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because they stayed in touch, and in memory of EImer Rungate.

"Of course, I've been asked about him agreat dedl. Y ou might say he'sthe only thing I've ever been
asked about. | supposeit's understandable. No one has the courage and the forthrightness to blame the
parents anymore, so now we blame the teacher, so you come and bother me again.

"All right, | confess. Yes, | was the person who was supposed to teach Jak Jinnaka about the Wager;
that was the class | taught, and hewasin it. Oh, by Nakasen's furry pink bottom, yes, yes, yes, |
remem-ber jinnaka.

"That's dways the question they ask; do they think it's clever? No, he does not appear to have learned
very much; his behavior across the past century indi-cates that he never understood aword that Pgj
Nakasen wrote, nor asingle one of the ideas that has so advanced and ennobled our species. He dways
acted asif the Wager were some kind of obscure joke being pulled on him by society, rather than the
fun-damental gpproach to the universe adopted by al of humanity. Or maybe he just thought it was a
good ideafor other people, but not for him; wolves proba-bly think sheep should believe in meekness,
you know, and con men probably regard being very trust-ing asavirtue. But in any case, | can't teach
the un-teachable, no teacher can, and with Jak jinnakait was doubly unteachable—trying to explain a
subject that is so basic that most people don't require an explana-tion at al, to a person who had no
interest in know-ing it. 1t would have been more rewarding trying to teach polypsychronic dipsolodiesto
acageful of mon-keys.

"Frankly, I'm sick of people blaming teachersand | wish that our union had the gutsto take-it up with the
Journdists Brotherhood. Why don't you blame the cafeteriaworkers or something?”

—From "Fwidyaat Age 300, Was Jnnakas Teacher, Disavows All Respongibility,”" Reasonably
True News. vol. 1042, Story 398, page 22, open distribution at standard terms, stillpic of Fwidya



at additiond charge, see catdog for over 1 million Jnnaka stillpix

Chapter |
TheDullest Lecturein the History of the Universe

Teacher Fwidyasaid you couldn't not dak the idea, be-cause it was so central to the way everyone
thought about the world, so naturdly Jak Jinnakatried not to even understand the idea. Jak was that
way—tell him he couldn't and held try. Uncle Sib dways said it was agood thing nobody'd ever told him
you can't bresthe vacuum.

Jak aways responded that even if he did precess alit-tle when people said 'Y ou can't..." hewas at least
smart enough to do his chalenging mostly in Stuations where that did not metter. And it could hardly have
mat-tered lessthan it did in this Stuation. Philosophy and Re-ligion Fundamentals Review was a class that
you had to take, but you could be graded only on attendance. Theo-reticaly it could help your
application to the Academy but not hurt you. Jak specked it was asinecure for teach-erswho redly
enjoyed hasding younger people with statements of the obvious.

Right now Fwidyawas trying hard to get them to see that the Wager was important. Dujuv, Sitting next to
Jak, objected, "Teacher, isn't thiskind of like saying that space travel, or fire, or the whed, were
important? | mean, we know that the whole solar system daks the Wager, it's about the only thing that
holds the whole human race together, and we al know that the Hive isthe center of the true version of
the Wager, masen?"'

"Everyone believesthat they livein the true center of the Wager," Fwidyasaid, primly. He paced back
and forth. Thisfar up in the Hive, 650km above the black hole, the gravity was at 0.4. Fwidya probably
didn't in-tend to bounce as much as he did, but he was a kobold, and the genies had never specked the
snging-on ratio between control muscles and main muscle masses for that breed, so his overpowered,
squatty leg muscles were dways bouncing him too high in this classroom.

"Everyone, everyone, everyone,”" he repeated. Teacher Fwidyadidn't have that habit of repetition
because he was a kobold; he had it because he was pedantic, even if he wasn't abad old gwont on the
persond level. "Every-onethinksthat they live at the center of the only true ver-son of the Wager. If they
thought €l sewise, they'd move. Remember the Wager's very own Nineteenth Principle, the one that
Nakasen aways stressed as essentia to suc-cessin life: "Whenever possible, agree with those in power.'
Now, nonethel ess, the Wager, despite its many, many interpretations, has allowed unprecedented peace
through the s mple gpplication of the Two Hundred Thirty-four Principles. By now you surdly must at
least have learned that—"

They had, so they ignored Fwidyas ten-minute sum-mary of the last thousand years of solar system
history, and dl the interpolated commentary about the Wager and about what Pgj Nakasen had meant by
it originally and what it had become. Jak drew a caricature of Fwidya, and showed it to Dujuv, who
mimed dying of some horrible disease. The students nearby shifted their balance to make it clear that they
had nothing to do with them.

It was their last twenty minutes of gen school. Be-cause the grade was dl attendance they had to it
through Fwidyals excruciatingly dull review of every-thing.

Fwidyatalked about the Rubahy, and athough every-onein the room had probably not had an hour
since the age of two without being reminded that the war with the Rubahy had shaped human civilization,
or that the aliens resembled a cross between aterrier and a feathered lizard but werein fact utterly
different interndly, or that their settlement on Pluto was aways amatter of dispute and that many wars



had erupted within the solar system over it... Fwidyahad totell them all of that yet again. And of course
he finished off by pioudy reminding them that though the Rubahy were very bed, it was bad form and
ill-mannered to call them by epithetslike "terrier” or to express the hope that they might al be genocided
sometime soon, ether in awar with humans or because the Galactic Court would sooner or
|ater—yprobably within afew centuries—be ruling on the continuation of both species.

Fwidyawent on to describe the fragmentation of planet-surface societies, the complexity of the
aristo-cratic system, and the differences between the Hive and the Aerie T)Utsaid absolutely nothing that
would surprise anyone.

Dujuv raised his hand. 'Teacher Fwidya, you just told us the position of the Hive and the Aerie. You do
that every time you mention them.”

"That'sright."”

"You dwaystell usthat the Aerieisat the L4 point, two months ahead of Earth inits orbit, and the hiveis
a the L5 point, two months behind. Right?"

"That's correct. |Isthere some point to this question?’
"Well, shouldn't dl that be classfied information? What if the Rubahy useit to target us?'

Fwidyagaped at him. Dujuv was a panth, and among the hundreds of genied breeds of human, panths
had never exactly had areputation for brilliance, but thiswas... the kobold drew himself up with hisfull
dignity. "By any chance," he asked, "do you have abet down with your friend Jak Jnnakaasto which

one of you can get meto explain the most trivid possible point?’

"Principle 122, Dujuv quoted, " Consider what use those in authority may make of the truth, and speak
accordingly.™

"Well," Fwidyasaid, mollified alittle, "at least you know one of the Principles, and that's more than |
would have bet. But on the off chance that the question was se-rious, the Rubahy have known exactly
where both giant gations are for many centuries, and could hardly help it. The construction process that
built ablack hole here, at the center of the Hive, would be detectable at ranges of five thousand
light-years, easly—"

Time crawled by. Jak couldn't make himself care about anything Fwidya said. Twelve more minutes of
gen school. Then, at long last, they'd get thelir feets, and after avacation, if they were lucky, the Public
Service Academy, and a successful, adventurous life, and if they weren't so lucky, then at least ajob and
achanceto bealittle independent. Dujuv was now miming a snake eat-ing his head, or maybe aman
who couldn't get back out of adrainpipe—Dujuv wasn't very good at mime, but Jak still found it much
more interesting than Fwidya.

More minutes crept by. Fwidya branched off from the history of the solar system to give a history of
science Since Eingtein and the whole human culturd tradition since Bach. Who could Fwidyaimagine
wouldn't a-ready know this?

Fwidya began his concluding comments, "And o the key to understanding your own culture, and al the
great changes of the past few centuries, is—" The period bell rang and the whole class bolted through the
door.

"Could that have been the dullest lecture in the history of the universe?’ Dujuv asked hisfriend asthey
stood at the Pertrans station. They had aready requested a Per-trans car and at any moment one should



emerge from the metal doorsin front of them, glide onto the boarding track, and let them in. Meanwhile
they stood with their backs to the station, enjoying the sight of agirls dam-ball team jogging by inthe
wide corridor.

"Naw." Jak was emphatic. "He'swhat, abit under two hundred years old? And he's probably given
exactly that lecture three times ayear for the last hundred seventy years, masen? What are the odds that
that was even Fwidyas dullest lecture?!

"Onein five hundred ten. People buy lottery tickets with worse odds."
"Good job, old tove. Y bifie-using those math skills they told us were so important, masen?"

Dujuv held up hisright hand, then looked down at hisleft pam, where he wore his purse, the
supercomputer in afingerless glove that was as basic to modern life asawallet or trousers had been. "Is
there arecord for the dullest lecturein the history of the universe?’

"l only have accessto records for the solar system,” the purse said. "Do you want me to check those?"
llﬂmll

"Well," the purse said, "over sixty ways of measuring dullness have been invented, and for each way, a
differ-ent lecturewins."

"Were any of the dullest lectures by any of those measures ever given by Teacher Fwidya?
"No," the purse said. "No speeches of his are even ranked."

"That'll beal, you can go off-line," Dujuv said, and the purse said "G'night" and did. Dujuv squeezed his
left pam, alittletrick that many people did—having pro-grammed the purse to like being hugged, they
could re-inforceit slently al the time, encouraging it to become a better and better purse. He dropped
hisleft hand to hisside. "Wéll, not only is Fwidyadull, he's aso an amateur at it.”

Jak shook hishead. "So afailure al around. Speaking of that—Iet's think about ourselves. Do you want
to check our scores now, or wait until we're at Entrepot?’

"Let's get to Entrepot, find agood place to Sit down and eat, order food, and then check. Areyou
scared, Jak?'

"Toktru, yeah. Terrified.”
"Metoo."
"Good thing we never get too scared to eat.”

The Pertrans car glided silently into position behind them, aface-to-face two-seater. The canopy popped
open and the two toves climbed in, their knees amost touching. Dujuv said, "We want to go to Entrepot,
what'sthe price for lessthan five?'

"L essthan five minutes?" the car asked. This one had awarm, motherly voice.
"Toktru."
"Which end of Entrepot?’

"Wherever there's the most food places.”



"Southeast termind, then. It will be two utils."

"Authorized,” Jak said, before Dujuv could, so that the trip would be billed to him. Uncle Sib ways
seemed to just throw utilsin Jak's direction, so Jak might aswel spend them on hisless-well-off friends.

"Pease speak long enough to verify that the speaker-customer was Jak Jnnaka."
"Mary had a little duck,

Shekept it in her bed,

And everyone that Mary—"

"Verified." The canopy closed. The car rose, the door to the Pertans passage opened in front of them,
and they accelerated onto the line; they would be a Entrepot in less than five minutes or the trip would be
free

"Amazing how it dways stopsyou at that point,” Dujuv said. "I mean, right at that syllable. Singing-on.”

"Machines are very judgmental, isal. So it ligensto asmuch asit can and then it sops me before |
offend its senshilities," Jak explained 'It'sthe same way that we snegked into the schoal that time, by
showing the cam-era those pictures—it was so offended it closed its eyes. As soon aswe're legally
adults—which iswhat, now?"

"About two hours. They haveto verify that we went to Fwidyaslast class.”

"In two hours, then, we won't be children and the ma-chines won't be offended by our bad behavior, and
won't send complaintsto our folks. I'm going to missthat. Y ou should have seen Uncle Sib'sface the
timethat Myx and | got caught—uh, | mean Sesh and | got caught—"

"Never mind, were dmost there," Dujuv said. "'l think | heard this story aready.”

Jak thought, That was toktru stupid. Dujuv had had a crush halfway to forever on Myxenna Bonxiao,
and would have gladly spent dl histime gazing into her eyes and adoring her. Myxenna, for her part, was
happy to have Dujuv's attention; the trouble was that she was aso happy to have the attention of most of
the heets she knew, and generdly got it Dujuv wasloya and gener-ous except when he wasinsane, and
Jak had just pushed the insane button.

Dujuv was a panth, and the genies had given the panths singing-on fast reflexes, intense atention, quick
thinking, and great burst strength. He was Jak's toktru tove, and had aways been, but now he was
hurting. If helost histemper at Jak. .. wdl, an unmodified human againgt a panth was like akitten against
abear.

After aminute or so of brooding, Dujuv's naturally energetic disposition won out. "Hey, so what are we
going to do tonight besides celebrate?!

"Y ou need moreto do?'

"Well, well have amed and go somewhere for some fun, but it seemslike we ought to do more. Y ou
don't get your feets and escape from gen school every day. We could dance, or brawl, or maybe just go
climb some-thing."

"Let'snot climb another light shaft, though, en?"

That particular sunt had gotten them six days house arrest last year. The light shafts mixed and carried



the bright glow of the sunlight and the actinic blaze of the plasmaaround the black hole &t the heart of the
Hive, digtributing it to skylights, sconces, and lamps through-out the gigantic space Sation. They ran out
radialy from the centra black hole space to openings on the surface. In the shafts themselves, many
thousands of little catch-ers—fiber optic-filled pipeswith amirror at the end, like oneend of a
periscope—ijutted into the bright light, and it had occurred to Dujuv that if they got in through aservice
entrance, the catchers might furnish the hand and footholds for agood long climb. Since the sperica shell
forming the Hive from the mirrored face of the black hole enclosure at the center to the outer surface
covered with silvery pipes and domes, was about 1250 km thick, they were never going to be ableto
climb the whole way, but "We can sure see some interesting spaces and do some interesting technical
suff,” Dujuv had said. "We can do it up toward the surface, in low gravity, so it'smore skill and less
grength. Come on, Jak, it will befun.”

Unfortunately, small bends and forcesin an opticd tube cause big distortionsin the light coming out of it;
furthermore, the boys had forgotten that their shadows would be cast for very long distances dong the
tubes. All over one big cone-shaped sector of the Hive, lights bounced and flickered, odd beams swept
out from the sides of sconces and chanddliers, and many lights smply went out. The al-powerful
Maintefice was flooded with complaints within asecond or two; by the time, ten min-utes | ater, when the
pokheets caught the two boys, they had probably become the least popular adol escents since people had
begun moving into the Hive athousand years ago.

Jak and Dujuv sat quietly, enjoying each other's com-pany, aslight and dark flashed by the Pertrans car
win-dows. Some unknown architectura geniusin the Hive's construction agency, many centuries before,
had thought to require viewports in the sides of the Pertranstunnels, so that in nearly every classroom,
shop, corridor, park, gym, or office—any space but a private home—you were forever seeing the flash
of passing Pertrans cars. But since the cars moved at bullet speeds, the passengers only rarely saw
anything other than aflash of light, and people in the spaces tuned out the brief flicker of apass-ing
Pertrans.

Entrepot was about two hundred kilometers northeast of their gen school, and more than three hundred
kilo-meters deeper within the Hive, so the Pertrans would have to take most of its permitted five minutes.
After ninety seconds of near weightlessness, weight increased briefly to dmost afull g. Asthe car dowed
to makeitsturn, for an instant Jak and Dujuv looked through aviewport into abig public gymnasium,
then into the amusement park under it, and findly into awarehouse below that. Then the g of weight
became diagond, fed-ing asif the car were climbing adope, and then each viewport glimpse came faster
and briefer, till it wasdl flashing lights again.

Just after it felt like they were on a steep downd ope, the lights flashed more dowly and became glances
through windows again, and the Pertrans glided to ahalt at Entrepot. Jak opened the door and stepped
into the an-noying heavy; Entrepot was at .76 grav.

Dujuv planted hisfeet on the walkway beside Jak. As the canopy folded back he had grabbed its upper
lip, swung out and up, done a handstand grasping the top edge of the door, switched hands, and
dismounted in asomersaullt.

"Doyou have to do that?'

"No, but I can. Decison time. Where are we going? Where's agood place to find out if we got into the
PSA?'

Jak shrugged. "We need a place where we can both celebrate, or where we can both commiserate, or
where one of us can pretend to be happy for the other one.”



"Wdl, when | celebrate, | liketo do it a aplace with lots of food. When I'm depressed, | just want to
eat. And anytime | haveto conced my fedings, | get nervous, which aways makes meredly hungry.”
Dujuv raised hisleft hand to hisface, pam inward. His purse—the fin-gerless gloveinto which his
computer was built—acti-vated, casting afaint glow on Dujuv'sface. "Where would we go for alot of
food chegp?'

"The same place you go four times aweek, the Old China Cafe," the purse said. "Jak will have sweet and
sour beefrat, and you'll have atriple portion of oyster fried rice and an order of fishloaf with Chinese
vegeta-bles. Authorizeto pre-order? Or are you going to pretend you're having something else until you
get there?'

"Pre-order,” Dujuv said, laughing.
"Done." The glow vanished from Dujuv's face and he dropped his hand to hisside.
"Toktru, you ought to do something about your purse's atitude, Duj," Jak said.

Dujuv shrugged. "I like some spirit in my purse, evenif it'salittle snotty. It'sagood way to check and
seif 'manidiot.”

"Y ou could just ask your friends.”

"They'redl idiots"" Dujuv grinned. "And besides, if your purse can have an attitude, it can be your friend,
and it won't turn you in if you do something like dlimb alight shaft.”

That poked Jak in a sore spot; his purse had glefully informed on him as soon as the pokheets had
cdled it, whereas Dujuv's had done its best to hide him.

"l just don't like the idea of them being able to back-talk to people,” Jak said. "Before you know it they'll
gart to think that they are people.”

"Well, they are smart. And they talk, and they havefedings—"
"Only so they'll have judgment!”
"lsn't that supposed to be why evolution gave humans fedings?!

"That'sjust my point. Humans got feelings from evo-lution, and we're free and wild and have our fests.
Any fedingsapurse has, it got from itsdesigner, just to makeit useful, and any feetsit hasarejust
trouble.

Dujuv stopped, hisweight settling asif he might strike. "Aren't you forgetting you're talking to a de-sgned
breed?'

Jak had, and he fdlt like a complete gweetz. He drew a deep breath, asking the calm of the Disciplinesto
run through hismind. "Why isit," he asked, keeping hisvoice low and neutrd, "that whenever we're both
toktru scared and nervous about something, | keep picking afight by saying stupid things? This makes
the second time in less than twenty minutes. And you tolerateiit!"

Dujuv smiled, his mouth tight and flattened, his eyes till hard. "Oh, no, | don't just tolerateit, | enjoy it. It
helpsmerelax. | find it soothing to think about bresking your neck."

"| bet. Why do | do that?"

"Becauseyou're anidiot. If you'd treat your purse de-cently, it would tell you." Jak started to laugh, and



Dujuv's shoulders relaxed and his bare scalp smoothed like atugged sheet. "We need to get to the Old
China Cafe. Our food is probably ready by now."

They paid the extrafor a closed booth so that they would not be interrupted. The waitron delivered the
food amost as soon asthey had settled in, so now there was nothing to delay getting their results, except
their nerves. They used up another five minutes arguing about who should go firdt, settling on sending in
the request Ssmul-taneoudly. "Let's just go ahead and be childish about it," Jak said. " Set up the request
on your purse but don't send it yet... I'll setit up on mine... okay, on three. One, two, three."

The result popped up ingtantly and Jak stared at it. Everyone knew what it meant when the message
began

"Weregret to inform you..." but Jak read and reread the whole message.

He had missed admission to the PSA by sixty-five points out of ten thousand possible. Assured
admission for an unmodified-stock human had been 8529, and his score had been 8464. A few people
with lower scores than Jak's had gotten in, but those were people from ur-gently needed specidty
breeds.

"Rat turds,” Dujuv said, quietly, looking down at his hand. He looked the way Jak felt.
"Youtoo?'
"Missed it by eleven points. 8166 for apanth to get inand | got 8155."

Jak refrained from considering that with his score, Dujuv would have gotten in; if you went in as apanth,
they expected things that were physicaly impossblefor Jak. "I missed by sixty-five," he said.

They sighed, together, loudly. "Wdll," Jak added, "at least neither of us hasto do any pretending.”

"Yeah." Duj dammed the table with his hand, making their plates bounce darmingly. "Weehu. | wonder
what well end up doing? | thought about it, of course, and | had an in-case plan, but it dl seemed very
unred till just thismoment. What are you planning to do? Sign on with agenerd labor brigade?’

Jak shook his head. "Naw. | don't have to go that heavy. I'll try the Army. A smart heet like me could
make sergeant pretty quick, and from there if you're a good enough sergeant, you can get into one of the
officer pro-grams and eventudly it'sjust asif you went to the PSA in thefirst place. And the next time
one of the human settlements getsinto something with the Rubahy, or if

Triton triesto secede again, or if we get into another ar-gument about who owns Ceres, we can be out in
the dark bouncing around in cryojammies, shooting up the land-scape. It's abusy violent world out there,
and we can get into dl the violence we could ever want. Y ou can't beat that for amusement. Better than a
smulaion game”

"You can't get killed in the smulation games. Not lit-erdly, anyway. Y ou're not redly thinking of going
into the Army, are you, Jak? | mean, you just did agrest job of describing why not to go in. And you
have to be a ser-geant for six yearsto be eigible for officer school. That'slike an average of ... shit, Jak,
that's going to be at least two wars. As a sergeant. Which you won't make right away, anyway. Probably
three wars before you're alieutenant.”

"Oh, | agree the PSA would have been a better way to go—five years and walk out the door and into
the com-mission. But I'm on entropy'sbad side. | didn't getin. I'd ill liketo be afull citizen and I'd il
liketo get agood job. The Army looks like the way. And besides, | kind of like theidea of the adventure
and thetrave "



"Weehu. Fineidea. Adventureslike digging foxholesin high gravity, closeto absolute zero. And the very
firgt thing you get to do istrave clear to the other side of the Hive. Must be what, two hours on the
Pertrans?’

"But after Basc—"

"Oh, toktru, masen? the chance to be aguard on amining asteroid. Or aship's B& E on an orbicruiser—
four years of cleaning and polishing your stuff and stay-ing in shape, in case they need you for ten minutes
of getting killed. Areyou totdly crazy, or have you just got-ten way too far into those
intrigue-and-adventure stories you like, or what? At least go into the Spatial, where you can get to fly the
ship."

"There's no way for meto do that, Duj, toktra, I've thought about it, and thereisn't. The Spatia getsto
pick first and there are going to be lots of people ahead of me. | barely have the physap for the Spatidl,
and | sure don't have the mathap."

"But aren't your mechap and spatiap snging-on? They dways need riggers and optimizers.”

"They want heets who are top-rate across the board. | looked into this, Duj, toktru, because for some
reason after | took that test | specked some bad feglings about the whol e thing—pretty well dakked I'd
gotten wanged, even before | got the scores. My math scoresjust toktru kill my chancesfor the Spatial.
No, if | want into the Forces, it'sthe Army. And I'm not going to go through all the hasdes of Basic just
to hold down adesk or fix amachine, soif | enligt, I'm enlisting to be adirtkick.” The emphasisin his
own voice surprised Jak.

Apparently it made an impression on Dujuv too, be-cause he dropped the subject. After the sllence had
stretched too long, Jak asked, "So what did you have in mind for yourself?"

"I'm going to seeif | can get on aprofessona dam-bal team.” Dujuv said, hisvoice oddly tense. Jak
noted that Dujuv's usudly relaxed shoulders were hanging high. Thiswas something Duj cared about and
was ex-pecting afight about, so Jak resolved at once that no matter what, he was going to back histove.

Even though this might be, toktru, the stupidest ideaheld ever heard.

"Wedll," Jak ventured, "you're ahdll of an athlete even for apanth, and you're a determined sort of a heset,
and | think you'l probably makeit."

Duj smiled a him. "Thanks"

But Jak couldn't quite stop himsdlf from saying, "It'sjust that | can't quite believe you were worried about
me getting killed in battleif you're planning to play dam-ball.”

"People are not supposed to diea damball.”

"But they do." Jak knew he should shut up, but he couldn't seem to make himself. Dujuv wastoo
important to him, and he could practically hear his Uncle Sib's often-repested comment that damball was
something like the ancient Roman arenaand something like me-dieval American television but without the
intelligence and compassion of either. "Dujuv, last year was a safety record for the league—they only
killed twenty-eight players. Most of those were goalies. And a panth—espe-ciadly an athletelike
you—will beagodie”

"Jak, toktru, | did my homework on the subject. Even godies don't get killed if they're good. There€'stwo
hun-dred teamsin pro damball, and they dl have five godies. It was only sixteen out of athousand, and
at least half of those were heets who should have retired years ago and just stayed in too long.



Krayjnean, the Hive Nationa godie that got killed, was depressed and suicida about getting too old to
play, and he had told people he wanted his league life insurance to pay off to take care of hisfamily—you
can't really count that deeth as an accident. There'susudly acouple like that every year, masen? So
those shouldn't count. And like | said, if you're good, you don't get killed. See, | did the re-search.”

Jak wanted to argue further but he was aready break-ing apromise to himsdlf. "Yeah, | dak it'smostly
mar-gina and too-old goaliesthat get killed. And you're not going to be margind, ever, and by thetime
you're get-ting to be agwont, with your brains—assuming nobody scrambles 'em for you—you can
move into coaching or managing, especidly if you have agood record.”

"I'm going to have a great record." Dujuv's gaze was level and serious. "You and | are not so different.
We're both willing to take alittle risk to get sometravel and ad-venture. My god, to start with, isto
makeit onto Hive National within a couple of years, and volunteer for the travel squad. They go
everywhere, even Earth.”

"Earth? With dl the other opportunities, why do you want to go there? It'sa giant collection of pocksin
su-perhigh grav.”

"Have you seen the pictures of the beaches around those pocks? And the girls on the beaches? Like say
inthe pock clustersin North Augradiaor in Arizona?'

Jak nodded. "I can see your point. If it's not a sore subject, where does Myx fit into this?'

"Sheld look light on abeach, toktru, but you can trust me thistime: MyxennaBonxiao and | are
completely, to-taly, utterly, toktru through, masen? Never again. She's not my demmy and I'm not her
mekko and wewon't be again. All over."

"Weehu, I'm sorry to hear that," Jak said. He did not believe aword of what histove was saying. After
al, it had never beentruein dl the many timesthat Dujuv had said it before. But though he didn't believe
it, he knew that right now histove needed sympathy, and Jak had plenty of practice at extending
sympathy in the circum-stances.

"What happened?’ Jak asked. Thistime, he thought.

"Oh, some of it's happened so often that you could a-most just say 'the usud,’ masen? She just won't
leave other heets done, and she's dways very sorry and acts toktru sweet and does outrageoudy kind
and considerate things, afterward, and then | go running back. But I've decided that thistime I'm never,
never, never going run-ning back. Well till be friends and be in touch dl the time, masen, because we
have along history and | adorethe girl and dll, and if elther of us needsit the other one will be there, that
goeswithout saying, and so forth, of course, but I'm not going running back. It'sjust too far benegth any
reasonable semblance of my dignity.

"But anyway, look, Jak, we were talking about my ca-reer choice, and | can tell you're biting your tongue
try-ing to support me, which toktru | appreciate more than | can say, because none of my family and
none of my other friends are doing that. So what | can admit to you iswhat | can't admit to them: | dak
the odds are rotten, but—I'm ambitious. Furthermore, thanks for the compli-ment but I'm not very smart,
not even for a panth. The genies made me to be an athlete, cop, or soldier, not any kind of greet brain.
Thejobs| could get in the more con-ventiond line would be the Army (and | aready told you how | fed
about that), or asteroid pioneering (which means being out in the void for most of my life), or being a
pokheet—hasding teenagers to keep them from doing stuff that looks like harmless fun to me.”

Jak shrugged. "Y ou don't seem crazy to me, Duj."



"Too smdl asamplefor avaid poll!"

The boys started at the sudden voi ce outside the door. With a soft ping, the booth door went transparent
and Sesh and Myx were standing there. Jak clicked the un-lock, the girls did in beside the boys, and the
door closed, locked, and opaqued again. Sesh grabbed Jak and kissed him passionately; she was a great
kisser, so Jak stopped thinking about anything el se except how good her tongue felt in his mouth and
how nice her body felt in his hands. When they came up for air, Sesh had that soft, damp-eyed smile that
always made Jak's heart pound.

Sesh nodded to her left, grinning, and winked a Jak. Myxenna and Dujuv were kissing, or rather
Myxennawas kissing and Dujuv was pinned to the wall, but she was doing enough kissing for both of
them. Sesh breathed in Jak's ear, "He's been dl jeal ous and cranky lately, so she'strying to get him out of
it

"Might be working," he muttered back. "Either that or he's about to pass out from hypoxia."

Whilethey waited for Dujuv to givein or Myx to give up, Jak enjoyed looking at Sesh; he couldn't
imagine ever having ademmy heliked better. She wastall and dender, and at |east one of her ancestors
must have been agracile, for her muscles had theflat, long, strong, chis-eled look of that breed, and she
aways moved from her center, with smooth power, like anatura athlete. She tan-patterned her light
coffee skin, so that her face and body were marked with a deep brown tiger stripe; she had deep blue
eyes and flame-red hair. Her white one-piece coveral, short-legged and short-deeved, fit her loosdaly
enough to be modest but did not hide the fine-ness of her body; like everything el se about her, it was
perfectly chosen and singing-on right for her.

Duj and Myx gave no signsthat they were ever going to stop. Sesh shrugged. Loudly, she said, "Ahem, |
say, ahem. Myx, let'stdl the boyswhat we came herefor.”

"l think my boy has a pretty clear idea," she said, Sit-ting back. Shewas atiny young woman, with thick,
full, black hair, green eyes with blue starring, and pa e skin spattered with small freckles. The violet
clingsheath she worefit high on her thigh and she had tugged it higher on one side.

She put on her little puckish smile—the one that had lured Jak, afew times, into things that truly made
him appreciate Sesh's tolerance—and said, "Well, we came here to check up on you, and to cheer you
up. Once you access your own scores, they become public domain, so we found out what happened to
you. Then we called the monitors on your purses, and we saw what your moods were like, and here we
are, the Sunshine Squad, to cheer you up.”

Duj was obvioudy processed. "I thought you and | agreed we wouldn't monitor moods through the
purses—"

"That'swhat we agreed,” Myx said, "and we did switch off the monitors on each other'semotions. Y ou
seemed to want to do that and it made you so happy when | agreed.”

"But then you switched on again!”

"Well, of course. Just because | could make you happy by switching it off, didn't mean | was going to
leave it switched off. | wanted to dak what you werefedling. | just didn't want you to dak what | was
feding. That'sim-portant to ademmy, Dujy. I'd think you'd know that by now." To avoid looking at him,
she made ashow of fix-ing her lipstick.

Sesh sighed. "Duj, if you ever want to be treated as nicely asyou deserve, just et me know, and I'll find
you someone who will think the world of you and treat you accordingly.”



"Mom'saready married,” he said, gloomily. "Soif you two are here to cheer us up, you must have done
al right yourselves."

Sesh raised her shoulders and lowered them, a shrug made into adance, cdling attention to her long,
beauti-ful neck. "Myx sailed right through. | told you | didn't fed very much like| did asinging-on job,
right after thetest. Asit happens, | didn't make it—in fact | bombed out. So that's the score for our little
crowd—threelosers and one winner."

Myxennaspread her hands, asif she werelooking for someway to apologize for her success. "I'm il
kind of baffled, mysdlf. Toktru, | thought the test wasway too hard and | didn't think | did very well. But
apparently | guessed right an awful lot of times, or just dakked the overdl rhythm somehow, because |
got 9241."

"9241 ishrilliant,” Jak said, swallowing envy asfast as he could.

Dujuv nodded. "So you'rein for the PSA, and | guessthat means eventudly you'll be Prime Minister
Myx..."

"| think maybe Minigter for Externa AffairsMyx. It'swhereI'm best qudified.”
Dujuv madealittle, coughing laugh. "I I'd said that—"

"Y ou'd better not even think it, Dujy. All right, so I'min public service, and what are you toves going to
do?'

"TheArmy."
"I'm going to try out for pro damball.”

Jak noted with gpprova that neither of the girls voiced aword of disgpprova. "So what are you planning
on, Sesh?"

She sghed. "Can you be nonjudgmenta ?'

"l cantry," Jak said, and Myx added, " Of course we can." Dujuv nodded.

"Well, therésalot of money in my family. | don't think I'll be picking any occupation.”
After apainful, dead sllence, Myx said, "Y ou can't possibly mean you plan to register SP."

Sesh nodded. "I do mean that." After an awkward pause, when she seemed to be waiting for one of
them to say something, she added, "It's not such abig dedl any-more. Toktru it's not. And you can still
do lots of inter-esting thingsif you're registered S.P. Y ou just can't do anything for money or have any
responsbility. That'snot abig ded "

S.P. stood for Socia Parasite—a person who lived off family money. A registered Socid Parasitewasa
pariah with sharp restrictions on lega rights. S.P.S could own common stock but the government voted
it; they had the same free expression rights as anyone else but couldn't vote; they could sue but not spesk
in court or serve on ajury. Getting your feets back after registering S.P. was painfully difficult, beginning
with amandatory unpaid five-year hitch in the Forces and continuing through four years of re-education
and probation. It was a permanent repository for idiot children of the rich, hopelesdy ec-centric artists,
dangerous incompetents, and the incur-ably annoying. Although people no longer suicided when they
were declared S.P., most 350-year-olds, the oldest generation still alive, would rather have been
reg-istered as sex criminals than S.P., and even among young people there was still widespread support



for gerilizing SP.S.

"Youreredly goingtodoit,” Jak said.

"Toktru."

"But, you're not superrich or anything. | mean you don't dress especidly well—"
"Thanks"

"I should have said, you don't dressrich. Don't change the subject. | mean I've never seen any evidence
that you were rich, and we've been mekko and demmy for more than two years. Y ou don't vacation on
the moon or anything.”

"Not lately. I've been there, though, on vacation, when | was younger. And I've been to the Aerie many
times. And to Mars, and to Earth. It's just that that was all be-fore you knew me. | didn't travel for the
last three years because | wanted to finish gen school. Toktru, once I'm registered S.P. and don't haveto
hide the trust fund from my toves anymore, I'll probably travel much more."

All of them stared at Sesh; none of them had any ideawhat to say. "Look," she said, "it'snot abig dedl.
I'm not evil. The Wager makes perfect senseif you're smart and ambitious and need to make money
because your trust fund isn't big enough. But I'm glib more than smart, my main ambition isnice things
and lots of time off, and | can afford dl that without any job. And it makes sense to teach the Wager to
people so that they're more pre-dictable and easier to get what you want from, but | don't care whether
I'm predictable or whether anyone gets what they want from me. The Wager isagreat set of va-uesto
channdl peopletrying to make it into useful path-ways, but | was born with it made, and | have no
intention of being useful, which isthefirst step on the road to being used. I'm not going to wear a skirt
that doesn't suit my long legs or go out with a heet that doesn't suit my sarcastic taste in humor, so why
should | have valuesthat don't suit my red position?' Shesighed. "It'sniceto just tell you al this. I'm tired
of hav-ing to tell you that | won an advertising contest or asweepstakes or something whenever | want to
take you somewhere pricey."

"Oh, no," Myx said. "So you were just—"

"Toktru masen! And I'm doing it again. After dl, there's so much money, toktru it doesn't mean anything
to me, but my friends mean alot to me, and fun meansalot to me. | can afford the lightest, usudly many
timesover, and | liketaking you al to placesthat are light. So—no argumentsl—I'm financing somefun
with my friends tonight.”

"Sesh, no—" Dujuv began.
"I just happen to have four ticketsfor the closing per-formance of Y4UB."

There was adead silence. Those had been sold out for months; if Sesh had gotten four of them
legitimately, she had spent asmdll fortune, and if sheld gotten them from ascalper, it hadn't been smdll.

It was dso the kind of event you fantasized about going to.

"Wdll," Jak said, "'Principle 11: Break any principle except this one and afew others, but expect the
conse-quences.’ | hope you two will come dong to make sure | don't fal any further into"—he dipped
into his best Teacher Fwidyaimpresson—"the dark swamp of that hideous contemporary affliction,
that cancer inthe en-gine of society, that endless font of mixed metaphors, moral relativism!"

The girlslaughed; Dujuv said, "Y oull sound more like him if you use more emphasis.”



"Everyonesacritic. But are we going to do this?'

"Oh, sure,” Myxenna said. She stretched in away that seemed to be sort of an anatomy lesson. "It's not
like I've dways been extra extremdy careful about my prin-ciples, if you dak me, masen?”'

Chapter 2
It's Not the Spread, It'sthe Score, and Y ou Lost

Jak had summoned Rover, the family private Pertrans car, as soon as he'd gotten up to leave the Old
China Cafe, and by the time he had crossed the hundred-meter-wide courtyard between the restaurant
and the private-car Pertrans stop, Rover was gliding into a berth there. Rover was a nice-looking car,
with the Crosshatch in apurple-yelow Mardi Grasretro that was very clash-splash-and-smash; Jak was
grateful that Uncle Sib had let him program the car's surface colors, so that the thing didn't embarrass him
when hewas out with histoves.

As he crossed the courtyard, he glanced up at the high ceiling, seventy meters overhead; Entrepot was
located on a series of ring bal conies, so that you could aways see everything. It wasn't the biggest
shopping areaiin the Hive, and certainly not the trendiest or most expensive, but for Jak and hisfriendsit
had been home for along time, and would be forever—shopping areas paced their demographics, so just
as Entrepot catered to teenagers now, in about 180 years, it would be catering to
two-hundred-year-olds.

Sedh'srevelations had startled him, not just because of what she had said or because shewas going S.P.,
but aso because he'd never thought to add together afew factsin hisown life. He got into Rover, and, as
he dwaysdid, sad, "Get me home. High-cost tunnels authorized.” That cost fifteen timeswhat using the
public tunnels did, but he'd never worried about that one way or another.

"Very good, gr," Rover said. Asthe canopy closed and the Pertrans car pulled out, Jak redlized it was
one more observation to add to his stack.

Jak lived with Uncle Sbraillo, the only one of hisrd-atives he could recall ever having met, dmost the
only one héd ever heard of, and they lived in one of the light-est, most expensve residentia didtricts.
They had a pri-vate Pertrans car—few people did. And whereas most of Jak's friends had jobs, Sib just
gave Jak money when-ever he needed it, and though Jak was expected to do all sorts of things (keep up
with the Disciplines, learn sKills, run errands, keep things neat, maintain some sort of grades), none of it
was ever tied to the money.

For thefirst time, Jak specked that he was probably from arich family; there was just too much light stuff
around to support any other conclusion. Though it had not been kept secret, no attention had been called
toit. Asthelightsflashed by and Rover whipped through the high-cost tunnels, he decided that it didn't
make any rea difference to him. Probably that was how Uncle Sb wanted him to fed. He was forever
discovering that de-spite his always seeming to have his feets, one way or another his own freely chosen
plan, god, or way of doing things aways turned out to be what Uncle Sib had manipulated him into.

Rover decderated smoothly until Jak could fed that the grav was mostly the grav norma to the deck and
not the acceleration of the Pertrans car. The flashes of the windows resolved into brief glimpses of the
mostly empty garden corridors of his neighborhood. After aswing off the main track and onto the siding,
Rover glided through the suddenly opening door and into the entry room of Uncle Sb'shouse, a
comfortable little lounge that was a so the reception areafor people who came to see Sib on business,
and settled onto the floor. Rover wasthe only car there, so Sib probably had no vis-itors.

Jak got out. Turning back to grab hisreader, he real-ized that it wasn't there. He hadn't taken it to school



be-cause he hadn't needed it anymore. He might not even need to read for quite awhile.

Toktru, between getting hisfeets, getting rid of schooal, the prospect of an active lifeinstead of more
schoal, and the Y 4UB performance that night—and now the redliza-tion that he might not have to read
anything for decades to come—Jak felt greet, but before he went into talk it over with hisuncle, hetried
to put on a solemn face. Uncle Sibroillo would be extremely disappointed about Jak's scores, and Jak
needed to look hangdog. The adult world was much kinder to ateenager who appeared con-trite.

If Jak gppeared ashamed, Sib would fed judtified inimposing no penaty and forgiving him ingtantly; one
thing Jak could count on his uncle for was the very best sort of hypocrisy.

Sib was ditting in the chair by the door. "Y ou fell short for the PSA."

"Not by much." Jak looked at the floor and tried to sound like he redlly felt wanged.

"It's not the spread, it'sthe score, and you logt, old pizo. Got anything in mind?”

"Kind of "

Sbroillo raised his eyebrows and spread his hands, his gesture for "your turn” or "go ahead.”

Jak swallowed; somehow this moment madeit real. "Uh, I'm going to enlist. The Army. Probably career,
at least start out likeit's career. Try for sergeant, maybe a Guards unit or even B&E."

Sib seemed to study the celling very serioudy. At last he stretched and yawned. "Well, avoiding false
modesty, | can honestly say I've done agood job with you. Many of the things I've taught you, and in
particular the Disci-plines, ought to stand you in very good stead. Y ou're bright, even if not very bookish,
and you have good co-ordination, fast reactions, and enough muscle. If you genuingly want to bea
sergeant in aB&E battaion, you'll be able to do that. Even the stubbornness and the quick temper can
be advantagesiif you use them prop-erly.”

"It sounds like your opinion isfounded on some-thing," Jak said, fishing. Any chanceto get Sibraillo
reminiscing was important; there were big gapsin what Jak knew of himself and hisfamily.

Sibroillo shrugged. "Not much to say. | wasamere afew times, back before you were born. Like most
meres| got my training in apublic army. Rather in four of them, across about forty years, off and on, no
hitch more than three yearsa atime. That'sdl you're getting out of me today."

"How about one direct question?”

"Oh, why not? It's not every day you get out of gen school. One direct nosy question, provided it hasno
se-curity impact and it's not about my sex life.”

"Ylmk."
"What do you suppose Gweshiraand | do when we go out, pizo?'

"Double yuck, Uncle Sib, and you're not going to dis-tract methat easily. Okay, direct question, were
you ever inaB& E unit?"

"For about two years, | was alieutenant in the Sixth Rangers, Army of the Hive. Yes, old pizo, | wasa
beanie mysdf for awhile"

Jak redlized that he had to get out of the room, quickly, or risk letting Sib see that he was impressed.
"And the Disciplines help?' he asked. "Y ou're not just saying that to get me to practice?’



"l want you to practice, but I'm not lying or exagger-ating. The Disciplines help agreat ded.”
"Then I'd better get to them.”

"Please do." But as Jak turned to go, Uncle Sibraillo leaned forward from his low round chair and caught
his nephew by the elbow. "I'm very pleased that you've thought about what you're going to do, that your
thoughts are not unreasonable, and that you are ambi-tiousin your plans. It might not be the career I'd
have chosen for you but it isnot abad choice at dl. Or if it is, we're both wrong. Now, about this
concert or dance or whatever it is tonight—"

Jak started to laugh. He couldn't help it. Sib spied on him constantly. "L et me guess how you knew about
it. Y ou monitor my friends and their accounts, and you flag entertainment purchases, and Sesh had
probably adready put my name on aticket.”

"All true, but not theway | used. And besides what you thought of and what | did, there are a so four
other ways| could have used. If you don't know all six ways, then you probably shouldn't try to get away

with any-thing yet."
"l wouldn't eventry."

"You dont lieaswdl asyou should, yet, either.” Sib sat on the edge of his chair. "But no matter—time
enough for you to learn more tradecraft. Eventualy | will stop monitoring you. Either because you'll get
good enough to block it, or you'll be out of range. Meanwhile, you have just time to work the Disciplines,
spar with me afterward, eat aquick dinner, and still go meet your toves, all showered and pretty. And |
do believe you just said you wanted to get on with practicing—"

"l was sucking up,” Jak said, "since | knew I'd haveto do it anyway. But | guess| might aswell get
darted. Is sucking up another one of those useful skills you've equipped me with?"

"Damn gtraight, and probably the most useful one of al. Have agood workout; I'll beinto thumpyouin
awhile, puppy. Practice your form so | don't hurt you."

"I'll concentrate on my kicking so | don't bruise my foot on your head, you old gwont.”

Jak stepped into his deeping room and changed into hisfighting practice suit; the suit on itshook and a
large ever-changing VuPostR were the only decorations the room had. (When Jak was not home, he left
the VuPostiR

tuned to the Grand Canyon on Earth; when he was, he tuned it to the Borddlo Highlights channel. Not
that Uncle Sib would care, but it was better to look like he thought Uncle Sib would care.) He noticed
that his bed was still unmade from this morning, and pushed the but-ton to make it. Heredly did haveto
get hisact abit more together.

Thefighting suit flowed into place over his skin, fed-ing ready and comfortable asdways. Down to the
gym-and-studio floor of Uncle Sib's house, Jak took the spird stair by just dropping the eight meters
down the center; in this pricey neighborhood, high up near the outer sur-face of the Hive, gravity wasa
bit less than twenty per-cent of full, and Jak enjoyed the dow drift that gradually became a swift descent.

The workout room looked a bit like a padded cell, a comparison that Uncle Sib liked alot, and alittle
like awrestling room in which no one was sure which surface would be the floor. Every haf meter on all
six surfaces, the soft milky lenses of the projectors, afew centimeters across, stared a him; right now a
few of the overhead ones projected soft white light.

Asusud, Jak enjoyed the Disciplines. Today he flowed easily into arelaxed, concentrated focus. Almost



from the moment that he dipped on the practice helmet in the padded room, the targeting grid thet floated
infront of hisface glowed clear green; his brain waves were showing the clear, atentive no-mind Stete,
free from wandering, daydreaming, worry, doubt, or fussng.

The targets appeared in their familiar order for thefirst part, the pure katas. First unarmed: hand strikes,
foot strikes, knees, elbows, head butting, and shoulder ram-ming, each a black figure with asmall white
target zone, closing in on him. In the induced vision from the gog-gles, Jak's body was a0 jet-black
whenever it moved with perfect speed on the sSinging-on trgjectory; parts that were too low glowed blue,
too high yellow, too far right red, and too far left green. The further off histim-ing was, the brighter they
glowed. Each target was pre-sented seven times, for each blow, and then another seven timesfor Jak's
|eft, off Sde. The seven positions in which the target was presented marked the center and corners of a
hex within which the blow would be appro-priate.

First the target glowed on the onrushing figure'sface, and Jak hit it with aclean jab. Thefigure camein up
onitstoes, left and right, then from the Sdes farther away, and findly in adight crouch. Each time Jak hit
singing-on, seeing no light or color in hisarm. When he had begun the Disciplines, at age four, an absence
of lightswould have pleased him, and glowswould have frus- < trated him; now it was something he just
dakked, with-out concern of any kind, absorbing it al mentaly but having no feding one way or another
about it.

The seven right jabs gave way to seven left jabs, fol-lowed by seven spear-fingered thrusts at the larynx,
right then left; then hand-hed strikes at the point of the jaw, then hooks and uppercuts. The pace was set
to ablow every 1.3 seconds, fast enough to be aworkout and to re-quire quick recoveries, Jak's
breathing synched into the process, and he was aware that his heart was working at Sx beatsto the
breath, just asit should, without caring very much. His body seen through goggles remained perfectly
black, and he continued to strike and strike, through crosses, thrusts, and chops.

Hefinished the firgt section with the right and left shoulder ramsto the straight leg, the front-and-reverse
two-leg thrust to the jaw, and the standing clothedine blocks. There had been no glowsyet. It wasa
good day, toktru. His body remained black al through throws, locks, chokes, disarms, short blades, long
blades, dug throwers, and beam pistols. Jak burned down hislast black attacking figure, drawing a neat
line that would have severed the right arm if he had faced ared oppo-nent with areal maser. The
score—a persona record— popped up on his helmet, and he pushed the goggles up and took off his
helmet. He kndlt and let hisfocus and calm settle deeply, preparing for the second phase, ran-dom
sparring againgt the machine, in which it would try to break his concentration. When he felt empty and
clear, he reached for the helmet.

He had just touched it when a cord dropped around his neck and tightened, digging into hiswindpipe and
squeezing his carotids so that the dark poured in from all sdestoward the center of Jak'sfield of vision.

His concentration was singing-on today, and athough this attack called for action, it did not matter. No
gart or twitch disturbed hisfocus. Ignoring the cord for an in-stant, he reached behind, found pant cuffs,
gripped and arched, and backflipped out of his knedling position, hard work evenin the .2 gravity. As
they flipped through the air and Jak gained dack in the cord, his attacker tried to put knees againgt the
gmall of Jak's back, to maintain leverage.

