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Two are better than one; because they have
agood reward for their labours. For if

they fdl, theonewill lift up hisfelow:

but woe to him that is aone when hefdleth;
for he hath not another to help him up.
—ECCLESASTES

* * % %
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* k x %

There are more stars in the galaxy than there are drop-lets of water in the Bored Sea. Only afraction of
those starswink and glitter, like snowflakes passing through the light, in the unending night sky abovethe
darksdeice. And out of those thousand thousand visi-ble stars, the people of the planet Morningside had
made awish on one—called Heaven.

Sometimes when the winds ceased, a brittle silence would settle over the darkside ice sheet; and it might
seem to aMorningside astronomer, in the solitude of his observatory, thet al barriers had broken down
be-tween his planet and the stars, that the very hand of interstellar space brushed his pulse. Space lapped
at hisdoorway, the night flowed up and up and up, merging imperceptibly with the greater night that
swalowed dl mornings, and dl Morningsdes, and al the myriad stars whose numbers would overflow
the sea.



And hewould think of the starship Ranger, which had gone up from Morningsde sfragileidand into that
endless night: aslvered dustmote carried on a vi-olent invisible breeze across the cathedral distances of
gpace, drawn from candleflame to candleflame through the darkness....

* * * %

They would be along time gone. And what had seemed to the crew to be the brave, bright immensty of
their fusion craft shrank to insgnificance asthey |eft the homeworld further and further behind—asthe
Ranger became only one more mote, lost among countless unseen motesin the fathomless depths of
night But like an ember within atinderbox, their lives gave the ship its own warm heart of light, and life.
The days passed, and the months, and years.. . . and light-years, while seven men and women watched
over the ship’ s needs, and one ancther’s. Their shared past patterned their present with images of the
world they had left behind, visions of the future they hoped to bring back to it. They were bound for
Heaven, and like true believersthey found that belief ingtilled adegper meaning in the charting of stars
and thetend-ing of hydroponic vats, in their silence and their laughter, in every song and memory they
carried with them from home.

And at last one star began to separate from al the rest, centering on the ship’ s viewscreen, becoming a
focusfor their combined hope. Y ears had dwindled to months and finally weeks, as, decelerating now,
back-ing down from near the speed of light, they kept their rendezvous with the new system. They
passed the or-bit of Sevin, the outermost of Heaven' sworlds, where the new sun was still scarcely more
than an ice-crowned point of light Counting the days now, like children reaching toward Christmas, the
crew antici-pated journey’ s end before them: all the riches and wonders of the Heaven Belt.

But before they reached their final destination, they would encounter one more wonder that was no
creetion of humankind—the gas giant Discus, abillow-ing ruby set in aplate of slver rings. They watched
it expand until it obliterated more of this black and alien sky than the face of their own sun had blocked in
the out in awe at its splendor, the captain and the navi-gator discovered something new, something quite
unexpected, on the ship’ sdigplays: four unknown ships, powered by antiquated chemica rockets, on an
inter-cepting course....

* * % %

RANGER (DISCAN SPACE) + 0 SECONDS

“Pappy, arethey 4ill closng?’

“Still closing, Betha.” Clewe | Welkin bent forward as new readings appeared &t the bottom of the



screen. “But the rate' s holding steady. They must be cutting power; they couldn’t do ten geesforever.
Chrigt, don't let them hit usagain....”

Betha struck the intercom button again with her fist, “It'sgoing to be dl right. No one ese will get near
us.” Her voice shook, someone else' s voice, not Betha Torgussen's, and no one answered, “ Come on,
somebody, answer me. Eric! Eric! Switch on—"

“Betha” Clewdl leaned out across the padded seat arm, caught her shoulder.

“Pappy, they don't answer.”

“Betha, one of those ships, it’'snot falling back! It's—"

She brushed away his hand, searching the readouts on the screen. “L ook at it! They want to take us.
They must; it'sburning chemical fudl, and they can't afford to waste that much.” She held her bresth,
knuckles whitening on the cold metal pandl. “ They’ re getting too close. Show them our tail, Pappy.”

Pde eyesflickered in his seamed face. “ Are you—?"’

She haf-rose, pushed back from the panel, down into the seet again. “ Clewell, they tried to kill ug!
They’ re armed, they want to take our ship and they will, and that’ sthe only way to stop them. . . . Let
them cross our tail, Navigator.”

“Yes, Captain.” He turned away from her toward the pandl, and began to punch in the course change
that would end their pursuit.

At the fina moment Betha switched the screen from simulation to outside scan, picked out the amber
fleck of the pursuing ship thirty kilometers behind them—uwatched it fleetingly made golden by the
achemy of supercharged particlesfrom her ship’s ex-haust. And watched its gold darken again into the
greater darkness shot with stars. She shuddered, not feding it, and cut power.

“What—what do we do now?’ Clewd | drifted up off the seat, againgt the restraining belt, asthe ship’s
acceleration ceased. The white fringe of hishair stood out from his head like frost.



Before her on the screen the rings of Discus edged into view, eclipsing the night: the plate of striated
sl-ver, twenty separate bands of utter blackness and moon-white, the setting for the rippling red jewe of
gasthat was the central planet. Her hand was on the sdlector dial, her eyes burned with the brightness,
par-alyzing her will. She shut her eyes, and turned the did.

The intercom was broken. They ill sat at thetable, Erie and Sean and Nikolal, Laraand Claire; they
looked up at her, laughing, bresthing again, looked out through the dome at the glory of Discus on the
empty night .... She opened her eyes. And saw empty night Oh, God, she thought. The room was empty;
they were gone. Oh, God. Only stars, gaping beyond the shattered plastic of the dome, crowding the
blacknessthat had swallowed them all.... She didn’t scream, lost in the soundless void.

“They'redl—gone. All of them. That warheed. ...it shattered the dome.”

Sheturned to see Clewell, hisface bloodless and empty; saw their lives, with everything suddenly gone.
Thinking, frightened, He looks so old. . . . She released her seatbelt mindlesdy, pushed hersdlf dong the
pand to hisside and took his hands. They held each other close, in silence.

A squirming softness batted againgt her head; she jerked upright as claws like tiny needles caught a
foothold in the flesh of her shoulder. “Rusty!” She reached up to pull the cat loose, began to drift and
hooked afoot under the rung along the panel base. Golden eyes peered at her from around brindled
face, above anose hdf black and haf orange; mottled whiskers twitched as the mouth formed a meow?
like an unoiled gate hinge. Betha s hands tightened over an urge to fling the cat across the room. What
right does an animal have to be alive, when five human beings are dead? Sheturned her face away
as Rusty stretched a patchwork paw to touch her, mrring con-solation for an imcomprehensible grief.
Betha cradled her, kissed the furred forehead, comforted by the soft knot of her warmth.

Clewd | caught Rusty’ sdrifting tail, bloodied at thetip. “ She barely got out.”

Betha nodded.

“Why did we ever come to Heaven?’ His voice shook.

She looked up. “Y ou know why we camel” She stopped, forcing control. “I don’t know ... | mean ... |
mean, | thought | knew...” Four years ago, asthey left Morningside, she had been sure of every-thing:
her destination, her happiness, her marriage, her life. And now, suddenly, incredibly, only life re-mained.
Why?



Because the people of Morningside, the bleak inner-most world of a pitilessred dwarf star, had adream
of Heaven. Heaven: A G-type sun system without an Earthlike planet, but with an asteroid belt rich in
accessble metals. And with Discus, agas giant ringed in littered splendor by frozen water, methane, and
am-monia—the elementd keysto life. The ore-rich Belt and the frozen gases had made it
feasble—amost easy—to build up acolony entirely sdf-sufficient initsrichness; heavenin every sense
of the word to colon-ists from Sol’ s asteroid belt, who had always been de-pendent on Earth for basic
surviva needs. And it had become a dream for another colony, Morningside, hungry now for something
more than surviva: the dream that they could establish contact with the Heaven Bdlt, and negotiate a
shareinitsoverflowing bounty.

The dream that had carried the starship Ranger acrossthree light-years; that had been shattered with the
shattered dayroom, by the redlity of sudden death. The desolation burned again across her eyes;, her
mind saw the Ranger’ s one-hundred-meter spindle form, ev-ery line asfamiliar as her own face, every
centimeter blueprinted on her memory . . . saw it flawed by onetiny, terrible wound; saw five faces, lost
to her now in darkness, endlesdy falling....

Clewd| said softly, “What now?’

“We go on—go on as planned.”

“Y ou want to go on trying to make contact with “Do you want to lead them home by the hand, to these
..." Hishand pointed at the ruin on the screen. murder al of Morningside? Isn't it enough—"

Betha shook her head, clinging to the arms of her seet. “We don’'t have any choice! Y ou know that. We
don’t have enough hydrogen on board to get the ship back to ramscoop speeds. We have to refue
somewherein Heaven, or wée Il never get home.” A vision of home stunned her: firdight on dark beams,
on the night before their departure—alittle boy’ s face bright with tears, buried againgt her shirt. Mommy
... | dreamed you had to die to go to Heaven. Remember-ing her child’ s sobswaking out of
nightmare, her own eyesfilled with tears and the endless darkness. She bit her lip. Goddamn it, I’ m not
a child, I'mthirty-five years old!

“Pappy, don't gart acting like an old man.” She frowned, and watched hisirritation strip ten yearsfrom
hisface. Without looking, she reached out to blank the viewscreen. “We don't have any choice now. We
haveto go onwithit.” We have to pay them back, her eyesflickered, hard edges of sapphire glinting.
Shetossed Rusty carefully away, watched her cat-paddle uselesdy as she drifted out into the room. “We
have enough fuel |€eft to get us around the system . . . but who do we trust? Why did they at-tack us?
And those ships, chemicd rockets—they shouldn’t have anything like that outsde of amuseum! It
doesn't make sense”

“Maybe they were pirates, renegades. There snoth-ing e sethat fits.” Clewd|’shand hung intheair,



un-certain.

“Maybe.” She sighed, knowing that renegades had no place in Heaven. Having no choice except to
be-lieveit, sheforgot that the angry, mindless face that had cursed her on their screen had called her
pirate. “Well go oninto the main Bdlt, to the capita at Lansng, as planned, then. And then . .. we'll
find away to get what we need.”

* * * %

TOLEDO PLANETOID (DEMARCHY SPACE) +
30 KILOSECONDS

Wadie Abdhiamd, negotiator for the Demarchy, stirred duggishly, dragged up out of deep by the
chiming of the telephone. He turned the lights up enough to make out its form and switched it on. “Y es?’
He saw Lije MacWong' s mahogany face brighten on the screen, pushed himsalf up on an €-bow inthe
bed.

“Sorry to wake you up, Wadie.”

Hegrinned. “I’ll bet you are” MacWong enjoyed getting up early. Wadie glanced at the digita clock in
the phone' s base. “ Somebody need anegotiator at thistime of night? Don’t the people ever deep?’

“I hopethey'real deepin’ now. . . . Areyou aone?’

Weadie glanced back over his shoulder at Kimoru's brown, deek side, her tumbled black hair. She sghed
in her deep. He looked back at MacWong'simage, judged from the disapproval in the pae-blue eyes
that MacWong dready knew the answer. Annoyed but not showing it, he said, “No, I’'m not.”

“Pick up thereceiver.”

Wadie obeyed, cutting off sound from the general speaker. He listened, silent, for the few seconds more
it took MacWong to surprise him out of hisdeep-fog. “Be down assoon as| can.”

He got out of bed, half-drifting in the scant grav-ity, and went into the bathroom to wash and shave.



When he returned he found Kimoru sitting up in bed, the pinioned comforter pulled up to her chin. She
blinked reproachfully, her eyelids showing lavender.

“Wadie, darlin’”—ahint of spite—"it’snot even morning! Whyever are you gettin’ up aready; am | such
aboreinbed?” A hint of desperation.

“Kimoru.” He moved across the comfortable con-finement of the room to kiss her lingeringly. “That'sa
hell of athing to say to me. Duty caled, I’'vegot to leave. . . you know | hate to get up early.
Particu-larly when you' re here. Get your beauty deep; I'll come back to take you out to breakfast—or
lunch, if you prefer.” He fastened his shirt with one hand, touched her cheek with the other.

“Wdll, al right.” She dithered down under the cover. “But don’t betoo late. Y ou know I’ ve got to charm
acustomer for dear old Chang and Company at fifty kilosecs.” She yawned. Her teeth were very bright,
and sharp. “1 don’t know why you don’t get a decent job. Only a government man would put up with a
schedulelike yours...or haveto.”

Or a geisha—? He went on dressing, didn't say it out loud; knowing that she didn’t have a choice, and
that to remind her of it was unnecessary and tactless. A woman who had been sterilized for genetic
defects had very few opportunities open to her, in asociety that saw awoman as a potential mother
abovedl dse. If shewas married to an understanding husband, one who was willing to let a contract
mother provide him with heirs, she could continueto lead anormal life. But awoman divorced for
derility—or an unmarried sterile woman—had only two dternatives: to work at amenia, unpleasant job,
exposed to radiation from the dirty postwar atomic batteries; or to work as ageisha, entertaining the
clients of a corporation. It was prosti-tution; but it was accepted. A geishahad few rightsand little
prestige, but she did have security, comfortable surroundings, fine clothes, and enough money to support
her when she passed her prime. It was a sterile existence, but physica stexility left her with little choice.

Knowing the aternatives, Wadie neither blamed nor censured. And it struck him frequently that in
working for the government, he had picked a career that most people respected less than formal
prostitu-tion—and one that had left his private life as barren of red relationshipsasany geisha's. He
looked past his own reflection in the mirror, at Kimoru, already adeep again with one dender am
reaching out toward the empty haf of the bed. He had no children, no wife. Most of the women he saw
socidly were women like Kimoru, geishas he met while negotiating disputes for the corporations that
used them. He avoided them while he was on assignment, because he avoided anything that could
remotely be considered a bribe. But in their free time the geishas liked to choose their own escort, and he
had enough money to show them agood time.

But herarely stayed in one place long enough to get to know any woman well; and the few normal
women he had known &t al had bored him with their endlessingpid conversation, their endless coquetry.



Wadie brushed back hisdark curling hair and settled the soft beret carefully on hishead. Hewasa
fastidious dresser, even at dawn. It was expected. He picked up asilver ring set with rubies, dipped it
onto histhumb. It had been a gift of gratitude, from two people he had helped long megaseconds before,
a husband-and-wife prospecting team. He remembered that woman again—a woman pilot, asound,
healthy woman who had chosen to be sterilized in order to go into space. No kind of woman at al,
redlly; because no red woman would willingly rgject ahome and family. That woman had been a
freak—stubborn, defensive, self-righteous; awoman out of her place, out of her depth. And yet her
partner had married her. But he had been akind of freak himsdlf; a media-man—a professona
lia—with scruples. It was no won-der the two of them chose to spend the rest of their livesin themiddle
of nowhere, picking over salvage on mined worlds....

Wadie shook his head at the memory, looking into the mirror, into the past He wondered again, ashe
had wondered before, what bizarre chemistry had drawn them together, and till kept them together. And
won-dered briefly, dmost envioudy, why that chemistry had never worked on him. He shrugged on his
loose forest-green jacket, buttoned the high collar above the embroidered silken geometries. Hell, he was
eleven hundred and fifty megaseconds old—thirty-eight Old World years—most of them spent solving
everyone dse s problems, living everyone s slifeinstead of hisown. If he hadn’t found awoman by
now who would accept him on his own terms, or one who could make him forget everything ese, he
never would. He wasn't getting any younger; if he wanted achild, he couldn’t afford to wait much longer.
When he finished this new assgnment he would hire a con-tract mother to bear hischild and raiseit while
he was away. He glanced back one last time at deeping Kimoru as he left the gpartment, closing the door
quietly.

* * * %

Wadie yawned discreetly as heleft the building’ s shadow and started across the quiet square. 1t was
bardly daylight now; the glow of the fluorescent lamps brightened like dawn in the ceiling’ simitation sky,
ten meters above his head. The magnetized soles of his polished boots clicked faintly on the polished
metal of the square, added security in the dight spin-gravity of Toledo planetoid. The surface of the
square curved dong theinsde hull of amassive, hol-lowed chunk of iron, arich miner’ sharvest and a
solid home, but one that was beginning, ungracioudy, to show itsage. The silvery geometric filigree of
pure minera iron beneeth hisfeet had been preserved once by athin bonding film, but it was oxidizing
now asthefilm wore avay. He could trace rusty paths, dull reddish brown in the early light, leading his
eyes across the square and under the tarnished rococo wall to the entrance of the government center.
Symptoms of adeeper illness. . . something like panic choked him; from habit he took along breath, and
eased back from the edge, from admitting that the disease would be terminal. He went on toward the
center, ordering thelace a his cuffs. Living well is the best defense, he thought sourly.

Lije MacWong waswaiting for him insde. Offi-cialy Wadie worked for the citizens of the Demarchy;
actually he worked for MacWong. Mac\Wong, the People’ s Choice: the Demarchy’ s absolute
democ-racy was an unpredictable water beneath the fragile ship of government, and it had drowned
countless un-wary representatives. But MacWong moved ingtinc-tively with the flow of popular opinion,



sometimes even risked diverting that flow to suit hisown vision of the peopl€ s needs. He did the
peopl€ s business, and made them like it. Wadie wondered from time to time what MacWong's secret
was, and wondered whether he redlly wanted to know. “Peace‘n’ pros-perity, Lije.”

MacWong glanced up as Wadie entered the office, ice-blue eyes placid in hisdark face. “Peace ‘'’
pros-perity, Wadie.” Herose, returned aformal bow, and moved reluctantly away from his aquarium.

Wadie peered past him for aglimpse of the fish—three glittering golden things no larger than afinger,
with tails of shining gossamer, moving snuoudy through sea grassesin the green-lit water. The gold-fish
were the only nonhuman creatures he had ever seen, and for al he knew MacWong was till paying for
them. He pulled off his hat, watched its soft mushroom roundness begin to flatten besde MacWong' son
the desk top. “With all due respect, | trust this news about a Mysterious M essage from Outer Spaceis
genuine, and I’m not here because you like to see me suffer.” He sank dowly into MacwWong's
neocolonia desk chair, smoothed wrinkles from hisjacket.

“Have aseat.” MacWong smiled tolerantly. “The ‘message’ isgenuine. Thesearen't homemovies!’'m
goin’ to show you.” Heleaned carefully againgt the corner of his desk, avoiding the fresco of slver anima
heads, and flicked a switch on the communicationsin-set. Nothing happened. “Dammit,” He picked up a
platinum paperweight shaped like a springing cat and dropped it on the panel. The impact was
unim-pressive, but the Kleinfelter murd projection on the far wall faded, and was replaced by theimage
of awoman’'sface. “1 don't know what I'll do if this desk quitsworking. They don’t build ‘em like they
used to.” He set the paperweight gently back in place.

“They don’t build ‘em at dl, Lije.” Wadie traced the scrolled embroidery on hisjacket front; hisfingers
froze as helooked up at the screen. “A hologram? Where' d you get that, MacWong?’

“We picked it out of the air, or space, anyhow, thirty kilosecs ago. It' sagenuine hologramic
transmis-sion; it took usten kilosecsto figure that out. And it’ s not beamed. Think of the power and
bandwidth something like that requires! 1 don’t know anybody who can do that for the hell of it any
more.”

“Not many that cando it a al—" He broke off, watching, listening, asthe woman’ svoicerose. Her skin
was paleto the point of colorlessness, like her cropped, floating hair; her face was long and angular. She
wore afaded shirt open at the neck, without jew-dry. In her thirties, he judged, and making no attempt
to cover it up; her plainnesswas dmost painful. He put it out of his mind, concentrating on her voice. She
spoke Anglo, but with an unfamiliar accent; the most common words seemed to take on extrasyllablesin
her mouth.

“. .. pleaseidentify yourselvesfurther. We were not aware of violating your space. We are not, repesat
not, from your system; and we—" She was interrupted by a noise that barely recorded; Wadie saw her



pale skin blush with anger, her eyes sharpen like cut sap-phire. He glanced at Mac\Wong.

“The Ringer navy,” MacWong said. “ Their ‘ cast went the other way. Thisisdl we picked up.”

The woman glanced offscreen, and spoke words that he couldn’t hear, insulting words, he guessed; but
her voice was steady as she faced the screen again. “Thisis not a Bdlter ship, we are not ' Demarchigts;’
and we have committed no acts of ‘piracy.’” Y ou have no authority over my ship; permission to board is
de-nied. But if you will give us co-ords for your—"

Again she wasinterrupted; he watched tension grow, tightening her face. *We' re not asamed—" And
resolution: “But we deny your ‘right of seizure.” Pappy, get us—" Sheturned away again, and her image
was ripped apart by aburst of red static. For half a second more he saw her, and then the screen went
white.

“Wel?

Wadieloosened his hands on the metd frame of the chair. “Did they destroy it? Isthat dl?’

MacWong shook his head. “ The ship took ahit, but it got away from the Ringers—all but one of ‘em.
We monitored some of their followups; that aien ship isaramscoop, and when one of the Ringer pursuit
craft got too close she just used the exhaust to melt it into scrgp. Maybe that indignant Viking Queenisn't
armed, but she' s dangerous.”

Wadie said nothing, waiting.

“We don’'t know where the ship is now, or even why it's here. But | have someideas. She said it was
from outsde the system, and | believe that. Nobody in the Belt has anything that sophisticated any more.
And awoman runnin’ it—particularly awoman who looks like that—"

“Maybe she'san abino . . . maybe she’ sfrom the Main Bdlt. The scavengers don't care who goesinto
space; they’ ve got no protection againgt radiation any-how. Maybe they got very lucky on salvage.” And
yet he knew that Mac\Wong was right; that the woman and her accent weretoo alien.

MacWong looked at him. “Nobody gets that lucky. What' s wrong, Wadie, the miracle too much for
you? Thisisn't some mediaman’ sfantasy, believe me. That’sa ship from Outside, thefirst contact we' ve



had with the rest of humanity in over three gigasecs. And the course they set away from the Rings could
be taking them to the old capital, Lansing. If that’ s right, there can only be one reason why thet ship is
here: they don’t know about the Civil War. They’ ve come to Heaven lookin® for golden streets, and
when they learn there aren’t any left we' |l never see‘em again. We can't let that happen....”

“What good would one ship do usnow?’ He stared at the blank wall screen, againgt hiswill felt another
question stubbornly taking form.

“That ship could do usal the good in the uni-verse” MacWong picked up hisplatinum cat “ That ship
istreasure, that ship is power...that ship could save us.”

Weadie nodded, admitting to himself that the ship’simmense fusion reactor done could give the Demarchy
the start to rebuild capital industry. And God only knew whét other technol ogy—functioning

technol ogy—they might have on board. Just the possession of a ship like that would change the
Demarchy’ s snow dealings with the Rings forever. They could even by-pass Discus and the Ringers, st
up didtilleries of their own out on Sevin’s moons....

For aslong as he could remember he had lived with Signs of a society gradually coming apart & the
seams, donein thewasteland that civil war had made of Heaven Belt. Because of its periphera location,
the Demarchy had survived the Civil War rdatively in-tact. But the Main Belt had been destroyed, and
now the Demarchy’ s only outside trade contact was with the Grand Harmony of the Discan Rings, and
the Ringers were bardly surviving. The Demarchy was dipping down with it, but because it had so much
fur-ther to go, he had discovered that no one else seemed to redlize the truth. They were blinded by the
fierce, traditiond sdf-interest that was the Demarchy’ s strength—and perhaps, now, itsfata weakness.

He had become a negotiator, hoping to bind up his peopl€’ s slf-inflicted wounds. He had believed that
somehow the unifying element, the common bond of need that joined every human being, could be used
asaforce againg disntegration and decay; that the De-marchy would continue, that they would find an
an-swer. And with thisship . . . Hisimagination legped, fell back asthe question struck him down: Who
would control aship likethat . . . and who could control the ones who did control it?“But as you said,
that ship will go back home, once they see what' sleft of Lansing.”

“Maybe.” MacWong nicked dust off of his cuff. “But Osunathinks they might need to refud fird. It' sa
long way home to anywhere from here. They’re not likely to go back to the Ringsto get fud, under the
circumstances. Which meansthey might cometo us; if they need processed hydrogen, there’ sno place
esetogo. SoI'msendin’ out everyone| can spare. | want you at Mecca. The distillerieswill makeit a
prime target, and you' re more experienced at deding with— * diens —than anybody on the staff.”

Wadie accepted the tacit compliment, the tacit dis-taste, remembered fifty million seconds spent in the
Grand Harmony of the Discan Rings, and thingsit had shown him that he had never expected to see. He



stood up, reaching for hishat “What if they’ re not in the mood for negotiation?’

“| don’'t expect they will be. But that doesn’t mat-ter; you' re paid to put them in the mood. Promise them
anythin’, but keep them here, stdl that ship, un-til we can take control of it.”

Wadie adjusted his beret, looked back from the mirroring wall. “What do you mean by ‘we,’ Lije? Just
who is goin’ to control that ship? It won't be the government, the people will seeto that. And the first kid
on therock to own one—"

Mac Wong was not amused. “1 sometimes wonder if you didn’t spend too much time with the Ringers,
Abdhiamd. Dammit, Wadie, I'm not still questioning your loyalty, after two hundred megasecs. But there
are still somewho do; who think maybe you' d redly like to see a centraized government here” He
stopped. “ Ther€ || be agenera meeting to settle the issue once we have the ship.” He leaned forward
across the gargoyled desk. “ The Demarchy hasto have that ship, and no one but the Demarchy.”

“You'rethe boss.” Wadie bowed.

“No.” MacWong straightened. “ The Demarchy isthe boss. We give the people what they think they
want. Nothing else means anything. Forget that, and we' re out of ajob—or worse. If | wasyou, |
wouldn't ever forget it.”

And knowing that MacWong never did, Wadie |ft the office.

* * % %

RANGER (IN TRANSIT, DISCUSTO LANSING) +
130 KILOSECONDS

Bethaleft the hydroponicslab at last, began to climb up through the hollow silence of the centra stairwell
She could no longer remember how many times she had climbed these stairsin the past two days; the
du-ties of acrew of seven were an endless treadmill of la-bor for acrew of two. She passed the machine
shop on the fourth level, kept on, reached their deegping quarters on the third. One more level above,
acrossthewell, the flashing red light over the sedled dayroom door caught her unwilling eyes. She
stopped, wrenched out of her fatigue by afresh rush of grief.



She stepped hurriedly through to the corridor that ringed the stairwell on the third level, that gave access
to seven private rooms. . . and dl that remained of five human beingswho werelost to her forever. To
her right, Lara’ sroom; everything in its place, mirror-ing the precison of Larasmind. . . . Betha
remem-bered the crigp directness of her voice across an examining table in the ship’sinfirmary; her
graying hair, the warm concern in her gray eyesthat denied her clinica detachment. There was a padded
stool in Laral sroom made from a cetoid vertebra; a Color At-las of the Diseases of Fish,
Amphibians, and Reptiles. She had been amedical researcher on Morningside, before their family had
become a crew and she had become their doctor; but marine biology had been her hobby, her red love.
And Sean, the smartass, had written asong, “Laraand the Leviathan,” that swal-lowed her up in verses
about this“cetoid mongter,” the Ranger ...

Through the open doorway directly before her, Betha could see atangle of eectronics gear, Nikola’s
baldaikalaid out on the deeping bag on the platform of hisbed. She pictured him, balding, bearded,
brood-ing; with avoice like an echo escaping from awell... A patient, skillful teacher, an eectronics
ex-pert—arepairman, & home, serving the entire Borealis moiety. She remembered him laughing,
dodging the shoe she had thrown at Sean for cdling her Ranger awhale. . . .

Sheturned to her left, moved dong the curving halway againgt the currents of memory, like awoman
wading into the sea. . . . Remembering Claire, placid-ly moon-faced, curly-haired; plump, fair farmer’s
daughter. .. Sean, the red-haired kid among them, only twenty-four...

Betha hesitated, finding hersdf before her own doorway. She glanced in, at her cluttered desk, her
rumpled bedding. She moved on desperately, as though she would drown hersdlf, to the next room ... to
Eric. Eric van Helsing, socid scientist, moiety ombudsman, spokesman....

You aretherain, my love, sweet water

Howing through the desert of my life.

Thewords of the song came unbidden into her mind, with the rushing heart of adesert wind on
Morningsde, the passion of first love:

Let meflower first for you
Let mequench my thirgtinyou

Share the best and worst with you....

Her hands twisted, unconscioudy; six rings of gold did against one another, circling her fingers, four on
theleft hand, two on theright.



Husband, have mefor awife.

You aretheran....

She sagged against the wooden doorframe, shutting her eyes; pressed her face againgt the coolness,
sup-ported by its noncommittal strength. He was gone; they were dl gone: her crew, her family...her
husbands and her wives. Her strength, the strength that came from sharing, was gone with them, bled
away into the bottomless void. How would she go on? Loss was too heavy a burden, life was too heavy
aburden, to bear alone—

Something brushed her ankles; she opened her eyes, focusing. The cat wove between her feet, meowing
forlornly. “Rusty—" She leaned down to pick the cat up, seeing the day of their departure from
Morningside: the squirming, mewing kitten held out to her in the grubby hands of her daughter, Kiki, asdll
their children solemnly presented their chosen giftsto each and every parent. There had been adozen
grand-parents looking on—and siblings, cousins, nieces and nephews, their proud, hopeful faces washed
with ruddy light, the Darkside Perimeter’ s eternd twilight.

All of them were waiting—all of them were a part of her. The children were waiting; she was not aone.
But they were al beyond her reach now, across too much space and time; and it was her duty, her
respon-sihility, to get this ship back to them—

She heard asound in the hdll, straightened away from the doorframe with Rusty gtill nested in her arms.
She saw Clewdl, wearing only his shorts, stand-ing in the doorway of his own room, watching her.
“Betha—areyou dl right?’

“Yes...yes I'mjust tired, Pappy.” Tired of remembering, and remembering. How can one sudden
sorrow turn all my joy to pain? Watching him back she saw the same desol ation, the same wound of
loss that tormented her. Shefelt her fear rise again, Oh, Clewell; don’t let me lose you, too. “May—I
share your room again, tonight?’

He nodded. “Please. | couldn’t get to deep anyway, alone.”

Shefollowed him into hisroom, and in the darkness unbuttoned her plain cotton shirt, dipped out of her
shoes and jeans. She settled into the double deeping bag beside him, into hisarms, and put her own arms
around him gratefully in agesture of long familiarity. He had not been her first husband, but he had been
her friend through more years than she could remem-ber now. He had been twenty-seven the year she
was born, one of many uncles; but from childhood on he had been her favorite among al the relatives of
her extended family. He had been an astronomer before he had become navigator on the Ranger; hehad



traveled from Borealis on the chill perimeter of day, out across the Boreal Seaand over the crumpled ice
sheet of the darkside glacier, to his observatory under eter-nd night. Sometimes he had taken her along
for abrief holiday of stargazing, free from the duties and clan responsibilitiesthat even achild on

Mornings de was expected to fulfill.

When she was fifteen she had gone away for her technicd training; and then to her first job asan
en-gineer, a aproduction plant on the desert edge of the subsolar Hotspot. She had falen in love with
Eric, married him; and in time they had returned to the Borealis moiety. She had reentered Clewd |’ slife
asagrown woman, and she and Eric had been invited to join hisfamily.

Morningside society grew out of the multiple-mar-riage family, and bonds of kinship wereits strength and
security. Marriage among the members of a clan—a parent family, its children, their own chil-dren—was
socidly taboo; but outsde the centra clan unit, cousins, aunts and uncles, nieces and nephews married
fredly, their sheer numbers providing the cul-tural and biologica controls. A marriage could be made
between asingle couple or adozen people, and each family made its own rulesto live by. Specid
friendships between individuasin alarge family were common, and either the group as awhole adapted,
or asubgroup split off. Weddings were a cause for gen-era celebration, but divorce was acommon, and
pri-vate, matter for afamily group. Three of the members of Clewdl’ sfamily that Betha had known asa
child had divorced the rest, and hisfirst wife had died, before she and Eric had joined the group, and
Claire, and Sean, after them.

Betharemembered the brief, fond ceremony of marriage, theimmense, freeform family celebrations that
had followed. All of Morningside loved a celebration, because too much of the time they had too little to
celebrate. And now there would be even less, whether the Ranger ever returned or not....

Betha became aware of Clewd I’ s hand moving dowly, tenderly aong her sde. But the warm ingtinc-tive
response of half alifetimedied in her. She buried her face against the pillow, smothering the words, “ Oh,
Clewdl, | can’t ... | can’t. Not yet I'm so sorry...”

Hisarms comforted her again, “No, Betha... it'sdl right. Thisisdl | redly need. Just to hold you.”

Shefelt Rusty stir and settle between their feet at the end of the bed. She moved deeper into Clewel’s
ams, closing himin her own, and fled from memory into deep.

* k% k %
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The night stretched like silence beyond their search-ing eyes, they took comfort in its vast, star-flecked
in-difference. They were scavengers, picking the bones of worlds; the night gave them shelter because it
made no judgments, and they were grateful for itsamoraiity.

Shadow Jack watched the night, or itsimage on the screen . . . sometimesin the dim, close womb of the
ship hismind blurred, and redlity began to merge with image. He stretched hislegs and scratched,
brushed back the dirty hair that drifted forward into his eyes and was as black asthe night before him on
the screen. One eye was green and one was blue; both were bloodshot, and his head throbbed with his
heart-beat. The carbon-dioxide leve in the cabin was well over three percent; he had long ago stopped
noticing the smells. He pulled himsalf back down into his seat, looking at one errant hole pricked in the
darkness, the one ar that was not a ta—that was something infi-nitely more insignificant, and infinitely
more precious.

“I think we're close enough to begin scan.”

He heard Bird Alyn’ svoice, barely audible as d-ways, even in the quiet space between them. He
swal-lowed twice, wetting histhroat for words. “ Right. Go ahead and run it through.”

She reached forward with her right hand, her crippled left hand resting on air as she typed the order into
the reconnai ssance-unit computer that would be-gin one more analysis. Shadow Jack watched the long
fingers with the broken, dirty nails move over the shining board. He looked away, for the ten thou-sandth
time, at the cramped squaor of the cabin: till finding no miracle to transform the welded scrap-iron husk
into a ship to match the technological beauty of the reconnaissance unit. Almost in apology, he smoothed
fingerprints from the coolness of the pand with hisfrayed deeve. The recon unit was aprize of salvage, a
more precious thing than hisown life, be-cause it gave his entire world achance for surviva. Beforethe
Civil War it had been a prospecting unit, programmed for laser and radar andlyss of asteroida metals,
organics, volatiles. Now it scanned for the old instead of the new, searching the debris of desth for
artifactsto gretch the lives of the living. He looked back at the display with Bird Alyn, waiting, watched
figures print out on theflat glossy screen—

“Nothin’,” Bird Alyn said. “No metalic reflections, no radioactivity, no effluent acrossthe surfece. . .
nothin’, nothin’, nothin’. Nobody ever lived there—"

“It' salways nothin’!” He struck at the thick, dark-ened glass of the port, at a universe beyond his
con-trol.

“Maybe next time. Besides, maybe somebody else’ sfound what they need. We're not the only ship. . .”
Shefaded.



“I know that!” Hisvoice battered his ears, he put up his hands. “I’'m sorry. My head hurts.”

“So doesmine.”

He glanced at her. It wasn't areproach; her red-rimmed eyes were gentle, before they dropped away,
fading againgt her face and the matted cotton of her hair, brown into brown into brown. Freckles
splat-tered her nose, darker brown. “Do you think there' s any water?’

