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Part One
Plague Ship

Prologue
The post-war years

While the end of the First Galactic War ushered in aboom of exploration and trade, it also marked the
beginning of an economic dump for the Confederacy. Theloss of defense contracts and the sharp drop in
spending by the Confederate government caused many corporate executives, shipbuilders and small
business ownersto find new marketsfor their products.

At war's end, twelve privateer shipswere serving under letters of commission from the Confederate
Navy department. The end of hogtilities also meant the end of the employment of these privately owned
ships. While most of the ships disarmed and dishanded, some did not. While the libertarian laws of the
Confederacy did not prohibit privately owned ships carrying armament, the few privateersthat retained
their wartime arms were regarded with considerable and increasing suspicion by the Navy and the



Confederate government as time went on. This suspicion was reciprocated by the privateers, avare as
they were of the increased and, from their perspective, undeserved scrutiny.

It was a so during this period of enhanced exploration that many new sources of mineral resources were
uncovered, including somein systems lacking habitable planets. Exploitation of these resources frequently
fell to anew class of independent, "wildcat" miners, who were accustomed to operating at the very edges
of settled space - and sometimes beyond the reach of established legal authorities.

- MorrigHandd, "A History of the First Galactic Confederacy,” University Publications, 2804CE

One
2255CE: A wildcat mining ation

Around an unnamed star, in an unnamed system, with no habitable planets, there was an asteroid belt
between the star's two small rocky planets and the three Saturn-sized gas giants.

The asteroids were unaccountably rich in power metds, iron, tin, and even diamonds - especidly
diamonds. This, and the possibility of getting to them without the trouble of hauling the metals back up a
planetary gravity well, made the system a hot spot for wildcat miners.

Over thelast two years since the end of the Grugell War, asmdl city had grown on one of the larger
agteroids, one large enough to have dmost one-sixth gee, athough much of the city now walked firmly
under aone-gee atificia gravity generator.

Six thousand people lived under the trangparent domes of the city that sat perched on the edge of
nowhere. Four thousand of them were miners;, the balance was composed of storekeepers, support staff,
processing machinery technicians, cooks, medica staff, and management - even afew family members.
Under the city's four domes, the city's activities and housing was housed in nineteen great towers, called
krads, with smdl plots of truck gardens and artificidly lit forest in between to help with the oxygen
budget. Power was readily available from collector panels outside the domes aimed at the nearby red
giant gar, but oxygen, water, and other volatileswerein short supply. The city had two good sources of
volatiles, a Confederate world, New Albion, lay six parsecs away, and a Grugdll world, Gorazarnt, lay
two parsecsin the opposite direction. Thisled to someinteresting exercisesin logigtics.

Adam Bolin was the prospector who found the belt, now known as Adam's Belt; he was the prospector
who founded the mining city, now caled Adamstown. Five years had passed since Bolin had stumbled
acrossthe minera-rich belt in histiny, one-man scout ship. He sat now in an expansive officein the
highest leve of the central kraal under the largest pressure dome of Adamstown, watching idly asthe
shuttles moved back and forth during shift change.

A freighter loomed overhead. Bolin looked up; it wasthefreighter Cape Fortune, back onitsregular
run. Any kind of smal industrial operation requires supplies; besides volatiles, the city needed food,
medica supplies, repair parts, equipment, and even liquor to keep the miners happy on off days - amost
everything had to be brought in, and only the mineral wedth of this belt made the effort worthwhile,

"Boss," avoice came from behind him, from the eevator door.
"Yeah." Bolin stood up, turned to face his assistant, Remy Brichot. "What isit?"

"Another order from Mr. K," Brichot said.

"All right.”



"He wants twenty percent more thisrun,” Brichot added.
Bolin yawned. "Were going to need more miners at thisrate.”
"Probably s0, Boss."

"Miger K, my ass," Bolin muttered. He knew the identity of 'Mr. K' aswell as he knew his own face -
‘Mister K' was Group Commander Kestakrickdl 1V, of the Grugell Imperia Navy. "Hethinks he's so
damn smart.”

"Better he go on thinking that, Boss."

"I suppose. Not likeit's so hard to figure out - guy insists on never meeting face to face, and herewe are
only aparsec from the border, with the Grugell out there on the outside of the arm with no metal-heavy
planets. I'm not sure I'd risk it, but we're getting volatiles from that big moon of the gas giant in the
Gorazant system; aslong as| keep sdling them diamonds, they'll keep renewing our license to harvest
volatiles." Bolin owned the three smdl shipsthat were employed in moving huge rafts of water ice and
meassive tanks of other volatiles from the ice moon to Adamstown.

"He'spaying in gold,”" Brichot pointed out.

"Y eah. Wonder where he's getting that. They aren't exactly heavy on metals out there - that'swhy they
want the diamonds.” Fueled by the belt's minerd wedth, Adamstown had a state-of-the-art Signals
station, operated by aformer Confederate Navy Signals Officer - an expert at back-tracing and

decrypting Sgnd treffic.

"l supposeit doesn't make any difference,” Bolin said. "Long as he keeps paying haf again the going rate
for diamonds and power metals - and as long as the Confeds don't find out.”

"I hear rumors, Boss," Brichot began.
"Tdl me some other time. Last shipment went out al right?"
"Asusud. We should try to tiethe Orlando down to aregular run."

"I'll talk to them about it, next time they're around. Their Captain's an enterprising sort; he might not want
to tiedown to aregular run.”

"He's aso an ex-Navy type, too, Boss. He's not too comfortable with our setup here. He's been talking
about it when he's been ashore here.”

"So I've heard," Bolin said. "Nothing more dangerous than an idedlist, Remy."

"Could betroubleif he ever gets any more pangs of conscience, Boss," Brichot observed. "He knows
our whole operation.”

"Troublefor him, but only if he saysnoto aregular run.”
"What if he does?'

"Widll, then," Bolin picked up atiny ceramic via from his desk top, "something bad might happen to his
crew. Y ou know how it is, when something getsinto astarship's air system, somelittle bug or something
- goesright through the crew like wildfire. 'Mr. K' won't mind boarding to get one shipment off the
Orlando, and stuff that makes us sick won't scratch his crew.”



Brichot laughed. ™Y ou're dways on top of it, Boss."

"Something you need to learn, Remy, if you ever want to boss a station like this of your own.”
Remy smiled and nodded. He entertained just such thoughts himself.

The privateer starship Shade Tree - somewhere near the Grugell frontier

The Bridge waswell and truly wrecked. One mgjor panel had exploded, and the compartment was
strewn with shards and splinters of metal and plastic, splashes of blood, and worse. The Bridge crew
was cut to pieces.

Just then, alow moan came from the floor behind afalen celling panel. Barrett stepped over the pandl to
find aburned, blasted figure in the remnants of aNavy uniform; the one side of his collar that remained
borethe slver leaf of aCommander.

She knelt beside the man as his eyes fluttered open. " Can you hear me?"
Helooked at her, squinting. "Who are you? Not Navy..."

"No. I'm Captain Jean Barrett of the privateer starship Shade Tree . I'm sorry we didn't get here
sooner."

"Nothing... you could have done," he gasped. "There must have been a dozen ships... I'm
Commander James McAllister, commanding the GilesD ."

"What were adozen Grugell shipsdoing a Fortune? We thought they'd given up on this system.”

"It looked likeardly point." McAllister spoke with great difficulty and hisface was growing paer by the
moment. Beneath him, apool of sticky red was growing, puddling on the deck.

"Doc," Barrett barked into her mike, "Get up hereto the Bridge."
"Give metwo minutes,” the reply came back.

"Notime" McAlligter bresthed. "We caught afrigate scouting the raly point yesterday before their main
body showed up, boarded it, took eight prisoners, and hacked their main computer before blowing it
up." He reached into a pocket, produced atiny object, and held it out. "ThisisaPhoebe,” Captain
McAllister explained. "It's got thirty terabytes of dataencoded init.”

"Thirty terabytes? In this?' Barrett took thetiny device and examined it; it was a three-centimeter chip of
plastic with atiny metal plug on one end for astandard data port.

"It will hold fifty," McAllister breathed. His life was hemorrhaging away aong with the blood that puddled
on the deck beneath him, and the knowledge of the impending death showed in hiseyes. "But thisone
has the plans for the Grugdll Fleet's plan to move on Earth. Co-ordinates, subspace jump points, raly
points, everything. Lots more, besides. We destroyed the frigate before the main body showed up; they
don't know we have thisinformation. Get it to Admird Gauss..."

"You bet | will," Barrett agreed. With thiskind of info, we could hit the Grugell unawares at araly
point. It'sthe perfect chance to hammer their fleet hard, maybe finish thisthing for keeps... After dmost
three years, what if we could actudly finish thiswar? It would be worth anything.

Captain Barrett looked away from thetiny plastic Phoebe to where Commander McAllister lay bleeding
on the deck of his shattered ship, but his eyes stared back lifelesdy.



Captain Jean Barrett woke suddenly, her bedclothes awash in sweet. Third time in a week. Two years
sincethe end of the Grugdl War, and till, the nightmare came.

Her ship, her command, had fought as a privateer in that war under aletter of commission from the
Confederate Navy Department. The Shade Tree was smal for acombat ship, but shewasfast - and
with a state-of-the-art charcoa gray polymer hull, six ship-to-ship missile bays, particle beam emitters
above and below the bow and on the outlet end of the Gellar star drive, she was admirably equipped to
gand in harm'sway. Viewed from the outside, the necessity of building the ship around the huge mass
tunnd of the Gdllar drive madeit look unwieldy, with the round cylinder of the drive surmounted by a
large superstructure that housed everything from the Bridge to cargo storage to crew's quarters. But the
Shade Tree was her ship, and sheloved it - and the wandering life it made possible.

Most of Barrett'swartime crew had moved on to greener pastures. Only three had stayed; the balance of
the Shade Tree 's complement of five officers and twenty-five crew were new hires.

Through the haze of awakening, shefindly heard the paging tone. Shaking her head, she hit the contact
on the panel over her head.

"What isit?'

The voice of her Executive Officer, IndiraKrishnavarna, cametinnily through the spesker. A long way

from her Earthsde home of New Delhi, Krishnavarna had served as Barrett's chief Scanning tech during

the war. She had turned down severd lucrative offers from shipbuilding and design firmsto stay on the
Shade Tree as second-in-command.

"We have abeacon signal coming in, Captain,” the Exec said. "Looks like our rendezvousis here."
"Il beupinaminute”

Barrett dragged herself off of her bunk. Shelooked wryly at the chronometer on thewall. | guess six
hours of sleep will do.

Seeing her face in the mirror brought agrimace. Her short red hair was touded as usua when aboard
ship; she didn't bother with excessive grooming while space-sde. A petite, trim woman with adancer's
muscles, she knew that even now, at forty-three, she could hold her own gussied up and on the floor at
any planet-sde nightclub - but on ship, it just wasn't worth the trouble.

She yawned, stretched, yawned again. Getting old, she mused. She picked up her toothbrush, stuck it in
her mouth, bit down, and closed her eyes againgt the buzzing as it scrubbed her mouth ruthlessly clean.
After aquick look at her static-jet shower, she shrugged and splashed half her tiny morning water ration
on her face before swallowing the rest. Her black fatigue pants lay on the deck where she had dropped
them before going to bed; she pulled them on, pulled her nightshirt off over her head and tossed it in the
bunk before pulling on ablack t-shirt. It was only two steps across her stateroom to the entrance, where
she kicked her bare feet into her sandals before heading to the Bridge.

The second watch was aert when she walked into the Shade Tree 's claustrophobic Bridge. Indira
Krishnavarnagot out of the command chair as Barrett camein.

"It's got to be our contact, Captain,” she said. "The Cape Fortune. We should have visua contect ina
few minutes.

"Good. Scanning, get them on the main screen as soon as you can.” Barrett sat down in the legther bridge
chair. "Signas, no contact until they hail us. Keep it on low power - short range radio comms only."



"Roger that, Cap'n.”
"Well seeif they gill have ajob for us," Barrett muttered.

"Captain,” the Exec leaned over the back of the command chair, keeping her voice low. ™Y ou know
they'll be calling us piratesif we do this"

"It'sonly piracy when you're stedling from honest folks," Barrett smiled. "It's not like they can report usto
anyone without explaining where they got the stuff, or who they were going to sl it to. Don't worry,
Indira. We do haveto eat, you know."

"It would be nice to able to eat in anice restaurant on Tarbos without worrying about a CBI agent
recognizing usfrom an arrest warrant,” Krishnavarnasaid.

"There are dwaysthe Rim worlds," Barrett answvered.
"No thanks™"
"Y ou worry too much."

The crewman a Scanning, anew hirefrom ther last planetfall on Halifax, caled out suddenly. "Visud,
Cap'n. On the main screen now."

Barrett looked up astheimage of an old Narwhal -classfreighter swam into view. The old ship's
kilometer-wide cargo disk was dented and chipped; the undersized Gellar drive glowed afaint, dull blue
asthe ship reversed to astop ahundred kilometers off the Shade Tree 's bow.

"Sgnd fromthe Cape Fortune, " Signastech Vada Newman called.

"Very well. I'll takeit here." Barrett picked up a headset from the arm of her Bridge chair, put it on, and
tapped a contact. "Barrett,” she said into the wand mike. "Who's this?*

Therewasafant hiss of satic before adisembodied voice rang through the earpiece. " Captain Amyl
Bond of the Cape Fortune, " it said. "I hear it'sraining alot on Halifax these days."

Barrett grinned. "1 have an umbrdla”

"Windy, too."

"l have waterproof boots."

"So," Bond said into Barrett's ear, Y ou're the ones that Baxter sent?"

"That would be us."

"Y ou can get in and out of that asteroid belt without attracting alot of attention?’

"Wegot in and out of the Grugell system undetected in the war," Barrett snapped. "We took out an
Occupation ship without attracting any attention until the nuke went off."

Bond's disembodied voice chuckled. "Grugell, en? The agteroid strike. That was you?"
"That wasus."

"You'll do," Bond said. "That wasahdll of ajob."



"Thanks. Baxter said you'll have the ship's departure, course and speed.”

"Sending now - Guard channel nine-zero, encrypted. If you came here from Baxter, you should have the
encryptionkey."

Barrett looked over at the Scanning station, her eyebrows raised in an unspoken question. The tech there
looked back, nodded.

"Weve got it."

"All right. Baxter told you the terms of the dedl, right?*
"Y es. Three-way olit, between you, Baxter and us.”
"Good. Seeyou at Hdifax in acouple of weeks."
"You bet. Shade Tree out."

Barrett removed the headset. "Helm, new course, one-eighty by zero. Ahead two-thirds." Response was
quick; the ship began to turn onitsinternal gyros even asthe main drive rumbled to life. "Signals, as soon
asyou decrypt that message, give the coordinates to the navigation computer.”

"Ten seconds, Captain.”

"Helm, make best speed to the coordinates indicated as soon as they come through. We want to get to
them before they clear Adam's Bdlt, or they'll be ten times as hard to track.”

"Sure thing, Cap'n. Recommend we drop out of subspace, sort of entering the belt - well havetogoin
dowly," Hem replied, "but it looks like we can drop in and lay an ambush - according to thisflight plan,
well have plenty of timeto getinand lay inwait."

"That will befine. Setit up.”
"Programming now."

"Weve got ajob, people," Barrett announced. "Let's get our game faceson.”

Two

Themining gation

" Orlando get off ontime?"

"You bet, Boss," Remy Brichot answvered.

"Specid job done?’

"Just asyou ordered.”

"Good. Send amessageto 'Mr. K.' Tell him where to find them.”

"You bet, Boss." Brichot left to send the message - and to send another, one his boss didn't know abot,
to the space dock at Halifax.

The Shade Tree



"Therewe are," Barrett said, "that's perfect. Wereright on his six. Damn, but Baxter's coordinates were
right on the money. Paolo, bring us up close behind him. Maneuvering thrusters only. Weve got plenty of
overtake speed, and | don't want them picking up adrive sgnature from us.”

"Roger that, Cap'n. Moving in now. He sureisn't in any hurry - just motoring along at about one-third
drive"

"Hell want to move dowly - navigation istricky in here, and he can't run for subspace until he's clear of
the Belt," the XO pointed ouit.

"Gillian," Barrett caled to the Wegpons station, "arm particle beams. | want the upper forward on their
drive tunnd outlet, the lower forward to engage their aft shield emitter. Can you do that?*

"Piece of cake, Captain." Weapons tech Gillian Bates began tapping contacts. " Pee-beam emitters
charged and ready, target solutions checked and valid. Ready to fire on command.”

"Good. Stand by."

Onthe main viewer, the converted light cruiser crawled closer, asthe display dowly ticked off the
decreasing range.

"Fvekilometers" OphdiaWaitts caled out from Scanning.
Barrett stood up. " Fire! "

Two lines of shimmering force shot out from the Shade Tree , shattering the freight-hauler's aft shield
emitter and lancing through the port side of the ship's Gellar tunndl.

"Ahead one-third," Barrett ordered. "Bring usadongsde. Gillian, if they try to fire thrusters, knock ‘em

"I'monit," Crewman Bates replied. Once, only once, the Orlando tried to fire maneuvering thrusters
before pee-beam hitsfrom the Shade Tree knocked them out.

"Alongside,” hedmsman Paolo Guerra sang out. "I've got us ahundred meters off to their port sde.”

Barrett tapped the contact on the arm of her bridge chair. "Away boarders - say again, away boarders.
Gomp, make sure you send that lander back as soon as you've secured the airlock.”

"On our way, Captain," Hector Gomp called back from the ship's starboard docking port.

Gomp was one of Barrett's veterans. A former Sergeant in the Confederate Marine Corps, he had
served on the Shade Tree through the entire Grugell War. He and the other five former Marines of the
ship'simpromptu boarding party would secure the Orlando 's docking port.

The clamshell clampon lander shot away from the Shade Tree and crossed the gap quickly, opening and
seding againg the Orlando 's docking hatch.

"Indira, take the conn. I'm going to the docking port - | want to see this cargo mysdlf." Barrett stood up.
"Careful, Captain,” the Exec warned.

"I'm dways careful," Barrett grinned at her. "Besides, Gomp will have it under control. He ways does;
Gomp hasn't yet met the ass he couldn't kick. Call down to the port, tell Petersthat I'm stopping by my
cabin for my pigtal, then I'll be down."



At the docking port, the lander was already approaching when Barrett entered the docking compartment.
"Heard from Gomp?"

"You bet, Captain,” Louis Peters answered. "Signalsjust called down, said to tell you he's got things
under control over there. Hardly any fight at dl.”

"Good. | like it when things go smooth.” She pulled her pistol out of the leather holster she wore low on
one hip and examined it carefully; it was atrue antique, an ancient Springfiedd Armory 1911A1 Tactica
Combat in .45 cdiber. The pistol was old, but Barrett knew the arm, knew how to shoot it, and ammo
was till readily available. She racked the dide to chamber around, set the thumb safety and holstered
the wegpon.

The lander docked with aloud clunk, and the hatch swung open to reved a smiling Hector Gomp.
"Y ou want to come over and have alook, Captain? | got a couple of the boys|ooking for the stuff now."

"Yeah," Barrett agreed. Gomp moved aside to make room for Barrett to climb into the shuttle - not easy,
given theformer Marine's considerable bulk. Hector Gomp was abit over two meterstall, 118 kilograms
of solid muscle, with fists the size of new born infants; his bulk was surmounted by aruddy, good-natured
face. His nose was crooked from repested breaks and his | eft ear had been partly removed in aknife
fight years before, and Gomp refused to have it regenerated; he thought the scar lent him adashing air.
Hisreddish hair was cropped close in the traditional Marine Corps jarhead style. " Sergeant” Gomp was
utterly reliable in any sort of scrap, and Captain Barrett trusted him as she did few people.

"OK. Get usover there." The captain relaxed in a bucket-seat as Gomp manipulated the lander's
controls.

One of Barrett's men met them at the Orlando 's docking port. Therewas afaint smell of ozone and
smoke; three of the Orlando 's crewman sat on the deck, their backs againgt the bulkhead, held there by
agplatter of catch-web fired from aTangler.

"Any more of them around?'

"These three were at the port, Captain,” Gomp said, "but Tim nailed them before they could get a shot
off. We had abit of fun getting the corridors secured, but we did her - got the rest of the crew and the
officers seded in one of the cargo baysforward."

"Good work."
"Funny, though," Gomp said.
"What's that?"

"Seemslike they gave up awfully easy. | wonder..." A sudden buzz sounded from Gomp's combat
harness. He tapped his earpiece. "Gomp. What?' He listened intently for amoment. "Good. Captain, we

gotit."

Gomp led the way through the dirty, poorly lit corridors of the converted cruiser to what was obvioudy a
converted missile bay. Several black shipping containers were strapped to the deck at the far end, with
Tim McNed and Y vette Langstrom standing over them.

"And therewe are," Gomp whooped. "Payday!"
Barrett held out her hand. A grinning Gomp placed alarge combat knifein it. Captain Barrett dropped to



one knee and popped the polymer sedls off the cargo container, flipping open thelid.
"That'sthe stuff, dl right,” she breathed.

Diamonds. A coffin-sized cargo container full of them.

"Open the others."

The Marines quickly opened the other three containers. "Diamonds here, too, Cap'n,” Gomp called out.
He quickly popped open another container. "And in thisone.”

"Looks like germanium here, Captain.” Tim McNeal was standing over another, aspectra anadyzer in his
hand. "Some gdlium, too."

"Leaveit - it'snot worth our trouble. McNed, Crowe, Davis, Langstrom, get the diamonds back over to
the lander; get them to the Shade Tree, and head back here, quick as you can. Gomp, you and Wilson
come with me - sncewere steding anyway , let's seeif these smugglers have anything else worth
teking."

Gomp chuckled. "Roger that, Captain.”

"Sickbay first," Barrett ordered.