Jak used that motion to twist avay, escaping toward the attacker's feet. He dammed the back of his
head into his opponent's crotch as he pulled him over his head. The grip on the cord relaxed for an
instant, and Jak got another grip, on his opponent's armpits, and pulled him forward and off asif he were
fighting hisway out of afrenzied swester.

The attacker lost one end of the cord, and though it dragged and burned, it flew off Jak's neck. He



avoided gasping, and instead expelled histrapped air ina ki-ai! as he kicked where the attacker's head
should have been, trying to fly backward to get amoment for agood breath. But as Jak kicked, the
attacker'sfoot supped up theinside of Jak'sthigh, using it to guide in until the ball of the opponent's foot
dammed into Jak's armored cup.

A bdl rang.

Jak went limp for an ingtant, camed himsdlf, took that long-delayed breath, then stood and bowed. "So
now it's 2030 to 1489 overal."

Sb laughed. " Still obsessed with the score, en? But most of my wins happened when you were twelve
years old and just sarting to do this." He held up his hand and spoke into his purse. "What's the score
between Jak and me over the last two years, and what do the statslook like in generd ?”

"477 t0 434 across the last two years," the purse said. "Acrossthe last year, 231 to 226. It is projected
that within one year, a present rates of change, Jak Jnnakawill surpass you in probability of success. In
about eleven years at present rates of change, Jak will surpassyou overdl."

"Thank you, off," Sib said. "Y ou see, Jak? All amat-ter of patience. Now we need to get you fed fast
enough so you'l havetimeto get al prettied up for your concert. Let me just okay the food delivery and
they should be ready to vac it over. Asit happens, | noticed that you went to the Old China Cafe for
your after-school med, so rather than Chinese I'm having Lunar Greek deliv-ered—baked hamster with
bechamel on glutles, with mango pastry for dessert—if you can manage to force that down.”

It was Jak's favorite takeout, and they both knew it. "I guess I'll have to. Wouldn't want to hurt your
fedings”

They had dl agreed to meet up at the Genorma Ferry Station, to catch the gripliner over to Centrifuge
to-gether; the four of them would take a private compart-ment together. Jak wasthefirst to arrive, which
wastypicd. He waited in the vast, echoing lobby. Most of the time griplinersran nearly empty; there
were just afew peak-time trips that filled up. Thus most of the time the big space wasn't needed for
arriving or departing crowds, and it merely looked like avery large and unat-tractive abandoned
shopping mal with an unusud ceil-ing display. In the great vaulted ceiling, divided into thousands of
meter-wide windows, the eight cables that connected Genorma Station on the Hive with Amroneg
Station on the Ring formed slvery lines cutting through the sars; the cablesran to just outside the
windows, for the gripliner airlocks were positioned in an octagon around the lobby. As Jek watched, a
gripliner wasjust ar-riving, aslver cylinder the size of three gymnasiums diding down the bright line of the
linducer cable like adrop of mercury on awire, asit lost the very last of its speed before dipping into the
airlock to dock.

Jak wandered aimlessly around the central shopping area, shuttered now because it was still some hours
until First Shift would be getting up and going to work. As he made onetrip or another around the cluster
of cafes, news-stands, and office supply stores, Dujuv would turn up.

Glancing at hisreflection in the shop windows as he passed, Jak thought he was doing a superior job of
being conspicuousin agood way—his clothes for the evening were the very mode of
clash-splash-and-smash; he looked right from head to foot. He had chosen to wear his new singlet with
spirals of nonfunctiond buttons, over his zebra print coveral, with lace-up red gripdip-perswith
grown-lizard soles. Over the singlet, he wore his lavender cutaway with big, droopy, double-rolled
deeves, popular that year at the Academy and just start-ing to spread down into gen school; he'd haveto
take that off, of course, for the dancing, but right now it def-initely added. The unattached collar and
bowler hat com-pleted the look; he stood out in away that said he had taste and style, not quite perhaps



at the heliopause of fashion, but toktru his orbit was close to tangentid toit.

The crowd now coming in for the next gripliner seemed to be mostly familieswith young children. Jak
remembered vaguely that there was abig public play areanear Centrifuge, so quite possibly it wasjust dl
the Third Shifterswho had the day off. The station echoed with screams and shouts, very low gravity isa
hard place in which to cope with very smdl children—when they can legp five metersinto the air, and
they take ten full secondsto descend from that height, more if they air-swim, little kids rapidly begin
exploring whole new di-mensions of mishehavior. Jak quickly lost count of the number of times he heard
aparent hissing or growling to achild, "Do that one moretime and I'll leash you like atwo-year-old."

Not that leashes on two-year-olds were doing much good; the common dang for atwo-year-old on a
leash was"yoyo," and not merely for the resemblance to the toy. As Jak watched, two |eashes, then two
tantrums, then two mothers dl became hopelesdy entangled.

Hisview through the big viewportsin the centra dome far over his head was disturbed only by the
occa-sona high-jumping older child. The stars seemed mo-tionless overhead, athough the ferry station
crawled aong the big track that circled the Hive. The Hive itsdf didn't rotate at al; there was no reason
for it to do s0, Sinceit got its gravity from the black hole of the power plant at its center, and kept its
sungde cool and its dark-side warm with an active circulatory system. But gravity was adrawback for
many industrial processes and recre-ation in zero-g was one of the great pleasures to which humanity had
become addicted in amillennium and a hdf of spaceflight. Hence the Ring orbited the Hive at adistance
of about 3500 kilometers above its surface decks, atubular industrid park, playground, port, sports
arena, farm, and whatever else it needed to be, less than haf akilometer across but more than 28,000
km long. It was connected by afew hundred ribbons of linducer track running between regularly-spaced
gripliner sta-tions on the underside of the Ring and moving stations on the grest track that belted the
Hive, so that the Hive-gde gationsfollowed adong, like atoy dog on whedls, under the Ring. Thusthe
gripliner stations were the only places on the Hive that had regular, predictable days and nights and rising
and stting gars.

Just a the moment, the station was rolling around the dark side of the Hive, and the sun was brightly
lighting the Ring, which appeared as athin white streak running al the way across the dome of the sky,
with abarely dis-cernible thickness.

Upholding tradition, Dujuv was the next to arrive. He was dressed like Jak but more conservatively, so
his clothes clashed rather more, till showing the influence of the hyperbalic clash-splash-and-smash of
the last gen-eration. Everything was patterned and al the patterns seemed to vibrate against each other;
his cutaway was asymmetric and his bowler had a diffracting surface on which jagged rainbows danced.
The eye settled on hisclothing less easly than on Jak's, but with his beautiful panth's body, he didn't quite
need so much help from his clothes. Still, he could have done a bit better, with abit more imagination; he
was about five percent to the heavy side of Jak.

"You look perfect,” Jak lied.

The girls appeared exactly aslate as they were sup-posed to. It was the decade of underwear and
dashing, anyway, and in the varying microgravity of Centrifuge, what was under askirt would matter at
least as much asthe skirt itself. They both wore cling bodices under frilly camisoles under three filmy
layers of dashed deeveesstops, with everything pulled through; below the wai s, they wore
open-fronted gozzies cut to amodest mid-thigh (for Sesh) and amillimeter short of arrest (for Myx),
beneath which they wore several layers of deco-rated pants, also dl pulled through the dashing.
Natu-rally Sesh wore smple zero-g athletic dippers for danc-ing, and Myxennawore red spike-heeled
bootsfor ef-fect. The combination of dashes, openings, and trand ucencies made a swirl of flattering
color, and the congtantly frustrated expectation of seeing more than was intended would "draw the



cameras, toktru," Jak said, appreciatively. "Y ou could both end up as motifs.”
Dujuv was ill gaping.

"Oh, honestly, | just look toktru light," Myx said. "It's still me, Dujy. Toktru." She grabbed him and
kissed him hard, which seemed to bring him out of that spell, and plunge him into another.

Once they boarded the gripliner, they had just timeto settle into their compartment, reclining their seets
fully and opening their complimentary drinks, before the gripliner headed out to the Ring. Linducerslike
those on the gripliners and Pertrans produced constant force, which meant constant accel eration, which
was experi-enced as congtant gravity, just as Einstein or Newton might have explained it. The gripliners
shot dong their cables at .9 g, accelerating al the way to flipover a the midpoint, then, after thefive
seconds of welghtlessness while the view out the windows rotated 180°, dowed at the same .9 g for the
rest of the way. The trip would take about twenty-two minutes.

To thefour toves, it seemed that they reclined in com-fortable chairs, in relatively high gravity, whilethe
Hivefdl awvay from them; then after deven minutes, therewas a brief disorienting whirl; and then for
eleven more minutes they reclined as the Ring rose under them and resolved itsdlf into agreet belt of light,
then of greenery, then of streets and homes and workplaces, until finaly it was the ground about to be
benegth their feest—but it never quite became that, because the gripliner dowed al the way to dock inside
the Ring, joining it in freefdl, and onceit did, there was no "benegth.”

Asthey emerged from the gripliner, Jak treated him-self to alook back at the Hive; he dwaysloved this
view. Though they were 3500 km from its surface, the giant Space station was elghty times the gpparent
width of the sun, more than afifth aswide asthe sky itsdf. Thetiny dots of the Sationsrolling on their
tracks ceasdlesdy around the Hive, the whirling flash of thin silver that was the launch loop at the Hive's
North Pole, and the sparkling engine flares of the little Maintefice rockets carrying workers around on the
surface dl delighted him. There was something about knowing that you lived in the grandest placein the
universes

Centrifuge was only about thirty km from Amroneg Station, where the gripliner docked on the Ring, and
the Pertrans took only momentsto get them from the station to the club. The club itself was a grest
windowless stedl sphere, aquarter of akilometer across, encaged in awebwork of sted girders; at the
moment it was station-ary, and the transparent bridge tube from the Ring to the club was open. The four
toves walked up the bridge tube, stars at their feet, over their heads and dl around them, to find that as
aways, Sesh's sense of timing had been singing-on, and they arrived at the back of ashort line, just
before along line accumulated behind them.

In the weightlessinterior of the sphere, they swam away from the bridge entrance, which would be
closed when the concert began, and into the vast chamber. At its center, about fifteen meters across, was
atransparent sphere that contained the booths, monitors, seats, and control boards that Y4UB was
setting up and checking out. Once the dec sarted, the bridge entrance would be closed and the club
would tumble, generating artificia gravity whose direction and force congtantly changed, while the centra
gphere remained motionless and weightlesswithin.

While Y4UB set up and checked out their equipment, afew of the more passionate technogweetzes
floated around the centra sphere watching them, but everyone else just floated in the immense enclosed
space, hanging around and talking to friends. As adways, one of the prime topics was whether or not
Centrifuge would stay open.

The owners of Centrifuge would no doubt have liked it if they could have gotten continuous use out of the
place, like most spaces on the Ring; this was some of the lightest real estate in the solar system. But



Centrifuge was redlly only suitable to dec, and there just wasn't any other use for such aspace. Slec had
afollowing big enough so that the revenues were dtractive, but it had never quite broken through to a
mass audience, probably becauseits esthetic required people to experienceit live and dancing—there
would belittle point in listening to pure audio recordings of it, and no one, asyet, had specked away to
position and operate cameras for are-mote audience to toktru dak the djeste. So each succes-sve team
of investors thought that the time for mass market dec had arrived, and each turned out to be wrong, and
Centrifuge went on closing and re-opening. " Sooner or later someone will |ose patience enough to
convert the place to some other use," Myxenna pointed out. " Or they'll come up with whatever elseyou
can do in amicrogravity space where the gravity variesin both force and direction a random. It pretty
much has to hap-pen. By that time well probably be old gwonts and won't care about dec, anyway."

"That'skind of sad," Dujuv sad.

"Very sad. So wed better have fun whileit lasts," she said. "'I'm going to circulate—it's better to get the
diem carpe'd whileit'still fresh.” She tucked, rolled, air-kicked, drifted to the side, and sprang off hard,
shooting by the central sphere and arcing to disappear behind it.

"Duj, if you go following after her, you'll look toktru pathetic,” Jak said. "Shelll come back in awhile.”
The panth relaxed amoment and then sighed. "But if | don't, I'll wonder what she'sup to."

"She'sfinding abunch of overmuscled, underclothed heetsto flirt with," Sesh said, impatiently. "Now you
know. So stick around your toktru toves and relax alit-tle, masen?

Hedid, for about ten minutes, until he saw Myx float-ing in aknot of heets. Then he made the face that
meant he knew he was being agweetz but couldn't help him-sdf. With asgh, Dujuv pushed off ona
trgjectory that would alow him to drift gradualy into the crowd that floated steadily around Myx as she
dowly circled the room, perhaps twenty meters from the great curving burnished-silver wall. Ashejoined
the crowd, Sesh ob-served, "It's sort of like asolar system. There's Dujuv, orbiting in closg, like a planet,
and then aflock of heets orbiting further away but trying to get in, like the Kiuper Belt, and then afew
girls hanging around at the very outer edges, like the Oort Cloud.”

"Except that when one of the comets gets out of the Kuiper Belt and headsin toward the sun, it's Duj that
goes hyperbolic,” Jak said.

"First one of usthat accuses the other of being dlipti-ca gets dapped.”
"Toktru."

"Serioudy, though," Sesh said, "Myx and Duj. After dl thistime, | fill don't understand it. They're so
dif-ferent, | don't dak how they dak each other." She pulled hersalf around so that she could float
comfortably face-to-face with Jak, legs and arms gently intertwined.

Jak shrugged. "I know what he seesin her. | just don't speck how he can keep seeing it.”

"I never get it either.” Shelooked at the crowd, again, and laughed. "I have to admit that she'sfunny and
charming and sexy—"

"And singing-on beautiful "

Sesh nodded eagerly. "Toktru beautiful. But Duj has thisweird throwback |oya-monogamy obsession,
and Myx can't possibly fit into that anywhere. The strange thing isthat he could find more than enough
attractive girls, who would love to be his demmy, and they'd redlly dak what he wanted and giveit to
him. So | don't know why he's obsessed with getting Myxenna Bonxiao, of al people, to behave



contrary to her nature. | mean—when you were with her, what, afew times—"
Twice"

"You didn't try to get her to be anything other than the way sheis."

"Theway sheis, iswhat | wasinterested in,” Jak said.

Sesh beamed a him. "That's my tove. And you've d-ways et me have the same feets. But with Duj....
can you imagine what he's going to be like when he'stour-ing with hisdamball team—and knowing him,
hell be getting plenty while he's on the road—and she's at the PSA, with alot of smart ambitious heets?*

"My tove will be absolutely completely totally insane, toktru. But he's used to that.”

Sesh was about to say something, but the great curv-ing walls around them began to move dightly, and a
low bass rumble echoed back and forth across Centrifuge; Y 4UB was founding their first piece.

Sec, like so many other kinds of contemporary art, was third remove. Thefirst remove had been the
solution to problems of technical execution, something that had begun even before spacefaring; today the
djeste of thefirst remove was so complete that only hobbyist-antiquarians bothered to learn to use hand
tools like brushes, pencils, or guitars, or to compose sentences or place cameras. The second remove
wasthat of routine credtivity: in thelast few centuries, Als had become complex and proficient enough so
that if you gave them the outlines of afew "highlight" scenes or agood centrd image, they could writea
Shakespeare play, Kunderanove, or Petrarch sonnet that was singing-on like the redl thing; given a
photograph, they could paint the scenein away ahuman being couldn't distinguish from Leonardo or
Van Gogh; given asequence of afew pitches, they could compose so like Beethoven that Beethoven
himself couldn't have heard the difference. And once there were Alsthat could do that, the process was
instantly industrialized, so that nowadays it pro-duced the background noise or the intellectua wall paper
of avilization.

The third remove was the synesthetic remove, devel-oped just in the last couple of generations. For
thou-sands of years creators had relied on an intuitive sense that some music was"blue’ or "red,” or that
agiven curve on asculpture was "sweet” or that it "sang,” or that high comedly islike asouffle’; sufficient
time and processing capability had led to machines for which such metaphors were not merdly intelligible,
but mean-ingful and machine-processable.

Y 4UB was not so much aband of musicians asit was ateam of engineer-critics, who could sweep
through hundreds of camerasto look for the interesting dance move, the worthwhile facia expression, the
pose, the clothes, or the bons mots, sample that, feed it to the syn-thesizer, and turn it into mel ody, motif,
harmony, or rhythm for the jamming Alsthat wove the endless music. Each member of Y4UB wasaso a
proficient phraser, tossing ideas™ and words into the mix viatheir microphones, where they sometimes
became parts of the light show, sometimes bits of the music, now and then an overall theme, and even,
sometimes, lyricsfor any of the thousands of synthesized voices that might break from the speakers at
any moment.

Sec was dense, swift, heavy-to-light in amoment, yet sustained through awhole evening. If it wasn't
possibleto really record what happened when agroup like Y 4UB worked in a space like Centrifuge with
atoktru singing-on crowd, that was part of the charm. Y ou genuingly had to be there.

Things dways started smply. When the band was founding the first set, they started with abeet, some
col-ored light, afew sounds, and arandom pattern of turn-bling for the room as awhole; everyone
would get up and begin to dancein the air, a fird tentatively, and the band would ook for some
interesting moves or gppear-ances from which to grow thefirst piece. It waswiddy believed, anyway,



that if you moved with confidence, you were much more likely to attract the attention of the band, and if
that happened, the piece would be more about you than about most of the crowd—about as deep a
compliment as you could hopefor.

Jak was good at dec; everyone said he was one of the lightest dancers. But Sesh wasin her own class,
toktru superb. She danced like an eagleflies, asif she had been shaped to no other purpose. Jak was
athletic and gym-nagtic, and many people had told him he was very grace-ful—he privatdly attributed it
to dl the practice at the Disciplines—but when he danced with Sesh, he dwaysfdt just atiny bit clumsy,
by comparison with her unerr-ing grace; her sheer shining style seemed to rebuke the universe for not
being as beautiful asit ought to be. Dancing with her, Jak seemed alittle awkward to him-sdif, asif he
were having to jerk dightly to stay on her beet, and alittle colorless, asif even hisbest moveswere
faded, and alittle heavy, asif he had somehow dipped out of fashion.

On the other hand, Jak consoled himself, hardly any-one ese could keep up with Sesh at al.

Dujuv and Myxennaweren't quite on the same level as dancersthat Sesh and Jak were, but they were
il adelight to watch; his powerful panth body flowed like afine martid artist doing katas, and Myx's
confident eroticism seemed to say, "Well, yes, of course, I'm the most beautiful person you've ever seen,
and of course you want to."

Jak had given up on dancing with Myx for three rea-sons; first of al, he tended to take on some of the
char-acterigtics of his partner, and it was Smply more pleasant to take on Sesh'sjoyful finesse and
snging-on style than it was to take on Myxenna's aggressve sexiness. Sec-ondly, when he danced with
Myx, it lways upset Dujuv, who then had to pretend that he was not upset (some-thing a which he was
rarely any good), and it wasn't worth it to Jak to precess his toktru tove. Finally, Jak just hated the jokes
Sesh made about "midair optica fuck-ing."

Tonight the mesh between Y 4UB and the four friends was singing-on. In thefirgt ten minutes, Y4UB
pulled amelody sample off Sesh and a counterpoint bass line from Jak. Shortly after they pulled a
color-wash mix off aclose pass between Myx and Duj. Then the sampling cameras flew away to look
elsawhere, and the four swung into stunts (when they were sampling you, stunts confused the Alsand
madeit likely that they would just pass over you).

Jak and Sesh clasped hands as their four feet touched surface, hitting the gravity just asit went
perpendicular at perhaps .01 g. Asthey bounced away, the gravity shifted about sixty degrees and
decreased by half. They took advantage of that, shooting into abig swing, orbit-ing each other joined by
outstretched arms, and then re-leasing into one of their signature moves, the double Immeman.

At least that was what Jak thought they were going to do. He arched into the big arc, belly outward,
embracing acircle about five metersin diameter, and came around. When he reached over his head,
looking up to catch Sesh in atrapeze-grab, there was no one there.

He tucked and spun, processing, tumbling so that he could look for her. He expected to find that either
some oaf had forced Sesh out of her flight path, or some gweetz had tried to cut in (and that Sesh had
aready given him an educationa clop to the chops).

Instead, below and to the side, well away from any-where Sesh would have gone naturally, he saw her
strug-gling with four men, al of them much too old to bein here. They were dragging her to an
emergency exit.

One of them, his back turned toward Jak, had her head locked in his armpit. One wasfighting to get her
wrigts together to bind them, one wasjust in process of tying her ankles, and the fourth was airsvimrning
atow line toward the emergency exit.



Jak didn't hesitate; he felt his mind become cool, blank, and dert asit did in the Disciplines, and he
tucked and dove, taking advantage of another shift of the great tumbling ball that was Centrifuge. He
arswvam asfast as he could, building up as much momentum as twenty me-terswould alow.

They were paying no attention to him, so he went after the one holding Sesh's head. Jek camein on his
back, asfast as he could, hitting with the classic sucker block, the way that a defensive back in dambadll
does when the off-side dammer loses track of the defense,

Jak's shoulder rammed against the backs of the man'sthighs. He grabbed the back of the man's shirt and
spun. The man flipped backward abruptly, and as Jak released him, hisface swung into placeto bea
perfect target for atwo-footed kick. With al his strength, Jak drove his hedlsinto the man's cheeks.

The reaction shot Jak out of the fight and into areturn loop, while hurling his opponent away ina
backward end-for-end spin, probably unconscious. One maph out of the melee, anyway.

As Jak swung around in his return loop, his hands bit-ing air as hard as he could, something
bright-colored streaked through his peripherd vison, screaming like acat on fire. Dujuv was getting into
thefight.

Jak finished hisloop and closed in on the heet who had been airswimming the line; Duj swvooped down
on the man tying Sesh's ankles, snagging agrip on his coat to carry the man aong, putting him on the
outside of arecurved turn, and hurling him away with the split-reed throw, dl but instantly. The man was
probably not out of the fracas for good but it would take some seconds for him to get back to it.

In the background, Jak could hear someone shouting, "All in now't Panth! They have a panth!” Now he
was abare two meters from his opponent. He coiled to attack.

The back of Jak's head seemed to cave in and he started to tumble. The pain was horrible and he could
barley focus his eyes. He caught aglimpse of Dujuv tan-gled in anet, two men holding the lines, athird
onewhaing away at the bagged panth with ajointed bat. Duj was screaming with rage and thrashing
fiercely, but he was helpless.

Jak's tumbling arc brought him up againgt the outer surface, awkwardly, making hisback sting and his
head ring even more. He saw Sesh, again, and sprang off thewall, trying to get back into the brawl.

There were now six of them surrounding her. Jak's back was still numb from impact. His head wasn't
what it should be after the blow he had taken there. As he closed in, the men airsvimming to meet him
seemed to move faster than anyone should be able to in micrograv-ity, and there was a wavering about
them that he didn't like.

Sesh wastied completely and gagged, and the line was towing her toward the emergency exit, faster than
Jak could swim to her. Their eyes met for just amoment; he could see her terror pleading for rescue, in
that bare in-stant before the rotation shifted again, and helogt his ori-entation as the netting flew around
him, grabbed him in afierce hug, and spun himin adizzy whirl.

Her fina scream, smothered by the gag, felt to Jak like akick in the ssomach. Sesh was dragged out of
hisfield of view. The net yanked brutally, taking Jak, wrapped in it, up againgt the outer surface just as
the gravity shifted that way. He saw boots touching down al around him. Then therewas aflurry of fists,
feet, and clubs, fading rapidly into terrible pain and utter darkness.

Chapter 3

You at Least Understand That There Are Two Teams



Jak had enjoyed so many intrigue-and-adventure stories whose second or third chapter began with
some sen-tence, image, or experience like "He awoke in awhite room" that hisfirgt thought, when he
awoke in the white room, was that he must be dreaming one of those stories. It seemed likely that he
was, actualy. Assuming the rulesfor that type of story were being followed, amost a-ways, the white
room would turn out, on further investi-gation, to be ahospita room. As Jak adjusted to being awake, he
gpecked that he was in ahospital room.

On the other hand, he couldn't even remember being in pain at dl in adream, and hewasin consderable
pain right now. But in the Sories, he should have beenin pain...

He drifted back into dreams that he was sure were dreams.
When his eyes opened again, he saw the same hospi-tal room. At aminimum, thiswas arecurring dream.
In a story, thisis where someone would come by to ex-

plain what's going on, so any moment someone should show up to tell me what happened... after.
.. Thethought seemed incomplete, and hetried to finish it for awhile, drifting close again to rejoining the
for-sure dreams.

After | got wanged.

It dl came back—Sesh, the kidnapping, thefight. Jak really was in ahospital room, flat on hisback, after
abad wanging. For awhile he had been hearing the flat me-chanica voice of amonitor repeating "Brain
activity showsthat the patient isawake." A face moved into Jak's view, and resolved into Uncle Sib.

Still confused and thinking of what happened in sto-ries, Jak asked, "Are you going to say | gaveyou all
agood scare?"

"Actudly, you didn't,” Sibroillo said, smiling. "No. Not at dl. By thetime they called me, they knew that
you were going to make it, so the question was how fast they could get your neuro repaired, and they
could tell meright away that you were not in any rea danger. Y our friend Dujuv Gonzawara has dready
been up for more than a day—probably that enhanced heding they build into a panth—and you'll be all
donein sixteen hoursor so. Y ou'll recover faster, they say, if you're conscious now and then, whichis
why they're waking you up now, even though the regenerating nerves sing like hell "

"They do," Jak agreed.

"We don't think you're even going to lose much short-term memory. Y ou have a pretty hard head and
your brains don't rattle around nearly as much as | would have guessed. We could have awakened you
two days ago, in fact, but we waited for mgjor tissue regeneration to finish, so that you would only know
inthe abstract that one of your testicles had been raptured and one of your eyes had been thumbed out,
after you were uncon-scious. Since you now have new ones as good asthe originds, it shouldn't redlly
matter, but—"

"It probably shouldn't," Jak agreed, "but, toktru, it precesses me dl the same. Which eye and which nut?’
"Thel€ft, for both. But you're good as new now."
"The principle matters,”" Jak said. "'l was already un-conscious, so they had no reason to do that.”

"Probably just sending you amessage,” Sib agreed. "They did it after they had aready grabbed Sesh
Kirop-ing and the snatch team had escaped with her.”



"Sesh! | didn't even think—"
"Of course not, you were unconscious.”

"Well, uh, yeah. Okay. But why would anyone kidnap her, anyway? | guess her family isrich—do they
gtill kidnap people for ransom? It seems like something you read about in history books. | never heard of

it happen-ing—"
"It till happens, but very rarely. And it's not what happened to Sesh.”

"Well, then, does anyone have any ideawhere sheis? Do you know what they wanted with her? Why
would anyone kidnap Sesh?"

"That's three forms of the same question, asI've been trying to explain to cops, soldiers, and diplomats
for the last four weeks."

"Four weeks! Sesh could be anywhere! They could have done anything to her!”

"Well, no, Jak. Not at al. Asl've beentrying to ex-plainto al theseidiot officials (with very little success,
by the way) we can make avery good guess about where sheis and what is happening to her, and
thoughitis very serious, sheisin no persona danger, and we undoubt-edly till have plenty of time."

Jak could not believe that Sib was taking this so camly. "Her parents must bein a panic. They got so
worked up about it whenever | brought her home an hour late—"

"Her parents? They barely know her and they're much more concerned with the palitics of the Stuation.”
Sib seemed extremely puzzled, asif Jak had brought up the most irrelevant possible point. Then he
laughed. "Oh, my. Y ou mean Pritararu and Feyxorra. Well, of course, they're upset, and they are fond of
her, but they're dso professonals, and thiswas avery dick job and no oneisgoing to hold it against
them—"

"Professonds?'

Uncle Sib appeared, if possible, more astonished than before. "So shedidn't tell you at dl! Wedl
assumed that she would eventually—that's part of why we threw the two of you together, so that she'd
have a safe confidant and one we could watch—goodness! And she never di-vulged aword of it. Didn't
even tell you that those were her guards, not her parents—damn near perfect security habits. She's quite
agirl! You rarely see anyone like that, especidly not that young. When | wasin serviceto the Satrap
of—"

"Whereis she and what is going on?" Jak hissed. He had never before dakked how maddening it was
to need information from someone that you redlly wanted to strangle.

Sibroillo blinked a couple of times, and then said, con-tritely, " Of course, Sesh meansagreat ded to
you, in acompletely nonprofessiond way, eh? And here | am talk-ing about her asjust part of the job,
and you worrying dl thetime. All right, I'll clear it up abit.

"Now, to understand where Sesh is, properly, you have to understand who sheis, which isnot Sesh
Kirop-ing, but Shyf Karrinynya, or more formaly, Her Utmost Grace the Princess Shyf, Eleventh of the
Karrinynya Dy-nasty of the Kingdom of Greenworld, by the Blessed Choice of Mother Gaia. And asa
matter of practica pol-itics, she'sthe heir to the throne whenever her father, King Scaboron, retires or
dies”

"A princess..." Jak let the thought settle dowly into hismind; it didn't fit well or comfortably, and he kept



trying to find something that would help him make sense of theideathat his beautiful, funny
toktru-tove-and-sex-partner, who he knew as a passionate clothes-horse, gos-sip, and dancer... was
supposed to one day rule akingdom. After struggling for amoment, he managed to blurt out, "No
wonder she wasn't worried about finding ajob."

Sib grinned. "Toktru! Asyour friendswould put it. No wonder. | can't quite believe she never told you.
What an astonishing grasp of security protocol, in aperson so young! It seems very unfair that she should
be kidnapped when she was so extraordinarily good about security practices, now doesn't it? | redlly
must ingst that you go and get her back from her captors, as soon asyou'efit to travel "

"Uncle Sib, you can't possibly mean that were rich enough to pay a princesss ransom?'

"We have awedlth of information, pizo, and that's worth more than cash, asacommon rule. And | didn't
Say we were going to pay aransom, | said you were going to go get her. Different operation entirely.
Now, the orange light has come on over your head, which means that you've had about the optima load
of brain stimulation for thistime awake, and it'stime for you to go back to deep. So do. Have some
confusing dreamsfilled with pointless anxiety, and when you're awake again, well talk some more.”

The world seemed reassuringly familiar, probably be-cause Jak was used to being confused, annoyed,
and pre-cessed by hisuncle. Heimmediately felt better and did down toward deep. "Whereis
Greenworld, anyway?' he murmured. "Isit that big idand on earth where Narssaq Pock is?"

"No," Sbsad, "it'sinthe Aerie, at thetip of the eighth branch. Greenworld isakingdom low in wedlth,
middling in size, and huge in importance. The principa products are—"

Some reflexes are so deeply conditioned that nothing overpowers them, not even physical pain, concern
for afriend, or anger a having been battered and muitilated. The moment that Sib began to lecture about
politics and economics, Jak fdll into deep, dreamless, refreshing deep.

Thirst woke him. He sat up in bed with only minor pain from stiff muscles, and amechanica arm reached
down and extended a black nipple; he sucked along, cold, ddlicious draft of icewater.

As soon as he finished the deep, chilling drink, he truly singing-on dakked what he desperately needed.

Thetoilet stall was only ameter from his bed, and Jak had bounced back into bed, hoping not to get
caught in case he wasn't supposed to be up, before he realized how much better he must be, if he could
do dl that with no difficulty.

That was pleasant, but not as pleasant as the machines asking him if hewas hungry and presenting him
with amenu. Heimmediately ordered one of everything, plus an extraone of al the things he especialy
liked.

Every plate of the main courses was demolished, and at least fifty percent of each dessert was gone as
well, before he recdlled his conversation with Uncle Sib. He continued eating and contemplated what it all
might mean. The djeste of it seemed to be that he was about to get hiswish for travel, and quite possibly
for adventure. Somehow it al seemed like an intrigue-and-adventure viv, and though Jak was sSnging-on
good at those, he had noillusionsthat it could have really prepared him for the real thing.

Wil, Sib seemed to speck that whatever trouble Sesh wasin, Jak could get her out of it. It wasn't much
com-fort—he kept thinking of her, hurt and scared, and he couldn't imagine what he could do if she was
being held againgt her will. After dl, he hadn't been particularly ef-fective at keeping her from being
kidnapped in thefirst place. Nonethdess, if Uncle Sib thought he could do it, very likdly it would turn out
that he could.



He turned the issue over and over in his head as he continued to eat. The food wasn't bad and there was

plenty.

Hefinally reached the point where one more dessert would be too many, dipped out of bed again to
wash hisface and hands, and did back in, trying to decide be-tween looking for pornography on the
hospital's enter-tainment screens, caling up Dujuv to seeif he was doing anything interesting yet, or just
getting more deep. He decided that Dujuv would be the most entertaining.

Histove's face on the screen was alittle more battered than it had ever been before, which added some
charac-ter, but also made Jak think of what a going over the two of them must have had, to still look like
that after so many days. Duj was grinning. "Hey, tove, you're till with me. | told'em you were too ugly to
kill."

"If that waswhy | was spared, how did you get hurt at al?"

They fel slent. For an instant the two forgot to tease each other, just enjoying both being well and
together. Findly Dujuv looked alittle more serious. "' So your uncle must've told you about what's going
onwith Sesh.”

"Y eah, but not much, just yet."
"W, good luck to you and to her, old tove. | wish | could be thereto help, but... urn—"

Myxenna agppeared on the screen next to him. "Hi, Jak, | thought that call was from you." Discreetly she
tugged her top into place and retied it, staying back of Dujuv's peripherd vision so he wouldn't notice
how she had joined the call. "Dujy, it's okay to brag. Thisisabig ded to you and Jak will understand
thet."

Jak was amiling dready. "Y ou must've made the dam-bd| draft.”

"Absolutely. Made it and then some. | had aready ap-plied and | had my school record, and then there
were pictures of you and me, al over the news, giving agood fight to a bunch of trained kidnappers, until
wefindly got beat by sheer numbers. Incredible publicity pluswe gave agood account of oursaves. If
you were interested, Jak, they'd've drafted you too. | got picked in the fourth round, by Hive National;
I'm gonna be playing with their rookie league farm club, Panlucrotic. So I'll bein training Sarting
tomorrow." Hisfacefdl in sadness again. "And you're going to be—wall, | guess actudly Sbraillo
wanted to explain that to you himsdlf. | did want to help you out and go along, but everyone saysthat |
wouldn't actually be useful for anything, it's a one-person job. So—"

"So get on with your life and make me proud of you, old tove," Jak said.

They chatted alittle longer; because the kidnapping had happened so shortly after the exam results had
come out, Jak had not yet heard the gossip about who had got-ten in, which scores had been
outrageoudy high and low, and where those who didn't get in were going. Once they caught up, Jak
redlized that he was starting to tire—ap-parently rebuilding so much of his body wasalot of work—and
Duj and Myx seemed to want to get away, so they al said bye and that they must keep in touch, and
closed the call. Jak settled back, thinking that now held redlly like to get some deep.

Uncle Sb camein with Gweshira.

Gweshirawas Uncle Sib's demmy, and had been for so long that Jak thought of her as sort of hisaunt.
She was short, spare and wiry, with very dark skin and very white hair that fell in loose messy curls.
From sparring with her Jak knew that if you didn't beat her with sheer massin the first five seconds, sheld



wang you with her speed and clevernessin thefirst minute. She taught at his gen school—Jak had
avoided taking classes from her, by mutual agreement—and he had often heard other stu-dents speak of
her in the mixture of devoted love and pure terror that denotes either a great teacher or asadis-tic bully.
In her case, Jak specked it to both.

Sib was beaming. "Timeto get down to business, pizo. The machinery saysyou're coherent. | told them
that you never were before. They said they'd look into it.”

Gweshirawinced. "I do hope this old scapegrace's corny jokeswon't affect your recovery,” she said.
"He actualy wasworried about you, not that you can tell, and whatever he might have said. But he's
right, theré's ground to cover, so let's get Sarted.”

"I've been thinking," Jak said, "that to be prudent, we should probably wait aweek or two before | leave
for wherever Seshis, just to let me get in some extra prac-tice at the Disciplines.”

They both stared at him for along breath before they burst out laughing. Gweshiraiin particular seemed to
betickled. "Jak," shesad, "I'vetold Sibroaillo for years that he's needlessly obscure around you, dl the
time, and you've utterly proven my point. | suppose that you thought that what we wanted you to do was
go to Fermi—that's where we're nearly certain that Sesh is being held—and then, what? Oh, say,
infiltrate the palace guard, scale a sheer wal twenty meters high, lo-cate and rescue Princess Shyf from
the chief maph just as he's about to rape her, carry her away half-naked from twenty armed men, shoot
your way into the spaceport, and escape in a hijacked warship?'

"Now that you mention it, that does sound toktru silly, masen? But Uncle Sib said | wouldn't be
ransoming her, I'd be going and getting her, so | thought I'd at |least be sneaking her out, and if something
went wrong—"

"Oh. Well, then, perhaps you weren't quite as silly as you sounded. But in any case, what we need hereis
not so much heroics as cam common sense, becauseit'sre-ally merely avery ordinary kind of Stuation
in the poli-tics between nations. Princess Shyf was kidnapped as part of an elaborate power struggle,
with severd differ-ent playersin the game; we're going to get her back by making someone trade for her.
Which that someone will willingly do—because what we haveto tradeis very vauable.

"Y our job ismogtly to go to theright person and make the offer. Since you might have to improvise,
we're going to give you enough information to be able to im-provise reasonably well. So well start with
discussing who the sdes are. What do they tell you about socia en-gineering, in school, these days?"

"Pretty much what they tell us about underage sex and illegal drugs. No one's supposed to do it, officialy
everyone deploresit, and toktru everyone does it every chancethey get.”

"You're more socidly dert than | ever thought you were—that covers the attitude of society toward
socid en-gineering, very thoroughly,” Uncle Sib said. "Hypocrisy isthe great lubricant of socia
intercourse. Well, by now you must have realized that I'm not just aretired soldier and businessman.”

"W, | dak that we'rerich, or you have abig expense account from somewhere. | noticed that you got
me trained early to keep quiet about anything | saw or heard at home. | kind of thought maybe you were
aspy. And dl those little games you had me playing, about decep-tion and deduction and things like that,
and theway you made me work the Disciplines so hard, made me speck maybe | was being groomed
for thefamily busness”

"Not abad guess, but wrong,” Sib said. "And now that we're Sitting herein aroom that isthoroughly
bug-swept, and theresreason to tell you, | will. Gweshiraand | are members of asociad engineering
zybot. | had dwayskind of hoped you'd want to join, later on, and perhaps you will, if you ever manage



to acquire any in-terest in politics, economics, society, culture, or any con-cern other than clothes, sports,
andgirls”

"He's hedthy, Sib," Gweshira protested, green eyesflashing. "That'swhat a teenager should be
interested in. Givehimtime."

Sib shrugged. "At hisage I'd dready belonged to arevolutionary underground, been arrested for inciting
ariot, joined the secret police, and claimed palitical asy-lum on asunclipper. But | suppose everyone has
to get through adolescence in their own way. Anyway, Jak, it so happensthat our socia engineering
zybot has very good reason to intervene on behalf of Princess Shyf—Sesh, | mean, she's no doubt till
Sesh to you. You happen to bealogical person for usto useto free her, and so we're going to talk to
you about who we are, what we do, and what we need you to do, because you'll need to know al of
that. So | want you to at least promiseto try to listen and follow what wetell you, becauseit'svital for

"I'll try," Jak said. "Toktru. I will." Hefdt asinking sensation; hed never been any good at paying
attention to anything nonathletic, and now that Sesh would have to depend on him, hewasredly afraid
that his utter in-eptitude at attention and memory would come shining through.

Gweshiraclicked her tongue impatiently. "Sib, you've just totally convinced him that no matter whét, he's
going to be too bored to concentrate. Let metry, dl right? Jak, | promise | won't try to make you like the
dullest parts by dwelling on them. Want meto try?*

"It'sworth ashot,” Jak admitted. "And | was kind of afraid of what Uncle Sib might do. No hard fedings,
please, Uncle Sib, but | think we should let Gweshiratry.”

"No hard fedingsat al, whatever getsthe job done," Sib said, plopping himsdlf into achair to sulk.

"All right,” Gweshirasaid, winking at Jak. "Now, to begin with, do you know the meaning of the shape
and number designationsfor the socia engineering zybots?!

Jak thought for amoment. Socid engineering was supposed to be a crime—basicaly conspiring against
the rest of humanity. For hundreds of years, ever since the Wager had become the dominant
religion/philosophy of the human species, and some of itsimplications had be-come clear, it had been
theoretically possible that asmal group of people, by using amixture of every dirty trick ever invented
for sociad domination, control, and manip-ulation, might be able to reshape society into whatever form it
chose.

Zybots, asthose conspiracies were caled, were known to use al sorts of appalling counter-Wager
practices. propaganda, tailored drugs, assassination, networking, sabotage, brainwashing, banking,
intimidation, market-ing, charity, lobbying, and public-interest advocacy, among many others, and most
people were willing to suspect them of piracy, davery, and cannibaism to boot.

That was standard school stuff. But back when Wat-nek, Redondo, and Riodow had done their
pioneering work demondtrating the possibility of true socia engi-neering, they had published everything,
hoping that it would forestall the misuse of their discovery. The result was that there was not just one
socia engineering zybot working behind the scenes, but severa hundred, each pushing society toward its
particular Utopia, each thwart-ing the others, creating so many second-, third-, and tenth-order effects
that Nakaski's Law had set in: "The number of active socid engineering zybots convergesto the minimum
number whose interactions make society too unpredictable to engineer,” or as Nakaski had infor-maly
put it, "One zybot isaclear and present danger, three are a menace, ten are apack of annoying assholes,
and ahundred are barely anuisance.”



That was as much as Jak could remember; many kids pretended to be loya to one zybot or another, and
would scrawl graffiti—a seven in asquare, aonein atriangle, atwo in an ova—in places where adults
found it ob-noxious, but he didn't think they'd ever talked about the shape and number designationsin
class, or among his peers, and he didn't think most of the kids scrawling the symbols had any ideawhat
they meant.

Heredlized that socid engineering zybots were much more interesting in fiction than they werein school.
"You know | love intrigue-and-adventure stories,” Jak said after amoment. "Books, holo, flatscreen, viv,
| loveéem dl. | know that in the stories every zybot— they're dways villains in the stories, there are never
any good zybots, | bet that's the censors making it that way?"

"Safe bet," Gweshirasaid.

"Wéll, in the Sories the zybots dways have aname that's a shape and a number, like Square Sevenisa
gang of maphstrying to take over the whole solar system in The Terrier Smashers. And theresa zybot,
Rhombus Two, sdlling an addictive gphrodisiac in Sex Pirates of Ceres. But | don't know why they're
cdled those names.”

"See, | told you,” Sib said, from his chair, not looking up. "The educationa bureaucrats—that miserable
gaggle of cowardly mousefarts—don't even let the kids know why they're supposed to be afraid of social
engineering. The ideathat even the very worst zybotswould ever try for crude raw power like that, let
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"Oh, hush," Gweshirasaid. "Y ou don't have to worry about the state of his education, anymore, Sib, he's
done with that, and think about who we're talking about. If it's up to Jak, helll never learn anything more
for therest of hislife. Anyway, aslong as Jak knows the truth, we don't have to concern ourselves with
how wrong every-one eseis, now do we? So turn it down, old pizo, and let me explain thingsto Jak—it
will take hadf asmuch timeasit will if you help.”

She pulled her chair closer to Jak's bed, asif to make sure he had no view of Sib. "All right, beginning
once again, the shape and number are a sort of shorthand for how a given zybot wants to see society
structured. Sib and | have been members and operatives, for more than a century, of azybot caled
Circle Four. Our mgjor op-ponent is Triangle One. Triangle One organized Princess

Shyf's kidnapping, not because they didike her or wanted her for any purpose of their own, but to assst
the House of Cofinadez in apower struggle, because the Co-finalezes have a close relationship, often ade
facto d-liance, with Triangle One. Are you with me so far?!

"Circle Four, toves. Triangle One, working for Cofi-nalez. Cofindez, maphs. Got it."
"It'smore complicated than—"
"Not for him, it isn't, Sib. Now hush up and let me handle thid"

Sbroillo got up and left, closing the door with a heavy thud againgt its padding. "He'd have dammed it if
he could,” Jak observed.

"Hell recover. He's abig boy. Sometimes more big and sometimes more boy. Serioudly, Jak, you at least
un-derstand that there are two teams, and that the Cofina ez people hired the other one?”

"So far. So you—Circle Four, | mean—are willing to help Sesh—Princess Shyf, | mean, thisis
confusing— because you just oppose anything Triangle One does?"

She sighed. "WEél, no, not exactly. We do oppose many things that they do. Every now and then were



a-lies, and each zybot aso does things that don't interest the other at al. But in this case, we have strong
reasons to oppose them. That'swhat | was getting at with the business of the shape and number
description. Y ou see, the shape describes how many power centers azybot is seeking to havein itsideal
society, and in what relation-ship to each other. And the number designates what order of effect each
power center should be taking into account in its decision-making.”

"Clear as Martian moss soup,” Jak said, shaking his head in confusion.

"Well, let'stake asmple one. Rhombus Two. They think society should be abaance between law, art,
char-ity, and business, with art and charity working as close dlies and law and business kept far gpart So
if you dia-grammed that, you'd have the four points that define arhombus, with two in the middle close
together—art and charity—and two more distant ones, law and business, far from each other. Isthat
cler ofar?"

Jak shrugged. "Clear-er."

"So that'swhere they get the rhombus. All right, now, what the two means, isthat they think that when,
say, an artist does something that affects the law, he should aso worry about the second-order
effect—how hiseffect on the law will affect charity, for example.”

"What about the two groups | actualy haveto ded with?"

She amiled grimly. "Patience, patience. Circle Four. A circle has an infinite number of pointsaround a
center. Which we think should be awise, intelligent, democrat-ically controlled government, you see? An
infinite num-ber of other powers, dl equa in their relation to the state. And afourth-order effect means,
basicdly, that before the government takes any action about or to Mr. A, it hasto think about how Mr.
A'sreaction will affect Mr. B, how Mr. B'sreaction will affect Mr. C, and how Mr. C'sreaction to that
will affect Mr. D. Where Messers A through D could al be individuas, corporations, zybots, ethnic
groups, clubs, unions, the government itself, or the whole socia djeste, whatever.

"Now compare that with Triangle One. They want three power centers—religion (in asingle orthodox
ver-son of the Wager), the military, and the central bank. And the one means that they think that nobody
should worry about feedbacks or secondary effects—you only think about what you do to the other guy,
not about what helll do afterward or how that affects any third parties.

"Basicdly, zybot namestell you what kind of society they want, and make the programsthat they're
trying to socid-engineer easy to compare. Low numberslike one and two are dictatorshipsthat get things
done, and high numbers like seven or ten are democracies parayzed by having to take so many rights
into account. The more axes of symmetry the figure has, the more equa dl the contending Sides are
supposed to be. And the more cor-ners it has, the more groups get to have a say. So that would mean
that—"

"S0," Jak said, "trying to cut this down to toves and malphs, the Triangle One people want three big
power centersthat answer to nobody, and you want a democ-racy that has to think about what it does,
and who it af-fects, but not so much that it can't accomplish anything. Couldn't you have just said that?"

From the way she glared at him, Jak realized, proba-bly not. But after a moment she seemed to relax,
and went to get Uncle Sib, to continue their conversation. He came back in with abroad grin. "I told
Gweshirathat it wouldn't be easy, trying to interest you in politics and economics, when you're SO
thoroughly digtracted.”

"She dtill probably did better than you would have, Uncle Sih. At least | dak the sides, sort of, and |
under-stand enough about Circle Four and Triangle One to know who I'd rather have manipulating my



society. If that makes you fedl better. Now, what doesit al have to do with the House of Cofinalez and,
uh, Princess Shyf?"

