulties under which you are working, but those do not free you from the basic
responsibilities of meeting your obligations on time, especialy since they are such substantial
obligations. | have no choice but to assess | ate fees and interest." He touched a button on the consolein
front of him. A flat graphic replaced his uncomfortably sharp features.

Numbers dropped one by one into a stark white column in the center of the screen. Asthe figures
appeared, Zeles explained them in an emotionless voice. At the conclusion, the total bobbed up from the
bottom of the frame, knocking the other numbers upward in a surprised flutter asif they hadn't expected
the kick in the backside. Shona winced at the amount even as she bristled at the implication that she was
using her uncle's position to avoid paying her debts on time. Then she looked at the date.

"Wait a minute!" she exclaimed. Freezing the message in place, she brought up her account record. "1
got an ack notice back from the central database when | released the money— yes, hereitis. | did pay
ontime."

"Y ou have paid but he thinks you have not?' Chirwl asked. "Who isright?’

"I am," Shona said, with grim satisfaction. "And he recorded this in advance of the overdue date. L ook
at the time code."

Chirwl curled into aball and put his paws over his eyes. "The numbers do adance | do not like. | think |
see the very soul of the machine, and it is cold.”

Lani leaned closer. "He was early," she said.

file:///H|/eMul e/Incoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%620uc).html (24 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show

"Uh-huh," Shona said. "'l bet he had alot of debtorsto dun, and this went out with the queue without
anyone checking. Y es, there we go," she said, pointing to the remaining communiquesin her file.

After a short note from her aunt Laurel, she had another message from the same loan officer, looking
rather more harried.

"Had to record one out of turn, did you?' Shona said to the screen, with satisfaction.

"Zeles here," the dour man said peevishly. "I wish to acknowledge the receipt of the payment on your
ship mort-gage.”

"Good," Shona said.

"We are rescinding the interest, and leaving only the late charge. It will be added to the principal. Please
make note of that when remitting your next payment."

"What?' Shona exploded. "But we weren't late! We don't owe anything."

She recorded a terse message saying that since the credits had been in place before the galactic due date,
"... I would appreciate it if you would rescind the late charge, too, since as you can see by the
acknowledgment enclosed that the payment was not late. Thank you. AarrghV she growled as she shut
off the Record function. " Sometimes the personal touch is more repellent than just getting a quick notice
from a computer.”

"Will you be to send it now?" Chirwl asked.

"No," Shonasaid. "I've got alot of gossip for Susan, | have to send to my aunt and everyone to let them
know we're up again, and Lani might have afew words to say?"' The girl reddened and shook her head.
"No? Surely later, sweetheart— One connect isall | darerisk, and | want to save that until we're ready to
warp again. We could be pinpointed if there's alot of unexpected activity from a remote beacon like this
one." Shonasighed. "I'll be alot happier when we don't have to run anymore. | thought when they put
you-know-who away that it would be the end of our troubles." Lani silently looked at her hands folded
in her lap. Shona reached over and squeezed the girl's fingers. "Well, it wouldn't do if things got boring,
would it?" she asked. "One day he'll run out of money, or influence, or he'll just get tired of chasing us.
You'll see.”

"I hope so, Mama," Lani said solemnly.
"I promise— Oh, no, not again!”

Following in the queue were three similar sets of messages from Zeles. Each time, to Shona's extreme
irritation, he assessed interest charges and late fees, then rescinded the interest, but not the penalty for
being late, until the fourth payment due had accumulated arider of several hundred creditsin penalties.
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Columns of figures swirled onto the screen and arrayed themselves in neat rows. Shonafollowed each
calculation with a sinking heart. The very rise in the amount of debt dismayed her.

"If you persist in maintaining such a poor record of pay-ment," Zeles warned, "the bank may have no
choice but to call in the [oan."

Shonafelt the blood drain out of her face. Standing up, she handed Alex to Lani, and went looking for
Gershom.

"Do you have afew minutes?' she asked him.

Gershom viewed the dunning notices without comment. Shona watched the muscle at the corner of his
jaw twitch at the velled insults directed at them by the loan officer. The muscle sagged entirely when
Zeles mentioned foreclosure. Gershom glanced at his wife, who gave him a helpless shrug.

"It'll take us forever to get that straightened out," she said. "It's been months since this started to happen,
and we've sent them no explanation because of where we've been. They'll keep on adding penalty fees
until we're paying as much on them as on the principal ."

He gave her awry smile and shook his head.

"We'll have to pay for now," he said quietly. "Send to your uncle to get the records straight after the fact.
We can't afford to have the bank pull the mortgage over a mistake, so we have to eat humble pie for a
while."

Her hands shaking, Shona tapped on the command for arelease of credits. She went back to wipe out her
tart rgjoinder to the bank'sfirst transmission, and recorded in its place a new message pleading for
someone to straighten out their accounts and read their "deposited-by" dates, since her records showed
that she was on time. Thinking of their swiftly sinking bank balance made her heart follow suit. The refit
had been very, very expensive, eating up all of the bonus given to her by Manfred Mitchell of the GLC,
plus what she'd earned in her missions before and after Verdadero's crime came to light. They needed to
find away to raise capital, or there was a real danger the bank would end up owning a newly, beautifully
refitted trader scout-ship.

"That cuts us very close to our panic balance,” Shonasaid. "Next to nothing at all."

"I will give you some money," Lani said at once. "Pay off the ship."

Shona hugged her distractedly.

“No. That wouldn't be right. Thank you, honey, but we'll make it."

The girl looked bewildered. "Why can't 1 give money to you? Why won't you accept? | saw the bank
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balance."
"We're not hiding it. But your money's yours, not ours, sweetie. Y ou'll want it when you grow up."
“"Not all of it," Lani protested. "There's so much. | couldn't spend it all in my life."

"We won't take anything from you, and that's the end,” Gershom said, perhaps alittle more sharply than
he intended. Shona, her nerves taut from the ailmost-fatal encounter with the killer scout, and then this
financial onslaught which threatened them almost more than physical peril, jumped to her feet.

"Just amoment,” she said. "There's no need to snap at Lani! | know how much you value our
independence. That means we have to find a means of earning our way out of debt. It's that ssimple.”

"Oh, it'ssimple, isit?' Gershom demanded. " Suppose you tell me—"

"Just amoment,” Shona said again. She turned to Lani, who was pale with fear. "Honey, will you excuse
us?' The girl fled to the laboratory, taking Alex and Chirwl with her. The animals, sensing tension,
vacated the room at once. Shona closed the door, then returned to her perch on the edge of the bed.
Gershom leaned over her and repeated his last question in ataut, furious voice, pitched so it wasn't
audible in the lab.

"Suppose you tell me how | can keep in touch with suppliers when the GBI keeps changing my
communication code? If they can't find me, they'll use another carrier. They don't care about our
problems. They only careif their goods get out intact and on time. And as for buyers, there's a thousand
shipsjust like oursin the spaceways. Most of them don't have families to support.”

Shonafelt the blood leave her cheeks. That was an unex-pectedly low blow. Gershom realized it as soon
as the words were out of his mouth. She'd lost her first baby under tragic circumstances, and he hadn't
been able to be with her at the time to help her through it. They'd been hoping to raise alarger family
with some measure of security while they were both young enough to have the energy to do so.

"I'm sorry, sweetheart," he said, sitting down beside her and putting an arm over her shoulders. She
didn't feel much like being touched, but she let him lean against her. A moment later, she'd regained her
equilibrium and hugged his ribs hard. He relaxed with a sigh, and moved his hand up to cup her cheek in
his hand. Shona, her fingersin atense knot, managed a tiny, hopeful smile.

"Maybe it's just too soon to think about another baby," she said, with difficulty, picking her words with
care. She'd started this discussion when she should have known he was vulner-able. She had wanted to
share her frustrations and tensions, and by the Blue Star, she'd succeeded. "Too impractical to start
another. Alex isjust toddling. It would be difficult for me to handle two in diapers at once aswell asa
career and managing our finances."
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"Y ou don't have to be that brave about it," Gershom chided her gently, blowing ateasing breath down
into her bangs. She turned her face up to his, thinking again that she had married the handsomest man
she had ever met, with hislong dark hair, long dark lashes, and beautiful, strong cheekbones. "We ought
to have another before our space moose gets too attached to being the youngest child."

"It'll work out," Shona said firmly. "We managed to get through refit. We got away from that contract
killer. We can manage without taking money from Lani."

"We'll have to," Gershom said meaningfully. "l don't want to risk having the authorities remove her at
the last minute on atechnicality."

“I'll ask Mr. Mitchell for aloan. Perhaps the Corporation could advance me some money."

"They owe you a great deal for saving their necks,” Gershom agreed. "And for hurrying to do their
assignments no matter where for three years, without complaint. A small loan shouldn't be out of line."
He threw a glance at the closed door. "Was there anything in the messages from the Child Welfare
Bureau?"

Shona scrolled upward through the menu of her messages. "Yes. | wouldn't let Lani seeit, but since
you're here we'd better know the worst."

The female caseworker's face was familiar. Shona and Gershom had dealt with her amost exclusively
for the past three years. She was remarkable chiefly in that she never showed any signs of emotion
whatsoever. "Captain and Dr. Taylor, | must inform you that the final hearing on your adoption of the
child Leilani has been postponed once again..."

"What?' Gershom exploded. "Why?"

"... friend-of-the-court brief filed by Mr. Brogau Din van Keyn. On behalf of the Anti-Exploitation
Watch. Mr. Din van Keyn points out that it might be harmful to the child's psyche to be adopted by a
couple with no permanent home..."

It was Shona's turn to protest. "In this century? There are millions of people living on spaceships. There
are people who've never been in planetary atmosphere!"

"Shh," Gershom said, rewinding the frames. "I thought | heard a buzzword. Yes."

"... whose financial obligations are too great to properly support a child, and may thereby subject her to
unnecessary emotional strains.”

"Thereitis," Gershom said. "They still think we intend to use her as a cash cow. Until they can prove
otherwise, they'll delay the final paperwork."

"Damn them," Shona said. "The GBI promised they'd expedite the adoption three years ago. See here,
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we can prove we haven't taken amillicredit from her. We love her, not her money."

"Y es, but to other people it's an obvious attraction. Probably the way they'd treat her in our place. |
admit it's a great temptation, especially when she keeps pitching her fortune into our laps, especially
now when we could use afriendly loan. But we don't dare. | didn't like the rumors | heard after that last
hearing."

Shona nodded, rubbing her temples with her fingers. They had carefully kept any details of the case
from Lani, except to let her know that it was still under consideration, but their lawyer had suggested
that it would be wise to make certain their actions reflected their intention to give the girl agood and
stable home, regardless of her financial expectations. In light of the extraordinary amount of money Lani
was heir to, some members of the panel viewed the Taylors with perhaps under-standable skepticism.
They were cautioned that any irregulari-ties could result in having Lani immediately taken away from
them. Lani was terrified at the prospect of losing her foster parents. Shona and Gershom vowed that they
would not let that happen, no matter what it cost them. Shona regretted that in this case it might easily
cost Gershom his precious ship. She bit her lip.

"Was there nothing but bad newsin your mail?* Gershom asked lightly. "What does Susan say?"

"Oh!" Shona said, sitting upright under his arm. " There's one more message from her. Stay and see it.”
She read the Galactic time signature. "It's only two weeks old. I'm nearly up to date.” Shelet it play.

The data transmission didn't open with Susan's face. Instead, it began with a clip from the Galactic
News. Shona stopped it and ran it back to make sure the codes were correct. They were. She let the disk
run.

A reviewer from the Galactic News appeared on-screen.

"Five stars for neophyte producer Susan MacRoy," the blue-haired woman gushed. "The story of the
brave young woman who single-handedly defeated an ice-hearted murderer whose greed threatened to
envelop the galaxy isawow. This docudramais based on news events of afew years ago involving the
GL C that made the inhabitants of boardrooms tremble across the civilized universe. If bad guy Veringer
is anything like the original he portrays, then the real number is a skunk who deserves to stay in deep-
freeze for the rest of forever. Hot script, hot direction, and fabul ous casting. Look for this oneto pick up
awards galore at the Stellarg!"

Susan's face replaced that of the reviewer. "What do you think? Can you believe the great review? There
arelots more! The disclaimer at the beginning of the video says 'Some of the factsin the following
dramatization have been altered to protect the innocent,’ and people have been all over me to know
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what'sreal and what isn't." She giggled. "I don't intend to tell. It's fun knowing something no one else
does. We got great ratings, and I'm getting job offersfrom al over. | owe you and Gershom one
fabulous dinner the next time | see you. Hope it's soon. Love."

Following the message were more of Susan's reviews, each as enthusiastic about the video as they were
damning of the villain, afacet of the show that not one reviewer failed to mention.

"Evil personified!" one male dressed in silver lame declared. "Absolutely wretched evil."

Shona and Gershom looked at each other.

"What did she put in that video?' Shona asked.

"We'd better seeit," Gershom said. "Let the others back in, and wel'll al watch it. | know that |vo wanted

to.

The picture ended with Dree Solanain her torn shipsuit, standing in the midst of her loved ones and
embracing the dark-haired child, while the white-haired villain was haled off to justice. Triumphant
music rose over the audio, blaring trumpets in their ears. The final credits flickered on the screen, all
fading to a ssmple blue-black emblazoned with the logo of the video distributors. The Sbyl's crew sat
back and let out a collective breath. Lani scrubbed tears off her cheeks with her cuff, and glanced up at
the adults. Shona shook her head solemnly.

"He's not going to like that," she said.
"Maybe he will not seeit," Chirwl said. Shona shook her head. "He'll seeit.”

The scene on the screentank held still on asingle frame, that of a man with thick white hair, his mouth
frozen in a scream as two other men in conservative dress dragged him from an opulently appointed
office suite. Looking on at the white-haired man's humiliation were atall man with long black hair; a
skinny, elderly male with rheumy eyes; a burly stevedore, his light brown hair clipped amost to his
skull; and a short light-skinned woman with alush, bow-shaped mouth. Jachin Verdadero stared and
stared at the screen, feeling the blood mounting up behind his eyes until the picture was blotted out in a
haze of rage. The three-demensional quality of the holotank made it seem asif all he had to do was reach
out to touch the characters. He wished he could. He would joyfully strangle the young woman who had
put him here. He snatched up a handy datacube to smash through the plexiglass front, and then
remembered what the prison guard had told him. The next time he destroyed anything in his cell, it
would not be replaced.

Not that the suite of rooms to which Verdadero was confined bore any resemblance to acell. As
chambers of incarceration went, these were palatial. They were furnished expensively with every luxury,
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every comfort, every need arich man might conceivably desire to hand, except alatch on his side of the
door or a communications consol e that was connected to the outside world.

The elaborate combination unit that functioned as a video system, message player/recorder, music
console, and personal computer was not hooked up to anything but a power cable. Verdadero played
datacubes brought in that had been down-loaded for him, then carefully screened for content. Anything
he brought out of the cell was screened, and wiped if found suspect by his so-far incorruptible guards.
There was no appeal. His sentence was along one, and his keepers often verbally wished he would
become used to the idea of continued vigilance and settle in to model prison life.

Verdadero chafed at any bonds, no matter how dight. By whatever favor his attorneys had gleaned from
the corrections system, his physical confinement was bearable. That he was unable to physically travel
the galaxy mattered little, but the incarceration of his mind and will irked him. That was the single bond
he endeavored to break. So far, he had been unable to circumvent the justice system's boundaries.

The video and its reviews, tendered to him after a gigantic bribe, hurt his massive ego.

"They will pay for this," he vowed. First the downfall itself: afinancial setback he could handle; even a
loss of time was acceptable. He was a businessman, he understood failure of ventures, and the stripping
of planetary assets was risky at best—but the humiliation he suffered at the hands of that chit! That
child! Verdadero ground his teeth, and stared at the video screen. The screaming male carried away to
trial and impris-onment was him. No matter that they gave it another name, the soul was his. All his
pride had been stripped away.

"They're gonna be laughin' at you from here to the frontier, Jaci," his guard said impertinently. The
broad-faced redhead had entered silently behind him, had watched him clutch the datacube and release it.

Verdadero turned, and with incredible self-control, favored Duncan with a politely blank look. He
refused to rise to the man's bait. The guard was an amateur at torment. "l made too good atarget, a
stereotype, Mr. Duncan. Even the mindless panderers of the entertainment industry couldn't resist that."

Duncan, deprived of hisfun, made a sour face. "Y eah. Y ou ready for your walkies, Jaci?'

Verdadero nodded. He glanced at the time displayed in the corner of his player screen. Just past the
lunch hour. Domitio should be in the exercise yard. His contacts on the outside were happy to take Mr.
Verdadero's money to keep sending mes-sages around the net. It was time to increase the reward on the
Taylors for subjecting him to such incredible humiliation. No, time to double it. With al the appearance
of docility, he preceded Duncan out of the cell and waited while the guard locked the door.

*3*
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Weeks after escaping from the would-be assassin, the Sbyl's small shuttle floated lightly down through
clouds on a course that spiraled toward the surface of Poxt. As the cottony white vapors parted, they got
their first look at the main continent of the ottle planet.

"Blue Stars, ook at all the trees!" Shona exclaimed, leaning forward against the impact straps. "l have
never seen forestslike that in my life." Gershom reached back through the division beside the co-pilot's
couch for her hand, and squeezed it. Shona squeezed back appreciatively.

"It's beautiful," Lani breathed. Alexander was strapped in with her in the seat next to Shona. He crowed.

"I have never seen it from above," Chirwl said, clutching the top of Shona's chair with his sharp talons.
"When | left home this many ago | was hidden in a place aft to shelter from the machine | was not
familiar with riding in."

Ivo, in the shuttle's command seat, grunted. "Y ou sure get a good view now."

The green canopy of the jungle below seemed to reach up toward them. By straining her eyes, Shona
could see less distinct patches of other colors: brilliant scarlet, deep gold, and a stunning electric blue,
plus strips of white along the natural gaps through which wide rivers ran. The white continued out over a
wide delta, and spread along the shore of the landmass, flanked on one side by the jungle greens and on
the other by aguamarine waters. Shonalost sight of the continent as the shuttle shot southward and
dropped another ten thousand feet, covering ocean and islands and ice cap. By the time they looped
around again, the continent was much closer. The brightly colored patches became distinctive groves of
trees, each with its own texture and height.

"Where do we land, Chirwl?" Shona asked. She had the ottle on her shouldersin his slegping pouch,
which doubled as a backpack so she could carry the short-legged alien.

"I would not know," Chirwl said, awed by the sight of his home planet. "I don't know have references
from up here distance."

"I'm on beacon,"' Ivo said. "They got landing instructions on automatic. It's 'drive by automatic' No real
navigators gotta visit here."

“No one but ottles, scientists, and a diplomatic colony," Gershom noted. "Maybe they'll be eager to see a
trader. | won't mind if we can't make any deals while we're here, but it would be nice."

"Huh," said Ivo, as the shuttle dropped beneath the canopy of leaves. "The day you don't look for
business..." He glanced at the huge branches which were spread far enough apart to allow the shuttle to
pass between them, but were so heavily overgrown with leaves and vines that sunlight was cut by more
than half. He shrugged toward clusters of head-sized red globes hanging close to the enormous tree
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boles. "They're not going to want dried fruit, not with they own sources for fresh. What else we got?
Electronic parts?

"Everyone always needs replacement parts," Shona said optimistically.

They passed over a barrel-shaped object topped with a flashing yellow light, and twin rows of bright
blue lights whose flashing chased toward the west.

"That's the beacon," Gershom said. Ivo nodded and flicked switches. The nose of the craft eased down
until the landing wheels were bumping over the uneven surface of a narrow field. "Where to from here?"

The ottle was bouncing up and down in his pouch. "From here | know," he said, almost babbling with
joy. "Do asthis, please. See the black and red mark arrows upon the wall of the tree at the end of this
path? Follow there, then turn.”

Ivo grunted, pushing levers and solenoids. The shuttle rumbled and coughed when its jets shut off and
the land engines cameto life. Driving her like atruck, the pilot wheeled the shuttle toward planetary
north. The road, hewn out of raw forest along awide, slow-flowing river, led to an irregular-shaped
clearing where other small craft were tied down under heavy tarpaulins and portable hangars.

"Stop here! Stop, stop,” Chirwl chattered. The shuttle lurched to a halt next to a narrow clearing large
enough to house it. Looming over them was arough-barked tree taller and deeper than the Sbyl herself.

Shona stared out the window at it.
"That's one mucking great tree," she said in admiration. "Does your family live there, Chirwl?'

“Not there, but another close, near by one tree that is missing, on the side of the river opposite from this
one." A small, sable-furred paw came over her shoulder and pointed a sharp talon downward toward a
gap in the dense canopy. "From here we must walk to there."

"They're all mucking great trees," Gershom said, getting out of the shuttle and stretching his legs. Shona
handed him Alex and followed down the steps, steadying herself on the ladder with one hand on the rail
and the other holding the strap of her backpack containing the excited ottle. Lani scrambled down in two
long-legged jumps, and stood |ooking around her in sheer delight.

"Ah, but not al alike," Chirwl said, inhaling and exhaling in huge, happy gulps that blew gusts down
Shona's neck. "Smell the air, how delicious!"

Shona leaned back, drew in a deep breath, and expelled it in a colossal sneeze. The cool, moist air was
full of feathery green scents that tickled her nose.

"Fresh," she said, laughing.
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"I must touch the ground,” Chirwl insisted. Shona pulled the backpack off her shoulders. The ottle
bounded out of the leather sack and rolled head over tail into the wiry vegetation. Lani giggled as the
small alien cut capers, burrowing through the undergrowth and scratching his back by rubbing up
against bushes and trees. He turned a half-somersault and lay on his back ecstatically wriggling all four
feet intheair.

"I've missed this," Shona said, holding out her arms and spinning in aslow circle with her head thrown
back. "Trees, vines, air, clouds—am | turning into a groundbounder in my old age?"

"Not achance," Gershom said, collecting her in a big three-way hug with Alexander, "because | feel the
same way. And no one would ever accuse me of being alandlubber."

"It's the atmosphere,” said Kai. "l feel a sensation of well-being in this heady atmosphere. Something
around here must naturally generate aload of negativeions."

"Oh, no." Chirwl stopped in the middle of rolling over in the grass. "All is positive here, for life and joy
and thought."

"It'sall in the mental attitude," Shona said, grinning. "There's no sensein correcting him, Kai. Heis
right, thesau-rusly speaking.”

Sometimes it seemed to Shonathat Chirwl didn't understand the human language at all, and sometimes
he taught her something new about it that she had never considered. She sighed. She was going to miss
him dreadfully, but she had to let him carry on with hislife. They'd had seven years together. She could
cherish the memories, athough it wouldn't be the same. Chirwl must have shared her feelings. He'd said
awoeful, lingering goodbye to all of Shona's animals. Harry pretended not to care when Chirwl came to
pet him, turning an offended, fox-colored back on the ottle. Saffie, however, understood the seriousness
of the occasion, and emitted sad little whines as Shona carried Chirwl and his pouch out of the lab
module for the last time.

Ivo hauled Chirwl's heavy carryall to the door of the shuttle and tossed it to the ground, climbing down
after it. With a grunt and one mighty effort he clasped the straps and shouldered the bag. The weight
overbalanced to one side, sending him staggering.

"What's in here?' Ivo complained to the ottle. "You live in trees, so you don't need bricks."

"It's cat food," Shonasaid, with agrin. At Chirwl's request, Shona had gone on an eclectic shopping
spree in the shipyard's satellite town and returned with some surprising choices. " Twenty-kilo bags.
Foreign delicacies for the home folks. Chirwl likes the same flavor Harry eats, and figures his family
will enjoy it, too. There's other presents, but mostly it's kitty kibble." 1vo shot the ottle alook of disgust.
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"Y ou eat good human-type food, too. Why didn't you bring some of that?'
"Ah, but it does not keep so well as my friend Harry's food, and nutri is not of interest.”
"Y ou can say that again," Shona remarked.
"Why?" Chirwl wanted to know.

"I hope there's nothing breakable in there," Gershom said, as Ivo dropped the bag heavily to the ground
and hoisted it into a better position on his back.

"Small, soft things only, except for my thesis, which isin many parts that cannot be broken."

"If we're not as close as you say, I'm dropping it in the river," 1vo threatened, his black brows drawn into
aV over aset face.

"Close! Thisway, thisway," Chirwl said impatiently, scooting up the nearest tree bole and waving a
paw toward a narrow path that led back into the forest and away from the reed bank. Reluctantly Shona
broke free of her husband's embrace and picked the ottle up.

"We can go faster if | carry you." The ottle wiggled into the pouch, and Shona slung it on her back.
"Where to?'

At Chirwl's direction, Shona squeezed in beside the gigantic bole of atree whose striated bark was so
thick she could have put her arm into it up to the shoulder. With difficulty, the men followed. Lani,
bringing up the rear, slipped in after them as silently and effortlessly as a wood nymph.

"Remark your way well," Chirwl warned them as they set out into the thick undergrowth. "I shall teach
you as young ones of my kind have always been taught. This ancient tree is the oldest heart-tree for this
zone region. When Poxt cooled many eons back ago we |eft the original places where rivers began to be
too icy. Now those lie under leagues of snow and no ottle goes there. It istoo bad, for much philosophy
was thought there, and many among us would be gratefully glad to read the musings of our ancestors."

"Does anyone live up there now?" Shona asked, peering up into the dense branches. "In the tree, not the
arctic region."

"No. Itislike ahistorical house residential shrine."
"Are all the heart-trees this big?' Gershom asked. "I've seen smaller space stations.”
"No, most are younger," the ottle said, "so they do have not grown as tall."

Beyond the ancient treestead, the brush on the floor of the forest thinned and grew in scattered clumps
no more than knee-high. Shona, with Chirwl still in her arms, was able to pick her way on the spongy
jungle floor. Gershom and Lani trotted up swiftly to walk alongside them. The crew spread out behind,

file:///H|/eMul e/Incoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%620uc).html (35 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show

Ivo and Gershom with their hands on unbuckled hip holsters. Kai trotted along at the same gait asif he
were still in the corridors of the Sbyl, his mind elsewhere. Eblich remained on the ship. He might have
enjoyed the scenery more than Kai, but he had admitted in his taciturn fashion that he'd already said his
farewellsto Chirwl, and more would be painful. Besides, someone had to keep the Sbyl in orbit.

"Mama, whatzat?' Alex shouted, seeing an avian with scarlet plumage whiz by overhead.

"A bird, honey. | don't know what kind. See, there's areptile,” Shona said, pointing out a skinny,
lizardlike form clinging to a branch. "Or should | say, areptiloid?"

Clusters of colorful, long-tailed birds like bright flowers swirled around the heads of the hikers and flew
away, calling out their surprise in hoarse, mocking voices. Alex reached up to grab for one and was
disappointed when his hand came back empty.

"Pretty," he said.

Chirwl trilled excitedly. "Ah! Now, hereisthe treein which | and my siblings played at racing with
youngsters from many clans. And this is the one where several of us swore a pact never to tell
falsehoods. The place of burning still shows." Shona noticed a blackened patch on the top of one thick,
outspread branch.

"Burning?' she asked. "Y ou have to take vows over fire?"

"Oh, no, for but a youthful childhood escapade,” Chirwl said, alittle sheepishly. "We took fire from one
of the cookings, and over the flames one must hold one's paw while telling the words. If one is not
quick, then fur will scorch. A test of memory it was as well as daring. And there is the heart-tree where
the male-generative one who fostered me and my siblings lived in youth. The young tree that was
growing up beside that placeis gone. | thought it weak when | knew it."

"I don't see how you can tell all these trees apart,” Gershom remarked.

"I have always thought that same confusion over buildings,” Chirwl said. "M ost because those smell so
much the same as another. Trees do not smell alike. They have each their own perfume aroma.”

"Really?' Shona asked, breathing deeply. To her, the trunks had a single, peaty, rich scent. Chirwl's
keener senses could obviously detect something she couldn't.

"Y our tree better not be far," Ivo said grouchily. He swung the heavy bag of cat food to the ground and
stretched his back.

"Itisnot," Chirwl said, whistling happily. His whiskers tickled Shona's ear as he leaned closer to give
directions. "Forward is the feed stream to the great river. Toward the purple flowering treeslies the
bridge we are to be crossing.”
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A ribbon of deep blue sky opened up ahead. They felt a quickening and awarming of the light breeze.
The fingers of the wind combed through Shona's short hair, and she smiled.

"See theriver gap," Chirwl said excitedly. "We are on target for the bridge, since over your clothes you
will not like to swim."

"I would," Lani said promptly.
"Maybe later, honey, after we've met Chirwl'sfolks,” Shona said hastily. "l seeit.”

The inevitable thick brush that clusters along ariver bank was interrupted very briefly by a Jacob's
ladder of wire and planks anchored to the ground and to one of the larger trees nearby by means of
knotted cable as thick as a man's wrist. The narrow span disappeared behind the undergrowth, but
through small gaps they could glimpse sections of it suspended over the deep river cut. In the distance,
the river's roar was audible, a soothing wash of white noise and chuckling gurgles.

Asthey drew closer to theriver, its voice was overpowered by aloud buzzing. Ivo, stumping ahead,
jumped in surprise when the clump of weeds he kicked emitted a cloud of black flies.

"Hey!" he yelled, backing off. He swatted at the droning mass with Chirwl's bag. "They sting! Get them
of f!"

"I did forget to tell," Chirwl called apologetically. "Seek the low-lying, lozenge-shaped leaf and rub it on
your person. That will drive them away."

Shona scanned the ground for a plant with diamond-shaped leaves or petals. "There!" she said, stooping
for a handful of white-furred green stems. "We'd better al useit.” She put the ottle down and rubbed the
weeds between her palms.

When crushed, the leaf emitted alemony, spicy fragrance that was pleasant to human nostrils but drove
the flies away at once. The spacers daubed themselves with liberal quantities of the natural insect-
repellent, and stepped through the hovering mass of offended flies. Shona, carrying Chirwl, led the way
onto the bridge, and halted in the center to look up and down theriver.

The banks on both sides were unbroken expanses of dappled green down to the brown earth of the
waterline. Even the break they'd spotted when parking the shuttle was invisible. Small eddiesin the
river's current showed where water creatures had dived for safety when the humans appeared. Avians
swooped over the surface, snatching up insects and dipping for fish. The single, triumphant call of a bird
echoed from far away. Shona sighed.

"It's s0... untouched," she said. "On any planet where we've settled I'm used to seeing piers, water mills,
or power plants sticking out into any body of water."
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"This colonist group promised usto be very subtle," Chirwl said. "At first they cut many trees, but then
found that we were here living above their heads. It was they stop, for now they knew this was not only
their habitat, but ours, too."

Nothing disturbed the quiet except for the rushing water and their breathing. Lani rocked back and forth
on the guy wires, her gaze drifting contentedly from one cluster of green to another.
"Like home," she said ssimply.

Shona searched her face for signs of sadness. Lani's last days on her native planet of Karela had not been
happy ones. The girl, sensing her foster mother's eyes on her, turned and gave her a sweet, poignant
smile with alittle shrug of her shouldersto say she was al right. Shona moved close and gave her a
quick hug.

"It's so peaceful here, isn't it?' Shona remarked, taking a deep breath of the fragrant air.

"Yes," Chirwl said. "It is conducive to long life. There is a philosophy that such an atmosphere in one
might live forever.

An ottle who disagrees with that thought believes that there is no correlation, but refusesto live with
great noises to test his theory. He wishesto live aslong as any can.”

"Well, would you find it necessary to try atheory like that?' Kai said, shaking his head. "After dl, a
theory's not proof. Why risk your life on the chance that a notion's true?"

"Ah, but the true philosopher's thoughtsis histry."

Though she was reluctant to stir, Shona thought she had better break up what might turn into along
session. "Chirwl, where does your mate live from here?”

"Shnomri lives in the tree under which we will be passing,” Chirwl said, disappointed at having to stop
such a stimulating discussion. "But | will not call upon that ottle until after | have said greetings to
home. We shall go further on aong thistrail eight more trunks. In my heart-tree is where Wlalives. That
ottle only isfrom my clan. Asyou do not, we do not mix close biology, too."

"Y ou mean you avoid inbreeding,” Shona said. She turned her head as far as she could to meet Chirwl's
eyes. "Y ou mean you have two mates?’

Chirwl, usually the most voluble of creatures, actually stopped talking, abashed. "It isnot a discussion to
be with others mostly. Of importance, but yes only to those involved in the trining."

"Trining—? Oh, like pairing." Aslong as he was discussing the topic, which she could never get him to
do before, Shonaintended to keep going until he clammed up. "Wéll, tell me about them."
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"Wia, of my tree, isvery young. Shnomri, of a-tree-much-nearer-the-river, is of my equal in philosophy,
and it isfor that ottle's sake which | take to space to meet you and other humans. My thesisis now at a
point when | may set it before the seniors of thought, to have them discuss and judge if my think is
good."

"Well, it'soriginal, anyway," Shona commented. "That's got to count for something. I've got internal
bioscans of you, and there's no place to put babies. Do both of your mates bear the young?"

"Not both. Only the receptive one, who is Wla. | am for biogenetic donation, so there is no need for the
uterine sack inside myself. Shnomri is also for biogenetic donation, of ova, which iswhy Shnomri
comes from elsewhere. To you, that one almost is male and female at once. Since Wlaand | come from
the same place, | am the least of importance in the trine, so it is not important that | am not there to
discuss the upbringing of young until now. Wlawill have been representing the clan.”

"Do the others ook differently from you? | mean other sexes, not other ottles. I've never met another
ottle. Alien Relations brought you to me."

Chirwl twitched his whiskers. "Not on the outside are differences evident, except receptive ones, who
are smaller for better hiding. Poxt can be not-welcoming to those with young to care for. The three
leaders, each to represent one gender, make sure all know what protect needs to be taken."

"Y ou have atriumvirate? Are they a mated trine?”'

"Oh, no. Not necessarily, for governing changes as need does. Of ottles, some are with the same mates
forever. Some change as they choose, or if peril or disease takes one from their three."

"I suppose al environments have their dangers. If something happened to one mate, would the
remaining ones remarry—I| mean, take a new mate?’

"Ah, in afaithful triangle the other two never breed again. It is most tragic."
"And which sort are you?"

"I like stability. It iswhat you do that | understand.”

"I think that's a compliment,” Gershom said.

Dennison heaved himself painfully up from his cot. He made it to a sitting position before he was quite
out of breath. Where was he? He couldn't remember. He put a hand to his head, feeling for lumps, and
felt skin. How odd. Where was his hair? He felt down the crown of his head to the cranium. Ah, there it
was. He blinked blearily at the sun coming through the window of the hut. A man with brown hair stood
next to the window. He recognized him as Hampton, one of Volk's most trusted assistants. Volk—! Yes,
he remembered now. His notes, were they still hidden? He had to go tell somebody what? He rose and
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doddered toward the door.

"Oh, no, Ed." Hampton grabbed his arm and grinned down at him. Down? He was taller than Hampton.
At least he had thought so. Dennison tried to straighten his back, but it wouldn't straighten any higher.
He remained looking up sort of sideways, with his head tilted, because his neck hurt too much to turn it
forward. "No," Hampton repeated. "Y ou're staying right here."

"I have to go," Dennison insisted, pushing against the other man's superior strength. "I haveto..." He
forgot what it was he had to do. He slumped back onto the cot, and tried hard to think. Hampton went
back to stand by the window.

While they were still hundreds of meters away from the clearing Chirwl had indicated, Shona and the
others began to notice sleeping pouches suspended high against the trunks of the great trees. The
papoose bags came in every color. Some were scarlet, mocking the huge red fruit they'd already seen,
others a fresh and vivid green, some a blue-spruce color, afew a golden yellow-orange, and al the
colorsin between. Chirwl, who preferred a dark brown pouch, was apparently one of the more
conservative ottles.

The walkers had been observed as well. Shona heard a shrill cry from high over their heads. More cries
answered it, and the ottles began to emerge. From the first tree, dark, furry bodies came swarming down
along channelsin the deeply fissured bark to greet them. One or two, still high up, let out musical
whistles and chitters to the next trunk along, to let others know that visitors were approaching. Shona
saw the glints of sharp white teeth, pink tongues, and bright dark-brown eyes in the sable-furred faces.
The ancient forest clearing was cut through at one corner by an old riverbed. The water was only inches
deep, but it filled a pool. At the alarm, ottles clambered out of it, shook themselves dry, and hurried to
join the throng.

By the time the visitors reached the clearing, they were surrounded by a knee-deep, chattering mob of
sleek backs. To her delight, Shona found the ottles were not multiple replicas of Chirwl, but
distinguishable by facia or vocal characteristics, like pudgy cheeks or big shoulders or a discernible
soprano squeak; on the whole just the same kind of lovable, gregarious creature, but different, too. She'd
wondered if when this moment came she would suddenly be disappointed that her friend was not unique
in all the galaxy, but as soon as she met more of his kind the fear vanished. Each one had its own distinct
personality. Chirwl remained one of akind.

"Let down, let down!" Chirwl cried, all but clambering over her neck to get out of the pouch. Before he
was even on the ground, he was engaged in a spirited conversation with a handful of others who
clustered close to see him. Shona let him go, and made her way through the quarter-height throng to
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Gershom, who stood straight, like a human tree, looking on the scene with amusement. Alex sat in the
crook of hisarm like a statue, lips parted and eyes wide, staring.

"Sirenlike, aren't they?' Gershom said as Shona joined him and slipped an arm around hiswaist. He
dropped his free arm over her shoulders. "Their voices go right through my head."

"A young one!" an ottle with a distinct whistle exclaimed from beside their heads. It was clinging to the
bark sideways by its needle-sharp claws. It pointed at Alex. "Do let us meeting your young. So seldom
meet do we."

Shonalooked up at Gershom, who set the toddler down. A crowd of admiring ottles formed around him
at once, poking inquisitive noses at him from a handspan away.

"Look at him." Gershom laughed. "His eyes are about to pop out of hishead."” Alex sat rapt, his back
against his father's legs, reaching out to pat one ottle after another. He had always loved Chirwl, and
seemed delighted to be surrounded by dozens and dozens just like his companion. Each ottle came up to
speak with him and, recognizing the need of the young to explore, let him fondleits fur or touch its ears
or tail. The joy bubbling inside his small body finally blurted out in one huge, explosive chuckle, and he
started to babble at his new friends the few phrases Chirwl had taught him in the ottle tongue. Shona
laughed. The whistling ottle leaped up to his post beside her head and stretched out a paw to touch her
cheek for attention.

"How smart and how beautiful is your offspring,” it said. "To our admiration he speaks to us, and yet he
Isvery young?"'

"He's known Chirwl since he was born," Shona explained. "Humans pick up languages very quickly
when they are small.”

"|s there documentation of phenomenon this one?"' asked another ottle. "It could be yoursindividually is
simply more intelligent and learnable than others."

"I would hope Alex is as bright as he seems,” Gershom said, alittle half grin quirking up the corner of
his mouth. "But not only is there documentation, there are classes in many skills taught to very small
children."

"Ahhhh. Most interesting.” The two ottles scampered farther up the tree to discuss the matter.
"I think we might have started a new philosophical argu-ment,” Shona whispered, grinning.

Lani wandered here and there with wide eyes, caressing the trees and plants with familiar fingers. She
looked at home at once, happy to be back in a deep-forest environment. Shonafelt atwinge, thinking
how much the girl must have missed her native planet after the Taylors swept her away to the sterile and
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cold habitat of a spaceship. At the time, there had been no choice, but now that the girl was growing up,
she could soon make her own decision as to where she would live. Shona didn't want her to spread her
wings too soon, but vowed she would be opened-minded and encouraging when the girl wanted to talk
about her future.

Chirwl shouldered his way back to Shona through the milling throng of ottles. Behind him clustered a
trio of creatures, one slightly smaller than the other two, al with visible rough, graying patchesin the
sable fur around their shoulders and tails. He chittered in his own tongue, then changed smoothly into
Standard. "Be thisis my very beloved Shona and her one-mate, Gershom. Know my generative ones,”
he said, twisting his flexible spine around almost his own length to introduce each. " Chlari, father of the
cell, Thio, mother of the cell, and Tsanan, nurturer of myself and my siblings.”

"Chlari, Tsanan." The name Thio sounded more like a descending whistle than aword. Shona did her
best to imitate it. "1'm so very pleased to meet you. I've enjoyed traveling with your... offspring. All of
us have. We'll miss him now that he's come home to stay. He's been a good companion.”

"He looks well and happy," Chlari said approvingly. "He must also enjoy traveling with you."

Tsanan, hunkered next to Chirwl, rubbed cheeks with him, and whispered low in hisear. Hereplied in a
childlike, cooing purr that Shona found endearing. It figured that Tsanan, as the one who cared for the
young, would have been Chirwl's confidant and comforter while he was growing up. They were il
close, and Tsanan seemed reluctant to be at any distance from her newly returned charge. Shona
sympathized. She couldn't imagine the wrench she might fedl if Alex went away for seven or eight years
without ever being able to communi-cate directly with her, and she hadn't a clue what atypical ottle life
span was. Had Chirwl been away half his natural life, or only atenth? Less or more? Chlari grunted
impatiently and twitched his whiskers. Chirwl and Tsanan reluctantly broke up their tete-a-tete.

"I have refutation for the theory of mine which you denied validity before going," the old one said. "You
must come up to the sleeping place and peruseit.”

"When | know where | shall be placing my bedpouch," Chirwl said, "we shall exchange notional
documents."

"Eh, you can be taking it now." Chlari turned his back on his offspring and co-mates, and walked
deliberately up the tree, disappearing into the crevices of the bark.

"That ottle is more than glad you are returned in safety,” Tsanan said. "He had said of late that you were
no more, that your travels had ended out there amidst in the stars.”

"Didn't Alien Relations send back reports to you on how he was doing?' Shona asked, shocked.
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"Oh, yes," Tsanan said, her black eyes gleaming mischie-vously. "Chlari is not believing them, for there
isno logical proof other than their words, which are so limited in scope yet not narrow in meaning. Mere
pictures. What are they but inventions of human machines of what may not exist? Thio assures him, but
Chlari does not believe hir."

Tsanan pronounced the final word 'heer.' Because the ottl€'s pronunciation of Standard words was so
flawless, Shona refused to believe it was a mistake of diction. She assumed instead that the term 'hir' was
the pronoun assigned by the human colony's linguists to a concept with which they had been previously
unacquainted: naming the two different biodo-nors of tri-gender extraterrestrials.

She was about to ask about possessive pronouns, when a shower of fingertip-sized rounds of wood
rained down on them from above. Startled, Shona jumped out of the way and looked up. One pouch in a
small cluster of three situated close to athick main branch was squirming vigorously. More disks,
assorted debris, and afruit core plummeted down, bouncing off the heavy bark to fall amidst the other
discardsin the wiry grass and bushes at the tree's base.

"Chlari," Thio said, shaking hir head.

Chirwl and the other two elders carefully picked through the undergrowth for the fallen disks. Shona,
Gershom, and Lani bent to help them. Ottles, with their small personal capsules and the wide world
beyond them, kept very few possessions. That which they did not want they ssmply threw out of the
pouches, never to be seen again in the thick undergrowth of the forest below. It was atrait Shona had
had to deal with on shipboard, where everything Chirwl discarded ended up in very plain view on the
floor.

"Not that one," Thio said, batting a disk out of Gershom's palm with a deft paw. "That is not Chlari's
write. Let us."

Chirwl looked up at Shona with shining eyes as his small, deft paws sorted various oddities into piles.
Thio took posses-sion of one stack, and set them in order among the others before hir. "Thisis good
typical of my home time. | am proud to be showing to you everyday life. It isnot like yours, so | know
you are interested."

"I am interested, Chirwl," she said, hunkered beside him with one hand lightly balanced on his sleek
back. "Y ou know I'm going to miss you."

"Perhaps in the future there can be more going,” he said, nodding. "The pouch will not hold young ottles
forever. More thingsto see | would like to know. Can you stay a while long for now?"

"Only afew days," Gershom said. "Now that the Sbyl'sin working order, I've got to get back to work.

file:///H|/eMul e/Incoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%620uc).html (43 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show
My clients are clamoring, and the bank is on our backs."

"Very dliterational," Chirwl said approvingly. "That is good backward poetry of the beginnings of
words rhyming instead of the ends,” he explained to Tsanan. The nurturer nodded, long front teeth
clipped over her lower lip in concentration as she handed her last collection of disksto Thio.

"Now | have them all,"” Thio announced, and presented a double-pawful to Chirwl.
"Let metake those," Shona said, holding out her hands. She put them into Chirwl's pouch.

"Chirwl-Ili?" ashy whistle inquired. The throng had receded to a distance to talk amongst themselves,
leaving room for another to come forward. Through the parted grasses slipped a new ottle with fur that
looked more fluffy than sleek. By her size, Shona could tell she was a nurturer. Although mature, she
had a tentative, youthful gait. Her dark eyes were large in her small, well-shaped head, and her sharp
teeth very white.

"Wilal" Chirwl exclaimed. He tapped Shona's ankle with an excited paw. "Encounter one of my proposed
co-mates who is Wila, also of my greatly extended family." Chirwl intertwined his fingers with hers,
touched noses and cheeks with her, and they conversed together in their language of staccato whistles,
clicks, and chitters. She formed an interrogative sentence in her own language, and he answered in
Standard, to which she replied. The two dropped in and out of their native tongue, while exchanging
cheek licks and ear rubs like a pair of cats. Shona caught various phrases. "Place of gestation... choice
of beginning at once or waiting to see... thesis of natural ... Shnomri said, superior genes..." Shona
laughed. So typical of Chirwl. Wla glanced up at her in surprise, asif aware of the humans for the first
time.

"What isfunny?' Chirwl wanted to know.

"Y ou're both being so... so rational about what is for humans the most emotional of relationships and
responsibili-ties," she said. "I know we rarely go into marriage or childrearing with such detailed plans
worked out ahead of time. We let love or parental instinct take its course most of the time."

"We only work out the logistics of family life," Chirwl chided her, "not the love and caring needed to go
into between we three for each other and our offspring. | have missed out on many of the conversations,
and must be brought up to knowl-edge on the decisions. It isimportant.”

"| stand corrected," Shona said gravely. Gershom winked at her. "Wla, I'm pleased to meet you. Chirwl
hasn't told us much about you, but I'm sure you're a degp-thinking philosopher, just like him." Wlalet
out a shrill giggle and flirted her furry eyelids. She looked up from Shonato Gershom.

"Only two generative ones are you. Was one lost?"
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"No, we're a complete set. Humans have only two kinds of generative ones," Shonatold her. "We
combine the functions of ova-donor and nurturer into one like me. Both of us care for our children, but
only females are capable of carrying the young and producing milk to feed them."

WiIa chittered with laughter. "Most strange! So much for one to do."

Abandoned by most of hisadmirers, Alex let out a squawk of protest and tottered toward his parents,
amost falling over abush. "Mamal Mama, pick me up!”

"I couldn't agree with you more sometimes," Shona said, gathering up her noisy offspring. She checked
his diaper quickly, and gave him an approving pat on the seat when she discovered it was still clean.

Lani cameto join them. Kneeling down silently next to Shona, she held out her arms to take Alex.

"No, thank you, sweetheart. I'll bear my own burdens for awhile. Wia, thisis our daughter, Lani," Shona
said. "Also agood friend of Chirwl's. She comes from aforested planet like yours."

Ivo gave abored sigh and let his burden slip noisily into the high grass.

"Ah!" Chirwl exclaimed, diverted. "And presents | have for family, indeed. Wla, where is Shnomri?
That ottle must have in the sharing."

With a quick glance at Shona, Wlaresponded in a series of whistles and clicks.
Chirwl stopped her. "But to converse in Standard is more polite. Where is Shnomri?"
"Isnot coming,” Wla said, tucking her head almost under-neath her body.

"What is wrong? Does Shnomri ail ?'

WIla glanced up at Shona, blinked her eyes, and ducked swiftly into the nearest bush.
"Did | do something wrong?* Shona asked.

"I think Wla wishes private conversation,” Chirwl replied.

"We like her very much, Chirwl," Shona said, nodding toward the hidden nurturer. "She's as cute as a
button."

"Buttons make some sense," Chirwl said, and disappeared into the undergrowth after his co-mate. The
humans heard urgent cluttering, including a helpless wail from Wla.

"... does not wish to come out of the pouch... for greet anyone, especially you... the co-mate."
Chirwl emerged afew moments later, shaking his head.

"Thisis unsuitable in behavior. There is some foolishness that Shnomri wishes not to appear in public.
This| do not understand.”

file:///H|/eMul e/Incoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%620uc).html (45 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show

"It is outrageous,” Thio agreed, siding with hir son. "l shall reason with Shnomri." The ova-donor
headed back toward the trees near the river. Shortly, they heard loud remonstration from the pouches
hanging over their heads. Thio, hanging from a handy branch two trees away, was arguing with a dark
blue-green bag, which retorted in amellow, determined voice. The bag emitted one final-sounding
comment, and Thio, looking affronted, turned head-down into one of the bark channels.

"Disgrace, disgrace, disgrace,” Thio said upon hir return, shaking hir head.

"I don't mind, Chirwl," Shona said, seeing that most of the clan was embarrassed by Shnomri's refusal to
appear. "I'm looking forward to visiting the human settlement. Gershom and | should check in with them
as soon as possible, to let them know we're here."

"The thicket and awide dell and another narrow copse only divide us," Tsanan explained, pointing
toward the east.

"Isnot hard to find," Wla said, suddenly popping out of the undergrowth. "I will lead you."

The winsome young female |olloped to the edge of the clearing, bounding over the high grass, and
paused coyly with her head bent to one shoulder, waiting. Kai was jostled out of a stimulating discussion
with a pack of ottlesto join the walk to the other side. Ivo seemed more than ready to get away from the
multitude of chattering aliens, and stumped away from his well-wishers. Lani looked up at Shona,
suddenly shy, no doubt, at the thought of meeting a crowd of strangers.

"Can | stay here?' she asked.
"Certainly,” Shonasaid, "if that's all right?' She glanced at her hosts.

"Of courseitisall right,"” Tsanan said, sidling up to the girl and patting her knee with a gentle paw. "A
pleasure to have her stay."

"I will rousting out Shnomri in the midst of time,” Thio said firmly.

¢ /L+

"I'm excited we're going to see this settlement,” Shona said. "It's probably the most important one in the
galaxy. | remember when it was founded, do you? It must have been almost fifteen years ago because |
was still in secondary school. It's been held up as proof that humans can coexist peacefully with another
intelligent species.”

"But of course," Chirwl said, diving in and out of the knee-high wiry grass. "Are we not proof an
example our two selves? | will be curious to hear how good neighbors they are being."

"Oh, very so," Wlasaid. "Shnomri was ever visiting there, as were many others. Friends they we make
good."
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The ottles path through the dense thicket was easily wide enough for human feet to pass. Wla dashed
energetically afew meters ahead at atime, pausing every now and then for them to catch up. Shona,
being small of stature, had less trouble following her than the men did. The low overhang of the trees
suggested that humans seldom used the path; all of the men had to walk crouched over. Shona reached
up to push the branches back, and came away with dozens of tiny thorns in her hands. No wonder no one
had tried to clear the path. It would take a blowtorch.

