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I nt roducti on

I'"ve always liked short stories. |1've especially always |iked short story

col | ecti ons.

That's not just because you're holding a collection of mne in your hands

ri ght

now, deciding whether or not to dive into it. It's also not just because
started nmy career with short stories, though that is in fact what | did. For
e,

short fiction was a great way for a novice witer to learn the craft of
putting

narrative and character and plot together, rather like clinbing a series of
foothills before tackling the awesone and slightly terrifying nountain of a
full-fledged novel. | published seven stories before even beginning ny first
novel (and wote a lot nmore that were never published), and had published
twenty-two of them before that novel finally saw print.

No, my love of short fictionis a lot older than that. It goes back to the
days

of my youth, back when |I first began nmy exploration of the universe of

sci ence

fiction. My pattern then was to pick a new author off the local library's SF
shel ves and try a book by himor her. If I liked it, | would read the shel ves
dry, and then (if | had any spare noney that nonth) hunt up whatever newer
wor ks

m ght be avail abl e at the bookstore.

But unless there was a novel by Author X that |ooked particularly intriguing,
I

al ways preferred to start with a short-story collection if one was avail abl e.
Why? Very sinply, because a collection gave ne a better idea of the author's
range than a single novel ever could. It let ne see variations in style and
character, plus a wider sanpling of the kind of ideas he or she liked to play
with. The full extent of the author's sense of humor was often better
represented, too. \Wiereas hunmor night be alnpst totally absent in a
particularly

grimnovel (or overly lavished in a deliberately silly one), a collection
woul d

again give the kind of balance to let me know if this was sonmeone | wanted as
ny

guide into worlds of wonder over the next few weeks or nonths.

Whi ch brings us back to this particular collection. In putting it together
I've

tried to give a fair sanpling of the sort of stories |'ve been witing over

t he

years. There's everything fromserious to hunorous; fromvery short vignette
to



novel l a I ength; from ny sonewhat ol der efforts ("Point Man," 1987) to nore
nodern ones ("Star Song," 1997).

A qui ck rundown of the particular stories, in case you're interested:

"Point Man" was the third of a series of interconnected stories (nodel ed
after

Larry Niven's Known Universe series) that somehow never got any farther than
these three. | have that problem sonmetinmes with series: | get distracted by
somet hing el se, and never quite get back. Maybe soneday...

"Hi t mnen—See Murderers"” was one of those ideas that let ne edge a little ways
i nto phil osophy, as well as getting to figure out ways that something that

| ooked so useful and good coul d generate such bad results. | was probably at
| east partially influenced by Arabian N ghts-type stories, and seeing how a
mal evol ent genie could nmess up a perfectly good set of wi shes. (Tip for
beginning witers: read everything. It all gets used eventually.)

"The Broccoli Factor." Don't even ask. Too much tine spent around small
children, | guess.

"The Art of WAr" was conmi ssioned (sort of) by Kris Rusch, who was editing
Fantasy & Science Fiction at the tine. She had been intrigued by nmy Star Wars
character Grand Adnmiral Thrawn and his way of connecting art and war, and

t hought there was sonething else | could do with that pairing. This may not
have

been exactly what she had in mnd, but it's what cane out.

"The Play's the Thing" was inspired by ny first trip to New York City since

chil dhood, and ny first-ever Broadway play. Until | can wite, produce, or
star
in one nyself, | guess this story will have to suffice.

And finally, "Star Song" was one of the handful of stories I've witten where
I

was able to draw on nmy love of music. It was al so one of those maddeni ng
tinmes

where | quickly had all of the story except for one crucial piece. In this
case,

a comrent fromny son was the key to that piece, after which everything fel
into place. | made the m stake of giving him5%of the payment in thanks.
Never

do that with a teenager. He now figures any residual nmoney that cones in from
the story is partially his, and as a paral egal student he knows how to argue
fromprecedent. I'mjust glad | didn't offer him 10%

So there you have it: background, history, and, hopefully, a little appetite
whetting. Al that's left nowis the stories thensel ves.

Enj oy!

Poi nt Man

Everyone, ny nother used to tell nme, had a special talent. Every human being,
in

one way or another, stood head and shoul ders above all those around him It
was,

she'd firmy believed, part of what made us human; one of the few things that
stood us apart fromthe |lower aninmals and even fromthe sophisticated alien
hi ve

m nds that plied the gal axy.

She never told ne just what she thought my talent was while | was growi ng up
of

course. At the time | figured that she sinply didn't want to prejudice ne.
Looki ng back fromthe perspective of five decades, it has gradually becone
apparent that she hadn't told me what ny tal ent was because she was never
abl e

to find any. But she was too kind to tell me outright that I was so unifornly
average... and so | left home and spent thirty solid years |ooking for
sonet hi ng



in which I could excel

Eventually, | found it. |I found that | had a genuine and uni que knack for
bei ng

at the wong place at the wong tine.

| remenber vividly the day that conclusion suddenly cane to ne; remenber

al nost

as well the solid nonth afterwards that | fought it. But eventually |I had to
give in and accept it as truth. There were just too nany instances scattered
t hroughout ny life to blane on coincidence and accident. There was the tine |
wal ked into my college roomjust as my roommate was frying his cortex with an
illegal and badly overset brain-stretch stimulator. | was eventually
exoner at ed

of all blame, but the trauma and stigma were just as bad as if I'd been

t hr own

out of school, and eventually led to the sanme result. | joined the Services
and

had worked my way up to a very prom sing position in starship engi neering when
I

was transferred to the Burma... three nonths before the ship's first officer
attenpted a nutiny and damm near made it. Again, the wong place at the wong
time, and this tine the stigma of association effectively ended ny Services
career. | eventually went into the nmerchant fleet, kicking around vari ous

shi ps

until my special damm talent |anded nme in another innocent nmess and | was
forced

to nmove on.

So given ny history, | shouldn't have been surprised to be on the Volga's

bri dge

when it broke out of hyperspace on that particularly nasty evening.

| shouldn't even have been on the bridge, for starters. That fact al one
shoul d

have tipped me off that ny perverse talent was about to do me dirty again.
Second O ficer Mara Kittredge was at the command console, Tarl Fromm and I ng
Waski n were backing her up at hel mand scanners, and there was absolutely no
reason why anyone el se shoul d have been needed, least of all the ship's third
officer. But | was feeling restless. W were about to come out of hyperspace
over Messenia, and | wanted to nake sure this whole silly stop was handl ed as

qui ckly as possible, so | was there. | should have known better
"Thirty seconds,"” Waskin was saying as | arrived. He glanced up at nme, then
qui ckly turned back to his scanners. Probably, |I figured, so that | wouldn't

see
that faintly gloating smle he undoubtedly had on his skinny face.
Kittredge | ooked up, too, but her smle had nothing but her normal coo
friendliness init. She was friendly because she felt professionals should
al ways be polite to their inferiors; cool, because she knew all about ny
car eer

and clearly had no intention of being too close to me when the |ightning
struck

again. "Travis," she nodded. "You're a little early for your shift, aren't

you?"

"A shave, maybe," | said, drifting to her side and steadying nyself on her
chair

back. She wasn't much nore than half ny age, but then, that was true of
nearly

everyone aboard except Captain Garrett. Bright kids, all of them Only a few
with Kittredge's sane hard-edged anbition, but all of themon the up side of
their careers nonetheless. It nade nme feel old. "Was that thirty seconds to
br eakout ?"

"Yes," she said, voice going distant as the bulk of her attention shifted
from



me to the bank of displays before her. | followed her example and turned to
wat ch the screens and readouts. And continued ny silent grousing.

W weren't supposed to be at Messenia. W weren't, in fact, supposed to be
anywhere closer than a day's hyperdrive of the stupid damm nudball on this
particular trip. W were on or a bit ahead of schedule for a change, we had
al |

the cargo a nediumsized freighter like the Volga could reasonably carry, and
all we had to do was deliver it to make the kind of nediumsized profit that
keeps pl easant sniles on the faces of freighter contractors. It should have
been

a nice, sinple trip, the kind where the crew s |lives alternate between
predi ct abl e chores and pl easant boredom

Enter Waskin. Exit sinmplicity.

He had, Waskin informed us, an acquai ntance who was supposed to be out here
with

the Messenia survey nission. We'd all heard the runors that there were
supposed

to be outcroppings of firebrand opaline scattered across Messenia's
surface—epal i ne whose current market val ue Waskin just happened to have on
hand.

It was pretty obvious that if soneone cane al ong who could offer off-world
transport for some of the stone—especially if mddl enen and certain tax and
duty

formalities happened to get lost in the shuffle—+hen that soneone stood to add
a

tidy sumto his trip's profits. The next part was obvi ous: Waskin figured

t hat

t hat someone night as well be the crew of the Vol ga

It was the sort of argument that had earned Waskin the hal f-dozen shady

ni cknames he possessed. Unfortunately, it was also the sort of argunent he
was

extremely adroit at pushing, and in the end Captain Garrett decided it was
worth

the ganble of a couple of days to stop by and just assess the situation

| hadn't agreed. In fact, |I'd fought hard to change the captain's mnd. For
starters, the opaline wasn't even a confirmed fact yet; and even if it was
there, it was |less than certain what the Messenia survey m ssion would think
of

us dropping in out of nowhere and trying to walk away with a handful of it.
Survey missions |like Messenia's were always military oriented, and if they
suspected we were even thinking of bending any custons regul ations, we could
| ook forward to sone very unpl easant questions.

And |, of course, would wind up with yet another job blown out from under ne.
But freighter contractors weren't the only ones to whomthe word "profit"
brought pleasant smles... and third officers, I'd | ong ago | earned, existed

solely to take the oW bridge shift. Half the ship's thirty-nenber crew had
al ready made their private calculations as to how nuch of a bonus a few
chunks

of opaline would bring, and ny arguments were quickly dism ssed as just one
nor e

exanpl e of Travis's famous inability to make wi nning ganbl es, a side tal ent
t hat

had made nme the nost sought-after poker player on the ship.

Waski n al ways won at poker, too. And got far too nuch satisfaction out of
beati ng me.

Abruptly, the lights flickered. Quickly, guiltily, | brought ny attention
back

to the displays, but it was all right—+the breakout had conme off

t ext book- cl ean.

"We're here,"” Frommreported fromthe helm "Ready to set orbit."



"Put us at about two hundred for now," Kittredge told him "Waskin, you want
to

try and contact this friend of yours and find out about this opaline?"

"Yes, ma'am"” he nodded, swi veling around to the comm board.

"Was there anything el se?" Kittredge asked, |ooking up at ne.

| shook ny head. "I just wanted to nake sure we knew one way or another about
t he rocks before anyone got too confortable here."

She smled | opsidedly. "I doubt you have to wor—

"Holy Mother!"

| snapped ny head around to | ook at Waskin, nearly losing my hold in the
process. He was staring at the main display. As | shifted nmy eyes that

direction, | felt a simlar expletive welling up like verbal fire in ny
t hr oat .
W'd come within view of the mission's base canp... or rather, within view of

t he bl ackened crater where the base canp was supposed to be.

"Ch, my CGod," Kittredge gasped as the scanners panned over the whol e
nauseati ng

nmess. "What happened?”

"No idea," | said grimy, "but we'd better find out." My |ong-ago years in
t he
Servi ces cane floodi ng back, the old pages of energency procedures flipping
up

in front of nmy mind s eye. "Waskin, get back on the scanners. Do a quick
full-pattern run-through for anything out of the ordinary, then go back to
infrared for a grid survivor search.”

"Yes, sir." There was no cocki ness now, he was good and thoroughly scared.
Wth

an effort, he got his face jamred into the display hood, his hand visibly
trenbling as he funbled with the sel ector knob. "Yes, sir. Okay. IR .. those
fires have been out a mnimmof... eighteen hours, the conmputer says. Could
be

more." His thin face—wahat | could see of it, anyway-—was a rather pasty white,
and | hoped hard that he wouldn't pass out. Time could be crucial, and
didn't

want to have to nman the scanners myself until we could get another expert up

here. "Shortwave... nothing in particular. No broadcasts on any frequency.
Neutrino... there's a residual decay spectrum but it's the wong one for
their

type of power plant. Tachyon... uh-oh."

"What ?" Kittredge snapped.

Waskin visibly swallowed. "It reads... it reads an awful lot like the pattern
you get fromfull-spectrum expl osives."

Fronm caught it before the rest of us did. "Explosives, plural?" he asked.

" How

many are we tal ki ng about ?"

"Lots," Waskin said. "At least thirty separate blasts. Maybe nore."

Fronm swore under his breath. "Damm. They nust have had a stockpile that

bl ew. "

"No," | said, and even to ne my voice sounded harsh. "You don't store
full-specs

that close to each other. Someone came in and bonbed the hell out of them

Del i berately."

There was a | ong nonent of silence. "The opaline,"’
"Someone wanted the opaline."”

For | ousy pieces of rock...? | forced ny brain to unfreeze fromthat thought.

Kittredge said at |ast.

Messenia had been militarily oriented.... "Waskin, cancel the grid search for
a
second and get back on the commboard,” | told him "Broadcast our ship ID on

t he emergency beacon frequency and then listen.”
Kittredge | ooked up at nme. "Travis, no one could have survived a bonbing Iike



t hat =

"No one there, no," | cut her off. "But there would have been at |east a few
nen

out beyond the horizon fromthe base—that's standard procedure.”

"Yeah, but the radiation would have got 'em" WAskin nuttered.

"Just do it," | snapped.

"I'd better get the captain up here," Kittredge said, reaching for the

i nt ercom

"Better get a boat ready to fly, too," |I told her. My eyes returned to the
nai n

di spl ay, where the base was starting to drift behind us. "Wth the doc and a
couple others with strong stomachs aboard. |If there are any survivors,

t hey' |

need help fast."

She nodded, and that was that. If | hadn't been there, they'd have done a
qui ck,

futile grid search and then gone running hotfoot to report the attack to somne
authority or other without trying the energency beacon trick. W' d have

m ssed

entirely the fact that there was indeed a survivor of the attack.

And we sure as hell would have mi ssed getting nmixed up in mankind's first
interstellar war.

H s nane was Lieutenant Col onel Hal veston, and he was dyi ng.
He knew that, of course. The Services were good at naking sure their people
had

any and all information that m ght have an influence on their performance or
survival . Halveston knew how nuch radiation he'd taken, knew that at this

st age

t here was not hi ng anyone could do for him.. but countering that was a strong
will to hold out Iong enough to | et soneone know what had happened. The

Servi ces

were good at devel opi ng that, too.

W didn't get to talk to himon the trip up from Messenia, partly because the
doc needed Hal veston's full attention for the bioloop stabilization

t echni ques

to work and partly because |ong chatty conversations on an open radio didn't
seemlike a smart idea. It was nerve-racking as hell... and so when the
capt ai n,

Kittredge, and | were finally able to gather around Hal veston's sickbay bed,
we

weren't exactly in the greatest of emptional shapes.

Not that it mattered that rmuch. Hal veston's report woul d have been a
full-spec

bonbshel | no matter what our condition

"I't was the Drymmu," he whi spered through cracked lips. "The Drymmu did this."
| looked up from Hal veston to see Captain Garrett's nmouth drop open slightly.
That, fromthe captain, was the equivalent of falling over backwards wth
shock. .. which was about what | felt like doing. "The... Drymu?" he asked
carefully. "The Drymu? The hive race?"

Hal vest on wi nced in a sudden spasm of pain. "You know any other aliens by

t hat

nane?" he said. | got the inpression he would have snarled it if he'd had the
strength to do so.

"No, of course not," the captain said. "It's just that— He paused, visibly
searching for a diplomatic way of putting this. "I've just never heard of a
hi vey attacki ng anyone before."

Alittle more of Halveston's strength seemed to drain out of him "You have
now, " he whi spered.

The Captain | ooked up at Kittredge and me, back down at Hal veston. "Could it



have been a group of human pirates, say, pretending they were a Drymu ship?"
Hal vest on cl osed his eyes and shook his head weakly. "Qutposts get a direct
cable feed fromthe main base's scanners. If you'd ever seen a Drymu shi p,
you' d know no one could fake sonmething like that."

"Travi s?" the captain murmured.

| nodded reluctantly. "He's right, sir. If he actually saw the ship, it

coul dn't

have been anyone el se."

"But it doesn't mmke any sense," Kittredge put in. "Why woul d any Drymmu ship
attack a human out post ?"

It was a damm good question. Al the aliens we'd ever run into out here were
hi ve races, and hive races didn't make war. Period. They weren't
constitutionally oriented that way, for starters; aggression in hivies nearly
al ways focused on studying and understandi ng the universe, and as far as |
knew

the Drymmu were no exception. It was why hivies nearly always discovered the
Burke stardrive and made it into space, while fragnented races |ike humanity
nearly always bl ew t hensel ves to bits before they could do |ikew se

"I don't know why," Hal veston sighed. "I don't have any idea. But whatever

t he

reason, he sure as hell did it on purpose. He cane in real close, discussing
refueling possibilities, and when he was too close for us to have any chance
at

all, he just opened up and bonbed the hell out of the base.™

The speech took too nuch out of him H's eyes rolled up, and he seened to go
a

little nore linp beneath his safety webbing. | |ooked up, caught the
captain's

eye.

"We'd better get out of here,” | said in a lowvoice. "It looks like he's
| ong

gone, but | don't think we want to be here if he comes back."

"And we need to report this right away, too," Kittredge added.

" No!

| would ve junped if there'd been any gravity to do it with. "Take it easy,
colonel ," the captain soothed him "There's no one el se alive down

t her e—trust

us, we made a conplete infrared grid search while you were bei ng brought up
W' ve got to warn the Services—

"No, " Hal veston repeated, nmuch weaker this tinme. "You' ve got to go after him
Now, before he gets too far away."

"But we don't even know what direction he's gone in," Kittredge told him

"My pack... has the records of our... three nav satellites.” Cearly,

Hal vest on

was fading fast. "He didn't think... take themout. Got the... para-Cerenkov
rai nbow. .. when he left."”

And with the rainbow recorded fromthree directions we did indeed have the
direction the ship had taken—at |east until he came out of hyperspace and
changed vectors. But it would normally be several days at the | east before he

did that. "All the nore reason for us to go sound the alarm™" | told

Hal vest on

"No time," Hal veston gasped. "He'll get away, regroup with other Drymu

shi ps. ..

never identify himthen. And the whole mind will know. .. how easily he got
us."

And suddenly, for a handful of seconds, the pain cleared alnost entirely from
his face and a spark of life flared in his eyes. "Captain Garrett... as a
conmmand-rank of ficer of the Conbi ned Services... | hereby commandeer the

Vol ga... and order you to give chase... to the Drymmu ship... that destroyed

Messenia. And to destroy it. Carry out your... orders... captain.”



And as his eyes again rolled up, the warbling of the life-failure alert broke
into our stunned silence. Automatically, we floated back to give the ned
peopl e

roomto work. W were still there, still silent, when the doc finally shut

of f

the med sensors and covered Hal veston's face.

"Wel |l ?" the captain asked, glaring at the intercomand then at Kittredge and
ne

in turn. "Now what do we do?"

The intercomrasped as First Oficer Wng, who had replaced Kittredge on the
bridge, cleared his throat delicately. "I presune there's no way to expunge
that... suggestion... fromthe | og?"

"That your idea or one of Waskin's?" the captain snorted. Perhaps he was
renmenmbering it was Waskin's fault we were here in the first place. "OF course
there's no way. And it wasn't a suggestion, it was an order—a | egal one, our
resident mlitary expert tells nme." He turned his glare full force onto ne.

| refused to shrivel. He'd asked nme a question, and it wasn't ny fault if he
hadn't |iked the answer.

"But this is crazy," Wng persisted. "W're a freighter, for God' s sake. How
in

hell did he expect us to take on a warship with ei ghteen thousand Drymu
aboar d?"

"It wasn't a warship,” | put in. "Couldn't have been. The Drynmmu don't have
any

war shi ps. "

"You coul d have fooled ne," Kittredge grow ed. "I hope you're not suggesting
he

just happened to have a cargo of full-spectrum bonbs aboard and sonehow | ost
hi s

grip on them"

"I said he didn't have any warships,” | shot back. "I didn't say the attack
wasn't deliberate.”

"The difference escapes ne—

"Let's keep the discussion civil, shall we?" the captain interrupted. "I

t hi nk

it's a given that we're all on edge here. Al right, Travis, you want to

of fer

an explanation as to why a race ostensibly as peaceful as the Drymu woul d
[ aunch an unprovoked attack on a human installation?"

"I don't know why he did it,"” | told him "But keep in mnd that the Drymu
isn't really 'peaceful'—<+ wouldn't call himthat, anyway. He isn't warlike,
but

he's conpetitive enough, to the point of having deliberately w ped out at

| east

one class of predators on his home world. All the hivies are that way. It's
j ust

that in space there's so nuch roomand territory that there's no reason for
one

of themto fight any of the others.”

"But we're different?" the captain asked.

| spread out ny hands. "We're a fragmented race, which means we're warlike,
and

we' ve gotten into space, which nmeans we're flagrant violations of accepted

hi vey
t heory. Maybe the Drymmu has deci ded that the comnbinati on makes us too
danger ous

to exist and is beginning a canpaign to w pe us out."
"Starting with Messeni a?" Wng interjected fromthe bridge. "Wy? To show
t hat



hi s war machi ne can bl ow up a couple hundred Services nen, devel opers, and
scientists? Big deal."

"Maybe it wasn't the entire Drymu mind behind it," | pointed out. "Each ship
is
essentially autononmous until it gets within thirty thousand klicks or so of

anot her Drymu ship or planet."

"Could this one part of the m nd have gone i nsane?" Kittredge suggested
hesitantly. "Become honicidal, sonehow?"

"God, what a thought," Wng nuttered. "A raving mani ac wi th ei ghteen thousand
bodi es running around the galaxy in his own starship."

| shrugged. "I don't know if it's possible or not. It's probably nore |ikely
that Messenia was an experinment on his part."

"A what?" Kittredge grow ed.

"An experinment. To see if we could handle a sneak attack, with Messenia
chosen

because it was small and out of the way. You know-—<lub a sleeping tiger or

t wo

first to get the technique down before you tackle one that's awake."

wng and Kittredge started to speak at once; the captain cut themoff with a
wave of his hand. "Enough, everyone. As | see it, we have three possibilities
here: that the entire Drymmu m nd has declared war on humanity; that this one
shi p-sized segnent of the Drymmu mind has declared war on humanity; or that
some

portion of the Drymu nmind is playing war with humanity to see how we react.
Does that about cover it, Travis?"

My nouth felt dry. There was a glint | didn't at all care for in the
captain's

eyes. "Well... | can't see any other alternatives at the nonment, no.
He nodded, the glint brighter than ever. "Thank you. Any of the rest of you?
No?

Then it seens to ne that we've got no choice—ethically as well as legally.

Hal veston said it hinmself: if that ship gets back to one of the Drymmu worl ds
and reports how easy it was to club this sleeping tiger to death, we may very
wel |l find ourselves enbroiled in an all-out war. Wng, pull the raider's
direction fromthose tapes and get us in pursuit."”

There was a nonent of stunned silence. None of the others, | gathered, had
noticed that glint. "Captai n—= Wng began, and then hesitated.

Kittredge showed I ess restraint. "Captain," she said, "the last tinme |
checked,

the Vol ga was not a warship. Doesn't it strike you as just the slightest bit
dangerous for us to take on that ship? Qur chief duty at this point is to

r eport

the attack."

"And if Messenia was nerely a single thrust of a nore comprehensive and
synchroni zed attack?" the captain said quietly. "Wat then?"

She opened her nouth, closed it again. "Then there may not be any human bases
| eft anywhere near here to report to," she said at |ast, very softly. "Ch,
God. "

The captain nodded and started unstrapping hinmself fromhis chair. "Bear in

m nd, too, that even if we're able to guess where he'll cone out of
hyper space,
we' Il have a m ni mum of several days to prepare for the encounter. Travis, as

the nearest thing to a mlitary expert we've got, you're in charge of getting
us

ready for conbat."

| swallowed. "Yes, sir."

The wrong pl ace, the wong tine.

Twenty mnutes later we were in hyperspace, in hot pursuit of the Drymu
shi p,



and | was in my cabin, wondering just what in hell | was going to do.

A Drymu hive ship. Eighteen thousand—all them i ndividuals, bodies,

what ever—there were still eighteen thousand of them each part of a conmon

m nd

The concept was bad enough; the inmrediate military consequences were even
wor se.

No problems with conmand or garbled orders. Instant conmunication between

| aser

operators and those at the scanners. Possibly no need for scanners at all at
cl ose range—ebservers wat ching from opposite ends of the ship would give the
m nd a bi nocul ar vision that would both nake scanners unnecessary and,

i ncidentally, render useless nmany of the Services' ECMjamrers. The ship
itself

woul d be a hundred tines |larger than the Volga, with alnost certainly the
extra

structural strength a craft that big would have to have. Mre antineteor

| asers.

More speed.

In other words, warship or not, if we went head-to-head against the Drymmu,
we

were going to get our tubes peel ed.

What in the hell were we going to do?

The smartest decision would be to quit right now, try to talk the captain out
of

it, and if that didn't work, sinply to refuse to obey his order. Mitiny. The
menory of the Burma incident nade ne wince. But this wasn't the Services, and
it

was nothing like the sanme situation. Mitiny. In this case, it was far and
away

t he best chance of getting all of us out of this alive. And that, it seened
to

me, was where my loyalty ought to lie. | respected the captain a great deal
but

he had no idea what he was getting all of us into. These people weren't

trai ned—weren't volunteers for dangerous duty |ike Services people were—and
sending the Volga out to be point man in this war was mass suici de. Maybe
Captain Garrett felt legally bound to carry out Colonel Halveston's dying
order,

but I didn't feel nyself nearly so tied.

In fact, it occurred to ne that by refusing the captain's orders, | m ght
actually be doing hima favor. Hal veston's order had been directed at him
but

if he was prevented fromcarrying it out, he would be off the | egal hook. Any
official wath would then turn onto ne, of course, but | was prepared to
accept

that. Unlike Captain Garrett, | was used to having nmy career dunped out wth
t he

sawdust. Surely enough of the others would back me in this, especially once
expl ained how it would be for the captain's good, and we could just head to
t he

near est Services base..

Assuming there were still Services bases to head for. Assuming the Messenia
attack had been a one-shot deal. Assuming the Drymu had not, in fact,

| aunched

an all-out war.

And if those assunptions were wong, running fromthe Drymu now woul dn't
gain

us anything but a little tinme. Maybe not even that.

VWhi ch was where the crux of ny dilemma |ay. Saving the Vol ga now for worse
treatnment |ater on wouldn't be doi ng anyone a favor



| was chasing the logic around the track for the fifth tinme when ny door
buzzed.

"Come in," | called, the words rel easing the |ock

|'d expected it to be the captain. It was, instead, Kittredge. "Busy?" she
asked, stepping inside with the peculiar gait that rotational pseudogravity
al ways gives people in ships the Volga's size.

A younger man night have expected it to be a social call. | knew Kittredge
better than that. "Not really,"” | said as the door slid closed behind her
"Just

plotting out the victory parade route for after we've whipped the Drymu's
sauce. \y?"

The attenpt at hunor didn't even register on her face. "Travis, we've got
sone

serious trouble here.”

"I"ve noticed. What do you suggest we do about it?"

"Call the whole thing off," she growed. "W can't take on any Drymmu hive
ship—+t's conpletely out of the question."

If it had been Wng who' d tossed nmy own ideas back at ne like this, we would
have been off to lay out our ultimtumbefore the captain in thirty seconds.
But

Kittredge was so intense and by-the-book... Perversely, ny brain shifted into
devil's advocate node. "You're suggesting Captain Garrett disobey a duly
gi ven

and recorded order?"

She snorted. "No one in the Services would even think of holding us to that.
What, they'd rather we go in and get blown up for nothing than cone back with
val uabl e i nformati on?"

Maybe it was a remant of my Services pride cone back to haunt me, or naybe
it

was just Kittredge and the fact that | was the one in charge of planning this
operation. Whatever it was, something like a psychic burr began to work its
way

under a corner of ny mind. "You assune the outcone would be a forgone

concl usion. "

"You bet | do—and don't give nme that |ook. You were a minor petty officer
aboard

athird-rate starship. | hardly expect they overl oaded you with battle
tactics,

especi al ly agai nst an eneny we weren't ever supposed to have to fight."

The burr dug itself in alittle deeper. "You might be surprised,” | told her

stiffly. "The Burma's engineering section was designed to operate

i ndependent |y

in case of massive destruction to the rest of the ship. W were taught quite
a

| ot about warfare."

"Agai nst hivies?" she asked pointedly.

"Not exactly, no," | adnmitted. "But just because the hivies weren't supposed
to

be warli ke doesn't nmean no one ever considered what it mght nean to fight
one

of them | remenber one lecture in particular that listed three exploitable
weaknesses a hive ship would have against a human ship in battle.”

"Ch? | don't suppose you renmenber what they were?"

| felt nmy face getting hotter. "You mean is the old man losing his nenory at
whol esal e rat es?"

"Well?" she replied coolly. "Are you?"

"I wouldn't bet on it if |I were you," | snapped. "You'll see what shape ny
menory and mind are in when | give the captain ny prelimnary plan in a
coupl e

of days."



"Uh-huh." A faint |look of scorn twitched at her lip. "I'msure it'll be Crécy

all over again. You'll forgive ne if | still try and talk the captain out of
it."

"That's up to you," | said as she turned around and wal ked, stiff-backed, to
t he

door. It opened for her, and she left.

Wth an odd feeling in my stomach, | realized that | had just set a pleasant
little bonfire in the center of ny line of retreat. If | didn't cone up with
a

wor kabl e battle plan now, | would humliate nmyself in front of Kittredge—and

probably everyone el se aboard ship, too. In nmy mind s eye | could see
Kittredge's |-knewyou-couldn't-do-it contenpt, the captain's nmaddeni ngly
under st andi ng | ook, Waskin's outright armusenent..

Alone in my cabin, the inmages still made nme cringe. Mre undeserved shane..
and
for once, | suddenly decided | would rather die than go through all of that
again. | would draw up a battle plan—-and it was going to be the best damed
pl an

Waskin or Kittredge had ever seen

| would start with a concerted effort to dredge up those three vaguely
renenber ed hi vey weaknesses fromtheir dusty hiding places in my nmenory. And
maybe with a trip through the ship's references to find out just what the
hel |

this Crécy was that Kittredge had referred to.

W started making preparations i mediately, of course. Unfortunately, there
weren't a lot of preparations that could be nade.

The Vol ga, as was pointed out to ne with nonotonous regularity, was not a
war shi p. W& had no shielding beyond the standard sol ar radi ati on and

m cr onet eor

stuff, our sole weapon was a pair of |aser cannons designed to bl ow away nore
danger ous neteors—those up to a whoppi ng hal f-meter across—and our drive and
nmechani cal structure had never been designed for anything even resenbling a
ti ght maneuver. W were a waddling, quacking duck that could be blown into
mesons half a second after the Drymu deci ded we were dangerous to it

The trick, therefore, was going to be to nake the Vol ga seem as harnl ess as
possible... and then to figure out how we could stop being harm ess when we
wanted to. That nuch was basic military strategy, the stuff 1'd | earned ny
second week in basic. Fortunately, there was one very trivial way to
acconpl i sh

t hat .

Unfortunately, it was the only way | could think of to acconplish it.

Across the room the door slid open and Waskin wal ked in, a wary expression
on

his face. "I hope like hell, sir," he said, "that this isn't what | think it
is."

"It is," | nodded, keying the door closed. "I'mtapping you for part of ny
assault team"

"Ch, sh— He swallowed the rest of the expletive with an effort. "Sir, I'd
like

to respectfully w thdraw, on grounds—

"Stuff it, Waskin," |I told himshortly. "W haven't got tinme for it. How nuch

has the ship's grapevine given you about what |'ve got planned?"

"Enough. You're having a neteor |aser taken out and installed aboard one of

t he

| andi ng boats. If you ask ne, your David/ Goliath conplex is getting a little
out

of hand."

| ignored the sarcasm Everyone else, even Kittredge, had started treating ne



with new respect, but it had been too nuch to hope for that Waskin would join

that particular club. "I take it you don't think it would be a good idea to
send

a boat out after the Drymmu ship. Wiy not ?"

He | ooked hard at me, decided it was a serious question. "Because he'll bl ow
us

apart before we get anywhere near our own firing range, that's why. O have |
m ssed sonet hi ng?"

"You've missed two things. First of all, remenber that this isn't a warship
we're going up against. The Drymmu isn't likely to have fine-aimlasers or

hi gh- maneuverabl e m ssil es aboard."

"Why not ?"

"Why shoul d he?"

"Because he knows we'll eventually be sending warships and fighter carriers
after him"

"Ah." | held up a finger. "Warships, yes. But not necessarily carriers.”
Waskin frowned. "You nmean he m ght not know we've got thenP"

| shook ny head. "I'm guessing that the concept of fighters won't even occur
to

him"

"Way woul dn't it? You could put a handful of Drymmu bodi es aboard sonet hing
t he

size of a fighter, and as long as they didn't get too far fromthe nother
shi p,

they'd still be connected to the hive mind."

And at that nmonent Waskin sealed his fate. Everyone else that I'd had this
tal k

wi th had needed to be rem nded that hivies couldn't function at all in groups
of
| ess than a few thousand... and then had needed to be rem nded that the

thirty-thousand-klick range neant that small scouts or fighters could,

i ndeed,

have limted use for them "You're right," | nodded to Waskin. "Absolutely
right. So why won't the Drymmu expect us to use small fighters?"

He nade a face. "You're enjoying this, aren't you? This is your revenge for
al |

t he poker ganes you' ve lost, right?"

God knew there wasn't a | ot about this situation that was even renotely

enjoyable... but in a perverse way | did rather |ike being ahead of Waskin for
a

change. The fact that my years in the Services gave ne a slight advantage was
totally irrelevant. "Never mind nme," | told himshortly. "You just

concentrate
on you. Wiy won't he expect fighters?”

He snorted, then shook his head. "I don't know. Mybe a single ship-sized
m nd

can't handle that many di sparate viewpoints. No, that doesn't make sense."
"It's actually pretty close,” | had to admt. "It's loosely tied into the
reason

for that thirty-thousand-klick range. That nunmber suggest anything?"
"It's the distance light travels in a tenth of a second," he said pronptly.

"1 m
not that ignorant, you know. "

He was right; that part of the hivies' limtation was pretty common
know edge.

"Ckay, then, that leads us inmmediately to the fact that the comon tel epathic
i nk behaves the same way |ight does, with all the sane limtations. So what
do

you get when you have, say, a dozen high-speed fighters swarm ng out fromthe
not her ship vectoring in on your target?"



"What do you—=2 Ch. Oh, sure. High relative speeds nean you'll be getting into
relativistic effects.”

"Including time dilation," | nodded. "A pretty m nor effect, admttedly. But

i f

a section of mnd can't handle even a tenth of a second tine lag, it seens
reasonabl e that even a small difference in the tenporal rate would foul it up
even worse."

He nodded slowy and gave nme a | ong, specul ative |ook. "Mikes sense. Doesn't
nmean it's true.”

"It is," I told him "Or it's at least official theory. W' ve observed

Si rrachat

and Karnmahsh ships occasionally using small advance scouts when feeling their
way through a particularly dense ring systemor asteroid belt. The scouts
behave

exactly as expected: they stay practically w thin huggi ng range of the nother
ship and keep their speeds strictly matched with it."

"Uh-huh. | take it this is supposed to nake ne feel better about going up
agai nst Coliath? Because if it is, it isn't working." He held up some fingers
and began ticking themoff. "One: if we can think like hivies, it's just
possi bl e he's been able to think |like humans and will be all ready for us to
cone blazing in on him Two: even if he isn't ready for us right at the start,
a

hive mind | earns pretty damm qui ckly. How many passes is it going to take us
to

hit a vital spot and put his ship out of comm ssion—twenty? Fifty? And three:
even if by some miracle he doesn't catch on to the basics of space warfare
through all of that, what makes you think we're going to be able to take
advantage of it? None of us are soldiers, either."

"What do you think I anP" | asked.

"A former Services engine roomofficer who got everything he knows about
tactics

by pure osnosis,"” he shot back

| forced down ny irritation with an effort. The fact that he was right didn't
make it any easier. "Ckay," | grow ed. "But by osmpbsis or otherw se, |'ve
still

got it. And as far as that goes, you and Fromm have both had nore than your
share of experience using the nmeteor |aser. Haven't you."

| had the satisfaction of seeing himflinch. He and Fromm had had a private
duel

of LaserWar going on down in the game roomfor the past six nonths, and

knew

for a fact that they both occasionally brought the conpetition into duty
hours,

using the Volga's lasers for live practice. Strictly against regul ations,
naturally. "Alittle, maybe," he nuttered. "But nostly that's just a gane."
"So? Hivies don't get even that much practice—they don't play LaserWar or any
ot her games. Wich brings ne to our second advantage over theny a hive mnd
nmay

| earn fast, but all eighteen thousand bodies on that ship are going to start
exactly even. It's not as though there's going to be anyone there who has even
a

smattering of practical experience with tactics, for instance, or anyone who
excels at hitting small, fast-nmoving targets. W do, and | intend to use that
advantage to the fullest."

"By nmaking Fromm and ne your chief gunners?" Waskin snorted.

"By making Fromm ny chief gunner,” | corrected. "You |I'm maki ng ny
second- i n- conmand. "

H s eyes bul ged. "You' re—what? Ch, now wait a mnute, sir—

"Sorry, Waskin, the job's yours." | glanced at ny watch. "All right. We'll be
having a neeting to set up practice sessions in the |ounge in exactly one



hour .

Be there.”

For a nonent | thought he was going to argue with me. But he just took a deep
breath and nodded. "Yes, sir. Under protest, though."

"I wouldn't have expected it any other way."

He left, and | took a deep breath of my own. There was nothing like a willing
team | reflected, letting nmy eyes defocus with tiredness. None of the six
I'd

chosen had any real enthusiasmfor what they saw as a stupid decision on the
captain's part, but at |east only Waskin was even verbally hostile about it.
That woul d probably change, of course, at the neeting an hour away, when

told

t hem about the rest of my plan. It wasn't sonething | was especially | ooking
forward to.

But in the neantinme... Stretching hard, | cracked the tension out of my back
and

settled nmore confortably into ny seat. One: hivies won't be able to think in
terms of small-group efficiency. Two: a given hivey m nd-segnent won't have

t he

same range of abilities and talents that a human force will have. Three:..
No good. Whatever that third hivey weakness was, it was still managing to
el ude

me. But that was okay; | still had a couple of days until breakout, and
surely

t hat woul d be enough tinme for ny subconscious to dig it out of wherever it
was
I'd tucked it away.

They didn't like the plan. Didn't like it at all

And | couldn't really blame them The | anding boat assault was bad enough,
relying as strongly as it did on H ve M nd Waknesses One and Two—aeaknesses
they had only ny unsupported word for. But the full plan was even worse, and
none of themwere particularly reticent about voicing their displeasure.

It could have cone to mass nutiny right there, | suppose, with the crew going
to

the captain en masse and demandi ng either a decent plan of action or el se

t hat

he scrap this whole thing. And | suppose that there was a part of ne that
hoped

they would do so. It had been rather pleasant, for a change, to be treated
with

alittle respect aboard the ship—+to be Tactician Travis, the nan who was
gui di ng

the Volga into battle, instead of just plain Third O ficer Travis, who al ways
| ost at poker. But none of that could quite erase the know edge that | could
very well be on the brink of getting some of us killed, me included. 1'd

al r eady

burned ny own spaceport behind nme, but if the captain decided to quit now, |
for

one wasn't going to argue too strenuously with him

But he didn't. Perhaps he felt he'd also cone too far to back down; perhaps
he

really believed that he was obligated to Col onel Halveston's dying order. But
what ever the reason, he came out in solid support of both me and ny plan, and
in

the end everyone fell grudgingly into line behind him Perhaps, with so nmuch

uncertainty still remaining as to whether we'd even catch the Drymu ship, no
one wanted to stick his or her neck too far out.
A fair portion of that uncertainty, though, was illusory. True, we had only

t he



Drymmu' s departure vector to guide us, and it was true that he could
theoretically break out and change his directi on anywhere along a path a
hundr ed

light-years long. But in actuality, his choices were far nmore limted: by
physi cs, which governed how | ong a ship could generate heat in hyperspace
before

it had to break out and dunp it; and by common sense, which said that in case
of

br eakout probl ens you wanted your ship reasonably close to raw materials and
ener gy, which nmeant somewhere inside a solar system

There was, it turned out, exactly one systemalong the Drymmu' s vector that
fit

both those constraints.

So even while nmy team conpl ained and nuttered to one another about the
chances

this would all be a waste of time, | made sure they worked their butts off.
Sonmewhere in that system | was pretty sure, we would find the Drynmu.

Four days later, we broke out into our target system a totally unremarkable
congl orrerati on of nondescript planets, mnor chunks of rock, a dull red

sun. ..

and one Drymmu shi p.

He wasn't visible to the naked eye, of course, but by solar system standards
we

arrived practically on his landing ranp. He was barely three nmillion klicks
away, radiating so rmuch infrared that Waskin had a | ock on himtwo m nutes
after

breakout. Captain Garrett gave the order, and we turned and drove hell for

| eat her straight for him

The Vol ga was capabl e of naking nearly two gravs of acceleration, but even at
that, the Drymmu was a good seven hours away. There was, therefore, no
guestion

of sneaking up on him especially since half that time we would be

decel erating

with our main drive blasting directly toward him There was little chance he
woul d escape into hyperspace—ot with the anount of heat he clearly had yet
to

get rid of -but 1'd expected that he would at | east make us chase hi mthrough
normal, gain hinmself some extra time to study us.

W were less than half an hour away from himwhen we all were finally forced
to

the conclusion that he really did intend to sinply stand there and hold his

ground.

"Damm, " Waskin nuttered under his breath at the scanners. "He knows we're
here—he has to have seen us by now. He's waiting for us, |ike a—a giant

spi der

in his web—=

"That'll do, Waskin," the captain told him his own voice icy calm "There's
no

need to create wild pictures; | think we're all adequately nervous. Just

renmenber that chances are at |east as good that he's waiting because he
figures

we're a warship and that running would be a waste of tine."

"Runni ng doesn't sound like a waste of time to ne," Kittredge said tensely.
The captain turned a brief stare on her, then | ooked at nme. "Well, Travis,

| ooks

like this is it. Any last-m nute changes you want to nake in the plan?"

| shook ny head. One: hivies don't formsmall groups. Two: all menbers of a
hi ve

m nd have the sane experience |level. Three:... Three, where the hell are you,
damm it? "No, sir," | told himwith a quiet sigh. Half an hour to battle. No



way

around it; we were just going to have to make do without Hive M nd Wakness
Nurmber Three, whatever it was. "I'd better get the teaminto the boat."

He nodded and noti oned sonmeone el se to take Waskin's place at the scanners.
"We'll signal just before we drop you," he told me. "And we'll let you know
if

there's any change in the situation out there. Good luck."

"Thank you, sir."

Waskin beside ne, | headed out the bridge door and did a fast float down the
cranped corridor toward the | anding boat bay. "So this is it, isn't it?"
Waski n

mur mur ed. "Your big chance to be a hero."

"I"'mnot doing this for the heroics of it," | grow ed back
"No? Cone on, Travis, |I'mnot that stupid. You and the captain dreamed up
this

whol e | andi ng boat assault just so that he can pretend he's obeying
Hal veston's

dammed order while still keeping the Volga itself fromgetting blasted to
dust. "
"The captain has nothing to do with it," | snapped. "It's—+t just happens to

make the nost sense this way."

"Aha," he nodded, an entirely too knowi ng | ook on his face. "So you're trying
to

con the captain along with the rest of us, are you? | should have guessed

t hat .

He woul dn't have been able to send us out to get fried on his behalf. Not with
a

straight face, anyway."

| gritted nmy teeth. Sonehow, |'d thought 1'd covered ny intentions better

t han

that. "You're hallucinating,"” |I snarled. "There's not a scrap of truth to
it—and

you'd sure as hell better not go bl abbing nonsense |like that to the rest of

t he

team"

"Don't get so mad—t's working, isn't it? The Volga's going to conme out okay,
and you're going to get to go out in a blaze of glory. Along with six nore of
us

| ucky souls."

| gritted nmy teeth sone nore and i gnored him and we covered another half
corridor in silence. "There wasn't really any Services list of hive mnd
weaknesses, was there?" he said as we maneuvered through a tight hatchway.
"You

made all that up to justify this plan.”

| exhaled in defeat. "No, it was—t is—an actual list,” | told him "It's

j ust

that +ook, it was a long time ago. The two | gave you are real enough. And
there's one nore—an inportant one, |'mpretty sure—but | can't for the life
of

me renmenber what it was."

"Uh-huh. Sure."”

O in other words, he didn't believe ne. "Waskin—=
"Ch, it's all right,” he interrupted. "If it helps any, | actually happen to

agree with the basic idea. | just wouldn't have picked nyself to be one of
t he

sacrificial goats."

"I'"mhoping we'll cone out of it a bit better than that,” | told him
"Uh-huh. Sure."”

We finished the rest of the trip to the bay in silence, to find that the
captain



had al ready had the other five nmenbers of the team assenble there.

| tried giving thema short pep talk, but | wasn't particularly good at it
and

they weren't rmuch in the nood to be pepped up, anyway. So instead we spent a
few

m nut es checking one last time on our equi pnent and maki ng as sure as we
coul d

that our specially equipped suits and weapons were going to function as
desired.

Afterward, we all sat in the boat, breathed recycled air, and sweated hard.
And | tried one last tinme to think. One: hivies don't formsmall groups. Two:
all nenmbers of a hive mind have the sane experience level. Three:..

Still no use.

| don't know how | ong we sat there. The plan was for the captain to take the
Vol ga as close in as he could before the Drymmu's inevitable attack becane

t oo

much for the ship to handl e, but as the nminutes dragged on and not hi ng
happened,

a set of frightening possibilities began to flicker through ny already
overheated mnd. The Volga's bridge bl own so quickly that they'd had no tine
even to cry out... the rest of us flying blind toward a collision or to sai
forever through normal space..

"The Drymmu' s opened fire," the captain's voice crackled abruptly in our
headsets. "Antinmeteor |asers; sone ninor sensor damage. Get ready—

Wth a stomach-jolting lurch, we were dunped out through the bay doors... and
got our first real |ook at a Drymmu hive ship.

The thing was huge. Incredibly so. It was still several klicks away, yet it
still took up a massive chunk of the sky ahead of us. Dark-hulled, oddly
shaped,

convol uted, threatening—+t was all of those, too, but the only word that
registered in that first heart-stopping second was huge. |1'd seen the biggest
of

the Services' carriers up close, and | was stunned. God only knows how t he
others in the boat felt.

And then the first laser flicked out toward us, and the tine for that kind of
t hought was thankfully over.

The shot was a clean miss. W' d been dropped al ong one of the Drymu's

fl anks,

as planned, and it was quickly clear that |asers designed for shooting
oncom ng

nmeteors weren't at their best trying to fire sideways. But the Drymu was a
hi ve

m nd, and hive minds |earned fast. The second and third shots mi ssed, too,

but

the fourth bubbled the reflective paint on our nose. "Let's get noving," |
shapped.

Kelly, our pilot, didn't need any coaxing. The words weren't even out of ny
nmout h when she had us janmed agai nst our restraints in a tight spiraling turn
that sent us back toward the stern. Not too close; the drive that could
actual l'y

nmove this floating mountain would fry us in nano-seconds if it occurred to

t he

Drymmu to turn it on. But Kelly knew her job, and when we finally pulled into
a

nore or less inertial path again, we were no nore than two-thirds of the way
back toward the stern and maybe three hundred nmeters fromthe textured hull
This close to a true warship, we would be dead in seconds. But the Drymu
wasn' t

a warship... and as we flew on unvaporized, | finally knew for a fact that ny
ganbl e had paid off. W were inside the alien's defenses, and he couldn't



t ouch

us.
Now i f we could only turn that advantage into something concrete.
"Fromm get the laser going," | ordered. "The rest of you, let's find sone

targets for himto hit. Sensors, intakes, surface radi ator equi pment—anyt hing
t hat | ooks weak."

My headset crackl ed suddenly. "Volga to Travis," the captain's voice said
"Neutrino em ssion's suddenly gone up—+ think he's running up his drive."
"Acknow edged," | said. "You out of his |aser range yet?"

"W will be soon. So far he seens to be ignoring us."

A small favor to be grateful for. Whatever happened to us, at least this part
of

nmy plan had worked. "Ckay. We're starting our first strafing run—=

Abruptly, nmy headset exploded with static. | grabbed for the vol une control
vaguel y aware of the others scranbling with sinilar haste around ne. "\Wat
happened?" Kelly's voice cane faintly, nmuffled by two helmets and the thin

at nosphere in the boat.

"It's occurred to himthat jamming our radios is a good idea," | shouted, ny
voi ce echoing painfully inside nmy hel net.

"Took himlong enough," Waskin put in. "Wat was that about the drive? He
trying

to get away?"

"Probably." But no matter how powerful the Drymu's drive, with all that mass
to

nmove, he wouldn't be outrunning us for a while, anyway. "We've still got tine
to

do plenty of damage. Get cracking."

W tried. W flew all the way around that damm ship, skimmng its surface

bl asting away at anything that | ooked renptely interesting... and in the
process

we di scovered sonething I'd sonehow managed not to anti ci pate.

None of us had the faintest idea what Drymu sensors, intakes, or surface
radi at or equi pnent | ooked 1ike.

Total |y unexpected. Formfollows function, or so I'd al ways believed. But
there

was clearly nmore roomfor variation than |I'd ever realized

Whi ch neant that even as we vaporized bits of netal and plastic all over that
ship, we had no idea whatsoever how nuch genui ne damage we were doing. O
even

if we were doing any danmage at all

And slowy the Drymmu began to nove.

| put off the decision as long as possible, and so it wound up bei ng Waskin
who

eventual ly forced the issue. "CGonna have to go all the way, aren't we?" he
called out. "The full plan. It's either that or give up and go hone."

| gritted nmy teeth hard enough to hurt. It was ny plan, and even while I'd
been

selling it to the others I'd been hoping |like hell we wouldn't have to use
it.