"Wdl," Sbsad, "Triangle Oneisawaysworking to get the human race to have asmpler, more
power-basad and authoritarian structure, more unified under tighter control, that kind of thing. To befair
to them for amo-ment (something | seldom believein doing), it's not pure power-worship; they think that
the casein Galactic Court is apt to go against humanity, whenever that gets decided in the next few
generations, and there's going to be an extermination order againgt us, and the only a-liance we have
even achance of making would be with the Rubahy—who would stab usin the back given atenth of a
chance. So since we might have to fight the whole galaxy, anytime between next week and four hun-dred
years from now, Triangle One wants us organized into sort of a Super-Sparta or Prussia-to-the-Nth, well
before that happens, and basicdly they're dways mov-ing to give the human race asawhole aclearer
chain of command.

"Theway Circle Four seesit, on the other hand, isthat if we lose the decison, we won't win the
war—well be dead anyway—and so we might aswell die as our messy, doppy, disorderly sdves, il
human, till reaching for the garsand till wallowing in the mud.”

"All right," Jak said, "I'm still on your sde. What'sit got to do with Sesh?”
"Wéll, do you know who the Cofindez family is?'

Jak rolled hiseyesimpatiently. At other timesin history, it would have been like asking if you knew who
the Borgia, Rockefdler, or Pilaratsaysay familieswere.

"The family that controls the fissonables monopoly, of course. It's the house that owns the Duchy of
Uranium."

"Right, sorry, sometimes you show so little interest that | expect even less of you than you actudly
achieve, hard though that isto believe. Well, if Triangle Oneisgoing to build up their triangle of what's
bascaly church, treasury, and army, they need to get that treasury leg unified—uwhich means helping the
great monopoliesto grow and strengthen, and then merging them into one vast combine.

"Now, the Duchy of Uranium has dways played rougher and been faster and looser about the rules than
amogt any other monopoly. They got their monopoly in thefirst place by ahundred-year campaign that
looked more like organized crime than shrewd business organi-zation, and they did it in clear violation of
al of the Wager's socid principles—there's no way they should have the sole license for uranium,
plutonium, and tho-rium, everywhere in human space, not to mention having it for al of mining, extraction,
synthesis, breeding, recy-cling, operations, and disposa. And not only did they get that monopoly by
illicit force, they maintain it that way. Of dl the great monopolies, they have the biggest and best-trained
army, and they're the most willing to useit, and of courseif you depend on fission for energy, and you
annoy the Cofindezes enough, their beanies will take your fuel rods back—no matter how many
by-standersthey haveto kill, or how much of what gets spilled in the process. So the Cofinaez family is
Trian-gle Oneskind of people, and they have along-running aliance.

"Now, fissonis pretty well essentia in the upper solar system—try to use anything else for mobile,
high-dengity power on Triton!l—but way down herein thelower system, there are quite afew
dternatives, includ-ing solar, and for religious reasons that are very confus-ing and go al the way back to
its founding, centuries before the Wager, Greenworld has a religious proscrip-tion against nuclear power,
and has been a center for the development of solar power. Not just for the technology, although they do
make and license some of the very best solar power equipment thereis, but also they're mgjor promoters
of solar power, and more than that, they re-gard it askind of ardligious duty to get Space habitats



switched over to dl-the-way solar, so they've dways been athorn in the Cofmaez side. Greenworld and
Ura-nium have been on opposite sides of three declared wars and four unofficial onesin thelast two
hundred years, in fact, with a nice scattering of atrocities on both sides, some assassinations against both
ruling families, every-thing that people tend to remember for generations after. There's plenty of bad
blood between Cofinalez and Kar-rinynya and deep grudges between their ordinary sub-jects, and ared
clash of interests between Greenworld and Uranium, so between al of that, there's not going to be any
lovelost.

"Now, this quarrdl between the Karrinynya Dynasty and the House of Caofinalez would be of only minor
in-terest to Triangle One, just alocusfor an occasiond favor to an old dly, if it weren't that the last two
Kar-rinynyakings have been extremely influentiad as minor-ity leadersin the Confederacy of the Aerie.
Areyour eyesglazing over yet?'

"I'm doing my best, Uncle Sib, but let's seeif | can stay awakeif | speck therest. If | remember right, the
majority party in the Aerieisthose heets that want to unify it under one system of government, the way
we are herein the Hive, but that takes more than amgjority to do it—two-thirds?*

"Three-quarters.”

"Three-quarters. And the minority has always been much more than a quarter of the Confederacy
Assembly, so they have been able to prevent that change, so dl the hundreds of little individua habitats
that make up the Aerie have stayed independent nations. | can see where Triangle One wouldn't like that
much. So what are they going to do, threaten to hurt Sesh—Princess Shyf, | mean—unless her dad, the
King, changesthe way he votes?'

"Not abad guess, but, no, it's nothing that crude. The dedl isthis. If Shyf would consent to marry a
Cofindez in afull marriage-of-lines, then the House of Cofinaez, which ismore senior even though al
they've got isaduchy and she'sin line to be queen, would subordinate the Karrinynya Dynasty, and
Greenworld would pass under their control.”

Jak felt ill, which was strange. Not long ago he'd have been surprised at the idea of anyone his age getting
mar-ried, though he knew some people did, particularly in the Tolerated Faiths. Certainly the idea of
Sesh getting mar-ried would have seemed ridiculous.

But if shewas going to marry anyone, then toktru it ought to be Jak. And the ideathat it would be part of
aproperty arrangement—"What would Uranium want with Greenworld, if it's so incompatible with what
they do? Would they just want to destroy it?" And would they

take my beautiful, wonderful demmy and use her for a marker just so they could wreck one small
kingdom? he thought. Suddenly the world seemed very crud; he couldn't stop thinking of her smile and
her laugh.

"They're not going to succeed at any of it," Gweshirareminded him, firmly. "And anyway even avery
smadl kingdom istoo expensveto acquireit just to wreck. But unfortunately, thereis some method to the
madness. They dready have quite afew territoria holdings— some on Mars, some on Mercury, many in
the Aerie, and of course their big home base in Africaon Earth—so adding Greenworld would expand
that territoria base, not to mention adding one of the best middie-sized armiesin the solar system to their
forces.

"It'stheir longer-run god that's redlly insane. If the Cofindezes can get Greenworld under their thumb,
they'd have an excdlent springboard from which to ex-pand their monopoly and eventudly take over
fuson, gravitationd, planetary therma, and Casamir effect power, and thus eventudly, instead of Duke of
Uranium, Mun Cofindez, or morelikely (snce Munisold and failing) his son Pukh, could be King of



Energy.”
"But theréds no such thing!"

Sib nodded emphatic agreement. "Nor should there be. It would be like having a Kingdom of Money, or
aKingdom of Information. Far too much power in one place. But that's what the House of Cofinalez are
driving a, or so we bdieve. And it sartswith getting Princess Shyf to marry a Cofindez.”

"So why didn't they just put agun to her head, hold the ceremony, and have done with it?"

Gweshiramade aface, asif shed smelled something bad. "Because we are a somewhat morecivilized
civi-lization than that. Emphasis on the somewhat. No level of marriage below full marriage-of-lineswill
subordi-nate one dynasty to another; Shyf can have a consort, or six of them if she wishes (Greenworld
has legd polygamy for aristocrats), and it doesn't affect her sta-tus—she's queen as soon as her father
dies. She can have ahundred term marriagesif she wants, and has the en-ergy, without changing a bit of
her legd status. But if she goesinto afull marriage-of-lineswith aline senior to her own, sheforfeitsthe
title to Greenworld to her husband. Those aretherules.

"Now, not surprisingly, the aristocrats have sur-rounded marriages-of-lines with afence of very gtrict
legd redtrictions. And one of the Strictest isthat consent of both parties has to be verified by afull deep
brain scan. That means, among other things, that Shyf hasto agreeto it without reservation—no
detectable coercion. So whichever Cofindez it isthat they want to marry her to, helll have to win her
heart for real. No drugs. No threats. No hypnosis. Not even any lies.

"Princess Shyf knows enough to be pretty hard to per-suade. So it's going to take them several years of
keep-ing her in comfortable captivity, during which at least one Cofindez brother is going to have to
exhibit al kinds of charm that hisfamily has never had. That's part of why were dmost sure she'sin
Fermi—because the most logical person to marry her off to isPsam Cofi-nalez, snce hessecond inline
for the throne of Ura-nium, and hisfather and older brother are both aready married, and (for a
Cofinalez) he's practicdly fit com-pany for human beings, and just before Princess Shyf was kidnapped,
Psm had anew, beautiful palace grown, with avery high rooftop garden, which is perfect for aprison
without bars. PSm's garden paaceisin Fermi, which isaso where hisfather'sduca court is, and Psm
has been living in that house like arecluse ever since.

"But it will take more than a pretty house to make her forget that she's Crown Princess of Greenworld, or
the political redities of the Situation. It will probably take at least ayear of very gentle persuasion before
they can even stop guarding her and keeping her locked in—right now if they leave any escape route
open (not likely with the people they have on the job) shelll be out like a greased snake. She's got a cool
head with agood brainingde it, and Pritararu and Feyxorratrained her well— give her an ingtant's
opportunity and shell take it and be on her way.

"They have to honestly change her loydty, and Psm won't have even begun to make adent init yet. Four
weeks delay to get you well wastime well spent. Now we just have to get her out of there before her
captivity becomes norma and she sartsto think she likes the company—uwhich will take quite awhile,
since most people understandably are apt to hold a grudge about being kidnapped. Actudly, having
known a Cofinalez cousin or two, | can't imagine that she's ever going to get to likeit, but we don't want
her stuck there for years, with everyone on our team paralyzed, while redity snksin for Psm. Now,
admittedly, there are rumors that PSm has table manners, brushes histeeth, and often wears matching
shoes, which makes him an effete fop next to any other Cofindez. But ill, an eegant, brainy girl like

Princess Shyf must be pretty safe againg dl the charm he can muster.”

"So how are we going to get her out of there?”



Jak had rarely seen such an unpleasant, and yet joyful, smile on anyone before, let done on Uncle Sib.
"Weve got something to trade that will get Princess Shyf back to Greenworld, Greenworld back to its
rightful place asaleader in the Aerie, the House of Cofinaez into deep shit, and just possibly Triangle
One back to square one— where they dl belong. Not to mention driving a deep wedge between
Triangle One and the Duchy of Ura-nium."

"If they've got S0 much at stake, will they just give up? Isthe information that good?!

"Well, thiswhole scheme of theirsis very important to Uranium but it isn't redly apriority for Triangle
One— they just supplied an expert snatch team, because the Duchy of Uranium didn't have the finesse to
do it com-petently. Now that the princessisin their hands, the op-eration isal Uranium, except for one
Triangle One member—and that person is our target. Hisnameis Bex Riveroma, and he's about as nasty
apiece of work asyou're going to find, as human beings go. Were going to swap him some old storiesin
exchange for Princess Shyf—old stories about five very unpleasant events con-nected with Bex
Riveroma, including where and what the evidence for those storiesis. Any of that evidence might get him
executed, if told in theright part of the solar system.

"Naturaly Riveromawould like to see that evidence destroyed. Now, since Riveroma has been placed
asthe head of security in PSm's new palace, it would follow that if anyone could spring Princess Shyf, he
would be the one. How he'sgoing to do it, | couldn't tell you, but the man isa pro—hisonly good
point—and we are of-fering him the chance to destroy information for which he might be imprisoned or
killed a any time. Hell do it well.”

"All right, so far | dak wherethisisgoing. So I'm going to go to Fermi and—make an offer to Bex
Riveroma, | guess—and then when he saysyes, give him theinformation—"

Sib nodded. "Right idea, but it's dightly more com-plex than that, because Riveromacan't be trusted at
al. So you won't be carrying the information, you'l be car-rying the address for theinformation—in a
complicated way that meansthat it will be much easier for them to get that address with your cooperation
than againgt your re-sistance, so that they have someinterest in treating you decently. And you won't give
it to him till you get word from usthat Shyf is back somewhere safe, with loyal troops between her and
recapture. But you did speck the basic idea."

"Why me? | mean, | want to do it, but why me and not a professona courier or a Circle Four member?”

Gweshiranodded at the question, clearly pleased with him. "First reason: because you're a close enough
blood relative to one member of Circle Four so that Riveromawill know that if he tries anything, hell be
triggering ablood feud. That makes you safer. Not that held always object to ablood feud, mind you,
but asI've said before, he's acomplete professional, and he won't stand for an unnecessary one. Second
reason: because if Riveroma decides he wantsto play rough or if hejust isn't feding as professond ashe
should, he can't get any informa-tion about Circle Four out of you, sSnce you don't know it."

"But—hemight try."

"Well, certainly. It's dways possible that we've mis-cal culated. Perhaps he'snot as afraid of Sb ashe
ought to be, or perhaps Triangle One will have reasons to ac-cept the risk of outright feud or war. But
evenif that hap-pens, try not to worry too much. Tortureisn't such abig thing in our modern age;
generaly they do just enough of it to force you to think about any secrets you're keep-ing, while they
have you under deep brain scan, so that they know whether to do a destructive extraction on your brain.
Oncethey confirm that there's nothing in there, you're perfectly safe.”

"And I've been saying there's nothing in that brain for along time," Sib added.



"Shut up, you silly old gwont, Jak's entitled to be wor-ried. Anyway, even if that happens (and it's very
un-likely) they might do some bad temporary damage, but it won't be anything worse than what you've
just been through.”

"Comforting.”

"Comparatively, it is. Anyway, third reason: if you should, by any chance, happen to find you like the
work—or if we discover you're good at it, which proba-bly won't happen because thisisamilk
run—then we may recruit you into Circle Four.

"Now, well be putting adiver into somevita organ of yours. To retrieve and decode that diver,
Riveroma needs astring of information that will be found coded onto a specific antibody which he will
find in your bloodstiream. Y ou'll be carrying directionsthat will tell him why theinformation hesbeing led
toisvauable, and how to isolate the antibody that will let him retrievethe diver.”

"How did the antibody get there?' Jak asked.

Sib grinned, pulled out atiny spray bottle, and spritzed Jak in the face. "It be there in about three days.
Meanwhile, sorry about the snifflesyou're going to have.”

"Sowhat'sinthediver?'

"A st of locations—mostly safety-deposit boxes, but a couple of vacuum bottles buried here and there,
and aso some physicd locations of high-security computer memory. If Bex Riveromagetsto al those
locations be-fore authorities do, hell obtain the originds, plusdl the existing copies, of dl the evidence
about five different subjectsthat could each earn him awalk into vacuum or adeegper bunk in arunning
reactor."

"What good does knowing the physica location of ahigh-security memory do you? If it's high security,
it'snot accessble on the net—"

"But if it'saphysica location you can set off an atom bomb there,” Sib said. "A lot of spies, meres, and
ops are subtle people, so they tend to vaue subtlety, but it can be overvalued. Sometimes unsubtleis just
what you need, and Riveroma's a pro. Give him those locations and hell figure out what to do, whichis
why hell trade anything in the universe to get those locations. Clear enough?”

"Guess0."
"Now, do you want the diver in your heart, your liver, your lungs... 7'
"Why doesit haveto bein avitd organ?"

Gweshiraexplained, "If we put it in your hand or your toe or something, they can just cut that part off,
one quick chop when you don't expect it, and search the part at leisure, leaving you with all the hasde of
spending amonth regenerating. With the diver in avita organ, with alimited number of good retrieva
paths, they're going to haveto follow directions, or esekill you. And Sbraillo Jnnakaisaname that
frightens them—they wouldn't kill his nephew for any reason that wasn't re-dly, redly important.”

"What if they do think of something important?* Gweshira's shrug was not reassuring, nor was Uncle
Sib's, and that must have shown on Jak'sface. "Cheer up,” Uncle Sb said. "Fermi'sagreat town and
chances are you'll spend more time on nightlife than on intrigue. And do you know how many kids never
gettotravd at dl?'

Chapter 4-



Why Don't We Thrash It Out?

Dujuv did nothing but babble about how exciting and fun it wasto bein dambdl training camp, and after
ten minutes of that Jak was bored—but didn't want to ex-pressit. So he begged off quickly, touched the
palm of hisleft hand with hisright so that his purse would hang up the cdl, and turned back to talk to
Uncle Sih. "Wéll, | guessI'm ready to go."

"Y our friend seemsabit preoccupied.”

Jak shrugged, not wanting to seem childish about it. "He's getting on with hislife and career. | guess|
envy himthat. And | wish he wasn't quite so cheerful when I'm about to go do something redlly hard.”

"Well, friends surprise you. They aways do. That's one reason for having them.” Sib watched him intently
for amoment, but whatever he was looking for appar-ently wasn't there. "And, you know, you are
getting on with your life. Very, very quickly. Two months ago you were an indifferent gen school student
with agood in-come, good friends, and a pretty girlfriend. Now the fate of nationsis hanging onyou. In
fact, let's top talking about that before it makes me nervous. Now, there'stime for one more review
before boarding. What are you going to do?"

"Get onthisferry, and rideit out to the Spirit of Snging Port. Claim my berth. For seventy-eight days,
work out, do the Disciplines, and catch the news every single day. Spend no more than my reasonable
al-lowance and watch out for all the hidden charges there tend to be on asunclipper. Above dl ese, you
said, don't missthe close flyby of Mercury, becauseit is, and | quote, 'one of the grandest viewsin the
solar sysem.™

Sbamiled. "All right, dl right. | admit you've listened far more than | ever expected you to. Now, what
will be your procedure after you get to Earth?Which you know perfectly well iswhat | was asking
you inthefirg place.

Living with Uncle Sib for dl hislife, Jak had gotten alot of practice a smiling innocently. "Oh. That. Well.
I'm going to take the ferry to whatever the disembarka-tion station is, and then alaunch down to Fermi,
where | will go to the Fermi Hilton, and call you. Y ou'll give me whatever the contact procedureisfor
meseting Riveroma When | meet him, | say to him, 'l am carrying informa-tion from Sbraoillo Jnnaka, and
| am authorized to ex-changeit for a service from you. The information concernsthe location of al the
extant, court-admissible evidence regarding the Fat Man, the Dagger and Daisy, the business about the
burning armchair, the disgppear-ance of Titan's Dancer, and KX-126, including al such evidence
regarding your involvement. The public key has dready been sent to you. The private key, dong with the
way to retrieve the encoded information, has been coded onto an antigen group in my bloodstream. Here
are the specifications for the isolation and decoding of the antigen group, and | will cooperate when you
draw ablood sample.’ Then | hand him the directions for isolat-ing that, and offer to let him draw ablood
sample. Then | say, 'Wewill proceed no further than that until you agree to perform the service which
you will find in the same block of code. When the serviceis performed, | will cooperate fully with your
people so that you can ob-tain the information, locate the evidence, and destroy it. Should you attempt to
obtain the evidence without per-forming the service, | am authorized to tell you that Cir-cle Four will
immediately disclose the location of dl the evidence to every relevant police and prosecutoria au-thority.
Y ou may be assured that it will be more than enough to obtain your conviction on serious chargesin dl
five mattersin many different jurisdictions.™

“Thenwhat will happen?’

"Then helll draw my blood, go read the offer, possibly communicate with you, and oneway or another
engineer Sesh's escape. While he's doing that he will probably keep me somewhere as ahostage, but



hell kegp mein touch with you to make sure that no misunderstandings lead to the evidence being
released. When | get the mes-sage from you that contains the phrase that we never speak or write, | tell
Riveromato go ahead and get the diver, and by at least three channels not directly in his contral, | notify
you thet I've doneit. His surgeon pulls out the diver, supposedly painlesdy, and | go back to the Hilton.
Y ou transfer funds for my ticket home. | catch the next sunclipper.

"Through thisentirething, | stay within budget, avoid entanglement in anything that isn't part of the
mission, and keep my mouth shut and my ears open.” Jak smiled. "How did | do?’

"You're letter perfect, which makes me extremely nervous, but too late to worry about that now."

"Attention al passengers. Boarding for theferry to the Spirit of Snging Port commencesimmediately.
Repeat, boarding for the ferry to the Spirit of Snging Port com-mencesimmediatdly. Launchinten
minutes. Please ad-vance through the boarding doors at once.”

Sib stuck out hishand, Jak shook it, and the two em-braced for amoment. Then Sib whispered, "Do
good, be lucky." Jak said "Thanks," and he turned and waked through the doorsinto the ferry, a squat
little cylinder barely aquarter the size of agripliner, studded al around with the heavy tanks and nozzles
of afreeflight space-craft. He had barely strapped in when the tractor plat-form, on which the ferry
rested, began its crawl up toward the North Pole of the Hive, where the launch loop was already spun up
to speed—through the view-ports, Jak could see little streaks of white, flattened curves or straight lines,
blazing brightly across the stars, whenever the sun reflected off the loop. ™Y our firgt trip?* an older man
besdehim sad.

"Yesh"

"Thought s0. Nobody looks out the window after thefirst time." The gwont settled into hisreading,
comfort-ably diding afinger into one nodril. "Boring. Lights and stresksin the sky, then an exciting tangle
of pipes and tubes and wires. We've got two months of boring ahead of us, and it Sarts off with the
two-hour bore of getting up onto the launch loop. Enjoy the novelty whilethereisany.” Not
surreptitioudy enough, he checked hisfinger, and finding nothing, went back to work on hisbusiness
report and his nose, bent on digging out everything he could.

Jak resolved that he would look at nothing but the viewport until they were safely aboard the Spirit of
Singing Port.

It was not a hard resolution to keep. The loop at the North Pole of the Hive was about 200 km across,
anim-mense circle of dark superconducting materia only three centimeters wide and two millimeters
thick, spun up to just over one rpm; the loop surface itself moved at about 40,000 krvhour. In principle
Jak might have been ner-vous about that massive ribbon moving at tremendous speed passing within a
few meters of him; if ahuman in a space suit touched it, the human would be converted ingtantly to
bloody rags on along orbit around the sun, and indeed that had happened afew timesin suicidesand in
cardless accidents during outside climbing. But Jak had never heard of any accident involving aferry, and
despite the fact that it was enclosing a superconducting ribbon moving at rocket speeds, rather than an
ordinary powered rail, the linducer grapple, visble on one of the many screensin the cabin, seemed
ordinary enough. It fastened around the band soundlesdy, and the automated voice said, in abored tone,
"We are grappled and wait-ing for departure on an optimal window in thirty sec-onds... twenty-five
seconds..." and so on down to the words familiar and associated with human spaceflight since before
Standard had even been alanguage—"Five, four, three, two, one, boost!"

Asthe linducer powered up, it became increasingly magneticaly coupled to the band passing throughiit,
transferring an ever-increasing small fraction of the loop's momentum to the ferry. Theferry accelerated



along the outside of the loop at about four g, traveling more than three hundred kilometers asit whipped
halfway round the loop, crushing the passengersinto their seets for about two minutes. "Releasein five,
four, three, two, one, gone," the mechanica voice said. Thelinducer grapple opened, the loop fell
ingtantly from cameraview, and they were moving in space at five kilo-meters per second relative to the
Hive, infreefdl.

Freefdl lasted afew seconds, and then the engines cut in for about aminute, putting the ferry on
trgjectory to intercept the sunclipper. The engine cut out and now they would bein freefall for the next
twenty hours.

Jak had seen sunclippers pass the viewports of the Hive many times—the Hive wasthe busiest port in
the solar system, and perhaps three dozen sunclippers passed per year. Since their solar sailswere tens
of thou-sands of kilometers across, one could hardly miss them—but they passed at distances of
anywhere from aquarter million to amillion kilometers, so though their spectacular spread of brightly lit
curves, vaults, and bowstook up vast parts of the sky for the few hours when they were close by, they
had seemed like a com-prehens ble enough thing, like the pictures of planets from close-in satdllites, only
afew times bigger than the Earth in the familiar pictures taken from its moon.

But asthey neared the Spirit of Snging Port, Jak found himself swept away in awe. His seetmate had
pulled on deeping shades and plugged in askull jack and was now off in some dreamworld. Jak could
hardly imagine how anyone could voluntarily missthis. Though the sails were big enough to wrap Venus
and the Earth with enough | eft over for most of Mars, they were only micronsthick and hung on monosi|
cables too thin to be visble to the naked eye; look at asail edgewise and it vanished, but seenflat on, it
was far brighter than the face of Earth's moon.

Y et among al these great planes and gentle curves of white light, it was almost impossible to pick out the
tiny bright dot of the ship itself. Barely akilometer across, the little sphere at the center of the sunclipper
wasitswhole reason for being, the place where several thou-sand human souls were born, grew up, had
children, and died, where al the working and thinking happened, holding the precious tenth of acubic
kilometer that was dl the inside cargo space, plusthetight little complex of chambers, corridors, shops,
and workroomsfor the per-manent crew and the passengers—the space given over to human beings
was less than what might be found in agiant hotel.

Astheir angle of gpproach changed and the sails moved and shifted in the sunlight, the tiny dot of the
habitat, like abright star, moved in and out of sails and shadows, now visible, now concedled. The
viewports werefilled from edge to edge with sails; the sky was nothing but the great spread of monosil;
and yet the habi-tat itsdlf remained alittle dot.

Presently the little ferry began to bounce and bob, brief accelerations of no more than ten seconds each,
asit madeitsarrival approach. Now the Spirit of Snging Port's habitat was atiny dark circle, witha
digtinct area, in the center of the vast brilliant expanse of her sails; they were coming in from the sun side,
asferriesdwaysdid. The automated systems gradud|ly reduced their rel-ative vel ocity until they shot
across the path of the on-coming sunclipper, about sixty kilometers sunward of the habitat, moving at a
few kilometers per second. An ingtant before they digned with the sunclipper'sloop, it caught thesunin
oneview camera, and Jak saw the great ribbon, just like the one on the Hive to the naked eye, but if the
two had ever been able to be seen together, you'd have known at once that the one on the ship was
about athird the size of the one on the Hive.

The linducer grapple closed on the track in a camera closeup. Everyoneslife, at that instant, depended
on the machines successfully managing speeds measured in kilometers per second, a distances measured
in millime-ters. Jak toktru wished he had been nicer to his purse.



The grapple did what it was supposed to. They were dammed by over two g of weight as the linducer
grapple pulled againgt the loop, which carried them around in agreat arc, bringing their velocity to zero
relaive to the ship asthey glided soundlesdy into the receiving dock. " Everyone on board will deboard
now," the voice of theferry said. "Relaunch isin nine minutes four seconds, re-peat nine minutes four
seconds, from now. Everyone off now." Because so many people had napped through mogt of thetrip, it
flashed the lights and made avariety of an-noying noises.

Jak knew that his meager bags were supposed to be waiting for him in his compartment on board, and he
hadn't taken anything out of his pockets or hisjumpie, so hejust dung hisjumpie on and swam forward
to the hatch, which led to aflextunnd, and from there into the ship's receiving bay, abig airlock wherea
DNA reader took asmall skin scraping to confirm that he was the per-son who owned the ticket. With
eight terminas and fewer than twenty passengers, the process took |ess than ten minutes.

Now there wasjust the matter of seventy-eight daysto fill. The two greatest concentrations of human
popula-tion in the solar system, the Hive and the Aerie, arein the Earth's orbit, at the stable L4 and L5
Lagrange libration points—the places where the balance of gravitationd force between the Earth and the
sun on any object issuch that if it drifts out of position, it will be pulled back into it—hence the chegpest
place to be located, since fuel need not be expended for station-keeping. The L4 and L5 pointsform
equilatera triangles with the planet and sun, so that L4, wherethe Aerieis, is 149 million kilo-meters—or
just about two months—ahead of the Earth in orbit, and L5, where the Hive s, isthe same distance
behind.

Though this saves energy and therefore money for the great mgority of the human race that just wantsto
stay where they are, it complicates matters agreat ded for the few travelers; there are few cheap or easy
trgectories for going between L4, L5, and Earth. The problem would be much worse if it were not for
Mercury; dmost dways, the chegpest way involved making aflyby of one of the libration points, using
the solar sailsto drop down into alow fast orbit, intercepting Mercury, then using agravity assist, and the
extraforce light sails get close to the sun, to send the ship upward on a close pass by either the other
libration point or the Earth, with enough momen-tum to continue on up into the farther reaches of the
solar system. On this particular trip, they would be dropping within Mercury's orbit and overtaking that
planet, mak-ing aflyby there, before shooting up past the Earth, where Jak would leave on the ferry,
seventy-eight days after getting onto the sunclipper, having been al the way round the sun (afact that was
endlesdy belabored in travel adstouting the glories of vacations on Earth or the moon or in the
Aerie—"and every timeyou travel, you put another year into your life.") Sunclippers never stopped
except for overhauls or damage; as Jak |eft her, the Spirit of Snging Port would be upward bound to
the Jovian system.

Jak spent ten minutes trying to speck the ship map, and then just spent the util to have a sprite guide him
to hisstateroom. Thelittle dot of light, like a stage Tinker-bell, danced down the corridor in front of him.
At the moment this part of the ship wasin microgravity, so it was easer to airswim and legp thanto try to
walk for awhile, until they descended into the outer rings.

After severd turns and descentsin afew hundred me-ters, Jak found himself walking the main corridor of
the heavy or "dirtpig" ring of cabins. It had seemed strange to him at first that whereas the expensive
neighborhoods in the Hive were the light ones, the expensive cabins on the ship were heavy. It made
senseif you redlized that people like one-tenth gravity or so—the lightest avail-able in the Hive, and the
heaviest shipboard—and pretty much by definition, rich people are the people who get what everyone
would like.

The sprite bounded and looped down the corridor. It settled on adoor in front of him, making the mad
figure eight that indicated it had reached its destination. The door popped open.



Jak'sfirgt thought was that he had been delivered to a closet or perhaps atoilet. His"stateroom” wasa
little rectangular box with abuilt-in seat at the back, big for acoffin, smal for astudy carrdl.

A white placard on the Ssdewall wastitled "Directionsfor Use of Single Stateroom.” On the front of the
seet was a handle that he could lift and pull, after bracing himsdlf against the walls with both feet, snce
otherwise he tended to dip around inthe . 1 g. A door opened from under the seat, and a compartment
swung open, reved-ing Jak's bags. He threw hisjumpie in with them, and, following the directions,
rotated the compartment far-ther, so that it carried his bags away under the sest.

Another handle appeared on the new surface he had pulled out, so he pulled on that. The structure
underneath extended, taking up amost haf the remaining stateroom space. He reached over the new
surface, gripped the edge of a cushion, and flipped it forward. Small legs popped out and gripped dotsin
thefloor. Jak faced abed that left him just room enough for his shins between the edge of the mattress
and the door.

He folded the bed back and continued to follow the di-rections; thiswas amusing, in ahorrifying sort of
way.

The surprising height of the little room—enough for atall man to stand upright—was explained by the fact
that this was a premier-class stateroom, "with full private bath." With the bed folded back into the seet,
pushing on the handle caused the seet to dide into the wall and an inverted suction toilet to emerge from
thewall aboveit. Thetoilet then rotated down to floor level. Smultane-oudy, a shower head emerged
from the celling. Accord-ing to the directions, one could elther usethetoilet for itsregular purpose
"having particular careto sedl the unit before re-storing it,” or one could use it asthe drain for the shower,
alowing thetoilet to suck the water out of the room, "again having particular careto sed the unit before
re-storing it." Jak thought the repetition was prob-ably warranted considering the consequences of
forget-ting to do that.

Jak resealed the toilet and folded it back in. The plac-ard had said that there "might be some noise, due
to au-tomatic flushing and cleaning, after re-storing toilet.” The "some noise" sounded very much like
gticking one's head in arunning rocket engine.

With his "stateroom” completely explored, Jak set out to see the rest of the areas where passengers were
per-mitted in the ship. Each of the six counterrotating rings of cabins, except the outer "dirtpig” ring where
cabin space was priced too light to waste on common areas, had some attraction or other, supposedly.
He quickly got the hang of using the scoopsto get from ring to ring; the door into the scoop space would
not open unlessyou had &t least ahaf minuteto get into the lift box. Once you did, and the door closed
behind you, the scoop from the next level, along gradua dide, would comein under the lift box and

carry it up until you matched the next ring for height and speed. It fet like acombination of adow
elevator with aparticularly sckening amusement ride.

On each levd, Jak discovered that the supposed amusements were the same sort of semantic travesty
that "stateroom" had been. The "four pools’ on theleve just above him were two pairs of individua-sized
flowpools on opposite Sides of abig rotating drum; you could swim (assuming you didn't become
hopelesdy disoriented by the Coriolis and the rush of water from the front to the back of the poal), but
redigticaly what they were was high-grav power bathtubs. The "casino" on the next deck wasa
gx-screen gambling machine arcade. Each of the "deven 24-hour restaurants’ on the third deck wastwo
tableswith afood dispenser whose ethnicity vaguely matched the painted decorations. The second
deck'sviv roomswere so smdl that Sgnswarned againgt trying to play any gamein other than solo
sested mode; the "24-hour dance club” on the light deck was an ovoid about five meters on itslong axis,
with recorded music, adrink dispenser, and some flashing colored lights. Jak had beenin at least onejail
cdl with better atmosphere.



After that tour of the "ultimate in luxury facilities," to quote the sales copy, Jak checked thetime and
discov-ered he had used up about forty-five minutes since his arrival. Only seventy-eight daysto go.

Theviv isthetraditiona refuge of the truly entertainment-starved, so Jak went to the second deck. But he
was used to viv gamesin big roomswith full contact suits and dozens of people playing, coming and
going dl thetime; these little solitary games were hardly worthy of the name. After an hour of shooting it
out with bad guys and whipping it out for bad girls, Jak wastired, irritable, and bored.

He still wasn't hungry and anyway dinner would prob-ably not consume an hour. For afew dreadful
seconds he considered plugging into some eduviv and studying some subject or other. When he redized
he was actudly contemplating voluntarily getting more schooling, he wondered how close you could
cometo going mad in just acouple of hours.

Findly he had athought that made him laugh out loud, startling the morose man who was eating chow
fong at the other table in the Ristorante Itaiano, where Jak had been idly toying with acup of espresso.
Jak made some gesture of apology, got up, and went down to his state-room to change, still chuckling.

He had thought that Uncle Sib had been mordizing as usua, dong the lines of "dways brush your teeth
after medls" when he had said, "Y ou will want to work through the full Disciplines at least twice per day,
maybe more." Now Jak finaly dakked that Sib had merely been making an accurate prediction. That
was what Jak would want to do, at least until he acquired some shipboard toves. There was hardly any
better way to kill many hours than in the no-time of the Disciplines, and he could dways use more
practice.

After he dressed, he checked the room screen and found that passengers who wanted a full-g workout
could use the centrifuged practice roomsin the crew gym. He might aswell work out there, considering
that he was going to the place that defined full-g; besides, it would help to tire him and make him more
likely to deep. He booked one of the practice roomsimmediately and called up a sprite to show him the

way.

He had just climbed through the hub and down the ladder into the practice room, and had barely begun
to warm up in earnest, when a ping overhead announced someone &t the door. Glad for any source of
distraction, Jak pushed the come-in without checking to seewho it was.
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Theladder extended from the door in the celling down to the floor. The shutters did open. The heet who
climbed down was about Jak's age and wearing a baby-blue crew coverdl. "1 was watching you through
theviewer," he said. "When you do Stroke the High Table, do you dways do it with your middle finger
gplit from your ring finger?"

"Y ou had to drop in to check my form?"

"l had to come up with some way to open a conversa-tion.” The heet dropped the last few rungsto touch
down gracefully on the padded floor. His skin was degp, warm brown, his eyes set wide with long
epicantha folds. He was squat, built like awrestler, half ahead shorter than Jak, probably heavier, with
no fat. "I'm Piaro Fears-the-Stars. Astrogator Clade, but studying to be a master rig-ger.”

"I'm Jak Jnnaka."

"Do you want to work out together? Y ou were about to start the Disciplineswhen | interrupted you—do
you have anything scheduled that you have to do soon?"



"Not athing, till dinner, whichisfour hoursfrom now for my seeting,” Jak said.

"Well, | have three hourstill my mess cdl. Why don't we do the Disciplines together? Then we can have
at least an hour and ahdf to spar. There'sonly ten or so other crewies who do the Disciplinesthat are
even closeto my ageand level, so | know everyoné'stricks and they know al of mine. I loveit whena
passenger who does the Disciplines comes a ong—it's a chance for some variety, maybe to get surprised,
to try things out in asituation that isn't predictable.”

"S,Ire, |a'S."

They set up in opposite corners of the centrifuged workout room, more or less admitting that they would
be studying each other's style while working through the firgt, forma part of the Disciplines. In the quiet
back of hismind, as Jak flowed from strike to strike against one dark attacker after another, he took his
notes.

Piaro did dmost every possible move with a closed hand, rardly dividing or extending fingers. That made
sense—hlows were better than gripsif you spent most of your time in microgravity, with nothing to
amplify the force of athrow or agrapple. On the other hand, there seemed to be no reason at all for
Piaro to favor inside foot sweeps more than outside—Jak's style was the re-verse—except taste. Blade
formswere very different, with edge and point, forehand and backhand, used in very different mixtures
and contexts. Projectile hand wegpon forms were nearly identical—using adug thrower ismostly a
matter of pointing it in theright di-rection and holding it steady. With beam wegpons, the difference again
seemed to be in environment—Jak had been taught the more reliable burn-and-seek technique, Piaro the
more precise am-and-flash, which made senseif you considered what was apt to be behind or around
thetarget in their respective expected environments.

When they finished the Disciplines, Piaro said, "Well, | saw plenty of differences.”

"Metoo. Of course, sSince we're going to spar, the question is, does the winner win because he'sinnately
better or because his system is better?

Piaro stood, stretched, and grinned. "Why don't we thrash that out?"

"By finding out who gets thrashed? Sure. Freestyle, catch-as-can?”

"Sure. Ship rules are dl wegpons smulated, tap out, monitors work on probable.”
"Makes sense. They probably can't afford to have you laid up very often.”

"No armor, except your cup, though.”

"Good. | mean, good, it'll befaster, and good, | fedl alot better with the cup! Point around, dub to
escalate, trip to stick?”

"Y@,"

Freestyle, or "catch-as-can,” isintended to train peo-plefor red fighting, and so it isfought until one
oppo-nent or the other, in area fight, would be dead or disabled. How close "would be' getsto "actua”
isde-termined by loca custom; the ship's rules were gentle, with the expectation that if the other person
got aclear advantage, you would double tap to acknowledgeit, and that the artificia intelligences
monitoring the fight would be relatively liberad with decisions, declaring whoever gained thefirst clear
irreversible advantage to be the winner of the round.

Rounds start with bare hands; the first person to esca-late to aknife or gun has an obvious advantage, so



if you escalate and your opponent wins, your opponent gets two points for the round. If you escalate and
your oppo-nent winswithout counterescalating, your opponent picks up three points.

Jak won the firgt round on a one-time trick. He made the guess that anyone who swept insgde as much as
Piaro did must be used to fighting someone with atoo-narrow stance. So Jak deliberately stood narrow
and rocked dightly forward onto the balls of hisfeet. A split second later, as the expected sweep came
in, Jak continued hismotion into aspin and lunge, thrusting hisleft hand againgt Piaro's head and pivoting
historso for abody drop that put Piaro flat on hisback at Jak'sfeet. As Jak's handsflared into the
butterfly entry to the carotid grip, Piaro tapped out and the monitor said, "First round, Jin-naka. Oneto
zero."

Piaro laughed, got up, and said, "Well, if that was alucky break, we should do thismore so | can even
thingsup. And if it was skill, we should do thismore so | can learn your way."

"What if it'stdent?'
"Then we need to do it more so that you can find out that, talented asyou are, | have even moretaent.”

The next round was different. Jak wasn't going to try the same sucker trick twicein arow—~Piaro was
too good for that and besides it was a point of honor.

Thistime, Piaro had away of doing asplit stance that drew Jak forward to hisweak side, letting Piaro
dipinaningde sweep that didn't quite dump Jak, but put him off balance and dowed him. When he
reached for agrip to counter, his hand suddenly flew sideways as Piaro's counterpunch rang his head.

He staggered back one step, and as his back foot came down, Piaro kicked Jak squarely on hisarmored
cup. Jak was startled more than hurt, but as he ingtinctively bent around hisgroin, he felt the
pulled-but-firm touch of the edge of Piaro's hand on the back of his neck, just as Piaro's knee flew
straight up, stopping just asit lightly brushed Jak's face. Jak double tapped just before the monitor said,
"Second round, Fears-the-Stars. One dl."

The next haf-dozen rounds established that though their styleswere very different, they werefairly evenly
matched, so sparring was going to stay fun for along time. Even better than the matchup of skillswasthe
matching attitudes and approaches: they tapped out when beaten, they didn't block their way into mutual
galling, and when either of them was taken by atrick he hadn't seen before, after the round, they took a
few min-utesto share and work through it together. (As Uncle Sib wastoo fond of saying, quoting some
past master or other, "Getting surprised once is educationd, surprising anyone with the sametrick more
than onceis sadism.”)

After twenty-four rounds, it was Jak thirteen, Piaro eeven, and it could just as easily have been the other
way. By mutua agreement, they sat down to pant and stretch. "Toktru, | like the way that you're
serious,” Piaro said. "'If you spar with most of the heets on the Spirit, you'l find that mostly their objective
isjust to keep the round going. Twenty-four roundsin an hour and a half seems about right”

Jak nodded, drawing a deep breath to speak comfort-ably. He specked that back on the Hive he had
been ne-glecting hisfull-grav workouts pretty badly—he was more tired and sore than he should be. He
could fed adozen bruisesforming on hislegs and arms, the muscles between his shoulder blades ached,
one cheek stung where Piaro's foot had dapped him harder than intended, his heart was thundering, and
there didn't seem to be enough air in the universe no matter how he gulped it. It was wonderful.

"Well, my Uncle Sib says he hates people who just keep around going. He saysthat the point isto train
for seriousfighting, and if afight isserious, it rarely lasts more than aminute. The three rules he gave me
about sparring were no dancers, no nubbies, and aways catch-as-can.”



"Huh. | can see why no dancers, and dways catch-as-can—practicing forma styles of combat might lead
to passing up opportunitiesin the red thing, masen? But what's a nubby?*

"A heet who redly lovesto win at parring, so he trains himself, and/or getsillegal modifications, to be
able to accept tremendous amounts of pain and till be fully functiond. Then he adds insane quantities of
grength training and muscle-building drugs to the mix, and he dwaystriesto fight with minimum
monitoring, even with no monitoring if you're stupid enough to agreeto it. Then hejust ignoresthe
damage you do and comesin and gets you with those gorillamuscles. Most of them arereal proud of all
that damage they've taken, so they only get functiond repairs, not cosmetic ones, afterward, and they
aways make sure you can seethelr scars.

"Of courselike any kid | ignored Uncle Sib's advice a couple of times, and toktru, | paid. | got wanged
once by thisgiant heet after | broke hisarm and bunded him, for redl, | mean, no tap-out about it, one of
the ma ph's eyes was out of the socket and the monitor gill didn't op the fight. He just closed in and
crushed my windpipe. | pulled four daysin the hospitd, he pulled twenty-three, but officialy hewon and
that was what mattered to him. And he sent me a thank-you note because I'd broken hisnose in away
that he thought looked redl light."

Piaro shuddered. " Anybody who cares that much about wanging me that way can have dl the honor he
wants, in exchange for not doing it." He stretched for-ward over his crossed legs, working out soreness
from hislower back. "Y ou know you're not required to eat at your dinner seating. And passenger food is
the same as crew food.”

"At your seating, you'll discover that every other pas-senger on board is at |east fifteen years older than
you are. Most of them will be trying to impress each other with how bored they are to be here, how
many times they've done this before, and how much they didn't want to travel but it wasjust too
important so they had to make thisinconvenient, wretched trip even though they would so much rather
just stay home. So | thought maybe you might want to join me a mess, as my guest, and meet some
crewies around our age?"

"Sure, Toktru sure.

There were about thirty heetsin the Bachelors Mess, ranging in age from about fifteen to about
twenty-five, but the noise and confusion seemed more like a hundred. Riaro ate a the middle table, so
Jak wasright in the cen-ter.

Dining at atwentieth of ag, one-quarter of what he was used to at home, made Jak into the evening's
enter-tainment. His new messmates, used to very low grav from infancy, could drink from an
open-topped cup and eat soup with a spoon without missing adrop; Jak could only envy them as he
supplied the table with agood ded more amusement than he supplied himsdf with nutri-tion. His most
amusing performance, everyone agreed later, was when he inadvertently hit himself inthefacewith a
quarter of acup of orange juice; the part that didn't quite go into hisleft ear sailed over his shoulder and
headed for the older bachelors table. A big heet with orange hair and very dark skin, laughing asif it
were the funniest thing held ever seen, caught the whole arcing flow in an empty cup, receiving around of
gpplause from the room.

"Well," Piaro said, "my record isintact—I've brought someoneto disgrace the table again." But hiseyes
twin-kled ashesadiit.

The big man nodded, bowed, and gently handed the cup to Jak. "At least your drink is aerated. No flat
taste. Don't take thistoo personally. Without passenger guests, half our dinner-table conversation would



vanish."

Clevis, gtting on Jak'sright, who seemed to be the oldest one in the middle bachelors table, said,
"Toktru." He diced achunk of pressed protein that gppeared to be only dightly smaler than his head,
and swallowed it with what seemed to be only alittle chewing for form's sake. "Piaro has been well
known for bringing passen-gers to mess since about the time that we were dl hav-ing strained carrots
together. We like to argue about whether it'shisfriendly way to be sadistic or vice versa. But weredl
glad he doesit. Y ounger passengers, stuck on the ship alone, get really bored and miserable, so it's good
to givethem asocid life. And we al know each other way too well, so it's good to make us mix with
new people. So welcome, and don't worry much—uwithin about two days you'll have control of liquids.
Assuming you did back when you lived in higher gravity, anyway.”

Jak nodded politely, and the uproar around him re-sumed.

After awhile, he asked Piaro, "Mind if | ask you a question that might be persond ? If it's offensive,
please excuse my ignorance.”

"Principle 201," Piaro said, smiling, referring to the one that said, "Always excuse ignorance and punish
malice; only amalicious person isignorant of the differ-ence.”

"Wel, dl right then. Y our family nameis Fears-the-Stars?'

"I know it's not in the Nakasen form, if that'swhat you're getting at. We practice avery different form of
the Wager on the shipsthan you do in the Hive."

"I knew that," said Jak, who had been warned dl hislifethat it was heresy, "but what | meant was it
seems like a strange name for anyone who's going to spend the rest of hislifein a spaceship.”

"Not redlly. Most of the spaceborn have namesthat refer to fear, caution, or distrust. Usually of the
family specidty. It'sacompliment, initsway. A crewiethat isn't afraid of what he workswith istoo
dumb to trust. It'sagood thing for an astrogator to fear the stars, be-cause the stars can be deceptive,
and if you get fooled, you can end up on a course that leaves you bankrupt or starved. So they teach us
fear from the sart, any way they can, even on your first day on ajob on your fifth birthday."

"On your fifth birthday—what do they assign you to do? Make your own bed, tie your shoes? How do
they teach you to be afraid of ajob afive-year-old can do?'

From Jak's|eft, Clevis explained, "Oh, people do that stuff as soon asthey can, mostly by thetime
they'refour. No, five-year-olds trim sails, watch scopes to back up the software, keep an eye on the
reactor, now and then mind the helm. That's how you acquire fear."

"I can seethat. I'm afraid dready. A littlekid in ajob like that—do they even have the ability, at that age,
to dak what happensiif they screw up?”

Piaro shrugged. "Oh, we don't just assign them ajob and give them their feets. There's dways somebody
who's a least twelve standing over you when you're lit-tle. To take control if you stop paying attention,
and to supply that sense of danger.”

"Y ou gand there and remind thelittle kid?'

"No, thereal danger, to alittlekid, isthat if you do it wrong, or stop doing it, you get whacked on the
back of your head."

Jak was stunned; hadn't Pgj Nakasen specifically for-bidden striking a child in the Teachings? (Or had it



only been in the Suggestions Concerning the Teachings!) He was so startled, in fact, that he very
nearly violated two of the Principles himsdlf, just thinking for so long—134, "Do not reved your thoughts
to anyone whose power over you isunknown," and 86, "When it is necessary to dissemble, do it
quickly." So Jak said, "Y ou know adults never hit akid on the Hive? Or, when they do, it'sacrimina
offense”

"People say that about most places,” Pabrino said. He wastall, thin, pale-skinned, and very dark-haired,
prob-ably the youngest heet at the middle table. "1 dwayswonder how anyone can learn anything in
schoal if theréds no incentive.”

