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Chapter 1

N othi ng should have been able to ruin my lunch.

Joaguin Choy, the best chef on any planet within three jJumps, had erected his restaurant, Falls, just
outside Eddy, the only city on the still-devel oping world, Mund. HEd chosen the Site because of the
intense flavors of the native vegetables, the high quality of thelocaly raised livestock, and a setting that
whipped your head around and widened your eyes.

Falls perched on camo-painted carbon-fiber struts over the center of athousand-meter-deep gorge. You
entered it viaathree-meter-wide transparent walkway so soft you were sure you were strolling across
high, wispy clouds. Thefour waterfallsthat inspired its name remained visible even when you wereinside,
thanksto the trangparent active-glasswalls whose careful light balancing guaranteed aglare-free view
throughout the day. The air outsidefilled your head with the clean scent of wood drifting downstream on
light river breezes, amuted variant of the same smédlls pervaded the building'sinterior.

| occupied a corner seet, ahighly desirable position given my background and line of work. From this
vantage point, | could easily scan al new arrivals. I'd reserved and paid for al the sests at the five tables
closest to me, so awide buffer separated me from the other diners. In the clouds above me, Lobo, my
intelligent Predator-class assault vehicle, monitored the area surrounding the restaurant o no threat could
assemble outsde without my knowledge. I'd located an exterior exit option when | first visited Choy, and
both Lobo and | could reach it in under aminute. Wrapped in ablanket of security | rardly achieved in
the greater world, | could relax and enjoy mysdif.

The setting was perfect.

Following one of my cardina rules of fine dining—aways opt for the chef's tasting menu in atopnotch
restaurant—I'd forgone the offerings on the display that shimmered in the air over my table and instead
surrendered myself to Choy's judgment, asking only that he not hold back on the portion size of any
course. Getting fat isnever anissuefor me. At dmost two meterstal and over ahundred kilosin weight,
I'm large enough that I'd be able to eat quitealot if | were anorma man, and thanksto the
nanomachines that lace my cells, | can eat as much as | want: they decompose and flush any excessfood
| consume.

Spread in front of me were four appetizer courses, each blending chunks of a different savory meat with
strands of vegetables steaming on aglass plate of dowly changing color. Choy instructed meto taste
each dish separately and then in combinations of my choice. | didn't know what any of them were, and |
didn't care. They smelled divine, and | expected they would taste even better.

They did. | leaned back after the third amazing bite and closed my eyes, my taste buds coping with that
most rare of sensory pleasures. sensationsthat in over ahundred and fifty years of life they'd never
experienced. | struggled to conjure superlatives equal to the food.

The food was perfect.

What ruined the lunch was the company, the unplanned, unwanted company.
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When | opened my eyesfrom my contemplation of that confounding and delicious blend of flavors,
Santed Jack was walking toward me from the stark white entrance halway.

Santed Jack, so named because with him nothing was ever straight, had starred in one of the many acts
of my lifethat I'd just as soon forget. The best con man and thief I've ever known, he effortlessly
charmed and put at ease anyone who didn't know him. When he eased through aroom of strangers, they
all noticed. He was a cel ebrity whose name none of them could quite remember. Maybe ten centimeters
shorter than |, with awide smile, eyesthe blue of the heart of flame, and skin the color and sheen of
polished night, Jack ingtantly cornered the attention of everyone around him. While weaving hisway
through the tables to me he paused three times to exchange pleasantries with people he was almost
certainly meeting for thefirst time. Each person Jack addressed would know that Jack found him specid,
important, even compdlling, and Jack truly would fed that way, if only for theingant heinvested in sizing
up each one as a potentia target.

While Jack was chatting with afoursome afew meters away, | called Lobo.
"Any sgn of externd threat?"

"Of coursenot,” Lobo said. "Y ou know that if | spotted anything, I'd aert you instantly. Why are you
wadting time talking to me when you could be eating your magnificent med, conversng with other
patrons, and generdly having awonderful time? It'snot asif you're stuck up herewhere | am, too high to
have even the birds for company.”

"It'snot like | could bring you into the restaurant with me," | said, parroting histone. | know he'sa
machine, but from dmost the firgt time we met I've been unable to think of him as anything other than
"he," aperson. "Nor, for that matter, do you edt."

"You've never heard of take-out? | may not consume the same type of fuel asyou, but | can be quitea
pleasant dinner companion, as1'd think you'd redlize after adl the medls you've taken whileinside me.”

| Sghed. Every timel let mysdlf fall into an argument with Lobo when he'sin apetulant mood, | regret it.
"Sgning off."

"Y ou don't want to do that yet," Lobo said.
"Why?"' Just when | think | understand all the ways L.obo can annoy me, he comes up with anew one.
"Because | was about to dert you to an internd threat," he said.

"Let meguess” | said. "Thetal man who recently walked into the restaurant and is now talking to some
people not far from me.”

"Correct,” Lobo said. "I did not consider the threat high both because other humans have stayed between
you and him since he entered and because his two weapons are holstered, one under hisleft arm and the
other on hisright ankle.”

Jack was armed? That was unusud, thefirst thing held done that didn't fit the man 1'd known. Jack had
always hated weapons and delegated their use to others, frequently to me. | don't like them either, nor do
| like violence of any type, but both have been frequent hazards of most of the kinds of jobs I've taken
over the last many decades.

"Gotit," | sad. "Anything eseyou can tel?"

"That'sdl thedatal can obtain from this distance, and even that information required me to force enough



power into the scan that the restaurant's skylights are now complaining to the building management
system about the treatment they have to endure.”

| kept my eyes on Jack and tuned into the common appliance frequency. Restaurants employ so many
machines, every one of which hasintelligence to spare and adesireto tak to anything that will listen, that
tapping into their chat wave ength was like stepping into the middle of acourtyard full of screaming
people. The sonic wall smacked me, the soundsin my head momentarily deafening even though | knew
they weren't really audio at dl, just neurons and tweaked receptors firing in ways Jennie and the
experiments on Aggro had combined to make my brain interpret as sounds. | sorted through the
conversaions, ignoring mentions of food and temperature until | finaly found arelevant snippet and
focused on it.

"Radiation of that level isssmply not normd for thisarea," one pane said, "though fortunately it iswell
within the limits of what my specs can handle”

"All of uscan easlly handleit,” said another pane. Household and building intelligences, like gppliances,
areinsanely competitive and desperate for attention. They spend most of their lives bickering. | listened
for another few seconds, but all the chatter was between the pieces of activeglass, the household security
system didn't respond to the windows, so it clearly didn't consider the burst from Lobo'sscanto bea
risk. | should tell Joaguin to upgrade his systems.

"If you see that man reach for either weapon,” | said, "dert meingantly.”
"Of course," Lobo said. "Must you congtantly restate previous arrangements?’
"Sorry. Humans use reminders and ritudized communications during crises.”

"| appreciate that, and | sometimes don't mind, but he's one man, he's made no move to suggest
aggresson, and 0 | hardly consder him acrisis.”

Lobo clearly didn't appreciate the trouble a single man could cause, much less aman like Jack. Jack had
finished with the foursome and was now leaning over acouple a atable adjacent to the first group.
"Now sgning off," | said.

| blended bits of food from apair of the platesinto another bite, but | couldn't take my eyes off Jack; the
charms of the gppetizers were disspating faster than their aromas. Jack would require dl my attention.
He and | had worked the con together for amost a decade, and though that time was profitable, it was
aso consgtently nerve-wracking. Jack lived by hisown principles, chief among which was hislife-long
commitment to target only bad people for big touches. We consequently found oursalvestime and again
racing to make jumps off planets, dways ashort distance ahead of very dangerous, very angry marks. By
the time we split, | vowed to go straight and never run the con again.

"Jon," Jack said as he reached me, his smile as disarming as always. "It's good to see you. It's been too
long."

"What do you want, Jack?'

"May | joinyou?' hesaid, pulling out achair.
| didn't bother to answer; it was pointless.
He nodded and sat. " Thank you."

He put his hands palm-down on the tablecloth, so | said nothing.



A server appeared beside him, reset the table for two, and waited for Jack's order.
"I throw mysdlf on Joaquin's mercy," Jack said. "Please tell him Jack asks only that he be gentle.”

The server glanced a mefor confirmation. Jack wasn't going to leave until he had his say, so | nodded,
and the server hustled away.

"Joaquintruly isan artist,” Jack said. "1—"
| cut him off by standing and grabbing histhroet.

"I'd forgotten how very fast you arefor aman your size" he croaked. Asaways, he maintained hiscam.
He kept his hands where they were. "Isthisredly necessary?!

| bent over him so my left hand was on his back and our bodies covered my right hand, with which |
continued to grip his neck tightly enough that his discomfort was evident. " Carefully and dowly put both
weaponson thetable” | said. "If you make meat al nervous, I'll crush your throat.”

"I believe youwould," Jack said, as he pulled out first asmal projectile weapon from under his left
shoulder and then an even smaller one from a holster on hisankle, "but | know you would fed bad about
it. I've ways liked that about you."

"Yes, | would," | said. When the weapons were on the table, | pushed back Jack's chair, released his
throat, and pamed both guns. | put them behind my chair as| sat.

Jack stretched his neck and pulled hischair closer to thetable. "I really must locate atailor with better
software," he said. "Y ou shouldn't have been able to spot those.™

| saw no vauein enlightening him about L obo's cgpabiilities. "What do you want, and since when do you
travel armed?”’

Jack assembled bits of al four of my appetizersinto a perfectly shaped bite, then chewed it dowly, his
eyes shutting as the tastes flooded his mouth. "Amazing. Did | say Joaquin was an artis? | should have
caled him amagician—and | definitdly should have dined here sooner.”

He opened his eyes and studied meintently. The focus of his gaze was both intense and comforting, asif
he could seeinto your soul and was content to view only that. For years|'d watched him win the
confidence of strangerswith asingle long look, and I'd never figured out how he managed it. I'd asked
him many times, and he aways told me the same thing: "Each person deserves to be the center of the
universe to someone, Jon, evenif only for an instant. When | focus on someone, thet personismy dl.”
He dwayslaughed afterward, but whether in embarrassment at having been momentarily completely
honest or in jest & my gullibility issomething I've never known.

"We haven't seen each other in, what, thirty years now,” he said, "and you haven't aged aday. Y ou must
give me the names and locations of your med techs—" he paused and chuckled before continuing,
"—and how you afford it. Courier work must pay far better than | imagined.”

| wasn't in that line of work when | last saw him, so Jack was telling me held done his homework. He
aso looked no different than before, which | would have expected: no one with money and the
willingnessto pay for current-gen med care needs to show agefor at least the middleforty or fifty years
of hislife. So, he was aso letting me know he had reasonsto believe I'd done well since we parted. |
had, but | saw no vauein providing him with more information. Dealing with him had transformed the
afternoon from pleasure to work; the same dishes that had been o attractive afew minutes ago now held
absolutely no gpped to me.



| decided to try adifferent gpproach. "How did you find me?"

He arranged and dowly chewed another combination of the gppetizers before answering. "Ah, Jon, that
was luck, fateif you will. Despite the many years we've been gpart, I'm sure you remember how va uable
itisfor someonein my line of work to develop supporters among jump-gate staff. After dl, everyone
who goes anywhere eventualy appears on their tracking lists. So, when | made the jump from Drayus|
stopped at the gate station and visited some of my better friendsthere, friendswho have agreed to inform
me when people of acertain,” helooked skyward, asif searching for a phrase, " dangerous persuasion
passed into the Mund system. Traveling in aPCAV earned you their attention, and they were kind
enough to dert me.”

| neither moved nor spoke, but ingde | cursed mysalf. During arecent run-in with two major multiplanet
conglomerates and a big chunk of the Frontier Coalition government, I'd made so many jumpsin such a
short period that 1'd abandoned my previoudy standard practice of bribing the station agents not to
notice me. Break a habit, pay aprice.

" Speaking of your transport,” he said, "isthat a show copy or thered thing?"

| said nothing but raised an eyebrow and forced mysdlf to take another bite from the nearer two plates.
With Jack silence was often the best response, because he would then try another approach at the
information he wanted, and the tactics he chose frequently conveyed useful data.

"Theresno shamein agood copy, Jon" he said, his curiosity apparently satisfied. "I spent a couple of
years recently brokering the machinesto planetary and provincid governmentsin thissystem. The
builder, Keisha Li, was this munitions artis—and | mean that, Jon, not merely a manufacturer, but an
artis—who found her niche on Gash but couldn't ever hit it big. Her dupes werefull, active trangports
that could handle any environment their originas could manage, though admittedly they were
dower—and, of course," he chuckled, "completely lacking firepower. | helped her grow her business,
We sold acouple of PCAV clones, though they're pricey enough that they were never our top sdllers.
Less expensive vehicles provided most buyersdl of the intimidation vaue they sought.” He leaned
forward for amoment, his expression suddenly sad. "The worst part isthat it was completely legd, an
indirect sort of touch that | thought would be perfect for me, theredl job I've dwayswondered if | could
hold, and it ddlivered no juice, Jon. None." He sat back and threw up hishands asif in disgust. Jack
aways spoke with hiswhole body, every gesture calculated but ill effective. " Oh, we made money,
good money, the business grew, and we were safe and legit, but | might aswell have been hawking drink
dispensers." Hetook another bite, savored it, and then shook hishead. "Me, sdlling machines on the
draight. | mean, can you imagineit?'

Asengaging as Jack was, | knew held never leave until he'd broached histruetopic, so | tried to force
him to get to it. "Jack, answer or one of usleaves: what do you want?"

He leaned back and looked into my eyesfor afew seconds, then smiled and nodded. "Y ou never could
appreciate the value of civilized conversation,” he said, "'but your very coarseness has aso dways been
part of your appeal—and your value. Put smply and without the context | hope you'll permit meto
provide, | need your help.”

Leaveit to Jack to take that long to give an answer with absolutely no new content. If he hadn't wanted
something, hedd never have cometo me.

"When we parted,” | said, "1 told you | was done with the con. Nothing has changed. Y ou've ruined my
lunch for no reason.” | stood to go, the wegpons now in my right hand behind my back.

Jack leaned forward, held up hishand, and said, "Please, Jon, give me alittletime. Thisisn't about me.



It's about the boy."

Histone grabbed me enough that | didn't walk away, but | aso didn't sit. "The boy? What boy? 1 can't
picture you with children.”

Jack laughed. "No," he said, "I haven't chosen to procreate, nor do | ever expect to do so." He held up
his hand, turned, and motioned to the maitre d'.

The man hustled over to our table, reached behind himself, and gently urged a child to step in front of
him.

"Thisboy," Jack said. "Manu Chang."
Chapter 2

C hang stared a me with the wide, unblinking eyes of scared youth. With shoulders dightly wider than

his hipsand afair amount of hair on his neck, he appeared to be somewhere between ten and twelve, not
yet inhabiting aman's body but on the cusp of the change, soon to begin the tranformation into
adulthood. His broad mouth hung open a centimeter, asif he were about to speak. He wore hisfine
black hair short, not quite abuzz cut but close. Aside from the copper hue of his skin nothing about him
struck me as even remotely notable, and even that flesh tone would be common enough in any large city.
He stood till, neither speaking nor moving, and | felt ingtantly bad for him, stuck ashewasin an adult
Stuation whose nuances were beyond his ability to understand, with an angry man—me—staring down at
him.

"Areyou hungry, Manu?' | said as| sat, again putting the weapons behind my chair.
He nodded but didn't speak, the fear not releasing its grip on him.

"Then please eat with us." The maitre d' was, predictably, ahead of me: two servers appeared, hustled
the boy into a chair, and composed a plate of food for him from the remains of the appetizers and two
new dishesthey brought for usal to share. Manu sat but otherwise didn't move. After | took abite from
the plate nearest me and Jack did the same, Manu followed suit. The boy swallowed thefirst bite asif it
were air, consumed it so quickly he couldn't possibly havetasted it, and inside | winced at the waste of
Choy'sartistry.

| forced asmiled and said, "Good, huh?"
Manu nodded.
"Havedl youwant,” | said.

| turned my attention back to Jack as Manu attacked the food in earnest. Jack was dmost certainly
manipulating me; he knows no other way to interact with others. The odds of my later regretting asking
him a question were high, but | was too curious not to continue. | aso had to admit that the boy's open,
guileless gaze touched me—probably as Jack had intended. "Why do you want my help?' | said.

Though | was certain that ingde he was smiling, dl Jack permitted his face to show were concern for the
boy and appreciation at my interest. "My answer will make senseonly if | give you some context,” he
sad, "so | haveto ask you to grant me afew minutesto explain.”

"Go ahead,”" | said, leaning forward and lowering my voice, "but, Jack, don't play me." Asl heard my
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own words, which | meant and delivered as serioudy | could, | grasped how well he'd hooked me. | was
gpesking nonsensicaly: Jack isn't cgpable of saying anything to anyone without having multiple angles at
play, and, as he taught me, the mark who hasto urge you to tell the truth already wants to hear the pitch.

Heleaned conspiratorially closer, so our faces were amost touching, and whispered. "I know you're
aware of Pinkelponker,” he said. "Everyoneis. But do you know why it matters?*

"Yeah, of coursel've heard of it," | said, leaning back asif the name didn't matter to me. "It's
quarantined. So what?'

Pinkelponker. Hearing Jack say it shook me far more than his appearance, more than the scared boy
now sitting with us, more than any of the suspicionsI'd felt since Jack had shown up. | did my best to
hide my reaction. | was born on that planet, and | lived there with my siter, Jennie, an empathic hedler,
until the government shuttled her away from our home idand and forced her to heal only those peopleit
deemed important. I've never forgiven mysdlf for not finding away to rescue her, to bring her back
safdy.

Pinkel ponker occupies three unique nichesin human history.

It'sthe only planet successfully colonized by one of Earth's pre-jump-gate generation ships, its name the
result of that ship's captain foolishly letting his young daughter choose whet to cal mankind'sfirst remote,
planet-bound colony. The ship ultimately failed to land properly, crashed badly enough that it could never
take off again, and stranded its entire popul ation until humanity discovered the series of jump gates that
led to the two-aperture gate near Pinkel ponker.

It'sthe only place whereradica human mutations not only survived but dso yielded parahuman talents,
such asmy sster's hedling abilities. Never found €l sewhere, these abilities were now the stuff of legends,
stories most people consider on par with tales of elves and dragons.

And, it'sthe only planet humans have ever colonized that is now forbidden territory. It existsunder a
continuous quarantine and blockade, thanks to a nanotech disaster that led to the abandonment of all
research into embedding nanomachinesin humans.

What no one knowsis that the rogue nanomachine cloud that ultimately caused the planet's enforced
isolation came into existence as part of my escape from Aggro, the research prison that orbited above
Pinkelponker. More importantly, to the best of my knowledge no one dive knowsthat I'm living proof
that nanomachines can indeed safdy exist in humans—and | very much want it to stay that way. Any
group that learned the truth about me would want to turn me into aresearch anima. My months on
Aggro asatest subject stand as some of the worst and most painful timesin along life with more than its
share of pain; I'll never let that happen again.

I'd lost track of the conversation. | forced myself to concentrate on what Jack was saying. Fortunately,
he didn't seem to have noticed that I'd drifted away for amoment.

". .. hasn't been open to travel in over acentury and aquarter,” he said. "If you haven't spent much time
in this sector of gpace, you wouldn't have any reason to keep up with it, though obvioudy even you know
about the quarantine.”

"Who doesn't?' | said as casudly as| could manage. Jack held my attention now, because far more
relevant than my past was adisturbing question | should have consdered earlier: washetdling medl this
because held learned more about my background than | ever wanted anyone to know?

"It'stough to avoid," he said, his head nodding in dow agreement, "particularly for those of uswho



aways plot the best routes off any world we're visiting.” He smiled and pitched his voice further
downward, speaking softly enough now that without thinking | again leaned forward to hear him better.
"But have you heard the legends?’

"What legends?’ | said. Playing dumb and letting Jack talk seemed the wisest option.

"Psychics, Jon, not griftersworking marks but real psychics. Pinkelponker was ahigh-radiation planet, a
fact that should smply haveled to alot of human deaths. Something about that world was specid,
though, because instead the radiation caused the first and so far only truly useful human
mutations—something humanity has never seen anywhere dse. Thelegendstell of the existence of dl
types of psychics, from telekineticsto hedersto seers.”

Jack sat back, his expression expectant, waiting for meto react. 1'd seen him use thistechnique to draw
inmarks, and | wasn't about to play. As| now feared Jack might know, | hadn't come to Mund smply
for Choy's cooking, as amazing as it was reputed to be. Mund was one of the worldswith ajump
gperture to Drayus, the only planet with an aperture to Pinkel ponker since the one on Earth mysterioudly
closed a decade after it opened. No other gate aperture had ever grown over and stopped working.
New apertures gppeared from time to time, and each one inevitably led to a system with a planet suitable
for human colonization, but once open, apertures aways stayed that way. Theories abounded, of course,
asto why this one and only one aperture had closed, but as with everything el se about the gates,
humanity could know only what they did, never why they did it.

The Drayus aperture was now aso closed, but not because it had stopped working. Asfar as anyone
knew, it till functioned correctly. What kept it out of operation was the most potent and long-lasting
blockade mankind had ever assembled: no human had successfully passed through it in ahundred and
thirty years. All but one of the few shipsthat had made the jump before the Centra and Expansion
Codlition governments had cooperated in shutting down al accessto the gate had never returned. The
one ship that made it back had passed hafway through the aperture, just far enough that its crew could
warn of the nanocloud that was dissolving it and then return in time to prevent the cloud from entering this
system. No oneis sure why the nanocloud itself couldn't make the jump, but neither is any government
willing to take the chance of sending another vessdl and possibly bringing it back. The CC and EC ships
stationed at the gate make sure no private craft try, either.

Despite dl that, the gperture was Htill there, fill apossible way to my home, maybe even to Jennie, if
she—or anyone—remained divein that system. | visited this sector of space periodicaly, each time
wondering how | could get back to Pinkelponker and seeif Jennie il lived—and each timeredizing
with a gut-wrenching sense of failure that there was no way | could reach her, no chance | could save her
even if by some miracle she hadn't died of old age on a planet whose medica science wasisolated over a
century ago.

| could only lose by giving away any of this knowledge about my past, S0 | waited. A pair of servers
took advantage of the silence to whisk away our dirty dishes. Another pair replaced them with fresh
plates, each awork of art combining greens, nuts, and small pieces of cheese. Manu immediately took a
bite. He chewed quietly and steadily. | eyed the food but couldn't make myself eat.

After aminute, Jack redized held have to keep going on his own. He leaned closer again and, hiseyes
shining brightly, said, "Can you imagineit, Jon? In dl the colonized planets, not one psychic—until
Pinke ponker.”

Jack was as dogged as he was dippery, so | knew held never give up. | had to move him aong. "You
sad it, Jack: legends. Those arejust legends.”



He amiled, satisfied now that | was playing the role he wanted metofill. "Y es, they're legends, but not al
legends are false or exaggerated. In the less than a decade between the discovery of Pinkelponker's jump
gate and the permanent quarantine of that whole area after the nanotech disaster, some people from that
planet naturdly visited other worlds. Some of those visitors never went home. And,” he said, leaning
back, "avery few of those who opted to live on other worlds were psychics." He put hisright hand gently
on the boy's back. "Like Manu's grandmother. Though she died, and though her only son didn't inherit
her powers, her grandson did.

"Manu did. H€e's proof, Jon, that the legends were true. He's a seer.”

| stared at the boy, who continued to eat asif we weren't there. | dready knew the legends were true,
because Jennie was proof of it. | was born with amind that would never progress past that of anormal
fiveyear old's, but Jennie not only fixed me, she dso pushed my intelligence way beyond the norm, made
me somehow able to communicate on machine frequencies, dtered my vison so | could seeinthe IR
range, and enabled my brain to control the nanomachinesthe Aggro scientistslater injected into me.
Sheld told methat others with special powers existed, but she'd never provided specifics, and | never
met any of them. | didn't have a chance to question her further about them, because right after fixing me
she boarded a government ship, and | haven't seen her since.

Though Jack's story of Pinkelponker natives visiting other planets seemed reasonable enough—the
wedlthy of al worlds move around readily—I'd never heard it before. More importantly, with Jack |
couldn't trust anything to be true, and | couldn't assume that any tidbits that happened to be accurate
were anywhere near the whole story. | needed to keep him talking and hope | could lure him into giving
me more of the truth than he'd planned.

"I don't buy it, Jack," | said. "If the boy could see the future, he'd aready be famous or rich—or the
hidden property of some conglomerate. He sure wouldn't be with you."

Jack shook his head. "Wrong on al counts, Jon." He held up hisright hand and ticked off the pointson
hislong, eegant fingers. "Firt, his powers don't work reliably. | told you: he'stwo generations away from
the planet. He sees the future, but in visions whose subjects and timing he can't control. He has no clue
when they'll hit him. Second, his parents, until they died—" he glanced at Manu, whose face clouded
suddenly and appeared near tears, "—bless them both, though not well off were aso not stupid, so they
kept him hidden. Third, and thisleads meto why I'm here, the visions damage him. In fact, without the
right trestments to suppress them, and without continuing those treetments indefinitely, well," he looked at
the boy with what appeared to be genuine fondness and then stared at me, choosing hiswords carefully,
"hisbody won't be ableto pay the bill hismind will incur.”

"Y ou don't need meto go to amed tech,” | said.

"Norma med techs can't provide these treatments," Jack said, "and those few that do offer them chargea
great deal more than the meager amount his parentsleft him. The unclewho wasraisng him isaman of
modest meanswho aso couldn't even begin to pay for thisleve of care. The whole Situation is further
complicated by our need to keep Manu's abilities quiet.”

"Y ou said he'swith you, and you mentioned doing well selling the faux wegpons vehicles, so why not just
foot the bill yoursdf?'

"Alas, Jon," he said with awigtful smile, "my lifestyleis such that little money from thet brief interlude
remains, so my own funds are also inadequate to the task."

"So you want to borrow the payments from me?" | said. Jack and | had covered this ground before, after
the second time | was stupid enough to grant him aloan; somehow his limitation not to con good people



didn't extend to hisfriends. Hefelt that any colleague who couldn't spot a con deserved to be plucked.
He certainly knew that I'd vowed never to loan him money again.

He waved his hands quickly and shook his head; | was pleased to see he hadn't forgotten. "No, no," he
sad, "of course not. I'm smply helping Manu and his uncle get the money. I've arranged away, but it
has," he paused, giving the impression of searching for words I'm sure held aready rehearsed, "an
eement of risk."

| motioned him to continue and looked at Manu. The boy's eyes were now dry and focused nowhere a
al, asif hed long ago become accustomed to people talking about him asif he weren't there. I've always
found it puzzling how many people do that to children, even their own children. Manu continued to et,
now moving dowly and methodically, without pause, with the kind of determined focus common among
those who never know how long it'll be until their next medl.

Jack nibbled at his salad, taking small bites and savoring each one.
| admired my plate, but | ill had no ssomach for it.

"Pinkelponker is, as you might imagine," he continued, "the object of consderableinterest to certain
mystic groups, aswell asto many higtorians. One particular Pinkel ponker fanatic, an extremely wedthy
man named Siva Dougat, has set up a Pinkel ponker research ingtitute and museum—atemple,
really—near the ocean on the northern edge of downtown Eddy. He's the leader of agroup that calls
itsdlf the Followers, people who believe that the key to humanity's destiny liesin that long-forbidden
planet. Dougat initialy bankrolled the whole group, but like most cultsit's subsequently amassed
consderable wedlth by absorbing the accounts of many of the hardcore faithful who'vejoined it.”

Helooked off to the right for amoment. "Didn't we run acult scam once before?"
Wed made quite afew playsin our daystogether, but never that one, so | shook my head.

"No? Oh, well, | must have done it with someone dse. My mind isclearly dipping. It was certainly
profitable enough, and if | do say so mysdlf, | made quite agrand religious leader, but | haveto tell you,
Jon: | couldn't keep it up. | could never respect anyone who would worship me."

"Dougat,” | sad.
Jack smiled, and then | realized how quickly 1'd taken the hook.

"Yes, of course. He'sinterviewed every Pinkel ponker survivor and survivor descendant he's ever found.
He clamsto make dl therecordings avalablein hisingtitute, though,” Jack paused and stared off into
gpace again, "l suspect he'sthe sort who's held back anything of any significant potentia value. What
matters most isthat he paysfor theinterviews. I've contacted him about Manu, and he's offered a
fee—just for an interview, no more—that's large enough to keep the boy in treatmentsfor avery long
time"

"So what'sthe problem?" | said. "Y ou've found away to earn Manu the money he requires. Y ou don't
need me."

"| don't trust Dougat, Jon. He's rich, which immediately makes him suspect. He runs areligious cult, so
he's a skilled con man. Worst of dl, you can hear the fervor in his voice when he talks about
Pinkelponker, and fanatics dways scare me. When | told him about Manu's visions, he sounded asif he
were a Gatist with a chance to be thefirst to learn the source of the jump gates. He's not faking his
interest, either. Y ou know I've spent alot of my life cultivating desire in marks and spotting when they



were hooked; well, Dougat wants Manu badly, Jon, badly enough that I'm worried he might try to kidnap
the boy."

"Y ou're asking meto provide protection?' | said.

"You and that PCAV of yours," Jack said quietly. "I know what you're cgpable of, and redl or faux, your
PCAV makes an impressive presence. If I'm wrong about Dougat, thiswill cost you only alittletime. If
I'm right, though, then I'll fed alot better with you beside me. Y ou know I'm no good at violence."