But there was literally no other choice available to us now If we tried to
escape to the Volga now, it would be a choice of heading aft and being fried
by

the drive or going forward and giving the |l asers a clean shot at us. There
was

no way to go now but in. "All right," | sighed, then repeated it loudly for
everyone to hear. "Kelly, find us sonething that |ooks |ike a hatchway and
bring

us down. Anyone here had experience working on rotating hulls?"
Even through two helnmets | could hear Waskin's sigh. "I have,"
"Cood. You and I will head out as soon as we're down."

he sai d.



The hatches, fortunately, were recognizable as such. Kelly had anchored us to
the hull beside one of them and Waskin and | were outside working it open
when

the Drymmu seened to suddenly realize just what we were doing. Abruptly,
vents

we hadn't spotted began spewi ng gases all over the area. For a bad minute

t hought there m ght be acid or sonething equally dangerous bei ng bl own out

t he

di scharge tubes, but it registered only as obvi ous waste gases, apparently
used

i n hopes of confusing us or breaking our boots' pseudoglue grip. Once again,
it

seened, we'd caught the Drymu by surprise; but Waskin and | still didn't
wast e

any time forcing the hatch open

"Looks cranped," he grunted, touching his helnmet to mne to bypass the
still-jamred radio.

It was, too, though with Drymmu bodies half the size of ours, | wouldn't have
expected anything else. "I think there's enough room for one of us to be

i nsi de

and still have roomto work," | told him not bothering to point out we
didn't

have nuch choice in the matter. "I'Il go. You and Fronm cl ose the outer hatch

once I'min."

It took a little squeezing, but | made it. There didn't seemto be any inside
controls, which was as expected; what | hadn't expected was that even as the
hatch cl osed behind me and | unlinmbered ny nodified cutting torch, ny suit's
exterior air sensors suddenly cane alive.

And with the radio jamed, | was cut off fromthe others. | waited, heart

t hunpi ng, wondering what the Drymu had out there waiting for nme.... As the
pressures equalized, | threw all nmy wei ght upwards agai nst the inner hatch.
For

a second it resisted. Then, with a pop! it swung open and, getting a grip on
t he

lip, | pulled myself out into the corridor—

To be faced by a river of meter-high figures surging directly toward ne.
There was no time for thought on any rational |level, and indeed | |ater had
no

recol lection at all of having ained and fired my torch. But abruptly the
hal | way

was ablaze with light and flame... and where the blue-white fire net the dark
river there was death.

| heard no screans. Possibly nmy suit insulated me fromthat sound; nore
likely

the tel epathic bodies of a hive mnd had never had reason to devel op any
vocal

apparatus. But whatever else was alien about the Drymu, its nultiple bodies
were still based on carbon and oxygen, and such nol ecules were not built to
survive the kind of heat | was focusing on them Where the flame touched, the
bodi es flared and dropped and di ed.

It was all over in seconds, at |east that first wave of the attack. A dozen
of

the bodies lay before and around ne, still snoldering and snmoking, while the
others beat an orderly retreat. | |ooked down at the carnage just once, then
turned my eyes quickly and firmy away. | was just glad I couldn't snell them
I was still standing there, watching and waiting for the next attack, when a
tap

on ny helnmet made ne start violently. "Easy, easy, it's me," a faint and
frantic

voi ce cane as | spun around and nearly incinerated Waskin. "Powers is behind



ne
inthe airlock. Are there any buttons in here we have to push to cycle it?"

"No, it seens to be set on automatic,” | told him "You have everyone comni ng
in?"

"Al'l but Kelly. | thought we ought to | eave sonmeone with the boat."

"Good." Experimentally, | turned nmy radio up a bit. No good; the janmm ng was
just as strong inside the ship as it had been outside. "Wll, at |east he

probably won't have any better hand weapons than we do. And he ought to be
even

wor se at hand-to-hand than he is at space warfare."

"Unfortunately, he's got all those eighteen thousand bodi es to spend | earning
t he techni ques," Waskin pointed out sourly.

"Not that many—ae only have to kill maybe fourteen or fifteen thousand to
destroy the hive mnd."

"That's not an awful ot of help," he said.

Actual Iy, though, it was, especially considering that the nore bodies we

di sposed of the less of the m nd would actually be present. Wakness Nunber
Three: destroying segnents of the mnd eventually destroys the whol e? No,

t hat

wasn't quite it. But it was getting closer....

The Drymmu was able to get in two nmore assaults before the last four of our

| andi ng party made it through the airlock. Neither attack was particularly

i magi native, and both were ultimately failures, but already the nind was

show ng

far nore grasp of elenmentary tactics than | cared for. The second attack was
actually layered, with a torch-arnmed backup team hidi ng under cover while the
mai n sui ci de squad drew us out into the corridor, and it was only the fact

t hat

we had heavily fire- and heat-proofed our suits beforehand that |et us escape
wi t hout burns.

But for the monent we clearly still held the advantage, and by the tinme al
si X

of us were ready to begin noving down the corridor the Drymmu had pul | ed back
out of sight.

"I don't suppose he's given up already,’

Fromm cal | ed as we headed cauti ously

out .

"More likely cooking up sonething nasty sonewhere," Waski n shouted back
"Let's kill the idle chatter,"” | called. My ears buzzed fromthe volunme | had
to

use to be heard, and it occurred to me that if we kept this up we would al
have

severe self-inflicted deafness | ong before the Drymmu got us. "Keep
conmuni cati on hel net-to-hel met as nuch as possible,” | told them
Fronm | eaned over and touched his helnmet to mine. "Are we headi ng anywhere
specific, or just supposed to cause as nuch damage as we can?"

"The latter, unless we find a particular target worth going for," | told him
"I'f we analyze the Drymu's defenses, say, and figure out that he's defending
some place specific, we'll go for that. Pass the word, okay?"

Good targets or not, though, we were equipped to do a |lot of incidental
danage,

and we did our damedest to live up to our potential. The roonms were already
deserted as we got to them but they were full of flanmable carpeting and
furni shings, and we soon had a dozen fires spew ng flanes and snoke in our
wake.

Wthin ten mnutes the corridor was hazy with snoke—and, nore significantly,
wi t h novi ng snoke—whi ch neant that whatever bul kheadi ng and rupture-control
systemthe Drymu was enploying, it was clear that the burning section wasn't
being well sealed off fromthe remai nder of the ship. That shoul d have neant
bi g

trouble for the alien, which in turn should have nmeant he woul d be soon



t hr owi ng

everything he had in an effort to stop us.

But it didn't happen. We noved farther and farther into the ship, setting
fires

and torching everything that |ooked torchable, and still the Drymu held
back.

For a while | wondered if he was sinply waiting for us to run out of fuel; for
a

shorter while | wondered if he had i ndeed given up. But the radio janm ng
continued, and he didn't seemto care that we were using up our fue

dest royi ng

his home, and so for lack of a better plan we just kept going.

We got up a couple of ranps, switched corridors twice, and were at a | arge,
interior corridor when we finally found out what he had in nind

It was just the fortune of the draw that Powers was point man as we reached
t hat

spot... just the fortune of the draw that he was the one to die. He gl anced
around the corner into the main corridor, started to step through—and was
abruptly hurled a dozen neters sideways by a violent blast of highly

conpr essed

air. Waskin, behind him |eaned into the corridor to spray torch fire in that
direction, and apparently succeeded in neutralizing the weapon. But it cost
us

preci ous seconds, and by the time we were able to nove in and see what was
happening to Powers, it was too |ate. The dark tide of bodies w thdrew
readily

frombefore our flanmes, and we saw that Powers, still inside his reinforced
suit, had neverthel ess been beaten to death.

"Wth tools, |ooked like," Fromm said. Even through the muffling of the

hel met s

his voice was clearly shaking. "They clubbed himto death with ordi nary
tools."

"So much for himnot understanding the techniques of warfare," Waskin bit
out .

"He's figured out all he really needs to know. that he's got the nunmbers on
hi s

side. And how to use them"

He was right. Inevitable, really; the only nystery was why it had taken the
Drymmu this long to realize that. "W'd better keep moving," | shouted as we
pressed our helnmets together in a ring.

"Why bot her?" Brimer snarled, his voice dripping with anger and fear
"Waskin's

ri ght -|he knows what he's doing, all right. He's suckered us into com ng too
far

i nside the ship and now he's ready to begin the slaughter."

"Yeah, well, maybe," Fromm grow ed, "but he's going to have one hell of a
fight

before he gets us."

"So?" Brimrer shot back. "What difference does it nake to hi mhow nany of his
bodi es he | oses? He's got eighteen thousand of themto throw at us."

"So we kill as nmany as we can," | put in, struggling to regain control
"Every

bit hel ps sl ow hi mdown."

"Ch, hell!" Brinmer said suddenly. "Look—here they cone!"

I swung around... and froze.

The entire width of the hallway was a mass of dark bodi es chargi ng down on
us—dark bodies, with hands that glinted with netal tools.

This was it... and down deep | knew Brimrer was right. For all ny purported
tactical know edge, 1'd been taken in by the oldest ploy in human mlitary
history: draw the eneny deep inside your lines and then smother him |



gl anced

around; sure enough, the bodies filled the corridor in the other direction

t 0o.

And for the last tine in nmy life | had wound up in the wong place at the

wr ong

time. Except that this tine | wouldn't be the only one who paid the price.
W had already shifted into a back-to-back formation, and three |lines of
torch

fire were licking out toward each half of the inploding waves. Leani ng ny
head

back a few degrees, | touched the hel net behind ne. "Looks like this is it,"
I

said, trying hard to keep my voice calm "Let's try to at |east take as much
of

the Drymmu down with us as we can—we owe Messenia that much. Go for head
shot s—pass it down to the others."

The words were barely out of my nmouth when | was deafened by another of the
air

bl asts that had gotten Powers. Automatically, | braced nyself; but this tine
they' d added something new. Along with the burst of air threatening to sweep
us

of f our feet cane a cloud of netal shrapnel

It hit Waskin squarely in the chest.

| didn't hear any gasp of pain, but as he fell to his knees | clearly heard
hi m

utter sonething bl asphenmous. | gave the approachi ng wave one | ast sweep with
ny
torch and then dropped down beside him "Were does it hurt?" | shouted,

pressing our hel nets together

"Mostly everywhere," he bit out. "Damm. | think they got nmy air system"”

As well as the rest of the suit. | gritted ny teeth and broke out ny

enmer gency

patch kit, running a hand over his reinforced air hose to try and find the
break. Suit integrity per se shouldn't be a big problemwe'd nodified the
standard suit design to isolate the helmet fromeverything el se with just
this

sort of thing in mind. But an air system|leak in an unknown atnosphere m ght
easily prove fatal, and | had no intention of |osing Waskin to suffocation or
poi soning while he could still fight. | found the |eak, gripped the piece of
metal still sticking out of it—

"Ch, hell, Travis," he gasped. "Hell. What am | using for brains?"

"What?" | called. "What is it?"

"The Drymu, damm it. Forget the head shots—we got to stop killing them™
Hysteria so quickly? "Waski n—=

"Dam it, Travis, don't you see? It's a hive nmind—a hive mnd. Al
experiences

are shared commonly. All experiences—ncluding pain!"

It was like a tactical full-spec bonb had gone off in the back of mny brain.
H ve

M nd Weakness Nunber Three: injure a part and you injure the whole. "That's
it

| snapped, standing up and sl anm ng ny hel net agai nst the one behind ne.
"Fire

to injure, everyone, not to kill. Go for the arns and | egs—+try and take the
bodi es out of the fight without killing them Pass the word—we're going to
see

if we can overload the Drymmu with pain."

For a wonder, they understood, and by the time Waskin and | were back in the
gane ourselves it was al ready beconing clear that we indeed had a chance. It
was



far easier to injure the bodies than to kill themfar easier and far

qui cker —and

as the incapacitated bodies fell to the deck, their agonized thrashing

hi ndered

t he advance of those behind them The air-blast cannon continued its attacks
for

a while, but while all of us got painfully pincushioned by the flying

shr apnel

Waskin's remained the only seriously life-threatening injury. W kept firing,
and the bodies kept charging, and | gritted ny teeth waiting for the Drymu
to

switch tactics on us.

But he didn't. 1'd been right, all along: for all his sophistication and
alien

intelligence, the Drymmu had no concept of warfare beyond the brute-force
nunbers gane he'd | atched onto. Even now, when it was clearly failing, he
coul d

come up with no alternative to it, and with each passing mnute | could fee

t he

attack becomi ng nore sluggish or nore erratic in turn as the Drymu began to
lose his ability to focus on us. Eventually, it reached the point where

knew

there woul d be no nore surprises. The Drymmu, agoni zed probably beyond
anyt hi ng

he had ever felt before, and with nore pain conming in faster than it could be
dealt with, had literally become unable to think straight.

Approximately five minutes |ater, the attacking waves finally began to
retreat

back down the corridor; and even as we began to give chase, the radio janm ng
abruptly ceased and the Drymmu surrendered.

The full story—er at least the official story—didn't surface fromthe dust
for

nearly two nmonths, but it came out pretty nearly as we on the Vol ga had

al r eady

expected it to. The Drymmu—either the total thing or sone large fraction of
i t—had apparently decided that having a fragnented race out anong the stars
was

bot h an abom nation of nature and hi ghly dangerous besides, and had taken it
upon hinself to see whether humanity coul d i ndeed be destroyed. Point man—er
poi nt whatever—n a war that was apparently already over. The Drymmu,

def eat ed

by a lowy unarmed freighter, had clearly |l earned his | esson

And | was left to neditate once nore on the frustrations of ny talent.

Sure, we won. Better than that, the Volga was actually fanmous, at |east anong
official circles. To be sure, our nedals were given to us at a private

cer enony

and we were warned gently agai nst pani cking the general public with stories

about what had happened, but it was still fane of a sort. And we did save
humanity fromhaving to fight a war of survival. At least this tine.
And yet. ...

If | hadn't been standing there next to Waski n—hadn't decided to take the
tine

to repair his air tube—we would very likely all have been killed... and

woul d

have been spared the humiliation of having to sit around the Volga and listen
to

Waskin tell everyone over and over again how it had been his last-mnute
inspiration that had saved the day.

The wrong place at the wong tine.



Hi t mren—See Murderers

It had been a long, slow, frustrating day, full of cranky machines, crankier
creditors, and not nearly enough custoners. In other words, a depressingly
typi cal day. But even as Radley Grussing slogged up the last flight of stairs
to

his apartnment he found hinself whistling a little tune to hinmself. Fromthe
monent he' d passed the first | andi ng—had | ooked down the first-floor hallway
and

seen the yellow plastic bag | eaning up agai nst each door—he'd known there was
hope. Hope for his struggling little print shop; hope for his life, his
future,

and—i th any luck at all—for his chances with Alison. Hope in doubl e-ream

| ot s,

wrapped up in a fat yell ow bag and delivered to his door

The new phone books were out.

"Let your fingers do the wal king through the Yell ow Pages." He sang the old
Bel |

Tel ephone jingle to hinself as he scooped up the bag propped up agai nst his
own

door and worked the key into the lock. O, rather, that was what he tried to
sing. After four flights of stairs, it cane out nore |like, "Let your..
fingers

do the... walking through... the Yellow. .. Pages."

From off to the side cane the sound of a door closing, and with a flush of
enbarrassnent Radl ey realized that whoever it was had probably overheard his
little song. "Shoot," he nmuttered to hinself, his face feeling warm Though
maybe the heat was just fromthe exertion of clinbing four flights of stairs.
Ali son had been bugging himlately about getting nore exercise; maybe she was
ri ght.

He got the door open, and for a noment stood on the threshold carefully
surveying his apartment. TV and VCR sitting on their woodgrain stand right
wher e

t hey were supposed to be. Check. The doors to kitchen and bedroom st andi ng
hal f-open at exactly the angles he'd put thembefore he'd left for work that
nmor ni ng. Check

Through his panting Radl ey heaved a cautious sigh of relief. The existence of
the TV showed no burglars had come and gone; the carefully positioned doors
showed no one had come and was still there.

At |east, no one probably was still there...

As quietly as he could, he stepped into the apartnment and cl osed the door
turni ng the doorknob | ock but |eaving the three deadbolts open in case he had
to

make a quick run for it. On a table beside the door stood an enpty pew er
vase.

He picked it up by its slender neck, left the yellow plastic bag on the floor

by
the table and tiptoed to the bedroom door. Steeling hinmself, panting as
quietly

as was humanly possible, he nudged the door open and peered in. No one. Still
on

ti ptoe, he repeated the check with the kitchen, with the sanme result.

He gave another sigh of relief. Alison thought he was a little on the

par anoi d

side, and wasn't particularly hesitant about saying so. But he read the
paper s

and he watched the news, and he knew that the quiet evil of the city was
not hi ng

to be ignored or scoffed at.
But once nore, he'd braved the evil -braved it, and won, and had made it back



to

his own room and safety. Heading back to the door, he | ocked the deadbolts,
returned the vase to its place on the table, and retrieved the yell ow bag.

It was only as he was wal king to the kitchen with it, his mnd now freed from
t he preoccupations of survival in a hostile world, that his brain finally
regi stered what his fingers had been trying to tell himall along.

The yel |l ow bag was not, in fact, made of plastic.

"Huh," he said aloud, raising it up in front of his eyes for a closer |ook
I't

| ooked like plastic, certainly, like the same plastic they'd been delivering
phone books in for he couldn't renmenmber how many years. But the feel of the
thing was totally wong for plastic.

In fact, it was totally wong for anything.

"Well, that's funny," he said, continuing on into the kitchen. Laying the bag
on

the table, he pulled up one of the four nore-or-|less-matching chairs and sat
down.

For a minute he just |ooked at the thing, rubbing his fingers slowy across
its

surface and digging back into his menory for how these bags had felt in the
past. He couldn't renmenber, exactly; but it was for sure they hadn't felt
like

this. This wasn't like any plastic he'd ever felt before. O |ike any cloth,
or

i ke any paper.

"It's something new, then," he told hinmself. "Miybe one of those new plastics
they' re maki ng out of corn oil or sonething.”

The words weren't much confort. In his mnd s eye, he saw the thriller that
had

been on cabl e | ast week, the one where the spy had been blown to bits by a
shoppi ng bag nmade out of plastic explosive...

He gritted his teeth. "That's stupid,” he said firmy. "Wio in the world
woul d

go to that kind of trouble to kill me? Period; end of discussion," he added
to

forestall an argunent. Alison had nmore or | ess accepted his habit of talking
to

hi nsel f, especially when he hadn't seen her for a couple of days. But even
she

drew the line at arguing aloud with hinself. "End of discussion," he

r epeat ed.

"So. Let's quit this nonsense and check out the ad."

He took a deep breath, exhaled it explosively like a shotputter about to go
into

his little | oop-de-spin. Taking another deep breath, he reached into the bag
and, carefully, pulled the phone book out.

Not hi ng happened.

"There—you see?" he chided hinsel f, pushing the bag across the table and
pul I'i ng

the directory in front of him "Alison's right; there's paranoia, and then
there's para-noi-a. Gotta stop watching those |late cable shows. Now, let's
see

here..."

He checked his white-pages listings first, both his apartment's and the print
shop's. Both were correct. "Great," he nuttered. "And now'—he humed hi nsel f
a

little trunpet flourish as he turned to the Yell ow Pages—the pi éce de
résistance. Let your fingers do the wal king through the Yell ow Pages, dum dum
de

dum.." He reached the L's, turned past to the P s..



And there it was. Blazing out at him in full three-color glory, the display
ad

for Gussing A -One-Excellent Printing And Copyi ng.

"Now that," he told hinmself proudly, "is an ad. You just wait, Radley old
boy—an

ad like that'll get you nore business than you know what to do with. You'l
see—there's nowhere to go but up fromnow on."

He | eafed through the pages, studying all the other print-shop ads and trying
hard not to notice that six of his conpetitors had three-color displays fully
as

i npressive as his own. That didn't matter. H s ad—and the business it was

goi ng

to bring in—aould Ilift himup out of the hungry pack, bring himto the notice
of

i mportant people with inportant printing needs. "You'll see,"” he told hinself
confidently. The Printers heading gave way to Printers—Busi ness Fornms, and

t hen

to Printing Equi pnent and Printing Supplies. "Huh; Steven's has noved," he
not ed

with some surprise. He hadn't bought anything from Steven's for over a
year —pr obabl y about tinme he checked out their prices again. Idly, he turned
anot her page—

And stopped. Right after the short listing of Prosthetic Devices was a
headi ng

he' d never seen before.

Prostitutes.

"Well, 1'lIl be D double-darned,” he nuttered in amazenent. "I didn't know

t hey

coul d advertise."

He et his eyes drift down the listings, turned the page. There were a | ot of
nanes there—al nost as many, he thought, as the attorney listings at the other
end of the Yell ow Pages, except that unlike the |lawers, the prostitutes had
no

di spl ay ads. "Wonder when the phone conpany decided to let this go in." He
shook

his head. "Hoo, boy—the egg's gonna hit the fan for sure when the Baptists
see

this."

He scanned down the listing. Names—both wonen's and a few nmen' s—addr esses,
phone

nunbers—t was all there. Everything anyone so inclined woul d need to get

t hensel ves some | at e-ni ght conpani onshi p.

He frowned. Addresses. Not just post office boxes. Real street addresses.
Home addresses.

"Wait just a mnute, here," he nuttered. "Just a D-doubl e-darned mnute."
Nevada, he'd heard once, had |legal prostitution; but here—~This is nuts," he
deci ded. The cops could just go right there and arrest them Couldn't they? I
nmean, even those escort and massage places usually just have phone nunbers.
Don't they?"

Wth the phone book sitting right in front of him there was an obvi ous way
to

answer that question. Sticking a corner of the yellow bag in to mark his

pl ace,

he turned backwards toward the E's. Excavating Contractors, Elevators

—eops; too far—

He froze, finger and thunb suddenly stiff where they gripped a corner of the
page. A couple of headi ngs down from El evators was another |ist of nanes,
shorter than the prostitutes listing but |ikew se distinguished by the
absence

of display ads. And the heading here..



Enbezzl ers.
H s |lips, he suddenly noticed, were dry. He licked them w thout noticeable

effect. "This," he said, his words sounding eerie in his ears, "is nuts.
Enbezzl ers don't advertise. | nean, cone on now. "

He willed the listing to vanish, to change to sonething nore reasonable, I|ike
Enbal mers. But that heading was there, too... and the Enbezzl ers headi ng
didn't

go away.

He took a deep breath and, resolutely, turned the page. "I've been working

t oo

hard," he infornmed hinself loudly. "WAy too hard. Now. Let's see, where was |
going... right—escort services."

He found the heading and its page after page of garish and seductive display
ads. Sure enough, none of themlisted any addresses. Just for conpl eteness,
he

flipped back to the Ms, checking out the massage pl aces. Sone had addresses;
ot hers—the ones advertising out-calls only-had just phone nunbers.

"Makes sense,"” he decided. "OQtherw se the cops and sel f-appoi nted guardi ans
of

public nmorals could just sit there and scare all their business away. So what
gives with this?" He started to turn back to the prostitute listing, his
fingers

losing their grip on the slippery pages and dropping the book open at the end
of

the Ms—

And again he froze. There was another listing of nanes and addresses there,

j ust

in front of Museuns. Shorter than either the prostitute or enbezzler |ists;
but

t he heading nore than made up for it.

Mur der er s.

He squeezed his eyes shut, shook his head. "This is crazy," he breathed. "I
mean, really crazy." Carefully, he opened his eyes again. The Mirderers

listing

was still there. Alnpst unwillingly, he reached out a finger and rubbed it
across the ink. It didn't rub off, like cheap ink would, or fade away, like a
hal | uci nati on ought to.

It was real

He was still staring at the book, the sea of yellow dazzling his eyes, when

t he

knock cane at his front door

He fairly junmped out of the chair, jamm ng his thigh against the underside of
the table as he did so. "It's the FBI," he gasped under his breath. It was
their

book—their book of the city's crimnals. It had been delivered here by

m st ake,

and they were here to get it back

O else it was the nmob's book—

"Radl ey?" A familiar voice cane through the steel-cored wood panel. "You
home?"

He felt a little surge of relief, knees going a little shaky. "There's
paranoi a," he chided hinself, "and then there's para-noi-a." He raised his
voi ce. "Coming, Alison," he called

"Hi," she said with a snile as he opened the door, her face just visible over
the large white bag in her arms. "Got the table all set?"

"Ch—+ight," he said, taking the bag fromher. The warm scent of fried chicken
rose fromit; belatedly, he remenbered he was supposed to have made a sal ad,
too. "Uh—no, not yet. Hey, |ook, come in here—you' ve got to see this."

He | ed her to the kitchen, dropping the bag on the counter beside the sink
and



sitting her down in front of the phone book. The yellow bag still marked the
page with the Prostitutes heading; turning there, he pointed. "Do you see what
I

see?" he asked, his nmouth going dry. If she didn't see anything, it had

suddenl y

occurred to him it would nmean his brain was in serious trouble...

"Huh," she said. "Well, that's new. | thought prostitution was still illegal."
"Far as | know, it still is," he agreed, feeling another little surge of
relief.

So he wasn't going nuts. Or at |east he wasn't going nuts al one. "Hang on
t hough—+t gets worse."
She sat there silently as he flipped back to the Enbezzlers section, and then

forward again to point out the Murderers heading. "I don't know what else is
here," he told her. "This is as far as | got."

She | ooked up, an odd expression on her face. "You do realize, | hope, that
this

is nothing but an overly el aborate practical joke. This stuff can't really be
in
a real phone book."

"Well... sure,” he floundered. "I nean, | know that the phone company
woul dn' t —=

She was still giving himthat |ook. "Radley," she said warningly. "Cone on
now,

let's not slide off reality into the cable end of the channel selector. No
one

makes |ists of prostitutes and enbezzlers and nmurderers. And even if someone
did, they certainly wouldn't try to hide theminside a city directory."

"Yes, | know, Alison. But—well, |ook here." He pulled the yell ow bag over and
slid it into her hand. "Feel it. Does it feel like plastic to you? O like
anyt hi ng el se you' ve ever touched?"

Ali son shrugged. "They make thousands of different kinds of plastics these

days—
"Al'l right then, look here." He cut her off, lifting up the end of the phone
book. "Here—at the binding. I'ma printer—+ know how binding is done. These

pages haven't just been slipped in sonehow+they were bound in at the sane
tine

as all the others. How woul d soneone have done that?"

"It's a joke, Radley," Alison insisted. "It has to be. Al the phone books
can't

have-¥el |, ook, it's easy enough to check. Let ne go downstairs and get mine
whil e you get the salad going."

Her apartment was just two floors down, and he'd barely gotten the vegetabl es
out of the fridge and lined themup on the counter by the tinme she'd
ret ur ned.

"Ckay, here we go," she said, sitting dowmn at the table again and openi ng her
copy of the phone book. "Prostitutes... nope, not here. Enbezzlers... nope.
Murderers... still nope." She offered it to him

He took it and gave it a quick inspection of his own. She was right; none of
t he

strange headi ngs seened to be there. "But how coul d anyone have gotten the
extra

pages bound in?" he demanded putting it down and gesturing to his copy. "I
nmean,

all you have to do is just | ook at the binding."

"I know." Alison shook her head, running a finger thoughtfully across the

| ower

edge of the binding. "Well... | said it was overly el aborate. Maybe someone
who

knows you works where they print these things, and he got hold of the

ori g—eh,



ny Cod!"

Radl ey jumped a foot backwards, about half the distance Alison and her chair
travel ed. "What?" he snapped, eyes darting all around.

She was panting, her breath coming in short, hyperventilating gasps. "The..

t he

page. The listing..."

Radl ey dropped his eyes to the phone book. Nothing | ooked any different.
"What ?

What' d you see?"

"The murderer listing," she whispered. "I was looking at it and... and it got
| onger. "

He stared at the page, a cold hand working its way down his w ndpi pe. "Wat
do

you mean, it got |onger?" he asked carefully. "You nean |like someone... just
got

added to the list?"

Al lison didn't answer. Radley broke his gaze away fromthe page and | ooked at
her. Her face was white, her breath coming slower but starting to shake now,
her

eyes wi de on the book. "Alison?" he asked. "You okay?"

"It's fromthe devil," she hissed. Her right hand, gripping the table

whi t e- knuckl ed, suddenly let go its grip, darting up to trace a quick cross
across her chest. "You' ve got to destroy it, Radley," she said. Abruptly, she
| ooked up at him "Right now. You ve got to— she tw sted her head, | ooking
al |

around the room—=you' ve got to burn it,"” she said, jabbing a finger toward

t he

tiny fireplace in the living room "Right now, right there in the fireplace."
She turned back to the phone book, and with just a slight hesitation scooped
it

up. "Come on—=

"Wait a minute, Alison, wait a mnute," Radley said, grabbing her hands and
forcing them and the phone book back down onto the table. "Let's not do
anyt hi ng

rash, huh? | nean—=

"Anything rash? This thing is a tool of the devil."

"That's what | nean," he said. "Coing off half-cocked. Wo says this is from
t he

devil ? Who says—

"Who says it's fromthe devil ?" She stared at him w de-eyed. "Radley, just
where do you think this thing cane from the phone conmpany?"

"So who says it didn't come fromthe other direction?" Radley countered.
"Maybe

it was given to ne by an angel —ever think of that?"

"Ch, sure,"” Alison snorted. "Right. An angel left you this—this—voyeur's
delight."

Radl ey frowned at her. "What in the world are you tal ki ng about? These peopl e
are crimnals, Alison. They've given up their right of privacy."

"Si nce when?" she shot back. "No one gives up any of their rights unti
they're

convicted. "

"But —= he fl ounder ed.

"And anyway," she added, "who says any of these people really are nurderers?"
Radl ey | ooked down at the book. "But if they're not, why are they listed

her e?"

"WIl you listen to yourself?" Alison demanded. "Five minutes ago you were
wondering how this thing could exist; nowyou' re treating what it says like
it

was gospel. You have no proof that any of these people have ever conmitted
any



crime, let alone killed anyone. For all you know, this whole thing could be
not hi ng nore than sonme devil's schenme to make you even nore paranoid than you
are al ready."

"I am not paranoid," Radley growled. "This city's dangerous—any big city is.
That's not paranocia, it's just plain, sinple truth." He pointed at the book
"Al'l this does is confirmwhat the TV and papers already say."

For a long nonent Alison just stared at him her expression a nixture of
anger

and fear. "All right, Radley," she said at last. "I'll neet you hal fway.
Let's

put it to the test. If there really was a nurder tonight at"-she | ooked up at
the kitchen wall clock—about six-twenty, then it ought to be on the el even
o' cl ock news. Right?"

Radl ey considered. "Well... sonetimes nurders don't get noticed for a while.
But, yeah, probably it'll be on tonight."
"All right." Alison took a deep breath. "If there was a murder, 1'll concede

that maybe there's sonething to all of this." She | ocked eyes with him "But
if

there wasn't any nurder... will you agree to burn the book?"

Radl ey swal | owed. The possibilities were only just starting to occur to him
but

al ready he'd seen enough to recognize the potential of this thing. The
potenti al

for crimnal justice, for public service—

"Radl ey?" Alison pronpted.

He | ooked at her, gritted his teeth. "W'Il check the news," he told her

" But

if the murder isn't there, we're not going to burn anything until tonorrow
night, after we have a chance to check the papers.”

Alison hesitated, then nodded. Reluctantly, Radley thought. "Al right."

St andi ng up, she picked up the book, closed it with her thunmb marking the

pl ace.

"You finish the salad. I'lIl be back in a couple of mnutes."

"Where are you goi ng?" Radley frowned, his eyes on the book as she tucked it
under her arm

"Down to the grocery on the corner—they've got a copy machi ne over by the ice
chest."

"What do you need to copy it for?" Radl ey asked. "If the police release a
suspect's nane, we can just look it up—=

"W al ready know the book can change."

"Ch... Right."

He stood there, irresolute, as she headed for the door. Then, abruptly, the
paral ysis vani shed, and in five quick strides he caught up with her. "I1'II
cone

with you," he said, gently but firmy taking the book from her hands. "The
sal ad

can wait."

It took several mnutes, and a lot of quarters, for themto find out that the
book woul dn't copy.

Not on any light/dark setting. Not on any reduction or enlargenent setting.
Not

the white pages, not the Community Service pages, not the Yell ow Pages, not
t he

covers.

Not at all.

They returned to the apartment. The chicken was by now stone-cold, so while
Radl ey threw together a passable salad, Alison ran the chicken, mashed
pot at oes,

and gravy through the mcrowave. By unspoken but nutual consent they didn't



mention the book during dinner

Nor did they talk about it afterwards as they cleaned up the dishes and pl ayed
a

few hands of gin rumy. At eight, when prime tine rolled around, they sat
toget her on Radley's old couch and wat ched TV.

Radl ey woul dn't renmenber afterwards much about what they'd watched. Part of
hi m

wai ted eagerly for the show to be broken into by the announcenment of what he
was

beginning to regard as "his" nurder. The rest of himwas preoccupied with
Alison, and the abnormal way she sat beside himthe whole time. Not snuggl ed
up

agai nst himlike she usually was when they watched TV, but sitting straight
and

stiff and not quite touching him

Maybe, he thought, she was waiting for the show to be broken into, too.

But it wasn't, and the 'tween-show | ocal newsbreak didn't nention any

nur der s,

and by the time the el even o' cl ock news cane on Radl ey had al nbst begun to
gi ve

up.

The | ead story was about an international plane crash. The second story was
hi s

nmur der .

"Authorities are looking for this man for questioning in connection with the
crime," the well-scrubbed news-woman with the intense eyes said as the film
of

t he nmurder scene was replaced by a mug shot of a thin, nmean-Ilooking nan.
"Marvin

Lake worked at the sane firmwith the victimbefore he was fired | ast week,
and

had threatened M. Cordler several tines in the past few nonths. Police are
aski ng anyone with information about his whereabouts to contact them™

The picture shifted again, and her co-anchor took over with a story about a
looming transit strike. Bracing hinself, Radley turned to Alison

To find her already gazing at him her eyes |ooking haunted. "I suppose,” he
said, "we'd better go check the book."

She didn't reply. Getting up, Radley went into the kitchen and returned wth
t he

phone book. He had marked the Murderers listing with the yellow non-plastic

bag.... "He's here," Radley said, his voice sounding distant in his ears.
"Marvin Lake." He | eaned over to offer Alison a | ook
She shrank back fromthe book. "I don't want to see it," she said, her voice

as
tight as her face.

Radl ey sighed, eyes searching out the entry again. Address, phone nunber..
"Wait a minute," he nuttered to hinself, flipping back to the white pages. L,
La, Lak... there it was: Marvin Lake. Address... "It's not the sane address,"
he

said, feeling an odd excitenent seeping through the sense of unreality. "Not
even cl ose.”

"So?" Alison said.

"Well, don't you see?" he asked, |ooking up at her. "The white pages must be
hi s

hone address; this one"-he jabbed at the Yell ow Pages |isting—nmust be where
he

is right now "

Alison looked at him "Radley... if you're thinking what | think you're

t hi nking... please don't."

"Why not?" he demanded. "The guy's a nurderer.”



"That hasn't been proved yet."

"The police think he's guilty."

"That's not what the report said,” she insisted. "All they said was that they
wanted to question him"

"Then why is he here?" Radley held out the open phone book

"Maybe because you want himto be there,"” Allison shot back. "You ever think
of

that? Maybe that thing is just sonehow creating the listings you want to see
there."”

Radl ey glared at her. "Well, there's one way to find out, isn't there?"

"Radl ey—

Turni ng his back on her, he stepped back into the kitchen, turning to the
front

of the phone book. The police non-emergency nunber... there it was. Picking
up

t he phone, he punched in the digits.

The voi ce answered on the seventh ring. "Police."

"Ah—yes, | just heard the news about the Cordler murder,"” Radley said,
feeling
suddenly tongue-tied. "I think I nmay have an idea where Marvin Lake is."

"One nonent . "

The phone went dead, and Radl ey took a deep breath. Several deep breaths, in
fact, before the phone clicked again. "This is Detective Abrams," a new voice
said. "Can | help you?"

"Ah—yes, sir. | think I know where Marvin Lake is."

"And that is...?"

"Uh— Radl ey flipped back to where his thunb marked the place. A sudden fear
twi sted his stomach, that the whole Murderers listing m ght have sinply

vani shed, |eaving himlooking |like a fool

But it hadn't. "Forty-seven thirty Wst Fifty-second," he said, reading off
t he

addr ess.
"Uh- huh," Abrams grunted. "Wuld you nmind telling ne your nane?"
"Ah—+'d rather not. |I don't really want any of the spotlight."

"Yeah," Abrans said. "Did you actually see Lake at this address?"

This was starting to get awkward. "No, | didn't," Radley said, searching
desperately for sonmething that would sound convincing. "But | heard it from
a—well, a pretty reliable source," he ended | anely.

"Yeah," Abrans said again. He didn't sound especially convinced. "Thanks for
t he

i nformation."

"You' re—= The phone clicked again. "Welconme," Radley finished with a sigh
Hangi ng up, he cl osed the phone book onto his thunb again and turned back to
face Alison.

She was still sitting on the couch, staring at himover the back. "Well?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe they won't bother to check it out."

She stared into his face a nonent |onger. Then, dropping her gaze, she got to
her feet. "It's getting late," she said over her shoul der as she started for
t he

door. "I'"Il talk to you tonorrow. "

He took a step toward her. "Alison—=

"Good night, Radley," she called, undoing the locks. A mnute |later, she was

gone.

For a |l ong nonent he just stood there, staring at the door, an unpl easant

m xture of conflicting enotions swirling through his brain and stomach. "Cone
on, Alison," he said quietly to the enpty room "If this works, think of what
it'll mean for cleaning up this city."

The enpty roomdidn't answer. Sighing, he wal ked to the door and refastened

t he

deadbol ts. She was right, after all; it was |late, and he needed to be at work



by

seven.

He | ooked down at the phone book still clutched in his hands. On the ot her
hand,

Pete would be in by seven, too, and it didn't hardly take two of themto get
t he

pl ace ready for business.

And he really ought to take the time to sit down with the book and find out

j ust

exactly what this nmiracle was that had been dropped on his doorstep

It was nearly one-thirty before he went to bed... but by the tinme he did,
he' d

made |ists of every murderer, arsonist, and rapist in the book
The next time one of those listings changed, he wouldn't have to wait for the
news reports to find out who was guilty.

He got to the shop just before the seven-thirty opening time, feeling groggy
but

strangely exhil arated.
"Morning, M. Grussing.'
as

Radl ey cl osed t he back door behind him "How you doi ng?"

"I"'mfine, Pete," Radley told him "Yourself?"

"Pretty tolerable, thank you."

It was the sane set of greetings, with only mnor variations, that they'd
exchanged every norning since Radley had first hired Pete two nonths ago.

" So.

The pl ace ready for business?" he asked the ot her

"All set,"” Pete confirmed. "You seen the new phone book yet?"

"Yeah—i ne came yesterday,"” Radl ey nodded, resisting the urge to tell Pete
about

the strange Yell ow Pages that had cone with his. "The new ad | ooks pretty
good,

doesn't it?"

"Best of the bunch," Pete said. "Qughta bring in whol e stacks of new

busi ness. "

"Let's hope so." Radley |ooked at his watch. "Well, time to let the crowds
in,"

he said, wal king around the counter and unl ocki ng the front door

"I'nci dentally,

you didn't happen to catch any news this norning, did you?" he added as he
turned the "C osed" sign around.

Pet e Bar nabee nodded solemly fromup at the counter

"Yeah, | did," Pete answered. "They didn't mention our ad, though."
"Very funny. | was just wondering if the cops found that guy they were
| ooki ng

for in the Cordler nurder."

"Ch, yeah, they did," Pete nodded. "Marvin Lake or sonething, right? Yeah
t hey

found himholed up somewhere on West Fifty-second | ast night."

Radley felt a tight smle crease his cheeks. "Did they, now?" he nurnmnured,
hal f

to hinmself. "Vell, well, well."

Pet e cocked an eyebrow at him "You know t he guy?"

"Me? No. Why do you ask?"

Pete shrugged. "I dunno. You just seem.." He shrugged again.

Again, Radley was tenpted. But he really didn't know Pete well enough to
trust

himwith a secret like this. "lI'mjust happy that scumlike that is off the
street,"” he said instead. "That's all."

"Ch, he's still on the street," Pete said, squatting down to fuss with the



| oading tray on one of the presses. "Made bail and wal ked right out."

Radl ey made a face. That figured. The stupid | eaky criminal justice system
"They'll get himagain."

"Maybe. Maybe not. You don't get many volunteer stoolies after the first one
bites it."

Radl ey stared at him his throat tightening. "Wat are you tal king about ?"
"Ch, it's just that an hour after Lake wal ked out of the police station the
guy

who lent himthat apartnment turned up dead. Shot twice in the face." Pete
strai ght ened up, brushed off his hands briskly. "Ready for me to start on the
Hamer stein j ob?"

Sonehow, Radley made it through the norning. At lunchtine he rushed hone.
"Detective Abrans," he told the person who answered the phone. "Tell himit's
t he guy who gave him Marvin Lake's address |ast night."

"One nonent." The |ine went on hold.

Wedgi ng t he phone between shoul der and ear, Radl ey haul ed the phone book onto
the tabl e and opened it to the Yell ow Pages. The Ms... there. My, Mi—

"This is Abranms." The other nman sounded tired.

"This is Ra—the guy who told you where Marvin Lake was | ast night," Radl ey
sai d.

He had the Murderers listing now. Running a finger down it...

"Yeah, | recognize the voice," Abrams grunted. "You know where he's gone?"
Radl ey opened his nmouth... and froze. The Marvin Lake |isting was gone.

"You still there?" Abranms pronpted.

"Uh... yeah. Yeah. Uh..." Frantically, Radley scanned the listing, wondering

i f

he' d sonehow been | ooking at the wong place. But the nane wasn't under the
L's,

or under the Ms, or anywhere el se.

It was just gone.

"Look, you got sonething to say or don't you?" Abrams grow ed. "If you do,
spit

it out. If you don't, quit wasting everyone's tine and get off the phone,
okay?"

"I"'msorry..." Radley managed, staring at the spot where the Marvin Lake
listing

shoul d have been. "I thought-—well, I'msorry, that's all."

"Yeah. We're all sorry for sonething." Abrams sounded slightly disgusted.
" Next

time just wite me a postcard okay?" Wthout waiting for an answer, he hung
up.

Blindly, Radley groped for the hook and hung up the handset, his eyes stil

on

the page. "This," he announced to hinself, "is crazy. It's crazy. How can it
be

here one day and gone the—=

And right in md-sentence, it hit him "Ch, real smart, Radley," he nuttered.
"What are you using for brains, anyway, oatneal ? O course Marvin Lake's not
here anynore—+f he had any brains he'll have |left town hours ago. And soon as
he

| eaves town..."

He sighed and cl osed the book, the ail-too famliar tastes of enbarrassnent
and

frustration souring his mouth. "Doesn't matter,"” he told hinmself firnmy.

" Ckay.

So this one got away. Fine. But the next one won't. There's still gotta be a
way

to use this thing. All you have to do is find it."



He returned to the shop and got back to work

If the new display ad had helped at all, it wasn't obvious fromthe business
| oad. For Radley the day turned out to be an offset copy of the previous one,
with the added secret frustration of knowi ng that a doubl e nurderer had

sl i pped

t hrough his fingers.

And then he got hone, to find Alison waiting for him

"Did you see this?" she asked when they were safe behind the triple-Ilocked
door.

The article the newspaper was folded to...

"I heard about it, yeah," he said. "Tried to call in Marvin Lake's new
addr ess

to the police on ny lunch hour, but the listing's gone. Best guess is he
ski pped

town. "

"So it didn't really do any good, did it?"

"It did a lot of good," he countered. "It showed that what the book says is
true.”

"Not really. We still don't know that Marvin Lake killed anybody."

"W don't? What about that guy?" He jabbed a finger at her newspaper. "If he
didn't kill Cordler, why would he kill the guy who hid himfromthe cops?"
"We don't know he did that, either,"” she retorted. "Face it Radl ey—-all you
have

there is hearsay. And not very good hearsay, either."

"I't's good enough for nme," he said doggedly. "Half the time people get away
with

crimes because the police don't know who to concentrate their investigations
on.

Wll, this is just what we need to change that."

"And all thanks to Radl ey Grussing, Super Stoolie."

"Sneer all you like," Radley growmed. "This is truth, Aison—you know it as
wel |

as | do."

"It's not truth," she snapped back. "It may be true, but it's not truth."
"Ch, well, that makes sense,"” he said, with nore sarcasmthan he'd really

i ntended. "I can hardly wait to hear what the difference is."

She sighed, all the tension seening to drain out of her. "I don't know " she
sai d, her voice sounding suddenly tired. "All | know is that that book is

W ong.

Sonehow, it's wong." She took a deep breath. "This isn't good for you,

Radl ey.

Isn't good for us. People like you and ne weren't nmeant to know things |ike
this. Please, please destroy it."

He | ooked at her... and slowy it dawned on himthat his whole relationship
with

Alison was squatting square on the line here. "Alison, | can't just throw
this

away, " he said gently. "Can't you see what we've got here? W' ve got the
chance

to clean away some of the filth that's clogging the streets of this city."
"And to fluff up Radley Gussing' s ego in the process?"

He wi nced. "That's not fair," he said stiffly. "I"'mnot trying to nmake a nane
for nyself here.”

"But you like the power." She stared himstraight in the eye. "Admit it,
Radl ey—you |i ke knowi ng these people's darkest secrets."

Radl ey clenched his teeth. "I don't think this discussion is getting us
anywhere." He turned away.

"WIl you destroy the book?" she asked bluntly from behind him

He couldn't face her. "I can't," he said over his shoulder. "I'msorry,
Alison... but | just can't."



For a | ong nonent she was silent. Then, without a word, she noved away from
hi m

and he turned back around in tine to see her collect her purse and jacket
from

t he couch and head for the door. "Let ne wal k you downstairs,"” Radley called
after her as she unl ocked the deadbolts.

"I don't think I'"lIl get lost," she said shortly.

"Yes, but— He stopped.

She frowned over her shoulder at him "But what?"

"I just thought that... | nean, there are a lot of rapists running | cose in
this

city...."

She gazed at him sonething like pain or pity or fear in her eyes. "You see?"
she said softly. "It's started already." Opening the door, she left.

Radl ey exhal ed noisily between his teeth. "Nothing's started,” he told the
closed door. "I'mjust being cautious. That's hardly a crine."

The words sounded hollow in his ears, and for a mnute he just stood there,
wondering if maybe she was right. "No," he told hinself firmy. "I can handle
this. I can."

Turni ng back to the kitchen, he pulled a frozen dinner out of the
refrigerator

and popped it into the m crowave. Then, pulling a notebook fromthe phone
shel f,

he flipped it open and got out a pen. Tine to conpare the Book's listings of
mur derers, arsonists, and rapists against the lists he'd made | ast night. See

who, if anyone, had sold their souls to the devil in the past fourteen hours.
According to the papers, there had been two gang killings in the city that
day,

both of them drive-by shootings. Both apparently by repeaters, unfortunately,
because no new nanes had appeared in the Mirderers listing. The Arsonists
listing hadn't changed since last night, either. On the Rapists list, though
he

hit paydirt.

The phone rang six times. Then: "Hell o?"

A woman's voi ce. Radley gripped the phone a little tighter. He'd hoped the
man

lived al one. "Janes Wiittington, please,’
"May | ask who's calling?"

A secretary, then, not a wife? Athin straw, but Radley found hinsel f

cl ut chi ng

it hard. "Tell himl'd like to discuss this afternoon's activities with him"
he

instructed her. "He'll understand."

There was a short silence. "Just a mnute." Then cane the sound of a hand
covering the nmout hpi ece, and a brief and heavily nmuffled conversation. A
nonent

| ater, the hand was renoved. Radley waited, and after nearly ten seconds a
man' s

voi ce canme on. "Hello?"

"I's this James Whittington?"

"Yes. Who is this?"

"Someone who knows what you did this afternoon,” Radley told him "You raped
a

womnan. "

There was just the briefest pause. "If this is supposed to be a joke, it's
not

especially funny."

"It's no joke," Radley said, letting his voice harden. "You know it and

know

he sai d.



it, solet's cut the innocent act."

"Ch, the tough type, huh?" Wittington sneered. "Making anonynous calls and
vague accusations—that's real tough. | don't suppose you' ve got anything nore
concrete. A nanme, for instance?"

"I don't know her nane," Radley adnmitted, feeling sweat beading up on his
forehead. This wasn't going at all the way he'd expected. "But |'msure the
police won't have too much trouble rooting out little details Iike that."

"I have no idea what the hell you're tal king about,” Wittington grow ed.

"No?" Radl ey asked. "Then why are you still |istening?"
"Why are you still talking?" Wittington countered. "You think you can shake
ne

down or sonet hi ng?"

"I don't want any noney," Radley said, feeling like a blue-ribbon idiot.
Sonehow, he'd thought that a flat-out accusation like this would make
VWhittington crunble and blurt out a confession. He should have just called
t he

police in the first place. "I just wanted to talk to you," he added
unconfortably. "I suppose | wanted to see what kind of man would rape a
wonman—

"I didn't rape anyone."

"Yeah. Right. | guess there's nothing to do now but just go ahead and tel
t he

cops what | know. Sorry to have ruined your evening." He started to hang up
"Wait a second," Whittington's voice cane faintly fromthe receiver.
Radl ey hesitated, then put the handset back to his ear. "What?"

There was a | ong, painful pause. "Look," the other man said at last. "I don't
know what she told you, but it wasn't rape. It wasn't. Hell, she was the one
who

hit on me. What was | supposed to do, turn her down?"

Radl ey frowned, a sudden surge of m sgiving churning through his stomach.
Coul d

t he Book have been wong? He opened his mouth—

"Dam you. "

He junped. It was a wonan's voi ce—the sane voice that had originally answered
t he phone. Listening in on an extension

Whittington swore under his breath. "Mave, get the hell off the phone."
"No!" the wonman said, her voice suddenly hard and ugly. "No. Enough is
enough—dam it all, can't you even drive to the airport and back w t hout
screwi ng sonmeone? Ch, CGod... Traci?"