To lvo'saudible relief, the ceiling opened up within a hundred yards. A gap in the forest canopy
informed them that at some time in the past one of the ancient trees had fallen, leaving a broad, rolling
glen open to the sun. Wlaran along a straight track through low, lush, fragrant plant life, then made a
90° turn at its end. She whisked up to a meter-high gap in adense wall of green, then tittered self-
conscioudly.

"Here is where we go, but you are too tall!"

"Where do we get in?' Shona asked, threshing up and back along the natural barrier, looking for an
entrance. The bushes had dense, sturdy branches, and lobed, ovate |eaves the size of her head, making
them impossible to see through. There seemed to be no break in the hedge. She captured Alex's hand just
in time before he grabbed a cluster of four-inch thorns. On the other side of the barrier she could hear
voices and the hum of a generator. Gershom and the others spread out, looking for away in.

"Not without a machete," Kai decided, planting hisfists on his hips.

"Over here!" avoice called. Shonaturned to see atall man waving his arm above his head. "We thought
we heard someone wandering around behind the garden. This way!"

"Garden?' Shonalooked down, and, with alaugh, identified the spiky plants around her feet.
"Artichokes!" Carefully, she picked her way out of the patch with her hand out. The man who'd hailed
them beamed at her and clasped her fingersin a huge, flipperlike hand.

"Shona Taylor," she said, smiling up at him. "That's my husband, Gershom, captain of the Shbyl, and our
son, Alex." Kai and Ivo stumped back between the cultivated rows, and introduced themselves. "We
radioed you on the way in. I'm sorry about your crops.”

"DeWitt Home," said the man bowing over Shona's hand. His hair grew in a salt-and-pepper fringe
around the bald crown of his head, and his beaky, high-bridged nose supported blue-green tinted
sunshades. He grinned, showing white but irregular teeth. "Governor of this blessed plot, artichokes and
al. No problem. I'm pleased to meet you, Doctor. Captain, men, a pleasure.” He patted Alex on the
shoulder, then shook hands with Gershom and the others. "Well, we don't get alot of human company.
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Nice to have you here." He glanced down at the ottles, smiled at Wla, and raised his eyebrows at Chirwil.
"I don't know this fellow. Y ou must be the returnee. How do you do, friend?"

"I do delightfully, thank you, DeWitt Home," Chirwl said, glancing around at the clearing. "How this
open place has expanded since | was departed from here."

Thumbs stuck in his belt, Home rocked back on his heels and surveyed the open field with satisfaction.
Six or seven now-distinct crops were flourishing in the acreage left open to the sky by the missing trees.
All of them were healthy and bright green. He nodded several times.

"Yes, we're doing all right. All the clearing has been done with the permission of the ottle heart-trees.
No one in my demesne trims a bush without asking. 'A course, we don't have anyone living here who
isn't willing to coexist peacefully. Come and have alook around. Y ou're welcome!”

Small domiciles, prefabricated rectangles with sloped roofs, were set with their doorways opening out
into the common area. Each of the houses had bird-feeders, hanging plants, handmade ornaments, and
other decorations hanging from the eaves, brightening up what would have been a tediously monotonous
neighborhood on other planets. Container gardens and kitchen gardens were everywhere. Shona guessed
all one had to do was throw seeds at the ground and then stand back to produce a goodly crop in this
climate.

"Have you had any medical problems living on Poxt?' Shona asked, falling into step with the big man as
he led them past the hedge and down one side of the irregularly shaped common area.

"The usual: exhaustion, alergies, insect stings, tail bites..."

"What?'

Home grinned. "Y ou haven't seen tails yet? They look like the south end of a northbound squirrel with
no visible means of support. If you grab one by the plume, the animal, which is only about two, three
centimeters long, detaches and runs for cover. If you catch it front-to-back, it can sink its choppersinto
you. They'retiny, but they're big-time sharp!" He showed Shona a small white scar on the pad of his
forefinger. "I made that mistake myself. Our doctor inspected it, and put me under observation for
infection. We're close enough in biostructure to ottles that we can catch some of the same things they do.
Fortunately, there's nothing native here like rabies. No one will ever bring it here. I'll do my best to see
to that."

Shona had no doubt he would. Though friendly and expan-sive, Home's upright, military carriage
suggested a natural knack for command which probably didn't brook defiance.

"How are you getting along with the ottles?* Gershom asked.
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"Fabuloudly. There's nothing like an ottle for a good, reasoned argument,” Home said. "And they can be
obtuse little buggersif they want to pretend they don't understand Standard, but | like 'em. In the
beginning we shipped out some folks who were disappointed. They figured that any other intelligent life
in the universe ought to be bilaterally symmetrical humanoids like us, except for having funny ears. Me,
I'm just plain fascinated by the differences. Trisexual aliens! There's two kinds of bio-positors, you
know: exterior plumbing, one donating sperm and one eggs, but you can't tell ‘em apart unless they tell
you. One of my favorites hasn't been coming around lately, a she-male called Shnomri."

WiIa chittered unhappily.

"Anyhow, come on around. People will be glad to meet you. If you have achance, I'd like a chat about
what it was like to introduce our alien friend here'—he waved a big hand toward Chirwl—"into human
society."

"I think | learned more from him than he did from us," Shona said as they walked. "Because he asked, |
had to examine why | said or did some things, and occasionally | couldn't find a better answer than that's
the way |'d always doneit. | suppose | never thought about the reasons."”

"Like?"

"Oh, why | wear socks," Shona said, laughing as she ran her fingers along a makeshift fence of loosely
woven branches. Alex had captured aleafy twig and was busily tearing the leaves apart. "Or for that
matter, why | wear shoes. Since we tend to build artificial environments all around us, he wanted to
know, why not make one that is safe for bare feet. And then he watched me drop alab beaker on my toe,

and dance around trying to find the brush and dustpan without collecting more shards in my soles than |
could help.”

"Quod erat demonstrandum. " Grinning, Gershom spread his hands.

Home was amused. "Y ou had a microcosm of what we have here, Shona," he said. "We're always asking
each other that kind of question. Ottles want to know everything. | think they'd make good researchers,
if we could ever convince 'em that a human ideais worth investigating. The pressing need for practical
exploration does not exist for them. Ottles have it relatively easy. They've licked their environment.
Theoretical philosophy is about the only thing that keeps them falling back into non-sentient existence."

"I beg to differ,"” Chirwl interrupted, fixing the large human with a beady eye peeled for battle. "Would a
species lapse into nonintelligence if well-fed and cared for? Then those humans who do not strive daily
for their bread must also fall into non-mentality."

Home shook his head. "See what | mean?'
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Privately, Shona agreed with Chirwl, but she smiled at her host. The common green was nearly empty.
A man or woman occasionally trotted from one of the houses along a path toward the big building at the
foot of the gentle slope. One woman, working alone at alaptop unit, sat under atree, only glancing up
with a distracted nod as they passed. Between two of the huts Shona spotted a cluster of children
involved in agame of blindfold tag, shrieking as they backed away from It. In afenced field well-
removed from the main living area were several head of brown-and-white cattle huddled in agroup in
the sun. Their eyes were closed. A couple of calves browsed on something yellow and green in the
corner of the pen.

Uphill, there was aflurry of activity. An ancient man doddered out of a hut, heading toward the green.
Behind him a couple of men in lab coats rushed out, retrieved him, and gently turned him back again. A
dark-haired woman appeared at the door, and with an attitude of concern evident even at a distance,
watched as the ancient hobbled back inside. Every house had a wealth of flowers and vines growing on
or around it.

"Thisisalovely place to have ahome," Shona said to Home. "Y ou chose a nice site—or did the ottles
suggest this place?

"WEell, kind of a meeting of minds. When we first came here, we were farther inland, along atributary of
the big river— turned out to be smack in the middle of one of their villages. Took usawhileto figure
out they were sentient—what the heck, | think the xenos were looking for television antennas and
pressed concrete. The ottles had been watching us, waiting for signs of intelligence, maybe. To them?,
we never assembled for avillage conference or wrote philosophical treatises. Y ou must know what it's
like founding a colony: everybody do their job, keep your jawing to a minimum. Not an ottle way at all.

"Well, after we figured each other out, we wanted a place that wasn't in the middle of their dwelling
spaces and didn't have any historical significance to them. Out of the eight or so places they suggested,
the biologists figured we'd do the least damage and could spread out the most here. It's also the closest of
the eight to an existing ottle center-place, so go figure. | think it was a penetrating insight on their part;
we've trained alot of xeno exploration terms here since then."

"How do students react?' Kai asked.

"Thrilled!" Home said, then qualified his exuberance. "Most of them, anyway. Some of the xenos have
been openly disappointed, because | think they believed the tri-dee movies that say all sentient alien life
IS going to be bilaterally symmetrical humanoids with lobsters on their foreheads. It takes all kinds.
Here's my house."

Home's prefabricated hut looked like al the others, except for a flag with the symbol of the Galactic
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Government fluttering on a three-meter staff stuck in abed of moss-covered pebbles.

"From here you can see everyone's front door. That's the only hard requirement | made when we laid out
the settlement. | want everyonein line of sight until we're so big we've got to split in two like an
amoeba. Otherwise, you can arrange your place anyway you like. We've got eighty people, adults and
children, living in the main settlement right now, and twenty-two more in the annex." He pointed up a
rising path toward a cluster of eight or nine huts arranged in an arc. "They're a bunch of researchers from
LabCor. | don't know what they're doing, and so long as they don't pollute that site or this planet, | don't
give ahoot. They don't mix with us peasantsalot." Home lifted the comer of hislip in a sneer. Shona
guessed that the LabCor workers had snubbed Home's attempts to make them part of the big, happy
family.

"Isthe GG supporting you now?" Gershom asked.

"Oh, we get stipends," Home said, with an expression that was a cross between a grin and a grimace,
"but they expect usto get along on our own, pretty much. We might be their fair-haired baby right now,
but they're looking forward to the day when having non-Terrans as your next-door neighborsis ordinary,
so they want us to function like an ordinary colony. They'd love to turn off the subsidies, but I'll scream
bloody blue murder to the media, and they know that."

"What do you do here?"

Home let hisbig chest puff up with pride. "We're general-ists. We're investigating the native chemical
compounds and jungle foods, specializing in sustainable natural supply. Most of our colony'sincome
comes from catal oguing the natural medicines that exist right here. We're moving slowly and carefully,
not exploiting any source to destruction. We don't want what happened to Old Earth's Amazonian rain
forests to happen here. Our researchers go mad with joy every time they make a new foray into the
jungles. The ottles are happy to act as friendly native guides. They ask nothing better than to have

peopl e appreciate the wealth of natural treasures here on Poxt. They want us to see everything, and
they'll tell you more than you ever wanted to know about a plant. Y ou know, ottles talk a mile a minute.”

"I know," Shona said, reaching a hand down to ruffle her friend's ears. "Chirwl lived with me for several
years. Now that he's come home, | don't know how I'm going to stand all the quiet.”

"I have been quiet, too, between saying,” Chirwl said reproachfully. "But how can one communicate
verbally if one does not speak?’

"Now, there's an ottle for you," Home said with a laugh. "So we identify botanical samples and make
analyses of their contents—natural stuff has trace elements that sometimes help the efficacy of adrug,
and sometimes make a witches' brew of the whole thing. It helps that ottle biology isalot like ours.
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They point out a plant that they use for a certain ailment, and if it's a problem we share, we research their
folk cure, seeif it's an improvement on ours. There's the same number of old wives' tales, too, though.
I'm always hoping the oil for rheumatism that the ancients talk about turns up one day. We've had about
three dozen near misses on that mix, but we don't know what went wrong. The ottles are always arguing
we didn't bail it right, or we should have taken the root with the vine, or we shouldn't have."

"Areyou in any discomfort?' Shona asked. "l can treat you if you want. The serum of the carti—"

Home waved away her concern. "l've just got afew achy bones. Put it down to old age. In the beginning,
there was too much to do to get the colony started. We wasted a ton of time arguing for continued
funding, foisting off newshounds who wanted this whole thing to be a media extravaganzainstead of an
anthropological experiment, and just plain surviving from day to day. Now we're established, | guess|
have timeto sit back and enjoy my arthritis."

"But a calcite-dissolver for the residue..."

"Let be," Home said, with findlity. "I'm fifty-five. My dad made it to eighty-nine, and he wasin the
space service." Shona privately thought he looked much older. His forehead was deeply lined, and
wrinkles rimmed his thin-lipped mouth. Hard work and responsibility had anticipated the calendar by
some ten years or more. "Well, how about atour? | can show you the test kitchens. Y ou won't believe
the terrific fruits and nuts abounding on this planet. Why, within an acre | can show you sixty species of
luscious edibles that would make you swear off anything else you've ever eaten."

"Ching-ching," Gershom whispered to Shona as Home stumbled downhill toward a corrugated-wall
warehouse. "Gov-ernor," he said aloud, "l suppose you have aregular transport line shipping supplies of
your produce off-planet.”

"And you'd be right to so suppose,” Home said over his shoulder. "We use InterStar. Nice folks, supply
al the main systems on their routes. Why—? Oh, that's right," he noted shrewdly, "you're a trader, too.
WEell, | always feel there's enough room in this galaxy for everybody, Gerald..."

"Gershom," Gershom corrected him.

"... S0 maybe we can work something out. Say," Home said, stopping in mid-path before aresidentia
hut, "we're going to aworking warehouse. Not too interesting, or too safe for the little one. Would you
like to leave him with aminder for aminute? A nice, older couple. Mr. and Dr. Oktari. HEs a
nutritionist, a good one. She's a par-foo-mee-yer, and she's done us proud. Folks," he said, when a dark-
skinned man and woman answered his knock, "thisis Dr. Shona Taylor and her husband, Captain
Gershom Taylor. I'm giving her alittle tour of the place. Can you spare afew minutes to look after this
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young man— What's your name, son?'
"Ahesssh," the baby muttered into Shona's tunic front, suddenly shy.
"Alex," his mother corrected, over his head. "He'stwo years old."

"WEell, he's a sweet thing," the woman said, holding out her arms for him. The baby looked up at her,
eyes wide. Shona could tell at once he liked her kind face. Without any fuss, he put his arms around her
neck and tilted his weight off Shona's hip. Hastily, the other woman gathered him up. "My, what abig
boy you are." The woman glanced up at the man, and they shared a sweet, poignant look. Perhaps
remembering their own first child, probably all grown up by now, Shona thought, noticing the copious
scattering of white in the woman's dark cloud of hair and the man's bald pate.

"Hell be fine with us,” Mr. Oktari said, patting his wife's shoulder. "Y ou enjoy your tour. | have some
toysto play with, Alex. Would you like to see them?"

"Yah." The boy, eyes shining, had already forgotten the existence of his parents. Grinning, Shona turned
and followed Home away from the hut.

"That's your mommy?" the man asked.

"Ya" Alex said, nodding. "Mommy."

"And you have a daddy, too?"

"Four." Alex helpfully displayed four fingers.

"You're not four yearsold,” Dr. Oktari teased. "Y our mommy said you're only two."
"Four. Four daddies."

When Shona returned from her tour of the inspection and refrigeration facility, the Oktaris eyed her with
new respect.

"Has he been a handful ?' she asked, retrieving the toddler, who was reaching for a length of
corkscrewed plastic tubing that dangled from a hook in the ceiling.

The man hesitated. "Nothing I'm sure you couldn't man-age,”" he finally said, exchanging an enigmatic
look with hiswife.

Home led the way up the path. "What do you think of our wonderworks factory?' he asked.

"Very impressive," Shonasaid. "l liked the variety of storage facilities you have behind the test kitchens:
ambient tempera-ture, refrigerated, and frozen. Such a sophisticated setup.”

"The flash freezer was an expensive investment, but it's paying off. We lose lots fewer marginal-life
products when we can hand them off to the shipper in coldpacks.”
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Gershom and the others were nodding knowingly. "It'll be a pleasure to do business with you, sir,” Kal
said.
"I'll see what I've got, seeing as how you're right here, right now. How long are you planning to stay?"

“No more than afew days," Shona said, with open regret. "Time enough to meet people, take my dog
and cat for agood walk, and say goodbye to Chirwl."

"Isit true what they said in that video: you're in environ-mental medicine?' Shona nodded. "Then you
should drop in on Dr. Volk and tour her facilities. She might spare afellow scientist more than just the
time of day, which isall she givesme. I'll give her acall, if you want."

"What project are they working on?' Shona asked, remem-bering the old man and his keepers.

"I don't exactly know. My guess is that she and her people are working on atreatment for senile
dementia. They've got a couple of sorry specimens living over there. | feel bad every time | see 'em, and
hope what's wrong with them doesn't happen to me when | get old. | haveto tell you, we don't mix
much. Volk and her people aren't exactly unfriendly, more like standoffish."”

"More your subject than mine," Gershom said, lifting his eyebrows toward hiswife. "Mr. Home, what
about if you and | have alittle chat about your export situation?"

"Fine, fine!" Home said genially. "How'd you like to try some of our local brew? Non-export, strictly for
internal use, if you'll pardon the bad joke. Come on, gentlemen. Just up there, Shona. I'll call and tell her
you're coming."

Dr. Volk turned out to be the dark-haired woman Shona had seen from the governor's doorstep. She
glanced at Shona and the ottles as they edged into the crowded hut at the top of the row.

"Yes?' She didn't stop to shake hands or make eye contact with them, but carried on hurrying around the
lab unit, picking up one vial, then another, scrutinizing the labels, then discard-ing each with a
discontented expression. Shona thought she didn't know exactly what she was looking for.

"Dr. Volk, my name is Shona Taylor. I'm adoctor, special-izing in biomedical research in environmental

ilIness. Gover-nor Home thought you might be willing to give me a short tour of your research facilities.

"No tours," Volk said tightly, scattering disks with adis-tracted hand. "Thisisn't atourist attraction. Our
research is confidential. I'm very busy, Dr. Taylor. If you don't mind? I've got an emergency to deal
with." She looked distractedly through another rack, then pushed it away, al the time looking up toward
one wall of the hut asif she could see through it.

"Can | help?' Shona asked, immediately concerned. " Per-haps another pair of hands... ?'
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"Environmental ?' Volk appeared to be hearing Shona's words at |ast. She looked up, green eyes
flashing. "We have a woman who is in degp anaphylactic shock. Do you know how to treat that?"

"I can. It depends on what caused it," Shona said. Without waiting, Volk scooped up an armful of vials
and trotted toward the door. Shooting an apologetic glance at the ottles, Shona followed.

They passed the open doors of the other huts. Inside the first few Shona glimpsed persona possessions
and furniture. The next ones contained lab equipment and numerous small com-puters, their drives
chuckling away to themselves. She tried to guess what the subject of their research was, but couldn't.
One lab setup looked much like another, from galaxy's start to galaxy's end. Volk shouldered past the
two tall men in lab coats who were guarding the door of the last hut. With an apologetic glance, Shona
squeezed in behind her.

The small hut was divided by curtains into individual dormitories leading off a narrow corridor of
waving cloth. Volk headed straight for the last room in line and swept the curtain aside, revealing an
elderly woman writhing on a camp bed. Her skin was like wrinkled, yellowing tissue paper, and her
teeth were gritted. The teeth themselves were in surprisingly good shape, but one was missing on the
side, the gum puckering around it like an empty wrapper. She was pale, and Shona could see how
shallowly she was breathing. Her lips puffed painfully in and out. Shona hurried to kneel by her side,
and picked up one of the bony wrists.

The pulse beat weakly. Shona pried up an eyelid to look at the pupil. "She's in shock. What bit her? How
long ago did it happen?"

" About twenty minutes ago now," said aman with brown hair. He tossed back hislong forelock in a
gesture that reminded Shona of Gershom. "We were out in the forest. | didn't pay any special attention
until Zeura collapsed; then | think | concentrated more on getting her back home. She's not heavy, but
she was dead limp. | don't know what bug it was. Should | have chased it down instead?"

“No, you did the right thing." Shona reassured him. "Have you given her a stimulant?"

"We've given her epinephrine," said a small woman, whose short brown hair was mixed with gray
strands.

"That usually doesit in case of anaphylaxis, but you should have seen improvement already. Perhaps
she'sdlergictoit,” Shonasaid. "Can someone show me her records?’

"Records?" asked the small woman blankly.

"Yes! You know, you should have called for the nursesin the main complex. They're used to treating
bites from the indig-enous arthropodia.” One of the men started to reply, then changed hismind. The
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woman on the bed groaned. Shona counted her pulse. It was thready. "Where are her records?"

Instead of dashing to the computer terminal attached to the wall, the scientists standing around behind
her shifted uncom-fortably and exchanged worried |ooks.

"I haveto check it," Shonainsisted. "If | give her something else, and she's allergic to that, it can kill
her! Please! Timeislimited."

Almost reluctantly, one of the men stepped to the terminal and entered afew words. He inserted the
receiving end of aclipboard into the light-transfer port, then brought the unit to Shona. She read the
details under "Larch, Zeura," and frowned. "Thisisn't very complete.”

"It'sall we have," said adark man whose name tag said "M organstern.”

"WEell, look here, there aren't any dates on it, let alone information on sensitivities or previous attacks.
How old is she?' Shona shook the patient. "How old are you?' she shouted, trying to raise any kind of
reaction.

The old woman focused wrinkle-ringed eyes on Shona, blank and glassy. Shona repeated her question,
loudly and distinctly. Volk stepped up beside her. Larch's expression changed from blank and glassy to
alarmed. Shetilted her head back to Shona.

“"None o' yer business how old | am." Her lip puffed out over the gap where the tooth was missing.
"Askin' queschns like that!" Her eyes went blank again. Her pulse hadn't improved, but there were small
spots of red in her cheeks.

"Poor thing," Volk said in a hoarse whisper. "It might be that at her age she can't remember how old she
IS. She was keeping her records herself. | didn't realize how spotty they were."

Shona gave her a curious look, then turned back to her patient. Such neglect of personal documents
wasn't unheard of in the cases of elderly people, nor of members of a scientific colony, as witness her
friends on Erebus, who had more important things to think about than noting down their last
immunizations. She did think it was bad in aresearch project that subjects in the study were in charge of
their own data, particularly in one that obviously studied the decline of the mental processes. It should
have been the duty of one of the scientists to keep track. It was strange that the community didn't have
more complete records on their master file.

"Istherean IV kit?' Shona asked.
"Saline? Glucose?' The woman with brown hair rummaged in a cupboard.

"Glucose is better,” Shona said, uncoiling the tubing the woman handed her, and accepting a bottle. "I
want to increase her blood volume. It should help." She hooked the bottle onto a metal hanger, and set
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the valve to arapid drip. The old woman stopped struggling and lay still when Shona held her hand to
keep her from pulling the needle out. In avery short time her skin became moister, and her breathing
relaxed. Soon, she fell asleep, her lips parted. Shona counted her respiration, and was pleased to note
that it was normal. She stayed by her patient's side until she was confident the woman was out of danger.

"Thank you," Volk said, letting out along exhalation. "Sorry | was so snappish.” The others murmured
guiet thanks.

"I understand how emergencies affect people,”" Shona said kindly. Everyone seemed grateful for her
forgiveness. "How long have you been here on Poxt?" she asked, just to pass the time while taking her
patient's pulse again.

"Two years, seven months," Volk said, evidently deciding some facts about their study weren't classified.

"Thisisquite an installation. Y ours must be an important project. Where are you getting funding?'
Shona asked, with the air of someone who's shared the burden of applying for grants. Instead of being
forthcoming in the way of one scientist to another, Volk stiffened.

"We're engaged in some work for an underwriting entity," she said obliquely. "I told you, our research is
confidential. I'm sorry."

"| apologize,” Shona said at once, rising to her feet. "l shouldn't be pressing you. I've done work under
classified conditions. It'sastrain, | know."

Volk unbent just atrifle. "I appreciate that. Come along. | can at least show you the facilities on your
way out."

The array of equipment the LabCor team had at their disposal was impressive. Shona stopped for a
moment to stare at the spectrographic computer, which was eight years newer and several grades of
quality above the one she had in her own small lab. She made a mental note to price one when things
started to pick up again. All the other appointments were similarly new and expensive. Volk was polite
in letting her examine the workrooms, but Shona could tell she was impa-tient to have the unwelcome
visitor on her way.

"Very nice," shesaid. "I'm envious. Well, thank you for showing me around."
"It's my pleasure,”" Volk said, sounding human for the first time. "Are you on Poxt for awhile?'

"No, | wish we could stay. Thisisawonderful place, isn't it? We're here to drop off the ottle I've been
hosting for seven years. Chirwl isthe larger of the two waiting in your office. | hope we'll be able to
come back some day when we have more time to look around."

Volk nodded. "We've been so busy, | sometimes forget what the outside world looks like, and what
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manners used to be. Sorry about the bitchiness."
"I understand,” Shonasaid. "I'm glad | could be of help."

"Another time, perhaps, | can be more obliging." Asthey neared Volk's office, an old, old man staggered
out of the jungle and bleated incoherently at Volk. His slack jaws were streaked with saliva, and his
gummy eyes focused imperfectly on Shona. She felt a surge of pity, thinking he must be another one of
the subjects, suffering from an advanced kind of senile dementia. He veered away from Volk, and
babbled in a high-pitched voice at Shona.

"“I'm Dennison,” he said, urgently. "Get help, please!" Volk shouldered him away, and grabbed Shona by
the arm to hurry her off. The man shouted after them. "Poor creature,” Shona said.

"He'sold," Volk said briefly. She showed no sympathy, so evident earlier with the old woman, but
instead evinced afierce satisfaction. Curious, but not atypical of the scientific mind that occasionally
forgot it was dealing with human beings. Perhaps this man was the perfect specimen for their studies,
and Volk took pride in finding a textbook example. Shona respected the mind's ability to focus, but
shivered at the cold-bloodedness such concentration required. Or perhaps the old man had offended
Volk in some way. The satisfaction seemed personal. Shona opened her mouth to ask, then closed it.
Volk didn't strike her as the type to share confidences. Or maybe, Shona thought ruefully as she walked
down the hill, Volk had seen Susan's video about their adventures, and wondered if she'd been having a
cosy chat with a mass-murderer.

"Sure, we saw the show," Governor Home said when Shona asked him about it. "Told you. A good yarn,
but you can't tell athing from those videos, they fictionalize so much. Whole thing could've been made
up except for the names.”

"Well, let me assure you we were the injured partiesin that case," Gershom said. " Shona had nothing to
do with those people dying."

"Sounded like the opposite to me," Home said, waving away Gershom's concerns. "But don't ask me;
could have been a good script. Still, I'm always inclined to think the best of people. You'd tell meif it
was important. Well, if you folks aren't busy at suppertime, come on back. There's always room at the
community table. We can talk about specifics of our deal then."

"What did you think?" Shona asked, as they made their way back through the forest toward the ottle
center-place.

"He'sliberal with his beer," Gershom said with awry grin. "And his promises."

"It's good beer, t00," Ivo said, patting his belly.
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"I think we can do business. Home's no fool. He knows to the last iota how much they can expand here
without hurting the natural character of the planet, and they're at |ess than ten per cent capacity. He's
right, too, in saying there'sroom for us." Gershom had a bounce in his step Shona hadn't seen since
before the refit of the Sbyl began. "Every year they show a greater profit, get in afew more people.
They're expanding slowly."

"What will we be carrying?"

"Perfumes, pharmaceuticals, raw materials for handcrafts, fish hides—the ottle bedpouches are made of
cured fish-skin—tea, fruit, fresh and dried, natural dyes, seeds, maybe afew minerals." Kai ticked off
the possibilities on his fingertips, his usual dourness gone. "Gershom gave him a diagram and particulars
of the Shyl's holds, with special emphasis on climate control, and we all suggested we would be the best
candidate for small, valuable cargoes. | think he was im-pressed.”

"InterStar can't give them the kind of individual service we can,” Gershom finished smugly. Shona could
see hismind was already full of plans. She squeezed his arm.

"I'm so happy," she said.

"We can get back to normal pretty quickly, with a high-value customer like this," Gershom pointed out.
"And it means that we won't lose touch with you, Chirwl."

"That also makes me happy," the ottle said, bounding forward swiftly to keep pace with the human's
long stride. "For | have gone to much care to build our friendship. | do not wish it to end.”

"Wéll, looks like it won't," Kai assured him. "Y ou could see alot of us every year."
At that thought, Shonafelt abound of good spirits. She squeezed Alex, who emitted afat, happy chuckle.

"Y ou need a change and a nap, young man," she told the toddler. "How isit you're staying awake so
well?

"Too much stimulation. Heads down," Gershom said, with resignation, as they approached the arcade of
low-hanging trees. He stepped aside to let Shona and the ottles go first.

Asthey started down the trail, Chirwl and Wla suddenly bolted ahead of the group, disappearing under
the overhang.

"What's wrong?' Ivo asked.
"Noidea," Shonasaid.

Putting up a hand to shield Alex's face from twigs, she ducked her head to run after the ottles. Up ahead
she heard their voices, then the rattling voice of an elder ottle. Thio had been waiting for them.
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"Y ou are seeming concerned,” Chirwl said to hir, as Shona arrived.

"1 have succeeded in making Shnomri emerge from the pouch," Thio said. "Come at immediate." The
senior ottle turned in hir length and loped toward the end of the tunnel.

"What is the occurrence?' Chirwl asked, hurrying alongside. Shona trotted with them, leaving Gershom
and the others behind.

"What's wrong?' she asked. Wla cluttered in her own language at Thio, but the elder ottle paid no
attention to questions.

"Most unprecedented,” was all Thio would say.

In the clearing, hundreds of ottles were gathered, all talking at the tops of their lungs. Squeaking,
cluttering, and babbling burst upon Shona's ears like a peal of thunder. The milling crowd centered
around the tree bole where Thio had been arguing. Lani stood with them, staring into their midst When
Chirwl appeared, the others made way for him, bounding up to continue their argument in the channeled
bark of trees or under clumps of huge-leaf bushes.

The center of attention was an elderly ottle with a graying muzzle and gray streaks and patches
throughout hir fur. As Chirwl caught sight of hir, he skidded to a halt and let out a shrill whistle.
Shnomri met his gaze, then turned hir head away, trembling slightly with age. Wla hurried between
Chirwl and Thio to nuzzle the newcomer frantically. Shona knelt down beside hir and smiled.

"How do you do? I'm Chirwl's friend, Shona. Y ou didn't tell me Shnomri was so much older than you,
Chirwl," she said, turning to him. He stared unblinkingly at his co-mate.

"Thisoneisnot," he said, in a shocked voice. "We are of the same birth year exactly!"
¢5*

"I know who sheis," Morganstern exploded, pacing up and down Volk's hut. "What | want to know is,
what is she doing here?"

"Part of our funding comes from GLC," Volk said with a shrug. She sat in her canvas chair asif it werea
throne, with her hands laid flat on the arms. " She works for them; you saw that tri-dee broadcast.
Perhaps they sent her to look over the project.”

"Then what about all those ingenuous questions about what we're doing?' Hampton asked. He was
propped up against the door frame, staring at nothing with a speculative squint. "I don't think she had a
clue.”

"Testing us?' Volk suggested. "Making certain we're keep-ing the details classified as per our contract?"
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"I don't think she knows about the contract," said Hampton. " She and her husband are here on their
trading ship. She said they were returning an ottle to the homeworld. It's probably blind chance that she
turned up here now."

"Blind chance?' Morganstern demanded, disbelievingly. He raked up his hair with both hands, leaving it
in black and diver spikes. His eyes were haunted. "The Angel of Death?”

"Come on, she wasn't the one who deserved the name; he was," Hampton said obliquely. "Remember?"
"But she was there when they all died!"

"Stopit," said Volk wearily. "She saved Larch's life. She's obviously not here to poison us. We're doing
afinejob of that ourselves."

Morganstern continued to pace up and down the small hut.
Volk watched him for awhile, then shaded her eyesto shut out the sight.

"Calm down," she said, massaging the bridge of her nose with thumb and forefinger, trying to rub out
the knot of tension that was giving her a headache. "Y our blood pressure will shoot up if you keep
letting the stress build. That could be harmful. Sit down. Meditate. Keep your body rhythms slow and
steady."

"I can't. And | don't see how you can be so calm."

Volk looked up at him. "Think of the eternal vision, Lionel," she said in a softer voice, willing him to
calm down. "Thisis only atemporary setback. One day, one event out of the rest of your life." Shetried
to make it sound asif she believed it, too. Morganstern paused for a moment, shook his head to break
the spell, and resumed pacing. Hampton shrugged.

"Dennison must have managed to get word out, that's all,” he said.

"Impossible! The computer shows alog of every message transmitted. He hasn't touched it since...
since..." Mor-ganstern was unable to get the words out. Volk saw he was still haunted by what he had
done at her command. They'd al had to watch Dennison's swift decline, and wondered if it would
happen like that to them when the time came.

"WEell, you can't have it both ways," Hampton said, unim-pressed with Morganstern's remorse. "Either
he did, and that's why she's here, or it's a coincidence."”

Volk nodded sharply.

"Then it's blind chance—or so it seems. Perhaps she's working for one of the competition. The
Corporation would love to scoop LabCor's research, and there go our grants. Any of the smaller
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concerns like Eternalife would love to pick up right where we've left off." She gave a short, bitter laugh.
"I'd like to hand it to them, and see what they'd do when this happens to them." She held out her hands.
Was the flesh thinner than the day before? Was the skin drier? She couldn't tell.

"What shall we do?' Hampton asked quietly. Volk was glad for the distraction. She dropped her hands
to the chair arms and resolutely lifted her eyesto those of her associate.

"Keep alow profile, and don't answer any questions. | can check the ottle connection quite easily with
the governor."

"Y ou're going to go see him?' Morganstern asked. He spun on his heel and searched her face.

"Yes," said Volk, rising with asigh. In the mirror that morning she had seen more gray roots in her black
hair. A little dye, and no evidence that anything was wrong would remain. If Home saw lines starting
around her mouth and eyes, he'd put it down to the strain of her job. "Fortunately, the governor isnot an
observant man."

"He'd have to be stupid as well as blind," Hampton said. For the first time Volk noticed that gray was
starting in the roots of histhick brown hair. "By the benchmarks, we're aging at more than five times
normal. He was affected, too, you know."

"How ironic!" Volk said, her thoughts forcing a pained smile to her lips.
"What's so funny?' Morganstern asked.
"It'sjust ironic that this should happen to us."

Hampton smiled flatly. "Who else would be interested in this kind of research? Certainly not the
ephemerals.”

"Spoken like atrue Foreverite," Volk said. "I'll see Home now."

Three years before, representatives from LabCor had come to the enclave known as Forever to interview
senior scientists, with an eye to giving one of them the position of chief researcher in a project they had
in mind. Raden Miles, director of research at Forever, had declined to be interviewed, refusing to sign
the confidentiality agreement LabCor insisted upon before they discussed specifics. Instead, he had
listened to what they would say, then recommended that Dr. Missa Volk, his assistant director, speak
with them. She had the requisite background, and the will to carry through difficult projects, but, Raden
pointed out to her, she should not find this project onerous.

Detailsthat LabCor's executives let slip during the very first conversation had Missaimmediately
reaching for the thumb-print platen. LabCor wanted her to develop a process, potion, or scientific system
for keeping a human being young for aslong as he or she lived. Extensive funding would be provided.
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She could pick her own staff. It was the dream offer for anyone involved in Forever. She was so excited
she almost laughed out loud when they laid out the details of their proposal. Pay her? She'd pay them for
the opportunity to create a genuine catholicon. It was what members of Forever had been striving toward
for over two centuries. She firmly believed the goal was achievable, a belief she shared with her
handpicked staff. They aready held the deep commitment to finding the key to unlock the door of
eterna life. But what was the use of living forever if one had to deal with perpetual old age?

Theimage in her mirror had shifted over the last weeks from hersto her mother's, and most recently was
beginning to slide toward her grandmother's. Missa was frightened of old age and death, especially when
eternal youth seemed so near to her grasp, but it looked as though that was her fate if they couldn't
reverse the mistake they had made.

Dealing with Dennison had bought them time, but how much longer did they have until a representative
or spy from LabCor came to ook things over and discovered what was happening? They could solve the
problem and get back on track, if this stupid, stupid mistake did not kill them first—or their funding
wasn't cut off by the accidental interference of a well-known busybody and whistle-blower.

"Now, now, now, now!" DeWitt Home shouted, gesturing with his hands to hold down the uproar. "Not
everybody at once. Shona," he said, pointing at her. "Y ou tell me what's wrong. Then everybody give
me details'—he raised his voice over the ensuing babble—"one at atime!”

"What's going on here?' Dr. Volk demanded.
"Listen and you'll find out! Shona! Everyone, canit!"
The crowd that was gathered around the governor's hut quieted slightly.

"Asyou know, we arrived here only today, returning Chirwl to his homeworld. One of his co-mates,
Shnomri, refused to come out of hir pouch to meet him." She saw recognition of the name on some of
the faces. "We heard that Shnomri hadn't appeared in public in some time. In fact, Governor Home
commented on that himself, that he hadn't seen hir lately." She pulled her backpack around, and
displayed the graying head of the ottle inside. "Thisiswhy!"

There was a collective gasp. Ashamed to be under the scrutiny of the crowd, the ottle bowed hir gray
head and refused to look at anyone. Most of the faces were blank with shock.

"“I'm not seeing that," one of the men said. "It's not possible.”

"Shnomri has become old,” Chirwl said emphatically. "Thisis not alogical growth."

"Areyou sure that thisisn't natural, that it isn't something that happens to ottles?' asked Dr. Oktari.
"Certainly not," Shona said. Gershom, standing beside her with his arms folded, shook his head
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emphatically from side to side. "Chirwl is precisely the same age as Shnomri, and look at him. Hisfur is
still all dark, and his muscles are strong. In fact he was shocked flat to see hir. I've examined Shnomri,
and found hir muscles are dlightly atrophied.”

"So thisottle hasfallen ill?' Dr. Volk said, from outside the crush. "I'm sorry to hear that, but why isit a
subject for discussion?"

"Because it has not happened before humans came to this planet,” Chlari burst out sourly. "Thisisnot an
ilIness in nature. Others | see now with new eyes have grown old early, too. Varral, come forward."

"| stand here," a squeaky voice said resolutely. "My legs are stiffer than once were."

The crowed turned to look. The ottle had not advanced in age as much as Shnomri, but he had gray
streaksin his fur, and the way he stood made him appear feeble.

"He's not the only one," Shona said. "Once Shnomri came out, several others said they've noticed signs
of age, too."

Severdl ottles called out, describing their own symptoms. The humans, bewildered and concerned,
looked from one to another, trying to understand the babble of ottle lingo and Standard. Shona's voice
became lost in the din, and she shut her mouth to wait.

"All right, quiet!" Home bellowed.

In the ensuing silence Chlari continued histirade. "My think is that since Shnomri spent most time with
humans, therefore that ottle is most strongly affected by contact. Others, who have less contact, are less
older."

"That's a pretty quick decision,” Home said defensively, "based on one good look."

"I have not obstacles in my mind to block the truth," Chlari said forthrightly. "What | see, is. Humans
have caused this."

"If humans hurt ottles, they must leave," one of the older ottles said at once.

Now the human settlers began to protest. Home silenced them. "Come on, people, let's not be alarmists.
We have to handle this like grownups."

"WEéll, the question is, if thisis an illness the humans gave to the ottles, is there anyone in the human
settlement who's started to age prematurely?' Shona asked. "With the similarities in biology, it would be
logical to wonder if the phenomenon goes both ways."

"Well? Anybody?' Home demanded.

"“I'm graying," awoman said, coming forward. "I've been noticing it for months now. |... my reflection
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looks like my father's sister. It'stoo soon. | mean, I'm too young."

"Nobody thinks they're old enough to look middle-aged," one man said with a supercilious smirk, but
Shonathought he must be in his early twenties. No sign of unnatural aging there.

"You'reridiculous," ashort plump man snapped at the young man. "L ook at the roots of my hair. It's
amost all coming in gray. And I'm stiff in the mornings. How about that? Did the ottles cause it?"

“It'sall in your minds," Volk said, her arms crossed, unconcerned. "Y ou're creating a harmful mass
fantasy that can threaten your own future well-being. Y our mind can affect your body. Y ou've al been
under strain over the years. What surpriseisthere in seeing lines or gray hairs?"

At her calm voice some of the settlers looked at each other or stared at the ground sheepishly.

"Maybe you're right," said a blond woman. Shona guessed her to be about forty. "I... well, the body
startsto change all by itself, doesn't it?"

"No! Come on, Marleen,” aman said suddenly to the woman beside him. " Show them." The woman
looked at the crowd, then dropped her eyes to avoid meeting any of theirs.

"Thisisvery embarrassing, Steff," she said, her lower lip quivering. "All right." Abruptly making her
decision, she grabbed Shona's hand and pulled her toward one of the huts. Shona opened the door. There
was asmall cry of surprise from within, and scrabbling noises. Shona peered into the dim interior. A
figure, clutching sheets to its face, stood in the comer, frightened eyes fixed on Shona

"I'm not going to hurt you," she said gently. She approached the figure, found it stood less than half her
height, and put out a hand to lower the cloth. The face behind it was horrible. It was human, but so
strange, like amask. There were deep furrows in the ashy cheeks and forehead, and it bore a straggly
beard. Shona noticed then that the fine hair was mostly gray and had receded above both temples nearly
to the crown of the head. Between the cracked lipsits teeth were small, and several were missing. Tears
began to leak out of the matte-blue, marblelike eyes, and the being reached for the woman who knelt
beside him. She settled the balding head on her shoulder and wrapped her arms around the shaking body,
crooning softly.

"How old is he?' Shona asked, swallowing hard.

"Seven." Marleen burst into tears herself. "When he started to... to change, he didn't want to be seen by
the other children. They can be so cruel, you know. He's been hiding in here, getting worse every day.
I've been ashamed to ask for help. But now | know it isn't just him. Help us." She extended a hand to
Shona. The ancient child let out a whimper of protest, and Marleen wrapped him up again.

"“Poor one," Shnomri whispered from Shona's back.
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Shonarocked back on her heels. "I've never seen anything like thisin my life. Has he been tested for
progeria?' Marleen shook her head.

"No, but | read up about it. That would have started when he was a baby, and he's been normal until,
well, | don't know."" Marleen glanced at the door. "Do | have to bring him out? He doesn't want to be

seen.

"No," Shonasaid, rising. "Keep him here." She patted the boy-man tenderly on the back, and went out to
rejoin the crowd. It was beginning to polarize into two groups, humans and ottles, and that worried her.
She deliberately went to stand with the ottles, and described what she had just seen.

"Could it be some kind of culture shock?" athin man asked. His face was lined and his temples white,
but he must have considered them normal, because he hadn't complained. "We've passed germs back and
forth through simple contact. Could something have mutated?"

"After so many years?' Dr. Oktari asked.

"That's not possible," Shona said at once. "The cause has to be something specifically here and now, on
Poxt, and oh, six or eight months ago."

"Why then?' Home asked.

"The length of everyone's white roots, for one thing," Shona said. "Hair grows approximately one
centimeter every six months. It varies according to climate and personal biology, of course, but that's a
guess. Friends, I've had Chirwl with me for severa years. Neither he nor |, nor anyone in my family,
have shown any signs of unusual aging, and yet this phenomenon is widespread in Chirwl's center-place.
They've never had any-thing like this before, either. It worries me enough that I've sent my children into
isolation in our shuttle and hope they weren't exposed to whatever's causing this. They'll stay there until
we're ready to leave."

They hadn't gone without protest, Shona reflected. Lani had complained she didn't want to leave the
beautiful forest, and Alex was upset that his mother was upset, and didn't want to be separated from her
until she cheered up. It had been hard to pin on a smile when she left him in Lani's care, but she had
doneit.

"And this my co-mate has grown old, and we are of the same age," Chirwl said. "See me, see my fur.
See Shnomri's."

"No doubt about it," Home said. " Something's happened to hir."

"It is something of humans." Chlari insisted. "Y our presence has caused this. It isthe potential that to
kill all of us."
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Volk glared at him. "Don't be afool," she said. "Mutations can come in any generation. In any species,"
she added, glaring at Marleen's husband, who stared at her, dumbfounded.

"If humans are harmful to ottles, they must go," Chlari said, warming to histopic. "That was the
agreement of fifteen times back, and we will hold to that with all force." There was another general
outcry.

"Now, now, friends, please!" Home said, alarmed. "Let's not talk drastic measures here. Let's solve this
problem."

"If thereisaproblem,” Volk said. "I say it's spontaneous mutation in two cases, and nothing but genetics
or stressin the others.”

"l say it'sagerm,” the thin man said again.

"What, a shared virus mutation?' Shona asked, paths of exploration beginning to take shape in her mind.
"Pathogenic bacteria?' She turned to Volk.

"Y ou're the environmentalist, you figure it out," Volk said, refusing to help her. "I am not concerned in
this matter. None of my people have been affected. | think it's an isolated phenomenon, and you're all
getting overexcited."

"Thisisterrible," said a big man with huge, restless hands and a red, bony face. Shona recognized him
from the factory. "This means we can't export anything off-planet until we're sureit's not carrying the—
whatever made this happen to us.”

"That's less difficult,” Shonasaid. "A disease or a syndrome has a cause. It |eaves footprints, a protein or
atoxin or acause we can find. Analysis, chemical or spectro-comparisons of each product, should tell
you if there's anything in there that shouldn't be."

The man looked grim. "Can we trust batch-testing?"'
"Well have to, or we're shut down," another worker, awoman, said.

"We have initial chemical analyses of everything, back from year one,” Home said. "They're all in the
computer. If agood representative sample checks, then we're still in business.”

Dr. Oktari shook her head. "But what about the spacers who carry our goods? We ought to hold back
until we know we're not exporting the virus from person to person."

"Do you think the GG is going to let us ship to other destinations, in the condition we're in?' the stout
man asked.

"Wait amoment,” Volk said hastily. "We can't send the Galactic Government a message of panic based
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on assump-tions. They'll shut down the colony at once.”

"Well!" exclaimed Chlari. "If you have caused this, you must go away before all ottles age and die
before their times."

"I tire," Shnomri said in Shona's ear. "Take meto my place." Shona nodded and turned to Home.
"I'll be right back. Shnomri wants to go back to hir tree.”

"Where that ottle goes, | come along," Chirwl said at once.

"And | aswell," Wlachimed in.

Home watched them go, still shaking his head. He glanced down at V olk, who had come up to stand
beside him. "What do you know? Right under our noses and we've been going on like there's nothing
wrong! Doctor, have you noticed anything like that up in your camp?'

"Certainly not. Governor, | wanted to warn you about that woman,” Missa said. "Y ou can't believe
anything she tells you. She was involved in a series of heinous mass-murders.”

Home snorted in disbelief. "Then how do you explain Shnomri? I've known hir for twelve years!"”

"It doesn't mean athing,” she said, shaking her head. Home, as usual, was being obtuse. He'd gotten an
idea into his thick head, and now wouldn't et go of it for anything. "And if you mean that poor freak in
the hut, Bobby Orthon, there's evidence in human culture of unusually rapid aging. In the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries alone severa children died of old age before nine years."

“None of us are children, Doc, and some of us have mighty stiff bones, too."
"Her judgment is suspect. | smply wanted to warn you."

Shona returned along the path from the crop fields, and Volk watched her stump up the hill toward them.
A tal man, her husband or mate by his protective attitude, strode down to join her, and escorted her the
rest of the way up the slope. Volk was worried. Was that woman smart enough to figure out what had
been going on in the colony? Could she foment an inquiry? Volk cringed at the thought of destroying the
remaining nanomites. It might be another three years before they could create more with the same
properties. While it might be agood idea to start over entirely on the minute engines, it was more likely
they could come up with a stronger controller for their properties. There weren't many left to find;

amost all had been used on Dennison. Concealing their research would be less difficult, since no one
down here including Citizen Nosy Parker had the qualifications to understand it.

"I've been concentrating so hard on the people who've been affected by the phenomenon, | never asked
how many haven't been," Shona said.
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"Oh, lots," Home said. "Me, for one." Volk ailmost laughed.

"Can you pin it down further than that?' Shona asked, looking around at the crowd of humans and ottles.
"I think we've seen perhaps the two worst cases. Everyone else was more lightly affected. What do all
the victims have in common, if anything? The same goes for the non-victims. What were they exposed
to? Is the parent virus or bacteria something a settler brought with him or her from another planet? The
vector isimportant, too: how someone catches the aging virus, if it'savirus." She turned to the thin man.
"What was that you said about culture shock? Y ou could explore the possibilities of a pathogenic
organism that likes warm-blooded creatures. Have any of your farm animals suffered? How about the
local wildlife?"

Volk snorted. Shona glanced around at the sound, but ignored it. "And how would you handle it?* Missa
asked.

"Well, | would start by inspecting the environment," Shona said, facing her. "I'd investigate anything
that's new since after Chirwl left, and I'd want to go over the medical records of each human in the
colony, particularly those who've been affected, to seeif one of them brought it in from his or her point
of origin. That's where you should begin."

"Sounds like you're the very one for the job," Home said, looking pleased. "Dr. Taylor, will you
undertake it?"

"Governor Home, no!" Missa protested. Home turned to glare at her.

"Dr. Volk, put asock init. We have a problem here, and you're pretending it doesn't exist. Thislittle
lady has got the very background to put us right if anyone can, and it sounds like she's got the smarts to
go with it. How about it, Doctor?"

Shona looked up at Gershom, whose lips were set in atight line. He had wanted to go right off and start
trading again. He must understand that now she couldn't go off-planet with him. Even if Chirwl wasn't
involved, she could simply not walk away from this situation. Her curiosity was aroused, but it was also
aconcern of the heart. That little boy, so confused, so unhappy, had touched her. She had to help solve
this problem.

There was another concern: had the crew of the Shbyl already been exposed to it? Shona considered the
facts. If the syndrome proceeded from casual contact no one was safe, not the colonists, not the ottles,
not the traders from InterStar nor the visitors who came and went from this spotlit community, so it must
not be easily contagious.

Every day Gershom stayed here they lost money. The Shyl had to fly to earn, and it could mean the end
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of their traveling days if Gershom didn't go. She'd understand if he felt he had to leave her here. She had
to stay. She tried to keep her thoughts out of her face, so as not to sway him unfairly.

At last Gershom opened his mouth. "What can | do to help?' Shona shot him alook of pure gratitude.
"Thisis exactly the reason why | married you," she said.
"l had wondered."

"You won't lose by it, folks," Home said, watching the byplay between husband and wife. "Shona, all
these people saw the video about your life. Fiction aside, we know your qualifications. I'm hiring you to
look into this problem, and save our colony. This settlement is more than a place. It's akind of dream
humans have had. We don't want to lose it."

"We'll help in any way we can," said Marleen's husband.

Shonatraded glances with Gershom. The prospect of afee made him look alittle more relieved.
"All right," she said. "I'll need my lab, and I'll want medical records from everyone in this colony."
"No problem," Home said.

"“I'm not participating any further in this hoax," Volk said. She turned away and marched up the hill to
her hut. The door ~lid shut with a screech.

"Forget her," Home said. " She's touchy. Come on in and use my console.”

Several people followed Shonainto the governor's hut, and crowded around in the large meeting room
just outside his small office, offering suggestions through the open door. She tried to acknowledge
everyone with alook or anod, while at the same time going over the records. She set up search
parameters, and got the program going. Eighty dossiers did not take that much time to process, and she
began to run through the results. To her dismay, there were as many blank spotsin ihe files as there had
been on Larch'sfilein the LabCor compound. She called for the governor, who barged his way through
the crowd to her side.