“I'll see” He unstrapped and drifted up out of his seat, one bare foot pushing off from the panel. He
reached the wall behind them, read the gauge on the till. * Y eah, thereé ssomein it now.” He heard Bird
Alyn’ssigh as heforced the nozzle through the sedl on the drinking cup, waited whileit filled. “ Point four
liters” He sighed, too.

They drank, taking turns at the straw, savoring the water’ swarm flatness, Bird Alyn reached over to turn
down the display on the screen. She hesitated, leaned forward. “ This sstrange. . . look, the display’s
changed. There must be something el se out there; we' re getting a backscatter analysis of somethin’
fur-ther on. Metdl. . . low radioactivity...” Her voice rose until he could hear her without trying.

Bubbles of water burst againgt hisfingers and dimed his hand as he squeezed the cup too hard. “A
dere-lict?’

She tapped the contrals briefly, and displayed a pic-ture from the Matkusov mirror onthe hull. A
sun-bright needle threaded stars on the blackness. “ A ship,” she whispered.

“Oh, redlity, ook a that...”

“I never saw aship likethat....”

“There snever been one”

“Not sincethe War. It sgot to be—"



“It'sgot to be—salvage.” Shadow Jack |eaned for-ward, touched the ship with awet fingertip. “1 claim
you, ship! With aship like that... we could do any-thing with aship like that.”

“It'sdriftin’, no propulsion. That doesn’t mean it'sdead...To find that, here, so closeto Lansng—"

“Itisdead, it must be more’ n two gigasecs old. What' s our relative vel ocity? Can we intercept?’

Her long fingers asked the questions, the board an-swered. “ Y es!” Shelooked up. “If we push, in four
or fivekilosecs”

“Okay.” He nodded. “We push.”

They waited, caught insde webs of private dream, asthe needle of light grew into an impossible golden
insect: triple antennae bristling ahead, spokes on anin-visble whed, its body stretching behind,
filament-fine, and broadening into a bulbous, pearliketail. A mira-cle... Theword shonein hismind, and
knowing there were no miracles, he believed, defiantly. A ship that could get them water tofill the
marshes, to bring back life to the parched grasses and dying trees.. .to the dying people of Lansing.

Hismind' s eye looked back into the past, down across Lansing’ sfields from the limits of the sky, where
he had worked suspended cloudlike fifty me-ters up, spinning the sticky patches to mend the plas-tic
membrane of the world-shroud. Somewhere below him through the fragile canopy of trees, Bird Alyn
had worked in the gardens. . . . Likeavision of Old Earth, he remembered her crossing the yellowed
fiddsat dusk to meet him, her footsteps lifting her like abird. When they brought back that ship
everything would be maderight. . .everything.

Helooked over a Bird Alyn, at her hand—three crooked, nerveless fingers and athumb; felt her catch
him looking. Not everything. He frowned with helpless sdf-disgust; she turned her face away asthough
the frown were meant for her. Helooked out at the night, cracking his knuckles as he remembered why it
would never be al right. He remembered the broken sound of hisfather’ sreassurance, athird of a
lifetime before—as he left his only son Stting in the grass, abandoned to the fatd light, and went back into
the sheltering depths of rock aone....

* * % %
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Betha heard the intruders banging faintly against the Ranger’ s hull asthey moved toward the main lock.
“At least they didn’t actually decide to cut their way in through the dayroom.”

“Their mannersdon’t impressme. Y ou’ rejust going to let them come aboard?” Clewell rebounded lightly
from the wall as he pushed a covered cup into a cubby beneath the pandl.

She nodded. “Pappy, we' ve been tracking that tin can of theirsfor nearly two hours; it' shardly a
war-ship. They must bein trouble—their driveisleaking radiation. Besides, we need information, and we
haven't gotten much trying to monitor Lansng’ sradio traffic. Letting them come aboard isthe safest,
fastest way | can think of for getting somefacts.” She rubbed her eyes, until brightness drove back the
vigon of al her loves and onelove, and the vision of apursuing ship consumed by invisblefire. Besides,
there’ s been enough death.

“And what happensif they happen to be crazy, like the others?’

“You sad yoursdf they can't dl belikethat.” Her hand closed over the bowl of her pipe. “But even if
they are, they won't take the ship,” She let the pipe drift as she rechecked the override program, a
mosaic of lighted buttons on the control board. “ Just keep your feet near thefloor.”

Someone had entered the lock. She felt more than heard them through the wall, felt her body tense asthe
lights changed above the lock entrance. The door hissed open. Two tal figures, amorphousin suitswith
shielded helmets, drifted into the room. And stopped short, catching at the handrail set into thewall. A
muffled, accusing voice said, “What are you doin’ here?’

Betha s mouth quivered; helplesswith disbelief, she began to laugh. “W-what are we doing here?’

Clewd I grunted. “We could ask you the same ques-tion; and it wouldn't be nearly asfunny. You're
lucky you'rehereat dl.”

“We thought the ship was dead; we didn’t even know you had power till your lock cycled.” Thetd-ler
suit shrugged. “ Y ou’ ve got ahole in you, and—you mean, you run thisthing, you aready claimed it?’

“Wedidn't ‘clam’ it, weown it” Betha caught her shoe under arestraining bar and twisted to face them.
“I’'m Captain Torgussen. Thisismy navigator. We let you come aboard because | thought you werein
trou-ble. Y our craft’'s power unit isleaking radiation; you' re barely mobile. Isthat why you intercepted
l'sf?1



The slvered faceplates showed her nothing, only her own tiny, distorted face. The voice wastinnily
in-dignant. “What do you mean, leaking? There' s nothin’ wrong with our drive. We been out amegasec

thistrip, dready.”

Nothing wrong? Bethaglanced at Clewdl, saw his eyeswiden. A megasecond—amillion
seconds—nearly two weeks. Whoever faced her, whatever insanity moved them, their lives were going
to be short and sick spent in aship like that.

The blind face went on, “We intercepted because we thought this ship was salvage, and we wanted it. |
guessit’'snot.” A gloved hand rose from his sSde, threatening, holding something that glinted. “But we
haveto haveit. So we' retaking it anyhow. Get away from those controls.” The hand twitched.

“You'll regret it. Thetwo of you can’t possibly handle thisship.” Betha carefully let go of the bar, her feet
centimeters above the rug, her eyes on the pand. When she touched one button this room would be
under an abrupt one-gravity acceleration: one stranger would fall onto his head, the other one onto his
back. . . . And break their necks? She hesitated. “If you think—"

A blob of mottled fur squeezed out of aplastic port in thewall; Rusty mrred pleasantly, circling the knees
of the two strangers. Betha heard one of them gasp. He pulled back, bouncing off his companion. “L ook
out!” Rusty darted sideways eagerly, enjoying the game. ‘What isit?’ Their voices rose. “ Shadow Jack,
get it off mel”

Bethajerked the computer remote from her belt and threw it. It struck the stranger’ s arm and his weapon
flew out into the room. Clewell moved past her to pick it from the air; the hijackers pressed back against
thewdl, waiting.

“Rusty. Come here, Rusty,” Betha put out her hand, and brindle ears twitched. Slowly Rusty crossed the
room to Sdle along her waist, purring in satisfac-tion. Betha scratched under the ivory chin, stroked the
brindle back, shaking her head. “Rusty, you makefools of usdll.”

“Wadll, I'll bedamned!” Clewell began to pry at the wegpon; strange shapes bristled along itslength.
“Thisisacan opener! Corkscrew, fork ... | don’t know what thisoneis. . . .” He pulled himsalf down.
“I’ve heard of allurophobes, but I’ ve never seen the likes of those.”

Betha caught hold of achair back, unsmiling. “Y ou two. Get out of the suits.” They stripped obediently,
rising like moths from the cocoons of their spacesuits: aman and awoman ... aboy and a girl, incredibly



tall and thin, neither of them more than seventeen; barefoot, in drab, stained coverdls. She blinked asthe
smell of them reached her. “Y ou’ ve just committed an act of piracy. Now tell mewhy | shouldn’'t send
you out the airlock for it, without your suits.” She won-dered if the threat sounded as credible or as
terrible as shewanted it to.

The boy glared back at her, across amuffled fit of coughing. The girl moved away from thewall. “It was
amatter of lifeand death.” Her voice was strained in adry throat.

“We offered you help. That's not good enough.”

“Not our lives.” She shook her head. “We need the ship for...for...” She broke off, her eyes darted
away, searching the room.

“Bird Alyn, they know why we need the ship.” Betha saw aterrible, impersonal haired settle on the
boy’ sface as he turned back. “Y ou know what we are. We're just junkers, we haven’t done anything to
you. Let usgo.”

Bethalaughed againin disbdief. “You ‘just’ tried to commandeer my ship. | ‘just’ asked you why |
shouldn’t space you for it. But you expect meto let you go? Is everyone in Heaven system crazy?’ Her
voice dmost dipped out of control.

“It doesn't matter.” Helet go of the handhold, shrinking in on himself. “We |l die anyway. Every-body’s
dying. You'vedill got it good, you Demarchidts. It'snothing to you to let usgo, or let usdie”

Bethafound her pipe drifting, fumbled in a pocket of her jacket for matches. “We re not ‘ Demarchists,’
whatever they are. We ve come from another system to establish contact with the Heaven Belt; and since
we' ve been here we' ve been attacked twice, with no provocation, near the rings of Discus and by you.
Now, maybe you believe you had some sort of ‘right’ to do it, and maybe you can even make me believe
it. Or maybe I'll take you to Lansing to betried for pi-racy.” She saw surprise on their faces. “But first
you' re going to answer some questions... To begin with: who are you, and where do you come from?”’

“I’'m Shadow Jack,” the boy said, “and this s Bird Alyn. We come from Lansing.” Hewaited.

“But that’ swhere we' re going—" Clewd | began.



“Why?" Thegirl ssid, blinking.

“Becauseit’ sthe government center for Heaven Belt.” Bethalooked back at her sharply. “Y our capita
must have come on hard times.”

“Youredly arefrom Outside, aren’t you?’ Shadow Jack folded hislegslike abuddha, somehow
managing not to flip over backward. “ There hasn’t been any Heaven Bdlt for two and ahalf gigasecs.”

“What?’

He gtared, silent; Clewe| gestured threateningly &t the cat.

“Therewas awar, the Civil War. Everything got blown up, al the industry. Nobody can keep any-thing
going any more, except the Demarchy and the Ringers. They' re the only ones far enough out to have
snow on some of their rocks. Lansing is capital of zero, nothin’; most everybody in the Main Belt' s dead
by now.”

“| don’'t understand,” Betha said, not wanting to un-derstand. Oh, God, don’t let our very reason for
com-ing here have been pointless... “We heard that Heaven Belt had the perfect environment, that it
had a higher technology than any Earth colony, than even Old Earth.”

“But they couldn’'t keep it goin’.” Shadow Jack shook his head.

Betha saw suddenly thefata flaw the origina colo-nizers, dready Belters, must never have consdered.
Without aworld to hold an atmosphere, air and water—all the fundamentals of life—had to be
processed or manufactured or they didn't exist. And without a technology capable of the processing and
manufacturing, in asystem without an Earthlike world to retregt to, any Dark Age would mean their
extinction.

Asif he had followed her thoughts, Shadow Jack said, “We Il al be dead, in the end, even the
Demarchy.” Helooked away, forcing out the words, “But our rock is out of water now. Everybody
there Il dieif we have to go around Heaven again without it. And we don’t have aship left that’ Il take us
to the Ringers—to Discus—for hydrogen to make more. We ve got to find enough salvage partsto put
oneto-gether. That' swhy we were out here. It'sagigasec before we' |l be close enough to Discusto
makethetrip again.”



“Y ou trade with Discusfor hydrogen?’ Clewell broke her silence.

“Trade?’ Shadow Jack looked blank. ‘What would we trade? We stedl it.”

“What happensif the—Discans catch you in their space?’ Clewd |l reached under the pand for his
cov-ered drinking cup, pulled up on the straw.

Shadow Jack shrugged. “ They try to kill us. Maybe that’ swhy they attacked you: they thought you came
from the Demarchy. Or maybe they wanted your ship; anybody’ d want this ship. Can you runit al with
only two people—?" His mismatched eyes wand-ered speculatively.

“Not two untrained people,” Bethasaid, “in case you till have any idess. It's not even easy for us. There
werefive more peoplein our crew; the Discanskilled them dl.” And all for nothing.

Hegrimaced. “Oh.” Bethasaw the girl flinch.

“Onemore question.” Shetook adeep breath. “ Tell mewhat this* Demarchy’ is, that everyone seemsto
confusewith us”

Shadow Jack glanced away, suddenly oblivious, as Clewd | finished hisdrink. Bird Alyn licked her lips,
rubbed her mouth with a misshapen hand.

Out of water...A memory of her own children, too far away, too long ago, dimmed their hungry faces.
She looked down at her own hands, at thin golden rings, four on the left hand, two on theright. “Well?’

Shadow Jack cleared histhroat, his eyes daring her to offer water. “The Demarchy—it’sin the trojan
as-teroids sixty degrees ahead of Discus. It s got the best technology |eft now. They made the nuclear
battery that runs our eectric rocket; they’ re the only oneswho can make ‘em any more.”

“If they’ re so well off, why do they have to rob the Discans?’

“They don't have to. Usudly they trade, metalsfor the processed snow, for water and gases and
hydro-carbons. Sometimes things happen, though—incidents. They both want to come out on top. |
guessthey think someday they’ Il build up the Belt again. They’ rewrong, though. Even if they’ d quit



fightin’ each other, it stoo late. Anybody can seethat.”

“Not exactly acockeyed optimist, are you, boy?’ Clewd | said.

Shadow Jack frowned, scratching. “1’m not blind.”

“Wadll, Clewel.” Bethafdt Rusty snuffling against her neck, settled the cat on her shoulder. Claws
hooked cautioudy into the weave of her denim jacket. “What do you think? Do you think it’ sthe truth?
Did we—comeadl thisway for nothing?’

He rubbed hisface with his hands. She saw his own wedding bands reflecting light, three on the left hand,
threeontheright. “1 guessit'spossble. It'sso insane, it’ sthe only way to explain what we' ve been

through.”

She nodded, glanced at the haggard faces of the waiting strangers. Not exactly angels. Victims, of a
tragedy amost beyond comprehension; atragedy that had reached into her own life, and his, to destroy
the dreams of another people asit had destroyed its own. This Heaven, like dl dreams of heaven, had
been afragile thing; perhaps none of them had ever been meant to be more than adream. . . . Shelit her
pipe, camed by itsfamiliarity, before she searched the two tense, expectant faces. “I'll makeyou a
propaosition, Shadow Jack, Bird Alyn. Y ou said Lansing needs hy-drogen for water; we need it for fuel.
WEe re going after it now. Come with usand tell usthings we need to know about this system, and if we
succeed we' I share what we get with you.”

“How do we know you'll keep your word?’

Betha raised her eyebrows. “How do we know you' ve told usthe truth?’

Hedidn't answer, and Bird Alyn frowned a him.

“If you' re honest with us, we'll be honest with you.” Bethawaited.

Helooked at Bird Alyn; she nodded. “I guess anythin’s better than our chancesalone. . . . But what
about the Lansing 04? Wecan't junk it—"



“We can take your ship with us. It’s possible we can repair your shieding.”

His mouth opened; he shut it, embarrassed. “We— can we radio home, Lansing, and tell ‘em what
hap-pened?’

“ YS,”

“Then, itsaded. Wdll stick with you, and tell you what we know.” They relaxed visbly, together,
hanging likerag dallsintheair.

Clewel| folded hisarms. “ Just keep one thing in mind—that the captain meant it when shetold you it
takestraining to run the Ranger. We' Il be acceerating at one gravity. Even if you took over the ship and
contacted your people, they’ d never catch up with you. All you' d get out of it would be aone-way
jour-ney to forever.”

Shadow Jack started to answer, kept silent.

“I'll seeto your ship, then. Clewdl, will you take them below? Maybe, ah . . .” Shelooked back;
tactfulness eluded her. “They could use ashower.”

“A shower of what?" Bird Alyn murmured.

Betha paused, inhaing smoke. “Wadll... water.”

“Unfortunately we' re out of champagne.” Clewell pushed off for the doorway.

Shadow Jack laughed unessily. “ Enough water to wash in?’

She nodded. “Use dl you want; please. We have plenty. And sogp. And clean clothes, Clewell—"

“With pleasure.” Heled them eagerly out of the room into the echoing stairwell; Rusty floundered af-ter
them. For amoment Betha drifted, listening, her eyestaking in the grass-greenness of the rug, the



dust-blue sky color of the walls, that had been designed to keep seven people from going mad dur-ing
more than three years tau of close confinement. She realized the vast and pernicious emptiness that had
filled the room, the entire ship, in the past few days, like the grester desolation beyond itshull. Redlized it,
now that suddenly it was no longer true. She heard the sprayers go on, and faint yelps of excited laughter.

Clewdl regppeared in the doorway, carrying Rusty. “1 hope they don’'t drown themselves. . . though
anything would be an improvement.”

Shelooked down at the pipein her hand, remem-bering how he had carved it for her during their fina
daysin Boredis. Surprising hersef, she began to amile.

* * * %

RANGER (IN TRANSIT, LANSING TO DEMARCHY)
+ 290 KILOSECONDS

Bird Alyn moved dowly through the green light of the Ranger’ s hydroponics|lab, her frail body twitching
with the effort of standing upright in one gravity. She hummed softly, obliviousto discomfort, pulled into
the past by the cool constant moistness and the smell of gpples, the hum of insect life. Shadow-dapples
did over thetiles, merging and breaking with the drift of canopied leaves, showering sparks of veridian
fire over the viscousliquid insde clear, cov-ered vats.

The setting was strangely dien, like everything in the bountiful alien wonderland of this starship. But afern
or atree were aways the same, no matter how gravity or itslack contorted them. They were living things
that required her—that rewarded her care and attention with aleaf or ablossom or fruit to give her
peoplelife. The only living thingsthat willingly ab-sorbed dl the love she could give them, that never
turned away from her because shewas an ugly, un-gainly cripple....

Bird Alyn drew the dipstick out of another vat, studied the readings, shook it down. She sighed and did
down the vat’ sSideto Sit on the floor, massaging her swollen feet. They prickled, with the duggishness of
poor circulation. Sheleaned back, looking up through the shifting green; imagined she saw the milky
tranducency of the Lansing shroud and Shadow Jack working as a spinner, instead of the banks of
fluorescent lights.

She had counted the kiloseconds, the very seconds of every Lansing day, until Shadow Jack came down
tojoin her for the day’ sone med. Silent, moody, filled with futile anger—he was ill the one personin
her world who responded to her, who pushed out of his own shadowed world each day long enough to
show her kindness. Sometimes she wondered whether he was kind out of pity; never caring whether he
was. Shewas smply grateful, because sheloved him, and knew that love had no pride.



From childhood she had understood that she would work in the surface gardens; through dl of her life
she had seen why—that she was different, deformed. Her parents had trained her to use a compuiter,
because they had accepted that she would have to work at ajob where the radiation level was high; they
had equipped her to work on a ship, to do the best she could for the surviva of her world. But beyond
that they had withdrawn from her, as people withdraw from amistake that has ruined their lives, asthey
withdraw from the victim of atermina disease.

And she had never questioned her own inferiority, because Materialist philosophy taught her that every
individua must accept the responsibility for his own shortcomings. She had goneto work on Lansing's
sur-face dmost gladly; glad to escape from the world of normal people, glad to lose hersdlf in the beauty
of the gardens, solitary even among her fellow defec-tives.

And then she had discovered Shadow Jack sitting dazed and frightened in the grass a the entrance to the
tunnels. . . . Shadow Jack, who had grown up used to anormal life of security and acceptance. Who had
been told, suddenly, that he was not normal, and cast out into an aien world, ashamed, abandoned. She
had comforted him, out of compassion and her own need; his need had bound him to her, and made
them friends.

But asthey grew older she began to want more than just hisfriendship; even though she knew that it was
wrong, and impossible. On the Lansing surface the mores of the tunnels were distorted by neurosis, or by
need, until each person became literaly respon-sible for his own actions, and endured whatever
con-sequences followed. She had seen things that would have appalled her parents, and learned to see
that they did no one any harm; to see that that wasthe only real criterion for what was right or wrong.
And there were things that had made her afraid, once she under-stood them, and grateful that Shadow
Jack dept beside her every night in the sweet cool grass or be-tween the sheltering pillars of the
abandoned gtate buildings.

But Shadow Jack would never touch her, never let her ease the anger and the hel pless resentment that
never let him go. And helplessin her own futility, she kept her sllence, knowing that it waswrong for a
defective to want a hushand; impossible, that Shadow Jack could ever love an ugly, clumsy cripple....

Bird Alyn saw someone draw aside the insect net-ting and enter the lab, brushing aside grasping shrubs
and vines. She struggled to her feet, trying to make the figure into Shadow Jack . . . heard awoman’s
voice cal softly, “Claire?’

Bird Alyn stood on tiptoe, fading againgt the flow-ersin her green shirt and blue jeans. “What?" She
teetered and dmost dropped the dipstick. She clutched it against her side with her crippled hand. “Oh,
Betha”



Bethastared at her in return, shook her head, bemused and disconcerted.

Bird Alyn smiled, glancing down. “1—I thought it was Shadow Jack. He said hewas goin’ to come
watch mework....” Her smile collapsed.

“Pappy’ sgot him cornered; he' s showing him around up in the shop.” Bethatouched afern, pulled off a
yellowed frond, pulling the dead past |oose from the present She looked back, concern showing on her
tired, paeface. “ Areyou sure you want to do this, whilewe re il a one gee?’

Bird Alyn nodded. “It'sdl right. | st down alot, and just—uwatch, and smell, and listen. It sso long Since
| worked in the gardens. Do you mind?’

“No...no. You don’t know how much | appreci-ateit. There' s enough work on this ship for seven
people. And—Clewdl’ s not as young as he used to be.” The captain’s eyes | eft her, searching the green
shadows. “Y ou have the perfect touch, Bird Alyn.. . . | amost took you for adryad when | camein.”

“What... what' sthat?’
“An enchanted forest spirit.” Bethasmiled.

“Me?’ Bird Alyn twisted the dipstick, laughed her embarrassment. “Oh, not me. . . . These plantstake
care of themsdlves, redly, it' seasy . . . not like Lan-sing . . . they look so different here, so thick and
squat. . . ."

“These?’ Bethalooked up.

“On Lansing things keep growin’ up, they don’t know when to quit; it’ stricky, the root systems have to
go down to bedrock and catch hold . . . and with the mutations.. . .” Bird Alyn faded, suddenly aware of
her own voice.

Betha sat down in atiled bench, reached out for the strangely shaped thing half-hidden under afall of
vine. “Claire sguitar. Claire used to run hydroponics, and she used to play for the plants. It samusica
insrument,” seeing Bird Alyn’s puzzled expression. “Wedl used to come down herein the evenings, and
sing. She used to claim the plants enjoyed the music, and the emotional communion. Of course, Lara
would claim it was just the carbon dioxide they wanted . . . and Sean said it was the hot air.” Her mouth



curved wistfully. “ And Eric—Eric would say that it was prob-ably alittle of everything...” Her hand rose
to her face; Bird Alyn counted four plain golden rings, sur-prised, before it dropped again.

“How . .. um, how doesit work?" She had known agirl once who had awhistle made from areed.
“The—quitar, | mean.” Sheleaned back against a heavy wooden shelf, pushed up onto its edge with an
effort.

“I can't redly give you aproper idea, Clarewas an artist; | only know afew chords. But it’'s something
likethis. . ..” The captain settled the guitar across her lap, positioned her fingers on the strings. She
stroked them tentatively.

Bird Alyn shivered. “Oh...”

Betha smiled; her fingers changed position on the strings and the shimmering water of sound atered. She
began to sng—amost unconscioudy, Bird Alyn thought—in awarm, clear voice merging with the flow of
musc

“Undergtanding comesfrom learning
No one ever changed aworld.
Liveyour life, don't wasteit yearning,

You can't changeit, little girl—’

Bird Alyn fet her throat tighten, looked down at her twisted hand, blinking hard.

She heard the captain take along breath, caught in her own memories. “I'm sorry.” The clear voice
grained dightly. “I should have found something alittle more cheerful.”

“Please. . . will you—will you do some more?’ Bird Alyn looked up.

Betha sface eased. “All right. . . they aren’t much, just some old folk tunes. But it' sa strange thing, the
effect that everyone singing together has—the bond that grows between you, the feding of unity. It gives
you the strength to carry on, when things are hard. And it’ s hard to hate anyone when you' re singing with
them; hard to be angry....



“Together we continue,

Our song will never end.

Sigter, brother,

Father, mother,

Sharether liveswith one another:

Woman, man and friend....”

Bird Alyn leaned forward, like aflower leaning into the light. “Morningside must be abeautiful place!”

Betha made a sound that was not quite alaugh. “No, it's. .. Yes. Yes...inaway. Initsownway.” Her
fingers brushed the rings again.

“I'wish | could dothat...Doyou. . . know any love songs?’ The captain looked up sharply; Bird Alyn
redlized that somehow she had said the wrong thing.

“I'll be glad to show you what guitar chords | know, Bird Alyn, if you want to learn to play. Maybe the
plantsmissit.”

Bird Alynfolded her arms. “I—I don't think | have enough fingers....”

The captain’ s face froze with a second’ s embar-rassed awkwardness. “ Oh. Well, | think | can reverse
the gtringsfor you; I’ ve seen aguitar played |eft-handed before. If you' d like meto?’ She smiled again.

“Oh, yed” Bird Alyn dipped down off of the shelf, |eft the dipstick hanging absently intheair. 1t did
through her nervelessfingers and clattered to the floor. Ingtinctively along bare foot stretched to pick it
up; shelost her baance, and fell. “Lousy luck!”

Sprawled on the floor, she fumbled after the rod, shook it and checked the readings, while afamiliar hot
flush crept up her face.

The captain cameto her, caught her arms and lifted her effortlesdy to her feet. “ Areyou dl right?’
Betha' s hand brushed her arm reassuringly, as amother might have touched her. “It takesawhile,
doesn't it, to break the habits of alifetime.”



Bird Alyn looked down, confused by her solicitude. “Does anybody ever get used to this? If you' re not
bornusedtoit, | mean...”

Betha stepped back. “In time. Morningside' s pull is less than one gee, but we' ve been a one gee on the
ship for three years, and we don’t even notice the dif-ference any more. I’ ve read some Old World
studies on one-gee adaptations from low gravity. It'spossble, but it takes about ayear—thirty or forty
megaseconds—to get back to the minimum endurance you had at zero gee. And there are long-term
stress effects on the body. But they decided that you' d last, with good medicd care, if you wanted to go
through withit.”

“I think I’ d rather go home,” Bird Alyn said.

“Metoo.” Bethanodded.

But you can’t. Bird Alyn glanced down at her, blushing again. “I mean ... | dways say the wrong thing!”

“No. It'sdl any of uswant, Bird Alyn. And we' regoing to do it.” Betha studied the pattern of gleaming
rings on her hands; they tightened suddenly.

Bird Alyn listened to water dripping somewhere, thought of tears. She heard someone el se enter the lab;
recognized Shadow Jack thistime.

Betha smiled, a pleased, private smile, following her glance. She turned back to the bench, picked up the
guitar. “I'll change the strings for you, when | get the chance. But now I’ d better get back to work.

We reamost into Demarchy space; you won't have to put up with gravity much longer.” She sarted
away toward the door, spoke to Shadow Jack as she passed him. Bird Alyn watched his own gaze fix
on her, fol-low her, with admiration that was amost adoration. Bird Alyn felt envy tir, turned it inward
habitualy. Her mouth tightened with pain as though she had turned aknife.

But Rusty struggled in Shadow Jack’ s arms, meowing with sudden impatience as they caught sight of her.
Shadow Jack let the cat drop, still half afraid of its strangeness. Rusty trotted ahead to butt againgt Bird
Alyn’sbare ankles; Bird Alyn leaned over and picked the cat up, and a pink tongue sandpapered her
chin joyfully. Rusty settled, purring, onto her shoul-der. She thought of the embroidered hanging in the
room that was hers now: a cross-stitched portrait of Rusty, and the words, A HOME WITHOUT A
CAT MAY BE A PERFECT HOME, PERHAPS—BUT HOW CAN IT PROVE ITSTITLE?Bird
Alyn let hersdf imagine an entire world filled with living crestures, and music; not afruitless dream, but



redity. Thekind of world Lansing must have been, in the time she had never known; the kind of world it
could never be again.

“I thought Rusty waslooking for you,” Shadow Jack murmured, self-conscious. “I’ll bet if there were ten
animason this ship, every one would want to be with you.”

She met his eyes hesitantly, forgetting everything in themiracle of hisamile.

* k x %

FLAGSHIP UNITY (DISCAN SPACE) +
300 KILOSECONDS

Raul Nakamore, Hand of Harmony, settled back into the padded accel eration couch, weightless, held
down by straps. He wedged the light wire headset into adot on the panel, through with the radio,
through arguing with his half-brother Djem. So he was wasting the Grand Harmony’ sresources. . .
risking hislife ... risking the crews of three shipsto pursue a phan-tom. So he wasleaving
Snows-of-Salvation unprotect-ed from a Demarchy attack to chase aship that could run rings around the
ships of the Grand Harmony, even this high delta-vee strike force. A ship from Out-side ... acrippled
sarship, that had left behind atiny spreading cloud of debris and human remains. A ship that had e uded
their grasp once—but that might not be ableto do it again. It was worth the gamble. But poor Djem; he
never could see beyond the end of his own nose. Raul haf-amiled.

Somewhere five thousand kilometers below him, sl-houetted againgt the silvered detritus of the Discan
rings, the lump of frozen gases that was Snows-of-Sal-vation held the Grand Harmony’ s chief didtillery. It
had been congtructed with Demarchy aid, and it was crucid to the Harmony’ s surviva, and the
Demarchy’s. His brother wasin charge of Snows-of-Sdva-tion, would do anything to maintain its safety.
But if the Demarchy decided to attack herein the Rings, even this* secret weagpon” couldn’t stop them
from doing fata damage. And in spite of what too many in the Navy believed, the Demarchy would never
try it, anyway. Djem would never be able to see that, but Raul would stake his career on it—had staked
his career on it. The Demarchy would never attack them...unlessit had that starship. But if the Grand
Har-mony took it firs—

“Sir.” Sandovd, the bading ship’s captain, interrupt-ed his pattern of thought diffidently. “Everything's
securefor ignition. At your command—"

Raul nodded, unbuttoning his heavy jacket in the unaccustomed warmth of the control room. Been
un-derground too long...He sighed. “ Proceed.”



Sandoval settled back into his own seat, spoke or-dersinto his headset that would coordinate with the
crews of two other ships. There was no video com-munication; video was used only to impressthe
en-emy. Raul studied the complexity of the control board, banks of indicators spreading up the wallsin
the cramped space around them. Mogt of it was pre-war artifact computing equipment, installed to give
these ships superior maneuverability in combat. They were one segment of the Grand Harmony’shigh
delta-vee defense force, specialy designed, specidly equipped with afue-to-massratio of one thousand
to one. Although Raul Nakamore ranked in the highest echelons of the Harmony navy, he had dways
maintained that their existence was pointless waste of desperately needed resources, and for that reason
he had never been on board one of these ships before. But now the starship had changed hismind; asit
could change the very future.

He sank heavily into the padded seat asthe snip’ sliquid-fuel boostersignited and thrust grew to a steedy
two gravities, more than dightly painful on his Belter’ sframe. He checked the chronometer on the panel.
Thrust would continue for thirteen hundred seconds, boosting them to sixteen kilometers per sec-ond ...
and in that time, expend seven thousand tons of fuel: the outer stages of the three ships themselves, and of
seven drones. And il it would take them over two megaseconds to reach Lansing—and their quarry
might not even be there. Raul settled down to wait, trying not to imagine the waste, but rather to
remem:-ber what had made him so certain it was worthit...

* k% k %

He had been ditting in his office, studying endless shipping schedules, when the confidentiad report had
reached him: aramscoop starship, origin unknown, had crossed the path of anava patrol . . . and had
destroyed one of their ships before escaping. He had studied the report for along time, with the warmth
of the methane stove at his back and the chill silence of Heaven' sfuture ahead of him. And then he had
no-ticed that ameeting was announced, his presence was required.

Hel€ft his office and made his way dong the endless dank, dightly smoky corridors from the Mer-chant
Marine wing. The government complex made up the greater part of the tunnel-and-vacuole system that
honeycombed the subsurface of the asteroid Har-mony, that had been the asteroid Perth in the time
be-fore the Civil War, before the founding of the Grand Harmony. The chill began to eat itsway through
his heavy brown uniform jacket; he pushed one hand into his pocket, using the other to push himsalf
along thewall. He was a short man, barely 1.9 meters, and stocky, for a Belter. There was aquality of
inevitabil-ity about him, and there had been atime when he had endured the cold better than most. But he
was acareer navy man, and he had spent most of his adult life on shipsin space, where adequate heat
wasthe least of their problems. But for the past Sixty megaseconds since his promotion he had been an
adminigtra-tor, and learned that the only specia privilege granted to an administrator wasthe privilege of
managing adouble workload.

He passed through large open chambers filled with government workers, into more halwaysidentical to
the ones he had just | €ft, into more chambers—as d-ways experiencing the feding that he was actudly



traveling in circles. Unconscioudy he chose aroute that took him through the computing center, guided
by past habit while he considered the future. The past and the present surprised him as he became aware
of hissurroundings: of the crowded rows of young facesintent on caculation, or gaping up at his

passage.

Helooked toward the far corner of the chamber, amost expecting to find his own face ill bent over a
date of scribbled figures. He had worked in this room, twelve-hundred-odd megaseconds ago, starting
his career while till aboy as a computer fourth class. A computer in the oldest sense, because the
sophisticated machinery that had borne the Discans burden of endless compuitations had been lost during
the Civil War. After thewar, the Grand Harmony had learned the hard way that it would never survive
without pre-cise data about the constantly changing interrel ation-ships of the mgjor planetoids. And so
they had falen back on human computation, using theinefficient and plentiful to replace the efficient but
nonexistent, asthey had had to do so many times.

A bright child could learn to do the smpler calcu-lations, and so bright children were used, freeing
stronger backsfor heavier labor. Raul remembered Sitting squeezed onto a bench with another boy and a
girl, huddled together for warmth. His nose had dripped and hislips were chapped, and he had stared
envioudy at the back of his half-brother Djem, who was one hundred and fifty megasecs older and a
com-puter second class. The higher your rank, the closer you sat to the stovein the center of the room. .
.. By thetime Djem madefirst class, Raul had joined him, and been rewarded with warmth and one of
the few hand calculatorsthat till worked.

Their common grandfather had proved Riemann’ s Conjecture, and become the best-known
meathe-mati cian—and perhaps the best-known human being— to come from the Heaven Belt; but then
thewar had come, and made him only one more refugee. He had been on vacation in the Discan rings
when thewar began, and hisloyalties had been suspect. But his mathematical skill had been
undeniable—and now, two generationslater, the residue of his genius had put his grandsons on the path
to successin anew regime.

“Only through obedience do we earn the right to command. . . .” Raul Ieft the computer room, and his
youth, behind; the universally colorless mora admoni-tions from the inescapable wall speakers crept
back into his consciousness along with the cold. He won-dered how long it would be before the news of
the alien starship worked itsway into the communal broadcasts, between the Thoughts from the Heart
and the lectures on Demarchy decadence—and what form it would take when it did. He did not object
to the congtant intrusion into hislife. He was used to it. It was as much a part of the life he knew asthe
cold. Heredized that it served a purpose, distracting the people from the cold and the endless dreary
labor of their dally lives, reinforcing their sense of unity and dedica-tion to the group.

