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DRAGON AND THIEF
Chapter 1

"Draycos? Come on, symby, shake ascae”

Draycos looked up from the systems monitor hed been watching, his ears swivding upward toward
the voice. Polphir, his Shontine host, was hdfway up the ladder to the Haven-seekers man navigaion
bubble, looking quizzicdly down a him. "Come on where?" Draycos caled back. "Were here. Weve
arived. Our job isover."

"Hardly, my good but lazy K'da," Polphir said dryly. "All the long-range navigation may be finished, but
we diill have to double-check the location of that planet down there. Come on, let's go."

"Veay wdl, my good but dave-driving Shontin,” Draycos replied. Crouching low, gahering dl four
paws under him, he legped over the bank of monitors—and, incidentaly, the two Shontine working a
them—and landed precisdly a the foot of the ladder. He would have preferred to jump directly to the
navigaion bubble and skip the dimb entirdy, but there was another K'da crouched a the monitor Sation
on the lower bubble deck, and there wasn't enough room for Draycos to land there without bowling her
over. Wrgpping his paws around the ladder's side rails—only the Shontine used the ladder's rungs—he
started up.

The Havenseeker was dive with activity and quiet corn-motion today. Smdl wonder: after nearly two
yearsin space, the four bulky ships of the Shontine/K'da advance team had findly reached ther god, the
world known as lota Klegtis, and everyone aboard was excited. Severd times as Draycos made his way
upward, one or the other of his pointed ears twitched around as an odd noise or fragment of
conversation caught his attention.

Polphir was dready in his seat a the wraparound control board, working busly, when Draycos
reached the bubble. For a moment he paused at the top of the ladder, gazing out at the blue-green planet
turning dowly benesath them. An uninhabited world, or so their contacts in this region of space had
assured them. Uninhabited, and unwanted. Exactly what they needed.

"Twas night and blackness all around: K'da and Shontine held their ground . . .

"You just going to St there and daydream?" Polphir cdled over his shoulder. "Or were you teking a
moment to admire yourself?

"And why not?' Draycos countered, arching his long neck as he pretended to pose. "Have you ever
Seen a more handsome representetive of the K'da people?”

“If you think I'm going to answer a question like thet in here, you're crazy,” Polphir told him, his voice
rippling with good humor. "Wait till we get down to the planet where I've got room to duck, then ask me
agan."

"Never mind," Draycos sad. In truth, he hadn't even noticed his reflection in the smoothly curved
plagtic of the bubble until Polphir made his comment. Now, though, he took a moment to focus on the
image.

It wasn't a bad face, redly, he decided. The long, triangular head was mogly proportioned right, the
glowing green eyes beneath the bony protective ridges properly spaced. The spiny crest extending from
between the eyes over the top of his head and down hislong back was just about right, though perhaps a
bit too narrow. His long muzze with its razor-sharp teeth was wel shaped, though some of the teeth
themsalves were a little crooked and his forked tongue stuck out a little too far whenever he tasted the
ar. His scaes were a decent enough color, bright gold with red edges, though as a child held secretly
wished they'd been gray instead. The rest of his body wasn't visble in the reflection, but he could picture
itin hismind's eye: the body long and deek, as befit a K'da warrior, the whip-like tall a little too short as
it restlesdy best the air.

After two years, he decided, it would be good to fed ground benesth his paws again. Tuming to face
Polphir's broad back, he crouched and leaped.



His outstretched front paws touched the Shontin's bare shoulders and flattened out, diding dong the
skin in both directions dong his ams. As the rest of his body reached Polphir's, each part dtered from
three-dimensiond to two-dimensond form as it flowed onto his host's body. A split second later the
trandformation swas complete, leaving Draycos stretched like a living tattoo across Polphir's back and
legsand ams.

"Anyway, I'm not sure I'd trust you to judge K'da beauty,” he added, diding his now flat head dong the
skin of Polphir's shoulder and around to his chest so that he could see the indicator lights better. "And
judt for the record, | was neither daydreaming nor admiring mysdlf. If you must know, | was composng
an epic poem about our journey here, and the beginning of new hope for our peoples.”

"Were you, now," Polphir said, working at his control board.

"Yes, indeed," Draycos assured him. He stretched his front legs out and away from Polphir's arms, the
limbs becoming three-dimensiond again as they left the Shontin's skin, and began punching in code on his
own set of control pands. "l was going to give you a good part init, too."

"I'm flattered,” Polphir said. "Redlly. Okay, here we go. Can you get the anterior star-fix going?'

"Already onit."

"Thanks™" Polphir said. "If | were you, though, 1 wouldn't go writing up this voyage as a success just
yet. | notice that no one seems willing to give us a draight answer as to whether were going to be
welcome here"

Draycos lifted his head from Polphir's shoulder, letting it become three-dimensond again, for a better
look at the proximity display. Was that something flicking in and out at the very edge of the nav sensor's
range? "You worry too much," he said soothingly, laying his head flat againgt Polphir's skin agan and
continuing to key in his star-scan. "Why would anyone object to our usng a planet no one else seems to
want? Especidly when we're willing to pay for it."

"There are dl sorts of reasons they might object,” Polphir said. "Refugees in generd aren't dways
welcome, you know. They're even less welcome when they've got enemies as dangerous as the
Vdahgua"

"The Vdahguawill never find us" Draycos sad firmly. "Not here.”

Polphir shook his head. "I hope you're right.”

" Spacecraft gpproaching,” a Shontine voice caled across the control complex.

"Recognition Sgnds,” another voice put in, this one a K'da. "It's our contact.”

"l would say tha confirms we've got the right planet,” Polphir remarked, hunching his shoulders as he
gretched his arms forward over the control board.

"Seems reasonable,” Draycos agreed as he again lifted his head from Polphir's skin and studied the
man sensor display. "lota Klestis" he pronounced the syllables of the planet's dien name carefully. "It
hes a certain rhythm to it.”

"Yes it does," Polphir said. "l ill vote we renameit.”

"It is hard to find a good rhyme for," Draycos conceded. There were four ships showing on the screen
now, smal and compact. "Odd. None of them maiches the profile of the ship the contact has used
before. At least, not according to probe team records.”

"Hmm." Polphir abandoned his stretching and leaned closer to the display. "You're right. Y ou suppose
one of the loca governments decided to send a welcoming committee?”

"And they offered our contact aride?"

"Or came without him," Polphir said, his tone ominous. "Maybe this planet isnt as unwanted as we
were led to beieve

"Perhgps”" Draycos rumbled in the back of his throat. "Sill, they do have the correct recognition
sgnd.”

"Point," Polphir agreed, swivding around to a different section of the board. "Let's see if we can get a
better look &t them.”

The image on the screen wavered, then came back sharper and clearer. Draycos had just enough time
to notice the overszed engines and multiple weapons bubbles dotting their hulls—

And then, to his amazement, three of the bubbles on each of the ships popped open in perfect unison,



and twelve missles streaked out toward the Shontine/K'da ships.

"Alert!" someone shouted. "We're under attack!"

"All warriors, to your gations,” the calmer voice of Shon-tine Commander Chayd cut over the sudden
pandemonium from the control complex deck below. "Defensve response only. This may smply be a
case of mistaken identity. Comm dtation, tak to them—tel them who we are.”

"We are tdking,” a K'da voice indged as the ship began to shudder with the firing of its defense
missles "They're ignoring us"

"Waetch out—they're bresking formation,” Polphir warned, lesning close to stare out the bubble at the
incoming ships. "They're slitting up, one for each of us”

"Batteries, free fire” Chayd ordered. "Concentrate on crippling their weapons. Maybe it's ill not too
late to talk some sense into them.”

Polphir clicked his tongue. "I don' like this, Draycos," he said quitly. "Four of them; four of us. This
it a chance meeting. They were waiting for us”

"If they were, they didn't get the details very clear,” Draycos pointed out. "Missles that Sze, againg hull
armor as thick as ours? What do they think they're trying to prove?'

"And once they did know what they were up againgt, why split up their firegpower?' Polphir added.
"Why not concentrate everything on one ship a atime?'

"Or judt turn and run?' Draycos sad. "They're up to something, Polphir. The question is, what?'

Polphir never had a chance to reply. Instead, the ship sweeping toward them provided the answer.
From a weapon bubble near its center came a sckly-ydlowish flash, and a dender cone of violet light
lanced out.

Draycos caught his breath, his mind refusng for that first awful second to believe what he was seeing.
Here, hundreds of light-years from their beleaguered worlds, it was impossible that their enemy's most
terrifying weapon should be ignited againg them.

Yet there it was: the dl-too-familiar cone of writhing violet light twidting its way toward the aft end of
their ship. The weapon no shidding could block, and that no living being could survive.

The wegpon cdled smply the Desth. "Evasvel” Chayd shouted. "All shipd” But it was too late. As
Draycos watched from his perch on Polphir's back and shoulders he could see that there would be no
chance for any of them. All four attacking fighters had ignited the violet beams now, focusng them on the
gerns of their chosen colony ships.

And over the dl-ship intercom, Draycos could hear the horrified shouts, suddenly cut off, as the
Shontine and K'da in the Havenseeker's engine room were caught in the beam and died.

"BEvasve" the commander shouted again, his voice hard and desperate.

A second later Draycos found himsdf grabbing for the grip bars at the edge of the control pane as the
Havenseeker twisted downward out of the violet light sweeping dowly forward dong the hull.

How their pilot had managed to coax a maneuver like that from such a big, lumbering ship he couldn't
imagine It was clear ther attacker couldn't imagine it either, because for a few seconds the violet beam
burned harmlesdy through space above the ship as its target dropped out from under it. At the same
time, aful savo of missles shot from the Havenseeker 's flank toward the fighter.

Draycos hdd his breath as the fighter twisted medly to get out of the way. It successfully evaded most
of the missles but then the law of averages caught up with it, and the last two dammed ful into its Sde
just &t of the Deeth weapon. "Two hitd" Polphir cdled. "The Death—" He broke off, sagging dightly in
his seat as the rest of hislungful of air escaped without words.

There was nothing ese to say. Despite the torn and blackened metd on the fighter's sde where the
Havenseeker's missles had struck, the violet beam was ill twiding its way out into space. It swiveled
down toward the Havenseeker, ill driving away on its evasve course, and settled again on the colony
ship's sde. Almog asiif nothing had happened, the beam resumed its steady progress forward.

So too did the cries of the dying. With a shudder, Draycos reached out and shut off the nav bubblé's
intercom. There was nothing he could do to help the Shontine and K'da back there. Nothing anyone
could do. The cries continued, more fantly, coming from the intercom speakers on the control deck
below. "This is impossble Polphir murmured. He sounded more bewildered then frightened. "How



could the Vaahgua be here? How could those ships have the Death?

"I don't know," Draycos said. "It doesn't look like well have the chance to find out, ether.”

"No, | suppose not," Polphir said, his voice dmost peaceful. A Shontin unafraid to die, and for a brief
moment Draycos envied him that cam.

The Havenseeker was dill pitching away from its attacker. But the enemy was wise to its tricks now.
The violet beam remained steady, continuing its dow sweep forward. In his mind's eye, Draycos could
see his companions bodies dumped in their seats or lying crumpled on the deck as the beam snuffed out
thar lives and then moved on. The Shontine bodies would linger for awhile; those of the K'da, he knew,
would aready be turning two-dimensiona and rippling away into nothingness. A K'da degth left no body
for his friends to mourn.

The beam was nearly to the control complex now, and Draycos could fed a dight and unpleasant
eectric tingle dong the scales on that side. "Here it comes” he said. Oddly enough, his voice sounded
amog as cdm and peaceful as Polphir's had, even though he was far from feding that way. "It's been an
honor to be associated with you, Polphir—"

"Wait a moment,” Polphir cut him off, leaning forward and pointing toward their attacker. "It sputtered
jugt then—there. Did you see it?'

"Yes" Draycos said, frowning. The ydlow source-glow was indeed flickering; and now so was the
violet Death beam itsdf. Had the near-misses by the Havenseeker's missles done some damage after
al?

And then, with one find flicker, both the ydlow and violet lights went out.

"They've shut it off," Draycos breathed, blinking in bewilderment. Was this some kind of crud trick?
One lagt gasp of fdse hope for the few survivors here at the Havenseeker's bow before their unknown
enemy turned the Degth on them again®?

But the weapon remained off. Draycos watched, afraid to believe it, as the fighter began to pull up and
away. "What are they playing &?' he wondered doud. "Do they think they got dl of us?'

"I would say they're just saving themsdlves a little trouble,” Polphir said grimly. "Take a look. That last
maneuver put us into the atmosphere.”

Draycos hissed around his tongue. Polphir was right; the thin white condensation trails were smoking
off the tips of the antennas rigng from the hull.

Commander Chayd seemed to have become aware of ther danger at the same time "Rl laterd
power," he ordered sharply.

"Not responding,” the pilat caled back. "Control lines are out.”

"Drosh, Mintuk—get to the engine room,” Chayd snapped. "Y oull need to operate the drive manudly.”

"Do you want usto go, too?"' Polphir called, garting to unstrap.

"No, you two stay there" Chayd said. "Landing sensors are aso out. Well need you to guide us in
visudly."

Polphir glanced over his shoulder, his eyes briefly meeting Draycos's. Draycos could guess his thought:
thet such afeat would be nearly impossible to carry out.

But there was nothing for it but to do their best. "Yes, ar," Polphir said, reseding his restraints.

"Everyone to your stations” Chayd said. There was little hope, Draycos knew, and he had no doubt
that Chayd knew it too. But the commander was a Shontine warrior, and he would never Smply give up
without a struggle. Not while any of his crew remained dive. "Prepare yourseves" Chayd added. "One
way or another, were going down.”



Chapter 2

"Jack? Come on, lad, rise and shine”

"Yeeh, yeeh," Jack Morgan muttered, turning over in his narrow bed and pulling the covers more tightly
around histhin shoulders. 1t fdt early, and he didn't fed much like getting up.

Not much point to getting up, anyway. There was nothing to do here, not unless he wanted to st
around outsde the Essenay and pull apart pieces of the grass outsde, the suff that reminded him of
bluish-green curly fries. He'd spent part of yesterday doing that, and the thrill of it had faded mighty fast.

"Come on, lad, rise and shing™ his unclé's voice came again. Thistime, the cabin's lights came on, too.

Jack pulled the covers up partway over his head, squeezing his eyes shut againg the light and trying
hard to hold onto the quick temper that had gotten him into trouble so many times on so many different
worlds. Unde Virgll had been on his case forever about that temper.

But then, Uncle Virgil had aso been on his case about his lack of respect for authority, too. Which was
kind of funny, conddering Unde Virgil's chosen profession.

"Come on, lad, rise and shine" Undle Virge said again.

It was inaulting, too, on top of everything else. Rise and shine was how you woke up a five-year-old,
not someone who'd turned fourteen aful month ago. On some worlds out there you could be a soldier a
age fourteen, for Petey's sake. He would bet long odds that soldiers didn't get rise and shine as their
wake-up cdl.

"Come on, lad, rise and shine”

"Why should 17" Jack growled, trying to burrow deeper beneath his covers. "What, the cows need
milking? I'm going to be late for school ? What?"

"There's something outside you need to see" Unde Virge said. "Come on, lad, rise—"

"Okay, okay, I'm up, I'm up,” Jack snapped the magic words, throwing off the covers and swinging his
legs over the edge of the bed as he sat up. The sudden change in dtitude made his head go woozy, and
he sat there rubbing his eyes until the feding passed. ™Y ou want to maybe turn the lights down a little?"

Thelight obediently faded from painful to merely annoying. Cautioudy, he pried open his eydids.

Thefirg thing in hisline of Sght was the display screen on the far wdl of his cabin. Normally, the screen
was st to show engine status or current nav data or some such ship's function. With most of the
Essenay’'s systems shut down since landing here two days ago, he had reset the screen to show the lush
green lota Klegtis landscape sretching out beyond the main airlock hatchway. It was sort of like having a
window in his room, though it had been so long since held had a norma groundside room with a norma
window that he could hardly remember what it was like.

At leadt, the screen was supposed to show the outside view. At the moment, dl it showed was black.

He turned to look at the clock built into the bulkhead beside his bed. No wonder there was nathing to
see out there: the gowing numbers read 4:57 am. "Are you out of your shrink-wrapped mind?' he
demanded. "It's five o'clock in the morning!”

"Go outdde," Unde Virge said. "There's something out there—"

"Yeeh, yeah, | heard you," Jack sghed, plucking his jeans from the swing-out am where they were
henging and pulling them on. Arguing with Uncle Virgil had never been a very rewarding pastime. Arguing
with Uncle Virge was even less so. "This had better be good.”

He was retrieving a set of electronic binoculars from the airlock’s storage cubbyhole when Undle Virge
suddenly cut in again. "Uh-oh," he said, his voice coming now from the airlock intercom speaker. "Get
outsde, Jack lad. Quickly."

The hatch popped and the gangway did out to the ground below. "Where?' Jack asked, turning on the
'noes and peering cautioudy out the hatch. He hadn't run into any serious predators since landing, but the
planet was bound to have some stashed away somewhere. Was tha what Unde Virge was dl worked
up about?

"Not there)" Unde Virge sad urgently. "Up. Go down the ramp and look up, toward the eastern



horizon. Hurry."

Grimacing, Jack trudged down the ramp. If Uncle Virge had hauled him out of bed to show him some
cool aurora boredlis or something, he was going to take him apart molecule by molecule. Lifting the
'noes, he focused on the sky to the eadt.

There were flickers of light up there, dl right. But it was no aurora.

It was a space béttle.

"Oh, no," Jack groaned, his heart jumping suddenly into his throat. A space battle over his nice, quiet,
out-of-the-way hiding place?

"My words exactly, lad," Unde Virge sad, his voice grim. "There were only those four big ships
showing when | woke you. | thought we might have sumbled in on a smugglers rendezvous.™

"Terrific," Jack muttered, adjusting the focus as best he could. Along with the four big ships were four
little ones—he could bardly make them out at this range, but the glowing light from their drives was eesly
vigble They were ddfinitdy the attackers, firing flurries of missles as they charged the big ships. He
could see some missle trails going the other direction now. "They're sarting to shoot back,” Undle Virge
commented. "Seem a bit dow on the uptake.”

"Maybe they weren't expecting trouble,” Jack said. "You have a make on any of them?"

"Not the big ones” Unde Virge said. "They look like long-haul freighters, but | don't recognize the
design. The little ones are Djinn-90 pursuit craft. A favorite of mercenaries, planetary militaries, and
dockyard police throughout the Orion Arm.”

Police. Jack had gotten so he cringed even at the word. "So are you saying those are smugglers up
there?'

"Not saying they are; not saying they arent,” Unde Virge said. "Could be it's pirates attacking mining
ships” "You told me there weren't any mines here” "l said there was nothing on the books on this place,”

Unde Virge corrected. "Doesn't mean some ambitious dtizen isnt doing something on the quiet. Hold
on a minute—what's that?"

Jack frowned, pressng the 'noes harder to his eyes. In exact unison, something that looked like a
dender purple tornado had erupted from each of the four amdl ships. "Plasmaburgts?' he suggested.

"If they are, it's not like anything on the books,” Uncle Virge said. "Not like anything ese I've ever
heard of, either. Doesn't seem to be doing any damage, though.”

"Better check that,” Jack advised, the back of his neck feding the drain as the ships paths carried them
higher and higher in the sky over his head. "One of them's dropping out of orbit. Either it's hurt, or eseit's
trying to get away."

"It might as wel save itdf the effort,” Undle Virge said. "A ship that Sze and shape maneuvers like a
deepy brick. There—you see? They've got it targeted again.”

Jack nodded glently as the purple tornado caught up with the dodging freighter and began raking
acrossit again. ™Y ou think anybody's going to notice us down here?!

"Not likdy," Unde Virge assured him. "Were not putting out any power to speak of, and I've got the
chameeon hull-wrap going. Besides, this world is supposed to be uninhabited. Who'd think of looking
for anyone here?'

"Right," Jack said. That was, &fter dl, the whole reason he and the Essenay were on Iota Klestis in the
fird place.

Unless. ..

"Unlessthisis some kind of sneak trick," he suggested dowly. "A fake baitle they're hoping will smoke
usout?'

Unde Virge gave a dearly audible snort. ™Y ou want subtlety, lad, you'd better look someplace besides
Braxton Universs. Megacorporations are by definition big, dow, and obvious.”

"StarForce, then?' Jack persisted. "Or Internes Police?’

"Megacorporations by a different name,” Unde Virge said. "Besdes, we're taking a pretty expensive
trick here. Show me any law enforcement agency tha has that much spare cash lying around.”

Jack made aface. "Soit'sared battle”

Earlier, the purple tornadoes had fired out from the smdl ships at exactly the same time. Now, agan in



exact unison, they shut off again. "Well, it was ared battle," Unde Virge corrected. "It may be over now.
Uh-oh."

"What?"

"The ship that tried to dodge," Unde Virge said. "Looks like it's headed for a crash landing.”

Jack adjusted the range finder on his 'noes. Uncle Virge was right; the big ship was fdling. Already he
could see the shock-wave digortion asit dipped ever deeper into the atmosphere. "Isit under power?"

“Limited power, yes" Unde Virge said. "Also limited control. Doesn't look like hell have nearly
enough of ether, though."

Jack squeezed the 'noes hard, feding sick as he watched the ship trying vdiantly to maneuver. They
weren't headed for any crash landing, not at that speed and angle. They were headed for a crash, period.
"Nothing we can do for them, | suppose,” he murmured.

"No," Unde Virge said thoughtfully. "But maybe there's something they can do for you."

Jack lifted his eyes away from the 'noes, throwing a Sdeways look at the soft light ingde the airlock.
That was a tone of voice he knew far too well. "Like what?'

"Like maybe after the dust settles we might find something worth salvaging from the wreck.”

"Uh-huh."

"Oh, come on, lad, dont use tha tone with me" Unde Virge said, sounding hurt. "The ship's a
gone—you can see that from here. Whatever's aboard won't do them any good, may they rest in

"And so why don't we pretend were vultures and see what we can Sft out of the rubble?' Jack
suggested.

"W, if it isnt us, itll be our friends in the Djinn-90s" Unde Virge pointed out. "They aren't wadting
any time checking out their other prizes, you know."

Frowning, Jack lifted the 'noes again. Sure enough, the four smal ships were moving into docking
positions dongsde the three remaining freighters.

"Sill, they ought to be busy up there for quite some time" Uncle Virge's voice went dl soft and slky.
"And you know, if they were smugglers, whatever they were carrying was probably vauable. Maybe
even vauable enough to pay off Braxton Universs™

Jack shook his head. "I don't want to sted anymore. Y ou know that."

"You want to stay on the run forever?' Uncle Virge countered. "This could be away to square things”

“I'm trying to put the past behind me" Jack insisted.

"And see where it got you," Unde Virge shot back. "On the run for a crime you didn't even commit.
You see ay farnessin thai?"

Jack sghed. "I don't see much fairnessin anything anymore.™

"Exadly my point,” Unde Virge said. "Besdes, there's no crime in deding solen goods, now, is
there?"

"I'm sure you and the law have different opinions on that.”

"Jack, my lad,” Uncle Virge said, back to thet injured tone again.

"Yeeh, yeah, | know," Jack said, lifting the 'noes to his eyes again. He had to turn around to see the
freighters while held been arguing with Unde Virge, they'd passed over his head on ther way to the
western horizon. "Even if they ignore the crash, aren't they going to spot us as soon as we take off?"

"Only if they can see us" Unde Virge pointed out reasonably. "All we have to do is wait urtil they're
out of Sght over the horizon, then take off and head toward the crash Ste. Before they come back over
the eastern horizon well go to ground and wait until they pass around the other side again. Couldn't be
esge.”

"How long will it take us to get there?" Jack asked.

"Threg, four hours, maybe," Unde Virge said. "Fve a the mog."

"And you don't think the guysin the Djinn-90s will be checking it out themsdves?'

"Oh, come on, lad,” Undle Virge said. "Look at the sze of those freighters. It could be days before
they finish up there and turn their attention to the wreck."

Jack chewed at his lip. There was something about this that fdt monumentdly stupid. All his indincts



were screaming at him to get the Essenay out of here the minute everyone's back was turned.
But if there redly was away to square things with Braxton Universs, maybe it was worth atry.
He shook his head bitterly. A month ago, on his fourteenth birthday, held baked himsdf a birthday

cake, with little candles and everything. Unde Virge had sung an off-key "Happy Birthday," and Jack had
actudly made a secret wish as he blew out the candles.

Thewish had been that, after dl these years, he could findly make anormd life for himsdlf.
So much for the mydtica power of wishes.

"Shdl | fire up the preflight checklis?' Unde Virge prompted.

Jack let the 'noesfdl to hisside. "Sure" he said, turning and trudging back up the ramp. "Let's go teke
alook."



Chapter 3

Commander Chayd did his best, as did dl the remaining Shon-tine and K'da. But the Havenseeker
was too hig, its control areas too widdy scattered.

In the end, there redly was no hope.

Draycos regained consciousness dowly, to find himsdf lying benegth the nav bubble's control board.
He was curled up tightly with his back to the bulkhead like a K'da cub trying to keep warm on a cold
night, a mound of broken tiles and shattered equipment pressed againg him. The descent through the
atmosphere—the heat and buffeting, the tenson and Chayd's cdm orders—was etched on his mind like
the brilliant sunlight of morning. But the crash itsdf was only a vague memory of noise and chaos, of being
thrown vidlently about as the ship's hull crumpled beneath him and the nav bubble shattered above him.

For that matter, he couldn't even remember leaving the relative safety of Polphir's back and becoming
fully three-dimensond agan.

He had no idea how long held been lying there. Long enough for what was left of the Havenseeker to
grind its way to a hdt, apparently, because dl was now slence and gillness. On the other hand, the cloud
of dugt that gtill hung thick in the air around him showed that the ship hadn't been down for very long,
ether. An hour, perhaps. Maybe less.

Carefully, trying not to choke on the dust, he took a deep breeth, concentrating on the fed of the
muscles and bones in his torso as his chest expanded. There were afew aches and pains, but nothing that
indicated anything more serious than bruises and a few cracked scales through which blood was dowly
oozing. He tried hislegs next, carefully moving and twiding each in turn. The middle joint of his left rear
leg jolted him with a brief stab of pain, but after a little experimentation he concluded it was only a mild
gorain. He catalogued a few more bruises and cracked scaes on various limbs, then moved on to his
neck and tall. Again, he found nothing serious.

Pushing away the collected debris hemming him in, he worked his way out from under the control
pand. Polphir was nowhere to be seen, the charr hed been strapped to gpparently torn straight off the
deck. Wincdng as shards of plagtic and metd crunched under his paws, Draycos waked gingerly to the
edge of the bubble floor and looked down to the main deck.

There, lying amid the rubble, was Polphir.

Draycoss injured leg and the uncertain footing on the main deck would make a standard K'da leap
risky a best. Fortunately, the ladder hed dimbed up earlier was dill in place, though hanging
precarioudy by a sngle connector. Climbing down as quickly as he could, he crunched through more
plastic and metd to Polphir's side.

The Shontin was dead.

Draycos would not remember afterward how long he crouched there, gfting quietly through his
memories and saying his Slent farewels. He thought back to ther fird mesting, after Draycos's host hed
died, and to those fird few tentative months as symbionts. He had missed Trachan terribly, and only
much later did he learn that his surly attitude had nearly persuaded Polphir to turn him over to someone
e ingead.

But the Shontin had been patient, and Draycos had managed to grow up alittle. In the end, they had
worked things out.

It had been lucky for Draycos that they had. At least twice in ther time together it had been only
Polphir's quick thinking in the face of danger that had kept the two of them dive.

But it hadn't dl been merdy experience and quick thinking. Polphir had had a fierce loydty to his
symbiont, aloydty hed demongtrated at the Baitle of Conkren when held deliberately put his own life on
the line for his friend. Draycos dill shuddered at that memory, and dill marveled at the miracle that hed
gotten both of them out dive.

Now Polphir was gone. And Draycos had been powerless to save him.

Or even to properly mourn him. He and Polphir had been together for over ten years, as companions,
symbionts, and fdlow warriors. A proper farewd| to such a rdationship could not be accomplished in



less than a week, nor without al of Polphir's close family and friends on hand to weave ther own
memoaries into the great tapestry that would close off hislife

But what remained of Polphir's close family was along ways avay. Most of his friends lay dead around
him here on the Havenseeker's deck.

And Draycos certainly did not have aweek for a proper mourning. In fact, unless he could find another
host, his own life could be counted now in hours.

"Steady, K'da warrior,” he said doud to himsdf. His voice was artlingly loud in the slence, the words
echoing oddly from the new contours and gaps the crash had created. "Rule One: assess the complete
gtuation before coming to unpleasant concdlusons™

Asapep tdk, it was a dignd falure. As good military advice, though, it made sense. Ficking his way
through the debris, favoring hisinjured leg alittle, he began to search the ship.

It was an unpleasant duty. The Havenseeker's bow was completely crushed and buried, the few
Shontine who had been up there gpparently buried with it. Those who had been below him in the control
complex had adso died in the crash. From the control complex aft, the ship was clogged with debris but
otherwise rdaively undamaged, and for awvhile Draycos dared to hope that their attackers sweep with
the Death might have missed someone.

But no. They had done an effident job of it, leaving nothing behind but Shontine bodies. Some lay
where they had fdlen, most where the crash had sent them diding. The K'da bodies, of course, were long
gone. Sowly, his head held low, Draycos turned and headed back forward to the control complex. It
was, he thought more than once dong the way, worse than any battlefield from which he had ever faced
the Vaahgua On battlefieds, at leadt, there were dways a few survivors. Here, there was no one but
him.

But he would be joining the rest of them soon enough. He had survived an attack with the Death, and
even made it through a ship crash. But he could not survive for long without a host. Another two hours,
perhaps, and he would fade into a two-dimensiond shadow and disappear forever into nothingness.

Stll, he had those two hours. He might as well put them to use.

The sensor gation in the control complex had been completely demolished in the crash. But the piloting
console had its own recorder, which turned out to be rdatively undamaged.

The data diamonds, unfortunately, had been jolted out of their recording dots by the impact and mixed
together in arandom hegp at the bottom of the recorder housing. Digging them out, he found a handheld
reader and began sorting through them. Before death took him, perhaps he could at least learn who had
done this to them.

Though even as he set to work, he knew down deep that he was merdy didracting himsdf. Whatever
he learned here, that knowledge would die with him. No K'da or Shontin would ever find this tomb.

The dust dowly began to clear from the air as Draycos worked, gradudly seitling into a soft coating
that seemed to ding to every surface. The faint sounds of wildlife began to be heard, too, bird and insect
twitterings as dien as the world they inhabited. Occasondly Draycos noticed his ears twitching as
another new noise entered the mix, but he paid no conscious attention to the sounds. His entire focus was
on the diamonds.

But dl the concentration in the universe couldn't make up for what was no longer there. Damaged in the
crash, the diamonds no longer held the full record of the ambush. Only bits and pieces remained, images
here and there. Nothing he could use to postively identify the ships that had attacked them.

Asdowly but inevitably as the seitling of the dust around him, he fdt his strength begin to drain away.
The data reader dipped firgt from his grasp, the diamonds themsdlves became too difficult to hold, and dl
too soon he found himsdf huddled on the deck beside Polphir's body. He was dill three-dimensiond, but
as he gazed at the tips of his forepaws he thought he could see ahint of flattening in the ridges around the
caw sheeths.

It was an odd sensation to be done this way for so long. Much like the difference, he decided,
between missng a med and sarving to degth.

Still, on one levd, it was only fair. All his friends and comrades were dready dead. It was merdy his
turn to follow them.



And then, from somewhere &t of the command complex, he heard a sound.

At firg it was so soft he thought it was his imagination. Even as it grew louder he was convinced his
dying mind was Smply playing tricks on him.

But no. It was red, dl right. The sound of footsteps, coming toward him.

The attackers had arrived to finish the job.

Draycos took a deep bresth. He would have time, maybe, for a Sngle attack before dther the
weakness or ther guns got him. A useless gesture, redlly.

But he was awarrior of the K'da. Better to diefighting than to do nothing at all.

Taking another breath, drawing together every bit of strength that ill remained, he slently drew his
legs beneath him and waited.

The footsteps came to the aft doorway. Draycos closed his eyes to dits and then, suddenly, the
intruder was there,

He was a human. No surprise there—the use of their contact's recognition sgnds had made it clear
thet their attackers dther were humans or were dlied with them. But aside from that angle fact, he was
not at al what Draycos was expecting.

He was young, for one thing, if his 9ze was any indication. Humans and Shontine shared many physica
smilarities, and this human was no larger than a twelve-year-old Shontin boy.

Of course, Draycos had seen Shontine boys and girls that young pressed into military service in times
of desperation. But it was clear that the boy standing in the doorway was no warrior. His dothing was dl
wrong, for one thing: no hedmet, no body armor, no uniform. All he was wearing was a tan shirt and light
blue pants, with low brown boots on his feet. He had a heavy-looking brown jacket dung over his
shoulder; apparently it was warmer in here than he found comfortable.

He was a least armed, with what appeared to be a handgun belted at the left side of his waist. But the
weapon was far too amdl to be a proper soldier's fiedd gun. Besides that, a trained soldier should have
hed it ready in his hand when checking out enemy territory.

But if he wasn't one of the attackers, who was he?

"It's just like back there," the boy said, gill Sanding in the doorway as he looked around the control
complex. A trained warrior wouldnt stand that long in a doorway, ether. "More of the same, only
worse."

Draycos stayed motionless, sruggling to understand the words. All the members of the advance team
had learned the humans chief trade language during the long voyage, but with his waning strength even
something as Smple as trandaion was becoming difficult. Perhaps he wouldn't have the srength for an
attack after dl.

"Wait a second,” the boy said suddenly. "There is something new here.”

"What isit?" a much fanter voice asked. Draycos looked around as best he could without moving his
head, but he could see no one else. A communicetor, then. An advance scout, perhaps, in contact with
the true warrior coming behind him?

"Looks like alittle dragon,” the boy said, sarting across the room toward Draycos. "No kidding—it
redly does. About the Sze of agmdl tiger, dl covered with gold scales.”

"Isit dive?'

"Doesnt look likeit," the boy said, dill moving forward. Almogt within attack range now. "l suppose
you want me to check."

"If you would be so kind," the other voice said. Draycos braced himsdf. . .

And for amoment the menta haze of his approaching desth cleared, and a strange thought occurred to
him.

Yes, he could attack this intruder as held planned. He could probably even kill the boy before he logt
hishold on this universe and vanished into death and oblivion.

Or, ingtead, he could use that same last bit of strength to try to connect with him.

"Sill not moving," the boy said. "l guessit's dead. Too bad—it's pretty neet looking. Huh—those gold
scaes havelittle bits of red on them, too, right at the edges. Coal."

It was a gamble, Draycos knew. A terrible, desperate gamble. Throughout their history, the K'da had



met only two species who could act as hosts to them. There wasn't a chance in a hundred that these
humans could do so.

Andif the connection falled, there would be no attack. Draycos had strength enough for only a angle
action.

"Sill not moving," the boy reported.

Draycos came to a decison. He was a K'da warrior, and he could not attack an untrained and
unprepared opponent without clear cause. The boy stopped and leaned close. . . .

Draycos |lesped.



Chapter 4

It was about the last thing Jack would ever have expected: for one of the "dead" bodies aboard the
wrecked ship to suddenly come dive and charge at him. With a startled gasp he jumped backwards,
reflexivdy throwing up an am in front of his eyes. There was a flash of gold right in his face—he
blinked—

And then, without a sound, it was gone. He spun around, nearly losing his balance on the litter-strewn
deck.

The dragon had vanished.

Only then did he remember the tangler belted at his waist. He yanked out the wegpon and popped off
the safety catch, breething hard and trembling with reaction as he looked wildy around. The dragon was
gone, dl right.

Only one amdl problem: there wasn't any place it could have gone to. It couldn't possibly have made it
across the room and out the doorway back there, not in the haf second it had taken Jack to turn around.
With mogt everything solid in the room lying in broken piles on the floor, there was no place in the room
itsdf for it to hide.

SO where wasiit?

"Jack!" Unde Virges voice cdled urgently from the comm dip on his shirt collar. "What is it? What's
going on? Come on, lad, speak up.”

"That dragon,” Jack said. To his embarrassment, his voice was trembling. He hated when it did that. "It
jumped a me. At leadt, | thought it did.”

"What happened? Did it bite you? Claw you?'

"l—no, | don't think s0," Jack said, dill looking around. "I mean, | don't fed anything."

"Check your clothes,” Uncle Virge ordered. "Look for rips or blood. Sometimes you don't fed injuries
like thet right away."

Jack glanced down at his shirt. "No, there's nothing. It just jumped at me and then disappeared.”