"They're kind of incomplete,” Home acknowledged when vhe pointed out the problems. "We've had
computer crashes, and some of the data got dumped, back along. There's afew people, our tea
detectives, who don't live year-round in the settlement. They're on the move out in the brush somewhere
with a couple of ottles for company, looking for more medici-nals, fruits, and teas. They keep track of
themselves, and |

guess they haven't downloaded in a couple of years. Also, you'll find the records for the babies are kinda
empirical. We don't have a colony doctor, believe it or not. Have a couple of trained nurses and EMT's.
We've had to ship maybe one serious case off-planet in the last fifteen years. That was about six months
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ago.
Shona nodded. "1 don't see Dr. Volk'sfile here."

"I don't have her records,” Home said. "Like | said, they keep themselves to themselves."
"We need everyone's histories," Shona said, getting up from the console.

Volk wasn't alone when Shona confronted her in the cluttered lab. A dozen or so men and women
stopped their animated discussion the moment Shona appeared in the door-way. At asignal from their
boss, they filed silently out of the room. One man with brown hair, Hampton, stared at her as he left with
an expression she could not comprehend.

"I've come for copies of your health records," Shona said.

"I told Home I'm not participating in this shadow-chasing," Volk said, standing behind her desk with her
fingertips braced on the top. The woman had regained her cool, impenetrable facade. "Now | am telling
you. | am not sacrificing our privacy for your curiosity."

Shona didn't argue, but turned silently on her heel and went out the door. In afew moments she was
back with the colony governor.

"| was afraid of this, Missa," Home said, red-faced from having trotted up the hill. He strode right up to
the desk and leveled afinger at the senior scientist's nose. "l order you to cooperate, or I'll send you and
your whole bunch right off-planet."

"With a plaguein the offing?' Volk said, smiling grimly, drawing her head away from his finger. "|
think not, Governor. That's athreat you can't carry out."

Home's ruddy face turned purple, but he controlled himself. "Then I'll get GG inspectors in here and shut
you down," he said in flat tones. "Don't think | can't. Or won't."

Panic flared in Volk's eyes, and Shona felt sorry for her. "Our work is classified, confidential. My job
depends on maintaining secrecy. If you bring in the inspectors, we'll lose our funding.”

"Then cooperate.”" The easygoing mask of the governor dropped away like a discarded cloak to show a
face of granite underneath. "It's easy. Just give me your datacubes, and we're in business."

Head high, Volk marched out of the office. In afew minutes, she was back.
"Thisisal | have," she said, handing him the datacubes.

"See how easy that was?' Home asked cheerfully. Volk lowered herself into her chair with her eyes
blazing. The governor put his arm around Shona and escorted her away.

Shona scanned the datacubes in the reader. " About what | suspected,” she groaned, showing the screens
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to Home. They're no better than yours."
"What's missing?"'
"Oh, little things, but in this case important. Point of origin, planet of birth, birth date, and"—she

scanned another—"this woman has no record of anywhere she's been, and her entire immunization
record ismissing. | can't track down anything without that information!”

Home crossed his arms over his chest. "Where can we get this stuff?"

"The Central Records Office," Shona said at once. "Or any GG outpost. We can message them right
away."

"No!" Home exclaimed, as she started to bring up the communications program. "A message like that
goes through too many hands. In one thing | agree with Dr. Volk. | don't want alot of alarms going off
until we have a handle on this thing ourselves. We report this at large, and we've got people coming out
of our ears eighteen ways from Sunday. Welll get lost while alot of bureaucrats decide on our fates. The
ottles won't have to throw us off Poxt; our own people will do that to us. No, we need direct access to
thefiles, tell asfew people as possible.”

"There's an outpost about fifteen days hard jumping from here," Gershom suggested. "Zedari Station. In
fact we weren't al that far from it after our second jump coming to Poxt. They have afull library
facility. | was through there about six years ago."

"Then you can find your way back?"
"Easily," Gershom said.

"Thisisacommission,” Home said, planting aforefinger on the desk. "As of this minute I'm hiring both
of you to save my colony. | can't et what we've worked for slip away because of some elusive monster
virus, or what-have-you." The finger rose and pointed at both of them in turn. "Y ou, Gerald, go get the
records. Y ou, Shona, coordinate the investigation. My people will help you in any way they can. Stop
this thing!"

+6*

By evening, Shona was exhausted. She had gone through every settler's dossier, and run alist of names

and places of birth, where they were available. It was inconvenient that the system crashes had wiped
out so much of the simple data she needed, but no one ever expected to have an epidemic.

Truthfully, there was little else she could do until Gershom could get files that were complete up until
the date of arrival on Poxt. It was the previous residences and travel destinations she wanted to check.
Also, she wanted comm numbers for the other ottle hosts, to see if any of them had experienced this
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strange, accelerated aging.

Gershom made calls while she was working on the files. He radioed the shuttle to explain the situation to
Ivo and Kai. Shonaglanced up from her console screen at the men's shocked exclamations. Ivo looked
asif he were ready to throw up all the beer he'd consumed.

"It should be all right,” Gershom said hastily. "I doubt we were exposed, but you can't be too careful.
WhereisLani?'

"Putting Alex down for anap," Kai said. "She was playing a game on the co-pilot's screen, but now she's
inside sitting with him."

"She's bored," Ivo said. "Us, too. What do you want usto do?"

"Stay inside the shuttle. I'm calling Eblich to get Shona's lab ready to go down. As soon as he's finished,

I'll call you back. Go get it, but limit contact. Don't let the kids into it. Y ou all need to decontaminate
before you go back into the ship."

"Right,” Kai said. Shona ran another column of place names.

Three people had been on one vacation world all together. She checked the names:. they were afamily,
and none of them had complained of aging. Absently she added Antari 1V to her short list of "safe"
planets.

Gershom broke the connection and called Eblich. The taciturn bookkeeper's facial expressions aways
told more than what he said. When Gershom mentioned the commission, a small gleam shone in Eblich's
eyes. He promised to prep the lab and leave the way open for the other crewmen and the children to
decontaminate before coming aboard. Then Gershom explained the rest of the story.

"Surely you weren't affected so soon," Eblich said, con-cerned. "Did you eat anything there?"

"No," Gershom said with regret, "and you can't believe the good smells coming out of everyone's
kitchen. They asked usto dinner, you know. We don't dare touch it, and I'm starved."

"Bad luck," Eblich said laconically. "Can you eat nutri?' Shona heard that and shuddered.
"I suppose we'll have to,” she said, stretching her fingers. "I'm hungry, too."

She begged Home for the use of alab burner and sterilized retorts. The governor was puzzled by the
request until she explained quarantine and limit of contact, then gave her access to one of the small labs
in the village. She and Gershom dined that evening reluctantly but resignedly on nutri chili. It wasn't
bad, but the smells of fresh stew and hot fruit dessert from the community table upwind were
devastating to their morale.
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Chirwl brought his own meal and joined them while they ate their nutri chili on the doorstep of the lab
hut. He came by himself, for which Shonawas grateful. She liked Wla, but she wanted to talk to him
alone.

"I'm sorry your homecoming had to be spoiled like this, Chirwl."

"Sorrow | also. Wlaisaswell as| remembered her, but Shnomri is bitter at seeing youth flee so unfairly.
Hir temper has no padding around it at thistime."

"That's a good description for what Shnomri must be going through,” Shona said. "l hope that | can
help."

"I to believe in you so others do aso,” Chirwl said confidently. "Y ou will stay here, most welcome. |
shall not miss you immediately thisway."

"Me, too," Shona said, picking up the ottle and kissing the top of his head. "Saffie will be glad to see

you.

"And | her," he said. "Cover yourself well tonight. Rain is expecting.

That night, the Taylors bedded down in the ottle center-place, using a tent and other camping gear
thrown out of the shuttle to them by Ivo. Shona used half a bottle of disinfectant on the interior and
exterior of the tent, and held the panels up off the ground to dry. It was a shame to be so clinical about
her preparations, but she knew she'd be afool to ignore circum-stances. She dlid the flexible rods into
their loops, and an oblong tent sprang into being.

Because of the ottle weather report, the Taylors went to some trouble to make certain the groundsheet
and fly were thick enough to keep water from soaking through. While Gershom hammered in the corner
stakes, Shona hung up the lamp and activated the gel heater in the floor of the tent against the night chill.
A distant crash of thunder made her look up.

"Hurry up, woman!" Gershom said, dropping to his knees and squirming through the tent flap with the
box of food and the bedrolls. "Here it comes." She wriggled in after him. He snaked out an arm and
grabbed her, and she snuggled against him, listening to the wind in the woods.

Therain didn't begin immediately, but crept toward them through the jungle with a subtle whisper.
Gradually, it hissed closer, and with a sizzle, began to patter on the roof of the tent. Gershom |leaned
forward, his eyes turned upward, and a smile broke over hisface.

"It'srestful,” he said. "It's nice to listen to something without the constant hum of engine noise. Even
with filtered earphones, you know it's always there."

"I like being planetside," Shona said. "Even under these circumstances. One day, wouldn't you like to
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have alittle place dirtside, where we can stay once in awhile? It doesn't have to be fancy—in fact, the
less fussy it is the better."

"One day," Gershom promised. "When finances have eased up alittle. Remember when we almost
bought that country cottage on Alpha? | am so glad now that we didn't—it took every spare credit to fix
up the ship, and we couldn't have gone another season without it."

"I know," Shona said, then fell silent to enjoy the sound of the rain. The single overhead light drew
shadows under Gershom's eyebrow ridges, and threw his eyelashes into relief on his cheeks. She studied
him for a moment, thinking that as well as she knew him, a change of light or mood could make him a
stranger again. His eyes met hers and she realized he'd been studying her, too. He chuckled.

"Doyou redlize thisisthefirst privacy, real privacy we've had in years?'
"Mmmm," Shona murmured, tilting her head back with her eyes closed, enjoying the sound of the rain

and the sensation of being warmly enfolded. "I could get to like it, but I'm sure I'd miss the noise after a
while."

"Oh, for the opportunity to find out!" Gershom said, with alittle deprecating laugh. He was silent for a
long time; then his arms tightened around her. " Shona, | want to apologize. | was an unbelievable
bastard while the refit was under way. I'm sorry all of you had to put up with me, particularly you. |
know you weren't to blame for our having to stay incommunicado all that time, but | was so miserable.
My ship was down, my comm number had been changed a dozen times, we were running out of cash,
and | was helplessto do anything but wait."

"I know how you felt," Shonasaid, looking up at him. "I felt like a trapped bear during the last four
months of pregnancy. By the time Alex came, | wanted to rip him out with a hacksaw and forceps."

Gershom seemed surprised. "l would never have known it—you were so happy, we were wondering
why men never get to be pregnant.”

"Y ou're welcome to have the next one," Shona offered. "They can do some incredible things with
transplants.”

"No, no," Gershom said, patting his flat belly, then turning his hand in the constricted space to tickle
hers. "l like things the way they are." She squirmed, playfully batting at him, then captured hislong
hands in her small ones.

"Y ou would. Gershom, | do so want another baby. As soon asthisisbehind us..." she trailed off
hopefully.

"We can get out from under. Home's inclined to be generous with hisfees." Gershom was confident.
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"We're in the right place at the right time. He's throwing money at me like a drunken millionaire, but |
won't take more than isfair. | won't cheat him. Y our module comes down tomorrow, and you can get
cracking with your side of the bargain. Y ou find out what the age plague is, and I'll find out where it
came from. I'll get the rest of the data you need."

"When will you leave?' Shona asked, feeling forlorn.

"No later than regional nightfall,” Gershom said. "I'll be back in no time, sweetheart. Y ou'll be too busy
to know I'm gone." Shonadoubted it, but wisely kept silent. "This... phenomenon isright in your special
field of knowledge. Y ou'll solve the problem and earn Home's undying gratitude. Then, once we're on
the way, more contracts, more deal's, maybe a second ship, an exclusive contract for perfumes or
Pharmaceuticals—"

Shona giggled at the golden future he painted. "But seri-ously," she said, schooling her face, "it could
happen to us. We've been exposed.”

"Grow old along with me," Gershom said, reaching for her. "The best is yet to be."

Shonareached for the fastening of her shipsuit, then stopped. "But | don't have my birth control with me.
It's my fertile cycle." She ducked her head apologetically. With awarm, indulgent smile, Gershom
shook his head.

"Let's take our chances on the future. All of them." He took her hand and kissed the back of it, kissed the
fingertips, upturned it, and kissed the palm. His free hand lingered on the closure of her suit, then started
to undo it very slowly.

She looked into hiswarm, dark eyes, and smiled. She tilted her mouth up to hisand felt his hands
smooth their way up the muscles of her back. She wanted to tell him that he made her feel like purring,
but she didn't want the long, sweet kiss to end.

Afterward, she lay on the smooth poplin of the bedroll, staring at the top of the tent, drifting in a sea of
contentment. "Listen, it's still raining," she managed to say as slegp washed over her consciousness,
pulling her under.

The warm mound next to her that was Gershom replied with a dreamy, "Hmmmm?* She let the next
relaxing wave take her away.

The sound of an explosion yanked her out of a sound sleep shortly before dawn. Shonafound herself
sitting bolt upright in the tent. "What was that?' she demanded.

Gershom was sitting up next to her. "I don't know," he said, pulling on his shipsuit aleg at atime. He
shouldered into the long garment and got to his knees to fasten the front. Cau-tiously, he extinguished
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the lamp and undid the flap and the rain fly. With Shona sitting nervously at the far end of the tent, he
peered out into the silvery half-light. Droplets flew in on an errant breeze and sprayed her in the face. It
took a moment before Gershom stopped squinting, then leaned back to report.

"It'sabig branch. That last lightning strike must have downed it. | can smell burning. It fell right next to
the tent." Another explosion of thunder, then a blinding show of light-ning, made Shona jump twice.
Gershom hastily closed the tent and crawled back to sit with her. "It's still pouring out there. Probably
that old branch was ready to go. We were very lucky."

The sound of the falling branch had attracted the attention of the ottles. As soon as the rain stopped, they
swarmed over and around it like curious kittens, marveling at its size.

"What fortune that it did not strike where you were," Chirwl said. He had come down out of his pouch at
once, followed by WIla, to make certain his beloved humans were all right. Wla added her chirrup of
concern.

"Such an occurrence is not to be looked for," she said. "Most often, we are throwing down such limbs
before they become a danger."

"It was an accident,” Gershom said. "It was an old branch, and lightning struck it." He kicked the trunk
end, which was charred black.

"That was not the descent of dead wood," Chirwl said. He perched on the center of the limb where it had
snapped, showing shards of wood like splinters of bone. He flicked chips of wood away with his sharp
talons. " Sap springs yet."

"Cut with fire!" Wla said, after aquick sniff. "The sky flamed at the moment it fell." Gershom's brows
drew together. He knelt beside her at the blackened end.

"It could have been lightning," Shona said, watching Gershom with alarm. She glanced upward when he
did. The tree from which the heavy limb had fallen was otherwise untouched by the lightning stroke.
Gershom straightened up and put his hands on his hips, his face set.

"Clean-cut. Looks more like alaser pistol. Someone doesn't want you looking into this epidemic.”

"What? Why?* Shona asked, horrified. "Who could possibly benefit from having everyone on this planet
age unnaturally and die?" As soon as the words were out of her mouth, aterrifying speculation formed
in her mind. Her mouth dropped open, and she stared at Gershom.

"You don't think Verdadero... ?"

"No!" Gershom exclaimed. "He's in prison. He has no stake in this colony, and he has no way of
knowing you were coming here. How could he?"
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"WEell, | had to notify Alien Relations, but | haven't told anyone else.”

"There," said Gershom. "l doubt he has connections in such a small government office. So it's someone
right here. I'm glad the kids are in the shuttle. Y ou should be there, too."

"I haveto stay," Shona said firmly. 'These people need me. Chirwl and his co-mates need me. I'll be
careful "

"Thisisn't an open attack," Gershom argued. He grasped her upper arms and lowered his face to plead
with her. "This was done by someone who sneaks around and tries to make murder ook like an accident,
Shona. Your lifeis more important to me than all of theirs."

“I'll be in my module,” Shona said, wanting to reassure him though she had to admit she'd been
frightened, too. "It's made of space-grade ceramic. Nothing on this planet can get into it if the locks are
set. I'll activate the alarm every night, and I'll have Saffie with me. We'll tell Home what happened, so |
can count on someone watching my back all the time."

"It could have been him," Gershom grumbled.

"Y ou're not that bad a judge of character,” Shonareplied. "Well, aslong as we're up, why don't we have
breakfast?"

The returning shuttle glided carefully underneath the crowns of the trees until it came to the open field at
the bottom of the village. Abruptly, it dropped power, and settled to the ground within a surprisingly
short time. Shona, Gershom, Home, Chirwl, and afew of the ottles were waiting for it.

Ivo, in the pilot's seat, signaled thumbs-up to them as he wheeled the stubby craft in a circle. One of
Home's men, carrying a blinking orange lantern as a beacon, walked the shuttle to a treeless spot at the
edge of the settlement near the vegetable garden. Shona ran along behind to watch the rear doors open
and the servos lower the white enamel dome of her lab module onto the forest floor. It settled with a
thump.

Shona hurried to open it, knowing there would be protests going on inside. She entered her code on the
external panel. The door slid aside, and a cacophony of animal noises al but knocked her backward.
Saffie was jumping and barking in her crash cage. Harry had set up the angry wail that only a cat who
hated descending through atmosphere could emit. Both of the rabbits had wedged themselves in the
corner of their cage, and were kicking the walls. In their box, the mice were nowhere to be seen.

"All right! It's over!" Shona shouted. She closed the outside door and went around to each container in
turn, making her way past a skid, hastily dumped in the middle of the exami-nation room, that contained
half aton of four kinds of animal chow and containers of staple foods. Saffie galloped around and

file:///H|/eMul e/lncoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%620uc).html (78 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show

around the room as soon as she was free, stopping to bark at the door and whine at her mistress. Harry
regarded Shona with suspicion, refusing to come out of hisbox. She left his door open and went on to
the rabbits and mice. They were easily placated with some fresh greens from her hydroponic tanks. She
stroked the rabbits downy backs, feeling the sensitive animals' hearts pounding.

"It's okay, now," she said in a soothing voice. "It's all right. You just take it easy. We've got ajob to do."
Both the rabbits huddled with noses down, intent on munching every scrap of dandelion and rabe.

There was arap on the door, the crew coming to help her stow her supplies. Almost as soon as she
turned her back to answer it, Harry leaped from the door of his box up on top of the skid, trying to dig
through the cargo net to tear at his food bags. He growled as Shona advanced upon him and dragged him
away so the men could load the bags into the storage areas underneath the floor.

"Oh, shush." She kissed the top of hishead. "Y ou couldn't eat it all now anyway."

"Y ou're hooked to a power point," Gershom said, walking over to the recessed switch box. He threw a
lever. The lights browned for a split second, then shone steadily on the new energy source. "Thisisa
good spot. There's a path to the ottle heart-tree if you just hug the right wall of the module and walk a
third of the way around. The settlement is out the front door and up the hill."

"Good!"

"Here'salist of your food," Ivo said, handing her a datacube. He and Kai were dressed in white,
disposable isolation suits made of alight, oxygen-permeable membrane. "I tried to give you alittle of
everything."

"Many thanks, Ivo." Shona put the cube into her clipboard reader. She read thelist, feeling alittle
dismayed. Her real food consisted mainly of reconstitutables. She had dried protein supplies. meat, milk,
and cheese; four kinds of beans; plenty of rice; potato granules; a small store of grain sealed in one-
kilogram nitrogen-filled cans; dried and flash-frozen veg-etables; and dried fruit from the shipment
refused by areceiver six months ago. The only thing she had in abundance was nutri, cans upon cans of
nutri. She shuddered.

"You didn't forget spices and extracts, did you, Ivo?' she asked anxiously as the men formed a bucket
brigade to hand the bags down into the underfloor hold.

"Me? Never." He pointed to a box marked fragile.

She patted hisarm. "Thank you!" Shona regretted again that the circumstances made it impossible for
her to enjoy the natural bounty of Poxt. The meals that were cooking in the human village, and even the
stews bubbling over firesin the ottle center-place, made her rue the unlucky circumstance. And yet, if
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she ingested anything indigenous, she ran the risk of becoming one of her own patients. What the Sbyl
was carrying in the way of foodstuffs was uninteresting, especialy in light of Shona's hopes for fresh
food and new recipes, but it was safe. The most serious concern she had with her supplies was boredom.

Gershom oversaw afinal check of equipment, to make certain everything functioned, before the source
of tools and the expertise to use them went away. He carefully checked off everything: life support,
decontamination unit, micro-scopes, spectrograph, drug synthesizer, MRI and X-ray, refrig-eration and
freezer units, sterilization equipment, plus a microwave/convection unit and food processor for day-to-
day living. Her sonic shower and bathtub unit seemed fine. Alex's high-sided bed had been moved into
the room with her bed and communications console. She was about to ask what it was doing there, when
she heard a disturbance outside the module.

"Mamal" Alex's siren voice was raised on high. Shona glanced at the crew. "Mama, where are you?"
"What's he doing down here?' she asked. "He and Lani should be with Eblich.”

"Little one kicked up afuss," Ivo said, looking everywhere but at her. "Lani wanted to come, too."
"Maybe to say goodbye," Kai said, but she didn't believe him.

"| see," Shona said, and marched outside.

Alex continued calling for her at the top of hislungs. As soon as he saw her, his face crumpled, and he
began to cry hysterically. Lani, looking perturbed, carried him over to Shona. Both children were
wearing isolation suits.

"He wasn't crying until he saw you," the girl said reproach-fully through her plastic mask.
"Mama din't kiss night-night," Alex sobbed.

Shona gathered up her baby, rocking and patting him until the sobs died away. He pushed back his upper
torso to look at her. His face shield was smeared with moisture. Lip quivering, he blinked, then snorted
loudly.

"You'll have to wipe his nose, Lani," Shonasaid, "I'm not sterile."

The girl undid the child's mask and mopped his face with a cloth she took from a zipper pocket on the
front of her own suit. "He's all right."

"Mama," Alex said unhappily, throwing his arms around her and burying his face in her neck again.
Shona checked to make certain his hood was in place.

"Mama," Lani said, sounding equally forlorn, "we don't want to go away from here if you're staying."

"You know why | haveto stay, honey," Shona said. She put her free arm around Lani. "And why you
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have to go. Daddy is going with you. Isn't that all right?"
"But I'm not ababy. | could stay," Lani protested. "l could help."
"Lani, you don't know what's involved here. | don't know yet, myself."

"We will find out," the girl said stubbornly. Her nose grew asred as Alex's. "I don't want to leave Poxt.
It'slike Karela. And Chirwl is here."

"Honey, do you know what it meansif you stay?' Shona asked gently. "Every time you make contact
with anyone or anything, you'll have to go back and disinfect yourself before going into our living
quarters. You'll have to make certain you haven't picked up any spores or mites in your clothes, so you'll
probably have to wear an isolation suit all the time. Y ou can't eat any of the native food. We've got dried
stuff, but you'll get tired of that very quickly. I know that | will. I'll have to be testing samples of your
blood and stool every day, maybe several times a day. And Chirwl's too, because he hasn't been exposed
up until now."

Lani grimaced. "Poor Chirwl," she said.

"Poor Chirwl indeed," Shona agreed. "And poor us, too. If you go with Gershom now, I'll only have to
make those tests once. Won't you save me the trouble?’

The girl's face contorted. Shona could tell she was wrestling with the desire to stay weighed against her
foster mother's wishes and concerns.

"Oh, sweetheart, if it happened to you I'd hate myself forever. Come on. Y ou can help me right now. I'll
get you and Alex done, then we'll get those big babies out there one more time before you al lift off."

"All right," Lani said, relieved she didn't have to make the choice at once.

So far as Shona could tell, the tests on the crew showed nothing unusual. A rigorous cleaning was done
on the shuttle interior. Gershom assured Shona he would void the atmos-phere in the shuttle hold to
space when they were in orbit, to freeze any parasites that might still cling to its wheels and body.

"Do you want to risk one beacon connection before | go?' Gershom asked.

Shona dithered between the security of not attracting atten-tion to Poxt, and not getting her mail. At
length she nodded.

"Wed better, in case there's news from the court on Mars. | don't want to be late in responding to any
new queries. That would play straight into the hands of the meddlers." She led the way into the bedroom
compartment of the module.

Thefirst of the messages was a note of relief from Susan.
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‘Thank goodness you sent! | was beginning to wonder if you'd been swallowed up. Thanks for the videos
of Alex. HE's so hig.

"Y ou caught me in the middle of negotiations for the next project. I've actually got offers, twin! Nothing
like success to give people confidence in you. | can't tell you much about them right now, because the
walls have ears—" Susan gestured around her with mock furtive gestures, and Shona laughed.
"Everyone wants to scoop me, hoping they'll get rights to the next big story before | can. I'll be surprised
if you haven't heard from reporters galore. All of them want to ask you if it really happened, asif they
couldn't check the court records. Dummies. Hoping this finds you as it leaves me. | want to hear from
you again soon! Love to everybody. Bye!"

Shona punched the Reply button. "Believeit or not, | can't tell you where | am,” she told the screen with
regret. "We're al fine. | can say that I'm planetside in the middle of wonderful scenery, and I've met
some new friends. Very unusual friends,” she added, with a glance at Gershom. He quirked agrin. "I'll
give you more details as soon as possible. | hope it's soon. Success in whatever it isyou're doing. It
sounds exciting. Love. Over and out!

"Whew!" she said, as she queued the reply for transmission. " She might understand what | mean from
that. Susan could always guess my thoughts. | hope | do have good news for her next time."

"] do, too," Gershom said.

The next message punctured Shona's bubble of good humor. It was from Manfred Mitchell. The new
CEO of the Corpora-tion had not lost his good looks, and the gaze he fixed on the video pickup still had
an ardent flavor that sent a quiver through Shona's fibers, but he looked more tired than she had ever
seen him.

"It was good to hear from you, Shona," Mitchell said. "I wish | could help you. No one deserves aid
from the Corp more than you, but we are still under heavy official scrutiny. We can't get involved with
personal indebtedness. | am very sorry. | won't offer it to you as a gift, since you're not registered as a
legal charity, and that would raise tax questions. Would a personal loan from me do? I'd be happy to
send you whatever you need, to be paid off at whatever interval you specify.” Hiswarm hazel eyes
twinkled. "My new job has afew perks, one of whichisagreatly inflated salary. | can spareit. Please |et
me know. My best regards to your husband and family. Mitchell out."

Shona could feel her cheeks burning as she scrolled up to the next message. Her pride was hurt at having
to accept charity. Mitchell was as kind as he could be, but it still hurt to ask. Following Mitchell's note
was another rude message from the loan officer from MarsBank. Shona hit the Erase command, then
recorded a humble missive to Mitchell, thanking him kindly for his offer.
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"Please send the money directly to MarsBank One," she said. "Here's our account information. And
bless you. I'll be in touch again soon. Y our godson is growing big, and learning an amazing array of
expressions in three languages, Standard, Karelan, and ottle, some of them very naughty, but then, heis
two. Taylor out."

Beside her, Gershom looked worried. "I'd better send a personal message to Zeles. Y ou ate crow the last
time. It's my turn." He indicated she should scoot over to let him have the whole width of screen. Shona
watched, feeling helpless and ashamed as Gershom recorded a note asking for understanding. "My
businessisjust getting running again, and we have had to fulfill an obligation specified by the Galactic
Government to my wife's guest ottle. | realize that the payment we sent only covers our main
indebtedness but | have a lucrative commis-sion now, at the conclusion of which | will receivea
substantial fee, which | will remit to you. Thank you for your patience." He reached over to squeeze
Shona's hand for confidence, then hit the Send button.

"I think that's all," Kai said, standing with hands on shipsuited hips. "We'd better go. | don't want to
navigate out of here when it'sdark. If | ram one of those big trees..."

Shona kissed Alex on top of his hood and handed him to Gershom. "Y ou be a good boy for me. You do
what Daddy tells you, and you mind Lani. All right?"

"Mamago?'
"No, darling. | haveto stay here."
"No!" He leaned out of Gershom's arms and fastened onto her neck with his chubby arms. "Mama!"

His face turned red again, tears threatening. She tried to distract him. "But don't you want to go see a
gpace station? Daddy is going to a big, interesting place. He needs you to help him navigate. Wouldn't
that be fun?"

"No. No, Mama." His eyes brimmed over as he looked up at her. Thiswasn't the furious storm of a
thwarted two-year-old, it was the helplessness of a very little boy who didn't want to be taken away from
his mother. Shona weighed the dangers and difficulty of having him stay with her against the real possi-
bility of psychological damage, and decided she couldn't make any other choice.

"All right," she said. "I'll keep him here, Gershom. He'll have to stay in the module unless | can
supervise him, but | think it would be worse otherwise." Gershom nodded unhap-pily.

Lani, looking childlike and slim in the too-big isolation suit, was very solemn. "Can't | stay, too, Mama?
| promise to help."

"Go to Daddy, Alex honey. Just for aminute, all right?' Shona handed the baby off to Gershom, and
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took Lani aside.

"I can't let you endanger yourself by staying with me," Shona said, enfolding the girl in loving arms.
"You're brave and very kind for wanting to stay, but the situation is serious. No one has any ideawhat is
causing this... this syndrome, and it's my job to find the answer. It's worse for Alex because he doesn't
understand separation yet. You're old enough, and | don't want you affected by whatever thisis. Every
day—every minute—you remain here, you could come into contact with the vector."

"You said it wasn't that contagious," Lani said brokenly.

"Not too contagious and not contagious aren't at all the same thing," Shona explained kindly but firmly.
"It will be difficult enough for me to try and safeguard one child. What you're doing is very important,
too."

"What's that?"

Shona glanced over at her husband and met his eyes with her brows raised to tip him off asto what she
was doing. He gave her the ghost of a nod, acknowledging.

"Keep Gershom safe. Watch his back. Y ou know people are still looking for us. If you see anyone
strange, or any kind of incident makes you suspicious, let him know right away. If |

can't be there to protect him, then | want you to. That's almost the most important thing | can think of."

"Y ou sent me away before," Lani managed to whisper, then burst into wrenching sobs on Shona's
shoulder.

Shona's heart turned over as she remembered the forlorn little girl she'd been forced to give up onceto
foster care on Mars. She turned gently back and forth on her heel, rocking Lani against her and patting
her back as if she were a baby.

"I'd do anything rather than send you away now, if only | could be sure you would be safe.”
"I will'" The protest was muffled in the fabric of Shona's tunic.

"|—I don't know if even I'll be immune to whatever's going on here. | can't protect you from a bogey,
sweetheart. Please. Go with Daddy." She peeked down. Tears were dripping from the black satin lashes,
but the girl was nodding. Shona hugged her. "Thank you, sweetheart. I'll feel better knowing you're with
him." Sadly, Lani mounted the steps to the shuttle and waved a goodbye with one floppy-gloved hand.
Then shefled into the ship.

"It'stimeto go," Gershom said. They stood at the door of the shuttle. The other crew members had
tactfully withdrawn to give them alast moment of privacy.
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"l know." Shona's throat thickened, and she swallowed hard.
"Thisisn't the way I'd have chosen to say goodbye, but as Kai said we'd better lift while there's daylight.”
"Safe going," Shona said solemnly. "All of you. I'll worry."

"You'll worry? Y ou take care of your mother," he enjoined Alex, who was very solemn but not teary,
sitting on Shona's hip. "You're a big boy, and | expect you to be very brave. You'll defend her, right?

"Right!" Alex said. He bounced up and down once, making Shona stagger.
"He's getting too heavy to carry,” Shona said, with a self-deprecating quirk of her mouth.

"Bye, baby," Gershom said. He leaned in to kiss his son, then turned his face toward hiswife. "And
goodbye to you. All my love, every day."

"Mine, too," Shonasaid, kissing him first fondly, then deeply. "I'll missyou. | can't send, not while..."

Gershom nodded, not needing to be reminded that Shona would be vulnerable with no means of leaving
Poxt. "I know. We'll be back as soon as we can. Y ou watch yourself. | don't mind older women, but
there'salimit.”

"Y ou be careful," she said. She stood, holding Alex with hislegs wrapped around her waist, waving
until the shuttle had lifted through the canopy of trees.

"She's here for good,” Morganstern said unhappily. " She's snooping into the problem. Damn her, until
she came along no one realized there was anything wrong!"

"I must contact LabCor for instructions,” Volk said. She shivered. "I will assure them we have done
nothing to attract attention. It was chance that brought her here, but we have to find out what to do. In
the meantime do not cooperate. Do not talk about our research, and don't let her near the computers.”

"We're not fools," Morganstern said coldly. Missaignored him, thinking of how to address the rest of
the staff. After Larch's near brush with death some of them were starting to think about mortality, too,
and she couldn't have that. Fright-ened people talked. Even the threat of sharing the fate that had
befallen Dennison wouldn't keep them silent forever. Even though, Missa thought peevishly, she no
longer had the wherewithal to support that threat. At some point, the nano-mites at large could
reproduce, but those were out of her sphere of control. Would they affect othersin contact with those
who were already victims, or would a second dose only make things worse for the carrier? She thought
of Dennison again, and decided for the first timein her life she would rather die quickly. Othersin her
encampment must be thinking that way, too. How many would sidle down to Dr. Taylor and tell her
what they knew in hopes that the reputed wonder-worker could reverse the effects?

"She's all alone here. | wonder how free she is?' Hampton asked speculatively. Missa turned to stare at
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him.
"Y ou can think about sex at atime like this?* Morganstern demanded, outraged. Hampton grinned.

"My dear friend, I'm thinking about eternity. I'd like to see if she'stied into alife-limiting single
relationship. She's avery attractive woman, smooth-fleshed, bright, lively, probably fun in bed. Besides,
if | explore afragment of my psyche with her, | can keep an eye on her, and possibly drop another tree
branch on her if she startsto get too close." He tilted his head casually. The eyesin his smooth,
handsome face glittered reptilelike. "I won't miss the next time."

"Consider the morality of an approach like that," said Volk. "An ephemeral won't feel about relational
freedom as we do."

"Morality?' Hampton pouted. "1'm not proposing to injure her. | want to provide her with pleasure. Over
afew hundred years there is room for many encounters with many women and men. Y ou know that. If
you think about forever, there are no limits."

Volk and Morganstern exchanged thoughtful glances.

"We do have to keep an eye on what she'sdoing,” Missasaid at last. "I'll get onto LabCor. And for pity's
sake, don't miss next time. Our grant's at stake."

There was no profit in recriminations, Ladovard thought as he increased impulse drive by a puff of
power to match the rotation of the ZB-267-Sigma communications beacon. The Sbyl had eluded them
near Venturi Station, but he had other means of finding out where they had gone. His two associates,
Pogue and Emile, aimed curious glances at him from time to time as he prepared to dock the modified
scout ship. He was aware of their scrutiny, but preferred to let them think he thought they were too
unimportant to command his attention.

He could see his own reflection in the shining surface of the navigation tank before him. In adiver-
narrow face, deep-set eyes were no more than glittering suggestions underneath bony brow ridges. His
hair was clipped short to show the broad, knobby brow that made it look asif the brain inside had
shaped the skull outside. Long lines running straight down from beside his nose to his chin drew aletter
H with his thin-lipped mouth. It was an uncompromising face. In a universe where things were so
seldom what they seemed, Ladovard was pleased to be one of the things that was. He hunted. He killed.
He enjoyed hisjob. He looked the part.

ZB-267 was one of the thousands of unmanned exchange points on the vast communication net that held
the gal actic community together. Since the Taylors had abandoned their original comm numbers, it had
been a paper chase to find the next ones, then the next. There hadn't been time after the transmission of
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the Sbyl's black-box number to find out the latest, but Ladovard didn't think then he'd need to concern
himself with any future messages to be sent by the Taylors. It should have been an easy kill, so close
that he could see the smooth, round shapes of the numerous zeros that followed the initial digit of the
promised credit reward. Then, unexpectedly, the pilot of the Sbyl had repelled him far away, long
enough to warp-jump. Incredible! They couldn't have had time to calcu-late it. Maybe they'd torn
themselves apart, or slammed into a black hole. But Ladovard could not take a chance that they had. He
couldn't claim those credits on a maybe; he'd heard about Jachin Verdadero, and how he punished
people who tried to cheat him. A powerful man, even in prison.

The GBI's plan to keep the Taylors comm number from betraying them had one serious flaw: the
government agents had not changed, or did not think of changing, the numbers of the Taylors
correspondents, and the woman received alot of personal mail. Ladovard had a tracedown going on a
dozen messages from Susan MacRoy, all sent within the previous quarter. It stood to reason that Shona
Taylor wasn't download-ing while the ship had been in Venturi; they'd been dry-docked. When those
dozen messages were taken off the net, the beacon number at which they were received would lead
Ladovard on the next step to finding the Taylors. He knew his prey: Shona Taylor wouldn't be able to
resist checking into the net, and every time she did, he got closer and closer to earning the bounty on her
head.

Instead of making a random jump in hopes of coming up on the fleeing quarry, Ladovard could
triangulate from a distance; then, when he captured the most recent receiver number, he could ask for
copies of all messages sent out from that address, letting the Taylors tell him where they were at the
same time they informed their friends.

Asthe airlock of the assassin attached to the beacon's port, lights went on throughout the satellite, and
the hum of awakening engines vibrated the scout's hull. Soon, Ladovard had green lights on his board to
show that the small compart-ment beyond the airlock had been flushed with oxygen and warmed to
approximately 18° Centigrade. Normally, the su-perconductive components worked quite happily in
space's sub-zero temperatures, but facilities had been installed for the human installers who came by at
intervals to check on the mechanisms. With a nod to Pogue telling him to stay on station in the scout,
Ladovard and Emile dlipped on protective suits and passed through to the beacon's interior.

The space alotted for technicians was no bigger than what was strictly necessary. Ladovard, tall and
slim, and Emile, shorter and narrow as a whistle, moved around one another without difficulty. The
station's designers had thoughtfully included two rollabout seats with gravity bearings so that they dlid
with barely a push-off from the person in the chair. In under three minutes they had broken past the
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security system and had hooked into the main memory banks. Emile produced a small rubber-gray box
with three solenoid switches, two LED's, and a datacube niche set into its top surface. The lockdown
was a complex and very expensive device guaran-teed to break the scrambled signal on al messages
transmitted through it. Ladovard had alist of keywords and names that the lockdown employed to
pinpoint the user code he wanted. He inserted the datacube and activated it. The lockdown began to filter
through the billions of message units waiting in the memory to be updated, released, or erased. It might
take days, even weeks, until the station that had downloaded Taylor's mail reported, but Ladovard was
patient. One could be patient for that much money.

It was nine days after they had docked with the beacon that the mole started beeping. Zedari sector
beacon RE-388-Sigma reported a download and a match on fifteen of the hundred keywords Ladovard
had listed as pertaining to his prey. Some of the messages had also contained the names Shona, Sbyl,
ottle, Gershom, Mars, Elliott, and Taylor. Once viewed, they'd been erased, and replies had been
transmitted to five addresses. The lockdown had recorded the numbers to which replies had been sent.
The numbers matched ones Ladovard already had on file. Ladovard didn't have to worry about the one
chancein 376 billion billion against such a match being incorrect, that those five people might have had
afurther contact in common beside Shona Taylor. The voiceprint he had for her that appeared in four of
the five messages confirmed it further. Zedari was in fact the place his target had been. He snapped out a
series of orders, and Pogue and Emile at once began preparations to leave the beacon for Zedari sector.
They would find the next link in the chain there.

24

"My wife thinks I'm crazy," Tony Coglio confided as Shona listened to his heart and lungs in her
examination room. "l was an athlete in school, you know."

"Um, no," Shona said absently, counting heartbeats. "Sorry. | just got here."
"Oh. | thought you were going through everybody's back-ground."

"Purely for medical reasons," Shona said, tapping him on the back with her stethoscope. He sat up
straighter to avoid the cold metal end. "Most of your secrets are still safe." Tony shrugged.

"Anyway, | can't run anymore. My blood pressure's up, and everything sends me panting. I'm only
twenty-eight. | shouldn't be going like this. | ook older than my dad. | shouldn't even have gray hair. My
uncle's seventy, and hasn't got a white hair on hiswhole body. | grew up on Birnham, you know."

"Yes," Shonasaid, looking at Coglio's black curls which were shot with silver. His temples had turned
entirely gray, and there were crow's-feet around his eyes and mouth. "That | do know. No one on
Birnham has ever complained about anything like this?'
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"No, and they would too." Tony shot a hand across, pam outward, for emphasis. "Everybody talks to
everybody. | still get messages from my old schoolteachers. They're proud of me for being here. They
say I'm an example for the human race. | like Poxt, | really do, you know."

"Do you have any idea what caused your accelerated aging?' Tony shook his head. 'Tell me how it
happened.”

"I don't know. It'sagreat place, and the food's so healthy compared with where | grew up on Birnham.
Big industrial planet, mines and factories, you know." Shona nodded. "My folks brought me here as a
kid. | stayed here after they moved on, | liked it so much.

"One day, | suddenly felt so good, right out of the blue. I thought it was this planet's influence, you
know, leaching the toxins out of me so | was pure. | could run amile and not break a sweat, and | was so
strong. Cartoon-hero stuff. | thought, wooo-OQO't if they could bottle this, they could sell it for amillion
credits apiece. | had energy like | hadn't had since | was five, and my sex drive, well—" He had the
grace to blush at Shona. "Well, say | impressed Kallua Martinez enough that she said she'd marry me,
and she did. Now | can't do what | could six months ago, and she thinks I've lost interest. | haven't! Just
look at me."

Shona did. She saw nothing wrong with him, except that he looked closer to sixty than thirty. His body
had stopped entirely producing the hormone DHEA, and his testosterone levels were down, too. As he'd
said, his blood pressure was high for his weight and calendar age. She sat down to look at his current
charts, and compared them with his records since his arrival. They showed a dizzying drop in condition,
al in the last several months.

"So what isit, Shona?"

She shook her head. "I have no idea yet. There's so much research to be done, and I'm starting up from
zero. Lie down, please. I've got to get personal here for amoment.” Briskly, she took tissue samples,
including glands, and swabbed the cells into dishes filled with growth solution. While she wrote his
name on the lids, she nodded to him to sit up.

"I'm going to start you on a course of hormone treatments in the meantime," she said. " ou should also
be taking antioxi-dant vitamins. | see that yolcho stems contain a wonderful concentration of vitamin A
variants, and the colony has plenty of citrustrees. Y ou can get vitamin C that way, or through
supplements. It's up to you."

"I'm not that much of avegetable eater,” Tony admitted. "But I'd do anything to get back the way | was
before. Well, not
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before before, but like six months ago." He grinned, showing gleaming white teeth in awickedly
attractive smile.

"We'll do what we can," Shona said, returning his grin. "Any help you can give me in tracking down the
source of this syndrome would be wonderful. By the way, Governor Home would greatly appreciate it if
you wouldn't mention what's been going on to anyone off-planet. It might create... alarm.”

"Could, couldn't it?" Tony said, nodding. "Sure. I'll keep it quiet.”
"And/ would greatly appreciate it if you wouldn't mention my name in any communications, either."

"Oh, yeah, the video." His brilliant flash-gun smile came and went again. "Sure. Your secret's safe, too.
See you around.”

Chirwl's parents came in with their offspring, Thio and Tsanan willingly, followed by Chlari, protesting
al the way. In deference to his impatience, Shona took down hisinformation first.

"There," she said, snapping the lid on the sample dishes she'd marked with his name. "That's all we need
from you."

"That is good," Chlari said, but he stayed in a corner, watching his co-mates go through their
examinations, asif he suspected Shona would commit some foul act on them if he turned his back.

"What ails that animal?' he asked, pointing at Harry, who paced back and forth behind the clear plastic
curtain, crying out in protest.

"Oh, ignore him," Shona said, waving a hand. "He wants to go out. He can see the birds and little
animals out there, and he wants to run around and tangle me up in his leash, the way he always does."

"Let him out without the leash," Thio said, sitting on the examination table as Shona listened to Tsanan's
heart. The ova-donor twitched hir whiskers with amusement. "I will watch him. There is nowhere a cat
can run that an ottle cannot follow."

"No, thank you. I'd rather keep him inside," Shona said. "He's just jealous because Saffie is alowed to
go out and he isn't. She never catches anything that makes her ill for more than afew hours."

"| am told by our offspring that she dog is made, not born," Tsanan said in her soft chirrup.

"Not at all," Shona said, waiting to take a scraping from the inside of the nurturer's mouth. " Saffie was
born, but her genes were altered so her metabolism can defeat any intrusive organism. Her breed is
called a'vaccine dog,' because | can inject her with a microbe or abiological sample, and her system

will produce an organic chemical to knock it out. | have to be quick, though, or I'll missthat little
reaction. It's amazing. She never even gets parasites, for which | am utterly grateful, because that thick
furisachoretocomb asitis. | don't want to take a chance on Harry getting sick, unless | have to use his

file:///H|/eMul e/Incoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%620uc).html (90 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show

talents. He can distinguish hundreds of chemical compounds. Sulfur is his un-favorite.”
"Do you not worry then, when you use histalents?' Tsanan asked, laying akindly paw on Shona's hand.

"Of course | do," Shona said, stopping her work with asigh. *'But that's his job, and mine. | haveto care
about other peopl€'s health more than my own."

"Then you are agood healer,” Thio said. "We will persuade the others to come to such aone asyou."
Varral, Chlari's enfeebled friend, showed up afew hours afterward.

"We are here for to be looked," Varral said, eying Shona sideways. "l bring escort two of my family who
also so suffer: Parga, my mate, and Dlelal, our offspring the second.”

"We are glad that such the is now public," squeaked the co-mate, a nurturer. "I am medical for our breed.
What information will serve you best?'

"Where were you when you first noticed the change in your bodies?' Shona asked, making up afresh
dossier and noting down the ottles' names.

"There has been much conversation since you began to ask questions," Parga said, cocking her
bewnhiskered face to one side. "Our social is consumed by this matter, and all have much to say. Such as
thisis unprecedented. It is deemed that in time seven moon-revolutions since the feeling of high good,
and not long thereafter the reaction to same." Shona nodded. It was the same time-frame as her human
patients had reported. The human settlers operated on a Standard calendar, but ottle months were slightly
shorter, with seventeen months in a Poxtian year.

"And what are your symptoms?'

"At firgt, activity, and hunger,” the nurturer said. "Then gentle feeling of decline. Much stiff, weak. The
skeleton does not knit as before.”

"| see. Y our bones are getting brittle, prematurely. | haven't got the hang of ottle physiology yet, but for
a human in your condition I'd suggest hormone replacement therapy. Do you understand what | mean?"

"The substance of genderness,” the nurturer said promptly. "I have attempted to chew roots that so
stimulate, but nothing happens.”

"Probably the system in your body that produces it has shut down, as would be normal if you aged. Do fe
—I mean, nurturers become frail asthey grow older?’

"Yes." The ottle nodded vigoroudly. "It isasif | am many years beyond which | am now."
"Fifteen of our number are eldered," the male added. "None so as Shnomri, but notice is made of them."

Shona chatted with the ottle healer about physiology, and made notes of the natural remedies that the
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small nurturer used for arthritis complexes and hypertension. When there was a moment, Shona planned
to get the colony botanist to tell her if the humans had checked out these remedies to seeif they could be
used by either species. If so, then probably she could recommend, even dispense, growth-hormone
treatments to stop the symptoms of aging, using synthesized material based on an analysis of Chirwl's
secretions.

"Meanwhile," she told them, "I want you to eat a nutrient-rich diet, concentrating on calcium and
magnesium supple-ments. Tell all the others what to do."

"Do you know ottle well?' The male laughed, a shrill chitter. "Y ou do not tell ottles. Y ou discuss with
ottles. There will be arguments, but many will do as you suggest.”

"Have investigations shown the source, other than humans?' the nurturer asked.

"No success there," Shona said. "It's beginning to look asif it fell out of the sky."

"Don't laugh," said Wyn Barri, with a nervous, sidelong glance as he boosted himself onto the
examination table, "but what about biological material descending from the heavensin afallen meteor?"

"At this point I'm willing to take any suggestions," Shonasaid. "The more | talk to humans and ottles,
affected or not affected, the more I'm convinced there was a single circum-stance that caused this
syndrome back on, let'scall it Day X. It isn't spreading, at least not so far. Those of you who haveit,
have it. Those who don't are entirely unaffected.”

"Well, that's a comfort, | must say," Wyn said waspishly, and Shona remembered his grimace from the
day she had first stated there was something wrong in the colony. "My compan-ion is one of the
unaffected, and while we promised to be devoted to one another through old age and death, | didn't think
it was coming so soon."

Shonaeyed him critically. "Y ou're not as badly affected as some. | don't see signs of unusual
calcification in your joints. Y our vitals are good. What's the specific complaint?' Wyn opened his mouth
afew timesto talk, then pressed hislips together, looking embarrassed. To give him time, Shona busied
herself with her instruments, and purposefully took a blood sample and atissue scraping from the inside
of his mouth. Wyn looked away from her.

"I'm getting fat," he burst out. "I've put on almost five kilos since the beginning of this year. I've never
had a single extragram since | shed the baby fat. It's very troubling for me. I'm anutritionist. | know
what my body needs to survive. I've put myself on aten per cent fat diet, and it's still building on. |
admit | ate alot some months ago. | mean | was starving all the time. But that should have been gone,
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and it'snot." He pinched his belly with both hands and showed her the fold. "Hereit is."

"Thisistypical of the profile I'm building,” Shona said. "But it's only a profile of a shadow. | have no
idea asto the origin. Let me seeyou in five days. I'll do what | can to work out aregimen for you. In the
meantime, keep exercising. It'll help with the weight problem, and | want you to keep up your muscle
mass."

“I'll run every day,"” Wyn promised solemnly, tipping her awink. "Come pain or come shine."

"What an incredible range of symptoms everyone has," Shona said, looking around for Chirwl. She
glanced back toward the transparent barrier that separated the slegping room from the examination room.
Chirwl sat on her side of it, hunched up against Saffie's shaggy flank. The silence beyond meant Alex
hadn't yet awakened from his nap. "Chirwl?"*

"l am here."

"You're very quiet,” Shonasaid. "You've been here almost all day, and you've hardly said aword. | was
waiting for you to join in the conversation."

"I thought | would sit with my friend Saffie," Chirwl said in as subdued a tone as Shona had ever heard
him use. "Sheisgloom, and so am [."

"Why? Y ou're home again with your family."

"That is part of the sad. | am staying mornings and evenings with Wla and my generative ones, but
Shnomri has gone back into the pouch and will not see me. | get answers from your questions when the
ottle deigns to speak, but of personal and offspring matters there is no conversation. | am believe fedl it
is regretful that you came me brought back to Poxt."

"Now, that's not fair. People might have died if we hadn't come.”

"But not with shame," Chirwl said. "They would have olded with no one to say speak otherwise. And
there would have been only suspicious minds instead of anger and dismay."