"Mave, shut the hell up—=

"Your own ni ece?" the woman snarled. "God, you make nme sick."

"I said shut up!"™ Whittington snarled back. "She hit on ne, dam it—=
"She's sixteen years old!" the woman screaned. "Wat the hell does she know
about bastards |ike you?"

Radl ey didn't wait to hear any nore. Quickly, quietly, he hung up on the rage
boiling out of his phone.

For a minute he just sat there at his table, his whole body shaking wth
reaction. Then, alnost reluctantly, he reached for the Book, still open to
t he

Rapists listings, and turned to the end. And sure enough, there it was:

Rapi sts, Statutory—See Rapi sts.

Slowy, he closed the Book. "It was still a crine," he rem nded hinself.
"Even
if she really did consent. It was still a crine.”

But not nearly the crine he'd thought it was.

He took a deep breath, exhaled it slowy. The tight sensation in his chest
refused to go away. A marriage obviously on the brink, one that probably
woul d

have gone over the edge eventually anyway. But if his call hadn't given it
this



particul ar push...

He swal | owned hard, staring at the Book. The solitude of his apartnent
suddenl y

had becone |oneliness. "I wish Alison was here,’
t he

phone—

And stopped. Because when she'd finished synpathizing with him she woul d
once

again tell himto burn the Book

"I can't do that," he told hinmself firmy. "She can play with words all she
wants to. The stuff in the Book is true; and if it's true then it's truth.
Period."

A flicker of righteousness briefly colored his thoughts. But it faded

qui ckl y,

and when it was gone, the loneliness was still there.

He sat there for a long time, staring at nothing in particular. Then, wth
anot her sigh, he hitched his chair closer to the kitchen table and pulled the
Book and not ebook over to him There were a lot of crimnals whose nanmes he
hadn't yet copied down. Wth the whol e eveni ng now stretching out before him
he

ought to be able to nake a sizeable dent in that nunmber before bedtine.

he murnmured. He reached for

He arrived at the shop a few m nutes before eight the next norning, his
eyel i ds

heavy with too little sleep and too many ni ghtmares. Never before had he
realized just how many types of crinme there were in the world. Nor had he
realized how nmany people were out there committing them

Busi ness was noticeably better than it had been the previous few weeks, but
Radl ey hardly noticed. Wth the evil of the city roiling in his mnd' s eye
like

a huge bl ack thundercl oud, the petty details of printing | etterhead paper and
busi ness cards seened absurdly uninportant. Tinme and again he had to drag his
t houghts away fromthe bl ackness of the thundercloud back to what he was

doi ng—ore often than not, finding a benused-I| ooki ng custoner standing there
peering at him

Fortunately, nost of them accepted his excuse that he hadn't been sl eeping
wel |

lately. Even nore fortunately, Pete knew his way around well enough to take
up

t he sl ack.

Partly fromguilt, partly because he wanted to give his attention over to the
Book when he went home, Radley stayed for an hour after the shop cl osed,
getting

some of the next day's work set up. By the tinme he left, rush hour was over

| eaving the streets and si dewal ks about as enpty as they ever got.

It was a quiet wal k hone. Quiet, but hardly peaceful. Perhaps it was nmerely

t he

relative lack of traffic, the fact that Radley wasn't used to wal ki ng down

t hese

streets without having to change his direction every five steps to avoid

anot her

person. O perhaps it was nerely his own fatigue, magnifying the caution he'd
al ways felt about life here.

O perhaps Alison had been right. Perhaps it was the Book that was bothering
him The Book, and the page after page of Miggers he'd | eafed through that
first

ni ght .

It was an unnerving experience, and by the time he reached his building he
was

seriously considering whether to start carrying a gun to work with him But



as
soon as he left the public sidewal k, the sense of iminent danger began to
lift;

and by the time he was safely behind his deadbolts he could al nost |augh at
how

strongly a runaway inmagination could make himfeel

Still, he waited until he'd finished dinner and had a beer in his hand before
haul i ng out the Book, the newspaper, and his notebook and begi nning the
eveni ng' s perusal

There had been two nore nurders—again, apparently by repeaters, since there
wer e

no new names under the appropriate listing in the Book. Ditto with rapists
and

arnmed robbers. The Muggers listing had increased by el even nanes, but after
wasting half an hour conparing lists it finally dawned on himthat isolating
t he

new names woul dn't do anything to let himlink a particular person to a
particular crime. The Burglars listing, increased by three, presented the
same

pr obl em

"Gowing like a weed," he nuttered to hinmself, flipping back and forth

t hr ough

t he Book. "Just like a weed. How in blazes are we ever going to stop it?"

It was nearly nine o' clock when he finally went back to the Enbezzlers
listing... and found what he was | ooking for

A singl e new nane.

And what was nore, a nanme Radley couldn't find nmentioned anywhere in the
newspaper. Wi ch nmade sense; a crine |ike enbezzl enent could go unnoticed for
weeks or even nonths.

Radl ey had tried infornm ng on a nurderer, and had wound up naking matters
Wor se.

He'd tried wangling information out of a rapist, with simlar results.

Per haps he coul d becone a consci ence.

The phone was picked up on the third ring. "Hello?" a cool, MBA-type voice
answer ed.

"Harry Farandell, please,"” Radl ey said.

"Speaking," the other man acknow edged. "Who's this?"

"Someone who wants to help you get off the path you're on before it's too
late,"

Radl ey told him "You see, | know that you enbezzl ed some noney today."
There was a long silence. "I don't know what you're tal king about," Farandel
said at |ast.

Al most the sane words, Radley renenbered, that Janes Whittington had used in

denying his rape. "I'mnot a policeman, M. Farandell," Radley told him "I'm
not with your conpany, either. | could call both of them of course, but I'd
really rather not."

"Ch, I'msure," Farandell responded bitterly. "And how nuch, may | ask, is

al |

this altruismgoing to cost ne?"

"Nothing at all,"” Radley assured him "I don't want any of the noney you

stol e.

| want you to put it back."

"What ?"

"You heard me. Chances are no one knows yet what you've done. You replace the
nmoney now and no one ever wll."

Anot her long silence. "I can't," Farandell said at |ast.

"Why not? You al ready spent it or something?"

"You don't understand," Farandell sighed.

"Look, do you still have the noney, or don't you?" Radley asked.

"Yes. Yes, |'ve still got it. But—+ook, we can work something out. |'Il make



a
deal with you; any deal you want."

"No deals, M. Farandell," Radley said firmy. "I'"mtrying to stop crinme, not
add to it. Return the noney, or else | go to the police. You' ve got
forty-eight

hours to decide which it'll be."

He hung up. For a moment he wondered if he should have given Farandell such a
| eni ent deadline. If the guy skipped town... but no. It wasn't |ike he was
facing a nurder charge or sonething equally serious. And anyway, it could
easily

take a day or two for himto slip the noney back w thout anyone noticing.
And when he had done so, it would be as if the crime had never happened.
"You see?" Radley told himself as he turned to a fresh page in the notebook

"There is a way to use this. Tool of the devil, my foot."
The warm feeling | asted the rest of the evening, even through the witer's
cranp

he got fromtallying yet nore nanes in his notebook. It lasted, in fact,
unti |

t he next norning.

When the TV news announced that financier Harry Farandell had committed
sui ci de.

Busi ness was even better that day than it had been the day before. But again
Radl ey hardly noticed. He worked nmechanically, letting Pete take nost of the
| oad, conming out of his own dark thoughts only to listen to the periodic

updat es

on the Farandell suicide that the radi o newscasts sprinkled through the day.
By

| ate afternoon it was apparent that Farandell's financial enpire, far from
bei ng

in serious trouble, had nerely had a short-term cash-flow problem In such
cases, the comrentators said, the standard practice was to take funds froma
healthy institution to prop up the ailing one. Such transfers, though

deci dedl y

illegal, were sel domcaught by the regulators, and the commentators coul dn't
under stand why Farandell hadn't sinply done that instead.

Twi ce during the | ong day Radl ey al nost picked up the phone to call Alison.
But

both times he put the handset down undi al ed. He knew, after all, what she
woul d

say.

He nade sure to |l eave on tine that evening, to get home during rush hour when
there were lots of people on the streets. Al the way up the stairs he swore
he

woul d | eave the Book where it was for the rest of the night, and for the
first

hour he held firmy to that resolution. But with dinner eaten, the dishes
washed, and the newspaper read, the evening seened to stretch out endlessly
before him

Besi des, there had been another nurder in the city. Taking a quick | ook at
hi s

[ist wouldn't hurt.

There were no new nanes on the listing, which neant either that the nurderer
was

again a repeater or else that he'd already left town. The paper had al so
reported a mysterious fire over on the east side that the police suspected
was

arson; but the Arsonists listing was also no longer than it had been the

ni ght

bef ore.



"You ought to close it now," he told hinself. But even as he agreed that he
ought to, he found hinmself |eafing through the pages. Al the various crines;
all the ways people had found throughout the ages of inflicting pain and
suffering on each other. He'd spent he didn't know how many hours | ooki ng

t hrough the Book and witing down nanes, and yet he could see that he'd
hardl y

scratched the surface. The city was dying, being eaten away from beneath by
its

own i nhabi tants.

He'd reached the T's now, and the eight pages under the Thi eves headi ng.
Conpared to sonme of the others in the Book it was a fairly mnor crime, and
he' d

never gotten around to making a list of the names there. "And even if | did,"
he

rem nded hinmself, "it wouldn't do any good. | bet we get twenty new thieves
every day around here." He started to turn the page, eyes glancing idly

acr oss

the listings—

And stopped. There, at the top of the second columm, was a very familiar nane.
A

famliar nanme, with a famliar address and phone number acconpanying it.

Pet e Bar nabee.

Radl ey stared at it, heart thudding in his chest. No. No, it couldn't be. Not
Pete. Not the man—

Whom he' d hired only a couple of nonths ago. Wthout really knowi ng all that
much about him..

"No wonder we've been | osing noney,'
to

his feet. "Wait a mnute," he cautioned hinself even as he grabbed for his
coat .

"Don't junp to any conclusions here, all right? Maybe he stole sonmething from
someone el se, a long tine ago."

"Fine," he answered tartly, unlocking the deadbolts with quick flicks of his
wrist. "Maybe he did. There's still only one way to find out for sure.”

There were nore people on the streets now than there had been on his wal k

t hrough the dinnertine cal mthe night before: people com ng honme from

earl y-evening entertai nnent or just heading out for |ater-night versions.
Radl ey

hardly noticed them as he strode back to the print shop, running the

i nventory

lists through his mnd as best he could while he wal ked. There were any
nunber

of small itens—pens and paper and such—that he wouldn't particularly mss
even

if Pete had been pilfering themever since starting work there.

Unf ortunately,

there were al so some very expensive tools and nmachi nes that he could il
afford

to | ose.

And he'd already di scovered that Thieves, Petty and Thieves, Gand were both
i ncl uded under the Thi eves headi ng.

He reached the shop and let hinself in the back door. The first part of the
check was easy, and it took only a fewmnutes to confirmthat the mgjor
machi nes were still there and still intact. The next part would be far nore
tedious. Digging the latest inventory list out of the files, he got to work.
It was after m dnight when he finally put up the list with a sigh—a sigh that
hi ssed both relief and annoyance into his ears. "See?" he told hinself as he
trudged back to the door. "Whatever Pete did, he did it somewhere el se.

Unl ess, "

he amended, "he's just been stealing pencils and | abel stickers.”

he murrmured to hinmsel f. Abruptly, he got



But checking all of those would take hours... and for now, at |east, he was
far

too tired to bother. "But | will check them out eventually," he decided. "I
mean, | don't really care about stuff like that, but if he'll steal pencils,
who's to say he won't back a truck up here someday and take all the copiers?"
It was a question that sent a shiver up his back. If that happened, he woul d
be

out of business. Period.

He headed toward hone, the awful thought of it churning through his mnd..
and,

preoccupied with the defense of his property, he never even heard the mnugger
com ng.

He just barely felt the crushing blow on the back of his head.

He cane to gradually, through a haze of throbbing pain, to find hinself
staring

up at a soft pastel ceiling. The forcibly clean snell he'd al ways associ at ed
with hospitals curled his nostrils.... "Hello?" he called tentatively.

There was a nonent of silence. Then, suddenly, there was a young woman

| eani ng

over him "Ah—you're back with us,"’
in

turn. "1'm Doctor Sanderson. How do you feel ?"

"My head hurts,"” Radley told her. "Otherw se... okay, | guess. \Wat happened?"
"Best guess is that you were nmugged," she told him "Apparently by soneone
who

doesn't like long conversations with his victinms. You were |ucky, as these

t hi ngs go: no concussion, no bone or nerve damage, only mnor bleeding. You
didn't even crack your chin when you fell."

Ref | exi vel y, Radl ey reached up to rub his chin. Bristly, but otherw se
undarmaged. "Can | go honme?"

Sander son nodded. "Sure. You'll have to call soneone to get you, though—your
friend didn't wait."

"Friend?" Radley frowned. The crinkling of forehead skin gave an extra throb
to

hi s headache.

"Fel | ow who brought you in. Black man—edi um build, slightly balding. Carried
you about five blocks to get you here—sweating pretty hard by that tine, 1'IlI
tell you." She frowned in turn. "He told the E/R peopl e you needed hel p—we

j ust

assuned he was a friend or neighbor or sonething."

Radl ey started to shake his head, thought better of it. "Doesn't sound |ike
anyone | know," he said. "I certainly wasn't w th anyone when it happened.”
Sander son shrugged slightly. "Good Samaritan, then. A vanishing breed, but
you

she said, peering into each of his eyes

still get them sonetinmes. Anyway. Your shoes are under the gurney there; cone
on

down to the nurses' station when you're ready and we'll run you through the
paper wor k. "

He t hought about calling Alison to come get him but decided he didn't really
want to wake her up at this tinme of night. Especially not when he'd have to
expl ain why he'd been out so |late.

Wth his wallet gone, he had no noney for a cab, but a tired-eyed policeman
who

had brought in a pair of prostitutes gave hima lift home. Wat the bl ow on

t he

head had started, the long trek up the steps to his apartnment finished, and
he

barely made it to his bed before coll apsing.



H s headache was nostly gone when he awoke. Along with nmost of the day.
"Yeah, | figured you were sick or sonething when you didn't show up this
norni ng," Pete said when he called the print shop. "Didn't expect it was
somet hing like this, though. You okay?"

"Yeah, I'mfine," Radley assured him a wave of renewed shanme warm ng his
face.

How coul d he ever have thought someone with Pete's loyalty would betray hin®
"Let me shower and change and I'Il cone on down."

"You don't need to do that," Pete said. "Not hardly worth com ng in now,
anyway.

If I my say so, it don't sound to ne |ike you oughta be running 'round yet,
and

I can handl e things here okay." There was a faintly audible sniff/snort, and
Radl ey could visualize the other man sniling. "And | really don't wanna have
to

carry you all the way home if you fall apart on ne."

"There's that," Radley conceded. "I guess you're right. Well... 1'll see you
in

t he norning, then."

"Only if you feel like it. Really—+ can handle things until you're well.
Qops—gotta go. A customer just came in."

"Ckay. Bye."
He hung up and gingerly felt the lunp on the back of his head. Yes, Pete
m ght

have had to carry himhone, at that. That little outing had sure gone sour
As had his attenpt to catch a nurderer. And his attenpt to solve a rape. And
hi s

attenpt to stop an enbezzl enent.

In fact, everything the Book had gi ven himhad gone bad. One way or another
it

had all gone bad.

"But it's truth," he gritted. "I mean, it is. How can truth be bad?"

He had no answer. Wth a sigh, he stood up fromthe kitchen chair. The sudden
nmoverrent made his head throb, and he sat down again quickly. Yes, Pete m ght
i ndeed have wound up carrying him

Li ke sonmeone el se had already had to do.

Radl ey flushed with shanme. In his mnd s eye, he saw a nmedi um buil d bl ack
nman,

probably staggering under Radley's weight by the time he reached the

hospi t al
Quietly helping to clean up the mess Radl ey had made of hinself.
"I wish they'd gotten his nane," he nuttered to hinself. "1'll never get a

chance to thank him"

He | ooked down at the Book... and a sudden thought struck him I|f the Book
contai ned the names of all the crimnals in town, why not the nanmes of al

t he

Good Sanaritans, too?

He opened to the Yell ow Pages, feeling a renewed sense of excitenent. Perhaps
this, he realized suddenly, was what the Book was really for. Not a tool for
tracki ng down and puni shing the guilty, but a nmeans of finding and rewarding
t he

good. The Gs... there they were. G, d, Co..

There was no Good Sanmaritans |isting.

Nor was there an Altruists listing. Nor were there listings for benefactor
phil ant hropi st, hero, or patriot. O for good example, salt of the earth,
angel ,

or saint.

There was not hi ng.

He thought about it for a long tinme. Then, with only a slight hesitation, he
pi cked up the phone.



Alison answered on the fourth ring. "Hello?"

"It's me," Radley told her. "Listen." He took a careful breath. "I know the
di fference now. You know-the difference between true and truth?"

"Yes?" she said, her voice wary.

"Yeah. True is a group of facts—any facts, in any conbination. Truth is al

t he

facts. Both sides of the story. The bad and the good."

She seened to digest that. "Yes, | think you' re right. So what does that
mean?"

He bit at his Iip. She'd been right, he could admt now, he had enjoyed the

know edge and power the Book had given him "So," he said, "I was wondering
if

you'd like to cone up. It's... well, you know, it's kind of a chilly night."
The Book burned with an eerie blue flane, and its non-plastic bag burned
green.

Toget her, they were quite spectacul ar

The Broccoli Factor

"So," Tom Banning said, his voice nuffled by the coffee cup hovering just
bel ow

nmustache level. "How s life in the hot |ane?"

"Don't ask," Billy Hayes sighed, spooning the last few chunks of ice fromhis
water glass into his own mug. The Institute's cafeteria invariably served
their

coffee at a tenperature which, in his opinion, was just short of the nmelting
poi nt of lead. "The last confinenent schene officially went down the gutter
this

norni ng, and we're right back on square one."

Banni ng sl urped sone coffee and shook his head. "Renenber the good ol d days
when

fusi on power was going to be just around the corner?"

"Yeah," Hayes retorted. "That was maybe twenty years before artificial
intelligence was going to be just around the corner."

Banni ng grimaced. "Tal k about job security."

Hayes nodded, and for a minute they sat silently, each contenplating in his
own

way the perversity of the Universe. "So what's the trouble this tinme?"
Banni ng

asked at |ast.

"Ch, the usual," Hayes shrugged. "W can get the plasma hot enough, but we
can't

figure out howto keep it confined | ong enough in the center of the vacuum
chanmber. Every time we reconfigure the fields to elimnate one

i nstability—Bl ooi el —anot her one crops up, drives the plasma out to the wall,
and

that's that."
"Conput er design doesn't hel p?"
"Not so far. | don't suppose you've got JUNIOR to the point of understandi ng

pl asma physics yet?"

"Don't rub it in," Banning grow ed.

"Sorry," Hayes apologized. "Still stuck at the two-year-old intelligence
| evel ,

eh?"

Banni ng gl ared down into his coffee. "W got himto the level of a

si x-mont h-ol d

exactly eight nonths after the breakthrough. Six nmonths |ater he was a year
ol d.

It took just two nmore nonths to get himwhere he is now .. and we haven't
gotten

himto budge since."



Hayes nodded. He'd heard the litany a hundred tines in the past four

year s—ust

as Banni ng had spent endl ess |lunch breaks listening to his litany. Just a
coupl e

of broken old men, he thought sourly. Flat up against the wall of the

Uni ver se,

wi thout an exit sign in sight. "At |east you don't have to worry about
fundi ng, "

he of fered.

"Not from congressional conmittees, no," Banning agreed darkly. "But on the
ot her hand, you don't have the entire Japanese computer industry breathing
down

your neck."
Hayes sighed. "A pity you can't at |least get himto the three-year-old |evel.
M

grandson just turned three, and he loves to tinker with mechani cal toys. Gve
a

t hree-year-old Al the nmagnet ohydrodynam ¢ equations and it mght just come up
wi th somet hing."

"Be thankful JUNIOR s not still at the six nonth level," Banning said dryly.
"He'd take your equations and chew themto a pulp.”

"Gumthemto a pulp, you nean," Hayes corrected him "Six-nonth-olds don't
have

any teeth."

"Just like sixty-year-olds,"
readj ust ed

his upper plate. "You suppose the secret of the Universe is that life is
round?"

Banni ng said, snorting a chuckle as he

" '"Pi are round; cornbread are square,' " Hayes said, quoting the hairy old
j oke

fromhis youth. It was one of the chestnuts he brought out periodically to
try

on ever-younger sets of new Institute enpl oyees, who were generally unani nous
in

failing to see any hunor in it. "And on that note, | guess lunch is over," he
added.

"Yeah," Banning agreed with a sigh. "Back to usel essly bangi ng our heads."

"Si x-month-olds do that a lot, too," Hayes said. "Mdstly when they're
craw i ng

under coffee tables.”

"Haven't progranmed a coffee table into JUNIOR s environment,"'
as

they headed for the cafeteria door. "Maybe | ought to try it."

"Yeah—t'd be interesting to hear what a conputer sounds |ike when it cries.
Vel |, happy hunting."

Four hours later Banning's private line rang. "Hello?"

"It's Billy," Hayes identified himself. "Listen, you said earlier that

JUNIOR s

envi ronnent can be programed. "Can JUNI OR hi nmsel f be progranmmed, too?"
"Sure," Banning said, frowning. "You can dunp any peripheral stuff into him*
"Wthout affecting his intelligence?"

"Such as it is, sure.”

"Can you lend himto ne? Say, for six hours?"

Banni ng said

"Take all the time you want," Banning sniffed. "Adopt him for all | care.
['m

thinking of quitting and joining a nonastery, anyway."

"Yeah, well, don't invest in rosary beads just yet," Hayes told him "Your
i di ot

savant conputer may just be good for sonething, after all."



The red gl ow on the nonitor faded, and Banni ng shook his head in wondernent.
"I'"l1l be dammed. You did it. You really and truly did it."

"W sure did," Hayes nodded. "Me and JUNIOR "

"I"ll be damed, " Banni ng repeated, reverently. "After all these years. Real
genui ne fusion."

"It's the fluctuating confinenent fields that broke the deadl ock," Banni ng
told

him tapping the printout still snaking its way out of the printer. "JUN OR
has

to alter themevery ten mcroseconds or so to keep the plasma confined, but
t hat

appears to be well within his capabilities.™

"Capabilities, yes. Sophistication, no." Banning fixed himw th a puzzled and
slightly om nous |ook. "Come on, Billy; | came to see your triunph, Iike you
asked, and | agree you're a genius. So now |l evel with me—because if you got
JUNI OR past the two-year-old level last nonth and didn't tell me about it

t hen,

| swear |I'mgoing to strangle you."

Hayes shook his head. "No such luck, I'mafraid. JUNIOR s no further along

t han

he was when you | oaned himto ne."

"Then kindly explain that," Banning demanded, waving at the fusion test
chanber .

"JUNIOR can't possibly have the intelligence or expertise that denonstration
showed. "

"Ah—but you underestimate two-year-olds," Hayes waggl ed a warning finger at
hi m

"Al'l 1 had to do was find the proper age-specific behavior pattern and figure
out how to adapt it."

Banni ng blinked. "You've lost ne."

"Ch, cone on, Tom you've seen it yourself. What does a kid JUNIOR s age do
when

you make him eat sonething he doesn't |ike? He pushes it around with his
teeth

and the tip of his tongue, trying like the devil to swallow it without
letting

any of it touch the sides of his mouth."

Banni ng' s eyes went wide. "Are you saying...?"

"That's right," Hayes nodded. "I tied JUNNOR into the test chanber... and

t hen

programred himto hate the taste of plasm."”

Banni ng | ooked at the printout. "Wen the Nobel committee phones you," he
sai d,

"I want di bs on half the prize noney."

"You got it."

The Art of War
You know how it ended, of course. O at |east you know the official version
of

how it ended, which isn't quite the same. | inagine all the parties involved
woul d have preferred to conpletely bury that first incident; | know for ny
part

that | was instructed in no uncertain terns to keep qui et about what | knew

But

you can't conpletely hush up a debacle that cost sixty-three men their lives.
Especi ally not when one of themwas a Suprene Convocant of the United Ethnos
of

Hurmani ty.

So you know nore or less howit ended. It's time you | earned how it began

It began with ny eighteenth birthday, and ny parents' desire to do something



really special for my nineteenth year. The Year of YouthJourneying, we called
it
on New Ararat: a brief interval between the end of Institute and the

begi nni ng
of life as adults. Mst of ny friends were going the traditional routes:
t aki ng

career -sanpl e apprenti ceshi ps, joining volunteer groups, doing YouthJourney
tours around New Ararat, or—for the nore adventuresone—si gni ng aboard
starfreighters to travel the whol e sector

My parents outdid themall. Sonehow, | still don't know how, they wangled ne
a

one-year appointment as aide to Magnell Sutherlan, Convocant from New Arar at
to

t he Suprene Convocation of the UnEthHu. My friends were all kelly green with
envy; naturally, | mlked it shamelessly for all it was worth.

It didn't take long for the shine to wear off, though. Zurich was crowded and
noi sy, with a crinme rate probably a thousand times that of our whole district
back home. The Convocation Conplex itself was huge, practically inpossible
not

to get lost in, and popul ated by sone of the nost snidely condescending
peopl e

I'd ever met. And Convocant Sutherlan, far from being a respected,
shar p- edged

| awraker the way the newspages al ways portrayed him was old, tired, and
conpl etely detached fromwhat was going on. Just treading water, really,
unti |

this final termwas over and he could go hone.

It was not exactly an atnosphere that bred enthusiasm As a result, whenever
there was travel to be done—whether secure document delivery, repre-neetings,
or

personal errands—+ was always the first of Sutherlan's aide corps to
vol unt eer.

A fair percentage of those first few nmonths were spent crisscrossing Earth in
a

suborbital or hoppi ng between various planets of the UnEthHu in one or

anot her

of Sutherlan's official half-w ngs.

And so it was that, four nmonths into ny tenure, | found nyself two hundred
parsecs fromEarth on the Kailth world of Quibsh

Everyone in the UnEt hHu knows where Qui bsh is now, of course, but back then
even

nost professional politicians had never heard of the place. No real surprise;
Qui bsh was a fairly usel ess border world, with an uni npressive |ist of

resour ces

and an outer crust that was a staggering collection of tectonic
instabilities.

The Kailth had put a couple of mnor mlitary outposts there to watch over a
popul ation of a few million hardy colonists, about half of whomresided in a
single city in one of the nore fertile valleys. The Kailth and UnEt hHu had
made

contact about ten years previously, but with the Dynad's main attention

f ocused

on the ongoi ng Pindorshi trade di sputes, we hadn't given the Kailth nuch nore
t han passi ng noti ce.

The di pl omatic corps had installed a one-nan consul ate in the main Qui bsh
city,

where | was supposed to pick up some research docunments Convocant Sutherl an
had

ordered as a favor to a constituent. The pilotconp |anded the hal f-w ng

behi nd



the consul ate—+t had its own drop beacon—and | presented ny ID and request to
t he consul ar agent, a winkled man nanmed C ave Verst who, |ike Sutherlan
seened

to be marking time until retirement. He got ne the docunents, and | was
preparing to head back to the half-wing when I took a second | ook at the

r equest

formand noticed a hand-witten note asking ne to also bring back a case of
Kailth m xed cooking brandies. There wasn't a single shell of the stuff to be
had in the consul ate, the nearest potables dealer was a kil onreter away, and
Verst nmade it abundantly clear he wasn't about to waste his own tinme on such
a

frivolous errand. So, arnmed with a fistful of detailed instructions and a
stomachful of queasiness, | headed out al one.

The spider-web maze of streets was surprisingly crowmded—+ thought nore than
once

that the entire popul ati on must have decided to go out wal king or driving

t hat

aft ernoon—but |'d bunped shoul ders with other species before and it wasn't as
bad as |'d been afraid it would be. For a small fraction of the pedestrians
seened to be a mnor curiosity; for the rest, | was sonething to be ignored
conpl etely.

| had just turned what | hoped was the | ast corner when | spotted Tawni.

She was probably the last thing | woul d have expected to see out there anong
al |

t hose |i zard-ski nned, bunbl ebee-faced Kailth. A human worman, of medi um hei ght
and sl ender build, with an exotically cut cascade of black hair that at the
nmonent was obscuring nost of her face as she | eaned into the open engi ne
conpartnent of what |ooked |ike an ancient Penberkif Scroller. The vehicle
was

parked beside the curb, or else had summarily died there. On all sides,
conpletely oblivious to her plight, streans of Kailth shuffled past, breaking
around her like a river around a rock

Protocol probably dictated that | call back to the consulate, report the
situation, and then continue on with my errand while Verst handled it. But
she

was a human, and in trouble, and | was an aide to a UnEthHu Convocant. Mre

i mportantly, | was nineteen, and what | could see of her |ooked pretty
attractive. Wrking ny way through the traffic, | headed over.

| got through the last rivulet of pedestrians and stepped to her side.
"Havi ng

some troubl e?" | asked inanely.

She | ooked up, giving me ny first ook at a face that nore than nmet ny
expectations: young and beautiful, in a dark and distinctly exotic way,
t hough

at the nonment she was al nost at the point of tears fromthe frustration of
her

situation. A delicate |line—scar or tattoo, | couldn't tell which-arched

al nost

invisibly fromthe bridge of her nose over her right eyebrow, curving around
her

cheekbone and past the corner of her lip to disappear into the dinple at the
poi nt of her chin. Fromone of the frontier Ri dgeline worlds, | guessed,
wher e

humanity's races had been m xed in unusual conbinations and body

or nanent ati on

could get a little bizarre.

And where, | belatedly remenbered, Anglish was not always the | anguage of
choi ce. For a second she just gazed up at nme, her face not seeming to
register

my question; and | was trying to figure out a Plan B when ny words suddenly



seemed to click. "Yes," she said. Her accent was soft and delicate and as
exotic

as the rest of her. "Can you hel p ne?"

"I can try," | said, peering into the engine conpartment. It was a Scroller
al |

right, though fromthe | ooks of it whoever had traded it to her had gotten
t he

better end of the deal. | was just reaching in to check the notivor cables
when,

out of the corner of my eye, | noticed the pedestrian streamfalter and

| ooked

up to see what was goi ng on

Roundi ng anot her corner, heading across the intersection, were a pair of

Kail th

warriors.

|'d seen pictures of Kailth warriors at the Convocation Conpl ex, vids
secretly

t aken by SkyForce Intelligence at the Chonpre and TyTi erni an pacifications
near

the edges of the Kailthaerm | Enmpire. W hadn't tangled with them yet
our sel ves,

but there was a wi despread feeling in the Conpl ex back roonms that it was just
a

matter of time before we did. The Kailth controlled a Iot of territory, with
a

fair nunmber of non-Kailth under their control, and that al nbst always spelled
troubl e.

Besi des whi ch—+he nore cyni cal argunent went—the Pindorshi situation wouldn't
| ast forever, and wars and conflicts were too politically useful for
politicians

to stay away fromthem for |ong.

Wat ching the SkyForce reports in the safety of a Zurich screening room | had
hoped those cynics were wong. Standing there in the mddle of a Quibsh
street,

| desperately hoped they were wong. On tel ephoto vids, Kailth warriors were
i npressive; up close and personal, they were dam near terrifying. Arnored up
to

their headcrests in full conmbat suits, wal king in | ockstep, they were

strai ght

out of a xenophobi c newspage docu-diatribe. O straight out of hell

The two warriors spotted ne at roughly the same tinme | spotted them and in

perfect unison they shifted direction toward us. Instinctively, |I noved
cl oser

to the girl—sone chivalric idea about sticking together, | suppose—and
threw

her a quick glance to see how she was handling this.

And paused for a | onger |ook. She was gazing at the warriors, but the | ook on
her face wasn't the knee-shaking trepidation | was feeling. She was smling,

t he

tension lines in her face already starting to snooth out.

It was a | ook of relief. Maybe even adorati on.

"You," one of the Kailth said in passable Anglish. "Human male. Wat are you

doi ng?"

My tongue tangled nmonmentarily over ny teeth. "l—she's having trouble with her
Scroller,” | managed. "I stopped to help."

He held out his right hand. "ldentify."

| funmbled out ny ID folder and handed it over, wondering nervously whether a

UnEt hHu Convocation I D would be an asset or a liability here. My eyes drifted
to

the [ unpy bl ack weapon strapped to his left side, not nuch bigger than the



5mm

sl ugki cker pistol | used to plink targets with when | was a kid. At its

hi ghest

setting, this particular sidearmcould allegedly drop a two-story brick
bui I di ng

with a single shot.

The warrior studied the ID for what seened like an inordinately long tine.
Then,

closing it, he handed it back and turned his insectine gaze on the wonan.

" Does

he bot her you, Citizen-Three?" he demanded.

"Not at all, Warrior-Citizen-One," she said, bowi ng her head. "It is as he
sai d:

he paused to help ne."

| stared at her, suddenly al nmbst oblivious to the warriors. Citizen-Three?
"Do you wi sh our assistance?" the warrior continued.

The girl | ooked at ne. "No," she said. "I will be fine. Thank you for your
concern. "

The warrior threw one nore long |l ook at me. Then, in | ockstep once nore, the
t wo

of them passed us by and di sappeared down anot her street.

| looked at the girl, ny stomach churning. "He called you Ctizen-Three," |
said. "Citizen-Three of what?"

"OfF the Kailthaerm| Enmpire," she said, as if it was obvious. "I and ny
peopl e

are third-citizens." She reached up and touched the tattoo line on her face.
"Your people,"” | said, dimMy realizing | was starting to blither like an

i diot.

But | couldn't help it. "But you' re human. Aren't you?"

"Yes," she said. "My people were saved frominvaders by the Kailthaerm | many
years ago. For that we will forever be grateful to them"

| frowned harder... and then, with a sudden jolt, | got it.

She and her people were verlorens.

"Wwuld you be willing," | asked carefully, "to take ne to your people?"

For the first tine a shadow of uncertainty seened to cross her face. But then
t he shadow passed, and she sniled. "Of course,” she said.

"Thank you." | cleared ny throat. "By the way, ny nane's Stane Mrkand."
"Stane Markand," she repeated, bowi ng her head as she had toward the Kailth
warriors. "I am Tawni kakal i na."

"Tawni kakalina," | said. It didn't sound nearly as nel odi ous as when she said
it. But with any luck, | figured |I night just have a chance to practice.

W spent the next half hour kluge-rigging the Scroller back to health, then
nursing it over to the consulate. There | had it |oaded aboard ny hal f-wi ng,
inform ng the pilotconp and Consul ar Agent Verst that |'d be naking one nore
stop on Qui bsh and postponi ng ny departure fromthe planet for a day or two.
The

pil ot conp, programmed with flexibility in mnd, took the change in plans in
stride. Verst obviously couldn't have cared |ess.

It was about two hundred kilometers to where Tawni's peopl e had been settled
in

a scattering of small villages beneath a line of squat vol canoes. W put down
on

a section of lava flow near Tawni's village, and by the tine we had the
Scrol | er

rolled out, a small nob of her people had gathered around the half-wing to
see

what was goi ng on. She explained the situation to themin a few nusica
sentences, and with a dozen enthusiastic young nen pushing the Scroller ahead
of



them we all went down to her village.

| don't know how wi despread the termverloren ever became around the UnEt hHu.
I't

was nostly an acadenic word, borrowed fromthe Ad German word for |ost, that
was used to describe the phenonenon of Earth-born human beings or their
relics

di scovered dozens or even hundreds of parsecs away from Earth with no

appar ent

way for themto have gotten there. Genetic and |inguistic studies were

i nconcl usi ve, but they suggested that the original ancestors of the groups
had

left Earth sone six to ten thousand years earlier. Wether the col onies had
been

deliberately planted by sone unknown starfaring race, or whether the

verl orens

were the equivalent of white rats discarded after an experinent, no one knew.
There were thirty-one known archaeol ogi cal digs that showed evi dence of a

| ong- past human presence, another dozen or so scatterings of primtive humans
at

Iron Age | evel or below, and three genuinely thriving verloren societies.
Wth

Tawni's people, |1'd apparently discovered a fourth.

"Qur history on Sagtt'a goes back to the Geat Rain of Fire," she expl ai ned
as

she showed ne around her village. "Qur ancestors sought refuge fromthe fire
i nside a strange nountain. Wen they came out, the land and the stars had
changed. "

I nodded. Two of the other verloren cultures also had a Rain of Fire in their
histories. "That nmust be when you were taken from Earth."

"Yes, though it was many generations before we realized what had actually
happened,"” Tawni said. "Not until after the first invasion.”

"The Kailth?"

She shook her head, her hair shimrering in the sunlight with the novenent.
“No,

the invaders were called the Oraci Mtai," she said. "Large creatures with
many

fish-like fins. They occupied Sagtt'a for four generations before they were
overthrown by the Xa, who ruled us for thirty years before they were in turn
overthrown by the Phashiskar. They stayed three generations before they were
conquered by the Baal'ariai, in a terrible battle that killed a quarter of
our

peopl e. "

It was an old, old pattern: innocent people caught in a trade route or
strategic

power position, being fought over by every anbitious enpire-builder who cane
along. "So the Kailth are just the | atest batch of conquerors?"

"The Kailthaerm | are not conquerors,"” she said. "They are |liberators. They
forced the Aoeemre from Sagtt'a, but then pulled their own warriors back to
orbiting stations and proclainmed that our people were once again free to rule
our sel ves. "

"Ah." Another old pattern, though one that was far |ess frequently seen
conquerors who were smart enough to allow local self-rule in exchange for
cooperation and the paynent of tribute. It was nore efficient than trying to
run

everything directly, and you could always go in and stonp themif they tried
pushing their autonony too far. "This was in exchange for certain rul es of
conduct from your society?"

"Al'l societies have rules of conduct," she pointed out.

"OfF course," | said. "How nuch tribute do you pay each year?"

She stopped and frowned up at me. "Wy do you persist in thinking ill of the



Kai | t haerm | ?" she asked. "Have they done ill to you?"

"Well, no, not exactly," |I had to admt. "Actually, we don't know all that
nmuch

about themyet. But we know they've conquered a | arge number of other races
and

peopl es, and we've seen enough conquerors to know how they usual ly behave."
"But you do not know the Kailthaernil," she insisted. "They do not demand our
lives or our property. Only some of our artwork. And for this they give us

safety.”

Aha, | thought, there it is. Artwork. "Wat artwork?" | asked.

She pointed toward a squat volcano with a wide crater. "I will show you.
Cone. "

| was not, to say the least, thrilled at the prospect of clinbing into a

vol cano

crater, particularly one that was snmoldering restlessly with sulfur and the
occasi onal burst of steam from some vent or other. Tawni's peopl e obviously
felt

differently: there were already five others noving briskly around the crater
at

various tasks as we entered through a gap in the side of the cone.

"This is our curing chanber,” Tawni said at ny side. "Over there— she
poi nt ed

to a rough shelf al ong one side of the wall—are our calices."

| stared at them forgetting the sulfur corroding nmy lungs, forgetting even
t hat

| was standing inside a volcano. The calices were that riveting. Roughly
spherical in shape, about twenty centineters across each, they were conposed
of

intricate twistings of brilliant gold nmetal fibers interwoven with equally

sl ender twi stings of some richly dark-red material. There were eight of them
lined up on the shelf, with the kind of small variations that said they were
i ndi vi dual I y handnmade.

"Come," Tawni said softly, taking ny arm "Cone and see."

W wal ked across the uneven rock to the shelf. Up close, | could see that the
dark red strands were sonme kind of wood or plant fiber, not quite as flexible
as

the nmetal wires but with a stiffness that introduced a textural counterpoint
into the design. At the very center of the woven threads was sonme kind of
crystalline core that reflected the gold and red that swirled around it, as
wel |

as adding a pale blue-white to the col or schene.

It took ne a while to find ny voice. "They're beautiful,” | said. My voice
cane

out a husky whi sper.

"Thank you," Tawni said. She took a step closer to the shelf and gently ran a

hand down around the top of one of them "They are unique, Stane, anong al

t he

worlds. O at |least those worlds visited by the Kailthaerm|. The wood is from
a

tree that grows in only five places on Sagtt'a, and the crystals and netal
are

nearly as rare. Each calix can take a crafter a year to create."

She | owered her hand, alnost reluctantly. "But the result is so beautiful. So
very beautiful."

I nodded. "And this is what the Kailth take as their tribute?"

"They take a few," Tawni said. "No nore than a tenth of those we make." Her
face

took on a slightly stubborn expression. "And for this small price they give
us

protection fromall who would invade us, and | eave us otherw se in peace. Do



you

still wish to speak ill of then"
As tributes went, | had to admit, this was a pretty mnor one. "No," |
conceded.

"Good." The stubbornness vani shed and she smiled, the sun comi ng out from
behi nd

a threatening stormcloud. "Then let us go back to the village. The El ders
will

wi sh to speak with you."

I wound up spending nearly two days in Tawni's village. Her people were

amazingly open and trusting, willing to let ne see anything | wanted and to
answer any question | could think to ask. This group had only recently been
brought to Quibsh fromtheir world of Sagtt'a, | |earned, though the Kailth
had

previously set up other human col onies on worlds that had the necessary

vol cani c

activity for the calix curing process. Among the six hundred people in this
colony were twelve calix artisans and twenty apprentices, of whom Tawni was
apparently one of the nost prom sing.

It was clear that there was an enornpus anpunt we needed to | earn about these
people, but it was equally clear that | had neither the tine nor the
expertise

to handle the job. So after those two days, | reluctantly told Tawni | had to
| eave. She thanked nme again for rescuing her fromher bal ky Scroll er—shich

t he

village nechanics still hadn't gotten working yet—extracted a pronise fromne
to

cone back if | could, and offered ne a parting gift.

A calix.

"No," | protested, holding the sculpture up to the sunlight. It wasn't nearly
as

heavy as | woul d have expected, with a pleasantly tingling sensation where
held it. "Tawni, | couldn't possibly take this. It wouldn't be right."

"Why not ?" she asked, that stubborn | ook of hers threatening to cloud her
face
again. "You are nmy friend. Can a friend not give a friend a gift?"

"OfF course," | said. "But won't the Kailth be angry with you?"

"Why woul d they?" she countered. "They will receive those they are due. They
do

not own all calices, Stane. Nor do they own us."

"I know, but— | floundered. "But this is just too much. | didn't do enough
for

you to justify a gift like this."
"Do you then reduce friendship to a balance of plus and m nus?" she asked
quietly. "That does not sound like a friendship to be cherished."

| sighed. But she had ne, and we both knewit. And to be honest, | didn't
really

want to give up the calix anyway. "All right," | said. "I accept, with

t hanks.

And | will be sure to cone visit you again sonme day."

It was a four-day voyage back to Earth. | spent a fair anount of that tine
dictating nmy report on this new verloren col ony, adding my thoughts and

i npressions to the running record the half-wing's sensors had taken. | spent
an

equal anount of tine studying the calix.

I'd seen right away, of course, the ethereal beauty that had been frozen into
the scul pture. But it wasn't until | began spending tine with the calix that

I

realized that there was far nore to it than I'd realized. There was the



nmetal -work, for starters: a filigree of threads far nore intricate than it
had

appeared at first sight. I found |I could spend hours just tracing various

l'i nes

fromstart to finish with my eyes, then seeing if | could track them
backwar ds

again without getting sidetracked by one of the other |oops or branchings.
The intertw ned wood fibers were just as fascinating. Virtually never the
same

color twice, they had a varying texture that ranged from snooth and warmto
sandpapery and oddly cool. After the first day, nmy searching hands found two
spots on opposite sides that seemed to particularly fit nmy palms and
fingertips,

and fromthat point on | nearly always held the calix that way.

Then there was the crystal that peeked out fromthe center. Like the wood and
metal, it never seenmed to |l ook quite the sanme way twice. Fromone angle it
woul d

| ook i ke nothing nore esoteric than a lunp of quartz; from another it m ght
seemto be pale sapphire or dianond or even delicately stained gl ass.
Somet i mes

even when | returned to the same angle the crystal would | ook different than
it

had before.

But the nost enigmatic part of all was the way the calix humed at ne.

It was a day before | even noticed the sound, and two nore before | finally
figured out that what it was doing was resonating to the sound of ny voice.
Li ke

everything el se about the sculpture, it never seened to react quite the sane

way

twi ce, though |I spent a good two hours at one point tal king, hunm ng, and
singing as | tried to pin down a pattern. If there was one there, | never
found

it.

| reached Zurich, explained nmy delay to Convocant Sutherlan, filed ny report,
and sat back to wait for the inevitable flurry of attention that the

di scovery

of a new verloren culture would surely stir up

The inevitable didn't happen. Ch, there was a ripple of interest fromthe
academ c comunity, and a couple of governnent-endorsed artists stopped by to
| ook briefly and condescendingly at the calix. But for the nobst part the

Supr ene

Convocation could only cone up with the political equivalent of a distracted
pat

on the head. Wth the Pindorshi situation still donminating the firstlines in
t he

newspages, the Convocants were apparently not interested in anything so
nmundane

as a long-1ost human col ony.

I can't tell you how frustrating it was, at least at first. This was, after
all,

probably the only shot | would ever have at interstellar fame. But gradually
I

began to realize that all this official indifference was probably for the
best .

The alternative woul d have neant a horde of Convocant aides and factfinders
descending like |l ocusts on Quibsh; and having worked with sone of those

ai des,

that wasn't sonething I would wi sh on anyone. Particularly not the friendly,
nai ve people of Tawni's vill age.

So | did ny best to philosophically put it behind ne, decided to concentrate



instead on finding a way to get back to Qui bsh some day soon, and settled
back

to endure the remai nder of my appointnent.

Until the day, two weeks | ater, when Convocant Lantis Devaro cane into the
of fice.

The newspages painted Sutherlan as an el der statesman, and they lied. They
pai nted Devaro as an aspiring future | eader, and lied again, only in the
opposite direction. To say Devaro was aspiring was |ike saying a Siltech

Br ahna

bul | dozer can push dirt around. Devaro was a chari smatic man; clever,
power f ul

and al nost pathol ogically anbitious. Runor was that his ultimte goal was to
chal | enge the blood-line tradition of the Dynad | ong enough to cl ai mone of
t he

two seats for hinself, sonething that had never happened in two centuries of
Dynad rul e. The private backroons consensus was that he had an even-noney
chance

of making it.

| don't know what exactly he came to Sutherlan's office for that day. In

hi ndsi ght, though, it was obviously just a pretext anyway. Even as he
announced

hinsel f at the outer receptionist's station his eyes were surveying the aide
room and when he emerged from Sutherlan's private offices ten mnutes |ater
he

crossed directly to nmy desk

"So," he said as | scranbled to nmy feet, "you're the one."

"Sir?" | asked, not entirely sure what he neant and not daring to nake any
assunptions.

"The young man who di scovered that new verloren group,’
wor k, that and excellent follow up."

"Thank you, sir," | said, trying not to stutter. Praise for underlings was
al nost unheard of in Convocant Sutherlan's office.

"You're quite wel conme." Devaro nodded toward the calix, sitting on a corner

he anplified. "Good

of

nmy desk where | placed it every norning when | canme in. "l take it that's the
scul pture you brought back?"

"Yes, sir," | said. "lIt's called a calix. Un... would you like...?"

"Thank you," he said, crossing around behind the desk. Sliding a hand beneath
the cal i x—-he was wearing informal daytime gloves, | noticed—he picked it up
For a | ong nonent he gazed at and into it. | stood silently, fighting the
urge

to plead with himto be careful. He turned it around one way and then the
ot her,

then set it back on its stand. "Interesting," he said, turning to ne again.
"Your report said the Kailth accept these as part of the verlorens' tribute.”
"According to Tawni, it's all they take," | told him breathing a little

easi er

now that the calix was safe. "They nust |like art."

"Yes," he murmured, gazing at me with a thoughtful intensity that nade ne
f eel

distinctly unconfortable. "Interesting. Well, good day."

"Good day, Convocant Devaro," | said.

| watched himstride out, feeling the other aides' |ooks of envy on the back
of

my neck as | basked in the warm gl ow of triunph, small though it m ght be.
Finally, soneone in authority who'd actually noted and appreciated what |'d
done.

The warm gl ow | asted the rest of the day, through the evening, and right up
until | opened ny eyes the next norning.

To find the calix gone fromny night table.



There were four separate reception stations along the approach to Devaro's
i nner

offices. | strode past all four of themw thout stopping, to the
consternation

of the various receptionists, and was about two steps ahead of Convocation
Security when | shoved open the ornate doors and stonped into Devaro's

presence.
"Ah—there you are," he said before | could even get a word out. "Cone in;
I've

been expecting you."

"Where is it?" | demanded, starting toward him

"It's perfectly safe,"” he assured ne, his eyes shifting to a spot over ny
shoulder. "No, it's all right—4+et himbe. And | eave us."

| 1 ooked behind ne, to see two guards reluctantly lower their tranglers and
back

out of the room "Now, " Devaro said as they closed the doors. "You seem
upset."

"You had ny calix stolen fromny apartnment,"” | said, turning back to glare at
him "Don't try to deny it."

Hs eyebrows lifted slightly, as if denial was the furthest thing fromhis

m nd

"I had it borrowed," he corrected. "I wanted to run a fewtests on it, and

t hat

seened the quietest way to go about it."

My heart monentarily seized up. "Wat kind of tests? What are you doing to
it?"

"It's perfectly safe,’

Devaro said again, standing up. From across the office

a
door opened and two white-jacketed wonmen stepped into the room "Don't worry,
we'll returnit to you soon. While we're waiting, we'd like to run sone tests
on

you. "

"What sort of tests?" | asked, eying the doctors warily.

"Pai nl ess ones, | assure you," Devaro said, crossing to me and taking my arm
in

a friendly but conpelling grip. "You'll need to sign sone forns first—the
doctors will show you."