"What do you mean, disappeared? Disappeared where?'

Jack didn't answer. The immediate shock of the incident was beginning to fade . . . and as it did so, he
suddenly became aware that there was something odd about the way his skin fdt. Almog as if there was
athin coating of paint or something on his chest and back.

He reached in under his shirt collar and touched his shoulder. It was skin, dl right, normd everyday
skin. It certainly didn't fed any different than usud to his fingertips His back didn't fed any different,
gther, as he did his hand down dong his shoulder blade as far as it would go.

But the odd sensation persisted.

" ook ?"

"Hang on a second,” Jack said, draping his leather jacket across the back of a broken char and diding
his tangler back into its holster. Working a finger under the sedling seam running down the front of his
ghirt, he unsedled it and pulled it open.

He caught his breath. There, angling across his chest and stomach, was a wide golden band. It
wrapped around his rib cage at both the top and bottom, disappearing around toward his back. Like a
tuxedo cummerbund that hadn't been put on draight, he thought, or maybe the formad sash hed
sometimes seen military leaders wearing. There was texturing to it, too, he saw. A golden fish-scde
pattern, with adiver of red at the edge of each scale.

The same pattern as the vanished dragon.

A horrible thought struck him. Pulling the shirt free from his jeans, he did it dl the way off his right arm
90 that it was hanging on hisleft arm and shoulder. Twiding his head around, he looked down at his right
shoulder.

To find hmsdf gazing directly into the dragon's face.

"Ye-oup!" he yelped, jerking his head back and jumping three feet to hisleft.

It was like trying to jump away from his own body, and about as successful. The picture of the dragon



didn't disappear or dide off or anything like that. It was il there, asif it had been painted on him.

Then, to his utter astonishment, the face rose dowly out of his skin, like the top of an dligator's head
rigng up through the surface of the water. The long upper jaw opened dightly, giving him a glimpse of
sharp teeth—"Dont be afraid," a soft, snakelike voice said.

Jack screeched loud enough to hurt his own ears. His tangler was in his left hand, though he had no
memory of having drawn it, and with dl his strength he dammed the short barrel down on the dragon's
head.

But the beast was too fast for him. It sank flat onto his skin again, and Jack's screech turned to a howl
of pain as his attack succeeded only in bruising his own shoulder. Ignoring the pain, he struck again and
again, sumbling Sdeways in a usdless attempt to get away. Through the noise of his own panicked
babbling, he was digantly aware that there were two different voices shouting at him.

He ignored them. Voices didn't matter. Nothing mattered but to somehow get this thing off him.

He was 4ill flalling around when his foot caught on something and he toppled over onto his Sde.

Or rather, he should have toppled over onto his Sde. But even as he tried to get his am around to
break his fdl, the feding on his skin shifted, and something somehow broke his fdl, setting him more or
less gently onto the broken control board he'd been tumbling toward.

But gentle landing or not, the sudden fal snapped him out of his mindless attack on himsdf. Gasping for
breath, he hdf sat, hdf lay there, his shoulder throbbing with the multiple blows held just brilliantly
hammered down on it. In hisleft ear, he could hear Unde Virge's voice shouting from the comm dip on
hisshirt collar, demanding to know what was happening.

In hisright ear, the snakelike voice held heard earlier was spesking again.

"Everyone. .. shut. . . up," he ordered between gasps. "You hear me? Everyone just shut up.”

Both voices went obediently slent. Jack took a few more breaths, trying desperately to cam down.
His efforts were only alimited success. "All right," he said & lagt. "Y ou—Voice Number Two—the one
who isnt Unde Virge. Who are you?'

"My name is Draycos" the snake voice replied from somewhere behind him, the sound tingling
drangdy againg his skin.

Jack twisted around to look, but there was nothing there. The dragon head had disappeared from his
shoulder, but out of the corner of his eye he could just see thetip of the snout further around on his back.
"l am a poet-warrior of the K'da. Who are you?'

“I'm Jack Morgan," Jack said, his voice garting to shake again. Now for the big quegtion. "Where are
you?"

"Tdl mefirg how you came to be aboard my ship,” Dray-cos said. "Are you an enemy of the K'da and
Shontine?"

"I'm not an enemy of anyone" Jack protested, scrambling back to his feet. "I saw your ship go down,
and | came to check it out. That'sdl.”

"Did you see our attackers?' The voice, Jack noted uneasily, moved with him, dill tingling his shoulder.

"Wdl..." Jack hesitated, wondering how much to say. "We saw the baitle” he said. "It looked like the
guysin the little ships went aboard the big ones afterward. Are there more of your people up there?"

There was a soft Sgh, even more snakdike than the voice. "They were my people" Draycos sad.
"They are dl dead now."

"We don't know that,” Jack said, feding an obscure urge to be comforting. "Those Djinn-90s can't
have had that many soldiersto put aboard.”

"Thereis no one I€ft to fight them,” the dragon said sadly. "The K'da and Shontine were dready dead.”

"All of them?' Unde Virge's voice asked, sounding surprised.

"All of them," Draycos said. "The weapon that was used againg us kills dl that it touches. It does not
leave survivors™

Jack thought back to the purple tornadoes held seen playing againg the freighters sides. A wespon
that killed right through hull plates? "What about you?' he asked. "You survived."

"An unintended mercy," Draycos said. "We were dready fdling, and they thought merdy to save
themsdlves further effort.”



Jack took a deep breath. It was pretty obvious by now what was going on. He dill hoped he was
wrong; but right or wrong, it was time to take the plunge and find out for sure. "You're on my back,
aren't you?' he asked. "Wrapped around me like a—wadll, like athin sheet of plagtic.”

"Yes" Draycos sad.

"You're what?" Unde Virge demanded. "Y ou're where?"

"It's like he's a picture painted there” Jack said. "Or a full-body tattoo, like you see sometimes on
Zhandig musc stars.”

"What do you mean, like a tattoo?' Uncle Virge said, sounding every bit as bewildered as Jack fdt.
"How can something dive be like a tattoo?"

"What, you think | know?" Jack shot back. "Look, if I could explain it—"

"Pleas2" Draycos cut in. "Parmit me" Jack looked down. The dragon's head had did back into view
on his shoulder and was turning back and forth as if looking for something. "There" Draycos said.
"Thet data reader.”

"Where?' Jack asked, frowning at the debris.

A second later he jJumped again as a sudden hit of extra weight came onto the back of his right arm,
and a gold-scaled limb unexpectedly rose up out from that spot. A short finger or toe or whatever it was
extended from the paw, pointing to a amdl fla instrument about three inches square lying among the
debris on the deck. "There" Draycos said. "Go and kned down besideiit."

Swadlowing, Jack obeyed. This was the very spot, he noted unesesly, where the dragon had been
crouching when he came in. Could this thing be a weapon? "Now what?"

"l will give you a picture of what | am," Draycos said. "Do you see how the reader lies on the deck?
Where they mest, the reader is atwo-dimensond object. Do you agree?!

"Wadl, no, it'sthree-dimensiond," Jack said. "It has length, width, and thickness."

"But it is two-dimensond where it meets the deck,” Draycos repeated. "At that meeting, it has only
length and width. Do you agree?"

Jack shrugged. "Fine. Whatever you say." "It is not a matter of what | say," Draycos said, sounding
impatient. "It isamatter of whether you understand. Consider the deck to be a two-dimensond universe,
with the data reader as atwo-dimensiond object exiging within it. There is no thickness there, only length
and width. Two dimensons only. Do you understand?'

"l understood before" Jack said, alittle impatience of his own garting to peek out through the heavy
curtain of weird-ness hanging over this whole thing. Having not been killed and eaten on the spot, he was
darting to lose some of his initid fear, and he had better things to do than play word games with this
Draycos character. "So what?"

"Veay wdl," Draycos said. "Now lift the data reader so that one edge remains on the deck."”

Jack did as ingructed. "Okay. So?"

“Inthis picture, the data reader is dill two-dimensond,”

Draycos sad. "Y et to an observer within the two-dimensiona universe of the deck, it now appears as a
one-dimensiond portion of a line. It has length only, but no width. The part that would give it width has
lifted away dong a third dimenson.” Jack stared down at the reader, a funny tingling sensation creeping
across the skin at the back of his neck. Was Draycos saying what he thought he was saying? "Are you
trying to tdl me" he asked dowly, "that you're redly three-dimensond, but that you somehow became
two-dimensond? Just plain fla? And then that you somehow pasted yoursdf across my back?' "l am
dill three-dimensiond,” Draycos said. "Aswith the data reader, most of my body is now projected dong
afourth dimension, outside the bounds of this universe”

On Jack's |eft shoulder, the comm dip had gone slent. Apparently, even Uncle Virge couldn't think of
anything to say to this one. That was a bad sgn. "No," Jack said. "Sorry, but this doesn't make any sense
adl

"Yet | am here)" Draycos reminded him. "No," Jack said firmly. He turned his eyes away to the left,
away from the dragon head garing up a him from his right shoulder. "This isnt redl. It can't be red. It's
some kind of trick."

"Why would | wigh to trick you?' Draycos asked, diding around Jack's back to his left shoulder and



again looking up a him. "What purpose would it serve?’

"Stop doing that!" Jack snapped, twiding his head back the other way. Reaching around, he pulled the
hanging deeve back around and got hisright arm into it. "I don't know why. What purpose does anything
serve? What do you want?"

" want that which dl beings desire," Draycos told him. "Life"

"And what, you can't live anywhere except my back?" Jack demanded sarcadtically.

"No," Draycos said. "l cannot.”

Jack had been about to fasten his shirt's sealing strip again. Now he paused, frowning down at the gold
scades on his chest. "What do you mean?'

"The K'da are not like other beings, Jack Morgan,” the dragon said. "We cannot run fredy for longer
than 9x of your hours a a time After tha we mugt return to this two-dimensond form and rest
agang a hogt body.” "Or?" Jack prompted.

"If we do not have a host, we fade away and die" Draycos said. "I was nealy dead when you
appeared. Your ariva, plus the fortunate fact that your speciesis able to serve as a K'da hogt, has saved
ny life. For this| thank you."

"You're welcome" Jack said automaticdly. "Not like | had a choice. So, what, you're some kind of
parasite?' "l do not know that word.”

"A paradite is something that feeds off its host organism,” Jack explained. "It takes food or something
el it needs from the hog."

"I take nothing from my hogt," Draycos said. "l mugt use the surface of my host's body, but thet isdl."

"You take away his privacy,” Jack pointed out. "l offer companionship and protection in return,”
Draycos said. "For that reason, we consder oursdves to be symbionts with our hodts, not. . . parasites.
But perhaps you do not consder that a far exchange. Does your species require more londiness then |
understood?’

"We dl like to be done every so often,” Jack said gruffly, trying to hide the sudden pang of emotion.
Loneliness. Whether hedd meant to or not, the dragon had touched a panful nerve with that one. "So
why me? Why didn't you wrap yoursdf around a tree or something?'

"It does not work that way," Draycos said. "We must have a proper hogt. | do not know whét it is that
makes one species acceptable and another not. Perhaps none of the K'da do.”

"Oh," Jack said, for lack of anything better to say. "So . . . what now?"

"That is your decison,” Draycos said. "Do you wish me to leave?'

The obvious answer—yesd —unexpectedly got stuck in Jack's throat. "If | said yes, where would you
go?" he asked ingtead. "I mean, there's no one here but me.”

"After 9x hours had passed, | would die" Draycos said oftly. "But | an a warrior of the K'da. | will
not force mysdf upon you if you do not wish it.”

"Yeeh," Jack muttered, hunching his shoulders with indecision. Intriguing though this might be, he ill
had troubles of his own. The last thing he could afford right now was to take on passengers.

Espedidly a passenger who looked like a bright gold dragon. That was definitdy not the way to keep a
low profile. "Look, Draycos—"

"Before you decide, | must add one other piece of informetion,” the dragon said. "The reason we are
ganding amid the wreckage of my ship is that my people were attacked. Moreover, we were attacked
by the ultimate weapon of the VVdahgua, our mortd enemies”

Jack shook his head. "Never heard of them. Unde Virge?'

"No reference on the books,” the other said.

"I would not expect you to know of them,” Draycos sad.

"Like us, they live a long way from here. Our voyage took nearly two years, human measure, and
carried us across a greet void of space.”

"You mean like from another spird am?' Jack hazarded, trying to visudize the map of the Milky Way
gdaxy from the limited and highly informa schooling Undle Virgil had given him between jobs. All of
explored space, both the human-colonized regions as wdl as dl the other known dien species and
planets, lay dong the broad band of stars cdled the Orion Arm. To get here from outside that band



would be quite atrip.

"Thet is correct,” Draycos confirmed. "We came in hopes of fleang the Vdahgua and ther terrible
wespon. Y &t the weapon was here waiting for us™

"They mugt have followed you."

"Impossble” Draycos sad. "As| said, their wegpon was here ahead of us”

"And on human-designed ships, too," Uncdle Virge pointed out. "Unless your Vaahguafly Djinn-90s."

"The only explanation was that we were betrayed,” Draycos said. "You have to hep me find those
responsible”

"Oh, no | dont," Jack retorted. "Look, I'm sorry your people got naled. But this isnt any of my

"You are wrong," Draycos said firmly. "The Death chooses no favorites, be they Shontine or K'da or
human. Thereis no defense againg it, and there is no bargaining with the Vaahgua. If they have formed a
secret dliance with one of the speciesin thisregion, al of your people are in deadly danger.”

"What do you mean, no defense?’ Uncle Virge asked.

"There is no materid that can block the weapon," Draycos said. "Its range is short, but dl within that
range die. We must bring warning to your people.”

Jack made aface. "Yes, wdl, that might be alittle difficult,” he said. "You see—"

"Quiet!" Draycos cut him off suddenly. "What?' Jack whispered.

"Footsteps,” Draycos whispered back. "Someone is coming.”



Chapter 5

Jack was 4ill holding the dien data reader. Hipping up his shirttail, he suffed the gadget into one of the
back pockets of hisjeans. "How many?' he whispered.

"Only one set of footsteps," Draycos murmured back. The dragon head had again lifted out of Jack's
shoulder, the long snout poking out under the edge of the shirt. "He moves cautioudy, like awarrior.”

"Or acop,”" Jack muttered, crossing as slently as he could to the char where held hung his jacket. He
couldn't hear the footsteps himsalf, but he didn't doubt the dragon's pointy little ears for a minute. "Any
other way out of here?'

"Thereis the bubble" Draycos said. The snout lifted to point toward the celing. "But the ladder is no
longer secure”

Jack looked up as he got his ams into his jacket deeves. It was a good twenty feet up to the firg
landing, plus another ten feet to a second landing and then the broken glass of the bubble. And the ladder
did indeed look pretty rickety.

But the chance of atwo-story fdl was dill better than tangling with atrained soldier. Or with a cop. "I'll
rik it," he said, shifting direction toward the ladder. He reached it, got a grip on the uprights—

"Solidify!" a hard, flat voice snapped from the doorway behind him.

Jack froze in place, windng. Caught like a rat in a box; and he dill hadnt heard any footsteps.
Whoever this guy was, he was way too good for Jack’s liking. "Don't shoot,” he cdled, putting some
near-panic into his voice. "Please don't shoot.”

"Tum around,” the voice ordered. "Keep your hands up.”

Jack obeyed, turning just far enough to keep his right shoulder toward the newcomer. The tangler
belted at his left hip was a short-range weapon, and he wanted to keep it his little secret as long as
possible.

The figure sanding just insde the room to the right of the doorway was big and wide and definitdly not
human. He was a Brummga, mogt of his round face obscured by his hdmet. He was dressed in a
mismatched collection of ground-soldier combat gear, with a dark red hdmet, blue protector vest, and
green combat fatigues. A amndl orange medkit hung from the left Sde of his belt beside some kind of
wand in a narrow, brown-and-white-striped holster. The combined effect of his body shape and the
colorful outfit made him look rather comica.

But there was nothing funny about the shoulder-dung wegpon pointed in Jack’s direction. It was black
and shiny and nasty looking, and would probably make a serious mess if the Brummga pulled the trigger.
Whatever thoughts Jack might have had about using his tangler vanished quidtly into the morning mists.

But he had to do something. If these Vaahgua guys Draycos had mentioned didn't want any witnesses
to their attack, a Brummga was just the sort of boneheaded haichetman to chearfully dlean the plate for
them. Jack's only hope was to convince the Brummga that he knew absolutely nothing about what was
going on.

"Who are you?' the Brummga demanded. "Whet are you doing here?

"I didn't mean anything," Jack pleaded, using the frightened-child whine that Undle Virgil had found so
ussful on so many jobs. "l saw the ship and just wanted to see if there was anything | could use. | didn't
mean anything."

"How did you see the ship?' the Brummga asked. "Where did you come from?"

"Right over there," Jack said, waving vagudy off to the side. "We've gat alittle place off in the forest.”

The dien made a sound like a bass drum being attacked by a gang of chipmunks. "How many of you
are there?' he demanded, starting across the room toward Jack. "What did you see?’

"Wha do you mean?' Jack asked, trying to sound bewildered. It wasn't easy to out-stupid a
Brummga, but he was determined to giveit his best shot. "We saw this ship. | told you that.”

"Before you saw the ship," the Brummga growled. He was close enough now for Jack to see that his
fatigues carried no military rank badges or indgnia. "What happened before'?"

"Widl, there was alot of noise," Jack huffed, asif that should be obvious, dill keeping hisright shoulder



toward the Brummga as the other approached. The tangler was no longer an option, not with that gun
pointed at his chest. But his shirt and jacket were ill open in front, and the last thing he wanted was to
let the other get a clear view of Draycos wrapped around his chest. "Wha do you mean, wha
happened?’

"Did you see anything up in space?’ the Brummga asked. "Were you watching up into space?'

Jack blinked. "Into space?" he asked. Along the left Sde of his rib cage, the sde away from the
Brummga, he could again fed the flowing-paint sensation as Draycos sedthily changed position.

If the dragon was getting restless with the conversation, he wasn't the only one. "You ask many
questions” the Brummga rumbled, his ugly face turning even uglier. "But you don't answer any. Maybe
you need help with your mouth.”

"Look, | didnt mean anything,” Jack said, putting a little more whine into his voice as he tried
desperately to come up with a good story. The Brummga was only four steps away. Another few
seconds, and Jack was probably going to find that big ugly gun pressed up againg his cheek. If he didn't
come up with something before then—

Without warning, a horrible scream pierced the air. It was a sound like Jack had never heard before,
and in that Sngle terrifying second he hoped he would never hear it again. It was like the cry of a screech
owl twisted together with the howl of a hunting wolf, with the wail of a banshee from Undle Virgil's old
Irish legends thrown into the mix. It seemed to come from everywhere and from nowhere, bouncing
around the room and threetening to bring down the rest of the glass from the broken bubble above them.

The Brummga reacted ingantly, dropping into a crouch and swinging his gun around to point at the
doorway behind him.

And as he turned away from Jack, there was a sudden surge of movement and weight a Jack's back,
and a twitching at his holster. The weight disappeared as something fdl from beneath his shirt. Jack
twigted his head around, just in time to see Dray-cos land slently on the deck behind him. . .

With Jack’s tangler clutched in hisfront paws.

There was a soft chuff; and an ingant later the tangler cartridge burst againg the Brummgas upper
back, sending hundreds of thick, milky-white threads burding outward. The threads whipped around
him, wrapping themsdves around his, torso, head, and arms like an ingtant spiderweb.

He howled, saggering off balance as he tried to turn around. But he was way too late. Even as he spun
back, hisgun pointing mosily upward where the tangle of threads had trapped it, the cocoon completed
itsdf. With a brief flash, the capacitor built into the cartridge discharged, sending ajolt of sunning eectric
current through its captive. The Brummga gave a pitiful doglike yelp, toppled over onto the deck, and lay
gill.

Draycos was dready in motion, bounding over to the fdlen mercenary and giving hm a quick
examingion. "An interesting wegpon,” he commented, turning back to Jack. "We had best get moving."

It took Jack two triesto find his voice. "Right," he managed. "That was . . . was that you?"

"A K'da battle cry," Draycos said, flipping the tangler to Jack. "It seemed a reasonable diversion. Are
you ready?"

“I'm three blocks past ready,” Jack said, dropping the weapon back into its holster.

"Pardon?’

"Skipit," Jack said. "The ladder?"

"Yes" Draycos confirmed, turning his glittering green eyes upward toward the bubble. "When | say."
Crouching down, he leaped.

Jack followed him with his eyes, feding his mouth drop open. Twenty feet straight up, and the dragon
made it with a foot or two to spare. Twiging around, catlike, on the narrow landing, he got his front paws
firmly wrapped around the upper part of the ladder. "Now; come,” he said.

"Hang on," Jack said, kneding down beside the unconscious Brummga as a sudden thought struck him.

"What are you doing?' Draycos demanded.

"Trying to get this thing out,” Jack told him, digging into the tangler webbing over the long holstered
wand lying dong the mercenary's left leg.

"An unknown wesgpon is dangerous to use" Draycos warned.



"You mean like my tangler?' Jack retorted. "You seemed to handle that judt fine”

"lanaK'dawarior," Draycos sad diffly. "The understanding and use of weaponsismy professon.”

"Youredill lucky | hadn't put the safety catch back on,” Jack grunted. "Dont worry, a dapstick's the
easest thing in the world to use. You press the button at your end and touch the other guy with the other
end, and he won't be bothering you for a couple of hours. Rats." "What?"

"It's buried too deep under the webbing," Jack said, sanding up again. "Never mind. Here | come.”

Even with the dragon bracing the top, the ladder fdt pretty shaky. He didn't want to think whet it would
have been like without the extra support.

But the ladder held, and so did the one to the upper control area. The lower section of the dome wasn't
as badly crunched asit had looked from below, but there were severd gaps big enough for them to get
through. A minute later, they were sanding outside on the top of the ship.

"Whereis your spacecraft?' Draycos asked.

"Way back there" Jack said, pointing toward the forested areas to the right. "There's a crack in the hull
about fifty yards back where | camein.”

"Good," Draycos said. "Quickly, then."

They headed off. The damage wasn't as bad up here as it had been dong the sides of the hull, Jack
noted, but the handful of trees lining both sides more than made up for it. Most of them had been
smashed into toothpicks as the ship plowed through the area, and those that remained sanding had been
knocked about at crazy angles. Mogly they were leaning awvay from the ship, but a few were actudly
leening toward it.

Everything within Sght, trees and ground dike, had been scorched and blackened by the heat of the
crash. They were probably lucky the crash hadn't sparked a forest fire.

From the direction of the wrecked bubble behind them came the faint sound of crunching metd. Jack
spoun around, tangler in hand, but no one was vishle. "Y ou think the ladder went down?" he hazarded.

"With some assistance, yes" Draycos agreed. "l believe the purslit has begun. Come; over here”

He veered suddenly toward the edge, aming toward a tree that was leaning inward. "Wait a second,”
Jack said, frowning, as he turned to follow. "The Essenay's 4ill further back."

"If we remain here, they will have a very limited search area," Draycos explained over his shoulder. "On
the ground our chances of duding them are greater.”

"Yeeh, but it's forty feet to the ground,” Jack objected. "There was a ladder built into the hull near
where | camein— let'suse that.”

"All ladders will be watched," Draycos said. "This they may not expect.”

"Right," Jack muttered, throwing a dubious look at the tree they were making for. Leaning toward the
dhip, yes, but a its closest it was dill a good ten feet away. "l suppose it's too late to mention that my
species doesn't jump nearly as wdl as yours does.”

"Do not worry," Draycos said, trotting to a hdt beside the tree at the point where the hull started its
downward curve. Thistime he didn't even bother to crouch, but just jumped from a sanding start over to
the tree.

For a second he hung there, dl four feet dinging to the tree with claws Jack hadn't noticed before.
Then, turning his head, he peered back toward Jack. "Legp when | say,” he said. "Ready—"

With a convulsve jerk, the dragon pushed away with his hind legs and arched his whole body
backwards, like a reversed vid of how hed landed on the tree in the firg place. The arching continued
until he was stretched graight back toward Jack. His tall uncurled and diffened—"Legp,” Draycos
ordered.

If Jack had stopped to think, he never would have done it. To jump to the tall of an unknown dien as it
hung from a fire-damaged tree was an amazingly stupid thing to do.

But dl he could think about at the moment was the tangled Brummga and his buddies. He jumped as
ordered, caught the gold-scaled tall, and a second later dammed againg the blackened tree trunk as the
dragon collapsed back to verticd again.

"Can you dimb down from here?' Draycos asked.

"Sure” Jack said, breathing hard as he shifted his grip from the dragon's dippery tal to the tree itsdf.



He hadn't managed to get hisfeet up in front of himin time, and the impact had knocked a far amount of
the wind out of him. Fortunatdly, his jacket had protected him from the worst of the scrapes he might
otherwise have collected. Taking a couple of deep bregths to steady himsdf, he started down.

Mog of the branches had been splintered or knocked off by the ship's crash, but there were enough
limb stumps 4l sicking out to provide hand and footholds. Draycos, having swiveled around on the tree
until he was facedown like a squirrdl, passed him going down the opposite side of the trunk.

Two minutes later, they were on the ground. "Where now?' Draycos asked.

Jack looked around, orienting himsdlf as he brushed the worst of the soot off his hands. "This way," he
told the dragon, angling off through the scorch zone. "There's a amdl dearing we were able to put down
in, just past thet ridge over there. Unde Virge?'

"The ship's ready,” Uncle Virge's voice came from his comm clip. "Better hurry. If the amount of
ground-radio traffic is anything to go by, they're sarting to heet up the search for you."

Jack nodded grimly. Terrific. "Right,” he said. "Here we come."



Chapter 6

The ridge Jack was headed for was yet another result of the crash: a mound of smoking dirt that had
been thrown up by the big ship asit plowed across the ground. Most of the andler trees in this zone had
been knocked over as the dirt swept past, but there were enough of the larger ones gicking out at dl
angles to make navigation hazardous. Earlier, on his way toward the wreck, Jack had nearly run into at
least three of them in the dense smoke, and held been able to fed the burning heat of the dirt itsdf right
through his boots.

Now, as they angled toward the ridge going the other direction, it didn't look a whole lat more inviting.
Wha Draycos and his bare paws were gaing to think of it he didn't know.

It didn't take long for him to find out. Only a few steps into the smoke Draycos, who had been in the
lead, paused and let Jack catch up. A slent leap, a brief weight on Jack’s chest which quickly vanished,
and Jack was dogging hisway through the crumbly dirt done.

He continued on, fighting hard not to cough as he waded through the smoke, feding more then a little
annoyed. The least the dragon could have done, he grumbled to himsdf, would have been to ask
permisson before dimbing aboard.

He had gone perhaps ten paces more, and was passing a particularly large tree trunk that had managed
to stay modtly verticd, when a pair of arms reached out from behind the tree and wrapped themsdves
lidly around his chest. "Gotchal" a deep human voice said.

"Ye-owp!" Jack gasped, trying to pull away. A human voice? "Hey!"

The man responded by lifing hm completely clear of the ground. "Oh, no you don't,” he growled.
"Settle down or I'l break your ribs.”

"No, no, let me go," Jack pleaded, il fighting againgt the grip as he flaled hislegs around hdplesdy. It
was no use; the man was as strong as an ox. "Help! Mommy!"

"Oh, shut up,” the man snarled contemptuoudy. He shifted grip dightly, and there was a soft click from
somewhere behind Jack's ear. "Base, thisis Dumbarton. I've got him."

"Do you need assistance?’ afanter voice demanded. Jack gtiffened, a chill running through him despite
the swdtering heat of the ridge. Earlier, he had thought of Draycoss voice as being snakelike, which
made sense now that he knew the dragon's reptilian nature.

But for absolute snakelike qudlity, this new voice beat Draycos hands down. It was human, but as cold
and heartless and jugt plain nasty a voice as Jack had ever heard.

Consdering some of the people he and Unde Virgll had kept company with over the years, that was
sying alot.

"Negdive, Sr," Dumbarton said. His tone was suddenly respectful, and Jack had the odd sense that
thiswasn't who he'd expected to answer the comm dip. "Like the Brummy said, he's just a kid, maybe
twelve or thirteen. | can handle him."

"He was done?'

"Yes gr," Dumbarton said.

"Very wdl," the evil voice said. "Bring him here. The rest of you, spread out and continue the search. |
want his ship, or his house, or wherever it is he came from. And | want everyone who's sl there.”

There was a series of fant acknowledgments. "Okay, kid, let's go," Dumbarton said, swinging Jack
around toward the wrecked ship. As he did so, Jack fdt a brief tug of extra weight down by his left hip.
"You want to walk on your own, or—7?"

He never finished the question. From behind Jack came the faint crackle of an dectricad discharge; and
without warning, Dumbarton's grip loosened, and Jack found himsdf dropping through the encrding
amsto land flat on his rear in the blazing hot dirt.

Sifling ayep, he scrambled to his feet, legs and rear end feding flash-toasted even through his jeans.
Dumbarton was sprawled on his back, his eyes shut, his mouth hanging hdf open. Beside him on the
ground, humming softly asit automaticaly recharged itsdlf, lay his dapstick.

"About time" Jack muttered, windng as he brushed the bits of dirt off his rear.



There was a sudden burst of gold in front of his face, and Draycos legped into view, landing on the
ground beside the fdlen man. A quick dash of his claws, and the comm dip on the man's shoulder went
goinning away into the smoke. "I gpologize for the dday,” the dragon said. "I had hoped that with your
capture they would cdl off the search. That would have given us more time”

"No, they want the complete package,” Jack said. Still, for a lizard, this Draycos was pretty smart.
"Let's not walt till they figure out that they don't even have me" he added, pulling open his jacket and
shirt and offering Draycos his chest. "Get aboard and let's go.”

To his surprise, Draycos stepped instead behind Dumbarton and began digging with his front paws into
the hot dirt beneath the man's shoulders. "Firg hep me move him to thistree," the dragon said.

Jack blinked. "Why?'

"Because he might otherwise burn to death," Draycos explained. He had a grip on the man's shoulders
now and was draining to lift him up. "At the very least, his hands and neck will be severely burned.”

"I thought he killed your people,” Jack protested. "What do you careif he dies or not?'

"l am a warrior of the K'da," Draycos sad firmly as he started to drag the man back toward the
nearest tree trunk. "We kill only when necessary, and in battle. We do not daughter helpless enemies.”

"He was sure going to help them kill us, you know," Jack reminded him.

"Will you help me, or not?'

Jack shook his head in disgust. "I don't bdieve this" he sad under his breath. But he stepped to
Draycoss sde and took one of the man's arms. A minute later they had him propped up againg the tree,
his head sagging onto his chest, his hands lying in his Igp out of the dirt. "There" Jack said, stepping back.
"Happy?

"It will do,” Draycos said. Brushing the dirt off his front paws, he leaped up a Jack and flattened
himsdf out around his torso again. "Now: to your ship.”

"Asuming there's ill a ship to go to," Jack muttered, dgpping his hands againg sudden hot spots on
his chest and stomach. Hisfirg thought was that the heat was coming from Draycos himsdf, but he saw
now that it was merdly bits of dirt that had been dinging to Draycoss back paws, dirt that had been left
behind when the dragon went two-dimensiond.

Thiswhole thing, he decided, was definitdy going to take some getting used to.

"WIll your companion not defend it?" Draycos asked from his now customary headrest on Jack's right
shoulder.

"Not very wdl," Jack told him. "Just keep your fingernails crossed.”

"Pardon?’

"Sip it," Jack said, scooping up Dumbarton's dapstick and suffing it through the back of his belt
where it would be handy if he needed it. Or, more likdly, if Draycos needed it. "Come on."

They reached the top of the ridge without seeing or hearing anyone else and started down. Here,
outsde the crash zone, the forest was dive with color, bright reds and ydlows splashed againg more
subdued blues and blue-greens. Spindly bushes shared space with the thick-trunked trees, dong with the
curly-fry grass that seemed to grow everywhere on this part of Iota Klestis. Here and there Jack caught a
glimpse of abird or large insect flying about on its own business.

"Isthat your ship?' Draycos murmured as Jack crouched down behind one of the bushes and gave the
area aquick study. "The group of bushes at the far edge of the dearing againgt aline of trees?’

"Tha'sit," Jack said sourly. "Only it's not supposed to be that easy to see.”

It certainly wasn't to him, anyway. To his eyes, the Essenay’s outline was only barely visble dong the
edges of what seemed to be a group of bushes and grasses swaying gently in the breeze. The only reason
he could seeiit at dl was because he knew exactly where to look.

So naurdly Draycos, freshly arrived in the Orion Arm and who knew nothing about anything, had
picked it out of the background without a second glance. So much for the big, fancy chameeon
hull-wrap Uncle Virgll had indaled two years ago.

"Itis quite wel concedled,” Draycos assured him. "My eyes accept dightly different waveengths of light
than yours do, and your camouflage does not exactly duplicate them. Also, as a warrior, | am trained to
search for hidden objects.”



"A handy tdent,” Jack growled. "Let's just hope our buddies back there don't include anyone like you."

Sill no one in dght. Either they were dl off searching a different part of the forest, or they'd dready
found the Essenay and were lying in ambush for whoever might show up there,

Either way, there was nathing to be gained by stting here waiting. "Okay, we're going whole hog,” he
muttered to Draycos. "Hang on.”

Taking a deep breath, he gathered his feet under im and sprinted toward the ship.

If there was an ambush waiting, it was a rotten one. No one shot at him as he dipped between the trees
and pounded into the open area of the clearing. He kept going, hoping he wouldn't catch a foot on
something hidden in the grass and end up face-first on the ground.

He was about thirty feet from the Essenay when the airlock hatch did open and the gangway extended
itdf outward. Jack braced himsdf, wondering if that was the 9gnd the hidden attackers had been
waiting for.

But there was ill no reaction from the surrounding forest. A second later he was charging up the
gangway, ducking his head under the hatchway, trying to skid to a hdt before he dammed full-tilt into the
bulkheed on the far Side of the narrow airlock.

Draycos had aready anticipated the problem. Again, the sudden telltde weight appeared on his chest
as Draycos came up and off him, putting al four legs sraight out in front of Jack like gold-scaled shock
absorbers to help absorb the impact.

Between the four K'da legs and two human arms, they bounced safely together off the bulkhead.
"Close the hatch," Jack snapped as he regained his balance. Draycos dropped dl the way off him, his
long neck swiveing around as he checked things out. "Unde Virge?' Jack cdled agan.

"All right, dl right, I'm not desf,” Unde Virge said, his voice sounding odd as the haich did closed. "I
take it thisis your new friend?"

"Draycos, meet Unde Virge" Jack said, dapping the door pad. The inner hatch did open, and he
headed forward a a dead run. A glance over his shoulder showed Draycos was right behind him.

He reached the cockpit, tossed his leather jacket and the dapgtick in a corner, and did into the pilot
Segt. The preflight had been done, he saw, and Undle Virge had computed an ECHO course for use
once they were outsde the atmosphere.

The weagpons panel, he noted with decidedly mixed fedings, had dso been activated. Unde Virgl had
taught him how to use it, but held never even had to turn it on, let done actudly shoot a anyone.

"How may | best serve?' Draycos asked. He was standing behind Jack on his back paws, his body
stretched upward with his front paws braced on the back of the chair. His pointed shout was swinging
back and forth over Jack’s shoulder as he studied the controls.

"You cant,” Jack said, getting a grip on the Y-shaped control yoke. "This is a one-man operation.
Hang onto something; here we go."

Without waiting for a reply, he threw power to the antigrav lifters. The Essenay shuddered once, then
lurched up and out of the clearing. They cleared the trees, Jack switched over from the lifters to the man
drive, and they were off.

As the ship headed up through the drifting smoke, he fdt a brief weight on his shoulders, then nathing.
The dragon had found something to hang onto, dl right. Him.

"They will send ships to intercept,” Draycos warned from Jack's right shoulder. "Isthis vessd armed?”

"Right here)" Jack said, letting go of the yoke with his left hand long enough to tap the wegpons pand.
Getting a two-handed grip on the yoke again, he turned the Essenay into atight right-hand curve. "Weve
got two meteor-defense lasers and a short-range particle-beam shredder. And four amdl missle
launchers™

"Jack!" Uncle Virge protested. "The missles are privileged informetion, lad.”

"What, you think he's not going to notice when we fire them?' Jack retorted.

"Ingruct me in its operation,” the dragon said, the top of his head rigng up out of Jack's kin for a
better look.

Jack shook his head. "No, that's dl right," he said, risking a quick look & the aft sensor display. Was
that asmdl ship rigng from the forest near the wrecked freighter?



"Ingruct mein its operation,” Draycos indsted. "I am awarrior of the K'da—"

"Yeah, yeah, | remember,” Jack cut him off. No, it wasn't a smdl ship coming up from the forest. It
was two gmdl ships. Terific. "No offense, but so far dl 1've seen you do is grab other people's weapons.
Any good pickpocket could do that.”