Despite mysdlf, | nodded. | don't like violence; at least the part of me under my conscious control doesn't
likeit, but the anger that's more tightly laced throughout me than the nanomachines emerges dl too
readily. | tell mysdlf | do everything reasonably possible to avoid fights, but al too often thejobs | accept
end up in conflict.

"You've dready learned I'm aprivate courier,” | said. "If you and the boy want to go somewhere, and if
you havethefare, I'll treat you as a package and take you to your destination under my care. I'm no
bodyguard, though"—I had no reason to assume Jack knew of the five years I'd spent being exactly
that—"s0 | can't help you with the meeting."

"Oneday, Jon," hesaid, "just oneday. That'sal | need you for. We meet Dougat three days from now at
the Indtitute. | wanted a safe, public place, but he wouldn't go anywhere he couldn't control the security.
We compromised on meseting in the open, on the groundsin front of his main building, where anyone
passing by could see us. All I'm asking isthat you come with us, watch our backs, and if things turn bad,
fly usout of there. That'sit."

Jack wouldn't drop it until I'd found away to say no that he understood, so | cut to the easiest escape
route. "How much do you propose to pay mefor this?' | said.

"Nothing.”

No answer he could have given would have surprised me more. Jack always came ready to any
bargaining table. | fought to keep the surprise from showing on my face. It wasthefirst thing held said
that made me wonder if he might actually for once be on the up and up.

"I don't have any money to pay you," he continued, "and | won't make any from this meeting; everything
Dougat pays goesto Manu. I'm doing it for him, and I'm asking you to do the same. With dl the dicey
business we've worked, wouldn't you like to do some good now and again?' He leaned back, put his
handsin hislap, and waited, an innocent man who'd said his piece.

The spark of trust Jack had created winked out as | redized there was no way he was doing something
for nothing. "Why areyou involved in dl this, Jack? Skip the pitch; just tell me.”

Jack looked at Manu for afew seconds. "I really am out to help Manu. Hisunclesafriend, and | fed
bad for the boy." He straightened and a pained expression flickered across hisface. "And, Earth's
greatest export has once again left me with adebt | must repay, thistimeto Manu'suncle.”

"Poker," | said, laughing. "A gambling loss?' Jack had always|oved the game, and wed played it both
for pleasure and on the hustle, straight up and bent. | enjoyed it well enough, but | rarely sought it, and |
could dwayswak away. For him, poker held astronger attraction, one he frequently lost the will to fight.

"It was as sure ahand as I've ever seen, Jon," he said, the excitement in hisvoice aforce a the small
table. Manu started at Jack's tone but resumed eating when everything appeared to be okay. " Seven
stud, three beautiful eightsto greet me, the next card the matching fourth, and aworld of opportunity



spread before me. He caught the final two tens on the last two cards—cards he should never have paid
to see. Unbelievable luck. | mean, the odds againgt it were astronomical! A better player would have
folded long before; he certainly should have. | put everything into that pot. It was mine." He paused for a
few seconds, and when he continued he was back under control. "Honestly, Jon, | waswilling to help
Manu before that hand, but yes, losing it guaranteed my participation.”

"Y our debt isnot my problem, Jack."

"| redlize that, and | wouldn't be asking you if | had an dternative. Unfortunatdly, | don't. Dougat isthe
only option Manu'suncleand | have found, I'm committed to help, and | don't trust that fanatic. I'll go it
doneif I mugt, and I'm confident I'll walk away from the meeting, because | hold no interest for the guy,
but | fear—" he glanced down a Manu and then spoke quickly—"that I'll exit one."

That Jack was in abind was never news—he'd be in trouble aslong as he lived—and my days of
obligation to him were long over. | felt bad for the boy, worse than Jack could know, because my
inability to save Jennie has left me a soft touch for childrenin trouble, but | learned long ago that | can't
savethem al. Worse, recent experience had taught me that trying to rescue even one of them could lead
to the kind of trouble | was lucky to survive. If | wanted to avoid more danger, | not only needed to steer
clear of Jack, | had to leave Mund soon, because | had to assume the same gate staff held bribed would
be derting others to my presence. Anyone willing to sall information for the sorts of fees Jack could
afford would surely try to jack up their profits by reselling that same data.

The only reasonable choice was to walk away now and leave the planet.
Asmuch as| fought it, however, | knew | wouldn't make that choice.

The problem was the Pinkel ponker connection. Dougat's research center and the data he and the
Followers had collected might contain scraps of information | could use. If Manu redly were aseer, he
might also be asource of useful data. In addition, | needed to determine whether Jack knew about or
even suspected my tiesto the planet, and, if he did, exactly what he'd learned.

Findly, I had to admit that because so many of the jobs I've taken have led to so much damage, the
prospect of doing something genuinely good always appeded to me.

| stared into Jack's eyes and tried to read him. Their rich blue color was truly remarkable, and he knew
it. He held my gaze, too good a salesman to ook away or push harder when he knew the hook wasin
deep. Even as| stared at him | remembered how utterly pointlessit was to search for truth in hisface.
Jack excelled at close-up cons because at some level he dways believed what he was sdlling, and so to
marks he dways appeared honest. The only way | could glean more information wasto accrete it dowly

by spending timewith him.

When | glanced at Manu, | found him watching me expectantly, hopefully, asif he/d understood
everything we'd discussed. Perhaps he had; Jack hadn't tried very hard to obscure the topic.

| took along, dow, deep breath, and then looked back at Jack. "I'll help you," | said, "“for the boy's
ske."

"Thank you, Jon," he said.
"Thank you, Sir," Manu said, hisvoice wavering but clear. "I'm sorry for any trouble were causing you."
Either Jack had coached the kid well, or the boy meant it. | decided to hope the sentiment was genuine.

"You'rewdcome" | said to Manu.



Jack caught the snub, of course, but he wisely choseto ignoreit.

| now had ajob to do and not enough time to prep to do it right. We had to get to work. "Jack, you said
the meeting wasin three days, so our mission clock istolerable but far shorter than I'd like. | runthis, and
you do exactly what | say. Agreed?"

Jack smiled and nodded. "Of course. If | didn't need your expertise, | wouldn't be here, so you're the
boss."

Eveninvictory, hekept sdling. | Sghed.
"Yes, dr," sad Manu.

| forced asmileas| looked at the boy, then turned back to Jack. "Lay it out for me, everything you've
agreed to, everything you fear.” | spped alittle water. "Then, well need to get in some practice time.”

Chapter 3

| don't see why we haveto do dl this" Jack said, shaking his head. "It's an utter waste of time and

energy, and you know how | deplore physical activity." Helooked back at the restaurant. "Particularly
when we could be doing other, so much more pleasurable things, such as sampling Joaguin's magnificent
desserts.”

What | knew was how much Jack liked to present the image of someone who hated physicd activity. I'd
once happened upon him during his exercises, and it wasimmediately obviousthat he kept himsdlf in very
good physica condition. I'd subsequently learned from careful observation that he worked out daily with
an amogt religious fanaticism. Maybe he liked to pretend otherwise as part of hisgod of congtantly
maintaining hidden advantages over al those around him, or perhaps he had other, private reasonsfor
preserving theillusion; he never discussed it. | had no way to be certain of hismotivation, but the front he
presented was fake.

Not that how he felt mattered to me, of course; if | was going to run this operation, we were going to do
it right. I turned my back on him, took afew steps away, looked left and right asif scanning the area, and
subvocdized to Lobo, "Monitor dl of this."

"Of coursg," hesaid.

| faced Jack. ™Y ou asked for my help,” | said. "Y ou're not paying me anything. So, you either completely
and without question obey my orders from now until thisisover, or . . ." | glanced at Manu and decided
to stop there. "Preparation isavita part of protection.”

"Nothing isgoing to gowrong," Jack said.

"Then you don't need me." | turned away again.

"Okay, Jon," he said. "Y ou win. Well do what you say."

| nodded and faced him. "Has Dougat or anyone on his team spotted you or Manu?"'
"Theresno need to beinsulting,” he said. " Of course not.”

"To be safe, spend the next three hoursin a counter-surveillance run anyway. Head to the center of
Eddy, then wind your way to the northern edge. When thetimeisup, if you're being followed, come
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back here. Otherwise, meet mein the construction site akilometer and ahaf duewest.” | risked
exposing my rendezvous site with Lobo on the assumption that | could reach it as quickly as anyone who
might bewatching us.

"l explained that they haven't seen us" he said, pain clear in histone. "Must we go through this silliness?'

"For the last time, yes. | stated the dedl, and you agreed to it, so Slop complaining. Maybeit issilly, but
we need to know if Dougat has found away to track you, if he's now seen me, and so on.”

Jack shook his head, took Manu's hand, and turned to go.
"Besuretowalk at least the last kilometer," | added.

Jack stopped.

| waited.

"Asyou say, Jon," hefindly said.

Good. | jogged toward the forest that grew al the way to the edge of the lot Choy had cleared around
Fdls. "I'll seeyou in three hours."

As| entered the trees, | glanced back. Jack and Manu were gone. | turned west.

"Pick meup at thesite" | said to Lobo. "Keep a constant watch on those two, and see if you can spot
any sgnsof surveillance on them or us.”

* k% k% %

For most of the next three hours, Lobo and | combined alazy and pseudo-random flight path with an
anaysis of Jack's movements and the actions of al the people he encountered. Lobo ran smultaneous
route projections and motion analysisfilters on each human who might be watching Jack and on al the
shipsin the air space within a hundred-kilometer-diameter cylinder with Eddy asits center. One of the
great benefits of having anearly state-of-the-art PCAV isthe vast processing capacity he possesses,
power originally designed to allow him to take battlefield command of large squadrons or survive and
fight on his own for months at astretch.

Unfortunately, that same vast computing capability let him keep talking the entire time he was conducting
the andysis, monitoring Jack and Manu, and flying our course.

"So now you're ababysitter?' he said. "What does that make me? Thisworld's most heavily armed
pram?'

"Y ou don't know that," | said, annoyed enough that | felt obliged to needle him. "The Expansion
Federation isn't famous for having alight touch, so it might easily have other, more powerful craft in the
area, and many of them could be assigned to child care aswdll."

"Don't know?" Lobo said, theindignation fairly ringing in hisvoice. "What do you think | do whileyou're
socidizing with old friends and enjoying sublime comestibles the likes of which I'm not even equipped to
taste?!

"| thought you were watching over me."

"l was, of course, but how much of my capacity do you think that takes? Preciouslittle in this deserted
areq, | cantdl you that. | spend my time amassing data and improving myself, as any thinking cresture



should." He paused, but | was not going to be lucky enough to get away with arant that short. "Y ou
might consder alittle more sdf-improvement, Jon. Y ou could—"

"Enough,” | said, wondering yet again why | ever let mysdlf get involved in these conversations. "Were
doing this. Period. The boy needs help.”

"A lot of people need help, Jon, help you could give.”

From whiner to philosopher in less than a second: another benefit of too much computing power. He had
apoint, though, and | paused to consder it fairly.

"Yeah," | said, "they do, and | supposeif | were agood enough person | would spend al my time helping
others, but I'm not." Dark memories clawed at the fringes of my mind, and | did my best to push them
away, atask | manage better during the day than in the sad, scary, honest hoursin the middle of the night.
I'd done enough bad things over the yearsthat | was sure anyone who really knew me wouldn't consider
me good at all, but that wasn't news. "No, I'm not that good.” | shook my head to clear it. "For whatever
littleit'sworth, | am decent enough to make sure Manu comes through thisinterview safely. That hasto
be worth something, right?' | thought of Jennie and wished, as| have so many times before, that | could
have saved her. "Just arhetorica question.”

| took adeep breath, held it, and let it out dowly.

"How far are they from the rendezvous?' | said.

"Assuming they continuethelr current pace, ten minutes.”

"Any Sgn of survelllance?'

"None," Lobo said. "l would have aerted you had there been any, per your orders.”

"Of course. Sorry." | surveyed the many images flickering on the displays Lobo had opened dl over his
walls: the video surveillance of Jack and Manu, both distant and close perspectives, the motion maps of
the peoplein the areq, the flight patterns of al the nearby aircraft and space vehicles, and al the usua
PCAV dausdisplays. "We're going to do two unusua things during thistraining exercise with Jack and
Manu."

"I'm excited dready," Lobo sad.

| ignored him and continued. "1 don't want you to let them see any of your weapons at any time, and |
want you to do your best imitation of afaux PCAV, the kind of craft you heard Jack say he used to
ol

"S0 I'm to act dumb?'

| nodded. "Dumb and dow." | found myself enjoying this more than | should; pettinessis unbecoming,
but sometimesit'saso irresstible. " Show only standard vehicle displays, keep your diaog to aminimum,
follow only basic voice commands, and don't go above half speed at any time.”

"Areyou doing this because you're angry at me?' Lobo said. "This strategy makes no sense, becauseit's
not how you'll want meto behaveif you need my help during the mesting.”

"No," | sad, "it'snot, and I'm not doing thisfrom anger. The less Jack knows about everything in my life,
especidly you, the better. He has anasty talent for turning information into leverage, and as soon asthisis
over, | want to walk away cleanly and leave him with aslittle dataas possible.”



"Maintaining secrets during conflicts makes sense, of course,” Lobo said, "but usualy onewithholds
information from the enemy. | thought we were hel ping Jack, not opposing him."

"Wedon't call him 'Slanted' Jack for nothing,” | said, ™Y ou can't trust anything he saysto be the truth. So,
welll take extra care even though were al theoretically on the same team. Clear?"

"Of course"

"Onemorething,” | said. "l want to make this as easy as possible for the boy, maybe even fun, both so
we don't scare him and so héelll learn more quickly.”

"Fun?' Lobo said. "Combat-scenario retrieve-and-retreat training?”'
"Yeah," | said, "though I must admit | don't have any good idess.”

"Perhaps I'll come up with something,” Lobo said, histone such an odd mixture of serious contemplation
and complete sarcasm thet | couldn't help myself: for the first time since Jack walked into Falls, | smiled,
laughed, and, for amoment, relaxed.

Bare earth marked a square Site nearly akilometer on aside. Autograders perched aong its far edges,
arguing with each other about who could move the most earth per hour, whose average payload was
largest, and who left the smoothest stretch of ground. | tuned them out as soon as | made sure that in the
few hours since Lobo and | had taken off none of them had been repurposed for surveillanceroles. A
light shower had moistened the ground enough that Jack, Manu, and | stirred up almost no dust aswe
walked to the center of the dirt square. Leaves on thetall trees surrounding most of the site danced
happily in the gentle afternoon breeze that carried the life-affirming smell of an undisturbed forest soaking

up rainwater. | loved developing planets, the sense of ungpoiled nature available only before humans
turned dl the most beautiful placesinto elther settlements or carefully groomed tourist attractions.

Like dl people, however, | disturbed nature when it suited my needs, asit did now.

| sat on my hedsso | wasroughly at eye level with Manu. "Jack isamost certainly right,” | said. ™Y our
interview with Mr. Dougat will probably be along and boring conversation. | hopeit is. Sometimes,
though, things change. Maybe abig ssorm will come dong.”

"Or maybe hell try to kidnap me," Manu said, crossing hisarms. "'I'm not stupid.”

| smiled despite myself. "Or maybe helll try to kidnap you. Y ou'reright: that ispossible, and | shouldn't
treat you asif you're not smart. If he doestry anything, I'll stop him."

"Just you? Jack said Mister Dougat has alot of people.”
"Not just me. Jack will also help, and so will Lobo."
"Who's Lobo?'

"Loboismy ship."

"Will | get to seeit?’

"Oh, yes. In fact, what we're going to do now is prepare oursalves in case something goeswrong at the
meeting and we haveto leavein ahurry."



"How do we do that?"

| preferred working aone, but | had spent enough time on tactical teams with othersthat | was
comfortable giving and receiving orders from adults. Manu's questions, though, were getting to me. |
glanced a Jack, who shrugged dightly, asif to say, "Seewhat | haveto put up with?' | forced mysdlf to
stay cam and nice. | needed Manu to be comfortable with me.

"Wepractice," | said. "If anything goeswrong, Lobo will fly to us. He—"
"| thought you said Lobo wasaship.”

"Lobois. Peopletend to cdl ships'him' or 'her," and with aname like Lobo, | cdl thisship 'him.'?" Manu
nodded, so | continued. "I'll summon Lobo when we need him. When he comes, helll beflying very fast.
Hell open ahatch in hisside and hover close to the ground only long enough for the three of usto get in.
Hewon't ever completely stop moving, so our job isto stay together until he's close, then run into him
and hold on while he takes off."

"It doesn't sound hard," he said.
"No, it doesn't,” Jack said, "but Jon'sin charge, so we'regoing to doit.”

| glanced at Jack, shook my head, and faced Manu again. "We're not doing all of this practice to make
me happy,” | said. "Were doing it because the sight of a ship asbig as Lobo screaming out of the sky at
you can be scary, and hopping insde amoving, hovering craft can be harder than it sounds. Jump the
wrong way, for example, and you can hit your knees on his hull and fall backwards.”

"Il doitright,” Manu said.

"I'm sure you will, and so will Jack, and sowill I, but it'l be easier for dl of usoncewe practice.” | sood.
"Reedy?"

Manu nodded, hisface resolute, hisfists clenched at hissides.

"Now, Lobo," | said doud, wanting Manu to have awarning thefirst few times.

I'd told Lobo to come in dower than normd initidly, so | expected thisto be avery smplefirst practice.

I'd dso never bothered to tell him that | hadn't serioudy meant for him to take on the task of making this
training fun.

That might have been amistake.

| heard Lobo before | saw him. Music, carnival music, the same jaunty melody that's brought smilesto
children and adults dike on multiple worlds, filled the air as Lobo flew in gently from the west. Louder
and louder as he drew closer, the tune tugged an involuntary smile onto al of our faces. Loboflewina
slly, zigzag path until he coasted to ahover haf ameter over the dirt and five metersin front of us, an
open side hatch beckoning. Dust from the force of the hover flew around Lobo, but thanks to the recent
rain the amount was small and served only to add to the image of amagica ride. He didn't stop with the
music, ether: he moved back and forth dong hislong axis, dmost wiggling, asif a
twenty-five-meter-long, eght-meter-wide, dull silver metallic dog was dancing in anticipation of some
attention from his magter.

Manu clapped his hands and laughed. "That's Lobo?' he said. "He'sthe best!"



Jack put his hand on my shoulder and leaned close enough that he could spesak to me without Manu
hearing. "Jon, though | have to give you credit for the sheer weirdness of thisidea, shouldn't we be
boarding?'

My first thought wasthat | was going to kill Lobo, but of course killing him would not only be
extraordinarily difficult, it would aso be destroying my most precious asset and the only entity who had
congstently been my friend for amost ayear. My second thought was amore accurate one: | had only
mysdf to blame,

| looked at Jack and nodded, then touched Manu's shoulder. The boy was ill smiling, hiseyeswide
withjoy. "Let'srun over and jJump in, okay, Manu?'

"You bet!" hesad. "It'slike getting on afun ride!"

Hetook off before us, but longer legslet Jack and me catch him easily. We all jumped on board at the
sametime, Manu clearing the edge of Lobo's floor easily.

Lobo had, as I'd requested, manifested only the most basic wall displays. | was glad I'd made the
request, because Jack was intently studying the interior.

"Having them outfit the knock-off with externa audio was anice touch, Jon," he said.
"It camethat way. | bought it used.”
Jack nodded. "The exterior is extremely convincing, and the interior's not bad.”

"Thanks." | hopped out and motioned to Jack and Manu to do the same. "Let'stry it another time, but
without the music and with amuch faster gpproach. Okay?"

"Surel" Manusaid. "Let'sdoit again!™

They both followed me back to our original position. Lobo closed the hatch and took off dowly to the
eadt, then looped north at the edge of the clearing and quickly vanished from sight with afind wiggleand
adowly vanishing whisper of music.

What aham.

| gave him two minutes, then looked at Manu. "Ready?"

"Oh, yesh!" hesaid.

"Thisisgoing to be very different, maybe even scary.”

Helooked at me and shook his head. "L obo can't be scary,” he said. "Lobo's fun!”

| was tempted for amoment to explain to the boy how very wrong he was on both counts, but then |
realized how successful Lobo's ploy had been. | would never hear the end of this.

"Okay, Lobo," | said. "Now."

L obo rocketed out of the west like amissile hurtling toward its target, the force of the displaced air
pushing us backward as he settled into ahover barely two metersin front of us, his stop more abrupt
than | would have thought possible. Alarm played across Jack's face. The speed of the motion triggered
my battlefield readiness reflexes, and adrendine stimmed me to the twitching point.



Manu smiled and clapped again. "l told you Lobo wasfun!" he said as heran and jumped insde. "Aren't
you guys coming?'

Lobo was definitely not going to let meforget this.

* k % %

After three more practice runs, even | had to admit we'd done al we could—all we could, that is, without
using missles or explosivesto better smulate afirefight. | didn't want to do that, though, for two reasons:
from what Jack had said, we were dedling with afew fanatics, not amilitia, and | certainly didn't want
Jack to know anything about Lobo's weapons systems.

"Weredone" | said, aswe sat on the edge of the hovering Lobo, our legs stretched over the side, mine
and Jack's touching the earth, Manu's dangling aboveit.

"Can't wedo it one moretime?' Manu said.
"No," | said. "Y ou two need to get back into town, and | have other work to do."
IIHmH

"Sorry," | said, "but that'sit.” | faced Jack. "I want you and Manu to get lost and stay lost until the
meeting. Fifteen minutes before the sart time, scout the site but do not enter it. If you don't see me there
by then, | decided it's not safe, so you head right back here.”

"What will you be doing between now and then?' Jack said.

"My job," | said. "I'm alone, and | have two days, so | havealot to do." Jack clearly thought | was
exaggerating, but | wasn't. Securing ameeting site typically requires ateam and the better part of aweek.
He didn't know about my stint as a bodyguard, nor about my experience on severa protection details
with what is, in my opinion, the finest mercenary company anywhere, the Shosen Advanced Wegpons
Corp., the Saw. Asaways, | saw no reason to enlighten him.

"Don't worry about me," | continued. "Just do your job, which is staying out of sght. Asbest we cantdll,
no oneistracking you right now, so make sure it staysthat way until the meeting.” | stood, picked up a
small, thin disc from Lobo's front console, and gave it to Jack. " Stick this on your body where you can
eadly reach it. If something goeswrong, squeeze it and state your Stuation; I'll get the aert. If you call me
for anything other than an emergency, however, I'll leave. Got it?!

"Yes" Hetook Manu's hand and jumped out. " See you in two days."
"Bye, Lobo," Manu said, waving. "Y ou're the best!"

When they reached the edge of the clearing, | said, "Let'sgo.”

Lobo closed the side hatch and took off.

"l candofun," hesad.

Chapter 4

T hePinke ponker Research Ingtitute sprawled across the built-up northern border of Eddy like afever
dream. No signswarned that when you passed the last of the rows of permacrete corporate
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headquarters buildings you should expect something very different indeed. No lights, labels, tapestries,
recordings, or welcome displays clamored to explain it to you. Inthemiddle of a
five-hundred-meter-wide lot the gleaming black ziggurat Smply commanded your eyeto focus on the
miniature of Pinkel ponker that revolved dowly inthe air afew meters above the building's summit.

Dougat and the Followers named it a Research Indtitute, but you ingtinctively knew the moment you saw
it that it was atemple, a place where people worshipped, a Site of great importance to them.

A perfect lawn the muted green of shallow seawater surrounded the building. Circular flower bedsrichin
soft browns, glowing yellows, and degp ocean blues burst from the grass at gpparently random locations
al over thelot. Only when you viewed them from the air, as | had when Lobo and | had made our first
recon pass late the morning after my meeting with Jack, did you redlize that each grouping of plants
effortlesdy evoked an image of one of the many volcanic idands that were the only land masses on my
birth planet. The ziggurat itself looked nothing like any of theindividual idands I'd seen, yet its rounded
edges and graceful ascent reminded me of home, made me achefor it.

After our initid fly-over, I'd directed Lobo to adocking facility on the west side of town and hopped a
cab from there. 1'd then sent Lobo back up so he could keep watch over me. No one knew me here, so

| redlly shouldn't have needed the protection, but I've learned from past experiencethat if | give Lobo
something to do he'salot easier to get dong with than if | leave him in Storage, even if storageisthe more
sengbledternative.

At least he gppreciated that | needed to see the Sitein person, and he couldn't reasonably join me. If
you're going to work on the ground, aerid images and even surface-level recordings are no substitute for
actualy waking theterrain and getting afed for it. I've been on multiple missonsthat didn't permit that
luxury, but thisone did, and | was going to take advantage of the opportunity. I'd changed cabstwice on
the chance anyone had tracked me from the docking center, but neither Lobo nor | spotted any tails. The
last cab took me down the street that bordered the Ingtitute on the ocean Side, awide avenue jammed
with hover transports, cabs, and persona vehiclesdl rushing to and fro in the service of Eddy's growing
economy. The length of the crossing signa madeit clear that the city's planners valued vehiclesand
commerce far more than pedestrians.

When | findly madeit to the Ingtitute's ocean-side entrance, | found the overdl effect far more entrancing
than anything I'd anticipated from my aerid surveillance. | felt asif someone had sampled my memories
and recombined them, managing in the process to create a setting that in no way resembled home but that
at the sametime rewarded every glance with the sense that, yes, thisis the essence of Pinkelponker, what
it meant if not exactly what it was. Working in the grain fields under the bright sun, the constant ocean
breeze cooling me, Jennie dueto visit when her day was done—I drifted back involuntarily, my memories
summoned by Dougat's artful evocation.

| shut my eyes and forced myself to focus on the job. It wasasite| had to analyze, nothing more. Jack's
task was to keep Manu hidden until the meeting. Mine was to make sure we dl got out safely if anything
went wrong. To do that, | had to learn as much about this place as possible and set up the best
protection scenario | could manage given that my only resources were Jack, Lobo, and mysdif.

When | looked again at the grounds, | did so professionally. None of the scattered plantingsrose high
enough or were dense enough that you could hide in them. That was good news for possible thregts, but
bad news should we need to take cover. | couldn't spot any lawn-care, gardening, or tourist appliances,
and when | tuned my hearing to the frequencies such machines use, | caught nothing.

"Lobo," | said over our comm link, "have your scans turned up anything?"



"No," hesaid. "If there are weapons outs de the building, they're not emitting any IR or comm signatures|
can trace. | can spot no evidence of sensor activity on the grounds. This place doesn't even have the
animal-detection circuits that most devel oping planets require around the perimeters of buildings. I've
never encountered amore eectromagneticaly neutra setting this closeto acity.”

"Any luck penetrating the building?'

"No. It'sextremely wdll shielded. It'stransmitting and receiving on avariety of frequencies, of course, but
everything isether encrypted or boring, tandard busi ness interactions with the usua public data feeds.”

"Anything sgnificant between here and hiswarehouse?" In our research on Dougat last night, we'd
learned that he owned and operated a shipping and receiving center on the south end of the city.

"Encrypted bursts of the size you'd expect for inventory and sensor management. We should assume that
place has the norma software and sensor sentries of any such facility, but it's not as shielded asthis
building and currently reads IR-neutral. Best estimate isthat no people are there.”

Good; the security we found here might be al we had to worry about.
"Any other Sgnificant activity?'

"Unfortunatdy,” Lobo said, "yes. Thisstructureistranamitting Stuationd updates to the Eddy police
headquarters dmost continudly. If anything happens here, the police will know about it within asecond
or two."

Dougat definitely had pull, because cops on early-stage worlds are notorioudy relaxed and tolerant. They
understand that the process of developing a planet is one that engenders many conflicts, and they tend to
let the partiesinvolved sort out their differences. That Dougat could get them to monitor hisingtitute so
thoroughly meant we had to assume held also made sure they'd take his sde in any disagreements. So,
we had to consider them hodtiles. Grest.

"How long would it take them to reach here?"
"l can only guess,”" Lobo said.
"So guess.”

"Traffic appearsto be bad throughout the day, and | spot no signs of any sgnificant airborne vehicles at
their nearest facility. So, | would estimate aresponse time no faster than seven minutes and no dower
then fifteen.”

"If anything goeswrong,” | said, "well congder five minutesto be our window. That means you must
remain withinamax of two minutes, maybe less™

Evenasl sadit, | didnt likeit. If we ended up dealing with ahostile party on his own turf and we had to
cope with akid, we needed moretime.

"l want abigger window," | said. "Were going to need adiversion.”

"What are you willing to destroy?' Lobo said. "If you'll sanction strikes on third-party property, | can
destroy enough thingsin their path that the police will need agreat ded moretimeto reach here.”

"No," | said. "l don't want to make anyone else pay for our problems.” Hurting innocent people or their
property was sometimes necessary, but | hated doing it. "Aren't the police closer to Dougat's warehouse



than here?'
"Condderably,” Lobo said, "but that facility does not appear to be transmitting to police monitors.”

"Fine" | said. "Well use the warehouse if need be. We can vigt it tomorrow. Well make sure that
anythingwedoto it isso loud and so obviousthat the police haveto atend to it first.”

