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(PART 1)
Down and Out on Coyote
(ONE)

The narrative begins....

our protagonist leaves Earth, in arather illicit manner...

subterfuge and the art of baseball...

fashion tipsfor sowaways...

suspicious minds.

I

My nameis Jules Truffaut, and thisis the story of how | redeemed the human race.

It pretty much happened by accident. At the very leadt, it wasn't something | intended to do. But lifeis
that way sometimes. We make our own luck, really, even when we don’'t mean to.

Perhapsit’s best that we start at the beginning, the day | came aboard the CFSS Robert E. Lee. Not as
acrew member, despite the fact that | was qualified to serve asajunior officer, nor as a passenge,
athough I’ d gone to the considerabl e trouble and expense of acquiring afirst-classticket. Instead,
circumstances forced me to become a stowaway...but we' |l get to thet |ater.

Hitching aride aboard astarship isn’t easy. Takes alot of advance preparation. I’ d been on Highgate for
nearly ten months, working as alongshoreman, before | managed to get myself assigned to the section of
Alpha Dock where ships bound for Coyote were berthed. I’ d taken the job under afalseidentity, just
the sameway I’ d got on the station in the first place. According to my phony 1D, purchased on the black
market back home in the Western Hemisphere Union, my name was L ucius Guthrie, and | wasjust one
more guy who' d left Earth in hopes of getting adecent job in space. So | schlepped freight for six months
before the foreman—uwith whom I’ d spent alot of timein the bar, with yourstruly picking up the
tab—determined that | was capable of operating one of the pods that loaded cargo containers aboard
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ships bound for Mars and the Jovian moons. | did my job well enough that, two months|ater, he
reassigned me to take care of the Lee when it returned from 47 Ursae Mg oris.

Which was exactly what | wanted, but even then | was careful not to make my move before | was good
and ready. | only had one shot at this. If | screwed up, my true identity would doubtless be revealed and
| would be deported to the WHU, after which I” d spend the rest of my lifein alunar pena colony. |
couldn’t let that happen, so my next step wasto cultivate afriendship with amember of the Lee's crew
while he was on shore leave. Like my boss, | plied him with drinks and massaged his ego until he agreed
to satisfy my curiosity by sneaking me aboard for an unauthorized tour. Pretending to be nothing more
than awide-eyed yokel—qgee, thisain't nuthin’ like one of ' em Mars shipsl—I| memorized every detail of
itsinterior, comparing what | saw against what I’ d gleaned from engineering docs.

Two days later, the Robert E. Leeleft port, heading out once more for Coyote. Two weeks after that, it
returned again, right on schedule. Another two weeks went by, and then it was ready to makethetrip
again. That waswhen | put my plan into motion.

So there | was, seated within the cockpit of a cargo pod, gloved hands wrapped around the joysticks of
itsforward manipulators. | couldn’t see much through the wraparound portholes—my view was
restricted by the massive container | was|oading aboard the Lee—yet my radar and side-mounted cams
told methat the vessel lay directly below me, its cargo hold yawning open like asmal canyon. All | had
to dowasdidethislast container into place, and...

“X-Ray Juliet Two-Four, how arewelooking?’ The voice of AlphaDock’ straffic controller came
through my headset. “Launchin T minus twenty-two and counting. Y ou got a problem there?’

Nag, nag, nag. That'sal traffic controllers ever did. Sure, they had their own schedule to keep, but
gill...well, one of thethings | liked the most about my scheme wasthat it gave me a chance to use their
insufferableness againgt them. A bit of revenge for ten months of henpecking.

“Negatory, Trafco. Putting the last container to bed now.” | tapped the sole of my right boot ever so
dightly againgt the starboard RCS pedal. This caused the reaction-control system to roll the pod afew
degreestotheleft. “Aw, hdl,” | said, even as| compensated by nudging the left pedd. “Damn thing’'s

getting flaky on meagain.”

The thrusters worked fine, but no one would know it until the maintenance crew took them apart. I'd
been playing thisgamefor the last couple of hours, though, complaining that something was wrong with
the pod, thereby establishing an dibi for the precious few moments | would need.

“Bring it in when your shift' sover.” Thetraffic controller wasimpatient. “ Just load the can and get out of
there. Leg' son final countdown.”

“Roger that.” Thetruth of the matter wasthat | had perfect control of my craft. Handling a cargo pod
was child' s play for someone who' d been trained by the Union Astronauticato fly Athena-class shuttles.
But in my role as Lucius Guthrie, | had to make thisjob seem more difficult than it actudly was. “I’'mon
it. Tell Lee not to hold the count for me.”

A ghort pause. The controller was doubtless on another channd, discussing the Situation with Lee's
bridge crew. Just asmall problem with one of our pods. Pilot says he' s getting it worked out. Meanwhile,
| continued to descend dowly toward the starship. A few seconds later, | heard Trafco again. “\We copy,
X-Ray Juliet Two-Four. Don’t stop for a coffee break.”

“Wilco.” | smiled. Fly ball to center, outfielder caught napping. All | had to do was makeit to first base.



| carefully guided the container into Lee’ shold, whereit would join the nine others aready aboard.
Keeping an eye on the comp, | took a quick look around. As | expected, the hold was deserted. The
two other pods that had assisted me earlier were gone, and with the countdown this close to zero, the
crew member assigned to overseeing the load-in—who just happened to be the fellow who' d shown me
around the ship—would have dready cycled through the airlock so that he could get out of his suit before
the captain sounded general quarters. Just ashe' d told me he usudly did.

So | wasaone. My suit was sedled, the cockpit depressurized. | felt adight bump aslatches on either
sde of the hold seized the container and locked it into place. A double beep from my console confirmed
this. Safe onfirgt, and the ball till inthe outfield.

“All right, it'sin.” | reached forward, typed acommand into the navigation subsystem. “Gimme a sec,
and I’'m outta here.”

| grabbed the horseshoe bar of my chest restraint, pushed it upward. A stab of the thumb against the
buckle of my waist sirap released me from my sest. Floating free within the cockpit, my own private
countdown under way. Four...three...two...one...

Obeying the preset program I’ d surreptitioudy entered into the comp, the pod’ s manipul ators rel eased
the canister. A moment later, the RCSfired abrief burst lasting only a second. Through the forward
porthole, | saw the canister dowly receding as the pod moved away.

“Roger that, X-Ray Juliet Two-Four,” Trafco said. “Y ou'relooking good.”

No doubt | was. A camerawithin the forward bulkhead monitored everything | was doing, itsimage
relayed to both the traffic controller and ajunior officer aboard Lee sflight deck. Everyone wasready to
relax; the last container was loaded, and once my pod was clear of the hold, the crew would shut the
hatch.

“Copy, Trafco,” | replied. “I'm...aw, damn!”

Right on the dot, the pesky starboard RCS thruster misfired again, once more rolling the pod around.
Thistime, though, the accident caused my pod to pitch forward so that the bottom of its hull faced the
camera.

And that was when | popped the canopy hatch and bailed out.
[l

| love baseball. It' sagame that seems relaxed, amost effortless, yet aswith any great performance art,
timing is everything. When aplayer steal's second, for instance, he hasto pick that moment when the
pitcher islooking the other way. Sometimes that occursin the split second after the ball has|eft the
mound. That’ swhen the guy on first makes hismove.

Although I’d worked over this part of my plan to the last detail, adressrehearsal had been impossible.
So my heart was pumping as | pulled mysdf free of the cockpit. Grabbing hold of afusdagerung, |
twisted mysdlf around until | was able to dam the hatch shut with my free hand.

“X-Ray Juliet! What' s going on out there?’

| kept my mouth shut, and amoment later | heard my own voice through the headset. “Hang on, it’ sjust
that damn thing again. I'm...okay, hereit goes...”

That wasmy cue. | kicked myself away from the pod, careful to keep it between me and the camera.



Perhaps there would be aminor, telltale perturbation caused by my kickoff, but | was counting on it
being corrected by the pod’ sthrusters. | didn’t look back to check as| sailed toward the containers
neetly arranged in triple-stacked rows just below me. They were less than twenty-five feet away, yet |
knew that | was exposed, if only for afew seconds. With any luck, though, anyone watching the screens
would be too distracted by the runaway pod to notice what was going on in the background.

| just managed to insert myself into afour-foot gap between two of the topmaost containerswhen | heard
Trafco again. “All right, roger that, Two-Four. Get out of there and bring it home. We' Il have
someone...”

“Thanks. Sorry about that.” My prerecorded voice cut off the controller before he was finished. “Need
to take abreather here. X-Ray Juliet Two-Four out.”

| let out my breath. From my hiding place between the containers, | looked up to see the pod rising from
the hold. The autopilot would safely guideit back to its port within Alpha Dock; in the meantime, any
further queriesfrom Trafco would be met with my own voice, saying noncommittal thingslike we copy or
roger that. The pod' s polarized windowswouldn’t revedl that its cockpit was vacant, and if Lady
Fortune continued to stay on my side, no one in the maintenance crew would check out XRJ-24 for at
least ten or fifteen minutes after it docked. Even then, it was a safe bet that it would be awhile before
anyone put two and two together asto why Lucius Guthrie was AWOL. At least not until they checked
the bar where | hung out, and that might take some time. The foreman was anice guy, but he wasn't dl
that swift.

Wedging myself between the containers, | used my wrist unit to access the primary com channel. For the
next couple of minutes, | eavesdropped on the chatter between the Lee and Highgate controllers. No
sign that my trick had been detected. Cool beans. | was safe on second.

Exactly two minutes after | made my escape, | felt avibration against my back and the soles of my boots.
Looking up through my helmet faceplate, | watched the enormous doors dowly lower into place. The
moment they shut, the interior floodlights shut down, and the hold was plunged into darkness.

| was still wary of the camera, though, so | didn’t switch on the suit lights. Instead, | opened a pocket on
my left thigh and pulled out asmall UV penlight. Lowering my helmet visor, | activated its ultraviolet filter,
then used the light to guide mysdlf, hand over hand, between the containers until | reached theairlock in
the forward bulkhead.

The airlock was aready depressurized, just as| expected. Climbing into the tiny compartment, | shut the
hatch behind me. A glance at the heads-up display on my faceplate: less than twenty secondsto spare.
Gragping eastic loops on the walls and tucking the toes of my boots within the foot restraint, | braced
mysdf for MCFA.

| couldn’t hear the warning bells, but the Millis-Clement field activated on schedule. Gravity returned as
an abrupt sensation of weight, welcome after two and a haf hours of zero g. Even as my boots settled
againg thefloor, though, | detected afaint rumble through the deck plates. The Lee was being rel eased
from its berth; in another moment, tugs would begin hauling the starship through the mammoth sphere of
AlphaDock, guiding it toward the giant hangar doors that had confined the vessdl until then.

Timeto makearun for third. Unsngpping ashoulder pocket, | pulled out aminiature tool kit. Within it
was asmdl flat-head screwdriver that | used to pry open the service pand beneath the airlock controls.
Part of my preparation included learning how to circumvent the interna sensors, it took lessthan aminute
to locate the proper wire, which | cut with a penknife. That done, I’ d be able to pressurize the airlock
without anyone on the bridge taking notice.



The tugs had detached their cables and peeled away from the Lee when agreen lamp on the airlock
pand lit, telling me that the compartment was fully pressurized. | released my suit’ s collar latch and pulled
off my helmet, then went about removing the rest of my suit. Beneath it were ordinary clothes: dress shirt
and cravat, travel jacket, trousers, and athick pair of socks. All woven from cotton microfiber, they
provided dmost as much warmth asthe single-piece undergarment | normaly woreinside my suit, dbeit
without the luxury of internal waste-remova systems; for that, I’ d taken the precaution of not eating or
drinking for two hours before | went on duty.

From the thigh pocket of my discarded suit, | pulled out apair of faux-leather boots. | put them on, then
stood erect and checked my appearance in the glasswindow of theinner hatch. What | saw pleased me:
ayoung guy in hisearly twenties, well dressed and obvioudy wedthy, but otherwise inconspicuous. Not
animmigrant or atradesman, but rather the sort of person who' d have enough money to spend on a
vacation to the new world. No one would guessthat | was aformer Union Astronautica officer desperate
enough to escape from Earth to stow away aboard a starship with little more than the clothes on my

back.

Y et | was more than what | wore. Once again, | patted the inside pocket of my jacket. The documents
I’d need to prove my identity were there, along with L2,000 that | had converted into colonia
dollars—C1,200 at the current rate of exchange—at the Bangue Americano branch on Highgate just two
days ago. These things would come in handy once | reached my destination.

At the moment, | was a stowaway. Very soon, though, I'd play the role of a passenger...and once | set
foot on Coyote, I’ d become a defector.

vV

Four bells through the loudspesker, followed sixty seconds later by avibration passng through the floor,
told methat the Lee had activated its differentia drive. The ship was now on the way to rendezvous with
Starbridge Earth.

A quick glance through the hatch window to make sure | was alone, then | turned the whed
counterclockwise. Beyond the airlock lay an EV A ready room, itswalls lined with suit lockers. | found
one that was empty and shoved my suit inside, then eased open the door and peered out.

| was on Deck One, the ship’slowest level, about one-third of the way back from the bow. The centra
passageway was deserted, yet | knew that it was only amatter of minutes before the captain called an
end to GQ and the crew would be able to move about freely. Closing the hatch behind me, | moved
quickly down the narrow corridor, heading toward the bow.

From either side of me, | heard voices from behind the closed doors of various compartments. If an
encounter was unavoidable, | was prepared to play stupid: whoops, silly me...you mean thisisn't the
way to thelounge? Yet | didn’t run into any crew members before | found the ladder leading to Deck
Two. A quick jog up the steps, and from there it was a short walk down another passageway until |
reached the hatch to the passenger section.

| peeked through the window. No onein sight. | took a moment to straighten my cravat and run my
fingersthrough my hair, then | grasped the whedl. The hatch opened with afaint Sgh as| stepped out into
the narrow alcove leading to the restrooms. The signs above the doors showed that they were all
unoccupied. | quietly opened the door of the nearest one, shut it just loudly enough to be heard, and then
commenced down the center aide.

Before it was seized by the Coyote Federation during Parson’s Rebel lion—an incident that was
something of a coda to the Revolution—the Robert E. Lee belonged to the European Alliance, whereit'd



been known as the EASS Francis Drake. Once it was rechristened and became the flagship of Coyote's
fledgling navy, the vessel had undergone amagjor refit that alowed it to serve as the principa means of
transportation from Earth to the new world. Although most of Earth’s mgjor governments had signed
trade and immigration agreements with the Coyote Federation, the easiest way to get to 47 Ursae

Mg oriswas to buy passage aboard the Lee. Tickets were cheaper, tariffs were lower, and—jprovided
that one possessed the proper credentials—the customs hasdes were fewer.

When | arrived on Highgate ten months ago, | didn’t have aticket, nor did | possessatourist visa
Circumstances made it impossible for meto obtain either one, or at least not by legal means. Over the
course of thelast ten months, though, 1" d scraped up enough money to buy first-class passage aboard the
Lee, and the same sources who' d provided me with Lucius Guthri€' sidentity were happy to do the same
again, thistime with fake documents proving that | was agent by name of Geoffrey Carr. Thered
Geoffrey Carr was anaive young lad from England who had become stranded on Highgate after failing to
make aliving asanightclub comedian. Asluck would haveit, he' d run into Lucius Guthrie, who'd been
willing to provide him with aticket homein return for alittle subterfuge on his part, no questions asked.

So it was Geoffrey Carr who had a private cabin reserved for him aboard the Lee, dong with the visa
that would alow him to pass through customs once he reached Coyote. All he had to do was show up a
theright gate at the right time, present his credentials and ticket. . .and once they were scanned, disappear
into the oo just before the passengers were alowed to board ship. If Geoff did dl that, he d find a
third-classticket back to Earth waiting for him in my abandoned quarters, aong with forged documents
that he' d use to establish hisidentity as Lucius Guthrie.

Thiswasthe only part of my plan that depended upon me trusting someone e se. | was confident that
Geoff wouldn’t let me down—in hisown way, hewas just as desperate as | was—nonetheless, |
couldn’t help but fed acertain twinge of anxiety as| strolled through the second-class cabin. | distracted
mysaf by sizing up my fellow travelers. Seated four abreast on either Sde of the aide, somewere
immigrants heading for anew life on another world; mothers and fathers held their childrens hands as
they gazed through the portholes, taking one last |ook at the planet they’ d once called home. A pair of
clergymen in black suits, both wearing the helix-backed crucifixes of Dominionist missonaries. A couple
of rich tourists, dressed in expensive clothes, speaking to each other in German. Businesspeoplein
business suits, studying business notes for business meetingsin hopes of making business deals on the
new world. And dozens of others, of al nationalities—except, of course, citizens of the Western
Hemisphere Union, who were forbidden under law to use space transportation not chartered by the
WHU—about whose reasons for being aboard | could only speculate.

I”’d dmost reached the front of the cabin when a uniformed steward stepped out of the galley. Surprised
to see a passenger up and about, her eyes widened when she spotted me. “ Sir, what are you doing out of
your seat?’

“Very sorry. | had to usethe...um, facilities” | feigned embarrassment. “Jugt alittle nauseous, I'm
afraid,” | added, clutching my stomach. “ Shouldn’t have eaten before coming aboard.”

A sympathetic nod, yet her eyes remained suspicious. A quick glance past my shoulder told her that all
the second-class seats were occupied. “Where are you supposed to be?’

“That way.” | nodded toward the bow. “Cabin...”

All of asudden, | redlized that I’ d forgotten its number. After everything I’ d just been through, that one
small detail had dipped my mind. “Sorry, can't recall,” | mumbled. “But it' sjust over here...”

| started to step around her, but the steward moved to block my way. “Let me help you. May | see your



ticket, please?’

“Of course.” | reached into my jacket, pulled out the plastic wafer. There was a scanner attached to her
belt. If she used it to examine my ticket, she’ d see that, although Geoffrey Carr had passed through the
passenger gate, for some reason histicket hadn’t been processed before he entered the pressurized
gangway leading to the ship. If that happened, I’ d have to hope that my only possible excuse—someone
at the gate neglected to process my ticket; why, isthat a problem?—would be enough to convince her.

Y et the steward didn’t unclip her scanner. Instead, she glanced at the name and number printed on the
card. “Cabin 4, Mr. Carr,” she murmured, then glanced up at me. “Wonder why | didn’t see you
edlier.”

“My mistake.” | assayed aweak smile. “Haven't been to my cabin yet. Went straight to the head as soon
as| cameaboard.” | hesitated, then moved alittle closer. *'Y ou may want to have the other passengers
avoid using it for awhile. I switched onthe fan, but ill...”

“Yes, right.” The steward hagtily turned toward the passageway leading to the firs-class cabins. “This
way, plesse...”

My accommodations were no larger than the airlock I’ d cycled through, with barely enough room for
two persons. Two seats facing each other acrossasmal table, al of which could be collapsed into the
bulkheads to make room for apair of fold-down bunks. It' s questionable whether being able to stretch
out and deep during the sixteen-hour voyage was worth two months' sdary as alongshoreman, but the
added measure of privacy was priceess. However remote the possibility that | would encounter
someone who' d met either (the fake) Lucius Guthrie or (the real) Geoffrey Carr, that wasarisk | didn’t
want to take. Hence the private cabin.

The steward showed me how everything worked, then inquired whether | would like anything from the
gdley. My throat was dry, o | asked for orange juice. Sheleft, returning afew minuteslater with my
drink. Another admonishment for not being where | should' ve been during launch, but thistime it was
only amild rebuke, like that given to amischievous child. | accepted the scolding with good grace, and
then sheleft mein peace, diding the door shut behind her.

Aloneagain, | settled back in the forward-facing seat, Spping my OJ as | watched the Moon drift past
the starboard window. Too bad | wasn't seated on the other side of the ship; if so, | could have bid
Earth afond farewell. Perhapsit was just aswell, though, and maybe even appropriate. I’ d turned my
back on home along time ago...

Congdering this, | couldn’t help but chuckle under my breath. No, that wasn't quite right. | had covered
the bases. It was about time to steal home.

Vv

It took nearly six hoursfor the Lee to reach Starbridge Earth. | passed the time by playing solitaire on the
table comp, now and then glancing up at the smal wallscreen on the bulkhead. It displayed the ship’s
trgectory asit traveled from Highgate toward the starbridge, with occasiona departure-angle views of
Earth and the Moon. The steward stopped by to offer the lunch menu. | ordered Swedish mestballswith
spinach pasta, and after | ate, | switched on the DO NOT DISTURSB light, put my legs up, and took a

nap.

A birdlike chirp woke me. | opened my eyes just as awoman's voice came through the wallscreen
speaker. “Thisis Commodore Tereshkova from the flight deck. We re now on primary approach to the
sarbridge, with find gpproach to hyperspace insertion in about ten minutes...”



Redlizing who was spesking, | sat up alittle straighter. | wondered how many of my fellow travelers
recognized the captain’ s name. Anastasia Tereshkova, former commanding officer of the Drake and,
before that, the EASS Columbus, the first European starship to reach 47 Ursae Mgjoris. After she'd led
the Drake s crew in mutiny againgt the European Alliance, Captain Tereshkova had defected to the
Coyote Federation, where President Gunther had subsequently appointed her commodore of its navy.
To be sure, her fleet consisted of one starship and asmal collection of shuttles and skiffs, but nonetheless
| was surprised that she was still on active duty. Apparently the commodore wasn’t ready to hang up her
agtronaut wingsjust quite yet.

“Asanecessary part of our maneuvers, we will soon deactivate both the main drive and the
Millis-Clement fidld,” Tereshkova continued. “ This meansthat we will lose artificid gravity withinthe
ship. For your safety and comfort, we ask that you return immediately to your seats. Put away al loose
items, then fasten your seat straps and make sure that they are secure...”

| located my waist and shoulder straps and buckled them into place. Outside the door, | could hear
sewards moving past my cabin.

“Once we enter the starbridge, the trangtion through hyperspace will take only afew seconds. The entire
event will be displayed on your screens. However, if you are prone to vertigo or motion sickness, we
strongly recommend that you switch off your screens, lean back in your seets, and close your eyes.
Stewardswill provide you with eyeshadesif you so desire...”

Thelast thing | wanted to miss was going through hyperspace. Yet | could aready imagine some of the
passengers making sure that vomit bags were within reach, while perhaps regretting that they’ d ordered
lunch only afew hours ago.

“Once we re through the starbridge, our flight to Coyote will take another ten hours, at which point you
will board shuttles for transfer to the New Brighton spaceport. In the unlikely event of an emergency,
please be reminded that this ship is aso equipped with lifeboats, which may be boarded from Deck One
below you. Stewards will escort you to those lifeboats, which in turn will be operated by acrew

| couldn’t help but snort at this. Although the Lee could sill serve asamilitary vessd in apinch, insurance
underwriters on Earth had insisted that, onceit was refitted as a civilian transport, certain
accommodations had to be provided to ensure the safety of her passengersjust in casetherewasa
catastrophic accident. | doubted that the lifeboats had been jettisoned since their test flights.

“Wewill have engine shutdown in four minutes, and commence fina approach to the sarbridge five
minutes after that. For now, though, just relax and enjoy the rest of the ride. Thank you very much.”

Tereshkova s voice was replaced by classic jazz—Miles Davis s “ Sketches of Spain”—and the image
on the screen changed to aforward view: the starbridge, seen asasmall slver ring illuminated by
moonlight, with red and blue beacons flashing along its outer rim. It had grown to twiceitsorigina sze
when there was aknock on the door.

Before | had achanceto respond, it did open. Instead of the steward, though, a man about my own age
stepped in. He wore the dark blue uniform of a Coyote Federation spacer, theinsgniaon his shoulder
boardstdling methat he wasthe chief petty officer.

“Mr. Carr?’ he asked. “Mr. Geoffrey Carr?’
“Yes?' Pretending nonchalance, | gazed back at him. “May | help you?’



“Just want to make sure that you' re secure.” His gaze flitted about the cabin, asif he was searching for
something. “Y our belongings al stowed avay?’

“Yes, of course” | forced asmile. “Thank you. The service has been excellent.”

“Glad to hear it, Sr.” Another quick glance around the compartment, then he gave me a perfunctory nod.
“Beseeing you.”

| waited until he shut the door, then | unsnapped my harness and stood up. Moving to the door, | rested
an ear againg the pand. | heard avoice just outsde—the petty officer, speaking to someone else—but
the congtant thrum of the engines rendered hiswords unintdligible.

| returned to my seet, fastened my harness again. Perhaps it was only a courtesy call by asenior crew
member to afirst-class passenger, but | didn’t think so. Theway he' d studied my cabin...

Laying my head against the back of my seet, | stared out the porthole. Safe on third. .. but the catcher had
become wiseto the play.

Stedling home might betrickier than | thought.
(TWO)

Forty-six light-yearsin five seconds....
trouble comes knocking. ..

achat with the Commodore...

truth and consegquences.

VI

| watched through my cabin porthole as Starbridge Earth grew steedily larger, its gatehouse passing by
so quickly that | caught little more than aglimpse of the small station that controlled accessto thering. |
wasn't able to eavesdrop on communications between the gatehouse and the Lee’ s bridge, but | knew
that, at the five-minute mark, our Al would be daved to the one aboard the station, ensuring that the Lee
wouldn't enter thering until, a T minus Sixty seconds, the wormhole was formed.

Onceagain, | wondered if many of the passengers appreciated the ddlicate yet infinitely complex ballet of
quantum physics that made this miracle possible, or just how much their lives depended upon

split-second calculationsthat only apair of Alscould make. If everything worked right, the Lee would be
trangported across forty-six light-yearsin little more than the blink of an eye...wdl, fifteen blinks of an
eye, if you redly want to nitpick. If anything went wrong, the ship and everyone aboard would be sucked
into asingularity and reduced to a stream of subatomic particles...a which point, the notion of using
lifeboats would be too absurd to even deserve alaugh.

| tried not to think about this, and instead sought solace in the fact that no ship had yet suffered such a
fate. Evenif | wasin the command center—which isthe place where | redly belonged, not Stting in
first-class—there would have been little that | could' ve done. So | grasped my chair armrests and took
dow, deep breaths as | continued to watch the monitor.

The chronometer at the bottom of the screen had just reached the sixty-second mark when, from within
the center of thering, there was a brilliant flash of defocused light. | winced and involuntarily raised a
hand to my eyes, but not before | had aretina afterimage of every color of the visible spectrum, swirling



around each other asif caught in the cosmic whirlpool of the wormhol€ s event horizon.

And then the remorseless hand of gravity shoved me back in my seat, and the Robert E. Lee plunged into
the maglstrom.

a1

The trangition through hyperspace was as violent as it was swift. | tried to keep my eyes open. Redlly. |
wanted to see what it was like, to be shot through awormhole like abullet down the barrel of God's
own gun, but maybe there are some things that the Great Spirit just doesn’t want usto see. In any event,
my eyes squeezed shut as, for the next few seconds, redlity itself seemed to twist insde out. The ship
shook so hard, | thought I’ d lose amolar or two, and when it turned upside down, | opened my mouth to
scream only to find mysalf unable to bresthe. Only the pulse hammering in my earstold methat | was il
aive. So | clutched the armrests and gritted my teeth, and then...

It was over. As suddenly asit had begun, the violence ceased.

| opened my eyes, et out my breath. On the screen, dl | saw at first were stars, yet even then | noticed
that their patterns weren't the same asthose I’ d seen only afew seconds earlier. | had an urgeto retch,
but managed to fight it down. Sure, | knew how to keep from throwing up, yet despite years of training
and hundreds of flight hours, hyperspace was the most grueling experience I’ d ever endured.

The screen changed afew seconds later, thistime to depict a schematic diagram of the Lee moving away
from adifferent starbridge. Tereshkova' svoice came over the speaker: “We ve successfully made
hyperspace transition. Many apologies for any discomfort you may have experienced. We will soon
restoreinternd gravity, and then we'll reactivate the main drive and commence the find leg of our
journey. If you require assistance, please dert the nearest steward and they will help you assoon as...”

| ignored the rest. Unfastening my harness, | pushed mysdlf out of my seat and, grabbing hold of aceiling
rung, pulled mysdf closer to the porthole. The hell with what was on the screen. Thiswas something |
had to see for mysdif.

For aminute or so, | saw nothing but stars, with awhite sun shining just beyond my range of vison. Then
the Leeralled to port and an immense planet hove into view. Swathed by wide bands of pae blue, violet,
and purple upon which nearby moons cast smal black shadows, the gas giant was encircled by
slver-bluerings, so closethat it dmost seemed asif | could reach out and touch them.

47 Ursae Mg oris-B, the superjovian locally known as Bear. And nearby, illuminated by the sunlight
reflected from its outer atmosphere, itsinner system of satellites. Dog was the closest, shepherding the
rings. Hawk was alittle farther out; Eagle was on the other Side of the planet, so | couldn’'t seeit. Yetin
thefar distance, little more than asmall green orb, lay the fourth and most significant of Bear’'s
companions.

Coyote.

Something moist touched the corners of my eyes. | tried to tell mysdlf that they weren't tears, but when |
blinked and rubbed at my eyelids, tiny bubbles rose from my face. Y eah, okay, so I’'m abig wuss at
heart. Perhaps tears were appropriate at that moment, though, just asthey’ d been for the first person
who'd laid eyes upon the new world.

| wasthere. After al that I’ d gone through, all that I d sacrificed. ..l wasthere.

The ship'sbell rang four times, signaling the reactivation of the Millis-Clement field. | grasped the brass



rail above the porthole and tucked the toes of my boots within the foot restraint. A minute later, there
was a brief sensation of faling asweight returned, then my feet gently settled againgt the carpeted floor. |
released the bar but remained by the window.

If my identity had been discovered, as| suspected, then it wouldn't be long before | knew for sure.
| wasright. A few minutes|ater, there was knock at the door.
VIII

My first impulse wasto open it. But that’ s something Jules Truffaut would' ve done. Geoffrey Carr, on the
other hand, was a spoiled young turk with little zero-g experience; | had to pretend to be him, if only for
alitttewhilelonger.

“Just asec!” Pushing mysdlf back to my seet, | buckled the lap strap, then took hold of the shoulder
straps and gave them aquick twist and pull that tangled them together around my chest. A few loud
obscenitiesfor good effect, then | called out again. “Comeonin!”

The door did open, and | was't surprised to see the chief petty officer who'd visited me earlier. “ Thank
heavensyou're herel” | exclaimed, making ashow of fighting with the stragps. “Why these damn things
couldn’t have been designed better, | have no idea. Could you please...?’

He coldly regarded me for amoment, then silently nodded to someone in the passageway. Another
crewman appeared; my heart sank when | saw that it was the same one whom I’ d befriended on
Highgate afew weeks earlier. He gazed at me, and | watched as his expresson changed from
astonishment to anger.

“That’shim, Mr. Heflin,” he said quietly. “ Same guy.”

“Thank you, Mr. Marcuse. If you'll wait outside, please.” Mr. Heflin stepped into the cabin. “1 think you
know how to release your harness, Mr. Guthrie. Please don’'t embarrass yoursdlf by pretending you
don't”

| can’t tell you how relieved | wasto hear this. Not that | wasn't dismayed that I’ d been caught—I knew
that was coming—nbut that Mr. Heflin had addressed me by my alias. My other dias, that is. This meant
that no one had yet matched L ucius Guthri€’ s biometric profile to that of Jules Truffaut...and that meant
there was hope for meyet.

“Certainly. Of course.” | deftly unsnarled the shoulder harness, then unbuckled the lap strap. “Yes?’ |
asked, looking back at him again. “May | help you?’

“Commodore wants to see you.” He cocked his head toward the door. “Let’sgo.”

| could have made afuss about this—I’d purchased aticket, after al, so | wastechnically afirst-class
passenger—but | had little doubt that the chief petty officer could ve called in a couple more crewmen
and had me frog-marched to the bridge. And just then, | wanted to show that | waswilling to cooperate.
So | stood up and |eft the cabin without protest. The steward stood in her acove, her face set in prim
disapproval; past her, | caught aglimpse of second-class passengers craning their necks to see what the
commotion was all about. Mr. Marcuse had the sullen expression of someone who'd been betrayed; |
gave him an gpologetic shrug, but he just looked away. | felt sorry for him; it would be along time before
he' d trust anyone during shore leave again.

| was heading down the passageway, with Mr. Heflin behind me and awarrant officer waiting at the
hatch, when | spotted another passenger standing in the open door of his cabin. A short, middle-aged



man, with ashaved scap and sharp eyes. He studied me as | walked past, and | was about to dismiss
him as another curious bystander when he favored me with ady wink. Almost asif he knew something
that | didn’t.

Thiswas thewrong place and time to strike up a conversation, though, and the warrant officer wasn't
interested in letting me make new friends. An unnecessary shove againgt my shoulder, and | ducked my
head dightly to exit the hatch leading from the firgt-class section. Now | was back in the utilitarian
confines of therest of the ship. Mr. Heflin dammed the hatch shut behind us, then the warrant officer
beckoned toward an access shaft. As| began to climb the stairs, | noticed that they went downward as
well, leading to Deck One.

A useful bit of knowledge. | tried to keep it in mind.
IX

The bridge was|ocated on Deck Three, within the superstructure that rose above the ship’s bow.
Although I’ d seen photos of the command center during UA intelligence briefings, nonetheless| was
surprised by just how small it actualy was. A narrow compartment, with mgor flight stations on ether
sdeof along aide: very tight, without an inch of wasted space. Nothing like those of the Western
Hemisphere Union starships that once journeyed to Coyote at sublight speeds. .. but then again, the Union
Adtronauticaweren't building them anymore, werethey?

The captain’s chair was located at the opposite end of the bridge, overlooking a split-level subdeck
where the helm and navigation stations were located. Commodore Tereshkovawas waiting for me; when
she stood up, | amost had an urge to ask for an autograph. Or even adate. Sure, she was amost old
enough to be my mother, but no command-rank officer in the Union Astronautica ever wore auniform so
wall.

Then sheturned glacial eyes upon me, and my sophomoric fantasies were forgotten. “Isthis our
sowaway, Mr. Heflin?’

Before he could respond, | cleared my throat. “Pardon me, but...”
“When | want to hear fromyou, I'll let you know.” Shelooked at her chief petty officer. “Mr. Heflin?’

“Yes, ma am. Cabin 4, first-class section, just where the passenger manifest said hewould be” He
paused. “He came quietly, without any resistance.”

“And you have no idea how he got aboard?’

“No, ma am. When Ms. Fawcett double-checked the manifest, she discovered that histicket hadn’'t
been scanned at the gangway. It was processed at the gate, but not...”

“Let mesaveyou alittletime,” | said. “I dipped aboard through the cargo airlock, right after | gected
from the pod | was driving. If you send aman down to check, he'll find my suit in the ready room.
Second locker from the left, if [—”

“We aready know you' re alongshoreman.” Perturbed by theinterruption, Tereshkovaglared a me.
“That we learned when we matched your biometric profile against Highgate' s employment records. In
fact, we had you pegged as a stowaway even before we went through the starbridge.” She returned to
Mr. Heflin. *Have someone go down to Airlock Five and seeif he' stelling the truth.”

The chief petty officer nodded, then touched his headset mike and murmured something. “Excuse me,
ma am,” | said, “but if you knew | was astowaway, then...?’



“It took sometime.” A faint smile. “Y our steward became suspicious after she noticed that there were no
carry-on bagsin your cabin. Thiswas, of course, after she found you wandering around the passenger
section. She checked the cargo records, and when she discovered that you hadn’t checked any baggage,
she derted the chief petty officer. The two of them accessed the passenger database, and that’ swhen
they redlized that you weren't the same person who' d checked in at Highgate. So Mr. Heflin pulled up
the IDs of everyone who works at the station, and when your face came up, he put it on the crew data
screens. Mr. Marcuse recognized you as someone he' d met while on shore leave, and that was when
Mr. Heflin decided to pay you avist.”

“But by then,” | said, “the ship was already on final approach to the starbridge. Too late to turn back
then, right?’ She blinked but said nothing. “Well, at least | got that far...”

“Too far, so far asI’m concerned. W€ |l have to review our security procedures.” Tereshkova sighed,
then resumed her seat. “Good work, Mr. Heflin,” she said as she picked up a datapad. “ Please extend
my complimentsto Ms. Fawcett and Mr. Marcuse aswell. Now, if you'll summon the warrant officer
back to the bridge, | think Mr. Guthrie would like to see his new quarters.”

“And you don’t want to know why I’ d go through so much trouble?’ | tried to remain cam, even as|
heard Heflin mutter something eseinto his headset. “ After dl, | purchased aticket. That means|’m not
a.”

“Without bonafideID or avdid visa, you' rewhatever | say you are.” Tereshkovawas quickly losing
interest in me. So far as she was concerned, | was little more than a nuisance. “Hope you enjoyed our
firg-class accommodeations. | regret to say that the brig isn't nearly as comfortable.”

“My nameisn't Lucius Guthrie.” Straightening my shoulders, | stood at attention. “1’m Endign First Class
Jules Truffaut, formerly of the Union Astronautica, Western Hemisphere Union. | hereby request political
asylum from the Coyote Federation.”

Tereshkova s gaze rose from her pad, and the navigator and helmsman darted curious glances at me
from over their shoulders. | couldn’t see Mr. Heflin, but | could fedl his presence as he took astep
closer. All at once, the bridge had gone silent, save for the random boops and beeps of the instrument

pands.
“Comeagain?’ Heflin asked.

| didn’t look back at him. “As| sad, gr...my nameis Jules Truffaut, and I'm aformer ensgnin the
Union Astronautica. My reason for being aboard your ship isthat | wish to defect from the Western
Hemisphere Uniontothe...”

“Isthistrue?’ Tereshkova seyesbored into my own. “If you'relying, so hep me, I'll put you out the
nearest airlock.”

“Yes, ma am. | can proveit.” Raisng my right hand as dowly as possible, | reached into theinside
pocket of my jacket, pulled out my papers. “Copies of my birth certificate, citizen’sID, Union
Asdtronautica service record...al here, Commodore.” | handed them to her, and went on. “If you check
my...excuse me, Lucius Guthri€'s...biometric profile against whatever recent intelligence you have on the
Union Astronautica, you' |l find that it matches that of Jules Truffaut, who was expelled from the corpsa
little more than eeven months ago.” Anironic smile came to me before| could stop mysdif. “| prefer to
think of it asaforced resgnation. Didn’t have much choice.”

“Uh-huh.” Tereshkovaunfolded my papers, gave them abrief ingpection. “ And what led you to make
that decison, Mr. Guthrie?’



“Not Guthrie, ma am...Jules Truffaut, as| told you.” | hesitated. “It'salong story. | would prefer not to
get into detailsjust now.”

“I"'m sure you would.” She studied me with cool skepticism, her hands refolding my papers. “ Of course,
you redizethat your adlegation will take sometimeto investigate. Until then, we'll haveto hold youin

custody.”
“Aboard ship?’

“Of course” A shrug that was amost patronizing. “It’ san extraordinary...well, an unusud. ..clam you' ve
made, and naturaly we will haveto look into it further. So until then...”

“So you' re not willing to take me to Coyote.” A chill ran down my back. “Commodore, please...”

“I"'m sure my government would be willing to consider a petition for amnesty pending athorough
investigation. Until then, you' re a stowaway and will be treated as such.” She glanced at her chief petty
officer. “If youwill...”

Mr. Heflin grasped my arm. Looking around, | saw that the warrant officer had returned, hisright hand
resting upon a stunner holstered in his belt. No doubt about it, my next stop wasthe brig.

There was nothing moreto be said. | turned to meekly alow mysdlf to be taken below.
X

So thereit was. I’d managed to cover the bases, but when | tried to steal home, the catcher tagged me
before | could crossthe plate. No sympathy from the ump. It was off to the showersfor the rookie.

AsMr. Heflin and the warrant officer escorted me from the bridge, | contemplated my prospects. They
didn’t look promising. These two men would take me below and lock mein the brig, and therel’d
remain for the next couple of weeks, until the Lee made the trip back through hyperspace to Earth. If |
was lucky, my cell would have a porthole...well, no, maybe that wouldn't be so lucky after al. Because
the most that I’ d see of Coyote would be the distant view of aplacethat I’ d never visit.

| had little doubt of what would happen next. Once we returned to Highgate, the Western Hemisphere
Union would be informed that a stowaway had been caught aboard a Coyote Federation starship, and
that this person claimed to be aformer Union Astronautica officer. A Petriarch would quickly verify this,
and make aformal claim of extradition. Under the articles of the UN tregty the Coyote Federation had
signed with the WHU, there would be no way for thisto be legally contested, because dthough I’ d been
nabbed aboard a Coyote vessdl, | hadn’t yet set foot upon Coyote itself.

That smal fact made al the difference in the world. The Coyote Federation was considered to be a
sovereign nation, true, but one can only defect to another country if you' re dready there. And athough
the Lee was under the flag of the Coyote Federation, it wasn't Coyote soil. At least not for someone
who was't acitizen.

Nor had | given anyone aboard good and sufficient reason to break an internationa treaty. Likeit or not,
| waslittle more than anillegd immigrant who' d managed to con my way aboard the Lee, my former
rank asa UA officer notwithstanding. If I’ d been carrying top-secret documents, the situation might have
been different; Tereshkova might have been willing to go to bat for me. But | had nothing but the clothes
on my back and asunny smile, and neither of them cut much ice with her. Nor could | blame her. She
had rules by which she had to play, and | was just some schmuck lucky enough to get to third base on a
bunt.



But thiswas just the end of aninning. The gamewasn't over yet.

We left the bridge and started down the ladder to the lower decks, Mr. Heflin in front of me and the
warrant officer bringing up the rear. The steps were narrow; Heflin had hisright hand on therailing, and |
waswilling to bet that the warrant officer was doing the same. And both of them were relaxed. After all,
I”’d been a perfect gentleman about thiswhole thing, giving no one any trouble at dl.

| waited until we were about three steps from Deck Two, then | quickened my pacejust alittle bit. Not
enough to darm the warrant officer, but enough to put me within range of Mr. Heflin. Hearing me come
closer, he darted to turn to see what | was doing...and then | gripped the rail with my right hand and
shoved my right foot againgt the ankle of hisleft foot.

Heflin tripped and sprawled forward, faling the rest of the way down the ladder. He hadn’t yet hit the
deck when, gtill holding therail tight with my right hand, | threw my left elbow back ashard as| could.

Just as | hoped, | caught the warrant officer square in the chest. He grunted and doubled over, and |
twisted around, grabbed hold of his collar, and dammed him againgt the railing hard enough to knock the
wind from hislungs. Gasping for air, he started to fal against me. | let him go and jumped forward,
landing on the deck next to Heflin.

By then, the chief petty officer realized what was happening. Raisng himsdf on one elbow, he started to
make agrab for me. | hated to do it—he seemed like a pretty decent chap, realy—but | kicked himin
the head, and down he went.

The warrant officer was beginning to recover. Still on the ladder, he clutched therail as he sought to
regain hisfeet. | snatched the stunner from his holster before he could get to it, though, and there wasthe
awful look of someonewho'd just screwed up when | shot him with his own wegpon. He tumbled the
rest of the way down the steps, landing dmost on top of Heflin.

Hearing a gasp behind me, | looked around to see Ms. Fawcett standing in the hatch leading to the
passenger section. For some reason, | didn’t have the heart to shoot her even though she posed athresat

to my getaway.
“Thanksfor thedrinks,” | said, and then | dove down the ladder to Deck One.

Just as| figured, the lifeboat bays were located directly beneath the passenger section, where they would
be easily accessiblein case of an emergency. The hatches were on either side of anarrow passageway,
tilted downward at aforty-five-degree angle. | was halfway to the nearest one when someone—Ms.
Fawcett, no doubt—hit the panic button.

Red lights dong the celling began to flash as aloud barrruuggah-barrruuggah came over the speskers. A
crewman darted through a hatch at the opposite end of the corridor. He saw me, and his mouth dropped
open, but by then I’ d grabbed the panel above the lifeboat hatch, wrenched it open, tossed it aside, and
found the lock-lever within. A quick yank to the left, and the hatch opened with a hiss of escaping
pressure. | jumped into the boat, then turned around and shut the hatch behind me.

No timefor the niceties of strapping myself down or making suretheat al sysemswere active. Any
second now, either Ms. Fawcett or the crewman who' d seen me would be telling the bridge that their
stowaway had made hisway to the lifeboats. If | was going to make a clean escape, I'd haveto do it
before someone in the command center locked them down.

Hauling mysdlf over to the control pand, | jabbed the red JET. button with my thumb, then grabbed a
celling rail and held onfor dear life. A loud whoosh of escaping pressure, the hollow clang of clamps



being released, the solid thump of pyros being ignited. Through the round window of the hatch, | saw the
cone-shaped cowling of the lifeboat port fal awvay amid afine spray of crystalized oxygen and small
debris.

A moment later, | caught alast glimpse of thelower hull of the Robert E. Lee. Then | begantofdl to
Coyote.

(THREE)

Aboard the good ship Lou Brock...

no coffee for the wicked. ..

coming in on ahesat shield and aprayer...
wherever it isyou think you are, you're not there.
Xl

Forget everything you think you know about lifeboats, whatever it is, it's probably wrong. Theonel stole
from the Lee didn’t have wings or landing gear, nor did it have particle-beam lasersfor fending off space
pirates, thefirst kind israre, and the latter exists only in fantasy fics. Mine was a gumdrop-shaped
capsule, about twenty feet in diameter at its heat shield, that bore afaint resemblance to the moonships of
historic times. All it was meant to do was carry SiX passengersto amore or less safe touchdown on a
planetary surface, preferably one that had an atmosphere. Other than that, it was usdless.

But it was a spacecraft, with aliquid-fuel engine and four sets of maneuvering thrusters, which meant |
had nomina control over its guidance and trgjectory. And dthough the Lee was till eighty thousand miles
from Coyote when | took my unauthorized departure, the boat also had alife-support system sufficient to
sustain ahaf dozen people for up to twelve hours. Therefore, | had enough air, water, heat, and food to
keep me divefor three or four days.

So assoon as| was surethat I'd made my getaway, | grabbed hold of the hand rungs upon the ceiling
and pulled mysdlf acrossthe cabin. The lifeboat was tumbling end over end by then, but so long as| was
careful not to look through the portholes, there was no real sense of vertigo. | reached the pilot’s seat
and pulled it down from the bulkhead. It was little more than awell-padded hammock suspended within
atitanium-aloy frame, but it had a harness and a headrest, and once | strapped myself in, it was much as
if | wereinasmulator back at the Academy.

The next step wasto gain control of my craft. | unfolded the flat-panel console and activated it. The
board lit up just asit was supposed to, and | spent the next couple of minutes assessing the status of my
vehicle. Once | was sureit wasfit to fly, | pulled down the yoke and went about firing reaction-control
thrusters, manually adjugting the pitch, roll, and yaw until the lifeboat was no longer in atumble. Thelidar
array helped me get afirm fix on Coyote, and the navigation subsystem gave me a precise estimate of
whereit would be x-times-y-times-z divided by t minus so many hourslater. Once | had all that lined up,
| entered the data into the autopilot, then pushed alittle green button marked EXECUTE.

A hard thump againgt my back as the main engine ignited. Gazing at the porthole above my heed, |
watched the starscape swerve to the left. Coyote, ill little more than a green orb capped with white
blotches at ether end, drifted past my range of vison until it finaly disappeared atogether. | wasn't
heading toward where it was at the time, though, but where it would be. That is, if | hadn’t screwed up in
programming the comp. And if the comp wasin error, then | would be taking atour of the 47 Ursae
Majoris system that would last until the air ran out.



Theenginefired for four and ahaf minutes, giving me abrief taste of gravity, then shut down, causing my
body to rise within my harness. | checked the fudl reserves, and muttered a curse under my breath. That
maneuver had cost me 42 percent of what was in the tanks; I’ d have enough for braking, fina course
corrections, and atmospheric entry, but practically zero for fudge factor. Like | said, the lifeboat waslittle
more than an uprated version of the cargo pod I’ d flown on Highgate. Even the training craft | had
piloted at the Academia dd Espacio was more sophisticated.

In the bottom of the ninth, I’ d earned myself another chance at bat. Y et there was no room for strikeouts,
and my next foul ball would be my last.

| let out my breath, closed my eyesfor asecond. Eighteen hours until | reached Coyote. Might aswell
offer my gpologies to the home team. Groping beneath the couch, | found asmall packet. | ripped it open
and pulled out achegp headset. Slipping it on, | inserted the prong into the left side of the console, then
activated the com system.

“Hello?’ | sad, tapping the mike wand with my thumb. “ Anyone there? Y 0o-hoo, do you read?’

Severa long moments passed in which | heard nothing, then amale voice came over: “CFSS Robert E.
Leeto CFL-101, we acknowledge. Do you copy?’

“Loud and clear, Lee. Thisis’—I thought about it for amoment—"the L ou Brock. We copy.”

A few secondswent by. | imagined bridge officers glancing a each other in bewilderment. Then amore
familiar voice came online. “ CFL-101, thisis Commodore Tereshkova. Please use the gppropriate call
sgn”

“I am using an appropriate call sign.” | couldn’t help but smile. “Lou Brock. Outfielder for the St. Louis
Cardinds. One of the great base-stedlers of all time.”

While shewastrying to figure that one out, | checked the radar. The Lee was near the edge of my
screen, about eight hundred milesaway. So far as| could tell, it was keeping pace with me; | had little
doubt that, if Tereshkovaordered her helmsman to do so, the ship could intercept my lifeboat within
minutes.

“All right, so you'reabasebd| fan.” When Tereshkova svoicereturned, it was alittle lessformal.
“You'revery clever, Mr. Truffaut. I'll give you that. If you'll heave to and alow yoursdf to be boarded,
I’ll seewhat | can do about getting you ticketsto agame.”

| shook my head, even though she couldn’t see me. “ Thanks for the date, Commaodore, but I’ m going to
have to take arain check. Maybe next time you'rein town?’

For amoment, | thought | heard laughter in the background. In the meantime, | was szing up my fud
gtuation. If the Lee sarted to closein, | could aways fire the main engine again. But | needed to
conserve as much fuel as possible for retrofire and atmospheric entry; asthings stood, | had barely
enough in reserve to do that. The Lou Brock was no shuttle, and my margin for error wasthin asarazor.

“Enggn, you know aswell as| do that thisis pointless.” The commodore no longer sounded quite so
affable. “My shipis...”

“Faster, sure. No question about it.” | switched back to manual override, then raised aforefinger and let
it hover above the engineignition switch. “And you know aswell as| do that there' sno way in hdll you
can board meif | don’t want you to do so. Allow meto demonstrate.”

| touched the red button, held it down. A quick surge as the enginefired. | counted to three, barely



enough time for the lifeboat’ s vel ocity to rise aquarter g, then | released the button. On the screen, the
Lee had drifted afew millimeters farther away. “ See what | mean? Get too close, and I'll do that again.”

No answer. If she had any remaining doubts whether | was an experienced spacer, that little display
settled them. The Lee was capable of overtaking my lifeboat, sure, but her ship didn’t have the
equipment necessary to latch on to a craft whose pilot waswilling to dter ddta-V a whim. Not unless
she wanted to position her craft directly in front of mine...but even if she was foolish enough to do so, my
lifeboat would collide with her vessdl like acoupe ramming amaglev train.

I’d never do anything like that. For one thing, it would be suiciddl; | would die aquick but horrible death.
For another, there were also passengers aboard, and the last thing | wanted to do was put their livesin
danger. But Commodore Tereshkovadidn’t know | was bluffing; perhaps she' d realized that I’ d just
trimmed my fuel reserves by three-quarters of a percent, but there was no guarantee that 1 wouldn't pull
slly crap like that again. And no one but afool would play chicken with amadman.

The comlink went sllent, doubtless while she talked it over with her bridge team and tried to determineiif |
wasthe lunatic | seemed to be. Whilethey did that, | took the opportunity to get anew flight profile from
the nav subsystem and feed the updated info into autopilot. To my relief, | discovered that dl I'd done
was shave twenty minutesfrommy ETA. I'd just let out my breeth when Tereshkova s voice returned.

“All right, ensign. Have it your way, if you must.” There was an undercurrent of resignation in her voice.
“Y ou may proceed with your present course.”

“Thank you, Commodore. Glad you see it my way.” Another thought cameto me. “I meant it when |
sad that dl | want isamnesty. You'll communicate thisto your people, won't you?’

“I'll..." A brief pause. “I'll ask them to take thisinto consderation. Lee over.”

“Thank you, ma am. Lou Brock, over.” | waited for another moment, but when | heard nothing more, |
switched off the comlink.

All right, then. For better or for worse, | was on my own.
XII

The Robert E. Lee remained on my scope for another hour or so, but gradually it veered away, its course
taking it farther from my lifeboat. Although | had little doubt thet its crew continued to track me, the fact
remained that it was afaster ship, and it had its own schedule to keep. Through my porthole, | caught a
brief glimpse of itsformation lights asit peeled away, its passengers probably enjoying dinner and drinks
asthey chatted about the minor incident that had occurred shortly after the ship had come out of
hyperspace. Sweetheart, did you hear about the man in Cabin 4 who lost his mind? Don’t worry, I'm
sure he' s been properly dedt with...oh, steward? Another glass of wine, please?

It took another eighteen hours for me to reach Coyote. | didn’t have table service; my sustenance was
the ration bars | found in the emergency locker, which tasted like stale peanut butter, and tepid water that
| Spped from a squeezebulb. | caught catnaps now and then, only to wake up an hour or so later to find
my handsfloating in front of my face.

Little deep, then, and no coffee. Not much in the way of entertainment, either, savefor abrief skim of the
emergency tutorias on the comp, which told melittle that | hadn’t known before. | sang songs to mysdif,
mentally revisited great bal games and tried to figure out where critical errors had been made—the
World Series of ’ 44 between Havana and Seoul was onethat | studied more than once—and reviewed
my life higtory in case | ever wanted to write my memoirs.



Therest of thetime, | stared out the window, watching Coyote asit gradualy came back into view,
growing larger with each passing hour. My flight was long enough that | witnessed most of acomplete
day asit rotated on its axis, what | saw was a planet-size moon alittle larger than Mars, lacking oceans
but instead crisscrossed by complex patterns of channels, rivers, estuaries, and streams, with abroad
river circumscribing its equator. By thetime | was scratching at my face and wishing that the emergency
kit contained a shaver, | was able to make out geographic features. mountain ranges, vol canoes, tropical
savannahs, and rain forests, scattered across subcontinents and idands of dl shapes and sizes.

A beautiful world, as close to Earth as anything yet discovered in our little corner of the gdaxy. Worth
the effort to get there...provided, of course, that | didn’t end my trip asatrail of vaporized ash following
the dipstream of a man-made meteor.

When thelifeboat was about three hundred nautical miles away, the autopilot buzzed, telling me that the
time had come for meto take over. By then | was strapped into my couch again. | took a deep bresath,
murmured the Astronaut’ s Prayer—*Lord, please don’t let me screw up”—then | switched off the
autopilot, grasped the yoke, and did my best to put my little craft safely on the ground.

Whilel was earning my wingsin the Academiade Espacio, | logged over two hundred hoursin
smulators and four hundred morein training skiffs. Before | was thrown out of the UA, I'd dso flown
Athena shuttles, including one landing on Mars. But those were al winged spacecraft, complete with al
sorts of stuff like elevators and flaps and vertica stabilizers. Asl said, though, the Lou Brock wasonly a
lifeboat, and for this sort of thing I’d completed only as much training as | needed to graduate from cadet
to ensign: four hoursin asmulator, and my flight ingtructor had forgiven mefor a crash landing that would
have killed everyone aboard.

| was getting a second chance to show that I’ d learned something from that part of my education that few
gpacersthought they’ d ever usein red life. Watching through the windows, | carefully adjusted the
lifeboat’ s attitude until it assumed atrgjectory that would bring it over Coyote s northern hemisphere. I'd
studied maps of theworld, so | had a pretty good idea of what was where. Once | determined that | was
somewhere above Great Dakota, | initiated entry sequence.

Keeping an eye on the eight ball, | maneuvered the RCS thrusters until the lifeboat made a 180-degree
turn, then | ignited the main engine. My body was pushed against the straps as the engine burned most of
what remained of my fuel reserves. Thislasted severa minutes, and once my instrumentstold methat I'd
shed most of my velocity, | shut down the engine and fired the thrusters again, ddlicately coaxing the
lifeboat until it had assumed the proper attitude for atmospheric entry. Then | revved up the main once
more, thistime to make sure that | didn’t hit the troposphere too fast. When everything looked copacetic,
| goosed the yaw and pitch a bit, fine-tuning my angle of attack.

Thiswent on for about fifteen or twenty minutes, during which | barely had time to ook out the porthole,
let done give the lidar more than a passing glance. Since | was coming in backward, | didn’'t have the
luxury of sdecting apreciselanding Ste. At that point, though, al | wanted to do was make it through the
upper atmosphere in one piece. So by the time awhite-hot corona began to form around the heat shield,
| couldn’t tell where the hell | was going. Except down.