"Wadl, | learned aslittle as | possibly could, so you might have apoint at that. But even if thereésnot as
much insgde my head, the back of it isdefinitely hap-pier.”

Clevis nodded. "I've known many passengers, includ-ing quite afew wasps, and I'd have to say that's
oneway wereredly different from you. Crewies don't worry so much about being happy, or any other
emotional state. | didn't like getting hit, but | always knew that it wasn't because somebody was enjoying
it or working off hisfrustrations or anything. We say crewie kids should get hit like bolts get
tightened—that is, you don't tighten a bolt because you like tightening, or becauseit's abad bolt or you
hate the bolt, you tighten it becauseit's bet-ter when it'stight.”

Jak shuddered. "I can't imagine.”

Piaro grinned. "Well, | had some trouble imagining, myself, when | heard about how they have sex on
Venus"

"Y eah, but that's fun toimagine.”

It was too much of acliche to be agood joke, but it gave the whole table something to share alaugh
about.

"Sowhy areyou traveling?' Piaro asked. "And are you getting off & Mercury?'

"l guessyou could say I'm adiplomatic courier," Jak said, just as he'd been ingtructed to say. "Headed
for Earth, the stop after.” He had a cover story he was sup-posed to spill at every opportunity, and this
was the story that was supposed to eventually give him achanceto spill his cover story.

"Weehu! No wonder you're sarting the Disciplines on your first day aboard. We carry alot of diplomatic
couri-ers, and it lookslikeit'sthe dullest job in the world, ex-cept for, what, afew minutes ayear when
someone's trying to take the pouch? | had no idea anyone started at that career so young. Most of the
onesweseeaeinthar thirtiesat least.”

Jak sghed. "They tell meit'smore like afew seconds of excitement ayear. Anyway, | am getting an
early sart. I'm sort of anirregular—I have ardative in the business and thisismy entreeto it.”

"Well, it'sgood that you're getting agtart,” Clevis said, gulping abig mouthful of a sticky red-orange
pud-ding. "It's certainly much more exciting than what most wasps end up doing with their lives.”

Jak knew that Hive citizens were commonly caled wasps, and that the term could be friendly, hogtile, or
anything between, but thiswasthe first time he'd heard it used with complete neutrality—just the name of
thething. "I'm afraid you've dakked it Snging-on,” he said. "The Hiveisrich and safe, soif you want
excitement you haveto look elsewhere. People complain, dl the time, about that."

Piaro said, "Now that's one way crewies are toktru not different. On the ship, people complain, dl the
time, about aways being worried.”



"We even name our families after our anxieties,” Pabrino pointed out, and the conversation drifted back
to crewie naming customs.

At the end of dinner, Jak was happy to find he was in-vited to the Bachelors Mess on a permanent
bas's, fur-thermore, besides Piaro, two more heets who practiced the Disciplines wanted to spar with
him, Brill wanted to play chess, and Pabrino wanted to play Maniples, d-though they would have to
carefully work out when the possible time was since a Maniples match was more in-teresting and
chdlengingif it was continuous, playing one took a double shift, and double shifts off wererare. But
Clevisand Brill had some control over scheduling, and would be happy to create the block of time for
Pabrino to play against Jak—"After al," Brill explained, "weredl going to bet onit."

Jak returned to his stateroom feeling that this voyage wasn't going to be nearly so long asit had seemed
just afew hours before.

Chapter 5
They Weren't Trying to Trick Y ou, Exactly
[

n the next few days, Jak could hardly help noticing that while heredlly liked his newfound toves, they had
thingsto do and he didn't. Piaro, Pabrino, Clevis, and Brill were dl toktru toves, but games,
conversations, work-outs, and sparring al ended the same way—whoever Jak was with had to go work.

Jak didn't resent his new tovesfor having to work— after dl, they would al be on the Spirit for therest
of their livesand it only made sense for them to contribute to it. What bothered him wasthat he had
nothing to go and do; neither his outward nor his secret missions re-quired him to do anything other than
enjoy theride as best he might. It made him fed nonfunctional, probably the way an S.P. felt dl thetime,
and that made him think of Sesh... heredlized that he missed her very badly, perhaps because shipboard
ruleswere set up so that nor-mally you could only see crewies of the gender you weren't attracted to, so
he hadn't seen anyone female, distant glimpses and one e derly passenger excepted, sSince coming
aboard.

Hedidn't know it at the time, but he was dready working on that problem. He had let his secondary
cover story spill just asUncle Sib had told him to do, and was happy to seethat Sib apparently knew his
craft. Unlike on the Hive, onboard a ship, adult and teenage crewies talked and gossiped dl thetime,
in-stead of keeping to their own socid circles. Conse-quently, Jak's story of being an apprentice
diplomatic courier could not possibly hold up with adults; real diplomatic couriers were older,
well-trained specialists, and routine corporate couriers weren't paid enough to travel interplanetary.
Besides, shipment by stedlthed drop capsule was normally more secure—"Y ou can in-tercept anyone,
somewhere, because they have to travel with abig heat source and something to make air and food, at
low accderations, and al that usualy givesyou away in,” Uncle Sib had explained, "but ablack
surface-chilled radar-transparent sphere the size of avolleybal, traveling cold and balistic, along any of
an infinite number of orbitsmillions of mileslong, isared interception problem.”

Jak's claim to be an gpprentice in afamily business (in an industry in which there were no family
bus nesses) was the " secondary cover'—the story designed to be blown in order to make the primary
cover more believ-able.

The primary cover lay dightly closer to thetruth. It was that Jak was infatuated with Princess Shyf after
hislong relaionship with her (very nearly true); that he was carrying a message from the King of
Greenworld to



Psim Cofina ez, demanding that he release the Crown Princess (in the neighborhood of the truth); thet
doing thiswas extremdly risky (mildly risky—Psim was thought to have rdatively little of the celebrated
Cofi-ndez personality made up of equal parts of rage, im-petuousness, and aggression); that Jak had
volunteered to do it (true) because everyone else was afraid to (false); and that Jak was therefore risking
hislifefor love while professond diplomats cowered a home (ab-solutely false). Supposedly Jak would
be taking aran-som offer to the second son of the Duke of Uranium, who, it was hoped, would then
release Princess Shyf in-steed of holding her prisoner (vaguely like the truth); the offer wasall that
Greenworld could afford but most likely not enough (false); and once Psm refused, Jak wasto deliver an
ultimatum that would begin awar be-tween Greenworld and Uranium (false) and was there-fore facing
imprisonment and probably torture himself (completely fase) dl for love (again, vagudly like the truth).

Sib'sinstructions had been to appear confused when people asked questions about the secondary, and
then to divulge the primary to anyone who seemed to be friendly and trying to win histrust. "Don't even
think about the real tory,” Sib had said, "aways keep reasserting the secondary cover evenin front of
people who aready know the primary, and gabble like an idiot about the pri-mary.”

Within amerefew days, therefore, as Piaro, Pabrino, and Brill had successvely become close enough
friends, Jak had leaked the story to them. Since they had sworn to maintain absol ute secrecy, they had
told only afew toves, who had each told only afew toves, until in less than aweek the whole ship had
heard the story.

Because Jak was pleasant and friendly and ddlivered the story with the same wide-eyed sincerity he
usudly used when lying to Uncle Sib about someillegd, stupid, or immoral thing a which the authorities
had nearly caught him, most people felt degp sympathy for the brave young man in a hopeless quest to
rescue the princess who was far above him socialy. Jak would ex-plain, "I probably won't even get to
see her, or any part of Earth except the spaceport, a couple of palaces, and ajail. But it's something |
cando for her, and | gettofed likel tried"

What neither Jak nor Sib had reckoned on was that aside from being a good story, Jak's primary cover
was dso agood story, and athough the custom was for crewiesto avoid passengersthat they might be
attracted to, reducing expensive exogamic crew |oss, communicartion within the crew was very free, so
the younger fe-male crewies heard about it quickly. Soon Jak was madly popular with adozen girlswho
had never seen him (nor he them).

When Jak did become aware of it, it changed hislife forever—and afterward, he could never decide
whether that was for the better or not.

He had findlly gotten to play Manipleswith Pabrino. When he had agreed he had had no ideahow big a
dedl thiswould be; hisfirst clue wasthat they not only had to find a suitable double break in Pabrino's
schedule, they aso had to find abreak in which most of the middle co-hort of bachelors could watch the
contest, and the con-test was carried live on shipboard viv, with probably athird of the crew
experiencing it in rea time and many of those who had to work recording it for later.

The crewies were excited because as far as they were concerned, the match meant something. Pabrino
was the youngest ship's champion ever a Maniples, good enough to have defeated champions from four
other ships during co-orbits and co-approaches over the years, the first when hewasjust deven. Infact,
Pabrino had never been beaten in intership play. Jak was awor-thy opponent—he had played second
singlesfor his gen school team and been ranked around number ten for gen school seniorsin the
Hive—and because ship and Hive players played each other rardly, it was diffi-cult to learn much about
their relative strengths by comparing their records. This made the whole match much more uncertain, and
crewies like to gamble—nu-merous desserts, cleaning shifts, graveyard watches, and outside rec times
were at stake. But it also meant achance to find out how Pabrino might do out in the wider world, and



that was even more exciting; was he just "pretty good for spaceborn” or was he just possibly one of the
rare masters?

Everyone said that Maniples was |oosdly based on chess, but they might as reasonably have said it was
based on real warfare, or on intrigue-and-adventure fic-tion, or on scissors-paper-stone. There were two
sdes, Green and Black, each with asmall fleet of warcraft and asmall force of B& Es. Their home bases,
armed with enormous numbers of bomb and beam weapons, were armed, dowly-mobile space stations
in synchronous orbit around a planet, beginning at apoint 180 degrees away from each other, so that
neither base could see the other at the sart. A great dedl of the micro-game consisted in trying to move
forces through the ways-shifting Dispu-Zone visible to both bases. The planet was dways arbi-trarily
created just ahaf hour before play began; it would be the Size of Mars, but much wanner, fully habitable,
with the surface exactly fifty percent ocean and the land divided into prairie, forest, desert, polar caps,
mountains, swamps, permafrost, and jungle according to the arbi-trary generating program.

The objective of the game wasto get afast missile targeted and locked in on the enemy base, at which
point the enemy would be forced to surrender. If the bases were moved far enough to become visibleto
eech other, immediate mutud annihilation ensued, officidly adraw.

Each side had one big heavily armed sunclipper, with nearly the firepower of the base, capable of escape
ve-locity (but vulnerableto fire from the base, dow to ac-celerate, extremely visible because of itssize);
three low-to-high-orbit space-only orbicruisers, with much better acceleration than the sunclipper but
smadler and fewer wegpons, stedthed but visible every timetheir en-ginesran; ninelightly armed
surface-to-low-orbit warshuttles, with high acceleration in short bursts, stealthed to be visible only during
their brief enginefir-ings; twenty-seven submersible aircraft; and eighty-one B& ES, each equipped with a
single-seat helicopter/hov-ercraft capable of carrying his persona gear and either one small fission
bomb/mine, or one base-wrecking mis-sle—not both. During the haf hour of studying the planet before
battle began, in the areawhere its own base was visible from the surface, each sde was dlowed to place
thirty-six landing fields, any of which could han-dle its whole surface-capable flegt, and al with plentiful
spare parts, fud, and ammunition.

Stedlth was deliberately imperfect; it reduced the dis-tance at which radar or light rendered athing
visble, but never to zero.

When one piece attacked another, combat was re-solved by smulator duels. Y our coordination,
reflexes, and training played arole as much as your strategic abil-ities.

Uncle Sib thought Maniples was important, and even though Jak never listened to him, he had absorbed
that attitude. Jak had many times endured an Uncle Sib monologue something like "There arejust Six
forces at work in the present epoch, three positive and three neg-ative, which unite humanity; remove any
two of them and we would fall apart into anarchy. Two aretradi-tiond and interna, both positive: the
desire to copulate with strangers and the drive to get rich. Two are exter-na, both negative: the risk of
more wars with the Rubahy, and the risk that when the Galactic Court have finally heard dl the evidence
and arguments and done al the mysterious things they keep doing, they will issue the Extermination Order
and try to put an end to the human race. And two are interna and relaively new, one positive and one
negative: Maniplesand damball. All right, I'll stop, | know you've heard it before, just eat and get out of
here"

Some people, especialy on Mars where the public passion for it was very great, devoted their livesto
Ma-niples. "Great games' anthologies, in which you could experience what had come through the
goggles, head-phones, and vivsuits of the masters as they played each other, were consistent best-sdllers
as entertainment. Like chess, go, bridge, or belludi, it seemed arbitrarily Smple, yet its possibilitieswere
inexhaudible



Almost everyone started to play Maniples around age six. Most people found they had no talent and
playedit little or not at dl after adolescence; many continued as hobbyists, some few brilliant ones
became professiona and began ascending the ranks of Masters; the very few who became Greater
Magters or above could livein just about any human settlement in the solar system as the most welcome
and honored of guests. To study for one year with any of the haf-dozen Greatest Masters il living, who
had al passed their three hundredth birth-days, cost half aterautil, as much as alarge sunclipper, a patent
of economic nobility for anoncritica resource, or a private preserve akilometer square on the lightest
deck inthe Hive.

So the heavily intermarried, mutually dependent fam-iliesthat were the crew of the Spirit of Snging
Port were fascinated with the possibility that in their midst, far from any of the luxuries, compstition,
support, or im-portance of the greet cities of space or the planets, just possibly they might have agenius
at one of humanity's great pastimes. Thisdidn't mean that they took it easy on Pabrino or coddled him. If
anything, they expected more of him. But it did mean that when Pabrino played any-one new, in redl time
and not viasmulation, it was watched by just about the entire crew.

Jak was relieved to discover that Pabrino was su-perb—so much better than Jak that he could form no
real etimate. If Jak had been the person who reveded Pabrino's limitations (if any), he might have
auffered the traditiona fate of the bearer of bad news, socidly if not literally.

Not that Jak didn't try his best to give agood account of himself. But Pabrino was better at the grest
maority of thingsthat mattered. A B& E controlled by Jak usualy won against aB& E controlled by
Pabrino in single com-bat, and they were about even with surface-to-space warshuittles, but in al other
kinds of combat Pabrino ex-celled him, and in strategy Jak was very far out of his depth.

Though the match took over six hours, Jak knew per-fectly well how it would end ten minutes after it
started, when a ground shot he'd never have thought possible came out of an area he had thought was
secure, and Jak lost a Black orbicruiser moving to high orbit. Jak coun-terattacked the Green B& Eswho
hed doneit, killing al three of them, but lost two Black arcraft in the ex-change.

In the ensuing hours the disparity in materia only be-came worse, as Jak was forced into one unfavorable
sac-rifice after another. When what appeared to be afina mass wave attack by Green came crashing at
him, he had barely deployed hisfew remaining Black forcesinto the DispuZone when Green B& Es
seized four of hislanding fields. As he whirled to meet that threat, a Green warshuttle popped up over a
gretch of horizon that lack of materia had forced Jak to leave unguarded. Its missilelocked on the Black
base, and that was the end of the game.

Pabrino's potentia asthe player who would inscribe the Spirit of Singing Port's namein history was
once again confirmed. Jak was certain that Pabrino was better than the best gen school playersin the
Hive, maybe agreat dedl better, and said so asthey emerged from their vivsuits, damp and acrid with
Swedt.

Both laughing with relief, they gulped the fruit drinks that Piaro held out to them. The other bachelors
crowded around to shake hands, thump backs, and generaly cele-brate aday when they all did
something unusud. "1'd like to play you afew moretimes,” Jak said, "but | don't speck anyone will bet on

meagan.”

"Just having anew opponent isgreet,” Pabrino said, pushing adamp mess of black hair off hisforehead.
"Fewer predictable tricks. Best fight I've had in more than ayear. It would be great to do thisa couple
moretimes.

Brill handed them each awet towel, and they mopped their faces and exposed skin withit. Thisisa



good start but | sure hope therestime for ared shower before din-ner,” Jak said.

Piaro nodded. "More time than you'd think. This hap-pensto be one of the scheduled days for familiesto
edat together. And by request of my family—I tried to warn them, redly | did, but they wouldn't
listen—you're eat-ing with mine. That'sin about an hour and ahaf, so grab your kit, go get showered
and presentable, and I'll come by your stateroom and pick you up.”

"Y ou've never even talked about your family,” Jek said.

"Wadll, alot of times, on shipboard, you don't. Most ways your workmates and your messmates have a
big-ger impact on your life. But family countsfor some-thing, and asit happensI've got one. The
regulation one mother and one father, plus atwin sister who would have murdered meif | hadn't brought
you to dinner. She hasthisideathat you're going to be inter-esting.”

Jak grinned. "What if | am?'

"Then my sster iseven dumber than I've dways thought. Thisis someone who—well, never mind. If |
gart telling stories about her, shell start telling them about me, and though mine about her are the
absolute and completely humiliating truth, hers about me are atiny grain of truth wrapped in such athick
shroud of ex-aggeration and fabrication that... oh, well. Best not to start. So, anyway, Phrysaba wantsto
meet you, and you're coming, tove. | promise somehow I'll makeit up to you."

Jak couldn't imagine what was o interesting about himself, but he went off to the stlateroom whistling
any-way, and made sure he smelled and looked good. After al, femae attention isflattering regardless of
the fe-male, he reasoned to himsdf, and it had been awhile since hed had any, and even though Piaro
apparently didn't get along with hissigter, dl the same she was probably no worse than abit on the plain
side, or maybe whiny or rude, and Piaro was agood tove and Jak could be charming and pleasant, to
help out afriend.

Jak was about as unprepared for Phrysaba as it was possible to be, because it had never occurred to
him that a brother might be so biased againgt his Sster, and so he had thought Piaro's account must be
somewherein the neighborhood of redlity, at least. With thewide array of opportunities on the Hive, and
the very early opportuni-ties to have one's own life and explore one's own inter-ests, sbling rivary israre
and mild there. But on shipboard, with every position up for grabs and life tightly controlled, jockeying
for position within the fam-ily isas natura as scratching an itch, and about as hard to learn not todo in
public. So Piaro had been anything but an objective reporter.

Later, Jak thought that perhaps he should have guessed anyway. Piaro was a good-looking heet; how
terrible could his sster be? Ship's companies are dmaost uni-formly brainy due to the combination of
self-selection, genetic modification, early stimulation, and constant so-cial pressure; Phrysabawas
competing, in that smart ag-gressive pool, for apost as an astrogator. Asafuture rigging chief, Piaro had
the native perfect mannersthat are anecessity for people who live in close quarters and meet strangers
often; Phrysaba added an upper-class, of-ficer's polish to them.

But dthough in hindsight Jek reslized he should have expected Phrysabato be aremarkable and
interesting person, and quite likely beautiful, in fact the revelation hit him like adark meteor from ahigh
orbit. About three minutes after politely meeting Dolegan Fears-the-Stars, Piaro's father, who shook
Jak's hand and said aword or two of welcome before pulling up a ship'sfinancia records screen at the
table, and lessthan a minute after meeting Laris Fears-the-Stars, Piaro's mother, who ap-peared to be
bored and was doing something on her screen dl through dinner, Jak found himself gazing into Phrysaba's
eyes, feding what he dways did when his heart was grabbed—s multaneoudy like the luckiest heet alive
and like the biggest gweetz the human race had ever produced.



Shewas dim and taller than average; she had the sort of sharp, clear features that seem to express every
pass-ing feding. Her skin was adightly deeper brown than Piaro's, her eyes alittle less wideset, but the
family jaw and eyebrows were unmistakable, and they graced her asif some wise genie had chosen them
specidly. She laughed only when things were funny, smiled asif the world were congtantly singing-on the
way shewanted it to be, and asked the sort of question that quickly con-verted Jak from feding like a
babbling gwesetz to the dis-covery that he was amore interesting fellow than held ever thought he could
be.

Toward the end of dinner, Phrysabaturned to Piaro and said, "Y ou'reright, helll do just fine."
Piaro sghed. "Hed better, you have him hypnotized by now, Sis™”

Jak was trying to frame the question when Piaro ex-plained, "It'sthe time of year for the Exchange
Dance. Basicdly because there's so few of us on the ships, peo-ple tend to get paired up and stay that
way even though they may not be crazy about each other. So at the Ex-change Dance you go and dance
with everyone except your date—old-style ballroom dancing, so that everyone getsto talk. Theideais
that it provides ardatively pain-lessway for peopleto get out of arrangements that might no longer suit
them, but that they've beenin for years. Wdll, as it happens, Phrysaba doesn't have a mekko and never
has, and the ship is short of heets her age, so she needs someone to go to a dance with her and not
dance with her, so that she can see about stealing someone €l se's mekko.”

"Thatis not the purpose. | just want to go and it's bad form to go without a date and everyone elsein my
classhasadate and isgoing and—"

Piaro raised hishands asif being held at gunpoint. ™Y ou see what happens. | try to help her socid life and
she getsviolent—"

"The only way you'd ever help my socid life would beif you spread the rumor that you were adopted!

Jak watched the two of them bicker for severd min-utes; he was starting to dak that thiswas how the
twins were affectionate with each other. Probably anyone who was silly enough to harm one of them
would be dead at the hands of the other, amost ingtantly.

"Uh, by the way, the answer isyes," Jak said, when he judged that their score was about even; she had
just told Piaro that looking at him made her wonder why Mother hadn't esten her young, and hed
indignantly replied that undoubtedly sheld thought about eating Phrysaba, but refrained for fear of being
jpoi soned.

The two of them stopped and stared at Jak.

"The answer isyes," hesaid. "Y ou were leading up to the idea of my escorting Phrysabato the Exchange
Dance, masen? So | was saying yes.”

"You're supposed to ask her, tove," Piaro said. "And then she hasto consder.”

Jak shrugged. Sib had thumped it into him any num-ber of timesthat customs were not amatter of
making or not-making sense; they were ameatter of playing the game or not. After al, which "makes more
sensg'—only touching the ball with your handsin basketbdl, or never touching the bal with your handsin
soccer? "Wdll, then," Jak said, "give me some help and guidance here. Isthere aformal way to ask?
Anything | haveto do while asking?'

Phrysabagot a strange gleam in her eye. "Well, it's customary to stand on one foot with your hands over
your ears and al the pockets on your coverall turned inside out. And the family likes to have a picture of



that—"
llggll
"Okay. Okay. Just thinking of the fun we could have. Actudly, no, you just ask."

"Not quite. Y ou aso haveto pay her one or two redly flowery compliments,” Piaro said. She glared at
him. "And that's not a prank.”

"No, but it'sembarrassing. | was hoping to skip it.”

Without looking up from her computer screen or rais-ing her voice, Larissaid, "Go al the way around
the orbit or don't even chart it, Phrysaba. If you want to be asked according to custom, then be asked
according to custom. If you want to skip over parts, then let the young man make up his own way and
don't hold him to custom. No picking and choosing.”

"Y es, Mother," Phrysabalooked down asif she'd been bawled out.

After an awkward pause, Jak said, "Well, then, Phrys-aba, you are so beautiful that | can barely think at
al when I'm looking at you, and you have completely fas-cinated and charmed me the whole time weve
been talk-ing, and | would be deeply honored if | could escort you to the Exchange Dance.”

She seemed to choke up—he hoped from the extrava-gance of the compliment, and not some gaffe hed
made—and said, "l will haveto consider. I'll have my brother carry word of my decision to you."

"Didit, Ss, did it! Just likearegular person! Anyone who didn't know you would never know what a
gwesetz you are, toktru!" Piaro exclaimed.

Even their parents laughed. Somehow that broke theice. Within afew minutes, Jak was once again
com-pletely enthraled by Phrysaba

Afterward he knew that he must have eaten the rest of dinner only because he wasfull, that Piaro was
there only because the two of them went to one of the can-teensfor coffee and conversation after, that
he had said good night to Phrysaba because he remembered her warm sad smile. And he knew he had a
problem. He was supposed to be rescuing Sesh, not falling in love with another girl.

Two days later, he was playing dodec handball with Piaro, a game at which they were very evenly
matched, and both of them were beginning to pant and to shake off swest that hung in the air for many
seconds thanks to the microgravity. "I fed likeI'm bresthing liquid me," Piaro said. "Liketo take a break,
or better yet just quit?’

"Toktru, yeah, one or the other, and I'm starting to like quitting.” Jak pulled up his shirt to wipe his
drenched face; when he dropped the shirt back it was soaking. "If nothing elsethistrip is getting meinto
the best shape of my life, which isgoing to be handy if | end up spending months under house arrest on
Eath."

"Y eah. Given what afull gravity fedslike, and what it doesto your joints and muscles, no wonder people
moved off the Earth as soon asthey could.” Piaro stretched and said, "I'd say awarm soak and some
coldjuice?"

Jak nodded. " Sounds good.”

Passengersrarely used the ship's Public Baths. Those from the Hive, thericher parts of the Aerie, and the
min-ing colonies generaly had strong privacy taboos, and people from planets and larger moons got



seasick in the doshing of the warm low-gravity tanks. Jak had discov-ered, the first time Brill and Clevis
had invited him, that his psyche was gpparently missing the modesty compo-nent of hishome culture, and
the dow, gentle rocking of the big warm tank of water worked miracles on tired, sore muscles. Now he
preferred the Public Baths to the awkward shower in his stateroom.

The two toves left their clothes on a bench and wan-dered among the dwarf trees that surrounded the
bathing pool; generations of developing the perfect graft host had brought about tree trunks Straight asa
post, on which grew branches of adozen fruits. After picking and pay-ing for an apple, apeach, and a
mango, Jak tossed them into the juicer, selected the temperature, and threw the switch. After abrief
ghriek of machinery, his pitcher of ice-cold juice emerged.

As he settled into the bathing pool beside Piaro, he said, "Y ou live afinelife on the ships. I'm sarting to
wish | had the mathap to join the Spatia; this hasto be better than push-ups and rifle cleaning.”

Piaro shrugged. " Spatia ships are tighter, more rules and more enforcement and al, than free merchants
like us, but supposedly they have better amenities. Aslong as you don't count not getting blown up as
amenity.”

Hetook asip of his own banana-orange mix and said, "And actudly, in kind of aroundabout way, we
might be able to help you with getting into the Spatia, ong with resolving an awkward socid problem.”
He stretched again and said, "Oh, that's good on the shoul-ders.”

For along while, the two stretched and scrubbed, till at last Piaro said, "It so happensthat my sister
found three separate occasions to talk to me yesterday.”

"That'sunusud?'

"Threein amonth would be unusud. This was bizarre. We're better friends than we let on but were
headed for different rolesin life and we don't have much to talk about. Furthermore, al three
conversations were about trivial matters. Further-furthermore, each trivia matter then led around to a
sngletopic, which was you, old pizo. Don't ask me why, there's no accounting for taste, but | think
Phrysabatoktru likes you. And she seemsto also redlly like the fact that you're off to hero-icaly rescue
that princess, too—she won't et me make jokes about 'heroic house arrest’ or you being a'heroic errand
boy' anymore—and to me, anyway, it makes no sense, because if she has a crush on you, that's more
than problem enough, and if you add in that you're obligated to this other girl, it makes everything
completely impos-sible. But somehow you've made a big impression, and Phrysaba's never been redly
strongly interested in any particular heet before. And | bet you know that that's going to be trouble if
anyone older than us noticesit."

Jak didn't quite know what to do or say. Hisfriend dakked it sSinging-on that this was going to be trouble.
And he had no business getting involved with agirl on thistrip, especialy not when the whole point of it
was to rescue Sesh, who was probably languishing in aprison cell right now, or at least being forced to
hang around in agarden with a heet she didn't like, which, for Sesh, was practically the same thing. So
the entire Situation was a disaster, and he had to hope Piaro had thought of away out.

On the other hand, his heart was legping up for pure happiness. What could that mean?

"Wel," Piaro said, "thelast | knew you were planning on joining the Hive Army—assuming that for the
next few years your occupation isn't ‘prisoner’ or 'hostage— but asfar as| know nobody prefersthe
Army to the Spatid if they can get into the Spatid, masen? So you don't have one of the gps. Well, did
you know that if you earn United Association of Spacecrew points, that givesyou aleg up for joining the
Spatid?'



"Y eah, but the UAS is even harder to get into than the Spatid. It's considerably harder to get into than
the Hive's PSA, which | didn't get into, which iswhere dl the trouble sarted in the first place.”

"It'sharder to get into if you walk into the UAS office in the Hive, or connect via net, and apply. But
UAS wants everyone who works in space to have aunion card. And on every union ship, if anyone
wants to work, there's dwayswork, and there's alwaystraining avail-able. So if you applied to work on
generd labor for the Spirit of Snging Port, you'd be able to get both work and training—about as
much of both as you wanted— and work is good for UAS points and training isgood for lots of UAS
points. Y ou'd need about six voyages before you could join as afull-ranked voting member, but any
pointsat al count very strongly toward your application to the Spatia, and if you worked this voyage and
the one back to the Hive, especialy if that's along one, my guessisyou'd be pretty nearly certain of
getting into the Spatid. Or if you didn't want to do that but you found out you liked sunsailing, well, with a
provo membership and that many points, you could probably ship out from the Hive within ayear or
so—they give some extra con-sideration to anyone trying to earn his permanent card.”

"Toktru? To tell you the truth, even with al you toves being so nice and inviting mefor dl therec and
games stuff, I'm pretty bored, and it would be great to have moreto do.”

"Don't mention that around the ship's shrink when you interview with him—they don't let insane people
work. But | supposein the abstract | can kind of under-stand how you might fedl that way." Piaro drank
again, stretched, and said, "'l assume you see that besides maybe helping you get into the Spatid, there's
the other advantage, which applies right now. It gets you and Phrysabaout of al kinds of trouble.
Anything between a passenger and acrewieisfrowned on, even just asocid friendship. But if it looked
like you intended to be a crewie someday ... then you and Phrysaba could spend time together, and |
don't speck people would disap-prove. Better for my family, better for you, even better for my sster.”

"But if shesaready, urn, infatuated, and especidly if you think it's not going to work out—"

"I havefaith in both of you, Jak. Y ou're about the most unromantic heet I've ever seen, and she's about
as romantic as they makelem. Two weeks of being mekko and demmy and the two of you won't be able
to stand the sight of each other. Just be nice about it if you decide to dump her; | know shelll be kind if
she dumps you. Want to towd off and drift toward mess?"'

After dinner, Jak was at |oose ends; dl the crew his own age happened to be working that shift. He
wasn't going to make acomplex Stuation worse by trying to contact Phrysaba. After admitting to himsalf
that there wasn't much that was fun to do, just now, he went back to his stateroom, got into his pgjamas,
and rummaged around in his bag. He found his purse wadded up in the bottom, where he'd tossed it the
first chance he got, and pulled it on to hisleft hand, making sure hisfingers moved fredy and that it felt
comfortable on his pam, fastening the stragps around hiswrigt, flexing to wakeit up. He darkened the
room, and said, "Bring up news ac-cess."

"Now you tdl me," the purse said. "Y ou haven't wanted that in years. I'll haveto get al kinds of modules
that | deleted years ago, and reorganize memory. Thisisgoing to take afull minute and you'll probably
repri-mand mefor it. Greet."

Jak fingered the pain button, just above hiswridt, Sg-nificantly.

"All right, al right, dl right. I'm getting it. | wasjust telling you it would take sometime,” the purse said.
"You'rejust very hard to predict. I've dmost got it. And will you want it dl projected on the wall?!

"Ya’],"

"And will you need thismore in the near future?"



"Toktru."

"All right. Then | have to do a couple more things with memory before | can get started. Please don't zep
me. I'll get it asfast asl can.”

"Doit." Jak wondered idly if apursethat liked you, like Dujuv's, was better than this, or even worse for
chat-tering.

The news access brought ashock. Uncle Sib had told him not to expect to find much, because after all
Sesh was being held in secret and probably word would not leak out for along time, if ever. But to his
surprise, he found ninety-two storiesimmediately, most of them ref-erencing an initid story by Mreek
Sinda, who had been a Centrifuge, working on afashion-and-art piece about Y 4UB, when her cameras
and microphones had picked up Sesh's kidnapping. Across the following weeks, sheld donea
commendable job of digging up the rest of the story—that Princess Shyf had been living as Sesh
Kirop-ing, who the friends who tried to rescue her were, and so forth. And now half adozen rivas of
Mreek Sindawere aso doing followups.

Jak sat scratching his head. It was funny how news re-porting could change what everything meant, even
when it did get the facts snging-on. If he hadn't known it was himself and Duj, hed have thought they
were a couple of heroic toves, toktru. On the other hand, he winced when he saw the malphs hold
himsalf and Duj, unconscious and spread-eagled, and swiftly and effi-ciently do the damage that had put
him into aregenera-tion ward. There are many good thingsto be said for style and mastery of craft, but
they don't apply to al crafts.

Furthermore, Mreek Sinda had eventually established that he was on hisway to Earth and that hewas
proba-bly carrying a secret back-channe message from Green-world to Uranium. So she had managed
to penetrate to severa different places where Uncle Sib had planted the primary cover.

Her most recent stories, and those of her competitors, focused on the reaction in Greenworld—Jak
noted that Sesh really did resemble King Scaboron. Mostly the news from Greenworld consisted of
diplomats saying that the situation was grave, that Uranium had behaved badly or at the least that one of
itsducal house had, that the whole situation had to be watched carefully and that this was the most
serious kind of matter in diplomacy, and that Smultaneoudy there was nothing to worry about, everything
was being taken care of, it would al turn out fine, and any speculation about a diplomatic rupture, let
aoneamilitary intervention, most especidly let done awar, would be completdly irresponsible and had
no basisinredlity.

Wi, at least this explained some of the hero-worship he was getting from Phrysaba; if held tried to look
her up and found something like this, he'd have been impressed too.

It didn't seem to him that it would affect his mission much; after al, when he arrived at Fermi, hewas
sup-posed to try to contact Psim Cofinalez's household, aswell asthe public affairs office of the Palace
of Uranium, and proceed asif hereally were mainly concerned with ddlivering hismessage. And it was
kind of flattering aslong as he remembered not to believe it—Mreek Sindas reporting made him sound
like someoneinteresting.

Of course, with tens of thousands of news sources and millions of different-interest readers, most people
would never know about him, but afew tens of thousands of people around the solar system might be
impressed, and you never knew, one of them might be able to do him some good.

He decided to give Uncle Sib acal and see what he thought of the idea of gpplying to work on the Spirit
of Snging Port. It would beat being continually bored, but maybe there was some aspect Jak was
overlooking.



Sib'sreaction was straightforward. "Old pizo, you are being had. But it'sreally good for you and | think
you should go dong with it."

"What do you mean, had?' No such thought had oc-curred to Jak; he drummed hisfingersimpatiently on
the communications desk while he waited for Uncle Sb'simageto go from atill pictureto motion again.

"—ship's crews aways have gender balance prob-lems,” Sib said, after theradio lag. The detector that
took it back to motion when you spoke never seemed to work quite perfectly, so haf of theinitia "sh"
had been cut off. "It's an effect of having asmall population. They don't want to lose ship-raised people,
who arefar too vauable, so they haveto find potential mates for them who might want to move
shipboard. And they very often recruit passengers. They're going to offer you aposition asacupvy, and |
srongly suggest that you takeit. First of dl, your friend istelling you the truth—it's your way into the
Spatid, which isworlds better than being stuck in the Army. The Hive Spatid isjust about eighty
per-cent union anyway, So you can even get more union points during your hitch. You could end up asa
crewie, which, asyou've noticed, isnot abad life, and besides it might be agood placeto beif you
decideto join that so-ria club your aunt and | belong to. And you did want to travel. Okay, now you ask
questions." Aningant later hisface frozeinto astill photo.

Jak had the odd thought that Uncle Sib might be doing anything right now during the radio lag, but after
al, just nine daysinto the voyage, thelag was ill less than aminute. Probably Sib was only scratching or
gpping hiscoffee.

Jak shook himsdlf out of hisreverie and asked, "What's a cupvy? And if it's such agood dedl, why are
they tryingto trick meinto it?"

About ten long seconds later, the time for the radio message to get back and forth, Uncle Sib'sface
moved again. "—C-U-P-V, Crew, Unpaid, Passenger, Volunteer. They'll tease you about it and there
are dozens of CUPV jokesyoul'l hear, but half the space crew families on the sunclippers started out that
way, and you'l befineif you just take it in agood spirit. It's basicaly affectionate; crewiesthink theirsis
the best lifein the solar system (they do have acase) and they only invite people they likeinto it.

"And that's the answer to your other question. They weren't trying to trick you, exactly. They'rejust
aware that because they lead highly regulated lives, and most people who can afford to travel in space as
passengers don't lead highly regulated lives, their way of life might seem very strange and unpleasant to
you. So they try to give you the chance to see what you might like about it, but they're nervous about the
subject because they know that S0 many noncrewie people have neither the sense of responsibility nor
the dedication to redlly learn the lifestyle, you see? But you might. Y ou haven't been raised asa spoiled
brat, like most people with your ad-vantages. I've tried to make sure that you know about doing what
needs doing when it needs to be done. So you should have more than enough sdlf-disciplineto fit into
their culture, if that's what you want." Sib looked down and licked his upper lip; for amoment Jak
thought he was about to ask for more questions, but then he redlized it was the way Sib aways|ooked
when he was about to ask something awkward. "Uh, just to check here... | suppose I'm just kind of
wondering if things have changed at dl... by any chanceistherearedly lovely, intdligent, charming
young woman in-volved in this process?' Hisimage froze; Jak'sturnto talk.

Jak couldn't help laughing, and immediately told Sib al about Phrysaba. "' So she'sjust bait for acquiring
new crewies? She and her brother seemed like such tokiru toves!” Jak said to the motionlessimage of his
unclesface.

After thelong lag, Sib looked precessed. "Not at dl! Asl said, it'snot atrick! They wouldn't be doing
thisif they didn't redly like you and want to share their way of lifewith you. Y ou redlly should fed
flattered, honored, and welcome, and it's absolutely afriendly thing they're doing—you're not being



shanghaied or press-ganged, honestly!

"| was about to point out one more advantage, was al. After al, once you get Princess Shyf out of her
predica-ment, you must redize that she can hardly come back to the Hive for awhile—her cover hereis
blown, and any-way agents of Uranium might well try another kidnap-ping. So she'sgoing to haveto
spend at least along time, until things cool down or agreements are worked out, back at the family
paacein Greenworld. It waskind of time for that anyway—she needed to get much more ac-quainted
with her family, and the palitics, and the court traditions. And | do know how fond of her you redlly are
and that no matter what, even if she were to decide she wanted you as one of her consorts and you were
to ac-cept, it'sgoing to be afew years. So | was sort of hop-ing that... well, you're ahedlthy young man,
and you know, pizo, there's one thing that always hel ps a broken heart recover—"

Jak grinned. "Uncle Sib," he said, "you've sold me on the advantages, toktru, but having you worry about
my lovelifeisfar too weird. All right, I speck you've told me everything | needed to know." They chatted
for afew minutes, Sib gave him the gossip from home, and Jak talked about the strangeness of being a
minor star of the news.

When they disconnected, Jak immediately called up the appropriate screens and signed on asaCUPV.
Before he went to deep that night, he had aready been issued two old coverdlsthat didn't quitefit right,
each with"CUPV" printed on the chest and back, in the large block letters that Jak associated with
convicts, plusaUAS Points Log to clip to the breast pocket, and a schedule of shifts. The next morning,
when heroseto go to hisfirst shift, he found that he had amessage from Phrysaba, inviting him for coffee
that night. It felt like the world wasfdling into place.

Chapter 6
There's Always Gold in Mercury

Within an hour of reporting for work, Jak was bound-ing down an auxiliary propulsion tube about three
meters across, pulling out panels that had detectable rough spots and replacing them with new, smooth
panels. Theinter-esting technicd part of it was that you were only sup-posed to touch the sides on panels
that had been identified as rough and were about to be replaced.

In the abstract, Jak waswell awarethat if it had not been him, it would have been some shipborn
ten-year-old, who would no doubt have been much less awkward and much quicker, not to mention also
not spoiling two smooth pandls early on by dipping and missing. But having to stay in the moment to get it
donefelt great. The rush of trying to drop aquarter kilometer in .02 g, in avery precise pattern aming to
hit the eight points where sprites danced on the surface, dl the while carrying the ultraightweight
replacement panel with him, challenged and exhilarated him. After oneinitial bad drop that spoiled a
panel—the shift chief, Lewo Treadora, seemed almost to expect it, and was not the least bit unkind
about it—Jak enjoyed the complexity and precision of the task, the way in which hisown skill

developed, and perhaps most of al the thought that he was doing some-thing that might matter.

After Jak put the last panel before bregk in place, hefdt like held finally done a singing-on job. Lewo
sad, "All right, nicework. Thetruthis, that's some of the best I've seen from aCUPV, and it'sjust your
first day, so by the end of the voyage, | think we ought to be able to make amoderately clumsy,
not-too-dangerous rigger out of you."

Jak took that as the compliment it was and asked, "If you could, do you suppose you could tell mewhy |
was doing that?"

"Well, redly it wasto let me see whether you had the coordination, the aptitude, and most of al the
willing-nessto learn. A certain number of CUPV s don't want to do jobs that are tedious, or take



concentration, or aren't glamorous or demanding or exciting enough. If you're not willing to do what one
of our children has been doing for years, and try to become as automatically good at it as one of the
children, then | need to know that so | can shunt you off to harmlessand trivial things. And sofar,
anyway, you pass that aspect of the test with your screen solid green; I'm going to fed pretty confi-dent
about putting you into jobs that matter that aren't necessarily the most fun but are where you can learn the
craft fastest.”

Jak nodded. "Thank you, but what | meant was—why do we replace pandlsfor being rough?’

Lewo laughed. "And | thought it was a philosophical matter. | wasjust about to give you my whole
philoso-phy of education.” He laughed again. Do you know what an auxiliary propulsion tube does?”

"Propesauxiliaries?"

"Not abad guess, which iswhat | say when you're completely wrong but I'm not going to make fun of
you about it. When we need extra thrust, we open the tube to vacuum at one end or the other, pointitin
some direc-tion, squirt in some charged propulsion particles (high-energy protons, fission eectronsfrom
the ship'sreactor, sometimes hard alpha), put alike charge on the walls of the tube, and pump current
through the big coil that sur-rounds this tube on the outside, to set up amagnetic field running through the
tube pardle to thewalls. Basicdly it's one of about two hundred nozzlesfor theion rocket. Very smdl
errorsin the surface can create turbulence in the flow, which can rob us of abig percentage of the power,
which isbad. Panels get rough from chemical processes, dust, al sorts of things, but it's so cheap for the
nanos to make more that we just replace and recycle constantly. So you made two kids day, today, two
of my nine-year-olds, because they do thisevery day al day long."

Jak looked at the shift clock. "So, making awild guess, | bet there are some more tubes I'm supposed to
do?'

Lewo beamed at him. "1 see budding executive mate-rial aready.”

After thethird tube that day, the job might have got-ten dull, but Jak tried to focus on doing it well.
Besides, once Lewo mentioned that the nine-year-olds could do atube in less than haf an hour, whereas
it was taking Jak about an hour and ten minutes, it gave him some-thing to shoot for. As Jak finished his
last, fourth tube for the day, and signaled the robot to haul him up the center, he was pleased to see that
he had finally done one in less than an hour. Do you happen to know," he asked Lewo, "if thisiswhat I'll
be assigned to again to-morrow? I'm kind of hoping so, because I'd like to get good at it."

"Eh?' Lewo looked startled, and then suddenly grinned. "1 can't quite believe you asked that. Oh my,
pizo, you are arare breed.”

"I'm sorry, did | ask—"

"Not at dl. The other, hidden part of the work assign-ments| giveisthat they help most passengersfind
out that being a crewie on shift isdull hard work, for the most part. Probably three-quarters of CUPV's
they send me quit after thefirst day, pretty much dl after the sec-ond. The usua question is about how
soon they can steer the ship or something silly like that. So, dl right then. Y ou're on tube duty for awhile,
till you're good at it." From the way Lewo smiled and shook his head as he made the entry, Jak had to
conclude that somehow, what he had said must be singing-on what he ought to have said.

He went to his offshift workouts—Disciplines spar-ring with Clevis, who was week at it but agood sport
and much better than just working out againgt the machine— feding alittle tired, with hismusclesjust not
quite what they usually were due to the unaccustomed ways of using them. It felt good, and the Public
Baths after wereredly lovely. Jak wasn't sure that he'd want to be acrewie for therest of hislife, but he



was finding the pos-sbility hard to dismiss.

Also, hewasn't sure, but it felt like the atmosphere in the Bachelors Mess was subtly different; word gets
around fagt in asmal community, and perhaps Lewo had said something or other that had indicated how
pleased he was with Jak'swork. Or then again, perhaps Jak had just felt alittle guilty before about doing
no work when everyone else did, and now he didn't, and therefore the difference wasin him and not in
his messmates. What-ever the reason, he felt more accepted, more like some-one who bel onged there
and lesslike aguest, and heliked that fedling, as hetried to explain to Phrysaba over coffee that evening.

"It'sstrange,” she said, "how some problems can beinvisibletill you get to see them in other people. All
of us here have been accepted our whole lives—I| mean, not necessarily liked, there are some pretty
bitter feelings here and there—but I've never had to fed like | wasn't part of the Spirit, or if | quarreled
with someone, 1'd never hear from them." She ran a hand through her short hair and said, "' So how did
you end up with a princess, again?'

"| told you, she didn't seem that different from anyone el'se. Smarter and prettier than any other girl |
know, of course, kindhearted and loyal, and she had the good taste to be interested in me—"

One reason why Jak felt less guilt about his Situation was that Sesh was one of Phrysabasfavorite
subjects of conversation. Her other favorites, in no particular order, were the complexity of optimizing a
course for maxi-mum revenue, what to wear for the Exchange Dance, how niceit wasto talk with
someone who cared about her fedings, thefailings of her brother as ahuman being, and what an absolute
pain projective geometry in which you brought seven dimensions down to the usua four was; unlike
Piaro, she dill had some years of academic study ahead of her.

Piaro had told him that his Sster was generdly quite shy and reserved, but Jak noticed after awhile that
he was having a hard time getting aword in; well, very likely apart of hisattraction to her wasthat he
waswilling to listen. Or at least to look into her eyesin away that a most anyone would mistake for
listening. Thelast time he had been paying attention, she had been talking about the difficulty of an
exercise shewas working through in numerical Smulationstraining; now the subject seemed to have
switched to whether, in the much-less-fashionable world of the Spirit of Snging Port, it wastime yet to
introduce the asymmet-ric fashions that had been common in the Hive for the better part of a decade,
and especidly whether she could possibly be thefirst girl on board to get away with wearing gozzies.

Jak went to his bunk that night alittle less enamored and alittle more confused; he redly didn't know
what to make of Phrysaba.

A few days later, after their shifts and after adozen or so rounds of Disciplines sparring, Piaro and Jak
were catching their breaths and contemplating whether or not they wanted to go any more rounds.
"How'sthework going?' Piaro asked. "Lewo specksyou'redoing al right.”

"That'swhat hetells me, too, so either he's maintain-ing aconsstent sory, or I'm doing al right. I'm off
propulsion tubes and out in an evasuit, now, defouling lines. It's scarier but the chalengeisnice.”

"Y eah, we lost aseven-year-old a couple of years ago doing that. Brill's cousin, | don't remember his
name. Poor kid never did take to being swatted, and he was try-ing to jolt one of the mountings up and
down, just throw-ing the lever back and forth—which they tell you to only do in emergencies—because
it waslate in his shift, and | suppose he didn't want to take the car ahundred or two hundred kilometers
up toward the sailsto free up afuse point so he could replace the lines.”