"Have you ever engaged in combat?' Draycos countered. "Have you ever flown this spacecraft in
combat?'

"No, and no," Jack ground out. Already the two ships were gaining on him. Fighter-sized, he could see
now. Probably fighter-armed, too. "Now shut up and let mefly. Thisis hard enough asitis™

In answer, his open shirt was suddenly shoved back off his left shoulder, and a par of golden legs
sprouted from his skin there. "Hey!" he snapped as the unexpected weight trandated into a brief wobble
of the control yoke. "Waich it!"

"You cannot fly and defend together,” Draycos sad firmly, the extended paws poised over the
weapons pand. "You are not trained, and these controls are not well lad out. Now ingtruct me."

Jack muttered a word that had once cost him a week of desserts. To trugt hislife to someone dse, and
an dien newcomer a that. . .

But the dragon was right. Besides, he could hardly be any worse at this than Jack was. "All right, fing"
he said, trying to coax a little more speed out of the engines. "The left section handles targeting. The way
you work it..."

The quick course took aminute and a hdf, about the same time it took the two fighters to close to firing
range. Jack could only hope the dragon was a quick study.

"Interesting,” Draycos commented as the fighters approached. "They are usng a classc chiv-nez
manewver.”

" guess word gets around,” Jack said, squeezing the control yoke hard as he studied the aft display.
The fighters weren't going to wait long before making their move, he knew. Probably deciding how best
to disable the Essenay without blowing it completely out of the sky.

Unless, of course, Snake Voice had changed his mind about wanting his prisoners undamaged. In that
case, the fighters job was going to be awhole lot easier.

"You migtake my point,” Draycos said. "I do not know whether they borrowed the maneuver from the
K'da or created it themselves. What | do know ishow to ded with it. At my command, make the tightest
turn to the left this ship is capable of

Jack frowned. Tuming left would put them directly into the path of one of the fighters. "Unde Virge?"

"Sorry, lad, but | can't see anything better to suggest,” Unde Virge said. "Well never makeit out of the
atmosphere before they catch us. Let's see what tricks our K'da warrior can pull out of his hat.”

Jack took a deep breath. "Okay," he said. "Okay, I'm ready."

"Very wdl," Draycos said, his bresth uncomfortably hot on Jack's cheek. On the &ft digplay the fighters
hed finished their study of the Stuation and were starting to movein. "Prepare . . . now."

Jack twigted the yoke dl the way to the left, leaning into the turn as the Essenay skidded hard to the
gde. At the same time, he heard the short spitting hiss of one of their missiles being launched.

"Draycod" Unde Virge shouted. "ldiot—you fired too low!"

Draycos didn't reply. The Essenay started to buck ingdeits own shock wave; Jack leaned hard on the
yoke to contral it, his full attention on the wind-skid indicators. If they went into a gdl now, the ship
would be a gtting duck.

From the weapons board came another spitting hiss, followed immediatdy by the flicker of the cockpit
lights that meant the lasers were firing. "Draycos, ether learn to shoot draight or stop wasting our
missles™ Unde Virge snapped. "All you're doing is—"

He broke off suddenly. Jack had just enough time to frown; and then, from the corner of his eye he
saw a brilliant flash. "What happened?' he snapped, shifting his atention back to the &t disolay. The
exploson was dready garting to fade, and initslight he could see scattered bits of debris flying outward
indl directions.

"I will be dipped in butter and rolled in bread crumbs," Uncdle Virge said, sounding awed. "It worked. It
actudly worked."



"What worked?" Jack demanded. "I wasn't watching. What happened?’

"Your gold-plated friend and his near-misses suckered one of the fighters into flying raight into his
friend, that's dl," Uncle Virge said. "Amazing.”

"They were too close together,” Draycos added, his fordegs pulling back and sdttling flat onto Jack's
skin. "The chiv-nez maneuwver has dways had that weakness."

On the ECHO setion of the board, a green light flashed. "Were clear of amosphere” Jack
announced. "Should | put us on ECHO?"

"By dl means” Uncle Virge said. "Before they get something ese into the air after us™

Jack nodded and pulled the short lever. The shimmering rainbow effect flashed in front of them and

became the blue of hyperspace.
For the moment, at leadt, they were safe.



Chapter 7

Dinner that evening was asmple affair.

It was ample for Jack, anyway. It was somewhat hit-or-miss for Draycos. The dragon had never
sampled humean fare before, and even with the Essenay's food synthesizer churning out amdl test samples
a itsusud speed and efficiency, the process took quite awhile.

Fortunately, basic nutrition wasn't going to be a problem. According to Draycos, the K'da body could
gynthesize dl the vitamins he needed from the basic proteins and carbohydrates of a standard human diet.
Thetrick was more a matter of finding something he wouldn't turn up his pointy snout at.

They findly hit on a combination of hamburger and tuna fish, mixed together with chocolate sauce and a
dash of light-grade motor ail from the Essenay’s engine room. Draycos ate dog-style, scooping the med
up with teeth and tongue from a soup bowl a one end of the short gdley table.

Jack sat at the other end, eating his cheeseburger and trying hard not to think about the werd
combination the dragon was chomping down.

When dinner was over, it was time to retire to the dayroom with a glass of fizzy-soda for Jack and a
bowl of orange-flavored water for Draycos. For along, hard discussion.

"I'm sorry," Jack said after the dragon had related his verson of the battle. "I know you want to get
back at the people who killed your friends. But | redly can't hep you."

"You misunderstand me, Jack Morgan,” Draycos said. He was lying on the dayroom floor on his
stomach, his posture hafway between that of a dog and a cat. "l do not seek revenge. | do not even seek
judice”

"Then what do you want?' Jack asked. "l have told you dready," Draycos sad. "I mus find those who
used the Desth againgt us™"

"Butif you don't want revenge—"

"Tdl us more about this Death wegpon,” Unde Virges voice came from the intercom speaker. "You
say it kills other beings besides K'da and Shontine. How do you know?"

"We have seen it used againg others” Draycos said, the tip of his tal lashing restlesdy through the air
behind him. "The Vaahgua are a vicious people who seek total domination of our region of space. They
have dready destroyed one species and scattered two others who stood in the way of that god. The
K'da and Shontine are only their most recent victims. Why do you not believe me?'

The intercom gave a soft sgh. "We find it hard to believe for the ample fact that it sounds
unbdievable™ Uncle Virge said candidly. "I mean, come on. A wegpon that goes sraght through a ship's
hull without damaging it, yet kills everyone indde? How can that be possble?!

"I do not know the science," Draycos said. "It is said that the Deeth is a vibration of space itsdf, which
seeks out the center core of dl living beings and destroys that connection and their harmony with the
universe”

"That must be the poet part of the poet-warrior coming out,” Jack murmured, Spping his fizzy-soda

" do not know the proper words," Draycos said impatiently. "I know only the redity. If the Death has
come to this region of space, your people arein great danger. Why can you not understand that?!

"We understand judt fing" Uncle Virge said quietly. "Trouble is, there's something you're holding back.
Something important that you're not tdling us™

For amoment Draycos lay as unmoving as a Satue. Then, thetip of histal twitched again. "Very wdl,"
he sad. "Let us trade secrets.”

His tongue flicked out between his teeth. "Y ou may start, Jack Morgan. Tdl me why you pretend there
is another human aboard this ship.”

Jack fdt his throat tighten. "What are you talking about?' he asked, the automatic caution of long habit
kicking in. "'l dready explained that Unde Virgeisan invadid and can't leave his cabin.”

"Do not lieto me" Draycos warned. "All beings, whether K'da or Shontine or humean, leave traces of
thar scent in the air. There is no second human here”

"Oh, redly?' Unde Virge sad huffily. "Let me tdl you, my gold-scaled friend. You have alot to learn



about us humans—"

"No," Jack cut him off. After ayear of deception, he was suddenly tired of the lies. Tired of all the lies.
"No, it'sdl right. He's got us. | mean, he's got me"

"Jack, lad—"

"No," Jack sad firmly. "He saved my life He deserves to know."

He turned to Draycos. "Unde Virge is a computer program,” he told the dragon. "It's the standard
ship's computer interface; only before he died, my Unde Virgl imprinted it with his own voice and
gpeech manneriams™”

"Interesting,” Draycos murmured. "Isit dive?

"Not like us, no," Jack said. "He can mimic a person when he talks, and he can think and reason alittle
But not very much, and not outside his programming.”

"| see" Draycos was slent a moment. "How long have you lived this way?"

"About ayear," Jack sad. "Unde Virgll diedina... wdl, it was sort of an accident.”

"And you have been done ever snce?' Jack shrugged. "It's not so bad. | don't get londy much.
Anyway, it wasn't like he had alot of time for me even before that."

Draycoss ears twitched. "And why isit important that this be kept a secret?’

"Because I'm only fourteen years old,” Jack said, hearing the old bitterness cregping into his voice.
"According to the al-wise, dl-knowing Internos fusspots, that's too young for someone to be flying done
out here. If they found out, they'd take the Essenay away from me and put me in some group home
somewhere.”

"Would that not be better for you?'

"l don't want it," Jack snapped. "And | don't need it. I'm fourteen—practicaly an adult. | don't want
some governmenta group home leader on my back ordering me around.”

"You do not like being told what to do?' Jack bit down hard. "I can take care of mysdf."

Draycos cocked his head once, as if gudying him, then straightened up again. "How do you survive?'
he asked. "Surdy you cannot Smply take what you need from others.”

"Yeeh, wdl, | could,” Jack muttered. "Matter of fact, that's mostly what Unde Virgll and | used to do.”

"Pardon?’

Jack hegitated. But as long as heéld gone this far, he might as wdl lay out the whole ugly story. "Unde
Virgl was a safe-cracker and con man,” he said.

"l do not know those terms.”

"A safecracker breaks into safes and vaults and takes the things people have stored there” Jack
explained, atwinge of conscience poking like a thorn into his side. "A con man uses words and schemes
to tak people out of their money."

Draycoss green eyes were gazing a him with an uncomfortable intengty. "You were thieves."

"That's putting it a bit unkindly, Sr," Uncdle Virge protested.

"Shut up, Unde Virge" Jack sad tiredly. "Yes. We were thieves."

"And your society permits this?'

"Our society tries very hard to stop it Jack conceded. "But Unde Virgil was good at what he did,
epecidly the safe-cracker part. One of the red experts in the fidd. The cops knew dl about him, but
they never caught himin the act or had enough evidence to arrest him.”

"What was your part in his activities?"

" was his helper," Jack said. "I distracted people, or played fall or backstop. He had me crack some
ample safes, too, and he was garting to teach me some of the fancier tricks when he died. | think he was
training me to follow in his footsteps.”

"Cops," Draycos said thoughtfully, asif findly finding a jigsaw puzzle piece held been looking for. "Thet
was the word. You said our attacker on the Havenseeker might be a cop. Are the authorities ill
seeking Uncle Virgl?'

"Actudly, they're more likdy seeking me" Jack said. "The funny part is that, for once, | didnt do
anything."

"Explan.”



" don't stedl or con anymore” Jack said. "l never redly liked it, and | quit after Unde Virgl died. But
likeyou said, | haveto eat. So | do odd jobs or hire the Essenay out for short-range transport work."

"There cannot be very much cargo space aboard this spacecraft,” Draycos pointed out.

"Theres enough for amdl jobs," Jack said. "Anyway, | was on the Vagran Colony when | heard that
Braxton Univerds was moving its assembly plant there to Cordolane and needed extra freighters for
one-time transport jobs. | gpplied, they gave me ten sedled crates, and off | went." "Who is Braxton
Universs?'

"It'sawhat, not awho,” Jack told him. "Braxton Univergsis one of the biggest megacorporationsin the
Orion Arm. Y ou know what a megacorporation is?* "No."

"The Essenay islike a normd business" Jack said, waving a hand around him. "That ship of yours, the
Havenseeker? That was like a megacorporation.”

"l see," Draycos said. "It is a matter of Sze" "Sze and power both," Jack said. "Anyway, | spent the
next four days on ECHO traveling to Cordolane.”

"What isthis ECHO?" Draycos asked. "Y ou have mentioned it before.”

"'ECHO" gtands for Extra-C Holologic Overdrive" Jack told him, "where 'C' is the symboal for the
speed of light. It's the systlem everyone in the Orion Arm uses to get back and forth between the stars.”

"l see," Draycos said. "So you traveled to Cordolane?’

"Right" Jack said. "And when | got there—" he grimaced "—one of the boxes was empty."

Thetip of Draycoss tal was meking dow circlesin the air. "Did you stop aong the way?'

Jack shook his head. "I went sraight from Vagran to the delivery point on Cordolane.”

"Then there are only three possibilities”" Draycos said. "Thefirg isthat an error has taken place.

"Not a chance," Jack said. "They weighed the crates right beside the Essenay, and | stood there and
watched them load ‘em aboard.”

"l see" Draycos said. "Then the second posshility is that this was deliberatdy arranged to implicate
you in theft."”

"I'd sure like to know how," Jack said glumly. "I'd dso like to know why."

"You said you and Unde Virgll had chested others" Draycos reminded him. "Could one of them be
seeking revenge?'

"I suppose s0," Jack conceded. "But then why not just have me arrested?’

"Maybe they think you dill have something vauable stashed away,” Unde Virge put in. "Geiting you
arrested wouldn't get that back for them.”

"But framing me might?' Jack shrugged. "Maybe. | don't know how any of Undle Virgil's pigeons could
have gotten access to sedled Braxton Universs cargo, though. Or how they could pull off this vanishing
act, for that matter.”

"You are certain the cargo disappeared?’ Draycos asked.

"On Vagran, the crate weighed a hundred pounds,” Jack said. "On Cordolane, it weighed ten. You
sad there were three posshilities?'

"Yes" Draycos said. "Thethird is that you are lying to me"

Hislong neck seemed to stretch, and even though he was 4ill lying on the dayroom floor he suddenly
seemed alot taler. "You would not lie to me, would you, Jack Morgan?' Jack swalowed. "This is the
truth, Draycos. | swear it." "That's why the lad can't go shouting your story from the rooftops,” Unde
Virge said. "By now, Braxton Univerdas will have a warrant out for his arrest. With his, shdl we say,
somewhat checkered history, no one will believe his story about disappearing cargo.”

"Ducking locd cops isn't that much of a problem,” Jack added. "They're usudly overworked, and |
know how to play them. But Braxton has their own security unit, and they're way better than everything
out there except maybe Internes Police

"What is Internes Police?' Draycos asked.

"Thet's the overdl law enforcement unit of the Internes” Uncle Virge explained. "The Internes itAf is
the confederation of Earth and the various human colonies. There's aso the Orion Trade Association,
which includes humans and the thirty-two other intdligent dien speciesin the Orion Arm. And, of course,
each colony and nation has its own government. Makes for quite a patchwork of laws and regulaions.”



"We canfill imin on locd politics later,” Jack said. "The point is that even if the locd cops don't have
time to look for me, Braxton Security does. | bardy got off Cordolane ahead of them, and nearly got
nailed when | tried to sneak onto Sakklif."

"That'swhy we were stting on lota Klestis when you were attacked,” Unde Virge said. "We wanted
some place away from dvilization where we could st back and try to think this out.”

"For which | owe you my life" Draycos said, ducking his head in an odd sort of bowing mation. "I
thank you."

"Y esterday's thanks are tomorrow's cold porridge,” Uncle Virge said with asniff. "If you redly want to

show your thanks, youll help usfigure out what happened to the cargo.”
"Of course," Draycos said, asif there had never been any doubt. "I intend to do exactly that.”



Chapter 8

Jack blinked. It was about the lagt thing he would have expected the dragon to say. "You wha?' he
asked, just to make sure held heard it right.

"I need your assstance to find my attackers, Jack Morgan," Draycos sad. "For you to move fredy, we
mud fird erase the fdse accusation againg you. Does this not make sense?!

"It makes wonderful sense” Unde Virge said. "And just how, may | ask, do you propose to do that?"

"Wewill start a the scene of the crime” Draycos said. "How long will it take to return to the Vagran
Colony?'

"Not very," Jack said, touching a switch on the underside of the narrow dayroom table his fizzy-soda
was dtting on. Benegth the glass, the surface changed from wood grain to a set of displays and status
monitors. "Let'ssee. . "

Unde Virge, naurdly, got there firs. "At standard cruisng speed we can be there in five days™" he
sad. "If we kick up to full power, we can cut that to twenty hours. Very expensive on fud, though.”

"And it's dready been over two weeks" Jack added.

"Seems to me that if there were any clues there, they're long gone by now.”

"Perhgps,”" Draycos said. "Perhaps not. All the more reason why we should return as quickly as we

"What won't be gone is Braxton Security,” Uncle Virge pointed out. "If you wak in there, you might
have trouble walking out again."

"You said they were moving that operation," Draycos reminded him. "Will they not dl be gone?"

"There are bound to be afew dill around tying up loose ends,” Uncle Virge said.

"Anyway, the cargo was finewhen | Ieft there,” Jack pointed out.

"It is dill the place to start,” Draycos said. "Jack?' Undle Virge prompted. "It's your decison.”" Jack
chewed his lower lip. He honestly couldn't see what good it would do them. Still, they had to start
somewhere, and Vagran was probably the last place anyone would expect him to show up. "Sure, why
not?" he said with asgh.

"Thenitis decided,” Draycos sad firmly. "We mug change course immediatdy.”

"Not so fagt, friend,” Unde Virge sad. "I seem to remember you saying something about trading
secrets; but so far Jack and | have been doing dl the talking. It's your turn now.”

Thetall tip was making dow circles again. A sgn of the dragon thinking? "Very wdl," Draycos said a
last. "You know that our ships were attacked and destroyed. What you do not know is that we were
only an advance team.”

The kin at the back of Jack's neck prickled. "Advance team for what?' he asked carefully.

"For the K'da and Shontine peoples,” Draycos said. "Refugees from our war with the Vaahgua"

It took Jack three tries to get any words out. "Did anyone know about this?* he asked, trying to sound
casud. "'l mean, anyone officd?"

“In any Orion Arm government, Internes or otherwise?' Undle Virge added.

"We dedlt with representatives of a people cdled the Chitac Nomads," Draycos said. "They assured us
that world was not being used, and would be available for purchase."

"Uhthuh," Jack muttered under his breath. "Unde Virge?'

"I don't know, lad," the other said hestantly. "On offidd records, lota Klestis belongs to the Triost
Mining Group. Still, they don't seem to have done anything with it for thirty years or more. I'm afraid I'm
not up on current land-use law, s0 | can't tdl you when adam like thet |gpses.”

"Either way, | doubt the Chitac Nomads had the rights to I it Jack concluded. "Typicd Chitac
sunt.”

Draycos had gonerigid, his green eyes shimmering. "Do you say we were cheated?' he demanded, his
voice suddenly an octave lower.

"Easy, easy," Jack cautioned, holding out a cdming hand as he pushed himsdf further back in his chair.
He hadn't yet seen the dragon get redly mad, and he didn't want to start in a cramped dayroom. "The



Chitac aren't swvindlers, redly. They'rejugt abit...uh..."

"A bit casud concerning matters of law and regulation?' Uncle Virge offered.

"Yeeh, that'sit," Jack agreed. "They probably knew about the planet, knew it wasn't being developed,
and figured no one wanted it anymore. I'm sure it was dl in good faith.”

"Thar faith is of no vaue to us" Draycos growled.

"I'm sure something can be worked out,” Uncle Virge assured him hedlily. "Redly. lota Kledtis is in
human-cdlaimed space, and the Internos government has aways had a soft spot for refugees. How many
of you are coming?'

Draycos hestated, then dipped his head dightly. "Four million K'da and fifteen million Shonting," he
sad. Jack whidled softly. "That's alot of refugees.”

Draycoss eyes bored into him. "No," he said quietly. "Not when you consider that there were once a
hillion K'da and ten hillion Shontine.”

"Wat aminute” Unde Virge said. "Are you saying they're all coming?'

"All thet remain, yes" Draycos said. "Rather than let the Vaahgua destroy us, we made the decison to
flee from the lands we loved."

His mouth opened dightly, his sharp teeth dlittering in the subdued light. "The world where my
comrades died was to be our new home."

Jack swalowed hard. No wonder Draycos was scared. "Except that the Vdahgua know they're
coming.”

Draycoss tal twitched. "Yes" he said. "And despite our caution, they have somehow learned our
precise degtination.”

"And now that the advance team has been diminated?' Uncle Virge asked.

"There is a meeting arranged before the flegt reaches their new home," Draycos said. "I do not know
the location. If the advance team does not send an escort to meet them, the refugee leaders will know
something is wrong.”

An unpleasant chill ran up Jack's back. "But the Vdahgua and their dlies have three of your ships
now," he said.

"Yes" Draycos sad quilly, his eyes looking oddly haunted. "And from the ships, they surdy have
learned the location of the meeting. They need only mount the Death aboard one of them, and they will
be among the refugee ships before the leaders redize their danger.”

He lifted his head up again. "And amogt within Sght of the world where they had hoped to find peace,
the K'da and Shontine races will be destroyed.”

Jack took a deep breath. "How long before they get here?!

The dragon's tail twitched. "Sx Earth months”

For along minute the dayroom was slent, with only the distant rumbling of the drive in the background.
"Okay, I'm convinced,” Jack sad at lagt. "As soon as we get to Vagran, well go to the Internos liaison
office. Someone there can take you to Earth and StarForce headquarters.”

Draycos cocked his head. ™Y ou will not take me yoursdf?'

Jack frowned. "I thought you were dl hot to get this to someone officid,” he said. "Riding a government
or StarForce agent isthe fastest way to do that. Trust me”

"l do trugt you," Draycos sad. "That is the point.”

Jack blinked. "You've log me"

"l trust you, Jack Morgan,” the dragon said. "Y ou have proven yoursdlf to be afriend and dly. | do not
yet trust anyone dsein thisregion of space,”

Jack opened his mouth; closed it again. "Look, Draycos, | gppreciate the vote of confidence" he sad.
"Redly | do. But thisis ajob for someone who knows what they're doing, not me."

"Tdl me then who betrayed us to the Vdahgua" Draycos countered. "Was it the Chitac Nomads?
Was it the human who then met with us for the actud purchase? Was it the Triost Mining Group? Was it
your Internes government itsdf?' Jack spread his hands hdplesdy. "I don't know.” "Nor do I," Draycos
sad. "Until | do, | cannot afford to trust anyone dse”

Jack sghed. "Unde Virge? Help me out here, will you?' "Unfortunately, he's got a point, Jack lad,"



Unde Virge said. "'l vote we go dong with him."

Jack made a face. At least until Draycos had helped clear hm of the phony theft charge? Was tha
when Undle Virge's vote would suddenly change?

Probably. He'd noticed alot of conniving and persuasion coming out of the Essenay's computer since
Unde Virgl's death. Could the old scoundrel have somehow imprinted it with more than just his speech
patterns? "Fne" he said with aggh. "If that's the way you want it, I'll play dong.”

Draycos bowed his head again. "In the name of my people, | thank you, Jack Morgan.”

"Your people are welcome," Jack said, yawvning. "And just cdl me Jack, okay? Go ahead and change
course, Unde Virge" "Computing now," Uncle Virge said. "Do you want me to increase speed, too?'

"Might as wdl," Jack said. "Not much point in saving fud if I'm going to wind up in prison anyway.
Come on, Draycos, let's catch some deep. You can have Unde Virgil's old cabin if you want.”

"Thank you," Draycos said. He stood up and stretched catlike, his head and forelegs close to the floor,
histal high upintheair. "l would prefer to stay with you."

"Oh—right,” Jack said. HE'd amog forgotten the dragon's need to stay close to his host. The whole
idea dill made his skin crawl alittle. "Well, come on then. It's been along day.”

Jack woke suddenly from a dream where a giant gold boulder had rolled down a hill made of smoky
dirt and was doing its best to crush him. He opened his eyes, and in the faint light from the display screen
he got a glimpse of Draycoss tal as the dragon disappeared slently out his cabin door. "Unde Virge?'
he murmured, glanding &t the clock. He'd been adeep for only three hours.

“I'mon himlad," his uncle’s voice came back softly. "He's headed for the cockpit.”

Jack fdt his ssomach tighten. Was Draycos planning to hijack the ship? "What's he doing?"

There was a short slence. "Nothing,” Unde Virge sad at last. "He looked over the control settings,
checked the monitor station, then Ieft. Now he's headed for the gdley.”

In successon, the dragon vidted the gdley, the dayroom, Undle Virgil's old cabin, and the food/water
storeroom. Nowhere did he so much as touch anything. He headed into the corridor leading to the aft
section of the ship, siffing at each of the storage lockers dong the way, then looked around the smdl
cargo hold.

It wasn't until Draycos was in the engine room that Jack findly caught on. "He's doing a check of the
ship," he told Uncle Virge. "Looking around for anything that might be wrong."

"What, he doesn't trust me?' Unde Virge asked, sounding rather offended. "Besdes, how would he
know if anything was wrong?"

"Don't be so touchy,” Jack scolded mildly. "It's probably just neturd caution.”

"Humph," Unde Virge said. "Still, | suppose that as long as he doesn't fiddle with anything ..."

"That'sthe spirit," Jack said, ralling onto his other side and pulling up the blanket again. "I'm going back
to deep. Wake meif we hit anything.”

"Trugt me, you'd know," Unde Virge sad dryly.

"Good night, Uncle Virge"

But he didn't fal adeep right away. This thing with Draycos was like the dogs held read about once
who would prowl around their masters houses severa times a night making sure everything was dl right.

Jack had never owned a pet before, but held dways wondered what it would be like. Maybe this was
his chance to find out.

But no. Draycos wasn't a pet. He was a thinking, taking, very independent creature on an important
misson. Jack had better not start thinking of him like a trained dog instead of the K'da warrior that he
was.

He amiled lopsdedly in the darkness. Not a problem. If today was anything to go by, Draycos would
be sure to remind him about that at least once an hour.

A subtle reflection flicked across the bulkhead a few inchesin front of hisface. "Everything dl right?' he
cdled.

"Asbest as| can tdl,” Draycos replied. "I am sorry to have awakened you."

"That's okay," Jack sad, ralling over again to face the dragon. ™Y ou coming back aboard?’

Draycos seemed to sudy him. "I can stay away awhile longer, if you'd prefer.”



"It's up to you," Jack told him, trying not to let his rdief show in his voice. This whole thing was ill
vay new, and he wasn't very comfortable with it. The longer the dragon was able to keep his distance,
the better.

"“Then | will deep here for the present,” Draycos said.

"Okay."

For afew minutes the room was slent. Draycos lay down on the deck in the middle of the room, facing
the door like a guard dog on duty. The dragon's golden scales glinted fantly in the light from the display,
shimmering whenever he moved. Jack gazed at the shadowy figure, dill trying to wrap hismind around dl
this

"S0 how long were you two together?' he asked suddenly.

Thelong neck lifted and half turned toward him. "Pardon?"

"You and your—what did you cdl him?"

"My symbiont?'

"Yegh, that. How long were you together?”

The gold-scaled tall flicked dightly. "Polphir and | were companions for ten of your years" the dragon
sad.

Jack frowned. "Isthat Earth years, or something ese?"

"It is the unit we were told was your time basis" Draycos sad. "Is there more than one form of the
unit?'

"No, if they jugt sad years, they meant Earth Standard,” Jack confirmed. "You just seem older than
thet, somehow.”

"l am," Draycos said. "Polphir was my second hogt. | had been with another, named Trachan, for
fifteen years before that. And of course | had a guardian host during the five years | was a cub.”

"Ah" Jack sad. So the K'da was somewhere around thirty. That seemed more reasonable. He
wondered if that was considered young or old for their species. "So wha happened to Trachan? You
two just split up?'

"Shontine and K'da do not 'split up,’ " Draycos said diffly. "He was killed in battle with the Vaahgua™

"Oh," Jack said, grimacing. "Sorry. | didnt mean to ... you know."

“Itisdl right," Draycos sad quietly. "At least | was abdle to mourn him properly. With Polphir ... a
proper farewd| is not yet posshble”

“I'm sorry," Jack said again, feding embarrassed and depressed at the same time. Hed dtarted the
conversation in hopes of learning a little more about this strange houseguest they'd picked up. Instead, dl
he'd accomplished was to dredge up unpleasant memories.

Served him right for starting a conversation in the middle of the night. "I guess | should let you deep
now, huh?' he added lamdly.

"And you mugt be tired, aswedl," Draycos said. "Yegh," Jack said. "Wdl. . . good night." "Good night.”

Teking a deep breath, Jack rolled over and adjusted the pillow beneath his head. There was a lot he
dill didn't know about these creatures, and a lot he gill needed to know. But there would be time for
that.

Anyway, the important point was thet the dragon had been fed, held been talked to, and it seemed safe
to be around him. That was enough for now.

Eventudly, of course, things would probably get trickier. Things usudly did. But as Unde Virgl had
been fond of saying, that was a worry for another day.

Later, when Draycos returned to his back, he didn't even wake up.



Chapter 9

It was early evening, locd time, when the Essenay put down a the main Vagran Colony cargo
spaceport.

Or, rather, when the light freighter Donkey's Age put down there. Rather than risk bringing the police
or Braxton Security down on ther heads right from square one, Jack had decided to use a fake ship
ident. 1t was one of a set of four fakes that Undle Virgll had bought the same time hed ingdled the
chameeon hull-wrap.

He used afake ID for himsdf, too, and got through customs without raising any darms. A few minutes
later he was waking dong the high-cailinged tube that led inward toward the centrd termind building.
"Youre being very quiet,” he commented as he walked. "Do | take it a K'da warrior would never do
anything so dishonorable as sneaking in under a phony name?*

"Thewarrior code recognizes that camouflage is often necessary," Draycos said from hisright shoulder.

"But you dill dont likeit."

Draycos hestated, just enough. "I am 4ill learning the ways of your society,” he said.

"In other words, you dont like it," Jack concluded, wondering vagudy why he was even arguing the
point. Certainly Draycos didn't want to argue it. Was he actudly trying to push the dragon into tdling him
held done something wrong?

If he was, he was wadting his time. "This place is not as | expected,” Draycos sad, again ducking the
question. "Why are there no other beings here? | understood this to be the chief cargo area for this
world."

"Doesnt say much for the world, does it?" Jack agreed, giving up the argument. The tube they were
waking dong was dirty, asif it hadn't been cleaned or even swept in weeks. Embedded in the graytop
benegth their feet, the cargo-carrier monorail tracks looked alittle rusty, as if they hadn't been used in
years. "And I've been to worse places than this, too."

"Yet an important corporation like Braxton Universs had an assembly plant here?"

"Chegp labor, probably,” Jack said. "Humans and lots of different diens, too. There's dso tons of raw
materids out beyond the settlements. The place hasn't been devel oped very much.”

"They are unfar to therr workers?"

"No ideg, redly,” Jack said. "Anyway, the tubes Braxton used are in much better condition. This place
islad out like a lopsded starburst. There's a big three-story warehouse and termind building in the
middle, with dl these tubes leading off to the different landing pads. Y ou bring Suff into the warehouse by
ral, passit through customsiif you have to, then rail it out these tubes to the ships”

He pointed ahead. "The tube and landing pad | used with the Braxton cargo is on the far Sde of the
warehouse." "Should you not have landed us closer to it?"

Jack came to an abrupt hdt. "Look, pd, if | had enough money to svim in | wouldn't be in this trouble
in the firg place,” he growled. "You've dready cost me alot of fud burning ECHO to this place. Now
you want me to pop for the expensive landing pads, too?!

"My agpologies," Draycos said. "I did not redlize there would be extra cost involved.”

"Therés dways extra cost involved,” Jack muttered, starting up again. "Be happy | even got us a pad a
the same spaceport.”

They continued on in dlence, the dlunk of Jack's boots on the graytop the only noise. Ahead, the tube
widened as it entered the main warehouse building. Jack went in, his footsteps echoing softly now from
the digant wadls and high calings. The middle part of the floor was marked off into different-sized
rectangles, with walkways wide enough for loading-carts running between them.

A few of the rectangles were empty, but most were piled with stacks of shipping crates of various Szes
and colors. The narrow and rather crooked wakways between the piles made quite a maze. Twenty feet
up, catwalks and cranes formed their own maze, some of the walkways connecting with smal offices that
lined the walls of the second floor. One or two of the office doors were showing lights, but most of the
spaceport's daff seemed to have quit for the day. The overhead lights were set a nighttime levels, giving



the whole place a rather gloomy air.

The amplest route to the tube they wanted, he knew, would be around the edge of the warehouse. But
going that way would mean a longer walk, and Jack was dready feding jumpy about being here.
Navigaing the maze of boxes would be quicker, and would offer the extra bonus of kegping him out of
gght. Aicking out a gap between two sets of greenish-brown boxes, he headed toward it.

"Is it dways this quiet?" Draycos asked. "In case you hadn't noticed, it's evening out there,” Jack
reminded him. "Vagran ports usudly aren't busy enough to need alate shift.”

He glanced around. No one was vishle, but there could eesily be groups of workers out of Sght in the
meeze of stacks. "And keep your voice down,”" he added. "Bad enough to look like I'm talking to mysdf. |
don't want to look like I'm answering back, too."

"l will be more careful," Draycos promised, lowering his voice to a levd where Jack could barely hear
it himsdlf. "What exactly was the cargo that vanished?

Away to thar left, near the entrance to one of the other tubes, a group of chattering Jantris in
maintenance coverdls appeared. "The invoice caled it a molecular stress-gauge some-thing-or-other,”
Jack said, picking up his pace alittle and keeping awary eye on the Jantris. That particular species loved
to tak, especidly to strangers, and the last thing he wanted was to get trapped into some rambling
conversation with them.

The concern turned out to be unnecessary. The Jantris went to the next tunnd around the edge and
disappeared down it, dill chattering among themsdalves. Taking one last look around, Jack stepped
between the greenish-brown stacks and headed into the maze. "And you saw this device?' Draycos
asked.

"Of course not," Jack said impatiently. "1 dready told you the boxes were sealed. But there was
something inthere. And that something was gone when | got to Cordolane.”

"Did the police have any thoughts?'

"If you think | waited around to hear what the cops had to say, you're nuts" Jack said darkly. "I just
unloaded the boxes where they'd told me to put them and took off."

"That may have been foolish," Draycos pointed out. "Running creates the appearance of guilt.”

Jack snorted. "What kind of appearance does standing there like an idiot with an empty cargo box
Create?”’

"Perhaps you do not understand my question,” Draycos persisted.

"Y ou're the one who doesn't understand,” Jack retorted. He took a deep breath. "Look. Our law says
aperson isinnocent until proven guilty. Doesn't mean athing. Uncle Virgil is on their books as a thief, and
| fly with Uncle Virgil. They smdl even a hint of trouble near me, and they won't stop to wonder if there
might be some other explanation. Y ou think 1I'd be able to prove my innocence from jal?'

"But you told me you have changed your life”

"Sure | have™" Jack said hitterly. "But who knows that? No one, that's who. You may not redize this,
noble K'da poet-warrior that you are, but it's alot easier to hang onto a good reputation then it is to tear
down a bad one and start over from scratch.”

"Perhaps | can asss you with that process," Draycos said.

"Yeah, thanks" Jack said. "I'll settle for you helping me out of this particular mess."

"l will do my best." Draycoss head lifted dightly from the skin of Jack's shoulder, his eye ridges and
oiny crest pushing up againg the shirt and leather jacket. His tongue flicked out twice. "As to andling
trouble, what is thet odor?’

Jack inhded dowly. There was something in the air, dl right. Faint, but tart and vagudy disgudting. "l
don't know," he said, iffing again. "Doesn't amdl like any normd spaceport suff.”

"No," Draycos agreed, his tongue darting out again. "It amdls like something dead.”

Jack hissed softly between his teeth as the amdl suddenly clicked. "Youre right," he said. "It's dead
meset. Freshly dead mest, in fact."

And where there was freshly dead medt. . . "Let's get out of here" he muttered, throwing a quick look
around as he broke into ajog.

"Isthere danger?" Draycos asked, his head risng up farther out of Jack’s shoulder.



"Stay down, will you?' Jack growled as he drew histangler. The extra weight whenever Draycos went
three-dimendona adways threw him off balance. "Yeah, there's danger. Dead meat means scavengers.
Fresh dead meat means scavengers who don't mind killing." He reached the edge of a stack of crates
and carefully looked around it.

There they were: a least a dozen cat-sized animds with dirty black-and-white speckled fur, ratlike
faces, and wicked-looking teeth and claws. Most of them were gathered around an unidentifisble
carcass, dill chewing away. Others squatted alittle ways off, busily grooming themsdves after their med.

The carcass, he noticed with a sick feding in his ssomach, was wearing the remains of a maintenance
coverdl.