"Y ou can't be so cruel. Look at Marleen. Her son needs help. | don't blame Shnomri for not wanting to
make a spectacle of hirself. I'm not sure | wouldn't be hiding out in abag if it happened to me. But think
of Bobby. He's only seven years old. Childhood is such a vulnerable time."

Chirwl ducked hishead. "Y ou are correct. | am selfish shameful. But what can be done for him? Y ou
cannot ungrow hair."

‘True," Shonasaid. "There probably will be permanent alterations in his system. I'm waiting to take an
MRI so | can see the ends of his bones. If this effect smulated puberty, he may never grow again, so if
we get him back to normal, he'd still be only about four feet tall. The course of growth hormone

file:///H|/eMul e/Incoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%620uc).html (93 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show

injections can only do so much."
"But will the generative ones not be happy to have the offspring live?*
"Why aren't you spending much time with Shnomri?' Shona countered.

"Your argueis good," Chirwl said, with the long whistle that served him for asigh. "'l am satisfied to
have Shnomri alive but that ottle misses hir lost youth, and | am only areminder that there iswrong. No
one thinks to blame us for your diagnose, but it isin their thought of the aging iswith us all the time."

"Y ou mean they associate us with finding out,” Shona trandated. "That can't be helped. Y ou have to stop
feeling sorry. | need you. Shnomri needs you. Y ou're one of the most thorough and honest thinkers |
know. We can analyze this problem, but you can't do it if you're moping."

The ottle perked up. "Is this a philosophical question?"

“It'slogic," Shona said, taking her clipboard and going over to sit on the floor beside him. Saffie, with a
contented sigh, picked up her great, shaggy head and settled it on Shona's knee. "Now, picture this. We
have a certain number of victims, some with worse cases than others, in a single attack, dating from
several months ago. What does this suggest to you?'

"If they were burning, some would be closer to the fire, and some farther away," Chirwl said.

"Ooh, that's a good suggestion,” Shona said, making a note on her pad. "l hadn't considered radiation.

| sotopes are used in certain surgeries to slow or stop the growth of cells. There was that old-time
treatment of hyperthyroidism in which they injected radioactive iodine into the gland. Were the
hormone-producing glands of these patients killed or slowed by a single blip of radiation?' She tapped
the stylus against her teeth. "No. No, it couldn't be. Exposure to that much radiation is debili-tating, but
the first symptoms every single person has men-tioned are euphoria and energy. Stepped-up sex drive.
Super strength. Hunger. Radiation wouldn't stimulate hormone pro-duction, it would halt it. Y et their
bodies had stopped producing hormones normal to their age levels. Hmmm."

"But an area effect isindicated,” Chirwl said, perking up.

"Yes, itis. That'strue," Shonasaid. "Marleen is coming later. Between the three of us, maybe we can
start to figure out where it came from."

"|s anyone else here?' Marleen asked, poking her head through the door. Shona glanced up from her
clipboard and punched the command to save her data, entering it into memory. The sunlight beyond the
treetops had dimmed to a ruddy glow.

"No, it'ssafe," Shonasaid, standing up with her hand extended. "No one but Chirwl and me. Did you
bring him?"
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Marleen slipped around the door frame with Bobby in her arms. The child was enveloped in a big, dark-
colored blanket with only his face showing.

"Hello, Bobby," Shona said, helping his mother put him on the examination table. Chirwl climbed up on
one of the counters so he could see what Shonawas doing. "Do you remember me? | met you about a
week ago. My nameis Shona."

"Ahhh."

The wrinkled mouth pursed in a distorted circle over gaping teeth. It was a smile. Shonafelt her heart
wrench for this poor child and his parents. She pointed to the ottle, and the boy's eyes briefly tracked the
movement of her hand.

"And that's Chirwl. Y ou know alot of ottles. You're lucky. He's the only one I've known all my life.
Aren't they nice?'

"Uh-huh."

"Say hello to Chirwl, Bobby," Marleen said in a husky voice.

"Hi."

"Hello, Bobby," Chirwl said. "How feeling are you?"

"Not good," Bobby replied haltingly; then slow tears dripped out of his eyes and down his furrowed
cheeks. Shona reached behind her for atissue and handed it to Marleen. She wiped his face and then
moved back a step, her own eyes moist. Saffie, across the room, whined and tapped her tail on the floor.

"Well, let's ook at you."

Bobby was passive throughout the examination, lifting his arms or opening his mouth when ordered to
do so, but took no action on his own. Without coaxing, he held still during the magnetic image scanning.
He didn't seem to understand why he was there, or that Shona was there to help him. His eyes fixed
briefly on her face with aflash of intelligence now and again, asif the tenant in his mind looked out of a
window, then turned away again. Marleen had tearsin her eyes all of the time, but never cried.
Occasionally she'd dab at her nose and the corners of her eyes.

"Marleen, why don't you sit down?" Shona said sympatheti-cally, gesturing toward a chair as she lifted
the child back onto the examination table. "I can take care of him. He doesn't weigh a thing. Now, tell
me, Bobby, what happened to you?'

The child, staring into space, said nothing.
"Oh, sweetheart,” Marleen said. "Talk to Dr. Shona. She's here to help you. Aren't you, Doctor?’
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Shona's heart twisted with pity. "I sure am," she said, mustering a cheerful face for Bobby. "Let's have a
look at you, al right? Do you know what thisis? It's a stethoscope. | use this round end for painting
circles on your body. Help me look for them. Oops, no, you have to breathe deeply. Good. L ook, see the
circle?' She pointed to the small, round indentation on the skin of his chest. Bobby glanced down and
chuckled. "Let's make another one. Where shall we put it?' Bobby lifted his gnarled hand and pointed to
his belly. Marleen gave Shona alook of deep gratitude.

Marleen had devoted herself to Shona from the day she arrived. No one before had suggested to
Governor Home that there was a real problem that needed investigating, leaving her torn whether or not
to come forward about Bobby's condition. She had told Shonathat if there had been a decision to do
nothing, they'd have had to leave Poxt, to avoid making the boy atarget of ridicule. Now Marleen was
so grateful for any hope of returning her son to normal, she promised to do whatever she could to help.

Shona wished she could guarantee something, anything, but the mere sight of the child made her wish
for amiracle. How his parents managed to function normally and not go mad with worry and despair she
didn't know.

"He was anormal child," Marleen said, twisting her hands anxiously. "Then one day he became hyper.
He'd zoom around like aloose comet, and then eat everything in sight. He came to me when he started to
grow hair. | mean, there. He's just alittle boy. That shouldn't have happened. That's when | thought of
progeria.”

"You wereright: he hasn't got progeria,” Shona said. "His symptoms are identical with those of
everyone else I've talked to. Manic energy, followed by exhaustion, then signs of aging, more
accelerated in some cases than others. With Bobby, it's easier to follow the whole progression, since all
the other victims were already through puberty. He's showing signs of having produced adult-level
testosterone; witness the beard and pattern hair loss, only to have the hormone activity cease again,
leaving him prematurely aged. There is nothing at al wrong with any of these patients. They are each
and every one of them absolutely normal, except for premature aging. | have twenty-five-year-old
women in menopause, showing signs of os-teoporosis. | have young men with advanced arthritis. Other
reactions aren't as extreme. Governor Home looks about ten years older than he ought to and he's having
attacks of rheumatism, though he's pretending it isn't so bad. I've given him anti-inflammatories, which
he's taking, he says, as afavor to me. Some people have afew extragray hairs and awrinkle or two, and
that isall."

"But where did it come from?"' Marleen looked woebegone. She had her hands clasped on her knees.
The knuckles were white with pressure.
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“That | don't know," Shona said. She paused. "Do you know, you can help me work that out to a certain
extent, where the phenomenon began.”

"I can?' Marleen exclaimed. "I'll do anything."

"Chirwl and | have been brainstorming an idea here. | have the records for everyone who was affected,
human and ottle. I've been asking them to recall as best they can where they were six to eight months
ago, when the symptoms started to appear.” She showed Marleen the rough map she had drawn of the
village and the surrounding area, including the ottle center-place, and little pieces of clear plastic on
which she had written names. "Can you put everyone on the map where they live?"

"Why, certainly. How will this help?'

"If it forms alocalized pattern, then it might lead me to where this phenomenon began. | can investigate
a center point, and work outward. If it's not localized, I'll have to guess again." Shona coaxed Bobby into
holding up hisfinger for ablood stick, while Marleen worked silently over the map.

"Um," Marleen said, looking at a handful of name counters. " Some families have swapped huts over the
last few years. How far back should I go?"

"Sometime about eight months back. But let's ask Bobby," Shona said. "Thisis a game, Bobby," shetold

the child. It was very difficult to meet the innocent, frightened eyes in the wrinkled, foreshortened face.
"Y ou can help us. When you started feeling like you could run around forever, where were you?"

The boy's eyes were wide as he looked at the map and the piece with his name on it.
"School, maybe," he said, his voice quavering. "Mr. Allen said sit down. | couldn't! The other kids

laughed."”

"When was that, Bobby?' Shona coaxed. "Can you remem-ber exactly when?' To her dismay, the
child's eyes clouded and wandered away, and she couldn't regain his attention. Marleen looked stricken.
"Wait, we're not out of options yet. Did you get areport from the teacher that Bobby was acting up?’

Marleen's brows went up. "You'reright, | did. He e-mailed it to me because Bobby refused to take a
notecube. | think | can find the date. Wait! I'll be back." Seeming grateful for any activity that could
help, Marleen bundled up her son in his blanket and carried him out of the lab.

"Mama?' Alex appeared in the doorway, scrubbing his eyes with his fist. He looked so normal, so
adorable with his cheeks and lips soft and pink from sleep, his light brown hair tousled, that she felt a
desperate need to hold him at once.

Shona hurried to him and slid to her knees on the smooth floor. She reached for Alex, taking the flexible
transparent curtain with her, and enveloped him in her arms. "Oh, my baby," she murmured, over and
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over again, rocking him against her. His warm weight reassured her. She cradled the back of hishead in

the palm of her hand, fingers playing with his hair. She was filled with compassion for the other mother

whose child had been robbed of his childhood. "How was your nap?' she asked, letting him step back so
her hands were on his upper arms.

"Good!" Alex said, wiping his nose on hissleeve. "C'n | have cookies? Pwease?"

"No cookies until dessert. Dinner first," Shona said, rising from her knees. "Let me suit up, and I'll bein
inaminute.”

Shona sat in her white isolation suit with Alex curled on her lap, rocking him quietly. He was listening
to music from his Babytime Play Unit. The device was programmed with over ten thousand songs
suitable for youngsters at each level of development, but seemingly to bedevil her, Alex had taken a
fancy to one song with a monotonous beat and a simplistic melody that he wanted to hear over and over
and over again. Not only was the tune boring, but so were the words. She had tried a hundred times to
wean him off the "Love" song, attempting to entice him with perkier tunes and more interest-ing lyrics,
but he always went back to "Love." Perhapsits very ssimplicity appealed to the infant mind, with its
rhythm as uncomplicated and comforting as a mother's heartbeat. Never-theless, she would have liked to
kick the long-dead composer in the shins. She wondered if she'd driven her own parents mad with the
"Love" song when she was atoddler. She couldn't remember.

"'Gain, Mama," Alex said, around his thumb.

"All right, sweetie," Shona said, sighing, and touched Replay. Gently, she eased his thumb out of his
mouth and put asmall stuffed toy in his hands instead. Tuning out the singer's thin tenor voice, she
concentrated on her research. The screen on her communication unit stepped silently through the indi-
vidual files asit collated factorsin common.

She had examined each tissue scraping for the destruct:repair ratio of cells. Among other things, all her
samples showed signs of oxidative stress. Such readings were perfectly normal for men and women ages
sixty to ninety, but completely off the chart for her patients, especially a seven-year-old boy. The cells
had seemingly been stimulated wildly for a short period of time, followed by prolonged physical decline
that continued as she observed it.

Together she, Marleen, and Chirwl had mapped out the loca-tions of the living quarters of each of the
victims for the period beginning six months before. Marleen confirmed the date by showing her the note
recorded by the primary schoolteacher. Frank Allen had also called to say that Bobby had had an
unexcused absence aweek earlier. That placed the boy in the radius of the unknown effect, and away
from his untouched school mates.
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"Would there have been an instant effect when the—er— energy ray hit?' Shona asked, lacking a name
for her infective organism. "What | am trying to work out is, did it happen at night or during the day?"

"Well," Marleen said, rearranging the pieces more slowly. "Here's where everyone works. That hasn't
changed in years.

But the kids should have been in school on aworkday, so how was Bobby in the way of the energy ray?"

"He wasn't in school at the time, I'll bet the farm," Shona said, pulling the piece with Bobby's name on it
into the middle. "Look. If you move him closer to the others, right in the heart of it near Shnomri, you
get a perfect set of concentric rings. And Varral, who has advanced about half again on his physical age,
isin the second ring, and Governor Home is in the third, with most everyone else. What was in the heart
of that circle?'

"And where was the circle?' Marleen asked, her brows drawn together around a deep furrow. "I mean,
this only brushed the ottle village, and it didn't hit the scientists uphill, so it had to be closer to the center
of town." She dlid the counters down into the middle of the settlement. 'There's more people there most
of thetime."

"Thisisvery interesting,” Shonasaid. "But it still doesn't tell us what the cause was. Y ou don't have
unshielded sources of radiation anywhere near here."

"Someone could have been transporting a power source,”" Marleen suggested hopefully. "And it opened
up in transit.”

"That would mean someone else was at ground-zero," Shona said, shaking her head. "No oneis as badly
effected as Bobby and Shnomri. It's a good suggestion, though. At this point I'd consider any cause. This
aging virus just dropped into your midst, then vanished. It's the little germ that wasn't there."

But radiation |eft traces, and meteors left craters, or at least dust, and Shona had been able to find none
in any of the potential center points to the target. She had placed some of her mice in protected cages at
points here and there around the compound. Except for being teased by the tiny animals Home called
tails, the mice were unaffected by their surroundings. She rejected the idea of afood that Shnomri and
Bobby had eaten, and had only been sampled by others, because ottles had eaten the same foods for
millions of years, and al comestibles for humans had been tested by the settlement's chemists before
mass consumption was allowed. And export. Now there was a chilling thought.

She started to explore the notion of an explosive fungus that had spread its spores, saturating certain
victims, with the others caught in the overlap of an area effect. And why not? Everyone here was always
out of doors, running here and there on errands, or playing. Home was right in saying they were a
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healthy brood as arule. Shona had read the monthly rosters of teams on the outside wall of the
community hall for baseball and soccer games. One sport she couldn't figure out was " steeplechasing,”
since there were no churches or steeples on Poxt at all.

Because of the emotional ties she had to this assignment, Shona felt more pressure to succeed than ever
before. Poor Chirwl. He had been looking forward to coming home after his long travels. He would have
been getting married by now, or whatever the ottle equivalent was of affirming a permanent relationship.
Someday he'd be the father of little ottles; Shona hoped she'd have a chance to see them, wondering if
they would grow up as quizzical and humorous as her friend.

Another pressure was cabin fever. Normally on any medical assignment, particularly one involving
environmental illness, which this one seemed to be, she'd be all over the local area, looking at scenery,
meeting people, getting to know the planet. But with Alex having to be sequestered, she had to stay with
him unless she sealed him into an isolation suit, and he was beginning to chafe at having to suit up for
any little foray outside. He was cranky most of the time. Certainly he could see the sunshine beyond the
door, knew they weren't on the ship, and wanted out. Saffie could go out, but Harry was stuck inside
with Alex, because he wasn't immune as the dog was. Whatever side of the door the cat was on was the
wrong side. He spent at |east part of every morning meowing. For the first few days it distracted Shona,
and worried Alex, who thought the cat was in genuine distress. It took longer to reassure him that the cat
was just being contrary than to wait out the length of Harry's tirade. At night when she closed up the
module and decontaminated the |ab, the cat waited the bare minimum for the air to clear and was into
the other rooms like a shot. Shona wondered whether his sensitive nose was necessary here. She didn't
know if she was looking for an organic threat, or a chemical one. If it had been a chemical, it might have
been avolatile one, and be long, long gone, out of her reach to detect it, since there'd been no new cases.
But she didn't know. All of her surmises needed to be checked, until one of them checked out.

Dr. Oktari came the next morning for her examination.

"Oh, and there's your beautiful son," she said, smiling at Alex through the transparent curtain. "Hi,
honey." The toddler was leaning against the curtain, bobbing back and forth on its elastic folds. He
waved at the dark-skinned woman, then went back to his mindless activity, chanting quietly to himself
and playing afinger game. Saffie lay nose to nose with Harry through the barrier.

"He'swatching me," Shonasaid. "Dare | hope at this early age that one day he might want to be a
doctor, too?"

"I don't see why not," the chemist said, throwing back her head and laughing. "1 had twins, aboy and a
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girl, and both of them went into the field of science—I hope because they saw it was a good job to have,
not just because | was doing it."
"Y ou must be proud.”

"Oh, | am." She glanced over Shona's shoulder at her file on the clipboard's miniature screen. "Oh, I'm
bad. | haven't updated that in atree's age. I'm up to date on inoculations, | don't have any chemical habits
apart from an occasional drink, and I'm fifty-five years old."

"Permit me to say that you look it,” Shonasaid. "And I'm so glad you do."

The chemist nodded, pursing her lipsin alittle smile. "l've seen what's been happening to my friends
and neighbors. I'm happy you're here to help out. | don't think I've got an ache or apain | didn't earn, so
if there's anything | can do to help, just nameit."

"May | impose on you, Doctor?" Shona asked, after just a brief hesitation.
"Of course; and it's Chele."

"Call me Shona. | want to walk the settlement. I've been working on a kind of theory, and I'd like to see
the areafor myself. Since | can't take Alex out with me, at least not for very long..."

"Say no more," Chele said with a broad smile. "I would be delighted to stay with him. Do you want me
to wear a suit?

“I'll show you where they are in case he needs a change,” Shona said. "Otherwise, if you read to him, or
play finger games, he should be all right through the curtain. | hope | won't be gone long. Shout out the
door if you need me."

"Take all thetime you need,” Chele said. "I haven't played with alittle one in seasons.”
"Thank you so much. Saffie, want to go for awalk?"
The dog was at her feet before she'd finished the question.

Shona attached the dog's leash, packed a medical kit in her knapsack, and walked out into the sunshine.
The day was warm, but there was a very pleasant breeze carrying the delicious scents of flowers and
leaves, and the peaty aroma of damp bark. The wiry grass in the confines of the settlement was clipped
to afew centimetersin length, providing springy footing. Shona enjoyed the lift in her step that it gave
her. Seffie, thrilled to be out in the sunshine, romped to the end of her lead and back again, sniffing
everything within reach. She yanked Shona uphill toward the center of the village.

8
In spite of the trouble Chlari had attempted to stir up over "humans disease,” it appeared that ottles
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preferred to think for themselves. Life in the mixed colony was running normally, or as normally as
could be expected. Ottles and humans sat and walked and talked together. Shona recognized Varral and
Thio lying on alow rock, chatting with Leon Brom, one of the settlement's nurses. The human had
clusters of green herbs spread out, and seemed to be asking questions, which the ottles were answering
animatedly. She waved to the little group. Others, going about their business, greeted her pleasantly.

Although in most places that Shona went within the settle-ment she was treated with friendliness, some
of the settlers disagreed with Home for having given her the assignment; in their opinion the aging
syndrome was pure imagination. Others distrusted her because they'd seen Susan's video on tri-dee.
Shona wished she could send Susan recordings of some of the incredible reactions her work had evoked
in viewers. In the meantime, that distrust made cooperation harder for Shonato get, since some of the
pooh-poohers were victims. In six months, they had aged the equivalent of ten to forty years, and yet
they still ignored the signs. Two of her patients were developing hypertension, one was beginning to
forget things, and severa had developed brittle bones, putting them at risk for compression fractures.

The most tragic thing she observed was a perceptible drawing away from the sufferers by those who
remained healthy. It wasn't deliberate, Shona knew. She held a couple of evening therapy sessionsto
discuss the psychological effect of being around patients with a chronic disease: avoidance, fear of
contagion, breakdowns in communication. Some settlers actu-ally came up to thank her later for
addressing their concerns, and to admit shamefacedly that they had been guilty of isolating friends and
relatives. The children had surprised Shona with their outpouring of compassion for Bobby. He still
would not go out in public, but now he had one or two visitors every afternoon. The parents, naturaly,
were afraid their children would catch what he had, but the majority were sympathetic. Shonafelt that if
she accomplished nothing else, at least she was hel ping the community stay whole instead of
fragmenting into the "normal" and "abnormal."

The ottle village was just the opposite. Instead of treating the victims as pariahs, the unaffected ottles
interviewed their fellows, wringing from them every last detail of what it felt like to be aging, and
discussing it among themselves. Shona sat through afew of those sessions and found them exhausting,
but she learned a ot about ottle philosophy and resilience. It sounded cold-blooded at first, but she had
had seven years of experience with the ottle need to know. And the academic aspect had no bearing on
the loving care provided to the sufferers. Asif Shonawere one of them, the healers were eager to discuss
with her what experimental steps had been taken to alleviate the aches and discomforts of their patients.
Shewasincluded in all stages, from the wildly theoretical suggestionsto the grimly practical treatments.
Even though Chlari had condemned the other humans for hurting his people, he still welcomed Shona,
as did the rest of hisclan. He didn't blame her for what had befallen his ottle-in-law-to-be.
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Her welcome very definitely did not extend to the LabCor compound. When she passed over the
imaginary boundary that separated them from the colony at large, all conversation stopped, and
cooperation was nonexistent. For a group of scientists, they were remarkably stubborn about
acknowledg-ing the evidence. She could document the decline of her patients, both human and ottle, and
she still got amused glances or open scorn. And she was sure they were behind the hum of rumor
suggesting that she had in some way been responsible for the misfortunes that had dogged her during her
work for the Corporation.

She was grateful their opinion was not widespread. Else-where, she got considerably more cooperation.
When she began her investigation in the community, she asked for cultures of every kind of foodstuff
the two groups ate in common, plus soil and plants from common ground. One thing she could say for
the colonists. they were good at chemical analysis. Everything that grew was fixed, labeled, and cross-
referenced with original slides from the inception of the colony. Frustratingly, none of the current slides
differed from the early ones, so her vector wasn't in the food.

Chele Oktari, the parfumier, had done alot of the compara-tive work for her. She was a damned good
chemist who claimed she'd gone into perfumes because she had an unusu-ally good nose and there was
better money in scent than in industrial chemistry. The better to keep them in luxuries, Shonatold
herself. A little joke, because everyone in the Poxt colony lived fairly ssmply, with no more elaborate
paraphernalia than small entertainment/communication consoles, some with more speakers or screens
than others, but scarcely the conspicuous consumption she'd seen in other prosperous settlements. They
spent their time in more social pursuits.

Marleen had been keeping Shona up on the gossip in the main settlement, and Shona made sure Marleen
took back full details of everything she was doing in her research. She didn't want the colonists to think
she was holding anything back from them. In order to conduct any meaningful investigation she needed
their confidence, and she'd just been too busy yet to socialize. It was agreat pity. Most of the people
here were expansive, intelligent individuals who were aware of the incredible privilege they enjoyed,
above all others of their speciesin the galaxy.

How she envied the people who lived here! Colonies with breathable atmosphere were dlightly in the
minority, Earthlike planets were nearly unknown, and Poxt, with itsintelligent extraterrestrial
population, remained unique. The best things about this assignment was that Shona had had a chance to
get to know more ottles, and that her separation from Chirwl was indefinitely postponed.

High summer had slowly shifted into early autumn since they had arrived. A couple of days ago she'd sat
with Alex, wearing his iso-suit, at the edge of the crop field while the colonists had harvested rows of
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potatoes and thousands of gourds and tomatoes. The soil was a volcanic loam, rich but fine, and
everything grew well init.

The air smelled good. Avians and small animals gathered seeds and crumbs in the compound, and
retired to safety in the thick bushesto chatter over their booty. Shona grinned as atail scooped up a nut
as big as its whole minute body, and scurried in aflurry of fur to a safe perch on atree branch above her
head to eat it. Such a beautiful, pastoral place. She wished Gershom could be there to share it with her.
With fierce fingers she reached forward to scrub Saffie's back, and was rewarded with a whine of
pleasure. At least she had someone with her to enjoy Poxt.

It had been only fourteen days since Gershom left, and she missed him dreadfully. In the last three years
they hadn't been separated for longer than afew hours. She'd found it difficult to slegp without him
beside her. Again and again, she turned to tell him about something interesting, and he wasn't there. Was
this what widowhood would be like? she wondered, then hastily put down such a horrid thought.
Gershom was all right. The Sbyl was on her way to Zedari, and he was fine. Shonajust wished she
could open up the comm board and send him a message. She was lonely. Her eyesfilled, blurring the
sunshine.

"Y ou look so glum, Shona," avoice said. She glanced up.

"Hello, Doln," she said, smiling. "I was just thinking."

"Oh. With tears? Are we al doomed?' he asked with a mocking grin.
"No. Oh, no! It was personal, nothing to do with my assignment.”

"That's anice way to put it, assignment,” Doln Hampton said. "Much less alarming than ‘epidemic,' or
‘plague.' May | walk with you? Can | carry your bag?"

"No, thank you,” Shona said. "I'm just making my rounds."
"Isn't it a beautiful day?"

"Oh, yes. | wasjust thinking so," Shona said, tossing her head back to get afaceful of sunshine. The
perfumed breeze felt good. "I do like it here, present ‘assignment’ excepted. Where are you going?'

"I'm free for awhile. I'll tag along with you. Hello, Saffie. How's the girl, eh? Come on, girl!"

He clapped his hands and beckoned to the dog. Saffie greeted him exuberantly, rearing onto her hind
legsto lick at hisface. He laughed, reaching for her furry ears with both hands to give them a good
scratching. She ran around him, threatening to tie up hislegsin the leash. He leaped over it and grabbed
her around the neck, pretending to wrestle. Saffie let out a mock growl and mouthed his arm.
Delightedly Shona watched the man and dog play. Doln had been aregular visitor to the module. Unlike
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the rest of the LabCor people, he was friendly. Although forbidden to talk about his work, he was
knowledgeable and forthcoming on any other subject. Shona found him a witty, charming companion.
Gershom would like him, too, when he came back.

"WEell, some of us have to work," Shona said at |ast, shouldering her medical bag. Hearing the tone of
mock exasperation in her mistress's voice Saffie heeled at once. Doln, his cheeks flushed from playing,
came to walk on Shona's other side.

"Sorry," he said, sharing a grin with her. "We were just having fun."

Shonaturned in at Governor Home's door. With a surprised glance at Shona's companion, the
administrator rose to greet them.

" Afternoon, Shoshana. Hello, Hampshire. I'm feeling fine," Home said, before Shona could ask. "1 don't
need any of your potions or shots, so go see some sick people and let me be."

"I need to practice on healthy oneslike you first," Shona said blithely. "Thisway, if you don't mind."

Leaving Saffie with Doln, she took Home into his sleeping room and shut the door. She ignored the
governor's protests, and tested the joints of his right hand and arm with a miniature ultrasound. The
arthritic condition had worsened slightly. Over the course of two weeks, since Shona had started
checking, there'd been a buildup of calcification consistent with a normal advance of approximately six
months, but less than half of it had accrued in the second week since she'd started him on palliative
therapy. In time she hoped to see actual reversal.

"Areyou in pain? How much of the arthritis medicine have you got left?' Shona asked, entering the
results on her clipboard to download | ater.

"No, and plenty," Home said, rolling his sleeve down again. "What's that?' he asked, pointing to the
pressure hypo Shona had taken from her bag.

"Another dose of human growth hormone,” Shona said, adjusting the dosage.

"I've stopped growing," Home said mulishly, but he held still for the injection. "Confound it, Sarah, I'm
just an old man."

"Shona," Shona corrected him automatically, meeting his eyes. "Thisis slowing your symptoms, the
same asit'sdoing for everyone else. | still haven't figured out what's causing the phenomenon, and |
won't have everyone galloping forward into their hundreds while I'm limping along behind in my
research." She matched his glare with one of her own, and packed up her instruments.

"Well, I'm still glad you're here,” Home said. "It's good for morale, anyhow, even if you're wasting my
time."
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"Thanks," Shonasaid. "Now I'll go look for somereally sick people.”

With Hampton in tow, she dropped in on severa other patients, taking readings from them, and
dispensing treatment where necessary. Because she was not alone, she bypassed Marleen's home. She
thought she spotted a shadow move behind the window curtain. She tossed a small wave to Bobby,
wondering if he'd recognize her. He, too, had responded favorably to a course of hormone therapy. A
light fuzz of hair was growing in his bald patches, and his skin was starting to tighten up, although so
slowly the change was only perceptible to her computerized micrometers.

"Was that your last patient?' Hampton asked as they left Wyn Barri's office. "Would you care to come
up to my hut for adrink?

"One more stop, and then | have to go back to my module,”" Shona said with regret. "l've got a volunteer
baby-sitter, and | don't want to impose longer than | need to."

"WEéll, if | may continue to enjoy your company for that small interval,” Doln said, "1'd certainly like to."
He followed her to the center of the village.

She handed him Saffie's leash and sighted up and down the long oval of the compound. There was the
governor's hut, and up that way was Tony Coglio's craft workshop. The Oktaris were out of it, so the
radius of the circle couldn't reach as far downhill astheir home.

"May | ask what you're doing?' Hampton said.

"I'd rather not say at this moment,” Shonareplied, alittle distractedly. "Because it may turn out to be a
silly guess.”

"Ah." Doln threw himself down into the short grass under the shaggy-barked tree in the middle of the
common and hooked Saffie's lead over the toe of his shoe. The dog walked back and forth, sniffing at his
and Shona's feet, hands, and pant legs in between investigating interesting smells around the tree.

Not wanting to air her theory to Hampton, Shona left the plastic map in her bag. Instead, she sighted on
her landmarks, and paced the distance between them to figure out the center of where the "bio-bomb" or
"energy ray" might have gone off. By using Bobby's absence from school as the date, Shona had been
able to guide the memories of her patients back to where they had been most of Day X. Bobby and
Shnomri could not remember specifically where they had been, nor if they had been together at any time
on that day. She got more information from her second-tier group, but still there was no single obvious
place she could pinpoint as ground zero for the bio-bomb.

A couple of ottles stopped under the tree to speak to Hampton, and stayed to watch her. Shonafinally
decided on her best choices, and reached into her bag for a handful of sterile sample dishes. After al this
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time, because of rain, wind, and erosion, there was probably nothing left to find, but she needed to check
out every possibility. If these samples al proved negative, she'd just have to keep searching.

"It must look asif I've gone crazy," Shona said, awry twist to her mouth, when she returned to claim
Saffie.

"Not at al,” Hampton said, rising and brushing leaves off his clothes. "It's good scientific procedure.
You forget, I'm in your line of business, too." Saffie rushed over to lean heavily against her mistress's
leg. Shona staggered.

"I did forget," she said, catching the big dog's head and fluffing its ears. "l know what you're working on
Is classified, but isit too nosy to ask what your specialty is?'
"Oh, no,” Doln said, with alaugh. "I'm abiologist. Purely laboratory-bound. I'm no good at all with

people. | couldn't do what you do. People always want something from you: your attention, a cure for
this or that imaginary ailment, ego-stroking. | don't have time for that."

She interrupted him. "Y ou don't think thisis imaginary, do you? Because I've got some very sick people
who would tell you otherwise, and plenty of empirical observation. Just because | don't have acause. . ."

Doln held up his handsin surrender. "Oh, no. Thisisn't areference to what you're doing. Just why I'm
not in medical practice. I'm just alonely ascetic." He grinned down at her, aroguish twinklein his eyes.

"Uh-huh," Shona said, with asly smile that matched his. "I doubt both those claims, sir. | must get back
now. It was nice of you to walk around with me."

"Wait," Doln said, reaching out for her bag. He swung it onto his shoulder. "l wanted to show you
something special. Well, special to me." He looked wistful for amoment. "Would you like to seeit?'

"How very mysterious of you," Shona said. She glanced down the hill toward her module, estimating
how close Alex was to wanting a bottle or anap. "Well, al right. But | can't be too long."

Making way on the narrow bank for Saffie, Hampton braced his legs apart. As soon as the dog was
safely down with him among the reeds on the river's edge, the scientist held up his hands for Shona.
Gingerly, she took a step off the high bank. He caught her under the arms and guided her down until her
footing was steady.

"How could you have found this by accident?' Shona asked, elbowing thick brush away. She looked
around and cocked her head, listening. They were only afew hundred yards from the extreme edge of
the settlement, and yet there wasn't a sound to show they were on the same planet with any other
humans. The surprise of shrill birdcall right next to her ear made her jump. Hampton grinned down at
her.
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"Thisisn't the best part yet," he said. "Follow me."

Shona had to step smartly to keep up with Doln, whose long-legged pace threatened to take him out of
sight among the leafy overhang. It wouldn't do to get lost down here. Hampton was the one who knew
the safe places where the bank wouldn't give way. She reached down nervously for Saffie, who paced at
her hip.

On her left, the broad river collected in little swirls and eddies, exotic lace made of athousand
irregularities in the sandy shore. Insects, twigs, leaves, and feathers decorated the patterns. It looked
unimaginably delicate. All the same, Shona respected the power of the river, which only afew yards
farther out was sweeping whole branches away. She could see sleek-backed ottles swimming against the
swift current, coming up on the other side of theriver. On the right, the bank rose, veiled in pliant vines
and withies. Something small and black shot across her path almost underneath her feet. She jumped.
Saffie barked at the creature, and leaped to follow it into its secret burrow under the boughs of a
willowlike tree. Shona grabbed the big dog's leash and pulled her backward. Her heels dug into the silt
underfoot.

"Whoa, Saffie! 1t might bite you."
The dog retreated, whining. Shona glanced up the bank.

"Doln?' He was gone. Drat the man, abandoning her in muddy wilderness. Well, she could follow his
footprints. She glanced down at the path. His trail was gone. Suddenly, a hand shot out of the greenery
to her right and seized her arm. Shona screamed.

“It'sall right!" Doln said. His handsome face, grinning, followed the hand. Shona gaped at him, then felt
her heartbeat slow down to normal. "Here we are. Comeonin. You'll find there's plenty of room for all
of us."

He held up the swath of osier branches. Shona ducked to come in under his arm. Saffie followed. Behind
Doln, the bank opened up into adark hole.

"It'sacave," Shonasaid. She squinted, but couldn't see the back of the narrow chamber. A tangle of
skinny roots hung down from the ceiling and caught the light. She sniffed. The dense smell of clay was
sweet and earthy.

"Uh-huh," Doln said. "I often come down here when | absolutely have to get away from people. For a
hole in the ground, it's rather homey." He sat down on along stone and patted the place next to him.
“Join me."

Shona did. Saffie remained beside the cave's entrance, sniffing, probably hoping that the small black
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creature would make another appearance. Shona started to ask a question, but Doln held up an imperious
hand, and she remained silent. In a moment she became aware of the rushing of the river, filling her ears
with white sound. It was very soothing. She relaxed her neck and let her head fall back. The sound
seemed to carry away all her worries about the ottles, her shaky finances, and Verdadero's hired killers
trailing her around the galaxy. All that was here was peace.

"Likeit?'

She nodded. "It's so tranquil, | can see why you want to come here to be alone."

"I only share it with very specia people," he said. "Like you." He stopped, smiled, and then Shona felt
his hand gather in her hair at the back of her head. He leaned down and kissed her.

She was so surprised, she drove both hands into his chest and shoved him off the rock. He sprawled onto
the mossy floor, and sat goggling up at her.

"What do you think you're doing?' she demanded, standing over him with her fists clenched at her sides.
Saffie, on guard for her mistress, was between the humans in a moment, growling down at Hampton.

"Was it that bad?' Doln asked, looking hurt.

"Well," Shona said, pausing for half a second. It had not been unpleasant, far from it, but her outrage
bubbled over at his pure gall. "Well, what's that got to do with it? What made you think you could! I'm
married. Happily married.”

"Your lips are very inviting."

"I don't recall that they invited you."

Doln sighed, rubbing his chest with hisfingertips. "Monoga-mous. Y ou would be. Y ou're delightfully
old-fashioned.”

Just the way he said that made Shona's face burn. Resisting the urge to give him another shove, she
replied coldly, "Old-fashioned enough to want to go back right away. Thank you for showing me your
specia place.” Blind with fury, she stumbled out into the sunshine with Saffie behind her.

+9*
That afternoon, Shonathrew herself into her work. She decided she might as well channel her anger at
Doln into something constructive instead of sitting and steaming. How dare he kiss her like that? Had

she given him one microgram's reason to think she might welcome advances? No! What nerve! Just
because Gershom wasn't there, did she look like an easy mark?

She slammed atest slide into a carrier, and jostled it until al of the slides jingled. It was bad enough that
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Doln's co-workersignored her or talked behind her back, but to have the only friendly one among them
become too friendly was positively infuriating.

She stopped for amoment to take control of herself. No sense in breaking the equipment just because
shefelt alittle guilty. Doln had kissed her, and it felt nice, and she'd enjoyed it, to her embarrassment.
Thereal truth was that she missed Gershom. Not only would his presence have prevented this awkward
situation, but he might have been able to use his famous tact to deal with Doln's stony-faced comrades.

Considering that they were scientists, she was getting remarkably little cooperation from them. Since
what little attention they paid her was forced by Home, they would neither submit to physical
examinations nor lend her any of their own expertise. She understood their not extending her the use of
any of their equipment or supplies. They were engaged in contract work, whatever it was, and every pH
strip had to be accounted for, but the breath to give answers cost nothing. She couldn't get so much asa
timetable from them as to where they were on Day X, even though it was as much for the benefit of their
people as for the rest of the colony. They could be in danger, too, should the phenomenon recur.

"| suppose one of the reasons they aren't taking me serioudly is because I'm not quarantining myself,"
Shonasaid to Chirwl, who had appeared in her module with Wlato keep her company.

"Then why are you not?" Chirwl asked reasonably.

Stona sighed. "Because it makes it easier to talk to other people. They don't like having to share intimate
information with someone in a plastic mask. Besides, I've already been exposed. It wasn't an easy
decision, | can tell you that, but some whisper of instinct deep inside keeps telling me there's nothing for
me to worry about. Y et the other part, the one that worked for the government, is nagging that I'm not
doing my job properly, risking faling victim to the same environmental illness as the others."

"But when they confide, do they not breathe on you as well?' the ottle asked.

"Well, yes, they do," Shona admitted. Suddenly concerned, she got up from her stool and went to a
mirror on the wall to examine her face for wrinkles. Her reflection's cheeks red-dened, and she couldn't
face her own eyes.

"Thisisridiculous," she said, turning away. "l see no difference between the way | ook now and any
other woman my age. I've shown none of the symptoms. Neither have you. |'ve tested us every day."

"1t would be well to be wise, and wise to be well," Chirwl sad.

Shona shook her head. "I know that. | ssmply cannot make myself believeit. It's highly unscientific and
unprofessional of me. I'm concerned enough to keep Alex inisolation, but this morning, when | thought
of suiting up and staying that way, | balked."
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"What is here is not the fault of ottles and humans be together, isit?' Wla asked with concern.
"Not at all," Shona reassured her. "Chlari must have been talking to you again."
"It isso,” Chirwl admitted, ducking his head.
"That ottle does not give up atheory with ease," Wla said, tittering.

"Each night the harangue begins anew," Chirwl said. "l must defend, as | believe, but he has many on his
side who are angry and frightened. He is not letting ottles from other center-places come here, because
the humans might infect al heart-trees on the world."

"WEell, you tell him that | had Governor Home message to Alien Relations for the addresses of al the
other ottle hosts. You'll see. When he asks them, they'll send back that they've never had any problems
except for having their ears talked off."

"Y ours remain attached," Chirwl said. "Yet Chlari will argue then that it is these humans here who are a
danger.”

Shona sighed. "That's what Gershom is supposed to be finding out for me. I'd like to make peace with
Chlari. The GG is so senditive to your people's concernsthat if a sniff of this got out, | wouldn't have a
chance to finish my investigation.”

"Y ou cannot convince him except to make Shnomri and the others young again and stop the threat,"
Chirwl said reason-ably. "1 will make atheory that all can be made well, based upon your wise for
determining health faults before, and he must mull that over. It will give you some time. Not all ottles
agree with him. Many are listening to me and to Wla. Thio also likes you greatly."

"Thank you, Chirwl," Shona said. "Then the best thing for me to do isto find away to make Shnomri
young again, if it's possible.”

The soil samples had come up negative. None contained anything out of the ordinary: no bio-organisms,
no heavy minerals, no traces of radiation. Shona had already been trying the rabbits on local food. So far
the colonists' instincts and research had been sound: Moonbeam and Marigold munched their way
contentedly through offerings of vegetables, fruit, grain, and particularly the nuts, without ill effect.
She'd ailmost been tempted to supplement her own dull diet with some of the things they indicated were
safe, but caution stepped in to prevent her. She hated to give up such a good theory as the bio-bomb, but
she was frustrated. There was a pattern of increasing symptoms pointing toward an imaginary,
temporary center. All she lacked was proof.

"Aargh," Shona said, pounding her hands on the table. Saffie looked up at her mistress and whined.
Alex, behind the curtain, laughed. Shona made faces at him, which he mimicked gleefully. "I need to do
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amore widespread search," she told Chirwl while playing peek-a-boo with her son. "Maybe my Level
Ones and Level Twos wandered through something in between the two settlements.”

"How will you check that?' Chirwl asked.

"“I'll call out another member of my animal team." She looked speculatively at Harry, who waslyingin
the doorway of the bedchamber. "I've been considering whether it might have been exposure to atoxic
chemical. Harry can sniff around, and I'll sample whatever he pinpoints. My tests haven't been all-
inclusive; they can't be in an unlimited environment. He's a better indicator than running one chemical
analysis after another on the same blob of dirt."

The cat played dead the moment Shona buckled him into his walking harness, and lay passive until
Shonaturned her back. The moment she took her hands off him to put Alex into hisisolation suit, Harry
took off like afox-colored rocket, zipping up and down counters, chairs, tables, trailing his leash
through the racks of glass tubes and delicate machinery. Fearing broken glass and the loss of al her
samples, Shona was afraid to grab him, lest the leash catch in the equipment. Chirwl and Wla sprang
after Harry, calling softly. With admirably quick re-flexes the nurturing ottle headed the cat off on top of
the examination table and clasped the back of his harness with her small paws. Harry folded his ears
down against his head and let out a mournful howl. Chirwl, right behind WIa, gathered up the leash
before it pulled the microscope over.

Shonagot Alex into his suit and put him in her backpack carrier. "Take Harry outside," she instructed
the ottles. "Y ou'd think he hasn't been nagging me to let him out for weeks. Cats!"

Alex was delighted to be outside, even to the point of forgetting to protest his plastic mask and suit. He
crowed and kicked at his mother's back. Shona reached around with one hand to catch his foot before it
impacted with her kidneys again. As Shona had feared, Harry showed no interest in any of her putative
ground-zeroes, so she led him on a general tour of the compound, and up and through the pathways
leading in between the two species' settlements. Saffie, aready accus-tomed to a certain degree of
freedom, loped behind Shona alongside the two ottles. Chirwl introduced the dog all around asif she
were a veritable person. Smaller ottles, children, rode the dog around the center-place until she sat down
or shook them off.

"| feel like awalking zoo," she said to Chirwl. "I want to check my mice. Will you take Harry down to
the garden walk toward the governor's house? That's one of the areas both species make use of the most."

"I shall do," Chirwl said, reaching up for the leash. "Y ou ought should let him run. He will sniff out
clues his own self for you."

"I don't want him loose," Shona said, wriggling the loop off her wrist. "He might go any—"
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Harry, seeing his opportunity, wriggled loose from his harness, and shot across the green. Saffie broke
away in pursuit, followed by the ottles. Shonaran after them, shouting. Alex shrieked with glee.

Harry scampered into the colony compound, streaked across the grass, and bolted up atree. The dog
stood at the bottom, barking, while Chirwl clambered up after the cat. Both of them appeared a moment
later on alow limb. Harry jumped down, looking very pleased with himself. He had a mouthful of fur.
"What's that?' she said. "Drop it!" The cat paid no attention. Chirwl headed him off and pried open the
cat's jaw. He handed Harry's booty up to Shona.

"Why, it's nothing but fur" she said, turning it over and over.

"Chasing histail, en? That'satail'stail,” Mr. Oktari said, coming up. "Afternoon, Shona. Hi, son." Alex
gurgled at him through the iso-suit mask. The old man bent down to pet Harry. "Nice cat. We don't have
too many pets here. Too many predators. If we want furry companions, there's always ottles. Much more
intelligent than cats."

"So we are," Chirwl agreed blithely.

"I'm wondering if Harry's not more trouble than he's worth," Shona said, gathering him up. With her
hands full, she couldn't put his harness back on. He squirmed, threatening to kick loose. Because of
Alex'sweight on her back, she knelt with difficulty to stuff the cat between the straps Chirwl offered.
The ottles let Harry play out his leash, then followed him on an exploration of the nearby bushes. Saffie
trailed behind, sniffing and whining happily.

"WEell, can | help you?' Mr. Oktari asked.

Shona glanced up, then noticed Doln Hampton stumping down the hill toward them. There was no way
to beat a hasty retreat, so she appealed to the nutritionist.

"Y es. Stay here just a moment with me, will you?' Mr. Oktari turned his head and saw Hampton
approaching.

"Sure | will, honey," he said, kindly, and deliberately turned his back toward Hampton. "Y ou already
have as much as you can handle. Tell me, did you put those little mice in a box on our eaves? They've
been rustling up a storm, and | get a shower of shredded paper on me whenever | go outside.”

"I'm sorry about that," Shona said. "l put them in what | hoped were strategic locations around the
settlement. If they're abother..."

"Not a bit. What do you mean them to do? Catch the germsin their teeth?"

"Oh, something like that. Have you ever heard of Harvard cancer mice? They were specifically bred in
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the twentieth century to be susceptible to cancer. Ordinary mice are over thirty times more prone to
cancer than humans. The new breed was twice as likely to becomeill. Since most cancers were cured in
the last century, the vulnerability of this strain has been expanded to include other contagious illnesses.
They catch ailmost anything that's going around, providing me with an easily studied subject. If there's
anything catching, they'll catch it. Privately, | hope the vector isn't airborne. My mice don't have much
personality, but I'm as fond of them as of the rest of my pets."

"That's nice of you," Mr. Oktari said. "How about the kitty?"

Shonagrinned. "He hates being called 'kitty.' He thinks it's beneath his dignity. He ignores the mice,
mostly."

"How are you today, Shona?' Doln Hampton had come up beside her, smiling politely.

"Oh, hello," Shona said coolly, standing up. She wished for once that she was very tall, so she could
look down from a height onto his supercilious face. He must have caught her thoughtsin her expression,
for he dropped his gaze to her feet.

"Shona, | came down to apologize. | am so sorry. You're a beautiful woman, and... the moment just took
me." Oktari looked interested, but he remained silent, for which Shona blessed him.

"The moment? Aren't you atrifle too civilized to fall back on pre-cephalic techniques?' Shona asked
acidly.

"| abase myself." Doln dropped to his knee in the center of the common and held out beseeching hands.
Oktari stared. "I plead stress, stupidity, cupidity, or whatever of athousand offenses will get you to
forgive me. I'll do anything to make it up. Will you forgive me?' He clasped his hands and shook them.
Sheignored it. He shook them again, his face innocent and hopeful. Shona felt her jaw threaten to drop.
She wouldn't have guessed that someone as outwardly dignified as Hampton had so much clown in him.
"Please?"

He looked so ridiculous, Shona laughed in spite of herself. "Oh, al right. No harm done. Please get up.”
“Isit al right?' Oktari asked.

"Yes," she said, squeezing the older man's fingers gratefully. "Thank you so much for staying with me."
He grinned at her and went back to his hut.

"Friends again?' Doln asked, when Oktari had gone.
"Certainly," Shonasaid. She put out her hand and he shook it. "In fact, you can do something for me."

"Nameit."
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"Explain steeplechasing. | saw the lists on the side of the community hall, but there are no steeples, let
alone churches, anywhere in this settlement.”

"Oh, that!" He broke into laughter. "Yes, it sounds odd, doesn't it? It's a sport, all our own invention.
Pure immigrant-Poxtian. Watching the ottles getting around suggested it to us."

"But what isit?"

He guided Shonato the edge of the settlement and pointed up. "Do you see how the branches of the
heart-trees almost touch at the tips?’

"Hi!" Alex announced, gazing up at the tree limbs.

From below, the branches looked like black lace, but Shona nodded. She could see ottles the size of her
fingertip moving around on them.

"WEell, they're almost exactly at the same level planetwide. This species of tree has aterminal height of
five hundred feet, so the branches begin to intersect at about two hundred fifty and go up to four. The
ottles use them as a network. They can get almost anywhere without coming down, which is why their
system of direction is expressed in how many trees, figured from a given gap in the canopy. We climb
up and run from tree to tree to cover a certain distance. Y ou can go in any direction you like to reach the
goal, usually aflag or aring. There are some favored routes, more or less dangerous than others. Y ou
can climb easily between some of the trees, but in others you have to jump. It'salong way down if you
miss."

"You're all mad!" Shona said, picturing him dashing from branch to branch like a squirrel. "Y ou don't
want to live forever, do you?"

"Who says | don't?' He grinned. "It is a sport for younger folk, that is to say, the more stupid of us,
especialy if you have long legs and agood grip. | loveit. Y ou get an adrenalin rush like nothing el se.
Maybe you'll see amatch while you're here."

"You'll need me to set the broken bones!" Shona exclaimed.

"Ah, no, it's safer than it seems. Those branches are much thicker than they look. Isn't it true, friend?' he
asked Chirwl, who loped up with Harry on his |eash.

"From adistance al looks thinner," Chirwl said. "I have not seen steeplechasing, for it must have
developed while | am away. | recall humans following ottles through the treetops, but very slowly."

"That's more my speed,” Shona said feelingly.
"Y ou'd be surprised." Hampton grinned.
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"I sure would. I'm not wild about heights."
He cocked his head at her. "'l was going to ask you to be on my team. Oh, well. How is your research
going?'
"I still have nothing. 1've spun down samples for viruses, and found nothing out of the ordinary. | haven't
detected any significant amounts of key proteins. There are no really unusual bacteria anywhere, nor
parasitical organisms, espe-cially not ones that pick on some people and not on others. I'm still looking,
but | have no ideawhere to look next. I'vereally got to think. It would seem as if Poxt really isthe

paradise the original discoverers thought it to be. Humans can live here as naturally as they once could
on Earth, with only low-to-average risk."

"That's exactly what we thought," Hampton said with asmile.
"Have you got any suggestions where to go next?' Shona asked.
"I'm sony. My brains are not for hire."

"I am not trying to hire you. I'm trying to help this colony, the one in which you live," Shona said with
some asperity.

"I know," Hampton said apologetically. "But you see, I've already pledged my expertise to LabCor. My
contract says | can't free-lance."

"Oh. Oh, well. | do have another favor to ask you," Shona said.
"Anything. What?"'

"Escort me into your compound. | want to see how Larch is doing. I'm so thoroughly snooted whenever |
go in there by myself, | have to go home and check the mirror to make certain | still exist."

Hampton smiled. "Of course. That I'd be happy to do."