"Need water, Captain,” Gomp observed. "Food would be nice, too - getting tired of drycake.”
"All right - Wilson, you go to the gdley, get what you can.”

"By hersdf?* Gomp wanted to know. "Won't be able to carry much.”

"Well beat Halifax in six days," Barrett said, "and food and water are cheaper than medicines. Let's
have alook."

"Yesm." They walked swiftly through the ship'sill-kept corridors, up two ladders, Gomp leading. "Here
weae."

The hatch swung open a atouch.

Inside were two bodies, each laid on a separate treatment pallet. Blood pooled on the floor under each
one.

"Thought you said they didn't put up afight,” Barrett said, grimacing. She felt her somach lurch suddenly
at the smdl of decay.

"They didn't," Gomp breathed. " These have been dead awhile."

Hetook astep closer - just one - and craned his neck to look at the nearest body's face, which glistened
grangdly in the dim light. There were marks, like bruises, around the eyes. ..

"Oh, shit,” Gomp said. "Oh, shit, oh shit!" He dapped his earpiece. "Wilson, drop what you're doing, get
to the docking port now!"

Barrett took astep back. The smell was worse close up; she was periloudy closeto losing the drycake
she had chewed for lunch. "What isit?"

Gomp grabbed the Captain's arm, dragged her from the sickbay. " Forget the medicines, Captain - weve



got to get out of here. Shit!"

"Gomp!" Barrett yanked her arm free. "What's wrong? What's got into you?"

Gomp was dready sprinting down the corridor. Barrett hurried after him. " Gomp! What?"
"Fever," he called back as he dropped down the first ladder.

"Fever?' A sudden chill gripped Captain Barrett. She plunged down the ladder after Gomp.

"Avdonian hemorrhagic fever,” Gomp caled over his shoulder as he ran for the docking port. "Bayer's
Plague. Seen it once before.”

"lantit..."

"Contagious as hdll - and dmost dwaysfata,” Gomp said. He skidded to a stop at the dock, looked out
thetiny viewing port. "Shit, they're fill over a the Shade Tree. "

Corpora Annette Wilson came pounding down the corridor, alarge bag in one hand. " Got some frozen
stuff - meat, would you believe it?'

"Leaveit, Annette," Gomp ordered. "L eave everything.”

"Why?

"Plague," Gomptold her.

Captain Barrett was dready on her radio. " Shade Treg, thisisBarrett."
She heard avoicein her earpiece in asecond. "X O here, Captain.”

"Indira," Barrett barked, "This ship isinfected - Bayer's Plague. Notify Doctor Dodd. |solate the Marines
that just came back on the lander. Strip them, their clothes and everything goes out the airlock. Full
decontaminetion.”

"And the cargo?'

"Bail it. Giveit theworks. Full UV and e-beam sterilization protocol. Repackage the va uables, boil them
again, the containers go out the shitport. If welive, well need that cargo - eveniif it'sjust to pay for
decon of theship. "

"Onit, Captain.” A moment'ssilence. "Thelander is on the way back now."

"Strip down,” Barrett ordered. "Right here. To the buff. Nothing goes back but warm bodies and
weapons.” She pulled her pistol out of the holster, laid it on the floor. "What are you both looking a me
for? Strip!”

Gomp, surprisingly, turned adark red, but pulled his shirt over his head. Barrett pulled off her t-shirt,
threw it down the corridor, kicked off her sandals and dropped her fatigue pants, kicking them after the
t-shirt. Shelooked up at an embarrassed Hector Gomp, clad only in ablush that extended from the top
of hisstubbled head to hisnavel, his carbinein his hands. Behind him, Annette Wilson stood calmly,
birthday-naked, one arm across her breasts, the other cradling her Tangler.

"Good." Barrett picked up her pistol just at the lander arrived with a thump. "Getin. Move™



The ride back passed in silence.

Decontamination protocols on starships were practiced regularly, and the Shade Tree was no exception.
A chemical shower, UV bombardment, another chemica shower and an antibiotic cocktail later, Captain
Barrett findly left the ship's docking port and made her way to the Bridge, clad only in atowd!.

Eyebrows were raised at the Captain's state of undress, but her barked orders got the watch's minds
back on their jobs. "All back one-third. Back us away from that abomination. Gillian, target two Shrikes
onthe Orlando. "

"Captain?'
"You heard me."

"Captain, there are till thirty or forty people on that ship,” Indira Krishnavarnasaid softly. "More, if
they've got passengers.”

"They're dready dead, Indira. Hell, the Navy has standing orders - | think it's Genera Order Twelve - to
destroy plague ships. Y ou think they wouldn't blow it up? Gillian, get those Shrikesready!"

"Two weapons armed and ready, Captain,” the reply came quickly. "Firing solution s&t.”

Barrett looked up at the main screen, where the converted cruiser walowed in space, growing dowly
gmaller asthe Shade Tree backed away. The readout showed twenty kilometers distance - plenty. "Fire
- NOW-NOW-NOW."

Two Shrike missiles |egped from the privateer's port stub wing, crossing the gap quickly and blasting the
cruiser into flying parts.

The Bridge was slent. They stared at the expanding debrisfield of the plague ship, nobody moving,
nobody talking, until Captain Barrett started snapping out orders.

"Helm, get us on coursefor Halifax. Best possible speed. Weapons, fast work on those Shrikes.”
"Damn," the XO bresthed.

"Yeah, at least." Barrett looked down, suddenly remembering her lack of attire. "Um. I'm going to my
cabin to change. I'll be right back - Indira, take over. Keep us on course.”

"Yes, Captain,” Indira Krishnavarna bresthed.

Three
Five days later - on the Halifax space dock

The sign on the compartment door read " Philemon Baxter - Contract Security and Investigations.” Baxter
enjoyed thetitle. Hisyearsin Navy Intelligence had left him with plenty of contacts- many of themin low
places - to conduct such abusiness.

Baxter enjoyed his spacious office on the prestigious D ring of the Halifax space dock, two levelsdown
from the offices and piers of the Confederate Navy, on the highest of the gation's privately owned levels.
He enjoyed his state-of-the-art equipment and communications accounts, which included accessto the
station's hyperphone transmitter. He was even authorized to send and receive code-key encrypted
transmissions, like the one that flashed a prompt on his computer screen late one afternoon, just ashe



was thinking about an after-work martini a the Seven Gableslounge alevel down.

His assstant, Edward Fox, looked up from his smaller desk across the office as the chime sounded.
"That the message?"

"Yeah," Baxter said. "From that modified proxy we had following the Orlando. "

He quickly decrypted the message, and watched the video stream for afew moments, fast-forwarding to
the scene he wanted.

"Yeah," Baxter grinned. "They boarded it - damn stupid pirates, anyway. Fox, call the Navy - tel them
we have information on aplague ship, and that it's probably bound here for Halifax. Give them the Shade
Tree 's description and nav-beacon code.”

"Boss, they're supposed to rendezvous here with the Cape Fortune to turn over two-thirds of the
shipment.”

"They won't make it into the dock. As soon asthey drop out of subspace, the Navy will be al over them.
Send that message.”

"Right away, Boss" Fox sad.

" If the Shade Tree gets here, they'll dap ased onit, and lock down the crew in quarantine. Y ou got the
enviro-suits, right?'

"You bet, Boss. Leve 1V enviro-suits - we could wade through a hip-deep culture of Bayer's Plague and
not catch as much asasniffle”

"Good. Half of aload of diamondsis sure better than athree-way split, en?”
"Roger that, Boss. What about the Cape Fortune? "

"They'll be herein port today or tomorrow. When they get in, brief their captain in on what's going on; tdl
him to stay put.”

The Shade Tree
Jean Barrett woke up coughing.

Not just an ordinary, morning, clearing the throat cough, but aracking, agonizing cough that left spots of
blood on the napkin she grabbed to hold over her mouth.

"Shit." Reaching up from her bunk, she tapped a code on her cabin's comm panel. "Gomp," she called.
"Here, Capn."

"How you feding?'

"Like shit," Gomp replied. "Coughing like hell. McNed, too. Nobody else so far.”

"Great. Just great." Barrett 1apsed into another spate of coughing. "Lessthan aday out of Halifax, too."
"Cap'n," Gomp's voice came back, "McNed's here with me. HEs got anidea.”

"Anything's better than nothing,” Barrett said. "If we head on to Halifax, the Navy will quarantine us and
burn the ship out. That's the good news; they may just blow us out of space at first sight.”



"Captain,” the young voice of Tim McNed came over the speaker, "1 know that Caliban isin the other
direction from Halifax, but my cousin, sherunsaresearch lab there, on anidand called Homer inthe
Capital Archipelago. She's been working on viral diseases - judging from the last message | got from my
Mom, she'sworking on something that might help us.”

"Bayer's Plagueis aerosol transmitted,” Gomp pointed out. "It's aready too late to quarantine the three of
uswith symptoms; well have to decon the whole ship."”

"It's not the ship I'm worried about,” Barrett snapped. "We can decon the ship, but we haveto be dive
todoit."

"Only chance we've got,” Gomp repeated.

"Very well. You two, stay where you are." She stabbed the contact, and punched the code for the
Bridge.

"Bridge, Exec spesking.”
"Indira," Barrett said, "Gomp, McNed and |, we're adl symptomatic.”
"Oh. Oh, no."

"Y ou should see it from my side. I'm staying in my cabin; might aswell keep it as contained as possible.
Pass ordersto Helm, make course for Cdliban, al ahead emergency. Haul ass, Indira”

"Right away, Captain." On the Bridge, Indira Krishnavarna shuddered in barely suppressed terror as she
passed the Captain's orders on. "Four days," she informed the Captain, "Unless we burn our drive out
first. Four days a emergency drive, that's pushing it, Captain.”

"If we don't get therein 9x daysor less," Barrett sad, "We're dl dead anyway. Count your blessings,
Indira- not al that long ago, it would have taken six months. Hell, when [ first had this ship built, it would
have taken three weeks. Be glad | had the drive upgraded.”

Under the deck, the rumble of the Gellar drive swelled to adull roar. "On our way, Captain,”
Krishnavarna confirmed, "Ahead emergency full, on course for Cdiban.”

"Good work," Barrett replied. "You'rein charge, Indira. We'relooking for aresearch lab on anidand
caled Homer in the Capital Archipelago. McNedl's cousin worksthere. Y ou get usthere, Indira. No
matter what happensto me, you get this ship to Caiban.”

"1 will, Captain."
"WEell have to sneek in. Assume the Navy will be looking for us. Y ou know what to do."

Jean Barrett switched off the comm panel and collgpsed on her bunk. She felt her forehead; hot,
swedting. The plague or the stress? Does it matter?

I'll know in six days. Or less.
She looked up, painfully, at aknock on her cabin door. "Whoisit?' she cdled. "What do you want?'

"It's Doctor Dodd,” the voice of the ship's physician came back. "I've been down and looked at Gomp
and McNed - | need to check you too, Captain.”

"Y ou shouldn't."



"I haveto. | haveto keep you aive until we get where we're going,” the doctor called back.
"All right." The Captain tapped the contact that unlocked her cabin door, allowing the doctor in.

Janice Dodd had only been with the Shade Tree six months. The ship's medica bay was her first job
following her internship and residency a . Elysius Hospitd in the port city of San Diego, Earth. She
was young, tall, thin, and amost angular, with close-clopped blonde hair and piercing green eyes.

Today, she wore awhite lab coat over her gray coverdls- usud for her - and awhite polymer dust mask
over her face, which was not.

"Coughing, are you?' Barrett nodded; the doctor was looking pointedly at the bloodstained napkin.
Dodd bent over the Captain, examining her eyes carefully. "Headache?' she asked.
"You havenoidea."

"Typicd." Dodd took asmall whirling device from her lab coat pocket, placed it on Barrett's forehead.
"Heartbeat's strong. Blood pressure atad high, but that's understandable. Temp 39.2 - that's a nasty
fever."

"And therefore what?"

"Therefore, Captain,” Dodd said as she straightened, ™Y ou've got the classic early presentation of
Avaonian hemorrhagic fever, better known as Bayer's Plague.” She picked the whirling, blinking
diagnostic reader off the Captain's head, looked at it. Y our white cell count is off the chart, too. Just like
Gomp and McNed."

"Anyonedseyet?'

"Nothing definite so far,” the doctor replied, her eyes downcast. "But you may aswdll figure there will be.
I've had some people complaining of headaches - Summer Harding from third watch wasin earlier
complaining about acough.”

Barrett closed her eyes. "Did McNed tell you about his cousin?!

"Hedid. I've actudly read a bit about her work - she's working on away to develop ahunter-killer
antivirus, one that will specificaly destroy an invading organism.” She hesitated, and then went on:
"Captain, I've got to be honest with you - | wouldn't hold out too much hope. From what |'ve read,
Katrin McNed'swork isjust in the exploratory stage.”

"Have you abetter idea, Doctor? We're all dead unless this researcher can pull something out - any hope
is better than none.”

"l understand, Captain. | just want you to know the odds.”

Barrett smiled aghastly, pae, fevered smile. "Long odds," she said. "That's nothing new for this ship. Get
back to Medica, Doc - bound to be people looking for you."

The Grugdll frigate K-110

It was not aglorious posting, but glory wasin short supply in these post-war yearsfor the Grugell - dong
with everything ese. It happened that diamonds figured strongly in the fabrication of the Grugdl's
standard star drive, and it aso happened that the small, low-gravity worlds on the outside of the Galactic
arm that the Grugell found comfortable were dso low in minera resources. That had been one of the



reasons that the Grugell had gone to war those severa years ago, and that was why Group Commander
Kestakrickdl 1V was here now, at adesignated coordinate-set in deep space on one of the frigates of his
command group, waiting for a contact from the Confederate renegade who had been surreptitioudy
sling them power metals and diamondsfor thelast haf of aGrugdll year.

Helooked up from his high, polished desk in the cabin he had commandeered as an office asthe frigate's
commander, Chiksteskattitk 11, walked in and saluted.

"Group Commander," he said, "We have amost interesting message from a Confederate contact on
Hdifax."

"Not the mining camp renegade? Who isthis?' The Group Commander took the message pad, studied it.
"Baxter? Who ishe?'

"Intelligence has adossier on him, Group Commander. He served in the war as an Intelligence operative
in the Confederate Navy; now he runs a private information-gathering agency on their fleet dock at the
Confederate planet Hdifax."

"Thisisan interesting proposition,” Kestakrickell said as he read through the message. A shipment of
diamonds at one-half price, in gold. No doubt the same routine shipment the renegade Bolin told us how
tofind."

"The onethat failed to arrive where we were told to expect it."

"The same, gir. It is reasonable to expect that Baxter somehow intercepted the Orlando and seized the
shipment. Now, he offersit to us a half the normd price.”

"The Emperor will be pleased,” Chiksteskattik pointed out. The gold was, after dl, the Emperor's. So
were the ships; so were the officers and crew of those ships.

"l wonder how this Baxter got control of that diamond shipment.”
"l can not see how that mattersto us, Group Commander.”

"It dways matters, Chiksteskattik," Kestakrickell chided hisjunior officer. "It dways matters. Anything
that could possibly affect our routine flow of diamonds and metals from the renegade mining station
meatters. He has obvioudy seized one of our shipments from that renegade Bolin. Where else do you
suppose this Baxter would find adiamond shipment? He even knows the usual quantity and delivery
locations," he said, pointing at the message pad.

"Y ou suspect atrap, Group Commander?”

"I suspect something," Kestakrickell agreed. "'l dways suspect, Commander. | dways suspect.” He sat
glently for amoment, thinking.

"Makesgnd to Baxter," hesaid a last. "Tdl him we agree.”
"By your command.”

"Let ussee" Kestakrickell said, "whet this Baxter isup to."
Hdlifax

"What do you mean, overdue?' Philemon Baxter barked the words at hisaide.



"l mean, they're overdue, Boss," Edward Fox said. "Navy thinksthey may have gone somewhereelse.”
"Where? Do they have any idea?'

"No. The Shade Tree 's Captain, Barrett, she's got someties on Forest and Tarbos. But nobody's got a
track on her."

"And no timeto get a hyperphone message anywhere," Baxter complained. "Damn it dl, they've got my
diamonds on board, and they're heading who knows where. What happensiif they al die with the ship
bound someplace, and we never find out what happened?’

"That reminds me, Boss," Fox went on, piling worse on top of bad, "we did get an encrypted signd from
that Grugell Group Commander. He agreed to the transfer on that moon out aong the frontier, just as
you asked."

"Complications. | should have waited to contact them until | had the diamonds.”
"Too late to worry about that now, Boss."

Baxter sat thinking for amoment. "All right,” he said at last. "' Get on the hyperphone to our contact in
Adamstown, tell him what happened; hell have to cover it with his boss somehow. Ships do disappear
from timeto time, after al. Next, send messagesto our people on Tarbos and Forest. Tell them to watch
for the Shade Tree. "

"Right away, Boss."

"One more thing - send amessage to the Cape Fortune . Tell her Captain to be ready to jump to
wherever the Shade Tree has gone, a short notice. If we do find those pirates, we may haveto send him
after them.”

"They'reon Pier Nineon Fring,” Fox said. "I'll go down there now."
"Y ou il got that contact in Navy intel, up on A ring?"
"Always"

"Get going up there after you talk to Bond. Seeif the Navy has any idea. Y ou'd think they would be
tracking a suspected plague ship; find out."

Fox nodded and |eft the officein ahurry.

Four
Four days later - Caliban

Cdliban's system congisted of five planets - onetiny cinder near the sun, the inhabited ocean world itslf,
and three Jupiter-szed gas giants. The twisted, distorted gravitational fields of the three giant planets
interacting with the star made navigation tricky for anyone coming in across the plane of the system's
ecliptic, asthe Shade Tree was, but they couldn't afford to maneuver for a better orbital path - time was
too short.

"Pagt the innermogt giant's gravity well now," Paolo Guerrareported. "Ready to shut the drive down."”

"Stand by." IndiraKrishnavarna had a crushing headache - one of the early signs of Bayer's Plague. Wdll
over haf the crew was showing some symptoms now.



" Speed down to two hundred thousand kph,”
Krishnavarnatapped a contact. "All ready down there in the shuttle?*

"Ready here," second watch helmsman Sean Weaver caled back; he had drawn the straw to pilot the
shuttle to the surface. " Captain, Gomp, McNeal and Doc Dodd are strapped down in back.”

"All right."
"One hundred e ghty thousand kph."

"Shut down the drive," the XO ordered. Paolo Guerratapped several contacts. Below the deck, the
mass tunnd of the Gellar drivefdl slent. The ship was coagting, with no drive Sgnatureto dert Caliban
Ground Control or the Skyhook that there was aship in the area.

" Sixteen minutesto optimal launch point,” Giorg Congtantine caled from the navigation station.
The minutesticked by like hours. Findly, Congtantine spoke up again: "Launch point!”

Indira Krishnavarna hit the contact on the command chair again. "Sean," she cdled, "Launch
Now-nNow-now."

"Onour way." Therewas adight shudder asthe shuttlésion drivelit up, kicking it free of the ship.
The XO breathed asigh of relief. "Arewe still on course?”’

"Asbefore. Well arc into adecent high orbit, assuming nothing hits us, without using the main drive. We
can adjust as necessary with maneuvering thrusters.”

"Vey wdl."

Beneath and behind the Shade Tree, the ship's smdl landing shuttle dropped into Cdiban's atmosphere,
extended itswings, and began the hammering drop to the surface.

"Hang on," Weaver cdled back into the passenger compartment, "'I'm going down fast, but that's gonna
berough.”

In the back of the shuttle, Jean Barrett was preoccupied with being sicker than she'd ever known
possible. Her face was mottled with bruises, her lungs clogged with thick phlegm, her throat raw from a
racking cough. The fever wracked her entire body with pain, making her fed asthough she'd been beaten
with aniron bar. Acrossfrom her, Hector Gomp huddled in his bucket seet, the burly ex-Marine dmost
doubled over in pain. Tim McNeal was even worse; dumped in his seet, semi-conscious. Only the
doctor seemed aert, but she was coughing too; her constant care for the three worst cases had taken
their tall.

"Ten minutes," Weaver caled out. His head hurt and he had fought anagging cough for aday now. It
was night over the Capital Archipeago; they had passed over Cdiban's one city, Capital, afew minutes
earlier. Heflipped on the shuttle's navigation and landing lights, and picked up the radio mike, diaing the
st into the frequency McNed had given him.

"ViraTech Research,” he caled the lab directly, sncethey controlled theidand and itstiny landing field,
"Thisisthe Shade Tree shuttle, we are nine minutes out with the ship's doctor, captain and two crew, dl
symptomeatic. Request emergency landing procedures.”

A cool, calm voice came back immediately. "Roger that, Shade Tree shuttle. Y ou are cleared for



emergency approach on Landing Pad Three. Pad isthe only onelit up. An emergency medical isolation
team iswaiting for you on the pad.”

Severd kilometers ahead, Weaver saw atiny square of light. Thelanding field.
"l have visud contact,” he called back. "We are now seven minutes out.”

Six minutes and forty-eight seconds later, the shuitle settled to the tarmac in front of abrightly lit hangar.
Sean Weaver popped the hatch open to see severa figuresin environmenta suits.

One of the figures pointed at the others. "Get the patients over to Isolation Two stat,” its voice boomed
out over an amplification circuit. "Someone get this shuttle out of Sight - get atractor, get it in the hangar
and close the door. Full decontamination on the shuttle - scrub it clean, UV and chemical. Move,

people!”

In the shuttle, Doctor Janice Dodd listened, and smiled. They were dtill dive - and there was a doctor out
there, one who sounded like he knew what she was abouit.

Maybe, shethought, just maybe we'll live through this after all.

Hector Gomp and Tim McNeal had |lost consciousness on the rough descent. Two medics loaded them
on gurneys, and floated them away towards the laboratory. Jean Barrett, Doctor Dodd and Sean
Weaver were led away by another enviro-suited figure.