Themonaosl linesthat connected the sunclipper to itsarray of continent-sized shrouds were astonishing
for their ratio of strength to weight, but over time they tended to | ose the one-atom-thick coat of
hydrogen atoms that kept them from sticking to each other. Once enough hydrogen atomswere o,



when two lines bumped, they fused, with a strength far greater than any-one could separate, and left to
themsdves, al thelineswould eventudly have ended up as atangled mass of fused spaghetti, collapsing
the sails and leaving the sun-clipper helplessin space. A typica fuse point would grow from a centimeter
to afew kilometers long within an hour, so they were not something to neglect, and had to be dealt with
immediately. Hence, whenever two linesfused, it was necessary to go out to where they had joined, fuse
two long patching pieces onto the lines somewhere on the sunclipper side of the fuse point, go over the
fusion to where the lines separated again on the sail Sde, fuse the ends of the repair piecesto thelines
there, and finally cut away the ruined piece of monaosil, winding it onto aspool for recycling.

In an emergency, it was sometimes possible, by yank-ing on the two lines, to cause the fused linesto
break apart, usudly leaving one of them functiona and the other dangling, and to fix the latter with a
smpler, easer procedure that didn't involve going out. It made for adoppy joint, left aweak spot in one
line, and sometimes smply didn't work, and you weren't supposed to do that.

"So what happened to him?"

"Oh. Well, it was nasty. He got caught jouncing, so he was about to take awhack on the head, when he
un-dipped from the safety lines and tried to run away. But, you know, on a cable platform—maybe three
dozen monosi| cables under tension—and being unclipped, and panicking, he kicked kind of hard, and he
salled right acrossamonosi| cable.”

"Errggh." Jak felt sck. Monosi| cables weren't much thicker than a dozen strands of DNA; they would go
through metd like acheese dicer through butter.

"It must've been pretty quick. Hewas cut in haf prob-ably before he knew it, and out in the vacuum, the
ex-plosive decompression from all those open organs and blood vessals would have made sure he was
unconscious an ingtant later. It aso propelled him away from the ship—so asfar as anyone knows, he's
gl out therein acometary orbit, on hisway to somewhere up beyond Pluto, coming back into the lower
system in afew hun-dred years."

"| dill can't believe you havelittle kids doing that kind of work."

Piaro shrugged. "Mogt of them learn. Precticaly all. But for every environment, there are people who
can't or won't function in it—or at least observably don't. Thiskid was awaysin trouble from the
moment he could talk and move; he aways acted like he thought the rules were there because adults
were mean, like people hit him for fun or because they didn't like him, likeif hejust whined about it then
everything would change to the way he wanted it to be. | have no idea how he cameto be that way. He
wasn't raised any different from any other kid." Piaro paused to stretch and said, "Wow, you redly got a
good shot into my ribslast time; | think you didn't pull it as much asyou might have.”

"Sorry, my mistake," Jak said, "l just plain migudged. | hope you're not hurt.”

"Not badly. Y ou pulled it most of theway. And at least after the Exchange Dance, when everyone's
sneaking into corners, | can offer to show someone my celebrity bruises." He breathed deeply a couple
moretimes. "What the hell wasthat poor little gweetz's name?| can't remember. Anyway, | had to watch
him afew times, and asfar as| could tell heredly did think the whole world was some weird game that
wewered| playing to exclude and hurt him, and he seemed to think that dl of us could just changeit for
him, but we were refusing out of pure nastiness.

"I don't think he ever dakked that his environment was dangerous—and that's the sort of problem that
the environment isredlly good at fixing, unfortunately.”" He bent forward over his crossed legs, pushing
down to stretch his back and hamstrings, and added, "And if nothing elseit makes agood story totell to
other kids and to CUPV's. We might lose acrew member every other year to accidental death, and we



get a serious in-jury more often than that, just due to people being on en-tropy's bad side, and that's bad
enough, without adding stupidity and mulishnessto the mix."

"I wouldn't think that people who were so careful would worry about getting caught on the bad side of
en-tropy.”

"Oh, thereis such athing as pure bad luck and un-fortunate coincidence and dl that. But, if we thought or
talked about it too much wed al be too afraid to work, masen? Pabrino's dad got killed when ahidden
defect in apropulsion tube gave him aburst of ultrahard alpha. No way anyone could have known that
would happen. It'sjust that mostly what luck you have, you make, and that's important to remember, so
that you keep making it."

"Just now | don't think | could forget." Jak shook hishead. "Y ou know, | redlize it was for good reasons,
but you al probably redly did didike that poor kid, after awhile, since hefitin so badly.”

"I supposewe did. And he might have sensed that. But we were also trying to keep him from dying the
way hedid. Look, | didn't mean to bring up anything so gloomy; | just wanted to make sure you don't get
too enthusiastic and become cardless. Since you seem to redlly like working shipboard, Lewo deputized
meto talk with you about it. Really, he's doing it because he's impressed, and because he specksyou
might stick with it and become acrewie, and you need to be agood one."

"| appreciate that, but | haven't been carelessyet, | don't think—at least he hasn't said aword about it—"

"1 guess he waslooking through your vitaand he found the thing about you climbing the light shaft, and
started to think maybe you were more reckless than you looked.”

"Wedll, | haveto admit it was pretty stupid of meto get involved in that, so | can understand his concern.”
Jak smiled, hoping to get the subject changed; he had a fed-ing that the light shaft incident would be with
him for along time. "All the same, | have to say that dangers and gloominessand dl, | like being a
CUPV. It's better than just being a passenger—I don't know what 1'd have done with al that timeif you
and your friends hadn't gotten meinto this."

Piaro seemed to hesitate for amoment and then said, "'l should probably confess. There's something |
didn't tell you about because | was afraid of scaring you off. Nothing awful, wedl livewith it regularly,
but in dl fairness you should have known before you decided to sign up, and | guess now, asweve
gotten to be better friends, I'm starting to think you probably do have aright to know, right now, while
theres till plenty of timeto just go back to being a passenger. Have you heard everyone grumbling about
the cargo switch a Mer-cury?'

"Once or twice. Since there seemed to be need for generd labor, and since | don't have anything like
enough pointsto stay out of the pool for the jobs nobody wants, | just signed up for GL for that whole
period. Lewo says|'ll redlly learn what being acrewieisall about."

"Oh, no! Well, you'll certainly learn that. But | didn't tell you, and | should have, and now you're going to
hate me."

"How much am | going to hate you?' Jak was think-ing that he could aways suggest that they do some
more sparring, depending on just what he was about to hear.

Piaro sighed. "It'sjust that when we do cargo switch a Mercury, we do it on the loop. It takes the whole
crew working to do it—about twenty-four hoursto set up, three hours of pure screaming madness for
the switch, and then another four hoursfor safe shutdown. Mercury needs everything and they export
stuff that everyone needs, and the ship only earns money when stuff transfers, so at Mercury we



practically empty the hold and refill it. Most of the crew gets very little deep and only occasiona meals
during that time, but the GLs—like you're going to be—usualy get no deep at al and never eat when
they aren't in motion. It's about the most exhausting thing you can do. In fact, it's such astrain on ship's
resources that we generdly just lock the passenger side of the Spirit down, keep the passen-gersall in
their cabinswith food delivered, tdl'em that unlessit'sthe air we aren't fixing anything, until it'sal over.
They dl get cranky and complain constantly, but it's the only way we ever make cargo switch on
sched-ule”

Jak shrugged. "So if | weren't doing GL asa CUPV, I'd be itting alonein my stateroom with my thumb
up wherever, with everything locked down so that even what amusements you have wouldn't be
available. I'd be wondering what was going on, and trying to see things on the onboard cameras and
having no ideawhat they were. Whereas, asa CUPV, | might be overworked and precessed and so on,
but I do get to work."

Piaro laughed. "Oh, do you get to work. Oh, oh, do you.”

Asthe dayswent by, Jak found that heliked hislife asa CUPV more and more. It took away the need
to passthe time, and gave him toves, and something to talk about with them. Once Lewo and the other
supervisors redized that he wasn't just trying it out, but would actu-ally be working for therest of the
voyage, they put more effort and attention into training him, and held him to ahigher sandard, and so it
became more interesting and chalenging.

He occas onaly wondered why Duj hadn't written, but maybe writing was just not amale thing, or maybe
it wasn't apanth thing. He saw Phrysabaamost daily and their romance, friendship, or whatever it was
sttled into acomfortable routine—something he had never had with Sesh, and wouldn't have wanted for
therest of hislife, but for the voyage, it was pleasant. They saw recorded plays and movies together,
played viv games (shipboard morals being what they were, they stayed away from the onesthat involved
sex—Jak was quietly amused that he had acquired a demmy that he had yet even to kiss, and that they
hadn't even checked each other out on viv), and played mixed doubles at various sports with other

peoplether age.

Once, when they were having coffee together in the evening, Phrysabawas saying, "I don't know, it
seems like I've been everywhere but I've never visited any-where. | mean, I've seen dl theinhabited
worlds up close at least once, most of them twice, and the busy lower oneslike Earth and Mars more
timesthan | can count. I've seen them all from orbit and picked out the features and seen the cities
glowing on their night Sides, but you know, I've never once put foot down on any of them. Now partly
that's because they're tricter with girls than they are with boys, but most of the boys here never want to
get off the ship, ather.”

Jak nodded. "I've always dreamed of traveling. It just seemsto me that with four planets, two big
ga-tions, dozens of inhabited moons around the gas giants and hundreds of inhabited asteroids, and dl
therest of it, theré'stoo much to seeto get it dl seenin onelifetime, and it would be so light to just get
darted, masen?"'

"Once," Phrysaba said, "when Piaro and | were nine years old, we dropped off aload of cargo at Pluto.
And | got to be on helm during part of the close gpproach. That was about the most exotic thing I've
done—and it was dl from the cockpit of the ship, anyway."

"It would've been kind of hard to have taken surface leave there, even if you'd been old enough.”

"Not that hard. Thereisalittle human settlement there, Ultima, to service the Rubahy trade. Most ships
unload stuff to the humansin Ultima, and then the Ulti-mans are the oneswho ded with the Rubahy. It



tends to make everyone el se comfortable and the Ultimansrich. So there are humansthere, and theré'sa
human settle-ment availableto livein. But | don't know if you can even get surface leave there—the
Rubahy try to regtrict the number of humans coming in or out of Ultima, for security reasons| think."

"Hah. I thought Pluto and Charon were till officidly ours, evenif the Rubahy have been squatting on
them for athousand years. We ought to be able to make regular inspections, the way alandlord can.
After dl, we won the war. Wanged them, toktru. That should count for something.”

Phrysaba shrugged. That was athousand years ago. Besides, the Rubahy, and the Ultimans, were nice
enough to the ship—all the communi cations were mod-€els of courtesy—and they paid huge bonuses dll
around. And like everyone aways says, it's possible that someday we're going to need them. If the
decison in Gaactic Court goes againgt us both, it'll be us againgt the gaaxy, and welll need anything that
will fight on our sde. And say anything else about them, they're fighters.”

Jak was about to make the standard retort that since, if Galactic Court ruled against the two species, the
odds were terrible no matter what, one might aswell diein good human company, except that he
remembered what Uncle Sib had told him about the views of Triangle One, and it seemed uncomfortably
likethat. "Well," Jak said, "I guessthere's sometruth in dl that, and | can dak theideathat werein the
same capsule and breathing the same air so it's better not to fart. But after dl they're the ones that put us
inour present predicament, and they're vicious and evil and grossto look at. | wouldn't use the word
'terrier' around one, because I'm not that kind of rude, and if it comes down to humans and Rubahy
againg the gadlaxy then | guess|'ll fight side by side with them, but | don't haveto like them. Have you
ever seen one? It'sasight to turn your ssomach.”

She shook her head. "We haven't carried a Rubahy passenger in my lifetime. I've seen pictures, of
course.”

Jak nodded. "The pictures are accurate enough but somehow they don't give you the fedling of how
terrify-ing it isto dak that something that lookslike that is dive—l et donethat it'slooking back &t you.
Anyway, because the traveling section of the Galactic Court meetsin the Hive, and because so much of
the trade with the Rubahy goes through the big corporations that tend to have headquarters on the Hive,
around the Hive we al-ways have alot of Rubahy on board—though 'alot' means'around three
thousand, which isn't al that many to compare with the billion-plus humans.

"Sometimes, for some reason or other, they invite the Rubahy to come out and speak to school classes.
That'swhere I've seen them. Thething is, theré's not any great number of thingsto talk about—it'savery
smple story. They tried to conquer us. It didn't work out. They smashed up alot of our home system.
We made Alpha Draconisflare up and baked their home system. Sud-denly, inthe middle of all that, a
gdactic authority that neither civilization knew even existed ran in blowing awhistle and handing out
pendtiesto both sdes. That'sal thereis, and repesating it doesn't make it more com-plicated, or
interesting, and toktru it doesn't make either side like the other one better or dak the other point of view.
We have excedllent reasons to hate each other, and they're so alien that we can't even be sure that they
have the concept of hate.”

Phrysabalooked straight into hiseyesand said, "1 just can't believe hate isagood thing, ever."

"Well, | can dak that much." Jak sighed. "Anyway, since the history took two minutes or lessto cover,
and it was inflammatory, they'd usudly just say 'Any ques-tionsfor our guest? and then we'd ask our
questions, and after each question, the Rubahy guests would ex-plain why the question was meaningless
inther culture, and then they'd try to explain what would be meaning-ful, and we wouldn't get it.

"So like for example wed ask, 'What's a Rubahy family like? and, in thisweird whistling tone, but pretty



good Standard if you listened carefully, held say, 'We don't have families, we have..." and then hed
make a strange noise. Which would turn out to trand ate as the 'oath-sworn uncles club,’ or some such.
We're just never going to dak them, not ever, nor they us."

Phrysaba shrugged and said, "Well, | supposeif you take in enough anti-Rubahy prejudice when you're
growing up—and the Hive isredly the place to get abig dose of it—then what you're saying probably al
specks singing-on. But out here, we know that Rubahy traderstrade fair, and we know that if you'rein
troublein the upper system and send ahelp cdll, like as not it'll be a Rubahy ship that answers and they'll
do whatever it takesto help you. And alot of us, human and Rubahy spaceborn dike, speck it won't be
for awar that well need the Rubahy. Well need them for the getaway."

"The getaway?'
"Well, despite the school you went to and the way you went through it—"

"Hey, we had championshipsin six sports and one viv program rated us'most promiscuous.’ Don't knock

"Despite, as | was saying, the school you went to—I do suppose you've heard about the possibility of the
Ex-termination Order?"

"Y eah, people are dways using it as an excuse to be nice to the Rubahy, because if the Galactic Court
doesissue an Extermination Order, it's possible that both specieswill be ordered exterminated, and if
that happenswell need dlies—especidly sinceit will be us and the Rubahy againgt the galaxy. But that
won't happen. First of al, we're anice species and they're not. And sec-ondly, given what kind of armed
forces the Galactic Court probably has behind it, anyway the war will be over and everyone, human and
Rubahy, will be dead, be-fore the different presidents and kings can even phone each other.”

"If you're talking about fighting, and you're talking about the space stations, you might be right. But human
and Rubahy crewies see things differently. We aren't looking for dliesto fight beside us because none of
us are planning to fight. Free merchants aren't fighters, to begin with, and our ships are so vulnerable that
they might aswell have bull's-eyes painted on them. We can't contribute athing to the war, which
probably will be about as long as you say. But nobody knows how an Ex-termination Order would be
carried out, and maybe they can't hit everyone everywhere dl a once. Maybe they hit the planets and the
big stationsfirst, masen? That would make sense.

"Now, spaceisbig, and al sunclippers can be sdf-sufficient indefinitdy. If suddenly there are bright
flashes dl over the solar system, from where the settle-ments used to be, and nothing on the radio but
datic, then human and Rubahy aike, well al furl sails, run black, coast up into the dark away from Sal,
and then set out for Canaan.”

"Canaan? Wheresthat?'

"| think every crewie knowsthe story; snce you're turning crewie, you might aswell heer it, too.
Some-where out there, within fifty light-years, supposedly, theré's asolar system that would work asa
new home for us and the Rubahy, though everyone seems to know, somehow, that the only habitable
zone planet is pretty nasty and desolate. At least that's the news that came back on Titan's Dancer—are
you dl right?"

"Youjust gartled me. I'd heard of it before.”

"Widll, of course, you've heard of it, Slly. Even acompletdly illiterate gweetz who never followsthe news
will have heard of Titan's Dancer . It wasthe biggest thing in the news when it happened, and even



though it was haf ageneration before we were born, people are till talking about it all thetime. It was
practically made to order for vid and viv draméti zations, masen? A ship missing for centuries radio-hailed
Earth, camein for its gpproach, matched orbits with Singing Port, millions of people saw it with their own
eyes and radar recorded it, and then it vanished completely in atimeinterva too short to measure.
Having heard of Titan's Dancer islike having heard of Atlantis, the Bermuda Triangle, the Seaof Crises
Flood, or Captain Breeko's Gate."

Jak had no ideawhat any of those were, though he was pretty sure someone had mentioned something
about them in school. He had recognized Titan's Dancer only from what he was supposed to say to Bex
Riveroma. He didn't like to admit it, but he was beginning to see that the way the crewiestook their
schooling serioudy was probably a hdp to them—it gave them something to talk about when lifewas
redly boring. Oh, well, hed just have to avoid boring Situations.

Phrysabawas il talking, he redized, and he had not been paying attention, and once again missing his
chance to learn something. "—seven or eight senior cap-tains, so we'd meet up at some point in empty
gpace and go from there. It has lots of names, Canaan, Shangri-la, Over Jordan, Mount BRC, New
Masada, Ghostworld, Prestojon, but it'sall the same story.”

Jak specked that if ever the Galactic Court gave the extermination order, he'd either be on a sunclipper,
which would go to Canaan, whatever that was, or he'd be killed here in the solar system, so there was no
spe-cid reason to ask her to repeat anything, and reved that mostly held been thinking about how much
he hated school, how nice Phrysabalooked, what awaste of time history was, and how much hed like
to get Phrysaba aone and naked. No doubt Uncle Sib wasright, and any attempt to educate him was a
wadgte.

Before the Exchange Dance, he got athorough brief-ing from Piaro about every aspect of the tradition.
Like mogt traditions ranging from funerdsto Christmas, it had evolved until it largely attacked whet it was
sup-posed to support; rather than mixing up the couples, it tended to confirm them by requiring everyone,
always, to get permission from the other member of the couple before any contact of any kind. Jak
gracioudy granted permission dl night for Phrysabato dance and talk with everyone; she did the same.
But except during their brief dances with others, they were seldom more than ameter gpart al night.

Not that Jak minded. Phrysaba had chosen avery con-servative asymmetrica dress, off the shoulder on
the left with araked hem high on theright, in asolid burgundy, that, for al its stodginessto Jak's eyes, did
reved that she had avery fine figure. When he walked her back to Unmarried Women's Quarters, they
stole aminute in the corridor, between couples and cameras and all, to kiss and touch; Jak discovered
that there was at |east one way in which shewasn't shy at dll.

After afew morekisses, sheled him quietly to an un-used, dark utility space, and whispered that she
wanted to "try the whole thing."

When they had finished with Phrysabas introduction to the whole thing, and both were feding
comfortable and happy, Jak said, "1 suppose | should fed guilty about Sesh, but it's not easy to; |
probably won't even get to see her again, probably not ever. And they have to keep her physicaly
comfortable, no matter what the idiots on the viv and the vid are saying.”

Phrysabarolled againgt him, her smal firm breasts pressing on his chest, and gave him along deep kiss.
"There. That may help you forget."

"Wel, you don't havethe skill level yet—"

They practiced some more, but weren't quite inclined to continue again; hewasalittletired, shewasa
little sore, and both just enjoyed the contact with each other too much to want to interrupt it.



"S0," she said, "since tomorrow afternoon is when the ship starts prepping for the cargo switch at
Mercury, we probably won't have another time like thistill after that—probably a couple of days
afterward, alowing for recovery time. | have afeding that thisis best when yourewell reted andina
good mood.”

"Y our feding is Singing-on. Everyone seemsto be e-ther anticipating or dreading the cargo
switch—why? 1 mean, if it's so awful, why do shipsdo it, or if it'ssuch agresat thing, why dl the
bitching?"

She sighed. "About aweek from now you won't haveto ask at dl; you'll dak it aswell asyou dak
anything. The great thing and the terrible thing about the cargo switch at Mercury isthat it'sashort time
of unbelievably intense work and the whole future of the ship ridesoniit. | had aliterature teacher who
sad it'skind of Like how groundside farmers used to fed about harvest, or retail-ers fed about
Christmas—aeither it works or it doesn't, and if it doesn't, you're scrogged. Mercury isthe thing that
keeps mogt of the sunclippersflying and making whet little profit we do; they're redly the heavy-metals
indugtriad center of the solar systemn, so they need every-thing biologicd, informational, pretty much
anything you don't make out of metal, and they export Stuff that everyone el se needs—pretty much
everything you make out of metdl.

"Plusthey're located way down the solar gravity well but aso where there's the most sunlight and solar
wind to catch in the sails and scoops. So no matter what you picked up in the upper system, if you can
just dropin for afast swing around Mercury, you can sell the whole cargo and get awhole new one that
will bein demand, and usualy pick up enough momentum to have afagt, sraight shot to your next
destination. That'swhy thereé'sthe old saying among crewiesthat Therésdwaysgold in Mercury.

"But on the other side of things—well, first of dl, un-loading amost al of the cargo and replacing it with
an-other cargo is quite ajob. The stuff comes aboard in mixed lot containers and then goesinto
containers routed to everywhere on Mercury, so we haveto get it from al its various storage places,
repack it for Mer-cury, loop launch it, get it onto Mercury's loop—which means that everyone who can
fly alongshore capsule getsto play afrantic game of tag in space for hours— and fit dl that into the
window of abrief passat the planet.

"And then, too, it's dangerous. That much cargo han-dling dwaysis, and the sails are more dangerous
when there's aloop deployed, and around Mercury you're al-ways coping with substorms.”

"What's a substorm?"

"Mercury has apretty strong magnetic field for its Sze—not like Earth or Jupiter, but plenty more than
most other planets—and particles from solar storms get trapped and sometimes pile up in one place or
another, so that you get these very intense locd events, which can make the sails do weird things because
part of how they're controlled is by manipulating € ectrostatic charge on them, and they can suddenly pick
up acharge ten or twenty times what we use to control them, just at random.

"Coming into the Jovian system or the Earth system it's no big problem, because those planets are big
enough and their fields are strong enough so that usualy when you're dealing with asubstorm, you're
fairly far out in space, with lots of timeto recover. Mercury'sfield iswesker, and Mercury isairless and
small, so you can lit-erally have substorms touch down on the surface—that's why they have so many
deep sheltersdl over the planet. So you can be just afew thousand kilometers away from the surface,
with amillion square kilometers of sail spread, a short distance from Mercury's launch loop and with your
own loop deployed, when al of a sudden the sails start buckling, or waving, or collapsing, or pushing
gpart from each other. It scaresthe hell out of everyone, and rightly so.



"And that,” shesad, "iseverything | know about why we al hate Mercury and love Mercury. Because
we have to go there to keep going, financidly (wed never makeit financialy if we didn't), and because
once we do it's miserable hard dangerous work. How do you fedl about rescuing this princess of yours?”'

"l guessit'skind of the same," Jak said. "'l haveto, but I'm scared, but | redlly want to... Well, shall |
take you back to your quarters, or do you want to work on forget-ting al about it for awhilelonger?* He
stroked thein-side of her thigh, letting hisfingertipsjust reach onto her buttocks.

"Hmmm. Forget the cargo switch, or forget the princess?”’
"Bet if wetry we can forget both," Jak said, and kissed her deeply, again.

When hefinaly got to hisbunk, before he drifted off to deep, Jak thought about how quickly everything
with Phrysaba had happened, but till it seemed very much in character from what he had learned of
crewie ways. The spaceborn are not sentimental. They tend to make afirm, considered decision, one
way or another, and then im-plement it with complete commitment. The djeste of it al specked to Jak,
when he thought about it. People who spend much of their lives making close passes a objects moving at
orbital speeds, and are forever making irrevo-cable decisons that will determine what happensto them
many months hence, are people who act more than they worry. It was another reason to think he might
want to stay in thisworld—after he rescued Sesh, of course. Everything came after that.

Jak had gone to bed early enough to make sure of get-ting an extra hour of deep, because everyone had
warned him about how exhausting cargo switch would be.

It took about eighteen hoursto spin up the loop. Thus they aways started the loop when they were abit
more than twenty-four hours from transfer time, so that they had a generous alowance of extratime and
S0 that the mogt likely problemswould gtill leave them time for an-other try. 1dedlly there would be
eighteen hours of spin-ning the loop up and shifting freight in the hold into containers to be taken over; an
hour and ahalf to fly al the containersto the Mercurid loop; an hour and ahalf to fly back the new
containers; and then three hours of moving containers and catching and re-storing the long-shore
capsules. If anything went wrong, it could be much longer. A few "lucky" workers—and Jak had
volun-teered to be one of them—would be working at top speed for very nearly the whole time.

Because rotation made everything more difficult, for the last day and ahalf before the cargo switch, the
con-centric rotating rings of the ship were very gradualy braked to ahdt, until findly the only remaining
gravity was the fraction of one percent of ag from the solar-sail acceleration. When Jak awoke, he found
apen and apair of earrings, which he had left on the little extensible night table, bouncing dowly around
the room. He checked to make sure nothing else had wandered, caught his bel ongings, sowed them, and
folded hisbed. He pulled on his crew coverall and siwvam through the now al-but-gravityless corridors
toward the centra areawhere removable walls had been pulled to form a giant commons.

The sound of the big early breakfast was loud and sharp, with the nervousness of those who had done
the planning, the boisterousness of those who would be working hard and long, and most of al the
awareness that today they would be doing something unusual. Jak filled up quickly on the squeeze bottles
of coffee and the pastriesfilled with textured protein; the stuff had been engineered to get morethan a
day'sworth of caoriesinto everyone quickly, without stuffing their ssomachs, and asfar as Jak could tell
from the heavy acid feding in hisgut, it wasworking.

Hisfirg assgnment wasin the holds; nearly al the boxed cargo in the hold would be getting off &t this
stop, and it had to go into the big cargo containersin a particular order. As he moved each container into
place and locked it down, its sides glowed with the numbers of the containers that must be parked next
to it—get it wrong and awarning bell sounded, not to mention the supervisor glaring in avery disurbing



way. Only the smallest children got it wrong, and even they learned quickly because their friends and
older sibs made fun of them when they made mistakes. Of course, autodol-lies did most of the moving
and large parts of the lift-ing, but human hands and eyes were still the quickest, and the ability to look into
acargo container a hundred meterslong by twenty square and see dozens of num-bers, then recall where
they might be, was surprisingly important even when the machines were keeping accu-rate track of the
location of most of the cargo most of thetime. It takes ahuman eye, attached to a human body that might
get someextrarest if thingswork out, to guess ahead and cause the sort of result commonly called luck.

All the while, Jak was walking back and forth beside autodollies, or carrying abox around acorner or
through an opening too smdll for the autodally, or hel ping to carry boxes because the autodollies were dl
in use and this could speed up the loading process, or rechecking what an autodolly thought it should do
next and chang-ing that to something better.

After six hours, with only a minute or two now and then for adrink of water or aquick piss, Jak was
begin-ning to see why Piaro had thought he ought to be warned about what thiswould be like. Hewas
tired and sore, and he'd bumped himself now and then just often enough so that a part of him was aready
looking for-ward to the big party in the Public Baths that tradition-ally followed cargo switch.
Furthermore, though he and the many others had aready |oaded an impressive num-ber of containers,
the pile of containers waiting to be ac-tivated and opened was till at least two-thirds of what it had been
when they had started, and the vast stack of loaded containers did not look nearly asimpressive asthe
many, many rows and heaps of yet-to-be-packed cargo.

Then Lewo came by and tagged him on the shoulder.

"Old pizo, union promotion rules say | need to add afew untrained workers for the spin-up crew, and
you're thoroughly untrained—I should know, | failed to train you mysdlf. Report to the loop roomin
twenty minutes. On your way there, hit abathroom and wash up, then hit a canteen and get at least two
sandwiches and two cups of coffeein you. Y ou're overworking and underresting.”

Jak managed to exceed orders by one sandwich and two cups of coffee and still get to theloop room a
minute early. Where the cargo packing had been a mat-ter of adding human judgment to large-muscle
activity, theloop room was a place that relied on the human brain's ability to multitask and to absorb and
interpret large amounts of information quickly. Uncle Sib had d-ways said that every task at which
humans excelled ma-chines made use of some ability that had been useful back in the caves. Rethinking
cargo packing on the fly was using the same parts of the brain that had evolved to make decisonswhen a
hunted animal didn't do what it was supposed to. What he was doing in the loop room was using the part
of the brain that, fifty thousand years before, had been good for hitting abird with athrown stone.

A loop isaclosed ribbon of superstrong superconduc-tor, moving at very high speeds, yanked through a
su-perconducting magnetic coil like aplunger through asolenoid and kept open by its own centrifugdl
force, sothat it formsagiant circle. When fully deployed it istens or hundreds of kilometers across and
moves a severd kilometers per second; any craft with avariable mag-netic drag linducer can be
accelerated up to the speed of the loop, and if it has the power reservesto run the lin-ducer for forward
propulsion it can even accel erate be-yond loop speed, so that the amount of fuel ashuttle or package
must carry isdrastically reduced.

Outgoing cargo carriesasmdll fraction of the loop's energy away with it; incoming cargo adds energy to
the loop. When the loop is braked and coiled for storage, a-most al of the energy isrecovered into the
brakes, so very little energy iswasted, and in fact if aship or sta-tion happens to be receiving more than
itissending, very often it ends up with anet energy gain (for which, of coursg, it is expected to pay).

Phrysaba had explained that to Jak; since they were dropping off an unusualy large and heavy lot of



cargo a Mercury, they would be deliberately coming in on atra-jectory that would require the highest
ddta-v permissi-ble, to produce an exaggerated net energy difference and thus dightly increase profits.
This meant having the biggest possible loop at the highest possible velocity; it made the Spirit of Snging
Port harder to handle, but they had done this many times before, and it had aways worked out.

On an immense gation like the Hive, dmost as big as Earth's moon, where spaceships of dl kinds come
and go congtantly, aloop issimply left up and running, but because of its enormous angular momentum, a
loop isaso avery effective gyroscope, and on asunclipper, which must move and maneuver, having a
loop running for more than two or three daysis amajor nuisance. Thus when approaching abig station,
an asteroid, or an airlessworld that has aloop up and running, a sunclip-per deploysitsloop aslate as
possible before closest ap-proach, aiming to have loop speeds and directions at the outer edges match as
nearly as possible during acritica period of no more than about five hours, and then furlsitsloop as soon
as possible after cargo and passengers are transferred. While the loop is deployed, the ship isa-most
unmaneuverable, locked into its course until it can recover the energy from the loop.

Deploying aloop islike spinning up alariat big enough to lasso New Jersey, fast enough to orbit the
Earth, while running it through a croquet wicket. Many thousands of paralel processorsrun
faster-than-realtime simulations to decide when to attach another piece and when to cut it open to
expand the loop. But athough ma-chines have superb reflexes, they are not noted for their perception.
Machines can calculate what is about to hap-pen, and calculate what will happen if you change
some-thing, and they can draw it on the screen, but they cannot tell aharmless wobble from a disastrous
snarl nearly aswel asahuman being.

So the job Jak and his many co-workers were doing was to supply judgment for the massively pardld
processor system that ran the loop. He had a scale from red to green, with yellow between, and a
movable pointer, on his screen; the machine showed him possibil-ities afew secondsinto the future, and
he marked them as anything from harmless to disastrous on that scale. Each evauator saw adozen
possibilities per minute or so; every possibility was evauated by three different evaluators, and only those
which received three full greenswere considered for actual implementation. The result was that with 250
evauators working, the system could consider about a thousand possibilities per minute, which gaveit an
effective accurate reaction time many timesthat of ahuman being, and yet with an dmost human level of
judgment.

The most dangerous period was the middle period of the spin-up. When the loop was still small, just a
kilo-meter or two across, it had relatively little momentum and any accidental waves or wobbles could be
fixed by drawing energy back; when it was al theway out to sixty kilometers across, it had so much
momentum that the last increments of loop material and kinetic energy could makerdatively little
difference. But between about five kilometers diameter and about thirty, it was ill possibleto jolt the
loop enough to make it misbe-have from mere norma increments of energy and mate-rid, and it was no
longer possibleto trust that the available forces would suffice to keep it controlled and out of various
forms of dangerous behavior—snusoida wavesthat could causeit to brush the coil with explo-svely
disastrous results, twists that could make it begin to fold in with equally catastrophic potential, and so
forth. Thus, where asmall number of technicians suf-ficed at the start and the finish, the middle required
everyone who could be taught to recognize the basic pat-tern of trouble and move the dider quickly

enough.

Outside the loop whirled at about five kilometers per second; at the end of the coil, new pieces were fed
on, each ten meters or so long, folded so that both ends were attached to awelding clip. Theclip
grabbed the loop and welded both ends of the new pieceto it, just ahaf cen-timeter gpart, then snipped
the loop between the two new attachment points, fast enough for the new, welded-in length to clear the
entrance to the coil about a second later, as the loop came back around. Second by second, dekameter



by dekameter, theloop grew and circularized into space on the sunside of the sunclipper, amere
kilo-meter from the thousands of monosi| linesthat could cut it instantly. Making the whole job harder,
the angular momentum of the loop locked and held the ship in asin-gle orientation that constantly
threatened to collapse the sails, so that the sailing crew wastriple its usua number and working like mad;
fusions were congtant, and rig-gers were out cutting and splicing all thetime, aswell. The whole process,
from the three mainsails each twice the Sze of Africato the city-Szed habitat to the immense racing loop
behind it, stretched across six thousand kilo-meters of a sky, abarely controlled disaster that was
a-wayslessthan a second from going out of control.

A distant corner of Jak's mind was grateful to be as busy as he was with the screens and images; if he
had thought about what was happening, he might have frozen in sheer terror.

When Jak's relief tagged him and sent him to the foot of the relief line, the process of swimming out of his
chair disoriented Jak.

He gratefully gulped the icewater and more coffee that the kids serving the line brought to him, swallowed
the nutrition supplement they handed him, and washed it down with yet one more round of coffee and
icewater. He breathed, stretched, and focused asthe line of other workers taking a break moved ahead
of him. Everyone around him was aso stretching, yawning, trying to work out the kinks. The line snaked
into arest room and Jak got awelcome moment'srelief.

Less than twenty minutes after being relieved, Jak was a the head of theline. A light pinged on over the
termi-na operated by awoman of about forty; Jak swam over and relieved her, and within moments he
was back into his screen, in that curious state of focused meditation, deciding between harmlessness and
disagter. It was the tenth hour of the approach; they were far less than hafway through the process.

Chapter 7

On the Bad Side of Entropy xhe hours went by in ablur; watching the screens was like sparring, dancing,
or playing some of the morein-tense viv games—you couldn't afford an instant to speck about what you
had just done or what might be coming next, al of your concentration had to be on doing theright thing in
the present. Jak kept hisfocus, aming for that Singing-on state familiar from the Disciplines, and kept
working. When he had his next rdlief, the loop had grown from about ten kilometers diameter to amost
thirty, and was becoming steadily better behaved.

Theline of peopletaking relief breakswas|onger now, as more people had been brought up from cargo
packing, which was mostly complete. That meant every-one got a perhaps-five-minutes-longer break.
The hold was now jammed to al surfaces with packed containers, and the outside of the ship was
beginning to bristle with containerstied to longshore capsules, waiting to dide up the tracks onto the loop
when the time came. Probably athird of the ship's crew was working outside at the mo-ment, lining up
the containersfor loop launch and keep-ing the rigging from fouling.

People taking a break could look directly out through abig viewport & the planet Mercury itsdlf. They
were overtaking Mercury initsorbit, moving six km per sec-ond faster than the planet itself, only about
25,000 kilo-meters now from their closest approach, so Mercury loomed into the space beside the outer
sal, fifteen times as big as the moon from the Earth and far brighter. The straight lines of the greet ore
roads were visible on the daylight side; on the night side they continued as strings of lights cutting acrossa
curve blacker than the illumi-nated dust around it, like a photograph cut and pasted to its own negative.

Theimmense CdorisBasin, one of the larger impact cratersin the solar system, was about two-thirdsin
day-light; the third that wasin dark was widdly scattered with bright lights, for the processes that had
shaped Caloris had provided vast, rich deposits of many kinds of ores close to the surface, and there



were mines everywhere. Within the dark part of the Caloris Basin, alittle sprawl of bright dots, looking
asif some giant had glued the Pleiades down on the face of the planet, marked Chaudville, and north and
toitsleft Bigpile was a cross-shaped patch of bright lights; those and the roads were the only man-made
featuresthat Jak could definitely identify.

A soft, melodic ringing from the public address sys-tem announced that it wasimportant to listen to the
next message. Everyonein line, and at every station, was silent a once. "Mercury ground control
indicates that we have asubstormin our path,” the voice of the captain said. "No possibility of acourse
correction unless we abort. Storm is rated as dight-to-moderate in risk. I'm going to ask al personnd to
comeingdewithin ten—"

A srange, undeniable sensation grabbed Jak's atten-tion; he redlized later that it was the subtle shift in
direc-tion of acceleration, felt indgde asif the gravity had shifted. At theingtant hefdt it, he knew only that
it was something he didn't want to feel, something wrong.

Through the viewport, he saw an odd, folded curve that had not been there amoment ago.

One mainsail had collgpsed, and was fouling severa other sails; as random fusions spread up the lines,
the smple, beautiful curves of the sails were becoming atangle like awadded bedsheet.

The crewies spinning up the loop stayed at their posts and kept working, but even they kept stealing
glimpses at the big viewport. Then, as suddenly as the shadow of a bird passing overhead, tangled sails
dropped past the viewport. A terrible groan ran through the ship as the un-accustomed forces yanked at
its structurd members, there was anoise like agreat explosion, and then noth-ing but the usua
background noise of the life-support systems. At al the terminals, the loop workers sat back, asif
stunned by arock that had flown out of the screen at them.

"Thisisthe captain. People, we're on the bad side of entropy. The boom you heard was the jettison of
theloop cail, taking the loop with it—along with about a quarter of our total sail area. Preliminary radar
result showsthat we will at least not have to pay damagesfor collisions or unauthorized landings; it will
probably go into asd-vageable solar orbit. Cargo switched is scrubbed, repesat, scrubbed. Financia
consequences will be assessed as soon as possible for crew debate and vote. Astrogation assures me
that we have enough of agravity assst so that with remaining sail we can reach Earth in about thirty-six
days, just eight days behind schedule, and once there we will be docking wherever theinsurerstell usto,
for an overhaul and adecision. I'm terribly sorry to say, however, that a the moment we have acomplete
falureto function as an effective business." Therewasalong pause. "I now ask thet al personnd,
including those in-side, run a pizo check. We are receiving no trangponder signals from the debris, so
thereisno onedivetrapped in it; we need to know if everyoneisill here. Please re-main quiet and
orderly until pizo check iscompleted. If you don't have a pizo, please use your purse; call 8888 and type
in 444 at the cueto let usknow that you are dl right. Cuein five, four, three, two, one.”

At the bell tone, Jak logged in. He didn't have a pizo because he was not yet officially amember of the
ship's company.

One of the many waysin which this had happened at the worst possible time was that your pizo was
normally aco-worker with whom you shared shifts, and idedly in-terestsaswell, so that you werein a
good position to check on them at once. During cargo switch, though, everyone worked everywhere, as
needed, and often one pizo had been working outside on sails while another wasinsde on container
loading. Mostly, they found each other through their pursesimmediately, but the few re-maining cases
were an anxious matter.

After about ahaf hour, thetdl girl behind Jak inline said, Thisisbad. If everything wasfine, it would



have finished by now." She wiped her eyes. "I'm just glad that Kreawas on my purse two seconds after
the captain an-nounced pizo check."

Jak had been about to say he hoped that it would be someone that neither he nor she knew, but [uckily
before he spoke he redlized how stupid that was. In thelittle world of the ship, there was no such thing as
aperson you didn't know.

"So, since I'm new, do you mind telling me what's going on? What are they doing right now?"

"Following up on pizo check, rechecking al their missing ones, just to make sureit'snot theoneina
mil-lion chance of a purse being damaged and the owner being okay, or some gweetz who took off his
purse while working, or anything like that. Or it could be that they've got some noncalls, which aways
take longer to check back on. That was abig scary accident. There could be more than one person...
logt... and if both pizosin apair arelogt, that takes awhile longer to detect. Then oncethey rerun the
pizo check on the missing people, they'll start looking for the moment-to-moment record, and seeif they
can find what happened where the miss-ing person last was. But once it's been thislong, the newsis
never good.”

Jak looked from face to face of dl the people around him. Every one of them was nodding; apparently
every-thing the girl was saying was toktru. He and the girl floated there, treading air to station-keep inthe
micro-gravity that shifted quickly because they were so close to both the sun and Mercury. They had
nothing to say, but they did have aterrible need for company. Ten more minutes crawled by. In dl the
huge space, with everyonefloating idly, there was hardly aword spoken; many peo-ple were quietly
staring at some surface near themselves, breathing deeply, getting ready for the news.

Jak worried that he wouldn't respond right, would in-terfere with their grief by not fegling or expressing it
in the way the spaceborn did. He wasn't afraid of being rude—Uncle Sib had schooled him too well for
that— but he did fear that he would intrude, would just not fit in, because it would be obvious that he
couldn't grieve for someone he didn't know.

Asit turned out, that worry was pointless; the reason it had taken so long was that two pizos had been
lost to-gether. Brill and Clevis had been outside, trimming sail, when the Spirit had run onto the
substorm, and were till trying to get back to the ship in the little two-person line car when the sails had
collapsed and enfolded them, sweeping down past the ship and into the loop.

With so much sharp monomolecular materia around and so much energy in theloop, whatever had
happened to them had been quick. A directed microwave signa had found and turned on their pursesin
the wreckage, and the recovered records showed immediate cessation of vital Signsin each of them, less
than a second apart, less than three seconds after the loop coil was jettisoned.

In the next few days, the Spirit of Snging Port felt asif its every hold were crammed with sadness. The
me-moria services were attended by everyone, and Jak dis-covered that what everyone said was
true—crewies were thorough about their emotions. He had been to two fu-nerals on the Hive, and in
both of those people had ap-peared to be more embarrassed than anything else about the fact that a
friend was dead. Here, people wailed and screamed and shouted, and faces were drenched. Jak didn't
quitefed like doing that himsdlf, but it was com-forting to be ableto cry openly for Clevisand Brill. They
had been two toktru toves, and Jak had never lost anyone before.

The funeras had released some fedlings, but only time would heal them. For many days the Bachelors
Mess, which had dways seemed about to explode with lively energy, was a place where people ate

quickly, most leav-ing as soon asthey were done, afew stting silently with coffee for hours afterward.
Often Jak was one of the oneswho sat quietly, with Pabrino and Piaro, sometimes talk-ing about their



toves, more often just being company for each other. Jak and Phrysaba sometimes had coffee or played
some game, but the energy seemed to have gone out of that too.

The Spirit of Snging Port limped upward to Earth like a beaten dog, asif the ship itself understood
how de-fested they were. The captain, the CEO, and the officers spent long hoursin conference with the
insurers, and re-turned to their familiesto say that everyone was being polite, everyone was being nice,
and nobody was being specific.

Insurance would not cover afull re-outfit Insurers did not do that. They wrote riders onto the contractsto
make sure acrew didn't carry supplementa insurance, because a ship in abad corner, obligated to the
insurers, was more profitable than any premium that any free ship could hope to pay; to agreat extent the
purpose of insur-ing free merchants was to capture them into the short-haul trade.

Some bank in the insurers pocket would be happy to offer them a short-term loan at ruinous interest to
cover re-outfitting the ship, aslong asthey signed away dl control over their own operations. Then the
Spirit of Snging Port would pay it back by doing ahundred or so of the lucrative runs of the snusoid
trade—Hiveto Mer-cury to Aerieto Mercury to Earth to Mercury and back to the Hive, with
contractua obligation to make no ven-tures out into the dark beyond Mars until the loan was paid off. It
would be aharsh way to live—afull cargo switch at every port, port flybys not more than three months
gpart—but ships had gotten out from under such obligations before, and Phrysaba and Piaro might not
yet befifty at the time the debt was paid off and they could resume free-trading. (Of course, by then they
would have to retrain the whole crew.)

Or perhaps something high risk and high profit could be found, "Just ashot & an OBS," Phrysabasaid,
as she and Jak sat holding hands and looking out a viewport at the steady tumble of the starsin their dow
eterna corkscrew around the ship. "We could pay for the sails and lines practically out of petty cash, and
theloop isn't that much, but it takes afortune to cover what we're being charged for delivering our cargo
at least five monthslate, which iswhat's happening—a bit over amonth to Earth, amonth to refit, a
month to work up to Earth escape vel ocity, and two months back to Mercury. Not to mention that well
probably end up with an extraweek here and there in refit, and an extraweek here and there waiting for
awindow. The Spirit is pretty well trapped, and it could be a century—think about that, athird of our
lives—before we're dl the way back to nor-mal free operations.”

"What's an OBS?" Jak asked.

"It's another one of our legends, | suppose. One Big Score. Taking aload of acargo so valuableto
someone who wants it so much that we can name our own price. Plutonium to the Rubahy, for example.”

"You'd do that? Y ou'd sell something you can make atom bombs out of to the terriers?”

Shewinced at "terriers,” but she just said, very mildly and reasonably, "Only about haf of the thousands
of nartions have signed that treaty, and we don't belong to any nation anyway, and besidesthe ban isjust
apolitical ges-ture, Jak. The Rubahy have to have fissonables, for their power reactors—they'reliving
on Pluto and Charon, for Nakasen's sake, they can't use solar power, the sun just looks like a star out
there, and do you want them getting Casimir power?—besides the Rubahy do get fisson-ables, oneway
and another. Human politicians like to strike postures about the subject, but you can't expect an intelligent
speciesto agree to Sarve and freeze just to make our voters happy. And there are a haf-dozen other
cargos that would work if you don't like the idea of fis-sionablesto the Rubahy. Savesfrom Earth to
some of the mining settlements. Three or four different drugs | could name. Certain necessary partsfor
Casmir bombsto Triton, or maybe just afew hundred meres under cover, enough to overrun the
occupying forces.



"Helping another rebellion on Triton get going might actudly be the best we could do, financidly, actudly.
Every timethey rebd, the Tritonians aways set up a hard-cash government that paysin gold or
fissionables, so you dways get something you can spend.

"So if wewant to save the ship'sfeets, do or die, here's what we'd do: pick up four hundred meres and
four hundred daves on Earth. Swing by amining settle-ment somewhere in the main belt. Dump the
daves, pick up Casmir melters, which convert to bombs very nicely. Out to Triton to sell the meltersand
deliver the meres. Go into Neptune orbit till the rebelswin and can pay us—that wouldn't take long. They
pay in plutonium, and we take the nine-year haul to Pluto, sell the plutonium to the Rubahy, fill our holds
there, and bring tons and tons of platinum and xleeth back on Earth. Actually just enough platinum to
provide aplausible cover for traf-ficking in xleeth, and we'd probably offload that to a smuggler rather
thanbringitin."

Jak stared at her. "Y ou'd actud ly—"

"Just trying to give you a context. Our regular bank would probably do a nudge-nudge wink-wink
arrange-ment with usto just take plutonium to the Rubahy on astraight shot. And unlike the drugs,
daves, meres, or Casamir bombs, the plutonium wouldn't get used for anything bad; let'sfaceit, the
Rubahy are not going to jump usdl. They've built an impressivellittle civiliza-tion out there, and
individudly they're great fighters, but they aren't amilitary power and afew hundred tons of fissonables
won't make them one."

"So isthat what you're going to do?’

"l sugpect that the captain, her pizo, and the senior of-ficers are looking at every possible thing, including
somethat are dirtier than what | mentioned. Well do whatever we can, or whatever we have to. But so
will the other side, and insurerswould redly prefer it if every sngle ship were on aroutine back-and-forth
milk run, with the outer dark reserved for old shipsthat couldn't make adime. Left to themsalves, the
insurerswould starve hdf the settlementsin the solar system. So now they've got ustied down on the
bed, and it might be that the only way we get untied isto be cooperative and keep telling them how much
weredly likeit, and just hope that they'll get cardless and trust us and we can suddenly take their bals
off."

"That'savivid way to put it."