"If | fireat it," Lobo said, "they'll quickly know the attack initiated from an airborne vehicle. In addition,
the explosons are extremely likely to damage neighboring properties. Neither of those factors are will
help our cause when we try to jump from this planet.”

| nodded and considered the problem. "Good points.” The smaller the commotion we caused, the better.
In addition, the more we could do without leaving an obvioustrail, the more likely we were to be able to
get away cleanly, should it cometo that. "Well have to makeit look like either an accident or something
that someone on the ground did. That would rule you out, and by being here, | wouldn't be a suspect,
ether."

The plan seemed reasonable, but it could still end up hurting innocents at the warehouse. "' Can you get
me any more dataa al about that building?"

"No," Lobo said. "The placeis shielded against both IR and more penetrative scans.”

"Then I'll haveto check it out mysdf,” | said. "That'll be tomorrow's primary mission. If Dougat maintains
adaff there, I'll either haveto figure away to get them out or target only an unoccupied part of the
building. That means!'ll haveto plant implosives. Y our arsend includes afull stock, doesntt it?"

"Of course," Lobo said, immediately indignant.

Even when | ask about things not under his control, such as the replacement weapons | have to buy when
we use devices from his munitions supply, Lobo turns petulant. | considered telling him to stop behaving
so poorly, but | knew the conversation would prove useless.

Instead, | turned my attention back to the Ingtitute. The air was cooling as night approached, but Eddy
was gtill warm enough that the dight breeze from the ocean felt fine againgt my skin. I'd ood in one
place longer than anormd tourist would, so | walked dowly toward the building.

"Inthe last fifteen minutes," Lobo said, "over two dozen humans have entered the Ingtitute on the side
opposite your position, and twenty have left viathe same doors.”

"Shift change. How many look like security?"

"All were wearing comm links, so that'simpossible to gauge. Based on the building'stota lack of visible
externa sensors or wegpons, however, we should assume mogt are hostiles."

"No," | said. "Evenif they'redl security, they're not necessarily hostiles, at least not yet. They become
problemsonly if Dougat chooses not to play this straight.”

"Youreindulging in distracting games,” Lobo said, "induced by your emotions. Y ou'veinvolved us, an
involvement that matters only if Dougat attemptsto kidnap Chang. If he does, he and his staff become
hostiles, as do the police. If Dougat doesn't cause any problems, we're spectators. The only reasonable
option, therefore, isto treat them all as hogtiles for the duration of our participation.”

Though I'm glad Lobo ismine, hislack of tolerance for ambiguity frequently leads to conversations that
arefar more cold-blooded than | prefer. "By that logic,” | said, "to maximize our probability of success



we should smply kill dl the gaff and the police. Right?'

Lobo ignored my sarcasm. "That is sengble from an efficiency perspective,”" he said, "but it would attract
the attention of the EC staff at the gate, and it would also remove Dougat's ability to pay for theinterview
and thus compromise the overal mission. So, | don't recommend it.”

Before| could decide whether | wanted to know if he was aso being sarcastic, | reached the ziggurat's
entrance.

"Signing off until 1 exit," | said.

The atmosphere insde was a perfected version of what I'd fet outside: abit warmer, alittle more humid,
with light breezes of unknown origins wafting gently across you no matter where you stood. Perpetua
daylight brightened the space. Cloudscapes played across the ceiling. The faint sounds of distant surf
breaking and wind moving through grassestickled the edges of perception. Once again, | had only to
close my eyesto transport mysdf to the Pinkelponker of my childhood. Either Dougat or someone on his
design team had visted my homeworld, or their research wasimpeccable.

The center of the space was a single large open area broken by injection-molded black pedestal tables
that glowed in the ever-present light, two meter by four meter informationa displays, and smdll
conversation areas. The idand theme continued here, with each cluster of exhibits centered on atopic
such asearly history, agriculture, speculation on the exact cause and final outcome of the disaster, minerd
and gemstone samples, and so on. A few dozen people stood and sat at various spots around the
interior, some clearly serious students, and many equally obvioudy only tourigswith & most anidle
interest in Pinkelponker. Even the most studioudy focused of the visitorswould close their eyesfrom time
to time astheinterior effects worked on them.

The exceptions, of course, were the security personnel. Y ou can costume security staff so their clothing
blendswith the vigitors, and you can train them to circulate well and even to act interested in the exhibits,
but you can't make them appear under the pell of the place they're guarding. Even the most magicd of
sttingslosesits dlure after you've worked init for afew weeks. | counted fifteen men and women on
active patrol. | had to assume at |east afew more were monitoring feeds and weapons scanner's,
occupying rooms | couldn't see, and generdly staying out of my view.

| kept in character as atourit, lingering long enough at the historical displaysto appear interested but not
s0 long asto look like astudent of the planet. 1'd learned dmost nothing of the world's history growing up
there, so | was genuinely interested in the background on the generation ship and the later discovery of
the jump gate. Docent holograms snapped dert when | lingered at any exhibit, and | let afew of them
natter a me. One presentation explored the various religions of Pinkel ponker. Growing up there, | never
saw aplace of worship, and the closest | came to prayer was the occasional desperate hope for Jennie
to comevisit me or for my choresto be over. | stopped long enough that a docent asked if by chance |
belonged to any organization that viewed the planet as sacred. | hadn't redlized such groups existed,
perhaps the Followers were among them. | obvioudy had alot to learn about how some people viewed
my home.

A small, meter-wide display in the right rear corner of the space offered the only discussion of the
legends Jack had cited. Dougat might be as personaly interested in the stories of Pinkel ponker psychics
as Jack had said, but the man elther wasn't letting hisinterest shape the Ingtitute's exhibits or was keeping
alow profilewith hisbdliefs.

Likethe other tourists | spotted, | made sureto invest alarge chunk of my time gawking at the cases
highlighting jagged minerd samples and large, unrefined gemstones. Though | frequently stood done at



one of the historicals, | dways had company at the minera and gem displays. For reasons I've never
understood, standing near items of great monetary vaue, even things you'll never have the chanceto
touch or own, isa compelling experience for many people. Asbest | could tell, the larger samples here,
like the big gemstonesin any museum on any plangt, illustrated the power of naturd forces applied dowly
over long periods of timeto create artifacts of great beauty. The waterfals outsde Choy's restaurant and
the grooves they'd cut into the cliffs there made the same point and were, to me, more striking and more
beautiful than any individual minerals, but for most people they lacked the powerful dlure of gems.

| wasintrigued to learn that Pinkelponker had been extremely rich in gemstones and that the business of
exporting them to other worlds eventualy constituted amajor source of revenue for the government. All
I'd seen of Pinkelponker was apair of idands. the onewherel lived until the government took away
Jennie, and the one where they tossed me until my failed escape attempt led them to sall Benny and meto
the Aggro scientists for nanotech experimentation. | owed Benny for my eventua escape from that hellish
prison, but he'd died in the ensuing accident, so my debt to him was another of the many that I'll never be
ableto repay.

Theimages of gleaming government centers sparkling on sun-drenched idands and the stories of
gem-fueed wedlth led me to wonder, not for thefirst time, at the amazingly different waysthat resdents
of the same planet can view their world.

The rearmost of the exhibits ended at along wall that extended across the back of the building and rose
to the celling. Offices, storage, and |oading docks probably filled the remainder of theinterior space. Asl
exited | counted off the distance from that wall; knowing the size of the private space behind it might
prove useful. | continued to hope everything would go smoothly and this scouting would proveto have
been awaste, but until the interview was over and Jack and Manu were safely away, the more
information we had, the better.

Totheleft of the entrance | paid avisit to asmall concession area. The two machinesthere offered
everything from beveragesto quasi-historica datafilesto glowing bouncy bal models of Pinke ponker. |
purchased some water and listened on the common appliance frequencies on the chance that | could
olean something useful.

"Another big spender,” the beverage dispenser said. "Does anyone who visitsthis place even appreciate
what I'm capable of ? If they'd bother to scroll through the menu, or smply ask, they'd learn that | could
provide everything from juicesto loca herba teas—and some quite good ones, if the reactions I've heard
areany indication.”

"lan't that dwaysthe way it 1S?" the kegpsake vendor said. "Oh, sure, afew will buy abouncing

Pinkel ponker model, but what about the built-to-order and personalized options? How many of these
people will take real advantage of what | could do for them? Precious few, | can tell you. Why, | bet not
onein ahundred of them has even a clue asto the breadth of Pinkelponker souvenirs| could fabricate.”

"If it weren't for the saff," the digpenser continued, "my conveyor and rear assembly parts might rot of
disuse”

"I'm sorry I'm not thirgtier,” | said on their frequency, "but | do appreciate the work you both do."
Though machines don't expect humansto talk to them on their radio spectrum, it takes an exceptiondly
intelligent one, such as Lobo, to ever question why you're able to do so. Most appliances are so

self-absorbed and have so much spare intelligence that they'll dive at any chance to chatter endlesdy with
anything or anyone that responds.

"Thank you for saying s0," the dispenser said.



"At least he bought something from you,” the other commented.

| interrupted before they could get into an argument and forget me entirely; gppliances dso have
extremely short attention spans. " The staff must keep you very busy. I'm sure they appreciate you, and
they seem to outnumber the vigitors.”

"They appreciate it," the kegpsake machine said, "but not me. Except for the odd desperate birthday gift
purchase, most never even visit me. Of course, it'snot like | have an outlet in the back of the Indtitute.
Some machineswork at adisadvantage.”

"'Some machines are smply more important than others,” the beverage dispenser said. "Every human has
to drink, so my offerings are vital. They do not have to purchase the sort of disposable afterthoughts you

peddle.
"l bet each staff member usesyou at least onceaday,” | said, focusing on the dispenser.

"Not quite,” it said, "but some order multiple times, so the average daily totd isactualy abit better than
thet."

"Y ou must keep quite busy smply helping them,” | said, "because that must be, what, sixty or eighty
ordersaday."

"l wish!" it said. "It'smore like thirty-five to forty ordersaday, and | could handle ten times that quantity
with ease”

That put the staff count at about three dozen, which meant security could run as high astwenty or more
during busy hours. That estimate roughly matched what 1'd guessed from walking around. That many
guards would have been overkill for aplace thissize wereit not for the gems, but given their presence it
was believable. Consequently, Dougat had the option of summoning alot of human backup, so |
definitely needed to keep the meeting in the open, where Lobo could reach us quickly.

| walked outside and wandered for afew minutes among the idands of flowers. That Jack had
approached me about a job involving Pinkelponker kept nagging a me. Did he know something about
my background, or wasit just acoincidence induced by me choosing to spend time on aworld only two
jumps away? If he'd learned more about me, how, and from what source? With many people | would
ask them or fed them out on the topic, but neither gpproach would work with Jack; he wastoo much a
manipulator for meto play him, and if he knew nothing, | certainly didn't want to dert him that thiswasa
topic he should pursue further.

My safest option wasto do thejob at hand and listen closdly in case he let something dip—an unlikely
event, of course, but a possbility nonetheless.

| headed off the grounds and opened alink to Lobo.
"Enjoy your tour?' Lobo said.

Thetone of hisvoice answered my earlier, ungpoken question: he'd been speaking sarcastically then.
Lobo's mood never changes due to breaks in a conversation, no matter how long the breaks may
be—unless, of course, the concerns of amisson intervene. Though his emotive programming was, in my
opinion, overblown, his designers had at |east possessed the good sense to make him turn al-business
when the Situation demanded. For that, | was dways grateful.

"It wasinformative,” | said, ignoring histone. "Asyou would expect, were going to make some
modificationsto the draft plan we discussed earlier. Pick me up at the rendezvous point in an hour and a



half, and well wak throughit again.”
"It'swhat | livefor," Lobo said.

| ignored him and continued. "In the meantime, consider optionsthat do minimal damageto thisplace. |
See no reason to trash more than we have to.”

"No reason?' Lobo said, incredulity replacing sarcasm in hisvoice. "Y our instructions were that the top
priorities wereto get you, Manu, and Jack, in that order, to safety should thisturn into more than an
interview. Y ou even established that Jack would bein command should you be incapacitated. Y ou
wouldn't have given those orders unless you believed this could go badly. Should that happen, the
smplest way to achieve your goals and avoid an unwanted conclusion isto take out al opposition staff
and pogitions™

"That's not an option,” | said.

| signed off without further discussion. Lobo didn't agree with my orders, but like any professiona soldier
he'd obey them aslong as he was able.

| winced ingde a having put mysdlf first on Lobo's priority list, but the redlity wasthat if the day turned
non-nonlinear, the best hope Jack and Manu had wasthat | stayed aive and protected them or, if need
be, went back for them. In someways| hated the part of methat could coldly assign prioritiesin life and
death stuations. That same coldness, however, had kept me dive through a great many missions gone
very, very wrong, o | was unwilling to abandon it.

Intimes like these, momentswhen | can't avoid seeing some of my darker aspects, | find the only force
that keeps me going isthejob in front of me. Everyone who's ever been through basic training knows
how it works. Y ou push aside doubt as best you can, but even if you can't, even if the doubts scream and
pull at you, you take the next step—and the next, and the next, and the next, until you either reach your
god or youdie.

My next step was the warehouse.

Chapter 5

T hewindowless gray permacrete building that Dougat and the Followers used to Store their artifacts

filled most of ablock in the middle of acouple square kilometers of Smilar structures. Mgor roadsranin
front and along the back of the ten-meter-tal warehouse. Theright half of the plain facade it presented
the rare passersby was an awning-covered loading areawith along ramp that led down to the road from
the work platform that stood two meters above the ground. A noodleria and a quick-mod body shop
crowded either side of the freight deck and were the only bits of the block Dougat didn't own. From our
aerid surveillance, the small human staff that ran the facility during the daytime must not have had much
work to do, because they spent most of the day feeding on noodles or chatting up the body modders.

The rear was one enormous loading dock that handled the realy big stuff. | couldn't imagine what Dougat
collected that would require that much capacity; perhaps hed acquired the warehouse from a previous
owner and not bothered to customizeit.

We watched the place al day. Only one shipment, four containers each no more than three meterson a
Sde, entered the building through the front. Nothing went in through the rear. Nothing left.

The paved dleysthat ran dong the sides of the warehouse were little more than footpaths, barely wide


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

enough for two large men to walk abreast. The entire shipping district followed thislayout, asif the
origina designers had realized at the last moment that their clients would never agreeto havetheir
buildings share walls and added separating strips as afterthoughts. The buildings were tall enough that
even during the day at least apart of every aley wasin shadow except for the brief stretches when the
sun blazed directly overhead.

Daylight had started fading hours ago, so the spot where | stood, about twenty meters down the left aley
from the rear of the building, was dark enough that no one walking by either end of the warehouse would
have achance of seeing me. 1'd dressed in mottled black and gray from cap to gloves, and | carried a
samilarly colored pack. From where Lobo had dropped mein alanding zone aklick or so avay, I'd
crept from building to building in shadows, pausing after each move to check for possible observers.

Now, after fifteen minutes of waiting slently beside thergpidly chillingwall, asbest | could tell al that
effort had been awaste. I'd seen no one; the warehouse district was awasteland. No dedlers, no
hookers, no patrolmen, no guards—no one.

"Do you read any human IR signaturesin the area?' | said to Lobo. Per our now standard policy, |
traveled with aregular comm unit, an emergency broad-frequency transmitter woven into my clothing,
and atracker embedded in my arm. Though I'd initialy doubted the value of this redundant setup, after
needing Lobo to find me during arecent difficulty, | was happy to take the extra precautions.

"Nonein the roads or dleyswithin ablock on either sde of you," Lobo said. "I must caution again,
however, that most of the buildingsin thisdigtrict are shielded, so | can't scan them.”

"Understood,” | said. "I'm going to send intherats. Ydl if you spot any transmissons.”

"Of course,” Lobo said. It was mission time, so he maintained aneutra tone, but | chided mysdlf for
repeating orders he'd never forget.

Dougat was bound to have ouitfitted the front and rear of the building with avariety of darms, but for
warehouses this basic and solid, few bothered to |ace the permacrete with any e ectronic protections.
The reasoning was obvious. Getting through one of the solid side wallswould either requirealot of time
or create enough noise that interior security systems would more than suffice to catch an intruder.

Fortunately, | had an option they had no way to anticipate. | spitin my hands, directed the nanomachines
to decompose agrowing cylindrical section of the wall, and rubbed the spit on the permacrete. Some
combination of what Jennie did to fix me and the experiments the Aggro scientists ran on me granted me
the ability to exert fine-grain control on the nanomachinesthat lace my cdls. | switched my visonto
|R—another gift, though | suspected an unintentiona one, from Jennie—and watched asthe
nanomachines worked quickly and efficiently, the pace accel erating as they used the permacrete to create
more copies of themsaves, which in turn consumed more and more of thewall. The only signs of their
work werethe smal IR signature of the energy expenditure and the dowly growing cloud of
nanomachines where that portion of the wall once stood. | hunched over the small swarm to shield the
activity from Lobo; we share alot, but no one knows what happened on Aggro, and | intend to keep it
that way. When the hole was about athird of ameter across, | instructed the nanomachinesto
disassemble themsdlves. In afew seconds, a pile of dust aong the outside of thewall wasal that
remained of them. Dougat's people would wonder tomorrow how the intruder had so quietly ground
away asection of the permacrete, but the only clue they'd find would be the dust itsdlf.

| took the two customized gas rats out of the pack. | liked the rats because they had so many usesin
urban conflicts and rarely aroused suspicion. Collgpsed, each arm-sized cylinder would attract little
attention from anyone who didn't know modern wesgpons. Activated, the cylinders sprouted legsand a



coating of sensors that resembled thick, dark-brown hair. Each rat could carry afew kilos of any
payload from gas to explosives, and each possessed a modest recon and analysis system.

Therats| gently lowered onto the warehouse floor were specid. We'd customized them using Lobo's
on-board, battlefield-ready, mini-fab, asmall but powerful chamber that included full sets of waldos and
3D printersthat either he or | could control. We'd added extensions for detecting and interfacing with
both cable-carried and wireless security networks. | thumbed on each rat and pulled my arm out of the
hole.

"You'reon," | said to Lobo. "Patch methefeed."

Lobo took control of therats. An IR image of the inside of the warehouse flickered to life on the contact
onmy left eye. A second, Smilar image on my right eyeimmediady followed. Lobo added tracelines
that glowed red where cables ran and green where mgjor wirdess transmitters hung. Thefaintly glowing
image of theingde of the building superimposed on the end of the dley | waswatching, and my mind
took amoment to adjust to dealing S multaneoudy with the two redities. It struck me then that | hadn't
used a heads-up display in quite awhile, and | wastorn over whether the lack of action was agood
thing, because it meant I'd managed to avoid violencefor atime, or abad sign, because it suggested that
| wasturning soft.

| gently shook my head and focused on the two images; the time for salf-reflection is definitely not in the
middle of amisson.

Therats scurried to the nearest cable carriers, sections of unshielded conduit that ran dong the building's
sdewalls about three meters off the floor—high enough that no one would normally bump them, but low
enough to make maintenance easy. Each rat fired asmall drill-dart thet trailed athin wire asit flew into
the conduit and immediately burrowed inside.

| pulled aroll of gray cling from my pack and snapped it into shape. | held it against thewall until the
combination of static e ectricity and embedded glue cemented it tightly to the permacrete. Useful inthe
fiedd for everything from quick sheltersto very temporary repairs, the patch wouldn't pass close
ingpection, but no one at either end of the alley would noticeit. A wire mesh woven into the cling served
as an antenna through which Lobo could monitor and enter the building's network.

"I'm live on the security net," Lobo said.

"How long to crack?' Guard networksin shielded buildingstypicaly used relatively weak security
protocols, so wefigured Lobo's built-in, massively pardlel computing infrastructure should be ableto
hack into thisonein afew hours. More than nine hours of darkness remained, so we had plenty of time.

"Go to the rear door," Lobo said. "It's unlocked."

| sprinted to the end of the dley. Theinterior displays vanished from my vison. | paused long enough to
check in both directions for company, then dashed to the staff door. It opened as | approached and
closed quickly behind me,

"How did you do that?' | said. "Even if you lucked onto the encoding schemeimmediately, unlessthey
used the weakest possible passwords and no additional preventions that should have taken at least an
hour or two."

"The security system runs astandard three-level protocol with industrial-level encryption and both
password and biometric checks," Lobo said, "soit'sfairly typicd of thistype of ingtallation. Y ou wanted
speed, and now yourein. What's the problem?”



"| repeet: how did you do that?"

"I'vetold you many timesthat | congtantly work to improve myself. That effort extendsto my computing
infrastructure.”

"Fair enough,” | said, "but to hack into any system of this cdiber that quickly you must have alot more
capacity than I'd ever imagined. Just how does your computing system work, and how far do its
capabilities extend?

"It'sacomplex topic," Lobo said, "and now ishardly thetimeto discussit. By theway, how did you
make aholeinthewal for the gasrats? | didn't spot any tools."

Lobo was open and talkative on every topic except himsdf. In that way, we were smilar. Someday, I'd
have to demand more information from him; | did own him, after al. He wasright that now was not the
moment to do that, nor was| interested in explaining mysdlf to him.

"That'salso acomplex subject,” | said, "and | need to get moving. Aredl darms offline?’

"No," Lobo said. "Those circuits send status updates to both the Ingtitute and the police building each
time they go offline. Their sensors are detecting you, but the warning information they're sending is never
making it to the control modules. The data beginsthe journey, but | delete it before the system can react
toit. Asfar asthisbuilding is concerned, you're the invisble man.”

"Am| done?'
IIY$II
"That'sodd,” | said. "l would have expected Dougat to have guards as backup.”

"No other building in the area gppears to employ human security staff at night,” Lobo said, "'so Dougeat
would have drawn attention to the facility had he used any. More importantly, the building's syssemis not
asweak asyou seem to believe. What | hacked was the system for the main storage area. A second,
much stronger processor grid with atougher protocol protects the entrance to the basement area”

"Bagament?'
"Fifteen point five meters east northeast of your position. The routé's on your right display.”

A schematic of the interior and ajagged blue path that started with me superimposed itself on theright
half of my vison. Two rows of shelving separated me from the basement entrance.

"Nicelayout diagram,” | said. "Can you get any inventory info?"

"Negative," Lobo said. "The protection units need to know only the basics of the interior setup, so that's
al they have. They don't even possess linksto any outside systems beyond those at Ingtitute and the
policebuilding."

"Basement layout?'
"Unavailable. As| sad, it'son a separate system.”
"Hackit."

"I'mworking onit,” Lobo said. "I told you it was stronger.”



Though any areawith aseparate security system was inherently interesting, | waswrong to focusoniit.
My goaswerefirs to set up the diversion and only then to exploreif time permitted. Should we need the
distraction, | wanted it to cause aslittle damage as possible, so | hoped to locate asmall section of the
warehouse with very little of valueinit. If the place was packed with vauable goods, I'd live with the
potentia loss, but | hate sensaless destruction. | crept to the nearest row of shelving, pulled asmall light
from my left front pocket, and started a quick inventory.

In less than two minutes I'd checked five large storage corridors and was al the way to the middle of the
building. | needn't have worried about potentia damage: the shelves were either empty or holding only
basic supplies destined for the Institute: sealed snacks, souvenirs, staff uniforms, and dl the other
operating materid of any museum. Thelabels on the few boxes scattered among the shelves might have
been fakes, but from spot checks of the weights, | didn't think so.

The basement was suddenly alot more interesting, but | had work to do.

If you're hitting abuilding and you want maximum externd effect with minimum internal damage, shaped
charges on theroof arejust theticket. Y ou take out asmall center section of the target areaa fraction of
asecond before the ret, then angle the perimeter charges so the explosion shoots debris spectacularly
skyward but also resultsin most of the blown bitsfaling back into the hole. | had five smal chargeswith
me, each wrapped around a short arrow with an active head that contained an extensible antennaand a
sgnal repeater. | took the arrows and asmall crossbow from my pack; sometimes old tech is the best
tech. | shot thefirst arrow at a spot about midway from the building's sides and ten meters or so from the
rear entrance. It stuck nicely. The celling was high enough that | couldn't tell if the arrow'stip was
finishing the process by drilling until it could extend an antenna above the roof.

| learned it had worked when Lobo picked it up.

"Firgt charge checked in," he said. "Main security systems remain under my control. Even when | pull out,
they won't remember it."

"Excdlent," | said.

| shot the remaining four arrows into the celling so they formed points on arough circle with aradius of
about five meters.

L obo confirmed each was working as its antenna poked into the night. If we needed the diversion later,
Lobo would trigger their primary payloads. If we got away safdly, Lobo would set off the tiny secondary
chargesin thetips of each of the arrows. Each such charge would puncture an acid canister that sat
behind itsarrow'stip. The resulting corrosive flows would destroy the explosive materia and enough of
the casings to render the arrows both harmless and extremely difficult to trace.

"|'ve reconnected to the building net viathe antennas," Lobo said, "and told the rats to withdraw their
probes and head back to you."

Thefirgt rat bumped into my right leg. | picked it up and crammed it into my pack.
Before the other one could reach me, Lobo's voice rang sharp in my ear.

"Y ou have company.”

Chapter 6
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| snapped off thelight, froze, and waited for ingtructions. The one with the best data should make the
cdll, and right now, that was definitely Lobo.

"Hold," he said. "Two exiting the basement.” A few seconds passed in silence. "Heading to the front of
the building. Abort?"

Aslong as those two weren't following up on an alarm, they had no reason to suspect anyonewasinsde
with them. In aplace this big and with L obo feeding me their movements, staying away from them
shouldn't be hard. "No," | said. "We wanted to know what they were hiding downgtairs; this could be our
chanceto find out."

"You said you preferred to avoid killing hogtiles”

"I don't havetokill them,” | said, "to avoid them." Lobo wasright, though, that if | went into the basement
and the guards trapped me there, I'd amost certainly haveto at least hurt them to escape. The secret
room was too potentidly interesting, however, to pass up.

"Well usetherats,” | said. | carefully and quietly took the one out of my pack and placed it on the floor
next to my leg. "Arm both trank gas payloads and position them ameter on either Sde of the basement
door. If the guards come back, knock 'em out." Though my nanomachines can handle any drug to which
I've been exposed, 1'd taken no chances and had Lobo give me the standard pre-mission inoculation
againgt my own bio-weapons, so the gasin the rats shouldn't affect me even though it would buy me
plenty of timeto get out.

| felt motion against my leg and cranked my vision back to IR so | could watch the rats crawl soundlessly
around the row of shelving to my right and out of sight.

Timedilated as| waited, every second suddenly long and dangerous. Being in the dark inside someone
elsg's space dway's juices you with an emotiona cocktail of fear, curiodty, and guilt, but when you're not
aone adrendine floodsinto the mixture and leaves you jacked and proneto the jitters. Breathing isthe
key, asitisin so many charged Situations. | passed the seconds taking control of my breath, drawing air
in through my nosein adow inhaation, holding it for amoment, and then letting it leak ever so carefully
out through my mouth.

| wasinhding for the third time when Lobo updated me.

"Data from the monitor system indicates the guards are egting in afront room."
"Any way totdl if more of them are below?"

"Negative," Lobo sad. "As| sad earlier, the main system doesn't cover that space.”

"Send down one of therats," | said, "and scan the area.” | wanted to add "quickly," but that was stupid,
s0 | stopped mysdlf; Lobo knew what he was doing. " Show me a path to the closest safe hiding spaceto
the open basement door. | want to be ready to go if the arealis clean.”

A schematic regppeared in my right contact. | crept dong the glowing path. Take astep, pause, listen,
wonder if I'm hearing the rat moving downward, repest. When | reached the spot Lobo had chosen, |
leaned againgt the shelving and concentrated again on managing my breathing. My every inginct
screamed for action, but training overruled ingtinct and held mein silent, motionless position. | waited.
Long, dow inhde. Hald it. Long, dow, lesking exhae.

| wondered why the adrendine till came, al the years and dl the actions since the first time 1'd broken



into a storage room on Aggro and hoped for escape. I'd failed then, and I'd failed on many occasions
since then, but 1'd also succeeded far more than I'd failed. The probability that | couldn't take these
guards and get away safely was extremely low, and my mind knew that. Sometimes, though, what your
mind knowsisn't enough to let you relax.

"Basement clear,” Lobo said. "Guards egting. Entrance is athree-meter-wide ramp doping thirty degrees
downward. Go. I'll withdraw the rat when you've made it down there."

A new schematic and path appeared on my right contact. | switched my visonto IR, but it added nothing
to the information on the contact; the room wastoo coal. | followed Lobo's route around the end of the
st of shelvesthat had been hiding me and then down aramp. | stepped as quickly as| could while il
staying slent, tracking mysdlf and gauging my footfalswith the datafrom Lobo. I've never liked running
in the dark with only displaysto guide me, but training again overrode preference and kept me moving
fast. Lobo's path ended at the bottom of the ramp, so | stopped there.

"Basement layout?' | said.

"Not enough datafrom theratsto creaste ardiable one" he said. "Guards are up front, so asmall amount
of light should be safe.”

| pulled out atiny glowstick and used it to scan the area. The basement appeared to run the length of the
building, was about three meters high, and was only dightly narrower than the space above, though |
couldn't be sure of its dimensionswith the smal amount of illumination | felt was safe. Two desks
hunched end to end on either Sde of the ramp, a chair behind each one. The two chairsfor the deskson
my right were pushed back; it was asoppy setup. The guards should have occupied opposite Sdes so
they'd bein postion for a safe crossfire on any intruder and also present separate targets. Their
doppiness wasn't new information, however; any good duo would never have taken their breaks at the
sametime. Their behavior suggested they were inexperienced, so they probably sat with the most
vauable stuff behind them. | headed right.