In the laboratory, Doctor Katrin McNea waited, all of her staff on dert, al computers, gene-sequencers
and protein replicators running.

"Gene," shetold one of the techs, "I want blood drawn from each of them the moment we get themin
isolation. Di, Jules, dart isolating the virusimmediately for anayss™

"Doctor McNedl," someone said, "we haven't tested any of this, not even on mice.”

"I know that. Just do what | say," the doctor snapped. "We're just going to have to move our first clinica
tridsupalittle bit."

Out of the frying pan, shetold hersdlf, and into the fire. Needs must when there are livesto save -
and if we can reverse Bayer's Plague... Theimplications, the possibility that they may be ableto cure
vird diseases, were staggering to think of.

| sure hope thisworks.
The next day

Jean Barrett woke dowly. Her head ached cruelly, and her body till hurt, but she didn't fed feverish any
more.

A face hovered over her. She squinted, trying to make her eyes work. Reluctantly, they focused on a
face that was somehow strangdly familiar.

The face wasn't masked. The half-seen form beneath the face wore only awhite |ab coat, no enviro-suit.
"Captain Barrett?' the face asked.

Jean finally recognized her; the woman looked like Tim McNedl, her Security troop. "Mmm,” she
mumbled. "Doctor McNedl, | presume?’ A weak smile.



"That'sme," the face smiled back.
"What happened? Whereismy crew?”
"L ook to your right.”

Barrett turned her head dowly, painfully, and strained her eyesto focus. Hector Gomp lay in the next
bed, grinning broadly at his Captain.

"Morning, Cap'n," he said, and lgpsed into about of coughing. "Grest day to be dive, en?'
"Yeah," Barreit answvered. "Whereés Tim?"

"Over heretomy right,” Gomp said, "Seeping like ababy."

"| takeit weregoingto live?"

"You'regoing to live," Doctor McNeal said. "Y our Doctor Dodd is up and on her feet dready - she
wasn't as sick as you and the other two. She's helping administer our HKAYV to the rest of your crew.”

"Aitch-kav?' Barrett asked.

"Hunter-Killer Anti-Virus,” Doctor McNea answered. "A nest trick we only just figured out. A
nano-machine, abit of RNA with aprotein sheath, like avirus, but programmed to find a specific virus
and bind to it, effectively killing it. We were able to develop an HKAV specific to the plague virusfrom
samples of your blood; you and the others got a massive dose. Y ou're clean, Captain; you just need to
rest for afew dayswhile your body recovers from the damage the virusdid."

"My ship?'

"Y our XO and your Chief of Engineering are supervising decontamination as we speak, Captain. You
had the worst case; well, you and Gomp. Any ideawhy? Were you more directly exposed?’

"We actualy saw two of the bodies. Nobody € se was near them, just near us."

"S0, you two were the index cases for your ship, and probably spread it from there - everyone elsewas
secondary. If you hadn't been directly exposed, the disease may have taken another two or three daysto
show up.”

And we would have been at or near Halifax by then. The thought was enough to make Barrett's
headache worse. Baxter was planning on that.

Barrett relaxed. Shewas till very tired. Therewas till one morething...
"Gomp," she called out.
"Capn?'

"Philemon Baxter. Hetried to fuck us over, didn't he? He had to know that the Orlando was infected.
That'swhy he sent us out after it, instead of his own people.”

"Can't see any other way 'round it, Cap'n."
"When we're up and around again..."

"Yeah, Capn?'



"It'sgoing to be payback time."

Gomp grinned. "Y ou betcher ass, Cap'n.”

"Thought you'd like that," Barrett murmured, even as she faded off to deep.
The Grugell frigate K-110

Six days-Grugdl Standard Days, rather than the one-third longer Confederate Standard Days - had
passed whilethe - K-110 carefully backtracked from the assigned rendezvous point towards the mining
colony a Adamstown. Findly, Group Commander Kestakrickell IV had found what he was looking for.
Following a page from the frigate's commander, he swept onto the ship's bridge and demanded an
update.

"Y ou wereright to order a backtrack towards the mining colony, Group Commander. It's definitely a
debrisfidd,” Commander Chiksteskattitk |1 reported from the frigate's Scanning station, where he stood
looking over the technician's shoulder. "Eval uate as wreckage from a Confederate cruiser, probably
surplus from the war as there are no traces of any weaponsin the wreckage. There are bodiesin the
debrisfield - the ship's crew was destroyed as well."

"What destroyed it?"

"Either an internd explosion - unlikely, that; the Confederates build multiple redundant safeguards against
such athing - or an anti-ship missile.”

"Thisisthe Orlando, " Kestakrickell announced. "The ship that has been ddlivering our diamonds. That
was aconverted cruiser.”

"That seems more than likely," Chiksteskattitk agreed.
"Who would have destroyed an unarmed ship in the middle of thisbet?"

"The Confederacy has agrowing problem with piracy,” Chiksteskattitk said. "But given that message we
received from the Confederate Baxter..."

"He ordered thisdone," Kestakrickell concluded.
"It seemstheonly logica conclusion, Group Commander.”

"Itisas| said it would be" Kestakrickell mused. "It isaplot amost worthy of a Grugell, isn't it? Baxter
obvioudy had some intelligence of adiamond shipment coming across the border, and dispatched aship
to stedl it - and he proposesto sdll it to us at adiscount, knowing that even so he will reap a greater
profit than in the minerd-rich worlds of the Confederacy, and that he will have to explain to no one where
the diamonds came from. Brilliant man, this Baxter; | would enjoy meeting him in person.”

"Perhaps that chance will come one day, Group Commander.”

"Perhgps.” The Group Commander stood slently for amoment, thinking. "We would seem to have the
luxury of time; take usto the mining gation. | believe | will harass Bolin over theloss of this shipment and
demand a second a a considerable discount. That will take some time, during which we can go to the
rendezvous and pick up thefirst shipment.”

"Brilliant,” Chiksteskattitk fawned.

"Have your hdmsman plot out the course to the mining station and from there to the designated



rendezvous point. Baxter will no doubt contact us soon to explain what the delay in shipment isal about
- and, whilewe wait, we will do some scheming of our own. Since Baxter has obvioudy stolen this
shipment, what better price for his crime than to have the shipment stolen from himinturn, isit not so?'

Chiksteskattitk laughed. "1t isindeed so, Group Commander.”

"This Baxter," Kestakrickell smiled crudly, "will haveto learn to scheme some better schemes.”
Five

Hadifax

"Cdiban?' Philemon Baxter was surprised, and angry. "What the hell are they doing at Caiban? What
the hell arethey doing alive ?'

"Canttdl you, Boss," Edward Fox answered his employer. "Chances are they'll have left by thetimewe
could get a message back there - our guy on Caliban says they were buying supplieslike they intended to
leave orbit any time."

"Agh," Baxter groaned. "They don't have the rendezvous points, do they?"
"Can't see how they could, Boss."

Baxter thought intently for amoment, staring at the top of his polished desk ashe did so. "All right -
here'swhat we do. Call over to the Cape Fortune; tell themto let usknow immediatdly if the Shade
Tree contacts them. Send another encrypted message to that Grugell Group Commander, tell him there
will be another short delay dueto adrivefailure, or something - make something up.”

"Gotcha, Boss."

"They're not dead, and they've got our diamonds. We can't report the diamonds as stolen - we'd have to
explain where they came from in thefirst place. Son of abitch,” Baxter complained. "Thisded just gets
worse and worse."

The Adamstown mining colony

"No word from the Orlando, Boss" Remy Brichot informed hisemployer. "It'slike they just vanished.”
"Vanished," Adam Bolin repeated the word.

"Yeah, Boss."

"With sixty million in diamonds on board.”

"Afrad so."

"What the hell am | going to tell '‘Mr. K?7?'

"WEell think of something, Boss." Brichot adopted a serious expresson, but ingde, he wasfilled with
viciousglee. I've already thought of something, Boss. Something that will see you gone and me
running this station.

The Shade Tree

Jean Barrett walked onto her Bridge, feding like hersdlf for thefirst timein days. Only adight residua



aching in her joints betrayed the remnants of the virus.
"Report," she ordered.
"Secured for space, Captain,” Indira Krishnavarnasmiled from her station.

"Main driveisonline, Captain," Paolo Guerrareported. "Maneuvering thrusters at your command. Were
ready to leave orbit."

"Secure for space,” Giorg Constantine reported from Astrogation. "Orbital departure vectors plotted.”
"Traffic lanes clear,” Ophelia Waitts reported from Scanning.

"Caliban Ground has cleared usto leave orbit,” Vada Newman called from the Signals pandl.

"Very well." Barrett sat down in her Bridge chair. "Giorg, plot usacoursefor Tarbos.”

"Tarbos, Captain?"

"Tarbos. Direct course, no shenanigans, | want usat Tarbos asfast as possible.”

"Right away, Captain," Helmsman Giorg Constantine answered, and bent over his pand.

Barrett looked over to meet the XO's questioning look. "Need to talk to someonethere, Indira," she
sad, smiling. "Youll see”

"Course plotted, Captain,” Constantine reported after amoment.

"Helm, lay it in. Maneuvering thrusters ahead two-thirds, new course zero by fifteen, move usinto the
departure lane."

"Zero by fifteen, aye," Guerraresponded. On the main viewscreen, the blue globe of Caliban rotated
dowly away. "Maneuvering thrusters ahead two-thirds. Sixteen minutes to the space buoy.”

"Vey wdl."

The minutesticked by dowly. IndiraKrishnavarnagot up, waked dowly over to stand behind the
Captain'schair.

"Tarbos, Captain?' she asked again, her voice low.

Barrett leaned back in the chair. "Werein over our heads, Indira," she breathed. "They're supposed to
be turning this stuff over to the Grugdll - that's treason, by any standard. Well, I'm not about to commit
treason - but I'm not going to just hand these diamonds over to the Navy or the Confederate

government, either, not without us getting something out of the deal. And I'm sure as hell not taking them
back to that mining station.”

"What do you proposeto do at Tarbos?'
"Remember the Giles Davies incident, during the war?"

The XO nodded. In the last year of the war, the Shade Tree had happened upon the wreck of that
Confederate ship following an ambush by a Grugell task group, and conveyed vita information on Grugell
movements from her dying Captain to the Confederate Navy.

"We made a pretty good impression on Fleet Admiral Gauss back then. | intend to seeif he still does



have that good impression, and maybe ask him for afavor.”

"There's no guarantee that hell bein port,” Indirasaid. "As| hear it, he doesn't like hanging around the
Feet dock - prefersto be out on aship.”

"That'sasmay be," Barrett replied. "I have afew other markersto call in thereif heisn't around.”
"Weve passed the space buoy,” Guerrareported. "Free to maneuver.”

"Secure maneuvering thrusters” Barrett ordered. "Engage main drive, ahead full. Bring us on course for
Tarbos."

"Ahead full, on course for Tarbos," Guerraacknowledged. Under their feet, the ship's Gellar drive began
to rumble. Moments ater, the main viewscreen display blinked into the twisting, multicolored hash of
subspace. "On course, Captain.”

"Very wel. I'm going down to get something to eat. Vada," Barrett said to the Signalstech, "would you
page Gomp and McNed; have them meet meinthedining area?’

"Right away, Captan.”

Holding a crew in peacetime when prize money was scarce meant adding some amenitiesto the Shade
Tree. One of those amenitiesincluded replacing the bulk dry storage of dehydrated ration packswith a
real kitchen, operated by a husband-and-wife team; Solomon Chang and his wife Corddliahad come
aboard during a stop at Zed three months previoudy, and now the crew enjoyed two hot meals aday.

Captain Barrett was already seated, Spping a cup of coffee, when Hector Gomp and Tim McNeal burst
into the compartment.

"Hey, Solomon, what'sthere to eat?' Gomp called across the room to where Solomon Chang was
feeding vegetablesinto a processor.

"Too early for dinner,” Chang snagpped. "Y ou get mid-rats, Gomp. On thetable.”

Gomp frowned at the table in the middle of the compartment, which held aloaf of whesat bread and a
platter of diced meats and cheeses - the "mid-watch" ration.

"Sowhat is for dinner?’
"Y ou come back in two hours," Chang said. "Then youll find out.”

Gomp waved ahand at the irritable cook. "Cap'n,” he asked, "Mind if | eat whilewetak? Almost dyin'
makes aman powerful hungry."

"Go ahead," Barrett gestured at the mid-rats.

McNed grinned and sat down at the Captain's table, watching as Gomp piled salami and cheese on
bread, dapped mayonnaise on asecond dice of bread, laid it on top of the unsteady pile. Hewas
chewing as he stepped to the other table and sat down.

"So, Cap'n," he said, spewing bread crumbs on the table, "Whas up?"

"Wipe off your chin." Gomp plied anapkin as Barrett went on. "We've got those diamondsin the hold,
dill, right?"



"Yeah," Gomp answered. "I double-checked right after we left orbit. We can't sdll 'em just anywhere - if
wetry, well betechnicaly guilty of holding stolen property, ‘least if whatever miner owns 'em complains.”

"Evenif he doesn't, wed till have to explain where we got them,” McNed pointed out. "We're sure not
aminingship.”

"We don't necessarily haveto explain them,” Barrett said. "But that's not my main concern. My main
concern iswhat Baxter wasup to."

"Wait aminute," Gomp said. "Baxter told you that the minerswere selling diamondsto the Grugdl, right?
That'swhy he thought we could snatch the shipment without any real trouble. Stands to reason, then, that
he aready has some way to dispose of them - probably for afat wad of cash.”

"Of which we were supposed to get one-third,” Barrett agreed, "with the other third going to the Cape
Fortune. | think you'reright, Gomp; and | also think that Baxter knew about the plague on the Orlando ,
and planned to sdll us out for atwo-way split instead of three.”

Gomp took another massive bite of his sandwich and chewed reflectively for afew moments. "Makes
sense,”" he said through amouthful of masticated bread and sdlami. "He prob'ly figured we'd run like hell
for Halifax to make the mest, if we even knew about the plague - we wouldn't have, Cap'n, if you and |
hadn't gone to the med bay. He probably turned usin to the Navy as a suspected plague ship, so that
when we got to Hdifax..."

"... The ship would have been quarantined, and no doubt Baxter had away to get on board and get the
diamonds off with nobody the wiser - and since he figured we'd al be dead or dying, nobody would be
taking."

"But were not dead,” McNedl said. "And the ship's clean. So are we. So what are we going to do with
the diamonds?"

"Firgt, we're going to find out where the miners were making the sdle to the Grugell," Barrett said. Then
we're going to pull abait-and-switch on them. After that, | think well have alittle chat with Baxter."

Gomp chuckled. "Worksfor me, Capn.”
"Firdt, though, we're headed for Tarbos."
"Tarbos?' Gomp's eyebrows shot upward. "What for?'

"Firgt, to get the Navy off our necks. We can show the ship and crew are clean now, which should put
off any aert Baxter had put out for us at Hdifax. Also, Baxter may be a security and intel expert, but he
doesn't know about space law; he doesn't know about right of salvage for abandoned shipsin open
space. So, he doesn't know that those diamonds are legally ours, since the Orlando 's crew was dead
when we boarded - right?' Both men nodded, grinning. "1've done alittle checking; the Orlando was
privately held, no corporate ownership. The Captain held the ship in partnership with his XO, and they're
both dead. That ship waslegal to salvage; in open space, not even their insurance company can squawk.
That'sthelaw."

"Nicefat prize money, then,” Gomp said. "Industrid diamonds are salling at apretty good price right

"I know," Barrett continued, "They're at atwelve-month high right now, in fact. Second, | want to pick
up alittleinformation before we head back to Halifax. Gomp, you remember why Kaglee Adams signed
on to handle Signd's on second watch?"



"In trouble with the law, wasan't she? On Corinthia?'

" She hacked the main communi cations center of the Roya Palace,” Barrett grinned, "And released the
details of Prince Harold's broken engagement - remember that little scanda about the Prince and amae
schoolmate?’

Gomp chuckled, spraying bread crumbs on the table ashe did so. "I remember that the young Prince
was packed off to a private military academy on Hecatein abig hurry.”

"Exactly,” Barrett said. "Apparently the King isn't very open-minded about such things. So, anyway,
K ael ee shipped with usto avoid being tossed in a Corinthian jail. Free speech on Corinthiahas alot to
do with what the King thinksit is."

"Yeah. | remember the deal now. So?" Gomp tucked the last of his sandwich in hismouth.

"So, | figure she can do the same to Baxter's comms on the Halifax Fleet dock. In for apenny, infor a
pound, my Daddy used to say."

Gomp and McNed traded alook, and both grinned. "I likeit, Cap'n,” Gomp chuckled. " So, what do
you want usto do?'

"We haveto find out how to doiit, first, and | want to set up anasty little surprise for the clowns running
that mining Sation that the Orlando was hauling out of. When we get to the gation, I'll go in the front
door - I'm going to march right in to see Fleet Admiral Gauss. Gomp, you and Kaelee head for the
library; use atermind thereto seeif Kaglee can worm into the Navy'sfiles and find any schematicson
the Halifax space dock."

" likethisplan,” Gomp chuckled.

"| thought you would. Once that's done - and hopefully well put an end to that mining station'slittleillegal
cross-border trading ded in the process- then wéelll head for Halifax. While | have alittle chat with that
bastard Baxter, | want you two to find away to get Kaelee into the main signds apparatus. If we can get
into Baxter's communications, maybe we can dig up something we can use; say, something like what he
had planned to do with those diamonds. He's not running any ships himself, so he sure ashell can't say he
took them aslegd sdvage.”

"We can sure get Kadleein. All Fleet spacedocks have pandsin their maintenance spaces, they use them
to troubleshoot problemsin the datanet. All we haveto do isfind away in, preferably from outsde.

"Easy," McNed agreed.

"Good," Barrett said as she stood up, "Because you've got about eight days until we get to Tarbos. Get
your gear ready and get planning.”

"Soundslike ahoot,” Gomp said. "WEell be ready."

"Thisreminds me of something,” McNed added asthe three left the dining compartment. "When | wasa
kid, threefriendsand | got into the back of the company Mercantile once, and got into their main
processing center; dmost screwed up the whole sales record for the month. Kaelee could do something
like that to Baxter, couldn't she? While she'sin, leave an Easter egg in the system or something. It sure
had abig effect when wetried it."

Gomp chuckled. "When wasthis?'



"When | was akid, back on Forest..."
Captain Barrett cut him off. ™Y ou're from Forest? We picked you up on Tarbos."

"Yes, Captain,” McNeal answered, hisface astudy in confusion. "I left Forest when | was nineteen.
Nothing much goes on there..." Hisvoicetrailed off as he saw the Captain's face darken.

Barrett stared at him for amoment, then spun on her heel and walked quickly away down the corridor
towards her cabin.

"What'd | do?' McNed asked plaintively. "Is there something wrong with Foret?

"No, kid." Hector Gomp clapped McNeal on the back. "Y ou're just from the same place as someone
ese that'sal. Cap'n won't hold it against you."

"Same place aswho?"'
"Y ou know how Mike Crider is, right?"

"Y eah, sure - the hero of the invasion. One of the Founders. Hell, everybody on Forest knowswho old
Mike Crider is"

"That's him, but it's also his son, the Senator. Cap'n and the Senator had athing going during the war.
Mike Junior even shipped with usfor about ayear after he left the Senate.”

"What happened?’

"He l€eft the ship, went back to Forest. Doesn't work out so good for the Captain to have arelationship
with one of the crew, for one thing; made thingskind of tense. And, well..."

"Wel, what?'

Gomp looked up the corridor where the Captain had disappeared. He smiled. "Cap'n ain't ever loved
anything or anybody as much as she lovesthis ship. The Senator never could understand that. He wanted
adablelife, and the Cap'n never will. She won't ever settle down anywhere. Shélll keep moving until she
dies. Somefolksarejust like that.”

"What about you, Sarge? Y ou likeit too, don't you?'

"| get paid, | get fed, and | even see alittle action once in awhile. Can't ask for much more than that." He
grinned at the boy. "Come on, kid, | picked up a case of light de back there on Cdiban - let'sgo have a
couple of cold ones. | don't know about you, but | think better with a cold brew in front of me.”

McNed grinned. "Right behind you, Sarge.”

SiX

Adamgtown mining station

Adam Bolin sat silently, staring at the blinking red light on the comm pand on his desk.
"That will be'Mr. K," Remy Brichot observed.

"No shit."



"He's wanting to know where his shipment is, Boss," Brichot said. "Well haveto tell him something.”
"Tdl himwhat? That the Orlando just disappeared?’

"Therés nothing like the truth, Boss."

"l can't tdl himthat," Bolin snapped. "All right. All right."

There was nothing € se to be done. Bolin picked up the handset and said, "All right, put him through.”

A moment later, the high-pitched rattle of 'Mr. K' came through the handset. "My diamonds, Mr. Balin,
aredmost nine days overdue.”

Bolin trandated quickly in hishead; nine Grugell days was about seven Earth days. "I'm aware of that
fact, Mr. K. Weve heard from the freighter; she's having some drive problems herein the Belt."

There was a pengve silence from the other end. Damn, Balinthought, but they've got to be close, to
send areal-timeradio signal like this. Where the hell are they? With a cloaked ship, they could be
looking at me now.

"If you can give me the ship'slocation,” the voice finally came back, "we could render assstance and
conduct our business a the sametime.”

"Ordinarily, Mr. K, I'd be happy to take you up on that," Bolin evaded, "but we don't have agood fix on
their location, and navigating herein the Bdt istricky. If you can cal me back in another few days, |
should have more information for you."

"I will not wait forever, Mr. Bolin," the voice said.

"I do not intend for you to do so,” Bolin replied. "My miners are working double shifts now, to make up
another shipment - if we can't get this ship moving, well get another load headed your way within ten
Standard Days."

"Far fromideal.” Mr. K said, "Let us see what you can do to get that ship moving, shal we?'
"I'mworking on that,” Bolin assured him.
"Seethat you do." There wasthe sharp hiss of dtatic asthe signal was cut off at the source.