Shona couldn't suppress a swagger as she walked into the circle of huts beside Hampton. She had the
satisfaction of seeing the usually remote expressions of the LabCor scientists change to dismay when
they noticed her companion. Hampton hailed atall dark man he called Lionel.

"Where's Larch?'

"Up there," Lionel said, pointing into the thick bushes above the compound. He shot a suspicious glance
at Shona. Hampton patted her on the hand.

"I'll let you see your patient by yourself. I've got some work to do for that onerous contract | mentioned."

"Thank you, Doln," Shona said. With the medical bag banging on her backside, she climbed the steep
path.
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In asmall clearing, the elderly woman sat all by herself on alow canvas seat before a patch of tall
weeds. By her complexion, Shona guessed that Larch had recovered entirely from her bee-sting and was
back to the ssmple work of picking herbs. She was glad to see that the LabCor people allowed their
subjects to have the dignity of work, no matter how feeble or disassociated they were.

As Shona watched, she could tell that the old woman was having trouble concentrating on what she was
doing. Larch went back again and again to examine sprigs of herbsin her basket, comparing them with
the live specimens growing in her patch to make certain she hadn't picked the wrong ones. It was
heartbreaking to see.

"How are you?' Shona asked cheerfully, coming up to kneel beside Larch.
"Go 'way," the old woman said, after one glance at her.

"It's a beautiful day. How long have you been here on Poxt, Ms. Larch? Do you like it? How did Dr.
Volk find you?'

"Find me?" Larch asked incredulously. "I'm a botanist. Damned good. Love plants. Hate insects. They
hate me. Find me?' she spat.

"Who hates you?"'
"Insects! Bugs! Y ou damned stupid?"
"Well, | can see why you think insects hate you. Stings are cumulative to those allergic to insect toxins."

"Don't havetatell methat, you snip,” Larch said offensively. "Damn kid, with your kid." Suddenly her
face contorted, and she put a hand to her upper arm. Shona sprang up.

"What's wrong? What hurts you?' Shona reached out a hand for her wrist, and Larch slapped it away.
"Go 'way," Larch said again, her lipstight. "Go. Y ou give me a headache."

"What's wrong? Can | help?’

"No. Go ‘way."

Very reluctantly, Shona backed away, then dashed down the hill. She stuck her head into one hut after
another until she found Hampton.

"Larch seemsto be in some distress. She doesn't want me, but someone should go to her right now. She
might be having a heart attack."

Hampton sprang up from his bench. "I'll go. Thank you, Shona. I'll see to her. Y ou go home now, all
right?’

"Areyou sure |l can't help?’
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Hampton was gathering up an emergency kit. "No, thank you. We've got everything she needs right
here. Better take your son home."

"It'strue what | told Doln," Shona said to Chirwl that evening after she had put Alex to bed. "I till have
absolutely nothing. That leads me to take a step | would have done anything to avoid.”

"What step?"

"Saffie." Hearing her name, the big black dog tapped across the white floor and laid her head on her
mistress's knee. Shona ruffled the dog's fur. "For the first time in my career I'm not certain what will
happen if | inject her with abiologica specimen. Normally she would throw off any ill effectsin a
matter of minutes or hours, no matter what it is. She'simmune to every disease known to humankind,
nearly every type of chemical poisoning, but old age? Everything is subject to old age. |..." Shefelt tears
starting at the back of her throat, and swallowed. "I'll have a hard time handling it if Saffie becomes old
like everyone else, and—and dies, and | can't help her."

Chirwl jumped up on the chair beside her and put his bewhiskered muzzle very close to her face.

"You have said it isyour job to do what is necessary to help. 1 know my friend Saffie feels as helpful as
you. Trust her to do what isright also. | am sure the unusual metabolism of hers will manage.”

"I know. At least, | hope | know."

Very reluctantly, Shona prepared the sample. Asif she knew what was coming, Saffie leaned her big
body against her mistress's leg. With alook of infinite trust, she waited for Shonato apply the pressure
hypo to her back.

"Now," Shona said, with adeep sigh, "we wait and see." She hugged the dog, who tapped her great
plume of atail on the floor.

Hampton appeared in the doorway. His handsome face contained deep lines she hadn't noticed before,
and his cheeks were hollow.

"I wonder if you have a drink somewhere?' he said, his voice very hoarse. "Alcohol would be preferred.”
“I'm sorry," Shonasaid. "Not adrop. We traded the last case for atune-up. Can | help?"

"No. Not redlly. Larch died. She had a devastating heart attack. Y ou were right. The coronary came on
not long after | went to her. | can't believeit. Shewas... so old." He sat down at Shona's table and put
his head between his hands.

Shonawatched him for awhile. He didn't cry, but occasion-ally would fetch asigh from deep in his
belly. Shona knew it was hard to lose a patient. As a scientist without a medical practice, it must be
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harder for Hampton to encompass the reality of life and death of actual human beings. Chirwl loped over
to the grieving man and sat up to speak. Shona mouthed

"No," and shook her head. After afew moments she went to her pantry cabinet and made Hampton a cup
of herb tea. She returned and set the cup down smartly before him.

"Drink this." Obediently he took a mouthful, and sputtered.

"What'sinit?' he gasped, but he took another sip.

"Peppermint and ginger. Good for what ails you."

"Y ou don't mess around, do you? Or do you?' He smiled at her with a speculative gleam in his eyes.
"Let's not start that again,” Shona said patiently. Hampton nodded apologetically.

"No. Wewon't. You're avery comforting person, Shona Taylor. Y ou care." Hampton emptied his cup
and rose. "Thank you."

"I nearly broke down back there," Hampton said, setling wearily into achair in MissaVolk's hut. "To
think of one of us being thefirst to die. Of old age! At least the ephemerals expect death."

"Do | hear you losing your grip, Doln?' Lionel Morganstern asked silkily. "Or does associating with the
short-lifers rub off after awhile? How you could think of bedding that female! It would be like kissing a
corpse.”

"Shut up, Lionel. Unless you're planning to give me advice from your own experience of necrophilia?"

"Areyou pretending you're not afraid you'll be next? Aren't you wondering where you were when the
nanomites lid blew off?* Morganstern asked. His expression dangerous, Hampton pressed in to within a
handspan of the other man's chest, until Volk feared he would push him to the wall.

"No and no," Hampton said, his voice low, like the growl of atiger. "I'm not pretending or wondering.
And I'm not playing games with you, either. Shut up, or I'll end your worries about what it'll be like to
die." He snapped his fingers under Morganstern's nose. Morganstern flinched away, and Hamp-ton's
eyes narrowed in satisfaction.

"That's enough," Volk said, raising a hand. Her fingers trembled. She lowered her arm hastily and
gripped the chair arm to hide the trembling. She no longer knew whether it was from stress or from the
progression of her condition. "Everyone is under pressure. I've been forced to allow sedatives and mood-
enhancers to supplement daily meditation, and | do not like dispensing drugs. We can't risk a breakdown
in our own camp. There'd be aflood of confession to the authorities, and | for one don't want the
humiliation. Lionel, don't indulge your agitation. It will only build on itself and do harm to your
circulatory system. Doln, you had intended to monitor Taylor so we could keep up with her research.
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What is she doing now?' Hampton backed away from Morganstern and visibly composed himself.

"So far, she's made chemical analyses of soil, food, air, and living tissue, and found nothing at all, of
course. She's investigating every avenue that occurs to her. She hasn't made avisual survey of genes,
whichisall that's saving us so far. And she has agood brain, so | don't think it will be long before she
eventually stumbles onto the truth. Are we close to counteracting the nanomites' effect, or even turning
them of f?"

"No," Morganstern admitted. "We programmed them too well. They slow down for atime, but they keep
going. Clegg has made a computer model that responds to within ninety-eight percent of the original.
Any technique that is assured of killing the nanomites would also kill the host, and time alone will do
that."

Volk's eyes slid to Hampton. He shook his head.

"Taylor will have figured out where her 'bio-bomb' came from—that's what she calls it—by then,"
Hampton said. " She's too smart, too tenacious a researcher, and she cares about the people who have
been affected by our little accident. It's only a matter of time before she gets onto the right track. My
money's on her rather than Lionel and his bug-extermination squad. She's a hazard to our security.”

"Admitting your attraction to a mayfly?' Morganstern sneered.

"I admire her," Hampton said frankly. "She'd have made a good colleague in Forever—if only she wasn't
fixated on that life-shortening monogamy. What can we do about her? What should we do?"

"Let LabCor make the decision,” Morganstern said. "It isn't our fault if we're being spied upon, only if
we allow informa-tion to slip out of our hands.”

"I'm sure they won't see it that way, Lionel," Volk said, wondering if he was as naive as he sounded, or
simply wishing out loud. "I received a message today from LabCor asking if the project has been
compromised. Y ou two are my closest advisers, and | trust your judgment. Has it?"

"No!" Morganstern said emphatically.

"No," Hampton agreed. "Not yet. But | don't think it'll be long before it will be. Tell them that. If Shona
Taylor doesn't figure out what we've done, pretty soon we'll be unable to conceal our own symptoms,
and then even Governor Home will guess we're to blame. What happens when someone else dies? And
Dennison is still trying to get out. He slipped loose again last night. Faraoud only just caught him before
he rolled down the hill. We need to get in first with the solution, which means speeding up our own
research.”

"It can't be done, dammit. We're at a standstill. What did LabCor say?' Morganstern asked.
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"They've asked if steps should be taken to stop Taylor," Volk replied, watching the men's faces for
reactions. "They might be... extreme."

"Only extreme if necessary,” Hampton said, turning his deep-set eyes fully upon Volk. The intensity of
his stare made her uneasy. "It's possible LabCor might choose to pick Taylor's brains for our research.
She might have some innovative ideas. Y ou could suggest it."

Volk hesitated. "All right. Although | don't want to lead them to the conclusion that she's within range of
the truth."

"Besides, how could she necessarily trace the nanomites back to us?' Morganstern asked. "They're not
monogrammed, Doln."

"She'd have to be stupid not to trace them back to us," Hampton said. "And believe me, she's not stupid.
Occam's Razor, Lionel: the simplest solution is almost always the correct one. Item: a genetically
engineered molecule-sized organism. Item: a nearby scientific community reputedly work-ing on
something having to do with geronotology. Item: arash of aged freaks dyeing their hair and using
glycolic acid on their skins. Even you could work it out, Lionel." He dismissed the glowering scientist
and turned back to Volk. "Give LabCor the suggestion. Say it came from me, if you like. Perhaps they'll
pay her off, make her sign a confidentiality agreement. That would make sense. But thisistheir project,
and they're paying the bills. Let them decide what to do about her."

"It'sas smple asthat, isit?' Morganstern asked.

"It isthat smple,” Volk said, after along moment to consider. "I will send LabCor our suggestions.
Keep me informed.”

‘This is Communications Beacon RE-388-Sigma," the woman's voice said. " Scout ship, please identify
yourself."

Emile opened up the channel and smiled pleasantly at the technician's image. "Greetings. We are agents
of the Galactic Bureau of Investigation from Government Post Sixteen. Thisis a security spot
inspection. | am transmitting our identification code for your records."

The female tech groaned. "We just had an inspection four months ago,” she said.
“I'm sorry. | will inform Post Sixteen that you may be on more than one list. Prepare to be boarded.”

The Sigma Zedari beacon, a main transfer point for redirec-tion of data, was far larger and better
defended than the repeater station in the Venturi sector. Ladovard took note of the laser arraysin the
structural arc that surrounded the core. Such things were of no use, of course, if the human beings
operating the beacon were easily gulled.
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The two technicians inside were pleasant but harried. The tall woman with cropped red hair, who had
answered the call, and the short, stout, blond woman who rose from her seat at the console as the three
entered immediately broke out into protests.

"I just got back on for this monthlong shift three days ago, so don't blame me..."
"We've got alot of work..."

Ladovard cut through their protests with a gesture. "Thiswill go much more quickly if you cooperate. I'd
like to inspect the main data banks, please. Privacy leaks have been reported in this sector. | have orders
to confirm which beacon they're coming from."

"Security leaks?' The red-haired technician looked shocked. "We've just replaced the buffers and
scramblers. There are no red lights on any of the components.”

"We have to check all complaints,” Pogue said, getting between the two women and his employer. He
gestured to the two seats underneath a bank of video screens. "Please just go sit down, and we'll get
through this as quickly as we can.”

Ladovard moved swiftly to the memory decks and flipped the lockdown from his pocket. He attached it
over one of the input drives and turned it on.

The blond woman tried to shoulder past Pogue, who stiff-armed her easily.

"Just aminute," she squawked, over his back. "Y ou shouldn't be touching those, sir. The scramblers are
in the other bank."

"We need to take arandom check of uploaded files," Ladovard said crisply. Messages that were sent
along the electronic network were officially erased, but usually traces of them remained in memory until
those particular tracks were overwritten. A maor beacon like this one contained enough memory to hold
athousand messages for every citizen of the galaxy, so it was likely that at |east some of what he was
looking for had not been dumped.

He watched the readout on the top of the small device and smiled coldly. It had already made a match on
seven of hiskeywords. One of them was "Shona." His previous search was confirmed. This was the
beacon from which the Taylors had downlinked those weeks ago after escaping from him. He let the
lockdown run, and gestured to Emile, who removed de-encryption equipment from the pouches on her
suit arms and legs. Now to find out the comm number from which the five messages to Shona's
connections were sent.

The two technicians had retreated under Pogue's guard to the far end of the room, where they conferred
in low voices. Neither of them looked like a specialist in unarmed combat, but it was well to be ready to
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repel an attempted attack. Pogue saw the slight narrowing of his employer's eyes and nodded his chin
about half a centimeter.
"Sir, | am reading four different addresses for those five messages, but they all contain code words.
Could there be an error?' Emile asked from her station.
"No error," Ladovard said.
"But which isthe real one?"

"All of them. It is an attempt to conceal the actual comm number of our subject. They conjoined at a
remote beacon to another number, where they were held until claimed by this number." He showed her
the readout on the top of the lockdown. "A very clever ploy, but traceable. Now there is no doubt that
this single number is the correct one. Such a difficult and complicated protocol would not be used by
accident."

Ladovard heard sounds of a struggle behind his back. "Wait a minute, you're not from the GBI," the
stout blonde burst out. "L eave those alone! People have privacy rights guaranteed in the Galactic
Declaration of Citizenship. Y ou're committing illegal tresspass.” She was trying to go through Pogue to
get to him. Ladovard turned to stare her down.

Thinking she had a chance while Pogue was engaged with her companion, the redhead lunged. Tripping
the shorter woman to the ground, Pogue drew his side arm and put three slugs into a neat pattern at the
base of the redhead's neck. She collapsed. There was no blood because of the self-sealing cartridges, but
she was unmistakably dead. The blonde started to tremble, then screamed. Pogue put the barrel to the
side of her head and fired. She collapsed.

"You fool!" Ladovard snarled. Pogue retreated until his back was against the data bank.
“Sir, 1.1

"Y ou killed them for nothing! Never kill for free." Ladovard couldn't believe he had trained such an
impulsive fool. The younger man cowered, his mouth opening and shutting like a data gate.

"I'm sorry. I'll never do it again.”

"Never! Once you lose the reason for which you're killing, you become a mindless beast! Next thing you
know you will be committing random acts of violence. We are not barbarians.”

Pogue lowered his head, his cheeks blazing.
"Now, clean up thismess," Ladovard said, kicking one of the corpses. "We have work to do."

10
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"Isthat you, Shyl!" the voice of the station operator came over the audio pickup. The Sbyl had arrived
within visual contact range of Zedari Station almost thirty minutes after hearing the hailing signal from
the perimeter beacons. The six-limbed wheel, spiraling closer and closer to their viewscreens, turned
slow cartwheels amid a busy cloud of ships that looked like glowing gnats. The host sun, awhite star
with one huge, uninhabitable gas giant orbiting it, hung in the distance, its diffused light rippling through
the spokes and occasionally picking glints of color from them. "Commander, Captain Gershom Taylor?"
the deep female voice repeated.

"Yes," Gershom said, leaning forward in his seat. "I'm Captain Taylor." There was a slight pause before
the operator's reply, attributable to the distance between the ship and the station.

"Ah, Captain, we've reviewed your request for docking. Unfortunately, the credit number you
transmitted to cover landing fees and taxes..."

Gershom glanced at the screen showing the readout of his message. "Did it garble? I'll be happy to
retransmit.”

"It's not that, citizen. The number, if correct, belongs to a credit file that suffers from an insufficiency of
funds," the operator said delicately. "Perhaps you were unfamiliar with our current charges, or had not
checked your balance lately? Under the circumstances we cannot permit you to dock. I'm sorry. Do you
have another credit account we can use?' The data on the screen was interrupted by a fare sheet from the
station. Gershom, who knew to the minim how much was in the account, calculated the discrepancy, and
reddened. He was glad the operator couldn't see hisface. He twisted to glance at Eblich, seated behind
the pilots couches. The small man mouthed "letter of credit." Gershom nodded.

"Operator, | am sending you the text of aletter of marque | am carrying on behalf of DeWitt Home,
human governor of the Poxt colony. The Shbyl is on assignment from him. | think you'll find that the
|etter represents enough credits for agreat deal more than just the landing fees." He brought up the text
of Home's document, and punched Send. There was a pause while the operator reviewed the details.
"Well," the voice said, with evident relief. "Y es, indeed. Here are your landing instructions: please
synchronize your rotation with the station and drop velocity to approach speed under one point two. Y ou
are assigned to Docking Bay Sixteen, that's one-six, halfway up the blue vane, that's B for boy blue.
Refueling depots are situated between every two bays. El-Jay, FrangipaniCo, and Sennex serve this
facility. Thereisahandling fee of two credits per ton for shipments transferred on or off your ship while
in the dock. Mealsin al facilities can be charged to your ship account. Welcome to Zedari, citizens."

Gershom let out the breath he'd been holding. "Thank you. Sbyl out.”
"The remainder will pay for refueling and afew supplies. Nothing like what we need," Eblich noted in
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his quiet voice as Gershom and Ivo negotiated the length of the dock and set the ship into rotation with
the space station. Running chase lights on the station's skin, visible from a thousand kilometers away,
led them to their mark, spiraling in on the huge hexagonal door marked "16." A drone tug zipped
alongside them, then held back as the Sbyl eased forward on inertia and touched the hull plates. Outside
the airlock they heard the clamp and whine as Zedari's atmospheric system engaged in the airtight bay.

"So what?' Ivo said bluffly, standing up and slapping himself on the belly. "Zedari's amajor trade
outpost. Big time. We can find a short-hop contract here, or we aren't as good as | think we are."

"I've got some connections here," Kai said blandly, ignoring the sour expression on Gershom's face. "It's
like the old days, when we didn't have enough fuel to make liftoff if we didn't hustle. We sink or swim
together, Gershom. Y ou know that."

"Maybe I'm getting complacent," Gershom said, twisting his mouth wryly to avoid unnecessary protests.
His crew was right. They could be arrogant and starve, but it made more sense to reawaken the old
skills. "I hate to go back to those old days, when we were hungry in more ways than one. Do you want
to live on nutri again?"

"Hell, no."
"Then, hustle we will."

"Papa,”" Lani spoke up hopefully. She had been standing toward the rear of the bridge, braced between
straps for the docking. "If you ordered plenty of supplies, | could lend you the difference until Mama
gets paid by Mr. Home."

Gershom looked at her open face turned up to his, and smiled at her. She only wanted to help, but the
final hearing date on the adoption was so close, he could not risk accepting even aloan from her. He
knew how much it cost her to offer again, and it pained him. Lani couldn't understand why he and Shona
turned down gifts; to refuse to borrow needed capital even with the full and expressed intention of
paying it back must have seemed insane to her, but he couldn't explain that anything involving her
money might set off the rabid busybod-ies back on Mars who could take her away from them. That, he
would not risk. He didn't want to lose Lani. Nobody would love this child as they did, no one could give
her a better family, but all it would take was a single mistake. This was precisely the kind of thing the
vultures were hoping to spot. Better to appear foolishly proud than to set off another bureaucratic chain
reaction.

"Thank you, little one, but no thanks," he said, in the gentlest possible voice. "Well make it. We always
do. Well turn up ajob, you wait and see. Don't you trust Kai and his connections? Or Ivo's charm?' Ivo
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knelt down beside her and gave her amelting grin, wiggling his eyebrows at her. At his coaxing, Lani
managed a small smile, but Gershom could see her pride was hurt. "Come on, little one, let's get out of
here. Y ou've been on Mars, and Venturi, but you've never seen anything like Zedari in your life."

"What's here?"

"Shopping!" 1vo said, sweeping his hand out before her asif to call attention to a beautiful vision. He
bounced up. "C'mon, pretty girl. You shouldn't pout. We're the ones who have to work." He took Lani's
hand. At her nervous glance backward, Eblich moved up beside her and tucked her other hand through
his arm. Thus protected, Lani stepped out onto the scout's ramp.

Outside the ship, a small man wearing coveralls spotted them and strode purposefully in their direction,
brandishing a clipboard.

"Uh-oh," said Gershom. "Paperwork."
"Geershum Taller?"

"That's me," Gershom acknowledged, with a sheepish grin at his fellows. The small man scratched his
head with the stylus.

"Hey, you got sam’' nam' as toother goy. Y oo know." He gestured toward the ceiling with his pen. "Y oo
famous on tree-dee or sompin'?"

"Sompin'," Gershom said, foreseeing along conversation over the cargo manifests.
“I'll takeit," Eblich said, stepping into Gershom's place. ""You go."

"“I'll go talk up our refit in the bar,” Kai said. "I've got the possible short-hops between here and Poxt
outlined. If any-one's got a cargo going that way, I'll let them know we're looking."

"I'm coming, too. My friends might be hanging around there," Ivo said. "Eb, how 'bout you?"
The small man smiled. "While there's time, I'm messaging my wife. The station booths are private."
"Meet you back here at 1800," Gershom said, tipping a grateful wave to his bookkeeper.

The group split in different directions when the group reached the exit. Ka pulled Ivo toward a short
hallway from which the sounds of voices, canned music, and loud laughter could be heard. Gershom and
Lani followed the signs that said " Shopping Center."

"I want," Chaffinch L'Saye said in atone that brooked no disagreement, "one decent meal before we
blow this arena.”

His camerawoman and producer, Lettitia Nalbandian, low-ered her camera case to the floor of the
Galactic Video Network runabout and shoved it into its lockdown with afoot. They'd spent fifteen days
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gathering footage for a half-hour miniseries feature on Zedari Station, and in that period had had neither
time nor room for good food. During the first few days, L'Saye, who was awell-known face on tri-dee.
ended up glad-handing and posing for video opportunities with administrators who claimed the holos
and autographs were for their spouses, kids, relatives, anybody but themselves, leaving few waking
hours for anything but doggedly taking video and wild sound on memory. Food had to be snatched on
the run. During the last days, L'Saye had to eat at every single one of the fast-food emporia because most
of them were sponsors of GV N broad-casts. Unless he had wanted to resort to purging, he couldn't have
found room for the fare of the gourmet establishments on the uppermost level of the entertainment
center. Lettitia herself found the thought of anything fried or prefabbed more than alittle sickening.
With the whole show in the can and nothing to do between systems except edit the piece together, she
felt they could celebrate alittle.

"Why not?' she said. "All we've got istime. They're not expecting us at our next assignment for over
three weeks. I'll treat."

"You've got adeal, boss." But before going out the airlock, L'Saye turned to the mirror at the door of the
runabout and examined his hair and teeth. Vanity, for atri-dee personality, was a necessary adjunct,

L ettitia thought. If you got videoed looking like a zhlub your ratings went down. GVN wouldn't fire you,
but you ended up on night-shift documentaries, and never got another raise. Chaffinch L'Saye was too
hot a property to waste on flower shows, so it was just as well he took care of hisimage. She'd nag him
if he didn't. Her career was tied to his. He gave atwist to his tunic collar to make it stand up properly,
and shot her asmilein the mirror asif he'd read her thoughts.

Chaffinch had the gift sometimes called charisma, that indefinable charm that made people like him
even though they had never met him. He was superbly handsome. Countless fans had fallen for the
killing alabaster smile in the dark-walnut complexion. His black hair had unusual red highlights that the
camera loved. Gossip columnists speculated that they were added by a colorist, but Lettitia knew the
effect was natural. Just like his voice, smooth and sexy as chocolate. He even had a handsome nose,
broad and well-formed; you could trust a nose like that; millions did. But his good looks weren't his only
asset. Behind that perfect face was a clever brain with a retentive memory and the vocabulary of a
college professor.

People frequently failed to notice Lettitia beside him. Her hair and lashes were ailmost colorless, and
only a sculptor would be interested in her face, which though well-formed was sallow and blotchy unless
she put on makeup, which she despised. She didn't mind anonymity. It gave her the latitude to control
situations without interference, to provide Chaffinch with the support he needed to get his story on tape.
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It was he who was supposed to attract attention, and attract it he did. Her job was to find him stories to
report. Zedari was supposed to have been areward for covering a minor war on a Corporation colony
world. Too bad the schedule had forced them to eat so much grease. Well, gustatory paradise awaited
them, three levels up.

Asthey came out of Bay 17, a skinny man in ajumpsuit holding a clipboard ran toward them, elbows
and knees threshing the air. "Mr. Chaffinch! Y oo dint leave yet. Y 0o got to sign here, sir. Pleeze, Mr.
Chaffinch."

He pulled a soiled, creased time card out of his pocket and fastened it in the top of the clipboard.
Beaming, he offered the journalist the stylus that he took from behind his ear.

L'Saye glanced at the unnamable grime smeared on it and waved it away. "l've got my own scriber,” he
said grandly, taking out the rutilated prism pen he'd been given by a planetary president. It flashed in the
overhead lights of the corridor. He inscribed his name "with best wishes" and an elaborate flourish.

L eaving the little man babbling his thanks, he strode away, L ettitia trotting aong behind him.

"What's worth doing..." Lettitiasaid, with a playful glance behind her. L'Saye's fan was staring bug-
eyed at his treasure.

"If it means that much to him," Chaffinch said lightly, "he deserved the whole show. He must be the
only person on the whole station | haven't shaken hands with."

He surveyed the landing bays as he passed by them. In Bay 15, mechanics had taken apart the engines of
aluxury cruiser, the Miranda. A woman in avery plain but expensively tailored tunic, an executive
secretary of some kind, watched them with her arms fol ded.

"Huh. Someoneisintrouble," Chaffinch snickered. "Won-der who gets to sleep in the airlock tonight?"
L ettitia snorted.

The bay across from that one contained a small scout ship. The ramp lowered, and L ettitia watched four
men and a teenaged girl emerge. She was allittle beauty, with long legs and lashes. On one side of her
was a burly man with big arms, golden-brown skin, and wavy blue-black hair. On the other, a very short,
slim man with short-clipped light brown hair and scroll-like ears flat against the sides of his head. The
two men behind were both tall. The bigger of the two was loose-jointed, with hollow-cheeksin alight-
pink face, big staring eyes like an Earth owl, and fluffy hair the color of raw cane sugar. The other,

L ettitia thought, would make very good video. He was slender, with very long legs and broad shoulders.
Longish, black-brown hair made aframe for his narrow, high-cheekboned face, and he had dark eyes
and afalcon's beak of anose. Chaffinch's fan, alerted by the humming whine of servos, scurried past
them with his clipboard. The handsome one took the board from him and perused its miniature screen.
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"Shbyl," Chaffinch mused as they passed. "That sounds familiar. Why? Why would | remember it?"

L ettitia cast her mind back. The name set off alarmsin her memory, too. It wasn't a news broadcast, or
not a recent one. Something exciting, all the same. No, it was avideo... adocumentary drama... "The
Angel of Death" she said triumphantly.

"RU-ught," Chaffinch said, tapping the air with a forefinger. "But the producers wouldn't have used a
real ship's name, would they?"

"Who knows?" Lettitia said, swinging over to a public terminal. She dlid her credit chit down to pay for
access to alibrary memory. She entered the look-up keyword, Sbyl. Skipping over referencesto a mid-
twentieth-century Terran multiple personality and to a Cumaean oracle of ancient civilization, she found
a handful of other entries. "They would, and they did use areal name," she announced to Chaffinch.
"This ship isregistered to one Gershom Taylor. That was the name of the woman in the show: Taylor."

Chaffinch was watching the crew. "They're going some-wherein a hurry," he observed. "l smell a story,
Letty."

"But our dinner?'

" Space the dinner, baby. | sense news." Chaffinch spun on his heel and sauntered back toward his
jumpsuited fan. The little man had gotten his clipboard signed, and was on the trail of his next prey.
"Hey, friend, can you stop a moment?'

"Y oo want me, Mr. Chaffinch?' The dockworker couldn't believe his luck. He waded toward them,
limbs working. "C'n | doo anythn' for yoo?"

"It so happens, you might be able to help us. Thisis my producer, Letty." She rated a swift nod from the
little man, who swiftly turned his eyes back to his hero. "We're trying to remember if we know the man
who owns that ship in Bay Sixteen. Can you tell me his name?' The worker's face fell.

"Aww, Mr. Chaffinch, | c'n't doo thet. Security, | han't tell anybuddy 'bout yoo."

"I know, but it might be important to him, if that's our friend. In fact, you might have provided the link
for us. That would mean we'd need to video you for the story, too. How about that?"

The little man's jaw dropped open. "Meg, in yer stoory? ... well, shuure. Cap'n's nam' is Geershum
Taller. That't'oon yer looking for?"

Chaffinch and L ettitia exchanged triumphant glances. "You are abig help, sir," Letty said, moving in
swiftly. "Now, you're not going to spoil it for Mr. L'Saye by telling anyone you mentioned Captain
Taylor's name to us, will you?' She tucked a credit chit into the breast pocket of his tunic.
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"Naaah." The little man was still bug-eyed.

"Say, friend, where did the Sbyl just come from? Her point of origin?' Chaffinch asked. He flashed the
famous smile and leaned allittle closer to the small man, whose eyes filled with alarm.

"No! Can't tell yer that. Can't doo't." His voice suddenly became shrill. Letty looked around quickly to
see if adock supervisor was on the prowl. No, she decided, they'd just used up all the initiative their
source had.

"Thanks, anyhow," she said, linking her arm through Chaffinch's and pulling him away. "WEe'll be back
later to take some video of you—C'mon," she urged Chaffinch under her breath. "l can try to get the
point of origin out of the computer. He might have atotal breakdown if we keep at him."

"Let's go after the crew," Chaffinch agreed.

The bright lights of the main thoroughfare caught their eyes as soon as they came out of thelift. Lani's
face shone with excitement as she craned forward, trotting faster so that Gershom had to open hislong
stride to keep up. Having spent all her early life on a plantation planet, then traveling on the scout, then
sequestered on Mars, then back on the scout with only short stops on other worlds and stations, mostly
outposts, Lam had had no experience with the heart of society, specifi-cally commercia centers
dedicated to the pursuit of enjoyment. The electronic advertising beamed to the Sibyl had boasted of
over five hundred shops, plus an arcade filled with individual carts of craftworkers and artisans, three
banks, a twelve-screen tri-dee emporium, a casino, an amusement park, a speaker's corner, live theater,
wandering entertainers, and acres upon acres of food concessions. Thousands of men, woman, and
children wandered from shop to shop, some eating snacks while they walked, all laden with packages,
most shouting to each other over the din.

"It echoes," Lani said, shielding her ears with her hands. Gradually, she let them drop. Gershom was
tickled to see her eyes grow so big with wonder.

"There," he said, as they reached the edge of the avenue. "If this doesn't keep you busy for awhile,
nothing will."

"It'swonderful," Lani exclaimed. She ran from one place to the next, excited as asmall child. Each
window display, each artist, each street performer she stared at with huge-eyed intensity. At the end of
the first street, she turned a shining face up to Gershom. He smiled.

"So you'll have fun while I'm working. Y ou can go anywhere you want here, do anything you like.
Y ou're nearly fourteen, so you'll be fine on your own. Check in at the ship by 1800, just like | told the
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others," Gershom said. "See al the security guards?' He pointed to the uniformed men and women
walking casually through the crowd, sending idle-seeming glances after passersby, and occasionally
talking into lapel-mounted transceivers. Lani nodded solemnly. "You'll be safe here. Have a great time.”
He gave her a pat on the shoulder and turned to go.

He'd started to glance around for directions to the adminis-trative offices, when a hand clamped his
upper arm like avise.

He looked down. Lani's eyes, wide open with mixed awe and fear, fixed on him.
"Don't go," she pleaded in awhisper amost inaudible under the roar of the crowd.

He patted her hand. To one accustomed to small groups and simplicity, such an extravaganza must be
overwhelming. He should have guessed. "All right. I'll stay with you for awhile."

Together they toured the fun fair and the concessions. With aloose credit chit, Gershom bought them
both fizzy drinks. He finished hisin afew gulps and put the container in a reclamation bin near the door
of one of the banks, then noticed the logo. It was a branch of MarsBank One.

"Look, Lani," he said, "you can get credits here, if you want chitsin your pocket. Otherwise just use
your credit account number at each store. Buy yourself something nice. Y ou can go back to the Shbyl
when you're tired. I'm not sure when I'll be finished."

"Can't | help?' Lani asked, starting to follow after him.

"I'm not sure how long it'll take meto find what | need in the library services," Gershom said. "I'm
anticipating afight with the administration to get access at al. Y ou shouldn't have to sit through that. I'm
sorry I'll have to. Meet you later. If I'm through, we'll come back here after supper, and maybe we'll see
the live show. How about that? Will you be all right now?"

Tentatively, she nodded. He smiled sweetly at her. "Good girl. I'll seeyou later." He waved and loped
off toward the lifts.

Lani took another step after him, then checked herself. He was sure she'd be able to get along by herself,
Lani realized, so whether or not she felt ready inside, she would try. She wished he had stayed with her
to shield her from contact with too many strangers, but she knew when they came here he had hisjob to
do. If she was too nervous, she could always retreat to the Sbyl. Just the knowledge that she had a haven
in this big, frightening place took the rubber out of her legs.

Having a protected place was important. It wasn't the place so much asthe peopleinit. They never
forced her to do anything she wasn't ready to do. They were all very kind, thoughtful people, who
coaxed her out of her shell. When her family died, they were there. When she cried, she had five sets of
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shoulders on which to weep—six if you counted Chirwl. Lani thought miserably that she would miss
Chirwl once they lifted off Poxt. It was too bad, since his homeworld was so like Karela, with its big
trees and weepy vines all over, and fruit on every bush. She might like to live in a place like that
someday, but that would mean leaving the Sbyl. The thought formed such alump of icein her belly that
she wanted to go back to the ship that moment. No, don't be silly, she chided herself. It's still there; it
will always be there.

Not if the bank took it away from the Taylors, she realized suddenly. She might not have joined in the
discussions about the mortgage, but Shona and Gershom never hid anything from her. There was very
little money since before the refit. The nasty loan man made veiled threats about foreclosure. That
worried Shona, though she tried not to let it show to Lani.

Gershom had a more immediate concern. The lack of money almost kept them from landing here when
he needed to in order to do hisjob, and although all he had to do was ask, he still acted asiif her
inheritance did not exist. Why? If he lost the ship, he lost hislivelihood. Dr. Shona could practice
anywhere, but traders had to have ships. Why did Gershom's pride stand in the way of help, freely
offered? It must be because he said no once, and now he felt that he couldn't go back on what he'd said
originally. She remembered once, in her village, the son of the woman next door had sworn he would
not sleep under her roof again after avery loud argument. His mother begged him. He said no several
times, and made his bed between two trees. Of courseg, it rained atorrent that night. His mother stood on
the threshold and pleaded with him to come in, but his pride wouldn't let him. He sat out all night, and
got achill. But surely that kind of silly pride wasn't natural to Gershom's character? She'd heard him
admit to being wrong in many other situa-tions. He had even been humble to her, and she was only a
child.

"Ms.?" avoice broke into her thoughts with an intensity that suggested the man had addressed her
several times without her being aware of it. "Ms."

"What do you want?" she asked. The man was clad in a seedy uniform without insignia. He held out a
clutch of roughly wrapped packets.

"Buy some holocards from a man down on his luck? Eh, pretty lady?"

"No, thank you," she said. He was blocking her path, so she dodged away from him down a narrow
avenue. The shops on this > road were smaller, and there were fewer well-dressed people walking about.
A woman with several small children leaned out of a doorway toward her, a hand extended palm up.

"My children and | are stranded," she wailed. "Please help us, miz."
“[..." Lani gaped. An unshaven man appeared next to her.
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"Spacer down on hisluck. Can you spare a credit?' He was joined by four more beggars with desperate
faces.

"I haven't got..." Lani began.

"Sick and can't work, citizen. Just a credit. Half a credit.”
"Got laid off. We're starving."

"Of course, but..."

"I need medicine." More beggars appeared from around corners and out of doorways, pleading faces
fixed on hers. Some of them were children, their faces smudged with dirt. One little girl with big dark
eyes looked much like Lani did at six, but thin, so thin.

"Help, please, Ms."

"I don't have any money. I'll... I'll get some," Lani said, backing away. "The bank's back there. | haveto
go." She edged away, glancing around for the sign Gershom had pointed out to her. The beggars pressed
forward, each bleating his or her demand in woeful, insistent voices. She felt terrified, stifled in their
midst. "I'll help you, but you have to let me go!"

A hand grasped her upper arm, and dragged her into the middle of the busy fairway. Lani stifled a
scream as she saw awoman's face close to hers. The woman had a strong chin, and her mouth was set,
but her eyes wore a kindly expression. She shook Lani'sarm firmly.

"Don't do it, honey," she said. "Some of them are fakes. Think you know enough to pick out the real
hard-luck cases?’

"N-no," Lani gasped, staring. The mob of beggars melted away among the hurrying passersby.

The woman tossed her head toward the now-deserted wall. 'None of them are starving, no matter what
they say. There'sa Traveler's Aid program here, and shelters and meals for anyone who needs them; not
swill, either. They shouldn't be asking you. Pay no attention. Just keep your head up and keep walking.
Bless you for wanting to help, though. Y ou've got a good heart.”

Lani was still shaken as the woman disengaged herself and disappeared with a smile into the crowd.
Blindly, the girl felt her way forward to a cluster of benches surrounding a play yard in the wide
intersection of two avenues. They were plenty of respectable-looking people al around. Children of al
ages shouted at each other from swings and jungle gyms. Banging and laughter rose from the miniature
fun house in the center of the yard. Parents and caretakers, packages piled around their feet, chatted
together while their children played. Lani swayed uneasily toward an empty bench and sat down to
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think. The pounding of her heart slowed to a normal pace.

It was true she probably didn't understand the weight of her inheritance yet. Eblich had told her that over
and over; but even if she did understand its value, she would offer it freely to Shona and Gershom. She
wished she could speak volumes to them of her gratitude for giving her love and support, but when she
opened her mouth, no matter how she tried, just afew words came out. It was easier to show her
affection. The wrong gift isworst than none at all, one of the grandmothers of her village used to say.
She knew money was the right gift, but why wouldn't they take it—why? They wouldn't tell her. They
never lied to her, but in this case she didn't think they were telling her the whole truth. Who would tell
her the truth? Someone must.

A little girl on the swings cried out with delight, and ran to meet two women. They knelt down to
embrace her and one of them handed her a package. Eyes wide with anticipation, the child tore off the
wrappings to uncover adoll dressed in afloaty sari of sparkling green gauze. She chattered her thanks
and kissed both women, who exchanged a pleased squeeze of the hand. Wistfully, Lani wished she'd had
a beautiful doll like that when she was little. Her cherished Tallah, made for her by her late mother and
father, was sewn of scrap cloth and painted with homemade dyes. Not that she scorned her handmade
treasure, then or now, but this doll with its tea-colored skin and curly, brown- and blond-streaked hair
was so exotic and otherworldly that she longed to touch it. The thought struck her: why should she not
have such adoll now? She could afford it. But no, she still balked at buying anything extravagant for
herself. Would Mama Shona like something pretty?

Suddenly Lani felt ashamed of herself, wasting time sitting, when she could be exploring this huge,
wonderful place. Opportunities ssimply to wander like this were scarce in the schedule of abusy trading
ship. Shonawould have loved to be there with her. Was she growing old, just like those other,
unfortunate people? Shona had asked her to take care of Gershom. She wouldn't be much good at that if
she was afraid to take care of herself. Resolutely, she propelled herself off the bench and went to look at
the holographic store directory near the wall.

11

Gershom uncrossed his legs, then recrossed them with the left leg over the right knee. The three clerks
behind the glass wall passed back and forth, stopping occasionally to tap in afew keystrokes beneath a
screen. No one paid any attention to the four men and women waiting in the reception area. Gershom
was tempted to climb up onto the counter and hammer out a fusillade with fists and feet against the
window to seeif any of the clerks would even break stride. Occasionally, very occa-sionaly, alucky
customer would be summoned to the glass, where he or she would carry on a conversation with roughly
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the same amount of privacy given to sufferers of private itchesin tri-dee commercials. Gershom had
tried to explain the urgency of his businessin alow voice to the clerk who took his name, but was told
he would just have to wait histurn. No such thing as a life-or-death situation existed behind the glass.

At last histurn came. A balding man whose thin-bridged nose sported flaring nostrils appeared on the
other side of the window and beckoned to Gershom. He did into the chair before the window.

"What is your business, citizen?' the man asked. His face was arranged in the bland set of every
government employee, but the flared nose made him look arrogant. He shuffled afew of the hundreds of
plas-sheets stacked on both sides of him.

Gershom bent down to get his mouth closer to the opening at the bottom of the glass divider. "I'm here
to request—"

"Louder, please," the man said peevishly, peering shortsight-edly at him. Gershom thought he looked
like alesser bird of prey with aname tag. Withers. He sat up and cleared his throat.

"I'm here to request the persona health records for a number of people. On behalf of Governor Home of
Poxt." He pushed the datacube containing Home's letter under the glass. Withers took it and poked it
into areader.

"Thisisvery vague," he complained. "Unnecessarily so. | take it you are prepared to be more specific?'

Gershom hesitated. He peered over his shoulder. The one woman still waiting checked her wristwatch
against the chro-nometer on the wall, and went back to her personal reader without looking at him.

"I've been asked to provide details only to the person who isin the position of granting access to the
records,” Gershom said. "Governor Home would prefer they weren't widely known at present. | need to
speak specifically to that person.”

The man tented his fingers and squirmed slightly more upright in his seat. "I am that person, Captain."

"Very well. Both major parties of settlers bound for Poxt stopped here on the final leg of their journey.
Were you here at either of those times, either fifteen or two years ago?' The man nodded. "I need
specifics from the decontamination phase. Was anything saved?"

"No. Werarely keep those records."

"Did any anomalies strike you? Anything curious about their itineraries or personal histories that stuck
in your mind, from either group?"

The man stared pointedly at Gershom's hand, then to a place just in front of his own clasped hands.
Gershom, embarrassed, felt in histunic pocket. He could ill-afford a large bribe, but since this
bureaucrat was obviously not going to cooperate without one, he had to offer something. He hoped the

file:///H|/eMule/Incoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%20uc).html (135 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show

man wasn't too greedy. Taking histime, Gershom slid aten-credit chit under the glass partition and
nudged it into a pile of plas-sheets, where it wasn't obviously visible to anyone around them. Glancing
around to make certain his supervisors weren't paying any attention, the bureaucrat crept his hand
forward, and under the cover of straightening out the pile, palmed the chit into his lap.

"Wee-e-€ell," the bureaucrat said, tapping his cheek with aforefinger. He stared over Gershom's head,
eyes narrowing. "l don't remember anything odd at all, really. | was here when the group was being
checked out for the colony, naturally. It was important in retrospect because it was the first colony on an
inhabited planet, you know. 1'd have remembered if there was anything really strange about the
colonists, I'm sure. But that's all in public archives. Y ou're welcome to rummage through those, Captain.
Isthat all?’

"Not quite. | need copies of the settlers’ health records, and those of the LabCor research group that
arrived between two and three years ago. The safety of the colony might depend on my bringing those
records back in atimely manner,” Gershom said.

Withers looked bored. "If they are urgently required, then why didn't the governor simply message us to
send them?'

"Electronic mail istoo open,” Gershom said tightly. "Sir, there may be an epidemic brewing on Poxt. It's
very serious."

Withers shrugged. "People get sick all the time. That's not good enough to get me to open confidential
records."

"The allment in question seems to be affecting the ottles as well as the human population,” Gershom
said. The man's eyes widened.

"Shh!" he said, hunching over and looking around to make certain he wasn't being overheard. " The ottles
are sick, too? Thisisterrible! What's wrong?'

"I'm not adiagnostician,” Gershom said. "I've been in-structed to bring back the complete records of
each person on that list"—he pointed to the datacube—"for comparison with their, er, present
condition." As concisely as he could, he outlined the discovery of the aging syndrome, and how the
history of the settlers might betied to its origin.

The bureaucrat looked horrified. The color drained out of hisface, leaving it gray. "This sounds most
serious. | hope word of this hasn't leaked out."

"So far as| know, no one but the settlers, my crew, and now you, have any inkling that anything is
wrong."
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"Y ou must keep it that way, you must! Tell no one elsel Poxt is our hope for the future! If anything
happened to decimate the native population, there would be an outcry! It would be the end of
cooperative ventures—that is, when we encounter more sentient life forms,”" the man corrected himself
automati-cally. He swallowed. "The press would make a meal out of this, Captain.”

"I am prepared to keep this entirely confidential,” Gershom said solemnly, amused at the reversal of the
man's attitude. "Providing you can cooperate with the governor's request.”

"Absolutely! Now, if you'll just give me your security clearance, | can copy these records for you right
away."

"Clearance? What do | need that for? Thisis a public information service center. | could bring up my
grades from day school on those terminals in the reading room."

Withers gestured impatiently. "Y es, you could access your personal dossiers, or those of your immediate
family and dependents, but | can't give you the personal records of a hundred and ten other people
without a security code." He tapped his fingertips on the desktop. Gershom glared.

"What about my wife?' he asked suddenly. " She's been hired to investigate this epi—" At the
bureaucrat's hasty gesture, he lowered his voice. "—situation."

"Shona Taylor." The man nodded, glancing at the screen to hisleft. "Yes, she has alevel-six clearance.
From her years of government service, | see. More than adequate, sir. | will have to seal the records for
her eyes only, you understand.” He narrowed his eyes waspishly, looking to Gershom for a reaction.
"Since your clearance isinadequate.”

Gershom refused to rise to the bait. He turned up ahand. "I'm only the delivery pilot in this case, citizen.
I'm trying to help save a valued government installation from certain ruin." He raised his voice dightly,
to attract the attention of the clerksin the rear of the office.

"Shhh!" Withers gave him another impatient frown, then went to a cabinet for a box of datacubes. Some
of the employees glanced curiously at Gershom, looking asif they wished they knew what could make
Withers jump like that. He smiled pleasantly at them.

Withers, still frowning, scanned through Home's list, and hit afew keys. The screen began to scroll
rapidly up through pages of data. As soon as the first image flashed by, a printout of a magnetic scan of
someone's skull, Withers tapped another key so that a private graphic came up instead.

"Do you need lifelong itineraries?' he asked over his shoulder while the program ran. "Activities? Full
contacts?"

"Er, | don't think so. If you can list locale and date for anywhere each of these people stopped or stayed
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for awhile, that should help," Gershom said, watching the man's quick fingers type in more commands.
"I'm sure Shona and those helping her can contact you for more data, should it become necessary."

"Yes, of course," Withers said, and turned to face him. "Please make certain they message me
personally. In fact, please tell them to provide me with monthly reports. | shall have to inform my
supervisors, and they will wish me to monitor the situation closely. Y ou understand the necessity."

"| certainly do," Gershom agreed with feeling.

"The fact that there's been an incident will be enough to twist alot of people's underdrawersin an ugly
knot. Y ou know," Withers added wistfully, as he pushed the cubes under the glass divider, “thisisthe
first time there's ever been areal use for these dusty files. We collect them, we store them, we catalogue
them, but no one ever wants to see them. In away, the disaster justifies my job. Good luck, Captain.”

Gershom rose, stuffed the cubes into his pockets, and departed, wondering at the workings of amind
that could find asilver lining in such adark cloud.

"So which one are they taking?' Chaffinch asked as he barged back through the crowd toward L ettitia.
She had tried to make herself invisible next to the servers' station at the bar, but it hadn't stopped three
gpacers from hitting on her or one feebly drunken female spacer from mistaking her for a barmaid and
ordering a drink.

"Can't say." Lettitia cocked her head toward one wall, then the other. "The big guy got atentative
contract hauling fresh fruit to Viner's Planet. The tall guy is arguing over the finer points of adeal for a
mail courier run of datacubes. The snipper wants to pay for weight, and the spacer wants him to pay for
value." Lettitia shrugged. "l did hear the destinations, so it's a fifty-fifty chance we'll guessright if we
can't get confirmation on the dock. Besides, the stuff will be in different kinds of crates,” she reasoned.
"How'd you do in Library Services?"

"Gershom Taylor wasthere, al right," Chaffinch said. He looked perturbed. "I couldn't get a single thing
out of the man he talked to. Caa-gee! And worried. There's something big going on, Letty, something
cosmic, but | couldn't tell you what. We'll just have to follow them to where they're going and find out."

"Fine. Welll stake out the dock to see what gets |oaded on the Sbyl so we know where she's bound from
here." She glanced at the clusters of spacers and pushed away from the wall. "We better get out of here
before they see us and start to add up the coincidences. Y ou want to get something to eat first and spell
me?"

Chaffinch wrinkled his nose. "More fast food. The things | do for my art!”

The clerk in the toy store had very kindly offered to have the presents for Alex sent directly to Bay 16.
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Lani surrendered the boxes, plus the bag containing two cartons of Crunchynut bars for Shona and
Chirwl. She couldn't wait to see Alex's reaction to the model spaceship and the soft toy animals with talk-
chip mechanismsinside. How was she ever going to endure the weeks of travel time before she got back
to Poxt and gave them to him?

She had gotten past being overwhelmed by the magnificence of the entertainment center and the weight
of her other cares. It was difficult not to enjoy oneself in a place like this; the whole center was geared
toward having a good time. There were so many stores, and every one of them was different. Lani felt as
if her catalogue mail dump had come to life. Beautiful women and handsome men offered her miniature
flasks of cologne, sips of exotic coffee, bites of pastry, plastic and metal trinkets. Not expecting
giveaways, she'd had nothing in which to carry them. A store owner beckoned her over, and in exchange
for Lani's tour of her shop, she presented her with awoven carrier bag imprinted with the shop's fish-on-
abicyclelogo. Lani liked the logo so much she bought a casual shirt with the same design on the front,
her first-ever purchase on her own, for herself, and with her own money.

Clothes were the biggest attraction for Lani. Shona, who had very good taste, had taught her how to
dressin aflattering fashion using the few garments she had. Lani surveyed the clothes of women passing
by, trying to judge if what they had on would look good on her. Some new fads had come along since
her last mail drop of catalogues. Girls and boys her age were wearing weird black belts studded with
long spikes that kept them at arm's length from one another as they walked. Combat tutus, Lani giggled
to herself. Another style revealed parts of the body under clear plastic while the rest of the clothing was
thickly opague. In some cases the effect was becoming, but the placement of the "windows" seemed ran-
dom. She found herself behind one woman whose entire derriere was on view. Lani was clearly more
embarrassed than she was, and hastily turned into the very next store.