Gravity took over like ababy e ephant that had decided to sit on my chest. Gasping for air, | struggled to
remain conscious. ..and when my vision began to blur and | thought | was about to loseit, | hit the button
that would activate the automatic landing sequence. It was agood thing that | did so, because | wasn't
totally myself when the Lou Brock entered Coyote' s stratosphere.

| was jerked out my daze by the sudden snap of the drogue chutes being released. The dtimeter told me
that | was twenty-seven thousand feet above the ground. Through the porthole, | could see dark blue sky



above a cotton-gauze layer of clouds. So far, so good, but | was till falling fadt. .. but then there was
another jolt as the drogues were released, and one more as the three main chutes were deployed. |
sucked inalungful of air. All right, so | wasn't going to become toast. Thank you, St. Buzz, and dl other
patron saints of dumb-luck spacers.

But that didn’t mean that | was out of danger yet. Although the fuel gauge told methat | till had .03
percent in reserves, that was practically worthless so far as controlling my angle of descent. Firing
thrusters now might cause the parachute lines to tangle, and then I’ d be dead mesat. So my fate was cast
to thewind. Although I’ d done my best to pick my landing site, so far as| knew | might splash downina
channel. Or descend into the caldera of an active volcano. Or land on top of the Wicked Witch of the
East and be greeted by the Lollipop Guild.

Inany event, | had no votein the outcome. So | smply hung on tight and clenched my teeth as | watched
the dtimeter roll back. At one thousand feet, there was the thump of the heat shield being jettisoned,
followed by theloud whoosh of the landing bagsinflating.

By then my rate of descent was thirty-two feet per second, according to the dtimeter. | began amental
countdown from the haf minute mark. Thirty...twenty-nine.. .twenty-eight. .. .twenty-seven. .. At the count
of twenty, | decided that thiswas pointless, and smply waited.

Touchdown was hard, but not so violent that | did anything foolish like bite my tongue. To my relief, |
didn’t come down in water; there was no rocking back and forth that would have indicated that I’ d
landed in achanne or ariver, just the tooth-rattling whomp of hitting solid ground. A few seconds later,
there was the prolonged hiss of the airbags deflating; when | felt the bottom of the lifeboat settle beneath
me, | knew that | was safe.

Welcometo Coyote. Now where the hell was1?
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| waited until the bags collapsed, then unbuckled the harness and rose from my couch. After eighteen
hours of zero g, my legsfet like warm rubber, but otherwise | had no trouble getting on my feet. The
deck seemed stable enough; nonetheless, the first thing | did was ook out the window to make sure that
the lifeboat hadn’t come down in atreetop. Nothing but what appeared to be avast savannah of tall
grass.

| dready knew the air was breathable, so | went to the side hatch, removed the panel covering the
lock-lever, and twisted it clockwise. The hatch opened with afaint gasp of overpressurized air. A
moment later my ears popped. Coyote' s atmosphere was thinner than Earth’s, so | swallowed a couple
of timesto equaize the pressurein my inner ear, then | climbed through the hatch and dropped to the
ground, landing on top of one of the deflated bags.

It was early afternoon, wherever it wasthat I’ d landed, the dien sun just past zenith in apale blue sky
streaked here and there with thin clouds. Although the air was alittle cooler than | had expected,
nonetheless the day was warm; it was midsummer on Coyote, if | correctly recalled recent reports of this
world, which meant that it wouldn’t get cold until after Umawent down. About two or three miles avay,
beyond the edge of thefield, was aline of trees;, when | stepped away from the lifeboat and turned to
look the other way, | saw more forest, with low mountainsrising in the far distance.

Thelifeboat had asurvivd kit; I'd dready found it during my long trip here. Y et dthough it included a
map of Coyote and amagnetic compass, afat lot of good they’ d do me now. The mountains represented
no landmark that | recognized from ground level, and athough the compass would help metell north from
south and east from west, a sense of direction was dl but usdlesswhen | wasignorant of exactly wherel



had landed. So far as| knew, | was on the outskirts of Munchkinland, about a hundred miles from the
Emeradd City.

But the kit dso included food sticks, six liters of water, afire-garter, asurviva knife, and a satphone. |
could aways use the satphoneto cdl for help...but only asalast resort. I'd arrived aboard a stolen
lifeboat, after having made a somewhat violent escape from a Coyote Federation starship. Therefore, it
made little senseto yel for help when it was all but certain that my rescuers would take me to the nearest
jail. And dthough my two feet were safely planted on Coyote soil, these weren't exactly the right
circumstancesto beg for political asylum.

So...firg thingsfirst. Gather as much stuff as | could carry, pick adirection, and dog it out of there, with
the hope that | wasn't too far away from civilization. | climbed back into the Lou Brock and used the
aurviva knifeto cut away the lining of my seat, with the intent of using it as amakeshift pack for
everything I’ d take with me, and perhaps d so as abedroll. Once | had anice, long strip of fabric, | laid it
flat on the deck, then placed within it water bottles and food sticks. Once | wrapped the strip tightly
around my belongings and lashed it across my chest and back, it made an acceptable ding. The satphone
and fire-starter went into my jacket pocket aong with the map and compass, and the knife was attached
to my belt. Asan afterthought, | removed my cravat and tied it around my forehead as a sweatband.

So now | was good to go. Ready to tackle the Coyote wilderness, wherever it might lead me. Despite
my trepidation, | found mysalf eager to discover whatever lay out there. Thiswaswhy |I'd joined the
Union Agtronauticain the first place: to explore new worlds, to go places where no one had ever gone
before. Well, I d findly have my chance...

Onelast look to seeif I’ d forgotten anything, then once again | dropped out of the lifeboat. Farewell,
Lou Brock. Y ou’ ve stolen one more base, and thistime did home farther than you ever have before.
Making surethat my ding wastightly knotted, | began to wak away from thelifeboat. ..

And gtraight into the muzzle of a Union Guard carbine, pointed at me from lessthan six feet away.

“Stop right there!” The kid holding the gun wore ablue vest over ashort-deeve uniform of the same
color and looked barely old enough to shave. “Don’'t move!”

“Not moving.” Nonetheless, | started to raise my hands. The customary gesture of surrender wasn't
gppreciated, because the kid' strigger finger twitched ever so dightly. “Easy, soldier,” | added, making
likeagatue. “Harmless. Unarmed. See?”’

“Keep it that way.” Still keeping his hands on hisweapon, the boy spoke into his headset mike. “ Charlie
two, thisis Bravo leader. We ve got him. Repest, we ve got him.”

We? Keeping my hands haf-raised, | turned my head asmuch as | dared. To my |eft, another trooper
was emerging from the high grassonly afew yards away. | looked to my right, and caught aglimpse of a
third soldier coming into view from behind the lifeboat. Like the squad leader, both carried Union Guard
rifles, probably leftovers from the Revolution. Unless my guess was wrong, they belonged to the Colonia
Militia, second-generation members of the Rigil Kent Brigade that had kicked the Western Hemisphere
Union off Coyote nearly twenty-five years ago. These were the descendents of guerrillafighters, and
therefore wouldn't care much for the son of the son of their enemy.

| might have been surprised to find them, but they sure as hell weren’t surprised to find me. Within
minutes, agyro roared down out of the sky, itstwin-prop rotorsflattening the grass around us as it
touched down only thirty feet awvay. By then Bravo Company had forced me to my knees, ripped my
ding from my shoulders, patted me down, and removed everything from my pockets, then used aplastic
strap to tie my hands behind my back. They marched meto the gyro at gunpoint and offered little



assstance as| struggled aboard.

And that’ s how | cameto Coyote.

(FOUR)

Busted on Coyote...

the discreet charm of the Colonid Militia. ..

weird incident in the stockade. ..

abusiness propostion from Mr. Morgan Goldstein.
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A coupleof hourslater, | wasin ajail cdl in Liberty. Wewill now have abrief pauseto relish theirony of
that statement.

Asit turned out, my lifeboat landed in a savannah on the southern haf of Midland, alarge subcontinent
just across the East Channel from New Florida. Indeed, if the Lee hadn't tracked the Lou Brock oniits
way down and informed the Colonia Militia of itstouchdown point, | could have hiked east to Goat Kill
River, then followed it north to Defiance, a settlement near the mountains I’ d seen from my landing ste. I
I’d headed south, | would have found afishing village called—so help me, I'm not lying—Carlos s Pizza,
located on the banks of the Great Equatoria River. Andif I’d gone west, | would have eventualy
reached the East Channdl, where one of any number of pirogues, catamarans, tugboats, or yachts that
plied theriver could have picked me up.

Inany case, | was never more than aday or two away from civilization. All the same, though, perhapsit
was just asfortunate that the Colonia Militiafound me when they did. Although | was closeenoughto a
couple of townsto reach them on foot, the grasdands were rife with boids...and consdering that | was
unarmed save for my surviva knife, an encounter with one of those man-eeting avians would have been
fatal. But the blueshirts got to me before that could happen, and o...

Wéll, to make along story short, | wound up in what was colloquialy referred to asthe stockade, even
though it was an adobe structure larger than some of the homesin town. Liberty, of course, wasthe first
colony on Coyote, established amost ahdf century ago by the origina colonists from the URSS
Alabama. It had since grown into what might passasacity if you squinted hard enough. | didn’t get to
see much of it, though; once the gyro landed just outside the stockade, the blueshirts marched me straight
in.

The crime rate on Coyote must be redlly low, because the six cells on the ground floor were unoccupied
save for adrunk passed out in the first one. The blueshirts handed me over to aproctor, anot-un-kindly
old guy they cdled Chief Levin. He walked me down to the end of the cell block, where he unsnapped
my handcuffs before diding open theiron-bar door. Dinner would be at sundown, the Chief told me, and
my arraignment was scheduled for the next morning. If | needed anything before then, just yell. Then he
dammed the door shut and walked off. | heard him return alittle while |ater to rouse the drunk and usher
him out, and after that | was pretty much left aone.

My cell was primitive but comfortable, or at least as much asthesethingsgo. A foam pad ona
wrought-iron frame, complete with a blanket woven from some coarsefabric that I d later learn was
called shagswoal. A pitcher of water and a ceramic cup. A commode that didn’t flush, but instead
was...wdl, cal it aporceain throne above afoul-smelling netherworld eight feet below; one whiff, and |



resolved to keep the lid shut. Baked-clay walls upon which previous guests had scratched their initials,
adong with somefairly interesting, if sometimesrude, graffiti. A ceiling light pand that looked asif it had
been recently installed, evidence that modern technology had lately been imported from Earth.

It was the window that | enjoyed the most. Ribbed with four iron bars sunk deep within the adobe, with
hinged wooden shutters on the exterior, it wasn't glazed, but instead was open to the air outside. As| sat
on the cot, back propped against thewall and legs dangling over the side, | savored the warm breeze of
alate-summer afternoon. Sure, | was a prisoner, and it was very possible that | would soon be aboard
the Robert E. Lee again, thistime as a deportee bound for whatever punishment the Patriarchs and
Matriarchs of the Union Astronautica had in store for me. But for ashort while, I'd get achanceto. ..

Something itched a my mind.

There' sno other way to describeit. Imagine amosguito bite, perhaps at your ankle. Annoying, but not
painful. But when amosguito tags you, it' s just aflesh wound; you can scratch it until it goes away.

What | felt wasalittle like that, but instead deep within my head. Like something had crawled into my
cerebrum and given me atiny yet distracting little sting. Sitting up on my bunk, | reached up to rub the
back of my neck. For amoment, the sensation went away, and | breathed a sigh of relief. Evening was
closing in, with light fading through the window. | hoped that someone would close the outside shutters
beforeit got too cold. And perhaps bring me something to est, too. | hadn't...

Then | glanced at the window and saw someone standing just outside.

Inthe waning light of day, it was difficult to make out his features. | stood up, stepped closer to the
window. “Hey there,” | said. “Who areyou?’

He said nothing, but continued to starein at me. He wore adark brown robe, its hood pulled up around
hisface. A fairly young man, alittle older than me, or at least that was my first impression.

Again, there wastheitch in my mind...and suddenly, | tasted chicken. Roast chicken, warm, perfectly
seasoned with just the right amount of paprika, garlic, saffron, sea salt, and black pepper. The chicken of
the gods. Chicken the way Mamaused to make it, back when | was...

Then my mind fell open.

Again, | have no other way to describe it. Imagine that there salittle trapdoor at the back of your skull,
onethat’s been closed for so long, you' ve forgotten that it even exists. Then, one day, someone who has
the key insertsit within thelock, turnsit...and whomp, everything that is you rushes out. All your
memories, al your knowledge, dl your fantasies, dl your little loves and hates, everything that comprises
what you might call your soul gushes out as a stream of viscous black dudge.

Asswiftly asit had opened, the door of my mind dammed shut. And asit did, the taste of chicken faded
from my palate. Staggering away from the window, | managed to make it to the bunk before| keded
over.

| dept for only alittle while before | woke up. Fedling strangely hungover, | sumbled back to the
window. Twilight was fading, and the stranger was nowhere to be seen. Once again, | wasaone.

Something within my mind ingsted that thiswas an illus on—you dozed off, asmall voice said, and had a
vivid dream—yet | couldn’t quite believethis. I'd just received avisitor. Of that, | had little doubt.
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Dinner arrived about an hour later, on atray carried in by Chief Levin, who dipped it through a
rectangular opening in the door. By coincidence, it was roast chicken. Nowhere near astasty asthe
mental impression I’ d received just alittle while earlier, but | wasin no position to complain. Besides, |
was starving. So | wolfed it down, cleaning the plate of the green beans and sweet potatoes that came
withit. A smdl surpriseto find that I’ d been given aknife and fork; apparently no one serioudy believed
that | might try to make use of them as wegpons. But the Chief wasn't dumb; when he came for my tray,
he made sure that the utensilswerein plain sight before he took it back from me.

Onceagain, | wondered why | hadn’t yet seen the magistrates, | et done been charged with anything. I'd
arrived late in the day, of course, but surely the legal system must have some means of processing those
who' ve just been arrested. Perhaps the magistrates were trying to find alawyer who would represent me
pro bono. Cometo think of it, did they even have lawyers on Coyote? A few days ago, | would' ve
hoped not—at |east not by the standards of the Western Hemisphere Union, where oneis guilty until
proven innocent—but cooling my hedsin ajail cel, | found mysdf praying for someone who had a better
grasp of colonid law than | did.

| was dtill trying to figure out whether or not to plead guilty to whatever | would be charged with when |
heard the cell-block door swing open. Two pairs of footsteps came down the corridor, and | sat up on
my bunk. Okay, thiswould be my solicitor. | hoped that his sheepskin hadn’t been mail-ordered from
Earth.

Then the Chief stopped in front of my cdll, and with him was a short, rather pudgy middle-aged man with
ashaved head. He looked familiar, yet | couldn’t quite place him.

“Hereheis, Mr. Goldstein.” Chief Levin nodded in my direction. “Sorry, but | can't let you in. Rules...”

“Quitedl right, Chris. So long aswe cantalk.” Goldstein looked around. “ Of coursg, if | could have a
placetost...”

He cast alook at the Chief, and Levin turned and walked away. Goldstein waited patiently, the fingers of
hisleft hand absently playing with the crease of histailored trousers. Wearing atan linen suit, ared silk
scarf hanging loose around his thick neck, he was easily the best-dressed man | had yet seen on Coyote.
Which wasn't saying much, because everyone I’ d met so far was a blueshirt or a proctor. Nonetheless,
this person practically smelled like money. Had to be alawyer...and yet, | couldn’t shake the fedling that
| had seen him before.

Chief Levin returned with a straight-backed wood chair that he' d found somewhere. “Y ou’ re too kind,”
Goldgtein said, asthe proctor placed it in front of my cell. “That will be dl for now, thanks.” Heraised his
right hand to the proctor, and | caught abrief glimpse of green paper nestly folded within hismiddie and
ring fingers. The Chief shook Goldstein’s hand, deftly causing the colonia to disappear, then he vanished
aswdll.

Goldgtein waited until the cell-block door dammed shut, then he turned to look at me. “Ensign Truffaut,”
he said, favoring me with abroad smile. “ So good to see you again.”

“I'msorry, but...”

“Of coursewe have.” Smoothing the back of histrouserswith his hand, he sat down in the chair the
Chief had brought him. “Can’t blame you if you don’t remember me, being rather preoccupied at the
time. Mr. Heflinisvery efficient in hisduties, don't you think?” A dy grin. “But perhgpsthat lump you
ddivered to the back of his head will teach him not to mistake efficiency for attention to detail .”

It wasthen that | recognized him. The passenger who' d emerged from hisfirst-class cabin aboard the



Leejust intimeto seethe chief petty officer escort meto the bridge. Goldstein nodded, his grin growing
wider as| gaped a him.

“Ah, s0...now you know.” Goldstein reached into apocket of hisjacket, produced apair of thick brown
cigars. He offered one to me; when | shook my head, he shrugged and put it away. “If you hadn’t been
exposed,” he continued, “I might have come over to ask if you wanted a poker gameto passthetime.”
He used a pocket guillotineto clip the end of hisstogie. “Then again, if I'd done that, | might have taken
your cover sory at face vaue...that you were a gentleman by the name of Geoffrey Carr, and nothing
more interesting than that.”

“Sorry to disappoint you.”

“Disgppoint me?” An eyebrow was raised as agold-plated lighter was produced. “Far fromit. In fact,
you may be the answer to aproblem | have. And | may be the answer to yours.”

XVI

| didn’t know quite what to say to that, so | smply waited as he flicked his lighter and used it to gently
char theend of hiscigar. Blue-grey fumes rose toward the celling; | don’t smoke, but it was fragrant
enough that | amost regretted not accepting the one he' d offered me.

“Name’ s Goldstein. Morgan Goldstein.” He settled back and stretched out hislegs, so self-assured that
you could have sworn that he owned the stockade. “ Ever heard of me?’

“No, I...” Then | stopped mysdlf. “There’ saMorgan Goldstein who'sin charge of Janus, but...”

“But what?’ Herolled his cigar between hisfingertips, not quite looking at me. “Please. Speak your
mind.”

What was on my mind was the improbability of abillionaire stting in acell block, having asmoke and a
chat with someone about to be convicted on felony charges. Sure, | knew who Morgan Goldstein was.
Founder and CEO of Janus, Ltd., thelargest private space firm in the solar system. Earth’s, that is, or at
least until just afew years ago, when he aoruptly uprooted his corporation from the Western Hemisphere
Union and relocated it to Coyote, where he reestablished it as the richest company in the new world,
with himsdlf asitswedthiest citizen. Although most of Janus s shipping interests il remained forty-six
light-years away, the corporate headquarters were now located in Albion, not far from the New Brighton
spaceport where, if things had worked out better, Geoffrey Carr would have peacefully disembarked.

“Yeah...sure, you rethat sameguy.” | waved my hand back and forth to clear theair in front of my face.
“And I’'m Dorothy Gale from Kansas.”

Hisface darkened for amoment, asif nonplussed to find someone who wouldn't ingtantly take him at his
word. Then he relaxed and tilted back his head to exhale smoke at the ceiling. “ Then I’ d have to ask
where you |eft your little dog and why you couldn’t have found a better place to park your farmhouse.”
He shook his head. “1’m not normally accustomed to proving my identity, but if youinsg...”

Reaching into a coat pocket, he produced a datapad. | couldn’'t help but notice that it wasa Son Ap
Executive: state-of-the-art, top-of-the-line, in what appeared to be a platinum casing. He pressed his
thumb againgt the ID plate, then raised the pad to hisface so that the retinal scanner could check his

eyes. A soft click, and the pad opened. He tapped a couple of commandsinto the keypad, waited a
moment, entered yet another set, then leaned forward to pass the unit through the cell bars.

“I'd prefer that you keep thisinformation to yourself,” he said quietly. “I’d rather not have it become



common knowledge.”

| took the pad from him, then read the screen. Displayed at the top was the logo of Lloyd’s of London.
Beneath it was an account statement for Mr. Morgan Goldstein, along with arouting number that had
been carefully blacked out. And under it was afigure in euros that stretched into ten digits. Ten high
digits

“That’smy net holdingsin this one particular establishment,” Goldstein said, hisvoicelow. “At least of as
yesterday morning, thelast time | was able to update my portfolio viahyperlink. Sorry, but I’ d rather not
reveal my holdingsin Zurich or the Bank of Coyote. They’re consderably larger.”

The datapad trembled in my hand. | wasn't completely convinced, though, so | used my fingertip to move
the cursor to the BIO tab within the menu bar. Goldstein waited patiently while the screen changed
again...and suddenly, | saw aportrait photo of the man seated on the other side of the bars. About ten
years younger, with nearly as many hairs remaining on top of his head, but unmistakably the same
individud.

“It' sokay to breathe,” Goldstein said after amoment. “I doit dl thetime. Good for the lungs.”

| managed to give the pad back to him without dropping it. He was grinning like afox ashe closed it.
“Now then, Dorothy...or may | cal you Ensign Truffaut?’

“Endgn Truffautisfine.” | swalowed, tried to get us back to theinformd level. “ Julesis good, too.”

“Jdules, then...and you may call me Mr. Goldstein.” The grin faded as he dipped the pad back in his
pocket. “ So you know who | am and what | represent. Now 1’1l tell you why | need you, and what | can
do for you in return.” Another languid drag from hiscigar. “ Y ou’ ve heard of the hjadd, of course.”

Who hadn’'t? An dien race, their homeworld located in the Rho Coronae Boredlis system, they’ d made
contact with humankind about three years ago, when they permitted the survivors of the EASS Gdlileo to
return to Coyote after their ship was destroyed fifty-three years earlier. The Galileo had been sent out
from Earth to investigate a deep-space object caled Spindrift; afoolish mistake by the captainled to a
lethal encounter with ahjadd starship, but the three surviving members of the expedition managed to
convince the dliensthat our race meant them no harm. Thisin turn led to the hjadd dispatching an
emissary to Coyote, with asmall delegation sent not long thereefter.

First contact, in other words. “ Sure,” | said. “1 was hoping I’ d get a chance to see one of them whilel
was here”

“Yes, well...you and meboth, kid.” Goldstein knocked an ash to the floor. “ They’ ve had an embassy
here nearly ayear, by locd reckoning. A compound on the other side of town, not far from the Colonial
University. But it’s off-limits to everyone except afew people who they’ ve accepted as go-betweens,
and only rarely do any of them come out. ..and only then in environment suits so that we can't see them.”

“But we know what they look like.” I’ d seen the same photos everyone else on Earth had: creatures that
looked sort of like giant tortoises, only without shells, who stood upright on stubby legs and wore
togalike garments that seemed to shimmer with alight of their own. “ Pretty weird, but...”

“Ah,yes...and it sthe‘but’ that’sthe crux of the matter, isn't it?” Goldstein sudied the glowing end of
hiscigar. “A year on thisworld, and we still know little more about them than we did before they arrived.
Although they know alot about us...even Anglo, which their emissaries speak with the assistance of
trandation devices...they’re very protective of what we learn about them. Believe me, I’ ve had my
people working at thisfor some time now. The best ingight that I’ ve been given isthat they’ re probably



descended from a* prey species ...alesser form of life on their native world. . .that was subject to attack
by predators until they learned how to compete. So they’ re cautious by nature, not given to opening up
to others”

“Soyou'reafrad of them?’

Goldstein gave me acold look. “No. Not at al. The Dominionists consider them athrest to their
doctrine, but me...?" He shook hishead. “If | redlly wanted, | could have their embassy nuked from
orbit.”

“I think someone tried that aready.” | remembered what had happened to the Galileo.

“True, and | have no desire to repest that mistake. Besides, it would be contrary to my interests.” He
took another drag from hiscigar. “ The hjadd want to pursue trade relations with humankind. Not with
Earth, mind you...they don't trust that place, not after what happened with the Gdlileo....but with us,
here, on Coyote. We have something they want, and they’ re willing to bargain for it.”

“Andthatis...?

“Patience. We'll get to that.” | shut up, and he went on. “I’m not adiplomat, nor am | ascientist.”
Dropping hisvoice, Goldstein gave me aconspiratoria wink. “Fact is, I'm not that much of a spacer
even though | own afleet of commercia spacecraft. The reason why | was aboard your ship in the first
place was because | had to tend to business interests back on Earth, and the accommodations aboard
the L ee are more comfortable than the ones aboard my own vessals.”

“I was wondering about that.”

“Keepit toyoursdf.” Another puff from hiscigar. “ At any rate...I’m an entrepreneur, Jules. A
businessman, and adamn good oneif | may say so mysdf. Started out by buying a secondhand lunar
freighter that was about to be decommissioned and went from there.” He patted the coat pocket in which
he' d put his pad. “Thetrick to gtriking it rich is spotting opportunities when they come up and seizing
them before anyone else does. And the hjadd...”

“Are an opportunity.”

“Kid, I’'m beginning to like you even more. Y es, the hjadd are an opportunity. Better yet, they’rean
opportunity no one else...particularly not my competitors. .. has managed to get their hands on. If Janus
can reliably deliver what they want, then | stand to gain amonopoly upon whatever they haveto tradein
return. Not only that, but I’ll have access to any other races with whom they have contact. When that
happens, my company will become the solefreight carrier between us and the rest of the galaxy.”

“Uh-huh. And what does the Coyote government have to say about that?’

“Oh, don't worry.” Goldstein grinned. “They’rein on it, too. The Federation Navy only has one ship big
enough to handle that amount of cargo, and the Leeisdready committed to the Earth run. After that,
they have nothing but shuttles. And since | have the ships they need, they’ re just as willing to subcontract
my company...for agenerous share of the profits, of course.”

“Sounds like you' ve got everything lined up.”

“I’ve been working on this ded for the last six months, Coyotetime. If al goeswell, within the next two
or three weeks we |l be sending the first commercid freighter to Hjarr. . .their homeworld, thet is. There's
just one last detail that needsto be taken care of .. .and that’ swhere you comein.”



Goldstein glanced at the cedll-block door, making sure that we were aone, then he shifted forward in his
chair, leaning closer until hisface was only afew inchesfrom the bars. “ One problem | had with thisis
putting together acrew,” he went on, his voice lowered once more. “I’ ve got alot of good people, but |
know damn well that some of them are spiesfor my competitors...just as |’ ve placed my own informants
within their outfits. That' sthe way businessis. Everyone wants to know what the other guy isdoing and
triesto use that info to their advantage. But with something likethis...well, thefewer risks| haveto

accept, the happier I'll be.”

Hetoyed with the cigar in hishand. “ So instead of bringing in acrew from Earth or Mars, I’ ve decided to
build anew team from scratch.” He stopped himself. “Well, dmost entirely anew team. Out of necessity,
my chief engineer comeswith his ship. But he' sbeen working for mefor along timenow, and | trust him
like I would my own brother. For dl other positions, though, I’ ve had to recruit loca taent.”

| could see where thiswasleading...and even then, | couldn’'t quite believeit. “ Y ou want me?’ | asked,
and he nodded. “Why?’

“Because you impressed me.” Goldstein exhaled amouthful of smoke, then looked me straight in the eye.
“It took alot of gutsto stedl that lifeboat the way you did, and it took even moreto bring it safely to the
ground. | know those lifeboats, kid...I" ve got the same type ingtalled on my own ships...and they'rea
bitch to handle. And you managed to land one on your own, with no help from either the Lee or local
traffic control. Like | said, | am impressed.”

“Thank you.” Yet | remained skeptical. “How do you know I'm not just lucky, though?’

“Once | found out who you were, | had my people check you out. Y ou're arather interesting fellow,
Jules. Graduated fourth in your class a the Academiadel Espacio. Served asajunior officer aboard
the...what was the name of that ship?’

“The WHSS Victory of Socid Collectivismon Mars.”

“Oh, yes. Right.” Herolled hiseyesin distaste. “ Never could understand the Union Astronautical s
penchant for propagandizing ship names.” He frowned. “Y ou might have eventualy earned your captain’'s
barsif it hadn’t been for that business with your brother.” A pause. “Y ou redlize, of course, you could ve
saved your career if...”

“Y ou're not saying anything | haven't heard before.” | didn’t liketo talk about Jm, particularly not with
grangers. And so far as| was concerned, Morgan Goldstein was till little more than arich guy who'd
cometovist meinjail. “So what isit you want me to do? Be your commanding officer?’

Goldgtein stared at me for a couple of seconds, then laughed out loud. “Y ou certainly do have bals,
don’t you?’ Leaning back in his chair, he shook his head in obvious amusement. “| dready have a CO,
son, along with acapablefirst officer. What | need now is someone qudified to fly ashuttle, or just about
any other small craft we may have aboard.” His smile regppeared. “1 had one or two other peoplein
mind, but when | saw that you’ d worked as alongshoreman on Highgate...well, | knew | had my man.”

If he meant to knock me down a peg or two, he did agood job of doing so. So | wasn't being recruited
for the big chair, nor even for thelittle one, but for atask that notorioudy fallsto Academy wash-outs,
with my former employment as apod jockey being thefind sdling point. If thiswasajob interview, |
might have been tempted to walk out of the room...if I'd been ableto, that is.

“Thanksfor consdering me,” | murmured, trying to keep my temper in check. “ So happy to hear that I'm
suitable for your needs.”



“Morethan suitable. Y ou’ re the very man I’ ve been looking for.” Goldstein became more somber. “That
is, of course, unlessyou want to go home. Then dl | haveto do isleave and let my friends among the
magistrates know that you' re not interested. In that case, they’ll call you in firgt thing tomorrow morning.
The legal system here on Coyote may not be very merciful, but it isquick. You'll get afair and speedy
trid, and | havelittle doubt that you' |l be deported. After that...” He shrugged.

“Andif | Sgn up with you?’

“Then| put in agood word for you with the maggies, informing them I’ m willing to post bail for you if you
plead nolo contendere. Y ou get one year probation, the government takes into consideration your
petition for politicad amnesty, and in the meantime you go to work for me.” Another smile. “I’ll even
throw in a salary commensurate with that of afirst-class spacer...nonunion, of course...and seewhat |
can do about finding you aroom at an inn here in town. So what do you say?’

Asif | had achoice? Besides, | had to admit, what he was offering was tempting under any
circumstances. In the Union Astronautica, | might have eventualy risen to therank of captain...inwhich
case | would have commanded a Mars cycleship, or even a Jovian freighter, and spent my life shuffling
back and forth across the solar system.

At onetime, that sort of thing had been my highest ambition. But now | was being given the chanceto
travel to the stars, to see things no one eésein my class had ever dreamed of seeing. Sure, maybe it
wasn't going to be from the vantage point of the captain’s chair...but better thisthan alifetime of deeping
on aprison cot.

“Yes” | sad. “I'd like that very much.”

“Excdlent. Pleased to hear it.” Standing up, Goldstein dropped his cigar on thefloor. “I’ll have a chat
with my friends,” he said as he ground the stogie beneath the hed of his shoe, “and send someone by to
pick you up tomorrow morning.” He paused to look me over. “If you have achance, write down your
clothing Szes. That’ safine outfit you' re wearing, but totaly unsuitable for life here.”

“I will. Thank you.” All thisand atrip to thetailor, too. It suddenly felt asif I’d hit the jackpot.

But not quite. Goldstein started to walk away when another thought occurred to me. “By theway...you
didn’t say what sort of cargo we're taking to the hjadd.”

He stopped. For asecond, | thought he was going to turn around, but instead he merely glanced over his
shoulder. “Oh, did | forget that? Sorry.”

And then he disappeared. The cdll-block door creaked asit was opened from the outside, then it
dammed shut once more. Leaving meto wonder if I"d just talked my way out of jail or negotiated a dedl
with the devil.

(FIVE)

Good-bye, Your Honor...
take me out to the ball game...
wherethediensare...

0, Captain! my Captain!...

acold Rain.



XVII
Morgan Goldstein was true to hisword.

Early next morning, not long after Chief Levin brought in breskfas—which | didn’t mind skipping; if the
eggs had been any runnier and the bacon allittle lessfatty, | could have raced them against each other
around my plate—another proctor showed up to take meto court. | straightened my clothes asbest as|
could, hoped that | didn’t smell too ripe, then et him put the cuffs on me and lead me from my cell.

Two more proctors were waiting outs de the stockade, a ong with awagon drawn by an anima that
looked like a cross between awater buffalo and a giant anteater. At least there was one creature on
Coyote who stank worse than me. The shag farted at |east twice on the way across town, and | seemed
to be the only one who noticed; my guard and the driver had enough sense to pull scarves up around
their noses.

| got agood look at Liberty along the way. Clapboard houses and log cabins lined packed-dirt streets;
men and women in homespun clothes walked to work on wooden sdewaks raised a half foot above
storm gutters. We passed a schoolyard in which acrowd of children were at play, and from somewhere
far off | heard abell-tower clock strike eight times. Here and there, | spotted indications of advanced
technol ogy—sat dishes on rooftops, a hovercoupe parked in an aley, comps on display in ashop
window—but otherwise the town looked asif had been transported across time and space from
nineteenth-century America. Despite the opening of the starbridges, Coyote remained afrontier where
the inhabitants had learned how to make do with what they could build with their own hands. | wasn't
surewhether | liked thisor not.

Wefindly arrived at Government House. The wagon trundled around the statue of Captain R. E. Lee,
commanding officer of the URSS Alabama and founder of the colony, and cameto ahalt at a side door
of the two-story wood-frame building. The proctors helped me climb down from the wagon; the shag
passed gas one last time as afare-thee-well, then | was marched inside.

A quick wak down a short corridor, and then | was escorted into asmall courtroom. On the other side
of alow rail, two men were seated at along, wooden table. One of them stood up as| waked in, and
introduced himsdlf as my court-gppointed attorney. Rail-thin and affable, with curly hair that seemed to
stand on end, he seemed more like someone you' d find throwing darts in the nearest pub. Better to have
him on my side, though, than the other barrister, who barely nodded in my direction before returning sour
eyesto hispad; | wondered if being a prosecutor was hisway of compensating for going bald before he
wasthirty.

My lawyer had just finished telling me, in alow whisper, not to speak unless | was spoken to, and only
then to say just what was necessary—play dumb, and let me do the talking—when another door opened
and the magistrates walked in. Two men and awoman, each wearing long, black robes, al of whom
looked asif they’d had lemons for breakfast. Everyone rose as they strode to the bench, and we took
our seats again when they did. The Chief Magigtrate picked up her gavel, gave it aperfunctory smack on
the table, and called court to order, and then we were off and running.

And | do mean running, because wewerein and out of therein less than twenty minutes. The head
maggie asked the prosecuting attorney if he was ready and willing to press charges againgt the accused,
identified as Jules Truffaut. He responded that he was indeed: two counts of identity theft, possession of
forged documents, stowing away aboard an interstellar vessel registered to the Coyote Federation, two
counts of assault against Federation Navy officers, theft of a spacecraft registered to the Federation,
unauthorized intrusion into Federation airgpace, and unauthorized landing upon territory in possession of a
Federation colony.



| didn’t need to be familiar with Colony Law to know that | was serioudly up acreek, and not just one
found on this planet. Forget deportation. Considering that there was no question that I’d committed every
sgngleoffense, | would be lucky if | spent the rest of my daysin the stockade...if they didn't first ship my
criminal ass back to Earth.

When the Chief Magidtrate asked how | would plead, though, my attorney camly roseto tell her that |
was pleading nolo contendere to al charges, on the grounds that, as a citizen of the Western Hemisphere
Union who had grievances with his government, | had been forced to defect to Coyote with the intent of
requesting political asylum. The magistrates took afew minutesto study their pads and murmur to one
another, and then Her Honor summoned both attorneys to the bench. They spoke for five or ten minutes,
their voicestoo low for meto hear. The lawyersreturned to their seats, and my attorney barely smiled
when the Chief Magistrate announced that my case would be remanded to afuture date, as yet to be
determined by the court. Unitil then | was free on bail, which had aready been posted by athird party.

Another bang of the gavel, and it was over and done. My attorney shook my hand, wished me good
luck, then turned and walked away. Thelast | saw of him, he and the prosecutor were ambling together
from the courtroom, chuckling over some small joke| didn't catch. The magistrates had aready
disappeared; abrief glimpse of black robes gliding through the anteroom door, and they were gone. Even
the proctors who' d brought me took a powder after one of them came forward to release my handcuffs,
he clapped me on the shoulder, told meto stay out of trouble, and followed hispal out of the room.

All at once, | was done. Nowhere to go, with nothing to my name save for the clothes on my back and a
few bucksin my pocket. | stood there for amoment, wondering what the hell had just happened. ..

And then someone who' d been gitting quietly inthe gdlery al thistimeroseto hisfeet and came forward.
A big guy, about a head taller than me and twice my size, with long blond hair and athick beard to
match. In asurprisngly mild voice, heinformed methat his name was Mike Kennedy, and that he
worked for Mr. Goldstein. Would | come with him, please?

XVIII

A hoverlimo was parked out in front of Government House, only the second ground vehicle I’ d seen on
Coyotethat didn’t have an animal hitched to it. Kennedy opened the rear door for me, and | wasn't
surprised to find Goldstein seated inside.

“Mr. Truffaut, good morning.” In hemp jeans and alight cotton swegter, Goldstein was more casualy
dressed than when I” d seen him the night before. “| trust your arraignment went well.”

“Yes, gr, itdid.” | climbed into the back of thelimo. “No small thanksto you, | assume.”

“Think nothing of it. | try to...” Hisvoicetrailed off, and there was no mistaking the look on hisface as
he caught agood whiff of me. | tried to Sit asfar from him as possible, but even so he pushed a button
that half opened awindow on hisside of the car. “I endeavor to accommodate my employees,” he
finished, hisvoice little more than a choke, then he leaned toward the glass partition between the
passenger and driver seets. “ Could you turn on the exhaust fan, please, Mike?’

Without aword, Kennedy switched on the vents. Cool air wafted through the back of thelimo. “Sorry,”
| murmured. “ Three dayswithout abath...”

“No need to gpologize. Can't be helped.” Goldstein tapped on the glass. The limo rose from its skirts
and glided away from Government House. “I'm afraid I' m il alittle overcivilized. There are il
settlements where peopl e take baths only two or three times aweek. . .that’ s a Coyote week, nine
days...and then in outdoor tubsjust large enough to Sit in.” He paused, then added, “I'vehad to do it



mysdf, fromtimetotime.”

“Of course.” He'd madeit sound asif going without a bath for more than aday or two was an act of
barbarism. For him, perhapsit was. “ At any rate, thank you. | gppreciate your acting on my behalf.”

“Think nothing of it,” hereplied, waving it off. “Y ou’ re working for me now...and you wouldn’t do me
any good if your residence were the stockade, now would you?’ He smiled. “ Soon enough, I'll have you
at aninn herein town. Nice place...hot running water, two mealsaday...and there are clothesin your
room that Mike has bought for you. Y ou didn’'t have achance to give me your Szes, so we had to guess
abit, but...”

“I'm surethey’ |l befine. Thank you, Sir.” | was gazing out the window beside me. This part of Liberty
had apparently been built more recently than the neighborhood around the stockade and Government
House. | caught a brief glimpse of shops, open-air markets, tidy parks surrounded by redbrick
bungadows. Very few vehicles, dthough | spotted ateenager seated on ahoverbike, chatting with a
couple of young ladies. More often than not, though, | saw hitching posts to which both horses and shags
had been tied up.

“Look over here,” Goldstein said, and | craned my neck to gaze past him. A collection of adobe and
wood-frame buildings arranged around a quadrangle. “ The Colonid University. Established afew years
after the Revolution by some of the origina colonigts. It's grown lately, thanks to endowments from
\H]US”

“I’'m surethey appreciateit.” My new boss never seemed to let a chance to brag about his munificence
dip by. Not that | could blame him; if I owned what was probably the only hoverlimo on aworld where
most people rode horses, I’d probably do the same. | was about to ask whether any schools had been
named after him when something in afield across the road from the campus caught my eye.

The moment | saw it, | knew exactly what it was.

“Stop the car!” | snapped. Kennedy hit the brakes, and before Goldstein could stop me, | opened my
door and hopped out. For afew moments| stared at the field, utterly surprised by what I’d found.

Four bases, with white powder lines running between them, asmal mound within the center. Bleachers
behind the first and third bases, and atal chain-link fence forming an open-sided cage just behind home
plate. Small wooden sheds on ether side of the cage, with wood benches inside each one. And from the
top of the cage, ablue-and-gold pennant that rippled in the morning breeze:;

Besk 'Em, Boids!

“Wadll, I'll bedamned,” | murmured. A basebal diamond. Of al thethings|’d least expected to seeon
Coyote...

“Oh, that?” Goldstein had followed me from thelimo. “Belongs to the university team. The Battling
Boids.” A disinterested shrug. “ Next week they go up against the Swampers, or whatever they’re
cdled...”

“The Fighting Swampers.” Mike Kennedy gazed at usfrom the open window of the limo. “ From Petdoc
U.” He pronounced it as pets-lock.

“The Peopl€e s Enlightenment Through the Spirit of Socid Callectivism Universty.” Goldstein shook his
head. “Not much of aschoal, really. Morelike asmal liberd arts college set up by some unreformed
socid collectivigts. But they’ ve got a pretty good ball team...”



“Areyou kidding?’ Kennedy laughed out loud. “Boss, they stink. Half thetime, they’re arguing over
who'smost politically correct to play shortstop...”

“Never mind.” Goldstein was obvioudy amused by my reaction to something astrivid tohimasa
baseball diamond. “1f I’d known you were such asportsfan, Jules, | would' ve mentioned this earlier.”

| bit my lip at his condescension, but said nothing. Although I’ d read as much as| could about Coyote
before making the decision to defect, | hadn’t aclue that baseball was played there. And for those of us
who truly lovethe game, it isn't just asport; it’safixation nearly as consuming as sex, drugs, or religion,
abeit with none of the unpleasant side effects. When | |eft Earth, | had thought baseball onething | would
beleaving behind. In hindsight, | should have known better. Humankind dways carriesits culture withit,
and no placeistruly habitable unlessit has basebdll.

“I think...” I let out my breath. “1 think I’'m going to like this place.”

“Hmm...wel, solong aswe ' re here, there’ s something else I’ d like to show you.” Goldstein touched my
elbow. “Takeawak with me?’

It didn’t sound like arequest, but after two days floating around in alifeboat and another cooped upina
jail, any chanceto stretch my legs sounded like afineidea. | nodded, and Goldstein turned to begin
walking toward the university. Aswe crossed the road again, he raised a hand to Kennedy, gesturing for
him to remain behind.

He said nothing as we cut across campus. The Colonid University wasalittle larger than it appeared
from the road. Some of the buildings were taller than others, and someone had obvioudy devoted some
time and effort to landscaping. Shade trees lined gravel walkways, with benches and abstract sculptures
placed here and there; students strolled between buildings, chatting among themselves, or sat alone
beneath trees, engrossed in their books and pads. We sauntered past a kidney-shaped pond, where an
€lderly woman was holding an open-air sesminar with adozen or so pupils. None gppeared much younger
than me, and | felt atwinge of envy. Before things had gone sour for me, | could have been one of them.
An academic life, shidded from the redlities of the larger and sometimes very harsh world.

We d reached the far sde of the campus and had walked up asmadll hill overlooking the pond, when
Goldstein cameto ahdt near atree-shaded bench. “ Over there,” he said, pointing away from the
university. “ Seeit?’

Just beyond asmdll glade, only afew hundred yards away, lay what | first took to be afortress. A
ring-shaped structure, built of what seemed to be solid rock, its outer walls doping inward to surround a
cylindrical inner keep that vaguely resembled an enormous pillbox of the sort that had once been built by
German soldiers during one of the world wars back on Earth. Narrow, dotlike windows were set deep
within the kegp’ sround walls, while wiry antennae jutted from itsflat roof. There were no openings of
any sort vishlein the outer wals, athough an indentation of some sort gave the impression of agatethat |
couldn’t make out through the trees.

“The hjadd embassy.” Goldstein’ s voice was subdued, amost asif he expected to be overheard. “ The
origind structure was built by us, on land President Gunther ceded to them as sovereign territory. That
was shortly after the Galileo crew returned from Rho Coronae Boredis, with the Prime Emissary aboard.
Once heshe determined that hisher people would be safe here, though, heshe summoned a ship from
home. A few days later, two of their shuttles touched down over there, and then...” He paused. “ They
created that place in four days.”

“Yeah, okay, but...” Thenwhat he'd just said struck home. “Did you say four days?’



“Uh-huh.” Goldstein nodded toward the bench. “ They wouldn’t alow any of usto come near, but when |
heard what was happening, | got someoneto let mejoin the faculty members who were observing
everything from here.” There was an expression of wonder on hisface as his gaze returned to the distant
compound. “It waslike seeing aflower blossom in the early morning. At firdt, it didn’t seem asif anything
was happening. But after awhile, we saw that something was growing...”

“Being built, you mean.”

“No. | mean it grew. No scaffolds, no heavy equipment...not even construction crews. It just rose from
the ground, little by little, so dowly that you didn’t think anything was happening. Then you' d go away for
coffee or to have a smoke, and when you came back you' d see that the outer wallswere just alittle taler
than the last time you' d looked. And dl of it solid...perfect, likeit was astone plant of some sort.”

“Nanotech?’

“That’ s our best guess, yeah...but far more advanced than anything we ve ever devel oped.
Spectrographic imaging reved sthat the walls are comprised of minerals found in the native soil, but that’s
asmuch aswe know. It ressts everything else we throw at it. Thermo-graphs, sonar, radar, lidar.....totally
artight. Even the windows are reflective. Nothing getsin and nothing gets out.”

“Sowhat have you...l mean, what have our people found out? About what goes on in there, | mean?’

“So far, the hjadd have alowed only three peopleinside. Carlos Montero, the former president, in his
role asofficid liaison. He does't say much to anyone, but that’ sto be expected. A Dominionist
missionary who...well, he' s not talking to anyone either, but from what I’ ve heard, he/ shad acrisis of
fath.” He paused. “And I’'m the third person.”

“You?

“Only so far as an anteroom, where | spoke with them through a glasswindow. That’ sthe farthest
they’ ve dlowed anyone, or so I’ ve been told.” Goldstein tucked his handsin his trouser pockets. “I
wanted you to seethis, to give you an idea of what we' re going after. It'snot just establishing trade
relations with another race. ...it’ s getting our hands on technology of such magnitude that something like
that islittle more than atrinket.”

Before | could answer, he turned his back to the compound. “Come on,” he said as he began to walk
down thehill. “Let’sget you cleaned up. Then I’ll introduce you to the rest of the crew.”

XIX

Goldgtein had made areservation for me at asmal B&B called the Soldier’ s Joy, in the old part of
Liberty, not far from the grange hal that had been the meetinghouse of the origind colonists. Before he
dropped me off, Goldstein pointed to atavern just down the road from the inn and told me that he'd
meet metherein three hours. Then thelimo glided away, leaving me aone again in astrange town.

My room was on the second floor, and, while it wasn't the presidentia suite, at least it had its own bath,
whichwasal that | cared about just then. So | took along, hot shower that rinsed away the last of my
travel sweat, then wrapped mysdf in arobe | found hanging on the bathroom door and lay down ona
feather-stuffed bed that felt nothing like ajail cot. | hadn’t dept wel in the sockade, and | figured | had
timefor amidday Sesta.

The afternoon sun was shining through the windows when | woke up. Opening the dresser and closet, |
discovered three changes of clothes, along with a shagswool jacket and asturdy pair of boots stitched



fromwhat I’ d later learn was creek cat hide. There were even tailetriesin the bathroom, including asonic
toothbrush and shaver. | got rid of my whiskers and brushed my teeth, then tried on a pair of hemp
trousers, a cotton shirt, and a shagswool vest. Everything fit me better than | had expected, even the
boots, either Goldstein had an amazingly accurate sense for clothing sizes, or his people had found my
specs during their research. | didn’t know which prospect unnerved me more.

Inany case, | arrived at the tavern alittle less than three hours after promising Goldstein that | would
meet him there. | was on schedule, but my new bosswasn't. Or at least his hoverlimo was nowherein
sight. And the tavern itself was rather run-down. With aweather-beaten signboard above the front door
proclaiming itsnameto be Lew’'s Canting, it was little more than alog cabin with athatch roof and
fieldstone chimney to one side. Just a shack that someone had neglected to tear down.

| hesitated outside for afew moments, wondering whether I’ d misunderstood Goldstein and gone to the
wrong place. But there was nothing el se in the neighborhood that |ooked even remotely like abar or
restaurant, and he' d told me that he' d buy me adrink once | got there. So | walked across awood plank
and pushed open adoor that creaked on its hinges.

Ingde, Lew’s Cantinawas little moreinviting than itsexterior. A low celling with oil lamps suspended
from the rafters. An unfinished floor upon which wood shavings soaked up spilled de. Faded blankets
hanging from log walls. Battered tables and wicker chairs, some of which looked asif they’ d been
repaired severd times. A stone hearth with a couple of haf-burned logs. The bar was no morethan a
board nailed across the top of arow of beer kegs; behind it stood an old lady, thin and frail, who
scowled at me as she wiped a chipped ceramic mug with arag that probably played host to three or four
dozen different strains of bacteria

Y eah, thiswas definitely the wrong address. Yet just as| started to turn toward the door, someonein the
back of the room called out.

“Hey! Your name Truffaut?’

| looked around, saw three people seated around atable next to an open window. Two men and a
woman, with a pitcher of ale between them. | nodded, and the guy seated on the other side of the table
beckoned to me. “Y ou’relooking for us. C'mon over.”

As| walked across the room, the fellow who’ d spoken rose from hischair. “Ted Harker,” he said,
offering hishand. “Commanding officer of the...” Hisvoicetrailed off, asif unsure how to finish. “Wel,
anyway, just cal me Ted. We don't stand much on formality. Have a seat. W€ ve been waiting for you.”

Ted Harker? The name sounded familiar, although for the moment | was unableto placeit. A young guy
in hislatethirties, with long black hair tied back behind his neck and atrim beard just beginning to show
thefirg hint of grey. “Thanks” | said, shaking his hand, “but | thought | was supposed to meet someone
esehere...”

“Morgan?’ Thisfrom the woman seated next to him. A little younger than Ted, with short blond hair and
the most steady gaze |"d ever seen. Like Harker, she had a British accent. “Yes, well...figureshe' d put
you on the spot like this”

“Typicad.” The second man at the table, same age as Ted, with an olive complexion and aMiddle Eastern
lilt to histongue. “Bastard has his own agenda.”

“C’mon, now. Speak no evil of the man who signs our paychecks.” Ted motioned to an empty chair,
then turned toward the bar. “ Carrie? Another round for the table, please, and amug for Mr. Truffaut
here”



“Jules. My friends cal me Jules”

“Pleased to meet you, Jules.” Thewoman smiled a meas| sat down. “I'm Emily. First mate.” Shedidn’t
mention her last name, but neither did she have to; when she lifted her beer mug, | noticed the gold band
on her ring finger. First mate in more ways than one.

“Ali Youssef. Hdmsman and navigator.” The other man extended his hand aswell. “I take it you' re our
new shuttle pilot.”

“That’ swhat Mr. Goldgtein...Morgan...hired meto do.” | looked at the three of them. “ So thisisit? The
entire crew?’

Ted shook his head. “We ve got two more. One of them isusing the facilitiesjust now...she'll be back in
aminute...and the other isarriving with the ship. And we' Il have two passengersaswell...”

“Morethantwo,” Ali interrupted. “1 spoke with Morgan earlier today, and he told me he' sbringing
someonedse”

“What?’ Ted stared a him in disbdlief. “Wdll, that' s bloody wonderful. So when was he going to tell the
captain, pray tell?’

“Don’'t look at me.” Ali shrugged as hetook asp from aglass of ice tea; he was the only person at the
table not drinking ae. “I just happened to see him on the street, and hetold me...”

“Morgan’ sgoing along?’ That was newsto me; he hadn’t mentioned it during our previous
conversations.

“Hehasto. After dl, he' sthe one who' strying to make aded.” Emily let out her breath. “ At least we
don't have to dedl with Jared again.”

“No. He backed out at the last minute. Said onetrip to Hjarr was enough for him.” A wry smilefrom
Ted. “Just aswdl. | had enough of him on Spindrift.”

Spindrift. As soon as he said that, everything clicked. “Oh, good grief,” | said, feding my face go warm.
“Soyou're...I'msorry, but | didn’t recognize you. Y ou were on the Galileo.” Before he could answer, |
looked at hiswife. “ And that would makeyou...”

“Morgan didn’'t tell you?’ Emily glanced a her husband. “ Nerve of that guy.”

Theodore Harker. Emily Collins. Firg officer and shuttle pilot respectively, they were two of the three
surviving members of the Galileo expedition. Like everyone else on Earth, I'd heard about their
encounter with Spindrift, the rogue planet that turned out to be a starship carrying the remains of an dien
race cdled the taarag. Along with athird member of the expedition—it took me amoment to recall his
name; Jared Ramirez, the astrobiol ogis—they had landed on Coyote fifty-three years after the Gdlileo's
disappearance, bringing with them the hjadd Prime Emissary. And they were in the same room, seated
across the table from me...and | hadn’t even heard that they’ d gotten married.

Ted looked asif he was ready to blow amouthful of beer through his nose. He swallowed with difficulty,
then looked at Emily. “Morgan certainly enjoys hislittle games,” he grumbled, then returned his attention
to me. “Yes, you've found us out. Not that we were trying to keep it from you, but—"

“Keep what from whom?” avoice said from behind me, and | looked around to see agirl about four or
five years younger than me. Shoulder-length hair the color of cinnamon, anarrow but pleasant face,
nicely curved everywhere that mattered. Incredible eyes, the shade of green you find a twilight on a



midsummer day.
And then shelooked at me and said, “Who the hell isthis?’ Like | was abug she d happened to find.
“Enggn...sorry, | mean Jules Truffaut,” Ted said. “He' sour shuttle pilot.”

“Yeah. Okay.” She started to sit down but waited while the bartender hobbled over to the table with a
fresh pitcher of de. Carrie placed amug in front of me, then quietly pulled back achair for the girl.
“Thanks, Carrie,” she said, giving the old lady a sweet smile. “Oh, by theway...” She crooked afinger,
and Carrie bent closer while the younger woman murmured something in her ear. She nodded, then
stood erect and shuffled back to the bar.

“What was that about?’ | asked once she was gone.

“No more paper in the outhouse. Thought she should know.” She shook her head, then glanced at the
pitcher with distaste. “Y ou guys dready on another round? For the love of—"

“You can havemine.” | picked up my mug, offered it to her. “Too early for me.”
“Don’'t drink.” Ignoring me, shelooked at Ted. “So who' s keeping what from whom?”

“Never mind.” Ted picked up the pitcher and reached for his mug. “Jules, allow meto introduce you to
Rain Thompson. Our quartermaster and cargo officer.”

“Happy to meet you. |—’

“Likewise” Rain barely glanced my way. “ Skipper, | just saw Morgan’slimo pull up. Lookslikehe's
brought someone with him. . .besides hisbodyguard, | mean.”

“If you mean Mike Kennedy, | believe he prefersto be regarded asavalet.” Ted frowned. * Probably
our other passenger. Anyone you recognize?’

“Nope. Thought it might be this guy hereé’—meaning me—"“but now that | know better...” She shrugged.

| was dtill trying to figure out what it was about me that put her off so much, or if she was naturally rude
to people whom she' d just met, when the door opened and there was Goldstein. He hesitated just inside
the door, looking back for amoment asif to seeif someone was following him, then walked into the
tavern. | noticed that he left the door open behind him....not by accident, but deliberately, asif to give
someone lingering just outside a chance to make up his or her mind whether to comein.

“Gentlemen, ladies...good to see you again.” He stopped just behind my chair, placed hishand on my
shoulder. “Y ou found your way here, Jules. Excellent. And | trust you' ve introduced yourself to
everyone?’

“Yes, gr, | have. Thank you, Mr. Goldstein.” From the corner of my eye, | caught asour look on Ted's
face. Perhaps | was coming off as being just alittle too deferentia to aboss whom no one seemed to
respect very much. No one likes abrownnose, especialy when he' sthe new kid in town. “I didn’t have
any trouble finding my way here,” | added. “All | had to do wasfollow the cockroaches.”

No one laughed. There was a cold silence as everyone stared at me. “If there are any cockroaches
here,” Rain said quietly, “they’ re probably just the ones you brought with you.”

Emily coughed politely behind her hand, and Ali murmured something in Arabic. Y et Goldstein Smply
nodded as he pulled back an empty chair. “ Perhaps | should have told you about this place before |



directed you here,” he said. “ The cantinawas erected by the original Alabama colonists, back in cy. 01.
They built it from materiasleft over from the congtruction of their houses, and it’s older than even the
grange hdl. During their first winter on thisworld, they’ d gather around the fireplace, keeping each other
company on those long, cold nights when they were unsure of whether they’ d survive until spring.”

He glanced over a Carrie, who continued to putter around behind the bar. “ Carrie’ s one of those
colonists,” hewent on, lowering hisvoice. “ She and her husband kept this establishment going on little
more than barter and trade credit until the Union occupation. After the Revolution they came back,
repaired the place, and opened it for business again. Lew died afew years ago, but she continuesto
brew her own ae and fix her own food. So show alittle respect, please. Y ou’ re on hallowed ground.”