But if he felt no resentment toward the broadcasts, neither did he take them seriously any more. He had
realized long ago that they were just as much propa-ganda as the Demarches own lurid displays of
unharmonious advertisng. . . . The Demarchy, that il lived in warmth and comfort—thanksto the
digtilleries of the Grand Harmony—~but which kept the people of the Grand Harmony from sharing that
comfort. It re-fused to sal them the atomic fission batteries that were still the Demarchy’ s mgjor source



of power, for heet, for light, for shipping, for the few factoriesthat <till operated. No existing factories
operated at more than one percent efficiency in the Grand Harmony—except for the digtilleries—and
virtualy their only source of heet and light came from the inefficient burning of methane (becausethe
Rings had asurplus of volatiles, but that wasdl they had).

Raul pushed the thought out of hismind, as he pushed aside the more painful truth that his people, dl the
people in Heaven Belt, were doomed. Regret was useless. Hatred was counterproductive. Raul faced
the truth, and faced it down. He saw the road ahead clearly, saw it grow steeper and more difficult until
a last it became impossible. But he moved ahead, one step at atime, strengthened by the knowledge that
he had done al that was humanly possible.

There had been atime when he had absorbed every word of the broadcasts, and believed every word.
He had hated the Demarchy then, with the blind passion of youth; and because he was young and
competent and expendable, he had been sent on amission of sab-otage into Demarchy space. And he
hed failed in hismisson. But to hisintense humiliation, the perversity of the Demarchy’ s media-ruled
mobocracy had trans-formed him into a popular hero, taking hisimpas-sioned last denunciation of their
own aggression to heart . . . and the Demarchy had sent him home, a shamefaced messenger of goodwill,
to open negotiations for the congtruction of adigtillery that would benefit both the Demarchy and the
Grand Harmony. But rel ations between the Harmony and the Demarchists had never improved past that
one act of cooper-ation, the real purpose of which lay in their shared needs. independent Demarchy
corporations il vio-lated Discan space, and only their overal economic weakness kept them from
outright seizure of the Har-mony’ svital resources. The Grand Harmony still denounced the Demarchy,
and blamed it for its own margind existence.

But because of his experience in the Demarchy, the conviction that good and evil were as easly marked
as black and white, that every question had a ssimple an-swer, had been lost to him forever. And ashe
cameto see that the Demarchy was not totaly evil, he had re-alized that it was not totally to blame for
the Har-mony’ s precarious surviva, either. He had come to see the greater, totally amoral and totaly
inevitable fate that drew the Grand Harmony, and the Demarchy aswell, down the road of no return.

And when he had seen that there was no turning back, no turning aside, he had transferred from
De-fenseto the Merchant Marine; to serve where he be-lieved he could function most effectively, and
make the Harmony’ s passage down that road as easy as pos-sible.

Raul reached the hub of the government complex at lagt, felt the eddies of cold draft catch him ashe
moved out into the suddenness of open space. Over-head the ceiling was dark and amorphous, but he
knew that its vault was asurface of clear plastic, not solid stone. Onceit had opened on the sars, and
the magnificence of Discus—when the Rings of Discus had been the water-well for the entire Heaven
Belt. But now the clear dome was blocked beneath an insu-lating pack of snow; the dome had become
too great a source of hest loss.



He made hisway across the multiple trgectories of other drifting government workers, most of them
navy men like himself. He returned their raised-hand sautes autometicaly, his mind reaching ahead of him
into the restricted meeting room where hisfellow Hands sat in a private conference with the Heart.

Raul settled quietly into his seat, waiting for the meeting to be called to order. He sat at the end of the
long table farthest from the position of the Heart, as the newest officer to achieve therank of Hand. He
nodded to L obachevsky on hisright, looked past, identifying the faces of officers and advisers down the
table. He noted without surprise that they had split into opposing factions, as usual—the defense faction
on one Sde, the trade faction on the other. He had settled with the trade faction, as usud. Seeing the
bare, shin-ing tabletop as akind of no man’sland between them, he smiled faintly.

A single word silenced the muttered speculation; Raul turned his attention to the head of the table, rose
with the rest, acknowledging the arriva of the Heart—the triumvirate that controlled power’ s ebb and
flow in the Grand Harmony. Chaticha, Khurama, and Gulamhusein: like amany-faceted Hindu deity,
indistinguishable from one another, or from their staff, in the drab sameness of their bulky clothing . . . but
unmistakably set gpart by an indefinable self-satisfac-tion—and the unharmonious ambition that had
taken them to the top, and made them struggle to stay there. Raul knew the kinds of stress that worked
on them, and was grateful that he had aready risen abovetheleve of hisown ambitions.

The three men a the head of the long table settled dowly onto the seet, a Sgn for the officersto do the
same.

“| assume you dl read the communications that brought you here’—Chatichal spoke, taking theinitiative
asusual—*and so | assumethat you all know that fifty kiloseconds ago our navy encountered aship like
nothin’ that exists anywherein thissystem. . . .” He paused, looking down; Raul recognized atape
re-corder on the table before him. “ This sareport from Captain Smith, who was in charge of the patrol
fleet that encountered the craft.” He pressed a button.

Raul drifted againg the table, listening, and watching expressions change aong the table' slength. They
had taken the intruder for a Demarchy fusion ship violating Discan space, at first. Then, asthey began to
close and awoman’ s voice answered their cha-lenge, they redlized that what they had come upon was
something totally unexpected. The ship had bro-ken away from them, accelerating at an impossible
sustained ten meters per second squared; it had destroyed one of their own closing craft amost casu-dly,
with nothing more than the deadly effluence of its exhaust. But they had fired on the escaping ship, and
they had recorded a small, expanding cloud of debris...

An undercurrent of irritation and excitement soread dong the table. “Why the hdll didn’t Smith give that
woman port coordinates, when she asked for ‘em?” Lobachevsky muttered beside him. “ Damn sight
more reasonable than tryin’ to take the ship by force. Losin’ aship—serveshimright.” He glared across
no-man’ s-land at the opposition. Raul kept his own face ex-pressionless.



Chatichal raised hiseyes, and his voice. “ The ques-tion before us now, gentlemen, is not whether Captain
Smith acted in the best interests of the Grand Har-mony—~but what further action should be taken
concernin’ that ship. | don't think anybody here will disagree that the ship had to come from outsde the
gystem. . . .” He paused; no onedid. “And | don’t think we have to detail for anybody here what a ship
like that could mean to our economy ... or to the Demarchy’s, if they get hold of it instead.” Another
pause. “But isit feasible, or even possible, for usto get our hands on that ship? And in any case, what
action should be taken to ensure that it doesn’t fal into the Demarchy’ s hands instead?”’

Raul studied the dull sheen of the table' s scarred plastic surface, seeing beyond it as he listened with
half-attention to the debate progressing along the tabl€e s length: the ship was damaged . . . the ship could
gill outrun anything that Heaven Belt could send after it. The ship might seek out the Demarchy because
of the attack . . . there was no reason to be-lieveits crew would trust anyone in the Belt, now. The ship
was the answer to the Harmony’ s survival . . . the ship was a phantom, and pursuing it would only waste
more resourcesthey couldn’t affordtolose. . . .

Raul glanced up, pushing his own thoughtsinto or-der. He rarely spoke out unless he had been ableto
consider al sdesof aquestion; he had learned long ago that selective silence was amore effective tool
than aloud voice. Since his promotion to Hand, he had used it to good effect to earn himsdlf areputation
for getting what he wanted, for building up the effi-ciency of the Merchant Marine and the influence of the
trade faction. Finding alull, he broke into the dis-cussion: “Asyou al know, I’ ve been opposed to the
development and support of our high delta-vee force from the beginnin’...” He searched the facesaong
the table, seaing resentment glance ong the far Sde, feding the gratification that spread from
Lobachevsky dong hisown side. He had believed, aong with the minority of others, that the Demarchy
posed no redl-igtic thresat to the safety of the Grand Harmony, that the resources used to maintain a
defense fleet would serve the Harmony’ sinterest better if they were employed to bolster trade within the
Rings, and even with the Demarchy itsdlf. Because he understood that the status quo was deterioration,
and that nothing could overthrow that order...” But this sa situation | never foresaw. In thissituation, |
have to admit I’'m glad we have ahigh delta-vee force available . . . and | amin favor of usin’ it to pursue
that ship—" Voicesindignant with betraya cut him off; he saw the hogtil-ity re-form into surprise across
thetable. “I know it'sagamble. | know it's probably afutile one, the odds against us capturin’ that ship
are damned high. But they’ re not astronomica: the ship’s damaged, we don’t know how severdly. It may
bethat they'll lielow at Lansing, if Lansng’ sHill dive; it sworth the loss, worth the gamble, to find out.
We ve got this damned high delta-vee force whether we want it or not—Ilet’s put it to some rational use!
If we know this much about the starship, you can count on the Demarchy knowin’ just as much—and
bein’ just asinterested. | don't believe they’ re any threat without that ship; but if we don't get the ship,
and they do, anything wedoisgoin’ to be academic from then on.

“| propose that the closest available high delta-vee force be readied as soon as possible to pursue the
gtar-ship toward Lansing. And | request that | be given command....”

* * % %



The acrimony of the fina debate faded from hismind as acceleration’ s false gravity abruptly ceased,
leaving his body free in asudden release from tension. He had won, in the end, because there was no one
in the room who could question his sincerity, or his de-termination to achieve whatever god he st
himsdlf. And so these shipswould continue in adrifting fal toward Lansng. And if the life-support
systems held out, they would find—something; or nothing. The cards had been laid down; the Grand
Harmony had gambled on thelast chance it would ever have.

* * % %

RANGER (DEMARCHY SPACE) + 553 KILOSECONDS

“No, that won't work either. They could seethisisn’'t aprewar ship.” Bird Alyn shook her head; her
hair, caught into two stubby ponytails, stood out from her head like seafoam.

“Then there’ s nothing more | can suggest, offhand.” Betha glanced from face to face, questioning. Clewell
sat firmly belted into aseat; Bird Alyn and Shadow Jack sprawled in the air, totaly securein the absence
of gravity. Thefive-day journey along sixty degrees of Discus sorbit had transformed them, superficidly:
Thelir skin and hair were shining clean, their long, gangly bodiesforced into dungarees and soft pullover
shirts. But the Start of one-gee acceleration had |eft them crushed on the floor like reedflies, and they il
winced with the stiffness of wrenched muscles, and the memory. And there were other memories, that
shone darkly in their hungry eyes and quick, nervous words, memories out of a past that Bethawas
afraid to imagine and glad she would never know.

“| dill say you should leave the Demarchy aone.” Shadow Jack stuck out a thin bronze foot, stroked
Rusty gingerly as she drifted past. “We should' ve gonefor the Rings. It' salot safer to stedl it from them.
If you ask me—"

“| wasn't asking—that.” Bethasmiled faintly. “ | want to trade, not stedl. ... | dready know how ‘safe’ it
isintherings of Discus, Shadow Jack.”

“But the Demarchy’ sworse. They' ve got a higher technology.”

“How much higher? Y ou don’t really know. And they aren’t looking for us, either. With your shipto
ferry usin, we can dip in and out of adigtillery be-fore they even think about it. But what do we trade for
hydrogen?’ She repested the inventory again in her mind, struggling with the knowledge thet only Eric
would know what was right, what to offer, what to say. Only Eric had been trained to know. .. . Oh,



Eric—

Shadow Jack frowned, pulling at histoes. Bird Alyn caught Rusty, set her spinning dowly head over
pawsin theair. Rusty caught her own tail and began to wash it. Bird Alyn laughed, inaudible.

“The cat,” Shadow Jack said. “We could give them the cat!”

“Wha?" Clewdl sraightened indignantly.

“Sure. Nobody’ sgot a cat any more. But nobody in the Demarchy could know we didn’t; Lansing had a
lot of animals, once. And it’ sjust what the Demarchists go for: somethin’ redlly rare. The owner of a
digtillery, he'd probably give you hdf his stock to own Rusty.”

“That' sridiculous,” Clewd | sad.

“No. .. maybeit’snot, Pappy.” Betha spread her hands, and Rusty pushed off toward her. “I think he's
got apoint. Rusty, would you liketo live like aqueen?’ She gathered Rusty into her arms, gathered in the
precious memories of her children’ sfaces, asthey handed her the gifts of love. Shefelt her throat tighten
againgt more words, wondering what payment would be demanded next of them; knowing that whatever
the emotiond price was, they must pay it, if it would buy this ship’s passage home to Morningside. She
saw sharp sorrow on Bird Alyn’sface; saw Bird Alyn struggleto hideit, as she hid her own. “Besides...
we haven't been ableto think of anything else that wouldn't give us away. Any equipment we tried to
trade would be obvious as coming from outside the system. W€ Il be taking enough of arisk asitis.”

“I know.” Clewd| looked down. “Y ou'rethe cap-tain.”

“Yes, | am.” Bethapulled hersdf down to the con-trol pand, tired of arguing, tired of postponing the
inevitable. There was no choice, there was only one thing that mattered—saving this ship—and she must
never forget it... She watched the latest survell-lance readouts, not seeing them. The Ranger waswell
within Demarchy space now. They had detected dozens of asteroids and heavy radio traffic. They had
identified Mecca, thelargest didtillery, eight million kilometers away, with aclosing velocity of ten
kilo-meters per second—only hours of flight time for the Ranger. But it would take the Lansing 04 two
weeks, decelerating every meter of the way, to close the distance-and-vel ocity gap between them and
Mecca. Her stsomach tightened at the prospect; the extra shielding they had put on board the Lansing ship
cut the radia-tion levelsto one-sixth of what they had been, but the readings were till too high. And yet if
the Ranger came any closer to an inhabited area, the risk of de-tection would be too gredt.



Theroad to Morning
Iscut from mourning,

And paved with broken dreams....

“I’m going to Mecca, Pappy,” shesaid a last. “I’m going to get us our ticket home.”

* * * %

Clewd| sat firmly in his seet as Bird Alyn floated free above his head. They watched together while the
Lansing 04, abattered tin can with areactor tied to itstail, fell away into the bottomless night. He
looked back from the darknessto Bird Alyn’sface, her own dark eyes <till fixed on the screen. “I’'m glad
you' re here. There' stoo much—emptiness on this ship, alone.”

She blinked sdlf-conscioudy, her arms moving like bird wings as she turned toward him inthe air. Her
eyesrarely met his, or anyone's, asif shewas afraid of seeing her own image reflected there. “1 wish—I
wish she hadn’t taken Rusty.”

He had to strain to hear her, wondered again if he was getting alittle deaf. “So do I. She did what she
thought was best... And you wish she hadn’t taken Shadow Jack.”

Shedtill looked down; her head twitched dightly.

“She did what she thought was best.” He thought of Eric, who had been trained to know what was best;
remembered Betha' s anguished doubt, in the private darkness of their room. “ She means everything to
me, t0o.”

Bird Alynlooked up a him at last. “ Are—are you Betha sfather?’

Helaughed. “No, child; I’m her husband. One of her husbands.”

“Her—husband?’ He amost thought he could see her blush. “ One of her husbands? How many does
she have?”



“There are seven of us, three women and four men.” He amiled. “| takeit that’ s not so common here.”

“No.” Almost aprotest. “Are ... the rest of them back on your—planet?’

“They were the crew of the Ranger.”

She jerked suddenly. “ Then—they’re dl dead, now.”

“Yes, All....” He stopped, forcing his mind away from the empty room on the next level below, wherea
gaping wound opened on the stars. Deliberately he looked back at Bird Alyn, saw her embarrassment.
“It'spossible to be in love with more than one person, you know.”

“| dways thought that meant somebody had to be unhappy.”

He shook his head, smiling, wondering what strange beliefs must be a part of the Lansing culture. And he
wondered how those beliefs could survive, when a people were struggling for their own survival.

On Morningsidethefirst colonists had struggled to survive, expatriates and exiles fleeing an Earth where
the palitical world had turned upside down. They had arrived in a Promised Land that they discovered,
too late, was not the haven they were promised—discover-ing at last the lyrical irony in the name
Morningside. Tidally locked withitsred dwarf star, Morningside turned one face forever toward the
bloody sun, held one side forever frozen into night. Between the subsolar desert and the darksideice lay
ableak ring of mar-ginaly habitable land, the Wedding Band . . . until death did them part. The fear of
death, the need to enlarge a smal and suddenly vulnerable population, had broken down therigid
customs of their European and North American past. They were no longer the people they had once
been, and now, looking back acrosstwo hundred years of multiple marriage and the freedom-in-security
of extended family kinship, few Morningsiders saw reason in their own pagt, or any reason to change
back again.

Bird Alyn folded her arms, hiding her misshapen hand. And Clewdl| redlized that perhaps the people of
Lansing had had no choicein their customs either. If the radiation levels were as high asthose on the
Lan-sing 04, even one percent as high, then the threat of genetic damage could force them into breeding
customsthat seemed strange or even suicidal anywhere ese. The whole of Heaven Belt wasatrap and a
betrayd in away that Morningside had never been: because Heaven had promised alife of ease and
beauty in re-turn for ahigh technology, but it damned human weakness without pity.

Clewell was slent with the redlization that whatever Morningside lacked in comfort, it made up forina



grudging constancy, and that even beauty became meaningless without that....

“How did you and Shadow Jack end up out here?’

She shrugged, atiny waver of her weightless body. “I can work the computer; my parents programmed
the recon unit. And Shadow Jack wanted to be a pilot and do something to help Lansing; hewon a

lottery.”

“Your parentslet you go, ingtead of going them-salves?’ He saw Betha suddenly, in hismind: agang-ly,
earnest teenage girl, helping him take the measure of the immeasurable universe. . . saw hisown
chil-dren, waiting for him acrossthat universal sea. He covered a sudden anger against whoever had sent
their haf-grown daughter out in acontaminated ship be-fore they would go themsdves.

Bird Alyn looked down &t her crippled hand. “Well, you can only go if you work outside....”

“Outsde?

“Lansing’ satent world ... we have surface gardens, and a plastic tent to keep in an atmosphere.” She
ran her hand through her hair, her mouth twitching. “Y ou work outside if you can't have chil-dren.” For a
moment her eyestouched him, envious, almost accusing; she turned back to the viewscreen, looking out
over isolation, withdrawing into hersdf. “I think I'll take ashower.”

He laughed carefully. “If you take too many show-ers, girl, you' Il wrinkle up for good.”

“Maybeit would help.” Not smiling, she pushed off from the pandl.

Helooked out at the barren night, where dl their hopeslay, and where al the dreams of their separate
worldslay ruined. Pain caught in his chest, and made him afraid. Help me, God, I’'man old man. Don’t
let me betoo old. . . . He pressed his hands against the pain, heard the sprayer go on and Bird Alyn's
voiceriselike warbling birdsong, beginning aMorningside [ullaby:

“There snever joy but leadsto sorrow,
Never sorrow without joy.

Y esterday becomes tomorrow;



| can't Sop it, little boy....”

* k% k %

LANSING 04 (DEMARCHY SPACE) +151
MEGASECONDS

“Thereitis,” Shadow Jack said, with amost asigh. “Meccarock.”

Betha watched it comeinto view at the port: afifty-kilometer potato-shaped lump of stone, scarred by
nature’ s hand and man’'s. Mecca s long axis pointed to the sun; the side nearest them lay in darkness,
haloed by an eterna coronaof sunglare. Asthey closed she began to seelanding lights; and, between,
them, immense shining protrusions lit from below, throwing their shadows out to be lost in the shadow of
the void. Sheidentified them finaly as storage tanks—enormous balloons of preciousgases. At last . . .
She dirred in the narrow, dimly lit space before the instruments, felt her numbed emotions stir and come
aive. Shefilled her congested lungs with the deed, stale air, heard afan go on somewhere behind her,
clanking and ineffective; wondered whether she could ever revive asense of smell mercifully long dead. It
was small comfort to know that the claustro-phobic misery of their journey would have been worse
without the overhauling they had done on board the Ranger. Two strangers from Lansing could teach
even Morningsiders something about tough-ness. . . . The Ranger came back into her mind, and with it
the galling knowledge that they could have crossed Demarchy space to Meccain one day instead of
fifteen, in perfect comfort—if things had been different. “But we' re here. Thank God. And thanksto you,
Shadow Jack. That wasagood job.” Her hand stroked his arm unthinkingly, in a gesture meant for
someone else. He started out of his habitual glumness, looking embarrassed and then something more;
reached to scan the radio frequencies. Static and voices broke across the cabin’ s clicking silence.

“Did—did you love one of them best?’

Shesdighed. “Yes. .. yes, | supposel did. It'ssome-thing you can't help feding; | loved them all so
much, but one. . .” Who isn't here, when | need him. She shook her head, her eyes blurred, and
sharpened again as a piece of the real world moved across them. “Out there, Shadow Jack.” She leaned
closer to the port, rubbed the fog of moisture from the glass. “A tanker comingin.”

He peered past her. They saw the ship, still lit by the sun: aponderous metalic tick, its plagtic belly
bloated with precious gases and clutched inside three legs of stedl, booms for the ship’s nuclear-electric
rockets. “Look at the size of that! It must be comin’ in from the Rings. They wouldn’t use that on local
hauls.” Heraised his head, following its downward arc. “ Down there, that must be the docking field.”



She could seethefidd clearly now, an unnatura gleaming smoothnessin the artificid light, cluttered with
cranes and ringed by more mechanica parasites, gorged and empty. Smaller craft moved above them,
fireflies, showing red; duggish towsin aprofusion of makeshift incongruity. Another world . . . She
lis-tened, watching, matching fragments of one-sided ra-dio conversations with the movements of the
dow-motion dance below them: boredom and sharp attention, an outburst of anger, unintdligible humor
about an unseen technicdity. “ Shouldn't they bere-caiving our sgna?*

Henodded. “They are. | guessthey’ll call usdown whenthey fed likeit.”

Rusty stirred in the air above the control board, batted listlesdy at the twined cord of his headset. “Poor
Rusty,” Bethamurmured, reaching out. “Y our trip in thissaunaisamost over...” The rawness of her
throat hurt her suddenly.

Shadow Jack twisted guiltily, stroked Rusty’ srumpled fur. “Bird Alyn redly let me haveit for makin' you
take Rusty away. She didn’t want to lose her. She loves plants, makin' things grow—thingsthat are dive.
..." Hismouth twitched, dmost asmile, dmost sorrow. “1 guess Rusty was about the most wonderful
thing of dl, to Bird Alyn.”

“You missher.”
“Yeah, | ... | mean, well, she' sthe only one who can redlly use the computer.”
“Oh”

He glanced back at her, knowing what she hadn’t said. “We just work together.”

She nodded. “I thought maybe you—"

“No, wedon't. We re not married.”

Shefelt her mouth curve up in scandalized amuse-ment. “I admire your self-restraint.”

His blue and green eyes widened; she saw darkness settle across them again. “There sno point in
wanting what we can’t have. It'sonly keeping dive that mat-ters—everybody keeping dive. If we can't



get water for Lansing, then it’ sthe end, and it’ s stupid to pre-tend it snot. Ther€ sno pointin ... in...”
Helooked down at the control pandl. “ Those day-dreamers! Why don’t they answer us? What do they
need, amiracle?’

A voice broke from the speaker, “Unregistered ship—what the hell are you doing up there, running so
dark?’

Shadow Jack turned back to her, speechless; she smiled. “Now try wishing for hydrogen.”

* * * %

Shadow Jack took them in, cursing in the glare, to amoorage on Mecca sday side. “* Not registered for
main fied.” Those nosy bastardsl How come we couldn’'t land in the dark, like the rest of those damn
charmed tankers?’ He stretched, leaning back, and cracked his knuckles.

“| suppose they don't want some tourist crashing into the didtillery.” Betharelaxed at last, at the
reas-suring sound of magnetic cables attaching to the hull outside.

He pushed himself away from his seat. “ That doesn't hdp us. If something goeswrong, we' Il have ahell
of atimegettin’ out of herethisway.” He moved toward the locker that held their spacesuits.

She sighed and nodded, reaching out to catch Rusty. “We Il just hope nothing goeswrong,” think-ing that
whoever had named him for shadows had named him well.

* * % %

Betha clung momentarily to the edge of the open airlock, looking down, and away, to where the world
ended too suddenly: the foreshortened horizon, like the edge of a gleaming, pitted knife blade against the
blackness. And beyond it the stars, scarcely visible, impossibly distant acrossthe lightless void. She saw
fivetorn bodies, faling away into that void where no hand could stop their fall, where no voice could ever
break the silence of an eternity alone. . . . She swayed, giddy. Shadow Jack touched her back.

“Go on, push off.” His voice crackled, distorted by his feeble spesker.



Behind hisvoicein her receiver she heard Rusty’ sfruitless scratching insde the pressurized carrying case;
she saw figures coming toward them, moving aong a mooring cable fastened amidships. She pushed
hersdf out of the hatchway with too much force, drifted through a graceless arc to the ground. She
be-gan to rebound, caught at the mooring line and steedied herself. A mistake , . . And she couldn’'t
af-ford to make another one. She was deding with Bel-ters, and she’ d damn well better act like the
Beltersdid. Shefdt tenson burn away the fog of her exhaus-tion, as she watched Shadow Jack land
eadly on the bright, pockmarked field of rubble behind her. Above him she saw the sun Heaven, aspiny
diamond in the crown of night, frigid and faraway—abizarre againgt the memory of her sun’ s bloody face
in adugt-faded Morningside sky. As she turned away from the shadowed hull of the Lansing 04 she
could see other ships moored; the stark light etched the crude patch-work of misshapen forms on her
mind, overlaying her memory of the Ranger’ s ascetic perfection.

“Y ou staying herelong?’

She couldn’t see the port man'’ s face through the shielding mask of his helmet; she hoped her own
faceplate hid her aswell. “No longer than we haveto.”

“Good; your exterior radiation level’s medium-high. Not good for the plants.”

She looked down at the stained rubble, wondered if he was making ajoke. She laughed, tentatively.

“You'rethe Lansing people?’ Eight or ten more fig-ures spilled out from behind him, with bulky
ingtru-ments she redlized were cameras.

“What areyou herefor?’

“Isit true that—"

“I thought everybody in the Main Belt was dead?’

She shifted Rusty’ s case, getting a better grip on the cable; their voices dinned insde her hemet. “We
want to buy some hydrogen from your distillery.” She looked back at the port man. “| hope we don't
have to walk to the other sde?”’

Helaughed thistime. “Nope. Not if you' re paying customers.”



Betha noticed that he was armed.

“. .. heard you Main Belters mostly scrounge and steal,” the voices ran on. “Have you redly got
some-thin’ there to trade for snow?’

“How isit that awoman’sin your position; are you sterile?’

“What' sinthe box?’

They surrounded her like wolves; she drew back, appalled. “1 don't—"

“That'sfor usto know, junkers,” Shadow Jack said suddenly. “We' re not here for handouts. We don't
have to take crap from any of you.” He caught the guard' srigid deeve. “Now, how do we get to the

didtillery?

Betha' sjaw tightened, but the guard raised hishands. “All right, you media boys, get off their backs.
Take apicture of the ship; they didn’t come from Lansing to pose for you. And be sure to mention
MeccaMoorage Rentadls. . . . No offense, buddy. Just follow the cable back to the shack; they’ re holdin’
the car for you. Welcome to Mecca.”

“Say, isit true that—"

Shadow Jack drifted over the cable and pushed past them to the far sde. Bethafollowed, her motion
pain-fully nonchdant. “ Thanks—buddy,” she said.

The guard nodded, or bowed, and so did Shadow Jack.

“Chrigt, who were those people?” She glanced over her shoulder asthey boarded the single canister car
of the ground transport; behind them someone sedled the door. She heard Shadow Jack muitter,
“Unreal.” There were two othersin the cabin, she saw, wishing it was empty, glad there were only two
and hoping they didn’t have cameras. Ahead through the plastic dome, the filament-fine monorail track
stretched away over the barren brightness. Beyond the platform on her right she saw what looked to be a
circular hatch-way set into the surface of the rock; above it was asign: hydroponics co-op. She redlized



that the guard hadn’t been making ajoke; the chunk of naked stone that was Meccawas a self-sufficient
world, riddled with tubes and vacuol es that supported life and all its processes. Too much radiation was
bad for theplants. . . .

Her thoughtsjarred and re-formed as gentle inertia pressed her againgt the seatback. Rusty snuffled and
scratched in the carrier, making a sound like gtatic in-side her helmet; suddenly, painfully, she
remembered their destination, and their purpose. And that only Eric could help her now—nbut Eric was
gone. “I won-der if thiswas built before the war?” She glanced at Shadow Jack’ s mirrored faceplate,
needing an answer.

“Yes, itwas” Thevoicein her helmet belonged to astranger.

She started; so did Shadow Jack. They turned to look &t the two othersin the car; one, long legs
sretching casudly, reached up to clear hisfaceplate. “Eric—!" Her hand rose to her own helmet, hung
motionless, dmost weightless.

Curling dark hair, alean, pensve face; the sudden smile that was dmost achild's. The brown eyes
looked surprised . . . amber eyes. . . not Eric, not . . . Eric isdead. She pulled down her trembling
hand, leaving her faceplate dark. “1—I’m sorry. | thought... | thought you were someone | knew.”

Hesmiled again, politely. “I don’t think s0.”

“Y ou’ re the oneswho cameto trade, from Lan-sing.” The second voice rasped like grit. “ They said the
car waswaiting for you.”

Betha winced, unseen. Shelooked across at the shorter, somehow bulkier figure; wondered if it was
possibleto find afat Belter. Her own 1.75 metersfelt oddly petite. The woman cleared her helmet glass,
showed amiddle-aged face, brown skin and graying hair, eyes of shining jet.

“Yes, weare.” Bethakept her faceplate dark to hide her paleness, felt Shadow Jack fidget beside her.

“You'rethefirst ones|’ ve ever seen from the Main Belt. What' sit like back in there? It' sgood to learn
that you aren't dl—’

Rusty emitted a piercing yowl of desolation, and Bethagasped asiit rattled against her ears.



“My Lord, what wasthat?’ The woman’s glovesroseto her own shielded ears.

“Ghosts,” Shadow Jack said, “ of dead Belters.”

The woman’ sface went blank with confuson. Betha glanced at the man, saw him smile and frown
together; he met her unseen eyes. “Never heard anoise like that. Maybe we passed over a power
cable.” Sheredlized that not only the cat, but the carrying case transmitter must be an unheard-of novelty
in Heaven now.

The woman looked shaken. “I’m sorry. That wasn't gracious of me, anyway. Just that you'resuch a
nov-dty. I’'m Rinee Bohanian, of Bohanian Agroponics.” She gestured at the sunside behind them.
“Family business, you know.”

“Wadie Abdhiamal.” The man nodded. “I work for the Demarchy.”

“Don't weal?' thewoman said.

“The government.”

She peered a him with asuspicion edging on dis-like. “Well.” Shelooked back at Betha “ And what's
your name? Y ou know, I’d like to get alook at a gen-uine spacewoman—"

“Betha Torgussen. I'm sorry, my helmet’ s broken.” She crossed her fingers; no one showed surprise.
“Andthisis—"

“Shadow Jack,” Shadow Jack said. “I’'m apirate.”

“Rilot,” Bethamurmured, irritated, but the others laughed.

“That'saMateridist name.” The man was looking at Shadow Jack. “I haven't met one of thosein along
time”



“Everybody’ sone, on Lansaing. But it’sjust wishing. Nothin' |eft to contemplate.” He was dmost
relaxing, the hard edge softening out of hisvoice.

The man glanced at Betha, questioning.

“Not everyone.” Sheturned away toward the front of the car, looking for areason to stop talking. She
heard the woman asking the man what he did for the government, didn’t listen to hisreply. They were
nearing the terminator; it ran smoothly to meet them, like acloud shadow crossing the broken desert
lands of Morningside. Beyond the terminator, parald to the edge of shadow, lay aline of leviathans:
stubby poles of steel crowned by rings of copper, strung with serid blinking lights, red and green.

“That’ sthelinear accelerator,” thewoman said. “It’ s used to ship cargo that doesn’t have to move too
fast, or gotoo far.... What exactly does a Materid-ist think?’

They crossed the terminator, blinking into night as though a switch had been thrown, and passed between
the looming towers of the accelerator. The dark-haired man sat listening to Shadow Jack; unwillingly
Bethafelt her eyes drawn back to hisface.

“...andyou're given aword, the name of some-thin’ material that’s supposed to set each of you apart
and shape your being somehow. Half the people don't even know what their words mean, now....”

She watched the stranger in silence, helpless, flushed with sudden radiance, chilled until shetrembled. . . .
Remembering Morningside, thefirst days of her love for Eric: remembering an engineer and asocia
scien-tist ill-met in afactory yard on the Hotspot perime-ter, and blazing meta in the unending hest of
endlessnoon. . . . Remembering their last days on Morning-side: afilm of ice brokeninawdl in unending
dusk, where the crackling edge of the darkside ice sheet, stained with rose and amber by the fires of
sunset, shattered itsmirror image in the Boredl Sea. Boredlis Fidld, where her family, asthe newly chosen
crew of the Ranger, worked together preparing for an emergency shipment, preparing themselvesfor the
journey across 1.3 light-years to icebound Uhuru.

They had been sdlected from dl the volunteers willing to leave homes and jobs because another world in
their trade ring needed help; but they had never imagined the journey that in the end would be assign-ed
to them. Word had come from the High Council that aradio message had been received from Uhuru,
and aid was no longer needed. They had been given anew, unexpected destination, the Heaven system,
and agod that was more than smple surviva for an-other world or their own. She remembered the
celebration, their pride at the honor, their families families pride. . . . Remembered Eric leading her
quietly from the crowded, fire-bright hal, for one brief time aone before ajourney that would last for
years. His gentle hands, and the caressing heet of the deserted sauna; their laughing plunge into banked



snow ... the heat of passion, the wasting cold of degth . . . fireandice, fireandice. . . . Shecried sllently,
Eric, don’'t betray me now. . . . Give me strength.

The car dipped on through darkness.

* * * %

The car drifted to astop beneath the dender towers of their destination, among the ballooning storage
sacsthat glowed with ghostly foxfire—dim ydlows, greens, and blues, excited by the ground lightsinto a
strange phosphorescence. Betha shook off the past, looking out into the glowing forest of alien shapes.
She heard the woman: “. . . how your Lansing fields are like our tank farmin’. Of course, there sno
shortage of water for us; we have the snow stored below in the old mining cavities. We ve got enough to
last forever, | expect.” A pride that was unconscioudly greed filled her smile. The government man
glanced at her; Betha saw him show quick anger and wondered why. Shadow Jack pushed abruptly up
out of his seet, stabi-lized himsdlf ingtinctively. Tenson tightened him like awire again; she wondered
what showed on hisface.

They followed the man and woman through disem-bodied radio noise and theimpersond clutter of
workers on the platform, came to another hatch set into the solidness of the surface rock. Below the
air-lock they entered tunnels that doped steeply down-ward, without seeming to, into the heart of the
stone. Bethafet her suit grow limp with the return of air pressure, making her movements easy. Sounds
carried to her now, dimmed by her helmet, as she passed new clusters of citizens, some suited and some
not, al mer-cifully oblivious, she wondered again at the behavior of the cameramen on thefield.

They followed arope dong thewall of the main corridor, where the rough gloves of pressure suits had
scraped ashallow trough aong the pitted surface. Ahead and bel ow she saw the tunnel’ s end, opening
onto aspace hung with fine netting. Curious, she drifted out onto the ledge a the chamber’ slip.

“Oh...” Her breath waslost in asigh. She stood as Shadow Jack already stood, transfixed by afaery
beautty trapped in stone. Before them a vacuol e opened up, akilometer or morein diameter: an
im-mense, unnatura geode filled with shining spines of crysta growth, blunt and spike-sharp, rainbow on
ranbow of strident, flowing color. The hollow core of air was hung with gossamer, silken filaments
spread by some incredible spider....