Thefirgt sat of shelves on both sides of the lengthwise aide were empty, so | glided past them.

All the shelvesin the second set appeared full. I'd planned to scan them rapidly and move on, but whét |
saw made me stop, put away the glowstick, and useasmall flashlight.

From floor to celling and asfar to each sde as my light illuminated, weaponsfilled the shelves. Some sat
naked, others werein stlandard reinforced plastic crates. Inventory tags, each bearing the stylized ziggurat
logo of the Followers, hepfully illuminated themselves as| walked by and then winked off as | passed.
That Dougat hadn't bothered to turn off those displays demonstrated an unwarranted degree of
confidencein his security setup. | walked quickly up and down the aides, knowing time was short but
wanting to gather as much information as possible. SAMs, automatic rifles, squidlettes, hoppers, dusters,
and on and on—the weapons ranged from anti-personnel to anti-tank to anti-aircraft to space-based and
told no consistent story. | didn't spot enough of any one device to outfit more than afew troops or ships,
but what the collection lacked in depth it made up in variety. Either Dougat was in the arms business, or
he was buying everything he could find and hoping he could construct something sensible from the resuilt.
Or was| seeing only alittle of his collection, and was he actudly preparing afar larger arsena?

None of thiswas directly my problem, of course, but it did suggest that if the meeting tomorrow turned
bad, Dougat and the Followers might be far more formidable foes than 1'd imagined. On the other hand,
publicly revealing weapons like most of these would be sureto attract attention, attention he couldn't
want because there was no chance he owned al of these deviceslegdly.

What | wanted was more information, but even though 1'd been in the basement only a couple of minutes,



the weight of that time was pushing down on me. | had to get ouit.

| headed back to the ramp. As my light brushed across the desks opposite the guards, | noticed arack
of inventory checkers at the end of the farther desk. Maybe Lobo had forced hisway into the
warehouse's systems and | could collect more information from them.

"Have you hacked the inventory units?' | said.

"No," he said. "The security softwareis surprisingly resourceful, and | encountered serious barriers
between the main system and the rest of the programs running the place.”

"Will you finish beforel pull out?!
"Unlikely," he said, "and once you do | must cut the links or risk leaving open a.connection to me."

| looked longingly &t the inventory units and the rest of the basement. | wanted to explore further, but it
would be abad choice.

I'd taken two steps up the ramp when Lobo cut in.
"Guards heading back."

A schematic winked into life and pointed me to the earlier hiding place. | ignored the ingtinct to run and
forced mysdlf to walk quickly and silently along the path Lobo had plotted and into the shadows of the
shelves. A few seconds later, first one rat and then the other brushed againgt my left leg. | let them stay
where they were and took one step backward so they wouldn't be underfoot if | had to move quickly.

In the sllence the laughter of one of the guards rang loudly, the other'swordslost in the noise. Their lights
reached past my position, and | withdrew another couple of metersinto the darkness. The beams swung
by the shelves as the guards headed into the basement. A few seconds later, the floor sections covering
that room snicked together.

"Clear to go," Lobo said.
| loaded the ratsinto the pack and walked quickly to the rear door, where | paused.
"Externd status?' | said.

"No humansvisible for severad hundred metersin either direction,” Lobo said, "and your path to the
pick-up pointisclear.”

| dipped outside and headed | eft, back to the empty loading areawe'd used for the drop-off. The
temperature in the warehouse had been fine, but the cool night air ill struck me asrefreshing and freeing.
| wasglad to be back init. Asl walked, | reflexively scanned |eft and right. Lobo was monitoring me, but
| didn't want to rely exclusively on him, both because in some situations he has to be too far away to help
and because | need to be able to take care of mysdlf. Though | knew | should focus on the world around
me, the stash of wegpons kept diverting my attention. They represented both potential
opportunity—knowing Dougat had something to hide could prove useful—and possible danger, because
anyone with so many wegpons of so many sorts could easily afford to arm his security staff well.

A block and ahdf from the warehouse, Lobo's voice shot me out of my reverie.

"Company dropping from awindow that just opened above," he said. "Too lateto run. I'm too far away
to have ashot that could kill them without endangering you.”



| stopped and cursed mysdlf for letting the warehouse distract me and for thinking in two dimensions. A
man touched down two metersin front of me. He held his drop cable in one hand and apistal in the
other. He pointed the gun at the center of my chest. | heard another man hit the ground abit more
roughly behind me. | didn't bother to check to seeif he had aweapon.

"Good evening, good sir," the man in front of me said. "Our employer would appreciate aword.”

Chapter 7

| quickly evauated my options. The man was dmaost my height and considerably wider. His sance was

perfect: feet spread at shoulder width, onefoot abit in front of the other, weight mostly on the harder to
reach rear foot, knees bent. He held the gun with a casua confidence, but it never wavered from the
center of my chest. In every detail | could spot, he was apro. | could attack him and hope the person
behind me would hesitate long enough to let me turn thisguy into ashidd; yeah, right. I'd be lucky to
touch him before he shot me, and there was no way 1'd be fast enough to avoid both him and his partner.
| could dive, pray | was quicker than both their trigger fingers, and bet that they would catch each other
in the crossfire; another brilliant idea. If | moved or attacked, they'd shoot me. If it was abody shot, the
nanomachines should be able to repair me. If the rear assailant was targeting my head, however, my
guesswasthat I'd die, and | was far from ready to do that.

"| certainly understand your desirefor reflection,” the front man said, "but we must move along. It would
be rude to do otherwise, and my employer detests rude behavior.” The man nodded dightly to hisright,
and | heard the one behind me take a step. The man leaned close enough to me that when he spoke he
waswhispering in my left ear. "Don't mistake the fancy talk, mate: 1'd as soon shoot you as ook at you.
It's himsdalf who makes us play these games.” He stepped back again and waved me forward. ™Y ou may
even keep your pack, provided, of course, that you refrain from opening it."

"After you," | said.
"Of course," the man said. "My colleague will insure that you do not lose sight of me.”

"Move dowly," Lobo said over the comm unit, "and | may be able to reach you before they force you
into the building."

| was tempted to try to stall, but learning what was happening was worth the risk of playing dong.
Besides, if they'd wanted to kill me, they'd have done so dready. "No," | subvocalized.

| followed the man to the end of the block and around the corner. | heard the cables withdraw aswe
stepped away. | glanced at the upper floors of the buildings as we waked and glimpsed two windows
closing, but | didn't spot any observation posts. That didn't mean anything, of course; a good sheet of
insulated camoglasswill let abuilding present a seamless and IR-neutra fagade while its occupants enjoy
aclear view of the outside world.

"I now can't reach you before you enter the building,” Lobo said. "Should | attack it?"
"No," | subvocalized, covering my mouth and coughing dightly as| did so.

After about ten meters, adoor did open on our right. We entered alarge black chamber illuminated only
by the soft red glow emanating from a series of three arches. The owner clearly loved theatrics as much
asforma language. | followed the lead man through the arches. He stopped after the final one and waited
beforeablank wall. "Rats," he said, "anice touch. Custom or off-the-shelf?"
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| said nothing.
"Of coursg," he said.

Two sections of the wall parted, and we stepped into an eevator. Thetrailing guard followed usin, and |
got my first look at her. She was maybe ten centimeters shorter than the lead and considerably lighter,
but in dl the ways that mattered—stance, gun position, focus—she was histwin.

The elevator opened on the side opposite the one we entered, and the lead man stepped out. | followed
him, my eyestracking his gun as he temporarily turned his back on me, but the trailing guard played it
smart and immediately took up position at my seven. If | attempted anything aggressive, she could shoot
me cleanly and quickly.

| abandoned the idea of engaging them and looked for the first time at the room around me.
| closed my eyes, then opened them and stared for a second time.
Nothing changed.

I'd entered a storybook, maybe a museum exhibit or the hobby room of awedlthy re-enactor. One of the
constants of the many types of jobsI'vehedisalot of time adone. I'vefilled that time soaking up
whatever inputs | could obtain: text, audio, video, holoplays, anything and everything both old and new. |
lacked any forma education—Pinke ponker's government didn't invest in the mentally challenged or, for
that matter, any but those it considered dite—but 1'd spent alot of time learning for the pure pleasure of
it. Asbest | could tell, | was standing in agentleman's club from Earth circa nineteenth or twentieth
century.

Dark wood panding covered thewalls. Lighter planks with amatching grain formed the floor. Rich,
thick, patterned brown carpets lay atop the wood here and there throughout the large space. Clusters of
overstuffed leather chairs crested multiple conversation nooks, each chair the rich black of the freshly
tilled soil I'd worked as a child. Portraits of men with large sideburns and thick, gray hair adorned the
walls. A fire—from the smdl of it, red wood burning and drafting up ared chimney—threw heat froma
fireplace tall and wide enough to hold severa children standing sde by sde. The viscerdly pleasing tang
of anighttime blaze suffused the air. Two manservants, each wearing the black and white forma server
attire of the period and carrying asilver tray, stood at either end of the room. Books, actua bound paper
asbest | could tell, stood on shelves on either side of the fireplace and sat on some of the dark,
three-legged tablesthat separated pairs of chairs.

As| examined the room more closely, | redized that the owner, though clearly infatuated with the period,
wasn't willing to suffer or take undue risks for his passion. Quiet fans and masked vents prevented the
fire's heat from exerting undue influence on the room's comfortable, amost constant temperature. The
same air-handling system kept the room smoke-free but rich in the fire's aromas. The portraits morphed
from time to time, displays with convincing surface textures but definitely not origind art. Each servant
held asmal handgun discreetly at hissde.

A door opened in the far left-hand wall. A man bustled in. No one said aword, but the posture of al of
the staff straightened immediately; the boss had arrived. He was about fifteen centimeters shorter than |
but dmost as broad. He wore aversion of the same suit as the manservants but with a shorter coat. He
studied me as he approached, then smiled and stuck out his hand.

"Good of you to come, Mr. Moore," he said.

| shook his hand. He controlled the situation completely, so | saw no viable options other than playing



aong. Though I might well be able to form ananocloud to destroy him and everyone elsein the room, |
didn't want to kill anyone, and | had no good non-destructive options beyond listening and hoping to
learn something useful.

When | didn't speak, he continued. "I gather from your reaction, Sir, aswell asfrom your tastein
food—and who cooks better than Joaguin, en?—that you are a man who has the capacity to appreciate
my litledub.”

He obvioudy wanted meto talk, so | told the truth. "It isimpressive indeed. I've never been anywhere
quitelikeit."

"Moresthe pity that, isn't it, Jon? Do you mindif | cal you Jon?"
| shrugged. "Of coursenot, Mr. .. ."

He amiled. "Chaplat, Bakun Chaplat. At your service."

"I would say that | appear to be a yours."

He laughed. "Quite so, quite s0." He turned and spoke to the lead guard. "AsI've explained so often, in
busnessasin dl things, classwill out." He faced me again. "1 trust my two colleagues were not too
coareinthdr greeting.”

| kept my focus on Chaplat, but out of the corner of my eyel saw the man stiffen. | learned long ago that
it'sgood to have friends on the front line, particularly if they're on the other sde of theline, so | raised an
eyebrow and said, "I'm afraid you have me quite mydtified. They were perfectly pleasant, given the
gtuation, of course.”

The guard relaxed visibly. "Well done," Chaplat said to him.

Chaplat put hisarm around me and led meto apair of chairsfacing thefire. "The hour isgrowing late, so
| propose we have our chat and send you on your way." A servant appeared behind the table between
our chairs. "A drink, perhaps, or asnack?' Chaplat said.

"Thank you, but, no."

"| gppreciate your caution, Jon," he said, "though | assure you that it is unnecessary.” He waved away the
server. "To busnessthen.”

He settled back, adjusted histrousers, and stretched hisarms dong the chair's arms, the very picture of a
relaxed, non-threatening gentleman. The movements were too conscious, too practiced to be convincing,
but | stayed in my role and sat back smilarly.

The chair amazed me. Firm enough to provide good support but soft enough to make me want to stay, it
could have been made for me. | glanced around the room and noticed that al of the chairsvaried dightly
in both height and depth. Chaplat had chosen one that was perfect for me. Without even thinking | ran
my fingersaong the chair'sarms. The leather—and it wasleather, red anima hide—had been worked
until it was as soft and inviting as deep on abed after a hard day's march. Few buyers are willing to pay
for redl leather, and fewer dill are willing to risk offending the many people who consider the materid to
be an abuse of animals, but when you encounter a piece as beautiful asthe cover on thischair you
immediately understand why some people won't give it up. The subtle smell and the texture carried mein
an ingtant to my childhood, to those rare cold nights when Jennie and | would sit together under aleather
cover and watch through our hut's main window as the stars and the moons transformed the night from
dark menace into magic.



"Another taste we share," said Chaplat, studying me as he spoke. "Very good. All too few men take the
time to appreciate the pleasures available to them. Pleased as | am, however, we mugt, as| said, get to
thetopic at hand.”

"Of course,” | said. | put my handsin my lap and pushed away the memories.

Chaplat smiled and continued. "My organization operates avariety of concernsthat shareasingle
overriding god: to facilitate trade on developing worlds. In the years, sometimes many years, between
early colonization and the trangition to full and effective planetary government, we provide such services
as businessinterruption insurance, diversionsfor hard-working pioneers, third-party arbitration,
negotiation, and, to those unable to obtain it esewhere, capitd.” He leaned forward and put hishands on
hisknees. "It wasfor thislast service that your friend Jack approached us.”

"Jack?" | said.

Chaplat's expression tightened. "We know Jack, know him well enough that some of our associates were
trying to catch up with him before he ended his stay on Mund. We also know Joaquin, who after abit of
persuasion mentioned Jack's visit and spoke rather highly of you." Histone changed, flattened. "Please
do not mistake civility for softness. Our interactions thus far have been remarkably pleasant. | seeno
reason they need to change. Do you?'

The two guards edged closer.

"No, of course not,” | said. "Jack was a business colleague many years ago, and | had not seen him since
[," 1 paused, searching for the best way to be both accurate and vague, "chose to leave our joint venture.
| can assure you that | was not expecting him to join me a lunch, nor to seehim at dl, for that matter."

Chaplat nodded in satisfaction. "If | may presume on our growing relationship,” he said, "may | ask the
reason for Jack's unexpected visit?'

Thistime | wasready and didn't hesitate. When you haveto lie, the best lieisthe one closest to the truth.
"He was seeking my assistance on aproject, aproject much like some of thosein our previous venture.”

"What sort of project?’

| smiled. "Wedth redigtribution. While Jack handles many classes of interactions quite well, certain more
basic functions are not his strong point. In our previous enterprises, those functions were mine to manage.
He wanted the same sort of help here."

"And your responseto him?"

"l said | was uninterested, wished him well in finding apartner, and left.” If Chaplat's data came from
Joagquin, that story should fit well with what he saw.

"| can certainly understand your reluctance to do further business with Jack," Chaplat said. "Our
experiencein providing him capital has certainly not been successful—at least not so far. | haveto
inquire, however, about the motivation for your visit to the Followers warehouse if you are not working
with Jack."

For amoment | wondered just how much money Jack had borrowed for his poker game or whatever
real purpose he hadn't told me, but | couldn't | et the thought distract me; any delay in my response would
aert Chaplat. "Jack could not meet his objectiveswithout me," | said. "1 didn't plan to work with him, but
on the off chance the opportunity might be large enough to justify extending my stay here, | was
conducting some preliminary research.”



"And your research showed?'

"That Jack was aiming a the wrong target. The placeis nearly empty, and what stock it holdsis primarily
Pinkelponker souvenirs.

"Surely there are artifacts?
| nodded. " Some, but nothing | recognized or could use."

"Too bad," Chaplat said. "We a so conduct abrisk trade in art and artifacts." He rubbed his hands on his
pants legs. "But, no matter. We still have the issue at hand: Jack. His rather sizable debt to usremains
unpaid, and wed like your help in fixing that problem.”

Finally. | paused long enough to appesr to be ddliberating the matter. "Though | appreciate your
problem, it isjust that: your problem.”

The woman stepped close enough to rest her hand on my chair just behind my head.

Chaplat acted asif shewereinvishble. "Given the circumstances,” he said, "it might not be unreasonable to
consider adopting theissue as your own concern." Hefindly glanced at each of the guardsin turn and
then stared again at me. "'l assure you that my associates are not aways so well behaved.”

"Nor areming," | said.

Chaplat laughed. " Threatening me from the comfort of my own club's chairs?| do admire your moxie."
Chaplat paused and turned completely serious. "But such bravado is aso quite dangerous.”

| didn't want afight, but Chaplat wasn't going to let me go if he wasn't happy. | decided to turn thisinto
something he would understand. "I do provide services, as | noted earlier, but at aprice.”

"And that would be?"
"Twenty percent of whatever Jack owesyou."
"That's outrageous,” Chaplat said, though his expression relaxed. " And you don't even know the amount.”

"If | collect it for you, I'll know how muchitis. Asfor being outrageous, I'm sureit'sonly asmall part of
the interest debt he's accumulated.”

"And if we wereto reach an accord, which would most certainly never be twenty percent, what
guarantee would we have that you would perform the service?”

"None, of course, but | would be motivated, because | wouldn't receive any payment until | found and
delivered him."

No onewho built this room lacked an understanding of greed. Chaplat nodded. "Five percent,” he said.
"Hfteen."
He stuck out his hand as he spoke. "Eight, and one of my associates accompanies you."

| didn't move. "Ten, and | report back here when | have him. If you follow me or try to make someone

stay with me, Jack will spot the coverage and vanish.” | paused, then took the dight gamble. "As he had
aready done until you got lucky and he sauntered into Falls, completely unaware that Choy wasaso a

client of yours™"



Chaplat stood and extended hishand again. "Ded."

| got out of the chair and shook his hand, not because | wanted the formal agreement or because | meant
it, but because | had to make the gesture. He squeezed mine hard enough that | had to work not to show
any reaction. | could have squeezed back harder and hurt him more, but my goal wasto exit there intact,
not to win acontest, so | took the pain. | couldn't stop mysdlf, however, from the indulgence of not letting
him know it hurt.

"| strongly suggest that you not disgppoint us," he said. "If you do, no planet in this sector will be agood
placeto holiday." He dropped my hand, turned, and walked away. "My associates will show you out.”

* k% k% %

"What happened to you?' Lobo said. "That building's shielding was top-shdlf; | couldn't pick up
anything."

"Later," | said. "Backup ste.” Though Chaplat's team had |eft me aone on the sireet, | had to assume that
| was under surveillance until | could convince myself otherwise. Chaplat didn't appear to know about
Lobo, so | wanted to keep him asecret aslong as possible. | now had to chart ajagged
counter-surveillance course to our backup site, asmal tourist shuttle landing zone down the coast from
the warehouse didtrict. | covered an extra couple of kilometers smply to make sure | was aone.

As| walked, | focused most of my attention on my surroundings. | kept my vison on IR and thistime
checked not only the roads but also the buildingsfor sgns of activity. | didn't spot any, but that didn't
mean | was clear; Chaplat might have owned multiple shielded buildings. It was unlikely, however, that
his properties stretched contiguoudy dlong my entire route, so as long as neither Lobo nor | spotted any
watchers, | was probably okay.

Despite my largely externd focus, however, | couldn't help but ponder my Situation.

Chaplat wanted Jack. Jack traveled with Manu. | had agreed to make sure nothing happened to Manu.
To do that, | would aso haveto protect Jack. Lovely—and amost certainly exactly what Jack had
wanted.

On the other hand, Jack had lied, so al betswere off. | could climb in Lobo and head for the jump gate.
End of problem.

Except, of course, that if | |eft, I'd be breaking my commitment to Manu. | wouldn't do that. | would stay
smply because I'd said | would. The notion that keeping one's word matters may be as old asthe
gentlemen's clubs that Chaplat was emulating, but | had awaysheld toiit.

| needed to be sharp tomorrow, because Manu required protection now more than he had before.
Dougat might behave perfectly, but if one of Chaplat's people spotted Jack at the Ingtitute and tried to
take him there, Manu could end up as collaterd damage.

| couldn't et that happen.

| now also had to deal with Jack as soon asthiswas over. | could return him to Chaplat and collect my
payment, but as angry as| was at Jack, we had been partners once, and | didn't relish the prospect of
turning him over to agangster who would amost certainly hurt him badly. If | didn't, though, 1'd definitely
have to jump after tomorrow's mesting.

And then there was the matter of Dougat's hidden arsena. At onelevd, it wasn't my problem;
organizations of al types accumulate wegpons al thetime. Still, my experience with armed religious



groups was bad enough that | had to consider whether | wanted to leak the information to thelocal EC
office.

The rendezvous site was shut for the night when | reached it, but the gate recognized me from my renta
agreement and let mein. Lobo flew in fast and hovered over the areal'd rented. | hopped aboard, and
he took off. | collapsed into the pilot couch, and Lobo accel erated.

" Spend the next hour checking for survelllance and running evasive patterns,” | said.”
| closed my eyes and |eaned back.
"So will you now tell me what happened?' Lobo said.

"Tomorrow just got awhole lot more complicated.”

Chapter 8

W eentered the Ingtitute grounds aong the same path 1'd taken during my recon two days earlier. Jack

and Manu waked hand in hand ahead of me. | kept out of their path but close enough that my role would
be clear. For meto be effective, | needed to stay close enough that Dougat's people would have made
me no matter how hard | tried to blend in, so broadcasting my presence was better than trying to hideit.

| marveled again at the place's skillful evocation of my home. The fed of Pinkelponker washed over me
asstrongly asit had during my previousvist. A gust of ocean breeze rustled the plants, and | involuntarily
smiled, the wind taking me back again to one of my most persstent childhood memories: Stting on the
edge of our smal mountain in the afternoon, my chores done, soaking up the warmth while waiting for
Jennie. | pushed aside the thought and focused on expanding my periphera vison as much as possible so
| could monitor movementsal around us.

Jack's pace accelerated a bit.
"Sow and easy,” | said.

He nodded and resumed his earlier stride. | wanted as much time to assess the Situation as | could
reasonably arrange.

The sky out to seaand above us sparkled with cloudless perfection, but astorm was approaching from

the west. Lobo was marking time about ten kilometers away behind the cover its dark clouds provided.
I'd have preferred him overhead, but at this distance he could stay subsonic and still reach usin lessthan
thirty seconds, so thereward of keeping him hidden outweighed the risk of having him closer but visible.

About ten meters from the building's entrance stood asmall sky-colored canopy covering two chairs and
ameter-diameter, circular wooden table. A man sat done at one of the chairs: Dougat. Four more men
stood in arough semicircle on the other side of the canopy. Roughly three meters separated each of
them, and nonewasin the line of fire of any of the others. All tried for nonchalant postures, but | was
acting casud aswdll; dl our attempts were equally unconvincing. Thetwo in the middle focused
completely on us, while the end men constantly swept the area.

"Lobo," | subvocalized. Even Jack and Manu, as close asthey were, couldn't make out what | was
saying, but any reasonable security person would, of course, know | was talking to someone. That was
finewith me: if they believed | had backup, they might be more careful, and the more cautious everyone
was, the better. "Dougat and the four behind him are obvious. Other possible hotiles?!
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"Since you stopped moving," Lobo said, "one man to your |eft of the building has dtered his path to take
himinyour direction.”

| spotted the guy, who immediately sat on abench in asmall, semi-circular garden nook and studied the
red, blue, and gold flowersthere. He held his head at an angle that let him keep usin sight. "Got him," |
sad.

Inaclear voicel said to Jack, "Hold."

Hedid. He stood till and appeared completely relaxed. Manu fidgeted but didn't complain. |
gppreciated the boy'swillingnessto do as| told him.

"Six othersin variouslocations between you and the road have drawn dightly closer,” Lobo said.
"L ocations on overlay now. Sweep once to mark them.”

The contact in my |eft eye darkened the world dightly as the overlay snagpped on. | turned dowly and
surveyed the grounds behind me. As| did, smal red dots appeared on the chests of the four men and
two women Lobo suspected. Each avoided looking at me and found something nearby of great interest,
s0 Lobo wasright. "Track them, the obvious four, and the one near the building,” | said.

"Dong" hesad.

Y et again | wasissuing an unnecessary order; Lobo was apro and knew hisrole. Old habits are strong
habits, but | had to learn to break this one. Lobo had every right to harass me about the redundancy, but
of course hewouldn't do it now, during amisson. He would saveit for later.

"We're probably missng one," | said. " Security teamslove pairs. Scan again.”

"A woman to your far left has walked closer to the man at the building'sedge,” Lobo said, "so she'sa
possible. No other human in the areais exhibiting any behaviors that appear linked to yours. So, either
that'sal of the externa security, or the remaining members are Sgnificantly more skilled a blending in
than their colleagues. The latter is certainly possible, because dmost a dozen other people on the grounds
are Stting and gpparently doing nothing."

| swept the area again and checked out all the tourists. Each appeared to be under the place's spell,
something | could certainly understand. As| turned, | looked at the woman Lobo had identified and
smiled. Shereacted with a smile of her own and then looked away, but the reaction was dow and
forced.

"Assume she's security,” | said. "More areingde, but well go with this count for now."
Dougat stood, an impatient expression on hisface.

Jack glanced back at me, but to his credit he stayed put.

"Proceed,” | said.

Jack and Manu headed toward the canopy. "Mr. Dougat,” Jack said in his most winning voice. "How
niceto seeyou again."

Dougat ignored Jack completely and focused on the boy.

Like any good merchant, Jack paused so his customer could take histime to study the goods. Even as|
hated mysdlf for thinking of achild that way, | redlized that wewerein it now and | had to stay cold to be



maximally effective

| couldn't read Dougat's expression. I've seen the very rich examine other people with al the passion of
butchers deciding which meat scrapsto feed their pets, gaze completely through others, asif the strangers
were no more subgtantial than mist, and stare with undisguised lust a newcomers they planned to own.
Dougat did none of those.

Then | understood his expression: Douget viewed Manu as a potentia religious artifact, something
possibly more precious than anything his warehouse would ever hold, definitely as puzzling as any

Pinkel ponker fragment he might ever discover, more than alittle hard to believe in, and yet wonderful if it
proved to be the red thing. However rich the man was and however much held profited from hisingtitute
and hisresearch into my home world, hewas above dl ese abdiever in the rdigious importance of that
planet.

Theintengity of hisbelief scared me more than mere lust or greed could have managed. Not long after |
stopped working with Jack, when | was serving with the Saw, | participated in several actionsthat pitted
us againgt armies of true believers. Some were determined to convert whole worlds to the worship of
their gods. Others aimed to purify entire planets of their heathen non-nonbelievers. All were fearsome
opponents. | learned to respect, fear, and despise the utter fanatical focus of their mission. Dougat
exuded the same fervent belief, and the contents of his warehouse proved he was amassing arms. Even
though he wouldn't be likely to bring all that firepower to bear in apublic Ste, | fill tensed & the
possibility.

"Areyou ready to proceed?’ Jack said to Dougat.

Dougat stared at Jack asif he was seeing excrement on his dinner plate, then forced abusiness-like
expresson. "Yes" hesad. "Let's begin theinterview."

" Should we get another chair?' Jack said, indicating the two under the canopy.

"The conversation is gtrictly between the boy and me," Dougat said. ™Y ou and,” he paused to make a
dismissive motion in my genera direction, "your associate should wait where you are.”

Jack turned and looked at me. | shook my head dightly and turned to directly face Dougat.

"Will your associates dso remove themsalves?' | said. "Both those four and,” | pointed dowly toward the
building and then casudly behind me, "the two closer to the building and the Six in various locations
behind me?"

Dougat smiled for thefirst time. "1 must apologize not only for the Size of my security team but dso for the
clearly underdevel oped skills of its members. | mean the boy no harm. | have enemies, so | generally
don't meet outside. My team seemed a reasonabl e precaution. Everyone will back away."

Theones| could seein front of me withdrew so they were farther from the canopy than Jack or | by at
least five meters,

The dots on my contact moved as the other six also fell back.

"Hogtiles have withdrawn an average of five meterseach," said Lobo, who was monitoring the
conversation viaddayed bursts from transmitters woven into my coat.

"Thank you," | said to Dougat. To Jack, | added, "Y our cal."
Jack nodded and faced Dougat again. " Perhaps we should get the payment out of the way."



Dougat smiled again, but thistime the expression was pure show. He turned to one of the four men
behind him, nodded, and faced Jack when that man nodded in return. "Check your wallet," he said. "The
money isin theloca account you specified.”

Jack did, lingering long enough that | was sure he moved the money at |east twice before he looked up
and smiled with what appeared to be genuinerdief. "Thank you. WEll wait here whileyou talk." He
dropped to one knee beside Manu. "All Mister Dougat wantsto do is ask you questions for about an
hour. Answer them honestly, and then well go. Okay?"

Manu studied Jack'sface. "Y oull stay here?' Helooked at me. "Both of you?'
"Of course," Jack said. "Well remain where you can see us.”
Manu kept staring at me until | nodded in agreement.

"Okay," he said. He walked to Dougat, glanced for amoment at the man, and then went over and sat on
one of the chairs under the canopy. Dougat shook his head and followed; | got the impression he spent
about as much time around children as| did.

After Dougat sat, he offered Manu a drink from a pitcher on the table.

Manu checked with me, as we had discussed, and | shook my head. The boy murmured something—we
weretoo far away to clearly hear hislight voice—and leaned back. The kid's behavior continued to
impress me; I've guarded grown-ups with far less sense. We didn't worry about the contents of the
interview; Manu had so many recordersin the active fiber of his clothing that we'd be able to see afull

replay later.