"Oh, shit,” Bolin groaned. "He's not happy at dl - and he's probably stting out there looking down the
barrd of ablaster a us. How did | get into thismess?’

"Can't even cdl the Navy for support,” Brichot said. "Since we'rein violation of the Treaty of Honshu by
sdling them the suff inthefirg place.”

"Thanksfor reminding me."
The K-110

Group Commander Kestakrickd |l 1V looked up from the frigate's Signals panel a& Commander
Chiksteskattitk 11 and grinned. "I told you he would dodge," the Group Commander gloated.

"Y ou were right, Group Commander, as dways, of course. The question, of course, iswhat are we going
to do now?"



"That debrisfidld we found - that is surely the remains of the freighter. Now we have confirmed that this
renegade Bolinislying to us. Therefore he haslost control of his shipment, and this other Confederate,
Baxter, has somehow seized it."

"Sowewill ded with Baxter?'
"Of course! At thetime and place agppointed. And then we will accept the second shipment from Bolin.”

"I will give orders,”" Chiksteskattitk said, bowing to his superior, "to take usto the rendezvous as
planned.”

The Fleet space dock at Tarbos

"Starship Shade Tree, " the voice boomed out from the Bridge main speaker, "Thisisthe Confederate
Navy frigate Reuben James. Cut your engine and hold your position. Do not approach the dock, say
again, do not approach the dock or you will be fired on."

"All stop,” Jean Barrett ordered. "Hold position here. Patch me through to the frigate.”
"Ready," Elliot Frye called from Sgnas.
" Reuben James, thisis Captain Barrett of the Shade Tree. What'sgoing on?"

" Shade Tree, " the voice came back, "Hold this position and prepare to be boarded. Y ou are areported
plague ship, and can not be alowed to dock until we verify your status.”

"Very well," Barrett replied, grinning. "We can receive a shuttle at our main docking port. You'l find
wereadl quitewel here”

"We have amedica team boarding the shuttle now, Shade Tree; they'll have to be the judge of that."
"FHne Shade Tree out."

Eight minuteslater, the Shade Tree shuddered dightly asagray Navy shuttle clunked against the docking
port. Jean Barrett and Indira Krishnavarnawere at the port to meet the two space-suited figures that
emerged from the shuttle into the docking ring.

"My," Barrett said, "Aren't we cautious. Exactly what kind of plague do you think we're carrying?'

"I'm not at liberty to say, Captain,” the taler of the two figures said through his suit intercom. "I'm
Lieutenant Finley, Confederate Navy Medica Corps. Thisis Chief Pharmacist's Mate Smpson.
Permission to come aboard?"

"Granted."

Finley, then Simpson stepped out of the docking ring into the ship. "Maam, I'll have to scan your ship
and take blood samples from your crew."

"Verywdl."

Finley looked around, awkwardly; the suit helmet restricted his movement. "How many crew do you
have?"

"Thirty officersand crew."



"Anyoneill a the moment?'
"My Security Chief hasabit of ahangover, but that's not anything unusud.”

"Chief Simpson will do the scanning, Captain, if that'sal right. 1'd like you to detail someone to escort
him; hell have to scan every compartment. I'll draw blood samples. Isthere a compartment we can cycle
the crew through for that?'

"I'll show you to our infirmary; Doctor Dodd can provide anything you might need. Indira, will you show
the Chief around?’

"My pleasure, Captain.”

"Good. Lieutenant, thisway."

Six hourslater

" Shade Tree, " the cdl camewithout preamble, "Thisis Reuben James. Y ou are cleared to proceed.”
"Thank you, Reuben James, " Barrett said into themike. " Shade Tree out.”

Sheturned to her Exec. "Don't you just love the Navy? Not aword of explanation, never an apology for
holding us out here in the middle of nowhere, just "go ahead," and animplied "if you hadn't been clean,
we'd have blown you out of space.”

"Niceto get aconfirmation that were clean, anyway."

"Y eah. Helm, ahead one-third, steady on last course. Signals, call ahead to the Fleet dock, get usa
berth.”

"Already on it, Captain. Ahead one-third, on course as before. We're about ten minutes out.”
"Berthing assgnment, Pier Five, level C," Signdscdled.

"Good enough. Indira, will you handle docking? I'm going to get ready to see some people.”
"I'vegot it," the Exec agreed.

Barrett headed for her cabin, where she exchanged shipboard fatigues for a respectable-looking white
slk blouse and black dacks. She was sitting on her bunk pulling on polished black heeled boots when
shefdt thedight jolt of docking.

Reaching up, she tapped her cabin's signals pand. "Bridge, Exec spesking,” the panel replied.

"Indira, I'm going to seethe Fleet Admird, if | can. Tell Gomp and Adamsthat they're'go." | expect I'll
be back in an hour or two. Nobody else leaves the ship. | want to be underway again inside of two
hours."

"Asyou wish, Captain. Wererefilling water and oxygen now; tankswill be topped off in forty minutes or
less. We've dready emptied our carbon tanksfor recyc credit. B.J. Smith wantsto go to the Sation to
look for areplacement for anumber three drive ring anti-matter injector that's going south on us.”

"Canit wait until Halifax? Four days, tops?'

Murmuring noises came from the speaker for amoment. "He says no, unless you want to end up dead in



space twenty parsecs from nowhere."

"Fine, tell him to go ahead; he's got two hours. Nobody e se goes off the ship for any reason. I'm on my
way."

"Well be here."

Barrett left her cabin and walked quickly to the docking port, ignoring a covert stare or two from crew
members used to seeing their Captain in shipboard gear. She strode through the docking umbilical, let the
Marine at the station side scan her ident chip, and asked directions to the main Flag offices. Ten minutes
later, she was standing in front of a bored-looking Master Chief Petty Officer.

The Chief had the glazed look of someone who had been stuck in adesk job for too long. When she
looked up at Barrett, she moved her arm, and Barrett realized why; the faint whine of servos gave avay
the presence of a prosthetic arm. Under the Chief's uniform collar, Barrett could see the faint tracing of
scars. Thewoman wasfifty at best, alittle on the heavy side, with dark blonde hair beginning to gray.
Barrett smiled at the veteran.

The Chief amiled faintly in return. "What can | do for you?'

Barrett handed over her ident chip. "I'm here to seethe Fleet Admiral. Will you tdll himit's Captain Jean
Barrett of the Shade Tree ?'

"Y our lucky day, Captain; the Admira isactudly in port. HE's not here very often, you know. One
moment." The Chief sood up; more whining reveded prosthetic legsto go with thearm. She
disappeared through the door behind her desk.

Ten seconds later, Fleet Admira |saac Gauss himself burst through the door, grinning widedly. "Captain
Barrett!" he exploded. "Now this isone hell of away to brighten up aboring Goddamn day in port. It's
good to see you, Captain!™

The Admira was alittle grayer and alittle thinner than Barrett remembered. "It's good to see you,
Admird," she amiled, responding to the Admird's enthusiasm.

"Isaac, please, 1saac,” he corrected her. "Y ou're not Navy, and I'm about to retire. Please, comein.
Chief Wilken, will you cal down to the galley for coffee, please?”

"Right away, Admird."

Fleet Admira Gauss shepherded Jean into his somewhat Spartan office. Unlike most of the private
offices Barrett had seen on thisand other gtations, the Heet Admira'swalls showed only the duminum
cladding of the bulkheads, with few decorations: an old, faded United States flag, anewer Confederate
flag, a case of rank inggniaand awards from the U.S. Air Force and the Confederate Navy, and a
framed picture of asmiling, gray-haired woman that Jean assumed was the Admird's wife.

A young Crewman-First brought in atray of dark, aromatic coffee. Admira Gauss seated Jean in athick
leather chair and insisted on serving her coffee before pouring his own and seating himsdlf at hisold gray
government-issue desk.

"I hadn't heard you were planning to retire,”" Jean said.

"Only just decided. My wife," the Admiral gestured towards the picture, confirming Barrett's guess,
"She's giving up her House sest a the end of thisterm. Well be going back to Earth; our daughter lives
there, and we have three grandkids now. It'stime." He Spped a his coffee. "In the meantime, I'm till



fighting the damned Congress for afew pennies here and there for training, beans, bullets, and maybe a
new ship now and then. 'Peace dividend' and al that, they keep saying. Damned few of them read any
history; they don't seem to understand that there won't be any peace for long if we don't keep our Navy

up.”

"I know," Barrett agreed, "how expensiveit isto keep just one ship going. Weve had a decent year;
even managed to upgrade our drive to the new Mark X1 workings."

"It's been tough times for aformer privateer,” Gauss observed. "Most of your colleagues have goneinto
some other line of work. That old pirate Johann Hess, he sold his ship at Earth, bought atwo-man yacht
and vanished - where, nobody knows. Mysterious old fart, he was. How have you been getting along?”'

"Hauling alittle cargo,” Barrett evaded with asmile, "mostly smdl, high-vaue stuff people want moved
fast. Electronics, pharms, the odd passenger - things like that.”

"Found you aniche, then," Gauss said. "That'sgood.” He took another sip of coffee and carefully
examined the cup. "I haven't heard that you had your ship's armament dismounted.”

"l havent," Jean said.
"Interesting,”" Gauss replied, hisface carefully neutral. "Legd, of course; it'syour ship.”
"Itis. We operate close to the frontier, Admird. The Grugell are till out there.”

"That'swhat | keep telling Congress. Well, forget al that. Y ou don't want to listen to an old man
complain about politicians. What can | do for you today, Jean?"

"I have some information that may interest you, Admird. Therésamining sation out dong the frontier we
stumbled across awhile back; | have reason to believe they're salling materiad across the border.”

"Tothe Grugdl, you mean."

"Exadtly.”

The Admird's eyesturned to polished flint. He leaned across hisdesk. "Tel me."
Threelevelsdown

Every Feet dock boasted an impressive library with ample computer terminalstied into the stations
intranet. The main Fleet base at Tarbos was no exception, and the intranet on the Tarbos base was
massive, with the main database updated regularly from the capitd and from Earth, where over hdf of the
Confederacy's human population still lived.

The main database contained awedlth of information accessible to anyone. It aso contained most of the
Navy's operational data, plans, schematics, and operations details, from mission ordersto menus. These
were on asecure server on the penultimate level of the station, far from the privately operated lower
levelswhere the Shade Tree was docked, and from the library.

To an experienced hacker like Kaglee Adams, the Shade Tree 's Second Watch Signals Tech, the Navy
may aswel have |eft the door standing open.

"Here," she said as she and Hector Gomp walked through the library. "Here'sagood termina - abit out
of theway." She sat down, extracted a Phoebe datachip from her pocket, plugged it into a port on the
terminal, and started tapping the screen.



Behind her, Hector Gomp fidgeted in an excess of nervousness. Knock-down fights were well within
Gomp's expertise; sneaking into a Navy base to hack the Navy's computer fileswas not. "How long is
thisgoing to take?'

"Couple minutes." She tapped the screen again; graphics spun on the screen, random numbers flashing.
"Thisismy own program; I'm fairly sure that the Roya Paace on Corinthiahas at |east as good security
protocols asthe Navy, and | got through them like awarm knife through butter. Relax.”

"l hopeyou'reright. What if they detect you?"'

"I'm dready in," Adamsreplied. "Were a arandomly sdected termina in the publiclibrary. This
program doesn't have any traceable ident tags. Well be back on the ship before the Navy could get
anyone down here, even if they do pick me up."

"l hopeyoureright.”

"There," Adams breathed, "Fleet base plans. Here's Tarbos; hereés Halifax. Earth, and even the new base
at New Wichita; they haven't even started building that one yet. Should I download them dl?*

"Sure," Gomp agreed. "Never know when it might comein handy.”

Moretapping. "All right," Adams said. "Got them." She reached up, pulled the Phoebe out of the
termind. "Let'sgo."

"After you."

They meandered towards the exit casualy, stopping to look at framed artworks and shelves of eectronic
book disks dong the way. When they findly left the quiet confines of the Library, the colorful bustle of
the station's privately operated Commercid levels swallowed the pair.

Four levels above - The Confederate Star Ship Toronto

Captain Angela Ramirez was just getting used to her assignment as commander of the Navy's newest
escort carrier; she hadn't expected to end up with alarger command just yet, and so regarded the
message pad with some dishelief.

"Captain?' her Executive Officer asked.

"It'strue enough, orders from the Fleet Admira's office. Himsalf wants usto leave port immediately,
aong with thefrigates Kidd and Charles Buford, and to head immediately out to some dead system out
aong the Grugdll frontier.”

IIWI,.M?I
Ramirez handed the pad to her Exec, who scanned it quickly.
"A treaty violation? Isthat our job?’

"Technicdly, itis" Ramirez said, "aslong asit involves materid crossing the frontier. Smuggling inddethe
Confederacy isalaw enforcement issue. Out there, it's our problem.”

"All right. When do you want to leave port?"

"This says 'expedite.’ If | know Fleet Admira Gauss, that means 'haul ass.' Wake up the crew and recall
anyone who's ashore; we leave the pier in one hour.”



"Aye aye, Captan.”
The Shade Tree

Hector Gomp and Kaglee Adams found Captain Barrett waiting for them when they entered the ship's
docking umbilica, wide grinson their faces.

"Get what we needed?’ Barrett demanded.
"All that and then some," Gomp agreed.
"Good. Get to your stations; we're leaving as soon as| can get clearance.”

"Finewith me, Captain,” Gomp grinned. "1 dwaysliked Halifax."

Seven
Halifax - the Cape Fortune

Captain Amyl Bond was not a patient man. Waiting in port for weeks at atime was gdling, much ashis
crew liked the liberty to spend eveningsin the various pubs and clubs of the Fleet dock's private levels
rather than in their quarters on the cramped old freighter.

Work was, however, scarce, and the retainer Philemon Baxter was paying him added nicely to his
expected half-share of the stolen diamond shipment.

Bond wasn't even sure why he was on his own Bridge thislazy Tuesday afternoon, watching a skeleton
crew perform afew minor maintenance chores. The only station on the Bridge that was operationd was
the Signds pand, and it was the Signals tech that spoke up now.

"Captain, message intercepted from Port Control; the Shade Tree wasjust given permisson to dock.
Pier Nine, two spaces over from us."

"Niceto have neighbors," Bond noted. "I'm sure Baxter aready knowsthey're here, but send him a
heads-up anyway and..."

"Captan," Sgndsinterrupted him, "The Shade Tree issgnding us”

"No shit?"

"No shit, Captain. They're requesting a private channel from their Captain to you."

Bond picked up an old Pratt-Siemens headset and put it on. " Send them through to here.”
"Tranderring.”

A moment later, the headset buzzed. There was a hiss of static from alow-powered, short-range radio
s, and avoice came through that Bond recognized. " Cape Fortune, thisisthe Shade Tree. "

" Cape Fortune, " Bond replied.
"Having anice quiet timein port, are we, Captain Bond?'
"A bit dull. What can | do for you, Captain Barreit?'

"We're approaching our pier now, should be docked inside of ten minutes. How isyour medical staff,



Captain? Up to date on communicable diseases?" It was arhetorical question; a starship medic was
usdlessif they didn't stay current on the diseases one could expect to find on the many Confederate
worlds.

"Our Doc is competent,” Bond answered. "Why?'

"Assoon aswe dock," Barrett answered him, "I'll be sending my Security Chief over to your pier. He
has ablood sample with him, and he will have ordersto place that sample persondly in your hands. I'd
like you to have your docs andlyzeit - very carefully, full Class1V biohazard protocol - and tell you
what'sinit. Then, cal meback, and I'll explainit.”

"| don't seethe point,” Bond said, "but I'll do asyou ask.”
"You'l understand it dl in good time, Captain, believe you me. Shade Tree out.”

"Wadl," Bond said as he removed the headset. "1an't thisinteresting. I'll be going to the docking port,” he
announced to Signalstech. "Page meif shecalsagan.”

Baxter's office - two hours later

"Boss," Fox informed his employer, "Message from the Cape Fortune. " He held out asmal message
pad.

Baxter raised his eyebrows; Fox normaly just read the messages out |oud. He took the pad, looked at
the screen:

Baxter:

Sorry, but biohazards aren't redlly our cup of tea. By the time you get this message, welll have left port. |
will expect our retainer through today deposited in our ship company's Tarbos account by six weeks
from thisdate.

Good luck hiring another ship for anything once word of this gets out.
- Sarship Cape Fortune, Amyl Bond, Captain

"Shit"

"How do you suppose he found out about that?"

"Barrett,” Baxter growled. "It had to be that bitch Barrett. She dodged the plague somehow, and got
word out.”

"Thislooks bad," Fox obsarved.

"It'sworse than bad," Baxter said. "The Shade Tree arrived this afternoon - we heard anything from
themyea?'

"Nothing, Mr. Baxter."
"She's up to something,” Baxter said. " She's got to be up to something.”
Eight

The Shade Tree



"Three suits, prepped and ready,” Tim McNed said.
"Good dedl. Heard from the Captain yet?"

"Nothing, Sarge," McNed answered. "And | just cdled up to the Bridge and talked to Frye aminute
ago. Not apeep.”

"Then wereon,” Gomp said. "Adams, you ready?'
"Ready as!'ll ever be," Adamsreplied with afrown. "I've never been in asuit before, you know."
"Youll befine," Gomp assured her. "What about you, Mickie?"

Engineering Tech Michiyo "Micki€" Watanabe just grinned and shot Gomp athumbs-up. Sheturned to
her suit and began dimbingin.

"Good dedl. All we haveto do," Gomp reminded them, "isto get to the third-lower access port, get in,
and attach that termind to the main datafeed cablefor D Ring. Then, Kaglee, you do your thing. All
clear?'

"Oh, jolly clear,” Adams said. She looked at the open lower haf of the suit, grabbed the hanging rings
above the free-standing, armored trousers, and hoisted hersdlf in. "Bloody hell - thisthing'stwo sizestoo
largefor me."

"Youll befine. Suits are expensive - can't custom fit everyone.”

Five minutes later, the docking port's airlock hatch swung outward, and the three space-suited figures
climbed out.

Relieved of the Shade Tree 'satificid gravity, the suits automatically activated magnetic padsin the
boots, alowing thetrio to cling to the upper hull of the privateer ship and look upward, upward, at the
deek, gleaming mass of the Halifax space-dock.

"OK, girls, hang onto the grab rings on my belt,” Gomp ordered through his short-range suit radio. "and
release your mag-pads. Were going for alittle ride.”

After exchanging an uncertain look, Adams and Watanabe grabbed the polymer ringsthat dangled from
Gomp's space-suit belt and tapped the contacts to override their suit's mag-pads. Their feet floated free
of thehull.

"Hold on now." Gomp released his own mag pads, sighted on the hull of the station above Pier Four, and
fired hissuit thrusters. He twisted and rolled in mid-flight, and arrived nestly at the station hull feet-first,
tapping his mag-pads active just as hisfeet hit the metd.

"See?" he grinned ingde hishemet. "Piece of cake."
"Mother of God," Kaglee Adams mumbled.
" Tsuppattenjya ne-yo " Mickie Watanabe agreed.

"Never mind that. Access port is," Gomp glanced at the schematic display he'd taped to his suit's left
forearm, "about four hundred meters that-a-way. Activate your mag-pads; let's get to walking." He
glanced away from the hull, looking "up" at the stars. "Don't want to Stay out here too long - these suits
shielding isonly good for an hour or two. No need to get abig radiation dose if we can helpit.”



"Oh, lovdy."

"Shut up, Kaglee, and get moving.”

Baxter'soffice

Philemon Baxter looked up from hisdesk in shock. "What did you say?"'

Fox looked at his boss. "Captain Jean Barrett, Mr. Baxter. She'swaiting in the outer office."
"Well," Baxter mused, "Thisisabit awkward. How's she [ook?"

"Hedthy asahorse”

"Gresat." Baxter rubbed his eyesand grimaced. "Show her in."

It was to Baxter's credit that he managed a smile as Captain Barrett, il in her shipboard fatigues,
walked in. There was hardly a person in the gaaxy he less wanted to see, with the possible exception of
his ex-wife's mother. Still, he grinned broadly and extended his hand as though he was greeting avaued
old friend. "Captain Barrett! So good to see you."

"Baxter," Barrett amiled nagtily as she shook his hand.

"Captain. | didn't expect to see you here; | thought the deal was for you to contact the Cape Fortune to
arangethetransfer.”

"The Cape Fortune was here, " Jean Barrett pointed out, "at least until an hour ago, making it atad
difficult to contact from way out on the frontier.” She helped hersdf to achair across from Baxter's desk.
"Besdes- we had alittle complication.”

"Youdid?'

Don't give me that wide-eyed innocent look, you son of a bitch, Barrett thought, but she kept that to
hersdf. "Yes, just alittle one. We got it cleared up, but weve had some problems with our Signals suite
that made it necessary to come herefor repairs. So, | figured, why not come see you in person?’

Baxter |looked uncomfortable. "1 wouldn't have thought you'd be too comfortable, this closeto aNavy
baseand dl.”

"Oh," Barrett smiled, "The Navy and | go way back. Heet Admird Gaussisan old friend of mine."
" gea

"S0," Jean continued, her smile growing dark, "All I need from you, Philemon, isonething.”
"What'sthat?'

Outsde

It took some searching to find the access port, faired asit wasinto the hull of the station. Mickie
Watanabe findly noticed the hair-thin seam of the pandl after ten minutes of walking back and forth.

"All right,” Gomp told her, "go ahead, try your gadget.”

Watanabe |ooked at the hatch, and then tapped several contacts on asmall black panel taped to thearm
of her pressure suit.



"No luck," she grunted.

"Try another code.”
Moretapping. " Chikusho !"
"Got any more?'