There was something in my mouth that tasted like my own foot. “Sorry,” | mumbled. “Didn't know.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Ted said. “ Thought much the same thing when | first came here. Tip well, and
we Il cdl it even.” Then heturned to Goldgtein. “ Right. So we ve got our shuttle jockey. So where' sour
ship?’

“Y our ship ison the way, Captain Harker. Ganymede-class freighter with only three Jupiter runslogged
to her name.” Ted opened his mouth, but Goldstein raised a hand before he could object. “1 know you
wanted anew vessd, but thisisthe best | could arrange on short notice. The next boat initsclassis till
in the shipyard, two Earth-years away from completion.”

“Boat?’ Emily scowled at him. “We want a spacecraft, not atub.”

“Beieve me, it'sagood ship.” Goldstein leaned back in his chair with the same air of confidence I’d seen
when | wasin the stockade. The man with al the answers, and the money to buy them. “Besides, you'll
have an experienced chief engineer to go with it...someone who knows his ship backward and forward.”

“All right. I'll take your word for it.” Ted picked up hismug, took asip. “ So who are our passengers?’

“Wadll...” Goldstein took adeep breath. “ Asyou know, one of them isthe Prime Emissary, Mahamataga
Jas Sa-Fhadda.”

That caused meto Sit up straight. That one of our party would be a hjadd was news to me. One more
detail about this voyage that Goldstein had neglected to reveal. Or at least to me; no one else seemed to
be surprised. “ One of the reasons why the ship has been delayed,” Goldstein continued, “is because
we' ve had to retrofit one of its passenger decks as suitable quartersfor it...himher, | mean.”

“All right. I can understand that.” Ted folded his arms across his chest. “What about our other
passenger?’ He nodded toward Ali. “Hetells me that you told him that you were bringing someone el se,
too.”

Goldstein glanced toward the door. He hesitated, and for amoment it seemed asif hewaswaiting to
hear someone say something. “A consultant,” he said at last. “ Someone who we' |l need for thisvoyage,
grictly in an advisory capacity.”

Again, he gazed toward the door. A few seconds passed, and then afigure dowly appeared. A form
draped in adark cloak, hood pulled up around hisface. He lingered for just a moment, then vanished
again, without ever setting foot indde the cantina.

“That'sMr. Ash,” Goldgtein said. “He srather shy, and | hope that you'll respect his privacy.”

Rain gared after him. “Waeird...”



Y es, hewas. Just the same aswhen I" d first seen him, peering in through the barred window of my jail
cdl.

PART 2
The Pride of Cucamonga
(SIX)

Downtime....

the nightlife on Coyote...

the mysterious tenant. ..

atense breakfast during which various matters are discussed.
I

We hung around Liberty for another week, local time, more out of necessity than anything else. Our ship
had recently undergone refit at Janus s shipyard in Earth orbit, and we were told that it wouldn’'t be
delivered to Coyote until the chief engineer was satisfied that al the new work was up to spec. Sowe
hed little to do until then but wait for our rideto arrive.

Before | left Lew’'s Cantina, Ted handed me adatafiche for aZeus-class shuttle. It was adifferent sort
of boat than the ones I’ d trained to fly—asingle-stage-to-orbit heavy lifter—yet | had little doubt that |
could handleit. The next day, | wandered around town until | found the comp store I’ d spotted while
Morgan was driving me to the inn and used agood chunk of the money I’ d brought with meto buy a
new pad, complete with hologram heads-up. Once | |oaded the fiche, | was ableto pull up a3-D
smulation of theflight contrals, which | used to familiarize myself with what I'd find once | climbed into
the cockpit.

| used most of the remaining cash to buy other stuff. Goldstein had given me new clothes, sure, but he
hadn’t anticipated everything that awell-dressed spacer might need. It took awhile, but | finally managed
to locate a shop that catered to proslike me. | picked up a pair of stickshoes for zero-g work, apilot’s
watch—electronic analogue, with three programmable time zones, aradiation counter, and abevel—and
apair of sunglasses, dong with autility vest and aminiature tool kit to go with it. The sort of stuff I'd
carried when | belonged to the Union Astronautica but which I’ d been forced to give back when | was
kicked out of the service.

So | shopped, and | studied, and otherwise looked for waysto kill time until my ship camein. That
turned out to be harder than | expected. Liberty wasthe largest colony on Coyote, but that didn’t exactly
make it ahoppin’ party town. Most people there possessed a puritanical work ethic—get up in the
morning, have breskfadt, go off to work, come home in the evening, have dinner, go to bed—that they
had inherited from the original settlers. Once the sun went down, the streets were just about dead. Oh,
there was atheatre ensemble—one evening | caught a performance of aplay written by aloca author, a
comedy packed with topica references that might have been sde-splitting if I'd known what they were
about—and | eventualy found abar on the other side of town that had a haf-decent folk trio, if you like
music played so dow and soft that you could fall adeep between songs. But even then, everything closed
down long before midnight, leaving me to wak home as Bear ascended into the night sky, itsslver rings
illuminating deserted s dewal ks and houses where the lights were going out one by one.



A couple of other things got my interest. One was baseball. Late in the afternoon, once | got through my
daily routine of memorizing the layout of the shuttle cockpit and practicing the tutorias, | would mosey
over to the Colonia University and watch the Boids practice. For abunch of kidswho' d never set foot
on Doubleday Field, they weren't bad. Not great, by any means, but they had their heartsin theright
place. | sat in the right-field bleachers and watched the team while they divided into two squads and
played off againgt each other. At first, | winced while these boys and girls committed errors that would
have put aL.ittle League team to shame, until | gradualy redlized that these were third-generation
colonistswho' d inherited the game from their fathers and grandfathers. Once | came to accept this, |
stopped cursing the pitcher every time he walked a batter. Even o, | found myself wishing | could be out
there, if only to show these guys how basebal wasredly played.

My other distraction was Rain.

Mogt of the crew had other placesto live besdesthe inn. Goldstein flew back to Albion, where | was
told he had an estate just outside New Brighton. Ted and Emily had ahousein town, and Ali lived in an
gpartment above a cheesemaker’ s shop; I’ d run into them from time to time, usualy while | was out
doing errands. Ash had aroom at theinn, too, just down the hal from mine, but | rarely saw him, and
then only late a night, when he’ d lurch back to the Soldier’ s Joy from Lew’ s Cantina. He never spoke to
me, and from what | could tell, he seemed to be perpetudly drunk. On occasion I’ d hear aguitar being
played in hisroom, but that was abouit it. Altogether, everything about him was ominous—there’ s nothing
worse than having ajughead aboard ship—but since he was Morgan’ s passenger, there waslittle | could
do about it.

Rain had been put up at theinn aswell, something | didn’t know until the morning of my third day there,
when | spotted her in the dining room. She' d arrived before | did, though, and it was clear that she
wasn't thrilled to see me. Before | could go over to ask if | could join her for breskfast, she hastily stood
up, dropped afew colonias on the table, and scurried out the garden door. When the innkeeper’ swife
came by to take my order, | asked if the young lady who had just |eft was another guest. Shetold me,
yes, shewasindeed...and pointedly added that Rain’s room was on the ground floor, just across the hall
from the apartment where she and her husband lived. Just in case, | suppose, | might be alittle too
interested.

Which | wasn't. Thelast thing | wanted to do was waste my time pursuing agirl who acted asif | had
spinach stuck between my teeth. Y et Rain Thompson wasn't just another girl. She was aso ashipmate,
which meant that we' d have to work together for the duration of our voyage. It wouldn’t do either of us
any good if she refused to talk to me. One way or another, I’ d have to make peace with her.

That turned out to be difficult. Over the course of the next few days, I’ d see her every so often, but
awaysfrom adistance...adistance that she' d seemed determined to keep between us. Several times
while walking through town, | saw her coming from the other direction, but when | quickened my paceto
catch up with her, she' d either cross the street to avoid me or duck down an aley and disappear. Once
while watching the Boids work out, | caught aglimpse of her stralling acrossthe university campus, yet
she vanished by the time | came down from the bleachers. On another occasion, | spotted her through a
shop window ... but that time | held back, not wanting her to fed like she was being cornered.

Y et even assheand | played thislittle cat and mouse game, | found mysalf becoming intrigued by her. I'd
seen plenty of women who were more beautiful—and to be honest, I’ d even dept with afew of
them—but there was something about her that fascinated me. | liked the way she moved, the way she
dressed, theway shelet her hair fal around her shoulders. The only thing | couldn’t stand was the
coldnessin her eyes whenever shelooked my way...but even then, that was just one more part of the
mystery that was Rain Thompson.



Onmy eighth day in Liberty, | resolved to solve this enigmaonce and for dl. Shegot up early inthe
morning. Well, sowould I. That night, | set my watch alarm for 5:00 A.M., laid out my clothes so that |
could get dressed as quickly as possible, and went to bed early. By sunrise, | was seated in the
ground-floor parlor, casualy reading yesterday’ s edition of the Liberty Post, when | heard adoor open
and shut just down the hdll.

Keeping the newspaper open in front of my face, | waited until | heard her walk into the parlor. The
dining room wasn't open yet, though, and her footsteps stopped in front of the door. She hesitated,
turned around. ..and that was when | lowered the newspaper.

“Good morning,” | said.

Rain’seyeswent wide, and for asecond | thought she' d legp afoot into the air. “Oh my god!” she
snapped. “Don’t do that!”

“Sorry. Didn’'t mean to surpriseyou.” Sure, | did, but there was no point in letting her know thét.
“Cominginfor breskfast? Soam1.”

“Wdl,I...I...”
“Nothing else open at thishour, so far as| know. Unlessyou'd like to tekeawalk.”
Her eyes darted toward the front door. “ Asamatter of fact, I...”

“Good. I'll gowithyou.” | put aside the paper and stood up. “A little condtitutiond first thing in the
morning isgood for the heart, don’t you think?’ She was il trying to figure out how to answer thiswhen
the dining-room door clicked from theinside, and the innkeeper’ swife pushed it open. “ Or maybe some
breskfast first,” | added. “ Shouldn’t exercise on an empty stomach, you know.”

Rain looked firgt at the dining room, then at the front door, and finally a me. Unless she wanted to flee
back to her room, she was trapped, and she knew it. “Well...dl right,” she said, her expression lapsing
into sour resgnation. “If you ingg.”

“Breskfast? Or awalk first?’” She shrugged, asif the choice mattered little to her. “ Breskfadt, then.” |
raised two fingersto the landlady. “ Table for two, please...and yes, we' d like coffee.”

Rain wore a calf-length hemp skirt and athin wool sweater. When | pulled back the chair for her, |
noticed the silver ankle bracelet above her 1eft foot and the turquoise pin with which she' d pulled back
her hair that morning. Asaways, she wore her clotheswith eegant smplicity. I’d known women back on
Earth who spent hours primping before amirror to achieve the look she managed to capture with casua
ease.

She let me seat her, but said nothing while we glanced a our menus. The Soldier’ s Joy offered the same
breskfast every morning, so the choice wasn't difficult to make: | took two scrambled eggs, arasher of
bacon, toast, and a glass of tomato juice, while she ordered a poached egg, toast, and water. A pot of
black coffee was dready on the table; once the landlady disappeared into the kitchen, | picked it up and
poured acup for mysdif.

“Y ou werewaiting for me, weren't you?” she asked.

My first thought was to pretend that this was nothing but a coincidence, but she was too sharp for that
kind of nonsense. “Uh-huh,” | said. “ Got up early. Waited until you showed up.” A yawn rose from my



chest as| put down the coffeepot, and | raised my hand to my face. “Pardon...alittle early for me.”

“Why?

“Wadll...” | picked up my cup, took asip. “Firgt off, you and | are going to have to work together, and
my experience has been that it’ s best to make friends with your shipmates...or at least get to know them
alittle better.” The coffee was strong that morning; | added a splash of goat’s milk to tone it down.
“Second, I’m wondering why you keep trying to avoid me, when...so far as| know, at least...I’ ve done
nothing to offend you.”

“Isthat afact?’ She sat back in her chair, arms folded across her chest.
“That'safact.” | took another sip. “Y our turn.”

She regarded me for afew moments, asif Szing me up. “Very wdl, then,” shesaid a last. “Thefact of
the matter isthat | don't trust you.”

Of dl the things she could have said, that was the one that | least expected. At least she could have
waited until | didn’'t have adrink in my hand. Hot coffee doshed over the rim of the cup and scalded the
web of my thumb, causing meto wince. “Damn,” | muttered, hagtily putting down the cup and picking up
anapkin. “Don’'t mince words, do you?’

An offhand shrug. “ Y ou asked.”

“So what makesyou think | can't be...?” A thought occurred to me. “Oh, right. Y ou mean the way | got
here. Look, it'salong story, but if you'll let meexplain...”

“Don’t bother. | know all about that dready.” Rain poured coffee for hersdf; shetook it black, ignoring
both the milk and sugar on the table. “ The fact that you' re astowaway only confirms my
suspicions. . .athough, | have to admit, the way you pulled it off was pretty clever.”

“Right up until I got caught, sure.” She said nothing as| folded acorner of the napkin, dipped it into the
water glass, and used it to nurse my burned hand. “But why do you say that confirms your suspicions of
me?’

Rain absently toyed with afork, running afinger aong its handle. “When Morgan became interested in
you, he got someone who worksfor him to check you out...”

“Hetold methat. | assume one of his people managed to access my service record.”

“Morgan has hisresources.” She picked up her coffee. “ There s more to you than meetsthe eye.”
| had to smile at this. “How kind of you to say s0.”

She wasn't amused. “Y our brother, Jim, probably thought so, too. Right after you betrayed him.”

Suddenly, this conversation was no longer as charming as it might have been. | stared at her from across
the table, trying to decide how much of agentleman | wanted to be. “That's’—I took adeep
breath—" none of your business.”

“Itisn’'t?’ Rain gtared back at me. “Y ou said it yourself... people should get to know one another if
they’ re going work together on aship.” She shook her head. “ And what | found out about what you did
to your brother...”

“Y ou don't know squat about—"



The landlady chose that moment to come through the kitchen door with our platesin each hand. She
must have noticed the tension between us, because she hesitated for amoment before she approached
our table and, without aword, put the platesin front of us. Neither Rain nor | spoke until she’d vanished
oncemore. I’d lost my gppetite by then, but at least the interruption gave me amoment to get my temper
back under contral.

“Did it ever occur to you,” | said, trying hard to remain cam, “that what’ sin my files may not be the
truth? Or at least not dl of it?’

“Why wouldn’t it be?” Rain picked up her fork, used it to pierce the yolk of her poached egg. “ There's
no reason for anyonetolie”

“Oh, yes, thereis. Especidly when it hasto do with the Academiadd Espacio.” | let out my breath.
“Look, let metdl you about what happened to Jm...”

Jm Truffaut was my younger brother, born a couple of years after our mother brought meinto the world.
She and my father had aready decided that they wanted to have two sons, SO genengineering assured
them that | didn’'t have asister instead. Since our folks were aso fans of classic cinema, they decided to
take advantage of our family name to christen us after one of their favorite French films. Y ou can look it
up if you don't catch the dlusion; reference TRUFFAUT, FRANCOIS, DIRECTOR, and go from
there.

Skip forward eighteen years. Since my lifelong dream had been to become a spacer, once | graduated
from high school | gpplied to the Union Astronautica. In the Western Hemisphere Union, thiswasthe
only way to get into space. My grades were good, and with my father’ s assistance—which included a
nice bribe to the local Matriarch for whom he' d done afew favors asaloyal Party member—I was
accepted into the Academiadd Espacio, the UA’ straining school for its astronaut corps.

Jm didn’t necessarily want to go to the stars, but neither did he want to live in Kansas for the rest of his
life. The same Matriarch wrote a recommendation for him, and Jim entered the Academy as aplebe just
as| was entering my senior year. But while | sailed through the program without much of ahitch, Jm had
problems from the moment he set foot in the Academy. And let’ sfaceit: dthough socid collectivism
dictatesthat dl men are created equd, the fact of the matter isthat some of us are more equa than
others. | had stardust in my blood, but Jm had to struggle every waking moment just to get through his
classes.

| tried to help him asmuch as | could, and as an upperclassman | was able to do so. But the day finally
came when | graduated from the Academy, with the attendant rank of Ensign First Class, and | had to

leave my brother behind. Jim’s poor grades had aready caused himto fall back a semester; he' d been
put on probation and was in danger of washing out by thetime | was assigned to aMars cycleship. My
future was bright, but hislay in shadow.

I’d promised him, though, that I’ d try to help him asmuch as| could, and see that he’ d get posted on my
ship once he graduated. Jules and Jm, off to conquer the universe. That was apromise I’ d liveto regret,
because I’ d just finished my first tour on the Victory when | received a coded communiqué from Jm. His
finds were coming up in two weeks, and he was having problems remembering vita equations he needed
to know in order to pass. Could | help himin any way? Hint, hint.

| knew the written part of the exams like the back of my hand. I’d dso learned, from idle small talk with
fellow junior officers aboard the Victory, that the questions hadn’t changed in at least five or Six years.
So, using a bypass that would circumvent Academy mail filters, | sneaked those questionsto Jm, along



with the appropriate answers.

Sure, | was helping Jm cheat. And | didn’t feel much guilt about doing it, either. All that stuff I'd been
forced to memorize was dready |oaded into every pad and comp I’ d used aboard ship; the Academy
only wanted its cadets to know them in the unlikely event of a system crash. So diding him the answersto
aredundant part of awritten exam...where was the harm, in the most practica sense?

The harm wasthat it was chesating, plain and smple. The ingtructors who examined Jinv' stest didn’t
notice any discrepancies, however, as amatter of routine, the test was fed to a comp, which matched its
answers againg those given by other cadetsin previous years. The comp immediately saw that two
questions |’ d gotten wrong during my findswere identica to those Jm failed to answer correctly during
his. Given our relationship, this caused ared flag to be raised. And when the board of inquiry cameto

My eggs had gone cold by then, my bacon asbrittle asalie. The only thing on my plate that was il
worth eating was the toast; | daubed somejelly on it only because it gave my hands something to do.

“I didn’'t haveachoice,” | said, reluctant to look Rain straight in the eye. * Even being suspected of
cheating on an exam isenough to sink acadet.”

“And so you sold out your own brother.” Her gaze was remorsdless. “To save your career.”
“That’ swhat you weretold?’ | looked up at her. “That | finked on him?’

“Yes And—"

“Get it draight...| denied everything!”

Sheblinked. “But | thought—"

“Forget what you' ve heard. Do you honestly believe that I” d burn my own brother just to save my skin?’
Before she could answer, | went on. “When | was called before the board, | stood before six Patriarchs
and Matriarchs and told them that I’ d never passed any information to Jm.”

“Then how did they find out?’

“Because Jm had aready confessed. He was so scared, hetold his advisor about what he' d done even
before the board called him up. But they kept us from seeing each other, and so when | walked into the
room, al | knew was that my brother was under suspicion.” | sghed, shook my head. “I figured that, if
both of us denied everything, dl they’ d have was satigtica probability, and that wouldn't be enough to
prove anything. What | didn’t count on was Jm fessing up.”

“So you lied to save your brother.”

“Uh-huh...and my own ass, to tell the truth.” | picked up my coffee. It had gone lukewarm by then, but |
dugged it down anyway. “ Didn’'t work. With Jm’s confession on record, they had both of us nailed. So
they expelled him from the Academy and tossed me out of the service.”

“The Union Astronauticawould do that?” She stared at me. “Kick out one of itsown just because...?”’

“Yes, itwould.” Sheclearly didn’'t understand. “Look,” | went on, leaning forward to rest my elbows on
thetable, “in asystem likethe one | grew up in, the rights of the individua matter less than the rights of
society. Not much grey areain between. Y ou' re either right or wrong, with usor agains us.” | rased a
fistinamock Union sdute. “All hail theglory of socid collectivism, and dl that happy crap.”



“I can't believethat,” she murmured, her gaze falling to her plate. | noticed that she hadn’t touched her
food either.

“Well...sorry, but thereisit. I’ ve told you the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.” Even
though my breakfast had gone cold, | wasn’t about to let it go to waste. | picked up a piece of bacon
and nibbled oniit. “'Y ou can believe me, or you can believe a UA file you’ ve managed to hack. Doesn't
matter either way. Morgan hired me, and that’ s what counts.”

Something | said rekindled her anger, because her eyes flared when she looked up a me again. “All that
tellsmeisthat you can’t be counted on. Maybe you tried to save your brother, but you lied to people
who trusted you to do so...”

“Aw, cmon...!”

“And then you went further. Y ou faked your identity...twice, if | understand it right...in order to stow
away aboard a Coyote starship, when you could have smply purchased aticket...”

“| did buy aticket. Under another name, sure...but | wasn't afredloader.” Shelooked confused, and |
went on. “When | was thrown out of the service, the government revoked my passport. Thelast thing
they wanted was to have aformer UA officer leave the country and take their secretswith him...that's
happened before, until they clamped down onit. That’ swhy | had to sneak aboard the Lee...there was
too much of achance of having red flagsgo up if I"d tried to ship out any other way.”

“Uh-huh.” She remained skeptical. “ And when you got caught, you hijacked alifeboat and...”

“Oh, for theloveof...” Angry again, | tossed the rest of the bacon on the plate. “What kind of
dreamworld do you livein?1’d hit rock bottom. At least Jm was ableto return to Salinaand get hislife
back...he hadn’t redly wanted to go into space, so al he lost was ajob he hadn’t been cut out for in the
fird place”

“Sounds like you’ ve got aboneto pick with him.”

“WE re not on speaking terms anymore, if that’ swhat you're asking.” | didn’t add that Jm had never
bothered to apologize for ratting me out to the board, or that he’ d told our folks that it had been my idea
to passthe test answersto him. “ After what happened, | had nothing left. | couldn’t get hired by anyone
else because, in the WHU, thereis nothing else. Y ou want to be aspacer, you join the UA. Or...wdl,
that’ sit. Nothing ése. Unlessyou decideto play dirty.”

“Play dirty?’

“Sure. Y ou scrounge up what little cash you can, buy aphony 1D and passport on the black market, and
leave the continent on whatever suborbita freighter you can find. Then you land somewherein Europe,
hitchhike your way across another continent until you reach a spaceport where you can bribe your way
aboard a ship bound for Highgate. Then...”

Thiswas quickly turning into arant. | pulled myself up short. “ Anyway, please don’t tell me about the
virtues of aclean and honest life unlessyou' ve lost everything you once had, or had abrother who'sa
worthless piece of ...”

“Don’t you talk about my brother!”

That came as an angry shout, one that would have silenced the entire room if anyone else had been there.
Rain’sface had gonered; it was her turn to be pissed off. Past her shoulder, | caught a glimpse of the
kitchen door easing open acrack as the landlady peered out at us. | looked back at her and shook my



head ever so dightly; satisfied that the guests weren't about to start throwing furniture a each other, she
eased the door shut once more.

“My gpologies,” | said, kegping my voice aslow as possible. “Didn’'t mean to offend you.”

Redizing that | hadn’t meant any harm, she closed her eyes as she sought to regain control of her
emotions. “Sorry,” shewhispered. “I don’t know what. ..| mean, you couldn’t know about...” A deep
sigh, then she straightened her shoulders. “Look, maybe we got off on the wrong foot there.”

“I think 0, yeah.” Finding nothing elseto say, | looked around the table. “More coffee?’ | asked,
picking up the pot. “I1t might still be...”

“No...nonefor me, thanks.” Rain’s hands trembled as they found the napkin in her lap, brought it to her
face. | was surprised to see that the corners of her eyes had become moist. “1 just...sorry, but something
yousad...”

“Forget it.” She snuffled back tears. “Didn’'t mean to bark at you likethat. | judt...”

Whatever sheintended to say to me, | didn’t get a chanceto heer it, for at that moment the dining-room
door opened, and | looked around to see Ted come in. The captain spotted Rain and me, and quickly
walked over to our table.

“Good. You're both up.” He glanced at our plates. “ Sorry to interrupt. Just started?’

“Yeah, but...” | glanced a Rain; to my reief, she'd dried her tears and put away the napkin. “I don’t
think ether of usisvery hungry. Why, what’ s going on?’

“Just got acall from Morgan.” Ted pulled back an empty chair, sat down. “Our ship’shere. Came
through the starbridge about an hour ago, and it’ll bein orbit later today. We re to pack up and grab the
noon gyrobus to New Brighton.”

“We re shipping out? Just like that?’

“Just likethat.” Ted picked up a piece of toast from my plate and munched on it. “Hope you' re ready to
pilot that shuttle, because you' re about to get your chance.”

“Yeeh, sure” After dl thehours!’d put in on thetutorias, | could fly it blindfolded if | had to. “ But
what’ sthe rush? | mean, don’t we have to load the cargo and...?’

“Cargo’ salready at the spaceport, ready to go aboard the shuttle onceit lands.” Ted looked over at
Rain. “Ready for this, sweetie?”’

“No problem here, skipper.” | was amazed by how quickly she' d recovered. No clue on her face that,
only afew minutes ago, she’ d been on the verge of tears. Or, just before that, ready to belt me across
the room. “Just get me to New Brighton. I'll handle the rest.”

“That’smy girl.” Ted gave her afond smile, then checked hiswatch. “ Gyro leavesin afew hours. Go
upstairs and pack your gear. I’ll check you out of your rooms and call acab.” Helooked around.
“Anyone seen Ash thismorning?’

| was about to say that | never saw him before sundown when Rain supplied the answer for me. “Still in
hisroom, | think.” She hesitated, than quietly added, “I doubt he' sin much condition to fly.”



Oh, s0 she'd aso noticed the inebriated state in which our mystery passenger constantly resided. Y et
there was something in the way she and Ted looked at each other that gave me reason to think that they
knew more about Ash than anyone had divulged to me. “I’ll wake him up,” Ted said, standing up again.
“He' s coming with us, whether he wantsto or not.”

| reached into my pocket, pulled out a couple of colonids, and put them on the table. If no one was going
to tell me about Ash, I'd just haveto livewith it. Y et there was something else | deserved to know.

“Pardon me, Captain,” | said as| pushed back my chair, “but just onelittlething...”
“YS?!
“Thenameof our ship...what isit?’

Ted didn't reply a once. Then he pulled back his shoulders, hitched histhumbswithin hisbelt, and
looked me straight in the eye.

“Mr. Truffaut,” he said, “the name of our ship isthe Pride of Cucamonga.”
| amost laughed out loud. “What kind of anameisthat for a...?’

“WE re getting whatever Mr. Goldstein has decided to give us.” He shrugged. “Our jobistofly it.”

(SEVEN)

Shipping out. ..

Loose Lucy and her motley crew...

caution: weird load...

and an even weirder passenger to go withit...
shake, rettle, and roll.

v

The New Brighton spaceport was more sophisticated than | expected. I'm not surewhat I'd

anti cipated—an overgrown meadow, perhaps, with goats grazing among rusted-out fuel tanks and some
old codger sitting on the front porch of alog cabin (* A-yuh, we have spaceships land here now and
then”)—but what | found instead were several square miles of sted-reinforced concrete, with service
vehicles moving among gantries that looked asiif they’ d been built the day before. At one end of thefield
was adeek new passenger termind; next to it rose the dender pylon of acontrol tower, itsroof bristling
with antennae and sat dishes. Even Port Olympus on Marsdidn’t look so good.

The gyrobus touched down on the commercia side of the spaceport, not far from arow of hangars
where several shuttles were parked. Everyone aboard the afternoon flight from Liberty was a pro spacer,
with most of them working for the Federation Navy; before we' d boarded the gyro, Ted had quietly told
usto say nothing to them and refrain from talking about our mission. So we kept to ourselves, drawing
curious glances from the Federation guys but little more. We waited until they disembarked before we
picked up our bags and filed out of the aircraft, walking down the stepsinto the warmth of the equatoria
un.

WEe d been told that someone would be there to meet us, but apparently they hadn’t gotten the message.



While Ted got on the phone to make a hurry-up cal, | took agood look at the people whom I’d be
flying with. No wonder the Feds had given us the fish-eye; none of uslooked asif we d ever set foot
aboard a spacecraft, let done served asitsflight crew. No one wore a uniform of any sort. Rain had
changed out of her skirt into along-deeve tunic and apair of drawstring trousers, while Ted wore an old
Gdileo bdl cap; Ali carried arolled-up prayer mat under hisarm, and Emily had brought along aknitting
bag. Ash was obvioudy hungover; Sitting on hisduffel bag, his shoulders dumped forward and the hood
of hisdark brown robe pulled up over his head, he stared at the ground asif he was about to throw up
any minute. | noticed a battered guitar case among his belongings and wondered if he had a bottle of
booze stashed in there.

After awhile, an open-air hovercart showed up, driven by akid barely old enough to peer over the
steering whed . With mumbled gpologiesfor being late, he hel ped usload our belongingsinto the rear,
then climbed behind the whedl. The cart did aone-eighty and purred off acrossthe field, the driver
dodging cargo loaders and fuel trucks as we passed the hangars. From the other side of the spaceport,
therewas aroar as a passenger shuttle lifted off, no doubt headed for orbital rendezvous with the Robert
E. Lee. We d just heard the loud boom of it going supersonic when | caught my first look at my new
craft.

The CFS Loose Lucy was eighty feet tal from the pads of itslanding gear to the blunt cone of its nose
faring, forty feet abeam where the nozzle of its nuclear engine protruded from the oblate plate of its stern.
Judging from the dents, scratches, and scorch marks aong the sides of its bell-shaped hull, it was
gpparent that Lucy had more than afew flight hours on her. Not avery promising Sgn.

| glanced at Ted and Emily, saw the dubious expressions on their faces. Ted looked back at me and
shrugged. “No one promised usanew boat,” he said quietly, trying to make the best of it. “And I've
been tald it’ sflightworthy. Think you' Il have any trouble?’

“Nope...if it doesn't fal apart during takeoff.” Behind me, Ali waswhispering something in Arabic that
sounded vagudly like aprayer.

A gantry tower had been rolled up beside the shuttle, with agangway leading to the passenger haich at
thetop of the craft. Lucy’ smiddeck cargo hatch was open; the shuttle’ sfreight e evator had been
extended upon its T-bar crane, its cage lowered to the ground. A cargo loader was parked next to the
craft, and, asthe cart coasted to ahdlt, afamiliar figure detached himsdlf from agroup of pad rats and
waked over to greet us.

“Glad to seeyou madeit,” Goldstein said, asif we had any choice in the matter. “ Sorry thiswas on such
short notice, but | didn’t know exactly when the ship was supposed to arrive until early thismorning.”

“Not aproblem, boss.” Ted shook his hand, then stepped back to gaze up at the shuttle. “It...well, looks
likeit'sbeen quitewdl brokenin.”

“And put back together again,” | muttered.

Emily scowled a me, and Ted chose to ignore my comment, but Morgan’s expression darkened. * Sorry,
Mr. Truffaut,” he said, cupping an ear. “1 didn’t quite hear that.”

“| said, shelooks solidly put together, Sir.” For something that looks like it came straight from the salvage
yard, | slently added.

“Don't let looksfool you. She's had long and dependable service. | went for nothing but the best.” The
rest of uslooked askance a one another, but no one said anything as Goldstein went on. “We ve amost
finished loading the cargo. Rain, you may want to take alook at the manifest, make sure that everything



is...

“Pardonme,” | said, “but would someone findly tell me what we' re going to be hauling?” | waslooking
at the cargo loader. Stacked on itsflatbed were enormousralls, tightly wrapped in white nylon and
lashed together with coils of rope. They somewhat resembled the bales of winter hay one might seeina
cow pasture back on Earth, but | couldn’t imagine hay being exported to Rho Coronae Boredlis.

“Hemp,” Morgan replied.

“Hemp?’ | raised an eyebrow. “You can't be...”

“WEéll, not exactly.” He hesitated. “ Fema e cannabis sativa, dried and cured, to be more precise...”
“Marijuang,” Rain sad.

| stared at her. “Y ou’ ve got to be kidding.”

She camly looked back a me. “No, I'm not kidding. Five thousand pounds of marijuana, from hemp
plantations just south of Shuttlefield.”

“What the...?’ | was having ahard time keegping my jaw from hitting the ground. “What the hdll do the
hjadd want with two and a hdf tons of marijuana?’

Ted let out hisbreath. “It' salong story, but. ..to make it short, when the hjadd rescued Emily and me
from Spindrift, one of the things they found aboard our shuttle was afew grams of marijuanaour
companion happened to be carrying for his own consumption. The hjadd discovered that it was an edible
herb they could usein their own food.”

“They eat marijuana?’

“Think of it astea, or perhaps chocolate.” Goldstein smiled as he led the way over to the loader. Its
operator was using the craneto lift one of the bales from the flatbed and placeit on the freight elevator.
“The hjadd are vegetarian by nature, so they consider it to be arare delicacy. Fortunately, the sample Dr.
Ramirez had with him was the seedless variety, so they’ ve been unableto cultivateit on their own world.
Therefore, if they want more, they need to cometo us”

He reached up to pat one of the bales. “ Asluck would haveit, the colonists have been growing hemp for
years, for usein clothing, paper, naturd oils, whatever. The female plants are necessary for cultivation, of
course, but they’ re usudly discarded during processing. After al, no one smokesthe stuff anymore,
except for the occasional eccentric like Ramirez. So...”

“So Coyote hastons of the stuff, and the hjadd are willing to trade for it.”

“Y ou're catching on.” Morgan grinned. “We ve dready given them fifty pounds...afree sample, to whet
their gppetites...but thisisthefirst large shipment. If al goeswell, it'll become amagjor export item, with
moretofollow...”

“Sure.” | shrugged. “ And who knows? After this, we can introduce them to tobacco. Maybe even
opium.”

Morgan glared a me, then turned to Ted. “Captain Lesh isover there. If you'll follow me, I'll introduce
you so you can make the change of command.”

“Thanks.” Ted looked a Emily. “Emcee, once Rain checks the manifest, take everyone upstairs and get



them settled in.” He glanced at me. *Y ou know your job, right?’
“Prep the boat for launch. Right.” Once again, | gazed up at Loose Lucy. “When do you want to go?’

“Soon as possible,” Morgan said, before Ted could respond. “And Mr. Truffaut...l’d gppreciate it if
you' d refrain from unkind remarks about my business. That last one was uncdled for.”

| suppose | should have apologized, but | didn’t. Instead, | just shrugged. Morgan gave me one last 100k,
then turned to lead Ted away. Emily watched them go, then stepped closer to me.

“Word of advice,” shesaid quietly. “Don’t push it with Morgan. He could land you back injail anytime
hewants.”

| was tempted to ask where he' d find another shuttle pilot. Emily meant well, though, and there was no
reason to piss her off. Besides, shewasright. As affable as Morgan Goldstein might appear, there was
little doubt that he was a cunning businessman. People like that don’t let anyone get between them and
their money.

“I'll kegp that inmind,” | replied, “but if...”

Suddenly, | forgot what | was about to say, for at that moment | looked past her to seeafigure
approaching us. And that waswhen | caught my first sght of Mahamataga Jas Sa-Fhadda.

Vv

Themoment | laid eyes on the Prime Emissary, | immediately knew who he...or rather, heshe...was.
Even though heshe was dressed head to toe in agrey environment suit whose opaque facepl ate rendered
hisher featuresinvisible, everyone on Earth had seen pictures of the hjadd chief delegate to Coyote. And
I"d aready been told, of course, that heshe was going to be another passenger on thisvoyage.
Nonetheless, | was stunned to see himher walking toward us, escorted by two blueshirts.

Nor was | the only person in our group to be surprised. Ali took an involuntary step back, dmost asif
frightened by a creature that was a head shorter than any of us. Rain had been talking to alongshoreman,
when she spotted the Prime Emissary, she quickly ended the conversation and hurried over to join us.
Andfor thefirg time since our arriva a New Brighton, Ash seemed to take notice of what was going on.

“Hdlo, Jas” Emily raised her left hand, pam out and fingers spread apart. “ Good to see you again.”

“Itisgood to see you again aswell.” The voice that came from the grille benesth the facepl ate was
deep-throated yet oddly androgynous, almost asif an opera singer was conceded inside the suit. That
notion was forgotten the moment the hjadd raised hisher own left hand; six webbed fingers, blunt but
taloned, spread gpart in an identical greeting. “Is this another member of your crew?’

Heshemeant me. “Umm...yes, | am,” | replied, indinctively offering my hand. “ Glad to meet you, Mr.
Sa-Fhadda. My nameis Jules Truffaut. I'm...”

A froglike croak from the grille as the hjadd recoiled from me, hisher hand dropping to hisher side. |
suddenly redlized that I'd made amistake. Before | could say anything, though, a voice spoke from
behind my |eft shoulder.

“The Prime Emissary is offended,” Ash murmured, standing close beside me. “Hjadd don't liketo be
touched by strangers unlessthey invite such contact. Also, Sa-Fhaddaisn’t hisher last name, but hisher
caste and socia status. Apologize at once.”



| didn’t know which was more surprising: the fact that a handshake could be offensive or that Ash had
findly spoken. “Sorry,” | said, lowering my hand. ..and then, on sudden afterthought, hastily raising my
left hand, in imitation of Emily’ sgesture. “1 didn’t know the correct form of address. Please forgive me.”

A short hissthat might have come from an angry cat, then the helmeted head weaved back and forth on
itslong neck. “Y ou areforgiven, Mr. Truffaut,” heshe said. “ Y ou did not know better. And you may call
meJes”

Jasformally extended hisher own hand. | hesitated, then carefully grasped it. Even through the thin plastic
of Jas sglove, | could fed the warmth of hisher touch, offset by the hardness of hisher talons asthey
briefly stroked the insde of my pam. The last thing I’ d expected to do this morning when | woke up was
to shake handswith an dien; definitely amoment for my memoirs.

“Good,” Ash said, still whispering to me. “Y our apology has been accepted, and heshe has accepted
you. Now release hisher hand, back away, and shut up.”

| did as| wastold, without another word. As Jas turned toward Emily, | glanced back at Ash. “Thanks.
l..."

“Bequiet.” Hiseyesflickered toward me from within his hood.

So much for gratitude. | looked back at Emily and Jas, the two of them had aready waked away,
involved in aquiet conversation. Ash dipped past me, hisrobe whisking acrossthe concrete ashefel in
behind them. Again, | was|left to speculate what hisrolein dl thiswas. Liaison? Interpreter? How did he
know whét...?

“Nice going there.” Rain came up beside me. “Maybe you should leave diplomacy to the pros.”
“Isthat what Ashis? A diplomat?’

A moment of heditation, then ady smile stole across her lips. “Y ou could say that. If | were you, though,
I"d steer clear of him. He could make life hell for you if heredly wanted to.”

| remembered how I’ d seen him standing outside my jail window, and the strange mental episode that I’ d
experienced afew momentslater. I’ d pretty much written off theincident as...well, | didn’t know what it
was, only that it was something that I’ d felt compelled not to explore. Before | could ask, though, Rain
pushed a pad into my hands.

“Here sthe manifest. I’ ve checked it out, and everything looks okay. All you need to doissignit, and
we' regood to go.” | found the blank space marked PILOT and used my fingertip to scrawl my signature
across the bottom of the screen. “Thanks,” she said, taking it back from me. “Now let’s seeif you can
get through the rest of the day without screwing up again.”

“Hey, now wait aminute.” | thought I’ d made my peace with her, but there she was, busting my chops
again. It wasredly getting on my nerves. “I’ d gppreciate alittle respect, if it’ s not too much to ask.”

“Respect isearned, not given.” There was enough frost in her voice to turn awarm summer afternoon
into acold day in hell...which apparently was when she' d have anything kind to say to me. “ Get usinto
orbit without killing everyone aboard, and I’ll take it into consideration.”

Then she walked off, leaving me to wonder once again whether this job might be more trouble than it was
worth.

Vi



Loose Lucy was aptly named. The cockpit looked asif it had been retrofitted at |east twice sincethe
shuttlerolled off the assembly line, with new control pandsingtaled beside ones that probably had been
inusewhen | wasin high schoal. Thefirst thing | did was to check the control panels, the layout was
dightly different from the one’d learned to usein the tutoria, but otherwise it was nothing that | couldn’t
handle. The pilot’s couch creaked noticeably as| sat down, though, and the left armrest was wrapped
with frayed duct tape. I’ d been in flight smulators that were in better shape.

Aspilot and copilot, Ted and | werethefirst to climb aboard, with the rest of the crew following us
through the hatch to take seats on the couches arranged around the passenger compartment. There were
eight in dl, with one remaining vacant; that would belong to the chief engineer, who waswaiting for us
aboard the Pride. | noted that one of the couches was different from the rest; on closer examination, |
saw that it had been designed to fit ahjadd. As| watched, Jas settled into it, hisher short legsand long
torso comfortably finding room in a space that would have been painful for ahuman.

From his seat beside me, Ted quietly watched while | went through the prelaunch checklist. Satisfied that
| knew what | was doing, he turned to make sure that everyone was strapped in. Rain wasthe last
aboard; she had waited on the ground until she was certain that our freight was safely stowed avay
before closing the cargo hatch and climbing the ladder up to the flight deck.

As soon as shewasin her sedt, | ordered the passenger hatch to be sealed. Once Lucy was airtight, |
pressurized the compartment, then got on the comlink and requested gantry rollback. Bright sunlight
streamed through the cockpit windows as the shuttle emerged from benesth the tower’ s shadow; through
my headset, | could hear the crosstalk among the ground crew asthey cleared the pad. A few minutes
later, traffic control informed me that airgpace was clear and | had permission to launch.

One last check of dl systems, with Ted making surethat | hadn't forgotten anything, then | entered the
flight program into the nav system and initiated the find launch sequence. At thispoint, | could have just
as easlly switched to autopilot, but | didn’'t do this. Loose Lucy was new to me, and | didn’t know how
much | trusted her. Besides, | wanted to show my new captain that | wasn't some rookie who' d leave
everything to the comps.

So | cranked my seat back into reclining position, pulled the lapboard closer to my chest, and grasped
the yoke with my left hand and the throttle bar with my right. When | had green lights across my console,
| flipped open a candy-striped panel and pushed the big red button beneath it.

Loose Lucy might be an old bird, but she was no turkey. She rose from the pad quickly and smoothly,
g-force pushing us back in our seats. The hull shook and rattled a bit as the shuttle began its ascent, but
the noise quickly subsided as | shoved the stick al the way forward, replaced by aloud roar asthe main
engine went full throttle. The clouds above us legpt toward us, then the shuttle punched through them.

The sky gradualy grew darker, blue fading to black, until stars began to appear. And then wewerein
space, on our way to orhit. | throttled back the engine, then fired the RCS thrustersto roll the craft to
starboard.

Through the forward windows, Coyote hove into view, avast hemisphere of white-flecked green, the
Great Equatoria River visble as abroad blue band that stretched to the distant horizon. Beyond the limb
of the moon, Bear rose as an enormous crescent, its ringsjutting out into space. A hell of asight; | found
myself wishing that | wasn't apilot, so that | could smply St back and takeit dl in.

| didn’'t have that luxury, though. Using the nav system to get a precise fix on our target, | found the Pride
of Cucamongaright where it was supposed to be, parked in gationary orbit severd thousand miles
above the equator. | could have shut down the engine and smply alowed Lucy to coast the rest of the



way to her mother ship, but that would have meant that we' d have to orbit Coyote afew times, adding
six to eight hoursto our trip. The gauge told me that we had more than enough fuel for adirect ascent, so
| kept the engines throttled up one-quarter percent, and programmed the comp for atrgjectory that
would get ustherein just acouple of hours.

Once | was satisfied that everything was copacetic, | switched to autopilot, then returned my seat to
upright position. “ Everyone okay back there?’ | asked, glancing over my shoulder. “Wasn't too rough, |

hope.”

A mumble from Rain that might have been acomplaint, but | couldn’t quite make out her words.
“Gordon passed out,” Emily said, “but otherwise he' sal right.”

“Gordon? Who's Gordon?’

“Shemeans Ash. That' s hisfirst name.” Ted cranked his own segt to horizontal position. “ Good flying,
kid. Y ou can keep your job.” He looked back at our passengers. “Mr. Goldstein? Jas? How are you

doing?’

“Fine. Just fine.” Judging from Morgan’ stone of voice, | didn’t have to see hisface to know that it was
probably a pae shade of green. “Jasis...”

“I am comfortable.” If there was any emotion in hisher voice, the trandation device of hisher suit masked
it. “Thank you, Mr. Truffaut. | compliment your skillsasapilot.”

| liked that. If the Prime Emissary didn’t have any complaints, then Rain wasin no position to argue. As
usua, Ali remained stoicdl, dthough | wouldn't have expected otherwise. Pilots respect each other when
they’ re behind the gtick; if he had any criticism to offer, he' d tell me once we were out of the cockpit.

“Thank you, Jas. | appreciateit.” | checked the comp again. “ETA in aout two hours, thirty-sx minutes,
folks. So just St back and enjoy theride.”

VII
Two and ahdf hourslater, we rendezvoused with the Pride of Cucamonga.

Perhaps | was spoiled. The Robert E. Lee, after al, was a streamlined beauty to behold, and even
cycleshipslikethe Victory possessed a certain eegant symmetry. By comparison, the Pridewas as ugly
asacrowbar. About four hundred feet in length, the freighter was comprised of cylindrical subsections
arranged in tandem, with the habb module at the bow and its massive fusion engine at the stern. Two
enormous cargo modules, each resembling agiant drum, protruded at perpendicular anglesfrom ether
sde of the hub just aft of the halo module, giving the ship a cruciform appearance. The service module at
the midsection was jammed with maneuvering thrusters, auxiliary tanks, and radiators, while the deflector
array stuck out from the prow like an immense wok.

Aswe drew closer, it became clear that the Pride was a spacecraft with more than afew billion milesto
itslogbook. In placesdong its hull, | spotted plates that were of adightly different color than the ones
surrounding them, an indication that the ship had recently undergone amgjor refit. There were blackened
scorch marks beneath the thrusters, and the telemetry dish appeared to be areplacement.

| wasn’'t the only one who noticed these things. Ted studied the ship as| matched course with it, then
looked back at Morgan. “Tdl me again why we didn’t rate anew ship.”

“For itsclass, it’ sthe best one currently available” Morgan unclasped his harness and pushed himself out
of hiscouch. “Everything e sein the Janusfleet is currently committed to other contracts. Besides, my



engineerstold methat it would be easier to refit an older vessel than build anew one.”
“Refit...you mean repair, don't you?’ | didn’t look away from my controls.

“No, | mean refit. There were certain modifications that needed to be made for thismission...particularly
to the navigation system.” Taking hold of the back of my couch, Morgan pulled himsdf closer to the
windows, inserting himself between Ted and me. “ Once we show a profit, the company will havethe
capita to congtruct anew ship specifically designed for...”

“Mr. Goldgtein, please...” Ted reached up to gently push the boss away. “ Give us alittle breathing room,
okay?’ Heglanced at me. “How are you doing there?’

“Sofar, so good.” Keeping one eye on the lidar and the other on the comp screen, | fired the pitch and
yaw thrustersto put Lucy on adirect line with the main docking port, located on the hub between the
two cargo containers. Once | was holding station about five hundred feet from the ship, | touched my
headset wand. “Pride of Cucamonga, thisis Loose Lucy. Do you copy?’

A moment passed, then agruff male voice came through. “ Affirmative, Lucy. Haveyou in sight, and
you're clear to dock.”

That had to be the chief engineer. | guessed that he was on the bridge. Obvioudy aman of few words.
“Roger that, Pride,” | replied. “ Thank you.”

“Need any help?’ Ted asked quietly.

“No, thanks. Got it covered.” To tdl the truth, | was nervous as hell. Everything about both Lucy and the
Pride gave me the uncertain feeling that neither craft was one hundred percent dependable, regardless of
whatever Morgan had to say. Too late to chicken out now, though, so | opened the nosefairing to
expose the docking collar, and once | had the Pride’ s hub port lined up within the crosshairs of the
forward radar, | fired aft thrusters and gently moved in.

| shouldn’t have worried so much. Lucy was agood girl; she behaved hersdlf as| coaxed her toward the
docking port. Even o, | didn’t breathe easy until the forward probe did home and | fdlt the telltale thump
of the flanges being engaged. An enunciator buzzed, confirming that we' d made a solid connection.

“Nicejob,” Emily said. “ Couldn’t have done better myself.”

“Thank you.” | safed the engines, then reached up to pressurize the forward airlock. “We' re here, ladies
and gentlemen...um, no offense, Prime Emissary.”

“Nonetaken.” Again, the short, catlike hissthat I’ d learned to recognize asthe hjadd equivaent of a
chuckle. “My kind answersto both.”

That earned a couple of laughs from everyone except Rain and Ash. | didn’t have to look back to know
that she continued to be unimpressed with me. Asfor Ash...well, he probably either needed to throw up
or have adrink, whichever camefirgt.

“All right, we're here.” Ted unbuckled his harness, then pushed himself out of his seet. “So let'sgo
aboard and see what thistub is made of.”

(EIGHT)

Doc at theairlock...



Rainin space...
adefinition of the blues...
great mindsthink dike.
VIl

The Pride of Cucamongalooked alot better ingde than it did on the outside. For afreighter that had put
in plenty of time on the Jovian run, it wasin pretty good shape. Nonethel ess, with the chipped iron grey
paint of its bulkheads and exposed conduits running across low ceilings, no one could have mistaken it
for apassenger liner. The Pride was aworkhorse, plain and smple.

Oneof theluxuriesit didn't have was artificiad gravity. Since the ship wasn't equipped with diametric
drive, it dso lacked aMillis-Clement field generator. And although the hub could be rotated to provide
centrifuga force to the cargo modules, since we weren't carrying livestock, the modules would be locked
down for the duration of the journey. | was glad that I" d brought along anew pair of stickshoes; dl the
ones aboard had been used by the previous crew, and their insoles |ooked like fungal colonies.

The chief engineer met us at the airlock: Doc Schachner, astocky gent in hismidsixtieswho'd lost the
hair on top of his head but made up for it with athick white beard that went hafway down his chest. Doc
knew Goldstein and called him by hisfirst name, something that Morgan seemed to tolerate only barely;
I’d later learn that Doc had a history of disagreements with his boss that might have gotten him canned a
long time ago wereit not for the fact that the chief was dmost waysright.

And for good reason. | eventudly learned that Edward J. Schachner had earned his nickname along with
the doctorate in astronautica engineering he! d picked up at the University of Edinburgh. After spending a
decade designing spacecraft for Janus, he' d eventualy decided that he' d rather fly spaceshipsthan a
drafting board. The Pride was one of the ships he’ d built, and there probably wasn't awire or rivet
aboard that he didn’t know like the back of hishand.

Doc wasn't one for smal talk. A brief self-introduction was al we got before he escorted us from the
airlock to the central access shaft that led through the ship’s core. As he led usfrom the hub into the hab
module, Doc paused every now and then to open pressure hatches leading from one deck to the next. As
thelast personinline, I quickly learned what it waslike to be on the receiving end of histemper; when |
neglected to close a hatch behind us, he made me go back and dog it tight, and after that made sure that
each hatch was shut before we moved on. Ted might be the captain, but the Pride was clearly Doc’s
ship, and he didn’t leave anything to chance.

Deck Two contained the crew quarters, but before we got there, Doc stopped at Deck Three. Opening
the hatch, he asked Jas to accompany him; during the Pride’ srefit, a separate cabin specificaly designed
for hjadd passengers had been added. So we waited in the shaft while Doc showed the Prime Emissary
to his stateroom; when he returned afew minuteslater, he took ustherest of the way to Deck Two.

Our quarters were located along aring-shaped corridor that wound its way around the inside of the hab
module. They werelarger than the first-class cabins aboard the Lee, but not much; instead of bunks, we
had deep-sacksthat could be strung up to form hammocks, and lockers instead of closets and shelves.
No furniture, of course—a chair was unnecessary in zero g, adesk worse than useless—but at least |
had my own privy, even if the toilet had vacuum hoses and the bath stall was equipped with hot and cold
running sponges. Asluck would haveit, my cabin waslocated next to Ash's; noting thet thewalls
weren't very thick and that there was a vent between our rooms, | hoped that he didn’t snore.

| didn’t get much of a chance to make mysdlf at home. I’ d just swapped my boots for my stickshoes



when Rain knocked on my door. Timeto unload Loose L ucy, and she needed meto fly the cargo pod.
So off | went to earn my paycheck.

And that’ swhen my troubles began.
IX

Never take ajob if you know you' re going to be working for someone who has less experience than you
do.

Although the Pride was acivilian ship, nonethel ess there' s a certain hierarchy aboard merchanteersthat’s
quasi-military in nature. In thisinstance, the quartermaster outranks the shuttle pilot when it comesto
taking care of the payload. Therefore, Rain was my boss for this particular chore. Under any other
circumstances, that wouldn’t have been a problem, but from the moment we suited up for EVA, | knew
working with her would be difficuilt.

The Pride’ s secondary airlock waslocated on the opposite side of the hub from where Lucy was
docked. Before you cycled through it, you entered the ready room where the EVA gear was stowed.
Prepping for aspacewdk isn't for the modest; it entails stripping down to your birthday suit in order to
put on the one-piece undergarment that, among other things, collects your sweet and urine to be distilled
and recycled as coolant water and oxygen for the life-support system. If nudity isa problem, then you
can away's keep your back turned...but nonetheless, in acompartment little larger than aclos4t, it's hard
to keep from bumping into the other guy.

Rain wasn't willing to trust me, despite my promisesthat I’ d keep my hands to myself and not snesk a
peek. Can't say that | blamed her; in zero g, it can be hard to be gallant, especially since you' re having to
use both hands to pull on the overgarment while attaching al the necessary lines and hoses. But she'd
have nothing of it, so | had to wait outside while she suited up. That was my first indication that she had
precious little experience, because nearly an hour went by before shelet mein...and then, as soon as|
saw her, | noticed that she’ d missed a couple of steps, not the least of which was neglecting to close the
Zipper on her left wrist, something that might have caused ablowout.

Rain didn’'t like it very much when | pointed this out to her, nor was she appreciative when | properly
attached the dectrica line from her backpack to her chest unit. In fact, she squawked asif | wastrying to
grope her, until sheredlized what | was trying to do and why. Then sheinsisted on waiting for mein the
arrlock while | suited up...aviolation of safety protocols, since the buddy system callsfor no oneto enter
anairlock done.

Prude. | took my time getting into my gear, meaning that | was ready to go in twenty minutes. A fina
check-out of each other’ s auiits, followed by acomlink test, then we put on our helmets, pressurized our
suits, and voided the airlock.

The cargo pod was docked on the hub’ s outer hull. It was amost identical to the one I’ d operated on
Highgate, so nothing about it was unfamiliar. Nonetheless, | waited until Rain attached her safety linetoa
hook just outside the airlock, then made her way hand over hand aong the outside of the hub until she
reached Loose Lucy, before | climbed into the cockpit. She spacewalked well enough, but nonetheless |
couldn’t help but notice a certain clumsinessin the way she moved. It was obvious that she hadn’t spent
alot of imein EVA.

Rainwas...how old? Nineteen, maybe twenty? | had time to think about thiswhile | waited for her to
find her way to the shuttle. How much previous experience could she have had before Morgan hired her?
Probably not very much...especidly not since the Federation Navy only consisted of ahandful of small
ships, plusthe Lee. So how come someone so young got the job of quartermaster aboard afreighter,



particularly one vested with such an important mission?
A bad sign, indeed. And it only got worse.

The way we were supposed to work was that, once Rain opened Lucy’ s cargo deck and climbed inside,
she'd untie each bale and, one at atime, push them to the hatch. | would then use the pod to transfer the
bales to the cargo modules, aternating between Cargo One and Cargo Two, so that the mass would be
evenly distributed on either side of the ship. Once the bales were aboard, Rain and | would enter the
modules and tie them down, making sure that they were securely lashed to the inside decks before we
closed the hatches.

It should have been asimple operation, one that would' ve taken afew hours at most. If I’d been working
with aseasoned grunt, that is. But Rain seemed to have little ideawhat she was doing. She struggled to
untielines, tumbled the bales toward the hatch and swore a me when | had trouble catching them with
the pod’ s manipulators, and frequently forgot the order in which we were supposed to reload them
aboard the modules. Threetimes, | returned to the shuttle only to discover that she' d aready pitched out
another bale; on one occasion, | had to chase after abale that had floated away from Lucy, barely
managing to retrieveit before it drifted too far to be rescued.

None of these problemswere her fault. They were dways the result of my incompetence and stupidity. |
was an oaf, an idiot, adoofus, an amateur, acomplete zero, and God only knew how she' d been
saddled with the likes of me. Even after Ted, overhearing her more unkind remarks over the comlink,
told her to calm down and cooperate with me, she continued to insist upon doing things her way.

It wasn't until Emily suited up and came down to give us ahand that we finaly managed to get the shuttle
unloaded. | docked the pod, but instead of hel ping them secure the bales, | went straight to the bridge.
Didn't bother to take off my suit; smply shelved the helmet, plugged the backpack into its recharger unit,
took off my gloves, then hauled myself up the access shaft to Deck One,

The command center was acircular compartment ringed by rectangular portholes, with a pentagona
control console dominating the center of the room. A hologram image of the Pride floated above the
table, with close-up views of the ship displayed on flatscreens suspended from the low celling. Ted was
at the engineering station, peering over Doc's shoulder as they ran through a systems check; on the other
sdeof thetable, Ali was seated at the helm. Everyonelooked up as | entered through the floor hatch.
The women’ s voices were coming through the ceiling speakers, so no doubt they’ d heard everything that
had gone on between Rain and me.