Theimages began to re-form in her mind; she redl-ized that thiswasthe city, the heart of lifein the
Mecca asteroid—that the crystal spineswereitstow-ers, reaching up from the floor, out on every
gde...down, from the ceiling. Why don’t they fall—? Her thoughts spun, faling; shefelt someone's
hands clutch her arms. Her mind settled, her feet settled softly on the ledge. Angrily sheforced her eyes
out again into the chamber’ s dizzy immengty. People drifted, astiny as midges, dong the gossamer
threads; light ropes, strung across the wide, soft spaces. The towers grew thickest, probing the inner air,



on celling and floor, inthe direct line of gravity’ sfaint inexorable drag. The buildingsthat hugged the
hollow’ s curving sides were shorter, stubbier, enduring greater stress. The towers shivered ddlicately in
the dight stirring currents of ventilation; they were not solid crystaline surfaces, but trembling tents of
colored fabric stiretched over dender metal frames.

“It wasa‘modd city’ beforethe war.” She saw that the government man was the one who had caught
her arms; he released her noncommittally. “It used to beagamin’ center. Now we play more practica
games, mogt of those towers belong to merchant groups.” The man unlatched hishemet, lifting it off and
look-ing at her expectantly. “Thear’ s okay here”

She reached up only to switch on her outside speaker; her skin prickled, wanting the touch of his eyes.
“Thank you”—shetried to sound unsure—"but I’ ll wait.” Shadow Jack, speakerless, stood |ooking out
into the city, sullenly content to play deaf and dumb. “ Can you tdl uswhich of those belongsto someone
who can sl us hydrogen?’

“Hydrogen?’ Hiswandering glance legped back to her shielded face. “I thought you' d want air. Or
water.”

“We do. We need water—we have oxygen. So we need hydrogen, obvioudy.” Rusty yowled; she
closed her ears.

“Oh.” Hisface relaxed into acceptance. “ Obvi-oudly. . . . You know, it’s not often that | meet awoman
who's chosen to go into space. Isit common on Lansing?’

“Going into space isn't common on Lansing, any more.” Betharemembered suddenly that the stranger’s
golden-brown eyes belonged to the enemy. “If you could just point out the ditillery officesfor me?’

“Down there’—he pointed—"that cluster of long greens on thefloor; lot of officesfor the didtilleriesin
that bunch. Tiriki, Flynn, Samang...”

“Didilleries? There smore than one?’ Should | have known:? She swore under her breath.

“Sureare.” But he smiled, tolerantly. “Thisisthe Demarchy, the people rule; we don’t like monopolistic
practices. It infringes on the people; they won't stand for it—I know. Let me take you around.”



“No, redly—"

“It'stheleast | can do, when you' ve comethisfar.” He put two fingersinto his mouth and whistled
shrilly, three times. She flinched; he turned back to her, surprising her with a quick, apologetic bow.
“That’show you cdl ataxi here, now. Mecca s man-nersaregoing to hell. . . . Heavenisgoing to hell”

Helaughed oddly, asif he hadn’t expected to say it out loud. “I’m from Toledo, mysdf.”

“What—ah—did you say you do for the govern-ment?’ She looked away uneadily acrosstheledge. The
woman from the train had disappeared. Why is he staying with us like this?

“I'm anegotiator. | try to keep things from getting any more uncivilized than they aready are.” Againthe
quick, pained laugh. “I settle disputes, work out trade agreements... look into unexpected visits.”

She dmost turned, froze as she saw the cameramen from moorage emerge from the tunnel. “ Shadow
Jack!” She caught hisarm. “ Stay with me, don’t get separated.”

The voicesclosed in onthem, “... in that run-down ship?’

“Who are you making your ded with?’

“How much—"

“What do you have—"

Mediamen and staring locals crowded them, ringed them in, jostling and interrupting. She saw the
gov-ernment man elbowed aside asthe air taxi drifted up to the ledge, grating to astop. She pushed
toward it, gesturing to Shadow Jack. It was canopied and propeller-driven, steered by hand by a
bored-looking, well-dressed boy. “Where to?’

“To—to Tiriki’s. And hurry.” She ducked her head at the edge of the striped canopy, fdlt the footing bob
beneeth her in aseaof air, seeing crystasreflecting above and below. Shadow Jack followed. The taxi
sank outward and down, away from the grasping mob on the precipice.



“... Torgussen!” She heard the government man shouting after her.

She looked back; her hands rose to her helmet, fum-bling, pulled it off. She saw hisface change with
in-credulity . . . recognition.. . . loss. . .. Sopit!

There was no resemblance, there could be no recogni-tion . . . Ericisdead! She clung to acanopy pole,
feding theair currents gtir her pale, snarled hair, soothe her burning face. Oh, God, how often will this
happen? Shadow Jack hung over the edge, looking down, up, Sdeways, asthey passed the artificia sun
caged in glass suspended in the cavern’s center. Slowly she sank onto a seat, forcing her own sensesto
absorb her surroundings, jamming the echoes of the past.

The cavern wasfilled with sound, merging and in-distinct: laughter, shouting, the beehive hum of un-seen
mechanisms. Shelooked ahead, avare now of subtle differences of richness and e aboration among the
massed towers; of bal conies set at insane angles; of dark hollows in the bedrock walls, tunnelsto
exclusve homes. And gradually she became aware of the mingling of spicesthat perfumed the cool
filtered air; she bresthed deeply, tagting it, savoring it, easing her stuffy head. Unimpressed, the driver
gtared through her at the emerad pinnacle of their destination.

* * * %

They pushed through the soft eastic mouth of the roof entrance, into along empty corridor stretching
twenty-five meters down to the building’ s base on rock. Betha began to sink toward it, dmost
impercep-tibly, and with no sensation of faling; they began to pass doorways. Shadow Jack unlatched
his helmet, pulled it off and shook his head. She heard him take a deep breath. “Where are we?’” Hishair
was plastered like streamers over hiswet face; he wiped it back with agloved hand.

“Tiriki Didtillates. The man from the train suggest-ed it.” She hesitated, not wanting to tell him wheat she
suspected.

“Bagtards.” His mouth pulled back. “I' d like to see this place blow up. They wouldn't be so—" Anger
choked him.

Betha watched him, fegling sorrow edged with an-noyance. She reached out; her glove pressed the soft,
resstant covering on his shoulder. “1 know how you fed ... | know. But so did the peoplein that train
car. Takethe chip off your shoulder, right now, or I'll knock it off mysdlf: | can’'t afford it. | want
some-thing from these people, and so do you, and it'sahell of alot more important than what either one



of usfeds. So put asweet smile on your face while we make thisdedl, and keep it thereiif it gagsyou.”
Somewhere the memory broke loose: “* Smile and amile ... and be avillain.”” She amiled, breething the
cool scented air, and willed his eyesto meet hers. Sowly heraised his head; as he looked &t her, for the
firg time, shesaw him amile.

Someone pushed through adoorway amost at her side. He caught the flap, looking at her with frank
dishdlief.

She rubbed her unwashed face, embarrassed. “We d like to negotiate for aload of hydrogen. Can you
tell uswho to see?’

A mask of propriety formed. “Of course. Sure. At the far end of the hall, the Purchasing Department.
And thanksfor doing businesswith Tiriki.” He ducked his head formally and moved past them, push-ing
off fromwal towal, rising like aswimmer through the brightening sea-green light. They went on down,
into the depths.

“Look at thisrag.” They heard the voice before they reached the doorway. “What do they know about
it? They don’t know adamn thing.”

“No, Esrom.”

Betha brushed aside the flaps and they went in, wearing smilesrigid with tenson.

“I could do better mysdlf. That’swhat we ought to do, do it oursalves. We ought to hire some mediamen
and put out our own paper—"

“Yes, Essom.”

“—tdl them our side. Look here, Sia, “monopo-ligtic'...”

The golden-skinned, etheredly beautiful woman be-hind the counter looked up at them; her arching
eye-browsrose. The golden-skinned, strikingly handsome man with the printout turned. Brother and
sster, Bethathought, and . . . impeccable. They wore soft greens, colors flowing into abackground of
sea-green light, the woman in along embroidered gown, the man-in an embroidered jacket, lace at his
deeves. She pictured what they saw in return, brushed at her stringy hair.



But the man said, “ Sia, did you ever see anything like that? Look at that skin, and hair, together. . . .” His
dark eyes moved down her suit, identified it, looked back at her face. “But she' s been in space.”
In-terest faded to regret.

The woman tapped hisarm. “Esrom, pleasel” She charmed them with asmile. “ And what can we do for
you?’ She smoothed her sinuoudy drifting, raven-black hair dong her back, tucked strands under her,

lacy cap.

“We d liketo buy aload of hydrogen fromyou.” Bethafelt herself blushing crimson while they watched
in fascination. Shetried to hide her annoy-ance. “ One thousand tons.”

“I see.” The man nodded dowly, or bowed, looking vaguely surprised. He reached for aclipboard on a
chain. “Do you want it shipped?’

“No, we can move it oursalves.”

“Where are you coming from?’ The woman' s voice was asfragile as her face, but with no hint of
softness.

“Langng.” Shadow Jack smiled, tal and thin and genuine, with one blue eye and one green.

“TheMain Bet!” Brother and Sster looked at them again; sllent, thistime, with amorbid awve. A
newscast appeared on the screen behind them, flashing pictures between lines of print. “ That’squitea
trip,” the man said quietly. “How long d it take you?’

“Alongtime.” Bethagestured up a worn, dirty faces, not needing to force the grating wearinessinto her
voice. “Andit’ll be even longer going home. We' d like to get this settled as soon aswe can.”

“Of course.” He hesitated. “What—er, what did you want to offer in trade? We re limited in what we
can take, you understand....”

Charity begins at home. She saw Shadow Jack’ srigid smile twitch, as she pulled off her gloves. But
who am | to blame them for that? She balanced Rusty’ s carrying case against the metal counter top



and unsedled the lid, hearing the hiss as the pressure equaized. Rusty’ s mottled head rose over the edge,
her dilated pupils black with excitement, flashing green in the light. Her nose quivered and she wriggled
free, risng up into the air like a piece of windborne down. Betha heard the small gasp of the woman, and
let the case drift away. “Will you tekeacat?’

“Ananima,” the woman whispered. “I never thought I'd ever seeone. .. .” Shyly she put out ahand.
Betha stroked Rusty, reassuring, pushed her toward them. Rusty butted softly up against the woman's
pams, sniffing daintily, sdling in pleasure dong the fine satin cloth of her deeve.

“I think you’ ve cometo theright place.” The man’s dender hands quivered. “ Dad would give you the
wholedigtillery for that anima.” He laughed. “ But he' d make you pay shipping in to the Main Bdlt.”

“Arethere many animas|eft on Lansang?’

“No.” Bethasmiled, fdt it pull. “A load of hydro-gen will befine”

“We have gardens,” Shadow Jack said. “Lansng’ sthe only tent rock. WWe were the capita of al Heaven
Bdt, once.” Helifted his head.

“Sure” theman said. “ That’ sright, it was. I’ ve seen pictures. Beautiful...”

Rusty dipped away from the woman, began to jab a paw through the holes of amesh container for
pa-pers. The papers danced and she began to purr, smugly content at the center of the world' s attention.
Betha s eyes were drawn away to the newscast on the wall; she froze as she saw her own face projected
on the screen, redlized it was not coverage of their arrival on Mecca. With al her will she glanced
casually away, reaching out to scratch Rusty under the chin.

The man caught her motion, turned to look up at the screen. Her eyes|eaped after him, saw her image
vanishinto lines of print. The man looked back at her, puzzled; shook hishead, grimacing politely. “Don’t
mind the screen. We like to get the newsfrom al over, to see what the competition’sup to. It' sall Satic
anyhow—mediamen’ |l say anythin’ they’ re paid for.” He gestured &t the printout settling gradualy into a
heap on the counter. Rusty pounced, overshooting, and swept it out into the air.

“Here, littlething, don’t hurt yoursdlf,” the woman murmured, her handstightening with indecision.



“Shelll bedl right,” Bethasad, irritablein her re-lief.

A smdl disapproval showed on the woman’ sface.

“Doyoumindif wetakealook at your ship?’

Bethalooked back at theman. “No . . . but it's at the other end of the ast—of therock.”

He nodded. “Easy to do.” There wasasmall con-trol panel under the wall screen; he moved away
toward it. “What' syour designation?’

“Lansing 04.”

He changed settings, and the news report vanished. “ Lansing 04...."” Bethasaw their ship appear, an
image in blinding contrasts on the sunbleached field. “I guessit’ s possible for you to move athousand
tonswith aship that sze. How much does it mass?’

“Twenty tons without reaction mass or cargo.”

“We liketo be sure, you know.” He looked up. “It'sgoin’ to take you alot of megasecs, though, to get
back to Lansing.”

She watched hisface for unease, saw only his easy solicitude. “We' Il manage; we haveto.”

“Sure.” His eyes moved from her to Shadow Jack, touching them, she saw, with akind of admiration.
“Well sart processing your shipment.”

Rusty crashed against the counter edge in asnarl of printouts and sneezed loudly.

“Hey, now.” The man turned away, reaching for Rusty almost desperately. “Dad would kill usif
somethin’ happened to—" Hisvoice faded, he let her go, catching up a sheet. Betha saw her own face
on the page between his hands, not disappearing thistime. “...alien starship...” She heard Shadow



Jack’ s soft curse of defeat. She drifted, clutching the counter edge until her fingers reddened.

The Tirikisturned back to her. “It' syou,” the man said, staring. “Y ou’ re from the starship.”

“And you’'ve cometo us”

An unconscious smile spread over their faces, the look of guileless greed Betha had seen on the woman
inthe shuttle. “I don’t understand,” she said stub-bornly. “Y ou’ ve seen our ship; we ve come from the
Main Bdt. Therewerealot of peopletaking our pic-tureson the fidd—"

“Not that picture.” Thewoman shook her head, her black hair rippling. Bethawatched them
remembering, reassessing. “We ve heard about you ever since you came into the system over amegasec
@.11

“Andyou didn’t get from there to herein amegasec in the ship we saw.” The man looked at Shadow
Jack again. “Y ou are from the Bdlt; maybe it’ s your ship. What are you, asnow pirate?’

“WEe re not pirating anything.” Betha caught Rusty, pinned her againgt her suit. “We offered you aded,
this cat for aload of hydrogen. We ve got nothing el se that would interest you, wherever we' re from.
Just et us make the dedl and go—"

“I’'m sorry.” The man looked down at the spira of paper. “I’m afraid we are interested in aship that can
go from Discus ... to the Main Bdlt ... to the Demarchy...” Bethasaw hismind work out the parameters.
“...inoneand ahaf megaseconds.”

She wondered bleakly what he would think if he knew it had only taken athird of that. “What isit you
want from us, then?’ Knowing the answer, she knew now that she had failed because there had never
been away to enter Mecca undetected.

“They want your ship! Let’ sget out of here.” Shadow Jack pushed away toward the door, pulled aside
the flaps, froze. Bethaturned. Facing him, in awine-red jacket flawlesdy embroidered, was the man who
worked for the government. Impeccable. . . The man’ s eyesfixed on her in return, and on Shadow Jack.
He stared, incredulous, and she knew that thistime he was staring at wild, filthy hair and streaked faces.
Not at her paleness—she knew from his eyesthat her face held no surprisesfor him. “Captain
Torgussen,” he nodded. “ And not from Lansing—obvioudy.”



“Y ou have the advantage of me,” Bethasaid. “I’'m afraid I’ ve forgotten your name.”

He amiled. It hardened as he turned to the Tirikis, making abow. “And just what does TirikisDidtillates
want with the starship?’ His hand found the front of Shadow Jack’ s suit, pushed him back into the room.
“I guessyou weren't kidding, boy, when you told uswhat you do for aliving.”

“Who areyou?’ the woman asked, indignant.

“Wadie Abdhiamd, representing the Demarchy government.”

“Government?’ The man made aface. “ Then thisis none of your business, Abdhiamal. Buit out before
you get into trouble.”

“That'smonopolist talk, Tiriki. And | think you' ve got theideasto go with it. I'm hereon
business—these people and their ship arewhat | came to Meccato find. The government has claimed
the ship in the name of dl the people of the Demarchy.”

“Y our government claims don't hold air, Abdhiaama.” The man glanced down at hisreflection on the
counter top, readjusting his soft beret. “Y ou know you' ve got nothin’ to back them up. We found these
two firgt, and we re kegping them.”

“Public opinion will back me up. Nobody’ sgoin’ to let Tiriki havetotd control of that ship. I'll call a
public hearing—"

“Usemy screen.” The man pointed. “When wetell the people how the government has been goin’ behind
the Demarchy’ s back looking for the starship, they’ re not goin’ to hear aword you say. Y ou'll be out
before you know what happened, and | mean out of every-thing.”

“But you' |l be out one starship—and that’ s all that mattersto me. Set up ahearing.”

Thewoman moved toward the wall screen.

“Jugt adamn minutel” Bethaturned desperately, caught them dl in alook. “ Sixty seconds—one minute,
where | come from—to mention some things you seem to have forgotten about my ship. One, itis my



ship. And two, only | know whereit is. And three, if you think you'll get it without my full cooperation,
you' rewrong. My crew will destroy it before they’ll |et it be taken—and that will destroy any ship that
getswithin three thousand kilometers of it.” Shadow Jack came back to her side, hisface questioning.
The otherswere slent, waiting, their frustration and greed sucking &t her like flames. “Now, then. Y ou
seem to have reached an impasse. But | came hereto make aded, and I'm till willing to make a
dedl—since| don't think | have any other choice. | doubt if you'll let usleave, in any case.

“S0 ... suppose each of you tel me why you want my ship so much, and then I'll tell you who getsit And
it wouldn't hurt if you mention what'sinit for me—" Rusty began to struggle, clawing for afoothold on
her dick suiting. She saw Abdhiama watch the cat, smile with irrdlevant fascination before he met her
gazein turn. He didn't answer; waiting for the op-position, she thought. “Well?” Sheturned away, afraid
of him, afraid of hersdf, afraid to let him seeit.

The Tirikis spoke softly together. They faced her findly, beautiful and determined. *Y our ship would
build up our business—and revolutionize the Demarchy’ strade. The way things stand we don’t have al
the snow we need where it’ s easy to get at; we haveto go to the Rings, and it'sa hard trip with
nuclear-electric rockets. And the Ringers make it even harder, because they know we can't do anythin’
that would threaten our alotments of gases. If we had your ship we wouldn’t have to depend on them.
Y our ship would make the Demarchy abetter placetolive. . .. You could continue to captain it, work
for us. We'll pay youwell. You'll be part of the richest, most power-ful company in the Demarchy—"

“ And when the Demarchy objects, that company will make your ship into a superweapon and take
over.” Abdhiama held her eyes.

Shefdt her eydidsflicker; he dipped out of focus as she shook her head, denying. “No onewill use my
ship asaweagpon. Not even you, Abdhiamd, if that’ swhy you want it.”

“The government wantsit so it won't become a wegpon and bring on anew civil war. God knows, the
old one still killin" us. Somebody’ s got to see that the ship is used for the good of the whole Demarchy,
and not turned againgt us. It could be the stimulus we need to revive the whole Bdlt, the technology you
have on board. We might be able to duplicate your ramscoop, build our own, reestablish some kind of
regular communication outside the Demarchy. Y ou could help us—"

“Don’t ligento him!” the woman said. “WEe re the government, we, the people. He' s got no authority to
do anythin’. You'd betorn apart by everybody who wants your ship. He can’t protect you. Stay with us.
We'll take care of you.” Shelifted her hands. “ Y ou' ve got nowhere elseto turn.” Betha recognized the
threat behind it.

“They’ll take care of you, dl right,” Shadow Jack whispered. His gloved hand caught Betha swrigt,
squeezing until it bruised, “Don’'t do it, Bethal They’redl liars. You can't trust any of ‘em.”



“Shadow Jack.” She turned dowly, her hand still locked in his, and touched him with her eyes. Helet go;
she saw the anger drain out of him, leaving hisface empty. “What about the hydrogen—for Lan-sng?’

“WEe |l send them a shipment; whatever they need.”

“Andyou?’ Shefaced Abdhiamd again. “Isit true that your promises are worthless?’

“The government only doesthe Demarchy’ s pleasure. Why don’t we ask the Demarchy? W€ ll call a
general meeting, and let you tell them al aout your ship. Tell everyone the location—but warn *em too,
to keep away—tell them what you told us. Then nobody will be at an advantage. I'll tell them what your
ship could mean to dl of them, to the whole Bdlt. Every-body will have ahand in decidin’ how to make
the best use of the opportunity, the way things were designed to be done. . . . The Demarchy meansyou
no harm, Captain. But we need your help. Giveit to us, and you can name your own reward.”

“Anything but aticket home.” Shadow Jack searched her face; she averted her eyes.

“All right.” Shereached down for Rusty’ s carrying case, forced hersdlf to look at Abdhiama again.
“Abdhiamd, I’ll try it your way....”

He smiled, and she couldn’t see behind it; she fought the desireto trust him. “Thanks.” He turned to the
Tirikis. “ Set up amesting.”

“No. Wait.” Bethashook her head. “Not here. | want to be on my ship when I make the announce-ment.
If everyone hasto know whereit is, some lunatic will try to take it no matter what | say. | haveto be
there, to countermand my orders; | don’t want to lose my ship now. I’'m sureyou don't, either?’ She
looked back a him. “We Il take you to the ship; we can broadcast from there.... After dl, it'snot going
to get away from you without fud, isit?’

“I suppose not. And | suppose you'reright.” He nodded once, watching the Tirikis. “ Okay, I'll accept
your terms.”

“Gowith ‘em, Abdhiamd.” Esrom Tiriki’ s voice mocked him. “Thet' |l give us plenty of timeto spread
the news of this; the mediamen will tear you gpart. By thetimeyou cal amestin’ you'll be public enemy
number one. Nobody will listen to you then. Y ou can count onit.” His hand jerked at the counter’ s edge,
chopping down.



She saw Abdhiamd’ s smiletighten. “Let’sget goin’, then.”

She pushed Rusty, protesting, into the case and sedled thelid. Shefelt asmal joy at asacrifice re-fused,
and fdt theTirikis eyeschange envioudy be-hind her. She smiled faintly.

“How can you smile now, after that’s happened?” Shadow Jack muttered. He picked up his hemet.

Softly shesaid, “Didn't | tell you there was always a reason to kegp smiling?’

* k k %

LANSING 04 AND RANGER (DEMARCHY SPACE) +1.73
MEGASECONDS

Wadie watched the starship grow on the screen in the cramped, stinking cabin of the Lansing 04. His
admi-ration grew with it—and his heartfdt gratitude. Thiswas the Ship from Outside, aship to cross
interstellar space at interstellar speeds, with abody streamlined to silken grace as a protection against the
corroding par-ticulate wind. It had none of the ugly angularity of the spacecraft he had always seen; it
was pragmetic perfection, and there hadn’t been aship likeit in the Heaven system in generations. The
prewar starships of the Heaven Belt had been converted into the dead-liest of warships during the
war—and had been destroyed, every one, just as the access to the basic re-quirementsfor life, the
delicate balance of surviva, had been destroyed. In the end the Main Belt had become avast
mausoleumn, and now theisolated sur-vivors were disgppearing, like patches of melting snow....

He looked down at the back of Shadow Jack’ s head. His own head ached insufferably. He looked back
at the screen again, counting the seconds until they reached the ship. Eveniif it hadn’'t been dl he
imagined, ill it would have been a haven, an escape from the past two hundred kilosecs of suffocating
in-dignity in the foulness of this scrap-metal coffin. And an escape from the sullen, hostile boy and the
smadl, blunt woman who might aswell have been aman, like dl the other women who pushed their way
out into space. He watched her as she soothed the cat above the humming control board, the rings
shining on her hands. He looked down at the slver-and-ruby ring on his own thumb, the gift of that other
spacing woman and her man, and wondered wearily why this one bothered to wear SO many rings, when
she obvioudy wasn't interested in her appearance.

The starship’ simage blotted out the stars; unob-trusively, he used hiswater ration to clean hisface and
hands.



* * * %

Not a ship. Wadie pulled back, halfway through the Ranger’ s lock, as the room opened before him.
Thisisaworld.

“Thisisthe control room.” The captain moved past him, her voice husky in her hoarse throeat; he heard
the clanking as Shadow Jack till fumbled with a pressure suit in the lock behind him. He drew along
breath of cool air, coughed once as his startled lungs reacted.

“Hello, Pappy.”

The captain pushed off from the wall, with thein-definable lack of grace that marked her dienness more
than her face and hair. She moved across the vastness of the control room toward the instrument panels.
He suddenly redlized that the room was not empty, that he was being studied by agirl and ashort
pale-skinned man. “Betha—" A smile spread in the man’ s grizzled beard—an old man, too old to till be
in gpace, to fill be sound. . . . The dim brown girl wasn't looking at him at dl, but only staring through
him toward the lock. She was a Belter, ludicroudy dressed in faded pants cinched by aflapping belt.

“You meanto tell methisisal you brought back?’

The old man gestured at him, haf joking, haf ap-palled. “ This-fop? Y ou traded our Rusty for this?”

The captain shook her head, amused, said blithely, “No, not * Shadow Jack and the Beanstalk,” Pappy. |
just said we didn’t get the golden goose . . . and maybe we' ve been the golden goose, al dong, and
didn’'t know it.”

Wadie felt Shadow Jack brush by him with the cat in hisarms. The boy tossed her out into the air, giving
her momentum, and she paddied on across the room, perfectly at ease.

“Rugty!”

She made rusty meows of pleasure, moving toward the old man’sfamiliar hands.

The Belter girl’ sface gartled him, transformed by wild bliss as her eyes found Shadow Jack. He looked



away from her, back at the old man. “Wadie Abdhiamd, representin’ the Demarchy. And usually better
than this. I'm afraid two hundred kilosecsin that deathtrap didn’t do much for my appearance.” Theold
mean laughed.

Shadow Jack glanced back at him. “Try it for a couple megasecs, sometime.”

The captain drifted againgt the control pand, lines of strain settling on her face again, making it grim. “It
was hell, Pappy. | didn’t want to make you come into Demarchy space to pick us up, but | don’t know
how much longer the life-support system would have held up. It wasn't adequate for two—and with
three. ..” Sherubbed her face, smearing grime. “ The past two days were worse than the whole two
weeks going in. But we had to bring him along. It was the only way we could get out of there. Their
communications net-work isincredible; they aready knew everything about us—everyone did, on every
single separate piece of rock. And every one of them just waiting to grab our ship and play God with
it—just like the Ringers. We can't trust elther of them now; if we want hydro-gen we' re going to have to
takeit.”

“Captain Torgussen,” Wadie sad, “the government only wants—"

“I know what you want, Abdhiamal. My ship. Y ou madeit clear enough. But your Demarchy will haveto
catch usfirst.” Her eyes cut him, blue glass. “I’' m sorry, Abdhiamal, but you' re on our ground now.
Congder yourself our hostage.”

Shadow Jack laughed, sitting back inthe air. The girl moved away from the panel to hisside, her face
expressonless.

Wadie said nothing, saw the captain hesitate.

“You don't seem very surprised. You didn’t believe what | told you at Mecca, and gtill you let this
hap-pen?’

“I didn’t know whether to believe you or not. Af-ter what you’ ve been through, | figured maybe you
realy had given ordersfor the destruction of your ship, and | didn’t want to take that chance. And |
didn’t want to take any chanceswith the Tirikis. And if you were lying about cooperating . . . well, I'm
on your ship; that give me another chance to change your mind. Heaven Belt needs your help.”

“We don't owe you anything; greed and hodtility are dl we ve met in Heaven Belt.”



“Why did you come here in the first place, except to trade on the fact that you figured we wereridin’
high? Why shouldn’t we be as greedy? One hundred million people—most of the Main Belt—died in the
first hundred megasecs after the war. And the onesthat areleft . . .” He pointed at Shadow Jack and the
girl. “Look at Lansing. Their people won't last another cir-cuit around Heaven. And we' re al headed for
the same thing, unlesswe have your ship.”

She frowned, hooked a shoe under the security rail that edged the panel. “ The fact remains that we have
rights of our own, as human beings—including the right to leave this system if we choose—and you're
not willing to give them to us. It’ strue we came here to trade, because we thought Heaven had thingswe
wanted. But you' ve got nothing to offer, and we can't afford to waste our ship and the rest of our lives
for nothing. Morningside can't afford it. We just don’t have the resources to throw away on you.”

“|—admit we didn’t consider your position—" He broke off, the crassness of it embarrassing him. “We
made amistake, not considerin’ your position. It was astupid mistake. But we aren't the Ringers; we
don’t just want your ship, we want your cooperation. We might still have somethings you' d want. It
wouldn’t haveto be forever. The use of your ship, itsreactor, and its shop, for ahundred and fifty
megasecs. WE Il ded with you fairly.” The part of him that had ques-tioned MacWong asked, Will we?
The Beter kids stared a him, distrustful, more in sympathy with out-siders than with aman from their
own system.

The captain moved restlesdy. “I don't believe that. Everything I’ ve seen shows me | can't depend on the
Demarchy. Y ou can’'t even depend on each other. Even if you meant every word you said, someone else
would makeit alie and attack us...I’m not blind, Abdhiama, | can see what' s happened here, and |
know if struethat you need help. If I’d only had some sign to prove to methat at least the Demarchy
was worthy of our trust. But | haven't. We can't help you; you won't let us. It' simpossible.”

“Captain, |—"

“The matter is closed.” Something in her voice told him that it was closed, irrevocably, and that the
rea-son went much deeper than asimple betrayd of trust.

Not understanding, he only nodded, his own fa-tigue and exasperation leaving him defeated. “To what
end am | your hostage then, Captain?’

Her eyes shifted, clouding. “I don’t know. What-ever end we cometo, for better or worse...will be
yourstoo, | suppose. Y ou helped us out of atight spot, Abdhiamal. Inadvertently, but you did help us.
I’ try to be asfair to you. If we get the hydrogen we need, I'll find away to get you back to the
Demarchy before we leave the system. It will only be a—temporary inconvenience.” Shelooked at him



strangely for amoment; turning away, she reached for the old man’sarm. “ Oh, Christ, Pappy, I'm so
tired. So glad to be back.” He pulled her close, too close; held her until she broke away, kissing him
once, tenderly.

Old enough to be her father . .. surpriselet agri-mace of distaste pull his own mouth down; he
cov-ered it asthey looked back at him. Only four, in thislarge, empty room; and two of them were
Belters. Too empty. “Where sthe rest of your crew?’

The old man glanced at the captain; she shook her head. “It doesn't matter; he'll find it out soon enough,
| suppose.” Her hand gestured at the screen and knotted into afist. “They dl died at Discus. And we're
going back. Pappy, get started on a course for Discus. We can't risk staying here any longer. We're
going to take what we need from the Ringers, Abdhiama, any way we can, and that’ s going to suit me
fine” Shethrew it a him, defiant, before she turned to Shadow Jack and the girl. “1’m going to get us out
of hereasfast as| can. | want to be sure no one from the Demarchy can touch us. We' Il be doing one
geefor five or six days, again, to get us back to the Rings.”

“It'll beworthit.” Shadow Jack cracked his knuckles. The girl’s mouth set in aline; she nodded. She
moved closer to Shadow Jack, stroking his bare arm lightly. He glanced down at her hand, irritated, but
didn’'t pull away.

“Thirgy?’ shesaid. He straightened out of his drifting douch, smiled suddenly, wiping his hand across his
mouth. “Yesh!” He pushed off from thewall and they |&ft the room.

The old man was strapped into a seat, working at the panel. The captain moved out into the air to
col-lect apencil and an unidentifiable metal cube. She pushed the cat into acompartment in thewall.

“Captan—

She started back toward the control board. “What?’

“I’d like permission to use your radio.”

“Refused.” Shereached achair, maneuvered hersdf down.

“But | need to—"



“Refused.” Sheturned her back, cutting him off as she began her work at the board. He waited, studying
the tasteless combination of pale-blue walls and green carpet He noticed a stripe of deeper blue on the
wall, an arrow, and the word down.

“The Langing ship is secure. Arethe co-ordsin, Pappy?’

“They’'rein. Ready when you are.”

“Right. Ignition . . . thirty seconds. Feet on the ground, al of you!” Thelast of it went over an inter-com,
rattling off of walsthrough the empty heart of the ship. Wadie watched her hands move through a
sequence on the pand, felt thelight, familiar hand of gravity settle on his shoulders. And begin to bear
down: Hisfeet touched the floor, the drag againgt hislegs continued, increasing past the point of
familiarity, past the point of comfort. He backed up, caught hold of abar dong thewall, remembering
thirty seconds of one gee on aRinger ship, and redizing what it would be like for the next five hundred
thousand sec-onds. Pain wrenched his muscles; the blue-on-blue stresked wall filled hisvison down. . . .
His handstightened, and he stood, enduring the pain, ignoring the heart that beet againgt hisribslikea
fid.

He stood—and moved tentatively away from thewall, as the pressure bearing down on him stabilized.
Dizziness made him sway, but he controlled it, bal-anced precarioudy as the captain and the old man
rose from their seats. They looked toward him with expec-tant pity; the cat struggled out of the wall
through a plagtic porthole, made acircuit of hislegs, licked his booted foot consolingly with her tongue.
Hefolded hisarms; looked down, and back at them across the room. He smiled, blandly.

The captain turned and walked out of the room. The cat bounded &fter her, tail flying like a banner.

“Abdhiamd, isit?’ The old man came over to him, held out ahand. “My name s Welkin, navigator on
the Ranger”

Wadie nodded, shook his hand, wondered at hismotivein offering it. He noticed that Welkin's hand was
bright with golden rings, like Betha Torgussen's; and that his grip was strong and firm.... But the old man
must be tough, if he could take one gee—ten me-ters per second squared, the gravity of Old Earth. This
waswhat it had been liketo live on Earth. A crash and Shadow Jack’ s pained “Hell!” rose from
somewhere below them. No wonder we called this system Heaven.

* k% k %



RANGER (IN TRANSIT, DEMARCHY TO DISCUYS) +2.25
MEGASECONDS

Fifty Kiloseconds later Wadie climbed the empty stairwell, one step and then another—wanting to crawl
and knowing there was no one to seeiit, but deter-mined that he would keep control over something, if
only hisown dignity. He had investigated the lower levels of the ship’sliving area the crew’ s quarters, the
alien lushness of a hydroponics|ab adapted to one gravity; the workshop—the last memory wasamost a
hunger. He had seen everything but the section on the second level, behind a sedled doorway where a
warn-ing light blinked red. And everywhere he had been stunned by the incredible waste—of water, of
air, of living space—in amatrix of drab austerity that was primitive compared to the Demarchy’s
sophigtication. He contemplated the irony in the ideathat the Morningsiders considered themsal ves poor,
when in some ways they were the richest people he had ever seen.

He reached the top of the stairs, leaned againgt the railing until his dizziness passed and his heartbest
dowed. His muscles ached dully when he stood, and when he moved pain burned in histrembling legs
likeahot wire. He did hisbest to put his new clothesin order before he entered the control room.

The others were dready there, watching something on the viewscreen. The captain and Welkin sat in
chairs. Shadow Jack and the girl lay on the carpet, spreading their weight over the greatest area. The girl
was trying to do pushups, her body rigid from the knees, as he looked in. He saw her elbows tremble,
watched her collapse face down on the cushion. She lay spread-eagled on the floor, defeated. 1 can't”

“Then don't,” Shadow Jack said, and more gently, “It’'ll be over soon, Bird Alyn; we don’t have to get
usedtoit.” Heflipped playing cards out into the air, watching their incredibly swift plummet to the rug.
“Look who finaly woke up.” He looked back over his shoulder; the cat sidled past his head and sat
down on the cards.