"Heenas," he whispered to Draycos. He backed carefully away from the corner, feding sweet gathering
on his forehead.

There was a sudden weight on his shoulder. He glanced around to find Draycos's head risng up from
his back, twisted to look behind them. "Draycos—"

"Behind you!" the dragon snapped.

Jack soun around, the tangler swvinging around with him.

Ten feet away, moving slently toward him like miniature lions saking their prey, were eight more
heenas. Their ydlow eyes looked impossibly bright in the dim light. Ther fur stuck straight out from ther
bodies, making them look even bigger than they dready were. The threein front were dready crouching,
ready to sporing.

Lowering hisam, Jack fired.

Thetangler cartridge caught two of the front three heenas in its milky-white threads. The third was too
fagt, managing to jump sdeways out of range. The two trapped animas squealed as the tangler's shock
capacitor sparked, putting them out of the fight.

The other heenas, without any sound or reaction, continued toward him.

Jack backed up to the stack of crates, his heart pounding in his ears as he did the math. There were Sx
heenas in front of him, plus the dozen held dready spotted just around the corner. That made eighteen,
plus any more that might be skulking around somewhere ese.

Problem was, there were only seven cartridges left in his tangler. He had a spare dip, but he doubted
held get a chance to use it. The dead maintenance worker was gridy evidence of how fagt a pack of
heenas could move when they wanted to.

"Do not fire" Draycos said from his shoulder. Jack had just enough time to frown—

And then, with the usud surge of weight, the dragon sprang off his chest and shoulder, shoving aside
shirt and jacket as he emerged.

Only this wasn't the nice shiny golden dragon Jack had rescued from the wrecked K'da ship.

This dragon was pure black.

Jack gasped with surprise. Draycos landed on the graytop directly in front of the heenas, his head and
fordegs low, his tall arched over his head like a scorpion’'s. For maybe hdf a second they dl just stood
there, the 9x vidious pack animds and the angle K'da warrior facing them. The heenas bared their teeth;
Draycos gave alow, warning growl.

Asif that was the 9gnd they had been waiting for, the heenas attacked.

The one in the lead legped directly toward Draycoss snout, its claws extended toward his face. The
other five charged toward the dragon's sdes, two toward hisleft and three toward his right, veering wide
to keep out of reach of hisforeegs. Jack had been right; the heenas were fadt.

But Draycos was fadter.

The heena going for the dragon's face went fird, soinning away with a dngle startled squeak as
Draycos batted it asde in midair with his paw. Even before it disappeared around the sde of a stack of
crates, the dragon had jumped sideways over the two heenas coming in toward his left, escaping from the
center of thelr endirding maneuver.

They spun around and shifted direction. Thistime, dl five charged him together.

Sashing with his forelegs, moving dmost too fast for Jack to see, he batted them away one by one into
the gloom.



Jack stood with his back againg the stack of crates, his tangler hanging amogt forgotten in his hand as
he watched Draycos send them flying. His mind flashed back to the legps the dragon had made aboard
the Havenseeker; dealy, K'da had tremendous muscular sirength.

Draycos was down to his last enemy when the ones that had been feeding around the corner came
charging a him, probably aerted by the noise. Two broke off from the pack and veered toward Jack,
who snapped out of his pardyssin time to get them with another tangler shot. The rest headed Straight
for Draycos.

Six-to-one odds had been no contest. It was now quickly apparent that even a twelve to one the
heenas didn't have a chance. Draycos waded into the pack, dashing and hiting, his tall whipping about
with blinding speed and deadly accuracy. Twice it looked to Jack as if they were surdy going to
overwhedm him, but both times he legped out of ther midd just in time. Landing outside their circle, he
continued his dashing attack at the ones on the edge, throwing the whole pack into confusion.

And then, without warning, he legped draght back toward the stack of crates behind Jack.
Automaticaly, Jack ducked; and as he glanced up, he saw a heena dropping toward him from the top of
the stack. Before he could even start to bring up his tangler, Draycos intercepted the attacker, batting it
away with histall.

The dragon’'s momentum carried him back into the crates, but like a cat he twisted around and got his
feet up in time. For a second he hung there on the boxes the way he had from the tree outsde his
wrecked ship, his brilliant green eyes looking brighter than ever againg the black scales. Then, shoving
himsdf off the crates, he landed again on the graytop between Jack and the heenas. Crouching down
with histall raised, he gave another growl.

That was enough for the heenas. Still without a sound, they turned and scattered, scurrying around the
stacked crates and vanishing into the dark.

Jack hadn't redized he was holding his breath. Now, he let it out in a huff. "Wow," was dl he could
think to say.

Draycos's neck twisted around, his eyes searching the shadows for more enemies. Then, dowly, he
graightened up and turned back to Jack. "Are you injured?' he asked.

"No," Jack said, gazing at the dragon in fascination. At close range, he could see now that the scaes
weren't entirdly black: the little diver of red a the edge of each one was dill there. "No. I'm fine. Thanks
to you."

Draycos cocked his head to the Sde. "Y et you seem disturbed.”

"Jud a little sandbagged, that's dl," Jack assured him. Was the gold color starting to creep back into
the dragon's scaes? "Y ou've been cdling yoursdf a warrior; but up to now dl 1've seen you do is zep
people with their own wegpons and fire missles from the Essenay's control board. | didn't know you
could fight like that."

" A warrior mugt be adept in dl forms of combat,” Draycos said.

"l guess 0," Jack said. No migteke; Draycoss scaes were definitdy turning gold again. "That color
changeis pretty coal, too."

"Itisadde effect of K'da combat rage," Draycos told him, lifting up a fordleg to study it. "Our blood is
black. Asit flows more srongly to our muscles, some of it displaces the color in our scales. Do humans
not have asmilar danger response?”

"Not redly,” Jack said. "Wel, maybe alittle” he corrected himsdf. "Our faces get hot when we're mad
or scared. On some peopleit shows alittle”

"Ah. Interesting.”

"Yeeh," Jack said, glancing around. "Can we get out of here now?"

"Do not worry." Draycos peered one lagt time into the shadows, then suddenly turned and lesped.
Reflexivdy, Jack jerked back, whapping his head againg the crates. The dragon hit his upper chest
above his shirt and meted back onto his skin. "They will not bother us again,” he said, diding dong Jack's
body until his head was back inits usud place on hisright shoulder. "Shdl we continue?"

Jack rubbed the back of his head. He was never, ever going to get used to this "Yesh," he sad.
"Sure”



Chapter 10

They reached the far sde of the warehouse without any further trouble. "Okay," Jack said, waving a
hand around. "This was the pick-up area. What now?"

His answer was a diding movement dong his right arm. Before he could say anything, there was the
familiar sudden weight, and Draycos burst from the deeve of his leather jacket.

Sending an equaly sudden flash of pain through Jack's wrigt as he left. " Owl™ Jack yelped.

The dragon hit the graytop and twisted back around. "What iswrong?' he demanded.

"You dmog broke my arm, that's what's wrong,” Jack snapped, dutching his wris where Draycoss
emerging bulk had compressed it againg his jacket. "Geez."

"l do not understand,” Draycos said, stlepping close.

"This is leether,” Jack said, hooking a finger in the jacket's cuff for the dragon's ingpection. "See?
Leather. Leather doesn't stretch. Thisis a snap holding the deeve cuff together. See? Snaps don't stretch,
ether."

"l see," Draycos said. "'l gpologize."

"Yeeh, it'sokay,” Jack muttered. The pain was dready darting to fade. "Only the next time you want to
go out that way, let me know first, okay? Give me a chance to unsnap it."

"No need," Draycos sad, tossng his head in a way that reminded Jack of a horse. "I will not do that
agan."

"Good enough,” Jack said. Benesath the jacket deeve his shirt fdt odd. Popping the snap, he gave it a
quick look. Dray-cosss careless exit hadn't been enough to pop the jacket snap, but it had had no trouble
popping the button off the shirt cuff.

"That was my fault, too?" Draycos asked, stretching hislong neck to peer at the deeve.

"Don't worry about it," Jack told him. "I've been on my own long enough to know how to sew on
buttons." He shook his head. "I bet I'm the only person in the Orion Arm who needs dog flaps in my
wardrobe."

"Pardon?'

"ipit," Jack said, resnapping the jacket deeve. "l repeat: what now?'

"Wewill investigate" Draycos said. He looked around, then padded off.

Jack watched him go, rubbing his wrigt as he groused slently to himsdf. Coming here had been a
complete wagte of time. He knew it, Unde Virge knew it, and if Draycos had any brains hed have
known it, too.

So how and why had he let the dragon talk him into thisin the first place?

On the other hand, he'd aready seen Draycos pull some pretty cool tricks out of his hat. Maybe there
redly was a chance,

He hoped so. Heredly did. After dl the scams and thefts hed helped Unde Virgil pull off, it would be
pretty unfair if he had to stay on the run for something he didn't even do.

Speaking of Unde Virgil. . .

With a 9gh, he reached into his indde coat pocket and pulled out the old police EvGa scanner Undle
Virgl had lifted from somewhere a few years ago. Getting his comm dip out of another pocket, he
attached it to his shirt collar and turned it on. "Unde Virge?'

"About time" Unde Virge said. "What took you so long?'

"We ran into a little trouble” Jack told him, ectivating the EvGa and keying it to run its data
transmissions through the comm clip. "Y ou getting the Sgnd?'

"It'sfing" Uncle Virge said. "What sort of trouble? Was it the dragon's fault?'

"Hardly," Jack said. "We ran into a pack of heenas. Draycos was the one who got us out of it."

"l see"

Jack frowned. There was an odd tonein Unde Virge's voice. "What's that supposed to mean?'

"You should have cdled,” Unde Virge said. ™Y ou should have let me know."

"There wasn't awhole lot of time" Jack pointed out dryly. "Besides, what could you have done?"



"That's not the point,” Uncle Virge said. "'l don't like you being out of touch with me for so long."

"Hey, you were the one who didn't want me tranamitting until we had the scanner hooked up,” Jack
reminded him. "Tracesgble radio sgnds, remember?’

"Of course | remember,” Unde Virge said huffily. "1 just didn't think you'd take so long to get there.”

Jack frowned. "What's gotten into you, anyway?" he demanded. "Come on, let's hear it."

There was a short pause. "What's gotten into me is your new friend," Unde Virge said, lowering his
voice. "l don't trust him. We know practicaly nothing about him, you know. Him or his people or his
gtuation. He could be spinning us a complete rainbow and we'd never know it."

"You mean like the rainbows you're aways spinning on me?' Jack couldn't resist pointing out.

"Exactly my point,” Uncle Virge agreed. "As the saying goes, it takes one to know one. And you know
aswdl as | do that a con man's firg job is to convince the pigeon he's far too good a person to even
think of doing anything dishonest.”

"Uhthuh," Jack said, nodding. He got it now. "It's not so much that you don't trust him. You just don't
like im."

"You see any reason why | should?' Unde Virge countered Hiffly. "All right, no, I don't like him. | don't
like the way he's giving orders and taking charge of everything. | especialy don' like the way he keeps
trying to fill your head with this warrior-ethic claptrap of his”

"Heis not filling my head," Jack protested. "Besdes, what's clap trappy about it?"

"You don't think it's claptrappy to risk your life and safety just to keep an enemy from burning his little
hands?' Unde Virge asked pointedly. "Back on lota Klegtis, remember?”

"Wadl. . . okay, maybe that was alittle strange," Jack had to admit. "But—"

"Did it gain you anything?' Uncle Virge persisted. "That's the scale you have to measure everything
againg, you know. Do you think that thug will be grateful enough to do you a good turn if you ever meet
up with him again?'

"Wdl, no, probably not,” Jack had to admit that one, too. "But it didn't hurt us any, either.”

Unde Virge sghed. "That's not the point, Jack lad," he said. "It could have hurt you a lot. It could have
given hisfriends time to grab you, or to find the ship. But that's not the point, either.”

"Then what is the point?'

"Thet this noble K'da warrior bit sounds fine when you read it in a storybook,” Uncle Virge sad
bluntly. "But in redl life, it just doesn't work."

Jack looked over a Draycos, prowling dong a row of large storage lockers that lined the warehouse
wal near the entrance to the tube. "It seems to work okay for Draycos" he said.

"I'm sure it used to," Unde Virge countered. "It's easy to be grand and noble when you're a soldier,
surrounded by lots of other soldiers. It's quite a bit different when you're done. Did you ever hear of the
Dragonbacks?’

Jack frowned. "No."

"They were asmdl group of idedidic, do-gooder soldiers that came out of Trantson about a hundred
fifty years ago,” Undle Virge said. "Each of them had a smdl dragon tattoo on his back just between his
shoulder blades. Said it gave them strength and courage.”

"Sounds Chinese," Jack offered. "Dragons were a big ded in their ancient legends.”

"Actudly, they did dam they were inspired by some obscure Terran Chinese or Japanese dory,”
Unde Virge said. "Of course, they dso said they were descendants of the Knights Templar of Terran
Europe, so who knows what they were thinking. If they were thinking &t all."

"Sounds like you dontt like them."

"What's not to like?' Uncle Virge countered. "The whole group died out maybe ten years after they got
Sarted.”

Jack puckered hislips. "Because they tried to be hdpful?'

"Because they got involved with other people's problems ingstead of taking care of thar own,” Uncle
Virge said. "That's the lesson here, Jack lad. Y ou have to look out for yoursdf, because no one will do it
for you." "Jack!" Draycos cdled.

Jack looked up. The dragon was sanding beside one of the lockers about thirty feet away, his head



turned in Jack's direction. "Something?' Jack asked.

"Perhgps" Draycos sad, histal twitching. "Come." Jack was at his Sde a few seconds later. "What is
it?' "This storage unit," Draycos said, poking his snout at the door. "It is done of dl the others in having
this attached to it."

Jack frowned. Stuck across the door beside the lock mechanism was a smdl sticker with red edges.

A dticker with some very interesting words:

PROPERTY OF BRAXTON UNIVERSIS, INC. AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.

Benesath the words was one of the most recognizable symbols in the Orion Arm: the Braxton Universs
corporate logo.

"I do not read your word-symbols," Draycos went on. "What does it say?"

"It says the quff ingde is the property of Braxton Universs” Jack told him. "And that casud snoops
like us are to keep our hands off."

Draycoss green eyes glittered. "Yet you said dl ther materia should aready be gone.”

"Yes, | did, didn't 17" Jack agreed, udying the lock.

"How'sit look, lad?' Unde Virge asked from the comm dlip.

"Not too bad," Jack said. The lock was sturdy enough, but it didn't look too complicated. Certainly not
for someone who'd studied under Uncle Virgil. "Looks pretty standard for this type of locker. | wish I'd
brought some red toals, though."

"What will you do?' Draycos asked.

"We cdl it bresking and entering,” Unde Virge said, an edge of sarcasm to hisvoice. "Not something a
noble warrior of the K'da would do, I'm sure, but it's better than Saring at a locked door and wondering
wha'singde”

"You said you had a sensor device," Draycos pointed out, gesturing to the EvGain Jack's hand.

"Sure, but it won't see through locked doors," Jack told him. "It's a police EvGa, an evidence-gathering
sensor. It can pull up fingerprints and dust and fiber samples, but not much more than that.”

"Then let usfirg useit," Draycos sad. "Afterwards, perhaps there will be another way to look ingde”

"Quch as?' Unde Virge asked.

"No, he's right," Jack spoke up quickly. There had been a chdlenge in Undle Virges voice, and he
didn't want to gt here ligening to the two of them argue. "I'll start with the locker. Ready?"

"Ready,” Unde Virge muttered.

It took five minutes for Jack to run the EvGa over the front of the locker. There were dozens of
fingerprints, plus various dien smudges and finger marks. Uncle Virge dutifully logged each one as the
sensor picked it up and andlyzed it. "A waste of time" he grumbled about every other minute. "A whole
amy of people could have come through here in the past two weeks."

"Yet this locker warns others to stay away,” Draycos pointed out.

"It doesn't say not to touch,” Unde Virge countered. "Y ou dmost done, Jack?"

"Hnished,” Jack said, lifting the EvGa away from the door. "What's the grand totd?"

"Weve got eighteen separate sets of human prints” Uncle Virge said rductantly. "There are aso finger
marks from two different Jantris, three Parprins—"

He broke off. "Three Parprinsand . . . ?" Jack prompted.

"Two different Brummgas" Unde Virge finished, sounding intrigued.

Jack looked at Draycos. The dragon was looking back a him. "Brummgas," he echoed.

"That'sright,” Unde Virge confirmed. "Wdl, wel. Smdl universe, isnt it?'

"Are Brummgas not common among your worlds?' Draycos asked.

"They're common enough,” Jack told him, determined not to jump to any concusons here. "They
gpecidize in low-voltage muscle”

"Pardon?'

"Srong backs, wesk minds" Jack explained. "Mercenaries, guards, heavy lifting—thet sort of thing.
There's no reason to make a connection with the Brummga we ran into on the Havenseeker ."

"l understand," Draycos said. But he nevertheless sounded thoughtful.

"Can we get on with this?' Uncle Virge suggested.



"Right," Jack said, looking around. Even after hours, someone was bound to wander this direction
sooner or later. "Well do the floor around the locker now."

"You're joking,” Unde Virge protested. "What in the name of buttered toast do you expect to find
there? That whole army will have walked by, too, you know."

"Scanning now," Jack said, leaning over and holding the scanner a few inches off the floor. "Start
recording.”

Thistime, though, Undle Virge was right. They found nothing interesting, or a least nothing that didn't
belong in a spaceport. A whole army had apparently walked past the locker.

"At least welve got the fingerprints,” Jack said, putting the EvGa away and pulling out his multitool.
"Now for the door, | guess. You sad there was another way to get in, Draycos?”

"To look in," Draycos corrected. Crouching down, he bounded a Jack's chest and mdted onto his
skin. "Will you stand with your back pressed againg the door?' he added from Jack's shoulder.

Jack frowned sdeways down a him. "Tdl me firs what you've got in mind," he said warily. "Youve
dready torn one of my shirts and nearly broken my wrig."

"Therewill be no damage," Draycos assured him. "Do you recal my picture of how the K'da can seem
to become two-dimensond ?'

"That data reader thing you showed me on the Haven-seeker?' Jack asked. "Sure. Not that | redly
understand it."

"It isnot an easy concept,” Draycos conceded. "But think back to that picture now. This time, imegine
thet the data reader can bend.”

"Hadit," Jack said. "You logt me"

"Use your hand," Draycos suggested. "Hold it flat againgt your arm.”

"Okay," Jack said, halding up his right am and laying his left hand fla dong the forearm. "That's
two-dimensond.” He angled the hand like a drawbridge going up, leaving the hed of his hand againgt the
am. "And now it's one-dimensiond. Right?'

"Correct,” Draycos sad, the top of his head poking up off Jack's shoulder again. "Now leave your
hend up, but curl your fingers back down to touch your arm.”

"Uh-huh," Jack said as he did so. "So if there was something between the fingers and the pdm—"

"SQuch asawadl,"” Unde Virge put in.

"—auch asawadl,” Jack agreed, "you'd be leening over it."

"Il be dipped in butter and rolled in bread crumbs" Uncle Virge murmured. "You can see through
wadls"

"Provided the barrier is narrow enough,” Draycos said. "Though Jack is correct; we refer to it as seeing
‘'over' abarrier.”

"You can cdl it orange marmdade if you want to,” Uncle Virge said, sounding genuindy enthusiagtic for
the firg time since they'd met Draycos. "Wdl, well. Now that's atadent worth exploring.”

"Unde Virge" Jack warned.

"I know, | know—you're reformed,” Unde Virge soothed him. "But if you weren't, imagine the kind of
team you two would make."

"We do not use our dbilities to stedl,” Draycos said, sounding offended by the very suggestion.

"Maybe you dont,” Undle Virge said. "But I'll bet plenty of your people have. Or are dl K'da so
lily-pure that the thought of doing something illegd never even crosses thair minds?'

"Of course we are not perfect beings,” Draycos said. "But—"

"Can we get on with this?" Jack interrupted, turning his back to the locker and pressng hard againg it.
"Draycos, do | need to take off my jacket?!

His only answer was another diding sensation againg his skin. He concentrated on the feding, but
couldn't diginguish it from any other time Draycos moved around on him. Maybe sorting out the dragon's
moves would come with practice.

For a few seconds nothing happened. Jack kept his back pressed againg the locker, fingering his
multitool and trying to imagine the kind of jobs Unde Virgil would have put Draycos to if hed had the
chance.



Of course, convincing a noble K'da warrior to hep him break into bank vaults would have been a
gzablejob dl by itsdf. Certainly would have been an interesting conversation to St in on.

Maybe hed dill get the chance. There was alot of Unde Virgll in Uncle Virge, after dl. And if there
was one thing Undle Virgil had dways loved, it was a chdlenge.

"There is a angle item in here” Draycoss voice sounded muffled and digant, yet a the same time
oddly close. Was the sound tranamitting dong Jack's back, perhaps? "It is a large cylindrica container,
perhaps hdf your height, with tubing and smdler square boxes attached to its base."

Jack made a face. From that description, it could be practicaly anything. "Any writing on it?" he asked.
"Manufacturer, modd name—anything?'

"There are severd groups of word-symbols," the near-far answer came. "However, as| have said, | do
not know how to read them."

There was another skin-dide, and out of the corner of his eye Jack saw Draycoss head reappear on
his shoulder. "However, | could attempt to reproduce it for you, figure by figure™ he offered.

Jack shook his head as he stepped away from the locker. "That would take time. And it might till not
tdl us anything."

He lifted his multitool. "So. | guess well have to do this the old-fashioned way."



Chapter 11

After Undle Virges comment about bresking and entering, he expected Draycos to object to the
procedure. But the dragon remained slent as Jack knelt down beside the lock. Maybe this wasn't
something a noble K'da warrior wouldn't do.

Though only if necessary, of course.

As Jack had dready noted, the lock was sturdy but not complicated. He swiveled out one of the
blades from his multi-tool, a specid gadget Unde Virgil had spent hours building into one of the tool's
origind screwdriver heads. This wouldn't take long at dl.

He paused, frowning. There was something not quite right about the lock mechaniam, he redized
suddenly. Not quite symmetric, actudly. He leaned closer for a better look, and it was then that he
noticed the extra piece of metd extending off the lock about a quarter of an inch to theright. A piece that
didn't quite blend in with the origind design.

"What iswrong?' Draycos asked, his head rigng up from Jack's shoulder.

"Thelock's been wired,” Jack told him, running his finger by the extra metd strip, being careful not to
touch it. "Something's been added to the lock, with this piece of metd there to cover it. Ten to oneit's a
trip-line” "What does that mean?'

"It means that if | goring the lock, someone's going to know."

"Interedting,” Draycos murmured. "It is not part of the standard lock mechanism?’

"Definitdly not,” Jack said, shaking his head. "In fact, | don't think I've ever seen anything like this on a
ample storage locker. Usudly if someone wants to protect something, there are better ways to do it."

"Then why wasit done?' Draycos asked.

"I'd think that would be obvious," Undle Virge said tartly. "Even to a noble K'da warrior. They want to
know if anyone breaks in."

"Butif they are afraid the object ingde will be discovered, why not Smply remove it from the locker?"
Draycos pointed out. "Why leave it ingde and then create atrgp?”

Unde Virge snorted. "Y ou familiar with the word "bait'?"

"l do not know tha particular usage,” Draycos sad camly. "But from your tone | can deduce its
meaning."

"I'm so glad,” Unde Virge growled. "Wel, Jack. What now?"

"I don't know," Jack admitted, gezing at the lock. "I can't tdl how the trip-line is wired without a
scanner and some better tools. And without knowing thet, | can't disarm it.”

"You have the necessary equipment aboard the Essenay?" Draycos asked.

"Sure”" Jack grunted. "But I'd never get it in past customs. The Vagran Colony redly leans hard on
thieves"

"So it'saddemae.” Unde Virge sounded disgusted.

"Something like that," Jack said. "l guess that leaves us only one option. We open it up, take a quick
look, then head for the tal grass before whoever's a the other end of the trip-line gets here”

He waited a moment, hoping one of the others would either try to talk him out of it or have something
better to suggest. But both Draycos and Unde Virge were slent. Teking a deep breath, he lifted the
multitool and set to work.

"Easy, lad," Unde Virge murmured. "Remember your traning.”

Jack bit at hislip. Yes, remember histraining. Histraining, and his experience, and his methods.

So much for putting the past behind him.

Thirty seconds later, he had the lock sprung.

"Draycos, keep an ear out,” he told the dragon as he lifted the laich and pulled the door open. "Let's
see wha weve got here”

"Wdl?' Uncle Virge demanded.

"Jud like Draycos described it," Jack said, eying the device as he folded his multitool and put it away.
"Let's see; there's a plate attached near the bottom that says 'Hamker-Rovski 550." That ring any bels?’



"Wdl, wdl" Unde Virge sad thoughtfully. "It does indeed. A Hamker-Rovski 550 is a
low-temperature refrigeraion unit."

Jack frowned. ™Y ou mean like afood freezer?'

"Colder than that, lad," Undle Virge said. "Congderably colder.”

Jack frowned harder. Then, suddenly, he got it. He got dl of it. "Well, wdl," he said, amiling tightly. "Or
did someone just say that?'

"Yes" Unde Virge said. "But it bears repeating.”

"If you have a thought, please speak it," Draycos put in.

"What, the noble K'da warrior doesn't know everything?' Uncle Virge taunted. "How surprising.”

The dragon's head rose further out of Jack's shoulder. "'l do not daim to know everything," he said, his
voice deep and dearly annoyed.

"Takeit easy," Jack soothed him, dosing the locker and heading back toward the maze of boxes in the
center of the warehouse. They'd seen dl they needed to, and it was time to make tracks out of here.
"Unde Virge dways likes to get places before everyone else. Just ignore him.”

The dragon head sank down alittle. "Then explain." "It'sredly pretty ample” Jack said. "I should have
figured it out sooner. | don't know how much chemigry you know, but there are some substances that
can go from solid to gas without becoming liquids first. That means they evaporate without leaving any
puddles” "I an aware of that fact."

"W, one of them happens to be carbon dioxide" Jack said. "Which happens to be one of the waste
gasses we exhde when we breethe.”

Draycos's head lifted up. "Someone is coming,” he said softly. "Three beings. Perhaps the watchers.

"Terrific," Jack muttered, pausing a the edge of one of the stacks and peering carefully around the
corner. No one was visble, but if he concentrated he could just hear the footsteps. "Can you tdl which
direction they're coming from?'

"There" Draycos said, lifting his snout up and out of Jack's jacket and swivding his head to point back
toward the tube area.

"Ha" Jack said, ducking back into the maze of boxes and heading off a an angle. "Looks like they've
outsmarted themsdves. They figured my ship would be in one of the closer pads, and I'd jus wak
draght into their ams."

"You think they were waiting for you?' Draycos asked. "You specificaly, and not merdly someone
invegtigating the cargo disappearance?’

"Who else would care about Jack being in trouble?' Unde Virge countered scornfully. "Watch
yoursdf, lad. Your friends back there reacted too fast to be any sort of cops I've ever known."

"Braxton Security, then?' Jack asked, picking a new direction through the maze and teking another
quick look around before heading off.

"Who dse?' Unde Virge said. "Le me know when you're two minutes away from the ship and I'll start
the engines™

"No, leave them off," Jack said quickly. "Whoever they are, they're not going to be stupid enough to
miss a ship rewing for aliftoff."

"Y ou're certainly not going to try to hide out in a grounded ship,” Undle Virge pointed out.

"You got that right,” Jack agreed, bresking into a jog. "We're heading into the aity.”

"You're what? Jack, lad—"

"I'm dosng down,” Jack said, reeching up and pulling the comm dip off his collar. "Il tak to you
leter.”

" Jack—"

Unde Virge's protest was cut off as Jack shut off the dlip. "Is there danger in the city?' Draycos asked.

"Probably," Jack said, duffing the dip into his pocket. "But not as much as there is behind us. They
Qgetting any closer?"

He got five more steps before Draycos answered. "They are not following,” he said dowly. "I believe
they are moving around the edges of the stacks.”

"Trying to cut us off," Jack grunted, picking up his pace. "Let's seeif we can beat them.”



He broke into a flat-out run, hoping his pursuers were making too much noise of their own to hear him.
Once, as he rounded one of the stacks, it occurred to him that barrding through a cargo maze infested
with heenas might not be the most brilliant thing held ever done in hislife He would just have to hope thet
they'd learned not to mess with the kid in the leather jacket.

The open area around the outer warehouse wall was deserted when he findly emerged from the stacks.
"Draycos?' he asked softly, peering across the open area toward the wide doors where the man cargo
monoral tracks came into the warehouse. Outside the doors the ground was wl lit, with the lights of the
aty twinkling in the near distance. Asfar as he could tell, there was no one out there.

"No one is moving nearby,” the dragon said, flicking out his tongue. "Nor do | smdl anyone close a
hand. Thisis perhaps our best opportunity.”

Jack made a face. And if no one was moving or bresthing nearby, but a whole bunch of them were
waiting outside for him to show up?

Sill, if they were, there wasn't a lot he could do about it. Like their escape from Draycoss wrecked
ship, dl he could do was go for it and hope for the best. "Right,” he muttered. "Here goes.”

He had been mildy surprised back on lota Klestis when more of the Brummgds friends hadn't been
ready to pounce as he ran for the Essenay. He was even more surprised that no one was lurking in the
shadows here as he crossed the graytop and ducked through the cargo entrance.

Once, as he ran across the lighted ground outside he thought he heard a shout behind him. But the
sound wasn't repeated, and no one shot at him, and a minute later he was outside the range of the lights
and into the comforting gloom of night.

Not that darkness done was going to give hm much safety. Darkness and distance, that was the
combination he wanted. He passed the fence at the edge of the spaceport and turned down one of the
streets heading into the city.

They'd made it Sx blocks, and Jack had changed streets twice, when Draycos spoke again. "You are
saying the box contained nothing except solidified carbon dioxide?!

"You got it," Jack confirmed, pausng a moment to look around. The lagt turn had put him on a narrow,
winding street lined with closely-packed two- and three-story buildings A few of the buildings had
bal conies, which the residents seemed to use mogily for storing potted plants. The Street itsdf wasn't very
wdl lit, and the few pedestrians he could see waking dong in the distance were too shadowy for him to
make out even what species they were,

" do not understand the purpose.”

"You said it yoursdf, back on the ship," Jack reminded him, continuing down the street. A delicate
aroma was drifting through the ar from somewhere, reminding him of fresh-baked cinnamon bread.
"'Someone wanted to frame me. The dry ice—"

"Pardon?’

"Dry ice" Jack repeated. "That's what we cal frozen carbon dioxide. The quff evaporated dowly
enough over the four-day trip to Cordolane for the Essenay's ar sysem to handle the extra gas without
triggering any darms.”

The cinnamon smdl was getting stronger, he noticed. A bakery nearby, maybe? He hoped so. He was
darting to get hungry, and it had been along time since held had a good cinnamon rall.

"What isthis place?" Draycos asked. "The amdls are not those of humans.”

"I'm not sure" Jack said. "I've only been here a couple of times, and never to this Sde of the port. If
I'm remembering the map right, it's the Wistawki area.”

"Are they friendly to humans?'

Jack shrugged. "I don't think they're unfriendly, for whatever that's worth. | remember Undle Virgl
conning a couple of them once; they seemed friendly enough. Gullible, too.”

There was slence from his shoulder. Jack winced, redizing that last comment had probably offended
his companion. He opened his mouth to gpologize—

"Behind us," Draycos murmured.

"What?' Jack asked, his gpology and rumbling ssomach both abruptly forgotten.

"Footsteps,” the dragon said. "It is those who sought usin the warehouse.”



Chapter 12

Jack didn't even bother to ask how in the world the dragon could tel they were the same footsteps.
"Wed better hide" he said, picking up his speed as he looked around. No dleyways, no open doors; no
bushes or shrubs he could duck behind. He peered ahead, looking for a cross street, but the nearest one
was along ways away.

"Those plaforms" Draycos said. "Would one of those do?"

"The plat—? Oh, the balconies." Jack looked up & the nearest one. It stretched across the full length of
the second floor, a good sx feet above his head. "Sure, they'd do great. Problem is, they're alittle high
up, and there's no way to dimb them.”

There was a sudden weight and pulling at the back of his collar, and out of the corner of his eye he
caught a glimpse of Draycos legping out from the back of his neck. "It can be done," the dragon declared
as he landed on the ground.

"Are you nuts?' Jack hissed, spinning around. ™Y ou want someone to see you?'

"That way," Draycos ordered, jabbing his snout ahead.

"Run to that building. When | say jump, you will jump up toward it."

Jack turned, frowning. The indicated building had a bacony, dl right, one with enough of a gap
between the potted plants for im to lie down in. But it was no lower than any of the other balconies. "l
can't jump that high, Draycos," he ingsted, turning back. "If you think—"

He broke off. Draycos had moved twenty feet back and was crouched down in the middle of the street
like a printer getting ready to run.

And in the dm dreetlight, he could see tha the dragon's gold scaes were turning black. "Go," the
dragon ordered again. "Run."

Warrior ethic, Unde Virges phrase flitted through Jack's mind. What did a K'da warrior do, he
wondered suddenly, if an underling disobeyed a direct order? That might be something to ask about
when thiswas dl over. "Yeah," he managed. "Right." Turning, he took off toward the building as fagt as
he could run.

He wasn't done. Draycos's feet were slent in the quiet street, but Jack could hear the dragon's breeth
rgpidly catching up behind him.

He could aso hear the fant sound of footsteps now, gpproaching from the direction they'd just come.
They sounded like they were running, too.

Jack clenched his teeth. Directly ahead of him, he suddenly redlized, was the building's main door, haf
hidden in the balcony's shadow. Was that what the crazy dragon had in mind? That Jack should dam
into the door hard enough to break it down? He opened his mouth to object—

"Jump!" Draycos ordered, his voice sounding nearly as close as if hed been riding Jack's shoulder.
Automaticaly, Jack obeyed, bending his knees and jumping as hard as he could. Something dammed
into his back, two other somethings jammed hard up under hisarms—

And to his shock he found himsdf arcing upward Straight &t the balcony.

He didn't have time for anything but a startled yelp before the bacony rail caught him just below the
tops of his boots, flipping him over toward a headfirst landing.

Draycos, ill gripping him under his arms, got there firgt. He rolled around beneath Jack as they fdl,
taking the full brunt of Jack's weight on himsdf as they sprawled onto the ba cony.

"Quiet—they approach,” Draycos whispered into his ear. "Down, and behind me."

Jack rolled off onto the dragon's far Sde, too winded by their landing to say anything. The footsteps
were much closer now, and definitdy running. Pulling his knees to his chest, rubbing his shins under the
tops of his boots where the raling had hit them, he clamped his teeth together hard and lay 4ill. Behind
him, he fdt Draycos curl around his back, protecting him from view from the street.

The footsteps came to a point just beneath the balcony and fdtered to a hdt. "What the frunge?' a
humen voice said quietly. "Whered the little blinker go?*

"I don't like this" a second human voice growled. "He wasn't that far ahead of us"



"Maybe he picked alock and went indde somewhere," the firg voice suggested. "He's supposed to be
good at that."

There was a deep snort. "What, into a Wistawki house?"

an equdly deep voice demanded. Too deep for humen vocd cords, Jack decided. "In this
neighborhood? Today? He's not that supid.”

"Hey, the kid just got here," First Voice said. "He wouldn't know."

From the distance came afant roar. Carefully, Jack turned his head just enough to see the sky behind
him. There, a the corner of his vison, he spotted the familiar Sght of a starship shooting up toward the
clouds.

A familiar aght, and an dl-too-familiar engine pitch.

"Oh, frunge” Firg Voice said disgustedly. "There goes the uncle. Looks like your buddies muffed it.”

There was a dark-sounding rumbling noise. Jack frowned. He'd heard that sound before.

Abruptly, it clicked. A bass drum being attacked by a bunch of chipmunks. Apparently, he and
Draycos had run into another Brummga

"They have not muffed it, Drabs," the Brummga ground out. "If the unde escaped, it is because your
people faled their job."

"Yeaeh?' Firg Voice—Drabs—retorted. "Well, if your group—"

"Both of you shut up," Second Voice cut them off. "Forget the uncle. As long as we have the kid, helll
come when he's cdled.”

"Except that we haven't got thekid," Drabs pointed out.

"Well get hm," Second Voice promised, and there was something in his tone that made Jack shiver.
"Don't you worry about that."

"Perhaps the great Lieutenant Raven knows what we do not," the Brummga rumbled sarcagticaly. "Tel
uswhat you know, Lieutenant Raven.”

"Watch your mouth, Brummy," Drabs warned. "Y ou people work for us, not the other way around.”