“Something on your mind, Jules?’ Ted turned to me as| used aceiling rail to make my way acrossthe
compartment.

“Damnright.” | wastrying hard to kegp my temper in check, but | wasn't succeeding. “1 can't work with
her, kipper. She' sinsane.”

“Hmm...yes | think | seeyour point.” He thoughtfully stroked his chin asif pondering a solution to the
problem. “Well, I'd hate to lose you, but | suppose Emcee can do double duty as shuttle pilot.” He
reached to hisearpiece. “I’ll put in acall to New Brighton, have someone bring up a skiff to take you
home.”

“Whoa, wait aminute! That'snot whet 1...”

“Y ou just accused one of your crewmates of insanity. Since | picked Rain mysdlf, | suppose that means
that you lack respect for my judgment. And if you' re unable to work with either of us...”



“Justasecond! I...”
“I'll giveyou’—Ted glanced at his watch—* sixty seconds. But that’ sal. We re rather busy just now.”

Hewasn't joking. Ted Harker might be an easygoing chap, but no one questioned his authority on the
bridge of his ship and got away withiit. | took a deep breath, started over again. “Sir, | have total respect
for your judgment. And...dl right, maybe sheisn’t insane. But you heard what happened out there...”

“I did, indeed. All of usdid. That'swhy my wife went down below.” His eyes narrowed. “Whichis
where you should be right now. Why aren’t you?’

“Because...Captain, how much experience does Rain have with this sort of thing? Serioudy?’
“Very little. Infact, thisisonly her third timein space....and her first assgnment as quartermaster.”
| stared at him. “Her first...what did she do before then?’

“Sheworked groundside a New Brighton for eight months before sgning on with Janus. After that, two
orbital sorties aboard cargo shuttles, unloading freight from the Lee. True, she hasn't logged as many
hours as you have, but she takes her job serioudy, and | have complete confidence in her. I'm sorry that
you have problems working for someone younger than you, but...”

“No, gr, that’snot it. It' sjust that...look, she’ sbeen on my case ever since | met her. I’ ve been trying to
get dong with her, but it’ s gotten to the point where...” Again, | hesitated. “If you redly want meto leave
the ship, then | will. But | can’t work with someone who carries a chip on her shoulder al thetime.”

Ted didn’t say anything for amoment, and | wondered if I’ d just talked myself out of ajob. Behind him,
Doc was quietly shaking hishead. An old pro, he knew how petty feuds among crew members could
escdateif |eft unresolved.

“Veywdl,” Tedsaid a last. “I'll have afew words with Rain once she gets off duty, ask her tocam
down. If she continuesto harass you, | want you to let me know. Asfor now...sinceyou're here, | have
asmadl errand for you.” He glanced over his shoulder at Doc. “ Can you get dong without mefor a
minute?’ The chief nodded, and Ted unstuck his shoes from the deck. Grabbing hold of acelling rail, he
pulled himsdlf around the console. “Come aong, please.”

| followed Ted to the other Side of the bridge, where we stopped beside alocker recessed in the
bulkhead behind his chair. “One thing you should know about Rain,” he said quietly once we were avay
from the others. “ She comes from arather powerful family on Coyote, and they have alot of pull with
Janus”

“So Morgan inssted that you hire her?’ | was no stranger to cronyism—the Western Hemisphere Union
isrifewith it—but thiswas something | didn’t expect.

“Pretty much 0, yes...athough | meant what | said about having confidencein her.” He produced akey
ring from his vest and began sorting through it. “But the Thompson Wood Company isamagor investor in
Morgan’s company, and if Molly Thompson wants her great-niece to have ajob...”

ul %,”

“Yes, wdll...” Ted inserted akey into the locker. “ Off the record, | think she' srather nervous about dl
this, so she'staking it out on you. Once you get to know her, you may find that she' s actually quite nice.
But she' s had atough time lately, though, what with her brother and...” He stopped himsdlf. “ Sorry.
Think | said too much. And it’s none of our business, besides”



That wasthe second time I’ d heard about Rain’ s brother. The captain had clearly overstepped the
boundaries, though, and | wasn’t about to press the issue, not when I’d come so close to getting fired.
So | said nothing as he opened the locker and reached inside.

He withdrew aceramic jug, its neck sealed with acork stopper. Sincel’d spent sometimein Liberty’s
taverns, | immediately recognized it for what it was. aquart of corn liquor, known on Coyote as
bearshine.

“I’vetrusted you with one secret dready,” Ted murmured as he handed it to me. “Now I’'m going to trust
you with another. | want you to take thisto Ash and be quiet about it.”

“Yeah. Okay.” | tucked the jug under my left arm; Ted added an empty squeezebulb, which | stuck ina
thigh pocket of my suit. “He' san acohalic, isn't he?’

“| suppose. But again, he' s here because Morgan ingsts, so what he doesin hiscabinisn’t our concern.”
Ted closed the locker. “I’'m keeping him on a short leash, though, and that means keeping hisliquor
supply under lock and key. This should be enough to get him to where we' re supposed to go. . . after that,
he' |l haveto work for therest.”

“And what ishisjob, exactly?’

“He...ah, perhapswe should cal him an interpreter, and leaveit at that.” He nodded toward the floor
hatch. “Now off with you. Change out of your suit, then pay avigt to Mr. Ash. I'll have aword with Ms.
Thompson. Fair enough?’

“Yes, gr,” | murmured. “ Thank you.” Ted nodded, then began to make hisway back acrossthe bridge.

| stared at the jug of bearshinein the crook of my arm. A brat and awetbrain. This mission was getting
sranger by the minute.

X

| heard Ash' squitar as soon as | opened the hatch to Deck Two, melancholy chordsthat drifted down
the corridor. Whatever he was playing, it had no clear rhyme or pattern, but nonethel ess spoke of
loneliness and regret. Like finding abouquet of dying rosesin the heart of amachine.

| lingered just ingde the deck hatch for afew moments before | remembered why | wasthere. Grasping
the calling rail with my free hand, | pulled mysdlf down the corridor toward Agh' scabin. | wastrying to
be as quiet as possible, not wanting to disturb him, yet the moment before | raised my hand to knock on
his door, the music suddenly stopped.

“Comein,” hecdled out. “It' s not locked.”

How did he know | was there? Perhaps he' d heard the deck hatch open, but still. . .trying to shake off the
willies, | did open the door.

Asdh floated in midair, cross-legged and upside down, one foot hooked over aceiling rail, guitar nestled
within hisarms. Fashioned of fine-grained brown spruce, with silver strings running dong ablack
fingerboard, it was as beautiful asthe soundsit produced. It wasthefirgt timel’d seen him without his
robe; hewore atan cotton tunic and matching trousers, loose-fitting and amaost monkish in appearance.
Ash himsdf was older than | originaly thought: lean and bony, with amop of brown hair growing grey a
the temples. His eyeswere surrounded by dark rings, asif he hadn’t dept well in years.

“Hi, Gordon,” | began. “Captain sent me down hereto...”



“Bring meabottle. Yes, | cansee” Heidly strummed at hisguitar. “Y ou can put it over there,” he
added, nodding toward anet for persond items that dangled from the bulkhead next to his deep-sack.
“I'll get to it leter.”

Apparently hewasn't asocid drinker. Well, that made sense; I'd met afew drunks, and the hard-core
boozehounds usudly preferred to drink aone. Twigting around so that | could attach my shoesto the
floor, | stepped into the cabin. “Nice guitar. Heard it down the hall.”

“Thanks.” Hedidn't look up a me. “And by theway, | prefer to be called Ash. No one calsme by my
fird name.”

“Sure...sorry.” | stuck the jug into the net, then pulled the squeezebulb out of my pocket. “Ever use one
of these before? 'Y ou need to unscrew the top, see, like this’—I demonstrated by removing the
cap—"thenfitit overthe...”

“I can manage.” Irritation crossed hisface. “Incidentaly, just so that you know...I" m not an dcoholic.”
Hisfingers plucked out sharp, discordant notes as he spoke, asif to accentuate hiswords. “Or adrunk,
or awetbrain, or whatever else you' ve decided to label me.”

That brought me up short. | stared at him, trying to figure out what I’ d said or doneto lead him to believe
what | thought of him. “I didn’t...”

“Of courseyou didn’t. You're being polite. But | can...” A brief glare, then helooked away again.
“Never mind. Just in amood, that’sdl.”

“Sure. No problem.” He was making me nervous, so | screwed the cap back on the squeezebulb and
gtuck it in the net beside thejug. “Wdll, look, if you need anything else, I’ m right next door.”

Ash didn’t respond. Seeing that my presence wasn't wanted, | turned to leave. | was hafway to the door
when he suddenly spoke up.

“ ‘Gaaxy Blues’” hesad.
| stopped, looked back at him again. * Excuse me?’

“Thesong | wasplaying...it'scdled ‘ Galaxy Blues.” His hands returned to the strings, and once again |
heard the same progression I’ d caught while | wasin the corridor. “Been working on it for awhile,” he
went on, hiseyes il avoiding mine. “Kind of weird, | know, but...well, I'm getting there.”

“Soundsnice.” | heditated. “ Got any wordsfor it?”

“Nope. Nolyrics” Ash glanced up a me, and | was surprised to seeady smileon hisface, asif hewas
sharing a private joke. “ That'swhat | like about music. Y ou don’t need words to get a point across. Just
screwsthings up, redly, when dl you redly should haveis...”

Hisright hand abruptly shifted farther up the neck of hisguitar, and he produced a quick succession of
warbling, high-pitched notes. “That’ syou...trying hard to rationadize something that doesn't redly need to
make sense.”

| felt my face grow warm, but before | could say anything, his smile became aknowing grin, and the
progression drifted into alower, more solemn bass sound. “And that’ s what happens when you find that
nothing redlly fitsinto your safe and conservative worldview. But believe me, out herein the great
beyond”—a snakelike ramble of notes—" everything is strange. The sooner you get used to thet, the
better off you'll be.”



He was beginning to piss me off. “What are you, somekind of ... 7’

Something cold crept down my back as| suddenly recalled thefirst time I’ d seen him, peering in through
thewindow of my jail cell. Asincredible—let’ sfaceit, asimpossible—asit seemed, nonethelessit was
the only explanation that made sense.

“Mind reader?’ Ash chuckled as he pushed aside his guitar. Uncoiling himself from hislotus position, he
pushed himslf off the ceiling. “Y ou could say that,” he said as he glided over to where I’ d | eft the jug.
“Or maybeI’m just an astute observer.”

Perhaps hewas only that...but al the same, his hands trembled as he uncorked the jug, and he swore
under his breath as afew globular droplets of bearshine floated away before he managed to fit the
squeezebulb around the neck. Ash finaly managed to fill the bulb and close the jug again without wasting
any more booze; he looked almogt infantile as he put the bulb’ s nipple to hislips and took adug that
would have choked anyone e se.

“You can go now,” he rasped, as he pinched the bulb shut. “ Come back again when you'’ ve got more of
this”

A brisk wave of hishand as he dismissed me. No doubt he’ d spend the rest of the day getting bombed.
Once again, | turned toward the door ... but not before he had some parting words for me.

“Sheredly doeslikeyou, y’ know,” he murmured. “ Just as much asyou' re attracted to her. Too bad
neither of you will admit it to yoursaves.”

| dmost asked how he could possibly be aware of these things...but | dready knew the answer to that,
didn’t 1?7 And just then, | only wanted to put awall between us. Hoping that a bulkhead was enough to
separate my mind from his, | hurried from his cabin, shutting the door behind me.

And found Morgan Goldstein waiting for mein the corridor.

“What are you doing in there?’ It wasn't apolite question, and there was no mistaking the anger in his
eyes.

“Captain Harker told meto bring him ajug of bearshine.” | pretended innocence, even though it was
clear that he' d been eavesdropping al the while. “ Just stopped to have achat. Anything wrong with
that?’

“Yes.” Morgan kept hisvoicelow. “For now on, you'reto leave him aone. If anyone asks you to bring
him anything, you cometo mefirg. I'll...”

“Pardon me, sir, but if the skipper gives me an order, it’ smy duty to carry it out. I’ m under no obligation
to ask your permission to do that.” | would have turned away from him, but he was blocking the way to
my cabin. “Now, if you'll excuseme...”

“Of course...you'reright.” His manner softened. “My apologies, Mr. Truffaut. | forgot that you were
only following orders.” Morgan moved asdeto let me pass. “But in the future, I’ d gppreciateit if
you'd...minimize your contact with Ash. He s quite senstive and needs dl the privacy he can get.”

“I'll try to keep that inmind.” Unsticking my shoes from the floor, | started to push myself down the
passageway. But then...

“Just one question, though,” 1 said, grabbing the ceiling rail and turning back to him again. “Does he drink
s0 much to keep from hearing everyone € s2' sthoughts?’



Morgan’sface went pale. His mouth fell open, but for amoment he couldn’t respond. Maybe he was
having trouble coming up with an adequate lie. Whatever the reason, | redized that my guesswasright on
target.

“Hejust drinkstoo much,” he said at |ast, hisvoice little more than awhisper. “1f | were you, though, I'd
keep my distance.” Then he twisted himself around and headed toward the deck hatch.

| went to my cabin, but even after | closed the door, | was aware of Ash' s presence. Through the wall
vent, | heard the sound of hisguitar. After alittlewhile, though, it stopped, and al | could hear was his
voice.

| couldn’t tell, though, whether he was laughing or weeping.
(NINE)

Off to seethelizard...
peace with Rain...
the Order of the Eye.
Xl

We remained in orbit overnight, Coyote time, and next morning after breskfast the Pride of Cucamonga
headed out for Rho Coronae Boredlis.

As customary, al hands assembled in the command center for final countdown. As shuttle pilot, there
was little for meto do; once | verified that Loose Lucy was ready to serve asalifeboat in the unlikely
event that we' d have to abandon ship, my only job was to take a seat and watch while everyone else
went about getting the Pride under way. Y et Emily was nowhere to be seen until fifteen minutes before
launch; when shefindly showed up, Mahamataga Jas Sa-Fhadda was with her.

Thiswasthefirgt time since coming aboard that I’ d seen the Prime Emissary. Jas had remained in hisher
guarterswhile the crew made preparations for the journey, and I’ d expected himher to stay there until the
Pride arrived at its destination. So | was surprised when the hjadd followed Emily through the manhole
into the command center.

Everyone stopped what they were doing as the firgt officer led Jas onto the bridge. Asadways, the Prime
Emissary wore hisher environment suit; | would' ve thought that heshe would be encumbered by it, yet
heshe was surprisingly nimble. Reaching up to grasp aceiling rail with asix-fingered hand, Jaslingered
near the floor hatch for afew moments, the opaque faceplate of hisher helmet turning first one way, then
the other, as heshe gazed around the deck.

“Guess heshe decided to come up and join us,” | murmured to Rain. We were seated off to one side of
the control console, near the life-support station; like me, she had little to do just then. “Must have gotten
curious about how we do things up here.”

Rain gave me apatronizing look, but if she had any insultsin mind, she refrained from giving voiceto
them. “More than curiosity,” she whispered. “Without himher, we re not going anywhere.”

Thiswasthefirst time she' d spoken to me since our altercation the day before. When I'd seen her a
couple of hours earlier, during bregkfast in the wardroom on Deck Two, she had avoided me as much as
possible. Ted must have had afew wordswith her. Wdll, if shewaswilling to bury the hatchet, so wasl.



“How do you figurethat?’ | asked.

“Youdon't know?’ She darted alook at me, and | shook my head. “Watch and learn,” she added. “This
iswhereit getsinteresting.”

Ted unbuckled his harness and rose from his seet. “ Prime Emissary, welcome,” he said, raising hisleft
hand in the hjadd gesture of greeting. “ The Pride of Cucamongais ready to depart. If we may have your
permisson...?’

“Y ou have my permisson.” As before, an androgynous voice emanated from the mouth grille of hisher
helmet. “ Please direct meto the navigation system.”

“It would be my honor.” Careful to avoid touching the Prime Emissary, he extended a hand toward the
helm. “Thisway, please.”

Jasfollowed Ted across the command center. Asthey gpproached the hem, Ali turned around in his
seet. | couldn’t help but notice his sour expression and wondered whether our pilot harbored a secret
revulsion for the hjadd. | wasn’'t the only one who saw it. On the other side of the deck, Ash was seated
next to Morgan Goldgtein. Although he once again wore hisrobe, | caught a glimpse of the sickened look
on hisface. Goldstein must have observed Ali, too, because he leaned closer to Ash and whispered
something. Ash didn’t respond, but instead nodded ever so dightly. Ash had picked up on
something...that is, if | wasright, and he was atelepath of some sort.

Ted stopped beside Ali’sconsole. “Mr. Y oussHf, if youwill...”

Ali said nothing but instead typed afew commands into his keyboard before shrinking away from Jes. If
the Prime Emissary noticed the pilot’ s reaction, heshe said nothing. Instead, heshe reached into a pocket
of hisher environment suit, then pulled out asmall object about the size and shape of adatafiche.

“That' sthe bridge key,” Rain said quietly. “ Until Jas usesit, we re not going anywhere.”

Then | understood. One of the things the Galileo survivors had |learned was that the hjadd belonged to
something caled the Taus, aloose codition of aien racesthat had devel oped the technology to build
starbridgesin order to travel to other worlds. The main purpose of the Tauswasto provide trade and
cultural exchange, but it aso made sure that the galaxy remained at peace. To prevent one race from
attacking or invading another, each member of the Taus protected the starbridges of its home system by
means of hyperlink transceivers, each of which was accessed by its own individually coded signal. Unless
one race provided another with akey containing that sgnd, its starbridges would remain closed, and
navigation through hyperspace would beimpossible.

One of the conditions the hjadd had made upon establishing contact with humankind was that we would
be unable to travel to Rho Coronae Borealis without their express permission. That could only be granted
if they transmitted a coded signal via hyperlink to their own starbridge. This was the reason that no human
ship had visited Hjarr snce the return of the Gdileo survivors; until the Pride, only hjadd vessels were
equipped with the proper navigation equipment.

“So Jasis carrying the hjadd key with him,” 1 whispered. “ Guess they’ re not quite ready to trust us.”

Rain nodded. We watched as Jas moved toward arectangular box that had been ingtdled in the center
of the nav gtation. Featureless savefor anarrow dot at itstop and areflective black surface beneathiit,
the box remained inert until the Prime Emissary did the key into the dot. The panel glowed to life,
emitting a blue-green luminescence. Jas removed the glove of hisher left hand, and | caught aglimpse of
mottled brown flesh, leathery and reptilian, as heshe laid hisher palm against the pandl.



Its surface became bright orange, and vertical bars of dien script that vaguely resembled Fars scrolled
downit. A small drawer did open from the bottom of the box, revealing a narrow row of buttons.
Extending the middle finger of hisher hand, Jas ddlicately pushed the buttonsin what appeared to bea
predetermined sequence. The script changed, the panel became purple, and the drawer did shut once
more.

“The code has been entered, Captain Harker,” Jas said, hisher voice alow purr. *Y ou may proceed.”

“Thank you, Prime Emissary.” Ted turned to Emily. * Contact the gatehouse, Emcee, and inform them
we' reon our way.” Then hetapped Ali on the shoulder. “Proceed with find countdown for main engine
ignition.”

Ali nodded. He waited until Jas moved away from the helm, then swiveled his chair back toward the
console and began entering commands into his keyboard. At her station on the other side of the table,
Emily was murmuring into her headset, telling Starbridge Coyote that we were about to launch. Ted
watched as Jas put hisher glove back on. “We |l be ready to go in about five minutes. If you' d liketo
stay here, wecan...”

“Thank you, Captain, but | would prefer to return to my quarters.” Turning away from him, Jas amost
seemed to disregard Ted. “Would you please have amember of your crew take me back?’

“Certainly.” Ted looked around the command center. Emily was busy, and both Doc and Ali were
needed on the bridge just then. On the other side of the deck, Goldstein was dready unfastening his
harness. Then Ted' sgazefel upon me. “dules, if you'll pleese...?

Goldstein’ s eyes widened, and there was no missing the scowl on hisface. Before he could protest,
though, | snapped open my harness. “I’d beglad to, Sir,” | said, pushing myself out of my chair. “If it'sdl
right with the Prime Emissary, thet is”

Ted looked at Jas. Hisher head moved back and forth upon hisher long neck; at first | thought heshe was
objecting, until 1 remembered that thiswas the hjadd equivalent of anod. Then Rain spoke up. “ Skipper,
may | join them? With the Prime Emissary’ s permission, of course.”

Ted looked dubious. “I don’t know why we need to send two...”

“You arecurious?’ Jas s helmet turned toward her, and Rain nodded. “Very well. | would be delighted
to have guests...if your captain approves.”

Ted hestated. “Very well...but don't overstay your welcome, either of you.”

“Thank you, Sir.” Rain unbuckled her harness, then rose from her seet. “ After you,” she said to me,
gesturing toward the access shaft.

I’d belyingif | said that | was pleased to have Rain tag dong. Perhaps we were getting dong alittle
better, but | didn’t want to have her henpecking me all the way down to Deck Three. Besides, | wanted
Jasdl to mysdf. Cdl it selfish, but how often in life does one get the chance to have private time with an
dien?

Nothing | could do about it, though, so | pushed myself over to the hatch and pulled it open. From the
corner of my eye, | saw the jealous scowl on Morgan’sface, yet | couldn’'t help but notice that Ash was
grinning broadly, asif he was enjoying his own private joke....or, perhaps, savoring his patron’ sirritation.

Then | ducked down the manhole and—with Jas close behind me and Rain bringing up the reer—began
to make my way down the access shaft.
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None of us said anything until we reached Deck Three, but three bells rang just as we entered the
passageway, warning us that the main engine ignition was imminent.

| had just enough time to brace my hands against the corridor walls and rest my feet on the floor beforea
prolonged shudder passed through the ship. | glanced over my shoulder to make sure that the others
weredl right; Jas s broad feet had found the carpet aswell, and although Rain had been caught off
guard, she quickly recovered by grabbing hold of the ceiling rail and planting the soles of her stickshoes
againg the carpet. For the next fifteen minutes or so, we would enjoy one-third gravity while the Pride
accelerated to cruise velocity.

“Wdl, we'reoff,” | sad, stating the obviousif only for the sake of conversation. Lowering my hands, |
stepped aside to make way for Jas. “ Prime Emissary, if you' d liketo lead theway...?”

“Thank you.” Asthe hjadd moved past me, | caught my reflection in hisher faceplate. “ Thereis no need
to be so formd, Mr. Truffaut,” heshe added. “Y ou may call me Jas.”

“Uh, sure...right.” I’ d forgotten that heshe' d told me so before. Behind us, Rain was closing the deck
hatch. | waited until she’ d dogged it shut, then followed Jas down the corridor. “ Thank you for letting
me...| mean, both of us...see your quarters.”

A shilant hissfrom hisher mouthpiece. “ The courtesy islong overdue,” Jas said as heshe led us past the
medical bay. “We have dlowed only afew of your kind to enter our compound on Coyote. Perhapsthe
time has come for usto be lessjea ous of our privacy. Very soon wewill be arriving at Talus qua spah.
A little cultura acclimetion isdesrable”

“Tauspah-squa...?’ | sumbled over the words. “I’'m sorry, but what...?’

“Taus qua spah. In your language, the House of the Talus.” Jas came to a halt beside an unmarked
hatch. A black plate had been set within it; once again, heshe removed hisher left glove, then placed
hisher pdm againgt it. “ That is only an gpproximate trand ation of what it really means, but it will suffice.”

The pand turned purple, then the hatch did open, revealing asmall antechamber that | assumed was an
interna airlock. Jas stepped into it, then turned to look back at us. * Please remain here until | summon
you. | must prepare mysdlf for vistors.” Then heshe touched a button beside the door, and the hatch
closed once more.

That left Rain and me adonein the corridor. An uncomfortable silence settled between us. With nothing to
say or do, | gazed at the bulkhead, idly speculating how much effort it must have taken Janus' s engineers
to retrofit this part of the ship to hjadd specifications. | was beginning to count the rivetswhen Rain
quietly cleared her throat.

“I just want to...” She paused, Sarted again. “Look, I’ m sorry about yesterday. | mean, about what
happened during load-in.”

“Don’'t worry about it.” | continued to study the bulkhead.

“No, redlly...I meanit.” Putting herself between me and thewal so that | couldn’t ignore her, shelooked
me straight in the eye. “Y ou knew what you were doing out there. . . better than | did, to tell the
truth...and | wasjust trying to seeif | could pissyou off.”

“Y eah, well, you succeeded.”



“Uh-uh. I’'ve been told | have atalent for that.” A crooked smilethat quickly faded. “ Ted told me that
you dmogt quit.”

That wasn't quite what had happened, but | wasn't about to correct her if it made her fed guilty. “Believe
me,” shewent on, “that’ s not what | want. | just...look, can we il be friends? | promisethat | won't
snap a you anymore.”

| could tell that she was making a sincere effort to make up. | was il alittle angry about the thingsshe'd
said to me, but if she waswilling to gpologize, it would have been churlish of meto refuse. “Yeah, dl
right,” | said, and as an afterthought offered my hand. *“ Case closed.”

“Okay. Case closed.” Rain grinned as she took my hand. | was surprised by how soft her touch was,
and was dmost reluctant to let go. “Glad to put that behind us.”

“Yeah,wdl...soam1.”

Another silencefell between us. Perhapswe d ceased fire, but there were still old wounds that hadn't
hedled. The hatch remained shut, and | wondered what Jas was doing in there. But there was something
elsethat roused my curiosity...

“Pardon me, but may | ask a persona question?’
“I don’'t know.” She frowned. “ Depends how persond it is.”

| hesitated. Too late to back down, though, so | forged ahead. Y esterday, when we were at breakfast
and talking about my brother, | happened to mention yours, and that set you off.” There was aspark
within her eyes, and | quickly raised my hand. “Hey, I’m not trying to pick another fight. I'd just liketo
know...what wasit that | said about him that got you so riled?’

“Youdidn't know?’ Rain sared a me. “No onetold you?’
“I’'m new around here, remember?| couldn’t find my way to the outhouse without a map.”

That brought another smileto her face. “ At least you admit thet,” she said with adight laugh before
becoming somber again. “I1t'snot something | like to talk about, but...well, you' re not the only onewith a
black sheep inthefamily.” She looked down at the floor. “My brother killed my father.”

Of dl the things she could have said to me, nothing could have been more unexpected. It was my turn to
be apologetic. “I...I'm sorry, | didn't...”

“No, of course not. Like you said, there' s no reason why you should’ ve known.” Rain shook her head.
“I guess |’ ve become so used to having people talk about him behind my back, it’slike | have it tattooed
onmy forehead.”

Shelet out her breath asatired sigh. “My brother, Hawk...who' s about your age, by the
way...murdered my father. Our father, | mean. There salot of people who say he had it coming...my
father was a mean drunk, and even my mother says he was a bastard, which waswhy they were
separated....but al the same, Hawk shouldn’t have...”

She broke off when the hatch abruptly did open, aslent invitation for usto enter. “ Guessthat meanswe
cancomein,” | said, making acourtly bow. “Ladiesfird...”

“Thank you.” Rain seemed happy to beinterrupted. Not that | could blame her, but Jas couldn’t have
picked aworse moment. Y et | |et the subject drop as we stepped into the antechamber.
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Thearlock wasasmal foyer just large enough for the two of us, with anidentical hatch on the opposite
sde. Once the outer hatch closed behind us, the celling lit with apale ydlow luminescence.

“Welcome,” said Jas, hisher voice coming from a speaker besde asmdl control panel. “Before |
repressurize the room you are in, you will need to put on breathing masks. Y ou will find them in the
compartment to your right.”

Rain turned around, located asmall candy-striped panel recessed within the wdll; insde were two
full-face air masks. We dipped them on, and | helped Rain activate the miniature oxygen-nitrogen
cylinders on either side of the lower jaw. Jas must have been observing us, because as soon aswe were
ready, therewas afaint buzz and the airlock began to repressurize.

We could' ve breathed the air within Jas s quarters, but not for very long. Watching the digita gauge on
the control pand, | saw the atmospheric pressure drop 250 millibars while the nitrogen content increased
by 20 percent. Without air masks, we would have succumbed to anoxiaand fainted from lack of oxygen.
The change-out took abouit five minutes; when it was done, there was another buzz, then the inner hatch
revolved open.

Wewalked into what had once been the ship’ slounge before it was converted into a cabin suitable for
hjadd passengers: alarge suite divided into three rooms, two of them serving as private deeping quarters
and the third as agtting room. At least heshe had furniture, even if it was designed to accommodate
hisher shorter legs and longer torso; | noticed that the couch and chair were equipped with safety
harnesses. There was even what appeared to be asmall galley, no doubt stocked with vegetarian food
palatable to the hjadd. If therewasaprivy, | didn’t seeit. Y et other than a porthole, the cabin was
gpartan, the calling railslending it the same utilitarian gppearance asthe rest of the ship.

But the surroundings didn’t catch my attention so much as Jas himhersdlf. Since the Prime Emissary no
longer needed to wear hisher environment suit, heshe had changed into along, togaike robe that looked
like slk yet seemed to shimmer with red and purple radiance. Hisher head, resembling that of aturtle only
with ashort fin on the back of hisher skull, rose from the high collar of hisher robe, whilethe hands|'d
glimpsed earlier were folded together within bell deeves embroidered with intricate designs.

“Please, comein,” heshe said. “Make yoursdves comfortable.” A six-fingered hand, itstalonswhite
againg the dark brown of hisher skin, emerged from adeeve in the gesture of welcome. “I’'m afraid |
cannot offer refreshment, but | doubt you would enjoy anything that | eat or drink anyway.”

When Jas spoke, | heard two voices: the familiar one that addressed usin Anglo, which came from the
grille of asmall device that heshe wore around hisher neck, and the low-pitched series of hisses, croaks,
and whistles that matched the movements of hisher mouth. The Prime Emissary didn’t know our
language; heshe merely possessed the meansto have it trandated for himher. The device heshe wore
around hisher neck apparently did the trick; asender prong was suspended in front of hisher lipless
mouth, whilethin wiresled to smal capsthat covered the membranes on either side of hisher head.

“No need to apologize.” Rain recovered more quickly than | did; | was getting over my first sight of Jas
without hisher environment suit. “ Once we reach your world, maybe we will have achanceto sample
your cuisne”

“Uh...yeah,” | stuttered. “I’'d likethat alot, too.” | was a alossfor what elseto say. “Umm...nice place
you have here”

Lame, but Extraterrestrial Diplomacy 101 wasn't acourse |’ d taken at the Academy. Whatever | said,



though, was gpparently enough to tickle hisher funny bone—where that waslocated, | hadn't a
clue—because it was received by a short, high-pitched hiss. Jas' s heavy-lidded eyes, which bulged from
thefront of hisher skull, closed dightly.

“Y our people have done well to accommodate us,” heshe replied. “ Perhaps we will be able satisfy your
curiosity about our food, once we have arrived at Talus qua spah.”

| was gtill getting over the spooky way hisher eyes moved on their own when Jas stepped alittle closer.
“However,” heshe continued, “ our timeis short, and you will soon need to return to your duties.
Therefore, | will ask the question that | would like to have answered, if you may.”

“Quedtion?’ That startled me. “Ah...yeah, sure, whatever you...”

Rain’s cough was muffled by her air mask, but | heard it nonetheless. “ Of course, Prime Emissary,” she
sad, interrupting me, “dthough you' Il haveto forgive usif we re not very hdpful. After dl, we reixnay on
the aktay.”

| caught her meaning and dummied up, hoping that Jes strandator wasn't as efficient asit seemed.
Apparently it wasn't up to pig latin, because Jas went quiet for amoment, the fin on hisher head rising
ever so dightly. “Yes, certainly,” heshe responded after a second. “1 understand. But nonetheless, I'd like
to know....are there members of the Order of the Eye aboard this ship?’

| didn’t have to pretend ignorance. “ Sorry. Don’t know what you' re talking about.” | glanced at Rain.
“You?

“Neither do1.” She shook her head, but something in her expression told me otherwise. “Isthat
something you' ve heard about on Coyote?’

Jas sfinrose alittle more, hisher eyestwitching back and forth. “ A rumor, perhapslittle more,” heshe
responded, “yet enough to rouse our interest.” A short pause. “One of your passengers...Gordon
Ash...we have reason to believe belongsto this group. Do you know anything of this?’

“Nope. Nothing at al.” | shrugged, hoping that my lie was convincing. “Just that hedrinksalat, that's
al”

“Drinks?’ The hjadd' s |eft eye rotated toward me.

“He means dcohol. An affliction among my kind.” Rain was about to continue when, from outsdethe
room, we heard four bells, giving us the one-minute warning that the main engine was about to shut
down. “We should go,” she said, glancing at her watch. “Many thanksfor your hospitaity, Prime

Emissxy.”
“The pleasure has been mine.” Jas folded hisher hands together and bowed from the waist. “ Fedl freeto
vistmeagan.”

Neither of us said much to the other aswe cycled back through the airlock. The main engine cut off while
Rain and | were till inside; we grasped handrails dong the walls, and once the atmosphere returned to
normal, we removed our air masks and placed them in their compartment. But as soon aswe' d lft the
airlock and moved far enough down the passageway that | was sure Jas couldn’t hear us, | pulled her
adde.

“All right, now,” | said, kegping my voice low. “How abouit telling me what’ s going on?’

“What do you mean?’ Her expression remained neutral.



“C’mon...you know exactly what I’m talking about.” 1 nodded in the direction of Jas scabin. “This
business with the Order of the Eye. Y ou know something | don’t.”

“I don’t know what you' re—"

“Ashreads minds.” Her face went paleas| said this, and | went on. “1 don’t know how he doesit,
but...well, it'sthere, and don't try to pretend that I’ m wrong.”

Rain glanced both ways, asif to make sure that we were done. “ Okay, you'reright,” shereplied, her
voice little more than awhisper. “Ashisatdepath. . .or at least strongly empathic. That’ swhy Morgan
brought him aong. ..to verify whatever the hjadd haveto say to us, since we still don’t know their
language even though they’ re able to interpret ours. We vetried to keep this from the hjadd, but
goparently they’ ve dready figured it out.”

Despite the fact that she' d confirmed what | had aready suspected, | couldn't help but fed achill. “How
did Ash learn how to do that? Thisis...l mean, I’ ve never met anyonewho...”

“Not on Earth, no. But lately, afew people on Coyote have devel oped the ability to read minds...or at
least pick up emotions.” She hegitated. “Rumor hasit that it comes from long-term exposure to
pseudowasps. Supposedly they belong to acult that callsitself the Order of the Eye.”

| knew about pseudowasps. aflying insect native to Coyote, its sting contained avenom that produced
low-leve hdlucinations among humans. There were even people who ingested the venom asa
recregtiona drug; some of it had found itsway to Earth, where it was sold on the black market. Thiswas
thefirs timethat I’ d ever heard of its producing tel epathic abilities, though. If it hadn’t been for my earlier
encounter with Ash, | would have discounted it as hearsay.

“And Ash beongsto them?’ | asked.

“I’ve heard that the Order got started by someone who used to work for Morgan. That’s how Ash was
ableto hook up with him...Morgan has been bankrolling them on thedy.” Rain shrugged. “It’ sonly
when Ashisdrunk that he can’t hear what’ s going on indde other peopl€ s heads. That’swhy Morgan
had Ted bring along a couple of jugs of bearshine.”

I"d figured that out aready. If Ash wasloaded most of the time, he wouldn’t be able to hear the thoughts
of everyone ese aboard. Even Goldstein wouldn’t want that, except when hewished Ashto do so...say,
when he had to negotiate with the hjadd, and therefore wanted to have aleve playing field.

“So AshisMorgan' sringer,” | said, and Rain nodded. “ Sounds like Jas got wind of it, though. Areyou
goingtotdl him?’

Rain shook her head. “Not if | don't haveto,” she said, pushing herself toward the deck hatch. “None of
my business, and I’ d just as soon not have anything to do with Ashif | can help it.” Shelooked back at
me. “And neither should you. The Order is...wdll, if they redly do exig, then they’ re not something

you’ d want to messwith.”

That sounded like good advice. “Okay,” | said as| followed her toward the hatch. “1’ll take your word
for it. Thanksfor being straight with me. | gppreciateit.”

Rain paused just before entering the access shaft. “Y ou’ rewelcome,” she said, then favored mewith a
amile. “What arefriendsfor, right?’

(TEN)



A matter of trud. ..

transit to Rho Coronae Boredlis. ..

Tadusqua spah...
an indelicate request.

XV

It took about ten hoursfor the Pride to reach Starbridge Coyote. Time enough for both lunch and dinner
in the wardroom, plus along nap in between. Ted could have cut it in half if he'd ordered the enginesto
remain a full thrust, but that would have meant spending fuel we might need later. The only person
impatient to reach Hjarr was Goldstein, and Ted madeit plain that, athough Morgan might be the ship’s
owner, it was the captain who caled the shots.

That gave us nearly haf aday to kill. Since the Pride was on autopilot, there wasllittle reason for Ali to
remain a the helm. Regulations called for aflight-certified crewman to be on duty in the command center
at al times, though, and Ted, Emily, and Doc dl wanted to be relieved. So Ali sat me down at his station
and gave me the quick-and-dirty on how to drive the ship. The helm wasn't much different than that
aboard the Victory: athough the controls were a bit more complex, the thrusters controlling yaw, pitch,
and roll were operated by the same sort of trackball I' d learned to usein the Academy.

Ali had aready laid in the course for rendezvous with the starbridge; he told me that Morgan had assured
him that, once we were through hyperspace, the hjadd would transmit asignd that would interface with
the newly ingtalled nav system and automatically dock the Pride with Talus qua spah. Even so, Ali had
taken the precaution of programming an emergency override into the Pride’ s Al; two finger-strokes on
the keyboard, and he could resume control of the helm at any time.

“| don’'t carewhat Morgan says,” Ali said. “I’'m not quite reedy to trust the hjadd.”

| remembered the way he' d recoiled from Jas when heshe had inserted the key. “With the ship, or
anything dse?’

A wry smile crept across hisface. “Let’ sjust say | prefer to err on the Side of caution, especialy when
dedling with aracethat looks likeit might possibly est itsyoung.”

| considered reminding him that the hjadd were vegetarians, but decided againgt it. Nonetheless, |
wondered how someone so xenophobic had come to be hired as command pilot for this particular
mission. Perhaps the same reason why Goldstein recruited me; pickings were dim on Coyote when it
came to experienced freelance spacers, and Morgan had to settle for what he could find.

Once Ali was confident that | knew what | was doing, he lft the bridge to grab some lunch and observe
his midday prayers. For thefirst time since we' d departed Coyote, | found myself alone on the deck;
everyone e se had gone below. Through the starboard windows, | could see 47 Ursae Mgjoris-B asan
immense blue-and-purple disc, its silver-yelow rings casting a broad shadow across its cloud bands.
Hard to believe that, little more than ten days ago, I’ d been in the same place, only aboard astolen
lifeboat. Fate had dealt me an odd hand, to be sure.

| was gill gazing at Bear when the deck hatch opened. Looking around, | saw Doc pull himself up
through the manhole. Seeing me seated at the helm, he nodded with satisfaction.

“Good man...you're a your station.” A perfunctory nod, then he reached to his utility belt and unhooked
asgueezebulb. “Here syour reward...catch!”



He tossed the bulb across the deck. | reached up to snag it from midair. Hot coffee, just what | needed
just then. “Thanks,” | said. “Why, did you think | wouldn’t be here?’

“Not redlly, but you never know.” Doc closed the hatch, then turned a somersault that put him upside
down to me. “ One time, when we were going through the Belt on the way from Jupiter, the skipper put a
rookie on watch during graveyard shift.” He tucked the toes of his shoeswithin the ceiling rall. “1 came up
here to get something and found him catching z's, with an asteroid only eight hundred klicks off port bow.
Stupid kid had turned off the collison dert so that it wouldn't interrupt hissesta. Never turned my back
onanew guy snce”

“If I'd done that in the Union Astronautica, my old captain would' ve put me out the airlock.”

“That kid was Union Astronautica, too.” Doc unhooked another squeezebulb from his belt and opened
itsnipple. “Soam 1, for that matter.”

I’d gathered as much; his accent was Norte Americano, from somewhere out West. Which wasn't
surprising; | was hardly the first UA spacer to have defected. “Morgan recruited me from the European
Space Agency,” hewent on. “He d just expanded his company and needed people to build shipsfor
him. After awhile helet me leave the desk and do what | really wanted to do.”

“Why the name? Thisship, | mean.”

“Pride of Cucamonga? After my hometown...Cucamonga, Cdifornia. And before you ask, Loose Lucy
was named after my ex.” Doc shook his head. “Word of advice...never christen your ship in honor of
your wife. Not unless you intend to stay married, that is.”

“| takeit that’swhy it's called Loose Lucy,” | said, and he gave me arare smile. “Wdll, | haveto hand to
you...the Pride does’t ook like much, but shefliesjust fine”

“Looksaren't important. It' s how they’ re built that counts. Only thing | don't likeis having to add
equipment that | don’'t know how to operate.” Doc scowled as he gazed past me at the black box on the
console. “It cameto usjust asyou seeit. A few cablesin the back, with instructions on how to hardwire
them to the console. Soon aswe turned it on, though, it interfaced with the main Al bus. But we can't
open it, and there’ sno way for usto changeits settings or anything. Only Jas can do that.”

| hesitated, wondering whether | should let him in on Ali’ s secret. Doc was the chief engineer, though, o
it was hisjob to know what was going on with his ship. “Ali told me he rigged amanua override. Sayshe

“Did henow?" A sip of coffee, then he reattached his bulb to avest loop and twisted himsdlf until he was
right sde up. “Actudly, that’smy doing. Ali’ sjust taking credit for it...and don’t worry, Ted and Emily
know about it, too. Just don't let on to Morgan...he' d throw afit if he thought we didn’t trust the hjadd.”

Thiswas beginning to sound like afamiliar refrain. “1 takeit you don't?’

“Oh, | trust’em, dl right...just not with my ship.” Another smilethat quickly vanished. “Likewith you. |
have no problem with having a wet-behind-the-ears ensign standing watch, so long as | know you' re not
going to take asnooze.”

“Yeah, wdl...” | shrugged. “ Trust seemsto bein short supply on thisship.”

Doc didn’t reply at once. Instead, he regarded me with what seemed to be sympathy. “ Son, thisisn’t the
Academy,” hesaid a last. “ They do everything by the book, and that way they minimize therisks. Out
here, though, the book doesn’t apply. We re pretty much making it up aswe go aong. Especidly on this



flight”

As he spoke, Doc pushed himself over to one of the starboard windows. “With any luck, this'll be pretty
routine,” he said, gazing out at Bear. “We ddiver cargo, we pick up cargo, we go home. But I’'m not
going to count on it, and neither should you. So if we don’'t completely trust the Prime Emissary...well,
it's because there safirg time for everything, and trust is something you earn only from experience.” He
reached up to fondly pat the ceiling. “But if you put your faith in this ship, and the people you' re working
with, then you'll get through thisjust fine.”

If I’d heard that from anyone else, | would' ve considered it to be hopelessly saccharine. Y et sweetness
and light clearly weren't part of Doc's character; he was a pragmatic old spacer who' d been doing this
for avery long time. “Thanks. I'll keep that in mind.”

“Uh-huh...wel, that’sall | haveto say about that.” Turning away from the window, Doc pulled himsalf
back across the command center. “Okay, kid, the conn isyours. Don't wreck my ship, or I'll kick your
&H

He opened the deck hatch and floated headfirst down the access tunndl. The hatch closed behind him,
and once more | was adone on the bridge. Y et | found mysdlf remembering something Ash had said to
me

Out herein the great beyond, everything is strange. The sooner you get used to that, the better off you'll
be.

XV

Six hours later, we were on primary approach to the starbridge. By then Ali had relieved me at the helm,
and everyone had returned to the command center—including Jas, whom Goldstein had escorted up
from Deck Three. Doc had ingtaled aspecidly made couch for the Prime Emissary, into which heshe
strapped himhersdf; | noticed that, although Jastried stay away from Ash as much as possible, Morgan
traded chairswith his*“interpreter” so that Ash was seated next to the hjadd. Funny how even the
smallest of coincidences gained significance, once | knew what was going on.

If Ted wasaware of dl thisintrigue, he paid no attention. “ Emcee, open achannel to the gatehouse,” he
said, keeping an eye on the screens above the control console. Once Emily told him that she’ d made
contact, he touched his headset mike. “ Starbridge Coyote, thisis CFS Pride of Cucamonga, requesting
permission for hyperspace trangition to Rho Coronae Boredis”

A moment passed, then avoice came over the loudspeaker. “Roger that, Pride. Standing by to receive
dedtination code.”

“We copy, gatehouse.” Ted glanced over his shoulder at hiswife. “ Send the key, please.”

Ali typed in acommand that relayed the key code to Emily’ s station; she transmitted the signal to the
gatehouse, which in turn sent it via hyperlink to Rho Coronae Boredis. A minute went by, then we heard
from the gatehouse again: “ Code received at destination and confirmed. Y ou have permission to
commence fina gpproach.”

“Roger that, gatehouse. Thank you.” Ted let out his breath. “Right, then...Ali, interface Al with the
gatehouse, then fire main engine on my mark.”

Ali tapped at his keyboard, studied his comp for amoment, then looked back at him. “Interface
completed, skipper. Ready when you are.”



“Mark.”

A brief surge asthe engineignited. Looking up at the nearest screen, | saw Starbridge Coyote grow in
sze. Above the console, a holographic miniature of the Pride moved toward athree-dimensiona funnel
that grew from the ring. Remembering the turbulence I’ d experienced afew days earlier, | cinched my

harness alittle tighter, then glanced over at Rain.

“Hang on,” | whispered. “This could be rough.” She nodded and gave her own harness aquick yank.
Although she said nothing, the perspiration on her face showed just how nervous shewas. | remembered
then that she was the only person aboard who hadn’t made a hyperspace jump; everyone else had gone
through this at least once before, if only from Earth to Coyote. “Don’t worry,” | added. “1t'Il dl be over
injud...”

“I' know, | know.” Her voicewastight. “Don’t remind me.”

Shedidn’t want to be babied, so | Ieft her done. Ali had taken his hands from the console; with the
Pride’ s guidance system daved to the gatehouse Al, there was nothing for him to do. Y et Doc continued
to study hisboard, aert for any sgnsof trouble, while Ted and Emily watched the comp displays at their
ddions.

The engine cut off afew seconds later. Another glance at a screen told me that the Pride was only afew
milesfrom the starbridge. Any moment now, we' d be entering the event horizon. ..

A sudden flash from within thering, and then it fdlt asif we were being pulled into the wormhole. | was
about to close my eyes when someone grasped the back of my wrist. Looking down, | was surprised to
find that Rain had grabbed hold of me.

“Don't watch,” | said quietly, taking her hand. * Just shut your eyes. You'll be...”
| didn’t get achanceto finish, for at that moment we entered the starbridge.

Thistime, | saw what happened. Bright light in every color of the visible spectrum streamed through the
windows as the command center turned upside down, becoming abarrel that some maicious giant had
decided to kick down adope. For an ingtant, it seemed asif everything stretched, like matter itself had
become little more than warm taffy. The holo flickered and went dead. From the other side of the bridge,
| heard someone scream—Ash, perhaps, or maybe it was Morgan—and Rain’ s grip became so hard
that | most yelped.

And then, as suddenly asit had begun, it ended. The light faded, the spinning stopped, everything
resumed its normal proportions. We were through the starbridge.

Rain let out her breath, dowly opened her eyes. “Oh, god, that was...” Then sheredized that shewas
gill dlutching my hand. “ Sorry,” she muttered, and quickly released it. “Didn’'t mean to...”

“That’sokay.” | couldn’t help but grin. “ Anytime.”

Her face had been pale; then it became red, and she looked away in embarrassment. Hearing the sound
of someone retching, | turned to see Ash blowing his cookiesinto abag while Goldstein regarded him
with disgust. Everyone el se was shaken and swesty, save perhapsfor Jas, whose turtldike visage
remained invisble behind the opague mirror of hisher suit helmet.

“Wdl, now...that wasn't so bad, wasit?’ Ted glanced around the deck. “ Everyone dl right? No
casudlties, | hope?’ Satisfied that we were all in one piece, if perhapsalittle worse for wesr, he looked
over at hiswife. “ Send amessage back home. Tell them we ve arrived in one piece.”



Emily pushed adamp lock of hair from her face as she opened a hyperlink channel to Starbridge Coyote.
Ted turned back toward the helm. “ A fix on our position, Ali, if you will.”

Our pilot seemed to shake himsdf awake, then hunched over the console. It took aminute for him to
reactivate the holo and match it against the chartsin the comp’s stellar catalog. “We' reinthe HD
143761 system. Approximately one and ahaf AU’ sfrom the primary, one thousand milesfrom...”

Hisvoicetrailed off as he dowly raised his eyesto the nearest window. “ Allah’sblessings,” he muttered.
“Will you look &t that?

| followed his gaze. Through the window, we could see anearby planet, oddly Earth-like but with oceans
larger than those of our own world. Hjarr, gpparently, but this wasn’t what got our attention. In orbit
above the planet was something that gppeared at first to be asmall congtdlation, yet obvioudy wasn't of
neturd origin.

“Isthat what | think it iS?” Rain stared at it in astonishment. “I mean, I'd heard that it was big, but...”

Emily put a3-D image up on the holo, and we could see the object more clearly: avast,
snowflake-shaped structure, perhaps two hundred miles or more in diameter, like an elaborate toy
cobbled together by someinfant god. It dowly rotated upon acentral axis, catching the light of adistant
sun; dl around it moved tiny specksthat, | suddenly redlized, were starships larger than the Pride itself.

A space colony, but much, much bigger than any built by humans. Even Highgate would have been
dwarfed by thisthing. I'd heard of it, of course, yet in red life it was more awesome than anything I’ d
imagined.

“Thereitis... Tdusqua spah.” Ted looked over a Jas. “Welcome home, Prime Emissary.”

“Thank you, Captain.” The hjadd had already unfastened hisher harness and was floating free of hisher
couch. “First Officer, will you please open achannel? The proper frequency has aready been
programmed into your system.”

“Sure.” Emily reached to her keyboard. “But what do you want meto...?’

“Thereisno need for you to speak. | will communicate for you.” Jas pushed himhersdlf over to the
console. “If youwill... 7’

“Skipper?” Ali continued to stare at the holo. “What do you want me to do?’

“Move us away from the starbridge, then hold position.” Ted watched as Emily entered commandsinto
her keyboard. “ Just wait.”

Emily raised an eyebrow, then looked up at Jes. Apparently the Prime Emissary had switched off hisher
trandator and activated an internal mike, for when heshe spoke again, it wasn't in Anglo but rather the
unpronounceable rush of hisses, clicks, and croaksthat I'd heard in hisher quarters. A few seconds
passed, then from the speakers we heard aresponse in the same tongue. Jas gave a short reply, then
turned toward Ted.

“Our arrival has been acknowledged, and we have been welcomed,” heshe said. “If you will kindly
relinquish control of your ship, our traffic control system will guide it to the appropriate docking port.”

From across the compartment, | saw Ali trade awary glance with Ted. The captain gave him awordless
nod, and Ali entered acommand into his console. “Helm control free,” he said, not at al happy about it.
“But | don’t know how...”



A second later, there was an abrupt sensation of lateral movement as the maneuvering thrustersfired on
their own, bringing the Pride around afew degreesto starboard. “ Do not worry,” Jas said as heshe
returned to hisher couch. “Y our ship isquite safe, so long asyou do not interfere. All youneed dois
complete final docking procedures.”

“Thank you.” Ted looked over at Rain and me. “Right, then...you know the drill. Go below and prepare
for arrival. We ll be using the primary docking port on Cargo Two.”

| unbuckled my harness and pushed mysalf out of my seet. “ Do you want us to open the port hatch?’
Ted shook hishead. “Not until we get there. Just pressurize the module and wait for us.”

“Wilco.” Grabbing hold of the celling rail, Rain pulled herself toward the deck hatch. “Let usknow when
you' re about to come down.”

“Sure.” Ted was no longer paying attention to us. Once again, he was gazing out the windows, watching
Tadusqua spah asit steadily grew larger. One last glance behind us, then | followed Rain from the
command center. Shewaited in the access shaft while | shut the hatch behind us.

“Isitjust me” | said once we were done, “or doesthat thing scare the hdll out of you, too?’

Rain thought about it for amoment. “No,” she said quietly as she pushed hersdlf in the direction of the
hub. “It' s not just you.”

XVI

Although we were supposed to pressurize Cargo Two, standard operating procedure called for usto suit
up first. So our first stop was the ready room.

Rain and | had made our peace, but she still wasn't inclined to share the compartment while she put on
her hardsuit. | wasn't about to presstheissue, 0| let her have her privacy and instead pushed myself
across the hub to Cargo Two and initiated pressurization. She didn't take aslong to suit up as she had
the day before, so by the time shewas done and | traded places with her in the ready room to put on my
own gear, Cargo Two was fully pressurized and we were ready to enter it without having to cycle
through itsairlock. We kept our helmet faceplates open, though, and left our pressure switches on
standby.

Cargo Two was divided into four decks, with the marijuanabales securely lashed to gridlike floors. We
floated past them as we made our way down the center shaft to the docking port, located at the far end
of the module between the cargo hatches. We' d just reached the port hatch when Emily’ s voice came
through the comlink.

“Jastels uswe re about to enter agravity field,” she said. “ Y ou' re going to need to find something to
hangonto.”

“We copy.” There were hand-rungs on either side of the hatch. | grabbed apair on one side, and Rain
held on to two more on the other side. “All right, we' re ready.”

“Very good.” A pause. “On fina gpproach now. We Il be docking in acouple of minutes.”
| was about to respond when Rain gasped. “Holy...get aload of that!”

She was peering through the small porthole in the center of the hatch. Moving beside her, | gazed out the
window, and felt my breath catch. Past the flanges of the docking collar, severa hundred yards away and



getting closer with each passing second, we could see agiant, saucerlike construct, just one of the
countless subsections that made up Talus qua spah. Asthe Pride drew near, adome at the bottom of the
saucer opened like aclamshell. Beyond it lay an enormous bay, so vast that the Robert E. Lee could
have been hangared inside.

“I think we re expected,” | murmured. An obvious remark, yet Rain’sface was grim as she silently
nodded. Shewasjust asintimidated as| was.

Coadting in on little more than its thrusters, the Pride dowly entered the bay. Through the porthole, Rain
and | watched asthe ship glided into the center of alatticelike cradle, its arms swinging aside to make
room for our vessel. There was a hard thump asthe freighter came to rest, then atubular arm telescoped
forward to mate with the port hatch.

It had just connected with the docking collar when we felt the abrupt tug of gravity, and the airlock
suddenly went vertica. Rain and | both swore as we scrambled to find footholds. Fortunately, there was
anarrow ledge running around the insde of the hatch that we were able to stand upon.

“All right, we' re here,” Emily said. “How are you guys doing down there?’

Behind us, | could heard the baes shifting againgt their restraints; now they hung from the decks, which
had become bulkheads. “We re okay,” Rain said, “but | hope they’ re able to fine-tune their gravity field.
Otherwise, unloading isgoing to be abitch.”

A short pause, then Emily’ s voice returned. “ Jas assures us thiswon't be a problem. All they haveto do
is shut down the field for the hangar. How’ sthe pressure on your end?’

| turned my head so that | could read the panel next to the hatch. All the lights were green. “ Copacetic,” |
replied, then | glanced through the porthole. An empty tunnd lay before us, an enclosed gangway
illuminated by the Pride sexternd lights. “Waiting for you.”

Another pause, then Ted came over the comlink. “I1t’ s going to take us abit to get things settled here. Go
ahead and pop the hatch. W€ Il be down in afew minutes.”

“Roger that.” The lockwhed waslocated on my side of the hatch. Hanging on with my left hand, |
twisted the whedl clockwise, then put my shoulder againgt the hatch. Therewasafaint hissasit swung
open, and | looked a Rain. “Ladiesfirst.”

“Oh, no.” She shook her head within her hdmet. “l ind<t...”

| tried not to laugh. If the hjadd had a desth ray waiting for us, we would' ve known aready. But | wasn't
about to make fun of her for being nervous, so | ducked my head and climbed through the hatch.

The tunnel was octagonal, with each surface capable of serving asafloor. For afew seconds, al | could
clearly seewasthefirst dozen feet or s0...then the walls glowed to life with a soft radiance of their own,
and | saw that the gangway extended abouit forty yards until it ended at acircular door.

“Now what?" Rain entered the tunnel behind me. “Keep going, or wait for the others?’

“Wewait.” There was no need for my helmet, and | felt foolish wearing it, so | took amoment to remove
it, careful to keep my headset in place. “ Always let the captain...”