"Lobo," | said. "Alert meif any of the hogtiles draw closer or if Manu moves. I'm going to sweep the area
visudly every thirty seconds or so, and eachtime | do | will lose sight of the boy briefly."

"Y ou could stay focused on him and leave the othersto me," Lobo said.

"Yes" | sad, "but | won't. My perspectiveis significantly different than yours, so | might gain datayou
could miss, and by visbly checking the areaI'll make sure Dougat's team knowsI'm on the dert.”

Asl finished talking, | turned and briefly scanned dl the way around me. The hostiles brightened dightly
in my contact as| glanced a them. The Situation remained calm. Manu and Dougat continued to talk, the
boy occasionally animated, the man studious and absorbed. Jack stood about a meter away from me, as
motionless asarock carving, watching the interview with a deceptive stillness.

Jack was right when he reminded me that he was bad at violence, but that didn't mean he was helpless.
He possessed an amazing ability to smply be in amoment, to drink it in and concentrate totdly on it, and
in those times he appeared so il that you might believe he was physicaly and mentaly dow. When he
needed to move, however, he was one of the fastest humans I've ever seen, able to go from motionless
to full speed dmost as quickly asif he were asmulation freed from the laws of physics.

Over the next thirty-five minutes, we al kept to our roles. Dougat once | eft the boy to ask Jack if they
might run abit over an hour, and Jack agreed. Every indication was that Dougat would behave, do the
interview, and let us go. | felt the strong temptation to relax, but no misson isover until you're back home
safey, s0 | maintained my routine.

| was between sweeps, saring at the chatting boy and man, when Manu grabbed his head, cried loudly
enough that we could hear him, and ran toward Jack.



Jack was moving before Manu had taken his second step. He reached the boy quickly. | wasright
behind them.

"What'swrong?' Jack said to Manu. He stared at Dougat. "What did you do to him?

Dougat appeared genuingly upset. "Nothing,” he said, "nothing at al. We were talking, then for no reason
| could tell he acted asif hewasin pain.”

Jack looked down a Manu. "Did he hurt you?'

Manu was holding his head, shaking it back and forth, and moaning softly. "No," he said. "Not him. It's
not him. It hurts." Helooked up, his eyeswide, and pointed toward the road. "We can't |t it happen.
We haveto stop it." He grabbed Jack's hand and pulled. Jack, Dougat, and | exchanged glances, and
Jack decided for us by letting Manu lead him.

"All hostiles changing course and approaching,” Lobo said.
| grabbed Jack's arm with my left hand, and he stopped.
Manu tugged hard at him. "We haveto stopit!" heyelled.

| kept my grip on Jack and faced Dougat. "Tell al your peopleto return to their previous positions,” |
said. "l don't know any more about this than you do, but it's clear the boy wants usto move. Keep them
back, and well do as hewishes.”

"Now!" Manu screamed. "We haveto!”

Dougat nodded, turned his head, and whispered something | couldn't hesar.
"Hostilesreturning to prior locations," Lobo sad. "All clear.”

| released Jack'sarm.

Manu saw medo it and immediately pulled harder on Jack. Jack let him set the pace. The boy ran for the
road, Jack in physical tow and Dougat and | staying as close asif the four of uswere trapped in the same
gravity well and careening into the same black hole. Manu was crying and blabbering, but between his
tears and the sounds of usrunning | couldn't understand anything he was saying.

Five meters from the road he raised his hand and shouted asingle long, hysterically e ongated word,
"Noooooooooo! "

| looked where he was pointing, and four events occurred in such rapid succession that | could separate
them only in afterthought.

A hover transport hurtled down the road from my right toward my |eft.

A man stepped from acrowd of pedestriansin front of the truck, hishead turned to hisright asif saying
goodbyeto afriend, clearly unaware of the vehicle speeding toward him.

The trangport hit the man.

The man sailed into the air like aflower blown free of its stem by astrong wind, red blossoming across
his shirt as he flew over the crowd he'd left only a second earlier. He landed behind them, out of our
view.



Manu let go of Jack and sprinted for the road, but Jack caught him with two long strides and grabbed
both his shoulders.

"l saw it and | couldn't stop it and we should have stopped it!" Manu said, tearsflowing as quickly and as
uncontrolled as the words.

Jack picked him up, turned him away from the sght of the crowd converging on the accident victim, and
held him tightly. "It'snot your fault," he said. ™Y ou did everything you could. Y ou know we can't change
what you see." The boy sobbed and tried to wriggle free, but Jack clung to him with astrength I'd seen
but aso with atenderness I'd never witnessed. "It's not your fault.”

Jack supported Manu'sweight with hisright hand and held the boy's head to his shoulder with his|eft.
Keeping the boy tucked there so he wouldn't catch another glimpse of the accident, Jack turned and
walked away from the road, back toward the Indtitute.

As hemoved, he stared a me for amoment, his eyes glistening, and then at Dougat. " Perhaps,” he said
to the man, "we could spend afew minutesingde. I'm afraid the interview isover."

For thefirst time since the accident, | focused on Dougat. His face was wide with shock, but more than
shock, belief, the sort of ecstatic conviction I've seen previoudy only on thosein the grips of strong drugs
or stronger acts of religious or violent fervor.

"Heisaseer," theman said. "A true child of Pinkelponker, maybe the only onein the known universe.
I've talked to so many people, heard so many stories, but | could never be sure.” Heran in front of Jack
and put up hishand. "Y ou haveto stay. Y ou must." His pupils were dilated with excitement. His
breathing was ragged. Everything about him broadcast trouble.

We needed to leave.
"Lobo," | said, "Comeinfast, and prepare for full action on my command.”
"Done. Moving," hesaid.

"Asyou can see" Jack said, anger clear in hisvoice, "Manu isin no shape to continue. I'll return half of
thefeeif you'd like, but | haveto get him hometo rest. Even the easiest visons are hard on him, and this
one, asyou witnessed, was far from easy."

Dougat didn't move. "He can recuperate here," he said, more loudly than before. "My peoplewill helpin
any way they can.”

Jack covered Manu's head with his hand so the boy wouldn't hear any more. "We haveto go," he said.

Dougat glanced at Manu again and lowered hisvoice. "No," hesaid. "l can't let him leave."

Chapter 9

H ogtiles converging quickly,” Lobo said, hisvoice crigp and inflection-freein my ear. "A man and

woman who had acted as tourists and not previoudly tracked you are headed your way. I'm six seconds

The extra hostiles meant either Dougat had stationed people we'd missed or Chaplat had found us. It was
about to get noisy. "Execute plan,” | said.
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"All warehouse charges detonated,” Lobo said. "Almost al debris contained inimplosion.”

| grabbed Jack's shoulder and spun him to face me. Behind him | glimpsed severa of Dougat's men
running toward us.

"Three seconds," Lobo said.

| held up threefingers.

Jack nodded and gripped Manu tightly.

| dropped and swept Jack's legs out from under him.

Lobo activated the heads-up display relay in my left contact. The image from hisforward video sensors
overlad my view of the gpproaching security men.

| watched with both normd vision and the overlaid video as Lobo transformed the Ingtitute and its
groundsinto afire zone.

Two low-yied explosve missles|eft Lobo and dmost immediately blew apart what | hoped we'd
accurately identified as areceiving dock on the back of the building. No transports were parked there, so
with luck the areawas unoccupied. At the sametime, the world went silent as Lobo remotely enabled my
sound-blocking earplugs. | counted on Jack's and Manu's working, because a second later the howlers
rocketed out of Lobo and tore up the grounds around us.

Right behind them a cluster of deep smokers mirved to their targets and turned the air the color of storm
clouds about to burst. I kept my mouth shut and forced myself to bresthe through my nose; the snus
filtersworked perfectly. If Jack and Manu did the same, they'd be fine. The active antidoteswe'd dll
taken would keep us avake even if we bresthed the gas, but until it had dissipated for afew minutesit
would be hard on our lungs and throats. The nanomachinesin my cellswould repair me quickly enough if
some gas leaked ingde my nose, but | saw no reason to suffer any damage | could avoid.

Therest of Dougat's staff and, unfortunately, al of the visitors on the grounds and even some nearby
pedestrians wouldn't be as lucky; the gas and the noise would affect them. Aside from any injuriesthey
sustained when they fell, however, they should suffer only long, drugged naps, raw sinuses, bad coughs,
and, from the howlers, ringing in their ears.

| reached for Jack, but he wasn't there.
Damn!

Anger flooded adrendine into my body, and | trembled with the barely controlled energy and rage. He
knew he shouldn't move! Now, he and the boy were at risk.

"Where are Jack and Manu,” | mumbled through pursed lips.
My words were clear enough for Lobo.

My left contact's display snapped into an aerial schematic of the grounds, with red dots marking Dougat's
saff, ablue dot indicating Jack, and a green one denoting Manu's position. The blue and green dots
stresked toward the building.

"Running toward the ziggurat," Lobo said. "Externd staff and bystandersare dl degping. I'm hovering
overhead. Howlers have discharged; reenabling hearing.”



In an ingtant the thrumming force of Lobo's hovering joined a chorus unconscious moans and wheezes dll
around meto replace the silence 1'd been enjoying. | stood and darted forward. The blue and green dots
veered to the side of the entrance to the ziggurat. Two seconds later, a stream of red dots poured out of
it. These guyswere clearly prepared for gas, because none of them fell. | cranked my ownvisonto IR
and watched as the ten new security people fanned out in front of me. The blue and green dots ducked
behind them, Manu barely ahead of Jack, and zipped into the building. Great. Now | had to get past this
new team, retrieve Jack and Manu, and go back outside for pick-up. If they'd only kept to the plan and
stayed near me, we'd dready have been on our way out of here.

"Image enhancement suggests new hogtiles are armed and environmentally prepared,” Lobo said.

Sure enough, the new squad broke into four clusters. One sprinted for Dougat. The remaining three
focused on me, the first taking adirect approach and the other two going wide to flank me. The only
good news was that either they'd missed Jack and Manu or they'd assumed those two were down.

"Trank "em," | mumbled.

Lobo didn't waste time answering. | heard the rounds spraying from guns on his undercarriage, and within
three seconds everyone on the new team dropped.

"Public feeds are rich in data about our assault,” Lobo said. "We must exit soon or expect to face
additiona local resistance.”

"I haveto get Jack and Manu,” | mumbled as| ran to the Side of the entrance. | stopped long enough to
pull atrank pistol from the holster at the base of my back, then doveinside. | hit the ground on my
shoulder and rolled quickly to a prone position. | glanced to the right and then the left of the entrance. No
one.

| stood and immediately regretted the action as a projectile round to the chest knocked me down. The
body armor stopped it from serioudy injuring me, but my chest throbbed with pain and breathing hurt. |
dit my eyesand stayed Hill. Precioustime was evaporating, but if | moved | might suffer ahead shot.

A guard emerged from behind an exhibit five metersin front of me. He kept his pistol amed at me and
moved cautioudy forward. He stepped with care, and his weapon never wavered. | did my best to look
unconscious; the lack of blood would tell him | wasn't dead.

A crashing sound ripped the air from somewhere behind him, and he turned for amoment to check it out.
| fired multiple times at his back and heed.
He dropped.

Too many trank rounds might kill him, something | didn't want to do, but | couldn't afford thetimeto
check on him and make sure he was okay. Dougat might have more security personnel around. The
warehouse distraction south of uswas old news. | had to get out of there, but | couldn't leave without
Jack and Manu.

| had no feed from Lobo to guide mein my search, so | ran to the center of the building in the hopethat |
could spot them.

Before I'd gonefive steps, Jack dashed toward me from my left, Manu'shand in his.

"What were you doing?" | said, my voice shaking with anger at Jack's violation of our agreement. Theair
insde was now clean enough that | could talk fredly without hurting my throat. "You idiot! Y ou don't



freelance, and you don't abandon your team!”

"Manu wasterrified and ran,” Jack said. "I didn't expect it, and | couldn't see him clearly, so | fell behind
him. | couldn't leave him here, Jon. | had to find him."

Though his answer was reasonable, even admirable in someways, | ill shook with anger and adrendine.
| forced mysdlf to nod. "Follow me," | said.

Motion in the corner of my eye caused meto stop and glanceto my right. A guard emerged from behind
an exhibit and trained a shotgun on Jack and Manu. | couldn't turn in timeto stop him.

Another guard ran toward him, screaming as she approached, "Not the boy!"
Jack pushed Manu behind him as the guard turned to the woman and shot in the same motion.

The shell sprayed two exhibitsin an arc that ran from the woman to Jack. Jack spun dightly and grabbed
his right arm. The woman's | eft shoulder jerked backward, but her momentum propelled her into the man.
The two of them crashed into an exhibit behind him. She rolled away, kicked the man in the neck, and
stood, her legs shaking, her uniform's shoulder pad darkening with blood.

"Go," shesad, "get the boy out of here.”

Shelooked at her arm, then passed out and fell.

"Let'sgo," Jack said. He held up hisbloody hand. "Now."

| stared at the woman. We should run, but she may well have saved Manu. | couldn't leave her.
"Wait," | said to Jack.

| ran to her, pulled her to aStting position, and hoisted her over my shoulder. | stood with her, grunting
dightly from the effort. Shewasamost astdl as| was and dense. | settled her on my shoulder and
walked back to Jack.

"Follow me" | said. "Heading to you," | said to Lobo aswe approached the exit from the building. "Land
in the closest clear area—not on people—and direct mein. Prep the medbed; I'm bringing two
casudties." Lobo had argued in our planning meeting that if we ended up in afight he should set down
right beside us, and that anyone he squashed in the process was an acceptable casudty, but even with
time asshort asit was| saw no reason to kill if we could avoidit.

"Moving," Lobo said. "Media scans put police ETA a under ninety seconds. Severity of injury? Jack or
Manu hurt?'

"Don't know, and both Jack and aguard,” | said.
"We're helping the opposition?' Lobo said.

| kept moving and didn't waste any energy explaining the Situation. My chest hurt eachtime | breethed in,
but | pushed my pace. Jack and Manu stayed close to me asweran. A vector in my left eyes display led
me forty meters ahead and to the right, toward the southern side of the grounds. Even with me carrying
the guard, we reached Lobo quickly. Aswe drew closer to him, his camo armor exterior blending so
well with the ftill gas-filled air that anyone watching without IR would havelittle chance of knowing where
he was, he opened a hatch on the side facing us. | ran to him, stepped inside, and turned around to make
sure Jack and Manu made it.



They wereright there, Jack actualy showing abit of stress, Manu in tears but leaping perfectly and at
speed into Lobo; the practice paid off. Jack entered right behind him, and the hatch shut.

Lobo accelerated as| set the guard on the floor. As| was straightening, | said, "Lobo-."
| never finished the sentence.

| felt Jack's hand on my neck, turned toward him, and sank into blackness.
Chapter 10

| awoke dowly, my head throbbing and my neck and shoulders stiff. When | opened my eyes, | had

trouble focusing, but after afew seconds the world snapped into view. | waslying on thefloor insgde
Lobo, right where'd falen.

Where Jack had |eft me, | realized as the memory of what had happened caught up with me. | pushed up
with my arms and quickly regretted the action, as the remnants of whatever drugs he'd used coursed
through me and nearly made me pass out again.

| decided the floor wasn't such abad place to be right now. My system would naturaly wash itsdlf of the
drugsin time, and the nanomachines would speed the process, but resting there for the moment wasfine
by me.

"Welcome back," Lobo said. "Are you coherent?"

"Yes" | said. "Why wouldn't | be?"

"Y ou made enough noises while unconscious that severd times| thought you might be awake," he said.
"Fair enough. How long was | out?"

"Three hours, fifty-saven minutes,” he said with what | thought was atrace of amusement. "Jack claimed
you'd be unconsciousfor at least five hours, but my experiences with you led me to estimate a quicker
recovery. | was, of course, correct.”

Lovey. How long I'd remain out of it had turned into a betting game for my PCAV and the old friend
who'd screwed me once again.

"Why didn't you stop him?" | said.

"I had no information from you to suggest Jack would drug you," Lobo said with annoyance. "Onceyou
were unconscious, hewas, by your orders, in command. Had he then tried to injure you further, your
earlier orders would have alowed meto take action to prevent him, but he did nothing to harm you from
that point forward. Had your health showed signs of worsening, | could have transported you to a
medical facility, but your vital sgns stayed steedy and strong. Consequently, | could only obey his
ingtructions—again, per your orders.”

| hate being stupid, and Lobo's tone made the annoyance al the greater. At the sametime, I'd given
L obo those ordersto protect the boy, and they reflected the best data available to me at the moment I'd
giventhem.

Except, of course, for the key fact that I'd known and chosen to ignore: you can't trust Jack.
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Even though years of experience had taught me that |esson, something about the way he'd behaved this
time had struck me as different; it was asif he actualy cared about Manu.

Manu.
"What happened to the boy?' | said.

"To the best of my ability to tell, they are safe,”" Lobo said. "On Jack's orders, weinvested an hour in
evasive action, and then we proceeded to the jump gate. They departed there. Rather than track them, to
maximize your safety | left and continued running counter-surveillance routes.”

Given that we'd just attacked one of the richest men on the planet, the jump gate was areasonable place
to go. Jack would have caught the first available shuttle off-planet and be far away by now. I'd have done
the same.

My thinking was definitely not up to par, because it took methislong to redize that what mattered was
not what | would have done, but what | needed to do now—though in this case they were the same. |
needed to leave Mund.

"Where are we?"

"In orbit on the side of Mund opposite the jump gate," Lobo said. "We're currently nestled among a
group of tedioudy dull westher satellites.”

"Any Sgnsof pursuit?'
"Of course not,” Lobo said. "Do you think | would have stopped moving had | known of any?
"Sorry," | said. "I'm not at my best quite yet. Thank you for getting meto safety.”

"I accept both your apology and your thanks," Lobo said. "Which would you now prefer to do: view the
recording Jack |eft, or seeto our prisoner?”

"Jack |eft arecording? We have a prisoner?'

"Why do you persist in asking questions to which you aready know the answers?' Lobo said, the
annoyance back.

"Rhetorica questions. Jack's never done anything like that. WWhen he vanishes, he leaves no traces. Asfor
the guard, who, by theway, helped us and so is hardly a prisoner, | was so focused on my own sSituation
and on Jack that | forgot her."

"'She was acombatant on the other side of a conflict, and sheis now restrained and in our custody,”
Lobo said. "If that isn't aprisoner, please explain to me how you define the term. I'm quite confident that
shewould consider hersdlf to be our captive, if, that is, we alowed her to wake up and consider the
gtuation."

"Point taken," | said. | sat. Thistime, doing so didn't leave me weaker. "What's her status?”

"Jack put her in the medbed,” Lobo said. "l treated her and sedated her. Her light armor absorbed most
of the round. The protection didn't cover the edge of her shoulders, so she suffered arather large cut. |
cleaned it, removed the shrapnel, and kept her under. | find | often like guests best when they're
unconscious.”

| wish | could tell when Lobo wasjoking. | had to admit, however, that until | decided what to do with



her, having her safly out of the way was convenient. Jack's recording might tell me why he'd knocked
me out, so | decided to start with it. "Play the message.”

A display opened on thewadl in front of me. Jack snapped into view. Hisright deeve was missing below
the shoulder, and his no longer bloody arm glistened with fresh skin sealer. He stood beside Manu and
held the boy's hand. My unconscious body lay on the floor behind him.

"Jon," he said, waving his hand briefly a my body, "I'm very sorry for treating you like thet. If I'd thought
there was any other reasonable option, | would have taken it. The problem isthat you wouldn't have
approved of what | did, and then you would have tried to make it right, and in the end there was too big
achance that Manu might have gotten hurt." Jack sounded genuinely torn and upset. He paused, glanced
down at Manu, and stroked the boy's head lightly.

"The fee Dougeat paid for the interview was enough to buy Manu trestments for awhile, but only for a
while. He was going to need more, alot more. We—his uncle and I—were hoping Dougat would be
willing to pay for more interviews or maybe even to help with the med-tech billsjust because of Manu's
Pinkelponker ancestry.” He put his hands over Manu's ears for amoment. "Y eah, | know: it wasadumb
hope. | tried to tell him, but it was the only option any of us could come up with that might help over the
long term. The dternative, well—" he paused and glanced at Manu, and when he faced forward again his
eyeswere wet, "—neither of uswaswilling to ded with that.”

Hetook his hands off Manu's ears. "When | caught up to Manu inside the Ingtitute, he was hiding behind
one of the gemstone displays." He paused, shook his head, and smiled. "L ook, | know it's not right, but
Dougat is so wedthy hewon't even fed theloss.”

Jack turned, stooped, and reached behind Manu. When he stood, he was clutching at least half a dozen
Pinkelponker gems, his handstwinkling asif holding anight sky drenched in green, red, blue, and purple
gars. "Theright collectorswill pay enough for these to cover Manu's trestments forever—and then
some." Jack laughed. "Besides, aman has aright to make a profit now and then, en?"

| couldn't help but laugh with him. Leaveit to Jack to fal into amessand walk away rich.

Lobo's video sensor tracked him as he walked to the front accel eration couch and | eft a huge green gem
onit.

"For your help, Jon," he said.
"Docking with jump station in sixty seconds,” said Lobo's voice on the recording.
Jack nodded and returned to Manu.

"I wish it had gone better," Jack said, "but as| promised, thistime we did some good: Manu will get his
trestments.”

Jack smiled that beautiful, wide, glowing smileof his, and | fet mysalf smiling involuntarily in response.
He'd used me, held done at least some of thisto raise money to pay his debt to Chaplat, and till in that
moment he charmed me.

"Besdes" hesad, "admit it: wouldn't you have been at least alittle disgppointed if everything had played
out according to plan?' He laughed lightly. "Take care, Jon.

The digplay vanished.
The effect of Jack's charm aso disappeared as| redlized the messin which held left me.



Dougat and the Followers had seen me and had security footage of our escape from the Ingtitute. They'd
assume | was working with Jack to plan the robbery, and the gem Jack had |eft me would, if they caught
me before | disposed of it, only convince them further. | considered having Lobo dump it into space then
and there, but | couldn't quite bring myself to discard something that was both so vauable and atangible
link to my home planet.

Chaplat would be furious, because | had no way to deliver on my promise or even get Jack to work out
an arrangement with him.

| had aFollower guard on board, restrained and effectively my prisoner despite the fact that sheld taken
ashot to save Manu. | elther had to kidnap her through ajump gate, waste time dropping her planetsde
on some other world—or kill her, an option | knew Lobo would raiseif | didn't.

Totopit dl off, despite dl the compassion I'd read in Jack, whether he would redly help Manu remained
amystery. | may well have failed the boy, an ideathat knotted my stomach.

Once again, Jack had left me, as held done many timesin our years together, with too many problemsto
solveal at once. All | could do was dedl with the onein front of me, and then move to the next.

| stood. A jolt of dizziness hit me, but it passed afew seconds later.

| grabbed the green stone from the pilot couch and had Lobo open astorage bin. "Keep it degp and in
shielded storage,” | said. "Don't giveit to anyone but me."

Thebin closed. "Done," Lobo said.
| walked to the med room. "I's she attempting to transmit any signas?’ | said.

"No," Lobo said, "and | would have derted you if shewere. I've dso blocked al signasnot from mejust
incax"

"Of course" | said. "Thanks." | paused and stared at her unconscious body. "Bring her around.”

It wastimeto tak to the guard.

Chapter 11

| watched osaly as the woman's breathing changed from the dow, shalow pace of drug-induced deep

to amore norma ebb and flow. Lobo opened adisplay on the wall above and behind her. Her vital signs
appeared; al wererising. Straps across her neck, waist, arms, and legs bound her securely to the
medbed. Shefilled the better part of the platform and was nearly my height. A thick coil of hair thered of
the glowing tendrils of solar flares hung over the edge of the platform and contrasted nicely with skin the
color of wet yellow sand. Her uniform and light armor left her body thick and almost tubular. If the
protection had extended to the full width of her shoulders, her left deltoid wouldn't now glisten with skin
patch. As| stared, her eydidsfluttered and then opened to revedl light green eyesthat sparkled like new
grasswet with morning dew.

That she opened her eyes before she was fully aware made it clear she was no pro. No surprise there:
cultsusudly prefer believersto professonals.

Asthewoman focused on me, shetried to sit up and choked against the neck restraint. Lobo didn't need
to keep it so tight; he definitely considered her a prisoner.
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"Who areyou?' shesaid. "Wheream |7
"Wrong."
"Huh?' She shook her head. "'l don't understand.”

"Y ou're doing thewrong things,”" | said. ™Y ou're asking questions, but you'rethe onein regtraints. I'm
standing, so | ask, and you answer."

"Why do you have melikethis?' she said. "What do you want?"
"Youredoingit agan."

She shut her eyes. "Okay, ask."

"Name?"

"Maggie"

"Maggie?'

"Maggie Park."

| looked away asif thinking and checked the display. Lobo's assessment glowed green, and her vitds
showed no signs of alie. Good. "What do you do for the Followers?' | said.

She opened her eyes, studied my face, and then sniffed my clothes, which gtill smelled of the gas. "
remember you now," shesaid. "Y ou werein the Indtitute fighting with the other guards.”

"Preparetoinject,” | sad.

L obo made the bed extend a treatment appendage and positioned a needle over the vein just past the
end of her bicep.

She tried moving her arm away from the needle, but she couldn't shake the binding straps. "Okay, okay,"
she said. "What do you want to know?"

"What do you do for the Followers?'

"Tourist security. | walk the exhibits so no visitor decides the gemstones might not be that hard to stedl.
The video monitors do the real watching, and if they or | spot anything wrong, we cdl the armed security.
I'm mostly therefor show.”

All sgns stayed stable. "How |long have you been working for them?”

"Why does this matter?' she said.

| nodded at the needle, which was still poised over her vein.

Shetracked my eyesto it and swallowed nervoudy. "A little over two weeks," she said.
Moretruth. "Areyou a Follower?!

Shelooked aside for amoment, asif embarrassed. "No, not redly. I'm interested in Pinkel ponker, of
course—who wouldn't be?—but | don't believein Dougat's vision like the rest of them. | needed work,
0| fekedit."



Also true. She was either superbly trained and able to control her body well enough to fool both Lobo's
sensors and me, or she was consistently answering truthfully. None of the rest of her moves suggested
she possessed anywhere near that leve of training, so | was amost willing to bet she wastdling the truth.
Almogt. "What is Dougat's vision, the one you don't believe?!

"Y ou don't know them very well, do you?'
| let the question go unpunished. "No. Why?"

"If you did," she said, "you wouldn't have bothered asking that question. They're crackpots. They see
Pinkelponker as some sort of link to the divine, or maybe to the makers of the gates, or maybe
both—sometimes they talk like Gatists." She stared at me, then said, "Not that there's anything wrong
with worshipping the jump gates, of course. Y ou don't happen to be a Gatist, do you?"

| shook my head and resisted the urge to laugh. "No. The gates are magnificent, and they work, and
that's enough for me." | pointed at the needle till hovering over her arm. "Back to the Followers.™

"Part of their dogmaisthat humanity can reach its true potential—some sort of godhood, | think, though |
don't really understand what they mean—only by returning to Pinkelponker. Dougat is convinced that the
oneway to break the blockade isto use the specia powers of what he cals 'the Children of
Pinkelponker,' people whose ancestors were born there. He's convinced they al possess specia psychic
abilities" Shetrembled. "I said they were crackpots, asthe head of the group, he'sthe craziest of the
bunch—and the scariest. He genuinely believes what he preaches.”

The vitdsjumped with her fear, but that was normal. Her take on Dougat matched my own. Before
seeing Manu and hisvision of the accident, | might have laughed at Dougat's vison and considered it
insane. Asfar asl'd known growing up, Jennie was the only person on the planet with her gift. Of course,
I'd never even explored our whole idand, much less the entire world, so the place may well have teemed
with people with unusua abilities. | didn't expect to ever find out, but | was convinced thet if | were ever
to makeit back there, I'd need alot more weaponry than akid with occasiond glimpsesinto the future.

From what 1'd seen in the warehouse, Dougat must have felt the same way, because he was definitely
amassng arms. On the other hand, almost none of them would be useful fighting a blockade of heavily
armed CC and EC spaceships. Even asfodder for trades, they didn't strike me as enough to buy him

anything that might be able to survive a battle with the ships guarding the aperture to Pinkel ponker.

"If he was s0 sure these peopl e existed and they were histicket to the promised land,” | said, "why was
he stockpiling weapons?'

"What wegpons?' she said. "Most of us on the security team weren't armed with more than shocksuits.
Some of the hardcore guards had real guns, but not most of us."

Nothing on the monitor suggested she waslying. She didn't know. Another vote in her favor. Dougat may
have been accumulating munitions for another reason, or perhaps he planned to use them and the
hardcore Followersto hijack afew ships when they were planetside. Without asking him, | couldn't
know, but at least Maggie also seemed completely unaware of any such plans.

| considered releasing her, but onething il troubled me.
"Why," | said, "did you push that guard and take a shot for us?"