"Let metry one morething," Watanabe answered. "I hope don't trip any security monitorswith this." Her
final option was aprogram that sent the pandls controller aspinning list of codes, using arandom-number
generator to spin through abillion possible combinations in the space of about aminute. Forty-eight
seconds later, the hatch did open.

"Well," Mickie Watanabe smiled down at the opening. "No darms. No flashing lights. Lookslike we're
golden.”

"Let'sget in. Data cables should be about ten metersin to theright.”

Thethree climbed carefully in, and made an unpleasant discovery; the ation's artificia gravity
functioned, but there was no airlock; the access panel had released no blast of air. The maintenance
spaces were not pressurized.

"Can you work in your suit, Kaglee?' Gomp wanted to know.
"Il haveto, won't | then?"
"Herésthe cable," Watanabe caled out. "And heré'sapand. Y ou can plug your termind in here."

"Good." Kaglee Adams came forward, pulling aminiature dataterminal out of the cargo pocket of her
auit. "Thisisit. Give me ten minutes, and | should have everything we need.”

Gomp stood, tapping his boot impatiently against the duminum deck plate, watching the minutestick by
on the heads-up diplay insde his suit helmet. After eight and ahaf minutes:

"All right," Kadlee said. "I've got what we wanted. The Eagter eggisin.”
"Good. Let's get back to the ship. Timefor Part Two."

Baxter's Office

"Someone reported you to the Navy as aplague ship?'

"Damnright,” Barrett replied. "And I'm damned mad about it, | can tell you. They boarded us at Tarbos,
went through the whole ship.”

"But they didn't find your cargo?”'
"Wedidn't haveit laying out on the deck. I've been doing this sort of thing for awhile, you know."
Baxter frowned. "Wdl, where wasit that a Navy scanning crew couldn't find it?'

"That," Captain Barrett smiled, "would be telling. Besides, they were medics - they were looking for
pathogens, not contraband.”

"l see" Baxter drummed hisfingers on his desk. "What do you want me to do?"'



"Tel mewherethat cargo came from.”

"| can't do that,” Baxter protested. "Asyou put it, Captain, that would betdling. | can't reved my
sources any more than you can reved your methods of smuggling.”

"l don't much care for the term 'smuggling,’ but | take your point." Barrett grinned, nastily thistime, and
stood up. "Inthat case, | have something esefor you."

It wasn't apparent from her dim build, especialy not when she was wearing her baggy shipboard fatigues,
but Jean Barrett was awoman of considerable strength. Throwing hersdlf on the desk, she grabbed
Baxter's shirt and pulled him close, kissing him hard on the mouth. Baxter struggled for amoment, feding
Barrett's tongue againg his clenched teeth, before shelet him go.

"See?' Barrett smiled at him, gill laying across his desk. "That wasn't so bad, wasit?”
"What the hdll iswrong with you?"

"Maybel just find you irresstible, Philemon,” she told him. Her face changed, from a smile to amask of
anger. "Or, maybeit'sjust alittle pre-emptive payback; if I've got anything, you bastard, now you do
too."

"Youreinsand"

"I'mapirate," Barrett agreed, "thanksto you. I'm supposed to be insane. Best of luck, Baxter; I'll see
you around.” She spun on her hed and stalked from the office.

"Wait aminute! What about the goddamn cargo?

Barrett stopped in the doorway, turned and smiled at Baxter. "What cargo?"' she asked. "Areyou
implying that | have something that belongsto you? Do you have acopy of ahill of lading, or any other
documentation of that cargo? | don't recall having any cargo consignment from you or anyone else,
Philemon,” she said as Baxter fumed. "I do have some odds and ends of materias from an abandoned
ship we found out near the frontier, legdly taken according to existing laws governing legitimate slvage.
But | don't have any cargo,” she amiled.

"Y ou bitch," wasdl Baxter could manage.

"A bit of advice, Philemon,” Barrett said, "ded straight with people, and people will ded straight with
you. Although, | suspect you'll have ahard time finding any ship captainsthat are willing to ded with you
a al after this™

With that, she spun on her hed and | eft.
The Shade Tree

Gomp pulled off hishelmet, and then turned to help Kaglee Adams and Mickie Watanabe out of theirs.
"That wasn't S0 bad, wasit?'

"Nothing like ahit of fresh air," Mickie sad.

"And that was nothing like a bit of fresh air,” Kael ee added.

Gomp looked at hiswristband. " Almost fourteen; Captain should be back any minute.”

"The Captainisadready back," Jean Barrett announced as she walked into the narrow docking port



compartment. "How did it go?'

"Just aswe planned, Captain,” Gomp said. "Maintenance spaces aren't pressurized, but we managed.
Kagled's good at this stuff; only took her ten minutes. Mickie got usin with no trouble, too; dl | had to
do was stand around.”

"Good. Get that data on our system; | want to know where, when, how and to whom Baxter had that
transfer set up. Most of al, | want to know how much whoever it is, ispaying. Wemay just dl get a
bonusthistrip. | want to leave port in two hours - get moving."

"Aye aye, Captain,” the three crew members repeated as one, grinning widely at the prospect of money.
Barrett looked at Kaglee Adams. "Y ou got the Easter egg in, did you?”

"l did, Captain,” Adams smirked. "Next time Baxter tries to make ahyperphonecall, dl of his
confidentia records, including al of his cross-border dedlings, will be forwarded to the Confederate
Bureau of Investigation office on the station. | expect helll be getting avist from acouple of CBI agents
about ten minutes after that.”

"And anicelong stay behind aforcefied in the detention facility down on the surface,” Gomp chuckled.

"I expect hell be on his hyperphone line trying to reach the Cape Fortune a any moment, too. Let that
bealessontoyou dl," Barrett said. "Do unto others..."

"Before they can do unto you,” Gomp finished the sentence.
They dl laughed.

Nine

The Grugell frigate K-110

With nothing to do, Group Commander Kestakrickdl 1V wasrelaxing in his command suite when the
door chime sounded.

"Come," he called, and looked up to see the frigate's commanding officer walk in, agrin on his narrow
face.

"QOur long and boring wait has finaly cometo an end," Commander Chiksteskattitk 11 informed his Group
Commander. "We have ashort-range sgnd from a Confederate ship. They have the shipment that
Baxter offered, and will meet us at the arranged rendezvousin one day.”

"| presume they had the location and the security codes, as arranged?’
"Indeed they did, Captain. All codes match. They are on their way here now."

Kestakrickell stood up. "Very well. Find two good officersto make the 'transfer;' arm them well. Move
usinto the moon, and prepare alanding shuttle. We will conclude our business here, and then return to
accept a second shipment from Balin.”

"Asyou command,” the Commander agreed.
The unnamed Type [l moon of an unnamed gas giant

The system had two planets, both gas giants, both within the 'green zon€' of their large blue-white sar.



The closer of the two giants had two planet-sized moons,; one was tropical, the other adesiccated pill of
aworld, farther out in its orbit and therefore more geologicdly stable than the other.

It was on thisworld that Baxter had arranged to swap contraband diamonds for Grugel gold.

Onthe Shade Tree 's Bridge, Jean Barrett and Indira Krishnavarnalooked at the main screen, wherethe
image of agleaming silver orb with two trailing yellow drive pods swvam into view above the rust-brown
shape of the desert moon.

"That'saType 11 Grugdl frigate," Krishnavarnasaid.

"Yup," Barrett agreed. "What did you expect?' She fought back the urge to order shields and wespons,
it had not been that long sncethewar.

"Touchy stuation, Cap'n," Hector Gomp muttered.

Barrett looked over a her Security Chief where he stood just inside the main Bridge hatchway. " Get your
stuff ready, Gomp. You and | will go down and do the meet.”

"Capn," theex-Marinewarned, "'l don't likeit. | don't trust them. They'll double-crossus."

"I know."

"Y ou're not worried about it?'

"Gomp," Barrett smiled, "I'm counting onit."

Gomp didn't understand, but he grinned, shrugged, and headed towards his cabin to pick up his gun belt.
"Indira," Barrett called.

The Exec walked across the Bridge. "Captain?'

"Keep the main drive warmed up. We may haveto leavein ahurry. Channel some reserve power,
quietly, to the wegpons systems. Keep agood targeting solution on that frigate with both forward
pee-beam emitters; if it startsto power wegpons or shields, or triesto cloak, cut it in half."

"All right, Captain. | sure hope you know what you're doing.”
"Sodol."

"You'retaking abigrisk," the Exec pointed out. "Y ou should send Gomp and McNeal down to make the
swap."

"And miss dl the excitement? Not achance.”

The K-110

The bridge onaType 11 Grugell frigate was narrow and cramped by human standards, but the Grugell
found it capacious, with room enough for an expansive view screen at the front. Group Commander
Kestakrickell IV 1ooked at the screen now, where the image showed the charcoal-gray hull of the
Confederate ship holding position off the K-110 's bow.

"Beready, but no power to weagpons,” the Group Commander ordered. "Not yet. Let us make the
exchange first. Commander, isyour landing party ready?"



"They are a the landing shuttle even now, Group Commander,” Chiksteskattitk replied. "They havethe
gold, and they have hand weapons."

"That," Kestakrickdl said, "should be sufficient.”
The Shade Tree

Jean Barrett had 'liberated' her landing shuttle from the wreck of a Confederate Navy destroyer during
thewar. Thusfar, the Navy had not bothered asking for it back, and every time Barrett was compelled
to take it to the surface of some undeveloped world, she was sure she knew why. The teardrop-shaped
ship had only room for the pilot, three passengers, and was able to carry only athousand kilos or so of
cargo; insufficient to do much good in resupply, but enough to move high-value materid - or contraband.

The shuttles main weakness lay in its means of moving down aplanet's gravity well. Described in the
manua asa"lifting body" hull, the shuttle depended on an old-fashioned, un-powered descent, protected
from friction by aceramic surface on itsflat belly. Thismadefor arough ride, especidly given that the
pilot could not see where he was going until the last few moments, when (one hoped) the shuttle's
maneuvering thrusterskicked in.

Sincethe Shade Tree wastoo smdl for ahangar, the shuttle was attached to a hard point on the ship's
belly, which made access amatter of climbing through amanhole-sized port in the deck and dropping
into the shuttle's control compartment. Barrett dropped into the shuttle first. Gomp squeezed his bulk
through amoment later and moved to the controls.

"Strap in, Captain,” he said, seating himsdlf and fastening the heavy four-point webbing harness.
"Detaching now."

The shuttleleft the ship with aloud clang. Gomp tapped a contact, and thrustersfired to aim the shuttle
at the moon below.

"Gravity about two-thirds gee, Captain,” he said. "Should be a decent ride.”

"l hope s0. At least McNed isn't aboard thistime. Funny about him and shuttle rides, after as much as
he's bummed around on starships.”

"Yeah," Gomp chuckled. "Took me agood two hoursto clean the puke off the control panel last time |
took him down agravity well."

The K-110

"Thelanding shuttleis away, Group Commander," Chiksteskattitk reported.
"Very well. Hold your position. Everything proceeds according to plan.”
Onthe surface

Captain Barrett found breathing alittle hard; the dry, dusty world was alittle short on oxygen. Only the
gravity of about two-thirds gee made it tolerable.

"Incoming, Cap'n," Hector Gomp pointed at the gleaming silver shape of a Grugell shuttle, flashing down
through the atmosphere towards them. Barrett loosened her pistol inits holster. Gomp drew his holstered
revolver, checked the load of eight 20mm hollow points. They were ready.

Barrett squinted at the gleaming silver shuttle. "Punctud bastards, aren't they?"



Gomp shrugged. The Grugell shuttle passed overhead once, then turned, idled dowly back, and settled
to the ground about fifty meters away. The hatch popped open, and two tall, spare figures emerged.

"Captain Barrett,” thetdler of thetwo Grugdl smiled amiably.

"That'sme. And you are?'

"Tiskatrattik 111, Subcommander under Chiksteskattitk I1. My inferior hereis Gorbatamik V."
"Thisis Sergeant Gomp," Barrett said. "Y ou have the gold?!

Tiskatrattik pulled asmall silver pad from his pocket and tapped it twice. A polished black cargo
container floated from the Grugd | shuttle's hatch.

"Youwon't mind if we verify," Barrett said.
"By dl means, Captain,”" Tiskatrattik said with agrin.

Gomp walked forward and popped the sedls on the cargo container. He extracted a portable scanner
from a pocket, passed it over the container.

"It'sreal, Cap'n," he cdled back. "Five hundred kilograms of gold, one thousand fine."
"Bring it over," Barrett ordered.

Gomp put one hand on the floating cargo container, guided it back towards his Captain.
"Our diamonds?’

"Seethat ridge?’ Barrett pointed over the Grugdl's shoulder. "The diamonds arein the origina cargo
containers, just on the other side, under a couple of camouflage cloths. Here," shetossed Tiskatrattik a
smdl| portable scanner, "thiswill lead you right to them.”

Tiskatrattik turned the scanner on, examined it for amoment. "Very well."

"Pleasure doing business with you, Subcommander,” Barrett said. "Now, if you'll excuse me, | have
places to go and people to see. Gomp, let's get that container back to the shuttle.” Sheturned asif to
wak away, but the high-pitched voice of the Grugell officer sopped her.

"I'm afraid not," Tiskatrattik called out, "Captain, you know we can't dlow you to just walk away."

"Why did | have afeding you were going to say that?' Barrett stopped, turned, faced the two grinning
Grugdl.

Tiskatrattik and his sidekick both had blasters drawn and leveled. "Orders are orders, you know,
Captain. Gold is very vauable to the Emperor - far too valuable to trade away to some Confederate
pirate. I'm sure you understand.”

"Oh, | undergtand, dl right. Gomp, you understand?'
"Y eah. Fifty dollars, Cap'n?' Gomp said in alow voice.
"You'reon," Barrett agreed.

Gomp smiled adow, lazy amile. Barrett looked at the smirking Grugdll - and dove for the dusty ground,
drawing her .45 and firing at Tiskatrattik even as Gomp rolled and fired hisrevolver & the second



Grugdl.
"Mine hit the ground firgt,” Gomp claimed as he got back on hisfeet.
"Minewastdler.”

Gomp stood looking at his Captain, grinning like an ape. "All right," Barrett conceded. Y ou win. Fifty
dollars"" She dug in her trouser pocket, found aroll of bills, pulled one off and tossed it to Gomp, who
pocketed it with agrin as Barrett withdrew asmall but high-powered transmitter from her pocket.

" Shade Tree, " shesaid into the device. "Thisis Lander One."
" Shade Tree here" camethereply.

"Case Alpha" Barrett said.

"Case Alpha, confirmed. Shade Tree out."

"Now," Barrett said, "let's load this stuff in the shuttle and get back to the ship. Not abad day'swork,
Gomp."

"Should feed us for agood spell,” Gomp agreed. "Along with those diamonds.” The diamonds were il
on the Shade Tree ; Third Watch scanning tech Miguel Sanchez had carefully set up the hand scanner
with aghost reading.

"We're not done yet," Barrett pointed out. "We till have to sdll the cargo. | think | know the best place
to do that."

The Shade Tree

"Double-crossing bastards,” Indira Krishnavarna breathed. "Weapons, fire pee-beams on prearranged
targets. Target two Shrikes. Blow those treacherous bastards out of space.”

Two faintly visblelines of force lanced from the Shade Tree 'sforward emitters, smashing the Grugell
frigate's shield projectors seconds before two anti-ship missiles arrived to shatter the gleaming silver
shape. The Shade Tree 's bridge crew watched dispassionately as the remnants of the ship spun dowly
towards the moon below.

"Firgt timel've ever fired on a Grugell ship," Wegponstech Gillian Bates breathed. "But were not at war

"Too bad for them,” the Exec pointed out. "Better they had stayed on their own side of the border.”

"I've got the landing shuttle on radar,” OpheliaWatts called from the Scanning console. "ETA twenty-two
minutes"

"Very well," the Exec said. She stood up, stretching, and watched the main screen for amoment asthe
last slver shards of the wrecked Grugell frigate toppled away into the moon's thin atmosphere, ignited,
disappeared. "Hope nobody iswaiting on them back at Grugdll. I'm going down to the sdly port to meet
the Captain; hold our current orbit. Newman, page al decks, tell everyone to make ready to leave orbit.
| expect well be saying goodbye to thislittle rock presently.”

Ten

Six weekslater - Denver, Colorado, Earth



"And you say these came off an abandoned ship?"

"All but abandoned,” Jean Barrett told the Off-World Mining & Exploration buyer. "There were two
bodiesin the sick bay. Looked like plague.”

"Plague? What happened to the ship?’
"Blown up,” Barrett said evenly. "It'sthe law.”
"Sure enough.”

Barrett looked at the buyer closdly, but he didn't seem particularly interested in the fate of the Orlando.
Not with the cargo he had opened before him.

"These are good quality,” the buyer said, running ascanner over one of the two cargo containers of
diamonds. "First-rate Type IV and V industrid diamonds. Some boron content. Good for electronics and
half a dozen other gpplications.” He snapped his scanner shut, pulled adata pad from his pocket, tapped
away for amoment. "Lookslike, wholesderate, six point two five million Confederate dollars. Not a
bad bit of salvage, Captain.”

"Should keegp my ship operating for awhile.”

"Here," the buyer handed Barrett a mini-termina with aretind scanner. "Put in your bank's code and
your account code, ook into the scanner, and were done.™

Jean Barrett tapped at the keys on the scanner, looked into the eye port for amoment, and handed the
device back when it beeped.

"Money will bein your account in two to three weeks, depending on hyperphone traffic to Tarbos,” the
OWME buyer informed her.

"Pleasure doing business with you," Barrett said. She shook the man's hand and | eft.
Hdifax

Judge OliviaWorsham was known as a'hanging judge on Hdifax, an archaic term that once applied to
judgeswith a predilection for sending convictsto the gallows, but now applied to pitilessjuristswith a
liking for harsh punishment. It wasthefinal piece of Philemon Baxter's bad luck to have his case come
before Judge Worsham.

"Y ou have been found guilty of thirty-five counts of attempted murder by biologica agent; one count of
attempt to solicit piracy; and one count of conspiracy to violate interstel lar treaties. Do you have anything
to say before | pass sentence?’

Baxter looked helplesdy at hisimpassivetrio of lawyers - none of the three had been optimistic after
reviewing Baxter's comm records that had somehow found their way into the hands of the Confederate
Bureau of Investigation. He looked back at the judge and shrugged. "No, Y our Honor."

"Y ou are sentenced to forty yearsin maximum security confinement in the Hdifax pend facility,”
Worsham said. " Sentence to begin immediatdly."

She banged her polymer gavel down with asharp note of findlity.

Adamstown



Adam Balin reclined in his office chair, his hands dangling and hisjaw dack. Overhead, afew kilometers
from the gation in avery obviouslow orbit, was the unmistakable gunmeta-gray shape of a Confederate
navy escort carrier.

The comm panedl on his desk buzzed. Helooked at it for amoment, and then tapped a contact with a
resgned look on hisface. "Bolin," he said.

"Thisisthe Confederate Navy carrier Toronto, " the pand replied. "Are you the chief executive of this
daion?"

"I am," Bolin admitted.

"Thisis Captain Angela Ramirez, Confederate Navy, commanding Task Group 103.1," the voice went
on. "One of my ships, thefrigate Kidd, hasintercepted two freighters registered to thisfacility returning
from Grugell spacewith anillegal load of volatiles. Y ou are ordered to prepare to receive an investigation
and dataretrieval team, and to make dl records available for ingpection.”

It had been awhile since Bolin had felt claustrophaobic in the huge pressure dome of Adamstown's central
kraal, but it was plain now that he had nowhereto runto. "Very well," hereplied, "Stand by for landing
clearance.”

The Shade Tree

Jean Barrett strode onto her ship's Bridge with an expansive smile on her face. The main screen ill
showed theinside of Pier Nineteen of Earth's massive spacedock, but Barrett was ready to see starson
the screen again.

She looked to see Indira Krishnavarna grinning at her from the Exec's sation. "Gomp and McNed back
yer?”

"They got back an hour ago," the Exec said. "No issues converting Grugell gold to cash - they scattered it
out through severd jewelry wholesalers and a couple of industria buyers. Total take was about four and
ahdf million."

"Not abad day'swork," Barrett said. "A bit over ten million dollars out of this debacle; that pays off the
lien | took out to get the drive upgraded, pays and feeds everyone for agood six months, and should
even oring usdl anice bonus.™

"I like the sound of that," Hector Gomp said as he walked onto the Bridge. "Crew's al on board, Cap'n.

The Captain tapped a contact on the arm of her bridge chair that paged the Engineering compartment.
"BJ? How arewe looking?"

"Star driveis hedthy and happy,” the Chief Engineer replied through the comm pandl. "Water and O2
tanks are full. Reserve batteries at full charge. Converters primed and ready. Ship isready for space,

Captan.”
"Signads?' Barrett sad.

"We have clearance to leave port, Captain,” Helmsman Paolo Guerra said.

"Cadt off the docking umbilica. Clear dl moorings. Maneuvering thrusters dl back one-third.” On the
screen, the spacedock started to back away.



"Where we going now, Cap'n?' Gomp wanted to know.

"Away from here," Barrett said. "How about Avalon? I've never been to Avaon, but | hear they've had a
bumper crop of inspirationweed there thisyear. Let'sgo seeif we can pick up aload on speculation.”

"Good market for that stuff on some of the developed planets,” Gomp noted.
"That'swhat | hear."

"Clear of spacedock," Helm reported. "Free to maneuver.”

"Come about to new course one-eighty by ten. Navigation, plot trgectory for Avaon."
"Plotted and marked, Captain. Plot sent to Helm.”

"Ahead full,” Barrett ordered. She smiled again.

"Let'sgo seewhat elseisout there”

Part Two
Unrepentant Sinner

Prologue
Savers

During the wave of expansion that followed the First Galactic War, exploration quickly exceeded the
ability of the Confederate government to monitor events. Thisled to severa kinds of lawlessness. Savery
was one of those issues; between 2254 and 2265 C.E., the Confederate Bureau of Investigation
investigated no fewer than sixteen abductions and attempted abductions by davers, resulting in nineteen
convictions.