"Welcometo Arias Boutique," the doorjamb recited as she passed over the threshold.

"Thank you," Lani murmured. In response to the musical chimes triggered by her entrance, a young man
emerged from the rear of the store. Lani looked at him, then glanced away, blushing. He was very
handsome, with big, dark blue eyes and long lashes.

"Hello, pretty lady," he said with asmile. "Can | help you?' He gestured toward racks and shelves of
garments with the air of a magician revealing wonders.

He may have been close to awizard. Instead of the strange fads of the moment, most of the clothes on
display in Arias were cut along lines that caressed the figure, inviting one's eye to linger instead of being
repelled. She was drawn at once to a shimmering blouse of rich red, but stopped short of touching it.

"Can |—?" she began, then lost her nerve.
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"Of course," the young man said, with a gentle bowing of hislips. "You may try on whatever you like.
Our booths are very private."

That reassurance answered a question she didn't realize she would have liked to ask. She tried on half a
dozen blouses of various fabrics, al in jewel colors. A dark blue one of crisp lace attracted her on the
hanger but showed too much skin through the fine netting. She handed it out the door without a word.

"Y ou're supposed to wear a bodysuit under it," the clerk said, looking at her hot cheeks. His eyes
twinkled as he turned away to get her another ouitfit.

None of the blouses or wraps quite suited. Back in her shipsuit, she wandered around the shop, idly
fingering an item on arack here, adisplay there. The young man smiled at her from a distance, keeping
an eye on her but not crowding. She thought he was very good at his job.

She glanced at business suits and tunics, dinner clothes, formal trousers, nightwear that ranged from
warm and com-fortable to virtually absent, never intended for mere sleeping. Then she saw the dress.

Like a beacon in the form of awoman, it flamed gold underneath the spotlight. Lani moved toward it
like a sleep-walker. The young man was at her elbow in an instant.

"Doyou likeit?' he asked, holding out the gold-lame sleeve for her to touch.

She nodded, lips parted, gazing at the lovely, smooth lines. She couldn't figure out how it had been put
together. There were no seams, but the fabric...

"It'swrinkled," she said, cocking her head at the clerk with aworried frown.
"No, that's the style of the fabric. It givesit texture. Try it on."

Lani hurried back to the booth while the clerk removed the dress from the mannequin. She slipped the
skirts over her head, feeling the crumpled fabric give just enough to pass over her shoulders and breasts,
then compress snugly around her waist. She stepped out of the booth and into a circle of mirrorsto look
at herself, feeling the crisp skirts sweeping gently against her bare legs. The hem came down to the
middle of her calf, swirling like a shining cloud.

"That's exactly where it's supposed to fall," the young man said admirably. "Y ou're built like a model,
Ms. You look lovely in that."

He knelt to help her into matching shoes. Lani touched her thick hair, wishing it wastidy enough for the
dress. She had to admit she did look lovely. She'd never seen anything like this beautiful, gleaming
gown that seemed asif it had been made just for her.

“I'll buy it," she said impulsively, feeling proud of her boldness. She'd managed to get the words out
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without stop-ping. Oh, Mama would be pleased! Shona was always encour-aging her to indulge herself,
though Lani never did. And it was such a good dress, something she wouldn't be ashamed to wear in
public. But where would she wear it?

"Oh, you couldn't afford that, Ms.," the clerk said, half-teasingly. "It's five hundred sixty credits!"
“I... ] can," shesaid. "Really. Please.”

The young man smirked alittle as he entered her account number on his screen. His amused expression
was abruptly replaced by open shock. Numerals marched across the screen in a straight line punctuated
only by commas. He erased it, then reentered the account number, more carefully. The same line of
numbers filled the screen from one side to the other. Lani knew what he was seeing. The value of deeds
for just one small continent on Karela was worth hundreds of millions of credits. His mouth fell open.

"Does your daddy own the whole planet?' he asked, looking incredul ous.
"No," Lani said, suddenly finding his discomfiture funny. She giggled. "I do."

He was positively respectful as he made out the receipt and wrapped up her package in gauzy paper and
placed it gently into a box.

"I would be happy to bring your package to your ship, Ms.," he said.

"Thank you, no," Lani said, watching him dlip the dress box into a carrier bag. She was disappointed. He
had been so nice before, when he thought she was just a dazzled girl of modest means browsing in the
fancy shop. Once he'd known she was rich, he backed away from being warm and personal. So that's
what Eblich meant; in asmall way she was seeing what respect for wealth could do. And it was too bad,
because she'd liked the young man the way he was before. Maybe other people would behave like that.
Could she help Shona and Gershom by forcing respect for her fortune?

She glanced at hiswrist chrono, and realized it was nearly 1800.
"I haveto go," she said. "Thank you. Y ou were very helpful."

The ardent looked reappeared for just amoment, and his long lashes dipped seductively. Lani felt her
heart flutter and her cheeks redden. He smiled very politely, but it wasn't the same.

"Come again, anytime, Ms. It was a pleasure to help you."

L ettitia came out of the lift, scanning the crowd for Chaffinch. She saw him a moment later, hisarms
full of fast-food containers, nodding and smiling at a couple of young men who were enthralled to meet
the great Chaffinch L'Saye.

One of them held his parcels while he signed an autograph, theji posed for pictures with them.
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"I'm so sorry," Lettitiasaid, hurrying up. She relieved the one man of the containers and swept her free
arm through Chaffinch's. "Mr. L'Saye has to get to his next assignment. The news can't wait! See him on
GVN, tonight!"

"Wewill," the two chorused.
"Nice save," Chaffinch said. "What have you got?"

"It's Polidice," she said. "They're going to Polidice. Tons of refrigerated crates on the dock, and the burly
fellow arguing over dock fees with your little fan."

"What's so important about Polidice?' Chaffinch wondered.
"I don't think our story'sthere," Letty said impatiently. "It's where they're going afterward | want to

know, but no one's talking. Look!"

"What?'

L etty pointed. "That's Taylor. Where's he going now?"

Chaffinch squirmed. "That girl, she's coming out of Arias with a couple of bags. He must be meeting

her.
"] don't remember her from the docudrama. Who is she?"

As soon as Taylor and the girl were clear of the door, Letty hurried into the boutique with Chaffinch on
her heels.

"That girl," she said, pointing. "What's her name?’

The young man turned large, surprised eyes on her, then blushed. "I can't give you the name of our
customers."

"Do you know who thisis?" Letty said, gesturing behind her. "Thisis Chaffinch L'Saye of GVN. It's
very important.”

"Mr. L'Saye, it'sapleasure!" the young man said, extending his hand. Chaffinch clasped the hand, then
moved closer to the desk to cover Letty's movements behind him. One of the oldest tricks in the book,
she thought as she entered commands to scroll up the computer screen to the last purchase. Taxes,
hmmm. Destination, none, purchase taken with customer, hmmm...

"Y ou know we've been here for afew days," Chaffinch was saying. "We've been interviewing alot of
the area merchants, trying to get a handle on how things are in what used to be a remote corner of space.
Now, thisisavery exclusive shop. Ariasis known for being pricey. Do you think you're doing well in
this location?"
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The young man's face was flushed with pleasure. "Yes, sir.

Thisis our busy time, the last few weeks of every season. There are more spacers here at quarter-ending
than at—"

"Leilani Taylor! Got it!" Letty exclaimed, hitting the Escape key. "Come on, Chaffinch." Realizing he'd
been tricked, the clerk looked stricken, and L'Saye pumped his hand.

"Y ou've been very helpful, young man. | promise you, you've helped the cause of investigative
journalism more than you can ever know. Thank you."

Once they had broken the encryption on the data banks, there was no difficulty in calling up each
message, viewing it, and then discarding it. Ladovard sifted patiently through the files, confirming each
transmission to one of the dummy numbers used by the Taylors, and each reply sent on from the actual
number, decoded right in this single beacon. Why the GBI used a system that was so easily penetrated
he couldn't guess. Surely someone in their ranks had more imagination—but no, not necessarily. In forty
years they had never caught a sniff or a glimpse of him, and he had carried out some of his assignments
right under their noses. The GBI didn't so much as know what he looked like. He had long ago wiped his
records from the Central Records Office memory, from just such a beacon as this one. Another indignity
modern technology had thrust upon humanity: with the advent of computer communication net-works
there was no privacy, no security, and above all, no secrets, except those which never were entered on
the net.

"No idea where they went, sir," Pogue said. He had been reticent since his blunder, and was assiduously
trying to make up for it. "Sixty transmissions checked, and no reference to a destination.”

Ladovard nodded. " Start checking landing and docking records. Ships can pass unnoticed while they're
flying, but as soon as they wish to land somewhere, they must create a record. Find it."
"Yes, sir.”

It took a cash bribe to get their takeoff moved up to the next dlot after the Sbyl's, plus all of Chaffinch's
charm. "The news can't wait," he reminded the operator, a girl with golden skin. She reddened dlightly to
bronze as he leaned in toward the video pickup. Out of sight of the camera, Lettitiarolled her eyes. It
worked; it always did. She punched out of the landing bay as quickly as she could once they got the go-
ahead.

"Did you get anything more out of the research library?"' she asked.

"Not athing," L'Saye said, checking his shock belts with the tips of his fingers. He was paranoid about
the webbing coming loose and propelling him either forward or backward into the metal bulkheads.
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"They were scared, really scared. | couldn't get a sniff of what Taylor was there for. Soon's we're clear,
I'm going on beam all the same. Where that ship is, and where it goes, is news. He'sworking on
something big."

"You can hint at something big," Lettitiasaid. "Well, even if it turns out to be a bust, maybe we can get
an interview with Taylor at his next stop. | got in touch with the producer of that video about them, but
she wouldn't give me an address or acomm number for them. Wants to keep the whole thing exclusive.”

"Y ou can't stop the people," Chaffinch said. "They have aright to know. And we are the people. I'm
going to go get made up."
"Great," Lettitiasaid. "We can bounce this off the beacon right here. It'll feed Zedari immediately, and

every repeater in the galaxy will pick it up next. I'll message GVN on a squirt and tell them we're onto
something."

"Good day, ladies and gentlemen." The famous image smiled into the tri-dee camera. "I'm Chaffinch
L'Saye, on assignment for GV N in the Zedari sector.

"Y ou may recall Shona and Gershom Taylor, the brave spacers who three years ago uncovered the
heinous plot to kill off thousands of Corporation colonists using germ warfare. Y ou see me now just
departing Zedari Station, on the trail of their ship, the Sbyl." Lettitia edited in a stock shot of a scout
ship detaching from a docking ring, then a captioned picture of the Taylors, taken from the GG archives.
Chaffinch's voice con-tinued over the images. "We believe the doughty crew may be on another mission
of mercy. Captain Taylor called in at Zedari Station just last shift to glean information from the public
information database, which will most likely be used to prevent a disaster.” The camera returned to
Chaffinch, and he favored it with a sincere, concerned gaze. "Will he be able to reach his destination in
time? For security reasons we are withholding the subject of Taylor'sinquiry..."

Behind the camera, Lettitia pulled at her nose, pretending that it was growing afoot long. Chaffinch's
eyelids lowered dlightly, but he made no other sign he could see her. He concentrated on the lens.

"... but you may be sure that we are looking further into this matter. Chaffinch L'Saye, for GVN."
Ladovard's two assistants spoke almost at once.
"Sir, | have the Sbyl't" Emile said, her narrow face alight. " She's recorded as docking at Zedari Station!"

"Sir, listen to this!" Pogue said, at a console across the room. Since the murdered technicians had no
further use for their equipment, it seemed only sensible to Ladovard for his team to make use of it.
"Open broadcast, five keywords. It's them." Pogue pushed a button, and the large screen over his head
displayed the head of a handsome, dark-skinned man with brilliant white teeth.

file:///H|/eMule/Incoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%20uc).html (144 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show

"... For security reasons, we are withholding the subject of Taylor'sinquiry. A spokesman for the
Central Records Office refused to comment..."

"Very good!" Ladovard said. "Good timing as well as good fortune. The Shbyl isonly a single beacon
away."
"Should we find their vector and follow them, sir?' Pogue asked.

"No. Not yet. We don't know where they're going. What transmissions have you located?' Ladovard
asked Emile.

"Following sixty per cent of al keywords and on-file comm numbers, | have seven outgoing
transmissions to four known accommodation codes plus one | hadn't seen before, all datamarked two to
three weeks ago, two different beacons. The recipients are mostly public numbers: two shipping
companies, MarsBank One, Child Welfare Bureau of Mars, and | am still waiting to identify the others,
sir. The stranger islikely to be the news reporter, sir.”

"Save that one. It may be useful to audit their transmissions about the Sbyl. And that is all? None of the
personal corre-spondents?”’

"No, sir. Not for several weeks." Emile slid away from the console to show him.

"Most uncharacteristic. That worriesme," Ladovard said, pinching his thin lower lip between thumb and
forefinger. He whirled and pointed at Pogue. "No. We don't follow them. Find out where the Sbyl came
from."

"Sir," Pogue said, and went back to his screen, though he looked confused. He began entering code.

Within hours the Zedari Station docking computer down-loaded their active filesinto the beacon's
memory. The alarm sounded, waking Ladovard from alight sleep. Emile was asleep in the corner, thin
limbs folded up close to her body like a discarded marionette. Pogue was out of it, leaning backward in
his chair with his heels on the console. The bounty hunter slapped the soles of his employee's feet to
wake him.

"Report," he snapped.

Pogue was awake in an instant, feet down, fingers running over the keyboard. The screen flashed from
one datafile to another. He scanned them until he saw the one he wanted, then froze it. " She came from
Poxt, gir. Isn't that the extraterrestrial homeland? She's going to Polidice.”

"Yes," Ladovard said, pleased. In her corner, Emile rose asif on invisible strings and stalked over to see
what they were doing. He turned to her and barked orders. "Back onto the ship. We're bound for Poxt."

"Sir!" Emile said, her face expressionless.
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"Poxt?" Pogue asked. "Shona Taylor is going to Polidice."

"She's not on that ship," Ladovard said.

"Sir?'

"The Shbyl, out in space for several weeks' transit, but not a single personal message in that whole time?
This does not fit the behavioral profile we've built up for over ayear now, and | refuse to countenance a

personality change of that magnitude. Either that woman is on that ship and she's dead or uncon-scious,
or sheisnot on that ship."

"But it's going to Polidice. A mission of mercy, that reporter said.”

"A ploy. They've been canny enough to mislead us before, but Taylor can't change the facts. She has an
ottle. Poxt is the ottle homeworld. The Shbyl is not transmitting constant streams of friendly babble as it
always does when she's aboard. There may be some errand on Polidice, but it has nothing to do with her.
They left her on Poxt. We go to Poxt. Any argument?"

Pogue stared, then scrambled up and headed for the airlock. Emile was already there waiting for them.
"No, gir."

"It isour opinion, therefore," Missa Volk's image reiterated from the video screen, "that thereis no
security breach at this time. However, we ask for your advice regarding how to handle Shona Taylor. It
Is possible that she may come to an indepen-dent conclusion regarding the source of the ‘aging plague,’
and may even make her own determination how to halt it. Although she was not an original part of the
project, her experience and intelligence could be of useto us. Therefore, | would appreciate hearing
from you as to whether you would approve an expenditure that would serve as afee to buy her
cooperation and confidentiality."

LabCor president Amir Eleniak settled back into his black leather armchair and tented his fingers
together. The shining hide was a nice match for his glossy black hair.

"It isvery difficult to admit to having made a mistake," he said to the vice-president in charge of
procurement. "l wouldn't have thought that Dr. Volk would cry uncle."

"Nor would I, Amir," said the vice-president, who was his brother Sgjjid, and strongly resembled him.
"Sheisvery proud. If she thinksthat this Dr. Taylor would be a boon to the project, | would say go
ahead and hire her. It sounds asif she may be doing part of Volk'swork for her already. Particularly we
should do it before she accidentally exposes the research. It isour great good luck that such an error
occurred in a place where the local government is so eager to avoid GG interferences that they are
letting an independent take a hand.”
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"That's my thought, too," Amir said. He stretched out a hand across the onyx desktop toward a textured
panel of studs, and pressed one.

"Franz," he said to the young blond man who entered the office. "l want a datacube with secrecy clauses
made up. Thumbprint platen, please.”

"Sir." The corner of the secretary's mouth twitched with supressed agitation. "Sir, | think you should put
on the beacon news video."

Amir raised an eyebrow, but leaned forward for another button.

A sheet of paneling dlid discreetly behind another, and the screen behind it moved forward dlightly. A
dark-skinned man with red highlights in his hair was speaking. His image was replaced first by that of a
ship, then of a man and awoman. The text at the bottom of the third scene read " Shona and Gershom
Taylor."

"... We believe the doughty crew may be on another mission of mercy. Captain Taylor called in at
Zedari Station just last shift to glean information from the public information database, which will most
likely be used to prevent adisaster. Will..."

Sgjjid's fist sammed down on the desktop.
"Isthisarepeat?' Amir asked Franz. "Did the reporter mention LabCor, or the research station?”
"No, gir."

"Then he doesn't know about it," Sgjjid said definitely. "Our juvenology process will be big news when
it breaks."

"I don't want word of the nanovirus to be made public,” Amir said, his eyesflashing. "And | do not want
this woman to make the connection between her ‘aging plague’ and the experiments. She cannot be
trusted to maintain security. Volk iswrong."

"A known snoop,” Sgjjid said smoothly, asif he had never urged his brother to hire the woman in the
first place. Amir glanced at him. "If her involvement is made public, it will erode confidence in our
product when it is finally available on the open market."

"And now all eyeswill be on Poxt,” Amir said, narrowing his eyes. His fingertips drew together again as
If magnetized. " She must be stopped.” He turned to Sgjjid. "Go yourself. Prevent this from becoming an
embarrassment. | will notify Volk."

"Puffery," sneered Verdadero, watching the GVN news report in the prison common room. "Mission of
mercy, indeed." He eyed the comm console underneath the main screen. It was operated by atrusty, one
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whom Verdadero had approached and found incorruptible. Consequently, he'd have to employ a more
subtle method to communicate his next move.

"Will we dinein our room, Y our Majesty?' asked Duncan, his broad face split in an insufferable grin.
"I don't wish to put you to any trouble, Mr. Duncan."

Verdadero said, favoring him with a pleasant smile. "If 1 could stay here for awhile, | would appreciate
it."

Duncan glanced at the trusty, who was changing the video input from GV N to atwo-dee movie from
Old Earth. "Forget it. Y ou won't get any change out of him, Jaci."

"I assure you, Mr. Duncan," Verdadero said, "you won't see or hear me exchange a single word with
him." He looked down at hisill-fitting prison garb. How unpleasant it was, he thought, to wear such a
costume, intended to deprecate. Though clad in the same fabrics as the prisoners, the guards were
deliberately dressed in tailored, better-cut uniforms that defined them as the masters. After awhile, most
of the prisoners began to act in a submissive fashion; and even timid men dressed in guards attire
eventually took on the characteristics of the dominators and were accepted as such. Even if neither
prisoner nor jailor believed in the charade, each of them played his part effec-tively. Duncan, satisfied
that he had cowed his charge once again, retired to the far side of the room to speak to another guard.
The moment his back was turned, Verdadero caught Domitio's eye.

The other inmate nodded his round head. His black hair was a mere quarter centimeter long, and his
facial hair covered hisjaw and upper lip, so that the small dark eyes peered out of a horizontal patch like
awhite domino mask. Domitio was at home here. He knew the system and worked well within it.
Helpful, because he was sentenced to life imprisonment. Useful, because V erdadero needed his
expertise. Whatever small favors he'd been able to do for Domitio, he had done. Now it wastime for the

payoff.

"Y ou, you high-nosed pansy, what are you looking at?' Domitio came over from the wall and poked a
hand at Verdadero's chest.

"One must look at something," Verdadero said, without raising his voice. "Y ou were in the sweep of my
vision."
"How'd you like to have your vision swept across the floor?"

"Now, now, man, is this necessary?' Verdadero asked, with the combination of steel and silk he'd used
to terrify his employees. Ashe'd calculated, it enraged the lifer, who picked him up bodily by the front
of histunic.
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"I'll say what's necessary and what's not," Domitio growled in alow tone.
"I have done you no harm," Verdadero said, in asimilarly low tone.
"I'min charge here."

"Call today, tell Schauer to accelerate the program,” Verda-dero said in the same reasonabl e voice, but
low enough so no one else could hear. "The Sbyl must be seized as soon asit lands anywhere."

"Gotcha Y ou dusty coward," Domitio said, throwing him back onto the bench. By now the guards had
noticed the fracas in the middle of the room and were coming to break it up. Three of them grabbed
Domitio around the arms and the neck and pulled him away from Verdadero. "Don't get in my face
again!" he warned the former executive, shaking athick finger at him. He was removed, struggling,
amidst the shuffling guards.

"Well, Jaci, you sure do rub people the wrong way," Duncan said, appearing at his elbow. "C'mon, I'll
bring your lunch to your cell. Table for one?

"I think now that would be very nice," Verdadero said, rising and falling in beside his so-called rescuer.
Shona Taylor was on her way to an assignment. He was grateful to the GV N reporter for keeping a
running tab on her whereabouts. Domitio would pass the word to Schauer, a vice-president of

MarsBank, who still owned Verdadero many favors from times past. When he foreclosed on the ship's
mortgage, the Taylors would be trapped wherever they were, without means of escape. It would make it
so much easier for the anonymous bounty hunter who had answered his latest advertisement to find them
and eliminate them.

He sat down to hislunch with a good appetite.
12

The Sbyl cleared Zedari effortlessly and made her way out through the mass of spacecraft into clear
space. Traffic was heavy, so Gershom had to monitor the autopilot program, often going to manual to
keep from colliding with other ships. The proximity alarm went off twice. First, a huge freighter came
out of warp too fast and too close to the space station. There wasn't time to be frightened before the
behemoth veered away in a parabola, missing the station and all the smaller craft. By then Gershom and
every other pilot in the vicinity whose alarms had gone off had fled around the perimeter of the great
wheel, out of harm's way.

Lani had barely relaxed when another ship rode up too closely on their tail departing Zedari's restricted
space. Ger-shom turned on the rear external pickups to see a handsome new scout ship visibly dumping
velocity, its side retros firing out into space.
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"Hot-dogs," Eblich complained sourly, slapping off the alarm. "What else did you get for your birthday,
eh?' Gershom shook his head.

"Maybe it's his shakedown cruise," he said generoudly.
"I don't care. He's a hot-dog."
"We'reintact,” Gershom said. "And we're on our way."

As soon as the navigation tank began to calculate the first warp jump, Gershom twisted his head around
in his seat to smile at Lani.

"Thefruit for Polidice isapremium load," he said happily. "We get a speed bonus for every day under
ten that we can beat. | think | can get ustherein six daysflat. And it won't take us a day longer to get
back to Poxt, because by going this way we're missing anomalies that we'd otherwise have to jump
around."

"Good!" Lani said, smiling at him. It was good to see him feeling optimistic. He grinned back, and
patted her on the arm as he stood up.

"Kal, let's go over the manifests, all right? Eblich, the conn is yours. Well be aft. Let me know if there's
any problems. We jump in about four hours."

"Right," said the co-pilot, punching buttons so that the main controlslit up under his hands. Lani waited
until the other two men were well out of hearing before she crept forward and sat in the pilot's seat
beside him.

"Eblich?"

"Yes, little one?' The navigator turned his head to smile shyly at her.
" was thinking. I'm worried about Mama and Papa."

"Uh-huh. What?"

"WEéll, this run. We should go right back to Mama Shona, and we can't because of the money Papa needs
to get from this cargo, right?"

Eblich settled in his crash couch and tilted his head back to ook at the ceiling. "That's about right."
"But why? When | can pay for fuel or anything with no trouble.”
"Gershom and us, we're used to doing for ourselves, dear," he said.

"But just now it's harder,” Lani said, trying to frame her question. "Until things are better, why would it
be bad to take money from me? | want to. | love them. | love you." The bald statement escaped her lips
before she could stop it, and she blushed.
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Eblich turned his head to look at her fondly. "I know, little one. | can't go against my captain’'s wishes,
but since you ask, 1'd say to get in touch with Harry Elliott at MarsBank."
"Uncle Harry?"
"Um-hm"
"Why? My credit is open. | can pay for things now."
"Nope. Gershom and Dr. Shona can't take your money direct no matter when. Nohow."
Lani gawked at him. "Why not?"

Eblich made adecision. He sat up and took her hands between his. The palms were dry and scratchy, but
warm. "Because that's what people think they want to adopt you for."

"But it's not true."

"Of courseit's not, but people think that way. I'm not supposed to talk about it, so you're not hearing it."
He shot a glance down the corridor, and Lani leaned close so he wouldn't have to talk loud. "The Child
Welfare Bureau keeps getting nosy-business briefs to keep Gershom and Dr. Shona from adopting you
final, because they think you're a piggy bank the Taylors can shake any time they're broke. Too
convenient. One of 'em's offered to take you himself so we won't have you." He let her go and sat back,
gasping alittle at having delivered such along speech.

Lani was speechless with outrage. "But couldn't those people want me for the same reason?”
Eblich, silently, wearing a knowing expression, tapped the side of his nose with aforefinger.
"So that'sit," Lani said, planting her chin in the palm of her hand. "And they couldn't tell me."
"No."

"So what can | do?"

"Y our money's got power you can use. If the captain won't take the money from you direct, and he can't,
then you buy the mortgage from the bank, and you don't foreclose when the payments are late. You're
not giving them athing, but then no one's taking anything from them. That's what Harry Elliott can do
for you."

"Why," Lani stammered, feeling delight dawning at the simplicity of it all, "that's wonderful! It'sideal.
Yes!"

"Glad you like it. We're still near the beacon. Y ou can send a squirt to him to do it right away."

"That's expensive!" Lani explained.
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"That's the power of money, lass. Y ou mean business. The bankers|| respect that. Send to him and tell
him what you want. I'll go aft and keep Gershom out of your way while you do it."

"But | don't know what to say," Lani said anxiously. She felt very small in the captain's chair, and drew
her hands and knees together.

“I'll tell you," Eblich said, running afingertip over the board to bring up the communications program.
"But you're going to have to do the talking."

Lani stared at her reflection in the screen for half an hour before she was finally able to bring herself to
record her message. Eblich's carefully written speech rolled in large, clear print across the bottom of the
screen for her to read aloud. Shelet it run through once more before she pushed the button.

‘To Mr. Harry Elliott, from Leilani Taylor. | wish to purchase the mortgage obligation for the trading
ship Sbyl, contract number 3342801 stroke A 9845 dash four from MarsBank. | offer full payment for
the current outstanding balance plus any reasonable fees for the immediate transfer of the title to me.
This message gives you permission to make this purchase on my behalf. | trust you will treat the matter
as entirely confidential. My credit account number isin your files." She read the technical description of
the purchase proposal straight off the tel eprompter without understanding aword. Mercifully, she didn't
stumble over asingle syllable, and her voice kept going strong throughout. Her throat only threatened to
squeak very close to the end of the message.

"I would appreciate an immediate reply by return squirt. | authorize you to use my communication
account for the expenditure,” Lani finished, then blurted, "Leilani out." She leaned forward and punched
the button to Send, then sat back breathing quickly. She'd never done anything so bold in her life. She
wished desperately she could go and tell Gershom about it, but she'd done it for him, and for Shona, so
he mustn't know. She clutched the secret to her like a teddy bear, and crept back to her little cabin to
think about what she'd say to them when she got the good news.

The light on the top of the lockdown on Ladovard's control console flared red. He removed the datacube
from its niche, and popped it into the reader at hisright side.

"How convenient,” he said, peering at the readout. "They're leaving us atrail of messages.” His blunt-
tipped fingers tapped out a command on his keypad, transferring the data to Emile's console.

"MarsBank," Emile confirmed, glancing up from her reader. " Still no personal number."
"Then we continue on to Poxt as planned,” Ladovard said.

Lani waited impatiently by her small personal communica-tions unit for the ship to emerge from warp.
As soon as they had reentered normal space, Gershom signaled an All Clear. Immediately Lina booted
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up the comm program and entered her number. They weren't as close to a beacon as they had been at the

Space station, so it was along time until the line-of-sight connection was made.

There was no news. Uncle Harry had all the coordinates for the jump stops from Zedari to Polidice. Lani
checked her copy of the message she'd sent him again and again to make sure. Either he hadn't gotten
her urgent note yet, or he didn't have areply. It was going to be hard to wait. Perhaps in the next one.

Six times the Sbyl bounded in and out of warp. Each time, Lani checked in on the net, and each time she
was disap-pointed.

"We're in warp for so long, and out of it such a short time, my mail might be missing me," she fretted to
Eblich when they were alone.

"It'll be at Polidice," he assured her. "Why would Elliott take a chance on missing you in between?"
"If I got good news we wouldn't have to go to Polidice," Lani complained.

"Now, you haveto leave aman his pride," Eblich said. "Gershom's contracted to deliver the shipment,
so he will. I wouldn't tell him all at once, now. Keep it."

Lani had no choice but to agree.

Six days out of Zedari Station, the Sbyl broke warp outside the heliopause of a star system with a small
yellow star at its hub. Gershom and the others burst out into cheers as the computer confirmed that the
sun and its planets were indeed the Polidice system.

"Wedid it, folks," Gershom said smugly. "Four days worth of speed bonus!"
"Nearly shook the ship apart,” Ivo complained. "I'm gonna have to use part of the bonus for repairs.”
"Liveit up,” Gershom said happily. "Whatever it takes. All

| need is enough to make this month's payment to the bank, and we can whoop it up with the rest.
Therell be the other half of our fee from Governor Home when we get to Poxt. At thisrate, we'll be
earlier than expected!"

"Bravo!" said Kai, applauding.

A Klaxon blared from the panel. Eblich looked down.

"Proximity alarm," he said.

"Where?' Gershom asked, switching the controls to en-hanced manual.

"Thirty-five degrees off starboard,” Eblich said. He punched up the command to put on the exterior
video pickup. Gershom nudged the ship to port and down through the plane of the ecliptic, but the alarm
continued to sound.
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"It'sthat ship," Kail said, studying the screen. "The one that nearly rammed us off Zedari."
"Impossible,” Gershom said. "It can't be the same one."

"It sureis," Ivo said definitely. "That new scout, white with a colored seal on each flank. That'sit."
"Itis," Eblich confirmed, his mouth small and tight. "Not the same one as Venturi, though."

"Two different assassins," Gershom said. Lani behind him, let out a small gasp. He could see her big
eyes reflected in the navigation tank. "Don't worry, sweetheart. They can't catch us."

"I'm reading a big power source on board," Ivo said, checking the telemetry station. He reached over one
big arm, and unbuckled his harness with the other hand. "I'm heating up the asteroid probe.”

"Doit," Gershom said. His senses sharpened so that he was aware of every sound in the ship. He found
he was watching three things at once: the navigation tank, the intruder on screen, and his own crew as
they prepared to fight.

The other craft was a leek job. No ports or ungainly hatches broke the lines to show where its weapons
were hidden, leaving Ivo without obvious targets. This pilot was as good as the other had been. Gershom
hoped that his luck would hold out again. He put the Sbyl on full manual and started evasive maneuvers,
but the enemy stayed right with him all the way through a difficult loop and thrust. Kai cursed colorfully
over the shrieking of the Sbyl's engines. Her increased mass was interfering with Gershom's long-honed
techniques of maneu-vering. One day, Gershom vowed, if they survived this, he was going to have to
take the ship somewhere and practice hard turns until he got used to her increased weight and size.

Inertia pressed them all back in their seats as he increased acceleration. Ivo was flat against the
bulkhead, holding on by main strength to the bars at the third pilot station. Lani was almost invisible
behind him, clutching her shock webbing with frightened fingers. Gershom felt his teeth rattling as he
cut in the port engines and spun to starboard 180 degrees ailmost on hisfins. To his dismay the white
ship followed close behind, missing turning in Gershom's wake by only afew hundred kilometers.

"What isthis, sky ballet?' Kai demanded.

"Power source on board building,” 1vo said, peering at the scopes. "Are they waiting to get in close for
the kill?"

"Wants to see our faces," Kai said. Gershom vowed the intruder wouldn't get a chance to do that.

He scanned the tank for hiding places. The nearest planet of the system was not far away. They were
lucky the wanderer was in this point of its two-hundred-year orbit, ready to provide cover for the Shyl.

No, wait, there was an asteroid belt only afew million miles farther in toward the sun. Gershom
increased accel eration, keeping his path erratic to prevent an easy shot up their rockets from behind.

file:///H|/eMule/Incoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%20uc).html (154 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show

The intruder seemed to become aware that the Shbyl was heading for the safety of the asteroid belt, and
was pouring on speed to overtake her. Gershom had too good a head start. He was going to get among
the giant's dance of space debrisfirst.

"Power getting higher," Ivo said. "I'm picking up high-frequency tones on board her. Higher, higher..."

The laser! Forcing his ship to go faster amost by his very will, Gershom laid on the last erg of speed the
Shbyl had in her, and swooped into the asteroid field. Once past the first shard of broken rock, he made a
sharp downward curve to port. The white ship couldn't have touched them with alaser beam, not unless
they'd taught one to go around multiple corners. He prayed she didn't have missiles.

Now the Sbyl was in as much danger from spinning rocks as she was from the ship behind her. What
little light had been coming from the distant star was cut off almost completely by the network of
asteroids. The Sbyl was surrounded by faint, shifting shadows in the dark; ominous, and silent. Gershom
set the navigation controls on enhanced manual, letting the com-puter help him guide the scout through
the obstacles. Each asteroid had its own velocity and path, set in motion a billion years ago. Gershom
could only hope the computer-modeling program would be able to pick up the gravity wells of each
large body, and figure out where it bent space to guide the passage of smaller objects, and so on down to
particles smaller than sand, so he could maneuver between them.

Tiny pieces of stone tapped on the video pickups and the portholes. Occasionally athump warned them
that alarger fragment, maybe fist-sized, had rammed them. Gershom glanced over his shoulder to Ivo,
who had settled himself in with the probe controls, shivering advancing asteroids into harmless pieces,
or diverting them off to one side. Smithereens ricocheted dangerously off the huge turning bouldersto
either side, and pocked the soft protective coating on the Sbyl's hull. Gershom felt sweat rolling down
the center of his back.

"She's coming in," Eblich warned, pointing at ared light behind them on the field scanner.

There could be no mistake. No other power source existed for billions of milesin any other direction.
Gershom refused to believe in a chance-met miner, or awealthy hermit occupying a hollowed-out
meteor. The white ship had followed their energy traces. It couldn't catch them in this, but by the same
token, neither could Gershom put on a burst of speed and get away.

Abruptly, they spilled out into along, irregular hollow, created while asteroids that normally occupied
those spaces were momentarily elsewhere. Gershom negotiated the gap as swiftly as possible,
monitoring the red blip behind them. Suddenly, it too was |oose in the free space, closing the gap.
Recklesdly, the pilot swerved upward along the y-axis of his navigation tank, slipping between two

file:///H|/eMule/Incoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%20uc).html (155 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show

Jagged rocks each the size of a moon. The white ship hesitated, giving Gershom a good lead. He wound
his way through the maze heedless of the dangers to either side of him, seeing only the gaps that opened
and closed ahead of him, timing his passage so that the rocks slid by just behind histail. They saw
flashes of white getting smaller and smaller in the rear-pointing viewscreen.

"Start calculating,” he said to Eblich. "We don't need along jump, just something that'll get us out of

here.
"From what point?' the co-pilot asked, hands flying over the keyboard.

Gershom glanced at the telemetry computer. "A thousand klicks ahead," he said. "If we're not
completely clear yet, too bad. 1'd rather be blown apart jumping than boiled in my skin by alaser.”

"Lousy choice," Ivo grumbled.

A shard of planetoid five hundred meters across suddenly cartwheeled into their path. Lani let out atiny
shriek. Gershom had to burn rockets hard on the port side and under to avoid it. They veered starboard
into the crater of atoroid moonlet. He fancied he could see the wreckage of another ship scattered across
its surface. Ivo fired the mining probe and a gray asteroid burst into silver sparks. They flew through the
shower. Gershom shook his head to clear hisvision.

"Coming up fast," Ivo snapped. The red blip was back on the near scope, and closing in on them.
"What?' Kal said. "They must be drilling straight through the asteroids, not ducking them. Jump!”

"Not yet," Eblich said, watching the small screen. "Not ready. A hundred klicksto go. Eighty. Sixty.
Forty. Twenty." Clear space appeared ahead, the tiny points of stars glowing steadily. Suddenly, they
were surrounded by the myriad lights. The darkness dropped behind them.

"We're out of the belt!" Gershom yelled.

"Mark!" Their heads were flung back against the shock padding as the ship accelerated into warp.
Gershom gritted his teeth against the juddering of his ship.

"Stay with him," Chaffinch said, arcing his body to the right as Sbyl, ahead of them, veered around
another asteroid. He jerked to the left and flung himself forward until his nose was nearly up against the
forward port. "Steady. Ooh! Look out!" Lettitia dodged splinters of stone that were as large as their ship.
The camera beside him hummed, taking video of the whole chase through hidden external pickups.
"Stay with him... easy... Down! Around! Damn! You lost him." He smacked his hand on the console.

"He warped out," Letty said irritably, asthe GVN shuttle shot out into clear space. The Sibyl was as
gone asif it had never existed. "Y ou try figuring out where he went." Chaffinch scowled and thrust out a
hand.
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"WEell, | have no idea. There must be a thousand colonies straight out in that vector. And he'sawily
enough fox to change direction on his next jump. I'll bet he doesn't come back to Polidice. What do you
think?"

"He's got to deliver that load," Letty said thoughtfully. She tapped her fingers on her lower lip. "But why
take asidetrip if he's got an emergency big enough to worry the bureaucrats?'

"Because it's on the way there?' Chaffinch suggested.

"Yeah," said Lettitia, the light dawning. She began to poke away with her forefingers at the computer
keyboard on the right edge of the console, the beginnings of an ideaforming. "Y eah."

"What are you doing?"
"I'm checking the data | got off the docking computer.”
"Y ou hacked the docking computer?' Chaffinch asked, his eyes wide. She raised her eyebrows at him.

"Isn't that what you pay me cuantos credits for?—Here it is. The Sbyl came from Poxt. Is thison the
way there?' She entered the coordinates for the Polidice and Poxt systems into the navicomputer. "Y es.
It. Is!" she crowed, her voice rising in triumph.

"Zow!" Chaffinch said, shooting afist forward in avictory salute. "Nice work, boss. That's where he's
bound." Lettitialeaned back, preening. She felt she deserved the praise, and more.

"I'll send to GV N that we're following Taylor to Poxt. Y ou start writing copy,” she said. "We've got to
justify the fuel for thissilly side-trip, sinceit didn't result in the interview we wanted."

"You've got to pay if you want to play,” Chaffinch said imperturbably.

"Thisis Chaffinch L'Saye. Today, we witnessed the heroic travails of the medical rescue ship Sbyl as
she fought her way through the dangers of an asteroid belt to make an emergency delivery to the
Polidice system."

"They're carrying fruit!" Letty said crossly as Chaffinch smiled with aplomb at the lens.
"Can | help that?' he asked, grinning.

L etty groaned, and rolled the video memory back to where he had broken off from his script.
“Try it again."

"An emergency which required their immediate attention.”

Over Chaffinch's narration, Lettitia made the most of the video of their pursuit of the Sbyl, adding
exciting sound effects and afew musical phrases to heighten the tension. She cut back to the journalist's
face.
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"Now the Taylors are off on another mission of mercy, at an unknown destination." Letty made a
comical grimace, but Chaffinch continued. "We are accompanying the Sbyl there, where we will file the
next report in this exciting series. Thisis Chaffinch L'Saye for GVN."

"Wrap it and send it," Letty said. "We'd better make our calculations good if we want to beat them there."

The Shbyl broke out of warp after half an hour's transit. As soon as the normal sensors were functioning
again, the shrill cry of the hull breach alarm sounded.

Gershom turned anxious eyes to Ivo at the telemetry station. "Where isit?' he demanded.
"In the holds."

"Thefruit!" Ka snapped off his restrictive harness and flung himself to his feet, heading aft all in one
movement. "I'll get a pressure suit.”

"Can we make port?"

"It's not that bad, Gershom," Ivo said. "It's already sealing up, so it had to be less than a couple of
centimeters across.”

"Thank the Blue Star. Are we alone?"

"Yep," Eblich said. "We've lost them now, but they might still be waiting around there for us. I've got a
scan going for them. They didn't follow us."

"You're sure?"

"Yep. How could they?' Eblich turned his palms upward. Gershom nodded sharply, throwing hislong
hair forward. It was as wild as he felt.

"All right, then. Check everything else for damage. We'll risk heading back toward Polidice in alittle
while. I'll have calculations ready in case we have to jJump again right away. Dammit, how did they
know where we were going?' he asked.

"Bribed the port officials?* suggested Ivo.

"But those spacers would have to know we were going to Zedari in the first place. No one knew that
except Shona and Governor Home and the other folks on Poxt. None of them would have risked the
repercussions.”

"Opportunity,” 1vo said simply. *Somebody who read Ver-dadero's cash offer for our heads just
happened to see usin port, thought he'd collect.”

"Then why wait until we were in space again? There are plenty of secluded places to shoot us right there
in the station."
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"Yes," Lani said, remembering getting lost in the lanes of the shopping precinct.

"Didn't want to risk being picked up for murder in a closed environment's my guess. I'm going to search
usfor atrans-mitter,” Ivo said. "It may lay us up for afew hours or aday, but at least no one will follow
usto Poxt."

"All right," Gershom said. "Good idea."
"Isthere time for me to get my messages?' Lani asked in asmall voice.

"If you like," Gershom said, managing a smile for the girl. She must have been terrified by the chase and
subsequent alarm, but was showing him a determined little chin. "Y ou're getting to be as dogged a
correspondent as Shona, sweetheart. Go right ahead."

The intercom went on, and Kai's voice squawked. "Ger-shom, we've been pinholed! A rock the size of
your fingertip went straight through us. The fruit's freeze-dried. |'ve been checking box after box, and it's
ruined!"

"Oh, no," Gershom groaned. He slumped back in his chair and put his head between his hands.
"There goes our speed bonus," 1vo said.

"There goes the mortgage,” Gershom said miserably, with-out looking up.

"Papa, please let me help," Lani's voice came, very softly. "Thistime?'

"No," Gershom said automatically. He raised his head to meet her eyes. She was frightened. He covered
her hand with his own, and realized they were both trembling. "It'll be al right. | promise. Why don't
you go listen to your messages? I've got to think."

Lani fled up the corridor. Gershom plodded his way more slowly to the cabin he shared with Shona. He
only half-heard

Eblich say he and Ivo would do afull diagnostic while Kai assessed the damages.

He flung himself into the built-in chair beside the low double bunk without feeling the pad under his seat
or the hard arms under his elbows. He stared past his booted feet at the floor, and felt an everlasting
headache starting between his brows. His precious ship was imperiled. That flight through the asteroid
belt was nothing. He could fight enemies he could see. Bad luck, bad timing, and debt, he could do
nothing about. Nothing, except possibly humble himself again, and hope for the best.

He'd lost the value of the cargo. Eventually insurance might make up the value of it, but the delivery and
speed bonuses were gone for good. The crew had counted on those to pay the next influx of bills. There
wasn't enough left from Home's letter of margue to cover the next mortgage payment, and he couldn't
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possibly get back to Poxt to collect the other half in time to transmit those funds to Mars. His only
chance was to send to MarsBank and ask for clemency.

If he didn't pay, he was in danger of losing his ship, his beautiful, lovely Sbyl, refitted just right. She
was neat and tidy, with aplace for everything, and she ran like a dream, no matter what he put her
through. Look at the gantlet they'd just run! And yet she was still atrader, with three, three cargo hulls.
He was so proud of her that he strutted when other spacers praised her. He couldn't bear the thought of
someone taking her, someone else captaining her.

There was one alternative. All he had to do was go to Lani and ask for the money. That way, he'd keep
his ship, but the Child Welfare Bureau would swoop in and take the girl away. It was still months before
the final adoption hearing was scheduled. Any peccadillo would mean they could scoop her out of his
custody without the hope of an appeal.

But was it wise to keep her, knowing that life was so uncertain here on board? Wasi it fair to her, never
knowing from month to month if they'd be living on caviar or nutri? She'd be terrified, even furious, if
Gershom let the authorities take her, but wouldn't things be better for her? She'd... she'd be brought up
on a planet with atmosphere. She'd have friends her own age. She'd no longer have to worry about
leaking hulls, or have to live in aroom that'd make a good-sized closet on Alpha. She was wealthy; why
shouldn't she live as though she was? Until the Taylors could put an end to the constant threat from
Verdadero's hired killers, they were always going to be pursued wherever they went. Was that any life
for achild?

Gershom felt his cheeks burn, and realized he was rational-izing. He flung out his long legs and crossed
his ankles. It came down to a simple choice—not simple to make, but to define: Take the money, lose
Lani. Keep the child, lose his ship.

Hefelt aholein the pit of is stomach at the thought of being deprived of either. Running his own trading
ship had been his dream since he was a child. To giveit up, to risk losing everything when financial
salvation was only steps down the corridor, twisted hisinsidesin aknot. It was a great temptation to |et
his morals lapse for just one moment. All he had to do was walk down there to her room, and say "Lani,
I've decided to take you up on your offer of aloan. Help me save my ship." He tried to form the words,
but they wouldn't come out, not even in jest. The moment he opened his mouth, he could picture the
government ships warping out of nowhere to take her away.

He remembered Lani the way she was when he and Shona first found her. She was skinny, feverish,
frightened, and all alone. Their first child had recently been stillborn, so he and Shona were vulnerable
to an emotional appeal, but it would have taken a heart of stone to ignore the needs of thislittle girl,
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orphaned in such amonumental tragedy. So helpless, so afraid, her big dark eyes watching every move,
afraid to let her rescuers out of her sight for days on end. It was heartbreaking. Since then she had
blossomed into quite an amazing, delightful girl. He had to admit he was tickled by her crush on him.
She trusted and admired him, and she adored Shona. Well, so did he. He couldn't think of how he'd tell
Shona he'd given in. So, he just wouldn't give in. He would have to appeal to the mercy of Chang-an
Zeles at MarsBank One, a man who so far had shown little signs he knew what that concept meant.

He raised his head, and with an effort, straightened his back. When he picked up his feet, the chair
swung of its own weight in toward the screen set into the wall of the cabin. He pulled down the
keyboard and called for the comm program. Better to record it now, and put it on Auto-send, so he
couldn't change his mind.

Resolutely, Gershom cleared his throat and faced the screen.

"Mr. Zeles, Gershom Taylor here. | know you and MarsBank have been more than patient with us over
the years. | am asking you for one more favor. Y ou can see exactly how much isleft in our credit
account. At the moment, that isall | can pay toward the loan this month. | have just run into space junk
that holed my hull, and destroyed the cargo with which | intended to get up to date with our loan. | am
asking for your understanding. It's only a matter of weeks until | will have more, which | shall forward at
once to MarsBank, but I smply don't have it now. | hope you will accept a partial payment. | understand
that you will have to add late charges, and possibly penalties. Sir, this ship is not only my home but my
livelihood. My family, my crew, and | depend upon it. Without it, we have nowhere to go. | am asking
you to take that into consideration, please. | humbly await your reply. Sincerely yours."

He punched the button to queue up the message as soon as there was a connect. Suddenly restless, he got
up to find himself a cup of coffee, wishing there was something stronger to drink on board. There was
no hope that the bank would say yes to another extension. He wanted to take the shortest way back to
Poxt, to be with Shonawhen the axe fell. At least he could have his family back together again. Maybe
Home could give him ajob while he saved up to buy another ship. The thought depressed him so much,
he broke into a run toward the galley.

Lani appeared at the rear of the bridge and fixed her eyes silently on Eblich's back. The co-pilot had a
lapful of equip-ment that he was putting together with a spanner and a soldering iron. She didn't dare tell
him why she was there, because Ivo was sitting close by, and she couldn't trust her voice. At last, the
shuttle pilot got up from his position underneath the control panel and saw her standing there. She
nudged Eblich's knee and gestured toward the back of the cabin. Eblich smiled at her and put his work
aside at once.
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"Back in amoment," hetold Ivo.

Ivo, who understood the laconic bookkeeper's office as unofficial father-confessor to the orphaned girl,
just grunted.

"It was there on the beacon,” Lani said in awhisper as she led Eblich down the corridor to her cubicle.
"You haveto seeit. | don't know what to do! I've never been so angry. In my life."

"Bad news?" Eblich asked, puzzled.

"They didn't respect me," Lani said.

She was too upset to sit down. She hit the command to replay the recorded transmission for Eblich and
paced around the small room while he viewed it. Three steps took her to the wall. She kicked it. It would
have been more satisfying to kick her way through it. She wheeled on the ball of her foot and counted

three steps back to the other side. She didn't want to listen to the hateful voice on the speakers. She
aready knew every word by heart. Never in her whole life had she felt like this. How... how dare they?

The message wasn't from Uncle Harry at al. He must have passed her request on up the ranks as she had
asked, and someone was so upset by it that shereplied to it herself instead of just saying no to Uncle
Harry and letting him tell her.

"Ms. Leilani Taylor. | am Marca Katt, vice-president of MarsBank One. | have been informed of your
request to purchase an outstanding mortgage from the bank, and | wish to inform you that that request is
denied. In the inexperience of your youth, you apparently do not understand how businessiis transacted.
It would not be in the interests of MarsBank's shareholders to relinquish assets at random. Thisisnot a
music store where you can buy the recordings of one of your ‘faves." We maintain each contract in a
stable manner so as to give confidence to those who borrow from us. MarsBank, like all other reputable
financial institutions, runsits businessin a dignified and time-honored fashion. To sell off an obligation
Is not in keeping with our practices. We appreciate your contact, and hope to continue to do business
with you in the future. We would be glad to offer our experience to help educate you in these matters so
that you can manage your own assets well. | am sincerely yours, Marca K att."

"Wondered if they mightn't go for it," Eblich said quietly, after a moment's thought. He rubbed the side
of his nose with histhumb. "Didn't have to be so nasty, though. That came from the belly. That woman
doesn't understand in her head you're worth billions. No talent for public relations, either. So if we can't
work exactly within the system, we'll have to work from the outside.” He patted the seat of Lani's desk
chair. "Sit down.

Here'swhat we'll do next. We're going to send another message to your uncle Harry."
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"But they've said no!"
"Calm down, little one. Y ou aren't beaten yet. You'll get your day."

Lani stared at him for a moment, panting. Then she focused, really focused on the narrow, neat-featured
face and what he was saying. Eblich was her friend. He was trying to help her, and Shona and Gershom.
She wasn't mad at him. The enemy was out there, at MarsBank. She sat down and leaned in to listen.

13

"Confound it, Scarlet, leave me alone!" Governor Home protested, pushing away the hypo Shona was
brandishing.

She sighed. It had been only afew weeks since she'd arrived on Poxt, and Home was looking seventy
instead of fifty-five. He had become more cantankerous every day. She glared up at him.

"Governor, | am not doing this for the amusement value. | have a dozen other patients to see, and then |
have to go look at the ottles.”

Home frowned. "What's in this one?"
"Vitamins, calcium and magnesium, boron, and zinc."