"But |'m supposed to be working," | protested as he led nme over to the door

where the doctors waited. "Convocant Sutherlan is expecting me to be at ny
desk—

"I"ve already taken care of Convocant Sutherlan," Devaro said. "Cone, now.
You

won't feel a thing."

| didn't, but that was probably only because the first thing they did when we
got to the examination roomwas put me to sleep

| woke to find nyself Iying on a rolltable noving down a deserted corridor
There was an enpty growing in my stomach, an unpleasant tingling in ny
fingertips and forehead, and a strange difficulty in focusing ny eyes. One of
the two doctors was riding along with ne, watching ny face as | cane to, and
I

consi dered asking her where we were going. But | didn't feel |ike talking,
and

anyway her expression didn't encourage questions.

A few mnutes |ater we passed through a door and | found nyself back in
Devaro's

of fice. The Convocant was sitting in his chair, feet propped up infornmally,
gazing at his desk display. "Ah—there you are," he said as the rolltable
crossed



to him "That will be all, Doctor."

"Yes, sir," she said, waiting until the rolltable had cone to a halt beside

t he

desk before stepping off and di sappeari ng back through the door

"It's been a |l ong day," Devaro comented. "How are you feeling?"

"Alittle groggy," | said, carefully sitting up on the edge of the rolltable.
There was a nonent of dizziness, but it passed quickly. "How |l ong was | out?"
"As | said, all day," Devaro said, nodding toward his w ndow. To ny shock, I
saw

it was black with night. "It's alittle after eight-thirty."

No wonder ny stomach was growing. "Can | go home now?" | asked.

"You'll want to eat first," Devaro said. "I'm having sone food sent up. Tel
e,

have you ever had a brai nscan done before?"

"I don't think so," I said. "lIs that what they did to me in there?"

"Ch, they did a little of everything," he said. "A conpl ete brainscan

i ncl udi ng

a neural network mapping and a personality matrix profile. Do you always hold
the calix at the same spots?"

"Usual ly," | said. "Not always. Wy?"

"Did your friend Tawni kakalina ever tell you how she and her people |earned
Angl i sh?"

The abrupt changes of subject were starting to make ny head hurt. "She didn't
know," | told him "Al she knew was that the Kailth had sone of her group

| earn

t he | anguage when they decided to set up a col ony on Quibsh."

Devaro's lip twisted in a grimace. "It was the Church," he said, spitting the
word out like a curse. "One of those illegal little under-the-table deals
they're always making with alien governments. The Kailth apparently took a
group

of priestians in to Sagtt'a a few years ago to inspect the verloren col ony."
"I see," | said, keeping ny voice neutral. The Convocation and Church were

al ways goi ng head-to-head on sonething, usually with the Church taking the
government to task for violating some basic humanitarian principle. The fact
that the majority of UnEthHu citizens generally supported the Church on those
issues irritated the Convocants no end. "So then you al ready knew about those
verlorens."

"Hardly," Devaro growl ed. "The Church hadn't deigned to tell us about them |
di d some backtracking after your report cane in and was able to put the

pi eces

together. Tell me, how does the calix make you feel ?"

Anot her abrupt change of topic. Wth an effort, | tried to think. "It's

soot hing, nmostly. Helps nme relax when |'mtense.”

"Does it ever do the opposite?" he asked. "lnvigorate you when you're tired?"
"Well..." | frowned. "Actually, yes. It does, sonetines."

"I'n other words," Devaro said, his eyes hard on ne, "it creates two
conpletely

opposite effects. Doesn't that strike you as a little strange?"

It was odd, cone to think about it. "I suppose so," | said, alittle lanely.
"l

guess | just assumed it was mirroring my nmoods somehow. "

He smiled, a tight hunorless expression. "Not mirroring them" he said
softly.

"Creating them"™

The skin on the back of my neck began to crawl. "Wat do you nean?"

He reached over and swi vel ed his desk display around to face ne. There was a
graph there, with a bew ldering array of nulticolored curves. "W did a ful
anal ysis of the calix," he said. "Paying particular attention to the places
where you say you always hold it. W took some five-mcron core sanples from
t he



wood fibers there; and it turns out they have an interesting and distinctive
subst rat um chem cal comnposition.™”

H s face hardened. "A conposition which, after it's been run through the

pr oper

cheno- mat hemati cal transfornms, shows a remarkabl e resenbl ance to the neura
network pattern we took fromyou today."

| didn't know what half those words meant. But they sounded omi nous. "\Wat
does

that nmean?" | asked.

"It neans that the 'gift' your friend Tawni kakal i na gave you isn't a gift,"
he

said bluntly. "It's a weapon."

| gazed out the wi ndow at the black sky over the city, my enpty stomach
feeling

suddenly sick. A weapon. From Tawni ? "No," | said, |ooking back at the
Convocant. "No, | can't believe that, sir. Tawni wouldn't do sonething like
t hat

to me. She couldn't."

He snorted contenptuously. "This fromyour |ong and exhaustive experience
with

different cultures, no doubt?"

"No, but—=

"You'll be trying to tell ne next that it's the Kailth who are behind it
all,”

he went on. "And that the verloren artists thensel ves have no i dea what soever
what it is they' ve created with these calices of theirs."

| grimaced. | had i ndeed been wondering exactly along those lines. Hearing it
put that way, it did sound vaguely ridicul ous.

"No, it's a grand plot, all right," Devaro went on darkly. "And if the Kailth
are taking ten percent of the verlorens' calices every year, they nust be

usi ng

them pretty extensively. Maybe as a prelude to all their conquests." He shook
his head wonderingly. "Artwork used as a weapon. Wat an insidi ous concept."

| shook ny head. "I'msorry, but | still don't understand. Wat is the calix
doi ng?"

Devaro sighed, swiveling his display back around toward him "W don't know
for

sure. If we had a brainscan record for you prior to your trip to Qi bsh—but
we

don't. All we have to go on is this.'
what

this says is that, through your contact with the wood fibers, the calix is
changi ng you into sonething that matches its own pre-set matrix. Turning you
into God al one knows what."

The room seened suddenly very cold. "But | don't feel any different," |
protested. "I nean... | should feel sonething. Shouldn't 172"

He | eaned back in his seat and steepled his fingertips together. "You ever
try

to cook a frog?" he asked. "Probably not. Doubt anyone has, really, but it
makes

a good story. They say that if you drop a live frog into a pot of boiling
wat er,

He waved a hand at the display. "And

it'll hop right out again. But if you put it in cold water and sl owy heat

t he

pot to boiling, the frog just sits there until it cooks. It can't detect the
sl ow tenperature change. You see?"

| saw, all right. "Is that what the calix is doing? Sl ow cooking ne?"

He shrugged. "It's trying. Wether it's going to succeed... that we don't yet
know. "
The roomfell silent again. | stared out the wi ndow, mentally taking



i nventory

of my mind, the way you woul d poke around your skin checking for bruises.
still couldn't find anything that felt strange.

But then, maybe the calix hadn't heated the water up enough. Yet. "Wy ne?"
asked.

"A m stake, obviously," Devaro said. "The Kailth probably assumed you'd give
t he

calix to Convocant Sutherlan instead of keeping it for yourself. O else they
t hought you were nore inportant than you really are, though how they coul d
make

that kind of blunder | don't know "

"So what do we do?" | asked. "Do we— | hesitated "—destroy the calix?"

He eyed ne closely. "lIs that what you want?"

"I = 1 broke off, the quick answer sticking unexpectedly in ny throat. O
cour se

we should destroy it—the thing was clearly dangerous. And yet, | felt oddly
reluctant to nake such a decision. It was such a magnificent piece of art.
And it had been a gift from Tawni.

"Actually, it's a nmoot point," Devaro said into my indecision. "I'mnot sure
destroying it would do any good. The places where you hold the calix have
clearly had the greatest effect on you; but you said yourself you' ve touched
other spots on it, so you' ve probably already picked up at |east sonme of the
pr ogramm ng enbedded there."

Progranmm ng. The word sent a shiver up ny back. "Wat are we going to do?"
"Three things," Devaro said. "First of all, we don't panic. You ve been
affected, but we're on to them now, so we can keep an eye on you. Second, we
need to get nore information on these calices in general." He cocked an
eyebr ow.

"Whi ch neans you're going to have to go back to Quibsh and get us sonme nore
of

them™

I felt nmy nouth drop open. "Back to Qui bsh?"

"You have to," Devaro said, his voice quiet but conpelling. "You ve nmet the
peopl e there—you're the only one who can pretend it's just a social visit.
Mor eover, they gave you a calix, so it's reasonable you' d be back to buy nore
as

gifts."

This was coming a little too fast. "G fts?"

"Certainly." Devaro snmiled slyly. "Wat better way to guarantee their
cooperation than to tell themyou want calices to give to proninent nenbers
of

t he Convocation?"

There was a tone at the door, and a rollcart cane in with two covered di shes
on

it. "Ah—dinner has arrived," Devaro announced, standing up and pointing the
rollcart toward one side of the roomwhere a bench table was now unfol di ng
itself fromthe wall. "Let's eat before it gets cold."

"Yes, sir," | said, sliding off the rolltable and headi ng over. The

del ect abl e

aromas rising fromthe plates made ny stomach hurt even nore. "You said there
were three things we were going to do."

"Yes, | did," he said, setting the plates onto opposite ends of the table.
"The

third thing is for us to learn exactly what the calix's progranmn ng does.
Unfortunately, core sanples and structural analyses can get us only so far
VWhi ch | eaves only one practical approach.”

| nodded. |'d already guessed this one. "You want nme to keep the calix,"

sai d.

"And let it keep doing whatever it's doing to ne."

"We'| | start that phase as soon as you get back from Qui bsh," Devaro said.



" But

don't worry, we'll be with you every step of the way. We'll|l take a conplete
brai nscan once a week—nore often if it seens justified—as well as nonitoring
your general health.”

It nade sense, | supposed. It was al so about as unpl easant a prospect as |'d
ever faced in nmy whole life. "Wat about nmy work?"

"This is your work fromnow on," Devaro said. "You're on ny staff now+ made
t he

arrangenents with Sutherlan earlier today."

"I see," | said, walking over to the table. The aromas didn't snell quite so
good anynore.

"You have to do this, Markand," Devaro said quietly. It was, as near as |
coul d

renmenber, the first time he'd ever called ne by ny nane. "It's the only way
we're going to get a handle on this Kailth plot. The only way to protect the
UnEt hHu. "

| sighed. "Patriotism You found ny weak spot, all right."

"It's a weak spot many of us have," Devaro said. He gestured to the table.
"Conme; let's eat. W still have a great many things to discuss.”

Four days later, | was back on Quibsh

I'd spent the whole trip worrying about how | was going to hide from Tawni

t he

sudden change in the way | now perceived her and her people. No |onger as
friends, but as enemies.

Fortunately, the issue never came up. 1'd barely stepped out of the half-w ng
into the late afternoon sunlight when Tawni was there in front of me, all but
knocki ng me over as she threw herself into an enthusiastic full-body hug,
chattering away in nmy ear in an exuberant junble of Anglish and her own

| anguage. When she finally broke free and took nmy hand a half dozen of her
peopl e had joined us, and am d a general flurry of greetings we all tronped
toget her down to the village. By the time we got there, | found nyself

sl i ppi ng

back into the old friendly, easygoing node.

But only on the surface. Beneath the sniles and pleasantries | was on nervous
and cautious guard, seeing everything here with new eyes. Behind every
verloren

face I now searched for evidence of hidden cunning; beneath every word

strai ned

to hear a tell-tale echo of deceit.

And yet, even as | tried to keep Devaro's stern face in front of nme as
inspiration, | could feel doubts draining ny resolve away. Either their
deceit

was so ingrained, so expertly hidden that | couldn't detect even a breath of
it,

or el se Devaro's assessnent about them was wong. Perhaps they were indeed

j ust

as they appeared, open and honest and innocent. Perhaps they really didn't
know

what the calices did, or else the progranm ng aspect was sonething the Kailth
had covertly introduced into the original design.

O perhaps it was that sanme progranming that was the true source of ny
doubt s.

The calix, whispering to its frog that the water wasn't warm at all

It was an hour before the last of the greeters drifted away. | was feeling a
little squeam sh about being alone with Tawni, not at all sure | could fake

t he

friendship and affection I'd once felt for her. Wiich | still wanted to fee
for

her. Fortunately, that moment was put off by her wish to show nme the changes



that had taken place in the fruit tree grove bordering the village while we
still had the afternoon light.

"I am so pleased you cane back to see us," she commented as she |l ed ne al ong
a

twi sting path between the trees. "You had said you might not be able to
return

for along tine."

"Thi ngs just happened to work out this way," | said, inmpressed in spite of ny
dour mpood at what had happened to the grove. Once little nmore than branches
and

pal e green | eaves, the trees had exploded all over into brilliant,

mul ti col ored

flowers.

"I"'mglad they did," Tawni said, taking my arm "l was sorry to see you go."
"I was sorry to leave," | said, covering her hand with ny owm and feeling
what

was |eft of nmy resolve weakeni ng again. Tawni was only ny age, eighteen years
ol d—surely she wasn't this acconplished a |iar already. Besides, she was only
an

apprentice calix artisan. It would make sense for her |leaders to hide the
deeper

secrets of their agenda fromher until they'd confirnmed both her skill and
her

dedi cati on.

A small part of ny mind told ne that was rationalization. But suddenly I
didn't

really care. Tawni was there beside nme, warm and affectionate, and there was
simply no way | could believe she was ny eneny. Whatever the Kailth had

programed the calix to do to me, | knew she would stand beside ne in
fighting

it.

And if | lost that fight, that same small part reninded me soberly, at | east

Convocant Devaro woul d have the final data he wanted.

Speaki ng of Devaro, it was tinme | got down to the task he'd sent nme here to
do.

"As a matter of fact," | said, "it was your parting gift that's responsible
for

me bei ng back so soon."

"Then | am even nore pleased | gave it to you," she said cheerfully. "How did
t hi s happen?"

"Well, of course | showed it to everyone in ny office and around the
Convocation," | said, a fresh twinge of guilt poking at nme. |I'd convinced
nysel f

that Tawni was on ny side; and now here | was, lying to her. "They al

t hought

it was beautiful, of course.”

"l am honored."

"Anyway, some of themwanted to know how they could get one for thenselves,"

I

pushed ahead. "One of them-€onvocant Devaro—asked ne to cone back and see if
they were for sale.™

"I amcertain that can be arranged,"” Tawni said, turning us onto another path

that | ed deeper into the grove. "Conme, we will ask perm ssion."
"Perm ssion?" | asked, frowning, as she led us around a particularly bushy
tree.

"Who in here do we need to—=2"

| broke off, ny breath catching in ny throat as we stepped into a snall
clearing. In the center was a snall cookstove, with something flat and gray
sizzling on the grill-work at its top. Arranged in a neat circle around it
wer e



a half dozen sl eepbags, with antenna-like posts sticking out of the ground
besi de each one.

And standing in a line between the ring of sleepbags and the cookstove,

faci ng

our direction, were six Kailth warriors.

| froze. It was probably the worst, mpst guilty-looking thing I could have
done,

but | couldn't help it. | froze right there to the spot, Tawni's grip on ny
arm

bringing her up short as well. She blinked at me, obviously bew | dered by ny
reaction, and tried to pull me forward—

"You," one of the Kailth said. "Human male. Cone."

| wanted to run. Desperately. To run back to the half-wi ng and get the hel

out

of there.

But they were all wearing those |unpy sidearnms, the ones that could bring down
a

two-story building with one shot. So instead | let Tawni pull nme across the
clearing to them

"What do you wi sh here?" the warrior demanded when | was standing right in
front

of him

"He is ny friend, Warrior-Citizen-One," Tawni said. "He would like to

pur chase

sone of our calices."

There was a | ong nonment of silence. "You were on Qui bsh before,
said at last. "You are a clerk to Convocant Magnell Sutherlan."
"Yes, that's right," | nmanaged. "I mean, | was. |'mworking for Convocant
Lantis

Devaro now. "

"Why do you clerk now for Convocant Lantis Devaro?"

"He hired me away from Convocant Sutherlan."” | had a flash of inspiration—He
was the only Convocant who was really interested in finding out nore about
Tawni's people. Since I'd met them he thought | could be of help."

There was another silence. | felt the sweat collecting on ny forehead,
wonderi ng

if the Kailth was suspicious or nerely having difficulty sorting through the
Anglish. "Were you?" he asked.

Was | hel pful ? What exactly did he mean by that? "I tried to be," |

st anmer ed.

"I —he did send ne back here to see them"

"And to purchase their calices."

the warrior

"Yes," | said, bracing nyself. This was going to be risky, but it nmight just
add

the necessary bit of verisimlitude to ny story. "He was very upset when |
refused to sell himthe one Tawni gave me," | told him "I told himit was a

gift, and that | wouldn't give it up under any circunstances."”

The warrior eyed ne, and | held ny breath. |If the possessiveness | really did
feel for Tawni's calix was part of its progranmm ng, then the Kailth should
conclude that it was doing its job and |l et me go about ny business.

And apparently, it worked. "How nmany calices does Convocant Devaro wi sh to
purchase?" the warrior asked.

| started breathing again. "He would like to buy three or four," | said.
"Though

t hat woul d depend on the price-he only gave ne twenty thousand to spend. He
wants to give themas gifts."

The warrior turned to his conrades and said sonething in the Kailth | anguage.
One of them answered, and for a monent they conversed back and forth. Then

t he

first warrior turned back to face me. "He may have three,’

he announced.



"They
shall be gifts, wthout paynment required."

Gfts. At least, | thought, the Kailth had the class not to require the
UnEt hHu
to pay for its own destruction. "Thank you," | said. "You are nost generous."

"The generosity is not for you," the warrior said. "Nor for Convocant Devaro.
I't

is for this citizen-three who calls you friend."

It was a line, of course, something to allay any suspicions | m ght have
about

getting such valuable artwork for free. But just the sane, it dug another
sharp

edge of guilt into nme. Tawni had indeed called ne a friend to her overl ords,
and

here | was using her against them

But then, the Kailth were using me as a pawn, too. It all cane out even.

Maybe.

Tawni bowed to them "I am honored, Warrior-Citizen-One," she said. "Thank
you. "

"It is our pleasure,” the warrior said. "You may take the human male to where
he

may choose."
She bowed again and pulled gently on my arm and together we turned away and
left the clearing. It wasn't until we were out of the grove and headi ng up

t he

sl ope of the vol cano that she spoke. "You still think ill of the

Kai |l thaerm |, "

she said quietly.

My first inmpulse was to deny it. But |'d done enough lying for one day. "I
don't

trust them Tawni," | told her. "They' re conquerors. Wio's to say they aren't
going to take a shot at the UnEthHu next?"

"But you are not |ike the others they have fought against,

Tawni said. "You

do

not ensl ave ot her peoples, nor do you seek to inmpose your will on them"
That was true enough, | supposed. Preoccupied with our own interna
squabbl i ngs,

the UnEt hHu generally ignored the alien races we came across except to get

t hem

i nvol ved in the arcane |abyrinth of our comerce. "You weren't bothering
anyone

on Sagtt'a either," | pointed out. "Yet you have Kailth war platforns
orbiting

over head. "

"That is not the sane," she insisted, shaking her head in exasperation. "The
stations are there for our protection.” She made a clicking sound in her

t hr oat .

"You choose not to see. But someday you will. Someday the Kailthaerm| will
prove their true intentions."

"Yes," | murnured. "I'msure they will. Tell nme, what were those warriors
doi ng

in the grove?"

"They have brought a new shipment to us," Tawni said, still sounding a little
cross with me. "They will stay another few days before departing, and prefer
to

sl eep outdoors."

Bi vouac practice? "Why in the grove?"

She shrugged. "I amtold they enjoy the scent of the flowers."

| stared at her. "You're kidding."

"Why should I be?" she countered, throwing a puzzled | ook up at nme. "Can



Kai |l thaerm | not enjoy the small things of life as well as you or |?"

"I suppose so," | conceded. "It's just not sonething | would have pictured
warriors doing."

"The Kailthaerm| are not like other warriors,’
see. "

W reached the volcano and went in through the crack in the cone... and for

t he

second tine that day | found nyself stopping short in shock. There on the
wal |

shel ves, where a few weeks ago there had been only eight calices, were now
nearly fifty of the scul ptures. "Tawni —those calices,”" | said stupidly,

poi nti ng

at them "Were did they cone fron®"

"That is what the Kailthaerm | brought," she said, as if it was obvious.
"They

bel i eve this vol cano to have unusually good curing characteristics. They have
decided to test this by bringing calices here fromother artisan colonies.”

Tawni said. "Someday you wil |l

"I see," | said, getting ny feet noving again. "You' ve never told ne how | ong
the curing process takes."

"They will cure for fifteen days," she said. "When they are done, the
Kailthaerm| will bring nore in. They say the conplete test will require a
hundred days and three hundred calices."

"I see," | said, gazing uneasily at the glittering scul ptures. Three hundred

cal i ces, suddenly and conveniently noved here to a mnor border world.

A border world which the Dynad and Convocation just happened to be paying
virtually no attention to. Coincidence? O could the Kailth plan be further
al ong than Devaro realized?

"WIl you choose your three calices now?" Tawni asked as | hesitated. "O
shal |

we spend a pl easant evening together first, and a night of sleep with the
others, and you may choose in the norning?"

Wth an effort, | shook off the sense of dread. If the Kailth were pl anning
these calices for a prelude to invasion..

But what difference could a single night make? Besides, it occurred to ne

t hat

if Devaro proved the calices were weapons, this would likely be ny last trip
back here.

My | ast chance to see Tawni

"Morning will be soon enough," | told her, turning us around again. "Let's go
back. "

In the nmorning | selected ny three calices, wearing gl oves while handling

t hem

as Devaro had instructed, and in a flurry of good-byes and farewell hugs I

| eft

Qui bsh.

Devaro was grimy pleased with nmy report and his new prizes. "Three hundred
of

them you say,'
desk.
"Interesting. Did any of the other verlorens seem upset that Tawni kakal i na
told

you about that?"

he conmented, gazing at the three calices lined up on his

"I didn't hear her nmention it to anyone," | said. "I know | didn't say
anyt hi ng.

But don't forget the Kailth thensel ves sent me to the vol cano to pick out
your

gifts."

"Waving the red flag under our noses," Devaro grunted, running a gl oved
finger



t houghtfully along one of the netal strands in the mddle calix. "O else
Tawni kakal i na and the Kailth both assuned you were sufficiently under your
own

calix's influence that they could do or say anything in your presence w thout
you noti cing. "

| shifted nmy shoul ders unconfortably beneath ny jacket. In Tawni's presence
couldn't think of her as a threat. In Devaro's, | couldn't seemto think of
her

as anything but. "Could they have been right?" | asked. "Could the calix have
made ne forget something significant?"

"If so, it won't be forgotten for long," Devaro said. "l've schedul ed you for
anot her brainscan for tonmorrow norning. If there are any suppressed nenories
fromthe trip, they'll dig themout."

"A brainscan can do that?" | asked uneasily. That wasn't what they'd told us
about brainscans in Institute bio class.

"OfF course," Devaro said. "W can pull out strong or recent nenories,

personal ity tendenci es—everything that makes you who you are. That's why it's
called conplete.” He lifted an eyebrow sardonically. "Wy, is there sonething
about this last trip to Qibsh you don't want me know ng about ?"

"Well, no, of course not," | said, suddenly feeling even nore unconfortable.
M

conversations with Tawni—and the nore private tinmes with her—all of that was
going to be accessible to then? "It's just that—+ nean—

"This is war, Markand," he said coldly, cutting off nmy funbling protest. "Or
it

wi Il be soon enough. | don't know what you did with Tawni kakal i na out there,
and

| don't especially care. All that matters is the defense of the UnEthHu."

"I understand, sir," | said, feeling abashed. "And | didn't do anything with

her. What | nean is—

"That's all for now," he cut ne off again. "Be in the exam nation room at
seven

o' cl ock tonorrow norning, ready to go."

And | was dismissed. "Yes, sir," | nurmnured.

He was gazing thoughtfully at the three calices as | left the room

The brai nscan the next norning was just as unpl easant as the first one had
been.

So was the next one, a week later, and the one the week after that.

Devaro had nme into his office after each test to talk about the results. But
as

I think back on those conversations, | realize that he never really told ne
very

much about what the doctors had | earned. Nor did he say anything about the
parall el tests they were performing on ny calix. | assunmed they were taking
nor e

of the five-mcron core sanples he'd mentioned, but | wasn't able to see any
mar ks on the calix and he never actually said for sure.

Gradually, ny life settled into a steady if somewhat nonotonous routine. |
worked in Devaro's outer office during the day, sifting reports and conpiling
data for himlike the junior aide that | was. Evenings were spent alone at ny
apartment, giving nyself over to the calix and letting it do whatever it was
doing to ne. Oddly enough, though |I'd expected to feel a certain trepidation
as

| handled the scul pture, that didn't happen. It still soothed ne when |I was
tense or depressed, invigorated me when | felt listless, and generally felt
nor e

like a friend than anyone |'d yet conme across in Zurich

And late at night, in bed, | would gaze at the lights flickering across the
ceiling and think about Tawni and her village. Wndering endl essly how such



an
open and friendly people could be doing all this.

But there was never any answer. And the night after my sixth brainscan
finally

realized that there never would be. Not as long as | was trying to solve the
puzzle with my own linited know edge and experience. \Wat | needed was nore
i nformation, or a fresh perspective.

And once | realized that, | knew there was only one place | could go.

| called Devaro's chief of staff the next norning and, pleading illness,
arranged to take two days off. An hour after that, | was on the magtrans
headi ng

sout h.

And three hours after that | was walking into the Ponte Enpyreal in Rone. The
heart, soul, and organi zational center of the Church

They left me waiting in an anteroom of the inner sanctorumwhile word of ny
errand was taken inside. | sat there for nearly an hour, wondering if they
wer e

ignoring me or just drawing lots anong the junior clerics to see which of

t hem

woul d have to conme out and talk to ne.

| couldn't have been nore w ong.

"You must be M. Markand," the elderly, white-cloaked man said as he stepped
briskly through the archway into the anteroom "I'msorry about the delay, but
I

was in conference and |'ve just now been told you were here."

"Ch, no problem your Mnistri, no problem" | said, scranbling to ny feet
and
trying not to stutter. Sone junior cleric, I'd been cynically expecting; but

this was the man hinself. First Mnistri Jorgen Coribeldi, suprene head of
t he

Church. "I've been perfectly fine here."

"Good," he said smling easily as he waved ne toward the hallway he'd energed
from It was, | realized with some enbarrassnent, a reaction he was probably
used to. "Cone this way, please, and tell me what | can do for you."

"I should first apologize for the intrusion, your Mnistri," | said as we set
of f together down the hallway. "I wasn't expecting themto bother you
personal |y

with this."

"That's quite all right," Goribeldi assured me. "I like neeting with

peopl e—t's
too easy to get out of touch in here." He shrugged, a slight novenent of his

white cloak. "Besides, |I'mone of the few people in the Ponte Enpyreal at the
nmonent who can help you with your questions about the Sagtt'a col ony."

"Yes, sir," | said, feeling ny heartbeat pick up. "Am1| right, then, in
assum ng

that the Church did indeed send a del egation there?"

"Certainly," he nodded. "At the direct invitation of the Kailth, | mght add.
They had noted the Church's passion for the well-being of humanity, and

want ed

to denonstrate their good-will by letting us visit the humans |iving under
their

dom ni on. W found no evidence of cruelty or oppression, by the way."
"Yes, I've talked to sone of them" | agreed. "They seemto think of the
Kai l th

as liberators.”

"Apparently with a great deal of validity. So what exactly do you wish to
know?"

"It's alittle hard to put into words,"” | said hesitantly. "I guess ny
guestion



boils down to whether they could be so deeply under Kailth influence that

t hey

coul d appear open and honest to other people while at the sane tine actually
bei ng engaged in a kind of subversive warfare."

"I'n theory, of course they could,"” CGoribeldi said. "Humanity has a trenmendous
capacity for rationalization and justification when it cones to doing evil
agai nst our brothers and sisters. They would hardly need to be under Kailth

i nfluence to do that. O the influence of propagandists, mnegal omani aca

| eaders,

or Satan hinself. It's a part of our fallen nature.™

| nodded. "I see.”

W had reached the end of the hallway now and a doorway fl anked by a pair of
brightly clad cerenonial guards. "But in this specific case," Goribeldi

conti nued, pausing outside the door, "I would say any such worries are

pr obabl y

unf ounded. Qur del egation found the Sagtt'an society to be a strongly nora
one,

with a long tradition of ethical behavior. I'"'msure they still have their
share

of people who can lie or steal with a straight face; but as a group, no,

don't

think they could say one thing and do another. Not without it being obvious."
"All right," | said slowly. "But couldn't the group on Qui bsh have been
hand- pi cked by the Kailth for just that ability? Especially if it was drummed
into themthat the UnEthHu was their eneny?"

"l suppose that's possible," Goribeldi conceded, nodding to the guards. One
of

t hem reached over and rel eased the ol d-fashioned | atch, pushing the door open
in

front of us. "But | would still think it unlikely. Wy don't you conme in and
"Il show you sone of the rel evant portions of the priestians' report."”

W st epped together through the doorway. Coribeldi's private office,
apparently,

if the confortably lived-in clutter was an indication. In the center of the
room

was a small conversation circle of silkhide-covered chairs and couches, to

t he

right a programmable TV transceiver console, and to the left, beneath a wall
of

privacy-glazed wi ndows, a |arge desk

And sitting prominently on a corner of that desk was a cali x.

| stopped short, my heart freezing inside nme. "No," | whispered involuntarily.
"What is it?" Coribeldi asked, frowning at ne.

I threw a quick glance at him threw another out the door at nmy only escape
route. But it was already too late. At ny reaction the guards had suddenly

st opped being cerenonial and were eying nme like a pair of tigers already

coil ed

to spring.

It was over. Al over. And | had lost. The Kailth had gotten to First

Mnistri

Coribeldi... and whatever the calix was supposed do to him had surely already
been acconpl i shed.

And knowi ng my suspicions about them he certainly couldn't allow nme to live.
I

woul d just disappear fromthe Ponte Empyreal, with no one ever know ng what
had

happened.

Coribeldi was still frowning at me. "The calix," | said, with the strange

cal mess of someone who has nothing left to lose. "A gift fromthe Sagtt'ans?"
"No," he said. "Fromyour superior.”



| blinked at him "M superior? You nmean... Convocant Devaro?"

"Yes, of course," he said, frowming a little harder. "He sent it here—eh,

f our

or five weeks ago. A thank-you gift for my sending hima revised copy of our
Sagtt'a report. Wiy, is there a problen”

| looked at him and the guards, and the calix. Then, as if moving in a dream
I

wal ked over to the desk. Devaro had ordered nme not to touch any of the three
new

calices on ny way back from Quibsh, and I hadn't. But |1'd had four days to
st udy

themen route, and | had.

Coribeldi was right. This was i ndeed one of them

| turned back to face him feeling vaguely |ight-headed. "But why?" | asked.
"Way woul d he do this? It's a weapon.”

Cori bel di shook his head. "I'msorry, but I don't follow you."
"A weapon," | repeated. "It's programed—programmed by touch. Wenever you
hol d

it, it starts affecting you. It turns you fromhuman into something el se.™
The guards took a step toward nme. "Sir?" one of them nurnmnured.

"No, no, it's all right," Goribeldi said, waving them back. "I'm not sure how
you cane to that conclusion, M. Mrkand, but you have it precisely

backwar ds.

The calix doesn't affect you. You affect it.
| stared at him "Wat do you nean?"

"I't's your presence that changes the calix, not the other way around," he

sai d.

"Your touch and voice affect the wood and crystal, altering the sculpture into
a

sort of echo of your own personality. A beautifully unique art form far nore
i ndi vi dual than anything el se you coul d possi bl y—=

"Wait a minute," | interrupted him fighting hard to keep ny bal ance as the
uni verse seermed to tilt sideways beneath nme. "You know this for a fact?

nean,

it's been proven?"

"OfF course," Coribeldi said. "The scientists in our delegation studied it
thoroughly. In fact, 'calix' was actually the priestians' nane for it, comng
froman old termfor the Cup of Communi on. Holding a reflection of your soul
as

it were. | hadn't realized the Sagtt'ans had picked up on the nane."

| |l ooked back at the calix. "I'msorry, your Mnistri," | said, ny face warm
with a thoroughly unpl easant m xture of enbarrassnment and confusion. "I guess
| —= 1| broke off, shaking ny head. "I'msorry."

"That's all right," Goribeldi said, waving the guards back to their posts.
Apparently, he'd decided | wasn't crazy. Me, | wasn't so sure. "Cone, let ne
show you the priestians' report."

| still wasn't sure half an hour |ater when he escorted ne back to the

ant eroom

and thanked ne for conmng. One thing I was sure of, though: the calices did
i ndeed seemto behave exactly as he had said they did.

VWhi ch neant they weren't the weapons that Convocant Devaro had thought they
were. Surely if he'd read the Church's report he already knew that.

But he'd had that report at |east a month ago. If he had read it, why was he
still subjecting ne to weekly brai nscans?

Unl ess he still wasn't convinced the calices were harnless. But in that case,
why would he risk giving a potentially dangerous weapon to First Mnistri
Gori bel di ?

| puzzled over it as | headed down the street toward the magtrans station.
was

still puzzling, in fact, right up to the point where the two | arge nen cane



up

on either side of nme and effortlessly stuffed me into a waiting car. There
was

the tingle of a stunner at ny side, and the world went dark

| awoke aboard a half-wi ng already driving through space. The two nmen who'd
ki dnapped ne were aboard as well, the three of us apparently the only
passengers. As jailers they initially seemed rather amateurish; aside from
t he

control areas and their two cabins | had conplete freedom of the ship. But
after

two days of searching for weapons or escape routes or even information, |
cane

to realize they weren't so much amateurish as just casually efficient. They
conpletely ignored ny questions and occasional frustrated demands, and only
spoke to each other in clipped sentences of a |anguage | didn't recognize.
Finally, three days of flight, we came al ongside an unmarked military-style
full-wing floating quietly in space. A transfer tunnel was set up and | was
sent

t hrough, where | was nmet by a pair of hard-faced nen in SkyForce unifornms. No
chattier than ny jailers had been, they escorted nme silently to the command
observati on bal cony above and behi nd the bridge.

Waiting for me there, as I'd rather expected, was Convocant Devaro.

"So," he said without preanble. "Here you are."

"Yes, sir," | said. "Here we both are."

For a nonent he studied ny face. "You' ve figured it out, haven't you?" he
sai d

at last. "Sonething the priestians at the Ponte Enpyreal said to you."

| |1 ooked past his shoul der through the bal cony's tw n-sectioned canopy.

Directly

ahead, the view over the bow of the full-w ng showed that we were coming in
toward a pl anetary darksi de; ahead and below, | could see down into the

bri dge

and the SkyForce officers and crewnen at their stations. "I saw the calix you
gave to First Mnistri Goribeldi,”" | said. "He told ne it wasn't a weapon." |
| ooked back at Devaro. "He was wong, wasn't he."

Devaro shrugged. " 'Wapon' is an unfairly loaded term" he said. "I prefer
to

think of it as a tool."

"A tool which you're using to invade other people's privacy," | accused him

"G ving soneone a calix is really no different than doing a brainscan on him
Except that he doesn't know it's been done. Al you have to do is give the
wood

fi bers enough time to adapt to his personality, then take your five-nmcron
core

sanmpl es and read his personality matrix right off them"

Devaro | aughed, a short aninal-like bark. "You nmake it sound so easy. You
have

no i dea how rmuch tinme and sweat went into devel opi ng the proper
cheno- mat henatical transforns to use.”

"I think I have sone idea," | said stiffly. "After all, | was your guinea pig
in

the whole thing. If you hadn't had nmy weekly brainscans to conmpare with the
calix's chemical changes you'd never have been able to work out your precious
transforns.”

He shrugged carelessly. "Ch, we'd have managed. It just woul d have taken

| onger,

and required us to get hold of a calix on our own. Your providential return
from

Qui bsh nerely nmade it sinpler.”



"Well, enjoy it while you can," | bit out. "Wien we get back to Earth, I'lI
see

you in prison."

He lifted his eyebrows. "On what grounds? You signed a | egal authorization
bef ore each of those brainscans."”

"What about the calix you gave First Mnistri Coribeldi?" | countered.

"A thank-you gift. Perfectly legal."

"Except when the gift's part of an illegal brainscan.”

"What illegal brainscan?" Devaro countered calmy. "A brainscan is perforned

with a Politayne-Chu neural maprmaker or the equivalent. There's no such
devi ce

ina calix."

"You're splitting hairs.”

"I"'mstaying precisely within the letter of the |law, " Devaro corrected.
"That's

all that counts."

| glared at him But even as | did so, | could feel my position eroding out
from

under my feet like | oose sand. | had no idea how the brainscan | aws were
wor ded,

but | had no doubt that Devaro had studied themthoroughly. "So where wthin
t he

letter of the |aw does destruction of the Church come?" | demanded. "I
presune

you are planning its destruction?"

"Eventual ly," Devaro said off-handedly. "But that's a long way in the future.
There are other nore urgent natters that need to be attended to first."
"Such as?"

"Such as the threat posed to the UnEthHu by the Kailthaerm| Enpire," he
sai d,

his voi ce suddenly hard. "And our noral responsibility to protect fell ow
human

bei ngs wherever they m ght be found."

I blinked. "What are you tal king about ?"

"Your verlorens of course,"” he said. "Conquered and ensl aved by the Kailth,
al ong with dozens, perhaps hundreds, of other races. The UnEt hHu has stood by
idly for ten years now It's time we took a stand agai nst such tyranny."

| glanced at the dark planetary surface now rolling by beneath us, a dark
suspicion digging into nmy stomach. "This is Quibsh, isn't it?" | said.
"You're

going to attack Quibsh."

"We're not attacking anyone,"” Devaro said. "W're |liberating a human col ony
from

alien overlords."

"And while you're liberating them you'll also |iberate their collection of
cal i ces?"

"The calices are evidence of their enslavenent," Devaro said evenly.

" Fabul ous

works of art, routinely and ruthlessly stolen fromthemby their alien
overlords."

"Which you'll no doubt be giving to other high-ranki ng UnEt hHu and Church

officials," | said, a bitter taste in ny nouth. "And senior SkyForce

of ficers—=

| stopped short, suddenly remenbering where we were. On an unmarked mlitary
full-wing with SkyForce personnel aboard... "You used a calix to blackmail

t he

SkyFor ce?"

"Don't be absurd," Devaro sniffed. "A Supreme Convocant hardly needs to stoop
to
anything as crude as blackmail. Let's just say that when | presented ny



r equest

to Admral Gates, | knew the right words to use to persuade himto ny point
of

view "

"Yes, | suppose you did," | said, thinking back over all the conversations
I'd

had with Devaro during the past few weeks. How he had al ways somehow nanaged
to

say just the right things to keep my suspicions of Tawni alive, even agai nst
t he

evi dence of ny own eyes and heart. At times, usually late at night, I'd
wonder ed

at ny inability to make my own decisions and stick to them Now, too late, |
under st ood what he'd done to ne.

The intercomtwittered. "W're approaching the target site, Convocant," a
voi ce

sai d.

"I'"ll be right there,"” Devaro said. "You're welconme to stay here," he added
to

me as he stepped over to the lift plate leading to the bridge bel ow.

"This could start a war," | warned quietly. Trying, | suppose, one last tine.
"Are a few calices worth that nmuch to you?"

"The calices are power," he said sinply. "If you haven't already figured out

what that means, you're either too naive or too stupid for ne to explain it
to

you now." He shrugged. "Besides, |'ve already told you that war with the
Kailth

is inevitable. If it starts here, so be it."

He touched the control and dropped away through the floor. The opening seal ed
again, and | was al one.

| wal ked over to the canopy, a hundred painful thoughts and usel ess plans and
bitter self-recrimnations chasing thenmselves through my mnd. Devaro was on
t he

nmove, with his long sought-after seat on the Dynad in his sights. Only now he
had a secret weapon that mght just get it for him

And |1'd been the one who'd given it to him That was what galled the nost.

Not

only had ny brainscans provided the key to his scheme, but 1'd even trotted
obediently out to Quibsh and gotten himthe extra calices he wanted.

He' d used one of themto talk a SkyForce admiral out of a mlitary full-wng
and

crew. Another was waiting |ike a hidden tine bonb for an eventual attack

agai nst

the unwanted noral criticisns of the Church. | was afraid to wonder whom he'd
given the third one to.

| stepped up to the canopy. W were approaching the term nator now, the hazy
line marki ng dawn on the planet below Just into the |lighted area | could see
the fam liar chain of vol canoes that bordered the little group of verloren

vi | | ages.

A notion bel ow me caught my attention, and | | ooked down into the bridge.
Devar o

and two of the officers were gazing to the right; even as | watched, one of

t hem

shoved the Convocant into one of the chairs. Frowni ng, wondering what they
wer e

| ooking at, | |eaned ny head agai nst the canopy and peered in that directi on—
And was sl anmed bodily against the curved plastic as the full-wing abruptly
skidded into a hard right-hand turn.

| peeled myself off the canopy and dived toward one of the balcony's chairs,
grabbing the safety straps and pulling nyself into it. Ahead now | could see



what had gotten everyone so riled up: a pair of aircraft heading our way. |
tried to figure out if the direction was right for themto be comng from one
of

the Kailth bases, but | was so turned around now I didn't know which way was
whi ch. | threw another glance down at the bridge—

And flinched back as, at the edge of my vision, a burst of fire flashed out
from

the full-wi ng' s bow

| 1 ooked up again. The mi ssile was heading straight toward the incom ng
aircraft, its drive blazing like a mniature sun against the |ightening sky.
I

hel d ny breath, thinking of those awesone Kailth weapons, and waited for the
aircraft to return the fire.

But they didn't. Instead, they nmerely broke formation, veering off sharply to
either side. The missile split in response, one half targeting each of them
and

the race for survival was on. One of the aircraft vanished into the darkness
behi nd us as our full-w ng swung back around toward the terninator |ine
ahead.

The other aircraft was driving directly away fromus toward the rising sun

t he

mssile rapidly overtaking it. | scanned the ground ahead, trying to reorient
nysel f —

And suddenly | jabbed at the chair's intercomsw tch. "Convocant Devaro! That
aircraft—+t's heading straight for the group of villages!"

The only verbal response was a curse; but abruptly the full-w ng | eaped
forward,

driving hard toward the dooned aircraft. A laser flashed out, sweeping

di zzyingly as the gunner tried to lock onto the mssile.

But it was too far away. And it was too |late. The two exhausts coal esced into
one; and with a surprisingly small flash of blue-white fire the aircraft

di si nt egr at ed.

| wat ched hel pl essly, hands cl enched around the safety straps. The full-wi ng,
down to treetop level now, was driving swiftly toward the inpact point. |
coul d

see a reddi sh gl ow ahead, m xing with the dawn |ight.

And suddenly we were there, swi nging around again and sweepi ng over the area.
I

could see the string of villages now, with a scattering of burning debris
from

the aircraft strewn around and anong the buil di ngs.

But that wasn't where the red glow I'd seen was conming from The main body of
the aircraft had slammed into the cone of the nearest vol cano, and just bel ow
the point of inpact a new |ava vent had opened up

| reached for the intercom again, but Devaro beat me to it. "Markand, is that
t he vol cano where they keep the calices?" he snapped.

"Yes," | confirned. "That lava flow+t's headed toward Tawni's vill age—=

The intercomcut off. But | didn't need to hear Devaro's instructions to the
captain to know what he was going to do next. The aircraft's crash had
clearly

shaken up the whol e unstabl e region; plumes of snoke were begi nning to appear
fromseveral of the other nearby vol canoes. |If Devaro wanted the calices, he
woul d have to get them now.

Even if it neant abandoni ng Tawni and her people to burn.

The full-wi ng was coni ng around back toward the volcano as | threw the bright
red | ever that opened the bal cony's energency drop-tube door. | dove inside,
spun around and hit the "eject" plate. The door closed, the stasis webbing

wr apped around e, and with a stomach-churning lurch | dropped free.

Ten seconds later | was down, the tube toppling delicately onto its side and
poppi ng open. | scranbled to ny feet and | ooked around, trying to figure out



where exactly | was. | couldn't see the light fromthe lava flow, but the

wi nd

was acrid with the snmell of burning vegetation, so | knew it had to be
sonewher e

close. A three-neter-high ridge of basalt cut across in front of ne;

unm ndf ul

of what the sharp rock might do to ny hands, | slung the tube's survival pack
over one shoul der and scranbled ny way to the top

There, no nore than a hundred neters away, was the lava flow, making its sl ow
but inexorable way down toward the sleeping villages below. At the top of the
cone, its edges glowing a fiery red with reflected light, the full-w ng was
easi ng downward. Devaro, apparently unwilling to waste even a second, was

t aki ng

the entire ship into the crater

And then, even as | watched, a second source of |ight suddenly flickered from
the full-wing' s edges. A glow coming frominside the crater itself.

The vol cano was getting ready to erupt.

"CGet out of there," | whispered urgently to them squeezing hard onto the
basalt. Funes were beginning to rise, and the gl ow was growi ng brighter. If

t hey

didn't |eave right now. ..

But they didn't. The full-wi ng continued down, its dark shape di sappearing
bel ow

the rimof the crater. | held ny breath, for sone perverse reason counting

t he

seconds.

And as | reached eleven, it happened. Abruptly, the crater belched out a huge
pl ume of snoke and ash and red fire, lighting up the ground even as it

dar kened

the sky. Three seconds later it was eclipsed by a second burst of flame, this
one the clean and brilliant blue-white of the full-wing' s nissiles exploding.
My stomach wanted desperately to be sick. But there was no time for that now
That first lava flow was still headed toward Tawni's village, and they were

going to need all the help they could get if they were to evacuate in tine.
Easing ny legs over the ridge, | braced nyself to junp.

And paused, as sonething near the |eading edge of the lava fl ow caught ny
eye.

Soneone or sonet hi ng was nmovi ng down t here anong the burning vegetation.
squinted, funmbling in the survival pack for a set of binocul ars—

And nearly fell off the ridge as the front of the lava flow erupted in a
flash

of green flane.

I fought for balance as a second flash followed the first, a fresh surge of
horror stabbing into ne. That was the flash of a Kailth hand weapon

And there were only two reasons | could think of why anyone m ght be firing
into

t he gl oom down there. Either he was shooting at another survivor fromthe
full-wing, or else he thought that was where |'d gone down.

My hand had been hunting in the survival pack for a set of binoculars. Now,
it

nmoved instead to the butt of a SkyForce-issue 12nmpistol. Gipping it
tightly,

I swung ny |legs back to the far side of the ridge agai n—

And found nyself | ooking down into the face of a Kailth warrior.

If 1'd taken even half a second to think about it |I would have realized how
stupidly suicidal the whole idea was. But | didn't take that half second.
haul ed the 12nm out of the pack, flicked off the safety, and fired.

The weapon booned, the recoil again nearly knocking ne off the ridge. But the
Kailth was no | onger there. Wthout any preparatory nmovenent whatsoever he
had



effortlessly | eaped up to straddle the ridge beside ne. Even as | tried
desperately to swing the pistol around toward him he reached across ny chest
and plucked it fromny hand. "Human male," he said. "Cone."

"Come where?" | asked, ny voice trenmbling with reaction. "Wy?"

The bunbl ebee face regarded ne. "That you may understand.”

There were two other Kailth warriors standing by the |ava fl ow when we
arrived.

Two Kailth, and Tawni .

"Stane!" she burst out, running to ny arms as soon as she saw nme. "Ch, thank
t he

God of Mercy—you are all right. You are all right."

| looked past her at the two Kailth, finally seeing what all the shooting was
about. Wth those awesone handguns they were blasting a trench in the hard

i gneous rock of the vol cano cone, diverting the slow noving |ava away from
t he

villages below. "Yes, I'msafe," | nurnured, holding Tawni close. "For now "
"For always," she insisted, drawing back to look into nmy face. "They have
prom sed me your safety."

"Have they really." | looked at the warrior standing silently beside us and
nodded toward the two Kailth digging the trench. "Is this what | need to
under st and?"

The Kailth stirred. "You nust understand all that has happened.”

| snorted. "Ch, | understand. Al of it."

"Tell me," he chall enged.

| glared at him knowing that it was over. But at |east before | died Tawni
woul d get to see what her adored liberators really were. "You used ne,"

sai d.

"You got Tawni to give ne a calix to take back to the UnEthHu. Which you've
now

used to kill Convocant Devaro and everyone aboard that full-w ng."

"We regret the loss of the other humans,” the alien said. "As we also regret
t he

|l oss of the Kailthaerm| warriors aboard the flyers which were destroyed. But
their deaths were of Convocant Devaro's devising, not ours."

"How can you say that?" | demanded. "If | hadn't taken that calix back with
e,

none of this would have happened.”

There was a soft hissing sound. "You do not yet understand, Stane Markand, "
t he

Kailth said. "If not for the calix, it would indeed not have happened this
way.

But it would still have happened.”

| shook ny head, mny brief flash of defiance draining away. "You're not making
any sense," | said with a sigh. "It was the calix that brought Convocant
Devaro

here.”

"No," the Kailth said firmy. "It was Convocant Devaro's desire for power
over

others that brought him The calix did nothing but bring that desire into
focus. "

"You did not seek to use ny gift for such purposes,
" For

you it was a joy, and a blessing. It was only Convocant Devaro who sought to
use

it for his own gain."

| gazed back at her face. "So you knew all along," | said. "Fromthe begi nning
I

was not hing but a pawn in this."

Her mouth twitched as if 1'd raised a hand to her. But she held ny gaze

Tawni added earnestly.



wi t hout

flinching. "I gave you a gift fromny heart," she said. "For friendship. It
was

not part of any plan."

"The Citizen-Three is correct,’
there."

He pointed up at the bubbling fire of the vol cano. "Tawni kakalina's gift was
indeed only a gift." He regarded me thoughtfully. "If you were no nore than a
pawn, we would not tell you this."

"So why are you telling me?" | countered. "Wat do you want from ne?"