Before| could finish, though, the door at the end of the tunne split in half and did open. Warm light
spilled out into the passageway.



“Ontheother hand...” | murmured.

Rain had removed her own helmet. “Y ou just said we should wait,” she said, regarding the door with
suspicion. “Now you'resaying...”

“Hold onasec.” | prodded my headset. “ Ted, are you there?’
“Copy. What' sgoing on?’

“WEe ve left the Pride, and now we' rein some sort of gangway. Look like it leadsto the station, and a
door at the far end just opened. | think someone want us to come aboard.” | paused. “Do we stay, or do
wego?’

Severa seconds passed, then Morgan’ s voice came over the comlink. “ Jas says that you should
continue. An invitation has been made, and it would be considered rude if you declined.”

Ted' svoicereturned. “I concur. We' re ill in the command center. Go ahead, both of you. We Il catch
up.”

“Roger that.” | looked at Rain; she’ d heard everything over her own headset. “Well, thereit is. Ready to
mest the neighbors?’

Shedtill didn’t look happy about the thought of doing this alone. We hadn’t been given much choicein
the matter, though, so we tucked our helmets beneath our arms and headed down the tunndl. |
deliberately walked dowly, in order to give Ted and the others more time to join us; nonetheless, it didn’t
take long for usto reach the end of the gangway.

We entered a circular room about twenty feet in diameter, with another round door on the other side. Its
wallswere featureless save for a set of floor-to-ceiling glass pandsthat emitted adull blue glow. Above
uswas atrangparent dome; through it, we could see the Pride, resting in avertical position within its
docking cradle. We were still gazing up at our ship when, very quietly, the door did shut behind us.

“Oh, hdl,” Rain muttered. “| don't like thelooksof...”

At that ingtant, the wall pandslit up, each displaying adifferent image. A north polar projection of the
Milky Way gdaxy, overlaid with ahao grid upon which astar near the center of the Orion Arm was
circled: Rho Coronae Boredlis, if my guesswasright. A schematic view of Talus qua spah, with atiny
saucer near its outer edge highlighted; hjadd script appeared next to it, apparently meaning YOU ARE
HERE. A wide-angle shot of the Pride, looking like a bug snared within aspiderweb. Vertica bars of
hjadd script dowly scrolled upward, Sgnificant in some way yet meaninglessto our eyes.

| was il gazing a those panels when Rain tapped my shoulder. Turning around, | saw another pand,
this one showing ahjadd. Although heshe looked alittle like Jas, | noticed that hisher face had adifferent
skin pattern and adightly larger fin. Heshe opened hisher mouth and addressed usin aseries of hisses
and clicks.

A pause, then the hjadd vanished, to be replaced by something that looked like ahermit crab, only
lacking ashell and with smdler claws. It chirped for afew seconds, stopped and waited for a moment,
then disappeared. The next creature was atall, skinny biped, with backward-jointed legs, arms that
nearly reached the floor, and a head that vaguely resembled that of ahorse; when it spoke, it gurgled like
someone with amouthful of water trying to tell adirty joke. Another pause, then it went away, and then
we saw something that could have been the Abominable Snowman were it not for enormous bug eyes
and atongue that dipped obscenely in and out of its furry mouth.



“I think...” Rain studied the pandl, her anxiety replaced by fascination. “Maybe thisis some sort of
reception area.”

“You might beright, but | haven't the foggiest what we' re supposed to....”

The pand suddenly went dark. A moment passed, then ahuman who looked alittle like Ted, except with
ashaved head and plucked eyebrows, appeared on it. “ Greetings, and welcome to the House of the
Tdus,” hesaid, speaking Anglo in avoicethat didn’t belong to our captain. “'Y ou have been identified as
human. Please continue to visitor processng.”

A tinkling sound like wind chimes, then | felt awarm draft at the back of my neck. Looking around, |
saw that the second door had did open.

“Bad mannersor not,” Rain said quietly, “I realy think we should have waited.”

“Too late now. We re committed.” Besides, | was curious. Rain glared at me, but followed meinto the
next room.

It was dmost identical to thefirst, except that the ceiling was covered with trand ucent panels. Low,
benchlike tables were scattered around; cabinets were recessed within the reflective glasswalls. The air
was consderably warmer aswell; about seventy degrees, comfortable without being too humid.

The door closed as soon as we were inside, and once again the not-quite-Ted appeared on awall pand.

“Thisisthe decontamination facility,” he said. “ To begin this procedure, please remove dl your clothes.”

PART 3
TheFool’'sErrand
(ELEVEN)

The etiquette of decontamination...

avigttothelibrary...

Fah, otherwise known as Haha. ..

Ash gets strange(r).

I

Rain’s scream was il reverberating from the walls when a hjadd materidized.

Heshe appeared so suddenly, my first thought was that heshe was some sort of extraterrestria djinn,
fresh from the lamp and ready to grant me three wishes (the first of which would' ve been to be anyplace
but here). It took a moment for me to redlize that heshe was ahologram, abeit so lifelike that | could' ve
sworn heshe was solid. Heshe regarded us with reptilian solemnity, hisher fin raised to full height from the
back of hisher head.

“Pardon me,” heshe said, hisher voice nearly the same as Jas's, “but what does the expression ‘ hdll, no’
mean?’

| forced a cough to keep from cracking up. “It...uh, meansthat she's...ah...”



“It meansthere’ sno way |I'm getting naked.” Rain’ sfacewaslivid. “Not here, not now, and especialy
not with”—she pointed at me—"him.”

The hjadd' sleft eye twitched toward her. “ Decontamination isrequired for dl racesvisting Taus
qua spah. | assureyou that it is painless and noninvasive, and will only take afew minutesto perform.
However, it is necessary for one to be bare of al accoutrementsin order for the procedure to be
completely effective”

Rain opened her mouth to protest, but | cut her off. 1 understand that, sure. But in our culture, nudity is
considered...um, taboo.” The hjadd’ shead cocked dightly at thisunfamiliar word. “ Socialy
unacceptable,” | added. “ Particularly between sexes...genders, that is.”

“Meaning, I'm not about to...” Rain glared at me, and shook her head. “No. Out of the question.”

The hjadd was quiet for amoment. | had the sense that heshe was listening to someone else whom we
couldn’'t see. “It is strange for a dioecious species to be so reluctant about revealing their bodies,” heshe
sad a lagt, hisher eyestwitching back and forth between us. “How isit possible for you to mate without
exposing your reproductive organs?’

It was my turn to become red-faced. “We're...um, not mates. Just friends, that’sall.”

The hjadd’ sfin lowered, and hisher head moved back and forth upon hisher long neck. “I now
comprehend. However, the rules of the Talusremain. Y ou may not pass this point without undergoing
decontamination, and this procedure cannot begin until you have removed dl your clothing.”

| was about to respond when | heard aclick in my right ear. Ted' s voice came through my headset.
“Jules, do you copy? Isthere a problem over there?’

| prodded my mike. “Roger that, Captain...and, yeah, we' ve got aholdup.”

The hjadd waited patiently while | briefly explained the situation; Rain tapped into the comlink, but didn’t
say anything until | finished. When | was done, there was a short pause, then Ted came back online.
“Look, | undergtand thisis uncomfortable for both of you, but Jas saysthat if you don’'t undergo
decontamination, none of uswill be alowed on board. No two ways about it. Sorry.”

Rain’ smouth fell open. “ Skipper, | can't...”

“Rain, stiop being such aprude. Therest of usarein the next room. If you don’t want to be done with
Jules, you can wait until we join you, and then we can al get naked together. Or you can trust Mr.
Truffaut to be a gentleman and keep his back to you. Either way, though, you'rejust going to...”

“Okay, dl right. | get the point. Over and out.” Rain clicked off, then turned to give me acold stare. “|
swear to God, if you so much as...”

“Don’t worry.” I'd aready turned away from her, setting my helmet down on the nearest bench. “I won't
S0 much as peek. | promise.”

Rain hesitated, then | heard her place her own helmet on the other bench. A few moments later, there
was the soft sound of a zipper diding open. From the corner of my eye, | saw that the hjadd had aready
vanished; gpparently heshe redlized that our primitive notions of privacy extended to himher aswell.

A man of my word, | kept my promiseto Rain. Not that it made much difference. Thewall panelswere
just reflective enough that, even though | looked straight ahead, | was il able to see what was going on
behind my back. | tried to distract mysdlf by glancing down a my feet, but nonethelessit was hard to



ignore the fact that alovely young woman was peeling out of her undergarment just afew feet awvay.

And Rain was beautiful. No question about it. Asmuch as| tried to ignore her reflection, she had abody
that | could easly fantasize curling up againgt. | bit my lower lip and tried to think about basebdl ... but
when | looked up again, | saw that her gaze was fastened on the wall in front of her, and that she was
studying my reflection aswell.

Our eyesindirectly met for amoment, and for asecond | thought | was adead man. Y e my execution
was delayed by the hjadd' s voice, coming from someinvisible source: “Please close your eyesand
extend your arms.”

| did as| wastold, raisng my arms straight out from my sides. A low hum surrounded us; athough my
eyelidswere closed, | could tell that the celling was gradualy becoming brighter. For the next severa
minutes, we were bathed in ultraviolet radiation, followed by a hot, dry wind that whisked away dandruff
and dead skin cells.

The humming ceased, the celling darkened, and the air became still once more. But just as| was about to
openmy eyes, | heard awhispered thufft! from somewhere behind me. An ingtant later, awhite-hot
needle jabbed mein the ass.

Rain yelped at the same moment | did, and | looked around to see her grabbing at her derriere. “What
thehdl was...?’

“Many gpologies” the hjadd said, still unseen to us. “ Those were darts containing mild antibiotics. They
are harmlessto you and will soon dissolve, but they help ensure that you' re not carrying any
microorganisms harmful to our kind.”

“Great.” She massaged her buttock where the dart had penetrated her skin. 1 thought you said this
would be painless and noninvasive.”

“Heshelied,” | muttered. Made sense, though; if heshe had told us what was coming, we might have
refused. And it was only alittle ting, after dl; the pain was dready going away, leaving behind little more
than atiny bruise.

“Yeah, well...heshe' snot the only one.” She glared at me. “Y ou said you wouldn’t peek.”
“How did you know | did?’

“Because...” Her voicetrailed off and she blushed, then quickly wrapped her arms across her chest and
turned away from me. “ So now what? Do we put on our suits again?’

“That will not be necessary. Temporary garments are available to you.” Asthe hjadd spoke, awal pand
did open, reveding asmal clost. “Please put them on. They conform to your dimensions and will keep
you comfortable until your own clothes can be brought over from your ship.”

Hanging within the closet were several long shirtlike robes resembling dashikis, each embroidered with
intricate patterns much like those on Jas' srobes. | removed two, tossed one over to Rain, then pulled on
the other. At the bottom of the closet were several socklike bootsthat could be put on either foot; |
dipped on two of them and gave apair to Rain. Once we were dressed and | had stored our suitsin the
closet, the hjadd spoke again. “Y ou may now proceed to your guest quarters. Transportation iswaiting
to take you there.”

The door on the other side of the room opened. Rain and | gave each other uncertain looks, and | gazed
at the ceiling. “ Just a second. | need to check with my people.” The hjadd said nothing as | walked over



to the bench where I’ d left my headset. “ Captain, are you there?’
“WEe re here. What' staking so long?’

“Jugt finished decontamination. Y ou're gonnaloveit.” Rain rolled her eyes, and | went on. “L ook, the
hjadd want usto go somewhere...to our quarters, or o they tell us. That means we' re probably going to
be separated, at least for awhile. Should we...?

“Go ahead,” Ted replied. “I’'m sureyou'll beal right. We' Il meet up with you there.”

“Roger that.” | clicked off, then dipped the headset around my neck. Rain was waiting for aresponse; |
gave her anod and she shrugged, then we padded across the room toward the open door.

On the other sde lay another tunnd, this one much shorter, ending at a sedled hatch only a dozen feet
away. Resting upon arecessed track was along, pill-shaped vehicle, its transparent canopy open a one
end to expose six couchlike seats arranged in tandem. Obvioudy atram of some sort. When | climbed
into the front seat, with Rain taking the one directly behind me, the couches changed shape to conform to
our bodies, with padded bars folding across us. The canopy did shut; a prolonged wheeze as the
compartment was depressurized, then the hatch spiraled open, and we shot down the tunndl....

And out into space.
I

Or so it seemed, for it appeared asif there was nothing on the other side of the canopy except cold,
unglimmering gars.

Grabbing at the safety bar, | gasped in horror. For amoment, | thought we' d been jettisoned into the
vacuum....then the cab passed through aring, and | redlized that the tram was a pneumatic tube running
aong the sde of athick cable.

We d |eft the saucer where the Pride was docked, and were being hurled through the Talus qua’ spah.
On ether side of us, stretching out asfar as we could see, floated a seemingly endless array of spheres,
cylinders, discs, and wheds, dl connected to one another by an intricate network of cables upon which
other trams sprinted back and forth. Lightslike amillion votive candles gleamed from countless windows
while, far above us, spacecraft of every conceivable shape and Size moved in stately promenade.

“Oh...” That wasdl Rain could say; | didn’t have to look back to know that she was awestruck. |
seconded the motion, adding another oh for good measure. The Taus qua’ spah was more than a habitat;
it wasavad city of space, sunning inits beauty, humbling in its complexity.

We didn't get much of a chance to admire the view, though, because afew seconds later the cab took an
abrupt |eft turn at a'Y -shaped intersection and hurtled toward alarge sphere. Just asit seemed that
collison was unavoidable, acircular hatch opened at its equator; the safety bars held uswithin our
couches asthe cab decelerated and then entered the sphere.

Wefound ourselvesin another station much like the one in the saucer. The cab glided to ahdt with little
more than adight bump; another long wheeze, and the canopy did open. | waited until my couch
released me from its grasp, then stood up on legsthat felt asif they’ d become rubber. Rain wasjust as
unsteady; her hand shook when | took it to help her out of the cab.

“That wasfun,” | said. “Let'sdoit again.”

“Sure. Anytime.” Shelet go of my hand, then looked around. “All right, so where are we now?’



Asif inresponse, adoor behind us peeled open; beyond it lay a short corridor, its hexagona wallslined
with burnished copper pands. “Um...we' rehere” | replied. “Wherever that is.”

The door shut behind us as soon as we entered the passageway. Too late to turn back now, and
nowhere to go but forward. So we dowly waked toward the door at the other end. It split down the
middle as soon as we approached it, and...

“Holy...!"” Rain whispered.
She was getting pretty good at taking the words right out of my mouth. All I could do was Sare.

A library, much like one might find in a nineteenth-century manor somewhere in England. Benegth a
vaulted ceiling from which crysta chandeliers were suspended, we saw mahogany-panded walls lined
with brass-caged bookcases, their shelvesfilled with leather-bound volumes. Antique armchairs and
sofas stood here and there upon athick Persian carpet, with brass reading lamps resting on oak tables
and lithographs of country scenes framed upon thewalls. A spira Staircaseled to an upper gdlery, and a
mellow fire crackled gently within amarble hearth at the far end of the room.

It was comfortable, and luxurious, and lovely, and totaly unexpected. My firg thought was that this place
was nothing more than a clever illusion, perhaps another hologram. Y et the carpet was soft beneath my
feet, and when | laid my hand upon the back of an armchair, | felt supple brown leather. No, it was
redly...red.

“What in theworld?’ Rain gazed around the room, her eyeswide. “How could they...l mean...?’

“Itisvery ampleto explain,” afamiliar voicereplied, and | nearly jumped afoot in the air when the hjadd
we' d met in the reception area materialized beside me. Heshe regarded me with hisher usua stoiciam, yet
hisher finrosedightly. “1 gpologize. Did | sartleyou?’

“Yes...yes, youdid.” My heart hammered against my chest, and | took adeep breath. “ A little warning
next time, please, um...what did you say your name was?’

“I did not say.” A short hiss of amusement. “ Since you have asked, though, | am Hahatahja Fah
Tas-Sadtja | have been delegated to be your liaison while you are here.”

“Hahatafahjasat...” 1t was amouthful of aname; when | ssumbled over the syllables, sacson ether sde
of hisher throat puffed outward. “ Sorry. No offense....isit Fah for short? Or Haha?’

“Fah. Please do not attempt to pronounce the rest.....it would only be an insult.” The throat sacs deflated,
and heshe raised ahand before | could go on. *Y our names, of course, are known. Jas Sa-Fhadda has
dready rdayed that information to us.”

“Yeah, sure.” Maybe heshe preferred to be addressed as Fah, but | couldn’t help but think of himher as
Haha; heshe was definitely one for practical jokes. “We met aboard our ship. Nice guy.”

“Jas said the same about you.” Fah's head rose upon hisher neck, asif to inspect me more closdly. “In
fact, heshe said you expressed an interest in our cuisine. Perhaps you will have that opportunity next
evening, before the reception we plan to hold in your honor.”

Reception? Thiswas news to me. | wondered if Ted knew about it yet. “We would be ddlighted,” |
replied, trying my hand at diplomacy. “And I'm sure...”

“Excuseme,” Rain said, interrupting us, “but you still haven't answered my question.” She waved ahand
at the room in which we stood. “How did you know what. ..l mean, how did you build dl this?’



“Ah, yes...” Fah'seyesrotated to tekein thelibrary. “It isareplicaof the crew lounge of the Galileo.
We duplicated it from images we found in the data banks of the Maria Celeste after we recovered it from
Spindrift, and used it to help the surviving members of the expedition acclimate themsalves once they
were revived from biostass. Since then, we have expanded it to serve asliving quarters for human
vidtors.” Heshe pointed to the gdlery. “Y our bedrooms are located up there, dong with hygienefacilities.
| hope the accommodations are suitable for your needs.”

“It's...very nice, thank you.” Rain’svoice waslow; | could tell she was il trying to wrap her head
around finding aVictorian library in an dien space colony. “I'm sure the otherswill...um, find it
interesing.”

Asthey spoke, | wandered over toward the hearth. As| suspected, the fire was just another holo; it cast
no warmth, and the logs remained unconsumed. | picked up abook from aside table, only to discover
that | was unable to open its cover. Stage props, nothing more. | hoped that the bathroom toilets were
functiona, or otherwise we' d bein big trouble.

“I’'m pleased that you' re satisfied with the arrangements.” Fah cocked hisher head to one side, listened
for amoment, then went on. “Y our companions are on theway. They will bejoining you shortly. If there
isnothing sel candofor you...”

Before elther of us could say anything, heshe vanished, winking out of existence as suddenly as heshe had
appeared.

Rain stared at the place where Fah had stood, then let out her bregth. “Just for once, I'd like to see
himher usethe door.” Anirate scowl. “And you' reabig help...can't you learn to say their names
correctly?’

“Sure, | can. Fah. Jas. Can't wait till we meet the one named Duh.”

“Hush. They might belistening.” Sdlf-conscious, she wrapped her arms around hersdlf. “Cometo think of
it,” she added, glancing up at the celling, “we d better watch what we say.”

“Yeah. Easlly offended, aren’t they?’ | sauntered over to the nearest bookcase and opened its cage but
wasn't able to remove any of the books upon its shelves. More props. “Next time we come here, we'll
haveto bring our own...”

The door leading to the tram opened just then, and we turned to see Ted walk in. “ Ah, thereyou are,” he
sad, giving usawry grin. “ Serves you right for getting ahead of us.”

“Your idea, kipper.” Rain smiled back at him. “Y ou just missed our host. He was here a second ago.”

“Fah? Met him while we were going through decontamination.” The captain gazed around the library,
gpparently unsurprised by our surroundings. “Y eah, same place,” he murmured. “Looks like they’ve
fixed it up alittle, though.”

“Maybe they findly got somered books.” Emily followed him through the door, followed by Ali,
Goldgtein, and Ash. The others were as startled by our surroundings as Rain and | had been, but Emily
accepted it as a place where she’ d been once before. Seeing the two of us, she chuckled. “Nice
pgamas.”

“Thanks.” | couldn’t help but notice that they were al wearing their own clothes. Well, that made sense;
they hadn’t had to put on EVA gear before leaving the ship. “ They’ re comfortable enough, but | wouldn't



mind going back to fetch my suff. Think they’ll let medo that?”

“I don't seewhy not if you don’t mind taking the roller-coaster ride again.” Emily sat down on anearby
sofa. “Doc’ s till on the Pride. We decided that we should follow protocol and leave someone aboard.”

“Where' s Jas?’

“Left us as soon as we came down the gangway. Guess his pals don’t think he poses any sort of
contamination threat.” Ted sat down next to hiswife. “All right, we' re here,” he said to Morgan. “ So now
what?’

Goldgtein was Hill staring at the library. Hearing Ted, he glanced back at the captain. “ Tomorrow we'll
unload the cargo, and I’ Il begin trade negotiations...with Mr. Ash, of course. For now, though, we
should make oursalves a home.”

Ash had walked over to the hearth; he quietly gazed at the fakefire, trying to ignore the rest of us. No
telling how long it had been since he'd last had adrink. Once again, | had to wonder what it must belike,
to be able to hear everyone e g’ s thoughts whether you wanted to or not. Nor was he the only oneill at
ease; Ali kept glancing at the door, asif wishing that he, too, had remained aboard ship.

“Sounds like good advice.” Ted yawned, stretched out hislegs. “Been along day. Going to bealong
onetomorrow, too.” Helooked at Emily. * Should' ve brought some food over from the ship. | could use
dinner.”

“Fah said that areception isgoing to be held for ustomorrow.” | ran afingertip across the back of an
armchair. The upholstery wasn't red |eather, but whatever it was, it ft like cowhide dl the same. “We
should get agood medl then.”

“I wouldn’t recommend it.” Morgan peered up at achanddier, dmogst asif speculating about how much
it wasworth. “I"vetried hjadd food. Rather disgusting.”

“I'mwithyou,” Emily said. “Besides, our syssems may not be able to digest whatever they giveus. I'll
head back to the ship later, gather some provisions. Won't be much. ..sandwiches and coffee...but it'll
get usthrough.”

“Thank you.” Ted stifled another yawn, then stood up. “Right. So let’ srest up and get ready to go to
work tomorrow.”

He headed for the gairs, gpparently interested in checking out the guest quarters. Ali followed him, while
Rain went over to Emily and quietly conferred with her. Morgan continued to stroll around the room,
ingpecting every artifact in the library with atrader’ s curiogty.

That left me with Ash. | walked over to join him at thefireplace. “ So. .. penny for your thoughts?” He
didn’t respond, nor did helook away from the holoprojected flames. Apparently hewasn't in atakative
mood. “Well, look,” 1 went on, “I’m going back to the ship in alittle bit to fetch my clothes. If you'd like
meto bring anything to you...”

“My bottle, you mean.” It wasn't aquestion; he and | both knew better. Ash glanced over his shoulder at
Morgan, who was out of earshot and not paying any attention to us. “It’sin my cabin, in the locker,” he
added, keeping his voice low. “Morgan wantsto keep me dry, but if you can get it for me...”

“Sure” | had little doubt that he' d relax abit if he could shut out everyone, if only for alittlewhile. “And
your...?7’



“My guitar, too, yes. Please” He favored me with aconspiratorid smile. “You'redl right, Jules. You're
easy to be around.”

“Thanks...l guess”

“I meant that as acompliment. Y ou should take it as such.” Ash sighed, his gaze traveling to the
fox-hunting scene above the mantd. “God, thisishard. My people should' ve never let Morgan talk them
into sending me.”

“Your people.” | hestated. “ The Order of the Eye?’

Looking away from the lithograph, he stared straight at me. Once again, | felt adoor open within my
mind. “So...Jasknows,” he whispered. “Hesheis aware of why I'm here”

All of asudden, | found mysdlf wishing that I’ d kept my mouth shut. “I1...yeah, | think so. Heshe asked if
you belonged to...”

“I understand.” Ash shook his head. “Don’t worry. You're not involved in this...but | advise you to keep
your distance. Things might get...strange.”

“Aren’'t you the one who told me | should get used to strangeness?’

The smilereturned. “Yes, | did, didn’'t 1?7 Then hisface became solemn. “But there are degrees of
strangeness, and just now”—amoment of hesitation—"1 don’t know whét to believe.”

And then he turned and walked away, leaving me to wonder what he' d meant by that.

(TWELVE)
Raw ded...
Ash taksback...

what do you do with two thousand paperweights?...

getting the pink dip.
\Y,

Next morning, Rain and | returned to the Pride of Cucamongato unload the cargo. There were no
quarrdsthistime around; in fact, you could’ ve amost sworn we' d been working together for years. Of
course, things were made easier by the fact that we had an unexpected bit of help.

Sincethelast time |’ d visited the Pride, a second gangway had been extended from the saucer, thisone
leading to the primary airlock. Made it alittle easier for usto get back aboard. Once Rain and | suited up
and exited the ship through the docking port, we discovered ahdf dozen things that resembled bowling
balls with two armswaiting just outsde. Doc informed us that, according to Jas, these were Taus’ bots
tasked to carry away the cargo. A small, dedlike craft hovered nearby, piloted by ahjadd who never
spoke to us but instead waited patiently while we opened the cargo modules. | suppose heshe was the
one named Duh, athough | was careful not to say as much over the comlink.

The gravity field within the saucer was temporarily switched off; sincel didn’'t need to operate the pod, |
helped Rain untie the bales and move them to the latera hatches, where the’ bots captured them and, in
turn, carried the massiverolls over to the ded. Onceits bed wasfull, the ded would glide avay,



disappearing through a hatch on the other side of the hangar and returning afew minutes later to take on
another load.

It didn’t take long for usto get used to working with the’ bots, and athough Duh remained quiet the
entiretime, heshe seemed to understand exactly what we were doing. At one point, though, whilewaiting
for the ded to return, | happened to notice four figures—two humans, along with apair of hjaddsin
environment suits—watching us from a cupola overlooking the bay. | had little doubt who they were:
Morgan, Jas, and Fah, with Ash quietly standing nearby, making surethat al the merchandise had arrived
sfdy.

It took about four hours for usto empty both modules. Once Rain and | were done, Duh disappeared
without so much as athank-you, the’ botstrailing hisher ded asit returned to its hatch. Rain and | cycled
back through the airlock. Much to my surprise, Rain alowed me to share the ready room with her, so
long as | promised to keep my back turned. Even so, we ended up helping each other remove our gear;
she blushed afew times, but otherwise didn’t object to my presence. One more sign that she was getting
used to working with me.

After we put on our civvies, we went back to the saucer. At least we didn’t have to endure
decontamination again. Just as well; we were bone-tired, and al we wanted wasto get a bite to eat and

perhaps a nap.

Ted, Emily, and Ali were waiting for usin the library. While Rain and | were busting our humps, they'd
had little to do except listen in on the comlink, but Emily had made lunch for usfrom the provisonsshe'd
brought over from the ship. Thefive of uswere working our way through a plate of turkey and cheese
sandwiches when the door opened, and Morgan stormed in, trailed by Ash.

“WEe ve been robbed.” Hisface was dark with anger, and benegth hisleft arm he carried asmall, oblong
object wrapped in slky white fabric.

“Comeagain?’ Ted sared a him, then glanced a Rain and me. “Was anything missng?’

“No, damnit,” Morgan snarled. “I didn’t mean it that way. Everything’' s accounted for, down to the last
pound. It'sjust that...” Inarticulate with rage, he jabbed afinger at Ash. “A fat lot of good you were! |
was looking for an insde lead, and al you could doweas...”

“Don’'t blame me.” Beneath hisrobe' s hood, Ash’s expression was neutral. “1’ ve told you what | can do
andwhat | can’'t,and | can’'t—"

“Likehdl! I've seen you do it dozens of times.” Morgan glared at him. “ So help me, if you' ve been
drinking...”

“No, but after putting up with you al morning, | need agtiff one.” Ash headed for the sairsleading to the
gdlery, no doubt to retrieve the jug of bearshine from his bedroom. | hoped that no one would wonder
how it had madeitsway from the Pride to our quarters.

Morgan started to go after him, then seemed to think better of it. Instead, he placed the cloth-wrapped
object on the lunch table, then dumped in an armchair. Putting hisfacein his hands, helet out along,
depressed sigh. “I’'mruined,” he muttered. “God, I'm ruined...”

“Cadm down.” Emily poured a cup of coffee and carried it over to him. * Just tell us what happened. Did
the negotiations go bad?’

“Hell, yes, they went bad! Y ou think I’'m happy about this?’ Raising his head, he regarded her asif she



was anidiot. “Worst goddamn deal | ever made! We were screwed the minute we walked in there, dl
because that coholic son of a...”

“It'snot my fault!” Ash’svoice came as an angry shout from the gallery above us. Looking up, we saw
him standing at therailing. He' d pulled back his hood, and there was an uncorked jug in hishand. “I did
thebest | could, but | can't...”

“Back off, both of you.” Ted roseto hisfeet. “Mr. Goldstein, get agrip. And you’—he glared at
Ash—"put that thing away, or so hep mel’ll put it under lock and key and you' Il be dry until we get
back home.”

Ash stared back at the captain. Apparently redlizing thiswasn't an empty threat, he reluctantly jammed
the cork back inthejug. “That’ s better,” Ted said, then turned to Morgan. “Right...now how about
telling us what happened, without any accusations.”

Morgan let out his breath. Before he could begin, though, my curiosity got the better of me. “What' sthis
thing?’ | asked, reaching across the table toward the wrapped object he' d brought in with him.

“Don’t touch that!” Morgan snatched it away from me, then seemed to reconsider. With aresigned
shrug, he put it back on the table. “Aw, what’ s the point? Go ahead, open it up. Does't matter...you'll
be seeing plenty more like it soon enough.”

| picked up the object. For something little more than twelve inchestal, it wasfairly heavy. Carefully
unwrapping the cloth, | found myself holding what appeared to be asmall black obdisk. Carved from
opague, unreflective stone and attached to a matching square base, it resembled arectangular pylon that
had been given aninety-degreetwidt at its center.

“What isthis?” Vaguely amused, | hefted it in my hand. About ten pounds or o, | reckoned. “Some sort
of paperweight?’

“It'scaled agnosh.” Morgan studied me. “Do you like it?’

“Wadll...yeah, | guessso.” Actudly, | did likeit. A lot. The gnosh fit smoothly within my pam, its surface
warm to the touch. A smdl thrill raced down my back that was pleasant, almost sexud. “ Can | haveit?’

Morgan shook hishead. “That'smy sample. I've give you onelater...Lord knows|’ || have plenty to
spare.” Another sigh of dgection. “ Two thousand, to be exact.”

“Two thousand of ...” Ali gtared at the gnosh. “ These things? In exchangefor...?’

“That’sright.” Morgan picked up the cloth in which the gnosh had been wrapped. “ Thisiswhat we' re
getting in trade for our cargo.” Carefully draping the cloth over hishand, he reached for the obdlisk.
“dles, if you'll pleese...?’

| found mysdlf reluctant to give it up. Morgan wasingstent, though, so | surrendered the gnosh to him.
The moment it left my hand, the ecstasy I’ d fdlt left me. “Wow,” | mumbled. “ That wasinteresting.”

“What in the world are you talking about?’ Rain looked first at me, then at the gnosh. “Let me seethat.”
“Oh, no you don’'t.” Ted shook his head, then turned to Morgan. “What isthisthing? What doesit do?’

“Sofar asl cantdl, it san emotion enhancer.” Morgan swaddled the gnosh within the cloth, then placed
itonthetable. “Touchit, and it givesyou pleasure...or a least if you'rein aneutrd frame of mind, as
Mr. Truffaut was. Since I’ m rather pissed off just now, I’'m being cautious about handling it. Otherwise, |



might be tempted to strangle Drunko the Clown up there.”

“Keepitup, and I’ ll show you my next trick.” Ash was making hisway down the sairs. At least he'd put
away the jug, but not before he' d sneaked one last dug of bearshine; | noticed that he carefully held the
banister as he descended.

“Steady, gents.” Ted bent down to study the gnosh. Although it was safely wrapped again, he was
prudent enough not to touch it. “ So what else has Fah offered us?’

“What else?’ A short, humorlesslaugh. “ That'sit! Two thousand of these supid things.” Again, Morgan
shook hishead. “Oh, did | get screwed...”

“What did you expect?’ Ali picked up the gnosh, gaveit acasua ingpection. “We just brought them two
and ahadf tons of weed, for heaven’s sake. What did you think you were going to get for them? The key

to the gdaxy?’

“Yup...that' sexactly what he thought.” Ash wasvisbly swaying as he reached the bottom of the stairs.
He shuffled toward us, his breath reeking of booze. “Morgan believed that he could get something for
nothing. ..faster-than-light drive, advanced nanotech, some other kind of miracle technology, al for just a
few bales of hemp.” He grinned and shook his head. “Manhattan for a handful of beads and

trinkets. ..but thistime, the injuns outfoxed the white men.”

“Adh...” Morgan’'seyeswere cold. “I’mwarning you, don't...”

“Don’'t what? Disclose the details of your deazy little deal?” Ash reached beneath hisrobe, pulled out the
squeezebulb I'd given him. It was haf-full of bearshine; apparently he' dfilled it beforeleaving thejugin
hisroom. “Give up aready,” he went on as he unsedled the nipple. “ There’ s nothing you can do about it

Hetook adrink, then turned to look at me. “Get this,” he said, asif none of the others were around.
“Morgan brought me aboard. ..brought me aong, that is...’ cause he thought | might give him aninside
edge. | mean, what could be better than to have atelepath at your sde when you' re doing business? That
way, you can tel what the other guy isthinking when you' re trying to drive abargain. Grest idea,
redly...except there' sjust one catch.” A pause. “C'mon, Jules, you' reasmart lad...what do you think it
is?’

Hewas clearly waiting for an answer. | thought about it for amoment. “Umm...you don’t know hjadd?’

“Bingo!” Ash amost tripped over the hem of his robe as he whedled away from me. 1 can read their
minds, dl right...but it doesn’t mean agoddamn thing if | don’t know what they’ re thinking!”

“That’ s not what you told me.” Morgan’ sfacewasred. “You said you could...”

“No. | told you that | could pick up their emotions. No problem there.” Snickering benesth his breath, he
sauntered over to Rain and flung an arm around her shoulders. “In fact, you wannaknow how they fedl
about your boss?’ Ash confided to her in astage whisper. “They think...well, not think exactly, but
y'know what | mean...he'safool for even trying to pull something likethis.”

“Look who'stalking.” Rainirritably peded hisarm from her.

Ash didn’t seem to notice. He sailed away once more, taking another mighty swig of corn liquor. *“But
what they actualy think...wel, damnif | know! They don’'t know Anglo, redly...they just use

those. ..those whatchamacdllits. . .to trandate our language into their own, and vice versa. Their
coga...congi...cognitive processes are in their own tongue. And believe me, Fah and Jas were real



careful not to even think about any of the few words of our language that they actualy understand.”

“So you couldn’t read their minds.” Ted had raised ahand to hisface, and he wastrying to hide hissmile
behindit.

“Yougot it, Cap'n.” Ash propped himsdlf up againgt the back of achair. *Y’know, just between you and
me...| think they’ ve dealt with telepaths before. * Cause as soon as Fah saw me comin’, he...heshe, |
mean...put up amental wall, and the only thing | could make out was the vague impression that heshe
needed to pee.”

“The Order of theEye.” | hadn’t meant to blurt that out, but at that moment it seemed pointlessto keep it
asecret any longer.

Morgan stared at me. “How did you know about that?’

“Jas asked meif Ash belonged to them. When | visited himher in hisher quarters.” | hesitated, redizing
that I’d said morethan | should. “ They knew about him aready. How, | don't...”

“Sowhy didn’t you...?" Morgan stopped himself and shook his head. “Never mind. Doesn't matter
anyway.” He picked up the gnosh from where Ali had l€ft it on the table, turned it over in his hands.
“Two thousand tchotchkes,” he said quietly. “Wel, maybeit'snot atotd loss. If | sdll them wholesdle at
two hundred colonias per unit, perhaps | can recoup the overhead costs.”

“Well get paid, won't we?’ Emily asked.

“Rest assured, I'll abide by the terms of my contract. No commission, though, I'm afraid.” Then he
looked a Ash. “Asfor you...”

“What?" Ash tipped back his head and held the squeezebulb above his mouth. He crushed it within his
fist until the last drop of bearshine was gone, then tossed the empty bulb aside. “Y ou’ re going to fire me?
Y ou know better.”

| wondered what he meant by that, but before | could say anything, Ted let out hisbregth. “Well, thereit
is. Well load up the....paperweights, or whatever...and go home. Maybe next timewe' |l get a better
ded, but for now...” Heshrugged. “At leastit' sadart.”

The start of what, he didn’t say. No one e se was willing to speculate, either. All 1 knew was that not
even feding up agnosh could have made anyonefed better just then.

\Y

| went upstairs and lay down, intending to take anap. But | had just dozed off when Ted knocked on my
door. Fah had appeared again, thistime to inform him that the shipment of gnoshes was packed and
ready to be put aboard the Pride. Since the captain wanted to return home as soon as politely
possible—we till had the reception to attend that evening, but he’ d scheduled our departure from Talus
qua spah for 0900 in the morning—he needed Rain and meto load the cargo that afternoon.

No problem, so far as| was concerned. Rain didn’t voice any objections either, so we headed back to
the saucer. Aswe were leaving the guest quarters, though, Ali asked if he could join us; he was bored,
and wanted to watch the load-in from the ship. Couldn’t blame him very much. Ash had passed out on
the downgtairs couch, and from behind the closed door of Morgan’s bedroom | could hear him
discussing something with Ted and Emily—the details of the dedl he’ d made with the hjadd, | assumed.
So there was nothing for our pilot to do. At least Rain and | were keeping busy.



Once we returned to the Pride and suited up again, we found Duh and hisher minionswaiting for usin the
hangar. The ded was |oaded with square metal crates, each four feet wide on aside. | opened one
before we put it aboard and found that it contained fifty gnoshes, each individualy sealed in plastic,
stacked and separated from one another by removable dividers. Either the hjadd had packed the crates
inahurry, or e'sethey’ d decided what they wanted to give usin exchange for our cannabislong before
we got there. | wondered if Morgan was aware of this.

So Rain and | spent the next four and ahalf hoursloading the crates aboard the Pride; there were forty in
all, and once again we aternated between Cargo One and Cargo Two, making sure that the mass was
evenly distributed on either side of the ship. The hjadd ’ bots did much of thework for us, carrying the
cratesfrom the ded to the cargo hatches, where either Rain or | would take possession of them and push
them over to the insde decks to be lashed down. Once thiswas done, sheand | carefully counted the
crates, using light pens and datapads to maintain inventory control. Unless the hjadd had decided to put
rocks inside some of those boxes, we had exactly two thousand gnoshes to take home. | hoped Morgan
was as shrewd of abusinessman as he claimed he was, or otherwise he’ d be stuck with awholelot of

paperweights.

Rain and | cycled through the airlock for what we hoped was the last time, but when we |eft the ready
room, we discovered Doc Schachner waiting for us at the airlock. Apparently Ali had decided that he'd
had enough of extraterrestrial hospitality; with Ted' s permission, he’ d elected to remain aboard the Pride
for the remainder of thetrip, taking over for Doc as watchman. Which was fine with our chief engineer;
he wanted to see Taus qua spah for himsdf. So we escorted him down the tunnd to the decontamination
facility and waited for him while he endured the strip-and-jab procedure.

Another tram ride, which by then had become amost dull, and we were back at the library. Ash was il
crashed out on the couch, athough someone had rolled him over so that he wouldn’t snore so much. The
door to Ted and Emily’ sroom was shut, so | figured they were spending some quality time together. |
was thinking about taking a sestawhen Morgan appeared at the gdlery railing. Would | please come up
for aprivate meeting? It didn’t sound like | had much choice, so | went upstairsto hisroom.

For arace with limited exposure to human needs, the hjadd had furnished our roomswell. A bed, a
desk, an armchair, and a private bath complete with toilet, snk, and shower: nothing fancy, but
comfortable al the same. Morgan had turned his quartersinto atemporary office; acomp was open on
his desk, with papers spread out on ether side of it. He closed the door behind us, then took a seat on
the only chair in the room.

“Did theload-in go well?’ he asked.
“Sure. No problem.” | shrugged. “Forty crates, fifty items per crate. Two thousand paperweightsin al.”

Hefrowned. “I’d just as soon that you not refer to them as paperwel ghts. Once Janus puts them on the
market, they’ll be sold as dien artifacts. .. mood enhancers, most likely. What our customers do with
them istheir own business, of course, but ‘ paperweights makes them sound trivid.”

“Sure. Whatever.” So far as| was concerned, he could cdl them OI' Doc Morgan’s Magic Elixir and
pitch them as rheumatism cures. “ Anyway, they’ re aboard, safe and sound.”

“Uh-huh. Good.” He didn’t say anything else for amoment, but instead s mply regarded me with what
might have been aforlorn expression if it had extended to his eyes. But there was something in his gaze
that was cold and ruthless, and | began to redlize that whatever he wanted to discuss with me, it wasn't
good.

“dules” hesaid, fter letting me stand there for alittle while, “you’ ve disappointed me. When | interceded



on your behaf, it was because | thought you' d be amagjor asset. Indeed, | believed you' d be agood
employee. But now...”

Morgan sighed, running ahand across the top of his shaved head as he glanced up at the ceiling. “What
you' ve done...your conduct the last couple of days.. . has been nothing short of abetraya of my
confidence. At the very least, it was unprofessional. At word, it undermined everything | wastrying to
achieve”

“Huh?’ | blinked. “What areyou...?’

“| asked you to stay away from Mr. Ash, and not gpproach him without my permission. | explained to
you that his...wdl, histaent...makes him sengtive, and that your dedingswith him should be minimdl.
But ingtead, you chose to ignore my request, and...”

“So | spoketo him. Big dedl.”

“No.” He scowled a me. “It’ sworse than that, and you know it. Y ou brought him bearshine from the
ship, just when | needed his judgment to be unimpaired. And that...”

“Oh, noyou don't!” | snapped. “Y ou're not gticking thison me. | saw Ash this morning before he went
into that meeting with you and Fah, and he was cold sober.”

“No, hewasn't. Hewas hungover.”

“Maybe s0...but that doesn’t mean hewas drunk.” | shook my head. “ Either way, it didn’t matter. Ash
couldn’t read Fah’ s mind because he didn’t know hisher language. All he could get were vague
impressions. Hetold you that himself.”

“Yes, hedid. But you aso kept from me the fact that Jas knows that Ash belongs to the Order of the
Eye. Thisis something you should have reported to me at once.”

“Sorry, but | was under the impression that you wanted me to mind my own business.”
“When it comesto something like this, your busnessis my busness.”

“Inthat case, Mr. Goldstein, you should pay closer atention to your business.” | couldn’t help but smile.
“Funny thing about al those paperwel ghts’—his | eft eydid ticked as | spoke—"for something you bought
just afew hours ago, they looked asif they’ d aready been packed for awhile. Either the hjadd are
redly, redly efficient, or they’ d decided upon the termslong before we got here. If that’ s the case,
nothing Ash could' ve told you would have made any difference.”

Anicy stare. “Don’'t tell me how to negotiate adedl, son. | was making my first million when you were
dill in digpers”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t rely on telepaths.” Something occurred to me just then, athought that had
eluded me until that moment. “Ashisagood guy,” | went on, “but asareliable source, he'sgot alot to
be desired. Did you know, when you got him to reed my mind whilel wasin jail, that he got the facts
mixed up?| didn’t betray my brother...he betrayed me. But that’ s not what he told you, was it?’

“How did you...?" He stopped. “Y ou talked to Rain, didn’'t you?’

“Shetold mealittle, yeah...but | didn't figure out the rest until just a second ago. | thought your people
had somehow managed to access my Academy files, but that wasn't how you found out about my past,
wasit? Instead, you sent Ashto seemeinjail.”



He shrugged. “ So?’

“So, what does hislittle mistake tell you about hisreliability? Sure, he may be ableto dig into people’'s
brains...but for him to stay sane, he hasto drink. And you should know better than to trust whatever a
drunk tellsyou.”

“Yes, well...I'll be having some wordswith Mr. Ash once he wakes up. For now, my primary concernis
with you.” Morgan paused. “I’m afraid I’ ve had to reconsider the terms of our arrangement, Mr.
Truffaut. Once our business hereis concluded, | won't be needing you any longer.”

“Youmean, I'mfired.”

“Condder it atermination of contract, effective once we ve returned to Coyote. You'll be paid for
services rendered, of course...but you will no longer be employed by Janus, which means that you will
no longer bedigiblefor its benefits”

It took me a second to realize what he meant by that. The fact that I’ d be evicted from my room at the
Soldier’ s Joy wasthe least of my problems. More important was the fact that Morgan had posted bail
for me, with hislawyer seeing to it that my court case had been remanded to afuture date. While | was
working for him, it was doubtful that the magistrates would ever take seriouslegd action against me. But
once | was no longer a Janus employee, | wouldn’'t have that protection. ..and the next time | showed up
in court, the maggies would have fresh megt to barbecue.

“You son of abitch,” I murmured. “Y ou know what that’ s going to do to me.”

A cold smile stole across Morgan’ sface. “1 have no ideawhat you' re talking about,” he replied, then he
turned around in his chair to pick up some papersfrom hisdesk. “That'sal. Y ou may leave now.”

My legsfelt rubbery as| turned toward the door. “ Oh, and one more thing,” Morgan added. “Please
remember that we' ve been invited to areception thisevening.” Helooked up at me again. “And you are
expected to attend. ... think the hjadd would consider it rudeif any of our party were absent.”

| should' ve said something about his own lack of manners, but this was one of those moments when your
brain can’t find the right words. “ Please don’t dam the door on the way out,” Morgan said as| Ieft the
room.

Screw him. | dammed it anyway.

(THIRTEEN)
Weird food...

feding kind of etheredl...
party with the diens...
amomentary |apse of reason.
VI

| went back to my room and lay down again but thistime didn’t even try to take anap. All | could do
was stare at the celling. My mind was a blank, save for an €laborate daydream about somehow luring
Morgan into the Pride’ sairlock and giving him the heave-ho. For arevenge fantasy, it was rather
satisfying, but out of the question. The Taluswould probably object to us mucking up their space colony



with our garbage.

After along while, | sighed and got out of bed. Nothing I could do now except try to get along asbest |
could for therest of thetrip. At least I'd met the hjadd. It’' d give me something to talk about with my
fellow prison inmates once | was deported back to Earth.

When | left my room, | saw that everyone had gathered around the table where we' d been having our
meals. Everyone except Morgan and Ash, that is; Goldstein’s door was till closed, and | noticed that
Ash was missing from the couch where he' d passed out afew hours earlier. The others gave mewary
looksas | came downgtairs; | didn’t have to ask to know that they’ d aready learned that I’ d been
canned.

Ted confirmed this by offering an apologetic hand. “Heard about what happened,” he said quietly. “I'm
redlly sorry. Morgan shouldn’t have done that to you.”

“Yeah, well...guess he needs a scapegoat.” | was glad to get whatever sympathy | could just then.
“Would it be too much to ask if you could put in agood word for me?’

“I could, but”—ahelpless shrug—" it wouldn't make much difference. Once he makes up hismind, he
seldom changesit.”

Emily walked over tojoin us. “ Anyway, you may not be the only one who' s going to be looking for
another job.” She cautioudy glanced up at the gallery, making sure that we weren't being overheard.
“When wetaked to him alittle while ago, he said something about putting our contracts under review.
My guessisthat, after thisrun, he' sgoing to replace us with another crew. .. probably from Earth.”

| stared at her. “What for?'Y ou guys haven't done anything.”

“Likeyou sad...he' slooking for scapegoats.” A scowl crept across her face. “ So far as he's concerned,
thistrip has been acomplete bust, and Morgan’ sthe kind of person who blames anyone but himsdif.
Besides, hehasto tell hisinvestors something, o...”

| felt asoft hand on my arm and looked around to find Rain standing beside me. She didn’t say anything,
nor did she haveto; thelook in her eyeswas sufficient. For abrief instant, | was dmost angry with
her—despite what Emily said, Rain wasthe last person Morgan would fire, if only because of reasons of
patronage—buit it quickly passed. Rain had nothing to do with any of this; the fact that shewas
sympathetic at al toward me showed just how far our relationship had comein such ashort time.

“Thanks,” | murmured, and she forced a smile and nodded. At lossfor words, | glanced over at the
table. “So...what' s going on here? Coffee break?’

“Something likethat.” Doc stepped asideto let melook. “Although | don't think anything here would
quaify ascoffee”

Spread out across the table were an assortment of platters, plates, and bowls, each containing food of
some variety or another. One bowl held something that looked like blue seaweed; another wasfilled with
amurky black porridge. Limp green vegetables that resembled overcooked bean sprouts were piled
upon aplatter; next to it was a plate of small brown cubes alittlelike rice cakes. In the middie of the
table was a bottle filled with some reddish gold liquid that might have been maple syrup.

“Dinner?’ | bent over the black porridge, inspected it alittle more closdly. It smelled vile, and the chunky
Suff floating around in it didn’t look very appetizing, either.

“Uh-huh.” Doc picked up the bottle, experimentally tilted it back and forth. “Fah and a couple of hjadds



delivered it while you were napping. . .aong with afew other things. Heshe said that Since we wouldn't be
ableto eat at the reception adong with everyone else, we were being served dinner in advance.” Twisting
open the cap, he reached for anearby glass. “Must be the locd brew. Might aswdll try it out...”

“Might aswell not.” Ted hurried over to take the bottle away from him. “We have no ideawhether any
of thisisedible or not. And since we don’t have a physician aboard...”

“Oh, ¢'mon.” Doc raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Y ou don't serioudy think they’ d try to poison us, do
you?”

“No, but...”

“He sright.” Rain eyed aplate of something that |ooked like rancid cabbage. 1 wouldn’t eat this Stuff if
you held agunto my head.”

| picked up one of the cakes. It had agranular texture and anice, spicy odor; | was greatly tempted to
have abite. “1 dunno. If wedon't at least try some of it, they might take offense...”

“Put it down, Jules. That'san order.” Ted frowned a me. “ Thisisyour fault, you know. If you hadn’t
told Jasyou' d liketo sampletheir cuisine...”

“Hey, | wasjust trying to be polite.” | reluctantly put the cake back on the plate. “How was | to know
that heshe would take me serioudy?’

“Yes, wdll...even 5o, thelast thing we need now is to have someone come down with food poisoning.”
Emily sighed. “If they ask, we ll just haveto tell alittle white lie and say that we enjoyed it very much.”
She paused. “Maybe I’ [l dump some of it down thetoilet, to makeit ook like we ve egten.”

“That might work. Asfor now”—Ted pointed to the other side of the table—"we' ve been brought our
evening clothes. Those, at least, | know we can wear...s0 long as we' re careful.”

Stacked upon the table were severa off-white bundles; on top of each was what appeared to be asmall
plastic air mask. Rain picked up one of the bundles; as she unfolded it, we saw that it was along, white

robe, smilar to the one Ash wore except without a hood, with intricate patterns stitched acrossiits thick,
plush fabric. “What isthis, anyway?’ she asked, holding it up against her. “We re supposed to put these
on?

“It scaled asha” Emily replied. “Ted and | were given onesjust like these the first time we were here.
Congder it an honor. . . apparently they have some ceremonia significance.”

“Okay, but what do you mean by being careful?” So far as| could tdll, they were no more menacing than
the outfits Rain and | had worn after we' d gone through decontamination.

“They're sengitive to eectroderma chargesfrom the skin...see?” To demonstrate, Emily took the sha
Rain had opened and dipped it on over her clothes. Rolling back adeeve of her work shirt, she allowed
the sha sbell deeveto rest against her forearm. A moment passed, then its whorl-like patternsturned a
pale shade of yelow. “That means|’m cam, but if | get angry” —she closed her eyes and concentrated,
and the pattern became black—*the sha shows that, too.”

“Oh, great.” Doc shook his head. “ That means we have to make sure no one gets pissed off.”

“It'snot so bad,” Emily added. “They’reredly quite comfortable. I've found that if you have a T-shirt
and knickers on undernegth, it mitigates the sengitivity abit. So long as you keep control of your
emations, you'll befine”



“And what if we decide to come aswe are?’

“Can'tdothat.” Ted let out his breath. “Maybe we can get away without eating the food they’ ve offered
us, but showing up without these will definitely be considered rude. Sorry, but that’ stheway itis” He
picked up one of the air masks. “Fah told us these contain trandators. Y ou activate them by touching this
little button.” He pointed to asmall stud recessed within one side of the mask. “No one usesit unlessthey
have to, though, right? Just let me do the talking.”

Doc regarded the mask with sugpicion. “They definitely have alow tolerancefor cultura differences,
don't they?’

“I just don’t want any misunderstandings, that’ sdl.” Ted glanced at hiswatch. “We re expected in about
an hour or s0. Everyone go change, and we' |l meet back here.”

“And then what?’ | asked.

“Then we're off to the party.” Ted grinned. “Don’t worry. Remember, we' re the guests of honor. What
could go wrong?’

Vil

Taking the shaand air mask under my arm, | went back up to my room and put them on. It fdt like | was
wearing a bathrobe, but once | tied its sash in place and hung the air mask around my neck, the shawas
pleasantly warm, its patterns taking on a subtle yellow glow. When | experimented alittle by recaling my
earlier fantasy about pitching Morgan through an airlock, though, they gradualy turned black. All right,
then: no more nasty thoughts about the boss, or at least until | was back in my own duds.

| wasthefirgt person to return to the library. The otherswere ill in their rooms. In hindsight, | redized
that perhaps | should have taken abath. Too late for that, though; I d just have to wait for everyone el se.
So | puttered around the room, looking at the lithographs on the walls while trying to ignore the growling
in my stomach. Perhaps | could make a sandwich...

My gaze fell upon the food the hjadd had brought us. Emily had left some sandwiches on the table, but
hadn’t yet disposed of the aien repast. The porridge still |looked obscene, and I’ ve dways didiked
cabbage and bean sprouts regardless of their color, but the cakes were awfully tempting. | picked one
up, peered a it closdly. It gppeared no more sinister than a chocolate brownie, and it smelled positively
delicious

Wheat the hell. | was hungry, and | wastired of sandwiches. | took atentative nibble of the cake; it had a
satisfying crunch, and tasted like gingerbread spiced with nutmeg, dbeit with astrong herbd aftertaste. |
swallowed, waited to see what would happen next. When | didn’t have an urge to vomit, | glanced up a
the gdlery to make sure that no one was watching, then ate the rest. And then, smply because | wanted
to, | helped mysdlf to another.

| was on my third cake when a door upstairs opened and shut. | stuffed the rest of it in my mouth and
chewed asfast as| could. I'd just wiped the incriminating crumbs from the corners of my mouth when
Ash came downgtairs. He must have dept off the booze because he didn’t ssumble on the way down. He
stopped at the bottom of the steps, regarded me with curious eyes.

“What are you doing?’

“Nothing. Just waiting for everyoneto show up.” | noticed that he wasn't wearing asha, but instead his
own robe. “Didn’t you get one of these?’ | asked, plucking at the deeve of my ouitfit.



“Yeah, but I’'m not putting it on.” He didn’t bother to explain why but instead continued to sudy me.
“Y ou' refeding guilty about something. What isit?’

| stepped away from the table, hoping that he wouldn’'t subject me to adeep probe. The patterns of my
robe had turned red, though; | tried to make the color go away by thinking about something else. “Don’t
worry about it. How did things go with Morgan?’

“Did he fire me, too, you mean?’ Ash shook hishead. “He snot going to do that...not so long as |
bel ong to the Order. WEe ve got too much on him.” A cynica smilethat quickly faded. “ Sorry | got you
into trouble. That wasn't my intention.”

“Nah. Don’t worry about it.” For somereason, | wasn't asangry as | had been. Indeed, I’d cometo
accept my dtuation asinevitable. “Would' ve happened sooner or later, | guess.”

“Hmm...yes if you say 0.” Ash'seyes narrowed. “ Areyou sureyou' redl right?’

“Yeah. I'mgreat.” Although | wished he hadn’t interrupted me when he did. Those cakes were pretty
good; | could have used another one.

He was about to say something else when another door opened and shut. A moment later, Morgan came
downgtairs, tying the sash of hisrobe around himself. When he saw Ash and me, his sha s patterns turned
dark brown; he avoided looking at either of us, though, but instead marched over to the fireplace, where
he stood with his back to us. He shouldn’t have been so nervous; any animosity I’d felt toward him had
disappeared, replaced instead by avague sense of amusement. Hard to believe that I’ d once respected
him; infact, | couldn’t help but think that he looked like nothing more than afat old guy in ahotel
bathrobe.

It wasn't long before the rest of our group joined us. As | thought, both Rain and Emily had taken baths.
Ran’shar was till alittle wet, but that only seemed to add to her sensudity. For thefirst time, | truly
realized what asexy creature she was and how much I’ d love to get beneeth that robe of hers. There
must have been a certain look in my eyes, for when she turned my way a blush appeared on her face that
matched the color of her sha. Y eah, she knew what | was thinking...and so what? | was ared-blooded,
heterosexua male, and proud of it.