"For starters, | know he didn't sprout wings and fly away," Second Voice—Raven—said. "What about
those bal conies? Drabs?"

"Already checked 'em out," Drabs said. "Nothing that could possbly be human on any of them.
Anyway, hed have needed a jet pack to get up there.”

"Then he's dill ahead of us" Raven concluded. "Move out, and make sure he doesn't go to ground.”

The footsteps resumed, continuing down the street. Carefully, Jack turned onto his back, easing his
head up just enough to see over Draycoss Sde. The two men and their lumbering Brummgan companion
were hurrying awvay down the street, looking right and left to check out possible hiding places.

One of the men, he saw, had an infrared scanner strapped over one eye. All three of them were
wearing bolstered guns at their sides.

Jack eased back down again, ligening to the footsteps fade away into the dty noises. "Good thing
they've never seen a K'da before," he whispered. "I wonder what you look like on an infrared scanner.”

"l do not know," Draycos whispered back. "Are you injured?’

"Not enough to worry about,” Jack assured him. In point of fact, his shins were throbbing, and would
probably ache for at least a couple more days. Compared to possbly getting shat, it didn't seem worth
mentioning.

"I did not intend to miss with the jump,” Draycos sad. "l gpologize.”

"It's okay," Jack said. "The boots absorbed mogt of the impact. I'm ill surprised you were able to
jump this high with a hundred-odd pounds of Jack Morgan weighing you down."

"l am relieved thet it was successful,” Draycos said. "Still, | regret my error.”

"l sad forget it," Jack said impatiently. The sort of people he and Undle Virgl usudly hung around with
never apologized even once, |et done twice. The dragon's groveing was making him fed uncomfortable.
"Hey, no hospitd, no foul." "Pardon?’

"ipit." Jack took a deep breath. "So they were waiting for me. And for Uncle Virgil."

"So it would seem,” Draycos agreed. "How isit they do not know he is dead?”’

"We didn't exactly announce it to the news nets" Jack said. "Matter of fact, we kept it as quiet as



possible. | dready told you why."

"Yes the ownership of your spacecraft,” Draycos said. "That point does not appear to goply any
longer.”

"And that might be a problem," Jack admitted, gazing up at the clouds drifting across the stars. There
was nothing to see—Uncle Virge and the Essenay were long gone. "They must have been trying to break
into the ship,” he said. "That's the only reason Uncle Virge would have cut and run.”

"Wl he smply abandon you?'

Jack shrugged. "We have a standard plan for stuations like this™ he said. "Hell try firgt to sneak back
into one of the smdler spaceports on Vagran and wait for me. If | don't show, or if he can't get back in
without attracting attention, hell go to a rendezvous spot on another planet and wait for me there”

"That assumes we will be able to get off thisworld."

"Normdly that wouldn't be a problem," Jack said. "There are regular passenger shuttles, and there€'s
aways away to make enough money for aticket." He grimaced. "Of course, with Lieutenant Raven on
our trall it might not be that easy. | wonder what he's a lieutenant of .

For a minute they lay together in slence. "They expected your return,” Draycos sad at last. "That
would mean they are involved with the fagfied theft. Perhaps we should try to learn more about them.”

"What, you mean go looking for them?" Jack snorted. "At three to one odds? Y ou mugt be joking."

"The correct ratio is three to two," Draycos corrected him. ™Y ou have forgotten about me."

"Hardly," Jack said, carefully stting up. There was no Sgn of Raven and his buddies anywhere he could
see. " You were the one on our side | was counting.”

"Ah," Draycos sad, uncurling himsdlf. "'l see”

"Right," Jack said. "Come on, let's get out of here”

"So00 soooon?' adurred and raspy voice came from the corner of the bal cony.

Jack froze hdfway to his feet. There, Stting againg the ral in the shadow between two huge potted
plants, was the thin figure of a Wistawk. "Sorry," Jack gpologized. "We didn't meen to intrude.”

"Not a dl," the Wistawk said, getting to his feet like a collgpsible ruler unfolding. He wobbled for a
moment asif trying to get back on baance, then abruptly straightened to stand perfectly upright. "Come,”
he said, darting suddenly to the edge of the bacony to stand between Jack and the rail. "Come insde.
Join the fedtivities”"

"Ah. . . thanks" Jack said, trying to ease his way past ther would-be host. The Wistawk cdearly was
drunk, and in his state probably thought Jack was another of his species.

Whoever was indde, though, probably wouldnt make that mistake. The Brummgals earlier comment
about only a foal trying to snesk into a house in this neighborhood flitted through his mind. Had there
been some sort of trouble between humans and Wistawki on Vagran today?

The Wigstawk was too fast for them. Moving like alarge four-limbed insect, he again got between Jack
and any chance of escape. Dimly, Jack wondered how fast the dien would be able to move if he wasn't
drunk. "Come ingde" he repeated. "Preencffneoff!”

Jack winced as, behind him, the balcony doors were flung open. "Ah, Preenoffheoff!” the drunk
Wigtawk greeted the newcomer. "Another guest! Welcome him!™

"Ancther gues?' the newcomer said. His voice, as near as Jack could tdl, was stone-cold sober.
"What is the meaning of this?"

Sowly, Jack turned around. Another Wistawk, even tdler and thinner than the drunk, was standing in
the doorway. His ams were folded, and he was saring a Jack with an unreadable expression. In the
room behind him were at least twenty more of the diens, seated in concentric circles around a pair Stting
by a fireplace in the center. All were dressed in glittering finery, with ornate headpieces that caught the
canddight and scattered it around the room. All had apparently stopped what they were doing and were
looking toward the ba cony.

And with agnking feding in his somach, Jack redized what they had done.

He and Draycos had just crashed a Wistawki bonding ceremony.



Chapter 13

"Shdl we leave?' Draycos murmured from beside him.

"No," Jack muttered back. He'd dready seen how fast a drunk Wistawk could move. The group insde
didn't seem likdy to be that handicapped, which meant that outrunning them was out of the question.
Now, too late, he remembered that the Wistawki he and Uncle Virgil had conned dl those years ago had
been rather dderly. Maybe that was the only reason the two of them had made it out of that scam dive.

Preenoffneoff took along step out onto the bacony. "Who are you?' he demanded, his voice sounding
like gticks clattering together.

Did that mean he was getting angry? Jack wished he knew. "Who am 17" he echoed, gdling for time as
he tried desperately to remember something—anything—about bonding ceremonies. Unde Virgl had
had him read up on Wistawki culture in generd for that scam, but this particular subject hadn't redly
come up.

They were sort of like human weddings, he vagudy remembered, but a lot more rowdy. One of the
aticles hed read had compared them to a combination of wedding, pie-eating contest, and carnivd.
They dso usudly covered a two- or three-block area, with dl of the happy coupl€'s neighbors involved
inthe ceremonies in some way.

No wonder the Brummga had scoffed a the idea of Jack being able to disappear into this
neighborhood. If they got mad a him crashing their party, there would be an awful lot of Wistawki he
would have to run through before he reached someplace safe.

But even as that depressing thought occurred to him, the key word clicked.

Carnival!

"Who am 17" Jack repeated, drawing himsdf up to his ful height. "Why, I'm one of the entertainers, of
course. The Great Jack O'Lantern, here to amaze and enchant and astound the young ones. | trust I'm
not late?"

Preenoffneoff had been darting to take another step toward them. Now, though, he paused. "I didn't
hire any humans”" he said.

"Not specificdly,” Jack said. "The agency sent me over."

He reached down and patted Draycoss head. "Jack O'Lantern and his amazing eectromechanica
assdant Dray-cos." He frowned. "Surdy you've heard of us. The Skyway Pavilion on Scintrdl? | was
one of the star performers there only three years ago.”

"There are so many," Preenoffneoff said, waving a hand in a vague gesture as he stepped to one side.
"Veay wdl. Comeingde”

"Thank you," Jack said, bowing from the waist. "A moment while | get Draycos rest.”

He leaned over and reached under Draycoss neck. "I hope you know what you are doing," Draycos
murmured.

"Me, too," Jack whispered. "Jugt play off my cues, and remember you're supposed to be a mechanicd
robot. Can you Sng or dance or anything?"

Draycos turned his head dightly to gaze directly into Jack's eyes. Jack swallowed; those green eyes did
not look very friendly at the moment. "Dance?' he repested ominoudy.

"No, no, of course nat," Jack said hedlily. "That's okay, well skip the dance.”

"Areyou ready?' Preenoffneoff asked.

"Ready, willing, and able," Jack said, Sraightening up. "Lead the way."

The Wigtawk turned and walked back into the room. Putting on his most confident smile, Jack
followed.

"The whelps are there" Preenoffneoff said, pointing to the outer circle, aring of short Wistawki Jack
hadn't been able to see from the balcony. "We will see your performance now."

"Cetanly," Jack said, forang his smile to say in place as he fdt sweat gathering on his forehead. He
hed assumed the youngsters would be off in another room somewhere, away from the man fedivities.
Clearly, the canivd atmosphere was for the adults, too.



Which meant a bigger audience. A more discerning audience. An audience that might decide to tear
himinto piecesif they didn' like the show.

Terrific.

"Good evening, dl," he said chearfully, bowing to the room in generd. "My name is Jack O'Lantern,
and thisismy amazing eectromechanicd assstant Draycos. Say hdlo to the folks, Draycos.”

Draycos drew himsdf up, as if he was going to refuse to play dong with this charade. Jack held his
breeth. . . .

The dragon dropped his head and neck nearly to the floor in a sylized bow of his own, his tal arching
up over his head. "Good evening, dl," he said.

Holding the pose, he fluttered the tip of his tal as if waving. "And a specid good evening to the
wheps" he added.

There was an dmost human giggle from the outer cirdle, and Jack started to breathe again. "That's
Draycos," he sad as Draycos draghtened up. "Did | mention hé's my amazing eectromechanica
assdant?

"Yes" one of the whelps dbligingly caled.

"Helooks red," one of the others added.

"Of course he's red," Jack said. "A red robot. Maybe later, if you're good, I'll let one of you push
some of his buttons.”

"Md" the firs whelp yipped.

"No, me" someone else ingsted.

"Later," Jack reminded them. "Don't worry, there's enough of him to go around.”

There was just the hint of a growl from Draycos, but the dragon didn't say anything. "Now, | need
someone to go find me afew things" Jack continued, stepping over to the refreshment table set out dong
the wal beside the door to the bacony. One of the serving plates was loaded with raw fruits and
vegetables. "I'll need a deck of ordinary playing cards, three opaque cups—those are cups you can't see
through—and some dring or thin rope. And three coins, any Sze™"

"Il get the cardd" one of the whelps said, scrambling to his feet. Two others were right behind him,
scattering to different parts of the house.

"You do not have your own equipment?' Preenoffneoff asked.

" have my amazing dectromechanica assstant Draycos,”

Jack reminded him. He reached to the fruit plate and selected an apple, a pear-shaped white fruit, and
a polka-dotted thing the Sze and shape of asmdl zucchini. "For everything ese, | prefer to borrow from
my audience."

He amiled out at the crowd. "After dl, anyone can do tricks with specid cards, can't they?"

"Show us some trickd™ one of the whelps caled impatiently.

"Geg, | don't know if | can,” Jack said with mock uncertainly. He stepped away from the table and
tossed the apple up into the ar. The zucchini followed, and then the pear, then the gpple agan. It had
been along time since held juggled, but apparently the skill hadn't gone rusty. "Maybe you can help me
think of some" he added.

Someone giggled. Jack tried varying the pattern alittle; someone giggled again. He stole a glance away
from the flying fruit, wondering what he was doing that was so funny.

The audience wasn't looking a him. They were looking behind him.

And dl the children were giggling now.

Caefully, keeping his eyes modly on his juggling, Jack threw a quick glance to each sde
Preenoffneoff was nowhere to be seen. Could he be coming up behind Jack? With a serving knife from
the table, maybe?

A drop of sweat trickled down his back. He hadn't been invited here, after dl. Hed crashed this
ceremony, and there were plenty of species in the Orion Arm who would consider that a good enough
reason to cut such an intruder into fish food. Some of those species might even laugh and applaud and
ggdewnhileit was being done.

Did the Wigawki think that way? He didn't have the foggiest idea. More to the point, did Preenoffneoff



think that way? He didn't know that, ether.

All he knew was that the giggling was getting louder, and that the adults were amiling, too. Keeping the
fruit in the ar, wondering how fast he could go for his tangler if he had to, he turned his head quickly to
the right.

It wasn't far enough to see what was behind him. But it was far enough to spot Preenoffneoff standing
by the balcony door. He wasn't moving toward Jack, and there was certainly no knife or other weapon in
hishand. And like the other adults, he was amiling.

Jack focused back on his juggling, thoroughly confused now. Could there be another Wistawk back
there? The drunk from the balcony, maybe? Probably not.

Then how about a Wistawk snesking up on him from the lft?

That was possible. Again, Jack twisted his head quickly to the side, thistime to his|eft.

Again, it wasn't far enough to see directly behind him. But again, there was no threat anywhere that
direction that he could see.

So what were they dl giggling at?

Hed tried to play it subtle; but there was nathing for it now but to go obvious. Sowly, Hill keeping the
fruit drding through the ar in front of him, he turned around.

Draycos was lying on his back on the floor between Jack and the table, his neck and tail curled upward
like a mismatched set of parentheses, busly jugding five of the apples back and forth between his four
paws.

Jack |et out a quiet huff of rdief. So no one was trying to murder him, after dl.

A second later, the rdief vanished, rolled over by a flood of annoyance. What did Draycos think he
was doing, upstaging him that way? How dare he?

He let his hands come to a hdlt, catching the pieces of fruit as they fdl, and stood there glaing a the
dragon. What was he going to do, he wondered desperately, now that Draycos had ruined his act?

Draycos kept juggling another couple of seconds, then suddenly seemed to redize that Jack was
watching him. Letting out a guilty squeak, he quickly stopped, catching one of the apples in each paw.

Thefifth apple was dill soaring high overhead. Arching his neck, he caught it negtly in his teeth.

Behind Jack came a clatter of the finger-snapping that was the Wigtawki verson of gpplause. Draycos
held his pose, blinking at Jack like a kid caught raiding the cookie jar.

Sowly, dmogt rductantly, Jack redlized the dragon hadn't ruined the act at dl. In fact, hed made it far
better than anything Jack could ever have come up with on his own.

With a flourish, he turned back to face the Wistawki. "My amazing eectromechanica assgtant
Draycos" he announced, waving a hand back at Draycos. He stepped back to the table and returned his
borrowed fruit to the plate, then turned to Draycos and gave adight nod.

Draycos understood. One at atime, in rapid succession, he tossed Jack the apples he was halding in
his paws. Jack caught each in hisleft hand, tossed it in turn to hisright hand and set it back on the plate.

Last, Draycos spat him the fifth apple. Jack caught it and stopped, reacting as if it was wet with sdiva
He looked closdly a it, made an exaggerated yucky face that got him more giggles from the whelps, and
tossed it back to Draycos. The dragon caught it in his mouth, bounced it around to each of his paws, then
tossed it back to his mouth. A flash of sharp teeth, and the apple was gone.

"My amazing eectromechanica assstant Draycos mus have skipped lunch,” Jack said dryly over the
finger-sngpping applause. "Now, who's got that deck of cards?’



Chapter 14

The show, in Jack's humble opinion, was a Smashing success.

Hed never done ared magic show before, but it was dmogt asif hiswhole life had been spent training
for one. Mogt of the tricks he performed were ones Undle Virgl had taught him, ether for scamming
money on the streets when he was a little kid, or more recently as digtractions for cons the two of them
hed worked together. Uncle Virgil had taught hm deight of hand, too, both for use in scams and dso as
dexterity exercises for his safecracking and pickpocket training.

And of course, the glib patter nearly every magician used to talk up the audience was pure con artist. It
was like he was back to his old life again. Almog asif hed never It it.

The only difference was tha this time the audience would be giving him money voluntarily instead of
him gediing it from them. When Undle Virge had urged him to remember histraining, this probably wasn't
what he'd had in mind.

Sill, the biggest surprise of the evening, a least to him, was Draycos. From that firs bit of
scene-gteding juggling, the dragon did naturdly into the role of the magician's smart-alecky assistant.

He played the role beautifully, too. Even when Jack’s tricks weren't dl that impressve, Draycoss
ingpired downing in the background more than made up for it.

It was the last thing he would have expected from a dignified, noble warrior of the K'da. Uncle Virge
would never bdieveiit.

They ran the show for nearly an hour before Jack decided it was time for the grand finde. By this time,
hopefully, Raven would have moved the search for im to some other part of the city. Depending on
what the Wigtawki paid for the show, he and Draycos ought to be able to hire a transport to get them to
the backwater spaceport on Aldershot where the Essenay would hopefully be waiting for them.

"And now, my friends, one find bit of magic for your amusement,” Jack told them, dipping off his
jacket and halding it out in front of him. "An ordinary coat, as you can see.”

He flipped it around, letting them see both the indde and the outside. "I will now ask my amazing
electromechanical assstant Draycos to come stand in front of me" he went on, hanging the jacket spread
out in front of himin a two-handed grip—

Obediently, Draycos stepped in front of him, staying behind the jacket. Hopping up on his hind legs, he
stretched his body up between Jack's outstretched arms, resting his front paws on the top of the jacket.
Jack couldn't see what he was doing with his face as he peered over the jacket, but the wheps were
ggdling again.

"I thank you for your time and your attention and your courtesy,” he said, bowing to the room. The
movement made the jacket bob up and down; Draycos bobbed right dong with it. "Unfortunately,” he
continued in a sterner voice, "l can't say as much for my amazing eectromechanicd assstant Draycos.
Draycos, you have been decidedly disrespectful to me tonight.”

Draycos leaned his head sraight back so that his face was upsde down to Jack's. "'I?' he asked.

"Yes, you," Jack said firmly. "And thet lagt trick was thefind straw. I'm afraid I'm going to have to fire
you."

There were yips of protest from the whelps. "No, no, I've made up my mind," Jack told them.
"Draycos can no longer be my assstant. And when a magidan fires an assstant, where do you suppose
that assistant goes?"

He let the whelps shout a few posshilities. As they did so, Draycos did his right front paw dong the
top of the jacket to rest on Jack's hand. He was onto the plan, dl right. "Nope," Jack said shaking his
head a the whelps. "As a matter of fact, when amagidan fires his assstant, he goesinto thin ar!”

With atwig of hiswrig, he flipped the coat over the top of Draycoss head. There was a brief surge of
weight on hisright forearm—

Helet go of the jacket, leting it drop empty to the floor.

The whelps gasped. For another second there was stunned silence; and then, to Jack's rdief, came the
loudest burst of Wistawki applause yet. "Once again, my friends, | thank you," Jack sad over the



finger-snapping, bowing low three times. On histhird bow, he retrieved the jacket from the floor.

Preenoffneoff was waiting for hm at the door leading from the room. "An impressve show,” the
Wistawk said quietly. "Fully as impressve asif you had been invited."

"What do you mean?' Jack asked, trying to sound puzzled, his heart darting to speed up. After
knocking himsdf out for an hour up there, surdy Preenoffneoff wasn't going to make trouble for him.
Weas he?

"You came to our balcony to hide" Preenoffneoff said. "Don't deny it. Randorneoff told me”

Jack fdt his heart snk. HE'd seen the drunk Wistawk come in from the balcony hdf an hour ago, but
he hadn't redized hed taked to anyone. He was in trouble, dl right. "Wel. . " he ddled, searching
franticdly for something to say. "l trust you are safe now?"'

It took Jack a moment to change mental gears. "'l hope so, yes. And | gpologize for bresking into your
home."

The Wistawk waved the words away. "An impressive show,” he sad again, pressng a smd| vevet
pouch into Jack's hand. "Go in peace and merriment.”

"Thank you," Jack said, bowing again as he fingered the pouch. It was heavy, and the contents clinked
dightly as he shifted them. High-vaue coins, he hoped. "May your family rest in joy and contentment.”

The evening medtime had passed while they were ingde entertaining the Wistawki, and more
pedestrians had now appeared dralling the streets. Not surprisngly, most of them were Wistawki,
chattering together as they enjoyed the night air. Ficking a direction leading away from the spaceport,
Jack headed out, keeping to the shadows as much as he could without looking obvious about it.

"Where are we going?' Draycos asked oftly from his shoulder.

"Therés a andl arfidd south of the dty," Jack said. "Hopefully, we now have enough money to hire
aplane” "Where will the Essenay will be waiting?'

"At a regiond spaceport about haf a continent away,” Jack told him. "If Uncle Virge wasn't able to
sneak back in under a different ID, hell have gone on to a planet caled Aldershot. In that case, I'll have
to find a job somewhere until | can make enough money to get us there.”

"Perhaps you should continue as a performer,” Draycos suggested. "l was quite impressed by your
il

"Thanks, but Il stick with something Smpler,” Jack said dryly. "Like maybe heavy load lifting. Keeping
an audience on the hook that way is alittle too much like what | used to do.”

He glanced down &t his shoulder. "Spesking of which, you did pretty good yoursdf. Especidly the
jugdling. When did you learn to do that?"

"When | was young,” Draycos said. "It was a ill my older brother had, and which | very much
wanted to magter.

"No kidding," Jack said, feding a twinge of the emptiness held aways fdt when someone mentioned
brothers or sgters. "How many brothers do you have?'

"l had just the one brother,” Draycos said. "l aso have three Sgters.”

"Big family," Jack said. "Me, | was an only child. So he taught you how to juggle, huh?'

"He assigted, but | mainly taught mysdf," the dragon said. "I wished to surprise and impress him."

"Il bet you did," Jack said. "You're darn good at it."

"Thank you," Draycos said. "It is odd, though, for | have dways thought of it merdy as a private
amusement. | would never have expected it to prove a ussful skill."

"Sort of backwards from me" Jack said. "Eveything | did back there | learned for scamming or
geding or conning. | never thought it would be away to just amuse people.”

They walked in slence for another block. "It does not seem to me that your people have much of a
childhood," Draycos said & last.

Jack sighed. "My people do dl right," he said. "It's me who hasn't had much of a childhood. My
parents died when | was three. Some sort of mining accident, | guess™

"You guess? You do not know?"

"I was only three," Jack repeated patiently. "I remember them wearing some kind of funny hats, and |
remember that there was abig exploson. But that's about it. | wouldn't even know they'd been miners if



Unde Virgil hadn't told me."

"Hetold you this after he had adopted you?'

"Sort of adopted me, anyway," Jack corrected. "As far as | know, there was never anything forma
about it. He came in after the accident and brought me to live aboard his ship.”

"Ashis assgtant in dishonesty."

"Modly," Jack admitted. "Don't get me wrong. He was dl the family | had, and he took care of me.
And | do mosly misshim. But. . . yesh, mogly | was just his assgtant.”

"l am sorry for your misfortune.”

"Saveit," Jack hit out. He wasn't used to gpologies, and he sure wasn't used to people feding sorry for
him. "l don't need your sympathy."

"And you aso do not need anyone ese?'

"l did dl right before you got here" Jack said stubbornly. "Il do dl right long after you're gone, too."

"When | am gone?'

"ipit," Jack growled. Now that they'd solved the problem of the missng cargo, Uncdle Virge would
probably push for him to dump Draycos off on someone ese for this Vaahgua hunting expedition of his.
But he hadn't intended to let that dip to Draycos. "So where's this brother of yours? Coming in with that
big flest?'

"My sdters are with the flegt," Draycos said quietly. "But my brother is gone. He died in battle aganst
the Vadahgua"

Jack grimaced. "Oh. Sorry."

"There is no need to gpologize" Draycos assured him. "It was long ago, and he was properly
mourned.”

"Mm," Jack said, not knowing what eseto say. "So | guess you wanting to save the flegt isnt just your
job asawarrior. It's dso something persond.”

The dragon shifted dightly againg his skin. "The K'da and Shontine are my people,” he said, "and |
would willingly die in the defense of any one of them. But yes, itisdso persond.”

Jack grimaced. And would he aso willingly give his current companion's life to defend these umpteen
million people of his? Tha was something he redly ought to get nailed down before they went much
farther with this whole thing.

He was trying to think of a polite way to phrase the question when a shadow detached itdf from a
nearby wall and jammed a gun into the Sde of his neck.

"Nice and cool, now, Morgan," afamiliar voice breathed in his ear.

Jack fdt histhroat go rigid. Oh, no. "Why, Lieutenant Raven,” he said as casudly as he could manage.
"Nice to see you agan.”

"Thefeding ismutud,” Raven said. "Now. We can do this the easy way, or we can do it the hard way.
Your choice"

Under his shirt, Jack could fed Draycos diding into postion for aleap. "Uh-uh," Jack warned under his
bresth.

"Uhruh what?' Raven demanded. "Uh-uh to the easy way?"

"No, jugt plan uh-uh" Jack said. Draycos subsided; clearly, held gotten the message. Though on
second thought, maybe he should just |et the dragon deal with it his own way.

A second later, he was glad held hdd Draycos back. Hdfway down the block, two more shadows
pushed away from different wals, one of them the wide bulk of Raven's pet Brummga Even Draycos
couldn't have taken dl three of them, not with them spread out that way.

"S0 the little blinker did find a hole to hide in, hun?' Drabs sneered as they converged on Jack and
Raven. "Good little blinker."

"You'rein a mess of trouble, Morgan," Raven said, reaching around Jack's left side and removing the
tangler from its holster. "You know that?'

"Grand theft," Drabs said, dill sneering. "That molecular stress-gauge transducer you stole was worth
three million dollars™

"Wow," Jack said, letting his mouth drop open in feigned astonishment. "That old white suff's really



Qgetting expensive.”

Drabs frowned. "What old white Suff?'

"Dry icg" Jack sad blandly. "Imegine ninety pounds being worth a whole three million."

The expression that spread across Drabs's face was priceless. "Hey," he said. "Lieutenant?"

"He has solved it," the Brummga rumbled in disgust. "l said that he would.”

"Yes yes, you were brilliant,” Raven said, sounding as disgusted as the Brummga. He jabbed his gun
agan into Jack's neck. "Clever little blinker, aren't you?'

"l try," Jack said modedtly.

"And the uncles gone" Drabs pointed out, Sarting to sound worried. "What do we do now?'

"What do we do now?' Raven echoed. "We find something else to pin him to the floor with, that's
what."

Raven stepped close behind Jack and looped his left am around Jack’s throat. He turned around,
forang Jack to turn with him.

Coming toward them on the street, chattering together and paying no atention to the strangers in front
of them, were a pair of Wistawki. Tightening his left arm, Raven took his gun away from Jack's neck.

Redting hisarm on Jack's shoulder, he leveled the wegpon at the gpproaching diens.

Jack inhded sharply, suddenly redizing what Raven intended. Ignoring the pressure on his throat, he
grabbed for the gun with both hands.

But he was a split-second eternity too late. Raven's gun spat a flash of laser fire, shifted am dightly,
and spat another one.

Without a sound, not even afind yelp, the two Wigtawki crumpled to the ground.

"Like maybe a murder,” Raven said camly.

"Areyou insane?" Jack gasped, Saring in horror at the dead Wigtawki. "Wha—why did you—?"

"What's the problem?' Raven said, waving the laser casudly beside Jack's face. The barre radiated
heat, and the dight smdll of ozone crinkled his nose. "A couple of diens. No big ded.”

"Youreinsane" Jack breathed. His whole body was sarting to shake now, tears were wdling up in his
eyes, and his somach wanted desperately to be sick. Never, ever, indl his years of seding and cheating
people had he ever seen someone gunned down in cold blood that way.

"Not me, friend," Raven said. "'Y ou're the one who shot them. Right, Drabs?!

"Right," Drabs agreed. He stepped in front of Jack, back to sneering again. "Typicd dien-hating
humen, | guess™

Jack blinked the tears out of his eyes. He would not let these thugs see him cry. He would not.

"But well tak about dl that later," Raven said. "Meanwhile, pleasant dreams.”

Something cold touched Jack's neck just above where Raven was ill holding him. There was a whiff
of something unpleasant. . . .

The lagt thing he saw was Drabs's face. Still sneering.



Chapter 15

The Brummga took charge of Jack, holding the desping boy upright with one of his massve ams
around his waist. Raven went through his pockets, taking the comm dlip, the multitool, and the police
EvGa scanner. Then, with Raven waking ahead a point and Drabs lagging behind in rearguard postion,
they headed back toward the spaceport.

Leaving Draycos dill resting unnoticed againg Jack's skin, fuming quietly to himsdf.

He should have acted sooner. He should have acted, period. He should have ignored Jack's warning to
reman quiet when Raven firg appeared on the scene. A legp from the shoulder would have knocked
Raven's gun away from Jack’s neck, and it would have been the work of haf a second to ded with the
humen.

But then Raven's two companions would have opened fire from ther conceament. Could he have
neutrdized both of them, as wdl?

Draycos let his claws sretch out of ther shesths againg Jack's chest in frudration. Even with the
enemy's advantage in numbers and positioning, he fdt sure he could have defeated dl three of them.

Or & least, he could have if he had been on his own. But he wasn't on his own. Jack wasn't trained,
ether in combat or in evasion. If Draycos had made a move, the boy would most likdy have been killed.

Should he have moved before Raven murdered the Wis-tawki ditizens, then? Should he have lesped
out and stopped that from hgppening? Or should he have done something afterward, perhaps, before
they put Jack to deep?

But no. With Raven's arm pressed around Jack'’s throat Draycos hadn't been able to see properly, but
his hearing hadn't been blocked. Never a any time had dl three of the enemy been within range for a
quick one-one-one attack, and anything else would again have been risking Jack's life

Risking it for nothing, too, Snceit seemed clear that they didn't plan to kill him. At least not right away.

Now, of course, it was too late for action of any sort. Jack was fast adeep, drugged by the chemica
Raven had injected into his skin. It was one thing to grab the boy in mid-legp and carry hm up onto a
bacony. It was a different matter entirdly to try to run with him balanced across his back.

No. For the moment the enemy had the upper hand. Draycos would have to watch, and wait, and be
patient. If they wanted Jack dive, they must aso want something from him. That meant they would
eventudly have to wake him up. Once Jack was again able to move on his own, there would be time to
think about escape.

The group reached the spaceport and went indde, making their way around the outer area where the
tubes connected.

Draycos eased an eye just far enough up on Jack's chest to see out the V of his shirt. Eventudly, he
knew, they would reach a ship.

Eventudly, they did.

It was a rather impressve ship, if Jack's spacecraft was a proper standard to judge by. It was nearly
twice as big as the Essenay, with an elaborate deekness about it that implied wedth and socid pogtion.
Or at least with the Shontine it would have implied that. He studied the craft as they waked toward it,
nating its shape and design and features as best he could. Someday he might need to identify it.

Raven, dill in the lead, stopped a the bottom of the gangway and waited for the others to catch up.
"All right," he said when they were gathered together. "You know the rendezvous point. Weve dready
logt two weeks with the kid's disgppearing act; the boss will skin dl of us dive if you don't get him there
fedt."

"After dl this, held frinking well better cooperate, too," the one named Drabs grunted.

"Let the boss worry about that part,” Raven told him. ™Y ou just concentrate on getting him there in one
piece, dl right?"

"Should we not do a full-body search of him firg?' the Brummga asked.

"What for?' Raven scoffed. "Weapons? Escape gear? Pretty tricky to use something like that when
you're sound adeep.”



"Inmy professon we do not take unnecessary chances,” the Brummga countered iffly.

"Inmine we do what were told," Raven said, just as diffly. "You strap him to the bunk, you give him a
booster shot every twelve hours, and that's all you do. You don't feed him, you don't bathe him, you
don't read him bedtime stories. Do | make mysdf clear?"

"Perfectly,” the Brummga rumbled.

"You off, then?" Drabs asked.

Raven nodded. "I'm going to be late as it is. You just get the kid to the boss as fagt as you can burn
fud. I'l see you later.”

"Right," Drabs said. "Good luck.”

Raven nodded and headed back dong the tube. Lugging Jack dong with them, the others went into the
ship.

The trip was much quieter than Draycos had expected it to be. From what hed gleaned of the
Brummgds attitude, he thought the other might disobey the orders about searching Jack. If that had
happened, and if he had discovered Draycos, the K'da would have had a difficult decison to make.

But no one searched Jack. In fact, except for the injections Drabs gave him twice each day, no one
paid any attention to him at dl. It was exactly asif they were couriers ddivering a package.

Thetrip was dso quite boring. More than once Draycos thought about going off and exploring the ship,
particularly during the hours when everyone seemed to be adeep. But there was no way for him to know
whet kind of monitoring syslem might be in place to keep waich on the rooms and corridors. The
Essenay had such a sysem—Uncle Virge had made a point of bringing that to his atention early
on—and it seemed unlikdy that people who engaged in casua murder would neglect such basic security.

He dso gave consderable thought to the idea of overwheming the crew and taking over the ship.
Once Drabss injection schedule was interrupted, Jack would surely regain consciousness. Together, they
ought to be able to fly this ship somewhere to freedom.

But again, not knowing exactly what he was up againg made that an unacceptably risky move. With
only Drabs and the Brummga aboard, he would have had a good chance of defegting them before they
redlized what was hagppening. But from the bits of conversation he was able to overhear when Jack's
cabin door was open, it was clear that there was aflight crew, as wel. Thar numbers, their locations,
and their routines were dl unknown.

Over and over agan, his military ingtructors had told him that a good warrior never took foolish
chances unless there was no other dternative. The dternative here was to Imply wait.

So he waited. Thet didn't mean he had to like it.

Fndly, after three long days, they arrived.

Back on Vagran, Drabs and the Brummga had carried Jack through the streets like a drunken friend
being taken back to his ship. At this end of the trip, they were better prepared with a collgpsble
sretcher, set up just ingde the hatch. The Brummga carried Jack there and laid him on it. Then he and
Drabs rolled the boy down the gangway to awalting ground vehicle,

The back of the vehide had no windows, but Draycos managed to get a few glances before the doors
closed on them. They were in another spaceport, a much bigger one this time. Bouncing dong in the
darkness ingde the vehicle, he wondered if they had reached ther find dedtination or would be
trandferring to another spacecraft.

Theride was quite short, no more than afew minutes.

There was movement outsde the vehicle, and then Drabs opened the rear doors and he and the
Brummgarolled Jack’s stretcher out onto the ground.

Rigng from the ground beside them was the most impressive spacecraft Draycos had seen yet.

He peered out a the vessdl as the Brummga rolled the stretcher toward the gangway, a strange
sensation girring indgde him. A Shontine ship of this Sze and design would be either an expensive private
yacht or ese the business spacecraft of a mgor corporation. He knew he couldn't jump to that same
condusion in this unfamiliar region of space; but even <0, it certainly appeared that someone with grest
wedlth or power or both was interested in Jack. Very interested indeed.

But why? What would anyone want with a young human adrift on his own?



Or was there something about himsdf that Jack hadn't told him?

It was as he was thinking about that, and dudying the ship, that he saw the word-symbols written on
the hull beside the entrance.

A fresh surge of emation flowed into him. Words! Identification words, perhaps. Maybe even the
Spacecraft's name.

Except that Jack was unconscious and couldnt see them. And Draycos couldn't read humen
word-symbols.

The K'da stretched his claws in and out of their sheeths in agonized frudtration. It was a vitd clue,
possbly the precise due Jack needed to learn the truth behind dl this. He couldn't afford to let the
opportunity dip away.

He would just have to memorize the symbols, that was dl. Memorize their shapes and their postioning,
50 that he could reproduce them later.

But even as he redlized what he had to do, he knew with a Snking feding that the task was beyond his
cgpabilities. There were too many letters there, and his visud memory was smply not good enough to
hold their shapes over the hours or days that might €lapse before he could show them to Jack.

He would try—he would certainly try. But he knew that he would fail.

Unless. ..

He amiled grimly to himsdf. No, he couldnt memoarize the letters shapes. But perhaps there was
another way. A way that only a poet-warrior of the K'da could use.

Gazing a the symbals as the stretcher was rolled toward the ship, he set to work.



Chapter 16

Thefirg thing Jack noticed as he worked hisway dowly back toward consciousness was that his neck
fdt funny.

Not that it hurt. It didnt, redly. But it definitdy fdt funny.

Abruptly, he redlized why. He was gtting upright in a chair, with his head bowed down toward his
chest. The funny feding was coming from the back of his neck, strained asit was by the pull of his head.

He was fully awake now. But that didnt mean the rest of the world had to know it. There were soft
VOICes carying on a quiet conversation somewhere nearby, and there was an equaly soft light showing
agang his eyelids. Maybe if he let them think he was 4ill adeep, he would learn something that would
help him get out of here.

Or even figure out exactly where "here’ was.

It might dso be a good idea to take a quick inventory and see what kind of shape he was in. Adde
from his neck, which was garting to fed a little siff now, nothing hurt. Not even his shins, which should
dill be tender from Draycoss midfired bacony legp. The fact that they weren't meant held been kept
adeep for at least a couple of days.