"I have said already," the Kailth said. "Understanding." He reached out an
arnored hand to touch Tawni's shoulder. "There is ambition that drives one to
be

t he best one can be," he said. "That is the anbition Tawni kakal i na has for

her

art. Perhaps you have such ambition as well."

He lowered his hand. "But there is also anbition that seeks power over

ot hers,

and does not care what destruction is left in its wake. We have seen this
cruel

madness in the Phashiskar, and the Baal 'ariai, and the Aoeenme. And we see it
now i n the humans.

the warrior said. "Qur plan was to begin

"And when such ambition threatens the Kailthaerm |, we nust offer it the
neans

to destroy itself."

| looked over at the other warriors still cutting their trench. "Convocant

Devaro said war with you is inevitable. Is that what you nean?"

"No," the Kailth said. "W have no desire for war with the UnEthHu. You do
not

subj ugate the other beings within your boundaries, but treat themwth

justice.
Nor are there fundamental human interests or needs whi ch demand conflict with
the Kailthaerm!|. War will come only if individual humans choose to create it

for their own purposes.”
| glanced up at the volcano. "Men |like Devaro."

Tawni's grip tightened on my arm "I do not wi sh war with your people,

St ane, "

she said quietly.

"I don't want it either, Tawni," | said, looking at the Kailth warrior again.

"But it seens to ne that the war may have al ready begun. Whether or not
Devar o

did this of his owm free will, the fact remains that it was the Kailth who
provided the calix that tenpted hi mdown that path."

"You are correct," the Kailth said. "The war has indeed begun."

Reaching into his arnmor, he pulled out the pistol he'd taken from ne.

caught

nmy breath, feeling Tawni shrink against ny side. "But it is not a war agai nst

humans,” the Kailth continued. "It is a war agai nst meani ngl ess and
unnecessary

war . "

He held up the pistol. "This is such a war, Stane Markand, the war Convocant

Devaro sought to create against the Kailthaerm | Enpire for his own purposes.
I't

may be stopped thus—

He grasped the barrel with his other hand, and with a sharp crack of broken
gunpl asti ¢ snapped the weapon in half. A squeeze with the arnored hand, and

t he

barrel shattered into splinters.

"Or it may be stopped thus." Reaching into the shattered frane with two
fingers,



he gave a sharp tug and pulled out the firing pin. "It is a war that nust be
fought, or many innocent lives will be lost," he said quietly, handing ne the
pin and what was left of the ruined gun. "Which way woul d you choose for us
to

fight it?"

| 1 ooked at Tawni. She was gazing back up at me, the skin of her face tight
with

qui et anxiety. Waiting to see how | would react to all this.

Perhaps waiting to see if she had |lost a friend.

"What about Tawni's people?" | asked the Kailth. "Devaro gave his calices
away

to others. If any of themtries to use themthe same way he wanted to, they
nmay

cone here to get nore."

"The Kailthaerm | freed us when we had no hope,"

Tawni said quietly. "To help

themfree others, we willingly accept the danger."

"Perhaps,” the Kailth said, "you can hel p nake them safer."

| |1 ooked down the slope, toward the villages below "Yes," | said. "Perhaps
can."

And with a lot of help, |I did. Ten nonths later, in a precedent-shattering

treaty, Quibsh becane joint colonial territory of the Kailth and UnEt hHu.

Thr ee

years after that, convention was again shattered as the humans of Qui bsh and
Sagtt'a were granted full joint citizenship between the two races. Over those
three years, six SkyForce officers and five nore Convocants figured out
Devaro's

brai nscan trick and attenpted to use the calices to anass power. All of them
either died in the attenpt or were politically destroyed.

And in the mdst of it all, in the greatest mracle of all, Tawni becane ny
wife. And later, of course, your nother.

And so, as we stand here on the eve of the Fifth Joint Kailthaermnl-UnEthHu

Expedition into the unknown areas of the galaxy, | wanted you to know how ny
Year of YouthJourneying cane out. It was the year | |earned about politics
and

war, about ambition and sel fl essness, about art and death and | ove.

The year | grew up.

Qur hopes and bl essings go with you, my son, as you |l eave with the expedition
tomorrow. May your nineteenth year be as bl essed as mne

Wth | ove, Dad.

The Play's the Thing

The whol e troubl e started when the Fuzhtian anbassador announced that he
want ed

to see a Broadway play.

Though | suppose you could equally well say the trouble started when those
first

silent Fuzhtian probes snuggled coyly up behind our geosynchronous TV
satellites

and began shipping the signals back home. You mi ght even go back further and
say

that it all started when Marconi's first radio went on-line and began spew ng
el ectromagnetic radiation out into space for everyone to hear

Oh, well, hell, let's be honest. Al of it really started wi th whoever the
bunch

of troubl e-maki ng Sunerians were who sat around on a rainy Sunday afternoon
and

i nvented entertai nnent.

Because that's really what started the trouble: our vast entertai nment

i ndustry,

and the Fuzhties' maniacal love for it.



For a sinple exanple—and this isn't supposed to be noi sed about —when the
Fuzhti an ship | anded outside the Wite House, the "G eetings and Joy to
Hurmanki nd" line that will be going into the history books were actually his
second words to the Secretary-Ceneral. His actual first words were an

expr essi on

of di sappointment from his governnent that Johnny Carson was no | onger
host i ng

the "Toni ght Show. " For those of you who'd al ways wondered why Carson
suddenl y

cane out of retirement right after that to do a one-nonth stint as
guest - host

now you know.

| suppose it could have been worse. No, strike that—t could have been a | ot
worse. You've heard all the sinmles: a wal king barn door with gorilla arns, a
f our - hundr ed- pound bag of bl ubbery muscle with pinfeathers; a cross between a
bul | and Doberman on steroids. Even w thout the kind of technol ogy we know

t hey

had, the Fuzhties could have stonped the planet flat as Florida if they'd

t aken

a mnd to do so

Whi ch is why everyone had been falling all over thenselves trying to satisfy
t he

anbassador's slightest whim Partly it was residual fear that he m ght
suddenl y

stop bei ng congenial and start behaving the way any sel f-respecting B-novie
creature his size ought to; but mainly it was because every national |eader
on

the planet was visibly salivating over the prospect of getting their hands on
Fuzhtian technol ogy.

Anyway, at the time the anbassador nade his Broadway request he'd been on
Earth

about six nmonths, getting everything he wanted. And | mean everything. He had
the top two floors of an exclusive Washi ngton hotel, specially conm ssioned
ai rplanes and cars, and three of the prem er chefs in Europe. Al ong the way
he' d

al so collected an astonishingly eclectic entourage, consisting of top US
government officials, a smattering of foreign representatives whose countries
had somehow caught his interest—we still don't know how or why he picked the
ones he did—and a few oddballs like ne. 1'd been up on a | adder doi ng sone
woodwor k repair in the Wite House when the anmbassador apparently expressed
some

sort of vague approval of me. The next thing | knew |I'd been haul ed down,

pour ed

into a suit and handed a briefcase, and tossed in anbng the snmiling State
Depart ment wonks whose job it was to dog the anbassador's size-28 footsteps.
Long afterward | | earned that what had captured the anmbassador's attention
was

not me but rather the hammer |'d been using. But by then |I'd overheard enough
under-the-breath comrents about ny relative useful ness to the group that
sheer

native orneriness required ne to keep qui et about the error

Besi des, the briefcase they'd handed ne that first day had contained a
presidential plea for my cooperation and about two bucketfuls of noney, both
of

which | was far too patriotic to wal k away from

But for whatever reason, | was in that elite group. And |I'd been with them
for

about five weeks when, fromout of the blue, the anbassador nade his request.
W still don't know what pronpted himto bring it up at that particular tine.

For that matter, we're not even sure how he knew about Broadway, unless he'd



pi cked up a reference fromone of those pirate transm ssions their probes had
been nmaki ng. But however it happened, there it was, plain as day, that
nor ni ng

on the RebuScope:

"Are you sure that's what it neans?" Dw ght Fogerty, a senior State

Depart ment

wonk and head of our little group, asked as he peered back and forth between
t he

RebuScope and the tentative transl ation.
"I don't see what else it could be, sir,’
sai d.

He' d been | oaned to us by M6 because he was both a whiz at cryptanal ysis and
a

huge "Concentration" fan. Angus always called Fogerty "sir" because he was
polite, not because Fogerty deserved it. "It's clearly 'eye want two cee a
br-rod-wei gh' sonething. Wat el se but play?"
"Well, who says that scale thing is 'weigh?

' Broadscal e' sonething."

"There's no such word as Broadscal e,"” someone pointed out. "Or place, either."
"There's a Broad Sound, though," someone el se said, punching keys on a

| apt op.

"I't's near Rockhanpton in Australia, near the Great Barrier Reef. Maybe that's
a

radi o or stereo speaker, not a scale."

"And what, that last picture is us and himthrowi ng a beach ball back and
forth?" Fogerty scoffed.

"Well, then, maybe it's supposed to be ' Broadsword,' one of the other wonks
said. "The damm RebuScope's screwed up before. Maybe he wants to see sone
sword

denos from one of those Medieval - nut cake groups.”

"I't's 'l want to see a Broadway play,' " Angus said firmy. "I"'msure of it."
Fogerty nuttered sonething vicious-soundi ng under his breath. Wy the
anbassador

had chosen to use a gadget as ridiculously hard to understand as the

RebuScope

for his messages to us was a nystery, but nmpost of us had gradually devel oped

a

sort of resigned acceptance for the procedure. Fogerty, who dealt with the
gadget nore than anyone except Angus, roundly hated the thing, and seenmed to
be

runni ng systematically through his vast repertoire of multilingual curses in
regards to it. "All right, fine," he said. "W'll take himto a Broadway

pl ay.

Smith, get on the horn and find out who the hell we talk to about doing that."
| cleared nmy throat. "You don't need to call the Wite House, M. Fogerty,"
said. "I know some people on Broadway."

"We're not interested in pretzel venders, thank you," Fogerty said tartly,
gesturing at Smith. "W need a producer or theater manager or—

"I know all of them"

chi ef translator Angus MaclLeod

Fogerty countered. "Maybe it's

Fogerty stopped, his gesturing hand still poised in mdair, and turned his
head

to I ook at ne. "You what?" he asked.

"I know all of them" | repeated. "Up until a year ago | was working with one
of

the top set designers on Broadway."

It was, and I'Il adnmit it, an imensely soul -satisfying noment. The whol e
bunch

of them just stood there, professionals and wonks alike, staring at me |ike
somet hing that had just craw ed out of the prinordial ooze and asked whet her



t he

Metro Blue |line stopped here. All except Angus, that is, who had a faint but
knowi ng smile on his face. Obviously, he was the only one in the group who'd
bothered to read the FBI's rundown on ne after | was booted aboard.

Fogerty recovered first, in typical Fogerty fashion. "Well, don't just stand
there, Lebowitz," he said, waving Smith forward with his phone. "Let's get to
it."

The first step, | decided, would be to figure out which Broadway offering
woul d

be the best one to take the anbassador to see. | put in a call to Tony
Capel | o,

theater critic, and we spent fifteen mnutes discussing the current crop of

pl ays and nusicals in town.

Actually, the first twelve of those mnutes were spent tal king over the old
times when | was a lowy carpenter and Tony was chi ef gopher for a succession
of

m nor choreographers. | would have cut off the rem niscences earlier, except
that the delay so obviously irritated Fogerty. Wien | finally got Tony down
to

busi ness, his advice was instant and unequi vocal : "And Whirred When It Stood
Still," currently in previews at the St. Janes.

"So what's the play about?" Fogerty asked when | rel ayed the recomendati on
"According to Tony, it's pleasantly harmless froth," | assured him "Nothing
that' Il confuse the anbassador or put human beings in a bad light. At |east,
not

in any worse light than plays typically do."

"Assum ng he understands it at all," Fogerty grow ed, gesturing to his
overworked secretary. "Lee, better have soneone vet it anyway, just to be on
t he

safe side. Al right, what about this St. Janes Theater? It's on Broadway?"

"Well, actually, it's on West 44th Street," | said. "But it's—=
"West 44th Street?" Fogerty echoed. "He wants a Broadway play."
"It is a Broadway play," | told himstiffly. "The St. James is in the theater

district, half a block off Broadway itself. It counts. Trust ne."

He gl owered, but apparently deci ded he'd shown enough ignorance for one
conversation. "Fine," he grunted. "Let's just hope it counts with the
anmbassador . "

The manager at the St. Janes, Jerry Zachs, was | ess than enthusiastic about
t he

whol e thing. "You rmust be joking," he said, |ooking back and forth between
Fogerty and me. "Bring that behenoth into ny theater? Wo's going to pay for
t he

fifty seats it's going to cost ne?"

"Ch, do try not to go off the deep end here, M. Zachs," Fogerty said, his
Voi ce

hovering between inperious and condescending. "W won't have to renove nore
t han

nine seats at the nost to fit himin."

"Sure—to fit himin," Jerry shot back. "Wat about these seats in front of
hi m

you want |eft enpty?”

"That's only another twelve seats,"
seats—

"I can nultiply, thank you," Jerry growed. "I can also multiply by ticket
prices and see |'m already out about a grand and a half. And what about al
t he

seats right behind himwhere no one's going to be able to see? Huh?"
Fogerty shrugged. "Fine. W'Il put his entourage there."

"At full price?"

Fogerty told him "Four rows by three



Fogerty lifted his eyebrows. "Don't be silly. They won't be able to see the
show

fromthere. How do you expect to charge full price?"

Jerry's conpl exi on was edging into a soft pink, which fromnmny experience with
hi m was a dangerous sign. "lI'msure we can work sonething out,” | junped in
before he could say anything. Fogerty had a virtually unlimted budget to
wor k

with, but he could go all chintzy at the oddest noments. "What's inportant is
that the anbassador be treated like the VIP he is."

"That's right," Fogerty said, apparently believing | was on his side here.
"The

Fuzhties have a great deal to offer humanity, M. Zachs, and the nore favors
he

owes us, the sooner he'll start conming across with sonme of this magic

t echnol ogy

of theirs. This is just one of those favors."

" "The play's the thing," " |I said in ny best soliloquy voice, " 'Werein

11

catch the consci ence of the king." "

Fogerty frowned at nme. "What?"

"Ham et," | said.

"Shakespeare,"” Jerry added acidly. "He's done sonme plays and poens and stuff."
"Thank you," Fogerty said, matching Jerry's acid pH for pH "I have heard of

t he

man. The point is that | can requisition your theater, no questions asked,
like

it or lunmp it. So you might as well like it. Anyway, you should be honored to
have their first anmbassador in your theater."

"Besides, think of the great publicity,” | renminded him "You'll be able to
use

phot os of the anmbassador in all your future ads and—
"Wait a minute," Fogerty cut me off, his face suddenly stricken. "He can't

use

t he anbassador as a cheap cone-on. This is a serious diplomatic mssion."
"Ch, | don't know, " Jerry nused, picking up the cue and running with it.
"When

the King of Sweden cane here, he let us use his name in some of our
promotionals. | don't see howthis is any different."

"OfF course it's different," Fogerty snapped. "And if you even think about
trying

to take advantage of himthat way—

"Taki ng advant age?" Jerry asked mldly. "You nean |ike a six-hundred pound
government gorilla trying to gouge a poor innocent theater manager on ticket
prices?"

Fogerty gl ared daggers at both of us. But he didn't have tine for a fight,
and

we all knewit. "Fine," he bit out. "Full ticket prices for the whole

ent our age. "

"And full payment for the crew handling the alterations?" Jerry asked.

"We'| | be doing it all ourselves," Fogerty gritted. "My people are already
downstairs, waiting for the green light."

"Well, then, | guess I'd better give it to them" Jerry said, reaching for
hi s

phone. "A pl easure doing business with you, M. Fogerty."

The alterations took only a few hours, about the same time it took to get the
anbassador and the rest of the entourage up from Washi ngton and settled into
a

hotel a couple of blocks fromthe St. James. W headed out that evening for
t he

theater in the anbassador's special car, which would have been a maj or



chal | enge

to drive in nidtown Manhattan if the police hadn't cordoned off the area for
us.

I"msure that stunt made us lots of friends anmong the |ocal drivers. Probably
just as well we couldn't hear what the cabbies were saying.

The theater goers at the St. Janmes, to ny mld surprise, seened to take the
whol e thing pretty nuch in stride. There'd been sone hassles at Jerry's end,
I

knew, sorting out the people who'd already bought the seats Fogerty had
appropriated, but they'd all been noved or paid off or otherw se placated,
and

by the time we walked in with the anbassador everyone was feeling cordial

enough

to give hima round of polite applause. | presunme he understood—there'd
certainly been enough appl ause on the TV prograns the Fuzhties had

pi | f er ed—but

if he was either pleased or annoyed he didn't show it. Fogerty showed himto
hi s

chai r—hi ch had i ndeed required the renoval of a square bl ock of nine

seat s—and

the rest of us filled in behind him The house lights dimed, the curtain
went

up, and the play started. In the reflected Iight fromthe stage | saw Fogerty
| ean back in his seat and cross his legs, the tired but srmug i mage of a nman
who

has faced yet another political brush fire and successfully stonped it out.
He got to be snug for exactly three m nutes.

| had given up trying to see anything around the anbassador's bul k when

wi t hout

war ni ng, he heaved hinself to his feet. Soneone behind me gasped—the

Tri ni dadi an

representative, | think—and | renenber having the fleeting, irrationa

t hought

t hat the ambassador had realized | couldn't see and was courteously getting
out

of my way. An instant after that | realized how absurd that thought was, and
ny

second thought was that he nust have to go to the bathroomor stretch his

| egs

or sonet hi ng.

He didn't. Wth a roar that shook the spotlight battens, he clinbed up on the
enpty seat backs in front of himand made a ponderous beeline for the stage.
The actors froze into statues, staring w de-eyed at this pinfeathered Goliath
beari ng down on themin slow notion. Mking his way across the seats and the
covered orchestra pit, he nade a huge bound up onto the stage, landing with a
thud that nust have shaken the whol e bl ock. He turned around, filled his

| ungs,

and bel | owed.

You' ve never seen a theater clear out so fast. The orchestra and nezzani ne
both—+t just enptied out |ike soneone was giving away free beer outside. It
was

a mracle that no one was killed or seriously injured; even nore of a

m racl e,

in my book, that no one filed any lawsuits afterward for bruised shins or
torn

clothing. | guess the thought of facing a huge unpredictable alien in court
made

qui et discretion the smart nove on everyone's part.

But at the time, | wasn't convinced any of us would be getting out of the St

James alive. Wth the anbassador's second bell ow even the actors lost it,



scurrying for the wings like they'd spotted a critic with an Uzi. | was
cowering

in my seat, trying desperately hard to be invisible, unwilling to nove unti

I

had a straight shot at an exit that wasn't already jamed with people. The
anbassador, still bell owi ng, had begun pacing back and forth across the now
enpty stage when Angus grabbed ny arm "Look!" he shouted over the hysterica
bedl am

"I see him" | shouted back, monentarily hating Angus for draw ng unnecessary
attention our direction. "Shut up before he—=

"No!" Angus snapped, jabbing a finger at the RebuScope nonitor he was

carrying.

"He's not just roaring at nothing—he's talking to us!"

| looked at the RebuScope... and dammed if he wasn't right.
"Fine," | shouted. "So what does it nean?"

"I don't know," Angus said. Mdre pictures were starting to scroll along the
screen; punching for a hard copy, he tore off the first part of the nessage
and

thrust it into my hands. "Here-see what you can figure out."

| shrank back into ny seat, half my attention on the paper, the other half on
t he anbassador still pacing and roaring. Th-hiss book hiss awl th-hat eye
knee-d—

None of this made any sense. It really didn't. In the five weeks |1'd been
with

t he anbassador he'd never so nuch as raised his voice.

How two how two drink—

And anyway, what in the world could be inportant enough for himto interrupt
a

play for? A play he hinself had asked to attend?

Drink? No, not drink. Straw? Howl two straw? No. Ah-suck. Howl two

suck- see-d. .

And then, with a sudden horrible jolt, | had it. | took another | ook at the
rebus—gl anced at the new pictures that Angus was getti ng—

"I"ve got it!" | yelled, grabbing Angus's arm and waving ny paper in front of
him " 'This book is all that | need/ How to, How to Succeed.' "

He blinked at ne. "What?"

"It's part of a song," | told him "The opening song fromthe classic nusica

"How to Succeed in Business Wthout Really Trying.'
Angus | ooked up at the anbassador, his nmouth falling slightly open. "You
mean—2"

"You got it," | said. "The anbassador's not talking to us. He's singing."

It took till after midnight for Fogerty to get the prelimnary damage contro
finished with the St. James managenment. An hour after that, he held a counci
of

war in the hotel

A very small council of war, consisting of Fogerty, Angus, and me. |I'mstil
not

exactly sure why |I'd been included, unless that as our resident Broadway
expert

| was the one Fogerty was planning to pin the fiasco on

Not that he wasn't willing to apportion everyone a share of the blane if he
could manage it. Fogerty was generous that way. "All right, MclLeod, let's
hear

it," he said icily as he closed the door behind us. "Wat the bl oody-red hel
happened?"

"The sane thing that's happened before, sir,” Angus said calmy, letting
Fogerty's gl are bounce right off him "The RebuScope made a mi st ake.™

"Real ly," Fogerty said, turning the glare up another couple of notches. "The



RebuScope. Conveni ent enough excuse."

"I don't think 'convenient' is exactly the word I woul d have chosen,’
said. "But it is what happened."”

He pressed keys on the RebuScope nmonitor, pulling up a copy of the
anbassador' s

original Broadway request. "A very sinmple error, actually, compared with sone
we' ve seen. You see this letter C? It should have been a B."

A frown nonmentarily softened Fogerty's glare by a couple of horsepower.
"What ?"

"The message wasn't '|I want to see a Broadway play,’
was

"I want to be a Broadway play."
For a long minute Fogerty just stood there, staring down at the RebuScope, a
| ook of disbelief on his face. "But that's absurd,"” he said when he finally
found his voice again. " 'l want to be in a—=2" No. It's ridiculous."
"Neverthel ess, sir, that's what he wants," Angus said. "The question nowis
how

you're going to get it for him"

Fogerty tried the glare again, but his heart was clearly no longer in it.

" NB?"

"You're the head of this operation,"” Angus reninded him "You're the one who
talks to the Wiite House, authorizes the expenditures, and accepts the

of ficial

plaudits. W await your instructions. Sir."

For another mnute Fogerty was silent, gazing at and through Angus. Then

with

obvi ous reluctance, he turned to look at me. "l suppose you have the contacts
for this one, too?"

Wth anyone el se who treated people the way Fogerty did, |'d have been

t enpt ed

to demand a little groveling before | gave in. But, down deep, | suspected

t hat

being polite to underlings was as close as Fogerty ever got to a grovel. "I
know

a few people,” |I said. "There may be a way to pull it off."

"Seens to ne there are at |east two stage versions of 'Beauty and the Beast
out

there, aren't there?" Angus suggested. "He'd be a natural."

Angus

Angus anplified. "It

"Wwuldn't work," | said, shaking nmy head. "Too many lines. Too nuch rea
acting."

"How about a non-speaking role, then?" Fogerty suggested. "Maybe a wal k-on
part ?"

| snorted. "Wuld you travel a three hundred light-years for a wal k-on part?"
A muscle in his jaw twitched. "No, | suppose not," he conceded. "I suppose

t hat

al so lets out any chance of using himas part of the set decoration."

"It does," | agreed. "Which | eaves only one approach, at least only one | can

think of. We're going to have to have a play witten especially for him"
Fogerty waved a hand. "Of course,"” he said, as if it had been obvi ous al

al ong.

"Well. The phone's over there—better get busy."

"What, you mean now?" | asked, looking at ny watch. "It's after one in the
nor ni ng. "

"New York is the city that never sleeps, isn't it?" he countered, jabbing a
finger at the phone. "Besides, we need to get this on track. Go on, start
punchi ng. "

There were six New York playwights with whom | had at |east a passing

acquai ntance. The first five nunbers | tried shunted ne to answering nmachi nes
or

services. My sixth try, to Mark Skinner, actually went through.



"M. Skinner, this is Adam Lebowitz,” | said. "I don't know if you renenber
nel

but | was assistant set designer when your play Catch the Rai nbow was at the
Marquis. |1'mthe one—=
"Ch, sure,"” he interrupted. "You're the one who cane up with that rotating

chandel i er/staircase gizno, weren't you? That was a snazzy trick—tell you the
truth, I was dammed if | could see how that was going to work when | wote it
into the play. So what's up?"

"I"'mcurrently attached to the State Departnment group in charge of escorting
t he

Fuzhti an anbassador around," | said. "W're—=
"Ch, yeah, sure—tebowitz. Yeah, | renenber seeing you in the background in
one

of those TV shots. Couldn't place you at the tine—that was you in the brown
sui t

and Fedora sort of thing, right? Sure. So what's up?"

"The ambassador wants to be in a Broadway play,” | told him "W need you to
wite it for him"

There was a long silence. "You what?"

"W need you to wite a play for him" | repeated.

"Ah," he said. "Un... yeah. Well... can he act?"

"I don't know," | said. "Ch, and the only translator he brought with him
prints

everything he says in rebus pictures.”

"Uh- huh. And you're sure he really wants to do this?"

"We think so. He clinbed up on the stage at the St. James tonight and started
singing from'How to Succeed.' "

Mark digested that. "So you're wanting a nusical ?"

"I don't think it really matters,” | said. "Fuzhtian singing voices seemto
be

the sane as their speaking ones, except a lot |louder. Mght help with stage
projection, but otherwise it's not going to make much difference."

"Yeah," Mark said. "And how | oud can you make a rebus, anyway? Sure, |'ll take
a

crack at it. How soon do you need this?"

| looked at Fogerty. "He says sure, and how soon."

"Tell himtwo days."

| goggl ed. "What?"

"Two days." Fogerty gestured inpatiently at the phone. "Go on, tell him™"

| swal l owed. "M . Fogerty, the head of the del egation, says he needs it in

t wo

days."

| don't remenmber Mark's response to that exactly. | do know it |lasted nearly
five mnutes, covered the conplete enotional range fromincredulity to
outrage

and back again, tore apart in mnute detail Fogerty's heritage, breeding,
intelligence, integrity, and habits, and never once used a single swear word.
Pl aywights can be truly awesone soneti nes.

Finally, he ran down. "Two days, huh?" he said, sounding wi nded but nuch

cal ner.

"Ckay, fine, he's on. You want to tell himwhat it's going to cost?"

He quoted me a nunber that would have felt right at hone in a discussion of

t he

national debt. | relayed it to Fogerty and had the nminor satisfaction of

seei ng

himactually pale a little. For a second | thought he was going to abandon

t he

whol e i dea, but he obviously realized he woul dn't do any better anywhere

el se.

So with a pained | ook on his face he gave a single stiff nod. "He says OK, " |



told Mark.

"Fine," Mark said, all brisk business now. "I'Il have it ready in forty-eight
hours. Incidentally, | trust you realize how utterly insane this whole thing
is."

Privately, | agreed with him Publicly, though, | was a conpany man now. "The
Fuzhti es have a great deal to offer humanity,” | told him

"I hope you're right," he grunted. "So where do you want the play delivered?"
The next two days were an incredible haze of whirlw nd chaos. While Fogerty
and

a skeleton crew escorted the anbassador on a tour of New York, the rest of us
wor ked |ike maniacs to organize his theatrical debut. There was a theater to
hire on a couple of days' notice—no nmean feat on Broadway—a conpl ete stage
crew

to assenble, a casting agent to retain for whatever other parts Mark wote
into

this forty-eight-hour wonder, and a hundred other details that needed to get
wor ked out .

To ny quite honest astonishment, they all did. W got the Richard Rodgers
theater hired for an of f-hours matinee, the backstage personnel fell into
l'ine

like 1'd never seen happen, and Mark got his play delivered within two hours
of

his prom sed deadl i ne.

The play was a masterpiece in its own unique way: an actual, coherent story
conpl etely cobbl ed together from fanous scenes and lines fromother plays and
novi es. Fogerty nearly had an apoplectic fit when he saw it, wondering at the
top of his lungs why he should be expected to pay a small fortune for what
was

essentially a literary retread. | cal med hi mdown by pointing out that (A)
this

woul d all ow an obvi ous entertainment buff |ike the anbassador to learn his

l'i nes

with a mninumof rehearsal tine, which would get this whole thing over with
nore qui ckly and enable us to get out of our overpriced Manhattan hotel and
back

to the overpriced Washi ngton hotel which the government already had a | ease
on;

and (B) that Mark had even managed to choose scenes and |ines that should
transl ate reasonably well on the RebuScope, which would hel p make the show at
| east halfway intelligible for the audi ence. Eventually, Fogerty cool ed down.
W net at nine sharp the next norning for the first rehearsal... and, as
shoul d have expected, ran full-bore into our first roadbl ock

"What's the probl em now?" Fogerty demanded, hovering over Angus like a
neurotic

not her bird.
"I don't know," Angus replied. "It's the sanme nmessage that started this whole
thing: 'l want to be in a Broadway play."' "

"So he's in one," Fogerty bit out, throwing a glare up at the brightly Ilit
stage. The anbassador was standing notionless in the center, repeating the
same

nmessage over and over, while the other actors and crew stood nervously

wat chi ng

him nost of them fromwhat they obviously hoped was a safe distance. News of
the St. James incident had clearly gotten around.

"I know that, sir," Angus said calnmy. "Perhaps he doesn't understand the
concept of rehearsals.”

Fogerty trotted out the next in line of his exotic curses, sharing this one
bet ween t he RebuScope and the anmbassador hinself. "Then you'd better try to
explain it to him hadn't you?"



Angus stood up. "I'IIl try, sir."

"Wait a minute," | said suddenly, |eaning over Angus's shoul der. "That
doesn' t
say 'l want to be in a Broadway play.' It says '|l want to be a Broadway play.'

"\What ?" Fogerty | eaned over Angus's other shoul der

"There's no 'in' in the nmessage,"” | explained, pointing. "See? 'Eye want to—
"I see what it says," Fogerty snapped. "So what the hell does it mean?"

Angus craned his head to | ook at nme. "Are you suggesting...?"

"I"'mafraid so," | said, nodding soberly. "He wants to be a Broadway pl ay.
The

whol e Broadway play."

There was a nonent of shocked silence in which the only sound was the
anbassador's runbling. "He rmust be joking," Fogerty choked out at last. "He
can't do a one-man show. "

"Wuld it be any nore inconprehensible to an audi ence than what we've al ready
got pl anned?" Angus pointed out heavily. "None of this really makes any sense
in

the first place.”

Fogerty turned a glare on me. "I amnot," he said, chewing out each word,
"nortgagi ng the Wiite House to pay for another play."

"The Fuzhties have a great deal to offer humanity,” | remnded him "If we
don't

keep hi m happy—

"I amnot," he repeated, gazing unblinkingly at nme, "paying for another play."
| looked up at the stage, trying to think. A one-man play.... "Wll, then
we'l |

just have to use this one," | said slowmy. "The anbassador's already got the

lion's share of the lines. If we just take the other actors off the stage..."
"Rear-project them maybe?" Angus offered. "Like—ike what?"

"Like they're all part of a dream" | said. "The whole thing can be done as a
nmonol ogue: his rem ni scences of life on the stage."

"You're both crazy," Fogerty said. But there was a thoughtful tone in his

Voi ce,

t he tone of soneone who has exactly one straw to grasp at and is trying to
figure out where to get the best grip on it. "You think you could do the
rewite, Lebowitz?"

| shrugged. "You'd do better to see if Mark woul d—but if you'd rather,

coul d

probably handle it," |I corrected hastily at the sudden glint in his eye. "But
it

woul d take sone tinme."

"You' ve got three hours,"” he said, snhapping his fingers and gesturing his
secretary over to us. "Lee can handl e the typing and ot her paperwork—you
concentrate on being creative."

It turned out to be easier than |I'd expected to convert the play down to a
one-man format, and | still sometines wonder if Mark deliberately designed it
with that possibility lurking in the back of his coffee-soaked mnd. Still,

t he

whol e job took nearly four hours, and Fogerty was about ready to clinmb the
scrinms by the time Lee and | energed fromthe basenment dressing room where
we'd

been wor ki ng.

"Took your sweet time about it," he growl ed, snatching the sheaf of paper
"You want it good or you want it fast?" | quoted the old line.

"I want it fast," he retorted, rifling through the pages. "Wio's going to
know

from'good on this thing anyway? Conme on."

He led the way onto the stage, where the anbassador was bellowi ng at the top



of

his lungs. Singing, Fuzhtie style. Vaguely, | wondered whi ch nusical he was
doing this time. "Wiile you two were tw ddling your thunbs down there, we got
a

sort of rear projection systemput together," Fogerty told us. "That'll take
care of the other actors—excuse ne; the extras. The bad news is that we've
only

got a couple of hours now before we have to clear out for today."

"That should be enough time for a run-through,” | said. "And the anbassador
seens to be a quick study. Let's try it."

W did, and he was. But even nore than that: if Angus was interpreting the
RebuScope messages correctly, he absolutely | oved the play. W got all the
way

through it and were five pages into a second readi ng when the stage nanager
arrived to kick us out.

The anbassador didn't want to | eave, of course, and seened quite prepared to
make a major diplomatic incident out of it. Fortunately, Fogerty had
anti ci pat ed

this one and had already arranged to rent one of our hotel's ballroons so

t hat

we coul d continue the rehearsal over there. The anbassador acceded with what
I

t hought was uncharacteristic good grace, and we all trooped back. For a |ong
time after that, through the wee hours of the nmorning, you could hear his
dul cet

singi ng tones from everywhere near the ballroom as well as fromcertain
portions of two other floors. Runors that he could al so be heard in Brooklyn
wer e apparently unfounded.

W had one nore day of rehearsals, and then it was opening night. Qpening
afternoon. What ever.

I'd been too busy the past few days to get around to wondering exactly what
Fogerty was going to do about an audi ence. | suppose | was assum ng he woul d
simply round up the nenbers of the |local Federal enployees' unions—and any
ot her

war m bodi es he could find—and plop themdown in theater seats, at direct
gunpoint if necessary.

Not hi ng coul d have been farther fromthe truth. New York Mayor G enoble and
hal f

the city council had turned out to see the play, along with severa

hi gh- r anki ng

menbers of the governor's office, and even the Vice President and a Secret
Service contingent. The rest of the theater was packed with playwights,
actors,

and your basic upper-crust New York intelligentsia. Somehow, Fogerty had
managed

to get this billed as The Event O The Season, and no one who consi dered

hi nmsel f

a theater aficionado was about to miss it. Under the circunstances, | wasn't
surprised to learn Fogerty was al so charging them $150 api ece.

They finished filing in, settled into their seats, and stopped rattling their
programs. The house lights dinmed, the curtain went up, and the play started.
And to ny utter surprise and endless relief, it was great.

| don't nean the anbassador was great as an actor. H s Fuzhtian expressions
and

body | anguage—+f he had any—were conpl etely opaque to the human audi ence. Hi s
singi ng voi ce as already noted was nmerely a nuch | ouder version of his
speaki ng

voi ce, and his speaking voice itself was no great shakes to begin wth.
Mar k' s

play wasn't particularly inpressive, either, though | have no doubt that it



was

t he best Broadway play ever conceived and witten in under fifty hours.

Yet in some weird and inexplicable way, it all worked. \Wat the anbassador

| acked in acting ability he nmore than made up in sheer raw stage presence;
hi s

inability to sing his way out of a laundry sack created a strangely effective
Yi n/ Yang with the rear-projected background singers; and over and through it
al |

was woven the unceasing and surrealistic flow of pictures fromthe RebuScope.
And when it was over, they gave him a standi ng ovati on.

"Well," Fogerty said, watching fromthe wi ngs as the anbassador | unbered out
for

his fourth curtain call. "Thank CGod that's over."

"Yes," | agreed, watching the anbassador do the Fuzhtian version of a bow,
whi ch

to ne | ooked nore like a seriously deformed curtsy. "It was fun while it

| asted. "

Fogerty gave ne a | ook whi ch woul d probably have been one of his fanobus

gl ares

if he'd had any enotional energy left to glare with. "You rmust be joking."
"No, really,” | insisted. "It felt good to be on Broadway again. | hadn't
realized how nuch 1'd mssed it."

"M ssed the fawni ng and appl ause, you nean," he countered. G ares were out,
but

he could still handle snide. "Well, better tuck the greasepaint back in your
suitcase. Tinme for you to go back to being anonynous again."

"I"'mnot so sure about that, M. Fogerty," Angus said, coming up to Fogerty's
side and showi ng us his RebuScope monitor. "Here's what the ambassador said
right after his second curtain call."

"At least it doesn't have the word 'Broadway' init,"
have

a transl ation yet?"

Fogerty grunted. "You

"I"'mnot sure," Angus said. "It seens to be 'eye want to go on street.' "
| sucked in my breath. "That's not street,”" | said carefully. "It's road."
Fogerty frowned at ne. " 'Go on road' ? What in hell does that-—=2"

And then, suddenly, he got it. But to ny amazenent, his face actually
brightened. "On the road," he said. "He wants to take the play on the road."

| threw Angus a | ook, saw ny same surprise mrrored there. Fogerty, actually
happy about this?

"No, |I'mnot having a breakdown," Fogerty assured us. "We'|ll take it on the
road, all right. But this play is too good to waste on humans. W're going to
take it to the Fuzhtian worlds."

He smiled with brittle slyness. "And along the way, | expect we'll finally get
a

| ook at sone of this wonderful Fuzhtian technol ogy we've been dying to see.”
He gestured across the backstage to Lee. "Start getting everything

or gani zed, "

he call ed over the applause fromout front. "W're taking this show on the
road."

And we did. For three nonths we sl ogged across space in the anbassador's
starship, stopping at star after star, planet after planet, theater after
theater. Setting up, watching the anbassador play to packed houses, tearing
down, and noving on again.

For the rest of the crewand ne it was a |l ot of work, though fundanentally not
a

lot different than doing a tour back in the States. Fuzhtian worlds—and there
were a |l ot of themeach had their own peculiar odors and sounds and col ors
and

climates; but when you get right down to it roast glinprik and m xed colfia



veget abl es tasted about the sane everywhere you go.

For Fogerty and the tech boys in the entourage, though, this tour was hog
heaven. Every little gadget that fell into their hands, no matter how small
or

seem ngly insignificant by Fuzhtian standards, had them salivating for hours
as

they carefully took it apart to see if they could figure out how it worked.
In

those three nonths they nmust have filled forty notebooks and at |east that
many

mul ti-gi gabyte CD-ROVs. Fogerty | ooked simultaneously nmore harried and nore
excited than 1'd ever seen him continually specul ati ng about what we'd | earn
when we were able to get a look at their really interesting stuff.
Unbel i evabl e

as it would have seened to me when | first joined the group, the man was
actually beconing a pleasure to be wth.

And he was like that right up until the other shoe finally dropped.

| knew somet hi ng was wong the instant Angus sat down at ny breakfast table
and

| got a look at his face. "What is it?" | asked, ny courf melon cubes
suddenl y

forgotten. "What's w ong?"

"Have you seen M. Fogerty?" he asked, his voice under rigid control

"I don't think he's up yet—he and the tech boys were working | ate on that
aroma- maki ng gadget,” | said. "What's wong?"

Angus turned his head to gaze out the wi ndow at the Fuzhtian city stretching
out

beneat h our hotel. "W were wong, M. Lebowitz," he said quietly. "Qur

Br oadway

star here wasn't an anbassador at all. Not really. He was— He waved a hand
hel pl essly. "He was a penguin."

| set down ny fork. "A penguin?" | asked carefully.

"Ch, not a real penguin, of course,"” he said. "That's just the inage that

j unped

to mind." He sighed and | ooked back at nme. "You've seen the nature specials.
Seen all those penguins gathering at the edge of an ice floe in their little
bl ack and white tuxedos, flapping their flippers, all set to start hunting
for

breakfast. Do you renenber why they don't all just junp in and get on with
it?"

| glanced down at nmy own breakfast. "I nust have nissed that episode."

"It's because they're not the only ones on the hunt." Angus picked up ny fork
and began absently stirring the courf cubes in ny dish. "There may be killer
whal es or other predators |urking under the surface, you see. So you know
what

t he pengui ns do?"

"Tell me."

He stirred the cubes a little nore vigorously. "They all keep jostling

t oget her

on the edge until one of themgets jostled enough to fall into the water." He
flicked the fork, and one of mnmy cubes flipped up over the edge of the dish
and

| anded on the table. "If nothing eats him" he said, gazing down at the cube,
"the rest knowit's safe to start going about the day's business."

| gazed at the piece of nelon, watching the juice ooze onto the table. "Al

right,”" | said slowy. "So the anbassador was pushed into the water. But 1'd
have t hought that we've treated himpretty well. Certainly no one's tried to
eat

him"

Angus snorted. "Ch, we treated himwell, all right. W treated himtoo damm



well. He's done it, he's lived through it... and now they all want to do it,
too."

"Do what?" | asked, frowning. "Conme to Earth?"

He | ooked up at ne with a haunted expression. "No," he said. "Star in a

Br oadway

play."

| felt my jaw fall open. "All of thenP"

He nodded. "All of them"™

W're on the last |leg of the anbassador's tour now—+wo nore planets, fifteen
nore shows, and then our ship will be heading back to Earth. Qur ship, and

t wo

hundred nore followi ng right behind us. Packed to the gills with eager
star-struck Fuzhties.

| don't know what the White House and UN officials said to Fogerty when he
br oke

the news to them | know that when he canme out of the anmbassador's
conmmuni cat i on

room he had the griml ook of a man who's just watched his career crash in
ruins,

in glorious full-color slow nmotion.

Still, he may yet be able to pull this off. Assuming the officials accepted
our

suggestions, there should be hordes of workmen at this very noment scurrying
around the Gobi, the Sahara, the Australian Qutback, and a dozen other of the
renotest places on earth. Building a hundred exact novie-lot-style replicas
of

Broadway for the Fuzhties to performon. Wth luck, they'Il all be ready by
t he

time we get back. If not, the real Broadway will never be the sane again.
They say the Fuzhties have a great deal to offer humanity. They had better be
ri ght.

Star Song

The wonman was sonmewhere in her mid-fifties, | estimted, wearing a

| ower - m ddl e-cl ass bl ue-green jacket suit and a professional scarf of a style
I

didn't recognize. In one hand she held a boarding ticket; with the other she
bal anced the inexpensive and slightly scuffed carrybag sl ung over her

shoul der.

Her hair was dark, her features unreadable, and her stride, as she toiled up
t he

st eep gangpl ank toward nme, stiffly no-nonsense with an edge of disdain.

In short, she | ooked |like any of the thousands of business types |I'd seen in
hundreds of spaceports across the Expansion. She certainly didn't |ook |ike
troubl e.

But that's always the way with life, isn't it? It's right when everything' s
goi ng al ong nice and smooth and you're all relaxed and bored that you
suddenl y

di scover that you're in fact eighty degrees off course with a dead stick
straked engi nes, and a conmatose musi cnast er

And everything right then was indeed going along nice and snooth. The flight
deck had been showing flat green when I'd left three nminutes earlier, Rhonda
had

t he engi nes running at peak efficiency—er at |east what passed for peak
efficiency with those rusty superannuates—and Ji mmy, while his usual annoying
sel f, was very nuch awake.

And yet, if 1'd been paying better attention, | mght have wondered a little
as

| watched the wonman approaching nme. M ght have seen that her conpletely

ordi nary



exterior wasn't quite matched by the way she wal ked.

The way she wal ked and, as | quickly found out, the way she talked. "I'm
Andr ul a

Kul asawa, " she announced to nme in a no-nonsense voi ce that matched the
stride.

It was a voice that sounded very much like it was accustoned to being

i stened

to. "I'm booked on your transport; here's ny ticket."

"Yes, Angorki Tower just informed ne," | said, popping the plastic card into
ny

reader and glancing at it. "lI'mJake Smith, M. Kulasawa, captain of the

Ser ge

Rock. Wl conme aboard."

A flicker of something touched her face—amusenent, perhaps, at the pilot of a
hunble Cass 8 star transport calling hinself a captain. "Captain," she said,
noddi ng her head microscopically as a hooked finger pulled the scarf away
from

her throat. "And it's Schol ar Kul asawa. "

"My apologies," | said, hearing my voice suddenly go rigid as | stared at the
neckpi ece that had been conceal ed behind the nondescript scarf.

And if the walk and voice hadn't nade ne wonder, that should have. Schol ars
wer e

one of the nost elite of the upper/professional classes, and |I'd never seen
one

yet who wouldn't freeze his or her throat in winter rather than wear
sonet hi ng

that woul d cover up that glittering professional badge. "The, uh, the Tower
didn't—=

"Apol ogy accepted," she said, her tone sonehow nanaging to carry the message
that it was her graciousness, not my worthiness, that was letting nme off the
hook for my unintended social gaffe. "Has ny equi pment been | oaded aboard
yet ?"

"Equi prrent ?" | asked, throwing a glance down the gangpl ank behind her. There
was

no ot her luggage there that | could see.

"It's not back there,"” she said, an edge of strained patience in her voice
Now.

"I have two Size Triple-F Minshten crates back at the |oading ranp. Research
equi prent for my work on Parex. It's on the ticket."

| looked at my reader again. It was there, all right. "I didn't know, but
11

see to it right away," | pronised, stepping back and gesturing her through
t he

hat chway. "In the neantine, may | help you get settled?"

"Il manage," she said, twitching the carrybag away as | reached for it.
"Were

is ny seat?"

"The passenger cabin is aft—back that way," | told her. "First hatchway on

t he

left.”

"I do know what 'aft' means, thank you," she said shortly, brushing past ne
and

di sappeari ng down the passageway.

| heard her carrybag scraping against the wall as she nmaneuvered her way down
the narrow corridor. But she didn't call for assistance, so | just sealed the
out er hatchway and headed straight up to the flight deck

The cramped room was enpty when | arrived, but a glance at the status board
showed the cargo hatch was still open. That would be where ny copil ot would
be.

Dropping into the pilot's seat, | keyed the intercomfor the cargo bay. "Yo



Bilko," |I called. "How s it goi ng?"
"Coming along nicely," First Oficer WII Hobson's voice replied. "Got al
t he

power lifters aboard, and it |ooks Iike we'll have room for nost of that
gour et

food, too."

"Well, don't start figuring the profit per cubic meter yet,"” | warned. "Qur

passenger has a couple of Triple-F Monshtens on the way."

"She has what?" he demanded, and | could picture his jaw dropping. "What is
she,

a rock scul ptor?"

"Close," | said. "She's a scholar."

"So what, she's shipping her lecture hall to Parex?"

"I haven't the foggi est what she's shipping,” | told him "You re welcone to
ask

her if you want."

He snorted, a noise that sounded |like a bad connection somewhere in the
circuit.

"No, thanks," he said. "I had ny fill of the scholar class on Barsinmeon."
"Let me guess. Card tournanent?"

"Dice, actually. And man, those scholars are real poor |osers. Wit a

m nut e—here come her Monshtens now. Triple-F's, all right. Let's see... code
inmprint says it's Cass-1 electronics. Your basic off-the-shelf consuner
stuff.”

That did seem odd. "Maybe she's running a hol ot ape busi ness on the side," |
suggest ed.

Bil ko snorted again. "Or else she's bringing a podium sound system she coul d
lecture in the Grand Canyon with," he said.

Days afterward, | would remenber that line. R ght then, though, it just
sounded

like Bilko' s usual brand of snmart-nouthing. "Wat she's got in her luggage is

none of our business," | rem nded him "Just get it aboard and secured, al
ri ght?"

"If you insist," he said with a theatrical sigh

"I insist," | said, keying off. Bilko, |I had | ong ago concl uded, was
privately

convinced he'd been switched at birth with sone fanbus stage actor, and he
seldomif ever passed up a chance to get in some practice in his

nm ght - have- been

profession. Personally, 1'd always considered those attenpts to be a

conti nual

rem nder of the great contribution the hypothetical baby-switcher's action
had

made to |live theater.

| keyed the intercomto the engine room "Rhonda?"

"Ri ght here," Engi neer Rhonda Bl ankenship's voice came. "W in pre-flight
yet ?"

"Just started,"” | told her. "Engines up and running?"

"Ticking like a fine Swiss clock," she reported. "Or like a mad Bol shevik's
bonb. Take your pick."

"You're such a joy and confort to have around," | growl ed. She'd been after
nme

for years to get new engines or at |east have the old ones extensively

over haul ed. "You m ght be interested to know we have a professional passenger
aboard. A scholar."

"You're kidding," she said. "Wat in space is a schol ar doi ng here?"
"Probably a study on the struggles of |ower/working-class star transports,” |
told her. "No, actually, it's probably out of necessity. The Tower said she
needed to get to Parex right away, and we were the only schedul ed transport
for



t he next nine days."
"What, all the liners running full today?"

"The liners don't take Monshten Triple-Fs as check-on luggage," | said. "And
don't ask ne what's in them because | don't know "

"I wasn't going to," she assured me. "If they look at all interesting, Bilko
will figure out a way into them"

"He'd better not even think it," | warned. As far as | knew, Bilko had never

actually stolen anything fromany of our cargoes, but one of these days that
i nsatiable curiosity of his was going to skate himover the edge.

"I'f he asks, I'll tell himyou said so," Rhonda prom sed.

"I'f he asks, it'll be a first," | growed. "You just concentrate on getting
us

i nto space wi thout popping any nore preburn sparkles than you have to, OK?
Sendi ng a ni ddl e-aged scholar screaming to the |ifepods woul dn't be good for
busi ness. "

"At our end of the food chain, | doubt anyone would even notice," she said
dryly. "But if you insist, OK"

| keyed off, and spent the next few minutes running various pre-flight
checks.

And finding ways to stall off the inevitable noment when |I'd have to head
back

and talk to our musicmaster, Jinmmy Chanal a, about the details of our junp to
Par ex.

It wasn't that | didn't like the kid. Not really. It was just that he was a
ki d,

barely past his nineteenth birthday, and as such was inevitably full of the
hal f - brai ned i deas and under baked worl dly wi sdomthat had irritated nme even
when

| was a teenager myself. Add to that the fact that the nusicmaster was the
si ngl e nmost i ndi spensabl e person aboard the Sergei Rock—and we all knew
it—and

you had a recipe for cocky arrogance that would practically find its own way
to

the oven.