Meanwhile, Emily had walked over to the table. She glanced at the platter holding the spice cakes, and |
wondered whether she' d notice that two or three were missing. Perhaps she did, because she turned to
Ted. Before she could say anything, though, Fah suddenly materidized.

“Areyou ready?’ heshe asked no onein particular.
Ted glanced at the rest of us, making sure we were al present. “Y es, we are. Where should we go?’

“The tram will transport you to the Great Hall.” Fah raised a hand toward the door, which opened on its
own. “Please board it at your earliest convenience. We are waiting for you.”

We walked down the corridor to the tram station, where we found acar parked at the platform, its
canopy dready open. As| climbed into arear seet, | had asudden urgeto invite Rainto sitinmy lap.
No need for that, of course; there was plenty of room for al of us. So | shut my mouth and kept my
horny little handsto mysdf, and instead pulled the safety bar into place.

I’ d been aboard the tram enough times dready that the trip should have been familiar, but on this
occasion we didn’t return to our ship but instead were transported deeper into Tal us qua spah. Asthe
car shot through the tubes, taking one sharp turn after another, | found mysdf staring at the vast habitat as



if seeing it for thefirgt time. All thoselights, their colors blurring together asif caught in akaleidoscope,
fascinated me as never before; | sared at them in amazement, feding like akid riding the best roller
coaster in the universe. At one point | laughed out loud, an unsdlf-conscious expression of childish ddight
that caused Rain to glance back at mein puzzlement.

The car took along, spirding turn, then hurtled straight toward an enormous sphere. A couple of
thousand feet in diameter, lights gleamed from hundreds of windows along its sdes, while dozens of
tramway's converged upon its equator. | was till gaping at it asthe car began to decelerate; it entered a
portad and glided to ahalt at atation identical to the oneswe' d visited before.

“Welcometo Talus caan-saah,” adisembodied voice said as we disembarked from the tram. “The door
to your right leadsto an airlock.” Right on cue, the sphincter door swirled open, reveding asmall
anteroom. “ At this point, you will need to put on your breathing apparatus.”

The door irised shut behind us, and we took amoment to fit the air masks over the lower parts of our
faces. Sofar as| could tell, they didn’t contain their own air supply, but instead reduced the nitrogen of
the ambient atmosphere while boosting the oxygen levels and removing carbon dioxide. They were
obvioudy designed to be idiot-proof, yet even s0, | struggled to adjust the elastic straps. For some
reason, my fingersfelt thick and clumsy, the straps frustratingly complicated; long after everyone else had
theirsin place, | was 4till trying to get mineto fit correctly, until Ted finaly stepped over to givemea
hand.

“You'reinaslly way tonight,” he murmured, untwigting the straps from where I’ d tangled them behind
my head. “What did you do, sneak off with Ash’s booze?’

| didn’t know how to answer that, so | smply shrugged as | suppressed the crazy giggle that wanted to
risefrom my throat. Ash stared a me, his expression unfathomable behind his own mask, but | couldn’t
have cared lesswhat he or Ted or anyone e se thought. | was having thetime of my life.

Apparently someone was watching to see how we were doing, because as soon as my problem was
solved, there was a prolonged hiss as the atmosphere was changed out. Another door opened, this one
leading to along corridor with another door at the opposite end.

The others were cam as they marched toward the corridor, yet for no reason at al, | became anxious.
Unbidden, my mind began to concoct al sorts of horrors awaiting us beyond that door. Medieva
dungeons, where we' d be stripped naked and tortured upon racks. Operating theatersfilled with hjadd
doctorswaiting to dissect us aive. An underground cod mine on Hjarr where we would work as daves
until we dropped dead. Oh, sure, they’ d told usthat we' d be attending areception in our honor...but
what did they redlly havein mind?

My stepsfaltered, and | hesitated just before we reached the door. “ Y’ know, maybe | should go back to
the ship,” | muttered. “ Check on Ali, see how he' sdoing...”

“Jules, what the hell iswrong with you?’ Ted' s voice was muffled by hismask as he turned to look at
me. “1 swear, you' ve been acting weird ever since...”

“Sorry. Never mind.” | shook my head. “ Just fedling kinda etheredl, that’ sdl.”

He stared at me for another moment, asif trying to decide whether it might be agood ideato let me
return to the ship. Then he sighed and turned toward the door. “Well, we' re here. Let’sseewhat...”

Then the door spiraed open, and we saw what.



VI
More specificaly:

A vast amphitheater, whose steep walls doped upward to adomed celling supported by delicately
curved arches, from which hung dender pennantsinscribed in what seemed to be severa different
languages. Arranged in tiers along the walls were dozens of glassed-in cdlls resembling the box seats of a
gports arena; within each one were small figures, none of which were even remotely human.

The amphitheater floor was nearly the Size of abasebdl field, with along adeleading Sraight down its
center toward araised dais. On either side of the aide, separated from us by gilded ropes, wasa
multitude of extraterrestrials. Some | recognized from the images |’ d seen on the screens of the docking
saucer’ sreception area, but most were...well, alien. They regarded us with eyes ditted, multifaceted, and
cyclopean, raised on stalks or recessed deep within skulls, antennae switched in our direction, and
elephantine ears swiveled toward us. Fur and exoske etons, stalklike legs and wormy tentacles,
mandibles and sucker mouths, pincers and claws, pads and pods and hooves....the denizens of a score of
worlds, turning as one to study the handful of strangerswho’d come among them.

The cacophony of voices—chirps, clicks, burbles, grunts, hisses, and howls—that had echoed acrossthe
enormous room fell away aswe made our entrance, until we found oursalves surrounded by an eerie
slence. Ted wasleading us; he stopped at the end of the aide, and it was clear that he didn’t have the
foggiest notion what to do next. Nor did the rest of us; we looked at each other uncertainly. Should we
knedl and bow? Raise our hands to show that we' d come unarmed? Try alittle bit of the old soft-shoe?
Nothing had prepared usfor this moment.

The crowd to our left suddenly parted, alowing two familiar figuresto approach us. Jas and Fah, neither
one wearing environment suits but instead dressed in ornate robes. They waked down the aide until they
stopped afew feet away; then, as one, they raised their handsin the hjadd gesture of welcome.

“Greetings and sdutations,” Jas said, hisher native tongue trandated into Anglo by the device around
hisher neck. “Welcometo the Talus caan-saah. . .the Great Hall of the Talus.”

“Thank you.” Ted raised hisleft hand; the rest of usdid the same. “ As captain of the Coyote Federation
ship Pride of Cucamonga, I'm pleased to...”

Fah made a sharp, coughlike grunt that couldn’t have been anything except a protest, asfrom dl around
us came alow resumption of the same voices we d heard only moments before. Jas' sfin rose dightly,
and heshe stepped closer. “They cannot understand you unless you use your trandator,” heshe
murmured, then heshe reached to Ted' smask and gently pressed the small button. “Now you may

“Oops, sorry.” Ashe spoke, Ted' s amplified voice boomed across the enormous room, followed an
ingtant later by itstrandation into dozens of extraterrestrial tongues. Thistime, the audience response was
louder, and there was no mistaking their amusement. The first words of ahuman to the collective races of
the Talus: oops, sorry.

Ted' sface went asred asthe patterns of his sha. Before he could try again, though, Morgan stepped up
beside him. “Thank you, Prime Emissary Mahamataga Jas Sa-Fhadda of the hjadd,” he said smoothly,
rasing hisleft hand while assaying a perfunctory bow. Once more, the Greet Hall fell silent. “ Asleader of
the firgt trade delegation from the human world of Coyote, Morgan Goldstein humbly acceptsthe
invitation of the Taus, in hopesthat this meeting leads to peaceful and profitable relations between its
worlds and our own.”



Nice speech, dbeit abit presumptuous. Even asits trandation echoed through the caan-saah, Ted gave
Morgan asharp look. Perhaps Morgan had come to the rescue, but Ted was obvioudy irritated at having
been upstaged. Morgan just smirked; after al, he’ d spent more time with the hjadd than anyone el s,
even Ted and Emily, and thus knew the proper protocols.

“We recognize you, Morgan Goldstein of Coyote, dong with your companions.” Fah'sfin had lain down
flat againgt hisher skull; apparently heshe was no longer miffed. “ The Taus welcomes your delegation and
hopes aswell that thisfirst meeting will result in along and prosperous reationship.”

From al around us, dozens of voicesrose at once, as the diens gathered within the amphitheater spoke
inunison. | had no ideawhat they were saying, but | couldn’t help but grin. Okay, everything was
hunky-dory. We weren't about to be tortured or dissected or endaved; thanks to my good and dear
friend Morgan Goldgtein, | was an honored guest of the Talus.

“Yippie-yo ky-yay,” | muttered. “Let’ s party.”

Rain was standing next to me. She quickly raised afinger to her mask, sllently shushing me. | shrugged.
My trandator wasn't activated, and | hadn’t spoken loud enough to be heard by anyone else. But again,
from the corner of my eye, | caught the worrisome look on Ash' sface.

Neither Jas nor Fah seemed to notice. “A place of honor has been reserved for you,” Jas said, extending
ahand toward the center of the room. “1f you will be so kind, we will take you there.”

“Thank you, Prime Emissary.” Ted was not about to let Morgan stedl the limdlight again. “ As captain of
the Coyote Federation ship Pride of Cucamonga, | accept your hospitdity on behaf of my crew.”

Aswefollowed Jas and Fah toward the dais, the swarm of voices resumed its former volume. Countless
dien faces stared at usfrom either sde of theaide...and just beyond the ropes, something that looked
like a cross between Mardi Gras and a Texas hoedown was under way. Now that they had dispensed
with the necessary formadlities, the members of the Talus were going back to what they’ d been doing
before we showed up. From various locations within the crowd, fumaroles of fragrant incenserosein the
air, while shimmering white bals floated overhead, serving no purposethat | could perceive except to be
pretty. A quartet of hairy arachnids pounded upon an array of drums, supplying the music to which
severd bipedd giraffes performed an intricate dance. A pair of blue-skinned, four-armed beings, as
skinny as bdlerinas but with heads like giant bananas, juggled luminescent gold batons, tossing them back
and forth to each other to form complex airborne patterns. A hideous caterwaul, and | glanced around to
see an enormous creature that looked like ayeti pounding itsfists againgt its barrel chest; severd white
balls shot toward it, and the yeti abruptly calmed down.

“Oh, man,” Doc said quietly. “Haven't seen anything like this since my nephew’ sbar mitzvah.”

That made me laugh so hard, | doubled over, clutching at my stomach. Everyone stared a me, and even
Jasturned hisher head upon hisher long neck. Rain grabbed my shoulders, pulled me upright. “What's
gotten into you?’ she whispered, her voice low and urgent.

Ted fell back acouple of steps. “Cut it out!” he hissed angrily. “Thisisn’t thetime or place!”

“I' know, | know...sorry.” Yet | couldn’t wipethe grin off my face. Everything was so ludicrous, so
surredl, that it was nearly impossibleto take any of it serioudly. Fifty-four light-years from home, and
what did | find? The biggest party in the galaxy, with everyone wearing the damnedest costumes |’ d ever
seen. | took a deep breath, shook my head in an effort to clear it. Ted gave me awarning glare, then
moved back to the front of theline.



We reached the end of the aide, where six chairs had been arranged in asemicircle facing the dais, upon
which stood alarge, thronelike couch proportioned to nonhuman contours. Jas and Fah took up
positions on either Sde of us; they waited patiently while we took our seats, yet | noticed that their eyes
kept swiveling toward an eevated runway |eading to the throne from adoor off to the right. Obvioudy
they were expecting someone.

Y et that wasn't what got my attention. Perched on the left armrest of my chair was agnosh, identicd to
those I’ d packed aboard the Pride earlier that day. Whether it was supposed to be a party favor or
merely adecoration, | didn’t know, but nonetheless | was delighted to find it.

| wrapped my hand around its ddlicately curved shaft, and ecstasy flooded through me. If I’'d beenina
happy frame of mind before then, once | touched the gnosh | was positively delirious. Y ou could have hit
me over the head with a ball-peen hammer and | would' ve only giggled. Purejoy, unbridled and without
end, was at the center of my persond universe; so swept up in pleasure as| was, it only barely occurred
to methat no one esein our group was touching their own gnoshes.

“Jules” Rain was Sitting beside me, yet her voice sounded asif it was being transmitted from some planet
many parsecs away. “Jules, snagp out of it. You're...”

Thelong, loud toll of agong, and once again everything went quiet asal eyesturned toward the runway.
A door opened at the side of the amphitheater, and two dozen hjadd, wearing armor that vaguely
resembled that of ancient Romans, entered the room. Carrying staffs from which dangled ribbonlike flags,
they marched in perfect cadence until, two at atime, they took up positions on either Sde of the runway.
Raising their gaffsto shoulder height, they unfurled their flags, then stood at tiff attention.

“All risefor the chaaz' braan!” Jas commanded.

At alossfor what else to do, we stood up from our seats, gazed toward the door. The Great Hall had
gonesilent, yet from two seatsto my left, | heard Morgan’ s quiet voice. “ The chaaz’ braan,” he
whispered to no onein particular. “ Spiritua leader of the Taus. Sort of aholy man, if you could cal him
that. He's...”

He abruptly went quiet as the gong sounded once more, and then the chaaz’ braan entered the room.

| don’t know what | was expecting—the Pope, maybe, or perhapsthe Dala Lama—but that wasn't
what | saw. What came through the door was something that looked like a bloated and incredibly ancient
bullfrog. Swaddled in heavy robes of crimson and gold whose train dragged behind him, he lurched
forward on thick, bipedal legs, his shoulders bowed by the weight of years. Rubbery jowlsfel from
ether side of abroad, thick-lipped mouth, and sparse white hair hung limp from aflat, dightly ridged
skull. Two degp-set eyes—one haf-closed and dightly askew—gazed straight ahead in what appeared
to be an expression of senile boredom.

Asthe chaaz' braan dowly approached the throne, it suddenly occurred to me that thiswas the funniest
thing I’ d ever seen. So thiswas the High Hoodoo of the Talus. If he' d been abit smdler, | could have
guck himin aterrarium and fed him houseflies. Almost asif to confirm my impression, hismouth lolled
open, and along tongue spilled out for amoment before disappearing again, leaving behind amoist
tendril that drooled from hislips.

Fedling an uncontrollable urge to crack up, | quickly raised a hand to my mouth. Y et | wastoo late to
keep from laughing out loud. In the silence of the Great Hall, it sounded like someone busting a gut during
afunerd...which madeit even moreridiculous.

Rain grabbed my arm. “ Shut up!” she snapped, no longer trying to be quiet. “ Y ou're going to...!”



But the damage was done. The chaaz’ braan had heard me. Stopping just short of histhrone, he dowly
turned to regard me with awalleyed stare that was both wise and moronic a the sametime. And, indeed,
everyone dsein the Great Hall seemed to be watching me aswell. My crewmeates, Jas and Fah, the
hjadd honor guard, the hundreds of extraterrestrials gathered around us...dl had turned to see what was
going on with theimpetuous young human who' d brayed in the presence of the holiest of holies.

“Sorry...I'm so sorry.” | gazed back at the chaaz’ braan, trying to show the proper respect yet ill
incapable of hiding my grin. “My gpologies, your worship...your highness...your frogginess, or
whatever...”

1] \1’“@ ”

Ignoring Rain, | stepped forward, approaching the dais with my hands outstretched. “No, redlly...I mean
it. I'mjust some poor goof from Earth...hdll, two weeks ago, | was astowaway...and now, here| am,
face-to-face with the greatest...um, toad, | guess...in the entire galaxy.”

Ted tried to grab my arm and pull me back, but | was on aroll. Sipping free of hisgrasp, | continued
walking toward the chaaz’ braan. “ So I’ m absolutely, completely, totaly overwhelmed,” | babbled,
making my way up ashort flight of stepsto thedais. “ Thisisared honor, your...um, whatever they call
you back in the pond...and | just want to say that me and my friends are happy to be here, and thanks
for dl the paperweights, and...”

By then, I’ d reached the top of the dais. The chaaz’ braan was only afew feet away; his one good eye
peered at me with what seemed to be amusement, as his mouth stretched open to dlow histongueto lall
forward again.

“Well,” | finished, “I promise | won't eat your legs”

| was about to wrap my arms around him in what | meant to be a brotherly hug when, al of asudden, the
small airborne bals |’ d seen earlier swooped down upon me. They circled melike the electrons of an
enormous atom, preventing me from getting any closer to the chaaz' braan. Annoyed by their interruption,
| raised my handsto swat them away.

One of them touched the back of my left hand, and that wasit. | was out like alight.

(FOURTEEN)

Themorning &fter...
thefrog-god isamused...
truth and consequences. ..
an act of atonement.

IX

Exactly how long | was out of commission, | couldn’t know. What | did know for certain isthat, when |
woke up on the sofain thelibrary, it was with the worst hangover of my life. Which isn't saying much,
because I’ ve never been aheavy drinker. If thiswaswhat Ash had to dedl with every time he went on a
bender, though, it was enough to make me vow then and there never to get smashed again.

But...l hadn’t been drunk. Thelast thing | recalled was raving at the chaaz’ braan; then little glowing bals
swarmed in upon me. Up until that point, my behavior had been errétic, to say theleast, but | could' ve



sworn in good faith that neither grain nor grape had passed my lips. And if not, then why did my brain
hurt so much and my eyesfed asif they’ d been rubbed with sandpaper?

Rolling over on the sofa, | looked up to find Rain gazing down at me. The expression on her face wasn't
pleasant; she’ d changed out of her sha, but | didn’t need its patternsto tell me that her mood was black.

“Umm...hey there,” | muttered. “What happened?’

“I don’'t know. You tell me.” Despite her anger, her voice was gentle, genuinely concerned. She reached
over to asdetable, picked up aglass of water. “Here. Drink this.”

| managed to St up enough to take the glass from her without spilling it. Even that, though, was sufficient
to make my skull fed asif it was ready to explode. But my mouth tasted like a sandbox, and adrink of
water wasworth the pain. “ Thanks,” | gasped once I’ d quenched my thirst. “Where...l mean, how did |
get back here?’

“We carried you. Hold on asec.” Rain waswearing her headset; she tapped its |obe and murmured
something | didn’t quite catch. “Everyone sin bed,” she continued, “but the skipper said he wanted to be
awakened as soon as you cameto.”

“So you' ve been up with me al night?” She nodded, and | glanced at my watch. A quarter to seven, by
the ship’sclock. “Thanks. | appreciateit...and thelift back, too.”

“Yeah, well...” Rain pushed my legs aside so that she could take aseet at the other end of the sofa.
“Y ou'relucky we were able to get you out of there. The hjadd...Fah in particular...wanted to take you
into custody for what you did back there. Fortunately, Morgan interceded on your behaf, and, well...”

“Wait aminute.” Holding up ahand, | struggled with my memory. Lots of holes there that needed to be
filled. “What did | do back there?’

She gtared a me. “Y ou mean you don't remember?’ | started to shake my head; it was too painful to do
S0, but she got the idea. “God, Jules...”

“I’'mintrouble, aren't 17’
“No...wereintrouble,” Ted said. “You'rejust the guy who got usthere.”

| hadn’t heard the door of his room open and shut; when | looked up at the gdlery, though, | saw the
captain heading for the stairs, with Emily behind him. Like Rain, they were back in their own clothes.
Redlizing that | was till wearing my sha, | suddenly wanted to get out of it; the robe ft filthy, asif I'd
done something embarrassing while wearing it. Which gpparently wasthe case.

“Next time | give you an order,” Ted went on as he came down the stairs, “you damn well better listen to
me.” He nodded toward the table where the food the hjadd had brought us till lay. “ And that includes
skipping afreemed.”

Ouch. So they figured it out. But till..." 1 don’t understand. Areyou telling meit’' ssomething | ate?’

He and Emily stopped at the bottom of the stairs, looked at each other. “All right,” Emily said, walking
over to pick up the plate of spice cakes|’d sampled, “we aready know you had some of these. What |
don’t know is how many?’

It took me a second to refresh my memory. “Two, | think...no, three.”



“Three? Y ou're sure about that? Not four or five?’ | forced myself to nod again, and she sighed. “ Three.
Wow. They must be loaded to do that to someone.”

“Loaded withwhat?| don't...”

“Marijuana. The same stuff we brought with us.” Emily held up one of the cakes. “Jastdlsusthey’'re
cdled sagis. A delicacy, intended as dessert. They' re usualy made with a native herb found on their own
world, but it'sonly in recent years that the hjadd have learned that cannabisis afine subgtitute.
Apparently they decided that we' d like to find out how they cook withit.”

“Butif...” | was confused. “Look; if they knew that these thingswould have that kind of effect on us,
thenwhy didthey...?’

“That'sjugtit. They didn’t know.” She dropped the sagi back on the plate, brushed her hands clean
againgt her trousers. “Cannabisis no more potent to them than coffeeisto us, which iswhy they enjoy it
so much. But with humans, particularly in large concentrations. ..”

“It'snot entirely your fault.” Ted settled into anearby armchair. “Y ou didn’t know what you were getting
into. And | should' ve redlized what was going on when you started behaving oddly even before we
walked into the reception.”

“It wasn't just those things.” With my head beginning to clear, my recollection of the night was Sarting to
come back to me. “1 wasjust feding alittle goofy going into the hal. But when | touched the
paperweight...thegnosh, | mean...”

“Oh, crap.” He closed hiseyes. “That just made it worse, didn’t it?” “Uh-huh. Y ou could say that.” The
longer | was awake, the more | was able to remember...and none of it was good. “Did | really tell
the...what do they cal him, the chaaz’ braan?...that | wanted to egt hislegs?’

“Not exactly, but close enough.” A wan smilefrom Rain. “ At least you lucked out in oneway...you
didn’'t switch on your trandator. The only ones besides oursalves who understood what you were saying
were Jas and Fah. So it could’ ve been worse.”

“Oh, good...”

“Sorry, but you' re not off the hook.” Ted shook his head. “None of usare. Among the Talus, the
chaaz' braan isrevered as a spiritud leader. AlImost aprophet. Y ou don’t approach someone like that
without much bowing and scraping...and you were ready to dance an Irish jig with him.”

“Actudly, | think | just wanted to give him anice, big hug...not that it makes much difference.” | paused.
“Those globes, the ones that swooped down onme...”

“They're called naya Taus, or so Jastellsus.” Emily yawned. “ Automatic sentries, intended to keep
everyonein line. Nonlethal, fortunately, or you wouldn't be here. In fact, it’s lucky you got out of there at
all. The hjadd honor guard were ready to tote you off to whatever they cal a prison before Morgan

seppedin.”

“That'swhat Rain said, yeah.” | winced with more than physicd pain. “I’'m so sorry. | can't...| mean,
hdl, | don't bedievel...”

“But you did,” Morgan said. “And now we re going to pay for it.”

Gresat. Just the person | needed to make the morning complete. None of us had noticed Morgan coming
down the gtairs, but there he was, wrapping a dressing robe around himsdf. “ Someone make coffee,” he



growled, less arequest than an order. When no one hopped to it, he stared a Rain until she reluctantly
rose from the sofa and wandered off to the kitchen. Morgan watched her go, then turned to me. “A fine
mess you' ve put usin. Now I’'m going to have to salvage what' sleft of ...”

“With dl due respect, Mr. Goldgtein, it’snot entirely Jules sfault.” Ted folded hisarmstogether. “If the
hjadd hadn’t brought us a dessert made with cannabis, he wouldn't have been tempted to ezt it.” He
darted aglance in my direction. “ Perhaps he should' ve listened to me, but ill...”

“Captain Harker, please don't tell me how to run my business.” Morgan plainly wasn't in amood to
listen. “What happened last night was inexcusable. Worse than inexcusable. . .it was adisagter. It sonly
fortunate that | have some pull with these people, or otherwise the lot of us could have been imprisoned
on charges of heresy.”

“Look...” | stopped myself and tried again. “I'm sorry for what | did. | wasout of line, and | apologize
for that. But since my trandator wasn't on, no one except Jas and Fah knew what | was saying. And if
that’ sthe case, so far asthe Talusis concerned, dl | did was make afool out of mysdlf.” | shrugged. “Big

Morgan scowled a me. “Do you serioudy believethat’sal you did?’ he asked, then shook hishead in
dismay. “Yes, of courseyou do...you' rethat dumb.”

“Now, that' suncalled for...” Emily began.

Morgan ignored her. “The chaaz' braan isn’t just a spiritual leader. Among his own people, he's
consdered to be adeity incarnate. .. or rather was, because he' sthe sole surviving member.”

“Heis?’ | blinked. “How...?”

“Before the destruction of their homeworld, the askanta made sure that the chaaz’ braan wouldn't perish
along with the rest of them.” He held up ahand before any of us could ask the obvious question. “It' sa
long story, and I’m not sure | understand al the details. What little | know, | got yesterday from Fah, as
smdl tak during our negotiations. Sufficeit to say, though, that the chaaz’ braan single-handedly managed
to preserve that which the askanta valued the most. . .their religion. Since then, Sa Tong has been
embraced by mogt of the Talus, with the chaaz’ braan himsdlf revered asits prophet.”

“Like Jesus, you mean,” Emily said. “Or Mohammed.”

“Morelike Buddha, | think, but you get the general idea.” Morgan looked at me again. “ So when you
pulled that stunt last night, the Talus didn’t need to understand what you were babbling. . .they were
offended dl the same.”

“Thenwe |l offer aforma apology,” Ted replied. “1 think some of usdid so last night, but it can't hurt to
do so again.”

Morgan sighed in exasperation. “ Y es, we can do that. ..but I’m not sure how much it will help. One of
the main objectives of this mission wasto convince the Taus that humankind is mature enough to join
them. If they believe we're just abunch of heathens...”

Hewasinterrupted by abedroom door damming shut. Everyone looked up to see Ash shuffling across
the gdlery, heading for the stairs. He seemed to be barely awake, and | assumed that he was hungover
again, but before Morgan could continue his harangue, Ash cleared histhroat.

“Doesn’'t matter,” hesaid. “Thefix wasin from the beginning.”



“Pardon?’” Emily turned toward him as he walked downgtairs. “What do you mean by that?”

“I don't think it was an accident that Jules got stoned.” For once, Ash appeared to be clear of eye and
lucid of tongue; as he came closer, | noticed that the reek of bearshine that normaly surrounded him was
absent. “Nor wasit acoincidence that sagis were delivered here just before the reception. In fact, we
were all supposed to eat them.”

“Of coursewe were.” Morgan gave him apatronizing smirk. “1t's common courtesy of the hjadd to feed
one' sguests before aforma event, so that they won't be hungry later on. Y ou’ re not telling me anything |
don’t already know.”

“Morgan’—Ash stared straight a him—"shut up.”

This came not as an insult, but as adirect command. Morgan started to say something, then abruptly
went slent. AlImost asif Ash had said something to him that only Morgan could hear. | recalled a
comment Ash had made the day before, when he' d said Morgan wouldn't fire him because he belonged
to the Order of the Eye: we' ve got too much on him. | didn’t know what he’ d meant by that. .. apparently
Morgan did, because he...well, he shut up.

“There...that’'sbetter.” Astherest of us glanced warily a one another, Ash went on. “As| was
saying...maybeit's hjadd custom to send food to guests, but | doubt they were ignorant of the fact that
marijuana has astrong effect upon us. Particularly when ingested in large quantities. .. more potent that
way. After al, Morgan shipped quite afew pounds to them long before we came here. A sample, soto
speak. So they’ ve had plenty of timeto study it.”

“Well...yeah, that'strue.” Ted rubbed hischin. “But that doesn't necessarily mean they ddiberately tried
to...um, dose us.” He paused. “Besides, didn’t you tell usthat you couldn’t read their minds?’

“| can’t understand what they’ re thinking, no...but | can sensetheir emotions. So | can tell you that, just
as| figured out that Jules was stoned before the rest of you did, | aso picked up that Fah was
particularly satisfied by his behavior. Jas was appalled, to be sure, but the chaaz’ braan was more amused
theninsulted...”

“Hewas?’ That came asasurpriseto me.

“Oh, yes” Ash favored mewith asmile. “He had no ideawhat you were saying, of course, but it helped
that you were wearing asha, and that its patterns showed you to be nothing more than aharmlesslittle
chucklehead.” He shrugged. “ So the chaaz’ braan just thought you were funny.”

“What ardief,” | said dryly.

“Nonetheless, Fah was satisfied by your performance. ..and disappointed that the rest of usweren'tin
the same condition.” Ash turned to the others. “Again, do you think it's a coincidence that each of our
chairs had agnosh waiting for us? | can’'t be sure, but | believe that was Fah'sideaaswell. Sort of
stacking the deck...trying to make sure that everyone would be good and messed up by thetimethe
chaaz’ braan made his appearance.”

Morgan coughed loudly, and Ash glanced at him. “Y es, Morgan. .. Fah does have areason to want this
mission to fail. Unlike Jas, heshe doesn't like humans very much. | can’t tell you why, but what | get from
himher is avague sense of distrust and fear. Heshe would rather see us go away and never return...and
that’ s probably why heshe tried to set things up so that we' d embarrass oursalvesin front of the entire
Tdus”



“But it didn’t work, because no one except Jules had any sagis.” Emily nodded. “Makes sense...but why
didn’'t you warn us about Jules?’

“I thought it was just about Jules doing something stupid, that’sal.” Ash shook hishead. “1 didn’t redly
put two and two together until we werein the Great Hall...and by then, it wastoo late to do anything
about it.”

“Wdl...” Ted scratched the back of hishead. “Not ahdll of alot we can do about it now. What' s done
isdone. All we can do is offer gpologies, then pack up and go home.”

He stood up, stretched his back, then headed for the stairs. Rain was coming down from the gallery,
carrying atray laden with mugs of hot coffee. “ Thanks,” he said as he took one from her. “I’ll call Ali, tell
him to prepare the ship for departure. Once we hear from Jas, | think we can be out of herein”—he
glanced at hiswatch—*a couple of hours or so. That okay with the rest of you?’

That was the moment Jas chose to show up.
X
Speak of the hjadd, and heshe appears.

By that time, we should have become used to diens suddenly materidizing in our midst. All the same,
Mahamataga Jas Sa-Fhadda s arrival was so abrupt that Rain yelped and nearly dropped her tray. A
mug toppled over the side and fdll to the floor, spilling hot coffee across the carpet. None of us paid
atention. If Jaswasthere, it could only mean trouble.

“I've cometo relay amessage from the High Council of the Talus,” Jas said, without so much asa
sdutation. “1t has convened to discuss the events of last night, and has settled upon what it considersto
be an gppropriate decison.”

By then, Ted had recovered himself. Stepping closer to the holo, he extended his hands. “We ve been
talking it over oursalves. Fird, I'd like to offer our most sincere apologiesfor our conduct.” He glanced
at me, then went on. “Particularly that of my crewman. His behavior was uncouth, and we redize how
much it must have insulted the chaaz’ braan, aong with everyone &l se who was present at the...”

“Bequiet.” Jas sfinrosetoitsfull height, aclear sgn that heshewasirate. “ Captain Harker, we fully
comprehend the nature of this stuation. Although thereis no question that Mr. Truffaut wasrude, the
Tadus aso recognizesthe fact that he was not totally responsible for hisactions.”

“Then you know about the sagis?’ Despite Jas s demand that he remain quiet, Ted seemed determined
to defend me. “If that’ sthe case, then you should also be aware it has a certain narcotic effect upon our

people”

“Y es, we know, just as we have cometo learn that Hahatahja Fah Tas-Saatja deliberately included sagis
with your medl with theintent to subvert the reception.” Hisher fin dowly lowered itsdf as Jas sright eye
twitched in my direction. “Fah has been opposed to the hjadd negotiating a trade agreement with your
race, in the belief that the Taus should not formally recognize a speciesthat has only so recently achieved
interstelar travel.”

“Yeah, wdl, gee,” Emily murmured. “ Two hundred and eighty yearsis such ashort time.”

Ted gave hiswife astern ook, but Jas appeared not to have noticed her sarcasm. “Asaresult,
Hahatahja Fah Tas-Saatja has been removed as trade delegate to your people. Heshe will have no
further contact with you, and heshe will also be punished in accordance with hjadd law. We offer our



own agpologiesfor this unfortunate occurrence.”

Morgan coughed again. He seemed to want to say something. From the corner of my eye, | saw Ash
nod oncein hisdirection. Apparently that was enough to release Morgan from whatever psychic voodoo
gpell Ash had put on him, because he stepped forward. “ Thank you, Prime Emissary. | hope thisincident
won't affect any trade agreements our racesmay...”

“Bequiet.” Jas sleft eyerotated toward him, and Morgan reluctantly shut up again. “Nonetheless, a
grave insult has been made, not only to the dignity of the chaaz’ braan, but aso to the Talusasawhole.
Regardless of the causes, there are many within the High Council who have cometo believe that
humankind is not mature enough to conduct trade or cultura exchanges with other races, and that it may
bein our best interests to isolate oursalves from your species.”

Morgan' sface went pale. “ Prime Emissary, please...”

Jas sthroat sacs bulged, hisher eyes becoming narrow as they turned once more toward Morgan. “Do
not interrupt me. | have not finished.” Ted glared a Morgan, and he went silent. “I have spoken on your
behaf, explaining to the High Council that your party was insufficiently indoctrinated to the customs of the
Tdus, including proper socid protocolswithin the Great Hall. After great deliberation, the High Council
has decided to give humankind another chance...”

“Thank you,” Ted began. “We gppreciate...”
“...provided that you make amends.”

Oh, crap, | thought, hereit comes. | found myself remembering the dire fate that I’ d imagined awaited me
within the Great Hall. The rack, the cat-0’-nine-tails, theiron maiden...the hjadd must have some way of
dedling with heretics.

“The Talus has atask we wish for you to perform,” Jas continued. “ One of great importance that, if
successfully completed, will be of great benefit to al the races of the galaxy.” Heshe turned toward Ted.
“Captain Harker, you are dready familiar with one aspect of this assignment, from your earlier encounter
with my kind. | am sure that you will remember Kasmadta. ..what you' d cdl the Annihilator.”

Ted’ s mouth dropped open. He stared at Jas in shock, stunned by what heshe had just said. “Yes, |
remember. What about it?’

“We want you to rendezvous with it, with the purpose of undertaking a scientific survey. Y our vessd will
be provided with the proper coordinates for a hyperspace jaunt that will take you to a system Kasmasta
has recently entered, along with an automatic probe that you will deploy within its estimated trgjectory.
Oncethisprobeisin place...”

“I’'m sorry, but the answer isno.” Ted shook hishead. “I’m sorry, Jas, but | can’'t do that. My shipisa
freighter, not an exploration vessd, and my crew hasn't been trained for that sort of mission. Therisk is
much too great.”

Jas peered a him. “ Captain Harker, | believe you do not fully understand your situation. If you refuseto
accept thismission, the High Council will have no choice but to sever al contact between the Talus and
your race. That includes diplomatic tieswith the hjadd.”

“I undergtand the Situation completely...and the answer isstill no.” He hesitated. “If you wish to return to
Coyote, you re more than welcome to join us. No doubt you' || want to break the newsto your staff,
perhaps even close down your embassy. But I’'m not about to put my peoplein harm’sway smply for



the sake of atonement.”

“You can't do that.” Morgan’s voice quivered with fury; for amoment, | thought he was going to stamp
hisfeet on thefloor. “The Pride bedlongsto me. If | tell you...”

“Mr. Goldstein, you may be the ship’s owner, but I'm il its captain. When | say we're returning to
Coyote, that’s exactly where we re going to go. Y ou're just going to have find another way to make
money.” Ted looked at Jas again. “My decisonisfina. Sorry, but that’ sjust theway it is.”

Jas didn’t respond for amoment, athough hisher throat sacs throbbed and hisher fin stood fully erect.
“Asyouwill, Captain,” heshesaid at last. “I trust that you still intend to depart Taus qua spah today?”

“Assoon aspossible, yes.”

“Very well. We have dready taken theliberty of refueling your ship and its shuttle.”
“Thank you. I...”

“I will meet you at your ship in an hour.” Without another word, Jas vanished.
“Harker...” Morgan began.

“Don't sart.” Ted held up ahand. “If you want to fire me, | understand perfectly. Perhapsyou’ll be able
to find another captain and crew willing to undertake thismission. But I'm not risking our livesjust so that
you can corner the market on aien knickknacks.”

Morgan was livid. Hands balled into fists, he took amenacing step toward Ted. ..and stopped when he
apparently redlized that Harker could paste him across the carpet. * Y ou' re making the biggest mistake of
your life,” he muttered instead. “Better hope you' ve made plansfor early retirement.”

“If that means!’ll get inalittlemorefishing,” Ted replied, “it beatsthe hell out of working for you.”

Morgan started to say something, but seemed to think better of it. Or maybe he just decided that any
further argument was pointless. In any case, asacold silence fell between them, | took the opportunity to
ask a burning question: “Pardon me, but would someone mind explaining what Kasmastais?’

Ted let out hisbreath. “I’ll tell you later. . .but believe me, it's something we don’'t want to messwith.” He
looked at the others. “Right, then. Back to your rooms and pack up your gear. | want us out of here
within the hour. Lessif possble”

| was about to pull mysdlf off the sofawhen adoor dammed upstairs. Looking up &t the galery, we saw
Doc standing at therailing, peering down & us.

“* Scuse me’'—he tifled ayawn with hishand—"*did | miss something?’
Xl

Therewasn't much |eft for any of usto do except stuff our clothesinto our duffel bags, so only ahaf
hour later we were ready to go. Onelast look around the library to seeif we' d forgotten anything, then
Ted led us down the corridor to the tram station. The ride back to the saucer was made in silence; no
one spoke as our car hurtled through the tubes, but | found myself regretting the way things had gone. |
would' ve liked to see more of this place, perhaps on areturn trip. But it appeared that we' d be the last
humans ever to lay eyes upon Taus qua spah...and soon, the rest of the galaxy would be closed to us as
well.



Anditwasdl my fault.

When we arrived at the gangway, we found Jas waiting for us. Once again, the Prime Emissary was
wearing hisher environment suit. I’ d become so used to seeing himher in the flesh, it was sartling to find
mysdf staring at an opague faceplate. Perhapsit was just aswell. Jas said little to any of us, but instead
followed us down the tunnel to the Pride’ sairlock. If heshe was disappointed or angry, it wasimpossible
totell.

Ali was dready on the bridge. He' d been adeep in his cabin when Ted called to tell him that we were
making an early departure, so he had gone up to Deck One and initiated the prelaunch countdown. After
everyone was aboard, Rain and | sealed the outer hatches, and once they all stowed their belongingsin
their cabins, the crew and passengers gathered in the command center. Seating hersalf at her station,
Emily opened acomlink and, in Anglo, requested permission to depart; Jas repeated the same message
in hisher tongue, and aminute later we fdt adight jar asthe Pride was released fromitscradle.

Perhaps our leave-taking should have been more eventful, but it wasn't. There was only acold and
unwelcome silence from the com, asif the Talus had turned its collective back on our party: good-bye
and good riddance. With Ali gently working the maneuvering thrusters, the Pride of Cucamongaglided
backwards out of the docking bay, and soon the ship wasin free space. Onelast glimpse of Talus
qua spah, then Ali performed a 180-degree turn that put us on a heading for the nearby starbridge.

Once we were under way, Jas floated over to the helm. Thistime, Ali made no attempt to disguise his
loathing for the Prime Emissary; he backed as far away from the hjadd as he possibly could, and
watched with disgust while Jas removed hisher glove and planted hisher left hand againgt the hjadd
navigation system. Jas said nothing as heshe dipped hisher key into the dot and entered acodeinto its
keypad; but once heshe was done, heshe turned to Ted.

“I wish to return to my quarters now, Captain,” heshe said. “If you want to speak to me, you will find me
there”

Ted responded with only anod; his gaze remained fixed on hisinstruments. Jas hesitated, and for a
moment it seemed asif heshe wanted to say something else. But instead, heshe turned away from the
console and, using the ceiling rails, pulled himherself over to the floor hatch. Without another word, Jas
disappeared down the manhole.

Severd people breathed a quiet sigh of relief once heshe was gone. But when | looked over at Ash, |
couldn’t help but notice that his face was pale. Perhaps he couldn’t tell what Jas was thinking, but
nonetheless...well, he knew something was wrong, even if he was unable to say exactly what it was.

Hjarr fell away behind us asthe Pride headed toward the hjadd starbridge. Once the ship was on final
approach, Ali daved the hem to the starbridge Al, then lifted his hands from the console and folded them
together in hislap. Everyone cinched their seat harnesses alittletighter; Rain didn’t take my hand this
time, but | could tell that she was nervous. Shefelt it, too—a certain sense of foreboding, asif something
lay ahead of usthat was both unidentifiable and unavoidable.

The silver ring lit up, and the Pride hurtled toward it. | took a deep breath, shut my eyes, and we plunged
into hyperspace.

(FIFTEEN)

Hot Jupiter fudge....

four and ahdf million milesfrom Hdl...



double cross...

the only acceptable option.

Xl

One second, we were in hyperspace. The next, we werein trouble.

| knew something had gone serioudy wrong the ingtant the Pride emerged from the wormhol e, because
every mgor larm aboard ship seemed to go off at once. Startled, | opened my eyes, only to be blinded
by white-hot light that blasted through the windows.

| screamed an obscenity and clapped ahand over my face, but not before a negative afterimage was
burned into my retinas. Everyone else was shouting aswell, and for several seconds bedlam reigned
within the command center. No one was able to make out what anyone €l se was saying, though, until
Ted svoice rose above the confusion.

“Close the shutters! Close the goddamn shutters!”

“I can't find the...wait, | got’em!” Emily managed to |ocate the button that operated the outside blinds.
Theintense glare that swept through the bridge suddenly diminished, athough harsh light still seeped
through cracks at the bottom of the shutters.

“Someonekill thealarmd” Ted yelled. “No, wait, | think I...!"

Through the brown haze that blurred within my vison, | saw him searching for the master darm. The
various bells, buzzes, and shrieks abruptly went dead, and | suddenly became aware of afrigid blast
againgt the back of my neck. Turning around, | nearly caught afaceful of cold halon gas pouring from a
ceiling vent behind me. The fire suppression system had autometicaly kicked in, even though | couldn’t
see afire anywhere. But cometo think of it, why was the bridge so damn hot...?

“Cut the extinguisherd” Rain was struggling to unclasp her harness; her eyes were squinted half-shut,
though, and she evidently couldn’t see any better than | could. Someone managed to find the fire-control
button, and the vents clamped shut, but not before everyone seated beneath them had their hair frosted.
A moment later, exhaust fans activated, evacuating the remaining gas from the compartment.

“What the hell’ s going on here?” On the other side of the deck, Morgan’ s voice rose in outrage.
“How...Captain Harker, what areyou...?’

“Shut up!” Ted kneaded his eyeswith hisfingertips, trying to clear hisvison. “Doc! What's our status?’

“Working onit.” Doc was bent over the engineering panel on his side of the console, peering closdly at
comp readouts. “ Ship’sokay. ..no hull breaches, dl sysemstill online...but I’ ve got outer skin
temperature a two hundred four degrees Calsiusand climbing.” He hadtily tapped acommand into his
keyboard. “ Emergency cryonics activated. We can keep the mgjor systems cool, but | don’t know how

much longer.”
“Keeponit.” Ted looked over at Ali. “Helm, report...where are we?’

“Don't have afix yet.” Either hisreflexes had been alittle quicker than anyone ese's, or ese Arabsjust
have thick eydids, but apparently Ali had managed to avoid being blinded by the unexpected glare.
“Wherever we are,” he added, staring at his screens, “we' re not where we' re supposed to be.”

“No kidding? Redlly?’ Ted let out his breath, then looked up at the flatscreens above the console. All



had gone dark, save for the ones displaying datafrom the ship’s comps. “Emcee, can you get usan
outsdeview?’

“Starboard bow cam isfried, but...wait asec, | think the aft and middeck starboard cams are
copacetic.” Emily worked at her console, punching one button after another. “Lemme...oh, my god...”

Animage gppeared on the screens, and | felt my heart stop. Filling the screens was an immense sun,
bright yellow and burning with al the fires of Hell itsdlf, its surface potted here and there with the tiny
black smudges of solar storms. The cameras had been polarized to the max, but one look at this star and
| knew that it wasn't 47 Ursae Mgoris.

“Got something on the aft port cams.” Emily punched up another image, and now we saw, only acouple
of hundred thousand miles away, the bloated sphere of agas giant. Half of it lay in darkness, with thetiny
sparks of dectrical sormsracing acrossits night face, while reddish orange cloud bands dowly moved
acrossitsdaylight side. Whatever the planet was, it obvioudy wasn't Bear or any other world in the 47
Umasysem.

“Hold that picturel” Ali’s hands raced across his keyboard. “1 can use the background starsto get afix
on our position.”

“Skin temp il rising.” Doc had remained cam until then, but hisvoice had gained an edge. “And don't
even ask about radiation levels.” He glanced up at Ted. “If we don't find some shade red soon...”

“Wait asec...okay, | gotit!” Ali tapped another command into the comp, and a miniature solar system
materidized within the holotank. “HD 217014...51 Pegad, gpproximatdy seventy-five light-years from
Rho Coronae Boredlis, eighty-two light-years from where we should be.” He nodded toward the gas

giant on the screen above him. “That’ sits closest planet, Bellerophon, approximately point oh-five AUs

fromitsprimary...”
“Oh, Chrig!” Emily excdlamed. “A hot jupe!”

| didn’t have to ask what she meant by that. A hot Jupiter isajovian planet whose orbit has gradually
become unstable to the point that it beginsto spird inward toward its star. Because of the way they
perturb the motions of their primaries, hot jupes were among the very first extrasolar planets discovered
by astronomers, way back in the twentieth century. Although they are freakish in nature, the gaaxy isfull
of them.

“How the hell did we...?” Ali looked over at Ted, hisface writhing infury. “Jas. | told you we couldn’t
trust that turtle-faced...”

“Must beamistake.” Ted wiped a hand across hisforehead, didodging tiny beads of perspiration. The
command center was getting warmer by the second; everyone' s clothes were becoming damp with
swest. “Never mind that now. Where' sthe starbridge. . .the one we came through, | mean?’

“Should be...” Ali tapped at his console, and atiny ring appeared within the holotank, positioned in orbit
around Bellerophon. “There. About three hundred kilometers behind us.” He shook his head. “Why the
devil would anyone put a starbridge here...?’

“I don’t know, but that’ s not my concern just now. We need some breathing room while we figure out
what’sgoing on.” Ted pointed to the jovian. “ Think you can adjust course to put usin orbit around the
night side, but still stay close enough to the starbridge that we don't lose it?”

“It'll betricky, but...yeah, | candoit.” Ali’sbrow furrowed as he began to plot anew trgectory.



“That’ s providing, of course, that we can go back the way we came.”

Ted didn't respond. He glanced across the console at Doc. The chief didn’t say anything either, but the
look on his face spoke volumes. The Pride of Cucamongawas agood ship, but it was old dl the same,
and it had never been designed to fly this closeto agtar. If something wasn't done soon, itsinstruments
would begin to melt down; before then, everyone aboard would be broiled aive.

“Emily...” Ted began.
“I"'m paging Jas.” Already one step ahead of her husband, Emily clasped ahand against her headset as
she murmured something into her mike. A pause, then shelooked up at Ted. “I"ve got himher.”

“Put Jas on open channel.” Ted touched his headset lobe. “Prime Emissary, thisis Captain Harker. We
have aproblem here...”

“Yes, Captain, | am aware of the Stuation.” Like everyone esein the command center, | heard Jas
through my headset. Hisher voice was etheredlly calm, asif nothing unusua had happened. “I have been
expecting youto cdl me”

Ted' seyebrowsrose. “If you're aware of this, then you must aso know that the ship is not whereit
should be. | assume that anavigation error has occurred...”

“No, Captain, there has not been an error. Y our ship has emerged from hyperspace precisely where |
programmed my key to takeit...the star system you refer to as 51 Pegas.”

For asecond, no one spoke. We all stared at each other in complete and total shock, unableto believe
what we'd just heard.

Morgan wasthefirgt to react. “Damn you, Jasl” he yelled, the knuckles of his hands turning white as he
gripped the armrests of hischair. “What the bloody hell...?’

“| told you! | told you he couldn’t be trusted!” Ali reached for the hjadd navigation system. “That’ sit!
I’m overriding this damn thing, right now!”

“Stop!” Stretching againgt his harness, Doc swatted Ali’ s hands away from the helm. “Don’t touch it, or
we |l never get out herel”

“Stand down!” Ted wrapped ahand around his mike. “Everyone, just cool it!”

An absurd order, considering that we' d just been thrown into an oven, but no one laughed. Ted waited
until he was sure no one else was about to do anything rash, then released his mike. “ Jas, what are you

doing?”

“I amin my quarters, praying for my soul and those of you and your crew.” As before, the Prime
Emissary was strangely at esse, asif resigned to our fate. “With fortune, our demise will be quick and
relatively painless”

| swore under my breath. Rain’s hand closed around my own; glancing at her, | saw only terror in her
eyes. We were about to die, no question about it.

“However,” Jas continued, “thereis one way this can be averted. Captain Harker, will you please meet
with mein my quarters? | haveto discuss our new misson with you.”

“Our new mission...” Ted took adeep breath, dowly let it out. “The Annihilator. Y ou’ re committing us



to that, aren’t you?’

“The choice remains your own. Please come down here to meet with me.” A pause. “Please bring Mr.
Truffaut with you. This concernshim aswel. No one e'se may come.”

My heart stopped when | heard my name. Around the bridge, everyone looked in my direction. Ted
glanced at me, and | forced mysdlf to nod.

“WEe |l bethere soon.” Ted ran afinger across histhroat, sgnaing Emily to break the comlink. “All right,
then...” He unbuckled his harness, pushed himsalf out of his seet. “Ali, get usin that new orbit. Doc,
Emcee, do whatever you can about holding the ship together. Jules, you' re with me.”

My hands were clammy with swest as | fumbled with my harness. Suddenly, the last thing | wanted to do
was pay another visit to Jas's cabin. No choice in the matter, though. Onelast ook at Rain, then |
followed the captain to the access shaft.

Xl

When Ted and | cycled through the airlock into Jes s quarters, we found the Prime Emissary waiting for
us, hisher feet anchored to the floor. Although Jas till wore hisher environment suit, heshe had removed
hisher helmet. It was obvious that Jaswas just as agitated as we were; hisher fin stood upright, and hisher
eyestwitched back and forth, nervoudy ng us.

And that wasn't al. Aswe floated into the compartment, Jas raised hisher left arm and pointed it straight
at us. Wrapped around hisher wrist was something that looked like an oversized bracelet, except that it
hed four narrow barrels that |ooked uncomfortably like those of a pistol. Obvioudy a hjadd weapon of
some sort.

“Hadlt,” Jas demanded. “Come no closer, or | will shoot you.”

Ted settled the soles of his stickshoes againgt the floor. “Thisisn’'t agood way to open adialogue, you
know.” Hisvoice was muffled by hisair mask, but | could hear theanger init al the same. “Especidly

among friends”

“After what | have done, | doubt that you still consder meto beyour friend.” Asbefore, the voice that
emerged from Jas strandator was different from the croaks and hisses that came from hisher mouth.
“Thereisaso the fact that there are two of you.”

“Y ou asked for meto come aong, didn’t you?’ Placing my own shoes againgt thefloor, | raised my
hands to show that | was unarmed. “ See? Nothing up my deeves.”

Apparently Jas didn’t get this colloquidism, because hisher head cocked sideways, giving himher the
gppearance of a curioustortoise that, under any other circumstances, might have been amusing.
“Beddes,” Ted added, “what’ sthe point of ustrying to harm you? Without your help, no one gets out of
heredive”

“Thisistrue.” Jas sfinlowered to haf-magt. “I am pleased that you recognize your predicament, Captain
Harker. If | do not reprogram my key to the proper coordinates, your ship will not be able to reenter the
darbridge, and we will remain in orbit around this planet until we die”

“I understand this perfectly.” Ted paused. “ Just out of curiogity...why isthere astarbridge here? So far
aswe can tell, this planet is uninhabitable. So’ stherest of this system, for that matter.”

“My race built it during the period when thisworld was dtill in the outer reaches of its solar system. We



used it to gain accessto one of its outer moons, which was rich with vital materiasthat we were ableto
mine, and a o to establish an outpost from which our scientists could study the planet’ s migration. The
moon has long since been destroyed, but the starbridge remains intact and operationd. It hasbeen
seldom used, until now.”

“| see...and we can’t leave unless you insert your key and program it to take us home.”

“Correct.” Jas s eyes dowly blinked. “Once you agreeto my terms and accomplish them, this ship will
return to Taus qua spah, where you and | will report on the outcome of our mission. Once that is done,
then you will be dlowed to go home.”

“Sort of aroundabout way, isn'tit?” | couldn’'t help it; at this point, sarcasm was my best responseto his
generous offer.

Hisher right eyeflickered in my direction. “Mr. Truffat, if you had not behaved in such aboorish
manner, none of uswould be here. Indeed, thisis not my choice either. But the High Council has
demanded atonement for your actions, and since | am the Prime Emissary to your race, it hasfadlento me
to carry out their wishes.”

Ted and | glanced a each other. If Jaswastdling the truth, then thiswasn’t hisher idea. In fact, heshe
was caught in the middle, forced by hisher diplomatic position to do the bidding of hisher masters.

“Right, then,” Ted said, “so let’ s hear it. But first”—he nodded toward Jas' s weagpon—"“why don’'t you
put that away? | give you my word; no one aboard will do you any harm.”

Jas hesitated, hisher throat sacsinflating for amoment. Then heshevisibly rdlaxed, and heshe dowly
lowered hisher arm. “ Thank you, Captain. | gpologize for any offense | may have given.”

Ted didn’t say anything, but instead folded his arms across his chest and waited for Jasto continue. Still
keeping an eye on him, the Prime Emissary reached into a pocket of hisher environment suit and
produced something that resembled a datapad.

“Thisisour objective.” Holding it out in hisher right hand, Jas flipped open its cover and touched a stud
onitssde. “Kasmasta, the Annihilator...”

A smdll shaft of light twinkled into being above the pad' s surface, then resolved itsdlf into something that |
firgt thought to be a planetary nebula: abright yellow nimbus, resembling adust cloud, surrounded by a
reddish orange disc. Y et plasmaflares above and below the nucleustold me that it was no infant star but
instead something much more menacing.

“Holy crap,” | murmured. “ That’ sablack hole.”

Jas sright eye swiveled toward me. “Y ou do not know of thisthing?” Again, heshe cocked hisher head
as heshelooked at Ted. “Captain Harker, you have not told your crew about this?’

“No, Prime Emissary, | havenot.” Ted dowly let out hisbreath. “Most of my people are unaware of its
exigence. It has remained a secret, known to very few individuas within our government.”

“A black holeisclassified?’ | looked at him askance. “What for?”’

Ted shrugged. “Who knows? Most likely it’ s because...well, because governments like to keep secrets,
that' sal. Maybe they thought people would panic if they knew it was out there.” He nodded toward the
holo. “Believe me, when Emcee and | first learned about thisthing, it gave usthe cregps.”



“Since you do not know, Mr. Truffaut, | will explain.” Jasincreased the magnification of the holo, and it
dowly swelled in Sze. “Kasmastais arogue black hole, possibly created by the collision of two sdllar
clusters or dwarf gaaxies hillions of years ago. When the collison occurred, the intermediate-mass black
holes at their centers, which wererotating in different directions, repelled each other, causing the smaler
of the two to be g ected from the coa escent mass. It spun away at avelocity of four hundred miles per
second, and hence began to travel through intergaactic space.”

The holo image changed; we saw aminiature Milky Way, as viewed from some imaginary vantage point
above gdactic north. A red thread began to trace itself across the image, dowly moving toward the
center of the gdlaxy. “ At sometimein the prehistoric past,” Jas continued, “ Kasimasta entered our own
gaaxy. Sincethen, it hastraveled on aspiral course toward the galactic core, one that has taken it
through the outer rim and the Perseus Arm until, severd million years ago, it entered the Orion Arm.”

“Damn,” | whispered. “That putsit right in our neighborhood.”

Ted said nothing, but only nodded as he listened to Jas. “ During thistime, Kasimasta has encountered
severa star systems. Asit has done o, it has destroyed dozens of worlds. Most were uninhabited, but a
few were the homes of intelligent races. The taarag, whose ark Captain Harker’ s expedition
encountered, was one. The askanta, of whom the chaaz’ braan was the spiritual |eader, was another. The
majority, though, did not survive the encounter.”

“Hold on.” | raised ahand. “Look, I'm no scientist, but | know afew things about black holes, and one
of themisthat their singularities are actudly quite smdl. Even if this’—I stumbled over the hjadd word,
and settled ingtead for the Anglo trandation—" Annihilator is moving from system to system, wouldn’t it
have to make direct contact with a planet in order to destroy it?’