Weadie bowed casudly, carefully keeping his bal-ance. No one moved in return, and indignation rosein
him until he remembered that he couldn’t expect civil-ity here. Pirates. . . Heamost smiled, struck by the
memory of what it had meant to be caled a Blter, once, in the time when the only Asteroid Belt was
Sol’s. He studied the captain’ sface, clean now like her fair cropped hair; met something in her eyesthat
gtartled him. She glanced down, lighting apipe. The tangy sweetness of whatever burned stirred
memoriesin him, inginctive, of things he had never seen.

“At least you're alikdier-looking tradethistime,” Welkin said.

Weadie looked down at the blue cotton work shirt, the blue denim pants that stopped ten centimeters
short of hisankles. He had forced the pants neatly into his polished boots. The boots braced hislegs, but



weighted them down like lead. “ At least I'm clean.” He stepped carefully over the doorsill and crossed
the room, holding his head up, back straight. He reached the nearest swivel seat and lowered himself into
it, leaned back easly, bresthing again. The girl stared up at him, awed. Shadow Jack |ooked away with a
frown; he muttered and pushed the cat, scattering cards.

“Captain...” Wadieturned in his seat, reordering his arguments. He stopped, as he redized what they
had been watching on the screen. Y ou’ ve been moni-toring Demarchy communications?’ Six separate
images showed on the bright screen, each one a differ-ent broadcast frequency. He recognized agenera
newscast, three corporation hypes, two loca arbitra-tion debates.

The captain nodded. “It' s been—enlightening.”

“Has there been anything about your ship from the Tirikis?’

“Yes, news items; and therewas a—" She glanced back at the screen, astwo of the broadcast segments
suddenly disappeared, replaced by an octagond star caught in agolden paidey, on afield of black. As
they watched, the symbol blotted out the rest of the seg-ments one by one. “What isthis, Abdhiama ?’

“It' sacal for ageneral meeting; any demarch who wants to participate can monitor thefina debate,
gartin’ now, and vote on theissuesinvolved.” He remem-bered uneasily that it had been two hundred
and fifty kiloseconds since they had left Mecca, more than two hundred and fifty kilosecs since hislast
report. “1 ex-pect this |l be the debate about your ship, and what happened at Mecca. The Tirikis started
to promo the second we | eft the rock; and nobody’ s heard aword from me. I' d like to monitor the
debate. And I’ d like a chance to defend mysdlf, if you'll give me an open channel.”

She put her pipeaside. “All right, I’ll monitor the meeting. Y ou can listen; but | can't let you speek.”

“Why not? Y our ship’sclear. And they can track you by your exhaust, they don’t need aradio fix—"

“I don't need you telling them our plans. I’ d rather let them guess.”

“Captain, | need to talk to them. Thismestin’ could mean my job.” They al looked a him, unresponsive.
He swallowed hisirritation. “Y ou—experienced the communications network we' ve gat; it'sfrom before
thewar, and it till works asit should. It' swhat makes the Demarchy work—every demarch’s got equal
pri-ority on it, and anybody with a gripe about anythin’ can broadcast it. Everybody who'sinvolved or
inter-ested can debate. If they need to, they take agenera vote, and the voteislaw.”



“Mob rule?” Wdkin said. “ The tyranny of the ma-jority.”

“No.” He gestured at the dender golden teardrop on the screen, symbol of the
hundred-and-forty-million-kilometer teardrop distribution of the trojan as-teroids. “Not here. You can't
get amob together across millions of kilometers of space. It keepsthe vo-ters self-interest confined to
their own rock. They’ reindependent as hell, and they’ reinformed, and they judge. A jury of peers”

“Then why would you be worried about losing your job?’

“Because I’ m not there to defend mysdlf; the Tirikis can clam anything, and if nobody hears different
from me, what arethey goin’ to think, except that it’ strue? My bosswill be answering them in my place,
and he does't even know what’ s happened. If | can't tell them, | could take him down with me. The
gov-ernment floats on water, and if you rock the boat you drown.”

The captain leaned forward, pressing her hands to-gether. “1I’'m sorry, Abdhiamal, but you should have
consdered that before you came with me. | can't af-ford to let you speak now...Do you still want to
ligenin?

He nodded. All the symbols but one were gone from the screen again; as he watched, the time lag closed
and the last one faded. The general meeting had begun.

“. .. should dready have put our fusion craft in pursuit.” Wadie rested his neck against the seatback, as
Lije MacWong' sfind argument drew to a close on the screen. “We ve done dl we can to follow the
wishes of the Demarchy. Too many things are till unclear to us, too, because we only know what you
do. I'macivil servant, no more, no less. If the people want to remove me for working in the people's
inter-est, that’ syour privilege. But | don't fed that I’ ve done anything to betray your trust.” A band of
color showed at the bottom of the screen, dowly turning violet from blue; voter participation was eighty
per cent and rising.

Wadie watched the manicured brown handsfold on the gargoyled desk top, the pale compelling eyes
that had challenged the Demarchy before and won. They disappeared suddenly; the seconds passed,
rebuttal: esromtiriki flashed on the screen. He felt hismouth tighten as Tiriki’ s serene, golden face
appeared, eyes gleaming like metd. “Thefact remainsthat the gov-ernment ...”

The captain leaned back in her seet, fingers tapping soundlesdy on the chair arms. “He sone of thetrolls,
Pappy. Handsome, isn’'t he?” Shelooked up. “And out for our blood. How doesit go again? ‘1 smell the



blood of an Englishman. Be he dive, or be he dead—" She broke off, took a deep breath. “ Screw Jack
and the Beangtal k... \What was that about fusion ships, Abdhiamal? | thought you said the Demarchy
de-pended on fission power and fission-powered e ectric rockets?’

He nodded. “We have three smdl| fusion craft left from before the war; they’ re our navy, if you want to
cdl it that. But you' ve got abig lead on them. They couldn’t catch you before you got to Discus.”

“But it could give uslesstime to maneuver once we' re there.”

“ . .. the government agent Abdhiamal threatened us and kidnapped the Outsiders who had cometo us
to negotiate. Two hundred kil osecs have passed with-out any further word from him. Their knowledge
would have benefited the entire Demarchy, it could have saved Heaven—but because of this
‘government man’ we' ve lost the crew and the Starship forever. Consder that, when you make your final
decison.” The band of light below him showed an ever-deepen-ing violet.

Wadi€ s hands tightened over nothing, final re-butta: Lije MacWong showed on the screen.

“I regret to say that, in honesty, | can’t deny Demarch Tiriki’ sfinal accusation. Wadie Abdhiamal, a
negotiator from my agency, has overstepped his au-thority to adegree | consider crimina. He hasin the
past been suspect of questionable loydty, of known Ringer sympathies, and | frankly consider it possible
that heintendsto aid themin usin’ that ship againgt us. | can only repest that he was acting without my
consent, or the consent of any other person in the government. Thisagency isn’t, and never was, a party
to these actions. He aone committed a crime, and like any other criminal, he should be found guilty...”

Wadie straightened, felt something gratein his neck.

“... of treason againgt the Demarchy...”

“Lije!” he whispered, incredulous, willing the ma-hogany face to turn and the pale eyesto meet hisown.

“... and so, fellow demarchs, | want you to recon-sider the basic issue before you make your decision.
This should not be asimple vote of no confidence againgt agovernment that’ s served you well; thisisa
judgment on the fate of the one man who has be-trayed the hopes of usdl | ask instead for abill of
attainder against Wadie Abdhiamal, government negotiator, for treason...”



You bastard— He pushed himsdlf up and moved through anightmare to the pandl.

“...let him never set foot on any territory of the Demarchy on pain of desth. He has betrayed usdl...”

“Let metak.” He reached toward the banks of but-tons.

The captain caught hisarm. “No.”

“... | further urge again that al fusion-powered vessals be impressed into the pursuit of the dien ship; we
must prevent it from reachin’ our enemies. We must have that ship for oursdves!”

PROPOSITION flashed on the screen, BILL OF ATTAINDER AGAINST WADIE ABDHIAMAL,
NEGOTIATOR. CHARGES: TREA-SON. PENALTY: DEATH. NEGATING PREVIOUS
CHARGE: GOV-ERNMENT NEGLIGENCE.

He stepped back from the pand, hisfingers twitching uselesdy; his hand dropped. He went to his seet,
sat down heavily, watching the ballots begin to register, gpprove, object, numberstalying with the
passing seconds. Below them the percentage-of-voters band moved through red into orange into yellow.
Five hundred seconds until it would reach full violet . . . five hundred seconds for the last votesto record
from the outermost rocks of the trojans. An insignifi-cant timelag, by the standards of the prewar Belt, as
one hundred and forty million kilometerswas an inggnificant distance. Their closeness had meant
aur-viva for the trojans after the war; it meant desth for him, now, letting men vote without hesitation,
with-out reflection. He waited. The others waited with him, saying nothing. The ship’sdrivefilled the
slence with vibration, dmost sound, amost intruding, the only constant in the sudden chaos of the
universe,

proposition approved. They found him guilty, twenty to one, and sentenced him to die. He watched the

death order repeat and merge, like athing aready forgotten, into anew cycle of debate over the use of

fusion ships. Heraised hisleaden hands, et them drop again, smiled, looking back at the others. “Now |
fi-nally know how MacWong'skept hisjob for solong.”

The captain cut off the debate, filling the screen with the void of hisfuture.

“I guess| seethe distinction between ‘ demarchy’ and plain ‘democracy,”” Welkin said quietly.



“Welkin, you don't have the right to make any mora judgments about Heaven Belt.”

“He sgot theright,” Shadow Jack said. He sat up, pulling his feet forward. “ The crew of this ship, they
were...” Hefumbled for words. “ They were all married, they were afamily; dl of them together. And
they all died inthe Rings, except . . .” He glanced at Welkin and Betha Torgussen, back at Wadie, and
down, twigting hisfingers. “They dl died.”

Weadie watched the captain, her arm resting on the old man’ s shoulder. “I’m not married,” he said, his
voiceflat. “And now | never will be.” Shelooked back at him, not understanding, useless gpology in her
eyes, and asurprising sorrow. He got up, resenting the intrusion of her unexpected, and undesired,
sym-pathy. “Well, Captain, you' ve ruined your fina op-portunity for a constructive agreement with the
Demarchy. For my sake, | hope you have better luck with the Ringersthan you did the last time.” He
went out of the room and down the spiraing stairs. No one followed.

* * * %
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Betha sat done at the control pand in the soothing semidarkness, gazing at the endless bright stream of
Demarchy televison traffic, soundless by her own choice, that Hill trailed after them, two hundred mil-lion
kilometers out. Caught in aspell of hypnotic re-vulsion, she marveled &t the perpetual motion of the
Demarchy media machine, wondered how any cit-izen—demarch?—ever made a sane decision under
the congtant dinning of a hundred different distortions of the truth. And remembering the mediamen on the
fidd a Mecca, she should have known enough to be-lieve Wadie Abdhiama and let him spesk....

She cut off the broadcasts abruptly and put the crescent of Discus on the screen. She saw the Ranger in
her mind, an infinitesma mote, donein the five hundred million kilometers of barren darkness, tracing
back dong Discus s path around the sun from the iso-late swarm of rocks that was the Demarchy. She
remembered then that they were not entirely alone. Expanding her mind' s vision, she saw the Demarchy’s
grotesque, ponderous freightersloaded with ores or volatiles, crawling across the desolation; ships that
took a hundred daysto cross what the Ranger crossed in six. It was a barely bridgeable gap, now; and
the surviva of the Demarchy, and the Rings, depended on it. And someday there would be no ships....

But now, tracing the violet mist of the Ranger’ s exhaugt, she saw what might be three fusion craft, barely
registering on the ship’ smost sensitive ingtru-ments.

She cursed the Demarchy, the obsessive veneer of sophidtication, the artificial gaiety, the pointlesswaste



of their media broadcagts. Fools, reveling in their fa-natica independence when they should dl be
working together; living on slf-serving sdf-sufficiency, with no stable government to control them, no
honest bonds of kinship, but only the equal salfishness of ev-ery other citizen...And their women; useless,
frivolous, gaudy, the ultimate waste in asociety that desperately needed every resource, including its
hu-man resources.

Fragments of conversation drew together in her mind, and she remembered suddenly what Clewell had
said about crippled Bird Alyn. Perhaps in a sense they were aresource, sound and fertile women who
had to be protected, in a society where radiation levels were dways abnormaly high; women who had let
the pro-tection grow into away of life as artificid as every-thing elsein their world. .. Perhaps the danger
of genetic damage lay at theroot of al theincomprehen-sibleinvolutions of their sexua mores. Desperate
people did desperate things, even the people of Morningside, in the beginning....

Sheturned dightly in her sedt, to glance at Shadow Jack lying asleep on the floor, lost in a peaceful
dream, a book of Morningside landscapes open beside him. She wondered, if those were desperate
measures for the Demarchy, what must be true for Lansing. Her hand met on the panel, caressing her
rings, as Wadie Abdhiamal entered the room.

“Captain.” He made the requisite bow. She nodded in return, watching him cross the room: the proper
demarch, compulsively polite, compulsvely immeacu-late. And as awkward asachild taking hisfirst

steps, moving in one gravity. Hisfacelooked haggard, showing the effects of stressand fluid loss. She
remembered seeing him use his drinking water to wash hisface on the Lansing 04, thinking that no one
noticed. .. She brushed absently at her own hair. “ Have you found everything you' ve needed, Abdhiamal ?
Have you eaten?’ He had not joined the rest of them when they ate together in the dining hall.

Hesat down. “Yes...somethin’. | don’t know what.” Helooked vagudly ill, remembering. “I’m afraid |
don't get dong well with mesat.”

“How—areyou feding?’

“Homesick.” Helaughed, sdf-deprecatingly, asif it werealie. He gazed at the empty screen. Rusty
materialized on hisknee, settled into hislap, tail muf-fling her nose. He stroked her back with adark,
me-ticulous hand; Betha noticed the massve silver ring on histhumb, inlaid with rubies.

“I’'m sorry.” She pulled her pipe out of the hip pocket of her jeans, quieting her handswith its carven
familiarity.

“Don’'t be.” He shifted and Rusty muttered queru-loudy, tail flicking. “ Because you wereright, Captain;



and | made theright choicein comin’ with you. The Demarchy can’t be alowed to take your ship;
nobody in Heaven Belt can...lI’m not saying that because of what happened to me—" Something in his
voicetold her that was not entirdly true. “I've known al aong, from thefirst time | heard about this ship,
that it would make too many people want to play God.” Helooked up. “Eveniif it’snot my right, I'd il
turn your ship over to the Demarchy if | had the chance— if | thought it’ d save them. But it wouldn’t. The
government is too week, they’ d never be able to keep an equilibrium now.” Hisfingers dug into the soft
arms of the chair; hisface was expressionless. “So I'll tell you this. I’ [l help you get out of here, however

| can. Anythin’ | can do, anythin’ you want to know. Asmy fina service to the Demarchy: to buy them a
little more time and save them from themselves.” His eyes went to Discus on the screen. “If I've got to be
atrai-tor, I'll beagood one. | take pride in my work.”

She broke away from tracing his every movement, her face hot. “If you redly mean that, Abdhiamdl.. .1
want your help, whatever your personal motives. | need to know anything you can tell me about the
Ringers—especidly | need the number and the loca-tions of their ditilleries. No matter how primitive
they are, it' sgoing to take careful planning to steal anything from them with an unarmed starship...And as
you say, | haven't done very well so far at getting what | want. Strategy was always Eric’' s—was never

my strong point.”

“On the contrary. Y ou out-negotiated us all, at Mecca.” Irony acknowledged her with asmile. “1 ex-pect
| can give you reasonably accurate coordinates; | spent alot of timein the Rings about two hundred and
fifty megasecs ago, when we helped ‘em enlarge their main ditillery. Asamatter of fact, —" He broke
off abruptly. “ Tell me something about Morningside, Captain. Tell me about the way your people get
things done. Y ou don’t seem to approve of our way.”

She studied the words, trying to find the reason be-hind his change of subject; certain only that he didn’t
redlly want an, answer but Smply adistraction. And sodo I. “No, | can't say that | do approve,
Abdhia-mal. But that’ s the Demarchy’ s business, except when it getsin my way ...l guessthat you could
say we emphasize our kinship—as felow human beings, but especially as blood rdlatives. Y ou aready
know about our multiple-marriage family unit.” She glanced up, away; his eyes made no comment, but
she sensed hisuneasiness. “ Aboveit isour ‘clan’—not in the Old World technical sense, except that it
tellsyou who you can't marry—your particular parent-family, your sibs, your own children. All your
relations stretch out be-yond it... dmost to infinity, sometimes. We dl try to take care of our own;
everybody on Morningside has relations somewhere. . . Except that a person who isn't willing to share the
work finds that even hisown relations aren’t glad to share the rewards forever.

“The only formalized socid structure abovethe clan level iswhat we cdl a‘moiety’...” Shelost the
sound of her own voice, and even the aching awareness of Abdhiama’ s presence, in vivid memoriesthat
filled the spaces between her words with sudden yearning. Boredlis moiety: an arbitrary economic unit for
the distribution of goods and services. Boredis moiety: her home, her job, her family, her world...a
laughing child—her daughter, or hersef—fdling back to make angd imprintsin abank of snow....

“Our industries are independently run, as yours are—but | suppose you' d cal them *monopoalistic.” They
cooperate, not for profits, but because they haveto, or they’ d fail. It works because we never have



enough of anything, especidly people. My parent family and alot of my closerdativesrun atreefamin
the Boredis moiety...my wife Claire worked there too. Some families specidize in atrade, but Clewell
and | and our spouses were alittle of ev-erything...” She remembered day’s end in the endlesstwilight,
the family sitting down together at the long dark wood table, while their children served them dinner. The
soothing warmth of the fire, the sunset that never faded from the skylight of a semi-subterranean house.
The smdl tak of the day’ s small triumphs, the comfortable fatigue ... the wel-come homecoming of a
spouse whose job had kept him or her away for days or sometimes weeks. Eric, re-turning from the
arbitration of along-drawn dispute—

She saw Wadie Abdhiamal, sitting back in his chair in the control room of the Ranger. A negotiator ... |
settle disputes, work out trade agreements... Abdhiama looked back at her with afaintly puzzled
expression. She shook her head. Stop it. Sop being a fool! “I... | dmost forgot—we have aHigh
Council, too. It sakind of parliament, made up of ombudsmen from the various moieties, eected to
terms of service. It dealswith what little interplanetary trade we man-age and the emergency shipments.
It originated the proposa for our trip to Heaven. It doesn’'t have much to do with our daily lives—’

“Theninaway you arelikeus,” Abdhiama said, “without a strong centraized government, with
em-phasis on independence—"

“No.” She shook her head again, denying more than the words. “We re like afamily. We get things done
through cooperation, not competition, the way the Demarchy does. Y our system is a paradox: the
indi-vidual has absolute control, and yet no control at dl, if they don't fit in with the mgority. We
cooperate and compromise because we know we al need each other just to survive...And considering
the pogi-tion the Demarchy isin right now, I’d say it can hardly afford to go on putting self-interest above
ev-erything dse, ether.”

Abdhiamal blinked, asif her words had struck him in the face. But he only shrugged. “Needlessto say,
we don't see oursavesin quite that light. | suppose your idea of cooperation is closer to the Ringers
Grand Harmony.” There was no sarcasm init. “ They emphas ze cooperation above dl too, because they
have to; they weren't as fortunate as the Demar-chy, after the war. But they have asociadist state and a
strong navy; they get cooperation at the point of agun. And that’ s no cooperation at dl, redly; that’ swhy
they’ re anathema, asfar asthe Demarchy’ s concerned. They don't trust individua human nature, even it
if isbacked up by family ties.”

Betha struggled againgt a sudden irrationa resent-ment. “I1t’sworked well enough so far. But then we
don’t kill any stranger who comesto usin need, &-ther.”

“Maybe you just never had a good enough reason, Captain.”

She stiffened. Apology showed ingtantly on hisface and behind it, she saw areflection of her own



disori-entation, the frustration of a stranger trapped in an dien universe. He was aman with no
family...and now no friends, no world, no future. And she suspect-ed that he was not aman who was
used to making mistakes—or used to sharing aburden, or sharing alife ...not Eric.

“I"'m sorry, Captain. Please accept my apologies.” Abdhiamal hesitated. “ And—Ilet me gpologize for my
tactlessness after the generd meeting, aswell.”

“I undergtand.” She saw annoyance begin behind his eyes; stood up, not seeing it changeinto akind of
need. “If you'll excuseme...” She moved away, reaching for an excuse, an escape. “1—I haveto see
Clewdl, down in the shop.”

“Youmindif I gowith you?’ Hisvoice surprised her.

She hesitated, halfway across the room. “Well, I ... no, why should |7’

Herose, setting Rusty down. The cat leaped away, rumpled, moved across the room to where Shadow
Jack till lay adeep, hisface buried now in the pillow. Rusty settled on the softness beside his head, one
gpeckled paw stretched protectively over his curled fingers.

“Poor Rusty.” Betha glanced down. “ She’ sbeen so lonely since... Shewas used to alot of attention.”

“Shewould have had dl she wanted at Mecca”

“ She would have been worshipped. It isn't the same.”

She went down one level on the spirding stairway, waited for him on the landing. He took each step with
dignified deliberateness, his knees nearly buck-ling and his hand on therailing in adeath grip. He stopped
with studied nonchalance beside her, peering down over the polished wood banister; the well dropped
four more stories, piercing the hollow needle of the ship’shull. The concentric circles of aservice hatch
lay pooled at the bottom.

“It'sgood exercise” Bethastood againgt the wall, avoiding the sight of the drop.

He drew back with an innocuous smile. The door-way in thewall behind him was sealed shut, thered



light flashing, throwing their shadows out into the pit. “What' s behind this?” His hand brushed the door’s
icy surface.

“That was the dayroom. That’ swhere everyone died when we took the damageto our hull. It s not
pressurized; please don't touch anything.” She turned away from him, looking down at her hands. She
went on down the airs, leaving him behind.

She reached the machine shop on the fourth level, heard the rasp of ahandsaw. “Pappy!” She shouted,
heard the echoes rattle around the hollow torus of the shop.

“Here, Bethal”

She traced the answering echoes, began to walk, the gum soles of her shoes squesking faintly on the
wood. Theirregular clack of Abdhiama’ s polished boots closed with her; shedidn’t look a him.

“Jesus, Pappy, why in theworld don’t you use the cuttersto do that?’

Clewell looked up asthey approached, on up at the nest of lasers above the work table. “Becauseit'sa
hobby.”

“Which means you stand there for hours, breaking your back to do something you could punch in and get
doneinaminute.”

“Theimpatience of youth.” He leaned on the saw and the end split off the wooden block and dropped.
“Finished.” Hishand roseto his chest; seeing her watching, he lifted it further to rub his neck.

“Smartass.” Shelooked pained, hands on hips. “I— uh, | thought you were going to check over my
esti-mates on patching that holein our hull?’

“| did that too. They look good to me. But we can't do anything about it now, whilewe' re at one gee.”
Helooked at her oddly.

Abdhiamal stooped to pick up the splintered end of the block, rubbed its roughness, oblivious. “ Say,
what isthisstuff? It' sfibrous.”



“It' swood. Organic. From the trunk of trees,” Clewell said. “False-oak, to be exact. It' s hard, but it
whittleswdl.”

“Thefloor, too? All plant fibers—wood?’

Henodded. “It' seasier than turning it into plastic. False-oak grows two centimeters aday out by the
Bored Sea”

Abdhiamal’ s hand caressed the etched meta of the tabletop; he glanced up at the cutters and the
suspend-ed protective shield. “Lasers?” His hand closed, empty, as he searched the room, loosened to
point a the wide doors cut into the hull, opening directly onto space ... at the el ectromagnets set into the
ceil-ing. She saw him answering his own unspoken ques-tions. “And what’ s this equipment for, over
here?’

Betha followed hishand, seeing in her mind red-haired Sean at work, dauntlesdy clumsy; Nikola
patiently guiding. She looked away. “Repairing microcircuits on our e ectronics equipment.”

“Y ou have your own fusion power plant... you redly could reproduce any part of this ship right here,
couldn’t you?’

“Theoreticadly. There are some | wouldn't want to try. Thiswas along trip; we had to be prepared for
anything.” Except this.

“God! If Park and Osuna could only seethis place.”

“Who?" Clewd| removed the wood from aclamp.

“They're‘engineers.”” Scorn lacerated the word.

“And what’ swrong with engineers?’ Bethe folded her armstightly againgt her somach, raising her
eye-brows.



“What' sright with ‘em?” Abdhiama made an odd gesture. “They’ re abunch of cannibas. They put
patches on patches, tear one thing apart and use the pieces to hold three more together, and then they
tear apart one of those—"

“That sounds resourceful to me.”

“But they gloat about it! They think it's creation, but it’s destruction. If they’d only read something, if
only they had any imagination at dl, they’ d know what red creation is. The thing we could do, once....
nobody did them better. But that’ slike askin’ for lifein avacuum.”

“Or maybe you' ve just got your prioritieswrong, Abdhiamal! What should they do, torture themsdlves
over the past because rdics are al they have left to work with? At least they’ re doing something for their
people, not living at the expense of everyone ese like some damned fop!” Betha jerked the piece of
wood out of his hands, fet splinters cut her palm. She turned her back on his surprise, strode away
through her echoing anger toward the door.

* * % %

Clewd| smiled at Abdhiamd’ s astonished face. “ Abdhiamd, you just told it dl to an engineer.”

Abdhiamal winced. “1 should never have gotten out of bed ... two megaseconds ago.” He stared out into
the vastness of the empty room. “1 aways seem to say the wrong thing to ... your wife. | thought she was
apilot”

Clewd |l listened to Betha s footsteps fade as she climbed the stairs. He wondered what fresh burden she
had brought with her from Mecca—that showed in her eyes and her every action, and that she could not
share even with him. “ She was an engineer on Morningside, before she was chosen to captain the
Ranger. Parts of this ship are her design; she worked on itsdrive unit.” He saw surpriseagainin
Abdhiamad’ stawny eyes. “It' sthe first starship we' ve had the resources to build since before the Low.”

“Low?’

“Famine...emergency.” Memories of past hard-ship and suffering rosein him too easily, drawn by the
fresh memory of loss. A bruising weariness made him settle againg the table' sedge. He set asdethe
wood; morbidly picturing his own body as ancient wood, storm-battered, decaying. He sighed. “On
Morningside smal changesin solar activity, perturbationsin our orbit, can mean disaster. When | wasa
boy—in thelast quarter of my tenth year—we went into a“hot spell’...” He saw the darkside ice sheet



with-drawing, shattered bergs clogging the waters of the Boreal Sea. The seaitsdlf had risen half ameter,
flood-ing vital coastd industries; the crops had rotted in the fields from too much rainfal. He had watched
one of hisfatherskill alitter of kittens because they had nothing to feed them. And he had cried, even
though his own empty ssomach ached with need. Still, after all these years..." 1t took yearsfor the
climate to stabilize, most of my lifetime before our own lives got back to ‘normad.” We' ve entered aHigh,
right now, and Uhuru’ s stabilized—they’ re our closest neighbor; thisflight was planned to send them aid,
originaly. That' swhy we took achance on risking the Ranger to come hereto Heaven.” Heféelt the
cutting edge of wind over snow on the darkside glacier, where the sky glittered with stars like splintered
ice. “That’swhy we can't afford to stay here. Even if we go back to Morningside empty-handed, at least
they’ll havethe ship.”

Abdhiamal nodded. “I see. | told—your wife, Cap-tain Torgussen, that I'm willingto do al | canto help
you get back to Morningside—for Heaven's own good. The way things seem to be goin', your
remain-ing hereisgoin’ to tear Heaven apart, not pull it back together again...” For amoment Clewell
was re-minded of someone, but the image dipped avay.

He considered Abdhiamal’ s words, surprised—more surprised to find that he believed them. Have we
found an honest man?

“Together wefind courage,

Our song will never cease...”

“What'sthat?” Abdhiamal said.

“Bird Alyn.” Clewell heard the faint, hating music rise from the hydroponics lab. “ Betha taught her some
chords on the guitar; | taught her afew more songs, while we were—waiting.” He heard Bird Alyn strike
asour note as she strummed. “1 don't know if Claire would have approved, but the plants seem to
gppreci-ae her sncerity.” He amiled. “1t’ s not what you sing, or how, but how the singing makesyou
fed.”

Abdhiamal smiled politely. His glance touched the scarred surface of the table, the floor, searched the
room again; the smile grew taut. “Y ou know, | some-times have the srange feding that I'mlivin’ ina
dream; that somehow |’ ve forgotten how to wake mysalf up.” A trace of desperation edged into his
voice.

“Bird Alyn said the same thing to me. Except thet | think she meant it.”



“Comin’ from the Main Belt, she probably did.... Maybe | do too.” Abdhiama cleared histhroat, and
oddly embarrassed sound. “Welkin, I'd like to ask you a persond question. If you don’t mind.”

Clewd| laughed. “At my age | don’t have much to hide. Go ahead.”
Abdhiamal paused. “Do you find it—hard to take orders from your wife?’
Clewd | gtraightened away from the table. “Why should that make a difference to me?’

Abdhiamal looked at him strangdly. “Frankly | never met awoman I’ d trust to make my decisionsfor
rre"

Clewd |l remembered what he had seen on the moni-tors of Demarchy society, saw why it might make a
difference to Abdhiamd. “Betha Torgussen was chosen to command the Ranger because she wasthe
best qualified, and the best at making fast decisions. We all agreed to the choice.” He tightened the jaws
of atable clamp, not sure whether he was amused or annoyed. “ Answer apersona question for me:
What exactly do you think of my wife?’ He watched an in-stinctive reaction rise up and die away before
it reached Abdhiamd’ slips. An honest man...

“I don’t know.” Abdhiamal frowned dightly, at nothing, at himself. “But | have to admit, she’'smade
better decisons since I’ ve known her than | have.” He laughed once, looking away. “But then she chose
pace, ingtead of ...” His eyes came back to Clewell; the frown and confusion filled them again.

“Why doesn’'t the Demarchy have women in space? My impression of Belter life was dwaysthat
everyone did asthey damn well pleased. Men and women.”

“Before the war, maybe. But now we have to pro-tect our women.”

“Fromwhat? Living?" Clewd I picked up the piece of wood, shifted it from hand to hand, annoyance
overriding amusement now.

“From radiation!” 1t wasthefirst time he had heard Abdhiamd raise hisvoice. “ From genetic damage.
The fission unitsthat power our ships and factories are just too dirty. In spite of everythin® we' ve done,
the number of defective birthsis twenty times as high asit was before the war.”



Clewd thought of Bird Alyn. “What about men?’

“We can presarve sperm. Not ova”

“Y ou’ve lost more than you know because of that war.” Abdhiamd stood silently, expressonless.
Clewd | unstrapped the leather wristband that had been a part-ing gift from one of hissons, and held it
out. “Do you recognize that symbol?’ He pointed at the design enameled on acircle of copper, as
Abdhiamd took it from hishand.

“Yin and yang?”

He nodded. “ Do you know what it standsfor?’

1] NO_”

“It stands for Man and Woman. On Morningside, that meanstwo equal halves merging into a perfect
bi-ologica whole. A spot of whitein the black, aspot of black in the white ... to remind us that the genes
of aman go into the creation of every woman, and the genes of awoman go into the cregtion of every
man. We re not men and cattle, Abdhiamal, we re men and women. Our genes match; we' real human
beings. It makesalot of sense, when you stop to think about it.”

“Odd—" Abdhiama smiled again, noncommittd. “ Somehow | didn’t think yin and yang would have
been apart of Morningsde s culturd heritage.”

“Y our people and ours, al came from the same Old World in the beginning. In the beginning yin and
yang didn’t mean much to us. We had alot of sym-bolsto separate us, then. We just need one now.”

“Yin and yang and the Viking Queen ...” Abdhiama murmured; his smile turned rueful. “And Wadiein
Wonderland. Why were there more men than women in your—family?’

Because it happened to work out that way. Clewel amost answered him with the truth. He paused.
“Son, if you have to ask me why amarriage needs more men than women, you' re younger than | thought
youwere” Hegrinned. “And it' s not because I’m dowing down.”



Abdhiama drew back, disbelief ruffling his de-corum. He held out the wristband.

Clewel shook hishead. “Keep it. Wear it... Think about it, when you wonder why we' re strangersto
you.”

* * * %

Betha reentered the control room; Shadow Jack and Rusty till lay head-to-head on the grass-green rug.
She moved quietly past them, sat down at the control board, and pulled Discus into focus on the screen,
asmdl slver crescent like athumbnail moon. All that mattered now, and nothing ese. Shewould get this
ship home; thistimethey would succeed. Nothing must get in theway of her purpose, no man, living or
dead, no memory....

Her torn hand burned. She pressed it down on the cold pand, leaving aspot of blood. Her mind crossed
three light-years and haf alifetimeto afactory yard on the Hotspot perimeter, where she had burned her
hand on hot metal, inspecting the ideal made redl. She had gone outside to see her first engineering design
passing in sequence on the assembly line—unbearably silver in the blinding noon light, unbearably
beautiful. Shewasin thethird quarter of her twentieth year, fresh from theicy terminator. The goldenrain
of hest, the battering flow of parched desart air on this, the perimeter of total desolation, dazed her; pride
filled her with exhilaration, and there was a certain student-worker. .. She waited for him to stand beside
her and tll her that her design was beautiful. And then he would ask her— Rough gloves caught her
arms and turned her back, “Hey, snowbird, you want to go blind?’ She saw Eric van Helsing' s adored,
sunburned face laugh at her through the shield of his hemet, as she caught the padding of hisinsulated
jacket. “They adways said engineers were too quirky to comein out of the sun. Y ou' d better go back.”

“For asocid scientist, you haven't learned much about motivation, Eric van Helsng.” Angry because he
had ruined everything—and because, like afool, she had waited for him—she pulled awvay, dmost ran
back acrossthe endless gravel yard, escaping into the cool, dazzled darkness insde the nearest building.
She stood 4till in the corridor, fighting tears, and heard him come through the doors behind her....

You aretherain, my love, sweet water

Howing in the desert of my life...

Someone entered the room; Betha smelled the scent of gpples. She looked for Claire’s smooth
moon-round face and golden tangled curls...found Bird Alyn again, thin and brown and
branch-awkward: adryad in apink pullover shirt and blue jeans, with flowersin her hair...Bird Alyn, not
Claire, who tended hy-droponics now.



Shadow Jack stirred as Bird Alyn dropped down beside him, her freckled cheeks blushing dusky-rose.
Bethaturned back to the screen, hiding her amile.

“...like some gpples?”’

“Oh. .. thanks, Bird Alyn.” He laughed, self-con-scious. “Y ou dwaysthink of me.”

She murmured something, questioning.

“What’ sthe matter with you? No! How many timesdo | haveto tell you that? Get out of here, leave me
done”

Pain knotted in Betha s somach; she heard Bird Alyn climb to her feet and flee, sumbling on the doorsill.
Bethaturned in her seat to ook at Shadow Jack; kneeling, he glared back at her as he pushed himself

up.

“Maybeit’s none of my business, Shadow Jack, but just what in hdll isthe matter with you?’

“Ther€ snothin’ the matter with me! Y ou think ev-erybody hasto be like you? Everybody isn't; you'rea
bunch of dirty perverts” Hisvoice shook. “It makesme sick.” He went out of the room. She heard him
go down the steps too fast.

Betha sat very ill, clutching the chair arms, won-dering where she would find the strength to rise. . . Rusty
gdled againgt her legs, mrring. Stiffly she reached down, drew the cat up into her lap; hanging on to
meaning, to the promise of atime when Heaven would be no more than one of countless starslost
be-hind the twilight “Rusty, you'redl the things | count on. What would | have done without you?’