"Because Kenton—that was his name—was going to shoot that boy," she said. "Isn't that agood enough
reason? All the boy did was somehow attract Dougat's attention, show up for another of the man's



endless and usdessinterviews, and suddenly people were firing weagpons all around us. | couldn't let
Kenton shoot him. Could you?'

| should have ignored her, but I couldn't help but ponder the question. 1'd like to be positive | wouldn't
have let anyone shoot Manu, and | think | would have stopped it, but | had an advantage she didn't: my
body could quickly mend amost any wound. In her shoes with her norma human body, would | have
been as brave? Again, I'd like to think so, but | haven't been norma for over ahundred and thirty years,
long enough that | can't clearly remember what it waslike.

"No," I findly said, "I don't think | could.”

Asl recdled the scene, | redlized something €l se was bothering me. "Why was that guard shooting &t the
boy?' | said. "Dougat paid alot just to interview the kid; he couldn't have wanted him hurt."

"Oh, I'm sure Dougat didn't,”" she said. "Hewould have fired Kenton on the spot for even aming inthe
direction of anyone he thought might be achild of Pinkelponker. Infact, | bet Kenton'saready lost his
job. Serves him right, though | suppose when you hire people like him, you can't expect much.”

"Peoplelike him?'

"Towork tourist security like | do," she said, "you don't need any specid qualifications. All you haveto
do is catch acompany when it's hiring. Dougat's armed guards, though, are al rough sorts, people like
Kenton who've spent alot of time elther with mercenary forcesor in prison.”

"Plenty of good men and women sign up with mercenary companies,” | said. "l did.” I'd felt indignant, but
my words sounded defensive.

"Maybe s0," she said, "but those aren't the sorts of people Dougat's hiring as guards. Asfor you, well,"
she shrugged as much as she could given the straps pinning her in place, "1 hope you'll understand that my
initid impresson isn't dl that favorable.”

| chuckled in acknowledgment. She seemed to be exactly what she said, and she may well have saved
Manu. | owed her for that.

I'd drop her somewhere planetside. She could make her way home from there.
Before | released her, though, | wanted alittleinsurance, just in case I'd misread her.
| stepped out of the small room, and Lobo closed the door behind me.

"Do you have any one-person explosveimplants?' | said. | didn't think so, but Lobo regularly surprises
me with the variety of toolsthat heis either carrying as part of hisarsend or can fabricate.

"No," he said. "Beyond standard medica repair tools, my only human implants are trackers.”

"That'll work," | said. "When | tell you to implant the explosive, amply inject her with atracker and set it
to decay.”

"Why bother wasting the device on her?'

"Just doit," | said. Bluffing was not Lobo's strong suit, and if anything went wrong, being able to track
her could be useful. "Open."

| entered the room as soon as the door snicked aside.



"I'm going to removetherestraints,” | said.
"Thank you."
"Firgt, though, we're going to inject you with asmall explosivetied to atransmitter | control.”

"What?' sheydled. Shetried again to free hersdlf but could only shake dightly againg dl the restraints.
"Y ou don't need to do this"

"If something happenstome,” | said, "or if you even try anything | don't like, the explosive will detonate.
If you behave, when you'refar away I'll send asignd that will causeit to decay. Y our body will excrete
theremains, and you'll be back to norma." As| talked, Lobo retracted the extension that had held the
needle over her arm. A new, similarly equipped onetook its place.

"Ready," Lobo said on the machine frequency.
"| cannot believe you're doing this," Park said. Y ou're crazy."

"Not crazy," | said. "Just careful. Very careful.” Being too cautious, | redized, was the equivaent of being
paranoid, of being insane, but in my line of work alittle paranoia has aways proven to be hedthy. "I
sincerely hope this precaution ends up being completely unnecessary.”

"Isthereanything | can—"
| cut her off. "Inject her," | said.

The needle plunged into her arm, held for two seconds as the fluid and its microscopic cargo entered her
body, and withdrew.

Her face flushed with anger, her fists clenched, and the skin in her neck tightened. All over the monitor on
thewall behind her head, indicators jumped and twitched, flowing lines and rows of numbers charting her
fury. She opened her mouth several timesasif to speak, but each time she said nothing.

| waited.
She closed her eyes and took afew long, dow breaths.
Her vitals settled as the flush left her skin. Her hands relaxed, and her expression returned to normal.

She opened her eyes and stared at me, the last traces of rage fading, and then she spoke. ™Y ou made me
furious, but | can seeit from your perspective: you don't know me, you can't be sure I'm telling the truth,
you could be at risk. Okay, well now you're not. So, are you going to let me out of here?’

"l said | would." | looked away from her. "Retract."

The left ends of the restraints released with a series of dight clicks, and the medbed withdrew them into
itsdf.

She sat up dowly and siwung her legs over the right side of the medbed. She shook her head dightly; the
last of the sedative must have hit her. She pushed off as she stood, and for amoment she wavered.

It might have been an act, a ploy to catch me off guard, but | didn't think so. Eveniif it was, between
Lobo and me, she didn't have a chance.

| reached out and steadied her by her uninjured right shoulder.



"Thanks," she said. She grabbed my bicep with her hand and held on until she was standing solidly on her
own. She kept holding me and looked up, into my eyes. Surprise flitted across her face.

"Wha?' | said.
Sheturned her head and released her grip on my arm. "Huh?"
"Y ou appeared surprised,” | said. "At what?'

"l guess| didn't redlly believe you'd set mefree" shesaid. "'l was afraid you'd hurt me the moment | was
onmy bed."

"If | wanted to do something to do, | would have doneit dready. | said I'd let you go, and | will." |
turned and headed to the pilot'sarea. "I'll drop you somewhere on Mund, and you can find your way
home."

"What about you?' she said. "What are you going to do?'

"That's not your issue," | said, though | redlized the same question had continued to nag at me. "Maybe
leave, maybe find Jack and Manu." | paused. "Probably leave."

"No," shesaid. "You can't. You haveto find the boy."
Before| could respond, she continued.

"And you have to take me with you."

Chapter 12

W hat?' | said, suddenly the one who was surprised and confused. A minute ago, shewas an
understandably angry and bewildered prisoner. Now, she was volunteering to go with me. Was | wrong
to havelet her out of the restraints? Was she working with Dougat and trying to trap me? Lobo hadn't
detected any transmission attempts from her, and al of her responses had registered astruthful, so it
seemed unlikely that she was any sort of spy, but her demand made me wonder.

"Y ou haveto find the boy, and you have to let me go with you," Park said again.

“Why?

"So | can help finish what | started: saving the boy. Aslong as he's anywhere Dougat can find him, he's
not safe. Besides, there's nothing |eft for me with the Followers. If | go back, the security cameraswill
show what | did, Dougat will a aminimum fire me, and most likely helll take me prisoner and interrogate
me." She paused and stared a me. "I've had enough of that for quite sometime.”

"Interrogate you?' | said. "Why?'

"Because he assumes everyone thinks like he does,” she said. "All | wastrying to do was prevent aboy
from being shot. Hell decide I'm somehow tied to the kid, maybe as part of some secret plan of his
mythica children of Pinkelponker, and then helll come after me." She leaned against the wall and closed
her eyes, apparently till weak. "l told you: he's crazy.”

Her analysis made sense. I've met more than afew conspiracy nuts, both because Jack often chose them
astargets and because the megacorporations and government federations are full of them. All of them
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assumed not only that secrets lurked everywhere, but that everyone else was as aware of and as
concerned with those secrets as they were. | didn't want to tell Park that in this case the nut wasn't dl that
crazy: at least two of his children of Pinkelponker, Manu and |, existed, and we both had unusual

powers. Make that three; | had to believe Jennie was till dive somewhere.

If | decided to go after Jack and Manu, taking Park with me would be a mixed proposition. Having
someone on my team, someone no one knew was with me, could be a vauable advantage. Having to
keep my and Lobo's secrets from her, however, would add complexity and stressto everything.

Regardless of what | chose, | gppreciated her desire to rescue Manu. 1'd been in smilar situations, and
I'd dwaystried to follow up, to make thingsright.

Whichwaswhy, | findly admitted to mysdlf, that | had no choice but to go after Manu and Jack. They
had no clue what Dougat was capable of doing, and if | didn't help them get far away, Dougat might
capture Manu. If he did, Manu would never be free again. HEd end up locked away, using histalent to
serve Dougat whenever the man wasn't experimenting on him. I've been in that kind of |aboratory cage
before, and I've spent most of my life being careful to avoid going back. | couldn't let that happen to
Manu.

Making the decision brought everything else into focus. What mattered most was Manu, so | had to
concentrate on doing what wasright for him.

"| gppreciate your desireto help theboy,” | said. "I redlly do. I'm not sure, though, that you'd add enough
vaue to make you worth the trouble.”

"I know Dougat and the Followers better than you do. I've lived and worked with them, and | know alot
of themembersin this sector, especialy the security saff, by sight.”

"Fair—but minor—ypoints” | said.

"Besides," she added, "if you dump me on Mund, I'll try to locate him on my own. | can't believe we
wouldn't do better working together than separately.”

Though | agreed with her points, she clearly didn't understand me, or she wouldn't have raised the last
one. | had other options that accomplished the same godl: | could keep her onice, dump her somewhere
far away, or even kill her. | didn't want to kill anyone, but she didn't know enough about me to be sure
that wasthe case. That she didn't consider any of these possibilities told me how very naive she was.

Unfortunately, the fact that | was even contemplating taking aong an unskilled companion also made me
aware of something | rardly alow mysdf to notice: I'd become lonely. Lobo isfine company, and most of
the time I'm happy to be either done or traveling only with him, but sometimes| miss humans. It didn't
hurt that she was pretty and possessed the most amazing eyesand hair I'd seeninavery longtime. |
might regret the choice, but with Lobo monitoring her and theleve of skill shed shown, | wasn't taking
much of arisk.

"I'm willing to bring you along and maybe even et you assst me," | said, "but only on my terms.”
"Namethem," shesad.

| shook my head: another amateur move. Never agree before you've heard the proposa. ™Y ou follow al
my ordersimmediately and without question, even if the orders don't make any senseto you. Anything
that involves Santed Jack rarely follows a clear-cut path.”

"Santed Jack?"



"Theman with the boy."

"Why 'Santed??'

"Because—never mind," | said. "Do you agreeto do as| say?'

"Yes, but | have a condition of my own."

| smiled in grudging admiration a her willingnessto push back. "What'sthat?"

"If you make money doing this, and if | help, you pay me whatever you think isafair part of it."
"| thought you wanted to do thisto save the boy."

"l do," shesad, forcing herself to stand straighter and stare into my eyes, "but as we've discussed, I'm
a so recently unemployed, and from the fact that you can afford to have your own medbed and equip it
with serious restraints, | assume you have money. People with money tend to make more money."

| laughed, in part because the obvious effort she put into working up her courage was oddly endearing
and in part because in her stuation | aso would've asked for acut. "Fair enough,” | said, "though as of
now | don't have any way to get paid for thismess." The gem buried in Lobo wasfor past work, and I'd
useit to replenish Lobo'sarsend, so | felt no guilt in not mentioning it. 1 was going to ignore Chaplat's
offer and help Jack run, so | didn't count it, ether.

"Ded?" she said, sticking out her hand.

When | was young, my mother told me that centuries ago people gave their word, shook hands, and
stood by the dedl they'd just made. They didn't need lega systems, human or machine, to make them do
it; they smply kept their word. She said this practice was one of the traditions humanity should never
have abandoned, and she encouraged me to dwaysfollow it. | fill did, and when | encountered other
people who acted the same way—not those, like Chaplat, who did it for show, but those who really
meant it—I ingtantly respected them for it.

| shook her hand and said, "Dedl."

She held my hand afew momentstoo long and looked a me again with ahint of surprise, or maybe
confusion.

"Isit so surprising that | agreed?’ | said.

She released my hand. "'l guess s0." Shelooked briefly away, then turned again to face me. "Not alot
lately has gone the way | wanted." She closed her eyes for amoment, and then she leaned away from the
wall and appeared to be on the edge of falling.

| steadied her. "Why don't you go back in there and rest?" | said. "With no restraints thistime, of course.”
She nodded her head. "That might be agood idea. I'm weaker than | thought. Where will you be?’
"Getting ready.”

"Where are we?

| couldn't hide Lobo from her, so | might aswdll try to influence her perceptions by setting her
expectations. "We'rein my ship. You may hear metaking. The ship has an onboard Al. Hisnameis
Lobo." Shelooked at me quizzicdly, so | explained. "The programmers did such agood job on the Al



that | think of it asa'him." Y ou probably will, too. | use him as a sounding board.”

"I don't know anyone who owns aship. Isit common that you talk to it?" She continued to look tired but
was now clearly interested.

"And why shouldn't he?" Lobo said, hisvoice echoing from hidden speskersdl around her. "Where e
could he find a better conversationd ist?"

| swear he added some bass reverb for effect. What adrama addict.
She jumped at the sound of hisvoice. "What kind of shipisthis?' she said.
"I'm technicdly not aship at al," Lobo said, hisvoice ill booming. "I'm a—"

| cut him off. "That's enough for now, Lobo," | said. To Park, | added, "A cranky one." | guided her
back to the medbed. "L ater, after you're feding better, we can discussthis further. For now, you rest,
and Lobo will stay quiet.” | looked awvay and muttered, "Right?"

"Of course," Lobo said on the machine frequency. "Never let it be said that |, merely your partner and
the only barrier between you and theicy claws of certain deeth lurking just outside in the depths of space,
would want to upset your former prisoner and new guest or interrupt her beauty dumber.”

Park fell adeep amogt ingantly. Given Lobo'smood, | serioudy considered crawling into my own bunk
just to hide from him, but | had work to do. | headed up front to the pilot's couch.

"Do you have any data about where Jack was going?"

"You know | don't,” Lobo said. "Y ou saw therecording. That'sdl the relevant information | possess.
Shipswere, as usua, passing through both jump gate apertures, and, as you may recall, | had to go far
away from the gate to protect you."

| realized that | was frustrated and taking it out on Lobo. That was stupid. "Sorry,” | said. "I'm not sure
how to find him next. He could have had you drop him at the gate and then doubled back to Mund, or he
might have jumped through ether aperture. That leaves us three entire planets to search—and maybe
many moreif he jumped further.”

"Searching Mund is easy enough,” said Lobo, "particularly given the smal size of the populated area.”

"Easy?' Now he was annoying me. "We'retaking at least half a dozen settlements I'd have to check.
How isthat easy?'

"We search for the transmitter | embedded in hisarm when | repaired it,” Lobo said.
"You suck atrangmitter in him?"

"Has my diction suddenly worsened?'

"Y ou might have told me about it eerlier.”

"Y ou might have waited to recover fully and discussed the Stuation with me before you legpt into
interrogating our prisoner.”

| hate it when helsright, which, of course, is quite often. "Fair enough. Tell me about the transmitter.”



"| st it to emit atwo-second burst at random intervals centered around every two minutes, so even if
he's an extremely suspicious sort, unless he checks for transmissions continualy or at exactly the right
time, odds are good that it'll remain operational .”

"Excdlent.”
"Should | begin searching Mund?" Lobo said.

| considered Lobo's point again. Since the moment | awoke, I'd done everything hagtily and by ingtinct.
That wouldn't be enough to catch Jack. | needed to stop and think. "No," | said. "We're safe here, so
let's pause for amoment. I'd like to have a plan before we do anything further.”

"What alovey notion,” Lobo said.

I ignored him. Jack, like me, never entered a place without having scouted his exit. Hed definitely been
concerned that something might go wrong with the interview, because hed involved me. Chaplat was
after him, and the gangster had the ability to do him agreet ded of damage. On top of al that, though
Jack might have been trying to shake any tails by having Lobo leave him at the gate, to come back to
Mund he'd need to land at acommercia transport facility, and Chaplat would be watching dl those Sites.
No, he wouldn't have stayed on Mund.

Hed jump. He wouldn't jump far, though, because if he couldn't pay Chaplat he was legitimately broke,
and the farther he went, the more he had to shell out for jump fees. So, hed jump once, go to ground,
and find afencefor at least one of the gemstones.

Where?
Mund's gate had two apertures, one to Drayus and one to Gash.
Drayus.

| closed my eyes and replayed our conversation in Falls. Jack mentioned that when he jumped here from
Drayus, he checked with a gate agent he'd bribed. If held recently stayed on Drayus, he would have had
timeto build an identity and a base of operations. Drayuswould be alogica destination.

"If you had to choose to hide on elther Drayus or Gash,” | said, "which would you pick?"

"Drayus," Lobo said.

“Why?

"Humans colonized Drayus one hundred and fifty one years ago,” Lobo said, "so it possesses many
major settlements and apopulation in the millions. It'saregiona capita for the Expanson Codlition, soit
has serious local law enforcement and alow crime rate. Anyone chasing Jack would have lesslikelihood
of success mounting anillegd attack there than on any other planet in the region. Its gate hasthree active
gpertures, so he could jump from it to Avery, Immediata, or Therien, dl rdlatively stable planetswith
additiond jump opportunities.”

"What about Gash?' | said.

"Gash isthe most dangerous planet in this sector of space. Its gate opened only 45 years ago, so humans
have been active there less than athird of the time they've lived on Drayus. It has so few natural
resources and so many violent extremist groups that the EC hasn't even bothered trying to make it an
affiliate—and the population doesn't have any interest in becoming one. Almost dl of the peopleresidein



the six small cities spread along the southeast coast of its one mgjor land mass, and not one of those cities
isparticularly safe.

"No, not Gash. Drayusis clearly the better option.”

Lobo'sanaysswas, of course, accurate. Drayus presented Jack with numerous advantages. Hed dso
let dip that he'd jumped from thereto Mund.

Drayuswastheonly logica choice.

"It'stimeto head to the gate," | said. "We're going to Gash.”

Chapter 13

(G ah?' Lobo sdd. "Was somethi ng in my anaysisunclear to you?"

"Not at dl," | said. "l understood it completely, and it was perfect. Any logical person would choose
Drayus—which isexactly why Jack ishiding out on Gash."

"So he'sstupid and/or illogica ?'

"Neither. He's as smart and as able to reason digpassionately as anyone I've ever known. He's sufficiently
intdligent, in fact, that hell have reached the same conclusion we did, which isthe reason hell hide where
no one would expect him to go. He's a so worked with people there, so helll have connections. Findly,
what you cited as drawbacks of Gash—the extremist groups, the lawlessness, the danger—are
opportunities and camouflage from Jack's perspective. He aways targets bad people, so the placeisripe
with potentid fish, and if he needsto hire help, where better to be?

"Heh?'
"Peoplelikely tofal for scams.”

"My dang dictionary isn't as complete asI'd thought," Lobo said. "Perhaps I'll make aspecid study of
crimind jargon. It might prove useful given that you own me."

"May we please head to Gash?' | said.

"Of course," Lobo said. "Y ou gave the order, and | followed it. | have to ask, however, one more
question: if Jack isasintelligent asyou claimed, might he not have figured out that you'd reach this
conclusion and so switched back to Drayus?

"Of courseit'spossible” | said, drawing out the words and fighting the urge to yel at him, "but what
makes me confident he's on Gash isthat I'm not what he's trying to avoid. Between Dougat and the
Followers and Chaplat's gang, Jack hasfar bigger problems than anything | might present. Staying away
from both of those groups would be his primary concern.” | paused and considered onelast time. "No," |
findly said, "heé's not on Drayus. HEs on Gash."

"| see your reasoning,” Lobo said, "but if it were up to me, I'd opt for the logical conclusion.”

"Thenit'sagood thing it'snot up to you,” | said, aready feding alittle less confident than | sounded.
"Look & the bright Sde: you dsowininthis

"How isthat?"
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"Y ou gain another opportunity for self-improvement: understanding human thought processes better.”
"Oh, joy," Lobo said. "Just what | wanted: another growth opportunity.”

| smiled even though | was abit chagrined at the pleasure | took in tweaking him. "Head for the gate.”
"File our jump plan and enter the queue, asusud?"

| started to say yes but stopped mysdlf. | had no desire to lead either Dougat or Chaplat to Jack, which
isexactly what I'd doif | gave away my destination and either of Jack's pursuers had people monitoring
the station. "No," | said. "Let's check it out first. How long to the gate?"

"Assuming you gtill want to follow at least some of our usua procedures and run an indirect route and
check for surveillance on the way—"

"Of course" | said, dready sorry for goading him.

"—we should reach it in about four hours."

"Please wake me about half an hour out or if our guest getsup first.”
"With pleasure,” Lobo said. "I liveto be your wake-up call.”

| shook my head in frustration, stretched out, and tried to nap. Anything involving Jack was likely to be
tiring, so | followed another rule I'd learned decades ago: if the courseislong or hard, deep when you
can.

* k% k% %

"She'sawake," Lobo said. "Should | unlock her door?"
"Any incoming scan attempts?' | asked.

"None so far. The gate station is broadcasting the usua queries, but we can dock without filing more than
areguest for temporary stay.”

"Let her out.” | turned away from the display Lobo had opened across the front and watched as Park
came down the short halway. She'd removed her body armor and was wearing only aknee-length,
skintight, sky-blue tee shirt. One deeve was missing from Lobo's minor surgery; shed ripped off the
other. Her hair was loose, and either she was stunningly gorgeous or 1'd been away from women too
long. She appeared to have none of the extreme beauty mods that were the current craze among
corporate and government execs, but she didn't suffer for thelack. | redlized | was staring at her body a
second after she did, but she didn't say anything; instead, she smiled when we made eye contact. | felt my
face blush, so | was grateful when the display drew her attention.

"Werejumping?' shesaid.

"Maybe." | looked again at theimage. Mund's jump gate grew larger in the display aswe approached it.
Like dl the gates, this one glowed asingle, completdly uniform color. Each gateis aso perfectly smooth,
every square centimeter an exact, unmarked replica of every other. No two gates are the same exact
hue, though we have no clue whether that fact means anything. We aso have no ideawhy each gateis
the color itis. The bright raspberry of Mund's gate struck me as abit garish, but then again, if I'd beenin
charge of building the gates, the pink one—in my opinion the least atractive gate known to
humanity—would never have existed.



Some cults claimed only God controlled the structures; Gatists worshipped the gates asif they were
gods. Alien conspiracy advocates plit into two main camps. one maintained superior diens had
congtructed the gates to prepare humanity for the next step in its evolution, while the other claimed that
samilarly superior diens used the structuresto lull usinto abandoning our attempts to congtruct interstellar
ships—one of which we had built when Earth was our sole home—and go only where they wanted us. It
was certainly the case that every known gate led to a planetary system that contained at |east one planet
that without any terraforming was aready habitable by humans.

| didn't care at al about any of the theories. To me, as1'd said earlier to Park, the gates worked, and that
was good enough. Y ou entered an aperture in one part of gpace and emerged many light yearsaway in
another area, though typically in the same general sector. Gates dso interested people in many of the
types of work I've done over the years, because they offered safe havens of a sort: they didn't tolerate
ship-to-ship violence within their areas of influence, a sphere with its center on the gate and aradius of
roughly onelight second. They didn't care at al what happened inside each ship—fights on spacecraft
and gate stations were as common as you'd expect at any port where long-trip crews disembarked to
relax—but let avessd release any sort of weapon, even an energy beam, and the gate would ingtantly hit
both the ship and the weapon with a blast the color of the gate. Both the ship and the weapon would then
be gone—not vaporized, not shattered, just gone, asif they'd never existed. No one knew where the
offenders went; they smply vanished. As best anyone had ever been ableto tell, the beam that emanated
from gates in these circumstances moved fagter than light, but no one was sure; experiments were
expendve and ultimately both destructive and uninformative.

The gates did tolerate collisons with meteors and other natura objects, provided no ship had steered
those things, but the collisons | eft the gates unfazed and unscarred.

Staring a Mund's gate, | understood for amoment, as | dways did when gpproaching one of the strange
dructures, their ability to inspire rdigious thought. Y ou couldn't help but think of them as having
persondlities, and thus as being somehow intelligent. They dso invoked awein dl but the most jaded
travelers. Hanging in space, each resembled a gigantic pretzel composed of Mobius strips. The
apertures—the areas where the strips wound together to create closed circuits—ranged in Size from
barely large enough to let small shuttles pass to so huge that no human ship yet built would come
anywhere near its edges. Working apertures were pure black, the color of space without tars, of the
darkest bowels of a dead planet. Energy would not pass through them to the other sector of space;
low-level beamswould continue asiif the aperture weren't there. Only objects could make thetrip.

Gates ds0 varied in the number of gperturesthey offered, with afew having only asingle aperture and
others offering haf adozen or more. New apertures appeared from time to time, and corporations and
governments naturaly coveted them for the commercia opportunitiesthey created. Only one aperture
connection—the one that had linked Earth and Pinkel ponker—had ever closed, and as with so many
facts about my home world, no one knew why. The closure had certainly added fud to the flame of
mysticism that flickered around that planet.

How a person reacted to seeing a gate was, to me, agood indicator of character. Those too busy to
notice were dmost certainly not going to become friends of mine. People who felt the need to make
stupid jokes or pretend to find the gates routine or boring dmost dways annoyed me. Park stared
openly, her lips dightly parted, one foot forward asif ready to step into an gperture hersalf, and | ingtantly
liked her for the utterly frank, undisguised interest. She moved closer, and the display's glow wrapped
around her. In silhouette | noticed more about her: the lushness of her figure, the tiny bump on her nose,
the ever so dight lightening in color of the epicanthic fold of her left eydid asit reached her nose, the way
she held her hand out from her body, amost asif she were reaching for me.



"Beautiful," | whispered, redizing too late I'd spoken aoud.
"Itis" shesad. "Eachtimel seeagate, | fed the same sense of wonder dl over again.”

| squeezed my eyes shut. How stupid could | be? I'd interrogated this woman only hours before, and
now | was eyeing her hand like alovesick child. I'd belucky if shedidn't recoil or hit meif | touched her;
ether reaction would certainly be reasonable.

| had to focus on the tasks at hand.

"If werre not going to jump,” she said, "then why are we here?"

"l didn't say we weren'. | said, 'maybe." We need to be careful.”

"I understand,” she said, "but Dougat's certainly not going to attack your ship thiscloseto agate."”

"Dougat's not the only one looking for Jack,” | said, "and fending off apossble assault isnot our only
problem.”

"What do you mean?"

"Jack owes money to agroup, and he doesn't appear to plan to pay them back. They'd adso like to catch
him." If either Dougat's or Chaplat's teams got their hands on her, the less she knew, the better, so | Ieft it
at that.

| touched her shoulder, and she turned to face me.

"| can let you out here, even give you some money, and you can catch acommercia shuttle” | stared into
her eyes, trying to will her to act like an innocent bystander, to leave and be safe. | didn't want anything
to happen to her. "Everything could go smoothly, but it could aso go nonlinear, and your best bet isto
run far away from here." | kept staring. She wastoo niceto involve. | considered knocking her out and
dumping her at the station, but I'd made adedl.

"No," shesaid. "You agreed that | could come, and I'm coming.”

"Fine" | said, my frudtration at her choice emerging as an angry tone, anger harsh enough that she
involuntarily stepped back. " Stay quiet, follow my orders, and maybe thisll work out.”

| turned away from her. How did | manageto let concern emerge as anger? | shook my head at my own
Supidity.

"Lobo, are dl the ships currently in thisregion queued to jump?" | asked the question out loud, because if
she was going to be with me, she might aswell get used to hearing metalk to him.

"No," he answered, dso out loud, "two are not: me, and one other."
Leaveit to him to use precison to deliver sarcasm. " Show me the other one."

A ship popped into view in the upper |ft of the display in front of me. A little smaller than Lobo, it might
have been a gate mai ntenance vessd, but it had no corporate or government markings. Service vehicles
don't bother to travel incognito.

"Did it arrive before or after us?'

"Before. It was dready in place when it camein range of my visua sensors.”



"Isit sending or recaiving any transmissons?”’
"NO."

Grest. It might not be watching for us, but it certainly could be. Whoever ran it—Dougat or
Chaplat—was more connected than I'd imagined, because al ships near a gate have to broadcast basic
identity and intent data. WWe were posing as a private shuttle seeking gate-station R& R before deciding
whereto jump. The EC operated this station, so they would normally require every ship to maintain its
status broadcasts. Whoever owned this vessal had paid off someone to tolerate this breach of protocol.

"Canyou identify itstype?'

"Not with certainty,” Lobo said, "but that means nothing, because many vehicles, particularly milspec
craft, are as configurable as | am. It's certainly the right size to be a scout class chaser, faster than | am
within asystem but nowhere near aswell armed nor, | might add, asintelligent.”

Woas he showing off? | decided to ignore him.
"Park," | said, "do you recognizeit?’

"Please call me Maggie," she said, "and no, but that doesn't mean anything. | know Dougat and the
Followers own quite afew ships, but | have no idea how many or what typesthey are."

This one might not be after us, but to be safe and to protect Jack and Manu, | had to assume it was. |
couldn't afford to lead it to them.

"Lobo," | sad, "Filefor ajump to Drayus.”

"Done" hesaid. "Areyou bowing to logic, or running an evasive route?"
"Thelater."

| focused again on the image of the lurking ship, but | learned nothing new.
"What if it followsus?' Maggie sad.

"Then weded withit."

"That'syour best idea?' she said. "Ded with it?"

"Yesh," | said, "that'sabout it."

"It doesn't seem like much of aplan.”

| faced her and forced myself to keep my voicelevd. | wasfurious, but not because the question was
unfair; it wasn't. Shewasright asfar as she went, but at the same time she was incredibly wrong; she had
clearly never been on the sharp end of aconflict. "It isn't much of aplan,” | said, "but it's about &l we can
manage with the information we have. Thisis exactly how this sort of thing goes. Y ou don't get to study
perfect data. Y ou don't get to know everything that's happening. Y ou can't plan for every contingency.