She shrugged. "The Spirit of Snging Port was afree ship the day she was born and her company has
been free for two hundred fifty years. Every irritating little rule and reg on board, every long-term policy,
every god, everything we dream about and every frustration we make for oursaves, isour own, made by
us, for reasons we dak. And some of our reasons have to do with getting stuff to whereit's going, and
doing our part for human-ity, and al that, and some of them have to do with ne-cessities like profit, but
there's dso coming around Neptune to see the sun's dim light washing over its cold face, and looking at
the Aerie from adistance and know-ing that that monstrous tangled mishmash of meta and glass, bigasa
Jovian moon, over four hundred inde-pendent nations, or just making the long drop from an upper world
down to Mercury and knowing that you're warm and safe and cozy with your toves but you're so
stresking like acomet through the solar system. Without the way we fed about things, thisall might as
wdl just beajob.”

* % %

For thefirst timein generations, the Spirit of Snging Port wasin Singing Port, at the great shipyards
where she had been built, waiting for negotiationsto finish so that her re-outfitting could begin. Her
power was on trickle, her remaining sailsfurled, and to al appearances she was no more than apod



attached to theingde of that huge meta cavern, twenty by ten kilometers, open to the vacuum viathe
great open doors above and below.

Through the viewport in the passenger area of the Spirit, Jak could see through the Earthside entrance to
the shipyard; fifteen hundred years of spaceflight had not made the view less spectacular. Between the
bands and whorls of cloud, the plains of Asia spread out in the noon sun, dotted everywhere with the
little circular lakes that marked the pocks, the impact points from the Rubahy bombardment.

Coming straight from Alpha Draconis, the projectiles had pounded Earth's northernmost reaches hardest;
wherever the Dragon's Eye had gazed steadily, asit did north of the twenty-first parallel, pocks were
strewn thick across the Earth's face. Where the Rubahy's home system had risen and set, between the
north and south twenty-first parallels, the pocks thinned until there were hardly any at 21° S. Below that,
Earth had sheltered her children, and Antarctica, southern Augtraia, and large parts of South America
remained untouched, except by the terrible tsunami that had pounded the coasts of the whole planet
during the Bombardment.

Jak tried to visudize what the view must have been like from orbit, athousand years ago when a
projectile had hit every haf hour or so. He remembered the record-ings from school: bright flashes on the
night-dark ocean, the dark silvery waves spreading out in concentric cir-cles; brighter flashesand visble
dust clouds asthe pro-jectilestoreinto the land. Arriving at 99.99 percent of light speed, thellittle
projectiles, each a sphere of quartz smaller than your fist, had blasted holes akilometer and ahaf widein
the Earth's crugt, the equivalent of agood-sized fusion bomb, and they had struck the Earth and the other
inner worlds a arate of about fifty aday for more than fifty years, until the system of defense devised by
Raph Smith (or had it been Julius Caesar? Jak dways had trouble remembering ancient names) had put
an end to the attack.

What remained now was beautiful—all of the northern and much of the southern hemisphereswere
dotted with clear, shining circular lakes, and when you crossed the noon line, the ones more or less
directly under you al re-flected the sun back into space, forming thousands of bright dots of lights
wherever you looked. From here in geosynchronous orbit, each was just bardly big enough to have a
distinguishable shape, likeaperiod intiny print.

The biggest problem with saying good-bye is that you always want afew more minutes of it, and you
never have anything to say if you suddenly get them. Jak had shaken handswith Lewo, Pabrino, and
Piaro, and hugged Phrysaba any number of times; they had dl said "Wedl" and agreed that they must
keep in touch. They had al agreed that there was no good reason for any of them to comevisit himin
Fermi, especidly since he would probably be spending histime there under house arrest. They had all
agreed that if the fates ddlivered the Spirit of Snging Port back into free-trading, Jak would be avery
wel come gpplicant for acompany member. Phrysaba had whispered, "I'll missyou,” in his ear sev-erd
times, and hein hers.

Unfortunately, the descent launch that was forever about to come by and pick him up kept getting more
pickups added on the way, and getting delayed. It was now about an hour past time, so they had al done
al their good-byes thoroughly with some extra good-byes thrown in.

Thiswas perhaps agood thing after all, because when the descent launch, asmdl, old thirty-seeter cdled
the Vespertilio Tartan, finally appeared, the pilot only called Jak about twenty seconds before it nosed
into the con-struction docks and pulled up to the passenger pickup. The launch was shaped like thelid of
atespot glued to the top of ashalow bowl, with itswings aready tucked for descent forming an A shape
over three battered old fins. The pilot's cabin in the top cupolabore, for some inexplicable reason, the
ancient "Batman" emblem. The way it scraped the airlock suggested that its pilot was in-expert, its
microcontrols needed adjusting, or very likely both.



Jak hugged Phrysabawith one arm, Piaro with the other, and contented himsalf with awaveto everyone
else as he scrambled to get in the airlock door, towing his net bag full of luggage and hisjumpie behind
him. He had no sooner gotten into the Vespertilio Tartari, tied down his bags, and taken his sest, than
the automatic voice announced that departure for their next pickup would be in "three-two-one-now,"
giving each count much lessthan afull second.

A hard shove of the cold jets, resonating in the old launch like snot going down abad drain, cleared them
from the construction docks at Singing Port. The launch shook for afew moments after the jet stopped
firing. Since histicket to the surface only specified firgt avail-able transport, and no one e se looked
worried, Jak did his best to convince himself that thisreally was how things aways were, but he was
suddenly painfully aware of theway his crewie toves used "orbital”" and "short hauler” as pejoratives.

Jak looked around. Mostly the other passengers were bored business people in coveralswith corporate
logos, with a scattering of kidsin their early teenstrying to look bored and usualy succeeding; there were
three elderly passengers who were chatting loudly with each other about al the thingsthey'd seen on their
trip, and Jak gathered that they had just returned from the Big Cir-cuit—that once-in-alifetime
twenty-year voyage around al the mgor human settlementsin the solar system that rich people took to
celebrate their two hundredth birth-day. All of them had descendants who were teenagers and who, they
kept assuring each other, would be 0 thrilled to meet their far-voyaging adventurous ances-tors, and to
see dl the photos, holos, vid, and viv that they had recorded. Jak imagined being one of those kids. He
thought about Uncle Sib and how he had been every-where but didn't like to talk about it. He realized
how much he appreciated the old gwont.

The only empty seat remaining was next to Jak; ap-parently it would befilled from somewheredseinthe
docks, because the little craft was maneuvering over to-ward other ranks of ships. At first Jak didn't
gpeck what it must mean when the meta shapethat grew largein the viewport in front of him was made
up of strange, inhu-man curves and angles, redly, he didn't realize until the hatch opened and the Rubahy
camein and sat down next to him.

Wéll, after dl, thiswould only be for an hour and ahalf, and they wouldn't even need to speak. Jak
concen-trated on the viewport, and the Rubahy made no effort to start a conversation.

They drifted out of the shipyard bays on inertia, con-tinuing through the huge opening with just occasond
spurts and rumbles from the cold jets.

Jak was sitting very near the nosg, if you defined the nose as the part farthest from the rudder; the
walowing old Vespertilio Tartari was smoothly streamlined, as any space-to-atmosphere craft must be,
but even new she hardly |ooked dashing or aggressive; if most launchesin the intrigue-and-adventure
stories Jak liked were de-scribed as "dim and deadly,” then the Vespertilio Tartari would haveto be
described as"fat and harmless.” Thisdid, however, give her agreat front window, and since it was Jak's
first redlly good look a Earth, he was enjoy-ing it. The reentry-surfaced belly of the launch was il
pointed out into space, and they were flying backward, with the thrusters pointed toward their direction
of mo-tion. They would be for quite some time—from geosyn-chronous orbit, it was about a
forty-five-minute flight down to the atmaosphere, using the "direct drop” flight peth.

The hot jets cut in with atremendous roar, sarting the long drop, and they flashed past the shredded
cablehead that had once joined Singing Port to the surface, in the pre-Bombardment dayswhen
skyhookswere practica because human beings thought they were the only speciesin theinterstellar
neighborhood. Supposedly from orbit you could still see the long straight scar, two kilometerswide and a
half kilometer deep, that the cut cable had laid across the face of Africaand North Amer-ica Inthefirst
weeks of the bombardment, the cablehead on the ground had been destroyed, along with the first twenty
kilometers of cable, and as Singing Port had begun to drift dangeroudy, the mayor had made a bold



decision to drop the cable and maneuver back to geo-synchronous position rather than evacuate her city.
She had spoken the famous words, "Nothing will stop that cable from falling eventudly. Whenit's
us-and-them— or them—it'sthem,” which Pgj Nakasen had |ater ac-cepted as Principle 38.

It was one of the bits of history that Jak remembered vividly, because it had been one of the best scenes
inNo Truce with Terriers!, aterrific viv that he had played through severa times before Uncle Sib had
confiscated it. It had been so interesting that he had gone so far asto ask Teacher Fwidyaabout it, and
been assured that "that or something enough like that to make no difference is what happened, or &t least
iswiddy bedieved to have happened.” Which was as close as Fwidya ever got to saying "yes."

Jak glanced to the Side and forced himsdlf to set asde the feeling of wrongness that was dways hisfirst
reac-tion to the Rubahy. The bend in their legs, the short fluffy-feathered tail like aduster, the smdlish
floppy scent-gatherersthat looked like ears, most of dl the big round eyes and square jaw had al given
them the name "terrier,” but no one could have cdled them that name in any seriousness. Their coat of
fine pin-feethers could be blotchy in white, black, and brown in any number of ways, some of which
indicated hereditary castes; this one had the large brown spot of the warrior stretching over hisright
shoulder, running most of the way down hisback. Confirming thet, hisjaws protruded dightly to make
room for the extradicers and fewer molars of that caste.

Presently, the launch flat-spun end for end, hitting its timing singing-on according to the setback monitor.
The Earth stayed in the front window, and Jak concentrated on that. He might not like Rubahy but it was
rude to stare at anyone. The blue and white whorls of the Pecific passed below, and the great glaciers of
Alaska; Jak tried to imagine the world during the later part of the Bom-bardment, when the planet froze
under apal of dust and water vapor, and thought again how little you could see from any window; after
al, tolook at the Hive from this distance, it would seem nothing but a big, thin-tired, spinning spoked
whed with avery thick hub. The clouds over the Pecific today were very ordinary clouds; if there had
been many more of them and they had lasted amuch longer time, and dropped much more snow on high
ele-vations, theworld would be utterly different, but Jak could not have perceived the difference from
orbit.

The Earth grew bigger and closer steadily; they were making afast descent, something launches amost
a-ways had to do, being routed through literally millions of satdllites, short haulers, and debris, so that the
launch had to tay very closeto its appointed point in its reen-try track or risk the explosive results of a
collison at or-bita velocities.

North America, the terminator line just reaching for its western coast, loomed huge in the window, taking
up d-most dl of it, when Jak saw the bright flash in the ocean from somewhere just off California

Haf aminute later, the window became pitch-black and it was too dark to see insde the cabin. A
many-g force rammed him againg his seat belt.

In the darkness, shrieking people sailed over Jak's head and made aflurry of horrible thuds against the
for-ward window.

The darkness cleared as suddenly asit had appeared; it had been no more than two seconds all told. Jak
saw the tangle of bodies along the bulkhead under the for-ward window; more than haf the passengers
had not been wearing their belts.

Through the strangdly unclear, asif dirty, window, he saw the Earth loop madly away and return from the
other sde—thelaunch wasrolling and pitching.

Jak looked up and behind him to see what the pilot was doing, and saw that the automatic emergency
hatch to the pilot's cupolawas sedled; beside the emergency hatch, the windows that provided a view of



the outside of the cupolawere dirty like the front window, but he could see clearly enough—the pilot's
cupolawas gone, leaving only some bits and pieces of metd like crum-pled, shredded duminum fail.

Helooked down to find he was looking into the eyes of the Rubahy warrior. "A sandgun,” the Rubahy
sad, hisvoice apiercing whistle over the wails and moaning of the other passengers. He said it ascalmly
asif hewere announcing the lunch menu. " Someone or something caused the Los Angeles sandgun to fire
onus. | wonder if there's enough automeatic control left to bring usto asafe landing? It would be avery
good thing if there were, | do think."

The Earth rolled by again, no more dowly than thelast time. "I don't know either,” Jak said, "but if the
au-tomaticsare going to try to land us, | wish they'd get started.”

The Rubahy made a strange, burbling noise, like bub-blesrising in avery deep meta bucket, which Jak
re-membered from school was supposed to be the sound of laughter. "Just 0," he said, "just so. Well, if
it happensit will be good, and if nat, | amin the company of afine humorist, one with such akidney of
quartz that | must say | am certain | am in company honorable enough to diein, so thereisnot athing to
worry about.”

The Earth crossed the window again; now they were looking down into night over North America. Jak
wished he could be quite that sure that there was nothing to worry about.

The Rubahy made the bucket-bubble noise again, harder thistime. "I must remember that to tell my
friends, if | should survive. '| wish they'd get Sarted.™ He continued to make the laugh-noise off and on
asthe Earth rolled past the window again and again; all around, other passengers wept and prayed.

"Y ou see what happens when you don't wear your seat belt?' abored voice said.
Chapter 8
Thank Y ou for the Honor of Y our Company

I'titer along ingtant, during which there was an audible hum from the speskersin the cabin, avoice sad,
"Please, everyone, make sure you are belted in. High-accel eration maneuvers are about to begin, in
secondsten nineeght..."

Jak redlized after an ingtant that the voice was not re-ally bored—it was merdly the mechanical voice of
the ship's automeatic recovery system, and doubtless it had been programmed to issue reminders about
safety pre-cautions, but not to have any judgment about human context. Still, he had to admit, he was
making sure his belts were snug, looking at the heap of shattered bodies along the forward bulkhead.
Mostly they seemed to be in business coverdls—probably frequent travelers who had heard al the
announcements one too many times and didn't see any reason to bother with adminigtrative non-sense
anymore.

The acceleration was abrupt and severe; in aseries of burdts, the launch whipped around to get headed
down into the atmosphere at as steep an attitude of attack asit could stand. Probably, Jak thought, its
priorities were Smply to get everyone safely to the ground as soon as possible, and let al the niceties sort
out later. The view through the front window was once again nothing but the black of space. Jak's chair
rotated under him to support his back directly against the accel eration, and the terrible force became
greater and greeter until the dark ring began to close around hisvison and hefdt himsdf drift-ing away;
the glare on the window blacked out the sars, so that it might aswell have been apainted black wall.

Through the center of the dark ring, where he still had some perception, he became aware of glaring
flames dancing across the window; they must be coming into the middle part of the reentry. Or since hedd



never been here before, wasit just "entry"? He felt like the question was avery interesting oneto
consider in the abstract but he couldn't seem to give it the emotiond focus it de-manded.

The crushing acceleration lessened, and he drew big gasps of air, unaware until that moment that he had
been having trouble breathing. The flames across the front window vanished. The sky was now avery
deep blue. They had made it through what was supposed to be the worst part—though given how badly
damaged the launch was, that could be no more than a guess.

The sky gradualy lightened. The launch fired cold jets a couple of times, coming around to flying nose
forward rather than fdling belly forward. The Earth below till showed adistinct curvature, but far off in
the distance; as Jak watched, the glaring white glaciers of Europe and the deep green of Africarolled up
into hisfield of vison.

They were dill far above the Earth, streaking along at many times the speed of sound, but nowhere near
the or-bita velocity and dtitude they'd begun with; if they weren't safe yet, they were at least sfer.

The sky became the bright blue that Jak had seen in pictures, and the Earth lost its curvature, and still
they raced on. Horrible as the accident had been—or wasit an accident? Jak had never heard of a
sandgun firing by ac-cident; they were part of the old defense system for Earth, put in back during the
Bombardment, Ieft in place ever sincein case of war or attack, but he couldn't imag-ine that they fired
automatically often, surely not into the busest spacein the solar system.

The launch was now racing in from the seato cross the northwest coast of Africa, and Jak could seethe
whole landscape dotted with pocks; the Bombardment-induced changes in the weether had poured
water upon the old Sahara, and the nightland below Jak was dark and lush with plant life, spattered
everywhere with little, dmost perfectly circular lakes, each with itsring of gecta, afew with pesked
centra idands or aring of idands parallel to their shores, and with dark quarter-moon circles formed by
crater walls. They lay inthe bright light from the moon and from the belt of equatorid orbiting cities,
shining like silver. If he hadn't known what they were or how they got there, Jak might have found them
breath-takingly beautiful; he glanced sideways at the Rubahy, whose expression never changed because
they don't have expressions.

"My ancestors have much to answer for,” the Rubahy said, asif reading Jak's thoughts, "and yet for all
the suf-fering it involved, this part of your world has become very beautiful "

"I've never been here before," Jak said, "and it is 9nging-on beautiful "

After al, hereflected, the Rubahy homeworld was a serile nightmare that they were still waiting to
re-gaiatize, because of what Jak's species had doneto it. Not for lack of trying, but the Rubahy had |eft
humanity in consder-ably better shape than we had |eft the Rubahy. And be-sides, the night landscape of
white and blue mirrors of the circular |akes and the deep blue-green of the forests, cut by big lighted
roads and dotted with towns and build-ings, was very beautiful, evenif it was not the desert that had
been here before.

Thewing deployment began with a cresk and a smash, but given how old the Vespertilio Tartan was,
for dl Jak knew that was normal. The wings gripped air for amo-ment, and Jak felt the craft bank, a
sensation held read about and seen pictures of all hislife, but had never ac-tudly felt before. Hefelt the
srangeness of afull g pulling down and ahdf g pulling Ssdeways asif the launch had tilted on its side, but
the front window showed him the world at the wrong angle; it was disori-enting and sickening, though he
knew Earth people would think of this as ordinary, normal flying.

A shudder ran through the launch, amplifying in sec-onds to violent shaking and deafening thunder. From
the screams of the passengers around him, Jak knew that this couldn't be anormd landing.



The noise stopped abruptly with alow boom, and the launch flipped over on its back, continuing into a
roll that became a spiraling dive. The Rubahy looked up and said, "Hmm. This does|ook worse. Weve
lost awing. Perhaps| shdl have to comfort mysalf with your honor-able company after al; | wonder if
this craft ismaneu-verable at al with just onewing."

Asif to answer his questions, there was a sharp bang and the cold jets came on, yanking the launch out
of itsspird and turning it belly first into theline of itsfall again. They were so low, now, probably not
even twenty kilometers up, that Jak could still see alittle horizon through the front window, a deep black
streak, menacing and cold, below the safe, friendly stars. Earth reached up with her bruta gravity to pull
them into a deadly hug; the cold jets pushed them forward, sputtering and whoosh-ing out the last of the

propdlant.

"Well, the machinery seemsto think we can soft-land,” the Rubahy said. "It'strying to get alittle extra
lift"

The cold jetsfarted to astop, leaving them with no sound but the praying of a passenger, in the front
row, two seats ahead of Jak, who was running through the Short Litany of Terror, atraditiona subset of
the Princi-ples of the Wager used when in fear of death.

" '144: Death happens, anyway," he chanted. "There-fore '062: Since it doesn't change anything, go
ahead and fear death if it makes you fedl better,’ because '009: Fear is an excellent way to passthetime
when there's nothing else you can do," but remember that *171: Courageis fear without consequences.™
The man, who-ever he was, drew a deep shaking breath and began again, "'144: Death happens,
anyway,' therefore '062

Other passengerstook up the chant, following him init; Jak wanted to, but now, as he watched the dark
hori-zon crawling up the sky, wiping the moon and the orbita cities and the stars and every other familiar
and comfort-able thing from hisview, herealized that he had never redlly dakked the Wager at all. He
looked around and the only other person not chanting was the Rubahy. Their eyes met.

"I guess there wasn't enough in the cold jet tanksto back usal theway down," Jak said.

"Morelikely therobot is saving alittle for last-second maneuvers, to spin us around and try to brake
down on whatever isleft of the hot jets,”" the Rubahy said. "It will haveto do that—if it can—just before
weland. At least if | were flying such amiserable old ship, so badly dam-aged, that'swhat I'd try. So the
robot's behavior is con-sstent with rationaity, which is quite comforting in the circumstances.”

The chanting grew louder and Jak saw that the black horizon had now crawled up to halfway acrossthe
win-dow.

"Onething doesworry meabit," the Rubahy went on.
To Jak's amusement, he found himsdf laughing. "Well, I'm glad that you're able to be worried.”

The Rubahy made that weird gargling sound, and Jek redlized that they were sharing ajoke like two
toves. Being afew seconds from awreck certainly did strange things to your mind.

Thewhigtling scream of air past the torn metal pro-truding from the launch dmost drowned out the loud
recitation of the Short Litany of Terror, soit was hard to hear. The Rubahy leaned over and said, loudly,
inJak'sear, "l don't know if the robot can actudly do the job. It has a very long reaction time—probably
they stinted it on memory and it takes far too long to think of what to do next. So if we are lucky, and it's
smart enough, it's cdculating the Singing-on moment to spin us and turn on the hot jets, to try for an
on-the-tall landing. It may just not be smart enough or fast enough, and of courseif we're out of fue for



the hot jets, we're on entropy's bad side.”
"What do you think our chances are?" Jak shouted.
"If the robot can do it, and there's enough fud in the tanks, fifty percent. Otherwise, one percent.”

Jak was beginning to wish that he could bring himsdlf to chant with the others, or at least to bdieve that if
he did it would help, but that didn't seem to be part of his makeup, so he just watched the window asthe
dark Earth ate more and more of the night sky. They seemed to beleveling off, alittle; perhapsthey were
moving fast enough so that the ked got morelift, or perhaps Jak's hopes were fooling him. At any rate, it
now felt more like an uncomfortable full gravity and lesslike high ac-celeration, and that wasadight
improvement.

The sky dwindled to asmall upper part of the window. Now Jak could seeindividua hills and clumps of
trees that dotted the grassland. They streaked over aherd of animaswho were wandering acrossthe
plain, on their way to some purpose that made sense to them, and de-spite the fedling that he would be
dead in amoment—or because of it—Jak was glad, just once, to have seen so many animalsall out
wandering free.

At just the point where Jak had decided that either the robot was too dow, or there was no fudl for the
hot jets, or both, the cold jets spewed a stream of white vapor across the view, the launch whirled 180
degrees, and the hot jets cut in at full power. An instant later, the pile of corpses by the forward bulkhead
flew back down the cabin, caroming over the seats to smash againgt the aft bulkhead. Jak had just time
to bend forward and hug his knees when he saw a corporate type, coveral sill im-peccable and
briefcase il clutched in his dead hand, but with hisdightly dented head hanging at an unwork-able
angle, fly from the forward bulkhead. One dragging shoe ticked the seet in front of Jak and scraped his
bent back, stinging.

Sounding exactly as bored, in exactly the same way asit had before, the robot pilot said, ™Y ou see what
happens when you don't wear your seat belt?!

The hot jetsroared againgt their direction of flight, pushing back against Mother Earth as shetried to
crush them to her breast, and the thunder seemed to go on for-ever, though it could not have been as
much as aminute. The Rubahy shouted to Jek, "Thisisdl very well done by the robot! Hisdesigners
should be proud! If it is pos-sible for usto survive, the robot will seethat we do! If not, thank you for the
honor of your company!"

"And thank you for the honor of yours!" Jak shouted. In all the intrigue-and-adventure stories that he had
been gobbling down ever since he could remember, they had dways said that only when you faced degth
did you find out what sort of person you redly were. Apparently, what | really amisreally polite.
Even to a terrier. Though he is about the only person around here not be-having like a gweetz.

The chanting continued, unable to match the full-on blasting of the hot jetsfor volume, but making up for
it with pure intense passion.

With aloud thump and one last hard shove a their backs, the hot jets cut out. Jak had just an instant to
hear the wild unison shout of "—an excdlent way to passthe time—" before the loud smash and grind of
impact; ac-celeration must have been high enough for him to black out because he recalled nothing more
of the crash after that.

Jak returned to consciousness asif he were swvimming up from deep, cold water that became warmer as
he rose; then asif imperceptibly the warm water became afog through which he flew; then findly asif a
vell fell away from the world. When his eyes opened, he saw awhite-haired man who might bea



hundred or so, and a plain-faced, muscular young woman, perhapsfive years older than himsdf, bending
over him. "He's back with us," the young woman said. "Probably just blacked out from the acceleration,;
from the way the cabin whipped around, | bet he took the worst of it."

"From theway my head fedls, | bet you'reright," Jak said. It felt asif heweretaking over along radio
con-nection to someone afew seconds lag awvay. He sat up very dowly and looked around.

About ahdf kilometer to hisright, the launch lay burning, lighting up the trees near it with awobbly
or-ange glow whenever the inky smoke blew out of the way.

"Asfar aswe cantell, werethe survivors" the older man explained. "All the peoplein thefirst three
rows. We landed flying backward, and the crash rammed the engines up into the passenger
compartment, to just be-hind where you and the terrier were Sitting; everyone sit-ting further back than
you were was torn to pieces or crushed.”

Two more facesjoined the circle; amuch older, badly overweight man, and the Rubahy. "I am glad that
you aredive" the Rubahy said. "I sat apart till you awoke be-cause | did not want you to wake up and
seeme; | can tell my appearance disturbsyou.”

"Thank you," Jak said, fedling absurd, but trying to go aong with the Rubahy's formal, courteous way of
speaking, "and the fault is entirely mine. No doubt I'll become used to your appearance soon."

Thewoman said, "He carried you out here; me and the preacher dragged this heet." She nodded at the
older, heavy man.

"And | appreciateit,” the older man said. " So every-one who could be gotten at, and wasin a sedt, got
out. | take it wewere all traveling alone and we don't need to go back and search for any friends or
loved ones?!

They dl looked at each other.

The one that the woman had said was a preacher took out his handkerchief and wiped hisface. "
'Principle 112: It is human to love some neighbors more than oth-ers and few more than yoursdlf.' Or in
other, shorter words, | don't think we need to."

Therewas aburst of light as one of the trees by the burning launch went up. "I'm surprised therewas no
ex-plosion,” the old fat one said.

"Nothing to causeit,” the Rubahy said. "Cold jet fue doesn't burn and al the hot jet fuel was used up
trying for asoft landing. Probably the only things burning there are some of the cabin furnishings and the

luggege.”

"Well, now we know," the older man said, and sighed. "The moon's mostly full and it'sdl theway down
to the horizon, so dawn is coming soon, right?"

Everyone shrugged and looked at him. "I speck you're the only one here from a planetary surface,” Jak
sad.

"Well, I'm sure I'm right. Sun should be up soon. And the moon is setting, so that meanstheat the direction
away fromitiseast, S0 I'm going to start walking in that di-rection.”

"Why not just wait for the rescue copters? They should be herein an hour or two, | would think," the
woman said, reasonably.



"Because we might have guests before they get here, or the rescue copters might not be rescue copters,”
the older man said, getting to hisfeet and dugting off histunic. "My nameis Alo Fairrara, and you
probably have never heard of me unlessyou stay up with thefinancia news, but if you do, then |
probably don't have to ex-plain any more." He looked around expectantly. Appar-ently none of them
read the financia news. "Okay, I'll stop being coy. I'm going to walk to somewhere so that | don't return
home by atoo-predictable route, and so that | can get my own security people to pick me up. If
someone deliberately set off the sandgun, | think I'm very possibly what they were aiming for. Therésa
seven-hundred-gigautil ded that could happen if | wasn't thereto block it—and | have ared good
reason to block it—so | have afeding somebody decided to smplify the investment environment.”

"Fascinating,” the Rubahy said. Jak was getting used to the whistlein hisvoice. "My nameis Shadow on
the Frost—most humans seem to prefer to call me Shadow, which isfine with me—and | had been about
to say that | am on the outs with my blade-sworn sister-cousin, and that this was just the sort of crude
thing | would have ex-pected of her oath-bound children, who might show up any minute, and since from
such aquarrd | can retreat without loss of honor, and | do have an important mes-sage to deliver to our
embassy in Fermi, | am honor-bound to try to live and therefore not to give them too easy an opportunity
to kill me. | was about to say that | was going to walk, mysdf.”

Jak laughed, and sketched out his own Stuation in afew sentences, giving the primary cover sory
immedi-ately. "And | would suppose the Duke of Uranium would have more than enough resourcesto
have me eliminated, and if | were dead, he'd get an extra couple of months at least before he had to talk
to any envoy from Green-world—and the main thing he needsistime. So it might be me that the attack
wasamed at. | hadn't gotten asfar as specking it all theway, but if it's possible that some-oneistrying to
kill me—and | guessit is—then by the samelogic, | should be trying to walk away from the wreck, too."

The woman smiled and said, "None of you watcheswomen'sdambal, do you?"'
They dl shook their heads, embarrassed.

"Wdll, I'm Vara Cathana, and I'm the goalie for the Borneo Molybdenum Tigers, which is expected to be
first or second in the league next year, and the season bets—the ones where you bet on the team's total
record—just went down; the window closed as of nine hours ago. So if someone had enough bets down
on Pepsi-Lockheed or on Brazil National, and BMT were to be suddenly out of it... they could make a
pile. There were four gambling-related player assassinations|ast year, so I'm not just being paranoid. So,
skipping al the familiar gepsin thelogic, it soundsto melike we're sarting awalking party.”

They dl turned to look at the thinner of the older men, expectantly; he shook his head and said, "I'll be
very happy to wak with you al, for the company, and be-cause as a spiritual leader it'smy job to be
there to com-fort and assst you spiritudly after thistraumatic experience, and of courseif any of you is
targeted, as any of you might be, it would be good to have you prop-erly prepared in case the, um,
eventualy unavoidable should happen. Just in case. But dl | am isateacher of the orthodox version of
the Wager—that is, the version taught on the Hive, which is of course the center of the Wager—just
down here on Earth to give afew lectures at severa conferences while my wife seesthe sights, you
know—and | don't have an enemy on the planet. Or any other planet. Or anywhere else. But | shall be
happy to wak with you."

"What's your name, preach?' Alo asked.

"Pg Priuleter. Actudly | wasborn Rif Priuleter, but after ten years of preaching, as an honor for my
record of perfect orthodoxy, | was given the name—"

"You cantdl uswhilewewak," Vara suggested, and got up and headed east; everyone immediatdy fell



in be-hind her, the preacher trailing long last.

After hdf an hour of waking, Jak began to question the wisdom of the djeste. He was getting to know
what the surface of aplanet waslike, and the answer, for this particular part of this planet, was'"rough.”
Onthe Spirit of Snging Port, he had diligently dternated dayswalk-ing asmulated five milesand
running asmulated two milesin full gravity, trying to ensure that he would be fully mobile on Earth. It had
seemed like endless hours of work, but as preparationsfor this, it had been far too light. The treadmill
surface had been just the right com-bination of smooth and sticky so that he neither bumped his feet
againg anything nor did for asingle ingant. The motion of the treadmill had told him a what pace to keep
walking. And though for the last twenty days or so he had always made his workouts continuous, he had
al-ways known that whenever he wanted, he was just sec-onds away from a hot bath, a cold drink, and
the comfort of microgravity.

Here, he was sumbling aong in the predawn coal, tripping and dipping continualy, and his only choices
were more of the same or to Sit down in completely un-known country. He was wondering, too, about all
the things that showed up in intrigue-and-adventure novels; in school they had said that the Sahara had
restablized, postBombardment, asamix of grasdand, scrubland, and forest, and that al sorts of animals
were moving into it, their populations exploding in al the open country, but he had no ideawhat
animals... tigers? cobras?if he saw an eephant, would it be dangerous and what should he do about it if
it was? He was beginning to redlize that dthough there was probably some useful information somewhere
or other in the intrigue-and-adventure stories that he loved, he had never paid any attention to it. Inthe
stories, the hero just knew things; it was part of hisjob; perhaps Jak should have paid more attention to
whatever it was you were supposed to know.

Oh, well, it was as usdless aswishing that held paid at-tention to Uncle Sib; redlly you just couldnt. If he
had paid attention to the information in the stories, held have found the stories boring, and not read them.

Eventudly, they settled into a pattern of Varawalking on point, Shadow and Jak walking side by side at
the rear, with the two older men in the middle, with every-one two or three meters apart. At least the
way they were proceeding, Jak thought, if Vara steps on adeadly stone-fish and dies of poisoning before
our eyes, likein African Maelstrom, it will be her and not me. Except that it probably wasn't going to be
astonefish or any kind of fish... those were aquatic... maybe some kind of snake?

The way hisluck was going, they'd be set on by a pack of wildebeestsand al eaten, anyway.

Asthe moon sank into the distant horizon, everyone found more interesting ways for rocks, clumps of
grass, and bits of falen treeto grab their feet, so that they dl ssumbled dong asif they were drunk or
exhausted. Every so often Pgj Pruileter would helpfully remind them that Principle 155 said that "If you
stumble often, watch your feet and look for patient friends,” and that Principle 138 was "Migtakesin an
unfamiliar environ-ment are still mistakes and no discount is awarded.” After he had been reminded of
each principle threetimes, Jak said, very quietly, "I redly liked it better when he was reciting the Short
Litany of terror, and I'm Start-ing to have an idea about how to get him to go back to it."

Even more expressionless than usud, in the dim light, the Rubahy beside him asked, "That's human
humor, isnt it? Y ou're expressing a purely ironic intention, not one you intend to carry out?”

"Y eah, Shadow, that'sright."
"| thought so. Pity."

It was darker for the few minutes after the moon set, when the light mainly came from the dozen or so
orbit-ing cities above the horizon, but Jak could still see. He had specked that the strange little knobs that
popped up and whistled and went away into recesses again werelit-tle animals going in and out of holes,



perhaps they were what was drawing the attention of the big winged creatures circling above the little
party.

Jak kept thinking about a more immediate question; he hated to second-guess leadership. After al,
Principle 88 was "Ostentatioudy obey, and quietly disobey, anyone with power." Nonetheless, asthey
cameto thetop of aridge, and he looked back to see that the wreck was till in sight and till burning, he
specked that they could have covered no more than three kilometers so far, and they had been at this
more than an hour.

"Was there a particular reason for picking eest?" hefi-nally asked, out loud.

"Well, | wasfiguring that Fermi ismost of the way across Africa," Alo said, glancing back and stumbling.
(Pg said "Principle 155" but didn't elaborate.) Alo seemed to badly need the rest, and sat down on a
boul-der, after first looking al around it—Jak specked that he was not the only person who had read far
too much intrigue-and-adventure fiction.

After he caught his breath, Alo went on. "'l wasfigur-ing that there's afew dozen big north-south roads
and alot of smdler onesal through here, with usualy an agueduct running under the roads and irrigated
land around it, so once we found farmland, we'd find aroad, and once we found aroad, wed just follow
ittill it joined abigger one, and so forth until we found some-place with atown. | didn't want to use my
purseto cdl anyonefor obvious reasons.”

"l could use my purse, though,” Pgj said. "And | wouldn't have to mention who was with me. Just a party
of survivors. There hasn't been any activity back behind us, and nobody seemsto be even coming out to
investi-gate.”

"You could &t least check wherewe are,” Varasaid.
Pg talked to hisleft hand, then held it up. "If | under-stand correctly, we are in an ‘anchored erg,’

whatever that is, and if we wak due south for three days, well find farmland. That's the closest and
essed.”

Varamade aface. "l beginto seeaflaw in Alo'splan.”
Alo sghed. "Metoo. All right, were not any of us ex-actly backwoods experts, are we?"'

Shadow coughed politely and said, "Actudly, | had quite abit of training in it, part of the warrior schools,
you know."

"Then why didn't you say something?"

"| thought you knew where you were going, you hadn't made any serious errors yet, and anyway, | can
walk for avery long time without food or weter, so it wasn't me that would be suffering.”

Jak sat and admired the logic in that, in an abstract sort of way; somehow it didn't precesshim at dll.
Maybe he was growing tolerant.

Everyone dse, heredized, was Stting quietly trying to get up the courage to make adecison. "Well," Jak
sad, "the stuation isthis. Probably not more than one of usisatarget. Pg Priuleter is not atarget. Other
than Shadow, none of uswill live more than a couple of days out here without help, and in any case were
not going to manage to walk to human settlements anytime soon. So I'm willing to gamble the possibility
that it's methat the mal phs are after, and that caling for help might get mekilled, againgt the certainty of
dying out hereif we don't. Anyone else willing to take the bet?"



Shadow on the Frost nodded emphaticaly. "I think it'sagood bet, and well put.”
Alo shrugged. "I think I'd be dead in lesstime than anyone else. Sure, let's gamble.”

Varasighed. "l wish wed thought of this back at the wreck. Okay, Pqj, call for help, and let's see what
turnsup.”

Jak looked around. The circling birds seemed to be coming lower, but not asif they were going to land.
As hewatched, avivid orange light spread along the hori-zon beyond the wreck, and then a smear of
gold light poured out across the blue landscape, putting it into vivid color and relief dmost at once. Two
trees by the wreck, now tiny and far avay, were still ablaze; other than that, the grasdand around them
was as dill asif theworld had just begun with that dawn.

Two hours later, al except Shadow were moderately uncomfortable (and no one had asked him; what he
could endure and what he found pleasant were probably separate issues). Small biting insects infested
placesthat otherwiselooked inviting to Sit. The temperature was rising rapidly with the rising sun, and
they had no water; far off to the east they could see alittle brown creek, but it seemed slly to try to walk
to it when the copters were supposed to arrive soon, and anyway Jak and Alo both remembered from
casud reading that often there would be some reason you couldn't just drink from open water, although
both of them had to admit they couldn't re-member just what.

Taking pity on them, or perhapsjust tired of hearing two people who knew nothing discussit at great
length, Shadow summarized: " Severd things can be wrong with that water or the areaaround it, and at
least some of them will be present at amost any standing water in country like this. Disease, minerd
toxins, various poisonous an-imals, muck deep and soft enough to drown in, and pos-sibly large
predators, especially around dawn. That would be agreat deal of risk for adrink of water, and quite a
long walk in order to take such arisk, when help is coming—how soon, Pg?"

The preacher looked at his purse again. " Supposedly thirty minutes.”
"Soif we'd kept walking," Varasaid, "we could al be dead around the creek by now."

"Moreor less," Shadow said. "We might have been lucky enough to missthat part of the experience. But
we wouldn't have been any better off." In the dawn light the Rubahy seemed to belong more; he waslike
some fan-tastic monster out of the dim memory of the species, per-haps aresidud trace of the dinosaurs
left in the squeaking rodent hindbrain of humanity, with hisflat ex-pressonlessface, mighty jaws, and
overdl look of afeathered reptile. Jak thought to himself that anyone who had looked closdly at them
could not call them "terri-ers'—"raptors' perhaps, but there was nothing doglikein redlity, whatever the
pictures might suggest.

The helicopters came out of the southeast, very fast and not very loud, popping above thelow hillson the
horizon and racing in toward them quickly. They al stood up and waved, and the hdlicopterscircled into
land on theflatter ground below them. Asthey de-scended the hill, Alo commented, "Well, sofar, at
leadt, they haven't opened fireon us..."

Varagrunted. "All that showsisthat if anyoneis after one of us, they're smart enough to makeit look like
an accident.”

"If there is anyone after any of us" Shadow said qui-etly. "It occurs to me that those who travel into
goace areardativefinancia and palitica dite, and murder isfairly common among the ditein both my
society and yours. Four out of five of us had some reason to feer it, true? So very likely in the twenty or
s0 dead passengers, there might have been fifteen who were possible targets. If there was adeliberate
killer, perhapsthe killer haslost interest because the victim isaready dead.”



"'Principle 120: Never neglect the null hypothesis, however dull it may be," Pg Priuleter said. Jak thought
that it would be just spiteful and petty to kick him, now.

"Precisdly," Shadow on the Frost said, and Jak noted that athough they don't have the musclesfor facia
ex-pressons, the Rubahy have no problem with being quite clear in their vocal expression—the Sahara
around them felt momentarily polar.

By the time the survivors got down the hill to the hel-icopter, the soldiers or pokheets or whatever they
were had aready set up atable with atermina on it, and an officer sat a the termind, apparently to
process them in time-honored bureaucratic fashion. "From transponder signa, we think we have a
correct roster of you sur-vivors," he said, "and another crew will be going over to the crashed launch to
confirm that you are not among the dead, so don't worry, we should have al records per-taining to you
immediately available. Now, let mejust run through our role—Pgj Priuleter, ishe here?’

He asked P afew questions, seemed satified with the answers, and motioned him into the largest of
the three hdlicopters. Then he asked, "Alo Fairrara, ishe here?' and did exactly the same process with
exactly the same questions; then the samefor Vara, and finally even for Shadow on the Frogt, before
reading off, "Jak Jn-naka. | presume you must be Jak Jinnaka?"

Some odd tension in the officer's voice, asking not quite the form of the question that Jak was expecting,
with everyonetoo dert for any sgn that he might be catching on, dmost gave him enough warning to get
away. He hesitated for just an ingtant, not because he was suspicious yet but just because something felt
different, and that instant caused two of the soldiersto pull hand-cuffs out of hiding. Jak reacted before
he even knew they were handcuffs; he kicked the table upward, hard, as the best diversion he could
manage in the second he had to do it, and turned and ran.

He covered about thirty meters before he felt the clos-est one go for hislegs; he jumped forward and
pivoted to hit the man coming in, getting him with aright knee to the face, but the next instant he felt
control gel sprayed on hisface, and before he could even raise his handsit had hardened into an airtight
opague rubber mask that wrapped the whole front of his head. He tried to lash out based on sound and
kinesthetic sense, but they had been waiting for that; hiswrist was grasped, his arm bent, and he was
driven to the ground, the mask protecting hisface from the grave, but still suffocating him.

Another one of them grabbed his other arm, and he was cuffed behind his back an ingtant later. The
ankle cuffs were secured to hisfeet as he kicked and tried to bresthe through the horrible smell of the
mask, and just before he passed out, he felt them pulling his ankles and wrists together into a hogtie; the
moment the lock snapped shut, they sprayed the mask off his face with something foul-smelling that
dissolved it at once but left him choking and retching.

"Thiswasredly quite unnecessary,” the officer said. "Not entirely your fault, of course. | didn't even want
to handcuff you out here; we could have dropped off the others and then taken you dong, and after all,
your ticket wasto Fermi itsdlf, so thereld have been no problem. But I'm just an underling here, | do
what I'm told, and you know how it is, the boss gets a bright idea—espe-cidly one that's highly
dramatic—and there you are, stuck carrying it out. So | do gpologize."

"Thank you, | think," Jak said. None of his bondswasthe least bit loose, yet another difference from the
stories he was so fond of .

"It would be niceif you could apologize to Jentepe, who you bashed in the face," the officer added. "I'm
sure held fed better.”

"Aw, hdl, Skip, leavethekid done, it was my faullt, |



got carelesstrying to tackle him and he took his best shot. Taught me alesson, you know? If held been
armed, it would've redlly served meright.”

Perhapsit was alingering effect of too many hours spent with Pg Priuleter, but Jak recalled Principle
194: "Never hestate to abase yoursalf when you are power-less, at worst it does not harm you and at
best it may make the other sde careless.” He sighed and said, "Wadll, I'm sorry that your face hurts, and
I'm sorry that I'm the one who caused it, and | appreciate your understanding thet it was all just

"See?' Jentepe said. "Thekid'sdl right, Skip. I'm glad we're just locking him up for afew months.”

"Metoo. Killings are depressing, especialy younger people; | can't hep feding that way, even if it's part
of thejob. So, luckily, today we don't have to dedl with anything like that."

Jak thought he might express his own approval but de-cided it was better to just remain silent; there are
times when added attention isjust not desirable.

The officer said, "Now, Jak Jnnaka, unfortunately you have reveded aproclivity for escape, so | truly
am sorry about this, but well have to load you onto adolly and take you back strapped down. Those are
srict or-ders. But at least it'sa short flight—you're not going al the way to Fermi—and you won't be too
uncomfortable, and once you get there, it'srather like a very spartan hotel room without any doors.

You'l see. Redlly, there's not much to get upset about.”

Jak didn't agree, but saw no good reason to say so0. He listened as the helicopter took everyone else
away, and the officer gave aseries of incomprehensible orders that seemed to involve nothing but strings
of acronyms.

In afew minutes, the dolly came crawling over on itstreads, and, not urgently, they tied him to the
framework. It was al metal tubing without padding, so it hurt alittle asthe dolly crawled back to the
copter, but it was only for afew minutes and it wasn't any worse than it had to be. Asthe tractor crawled
into the passenger space, Jak saw that the inside of the copter bore severa plaques with the insignia of
the House of Cofindez, as he had expected. He might be in gentle hands, for now, but they were the
hands of the enemy.

Chapter 9
A Comfortable Place With a Little Bit of Style

Jeople moved to Tjadou for the climate, if they couldn't stand the cold or the damp, because it was only
about ten degrees off the equator and because even with the dras-tic revision of the Earth's climate by the
Bombardment, there was still sunshine there dmost every day. So since people, mostly older people,
moved there for the sun, the warmth, and the dry clean air, the buildings and streetswere laid out to
shdlter them from sunlight and to pro-vide cool spaces, and huge pipelineswere run in from the catch
basins at the feet of the glaciersthat covered Itay, bringing in immense quantities of fresh water, so that
people could plant gardens as big as they liked, fill-ing the air with water and pollen that would eventudly
make it impossiblefor people like themsalvesto breathe, which waslikely to be the only limit on the
growth of the town.

Because this process was far from complete as yet, more people were sill moving in dl thetime, and
asde from its constant population of the elderly, the place was something of aboom town, as abedroom
community for theindustrial areas of centra Africa. Many of the offi-cers of the Duchy of Uranium'sloca
garrison choseto live here permanently, because it was a fine place to raise afamily and the climate could
hardly be equaled, and there were superb homes available at very reason-able prices. In fact, asakind



of hobby or sideline, many of the Uranium Army's officer corps had become so fond of the place, and so
familiar with the good things that were available, that they had become redl-estate brokersherein
Tjadou.

Thiswas particularly useful for politica prisonersto know, because the Duchy of Uranium adhered to dll
in-ternationa conventions regarding the comfort of prison-ers, so that most of them were ultimately
released on monitored house arrest within the city of Tjadou, where they might well find that they had to
live and work for decades. It was, of course, regrettable that some per-fectly fine people who no doubt
were good citizens of the places they came from had so grosdy inconve-nienced the Duke that it was
necessary for them to be taken out of circulation, but till there was aworld of dif-ference between being
thrown into adungeon or buried in an unmarked grave, as opposed to merdly finding one-sdlf in afine,
growing, modern community—one that in fact many free people were moving to voluntarily.

Jak learned dll of this, but in much more detail, asthe helicopter circled the city, waiting for clearanceto
take him to the maximum security prison. He was dreading it, although al the soldiers continued to assure
him, in be-tween discussing the merits of the various neighbor-hoods of the city, with specid emphasison
rapidly appreciating real-estate values, that very few people re-mained in maximum security for long, and
that there was agood chance that within amonth or two hewould beliving in asmall apartment
"'somewhere convenient where you can walk to the main prison campus for your required vists, with
good access to shopping and bank-ing. There are alot of nicelittle placesjust inside the partrolled area,
and we can fix you up in acomfortable place with alittle bit of style."

Undle Sibroillo had dwaystold him that if nothing else, you could dways be thinking, analyzing, getting a
handle on your stuation, and the mgjor thought running through Jak's mind right now was that these
people truly had an incentive to make sure he didn't escape, so thiswasdl going to be much harder.

The copter findly set them down on the roof of the main prison facility, and they whedled Jak out to an
ele-vator and took him down to the main office to do the pa-perwork. "We're not exactly booking you,"
the officer explained, "because Uranium officidly has no laws about politica behavior, and after dl it'snot
asif you were going to have atrid or talk to alawyer or anything. But we do need to make sure that we
know thingslike how to get in touch with relatives, any specia dlergies or phobias, hobbies and interests,
that kind of thing, so that the prison administration can serve you better.”

"That's sort of nice," Jak said.