One of the more egregious daver rings was conducted by an organized group operating in the Avalon
system. Thering specidized in supplying young women to the miners and gas distillers that operated in
the rings of the systems gas giant aswell asin the syslems Kuiper belt.

Only two convictions resulted from the CBI investigation, however, as an unexplained nuclear detonation
destroyed the colony that supported the daver's primary base of operations. The source of the nuclear
device was never discovered, although an armed privateer ship was known to bein the areajust prior to
the detonation. Following the explosion, severd young women that had been reported missing from the
Mountain View areaof Tarboswere returned home safely; none of them would name the ship that
trangported them from the Avaon system to Tarbos.

The actions of these davers, smugglers, pirates and other lawbreakers would eventually lead to the
Confederate government'stightening of control over traffic to and from outlying regions, and eventually
over the outlying planetsthemselves.

- MorrigHandd, "A Higtory of the First Gaactic Confederacy,” University Publications, 2804CE

One
Tarbos



The old man woke suddenly, like acat, dmost as though he had never been adeep. Aswas his habit, he
lay ill, letting his eyes and earstake in the surroundings - the never-changing surroundings of his
gpacious Mountain View studio penthouse.

The sun was up, barely visible through the nighttime polarization of the big windows that faced the ocean.
The old man moved only his eyes, scanning the room. Nothing was out of place.

Satisfied that his surroundings were secure, he finally moved. He sat on the edge of the bed, stretched,
rubbed the achein the small of hisback and ignored the moreinsstent painin hisbelly.

Colond Augustus G. Feller, Confederate Marine Corps (Retired) knew what the pain was. He knew that
rubbing wouldn't make it go away. The best doctors, the best treatmentsin the Confederacy had not
been able to reduce the cancer that chewed through hisinsdes.

Since there was nothing he could do abouit it, Gus Feller had long since decided not to bother worrying
about the cancer. "1 supposeit will kill meoneday," hetold hisfew surviving old friends, "but what the
hell doesn't?' And then he proceeded to enjoy life as he dways had.

At eighty-two, Feller was arobust, broad-shouldered, barrel-chested, ruddy-faced, bandy-legged man.
Despite hisage, hisarms and legs were astight as spring stedl. A thin fringe of close-cropped white hair
circled hishigh-templed, broad skull; he looked out at the world through stedl-gray eyes under brows of
shaggy white. His nose was misshapen from multiple bregks; athin knife scar ran from hisleft eyeto just
short of hisupper lip.

Feller tapped acontact on his universa remote, depolarizing the windowsto let in the brilliant sunshine of
abeautiful Mountain View spring morning. He wandered into the bathroom, went through his morning
routine, and emerged minutes later in an ancient United States Navy Academy bathrobe. He walked
acrossthe flat and out onto the bal cony, where he sat in alounge chair and lit amammoth Forestian
cigar. He blew asmokering at the risng sun and frowned.

Gus Feller was cruelly bored.

Feller was aman used to adventure. Thirty-two yearsin the United States Marine Corps on Earth,
followed by ten more in the Confederate Marines, dl had left him with ataste for travel and excitement.
Even under fire, fear never entered into Feller's thinking. Retirement sat on him like aton of rock.

He had found some short-term excitement, to keep retirement from becoming too tedious. A series of
adiute investments had left him with considerable financia means, and so Feller had launched on around
of trips, hunting rocs on Forest, African buffao on Earth, paragliding in the canyons of Avaon, degp-sea
fishing on Cdiban, and sightseeing and entertaining on Corinthia.

After awhile, even the prospect of acharging roc had palled; and while his resources were considerable,
they weren't unlimited; planet-hopping was expensive. The Colond needed to find something else to do;
the cancer limited histime, but Feller was determined not to die donein hisbed, or in the Mountain View
Veteran's Hospice.

Hedidn't yet know it, but even as he enjoyed his first morning cigar, the answer to his boredom was just
arriving in geosynchronous orbit over Mountain View.

The Shade Tree

"In our assigned orbit, Captain. Autocontrol engaged,” Paolo Guerraannounced from the ship'shelm. On
the bridge's main viewscreen, the blue-green-white orb of Tarbosturned dowly. "Damn, ain't she pretty,”



Guerra breathed.
"Good. We got ashuttle berth assigned yet?
"Just camein - were assigned to berth Sixteen-D."

"Good." Jean Barrett tapped the arm of her bridge chair and picked up her wand mike. "All hands," she
announced over the ship-wide address system, "We're in Tarbos orbit. One week's shore leave for
everyone. Third watch getsfirst shot at the shuttle to the Skyhook, then first, then second. Let'sbe
orderly, people. Have agood time, and try not toend up injail. That isdl." Shelaid the mike back inits
cradle, leaned back in her bridge chair and stretched like a cat.

"Too bad we couldn't get a berth on the Fleet spacedock's commercia leve,” IndiraKrishnavarna
observed from her Executive Officer's sation.

"Tarbosis getting pretty crowded these days," Barrett said. "More and moretraffic al thetime. | hear tell
they may be building a second orbita station, thisone al commercid. Besides," she continued, "The
Confederate Bureau of Investigation just opened new offices on the Fleet dock - smart peoplein our line
of work steer clear of the CBI asamatter of principle.”

"l suppose s0," the Exec snickered, "especialy after thislast job.”

"Prodtitutionislegal,” Barrett said, an expression of mock severity on her face, "Even if those tight-ass
Corinthian lords didn't take too well to us transporting adozen prosto set up a Service House in their

capital.”

"Asking payment in advance was agood move. Especialy since the Corinthians nearly opened fire on us
before we jumped out of orbit.”

"Right, and by the way, remind me never to make ajump to subspace that closein to agravity well again.
| think we shook afew thingsloose- I'll look into repairs while were here, no point in screwing up
Engineering'sshore leave.”

The speaker on the arm of her Bridge chair buzzed; Barrett stabbed a contact. "Bridge, Captain
Speeking.”

"Cap'n," Security Chief Hector Gomp's voice came from the tiny speaker, "Are you going to be needing
any of my troopsfor anything, or can | cut 'em loose?"

"Let them go,” Barrett replied, "1 don't think well haveto fight off any boarding partiesin geosynchronous
orbit over Tarbos - not with the Navy hanging up there looking down at us. Y ou going down too?"

"You bet," Gomp's voice chuckled. "Got some plans, got to unwind alittle.”

"Don't unwind yourself into the Mountain View city jail," Barrett warned. "Remember last time we were
here - | don't want to have to come sign you out of the pokey again.”

"Nothing to worry about. Just alittle friendly recreation. Out here," Gomp replied.

"Captain, autocontral is functioning normally, security protocolsarein place,” Hemsman Paolo Guerra
reported. Barrett [ooked up; the entire Bridge crew was looking at her expectantly.

"Y ou want permission to clear the Bridge, don't you?"

"Well sure, Captain,” Guerragrinned.



"All right,” Barrett said, "Go on, then - you're dl dismissed. Clear the Bridge."
With acommunal whoop of glee, the duty crew legped at once for the passageway.

Only IndiraKrishnavarnalagged behind, pausing in the doorway to ask, "What about you, Captain? Got
anything planned? The autocontrol and security protocols can look after the ship for afew days."

"l haven't lost anything in Mountain View," Barrett evaded.

"Well, no, but just becauseit..." The Exec stopped suddenly; mentioning Barrett's short-lived romance
with Confederate Senator Michagl Crider Jr., which began in Mountain View, was agood way to invoke
the Captain's Irish temper.

"Not anything," Barrett said firmly. "I might go down for aday or so, but after | get agood, long degpin
my own rack; six-hour nights are fine when were in space, but it's nice to be ableto just degp aslong as
| want, and | can't ever seem to do that with thisnoisy crew banging around thislittle ship. A little peace
and quiet will benice”

"All right," Krishnavarnasaid. "I'm going to visit my cousinin Rangely; the comm codeisin the computer.
If you need me. I'll take the last shuttle to the Skyhook."

"Havefun," Barrett said as her Exec |eft the Bridge.

Barrett stood up, stretched again and looked around the Bridge, strangely empty and quiet with no duty
watch. "Peace and quiet,” she repeated to no one.

A hundred kilometers away

The ship was old and space worn, but functiona. Early inits career, it had worked the Earth - Caliban -
Zedrun asalight cargo hauler of the Rorqual class, but now the ship - renamed the Brookes - carried
cargoesless|egitimate than mining equipment, settlers and supplies.

"In assigned orbit, Boss," the ship's Helmsman reported.

"When'slocd nightfal?’

"About nine hours," the Navigation tech answered.

"Good. Unlimber the cargo shuttle. Get usalanding clearance a the usud field.”
"Already onit, Boss."

Severd levelsbelow in acavernous hangar bay, figures began moving around alarge cargo shuitle,
preparing it for adescent to the surface of Tarbos.

"How many thistime?"

"At least ahaf-dozen,”" the ship's commander answered, "and younger thistime. Prices are going down
some, our buyers are getting paranoid. Find 'em young and pretty."

"Surething, Boss. WEll be careful .”
The Shade Tree

Hector Gomp was waiting impatiently for the last shuttle for the Skyhook to dock when Indira



Krishanvarnafound him.
"What's up, Exec?' the former Marine asked.
"Y our troops get off dl right?"

"Y eah - McNed's off to vist some girl he met last time we were here, the girls are headed down the
coast to the Tide Pool, and Mickey Crowe - well, who the hell knows where he goes when he gets
leave? He never says much of anything to anyone at best of times.”

Krishnavarna chuckled. "Y es, he's the strong, silent type. What about you?"

"Y ou know me, Exec," Gomp leered. "Just off to find me some quality time with one or two of the
locals”

"Femdelocds, | presume.”
"None other. Cap'n is staying on the ship again, isn't she?'

"Yes," the Exec replied. "1 wish shed unwind alittle bit, just once in awhile. She's determined to work
hersdf to deeth, | think."

"Cap'n an't got good memories of Mountain View, you know," Gomp pointed out. "Well, that is, she
does, but that was then - you know?"*

"I know. But life goeson.”

"Yeah." Gomp looked out the port. "Finaly - here comes the damn shuttle. I'm outta here. Exec, you
have fun with your cousin, hear?"

"Have agood time" Krishnavarnasaid. "Try not to get thrown injail again.”

Gomp scowled. "Geez. A guy screws up once around here and no one ever lets him forget it.”

Two

Mountain View

Like any city, Mountain View had good areas and bad, safe neighborhoods and unsafe neighborhoods.
Hector Gomp could move safely through some of these areas, but other members of the Shade Tree
crew were required to be more cautious.

Engineering technicians Saskia Mirodava and Michiyo Watanabe were very cautious, but even caution
hasitslimits. The afternoon spent on Mountain View's expansve beach had long since passed into
evening; Tarbos 21-hour days made for startlingly short evenings. It wasfully dark by thetimethe girls,
walking to save cab fare, turned onto the narrow street where they had booked roomsin aclean but
inexpensve hotd.

They had vastly enjoyed their day on the beach. Together, the two girls made a striking contrast - Sassy
wastdl, blonde, blue-eyed, with findy sculpted Savic fegtures, while Mickie was petite, black-haired
and black-eyed, with the delicate features common to young girls of her native Japan. Add abbreviated
bathing suits, suntan ail, and the exuberance of wind, sand and sun after eight weeks cramped aboard
ship, and both girls had drawn alot of attention from young men sharing the stretch of beach.

They didn't yet know it, but they had drawn some less wel come attention as well.



Severd of the street'smunicipd arealightswere out. The girlswere ill in their bathing suits, beach
towelswrapped around their hips, and the night was growing cool; they were hurrying through the quiet
neighborhood, without paying close attention to their surroundings.

"Sasgy," Watanabe asked for thefifth time, "are you sure thisisthe way to the hotel ?'
"Sure. It'sright up this Street.”
"| don't recognizethis building,” Mickie complained.

"Mickie" Sassy sad, "relax. See?" She pointed to adimly lighted sign hanging from abuilding ahead.
"Therésthedgn.”

"All right, finaly. I'm cold. Let'sget ingde.”

The two girls wrapped their beach towe stightly around themselves and hurried up the dark, empty
dreet.

On arooftop above, two dark-suited figures peered over the flat-topped building's edge. One whispered
into athroat mike. "They're dmost there. Two, tal blonde, little brunette. Catch them when they passthe

dley."
A voice crackled back into the dark figure's ear piece. 'l hear them. Just have the skimmer ready.”

"Don't worry - these two and the others will be enough for thistrip. Well beleaving orbit in two hours,
S0 just shut up and do your job."

"I'monit."

Inthe aley below, another dark-suited figure cradled a specialy modified Tangler. An ordinary Tangler
fired aweb of sticky liquid that hardened into a dense, rubbery substance on impact, effectively trapping
itstarget in aheavy web and fastening to any surface, wall, floor or ground, which it touched. Local
police and Marines favored the Tangler for capturing antagonists without a fight; not even the strongest
man could break a Tangler web.

Themaninthedley cradled alarge, bulky weapon that had been built around a Tangler, but had three
features the standard Tangler lacked: its web was not sticky except to itself; the launching device was
modified to retract the web at the touch of a contact, effectively reding the quarry in to the wespon's
handler; findly, alarge capacitor array delivered a consderable high-voltage, low amperage stun charge
through the web on impact.

Thismodified Tangler could catch atarget, stun it, and quickly withdraw it from the target area, at ranges
up to fifteen meters. It was aweapon admirably suited for covert abductions.

The dgpping sound of the two girl's beach shoeswas growing louder. Themaninthedley raised his
weapon, braced himsdlf, and waited.

"Y ou know," Mickie Watanabe was saying, "'I'm going to have ahot shower, and adrink, and then we
could..." She stopped at the PLUNK of the Tangler firing, but before either girl could react, they were
dammed together, encased in the heavy webbing. The stun chargefired, knocking both girlsinstantly
unconscious, a hdf-second before the retractor redled their limp formsinto the dley.

Only onefdlen beach towel lay on the sdewalk.



"l got 'em both,” the man in the dley reported over thisthroat mike. "Get that skimmer down here.”

Lessthan aminute later, a heavy cargo skimmer backed down the dley. The unconscious girlswere
unceremonioudy tossed insde, where another figure quickly administered an air-hypo drug that would
keep them adeep for severa hours. The skimmer floated onto the street, bound for asmal landing field
west of the city.

Elsawhere

The BuenaVistawas not one of Mountain View's more reputabl e establishments. Hector Gomp liked the
place, not in spite of that, but because of it. "It'sagood place to blow off steam,” he often said, "after a
few months on ship.”

By the time Gomp got off the Skyhook bus and found a droid cab to the Buena Vista, atypica Friday
night was aready in progress, the metro police were dragging two brawlers out of the front door as
Gomp got out of the cab.

"My kind of place," he said to himsdlf. He swiped his Inter-Visain the dot on the cab's door and headed
for the bar's entrance.

Inside, the bar was dark and smoky. A scattering of Navy and Marine uniforms were visible among the
crowd of locals; most belonged to alarge group of Marines celebrating loudly in aside room. In the back
of the bar, infront of asmall wooden dance floor, alocal band thumped away at something that sounded
like agroup of maniacs skinning apack of livewildcats.

Gomp took a seet at the bar.

A middle-aged, scowling bartender in aserver's shirt that had once been white walked down the bar.
"What'syours?'

"Beer," Gomp replied.
"Wannarun atab?'
"Yeah." Gomp scanned his Inter-Visacard in thereader at his elbow.

The bartender yanked a glass mug off the overhead rack, held it under the tap whileit dispensed, did the
cold beer across the bar to Gomp.

Beer tastes so much better ashore, Gomp thought, taking along pull at the frosted mug. Hetook a
critical look around the bar. All the female patrons seemed to be accompanied. He wasn't worried; the
night was young.

Three hours and four games of holo-pooal later, Gomp's luck in seeking feminine companionship had not
improved. After breaking even on his fourth game, he handed his cue to another player and headed back
to the bar.

The band was dtill caterwauling in the back of the room. The bar had filled up some, mostly with couples
and groups, one of the few exceptions being an old man seated at the bar two spaces down from Gomp.
The old man sat with abeer mug in front of him, amorose expression on hisface, and ahuge cigar stuck
in the corner of his mouth; he was watching the crowd in the large mirror behind the bar.

Gomp cdled for abeer and sat, spping thoughtfully. Maybe | should try over at the Anchor. More
singlesthere. Younger crowd.



Moments later, someone walked up to stand beside him.

She was young, blonde, and shapely. Gomp's interest was piqued, but only for amoment before he
recognized her asthe girlfriend of one of the locals a the poal tables.

"Hi," thegirl said. "Having fun?'

"Yeah." Gomp smiled politely, and went back to his contemplating hisbeer. The girl called for apitcher
of beer, and with thisleft in the direction of thetables.

I'll finish this beer, hethought, then head on out. Got to be someplace with more action.
A moment later, there was atap on Gomp's shoulder. "Hey," avoice sad.

Gomp turned on his barstool to look into ared, swesting, jowly face. The face was frowning. It belonged
to one of thelocas at the pool tables, one whom Gomp had relieved of fifty dollarsin agameonly an
hour earlier.

"What," Gomp asked him, "you want arematch?'

"What are you thinking, bum, hitting on my girl?"

"What? " Gomp'sjaw dropped in surprise. "What the hell are you talking about?'
"You heard me."

Recognition snapped in Gomp's brain. The blonde girl who had just been at the bar had been with the
sweeting, frowning loca in front of him now.

"Buddy, | wasn't hitting on your girl. Go back to your game.”

Theloca reached out and shoved Gomp's shoulder. ™Y ou were hitting on her," he durred; he evidently
had drunk quite abit since the pool game. "I saw you."

"AsK her," Gomp said. He stood up to face the local. In his peripherd vision, he saw the old man down
the bar stand up dowly - no doubt getting ready to clear the area. Severa other localswere sidling
dowly away, expressions of darm on their faces; apparently thisbig, red-faced, sweating man had a
reputation.

"Don't haveto." Theloca pushed Gomp again. "l can see, can't |?"
"Dont push meagain,” Gomp warned.

"Fucking Marines," thelocal sad. "Think you're al so badass. Well, I'm going to tell you something,
jarhead - you're going to get your ass kicked." He reached to push Gomp again - and found his hand
enclosed in Gomp's massive fist. The world rotated rapidly around the loca as Gomp spun him about
and cracked him, chest-firgt, acrossthe brassrailing of the bar. The air shot out of thelocd'slungsina
sharp whuff, and he did to the floor, gasping.

"Morriel" somebody shouted. Before Gomp could turn around, abeer glass hit him in the back of the
head, stunning him. "Grab him," somebody shouted. Through a haze, Gomp saw a hand bearing a heavy
glassmug - saw it rise, and smash down again. The glass hit him on the | eft eyebrow, splitting it; blood
ran into Gomp's eyes.

Helashed out with onefigt, caught the figure that had swung the mug, hammered him to thefloor. A fist



hit him in the | eft kidney; agony exploded through his midsection as another blow stuck hishead. Gomp
could hold and had held his own againgt four like thefirst local, but double that number crowded in now
to pummd him.

He struck sideways with akick and was rewarded with a grunt of pain from someone; he lashed out
again and again with figts, feet, making best use of the one advantage he had, that being that he could hit
anyone he wanted, while the locals had to look out for their friends and try to hit him. But there were too
many of them and his head was spinning from the blow with the beer mug; he was taking more hits than
he delivered. He dropped to one knee, trying to shield his head, unaware that help was only seconds

avay.

"MARINES!" avoice shouted from down the bar. As Gomp sumped into unconsciousness, he was
dimly aware of severd Marine uniforms diving into the brawl, scattering the gang of locaslike marbleson
aglasstable.

He awoke dowly some moments|later. A strong arm was supporting him, moving him towards the exit.
Red flashing lights showed through the door: the police. The yowling of the band had been replaced by
shouts and curses.

"Hold on, son," avoicetold him. "I'm getting you out of here."

"Stop there, gir," avoice called out. Gomp's forward motion stopped. He looked up through a haze of
blood; his supporter was digging for an ident card. Gomp smelled cigar smoke.

"Here," hissupporter said. "I'll take care of thisone - heshurt.”
The policeman: "I can't just let you teake him out...."
"L ook at the card.”

A moment's sllence from the policeman. Then: "I'm sorry, Colond," the former Marine turned policeman
sad, "l didn't recognize you. Right through that door, sir. Y oull be taking him for medica trestment?*

"That'sright."
"Very good, Sr."

The cool outsde air revived Gomp. He managed to stand up, wiping blood from his eyes, and finaly saw
hisrescuer.

"Hey," hesaid. "Youretheold guy at the bar.”
The old man laughed. "Y egh, that'sme."
"l owe you one, then," Gomp said. "That one guy sucker-punched me. Just too damn many of them.”

"The Corpstakes care of itsown," the old man agreed. He handed Gomp a handkerchief. Y ou saw the
other Marinesin the bar - you should have cdled out.”

"Kind of used to handling these things on my own," Gomp said, "Buit, yeah, | suppose | should have.”
"How's your head?'

"Hurts, but I'll bedl right. I've taken worse than this."



The old man looked at Gomp closdly. "I'll bet you have. What's your name, son?"
Gomp wiped blood from hisface. "Gomp. Hector Gomp. But I'm not aMarine - well, not any more."

"There are no ex-Marines, boy," the old man laughed. "There are only Marineswho are no longer on
activeduty.”

"Can't argue with that,” Gomp said.

The old man extended his hand. "Colond Augustus G. Fdller, Confederate Marine Corps, retired. My
friends cal me Gus. Pleased to meet you, Gomp."

Gomp shook Fdler's hand, hiseyeswide. "Colond... Feller? Colond Feller? Of Earth? The Niicene
Rebdlion, that Colond Fdller?’