Y ou assemble dl of your intelligence info, identify your best option, implement it, and then react to what
happens. Y ou make the best choice you can given what you know at that moment, you put onefoot in
front of the other, and you keep walking until you either win or die. That'sit. That'sal thereis”

She studied me intently, but she didn't respond.



| was grateful for that. | needed timeto coal. I've spent too much of my life dedling with those who
manipul ate others and never witness the true costs. They aways expect their plansto work, and of
coursethe plansrarely do. | knew intellectually that Maggie wasn't one of them, but her questions
triggered the anger that courses through me all the time, just under the surface, ready to explode.

"Our turn," Lobo said.

| faced the display and watched as the perfect blackness of the aperture drew closer and closer, until it
filled our vison, until the world beyond the ship vanished for afraction of asecond in which anything
might happen, everything was possible, and then we poked through and anew starscape flashed to lifein
front of us. | redized | was holding my bregth, as| often did when | jumped, and | exhaled dowly.

"Dock inthefirst available station dot,” | sad, "and filefor avigt. Switch the display to focuson the
aperture.”

The aperturefilled the display initidly, but it shrank quickly aswe jetted toward the Sation.

"Let'sseewhat follows us."

Chapter 14

I ifteen minutes passed, and the ship didn't come through the gate after us. Every craft that emerged into
the Drayus system sent the usua jump acknowledgment and headed toward the planet.

Fifteen more minutes passed, and still the lurking ship did not appesar.

| waited in slence, focusing on Lobo's displays and thinking. Waiting has played an important rolein
many of the ways I've made my living. I've waited on stakeouts, for darknessto fal, and for enemy
troops and vehicles to move by my postion. I'm used toit, and I'm generally good at it.

| had to give Maggie credit: she held out for afull hour before she spoke.

"l don't seem to be able to say anything that doesn't annoy you, but at the risk of doing the wrong thing
yet again, are you sure that ship wasn't just innocently sitting there, maybe with abroken transmitter?

I'd known what she/d eventually have to ask, so I'd had time to prepare mysdlf and was able to answer
both calmly and honestly. "More than haf of what's bothered me about what you've said comes from the
way | interpreted your words, not anything you did wrong, so don't worry about that. But, yes, I'm
reasonably confident that ship isanything but innocent. If it redly wasin trouble, the gate station would
have sent repair help, and we'd have seen the maintenance processin action.” | rubbed my eyeshard in
frugtration at myself. Softly, more to mysdlf than to her or Lobo, | said, "I'm missing something obvious."

"I don't understand how it can hurt us or even track usif it doesn't follow us," she said. "If the people
who own it cared as much about us as you think, wouldn't they come over here and confront us?”

How stupid could | be?"Brilliant!" | said, turning to look at her. "Of course." She smiled, pleased with
the praise but aso clearly confused.

| faced the display again. "L obo, run the same check here that you did at the last station. | want to know
if any shipsaren't scheduled for jumps."

"Two," Lobo said, "usand one other." A vessdl the shape of agood-sized troop transport popped into
the center of the front display. "This oneis behaving exactly the same way as the one at the Mund gate.”
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"Milgpec?’

"It's Stting without any visible wegpons, it's not tranamitting, and it's heavily shielded—again like the other
ship—»but it certainly possesses a suitable profile.”

"Thisisgood news?' Maggie sad.

"Yesand no," | said. "It'sgood in that we now understand what's going on: the other ship didn't jump
here because it didn't have to do anything to keep us under surveillance; this one waswaiting for us. The
bad part isthat whichever of those two groupsis chasing us has enough resources to position ships both
here and at Mund's gate. Whoever is monitoring us wantsto track us very badly indeed, but they're not
yet willing to approach us."

"So what do we do?"

"Find out how far their reach extends.”" | stared at the image of the Drayus gate in one of Lobo'sside
displays. The giant structure, its perfect surface the color of pale sand tinged with lemon, contained four
gpertures. | knew the oneto Mund led to another surveillance ship, so the only question was which of the
othersto try firdt. "Lobo, which of the planets accessible viathis gate is the most heavily populated?’
Given that both of the groups pursuing Jack and us operated on or outside the fringes of governmenta
control, | wanted the planet with the largest EC presence. If no ship was waiting for usthere, we had a
way out. If onewas holding the same silent guard vigil asthe other two we'd seen, we'd know the
opposition had greater pull than 1'd expected.

"Therien," Lobo said, "the jewd of the EC. A large and affluent human population inhabitsit, its natura
resources are varied and plentiful, and it's sufficiently orderly that despite its Sze the EC has never issued

apeacekeeping contract for it."

"Filetojumpthere," | said. "Here's hoping nobody's waiting for us.”
* * k% %

So much for that hope.

We didn't walit to check thistime, so we discovered the survelllance vessel before we'd even queued up
for agation vigt. Like the others, this one was Sitting incognito. Unlike its counterparts, it profile was

clearly milspec.
Maggie fretted and paced, but she stayed quiet. | appreciated the control.
| sat and considered the Situation.

Nothing about Chaplat's operation smelled of this much money. Local bosses tend to boast, to overstate
their importance, but it'sall part of the way they intimidate others. If hisreach had extended thisfar, hed
have let me know.

No, it wasn't Chaplat.

Dougat and the Followers might have been richer than Chaplat, and as a quasi-religious organi zation their
influence might have spanned more planets, but | couldn't picture them having both the fleet and the staff
necessary to be able to afford to dedicate thisleve of resourcesto tracking one man and one boy.

It also wasn't Dougat.



Only two types of entities possessed the people, ships, and organization you need for thislevel of
surveillance: conglomerates and governments. I've kept alow profile with the megacorporations for
amost ayear, S0 it'sbeen that long since | put mysalf on any of their target lists. Neither Kelco nor
Xychek, the last two huge businesses I'd given cause to come after me, operated in this sector of space.
If either of those two companies was angry enough, they could certainly use corporate reciprocity
agreementsto motivate aloca firm to hunt me, but | couldn't buy that scenario; the cost greatly
outweighed the return. The megacorps will indulge executive whims, including revenge, to apoint, but in
the end their credit-counterswill run an andysis, and the bottom line will carry the day.

That left me with only one possbility: government. To operate on dl these planets, there was no way it
was asingle planetary operation, nor were those even common in this sector. It had to be the EC.

The problem s, | hadn't done anything to draw that kind of attention, nor, to the best of my knowledge,
had Jack. It's dways possible hed conned an influential EC honcho, because the wrong person with the
right degree of power can lead governments to temporarily act insanely and with no regard for their P& L,
but | couldn't buy it.

So, the EC a'so made no sense.

| was back to having no rationa explanation—but the existence of al those survelllance ships guaranteed
therewas one. | just hadn't figured it out.

By making these jumps, I'd also created another problem: | wastelling any astute observer where Jack
and Manu were. I'd avoided jumping to Gash while clearly trying other systems, so | was effectively
saying, "Look everywhere but therel”

| had to go to Gash.

| also needed more data. Would the ship follow meif | left the vicinity of the gate? Werewe facing
hostile action or merely covert data gathering?

I might aswell find out here, in the heavily populated Therien system, because more people means more
support satellites and space traffic, which in turn means more readily available placesto hide and alower
likelihood of an attack near the planet. By appearing to check more closdly both here and on Gash, |
could aso add some confusion to the thinking of our watchers.

"Lobo, head for Therien. Plot a course that puts the station and the gate between the watching ship and
uswell before we pass out of the gate's area of influence. Track that ship.”

"Done," Lobo said.

A hologram appeared in front of the main display. It showed the gation, the gate, and a section of
Therien. A smdl green dot—us—moved away from the gate, accelerating asit went. A red dot marked
the position of the surveillance vessd.

"Asl'm sureyou're aware," Lobo said, "this course will leave me unable to track that ship until we're
closer to Therien."

"Yes, | am,” | said. "And it won't be able to see us, ether, soif it wantsto keep an eyeon us, it'll either
have to change position or hand us off to another ship. Monitor al the vessels between the gate and
Therien, and check for pardlel courses.”

"Areweinviting attack?' Maggie said, her voice abit choked and her shoulders high and tense. "Prior to
what happened at the Indtitute, I'd never been in any kind of fight, much less one in space between



ships"
"No," | said. "Wereinviting motion. Well stay close enough to the gate that it would take out any ship
that fired at us—and the wegpons the ship fired, of course.”

We watched the hologram in silence as Lobo accel erated toward Therien.

About ninety seconds later, the red dot abruptly disappeared fromitsorigina location. A short time later,
it regppeared on our side of the gate.

"The ship isdefinitdy following us," Lobo said, "and it'stracking our course exactly. That pilot isether as
dumb asadrink digpenser or doesn't careif we spot it."

"No one ableto set up this many surveillance shipsin the time since Jack and Manu left us can be that
dumb,” | said. "Even if I'm wrong, we have to assume they smply don't care if we know they're following
LB"

"If they don't mind if we spot them and know we will," Maggie said, "then why don't they contact us
directly?"

"l sugpect they'remaking apoint,” | said. "They're letting us know that we have no way out that they can't
track."

"Arethey right?' shesaid. "Isthis Dougat using usto find the boy?'

| appreciated her concern, but the questions were wearing on me again. "I don't know, but eventualy
well figureit out. In the meantime, though, we need to throw them off Jack'strail "

| kept my tonelevel, but | was aso getting worried. | didn't yet see agood way out of this.
The only thing to do was to keep moving ahead.

"Lobo, take usto the gate, then jump to Drayus, then Mund, and then Gash."

"In progress,” Lobo said. "Should | continueto track the ship?”

"Didit turnwhenyou did?' | sad.

"es"

"Then you can stop monitoring it. We have dl the data about it that we need.”

"lsn't Gash where you deduced Jack would be hiding?' Lobo asked. "More to the point, isn't it where
you didn't want to lead them?"

"My question exactly," Maggie sad.

The two of them were going to make me crazy. I'd worked alone so long that | wasn't accustomed to
having to explain myself. | didn't want to become used to it either, but | knew they wouldn't stop
bothering me until | gave them an explanation.

"l can't let Gash bethe only nearby planet we haven't jumped to, or that fact alone will draw their
attention to it. Once wefinish this set of maneuvers, well have spread alittle confusion and verified the
surveillance setup isthe same on all the planets near here.”



"Maybewell get lucky," Maggie said, "and they won't be watching Gash."
"Maybe," | said, not wanting to congtantly criticize her.
She gtared at me for amoment. “No chance, huh?"

If shewas going to ask, | was going to answer truthfully. "None," | said. "No group thiswell organized
would miss something so obvious.”

She nodded and turned to the display asthe aperture grew larger and larger in front of us, the ships
ahead of usin the queue made the jump, our turn came, and we once again plunged into the perfect black
ahead.

* * % %

"Just like the others?' | asked as we waited by the station next to Gash's screaming red jump gate.

"For any reasonable vaue of 'like,?" Lobo said, "yes. It'sin roughly the same position relative to the gate
asthe other survelllance vessdls, likethem it's not transmitting at al, and its profile aso suggests milspec.”

"I hope Jack beat them here" | said. "If he didn't, whoever isfollowing us dready knowswhere heis."

Lobo's front displays showed both the gate and Gash. The gate and its two apertures, the one to Mund
and anewer connection that led to Triton's Dream, hung in pace like blood splatters caught in mid flight
by astrobe on a starless night. People in spacesuits crawled al over the outside of the gate Sation. The
parts of the structure they passed turned ared amost exactly the color of the gate itsdlf; it had to be a
Gatist color watch. Fine by me; any activity that attracted attention away from uswas agood thing.

In the other direction, the reflected light of Gash's sun washed the planet itsdlf aduller red, its namesake
giant crimson desert dashing across the vast mgority of the singlelarge land masslike awound tearing
open. With only seven cities, six strung along the eastern coast and one perched on the continent's
northwestern edge, and with limited useful natura resources, Gash hadn't grown at the usua early stages
pace in the forty-five years snce the aperture to it had first opened in Mund's gate.

"l must note again,” Lobo said, "that Gashis not alogical choice for Jack. From what I've gathered from
the public data streams, the Followers, the very group Jack istrying to avoid, are the fastest growing cult
on the planet. They operate templesin al seven mgjor cities.”

"He'sright,” Maggie said. "I've heard Dougat and some of the senior staff talk about this place. He called
it a'godless hell* with no real government and said its popul ation included a higher than normal
percentage of criminads. He dso said those same qualities made it a great place to evangelize and recruit
converts”

"I'm not denying it'sfull of rough trade,” | said. "The place iswild enough that the EC has never bothered
to try to incorporateit. | aso understand that the Followers are big there. All the same, Jack knows he
needs to go to ground, and he's arrogant enough to view acity full of criminals asatarget-rich
environment.” | wasn't as sure as | sounded, but at the same time Gash remained the best bet for Jack.
Hed earned his nickname aways working the angles you didn't expect; heading to Gash fit his character
perfectly. "Maybe I'm wrong, but we're going with my ingtincts.” | checked out the image of the
surveillance ship in Lobo's rightmost display. "Bring up the tracking holo, and head usto Gash. We came
here to give them the same show we ran on Therien; we might aswell doiit."

The hologram popped into view in front of us as Lobo accelerated away from the gate and toward the
planet.



"Same course type?' Lobo said.
"Y es. Keep the gate between the planet and usinitidly. Let's make them have to move.”

Sure enough, once we were well away from the gate, the red dot that represented the other ship vanished
and then quickly popped into place behind us on the hologram.

"Youwereright,” Maggie said.

Her tone suggested I'd want to gloat; | didn't. I'd have grestly preferred to have been wrong, becauseif |
had been it would've meant we could have kept going to Gash. Now, we'd have to head back, maybe dl
theway to Mund, and I'd have to figure out a new way to get to Jack.

"A second ship isnow tracking us,” Lobo said.

A blue dot appeared on the hologram. It wasn't following our course the way the surveillance ship was,
but it wasin position to monitor us.

"Areyou sureit's after us?' | said.

"Ascertain as| can bewith the dataavailable," Lobo said. "Had | doubted it, | wouldn't have stated it as
fact. It'sresponding to changesin our course but not tracing our path exactly.”

"So it'snot with thefirst ship?' | asked.
"] cannot be sure" Lobo said, "but | don't bdieveitis."

"Reverse course and head right back at the surveillance ship. Come as close as you can without directly
targeting it. We don't want the gate to think we're attacking.”

"Done," Lobo sad, "but why?"

"If the two ships are from the same organization, they'll respond smilarly. If they don't, then another
player hasjoined the game." | wanted to pressure them and hope | learned that the two were together. If
they were, our pursuers may have figured out that Jack was likely to be here, but wed haveto live with
that problem, at least for now. It was better than having two different groups chasing us. "Accelerate
hard; let's not give them much timeto react.”

| watched on the digplay as our dot quickly closed the gap with the red one. It stayed where it was aswe
approached and then passed it.

The blue dot, however, raced for cover back behind the gate.
Great.

Two different organizations were after us. Reaching Gash and finding Jack without leading our pursuers
to him was getting harder and harder.

When I'd thought we'd be aone, searching Gash had been just amatter of time and fuel. Now, though, it
would require agreat dedl of effort to lose or confront our pursuers. Before we went to dl that trouble, |
needed to verify that Jack had definitely jumped there. The only place we could get that information was
the jump gate, and even there | couldn't be sure we'd succeed; the station agent was supposed to keep
al such data confidentid.

"Head back to the gate station and dock," | said. "I'm going aboard."



"Done," Lobo said.

"I have some additiond instructions and contingency plansto review with you both,” | said, "and I'm
going to need some supplies.”

"Expecting trouble?' Lobo said.

"No, just preparing in caseit comes.”

"What do you want meto do?' Maggie said.
"How good are you with wegpons?'

"Why do we need wegpons?'

"Because," | said, "we may haveto be persuasive.”

Chapter 15

Red people walked the red aides of the red gate station. As1'd assumed when I'd seen the spacesuited

figures painting the exterior, aGatist color ceremony was rolling through the sation like atida wave
across an idand. Apparently the EC was unwilling to risk the bad publicity it would receiveif it tried to
stop the paint-wid ding Gatists thronging the facility. The Frontier Codlition was the last government to
interferein one of these supposedly religious events, and it paid a steep price: The Gatists protested so
loudly on so many planets that the FC chose to declare a sector-wide color-ceremony day to appease
them rather than continue the fight.

Thewhole affair struck me as stupid. Evenif the Gatigts are right and the gates are God (or gods,
depending on which Gatist sect you ask), | couldn't seewhy a God would care at al if we painted
oursalvesto resembleit.

To befair to the Gatits, though, the ceremony was both artigticaly interesting and non-destructive. They
swarmed a gtation insde and out en masse, thousands of them arriving Smultaneoudly and spreading with
military precison acrossthe entire facility and every willing ship docked there. I'd given them permission
to paint Lobo, in part not to stand out and in part because it annoyed him so much it wasfunto do. The
swarm of Gatists colored every surface of every thing and every willing person the exact hue of the gate,
and they were fast painters. In amatter of hours, the gate color sparkled everywhere. They persuaded a
surprisingly large number of people to participate, so that amost everyone who vidited a station during
one of these ceremonies ended up joining the color wash. Government officias ressted initidly, but the
Gatists were so annoying that ultimately the bureaucrats succumbed and it became standard policy for
them to accept the paint. The Gatists rewarded the compliant by using temporary coatings that over the
course of afew days turned transparent, peeled off, and either evaporated or, in space, floated away.
They even cleaned after themsalves, using fine-mesh collectorsto gather the externd debrisand cleansing
the sation'sair filters of dl paint resdue.

Wherever there's a ceremony, theresinevitably a party, of course, and when aparty grows large enough,
merchants seize the opportunity to hawk their goods. Reveders, Gatists and non-believers dike, drank
and ate and browsed the gate-colored wares of gate-colored vendors who sprouted in the halls and
public rooms and sometimes even the private chambers of the stations. Many sdllers used the eventsto
close out items that were once available only in less popular colors, because of course you had no way to
know the true color of anything you bought.
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Never onesto misstax opportunities, the government agents quickly produced schedules of feesand
taxes and licenses, opened more rooms to the revelers, rented private suites by the hour to particularly
amorous partiers, and sold sponsorshipsto loca conglomerates. The Gatistsinitialy protested the crass
commercidization of their deeply religious ceremonies, but their furor abated when the gate staff cut in
them for a percentage of the action.

| went straight to the Gatist team stationed at my entry lock and told them to have at it. | even stripped,; |
wanted to blend aswell as possible with everyone else. They crammed filtersin my nogtrilsand ears, then
stuck me under a portable shower and turned mered. | wouldn't let go of either of my gunsor my wallet
until I could see again, at which point they finished painting the parts of my hands, wallet, and wegpons
that had been in contact with each other and sent me on my way.

| verified that everything was till present and, asbest | could, that the guns appeared to work, then
walked into the screaming redness of the tation hallways. The fluorescent chips the Gatists had blended
into the paint twinkled and sparkled in the station lights like the faint beginnings of flareson ared sun. All
around me swirled the sounds of commerce and partying: heated debates and shrieking laughter and
hushed tones hinting at rendezvousin progress and those yet to come. Rich smellsthickened the air: the
swest of too many bodiesin too small aspace, the enticing aromas of meat and vegetables cooking on
portable grills, the dmost imperceptible yet powerful odors of cosmetics and pheromone enhancers
fighting for dominance, and, underlying it al, the dight but noticeable tang of the Gatist paint.

| tucked my weaponsinsde my shirt and waded dowly through the churning sea of bodies. Pickpockets
working the aides patted me down as | moved, apparently so unconcerned about detection that they
abandoned any pretense of subtlety. They kept hacker partners close at hand in the hopes that the
walletsthey were stedling used old, weak encryption. | wasn't stupid enough to keep my wallet or
wegpons anywhere they could easily reach, so a onelevd | had nothing to lose, but the casud openness
with which they worked the crowd offended me.

| knew | should focus on finding the gate agent, but after the fourth hand stroked my pants pockets, |
couldn't take any more. Each touch was aviolation, and | can stand only so many. | dowed my pace,
and when the fifth hand touched me | grabbed it with my right and pulled the owner close enough that |
could seethe dight fear in his eyes even as he reached for awegpon. | gripped histhroat with my left
hand, squeezed, and shook my head. | pulled him closg, asif to kissan old friend in greeting, and
whispered into hisear.

"Move your hand one more centimeter toward whatever you're trying to reach, and I'll break your neck.
Understand?' | leaned back to gauge hisreaction.

Helifted hishand clear of hisbody and blinked a me, unable to speak.
| released hisleft hand. " Scratch your face if you understand me and agreeto behave,” | said.
Hedid, hiseyesill blinking from nerves.

"I'm not out to save everyone," | said. "l don't have the time. So, do whatever you want to the rest of the
crowd." | squeezed histhroat alittle tighter, and his face reddened. “Touch me again, however, and |
won't be so gentle. Spread the word. Okay?'

He scratched hisface madly.
| released his neck.

He backed dowly into the crowd, his eyes never leaving me, until he was agood five meters away. Then



he turned and ran as quickly asthe crowd permitted. | stayed where| was, watching him, the people
flowing around me, until he was out of sight. Pickpockets rarely worked solo in confined spaceslike the
station, so | was confident he'd spread the word as efficiently as any corporate data-aert blast.

The wall-mounted station legends were hard to read in uniform red, people stood where the holo maps
normally played, and the din was so loud that the low-end directiona Als couldn't hear to answer
questions, so | either had to interrogate the machines directly or find aguard. The space was so loud that
| doubted my ability to converse without distraction with the machines, and | aso wanted to get asense
of the qudity of the security staff, so | opted to approach the guards. Thefirst one | spotted was holding
open asarvice closet door and negotiating intently with awoman wearing only red paint and earrings the
shape of Gash's gate, so | gave him apass. The next was happily painting a nude young Gatist who was
holding aloft aminiature gate, so | moved on. At least most of the guards weren't going to be problems.

Thethird one | encountered was standing in front of adoor, dmost asif he were working, though hed
leaned his stun rifle againgt the doorway and was munching on a skewer of red mest.

"Who'sthe station manager?' | said. "And wherecan | find him?”
He stopped chewing and stared at me over the empty end of the stick of meat. "What do you need?!

"These Gatigts and their mess have mucked up my schedule, and I've got freight to move. | want to lodge
aprotest.” Hedidn't respond. Instead, he stared at me, and took another bite of the mesat. "Fine," | said,
"if you don't want to tell me hisname and how to find him, I'll give you the details and you can relay them.
| know you carry atermind; let's Sit down together and go over al my issues. It shouldn't take more than
an hour to discuss everything.”

He swallowed and shook hishead. "Carne, Lem Carne, isthe agent. It's not like helll do anything to help
you, though." Before | could say another word, he tilted his head toward the right and continued, "Down
about a hundred meters to the second corridor, take aright, third door on your right. Knock yourself

He bit into the meat again, tore off another chunk, and looked away as he chewed.

| followed his directions and stopped at the end of the halway when | spotted asingle guard standing in
front of the door to Carne's office. The party here was asloud and crowded asin every other corridor,
but this guard, though red like everyone el se, scanned the crowd continuoudly and stood dert.

| hunched my shoulders, bent my knees, and weaved toward him, bouncing off revelersand Gatists dlike
as| moved. | hedd my stomach asif | were about to be sick, both hands wrapped around my middle and
one clutching the end of atrank gun. | ricocheted off awoman hawking religious charms she swore sheld
made hersdf from flecks of paint that had floated in space by the gates, grabbed my mouth with my free
hand, and bumped into the guard.

"Canyou hedp me?' | said, leaning on him unsteadily. "I'm gonnabe sick.”

He put both hands on my shoulders to shove me away. When | fet them touch me, | pushed up and into
him, crushing him againg the wall and pinning his hands momentarily againgt me. At the sametime, |
straightened, pulled out the gun, and rammed it under histhroat. | reached behind him with my left hand
and steadied him. No one el se could see the gun; to anyone watching the scene, the guard was Ssmply
hel ping another poor fool who couldn't handle his party drugs of choice.

| leaned close enough to the guy's right ear that he could hear me when | whispered, "When | say the
word, you open the door and back in. Move before | tell you, move anything other than your right hand,



or do anything else, and I'll shoot you. Understand?’
He nodded briefly, then stopped.

"Nodding isokay,” | said, "and soistaking."

He nodded again and quietly said, "I understand.”
"How many ingde?'

"Jug him."

"es"

"Right hand only, niceand dow: openit.”

| leaned dightly back so | could watch hiseyes, and | pushed up on the gun so it dug deeper into his
neck.

Hisright hand drifted dowly downward asif Snking in avery sdty ocean. Heran it over the recognition
plate, and the door snicked open.

The guard sumbled for amoment, but | used my left hand on his neck to redirect his momentum and spin
him around. | followed him into the room, keeping him between me and the unknown and therefore
potentially dangerous space ahead. | held him in front of me as the door closed behind us.

| scanned the area quickly.

If Carne had an office, it was hiding somewhere, because what | was staring a was a game museum, not
aplace of work—and a museum held managed to convince the Gatists to leave alone. Models of
gpaceships, submersibles, assault vehicles of dl classes, ancient helicopters and airplanes, land-based
tanks, and even covered wagons and chariots hung from al over the ceiling on meter-long wires. If the
room hadn't been over four meterstal, I'd never have been able to stand up straight init. All the models
were moving, eech in aroughly half-meter sphere, toysflying up and down, diving and surfacing, rolling
back and forth oninvisible streets of air, and never dtting till. Even though | knew they were above me, |
couldn't escape the sensation of being agiant in danger of imminent attack from heavily armed Lilliputian
forces.

Carne had clearly been assembling his collection for along time, because the office was easly threetimes
the size of any station agent's 'd ever seen. About twenty meters wide by ten deep, it wasabig
space—hut not big enough. Shelvesfull of games and toys of al sortslined thewalls. | spotted playing
cards, brightly colored boxes| didn't recognize, figurinesin ahuge variety of costumes, and on and on.
He'd packed freestanding gaming machines so closely that they formed corridors that wove drunkenly
around the room asif placed randomly by aliquor vendor at the end of atwo-day binge. Holo combat
units stood side by side with ancient video games—either they were reproductions, or gate bribes had
goneway, way up in thelast few years—and they were dl active, their demos chattering for attention.
Hed set their volume level sto low, but even so the cumulative effect was disorienting, asif 1'd wandered
into dozens of smultaneous whispered conversations.

A man appeared at the end of a corridor to my right and walked toward us. In hisright hand he carried a
small, green figurine that appeared to be asoldier. Itsright arm gripped the smallest finger on his|eft
hand, and he was moving itslittle arm up and down, glee fighting with annoyance in hisexpresson. "I've



told you not to enter without my permission,” he said, never even looking up.

"Mr. Carne," the guard began, but I cut him off by grabbing his mouth and shooting atrank round into his
leg. Hewent dack. | let him drop and turned the weapon on Carne.

"| thought we had negotiated successfully with the Gatists," Carne said, till not noticing me, "so | don't
understand why you're disturbing me.”

"I need information,” | said, "and | believe you can help me."

Carne stopped, looked up, and straightened. He ceased playing with the toy, though he kept both hands
onit, and it maintained its hold on hisfinger. About athird of ameter shorter than |, with adight build
and closely cropped blond hair, he was a small man who looked incapable of violence and yet appeared
completely undisturbed by the sight of anearly two-meter-tdl, angry, completely red lant pointing a
gun & him. | had to give him credit for poise.

He blinked afew times, his expression unchanging, and spoke. "We maintain avariety of data kiosksfor
the very purpose of providing information to our vistors. Fed freeto use them.”

"I doubt those kiosks maintain jump records.”
"Of coursenat," hesaid. "Thoselogs are confidentid.”

"Yes" | said, "but asthe gate agent in charge you can accessthem.” He nodded dightly in agreement but
said nothing, so | continued. "In my experience, that accessis sometimes available for the agent's close
friends." | kept the gun trained on him with my right hand and showed him my wallet with my left. "I can
be agood friend.”

"I'm afraid | amply don't understand,” he said, "'so perhaps you should leave.”
"You didn't accumulate dl of these toys on your saary. | could help you add to the collection.”

"Y ou've assaulted my guard and violated my space. Now, you're attempting to bribe me. I'd prefer to
save mysdlf thetrouble of ordering your arrest, but if you persst I'll summon the security team.”

| hate games. I'd tried to play nicely, because gate agents are rarely comfortable with a direct approach,
but enough was enough. | stepped to my left, put my arm on ashelf of toysjust below my shoulders, and
swept dl thetoys| could reach into the air.

He gasped and dove for them asthey fell. | dmost shot him by reflex but stopped myself and shoved him
backward. He sprawled onto the floor.

| pulled the other gun, a pulse wegpon, from within my shirt. "Before help can arrive” | said, "'l will either
turn thisroom into rubble or pay you afair rate for one piece of information." He stared at me asif trying
to read my mind. Without looking away, | lifted my left leg and ssomped the nearest toy, asmall blond
femaefigure with abody even more lush than Maggies.

He held up his hands, the green figure dangling from his pinky, and shrieked, "Enough! Do you have any
ideawhat that doll cost me? It was a museum-quality replica, the closest thing I've seen to an Earth
origind."

| raised my foot again and positioned it over another one, a mae figure about the same size asthe femae
but with far lower qudity hair.