"Well, weredize that most prisonerswill at least think about escaping, because most of them have acted
on someideaor other in their belief sysslem—and we try to respect everyone's bdiefs, we don't ever
pressure any-one to change their feelings or commitments, because we respect thet if they've taken action
about it, it mattersto them, and it's only the action, not the belief, that should be our concern. So we
know that you haven't given up your ideals or whatever it isyou have, and youll sill betryingtofind a
way to act on them, and that means you'll be trying to escape. We try to take the sporting attitude—we
do what it takes to keep you here but we aren't mean about it. Anyway, since naturdly, being a prisoner,
you're aready inclined to run away, and as apolitica prisoner you aready have some rea-sonsto didike
being herein particular, things are aready biased in abad direction. We don't want you to keep being
reminded to think about running away, even more, because you hate the food or your laundry isitchy or
your room istoo warm at night. After dl, we aren't in the business of punishing people here; dl wedois
keep them from leaving.”

Jak sghed interndly, but aoud he said, "Wéll, then, | guesswed better get going on the paperwork."
Appar-ently, wherever he went, life was going to resemble gen school, and the pokheetswould find a
way to take your feets away.



The Al that interviewed him was correctly polite about everything, and as he'd been told, it mostly was
infor-mation about how to make him comfortable. He wasn't asked to confessto any crimes, red or
invented, nor was he asked to discuss any co-conspirators or associates or whatever the other people
involved would be, officidly. He supposed that this was because if they just held him herein Tjadou long
enough, either Sesh would be won over and marry Psm Cofinalez, or ese she'd escape by some other
means, and either way, he'd then beirrdle-vant. The thought was not especialy comforting.

When they had absolutely finished noting down every possible way in which Jak might be made
comfortable while being held prisoner, they neutered his purse, in-gtdling anew operating system loyal to
them rather than to Jak. He wasn't sure how to tell them that he would never be ableto tdll if hispurse
wasdidoyd, given how littleit liked him anyway. He pulled it back on hisleft hand, checked to make
surethat his persond fileswere dtill in place, and accepted it dl with ashrug.

Hisroom featured areasonably comfortable bed with the usual adjustments but no luxury features, a
table, chair, and lamp where he could est or read, and alarge screen to plug into his purse. Callsto
Uncle Sib were blocked, as were callsto anywhere on board the Spirit of Snging Port, so hedidn't
have much of anyoneto tak to. The Cofindez family wastoo affluent, and their jail management people
too shrewd, to force any doubling up in rooms, so there was no roommate to get to know. It was asthe
pokheets had said; he had dl the feets he might want in atrivid way, and none a al otherwise.

Jak dided up the prison regulations to see what he had available and what he would be permitted to do,
and dis-covered that he was confined to five different buildings surrounding a courtyard, that medls,
laundry, bathing, and other necessities were free a common facilities but there were entrepreneurs who
would be happy to sell you better versions of them, and that histime was more or less his own; the
officer who had picked him up had been the deputy warden, who was also the sponsor of the prison's
daily caendar and gazette via his advertisng banner across the bottom of the screen, which promoted his
real-estate agency with the catchy dogan, "Coming up for parole soon? Just released and nowhere to
go? Being ahostage doesn't have to mean living in ahovel!"

At least it looked like Jak would be able to secure basic comforts; hed spent much less than his
alowancewhile onthe Spirit of Snging Port, so he had more than enough for the foreseeable future.
And most of the screens assured him that people rardly stayed in the main prison for more than afew
weeks—it wasn't necessary for most people, because Tjadou itself, an isolated town in scrub-desert
country, with rugged bare mountains and little potable water nearby, was areasonably effective prison,
especialy when combined with constant moni-toring. Jak glanced down at his purse, which now worked
for the malphs and was charged with turning him in, and said, "Curiosity about this. | withdraw the
ques-tionif itissendtive. What do you doiif | try to take you off? Sound an darm, cdl for help?’

"Both of those," the purse said. "Also I've had my en-ergy storage enhanced, so | can run for quite along
time—exact time classfied—uwithout body heet to recharge me."

"And how doesit fed to beworking for them instead of me?'

"I'm not redly the same purse any more with the new operating system, so | don't experience the direct
chan-nel to my old memoriesin quite the sameway, but asfar as| can tell, on thelevel wheredl the old
memoriesin-teract and form emotionsand opinions... I'mredly, re-dly enjoying this. Pleasedotry to
escape soon. | can't wait to be there to see what happensto you.”

Jak thought, sourly, that the machine had found a very novel way to follow the built-in requirement thet it
try to encourage safe behaviorsinits user.

Therewas aknock at the door; Jak opened it. A broad-shouldered, handsome young man with a



vampire-brunette complexion, thin dark mustache, and weight-lifter body wasleaning againg thewal in
the corridor. "I heard we had anew one here," he said. ™Y ou can cal me Black— first name, last name,
itswhat everyone uses.”

"Jak Jinnaka," Jak said.

"I know, it'sdigplayed over your door,” Black said, pointing. "The guards don't usualy bother showing
any-one where the free services are because they al get acut out of the profits from the pay services.
And they don't provide any orientation because they speck that if you're uncomfortable, you'll be all the
more eager to buy or rent aplace outside of the prison. Would you like aquick tour of where everything
freeis, with afew notes about locd customs? Showing new heets around is one of the few thingsthat
breaks up my days."

"Sure. Do | have to do anything to tell them where I've gone?’
"They'll know. Y our purseinforms on you congtantly, remember?”
"Heforgetsto blow hisnoseif | don't tell him," the purse volunteered.
"Let meguess. Your purseisfedingitsfegtsfor thefirst time.”

"V egh”

"It happensalot. So, you want to see the rest of the prison? We can include lunch in the tour, and it'll kill
agood part of the afternoon.”

"Toktru, | had no other plans,” Jak said, and closed the door behind him.

Black was of the once-over school of tour-giving; in rapid succession, they passed the free laundry, the
free baths, the dispensary, and the "necessities shop."

"It'snot abad ideato spend alittle cash instead of going here," Black added. "They have pretty well
everything you redly need—if you don't mind toilet paper that you can sand metal with, bars of soap that
will take most of your skin off, toothpaste that tastes like it should have been the laundry detergent, and
30 on, then thisisyour place. Otherwise, well, the three little shopsinsde the prison grounds dl have
ridiculous prices, but they aso have the usua brands of things.”

"Thanksfor the note," Jak said.

"It'sredly theleast | can do," Black said. "I happen to be the only long-term prisoner here, so I'm the
only per-son who's had a chance to learn the ropes. | assure you I'm not being held for any evil I've
done—the Cofinaez courts are perfectly finefor ordinary crimes—but be-cause I'm an inconvenience to
the present Duke and his heir, who nonetheless are treating me with surprising de-cency. At least,
knowing them aswell as| do, I'm sur-prised. Redlly, it's just the boredom that getsto me. | have access
to news channels and viv and al that sort of thing, but somehow just being here with nothing to do does
grind me down after awhile. I've thought of writ-ing memoirs but I'm afraid they would cons <t of an
ac-count of being a spoiled upper-class brat until | waslocked up, and then of being aspoiled
upper-class brat in aprison afterward. When one day isagreat ded like an-other, describing them all
would be masochism for writer and reader aike, masen?”

"l seeyour point,” Jak said.

"Well, let'sgo up the view tower here," Black said. "It's one of the nicer features weve got—aview of
the surrounding countryside."



Jak had never been much of afan of scenery, and he was dready getting somewhat deepy after
everything that had happened, for he had been awake for about eighteen hours so far. But it was il his
first day on aplanet new to him—in fact hisfirst day ever on aplanet—and Black seemed nice, probably
just very talk-ative because hed been lonely for along time, and des-perate to enjoy Jak's company
before Jak was moved to an gpartment. And he had been very helpful in showing Jak the place. So
though hislegsrebelled a climbing starsin theinsandy high gravity, his eyeids seemed to want to close,
and he couldn't imagine its being worth the effort, Jak followed Black on up the winding stair-caseto the
open platform on top of the tower.

The moment he stood there, he was glad he had made the effort. It was awonderfully clear day and the
mid-morning sun was at just about the forty-five-degree angle that is perfect for vison. Low blue
mountainslay to the eat, till partly shaded from the rising sun behind them; farther away, to the wes,
barren brown rock stood out in sharp relief. Below the mountains there was a broad, scrubby plain,
desert but not the dryest of desert, with plenty of low trees and little tufts of grass, broken in four places
by thelow, crumbling rises of the crater walls, mute and ancient witnesses to the Bombardment. Jak
could seeinto the nearest pock; it was half full of muddy green water, and not at al inviting, either the haf
that looked black and poisonousin deep shadow or the half that looked like thinnish pea soup in the
bright sun-light. Jak judged it might be a.couple of kilometers away.

Thecity itsdlf extended amost hdfway to the horizon, but in the hot morning, it was blurred by rising
warm air, and less clear than the distant mountains. It formed a pat-tern like runny graph paper: deep
green fuzzy linesthat ran straight aslasers and formed the grid itself between lumpy gray-white areas. The
straight deep green lines had to beirrigation canas, with trees beside them, and the gray-white squares
they marked out must be filled with buildings, but Jak could see little detail through the wavery air, as heat
was dready rising from the paved, smooth, harsh white area, 150 meters wide, that sur-rounded the
prison.

"Arethey raisng those trees commercialy? What kind are they?

"It's one of the best pieces of genie-work in the solar system,” Black said. "Each tree puts out a dozen
differ-ent fruits. Some of them are old standards like apples and pears. Others are specid flavorslikea
pineapple-lemon hard-shelled fruit that looks sort of like a honey-dew, and the main crop lookslike a
blue rubber coconut and isanearly pure saturated solution of fructoseinsde, which they sdll for industria
use, as asweetener and as afeedstock for grain acohol. The genies have set it up so that everything
grows only on the side that overhangs the water, and the tree drops them when they're ripe, but only
when it getsaparticular ultrasound frequency through itsroots.

"Robot boats sail up and down the cand's, with an ul-trasound generator on their undersides. They carry
big catcher nets spread out between polesto form sort of afunnel down to the hold. Whenever the fruit
isripe, it dropsinto the nets of the next passing boat; when aboat has ahold-full, it turns off its
noisemaker and heads back to the center to be unloaded.

"Along those cand's, walkways and Pertrans routes connect al those whitewashed houses and shops that
make up the town, so that you travel everywherein the shade, and on asunny day like this, the cand will
be lying in degp shadow, dappled with sunlight, tilapiaris-ing to the surface now and then, and lots of
people out just walking and enjoying it; now and then aboat goes by, and you watch the fruit fal into it.
If theré'sanicer place to walk in the solar system, 1'd be surprised.”

Jak thought it would be ungracious to suggest how much it could al be improved by just taking the
gravity down by about seventy percent. "It sounds very beauti-ful,” he said. "And you sound very familiar
withit"



"l grew up in Tjadou. Or asmuch as| ever actudly grew up, | grew up in Tjadou. My family had a place
here and it waswhere | preferred to be, and | was the sort of child who aways got hisway, eventualy.”
Black grinned, and Jek couldn't help liking him very much just then—there was such pleasurein his
self-deprecation. " Of course, toktru some people might say | still am the sort of child who aways getshis
way, eventualy. But 'eventudly' is coming rather dowly these days."

"Isthere any chancethat you'll ever get to live outside the prison, so you can at least livein atown you
love?' Jak asked. He was bothered by the thought that Black was such a short distance from his beloved
candls, trees, and town.

"Not if the ducd family knowswhat they're doing, and das, | do not believe that there are many foolsin
that family; there arefoolsin every family, masen? But no great abundance of them in the Cofinalezes. |
am afraid that I'm right where | should be, looking at it through the lenses of the people currently ruling
Uranium."

"Yourevery forgiving."

""Principle 118: Forgiveness costs nothing and saves energy.’ But, to tell you the truth, 1'd be doing
exactly the samething if our Situations were reversed, and so it's hard to work up much rancor.”

Jak watched the face of hisnew friend closely, and saw nothing but honesty; though some might have
found the chalk-white skin framed by dark black hair and deep red lipsto be eerie, Jak rather liked it,
and it made the pale blue eyes dl the more dramatic.

"Wl then," Black said, "I know you'retired and would like to rest, but let me at least suggest that we
go get some lunch before you lie down; as busy and stress-ful asthings have been for you—the guards
were saying you survived that launch crash?!

"Yeah. It was pretty damned scary, actudly.”

"W, so you've had an immense number of shocks and scares since you dept last. That drains blood
sugar from the brain, or so they tell me, and if you want to wake up at al cheerful, and without a
headache, you'll have to eat, so come on down and do it with me, and then after that I'll leave you alone,
| promise, and you can get your nap.”

"It'saded," Jak said.

The public free cafeteriawas dl the way down the stairs and diagonally across from the view tower. It
faced south into the courtyard, toward the building that held Jak's—room? cell>—neither seemed quite
the snging-onword. ..

Shadows were long enough to put afew outdoor tables in shade, and they sat down there. "Let me use
my purse, Snce yoursisabit hogtile and still reveling in the chance to get back at you," Black suggested.
"Sit anywhere." He talked to the fingerless glove on hisleft hand. "What's on the menu today ?*

"Nominally split pea soup, peasant oat bread, and a cheese and fruit tray," the purse replied, "but actually
amassive power falure." At oncethelighted display of the food dispenser went blank and dead, and the
back-ground hum of the hundreds of unobtrusive machines, aways present wherever there were people,
ceased. In the abrupt silence, guards could be heard running and shouting to each other. Black stared at
his purse. "The whole system has been virused. It's an attack.”

The shouting and the thumping of boots could be heard for barely afew seconds; then there were afew
more seconds when it competed with agrowing low rumble, whose pitch seemed to climb from subsonic



to bass to baritone in mere moments. The roar stabilized somewhere in the upper part of the baritone
range, and Jak realized it was coming from above. The shadows around him di sappeared.

Helooked up to see abright light, like looking at the sun, which grew rapidly. Jak looked down, blinking,
try-ing to get the red afterimage out of hisvision, and so he only saw thefins of the big rocket touch
down in the courtyard, and heard the whakka-whakka-whak as its au-tomated guns cleared the guards
fromthewadls.

Helooked up, hisvision clearing, to see aramp drop from the side, and two men ran out, one bounding
down the ramp and legping over its Sde to position, the other hurrying but apparently unused to the high
gravity. They carried beam pistols and immediately assumed firing po-sition, asif expecting an attack
from any door. A moment later, adender boy—no, it was ayoung woman, in afighting coverall—ran
down the ramp, and shouted, "All right, I'm going to check thisbuilding first, you tovesjust—uwell, dip me
in shit and paint me blue. He's tand-ing right here."

Sheraised her visor. 1t was Myxenna Bonxiao, Dujuv's demmy, whom held last seen back on the Hive.
"Come on, Jak, no time to waste, we're breaking you out, tove. Don't bother to pack, run to me.”

Jak ran forward, and he could fed Black at his hedls. Asthey came onto the ramp, Myx asked, "Who's
this?"

"HisnameisBlack. | think hesafriend. Anyway he's some kind of enemy of the Cofinalezes"

"Not their enemy, but they don't much like me, and | would liketo escapeif | could,” hesaid. "And | can
as-sureyou that if | escape, they will look for me much more eagerly than they will for Jak."

"Great, you're adiverson,” Myx said. "Come on aboard, both of you."

"Company, Myx," one of the combat-hel meted figures shouted, and began blazing away at the doorways
on hisside of the courtyard. Unarmed as they were, Jak and Black scuttled into the door of the rocket,
Myx right with them, and amoment later they were squashing along on the padded flooring of the bottom
cargo room.

Jak started to ask "How—" but at that moment the two men, combat-helmeted, spinning to firelast shots
behind them, came backward through the door, and one of them hit the emergency door release, causing
the metd door to dam closed with agreat ringing boom. He shouted, "Were dl in, Sis, jettison the ramp

and get us out of here. Everybody lie down on your back now!"

Jak dropped backward, dapping to break hisfal, and stretched flat on his back just an instant before the
rocket roared to life, a sound like being insde a drum that someone is belt-sanding. They boosted at
max. It was like being run over by ahuge whed, but not as comfort-able, and like being kicked in the gut
and face smulta-neoudy, but not as much fun. It went on for the better part of two minutes, before a
familiar voice, amplified to the point of distortion in order to be heard over the terri-ble howl of the
engines, said, "Shutting down. We're going to coast over to alanding field in Australia. Well have about
half an hour of freefal.”

The dreadful thunder shut off, and the weight van-ished with it. At once Jak wasin normal, hedthy,
ordi-nary freefall, floating off the padded deck easily and comfortably. It was hard to believe that he had
only missed thisfor aday; hisjoints and muscles seemed to rejoice in one great symphony of creaks and

pops.

Black grabbed Jak's left hand and, before Jak knew what he was doing, stripped off the purse. Then he
pulled off hisown, airswam to the emergency station, threw its cover open, and stuffed both pursesinto



the biowaste disposal. After afew brief, piping screams, the two purses were autoclaved into black sash.
"That will make us harder to trace," Black said. "Hope you didn't have any un-backed-up data that was
essentid "

"Naw, and anyway | never liked that purse's attitude." Jak looked around; Myx had pulled her helmet off
and was breathing hard. The hemets came off the two men, and Jak saw why they had seemed familiar.
It was Dujuv Gonzawaraand Piaro Fears-the-Stars. He looked from one to the other, trying to speck
what to say to histoves, and finally he said, "L et me guess. Phrysabaisflying the ship? And probably
Pabrinois navigating?'

Piaro shook his head. "Phrysabas handling both,” he said. "' Pabrino wanted to come dong but hisfolks
wouldn't et him. But hel's helping uswith logistics and strategy for the operation, and he's monitoring
every-thing from the Spirit."

"Well, just 0 there's at |east one reasonably responsi-ble party involved,” Jak said, grinning. "All right,
how did you al meet up and happen to be here? And does this have something to do with why you never
wrote, Duj?"

Dujuv shrugged. "Y our Uncle Sibraillo redly did not like theidea of you doing dl thiswith no backup, to
begin with, so he approached me about it, and | said sure, and Myxenna volunteered to come aong.”

"It'sgood for my resume for the PSA," she pointed out. "Public serviceto afriendly nation, namely
Green-world. Plus| know Sesh alot better than anyone else and that might come in handy.”

Dujuv continued, "A Hive Spatial warship was headed out to make aport cdl here, and it wastaking one
of those superfast energy-wasting orbits that just drops down to gain orbita velocity and then pops back
up to wherever it'sgoing, so we left amonth after you did and dmost got here at the sametime. We
were supposed to watch you and see how it went, and we'd just gotten you located in time to seethe
launch crash,” Dujuv ex-plained. "By theway, that is one great way to worry your toves."

"Toktru," Piaro agreed. "Siswasjust idly watching— or at least she wants meto think it wasjust
idle—and she called me as soon as she saw what had happened. There's a Spaceborn Grief Center on
Singing Port— that's where you go to have professional counselors break bad newsto you, and it'salso
usudly thefastest placeto find out if your friends or rdatives are dtill aive. And weran into Myx and Duyj
there, found out you were aive from the fact that you were being checked into the Duke's prison, and
after discussion with your uncle, we discovered arocket of untracesble registry that was available for
immediate rent, and it happened to contain asmall arsend initshold. And so herewe are, more or less at
your service. Depending on whether you have any good ideas beyond this point.”

"Well, getting me out of prison wasthe best ideal've heard in along time," Jak said.

"And Myx—Myxenna, isit?—let me add, thank you for taking me along on theride," Black said. "I think
| can say that I'll make sure you don't regret it.”

"You'rewelcome." From the way her eyestwinkled a the handsome, older heet, Jak judged that Myx
aready had no regrets, but he suspected Duj would have enough for both of them. It wasredly just like
being home.

"Ending freefdl in two minutes," Phrysabas voice said, over the speakers. "We're landing gentler than
we took off, but it's fill going to be quite aride. Get stretched out on the padding, and stay that way."

The cargo area swung rapidly around them, cold jet noise echoing through the little ship, and after afew
sickening seconds, settled back into ordinary welightless-ness. Jak made sure he was comfortable on the



padding.

"Acceeration in five, four, three, two, one, now," Phrysaba said, and the engines thundered to life again.
Thistimethey ran a afraction of full power, and the de-scent was mostly at around two gravities; if Jak
had re-ally needed to, he could have very carefully gotten up and moved around. Asit was, helay there,
trying to fedl positive about the fact that shortly the two gees would go back to amere one.

The minutes crept by and then Phrysaba said, "All right. Touchdown in twenty seconds..." The engines
became amost muffled in their thunder, and accel eration decreased to a mere one gravity; they must be
amost hovering. "Descending... coming up onit..." There wasthe barest of bumps, and Fiaro said,
"Singing-on pi-loting, Sis," even before Phrysaba cut the engines and said, "Well, were here. Everybody
out—thisrocket is not going to be a healthy neighborhood for long. Pabrino tells me that his datatrace
shows that the Duke's pokheets have asinging-on fix on us, they've got where we've landed pegged
within three meters, and are get-ting it together right now."

Chapter io
Extremely Rude and Unprofessona

Asthey emerged from the rocket, Black said, "Well, thisiswhere | disgppear, and I'm going to take a
subor-bita to North America—that ought to get most of them chasing me, while you and your friends get
on with your business, Jak."

"Thanks," Jak said.
"Not a problem. They would chase me anyway—you might aswell get some benefit fromiit.”
"Do you have credit?' Myxennaasked.

Hefavored her with adeep, winning smile. "The next time we have a chance to talk, we can both enjoy
how funny that question was. But for the meantime, yes, everything isfine, now that I'm out of that pen. |
won't forget this, my dear toves." He turned, darted down a passageway between two buildings, and was

gone.
"Strange kind of aheet, but I'm getting to like him," Jak said.

"So what do we do?' Phrysabasaid, practicaly, as she climbed down the ladder from the rocket. She
was car-rying alarge, heavy bag. "We have dl these weapons left to use, but weve kind of lost the
element of surprise. And Pabrino tells me we have about fifteen minutesto get away from this spaceport
before dl kinds of trouble starts happening here. He suggests that we grab the first ship out and improvise
fromthere”

Therewas asuborbita excursion hopper leaving in Six minutes, so the five of them got onto that, and
breathed asigh of relief when it took off for Buenos Aires with-out incident.

Jak had hoped to get anap in freefal, and he tried, but he was only able to doze in the constant noise.
The robot tour guide nattered on about weather conditions over the Pacific Ocean, and asthey reentered
and made the close overflight of South America, it pent an unbelievable amount of time explaining how
odd it was, on Earth, to see aplain with no pocks, because Alpha Draconisisfar to the north, with a
declination of just over 69° N, any-where south of 21° S had been spared the Bombardment, so that the
Argentine pampas had been untouched. Y ou wouldn't have thought that thered be much elseto say
about pocks that were not there, but the guide seemed to be determined. Aside from Jak and histoves,
the only other occupants of the ship seemed to be afew teenage couples who took private rooms,



probably for free-fall making out.

The suborbita touched down on the linducer track a Buenos Aires, sdlling off its momentum and gliding
into refud. It announced that they now had one half hour to vist the observation tower above the
refueling station, and that it would leave without them if they were not aboard. Jak stretched and yawned
and said, "How's our credit supply?

"Plenty,” Dujuv said. "Are you specking what I'm specking? Good time to change vehicles?'

"Y eah. lan't there one of those—what do they call'em, the thing that's like abig Pertrans that runs
between fixed Setions?!

"Trains. Y eah, theré's one to Africafrom here," Phrys-aba said, checking her purse. "It even sopsin
Fermi. We can catch ataxi, whatever thet is, to get there." She stood up. "All right, let'sgo."

After they left their compartment, Jak reached back inside and pushed the privacy button, locking the
com-partment closed; the little tourist craft probably wasn't very sophisticated, and there was agood
chance that the compartment would register as till occupied, if anyone looked into it, which he thought
likey.

Right next to the steps marked "to observation tower" there was asign pointing down a stairway:
"GROUND TRANSPORTATION AND TAXIS"

"I wonder if that meansthat taxis, whatever they are, fly, and you're supposed to land here, whether
you'reflying atrangportation or ataxi?' Myx said.

"Or maybethisisthe place where they put people into departing taxis and recycle the old ones through
the grinder?’ Phrysaba guessed.

They didn't see any "ground transportation,” whatever it might be, but when they got down to the curb
there was arow of brightly colored whedled vehicles, each la-beled "taxi,” so that seemed ssimple enough.
They were robots who would take you to any addressfor asingle fee, regardless of how many riders got
in; they piled into one and authorized a payment.

It wasjust dawn asthey shot out of the tunnel from thelittle secondary spaceport, headed for the train
gation, and though this was objectively the dowest part of thetrip, it felt like the fastest and it was
certainly the most terrifying. Thetaxi gpparently monitored ared-time in-formation system for ground
traffic (Piaro pointed out afterward that Since they never saw any law enforce-ment, this probably
included monitoring where the pokheets were), and rerouted constantly to reduce trip time.

Thetaxi shot down big empty roads, made abrupt turns down steep ramps and plunged through narrow
a-leyways, wove between crowds of pedestrians in mar-ketplaces, veered madly around buildings and
through narrow spaces, absolutely destroying any sense of direc-tion Jak had; everything seemedto bea
blur and asmear of color, accompanied by the shrieking whedls of the strange little vehicle. It wasbizarre
how being less than ameter off the ground, and moving through such crowded spaces, could make
Speeds that were afraction of one percent of orbital seem like the fastest held ever gone. Thetaxi didn't
even go asfast asa Pertrans car, but a Pertransran in anice sensible tunndl with no ob-stacles
around—not in an open space with hundreds of other vehicles and people drifting about asrandomly as
the moleculesin agas, to Jak's eyes, yet miraculously not colliding. "Wonder when these things were
in~vented," Phrysaba said. "Surely not before there were ro-bots; | speck no human being could do this.”

When thetaxi pulled up at the train station, the sun had not yet cleared the horizon, and Jak redlized that



the whole ride couldn't have been more than ten minutes. He decided that ten minutesin ataxi in Buenos
Aireswas probably as much time as held ever need to spend in hislife. Myx staggered allittle getting out.
Even Dujuv just got out, without any stunts or vaulting.

They studied the displays over the train station counter carefully for awhile. "I think | dak the djeste,”
Piaro said findly. "If everyoneisgoing to share atrain, then everyone hasto leave a the sametime, likea
ship. So that's what 'departure time' and 'arrival time' mean—everyone going to the same place getson
the same train and goes at the sametime. Then therésafeefor aparticular trip." He raised hisleft hand
to hisface. "Confirm?"

"Youvegotitright," hispurse sad.
"What are the classes?'

"Classes are namesfor qualities of accommodation. 'First class for long distance means a private space
where you can lie down and deep if you wish; 'second class means small enclosed areas, bench seating
within them; ‘third class means row seating—"

"Thanks, that'sall | needed," Piaro said. His purse clicked off.

"Soinfirst class| could get anap?' Jak asked. He was amazed at how tired he felt; he had beenup a
long time and had aready been more than dl the way around this unnecessarily big and heavy planet.

"Thetrain that goesto Fermi leavesin about forty minutes,” Phrysabasaid. "And it lookslike it takes
about twenty-five hoursto get there. And since none of usisin ahurry, and we can get aluxury suite that
letsusdl wash up, deep, and eat for awhile, I'min favor of it."

Afterward, Jak thought of the train ride as one of the most interesting things on thetrip. Thetrain only
moved at dightly over 600 kph, but it moved continuoudy, and very smoothly, and unlike flight in aircraft
or gpacecraft, you were right there, however briefly, with whatever you were looking at.

He dept for about ten hours, so that when he awoke it was utterly quiet and dark; they werein the
Recife-Banjul tunnd, afew kilometers below the floor of the Atlantic Ocean, and he redlized that about
as soon as he redlized that Phrysaba was snuggled into bed with him, naked.

He gently disentangled her arm and climbed out into the luxury compartment; he could see by thedim
blue lights, when he turned those on, that there were three other bedsin there but only two of them were
occupied. He hoped that Piaro was by himsdf. Otherwise thiswas going to be a classic case of
Myx-awkwardness, which, toktru, he redly wasn't in the mood for, just a the mo-ment.

When he checked, he found that he had been adeep for dmost ten hours, and that they were most of the
way to Africa, but still under the Atlantic. They had bought an anonymous exchange card in Buenos
Aires, deliberately walking up the street to buy it where the ground shuttle for the spaceport left, and
using one of the "super-clean” account numbersthat Uncle Sib had given Jak for emer-gencies; with luck,
the mal phs looking for them would have gotten no further than redizing that they had to search through
the memories of dozens or hundreds of taxis, and since taxis were arriving and departing con-stantly at
the port where they'd comein, that could be along and inconclusive process.

He could dso hope that the malphs were dl busy chas-ing Black, and that Jak and hisfriends were no
longer being pursued at al, but hopes like that were probably not wise to harbor. Jak hoped that Black
wasal right, and something about the man inspired confidence, maybe more than the situation warranted.

Well, anyway, he had troubles enough of his own, and thinking about Black's wouldn't make his any



better. He quietly dressed and called up a quick med from the foodmaker; that helped alot aswell. He
was beginning to fed ready to take on the world, which was good be-cause that was just what he might
be doing soon.

He went up to the observation bubble on top of the car, though there was nothing to seein the tunnel
itsdlf; he wanted to be sure he didn't misstheir emergence, since he had guessed that it would be
impressive.

He had more coffee and food up there, having staked out agood seet at the front end of the observation
bub-ble, finished eating, and sat quietly, just waiting for the moment.

His guess proved to be singing-on.

Therewasjust an ingtant's warning, as the top sur-faces of the cars ahead of him flashed into bright light
surrounded by a semicircular patch of blue sky; then a-most asif it had been turned on with aswitch,
African morning legpt into being around him, the high bluffs sweeping back behind him, aherd of wild
horses and some kind of horned anima racing momentarily besde thetrack. Thetrain hurtled on,
climbing up through the low, ancient mountains. An hour |ater, they descended into the soft grasdands
that had been al erg and dust just athousand years before; here, they were far enough north so that
every twenty kilometers or s0, they passed by a Bombardment pock, sometimes dry, sometimesasmall
circular 1ake, itswalls il sharp asif it were on the moon or crumbled and eroded asif it wereamillion
years old—it al depended on what sort of soil and rock the fist-sized ball of quartz had penetrated at
light speed, and what sort of westher the area had had since. Jak wondered what it had looked like, right
down here on the ground, asit had happened. In school they had said that if you had been there, you
couldn't have seen the arriva of any of the rocks—just asudden flash of bright light and atower of dust
many kilometers high, like afusion bomb set off just below the surface.

He thought about seeing it the day before, with the Rubahy, and wondered what Shadow on the Frost
might think, seeing his speciess handiwork dl over the Earth. He had said it was " much to answer for"
and yet "beau-tiful.” What did he, or any Rubahy, redly fed about it? Did it make him proud—we
almost beat you bastards— serves you right for that trick you pulled with our sun?Diditfill him
with awe that his ancestors had been able to do that, whereas now a puny remnant of his species clung to
acouple of frozen snowbadls, far out in the dark, on sufferance of the people they had dreamed of
con-quering? Did it hurt him to see such woundsin aliving world? Were the pocks "just there” to him,
something that had happened once and had nothing to do with him? Surely not that. Surely the Rubahy
hed somefedings

"The others are moving around and will be up soon,” Dujuv said, sitting down beside him. "'l just
reinforced your order, so there's some more coffee and some rolls coming. And some eggs and mesat and
bread and ceredl. And some other stuff.”

"It'sUncle Sib's credit line," Jak said, "and the good old gwont isloaded, or at least heisuntil we get
done spending it.”

Dujuv vaulted the seatback and sat down next to Jak, comfortably spread-legged, and began unfolding
the table. "How long till we get there?!

"A good part of the day, till. Late afternoon. And as close to the equator as Fermi is, it gets dark right
around six. So what we want to do, | think, istalk alittle bit about what we're going to do when we get
there, and then get long naps and be really up and ready, so that the moment we arrive, we'rein business.
| don't think | want to be surprised again; 'Getting surprised is dis-tinctly unpleasant, and it nearly aways
suggests some-thing iswrong with you,' asUncle Sbis so fond of saying.”



Dujuv gretched and yawned, his panth muscles strain-ing againgt his coverdl. "Weehu, that night of deep
fdt good.”

"Tel meabout it. High gravity agreeswith you,” Myx said, plopping down in the forward seeting area,
her hair amuzzy tangle, akittenish smile playing across her face. "From the way you dept, | wasthinking,
toktru, that | had findly killed you."

Phrysabadid in beside Jak and rested ahand on hisarm; Duj gave him adight twitch of the eyebrow,
which was about as much as he would ever raise the Sesh ques-tion—he'd known Jak long enough.
Myxennawould not even lift the eyebrow, ever; unlike her mekko, she not only didn't have adouble
standard, she had pretty well no standard at all.

Piaro joined the group afew momentslater. He was "very clearly not amorning person—I've seen
livelier corpses” Myxennateased. While he was rubbing hisface with hishand, asif either trying to get it
on graight or to just wipeit off, Phrysaba added, "Well, he's never been exactly singing-on lucid in the
morning, no, but he makes up for it by being completely incoherent later in the day.”

"Assoon as| havethreebrain cdlson ling, I'll have ariposte,” Piaro said.

Thefood came out then, and for awhile al anyone did was eat and watch the brown and green of the
Sahararoll by. After awhile, they passed through pastures, and then grain fidds. "Thiswas dl desert, a
thousand years ago?' Phrysaba said. "That's what the guidebook said.”

"Alot of it fill is, but not likeit was™" Myx said. "Whét they say in school, anyway, isthat with more than
thirty of the rockslanding in the seaevery day for fifty years, so much water got pumped into the
amosphere tha—"

"Do you want that rol1?" Dujuv asked, through afacefull of his.

When dl of them had stuffed themselves, they ordered another round of coffee. "Therésno oneesein
the ob-servation bubble," Jak pointed out, "and it's no more likely that ther€ll be ahidden microphone
here than that there would be back in the compartment. So it's about four hourstill we get to Fermi.
Anybody got any ideas about what we should do when we get there?"

Dujuv shrugged. "I noticed along time ago that things go alot better when you make the plansand | just
sup-ply the muscle and mativation, tove."

Piaro nodded. "Y our mission—your call.”
"Boysare S0 passve," Myx sad.

Phrysabagiggled. "Let's give Jak achance, though. Did you have anything in mind, or were you just
asking because you were fresh out of ideas?"

"Almost both," Jak said. He redly wished that he could explain the djeste, and lay out the plan that he ill
intended to carry out, but he had afedling that what would happen was that they would veto it, Snceit
involved his being taken prisoner and held for months, not to mention personaly delivering ablackmail
message to an extremely dangerous crimind. But he had to try it— asfar as he could see, getting back
ontheorigind plan was il the best hope for getting Sesh rel eased.

While he had been thinking, they had been looking at Jak, waiting for him to explain. They might beginto
sus-pect that something was up, so he temporized. "I kind of have an ideabut | don't seem to know
whether it'sagood one or not."



Myxenna chuckled. "Well, then, you've found the right friends. Don't worry, if it's not agood idea, toktru,
well make sure that you know it's not."

Phrysabaleaned againgt him, resting her head on his shoulder. "It's not exactly like were painfully shy or
anything, masen?'

Jak nodded and said, "Well, dl right, heréswhat | wasthinking. My Uncle Sib ways say, that when
you don't know how to get into aplace, you should at least speck knocking on the front door. Now, as|
seeit, we know nothing about Psm Cofinalez's paace, where Seshisbeing held. None of usisredly an
experienced fighter, so chances are that we aren't amatch for the guards, not even you, Dujuv.”

"I'd liketo find out, though."

"Well, let'sjust say that | don't want to be there while you're finding out, because you might not find out
what you're expecting to find out, masen? Anyway, so | think that any attempt to penetrate that paace,
either by snesk-ing in or by bresking in, is apt to be adisagter.”

"And it wasn't adisaster that they tried to kill you by shooting down the launch?' Phrysaba asked.
"Or that they were going to hold you in prison for-ever?' Myxenna added.

"Wadl, firg of al, we don't know that | was the target of the attack on the launch. There were some other
pretty good targets, just among the survivors, and Nakasen knows how many others among the dead
might have been thetarget. So let's set that aside for the moment, eh? Now, they could have just shot me
out in the desert, after they took the others away, or they could have given me agood shaking and
destroyed my message and then put me right on alaunch back up to orbit. Or they could have even just
flown me to Fermi and had me present the message. So it looksto me like, whatever'sin the mes-sage
I'm carrying, it's not as important as the fact that there isamessage, or the fact that the message gets
pre-sented. | think those two facts are what actualy change anything. Therefore, what | planto doisjust
walk right up to the address I've been given, in view of as many petty officiads as possible, and present

the message.

"I think once the messageisformally, publicly pre-sented, they don't have very many options. Once
they're forced to admit that they've received it, they pretty much have to start negotiating publicly with
Greenworld, don't they?"

Myxennanodded. "That soundsright. Why don't you give me sometimeto look that up? | might be able
to find something about it in the rules of internationd diplomeacy, or find some precedentsin history, or
some-thing like that. But so far so good.”

"Wéll, then, there's a heet I'm supposed to contact and talk to, and what 1'd say is, as soon aswerein
Fermi, we dl go get aplacein ahotel; then | go to someplace that isn't the room, becauseif anything
goeswrong—no ar-guing, masen?—| want you dl out of it. If everything goesright, | go seethe heet and
present the message, and then we see where it goes from there.”

"Well, the djeste makes complete sense,” Myxenna said, "assuming that having delivered the message will
be enough to protect you, and that the message will get Sesh freed eventudly. Which aretwo huge
assumptions, but | don't know that | see any dternative to making them. So let'stry it."

Phrysaba nodded. "1 agree, and I'll run it by Pabrino.”

Piaro sighed. "I probably consume too many intrigue-and-adventure stories, but somehow it doesn't
seem tok-tru Snging-on thet this plan involves nothing but telling the truth and dedling directly."



Dujuv nodded. "It's probably agood idea but it yellow-lines my creepometer for just that reason.”
Jak smiled. "Suppose | promise that as soon asthere'sthe least reason to, I'll lie and chest..."
"Might help quiteabit," Dujuv said, and Piaro nodded agreement.

An hour later, Pabrino had seen nothing wrong with the plan and absolutely no way that it might be made
bet-ter, and Myx's research had turned up half adozen rules and cases that seemed to indicate it might
redlly be the best thing to do. With that settled, they al sat back in the comfortable chairsin the
observation bubble, talking idly, Spping juice, enjoying the respite from danger and effort, whilethe
centra African landscape did away be-hind them in the late afternoon sun, grasdand aternating with
scrub and brush, then yielding to farmland, and at |ast the farmland shading into tall, dark, cool forests.

It was sunset by the time they were crossing the causeway that ran across the gigantic Lake Raph Smith;
somewhere on its bottom lay the bed of the much smaller Lake Victoria, but in one of the freaks of the
Bombard-ment, this area had been hit heavily and the crater rings had overlapped in such away asto
provide agigantic dam, just before the worldwide risein rainfdl had hit; by the time the Bombardment
had ended, the vast new |ake had been well established, and was now thought of as one of the things not
to be missed on atour of Africa. Fermi sat on its eastern shore, agreat glowing city, with the sun behind
them and the city lights just beginning to shinein the deep twilight shadows.

"Bex Riveromawill see you now," the voice said, and Jak got up from the bench where he had been
stting by himself for over two hours, according to hisnew purse.

Jak was trying to be nicer to thisone, and so far it was at least giving him information in anonsarcagtic
way. A door appeared in the whitewal in front of him, and hewalked through it.

Bex Riveromawas an exceptionally tall man with very broad shoulders, and if there was any surplusfat
on him, it must have been in his earlobes or thetips of hislittle fingers. He was completely hairless,
lacking even eyebrows; hisjaw was large and square, his eyeswere adeep vivid green, and hisfull red
lipsstood out like agash in hislight tan skin.

"Now," hesaid, "to begin with, I hope you'll bewill-ing to repeat what you said to me over the
communicationslink; | have been in touch with Sibroillo Jinnaka, so I'm somewhat better equipped to
receive the message.”

"Sure" Jak said. " 'l am carrying information from Sibroillo Jinnaka, and | am authorized to exchangeiit
for aservice from you. Theinformation concernsthe loca-tion of dl the extant, court-admissible evidence
regard-ing the Fat Man, the Dagger and Daisy, the business about the burning armchair, the
disappearance of Titan's Dancer, and KX-126, including al such evidence re-garding your involvemen.
The public key has dready been sent to you. The private key, along with the way to retrieve the encoded
information, has been coded onto an antigen group in my bloodstream. Here are the speci-fications for
the isolation and decoding of the antigen group, and | will cooperate when you draw a blood sam-ple.™
Jak pulled the envelope from his pocket; Riveromatucked it into his own pocket, zipping it closed as Jak
continued. " "We will proceed no further than that until you agree to—"

Riveromawhipped afull-force kick at Jak's head. Jak blocked and ducked, but Riveroma's boot hedl
scraped across his forehead as he was thrown backward. An in-stant later Riveroma drew Jak's foot
with anegt insde sweep, so that Jak hit the floor hard, and then Riveromawas around him, kicking him
hard in the face and the belly, the toe of the black boot snapping into the bridge of Jak's nose, damming
hisfigt into Jak's belly, blows coming too fast for Jak even to know everywhere that he was hit.

He covered up and tried to roll out, but he wasn't thinking clearly in the blur of pain. Riveroma grabbed



his callar, then hiswrist, and in amoment had him trussed up completely. He turned Jak over, and before
Jak could speak, Riveromaheld abal gag in front of hisface and said, "Now, will you open up for this
a._ll

"Whét are you—7?"

Riveromasfist plunged deep into Jak's solar plexus, and Jak gasped in pain and shock; the ball gag went
deep into his mouth, and Riveroma touched the ends together and set them to autotighten, so that they
clamped the ball deeper and deeper into Jak's sore, swelling mouth. When it was thoroughly painful, and
Jak was wondering whether he would be able to breathe in another instant, or whether theincreasing
force of the tightening gag might didocate hisjaw, Riveromatouched it again, leav-ing it agonizing but not
damaging.

"You cantdl Sbraillo fromme" Riveromasaid, very cdmly and pleasantly, asif thetwo of them were
just having afriendly discussion, "that athough | may very well want to take whatever ded heisoffering
me, or | may be forced to bow to whatever threat he is making— whichever it should turn out to
be—that | do not accept orders from him and in particular | resent the tone of that nasty little note, and
you may remind himthat | have told him about this before. Hiswhole way of communi-cating is
extremely rude and unprofessiona and he shows no respect for the mora equivaencethat iskey to
everyone's getting dong. Do you think you can repest thet to him?”

Jak nodded eagerly.

"Good. Let me add, young man, that whether by choice or accident, you are working for one of the
rud-est, most obnoxious, and most egotistical bastardsin the business, known to oneand al asan
arrogant ninny, and you really must try not to pick up any of his bad habits, because not everyone would
make the dlowances | am making for your youth and inexperience, and of course for your bad training.

"Asfor your misson, an even dightly more experi-enced operative would have refused to deliver such a
message, and rightly so. | hope you best the hell out of Sibraillo for it when you get home—and you
probably will be getting home, since at this point | see no reason to take more of it out on you than |
dready have. I'm as-suming that you are amere operative; if you meant any-thing to Sibraillo, if for
example you were ablood relative, then | might be tempted to use you to send a fur-ther message.”

He spread his arms wide and brought his hands in with aresounding, excruciating clap on Jak's cheeks.
"That was mostly to show you how free| fed with you. | sug-gest you avoid Sibroillo'stone entirely.
Now, I'm going to go away for awhile, and then anice person will comein to take some of your blood,
and then after that isal interpreted and decoded, I'll be back for further discus-son.” He tore the
envelope open and pulled out the paper insde; when he glanced at it, he roared with laughter. "Oh, my.
So you no doubt are a blood relative. How very like Sibroillo to think that | would be afraid to touch you
because of that... he dways had such an ex-aggerated notion of his reputation! No doubt he sent you
for that very reason! Well, it's possible that | won't have any strong reason to do anything too dreadful to
you, and | am in fact quite areasonable man once you get to know me, which you should nevertheess be
hoping you will not do. So | don't think there's anything more to worry about than you aready had.

"Anyway, the next person will come aong to take your blood, and then I'll be back, and then depending
on everything, perhaps| will take that gag off you and well have further conversation. Or perhaps not.
Anyway, whether or not you ever talk to me—or tak—again, I'll betaking to you later."

Riveromaleft, still chuckling merrily; just before the door closed, Jek heard him mutter "Sibraillo,
Sibraillo, Sibraillo," like ateacher thinking about amemorably dreadful pupil.

Jak ran through everything he knew for such asituation; it wasn't much. There was no dack towork in



his bonds—Riveromawas far too much of apro for that. Unlike any villain in any intrigue nove,
Riveroma had not |eft the keypad for the molecular lock attached to the bonds, so there was no hope of
gpecking it, and anyway even if he had, the things had nine-digit combinations, so Jak would probably
have had to work hisway through some significant fraction of abillion possibilities before getting free.
Hed be better off hoping to starve to the point where hiswrists dipped free.

At least hisjaw was going numb.

There was absolutely nothing in this dick-surfaced white room; after much sguirming, he managed to spin
al theway around in increments of ten degrees or S0 (at least he thought he had—he wasn't sure that he
hadn't lost count of the number of corners he had passed) and thus confirm that he couldn't even perceive
where the doors were. He thought he remembered, but if he thought about that too much, the memory
would disap-pear in afog of doubt.

He could speck nothing else. When he was unsure or afraid, aslong as he could remember, hed aways
been ableto rely upon athing or two that Uncle Sb always said, but just now heredly didn't want to
remember any-thing about Uncle Sib.

It had never occurred to Jak that his uncle might be anything other than the way he presented himself.
The shock of discovering that the malphs thought of Sib with contempt, and that it was quite possible that
Sib was not exactly the master of intrigue and adventure that he had presented himself to be, wasin many
ways far more se-vere than the shock of taking abad wanging from a pro-fessond. Jak went from
despair to disbelief to rage a Sib to rage at Riveroma over and over and over, stopping now and then
along theway to berate himself, but it nei-ther loosened his bonds nor hel ped him to accept it, so after a
while he began working the mentd review part of the Disciplines, seeing whether he might get relaxed
enough to gain some dack.

He had gained none by the time that atall, older woman walked in, yanked his trousers down, and took
avery unnecessaxily large sample of blood from one of his buttocks; while doing this, severa times she
addressed him as"cutie” and accused him of getting excited. Jak knew that old tactic, at leest—Uncle
Sib had not given him awholly erroneous impression of the world—and smply breathed deeper,
concentrating more on relaxing. By the time the woman departed, with afinal "Now be agood little bitch
and maybe I'll take more blood later, theway you likeit," he was merely mentaly recording her voice,
for later identification, if necessary.

Helay there and kept concentrating. Therewas no rea dack in hisbonds, but at least he was beginning
to sweet more; he concentrated on making his hands and wrists fed warm, and finally he had budged
things about amil-limeter—but was no closer to getting free—when Riveromareturned and sat down
besde him.

The huge man'svoice was oddly gentle. "Wdll. Y our uncleis offering atruly wonderful, once-in-alifetime
dedl, and | dearly wish | could take it, Jak, because it would make my life so much better in so many
ways. But as| wasforced to explain to him, at the very moment that | removed severd of those dangling
swords from above my heed, | would be—to mix ametaphor sav-agely—puitting two hounds at my
hedls, towit al of Ura-nium and dl of Triangle One. Thisis because anything | do to help your Princess
Shyf escape, or to let her go, isgoing to be absolutely transparent to everyone, for ava-riety of reasons.
It therefore followsthat | smply can't take the offer, Jak, much as| would like to—and you have the
word of oneyou can't trust a al that | am telling the absolute truth in that regard.

"Now thereis no good reason for me to murder you, or indeed to harm you any further, except thet it's
possi-ble that some earlier part of our conversations might have been heard and might have put some
suspicion in my direction, because sad though it isto say, in thisvery distrustful world, both Triangle One



and the Duchy of Uranium tend to watch me the way arabbit watches asnakeinits cage. Persondly |
don't know why anyone pays good money for someone they're afraid of, but there you haveit.