Rusty’ srough, tiny tongue kissed the palm of her hand twicein gentle affection. “Oh, Rusty,” she
whispered, “you make misers of usdl.” Bethagot to her feet dowly and |ooked toward the empty
doorway.

* * * %

Shadows moved silently over thetiles, moist and green, like the waters of adream sea. Bird Alyn sobbed



againg the cold hexagond tiles of the seat-back, touched by the fragile fingers of ahanging fern. “... not
fair, it snot fair...” Her love was an endless torment because it fed on dreams. He would never touch
her, never stroke her hair...never love her, and she would never stop wanting hislove.

She heard him enter the [ab, and the sob caught in her throat. She pushed herself up, eyes shut, wetness
dripping off her chin.

“Don't cry, Bird Alyn. It wastes water.” Shadow Jack stood before her, hands at his sides, watching her
tearsdrip down.

She opened her eyes, saw him through lashes starred with teardrops, felt more tears rise defiantly. “We
have. . . plenty of water, Shadow Jack.” Misery coiled ingde her, tightening like adrawn spring. “We' re
not on Langng; everything sdifferent herel”

Hiseyesdenied it; he said nothing, frowning.

Sheturned away on the bench. “But I'mnot ... | know I’'m not. Why did this happen to me? Why am |
so ugly, when | loveyou?’

He dropped down beside her on the seat, pulled her hands, one crippled and one perfect, down from her
face. “Bird Alyn, you' renot! You'renot...you' re beautiful.” She saw her imagein hiseyesand saw that
it wastrue. “But—you can't loveme.”

“I can't helpit... how can | helpit?’ Shereached out, her wet fingers brushed hisface. “1 love you.”

He caught her roughly, arms closing over her back, and pulled her againgt him. She struggled in surprise,
but his mouth stopped her cry, and then her strug-gling. “...love you, Bird Alyn...sinceforever...don’t
you know?’

Her outflung hands rose to tighten on his shoulders, drawing him into her dreams, joy filled her like
ong—

Let me blossom firgt for you,

Let me quench my thirgt inyou....



“No—" He pulled back suddenly, letting her go. He leaned against the cold tiles, gulping air. “No. No.
Wecan't.” Hishands madefigts.

“But...you loveme...” Bird Alyn reached out, astonished by disappointment. “Why can’t we? Please,
Shadow Jack... please. I’'m not afraid—"

“What do you want meto do, get you pregnant!”

She flinched, shaking her head. “It doesn't have to happen.”

“It does; you know that.” He sagged forward. “ Do you want to fedl the baby growin’ inyou and seeit
born...with no hands and no arms, or no legs, or no— To haveto put it Out, like my mother did? We're
defective! And I’'ll never let it happen to you because of me.”

“But it won't. Shadow Jack, everything' s different here on the ship. They have apill, they never haveto
get pregnant. They'd let us...” She moved close, stroked the midnight blackness of hishair. “Even one
pill lastsfor alongtime.”

“And what about when they’ re gone?”

“We...we d always have...memories. We d know, we could remember how it felt, to touch, and kiss,
and h-hold each other....”

“How could | keep from touchin’ you again, and kissn’ you, and holdin’ you, if | knew?’ Hiseyes
closed over desperation. “I couldn’t. If | was never going to seeyou again ... but | will. I'd seeyou
ev-ery day for therest of my life, and how could | stop it, then? How could you? It would happen.”

She shook her head, pleading, her face burning, hot hopeless tears burning her eyes.

“I can't let go, Bird Alyn. Not now. Not ever. | couldn’t stand what it would do to me ... what it would
do to you. Why did we ever seethis ship! Why did this hgppen to us? It was al right till—until—" His
hands caught together; he cracked hisknuckles.



Softly she put out her own hand, catching his, fin-gers twined brown into bronze. Because of this ship
their world would live. . .and because of it, nothing would ever beright in their lives again. She heard
water dripping, somewhere, like tears, a dead blossom fell between them, clicked on the seriletiles.

Bethaleft the doorway quietly, as she had come, and silently climbed the stairs.

* k% k %

RANGER (DISCAN SPACE) +2.70 MEGASECONDS

Discus, abanded carndlian the size of afig, setin asl-ver plane: Therings, dmost edge-on, were afilm
of molten light streaked with lines of jet, spreading toward them on the screen. Wadie drifted in the
cen-ter of the control room, keeping his thoughts focused on the silhouette that broke the foreground of
splen-dor: Snows-of-Savation, orbiting thirty Discusradii out, beyond the steep gradient depths of the
gravity well. Snows-of-Savation, that had been Bangkok on the prewar navigation charts, the mgor
ditillery for the Rings. It was one of five, but it out-produced the rest by better than ten to one; in part
because its op-erations were powered by anuclear battery construct-ed in the Demarchy, in part
because it could send out shipments using alinear accelerator, aso from the De-marchy but infinitely
more useful here where trangport distances were short. The Ringers' own primitive oxyhydrogen rockets
made hopeesdy ineffi-cient tankers.

He remembered Snows-of-Savation asit had been when he arrived with the Demarchy engineers.
endless grayness honeycombing the ice and stone; achill that crept into aman’s bones until he couldn’t
remember warmth; asmall gray population, a people renting space in purgatory. A people fanatical to the
point of insanity, in the eyes of the Demarchy. He had been sent to keep demarch and Ringer from each
others throats—sent because no one better qudified had been willing to go. He had stayed to see that
two incompatible and suspicious groups never forgot their common goal of increasing the supply of
volatiles. And in the fifty megaseconds he had spent in hisgrim and lonely exile, he had cometo know a
number of men he could only cdl friends and had seen more of the Ringers Grand Harmony than any
other demarch. He had come to understand the chronically margind life that existed for the Ringers
everywhere; to see, dmogt painfully, what made them endure their oppressive collectivist ideology: the
knowledge that they must dways pull together or they would not sur-vive...

The captain’s voice drew him back. His eyes fixed on her where she hung before the viewscreen, her hair
floating softly, free from gravity, her shirtdeavesrolled up to the elbow. He stared, the present an
over-lay on the past. The clean, colored warmth of the control room drove out adreary poverty that
made Morningsde s plainness suddenly seem frivolous.

Morningside...could he ever have cometo seeits people as clearly as he had seen the Ringers? How
long did it take to fed at ease with a people who of-fended your sense of propriety in every way



imagin-able? Whose behavior dipped through your attemptsto categorize it the way water dipped
between your fingers.. . Four kilosecs ago he had come to the up-per level to get himsalf some food and
had found the captain and Welkin aready in the dining hall and Bird Alyn playing her guitar. They had al
been sing-ing; asthough in four thousand seconds they were not going to commit an act of piracy or face
one moretrid whaose outcome meant freedom and lifefor dl of them....

Together wefind courage,

Our song will never cease....

Or perhaps, he had redlized suddenly, they sang be-cause they were much too aware and afraid of that
fact. Not what you sing, or how, Welkin had said, but how it makes you feel. Suddenly avare of his
own part in that coming trial, he had been drawn across the room to join them by something stronger than
curiogity . . . only to have Betha Torgussen’ sface close and lose its warmth as she saw him; only to have
her rise from the table, breaking the pattern of song, and abruptly leave the room.

“... | can’t believe thisreading, Pappy. They should be frying down there, but they’ re not. There sno
magnetosphere, no trapped radiation field. .. Do you know anything about this, Abdhiama?” The cap-tain
glanced over her shoulder a him, not quite meet-ing hiseyes.

Helooked past her at the screen. “ Thisis Heaven, after al, Captain. Discus sradiation fields are strong
enough, but they don’t reach much higher than therings. That was one of the things that brought usto this
system—the rocks and snowbal s around Discus are accessible as they never were around Old Jupiter.”
He caught her eyes. “Y ou don’t seem very concerned about whether we werefryin'?’

“We make good shielding on Morningside, or we d have fried long ago.” She broke away, as she dways
did, now; looked up a Bird Alyn hanging near the ceiling above her head. “Bird Alyn, find thelocd talk
frequency for me.” Her voice was cam.

Bird Alyn nodded, braced against the ceiling, and swooped down to the panel to catch up an earjack.

“Where' s Shadow Jack?” Welkin asked.

Bird Alyn stared a the pand, said something inaud-ibly.

“What?’



“...don'tknow...sad...didn’t think he could face...” She shrugged. The room filled with static as she
switched on the recelver. The gatic durred abruptly into words. The words sharpened as Bird Alyn
locked themin. “Here...”

“What are they broadcasting?’

“They'retdkin’ toaship, | think; atanker. | heard * hydrogen.

“Good—then let’ srudely interrupt them.” The cap-tain reached for the broadcast button. “Y ou’re sure
they’ Il know who we are, Abdhiama 7’

“I’'m sure. Even the Ringers have had time to spread word of what happened to that ship by now. And if
their propagandais as extreme asit usudly is, they’ Il expect you to be a butcher. They’ ll—respect your
threet.”

“All right.” Shewet her lips, pushed the button. “ Snows-of-Savation, Snows-of-Savation, comein
plesse...”

The speaker shrilled irritation; Bird Alyn jerked the earjack away from her head.

“Who isthat? Get the hell off thisfreq! there' samixed-load dockin’ in progress here! Do you—"

The captain’ s hand on the button cut him off. “ Tell them to hold off, we have something more important
to say toyou.”

“Whoisthis?’

“Thisis...” She hesitated. “...the ship your Navy attacked two megaseconds ago ... the ship from
Outside.” She released the button.

No answer came.



“You'veimpressed them.” Wadie smiled, humorledy.

A different voice came through, avoice that was strangely familiar to him, ordering the unseen tanker into
aholding orbit. Welkin reached across the comm panel, by Bird Alyn’s shoulder, and a new segment of
the screen erupted into a blizzard of static snow. “We re receiving wideband.” He typed a sequence on
the console; abruptly the screen showed a squeezed tripleimage. He punched in acorrection, and a
sngle black-and-white' picture re-formed. They saw a pinched face squinting from behind wire-rimmed
gpectacles: amiddle-aged man in aheavy, quilted jacket and athick knit cap. “We re transmitting
com-patible now, too,” Welkin said. The captain nodded, seeming to take the old man’s skill for granted.

“What isit you want here?” The familiar voice matched afamiliar face, harsh with anger or fear. With
anger .. . Djem Nakamore was too stubborn and dogmatic to acknowledge anything else. Wadie
pushed out of hisline of Sght as Nakamore glared at Betha Torgussen.

Her face hardened, staring Nakamore down. “We want one thousand tons of processed hydrogen, sent
out on thetrgjectory | give you to our ship. If you fail to do this, I’ [l destroy your distillery, and you'll al
die”” The hardness seemed to come easlly; Wadie felt surprise.

He watched their expressions change, the two strangersin the background showing red fear. Naka-more
diffened upright, drifting off-center on the screen.

“Youwon't destroy us. Even the Demarchy would want you dead if you did that.”

“WEe re not from your system; you' re nothing to us. The Demarchy isnothing. | hope you dl go to hell
together for what you’ ve done to us; but Snows-of-Salvation will get there first unless you obey my
or-ders.”

“...they meant it...” ablurred voice said in the background. Nakamore turned away abruptly, cutting off
sound. He spoke to the others, their eyes il flick-ering to the screen, facestense, their breath frosting in
the cold air asthey spoke. Nakamore turned back to the pand, out of sight below him, and punched the
sound on. “We don’t have athousand tons of hydro-gen on hand. We never have that much, and we just
sent out abig shipment.”

Wadie shook hishead. “They’ d never let the supply get that low. The output is nearly three thousand
tons per megasec, and they have at least four timesthat as backlog in case the distillery goes off-line for

repars.”



The captain twisted to look at him, cutting off sound in return. “Y ou' re that familiar with their
oper-ation?’

He nodded. “1 told you—I spent dmost fifty million seconds down there. | saw that ditillery put together
and saw it go into operation. | know what it can do. And | know that man...” He remembered Djem
Nakamore sface, the bald head reddened by the light from a primitive methane-burning stove;
remembered the amused face of Djem’ svisiting half-brother, Raul. He heard the hiss as water Sweated
from the ceiling to drop and steam on the stove' s greasy sur-face, as he waited while Djem pondered his
next pain-fully predictable move that would lose him his hundredth, or his thousandth, game of chessto
Wadie Abdhiamal. Stubborn, didactic, and unimaginative. ..honest, forthright, and dedicated to his duty.
No match, as Djem had told him, often enough and with-out resentment, for Wadie's own quick and
devious mind—yet too stubborn not to go on trying to win. Wadie adjusted the earflaps of hisheavy hat,
put out a hand to move his queen, Checkmate. ... “I know that man. Push him; he' s not—devious
enough to know whether you' re bluffin’. And he'll do anything to keep that distillery intact.” Heredized
suddenly that it could have been Raul instead who faced them now and was glad, for al their sakes, that
it was not. He looked away as he spoke, avoiding the bright image on the screen and Betha Torgussen’s

eyes.

The captain frowned dightly, then turned back to Nakamore on the screen. “| don't accept that. Y ou
have twenty-five thousand seconds to give us the hy-drogen or be destroyed.”

“That’simpossible! ... It would take at least a hundred thousand seconds.”

“Lie)” Wadie said softly, shook his head again. “He' s staling; Centrd Harmony keeps plenty of naval
unitsin thisvolume, and he' shopin’ some of ‘emwill get hereintime.”

Nodding, she repeated flatly, “ Y ou have twenty-five kiloseconds. | know you have a high-performance
linear accelerator down there. Useit. | don’t want any manned vehicles to approach us. Copy
coordinates....” She spoke the numbers carefully.

As shefinished speaking Nakamore looked past her, angry and beaten, but little of it showing on his
face. “Areyou theregivin' her the answers, Wadie?’

Weadie hung motionless...speechless. He pushed away from the pandl at last, out into Nakamore sview.
“Yeah, Djem, it sme.”



“We picked up the broadcast debates from the Demarchy—how they’ ve outlawed you. | figured maybe
you'd...” Nakamore sface s&t, with the righteous anger of aman to whom loyalty was everything; with
the pain of aman betrayed by afriend. “We werefools not to see what you and your...starship aiens
would try. Why stop with athousand tons of hydro-gen? Why not tekeit al?’

“One thousand tons of hydrogen isdl we need, Djem. And we need it bad, or | wouldn’t put you

through this.” Without fuel, the starship was trapped, prey to thefirst group quick enough to take it. And
then the Grand Harmony, the Demarchy, and every-one else would be the prey. Then the threats would
be no bluff. Thiswasfor the best; this was the only choice he could possible make, the only sane choice.

If hecould only ... He started, “ Djem, I—" But no words would come.

Nakamore waited, hisblack eyes pitiless. At last he leaned forward, reaching for the unseen pandl.
“Trai-tor.” Hisface disgppeared; and with it the last chance of asylum for abanished man. Discusdone
lay on the screen.

The captain sat gazing fixedly at the screen, her mouth pressed together, a brittle golden figurine. Welkin
glanced at Wadie, gpologetic but saying noth-ing, saving him from the embarrassment of awitty response
that wouldn’t come.

“...think they’ll doit?” Bird Alyn pulled at the flapping end of her belt. “What if they don't?’

“They will.” Hefound hisvoice, and his com-posure. “In fifty million seconds, Djem Nakamore never
won agame of chessfrom me.”

“Y ou were perfect, Betha” Welkin turned back, hisfaded eyes searching the captain’ s downturned face.
“Eric couldn’t have put it more convincingly.”

“If Ericweredive, wewouldn't be doing this”

Wadie nodded, relieved. “1 dmost believed you meant every word of that, mysdlf.”

She struck amatch. “What makesyou think | didn’'t, Abdhiamal?” Shelit her pipe, facing him with the
same hardness that had faced down Snows-of-Salvation. “What have the Ringers done for uslately?’



“Indeed.” He bowed grimly, looked back at Welkin. “I’ ve learned my lesson—I’ Il never insult an-other
engineer.” He pushed off toward the door.

* * * %

Bethawatched him disappear down the stairwell, shaken with the coldness that eft her words of
gpol-ogy dillborn.

“Betha...would you...areyou redly goin’ to...destroy the distillery?’ Bird Alyn whispered un-happily.

Berthamet the frightened face. “No, of course not, Bird Alyn | wouldn't do that. I'm not redlly a—a
butcher.”

Bird Alyn nodded, blinking, maneuvered backward and started for the door.

Clewel| rubbed his beard. “Then why act like one, Betha? That was allittle too convincing for me, too.
Orign'tit an act any more?’

Shame warmed her face, drove the coldness from her. “Y ou know it is, Pappy! But that damned
Abdhiamad—"

Clewdl lifted his head dightly, unfastened his seat-belt. “He snot such abad sort ... for a‘ damned fop.’
He sheld up pretty well under one gee. . .un-der everything he' s been through.” Meaning that she hadn’t
madethings any esser.

“He saphony; he' slucky hedidn’t cripple him-sdf.” Shelooked away irritably.

“He saproud man, Betha. He might not cdll it that... . but anybody who can stand straight and smile while
gravity's pulling him apart—or loydty is—has my admiration. In away, he reminds me of—"

“He'snot a dl likeEric.”



His eyebrowsrose. “ That wasn't what | was going to say. He reminds me of you.” He held up a hand,
cutting off her indignation. “But now that you men-tion it, there is something about him ... amanner,
maybe; even aphysica ressmblance. Maybeit' swhy | like him in spite of mysdlf; maybeit’ swhat
bothers you. Something does.”

“Oh, Pappy...” Shelifted her hand, pressing her rings againgt her mouth. “It istrue. Every timel look at
him, anything he does, he reminds me—But he' s not Eric. He' snot one of us, he’ sone of them. How
can | fed thisway? How can | stop wanting...wanting...” She reached out; Clewel’ sfirm, weathered
hand closed over her wrist.

He smoothed her drifting hair. “I don’t know. | don’'t know the answer, Betha.” He sighed. 1 don’t
know why they claim ageiswisdom. Ageisjust get-ting old.”

* k x %

Shadow Jack moved restlesdy, trapped in the too-empty box of the room where he dept, haunted by the
ghogt of astranger: manuals on economics, a non-sense song lyric, ahand-knit sweater suspended in
midair—a dead man’ s presence scattered through drawers and cupboardsin the clutter of alife's
de-tritus. Rusty clung to his shoulders, her mute accept-ance easing the shame of his exile. He stroked

her mindlesdy, hearing only theticking of the clock; meaningless divisions marking the endless seconds.
He wondered whether they would get what they wanted from the Ringers, wondered how he could face
Betha Torgussen again. . .wondered how he would face the rest of hislife.

Rusty’ ssmadll, inhuman face rose from his shoulder, her earsflicking. “Bird Alyn?’ He pushed to the
doorway, saw Wadie Abdhiamal disappear into an-other room. He heard Abdhiama’ s voice, amost
inaudible: “Damn that woman! She d spit in the eye of God.”

Shadow Jack moved aong the hall, stopped at Abdhiamal’ s doorway, saring, “What' s the matter, she
oitinyour eye?’

Abdhiamal twisted, a split-second’ s exasperation on his face. He smoothed hiswork shirt absently,
smoother hisexpresson. “Y egh...somethin’ like that”

“What happened up there? Did we get the hydro-gen?’



“Probably...Why weren't you in the control room?’

Hegrimaced. “I couldn’t do it. I—I called the cap-tain apervert.”

“Youwhat?' Abdhiama frowned in dishdief.

Shadow Jack caught the doorway to move on, des-peration turned him back “Can ... | talk toyou ...
man to man?’

Abdhiamal gestured him into the room, no trace of amusement on hisface. “ Probably. What about?’

Shadow Jack cleared histhroat; Rusty pushed off from his shoulder, roselike alifting ship, and swam
toward Abdhiamal. “How come you never married?’

Abdhiamal laughed, startled. “1 don’'t know.” He watched the cat, reached out to pull her downto his
chest. “Maybe because | never met awoman who'd spit in the eye of God.”

Shadow Jack’ s eyes widened; and looking at Ab-dhiamal, he wondered who was more surprised.

Abdhiamd laughed again, shrugged. “ But somehow | doubt it.”

“I mean...you said before, that now you never would get married. | thought there was—some other
reason.” He reached for the doorframe.

“Therewas.” He stopped, holding on.

“I’vetraveled alot. That means |’ ve been exposed to high radiation levels and potentia genetic damage.
We have ways of preservin’ sperm so men at least can travel and il raise hedthy children. But with the
bill of attainder, I'm legaly dead now. They’ |l destroy my account.” Abdhiamal took a deep breath.
“And I’ ve been Serilized.”

Shadow Jack looked back, letting the words come. “I’d be happy if | was sterilel” He shook his head. “I



didn't mean ... | didn't mean it like that. But we can’t ever get married, Bird Alyn and me, becausel’'m
not sterile and she' snot. We are defective. We shouldn't ever have children, but wewould...”

Abdhiama scratched Rusty under the chin. “It' sasmple operation. Can't they perform it on Lansing?’

“They could . . . but they won't.” Misery hung on him likeaweight. “If you' reaMateridis, you're
sup-posed to take responsibility for your own actions. Y ou’ re supposed to take the consequences, not
expect anybody elseto do it for you. Like my mother, when my sister wasborn an’ they said she was
too defective . . . my mother had to put her Out...She wouldn’t let my father touch her any more.” He
looked down at his hands. “But the medicd technol-ogy’ s bad anyhow. Sometimes | think they just don’t
want to waste what' sleft.”

Abdhiama’ s voice was gently professonal. “How were you judged defective? Y ou look sound to me.”

Shadow Jack’ s hands tightened on metal. “Maybe | wasn't defective, then. But my sister was. And they
needed more outs de workers, so they told me | had to work on the surface. That’swhat you do if

you' re marginaly damaged, like Bird Alyn. That’swherel met her...” Where he had discovered what
life must have been like once, lived in the beauty of gardens and not the bleakness of stone. And where
he had discovered that his own life did not end because he had |eft the shielding walls of rock; that fegling
did not, or belief, or hope. But he had spent too many megaseconds mending a tattered world-shroud,
too many megasecondsin a contaminated ship...And there were no miraclesto hed acrippled hand or
mend a broken heart.

He struck the doorframe. “ Everything goeswrong! | didn’'t meanto call Betha. . . what | cdled her. But
she had so many husbands; she even has children! When Bird Alyn and | can’t even have each other ... it
just made me crazy. Bethalost so much, and | said—I said that to her. She helped us after wetried to
take her ship just like everybody €lse—"

“You did? And shelet you get awvay with it?’

He nodded, feding ridiculous. “ All we had was a can opener... | guess she thought we were fools.”

“And—you said she has children?” Abdhiamal |ooked down at the wide leather band circling hiswrist.

“Yeah. Goin' into spaceislike. . . like doing any-thing else to them. It' s not the end of anything.” He bit
histongue, remembering that it had been for the crew of the Ranger.



“If sheforgave you for trying to stedl her ship, | expect she'll forgive you for callin’ her apervert. Sooner
than she'll forgive mefor makin' remarks about engineers.”

Shadow Jack frowned, not understanding.

Abdhiamd’ ssmilefaded. 1t ssemsyou and | have more than one problem in common. Like every group
in Heaven Bt shares the problems of every other one. And I’m not so sure any more that there san
easy answer for any of us”

Shadow Jack turned away, saw Bird Alyn watching him from the end of the hall. He met her eyes,
hopel essness dragging him down like the chains of gravity. “ There aren’'t any answersat dl. | should have
known that. Sorry to take up your time, Abdhiazmal.”

* * % %

Wadie closed the door, il cradling the cat ab-sently against hisside. In hismind he saw the future on
Lansng, grief and death among the gardens—and saw in Lansing the future of all Heaven... The future?
Silence pressed his ears, deafening him. The end. The Demarchy was only one more fading patch of
snow. There was no answer. Nothing he could ever do—nothing he had ever done—would hold back
Desgth. He had made himself believe that hiswork had some relevance and worth, that akind of crestion
ex-isted in his negotiations, abinding force to keep equi-librium with disintegration and decay. But he had
been wrong. It had always been too late. He was a damned fop, living at the expense of everyoneelse. .
. and wadting hislife on the self-ddusion that he was somehow saving them all. Wasting hislife: he had
thrown away hislast chance of ever having alife of hisown, ahome, afamily, any red rdationship. And
al that he had ever done, been, or believed was meaningless. It had dl been for nothing—and it would al
be nothing in the end. Nothing.

Rusty squirmed in hisgrasp like an impatient child. As he released her hisarm scraped the ventilator
screen, hishand closed over aflat, pdm-sized square trapped by the soft exit of air. He pulled it down,
dared at it. A picture—ahologram—of aman and awoman, each holding achild, flooded in blazing light
where they stood before an ugly, half-sunken dwell-ing. The woman was Betha Torgussen, her hair long,
coiled on her head in braids. And the man, tall, with dark hair and alean, sunburned face. . . Eric? Her
voice cameto him suddenly, from behind ashielding faceplate, in atrain car on Mecca. I— thought you
wer e someone | knew. Wadie brushed theimages with afinger, moving through them. Ghosts...

Betha Torgussen’ s voice came to him out of a speaker on thewall, telling the crew that Nakamore had
acquiesced.



* * % %

RANGER (DISCAN SPACE) +2.74 MEGASECONDS

“Okay, Pappy, the cables are secured. We really out-did oursalves when we closed with thisload! Start
usin.” Betharaised her chin from the speaker button, hooking her arm under the twisted strength of the
sted cable, secure in the crevice between cylinders of hydrogen. She fdlt the abrupt lurch asthe winches
darted thefina shipment of fuel moving in toward the looming brilliance of the Ranger.

“Thisisthelot, Betha” Clewd|’ svoicefilled her hdmet, smiling. Sheimagined hisamile, felt it through the
ship’smirrored hull.

“Thisisit. We ve doneit, Pappy! We'rereally go-ing to makeit.” Through the shielded faceplate of her
helmet she saw the molten silver, the ruby scarab of Discusreflecting on the Ranger’s hull, rising abovea
dull-green horizon of clustered tanks, marred by atiny spot of blackness. The shadow of
Snows-of-Salvation ... or aragged hole torn in the metal. She looked away, dizzy, past the small
bright-suited figure of Shadow Jack at one end of the fifty-meter-long bundled cylinders. And out into the
void; imagined the merciless drag of the Discan gravity well pulling her looseinto the endiess night. . .like
five others before her. She shut her eyes, clung to the cable; opened them again to look down at the solid
surface of the tanks, along the dull greenness at Abdhiama, inept and uncommunicative a the shipment’s
other limit. They were dmost flush now with the Ranger’ s massive protection; it would be over soon.
One more, just one more time...Sweat tickled her face; she shook her head angrily insde her helmet.
Damn it! You won't fall—

“Bethal” 1t was Bird Alyn’'svoice, risng clearly for once above the crackle of her feeble helmet speaker.
Betha saw her, gnatiike beside the immense holding rack clamped to the ship’s skin. “ The load’ s not
clos-ing even!...Abdhiamal, your end—the end cabl€e' s caught between tanks—"

“I'll dearit”

“Abdhiamal, wait!” Betha saw him go over the end, saw the flash of his guidance rocket ashe
disappeared. “ Pappy! Loosen the aft cable, right now!” She pulled her own guidance unit loose from the
catch at her waist, pressed the trigger, sent hersdlf after him to the end of the world. Looking over, she
saw him hovering near the hub of the whedl of tanks, the cable trapped between two cylinders. She saw
him catch hold of the cable, brace hisfeet, and pull—" Abdhiamal, stop, stop!”—saw the cable dip free...
watched as the bound tanks recoiled below her and the cable wrenched loose from the hull, arcing
soundlesdy toward her like astriking snake. She backed desperately, know-ing, knowing—



“ClewdI!” Her face cracked againgt the helmet glassin starbursts of light as the cable struck her across
the chest, throwing her out and away from the ship. She fought for breeth, blood in her mouth, her lungs
crippled with pain, saw the ship like afiery pin-whed dip out of her view, blackness, blood and mol-ten
slver, blackness...She fumbled for the trigger of her guidance rocket, but her hands were empty. And
shewasfdling.

No— Betha began to scream.

* * % %

Wadie felt the cable dip loose as the captain’ s voice reached him, telling him to stop. He fell back,
sud-denly unsupported, looking up in surprise—to see what he had done, see the tanks rebound, the
cable lash out like awhip and knock her away ... saw her guidance rocket fly free, tumbling, aspark of
light. “Oh, my God—" He heard the cried of Bird Alyn and Shadow Jack, echoing his own, no sound
from Betha Torgussen; waved the others back as he went after her into the night.

Theimmengty of isolation stifled him, filling the black-and-brilliant desolation like sand, dragging a him,
holding him back ... astheisolation of his own making had cut him off from truth dl hislife. He closed
with her spiraling form dowly, agonizingly, centimeters every second . . . seeing in hismind aruptured
auit, afrozen corpse, her pae, staring face cursing him even in death for the hypocrisy of hiswasted
years. Y e wanting, more than he had ever wanted anything in hislife, to close that gap between them,
and seeinstead that it was not too late....

And after aspace aslong as hislife his gloved hand clamped over an ankle. He drew her toward him and
used hisguidance unit to stop their outward fal. He caught her helmet in hishands, fet her clutch him
feebly as he searched behind the silent, red-fogged glassfor aglimpse of her face. Repesting, wild with
relief, “Betha. . . Betha. . . Betha, areyou dl right?’

Her shadowed face fell forward, peering out; her chin pressed the speaker button. “Eric...oh, Eric.” He
heard her sob. “Don't let mego ... I'll fall ... don’t let go, don’t let go...” Her armstightened
convulsively, silence formed between them again. He stroked the tempered glass, “I won't....it"sdl right
...l won't let you go.” The plane of the Discan rings blinded him with frigid glory, asimmutable as degth;
he turned away from it, started them back toward the diminished ship, across the black sand desert of
the night She kept radio silence; he did not search for her face again behind the blood-reddened glass,
granting her the privacy of her grief, feding the ghosts of five human beings move with them. And at last
he heard her voice say his own name, thanking him, and say it again....

“What happened?”’



“Isshedl right?’

“Betha, areyou dl right?’

The voices of Shadow Jack and Bird Alyn clasmored in his helmet asthey met him, their hidden faces
turned toward Betha, gloved hands reaching out.

“She' shurt. Help me get her indgde.” She scarcely moved againgt his hold, silent asthey made their way
through the airlock.

They entered the control room, her hands still locked rigidly on his suit. He looked across the room at the
pand, looking for Welkin; cleared hisfaceplate, suddenly aware that nothing moved. “Welkin?’ He saw
ahand, motionless above the chair arm, and histhroat closed.

Betharaised her head asif she were listening, but he could not answer. She released her grip, pushing
away from him. “Pappy?’ Her voice quavered, shefolded into atight crescent inthe air, her arms
wrapped againgt her somach. “Pappy ... are you there?’ He heard asmall gasp as shetried to lift her
hands. “Somebody ... get this helmet off. | can't see. Pappy?’

“Betha—" Shadow Jack began, broke off.

Bird Alyn moved to release Betha shemet, lifted it dowly, jerked back at the Sight of her face filmed
with blood.

But Betha had dready turned away, shaking her head to clear her confusion, pulling distractedly at her
gloves. Shefroze as she saw the old man’ s drifting hand. “ Oh, Jesus.” Her own hand flew out, caught at
Bird Alyn’ssuit, groping for purchase. Bird Alyn put an arm around her, helped her cross the room.
Wadiefollowed.

“Pappy . ..” Her voice broke apart as she reached him.

Welkin opened his eyes as she touched hisface, stared her into focus uncomprehendingly, hisright hand
pressing his chest. She laughed, or sobbed, squeezing his shoulder. “ Thank God! Thank God ... |



thought...you' reso cold...”

“Betha. Areyou—7"

“I'madl right. I'mfine” She put atrembling hand up to her face, glanced at her bloody fingertips. “ Just
a... nosebleed. What—what happened?’

“Pain ... inmy chest, like being crushed; down my arm...must be my heart. Was afraid to move. When |
saw...what happened to you on the screen—"

“Don't. Don't think about it ... it'sover. We' || makeit, Pappy. We' Il make it yet. Close your eyes, don't
move, don't worry, just rest. WE Il take care of you.” She managed asmile, new blood blurring on her
chin, her hand gently cupping hisface.

“Should we get him to the infirmary?’ Wadie hesi-tated near her shoulder, forcing himsdlf to speek.

“No.” Welkin shook his head, eyes shut. “Not yet. Finish the job!”

“He sright. We shouldn’t move him yet, anyway. Thank God we' rein zero gee...” Betha pulled a scarf
out of acubby under the pand, starting asmall blizzard of papers drifting. She wiped her face and spat
gingerly, wincing. Wadie saw her control dip again, saw pain show, and her body bend as she pushed
out of Wekin'ssight Bird Alyn moved back to her side, month open; she frowned, straightening, shook
her head. “ All right. Pappy said it. We re going to finish thejob. Nothing will stop usnow! I'll start the
winch. Bird Alyn, get back outside...and make sure the load is secured. Shadow Jack, you'll chart usa
course for Lansing. Tell mewhat you need to know, I'll double-check you.... Abdhiama—"

He met her eyes, bracing against what he expected to see. “Keep the hdll out of your way?’

Expressionless, she sad, “ Go to the infirmary and get me ahypo of painkiller for Clewell. They're
pre-filled, with thefirgt-aid supplies.” She caught hold of achair back, shook her head. “Makeit two
hypos. And then”—her eyes changed, clung to him—"keep the hdll out of my way, Abdhiama!”

* * % %

GRUSINKA-MARU (IN TRANSIT, DEMARCHY TO DISCUS) +



2.75 MEGASECONDS

“...how you intend to explain what your man’ s done now, MacWong? He mugt’ ve shown the Out-siders
how to get that hydrogen. Now he' s made cer-tain we can't catch the starship beforeit leavesthe
system.” Esrom Tiriki moved incautioudy in the over-crowded space of the ship’s control room.

“Heisn't ‘“my man’ any more, Demarch Tiriki. He was declared atraitor,” Lije Mac\Wong repeated
wearily. Heisa traitor, much to my surprise. Why? Re-venge? A reasonable assumption...” “Inany
case, hedidn’t ddliver the starship to the Ringers, ether.”

“But you said hewould.”

“It was areasonable assumption.” MacWong felt unaccustomed tension tightening the musclesin his
neck—brought on by the discomfort of the ship’s ac-celeration, and by the effect discomfort was having
on everyone dse, aswdl. He sllently regretted theill for-tune that had made Tiriki Didtillates a part owner
of thisfusion ship, and permitted Esrom Tiriki to be here asits representative. Tiriki—and his
company—had suffered cons derable embarrassment when their per-sond plansfor the starship had
been exposed; even Tiriki’ stwo fellow representatives had begun to let their disgpproval show asthelr
tempers shortened. MacWong further regretted that Tiriki did not have the self-control to suffer in

Slence.

The Nchibe representative drew Tiriki’ s unwel come attention again and Mac\Wong drifted away past a
yawning, fawning mediaman in Nchibe livery. They had picked up the Ringers reply tothe starship’'s
threats, and it had been sent on to the Demarchy—as dl crucid information was, and would be, during
their pursuit. The people, the changeable god to whom he had offered up Wadie Abdhiamal and other
sacrificial scapegoats, kept watch over him even here. But now for once the people kept their silence,
because any response would have reached the starship too, and reveded their pursuit. For possibly the
only timein his career he had ameasure of freedom in his decision-making; he was not sure yet how
much he could afford to enjoy it.