To be fair, Jimry tried. And to be even nore fair, | probably didn't try hard
enough. But even with himtrying not to spout nonsense, and me trying not to
poi nt out what nonsense it was, we still had a knack for rubbing each other
t he

wrong way.

Fortunately, by the time | finished the pre-flight—thereby running out of
del aying tactics—Bilko called to say that the cargo was aboard and the hold
secured. | called the Tower, found that our efficiency had gotten us bunped
to

three-down in the lift list, and gave the general strap-in order. Once we
wer e

in space, there would be plenty of tine to go see Ji my.

W |ifted to orbit—wi thout popping even a single preburn sparkle, amazingly
enough—dr opped the booster for the port tuggers to retrieve, and headed for

deep

space.

And now, unfortunately, it was tinme to go see Ji my.

"Doubl e-check that we're on the Parex vector," | told Bil ko, maneuvering

careful ly past the banks of controls and status lights in the slightly
disorienting effect of the false-grav. The fancier freighters with their
vari abl e-vol une speakers and delimtation plates could handle sone limted
post-wrap steering, but we had to be already running in the direction we
want ed

to go. "I'll see if Jimy's ready yet."

"Right-o," Bilko said, already busy at his board. "Be sure to renind him
we're



runni ng heavy today. Probably need at | east a G een, maybe even a Blue."

"Ri ght."

| headed down the corridor past the passenger cabin, noting the closed
hat chway

and wondering if our esteened scholar might be having a touch of mal de
f aux- g.

I could al nost hope she was; in a Universe of oppressively strict class

di stinctions, nausea renai ned as one of the great social |evelers.

Still, if she mssed the bag, | was the one who'd have to clean it up. Al

t hi ngs considered, | decided to hope she wasn't sick. Passing her hatchway, |
continued another five neters aft and turned into the nusicrmaster's cabin.
|'ve already nentioned that Jinmy was a kid of nineteen. Wat | haven't
mentioned was all the irritating peripherals that went along with that. H s
hair, for one thing, which hadn't been cut for at |east five planets, and the
nmostly randomtufts of scraggly facial fuzz he referred to in all seriousness
as

a beard. In a profession that seened to take a perverse pride in its lack of
a

dress code, his wardrobe was probably still a standout of strange taste,
consi sting today of a flam ng pais-plaid shirt that had been out of style for
at

| east ten years and a pair of faded jeans that |ooked like they'd started
their

fade ten years before that. His official nusicmaster scarf clashed violently
with the shirt, and was sloppily knotted besides. Hi s shoes, propped up on

t he

corner of his desk, were indescribable.

As usual, he twitched sharply as I swng around the hatchway into view.
Rhonda

had nmostly convinced ne it was nothing nore than the fact that he was al ways
t oo

preoccupied to hear nme coming, but | couldn't conpletely shake the feeling

t hat

the twitch was based on guilt. Though what specifically he mght feel guilty
about | didn't know "Captain," he said, the word com ng out hal fway between
a

startled statenent and a startled gasp. "I was just working up the program"”
"Yeah," | said, throwing a | ook at the shoes propped up on the desk and then
del i berately | ooking away. He knew | didn't |ike himdoing that, but since it
was his desk and there were no specific regulations against it he'd | ong

si nce

decided to make it a point of defiance. |1'd always suspected Bil ko of eggi ng
hi m

on in that, but had never uncovered any actual proof of it. "Did First
Oficer

Hobson send you the mass nunbers?"

"Yes, sir," Jimy said. "I was thinking we ought to go with a Blue, just to
be

on the safe side."

"Sounds good," | grunted, carefully not mentioning that a Blue neant Ronantic

Era or folk music, both of which | preferred to the Baroque or O assical Era
that we would need to attract a Green. It wouldn't do for Jimrmy to think he
was

doing me a favor; he'd just want something in return sonewhere down the |ine.
"What have you got planned?"

"I thought we'd start with the Brahns Doubl e Concerto," he said, raising his
reader fromhis lap and peering at his list. "That's thirty-two point seven
ei ght mnutes. Dvorak's Carnival Overture will add another nine point five

t wo,

t he Saint-Saens Organ Synphony will clock in at thirty-two point six seven,



and

the Berlioz Requiemw || add seventy-six mnutes even. Then we'll go to
Gieg s

Peer Gynt at forty-eight point three, the Mendel ssohn Violin Concerto at
twenty-four point two four, and Massenet's Scenes Al saciennes at twenty-two
poi nt eight two."

He probably thought that throwi ng the nunbers at ne rapid-fire like that
woul d

have ne conpletely lost. If so, he was in for a disappointnment. "l read that
as

four hours six point three three mnutes,” | said. "You' re six mnutes
over due

for a break."

"Ch, cone on," he said scornfully. "I can handle an extra six mnutes."
"The rul es say four hours, max, and then a hal f-hour break,"” | countered.
"You

know t hat."

"The rules were invented by senile old conservatory professors who could
barely

stay awake for four hours,"” he shot back. "I did eight hours straight once
back

at OSU+ can sure do four hours six."

"I"'msure you can," | said. "But not on my transport. Change the program"
"Look, Captain—=

"Change the program" | cut himoff. Spinning around, | strode out the

hat chway

and headed back down the corridor, seething silently to myself. Now he was
goi ng

to have to find something else to fill in the last part of the program and

knowi ng Jimry, he'd try to run it right up to the four-hour linit. Finding
t he

right piece of nusic would take tine; and in this business, time was nost
definitely noney.

| was still seething when | reached the flight deck. "How s the vector?"
demanded, squeezing past Bilko to ny seat.

"Looks clean," he said, throwing me a sideways |look as | sat down. "Trouble
with

Ji my ?"

"No nore than usual,” | grow ed, jabbing nmy main display for a status review
"How close to tinme margin are we runni ng?"

He shrugged. "Not too bad—

"Bil ko?" Jimy's voice canme over the intercom "lI'mready to go."
Bil ko | ooked at ne, raised his eyebrows. | waved disgustedly at the
i ntercom-+

sure didn't want to talk to him "OK Jimy," Bilko told him "Go ahead."
"Right. Here we go."

The intercom keyed off. "What was that about the time margi n?" Bil ko asked.
"Never mind," | gritted. The damm kid nust have had an alternative program
figured out and ready to go before | even got there. Wich nmeant the whole
argunent had been nothing nore than himpushing me on the tine rule, just to
see

if 1'd bend. No absolutes; no rules; do whatever works or whatever you can
get

away w th. Typical underbaked juvenile nonsense.

A deep C-sharp note sounded, and | felt ny chair shaking slightly as the hul
vibrated with the pre-nusic call. | shifted nmy attention to the forward

vi ewport, staring unblinkingly out at the distant stars, and waited. Ten
seconds

| ater the C-sharp was replaced by the opening notes of the Brahnms Doubl e
Concert o—



And wi th breathtaki ng suddenness the stars vani shed.

| |1 ooked back down at ny control board, disappointnment mixing into ny already
irritated nood. Only once had | ever actually seen a flapblack as it came in,
and I'd been trying ever since to repeat the experience. Not this tine.
"We've got a good wrap," Bilko reported, peering at his displays. "lnertial
confirms four point six one |light-years per hour."

"Definitely a Blue, then."

"O areal slow Geen," Bilko said. "Conputer's still running the spectrum™
| nodded, listening to the nusic and gazing out at the nothingness outside.
And

marvel i ng as always at this strange symbiosis that humanity had found.

They were called flapblacks. Not a very inaginative nane, and one which
subsequent study had shown to be inaccurate anyway, but it had stuck now for
five decades and there was no reason to assune it would ever get changed to
somet hing better. The first crewto run into one of the things had
over scr ubbed

t heir neager sensor data until the creature had | ooked |ike a giant pancake
shape wrapping itself around their ship and bl ocking off the starlight.

At which point, to their stunned amazenent, it had picked up their ship and
noved it.

As far as | knew, we still didn't have the faintest idea how the flapbl acks
did

what they did. The idea that an essentially insubstantial being that
apparently

lived its entire life in deep space could physically carry multiple tons of
star

transport across nultiple light-years at rates of up to five light-years per
hour was utterly absurd. We didn't know what they were made of, how t hey
l'ived,

what they ate, what else they did, how they reproduced, or how many of them
per

cubic light-year there were. In fact, when you boiled it down, there was
virtually only one thing we did know about them

And that was that they loved nmusic. Al kinds of nusic: nodern, classical
fol k

nel odi es, Gregorian chants—you nanme it, sone flapblack out there loved it.

Pl ay

a clean musical tone through your hull and w thin seconds you'd have

fl apbl acks

crowmdi ng around like seagulls at a fish market. Start the nusic itself, and
one

of themwould instantly wap itself around the transport, and you'd be off
for

the stars.

"Spectrum s coming up," Bilko reported. "Yep—definitely a Blue."

| nodded again in acknow edgment. The fl apbl acks thensel ves showed little
internal structure, and of course no actual color at all. But it hadn't taken
I ong for someone to notice that, just as the transport was being wapped, the
i ncom ng starlight experienced a brief nmonment of interference. Subsequent

st udy

had shown that the interference pattern | ooked and behaved |ike an absorption
spectrum wth the lines fromany given fl apblack grouped together in a
particul ar col or of the spectrum

That had been the key that had turned the original mrusical-shotgun approach
into

somet hing nmore scientific. Flapblacks whose lines were in the red part of the
spectrumwere fairly slow, were apparently not strong enough to wap
transports

above a certain mass, and cane when you pl ayed nusicals or opera. Orange

fl apbl acks were faster and stronger and |iked nodern nusi c—any ki nd—and



Gregorian chants. 1'd yet to figure that one out. Yellows were faster and
stronger yet and |liked jazz and classical rock/roll. Greens were stil
stronger,

but nowa little slower, and |iked Baroque and Mzartian cl assical. Blues
wer e

the strongest of all, though slower than any of the others except Reds, and
liked 19th century romantic and any kind of folk mel ody.

It was the flapblacks and their |ove of our music which had finally freed
humanity from Sol and allowed us to stretch out to the stars. Mire
personal ly,

of course, space travel was what provided nme with ny job, for which I was
nostly

grateful.

The catch was that it wasn't just the nusic they needed. O rather, it wasn't
t he nmusic al one. \Wich was, unfortunately, where nusicmasters |ike Jimy cane
in.

You see, you couldn't just play the nusic straight for them That woul d have
been too easy. What you had to have was soneone aboard the transport

[istening

to the music as you punped it out through the hull

And not just listening; | mean listening. He had to sit there doing nothing
t he

whole tine, follow ng every note and rest and crescendo, letting his enotions
swell and ebb with the flow Basically, just really getting into the mnusic.
The experts called it psycho-stereo, which like nost fancy words was probably
created to cover up the fact that they didn't know any nore about this than

t hey

did anything el se about the flapbl acks. Best guess—heavy enphasis on
guess—was

that what the flapblacks actually |iked was getting the rmusic straight while
at

the sane tinme hearing it filtered through a human mnd. They al nbst certainly
were getting the pre-nusic call telepathically—until they wapped, there was
no

other way for themto pick up the sound in the vacuum of space.

However it worked, the bottomline was that | couldn't handl e the job.

Nei t her

could Bil ko or Rhonda. Sure, we all |iked nusic, but we also all had other
duties and responsibilities to attend to during the flight. Even if we hadn't,
I

doubt any of us had the kind of single-track mnd that would I et us do

sonet hi ng

that rigid for hours at a tine. And you had to keep it up—ene slip and your
fl apbl ack woul d be | ong gone and you'd have to stop and pull in another one.
That wasn't a problemin itself, of course; there were always fl apbl acks
hangi ng

around waiting to be entertained. The problemcanme in not knowing to the
m crosecond exactly how | ong you'd been traveling. At flapblack speeds, a
second's worth of error translated into a |lot of undershoot or overshoot on

your
target planet.

And even apart fromall that, | personally still wouldn't have wanted the

j ob.

I've always considered nmy enotions to be nmy own business, and the thought of
letting sone alien will-o0'-the-wisp listen in was right next to chew ng sand
on

my list of things | didn't Iike to think about.

Enter Jimry and the rest of the nusicrmaster corps. They were the ones who
actually made star travel possible. People like Bil ko, Rhonda, and nme were
j ust



here to keep themalive along the way, and to handl e the paperwork at the end
of

the trip.

It was a train of thought |I'd been running along quite a lot lately, nore or

| ess begi nning with our previous nusicrmaster's departure two nonths ago and
Jimy's arrival. My digestion was definitely the worse for it.

"Looks like everything's snooth here," Bil ko comrented, pulling his |ucky
deck

of cards fromhis shirt pocket. "Quick ganme?"

"No, thanks," | said, looking at the cards with distaste. Considering that it
purported to be a lucky deck, those cards had gotten Bil ko into nore trouble
over the years. 1'd lost track of how many tinmes |'d had to pacify sone

pi ck-up

gane partner who refused to believe that Bilko's w nnings were due solely to
skill.

"Ckay," he said equably, fanning the deck. "Want to draw cards for first turn
in

t he dayroom then?"

Mentally, | shook nmy head. For all his angling, Bilko could be so transparent
sometines. "No, you go ahead," | told him keying in the autosystem and
gi vi ng

the status lights a final check. The dayroom situated across the nmain
corridor

fromthe passenger cabin, was our off-duty spot. On the bigger |ong-range
transports dayroomfacilities were pretty extensive; all ours offered was
stal e

snacks, marginal hol otape entertai nment, and | egroom

"Ckay," he said, unstrapping. "I'll be back in an hour."

"Just be sure you spend that hour in the dayroom" | added. "Not poking
around

Schol ar Kul asawa' s | uggage. "

Hs face fell, just a bit. Just enough to showne I'd hit the target dead

center. "What makes you thi nk—=2"

The intercom beeped. "Captain Snith?" a femal e voice asked.

| grimaced, tapping the key. "This is Smith, Scholar Kul asawa," | said.
"I"'d like to see you," she said. "At your earliest convenience, of course.”
A nice, polite, upper-class phrase. Conpl etely neaningl ess here, of course;
what

she neant was now. "Certainly,” | said. "I'lIl be right there."
| keyed off the intercomand | ooked at Bil ko. "You see?" | told him "She
read

your m nd. The upper classes can do that."
"I wouldn't put it past them" he grunbled, strapping hinself back down. "I

hope

your bowi ng and cringing is up to par."

"I guess I'Il find out,"” | said, getting up. "If I'mnot back in twenty
m nut es,

dreamup a crisis or sonething, will you?"

"I thought you said she could read ninds."

"1 risk it."

Schol ar Kul asawa was waiting when | arrived in our nine-person passenger
cabi n,

sitting in the center seat in a stiff posture that rem nded ne sonehow of old
portraits of European royalty. "Thank you for being so pronpt, Captain," she
said as | stepped inside. "Please sit down."

"Thank you," | said automatically, as if being allowed to sit in nmy own
transport was something | needed her perm ssion to do. Sw veling one of the
other seats around to face her, | sat down. "Wat can | do for you?"

"How much is your current cargo worth?" she asked.
I blinked. "Wat?"



"You heard ne," she said. "I want to know the full value of your cargo. And
add

in all the shipping fees and any nondelivery penalties."

What | shoul d have done—what mny first inpulse was to do—was find a properly
respectful way to say it was none of her business and get back to the flight
deck. But the sheer unexpectedness of the question froze ne to ny seat. "Can

you
tell me why that information should be any of your business?" | asked instead.
"I want to buy out this trip," she said calmy. "I'Il pay all associated

cost s,

i ncluding penalties, add in your standard fee for the side trip | want to
nmake,
and throwin a little something extra as a bonus."

| shook ny head. "I'msorry to disappoint you, Scholar,” | said, "but this
run

is already spoken for. If you want to charter a special trip at Parex, |'m
sure

you'll be able to find a transport willing to take you."

She favored ne with a snmile that didn't have a single calorie of warnth
anywher e

init. "Meaning you woul dn't take nme?"

"Meaning if you wish to discuss it after we've offloaded at Parex I'lIl be
willing to listen,” | said, standing up. | had it now her schol arhood was in

psychol ogy, and this was all part of some stupid study on bribery and ethics.
"But thank you for the offer—=

"I"1l pay you three hundred thousand neumarks," she said, the smle gone now
"Cash. "

| stared at her. The power lifters and gournet food we were carrying were
worth

maybe two hundred thousand, max, with everything el se adding no nore than
another thirty. Wiich left the little bonus she'd nentioned at somewhere
around

seventy thousand neumarks.
Seventy thousand neumarks. .
"You don't think |I'm serious,
into

her jacket and pulling out what |ooked |like a pre-paid noney card. "Go on,"
she

invited, holding it out toward me. "Check it."

she went on into ny sudden silence, reaching

Carefully, suspiciously, | reached out and took the card. Pulling out ny
reader,
I slid it in.

As the owner of a transport plying sone of the admittedly |ess-than-plum

| anes,

| had | ong ago decided that buying cut-rate docunent software would
ultimately

cost me nore than it woul d save. Consequently, |I'd nmade sure that the Serge
Rock's legal and financial authenticators were the best that noney could buy.
Schol ar Kul asawa' s noney card was conpletely legitimate. And it did indeed
have

three hundred thousand neurmarks on it.

"You must be crazy to carry this around,” | told her, pulling the card out of
ny

reader as if it was made of thousand-year-old crystal. "Were in the worlds
did

you get this kind of noney, anyway?"

"Frommy university, of course. No—keep it," she added, waving the card back
as

| held it out to her. "I prefer payment in advance."

Wth a sigh, | stood up and set the card down on the seat next to her



Seventy

t housand neumarks... "I already told you this trip's been contracted for," |
said. "Talk to nme when we reach Parex." | turned to go—
n \MI t . n

| turned back. For a nmonment she studied ny face, with sonething that m ght
have

been grudging adniration in her expression. "I msjudged you," she said. "M
apologies. Allow nme to try a different approach.”
| shook ny head. "I already said—=

"Wul d you accept ny offer,"” she cut nme off, "if it would al so nean hel pi ng
peopl e desperately in need of our assistance?"

| shook ny head. "The Patrol's got an office on Parex," | said. "You want
hel p,

talk to them™

"I can't." Her carefully jeweled lip twisted, just slightly. "For one thing,

t hey have no one equi pped to deal with the situation. For another, if |
cal l ed

themin they'd take it over and shut nme out conpletely.”

"Shut you out of what?"

"The credit, of course," she said, her lip twisting again. "That's what
drives

the academic world, Captain: the politely savage conpetition for credit and
gl ory and peer recognition." She eyed nme again. "It would be so nuch easier
i f

woul d trust me. Safer, too, fromnmy point of view If this should get out..."
She took a deep breath, still watching ne, and let it out in a rush. "But if
it's the only way to get your cooperation, then | suppose that's what | have
to

do. Tell nme, have you ever heard of the Freedonis Peace?"

"Sounds vaguely fanmiliar," | said, searching ny nenory. "lIs it a star
transport ?"

She snorted gently. "You mght say it was the ultinmate star transport,"” she
sai d

dryly. "The Freedomi s Peace was one of the five G ant Leap ark ships that
headed

out fromthe Jovian colonies 130 years ago."

"Ch—+ight," | said, feeling ny face warnming. Nothing |ike forgetting one of
t he

bi ggest and nost spectacular failures in the history of human exploration.
The

United Jovian Habitats, full of the arrogance of wealth and autonony, had
hol | owed out five fair-sized asteroids, stocked themw th col onists,
pre-assenbl ed ecosystens, and heavy-duty ion-capture fusion drives, and sent
t hem bl azi ng out of the solar systemas humanity's gift to the stars.

The pl anetoi ds had stayed in contact with the honme systemfor a while, their
transm ssions growi ng steadily weaker as the distances increased and there
was

nore and nore interstellar dust for their transm ssion |lasers to have to
punch

t hrough. Eventually, they faded out, with the |last of the five going silent
barely six years after their departure. The tel escopes had been able to
fol | ow

them for another five years or so, but eventually their drives had faded into
t he general starscape background.

And then had conme the War of Reclamation, ruthlessly bringing the Habitats
back

under Earth dominion and in the process wi ping out virtually all records of
t he

G ant Leap project. By the tinme humanity started riding flapblacks and were
finally able to go out |ooking for them they had conpletely vani shed.



" Ckay—the

Freedom s Peace. What about it?"

"I"ve found it," she said sinply.

| stared at her. "Where?"

"Qut in space, of course," she said tartly. "You don't expect nme to give you
its

exact location until you've agreed to take me there, do you?"

"But it's sonewhere near Parex?" | pronpted.
She eyed ne closely. "It's accessible fromParex," she said. "That's all ']
say."

| pursed my lips, trying to think, listening with half an ear to the Brahns
pl aying in the background. At |east now | understood why there was so nuch
noney

i nvol ved. Never nind the academi c comunity; a historical find like this
woul d

rock the whol e Expansion, fromthe Quter March colonies straight up to Earth
and

the Ten Families. Not to nention putting the discoverers pernmanently into the
hi story books thensel ves.

Whi ch did, however, bring up an entirely new question. "So why ne?" | asked.
"Your university could hire a much better transport than the Sergei Rock with
the noney you're willing to spend.”

Her thin |ips conpressed nonentarily. "There are—onpetitors, shall we
say—who

want to reach the Freedoms Peace first. | know of at |east one group that
has

been wat ching ne."

"You're sure they don't know the |ocation thensel ves?"

"I"'msure this group doesn't," she retorted. "But there are others, and sone
of

them may be getting close.’
to

grab the first transport that was headi ng anywhere near it.
"But you are authorized to use that noney card?" | asked.
She smled coldly. "Trust ne, Captain: if | succeed here, the university wll
gladly authorize ten tines what's on that card. The historical significance
of

the furnishings alone will send shock waves through the Expansion. Let al one
al |

the rest of it."

"Al'l the rest of what?" | asked, frowning. |I'd have thought the historica
artifacts they would find aboard would be all there was.

"I thought | mentioned that," she said with a sort of malicious innocence.

She waved a hand at the cabin around her. "I had

"When

| asked about peopl e needi ng assi stance, renenber? The Freedom s Peace isn't
just drifting dead in space—t's still underway.

"Cbvi ously, soneone is still aboard."

The sane rul e book that said the nusicnaster had to take a thirty-mnute

br eak

every four hours also said that the crew was never to all be away fromtheir
posts at the same tinme, while in flight, except under extraordinary
circunmstances. | decided this qualified; and the minute Jimry went on break
I

haul ed the three of theminto the dayroom

"I don't know," Bilko mused when |I'd outlined Schol ar Kul asawa's proposition
"The whole thing snells a little fishy."

"Whi ch parts?" | asked

"Al'l parts," he said. "For one thing, | find it hard to believe this race is
so



tight she had to settle for a transport |ike the Sergei Rock."

"What's wong with the Sergei Rock?" | demanded, trying not to take it
personal Iy and not entirely succeeding. "W may not be fancy, but we've got a
good cl ean record."

"And don't forget those boxes of hers,” Jinmy put in. | didn't have to ask
how

he was | eani ng—he was practically bouncing in his seat with excitenent over

t he

whol e thing. "She needed a transport that could carry them"

"Yes—tet's not forget those boxes," Bilko countered. "Did our esteened

schol ar
happen to tell you what was in thenf"
"She said it was her research equipnment,” | told him

"That's one hell of a lot of research equi pnent."”

"Hi storians and archaeol ogi sts don't make do with a magnifying gl ass and
tweezers anynore,” | said stiffly.

"Why are we all arguing here?" Jimmy put in earnestly. "I nean, if there are
peopl e out there who are |l ost, we need to help them™

"I don't think Schol ar Kul asawa cares two sparkl es about whoever's aboard,"
Bil ko growed. "It's Col unbus Syndrome—she just wants the credit for

di scovering

the New World."

"Shouldn't it be the Ad Wrld?" Jimy suggested.

Bil ko threw hima glare. "Fine. Watever."

| 1 ooked at Rhonda. "You've been pretty quiet," |I said. "Wat do you think?"
"I don't think it matters what | think," she said quietly. "You' re the owner
and

captain, and you've already made up your mnd. Haven't you?"

"I suppose | have, really," |I conceded. "But | don't want to steanroll the
rest

of you, either. If anyone has a solid reason why we should turn her down,
want

to hear it."

"I"'mw th you," Jimy piped up

"Thank you," | said patiently. "But | was asking for dissenting opinions.
Bi | ko?"

"Just the snell of it," he said sourly. "I might have sonmething solid if
you' d

et ne ook into those crates of hers.”

| grimaced. "Conpronise,” | said. "You can do a materials scan and sonic

deep-probe if you want. Just bear in mind that Angorki custonms would have
done

all that and nore, and apparently passed everything through wthout a

whi sper .

QO her thought s?"

| | ooked at Rhonda, then at Bilko, then back at Rhonda. Neither |ooked
particul arly happy, but neither said anything either. Probably had decided
t hat

arguing further would be a waste of breath. "All right, then," |I said after a
mnute. "1'Il go tell Scholar Kulasawa that we're in and get the coordinates
fromher. Bilko and I will figure out our vector and then you, Jinmy, wll
wor k

out a program Got it? Good. Everyone back to your posts."

Kul asawa accepted the news with the air of someone who woul d have found it
astonishing if we hadn't fallen properly into |line behind her. The | ocation
she

gave me woul d have been a ten-hour trip from Parex, but as it happened was
only

about six hours fromour current position. | couldn't tell whether she was
genui nely pleased by that or sinply considered it another exanple of the



Uni verse's nmoral obligation to reconfigure itself in accordance to her plans
and

whi rs.

Regar dl ess, the distance was reasonable and the course trivial to calcul ate.
By

the tine Bilko and | had the vector worked out, Jimy was ready with severa
alternative prograns. | got himstarted on a four-hour progran-he argued
briefly

for doing the entire six hours in one gulp, but 1'd already stretched the
rul es

enough for one trip—and had hi mget us underway.

And then, when everything was quiet again, | headed back to the engi ne room
to

see Rhonda.

Most of the engineer's job involved the lift and | andi ng procedures, |eaving
little if anything for her to do while we were in deep space. Despite that,
we

al nrost never saw Rhonda in the dayroom She preferred to stay at her post,
wat chi ng her engines, listening to Jimy's concert in solitude, and creating
t he

little beadwork jewelry that was her hobby.

She was working on the latter as | came in. "Thought |1'd check and see how

you
were doi ng back here," | greeted her as | stepped in through the hatchway.
"Everything's fine," she assured nme, |ooking up from her beads.

"Good," | said, stepping behind her and peering over her shoul der. The piece
was

only half finished, but already it |ooked nice. "Interesting pattern,"” | told
her. "CGood col or schene, too. Wat's it going to be?"

"A decorated conb," she said. "It holds your hair in place in back." She

tw sted

her head to | ook thoughtfully up at me. "For those of us who have enough hair
to

need hol di ng, of course.”

"Funny." | came around to the front of the board and pulled down a junpseat.
"l

wanted to talk to you about this little side trip we're nmaking. You really
don't

like it, do you?"

"No, | don't," she said. "I have no quarrel with locating the Freedom s Peace
or

even going there, though reneging on a contract is going to damage that clean
record you nentioned in the dayroom™

"I know, but we'll make it right,” | prom sed. "Kulasawa's given us nore than
enough noney to cover that."

"I know," Rhonda said sourly. "And that's what's really bothering ne: your
nmotivation for all of this. Altruistic noises aside, are you sure it's not

j ust

t he noney?"

"I'f you'll recall, | turned down the noney when she first offered it," |

rem nded her.

"But was it the noney or the fact you didn't know anything about the job?"
she

count er ed.

"Some of both," | had to concede. "But now that we know what we're doi ng—
"Do we?" she cut ne off. "Do we really? Has Schol ar Kul asawa t hought

t hr ough—+

mean real ly thought through—what she intends to do once we get there? Is she
going to volunteer the Sergei Rock passenger cabin to take themall back to
Eart h? Make grandi ose prom ses of |and on Brunswi ck or Camaraderie or



sonewher e

that she has no authority to nmake?"

She waved a hand in the general direction of the passenger cabin. "O maybe
she

doesn't intend to bring themhone at all. She could be planning to | eave them
out there like some lost rain-forest culture for her acadenmic friends to

st udy.

O maybe she'll organi ze weekly tour-groups for the public and sell tickets."
"Now you're being silly," | grunbled.

"Am | ?" she countered. "Just because she's a schol ar and has noney doesn't
nmean

she's got any brains, you know." She cocked her head slightly to the side.
"Just

how much above our expenses is she offering you?"

| shrugged as casually as | could. "Seventy thousand neumarks."

Her eyes wi dened. "Seventy thousand? And you still don't see anything w ong
with

this?"

"There's prestige involved here, Rhonda," | remi nded her. "Prestige and
acadeni c

glory. That's worth a lot nore to any schol ar than nmere noney. Renenber, we
know

next to nothing about the G eat Leap colonies—all that stuff went up in dust
when the Ganynede domes were hit late in the war. W don't know what kind of
astrogati on systemthey had, how you create a stable ecosystemthat conpact,
or

even how you set about holl owi ng out eighteen kiloneters' worth of asteroid
in

the first place. Scholars go nuts over that sort of thing."

"Yes, but three hundred thousand neumar ks worth?"

| shrugged again. "It's the bottomline of being the ones who go down in
history," |I rem nded her. "And remenber, the Tower's own records showed that
we

were the only transport headed for Parex for over a week. |If her conpetitors
have their own ship, then we're her only chance to get there first."

Rhonda shook her head. "I'msorry, but | find that utterly inconprehensible."
"Frankly, so do I," | readily admtted. "That's probably why we're not
schol ars. "

She smled | opsidedly. "Besides being fromthe wong end of the social

spect runf"

| shrugged. "Besides that. So | guess we'll just have to concentrate on the
fact

we're going to be helping to rescue sone people who've been marooned in space
for the past century and a third."

"And hope Kul asawa isn't planning to renege on her deal if we |ose the race,”

Rhonda warned. "I don't suppose that topic happened to cone up in
conver sati on,

didit?"

"As a matter of fact, it didn't," | said slowy, feeling ny forehead
wri nkling

"Maybe |'d better introduce it."
"You can do that when you ask about her cargo," Rhonda suggested hel pful ly.

"Incidentally, assuming we get it, | trust you'll be spreading that
sevent y-t housand bonus around equal | y?"

"Don't worry," | assured her, standing up and stepping to the hatchway. "What
I"ve got in mnd will benefit all of us."

"New engi nes, maybe?" she asked hopefully, her eyebrows lifting.
| gave her an enigmatic snile and left.

Bil ko's materials scan on Kul asawa's crates was quick and not terribly



informative. It reveal ed the presence of el ectronics conponents, sone pretty
hefty internal power supplies, magnetic materials, and some stretches of

rat her

esoteric synthetic nmenbranes. The sonic deep-probe was nore interesting; from
two directions on each of the crates the probe signals got bounced straight
back

as if fromsolid plates of conditioned ceranic.

Kul asawa' s expl anation, once | asked her, cleared up the confusion. The
crates,

she inforned me, contained a set of industrial-quality sonic deep-probes.
Though

tradition said that each of the Great Leap Col onies had consisted mainly of a
single | arge chanmber holl owed out of the center of the asteroid, there was no
solid evidence to back up that assunption; and if the Freedoml s Peace proved
instead to be a vast honeyconb of roons and passages, it wouldn't be smart
for

us to start exploring it without first mapping out the entire network.

The first four-hour program ended, Jimy chafed and groused his way through
hi s

regul ati on-stipul ated break, and then we were off again. The transit time to
t he

spot Bilko and | had cal cul ated came out to be a shade over one hour
forty-eight

m nutes, and Jimy had worked up a programthat nailed us there dead center
on

t he nose.

The nusi c stopped, the flapblack unwapped itself, and Bil ko and | gazed out
t he

forward vi ewport.

At exactly not hing.

"Where is it?" Kul asawa denanded, |eaning over our shoulders to |ook. "You
sai d

we were here."”

"We're where your data took us," | said, resisting the urge to | ean away from
her in the cranped space. Her breath was unpl easantly warm on my cheek, and
her

lip perfume had clearly been applied with a larger roomin nind. "W're
runni ng

a check now, but—=

"My data was accurate," she snapped. Fromthe suddenly increased heat on ny
cheek, | guessed she had turned a glare my direction. Fortunately, | was too
busy with ny board to turn and look. "If we're in the wong place, you're the
ones to blane."

"We're working on it, Scholar," Bilko soothed in the sane tone of voice I'd
heard hi muse on card partners suddenly suspicious by how deep in the hole

they'd gotten thenselves. "In any astrogate calculation there's a certain
mar gi n

of error—=

"I don't want excuses," Kulasawa cut himoff, the tenperature of her voice
dropping into the single digits. "I want results."

"W understand," Bilko said, unfazed. "But those results may take tinme." He
threw her a sideways gl ance. "And we do need roomto work."

Kul asawa was still radiating frustration, but fortunately common sense
prevailed. "I'Il be in the passenger cabin," she said between clenched teeth
and stal ked out.

The flight deck door slid shut behind her, and Bil ko and | | ooked across at
each

other. "The | ady's deadly serious about this, isn't she?" Bilko conmented.
"1

bet you could bargain us up alittle on the deal."



"I'"d say she's at least two stages past deadly,” | countered. "And | think
trying to shake her down for nore nmoney woul d be an extrenely poor idea right
now. Rhonda, are you listening?"

"I"'mright here," Rhonda's voice came over the intercom "I presunme you' ve
bot h

figured out the problem too?"

"I think so," Bil ko said.

"It's obvious in hindsight," | agreed. "Her |ocation was based on raw
observational data from Zhavoronok and Meena, both of which are ten
[ight-years

away from here."
"Right," Bilko added. "QObviously, she fed us the location directly w thout
realizing that she was | ooking at where the col ony was ten years ago."

"You got it," | said. "Hard to believe a scholar woul d nake such a sinple
error,

t hough. "

"Unl ess she didn't realize they were still noving," Rhonda of fered.

"No, she told me they were still underway," | said. "That's how she knew
there

was still sonmeone aboard, remenber?”

"She's a historian," Bilko said, waving a hand in disnissal. "O maybe an

ar chaeol ogi st. Probably doesn't even know what a |ight-year is—you know how
ranpant upper-cl ass specializationis.”

"And soneday all of us in the tech classes will take over," Rhonda echoed the
popul i st sl ogan. "Dream on. Okay, we know the problem What's the sol ution?"
"Seens straightforward enough,"” Bil ko said. "W know t hey were headed away
from

Sol system so we figure out how rmuch farther they could have gone in ten

years
and go that far along that vector."

"And how do we figure out what speed they were making?" | asked him
"Fromthe redshift in their drive spectrum of course,"” he said. "Assum ng
of

course, that Kul asawa was smart enough to bring sone of the actual telescopic
photos with her." He smiled at ne. "You can be the one to go ask for them"

| grimaced. "Thanks. Heaps."

"Don't go into grovel node quite yet," Rhonda warned. "Even if she has photos
they won't do us any good, because we don't know what the at-rest spectrum
for

their drive was."

"Why not?" Bil ko asked, frowning at the intercom speaker. "I thought it was

j ust

a standard ion-capture drive."

"There was nothing standard about it," Rhonda told him "You can't just scale
up

an ion-capture drive that way—the magnetic field instabilities will tear it
apart. Even now our biggest |long-range freighters are running right up to the
wire. God only knows what trick the Jovians pulled to nake theirs work."

"I'f you say so," Bilko said. "Engines aren't really ny field of expertise.”
"OfF course." | cocked an eyebrow at him "Wat was that agai n about ranpant
speci al i zati on?"

He smiled | opsidedly. "Touché," he said. "So let's hear your idea."

| gazed out the viewport. "W start with a focused search al ong the vector
from

Sol system" | said slowly. "Even if we don't know what the spectrum | ooks
like,

we know they can't have gotten too far away from here yet. That neans the
drive

glow wi || be reasonably bright, and our astrogator ought to be able to pick

up



on a mgjor star that's not supposed to be there. Ri ght?"
"Sorry," Rhonda said. "Astrogation's not ny field of expertise.”

"Gve it a rest, Blankenship," Bilko growed. "Assuming it's still firing hot
enough to look like a major star, yes, it'll work. Then what ?"

"Then we head at right angles to that direction for a small but specified

di stance,” | said. "Say, a few A.U Then we cone back out, find the drive
trail

again, and get the location by straight triangulation."

"Can we do a programthat short?" Rhonda asked. "Even at Bl ue speeds an A. U
must go by pretty fast."

"A shade under six hundredths of a second, actually,"” Bilko said. "And no, we
can't do that directly."

"What we can do is run a few mnutes out and al nost the same nunber of

m nut es

back," | added. "Some of the bigger freighters do that all the time to
fine-tune

their arrival position. Jimy should have what he needs to work up that kind
of

program"

"W assume so, anyway," Bil ko added. "But of course nusicrmastery isn't our
field

of expertise."

"Look, Bilko—=

"Play nicely, children," | said. "Bil ko, get the sensors going, will you?"
The Sergei Rock's sensors weren't quite up to the sanme ultra-high standard of
quality as our legal and financial software was. But they were certainly
not hi ng

to sneer at, either—the nyriad of transport regulators that swarned |ike

| ocusts

across the Expansion made sure of that. And so it came as sonething of a
surprise when, thirty mnutes later, the result of our search turned up
negati ve.

"Great," Bilko said, tapping his fingers restlessly on the edge of his board.
"Just great. Now what ?"

"They must have turned off their drive," | said, |ooking over the astrogate
conputer's report again. "That, or else it's failed. Rhonda?"

"Seens odd that they would turn it off,"” Rhonda said doubtfully. "Certainly
not

in the mddle of nowhere like this. And for it to have run 130 years and j ust
happened to fail now would be pretty ironic."

"Yeah, but about par for the way ny luck's been going,’
" That

| ast game | had on Angorki—=

"The Universe does not have it in for you personally, Bilko," Rhonda

i nterrupted

him "Mich as you'd like to think so. Jake, 1'd guess it's nore likely they
simply changed course. If they shifted their vector even a few degrees their
drive wouldn't be pointed directly at us anynore."

Abruptly, Bilko snapped his fingers. "No," he said, turning a tight grin on
ne.

"They didn't change course. Not from here."

Bi | ko said sourly.

"OfF course not," | said as it hit ne as well. "All we need is to reprogram
t he

sear cher —=

"I"'mon it," Bilko said, hands already skating across the conputer board
"Any tine you two want to let me in on this, go ahead," Rhonda invited.
"We've assumed they hit this point on the way from Sol," | explai ned,

wat chi ng

over Bilko's shoul der. "But naybe they didn't. Maybe they headed out on a
slightly different vector, paused to take a | ook at sone prom sing system



al ong

t he way, then changed course and headed out again."

"Passing through this point on an entirely different vector than the direct
l'ine

fromSol," Bilko added. "OK, here it conmes... conputer says the only rea
possibility is Lalande 21185. That would put the vector... right. OK, let's
try

that focused search again. And keep your fingers crossed."”

W didn't have to keep themcrossed for very long. Three mnutes later, the
conputer had found it.

"No doubt about it," Bilko decided. "W are definitely genius-class material."

"Don't start making |aurel-leaf soup too fast," Rhonda warned. "Now, | take
it,

cones the tricky part?"

"You take it correctly," | said, unstrapping. "I'lIl go tell Kulasawa we've

found

her floating nuseum And then go have a chat with Jimy."

Kul asawa was elated in a grim upper-class sort of way, managing to

simul taneously inply that | should keep her better informed and that | al so
shouldn't waste time with usel ess md-course reports. | escaped to Jimmy's
cabin, wondering if maybe Bil ko's suggestion of upping our price would really
be

unet hi cal after all

As Rhonda had suggested, the tricky part now began. Two successive

per f or mances

of Schubert's "Erl kénig," the versions differing by exactly point five seven
second gave us our triangul ation point. Another reading on the Freedon s
Peace' s

drive glow, and we had themnnailed at just over fifty A U away.

"Not exactly hauling Yellows, are they?" Bilko comented. "I nean, fifty

A Us

in ten years?"

"The engi nes were probably scaled for | ow but constant accel eration,” Rhonda
said. "They would have lost a lot of their velocity when they stopped to
check

out the Lal ande system"

"Just as well for us they did," | pointed out. "If they'd been pulling a
straight acceleration for the past 130 years we wouldn't have a hope in hel
of

mat chi ng speeds with them™

"Good point," Rhonda agreed. "Any idea what speed they are maki ng?"

"As a matter of fact, | do," | said snmugly, keying for the calculation I'd
requested. "I took a spectrumof their drive at both our triangul ation
poi nts.

Because we were seeing the red-shifted light fromtwo different angl es—well,
I

won't bore you with the math. Suffice it to say the Freedom s Peace is
snoki ng

along at just under thirty kilonmeters a second.”

"About three tines Earth escape velocity," Bilko murnured. "Can the engines
handl e that, Rhonda?"

"No problem" she assured him "We'll probably pop a few preburn sparkles,

t hough. So what's the plan?"

"We' || set up a programthat'll put us just a little ways ahead of them" |
told

her. "That way, we'll get to watch them go past us and can get exact nunbers
on

their speed and vector."
"Provided they don't run us down," Rhonda nurnured.
"They're not hardly going fast enough for that," Bilko scoffed. "Fifty A Us



nmeans anot her forward-back program of course.”

"Right," | said, nodding. "You work out the course while | go help Jimy set
it

up. "

"Right," he said, turning to his board. "You going to give our scholar the
good

news on the way to Ji my's?"

"Let's let it be a surprise.”

Fifteen mnutes later we were ready to go. "Ckay, Jimmy, this is it," |
cal l ed

toward the intercom "Let's do it."

"Ckay," he said. "Here goes Operation Reverse Col unbus."

I flicked off the intercom "QOperation Reverse Col unbus?" Bil ko asked,

cocki ng

an eyebrow

I shook ny head as the pre-nusic Csharp vibrated through the hull. "He

t hi nks

he's being cute,"” | said. "Just ignore him" The pre-tone ended; and as the

strains of Schumann's Manfred Overture began the stars vani shed, and

settl ed

in for the short ride ahead.

A ride which turned out to be a lot shorter than |I'd expected. Barely two
not es

into the piece, with the nmusic still going, the stars abruptly reappeared.
"Jimy!" | snarled his nane |like a curse as | grabbed for ny restraints. O
al |

times to break his concentration and | ose our fl apbl ack—

And then my eyes flicked to the viewport... and ny hands froze on the rel ease.
Fl ashi ng past fromjust beneath us, no nore than twenty kil oneters away, was
t he

Freedonm s Peace

And it was definitely cooking along. Even as | caught ny breath it shot away
fromus toward the stars, its circle of six drive nozzles blazing furiously
from

the stern and dimmng with di stance—

And then, without warning, it suddenly flared into a brilliant blaze of light.
My first, horrified thought was that the col ony had expl oded right in front
of

us. My second, confused thought was that an explosion normally didn't have
si X

neatly arranged nexus points... and as the six blazing circles receded in the
direction the Freedom s Peace had been going, | finally realized what had
happened. Not the how or the why, but at |east the what.

On that, at least, | was ahead of Bilko. "Wat the hell ?" he gasped.

"The music's still going," | snapped, belatedly hitting my restraint rel ease
and

scranbling to ny feet. "As soon as it got far enough ahead of us, we got

wr apped

again and caught up with it."

"W what ? But —=2"

"But why are we unwrappi ng when we get close?" | ducked nmy head and peered
out

the viewport, just in time to see us do our strange little mcrojunp and
catch

up with the asteroid again. "Good question. Let ne get Jimy shut down and
we'l |

try to figure it out."

| sprinted back to his cabin, cursing the unknown bureaucrat or planning
conmi ssi on hotshot who'd come up with the idea of |ocking out the

nmusi cmaster' s



i nt ercom whenever the nmusic was playing. If these insane little wap/unw aps
wer e damagi ng ny transport—

| reached the cabin and threw nyself inside. Leaning back on his couch wth
hi s

eyes closed and the nmassive headphones engul fing his head, Jinmy probably
never

realized anything was wong until | slapped the cutoff sw tch

At which point his reaction nore than nmade up for it. He jolted upright like
someone had applied el ectrodes to selected parts of his body, his eyes

shappi ng

wi de open. "Wat—=2" he gasped, ripping off his headphones.

"We've got trouble,” | told himbriefly, jabbing the intercomswtch.
"Rhonda?"

"Here," she said. "Wiy have we stopped?”

"It wasn't our idea," | said. "W |lost our flapblack."

"About six times in arow " Bilko put in tensely fromthe flight deck. "As
soon

as we get close enough to the Freedom s Peace, we | ose them"

"What's going on?" a voice denmanded from behi nd ne.

| turned around. Kul asawa was standing in the open doorway, her gaze hard on
ne.

"You heard everything we know so far," | told her. "W've lost our flapblack
wrap six tines nowtrying to get close to the Freedom s Peace."

Her gaze shifted to Jinmy, hardening to the consistency of reinforced
concrete

"I't wasn't me," he protested quickly. "I didn't do anything."
"You're the nusicmaster, aren't you?" she demanded.
"It's not Jimry's fault,” | put in. "It's sonething having to do with the

Freedom s Peace itself."

The glare turned back to ne. "Such as?"

"Maybe it's the mass," Jimy spoke up, apparently still too young and

i nexperienced to know when to keep his nouth shut and pretend to be
furniture.

"That's why fl apbl acks can't get too close in to planets—

"This is an asteroid, nusicmaster," Kulasawa cut himoff icily. "Not a

pl anet . "

"Yes, but—=

"It's not the mass," Kul asawa sai d, dismissing the suggestion with a curl of
her

[ip. "What el se?"

"It could be their drive," Rhonda suggested over the intercom "Maybe the
radi ati on froman ion-capture drive that big is scaring them away."

"Or else killing them" Bilko said quietly.

It was a strange, even eerie thought, but one which I think had al ready
occurred

to all of us. W knew not hi ng about how fl apbl acks lived or died, or even
whet her they died at all. What we did knowis that we traveled with them and
t he thought that we night have been even indirectly responsible for killing a
hal f dozen of them was an unpl easant one for all of us.

O at least, nmost of us. "Regardl ess of the reason, we know the result,"”

Kul asawa said briskly. "How do we proceed, Captain?"

"Actually, the situation isn't nuch different fromwhat we were expecting
anyway," | said, trying to push the image of dying flapblacks fromm m nd.
"Except that it's going to be easier than we thought to get close to the
Freedom s Peace. W shoul d have gotten a good reading on their vector while
we

were tailgating themthat way, so all we have to do now is boost our speed to
mat ch them and then get a flapblack to wap us and get us close again."
"Even if it neans killing another one of then?" Jimry asked.

"What if it does?" Kulasawa said inpatiently. "The Universe is full of the



t hi ngs."
"Besi des which, we don't know it's hurting them" | added.

And i medi ately wi shed | hadn't. The expression on Jimy's face was al ready
somewher e between stricken and | oathing; the | ook he now shot toward ne was

t he

sort you mght give soneone who'd just announced he enjoyed ripping the heads
off small birds.

"Then let's get to it,"’
"We've

wast ed enough tine out here already. You in the engine room how long to
bring

us up to speed?"

"Depends on how much accel eration you want to put up wi th," Rhonda said, her
tone a little chilly. Apparently, she wasn't happy with nmy comment, either

" AL

one g, we're talking an hour or so."
"You ran two gs lifting off Angorki

Kul asawa said into the suddenly awkward sil ence.

Kul asawa sai d.

"That was for ten mnutes,"” | rem nded her. "Not thirty."
"You're all young and healthy," she countered. "If | can handle it, so can
you.

Two gs, Captain. Get us mpoving."

It took Rhonda ten minutes to bring the engines up from standby, roughly the
sane anount of time it took Bil ko and me to doubl e-check the Freedomnis
Peace' s

vector and nake sure the Sergei Rock was configured for high accel eration
After

that came our half hour of two gs, unpleasant but certainly nothing any of us
couldn't take.

More unpl easant was the subtle but definite chill | could feel all around ne.
Orders were scrupul ously obeyed and reports properly given, but all of it in
crisp, formal tones and w thout the casual give-and-take that was the normal

order of the day. | was used to frosty air between Jimy and ne, but for
Rhonda

and Bilko to have joined in struck me as totally unfair.

And yes, | blanmed all of them Maybe nmy comment had sounded insensitive; but
damm it all, we didn't have any evidence that were killing or even hurting

t he

fl apbl acks by pushing themclose to the Freedom s Peace. My personal theory
was

that there was sonething about the asteroid that was sinply distracting them
enough to lose their wap, and | tried to tell the others that.

But it didn't seemto nake any difference. In their mnds, I'd sold out to
Kul asawa, and |I'd now shown that nothing was going to keep ne fromgetting
hol d

of that money. Not even if it meant slaughtering flapblacks right and left.
The accel eration process seened to take forever, but at |last we had the

Ser ge

Rock up to speed and it was tine to go.

Theoretically, we didn't need to use the flapblacks at all, since the
Freedonm s

Peace was cl ose enough that boosting our speed a little nmore would enabl e us
to

catch up with it. But that would have nmeant nore accel eration, nore del ay,
and

pushi ng the engi nes nore than we already had, so | told Jimy to set us up
with

anot her program He wasn't at all happy about it, but | was |ong past caring
about Ji my's happiness. If Bilko and Rhonda had opi nions on the subject,

t hey

were smart enough to keep qui et about them



The nusic started, sparking a wap/unwap that was again too fast for human
eyes

to see, and once again we were flying above and behind the Freedom s Peace.
Even twenty kiloneters away and only glinpsed for an instant, the col ony had
| ooked i npressive. Now, with us steadily approaching it, the thing was
flat-out

awesone. It was one thing to read the nunbers; it was something else entirely
to

actually see a huge asteroid driving its way through deep space.

It |ooked just like the handful of publicity shots that had survived the \War
of

Recl amati on: a craggy-surfaced, vaguely ovoid asteroid, roughly eighteen

kil ometers | ong and maybe twel ve across at its widest point, lit only by the
faint sheen of reflected starlight. The glare fromthe drive washed out any
details of the engines thenselves, but it was obvious that they were massive.
Slightly brighter spots here and there across the surface indicated the
presence

of antenna or sensor arrays and a couple of rectangles that |ooked |ike
access

hat chways.