A couple of days of travel time? Probably.

Which, unfortunately, meant he probably wasn't on the Vagran Colony anymore,

So much for getting to the spaceport where the Essenay would be waiting. He hoped Undle Virge had
figured that out by now and gotten off the planet.

The lack of pain was the plus Sde of his physcd condition. On the minus sde, his somach fdt very
empty. Being adeep without egting for a couple of days would do thet, too. With his nose Sx inches from
his chest, he dso noticed that he was garting to amdl alittle.

So they'd drugged him with something, tossed him aboard a ship or transport, and lugged him some
unknown distance across the Orion Arm. The big question was, where?

The other big question was, why?

"Good afternoon, Jack," avoice sad.

It was dl Jack could do to keep himsdf from jerking with reaction. If he lived hdfway to forever, that
was one voice he knew he would never, ever forget.

It was the cold, heartless, snakelike voice held heard on Iota Klestis. The voice of the man in charge of
the group sfting through the wreckage of the Havenseeker.

Maybe even the man who had ordered the K'da and Shon-tine ships destroyed in the firgt place.

"You can lose the act,” the voice said, going even colder with impatience. "My ingruments tel me you
regained consciousness some thirty seconds ago. Don't waste my time”

Sowly, blinking his eyes a couple of times, Jack raised his head.

He was in a amdl but very nicdy furnished room, seated in a chair across from an ornatdy carved
wooden desk. The way the furniture was fastened down, he guessed he was aboard a spaceship.

A group of lights on the desk had been arranged to shine directly into his face. They weren't painfully
bright, at least not once his eyes adjusted to them, but they were more than bright enough to wash out his
view of whoever or whatever was seated on the other Sde of the desk.

He aso noted that his hands, resting in his lap, were handcuffed together. Hed missed that in his earlier
inventory.

"Okay," he said, squinting his eyes a little againg the glare of the lights Hestingly, he wondered what
hed happened to Draycos, then put the thought out of his mind. He had enough troubles of his own right
now. "I'm awake. What now?"

"l want your unde™ Snake Voice said, his voice coming from behind the lights. "Where is he?"

Jack grimaced. Obvious, of course. They were busy deaning up loose ends, and Unde Virge and the
Essenay were avery Szable loose end. "I don't know," he said.

"I'd advise you not to lie" Snake Voice sad, his voice going dill colder. "We know perfectly wel that
he didn't amply desert you on Vagran. You ether have a prearranged rendezvous point, or dse there are



severd possible places where you can meet. | want the lig.”

Jack shook his head. "L ook, | redly don't know where he is" he said, putting some pleading into his
voice.

For a moment Snake Voice sat quigtly. Jack forced himsdf not to squirm, wondering what would be
next. A mgor interrogation, probably, as they tried to find out who else he might have told about the
K'da and Shontine.

Then, of course, they would kill him. When he didn't come back, he wondered digantly, would Uncle
Virge be smart enough to go to the Internes Police with his story?

Would they believe him even if he did? A ship's computer wasn't exactly alegd witness.

"Wil, then, | suppose well have to say goodbye," Snake Voice sad a last. "If you can't ddiver your
unde, then you're of no use to us. Well just have to kill you and find someone ese to help us”

Jack blinked again, nearly missng the threet as his brain latched onto the last part of the sentence.
Someone to help them? Was this some sort of lame trick?

And then, with a sudden flash of hope, he redized held gotten it dl wrong. Snake Voice wasn't here to
clean up loose ends on the K'da and Shontine thing, because Snake Voice didn't know Jack was the one
who'd sumbled into that mess. This was something else entirely.

And they weren't looking for Unde Virge, the ship's computer. They were looking for Undle Virgil, the
professond thief and con man.

"Wat aminute” he said. "Are you talking about a job?"

"That's none of your concern,” Snake Voice said. "My business is with Virgil Morgan, not some
haf-grown nephew.”

"Oh," Jack said, cocking his head a little to the side. "Gee, that's too bad. Because if you want to talk
to Unde Virgil, you firg have to tak to me"

"Waetch your mouth, kid," another familiar voice threatened from behind Jack.

He looked back over his shoulder to see Drabs standing guard by the door. "Oh, hdlo, Drabs" he
sad, waving his handcuffed hands cheerfully. "Lieutenant Raven step out for a minute?!

Drabs started to sputter something—"So the boy knows your name" Snake Voice sad idly, cutting
the other off in mid-sputter. "Both your names. That's very clever, Drabs. Very dever indeed.”

Drabs looked about as unhgppy as Jack had ever seen a man look. "Sir," he said, his voice pleading.
"It's not—I mean, we didnt—it was the Brummga He—"

"Enough,” Snake Voice cut im off again. "I'll speak with you later. Now. Jack."

Jack turned back to face the lights. "Y es?'

" don't think you redlize the seriousness of the Stuation you're in," Snake Voice said. "Not only did you
gun down two innocent Vagran citizens, but you then fled the jurisdiction.”

Jack's someach tied itsdf into a knot at the memory. ™Y ou mean | was kidnapped,” Jack corrected him.
"And it was Raven who shot them, not me”

"I have three witnesses who will swear in court that you were the one who pulled the trigger,” Snake
Voice sad camly. "Assuming the case ever reaches a court, that is. Alternatively, the whole unpleasant
incdent could Smply end up in the Vagran Police 'unsolved file"

Jack glared past the lights. "The phony theft thing wasn't good enough for you, huh?' he said bitterly.
"You had to kill a couple of innocent Wistawki to get me on the hook?"

"Inmy experience, no oneistruly innocent,” Snake Voice sad offhandedly. "As to the res, it was you
who ruined the previous frame-up.”

"Yeeh, right,” Jack muttered. "Stupid of me. How dare | try to clear mysdf?"

"And none of it would have been necessary a dl if your unde hadn't made himsdf so difficult to find,"
Snake Voice concluded. "If you didike your current position, take it up with him."

"What, there aren't any other con men in the business anymore?' Jack asked, fishing for information.

There was a short pause, and he had the diginct and uncomfortable feding that Snake Voice was
aniling at him. "Like undle, like nephew. Virgil Morgan was aways squeezing stones, too, trying to pump
information out of them.”

Jack dhrugged. "Can't blame mefor trying."



"Oh yes, | could,” Snake Voice said. "But | won't. And no, | don't want his con artist skills. What |
wart is his consderable tdent a opening large and well-protected vaults. At that, he's the best there is.
And I'm accustomed to having the very best.”

"Okay," Jack said. Hed squiggled around long enough, and it was clear now that there was only one
way to play this "What's the job, and what's the pay?"

"As| told you before, that's none of your concern,” Snake Voice sad.

"And as | told you before, if you want Unde Virgil you have to tak to me" Jack countered. "l mean,
there's not much point in being retired if anyone can get hold of you just by picking up a phone.”

There was another slence, along one this time. Jack kept his eyes focused between the desk lights
trying to get a glimpse of whoever was back there. But the best he could do was a vague outline that
could have been aman. It could just as eadly have been a shaped bonsai tree.

"I must have missed his retirement party,” Snake Voice sad at lagt. "Very wdl. Drabs?"

A few dunking footsteps, and Drabs appeared at Jack's sde, glowering down a him. Gripped in his
hand was a smdl metd suitcase. "You sure you want to do this Sr?' he asked. "Persondly, | don't trust
thiskid farther than | can spit him."

"If he crosses us, you can go to Vagran and watch his execution,” Snake Voice said. "Open it."

Sill glowering, Drabs hoisted the suitcase onto Jack's lap and popped the catches.

There was only a dngle item in the suitcase, nestled swugly in the center of custom-fitted foam
peckaging: a dender metd cylinder, eight incheslong and three in diameter. A number was stamped into
one end: 407662. There were aso a handful of connectors and valves jutting out at various places.

"There's a cylinder just like this one in the purser's safe aboard the passenger liner Sar of Wonder,"
Snake Voice said. "The job issmply to replace that cylinder with this one.”

"Ah," Jack said, trying to sound casud. "Just like that.”

"Jud like that," Snake Voice assured him. "A smple enough job for aman of Virgl Morgan's talents.”

"Naturdly,” Jack agreed with a snking feding in his empty stomach. Right. Bresking into a srongly
built and heavily protected vault aboard aluxury sarliner should be just a wak in the park.

Maybe for Unde Virgl it would have been. Problem was, Undle Virgl was dead. "And what's the
pay?"

"He gets his nephew back,” Snake Voice sad quietly. "In one piece, and with no Vagran warrant for
hisarres.”

Jack swallowed. "Yeah," he muttered. "Under the circumstances, | think hell take the job.”

"Excdlent," Snake Voice sad, his voice as cdm and untroubled as if he'd just closed some smple
business ded. "Drabs, have the bridge set up an InterWorld connection to the office here. Mr. Morgan
will be placing acdl to hisunde™

"Yes dr," Drabs said, dosng and sedling the suitcase again. Lifting it off"Jack’s lgp, he started back
toward the door.

Hestantly, Jack lifted a finger. "Excuse me, but it's not quite that Smple”

"No?" Snake Voice asked, a ddfinite hint of threat in his voice.

"No," Jack said. "I'm not cdling Undle Virgl from here. You put me aboard the Sar of Wonder, and
Il take it from there"

"Impossible” Snake Voice said. "Y ou're Saying here as a guarantee of your uncle's behavior.”

Jack lifted his eyebrows. "Then get someone else to do the job."

"Y ou want me to change hismind, Sr?' Drabs asked.

"I'd like nothing better,” Snake Voice said. "Unfortunatdy, Morgan will want guarantees that his
nephew is unharmed.”

"You put im aboard the liner and héll bolt,” Drabs warned. " Sure as anything he will.”

"No, | don't think s0," Snake Voice said thoughtfully. "He's smart enough to redlize that once a warrant
isissued on Vagran, hell never be safe again. Not anywherein the Orion Arm.”

Jack sghed. "Yes, thanks, I've got the message. How far away isthe liner?'

"Not far,” Snake Voice said. "Acrossthis very spaceport, as a matter of fact. Drabs will take you there
and buy you a ticket."



"Fne" Jack said. "What about clothes and tools?*

"You can pick up a change of dothing aboard ship," Snake Voice sad. "As for tools, | presume
Morgan will bring his own. When you contact him.”

There was a dight shuffling noise, as if the man behind the desk was leaning forward. "Y ou are planning
to contact him as you promised, aren't you?'

"Dont worry," Jack said, wishing fervently that he did have Unde Virgll to cdl on. Or even Unde
Virge. "l know how to handle it," he added, trying to sound like he actudly did. "l want my suff back,
though."

"Your Suff?"

"My multitool, EvGa, and tangler,”" Jack told him. "Y our people took them from me on Vagran."

"Of course" Snake Voice said. "Drabswill return your multitool before you board the ship. You won't
be needing the other items.”

"BU—"

"Then that's settled,” Snake Voice said. "One find point. The liner will leave here early this afternoon,
make three more stops, then reach its find detination twelve days from now. Your unde has jugt that
long to complete his task. | suggest you don't wait too long to contact him."

Tweve days. Terrific. "Sure" Jack said.

"Good. Any questions?'

"Yes actudly,” Jack said. "What'sin the red cylinder, and who am | geding it from?"

"S0; no questions,” Snake Voice said. "Excdlent. Youll be contacted again in twelve days. | trust your
undewill be there to give me good news."

An unseen 9gnd passed, and Drabs got a grip on hisarm. "On your feet, kid."

Jack did as ordered. Hdfway up, a black bag unexpectedly dropped over his head. "Hey!"

"A necessary precaution,” Snake Voice said. "Enjoy the cruise”

They were out of the ship and into a land vehicle before the blindfold came off. Even then, they weren't
taking any chances. the vehide was a closed truck, and he and Drabs were in the back. "Firs classdl the
way, | see" Jack commented. "Where do | deep on the liner, the engine room?"

"Funny,” Drabs growled. "Don't worry, I'll get you a red nice double cabin. Like the boss said, we
want you to enjoy the trip."

They rode the rest of the way in slence. Jack ill hadn't had a chance to check on Draycos, but he
could fed some dight movement on his skin now. He hoped the dragon was okay.

Fndly, they pulled to a stop. "End of the line?" Jack asked. "For me, yes" Drabs said. "For you, it's
the beginning.” "I can hardly wait," Jack muttered, standing up and heading back to the rear doors.

Drabs blocked hisway. "I just have one other thing to say to you," he said, his eyes locking onto Jack's
face like twin lasers. "The boss told you you'd be in trouble with the cops if you mess this up. What I'm
tdling you is that if you duck out on us, odds are you won't have to worry about the cops. Odds are
youll be dead before they ever catch up with you. Get me?'

"Sure" Jack sad tiredly. "Maiter of fact, 1've had about as much of you as I'd ever want. Can we go
now?'

For another minute Drabs continued to glare. Then, he amiled. A very unplessant smile "Sure” he said.
"Let'sgo."



Chapter 17

Drabs was as good as his word. The cabin he got for Jack was eesly the nicest room the boy had ever
been in, except for one ground-side hotd suite Undle Virgil had rented them once during a high-stakes
scam.

Of course, the fact that Drabs had kept his promise on the cabin probably meant he would keep other
promises, too. Such as his threat to hunt Jack down and kill im if he tried to run.

The fird job, after catching up on each other's stories, was to make up for the three days of missed
meds. According to the map in his stateroom, the Star of Wonder had ten dining rooms and snack bars,
four of which were open twenty-four hours a day. The room's status liging showed that Drabs had Ieft a
generous credit line for him to draw on, so eating and other incidentals wouldn't be a problem.

But having dso lived in the same set of clothes for those same three days, he didnt think the
high-paying customers of the liner would appreciate mingling with him over lunch.

Fortunately, his stateroom was fancy enough to have a smdl food synthesizer set off in one corner. The
menu was limited to smple snacks, but there was enough of a selection for him to a least take the edge
off his hunger.

Not  surprisngly, the  syntheszer balked a  prepaing  Dray-coss  favorite
hamburger-and-tuna-and-chocol ate-sauce sandwich. Jack solved that problem by ordering a hamburger,
a tuna fish sandwich, and a chocolate sundae, then putting them together himsdf. The dragon had to
meake do without the motor ail.

After that he took atrip to one of the shops for some changes of dothing, which Draycos indsted on.
A shower was next, which Draycos indgsted on even more firmly.

With dl of what Uncle Virge would have caled housekeeping duties out of the way, Jack could findly
get down to business. Sprawling across one of the two beds in the shirt and dacks of a suit held bought,
he began going through the Star of Wonders information booklets, reading about the ship's services and
sudying the layouts of the various decks. Draycos, for his part, curled himsdf up on the char a the smdl
writing desk across the room, Snging softly to himsdf and doodling on a notepad.

" don't know, Draycos," Jack sighed, letting the map drop onto the bed and leaning back againg the
bulkhead. It was hard to bdlieve that after degping for three days sraight he could be tired, but he was.
He was tired, frustrated, and very, very scared. "l fed like I've been dropped into a deep hole, with the
whole universe ganding on top shoveling dirt in at me. What are we going to do?'

The dragon paused in hissnging and looked up. "About what?' he asked, readjusting the stylus he had
gripped in one of hisfront paws.

"What do you mean, about what?' Jack demanded, a flash of annoyance cutting through the fear.
"About this whole stupid Stuation, that's what. Do you have any ideathe kind of security they're going to
have on the purser's safe?”

"I do not know," Draycos said. "What is a purser's safe?’

"The purser is the guy on a daliner in charge of money,” Jack told him. "His safe is the vault where
passengers can store their vauables during the trip.”

He waved his hand in a wide sweep around him. "And on a ship like this, there are going to be some
redly serious vauables. Jewdry, data tubes, maybe even some one-of-a-kind art objects. It's going to
be like bregking into a bank. Worse than a bank, redly, because here ther€'s no place to run after the
job."

"You cannot do it?'

Jack shook his head. "Maybe Unde Virgil could have done it, with the right tools and a week or two to
et ready. He was good enough. But I'm not. Not alone™

Draycoss green eyes glittered. "But you are not done, Jack," he said quietly. "l am here.”

Jack gazed at the dragon, a strange feding irring indde him. Here was this dien creature, willing to
hep him out of atight spot. Not only willing to help, but willing to stick his own neck into danger doing it.

It was like the feding of dowly garting to thaw out again in a warm room after sanding around half



frozen in the cold dl afternoon. For a moment, despite the trouble he was dill in, Jack fdt a digant
gimmer of hope.

Then the rest of the redlity caught up with him. Draycos wasn't doing this out of the goodness of his
heart, or whatever wasin his chest pumping dl that black blood around. He had a flegt full of his people
to rescue, and a the moment Jack was the only tool he had. If Jack went down, Draycos went down
with him.

The dragon was here, but only until he found someone ese to hdp him carry on his misson. When he
did, it would be good-bye.

The warmth faded away, and the cold quietly closed in again. "l appreciate the offer,” he sad. "But
unless you know aredly good safecracker within a couple days flight from here, | don't know how you
can hdp.”

"Do not give up hope” Draycos indsted. "I an a poet-warrior of the K'da. | am not without
resources.”

"Yeeh, that mugt be some course of sudy,” Jack said with a siff. "Burglary-for-Warriors 102. Must
fird have taken Burglary-for-Warriors 101."

Draycos flashed his teeth once but made no comment. Bending back over the desk, he resumed his
doodling and quiet Snging.

Jack frowned a him, garting to fed irritated. His life was hanging by a piece of cobweb, and the
dragon was playing with a notepad? "What are you doing?' he demanded.

"Atternpting to unmask our enemy,” Draycos said. "Come and see”

Frowning harder, Jack got up and crossed to the desk.

Draycos hadn't been smply doodling. He had been writing.

Writing?

"The spacecraft you were brought aboard had these words beside the entrance,” Draycos explained,
touching the notepad with the tip of his tongue. "Because the human Drabs took care to cover your eyes
when you left, we may assume the words are important.”

"Probably the name of the ship," Jack said, his heart sarting to beat faster. "But | thought you said you
didn't read or write our language.”

"I do nat," Draycos sad.

"Y ou memorized the shapes, then?'

"Not directly,” the dragon said. "Alien symbols are difficult for one unfamiliar with them to memorize.
But | am a poet-warrior of the K'da; and so as you were taken aboard the ship, | composed a song.”

Jack blinked. "A song?"

"Yes Observe.”

Draycos st the sylus againg the paper. "And to the right, from tall to head," he sang, "stands sngle
Soldier, tdl but dead.”

He drew a dightly wavy line that did indeed look kind of like a K'da seen from above. A capitd "I,"
Jack decided, drawn in a sylized form.

"Jud like the firdt; again it stands," Draycos went on. "Two soldiers lean to, with joined hands."

He drew two more wavy lines this time at an inverted-V angle that connected a the top. Another
wavy line connected them midway up. An"A"?

"A Shontine waits to hear a sound; shdl two eyes ligen at the ground?"

He drew averticd line, with two gogglelike eyes beside it. Seen from the side, Jack had to admiit, it did
look like the two eyes of someone with his ear pressed againg the ground.

Seen upright, of course, it was a capitd "B."

" Squeezed ring of fire; and what ismore" Draycos sang, "afire burns within its core.”

A capitd "O" with some sort of marking in the center. Jack couldn't tdl what the mark was supposed
to be, but it didn't matter. The thing was ddfinitdly an "O."

"A blade thrusts left, to base of hedge; naught can be seen except the edge.”

Jack amiled at that one. It was a capitd "L," with the same waviness as the other |etters. Now that he
thought about it, it did indeed look like light shining off the edge of a knife point with the rest of the knife



in shadow. Draycos had an interesting way of looking at things.

"Stands find soldier, sngle one." Draycos drew another "1." "Hand down, for now the taleis done."

Helaid down the gtylus. "And it is finished," he added. "I will be dipped in butter,” Jack said, shaking
his head in admiration. "That was just plan flat-out brilliant.”

"I merdly made use of my tdents and training,” Draycos said modestly. Still, to Jack's ear he sounded
pleased at the praise. "Asyou do yoursdf. Tdl me, what do the words say?"

Jack swiveed the paper around to face him. " Advocatus Diaboli," he read. "Huh."

"You recognize the name?' Draycos asked. Jack scratched his cheek. "I don't even recognize the
words" he said, swivding the desk computer around and punching for a dictionary. After dl of that
work, and his own compliments, he hoped Draycos hadn't messed up with this somewhere. "It doesn't
even sound like English.”

He typed in the words. "Aha" he said, nodding as the page came up. "It didnt sound like English
because it ignt. It's a phrasein Old Lain: 'Devil's Advocate.' Says that's someone who argues agangt an
authority's point of view. Odd name for a ship. Was there anything else written there?"

"There were no other words," Draycos said. "But benesth them was a amdl design. It may have been
the same as the one on the sealed warehouse door.”

Jack fdt histhroat tighten. ™Y ou mean the Braxton Univ-ersis logo?"

"It may have been,” Draycos sad. "As| have sad, it isdifficult to memorize dien desgns.”

"No, you naled it just fine" Jack said sourly. "A Braxton cargo, a Braxton ship. The whole thing was
Braxton, right from the gtart.”

"But for what purpose?'

"How should | know?" Jack snapped, swiveing the computer back around. "A fancy plot to take
down some riva, maybe. A big corporate merger that someone won't play bal over. How in blazes
should | know?'

He stomped across the room and flopped back onto the bed, glaing blegkly into a corner of the room.
All dong, he'd been dinging to the hope that the Braxton cargo part had been pure coincidence. That it
was some old rival of his uncle's looking for vengeance, not something coming & him from Braxton
Universsitsf.

But thanks to Draycos's cleverness, that hope was now shattered. This was some corporate game, dl
right. The vast power of Braxton Universs was on one side, some unknown player was on the other, and
Jack Morgan was dead-center in the middle of it.

"You are troubled.”

Jack shifted his glare to Draycos. "Your bet your tal I'm troubled,” he growled. "And if you had any
brains, you would be, too. Thisis Cornelius Braxton we're up agang.”

He took another look at the dragon's face, and indantly regretted his words. "I'm sorry,” he said, a
layer of guilt adding to the rest of his misery. "I know you just don't know."

"I am not offended,” Draycos assured him. "Tdl me about him."

"What's to tdl?" Jack asked, dwrugging uncomfortably. "In a spird arm's worth of hardodl
businessmen, Braxton's one of the hardest. He inherited a business from his father and built it into an
empire. HE's smart, he's ruthless, and he gets whatever he wants”

Rulling the metd suitcase from under his bed, he opened it. "And whatever he's up to this time, this
thing isthe key," he said, taking out the cylinder. "'l wish | knew what wasiniit."

"Or whét isin the one you are to switch it for," Draycos said.

"That, too," Jack agreed glumly, peering at the cylinder. "I don't know whether he's trying to plant this
one on someone, or get the other one away from him. Either way, when the roof caves in, there's only
going to be onefdl guy." "Pardon?’

"Fdl guy," Jack repeated. "The guy who takes the fal, the blame for something someone dse did. In
this case, me"

Draycos uncoiled from the chair and padded over to Jack's sde. "What then do you propose we do?!

For amoment Jack had the sudden urge to stroke the dragon's head, just like he might have petted a
dog. He resisted the impulse. "'l don't know," he confessed, turning the cylinder over in his hand instead.



"Remember, I'm their guarantee of Uncle Virgil's good behavior. If they were willing to let me out of their
gght, it's because I'm not going to be out of their Sght.”

Draycos twitched the tip of histall. "They will have someone weatching you."

"Watching me, and watching for Undle Virgil," Jack said. "That means | can't run and | can't cdl the
police. And | can't just gt around and do nothing. What's lft?"

The dragon was dlent a moment. "There is a syle of warfare the K'da cdl koi shike,” he said. "It
speaks of alarge stone thrown into quiet water to force a response from hiding fish."

"Yegh, weve got something like that, too,” Jack growled. "We cdl it 'rocking the boat." What's your
point?'

Draycos ran a paw thoughtfully dong the sde of the cylinder. "Let us do as they demand,” he said. "Let
us sted the item and replace it with this duplicate. We will then follow the ripples from the stone and see
where they lead.”

Jack snorted. "You make it sound so essy.”

"l am awarrior of the K'da," Draycos said. "You are killed in the arts of theft and cunning. Together
we can surdy find away."

Jack shook his head. "'l wouldn't bet on thet,” he warned. "But | don't have anything better to offer.”

He returned the cylinder to its hiding place under the bed and stood up. "I guess the least we can do is
go take a look a the safe” he added, stepping to the closet and getting out the suit coat that went with
his new shirt and dacks. "You com-ing?'

Draycoss response was to legp in through Jack's open-necked shirt. "And then?' the dragon asked
from his shoulder.

Jack took a deep breath. "Well come up with something. | hope.”



Chapter 18

The purser's office was bigger than Jack had expected, probably four times as big as his own
gtateroom. It had a chest-high counter extending across the entire room near the door, where the purser
stood dedling with passengers who wanted to store ther vauables. Behind the counter, another men and
woman dressed in white uniforms worked at computer desks, presumably keeping track of what was in
the safe and doing other odd jobs.

The safe was bigger than Jack had expected, too. It was more like a smdl bank vault, eesly big
enough for three or four people to wak ingde. Probably big enough for them to dance in, too. There was
afla metd plate over the spot where the keypad or combination did would be on a normd safe door.
There were dso two emergency lights set into the upper walls, one pointed at the vaullt, the other pointed
a the door.

All this he got from a sngle pass by the open door. The outer door itsdf, he noted, had a standard lock
setup. "We are not going in?* Draycos asked as Jack continued down the corridor.

“Inaminute” Jack said. A hundred feet down the corridor from the purser's office was one of the
ship's bars, with a smdl lounge area across the hdlway from it. On the far Sde of the lounge was a glass
wal that looked down onto a casino one deck below. "I thought we might like to come up with a plan
fird," he added, stepping into the lounge.

"Would not our room be safer?' Draycos murmured as Jack selected a table by the glass wall, wdl
away from the other hdf dozen people who were taking or spping drinks.

"Thisis safe enough,” Jack assured him, swiveing his chair around so that he could look down into the
casino. With his back to the rest of the lounge, no one would see his lips moving as he and Draycos
talked.

At the same time, the faint reflectionsin the glass would let im keep an eye on the people coming and
going in the lounge and corridor behind him. If Snake Voice's agent aboard the Star of Wonder got
careless, Jack might be able to spot him.

It took somewhat longer then the minute Jack had suggested. It took nearly an hour, in fact, plus three
fizzy-sodas, for them to hammer out a workable plan.

At least, Jack hoped it was workable.

The purser was taking with an dderly woman when Jack returned to the office. He waited behind her
as patiently as he could, casudly looking around for anything he might have missed on his earlier grall
past the place. It was pretty much as held noted then, except that above the door were two more
emergency lights Taking severd deep breaths, as Unde Virgil had taught him to do, he tried to relax.

FHndly, the woman left. "May | hdp you, young man?' the purser asked with a amile as Jack stepped
up to the counter.

"Yes gr, | hope s0," Jack said, pitching his tone and manner to make himsdf seem a couple of years
younger than he redly was. Uncle Virgil had dways said that the younger you were, the less likdy people
were to suspect you of being trouble. "I'm Jack Morgan, Stateroom 332. My unde wanted me to put
one of his data tubes in the safe.”

"Certanly,” the purser said. "Do you have a deposit box?"

"No, not yet," Jack said. "How long will it take to get one?"

"Notimeat dl," the purser assured him, sepping to one side and lifting a section of the countertop. His
other hand, Jack noted, stayed out of Sght beneeth the edge of the counter as he did so. There must be
ather arelease catch he needed to operate or an darm he had to deactivate. The purser propped up the
section of countertop and pulled open the swinging door beneeth it. "If youll come this way, please?!

He led the way back to the vault and siwung the metd plate back to reved a keypad set into the door.
"If youll just stand there, Sr?' he said, indicating a spot where the plate would block Jack's view of the
keypad.

Jack did as he was told, and the purser began punching in the code. The plate covering the keypad had
seemed easy enough to move, with no secret switches the purser had to use firgt. But Jack had aready



noticed the heavy ring the purser was wearing on that hand. Probably a short-range radio transmitter that
identified him and deactivated the plate's darms.

It was like a bank, dl right, with dl the cute security tricks anyone could ever want. A terrible place to
have to break into.

It was just as well, Jack thought, that he wasn't going to have to do that.

"There we go," the purser announced, swinging the plate back over the keypad. He pulled on the
handle, and the heavy door swung ponderoudy open.

Jack had been wrong about one thing: there was not, in fact, enough room in there for anyone to
dance. Both wadls were lined with locked deposit boxes of various szes, with only a narrow wakway
down the middle. "Let me see, now," the purser said, udying a pocket computer held pulled from a belt
pouch. "Box 48 is free. That onewill have plenty of room for your data tube. Unless you think your uncde
may want to add other items later in the voyage?!

"Oh," Jack said, frowning. "I hadn't thought of that."

He stepped into the vaullt, as if trying to get a closer look at the boxes. They were, he noted with a
grdl bit of rdief, standard coded-key types that he should be able to open with his multitool. That part,
a least, should be easy.

"Because | know he has some other nice things™ he went on, pressing his back tightly againgt one side
of the vault as he pretended to study the boxes on the other side. On his skin, he could fed Draycos hift
position as the dragon curled himsdf over the deposit box doors and peered indde. "How big are these
other boxes?'

"They're different Szes" the purser said. "The ones like 48 are three by three by twenty ..."

He began to rattle off hislig of box sizes. Jack pretended to ligen, moving dowly down the line of
boxes. Draycos was dlill shifting position, but so far he hadn't given the sgnd.

The purser had finished hislig by the time Jack made it to the far end of the vault. "And how much are
the different rental fees?' he asked, waiting for Draycos to come out of his curve and get dl the way onto
his back again.

He fdt the dragon do so. Turning around, he pressed his back againg the other sde of the vaullt.

"Therés no cost for any of them,” the purser said, a note of puzzZlement cregping into his voice. He was
probably used to people wanting to step into his vault. He probably wasn't used to people wanting to
make a vacation home out of the place.

Which meant that Jack had better wrap this up quick, before the man's surprise turned into suspicion.

"Because there's that necklace he got for Aunt Louise” Jack said, as if taking to himsdf. "And the
antique humidor— that's pretty big. I don't know if he's going to want to keep that in the cabin or not.”

Draycos dirred one find time, and the tip of a cdaw ddicatdy touched Jack's ribs.

The dragon had found the cylinder.

"No," Jack said asif suddenly making up hismind. "No, humber 48 should do just fine"

He turned around, stepping away from the boxes, and idly ran a fingertip down the boxes held been
leening againd. "'l guess he can dways come and change to one of these bigger boxes if he needs to,
right?'

"Certanly," the purser said. "If youll step out here, Il code a key for you."

Jack's finger touched Box 125; and as it did so, Draycos touched a daw to his Sde again.

Bingo.

"Sure" Jack said, waking out of the vault. The purser went in and did a key into the lock of Box 48.
He connected the key to athin wire leading to his pocket computer and started tapping buttons.

Ashedid so, Jack looked casudly over at the indde of the vault door. It was there, right where hed
seen it on nearly dl the wak-in vaults hed watched Unde Virgl crack. Most Orion Arm sifety
regulators considered it prudent, most safe-crackers considered it stupid, and most vault owners never
consdered it at dl.

A smdl red lever labeled Emergency Door Release, and a set of glow-in-the-dark ingtructions on how
to useit.

The purser finished his coding and stepped out of the vault. "Here you go," he said, pulling the wire off



the key and handing it to Jack. "Y ou can go ahead and put in your data tube now."

"Thank you." Jack took the key and went back into the vault. The key hummed in the lock of Box 48
and popped it open, and he put the data tube ingde. He closed it, the key hummed again, and the box
was locked. "When do you close tonight?* he asked as he l€ft the vault.

"We're open until midnight,” the purser told him, pushing the vault door shut. "We reopen at 9x in the
morning."”

"Il tdl my unde that," Jack said, crossing to the counter and waiting for the purser to open up tha
section for im again. The purser did so; and from this side, Jack could see thet there was a button down
there that he had to push fird. "Thank you."

"Good evening, young man."

Jack left the office and headed back in the direction of the lounge. Y ou found the cylinder?' he asked,
just to make sure. "Yes," Draycos said. "There were aso severa data tubes and a amdl box of jewery
ingde”

"Jewdry, huh?" Jack commented. Just ahead on the left was a door marked Authorized Personnel
Only. "I wonder if the cylinder belongs to a woman.”

"Could awoman be alikdy target for Braxton Univergs?' Draycos asked.

"Oh, sure” Jack said, glandng both ways down the corridor as he reached the door. No one was
looking. He tapped the plate, the door did open, and he ducked through.

Behind the door was a narrow service hdlway. Four or five doors led off it to the right, while the end
was blocked by a heavy-looking door with a keypad.

Unlike the door held entered through, that one would be locked. Fortunately, he didn't need to go that
far. What he was looking for should be right here in the corridor.

"Women control lots of corporations,” he went on, garting dowly down the hdlway. As he walked he
ran his fingers dong the molded plastic wal on his |&ft, the wall of the purser's office. "Or | suppose the
jewelry could be just agift."”

"What do you search for?' Draycos asked, the top of his head rigng dightly out of Jack's shoulder.

"Kegp down, will you?' Jack growled. "Did you happen to notice the emergency lights back in the
purser's office? Smdl boxes on the wals near the caling with lights icking out of them?”

"l did."

"The boxes contain the lights batteries” Jack explained. "Here, they dmog certainly dso contan
hidden security cameras. Well need to knock them out.”

His fingers paused, feding the dight unevenness benesath the plastic wal that meant he'd found a vertical
support. "Thisshould beit," he said, turning around and pressing his back to the wall. "There should be a
junction box somewhere near here—a amdl square thing with five wires coming out one sde and two out
the other. Seeif you can find it."

Obediently, Draycos shifted around again on his skin. "WdI?" Jack asked.

There was no answer. Jack moved dowly dong the wall, feding his heart sarting to pound again. Any
minute now one of the ship's crew could sumble across him here. The lagt thing he wanted was to have
to come up with a story about why he was leaning againg awal in a place he wasn't supposed to be.

"l believe | have found it,”" Draycos spoke up in that strange near-far voice that seemed to go with this
paticular K'datrick. "Are the wires black with Slver sriping?'

"That'sthem," Jack confirmed. "Okay, get back aboard; I'm going to turn around.”

The dragon drew back from the wal and returned to his back. Jack turned around and held out a hand
to the wdll. "Show me where it was."

Some weight came onto his forearm. His jacket deeve puffed out dightly as Draycoss fordeg
appeared, diding out the cuff dong Jack's wrist. One of the claws extended and scratched asmdl curved
mark into the wall.

"Gredt," Jack said as the weight of the dragon's leg melted back onto his skin. Fortunately, this jacket
materid was more flexible than the lesther of hisnormd coat. "Next stop is the monitor room."”

"What is that?"

"The place where people watch the view from the security cameras,” Jack explained as he snesked out



of the service corridor and back into the passenger areas. "Especidly those in the purser's office”

"You have not spoken of this part of your plan,” Draycos said, sounding suspicious.

"Dont worry, we're not going looking for afight," Jack assured him. "I'm athief, not a one-man army.”

"You are aformer thief," Draycos corrected. "And there are two of us™

"Yesh. Whatever."

Not surprisngly, the monitor room hadn't been marked on the floor plans in Jack's stateroom.
However, the main security office had been shown, and it seemed reasonable that the people saring at
the monitor screens would be someplace nearby.

They were, hidden behind another locked door a the end of another dead-end service hdlway.
"Okay," Jack muttered, moving down the service hdlway as quidlly as he could. Too late, now, he
wondered if this hdlway had its own security camera. If it did, he could expect company any minute now.

But no one appeared, and no voice demanded to know what he was doing there. Chewing at hislip, he
kept going.

Adde from the door & the far end, this hdlway had only two other doors leading off of it. They were
Stuated opposite each other near the far end. As he got closer, he could see that the door on the left had
anumber and the word Electrical onit, while the one on theright said Storage.

"Okay," he muttered to Draycos. " 'Storage’ here will probably be security suff. It1l be serioudy
locked, and well bein red troubleif we get caught messing with it.”

He turned to the other door. "So let's try in here™

That door was locked, too, but not serioudy. A minute with his multitool and Jack had it open.
Checking both ways down the hdlway, he dipped insde, dosng the door behind him.

It was atypicd dectricd clost, like a hundred others hed seen in a lifetime of lurking in shadows.
Mosgt of the space was taken up by a large dectrica switchboard, with wires connecting to a hundred
different in-plugs and out-plugs. Other wires were laid out negtly dong the wals, going off to other rooms
inthe area.