"Sounds like you're making me into the Tin Man, one snootful at atime,” Home grumbled, but he let her
take his arm. He continued with his meeting, paying no more attention to her. Sherolled up histunic
sleeve, pressed the nose of the hypo to his skin, and pulled the sleeve down again, as if she were
working on the arm of a mannequin. The othersin the room regarded her with akind of horror. They
appreciated why she was there, but to have the reality brought home to them in the middle of business
was upsetting. Shona regretted it, but there was no other way to get an audience with Home. He kept
himself busy all the time, and deliberately missed appointments with her at the lab. This was the only
way to make sure he didn't miss his shots.

"All done," she said, putting the hypo away. She smiled at her audience. As one, they all looked down at
their notes and burst out talking.

"Hey, hey, hey!" Home bellowed, raising his big hands. "One at atime." He pointed at her. " Say,
Sharon..."

"Shona," she said patiently, turning to leave.
"Got that message for you. Datacube's on my desk."
"Thank you!" Shona said.

She detoured around the group and squeezed into the small private office. The governor was one of the
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tidiest people she knew. Everything in his personal domicile was squared away, or arranged for easiest
reach, except one thing. A single cube, marked ST in blue ink, sat alittle apart from the others. Shona
grabbed it up. She was tempted to listen to it right there, but in case it contained bad news, she didn't
want to worry the people in the next room any more.

"Bye, everyone," she called as she left. " See you all tomorrow morning on the jogging course!” There
was a chorus of groans. For the last week, Shona had led anyone who would show up at seven am. on a
run around the common. She had aimed the exercise chiefly at her patients, to make sure they had some
kind of aerobic exercise to keep up bone and muscle mass, but no one liked to be singled out, or left out.
The therapeutic run had turned into adaily community event. Aslong as Shona appeared, in running
shorts and a floppy shirt, sometimes carrying Alex in her backpack, she got a good turnout, rain or shine.
The one day she tried to let the event manage itself, Wyn Barri reported that the few who showed up
straggled off back home or went to work early.

Her patients had continued to become more feeble, more forgetful, and, most worrisome, more fragile.
Her experiments with hormones hel ped to a certain extent, but couldn't keep up with the progressive
decay. Coupled with this was her concern for Saffie. The black dog was showing the first signs of the
aging syndrome. Within days of receiving the injection of biological material, Saffie had started to
behave like alively puppy.

The dog wasn't waiting for her just outside the hut where Shona had |eft her. Instead, Shona heard a
bark, and Saffie barreled down on her from the top of the hill. She arrived at her mistress's feet, panting
with her pink tongue out afoot.

"How are you, girl?* Shona asked, scratching the dog's bony head. "Come on to the next patient. We're
going to see Bobby, al right?"

Saffie barked once, shrilly, and galloped downhill toward Marleen's hut. Having so much energy
confused the dog. At night, when she finally wound down, she apologized with a small whine before
going to sleep as close to Shona as she could manage. Alex was worried about his friend's behavior at
first, but then he decided he liked it because it meant that the usually sedate dog was always up for a
game.

Shonatried to be optimistic. Saffie was eating well. In fact, she was eating everything, which infuriated
the cat, who got one chance at his food before it disappeared. When Saffie showed signs of distress and
hunger, three days after the injection, Shona increased her meals, worrying that the dog was going to get
fat, but she burned it all off and more over the course of aday. Her muscle tone was splendid. Her fur
was growing faster than normal. Shona was impressed, wishing that the condition could stop right there,
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after it had done so much good. The symptoms, if one could call them that, were precisely what her
human patients had described. She won-dered how long it would be before Saffie started to gray. She
prayed it wouldn't happen, but science dictated that a process that worked the same way over and over
again should yield the same results.

Bobby's aging had definitely slowed, but not enough to make Shonafeel optimistic. Fingering the cube
in her pocket, she went back to her module for her personal reader and Alex before going on to the ottle
center-place.

Tsanan greeted her and Alex with alacrity as they appeared.

"Hello from up!" she called, spiraling down the deep-rutted bark of the heart-tree. " See who comes," she
chirruped, poking a pouch on the next branch down. "Friend of Chirwl Shona, and her little one." Chlari
stuck his head out irritably.

"To make more noise instead of less," he said, but he waddled down the trunk after his co-mate. Thio
was already at eye level, making child-talk with Alex, who reached for hir with both arms.

"See, heismy little friend," Thio said happily. Other ottles |eft their discussions and clambered out of
the swimming pool to come greet the guests. Shonaimmediately hunkered down and freed Alex from
his carrier. The young ottles, who were fascinated by a baby human, gathered around to play with him.

"Do we have an honor of your visit, or mere pleasant?' Thio asked, rubbing up against Shonasleg like a
cat.

Shona displayed her reader. "I know you distrust machinery, but it's all we humans have to rely on to
communicate from one far-off place to another, so please understand that | will believe what is on the
cube | have just received. Thisis amessage from Alien Relations. Y ou know | asked for information
from all the other ottle hosts, asking if any of them had experienced irregularities. | didn't name the
symptoms of the aging plague, because | didn't want to describe it to them, | wanted them to describe it
to me."

"Sense," said Chlari grudgingly.

"I have not previewed this, so you're seeing it at the same time | am." She set up the reader on arock
against atree bole, and sat back as far from it as she could and still distinguish what was on the screen.
Dozens of ottles, both declared for and against humans, huddled together to watch.

All the reports from the ottle hosts were similar. None of them reported difficulties or illnesses of any
kind.

"Except for indigestion," one young man said in his recorded message. He had made his call from a

file:///H|/eMule/lncoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%20uc).html (165 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show
public booth with his ottle friend crammed in on the seat beside him. "Errlilit likes goodies too much."
"Itisso," the ottle, a nurturer, admitted, with a soprano giggle. "He, too."

"Say, give her regardsto her family, will you? | can't remember how long it's been since we reported in
—Wait, that's our trainbus. Gotta go." The sound of an air horn blared in the background. The young
man grabbed up the ottle under one arm, while reaching for the video controls with the other. The screen
went blank. The group in the glade stared at the blinking reader for a moment before anyone spoke.

"Thisis possible to be alullaby tell," Chlari said, breaking the silence.

"Itis possible,” Shonaacknowledged. "But | think it's true. Do you want me to hold my hand over fire to
swear that these are actual transmissions, not made up?’

"Is not necessary," Varral said, coming up to rub flanks with his friend. "Chlari has agood inside feel for
those he loves. Most protective.”

"If itisnot false, what does stay |eft for the cause of the aging?' asked Wla.

"I'm waiting for Gershom to get back with the life histories of the colonists," Shona said. "My guessis
that somebody brought in some kind of invasive organism from somewhere they traveled to. | think it
likely that it was opportunistic, attaching itself to ottles as well as humans because your circulatory and
nervous systems are very similar to ours."

"How to stop it?" asked Thio.

"I don't know that yet," Shona said. "I'm still trying to work that out. | do know that it can be transferred
from being to being by injection. | gave Saffie a sample of tissue from the little boy, Bobby. Y ou can
see, she's got some of the symptoms you reported on the early stages." The ottles turned to watch the
dog, who was energetically stalking atail, and chasing it back and forth in the clearing, preventing it
from running up atree to escape. " Saffie!”

The dog turned to look at her mistress, and the slip of fur streaked up the nearest bark channel.
"I hope to learn alot from observing her."
"Y ou have our cooperate,” Thio said. All the other ottles, including Chlari, added their assent.

"I'd better get back," Shona said. "Seffie, heel!" The dog galloped up, and frolicked at her side while she
attached the lead. She walked Saffie to the place where Alex was playing with the younger ottles. "Alex,
it'stimeto go."

"No," Alex said very distinctly, without looking up from his game.

"Isthis normal facet of his growing?' Tsanan asked, as Shonaignored her son's protest and bundled him
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into hiscarrier.
"Oh, yes," Shonasaid. "It's called the 'terrible twos.' | hope you didn't have this with your offspring.”

"But yes." Tsanan chuckled warmly, and Shona was re-minded how much she liked this kindly, quiet
ottle. She settled down on her paws to watch the little ottles in the pond. "In fact, Chirwl was muchly the
same as ayoung one. In truth, he will tell you so."

"At least now we know it's a physical vector," Shona said to Chirwl as she helped Saffie onto the
examination room table.

"But what? |'ve been unable to see anything unusual in anything, her tissues, blood and fluid samples,
blood gases." Harry appeared from the sleeping room and arched his back luxuriously against the door
frame. Saffie whined and pawed at the tabletop, eager to be down on the floor with the cat, who was
openly flaunting his freedom. Shona stroked Saffie's back and made her sit down. The dog complied,
obedient but unhappy. Harry turned with tail high, and stalked provocatively out again.

"Drat that cat, he's insufferable," Shona said.

She took a scraping of skin from the dog's mouth, and very swiftly drew a blood sample from a paw pad.
"There, that didn't hurt, did it, sweetie?' She took two glass slides and smeared them with fixative.
"That'll take a moment to set. | might as well start lunch.”

None of her swiftly dwindling supplieslooked particularly appetizing, Shona thought, as she went
through the storage cupboard. Wait, there was a can of chicken flavoring. "What about a nice bow! of
soup for lunch?' she asked Chirwl.

"I say yes," Chirwl agreed. "l wish you would find out what is the cause of the age plague so soon. It is
difficult to visit the heart-tree when there is cooking, because so much smells good, | am tempted.”

"I know just what you mean,” Shona said. She opened a can of nutri, poured three servingsinto aflask
with the flavoring, and put it on to heat.

"Maaa-mal" Alex said, coming up to tug on Shona's pant leg.

"Ooh, | can smell you from here, right through that suit,” Shona said, picking up her son. "When are you
going to betoilet trained, eh?' She carried him into the bathroom and slipped into her own environment
suit. After swabbing the changing table with disinfectant, she undid Alex's fastenings and looked down
at him with dismay. "Y ou've made areal mess of this one. Congratulations. I've never seen so much...
effort in one diaper." Alex crowed at his mother's mock dismay.

"My friend Saffie is so much more energetic than is usual,” Chirwl noted from his perch on the
countertop. Shona glanced out at them. The dog was lying down with her head on her paws, but her
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limbs and tail kept twitching. Chirwl was watching the manic activity with concern. "Sheis not yet like
the ones who have become used up."

"Used up?' Shonalooked up from buttoning Alex into a clean playsuit. "Used up? What an interesting
expression.”

"Well, it is seems so to me," Chirwl said. "First all have said they have much power of life, and theniitis
al gone after atime, leaving them husklike."

"Empty... and dry... Yes, | guessthat's a good de-scription of the effect of the bio-bomb." Shona set
Alex down in the sleeping room and closed the curtain. Absently, she turned on the Babytime Play Unit,
and handed him afew favorite toys. Alex took them and went into a corner to play. "l only hope Saffie
can throw it off. She's showing high levels of certain hormones, glandular secretions like thyroid and
adrena. Remove them, and... you know, all those things in combi-nation would give the impression of
premature aging, and what would logically have created the sensation of being superhu-man, or super-
ottle, in the beginning."

"What makes glandular secretions?"
"Well, glands,” Shona said. She sat down at her computer and started to bring up file after file. "So

something in those glands is probably what's being affected. But everything looks normal. I've taken
cells of the adrenal gland, and afew others, too, and there's nothing there.”

"Nothing big small, perhaps,” Chirwl said. "Is there such athing as the cell that makes up a cell? What
makes glands?"

"Well, molecules, of course,” Shona said. "But the genes on the chromosomes at the nucleus of acell are
what program its activity. Like wheels within wheels within wheels." She looked at Chirwl, whose
whiskers were standing out the way they did when he didn't understand her. She ought to have known
better than to use atechnological metaphor. "Like a nut with one shell inside another, and another inside
that, until you get to the kernel, which is very small."

"Ah."
"Hello?' Doln Hampton stepped in, carrying a covered tray.
"What's this?' Shona said, looking up at the delicious smell coming from underneath the cloth.

"Lunch,” Doln said, whisking the cover away to reveal two glass-domed dishes. Shona smiled at him.
Hampton had been alot nicer since the day she stalked out of his cave. He hadn't made another pass, but
was trying to form areal friendship with her, for which she was grateful. He frequently stopped by her
lab in the evenings to chat, or escorted her on her rounds. Alex liked him, and Saffie, especially in her
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current manic-puppy state, was pleased to have someone to frolic with.

"That is so kind of you, Doln, but you know we can't have any local food. Mmm, that looks delightful."
Under each dome there was afilet of some kind of white meat covered with a pale green sauce and
flecks of light brown, surrounded by a veritable garden of very handsome miniature vegetables. "Oh,
those are adorable.”

"Mange tout” Doln said flippantly. He looked alittle hurt at her refusal, but continued to offer the tray to
her.

"What's that mean?"
"That's what these dainties are called. It means 'eat them all,' in Earth French."

Shona shook her head, with genuine regret. "Well, | can't eat them at all. But thank you again. If you
don't mind, I'll take afew of the vegetables for the rabbits. They'll appreciate them very much."

"Areyou sure you won't have some yourself?' Doln said. "Smell. Tempting, no?' Shonainhaled, and
scented nutmeg, chives, rosemary, and afew subtler odors she didn't know.

"Tempting, yes." She sighed. She picked up a miniature steamed cabbage and a couple of finger-sized
carrots from one plate. They looked so moist and tender, but no. The rabbits scrambled to the back of
their cages as she opened them to put the treat inside. Moonbeam and Marigold both came up, sniffed
the offerings, then ignored them. "How strange,”" Shona said. "Maybe those smell bad to them because
they've been cooked." She pulled the vegetables out to sniff them.

"Mama, want it!" Alex called from behind the curtain. He reached for the little vegetables, about the size
of his plastic toys.

"No, sweetie. We aready have our lunch. See?' She held up abow! of soup.

"Don't want it."

"No, Alex," Shonasaid, just a shade more firmly, but with love. She turned apologetically to Doln. "Y ou
can't tell atwo-year-old anything." Doln looked disappointed, but she smiled at him. "Perhaps | can offer
you some of my home cooking."

"Smells... interesting," he said carefully.

Shona laughed. "Y ou're very kind. It's chicken-flavored nutri soup. It's not so bad," she said, looking at
her bowl, and poking the surface speculatively with her spoon. The white substance had been colored
with saffron food dye and flecks of parsley. "I crave the stuff every time I'm pregnant. And afterward, |
can't figure out how | could stand to swallow another mouthful.” She suddenly stared into space. "Y ou
know, | didn't feel very well thismorning." She reached for a clipboard and made a note: pregnancy test.
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"At least | hopeit's that, and not the bio-bomb."
"Mm," Doln murmured. "Er, what was that | heard you saying as | was coming in?"

Shona was bewildered for amoment at the change of subject, then remembered her thoughts of afew
moments back. "I said | might have to consider gene splicing as atherapy for my patients," she
explained. "Hormones are holding some patients at the level | found them four weeks ago, but others are
declining rapidly. The levels of protein degradation and turn-over, and oxidative stress, all controlled at
the genetic level, are consistent with the behavior of two genesfirst described in the twentieth century,
called 'Age-one' and 'Age-two." She caught Hampton nodding. "Oh, but of course you're working on
gerontology. How silly of meto forget."

"No problem," he said, looking over her shoulder with interest. "Ah, well, if you can't have lunch with
me, I'll take myself away."

"Oh, don't go," Shonasaid.
"|—I can't stand the smell of nutri. But I'll seeyou later," he promised. "Goodbye."
"Funny," Shona said, after he had left. "Nutri has no smell.”

"Itisall inthe psychology,” Chirwl said. He accepted a small cup of soup, and helped himself to cat
food out of the bag on the side. Harry came by to sniff around for offerings.

Shona drank her soup, then fed Alex, who ate with good appetite and a lot of energy. As much of his
meal went down his front as into his mouth. Shona had to change his romper again.

"Do you know," she said, coming out of the bedroom after putting Alex down for his nap, "they are
working on some kind of gerontology project. That poor, strange old man accosted me again, and a
couple of white-tunics took him away, kindly but very firmly, telling him it was time for his treatment.
So | guessed right. There's no reason why | shouldn't ask for their help. Maybe if they accomplished
anything, it could be used to benefit their patients, too."

"Itisagood idea," Chirwl agreed.
Volk looked up in surprise as Hampton exploded into her office.

"She's starting to investigate genetic treatments,” he said, pacing back and forth, thrusting his hair back
with an impatient hand. " She's getting very close to discovering the truth.”

Missa stared at him. Her stomach twisted into a knot at the thought that the secret might be exposed.
Such incredibly bad timing, asit turned out. "I've just downloaded a message from LabCor, Doln. Mr.
Eleniak is very unhappy. He's sending his brother to look into this mess himself."
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"They might even pull funding, depending on what they see when they get here," Morganstern said,
looking more funereal than usual.

"What they see? What can we conceal ?' Hampton asked. "Did they say whether they would consider
hiring her to keep her from blabbering her discovery to the general public?’

"No," said Volk. "l have no idea. Perhaps Mr. Eleniak will make her an offer in person. In the meantime,
we keep working."

"Excuse me," came avoice from outside.

"It's Taylor," Hampton whispered. He flattened himself against the inner wall while Morganstern
confronted the petite woman at the door.

"Well?'
"I want to speak with Dr. Volk," Taylor said.
"She's busy.”

"Never mind, Lionel." Giving up, Missa pushed her way past her assistant, who hulked behind her,
prohibiting Shona from seeing farther into the room. "What can | do for you, Dr. Taylor."

Shona was pink-cheeked, and her clothes were disheveled from running. "I need your help. I've ruled out
native bacteria, and pretty much all other native organisms as being to blame for the bio-bomb. | have
another line of inquiry to pursue, a genetic examination. It could take some time. | respectfully request
that you and your people help me investigate it. Y ou have the expertise, and the equipment. Timeis
running out. The sooner we get this problem solved, the better."

"Dr. Taylor, that was very nicely put, but to use a phrase of popular slang: What'sin it for us?' Volk
peered down at her. Taylor straightened up defiantly, and her big brown eyes blazed.

"If you absolutely must have personal gain, onceit's solved you can be known as miracle workers,"
Shona snapped. "For al | care, you can take all the credit for the cure yourselves. | don't need to appear
publicly at al. | just want you to turn your brainson." Volk admired her tenacity as much as she was
appalled by her presumptuousness.

"Absolutely not," she said, and Shona's jaw dropped.

"Why not?"' she demanded. "If this unknown organism destroys the colony, you know the Galactic
Government would rather see every human being displaced and quarantined on a barren rock than have
asingle ottle harmed. Wouldn't you go to some trouble to avoid losing your facility? Look here, Dr.
Volk, what if it's a genetic condition someone has brought here and passed on, either from blood
transfusions, skin grafts, or other invasive bodily contact? Do the gene names Age-one and Age-two
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mean anything to you? There are others. | have alist—" Volk, feeling rising alarm, cut her off before
she could finish.

"Thisis apathetic ploy, Doctor. We are very busy, engaged in classified research for amajor
pharmaceutical firm. Can you pay for our help? Of course not. | heard your discussions with Home.
Y ou're struggling just for basic expenses. Well, use your wits, woman. They're free. Mine are under
contract. That is my final word on the subject.”

Scarlet, Taylor clamped her jaw shut and marched away from the door without another word. Volk drew
in, feeling exhausted.

"That'sdoneit," Lionel said, shutting the door and following her back inside. "Now we'll have another
visit from Home, bellowing like a hungry bull."

"I don't think so," Hampton said thoughtfully. "Y ou hit her where she's vulnerable, Missa. Well played.
She won't be back."

"I hope not. She's getting close, too close." Missa sank into her chair.

Shona stormed into her lab, furious. Her pride was stung, but most humiliating of al, she knew she'd
brought it on herself.

"What iswrong?' Chirwl asked. He and Alex were rolling around on the floor, doing ottle-style
gymnastics. Shona scooped up the baby to make certain his suit was fastened properly, and gave him a
fierce hug before letting him down again.

"MA-mal" Alex squeaked. "Look at me!" He braced himself on all fours, then tucked in hishead to do a
fairly creditable somersault. Shona applauded.

"Wonderful, honey." Alex, delighted with the praise, did somersaults all over the lab, with Seffie
following him, sniffing curiously. "I just saw that horrible woman!" Shona made an effort to control
herself, then wondered what was the point. She balled up her fists, and shook them. "Do you know," she
demanded, "if she wasn't just there up the hill, 1'd never be tempted to ask for help, but | keep going, and
getting my nose swatted! | should pretend that they aren't there at all. But | can't! They should be helping
me!"

"What has she done?' Chirwl asked.

Shona sighed, and settled down on the floor among her pets and her son. Harry came over to sit on her
lap. "Just put mein my place. | don't know why | assumed everyone would come running and help in
case of an emergency. It's my job, not theirs. Still—it affects them, too, or it could.”

"If they will not help,” Chirwl said reasonably, "then you must progress on your own."
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"You're absolutely right," Shona said resolutely. "And | will."

Long past midnight three nights later, Shona pulled away from the eyepiece of her electron microscope
and rubbed her eyes. Chirwl, hearing the wheels of her chair squeak, woke up from his drowse on the
counter and waddled around the shelves until he was next to her. She lifted him into her lap and gave
him a hug.

"I'm getting too tired," she said to him. "My eyes are going.
These genes are fuzzy. They shouldn't be. | ought to be able to see them with perfect clarity."

"That machine will not squint closer?' Chirwl disliked and distrusted all technology, and treated
machines as if they were unfriendly organisms.

"I can't focusit any farther than | have," Shona said, pushing at the two-meter microscope's base with a
toe. "But the images ought to be clear, even at this magnification.”

"So the genes have hair? Or they have parts other genes do not have?'

"I mean they look like they're out of focus, not that they have hair. They don't,” Shona said. "Well, not
exactly hairs, but there seems to be something unusual attached to them." She leaned forward over
Chirwl. Removing the dlide she was looking at from the holder, she put in the sample from Saffie. It
took only a glance to confirm her suspicion. "This one has it, too. What isthat? They're so tiny, | can't
bring them into clear focus at my highest magnification. They'd add up to less than a gram's weight per
person. No wonder | kept missing them when | did protein counts." She examined another slide, and
another, frowning in thought. "There's a particular concentra-tion of these in the glands. Only one or two
on other kinds of tissue, but thick clusters of them on the pituitary, which produces human growth
hormone."

"Ah! What you have been giving to Bobby and the rest. What do these too small things do?* Chirwl
asked. He stood up on her lap to take a look through the eyepiece, then sat down again, shaking his head.

Shonatransferred the image of the genes to her computer screen, and instructed the computer to keep
expanding the image to the maximum. The genes appeared as tiny interlock-ing piecesin the long
strands of the chromosome double-spiral. Here and there were attached indistinguishabl e blobs that
seemed to vibrate as she watched them. Even at the highest magnification, the bits of fuzz refused to
come into clearer relief. "They're very specific mechanisms,” she explained to Chirwl. "The glands that
produce that hormone to keep the body young slow down, then stop functioning entirely as we age.
These tiny particles must stimulate them at the molecular level." She blinked. "That meansitisn't a
natural phenomenon. It's deliberate. They are probably supposed to go in and reconstruct the tissue at the
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molecular level, so they start working again. These particles must be manufactured.”
"What happensif it the pituitary gland starts to work again?' Chirwl asked.

Shonafelt her heart beat faster. "Increased energy, tightening of skin, regrowth of hair, formation of
bone tissue, and maybe even rebudding of teeth, depending on what else was twiddled at the genetic

level.
"Ah! That is what ottles and humans describe."

"Right. No wonder everyone felt wonderful for awhile. Y ou'd have high comprehension, superior
memory, a youthful appearance, super-high sex drive—Where it went wrong was that whoever did this
migjudged the stimulation factor these were capable of, so once they got the glands going, the mini-
machines forced them into overdrive. The new tissues started producing more and more hormones until
the glands were worn out all over again from speeding like that. What do you think would happen?"

"The fur goes gray, and the mind wanders."

"Right. The effect was devastating in relatively young people, as you can see, but it would kill anyonein
poor condition, or over a certain age. Like Larch. She must have been too old to, well, rejuvenate. Y es,"
Shona said, ailmost to herself. "But she must have been a victim, then, not a scientific subject.”

" S0 this process was to make one young again?"

"Or to keep young indefinitely,” Shona said. "But it made them old instead. If these things were working
properly, aslong as they remained operative, reproduced themselves or could be replenished, a body
would always maintain youthful functions. Y ou could live forever."

"That is not such agood thing," Chirwl said severely. "Life hasits period, and then all should be over."

"I guess they don't think so. Ah! So that'sit." Shona shook her head. "V olk and her people must be from
Forever. Doln Hampton was dropping hints of a sort. Now | know what he meant. | saw magazine cubes
in their quarters, like Eterna, and Magnivite. LabCor must have hired people from Forever. They're
responsible for this."

"How can one be from forever?' Chirwl asked.

"It'sasociety of people who believe that with the proper diet and lifestyle one can extend one's life span
indefinitely. They're fanatics on nutrition, exercise, meditation, and so on. It looks asif Volk and her
people are close to a practical scientific breakthrough that might fulfill their dreams.”

"But yet al has gone backward,” Chirwl pointed out. "Since all who would be younging are olding
instead."
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Shona nodded slowly. "They're responsible for what hap-pened. These things aren't natural, they're
engineered. They should be able to reverse it, somehow, or at least help me turn the process off. It must
be devastating to them, to be subject to wrinkles and gray hair just like the rest of us." She picked Chirwl
up and set him down on the lab table.

"It isn't making them old," Chirwl said, watching Shona sort through her datacubes until she found the
ones she wanted. It was marked with the date they arrived on Poxt.

"It might be. They've been claiming all along that nothing has happened to them, but that'salie, I'd stake
my lifeonit." Shetook a scraping of her own skin, to compare it with her original sample. "I may be
doing just that. No," she said, after alook through the eyepiece. "No acceleration, and no fuzzi-ness. All
thistime I've been treating it like an epidemic that could recur, but it hasn't. It might be capable of doing
so, but it hasn't. It was confined to a certain group, but | bet the Foreverites are at the center of it, both
literally and figuratively. | am certain that their compound is my missing ground zero. Oh, that would
explain so much! Look at these things." Shona hit the desk with her fist. Saffie woke up and whined
softly. She came over to join them.

"Then they should help you," Chirwl said practically. "They must want to cease olding."

Shonaremembered Volk's insistence on the confidentiality of their research. "They won't. They can't, or
they'll lose their jobs."

"Even at the possible of dying? Do you know how to make Shnomri become young the second time?
And all the others who as well so suffer?"

"Well, Shnomri's basically healthy, except for the aging bug,” Shona said. "1 may know how it
happened, but | still don't know how to reverse it. Whatever | might try, I'd be guessing, just as| wasin
treating patients with growth hormone and antioxidants. Volk's not about to give me her database. I'm
tempted just to march in and demand it. If | have to blackmail them with public exposureto get it, | will.
Somebody's got to straighten out this mess, and I'm the one Governor Home hired to do it." Shona
laughed bitterly. "To think that all thistime I've been slogging away here, picking up empirical
evidence, while that woman was laughing at me from the top of the hill!"

"I do not think she laughs easily," Chirwl said, his furry face screwed up in thought. "I recall her, and
she wears lines of pain.”

"I don't mean literally laughing,” Shona said. "l can't do anything more without the real data. Every time
| treat the symptoms, they slow down, then suddenly speed up again, making thingsworse. It's as if
these bugs eat the adrenalin | feed them, then get excited and ask for more."
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"Like Saffie. So hungry."

"That'sit,"” Shonasaid. "I will not sacrifice my dog for their pride, or their rotten classified contract. |
will march right up there and get the original files. | may have to walk right over Volk to do it, but I'm
going. They'll have to pull agun to stop me."

She stood up and looked out the window, feeling confident for the first time in days. The sun had crept
up over the horizon while she was making her great discovery. It was daylight. Late enough to roust
everyone out of bed. Saffie sprang to her feet beside her mistress, stretching and yawning. Shona patted
her.

"Chirwl, thisis going to be a confrontation. It may take sometime. Can | leave Alex with you?"

"Asamatter of course," he said, "but | am coming with you, and so is my friend Saffie. It is honor
which matters here. My family shall look after the small one. They would feel delight at his presence.”

"Good," Shona said. She suited up and went into the isolated bedroom. She picked Alex up from his
little bed.

"No!" he howled, waking suddenly and seeing her masked face. Shona rocked him to soothe him.

"Honey, Mama has to go and drag information out of some people. You're going to visit Chirwl's family.
Would you like that?'

"No!" Using all his small strength, he kicked and struggled, tears of rage beading his eyelashes. "No-oh-
oh-oh." Shonafelt like bursting into tears herself, she was so tired, but she just held him and moved her
head around to catch his eye.

"Alex, that's enough,” she said gently. "Are you saying you don't want to see the ottles?"'
"No. | don't wantago."

"You like ottles. There will be dozens and dozens of them to play with. Chirwl's parents will give you
breakfast. Y ou've never eaten ottle food, you know." In spite of himself, the toddler began to look
interested. Shona set him down on the bed and started changing his diaper so the ottle baby-sitters
wouldn't have to cope with it—at least not right away. She kept talking in a soothing voice. " Chirwl says
all of his parents and his friends want to see you, just like the first day. Would you like that?"'

Alex put histhumb in his mouth and nodded, his eyes still heavy. He dept all the way to the ottle center-
place, where Chirwl's nurturing parent took charge of him.

"| appreciate this, Tsanan," Shona said.

"You are welcome, asis he," the nurturer said, tucking afloppy pouch around the boy's shoulders for
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warmth. The morning was still cool.
"Sheisdoing it for the sake of Shnomri," Chirwl informed his parent.

Tsanan peered up shortsightedly at Shona. " Then she is doubly welcome. | shall care for the little one.
Go well, and come back happy."

Shona started to explain, but her voice was drowned out by the roar of engines. The colony was waking
up for the morning, starting business as usual. But it wasn't going to be a usual morning. Shona would
see to that. With thanks to Tsanan and the others, Shona marched out of the glade with Saffie and Chirwl
beside her.

14
"What's going on here?' Shona said to herself, looking at the LabCor compound.

They had hiked from the heart-tree, through the jungle, to the edge of the scientists camp. Volk and the
others, dressed hastily after being rousted out of bed, stood talking to three humans in uniform. Behind
them, an official-looking shuttle stood flattening the bushes and young trees above the encamp-ment.
Halfway down the slope, Home came barreling out of his hut straight up toward the crowd on the crest.
He was flinging on his bathrobe with furious energy that had to hurt, consider-ing his arthritis, but he
looked too mad to care.

"What in the ding-dong heck is going on here?* Home demanded. "Dr. Volk, there is a place for shuttles
to land, and it is not on top of our plum grove. Have the pilot remove that craft at once!"

"I suddenly have a bad feeling about this," Shona said to Chirwl. She withdrew from the edge of the
compound and made her way up along the outer lip of the hedge, through the artichoke field. The ottle
plowed along behind her, and raced up a nearby tree bole to see what she saw.

A very tall man with an austere, tight-fleshed face stepped down toward the governor. Home, usually
unstoppable in atemper, slowed to a cautious walk. The stranger came the rest of the way to meet him.
His uniform was of subdued gray with an electric blue stripe. The fabric had a shiny surface that Shona
guessed was the laserproof cloth she'd heard about on the news programs. It was very expensive, and
used chiefly in law enforcement, for the lucky groups who could afford it. At his side was aformidable
laser pistol, and a small, square device that Shona couldn't identify. Behind him were two more people,
each with an expressionless face and clad in afamiliar, nondescript all-climate tunic. She froze,
clutching Saffie's leash close to the collar. Chirwl started to ask a question, and she shushed him. He
climbed up higher on the tree bole to see better. The thin man was speaking.

"Citizens, | am Specia Agent Fromart, GBI." With asingle, lightning-fast flick, he produced a badge
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case, opened it, and returned it to his pocket. The afterimage of a multicolored holo shimmered on the
air. | require your assistance. | am in pursuit of a dangerous character named Shona Taylor. Passes
herself off as adoctor of medicine. Can you help us?' He extended his other hand, and in it was a
miniature projector. He flicked it on with his thumb, producing a ten-centimeter-high image of Shona.

"I'm not afraud. He'slying! Who isthat?' Shona whispered, sinking to her kneesin the wiry grass.

"No idea comes to my mind," Chirwl hissed down at her. "But he means you harm." By now a crowd
was gathering around the newly arrived ship and her crew. The colonists, alerted by the roar of engines,
were scrambling up the hill to find out what was going on.

Across the green, Missa was stunned. She had been expect-ing a ship, yes, but one that contained a
delegation from LabCor, not the GBI. And yet, perhaps this apparent |awman was the solution to her
problems. She stepped forward.

"Yes," Volk said, examining the hand-sized pocket holo with care. "We do know her. She's staying in
the ottle enclave, about two kilometersto planetary east of here. She misled all of us, Agent, er..."

"Fromart."
"Yes, Fromart... into believing that she was alegitimate scientist. We'd be happy to help you find her."

"What are you doing?' Marleen Orthon demanded, pushing her way between Missa and the uniformed
man. "You know Shonaisareal doctor."

"I don't know anything of the kind, Ms. Orthon," Missa said sternly. " She appeared here one day, that's
al | know."

"Stand aside, please, Ms.," the agent said. "Where can | find this ottle enclave?’

"Hold it aminute. I'm in charge here,"” Home said, his bald head turning ruddy with fury. "No one
pursues anybody here without my say-so."

Agent Fromart turned afishy eye toward him. "Would you interfere with the function of a government
official."

"Y ou're damned tooting | would. | am DeWitt Home, governor of this settlement.”

"And you arein violation of Galactic law if you stand there one more moment," Fromart said without
force, but the threat was sheathed there as surely as the gun was at his hip. "Where is the ottle enclave?’

Missa pointed across the green toward the path. "It liesin that direction. But her laboratory is at the
bottom of the village, that way." She shifted to point down the hill.

The humming of another shuttle engine distracted her. A second craft, this one bearing the LabCor logo,
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landed next to the first one, crushing more trees. Over an outcry from the settlers, a dark-haired, bronze-
skinned man clambered out, followed by a handful of other men in scarlet and black uniforms, armed
with needleguns.

"MissaVolk?

"I am Dr. Volk," Missa said, stepping forward. She recog-nized the bronze-skinned man from her
employment interview. He shared with his brother the beaklike nose, the fierce black eyes, and the
sensuous, cruel mouth.

"Sqjjid Eleniak. | am glad to see you again, Dr. Volk. | wish to... speak to the woman Shona Taylor."
He stopped abruptly as the GBI agent snapped off his holo projector. "Wait just aminute," he said.
"What is he doing with an image of Taylor? Who is he? What's he doing here?’

"He's from the Galactic Bureau of Investigation,” Volk said, tossing her head back defiantly. "He wishes
to solve al our problems with that woman. He says sheisafraud, and is here to arrest her."

"We can't let him take her away," Eleniak said in a patient voice, asif Volk were a stupid child. "She has
vital data about the project going on here. We need to speak to her urgently."

"I have awarrant to take her into custody," the austere man said, pressing forward. Volk felt asif she
were a sheep, caught in aravine between awolf and an eagle. "And | intend to do so. | advise you not to
attempt to stop us. Where is she?'

"I don't know," Volk said. "Until five minutes ago we were all asleep.”

Eleniak turned to Volk. "We'd better find her ourselves, and you'd better pray we do, too."

Volk suddenly felt athousand years old. "Yes, sir."

Shona waited to hear no more. She turned and ran. Saffie and Chirwl fled after her.

"What was that?' demanded Eleniak, hearing arustling in the bushes.

"I have noidea," Volk said, peering in that direction. "An animal, perhaps. Thisis anatura site.”

The vice-president dismissed all sites, natural and unnatural, with awave of his hand. "We must speak to
the woman at once. Where are her quarters?"

"“I'll lead you to them."
"I want to talk to you, Dr. Volk," Home said, getting in front of them.
"Later, Governor," Volk said, sidestepping him as Eleniak dragged her away.

Her breath loud in her own ears Shonaran across the field and into the arcade of trees. She went
hunched over, keeping her knees up so she didn't have to slacken her pace. Who were those security
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forces, and what did they want with her? The LabCor insignia on one group was easy to pick out. Shona
had seen it again and again on Volk's peopl€e's possessions.

The others were dressed like GBI agents. Shona had reason to remember their uniforms, since some of
them had protected her and her family through Verdadero'strial. Had they come to warn her about
another attack? Were they here to prevent one? But why announce to everyone she was a criminal ?
Something was terribly wrong. She didn't want to stay there to find out what it was. They had guns!

"We will hide you," Chirwl promised, loping along at her side. Bent over, she was going slow enough
for him to keep up. The dog had easily outdistanced them, and had disappeared up the narrow tunnel. "If
you but return safely to the heart-tree, there will be ones who know good places of concealment.”

"I have to get my baby," Shonacried. "If only Gershom was here!l"

She dashed into the clearing. Sunning himself next to the pool was Chlari, who flipped himself onto all
fours as she hailed him. "Where's Alex? | haveto, | have to hide" she said breathlessly. "There are
people after me."

Chirwl interrupted her. "l will explain more quickly," and he broke into a trill of whistles and chirps.
Chlari's whiskers stiffened, and dozens of ottles within hearing range swarmed down to them from the
trees. They clustered around her, al talking in shrill voices.

"We know where you must go," Chlari said, briskly, with a piercing whistle that cut through all the
others. "Behind you we will hide your tracks."

"Thank you," Shona panted. "My son?"

A couple of the larger ottles took hold of the loose fabric of her trouser legs and hurried her toward the
place where Alex was playing.

"Mama!" he crowed. She snatched him up, away from the ssimple toys, and he protested. Shona held him
and put her face very closeto his.

"Heiswell and clean and has eaten,” Tsanan assured her. "He is ready."

"Oh, thank you, thank you!" Shona put her face close to his and spokein avery clear, low voice.
"Honey, we have to go and hide now. It's very important. The most important thing is for you to be quiet
al the time while we hide. Can you do that for Mama?"

Alex'sround eyes were fixed on her face as he nodded.

"Good baby," she said. With well-practiced movements, she hastily tucked him into his carrier and
strapped him onto her back. His arms came out and folded around her neck. She patted his fat little
hands and turned to Chlari. "Doln Hampton showed me a cave on the river bank. It's close by. Can you
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help me find it?"
"I will lead you," Wlasaid. "I know the pathsin that direction."

"We will protect behind,” Thio said, closing ranks with hir co-mates. Shona nodded her thanks, and
followed WIla across the center-place. "Where's Saffie?' she called.

"We will keep her safe, and your other friends,” Thio assured her.
"But the door's locked in my module.”
"Chirwl will tell us how to enter. Now, go!"

The young nurturer shot out through the green arcade toward the human settlement. Burdened with
Alex, Shona stumbled along behind, trying to catch up.

"Why are we going thisway?' Shona asked in aloud whisper. "They might see us."

"Best way," the ottle whispered. "Come with me, come!" When the ceiling opened up to the sky, instead
of following the path that led through Home's garden, Wlaturned a sharp left around the rear of the bole
of a heart-tree, and scuttled down toward the river. They were just cutting through a dense thicket, when
they heard the sound of angry voices, Home's loud baritone above all.

"You just wait aminute. | want to see your identification again, and | want to see your mission
documents. Thisisalawful colony. You can't just come zooming in here and harass my people.”

Shonaflattened herself backward on the river path with Alex protected under her body, watching over
her head, listening. The boy let out amurmur of protest at going backward, but he didn't cry out. As
soon as the threshing footsteps passed, Wla nudged them with her nose, and led on. Shonarolled to all
fours, rose to her feet as quietly as she could, and followed.

She recognized the hanging withies that marked the cave entrance just as Wla shot underneath them. The
nurturer waited just outside the low arch while Shona got to all foursand crawled in.

"I am get many more ottles. Chlari and Chirwl will have discussed with them what to do," Wlasaid. "Be
calm. Wait here." She scampered back along the river bank, her broad body flattened out as much as
possible, shuffling her feet to cover the human footprints.

Trembling, Shona let herself down on the stone seat and sat forward so that Alex's weight wouldn't
overbalance her. The small cave smelled comfortingly of clay, and its coolness soothed her. She realized
she was sodden with sweat.

"Mama, where we going?' Alex asked, in the closest he could come to awhisper.

"I don't know yet, Alex," Shona murmured back. "It's an adventure, just like on the screentank. The
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ottles will show us whereto go, al right?*
"Okay," Alex said. "Sing for me? Pwease."
"Oh, not here, sweetie. They might hear."

She heard a subdued sniff, and realized that all the excite-ment was more than he could be expected to
cope with. He was only a baby, and things were happening so fast.

"All right, darling, but you have to help me with the words." She turned her head, and sang in the lowest
voice she could manage, the much-despised "Love" song. Alex rocked in tune with the melody, his
thumb in his mouth. When she was done, he put his head down on her shoulder.

"I love you, Mama."

"Oh, my baby, | love you. You're so good." Shona bent her arms back and gave him an awkward hug.
She rocked him back and forth, trying to ease the strain on her lower back muscles as much as to soothe
the baby. There was no telling how long she'd have to stay in that position.

Volk's eagerness to give her up to the authorities, however spurious their claim, didn't surprise her, but
what had she said to her superiors at LabCor to make them come in looking for her with guns? Was this
secret research of theirs worth killing for? Certainly not, since the process didn't work properly. Shona
wondered if that wasit, if her reputation was a convenient out for the Foreverites, to blame the "Angel
of Death” for the failure of their project. It had been so obliging of Shonato arrive just when she did.

Home would make them see reason fairly soon, she thought sleepily, and then she could come back and
have a civilized discussion with them all.

A crowd, protesting the intrusion into the colony, followed the two groups of uniforms through the
settlement, although at a respectable distance. They shouted and muttered, but without open fury, or
much direction. Missa stared down the insuffer-able Wyn Barri, who was talking loudly about
messaging the Government Guard to come in and protect innocent citizens who were being threatened
by uncontrolled agencies. Eleniak and his men were conducting a house-to-house search on one side of
the green, and the strangers were doing the same across the way. Marleen Orthon threw herself across
the door of her home, but was thrust aside and held by Sgjjid Eleniak while two of his thugs went
through the hut.

The LabCor men came out a moment later, looking sick but shaking their heads. They must have seen
Bobby. Their expressions enraged the settlers, who resented anyone taking an attitude like that to one of
their own. They advanced in a mob on the uniformed men. Eleniak's guards drew their needleguns and
stood ready, eyes darting back and forth, choosing targets. Gasps rose from the crowd. Missa thought

file:///H|/eMule/Incoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%20uc).html (182 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show

with horror for a moment that the men might start shooting. The settlers, wisely, retreated to their
original distance, their protests quieter than before. Governor Home pushed through the crowd, and
caught Missa's arm.

"Okay, Volk, you've had your little adventure,” he said. "Call them off."

"I can't," Missasaid, favoring him with as blank an expression as she had in her repertoire. "I work for
Mr. Eleniak."

"Y ou admit you're responsible for them being here."

“I... don't admit anything, Governor. I've been sending in my reports to my employers, as usual. They
just arrived.”

Home leveled afinger at her nose. "Y ou knew and you didn't tell me. We're going to talk about this
later." He addressed the leaders of both groups, Eleniak and Fromart, who had con-verged on the last
house in the irregular ring.

"L ook here, neither of you informed me you were landing, so legally, neither one of you iswelcome on
this planet. If you think you can somehow justify your presence here, talk!" Home bellowed.

The narrow-faced man in GBI uniform turned sharply from supervising his people to face Home.

"We need to remove Taylor to headquarters for interrogation about crimes committed against humanity
on no fewer than four colony planets.”

"Well, that's very interesting," Eleniak said, spinning on his heel and taking a step closer so that he was
chest to chest with his opposition, "but my colleagues require interviews with Dr.

Taylor for the data she has on this project before you, uh, lock her up. Once you have her, we'll never
get her back."

The narrow-faced man looked amused. "That's true. And vice versa, as well. Government interests must
be served first, Mr..." Heraised the small device from his belt.

The LabCor man pushed closer until he was actually pressing the other man backward. "Eleniak. Spell it
right.”

“"Now, now, Shona's not guilty of any crimes on any planets,” Home interrupted. "And she's no danger to
LabCor either. Get the hell off my planet." The two teams, having searched the last house, started
purposefully for the garden path toward the ottle center-place. "Do you hear me?"

The narrow-faced man nodded to the woman behind him, who detached herself from the group. She
glided to the last house remaining open, and stepped inside. Its owner, a plump-faced man, followed her
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in, yelling. There were sounds of a scuffle. She emerged carrying a communications console, which she
dumped on the ground and lased into four pieces with the pistol from her holster. The plump man
staggered out behind her, clutching hisjaw. Volk didn't know who these others were, but she was certain
of two things: they were not GBI, and they were very, very dangerous.

"Dr. Volk," bellowed Home, closing in on her like athundercloud. "I want to talk to you!"

Wilaran back to join Chirwl and the others under the heart-tree, just as two sets of angry humans, one
group in gray uniforms, the other in scarlet, entered the glade. She reported in a swift whistle to her clan
and the Clan-One-Tree-Nearer-the-River.

"Friend Shona and offspring Alex-ss are under the bank. They must move soon. It is cold there, and no
food."

"She has not eaten all day," Chirwl added, concerned.

"Wewill attend to it," Varral promised her. "My offspring and hir co-mates are gathering supplies for
them."

"We will bring it to them," said one of Shnomri's cousins, a thick-pelted father of the cell.

"Attention, please." A tall male human with a dead-looking, long, thin face looked from one to another
of the clustered ottles, then grabbed up the nearest, Tsanan, with alightning-fast thrust of his hand.
Chirwl wanted to race at the human and dig into him with his claws until he dropped the nurturer, but
evidently he didn't mean Tsanan any immediate harm. "l want to find Shona Taylor. Where is she?"

The ottles regarded the gray-clad stranger blankly. Though obviously enraged, the man responded by
tucking his emotions still further inside himself. He held Tsanan face to face with him until her whiskers
were almost touching his skin. "Where is she? She's dangerous. We need to take her away."

"Which is the she you seek?' asked Chlari in the Standard tongue, staying close to help his co-mate. The
man turned to glare at him, and one of the other flat-faced onesin gray uniforms stepped forward and
put a hand on the weapon at his side.

"I'm asking him, not you," the cold voice said. He shook his prisoner.
"Itisnot ahim,” said Chlari obstinately.

"Whereis Taylor?' the man demanded, shaking Tsanan again. The old nurturer declined to emit
anything but a squeak of pain. He shook her harder, making her legsflail limply in every direction.
Chirwl, hoping to distract the man, leaped onto atree trunk just alittle above the heads of the intruders
and spoke hastily.

"That one does not speak your language. Neither do I, if | now think of it."
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"It sounds like you do," a pugnacious male in a scarlet and black uniform said, pushing forward,
followed by two other malesin similar dress. He produced a small holopicture and held it up to Chirwl
at the same time Tsanan's captor removed a similar device from his pocket.

"We're looking for her," they said aimost in unison. The two men glared at each other. "We are." Chirwl
gazed at them innocently.

"Y ou seek two human beings?’

"No, just one," said the man with black hair in scarlet.

"She looks alike?' Chirwl asked, looking from one holo to the other.
"Y es, dammit!" the man in scarlet said irritably. "What about her?"

"All human beings look alike to all ottles," said Chlari, joining the argument with gusto. "If we have
seen her, itis... difficult to say."

"But she's been here!"

"Whereis here?' Thio asked, sounding puzzled. "There is no human but yourself that has been in this
spot where you stand. | think not ever in the time from the Great Cooling."

Hissing, the thin man in gray flung the nurturer away from him. With acrobatic reflexes, the ottle twisted
in midair, grabbed the nearest tree bole with her needle-sharp claws, and scurried up it to safety. The two
parties of uniformed humans eyed one another, then departed in different directions from the clearing.
Each group looked over their shoulders suspiciously at the other until they were out of sight.

"We regret not to help you," Chirwl called after them.

Shona drowsed on the flat stone. She had been up nearly all night at her microscope for days on end;
now she was on the run from unidentified pursuers. All she wanted to do was curl up and sleep. Alex,
who didn't let such things as threats of arrest or death interrupt his schedule, was napping contentedly in
the backpack. Shona turned her head to breathe in the scent of his soft skin, and let herself be
overwhelmed by her love for her sweet child.

It was only a moment's peace. She was surprised out of her reverie by the sound of voices from some
distance away. They carried well, probably because of the river's surface only meters from Shona's
hiding place.

"Well?' Volk called peevishly. "Did you find her?"
"She's not in the ottle camp," said the smooth voice of the LabCor man.

"She wouldn't stay there," said the rumbling voice Shonarecalled as Morganstern's. "It's too open.
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Nowhere to hide."

"Her moduleislocked," said a male voice Shona couldn't identify. "WEe'll have to get override codesto
getin."

"Never mind. She's not there. | know where sheis," said Hampton's pleasant tenor, aslightly asif he
were telling them it was a nice morning. "She'sin a cave | showed her. Just below here on the bank.

Follow me." Multiple sets of footsteps threshed away from her, with voices calling a sort of view-halloo
as they followed the master of the hunt

At that moment, Shona had never hated anyone so much in her life as Doln Hampton. If he'd been alone,
she would have crawled up the bank through the brambles and told him exactly what she thought of him.
Asit was, she had to move quickly before they discovered her. She ducked out of the cave, and blinked
at the bright sunlight. It must be nearly noon. She wished she had some lunch. She wished she'd eaten
breakfast.

Alex was quiet as Shona carried him along the river bank through the weeds. She tried to step only on
the springy grass to avoid leaving footprints, but it was too dippery. She didn't want to fall into the river,
as she hadn't a chance of surviving with the heavy child on her back.

"Sss-shonal" awhisper came from above her head. She looked up, startled.
"Oh, Chirwl, you nearly scared the life out of me," she panted, her heart pounding.

"I will not do that,” he said, clinging so closely to atree he looked like a growth on the bark. "I can take
you the next step. Others are following."

"Who are they, Chirwl?" Shona asked, crawling with diffi-culty on hands and knees up the low slope
and under a curtain of vines. Chirwl hung over her head and braced himself so that the greens under
which she was passing wouldn't smack Alex in the face.

"One group says LabCor, one says GBI, as they did when we listened, but the loud Home doubts the
latter," Chirwl hissed. "Each of usisto take you from place to place so no ottle is missing for very long.
The LabCor ones are not very observant, but the dead-faced man comes back to look at us. | think heis
the spirit of Verdadero who comes where the man cannot.”

Shonawas grim. "I was afraid of that. | wish Gershom were here."

"I do also, but he would be in danger, too. So far, those humans who know me from the rest are not
cooperating with either group, so they cannot ask me about you."

"Thank heavens for that," Shona said.

"Home does not like them. He follows them, yelling, but they are not listen. The dead-face's assistants

file:///H|/eMule/Incoming/Jody%20L ynn%20Nye%20-%20M edi cine%20Show(htm%20uc).html (186 of 210)15-8-2005 0:28:56



Jody Lynn Nye - Medicine Show

spent time tearing out machines from each person’'s home place.”

"Damn them. Probably damaging communications so no one can call for help." Shona had envisioned
sending such a message herself.