Because the next decision he would make now—and answer for |ater—was whether to continue
pursuing the starship or to return to the Demarchy. And the decision was not as obvious asit

seemed. .. The gtarship had taken a thousand tons of hydrogen—far more than it needed to escape from
the system, from what Osuna had told him. Enough fuel to criticaly crippleits speed and maneuverability.
Had they done that for revenge, too? Somehow he doubted it. They had destroyed a ship before; this
time they could have destroyed so much more....they could have destroyed the mgjor didtillery. But they
hadn’t. He ex-perienced a curious mingling of fascination and reief.



But the starship had gone to Lansing when it first entered the system; there had been a Lansinger with the
woman at Mecca. If its crew had made some sort of dedl with Lansing, that could explain alot of things.

And it would mean that the starship would not be heading directly out of the system; that there was dtill a
chance for Demarchy shipsto overtakeit.

MacWong looked back asthe ship’ s pilot ap-proached Tiriki and the others, to interrupt them
def-erentialy. And what would happen if they captured the starship? He glanced out of the port beside
him, seeing the long, intensaly lavender thread of a second ship’ storch reaching acrossthe night. By then
they would be millions of kilometers from the Demarchy—these three armed ships, and the men who
con-trolled them: ambitious men, men who enjoyed power, men like Esrom Tiriki. No matter what the
people decided concerning the starship, by then there would be no way that the Demarchy could force
these men to obey it ... and no one would be quicker to redlize that. Hisnearnessto Tiriki and his
insulation from the people had made him understand what Abdhiama had known ingtinctively from the
gart: that the starship which could be their salvation could instead turn out to be the bait for adeadly

trap.

Hesghed. You were always a better man than | was, Wadie; and that was your whole problem...
And maybe that explained Abdhiamal’ s treason better than any speculation about revenge. He had been
more than sorry to make Abdhiama into aman with-out aworld. ..but maybein the end it would turn out
to be the best move he had ever made. And per-haps now he had the opportunity to repay Abdhiamal in
part, as the spokesman of the people—by keeping his mouth shut about what he knew.

“Demarchs—" The three company men and the pi-lot looked up at him together; he watched a
mediaman adjust acameralens. “1 think we al know by now that our attempt to seize the Starship has
faled. But at least it hasn't fallen into enemy hands. It'sleavin’ the system; we might aswell save afurther
waste of our own resources and return home—"

“Maybe we haven't logt it yet, Demarch MacWong.” Tiriki showed him aporceain smile that was
somehow more unpleasant than hisformer petu-lance.

“We ve just been given some new information about the starship.” The Estevez nephew nodded at the
ship’'spilot. “Lin-piao saysthat the ship isn't leavin’ the system; it’ sturned back in toward the Main
Bdt.”

“ToLandng,” Tiriki said. “They'regoin’ back to Lansng.”

“We il have achanceto takeit; Lin-piao saysit’sonly doing one-quarter gee now.”



MacWong hesitated, seeing the three of them united, finaly, in the purpose of carrying through their
mission. And behind them the entire Demarchy watched in sllent judgment. It knew what they knew; and
it knew that he, MacWong, had instigated this pursuit. The people didn’t know everything—but had they
aready learned too much? He could still pressfor aretredt. .. but would they accept it now?“If the
peoplefed that afurther effort to pursue the star-ship wouldn't be worth the Demarchy’ swhile, | hope
they’ll let usknow.” He spoke the words to the wait-ing cameras with careful emphasis. “In the
meantime...” Hefet the intentness of seven sets of eyes, fdt the pressure of athousand more behind
them. “In view of thisnew information, | fed we should con-tinue our misson. | have persona data,
concernin’ the starship’ s entry into the system and its fuel needs, that support the theory it’s headin’ for
Lansng now.” Sorry, Wadie. He watched the faces relax into satis-faction and complacency. But it's
my job to give the people what they want. He matched them smile for smile, one satisfaction for
another.

“Demarchs...” The pilot pulled self-conscioudy at the hem of his golden company jacket. “ By thetime
we' ve changed course, we still may not be able to catch up with ‘em. Even if the starship can only
manage one-quarter gee, by the time we decelerate again for Lansing ourselves.”

The pilot broke off, as afrown spread among them like a disease. MacWong weighed its significance like
aphysician; and prescribed the remedy that he knew would heal any damage to his own credibility: “I
think that may not turn out to be a problem, demarchs. If you'll consider the followin’ course of

action...”

* * * %

RANGER (IN TRANSIT DISCUSTO LANSING) +2.96
MEGASECONDS

Wadie waked the corridor to Betha Torgussen's pri-vate room, dowed by one-quarter gravity and the
fartigue of their work in space. ..and by the same tangle of emotion that drove him to face her now. The
memory of the Discan sky, hazed with shining flotsam and hung with crescent moons, haunted him: the
knowledge of acosily victory won and most lost again by his own actions; two lives, thelast of the
Morningside crew, dmost lost—and with them the part of himself that he had only just begunto
discover....

He reached the open door, stopped as the hallway dipped back into focus, and stepped through.

Rusty’ s head appeared suddenly from acocoon of bedding, watched him like afamiliar as he looked
acrosstheroom. The captain sat at her desk, her back to him, her attention lost among scattered displays
and printouts. Empty coffee cups littered the desk top; there was a sign above her head on thewall, TEN
YEARSAGO | COULDN'T EVEN SPELL “ENGINEER,” AND NOW | ARE ONE. He smiled



briefly, until he heard her sigh, asound that was asmall groan. The vison formed insde hiseyes of her
cracked and bandaged ribs, a bruise the width of hisarm.

He turned abruptly to leave the room again, found a picture on the wall insde a broad green arrow
pointing down: found Betha Torgussen, and Welkin, and—Eric, bearded now and smiling. With them,
two more women, two more men, and seven children bundled in heavy clothes; al pae, laughing, waving
in three dimengions, joyfully disheveled againgt aback-ground of snow. A family who knew how to
share...and somehow, with the fever of futile greed that burned through Heaven, their sharing no longer
seemed to dien or so bizarre....

Rusty stirred on the bed, blinking; she mrred in-quiringly. Bethaturned across the back of her chair,
controlling agrimace, her own eyes suddenly quick and nervous, questioning his presence.

“Betha... I'd liketo see you, if you don’'t mind. There re somethings| think | need to say.” He crossed
the room.

“All right, Abdhiamal.” Her eyeswent to hiswrist, Clewd |’ swristband. “Y es, maybe you should.” Her
face changed. “But firgt, tell me how Clewdll is. How is he taking the acceleration?’

“Wel enough, | guess. He' svery weak, but he'snofoal...” And nobody’ s fool. Sudden appreciation
for the old man filled him. “1 don’t suppose I’ d have the gutsto be hereif | didn't believe hewasgoin’ to
beadl right...But what about you? What are you tryin’ to prove? Why the hell aren’t you getting some
ret—" He broke off, not surewho he wasredly an-gry at.

Her bruised mouth tightened. “ Because I" d rather be sore than dead. And yes, | am trying to prove
something.” She gestured at the computer terminal, her expression easing. “1—didn’t know whether to let
you know about this, but. ..we' ve detected a patch of hydrogen and helium, Doppler-shifted into the red;
| think it’ sa hydrogen fusion torch pointed away from us. Right now it’ s<till thirty million kilometers
behind us—but we' re being followed.”

“Y ou can detect an averted torch at that range? Y our instruments are better than ours.” Hewas
impressed again.

“Arethey? Good...But with these fudl canisters strapped to the hull, we can’'t move faster than
whoever’ s behind us. What | need to know is whether the ships come from the Demarchy or Discus,
and, if they are from the Demarchy, what you think their misson is. Do they till want to take the ship, or
arethey out to destroy us?’



Heleaned on the desk, the tendons ridging dightly in hisarm. “Good question. The shipsare from the
Demarchy. Nobody else hasanythin’ like that | eft; the Ringers have only oxyhydrogen rockets. Our—the
Demarchy’ s—fusion ships are owned by interestsin the most powerful tradin’ companies, but in times of
‘nationa emergency’ the Demarchy commandeers‘ em. Which means MacWong' s story about my
hand-ing you to the Ringers must’ ve been well re-ceived...” He stopped. “He knowsit wasadamn lie;
and knowin' him, I'd say that means he did it be-cause he gtill wants this ship, and that was the only way
he could think of to get the shipsto follow you.”

“But then he must know that we'll till outrun them, now that we' ve got the fud; even if we stop at
Lansing. If they have to do aturnaround to match our deceleration we' |l be long gone before they reach
us. If they don’t dow down, they’ |l overshoot...and al they could do then would be destroy usin
passng.” Her fingerstapped nervoudy.

He nodded. “He d know that too. But he wants that ship intact for the Demarchy, and he’ s not the kind
to mine quartz and think it' sice. He' sgot somethin’ planned but | don’t know what.”

“At least we know where they are, and they don’'t know we know. If they were counting on surprise to
closethe gap they’velost it.” She shifted in her seat, leaning hard on the desk top. “I supposewe' |l know
more when we begin decderating and seeif they do the same. Even if they don’t dow down ... well,
de-pending on what you can tell me about the range of their weapons, | think we can still stop at Lansing
long enough to off load the extra hydrogen—and then accelerate at right angles to them with enough time
to get away. By the time they can change course, we'll be out of this system forever.”

“Out of our system forever. And we'll be...” Helooked down at her strong and gentle face, wondered
why he had ever thought it was plain. His hands tightened over a sudden desire to touch it.

Realization colored her cheeks. She looked up at him strangely, dmost welcoming, lifted ahand. “ Sit
down, Abdhiamal ...Wadie Abdhiamd. Y ou' |l be-better off without us, yes.”

He sank down on the padded wall seat, pushing aside heaped clothes. “Betha, there re no wordsto
apologize for what we ve done to you. And when it comesto things I’ ve done to you, out of my own
Supidity...my God, | nearly—killed you. All thethings | said, not meanin'—"

Her hand waved the wordsto silence. “1 never meant to ruin your life, Wadie...l owe you as many
apologies as you owe me. More. Isit too late to cancel them all out, now?’



He leaned back, resting his head againgt the wall, eyeson her. “It' s never too late. But I'm not—very
good at expressing my emotions, Betha. I’ m not even good at admitting them to myself.” Hetook along
breath. “All of asudden therearealot of things| want to be different. But there sso littletime—" He
broke off; feeling the presence of ghogts. “That pic-ture across the room: Is that—Eric, beside you?’

Surprise caught her. She nodded, her face composed. “He was my first husband. He was—akind of
negotiator too, an ombudsman. We were monogamous for eight years before we married into Clewd|’s
family.”

“And you have children?’

“Thetwins, Richard and Kirgten; the boy and girl in front of me. They’ re about eeven now...” She
amiled. “They'redl my children. But the twins were born to me, they have my name. All seven of our
kidswho are till a home are staying with my family.”

“Y ou left your children—" He stopped himsdlf be-fore he hurt her again. We do change; but change
al-ways comes too fast...and too late. And there were only one hundred kiloseconds remaining until
they reached Lansing.

She glanced a him, puzzled. “Y es. We left them with my parents, on their treefarm.” And
under-standing, “Half the world isyour family when you' re growing up on Morningside. They hug you,
tell you stories, and make you toys. ..there' s aways some-one who' s glad to see you. We didn't
abandon our children. But it has been very hard to miss seeing so much of their lives asthey grow. At
least Clewd| and | will still get to see how they’ ve grown...” Shelooked down, shuffling papers, he saw
the return of more than onekind of pain.

“Shadow Jack and Bird Alyn ... are they why you're risking everything, to buy adyin’ world afew more
seconds?”’

She hesitated. “1 don't know. | hadn’t thought...but | suppose maybeit is. | wish—I wish | knew how to
do more.”

“Y ou know, then? What it’ slike for them on Lan-sng?’

She nodded.



“I'm not much lookin’ forward to it myself, I’ ve got to admit. But I’ ve talked myself out of anythin’
better—literdly.” He smiled. “I don’t regret it. It wasin agood cause.”

She picked up acup, set it down aimlesdy. “What will you do, Wadie, on Lansng?’

He smiled again, hearing his name; the smile stopped when he remembered. “ Sit and watch theworld
end, | suppose. All the worlds. Not with abang but agasp.”

“Y ou don't haveto, you know.”

Hefdt her touch him as though she had raised ahand. He shook his head. “Maybe | do. Maybethat's
my penance for pretendin’ there was no tomorrow.”

“You don't bdieve that?’

“I don't know.” He shrugged. “1 don’t know what | believe any more.” Only knowing that hewas divein
avas mausoleum and afraid to look at desth. “But | belong here, to Heaven; if that makes any sense. It
scaresthe hdll out of me, but I’ ve got to seeit through. But thanks.” He saw her smile, disappointed.

“Y ou can change your mind.”

“Sooner than | could change Heaven....Ironic, isn't it; that we began with everything and Morningside
with nothing... and look who failed.”

“We amog failed too—more than once.” Betha stared at the wall, looking through time. “ So did Uhuru,
and Hellhole, and Lebensraum. But we had help.”

“Fromwhere?’

“From each other. Planets like Morningside are so margina any small setback becomesadisagter. .. but
they’ re the most common kind of habitable world; they’ re dl like Morningside in our volume of space.
But our worlds are within reach of one another. We set up atrade ring, and when one of usfalsflat, the
rest pick it up and put it back together. And that’ s how we survive. That'sall we do; we survive. Butit's
enough...it'll have to be enough forever, now that our journey here hasfailed.



“We have our own ironies, you know...Morningside was settled after amgjor political upheaval on
Earth. Our nearest neighbor now, Uhuru, was settled by some of our former ‘enemies’ after their own
empire on Old Earth fell. Need makes stranger bedfd-lows than politics ever did.”

Helaughed abruptly. “ Asthe five of us should know.”

“Yes” Shehdd himwith her eyes, fingers over her lips.

“If you' d come before the war, Betha, maybe the five of uswould even be doin’ some good. Heaven
could have learned somethin’ then about sharing. Now it’ stoo late; there' s nothing left to share.”

She shifted position again, wincing. “Wadie. ..you said the knowledge that put Heaven' s technology
whereit wasistill intact. That if you could rebuild your capita industry, you could still make the Belt
work again, and it could be everything it once was. Y ou said even the Ranger could makethe
differ-ence...What if—what if wetied you into our trading network? It’' s feasible; the distance here from
Morningsideisn't that much grester than the distanceswe dready travel. If we gave you the meansfor
recovery, you could give uswha we wanted dl aong, aricher lifefor al our worlds—and you' d never
have to see this happen again!”

Helistened to her voice come dive with inspiration; felt suddenly asthough the pain and grief had lifted
from her mind only to settlein hisown. “That’ swhat | said. But | waswrong.”

1] Wrorg?7

“We' ve gone down too far. We can’t recover now; degth is adisease that’ sinfected usal. We'll never
work together now, even to save oursaves.”

“But if they could understand that there was hopefor dl of them...”

“How would you make them understand? Y ou’ ve seen how well they listen.” He dammed hishand down
on the bench. “They wouldn't listen!”

“No, they wouldn't...” Bethabegan to smile, in misery, moving her head from sdeto side. “Wadie



Abdhiama—how did we cometo this? Y ou saying they wouldn't, me saying they would...How could
we come to understand each other better than we understand ourselves?’

He shook his head, felt a smile soothe his own mouth, lost his useless anger watching her.

Her hand moved tentatively from the desk to touch the leather band on hiswrist; he caught her hand and
their fingers twined, brown and pale. She looked across at him, down at their hands. She drew her hand
from hisagain, said quietly to no one, “And not one of them lived happily ever after....”

* * * %

FLAGSHIPUNITY (LANSING SPACE) +3.00
MEGASECONDS

Araid. While he, Raul Nakamore, had been chasing the phantom Ship from Outside, it had run literd
rings around him and raided the very didtillery his borrowed ships had been set to defend. While he was
dill locked into hisinitid—futile—trgectory toward Lansng, without fuel enough to make an attempt at
further pursuit anything but ajoke. Raul drummed ir-ritably on the arm of his seat, having no better way
to vent hisfrudration.

And yet, the reports he' d received indicated that the starship had not headed directly out of the system,
indicated, in fact, that the ship might be tracking his own course and returning again to Lansing. Raul
glanced a the instrument board, seeing twenty-seven hundred kiloseconds elapsed, only twenty-three
kiloseconds remaining before they reached Lansing. Like the fable of the tortoise and the hare—d owed
by the stolen hydrogen, the starship would never reach. Lansing beforethem, if Lansing wasits
degtination. But why should it be? Why would these outsiders play pirate for Lansing, when they’d
suffered lossesin the Rings already? Revenge? But they could easily have destroyed the distillery, and
instead they stole one thousand tons of hydrogen: too little to cripple the Grand Harmony, too much for a
ramscoop’ sdrive.

And showing them how to stedl it had been Wadie Abdhiamal ...Wadie Abdhiamal of the Demarchy.
Outlawed by the Demarchy, Djem had said, voted atraitor by his own peoplefor helping the starship
es-cape them. And if there was one thing he, Raul, was sure of , it was that Abdhiamal was no traitor.
Why had he betrayed the future of his own people, then? He might not be ajingoist but he wasn't insane.
Why would he thresten Snows-of-Savation, when he knew better than any other demarch what it meant
to the surviva of both their peoples? Why would he betray hisfriends? Because they had been his
friends, and by betraying them he had cut himsdf off from the only haven he would have found in his
exile



Maybe he’ d been forced into it. But Djem hadn’t thought that Abdhiamal had acted like aman who had
been forced...Raul knew that Djem would never forgive Wadie Abdhiama—for the betraya of their
friendship, if for no other reason. What wasit about that ship, or whoever ran it, that would make aman
like Abdhiama willing to sacrifice everything? Maybe he would never know. But if that ship was
following themto Lanang...

Raul stretched and turned to look at Sandova. Sandova sat with an expression of uncompromising
bore-dom on his hawk-nosed profile, rereading anove tape. A good officer, Raul thought. If he believed
thisuse of hisship and crew was fruitless or pointless, he never let it show. Raul kept his own doubts and
speculations private. Twenty-three kiloseconds to Lansing. And maybe they wouldn't be di sappointed
after dl....

* k x %

The sight of Discus, shrunken dmost to insignifi-cance, greeted Raul as he pushed off from the hatch,
drifting down to the stony surface of Lansing’s docking field. He remembered looking up into a
Demarchy sky, long ago, where Discus had been only abright starpoint, one of athousand scattered
dars, and as unreachable as the stars. He remembered the fegling of isolation and desolation that had
struck him then. But thistime, invisible now but much closer a hand, there was the ship that he had left in
low orbit above Lansing to ensure their safety. He moved cautioudy as he waited for the handful of crew
from the two docked ships, easing tension and unused muscles; grateful, after nearly three megaseconds,
for the re-turn of normd gravity. Acrossthe field lay three other ships. He studied them with aflegting
curiogity, redlizing that even Lansing had the nuclear-electric rockets that the Grand Harmony didn’t
have; but redlizing too that these ships were so deadly that even the Harmony would be better off without
them. Be-low him (the angle of gravity’ sfeeble drag put the term into his mind), the semitransparent
plastic that shrouded nine-tenths of Lansing rock showed muted patched of green and gold, pastelled by
the angle of hissght. He thought of drifted snow, the pastels of impure gases crystallized by cold.

Thiswas Lansing, the once-proud capita of a once-proud Heaven Bdt, the only world of itskind. Its
self-contained ecosystem had recreated Old Earth, and that was why its population had survived the war;
and because, as a capitd, it had been a showplace and nothing more. He knew that Lansing had been
reduced to piracy at the time of their last close pass with Discus; he wondered what they had been
reduced to by now. His crew were nervous and hos-tile. He had given orders for them to remain suited
even indde the agteroid, to isolate them from any contagion—and to isolate them from any other incidents
that might come out of aface-to-face confrontation with the locals.

They started toward the single airlock visible in the hillside above the ships. Raul glanced on up at the
sol-itary radio antennaon the crest of the naked hill. 1t was haf-illuminated by the cold light of the distant
sun, sinking into shadow as the planetoid tumbled endlesdy, imperceptibly. No lights blinked dong its
dender stalk as awarning to docking ships. His radio-man had been unable to detect any broadcast
response from Lansng. He wondered whether their communi-cations had failed entirely, whether they
even knew his ships had landed. . .whether—like an unpleasant premonition—they might al be dead.



One of hismen turned the wheel on the hatchway sunk into the rock; he watched it begin to cycle. The
men behind him waited, without eagerness, without relief, without any sense of triumph at having reached
their god. He heard only broken whispers, an uneasy muttering, picked up by his suit radio. Their silence
surprised him until he redized that it was an extension of hisown; asif isolation and the pall of death that
shrouded the Main Bdlt like atent shrouded thisworld had affected them dl. The airlock hatch swung
out. With asudden vision of the yawning pit, the gates of hell, Raul entered the underworld.

The lock cycled again, replacing vacuum with at-mosphere in the crowded space between. Raul felt his
auit loseitsarmor rigidity, glanced back to be sure that no one disobeyed him by loosening a hemet.
Af-ter nearly three megaseconds of uncertain reprocessed air, he knew well enough how strong the
temptation was. He checked hisrifle, settled it in the crook of hisarm.

Theinner hatch did open. He looked through—into the staring faces of half adozen men and women,
frozenin disbelief. They had not, he gathered, been expecting him. He pushed through into the corridor,
searching the frightened faces for asign of leadership; taking in the filth, the patched and piecemed
clothing. He heard the startled curses of the men behind him, raised hisown voice. “All right, who—"

A woman who might have been young or old moved away from the rest toward him, carrying something
bundled in rags; he saw asheen of tearsfilming her cheeks, her dark eyesfixed on him with peculiar
urgency. He heard her voice, trembling, “... amiracle, it samiracle...” Before he could react she had
forced the bundle into his arms; she pushed off and disappeared down the doping tunndl. Taken aback,
he looked down at the ragged bundle and found himself holding anewborn child. The baby made no
sound; when he saw why, he turned hisface away. “Whose baby isthis?’ Hisvoice hardened with anger,
with denid.

One of the men moved toward him, fear still on hisface, akind of desperation dragging him forward.
“It'smine... ours. Please...please, let me haveit.” Something in histone made the baby athing. He
sretched hisarms; one deeve flopped free, torn up to the elbow. His nails were outlined with black dirt;
dirt filigreed thelines of hishands.

Raul held the child out dowly, uncertain. The farther took it, dmost jerked it from hisarms. Abruptly the
man pushed through the circle of armed crewmen and caught the edge of the hatchway. He thrust the
baby ingde, his hand found the control plate, hisfist struck it and started it cycling.

Raul saw Sandoval legp forward, but the man pressed himsdf againgt the wall, covering the plate, asthe
door began to dide shut. Sandova’ s gloved fist caught him by the front of his shirt, ripping the rotten
cloth; the man pushed him away with afoot. The hatch sedled shut as Sandoval tried to force hisfingers
into the gap. Thelight blinked red from green above their heads. “Why you—" Sandoval turned back, as
two of hiscrew pinned the man between them.



“Sandoval!” Raul raised ahand. “That’ s enough. That’senough...It was a—mercy killing. Let him go.”

“Sr—" He saw Sandovd’ srage trapped behind helmet glass.

Raul shook his head, putting aside the memory of his own three daughters and two sons, al grown now
and sound. He watched the father sag againgt the wall in dow motion as the crewmen released him. The
man plucked mournfully at the drifting edges of historn shirt, as though the tear were a death wound.

Raul glanced back down the tunnel, saw that the rest of the onlookers had disappeared. He moved
toward their prisoner through the crew’ s muttered an-ger, through aring of set faces. The man cringed
and put up hishands, “1 had to ... | had to. Somebody had to do it; she knew that, but she wouldn't
admit it! Everybody said so. It would' ve died anyway—wouldn’t it? Wouldn't it? Y ou saw it, it was
defec-tive...” Helowered his hands, reached out to grasp Raul’ s suited arm, “ Y ou saw it?’

Raul’ sfist tightened againgt the urge to dap the hand away. He took a deep breath. “Yes, | saw it. It
wouldn't havelived.”

The man began to whimper, clinging to hisdeeve. “ Thank you...thank you...”

Raul shook him roughly, caught somewhere be-tween pity and disgust. “Who are you?’

The man looked at him blankly, stupidly.

“Your name” Raul said. “Identify yoursdlf.”

“Wind...Wind Kitavu.” The man straightened, letting go of Raul’ sarm as reason came back into his
eyes, aged eyesin ayoung man'sface. “Who—what areyou doin’ here?’

“Askin’ the questions. Firg, isanybody in charge here, and if S0, can you take usto ‘em?’

Wind Kitavu nodded, staring distractedly into the muzzles of half adozenrifles. “The prime minigter, the
Assembly. | know where the chambersare. I'll takeyou...” Hisfingers searched the tear in his shirt



again, drew the edgestogether nervoudy. “Y ou aren’t the—" Raul watched the question form on hislips,
saw him swalow it. “Y ou want meto take you?’

Raul gestured hismen aside; letting Wind Kitavu pass, he followed, and the crewmen fell in behind him.
He noticed that one of the prisoner’ slegs was shorter than the other and twisted. The gates of hell; the
capital of Heaven.

They were not led out onto the surface as he had expected. Wind Kitavu kept to the subterranean
hall-ways, where dull-eyed men and women with stringy hair watched them pass, showing mingled fear
and wonder, but mostly showing confusion. No threat. Hefdt hiswarinesss settleinto ableak feding of
de-pression. A woman pushed out from thewall, moving with Wind Kitavu, “. . . starship . . .?" Wind
Kitavu shook his head, and she drifted free, her face tightening. Raul saw despair in her eyesashe
passed, and his spiritsrose.

On his orders Wind Kitavu pointed the way to the communications center, and he sent Sandoval with
two men to investigate. With the others he continued on, wondering what they would find when they
reached the assembly chambers.

Whatever he had been expecting could not have prepared him for what he found. Someone had sent
word of their arriva ahead: seven figures stood wait-ing, tiny in avast rough-walled chamber that he
somehow ingtinctively knew must have been intended for storage and not asameeting hal. And like gem
crystalsinamatrix of barren rock, the five men and two women shone, resplendent in robes of state.
One man, Raul noticed, was il adjusting the folds of adeeve tangled by haste. The nearest of them
sarted forward, his drifting progress a ceremony, hisface set in expressonlessformality. Raul studied the
intricacies of layer on layer of brocade as the official ap-proached: the fibers absorbed and enhanced
light, sent it back at hiseyesin ashower of scintillating fire. He began to see, as he probed the wash of
gemlight, the patches where it dimmed and faltered. The garments were stained and frayed, eaten by
time. The man wore a soft, turbaned head covering of the same materia; his seamed face and gnarled
hands, fading darkly againgt the brilliance, were clean.

Raul waited silently until the officia reached him. The six assembly members, their own threadbare
splendor muted, clustered dowly behind him. Their group stare rested on Raul’ s wegpon rather than his
face. At last the man lifted his gaze, searching Raul’ s hedmet glassto meet hiseyes. “I an Slver
Tyr,”—the voice surprised him with its unwitting arrogance— “President of the Lansing Assembly, Prime
Minigter of the Heaven Belt—"

The man broke off, aslaughter rattled in Raul’ s hel-met; for along second he didn't redize that it was not
his own bitten-off laugh, that it had come from one of his crewmen. Heraised ahand to stop it, hearing
mentaly the clattering mockery the chamber would make of the sound.



“And you are—?" The prime minister forced the words with rigid dignity—demanding respect not for an
aging shadow man, ludicrousin the rags of lost richness, but for the undeniable fact of thelost dreamtime,
of what they had &l been, once, before their fal from grace.

“Raul Nakamore, Hand of Harmony.” And amost unthinkingly he held out ahand, gloved against
contamination but open in friendship, in recognition. “We mean you people no harm; we only want your
cooperation whilewe' re here.”

The prime minister extended a hand, with the hes-tancy of aman who expected to haveit |opped off.
“And what have you come herefor, Sr?’

Raul shook the hand, let it go, before he answered. “We ve come huntin’ pirates, Y our Excellency.” He
dredged the unaccustomed title up from a haf-forgot-ten history lesson. He noted the ill-conceded start
of guilty knowledge on more than one face.

Seeing him observeit, the prime minister said, al-most protesting, “ But that happened amost agigasec
ago, Hand Nakamore—and it was an act of need, as you must know. Surely you haven't come al this
way, after dl thistime, to punish—"

“I'm not speakin’ of your last raid on the Rings, Y our Excellency—I think you know that. I’ m speskin’
of astarship from outside the Heaven system, that destroyed one of our Navy craft and raided our main
digtillery—andispassn’ by Lansng onitsway out of this system—"’

“Sr—" Raul heard Sandova’ s voice, turned at the sound of more men entering the room.

Sandova and the two crewmen joined his group, escorting an angry, thin-faced woman. Brown skin,
brown eyes, brown hair graying at the temples: Raul assessed her as she assessed him. Hefdlt her anger
flick out in alash of wordless contempt as she glanced at the robed figures of the assembly. Her gaze
returned to him, the anger cooling; he thought of afire banked, controlled, till burning undernegth.

“Sir, we found this woman in the radio room. She claims their comm’ s out of order.”

He nodded; turned back as the prime minister said, “We know nothin’ about a starship. Y ou saw the
only shipswe ve got. They can’'t even reach Discus any more—"



“Faceredity, Silver Tyr!” The sharp edge of the woman’ s voice dashed hiswords. “He can seeyou're
lyin’; al of you, you couldn’t cover the truth any more than those robes cover your rags. If hedidn’t
know the truth before, he knows it now. The best we can do is cooperate, the way he says, and hope
maybe he' |l bewillin’ to bargain—"

“Flame Sival Would you betray the only people in the universe who care enough to help us? And your
own daughter—"

“No cripple, no defective, isachild of mine.” Her voice betrayed her. Raul felt the heat of bitter
disap-pointment in the ashes of her words. The sagging fig-ure of crippled Wind Kitavu tightened ina
flinch. “But that’ sirrdlevant, anyway, under the circum-stances.”

A frown settled into the lines of the prime minis-ter’ sface. “ Two of our people are on board the
star-ship. They say the Grand Harmony attacked the starship first. It has areason and aright to retdiate
againg you, and you have no legd clam on it, in our judgment. We have no intention of cooperatin’ with
any atempt to seizeit.”

“I see” Raul matched the frown, redlizing that there was nothing he could redlly do to these people,
because he had dready destroyed their only hope. “Fortunately for you, we don’t really need your
co-operation...but wewon't tolerate any interference. We intend to wait here until that ship arrives.” He
studied their responses; knew, with certainty and akind of callousjoy, that it would. “One of my shipsis
remainin’ in orbit above Lansing; if we encounter any resstance, the captain has ordersto hole your tent.
If you want what time you' ve got left to you, don't get in our way.”

“Even on Lansing we don't run to meet Death, Hand Nakamore.” The prime minister |looked down at his
gun.

“Especidly on Langng,” Flame Sivasaid. “We re Materidists, Hand Nakamore, redists. At least we're
supposed to be.” She paused. “ Just what are you plannin’ to do to that ship and its crew? Will you seize
itintact?

Raul laughed shortly. “That' swhat we' Il try to do. But I’ d disable it permanently beforeI’d let it get
away from us again. And we want the crew dive, to show ushow to runit. But if they refuseto let us
board—piracy isahigh crime by anybody’ slaw, pun-ishable by death.” He saw the assembly members
shift, glittering.

“She’ slost most of her crew to you aready,” the woman murmured, amost to the floor.



“She?’ Raul said, surprised. “ That’ sright”—remembering adetail of aienness and the detection of
human remains—" she: awoman pilot. So her crew is short-handed?’

“Two of our own people are with them,” she re-peated. Heredlized that it was more than asmple
gtatement of fact: her daughter, the prime minister had said. Her hand rose, agitated; she brushed her
neck, her matted hair, controlling a gesture he recog-nized as threatening. “ The captain promised usthe
hydrogen we need to survive, if they helped her get it for her own ship...the hydrogen you wouldn't
share with either of us, unlesswetook it from you by force.”

He waited, not responding because she hadn’t made it achdlenge.

“What would you give usif | helped you secure the ship intact?’

Surprised again, he asked, “What could you do to guarantee that?’

Thin hands crossed before her, locked around her thin arms; deevesthat were too long and too wide did
back. “ Allow meto finish repairson theradio . . . give me partsfor it if you have them.” She glanced up,
her eyes hard and bright. L et me make contact with the ship when it approaches, to reassure them that
it ssafeto comein close, so that you can take them easily.”

“We could do that oursaves.”

“No, you can’'t. My—our people on the ship know the radio here and its problems, and they know my
voice. A stranger’ s voice would make them suspect somethin’ waswrong . . . and so would radio
Slence”

“Y ou may have apoint” Raul nodded.

“Will you leave usthe hydrogen if | do that?” No fire showed thistime.

“If the ship escapes, they can come back with the hydrogen!” Wind Kitavu burst out. “Don’t take away
our only chance—"



Sheturned; her face silenced him. Raul wondered what showed on it. She turned back. “Will you?’

Knowing how easy it would beto lie, he said, “I’ll request permission. Maybe Il get it; maybel won't.”
Hewaited for her reaction, was puzzled by akind of exasperation, asif she had wanted himtolie,
wanted an excuse to perform treason. Or wasit something else? He thought of Wadie Abdhiamal.

“But the crew, then? If you...take the ship in-tact.”

“If | takethem dive?’ Her daughter .. .finding in that sufficient explanation at last. “ So she does matter to
you?’

Flame Siva started; her eyes were cinders, her voice logt its strength. “Yes... of course she matters...”
And suddenly defiant, “They al matter! They'retryin’ to save us” She stopped, biting her lip.

Raul shifted lightly. “If they don’'t resist us, we' |l release your daughter and the other one here; if that's
what youwant” That’ Il be punishment enough. “For the rest—there’ sa Demarchy traitor on board,
who gave ‘em theinformation to hit our digtillery. | don’t think he sleft himsdf much of an option.” But |
still want an explanation. “And the outsider crew, what' sleft of it—they’ll cooperate with our navy,
oneway or another, | expect.”

“You'll never let them go.” Not aquestion.

“I don't think either the crew or our navy will ever bein aposition to negotiate about that.”

She nodded, or shook her head, a peculiar sideward mation. “We do what we can, here. . . and take
what we can get. We re responsible for our own ac-tions.” Again the defiance, the spite, thefire ... she
faced the ghostsincarnate of the Lansing assembly. “We take the consequences.”

“Sandova.” Raul sgnded him forward. “ Take her back, let her work on the radio. And whatever
hap-pens, don't let her broadcast anythin’, repeat, anythin’, until you get the word from me.”

“Yes, dr.” Sandovd sauted smoothly and led her away, her head high, flanked by guards.

Raul delegated two more men to guard the airlock, keeping one with him. The prime minister and the



as-sembly members waited, aware once more—as he was aware—of their lack of consequence, their
loss of con-trol.

The prime minister turned to Wind Kitavu, his robes opening like a blossom. “Y ou. What are you doin’
down herelikethis?”

“Y ou know what | wasdoin’.” Wind Kitavu jerked into an arc away from thewadl. “The baby. You dl
know, don't act likeyou didn't!”

The prime minister drew back, an undignified mo-tion. “Then don't expect anythin’ from us! Y ou knew
what would happen. Accept your own mistakes. . . get back to work.” He stretched hisarm.

Raul saw dirt till crugting it from wrist to elbow as his deeve moved. He heard one of his crewmen laugh
out loud again, seeing it; did nothing thistime to check it. He turned away. “Wind Kitavu.”

Wind Kitavu halted his sullen drift toward the door.

“Areyou goin’ out onto the surface?’

A nod, faceless. “ Got to tell my—wife. Tell her about the baby.”

“Thenwe Il follow you up. | want to see those damned gardens.”