"It's rotating,"'
by

the view that he'd forgotten we weren't on speaking terns. "Look—you can see
that drive nozzle array turning around.”

Bi | ko breathed from beside ne. Apparently, he was so dazzl ed

"Using rotation to create artificial gravity," | agreed. "They didn't have
fal se-grav back then."

"I"'mgoing to take a spectrumoff the hull," he decided, keying his board and
swi veling around his viewer. "A Doppler will give us better nunbers on the
rotati on than—yow '

| jerked against ny restraints. "Wat?" | snapped.

"Somet hing just flicked across the stars,” he said tightly, punching keys on
t he

spectroneter.

"Rel ax," Rhonda's voice cane over the intercom "It was probably a fl apbl ack."
"Yeah, but it didn't wap," Bilko said. "I've never heard of a flapbl ack

com ng

in but not wapping."

"Maybe they can't wap this close to the Freedonmis Peace,” | said. "Like

suggested earlier—

| broke off at the |Iook on Bilko's face. "What is it?"

"It reads like a flapblack, all right," he said, his voice low and rigidly
under

control. "Only it's not a kind we've ever seen before. This one's spectrum
was

in the infrared."”

| stared at him "You're joking."

"Check it yourself," he said, keying the analysis over to ny display. "The

spectrum s definitely bel ow the standard flapbl ack red—+tet's call it an

I NRed. "

| looked at the numbers, and dammed if he wasn't right. "OK" | said. "So
we' ve

found a new breed. So we get into the history books."
"You're missing the point," he said grimy. "W have a new breed of

f | apbl acks,

all right: a breed that chases other flapblacks away."

There was a soft whistle fromthe intercom "I don't |like the sound of that,"
Rhonda sai d.

"Me, neither," Bilko said. "Maybe we ought to forget the whole thing and get
out
of here.”



| gazed out the viewport at the rapidly approaching asteroid below "But it

doesn't make sense," | told them "For starters, if it's a predator or
what ever —=

"If they're predators, plural,"” Bilko interrupted ne. "Another InRed just
went

past."

"Fine;, if they're predators,” | anmended, "then why haven't we seen them
bef or e?

More to the point, what are they doing hangi ng around the Freedom s Peace in
t he

m ddl e of nowhere?"

If Bilko had an answer, he never got to give it. Wthout warning, there was

t he

faint flicker of a laser fromthe asteroid and our comm speaker crackl ed.
"Approaching transport, this is the Freedonmis Peace," a fenale voice said.
"Please identify yourself."

Bil ko and | exchanged startl ed gl ances. Then | dove for the conm swi tch.
"Thi s,

uh, is Captain Jake Smith of the star transport Sergei Rock. We, uh... who is
this?"

"My name is Suzenne Enderly," the wonman said. "Are you in need of assistance?"
"W were just about to ask you that question,"” Kulasawa said, stepping

t hr ough

t he hatchway behind nme onto the flight deck. "This is Schol ar Andrul a

Kul asawa,

in charge of this mssion."

"And what mission would that be?"

"The m ssion to see you, of course,"” Kul asawa said. "We would |ike perm ssion
to

conme aboard."

"W appreciate your concern," Enderly said. "But | can assure you that we're
doi ng fine and have no need of assistance.”

"I"'mvery glad to hear that," Kulasawa said. "But | would still like to cone
aboard. "

"To study us, | presune?”

| looked up at Kulasawa in time to catch her cold snmle. "And to allow you to
study us, as well," she said. "I'msure each of us can learn a great dea
from

the other."

There was a brief silence. "Perhaps," Enderly said. "Very well."

And on the dark mass below a grid of running lights suddenly appear ed.
"Fol | ow

the lights to the colony's bow," Enderly continued. "There's a docking bay

there. We'll use our conmlasers to guide you in."

"Thank you," | said. "W'Ill |look forward to neeting you."

The | aser wi nked out, and | keyed off the conm "WelIl?" | asked Kul asawa.
"Well, what?" she countered. "You have your docking instructions. Foll ow
them™

| had envi sioned sone kind of nakeshift docking unbilical stuck perhaps to
one

of the hatchways we'd spotted on our approach. To ny relieved surprise, the
docki ng bay proved to be a real bay: a wide cylindrical opening |eading back
into the asteroid proper, fully equipped with guide |lights and beacons. And,
at

the far end, a set of ancient but functional -1 ooking capture claws that

snoot hly

caught the Sergei Rock and eased it into one of the half dozen slots set
around

the inside of the open space.

"What now?" Kul asawa asked as we touched gently onto the bare rock floor and



t he

over head panel slid closed.

"W wait,"” | said, switching off the fal se-grav and fighting agai nst the
monentary di sorientation as the asteroid' s rotational pseudogravity took over.
"Wait for what?" Kul asawa demanded. This close to the asteroid' s axis the
pseudogravity was pretty small, but if she was suffering fromfree-fal

si ckness

she was hiding it well.

"For them" Bilko told her, pointing out the viewport.

Froma door in the far wall three people wearing nmilky-white isolation suits
and

gri ppi ng carrybag-si zed nmetal cases had appeared and were nmaking their
slightly

bounci ng way toward us. "Of-hand," he added, "I'd say it's a medical team"™
He was right. We opened the hatchway at their knock, and after some stiffly
formal introductions we spent the next hour having our bodies and the
transport

itself run through the m crobiol ogi cal soup-strainer. Their borderline

par anoi a

was hardly unreasonable; with 130 years of bacteriol ogical divergence to
contend

with, sonething as harnmless to us as a flu virus could rage through the

col ony

like the Black Death through Europe.

In fact, it was sonething of a mld surprise to me when, after all the data
had

been coll ected and anal yzed, we were pronounced safe to enter. The team gave
each of us a broad-spectruminmuni zati on shot to hopefully protect us from
their

own assortnent of diseases, and a few minutes later we were all finally
riding

down an el evator toward the col ony proper

The ride was longer than |I'd expected it to be, and it wasn't until we were
wel |

into it that | realized the elevator had been made deliberately slow in order
to

m nimze the slightly disconcerting m xture of increasing weight and Coriolis
forces as we headed "down" toward the rimof the asteroid. Personally, |
didn't

have any trouble with it, but it appeared this was finally the conbination

t hat

had gotten to Kul asawa's heretofore iron stomach. Her eyes gazed straight
ahead

as we descended, the expression on her face one of tight-1lipped grimess. |
wat ched her surreptitiously, trying not to enjoy it too much.

Consi dering the historic significance of our arrival, | would have expected a
good-si zed del egation to have been on hand. But apparently this wasn't a
soci ety

that went in heavily for brass bands. Only three people were waiting for us
as

the el evator doors opened: two stolid-|ooking uniforned nmen, and a sl ender
worran

about Kul asawa' s age standi ng between them

"Wl comre to the Freedom s Peace,"” the woman said, taking a step forward as we
stepped out. "I'm Suzenne Enderly; call me Suzenne."

"Thank you," | said, glancing around. W were in a long roomw th an arched
ceiling and no decoration to speak of. Set into the wall behind our hosts was
a

pai r of heavy-1ooking doors. "I'm Captain Jake Snith," | continued, returning

ny



attention to the woman. "This is nmy first officer, WII Hobson; ny engi neer
Rhonda Bl ankenshi p; my nusicmaster, Jinmy Chamala. That one's a little hard
to

expl ai n—=

"That's all right," the woman assured nme, her eyes on Kul asawa. "And you rmnust
be

Schol ar Andrul a Kul asawa. "

"Yes, | am" Kul asawa said. "May | ask your title?"

Suzenne tilted her head slightly to the side. "Wat makes you think | have
one?"

"I recogni ze the presence of authority," Kulasawa said. "Authority al ways
inplies a title."

Suzenne smiled. "Titles aren't nearly as inportant to us as they obviously
are

to you," she said. "But if you insist, I'ma Special Assistant to King Peter."
| felt a stir go through us over that one. The traditional concept of
hereditary

royalty had | ong since vani shed fromthe Expansion's political scene, though
it

was often argued that that sanme role was now being nore unofficially filled
by

the Ten Families. Still, the idea of a real, working king sounded strange and
anachroni stic.

For sonme of us, though, it apparently went beyond nmerely strange. "A Kking,
you

say," Kul asawa said, her voice heavy w th di sapproval

Suzenne heard it, too. "You disapprove?"

For a nonent the two wonen | ocked gazes, and | prayed silently that Kul asawa
woul d have the sense not to launch into a political argunent here and now.
Suzenne's two guards | ooked nore than capabl e of taking exception if they
chose,

and getting throwm into the dungeon or whatever they had here was not the way
I

had hoped to end what had become a long and tiring day.

Fortunately, she did. "I'mjust a scholar,"” she told Suzenne, her voice going
neutral again. "l observe and study. | don't pass judgnent."
"OfF course." Suzenne smled around at the rest of us. "But I'mforgetting ny

manners, and |'msure you're all anxious to see our world. This way, please."
She turned and wal ked back toward the door, the two guards stepping
courteously

aside to let our group pass and then cl osing ranks behind us. "Incidentally,
t he

study teamtells ne you have several |arge crates aboard," Suzenne added over
her shoulder. "May | ask what's in thenP"

"Two of them contain my personal research equi pnent,” Kul asawa said before
could answer. "The others contain food and sone power lifters which we

br ought

as gifts for you."

Qut of the corner of my eye, | saw Rhonda start. "G fts?" she echoed. "But
that's our cargo."

"Which if you'll recall | purchased fromyou," Kulasawa said, throwi ng a
sharp

| ook at her. "They're mine to do with as | choose.
Rhonda turned to nme. "Jake?"

"That was part of the deal,"” | rem nded her

"Yes, but— She broke off, an oddly betrayed | ook on her face.

"You' re nost generous," Suzenne said, pulling out a plastic card and hol di ng
it

up to a panel beside the doors. "But I'mafraid we can't accept gifts. One of
our techs will evaluate the itens and issue you credit slips." The doors slid



open, and we stepped out onto a wide, railed bal cony—

And | felt ny nmouth drop open. Stretching out before us, exactly as Enderly
had

said, was an entire world.

It was like | ooking at a giant dioram designed to show young school chil dren
al |

the various types of terrain and | andscape one m ght conme across. Far bel ow
us,

extending for at least a few kiloneters, was what seemed to be a m xture of
farm and and forest, marked by gentle hills of various heights and dotted
with

occasi onal clusters of houses. Numerous ponds were scattered around,
glistening

in the sunlight, and there was at |east one river wending its way across the

ground. Farther away, | could see what | ooked like a small town, then nore
greenery—grassland or nore farnms, | couldn't tell which—+then nore trees and
buildings and finally the tall spires of an actual city.

"Look at that," | heard Jinmry murrmur. "The edges—they turn up."

| looked to the side. In the distance, | could indeed see the edges of the
| andscape rising up toward the sky.

And in that nmonent, at least for nme, the illusion abruptly collapsed. | was
no

| onger gazing out over some nice planetside rural area. | was inside an
asteroid, billions of kiloneters fromanywhere, driving hard through the

bl ackness of space.

"I suppose it does take sone getting used to,'
besi de

me. "l grewup with it, of course, soto nme it seens perfectly natural."

"I guess it would," |I said, followi ng the curve upward with ny eyes. It was
nostly nore of the sane, though the pattern of farmand forest had been
vari ed

Suzenne said quietly from

and there was what | ooked Iike a large |ake visible part way up. | tried to
follow the curve all the way up, but began to lose it in the glare of the sun
The sun? "I see you have the ultimate light fixture," | comrented, pointing.

"l

hope that's not a real fusion generator."

"It's not," Suzenne assured ne. "W don't have any problemw th generating
heat

i nside the colony—t's dunping the excess we sonetines find troubl esone,
particularly during the winter season. No, our sun is just a very bright

l'i ght

source, running along inside a tunnel through the rotational axis. It fades
in

at this end of the chanber in the norning, crosses slowy to the other end
t hr oughout the day, and then is faded out to give us sone twilight. Then it's
sent back across during the night and prepped for the new day. It's not the
same

as living on a planet, | suppose, but it's the cl osest arrangenent the

desi gners

could come up with and it's probably pretty accurate.”

| squinted up at it. The light was bright enough, but not the blinding

intensity

of a real Gtype sun. "Looks like it's getting toward evening."

"About anot her hour to sunset," she said. "And yes, we do call it sunset. I'm
afraid that's not going to | eave you nmuch tine to | ook around tonight."

"Don't worry about it," | assured her. "We're not very far off your schedul e
ourselves, and I for one could do with an early night."

"That will work best for us, too," she said. "I'I|l arrange for roons for al

of
you, and you can | ook around and neet King Peter in the norning."



"Sounds good." | |ooked up again as another thought struck me. "You don't
have

any stars, of course."

"Not real ones," she said. "But the various city lights look a little like

t hem

fromthe opposite side. And there are observation roons at the bow for anyone
who wants to see the stars for real."

"The | andscape | ooks pretty real, too," | comented. "But you seemto have
forgotten about mnountains.”

She smiled. "Not really. You' re standing on one. If you'll excuse ne, | have
to

see to our transportation.”

She wal ked away. Grinacing slightly, | crossed to the far edge of the

bal cony.

Making sure | had a solid grip on the railing, | |ooked down.

And found nyself gazing down the slope of a rocky cliff at a pasture a

ki | onet er

or nore bel ow

"Do you believe this?" Bilko conmrented, coning up beside me and gl anci ng
casual ly down. "Mountain clinbing the easy way—you can start at the top if
you

want to."

"You really think people clinb this?" | asked, taking a | ong step back from
t he

edge.

"Ch, sure," Bilko said. "Probably designed that way on purpose. In fact, if
you

| ook around, you can see different-grade slopes all around this end of the
chamber. 1'1l bet they ice sone of themup in the winter so that the really

comm tted nutcases can ski, too."
| grunted. "They're welcone to it."

"Personally, 1'd rather have a good gane of skill nyself." Leaning an el bow
on

the railing, he nodded casually off to the side. "Speaking of nutcases, did
you

happen to notice the crowd of cardsharps over there?"

Frowning, | turned to | ook. Cardsharps was the current cutesy slang term for
cops anong Bil ko's ganbling buddies; but all | could see over there was
Suzenne

and a half dozen nen in coveralls maneuvering a conpact multi-passenger
hel i copter out of a hangar carved out of the rock. Between us and them the
t wo

uni formed nen she'd had up above were standing their stolid guard. "Since
when

do two nen constitute a crowd?" | asked.

"Ch, cone on, Jake, use your eyes," Bilko chided. "Those aren't techs rolling
out that helicopter. They're cops, every one of them"

| threw hima ook, turned back to the techs. "Sorry, but | still don't see
it."

"It's your innate honesty," Bilko said. "Take nmy word for it, they're cops."
"Fine," | said, stomach tightening briefly with old nenories. "So they're a
little nervous and want to keep an eye on us. So what? Don't forget, we're
t he

first outside contact they've had in 130 years."

"I suppose,"” Bilko said reluctantly. "It's just that a m x of uniformed and
non- uni f orned al ways nakes nme nervous. Like they're trying to con us."
Suzenne turned and beckoned us toward her. "Which qualifies as working your
si de

of the street, no doubt,"” | commented as Bil ko and | headed across the

bal cony



toward her.

"Hey, | play a clean gane," he protested. "You know that."
"Sure," | said. "Just do me a favor and don't try to draw cards with the
pi | ot

until we've actually landed, all right?"

Rhonda and Ji my, who'd been admiring the view froma different part of the
bal cony, reached the helicopter the same tinme we did. Kul asawa, who'd
wander ed

of f on her own, arrived maybe ten seconds behind us. "W're ready to go,"
Suzenne said. "Roons are being prepared for you in the guest house across
from

the Royal Palace. It's not nearly as grand as the nane might inply," she
added,

| ooking at Kul asawa. "As | said, titles really aren't that inportant here."

"OfF course," Kul asawa said. "Should we have brought some food fromthe
transport ?"

"A nmeal will be awaiting you," Suzenne pronised. "Nothing fancy, |'m afraid,
but

it should tide you over until the nore formal welconi ng di nner tonorrow "
"And ny research equi pnent ?"
"It will be brought to the guest house tonight,"'

Suzenne said. "Along with

t he

rest of the cargo." She | ooked around the group. "Are there any other
guesti ons

bef ore we go?"

"I have one," Jimy said hesitantly, looking warily at the twi n helicopter

bl ades hangi ng over our heads. "You're sure it's safe to fly in here?"

"We do it all the time," Suzenne assured himwith a snmle. "Bear in mnd that
the chamber is over thirteen kiloneters long and that it's five kiloneters
from

the ground to the sun tunnel. There really is plenty of room™

"And now," she continued, |ooking around again, "if there are no other
guestions, please go ahead and find a seat inside. It's tine for us to go."

The Royal Pal ace was indeed not nearly as fancy as its nane had inplied.
Situated near the center of the city 1'd seen fromthe bal cony, it rmuch nore
resenbl ed an extra-nice government building than it did a nedieval castle or
even your basic Presidential nansion

But it had a helipad on the roof, and the guest house Suzenne had nentioned
was

right across the street, and for nme that was what counted. What with the | ong
flight and strain of finding and getting to the Freedom s Peace—pl us the two
short nights that had gone before— discovered nidway through the helicopter
ride that | was unutterably tired.

The neal Suzenne had prom sed, consisting of a buffet of cold neats, cheeses,
fish, bread, and fruit, had been laid out in the conmon area of the suite
we'd

been booked into. I wolfed down just enough to quiet the runblings in ny

st omach

and then went in search of ny bed. My roomwas qui et and dark, the bed | arge
and

confortably firm and | was asleep al nbost before the blankets settled down
around rme.

| awoke to sunlight streaming in through a gap in the curtains and a snell of
roast chicken in the air that rem nded ny stonach that the previous night's
neal

hadn't been rmuch nore than a gastronom c prom ssory note. Throw ng on
yesterday's clothes, | nmade a quick trip to the attached bat hroom and headed
out



into the conmon area

The remai ns of another buffet were on the side board where the eveni ng neal
had

been laid out, with a short stack of used plates on a tray near the door
Over

at the wi ndow, sitting across fromeach other at the long dining table, were
Rhonda and Suzenne. A sanpling of Rhonda's beadwork was spread out on the
tabl e

bet ween them

"About tine," Rhonda conmented as | stepped into the room "The rest of us
have

been up for a couple of hours now "

"I had nore sleep to catch up on than the rest of you," | rem nded her as |
snagged a clean plate and started stacking it with food. "I was the one who
spent nost of the past two nights sitting up with sick paperwork, renenmber?"
"Si ck paperwor k?" Suzenne asked, frowning.

"W had sone strange problenms at the Angorki spaceport,
"Lost

or fouled-up permits and such. It took a couple of days to get it al
st rai ght ened out."

Rhonda expl ai ned.

"Just as well it did, | suppose,” | comented, picking up a set of flatware
and

taki ng my breakfast over to the table. "If we hadn't been del ayed, Schol ar
Kul asawa woul d have had to find some other transport.” | gestured out the

wi ndow. "And then we'd have nissed seeing all this."

"Yes," Suzenne nurnured, dropping her eyes to the beadwork.

| nodded toward the beads. "Wrking on a new custoner, | see."

"I beg your pardon,"” Rhonda said, nock-annoyed. "I am not working a new
customer; |'mparticipating in a cultural exchange."

"W don't have these here," Suzenne said, fingering one of the earrings.
"I've

never even seen anything like it, even in our archives."

"I"'msure it's there," Rhonda said. "It's a pretty ancient art form but its
popul arity does rise and fall."

"Whatever its heritage, it's beautiful,” Suzenne said. "I'msure you'll be
abl e

to sell a lot of these pieces here if you want to. You could probably teach
cl asses, too."

"I doubt we'll be here long enough for that," | warned. "Were's everybody
el se,
by the way?"

"They're all outside | ooking around,"” Rhonda said. "Jimy went to find where
t he
musi ¢ was com ng from=

"Musi c?" | echoed, frowning.
She nodded. "You can't hear it very well in here, but it's quite audible if
you

step outside. Beautiful, but very alien.”
"W wite nobst of our own nusic here," Suzenne said. "W play it as a service

to— Her |lips conpressed briefly. "Wll, we can tal k about that later."
"Bilko's out, too," Rhonda continued. "He said he was going to hunt down a

card

gane. "

| made a face. "Well, good luck to him" | said. "I'll bet the Sergei Rock to
his lucky deck he won't find a gane that'l| take Expansi on neumarks."

"No, we're still using the First G tizens' supply of Jovian dollars,"” Suzenne
said. "But he took one of the credit slips with him and he'll be able to

exchange that for the coins.”
| felt nmy jaw drop a fewmllineters. "One of the credit slips for our cargo?"
I



demanded, |ooking at Rhonda. "And you |let hin®"

She returned nmy glare evenly. "It was his share of the noney," she pointed
out .

"Besi des, he usually makes a profit on these ganes of his."

"Usual | y antagoni zi ng the | ocal populace in the process," | pointed out
darkly.

"And this is one place you do not want to get run out of town."

"I"'msure he'll be fine," Suzenne soothed ne. "And just for the record, we
don't

run troubl emakers out of town. W have a proper prison, though it's
fortunately

not used very nuch."

"I see," | said, peering past her out the window The roomfaced east, toward
the end we'd conme in from and blamed if it didn't |ook Iike real nountains
over

there. "You know, this chanber |ooks pretty big, but if | renenber the
nunber s

you gave us there's still a lot of the asteroid unaccounted for. \Wat do you
do

with the rest of it?"

"Al'l around the main chanber, beneath our feet, is the bulk of our recycling

equi prent , " Suzenne said. "Of course, that takes up only a fraction of the
kil ometer or so of stone between us and the outside, so there's still plenty
of

structural strength and radiation protection. At the aft end of the asteroid
are

the fusion generators and ion-capture engines, along with the

hydr ogen- scoopi ng

equi prent to fuel them The designers also left a fair amount of space

conpl etely untouched for our future needs. W' ve dug into sone of that to get
materials for new buildings and to replace the inevitable losses in the
recycling system"

She smled. "And since we had to dig anyway, we went ahead and fashioned the
resulting holes into a series of caves. It provides a little recreation for
our

resi dent spel unkers."

"You think of everything, don't you?" | said, shaking my head in admration
"

wi sh the | eaders of the Expansion were this conpetent.”

Suzenne shrugged. "We're flattered, of course, but you have to realize it's
not

a fair conparison. Wth a population still under half a mllion people, we're
nore like a small city than we are a nation, let alone an entire world.
Government on this scale is nearly always nore efficient."

"You haven't asked about Kul asawa," Rhonda spoke up

| hadn't asked about Kul asawa because | frankly didn't care where she was.
But

there was sonething in Rhonda's expression... "Ckay, I'll bite," | said.
"What

about Kul asawa?"

Rhonda gestured to Suzenne. "Wy don't you tell hinP" she invited.

"It's not all that nysterious," Suzenne shrugged. "She was up early asking
perm ssion to set up her recorders around the colony, that's all."

| frowned. "Recorders?"
"Those |l arge flat panels,’
i nsi de

two of the crates we brought over from your transport."”

The equi pnent Kul asawa had told me was a set of sonic deep-probes. "Ah," |
sai d.

"And what did you tell her?"

Suzenne anplified. "They were stacked together



"Actually, we thought it was a good idea," Suzenne said. "W have a | ot of
unified records fromthe first few years of the voyage, but nothing very
organi zed after that. She agreed to give us copies we could edit into a
true-time docunentary, and so we |let her go."

"They also lent her a driver and a couple of hel pers,” Rhonda put in. "She's
been gone—how | ong?"
"Not quite three hours,"
she' |

be done before your neeting with King Peter."

"And when is that exactly?" | asked, suddenly aware of ny grubby and
unshower ed

stat e.

"I"ve set it up for two hours fromnow," Suzenne said. "WII that give you
enough time to prepare?”

"Ch, sure," | said, digging an oddly shaped fork into a scul pted piece of
nmel on.

"I wonder if you could get nmy carrybag in fromthe Sergei Rock, though—this
uniformis getting a little rank."

"Qur luggage has already been delivered,"” Rhonda told me. That odd | ook, |
not ed

Suzenne said, consulting her watch. "I'm hoping

uneasily, was still on her face. "They're in the closet over there."

"And 1'd better get out of your way," Suzenne added, pushing her chair back
and

standing up. "If there's anything el se you need, there's a phone on the table
over there. Just punch the call button and give nmy nane—Suzenne Ender| y—-and
they'll connect us."

"Thank you," | said.

"I'"ll be back in a little under two hours to escort you to the Pal ace," she
said, walking toward the door. "Until then, if you get ready early, feel free
to

| ook around the city. Just be sure to take the phone with you."

She left, closing the door behind her. "An audience with a real king," |
commented, stuffing a bite of chicken in ny nouth. "Something |'ve wanted to
do

since | was a kid. Too bad his nanme couldn't have been Arthur."

"Too bad," Rhonda agreed, her voice neutral, her expression gone fromodd to
flat-out accusing as she stared hard at nme. "All right, Jake, let's hear it."
"Let's hear what?"

"The reason you didn't tell her that Kul asawa's gadgets aren't recorders,"”
she

said. "Or had you forgotten she told us they were sonic deep-probes?”

"Who says they're not recorders, too?" | asked. "They could be both probes
and

recorders.”

"Or they could be sonething else entirely," she countered. "The point is that
she's either lying to Suzenne or else she lied to us. And you didn't blow the
whi stle on her."

"Neither did you," | shot back. "If you're so worried about it, why didn't
you

say sormet hi ng?"

"Because | was waiting for your lead," she said. "And because | wanted to see
just how strong a hold Kul asawa has on you."

| jabbed my fork viciously into ny fruit cup, splattering a few drops of

juice
onto the plate. "She hasn't got any hold on me," | insisted.
"My m stake," Rhonda said. "It's not her, it's the seventy thousand neunarks."

| glared at her, my hand squeezing the fork hard, wanting to tell her it was
none of her damm busi ness.

But | couldn't. And she obviously could read that in ny face. "This is ne
you're



tal king to, Jake," she said quietly. "W've been flying together for over
three
years now. |If sonething's wong, isn't it time you told me what it was?"

| closed my eyes, exhaling ny anger with a chest-aching sigh. "I'min
somet hi ng

of an awkward situation,"” | said, the words feeling like ground glass in ny
mout h. "Five years ago... well, let's just say it: | stole sone noney from
t he

TransShi pM nt Cor poration.”

Her eyes wi dened, just enough to make the admi ssion hurt that nuch nore.
"You?"

she asked disbelievingly.

"Yes, me," | gromed. "Way, is that so hard to believe?"

"Frankly, yes," she said. "You' re the one who's always so brass-butted about
following the rules."” She waved a hand as if to erase that. "Sorry—+ didn't

nean
it that way."
"Yes, you did," | said. "I don't suppose it ever occurred to you that there

m ght be a reason why | was always so strict? Like a netric ton of guilt
maybe?"

She grinmaced. "I guess that never occurred to nme," she conceded. "So what
happened?"

| shrugged unconfortably. "Like | said, | stole some noney. Ch, |
rationalized

it—told nyself | need sone new equi prent for ny transport, that if | invested
it

in this surefire deal I was being offered I could get what | wanted and stil

pay the conpany back out of mnmy profits. But the bottomline is, | stole it."
"How mnuch?"

"Alot," | told her. "Two hundred thousand neumarks."

Her eyes went even wider this time. "Ch, Jake."

"Ch Jake and a half," | agreed ruefully. "You can guess the rest: the
sure-fire

deal went sour and | lost the whole wad."

She wi nced. "Wat did they do to you?"

"Strangely enough, they didn't seemto notice the loss," | said. "O naybe
t hey

did but couldn't figure out where it had gone. | thought maybe I'd gotten
awnay

with it, at least froma | egal standpoint, though | knew | was going to have
to

pay them back."

"All two hundred thousand?"

"Every last pfennig,” | said. "Wy do you think you haven't gotten me to
spring

for new engi nes yet? Every half-neumark of profit 1've nade for the past five
years has gone into a special account |'ve got stashed away on Earth. |
figured

I'd wait until the statute of Iimtations was up, just in case, and then send
them t he noney along with an expl anation and confessi on. Anonynous, of
course. "

"So what went w ong?"

| 1 ooked out the wi ndow at the distant pseudo-nountains. "About a nonth ago a
TransShi pM nt agent contacted ne," | said. "He said they'd figured it out,
and

were going to press charges unless | could pay back all the nmoney by the end
of

the nmonth."

"My God," she breathed. "Wat did you do?"

"Begged and pl eaded anot her nonth out of them" | shook my head. "But



everyt hi ng

else I've tried has come up dry."

Rhonda si ghed softly. "And then Schol ar Kul asawa showed up on our gangpl ank
and

of fered you seventy thousand neumarks."

"I"ve got a hundred thirty already banked away," | said. "Kul asawa's seventy
t housand woul d just cover it."

"Yes, it would." Rhonda paused. "You told ne earlier you were going to use

t he

nmoney in a way that would benefit all of us. You were planning to sell the
Sergei Rock, weren't you?"

"There was no other way," | said. "It would have cost all of you your jobs,
but

there was no other way. Until Kul asawa cane al ong."

| |l ooked back at Rhonda. "But if you're right, and she's pulling sone kind of
scam on the people here—=

"Wait a minute—+ didn't say she was pulling any scans,
hol di ng up a hand.

"But you inplied it."

"I inplied she was stretching the truth," she insisted. "That's not the sane.
| folded my arns across ny chest. "Look, Rhonda, | appreciate your attenpts
to

sal ve ny conscience. But I'mnot going to trade one |oad of guilt for

anot her."

"And 1'mnot going to let you sacrifice your transport over ny vague and

unf ounded suspi cions," she countered. "Not to nention all our jobs."

she said quickly,

"You and Bil ko won't have any problemfinding new jobs," | told her. "And
Jimy' ||l be snapped up so quick it'll make your head spin."
"Then let me put it another way," she said quietly. "I don't want to see the

t eam br oken up."
| forced a smle. "Got seventy thousand neumarks on you?"

Reachi ng across the table, she squeezed ny hand reassuringly. "We'll figure
somet hing out," she said. "Thanks for telling ne."
She stood up. "I'd better get to the shower and then practice nmy curtsies.
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see you later.'
room

| turned back to my breakfast. On one level, it was sonething of a relief to

have the dark secret out in the open at last, to have soneone whose opi ni ons

I

cared about still accept nme despite it all

But neither the soul -cl eansing nor Rhonda's conpassion in any way changed the
basic situation. And the food, delicious barely five mnutes ago, now tasted

l'i ke sand.

Col l ecting her carrybag fromthe closet, she returned to her

The arched doorway facing us was far nore inpressive than the actual exterior
of

the Pal ace. And for a good reason: it was the entrance to King Peter's royal
recepti on room the place where he held public audi ences and from whi ch he
did

his broadcasts to the entire col ony when such was deemed necessary.

Al'l this came from Suzenne, who had al so assured us that the two uniforned
guards flanking the archway woul d nonentarily be getting the word from i nside
that the king was ready. At which point they would pull open the heavy wooden
doors and adnmit us.

Us consisting of Rhonda, Suzenne, and ne.

"Stop fidgeting," Rhonda murnured in ny ear

"I amnot fidgeting," | insisted, rubbing ny fingertips restlessly against ny
I eg and throwi ng bal eful gl ances at the door we'd entered the anteroom

t hough.



Kul asawa was supposedly on her way; but Jimy and Bil ko had both di sappeared
somewhere into the city and no one knew where to find them Wen this was al
over, assuming King Peter didn't throw ne in the dungeon for the inpertinence
of

wasting his time with only half a crew, | was going to strangle both of them
"Schol ar Kul asawa's just coming into the Palace," Suzenne said softly, her
phone

to her ear. "Oh, and we've found Ji my-he was with one of our nusicians.
They're

bringi ng himstrai ght over."

Which still left Bilko unaccounted for. Predictably. "Any chance Jimy wil |l

actually be here before those doors open?"

"Probably not," Suzenne said, smling as she consulted her watch. "But don't
worry about it. This is just an informal introductory neeting—anything formal
we

decide to do will happen this evening or tonorrow. He isn't going to be upset
if

you're not all here."

She drifted away, turning her back to us as she spoke quietly into the phone.
"Then why are you trying so hard to find hinP" | rmuttered under ny breath.
turned to Rhonda to detail what | intended to do to Bil ko when he finally
surfaced—

And paused. Rhonda was staring at Suzenne's back, a suddenly tight | ook on
her

face. "Relax," | told her. "I'"mthe nervous one in this group, renenmber?"
"Somet hing's wong here, Jake," she said slowy, her voice barely audible.
"Somet hing having to do with Jimy."

| felt nmy heart seize up. Jimy was our nusicrmaster, a vital ingredient for
getting the Sergei Rock back hone. "You think he's in danger?"

"I don't know," she said, her eyes focused on infinity. "It's something
that's

been nagging at ne ever since last night."

| looked over at the guards flanking the doorway. The way their uniforns were

cut, | couldn't tell whether they were armed or not. "Wat tine [ast night?
After we got to the city?"

"No, before that," Rhonda said, her forehead creasing a little harder. "It
was

on the flight over here; but it started before that..."

Abruptly, she Iooked up at ne. "It was when we first met Suzenne," she

hi ssed.

"When you introduced Jinmy as our nusicnaster. She never asked what a

nmusi cnaster was. "

| played the whol e scene back in nmy m nd. Rhonda was right. "Could she have
asked someone during the flight?"

"No, " Rhonda said, shaking her head mcroscopically. "I was sitting next to
her,

renmenber ? Jake, they didn't have nusicmasters until fifty years ago."

"I know," | said, a sudden tightness in nmy stomach. "I think | even nentioned
to

Suzenne that it was hard to explain."
"So why didn't she ask about it?" Rhonda persisted. "Either she's not very
curious... or else she already knew. "

| |1 ooked over at Suzenne, still on the phone. "But that's inpossible,"
murmured. "If soneone el se had found the Freedonmis Peace, we'd have heard
about

it."

Rhonda shivered. "Only," she said, "if they made it hone again."

I swal l owed hard. "That new species of flapblacks Bil ko spotted hangi ng
around

the asteroid. The InReds."



"I was just wondering that," Rhonda nurnured. "Suzenne and the others m ght

not

even realize the previous transport or transports hadn't made it back alive."
"Maybe it's time for a few direct questions,” | suggested.

"You sure you want to hear the answers?"

"No," | admitted. "But I'd better ask them anyway." Squaring ny shoul ders,

took a step toward Suzenne—

And at that nmonment, the two guards suddenly cane to life. Stepping to the
center

of the doubl e doors, they each took one of the handl es and pull ed.

Suzenne was beside us before the doors even started to open. "All right, here
we

go," she said. "Renenber, don't be nervous. Ah—Schol ar. Good; you nade it."

| turned my head to see Kulasawa step into |ine between Suzenne and Rhonda.
Her

outfit was a surprise: a flowi ng-line jacket-blouse of a rich-1oo0king brocade
over a contrasting flare skirt. It made our transport-crew uniforms | ook
positively shabby, | thought with vague resentnent, and | wondered briefly
why

in the worlds a scholar would bring such an outfit on a trip between Angork
and

Parex. But then, unlike the rest of us, she'd known what the Sergei Rock's
true

destination was. "Were are the others?" she nuttered to Suzenne.

"Not here," Suzenne said. "Don't worry about it. Everyone; here we go."

W wal ked forward in unison, crossing the rest of the foyer and stepping

bet ween

t he open doors.

My first inpression of the roomwas that its tone fit the outer building nuch
nore than it did the ornate doorway leading into it. Mre |ike an expansive
office than the way | woul d have envi sioned a throne room it was dom nated by
a

| arge desk near the back wall. A few neters to our right, a semicircul ar
couch

that could confortably seat eight people was positioned around a | ow circul ar
table on which was a carafe and several gl asses. Scattered around the room
wer e

a few free-standing | anps and scul ptures on pedestals; on the walls were sone
pai ntings and textureds, tastefully arranged and spaced. Of to the left,

al nost

| ooking Iike an afterthought, was a hi gh-backed throne that had apparently
been

carved out of a single block of pale, blue-green stone.

And seated there waiting for us was King Peter

He was a bit older than |I'd expected-sonmewhere in his eighties,

guessed—l ean

shaven instead of with the bushy beard 1'd sort of expected every

sel f-respecting nonarch automatically canme equi pped with. His clothing was

al so

somet hing of a di sappointnent: no crown and royal robes, but merely a subdued
white suit with gold buttons and trim Kulasawa's outfit, | thought uneasily,
was going to make himlook a little shabby, too.

"Wl come to the Freedom s Peace,"” he said, rising to his feet as we turned to
face him "I'mKing Peter, titular ruler of this world. | trust you' ve been
properly | ooked after?"

"Yes, sir, we have," | said, suddenly realizing to my chagrin that Suzenne
hadn't given us any pointers in protocol. "I nean, Your H ghness—

" 'Sir' will suffice, Captain Smith," he assured ne, stepping up and offering
ne

his hand. "1'm pl eased to nmeet you."



"Thank you, sir," | managed, shaking his hand. "I'm pl eased to neet you, too."
He smiled. "Actually, a sinple "Peter' will do, if you're so inclined," he
sai d

in a conspiratorial tone. "The citizens here |like the idea of having a

nonar ch,

but we all have too much common sense to take the idea too seriously.”

He took a step to the side and offered his hand to Rhonda. "Engi neer

Bl ankenshi p, " he nodded, shaking her hand. "Wl cone."

"Thank you sir," she said. "You have a beautiful world."

"W like it," he said, noving to Kulasawa. "And Schol ar Kul asawa. \What do you
think of the Freedonmis Peace, Schol ar?"

"It's more than merely beautiful,” she said. "I'ml|ooking forward to
exam ni ng

it in nmuch nore detail."

"You'll be given that chance," Peter prom sed gravely, waving toward the

wr apar ound couch. "But please; let's be confortable.™

W crossed to the couch and sat down, Peter and Suzenne taking one end as the
rest of us spread out around the curve, Kulasawa taking the far end. "I'm
sure

you have many questions about our world," Peter said as Suzenne began pouring
drinks fromthe carafe. "If there's anything you'd like to know right now,
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do ny best to answer."

| took a deep breath. So he wanted questions. So OK, here it canme. "I have
one,"

| said. "Are we the first visitors you've had in the past fifty years?"

Pet er and Suzenne exchanged gl ances. "An interesting question," Peter

mur mur ed

"A very interesting question, indeed."

"I thought so," | said, forcing my voice to stay steady. Whatever was goi ng
on

here, that single glance had been all | needed to know I'd hit the target
dead

center. Whatever the hell the target was. "lI'd like an answer, if | my."

A muscle in Peter's jaw tightened briefly. "As it happens, you're the fourth
Expansion transport to find us," he said.
| felt Rhonda stir beside nme. "And what happened to the other three?" | asked

careful ly.

"The crews are still here," Peter said, his gaze steady on me. "Mst of them
There were two... fatalities.”

"What kind of fatalities?" Kulasawa asked.

"They were killed trying to escape,” Suzenne said. "lI'msorry."

"What do you nean, escape?" | asked.

"What she neans is that you can't leave, ny friends," Peter said quietly.
“1'm

afraid you' re going to have to stay with us for the rest of your lives."

A lot of different thoughts go shooting through your mnd when you hear
something like that. My first thought was that this was sonme kind of strange
j oke Peter and Suzenne liked to play on visitors, that any second now t hey
woul d

snmle and say, no, they were just kidding. My second thought was that the
TransShi pM nt Corporati on was going to be seriously unhappy if | disappeared
wi t hout paying back their two hundred thousand. My third was that | wasn't

goi ng

to be very happy either if | wasn't allowed to nake that debt right.

And the fourth, which overrode themall, was that | was damed if | would
wal k

meekly into this cage they were casually telling me to step into.
| kept nmy eyes on Peter, trying hard to think. Were the guards outside



nmoni toring us? Probably not. Could Rhonda and | take out Peter and Suzenne?
Probably. But that wouldn't get us across the colony and back to the Serge
Rock.

And even if we got there, would it do any good? There were still those |nReds
hangi ng around out there. W knew they scared away normal fl apbl acks—were

t hey

waiting |like ghostly sharks to grab us and haul us to oblivion?

Rhonda was the first to break the silence. "I don't understand," she said.
"You

can't just order us to stay here.”

"I"'mafraid we have to," Peter said. "You see, if you leave you'll bring

ot hers

back here. That's something we can't allow to happen. |I'msorry."

"Why not?" Kul asawa asked.

Frowning, | turned to ook at her. My ears hadn't deceived ne: her face was
as

cal mand control |l ed as her voi ce.

Peter must have noticed it, too. "If you're expecting to be rescued, Scholar,
I

can assure you that the chances of that are vanishingly small. None of the

ot her

transports who cane here ever had anyone cone | ooking for them"

"And you think that neans no one will come |ooking for us?" Kul asawa asked.

"Did you tell anyone el se where you were goi ng?" Suzenne countered. "O where
you woul d be | ooking for us?"

Kul asawa shrugged fractionally. "That's irrelevant."

"Not really," Suzenne said. "You see, we've |earned fromthe other
fortune-hunters that a prize like the Freedom s Peace tends to inspire great
secrecy on the part of the searchers. Al any of you want is to make sure you
get all the profit or glory—=

"That's enough, Suzenne," Peter murnured. "Let ne hasten to assure you that
you'll all be treated well, with hones and jobs found for you—*

"Suppose we don't choose to roll over and show our throats,"” Kul asawa
interrupted. "Suppose we decide we're not going to feed your negal onania."
Peter's eyebrows lifted, just a bit. "This has nothing to do with

nmegal omani a, "

he said. "O with ne."

"Then what does it have to do with?" Rhonda asked quietly.

"The fact that if the Expansion | earns where we are, they' |l want to bring us
back," Peter said. "W don't want that."

Kul asawa frowned. "You rnust be joking," she said. "You'd kidnap us for that?
Do

you seriously think anyone in the Expansion cares a pfennig's worth for any
of

you?"

"I'f you think that, why are you here?" Peter asked, regarding her

t hought ful | y.

"And please don't try to tell me it was in the pure pursuit of know edge," he
added as she began to speak. "The nore |I study you, the nore |I'm convinced
you're not actually a scholar at all."

Kul asawa favored himwith a thin smle. "One for two, Your Hi ghness," she

sai d.

"You're right, I"'mnot a scholar."
| 1 ooked at Rhonda, saw ny own surprise mrrored in her face. "Then who are
you?" | demanded.

"But on the other point, you' re dead wong," Kul asawa continued, ignoring ny
guestion. "Pure know edge is exactly the reason |I'mhere."

"I see," Peter said. "Any bit of know edge in particular you're interested
in?"

"OfF course," Kulasawa said. "You don't really think I care about your little



worl d and your quaint little backwater duck-pond nonarchy, do you?"

"Yet you were willing to pay three hundred thousand neumarks to cone here,"
Rhonda poi nted out.

"Don't worry, | intend to get full value for ny nmoney," Kul asawa assured her
coldly. "By the time I'mfinished here, 1'Il have conpletely changed the
shape

of Expansi on space travel ."

There was a sort of strangl ed-off gasp fromthe other end of the couch. |

t ur ned

that direction just in tine to see Peter put a restraining hand on Suzenne's
arm "What do you nean by that?" the king asked, his voice steady.

"It should be obvious, even to you," Kul asawa sai d, regarding both of them
with

narrowed eyes. Cearly, she'd caught the reaction, too. "I want those
i on-capture engi nes of yours."
"OfF course," | nurnured under ny breath. It was obvious, at least in

retrospect.

The current limt on spaceship size was due solely to the limts in the power
and size of their drives; and those linmts were there solely because the

Jovi ans' uni que engi neering genius had died with their bid for independence
from

Earth. Examination of the Freedonis Peace's drive would indeed revol utionize
Expansi on space travel

As | said, obvious. And yet, at the sane tine | felt obscurely di sappointed.
After all of Kulasawa's lies and manipulation, it seemed |ike such a petty

t hi ng

to have invaded an entire world for

But if Peter was feeling simlarly, he wasn't showing it. In fact, | could
swear

that some of the tension had actually left his face. "I presume you weren't

pl anning to di sassenble them for shipnent aboard your transport," he said.

"O

did you think we would have the plans |ying conveniently around for you to
steal ?"

"Actually, | was hoping to persuade you to conme back with ne," Kul asawa sai d.
"Though the engines are nmy primary interest, I'msure there are other bits of
t echnol ogi cal nmagic the Jovian engi neers incorporated into the design of this
pl ace that would be worth digging out."

"I"'msure there are," Peter agreed. "But you already have our answer to that."
"But why don't you want to conme back with us?" Rhonda asked. "W have true
interstellar travel nowthere's no need or reason for you to stay out here
this

way. "

"She's right," | put in. "If you want your own world, |'m sure the Expansion
coul d provide you with something."

"W al ready have our own world," Suzenne pointed out.

"I neant a real world,"” | said.

"So did I," Suzenne said. "You think of a world as a physical planet orbiting
a

physical sun; no nore, no less. | think of a world as a group of people
l'iving

together. | think of the society and culture and quality of life."

"Qur ancestors left Sol for reasons involving all of those," Peter added.
"Don't

forget, we've had three other visitors fromthe Expansion, from which we've
| earned a great deal about your current society. Frankly, there are things
happeni ng there we'd just as soon not involve ourselves with."

"Typi cal provincial thinking," Kulasawa said contenptuously. "Fear of the
unknown, and a ruthl ess suppression of anything that m ght rock the boat of
t he



people in power. And | presunme that if | wanted to put ny proposal to the
whol e

colony you'd refuse to let nme?"

"There would be no need for that," Peter said. "The decision has al ready been
nmade. "

"OfF course," Kulasawa sniffed. "The glories of absolute nmonarchy. Dieu et nobn
droit, ex cathedra, and all that. The king speaks, and the people subnit."
"The Citizens' Council agreed with the decision," Suzenne told her. "Al the
citizens understand our reasoning."

Kul asawa shrugged. "Fine," she said. "As | said, |I'd hoped to persuade you.
But
if you won't come willingly, you'll just have to do so unwillingly."

Peter's forehead furrowed slightly. "An interesting threat. May | ask how you
intend to carry it out?"
"As | said, |I could start by addressing the people,’

Kul asawa said. "G ve them

a
taste of real denocracy for a change."

Peter shook his head. "I already said you woul dn't persuade them"

"Then why are you afraid to let me try?" Kulasawa countered. "Still, there's
no

reason to upset your well-trained sheep out there. All | really need to do is

explain to you why you can't make ne di sappear as conveniently as you have
al |

the others. Why there will be people who'll cone | ooking for ne.
| frowned at her, a sudden hope stirring within me. Up until that nonent, it
hadn't really sunk in on an enotional |evel that what we were di scussing here
was a permanent—and | nean pernmanent—exile to this place. If Kulasawa had
some

kind of trick up her sleeve that could get us hone...

"By all means," Suzenne invited. "Tell us what sort of clues or hints you

| eft

behi nd. "

"No clues or hints," Kulasawa said loftily. "Merely a sinple matter of who
am"

"And who are you?" Suzenne asked.

And at that nmonent, the doubl e doors behind Peter swung open again. | |ooked

that direction to see Jimy cone into the room his hair |ooking even nore
unkenpt than usual. He nust have m ssed seeing Peter and Suzenne, with their
backs nmostly to him but he spotted ne instantly. "Captain!" he said,
boundi ng

toward us as the doors closed agai n behind him

| hissed under ny breath, trying to gesture his attention to Peter without
bei ng

obvi ous about it. Tal k about your oblivious bull in a china shop—

But he was bubbling too hard to even notice. "Guess what?" he called, a huge
grin plastered across his face as he cane around the end of the couch. "These
people can talk to the fl apbl acks!"

| froze, my gesturing hand still in midair. "Wat?"

"Yeah, they can talk to— He broke step, suddenly flustered as he abruptly
seened to focus on the rest of the people seated in front of himon the
couch.

"Ch. Uh... I'msorry..."

"No, that's all right," | said, throwing a hard glance at Peter. But his face
was unreadable. "Tell us nore."

Jimy's eyes darted around, his throat working uncertainly. "Unh... well, |
was

talking to one of their musicians,” he said hesitantly. "And he said..."

H's voice trailed away. "He said we can comunicate nentally with the beings
you

call flapblacks," Peter said. Hi s voice was cal magain, and with a flash of



insight | realized that this was the secret he'd thought Kul asawa had
stunbl ed

on earlier when she'd spoken of revolutionizing space travel. "W woul d have
told you about it eventually."

"OfF course," | said. "How about telling us about it now?"

He held his hands out, pal mupward. "There's not nmuch to tell,"” he said. "Qur

first hint was a few years out, when we began to realize that the supposedly
i mgi nary friends our first-born children were telling their parents about
wer e

not, in fact, imginary at all. It took awhile longer to realize who and what
t he beings were they were in contact with."

"And Jimry said you tal ked to then®"

"A figure of speech,"” Peter said. "It's actually a direct nental contact, a
wor dl ess communi cation.”

"Way didn't you tell the Habitats?" Kulasawa put it. "You nust have stil

been

in contact with Jupiter at that point."

"W were already beginning to fade," Suzenne said. "By the time we'd figured
it

all out, it would have been probl ematic whether we could have gotten enough
of

t he nessage through."

"And besi des, you thought it mght be a useful secret to keep to yoursel ves?"
Kul asawa suggested, smiling thinly.

Pet er shook his head. "You don't understand,"” he said. "In the first place,
it's

hardly a marketabl e secret—any child who's conceived and brought to term away
fromlarge planetary masses will have the ability. Everyone aboard has it

now,

except of course for the handful of recent visitors like yourselves."

"That doesn't change the fact that it's an enornously useful talent,"

Kul asawa

said. "You people don't need a nmusicnaster to get where you' re going, do you?
You just order the flapblack to take you where you want to go, and that's it."

"I't's not like that at all," Suzenne protested. "They're not servants or
sl aves
we can order to do anything. It's nore like..." She floundered.