Jas shead rose upon hisher long neck. “Under norma circumstances, this might be true. However, since
Kasmastaisarotating black hole that does't remain in one place, every planet, moon, and even
agteroid it has consumed during its long history has contributed to its mass, with a proportionate increase
of itsevent horizon. At the present, we estimate Kasimasta to be nearly ten thousand solar massesin size,
with an event horizon more than one hundred fifteen thousand milesin circumference and over eighteen
thousand milesin radius”

| let out alow whistle. A mongter that big could swallow Earth without so much asaburp. Hell, even
Uranus or Neptune could fit into itsmaw. And | didn’t have to ask Jasto know that even anear miss
could be deadly; the accretion disc spinning around the ergosphere of its outer event horizon could
exterminate dl life upon aplanet, while theintense gravitationa pull of the holeitsalf would cause massive
solar flaresto erupt from any star it passed. No question about it, Kasmastawas akiller.

“Pleasedon’t tel meit’son itsway toward Earth,” | murmured.

Heavy-lidded eyes regarded me with contempt, asif I’ d asked a sdfish question. “That isno concern to
you,” Jasreplied. “The Annihilator passed your home system long before your race became civilized.” |
breathed alittle easier, and the Prime Emissary went on. “Nonetheless, it posesarea and present danger
to this part of the gaaxy. Even aswe speak, it is gpproaching another inhabited system.”

Again, the holo image changed. Thistime we saw aschematic diagram of astar system, with alarge gas
giant in its outer reaches and a couple of terrestria-size planets orbiting closer to itssun. “Thisisthe star
you know as HD 70642,” Jas continued. “It islocated one hundred thirty-six-point-six light-years from
our present position. Its second planet, Nordash, is home to a starfaring race known as the nord.”

As heshe spoke, athin red line appeared within the system’ s outer edge, dowly moving toward the
superjovian. “Kasmasta has recently entered this system,” Jas continued. “In four days, its course will



bring it very closeto the gas giant, Aerik, whereit will consume Kha-Zann, alarge moon in orbit around
it. Although the Annihilator will not encounter Nordash, nonethel ess the nord are evacuating as many of
their people as possible, in expectation that its passage will precipitate a planetary catastrophe.”

“Smart thinking.” | nodded. “I wouldn't want to...”

“Bequiet.” Once more, the holo changed, and now we saw a close-up of Aerik’ s satellite system. “The
Taus has decided that this event, as unfortunate as it may be, represents an opportunity for usto gather
precise information about Kasmasta. For this purpose, the hjadd have designed and built arobotic

probe that can be deployed upon a planetary surface. This probe, once activated, will relay scientific data
viahyperlink until the moment of its destruction.”

“Right...” Ted hedtated. “Let me guess. Y ou want this probe deployed on the moon that the Annihilator
will consume”

“Thisiscorrect.”

“And, of course, you' ve found the perfect candidate for the job of putting it there.”
“Y ou have made the correct assumption.”

“Uh-huh. And this probe...it wouldn't dready be aboard, would it?’

Jas s head weaved back and forth. “ It was placed within the cargo hold of your shuttle earlier today,
while Mr. Y oussef was il adeep.” When heshe said this, | shook my head. Doc was't going to like
that one bit. “We did so in the bdlief that you would undertake this mission voluntarily,” Jas went on.
“Unfortunately, snce you refused to do so...”

“You didn't bother to tell usuntil now.” | sighed. “ Great. And | get to be the guy who carriesit down
there”

“Jules...” Ted shot mealook, and | clammed up. “Y ou redlize, of course, that this makesthe job even
more hazardous. Why can’'t we smply drop it to the surface from orbit?’

“Some of itsinstruments are intended to register and record seismic activity leading up to Kha-Zann's
disintegration. Because of this, the probe is designed to be carefully placed on the surface. Otherwise, it
isavery smpleprocedure. All Mr. Truffaut will need to do is unload the probe, carry it ashort distance
from his craft, and activateit. This should take only afew minutes.”

Ted didn’t respond. He seemed to think about it for afew seconds, then he looked a me. “Y our call,”
he sad quietly. “I can’'t make you do this, you know.”

Of course he could. He was the captain, after al. And even though Morgan had aready fired me, | was

gtill amember of his crew. Besides, there were two other people aboard qudified to fly Loose Lucy; if |

chickened out, either Emily or Ali could handle the assgnment. So he was offering me away out of what
could well become asuicide mission.

Y et that was out of the question. | had gotten usinto thismess; | had the mora obligation to get us out of
it. Ted knew that, asdid I...and so did Jas, cometo think of it, because there was no other reason why
heshe would' ve summoned meto hisher quartersin thefirst place.

“Sure...why not?’ | shrugged, feigning a casualnessthat | didn't fedl. “ Soundslike fun.”
“Very good.” Jas switched off the pad; the holo vanished, and heshe turned to retrieve hisher helmet from



where heshe had dung it in abulkhead net. “Let us then return to the command center, so that | may set
coursefor Nordash.”

Heshe paused, then stopped to look back at us. “1 am very happy that you have agreed to do this,
Captain Harker. | did not wish to diein thisplace.”

“Yeah, well...” Ted seemed to be at loss for words. “1’m not sure you gave us any options.”

“Onthecontrary, | did.” A stuttering hiss that sounded like a snake' s laughter. “It isonly that none of
them were acceptable.”

PART 4
The Great Beyond
(SIXTEEN)

Fremeninaburning house...

who bdllsthe cat?...

the trouble with women...

wordsfor the blues.

I

We came through the starbridge at HD 70642 to find oursdvesin atraffic jam.

That’ sthe only way to describe what | saw through the portholes. Emily had raised the shutters just
before the Pride made the jump from 51 Pegad, and it was fortunate that she' d taken that
precaution—otherwise, we might have struck the nearest starship waiting to enter thering. Asit was, the
first thing we heard upon coming out of hyperspace was the shriek of the collision darm, followed by a
gtring of Arabic blasphemiesfrom Ali as he hastened to switch off the autopilot and take control of the
hem.

Jas hadn’t been kidding when heshe told us that the nord were evacuating their homeworld. All around
us, asfar asthe eye could see, was avast swarm of what appeared to be titanic jelyfish, their

umbrd la-like membranes severd milesin diameter. It wasn't until the Pride passed the one with which
we d nearly collided that we saw that its trand ucent hood was, in fact, asolar sall. Tethered behind it
was astreamlined cylinder alittle smdler than our own ship, its hull ringed with dozens of portholes.

A high-pitched voice like that of anirate turkey gobbled at us from the speakers, its language

indeci pherable but the meaning nonethel ess obvious. watch where you' re going, jackass! Jas patched into
the comlink and responded in hisher own tongue. Apparently the nord captain had his own trandator,
because after abrief bit of back-and-forth between them, the com went silent.

It s been said that afireman is someone crazy enough to run into aburning house while everyone seis
running out. That'swhat | felt like just then. Asthe Pride dowly glided between the scores of nord
vesselswaiting their turnsto collgpse their sails and enter the starbridge, | saw acivilizationin full rout.
Severa hundred thousand miles away, Nordash was a blue-green marble that bore an unsettling smilarity
to Earth; it was dl too easy to imagine multitudes of nord—whatever they looked like—clamoring to
board the shuttles that would ferry them to Starshipsin orbit above their doomed world. How many of



their kind would be left behind, though, and where the survivors intended to go, we did not know.
Nonethel ess, we were witnessing an interstellar diaspora.

No one said much of anything asthe Pride carefully picked itsway through the evacuation fleet. Save for
afew subdued words between Ted and Ali, adark slencefel over the command center, and it wasn't
until our ship had eased past the outermost ships of the nord armadathat anyone was able to breathe
easy again. But we were far from safe. The nord wereleaving...and we'd just arrived. Likefiremenina
burning house.

Ted ingtructed Ali to get afix on Aerik and start plotting atrgectory, then he unfastened his harness and
pushed himsdf out of his seet. “Right, then,” he said quietly, grabbing hold of the calling rall. “ Everyone
who doesn’t have business here just now isrelieved...at least for the time being. Take anap, get abiteto
eat, whatever. We' ll call you back when we need you.”

Good idea. | got up from my seat, arched my back to get rid of the kinks, then looked over a Rain. She
didn’t seemto bein ahurry to leave the bridge; there was a pensive look on her face as she gazed out
the nearest window. | hesitated, then decided to let her be. All | wanted to do wasfollow Ted' sadvice:
change out of my swesty clothes, grab a sandwich, and maybe catch afew winksin my hammock.

Asl| floated over toward the manhole, Ash rose to join me. Morgan didn’t pay any attention to
him—indeed, it seemed asif Goldstein was deliberately ignoring him—and Jas remained strapped into
hisher couch. Ash didn’t say anything as we entered the access shaft, but as soon as we were done, he
took hold of my arm.

“Keep aneyeon Youssef,” hewhispered. Before| could ask why, he beat metoiit. “1 caught something
from him just before we went into hyperspace. The only reason Jasis il diveisbecause Ali knowswe
dtill need himher.”

“Yeeh, wdl...” | wastoo tired to ded with it just then. “1 figured that aready. But Ali’ s not dumb enough
to...”

“All I'm saying is, keep an eye on him. Okay?’ Ash let go of my arm and pushed past me. “We have
enough problemsasis”

| went down to my cabin and put on some fresh clothes, then floated down the corridor to the
wardroom. | was making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich when three bellsrang, giving me just enough
time to stow everything away and plant my toeswithin afoot restraint before main engineignition. | could
tell from the way the ship trembled that it was no maneuvering burn; the Pride was dowly building up
thrugt, and it wouldn’t be long before its accel eration reached one g. The captain wasn't sparing the
horsies. At least we' d be able to move around the ship without having to use handrails.

Just about thetime | wasfinishing lunch, Ted s voice came over my headset, asking meif I'd return to the
bridge. So much for my nap. When | got to the command deck, | found that everyone had left except for
him, Doc, and Ali. Ted' sface was grim as he waved me toward Emily’ s seat.

“We ve st coursefor Aerik,” he began, “and Ali and | have come up with atentative mission profile.
Sorry to bother you, but we thought that you needed to be in on this stage of the planning.”

“Sure. No problem.” | gazed at the holotank. A model of the local system was suspended above the
console, with the orbits of Nordash and Aerik depicted asdliptical circles surrounding HD 70642. A
curved red line was traced between the two planets. “Isthat our course?’



“Uh-huh.” Ted entered acommand in his keyboard that overlaid athree-dimensional graph upon the
holo. “We're pretty lucky, actually. They're presently in conjunction, with both at perihelion on the same
sde of the sun. So instead of being three AUs apart, their average distance at dmost any other time,
they’ re only about one and ahaf AUs away from each other... gpproximately two and a quarter million
kilometers”

| nodded. The Nordash system wasn't nearly aslarge as Earth's, which was fortunate for us. The nord
would ve disagreed, of course. Just then, they would have preferred that their world was at aphelion on
thefar sde of the sun...or, infact, anywhere Kasmastawasn't.

“Anyway,” Ted continued, “this means we should be able to reach Aerik before Kasmasta
does...provided, of course, that we don’t do any sightseeing dong theway. I’ ve given the order to run
the main engine at itsrated capacity, two hundred and fifty thousand impulses per second. Once we
reach cruise velocity, that' |l mean we'll be doing about twenty-five hundred kilometers per second.”

My heart skipped abest. Maybe it wasn't light-speed, but it was a Sizable fraction nonetheless. “Good
grief, skipper...do we have enough fuel for that?’

Ted glanced over a Doc. “The Pride has sufficient reserves for four and aquarter AUS,” he said,
“enough to get from Earth to Jupiter and back again. We barely put adent in that on the way to Hjarr,
thanks to the starbridges, and the hjadd were kind enough to top off our tank before we left.”

“Not to look agift horsein the mouth, but”—Ted grimaced—"*well, we now know that they didn’t
exactly do thisout of the kindness of their hearts. From what Jastold us, the Taus High Council never
intended to take no for an answer.”

“Of course,” Doc continued, “we may need atow by the time we return to Talus qua spah, and | can tell
you right now that Mr. Goldstein is going to have to pay for amgor overhaul...but, yeah, | think we'll
makeit.”

“At any rate,” Ted went on, “thismeansthat our ETA will be gpproximately thirty hours from now. That
should give you enough timeto prepare for your part of the misson.” He hesitated. “ And here€ swhere
things become ahit dicey.”

He magnified the image within the holotank so that Aerik and its satellitesincreased inSize. “There's
Kha-Zann,” he said, pointing to alarge moon at the periphery of the system. “ Approximately the same
mass and diameter as Europa, with much the same surface gravity. Carbon dioxide atmosphere, but not
very dense...about ahundred and fifty millibars at the equator. .. but enough to give you some measure of
protection.”

“Protection?” Although I’ d had experience with landing on atmospheric planets, | would have preferred
to set down on an airless moon. “ Against what?’

Ted took adeep breeth. “By the time you get there, Kasmastawill only be about eight hundred thousand
kilometersaway...”

“Oh,hd“”

“I told you thiswasthe dicey part.” A humorless smile played across hisface. “ At least the atmosphere
will provide you with some radiation protection while you're down there. And Kasimastawill be coming
in hot...mainly X-raysfrom its accretion disc. So the lesstime you spend on the surface, the better. In
fact, I’d recommend landing close to the daylight terminator, if at dl possble”



“Uh-huh. And how long will | haveto...?’

“Let’snot get ahead of ourselves. Firgt thingsfirst.” Ted pointed to the red thread of the Pride’s
trgectory. “Here' sthe game plan. Once we re on primary gpproach to Aerik and the Pride hasinitiated
its braking maneuver, you'll take Lucy away. Our trgjectory will bring uswithin ahundred and thirty
thousand kilometers of Kha-Zann, so you shouldn’t have to consume much fue getting there.”

The holo image zoomed in again, thistimeto display Loose Lucy’ s departure from the Pride and its
rendezvous with Kha-Zann. “In the meantime,” Ted went on, “the Pride will continue toward Aerik and
swing around it, initiating a perigpsis burn a closest gpproach to the far sde of the planet. That' Il put us
on areturn heading that’ Il bring us back toward Kha-Zann, wherewe' Il pick you up.”

“Why not go into orbit around Kha-Zann itsalf?’

“Wethought of that,” Ali said, “but when we ran asmulation, we discovered that it would take too much
time to establish orbit around Kha-Zann. Not only that, but once we broke orbit, we' d have to build up
enough thrust again to achieve escape velocity, and by then Kasmastawould catch up with us. Thisway,
we use adingshot maneuver around Aerik to keep from shedding too much velocity. Once wefirethe
main engine, we blow out of there before Kasimagta reaches Kha-Zann.”

“If dl goeswell, that is,” Ted added.
| didn’t like the sound of that. “What could go wrong?’

“Well...” Doc began, then shook hisheed. “All this means you’ re going to have a very tight window. No
more than an hour on the surface. ..and believe me, that' s stretching it.”

| stared at him. “An hour? You'vegot to be...”

“No, he'snot.” Ted sface was serious. “And neither am |. Y ou land, you drop off the probe, you take
off again. If everything works according to plan, you should be able to reach the rendezvous point just in
time to dock with the Pride as we swing by again. Otherwise...”

Hisvoicetrailed off. Not that he had to spell it out. If | failed to reach the Pride, then the captain would
have no choice but to leave me behind. By then, the ship would be racing just ahead of the Annihilator,
with no time left to make orbit around Kha-Zann and wait for me to show up.

“Yeah. Gotit.” | let out my breath. “So I’m the poor mouse who gets to put the bell around the cat’s

“Mouse? Cat?’ Ali’sexpresson was quizzicd. “What are you taking about?’

“Old fable, courtesy of Aesop,” | said, and Ali shook his head. Chalk it up to culturd differences. “Never
mind. Just do me afavor and download everything into Lucy’s comp. I'll run asmulation from the
cockpit, make surethat everything...”

“Just one morething.” Ted looked at the others, then back at me again. “Y ou’ re not going to be able to
do thisalone. Someone' s going to have to help you unload the probe and place it on the surface, so
you' re going to have to take another person with you.”

That hadn’t occurred to me, but now that he mentioned it, | knew he wasright. I’ d have to use the cargo
elevator to remove the probe from Lucy’ s hold and put it on the ground. | could conceivably do it by
myself, but not within the short amount of time I’ d have on Kha-Zann. Like it or not, someone elsewould
have to ride down with me.



“Yeah, okay.” | glanced at Doc. “ Y ou up for this, chief? | know it'salot to ask, but...”

“Sorry. Not me.” Doc shook his head. “I’ve got to stay aboard, try to keep the ship from rattling apart at
the seams.”

“And don't ask for Emily, ether,” Ted said. “1 know she' squdified, but there sno way I’ m putting my
wifeat risk.” He hesitated. “Besides, we dready have someone...Ran.”

A chill ran down my back. “ Skipper...Ted...pleasedon’t do this. | can't...”

All of asudden, | found mysdlf unableto finish what | wanted to say—I can’t put her lifein jeopardy any
more than you can put Emily’ s—because that would' ve meant admitting more than | waswilling to these
men, or perhaps even to myself.

So | played stubborn instead. “L ook, | can take care of thison my own. No reason to get her involved.”
Ted frowned. “ Are you telling me you' re ill not ableto work with her?’

That looked like an easy way out. “Y eah, that’swhat I’ m saying. Cap, you don’t know what apainin
theassshe...”

“Wall, that’ sjust too bad...because she' saready volunteered.” A dy smile; Ted didn’t haveto bea
telepath to know alie when he heard it. “ And here | thought the two of you were getting dong so well.”

“Nicetry, though,” Doc murmured.

My face grew warm, but before | could respond, Ted nodded toward the manhole. “ Right, then...unless
you have any more questions, you' ve got alot of work ahead of you. All of usdo.”

Therewas nothing left to be discussed, so | headed for the access shaft. | waited until | shut the hatch
behind me before, ill clinging to the ladder, | threw my figt into the nearest bulkhead.

1]
The rest of the day was spent preparing for the mission.

Before that, though, | tracked down Rain and gave her apiece of my mind. Not that it got me anywhere.
She was having lunch with Emily when | found her in the wardroom; seeing the look on my face, thefirst
officer quietly excused hersdf and gave us the room, and once the door was shut | blew up. | don’t
remember most of what | said—I wasjust venting, really—but Rain just sat there and took it, silently
regarding me with solemn eyesthat | couldn’t quite bring mysdlf to meet. And when | was done, she
polished off the rest of her coffee, stood up from the table, and quietly suggested that we head down to
the shuttle and check out the probe.

And that wasit. We never had an argument because she refused to argue in thefirst place. Besides,
she'd dready received Ted' sblessing, so my opinion didn't redly count. That’ s the trouble with women:
they’ re smarter than men, and therefore enjoy an unfair advantage. And the hell of it isthat they know i,
too.

The hjadd probe waslocated in Lucy’s cargo hold, strapped to the deck right where Jas said it would
be. Hisher people had smuggled it aboard insde acrate identical to those they’ d used to pack the
gnoshes, evenif I'd spotted it before we left Talus qua spah, | probably would have assumed that it was
abox that somehow got misplaced.



Beforel could open it, though, Rain stopped me. “ Perhaps we should ask Jasto do it for us,” she said.
“No telling what other tricks heshe has up hisher deeve.” So | got on the comlink and asked Ted to relay
our request to the Prime Emissary, and alittle while later Jas came down from hisher quarters.

| noticed that heshe still wore hisher wegpon around the eft wrist of hisher environment suit; gpparently
Jaswasn't quite ready to trust anyone aboard not to take revenge for hisher actions. Remembering what
Ash had said to me earlier, | couldn’t blame himher. Nonetheless, | didn't say anything about it. Rain saw
the weapon, too, but kept her mouth shut. Like | said, asmart girl.

Jas assured us that the crate wasn't booby-trapped, and | opened it just the way | had the others.
Tucked insgde was acompact sphere, about three and a hdf feet in diameter, its burnished-slver surface
lined with hexagonal panels. Arranged around its equator were rungs suitable for either hjadd or human
hands, recessed within the topmost panel were three small studs, blue, red, and white. Once the probe
wasin place, Jastold us, we were to pressfirst the blue button, then the red, and findly the white. That
was it—the probe would do the rest.

“Of course” | said, “you can make sure that we get it right by coming along with us. We ve got lots of
room for passengers.”

| was only haf-joking when | said this, yet gpparently | struck anerve, for the faceplate of hisher hemet
swvung sharply toward me. “My suit is not meant to be worn outside an atmospheric environment,” Jas
replied, asif that explained everything. “The probe is designed for smplicity of operation. My assistance
IS not necessary.”

“How interesting.” Rain bent over the probe to study it closaly. “Y our people build adevice to study a
black hole, but you makeit so that it can be operated by another race.” Shelooked up a himher. “ Guess
you're just lucky we happened to come dong at theright time.”

Jaswas slent for amoment. Hisher suit conceded the mannerisms |’ d learned to interpret—the attitude
of hisher fin, whether or not hisher throat sacs were inflated—but nonetheless | had a sense that hisher
reticence semmed from embarrassment. “ My people have others assume risks on our behalf,” heshe said
alast. “It'sour way.”

“So that’show we...” | began, but before | could finish, Jas turned away from us. Without another
word, heshe left the hold, climbing back up the ladder toward the top hatch.

“Coward,” I murmured, once heshe was gone.

“Don’'t blame himher,” Rain said quietly. “Morgan told us about the hjadd, remember? They’ re not
accustomed to taking chances.”

“Yeah, wdl...why isheshe aboard, then?’
“I have afeding that being hereisn't hisher choice either.” She swatted my arm. “C’ mon. Back to work.”

We made sure that the cargo lift was operationd, then returned to the flight deck. | downloaded the
mission program from the Pride and began to put Lucy through acomplete diagnostics check. Rain
stayed for alittle while, but there wasn’t much she could do, so after abit she returned to the ship with
the intent of outfitting our suitsfor surface work.

| remained in the shuttle for the next few hours, repeatedly running smulations of our flight plan, twesking
the variables with each iteration so that I’ d have practice dealing with whatever problems we might
encounter dong the way. | wasfeding alittle more confident about the mission, but | till wasn't satisfied



that I'd considered everything that might possibly gowrong. Yet | dso | knew that if | didn’t get some
rest, my reflexes would be duggish by thetime had to do thisfor red. So | put Lucy to deep and
returned to the Pride.

The ship was quiet, save for the background rumble of the main engine, and | figured that everyone had
sacked out. On the other hand, | was still wide-awake; as| opened the hatch leading to Deck Two, |
redlized that, even if | went back to my cabin, I'd probably just stare at the celling. | was thinking about
going up top to vist whoever was on watch—Doc, probably, or maybe Emily—when afamiliar sound
cameto me: Ash'sguitar, its melancholy chords gently reverberating off the corridor walls.

What the hdll, | thought. Might aswell see what the ol’ geek isup to. Before | had a chance to knock at
his door, Ash' s voice came to me from the other side. “C'mon in, Jules. We ve been waiting for you.”

We? Ash usudly kept to himsalf. When | did open the door, though, | found that he wasn't alone. Ash
was gtting in hishammock, hisguitar cradled in hislap, and seeted on the floor next him was Rain.

She smiled up a me. “Don’t look so shocked. We figured you' d show up sooner or later.” She patted
the floor next to her. “Here. Sit.”

“Andwhileyou'ret it, have adrink.” Ash picked up ajug of bearshine and offered it to me.
“Umm...no thanks.” | shook my head as| squatted down next to Rain. “Better not.”

“Oh, c'mon.” Rain took the jug from Ash. “We still have’—aquick glance at her watch—" sixteen hours
before we haveto leave. Plenty of timeto get properly pissed and sober up again.”

With that, she pulled out the cork and, using both hands, tilted back the jug. For awoman who once told
methat she didn’t drink, Rain certainly knew how to swallow. A long gulp that seemed to last forever,
then she gasped. “Hot damn, that’sgood.” She wiped her lipswith the back of her hand, then held out
thejug. “Go ahead. Don’'t be shy.”

The old pilot’ sruleis twelve hours from bottle to throttle; | had that, with afew hoursto spare. So |
accepted the jug from her and raised it to my mouth. I’ d never had corn liquor before; it went down like
molten lava, burning my throat, and | nearly choked on it. But she wasright; just then, it tasted pretty
damn good.

“There stheman.” Ash grinned, then held out his hand. “Here, now. Timeto pay the piper.” Rain took
the jug from me and passed it back to him. A quick, thirsty dug, then he set it on the floor between the
three of us. “All right, then...piper’ sbeen paid. Let’sseeif he can entertain the rats.”

His hands returned to his guitar, but instead of the random progression I’ d heard before, thistime his
fingers produced adow, boozy ramble, like something that might come from a roadhouse band south of
the Mason-Dixon. “ Been working on that song,” Ash added, glancing up a me from hisinstrument.
“Think | finaly might have somewordsfor it...”

Then hesang:

Ninety light-yearsfrom home,
Lord, you gotta pay your dues.
Ninety light-yearsfrom home,

| got nuthin’ to lose.



My spaceship’sajunker, and I'm out for acruise,
| gottabad ol’ case of the Galaxy Blues.

All right, so maybe it wasn't Jdly Roll Morton. All the same, it gave me areason to smilefor thefirst time
indays. “1 thought you said music doesn’t need words,” | said, reaching for the bearshine again.

“Changed my mind,” Ash muttered, then he went on:
Starsal around me,

And | got nowhereto go.

Starsared| around me,

And light movestoo dow.

| got planetsin my pocket and black holesin my shoes,
I’ sanother phase of the Galaxy...

Wham! Something hit the door so hard that Rain and | both jumped an inch. My first thought was that
there had been some catastrophic accident, such asthe main fue tank exploding, yet when it repested a
moment later—wham! wham!— realized that someone was hammering at the door.

Ash wasthe only onewho was't perturbed. Although he stopped singing, he continued to strum at his
guitar. “Yes, Mr. Goldstein, you may comein,” he said, as cam as calm could be.

The door dammed open, and there was Morgan, bleary-eyed and wearing only hisrobe. “ All right, you
punks, that’s enough!” he snarled. “ Some of usaretrying to deep here, and you three are keeping us...”

“Mr. Goldgein...Morgan...” Ash sghed, sill not looking up a him. “If you don’t shut up and leave, I'm
going to tell my friends how you earned your first million dollars.” He paused, then added, “ How you
redlly earned your firgt million dollars”

Morgan’sface went pae asal the bluster and fury of his entrance suddenly dissipated. He started to
open hismouth, but then Ash lifted his eyesto gaze at him, and he abruptly seemed to reconsider
whatever he was going to say. The two men stared at each other for another moment. ..and then, without
so much as another word, Morgan stepped out of the cabin and quietly pulled the door shut.

For asecond or two, no one said anything. | finally looked at Ash. *Y"know,” | murmured, “1 want to be
just likeyou when | grow up.”

Rainwas smilarly impressed. “How did you do that?” she whispered, awestruck.

Ash only shrugged as he went on playing his guitar. “If there s one thing that scares guyslike Morgan, it's
having people find out the truth about them.” A secretive smile. “ And believe me, he' s got some pretty
nasty skeletonsin hiscloset.”

| remembered the last time Ash had told Morgan to shut up, back on Taus qua spah. I” d thought then
that it was some sort of psychic trick...and perhapsit was, to the extent that the Order knew things
about Morgan that he d rather not be made public. But the fact of the matter was, al Ash had to do was
verbaly remind Morgan that he had the boss by the short hairs.

“Oh, dotdl.” Raininched alittle closer. “1I’d love to know what. ..”



“Sorry. My order prohibits me from talking about things like that.” Ash gave her awink. “Not that
Morgan knowsthis, of course. Now pass methe jug, and I'll tell you about a sweet young girl from
Nantucket...”

And it pretty much went downhill from there. In deference to anyone besides Goldstein who might be
trying to deep, wetried to keep it down. .. but nonethel ess, asthe jug made itsway around the circle, the
songs became ruder, the jokes more coarse, asthe three of uslaughed and sang our way long into the

perpetud night.

Theirony wasn't lost on methat, only thismorning, I’d sworn that I’ d never drink again. Nor did | have
any illusons about why we were doing what we were doing. It was dl too possible that, come tomorrow,
we' d all dieahorrible death, consumed by amonster black hole. But there wasllittle we could do about
that at the moment except celebrate what might be the last hours of our lives.

Eventudly, though, there came the point when the jug was finaly empty. By then, Ash’ svoice was
nothing more than adur, hisfingers clumsy upon the strings. | was seeing double and Rain had collapsed
againgt my shoulder; it was plain that none of uswould be ableto stay awvake much longer. Wincing
againg the dull throb in my head, | sumbled to my feet, pulling Rain with me. Ashwasfdling adegpinhis
hammock as we found our way to the door.

Half-carrying Rain, | hobbled down the corridor, heading for my cabin. Rain woke up alittle as| opened
thedoor. “Uhh...hold it, this swhere | get off,” she muttered. “ Gotta go thataway ... my room.”

“Sure, sure” Yet | wasrductant to let her go. Perhaps | was stinking drunk; nonetheless, | was dl too
aware that there was a pretty girl draped across my shoulders. “But, y’know, y’ know...l mean,
y' know...”

That seemed to wake her up alittle more. “Oh, no,” she said, gently prying hersdf away from me. “Don't
you start. Not th'....thiSsnot th’ timeor th'...”

“Place,” | finished, and that gave her the giggles. “Whatever, sure, but...” | stopped and gazed at her. “If
not now, then when...?’

“’Nuther time, maybe, but not...” She shook her head. This nearly caused her to lose her balance, so she
grabbed my arm to steady herself. Somehow, my handsfell to her hips, and for amoment therewas a
look in her eyesthat made it seem asif she was reconsidering my unspoken proposition. But then she
pushed hersdf avay from me again.

“Definitely not now,” shefinished.

Despite dl the booze I d put away, | was still sober enough to remember the definition of the word no.
“Yeah, Sokay...”

Rain leaned forward and, raising hersalf on tiptoes, gave me akiss. Her mouth was soft and warm, and
tasted of bearshine. “Get usthrough this,” she whispered, “and maybe we' Il see about it.”

And then she whedled away from me. | watched her go, redlizing that I’ d just been given another reason
tolive

(SEVENTEEN )

Eye of the mongter...



afinetime...

nice placeto vigit, but et cetera. ..

root hog or die.

\Y,

Fourteen hours later, Rain and | were on our way to Kha-Zann.

By then, I’d sobered up enough to climb into Lucy’ s cockpit. Knowing that he’ d have adrunk aboard
his ship, Ted had made sure that the med bay was stocked with plenty of morning-after pills, eye-drops,
and antioxidant patches, finaly | knew why Ash had been able to recover from his binges so quickly.
Two each of the former and one of the latter, aong with hot coffee and a cold sponge bath, and | was

reedy tofly.

Rain met mein the ready room. She didn’t mention the inebriated pass I’ d made at her the night before,
but | couldn’t help but notice the way she blushed when | suggested that we save time by suiting up
together. She declined with the polite excuse that she wanted to double-check her gear before putting it
on. | didn't argue, but instead suited up by myself. | worried that | might have damaged our friendship,
but there were more important mattersto deal with just then.

Over the course of the last sixteen hours, Aerik had steadily grown larger. Through the starboard
portholes, the superjovian appeared as an enormous blue shield, its upper atmosphere striated by thin
white cirrus clouds. By thetime |’ d dugged down my third or fourth cup of coffee, Kha-Zann had
become visble asareddish brown orb in trojan orbit alittle lessthan amillion milesfrom its primary. We
couldn’'t make out Kasmastajust yet, though; it was ill on the opposite sde of Aerik from the Pride,
and no one aboard would be able to seeit until the ship initiated the maneuvers that would swing it
around the planet’ sfar side.

Y et we were dl too aware that the Annihilator was coming. | had just put on my headset when Ted
informed me that the sensors had picked up adight disturbance in Aerik’ sgravity well, coming from an
unseen source gpproximately twelve million miles away. That sounded too far away to worry about, until
the skipper reminded me that Kasimastawas traveling at four hundred miles per second. According to
Ali’ scdculations, the black hole would reach Kha-Zann in about eight hours. . .which meant that Rain
and | had preciouslittletime to waste.

Fortunately, we didn’t have to cycle through the airlock on the way out. Doc was waiting for us at the
shuttle airlock; heinssted on giving our suitsaquick check-out, but | think he' d redly come down from
the bridge to wish us good luck. Just before | climbed through the hatch, he produced arabbit’sfoot on
akeychain, which he clamed had been in hisfamily for three generations. | redly didn’t want the mangy
thing, but Doc was adamant about metaking it dong, so | let him clip it to the zipper of my left shoulder
pocket. A solemn handshake for me, akiss on the cheek for Rain, and then the chief pronounced usfit to
travel.

Doc had just shut the hatch behind us when we heard the muffled clang of two bells. Ali was about to
commence the rollover maneuver that would precede the deceleration burn. So Rain and | hustled into
the cockpit; we d just strapped ourselvesinto our seats when we felt the abrupt cessation of g-force,
sgnaling that the main engine had been cut off. As | began to power up the shuttle, there wasthe
swerving sensation of the Pride doing a one-eighty on its short axis. Emily’ svoice came over the comlink;
aquick run-through of the checklist, and when everything came up green, we went straight into a
thirty-second countdown.



Loose Lucy detached from the docking collar, and for afew moments the Pride seemed to hang
motionless just outside the cockpit windows. Then | fired the RCS to ease us away from the ship, and
our respective velocities changed; in ablink of an eye, the big freighter was gone, with little morethan a
last glimpse of its forward deflector array. From the seat beside me, Rain Sighed; a couple of tiny bubbles
that might have been tears drifted away from the open faceplate of her helmet, but | didn’t say anything
about them.

As soon asthe Pride was gone, | used the pitch and yaw thrustersto turn Lucy around; once she was
pointed in theright direction, | switched to autopilot and fired up the main engine. A muted rumble that
pushed us back in our seats; afew seconds of that, then the engine cut off and we were on theroad to
KhaZann.

Rain and | had decided we d remain on cabin pressure until just before we were ready to make
touchdown, at which point we would close our helmets and void the cabin. That way we' d save alittle
more time by not having to cycle through the airlock once we were on the ground. We' d also been
careful not to have any solid food for breakfast or lunch; our suits' recycling systems would get agood
workout, but at least our digperswould remain clean. And we' d stuffed our pockets with stim tabs and
caffeine pills; maybe we' d be too wired to deep once we returned to the Pride, but at least we wouldn't
doze off.

So sheand | had thought of everything. Or at least so we believed. Even so, nothing could have prepared
usfor our firgt Sght of Kasmasta.

| had just removed my helmet and was bending over to stow it beneath my seat when Rain gasped.
Looking up, | noticed that she was staring past me out the windows. | turned my head, and for amoment
al | saw was Aerik, which by then had swelled to dmost fill the portsde windows. Impressive, but. ..

Then | saw what she d seen and felt my heart go cold. Coming into view from behind the limb of the
planet was something that, at first glance, resembled an enormous eye. Red-rimmed, asif irritated by
something caught in the cloudy white mass of its pupil, it wept avast tear that seemed to fal away into
gpace. Altogether, it resembled the baleful glare of an angry god.

So thiswas Kasmasta: a cyclops among the stars. Although still severa million miles away, nonethel essit
was awesome, and utterly terrifying. The black hole at its nucleuswasinvisible to us, surrounded by the
ionized gas that made up its ergosphere, but we knew that it wasthere, just as we aso knew that nothing
could survive an encounter with the ring of dust and debristhat swirled at sublight velocities around its
outer event horizon.

Aswe watched, Kasimastadowly moved toward the cockpit’s center window. ..and stayed there.
Loose Lucy wastaking us straight toward the moon that lay between usand it. | had animpulseto
disengage the autopilot, turn the shuttle around, and fleefor...well, anywhere but there. An insane notion;
there was no way Lucy could catch up with the Pride, just asit would be impossible to outrun the
mongter before it caught up with us. Likeit or not, we were committed.

For aminute or so, neither of us said anything. Then we found oursalves reaching out to take hold of
each other’ shand. Despite the fact that | hadn’t wanted her to come along, | suddenly realized that | was
glad Rain wasthere.

Yeah. I'd picked afinetimetofal inlove.
\Y

For amoon on the verge of destruction, Kha-Zann was strangely beautiful. As Lucy closed in upon it, we



looked down on aworld that somewhat resembled aminiature verson of Mars, save for anoticegble
lack of polar ice caps. A reddish brown surface, streaked here and there with dark grey veins, whose
cratered terrain was split and cracked by labyrinthine networks of crevices, fissures, and canyons. Early
morning sunlight reflected off athin, low-lying haze that quickly dissipated asthe day grew longer, with
shadows stretching out from crater rims and bumpy hills. Probably an interesting place to exploreif one
had timeto do so.

But we weren't there to take pictures and hunt for souvenirs. Infact, al | realy wanted to do just then
was drop in, drop off, and drop out. So once we were a couple of hundred miles away, | picked out
what looked like alow-risk landing Site near the daylight terminator—a broad, flat plain just north of the
equator, away from any valleys and relatively clear of large craters—then switched off the autopilot and
took control of my craft again.

By then, Rain and | had put on our helmets again; once we were breathing suit air, she vented the cabin.
A find cinch of our harnesses to make sure that they were secure, then | turned the shuttle around and
initiated the landing sequence. Aswe d been told, Kha-Zann didn’t have much in theway of an
atmosphere; there was some chop as L ucy began to make her descent, and an orange coronagrew up
from around the heat shield. But it quickly faded, and after afew seconds the turbulence ended and we
had a smooth ride down.

Even s0, my hands were moist within my glovesas| clutched the yoke. Sure, | had plenty of experience
landing on the Moon and Mars, but never had | expected to touch down on aworld ninety light-years
from home. Even putting down on Coyote in astolen lifeboat wasn't as butt-clenching asthis. Maybe it
was because | was |landing where no one—or at least no human—had ever gone before. Or maybe it
was smply because | was dl too avare that, if | screwed up, my life wouldn’t be the only one placed in

jeopardy.

In any case, my atention never left the instrument pandl, and | kept a sharp eye on the aft camsand the
eight bal al theway down. Rain helped by reciting the atimeter readout, but it wasn't until Lucy was Sx
hundred feet above the ground and | was certain that there were no surprises waiting for us at the
touchdown point that | lowered the landing gear and throttled up the engine for final descent.

We landed with little more than ahard thump, but | didn’t bresthe easy until I’ d safed the engine and put
al systems on standby. Through the windows, the dust we' d kicked up was aready beginning to settle,
revealing abarren landscape beneath adark purple sky. We d landed in the last hour of the afternoon,
on the side of Kha-Zann that <till faced the sun; to the east, just beyond the short horizon, Aerik was
beginning to rise. Kasimastawas nowhere to be seen, yet | knew that the Annihilator would soon make

its gppearance.
“Okay, notimefor sightseeing.” | unbuckled my harness. “Let’ sdo thisand get out of here.”

“Redlly? No kidding.” Rain was already out of her seat. “|I sort of thought we could look for anice place
to build ahouse”

If I’d been ligening alittle more carefully to what she' d just said, | might have given her adouble take.
Perhaps she was only being sarcagtic, but it might have been a serious propostion. Theonly plans| had
for uswere no more than acouple of hoursin the future, though, so my response was nothing more than
adigtracted grunt as| followed her from the cockpit.

In Earth-normal gravity, the probe probably weighed about two hundred pounds; on Kha-Zann, though,
it was only one-fifth of that. The case was bulky, though, so it took both of usto load it aboard the
elevator. Once it was securely lashed to the pallet, | opened the cargo hatch. The doors creaked softly as



they parted, and ahandful of red sand, caught upon an errant breeze, drifted into the hold. | used the
elevator controlsto rotate the T-bar of the overhead crane into position, then | turned to Rain.

“Y ou know how to operatethis, right?’ | pointed to the joystick. “Up for up, down for down, and it
stopsin the middle. Takeit easy when you lower me, though, because | don’t want to...”

“Y ou're not going down there.” She shook her head within her helmet. “I am. Y ou' re staying here”
“No, you'renot. Thisismy job. You're...”
“dles...”

“We don't have time for this. One of us needsto stay behind to run the eevator. Y ou' re the cargo
master, so that’ syou. End of discusson.” | paused. “If | get into any trouble down there, I'll tell
you...but | should be able to handle this by mysalf. Just do your job, and with any luck we'll be out of
here before the engines cool down. All right?’

Before she had a chance to argue any further, | stepped into the cage. | suppose | should have been
impressed by Rain’ swillingness to accept the risk, but the fact of the matter wasthat | was stronger than
her, and it would take muscles to manhandle the crate from the eevator and haul it a safe distance from
the shuttle. She pouted for another moment or so, but surrendered to the inevitable; once I’ d grabbed
hold of the handrails on either side of the cage, | gave her anod, and Rain pushed the leversthat raised
the cage from its resting position and telescoped the T-bar through the hatch.

The breeze was alittle stiffer than I’ d expected. The cage gently rocked back and forth oniits cables, and
| held on tight and planted my boots firmly against the palet. Once the crane was extended to its full
length, | told Rain to lower away. The cage shuddered and jerked abit on the way down, but | didn’t
worry much about it; the elevator had aload capacity of one and ahalf tons. It wasjust the wind giving
meahasde.

It took only acouple of minutes to reach the ground. As soon as the cage touched down, | untied the
crate and, taking hold of its handles, picked it up and carried it off the eevator. Even in the lesser gravity,
the crate was just heavy enough to make it hard work; if | hadn’t been burdened with it, | might have
been able to bunny-hop across the desert floor. Asit was, though, | found it was just as easy to put the
crate down, then pick up one end by its handle and drag it behind me.

“What' sit like down there?’ Rain asked.

| stopped to look up at her. She was standing in the open hatch, watching me from above. “Like
Kansas,” | replied, “only without cornfields. Ever been there?’

A short laugh. “ Y ou kidding? I’ ve never even been to Earth.”

I’d forgotten that. “I’ Il take you sometime. To Earth, | mean...beieve me, you can skip Kansas.” |
started to pick up the case again, then paused. “Hey, if you' re not doing anything, patch into the
long-range com and seeif you can reach the Pride. They might be back in range by now.”

“Wilco.” Therewasaclick as she switched from one band to another. | didn’t wait for aresponse, but
instead went back to work.

The terrain was rough, its coarse sand strewn with rocks the size of baseballs. Every so often I’ d haveto
veer around boulders or haul the crate through smal pits formed by micrometeorite impacts. Through my
helmet, | could hear the faint moan of the wind; the atmosphere wasn't dense enough to hold up akite,
but till, I had to use my free hand to clear silt from my faceplate.



It took about fifteen minutes for meto drag the crate about a hundred yards from the shuittle; | figured
that was far enough to keep the probe from being damaged by Lucy’ s exhaust flare once we lifted off
again. | checked the chronometer on my heads-up display; we' d been on Kha-Zann for alittle more than
ahdf hour, so time was getting short. | opened the crate and tossed away the lid, then reached inside.
The probe wasn't hard to remove; acouple of hard tugs at its rungs, and it came straight out of its

packing materid.

“No word from the Pride yet,” Rain said, “ but that’ s probably because I'm getting alot of static. How
are you doing out there?’

“Almost done.” | grunted as | carried the sphere afew feet from the crate, then gently placed it on the
ground. It rolled acouple of inches, forcing meto roll it back so that its top hexagon was positioned right
sde up. Once | was satisfied that it wasn’t going anywhere, | pressed the blue button on the control hex.

The button lit up, but nothing happened. | waited a second, uncertain whether or not the thing was
working, then | pushed the red button. Thistime, the reaction was immediate; the panels surrounding the
lower hemigphere sprang open, and small multijointed legs unfolded from within the sphere, their
horseshoe-like pads firmly anchoring the probe against the ground.

| pushed the white button, and had to jump back quick to avoid the rest of the panels asthey peeled
gpart to reveal asmaller sphere hidden insde. From the probe’ s core, anarrow cylinder raised itself
upon astak, then unfurled to become a dish antenna. The hyperlink transmitter, no doubt. Asit swiveled
around to point toward the sun, two more cylinders rose into view; judging from the lenses at their ends, |
figured they were multispectrum cameras. One of them rotated toward me, and | took another step back.
Redizing that it was looking straight a me, | restrained an impulse to wave at whoever might be
watching. Or perhaps give them an obscene gesiure,

A dender wand shot out from the core, then buried itself in the sand; that must be the seismometer. And
meanwhile, valves opened and fluttered, wands were elevated, lights began to flash. Like some weird toy
that belonged to an equally weird kid.

“Jules...”
“Wow.” | gared at the probe in amazement. “Y ou should see thisthing. It' slike somekind of ...”
“dules...look up.”

Something in Rain’ svoice gave me achill. Turning around, | raised my eyestoward the sky and
immediately forgot about the probe.

While I’ d been busy hauling the crate out into the desert and deploying the probe, the sun had begun to
set. Aerik had fully risen into view, yet that wasn't what got my attention, but Kasimagtainstead.

| couldn’'t see dl of the Annihilator, but what | could was enough to freeze my blood. The edge of its
accretion belt was coming up over the horizon, with the nimbus of its ergospherejust behind it. The damn
thing wasfour or five timeslarger than when we' d first seen it, and no longer looked like an eye but
rather the sorm front of a hurricane mightier than the wrath of God.

And it was heading straight toward us.

“Hell with this” | forced mysdlf to bresthe. “We re outtahere.” And then | turned and began to hightall it
back to Lucy.

Vi



No longer encumbered by the crate, there was nothing to prevent me from bunny-hopping. The gravity
and atmospheric pressure were just low enough for me to make broad jumpsthat covered five or Six feet
at atime, just as| learned to do in Academy basic training on the Moon. Y et | hadn’t covered hdf the
distance between the probe and the shuttle when | went sprawling face-first across the ground.

Under other circumstances, it might have been funny. Spacer fal down, go boom. And my reflexeswere
good; | managed to raise my arms and cover my helmet faceplate before it was cracked open by arock.
But nonetheless, | knew at once that this was no mere accident; | hadn’t tripped over anything, nor had
my last jump been misguided.

The ground had moved beneath my feet.

| was picking mysdlf up when | felt it again, amild tremor that caused the sand benesth my hands and
kneesto shift ever so dightly. At that instant, Rain’ s voice came to me through my headset: “ Jules, get
back here! We're getting...!”

“Earthquakes. | know.” | struggled erect, continued running toward the shuttle. Fortunately, it had
remained stable, itslanding gear Htill firmly resting upon the ground. | knew, though, thet if the tremors
became much more violent, there was a good chance that the craft would be rocked so hard that one of
itslegs might snap....in which case, we wouldn’t be leaving Kha-Zann.

Rain remained at her post until | reached the elevator; I d barely climbed aboard before she put the crane
in reverse and began to haul me back upstairs. The wind had picked up aswell; | had to hold on tight as
the cage swung back and forth, and | didn’t fed safe until it reached the top and she' d retracted the
T-bar into the hold. Y et that safety was little more than temporary; we had to get off Kha-Zann PDQ.

While Rain stayed bel ow to shut the hatch and lock everything down, | scrambled up to the cockpit and
got Lucy ready tofly. I'd just powered up the engine when shejoined me on the flight deck. No time for
aprelaunch checklist; | did my best to make surethat | hadn’t neglected anything, but even aswe were
strapping oursavesin, another tremor passed through the hull, this one violent enough to scare meinto
thinking that the ship was about to topple over.

Rainfeltit, too. Her eyeswere wide on the other side of her faceplate. “Jules...”
“Hang on, swesetie. We' regone.” And then | fired the engine.

Launch was more difficult than landing. By then thewind had picked up sufficient speed that, if | had
been attempting to lift off from Mars, the ground controller would' ve probably called ascrub. But |
didn’'t have the luxury of waiting for optimal wegther conditions; no choice, in fact, but to root hog or die.
So | kept the engine at full throttle al the way up and gripped the yoke with both hands as L ucy clawed
her way into the sky, her hull plates creaking ominoudy with every bump and jolt she took.

In lessthan aminute, though, it was al over. The sky darkened, purple turning jet-black; the rattle faded
away, and everything smoothed out. On the screens, the aft cams captured a brief glimpse of Kha-Zann
faling away, our landing Site no longer visible. Then the moon disappeared somewhere behind us, and we
were back in space.

Rainlet out her breath. “Niceflying, pilot,” she murmured. “If | wasn't wearing thisthing, I'd giveyou a
kiss”

“Saveit for later.” | was gtill on manua, but since we were through the rough patch, | throttled down the
engines and engaged the autopilot. “ Seeif you can raise the Pride. We should be able to get her by



“Right.” She reached over to the com panel, patched usinto the long-range relay. “Loose Lucy to Pride
of Cucamonga, do you copy?’

A moment of gtatic, then Emily’ s voice came over: “We copy, Lucy. What took you so long?’

| dmost laughed out loud. “ Sorry *bout that, Pride. Had abit of a...” | stopped mysdlf. “Never mind.
Mission accomplished, and we' re off the ground. That’ sdl that counts. What' s your position?’

A brief pause, then Ted came online. “WEe re on course for the rendezvous point, same coordinates as
before. ETA inforty-saven minutes. Think you can makeit?’

“Hold on.” | finished reloading the program, then checked the comp display. Everything was copacetic;
we d arrive with just enough time and fuel to spare. “Roger that. We re on the beam and on our way for
pickup.”

“Very good. W€ |l seeyou there.” Another pause. “Good work, guys. And, by theway...Mr. Goldstein
has asked me to extend his compliments.”

“Oh, how lovdly,” Rain muttered. “Be till, my beating heart.”
“Repedt, please? I’ m afraid we have some interference.”

“Negatory, Pride. Just some Stetic. Lucy over and out.” | made thekill sign and grinned at Rain once
she’' d switched it off. “What do you want to bet Morgan gives you the pink dip for that?’

“Ask meif |...” Her voicetrailed off as she gazed toward the starboard side. “Oh, god...”

| looked past her and was suddenly grateful for having had the foresight to wear digpers. Kasmastafilled
the windows, its accretion belt now resembling awhirlpool of colored dyes, its ergosphere asbright asa
gar. Now that it had entered Aerik’ s orbit, the Annihilator’ s gravity well was beginning to affect the
planet itself. Aerik’ s night side was turned toward the rogue, and even from this distance we could see
brilliant flashes of lightning within its darkened skies, like the death throes of aswarm of fireflies, whilethe
blue clouds of its daylight side seemed to writhe and roil in agony.

But that wasn't dl. Aerik was no longer a perfect sphere; its equator was showing a pronounced bulge,
asif it was amassive balloon that was being squeezed at its poles. As | watched, awispy stream of

blue-white haze 4 owly began to move outward from the planet’ s upper atmosphere. Kassmastawasn't
just akiller; it was dso avampire, the vast mouth of its singularity drawing blood fromitslatest victimin
the form of hydrogen and helium. Kha-Zann would be little more than an appetizer for such avoracious

appetite.

It was hard to be sure, but | guessed that Kasimasta was about a half million miles avay. Way too close
for comfort. | fought the impulseto throttle up the engine. Our rendezvous window had been calculated
with precious little margin for error; if we arrived too early, we would missthe Pride just as surely asif
we' d been marooned on Kha-Zann. | couldn’t afford to take that chance; likeit or not, I’d have to place
my fathin Ali’ scdculaions,

The next forty minutes were the longest in my life. There was nothing for usto do except wait for Lucy to
intercept the Pride. If I’ d brought adeck of cards, | might have broken them out and had afew hands of
poker with Rain; as things stood, though, we could only stay on the lookout for our ship.

| wasjust beginning to regret not having written my last will and testament—not that | had much to
bequeeth anyone—when the lidar begped; something was coming within range. A minute later, atiny
cruciform appeared through the starboard windows, its shape outlined by red and green flashes of its



formation lights. Rain and | were till whooping it up when Emily’ svoice came over theradio.
“Prideto Lucy, do you copy?’

Rain toggled the com, then nodded to me. “ Affirmative, Pride,” | said. “Grest to see you again.” A quick
glance a the nav pand. “On course for rendezvous and docking.”

“Roger that.” Now we heard from Ted. “ Ready to match course and velocity.”

“Copy.” | disengaged the autopilot one last time, then put my hands back on the yoke. Next wasthe
tricky part. Although the Pride had cut its thrust, its momentum was till such that Lucy would haveto run
hard to catch up with it. I'd have to expend the last of our fue in order to do so. But if al went well, it
wouldn't matter. And if it didn't gosowdll...

| pushed that out of my mind. Keeping my eyesfixed on the instrument pandls, | kicked up the engine,
coaxing the shuttle closer to the rendezvous point. The next few minutes were as harrowing as any in my
life, but the next time | looked up, it seemed asif the Pride was hanging motionless directly before us, its
docking collar abig, fat bull’ s-eye that arookie couldn’t have missed.

| wasjugt about to let out asigh of rdlief when Doc’ s voice came over the com. “ Jules, isyour cabin sill
depressurized?’

“Roger that.” I"d been too busy to think about that. “Want usto pressurize?’
“Affirmative. I’ll bewaiting for you & the airlock. Over.”
“Copy. Over.” | glanced a Rain. “What do you think that’ s al about?’

“Guess he wants to save time by not having us cycle through.” She reached up to the environmental
control pand. “I’ll handle this. Just keep your eyes on theroad.”

Sheneedn’t have worried. A few fina squirts of the thrusters, and a couple of minutes later therewasthe
welcome jolt of the docking flanges connecting. | shut down the engine and mgjor systems, then reached
forward to pat the instrument pand.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” | whispered. “ Y ou' reagood girl.”

| didn’t know it then, but those were my last wordsto Lucy. Doc was waiting for us at the airlock, just as
he said he' d be. As soon as we were aboard, he dammed the hatch shut behind us.

“Sorry, Jules,” he said, unableto look mein the eye, “but we re going to haveto ditch her.”

“What?' Rain and | had aready removed our helmets; | gaped at him, not believing what I’ d just heard.
“Why doyou...?”

“Skipper’s orders. We can't spare the extramass, 0...”

| was about to argue with him when Ted' s voice came over my headset. “Jules! Get up here now! We' ve
got an emergency!”

(EIGHTEEN)

Never pissoff aturtle...

fagter than dirt...



doomsday ...
what’ s harder than flying a spaceship?
VIi

| headed straight for the bridge, leaving Rain behind to help Doc jettison Lucy. There wasn't enough time
to pay last respects; I'd grieve for the loss of my ridelater, if and when we survived. Ted hadn't told me
what happened, and he didn’t need to: when the captain says jump, everyone makes like afrog.

| was halfway up the access shaft before | realized that | was ill using the handrails. If we werein zero
g, that meant the ship was still coasting. Now that Rain and | were safely back aboard, though, the main
engine should have been fired and the Pride would have been at full thrugt. | wastrying to figure this out
when the bridge hatch dammed open and Emily came through, her Ieft arm curled around something that,
at first glance, looked like abundle of clothes upon which someone had spilled ketchup.

“Makeahole” sheydled. “Coming through!”

| flattened myself againgt the shaft as much as possible; hard to do, since | was till wearing my EVA
gear. When she got closer, | saw that the object in tow was a person: Ali Y oussef, unconscious, with a
bloodstained shirt wrapped around his chest as amakeshift bandage.

“What thehdl...?”

“Jas attacked him.” Emily squeezed past me, using her free hand to grasp therails. “No timeto explain.
Get up top... Ted needs you to take the hdm.” Before | could get anything more out of her, she
continued to haul Ali down to Deck Three, no doubt taking him to the med bay. She glanced back at me,
saw that I'd frozen. “Movel”

That snapped me out of it. Hand over hand, | scrambled the rest of the way up the shaft. The hatch was
open; | sailed headfirst through the manhole, nearly spraining my wrist as| grabbed aceiling rail to brake
myself. Ted was on the other sde of the console, floating next to the helm station. He was bare-chested,
and | redized that it was his shirt that Ali was wearing as a chest bandage.

“Come here and take over.” Hedidn't raise hisvoice, nor did he need to. “ Courseisaready laid
in...you just need to take the stick.”

| was wondering why he hadn’t done so himsalf when | saw the stun gunin hisright hand, and that he
was using it to cover Mahamatag a Jas Sa-Fhadda. The Prime Emissary was backed against hisher
couch; heshe was gtill wearing hisher wespon around hisher wrigt. Behind himher, Morgan Goldstein
cowered againgt the bulkhead; for once he was speechless, apparently terrified by whatever had just
happened.

“SKkipper, what...?’

“Just doit.” Ted grabbed aceling rail and pulled himself toward the engineering station, carefully keeping
his distance from Jas. “I'll watch Jas. Just...”

“| assure you, Captain, | mean you no harm.” The voice that emerged from Jas s environment suit was
pitched higher than I’ d heard before. “1 was only defending myself. Mr. Y oussef...”

“Shut up.” Ted didn’t take hiseyesfrom himher. “Jules...”

“I’'monit.” Suspended within the holotank was an image of Kasmasta; one glance told me that the



Annihilator was way too close to our own position. Pushing mysdlf off the bulkhead, | sailed straight
through the miniature black hole, anirony that might have been postic if I’ d been in the mood for any
such thing. Just then, though, my main concern was taking control of the helm and getting us away from
the Annihilaor.

| grabbed hold of Ali’s seat and shoved it back asfar as| could. Since | was still wearing my suit, there
wasnoway | could St down, so instead | anchored myself by shoving the toes of my bootswithin the
foot rail below the console. Bending over it, | quickly studied the comp readouts. They confirmed what
Ted had told me; our course was set, and all | needed to do was bring the ship around, point it in the
right direction, and firethe main engine.