"So | took the liberty of pumping afew good hard e ectromagnetic pulses through thisroom, and
following up with alittle hard gamma—oh, don't worry, you won't even lose any hair, they'll barely be
ableto detect it in your blood chemistry in afew weeks—and setting up awatch-and-scramble that I'm
wearing a the moment, and for just now we can talk fregly, you see? Or rather | can. You're till gagged.

"Anyway, acouple of quite technicaly proficient fel-lows are now going to take you over to a
guardhouse for aquite mild beating, which | hope you will understand isin the nature of acover and not
intended at dl to cause you much distress—it won't be nearly asbad aswhat | dready did to you. I've
aready given the orders, and |— oh, herethey are.”

Riveroma stood, and Jak could see his shiny black boots on one side of his periphera vision, and the
boots of the guards on the other. "I was expecting Rab Bev-ersen,” he said. That'sthe one | usefor
thingslikethis. Thiscan't be done by unskilled hands—thereésared preciselevel | want you to hit. Along
with somered pre-cise parts of young Jak Jnnaka here.”

"Beversen got caled over to Station Four,” one guard said. " Just a second before we came over. We
could take the prisoner over there."

"I'd gppreciate that, if it's not too much trouble,” Riveromasaid. "And make sure Beversen hasthis'—he
handed them a sheet of paper—"| aready sent it, but everything is being screwed up today, you know,
0 let'sjust seeif maybe we can get thisright. Make sure that Beversen knows that under no
circumgtancesis he to ad-minister anything more than theleve | tdl himto.”

"| believe he aready got the order, Sir,” the guard said, "but I'll make sure he getsthis copy, and I'll have
him cdl you if he has any questions, before he sarts."”

"Good," Riveromasaid. "Adieu, dear Jak, and | surely hope not to see you again—you must be fedling
much the same about me, masen?' He left through adoor that appeared suddenly in thewall; another
door appeared, and the guards dragged him through it. Toktru, Jak wished he could faint.

Chapter 11 The Duke of Uranium

Ihey threw Jak into aground car, not gently but with no more roughness than wasincidentd to the
process, and took off at great speed; probably the Duke's guards didn't have to worry about whatever
traffic regulationsthere were in Fermi, if any. "Station Four," the guard said. "Can you believe he il
makes us say 'Station Four'?"

"Shut up. Thereésahostile present.”

"Right, and six of the biggest media outlets, and adozen viv programs, al have run and rerun that big
story by Mreek Sinda, the one called 'Secrets of Station Four." And there's a chain of flashclubsin ten
cities at lees—includ-ing this onel—called 'Station Four, Fit for a Princess!" So nobody knows that
Station Four isredly—"

"Y ou heard me. Shut up. I'm not getting punished for you being a blabbermouth. Not for the third time
thisyear, not ever again, nunh-unh. So shut up.”

Jak had specked it dready, of course; well, he was get-ting closer to Sesh, probably into the outer guard
areas of Paim's paace. He saw no way that this could be help-fill, but it was something to know abouit.
He pushed him-sdf into degper concentration, hoping to be mostly self-hypnotized by the time his beating



began.

They used apower dolly to move him ingde the big building at the other end of the trip; Jak couldn't look
around, so he had no way of confirming that he wasin the palace, just yet, but he tried to make sure he
dayed fully asdert asif hewere.

"Rab, we brought your guy here. Riveroma's orders. Here's a copy in case you tossed the ones you

dready got."

"Thanks—I had. Weehu, what aday. One contradic-tory order after another. | don't know how they do
it, | redly don't. All right... hey, how long has he been bound?"

"l don't know. Riveromadidn't ssy—"

Jak felt rather than saw Rab Beversen bending over him and probing—"Weehu, and weehu again. Lots
of areason hisskinthat are cold asalizard. | can't work on that. The pain monitors will read all wrong
and therésarisk of doing way too much tissue damage, bruising him way more than the orders—and
these orders are the drictest I've ever seen. WEI have to untie him and let him recover for at least an
hour, so he can get his circu-lation back and hisjoints can get back to normdl. If it isn't onething, it's
another!”

Jak felt absurdly grateful—it's absurd to be so happy at being untied entirely for the purpose of being
beaten, and yet to be rel eased from those bonds was till, some-how, the best feeling in the world. He
lay on hisside, gasping, working hisjaw, stretching hislegsand arms, trying to control the unbearable
tingling on the side of him pressed againg the floor. The sensations rushing through his body were
overwheming, and for along time he concentrated entirely on those, trying to get his motor control and
sensation back at least alittle before they would redlize he had it.

Gradually the sensations of being rubbed with sandpa-per, pricked with athousand cold needles, and
dropped into a sdltwater bath with alive eectrode dl diminished to thelevel of mere discomfort; he could
have moved, but he was careful not to, waiting to see what chance he might be able to find in the next
few seconds.

The places where Riveroma had kicked and hit him hurt terribly, but none of them wasvital, and toktru it
was no worse than losing adozen rough rounds of catch-as-can. He might very well have taken aworse
thumping than this a gen school championships a cou-ple of years ago. Though he was having al sorts of
doubts about his other training, he was grateful to Uncle Sib for having made sure he trained enough to
redlly dak pain; that was critical right now, the knowledge that things hurt badly, but that he wasn't hurt
badly.

Ashewas ableto return hisfocusto the room around him, he redlized that there were only two people
left init; Rab had switched into his dress uniform "because her princessy-nessis aways coming up with
more annoying thingsfor usto do, | think she just wants to make sure she doesn't make any friends
herel" Apparently if you werereally aspecidist at beating people up, there was a specid
besting-people-up uniform you had to wear to do it just exactly singing-on right, and Rab had aready
taken his beating-people-up uniform off, so while Jak was recovering, asurly private, who was quite sure
it was not part of hisjob description, had to be bullied into going to Beversen's quarters, getting that
specidty uni-form, running it through aquick fresh-up, and bringing it back here. "And hurry—I don't
have much time but | have to do this one absolutely singing-on right!*

"I'll be back in four minutes, Sarge, you can place abet onit that | will. And withiit all cleaned and
fresh-ened. Redlly!"



"All right. Y ou're on. Beer tonight on meif you get it herein four minutes. Ready, go—"

The door closed. Rab Beversen paced around impatiently; after amoment, he grabbed a chair and took
off his coat, hanging it neatly over the back. He draped his belt and sidearm across the coat. Then he
removed histunic, which he laid across the seat and smoothed flat. His boots came off next, and he
placed them carefully under the chair, presumably so that no one would trip and scuff them.

Histrouserswerejust at his calves when Jak shot from the bed in one smooth motion, driving a shoulder
into the sergeant's buttocks, smashing headfirst into the wall before he could reach forward to catch
himsdf. It didn't make much of asound; thewall seemed to be solid stone. Jak dipped the butterfly
gtrangle on him, squeez-ing the man's carotid fiercely, and in amoment felt the body go limp. He grasped
Rab'sjaw, turning the uncon-scious body to face him, and dammed the man's head against thewall as
hard as he could, hoping to give him aconcussion or perhaps afractured skull. "After dl," Jak muttered,
tugging the pants off the unconscious body, "you'd have done the same for me." He specked he had no
more than two minutes | eft before the other guard re-turned—atfter dl, beer wasriding on this. Jak had
no ideahow to lock the doorsin this place, so he just finished dressing in Rab's uniform, noting with mild
distress that the deeves and legs were about a centimeter long, enough for asmart person to notice.

He thought for an instant about picking up the sidearm but then remembered that it was sure to be keyed
to Be-versen'sthumb and index finger prints, and that if Jak tried to takeit, it would sound an darm and
turn on atransponder. Hating having to go unarmed, he hurried through the other door.

He emerged into a courtyard, and at the other sde of it he saw what was clearly an internal checkpoint.
Chances were that each interna checkpoint would mark one step closer to Sesh. Therefore, crazy asit
al was, hed haveto head straight into this one.

Ninety secondsto come up with something beyond what he had aready improvised. He had no idea, so
he walked straight and tall, headed directly through the checkpoint, and saluted the guard standing there.

The guard looked at him coldly; seeing only corpora’s stripes on hisarm, Jak said, "Wdll, aren't you
going to ask me the password?"

The guard pulled his stun baton. "'l don't expect an es-caped prisoner to know it," he said, closing in.

Jak struck with the best disarm of hislife, and fol-lowed up with an ebow to the head. The man went
down and Jak went through; about ten seconds of freedom left, now, and still no plan.

The gate had turned out to open into a courtyard, and in the center of the courtyard therewasa
high-walled building; far above, Jak could see branches of trees from what had to be arooftop garden on
the building. That had to be where Sesh was being held, he realized. Helooked wildly around; there
were more than enough handholds on that wall, because it was dl in faux-medieval broken stonework,
but he'd be at least an hour getting up its twenty meters. He picked adirection at random and dashed | eft,
trying to suppresstheimage of being found running amlesdy around the building.

On the back side, there was asmadl platform eevator, hanging from cables, just two meters off the
ground, and two masons were dowly, contentedly tuck-pointing thewall.

Jak sprang onto the platform, toppling the bucket of mortar and knocking one mason to the ground. The
other, clutching the cable to stay on the elevator, hadtily sauted, and Jak, remembering that hewas il in
asergeant's dress uniform, returned the sal ute, sketchily and badly. "Emergency!" he shouted. "The
princessisin danger! | am commandeering this elevator as an emer-gency transport for the Duchy of
Uranium. Takeit to the top, now! Full speed—uh, up!”



The mason saluted again and yanked at the controls; the open platform shot upward, Jak clinging to the
cable to stay on. He made the mistake of looking down just once, and redlized that twenty meterswas
severd timesthefall needed to catch abad case of dead. After that he kept his eye on the wall and the

approaching top parapet.

With athump, the evator stopped. The top edge was still two meters above their heads. "Thisisal the
further it goes, dr," the mason said.

"I knew that," Jak said. He firmly told himsalf not to look down; the gap between the platform and the
wall was only about afifth of ameter or S0, at closest ap-proach, asthe platform swayed gently. He
reached out, got a grip with one hand, got a grip with the other, and jammed aboot into acrevicein the
stonework.

At hisfirst step upward, the boot came off hisfoot, and he was glad he hadn't worn socks, because he
had a better grip with his toes anyway. He kicked the other boot off and concentrated on going up
carefully; he'd done many rock-climbing vivs and at least thistower didn't feature ledges with snakes or
eagles who swooped in to peck out your eyes. Also, it was really only about two and ahalf metersthat
he had to cover, even if the two and a haf meters had avery unpleasant long drop under them.

Grip, reach, grip, reach... he wondered why this tower wasn't smooth. Probably one of those decorator
touches—the hereditary nobility liked to pretend that their titles went al the way back to the European,
African, and Asian feuda periods, so they wereforever building fakeruins... grip, next grip, check that,
foot, other foot, stay in close... grip—that was the top of the parapet, he realized, and a couple more
moves got both hisarms over it, and then his hands were over onto the other side of the wall. Groaning at
doingitinthefull gravity, heflipped over and dropped neetly into afish-pond, water flying everywhere.

He stood, shaking the water from his eyes, and found himsalf looking into the surprised eyes of Sesh,
who wasjust clutching her torn, and now soggy, tunic over her breasts. A smdll, unpleasant, and
srangdy familiar man was gasping for air, having caught most of the pond with hisface. Surmising the
basc gtuation, and very uninter-ested in any mitigating details, Jak snagpped the bal of hisfoot into the
little man's face, knocking him back-ward over abench, and said, "I don't speck any hope of getting you
out—"

"Nonsense," Sesh said. "All the guards just ran down the stairs or piled into the evators." Sheran; he
fol-lowed. Within seconds she'd yanked the emergency de-liver car to ground floor/lockdown button for
both devators. "It'sboring up here," she said, "apart from the occasiond visit from His Rudeness, and |
had alot of time to study everything just in case. Now there's just the few guards on the spiral
gtairs—they'll be turning around any second.”

She turned and dashed again, losing her tunic as she went and not bothering to retrieveit. Jak, avkward
in histoo-long soggy pants and bare feet, was afew steps be-hind as she reached the door. "How
many?" he gasped, staring at the narrow staircase. He could aready hear cries and pounding feet far
below.

"I don't know, twenty, maybe," she said.
"Don't know how | can fight them dl if they have weapons but if they come at me one a atime—"

"Oh, weehu, don't be stupid, old tove," she said, dam-ming the door shut and dropping alarge bar
acrossits hagps. "They never specked that they might need to be able to get in; they thought they might
have to secure the stairs against arescue attempt. That door may look like something out of old oak from
adramatization about the Middle Ages, but it could probably smother asmal atom bomb. Now al we
haveto doiscall inthe rest of the res-cue team—surely you had aircraft standing by. .. tell meyou had



arcraft—"

Jak's heart sank. "'l came here to bargain to get you back," he said. "Till about fifteen minutes ago, there
was no rescue plan.”

Her facefel. "Theresno oneyou can cadl?' she asked.

Jak looked down at his purse. Asfar as he knew, al of hisfriends on the planet were sitting in acoffee
shop waiting for himto call in with a progress report. He could cal them, but he didn't speck them turning
up with ahelicopter in the next two minutes, given no warning. Even the most loya and competent friends
havetheir limitations.

Jak stood there, dripping, barefoot, bruised, and ex-hausted, facing Sesh, naked to thewaist in her long
skirt and heeled shoes, in the middle of this absurd garden in the sky, and very serioudy thought about
just stting down and giving up. Held done pretty well for aheet who was making it up the whole way.
Now he was ut-terly out of ideas, and even if he had had an idea, he didn't see how the best ideaiin the
world could help now.

With aloud thud, the door to the stairs behind them went over, and Bex Riveromastrode acrossiit.
Behind him there were adozen guards.

Sesh turned and ran; Jak thought about standing and fighting for perhaps amillisecond before his
common sense took over and he ran after her. They fled down a broad aide between pleasant fruit trees,
with Riveromaand the guards rapidly closing in on them. The nagty lit-tle man who had been assaulting
Sesh when Jak showed up rushed from between the trees, trying to tackle her, but she had momentum
on her side; she threw an arm out and knocked him flat. Jak jumped over him and kept going. Thelittle
man got the attention of most of the guards, but Riveromaand afew more stayed right on the track,
losing only astep to go around.

Thetop of the tower was only about 150 meters square, and in just seconds, the parapet was ahead of
them. Sesh veered |eft and Jak followed, hurdling ahedge after her as she tossed aside the hampering
skirt. Now they were only three paces at best ahead of Riveroma, and from the shouting al around, Jak
knew other guards must be closing in and heading them off. The parapet was getting nearer, just a
second or two away, and neither he nor Sesh could possibly climb down fast enough, nor was there
anywhereto jump.

Something thundered up above the parapet in front of them.

Atfirg it wasjust a strange bluish blur, then metal— and to Jak's astonishment, ahelicopter drifted in
toward them, just off the ground. He thought at first it wasthe last reinforcement for the pursuit, but then
it pinged and rang as the guards fired on it with their small tranquilizer pellet pistols, the only wegpons
they had.

Sesh darted for the helicopter door, ducking low, no doubt betting that if the guards didn't likeit, it was
friendly to her, and Jak followed. The door opened and Jak's friend Black, from the prison, pulled Sesh
ingde, and beckoned Jak on. Jak was just reaching for Black's hand, himself, when his legs went out
from under him— Riveroma had tackled him. He tried to turn and fight, but the big man was strong
enough to drag him away from the copter. The other guards closed in around him.

With ascreeching whistle, rather like a gut-shot teakettle rising into audio feedback, something hit one of
the guards in the back, knocking him down, then legpt over Jak's supine body and laid into Riveroma,
who shouted in terror.



Jak rolled over and sat up, seeing Riveroma, blood running down hisface and an expression of pure
horror, before Jak redlized that he was a so seeing the back of a Rubahy, the rage-spines standing
graight out. The other guards were fleeing asfast asthey could. Riveromafell backward, hands over his
face.

"Into the copter!" Shadow barked at Jak. Jak jumped to hisfeet and dove through the open door of the
dowly drifting helicopter. Shadow followed, jumping over him to claim a seet. Before Jak had the door
all theway closed, Black whipped the copter around and put it into a shalow climb. They stresked away
to the north.

Clinging to a seatback, Jak carefully closed the door and looked around. Black was flying the helicopter
with abig, happy grin. "Now thisistheway things should get done," the man said, his eyestwinkling.

A series of "bloop-bloop-bloops' came from Shadow on the Frost, as his rage-spines retracted into his
back. "A splendid day with plenty of honor," he agreed.

Sesh was Sitting on the seet, not quite aware yet that she was wearing only briefs and one high hed; no
doubt sheld realize in amoment.

Meanwhile, Jak said, "1 would redly like an explanation for dl this."

Below them, the grest city of Fermi swept by; therewas plenty of air traffic, asaways, but it seemed to
be being routed around them, leaving them with an open bubblein the sky.

"And therewill be one," Black said, "but just now we have to go meet your friends at the spaceport.
They had to get the last part of this mission accomplished, or were going to have even bigger problems
than we've had so far. Shadow, would you mind—?"

"Of course." The Rubahy lifted hisleft hand and pointed it toward hisface; "Get me the blue team,” he
said to hispurse.

"Full secure?

"Yes." There was along pause while the purse estab-lished a multiple-indirect-route encrypted
connection.

"Herethey are. Go ahead," the purse said.

Jak was startled to hear Plaro's voice. "Everything'sfine. No casuaties on either sde. The packageisin
hand and will stay in hand for alittle while longer. But we are surrounded by B& Es and they seem to be
trying to speck how to get the package back without damaging it."

"Tdl himwell bethereintwo minutes," Black said, "and to just keep stalling and avoid any shooting. We
don't want anyone hurt.”

Shadow repeated the orders. Asthey neared Fermi's spaceport, the tall buildings of the city gave way to
pleasant suburbs, and then to the sort of suburbs that are only occupied by people who can't afford
better, and are punished for that by being subjected to constant rocket takeoffs and landings. They flew
across the green safety belt, toward the military part of the spaceport where the warcraft sat parked on
their landing gear or reared back and ready to roar up the catapults. The spaceport drew nearer, and
Black angled toward acomplex of buildings where people were running around like akicked anthill.

Black got on the air and talked to a couple of people, apparently worried about possible violence, and
not get-ting any of the reassurance that he redly wanted.



"How did you meet my friends?" Jak whispered to Shadow.

"I had followed you to the prison—I was planning to break you out, but your friends got therefirst,” the
Rubahy said. "'l knew your friends would be bringing you to Fermi sooner or later because that was
where your misson was, so | accomplished my own errand at the Rubahy embassy herein Fermi, and
then thought that before starting my next assignment, I'd look into seeif | could help you, and thus|
found your other friends, who al behave asif they owe you an even greater debt of honor than | do. Y ou
must be an extraordinary person among humans, Jak Jinnaka, to have so many and such fine friends, and
| am honored to have taken an honor-oath with you back on the launch.”

Jak redlized that there was probably something the Rubahy was misinterpreting, but thiswould not be the
timeto try to straighten him out.

"S0," Shadow went on, "thisfellow here’—he ges-tured at Black—"was kind enough to engage my
ser-vices aswarrior, and aso very interested in these other friends, and not long after you went to
negotiate, helooked them up at the cafe where they were waiting. He hired them, also, to be the blue
team for this operation. We would have swooped in to rescue you sooner, but asit happened, the blue
team was delayed with getting their package—"

"The blue team is Piaro, Phrysaba, Myxenna, and Dujuv?"
"Thet iscorrect.”
"And the 'package—"

"Oh, of course, you weren't there for the planning,” the Rubahy said. "It must seem very confusing to you.
| apologize for that. By 'getting the package,’ of course, | mean 'hijacking awarshuttle.”

Asthey approached the spaceport, Black took the hel-icopter lower and lower, until finally it seemed to
Jak that they were just skimming the roofs of the ware-houses. Black was now talking constantly into his
mi-crophone, sometimesto Piaro, mostly to what seemed to be military officers, and it sounded to Jak
moreor less asif he were working out some kind of acomplex auction arrangement, though Jak could
understand neither what was being bought or sold, nor the medium of exchange.

They came up on the edge of thefield, where the warshuttles were parked, and it was immediately
obvi-ous which one had been seized; it was the one sur-rounded by B& Es, who crouched behind barrels
and trucks, or around the corners of the warehouses, their weapons aimed at one craft. The warshuttl€'s
ground protection gunswavered ominoudy asthey automati-caly sighted in on anything that moved; if
anyone insde gave the command, the warshuttle would at least go out shooting.

About thirty more beanieslay prone on arooftop as the helicopter zoomed over them, their wegpons
a so pointed toward the warshuttle, and crouched behind a chimney there was aman with alargeradio
booster plugged into his purse. Black waved at the man with the radio booster, who waved back and
shouted to the men on the rooftop.

A few of the beanies on the roof turned and started to sight in on the helicopter, but for some reason or
other, their comradesimmediately wrestled them to the ground, ripping their weapons from their hands.
Jak was puzzled, but he was getting used to not understanding things.

The copter dowly descended between the ship and the B& Es, in awide bare area, and as soon as he'd
stopped the rotor, Black hopped out and walked out onto the heat-scarred tarmac. He looked toward
the ship and beckoned; looked toward the B& Es and beckoned; and in amoment, the captain of the
warshuittle, in hisfull-dress uniform, emerged and walked toward Black. A few secondslater, aB&E,



this onein combat gear, emerged from one of the barricades and walked over to join them.

The captain arrived firgt, sngpping abrisk saute and then kneeling. The B& E seemed taken aback, but
kept walking; then he obvioudy recognized Black, and did the same salute-and-knedl. Black gestured for
them to rise, and after afew brief words, the B& E officer and the warshuitle captain went back to their
posts, talking vo-ciferoudy into their purses. In amoment, the B& Es were standing up and sowing arms,
the ground protection guns of the warshuttle were pointed harmlesdy at the sky; and it was abundantly
clear that whatever the crisis had been, it was now over.

Black turned back toward the helicopter, made a"come-on" gesture to Jak, Sesh, and Shadow, and
turned to walk toward the warshuttle's ramp. Jak and Shadow followed at once—something about Black
didn't let you think of disobeying. Sesh kicked off her remaining shoe. "Eeep,” she commented assheran
acrossthe hot tarmac in her bare fet, trying to keep her breasts covered with her hands. "Eep.”

All over the spaceport, sirens were sounding and peo-ple were running and shouting, but there were no
bangs from projectile weapons and no hisses of beam weapons. It didn't sound so much like an
impending attack or an accident, as like mass confusion. They ran up the ramp into the warshuttle. The
ramp lifted behind them, and abell rang. "Thisisthe captain. Everyone grab an emer-gency security
surface and stay on it. We're taking off."

Because warshuttles so often accel erate suddenly, there are amost away's severa acceleration couches
within few meters of you; Jak, Shadow, and Sesh pulled three down from the wall and lay on them.
"Wonder where were going?' Jak said.

"Low Earth orbit, or €l se somewhere e se on Earth. Those are actudly the only available choices,”
Shadow on the Frost said.

"Earth or somewhere close," Sesh said. "That helpsalot.”

Shadow made that bubbles-in-a-bucket sound. ™Y our demmy has a sense of humor asfine as your own,
Jak Jnnaka"

Therewas atremendous roar and they boosted at what had to be at |east four g, mashing them down
hard into the accel eration couches. After afew minutes, the accel-eration cut out, and the captain said,
"We'rein orbit; move around if you need or want to."

Jak unbuckled, floated free, and looked out the view-port; sure enough, they were perhaps five hundred
km above the planet, now.

A door opened, and Dujuv, Myxenna, Phrysaba, and

Piaro swamin. "Y ou have splendid friends," Shadow on the Frost said. "It speakswell of onewho has
chosen to share honor with me."

Myx and Duj immediately scrambled to hug Sesh and make sure shewas dl right. Sesh was suddenly
acutely aware that shewas dl but naked; Dujuv pulled off histunic and gaveit to her, whereit fit likea
bedsheset over an end table, but at least provided some modesty.

Jak noted that Phrysaba had taken afirm grip on hisarm, and she breathed in hisear, "Well, at least this
way everyone got to find out what you seein her."

Trying to disentangle himsdf gently, he said, "1 ar-rived right when Psm Cofinalez wastrying to rape
m_ll



"Hedid what?' Dujuv said, turning and staring.

"Not me," said Black, coming in through the same door. "1 didn't have the luxury of giving Jak quite the
elaborate explanation | gave you. That unpleasant little turd of a person who was up in the garden with
you, Princess Shyf, was Pukh Cofindez, the heir to the throne of Uranium, a creepy little man, and
incidentally dready married. Or not so incidentally. He needed to get you into aline marriage with him,
which would have broken his old marriage, not to mention capturing Greenworld for us and thereby
getting him in good with Pop. But since Greenworld would hardly have allowed the courtship, and would
have fought awar to keep you out of that Situation with amarried fellow, he needed to be an unmarried
one—s0 hejust borrowed my identity. Since my picture doesn't get around much, for security reasons,
nor does his, for esthetic reasons, and he had noticed | was building avery pleasant paace wherel
in-tended to live mysdlf, but which could be perfectly adapted as a cage for kidnapped princesses, he
just grabbed me while | was deeping one night and sent me off to Tjadou, where the family storesall the
inconve-nient prisoners. Pop doesn't get out much anymore and isn't al that sharp when he does, so he
didn't ask any awkward questions, and Pukh had things pretty much hisway unlessand until | could
escape and rally family forcesloya to me. Jak's escape gave me away to es-cape, and the rest will
probably be history onceit'sall declassified.”

Sesh looked bewildered. "But to marry him with full consent, as amarriage-of-linesrequires, I'd have
had to find out that he was Pukh, not Psm—"

"You'd aso have had to fal redly, sincerely in love, contrary to both your political and personal interests,
with aman who had you kidnapped and held for months or years againgt your will. Pukh is not what
you'd cal the brains of the family. Or the looks. Or indeed much else, in the family, at al, now, (I am
delighted to say!) because I've dready sent over the details of the sorry djeste to Pop, and though he's
not as sharp as he once was, perhaps, he's more than sharp enough to recognize inept treachery, which is
the one kind he can't tolerate. Pukh isout, I'min, and I'll be Ducent for Pop and then Duke theregfter.
And though it's not in the nature of the positions of our houses and holdingsto be friendsor even dlies,
Princess, | hope we can avoid being ene-mies.”

"Youredoing very well sofar.”

"Well, good then. Within an orbit or two, the captain should notify me that our forces are holding
everything important in Fermi, and then well be able to ground and sort things out. It will take sometime,
first with getting confirmed as Ducent and then with dl the things | have to do as Ducent, but we should
have everything straight-ened out in afew days, if everyonewill bear with me."

Fermi was acharming, beautiful city (at least when one was not being chased through it) but it did have
an African climate and full gravity. While they waited to hear what arrangements the new Ducent had
made, they all eected to move up to one of the hotels owned by the Cofinalez family, as part of their
personal property, on Singing Port. If things seemed alittle—well, ex-tremely—tense between Phrysaba
and Sesh, that was something that Jak could dedl with by smply spending time sparring with Dujuv and
Piaro, and playing Mani-ples with Shadow on the Frost, who had such a different approach to things that
Jak felt he was making extraor-dinary progress with hisgame. Twice, in the period of afew days, they all
came together to experience, by live viv, Pabrino playing some planet-class opponent; the
gporting-and-games news mediawere aready calling him the " spaceborn phenom.”

When Ducent Psm Cofindez wasfindly ableto get time to meet with al of them, it was not for the small
dinner or party he had hoped for. It wasredly just ashort, friendly meeting in a conference room before
the new Ducent attended four more meetingsin the hotel and then flew back to Fermi the next day.
"Wel," Pim said, "1 would redly rather do thismore gradualy, but | didn't want to keep you dl in
suspense any longer, and | know the importance of gratitude to friends, so let metell you what I'm



planning to do. Remember Principle 159: '"Money changes everything.™

He turned to Phrysaba and Piaro, and said, "One way that money can change everything isthat what'sa
disas-ter for some of my friendsis no more than writing a cou-ple of checksfor me. I'm going to buy the
cargo of the Spirit of Snging Port, a aprice which will get you part of the way out of debt with enough
credit to get the ship fully repaired and up to spec, and then have you take it to Mercury for me, which
should make enough profit to pay off the rest and keep you flying as free merchants.” Piaro'sand
Phrysaba's jaws dropped, and then they bounced up as to embrace him, but he waved them off, clearly
embarrassed. "Oh, now, now, |et's not exaggerate the importance of this. | know your sunclipper isyour
world, but for the House of Cofinalez, it's about forty-four minutes of profit. Not to mention that we
aren't d-way's eager to have everyone know just what cargo is going where, and friends among the
spaceborn are d-ways good to have."

"Y ou know you have them on the Spirit of Snging Port" Piaro said.

"Well, then, your next destination after Mercury isthe Aerie, where you will be dropping Princess Shyf
off, and I'll pay for a premium passage for her."

Piaro smiled in away that Jak wasn't sure he liked. "Well, that will be greet."
Phrysaba and Sesh were not-looking at each other as hard as they could.

The Ducent went on. " Shadow on the Frogt will bejoining my little cadre of Rubahy mercenariesfor a
while, which isamuch better job than he was headed for."

Shadow nodded gracioudly.
"How isit better, Shadow?" Jak asked.

"Though my oath-bound cousins-club has granted me honors, the fraternity of my voluntary parents found
that those honors were an affront to their sense of grandiose prolixity, and the fact that my honors were
not unbal-anced has somewhat shamed my uncle-group, which was aready displeased with meand
therefore was going to assign my next misson as something very high risk, to seeif | survived, and
thereby re-won them the honor | had cost them,” the Rubahy said, camly. "Er, that's atough trandation
but | didn't want to include too much about the secondary connections. Anyway, luckily, this offer will
pay well enough so that | can buy myself out of the displeasure of every group to which | belong and into
whose bad graces I've falen. We have a saying rather like one of your Principles of the Wager: 'Honor is
without price but can often be chegply bought.™

The Ducent nodded. "Principle 159 remains my fa-vorite. Jak and Dujuv, are you aware of the PSA's
for-eign trainee program?"

They glanced at each other and shrugged. "Not at al," Jak said.

"Well, your adminigtrative types, among the wasps, are among the cleverest adminigtrators that the solar
sys-tem has ever known, and so one thing they do regularly is offer dots at the PSA for aspiring
bureaucrats from dl the thousands of other nationsin the solar system, to come and learn the wasp way
of doing things. It isa-ways presented, of course, asavery dtruistic way of as-ssting the functioning of
the whole human race, which | supposeit might beiif you redly think the human race would function
better if only it were run from the Hive. And pretty well no other nation, especialy not one of any power
or Size, ever takes advantage of the offer, be-cause we adl understand perfectly well that what thiswill do
iseventudly fill our civil service with wasp agents, many of whom won't even know that they're wasp
agents, because they think that the way in which they have learned to make everywhere as much like the



Hive as possbleis merely 'good administration’ or ‘'modern management.’

"Well, dong theway of things, my intelligence ser-vice, which does quite agood job of supplying
back-ground information, discovered two very deserving young citizens of the Hive who didn't get into
the PSA, and what | proposeisthis: I'll declare you both to be subjects of the Duchy of Uranium, and
send you to the PSA asforeign exchange students. In exchange for thet, | ask only that you promptly
defect to the Hive when you're dl done with school, and that above al € se you don't come back here
and introduce dl that public ser-vice nonsense into my adminigtration! | have nice trust-worthy officids
who take bribes on everything that doesn't matter, so that business gets done, and are terri-fied of my
secret police about everything that does mat-ter—I don't believe | have a single bureaucrat who cares
about fairness, procedure, or principles, which iswhy Uranium is such a pleasant placeto live, with
plenty of dack dways and no worries about someidiot in the Un-derbureau of Classfication making a
mess, or commit-ting treason by deciding to do something for the greater good. So... if | do send you
both to the PSA, | assume | have no worries about your coming back here and try-ing to reform and

improve anything?'
"Noneat al, Your Excellency,” Dyjuv sad.
"Y ou should know us better than that, sir,” Jak added.

The new Ducent laughed and clapped them both on the shoulders. "Well, then, the ship is saved from
bondage, everyoneis going to where they belong, and we have dl the el ements of ahappy endingin
place”

"Uh, was there anything you were going to do for Myxenna?* Jak asked, not wanting atove left out of
the bounty.

She turned on aradiant smile, the kind that she nor-mally got while watching the buttocks of an attractive
young man, or when suggesting that she knew agood private place to talk; Jak had seen that smile
focused on himsdf afew times and privately—that is, never in any way the panth might be aware
of—regarded the times when held received that smile as high points of hislife. "Well," shesaid, "we
haven't exactly specked what would be appropriate’—Jak had never before redized how perfect the
word "gppropriate” isfor purring—"but Psm and | are having dinner tonight to talk about that very
question.”

Jak glanced away, not wanting to see Dujuv's reaction. Phrysaba and Sesh were looking at each other as
if each were contemplating how pleasant it would be to wear the other's entrails as afeather boa. A
moment or two later, after the Duke had left, Jak grabbed Shadow, Piaro, and Duj and suggested that
they all go someplace for alarge medl to celebrate, "just us heets”

Halfway through athird plate of glutles, the panth looked up and said, " She called him by hisfirst name.”

"Well, | guessthat'swhat he has afirst namefor, so people can cal him by it." Piaro dove back into his
plate of Tranquility Scalops, clearly hoping held closed off the conversation.

"He'saduke. Or aducent, anyway."
"Way above her, so hewon't beinterested,” Jak said, firmly.

Shadow nodded. "In your socid order, heis going to be the top, sheis going to be underneath him, eh?
And | am sure that they are not unhappy with that. Sheisaloya person of respect and she will very
much enjoy being under him."



Dujuv, appearing to have been poisoned, got up and went into the rest room. After he had gone,
Shadow on the Frost began to shake, and to emit the familiar burble of bubblesin ametal bucket. "You
evil bastard,” Piaro said, "you spesk Standard better than that!"

"Absolutely crue and evil," Jak said.
"Horriblething to do,” Piaro agreed.

The metal bucket burble got stronger and louder, and Shadow on the Frost was now shaking like a
gpastic monkey, hisfeathersfluffed up in pureglee.

"Funny, though,” Piaro said, giving way and laughing, and Jak joined themm amoment later, admitting to
himsdf that for an evil feathered lizard, Shadow wasn't abad heet to hang around with.

Chapter | 2
The Two of Y ou Could Have Shaken Hands. ..

V weshira had arranged to spend awhile talking with Jak, and since she was practicaly family—toktru,
he liked her alot better than the only family he had, just now—he had to admit, at least to himsdlf, that he
was hoping she could patch things up. When shejoined him at the little cafe, there was no one else there;
it wasin the back parts of Entrepot, notorious as places where people went for aromantic rendezvous,
and Jek was mildly amused at the thought that he might be mistaken for agigolo, before sternly reminding
himsdf that if Gweshira had wanted one, she could have afforded something far better than Jak.

When she arrived and they had ordered the Seven Ti-sanestray, shelooked at him and said, "Now,
look, the very first thing you have to remember isthat Sib and Bex go back avery long way. Infact | met
Sib before | met either of my husbands, may their atoms drift in peace, and by that time he and Bex
Riveromaaready had along, deep history of hatred. They were two of the fa-vorite students of one of
the greatest Disciplinarians, and two of the favorite students of one of the great socia en-gineering
practitioners, and in short they wererivasfor everything, dl thetime. So of course they bad-mouth each
other. Of course they say dreadful things about each other. That doesn't make what either one says about
the other true. Sibraillo is sentimental and good-hearted, but he's not incompetent; Riveromawill do
anything at al to advance hisinterests or the interests of the mission, but he's not without honor and
there's no one better at what he does.”

"It'snot that,” Jak said. "l mean, | redlized he wasjust trying to send some insultsto Sib and maybe sow
some dissension in thefamily. | knew that Sib hadn't taught me that badly, and | knew that even redly
good plans can go wrong and that people can migudge asituation for reasons that have nothing to do
with ego or foolish-ness. | know al that. I'm just mad a him for..." He stopped and poured himself a
caming tisane, Spped it. "Wdll, it'snot easy to say it becauseit really sounds childish.”

"That's grange, Jak. Usudly Sbroillo doesn't misjudge you that much. And | can tdll that he thinks you
areangry at him because of the beatings you got and the way things happened so differently from the
script he gave you, and it'skilling him to fed that way—hefedslike hefailed you, and a the sametime,
asapro, he knowsthat nothing ever follows the script and improvisation is the heart of the djeste, so he
can't see any way in which he could have done anything other than fail you."

"It'snot that,” Jak said, again. "It istoktru not that.

The big problemisjust that | speck I'm being toktru childish. That kind of kegps me from talking about
it"



She shrugged. "All right, but | can't be much help until you do.”

He sighed, poured more tisane, stared out a the mostly unoccupied corridor beyond the big window,
and sad, "Wdll, dl right, here goes. Try not to make fun of me, and I'm warning you right now, you'll be
tempted to.

"What | couldn't stand wasfinding out that the whole time | was fleeing from him, Bex Riveromawas
setting it up and manipulating it. He even told me that he couldn't appear to be helping Sesh, and thet if
hedid look like he was hel ping her it would kill hisjob and just possibly get him killed. And | ill didn't
redizel

"Then Riveroma set up acompletely bizarre stua-tion—which | now know Uncle Sib scripted,
collaborat-ing with Riveroma, because Uncle Sib knowswhat kind of entertainment | like—I mean,
redly, aguard left done with metaking off his clothes and turning hisback to mewhilel wasn't tied up!
That's exactly the kind of thing I've been gobbling up for yearsin those intrigue-and-adventures stories |
like

"Doors kept opening in just the singing-on moments and places, things kept being right Snging-on where |
needed them, every little coincidence was singing-on. Nobody ever had aletha weapon if they crossed
my path—and the whole time, even though | was scared out of my mind and not redlly appreciaingit, |
was also pro-ceeding just asif al the cheap intrigue-and-adventure stuff was the way the world was! It
waslike | wastricked into playing arolein aviv. And to add to the overal foolishness, this reporter,
Mreek Sinda—she'swritten and produced the whole story just asif the djeste of it were redl-life
intrigue-and-adventure!

"Well," Gweshirasaid, mildly, "rightsto it will a least ensurethat you're affluent for along time, and if it
should be ahit, you'll be wedthy."

"But | fed likeagweetz! All | was doing was follow-ing someone se's plan; the whole time | thought |
was boldly improvising and winging it asbest | could, and it turns out that Sib and this heet Riveroma
were pulling the strings the whole way; everyone was right on top of me. It waslike |l wasjust playing a
game and | thought it wasredl. And that makes me fed, toktru, like acom-plete, total, utter gweetz. So
having aviv out there that makes a hero of me just seems like more mockery. And | fed like hiding under
arock for athousand years, and the last heet in the universe that | want to seeisUncle Sib."

"Hmmph," Gweshirasaid. "And exactly what parts of life do you expect will not involve playing agame,
asif it werered?'

"But thiswhole thing waslikeaviv script!”

"And what happensin viv if you just st back and do nothing? Or if you freeze and cower ina
corner—some people do, you know, when aviv getstoo redl, the res-cue squads are out every day
retrieving people from those vividly imaged hells. Or if you're alousy shot, or you make bad decisons
when time gets short, or any of the thousands of other things that can go wrong in both viv and rea? The
only difference between viv and red, asfar as nerve and skill and being good in abad spot are
concerned—and what €l se matters, really?—isthat in viv therésado-over, and inred life theré's not.

"If you'd moved too dowly, or falen from that tower, or dipped and falen when you needed to be up
and run-ning, or let Riveromaget his boot on your head—well, things would be very different, and there
would be no do-over. It was your nerve and your skillsthat got you through, even if the Situation wasn't
exactly ahundred percent pure improvised redity. | don't see why it makes such abig differenceto you,
and | don't seewhy you hold it againgt your Uncle Sib that he set that Situation up, any more than you
hold it against him that he sent you on the mission in thefirst place. Y ou were the one who had to do



everything; hewas helping, but you redlly did do an excellent job. If | thought you had the dightest
interest in what's going on in the world, 1'd be predict-ing that someday you'd be afine agent.”

Jak watched avery nice-looking young woman walk by; she didn't have the hard lean body of Phrysaba
or the sheer grace and beauty of Sesh, but it was occurring to him that shed do inapinch... or perhaps
in astroke of maybe an outright grope. With Sesh in the Aerie and Phrysaba back on the Spirit, a heet
might need to do some shopping.

"Er, before you began opticaly molesting that young lady,” Gweshirasaid, after awhile, "'l wastdling you
that you might someday make afine agent. Obvioudy I'm hoping you would like to be onefor Circle
Four. Areyou interested?"

Hesgghed. "Wel, | like the kind of athletic Sde of things, the running and chasing and shooting and all,
and thetravel isinteresting, but the rest of it's way too much like school.”

Gweshiranodded. "Then let metell you the other rea-son why | wanted to meet with you today. It seems
your Rubahy friend did you avery strange kind of favor—agood one that may turn bad at any time. Y ou
may re-member that buried deep in your body theré'sadiver that containsalist of the physical locations
of al the ev-idence needed to get Bex Riveromaexecuted afew dozen times over, in so many
jurisdictions that an accu-rate count would be hard to come up with... ?'

Jak thought for one instant and his eyes widened. The whole room seemed threstening and he glanced
around, looking for anyonetall who might be Riveromain dis-guise. "Y oureright. And he knows | have
it because he got asfar as decoding the antigen group and reading the codes. He knowswhat'sin it and
he knowsit'sin me— hell be coming after me!" And yet another thought struck Jak. "And now he
doesn't have any reason to keep me aive anymore, either. He can just have me grabbed and they can cut
it out of me—with or without killing mefirgt. | could get shot and dragged off any minute.”

"So could anyone; it'sadangerous world, it'sjust that most of the people who live here don't know that.
But in thefirst place, he won't do that because he has to worry about reprisals. And he does worry about
them, despite what he tried to convince you of. And dso, it seemsthat Psim Cofindez isindeed rather
different from his brother and father, which at least means the Duchy of Uranium will be adifferent kind
of entity from now on, which | would say isagood thing. One of thefirgt things Ducent Psm did wasto
discharge Bex Riveroma, with agenerous settlement package and anice ticket out to Tri-ton, where his
talents are apt to be appreciated and it will be along time before he comes back to Earth. It should bea
year or two before we hear from him, since he won't bother to communicate until he can do it from
somepl ace secure and where there's some ability to take action.

"When he does get back in touch, and he will, well see what can be worked out, and it's possible of
coursethat the information in the diver will be partly, or even wholly, out of dete by that time.

"At any rate, that was where Shadow on the Frost did you either abig favor or no favor a al. Riveroma
was about to capture you; that would have been when he could have extracted the diver, and released
you, and the two of you could have shaken handsin anice profes-sona manner, and that would be the
end of it. Now Shadow didn't know that, and he saw that his honor-bound friend was in danger of

capture—"
"What exactly does'honor-bound mean, anyway? To aRubahy, | mean?"

"Didn't they cover that in school? 1 know that they have classesin dealing with the Rubahy.”

"Toktru, Gweshira, when did | ever pay attention to anything in class? Especialy when the subject was
how to get dong with feathered lizards, masen?”



She groaned and said, "Well, honor-binding places you both in a state of deep obligation to each other;
you haveto look out for each other in al sorts of Situations, and cometo each other'said, and if either of
you failsin the obligation for any voluntary reason, you instantly be-come morta enemies. So | suggest
you look up honor-binding in any good encyclopedia and make sure you know the rules, because if you
ever fall in them, Shadow on the Frost won't stop trying to kill you till he's dead himsdlf, and even theniit's
possible his cousins would be obligated to keep trying. On the other hand, as you may have noticed in
the process of getting rescued, there are certain advantages to having a Rubahy honor-bound to you, and
it would probably be agood thing to maintain that Stuation.”

"How did | become honor-bound to a Rubahy in the first place?'

"Well, that's why you should have paid attention in class. When a Rubahy says that you honor him by
being there to die with him, and thanks you for it, that's just politenessto acomrade, but if you then
return the com-pliment and say the same thing, you're honor-bound. It looks casud to us because our
cultureis so steeped in reciprocity, but the Rubahy are not avery reciproca so-ciety, asyou're no doubt
finding out, and extending rec-iprocity in any form isaways a deep, heartfelt courtesy. That'swhy you
hear people say 'never say "and you too" to aterrier, because no matter what they said, you just made
the Stuation extreme.

"Now, before you insult or hurt your friend—and thereby make an extraordinarily deadly enemy of
him— | suggest that you spend some time studying up on Rubahy customs.”

With as much contrition as he could manage—which was dways very little—Jak nodded his head and
sad, "All right. I'll look it up, and"—the same young woman went by in the other direction, looking
vagudly puzzled; Jak wondered whether she might be lost, or stood up by someone, or wearing anything
under that thin shift, and need hishelp—"wel, anyway, I'll do that."

"Of courseyou will,” Gweshirasaid, in atone that in-dicated that she didn't believe it but felt no need to
pressthe point.

"Uh, | had one other question,” Jak said, "and | wasjust wondering, since you got to read al the sealed
filesand so on about the case, whether it's a question that there's even an answer to."

"If I don't know the answer, I'll say | don't know. If I'm not allowed to say, I'll say | don't know. | won't
giveyou any hints about which'l don't know' that is. Other-wise, I'll answer.”

"Fair enough,” Jak said. "And it may just not be pos-sble to know. Why did Riveroma have that launch |
was on shot down? It must have cost afortune in money, time, and effort to hack into the old sandgun
system and do that, and he couldn't have been certain I'd be killed, and since he didn't know what | was
coming to commu-nicate about, anyway, why would he shoot me down be-fore he heard the offer? The
wholething madeno senseat al.”

Gweshiralaughed, long and hard, and said, " Jak, that was something we looked into right away.
Riveroma had nothing to do with it. Remember Pg Priuleter, the preacher among the survivors? Hiswife
wastrying to kill him for thelife insurance, and she wanted the kind of freak accident that gets double
indemnity.”

Jak laughed too. "Nothing ever goes exactly as planned, doesit?!

"Nothing. Whichiswhy | redly want you to forgive Sib, look up honor-binding, and get on with things,
be-cause, toktru, old pizo, whether wetry to lead aquiet life or go looking for trouble, none of us ever

knows what's coming next." She stood up, so he did; they shook hands. "Wl | hope you have some fun
in these few days be-fore you start a the Academy."”



"It just figuresthat for thefirst timein al those years of schooling, probably no onewill ask meto write
any essays about what | did on my vacation. Y eah, Duj and | have fun stuff planned; I'm supposed to
mest him up a the polein haf an hour or so—Myx iscoming in, findly, on thet very conveniently
scheduled warship from Ura-nium that just happened to have an extraberth. | speck Myx and Duj just
want meto betheref."

Gweshirasmiled. "Whatever you do, don't stand be-tween them. Seeyou later.”

Sheturned and walked away. Jak had afew minutesto kill before hed need to call Rover and have it
take him to the station, and since he knew Duj was aways afew minutes |late anyway, there wasn't much
pressure of any kind. He decided to walk for abit.

He heard aloud woman's voice, she sounded young. "What's the name of that club, again?1 thought |
knew it. | thought it was something about aflower—can you remind me?' Her voice was coming from
around the nearest corner.

"I'm not equipped for that," the Pertransreminded her in itsflat mechanical tone.

When he came around one corner, Jak saw the beauti-ful young woman he'd noticed while talking to
Gweshira. Shewas standing by a Pertrans at that stop. "Crane O'Hanna," she said, suddenly, "that's the
club. But hold aminute.”

Crane OHannawas the very lightest of the light dance clubs—expensive, but interesting.
"Hey," shesad, "aren't you on viv? Jak somebody?'
"Yeah," hesad.

"I've been through that viv ahundred times," she said, and sighed. She turned and got into the Pertrans
car. "Crane OHanng," she said, again, very loudly.

The Pertrans car pulled away.

She had certainly had anice body, and dressed to make sure everyone knew it. And she'd gone out of
her way to make sure that Jak in particular knew where she was going.

He thought for less than half asecond before he sum-moned Rover and headed for the same club, not
know-ing what he had in mind, but figuring it could develop. No doubt Myx and Duj would manage to
have a per-fectly finefight without him. As Gweshirasaid, nothing, absolutely nothing, ever went
according to plan.
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