But Jack didn't redly care about any of that. What he did care about were the two large ar vents set
into the wall, one near the caling, the other near the floor.

It was another minute's work with the multitool to take the grating off the lower vent. Twiding his neck
awkwardly in the cramped space, he eased his head into the opening. With codl ar flowing down the
back of his neck he found himsdf gazing a aSmilar grill afew feet away. It was the ar sysem grill in the
monitor room, and the air flow was going in that direction.

Perfect.

"Okay," he muttered, easng his head back out and fagtening the grating back in place. "That's it."

He opened the door and cautioudy looked outsde. The hdlway was dill empty. A dozen nervous
steps later, and he was safely back in the passenger area of the liner.

"Wewill obtain the cylinder now?" Draycos asked as Jack strode aong.

Jack shook his head. "First we go back to the room," he said. "I've got a couple more things | have to
do."

"And then?'

Jack took a deep breath. "Then | guess the job ison."



Chapter 19

Jack stopped at one of the dining rooms firg, following Uncle Virgil's standard rule that you never went
into a job on an empty somach. He made sure to order far more than he wanted, and brought the
leftovers back to the stateroom where Draycos would have the privacy he needed.

Asthe dragon attacked the rest of the medium-rare T-bone steak, Jack sat at the writing desk puiting
together aamdl but very amdly smoke bomb.

It didn't take long. One of his duties for Unde Virgll had been to create diversons, both for the jobs
themsalves and aso sometimes for when things went suddenly sour and they had to run for ther lives
Unde Virgil had taught him a lot about such things, and Jack had picked up other bits and pieces from
some of Unde Virgil's friends. Even on a luxury gtarliner, held had no trouble buying or scrounging
everything he'd needed.

The rest of the preparations didn't take very long, ether. Soon—much too soon—everything was
ready.

After that, there was nothing to do but wait.

"You are troubled,” Draycos sad.

Jack looked up from the solitaire game he had laid out on the writing desk. Draycos had finished his
med and was lying on his somach beside the bed, his head lad dong his front paws in that doglike
resing pose of his. All the dragon needed, Jack thought, was a roaring fireplace behind him to complete
the picture. "What?"

"l sad you are troubled,” Draycos repeated, rasng his head to look more closdy at Jack. "Are you
concerned about the misson?'

"Maybe a little" Jack said, looking down at his game. He didnt remember this card layout at dl.
Apparently, held been playing on pure autopilot. "No, | think itll go dl right. The people who designed
the system couldn't possibly have expected the approach we're going to use. No, it should work."

"Then what isyour concern?’

Sowly, Jack began callecting the cards. "I've been thinking,” he said. "I'm wondering if maybe we
should forget this whole toss-the-rock-in-the-water thing of yours.”

"The km shike?"

"Yeeh, that," Jack said. "Maybe we should just switch the cylinders like they told us to and leave it &
that.”

Draycoss green eyes were glittering. "Do you suggest we dlow them to succeed?”

"L ook, Draycos, they're going to succeed no matter what we do,” Jack said. "I mean, thisis Cornelius
Braxton we're taking about. If he wants this cylinder, or if he wants the cylinder's owner out of his way,
then sooner or later hel's going to do it. And hell roll over anyone who getsin front of him."

He looked away from Draycos's gaze. "Why should that be us?'

For a moment the dragon was dlent. Jack shuffled the cards, not daring to look up a him. Once
before, hed wondered what K'da warriors did to someone who disobeyed orders. Now, he found
himsdf wondering what they did to deserters.

"Unde Virge does not think you should follow the K'da warrior ethic," Draycos sad at last.

Jack looked up sharply. "Wha makes you say that?'

"You and he discussed it," Draycos sad. "In the Vagran spaceport.”

Jack made a face. He'd forgotten how good the dragon's ears were. "That was a private conversation,
you know."

"My gpologies" Draycos said. He didn't sound dl that apologetic. "The fact remains that Uncle Virge
sees dl actions and plans of action in terms of whether they will aid you or harm you."

"What's wrong with that?' Jack demanded. "Who dse is going to think about what | need?"

"| agree that you should take care of yoursdf,” Draycos said. "But there should aso be more to guide
your decisions and actions than smply your own comfort or safety.”

"Let me guess" Jack growled. "Daing for others. The noble cause of good versus evil. Sacrificing



yoursdf for a higher purpose. Am | getting warm?'

"You speak with scorn,” Draycos sad cdmly. "But you are correct. There are times when each person
mus choose his path based soldy on what he knows to be right.”

Jack sniffed. "The K'da warrior ethic.”

"It has nothing to do with warriors,” Draycos said. "Nor does it depend on whether you are done or
surrounded by friends and dlies. It is a decison of the will, guided by the inner knowledge of right and
wrong."

He cocked his head. "Do you Hill know right and wrong, Jack Morgan?"

"If we go up againg Cornelius Braxton, I'll probably die" Jack said bluntly. "Even if | live, Il go to
prison on Vagran for two murders | didn't commit. Is that what you want?'

"If you do not stand againgt him, the two Wistawki will gill be dead,” Draycos reminded him. "And you
will have to live with the knowledge that ther murderer was not brought to judtice. Is that what you
want?'

"l could livewith it," Jack said stubbornly.

The green eyes continued to bore into him. Jack tried to hold that gaze, but after a few seconds he
gave up. "No, not redly,” he conceded.

"And you will dso know that through their deaths another person was harmed,” Draycos went on. "The
owner of the cylinder you intend to sted.”

"So what do you want meto do?' Jack asked. "Throw my life away, too? Add one more deeth to this
whole ugly lig?'

"l do not suggest you deliberatdly sacrifice your life without care,” Draycos said. "That is not the way of
awarrior. We will be subtle and quiet, and use dl the skill and cunning we possess. But the cylinder must
be returned to itsrightful owner, and that owner warned of the attack againgt him or her."

Jack shook his head. "I dready told you, Draycos. We can't fight Corndlius Braxton and win."

"Then do nat fight him because you expect to win," Draycos said. "FHght him because it is the right thing
to do."

Jack snorted. "Like pulling that guy Dumbarton out of the hot dirt on lota Klestis?'

"Yes" Draycos said. "l do not expect any gain from that action. Nor do | expect Dumbarton to be
grateful if our lives should cross again. | did it because it was right.”

Jack looked down & the cardsin his hand. Uncle Virge would argue srongly againg this, he knew. He
would remind Jack thet there was no one to look after Jack Morgan but Jack Morgan himsdf. He would
point out that high-level corporate warfare was none of Jack's business, and that the sooner he got
himsdf out of the middle of it the better.

But Uncle Virge wasn't here.

"Easy for you to say," he muttered. "I'm the one on the hot seat. Y ou've got nothing to lose.™

"On the contrary,” Draycos said. "'l have the lives of dl my people.”

Jack looked up, startled. "What?'

"The man behind the desk in the Advocatus Diaboli," Draycos said. "You perhaps did not recognize
hisvoice. It was the same human who led those searching the Havenseeker."

Jack fdt his somach churn. "Yesh, | recognized it, too," he admitted. "I guess ... | hoped | was
wrong."

"It was the same human,” Draycos sad firmly. "Thus | face the same decison you do. Do | obey his
orders, and sacrifice the owner of the cylinder, and be free afterward to seek him out? Or do | take my
gtand here againg him, and thus risk the lives of dl the K'da and Shontine?"

Jack sghed. "You're not thinking this through,” he said. "Bad enough when it was just your Vaahgua
and some pirates or mercenaries they picked up dong the way. But with Braxton Universs in the game

He shook his head. "We can't fight the whole Orion Arm, Draycos,” he said quidtly. "I don't know
what Braxton has agang your people, or how he got involved with this But we can't fight hm and
whoever ese he's got in his pocket and this Degth wegpon.”

For a moment the dragon was dlent. "If what you say istrue, the odds againg us are indeed immense”



he sad at lagt. "But again, odds do not dter the rightness or wrongness of a course of action. And |
believe we have dready determined what that right course of action should be."

Jack amiled wanly. "So in other words, you want to take on Braxton Universs™ he said. "Just you and
me"

"We mug of course begin with just you and me" Draycos agreed. "But that does not mean we will not
gather dlies to our Sde as we go. The owner of the cylinder, for one, may be grateful for our assstance.”

Jack shook his head again. "I can just hear what Unde Virge would have to say about this"

" can imagine that, as wdl," Draycos said. "But the question iswhat you have to say."

Jack sghed. "The Orion Arm's a big place” he said. "Even Corndius Braxton must have better things
to do then track down some punk-nosed kid who messed up on him. Sure, let's giveit a shot.”

Draycos ducked his head. "I am proud of you, Jack," he said. "Though you are only a boy, you have
the spirit of a K'da warrior.”

"Yeah, wel, let's hope that Soirit doesn't get permanently separated from the rest of me tonight,” Jack
sad sourly, looking at hiswatch. "It's after eleven. | guess wed better start getting ready.”

The Essenay, he knew, would be waiting a the rendezvous point on Aldershot by now. Dimly, he
wondered what Unde Virge would do when he amply vanished.



Chapter 20

The purser's office was et to close a midnight. Jack got there a exactly five minutestill.

The purser and his two assgtants were in the process of dosing up for the night as Jack stepped in
through the door. "Oh, wait aminute" he caled, putting alittle pleading into his voice. "Please? Am | too
late to put something esein the safe?”

"Not at dl, young gr," the purser assured him, coming over to the counter. "Your unce remembered
something se?'

"Yeah." Jack shook his head. "He s so absentminded sometimes.”

"No problem," the purser said. "Come on back."

He opened the counter section and walked Jack to the back. Again meking sure Jack couldnt see the
keypad, he opened the vault. Y ou have your key?'

"Right here," Jack said, pulling out the key and an expensive-looking jewdry case. Like the data tube
hed put in earlier, hed bought the jewery case at one of the ling's gift shops. But of course the purser
wouldn't know that. "I redly appreciate this

"Not a problem,” the purser said, finishing the combination and pulling open the safe door.

Jack stepped ingde and opened Box 48. Laying the jewery case carefully insde, he closed and locked
the box again. "That it?" the purser asked as Jack stepped out of the vaullt.

"Yes, thank you," Jack said, pausing right by the edge of the door.

Now came the tricky part. Cupping his right hand around the cuff link he was paming, he threw a
quick look at each of the purser's assstants. Busy with their computers, neither was looking his direction.
"Watch yoursdf," the purser warned. Leaning his weight againg the door, he started to push it closed.

“I'm okay," Jack said, glandng sideways at the hidden security cameras over the office door. They
could be more of a problem, but it didn't Iook like either of them would have a clear view, either.

The door swung dmost closed; and with a sudden twitch of hisright wrist, Jack sent the cufflink he was
holding clattering onto the floor toward the counter. "Blas!" he said.

It was probably the oldest digtraction in the universe. But as Undle Virgil had been fond of pointing out,
the old tricks got old precisdy because they worked. Even as he continued pushing the vault door
closed, the purser's eyes automaticdly went to the cuff link bouncing across hisfloor.

And as Jack threw up his hands in a gesture of frudration, his left hand dipped for a split-second
behind the nearly closed door.

Draycos was ready. With a brief tug of weght, he shot out of Jack's deeve through the gap and into
the safe.

Jack's arms continued ther upward swing, his left hand moving clear of the vault door just as it
dammed shut with a muffled thud. "Darn it dl, anyway,” Jack growled, chaang after the cufflink. "I am
forever losng that thing.”

"Let me seeit,” the purser offered as Jack caught up with the cufflink and picked it up. "Maybe it can
be fixed."

" don't know how anyone could,” Jack said, handing it over. He didn't know if the man was suspicious
or just trying to be hepful, but it didn't matter. Uncle Virgil had long ago taught him to watch the details,
and hed made sure to carefully break the cuff link. " See how this connector piece flops around?!

"Yes | see" the purser agreed, twidting it back and forth. "We do have a licensed jewder aboard, in
Gantor Gems down on Deck 17. She may be able to fix it for you."

"That'sa good ideg," Jack said as the man handed back the cuff link. "Maybe I'll go see her tomorrow.
Thanks"

"You're welcome," the purser said, ushering him through the counter opening and out the door. "Have a
good night."

W, a busy night, anyway, Jack told himsdf as he Ieft the office and headed back down the
corridor. First stop would be back to therr stateroom for a change of dothing, induding the thin plastic
gloves he dways carried in a hidden pocket in his jacket, and to pick up the rest of the props for the



night's performance. He just hoped Draycos would remember the ingructions held given him for working
that emergency release lever.

He aso hoped the dragon wasn't claustrophobic.

He had to walk past the monitor room a hdf dozen times before the area was clear enough for him to
snesk into the service hdlway without being seen. He got the dectricd room door open, dipped ingde,
and started work on the air vent grill—

He had it hafway off when there was a sudden commoation outside his door. He froze, crouched by the
vent, sure that held been spotted and that the jig was up.

But the voices and footsteps went past without anyone pounding on his door or trying to open it. The
noise faded away, and he redized to his limp rdief that it had been nothing but the one o'clock shift
change. Wiping the sweet off his forehead, he got back to work.

A minute later the grill was off. Pulling his homemade smoke bomb from a side pocket, he st it
carefully into the air conduit and started the fuse. In exactly twenty minutes, if he/d done the job right, the
bomb would go off. When it did, the air flow would blow the smoke gtraight into the monitor room.

It took him seventeen of those twenty minutes to get back to the corridor outside the purser's office.
Again, it took him a few tries before he could get into the service hdlway without being seen.

Exactly nineteen minutes after setting the bomb, he wasin position.

For that last minute he stood in the hdlway, counting down the seconds in his mind and garing a the
curved mark Draycos had made on the wdl. For him, the waiting had dways been the hardest part of
any job. That was when dl the doubts came swirling in: doubts about whether hed covered dl the
details, whether someone was off their usua schedule, whether there was some vitd bit of informetion he
didn't know or had forgotten.

Sometimes, there had been doubts of a more serious sort.

Questions about whether he should even be doing this sort of work.

Unde Virgll had done his best to make sure that last set of doubts didn't raise ther heads very often.
When they did, hé/d done his best to brush them aside. That was probably why it hadn't been until after
his deeth that Jack had been able to even start thinking about quitting the business.

Yet here he was, at it again. Only this time it was a K'da warrior who was doing his best to convince
him he was doing the right thing.

One of these days, Jack promised himsdlf, he would have to start thinking these things out for himsf.

Twenty minutes. Jack listened hard, but even a loud fire darm from the monitor room would be
impossble to hear thisfar away. Stll, if commercid fire procedures hadn't changed in the past couple of
years, everyone should be scrambling out of the monitor room right now as the place filled with smoke.
Thefirefighters would then go in, extinguishers at the ready, hunting for the source of the fire.

It wouldn't take them long to find the smoke bomb. Evenif they didn't, the bomb would quickly run out
of smoke on its own.

But for those crucid few minutes, no one should be watching the camera monitors. Which meant no
one would notice if afew of those cameras suddenly blanked out.

Of course, commercid fire procedures could have changed in the past couple of years. If they had, he
would find that out very soon.

He gave the people in the monitor room another minute to clear out completely. Then, pulling out a
steak knife held borrowed from the dining room, he set the point againg the mark Draycos had made on
the wdl. Hoping fervently thet the dragon had made it exactly over the junction box, he shoved the blade
into the wall with dl his strength.

There was no flash of fire or crackle of dectrica sparks. Nothing & dl, in fact, to tdl hm whether or
not the cameras had been knocked out of action.

If they hadn't been shut down, he would find that out very soon, too.

Twenty seconds work with his multitool and he had the door to the purser's office open. Sipping
ingde, he closed the door behind him and turned on the lights.

No one was waiting for im ingde. Jumping onto and over the counter, he went draight to the vaullt.
With the end of his multitool, he pounded on the door with the thud-thud, thud-thud sgnd they'd agreed



on.

For a dozen seconds nothing happened. A dozen horrible thoughts ran through Jack’'s mind in that time.
Had Draycos not heard hm? Had he panicked in the enclosed space? Was he lying whimpering in a
corner, unable to move? Had the release lever mafunctioned, tragpping him indde? Had he dready
suffocated?

There was a dlick from the lock, and to hisrdief the door started to dowly swing outward.

He grabbed the handle and pulled. The thing was heavier than held redized. But they got it open, and
Draycos bounded out. "The exit mechaniam is indeed as you said," he commented. The dragon was as
cadm asif held just been for awalk in the park, instead of being locked in a large meta coffin for over an
hour. "A useful yet puzzing design.”

"It's a sefety feature, in case someone gets accidentdly locked ingde" Jack said, brushing past him into
the vault. Setting himsdf in front of Box 125, he set hurriedly to work. "Like Unde Virgil once told me,
dl the best tricks are dready done before the magician snaps his fingers™

"You seem hurried," Draycos said. "Is there trouble?’

"Theres dways trouble" Jack told him. "In this case, even if | knocked out the cameras, ther€'s
probably a ggnd that goes off when the vault door is opened.”

"Why did you not disarm it?'

"I couldnt," Jack told him. "It would be a separate self-contained system. But if I'm fast enough—ah."

The box popped open. "Get ready to help me close the vault door,” Jack told Draycos, pulling out the
cylinder and replacing it with the one from hisinner coat pocket. Putting the red cylinder into his pocket,
he closed the box and locked it. "Okay, let's go," he said, stepping out of the vault.

Together, they shoved the door closed. Haf a minute later they were outside the purser's office,
Draycos riding Jack's back, heading down the corridor toward the lounge where they'd done ther
planning that afternoon. "Should you not have locked the outer door?' Draycos asked from his headrest
on Jack's right shoulder.

"No point,” Jack told him as he stripped off his plastic gloves and tucked them away in a Side pocket.
Was that the sound of running footsteps he could hear coming down the corridor behind him? No, it was
just his imagination. "They dready know someone's been in there. Come on, this sort of work adways
makes methirgy."

He was giting in the bar ordering a fizzy-soda when the first group of security men went pounding past.



Chapter 21

He gave the Stuation back at the purser's office forty minutes and two fizzy-sodas to come to a nice
bail. Then, leaving the bar, he strolled back that direction.

Bad news, Unde Virgl had often told him, was the only thing in the universe thet traveled fagter than
the speed of light. Jack had never quite believed it; but as he approached the office he had to admit that
maybe Undle Virgil had had a point.

There were probably twenty people crowded into the corridor outsde the door. Many were dressed in
fancy and expengve ouitfits, probably fresh from the Star of Wonders formd late-night activities. Others
were dressed more haphazardly, as if they'd been adeep and had just thrown on whatever was handy.
Sill others were wearing the neat but Smple dothing of servants or bodyguards.

All of them looked anxious. Most of them looked angry.

Facing them down, his back pressed agang the door, was a Security man wearing a Sergeant's
shoulder patches. "I appreciate your concerns, ladies and gentlemen,” the sergeant was saying as Jack
joined the back of the crowd. "Our invedtigation of the room is proceeding as quickly as possible. When
it's finished, youll dl be dlowed to examine your individud deposit boxes.”

He held up his hand as severd voices tried to speak a once. "However, | can assure you right now
that you dmog certainly have nothing to worry about. At the moment, it appears that no one actudly got
into the vault."

"Then what set off the security darm?’ someone demanded. "I heard it right through the ballroom wall.”

"And the captain told me that the vault had been opened,” someone else added.

"That was the fird report, yes," the sergeant conceded. "However, it appears now that it was a fdse
darm. The lock does not seem to have been tampered with, and no one entered any codes into it. We're
doing an eectronic confirmation of that now."

"Yes, but—"

Behind the sergeant the door opened and another security man appeared. The two of them taked
together for aminutein low voices as a buzz of conversation rippled through the crowd.

The sergeant turned back. "I've just been informed that the lock pad has definitdy not been tampered
with," he said. "We can therefore assume that the door indicator was indeed afdse dam.”

Jack amiled to himsdlf. Security knew perfectly well that there was more to it than that, of course. The
smoke bomb in the monitor room vent and the knife hed put through the camera junction box proved
that much, not to mention the unlocked office door. Someone in authority must have decided to
downplay the whole thing so as not to worry the passengers any more than necessary.

To be far, of course, the sergeant was cetanly right on one point. The lock pad hadn't been
tampered with.

"Lieutenant Snyder has dso informed me that well be dlowing you in now to check your boxes,” he
went on. "If youll dl wait out here, well take youin one a atime”

"How about we wait ingde?" someone demanded.

"That'sright," another voice put in. "'l want to know if anybody logt anything."

A chorus of agreement ran around the crowd. "Very wdl," the sergeant said, giving in. "Follow me,
please. And make sure you have your keys ready.”

One by one, they were brought behind the counter. Each person gave his or her box number, showed
some identification, and was alowed into the vault to confirm everything was in order. Then, satisfied if
not exactly happy, they wandered off back to ther Staterooms or ther interrupted evening's
entertainment.

At least, mogt of them did.

The man who'd checked out Box 125 was one of those dressed like servants or bodyguards. From his
Sze and the way he walked, Jack had quickly narrowed that down to bodyguard.

Following a a careful distance, he tracked the other to what Unde Virgil would have cdled "crust
centrd,”" the mogt expengve section of the starliner's living sections. The door he went into was at the far



end of one of the more luxurious corridors.

"The top of the top," Jack commented as they headed back toward the more modest area where his
own stateroom was located.

"Pardon?' Draycos asked.

"A room a the end of a corridor like that is probably a suite" Jack explained. "Something the sze of
the Essenay, 1'd guess. Probably costs more per week then the Star of Wonders captain makes in a
year. High-levd corporate territory, dl right.”

"A likdly target for a human such as Cornelius Braxton, then?'

"Very much s0," Jack agreed. "Guys like Braxton prefer to go for big bites instead of little nibbles” He
jerked his thumb back in the direction of the suite. "Whoever's in there is definitdy in the big-bite
category."

Draycos was slent amoment. "Then let us hope that Braxton has bitten off more than he can swalow.”

Jack glanced down at the dragon in surprise. "Hey, that's a human saying,” he commented. "Where did
you pick it up?'

“Itisdso K'da wisdom," Draycos told him. " Perhaps the thought is universa.”

"Could be" Jack said. "Yes, let's hope thisguy sticksin histhroat.”

"When will we speak to him?"

"There's no point trying to barge in tonight," Jack said. "Well let hm deep in and try to see himin the
morming.”

"What will you do with the cylinder?"

"I thought you were the one who wanted to give it back,” Jack reminded him.

"But we do not want to bring it with us to his room," Draycos pointed out. "Tha would leave no room
for conversation.”

"Yeah, youre right,” Jack agreed, chewing hislip. "No room for bargaining, either. He'd just whidle for
the cgptain and have me thrown in the brig."

"We as0 do not want the humans from the Advocatus Dia-boli to find it," Draycos added.

"Right," Jack said. "And we know they're aboard somewhere."”

"We mugt therefore find a hiding place,” Draycos concluded.

Ahead was a bank of devators. "No problem,” Jack assured him. "Watch the master and learn.”

He touched the cdl button and the rightmost elevator door did open. Jack stepped insde and pushed
for the lowest deck. "Lowest deck is vehide storage,” he told Draycos as the doors did closed. "A
thousand places to hide something this Sze. Especidly if anyone watching me notices thet I've gone down
there”

"Youwill hideitin avehicle, then?'

"Like | said, watch the master,” Jack said, pulling the cylinder from his indgde coat pocket. "You know,
we redly ought to mark this thing somehow, in case it ever gets mixed up with the fake one. Let's see . .

With a bound, Draycos legped out from his collar and landed beside him. "Permit me" he said, holding
up one of hisfront paws. "Hold it firmly with the end facing me, please.”

Frowning, Jack did so. The dragon extended a claw and scraped it briefly againg the bottom of the
cylinder. "There" he said.

Jack turned the cylinder around to look. Sure enough, there was a subtle but quite visble symbol
scratched into the metd. "It is kesh,” Draycos identified it. "The fird letter in the K'da word for
genuine."

Jack whigtled softly. "So those claws of yours cut right through metd, huh?”

"Certain metds, yes" Draycos said, "though the harder varieties require more effort than a soft metd
like this one." He cocked his head. "Why? Does that disturb you?'

Jack shrugged uncomfortably. "It doesn't exactly fill me with warm fuzzies if that's what you mean," he
admitted, svinging open the eevator's trouble panel. Behind the pand was a recessed box containing an
emergency phone. "Here, hold this" he added, handing the dragon the cylinder and pulling out his
multitool. He set to work on the Sde panel of the phone box, unfastening two of the screws that held it in



place.

"Does that mean it does disturb you?' Draycos asked again, gripping the cylinder between his front
paws.

"Alittle, | guess™ Jack said. He had the side pand loose enough to swing inward, exposing the wires
and soft foam sound insulaion packed in between the sde of the phone box and the eevator wal. "I
mean, let's faceit. You K'da are superior to humansin about every way | can think of "

He took the cylinder back and pressed it into the insulaion. It fit, barely. "Youre faster, you're
gtronger, and you're probably smarter,” he went on, pushing the pand back into place and sarting to
fasten the screws again. "Y ou can turn two-dimensiond and look through walls. And now | find out you
can scratch metd, too. What can't you do?!

"We cannot live done," Draycos said softly. "Not for longer than sx hours.”

Jack paused, frowning over his shoulder. The dragon was ganding motionless, with no emotion that
Jack could read on his long face. But a the same time, he could somehow sense a deep sadness there.
"Yegh," he said. "Thereisthat."

The begping of the elevator asit passed the next floor reminded him that time was short. Turning back,
he finished fagtening the plate and swung the trouble panel door shut again. He was on his feet, putting the
multitool away, when the elevator settled onto the deck held punched for.

A flicker of weight on his neck, and Draycos was again safely hidden away. The elevator doors started
to open; and Jack settled into the earnest young boy act that had worked so wel in the purser's office.
There would be a guard around here somewhere. . . .

"Wow!" he said, stepping out of the elevator and looking around. Ahead, dretching as far as he could
see, were rows and rows of cars and amdl aircraft.

There was a guard, dl right: a man in white gtting in a booth just beside the eevators. "May | hdp
you?' he asked.

"Oh, no, | just came down to seethe cars," Jack said, trying to look friendly, startled, and harmless dl
a the same time. "My dad told me there were Ralls Royce-Dymeis here and everything.”

"There sure are," the guard said. "But I'm afraid you can't just wander around. Do you have a vehide of
your own down here?'

"No," Jack said, letting hisface fdl alittle.

The guard amiled sympathetically. "Sorry.”

"Yeah," Jack said. "Thanks anyway."

He got back into the elevator and punched for his stateroom'’s level. "And that's that," he said as the
elevator started up. "Anyone falowing my movements will figure | stashed the cylinder somewhere down
there

"You were not there long enough to do that," Draycos pointed out.

"Of course nat," Jack said, amiling tightly. "But don't forget, they think Undle Virgil is here, too. Theyll
figure | passed it off to him."

"l see." The dragon gave an odd sound, like a heavy rain plashing into a puddle. A chuckle? "There is
a least one area where you humans excd. You are by far more clever than the K'da."

Jack made aface. "Yeah. Big fa furry ded."

They had reached their floor before Draycos spoke again. "You need not fear us, Jack,” he said quigtly
as Jack stepped out of the devator. "By the very nature of our limitation the K'da can only be friends, or
companions, or servants. We can never be magters”

"Maybe" Jack said. "But our history'sfull of servants who decided they wanted to be the masters for a
change. Usudly, things got pretty unplessant.”

He shook his head. "But we didnt come here to discuss hisory. Let's get some deep, huh?
Tomorrow's going to be another red busy day."



Chapter 22

The luxury corridor was deserted the next morning as Jack made his way dong it, his feet dragging
through the thick carpet. Back in his own area, most people had dready been up and about. Theidle rich
mud like to deep in.

"What will we do?" Draycos murmured.

Jack hunched his shoulders, glancing around &t the hand-carved designs dong the corridor walls. HEd
traded in the fancy clothes held worn yesterday in favor of his usud jeans and legther jacket, and was
definitdy regretting that decison. He fdt out of place enough even out here in the corridor. How much
worse was he going to fed once he was actudly in the suite down there at the end?

Assuming, of course, he actudly got ingde. "We do it draight,” he murmured back as he reached the
door. "Just walk up and push the buzzer."

He got to the door and reached for the buzzer. As he did o, there was the sound of diding doors
behind him.

He turned. Standing in the corridor, outside the two doors hed just passed, were two large men. Both
were dressed the same way as the bodyguard from last night, and both were looking steedily a him.

Jack let his hand fdl to hissde. "Or not," he added.

"Can we hdp you?' one of the men said as they both waked toward him.

"My name's Jack Morgan," Jack said, fighting againgt the sudden urge to duck between them and run
away as fadt as he could. There was an ar of police or ex-police about both these men that was dirring
dl the old reflexes. "1'd like to speak with your boss."

"May | ask your business?' the fird man said as they reached him. They were, he noted, somewhat
bigger than they had first looked.

" have something that belongs to him," Jack said. "I'd like to arrange for its return.”

The second man had pulled out a smdl scanner and was running it down Jack's chest. "Redly,” the firg
men said, a dight frown wrinkling his forehead. "What isit?"

Jack shook his head. "Sorry. Confidentid.”

"That's okay," the fird man said, giving Jack what was probably his best effort a a friendly amile "He
doesn't have any secrets from us™

Jack lifted his eyebrows. "Redly. A man in his postion, and no secrets a dl from his bodyguards?
That's amazing."

The amile vanished. "L ook, kid—"

"He's clean," the second man announced, putting the scanner away indde his jacket and tapping the
comm dlip on his callar. "Boyle?"

"Right here," a voice answered fantly from the dip. "What isit, Harper?'

"Weve got akid out here named Jack Morgan who wants to see The Man," Harper said. "Says he has
something that belongs to him."

"Does he?'

"Not on him," Harper said. " ou want to check with him?"

The other voice snorted. "Whét, over some con artist running a scam?"

"l told you, he's just akid," Harper said. "Twelve, thirteen, maybe."

"Soit'sajunior scam," Boyle said. "I'm not going to disturb The Man for this”

"I'm dready disturbed, Boyle™" a new, fainter voice came from the comm dip. "Have them send himin."

"Yes dr," Harper said, his voice suddenly more respectful. He touched the comm dip again and
gestured Jack toward the door. "You heard him. Go onin."

"Thanks™" Jack said, frowning as he turned back to the door. There had been something familiar about
that second comm dip voice. . . .

The door did open as he stepped toward it. Taking a deep breath, panfully aware of Harper and his
friend blocking his escape route behind him, he stepped insde.

He found himsdf in aroom about hdf the Sze of the entire Essenay, and every hit as luxurious as held



guesed it would be. The carved-wood wadls were covered with pantings and embedded
light-sculptures, the furniture was heavy and expengive looking, and the carpet was thick enough to hide
large rodents in. Two archways led off to other parts of the suite, one of them from the right-hand side of
the room, the other from the back.

Seated behind a computer at a desk to the left of the door, scowling up a Jack, was a young man. A
cup of something sleaming sat on the desk to his right, a neat row of data tubes to his left. His clothes,
Jack noted, were a couple of notches above the outfits the guards out in the corridor were wearing. That
probably made him a secretary or assstant.

On the other sde of the door sat another bodyguard type. Unlike the men outside, this one had his
jacket off, showing the shoulder holster he was wearing under his left arm. He was pretending to read a
newssheet, but Jack could tdl that was just an act. One suspicious move on Jack's part, and that gun
could be out of its holster in hdf a heartbeat.

"You Morgan?' the secretary type demanded. His voice, Jack noted, was the one that had firg
answered the guard outside.

"Yes" Jack said, tuming to face him. Y ou mugt be Mr. Boyle"

"This had better be important, kid," Boyle growled. "And if you try to swing some gribble on me,
you're going to regret it. What's so funny?'

"Sorry," Jack gpologized, wiping away his amile "It's just amnusang when one of you corporate types
tries to use street dang.”

Boyle scowled alittle harder. "So what's this about?"

Jack shook his head. "Like | told your friends outsde, | need to talk directly to your boss."

"Not a chance” Boyle said. "You tdl me. If | think it's worth histime, I'll tdl him about it."

Jack crossed hisarms. "His merchandise” he said flaly. "His ear. Or he doesn't get it back.”

Boyle stood up, leaning his pams on the desktop and looking Jack draight in the eye. "Last chance”
he warned.

Jack hegtated. Maybe he shouldn't expect to get inthiseasily. No one here knew him, after dl. "Il tdl
you thismuch,” he said. "It has to do with the number four-oh-seven-six-six-two. Tdl him that, and see if
he wants to see me"

Boyl€es lips pressed together in athin line. "And what's that supposed to mean?”

"Hell know," Jack assured him. "No one ese needs to."

Boyl€s gaze shifted over Jack's shoulder to the bodyguard. "Vance? Toss him out.”

"Jus a moment,” another voice came from the back archway. It was the second voice Jack had heard
over Harper's comm dlip.

He turned. The man sanding in the archway was fully dressed in a casud but expendve suit. No
desping in late for him, obvioudy. His face was in shadow, but there was enough light coming from the
room behind him to show that his brown hair had stresks of white in it. An old man, then, the sort who
would have had alifetime to build up a business empire of his own. Exactly the sort of person Corndius
Braxton might be trying to take down. "I'm here, Mr. Morgan,” the old men said. "You have one minute
to make your point.”

Jack took a deep breath. This was it. "Then I'll be brief,” he said. "I believe that Corndius Braxton of
Braxton Universsis meking a move againg you. A scheme that involves the cylinder you think you've got
locked away in Box 125 in the purser's safe.”

The man's head cocked dightly to the side. "That | ‘think’ | have locked away?'

"Yes gr," Jack sad. "The onein thereis a duplicate. | have the origind."

"That'sridiculous" Boyle indsted. " Carpenter checked it just last night—"

"Thet will be dl, Boyle," the old man said. His voice was cdm but cool, not giving anything away. Jack
wished he could see the expression on his face. "Are you tdling me you took it, Mr. Morgan? In and out
of the purser's safe without being caught?”

"Wdl, | had some help," Jack admitted. "And | didn't want to do it a al. Braxton blackmailed me into
thejob."

"How?"



"His men tried to frame me for theft," Jack said. "When that didn't work, they upped the ante and
framed me for murder. Look, the point isthat I've got the cylinder, and that | want to giveit back."

"After going to dl the trouble to stedl it? Why?"

That whole conversation with Draycos flashed through Jack's mind: warrior ethics, looking out for
yoursdf, doing what was right amply because it was right. It seemed way too complicated to go into
herein the middle of crust centrd.

Besides, Jack wasn't sure himsdf any more why he was doing this. "Because whatever's going on,
Braxton is up to something underhanded,” he said, settling for the easiest of the possible answers. "I don't
think he should get away with it, that's al.”

"An interesting story,” the men said. Stirring, he stepped forward out of the shadow of the archway,
and Jack got hisfirg clear ook at hisface.

He was old, dl right, maybe even fifty. His face had some lines and a few wrinkles, alot of them set
around his sparkling blue eyes. The white-streaked brown har Jack had dready noted was matched by a
nedtly trimmed white-gpeckled brown beard.

And like the voice, the face seemed oddly familiar. Jack frowned, trying to remember where held seen
it before. The newssheets? Tdevison? The VideoNets?

"Theres only one samdl problem with it," the old man continued, sill walking toward Jack.

Suddenly, like a crack of thunder in the back of Jack's head, it clicked.

And asit did, hiswhole theory of what was going on here shattered into a thousand pieces.

"Because, you see," the old man said, "I am Corndlius Braxton.”

For a moment Jack couldn't speak, his mouth hanging open in stunned bewilderment. "Mr. Braxton,"
he managed & lagt. "Buit..."

"l see you do recognize me" Braxton said. "Now, do you wish to continue your story? Or shdl | have
Vance throw you out?'

Jack shook his head, trying to get his brain to stop spinning. What in the name of vacuum sedant was
going on? "I'm sorry, Mr. Braxton," he said. "But I'm very confused here. That phony theft, the one | told
you they firg tried to frame me for? That was with a Braxton Universs cargo on Vagran.”

"My cargoes travel dl over the Orion Arm," Braxton reminded him. "Y ou need more then that.”

"And then they took me aboard a Braxton Univerds ship,” Jack said. "The Advocatus Diaboli. The
ouy aboard—"

He stopped as something nickered on the man's face. "The Advocatus Diaboli'?" Braxton repeated.
"Areyou sure?'

"Pogtive” Jack said. "My companion saw it and took down the name—"

"Blast it'" Boyle bit out. "V ance—cover them!"

Jack jumped, twisting to hisright as he caught the sudden movement out of the corner of his eye. The
guard was on his feet, his newssheet crumpled on the floor.

His gun pointed straight at Jack.

"Wat a second,” Jack protested, his mouth suddenly dry. What had he said? "Look, Mr. Braxton—"

"Shut up!" Boyle snapped. "Lieutenant! Get in here! Quick!"