Silently thanking Ali for having shown me how to operate the helm, | pulled off my gloves, tossed them
asde, and rested my right hand on the trackball. A faint tremor passed through the ship as| carefully
rotated the ball, firing the maneuvering thrusters until the Pride was brought back into proper trim. Once
thex, y, and z axeswere digned, | locked in the heading, then flipped back the cover of theignition key.
No timeto sound generd quarters; I'd just have to hope that everyone below was holding on to
something.

“Main engineignition, on your mark,” | said, glancing up at Ted.
“Mark.” Hedidn't take his eyes from Jas.

A deep breath, and then | turned the key. Green lights flashed across console as the hull gently
shuddered. | took hold of the thrust control bar and pushed it forward, and the shudder became a
smooth, steady vibration. An invisible hand tried to push me over; nothing | could do about that, though,
except adjust my stance, hang on to the edge of console, and not et the g-force make mefall down.

For the moment, it seemed asif everything was fine. Then there was asudden jolt, asif something had hit
the ship from behind. Aningtant later, there was a gentle rattle againgt the outer hull, amost asif we'd run
into deet. | glanced up at the overhead screen where the view from the aft cam was displayed, and what

| saw nearly gave me aheart attack. Kasimasta completely filled the screen, the vast band of its accretion
belt rushing toward us. What we' d just felt was its bow shock; the rattle was the sound of sand and dust
hitting the ship.

“Ted!” | snapped. “The deflector...!”

“Got it.” He reached down to adjust the forward deflector, turning it up to full intensity. Therattle
subsided asthe field expanded to clear apath for us, but it didn’t do anything for Kasmasta' s gravity
well. The Pride was shaking like atree limb caught in the wind; al around us, | could hear deck plates
groaning. If only the main engine had been fired sooner...

No timeto worry about that now. The ship was only afew seconds away from being pulled into the
accretion belt. Whatever we were going to do, we needed to do it fast.

| prodded my headset. “Rain, are you and Doc ready to detach Lucy?’
“Roger that. Inner hatch sedled, outer hatch till open, cradle and docking collar disengaged.”

| looked at Ted again. He nodded, then snapped apair of switches, and an instant later there was a hard
kick from the port side as Loose L ucy was jettisoned. Now | understood why Doc had inssted that we
repressurize the cabin; the blowout helped knock the shuttle away from the ship.

“Sorry, Lucy,” | muttered. “Y ou were agood old bird.”



Ted glanced at me. He said nothing, but hisface was grim. We' d lightened our load by a couple of
hundred tons, but even that wouldn’t be enough to save us. Oneway or another, we had to find away to
outrun Kasmasta

All & once, | figured out how to doiit...and found mysdlf grinning. Raisng my eyesfrom the controls, |
looked across the compartment a Morgan. “ Say, Mr. Goldstein....how much would you give meto save
your life?’

He stared back at me. “What?’
“Y ou heard what | said. How much would you give meto...?’

“Anything!” He couldn’t believe that thiswas amatter open to discussion. “Whatever you warnt...just do
it!”

“Thank you.” | looked at Ted again. “How about you, skipper? Anything you' d like from Mr. Goldstein
in exchangefor hislife?’

For asecond, Ted gaped at measif I'd just lost my mind. Then he caught on. “Sure,” he said, hisright
hand creeping across the engineering console. “I can think of one or two...”

“For God' s sake!” Morgan glanced at the nearest window. “Whatever you want, you can haveit. Just
hurry...!l”

“Very well, then.” Ted rested hisfingertips on apair of switches, then sngpped them. * Jettisoning cargo
modules.”

If Morgan had any objections—and | had no doubt that he did—they were lost in the warning darm of
the emergency pyros being fired. Two hard thumps, and Cargo One and Cargo Two were decoupled
from the hub. | glanced up at the screensin time to see two massive cylinders tumble away from the ship,
taking with them forty crates of dien knickknacks.

Morgan stared in horror as his payload fell toward Kasmasta. For something that he' d once derided as
being al but worthless, he certainly seemed upset at their sacrifice. He didn’t seem to notice the abrupt
change of velocity as the Pride, now having shed nearly one-fourth of its mass, surged forward. Leaveit
to abusinessman to put a higher vaue on his merchandise than hisown life.

| held my breath as | watched my insruments. The delta-V was steadily increasing, just as| thought it
would. Another brief tremor as the Pride crossed the bow shock once more, and then we wereracing
away from Kasmasta, accelerating beyond the reach of its accretion belt.

The ship stopped shaking, and | dowly let out my breath. “| think we' re going to makeit,” | murmured,
then | looked over at Ted. “Now. ..would someone mind telling mewhy I’'m here?’

Ted wiped sweat from hisforehead. “ Ali logt histemper and attacked Jas, and Jas shot him. That's
pretty muchit, inanutshell.”

“For theloveof...” I'd seen this coming, sure, but nonetheless| couldn’t bdieveit. “Why?’

“Heshe said that we should have left you behind, made arunfor it to save ourselves.” Ted glared at Jes.
“Perhgpsthat’ s something the hjadd do, Prime Emissary,” he added, hisvoice risng in anger, “but we
humans have adightly higher standard.”

“It was only an observation, Captain.” Jas settled into hisher couch. “Nothing more. | did not expect your



pilot to react so violently.”

“Yes, well...your own reaction |eft something to be desired.” Ted looked a Morgan. “Mr.
Goldgtein...Morgan...if you' re through crying over spilled milk, you can make yoursdf useful and disarm
your friend.”

Morgan’seyeswidened. “I can't...”

“Yes, youwill...or I'll betempted to lessen our load by afew morekilos.” Ted hefted the sunner. “Glad
| had this squirreled away. Never thought I’ d actualy have to useit, though.”

| nodded, but said nothing. Although it wasn't standard operating procedure, ship captains often
concealed a sdearm somewhere aboard the bridge, in the event of mutiny or that someone might make a
hijack attempt. Such occurrences were so rare, most spacers considered them unlikely. Thistime,
though, 1 was glad my CO had erred on the side of caution.

Morgan hesitated, then turned to Jas. The Prime Emissary had aready removed hisher bracelet; heshe
pushed something on its Side that might have been a safety catch, then surrendered the wegpon to
Morgan. “My most profound apologies, Captain. It was never my intent to put this ship in danger.”

“Right.” Ted stood up and walked over to Morgan, who reluctantly gave the bracelet to him. “Now go
below to your cabin. I’'ll summon you once we rendezvous with the starbridge.” The Prime Emissary rose
from hisher sedt, started toward the manhole. “And, Jas. .. next time we jump, no tricks.”

Jas sad nothing, but hisher head briefly moved back and forth in the hjadd affirmative. Then heshe
disappeared down the access shaft, with Morgan behind him. Ted watched them go, then sighed ashe
dropped the bracelet on the seat behind him.

“God, what anightmare.” He shoved the stunner into his belt, then massaged his eyes with hisfingertips.
“If | ever let an dlien aoard thisship again...”

“You and meboth.” Then | chuckled. “Hey...trade you a spacesuit for ashirt.”

Ted looked at me, and awry grin dowly appeared on hisface. “Go on, get out of here.” Going over to
the helm, he pulled up the seat and sat down. “I’ll stand watch...but just do me one favor.”

“What' sthat?’
He rubbed at the goose pimples on hisarms. * Fetch me another shirt. I'm freezing.”
VI

| went below to the ready room and got out of my suit, then went up to Deck Three and dropped by the
med bay to check on Ali. Emily was gtill with him; she’d managed to carry our pilot to the autodoc,
where she' d placed him on the table and activated the system. When | found her, she was standing
outsde the surgica cell, gazing through the window asthe ’ bot’ sinsectile hands stitched the woundsin
Ali’schest. He was being kept sedated, with agas mask over hisfaceand 1V linesfeeding fluidsinto his
vans

“He caught four darts” Emily said, motioning to asmall kidney tray on the table next to the autodoc.
“Lucky they didn’'t have enough forward velocity to pierce the rib cage, or he' d be dead by now.”

| peered at the tray. Within it were four bloodstained flechettes, each no larger than afingernail yet
razor-sharp. Apparently human bones were alittle tougher than ahjadd’ s, because a couple of them



looked asif they had fractured upon impact. Still, it was enough to make my blood turn cold. “And Jas
shot him because...?”

“Ali wigged out when Jas said that you and Rain should’ ve been | eft behind. Happened right after you
docked.” Emily sighed, shook her head. “1 know, | know. It' s stupid, but...guess the pressurefinaly got
tohim.” | nodded, regretting the fact that I’ d neglected to mention Ash’ swarning to anyone. Stupid of
me not to have taken him more serioudy. “At any rate,” shewent on, “I'm just glad you made it back in
timeto take over the hdm.”

“Yeah, well...soam|.” | looked around the med bay. “Whereé sRain?’

“Don’t know. Maybe in her cabin. Shelooked pretty beat.” She glanced at me. “How did it go down
there?’

“Piece of cake.” | wastoo tired to talk about it; just then, al | really wanted to do was get ashirt for
Ted, then have something to eat and maybe catch afew winks. | looked at Ali again. “How long do you
think it'll be until he'sup and about?’

“Not soon enough for himto do hisjob again, if that'swhat you' re asking.” Emily smiled, patted my
shoulder. “Don't fret about it. Ted and | will take turns a the helm until you' ve had achanceto
recuperate.”

| thanked her, then left the med bay and went up to Deck Two. A quick stop by Ted'scabinto grab a
shirt from his bag, then | headed for the access shaft again...but not before | stopped at Rain’s quarters.
The cabin door was shut. | lingered outside for amoment, considering whether or not | should knock,
before deciding that | owed her anap. | hadn’'t seen Ash since we' d returned, but his cabin was quiet as
well. | figured that he' d probably passed out again.

Ted was till a the hdm when | returned to the bridge. He was grateful for the shirt, but he said that he
didn’t need to have me take over again. So | went back down to Deck Two, where | went about making
myself some lunch in the wardroom. | was about hafway through atomato and cheese sandwich when
the door dammed open and Morgan barged in.

“Who do you think you are, jettisoning those modules without my permisson?’
| took my time swalowing what wasin my mouth before answering him, “Y ou’ re welcome.”
That brought him up short. “What?’

“Oh, I'm sorry....I thought you' d cometo thank me.” | pushed aside the rest of my sandwich. “I asked
what you' d give for meto save your life. Y ou said anything, and | assumed that would include the cargo.”
| picked up anapkin and wiped my mouth. “Silly me. Didn’t know you thought gnoshes were more
important than your skin.”

Morgan scowled a me. “ That was completely unnecessary. We could' ve gotten away without. ..”

“Probably not. Once we shed the extra mass, the ship was able to reach escape velocity...but not before
then.” | wadded up the napkin and pitched it at the disposal chute, and got two points for a perfect shot.
“Ask the skipper if you don't believe me. It was his decison, not mine.”

Ted couldn’t have picked a better moment to call. Morgan was still mustering aretort when my headset
chirped. “ Jules, where are you right now?’

“Wardroom,” | replied. “Need me back up there?’



“Negatory. Stay where you are but turn on the monitors. I’ m going to patch you into the aft
cams...there' s something you redly ought to see”

Standing up from my chair, | reached up to switch on the flatscreens above the table. . .and promptly
forgot how to bresthe. Displayed on the screens was a departure-angle view. With the cargo modules
gone, the ship’s stern was clearly visible, yet it wasn't that Ted wanted meto see.

Now that we' d put some distance between ourselves and Kasimasta, it once again resembled a
cyclopean eye. Kha-Zann had disappeared, and a chill trickled down my back as| redized that the smdll
world upon which I’d walked only afew hours earlier had been reduced to little more than dust and
rubble. And now the Annihilator’ sangry glare was fixed upon Aerik.

The superjovian was no longer adistinct sphere, but rather a bauble at the end of an immense rope.
Captured by the intense attraction of the rogue black hole, the planet was being pulled apart; avast
blue-white stream of gas flowed outward from what had once been its equator, curling across space to
become part of Kasmasta s ever-expanding accretion belt. It wasimpossible to tell with the naked eye,
but | didn’t need the ship’s sensorsto know that Aerik’s mass had aready been reduced by half.

“Oh, my...” Morgan stared at the screens asif not quite believing the vast forces on display.
“Its...it's...”

“Yup. Ain'tit, though?’ | pointed to the accretion belt. “ See that? There’ swhere you and | would be
right now if we hadn’t dumped the modules. Want to go back and look for them?’

Morgan didn’t say aword, but the look in his eyestold methat he finally comprehended the fate that
we' d barely avoided. “Have asandwich,” | added, then | left the wardroom and headed for my cabin.

IX

| dept like astone for the next twelve hours or so, ftirring only when | felt the shudder of the maneuvering
thrusters being fired to correct our course back to Nordash. When | finaly woke up, it wasto the sound
of Ash'squitar coming through thear vent. | listened for alittle while, letting my mind replay the events of
the previous day, before deciding that | redlly should report back to the command center. With Ali down
for the count, I’ d become the Pride' s de facto pilot; time to go back topside and take over the helm

again.

So | fell out of the sack and put on afresh change of clothes. Ash was still noodling &t his guitar when |
left my cabin. | thought about dropping in, but then changed my mind and instead went down the corridor
to vidgt Rain. | hadn’t seen or heard from her snce we' d gotten back from Kha-Zann; she might want to
talk about what we' d been through.

Her door was il shut, and there was no answer when | knocked. At first | thought she wasn't in, but
when | tried the door, | found that it waslocked from theinside. | knocked again, thistime caling her
name, but there was no reply. | was beginning to get worried, so | headed back down the corridor,
intending to inform Ted that Rain...well, I’'m not sure what | would' ve told the captain, other than
express vague misgivings about one of my crewmates. . .when Ash abruptly stopped playing his guitar.

“She does't want to talk to you,” he said from behind the door of his cabin.

| started to say something, but he beat meto it. “ Serioudly. She does't want to see you right now. If |
wereyou, I'd leave her done.”

Hedready knew | wasthere, so | didn’t bother to knock, but instead did open hisdoor. Ashwasin his



hammock, guitar lying across his chest. There were dark circles under hiseyes, and | could tell from the
absence of booze on his breath that he was sober.

“Been dry sinceyesterday,” he said, in response to my unasked question. “ That little party we had the
other night pretty much pissed away thelast of my supply.” Ashidly strummed at hisguitar. “That’ swhy
I”’m staying away from you guys. Too many strong emotionsright now. ..especialy from you and her.”

“What do you mean?’

“Oh, ¢'mon.” Helooked at me askance. “Maybe you can hide from each other, or even from yoursalves,
but you can't hide from me. A lot has changed between the two of you, and...” He shook hishead. “Go
on, get out of here. Please. It hurtstoo damn much to be around you.”

Perhaps | should' veleft him done, but his comfort was the least of my concerns. “ Sorry, Gordon,” |
said, closing the door behind me. “Can’t do that. Not until you tell mewhat’ sgoing on.”

Ash said nothing for amoment, then helet out his breeth asalong sigh. “Y’know, it almost would' ve
been easier if you guyshad failed.” Propping his guitar againgt the bulkhead, he sat up in his hammaock,
dinging hislegs over the sde until hisbare feet amost touched the floor. “Infact, | kindathought that was
what would happen. The shuttle would crash, or you' d miss making the rendezvous...and that would' ve
beenit.”

| stared at him, not quite believing I’ d heard what he' d just said. “Isthat what you wanted?’

“Oh, no, no...not a al.” Hewinced, perhaps from the secondhand impact of my emotions. “1’m happy
you made it back, redly | am. But’—he hesitated—" do you remember what she told you? When you
suggested that she spend the night with you, | mean.”

My facefdt warm. “Ummm...”

“Right. And so does she...but thetruth is, degp down inside, shereally didn’t think she’ d have to make
good on that promise.” He forced asmile. “ And then you had to screw thingsup and...”

“Yeah, okay, | get the picture” Then | shook my head. “No, | don’t. | mean, that was something | did
when | was drunk. She doesn't haveto...”

“Y ou know something, Jules? Y ou talk too much. Just shut up and listen.” Ash waited until he was sure
that | wouldn't interrupt him again, then went on. “If you think you' re confused...well, sois she, and even
more 0. If it was just about sex, that would be easy. Y ou guys hop in the sack and bang each other’s
brains out. Problem solved. But the fact of the matter isthat you' rein love with her, and she' sfalling for
you, too, and neither of you know what to do about it.”

Bending forward, he clutched at his head. “ God, | need adrink. Just get out of here, okay? Leave me
done”

Therewaslittle elsefor meto say, so | eased out of his cabin, shutting the door behind me. For afew
moments, | stood in the corridor, uncertain of what to do next, until | finally decided to head up to the
bridge.

Sure, | knew how to handle a spaceship. But | didn’t have a clue how to handle awoman.

(NINETEEN)

The desarted world. ..



return to Talus qua spah. ..
another point of view...
alineinthe sand.

X

Half aday later, the Pride returned to Nordash. | was back in the pilot’ s seat again by then, and had
initiated the braking maneuver that would dow the ship down and put it on course for rendezvous with
the nord starbridge. Through the bridge windows, Kasmastawas adistant blur alittle lessthan haf an
AU away; at that distance, it looked no more threatening than a cloud of interstellar dust and gas.

Y et even if the Annihilator wasn't going to collide with Nordash, the planet was doomed. Once
Kasmasta passed close enough to HD 70642 for itsintense gravity to have an effect upon the star, solar
flares would be kicked up that would bake the planet’ s surface. Asthe Pride made its primary gpproach
to the starbridge, we saw that the vast armada that had greeted us only a couple of daysearlier had
disappeared. Apparently the nord had completed the evacuation of their world; if any of their kind had
been |eft behind, they were helpless againgt the monster rapidly closing in upon them. In any event, there
was no traffic around the alien starbridge, nor did we receive any radio transmissions. Nordash was an
abandoned housg, its former residents long gone.

Once more, | performed a one-eighty that turned the Pride around, then fired the maneuvering thrusters
that would put us on aproper heading for the ring. Everyone wasin the command center except for Ali;
athough he' d regained consciousness, Ted had relieved him from duty and confined him to the med bay
until we returned to Coyote. So the ship wasmine, and I'd belying if | said that | minded having the
stick. Perhaps1’d lost Loose Lucy, but being ableto fly the Pride of Cucamonga, at least for alittle
while, more than made up for it.

Aswe closed in upon the starbridge, Jas|eft hisher seat and used the celling railsto pull himhersdf over
to my gation. | was relieved to see that the Prime Emissary no longer wore hisher weapon; at Ted's
insstence, Jas had l€ft it in hisher quarters. Nonetheless, | couldn’t help but fed nervous as Jas reached
past meto insert hisher key into the hjadd navigation system. Nor was | the only one who was on edge.
From the other side of the console, Ted kept an eye on Jas as heshe entered fresh coordinatesinto the

keypad.
“You aretaking us back to Taus qua spah, aren’'t you?’ he said at last. “No surprises, right?’

Jas s head rose dightly upon hisher long neck. “ Thereis no deception, Captain Harker. Y our ship has
been programmed to return to Hjarr.” The Prime Emissary turned to me. “'Y ou may now engage the
control system, Mr. Truffaut.”

| looked over at Ted. He gave me anod, so | took a deep breath and switched to autopilot. Lights
flashed across my pand, telling me that the Pride’ s Al was daved to the starbridge. Now | knew exactly
how Ali felt when he' d done this; there' s nothing worse than having to put your fate in someone else's
hands.

The thrustersfired again, and the Pride began moving toward thering. | checked my harnessto make
surethat it wastight, then settled back in my seat. But just before the ship crossed the event horizon, |
looked across the bridge to where Rain was seated. She' d been continuing to avoid me, and athough
our eyes met for amoment, she hastily looked away. Once again, | wished | could talk things over with
her, but for the time being that was out of the question. | was the pilot, and she was counting on meto get
her home.



The wormhole opened. A blinding flash of light, and then we plunged into hyperspace.
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Jas kept his promise. When we came out the other side of the wormhole, we were back in the Rho
Coronae Boredlis system.

The second time around, though, there was nothing surprising. Jas got on the horn and spoke with
someone in hisher own language, and afew minutes later thelocd traffic system took control of the ship
and guided it the rest of the way to Talus qua spah. | sat with my handsin my lap and watched while the
Pride entered the same saucer where it had been berthed before. Onceit glided to arest within the
docking cradle, the gangway arms telescoped out to mate with our airlock hatches. Ted and | shut down
the main engine and put al systems on standby, then the captain turned to Jas.

“Right, then,” he said. “We re back. Now what do you want usto do?’

Morgan was aready unbuckling his harness. “For one, I"d like to speak with someone about replacing
my cargo. I’'m not responsiblefor...”

“Remain seeted, Mr. Goldgtein.” Jas barely looked hisway. “ Our vist will be brief, but during thistime,
only oneindividua will be dlowed to dissmbark.” Then hisher hedmet swiveled in my direction. “Jules,
please comewith me.”

Asdartled as| was, | couldn’'t help but notice that the Prime Emissary had addressed me by my first
name. Now that was a change; no longer was heshe calling me “Mr. Truffaut.” | was about to respond
when Ted shook hishead. “I’m sorry, but no. As commanding officer, I’ m the person who speaks for
the ship and her crew. If the High Council wantsto meet with anyone...”

“It' sokay, skipper. | can take care of mysdlf.” Taking adeep breath, | unfastened my harness. “I think |
know why.”

Ted hesitated, then reluctantly nodded. It only made sense that the High Council would want to see me.
After dl, it was my screwup that had forced us to undertake the task we' d just completed, and it was
also yourstruly who' d ddlivered the hjadd probe to Kha-Zann. If anyone was going to answer to the
Tdus, it should beme. Yet I'd just pushed mysalf out of my chair when Rain spoke up.

“I’m going, too.” She'd dready risen from her seat and was pulling herself across the compartment. “I
was with Jules, remember?’ she added, looking at Jas. “If they’ ve got aboneto pick with him, then
they’ re going to haveto pick it with me aswell.”

Jas strandator must have had trouble making sense out of Rain’s colloquialisms—ypick abone? whose
bones?—because afew moments went by before the Prime Emissary made areply. “Yes, you may join
us,” heshesaid at last, hisher head swinging back and forth in the hjadd affirmative. “However, you
should be warned that, by doing o, the Council’ sjudgment may be extended to you aswell.”

“Rain, don't...”
“Hush.” Rain gave me a stubborn ook, then turned to Jas. “1 understand. So...let'sgo.”

With Jasleading the way, we floated down the access shaft to the primary hatch, then cycled through the
airlock. Jastold usthat we didn’'t need to put on spacesuits, and artificial gravity was restored as soon as
we entered the gangway. | was half-expecting to have to undergo decontamination again, but instead we
went straight through the reception area without having to stop, take off our clothes, and get another dart
intheass. Y et when we found ourselves at the tram station, Jas stopped and stepped back from us.



“I amleaving you now,” heshe said. “Y ou may see me again later, but at thispoint you will travel ina
different direction.” Heshe motioned to the waiting tube car. “Thiswill trangport you to where you are
supposed to go. May fortune be with you.”

| didn’t quite know how to take this; it sounded rather ominous. As heshe began to turn away, though,
Rain spoke up. “Just one question...would you have redly left us on Kha-Zann, if it had been your
choice?

The Prime Emissary halted, and hisher head swiveled around. “I was considering the safety of the ship.
Y ou were expendable.”

There wasn't much to say to that, redlly, except perhapsthat | strongly disagreed with hisher assessment
of the value of our lives. | doubted that would ve made much difference, though, so I smply nodded, and
Rain reluctantly did the same, and then we climbed into the car. Jas watched as the canopy did shut; one
last glimpse of himher, standing at the platform, and then the car shot down the tube and out into space.

Hard to believe that we were back there, and so soon. Only afew daysago, I’ d thought I’ d seen the last
of Tausqua spah. Y et asthe car hurtled through theimmense habitat, | found myself wondering whether
| should have stayed aboard ship. Sure, we' d kept our side of the bargain—the Pride had deployed the
probe and survived to tell thetde—yet | couldn’t shake the feding that the Tduswasn't done with us
quiteyet. Only thistime, | wouldn't have Ted or Emily or Ash or even Morgan to pull my bacon from the
fire. Only Rain...and | couldn’t figure out for thelife of mewhy she' d indsted on sharing the risk.

| didn’'t get achance to ask, though, before the car took an abrupt right turn and headed toward a
cylinder that we hadn’t visited during our previoustrip. I'd just noticed that it didn’t have any windows
when the car began to decelerate. It entered a portal and coasted to a halt at another tram station, and
then the canopy opened.

Rainand | climbed out onto the platform, looked around. As before, a sphincter door was recessed in
the nearby wall. But thistime, there was no friendly voice to tell uswhat to do; the door irised open,
revealing another copper-paneed corridor. The message was clear: thisway, and don’t forget to wipe
your fest.

“Y'know,” | murmured, “thisis abad timeto know me.”

“Oh, hdll, dules...I’ ve regretted knowing you from the moment we met.” | glanced &t her, and she
softened the blow with awink and asmile. “Just kidding. C'mon, let’ s get this over with.”

The corridor took usto another door. Upon our approach, it swirled open, but beyond it lay only
darkness. | stopped, reluctant to venture in. Rain was just as hesitant; her hand trembled as she took
mine. Then anarrow beam of light came from ahigh ceiling, forming acircular spot upon abarefloor.
Again, amessage that was both unspoken and clear: comein and stand here.

Still holding hands, we entered the room. The door did shut behind, and when | looked back, | found
that | couldn’t see whereit was. The spotlighted circle was just large enough for the two of us. Theroom
was cold; when we exhded, the light caught the fog of our breaths. It was asif we' d entered limbo, some
netherworld between one plane of redlity and the next.

“Okay.” Rain let go of my hand to rub her shoulders for warmth. “1 guessthisisthe part where the
trapdoor opensand...”

At that ingtant, the whole place lit up, and we were...
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Back on Kha-Zann.

Everything in the placewas just as | had last seen it—same dark purple sky above abarren plain; same
sun hanging low upon distant hills—yet somehow different. It took me a second to put my finger onit:
utter silence, not even thewind. Y et it was unquestionably Kha-Zann: aghost of aworld that had
recently been reduced to nothing more than debris. But how...?

“Jules?” Rainsad.

| thought she was talking to me. But when | looked around, | saw that we were no longer done. A
couple of feet away, a human figure wearing EVA gear was staring straight at us. His helmet faceplate
was polarized, so | didn’t recognize him at first. Then he took a step back. And that’ swhen | realized
who it was.

“Good grief,” | murmured. “That' sme.”

It was asif | waswatching old footage of mysalf, scanned two days ago and reproduced as a hologram.
Behind me wasthe crate I’ d dragged from the shuttle, itslid on the ground nearby, and now | could see
that it was empty. But if that were so, then wherewas...?

Rain laughed out loud. “ Oh, now | getit,” she said. “ Thisiswhat the probe saw, right after you turned it
on.” Shelooked to the right, then pointed to the ground beside us. “ See? Thereit is”

She was correct. Where our shadows should have been instead lay the éliptical shadow of the hjadd
probe. | remembered the instruments that emerged from the probe’ s core right after it opened; as1’d
figured, one of them must have been a camera, which in turn captured ground-level images of Kha-Zann
and transmitted them via hyperlink back to Taus qua spah.

“And theré sme.” Rain pointed to the left; about a hundred yards away stood Loose Lucy. A tiny figure
stood within the open hatch of its cargo bay, gazing in our direction. “If I'd known what was happening,”
she added, suppressing alaugh, “1 would’ ve waved.”

| was dtill getting over the strangeness of seeing mysdlf. As| watched, my doppel ganger turned its back
to us, and | knew exactly what he...or rather, |...waslooking at. To the east, Kasimastawas coming
into view over the horizon, larger than when we had seen it from space.

“Oh, look...there you go.” AsRain spoke, | saw mysdlf begin to run away, heading for the shuttle. After
thefirst few steps, | started to make bunny hops, trying to make up for lost time. “Okay, now,” she said,
“hereit comes...one, two, three...”

Everything around us suddenly blurred and jiggled, asif redity itsdf had turned to gdlatin. Apparently this
was the moment when thefirst tremor hit. Right on cue, | went sorawling face-first against the ground.
Rain laughed out loud, and | gave her asour look.

“Not very funny,” | muttered. She hadn’t redlized how close I’ d come to smashing my helmet againgt a
rock.

“No, it redly isn't...sorry.” But shewas amused dl the same. Aswe watched, | struggled back to my
feet and continued running toward L ucy, no longer performing broad jumps but instead making an all-out
dash for the shuttle. By then theimage wasin congtant vibration; the wind had picked up, and Lucy was
obscured by blowing sand. “Oh, ¢'mon,” she said. “What' staking you so long?’



“Youtry...” My voicetralled off as, through the windborne silt, I saw myself climb aboard the dlevator.
Asthe cage began to make its ascent, | could see the shuttle rocking back and forth upon itslanding
gear. Even though | knew how thiswould turn out, my throat felt dry. Sure, it had been aclose
shave...but until then, | hadn’t redlized just how close.

The cage reached the top, then the crane' s T-bar was withdrawn into the cargo hold. A couple of
minutes passed, then the hatch shut. At this point, the image was shaking even more violently, but
nonethel ess there seemed to be along, breathless pause to the entire scene. | waited, and waited, and
waited...and then, al of a sudden, there was a billowing explosion of sand and grey smoke from beneath
the shuttle.

Loose Lucy slently rose from the ground, riding atop afiery column that scorched the place whereit had
once rested. Craning our necks, we watched the shuttle asit grew ever smdler, becoming little more than
atiny diver that was soon swalowed by the dark sky. By then the tremors were continuous, the shuttle
had barely disappeared when the dust storm obscured everything in sight. | caught aglimpse of the crate
lid being picked up by the wind and hurtled away, followed a second later by the crateitsef falling over
onitssde. Andthen...

Everything froze.

Oneingant, we werein the midst of aworld’ s dying moments. The next, we found ourselves caught
within asplit second of suspended time, asif redlity itsdf had cometo astanddtill. And at that instant,

words gppeared in the air, holographicaly superimposed upon the landscape.
Impressive. Quiteimpressive, indeed.

The words wrapped themsalves around us, forming asemicircle of script. Aswe turned to read them, we
discovered someone was with us.

The chaaz braan.
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The askanta holy man...wdl, holy frog...stood only afew feet away, unobscured by the dust that
masked everything esein sight. Obvioudy another hologram: no breathing apparatus, but instead the
same robes he' d worn the first time we' d met. His heavy-lidded eyes seemed to twinkle with amusement
as he raised afour-fingered hand from benegth his robes, but when histhick lips moved, we saw his
words instead of hearing them.

Allow meto make us alittle more comfortable.

Hisfingerstwitched dightly, and suddenly the scene around us reverted back to theway it had been a
few minutes earlier. Once again, my doppel génger stood nearby, caught in the act of backing away from
the hjadd probe.

There. That' s better.

The chaaz’ braan sauntered toward my image, stopping to look at it more closely. When he spoke, his
words curled around us, forming aring.

Thisredly was quite an act of courage. Y ou could have smply thrown the probe from your spacecraft
and launched again, but instead you chose to place it on the ground and make sure that it was properly
activated.



“Thank you.” Rain then shook her head. “ Pardon me, but | don’t understand why you're...” She
gestured toward the holographic script, which was dready fading from sight. “ Communicating with usthis
way, | mean.”

The chaaz’ braan turned to us. Again, when his mouth moved, we heard nothing but silence.

It isthe custom of Sa Tong that my voice remain unheard, save during formal ceremonies. Like other
races of the Tdus, | useatrandator. Unlike them, though, what | say istranscribed. So thisis my way of
addressing vigtors during informa occasions.

As he spoke, other figures began to materialize, forming abroad circle that surrounded us: dienswhom
we' d seen during the reception, gpparently representatives of the High Council. They observed our
conversation in slence; | assumed that they were also seeing what the chaaz' braan had to say, only
trandated into their own languages.

“But you didn’t do that before.” | did my best to ignore our audience. “1 mean, when we were a the

reception.”
Sdlivadrooled from the chaaz braan’ s fleshy mouth asit spread into abroad amile.

You didn't give me achance. That's understandable, considering that you were not in a sober state of
mind. Otherwise, we might have had a pleasant discussion.

Again, heturned toward my image. It seemed asif he was studying it with admiration.

Thistruly isamazing. Such courageisrare among intelligent races. Particularly the hjadd, who seldom
takerisks. At least not if they can get someone elseto do it for them.

“So you're satisfied that we' ve done what you asked usto do?” Rain had noticed the other diensas
well, but she kept her attention on the chaaz’ braan.

Y ou’ ve performed an immense service to the Talus. The probe didn’t survive very long, but whileit did,
datawas gathered that will beinvauableto our scientigts. Intime, it may eventualy help usdevise the
means by which to destroy Kasmasta.

“Destroy ablack hole?’ | shook my head. “That’s...I’m sorry, but that’ simpossible.”
The chaaz’ braan regarded me with what seemed to be condescension.

Nothing isimpossible. Once your kind becomes more sophisticated, you will learn this. Perhaps asyou
interact with other races of the galaxy.

“Then| takeit that we ve fulfilled our obligation.” | let out my breath. “1 didn’t have achanceto say so
mysdlf, but I’'m very sorry that | offended you. We will try not to do so again.”

It was only amisunderstanding. Y ou were not informed of the practices and customs of Sa Tong. The
god that isyou will know better next time.

The god that isyou?“What do you mean by that?’

Sa Tong holds that there is no god except those that we create ourselves. Therefore, if you have created
agod, then you yoursdf are agod, and therefore are responsible for your own actions.

| nodded. Made sense, dthough | imagined that afew theol ogians among my own kind would argue with
it. Before | could say anything, though, my image faded away, and the chaaz’ braan spoke again.



Bethat asit may, you must know that, before your kind is alowed to join the Talus, there are other
obligationswe may wish for you to fulfill.

“Other obligations?’ | stared a him. “What do you mean?’

As| sad, you have demondgtrated a certain fortitude that israrely seen. Thiswill be useful to us. So
before your race is admitted into the Talus, you will be given other tasks that we wish to be performed on
our behalf.

“No.” | shook my head. “ Sorry, but...no.”

Rain looked around at me, her mouth falling open in astonishment. And indeed, | dmost regretted my
words even as | spoke them. After all, you don't tell the great galactic frog to go jump alily pad.

But | knew where thiswas going to lead. One day, it wasrisking life and limb to place aprobein the
path of arogue black hole. The next...wdl, what then? Dive aship into the heart of asupernovato seeif
we' d get burned? Take on arace of killer tomatoes? Maybe Goldstein would assent to dl thisin hopes
of getting agood dedl for his next shipment of cannabis, but | wasn't about to let humankind becomethe
crash-test dummies of the gaaxy.

“Look,” | went on, “we ve kept our side of the bargain...and believe mewhen | tell you that we thought
we were going to diedoing it. But it'sdone, and that’ sit. No more.”

The chaaz’ braan’ s eyes narrowed.
Y ou don't have achoice.

“Oh, yes, we do.” Sucking up my courage, | took a step toward him. “We can go back to where we
camefrom, and never have anything to do with you again. Nice to make your acquaintance, but...well, if
you think we' re going to be your cabana boys from now on, then think again.”

From the corner of my eye, | could see the members of the High Council turning toward one another.
We couldn’'t hear what they were saying, but | had little doubt that I’ d ruffled fur, feethers, scales, or
whatever ese they had on them.

“dles...” Ranwhispered. “What areyou...?’
| ignored her. Too late to back down now. And damn it, it wastimeto take a stand.

“Wearewhat weare,” | went on. “Perhaps we' re not as mature asyou' d like usto be. Maybe we' re
going to make mistakes. | know | have, and my friends have had to pay for me being afool. But you're
just going to have to accept that, though, and cut us some dack.”

| paused, then shook my head. “But no more conditions. No more jobs. Period.”

The chaaz’ braan said nothing. For several seconds, the air around us remained clear, vacant of floating
words. He stared at me for along time, the wattles of histhick neck trembling with what | assumed was
irritation. Around us, the other aiens continued to talk among themsdves. Hard not to figure out what
they were saying: who the hell doeshethink heis?

| stole aglance a Rain. Her face had gone pae, but she nodded in quiet agreement. I'd just drawn aline
in the sand; now we would have to see whether they would crossit. At last, the chaaz’ braan spoke.

Y ou may return to your world. We will be contacting you soon with our decision.



And then, without so much asafarewell, he faded from sight. An ingtant later, the other aliens vanished.

The room went dark, save for the shaft of light in which Rain and | once again found oursalves. The door
through which we' d entered swirled open, reveding the corridor beyond. Neither of us said anything as
we |eft the room, but as the door shut behind us, shelet out her breath.

“So"—she hesitated—"what do wetd| the others?’

| shrugged. “Wetell ’em we can go home. After that...l don’t know.”

(TWENTY)

Homerun...
asudden Rain...
key tothegdaxy...
the narrative ends.
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Three dayslater, | was Stting in the bleachers of University Field, watching the Battling Boids thump the
Fighting Swampers.

The Boids had gotten alittle better sncethelast time |’ d seen them...which seemed like alifetime ago,
athough it had only been aweek. Either that, or I'd become alittle more forgiving; when the Boid pitcher
alowed a Svamper to dideinto first onabunt, | wasn’t cursing theway | once might have. Perhaps|’d
grown up abit. Or maybe it was Smply because, once you' ve been hafway across the galaxy and back
again, it' shard to take basebdl serioudy anymore.

Indeed, ever since my return from Rho Coronae Boredlis, it had been hard for me to get back into the
habits of my old life. Ash was right; now that I’ d seen the Great Beyond, nothing was the same again.
Oh, I ill had my room at the Soldier’ s Joy, and the previous night I’ d trooped over to Lew’s Cantina
and put away afew pintsof de...but when | had findly left the bar, I'd found mysdf standing in the
middle of the street, staring up at the night sky. Somewhere out there were countless worlds whose
inhabitants were waiting for humankind to join them. What are beer and baseball compared to that?

But it was more than that. | was alone.
Rain wasn't with me.

When the Pride of Cucamongafinally made the jJump back to 47 Ursae Mgoris, hardly anyone took
notice of our return. | wasn't expecting a parade, mind you, but nonethel ess it was disgppointing to find
that no one paid attention to the fact that we' d just completed ajourney of more than four hundred and
fourteen light-years. Indeed, we practicaly limped home; there was barely enough fud I€eft in the tank to
get us from the starbridge, and a shuttle had to be sent up from New Brighton to meet us once the ship
settled into orbit above Coyote. Asthe shuttle detached from the docking collar, | caught onelast
glimpse of the Pride through the window beside my seet. Before we' d |eft, she had merely been a
best-up old freighter. Now, with her cargo modules gone, her shuttle missing, and her hull plates pitted,
warped, and scorched, she looked like a candidate for the junkyard.

Nonethel ess, she’ d brought us safely home. No one said anything as the shuttle peeled away, but |
couldn’t help but notice Emily rubbing the corners of her eyes, or theway Doc gnawed at hislower lip. |



think everyone was saying farewell intheir own slent way.

We touched down in New Brighton, and it was there that we saw the last of Morgan Goldstein and
Mahamataga Jas Sa-Fhadda. Once Rain and | had returned to the Pride after our meeting with the
chaaz braan, | was surprised to learn that Jas had already come back aboard and programmed the
coordinatesfor 47 Umainto the nav system. After that, the Prime Emissary spent the rest of thetrip in
hisher cabin; when the shuttle landed, Morgan escorted himher to awaiting hovercoupe, and the two of
them departed without so much as agood-bye, leaving the rest of usto catch the afternoon gyrobusto
New Forida. Hell, we even had to pay the fare oursalves.

Not that our merry band had much left to say to one another. Perhapsit’ s uncharitable to say it, but the
truth of the matter was that we were sick and tired of each other. It had been along and exhausting
journey, and | think al of uswere just happy to get home alive. So the ride back to Liberty was madein
near slence, and once we got there everyone pretty much went their separate ways. Ted and Emily
caught a shag wagon to their house, Doc escorted Ali to the hospital for further treatment, Ash lurched
off to the nearest watering hole, and Rainand ...

Ah, but that' sa different story, ign't it?

Sure, we went back to the Soldier’ s Joy together. That's where we' d Ieft our belongings; for me, it was
the only home| knew, at least on Coyote. But if | had any notionsthat Rain and | would consummate our
romance with aplayful romp in bed, | was sadly mistaken. Once we retrieved our room keys from the
front desk, Rain gave me aquick buss on the cheek and said that she’ d see melater. Since the landlady
was giving usthe eye, | figured that it was abad time to push theissue. Besides, | was dead tired; all |
redly wanted to do in bed just then was study the insdes of my eydlids.

So | went up to my room and rediscovered the subtle charm of being able to deep on amattress. Eight
hoursin the hay, followed by a hot shower and a change of clothes, put mein a better frame of mind. The
sun had risen on anew day, and | figured that the proper thing to do was find Rain and buy her

breakfast. And while we were @t it, perhaps we' d figure out what to do next.

Yes, well...maybethat' s the way things should have gone. But it wasn't the way it went.

When | knocked on her door, there was no answer, and when | checked the dining room, | saw only a
handful of strangers. | was about to go back to her room and try again when the innkeeper spotted me
crossing thelobby. Was | looking for my lady friend? Sorry, Sir, but she' d checked out earlier that
morning...and no, she hadn’t |eft aforwarding address.

And that was it. She was gone.
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So there | was, watching abaseball game and trying not to fedl like aguy whose heart had just been
carved from his chest and handed to him, when someone sat down on the bench next to me. | looked
around, and saw that it was Rain.

“Hi,” shesad. “Missme?’

“Umm...” About ahdf dozen possible responses flashed through my mind, some more heeted than
others. | settled for the smplest and least angry. “ Y eah, | did. Where have you been?’

“Away.” She wore ahomespun hemp sweater and along cotton skirt, and it wasthefirst timein awhile
that I’ d seen her in anything that wasn't suitable for space travel ; the change was nice. Aware that her



reply didn’t explain much, shewent on. “1 needed to get away for abit, think things over. So | went to
stay with my aunt and uncle, and now...”

A crack of abat, and we looked up in timeto see aBoid send afly ball into center field. The Swamper
outfielders, dow off the mark, scrambled to catch it, but they recovered too late to prevent the batter
from making it safely to first or the guy on second from grabbing third. The crowd around us clapped and
shouted, save for the handful of Swamper fanswho scowled at another lousy defensive play by their
team.

“Soyou'reback,” | said, once everyone had settled down again. “Did you...I mean, have you worked
thingsout?’

Rain didn’t say anything for amoment. She sat next to me, arms propped on her knees, asmile on her
face that was both warm and cautious. “What about you? | seeyou've sill got aroom at theinn...or a
least you did when | checked alittle while ago.”

That must have been how she found me; I’ d mentioned to the landlady that | was planning to go to the
ball game. “Yeah, I'm Hill there. Right after you left, Morgan sent over his man Kennedy with acheck for
what he owed me. Not much, but enough to pay therent.” | shrugged. “Or at least until the proctors haul
me off to the stockade.”

“They won't.” She shook her head. “Whatever €l se happens, that’s not something you have to worry
about anymore.”

She said thiswith such confidence that | forgot about the game. “How do you know?’

“Umm...” Rain hesitated. “I told you | went to stay with my aunt and uncle, right?’ | nodded. “And you
know, of course, that my family is pretty well connected?’

| recalled my argument with Ted, shortly before the Pride set out for Rho Coronae Boredlis, during which
he' d quietly let me know that Rain’ s family owned the Thompson Wood Company. | hadn’t thought
much about it since then, but now...“ Y eah, | know that.”

“But | bet you don’'t know just how well connected they are.” Moving alittle closer, she dropped her
voice so that she wouldn't be overheard. “ Ever heard of Carlos Montero? Or Wendy Gunther?’

| hadn’t been on Coyote long enough to learn all of its history, but nevertheless, those were names that
even people on Earth recognized. “ Sure. Origind colonigts. Led the Revolution. Went on to become
presidents of the Coyote Federation, one after the other. Why do you...?’

My voicetrailed off as| suddenly redized what she was saying. Before | could do little more than turn
my mouth into abug trap, she gave me asolemn nod.

“Uh-huh. My mother is Carlos s younger sster. She married into the Thompson family, which makes
Hawk and me...” Redlizing that she was about to mention her brother again, she stopped herself.
“Anyway, they’ re my aunt and uncle. Surprised?’

“Yes” That wasdl | could manage at the moment.

“Thought you might be. At any rate...” Rain folded her handstogether in the lap of her skirt. “Whilel
was staying with them, | told them all about you and how Morgan hastried to screw you out of the deal
you guys made. Now, even though Uncle Carlos a so happens to be one of Janus s mgjor investors, he's
aso learned not to trust Morgan very much. And if there’ sanyonein Liberty with more clout than
Morgan Goldgtein, it’ smy uncle”



“So what doesthis...?’

“Mean?’ A dy amile. “To makealong story short, this morning he met with the Chief Magidtrate, and
over coffee he managed to persuade her to drop all charges against you. Not only that, but your pleafor
political amnesty isbeing”—ady wink—*congdered. But Snceyou' ve got him onyour Sde, I'd say it's
asafe bet.”

| let out my breath, shut my eyes. For afew moments, | didn’t know how to respond. Rain must have
sensed this, because she took my hand. “It’sokay,” she murmured. “ All you haveto do issay, ‘ Thank
you, Rain.””

“Thank you, Rain.” Then | looked at her again. “ Do you know just how muchl...?’
“I’m not doneyet.”

Down in the batter’ sbox, aBoid findly struck out, ending the fifth inning. | wasn't paying much attention
to the game anymore. “ There s more?’

“Uh-huh.” Rain gently removed her hand from mine. “ Spesking of Morgan...”

“Oh, crap. Here it comes.” | shook my head. “He s not very happy with me, y’know. Not after |
dumped hiscargo. And | can’t imagine he' sgoing to be very pleased about. . .”

“He s not, but that doesn’t matter anymore.” She hesitated. “He knows about what happened back
there. On Talus qua spah, | mean.”

| stared at her. We' d been careful not to reved the details of our encounter with the chaaz’ braan and the
Taus High Council, other than to tell the rest of the crew that we' d met our obligation and had been
given permission to return to Coyote. “You didn't tell him...I mean, about whet | said to...?

“I didn’t, no...but he learned that for himself. From Jas.” Another pause. “ That’ sthe other reason I'm
here. Heshe called me lagt night and told me that heshe wantsto see you.”

“Jas?’ | asked, and she nodded. “When? Now?’
“Uh-huh. Now.” She glanced a thefield. “Unless, of course, you' d rather wait until thisisover.”

It wasthe top of the sixth, with the Boids |eading the Swampers 5-2. | figured that my team could get
aong without me, so | stood up. “No sensein keegping himher waiting,” | said, offering her my hand.
1] Lai S go.”

XVI

We climbed down from the bleachers and | eft the field, then walked across the university campus until we
reached the low hill overlooking the hjadd embassy. Anironic moment; it was at that very same spot
Morgan had told me how he wanted to gain access to their technology. In only aweek or so, I'd come
full arde

| thought Rain was going to take me the rest of the way to the compound; instead, she stopped and took
aseat on the wooden bench beneath the trees. Puzzled, | was about to ask her why, when she looked
past me and nodded. | looked around astwo familiar figures emerged from the shadows behind atree.

Jas, once again wearing hisher environment suit. And with himher, Ash.

| couldn’t say which of them | was more surprised to see. The hjadd seldom |eft their embassy. Not only



that, but judging from his steedy gait, | could tell that Ash was stone-sober.

“No, | haven't been drinking.” Asusua, Ash was one thought ahead of me. “To tdl thetruth, | haven't
touched adrop since...” A sheepish grin from within his hood. “Wéll, since the bender | had right after
we got back.”

Two days. For him, that was something of arecord. “I’ ve been wondering why | haven't heard from
you...your guitar, that is. Y ou're not at the inn anymore?’

“Checked out the next morning, after | spent the night in an alley.” He reached up to pull back his hood.
“Y’know, every now and then, an acoholic receives amoment of clarity when you cometo redize that, if
you don’t stop drinking, you' re going to die. | think | had my moment while we were out there...just
took alittlewnhilefor it to sink in, that'sdl.”

“So you're on the wagon?’ | asked, and he nodded. “Good for you.”
“Wdl...” Ashglanced a Jes. “I'm getting alittle hdp from afriend.”

“Mr. Ashisworking for usnow.” Jas svoice purred from the grille of hisher suit. “The High Council has
reached its decision, so we will need someoneto act asan intermediary. | have offered him that position,
on the stipulation that he discontinue his acohol abuse.”

“Sd Tongisaninteresting religion...wdl, it'snot redly areligion, or at least not as we know it. However
you want to call it, though, it has some neat tricks for learning mental discipline.” He paused. “1’'m not
over it yet, but I’ m getting there.”

“Wdll, that's...” | suddenly realized what Jas had just said. “Whoa, wait a second. ..what' s that about
the Tdus?’

Jasmoved alittle closer, until | could see my reflection in the faceplate of hisher helmet. “Upon the
recommendation of the chaaz' braan, the High Council has decided to invite humankind to join the Talus,
provided that your race accepts and agreesto abide by its rules. Even as we speak, the hjadd embassy is
sending aforma communiqué to the Coyote Federation, requesting a meeting in which we may negotiate
trade and cultural exchanges.”

For amoment, | was unable to spesk. Feding my knees giving way beneath me, | hobbled over to the
bench. “Easy, now,” Rain murmured, reaching up to help mefind a seet. “ Deep bregths. . .thataboy....”

“| thought...I thought...” For the second timein the last hour, | didn’'t know quite what to say. | took
Rain’sadvice, and once my head stopped spinning, | tried again. “I thought the chaaz’ braan...well, that
I’d blownit.”

“Blownit?’ Jas s hamet cocked to onesde. “I fail to understand.”
“That I’ d said too much. Or said the wrong thing.”

“No. What you said to the chaaz’ braan and the High Council was correct. Humankind hastheright to
exist onitsown terms, without being subservient to others. Y our race has met its obligations. There will
be no others.”

“In other words, they’ ve decided to trust us.” Rain smiled at me.

“She'sright.” Ash nodded. “I’ ve heard about what you said to them. They didn't like hearing it, but it
went along way toward redeeming us.” Another pause. “ That took alot of guts, man...but it paid off.”



Now that was alot to absorb. At the very least, it wasn't what I’ d expected to hear. Another deep
breath, then | sat up alittle straighter. “So...well, that’ s great. Glad to hear that everything’' sgoing to
work out for the...”

“I have not yet finished.” Jas held up ahand. “ Once the Ta us has completed negotiations with your race,
the hjadd will be able to resume trade with Coyote. Morgan Goldstein has dready expressed hisdesire
to continue trangporting consumer goods to Taus qua spah, although | understand that he wants amore
equitable arrangement.”

| couldn’t help but grin. Couldn’t blame Morgan for wanting something more useful than two thousand
paperweights. And if | never saw another gnosh again, it would be too soon. “ Sounds reasonable. Of
course, he’ sgoing to have to get another ship.”

Rain nodded. “ Another ship, yeah...the Pride is pretty much shot. Doc’ s gone back up there to see what
can be salvaged before she' s scuttled.”

| grimaced. That wouldn’'t be a pleasant task; the Pride was Doc’ s ship, and she' d brought us home
dive. Maybe Morgan didn’'t consider it cogt-effective to have her refitted again, but nonethelessit would
be painful for Doc to let her go. “1 hope he doesn’t plan to retire after this,” | said. “He sagood man.”

“I hope not either. I'd like to work with him again.” Rain hesitated. “1 hope you will, too...oncewe get a
new ship.”

“Huh?’ | gave her asharp look. “But Morgan...”

“Morgan fired you, yes...and now he wantsto rehire you.” She shrugged. “Or maybe he just decided
not to fireyou in thefirgt place. At any rate, I’ve been told to tell you that he' d like to offer you a
permanent contract, once anew ship isddivered.”

“Samejob?”’

“No.” Sheamiled a meagain. “Thistime, you' ve got the hem...unless, of course, you' d redly rather be
ashuttle jockey.” She paused, then quietly added, “Don't say no. Please.”

| wasn't about to refuse, eveniif it meant having Morgan asmy boss again. “I takeit that Ted and Emily
gl havetheir jobs, too,” | asked, and she nodded. “ And you?’

“The only person who isn't being offered a contract renewd isAli,” Ash said. “Or at least not until he
learns to manage histemper alittle better.”

“Do | assume correctly that you are willing to accept this position?” Jas stepped toward me. “Or should |
wait until you've made afind decison?’

| didn’t reply at once. Insteed, | looked at Rain. She said nothing, but something in her eyestold me that
she'd make it worthwhile. And | still had aroom at theinn...

“Sure. I'min.” | grinned. “Why not?’

She moved closer to me. Before | knew what was happening, she gave me akiss. For someone whom
I’d once considered to be a prude, she knew how to do that pretty damn well. | was about to put my
arms around her when Ash cleared histhroat. Damn telepath. | was about to tell him to get out of my
head and go take a cold shower when | felt something prod my shoulder. Looking around, | saw what it
was.



A hjadd navigation key. Jas held out hisher hand and offered it to me.
“Youwill need this” heshe said.
XVII

All this happened many years ago. | was ayounger man then, immature and alittle too full of mysdlf.
Looking back at it now, | realize that perhaps there were thingsthat | should have donein adifferent
way. On the other hand, if | hadn’t been so young and stupid, would | have been so fortunate to be
where| am now?

| don’t know. Perhapsit’s human nature to second-guess ourselves. What | do know isthat I’ ve got a
woman who loves me, aship to fly, and the key to the galaxy. We ve been out herefor quite awhile, and
there are il plenty of stars|eft for usto see.

And | dso know Ashwasright. If all you wantisanormd life, then it takes nothing to stay home. But
once you' ve been to the Great Beyond, nothing is ever the same again.

Trust me.

Trust yoursdf.

(TIMELINE: COYOTE HISTORY)
EARTH EVENTS
July 5, 2070 — URSS Alabama departs from Earth for 47 Ursae Mg oris and Coyote.

April-December 2096 — United Republic of Americafdls. Treaty of Havana cedes control of North
Americato the Western Hemisphere Union.

June 16, 2256 — WHSS Seeking Glorious Destiny Among the Stars for Greater Good of Social
Collectivism leaves Earth for Coyote. January 4, 2258 — WHSS Traveling Forth to Spread Socid
Collectivism to New Frontiers leaves Earth for Coyote.

December 10, 2258 — WHSS L ong Journey to the Galaxy in the Spirit of Socia Collectivism leaves
Earth for Coyote.

August 23, 2259 — WHSS Magnificent Voyage to the Starsin Search of Sociad Collectiviam leaves Earth
for Coyote.

March 4, 2260 — WHSS Spirit of Socia Collectivism Carried to the Stars leaves Earth for Coyote.

August 2270 -July 2279 — The Savant Genocide; 30,000 on Earth killed; mass extermination of savants,
with the survivorsfleaing the inner solar system.

April 2288 — Firgt dghting of Spindrift by telescope array on the lunar farside.

June 1, 2288 — EASS Gdlileo leaves Earth for rendezvous with Spindrift; contact lost with Earth soon
thereafter.

January 2291 — EASS Gdlileo reaches Spindrift. First contact.
September 18, 2291 — EASS Columbus leaves for Coyote.



February 1, 2344 — CFSS Raobert E. Leereturnsto Earth, transporting survivors of the Galileo
expedition.

COYOTE EVENTS:
August 5, 2300 — URSS Alabama arrives at 47 Ursae Mg oris system.

September 7, 2300/ Uriel 47, C.Y. 01 — Colonists arrive on Coyote; later known as“First Landing
Day.”

Urid 52, C.Y. 02 —First child born on Coyote: Susan Gunther Montero.

Gabrid 18, C.Y. 03 —-WHSS Glorious Destiny arrives. Origina colonists flee Liberty; Western
Hemisphere Union occupation of Coyote begins.

Ambrid 32, C.Y. 03— WHSS New Frontiers arrives.

Hamdid 2, C.Y. 04 —WHSS Long Journey arrives.

Barachid 6, C.Y. 05— WHSS Magnificent Voyage arrives.

Barbid 30, C.Y. 05— Thompson's Ferry Massacre; beginning of the Revolution.
Gabrid 75, C.Y. 06 — WHSS Spirit arrives.

Asmodd 5, C.Y. 06 — Liberty retaken by colonial rebels, Union forces evicted from Coyote; later
known as“Liberation Day.”

Hamdid C.Y. 13— EASS Columbus arrives, construction of starbridge begins.

November 2340/ Hanael C.Y . 13 — Columbus shuttle EAS I sabellareturns to Earth via Starbridge
Coyote; United Nations recognition of Coyote Federation.

Muriel 45, C.Y. 15— Gdileo shuttle EAS Maria Celeste returns to Coyote via dien starbridge.

Hamalid 25, C.Y. 16 — CFS Pride of Cucamonga departs for Rho Coronae Boredlis via hjadd
sarbridge.
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