"Then we must rely upon whom is here," Chirwl said. "Come. We must move. Y ou cannot go back."

They guessed the bridge was being watched, so it was fruitless to make an attempt to cross the river
from there. Chirwl led her on acircuitous path that led kilometers to the north of the human settlement,
where he was relieved by one of the young ottles, a grandchild of Varral's. This small one carried a
parcel strapped around its middle that contained fruit and dried meat, and a round skin of water. Shona,
discarding caution in favor of survival, ate eagerly.

"Thereisalso thisfrom Tsanan," the small ottle said, handing her alightweight pouch. Shona opened it,
and found it full of gray fluff.

"What isit?" she asked.
"V egetable fiber," Chirwl explained. "It is put in the pouch where the very young sleep.”
Shona grinned. "Ottle diapers. Thank you. Thank Tsanan."

"Y ou should change your scent, too," the little one said, presenting Shonawith atightly wrapped
package sealed with resin. He had evidently been instructed thoroughly. She opened it and was nearly
floored by the intense citrus-spice perfume of the leaves inside. With Chirwl's help, they washed out
Alex's messy diaper cover, and gave him a bath in asmall pool nearby. He splashed happily, tearing up
weeds and flinging them at his three caretakers, but miraculously kept his voice down. Shona kept
looking over her shoulder the whole time, wondering how far ahead of the assassins they were. She
packed the diaper cover with the gray fluff, and buttoned Alex into it. He wiggled.

"Tickles," he complained.

"But it'swhat ottle babies wear," she said chidingly. Alex, fascinated, decided it must be a good thing
after all, and submitted to being daubed with scented |eaves and packed up again in the carrier. Chirwl
disappeared into the crown of the nearest tree, and Shona and her new guide set off in the opposite
direction, heading westward toward the river. Another ottle paced them far overhead, keeping an eye on
anetwork of itsfellows, to make sure none of the malign humans were following them.

Ladovard was perturbed. He knew it wouldn't be easy to take custody of the woman, but someone must
have tipped her off that he was coming. She had vanished too easily. None of the buffoons in the human
camp seemed to know how or where to 100k; they ignored the fact that the jungles were well known by
the intelligent indigenous species. The ottles obviously saw Shona Taylor as afriend, and they were
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hiding her in places no human knew. Threatening them seemed to do no good. He would have to trick
her into revealing herself.

He was even more annoyed by the incredible hindrance of the team from LabCor. Whatever they were
determined to keep Taylor from revealing must be hot. If he had asidelinein industrial espionage, it
might have been worthwhile investigat-ing it once his present job was done. The LabCor man had nerve
and intelligence. He had called Ladovard's bluff when faced with athreat to report his name. The device
at the assassin's side wasn't a communicator anyhow. It was a very powerful tracking device,
miniaturized like all of his other favorite tools. It could sniff out a difference in temperature down to a
hundredth of a degree over an area of more than three square kilometers. Ottles had a body temperature
dlightly higher than that of human adults, but lower than human children, so he had to judge his target by
mass. He swung the detector from side to side, reading the screen. Too many traces here, and they were
clustered. He was looking for one single tree, isolated from the rest.

The terrain just ahead showed an irregular cold spot of four square meters. There was no other in the
immediate vicinity. The LabCor woman had said that Taylor's baby boy was missing from the
encampment. Carrying a child with her was bound to slow Taylor down, and make her stop more
frequently for refreshment and rest. She would need water most of all.

The freshwater pond seemed to be well-used by the local wildlife. Several narrow paths had been worn
in the thick bushes around it. He worked himself into the undergrowth near the most likely route Shona
Taylor would take, considering the way she had been traveling the last time he saw her. With hand
signals, he directed Pogue and Emile to conceal themselves in the brush around the small pool. Emile
hid herself with silence and grace, Pogue with more muscle and less finesse. They waited.

In ashort time, hisinfrared sensor told him a body was approaching, of the correct temperature and
mass to be the small woman and her child. He let out alow hiss through his teeth to warn his assistants.
Steady. His hand sneaked sound-lessly to his holster. Steady. The woman was shuffling along the path
now, her tread heavy under her burden and hesitant with caution. She paused.

"Now!"

Ladovard sprang out, his slugthrower drawn. To his aston-ishment, instead of Shona Taylor, he was face
to face with a dark-haired man carrying a metal foot-trap. Eleniak of Lab-Cor's face turned purple with
fury.

"Will you get out of here?' Eleniak shouted. "I thought you were her."

"You areinterfering in our arrest," Ladovard said.
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"Nonsense,” spat Eleniak. "Who gets her first wins this one, friend."

Ladovard narrowed his eyes at the LabCor man. Only his long-held credo about not free-lancing kept
him from putting alaser slice right through the arrogant dark-skinned face. He retreated. The woman
was not here, and that was all that mattered to him. He was furious. While he'd been stalking the other
group, the women had gotten farther away.

No matter where he turned, the rest of that day, Eleniak and his fools were underfoot, setting off his

traps, or setting ones which he and his people sprang by accident. Taylor could have passed them again
and again, and he would never know it with the LabCor hindrance. His temper was fraying. If it wasn't
for the sweet thought of reward, he would throw the whole project up and go on a different assignment.

Around the oval table in the MarsBank presidential confer-ence room, a dozen men and women, wearing
suits that were so expensive they were subtle, sat listening to the man who was at the foot of the table.
He was wearing the least costly suit in the room, and bore the most unprepossessing figure, but they
were paying close attention to everything he had to say. There was an elegant woman seated next to the
pudgy little man. She gazed back at the others with a cool expression on her well-arranged face.

... Soyou see," Harry Elliott said, keeping his head down so he didn't have to ook into those many
pairs of surprised and angry eyes, "my client accepts the bank's contention that it can't sell her the
mortgage. That's al right.

Instead, she has another proposition. But before | spell it out for you, may | introduce Ms. Raki
Seymour, from the Securities and Exchange Commission?”

Shona's last ottle guide brought her around in agreat circle to an ancient grove far to the south of the
center-place. There they found a huge hollow log with enough clearance under-neath for her to sit
upright. The ottle departed, promising to send others in the morning.

Shona crept in and undid the fastenings of the backpack, sliding it gently to the mossy, chip-strewn
ground. Alex crawled out and lay flat for amoment. Shonalet him alone. He'd had quite a traumatic day
for atwo-year-old. He had insisted on getting out to run for awhile. In no time, he'd tired himself out,
and wanted to lie down for a nap. He wasn't pleased to have to get back in the pouch, but Shona was
adamant. That had started a tantrum, during which he'd kicked her kidneys for half an hour. She wasn't
comfortable, and he got no rest.

"Mama?' Alex asked. He was still facedown on the ground.

"Y es, sweetheart? We're okay now. We're safe until morn-ing." She patted him gently on the back.
Instead of drifting off to sleep, he started to cry.
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"What's the matter, lovey?' she asked, looking down at him with concern. "Can you tell me?"
"Wanna go home." He sniffed loudly.

"Me, too, baby. Me, too." Shona wiped his tears with her handkerchief, and made him blow his nose.
She checked the store of food. There was enough for only one of them. She was the adult; she'd be able
to get along without food until morning. "Do you want some fruit?"

"No," Alex said, without moving his head.
"You sure?!

Alex paused and looked up hopefully. Bits of decayed wood and moss clung to his fresh, pink cheeks.
"Yes."

Shona smiled, and wiped hisface. "Good. You eat up, and I'll tell you the story about the brave young
prince who had to travel to strange and dangerous lands."

"Like me?"'

"Just like you," Shona said. She sat cross-legged, with

Alex'shead on her lap. "In aland far away, on a planet alot like thisone, lived alittle prince and his
trusty camel..." Assoon as Alex's breathing slowed and became regular, she let herself relax. She was
tired, too. She had walked at |east twenty kilometers, wading through ponds, climbing hills, and all with
a baby strapped to her back. It had been years since she had had to exert herself that much. That was the
trouble with living in space, she told herself, trying to find alittle humor in her situation: you got so far
out of shape. She wondered if anyone would get inside her module to feed the cat. Harry was going to be
so mad at her. The inside of the rotted log was as soft as a cushion, and she drifted to sleep.

IS

Around dawn, Shona thought she heard arustling in the bush. Alex woke and nestled in her 1ap, and she
wrapped her arms around him to protect him.

"Whozit?' he whispered.

"I don't know, swestie," Shona whispered back, gathering him closer. She braced herself on the ground
with one hand to push up and run. The crashing came from all around them, getting louder and nearer.
She bent her knees, wondering which way to run, when something wet touched her hand.

"Aaaaggghh!" Shonayelled, then clamped a hand over her mouth.

"Saffiel" Alex crowed, throwing himself out of his mother's arms to hug his friend. The big dog licked
both humans and sat on her haunches with her pink tongue hanging out, panting. "Oh, Saffie."
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"Shh, honey," Shona said, and put an arm around the animal's shoulders. " Saffie, you're wonderful. Is
Chirwl with you?' She glanced past the dog into the underbrush. No ottles. The birds that had been
disturbed by the dog's noisy passage started singing again. "I am so glad to see you."

The dog tilted her head to one side and whined softly, not comprehending her mistress's words, but
perhaps getting the sense of them. She flattened down, panting, and rested her big head on Shona's legs.
Alex, bubbling to himself in two-year-oldese, patted the dog's back and played with her long fur,
distracted now from dangerous boredom. Shona was grateful.

There were burrs and twigs caught in Saffie's thick coat, and silty mud in the fur between the pads of her
paws. She must have tracked them along the river bank and right through the jungle. It was a wonder
that she had found them, considering how many times Shona and Alex had taken to the trees or crossed
small streams to elude their human pursuers. Maybe Chirwl or one of the other ottles had set the dog on
their true trail.

"I wish you could talk," she murmured to the dog, who had lowered her eyelids halfway with pleasure at
Alex's attentions. "And | wish you'd brought something to eat."

It had been nearly twenty-four hours since she'd eaten. Since she'd been so busy with her research from
the time of her arrival she didn't know what food was safe, and she didn't dare crawl out to go foraging
now.

At no time during her life had she ever had to go so long without food. No matter how dangerous or
removed an assignment was from normal sources of nutrition, there was always the hated nutri.

She felt an urge for some now. It would certainly fill up the gaps in her shrinking middle, and assuage
her fears that Alex wasn't getting enough to eat. The meat and fruit given her by the ottles was good, but
the baby was growing bored with the smple diet.

Like it or not, she was going to have to move them to another spot soon, risking discovery and having
the ottles lose track of her, but the risk was better than sitting with a crying baby, waiting for the
Inevitable.

The more she tried not to think about food, the more it haunted her. She imagined the flesh was
shrinking beneath her cheekbones. Her jaws hurt, not from actual malnutrition, but probably because the
muscles hadn't been given much exercise over the past twenty-four hours. Her head was beginning to
ache, partly from hunger, partly from strain, and partly from the sun and the humidity. She exercised her
jaw and neck, rolling her head back and forth. The worst discomfort was the knotting of her empty
stomach. Every time she breathed, it twisted inside her. It seemed to have roots that reached out to every
extremity, reminding her that there was no action without a price, and she hadn't paid it, couldn't pay it.
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What would happen to her if she had to hide out here for a week? She shook the water skin. There was
only alittle left, which she needed to save for Alex.

Saffie's head lifted suddenly, swiveling to follow her erect ears. Shonaturned to ook under the edge of
the log in the same direction, but saw nothing. Saffie growled, low in her throat. Shona understood.
Trouble. Very carefully, she eased her legs under her, gathering Alex to her hip. The faint echo of a
man's voice reached her, then the rustling of boots marching through the wire grass. Saffie's growl! got
louder, and the dog stood up. Shona was on her feet in a moment, hunched over to run in the opposite
direction.

"Come on, girl," Shonaurged her. The dog ignored her, holding her ground. Shonarealized she couldn't
persuade her, and if she didn't get moving soon, the men would discover her. She ducked under the far
edge of thelog, and ran. As soon as they were out of sight of the dog, Saffie started barking.

Shona thought of turning around to help her, then picked up her pace again as she heard the rate of
footfallsincrease and grow louder. Voices started shouting. Saffie was deliberately trying to attract
attention away from them! Not wanting to waste the dog's initiative, Shona huddled over Alex, cradling
his head in her hand, and scurried off into the brush.

She heard the crackle-crash of laser pistols shearing through branches and the rush of boots behind her.
There was an explosive crack as the dry, dead log under which she had sheltered exploded and burst into
flame. The barking gave way to fierce growls as the pursuers burst into the tiny clearing. A surprised

yell erupted as Saffie must have thrown herself at one of the men, followed by more yelling and crashing
of broken brush.

"After it!" a deep male voice shouted. Slugthrowers boomed, and bullets pinged off rocks. Keeping her
head down to avoid being whipped in the face by small branches, Shonafled. To her relief, she heard
distant barking: Saffie mocking her pursuers.

It wasn't until Saffie was out of sight that Shona realized the dog was behaving like her calm, old self
again. Miraculously, Saffie's incredible immune system had thrown off the aging bug. That was
something she'd have to think about, but for now, she had to keep running.

Ladovard ran through the jungle, signaling to Pogue and Emile to fan out. The woman had sent her dog
to distract them, which meant she was close by. He read his sensor. There was a heavy heat-trace only
fifty meters ahead, moving approxi-mately one meter per second. The woman must have conceal ed
herself nearly underneath his feet. He ran with weapon in one hand and the tracer in the other, leaping
over the remains of aburning log. They were within twenty meters now.
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He had made sure of the LabCor men. They were over sixty kilometers away, and going in the wrong
direction. They aways moved in formation now, making it easier for Ladovard to distinguish them from
histarget. His. He would get her first.

The target turned south. Ladovard waved his gun to have his assistants wheel to the right. He ran after
them, watching the trace. The jungle was too thick, full of too many obstacles. He wouldn't see the
woman until they were nearly on top of her. According to his sensor, she was now coming straight
toward them. All he had to do was keep on in this vector, and he would have his prize.

"Here, Sss-shonal" came a hissing from above.

Winded, Shona stopped running and looked up. A clutch of ottles were huddled amost invisibly against
the dark bark of athick tree, like furry fruit.

"Ones are ahead of you!" another one whispered.
"Where can we go?' she whispered back frantically. "They're behind me, too."
"Where they will not look," said one. He raised his head, and Shona recognized Varral. "Up!"

"How?"' Shona asked. In answer, dozens of ottles poured down the channels of bark. Severa of them
helped anchor a narrow length of hide that disappeared into the far-off treetops. Just looking up made
Shonafed dizzy.

"Oh, no," she said.
"But yes," Varral said. He helped Shonastick her legs into a double loop at the end of the hide rope. She
held on tight to the rope between them. At Varra's signal, the ottles drew on the length that was thrown

over abranch hundreds of feet up. Shonawas lifted in swaying jerks toward the crown. Alex stared huge-
eyed over the edge of her backpack, and whim-pered.

"It's okay, love," Shonasaid. "Hang on. Don't look down. It's okay—QOoops!" she gargled, as her ride
came to an abrupt halt. She was helped out of the loops, and followed the ottles on hands and knees
along the great limb. It was wider than an urban walkway, so she could easily have gone upright, but her
acrophobia refused to allow her to let go with her hands. She went along as swiftly as she dared, and
found she was actually making good time.

"I'm steelplechasing," she said, breathlessly, as two ottles passed her and helped her up onto another
branch.

"Do not speak!" Varral said. "The dead-faces have long earsin their hands, and they notice when
humans make sounds."

"Microphones?' Shona gasped. "All right."
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A living line of the little aliens held onto the smaller branches with their sharp-clawed paws and held
onto her clothing and Alex's backpack with their feet, passing her from one to the next. Shonafelt sick
as she came to a meter-wide gap between the branches of one heart-tree and another. Alex was taken off
her back and passed over the gap by pairs of ottles, since he wastoo heavy for asingle one to take. At
last it wastime for her to make the jump.

"I can't," she whispered desperately. She felt sick and closed her eyes.

"Hold to me," Varral's voice said. "Touch my back. Open your legs, yes! Foot forward to your next step.
Bring forth your other foot. Good! Open your eyes."

"I madeit," Shona said, panting. She lay facedown on the rough red bark and wound her arms around
the limb.

"Come quickly," Varral said. "You are easily seen here." She raised her head, caught sight of the ground
far below, and buried her face again.

"I can't go down," Shonawhispered helplessly. "I can't go down."

"Y ou do not need to," said the calming voice of Tsanan. "A pouch has been prepared for you. Come."
Shona crept forward slowly on her belly toward the trunk of the tree.

Ladovard stood and glared at his device. The trace seemed to have gone straight through his position and
vanished.

"Impossible!" he growled. "She was on her way here. She couldn't pass us like a ghost. The woman can't
fly." And then he realized his mistake. He looked up. The network of tree branches over is head was as
obvious aroad as the one under his feet. She had run straight overhead, and he was too intent on his
scope to realize it. With a gesture to his assistants, he spun on his heel, and started back the way he came.

It was too late. The body-temperature trace had split into a hundred. Ninety-nine of them were
undoubtedly groups of ottles, nestled in the treetops. No single mass was distinguish-able as a human
female and child. He'd lost them.

Shona ate and drank gratefully everything the ottles offered her with the exception of a handful of dry
cat food, which even her shrunken stomach quailed at. She spent the night nestled in a dark green leather
bag. It smelled faintly of fish, but was warm and secure. It must have been like returning to the womb,
for she dept very soundly, Alex in the pouch next to hers. He was glad to be back among the ottles,
petting them and prattling his few words of their language over and over again. Once fed, he'd settled in
for the night without a murmur. Between the sounds of night-avians and the chittering of tree-insects,
she occasionally heard little snorts of breath. If he woke in the night, someone el se soothed him back to
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sleep.

Shona, her legs crouched against her chest in the fetal position, fell into adream in which her glands had
been set on ultra-overproduction by the engineered particles she'd seen under the microscope. All her
body processes were sped up unnaturally, making the baby in her belly grow to maturity in a month
instead of nine like that Old Earth Norse godling in the legends. She would have to give this child the
same name. Then her dream self laughed at her and chided, "Y ou can't call agirl Heimdall."

"And why not?' Shona woke up with a certainty that she was pregnant again, and the child was agirl.
The thought delighted her so much, she forgot for a moment to be frightened about the people who were
trying to kill her.

She was still in agood mood the next morning when Tsanan appeared, bringing fruit and cooked meat.
"Take it the pouch,"” Tsanan said. "Y ou can carry Alex offspring in it much easier than your heavy bag."

It was certainly more comfortable to strap on. Alex didn't object to staying in the green leather case as
the ottles helped lower them to the floor of the jungle. Squeezing her eyes shut, Shona clutched creepers,
tree branches, and finally the inches-thick bark itself to help her get down. She wanted to drop to her
knees and kiss the ground.

"Where am 1?7 she asked.

"Y ou are having slept exactly north of the ottle center-place," said alarge ottle whose name she hadn't
heard. It pointed down a narrow path with low-hanging trees, which she would have to negotiate
hunched over again. "Go that way. We will find you and give you more food later. We will help you
cross the bridge today. It ought will be safe.”

"Thank you," Shona said. She humped the |eather pouch up higher on her back, and started walking.
"Come on, honey. Here we go again.”

Gershom knew something was wrong when they came into orbit and he tried to radio his position to
Poxt. There was nothing on the appropriate frequency but static. He tried the surrounding frequencies
until he could hear shiptalk from two systems away. All hisinstincts were humming with fear. He had to
get down to the planet. Lani begged to come with him on the shuttle, but he insisted she stay on the ship.
He gave ordersto Kai and Eblich to keep the communicators open to his channel, and to fly out at all
speed if he gave the word.

He fidgeted in his seat in the shuttle, scarcely seeing the great green canopy part and show the blue
landing lights. Ivo made record time setting down in the remote glade on the far side of theriver.

He didn't wait for Ivo to follow him, but took off running, hislong legs eating up the distance to the
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bridge. As soon as he was on the other side, ottles began to pop up from the long grass, all babbling at
him in their shrill voices.

"Where's Shona?' he asked them. He saw one he thought he recognized, one of the older ones. "What's
going on here? Where is Shona?"

"Sheisgone,” Chlari said. "Sheis hiding from the dead-faced ones."

The ottles followed him en masse across the field and into the colony common, where a crowd of
humans joined them. Ignoring them all, Gershom stormed into the governor's hut.

"What in hell has been happening here?"

Home looked a good twenty years older than when Gershom had left. He raised his white eyebrows at
the sight of the trader.

"Gerald, thank goodness you're back. | need aworking radio. Those damned assassins have broken
every communi-cation unit in this entire colony!"

"Assassins? What assassins?'
“It'salong story, son, but..."
"And where's my wife?"

"She's gone into hiding, and there's not athing | could do about it, Jeremy. God knows I've tried. Now
sit down and let me tell you al about it."

Gershom sank into a chair. Not wasting any words, Home told him everything that had happened, up
until two days before, when the shuttles appeared out of nowhere. He de-scribed Volk's complicity with
the LabCor group.

"I put the whole boiling mess of scientists under house arrest,” Home said wearily. "I've been trying to
get information out of them, but not one of them'stalking sense.”

"Let me see Dr. Volk," Gershom said. "I want to ask her what's going on."
"You can ask her, but al she kegps saying is'l don't want to die.' That's all, for two days now."
" She must know where Shona's gone.”

"If you'd seen the men who came here after her," Home said, "you wouldn't say that. She'd have told
them if she knew."

Gersnom kicked his chair back and stood up. "I have to find my wife and son."

His belt radio went on in aburst of static. "Gershom, that white ship's just made orbit!"
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"Three assassins!" Gershom cried. He tossed his radio to Home and ran out of the hut.
"Gershom!" Chirwl said, loping up to him through the crowd. "Y ou are back! Come hastily!"

In the bushes near the river bank just under the east end of the bridge, Ladovard watched his pocket
infrared device with hooded eyes.

"Sheiscoming," he said. "Remember. One shot, the adult only. We do not kill children.”
"Yesdr," Pogue said.
"Yes, sir,"” Emile said.

"Wefinally have them," Sgjjid Eleniak said, monitoring the audio tracking device he held in his | eft
hand as he marched north along the east river bank. "Three days! She's ahead of us. She's trying for the
bridge. We can catch her there, before she gets over it. Double-time march!” He broke into ajogging trot.

Shona shifted the straps holding Alex's carrier. The skin on her shoulders had been rubbed raw. There
were probably blistersin an X-pattern starting from her hips up. Her feet were blistered, too, right
through her socks, which were nothing more than rags ringing her ankles and rubbing the backs of her
heels. She was so tired she would just have lain down on the path and let both squads of hit men fight
over her if it wasn't for Alex.

He had fallen into a sniveling fit early that afternoon, and was chanting a tuneless, "Uh-uh-uh-uh-uh," in
time with her pace. The sound had taken her about to the end of her patience, not to mention worrying
her sick when she thought about the microphones Varral said were hidden throughout the jungle. She
didn't dare scold the child, guessing that he was close to hysteria, something she wanted to avoid if
possible. She'd run out of moss, and had to substitute dry glass, which chafed and made him angry. If
only she'd had him toilet trained—~but only a clairvoyant would have known she'd have to take him cross-
country camping to save hislife.

But where was Home? Surely the colonists hadn't just given her up to the two bully squads. No, that
wasn't fair. She couldn't ask anyone else to face guns on her behalf. Not for her. She would beg the
assassinsto spare her child. Saving Alex was the only thing she could think of. The obsession filled her
mind as she hiked laboriously through the wilderness. Should she hide him, and try to get a message to
the ottles where she'd concealed him? When would Gershom get back? Was he there in the settlement
aready?

At least the bridge was not far away. Her last ottle escort had disappeared into the trees, promising to
send the next relay. He, she, or it hadn't appeared yet, but Shona could tell by the clear sky ahead that the
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river was close. She marched on steadily. The rhythm was all that was keeping her on her feet.

"Areyou sure the village is thisway?' Chaffinch asked, following Letty through the heavy wire grass.
Poxt certainly was a natural paradise, but some kind of concession should have been made for tenderfeet
coming in to visit, particularly itinerant journalists on deadline.

"Yesitis," hisproducer said, shouldering her heavy video pack. "l got the planetary map from the
navigational com-puter."

"We ought to have waited for Air Traffic Control to come back on the line."

"We couldn't wait; the Sbyl is up there. The action will probably be al over with by the time we get to
the village," Lettitiasaid patiently. "So hurry up."
Black fliesrose in clouds as they neared the river bank. Chaffinch produced a spray from his shoulder

pack and coated both of them in choking vapor. Letty coughed and pawed the air to clear her eyes. She
blinked, staring across theriver.

"Look!" She pointed. Chaffinch peered over her shoulder through the reeds. A small woman with brown
hair, whom he recognized immediately from the holos as Shona Taylor, was trudging wearily toward the
other end of the bridge.

"Whoopee," Chaffinch crowed. "Exclusive interview, here we come."

"Wait, look at that." Letty pointed again. Invisible to Taylor, and to one another, on each side of the
bridge was a group of uniformed men, one group in gray, the other in scarlet. Asif in answer to asignal,
both squads leaped out of the reeds and surrounded Dr. Taylor.

"Chaffinch, they're going to kill her!"

"That will utterly ruin my story,” Chaffinch said firmly. "Dammit, we won't let them. Stay with me,
girl." He picked up his feet and dashed across the bridge.

Shona could have cried for joy. She had nearly reached the first plank of the suspension bridge. Only a
few hundred yards to go. Soon she could sit down and comfort Alex, who surely needed it as much as
she. Safety was within meters, when out of the reeds to either side leaped men and women in scarlet or
gray uniforms. They were all heavily armed and grim-faced.

"Not you again!" the black-haired man in scarlet snarled. Not at her, but at the narrow-faced man in gray.

"Stand back," the man in gray warned, voice cold as a corpse. "This woman is my prisoner.” He felt for
his pocket.
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"Keep your phony ID's," Eleniak barked. "Well settle thisright now. Men, arm! Ready?"
Disbelievingly, Shona saw six guns rise and point straight at her head.

"Oh, please, not my son! Please!" she shrieked. She threw up her hands to protect Alex's face and
dropped to her knees. Frightened, the baby started screaming. Suddenly, the assas-sins guns wavered
and dipped. The killers were no longer looking at her. She spun on her knee to look.

Shona saw only atall, dark figure advancing on them, then white and red glintslit up like LED's. A
familiar ebony-skinned face with black, red-streaked hair stuck a short rodlike device under the nose of
the nearest LabCor man, and flashed brilliant white teeth toward an unknown third party.

"Tell me, sir, were you sent by Mr. Jachin Verdadero, or are you working entirely on your own? Would
you describe your mission here as private security, or public mayhem? Good afternoon. I'm Chaffinch
L'Saye, on assignment for GVN, the Galactic Video Network."

The gunman tried unsuccessfully to secrete his needlegun in the side pocket of histunic before the
female handcam operator was on her knees, taking a close-up.

"Er, no comment. No comment!" Eleniak babbled, trying to shove a hand in the lens. The camerawoman
moved off the plank bridge, out of his reach, maneuvering to get a good group shot of all six of Shona
Taylor's pursuers.

As soon as they saw the camera, the three in gray tunics melted away again into the undergrowth
without a sound.

"Sir, she'sright there," Pogue hissed, from the reeds. "We can collect on the contract. Shoot!"

"With anews camerain my face?' Ladovard growled. "We can't risk exposure. |f she fell, they'd know
where the slug came from. One frame of us, and a hundred law enforcement agencies will be on our
trail! Abandon the mission."

"After we've made so many attempts, spent so much time?’

Ladovard hissed through his teeth. "To hell with Verdadero and his bulletin board contracts. A smart
businessman knows when to cut his losses. Back to the ship, before they follow us." He slipped swiftly
away, keeping one eye on the video camera.

Pogue exchanged a puzzled glance with Emile. They scur-ried after their employer.

"Uh, we're here to oversee security,” Sgjjid Eleniak was saying into the microphone. "LabCor has
invested billions of creditsin this project, and we want to make certain everything is under control. Er,
everything is under control." He looked up at the camera lens and tried to smile.
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"Asyou can see," Chaffinch continued in a chatty voice as if he was discussing the weather, "that was a
Helmet Mark 1V needier, a powerful weapon, in Mr. Eleniak's holster. Aswith all needlethrowers, itis
swift, silent, and deadly. A dangerous weapon, but with industrial espionage more of areality than ever
in today's marketplace, possibly not a surprising choice. In the jungles of Poxt, the Ottle planet, | am
Chaffinch L'Saye for Galactic Video Network."

Shona knelt down on the ground behind L'Saye, clutching Alex, feeling how precious he was, and how
near she'd come to losing her life. She couldn't believe they'd been saved. Her whole world was right
there in her arms, small and beautiful and aive.

She heard wild barking coming from the forest, and looked up. Saffie bounded toward them, leading a
whole crowd of humans and ottles, all talking and shouting questions. One head, higher than all the
others, was familiar to her. She smiled, holding up her arms to him.

"Where's my wife?' demanded Gershom. He pushed past the LabCor men and the reporter. Shona
looked up at him with her dirty, woebegone face, and let him gather her up. He lifted her straight off her
feet and kissed her. The reporter closed in on the family, and the camerawoman focused her lens on
them, but Shona was too relieved at seeing Gershom to care that she was being broadcast to billions of
viewers or on view to half a hundred Poxtian settlers. Saffie danced around them all, barking jubilantly.

"Oh, | am so glad you're back," she said, with tearsin her eyes.
"Hello, love," Gershom murmured.

Now that he was completely safe and his family was back in one place, Alex took advantage of the
opportunity to perform for alarger audience than he normally got.

"Daaaad-dee!" he wailed, suddenly bursting into tears. "Y ou wenaway and bad mans chased us and |
slep innatree, and Saffie and Chirwl came, but you were gone!"

"Aw, poor love," Gershom said, bending down to kiss his son. "But you were a big boy for your mother,
weren't you?"

"Uh-huh. Daddy, I'm hungry."

Shonalooked at him and laughed. She matched her son's wistful expression and looked up at Gershom.
"Me, too."

"Great video!" Lettitia exulted, joining finger and thumb in atriumphant ring for Chaffinch.

Shona entered the village as a returning heroine, limping between Gershom and the GVN news team.
Chirwl loped to join them. Saffie slurped him over the head, and ran around him and her mistress and
master, barking as Governor Home came to offer his best wishes.
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"If there was akey to the city, you'd haveit, Doctor," he said. "Good to see you in one piece."

Marleen ran up to Shona and threw her arms about her. "You're all right!" she cried. "We thought, when
that other shuttle took off, that..."

"That he'd gotten me," Shonafinished. "Almost. | don't know why he left when he did. I'm just glad he's
gone."

Chele Oktari bumped her way past the reporter and put an arm around Shona's waist. "I fed your cat and
rabbits," she said, low in Shona's ear. "Chirwl gave me the code. | put al the micein my housein case
those men went on a rampage.”

Shona squeezed her back. "Oh, bless you. | was so worried. Where's Dr. Volk? | have to see her."

"Governor Home put her under house arrest,” Marleen said. "Is she responsible for what happened to my
Bobby? Did she do it?'

"Yes," Shonasaid. "But it was an accident.”

"Accident, shmaccident,” Tony Coglio snarled. "I'll strangle her if | can get my hands on her. Look what
she's done to the rest of us."

He followed Shonatoward the scientists' enclave. Wyn Barri and alarge man with huge, broad hands,
joined the march. Others fell in beside them.

"Y ou can't see her," the man from LabCor said, maneuvering to get in the way of the advancing mob.
"I'm the patent-holder on her research, and | insist on total confidentiality."

"Oh, saveit for your deposition,” Home said, laying a heavy hand on him. "GBI agents, real ones, are
on their way here now. Y ou're under arrest, too." Shona stepped up to Eleniak.

"I think | can help minimize the damage if you let me speak to her now."

"Before | say anything," Shonasaid, standing in the direc-tor's hut, "I want to know what your research
isfor." Shelooked at all of them. "What is it supposed to accomplish?’

"We can't tell you that,” Morganstern said. "We signed an agreement.”
"So has she," Eleniak barked, tilting his head toward Shona. "Tell her."

"Tell me something first," Volk said to Shona. She was sitting upright in the canvas chair behind her
table, exactly as she had when Shona had first seen her, except she looked tired, and about twenty years
older—no, thirty. So did Morganstern and Hampton, who was standing with his shoulder propped
against the wall. That confirmed another guess Shona had made. "Tell me," Volk continued. "Why
would you help? Y ou're not a saint or a bodhisattva."
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"I'm athinking, feeling being,” Shona said. "Isn't that enough? | didn't come into thisfor gain. Or for
anything at all. All | want isto put things back the way they were before you started meddling. That's
al. And | want to leave here in one piece."

"Y ou can go right now," Morganstern said obnoxiously.

"Shut up, Lionel. You're affected, too." Volk turned away from her subordinate and paused, asif getting
used to the idea that Shona was now authorized to hear what she had to say.

"This project is intended to extend youth or rejuvenate warm-blooded creatures. Theoretically it works
on any mam-mal on Earth or Poxt. Indefinitely."

"Make them young forever?' Shona asked, stunned. "That's aloaded subject. Isthat right?"
"Yes," Eleniak admitted grudgingly. "It is."

"No. You say it asif you mean correct. | mean, it ismoral T Shona asked. She paused, shaking her head.
"I sound like Chirwl. But is that really a good thing?"'

"It's our dream,"” Missa said simply. "It's my dream, anyhow. But look at me!" She held out her hands,
which were no more than sticks bound in wrinkled leather. "1'm dying of old age faster than any
ephemeral .”

Shonafaced the LabCor man. "Mr. Eleniak, | disapprove of your project on ethical grounds, but | have
to tell you that Dr. Volk and her people came amazingly close to success. | don't know how to correct
what went wrong, but | do know how to shut the aging bugs down."

Volk had so far held onto her dignity, but now her jaw dropped open. "How? How can you turn off the
nanomites?’

"WEell, what exactly are they supposed to do?' Shona asked. "They're machines, engineered to do
something. They have a purpose. What isit?"

Morganstern recited in a singsong voice. 'To raise the body's hormone levels to normal by rebuilding,
then stimulating the glands that produce them."

"And then they're supposed to shut off, right?' Shona collected nods from all the researchers. "But they
don't shut off, not when a normal human being reaches normal, youthful levels of hormones. But that's
how my vaccine dog threw them off. She's back to normal, but possibly a year younger in body
condition. Everyone else's glands fulfilled the demands as much as they could, but were inadequate to
fulfill the standards built into the aging bugs, | mean nanomites. The dog's glands are engineered to meet
challenges like that, so her system revved up to meet levelsto defeat intruders. Precisely because the
demands for the hormone by the nanomites were so high, every time a human's or ottle's glands tried,
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they were 'used up' right away, in Chirwl's parlance. They suffered al the symptoms of lack of those
hormones: brittle bones, wrinkled skin, loss of muscle and bone tissue. The key is what the 'normal’ level
Is that the nanos seek.”

Volk was dumbfounded. "As simple as that."
"Issheright?' Eleniak asked, turning his glare from one scientist to another. Volk nodded.

"She should be. Yes, I'm positive. We never thought of completing their program. We've been
concentrating on just stopping them or ridding the body of them. But it would take a tremendous level of
hormones and brain chemicals to turn them off. We may |ose some people by high-loading like that. It
could be very dangerous.”

"We will try to be careful, but | don't think there's a choice," Shona said. "It's either thisway, or a slower
but fairly sure death from advanced old age, maintained by artificial means, injections, and so on until
the body systems just break down entirely."

"Like Larch," Volk whispered. Shona nodded.

"“I'll volunteer to befirst," Hampton said, pushing off from the wall and coming forward. Shona still
hated him for attempting to betray her, but at that moment she admired him.

Covered by only a sheet, Hampton lay sweating on the hospital bed. "How long'sit been?' he asked in a
whisper.

"Forty-eight hours since the first injection,” Shona said, smiling down at him.
"It worked?'
"It worked."

Hampton gave her a debonair smile, and for a moment Shona wished she'd be on Poxt long enough to
see him restored to the way he was before the nanomites started work on him. He was one handsome
man, treacherous though he might be.

"I'm sorry," he said, so low she had to stoop to hear him. "I'm sorry three times. For making a pass at
you, for dropping that tree limb on your tent, and for trying to feed you nanomites the day before you
disappeared.”

Shonawas shocked by the last two revelations. She'd thought the one was accidental, and the other
ignorance of quarantine practice. In a moment, she found her tongue. "Four," she said. "l heard you
leading those gunmen to the cave."

Doln turned his head weakly from side to side. "Ah, no. | knew you were there. | knew you could hear
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me. | wanted to buy you timeto get out.” He smiled. "Friends again?"

Shona swallowed hard. "Perhaps one day," she said. Doln looked sad, but nodded understanding. Shona
looked up at Volk, who stood across from her on the other side of the bed. "Y ou wouldn't answer before.
How many of your people were affected?"

"All of them,” Volk admitted, after a pause, and her eyes dropped. "Y ou were right about that, too."
"Thank you," Shona said quietly. "Who is next?"

Volk led her over to the bed of the old, old man who had come up to Shona on the first day she had been
on Poxt. "His name's Dennison,” Volk explained. "Do your best for him, will you?"

Shona came out of the hospital hut, stripping off her gloves. Gershom was waiting outside for her. He
was sitting on arock with hislegs crossed in front of him. She thought he looked preoccupied. He
glanced up at her and smiled, his expression as warm as ever.

"How isit going?'
"Everything is looking good," she said, sitting down along-side him. "Bobby is already recovering
nicely. He's even awake. Call it the resilience of the very young. Once the nanomites are out of his

system, I'll start him on controlled levels of growth hormone. He may get taller, but he will certainly be
the only boy in his grade ever to have had five o'clock shadow."

Gershom laughed. "What about the adults?"

Shonaflexed her hands, which were stiff from effort. "All of the LabCor employees camein for their
treatments. Some of them had very bad reactions, but in most cases their conditions were worse than any
of the settlers except Bobby. And Shnomri.

"It was trickier to use the technique on the ottles, since we have such limited data on their brain
chemistry, but with all the resources of LabCor, we were able to whip up three kinds of experimental
soup in no time. One for each of the genders. Shnomri was the most delicate case, since hir condition
was the worst, but she insisted on being the first. | considered the case touch and go, but it was probably
because I'm personally interested in seeing arecovery there. But Shnomri came out of hir coma sleep as
cranky as ever. Chirwl and Wlawere delighted. They started at once to make their plans for the future.”

Gershom frowned. "1 should be upset because you didn't need the data | went all the way to Zedari to
get."

"But | do, if only to satisfy my own curiosity," Shona said, taking the cubes from her pocket. She
popped one into the niche on her clipboard. "I have to know how old Larch was when she died of old
age two weeks ago. Morbid curiosity, | suppose.” She scrolled through the biographical extracts, in
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alphabetical order. She looked up at Gershom with a shocked expression on her face.
"She was thirty-five," Shona said, holding out the screen for Gershom to see.

"That's possible, from what you told me about the nano-mites," Gershom said. " So why the open
mouth?"

Shona scrolled upward and showed him another file. "Hampton is sixty-seven. | could have sworn it was
the other way around. Perhaps there's something to Forever's theories of longevity?"

"Maybe." Gershom didn't seem enthusiastic.
"What's the matter?' Shona asked.

For answer he pushed his personal reader toward her. Shonatook the battered board from him,
wondering why he had brought it down from the ship.

"First message," Gershom said tersely.

"Dr. and Captain Taylor," said the female caseworker, looking radiant. It was the first change of
expression Shona had ever seen in her. "l am happy to inform you that the Child Welfare Bureau has
approved your petition to adopt Leilani. The notarized paperwork will follow this message. Please send
a signed acknowledgment to your attorney to forward to us when you get it. That's all for now.
Congratulations!"

"Oh!" Shona cried, throwing up her hands for joy. "Wait until we find Lani. Oh, it's marvelous! Come
on, we have to go tell her." She stood up.

Gershom shook his head, and pulled her down again. "Wait. See the second message.”

Shona knew as soon as she saw Zeles's face what the import of the message was, but she listened to it
anyway.

"... cannot reasonably expect to have arecord of |ate payments as you have and ask for further
clemency. We are foreclosing on the contract. We will notify you as to where to deliver the ship."

Shonawas aghast. She stared at Gershom. "But didn't the governor pay us?'

"You know he did," Gershom said dully. "But it was too late." He emitted a mirthless laugh. "The crew
asked me if we should go pirate, but with our luck, we'd be intercepted the first time we tried to make
port. Our dream isover. The Taylor Traveling Medicine Show and Trading Company is grounded."”

Shonafound it hard to talk through her tight throat. She hugged Gershom's arm and leaned in to put her
head on his chest.

"It isn't grounded. It's just been delayed a while. We'll wait to find out where to deliver the ship.
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Wherever that is, I'm sure we can find jobs and start over. We'll rent alittle dome. | can go into practice.
Y ou could work in the industry, you know so many people already.” At that moment she didn't want to
tell him her other news. Gershom wasn't placated. She wasn't content, herself.

"Sss-shonal" Chirwl came lolloping up the hill with Wla close behind. They joined the Taylors on their
rock. Wla nestled between Chirwl and Shona, and blinked her black-lashed eyes affectionately at the
human doctor.

"We have seen Shnomri. That ottle isimproving, with thanks to you, athough hir temper is not of the
best."

"Glad to hear it," Shonasaid. "l mean, al but the temper."

Chirwl shook hiswhiskers. "l have decided since | must wait for my co-mate to age backward againitis
of no point for mein remaining. In fact, | would be wise to stay away. Shnomri is contentious, resulting
in agood deal of refutation of otherwise sound argument. Especially is espousing one | do not like of
making legitimately older ottles young with the new treatment. | would come away with you my friends
again until hir mind as well as body is healed."

Gershom looked away. Shona gathered up Chirwl and kissed the top of his head. "Oh, we can't," she
said, suddenly feeling like crying. "We're not going anywhere. The bank has taken our ship. | should ask
If we can stay here with you instead."

"Whhee-eet!" he whistled. "Y ou may! Y ou must. All my clan and Shnomri's clan, too, like you. You can
live with us. Or | am certain that DeWitt-Horne will keep you. Y ou would be of value to our world."

The governor seconded it. After aweek of treatments, he was already more robust, which only meant to
Shonathat he had more energy to be cantankerous.

"Y ou bet you can stay here," Home said firmly when the question was put to him. "We'll build your
people some houses, and you can take charge of our trading from the ground for awhile, Gerald—I
mean, Gershom. No one knows more about it than atrader. What do you say?"

Gershom, as much as he disliked it, was beginning to get used to the idea of being a groundbounder for a
while, and Shona knew that of all the places they had visited in many years this was the most attractive
and unspoiled. There were the further incentives of being with the ottles, and letting her stay long
enough to oversee her patients, who, like Home, were recovering well. It wouldn't be so bad. Gershom
stood up to shake hands with the governor.

"I'd say yes, sir. And thank you."

"It's nothing to me," Home said, standing up, too. "I'd like to give more than just a job to the lady who
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saved my life and my colony. Y ou would have seen us on the comer with our suitcases, waiting for the
bus, if she hadn't done such good work. We've got a government overseer coming down in a couple
weeks to make sure nothing else nasty sneaks out of that lab. It'll be good to know Shona's here, to tell
him where the bodies are buried."

"Y ou called me Shonal" she exclaimed, clapping her hands.
Home looked at her curiously. "That's your name, isn't it?"

"Wel'll tell the others," Gershom said as they traversed the garden walk and passed under the limbs of the
great heart-tree. "Let them decide if they want to stay here or ship out with someone else. Eblich will
probably want to go home. He could take the Shyl with him so | don't have to buy areturn ticket here."

"Look," Shona said, squeezing hisarm. "There's Lani, talking to Tsanan. All our news wasn't bad,
remember?' She called out to the girl. "Lani, we've got something important to tell you. Wonderful
news! The adoption's been approved. You're oursforever." The girl's face lit up, and she flung herself
into their arms. Shona hugged and kissed her and passed her on to Gershom, who swung her around in a
circle and gave her a smacking kiss on the top of the head.

"I have something to tell you also,” Lani said, pushing free, her cheeks glowing.

"Well, we've got some more news you have to hear first," Shona said sadly. "It's not as good as your
adoption—well, it's not good at all." She put her hands on the girl's shoulders and took a deep breath to
get the awful news out all at once. "We lost the ship. We couldn't pay the last payment, and MarsBank
stopped our loan. But we can stay here on Poxt. You'l like that, | know."

"Y ou must hear my news," Lani said. "At once. Y ou have to." She had a cube in her hand which she
thrust at them. It was rare for the shy girl to insist, so Shona took it.

"It's our day for messages,” Shona observed. "Y our reader or mine?' Gershom put the datacube into his
battered clipboard. "Who's it from? Susan? Aunt Lai? Uncle Harry?'

Lani took a deep breath to explain everything, then let it out in arush. "Sort of."

The speaker on the holoscreen was a solemn man in a very plain but expensive-looking tunic. "Ms.
Leilani Taylor, as per your instructions your nominees have been added to the Board of Directors of
MarsBank. With your eighteen per cent of the voting shares, coupled with those of several other major
shareholders, your motions were al carried.”

"Eighteen percent? Of MarsBank?' Shona asked. "When did that happen?’
"When they told me No," Lani said stubbornly, her cheeks red. "There's another message.”

Uncle Harry, his piump face glowing, appeared in the next transmission. "Hello, kids," he said, punching
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in aformal caption beneath hisimage. It read "Harold Elliott, Vice-President."

" want you to see the letterhead. Y our aunt can't believe it—me on the senior executive staff, after all
these years. After | got finished voting Lani's positions, there was a vacancy for a vice-president, and
look at me, I'm it! She's such asmart girl. Oh, she asked me to let her know where Ms. Katt ended up.
Um, there's a remote dome station out near Neptune. She's been reassigned there, as Lani suggested.”

"| suppose she's the one who told you No," Gershom said, raising his eyebrows.
"Yes." Lani held her chin high.

Harry Elliott's voice continued. "So here's my instructions to Gershom. The bank repossessed your ship.
That's final. But you're on the Board of Directors now, too, you and Shona—I voted your positionsin
absentia. | hope you don't mind— Anyway: you are to deliver the Sbyl to yourself, son. You have a
ninety-nine year lease at one credit per year, as a goodwill and public-relations gesture for bringing
medical aid to Galac-tic Government colonies. We'll take the credit out of your salaries as directors. My
instructions to Shona: send more messages! Don't be a stranger. Love to al of you. Send soon. Oh, yes:
the lease is renewable."

"I should live so long," Gershom said, but his eyes were dancing. Shona turned off the reader. She
handed it back to him, shaking her head.

"That's quite an amazing thing. Lani actually bought part of the bank so she could save our ship, then
giveit back to us." They turned to look at the girl, who was watching them anxiously. Gershom bent
down so that his eyes were level with hers.

"Y ou know we didn't want you to give us any big gifts. Especially not one so large as our whole ship."
"But | wanted to," Lani said helplessly. "Y ou wouldn't let me."

"And suppose we tell you No. Y ou got someone sent to the outer reaches of the planet Dismal. What
happens to us?"'

"Nothing! I... I will be hurt, that'sall," Lani said in avery small voice. "The ship isthe only real home |
have, and you are my family. If it was gone, where would we go? All | have done is to make sure we can
be together where we are happy. | don't want to upset you, but, but that's how | feel." She looked at them
both hopefully, and waited.

Shona studied the girl. She'd certainly grown up in avery short time. What alot of trouble she'd gone to,
to think of an acceptable way to save the ship without violating any of the rules they'd imposed on her.
Shonawas impressed, not only by her magnanimous heart, but by her intelligent grasp of prin-ciple.
Suppressing a smile with some difficulty, she looked up at Gershom.
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"I hope we have more sense than to let everyone we care for suffer because we're too selfishly proud to
accept a present from someone who loves us as much as we love her."

Gershom, who hated being beholden to anyone, was scowl-ing. "1 suppose,” he said slowly and
thoughtfully, "that we can aways go back into debt on our own if we want to." He raised his eyebrows
at hiswife, who burst out laughing.

“If you insist," she said, counting on her fingers. "After al, there's cargo, and repairs, and fuel, and long
runs without cargo. Why, in no time at all we can be back where we started." She seized Lani's hand and
squeezed it. "The things people will do just to keep their families together... Thank you, honey."

Lani's golden face was beautiful with relief. "Thank you, Mama."

"Dr. Taylor?' An ancient man walked toward them, taking great care where he planted his feet. He was
tall, and when in his prime must have been big and muscular. With time and care, he would be so once
again. Not all miracle cures were quackery.

He shook hands first with Gershom, then took Shona's hand between both of his, gazing down at her
with open admiration. "My name is Edrad Dennison, and | wanted to thank you personally for what
you've done."

Shona beamed up at him. "I'm delighted to have been able to help."
16

The interview conducted by Chaffinch L'Saye had aired only that afternoon, but Jachin Verdadero had
already replayed it in his cell five times. It was like a sore tooth: he couldn't help wiggling it just to feel
how much it hurt.

In the screentank, the popinjay reporter leaned in again to ask his subject another penetrating question.
"Dr. Taylor, you still refuse to disclose the reason you were called to Poxt for such a dramatic rescue.”

"I'm sorry," Shona smiled. She wore aworn and mended shipsuit, and there were scratches on her cheek.
Over her shoulder in the background, a pair of ottles clinging to the tree behind where she was sitting
chittered something, then dashed upward into the treetop, but their voices could still be heard on the
soundtrack. "1'm now engaged in confidential work on behalf of LabCor. You'll hear from them when
they're ready to announce it."

L'Saye pursed hislipsin aplayful pout, then parted them in the brilliant, gleaming smile. "Y ou realize
you'll have all of us up for nights guessing. | hear al'so, Doctor, that we have to congratul ate you and
your husband on an impending happy event?

"That's right," Shona said. The camera pulled back enough to show her with her arms around atall girl
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with shy eyes, and a rambunctious toddler running atoy across his lap. A red-brown cat on Shona's lap
batted at the ears of ablack dog who sat panting its tongue at the camera. "We expect our third child in
seven months."

"Our best wishesto you all,” the interviewer said. "And my last question. Isit true, Dr. Taylor, that you
have made an agreement with producer Susan MacRoy for yet another docudrama based on your
exploits?'

"That's correct,” Shona said. "Although | wouldn't say exploits. None of this was deliberate. It all just
happened.”

"Well, we'll look forward to seeing it, whatever you'd like to call it," Chaffinch said with awink at the
camera. "l hope | get to play myself. Thisis Chaffinch L'Saye reporting for GVN."

Verdadero shook his head. It was incredible. Not only was the woman still aive and well, she was an
acclaimed heroine yet again. And his anonymous hired assassin had written Taylor off as an impossible
job. Fate seemed to conspire against him.

The door behind him slid open with a hiss, and Duncan appeared at Verdadero’'s side. The guard reached
over and turned off the console over the credits.

"Lights out time. Huh. Y ou look like you're gonna shout 'off with their heads' in a minute, there. Forget
it. Jaci, you ain't gonna be more than just a minor annoyance to nobody for along time to come."

Verdadero turned away from the screentank, and away from the grinning face of his guard, keeping his
emotions to himself. "I think, Mr. Duncan, you may beright."

He sat in the dark for along time before he could fall asleep.
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