IlThalS r.rE.II
"Damn."

"Comeon,” Feller said. "Let's get off the streets, before those cops change their minds and tossusin the
pokey aong with everyonedse. | pulled afast onethere" he explained, "that young officer at the door
was in the Corps, went through the Combeat L eadership course while | was a contract instructor there a
couple years ago. We can't count on being that lucky with the next cop that stops us.” He turned and
marched down the walkway away from the bar at afast clip; Gomp had to hurry to keep up.

"Whereto, Sr?'
Feller stopped and regarded the younger man for amoment. "Where are you staying, son?"

"Well," Gomp smiled sheepishly, "I don't really have aroom or anything. | suppose | could go back to
theshipif | had to, but | don't really want to pay for ashuttle. See, | waskind of hoping, well, sr...."
Gomp's voicetrailed off in some embarrassment.

Feller looked severe for amoment, and then barked out alaugh. ™Y ou were hoping to find some pretty
young lady willing to ask you to spend the night, isn't thet right?"

"Well," Gomp admitted, "Y esh. Something like that."

"I was ayoung man once mysdlf, you know," Feller dapped Gomp on the back. "How often do you end
up going back to your ship, anyway?'

Gomp grinned. "Not too often.”

"I bet." The Colone looked thoughtful for amoment. "What isyour ship, son? What do you do?"
"The Shade Tree, Sr, armed privateer. I'm her Chief of Security.”

"The Shade Tree, eh? Captain... Barrett, isthat right?"

"That'sher, ar."

"I've heard of her. The ship and the Captain, asit happens. Y ou folks did some great work during the
wa."

"It was exciting at times, but yeah - there were asses that needed kicking, and we kicked them.”



"You suredid. That bit with the Occupation ship will be written into Navy tactics books, | think." The
Colond stopped at a corner and held up a hand. One of Mountain View's roaming robotic cabs stopped,
the gull-wing door opening at the curb.

"Hopin," Feller said. Gomp shrugged and climbed into the cab.
"Ephesian Towers," the Colond said ashe climbed in.

"VERY WELL, SIR," the cab's robotic voice replied. "PLEASE FASTEN YOUR SAFETY
HARNESS"

"Shaddup,” Feller answered the cab. "Get moving.”

Therewas afaint whine as the cab's mag-levslifted the yellow boxlike droid off the street, and started it
towardsits destination.

At Colond Feller's urging, Gomp spent the ride to the towering condominium complex telling of some of
the Shade Tree 's recent adventures and misadventures - charting three new habitable planets on the
border with the Grugdll, stedling a cargo of smuggled minerds, transporting ateam of prospectorsto the
Kuiper Bdt of the Fortune system. The Colonel listened attentively, thinking as the cab settled to a stop
infront of hisbuilding, this could be just what I'mlooking for.

"Whereisyour Captain staying, Gomp?"' Fdller asked as Gomp stood on the sidewalk, eyeswide,
looking up, up and up at the gleaming silver facade of the Ephisan Towers.

"The Captain?' Gomp shook himsdlf. "Oh hell, sir, she stays on the ship. She might come down for a
night or two, but no more than that. She can't bear leaving the ship for too long - it'slike she'sworried it
won't be there when she gets back.”

"That'swhat | felt like when | wasacommander,” Feller agreed. He dapped Gomp on the back. " Son,"
hesad, "Y ou aren't going to meet any friendly young ladieswith blood dl over your face. You're
welcome to pass the night here, clean yoursdlf up, have acigar or two and a couple of shots of Scotch,
swap somewar stories- if you'll do me one favor.”

"You nameit, sir,” Gomp grinned. One didn't get to hear war stories from aman of Colond Feller's
reputation very often.

"I'd like to meet your Captain in the morning. I'll pay for a shuttle from the Skyhook to your ship.”
"Sure, gir, | mean, I'd be glad to - but why?

"Let'sjust say I'mlooking for alittle excitement. If your Captain isn't averse to taking a paying passenger,
| might just ride around with you folks for awhile."

The mention of money made Gomp grin in spite of hisaching head. "I'm pretty sure shelll agree,” he said.
"We don't get dl that many passengers - not paying ones, anyway."

"Good. Come on up, then." With that, the Colond ushered Gomp in the main door, beginning asthey
went, "Let metdl you about thistime when | was stationed at the U.S. Embassy in Brazil on Earth, back
thenwe..."

The door swung dowly shut behind them.
A smdl privatelanding fidd



Sassy Mirodavaand Mickie Watanabe were still knocked out when the cargo shuttle eased into the
cargo bay of abig commercia shuttle. The dark-suited figure from the rooftop jumped out, shouting at
the men in the bay. " Stow everything and make it fast. Welift for the ship in ten minutes.”

"You got it, Boss," severd caled back.

Two men - onetal, bearded, with a pockmarked face, the other short, squat, with bulging eyes -
dragged the inert forms of Mickie and Sassy out of the skimmer.

The short man leered down at Sassy's bathing suit. Squatting down, he reached inside her suit to fondle
her left breast.

"Damn you, Hester," the leader said. He walked across the bay to the short man and backhanded him,
hard; the little man fell backwards with ayelp.

"But Migter Dotsero,” he protested, "l wasjudt..."

"I know what you were 'just’ doing, Hester," Dotsero sneered. "And | told you, no touching. The priceis
better for unused goods. Get these two to the holding cell, and get to your stations.”

"Right away, Boss." The two men hurried to carry out their orders.

Twelve minutes later, the big cargo shuttlelifted off of the landing pad and angled for orbit.

Three
The Shade Tree

When Gus Fdller made up hismind to act, he acted quickly; by eleven loca the next morning, he and
Hector Gomp arrived by leased shuttle at the Shade Tree, where Gomp was not at al surprised to find
his Captain till in residence.

Captain Barrett, on the other hand, was surprised at the Colonel's request. ™Y ou want to book passage?
Whereto?'

Colond Feler smiled a the Shade Tree 's Captain. "Where are you going next?'

Barrett laughed. "Well, Colonel, | haven't really decided yet. We need to finish up afew repairs, most of
my crew'sdown in Mountain View on shore leave. | don't figure on putting to space again for another

five days"
"Suitsmefing" Feler said. "That gives me some time to make arrangementsto be gone aspdll.”

"Y ou redly don't care where we're going? We get into some shady places; it gets dangerous some of
the..." Her voicetrailed off as Colond Fdler grinned widdly.

"I think | can handleit, Captain.”

"All right then,” Barrett smiled and shook the Colonels hand. "Welcome aboard. We clear Tarbos orbit
on Tuesday morning; if you can be here Monday by twenty local, my Exec will set you up with aberth.”

"I'll be here," Feller agreed. He extended his heavy, callused hand and shook Barrett's dim one.
"Captain, thank you. | best be getting on back down to the surface. Gomp, you want aride back to the

dity?"



"Surething, dr,” Gomp grinned. "Still got four more days of shore leave.”
"And no room booked, | suppose?' Feller asked.

"SOP, gir," Gomp agreed.

"Gomp," Barrett began.

"I know, Cap'n, | know - don't get tossed in jail. Geez, Cap'n - I'd anever took aswing at himif I'd
have known he was a cop.”

The Brookes

Saskia Mirodavawoke up dowly, her head pounding from a drug hangover. She opened her eyes,
squinting againg the glare of asingle overhead light.

"Sassy," she heard afamiliar voice. She turned her head; Mickie Watanabe was Sitting against the smooth
grey wall two feet away, il in her bathing suit. Sassy looked down; she was dtill in her suit aswell.

"Where are we?"

"Ligten," Mickie replied, pointing down at the deck. From the deck below where Sassy lay came the
digtinctive, low-pitched rumble of a Gdllar star drive. "Were on aship.”

"What? What ship?'
"l don't know, Sassy. | think werein trouble.”

Sassy sat up, rubbing her head, and noticed for the first time that there were four othersin the room. Al
four were young women, under twenty-five or so; al four huddled miserably on the deck. Therewas o
furniture.

The room was more like a cell, maybe ten meters by four, curved dightly - following the contour of a
ship'shull, Sassy was sure. There were no ports, ho terminas, no wall hangings, just four plain unmarked
gray bulkheads and only one door. Sassy stood up, laid afinger on the pandl to fed the dight buzzing of a
security field that would give her aconsderablejolt if shetried to force the door.

"Wereintrouble," Sassy agreed.

Mickie drew her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them as she sat againgt the
bulkhead, sobbing quietly. Sassy sat on the deck next to her and wrapped her arms around the smaller
girl. "Don't worry, Mickie. The Captain will come after us. Well befine." She siroked Mickie€s hair,
wishing she fdt as confident as she sounded.

"We don't know wherethey'retaking us," Mickie cried. "We could be going over the frontier, we could
be going anywhere. How can the Captain find us? How can anyone find us?'

"We listed the ship on the hotel check-in," Sassy assured her. "When we don't turn up to pay the tab,
they'll call the ship - and remember, Mickie, the Exec invented the protocols that the Navy usesto track
shipsin subspace. Nobody's better at it than sheis. They'll find us," she repeated. "They'll find us.”

"Areyou inthe Navy?' one of the other girls asked. Sassy looked up; the girl was about her age,
black-haired, petite, wearing a dress suited for an evening on the town, but torn and soiled by rough
hendling.



"No," Sassy answered. "Werefrom the Shade Tree. It'saprivateer ship.”

"You redly think they'll come after you?'

"I know they will," Sassy said.

The girl moved over to St next to the two from the Shade Tree. "I'm MiraToler," she said.
"I'm Sassy Mirodava. Thisis Mickie Watanabe. We work in Engineering on the Shade Tree. "

Toler leaned closer, her voice lowered. "They thought | was adegp when they tossed mein here" she
confided, "but | heard them talking. They're talking about sdlling us."

"Savers?' Sassy gasped.

"Yeah," Toler agreed. "There have been rumors; every oncein awhile someone just disappears, usualy
girls about our age but some men, too. Anyway - they mentioned where they were heading.”

"Where?'

"Someplace cdled Titan's Belt," Toler whispered, "Out past Avaon, on the south side of the
Confederacy."

"I was afraid wed be headed to the Grugdll frontier, but that's away off in the opposite direction.”
"Yeah," Toler agreed, "'l know. I'm studying astrogation at the University at Mountain View."
"Think you could figure out where we are once we get to wherever this Titan's Belt is?'

"Not without a bearing on the night sky, spectrograph readings on adozen stars or so and a navigation
console” Toler said. "It'snot that easy.”

Sassy raised her voice. "Do any of you have any technicd skills?!

Two of the other shook their heads sadly; the third looked up, revealing atear-streaked face. "'l do, sort
of," shesad. "My Dad was a Chief Petty Officer in the Navy, he developed signals systemsfor starships
with Space Systems Command; he taught mealot.”

"What's your name?"
"Gillian Marquez."
"Where did they get you, honey?'

"Right out of my own flat in Rangely," she said, indicating her tan pgama pants and top. Sassy noticed
her feet were bare and dirty. "They won't even give us clean clothes."

"All right,” Sassy said, "We're on aship, headed somewhere cdled Titan's Belt. We know it's near
Avaon. We know these people are davers. Now, Mickie and | are engineers; Mickie can hack
computersand | know Gellar drives aswell as anyone. Gillian, you know signas systems, and Mira
knows alittle astrogation. Let's put our heads together; we have to find some way to let someone know
wherewe are.”



Four
The Shade Tree - two days later

Jean Barrett had been enjoying alate morning with nothing to do, and so was il in her narrow bunk
when the comm pand in her cabin buzzed in the two-tone note that indicated acal coming from off-ship.

"Damn," she muttered as she rolled over and stood up, stretching. "If that's Gomp in the dammer again, |
swear..." She stabbed the pandl's contact. " Shade Tree, " she snapped. "Who's caling?’

" Shade Tree, " avoice came back, distorted by the range; it obvioudy came from Tarbos surface. "This
isthe Open ArmsHotd in Mountain View. | need to speak to your commander.”

"Open Arms?I'm Captain Barrett,” shereplied. "I'm the commander of the Shade Tree. Why areyou
cdling?'

"Captain,” the voice rasped, "Do you have two crew members, Saskia Mirodavaand Michiyo
Watanabe?'

"l do," Barrett replied. "They're not on the ship at the moment; they're down on the surface on shore
leave™

"They seem to have skipped on their bill, Captain. We haven't seen them in two days, their room has net
been entered, and they don't answer their persona comm-codes that they listed on check-in."

"What? Areyou sure? That'snot a dl like elther of them.”
"Sure as can be, Captain.”
"Give meyour address,”" Barrett said. "I'll be down this afternoon. | want to talk to you."

The voicerattled off an addressin Mountain View, within akilometer of the seashore; Barrett recognized
the neighborhood. "Very well. I'll see you insde of four hours."

She snapped the contact, ending the conversation, and sat thinking very hard for afew moments. Then
she reached for the comm panel again, tapping in Hector Gomp's persona comm code.

"Gomp," she snapped as soon asthe call went through. "Where are you?”'
"Mountain View, near the beach, north side,” Gomp's deepy voice came back. "Why?'
"Weve got a problem. Can you meet me at the bottom of the Skyhook in, say, two hours?*

"Just asec, Capn." Faintly, Barrett heard arustling of cloth, afemae voiceraised ininquiry, Gomp's
deeper voice murmuring areply. Despite hersdlf, Barrett smiled.

After amoment, Gomp's voice came back. "Y eah, | can be there. What's going on?"

"Weve got a problem,” Barrett said. "Sassy and Mickie from Engineering are down there somewhere -
their hotel called, claimed they've skipped on their hill."

"Sassy and Mickie? No way," Gomp said in surprise.

"That'swhat | told the hotel. But they've gone somewhere, and | want to know where."



"All right,” Gomp said, "I'll be there. Two hours.
"Seeyou then."

The Brookes

None of the girlsin the featurel ess compartment had any idea of how long they had been held there; from
the intervals at which food and water were shoved through the door, shejudged it to be about three
days. One of the girls had discovered apanel onthewall that rotated out to reveal asmall toilet, which
was fortunate since none of them had been alowed clean clothing.

As near as Sassy could figure, it was close to time for another meal, so she wasn't surprised to hear faint
sounds outside the room's single door; she was surprised when the door crashed open. A tall, pale man
with straw-colored hair looked in a them.

"Stand up,” he sngpped. "All of you."

The six girlsstood up, dowly, cautioudy.

"Relax," the man said. "Nobody is going to hurt you, aslong as you behave and do asyou'retold.”
"Who areyou?' Sassy asked.

The tal man shrugged. "Y ou can cal me Mister D," he answered.

"Where are you taking us?'

"That, you'll haveto wait and see. All right, in singlefile, follow me. No funny stuff.” He stepped back
from the doorway.

"Comeon," Sassy said to the other girls. She walked into the corridor and turned to follow 'Mister D'

where he walked away down the dingy, poorly lit passageway. A small, squat, pockmarked man cradled
acarbinein hisarms beside the door, presumably to guard the rear of the little progression; he leered
openly at the upper curves of Sassy's breasts, reveaed by her dirty bathing suit. She shivered at the look.

"In here" thetal man indicated another doorway. The six girlsfiled into find afat, bored-looking woman
behind a counter; shelves and cabinets lined the compartment behind her.

"Give Jane hereyour szes" Migter D ordered, "Undergarments, coverdls, and shoe sizes. Then, go
through that door back there - there are static-jet showers and teeth cleaners. Get yourselves cleaned up
and dressed, then form back up out here. Got me?"

All sx girlsnodded.
"Good. Don't stand there staring at me. Get moving."

Sassy had always didiked the static-jet showers aboard the small, chronically water-short Shade Tree,
but today, the buzzing, tingling fedl of the shower was one of the most welcome sensations she had ever
known. She emerged from the shower fedling better than she had in days.

The package of clothing she had been handed was disappointing.

Besde her, MiraToler echoed her sentiments. "These coverals" she said, holding up adull gray
garment, "they fed like paper.”



"How about these shoes? | guessyou'd call them dippers.” Sassy examined the footwear carefully; they
were flexible plagtic, designed to fit either | eft or right foot.

"At least there's clean underwear, and it fedslike cloth.”

The braand panties provided were chegp but clean and comfortable. All six girls dressed quickly and
filed back into the outer compartment.

"There," Migter D said. "'l bet you dl fed better." He sniffed theair likealarge dog. "You do al smell
better."

"Thanks," one of the girls muttered.

"Y ou'll be taken back herefor clean coveradls and ashower every other day until we get to where we're
going.”

"Arewe going back to that cell now?"

"Yes," Miger D said evenly, meeting Sassy's gaze with eyes as gray as gunmetd. "What e s2?"
"Could we have something to read, at least?"

"Something to read?’

"Y eah, something to read. What could it hurt?"

Mister D looked thoughtful for amoment. "Well," he said, "l suppose so. Why not?' Heturned to the
sguat man, who still stood in the doorway cradling his carbine. "Seeto it. Find them areader and some
book chips."

"Yessr, Boss" the squat man said dowly.

"All right. Back to your place, girls. Supper will bein afew minutes. Hester, take them back.”
Dotsero watched asthe girlsfiled out under the steady gaze of the guard.

"Not abad looking bunch,” he commented after the last of them had filed out.

"Better than usud," Jane commented from behind the counter.

"Tarbosisawaysgood for pretty young girls."

Five

The Shade Tree

"Y ou want to know how many ships haveleft Tarbosin the last two days?'

Captain Barrett looked down at Indira Krishnavarnawhere she sat at the Scanning console. Dismay
spread across the Captain'sface. "How many?"

"At leadt fifty. Trangt Control won't release the exact number, but I've got trangit tracks on at least that

many ships. The tracks fade with time, but I'm pretty sure | can read back forty-eight hours, maybe atad
more."

"Anything unusua?"



"No, just the usual destinations - Avalon, Zed, Earth, Forest," the Exec read off destinations as she
pointed out tracks on the scanner panedl.

"Where's Gomp?"'

"On hisway to the Skyhook - hel's going to nose around, seeif there was any unusua shuttle traffic or
anything out of the ordinary going up and down the'Hook."

"Good idea. What about our passenger?”

The Exec made awry face. "The Colond? He went with Gomp. Heinssted onit, in fact; said he knew
some people that might bein apogtion to tel us something.”

"l hope he'sright.”
The Tarbos Skyhook

Thelower threelevels of the Navy's section of the Tarbos Skyhook were taken up by amyriad of small
offices, supply rooms, and cubbyholes, but Augustus Feller seemed to know exactly where he was going
as he led Hector Gomp through the rabbit-warren maze of passages and eevators.

"Wherearewe going, Sr?'
"Port Controller's Office," Colond Feller replied.

"Port Controller? The Captain called them - they said they can't release any info on any filed flight plans,
just on arrivals and departures. Doesn't help much.”

"Trust me" Fdler said over hisshoulder. "Ah - herewe are.”

Feller tapped on the door marked PORT CONTROLLER and walked in, with Gomp close on his heels.
Just insde the somewhat claustrophobic compartment, agray-haired Master Chief Petty Officer sat
behind adesk, frowning at histermina screen.

"Jack!" Feller burst out. "How the hell are you?"

The Magter Chief looked up, hisfrown changing to agrin. "Gus Fdler! Well, I'll be damned. I'm doing
fine, Gus, you old bastard. How're you?' He jumped to hisfeet, grabbed Feller's outstretched hand and
shook it. Gomp noticed the tattoo of alaughing seal on the man'sforearm.

"Never better," Fdler said. "Jack Ganns, my sidekick here is Hector Gomp. Hector's agood boy - did
fiveyearsin the Corps. Confederate type.”

Gomp reached to shake hands. "Pleased to meet you, Master Chief."

"Same. If Gus Fdller vouches for you, you must be agood fella. Sit down, boys," Gannswaved at two
charsin front of hisdesk. "What's going on, Gus? Why the sudden vist?'

"l need afavor, Jack," Feller said.

"Nameit. | sill oweyou for that Delta Amacuro business.”

Feller waved hishand. "Jack, | told you before, | wasjust doing my job."
"Y eah, maybe - but it was one hdll of ajob.”



"Just routine; Marines are dways bailing you SEAL S out of trouble; you know that." Both men laughed.
"Where's Delta Amacuro?' Gomp wanted to know.

Ganns and Feller looked at each other and grinned. "Well," Feller said, " where itis, isin Venezuda,
back on Earth. What it wasthat we did there neither of us can talk about. That dedl will till be classified
when your grandkids are old folks, Gomp."

"That's right. Those were the days, though,” Ganns agreed. " So, Gus - what's the favor?’

Feler leaned forward. " Jack, you can bring up alist of ship departuresfrom Tarbosfor the last two-three
days rignt?'

Gannsglanced at histermind. "Y eah. That'seasy. Why?"
"Gomp here, his ship ismissng two crewmen. Y oung girls, Jack. We think someone picked them up.”

"And that they're on a ship heading out somewhere? Hell, Gus, have you talked to the CBI? They handle
missing personsif you suspect they've been taken off-planet.”

Feller let out an explosive snort. " Shit, Jack, you know how that works. Peoplejump ship dl thetime -
ain't aweek goes by that some ship captain doesn't drop in claiming someoneis'missing,’ and ninetimes
out of ten they just got a better offer. The Captain filed areport, but it will stop right there; you know it,
and | know it."

"But you know these two girls better than that,"” Ganns said.

"You bet, Master Chief," Gomp said. "Mickie and Sassy have been with usfor over ayear. Both of them
likethelife and they like the ship. I'd bet a year's pay againgt them being jumpers. The clincher, though, is
that they just disappeared from the hotel they had booked - no forward, no message, skipped on the bill
and dl. | know thesetwo gals- they just ain't like that.”

"I'm not really supposed to do this, you know. But two young girls missing from agood crew, and what
with the rumors were hearing around here; hdl, yeah, I'll help. Let me have alook at the departures,”
Ganns said. He turned to histermind, tapped away for afew moments.