"You stupid fool," another familiar voice snarled from the sSde archway. "Do | have to do everything
mysdf?'

Jack turned to look . . . and fdt his breath catch in his throat.

It was Lieutenant Raven.



Chapter 23

Jack stared a Raven, his head spinning. No—this couldn't be hgppening.

"The Advocatus Diaboli, you say?' Braxton commented quietly.

With an effort, Jack tore his eyes avay from Raven and looked back at Braxton. First Raven, and now
Braxton, too. It was like one of those awful times back with Uncle Virgil and his friends when someone
pulled ajoke and everyone was in on it. Everyone, tha is, except Jack. He would think something was
happening, something important or dangerous or scary.

Then someone would laugh, and then everyone would laugh, and he'd redize they were dl laughing a
him.

He took a good look at Braxton's face. If thiswas a joke, Braxton wasn't in on it, ether.

And no onein the room was laughing.

"Put your hands up, Mr. Braxton," Raven ordered, drawing his gun as he strode toward them across
the room. "Blegt it dl, Boyle. Of dl the flat-headed, idiotic—"

"But he knows," Boyle protested, jabbing afinger at Jack.

"He knows everything. The ship, Mr. Neverlin—"

"S0 he knows," Raven snapped, glaing at the secretary. "So you St here and pick his story apart and
pretend he's blowing smoke."

"BU"

"You blew it, Boyle™ Raven cut him off. "You panicked and you blew it. Now weve got ared mess to
cleen up.”

He stepped behind Braxton and stuck his gun into the older man's back. With his free hand he patted
Braxton's clothes, searching for weapons. Jack watched him, feding like he was going to be sick. Hed
tried to do what was right; and instead he'd landed smack in the middie of an even bigger pit than hed
been in before.

Because there was no doubt that he, Jack Morgan, was the mess Raven was taking about cleaning up.
Him, and maybe Braxton. Two of them, by themsdlves, againg Raven and his men. It was just like the
old days, with him and Undle Virgil going up againg the cops or the system or even other criminds

Only thistime it was him and Corndlius Braxton. At least Unde Virgll had known what he was doing in
acon or afight or adink. You could count on him to have atrick or two up hisdeeve.

But Braxton wasn't Unde Virgil. He was old, and he was way out of his dement here. He probably
hadn't had a fight outside a corporate boardroom in thirty years. Jack's skin began to crawl with the
thought.

He frowned in sudden redization. No; that wasn't his skin crawling.

It was Draycos.

In the flick of an eye hismood and his fear and dl the old memories vanished away. Yes, it was like the
old days, dl right. Only thistimeit was Jack who had the trick up his deeve.

Whatever Raven had in mind, Jack would bet heavy odds that it didn't indlude the possibility of a K'da
poet-warrior joining the game.

He reached up and squeezed his shoulder, hoping Draycos would take the hint and stay put for now.
Part of the reason Unde Virgll had never been thrown in prison, he knew, was that the cops had never
been able to gather enough evidence againg him.

Before he turned his pet K'da loose on this gang, maybe he could get Raven to brag alittle

He looked back at Braxton. "So who's Mr. Neverlin?' he asked casudly.

Raven threw afrown at Jack over Braxton's shoulder. "You're pretty cam,” he said suspicioudy. "You
counting on your uncle to pull you out of this?'

"One of the benefits of a clear conscience,” Jack assured him. "And, of course, the fact that | gill have
the cylinder."

Raven snorted. "Dream on, kid. Now that the plan has gone down in flames, | don't need it anymore.”

"Oh," Jack said. "Well... in that case, would you mind tdling me what the plan was?"



"Watch them," Raven ordered Boyle and Vance, stepping away from Braxton and heading back to the
archway. "Il be back in aminute”

"l think I canfill in the blanks, Mr. Morgan,” Braxton said camly. He might be old, Jack redized, but
he was a long way from being out of his dement. His face was clear and thoughtful, his eyes taking
evaything in. "The Advocatus Diaboli is assgned to the charman of my board, Arthur Neverlin. |
would say that he's decided he wants to run the whole company by himsdf.”

"He dready seems to be running some of your people” Jack said, indining his head toward Boyle.
"Where does the cylinder fit in?'

"It contains DNA samples taken from my wife and me when we were twenty,” Braxton explained.
"Every few years we take a month-long cruise like this, go to adinic on Par-sonia, and take rgjuvendaion
trestments. The DNA is part of it."

He amiled. "I'm actudly considerably older than | look.”

"Ah" Jack said, nodding. The man mugt be ancient, then. "Must be something in the duplicate that'l kill
you."

"No doubt," Braxton agreed. "But subtly, of course. Always very subtle, our Mr. Neverlin."

Jack looked around. "So where is your wife?'

"She's out walking on the promenade leve." Braxton looked thoughtfully & Boyle. "I wonder if her
guards are in on this, too."

Jack looked a Boyle, too. The man was sanding slently, but his throat was working up and down.
"Offhand, 1'd say they aren't," he told Braxton.

"You shut up,” Boyle snapped, denching his teeth in Jack's direction. " You we don't have to find a
clever way of getting rid of "

"Cork it, Boyle" Raven growled from across the room as he strode back in under the archway. With
hm was another guard. "Okay, Myers and | have a plan.”

"Hope this one works better than the last one did," Jack murmured.

"I could jud let Boyle take you off somewhere, you know," Raven sad pointedly. "It wouldn't be
nealy as painless away to go."

"Never mind him," Boyle said. "What are we going to do about Mrs. Braxton? She could be back any
minute

"Forget her," Raven said. "Shell keep. What we have to do now is make Braxton disappear.”

"What, here on the ship?' Boyle demanded. "Are you nuts?

"Rdax," Raven told him. "We're docking with Shotti Station in five hours for cargo pickup. If we can
keep up the pretense that he's aboard until then, we can make it look like he got off there.”

"And what exactly would | be doing a Shotti Station?" Braxton asked mildly.

Raven amiled tightly. "Meseting a specid courier from Mr. Neverlin, of course.”

"Ah," Braxton said. "And you aready have this set up with him?'

"No," Raven said. "But well have plenty of time afterward to work out those details.”

"After what?' Jack asked.

"After you two take aswvim out the airlock," Raven said bluntly.

"An arlock?' Braxton said, lifting his eyebrows politdly. "Redly. That should be interesting.”

"Dont get your hopes up," Raven warned, jerking his head toward the new guard. "Myers found a
cargo lock that isn't guarded or watched. Bay AA-3. Should be nice and quiet.”

"And you expect us to meekly walk in there?' Braxton asked. "Judt like that?"

"Jud like that," Raven nodded. "Because if you try to warn or dert anyone dong the way, well kill
them too. You don't want to go to your desth with someone else's life on your conscience, do you?'

Braxton didn't answer. But his face seemed to sag, just alittle. "I didn't think s0," Raven said, shifting
his gaze to Jack. "How about you?'

"Oh, I'll cooperate,” Jack said. "But | think there's something ese you've forgotten.”

"Who, your unde?' Raven said with a sniff. "Dontt flatter yoursdlf. | met Virgil Morgan once. He's not
going to gtick his neck into trouble for you. Either of you."

He pointed afinger a Jack. "But don't take it persondly. After we're finished with you, well track him



down."

Jack pursed hislips. "l wish you luck," he said. "He won't be easy to find."

"Well find him," Raven promised. "Trugt me."

He drew his gun from its holster and dipped it and his hand into the side pocket of his coat. "Boyle,
you stay here and ded with the wife when she comes back. Nothing fancy—tdll her he's gone for a strall.
Vance, Myers, you're coming with us”

He gestured toward the door. "Mr. Braxton? After you."



Chapter 24

With Vance in the lead, Braxton, Jack, and Raven behind him, and Myers bringing up the rear, they
headed out.

The two guards Jack had run into earlier were ill on the job, and they stepped out of their rooms as
the parade came by. Jack hdd his breath; but Braxton merdy waved them back to ther posts. Jack
looked at their faces as he passed, but there was no suspicion there that he could see.

They might be suspicious later, of course. But by then it would be too late. Or so Raven probably
hoped, anywey .

He might be right, too. True, Jack dill had Draycos hidden away. But even under ided conditions it
would ill be three armed men againg a Sngle unarmed K'da.

And the conditions here were anything but ideal. Raven walked close behind Braxton and Jack as they
meade their way dong, his gun pressng through his coat into Braxton's back whenever someone came
close. Draycos could eesly take him out, probably before the man even knew what had hit him.

But Vance and Myers were keeping their distance. No matter how fast he was, the dragon could never
et to both of them before the shooting started.

The group was soon out of the high-class living section and into the Star of Wonders main egting and
entertainment area. More and more people were milling around here, and Jack waited expectantly for
Vance and Myers to close the gap between them. Surely they would want to prevent any chance of
Braxton or Jack darting off and losing themselvesin the crowds.

But they Hill kept ther distance. It was dmogt asif they were expecting an attack . . . and it wasn't until
the group had passed the centra eevator bank that Jack suddenly redized that that was exactly what
they were expecting. Not from a hidden K'da warrior, of course, but from Unde Virgil.

Back in Braxton's suite, dropping dl those vague hints and threats had seemed like a clever thing to do.
Now, Jack wasn't so sure about that.

"WEell be passng the casino soon,”" Braxton murmured from beside him. "That may be your best hope."

For a couple of steps Jack was srongly tempted. Raven's gun was stuck in Braxton's back, after dl,
not his. If he could make it into the casino, there were dl those game tables and chance machines for him
to duck and dodge among. There were bound to be security people on duty there, too.

But there were ill Vance and Myers to think about. Braxton didn't seem the type to hire bodyguards
who couldn't shoot sraight. "Thanks for the offer,” he murmured back. "But | think I'l tick it out.”

"They're going to kill me, Jack,” Braxton reminded him. "As Raven said, | redly don't want to die with
other lives on my conscience.”

Jack frowned sdeways a him. Braxton's face was set in hard lines; but at the same time Jack could tel
thet the man meant it.

It s;emed a far cry from the hard, cold, merciless indudrid giant that everyone thought of when
Corndlius Braxton's name was mentioned. Maybe Braxton was rearranging his way of thinking now that
he could see his own desth gpproaching.

Or maybe the public image wasn't what the man was redly like a dl.

"It's okay," he told Braxton. "And don't give up hope. Not yet."

Braxton glanced around. "All right,”" he said. "If you say s0."

"Over here" Raven said, taking Braxton's shoulder and guiding him into a right-hand turn. They went
through a door with the now familiar—at least to Jack—Authorized Personnel Only dgn on it. A short
corridor away, they reached alarge devator door.

"Say good-bye to avilization,” Raven advised as the devator doors did open. "Next stopll be the
cargo section.”

Jack had held out some hope that in the confined space of an eevator car Draycos would findly have a
chance to act. But accidentally or otherwise, Raven had neetly squashed that one. The car he ushered
them into wasn't one of the regular passenger eevators, but instead a cargo lift. It was nearly the sze of
Jack's stateroom, and Vance and Myers went immediatdy to opposite corners.



Raven stepped wdl back, too. Now that secrecy wasn't important anymore, dl three men drew ther
guns out of hiding. Myers touched the button, and the car started down.

"Jack?' avoice murmured in Jack's right ear.

Jack measured the distances with his eyes. Too far. Besides, there was no cover anywhere for im and
Braxton to duck behind when the shooting started. "Not here” he murmured back, keeping his lips
motionless.

"We are running out of time" Draycos pointed out.

"Don't you think | know that?' Jack retorted quietly. "It just won't work in here.”

"Hey,"” Myers said, jabbing his gun toward Jack. "Did anyone think to check this down for a comm
dip?'

"Harper ran him," Raven told him. "He was cleen.”

"Then who's he talking to?' Myers demanded. "Maybe | ought to do a little more thorough search, if
you know what | mean."

"He was taking to me" Braxton spoke up. "Is that a problem?"

"What about?' Myers asked.

"None of your busness’" Braxton said camly. "Most condemned men are dlowed a last med. You
should at least be gracious enough to dlow us alast conversation.”

"Yeeh?' Myers growled, sarting forward. "Maybe we're not feding gracious today, huh?'

"It'sdl right, Myers"" Raven said, waving the other back. "L et them talk."

Myers glared some more, but he returned to his corner without argument. "Thanks™ Jack murmured to
Braxton.

Braxton nodded, his eyes on Raven. "You know, Mr. Raven, theré's no reason you have to kill our
young friend here" he commented. "There are severa techniques that can be used to block his memories
of thisentire trip."

"Sorry," Raven said, shaking his head. "I know dl about those techniques. | don't trust any of them.”

"I could make it worth your while" Braxton offered.

Raven grinned evilly. "Thanks, but | think Mr. Neverlin dready has enough of the pie to outbid you. He
sure will after today."

"Thisis an account Neverlin doesn't know about,” Braxton persisted. "One hell never find on his own.
A little extra money never hurt anyone."

"A little extra loose end can hurt plenty,” Raven retorted. "Now shut up.”

Braxton looked at the other two. "Myers? Vance? Either of you interested?!

"l said shut up!" Raven snarled, gesturing with hisgun. "Or I'll drop you right here.”

Braxton gave up. The rest of the eevator ride was made in Slence.

The doors opened onto a corridor that was clearly one of the ship's working areas. No fancy carvings
or carpeting or even textured wall coverings here. Everything was plain synth-wall and scuffless flooring,
with wires and conduits running in plain 9ght aong the calings

It was better than a lot of places Jack had been in. Still, coming from the fancier parts of the liner, it
seemed shockingly bleak and shabby. A very depressing place to have to diein.

Raven was obvioudy thinking the same thing. "Sorry about the decor,” he said as Vance led them
around a corner into a cross-corridor. "1 would have ordered flowers, only you weren't supposed to go
down for another couple of weeks."

"You didn't get any flowers for those Wigtawki, ether,” Jack murmured. If he was going to get Raven
to confess to the murders, this was the time for it. "The ones you shot on Vagran. You didnt seem to
care a dl about them, in fact.”

Raven snorted. "What, get misty-eyed over a bunch of dumb animals? Who cares if a couple of them
get shot?"

"You thought enough people would care to make it worth framing me for their murders” Jack
reminded him.

"I probably ill will, too," Raven sad with a shrug. "Might aswdl get tha off the books, and you're as
good afdl guy as anyone. Especidly since you won't be around to tel your side of it."



"Unless Drabs turns on you," Jack pointed out.

"Don't worry, Drabs knows what side of the bread gets the butter,” Raven assured him.

"Maybe" Jack said. "But like you, he was willing to stab Mr. Braxton in the back. Maybe hell do the
same to you if he gets the chance.”

Raven snorted. "Nice try. | can handle Drabs."

"Wdl, then, maybe the Brummgawill turn,” Jack said. "He was a witness, too, remember.”

"A Brummga?' Braxton asked, frowning. “There aren't any Brummgasin my security force."

"You know, kid, you talk way too much," Raven growled. "How about you shut up for the rest of the
trip?’

Jack sghed. "Sure”

Three minutes and two corridors later, they reached the cargo hold.

Like everything ese on the Sar of Wonder, it was a pretty impressive place. It was big, for Sarters,
built more dong the lines of a warehouse than a Smple storage room. The cdlling was high, maybe twenty
feat up, with a grid of lifter-crane rails crisscrossing it and at least three heavy-duty cranes riding them.
Hanging a few feet below the caling between the rails was another grid, this one a network of service
catwalks. Rows of lights set into the celling made the room amogt as bright as day.

Over the door they'd entered by, and clustered together into four more groups in different parts of the
caling, were the familiar battery-equipped emergency lights There were, unfortunately, dmost certainly
no security cameras hidden indde them as there had been in those in the purser's office

Stacked neetly on the well-lit floor were piles of crates, protected by acceleration webbing, with open
ades between them. All of the stacks were too tdl to see over; most of them reached nearly to the
cawalks overhead.

It reminded Jack of the Vagran spaceport, and for that firs hopeful moment he wondered if he might
be lucky enough for the cargo to be laid out in the same sort of maze. If it was, and if he and Braxton
could get just afew seconds ahead of ther captors, they might a least have a chance of making a game
of hide-and-seek out of this.

But then he got a second glance, and the brief hope mdted away. The Vagran warehouse floor had
been laid out in randomly szed rectangles, which was what had accounted for the crooked wakways.
Here, though, the rectangles were dl the same sze, with the aides between them as draight as Parprin
aty streets. Anyone trying to escape down one of them would be shot in the back before he got fifteen
feet.

Unless they didn't know anyone had escaped. . . .

"Nice" he commented, looking around. "A lat roomier than my place upgars.”

"Glad you likeit," Raven said. "Myers, where's this airlock?!

"Far 9de" Myers said, gesturing straight ahead with his gun. "Maybe alittle to the right.”

"Okay, you take point,” Raven said, nudging Braxton forward. "Move. And remember to keep quiet if
you don't want us burning innocent bystanders.”

The aides were just wide enough for two people to wak comfortably side by sde. With Myersin the
lead and Vance now bringing up the rear, the group headed in.

Quietly, Jack reached down to his right jacket cuff and casualy unsnapped it. The last time Draycos
hed tried to go out that way through the jacket, hed nearly broken Jack's wris. He just hoped the
dragon would remember that, and pick up on the hint.

He did. Jack could fed him diding dong his body, easing as much of himsdf as he could onto Jack's
right arm, getting ready to spring.

"Easy," Jack muttered. "Youll know when." Ahead, they were coming up on one of the cross aides.
Jack took a deep breath, watching Myerss back and counting his own steps. This was going to take
some careful timing if he didn't want to get himsdf shot.

Myers walked past the cross aide, glandng both ways as he passed it, and continued on. Jack focused
on the aide, esimating how many steps ahead of him it was. Three, he decided, would be the magic
number. When he was three steps away, he would go.

Five steps away. Four. Three.



Jumping away from Braxton's side, he sprinted forward. The move caught everyone by surprise. HEd
made it one step before Raven even got out a startled curse; two steps before Myers started to twist
back around; three steps before he heard the sound of Braxton being shoved aside as Raven tried to
bring his gun to bear.

And then he was at the cross aide. Leaning hisweight to the Ieft, he threw himsdf hard into it.

Threw himsdf alittle too hard, in fact. As he tried to make the turn his feet skidded out from under him.
He grabbed for the side of the nearest stack of crates, missed, and toppled over hard onto his side. From
theade hed judt Ieft, the aide his feet were dill sicking out into, came the sound of curses and orders as
Raven and his men scrambled to catch up with him. Two seconds, maybe, and they would be on top of
him.

But for those precious two seconds, the top hdf of his body was out of their Sght.

Draycos came out of the end of Jack's right deeve like a black thundercloud twiding over a prairie
town. He caught the webbing on the sde of the stack with his claws and skittered up the side. By the
time Raven and Myers spun madly around the corner, he had vanished over the top.

"Yau little snot," Raven snarled vicioudy, grabbing Jack by the front of his jacket and hauling him up
onto hisfeet. Before Jack could get his balance, the man dammed him up againgt the stack of crates. "I
ought to kill you right here" he threatened, his face three inches from Jack’s, the muzze of his gun
jammed hard into Jack's ssomach. "I ought to burn your fingers off, then kill you right here."

"You gtart burning me and | probably won't be able to keep from screaming,” Jack said, his voice
trembling with reaction. "Someone might hear. How many people can you toss out an arlock before
people start wondering where they dl went?'

For along, terrifying moment he thought Raven was going to decide he didn't care. But even seething
with anger, he could gpparently see the reason in that. Sowly, reluctantly, he moved back. "Vance?'

Vance appeared, hisgun pressed warningly into the back of Braxton's neck. "Yesh?'

"You day on Braxton,” Raven ordered. "I'l take the kid persondly. Let's go.”

Jack took a deep breeath as they dl moved back into the aide and continued on their way. He had done
dl that he could.

Now it was up to Draycos.



Chapter 25

Draycos legped from Jack's deeve as high as he could. His outstretched claws caught the sde of the
boxes, and the netting that held them in place. The netting was a perfect grip, and he ran up the sde of
the stack, going nearly as fast as he could have on flat ground.

He scrambled over the edge onto the top, and immediatdy twisted around to cautioudy look down.

The caution wasn't necessary. The three humans below weren't looking around for him, but had eyes
only for Jack and Braxton. Most likdly, they were completdy unaware of what had just taken place.

He pulled back from the edge, giving the room a quick look. There was a series of narrow wakways
henging from the cdling above him. He legped to the nearest of them, managing to get over the safety
raling and onto the walkway itsdf without making any noise. Kegping his claws withdrawn, running
slently on the soft pads of his paws, he headed back toward the door they'd comein through.

Twice now Jack had stopped him when he was preparing for action. The firg time, two Wistawki had
died because of it. The second time, up in Braxton's suite, he would probably have succeeded.

But a a cost that he now redlized could have been disastrous. Because there was more a stake here
then Braxton's life. More even then Jack's life, and that was saying a great dedl. Jack was his host, and
there was a high debt of honor between a K'da warrior and his host.

But even that honor could not balance againg the lives of the entire K'da race. The human who had
gpoken to Jack aboard the Advocatus Diaboli had been part of the plot againg his people; and whether
Corndlius Braxton himsdf was part of it or not, it was likdy that some of those around him were.

Which meant he could not permit Braxton to know of his existence.

Evenif it cost Jack hislife?

Draycos fdt a knife-point of guilt digging beneath his scales as he raced dong the hanging wakway
toward the door. What had Jack intended him to do just now, he wondered? Had he expected him to
legp onto Raven and the others as they came around the corner?

Because he could have done exactly that. Jack's risky break for freedom had startled the enemy into
carelessness, caudng them to bunch together. He could have taken dl three of them without trouble.
Probably before any of them had even known they were under attack.

But then Braxton would have seen him. And if he had, the K'da race might have died.

So ingtead Draycos had hidden out of Sght on top of the boxes. Jack had been recaptured, and would
now suffer whatever punishment Raven demanded for his action.

Soon, perhaps, he would die.

What did Jack think Draycos was doing now? Did he think Draycos was preparing a trap? Did he
expect to suddenly have a K'da warrior drop into their midst, dashing and clawing?

Or did he think Draycos might be running away?

Thoughts of Unde Virgil flickered through Draycos's mind. Uncle Virgil, and his ghostly echo ingde the

Essenay's computer. That human had taught Jack to think only about himsdf, to do only that which
benefited him. Was the boy even capable of thinking about higher things? Would he understand the idea
of sacrificing something you valued, or someone you cared about, for something even more vauable?

Evenif he did, would he think the K'da and Shontine worth the sacrifice of hislife?

Probably not. Given time, Draycos knew he could teach the boy about such things as honor and
integrity and justice. Jack had the potentid to stand with the very finest of the K'da and Shontine.

But he wasn't there yet. Would he be able to find the srength to camly die so that the K'da and
Shontine might live? Draycos didn't think so.

But if he did hisjob right, neither of them would have to find out.

He reached the end of the walkway above the door. Fastened to the wal just below the cealing was his
target: the now-familiar square box of an emergency lighting system. From the battery pack a thick wire
rose to each of the system's two lights Two quick dashes of his claws, and the wires were cut.

He spun around on the walkway and headed back. There were four other clusters of emergency lights
on the cdling, each of the groups arranged in a cirde with the lights facing outward. Moving dong the



grid, he made his way to each clugter in turn. Sashing sysemdicaly at the wires, he quickly disabled
them.

And with that, everything was ready. He headed for the far end of the room, hoping he would be in
time

The sound of the humans footsteps had stopped, but hisview of them was lill blocked. He sped dong
the walkway, blood tingling through his muscles and scales with his fear of what he would see. He passed
the last stack of boxes and looked down.

The humans had reached the far wal and were sanding near a heavy door with a control pand and
datus board beside it. Jack and Braxton stood together with their backs to the wdl near the door. Raven
stood facing them, his weapon pointed at Braxton. Vance stood a few paces away in guard podtion, his
wespon aso ready, while Myers worked at the control pandl.

Draycos dowed to a dlent trot, sudying the lights overhead as he moved toward the humans. The
power wires weren't buried ingde an outer wall, as they were in the public areas of the ship, but were
merdy fastened in plain Sght againg the cailing.

He wondered how much dectrica power those wires contained. But it didn't redly matter. Whatever
was necessary, he would do it.

Bdow him, the airlock door svung open. "Thisisit," Raven said. "Get in."

Braxton took a step toward the door. Jack didnt move. "What, dready?' the boy asked. "No chance
for last words? A blindfold? Anything?'

Raven stepped over to him. Draycos couldn't see the human's expression, but his voice was suddenly
vidous as he pressed his weapon into Jack's throat. "I hear death by asphyxiation isn't a bad way to go,"
he bit out. "Degth by laser is Now get in."

Jack 4ill didnt move. "I think you're forgetting one thing, Raven. Mr. Braxton's DNA cylinder—wall,
the fake one, but you know what | mean. It's dill in the purser's safe. If he disappears now, aren't they
going to wonder why he didn't take it with him?'

Draycos amiled grimly. That was Jack, dl right. Comments, complaints, objections, questions—the boy
was gdling for time. Squeezing out every extra heartbeat he could to give his companion time to act.

And in that moment it occurred to Draycos that he could search far and wide throughout the Orion
Arm and not find a better host and dly than he had in Jack Morgan.

He reached the end of the walkway. Jack and Braxton were amogt directly below him now. "So he left
the cylinder for his wife to use" Raven said with a snort. "Well just make sure the story reads that he
was planning to catch up with her on Parsonia.”

"What about the fake cylinder?' Jack persisted. "Dont you think they'll find it a little suspicious that
there are two of them?'

One of the power wires was directly over Draycoss head. Bracing himsdf, he lifted a paw and
extended one of his claws.

"Who's going to know?' Raven countered. "Once we get your uncdle, well have the other cylinder,
too."

He put a hand on Jack's shoulder and shoved him roughly toward the airlock. "Now get in."

Jack's shoulders drooped in defeat. Taking a deep breath, he turned toward the door—

And with a defiant scream of the K'da battle cry, Draycos diced through the power line. There was a
brilliant spark, aflaghtingle of shock through his paw, and the entire room was plunged into darkness.

He was over the railing in an ingant, dropping toward the floor below. In the faint light coming from the
arlock control pand, he saw Raven spin around. Behind him, Jack grabbed Braxton's aam and pulled
him to the floor. Vance and Myers had turned, too, ther wegpons swinging back and forth as they
searched for a target. Unconscioudy, perhaps, the three humans had pulled together into a semicircle,
their backs toward the wdl, facing outward.

Draycos dropped to the floor directly behind them.

Vance was fird. Risng up on hishind legs, Draycos dammed hisfront paw hard againg the side of the
human's head. He dropped without even a gurgle, his weapon clattering across the floor.

There was a brief flash of light as Myers fired reflexivdy toward the noise. "Vancel” he yelped.



"Raven—"

He never finished the sentence. Draycos was dready behind him, and with another dash of his paw this
second enemy aso went flying.

Three shots burned through the air, one of them barely missng Draycoss left ear. He jumped aside to
the right, hit the floor and immediately dodged left, each legp zigzagging him closer to Raven. The human
was meking wordless sounds, trying desperately to back away as he fired again and again at the black
shadow bearing down on him.

But he couldn't back up nearly fast enough. Draycos made onefind legp directly in front of him, batting
his wegpon out of his hand, then risng up on his hind paws to gaze directly into Raven's eyes.

In the dim reflected light he saw the look of terror on the human's face. Raven opened his mouth, to
scream or shout or perhaps even to plead.

Draycos struck.

Not the disabling blows with which he had struck Vance and Myers. This was a much harder attack,
amed a Raven's neck instead of &t the Sde of his head. Benesth his paw he fdt the bone snap.

And Raven, the human who had killed two innocent Wis-tawki in cold blood, dropped to the floor,
dead.

Acraoss the room he could hear the sounds of commotion now, and between the stacks of cargo came
the wavering diint of handheld lights. Leaving his vanquished enemies, he crossed to Jack's sde.

The boy was lying protectively haf on top of Braxton, keeping both of them flat on the floor. His am
and hand were placed across the sSide of the other human's head, positioned so that Braxton wouldn't be
able to see what was hagppening.

Draycos smiled, flicking his tongue in admiration. Y es, he had indeed found a worthy partner.

The lights were getting closer, and there were anxious voices with them now. Stepping up behind Jack,
Draycos put a paw on the back of his neck and mdted back benesth his shirt onto his skin. "Jack?' he
heard Braxton ask.

Jack let out a breeth in rdief, Sretching his shoulders as Draycos settled into place. "It's okay," he told
Braxton, patting the older human on the back and getting to hisfeet. "It'sdl over now.



Chapter 26

"More tea, dear?' Mrs. Braxton asked, holding the tegpot poised over Jack's cup.

"Um," Jack said, remembering jugt in time that it wasn't polite to talk with your mouth full of food and
possbly spray crumbs over everything. He shook his head instead, and concentrated on chewing. High
tea, Mrs. Braxton had cdled this a snack of hot tea and some kind of biscuit things she'd caled scones.
A weird name, but they tasted pretty good.

"Ancther scone, then?' she asked.

Agan he shook his head. "Thanks, but | redlly ought to get going,” he told her as he cleared his mouth
enough to talk. "I've dill got to pack, and we're due into Shotti Station pretty soon.”

Actudly, he had nothing to pack except the dothing held bought when he firs came aboard the Star of
Wonder. But he fdt terribly uncomfortable here in Braxton's suite, and was anxious to get away.

Not that Braxton and his wife weren't baing nice to him. The problem was, they were being too nice.
Jack wasn't used to thiskind of trestment, and three hours of it were just about dl he could stand.

"l don't like leaving you here dl done like this" Mrs. Braxton said, setting the teapot down again.
"Your unde could be ddlayed, after dl.”

"No, it'sokay,” Jack said. "Redly. If Uncle Virge said hélll meet me here, he will."

"Perhgps” Mrs. Braxton said, sounding doubtful. "Still, you've hardly even let us thank you for what
you did. And now here you are running off again."

"The fud credits Mr. Braxton gave me are dl | need," Jack assured her, teking a gip of his tea. With
enough sugar in it, this uff was pretty good, too. "Anyway, | didn't do dl that much.”

"Come now,” Mrs. Braxton said, lifting her eyebrows politdy. "Dont be modest. You saved our lives
and exposed a dangerous congpiracy within our company. Either of those done would be worth far more
then afew pdltry fuding credits. Are you sure there isn't anything else we can do for you?"

You want to take a K'da warrior off my hands? Jack thought. But he just shook his head. "No,
thanks" he said ingtead. "If Mr. Braxton can get that murder charge cleared away, well cdl it even.”

"Then evenitis" Braxton announced, coming in through one of the archways. "I've just spoken with the
Vagran Police. It turns out that they came up with a witness to the murders. They showed him your
recongtruction of how everyone was sanding, and he confirmed that Raven was the one who fired the
shots”

"That's good," Jack said, frowning. "What about Raven's photo? You did send a photo, didn't you?'

Braxton shrugged. "The witness was a Compfrin," he said. "They're not very good at picking out one
humen face from another. But the police say his tesimony will be good enough.”

Jack nodded. It wouldn't have been good enough for most of the police he and Unde Virgil had locked
horns with in the past, he knew. But on the other hand, if no one could identify Raven as the murderer,
they couldn't very wel finger him, ether. 1t probably balanced ouit.

Especidly with someone like Corndlius Braxton leening on his end of the balance.

"We have an dert out for the Advocatus Diaboli, too," Braxton went on. "So far, no word."

"Do you suppose he's made arun for it?" Mrs. Braxton asked.

"l don't see him panicking this quickly,” Braxton said. "Unless Raven faled to make a regular report,
anyway. No, he's probably stting off somewhere, rubbing his hands in anticipation of my deeth.”

"Neverlin dways did like to rub his hands together,” Mrs. Braxton commented thoughtfully. "I never
cared much for that."

"I've had a check made of our personnd files"" Braxton said, pulling out one of the other chairs a the
table and gtting down. "Y ou're sure it was a Brummga you saw with Raven?’

"They're alittle hard to miss™ Jack reminded him.

"You'e right about that,” Braxton said, nodding. "Problem is, we don't have any Brummgas on our
payrall, except for those working the plant on their home world. Certainly no one in a guard or security
or executive assstant position.

"Perhgps Mr. Neverlin has picked up some dlies’" Mrs. Braxton suggested.



Jack thought back to the Brummga hed run into aboard the wrecked Havenseeker. "Or dse
someone's picked him up as an dly," he murmured.

"What was that, dear?' Mrs. Braxton asked.

Jack shook his head. Sitting here like old friends or not, he gill wasn't about to tdl Braxton what he
knew about the lota Klestis ambush. Not yet, anyway. "Nothing," he said. "Just rambling.”

Braxton reached over to the serving tray and picked up the cylinder Jack had set down there. "So this
isthe origind?' he said, hefting it in his hand.

"Yes gr," Jack sad. "It'sthe one | got out of the purser's safe, anyway."

"You should probably mark it somehow, Nedy,” Mrs. Braxton said. "We wouldn't want to mix it up
with the other one."

"l dready did that," Jack told them. "That mark on the bottom. See?"

"Oh, yes" Braxton said, turning it over and peering a the bottom. "Yes. Very good. And you said
youll send that EvGa fingerprint data to me?'

"As soon as Unde Virge gets here with the ship,” Jack promised. "Thaose prints we got off the Vagran
storage locker should help you pick out the rest of Neverlin's gang.”

"Or at least some of them," Mrs. Braxton said.

"Either way, it will be ussful," Braxton agreed. "Thank you again.”

"No problem," Jack said, pushing back his chair and ganding up. Just in time, he remembered to wipe
his hands and mouth on the ngpkin beside his plate. "Wdl, unless theré's something else, I'd better be
going. Thanks for the hospitdity.”

"Thank you for our lives" Braxton said quietly, sanding up beside him. Before Jack could redize what
he was doing, the man reached out and shook his hand. "And we 4ill owe you, Jack, whether you
acknowledge that or not. If and when we can balance the scales, just et us know."

"l will," Jack promised. "Thanks for the tea and scones.”

He was past the bodyguards and dogging his way through the luxury corridor's thick carpeting before
he spoke again. "So tdl me something,” he said. "Was there any specid reason why you knocked out
Vance and Myers but broke Raven's neck?'

"Of course" Draycos answered from his shoulder. "Raven committed two intentiond murders on
Vagran. The punishment for such acrimeis death. As a K'da warrior, it was both my right and my duty
to pass judgment.”

"Yeeh, wdl, in the future try to St on your sense of jugtice, okay?' Jack said. "You're in the Orion Arm
now, and the cops here don't like people taking the law into their own hands™

"l understand,” Draycos said. "It is clear that | dill have a great ded to learn about your society. What
will we do now?'

Jack shrugged. Undle Virge wasn't going to be happy with this. But fair was fair. "We made a ded,” he
reminded the dragon. "Y ou helped me with my problem. Now it's my turn to help you with yours. Let's
go find out who hit your people.”

"You are certain you are willing?' Draycos asked. "It may be a difficult path we will walk. Even if
Braxton himsdf is not involved in the plot againgt my people, we are ill facing one of his strongest
lieutenants™

"Maybe" Jack said. "But | think Neverlin will have his hands pretty full for avhile keeping his head
down. That ought to give us alittle bresthing space.”

"Perhgps" Draycos said. "It isinteresting, isit not, that people so often turn out to be different than we
expect." Jack snorted. "Don't fool yoursdf, kiddo. Braxton is dill a hard-nosed businessman wholl do
whatever it takes to get what he wants. Were just lucky that he happens to be on our Sde a the

"That may indeed prove helpful," Draycos conceded. "Yet there will ill be many other dangers facing
us dong the way." Jack smiled. "What, me and my pet dragon? Bring 'em on." The top of Draycoss
head rose up from his shoulder to press againg his shirt. "I am a poet-warrior of the K'da," he sad,
sounding offended. "I am not a pet dragon.”

"Sure, sure” Jack soothed, patting him on his crest. "I know. Now keep your head down.”



"I've sent word to dl Braxton Universs plants and fadilities, Sr," Harper said, consulting his computer.
"Ditto to the Inter-nos Police, and I'm working on the various dien lawv enforcement bureaus. We should
have the whole Orion Arm alerted within a few more days."

"Good," Braxton said, turning the cylinder over again in his hand and gazing at the curious design that
had been scratched in the bottom. "When you're finished with that, cdl Anderson and have him start a full
rundown on Jack Morgan. | want his higtory, his current occupation, family, friends— everything. Same
goes for this Uncle Virge he mentioned.”

"Yes gr," Harper said, meking a note.

"And after that, contact Chu and have him send a team to meet us on Parsonia,” Braxton said. "l want
to know what this symbal isthat Jack carved here"

He handed the cylinder to hiswife. "And," he added, "exactly what kind of tool he used to make it."
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