"I sometinmes think of it as simlar to those dol phin and whal e shows they
have

on Earth," Peter said. "You train themby giving thema reward when they do
somet hing you want, but you aren't really conmunicating with them In this
case,

you provide the reward—the nusic—oncurrently with the action, but you have
no

real understanding as to who and what you're dealing with—=

"Let's put the philosophy aside for a mnute,” Kulasawa cut in brusquely.
"Bottomline: you can tell themwere to go and they take you there. Yes or
no?"

Peter pursed his lips. "For the nost part, yes."

He | ooked back at me. "You see now why we can't let even a hint of this get
back

to the rest of the Expansion. If they knew we could nove their transports
bet ween the stars without the uncertainties and conplications of the nusic
techni que, they would carry every one of us away into slavery."

Kul asawa snorted. "G ve the nmelodramatics a rest, Your Hi ghness. Wat you
nmean

is that you' ve got a platinumopportunity here and you're just afraid to grab
it."

"Bel i eve whatever you wi sh," Peter said. "For you, perhaps, it would be an
opportunity. For us, it would be slavery."



"You really think they would just take you away |ike that?" Rhonda asked. "I
can't believe our |eaders would allow that."

"OfF course they would," Peter said, gesturing toward Jimry. "Just |ook at
your

own nusi cmaster. The nusicnaster on the first transport to find us was a
forty-six-year-old forner professor of conposition. Howold is M. Chamal a?"
"Nineteen," | said, looking at Jimy. "He has the right kind of mnd, and

t hey

hustl ed hi m straight through school."

"Did he have a choi ce?"

| grimaced. "As | understand it, there's a great deal of subtle pressure

br ought

to bear on potential musicnasters.”

"Do you think it would be any different with us?" Peter asked quietly.
"There's

a virtual explosion in the volune of interstellar travel and

col oni zat i on—ust

conparing the Sergei Rock's planetary charts with those of our earlier
visitors

makes that abundantly clear. If they knew we could feed that appetite, do you
really think they would hesitate to press us into service?"

"And do you have any idea what prices you could conmand for such service?"
Kul asawa denmanded. "That's what Smith's 'subtle pressure' nostly consists of:
huge piles of neumarks. Play your cards right and your world could be one of
t he

richest in the Expansion."

"And who woul d be left to live there?" Suzenne countered. "Children under
five

and el ders over ninety? They'd take everyone else."

"Now you' re being ridiculous," Kulasawa grow ed.

"I don't think so," Suzenne said. "But whether | amor not is irrelevant. The
deci si on has been nade, and we're not going to change it."

"Fine," Kulasawa said. "If you won't bring freedomto your people, Jimy and
I

will have to do it for you."

Jimy, who'd been largely frozen in place ever since planting hinself near
Peter's end of the couch, came unstuck in a rush. "Wo—e?" he gul ped, his
eyes

turning into dinner plates.

"You're the only one who can help them Jinmmy," Kul asawa sai d, her voice
abruptly soft and earnest. "The only one who can free themfromthe prison

Ki ng
Peter and his power elite have | ocked theminto."
"Wait just a second,” | protested. "If the peopl e have deci ded—

"The peopl e haven't decided, Smith," Kul asawa cut ne off scornfully. "O
haven't

you been paying attention? Wat proportion of the people here, do you think
woul d junp at the chance to get out of this flying coffin and see the

Uni ver se?"

"We can't let even one of our people | eave here," Suzenne said. "If there was
so

much as a single slip on anyone's part, the entire col ony would be dooned to

sl avery."

"There's that slavery buzz-word again," Kul asawa scoffed. "Do you feel like a

slave, Jimy? Wll, do you?"

Beneath that nop of hair Jinmy's face |ooked like that of a cornered ani mal,
hi s

eyes darting around as if seeking help or a way to escape. "But if they don't
want to do it—=

"Do you feel like a slave?" Kulasawa repeated sharply. "Yes or no?"



"Well... no..."

"In fact, you're extrenely well paid for what you do, aren't you?" Kul asawa
persisted. "And with opportunities and privil eges nost teens your age woul d
gi ve

their left armto have." She stabbed an accusing finger at Peter and Suzenne.
"And that's what these people are afraid of. They' ve been the big ducks in

t he

small pond all their lives. And they know the only way to hold onto that
power

is to keep their people ignorant.”

Her lip twisted. "Slavery, you said, King Peter? You're the real slavenaster
here.”

"But what can | do?" Jinmy asked plaintively, his expression still | ooking
hunted. "If they won't let us | eave—=

"You can save them that's what," Kulasawa told him "You see, those plates
had aboard the Sergei Rock aren't deep-probe sonics. They're actually highly
sophi sti cated nonodirectional resonance self-tuning | oudspeakers.
Loudspeakers

which are at this nmonment scattered at strategic points all around this
asteroid."

She reached her |eft hand beneath her brocaded jacket-bl ouse and pulled out a
small flat box. "And this is a wireless player interface to them"

"You can't be serious," Rhonda said, a sandbagged | ook on her face. "You want
to

t ake the whol e col ony back?"

"Can you think of a sinpler way to solve the problen?" Kul asawa asked. "The

choices will be presented to the citizens, and they'll be allowed to decide
for

t hensel ves what they want to do. Those who want to enter the nusicmaster

pr of essi on—+ suppose we'll have to cone up with a new nane for them-ean do
Sso.

Those who don't can go on to new homes or the world of their choice.”
Rhonda gl anced at Peter and Suzenne, |ooked back at Kul asawa. "And the
Freedon s

Peace?"
"As | said, there are technol ogical secrets here that will benefit the whole
Expansi on," she said. "The colonists will be properly conpensated, of course."

"And what makes you think our people will just sit by and | et you do this?"
Pet er asked.

"The fact that we can do it without |eaving this room
ri ght

hand di ppi ng beneath her jacket-blouse. "And the fact that | have this."

| looked at the tiny gun in Kulasawa's hand, a sudden hol | ow sensation in the
pit of ny stomach. "It's called a Karka nerve pistol," Kulasawa conti nued,

her

tone al most off-handed. "It fires needl es that dissolve instantly in bl ood,

di srupting neural chemstry and totally incapacitating the target. Usually
nonfatal, though an allergic reaction to the drug will kill you pretty quick."
There was a soft click as she noved her thunmb against the side of the gun
"There's also a three-needl e burst setting," she added. "That one is fatal."
She clicked back to the one-needl e setting. "W can all hope that won't be
necessary. Al right, Jinmy, conme over here and take the interface. Be sure
to

stay out of ny line of fire."

Jimy didn't nove. His eyes darted around the couch one last tine—

And stopped on nme. "Captain?" he whispered.

"You don't need to ask him" Kul asawa said. "You're the one who holds the key
to

t hese people's freedom not him™

"I't's not our decision to nmake, Jinmy," | said quietly, know ng even as |

Kul asawa sai d, her



sai d

it how futile my words were. If there was one button guaranteed to start
Jimy's

juices running it was the whol e question of personal freedom versus

aut hority.

Stupid rules, restrictive rules, unnecessary inpositions of power— seened to
go

around that track with himat |east once per trip. Kulasawa coul dn't have
cone

up with a better way to trip himto her side if she'd tried.

And then, to ny eternal amazenent, Jimy squared his shoulders, turned to
face

her, and shook his head. "No," he said. "I can't do it."

From the | ook on her face, Kulasawa was as stunned by his answer as | was.
"What

did you say?" she demanded

"I said no," Jinmy said. Hi s voice quavered slightly under the bl azing heat
of

her glare, but his words were as solid as a sealant weld. "Captain Snmith says
it's wong."

"And | say it's right," Kulasawa snapped. "Wy listen to himinstead of ne?"
"Because he's ny boss." Jimmy | ooked at nme. "And because | trust him™"

He turned back to Kul asawa. "And because he's never needed a gun to tell ne
what

to do."

Kul asawa' s face darkened |ike an approaching storm "Wy, you stupid little—=
"Leave him al one,"” Rhonda cut her off. "Face it: you' ve lost."

"Sit down, Chamala," Kul asawa grow ed, gesturing Jimy toward the couch. "And
if

| were you, Blankenship, 1'd keep ny mouth shut,"” she added to Rhonda, al

her

heat turned to crushed ice now "O all the people in this room you're the
one

| need the least."”

She | ooked back at Peter, her face under control again. "Fine; so our |apdog
of

a nmusicnaster is afraid to make decisions like a man. |'m sure one of your
musi ci ans out there will see things differently. Were's the roonis

publ i c- address systen®?"

Peter shook his head. "No," he said.

Kul asawa shifted her gun slightly to point at Suzenne. "I don't need her
either," she said.

Peter's |lips conpressed briefly. "In the throne. Controls are along the side
of

the left arnrest.”

"Thank you." Standing up, Kul asawa started to circle around the table.

| cleared nmy throat. "Excuse me, but there's just one little thing you seem
to

have forgotten."

Kul asawa stopped, her gun settling in to point at my chest. "And that is?"
"One of their nusicians might be able to whistle up some flapblacks for you,"
I

said. "But none of themcan tell you how to get back to the Expansion."

The gun lifted a little. "I'mdi sappointed, Smith—+ would have thought you
coul d

conme up with sonething better. I've got the Freedonmis Peace's coordi nates,
renenmber? Al | have to do is work backward fromthose and we'll w nd up back
at

Angor ki . "

"W would," | agreed, "if we were anywhere near your coordinates. But we're



not . "

Her eyes narrowed. "Explain."

"Your coordinates didn't take into account the time-delay for the light," |
explained. "Or the fact that the Freedomls Peace is no | onger on a Sol -direct
vector. You try a straight backtrack and you'll m ss Angorki by about sixty
A U

That's about twi ce the distance fromEarth to Neptune, in case you need help
with the nunbers.”

For a | ong nonent she studied ny face. Then, her lips tilted in a slight
smile.

"And of course you're the only one who knows how to plot a course back,

ri ght?"

"Right," | said, folding ny arms across nmy chest. "And I'mnot going to."

"l suggest you reconsider," she said. "There's a little matter of two hundred
t housand neumarks you owe the TransShi pM nt corporation.”

The bottom seened to fall out of ny stomach. "How do you know about that?"
She snorted. "Ch, cone now-you didn't really think | pulled your nanme out of
a

lotto ball, did you? You were one of a dozen transports | knew | could bring
enough pressure on to get what | wanted. You just happened to be in the right
pl ace and the right time when the data finally canme through.™

| shrugged as casually as | could. "So fine. Renege on the seventy thousand

i f

you want. \What do | care—Peter says we're staying here anyway."

"Wong," Kulasawa bit out. "One way or another, we're getting back." She

ar ched

her eyebrows. "And when we do, you're going to prison... because you don't
owe

just seventy thousand any nore. You owe the full two hundred.”

| stared at her. "Wat are you tal king about ?"

"I"mtal ki ng about the hundred thirty thousand you thought you had stashed
awnay

in the Star Meridian Bank," she said, openly gloating now "The hundred
thirty

t housand that isn't there any nore."

"You're bluffing," Rhonda said sharply. "How could you possibly get that kind
of

access to Jake's account ?"

"For the sanme reason these people can't keep ne here for long." Kul asawa
strai ghtened up slightly and | ooked around—

And as she did so, her face and posture and entire demeanor abruptly changed.
Suddenl y the upper-class scholar was gone; and in its place was soneone or
somet hing that seemed far nore regal even than the king seated at the end of
t he

couch. "My name isn't Andrul a Kul asawa," she said her voice rich and
conmandi ng.

"It's Andrula Chen."

She turned hard, arrogant eyes on ne. "Second cousin of the Chen-Mllis

famly.'

| stared at her, my blood seeming to freeze in nmy heart. "Ch, ny God,"

whi sper ed.

"Captain Snmith?" Peter asked, his voice |ow "Wat does she nmean?"

Wth an effort, | turned away from her gaze. "Chen-Mellis is one of the Ten
Families," | said, the words coming out with difficulty. "The people who

effectively rule Earth and nost of the Expansion."

"I prefer to think of it as one of the Six Fam lies, actually,"

Kul asawa—Chen,

rather—put in. "The other four survive solely at our pleasure.™

"You told us there were other groups |ooking for the Freedom s Peace," Rhonda
said, her voice low "The other families?"



"You don't think I would have picked the Sergei Rock to hide from sone
bunbl i ng

academ cs, do you?" Chen retorted. "Menbers of the Hauptmann and

Gat es- Verazzano

fam |l ies have been sniffing along my trail for the past two nonths."

She gave Peter a brittle snile. "They want your engines, too," she added. "And
I

can assure you that Chen-Mellis will cut you a better deal than they will."
Peter shook his head. "We will deal with none of you."

"I"d love to see you try to persuade the Hauptmann fanmily of that." Chen

| ooked

back at ne. "Well, Smith? Cooperation and a share of the profits, or lofty
i deals and a few years of your life in prison?"

"So nowit's a share of the profits, too?" Suzenne nurmnured.

"Shut up, or I'll add your lives on the downside of the |edger," Chen
snarl ed.

"Well, Smith, what's it to be? Shall we say your freedom and, say, five
mllion

neumar ks?"

| shoul d have been tenpted. After five years of scrinping every pfennig | got
to

put toward my debt, | should really have been tenpted. But to my own
amazenent,

| discovered that | wasn't. Maybe it was the condescension inherent in the
of fer, the casual assunption that | had my price just like everyone el se
she' d

ever met. O maybe it was the presence of Jimy, sitting on Rhonda's other
si de

now, who'd already resisted the pressure and nade the right decision

O maybe it was the fact that |1'd suddenly had an idea of how we mi ght be
abl e

to get out of this. If | played my cards right..

| 1 ooked Chen straight in the eye. "Forget it," |I told her. "And if you're
t hi nki ng about upping the ante, save your breath. You're on your own here,
| ady.

None of us are going to help you."

Her face had frosted over again at ny refusal. Now, though, the ice cracked
into

a small but malicious snmile. "Perhaps none of you three will," she said. "But
you're not the only one who knows how to get us back to civilization. And
suspect First O ficer Hobson will be nore easily convinced of the realities
of

this situation."

Keepi ng her eyes on us, she began backing toward the throne and King Peter's
public address system Mentally, | crossed ny fingers..

And then, abruptly, she stopped. "No," she said. "No, | see your gane, Smth.
You' re hopi ng that anyone using the PA system except H s Royal H ghness will
make the | ocal secret police suspicious."” She waved the gun toward the

t hr one.

"On the other hand, you're his captain, aren't you? Wat could be nore

nat ur a

than for you to call himto the Pal ace?"

| didn't move. "And how nuch were you planning to offer nme for this service?"
"I wouldn't dreamof insulting you that way again," she assured me, her voice
not quite covering up the soft click as she shifted her gun to its
three-needl e

setting. "So let's make it sinple. You call Hobson, and Bl ankenship gets to
live."

| felt nmy throat tighten. "You wouldn't dare."

"I"ve already said | don't need either her or Ms. Enderly," Chen reni nded ne.



"In a pinch, | could probably do w thout the king, too."

| took a deep breath, exhaled it noisily, and got to ny feet. "Don't do it,
Jake," Rhonda pl eaded. "She's bl uffing—even the Chen-Mellis famly couldn't
get

her off a murder charge."

"The Chen-Mellis famly can do anything when the rewards are big enough,™
Chen

said shortly.

"It's not worth the risk,"” | told Rhonda, reaching down to briefly squeeze
her
hand. "Besides, even if | don't, Bilko will be here eventually anyway."

The throne was nore confortable than it |ooked, with silky-soft cushions
fitted

to the stone. The controls on the left arnrest were sinple and
straightforward

one basic on/off switch, one that determ ned whether or not the audio was
acconpani ed by a visual, and five switches determ ning which section or
sections

of the colony would receive the broadcast. | set the latter group for ful
coverage, set the node for audio only—this at Chen's insistence—and we were
ready. "No tricks," she warned, stepping back well out of range of any

desperate
flying | eaps | mght have been contenplating. "Bear in mnd this gun has a
clip

of just over two hundred fifty needles, and that | don't mnd spending a few
of

themif | have to."

| cleared ny throat and touched the "on" switch. "Attention; attention," |
called. "First Oficer WII Hobson of the Sergei Rock, this is your captain
speaking. We're having a little party over here at the Pal ace you seemto
have

forgotten about. Greet the other cardsharps for nme and hustle it over here
al |

right? Thank you; that is all."

I switched off the PA and stepped down fromthe throne. "Happy?" | asked Chen
sourly.

"What was that nonsense about a party and cardsharps?" she demanded, her face
dark wi th suspicion

"It's a private joke," | said briefly, striding past her and dropping onto

t he

couch next to Rhonda.

"Make it a public joke," Chen ordered.

| could feel Rhonda's eyes on ne, and could only hope she wasn't frowning too

hard at this private joke she'd never heard of. "It goes back to a tinme on
Bandol era when | got himinto sone trouble,” | said. "I called himwhile he
was

in the mddle of a gane and told himto get back to the transport. He was

wi nni ng big, and said he woul dn't be back until he'd finished the round. He
turned off his phone; so | tracked down the nunbers of the other players and
started calling themand telling themto please send Bil ko hone."

"I imagi ne he was i mensely pleased by that," Chen said.

"I don't think he ever lived it down," | said. "At |least, not with that
bunch.

The point is the reference neans he's to get his rear over here now, and not
just whenever he finishes the current round or has won enough noney or
whenever . "

Chen lifted the gun warningly. "He'd better."

"He will," | sighed, nmentally crossing ny fingers a little harder

Peter cleared his throat. "I'mcurious, Mss Chen," he said. "Wen you spoke
earlier of changing the shape of Expansion space travel wth our engine



desi gn,

| naturally assuned a certain degree of exaggeration. Now that we know your
true

affiliation, do | now assune you were speaking literally?"

"Quite literally, Your H ghness,"” Chen told him "In ten years, the
Chen-Mel li s

famly is going to conpletely dom nate intrasystem space travel. W' re going
to

create super tankers, mning ships like no one's seen since the Jovian

Habi tats

went down, passenger liners ten times bigger than the Swan of Tuonel a—

"And war shi ps?" Rhonda asked quietly.

Chen didn't even flinch. "OF course we're going to need to defend our
interests,"” she said. "I don't anticipate any actual warfare, though."

"OfF course not," | said sarcastically. "Subtle threats and economi c pressure
bring the same results wi thout making so nmuch of a nmess, don't they?"

Chen shrugged. "You learn slow, Smith. But you do learn."

"Possibly faster than you do," | said. "Has it occurred to you that there may
be

alimt to how big a ship the flapblacks are going to be able to carry?”

"OfF course it has," she said. "That's another reason why | want to try to
bring

the colony back with nme. If they can carry the Freedom s Peace, then the sky
is

very literally the limt."

From across the room cane the whi sper of air that signaled the opening of the
doubl e doors. Chen spun around to face that direction, dropping her armto
her

side to conceal the gun against the back of her right thigh. | felt ny
nuscl es

tense, reflexively estimating the distance to her gun and the chances | could
get there before she could aimand fire..

Qoviously not as subtly as |I'd thought. "Don't, Jake," Rhonda hissed into ny
ear, gripping my arm "It's still set on three-needle."

"Hel |l o, everyone," Bilko said, wandering al nost casually into the room
Wandering in alone; and even as | tried to catch a glinpse of anyone el se who
m ght be out in the foyer the doors swung shut again. "Sorry to be |ate,
Jake—ny

gane went a little longer than |I'd expecte—=

He broke off as his eyes | anded on the gun Chen had brought back into view
again. "Relax, Hobson, it's not what it seens," she assured him "My nane is
Andrul a Chen; second cousin of the Chen-Mellis famly, with the m ssion of
bringing this colony back to the Expansion. Unfortunately, the power
structure

here is resisting ne, and I'mgoing to need your assistance."

"Well... sure," he said, throwing a puzzled |look at the rest of us on the
couch.

"Jake?"

"Captain Smith wanted nore than his assistance was worth," Chen said. "He
demanded ten nmillion neumarks; | could only offer five."

She | ooked at me as if daring me to contradict her. But though her eyes were
on

me, her gun was pointed at Rhonda. | held her gaze, and kept ny nouth shut.
Bil ko snorted derisively. "Five mllion neumarks not good enough, huh? Well,
that's managenent for you. OK, Ms. Chen, you've got yourself a deal. Wat do
you

need ne to do?"

"I need you to plot us a course fromhere back to AngorKki
you

do it?"

she said. "Can



"Sure—o sweat,'
j ust

need a conputer—there must be one back here somewhere.™

And across at Peter's end of the couch, Suzenne suddenly inhal ed sharply.
Chen heard her, too. "Just a mnute," she snapped, throwi ng a suspicious
glare

at Suzenne. "What was that all about?"

Suzenne seened to shrink back into the cushions. "Wat was what ?"

"What's over there at the desk?" Chen denanded.

"Not hi ng, " Suzenne sai d guardedly. "What could be there?"

"Yeah, what could be there?" Bil ko agreed, taking another step toward the
desk.

"Conputer's probably in one of these drawers, right?"

"Cet away fromthere," Chen said sharply, spinning back to face him "I said
get

away. "

"Sure, OK," Bilko said, taking a hasty step back and hol di ng up both hands.
"What's the probl en?"

"Maybe you're a little too cooperative.'
maybe

there was nore to Smith's private joke than he et on. Muwve away—'I1l find

t he

conmputer."

"\What ever you say," Bilko shrugged, taking another step back. Chen circled
around behind the desk, clearly trying to watch all of us at once. She pulled
t he desk chair out and half stooped to pull open one of the drawers—

The thick glass panels were so perfectly transparent and noved so fast that

t hey

were al nost inpossible to see. But there was no m ssing the sudden

t hunder cr ack

as they slamed out of disguised cracks in the floor and thudded solidly

agai nst

the ceiling, sealing the desk and the area around it into its own isol ated
space.

Chen's curse—+ assune she cursed—was lost in the echo of that boom as was

t he

sound of her shot. She ducked reflexively back as the needles ricocheted from
the barrier; and then the guard who'd conme through the doorway that had

magi cal |y appeared in the wall behind the desk was on her, the nmonmentum of
hi s

di ving tackle slamr ng her hard against the glass. By the tine the second and
third guards made it through the door, she had run out of fight.

"Don't hurt her," Peter called. W were all on our feet now, though I
personal |y

couldn't recall having stood up. "Take her to a holding cell."

"Make sure you search her first," Suzenne added. "Thoroughly."

They hustl ed her out through the hi dden door, and Peter turned back to ne.
"Thank you," he said quietly. "However you did it, we're in your debt."

"No problem" Bilko assured him conming up to join us. "Wen Jake says to
whistle up the cops, | whistle up the cops." He | ooked back toward the desk
wat chi ng as the gl ass panels receded back into the floor. "Now that it's
over,

he said, glancing around and starting toward the desk. "I

Chen threw me a hard | ook. "And

can someone tell nme what | just blew five nillion neumarks over?"

"The biggest attenpted hijacking in history," | said, |looking at Peter. "And
unfortunately, it's not over yet."

"You really think her people will be conming to | ook for her?" Suzenne asked.
"It's worse than that," | said grimy. "The inplication she's out here al one
is

nonsense—o Chen-Mellis second cousin would be stupid or reckless enough to
cone



out here without backup already on its way. My guess is we've got naybe two
or
t hree days before they get here. Maybe less.”

"Wait a minute, wait a mnute," Bilko cut in. "If they're that close, why
didn't

she just wait for themin the first place? Wiy bother coming in with us?"
"Because there are other people |ooking for the Freedom s Peace," | told him

"And the first one to get here is going to be the one with sal vage rights
claim

(dds are that those | oudspeakers she scattered around the colony really are
al so

recorders, just like she said, so that she'll have a record of her presence
here.”

"But then why didn't she wait for her people to arrive before revealing

her sel f

to us?" Peter asked, clearly confused. "Wy risk tipping us off the way she
di d?"

"Pure arrogance," Rhonda suggested. "She wanted to deliver you personally to
t he

backup team"

"Or else she wanted to be the one who got the flapblacks to get you noving,"
Bil ko put in. "Maybe there's even some rivalry between her and the backup
teamthe Ten Famlies are supposed to be riddled w th upper-Ilevel infighting.
| f

she got the Freedom s Peace back to Angorki on her own, she'd | ook that mnuch
better."

"The reasons and notivations don't matter," | interrupted the buddi ng debate.
"The bottomline is that we've got trouble on the way."

"I can't allow ny people to be forced into servitude, Captain," Peter said

softly, the lines in his face deepening. "If it comes to that choice, we wll
fight."
"Let's see if we can't find a third choice,"” | said. "Tell me about those

fl apbl acks that surround the col ony, the ones who chase away the others. \at
are they, predators of some kind?"

Peter smiled sadly. "Hardly. They're nmerely the el dest of the Star Spirits.
The

ones marking their |last few weeks as they wait for death."

An unpl easant shiver ran up my back. | knew all creatures died, of course
and

in fact we'd had that argunent on the way in over whether our w apping

fl apbl acks were getting eaten. But sonehow the thought of a group of aging

fl apbl acks hovering together waiting quietly to die was nore di sturbing than
I

woul d have expected it to be. Perhaps it took some of the magic away, or

per haps

it felt too much like the death of a favorite pet.

"Like all Star Spirits, they enjoy music," Peter continued quietly. "But of a
particul ar kind, the kind only we apparently know how to wite for them
That's

what the nmusic in the colony is for."

Abruptly, Suzenne |ooked at me and smiled. "One of themrenmenbers you,

Capt ai n.

He says he carried you once a long time ago."

A second chill ran through ne. "They get into our minds?" | asked carefully.
"Not just the nusicraster's, | nean, but all the rest of us, too?"

"No, they can't read minds, Captain," Peter assured me. "Not even ours, and
we're as attuned to them as any humans have ever been. No, they sinply
recogni ze

you by the shape of your mnds, just as you recognize them by the spectra of
t heir passing."



"I see," | murrmured. Like a favorite pet, 1'd just thought. Only which of us
was

the pet? "So why do they drive the other flapblacks away?"

"They don't," Suzenne said. "The others stay away out of respect for the

dyi ng. "

| scratched my cheek. Bits and pieces of a nebul ous plan were starting to
SWirl

together in ny brain. "Does that nean that if you asked themto nove aside
for

awhil e and let the younger ones in, they would do it?"

Peter shook his head. "I know what you're thinking, my friend. But it won't
wor k. "

"Well, | don't know what he's thinking," Jimry spoke up

"It's sinmple, Jimy," | told him "Cousin Chen went to a lot of trouble to
scatter all those | oudspeakers around the colony. | think it would be a shane
to

waste all that effort.”

"But it won't work," Peter repeated. "W've talked with the Star Spirits
about

this. They sinply aren't strong enough to carry the Freedom s Peace."
"Maybe," | said. "Maybe not. You say you've talked to them but you didn't
say

you' ve played nusic for them™

"Are you suggesting we force themto carry us?" Suzenne denanded, an omi nous
glint in her eye.

"It's not a matter of forcing," | said. "They enjoy the musi c—you know t hat
as

well as we do. | think it acts like a stimulant to them"™

"So now you' re suggesting we effectively drug them—=

"Excuse me," Rhonda put in gently. "Your Hi ghness, how | ong have you been
providing nusic for the dying flapblacks to listen to?"

"Quite a few years," Peter said, frowing. "All of my lifetime, certainly.”
"And how often during those years have you had a younger flapblack carry any
of

you anywher e?"

He shrugged. "Three or four tines, perhaps. But those were only our small
scout

ships. Not nearly as big even as your transport."

"Then perhaps that's the real problem" Rhonda said. "You can talk to the

fl apbl acks, but your perception of them has been skewed by the fact that nost
of

the tine you're talking to the old and dying, not the young and healthy."
"You tal ked about whal e and dol phins earlier,"” I put in. "I suggest a better
anal ogy m ght be dogs."

"Dogs?" Peter asked.

"Yes." | waved a hand around. "You've been surrounded for decades by aging,
cri ppl ed Chi huahuas. That's not what nost of the flapblacks are like."

"And what are they |ike?"

"Bi g, exuberant malanutes,” | told him "And with all due respect, your
peopl e

may understand them but we know how to nake themrun."

For a nonent there was silence. Then, with a sigh, Peter nodded. "I'mstil
not

convinced," he said. "But you're right, it has to be tried."

"Thank you." | turned to Jimy. "Go take a | ook at that player interface of

Chen's and see what kind of nusic she's got progranmed onto it. Then get in
touch with that rnusician you were visiting this norning and have hi m whistle
up

t he col ony's whol e nusi c contingent.

"W're going to have ourselves a concert."



The Grand Center of the Arts was considerably smaller than | woul d have
expect ed

for a place with such an inpressive title, though considering the colony's
limted popul ace | suppose its size made sense. The main auditorium was
conmpact

but with a feeling of spaciousness to it and a main floor that would
supposedl y

seat two thousand peopl e.

W were only going to need a fraction of that capacity tonight. Gathered
together by the front of the stage were Jimy and the sixty-eight colonists
he' d

been able to sift through his inmpronptu nusicnaster screening test in the
past

six hours. Above themin the balcony, | waited with Peter and eighty
hand- pi cked

col oni sts who were considered especially in tune with the flapbl acks. Star
Spirits. Whatever.

A nmotion down at the stage caught ny eye: Jimy, his final instructions
conpl eted, was giving me the high sign. | waved acknow edgenent and keyed t he
radio |link Suzenne had set up to the Sergei Rock in its hangar slot. "Bilko?
Looks like we're about ready here. You all set?"

"Roger that," he confirned. "lnertial's all calibrated and warmed up. |If you
get

this chunk of rock nmoving, we'll knowit."

"Ckay," | said. "Stand ready."

| stepped over to Peter, standing alone at the balcony rail gazing down at

t he

nmusi ci ans gathered below. "We're all ready, sir," | said. "You can give the
order any time."

He smiled faintly, a snmle that didn't touch his eyes. "You give the order
Captain. It's your show "

| shook ny head. "It may be nmy show. But it's your world."

H's smle becane sonething al nost sad as he turned to face the others on the
bal cony. "Your attention, please," he said. "W're ready. Tell the Ancients
it's

time, and ask themto nove away fromthe col ony."

For a | ong nonent there was silence. Then Peter turned back to me and nodded.
"It's all clear,"” he said. "They may begin."

| 1 ooked down at Jinmy and raised ny hand. He nodded and fiddled with
sonet hi ng

on Chen's player interface; and faintly fromthe tiles beneath ny feet |
hear d

the drone of the C-sharp pre-music call. A few seconds |ater the tone was
repl aced by the opening brass fanfare of the first novement of Tchai kovsky's
Fourth Synphony.

| waited a few bars, then keyed ny radio link. "Bilko?"

"Yeah, | can hear the nmusic," he said. "I had a flapblack shoot past, |

t hi nk,

but so far—wait a second. | thought the inertial... yeah. Yeah, we're off.
Moving in fits and starts, but we are noving."

"What do you mean, fits and starts?" | asked frowning. "Aren't they getting a

good wrap?"

"When they've got the wap, they seemto have it pretty solid," Bilko said.
"They just keep losing it, that's all. Either they keep unw appi ng because
Jimy's people aren't very good at this, or else we're just too big to lug
very

far at a tinme."

"I can understand that," | said. "I've done ny share of hel ping friends nove
across town."



"Yeah, ne too," Bilko said. "And you have to adnit this place is the ultimte
five-section couch."

"True," | said. "But we're putting sone di stance between us and Chen's
coordi nates, and that's the inportant thing."

"Right," Bilko agreed. "W can sort out the details later. How | ong are you
pl anning to run?"

| |1 ooked down at Jinmy's people, hunkered down and visibly concentrating on
t he

musi c. "Just the first novenment, | think," | told him "Ei ghteen and a half
m nutes should be plenty for this first test."

"Sounds good. Let ne know when to shut down the recorders.”

"Sure."

| keyed off and | ooked around for Peter. He had noved off to an unoccupied
part

of the balcony while | was talking to Bilko and was agai n standi ng al one
gazi ng

down at Jinmmy's people. Avoiding the small clunps of quietly conversing
colonists that had formed around us, | crossed to his side. "It seens to be
wor ki ng, Your Highness," | told him "Alittle slow, but we're making
progress."

"I"'mglad to hear it," he murmured, his eyes still on the nusicians. "I w sh
I

could say | was grateful for your help, Captain. Unfortunately, | can't."

| nodded. "I understand."”

He gave ne an odd | ook. "Do you? Do you really?"

"I think so," | said. "Up until a few mnutes ago you had no decisions to
make

about the life of your people. You were seal ed inside the Freedom s Peace,
stuck

in the enpty space between stars, with nowhere else to go even if you'd
want ed

to."

| turned away fromhis eyes to | ook down at Jinmy. "But all that's changed
Now.

Suddenly the whole galaxy is open to you... and you're going to have to
deci de
whet her you're willing to take the risks and chall enges of finding and

coloni zing a new world for yourselves as your designers intended, or stay al
nice and confortable in here."

"We' ve al ways known that decision would eventually have to be nmade," Peter
sai d

quietly. "But until that first transport arrived it was sonethi ng we expected
t he people ten generations down the Iine to have to deal with. I'mnot at al
sure nmy people are ready for this. Not sure I'mready for it."

"I doubt King Peter the Tenth would have felt any nore ready than you do,"
said. "For whatever that's worth."

"To be honest, not very much," Peter conceded. "I'mvery rmuch afraid the
col ony

is going to split, and split violently, over the decision."

He straightened up. "Still, humanity has been dealing w th violent

di sagreenents
for a very long time now, and we've certainly had our fair share of |esser

controversies aboard the Freedomi s Peace. Hopefully, we'll find our way

t hr ough

this one, too."

"And renenber that it'll be you who make the deci sion, not soneone fromthe
Chen-Mellis famly," | reminded him "That's worth sonething right there."
"Yes." He eyed ne. "Wich brings up the question of what we do with her."
"You can't keep her here," | said. "Not unless you keep us here with her

She' s



sure to have left a conplete data trail for her backup and the rest of the
famly to follow, including her plan to come aboard the Sergei Rock. If we
show

up anywhere in the Expansion w thout her, our necks will be for the high
wire."

"The problemis that you're not going to do nuch better if you do show up
with

her," Peter pointed out darkly. "She's a highly vindictive person, ny friend,
and you've not only robbed her of a great prize but humliated her in front
of

ot her people. At the very least, she'll make sure you go to prison; at the
wor st, she m ght conceivably have you nurdered. "

| shook ny head. "She won't have any of us nurdered,” | told him "If she'd
brought back the Freedom s Peace | have no doubt the Chen-Mellis fanmly would
have gi ven her cover for any illegal act she'd done al ong the way. But she
has

no prize now, and none of the Ten Fanmilies support unnecessary and
unprofitable

vi ol ence by one of its menbers. Aside fromthe bad publicity involved, it
| eaves

t hem wi de open to blackmail fromthe other famlies."

"Perhaps," Peter said, not sounding convinced. "You know Expansion politics
better than | do. M ght she still do something agai nst you on her own,

t hough,

wi t hout family support or know edge?"

"That's possible,” | said. "The trick is going to be to persuade her that she
personally will suffer greatly if she tries anything."

Peter shook his head. "I don't know. |'ve net people like Mss Chen, and
suspect her pride would outwei gh even threats against her life."

"Probably," | said. "But | think there are things a person |ike Chen would
val ue

nore even than her life."

Peter regarded nme thoughtfully. "That sounds |ike you have an idea."

| shrugged. "An idea, yes. But the execution of it is going to depend solely
on

you and your powers of persuasion.”

Peter lifted his eyebrows. "I doubt seriously ny powers are strong enough to
per suade M ss Chen of anything."

"Actually, that's not who you have to persuade,” | told him "Here's what |
have

inmnd..."

W convened in Peter's office in front of the throne—a nore inpressive

| ocal e,

Peter had decided, fromwhich to deliver his pronouncenents than anywhere
el se

in the col ony.

If either of us was expecting Chen to have been subdued by her two days of
confinenent, we were di sappointed. She stood stiff and erect in the drab
prison

clothing they'd given her, her head held high and her eyes snoldering with
hi dden fire. Proud, confident, and defiant; and if this didn't work, | was
definitely going to be in for some big trouble down the I|ine.

"So you've come to your senses after all," she said to Peter. "A w se nove.
M

people will be comi ng back here regardl ess, of course; but if they'd had to
cone

for the purpose of rescuing a kidnapped fam |y nenber there would have been
far

less of this place left afterward for you to bargain with."



"I"'mafraid you m sunderstand, M ss Chen," Peter said. "You're not being

rel eased because |'mworried about reprisals fromyour famly. You' re being
rel eased because you and your famly are no longer a threat to us."

Chen smiled cynically. "No, of course not. That's all right—you go ahead and
tell your people whatever you have to."

"You're no longer a threat," Peter went on, "because we are no | onger where
you

can find us."

The smile remained, but Chen's eyes narrowed. "And what's that supposed to
mean?"

"It neans that your idea of using speakers and nusic to call the Star Spirits
worked quite well,"” he told her. "W've had four sessions in the past two
days,

and are now a consi derabl e distance fromthe spot you first directed Captain
Smith to."

Chen threw nme a dagger-edged gl ance. "And you think that's all it takes to
hi de

fromthe Chen-Mellis fam ly?" she bit out. "You have no concept whatsoever of
t he scope of our resources."

"None of your resources will do you any good," Peter said. "Not only do you
not

know where to | ook for us, you also don't have anything to | ook for. Those
wonder ful ion-capture engines you covet so nuch have been shut down."

A muscle in Chen's cheek twitched. "You can't keep them off forever," she
pointed out. "Not if you ever want to get anywhere. You'll have to decelerate
sonetinme. "

"True," Peter said with a shrug. "But we're in no particular hurry. Besides,
by

the tine we begin our deceleration, you won't have even the faintest idea
wher e
to look for us."

"Perhaps,"” Chen said, her voice calmer than | woul d have expected under the
circunmstances. "But |I'd warn you agai nst the nistake of underestimating us."
"You're welcome to try," Peter said. "Still, 1'd warn you agai nst maki ng any
prom ses to your cousins just yet. Captain Smith tells me the Chen-Mellis
famly

has a reputation for vindictiveness when they don't get what they've been
pron sed. "

Chen | ooked at ne again. "Captain Smith will soon be a position to find out

about that first hand."

"I don't think so," Peter said, shaking his head. "There is one fina

condi tion

for your release: that you |l eave Captain Smith, his transport, and his crew
strictly alone. No reprisals, no revenge, nothing."

Chen cocked her head. "An interesting demand. And if | decide to ignore it,
what

do you intend to do? Snother nme with noral outrage?"

"Actually, we have a sonewhat nore effective denonstration prepared,” Peter
told

her. "I"'mtold you were on your way to Parex when you diverted the Serge
Rock

to come here. Do you know anythi ng about that world?"

"It's the dregs of the backwater," Chen said, not bothering to conceal her
contempt. "One city, a few snmall towns, and the rest just farnms and usel ess
alien wlderness."

"I doubt that it's quite that bad," Peter said. "It surely nmust have its own
uni que charnms. Regardl ess, you'll have plenty of tine to find out."
" Meani ng?"

"Meani ng that once you reach Parex, you won't be allowed to |leave for a few
weeks, " Peter said quietly. "Or had you forgotten we're able to talk to the



Star

Spirits?"

Chen had her expression under good control, but there was no way for her to
stop

the bl ood fromdraining fromher face. "You' re bluffing," she said.

"It's already done," Peter told her gravely. "Once you reach Parex, the Star

Spirits will refuse to wap any transport that you' re aboard."

Her eyes darted to ne, as if seeking evidence that this was sone el aborate
trick. "I don't believe you," she snarled defiantly. "You can't have tal ked
to

that many fl apbl acks. Besides, they're aliens—they can't possibly recognize
i ndi vi dual human bei ngs."

"I don't expect you to take ny word for it," Peter said. "By all neans, try
it

for yourself."

H s forehead darkened. "And as you do, | suggest you consider all of the
i mplications of this denonstration. The Star Spirits see everything that
happens

i n deep space; and we of the Freedomi s Peace are in continual contact wth

t hem

Just because we're nmultiple light-years away doesn't mean we're out of touch
or

that we can't call further retribution down on you. On you, or on the entire
Chen-Mellis famly."

For a | ong nonment, Chen held that gaze unflinchingly. Then, al nost
reluctantly,

she dropped her eyes. "Fine," she growmed. "I'll play your game." She turned
a

glare on ne. "Besides, | don't have to lift a finger to drop Smith down the
sewer. The TransShi pM nt Corporation will be handing out all the revenge
coul d

ever want."

| swal l owed hard, trying not to let it show | still had the noney card she'd
given me; but after paying off all the cargo and penalty clauses fromthis
trip,

I'd be lucky to clear the seventy thousand neunmarks she'd originally prom sed
me. Unless | could track down that hundred thirty thousand she'd ghosted out
of

ny account—

"And if | were you | wouldn't count on digging up your bankroll in tine,"
Chen

said, reading ny face despite ny best efforts. "I'mthe only one who can
retrieve it... and according to Hi s Hi ghness here, 1'mgoing to be stuck on

Parex for a few weeks."

She | ooked at Peter. "Unless, of course, you want to call off your little
denonstration. If not, he's going to prison."

Peter | ooked at nme. "Captain?"

| shook ny head. It was, we all knew, her one last chance to manipul ate ne,
and

I wasn't in any nood to be nmanipul ated. "I appreciate the offer, M. Chen,"
said. "But | think you need King Peter's object lesson. I'll take my chances
with TransShi pMnt."

The cheek muscle twitched again. "Fine," she said. "I'lIl do ny few weeks on
Parex; you can do your ten years in prison. We'll see which of us gets the

| ast

[ augh. "

She waved a hand inpatiently. "If you're finished with your threats, 1'd like
to

get going. | have a life back in the Expansion, Smith here has charges of
enbezzl ement to face; and you of course have sone serious cowering to do."



"We are indeed finished," Peter confirmed with a nod. "Farewell, Mss Chen."
The ten-hour trip back to Parex was very quiet. Chen stayed in the passenger
cabin with the hatchway seal ed the whole tinme, while Jimry, Rhonda, and

spent

nmost of our time at our respective stations. Only Bil ko took any advant age at
all of the dayroom He reported it as being pretty lonely in there.

The intended recipients of the cargo we'd |l eft behind on the Freedom s Peace
were not at all happy with the Sergei Rock's enpty cargo hold. | think Chen
was

hopi ng they woul d press charges, but application of the assets on her cash
card—along with a little snooth tal king on Bilko's part—got them sufficiently
cal med down. It did, however, leave us with only sixty thousand neumarks, a
far

cry fromthe two hundred thousand TransShi pM nt was going to want in the next
coupl e of weeks.

W were on Parex for about twenty hours, catching up on sleep, getting our
next

cargo aboard, and wadi ng through the heavier-than-usual stack of paperwork.
During that time, Chen tried twice to sneak off the planet. Both tines, the
transports were forced to return after an hour's worth of trying failed to
get

them a fl apbl ack wap.

By the time we buttoned up the rumors about her were just beginning to be
hear d,

and as we headed for deep space | found nyself wondering if she would be able
to

find passage on a transport even after her internal exile was over.

To ny lack of surprise, | discovered | didn't really much care

"Hi," Rhonda's voice cane fromthe dayroom door. "Got a m nute?"

| looked up in mld surprise, deciding to pass on the obvious retort that
when

TransShi pM nt got done with ne | would have all the tinme in the world. "Sure,’
I

sai d instead, waving her toward one of the other chairs at the table. "You
cone

here often?"
"Hardly ever,"'
down.

Her left hand, | noticed, had stayed out of sight behind her the whol e way,
as

i f she was hiding sonmet hing behind her back. "But | wanted to talk, and this
seenmed a good time to do it."

"Sure,” | nodded. "What about?"

She nodded down at the reader on the table in front of ne. "Wrking out how
to

pay off the TransShi pM nt Corporation?"

"Trying to work it out,"” | said, sighing. "Really just going through the
nmotions. There's just no way | can raise that kind of nmoney that fast."
"There was one," she rem nded nme. "I hear Chen offered to unbury your other
account if you'd get Peter to let her off the hook with the flapblacks." She
cocked her head slightly. "I wanted you to know | was very inpressed that you
turned her down. So was Jinmy, by the way."

| snorted. "Thanks, but inpressing the two of you was pretty far down on ny
reasons list. We needed to scare her, and scare her good, or we'd have had
her

and the whole Chen-Mellis fam |y hangi ng over our heads for the rest of what
woul d have probably been depressingly brief lives. This way... well, at |east
we

all have a chance of living through it."

she said, sidling over to the indicated chair and sitting



"Assum ng sel f-preservati on outwei ghs her sense of vengeance," Rhonda poi nted
out soberly. "And assum ng she doesn't figure out what's actually happening."
"I don't think there's any chance of her doing that," | said. "She doesn't
even

know about the InReds, |et alone how they interact with younger flapblacks."
Rhonda shivered. "I guess it just feels too nmuch like a magician's trick,"
she

said. "Peter creates the illusion that a whole gal axy worth of the flapbl acks
are deliberately and actively snubbing her; when really all it is is a single
Anci ent I nRed who's been persuaded to hang around her whenever she | eaves the
planet. It just seens so fragile, somehow "

"Only because you know how the trick's being perfornmed,” | pointed out. "And
because you know that it would only work on a world |ike Parex where there's
a

si ngl e spaceport and no nore than one ship |l eaving at any given tine."
shrugged. "Frankly, if there's any magic in this it's that Peter was able to
per suade one of the InReds to cooperate this way in the first place."

"Yes," Rhonda murnured. "It's rather sad, really, having to spend its | ast
few

weeks of life sitting on Chen instead of getting to listen to the Freedom s
Peace's nusic."

| smiled. "Ch, | don't know. You didn't see what they did to Chen during her
last day in prison. Wiere were you, by the way?"

"I was working out a deal with Suzenne," Rhonda said, frowning. "Wat did

t hey

do to her?"

"Not hi ng much," | said, frowming at her in turn. This was the first I'd heard
of

any deal. "They just played one of the InRed' s favorite nel odies over and
over

again on her cell's speaker system Knowi ng how my mind does things, | figure
that tune will be spinning around her mnd for at |east the next nonth. What
deal ?"

"Ch, that's nasty," Rhonda said. "Brilliantly nasty. G ves the Ancient
sonet hi ng

to listen to, and probably helps himidentify her, too. Your idea?"
"Peter's," | said. "Wat deal ?"

"Ch, it wasn't anything much," she said casually. "You renmenber how nmuch
Suzenne

liked my beadwork? Well, | sold her ny entire stock. Beads, hoops, pattern
lists, fasteners, needles, thread, |oonms, finished itens—the works."
"Congratul ations,” | said, feeling obscurely disappointed. After all of that

bui |l dup, | had expected nore of a payoff. "She'll be a big hit at their next
formal concert.”

"I think so," Rhonda agreed. "She was already tal king about getting one of

t he

fabricators retasked to making a fresh supply of beads."

"Sounds great," | said, frowning. Rhonda, | suddenly noticed, still had a
twinkle in her eye and seenmed to be fighting hard to keep from grinning. "So
X

let's have it."

"Have what?" she asked, clearly deternmned to drag it out a little nore

"The big punch line," | said. "Wat did she do, offer you a 50 percent
conmi ssi on or sonet hi ng?"

"No, of course not," she said. "How in the worlds would | collect on
sonet hi ng

like that, anyway? No, | insisted on cash."

Her hand finally cane around from behi nd her back, and | saw now that she was
hol ding a small wooden box like the kind Bil ko kept his poker chips in. "And
that's exactly how she paid," she concluded. "Wth cash."



| frowned down at the box. It was one of Bilko's poker containers, all right.
Clearly, there was sonething significant here | was mssing. "OK" | said.
"Cash. So?"

Rhonda roll ed her eyes. "Cash, Jake. The only kind of cash they use on the
Freedom s Peace...?"

And with a sudden jolt | had it. Cash.

Reachi ng over, | unlatched the lid and flipped it up. And there they were,
neatly stacked in the velvet padding: a triple row of shiny golden coins.
Uni t ed

Jovi an Habitat dollars, one hundred thirty years old each. A currency that
hadn't been minted since the Habitats were reabsorbed by Earth over a century

ago.
| |1 ooked up again at Rhonda. "How many do you have?" | asked, ny voice
guaveri ng

slightly.

"Enough, " she said quietly. "I checked a couple of num smatic files on Parex,
and it looks like they'Il pull in sonewhere between a hundred fifty and three

hundr ed t housand neunarks.
few

centimeters toward me. "They're yours."

There are tines in every nman's |life when pride demands he argue. Far past the
end of ny financial rope, | knew this wasn't one of them "Thank you," | said.
"You're wel come,"” she said. "For all our faults, we're a pretty good crew. It
woul d be a shane to break a teamlike this up.”

| smiled wyly. "Even Jimry and his youthful inpertinences?"

"Li sten, buddy, those youthful inpertinences stood up with you against a
nmenber

of the Chen-Mellis famly," she renminded ne tartly. "And whether he's willing
to

Reachi ng across the table, she pushed the box a

admt it or not, | think your noral stand back on the Freedom s Peace

i mpressed

hima lot."

"I suppose,” | said noncommittally. Still, | had to adnmit in turn that
Jimy's

wi |l lingness to accept ny judgment had inpressed nme, as well

Not that | was willing to admt it out |oud, of course. Not yet, anyway.
"Still,

it's sort of a pain. The problemw th noral |eadership is that you have to
keep

being nmoral for it to do any good. | liked it better when |I could get what |

wanted by yelling at him"
"Yeah, right," she said, patting nmy hand in a distinctly sarcastic fashion
"Don't worry, though—+'msure you'll be able to handle it."

She smled slyly. "I, on the other hand, being a | oWy engi neer, have no need
of

| eadershi p of any sort, noral or otherw se." She tapped a fingernail against
t he

box of coins. "And I'll tell you right now !l intend to take utterly shanel ess
advant age of you over this."

"Ah," | said, scooting ny chair over to the cooler. "So, what, you want ne to

serve you a drink?"

"That's a start,"” she purred. "And then we're going to sit here together, al
nice and cozy, and I'mgoing to tell you all about the wonderful new engines
you're going to buy for ne."
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