"Wel," hesad a lagt, "thisisinteresting. Y ou said you thought someone picked these girls up, right?”
"That'sright," Gomp agreed.

"Gus, look here." Gannsturned histermind screen haf-way around and pointed at oneline.

"The Brookes? " Feller frowned at the screen. "They wouldn't be that stupid, would they?!

"It gets better," Ganns said. "Remember Chuck Dotsero?"

"That son of abitch. | remember rdieving him of duty for falsifying pay records.”

"Yeah, well, that's hisship.”

Feller leaned forward again and inspected the record. " Sure as hell. Charles Francis Adams Dotsero.
Can't be two of those."

"And with aship named the Brookes, want to guess what he's up to now? It adl fits, Gus."



"It does at that.”
"One of you want to clue me in?' Gomp asked.

"Bit of old Earth history, Gomp. The origina Brookes was adave ship, ran in the old Africa- North
Americadavetradein the late seventeen hundreds. Savers," Feller snapped, "you'd think we had
outgrown that by now."

"I've heard rumors," Ganns said. "People do turn up missing now and then - and not al of them are
ship-jumpers. Werre tdking civilians, groundhogs from Mountain View and some of the towns around.”

"Probably ending up on some mining station on amoon or asteroid somewhere," Feller agreed. "Y ou
have any ideahow many little mining stations and gas didtilleriesthere are out there? Every settled system
that has an asteroid belt or aringed gas giant must have hundreds of little pressure domes and stations
floating around out there. Half of them are supplying ships off the books, too. Sooner or later the
government's going to have to do something about them.”

"Maybe," Gannssaid. "But I'd give long odds againgt even the Navy being ableto find them al, Gus,
much lessregul ate them.”

"True. Back to the Brookes , then. Where are they headed, Jack?"'
"Hight plan says Avalon. Could be anywhere, Gus."

"Avaon'sadart. If they're worried about anyone coming after them, they'll want to pick afiled
degtination not too far off from where they'reredly going, just so their trangit track isn't too far off. Chuck
Dotsero's acrook, but he's not stupid - helll assume that sooner or later, someone will try to track him
down."

"We haveto let the Captain know about this," Gomp said.

"Yeah." The Colond stood up. "Jack, it's been apleasure. When | get back from thistrip, let'sgo have a
steak and afew beers - talk about the old days some.”

"I'll look forward to that, Gus." They shook hands. "See you around, old man."
"Take care of yoursdlf, Jack. Gomp, let's get back to the ship.”

"Right withyou, Sr.”

Six

The Shade Tree

Gomp and the Colond found the Captain in the ship's mess room, where she waslistlessy picking at a
sandwich and fretting. On hearing the news the two brought from the Skyhook, it only took her afraction
of asecond to reach her decision.

Barrett stood up, waked to the mess room's comm panel, and called the Bridge. "Indira," she snapped
when the Exec answered. "'l need crew status. |'s everyone back on board?’

"Asof haf an hour ago, yes," IndiraKrishnavarnareplied.

Barrett began barking orders. "Call the Bridge watch to duty. I'll be on the Bridge mysdlf in afew
minutes. If thereé's anyone at Navigation now, tell them to plot the best possible trgjectory for Avaon.



Call Port Control, get us adeparture clearance.”
"Onit," the Exec replied.

"Avaon," Colond Feller said. He snapped hisfingers. "Captain, | just remembered something; | wason
Avdon two years ago. The colony itsdf isn't much, mostly tourism, canyon gliding, parasailing and the
like. No industry, very little farming or anything labor-intensve. But there's something e se there”

"What?' Barrett demanded.

Fdler sat down at amesstable, grunting dightly at apang of pain from hisbelly. He reached into his
jacket pocket, extracted acigar, held it up a eyelevel and examined it carefully. "We were talking about
al thelittle roughneck mining stations around when we were down on the Dock and it got me to thinking.
See, Avdon, the planet itsdf, wouldn't have too much apped for adaver; too much traffic, it'sa pretty
place and lots of folks vacation there. That bothered me when we found out Dotsero was headed that
way. But Avadon'sthe second planet in that system; the fourth isagas giant they cal Titan. Most
passenger ships take a sub-light swing within visud range of it on theway into Avaon, it'sa pretty
Spectacular sight. Big damn gas giant, it would make three or four Jupiters - its gravity well has swept up
most of the garbage in the system into a series of rings around its equator. Now, those rings are mostly
ice and rock, but theiceisfull of hydrocarbons and complex carbohydrates; there are adozen or more
little hydrocarbon and volatiles farming operations out there harvesting the ice blocks for water, oxygen,
hydrogen, carbohydrates and hydrocarbons. The placeis practicaly custom-made to re-supply ships,
especidly shipsthat want to keep alow profile. They cdl that ring system Titan's Belt."

"Avaon's sort of out there on the southern periphery,” Gomp observed. "Lots of traffic to the colony, but
| bet nobody much pays any attention to those hydrocarbon farms.”

"It'salabor-intensive operation,” Feller pointed out. He removed the wrapper from his cigar, trimmed it
and lit it. Heleaned back, propped his boots on the table, took athoughtful pull on the cheroot and blew
acloud of blue smokeinto the air. "Rough living conditions, too, | expect; lots of men that have been out
therefor along time, isolated, nobody much paying attention to what they're doing - and they're making
plenty of money from their operations.”

"And Dotsero is picking up attractive young girls," Barrett snarled, "to sdll to those carbon farmers and
icewranglers. Perfect.”

"Makes sense, doesn't it? And the thing isthis; there's got to be someone organizing thisdaver ring. Find
that guy, and you find your missing crew."

Captain Barrett looked the old Marinein the eyes. "Colonel, your pleasure cruisejust turned into a
rescue misson. Areyou sure you still want to ride along?

"Captan,”" Fdler grinned, "'l wouldn't missit for anything."
"It might get rough.”

"I've got an M9 carbine in one of those footlockers | brought aboard,” Feller said, "and a Parks
12-gauge riot shotgun. I've even got my old battle armor. I'm aways prepared for a scrap, Captain; it'sa
hard habit to break."

"Fair enough. Let'shope it doesn't cometo that."

The Brookes



Mickie Watanabe woke up suddenly; something had changed.
"Sassy," she said, shaking the other girl's shoulder. " Sassy, wake up.”
mWhat?

"Ligten," Mickie said. "The star drive has stopped.”

Sassy placed ahand on the deck, closed her eyes. The characterigtic faint rumble of the Gellar drive was
no longer there. "You'reright,” shesaid.

"Where ever they'retaking us, were there.”
"Wake up the others."

While the other girlswere getting up, rubbing deep from their eyes, and pulling on their cheap paper
coverdls, Sassy recovered the book reader sheld been surreptitioudy modifying and tucked it inside her
coverd| just asthe door suddenly swung open.

"All right," the short, squat guard called out. "Get it together. We're moving out.”
"Where are we going?'
"Never you mind that. Y ou'll find out soon enough.”

The sx girlsfiled out of the compartment into the corridor. "Follow me," the short guard said; Sassy
noticed another guard, this onetall and cadaverous, took up the rear guard position. His carbine dangled
from one hand, and he yawned hugely as hefell into place behind them.

Two ladders and one hatch later, the procession filed into adocking umbilical connecting the shipto a
station. Sassy managed alook out one of the umbilical'stiny ports; the station was not a Skyhook, nor
wasit an orbital dock over a settled world. Instead, an enormous gas giant swirled dowly, dominating the
view, while closer, awide bdt of ice chunks and boulders stretched away into the distance. Looking
forward, Sassy could see part of alarge station seemingly built into alarge asteroid, one of the larger
fragments of what had to be Titan's Belt.

'Migter D' waswaiting for them just inside the station.

"Take them to B deck, compartment B-24," hetold the squat guard. "WEell be here afew days until
everyone involved getsin from the other stations. Then well be moving down to Brickstown to do the
sde." Sassy saw Mickiesface pale suddenly at the word sale.

"Yesdr, Boss. Thisway, girls" the short man motioned.

One by one, the girlsfiled into the mining station. Sassy Mirodavawasthe last into the port, wondering
as she stepped acrossif sheld ever breathe free air again.

Seven
The Shade Tree
"Coming in on the Avaon system now, Captain - norma spacein five, four, three, two, one, mark.”

With adight shudder, the Shade Tree dropped out of subspace. The blue-white globe of Avalon shone
geadily in the near distance.



"Shall | cdl for aparking orbit assgnment?' Kaelee Adams asked from the Signals pand.

"No. Weretactica as of now, people. Total EMCON; | don't want anyone to know we're here.
Navigation, get usafix onthat gasgiant.”

"Scanning, Captain - got it. Recommend course one oh six by three.”

"New course, one oh six by three. Ahead full. Plot your jump to put us north of the planet, just out of
easy visud range of anything in that ring system or in high orbit around the giant.”

"Plotted and engaged. WEell be therein Sx minutes.”
Barrett stabbed a contact on the arm of her Bridge chair. "Gomp, get your people ready.”
"We're cocked and locked, Cap'n," the reply came back from the ship's shuttle port.

"All right, as soon as we drop out of subspace, | want agloba scan of the area. Look for any large
dtations, any habitable moons. | want agood map of what's going on out here.”

The Shade Tree 's Sx-member boarding party waswaiting &t the port to the shuttle, making alast-minute
check of weapons and armor, when Colonel Feller waked into the narrow compartment.

Gomp's eyes opened wide. The Colonel was wearing battered old polymer armor, the ancient Mark VI
armor used before the war, and carrying a carbine. It was not the armor and carbine but rather the
Colond'sface that drew Gomp's attention; Feller wore his normd stern expression, and the inevitable
cigar was clamped in acorner of hismouth, but his skin was pale, and swest glistened on his forehead.

"Sr, aeyoudl right?’
"Fine," Feler snapped. "Haven't worn thisarmor in awhile. Heavy damn stuff.”
"Areyour sure you want to do this? We may be boarding under fire."

"How the hell do you think | earned aliving for forty years?' Feller barked. ™Y ou want to try to teke me
hand-to-hand, Gomp?1'm an old man, but I'm ill a man. "

Gomp raised hishands. "No argument, gir. It'sjust that the Captain will skin meif anything happensto a
passenger.”

"Relax. | can handle mysdlf aswell asany of these juvenile delinquents on your boarding party.”

Gomp looked at his crew; most of them wore sternly repressed grins. "All right, sir,” herdlented. "Glad to
haveyou."

Feller scowled around his cigar. "Goddamn davers, anyway. Hope the Captain isn't too hopeful about
any prisoners.”

On the Bridge, the six-minute subspace run to the Belt was ticking down its last seconds.

"Four, three, two, one, norma space.”" On the main screen, the rubble and boulders of Titan's Belt sprang
into view.

"All stop,” Barrett ordered. "Hold our position here. Scanning, get busy.”

"Onit, Captain,” Scanning tech Anita Knapp replied. "I've got what looks like two big stations; onesa



pressure dome on that big asteroid at one-oh-one by six, and the other's afree-floater at oh-six by fifteen
south. Dozens and dozens of tiny operations, some airless, some domed, but those two are the only ones
of any sze. I've got a shuttle moving from the big pressure dome station towards abig solid moon at
oh-six-five by three. That moon has an atmosphere, Captain; thin but breathable.”

"There may be a settlement there, then,” Barrett said. "Get me dataon that shuttle.”

"Standard intersystem shuttle, no Gellar drive, just ion drive; probably asmall cargo and personnd hauler
working in the Belt. HE's just motoring aong towards that moon; isn't in any hurry, probably being careful
with hismaneuvering in al those rocks. Funny..."

"What? What's funny?' Barrett demanded.

"Somekind of digital sgna coming from the shuttle. Very faint. It'sjust one-zero, one-zero, one-zero,
repeated over and over."

"Not a navigation beacon?'
"No, they're dready running a standard nav beacon.”

Barrett's space-tested ingtincts kicked into overdrive. "It'sthem. The girls are on that shuttle. Plot
intercept course, ahead two thirds. Arm particle beams."

The Brookes

Jane Polston, the Brookes ' Executive Officer, was on the ship's Bridge when her Scanning technician
caled out a contact report. "Miz Polston, | got aship just popped out of subspace, about sixty thousand
kilometers north of the sation. They're reversing hard, dowing to a stop.”

"Wheat arethey doing?'
"They've stopped. Best guessisthey're scanning.”
"What kind of shipisit?'

Thetech bent over the dave ship'stiny scanning console. "1'm not getting much. No navigation or 1D
beacons. It'sasmdll ship, hard to pick up visualy, amost no radar return." Helooked up. "Armed
privateer ship, Miz Polston, I'd bet onit. | saw enough of them during thewar."

"Cast loose dl moorings. Maneuvering thrusters back one-third.”

"Shejust goosed her drive," the Scanning tech cdled. "Heading thisway. She's after the shuttle. She's
after Migter Dotsero.”

"Warm up the main drive and get a\Weaponstech up here. Sgnd the shuittle, tell them they're being
followed."

"If that's aprivateer ship,” the helmsman pointed out, "we won't sland much of achance. A converted
freighter againg awarship?'

"Well just haveto hit firet," Polston said.
"Hit first? How? Weve got two old war surplus missiles. They'll detect them the moment we launch.”

"Shut up and do what | told you!" Polston barked.



"Yesm," the hdmsman replied.

"We're between them and the shuittle,” Polston explained. "They'll run right past us; we can dropin
behind them and launch before they know we're here.”

The Shade Tree

Captain Barrett felt amoment's déja vu asthe ship's Gellar drive rumbled under her feet; for amoment,
sheflashed back to the war as she felt her ship diving once more to the attack.

"Target particle beams," she ordered, "When we close to ten klicks, put a shot across their bow.”

"Targeting," crewman Stanley Thomas replied from the Wegpons station. "Forty-eight secondsto firing
point.”

"Kaelee, get ready with ahailing call. As soon aswefire, call them. Tell them to heave to and prepareto
be boarded.”

"Readly with hailing call."

Barrett'swartime ingtincts were kicking in; another lesson learned from hard experience cameto the fore.
"Knapp," she said, "Watch our six. | don't want anyone dropping in behind usin thisrock yard.”

Theshuttle

"Migter Dotsero,” Avery Hopp cdled from where he sat at thetiny control station, piloting the shuttle.
"Got acdl from the Brookes - we got company.”

Dotsero cameforward. "Where?"

"Scanning now - there they are, on our six, about twenty-two klicks out, gaining on usfast. The Brookes
ismoving to intercept.”

"Whoisit?' Dotsero leaned in and looked at the shuttles tiny scanner display. "That's a privateer ship.
Full power, Hopp, get usinto some cover."

"We can't outrun them,” Hopp pointed out.

"Don't haveto - just get uslost in that inner ring. Once we get in al those rocks and icebergs, they won't
be ableto track us very easily. Polston hasthe ship fired up, sheisgoing to try to launch on them asthey
passthe ation.”

"Ontheway," Hopp said, his voice doubtful.
The Brookes

"Come about to one oh six by nine. Ahead two-thirds. As soon asthey pass the station, bring us up
behind them."

The old converted freighter handled like a pig, but the Helmsman managed to swing the bulky,
underpowered ship onto the ordered course.

Jane Polston looked up when the hatch to the cramped Bridge crashed open and the ship's only qualified
weapons tech rushed in. "Get to your station, get those missileswarmed up.”



"They just passed the station, accelerating after the shuttle - bearing to target is now one-oh-one by nine."
"Adjust courseto follow. Ahead full. Weapons?'

"Firing solution set and checked, weapons are active and ready.”

"Match programmed solution and launch.”

A moment |ater, the freighter shuddered as two antique Hawk missiles legped from converted docking
ports on the underside of the cargo section and stresked after the accelerating privateer.

The Shade Tree

" Missile launch astern! " AnitaKnapp's shout brought Barrett to her feet. "Captain, I'm tracking two
missiles, launched from only about twenty kilometers astern, tracking us.”

"Ahead full," Barrett ordered. The sense of déja vu was amost overwheming now. "Keep alock on that
shuttleif you can. Get me data.on those missiles™

"Mark Il ion drives," Knapp said. "Old Navy Hawks, best guess.”

Barrett thought rapidly: Mark 11 Hawk, best speed about .65 C; we're accelerating straight away
from launch point, twenty klicks - they can't catch us.

"Cometo new course zero-one-zero by ninety. Anita, where did those missileslaunch from? The
daion?"

"Don' think so, Captain; theresaship just cast off from there, looks like an old Rorqual- -class
freighter. They turned in after us, but we're accelerating away from them.”

Barrett looked at Sean Weaver at the Helm. "Take us north thirty klicks, then cut over and run back on a
reverse course. Were faster and can turn tighter than they can - get usin behind them.”

"Y ou bet, Captain,” Weaver said. "Three minutes, tops.”

"Warm up the pee-beam emitters.” Barrett stabbed the contact on her chair'sarm again. "Gomp, change
of plan - were going to be coming up on a Rorqual classfreighter. Stand by to board.”

"Well beready, Cap'n,” Gomp's surprised voice came back.
The Brookes

"They jinked on us," the daver ship's Weapons tech reported. "Missiles have lost lock. Hope Mister
Dotsero didn't pay too much for those damn old things."

"What are those pirates doing?" Polston demanded.

"Pulling hard north,” the helmsman said. "I've seen it before. They'll pull north, then reverse course quick
and drop in behind us."

"Can you shake them off?"

"Areyou kidding? In this big hog? Not a chance. That's an armed privateer out there, probably combat
veterans from the war. We're screwed, Miz Polston, there ain't know way we can lose them."”

"We've got to try to draw them away from the shuttle. Ahead full, come to new course oh-two-two by



south ninety.”
The Shade Tree

"Oh, bad move," AnitaKnapp said. "Captain, they've turned south, accelerating hard. They turned right
away fromus"

"Pursuit course,” Barrett said. "Bring us up behind them." She walked across the Bridge to the Weapons
gtation. "When we get five klicks from their stern, target the upper forward pee-beam emitter on the last
converson ring in their drive tunnd. Shut their drive down."

"You got it, Captain.”
"Continuing their turn," Knapp called. "They're coming up abit, turning to port.”
"Stay on them,” Barrett said.
The Brookes
"How long to C barrier?"
"At least four minutes, Miz Polston.”
Polston looked at the main scanner tank. " They're going to catch us.”
"Sureashdl," the hdmsman agreed.
"We need to buy some more timefor the shuttle. All stop.”
"All stop,” the surprised helmsman agreed.
"Make sgnd to the privateer; tdl them we give up.”
"They'll board us," someone said.
"Either we let them board us, or we let them shoot holesin us," Polston snagpped. "Take your pick.”
The Shade Tree
"They said what? "
"The Brookes, Captain, they're 9gnding their surrender.”
"They'vereversed their drive," Anita Knapp agreed. "Coming to astop.”

"Bring us up dongside. Keep the upper forward pee-beam on their drive, and lock lower forward on
anything that lookslikeamissle bay."

"Pee-beamstargeted,” Stanley Thomas said.

Barrett tapped her comm panel again. "Gomp, are your people ready?"
"Ready here, Captain - | hear the drive dowing, | take it we're stopping?”
"Y es, stand by, welll bedongsdein afew minutes.

"Standing by here,” Gomp answered.



"Where has that shuttle gone?’

"They pulled north into the thickest part of the Belt, but they practically advertised their course; they were
headed for that big moon, the one with some atmosphere,” Knapp said. " That moon's damn near the size
of Mars, some plant life and afew small rivers and lakes; dry but habitable. Smart money saystheresa
station there, maybe even acolony.”

"Y ou got afix on the shuttles drive sgnature?”
"Yes, Captain - got it recorded.”

Benesath the deck, the familiar rumble of the Gellar drive faded and stopped. "We're dongside,” Weaver
reported from the helm.

Barrett stabbed the comm pand again. " Away boarders !"
Theshuttle

Charles Dotsero had spent the last few minutes watching the brief, uneven contest between his ship and
the armed privateer.

"Smart move, Jane," hesaid a last.
"Migter D?" Dotsero looked at the voice; the shuttle pilot was staring.

"She drew them off of us, and managed to keep them from shooting up the ship. They'll probably board,
but we've dready got the ‘cargo’ with us.”

"They saw where we were headed,” Hopp said. "No greet trick to figure where we were going, not with
that big moon shining away out there.”

Dotsero grinned a humorless, skull-like grin. "Let them. If they want to come down to the surface and
pick afight, they'reinfor one hel of asurprise.”

The shuttle pilot wasn't convinced, but one didn't voice such doubts to Mister Dotsero; instead, he held
his tongue and concentrated on getting the shuttle through the rings to the moon that grew dowly on the
main view screen.

Eight
The Brookes

Jean Barrett stepped out of the shuttle into the dave ship's docking port, spun on her hedl and strode
down the passage like a conquistador. She was greeted at the first side passage by one of her Security
troops, Tim McNedl.

"Thisway, Captain," McNed sad. "We've got the crew held in the aft cargo hold. Everyone's accounted
for."

"Good. Let'sgo.”

The aft hold was only afew meters away, down onelevel. "Gomp," Barrett said as she stepped through
adoor into the hold. Shefelt her eyebrows rise as she noted the stocky, grinning figurein battered old
battle armor standing next to Gomp. "Colond," she greeted the old man, "I must say, | wasn't expecting
to seeyou over here"



"When there's a scrap going on, Captain,” Feller chuckled, "don't expect meto stay out of it."

"I'll kegp that in mind." She turned to the crew of the converted freighter where they sat on the floor,
aullenly staring at the leveled carbines of Barrett's boarding party. "Who'sin charge here?' she
demanded.

A fiftyish woman, heavy-set, with short black hair stood up. "I'm Jane Polston,” she said, "I'm the
Brookes ' Executive Officer."

"Where'syour Captain?'

Polston set her mouth in athin line and said nothing.

"Never mind," Barreit said, "He's on that shuttle we were after. Where were they going?”’
Polston looked at the celling.

"Fine," Barr