“Damned gardens.. . .” It echoed, someone e se' svoice; Wind Kitavu moved toward the exit. Raul did
not turn back to acknowledge the Prime Minigter of dl Heaven Bdlt.

Raul followed his unresponsive guide through more tunndls, thistime feding the upward dant. Brightness
grew from apoint of light ahead of him, widening as he rose to meset it—an intendty of light that could
only bethe sun’s. But thistime he gpproached day in the way that had been natura for the human species
through the countless years of its existence, away that for him was entirely novel and unexpected: he
crossed into the daylight fregly, eadly, unhindered by any barrier.

And stopped, absorbing, absorbed by the blinding greenness that enfolded him as he emerged from the
hillsde. He had asudden, vivid memory of the hydro-ponics greenhouses of the Harmony, the heat and



hu-midity that made them asweltering hell to the average citizen. His crewman retreated into the tunnel’ s
en-trance behind him; he ordered him back sharply. Peri-odic hydroponics service was required of al
citizens, ashared tridl. He had done hydroponics service in hisyouth; but asaHand of Harmony, it was
no longer required of him. Maybe rank does have its privileges.

But the handful of ragged workers clustering now didn’t look any more uncomfortable than the onesin
the tunnels behind him. Insulated by his suit, he would never experience the redity of the gardens, of how
life had been on Old Earth. Two futures waited here with him, in the balance of life and death—and either
way, hewould never have this opportunity again....

Helooked back at the shifting knot of sullen, dirty faces, a the genetic deformities that marked them like
abrand. Above them dl, latticed and embroidered by the fragile looming trees, the roof of the sky wasa
trangparent membrane, disfigured too by blotches of clumsy patchwork. Once there must have been
some-thing more, ashield of force to protect them from so-lar radiation ... a protection that had long
since been logt. In the Grand Harmony permanent hydroponics duty was given as a punishment. Hereiit
was a punish-ment too, in adifferent way; for the crime of having been avictim...Heleft hishelmet on,
the ideaof contamination back in hismind again: not the con-tamination of disease but amore pernicious
contami-nation of the spirit. It was not a place he wanted to get the fed of, after dl.

“What isit now?’ One of them clutched at Wind Kitavu’ sdeeve, pulling historn shirt hdfway off his
shoulder. “Arethey wearin’ suits to come out an’ preach at us now?*

Wind Kitavu worked free, jerking his shirt back up hisarm. “No...” Hisvoice dropped, his hand
ges-tured at them as he explained. Raul lost the words as an atmosphere in gentle motion hissed
shilance. He watched the lithe motion of the reaching trees, watched an expression that was growing too
familiar spread from face to face in the group of workers, the desolation so complete that it could not
even reform into anger.

Wind Kitavu asked something in return, and the man who had stopped him pointed vaguely away.
Without asking permission, without turning even to look back, Wind Kitavu left them, disappearing
be-tween the shrubs, loosening a dow shower of pastel blossom petals where he passed. The baby,
Raul made no moveto stop him, remembering what it was he went to do and having no desireto bea
witnessto it. The other workers began to drift back and away, still watching him warily astheir bare feet
pushed off from the springy mat of trampled vegetation.

Raul glanced back into the tunnel, till empty be-hind him. He noticed for the first time that the over-head
lampsthat illuminated the underground were flameless. Electricity...somewhere these people still had a
functioning generator, probably an atomic bat-tery from before the war—or even from some later trade
with the Demarchy. He considered again the fact that the Grand Harmony had none at al because of the
Demarchy. If not for their bounty of snow, the Grand Harmony would be in aworse position than
Lansng—and the only worse position was degth.



The Demarchy made him think of Wadie Abdhiama and the mystery that lay behind their impending
meeting. He had seen Abdhiama function as anegoti-ator at Snows-of-Savation: inexperienced, unsure
of hisown position, but wringing cooperation out of both Sdeswith an instinct for fairnessthat dissolved
cultural biases the way a heated knife sank through anice block. And asaship’s captain he had
trangported Abdhiama to meetingsin Centrd Harmony and half the inhabited rocks of the Rings. He had
seen the man ignored, insulted, actively threastened, but never losing patience...And he had been
surprised, suspicious, and finaly pleased when Abdhiama questioned him about matters of Harmony
governmental policy. Pleased, in the end, because he saw Abdhiama actu-ally listen and learn and make
use of what helearned to help them dll.

The only weakness he had found in Wadie Abdhia-mal was hisinability to ded with onething—the
inevi-tability of Heaven'send. He had found that Abdhiamal believed some answer till existed; while he,
Raul, like the people of Lansing, had seen long ago that the only answer was death. And yet he began to
suspect that Abdhiamd’ s obsessive optimism covered a conviction as certain as his own that Heaven
was doomed....but more than that, it covered a deep, pathologica fear: Abdhiama was not aman who
could accept that all he accomplished would mean nothing in the end. He could not continue on that road,
knowing its end was in Sght; he would stumble and fall, crushed by the burden of his own knowledge.
And s0 some part of Abdhiama’s mind had shut the truth away, buried it in alie that let him continue.
Raul had envied Abdhiamal the Demarchy, where comparative richness helped him protect hisil-lusons.
And he had wondered whether anything would ever force him to admit the truth....

But the starship—even he, Raul, had discovered hope again in what it could offer Heaven . . . and,
specificdly, the Grand Harmony. Why would Abdhia-md, of dl people, try to make sure that neither of
their governments got its hands on the ship? Abdhia-mal was afair man—but was hefair to the point of
in-sanity, of genocide? And the woman who piloted the ship . . . why would she run such risksto keep a
promiseto aplace like Lansng? Were they both in-sane, were they al? Or was there something he
wasn't seeing?. . . Too many thingsthat he couldn’t see. But if she kept her promise, if that ship was
fdling right into hishands ... that was the only answer that he would ever need. Ever.
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RANGER (LANSING SPACE) +3.09
MEGASECONDS

“Can’'t you raise Lansing, Pappy?’ Bethamoved stiffly up from the rendezvous program on the control
board.

Clewe| pulled the ear jack wesarily away from his head. “No. I’ ve got the ship monitoring al up and
down the spectrum. If anyonetalksto uswe' Il heer it.”



“Maybe the transmitter broke down,” Shadow Jack said. “It’ s out about half the time, seemslike. They
have ahard time keepin’ it repaired.” Bird Alyn floated beside him above Betha s head, gazing at the
meagnified image of Lansing on the screen. Betha watched the cloudy, marshmallow softness of the tent
passing below: ashroud for adying people, who would live alittle longer because of the Ranger.

Discus hung above and to the left, tilted and indis-tinct, atiny finger’ sjewd. And somewherein the closer
darkness:. three fusion ships from the Demarchy. Not one of them had begun deceleration to match
velocitieswith Lansng and the Ranger. Their mission was one of murder...Bethaglanced a the latest
tracking update; less than ten minutes|eft to of-fload the hydrogen.

“Wadl, our timeisalittlelimited...I’m sure that Lansing won't mind if we drop you and the tanksinto low
orbit, and then get ourselves out of here.” She smiled up at Shadow Jack and Bird Alyn, forcing warmth
into her voice. “They should be glad to see you two coming home with eight hundred tons of hy-drogen.”

“They will,” Shadow Jack said. They nodded, their faces shining clean and smiling bravely abovethe
col-lars of their pressure suits. “But...are you sure you' re goin’ to be dl right when we go?” An odd
longing edged his voice, and a secret shame. “ Just the—two of you?’ He glanced away at Clewdl’s
drawn face, cracking hisknuckles.

From the corner of her eye Betha saw Wadielook at her...impeccable Abdhiamal, in embroidered
jacket and faded dungarees. She smiled in spite of her self. “We Il bedl right,” she said, managing a
confi-dence her own aching, battered body did not redly believe, for his sake. She would not play on his
guilt to make, him change his mind. They had come thisfar; they would find away to do therest,
somehow. Later...she'd think about it later. “Don't crack your knuckles, Shadow Jack. You'll ruin your
joints.”

Shadow Jack grinned feebly and stuffed his handsinto his gloves.
Weadie touched her shoulder. “Look.”

Asthey spoke the Ranger had dipped aquarter of the way around Lansing. On the near horizon, they
saw ablunt protrusion of naked stone, the tent |ap-ping its dope like clouds below a mountai ntop.

“TheMountain,” Bird Alyn said. “ There re the ra-dio—antennas, an’ the moorage. . . there’ s one of
our—"



“Hey.” Shadow Jack tugged a her arm. “That’ s not one of our ships! | never saw anythin’ like that;
where d it come from?’

“Maybeit' ssdvage”

“No, look, there' s another one”

Bethaincreased the magnification. “ Pappy, those look like—"

“—Ringerd! Ringers, go back, it'satrap, a—" A woman’svoice burst out of the speaker, was choked
off.

“Mother!” A smdl cry escgped from Bird Alyn.

“Thoselook like chemica rockets down there.” Clewdl finished the sentence, hisvoice like dry leaves
ratling.

Wadi€ s hand tightened on her shoulder. “My God, those are Ringer ships, fifty million kilometersfrom
Discus...” Hisvoice sharpened with disbelief. “ The Demarchy knew the Harmony had a couple of
high-mass-ratio strike forces, but nothin’ like this. To be here now, with only chemica rockets, they
must’ ve started right after they first attacked you. And even then they’ d need amass ratio of athousand
to one—’

A new voice came over the speaker: “Outsider star-ship! Thisis Hand Nakamore of the Grand
Harmony. Maintain your present orbit. Do not activate your drive or you' |l be fired upon. One of my
shipswill approach you now for boarding.” Bethalooked down on the airless mountain, &t three
cumbersome Ringer craft, each hardly more than amass of propellant tanks surrounding atiny crew
module. At last she saw one of them begin to rise, itsinvisible backwash kick-ing up clouds of surface
rubble. Trapped...Her hands knotted at her sides. The best the Ranger could ever do was one gravity;
and now she could only get one-quarter of that, with the load strapped to its hull. The Ringer chemica
rockets could do severd geesfor more than long enough to close with them.

The seconds passed; the Ringer ship rose dowly, d-mogt insolently, toward them. The minutes
passed. . .and with them, the Ranger’ s last hope of avoiding the Demarchy fleet aswell. Christ, why
must we lose now, when we're so close!



Wadie hooked afoot under therail dong the panel, steedying himsdlf. “Betha, that was Djem
Nakamore' s haf-brother, Raul, on theradio. HE saHand of Har-mony, an officer in their navy. A
high-ranking officer. Let metak to him. He probably knowswheat | did at Snows-of-Salvation, but we
were friends, once.”

“Better wait, Abdhiamd,” Clewell said quietly. “We ve got more company, sophisticated wideband.” He
touched a switch and another segment of the screen brightened.

“LijeMacWong,” Wadie said; Betha saw the easy grace tighten out of his body.

“Captain Torgussen: If you're recelving this, you must redize that the Demarchy has pursued your ship.

The distance-velocity gap between usis smal enough now so that you can’t outrun our missiles; do not

attempt to leave Lansing space.” Behind MacWong' s salf-satisfied face Betha could see a control room
haf the size of the Ranger’s and aship’ s officer in asun-gold jacket. Farther back in the room she saw
camerastrained on the screen, saw acluster of demarchs, like bright-painted wooden dolls—company

representatives overseeing ther interests. She saw Esrom Tiriki, felt her mouth tighten.

Shesgnded at Clewdll to transmit. “1 hear you, MacWong. And I’'m impressed. Have you actualy come
all thisway just to destroy my ship? Y ou can’t take us now; all you can do isdestroy usin pass-ing...”
She hesitated. MacWong' s startling blue eyes till stared blindly from the screen. Sheredlized, chagrined,
that even closing at eight hundred kilometers per second the Demarchy ships were still mil-lions of
kilometers away; light itself took half aminute to bridge the gap.

At last MacWong reacted, looked past her to Wadie. For an instant she saw apology and regret;
an-other second, and she saw only triumph. “On the contrary, Captain Torgussen. We have no intention
of destroyin’ your starship—if you obey our instructions. Our shipswill pass through your vicinity in
about four thousand seconds. Y ou have that much time to dismantle and deactivate your drive. If, by that
time, you haven't satisfactorily proved that your ship will beimmobilized till we return for it, you will be
fired on and destroyed. The people want your ship intact, Captain, but if they can’t haveit, they don't
intend to let it go to anybody else”

Betha pushed back, her armsrigid against the pandl. “Wadie ... he'sno fool after dl.” The Ranger layin
the jaws of atrap; and each jaw was unaware of the other. When the jaws closed on her ship, they
would have to destroy each other too. Shelet go of the pand, forcing asmile. “ Then I’'m afraid you have
aproblem too, MacWong. We would have been gone before you arrived, except that someone elseis
aready holding us here...Hand Nakamore, I’'m sure you’ ve been monitoring. Would you careto
comment?’ She waited, savoring the bitterness of usdess satisfaction.

Clewd| grunted. “ The Ringers are transmitting video, not to be outdone...” A new patch of screen
brightened with a black-and-white image. The Ringer control room was small, the crew strapped down



to padded couches crowded by equipment: an image from the earliest days of spacetravel. A thick-set
Bdter in ahemet with the Discan rings for insig-niasat nearest the camera, hisface grim behind astubble
of beard. “ Thisis Hand Nakamore of the Grand Harmony. My forces have seized the Outsider starship,
and if it attemptsto comply with your de-mands, we' Il destroy it. We have severd prewar fu-sion bombs
in our possession. If you attempt to keep usfrom takin’ that ship we' Il do our damnedest to destroy you
too.”

Betha glanced at Wadie, questioning.

“He could have the bombs, sdvage from thewar.”

Wadie studied the embroidered whorls on hisjacket front. “If he could maneuver into Mac\Wong's path
with them, he wouldn't have to be too accurate, even if it took the Demarchy crews amegasec to die of
radiation poisoning. Things like this happened during the war, crews of dead men fighting their fina battle.
That’s how we got three fusion craft intact...” Heraised hiseyes. “Nakamore will never let the
Demar-chy take the Ranger, evenif it means he hasto dietoo.”

Betha saw the trace of congternation that betrayed MacWong at the sight of Nakamore; the obvious
dis-belief on the ruddy face of the ship’s officer and on the face of Esrom Tiriki. She watched them
change again to hatred and defiance, heard Mac\Wong begin an angry response.

“And sowe real going to die, and so are they...and so is Heaven.” Her voice rose. “And for what?
Thisisinsane—"

“Don't you think they know that?’ Wadie moved toward her, almost touched her again. “They know it
aswell aswe do. But they’ re trapped herejust aswe are; dl that’ s happened in the last two and a half
gigasecs sincethewar, al the frustration and fear, has been leadin’ down to this.... It had to end like this.
Y our own song says it—'No one ever changed aworld.””

She drew away from him. “It’ sthe people who have to be willing to change! It didn’t haveto end like
this. If they could have seen that there was ftill afuture... There could still be one now, but even you can't
seeit; youwon't seeit. You'reright, death is what you want. .. Suicide is the ultimate selfish-ness, and
I’ve never seen a people more ready to commit it.” She unstrapped, pushing up out of her seat and away
from him, her breath catching a the punishment of sudden movement. “Y ou deserveit. Damnyou dl!”

He caught her wrist. Furious, she felt Shadow Jack move out of her way, staring, as Wadie pulled her
back to the screen. “MacWong, Raul, thisin Abdhiama. | want to talk to you.”



Nakamore acknowledged him and Betha thought she saw asmile; she waited, saw MacWong bresk off
his speech: “ Sorry, Abdhiamal. Y ou’ re adead man. Y ou’ ve got nothin’ to say to the Demarchy.”
MacWong glanced sSdeways, barely turning his head. Bethalooked past him at Tiriki.

“We redl dead men unlessyou listen to me! Because of this ship, which you don't have any moreright
to than Nakamore does, or | do. For God' s sake, MacWong, there were seven people on this ship, who
came three light-years from another system to Heaven; and five of them are aready dead because of it.
And now you'regoin’ to destroy the rest of them, along with the best ships|eft to the Demarchy and the
Rings?You'redl that'sleft of Heaven Belt, and your own greed isripping your gutsout. Y ou'rekillin’
yoursalves because you' re scared to die. Taking the starship won't save Heaven, and it sgoin’ to finish
you off ingeed, if you let it.

“But you don't haveto let it happen.” He nodded at Bethawaiting beside him, silent with surprise.
“These people came to trade with us because they wanted a better life. And in spite of what we' ve done
to them, they’ re still willin’ to trade. There' sawhole trade ring of worlds out there, holding each other up
S0 that they never fall into the kind of trap we' ve put ourselvesin. They can save ustoo. Heaven Belt can
bedl it ever wasif wejoin them.” He waited, searching the screen for aresponse. “ L et the tarship leave
Heaven, instead of destroyin’ it. You'll accomplish the same god but you' Il have everything to gain and
nothing to lose”

“Y ou aways could convince Djem that cold was hot, Wadie.” Bethalooked for mockery on

Nakamore' sface, was surprised when shedidn’t find it. “But thistime you even make sensetome. ... |
don’t want to destroy the starship or my own ships. If | could get out of thisbind by lettin’ the ship leave
the system, | would. The way things have turned out, it d be enough just to put the ship beyond
every-body’ sreach.... And the point’ s not lost on me that the only reason we' ve got you now isthat this
woman, this Captain Torgussen, came back to Lansing as she said shewould.” Nakamore found Betha' s
eyes, curioudy respectful. “1 think you would come back to help ustoo.”

Betha frowned in sudden pain, bit her lip.

“I"'mwillin’ to let you go, Captain. But isMacWong?’

Betha saw MacWong surreptitioudy rolling the lace on his shirt front, till listening to Nekamore' s
trans-mission. Behind him the mediamen transmitted his own every move, hisevery word, to thewaiting
Demarchy: MacWong was pinned under the public gaze like abug under glass. At last he said, “Y our
sugges-tion violates the Demarchy’ s mandate for thismission. | only have the authority to seize the ship
or destroy it; | can't letit go.”



“Even though you want to! Even though we may dl dieif you don't.” Nakamore swords burned with
contempt; histaciturn face was abruptly transformed, as though he were making a speech. Betharedized
suddenly that he must be well aware that there was an audience waiting to receive it. Wadie began to
smile, dmost wonderingly. “Y ou puppet. Y ou cal the Har-mony a‘dictatorship’ but we give more
freedom to theindividua than your people’ s mobocracy ever did or will. | have the power, the freedom
of choice, to stop this stupidity. But you don’t. Y our people don't trust aman to use the judgment he was
born with; they pick the words every time you open your mouth.

“But how arethey goin’ to tell you what to do thistime, MacWong? They never imagined needing
sec-ond-to-second control over hundreds of millions of kilometers, acrossacomm lag likethis. By the
time the whole Demarchy hearsthis and debates and amends and votes, thingswill bedl over for us, and
whatever they wanted won't mean adamn thing....But you won't take the decison in your own hands
because you'retoo afraid of the system, and of those pretty-boy anarchists behind you. The basic
weakness and inefficiency of your self-servin’ mob rule will make the Demarchy destroy its own ships,
and mine, and destroy this system’ slast hope of surviva. I’ ve ad-ways known your ‘ government’ wasa
farce...an’ evenyou can't deny that now. I'd laugh if it wasn't such atragedy. Because that’ swhat it is,

atragedy.”

Betha watched impotent rage fracture MacWong's mask of complacency, saw red emotion for thefirst
time on the faces of the listening demarchs behind him . . . saw the mediamen recording it dl, so that the
entire Demarchy could see and share their indig-nation. Mac\Wong covered his anger. “Captain
Torgussen, our shipswill passyou in thirty-six hundred seconds. If you intend to follow our ingtructions, |
suggest you get in touch with us soon.” Hisimage vanished abruptly.

Betha said softly, “Try to monitor MacWong' s communi cations with the Demarchy, Pappy; let me know
how much worse that outbursts makesthings.”

Nakamore loosened the upturned collar of his tiff, bulky jacket, the anger flowing out of his eyesand
voice. “He |l be back, | expect.”

“My congratulations on ... your promotion to Hand, Raul.” Bethawatched Wadie bow, inscrutable.

“My duty, to accept; my desire, to serve.” Nakamore gestured the honor aside, oddly embarrassed. “|
wish | could say the sameto you, Wadie. But | don’'t know the Demarchy’ s etiquette for itstraitors.”’

Wadie smiled blegkly. “There snot any.”

“Y ou're the only reasonable demarch | ever met, and that’ s probably why the mob went after you. |



don’t approve of your act of piracy against the Har-mony...but | think | finaly begin to see why you did
it; why you want to help these people. | doubt if Djem’ |l ever understand it—"

“I' know... and I’'m sorry. There wasn't any other choice. It would never have happened if—"

“If we hadn't attacked the starship when it first ap-peared? Y ou'reright. It was stupid of us. If we'd had
sense enough to direct ‘ em to one of our basesingtead, the Grand Harmony’ d have its own starship now.
But wedidn’t, and al we got was death. But we knew the ship was damaged, and Centra Harmony
figured it was worth the gamble I could catch them here.”

“That was along chance,” Wadie said. “Y ou’ d have been along time gettin’ home if what we saw isal
the propellant you' ve got left.”

“I know. Even without a battle, it would take us twenty megasecs to get back to Outermost—if our
life-support systems held out. And then we' d freeze our asses off on that snowball, waitin’ for afue
ship-ment to get usto theinner Harmony.” Nakamore scratched his chin, looking tired. “But we took on
food and air down on Lansing.”

Shadow Jack pushed past Bethd s shoulder to the camera. “Why didn’t you just rip the tent and kill ‘em
quick, you bastard?’

Nakamore shrugged. “Boy, you're all piratesto me. But we didn't take that much. Look on it asatrade
for the hydrogen you stole from the Harmony.”

“Where smy mother?’ Bird Alyn cried suddenly, shrill with anguish. “What did you do to my mother?’

Nakamore peered a her blankly; Betha saw com-prehension cometo him. “ So...your mother’ sgoin’ to
have agiff jaw for afew hundred kilosecs. But aside from that she' s better off than you are—or we
are—right now. Speakin’ of which: Captain Torgussen, you have my permission to offload those gas
canigersinto alow orbit around Lansing. Then | recommend al our ships move out afew hundred
kil-ometersinto space. When the Demarchy forces arrive the fireworks || be letha over quite avolume;
there’ sno reason why Lansing should be part of it. Somebody might aswell get somethin’ out of this.”
He turned away, issuing soundless orders.

“Thank you,” Bethasaid. She saw the curious smile gtill on Wadi€' s face as he watched the screen.
“What isthat man?1 don’'t understand him.”



Wadie turned toward her, and the smile grew gentle. “ Sanity hasn't entirely disappeared from Heaven,

Betha. Not even from the Rings.... Raul isadecent man; but more than that, he’ s not stupid. | told you

his brother never won achess game from me. In dl thetime| spent in the Rings, | won only two games
from Raul. He may il have some surprises|eft.”

Betharubbed her arms. “All | know isthat he in-tentionally infuriated the Demarchy to the point where
they’ll never be satisfied until they seeusadl in hdll. Whatever hethinks he'sdoing, | don’t like being his

pawvn.”

* k x %

The Ranger moved dowly out from Lansing. Bethawatched it growing smaller below them, aworld of
elvish beauty, risng and faling in soft undulations beneeth atransparent film of plastic spotted with milky
patchwork. Treesreached upward toward the tent like sprays of lace, fragile fountains of leaves spiffing
over fiddsof ripening grain...and fields of dying grass. She saw the velvet green of parklands, till well
watered . . . and the peding mud of dried marshes. The people below moved in adream balet among
ary minarets and pillared buildings of state, on the world that had once been the symbol of Heaven's
gplendid extravagance. Thelast world shewould ever see...She glanced at Clewel’ s still face, his closed
eyes, where he drifted in his seat listening for the Demarchy’ s response. Afraid of the tillness, she looked
away again, stroked Rusty’ s purring, clinging form while shetried to picture the other beloved faces
a-ready lost to her and the homeworld none of them would ever see again. There was no comfort now,
no satisfaction, in this ultimate revenge that Heaven would inflict on itsdlf in retribution for their desths and
her own. A terrible weariness settled over her, thefutility of the last few weeks, the last four years.

“Betha...” Wadie kept his eyes on the screen. 1 don’t know how to save thisship. But | think | know
how to save our lives. We can leave the Ranger, usethe Lansing 04 to take usdown to Lansing. All
Nakamore wants an end to isthe ship, not our lives. If we use our suitswe can al makeit.”

“No.” Bethawrapped her arms across the aching muscles of her ssomach. “1 won't leave the Ranger.
But yes, therest of you, get into your suits and go. There s no reason for you to stay; a least save
your-selves.”

“What do you mean, you won't leave this ship?’ Wadie pushed back from the screen, caught her chair
am. “It'sjust aship, Betha; it doesn’t control your life. You aren’'t chained to it”

She shook her head. “Y ou gtill don't understand, do you? After dl thistime. Thisis my ship. | was part
of itsdesign, and part of its congtruction. Its crew were the people | loved; thisjourney meant everything
to us, the future of our world...Everything about it binds meto my people, my past, my home. | can’t



leaveit. | don’t want to lose everything, | don’t want to live forever in the place where it happened. |
don't want to livelikethat.”

“Now who' sindulging in the ultimate selfishness?’

Her mouth tightened. “1t' s not going to hurt any-one but me’—redizing, as she saw hisface, that that
wasn't true.

“Wdll, what about... what about Clewel|?’

“What about me?’ Clewell opened hiseyes, irri-tably, at the communications board. “I have no inten-tion
of leaving the Ranger for that overgrown cinder down there.”

“Dammit, you'rejust makin' her more stubborn. Why the hell don’t you tell her she’ swrong?’

“She smy wife, not my child. She has aright to make her own decison. Andsodol...I"velived too
long dready if I'velived to seethisday. My body aready knowsthe truth.” He closed hiseyesagain.
“Now let me do my job; monitoring the Demarchy ishard enough asit isat this distance.”

“May it do us some good.” Wadie pulled himsalf back to the pand, massaged the cramped muscles of
hisneck. “All right, then...I’ll stay too. | guess|’ve earned theright. | lost everythin’ | ever valued
because of thisship.”

Bethafroze her expression, willed emotion from her voice. “Y ou won't blackmail meinto changing my
mind, Wedie”

He bowed solemnly. “Not my intent. Allow methe privilege of making my own decison, sSinceyou
ex-pect meto accept yours. I’ d rather die amartyr than atraitor.”

She sghed, her nailsdigging into the palms of her hands. Thank you. “All right, then. So only two will be
goingtoLansng.”

Bird Alynraised her head from Shadow Jack’ s shoulder, drifting, cradled in hisarms. “No. Betha, we're
not goin’.”



“Now, lisgen—"

“No,” Shadow Jack said. “We did what we wanted to do for Lansing. But there' s nothin’ anybody can
do for us. We d rather be—together—now, for alittle while, than be gpart forever.” He glanced at the
door-way.

“| see.” She nodded once, barely hearing her own voice. “Come here, then, both of you.” They drifted
forward obediently. Betha worked a golden band from one finger of each of her hands. Reaching out,
shetook their own left hands, one at atime, dipped aring over athin straight finger, athin crooked one.
Shejoined the hands to keep the rings from floating free. “ By my authority as captain of thisship, |
pro-nounce you husband and wife.... May your love be as degp as the darkness, as constant as the sun.”

Their hands clung to her own for amoment; she felt Shadow Jack’ strembling. She turned away, heard
them leave the room. Clewd |’ s eyestouched her facein acaress. “ Pappy, get off the radio aminute.
We ve got to leave those people some hydrogen...”

There were seventeen hundred seconds until en-counter.

* k k %

Three hundred kilometers away now, Lansng was a greenish, mottled crescent on the darkness. Far
enough away, Betha hoped, to survive whatever fires must burn across Heaven. On dl sides emptiness
gretched, filling the light-years to the distant stars. And the Ranger had been built to bridge those
dis-tances, at peeds closeto that of light itsalf. But it would never crossthem again ... it lay stranded like
abeached cetoid on the desolate shores of Heaven, trapped by primitive ships with primitive wegponsin
the ultimate irony of defedt.

“Five hundred seconds,” Wadie said. Rusty curled serendly in the crook of hisarm and washed a
pro-truding foot.

Bethalit her pipe, inhded the familiar, soothing odor of the smoke. “ That’ s when thefirgt ship will pass;
they’ re strung out at about one-hundred-second intervals. But it doesn’t matter ... we can’'t comply with
MacWong's demand now.”

Clewd chuckled suddenly, oblivious.



“God, Pappy, what in hell areyou laughing at?’

He shook his head apologeticaly. “ At the Demarchy reacting to Nakamore' s speech—their righteous
indignation at being named for whet they are”

“Wadll, put it on,” Wadie said, strangely eager. “1 want to hear that.”

A burgt of gtatic mixed with garbled speech filled the room. Clewe | lowered the volume. “ Sorry; even
with enhancement, it takes some practice to make sense out of that.”

Four hundred seconds.

He pulled off hisear jack. “My God, Betha, | think they’ re actudly trying to takeavote ... avote on
whether tolet usgo.”

Betha pushed up out of her chair, caught herself on the panel edge with agasp. “Pappy! Can't you clean
up the transmission?’

“I'll try. MacWong' s ships are close enough now; we may be in the tight beam from the Demarchy.”

He put an image on the screen; Betha saw print, illegi-ble through snow, recognized the format of a
Demar-chy genera eection. A band of golden yellow brightened at the bottom.

“It takes about five hundred secondsfor afull taly.”

“Five hundred! Chrigt.” Shefelt Wadie move close, his deeve brush her arm. “Pappy, raise MacWong's
ship”

“I'vetried. They'renot talking.”



She could dmost see the numbers, dmost see them change. And beside the static-clouded picture, the
Ranger’ s displays projected the track of three closing ships on astar-filled sky. Three shipsthat stood
out like flares now, their torches extended ahead of their flight, decelerating at last. She searched their
brilliance for asmaler track, a seed of blossoming destruction. Give us time, MacWong...Clewel left
his seat, moved dowly dong the pand to her Sde; shetook hisarm. The digits on the chronometer
narrowed like sand in an hourglass, eroding their lives. One hundred seconds until the first ship passed . .
.axty ... fifty ... Sheredized she had stopped breathing. “ They’ re holding off! Forty seconds; that first
ship can't fireon us now.”

MacWong' s face appeared below the taly. “ Captain Torgussen.” They saw the stress on hisface and on
the facesthat ringed himin. “We rejust now receivin’ the results of avote from the Demarchy. The
majority accepts your aid to Lansing as evidence of your good will, Captain, and favors amodification of
our mission...l hopeyou'relistenin’, Nakamore; you' ve just seen ademondtration of the red flexibility
and strength of the people, the wisdom and fairness of the Demarchic system.” He looked away, into the
media cameras, and back.

“Captain Torgussen, the Demarchy will alow you to depart—if you will assure usthat the Demarchy will
be the center for digtributin’ your aid when you return to Heaven.” His eyes asked her to promise

anything.

On the center of the screen Betha saw the second Demarchy ship fall past them.

Nakamore simage came onto the screen. “Y ou know | can't accept that, Mac\Wong.” His voice was
even, no longer reaching out to goad an entire people. “1 don’'t demand that control go to the Harmony.
Butit'snot goin’ to you.”

Bethafroze, redizing that Nakamore might till let them go. A promise at knifepoint was no promise et al
... and no solution. There had to be away to reach both sides, or the next Morningside ship to cometo
Heaven would fal into the same deadly trap of greed. She heard someone come up behind her, turned to
see Shadow Jack and Bird Alyn, peacefully hand in hand.

“What happened?’ Bird Alyn brushed her soft floating hair back from her eyes and blinked at the screen.

Betha turned back to the screen, saw MacWong' s pale eyes search her face for an answer. “It’ sgoing to
be Lansing! Tdl your people, MacWong, Nakamore. Those are Morningside sterms. our aid will be
dis-tributed through Lansing, the capitdl of the Heaven Belt. Neither of your governmentswill be shown
fa-vor, everyone will betreated equaly.”



They stared a her, unred images; she saw Tiriki come dive, saw hismouth move soundlesdy: “... a
trick... want that ship destroyed...”

Weadieleaned past her. “Lansng’ sharmless, Lije! The Demarchy will accept it; you know they will.”

MacWong moved back from the screen as Tiriki caught his shoulder; Betharead Tiriki’ s hatred. She
looked at the computer plot. “ That last ship will passat only thirty kilometers; they can fire on usalmost
point-blank” She nodded at the screen. “If we don't see that ship pass by, we'll be Stardust....”

Behind her Shadow Jack said solemnly, “Y ou mean we' |l be dead.”

MacWong broke away from Tiriki’ s grasp. She couldn’t see hisface, only that he faced the media’'s
glaring eye and gave an orde....

Nakamore began to laugh. “Thank you, you son of chaos!”

A barely visble sireek of palest violet lit the darkness on the screen before them for the length of a
heartbeat, and was gone. The third ship had passed.

* * * %

RANGER (LANSING SPACE) +3.15
MEGASECONDS

“Crops may wither ontheplain

Sun may parch us, rain turn wild—"

Clewd | grgpped himsdlf into the navigator’ s seet, fedling new strength and satisfaction fill the hollow
weariness of hislimbs. He looked down at the run-ning deflections on the pandl, Shadow Jack holding
Bird Alynin hisarms as she serenaded the long-suffer-ing cat floating in midair across the room,

“Sharing bringsushelp for pain...”



The representatives of Heaven Belt...Clewe | smiled, seeing them many years older and wiser, many
yearsinto the future, returning again to Lansing. “I never thought I’d be saying it, but | may just live
an-other sixty years.”

Bird Alyn braced her feet againgt the wall to peer sidewaysat him. “I can't believeit’ sred, Pappy. How
did it happen?How did it dl come out like this?’ Shadow Jack kissed her cheek; she giggled.

Wadie pushed away from the viewscreen, where Lansing lay before them on the now-empty night: a
chrysdiswaiting for rebirth into anew life cycle. “Nothin’ s goneright in Heaven Belt for two and ahaf
billion seconds, Bird Alyn. There are ahundred million corpses out there and God knows how many
people who' ve gone through living hell...” Bird Alyn’'s smilefatered; Shadow Jack held her tighter, the
past darkened their eyes.

Wadie shook his head. “We must have paid for our mistake by now, athousand times over. It’'s about
time we had some good luck, dammit! It's about time.”

Their faces eased. Clewell saw Bethalook up from the panel, covering other memories, other sorrows.
“Yes, itis. Pappy”—her voice was even—*everything' s secured, the sky isempty. Start charting our
course; it' stimeto go home.” Wadie moved back to her side; Clewdl saw hishand lift, hesitate, and drift
away, ill uncertain. He had been beside her for days. helping, learning . . . watching Betha Torgussen
with an intentness that had nothing to do with starship technol-ogy. The man who would be ahero
someday when their ship returned, MacWong had said; but who for now was still atraitor ... and the
only trade consul-tant who would satisfy both the Demarchy and the Rings. A good man, Clewell
thought; the right man. Like another good man who had loved hiswife and been hisfriend.

Clewdll felt Betha s eyes touch him once more, asblue asfield flowers, still shadowed by memory and
pain. Time healsall things. . . and they would have the time they needed now. She changed the image
on the screen. It showed him numberless stars; and one among the millions—shrunken, red, and
constant—that would guide them home.

Laughter floated out of the room and down the stairwell as Bird Alyn and Shadow Jack, unknowing and
unconcerned, put the past behind them forever.

Rusty settled onto his shoulders, purring in soft har-mony with the memory of song:

Sharing bringsushelp for pain,



For nothing’ s easy, oh my child.

He saw the faces of his other children, who he hoped would live to see the better world that had cost so
much and been so long in coming. “Rusty,” he said quietly, “it’ sabout time.”

* * * %
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