"Okay, okay," he said. "What do you need?'
| put away the pulse gun, opened my wallet, and thumbed up a picture of Jack.
"Thisman, Jack Gridiz: did he jump here, and when did he jump away?"

Carne stood and went to adesk in the far right corner of the room. | followed him the whole way,
through three twisting rows of game machines, and waited while he checked. The display shimmered
above the work surface and murmured at him. "Gridiz did arrive here" he said, "but he never jumped
away. He came on acommercid transport, alittle gate-jumper from Mund, but he's not in the station,
and that ship has come and gone severa times since hisarrival.” Helooked up a me. "Either he'still on
Gash, or he arranged for someone to smuggle him off-planet and beat our scans. We have clean records
of everything that's passed through herein the last few days, so | believe he's till on Gash.”

| nodded, in part pleased, because I'd correctly guessed what Jack would do, but in part annoyed,
because now | had to figure out how to shake not one but two tails.

"Y ou mentioned payment,” he said. "1 would appreciate assistance with the repairs I'll haveto
commisson.”

| opened my wallet and thumbed up twenty percent more than the typica agent bribe. | showed him the
display and said, "Provided, of course, that you delete that information and we agree there's no need to
involve security.”

He amiled, spoke briefly to the diplay, and the data disappeared. "What information?' he said. "Asfor
security, why would | bother them just to report an accident that occurred whilel was showing afriend
my collection? Unless, of course," he pointed to the unconscious guard, "that man has suffered permanent
damage; then we might have a problem.”

"The guard will wake up sore but otherwisefing" | said.

"Then I'll get busy cleaning up,” he said, "as soon as you're on your way." He motioned dightly toward
my walet with his hand, findly noticing thetoy dangling from hisfinger and pulling the little green man
closer to hisbody. | transmitted the money.

Hisdisplay chirped.

Heled meto the front of his office and was carefully replacing the toys on the shelf when | walked out
the door.

The color wash was il in full swing, so | leaned for amoment againgt the wal and subvocaized to
Lobo. "Did you get dl that?

"Of course" Lobo said. ™Y ou're tranamitting continuoudy through multiple normal channelsaswell asin
stored pulses at short, random intervas viathe backup activefiber in your shirt.”

"Just making sure everything isworking,” | said. "Y ou're annoyed that | was right about where Jack
went."

"That oneillogica human can predict the poor choices of another is something that shouldn't surprise me,”
Lobo said. "ETA at thelock?!

| evaluated the thickness of the crowd milling inthe aide. "Give meten minutes” | said. "'I'm heading back
asdirectly as| can under the circumstances.”



"If | breathed, I'm sure | would hold it in anticipation of your return,” he said.
Y eah, hewas gtill mad at mefor being right.

| stepped into the crowd and worked my way dowly toward the corner. | didn't want to hurt anyone, but
the combination of the close quarters and the sheer number of peopl e touching me made sdlf-control
difficult. | worked at breathing calmly and finaly ducked behind two women sharing akisswith aman
and turned the corner. The crowd was no better here, but at least | was one corridor closer to my godl. |
rested againgt the wal, enjoying thetiny bit of space that was for the moment mine aone, and then
plunged back into the throng.

| managed three steps forward before adoor whisked open on my left and two uniformed and unpainted
guards stepped out, one in front of me and onein back. A third remained in the doorway. Thewomanin
front of me pointed a pulse gun at my stomach and stayed well out of reach. The crowd swirled on the
other side of the guards, but we existed for afew secondsin our own oasis, beyond the reach of the
red-painted partiers just when | would have welcomed the chance to lose mysdlf among them. | saw no
way out that didn't involve doing alot of damage to my three captors and risking alot of pain mysdif.

"Follow the man behind you," she said, "and go back the way you came.

"Y ou have an gppointment.”

Chapter 16

T hey led me back to Carne's office, one ahead of me, one behind, the woman with the gun to my left,

cutting me off from the crowd, and the corridor wall to my right. Aswe walked, random Gatists painted
her back and hair, but she ignored them and stayed focused on me. When we reached Carne's office, the
man ahead of metriggered the door, and we moved in our formation ingde,

Carne had apparently decided to take my money and betray me. I'd find away to pay him back. |
looked for him, but he was nowherein sght.

"Where's Carne?' | said.

A smdl smile crossed the woman's face, but neither she nor the other guards replied. She smply
motioned me forward and into the leftmost aide of toys. The men stayed behind, one moving to the
room's door and the other remaining at the end of our aide; they were pros making sure they'd have
multiple clean shotsa meif | bolted.

The aide meandered to the front wall and then left until it ended at a door that snicked open as| came
within ameter of it.

The room on the other side was as much about business as Carne's was about obsession. A plain metal
desk faced me. Displaysflickered aboveit, so much data dancing on them that | couldn't see Carne's
face through them. Two office chairs sat on my side of the desk. Guardsin EC security uniforms stood at
attention in three corners of the room; my escort stopped and snapped to attention in the corner nearest
the door. Thewall to my right was a huge window display facing the jump gate; init | watched asa
freighter emerged from an aperture into this system. A short but wide tree grew from a planter beneath
the viewport and spread along the width of it. Purple blossoms with yellow and white central tendrils
adorned the tips of most of the small tree's branches.

No one spoke.
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| enjoyed the view. No good comes of offering information in situations like this one.

| rubbed my somach asif hungry, triggering the emergency signd in the pulse transmission system in the
fiber. Lobo would have heard the earlier conversation, but now he'd also know | considered mysdlf to be
introuble. HeEd stop using norma channels and dert Maggie, who should aready have thisinformation if
shewas doing her job. | hadn't spotted her, which was good if she was blending well but bad if she had
lost me. Either way, with Lobo's help sheld now know exactly where | was. | was confident even the
best EC systems would have no chance to break our encryption in thetime | was here, but if they were
scanning for signals, | wanted them to believe | was aone. People are often more talkative when they
think you're hepless.

The desk displaysflicked off, and awoman stood from behind the desk. She wore no uniform, only
standard business degant. She glowed with the unnatura beauty of executive style. Perfectly white hair
beautifully contrasted with skin the color of rich, wet soil. Her mods hadn't extended to height, so |
towered over her, but she clearly was used to that position and didn't care at dl about it.

"Please st, Mr. Moore," she said.
| did. Sodid she. | hated that she dready knew my name, but it was aso no surprise.
Her chair lifted dowly until we were eye to eye across the desk.

"From what |'ve gathered of your background,” she said, "and that isn't asmuch as1'd like—" she
paused, but when | didn't speak, she continued, "—you're likely to be more than a bit annoyed at Carne,
and that annoyance could cause ustrouble later. So, let me save you sometime: he'snot involved in this,
and he doesn't know you're here.”

"It'shisstation,” | said.
Shelaughed, arich, throaty laugh that was charming and sounded genuine. | let mysdf smilewith her.

"Oh, no," shesaid. "It's our station. He smply works here. He wouldn't even be doing that, and we
wouldn't have to put up with—" she waved her hand asif to take in the giant room of toys on the other
Sdeof thedoor "—all that, wereit not for hisfather, arather influentia colleague of mine."

She pulled aglass from ashelf somewhere below the desk and took a sip. " Something to drink?!
| shook my head. If they were going to drug me, I'd at least make them work to do it.

"Then to business. I'm AlexandraMidon, but you can call me Sasha; | trust were going to be friends. Do
youmindif | cal you Jon?'

| shrugged.

She continued, unfazed by my rudeness. "'I'm the Expansion Coalition's councilor in charge of planetary
government relationships for this sector. All the worlds you've been visiting on your frequent jumps are

part of my territory."

She amiled again, enjoying hinting at the depth of their knowledge about me. | tried to show nothing, but
some of my growing impatience and annoyance must have been obvious.

"Disengaging from dock,” Lobo said viaaburst that the shirt's comm unit relayed to me over the machine
frequency. Her sensors might be able to decrypt the short data spike, but doing so would take time.



"Of course we've been tracking you, Jon," Midon said. ™Y ou've been spending way too much time with
groups on our watch list for us not to notice you. We particularly enjoyed the way you escaped from the
Followerson Mund."

| questioned again the wisdom of not having immediately jumped away from this entire sector, but then |
reminded mysdlf of Manu.

"Infact, Jon, the Followers are what bring us together today. I'd like to understand what you were doing
withthem."

"Nothing at al,” | said. "l was providing transportation for afriend. If you've checked my background,
you know I'm acourier.”

"Moving into first position,” Lobo said.

"And quite afull-service oneindeed," Midon said, laughing again. "Few couriers are o heavily armed.”
She sipped once more from her glass. "And speaking of arms, though we know you have clean title to
that PCAV, | have to wonder if you've been doing any trading with the Followers. Some data we bought
from the Frontier Codlition suggests you had some past unpleasant interactions with an arms degler
there”

She paused, again giving me achance to spesk.

| thought of Osterlad, the man who'd said he'd sell me Lobo's central weapons complex and who instead
ambushed me. I'd ended up killing both him and one of his lieutenants, the lieutenant directly and him
indirectly. | regretted the acts, but they'd each given me no option other than dying mysdlf, and | won't do
that without afight.

When | didn't speak, shewent on. "The FC execs were happy enough with you—apparently you helped
them with a corporate relationship problem—that they didn't bother to look further into the matter. Now,
though, your actions suggest you might be entering that business again, thistime with Dougat and the
Followers."

"I've never traded in weapons,” | said, and that was technically true, though I'd worked cons that
involved such trades and at times belonged to groups that trafficked in certain classes of arms, though
awaysfor specific, good causes. "I'm certainly not doing that—or anything e se—with the Followers."

She studied mefor afew quiet seconds. "'l of course can't tell if you're being truthful, not here anyway.
We could go that route—we have people who could tell, who could defest any type of resistance training
you might have taken, though the process would be very unpleasant and time-consuming—but 1'd rather
not. So, please be honest, and this can end well for usall.”

"First contact complete,” Lobo said.
Midon came around the desk, stood in front of me, and leaned back againgt it.

The woman guard stayed at the door, but the others al moved closer. Midon might like pretending to be
intimate, but they knew therisk of her being too close to me and were doing dl they could to minimizeit.

"Why did your friend need help?'
| saw no reason in not giving her most of the truth, certainly the parts she could find on her own.

"He was taking care of aboy, aboy Dougat wanted to interview. | was there to protect both the child



and my friend, in case something went wrong. Something did, so | helped them escape.”

Her eyeswidened, and for the first time she appeared to be surprised. She leaned forward with
excitement. " So the stories of the boy psychic aretrue?' she said.

| forced alaugh as| struggled to come up with an angle that would fit the facts but not expose Manu.
"Hardly," | said, trying to think as Jack would as | shaped the story | was cresting, "though I'm sure
Dougat believed that he was. My friend was in money trouble and was working acon. | wasjust hired
muscle”

"If your friend needed money, how could he afford to pay you?'

Where are the stupid bureaucrats when you need one? Not at the top of an entire sector of amajor
codition, | reminded mysdlf. "He couldn't. | wasn't doing anything special, so | went in for a piece of the
action.”

"Our surveillance shows your PCAV escaping the Indtitute, so you upheld your end of the bargain,” she
sad. "Welost your ship for atime; nicework."

| nodded at the compliment. "Of course | got them out,” | said. "I told them | would.” Findly, achanceto
say something completely truthful.

"| takeit your friend didn't pay you, however," she said, "or you wouldn't still be chasing him.”
"I'm not chasing anyone,” | said.

Shelaughed, but thistime she was faking the humor, and nothing in her tone was pleasant. "I'm being
polite," she said, "and I'm interrogating you gently—as I'm sure you'll agree. I'm aso not insulting you. I'd
appreciate the same behavior from you. Do | have to remind you again that there are other wayswe
could do this?

"What do you want from me?" | said, ignoring the threat. "Y es, you're being polite, but you're aso hiding
your mativation. That behavior doesn't exactly encourage open discussion.”

"Moving to second position,” Lobo said.

Midon chuckled once more, thistime with genuine humor. "Fair point, Jon, fair point. Still, given the
circumgtances—" she waved her arm dowly to takein dl the guards"—I think it's only reasonable that
you give before you get. So, let'sreturn to the question of why you're chasing your friend. I'll even
provide you with some context to help you understand the situation. | wanted this conversation enough
that | stationed ships at every jump destination in this sector. From the data many of them relayed, you
weretrying out multiple planets, so you were looking for something or someone. Y ou noticed our
surveillance, but you didn't keep on jumping until you werefar away. To stay in this sector in the face of
forcesthat large, you needed a very strong motivation. In my experience, only money and power push a
person to take that level of risk.”

And sex and friendship and anger and above al ese, love and honor and loyalty, but she seemed
obliviousto al of those. Not a surprise from a career EC exec.

"S0," shesaid, "l repeet: your friend didn't pay you?'

| let out along, dow breath and nodded again, asif rductantly giving in. "No, he didn't. Heowesme a
lot, and I'd like the money."



She amiled. "Now were taking openly; excellent. Because we are, let me repeat my earlier question, in
case you might have forgotten something before: are you involved in any way in armstrading with the
Followers?'

"Second contact complete,” Lobo said.

| stared &t her in frudtration. "I've explained why | was at the Followers Ingtitute. Y ou saw my ship
escape fromiit. 1t should be obviousthat I'm not working with them; if | were, | would have left my friend
and the boy with them. What are you redlly after?”

"At the same time you began gassing the Indtitute grounds, a mysterious explosion occurred in Dougat's
warehouse, a place we've been wondering about but have been unableto legally enter. That blast
distracted theloca police, who were then late to the Ingtitute. The coincidenceishard to believe.”

Thismight not work out badly after al. Midon and the EC were worried about the Followers. The

Followers were after Manu and so were still my problem. Chaplat was aso chasing me. Either hiscrew
or some of the Followers had to be in the second ship that had tailed the EC craft that followed us away
from the gate. If | could get the EC to take down either or both of those groups, my life would improve.

"Jon?' shesad. "Careto comment?"

"Causing an explosion on someone el se's private property would beacrime,” | said, "and the EC
prosecutes crimes.”

"Your wallet."
| took it from my pocket—carefully and dowly—and thumbed it open. | set it to receive and quarantine.
She tapped on the desk, and a contract appeared onit.

Thewadlet'slega software studied and summarized the text sheldd sent. In every way my software could
tell—and my wallet's software wasn't any off-the-shelf stuff; it had every tweak and customization Lobo
could squeeze into it—the EC had given meimmunity for everything | said in thisroom. Perfect.

| put away my wallet and looked directly at her.

"| entered the warehouse and set the chargesin case | needed a distraction. What should matter to you
are the wegponsin the hidden basement area.” | ran down for her everything I'd seen. | aso reviewed my
encounter with Chaplat, but | added a few important details that would, | hoped, get the EC to help me
without meaning to do so. "' Chaplat snagged me because he was watching the warehouse for the
Followers. Helet me go only because | came out empty-handed. Fortunately for me, when Dougat's
team searched the building after Chaplat told them I'd been insde it, they looked everywhere but up, so
they missed the charges | stuck inthe celling.” | leaned back and shrugged. "That'sal of it."

"Moving to third position and maintaining contacts,” Lobo said.
Midon stayed quiet for afew moments. | waited in sllence with her.

Findly, she sad, "Which of those groups was following the ship we had watching you here? One of them
isunhappy with you."

| chuckled. "Both of them, probably. | don't, though, know whose vessdl it was. Why don't you detain it
and find out?'



"Y ou cannot possibly be as stupid asthat question suggests,” she said. "Certainly, if you are, | have no
usefor you."

"Y ou can't risk arresting any of the Followers until you can catch them in something serious, say trading
ams”

"Better," shesaid.
"Because of the bad publicity from attacking afast-growing cult?'
"A little, but only alittle.

| leaned back and considered the Situation again. "'Y oure worried that if you move at the wrong time,
they'll go to ground and you won't get their wegpons.”

She nodded.
"Maggiein postion,” Lobo said.

Damn. | didn't want Maggie to come in now; thiswas working out well. | coughed and rubbed my hand
across my stomach as| put it back in my lap. | hoped Maggie wasn't dready committed.

"What | don't understand,” | said, "iswhy you care so much about the stash | saw. Sure, it was a pretty
good assortment, but nothing your troops couldn't handle.”

She frowned and shook her head. "We used your little explosion as an excuse to send the policeinto the
warehouse to find out what was there. The basement room was open, but it was empty. No weagpons.”
She sared intently at me.

It took me afew seconds, but then | saw her reasoning. "Y ou think | warned them to move the stock?"
"Why would 1?1 told you: | went there only to set up adiverson.”
"Maggie approaching,” Lobo said.

| needed her to stay away, but | couldn't risk repeating the ssomach rubbing. | had to concentrate on
Midon. "Besides, as| told you, though they had alot of weapons, the stockpile wasn't enough to cause
you serious problems.”

"Maybe the ones you saw werent."

| finally understood. "Y ou think they have more weapons, alot more, enough to stage some mgjor
action.”

"Werefairly certain of that," she said. "What intelligence we can gather suggeststhey're planning
something big, maybe an attack to hijack some commercia-grade ships, maybe a coup on one of the
newer planets—maybe even here on Gash—to give them an operating base they control. Whatever
they're planning, we don't want it."

| could have countered my earlier story and told her the truth, that Chaplat had no redl relationship with
the Followers, but | couldn't go back now. "So you want me to help you find the weapons.”

"Incoming,” Lobo said.



Midon nodded and opened her mouth to speak as a section of the door toppled inward.

Maggie, pulserifle drawn, burst into the room. The faling metal knocked the femae guard againgt the
window; Maggie finished thejob by kicking her in the head. Painted red, her hair in pigtails now the color
of the Gash's gate, even her rifle crimson, Maggie resembled an attacking demon. She turned the wespon
on Midon, but then she noticed the other three guards had dl targeted her.

| dowly raised my hands, pdmsfacing Midon. "Let'sdl stay cdm,” | said. "My friend thought | wasin
trouble”

"You areintrouble,” Midon said, "and now, soisshe." Shelooked at Maggie. ""Put down the wegpon.”
"Jon?' Maggie said.

"Sasha," | said, "we can finish our business without anyone getting hurt. Y ou want meto help you catch
the Followers and seize their weapons; |et'stak about the best way to do that.”

"And we want the boy psychic," she said, her eyes not straying from Maggie.

| couldn't alow that, but | aso couldn't et her know how | felt. "What are you willing to pay mefor all
thiswork?"

"Jon, you said—" Maggie began.
| cut her off with a glance and the words, " Shut up!"

Midon findly looked back a me. "Is your inept associate upset at the thought of you working for us?*
shesaid. "I'm sorry to hear that. | was going to offer you alittle money and a chance to walk away free.
Now, you get nothing except your life and hers, assuming you succeed. Shelll remain as our guest, of
course, until you do."

I'd stayed reasonably calm so far, which was hard enough when | was the only one under attack. Now,
Midon was threatening Maggie, and | could not allow that. | could try to distract them long enough to
create nanoclouds that would break down their wegpons, but | didn't have that much time. Doing that
would aso let everyone in this room learn way too much about me. | could hope for the time to have the
nanocloudskill al of them except Maggie, but then shed know the truth about me. | won't let anyone
know what happened to me on Aggro. | won't end up in atest lab again.

"I'mwilling to talk business" | said, the anger growing in me, "but making threatsis not awise choice."

"We'redone," Midon said. "Y ou know what | want. Go get it." She turned away from me and flicked her
wrigt in Maggiesdirection. " Guards."

Lobo had been right that he might prove to be my best option. | rubbed my stomach again as| was
standing and, just to be safe, subvocalized, "L obo, you'reon.”

"Moving," Lobo sad.

| looked at the two guards who were converging on Maggie. ™Y ou two will stop, or you won' live to
regret the mistake."

Midon turned back to me. "What in the—"

| interrupted her. ™Y ou kidnapped me. | did nothing. Y ou threatened me. | tolerated it. Now, though,
you've gonetoo far." Themorel let out the anger, the more it took over. It lanced through my head and



my body. An acid taste burned in my mouth. A buzzing grew in my heaed. "L ook out the port.”

On cue, Lobo settled from above the gation into view, filling the entire display, becoming dl that we
could see. Staring at uswas afreshly red-painted PCAV bristling with visble wegpons: three sets of
missiles, pulse cannons, mine launchers, and much, much more. Metal arms extending from hissides
connected him to the station.

The cloth over my shoulders warmed as L obo activated the speakers there. The vibrations when he
gpoke might havetickled had | not been so focused and so furious.

"These people arewith me," he said. "Y ou are not. | suggest you let them go.”

Alwaysthe ham, though | agreed with his choice that hearing his voice might make clear to them that he
was an independent agent capable of action even if | was dead. Hisflair for drama cut through my fury
and camed me alittle—but only alittle.

"Idlethreats," Midon said. "Y ou know aswell as| do that if your ship fires even a single wegpon the gate
will destroy it."

"True," | said, "but when two things are connected, as your station and my ship now are, will the gate see
them as separate? Will the gate stop my ship from detonating the minesiit's attached to the station's hull ?
Areyou willing to bet your life that when my ship detonates those mines and firesall of its wegponsthe
gate will saveyou? | don't think anyone's ever tested a gate's ability to deal with two shipsthat are
connected to each other and thiscloseto it. My guessisthat well dl die.”

"Y ou would kill everyone on this ation, dl those innocent people, just to save the two of you?'
"Jon," Maggiesad, "no, it'snot worth it."

| wanted to tell her to be quiet, to control hersdlf, but | ignored her and focused entirely on Midon. | think
the real answer to her question was no. | hopeit was. | like to believe my anger doesn't rule me so
thoroughly. | redly do.

What | answered, though, waswhat | needed Midon to believe, and in that moment | did everything |
could to make it the truth insde me so she could not ignoreiit. | stared at her and said, "Y es. You would
be choosing it, not me. If you've checked out my background, if you know even afraction of what I've
seen and done, then you shouldn't have needed to ask.”

| leaned toward her until my face was within ten centimeters of hersand said again, "Yes."

| sat back inthe chair and crossed my legs.

"You decide," | said. "Do my associate and | wak out of here without any further trouble?”
| paused and stared for afew seconds directly into her eyes.

"Or dowedl die?!

Chapter 17

M idon stared & me asif trying to read my mind.

No one moved.
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| waited, looking at her but not seeing her, concentrating instead on remaining still, unchanging,
unwavering. The more | focused on the notion of ordering Lobo to fire and to detonate the mines, the
more reasonabl e the idea became. Midon wasn't going to let me go even after | completed her mission,
and therewas no way | was ever going to deliver Manu to her. Maggie and Lobo would die, but I'd
warned Maggie, and Lobo knew, asdl warriors do, that your time is bound to come eventualy. All the
other people on board were innocent, and I'd worked much of my lifeto avoid collateral damage, but it
had happened before and would happen again.

Besides, the anger told me, Midon deserved it. Sheld used one person too many; | would not be another
pawn for her.

Nor would | let my fury rule me, therationd part of me declared. The civilians on board this station were
not collatera damage; they were red people, people with families and lovers and friends and sorrows
and joys and places they needed to go and plans and futures and dl the other entanglements of even alife
aslonely asmy own. | never wanted to be one of those soulless husks who can look upon amap or a
cityscape or even an entire planet and see only numbers, not people.

No, I knew in my heart that | wouldn't doit. | shouldn't doit, and | wouldn't.

Fortunately, Midon must not have been able to read on my face any expresson of thisinterna discussion,
because she eventualy said, "Okay, Jon, you and your friend are freeto go.”

| stood. Part of me wanted to smile and say something clever in victory, but | was afraid I'd destroy this
momentary, fragile peace, so | remained slent.

"Beforeyou leave," shesaid, "could | interest you in the same task as abusiness ded, asyou'd previoudy
suggested? Y ou help us bust the Followers, you bring usthe boy, and we dl profit.”

We were returning to comfortable ground. Such an arrangement would certainly complicate matters and
put mein therisky position of owing something to amgor government, but it dso might give meaway to
digtract the Followers and Chaplat.

"Y ou mentioned 'alittle money' earlier,” | said. "I'm certainly not interested in alittle money.”
"Perhaps afinder'sfee” she said, "say five percent of theretail value of al the weaponsyou lead usto.”
"Jon," Maggiesaid.

| glanced at her again, shook my head dightly, and looked back at Midon. Evenif | wanted to do this
dedl—and | was by no means sure | did—I could never negotiate it with Maggie in the room. She was
too scared and too involved to stay quiet.

"I don't make significant commitments with wegpons pointed at me," | said. "I'll consider your offer back
inmy ship. | won't leave this system without | etting you know my decision.”

| turned and walked toward Maggie.

| heard Midon stand and knew without looking that she was furious. | had to hope the threat from Lobo
would continue to keep her under contral.

| knew how it would go if shelet her anger rule her. The guards would aim their weapons at my back.
Lobo would dert me. I'd dive for Maggie, turn, and fight them. Maybe I'd live, maybe | wouldn't, but I'd
strugglefor dl 1 wasworth. If | logt, Lobo would kill every last one of us.



My spinetingled with the sensation of being atarget, and adrendine coursed through me again, but |
made it to the door without incident, took Maggie in tow, and | ft.

* k * %

"Firgt, you nearly blow up the entire station and everyone on it! And now you're going to help those
people! What are you thinking?" Maggie had managed to stay quiet until we were safely insde Lobo and
floating in space afew thousand kilometers from the station, but since 1'd declared us safe she hadn't stop
ydling. "Y ou said you wanted to help Manu, and now you're willing to hand him over tothe EC! Asif
they would treat him with any more care than the Followers! Y ou're acting no better than any of them!™

| sat in sllencein the pilot's couch and waited for her to run down. Her inability to follow my ingtructions
had put us at risk on the station. Now, both her level of emotion and her lack of trust annoyed me further,
but | knew if | said anything I'd end up letting my anger show, and that wouldn't do either of us any good.
| needed timeto think, but | aso needed either to drop off Maggie or to win her support for whatever
path | chose.

So | listened and sat and waited.

"| could sedate her,” Lobo said in my head on our usud internd frequency. "1t might be good for her
health, and it would certainly result in amore pleasant environment.”

| shook my head dightly.

Unfortunately, Maggie spotted the motion. " So you think the EC would be better,” she said. "Well, let me
tell you about the EC—"

| waswrong to believe shed stop ranting anytime soon. "No, | dont," | said, cutting her off, "and if you
would please be quiet for afew minutes| could explain what's going on."

"l know what's going on."

"No, you dont, not dl of it anyway."
"Then enlighten me.”

“I'will, but only if youll listen."

"I'll ligten, but—"

| cut her off again. "No, you won't, not right now. Sit without speaking for two minutes, just two minutes,
and then I'll go over it. Y ou use thetimeto calm down; I'll useit to organize my thoughts. Dedl ?"

Thelook she gave me was enough to make me want to leave the room, but after a short pause she said,
"Ded.”

"Thank you," Lobo saidinmy ear. "l shdl enjoy thisinterlude.”

| ignored him, closed my eyes, swiveled away from her, and | et the stillness embrace me. Theingde of
Lobo smdled of nothing &t al, awel come change from the swest- and paint-soaked atmosphere of the
gtation. The temperature relaxed me, comfortably neither warm nor cool, and the air barely moved, Lobo
managing itsflow perfectly. | consdered the Stuation.

Chaplat was after Jack and the money Jack owed him. Chaplat was using me and wouldn't stop pushing
me until he got what he wanted.



Midon and the EC had the power to make my life difficult, maybe even imprison me, and no matter what
she said now, she'd keep coming after me until she got what she wanted. Once the guards leaked what
happened on the station, she'd lose so much face that sheld have to force me to help just to avoid being
embarrassed in front of her staff.

Dougat and the Followers were the scariest of the bunch, true believersdl, with greater resources than
I'd imagined and, if Midon was right, more weapons than the warehouse stash suggested. I'd seen
firsthand on Nanas Curse the kind of damage that heavily armed religious fanatics were capabl e of
inflicting, and | didn't want to be responsible, even indirectly, for |etting the Followers do that to the
people of any other world.

| could try running, of course, but Midon and the EC would amost certainly find me, and when they did,
| wouldn't enjoy the experience. The other two groups might also catch me.

Worg, if | ran | would be abandoning Jack and, more importantly, Manu. Chaplat didn't have any
interest in Manu, but heldd be willing to hurt the boy if he thought it would help his cause. Both the EC and
the Followers wanted very much to control Manu, and if either group caught him, held never be free

agan.

Jack might deserve whatever happened to him, but | couldn't abandon Manu to thet fate. At Sixteen, a
government had dropped me on anidand of discards, freaks they no longer wanted but didn't kill on the
off chance something useful might emerge from the colony they'd created. Without Benny, one of those
freaks and my first friend other than Jennie, | have no ideahow | would have survived there. Lessthan
two years later, when | was not yet eighteen, older than Manu but still within sight of hisage, | landed in
prison on Aggro.

No, | wasn't going to let that happen to Manu.

The whole mess also created an opportunity, becauise no one moves this many weapons, even if only
from adeder into government hands, without agreat deal of money moving in the air. Midon had offered
alittle, but | knew she could do better.

Three organizations, one vicious, one fanatic, and one bureaucratic, held Jack, Manu, and mein their
sghts.

A furious redhead dmaost my sze was attracting me one minute and hating me the next.
Money dangled in sight but out of my reach.
Lovdly.

But not impossible, | redized, asthe vague outline of aplan emerged. It wasn't agreet plan. It certainly
wasn't astraight plan; as1'd feared, Jack had managed to suck me back into running the con again. But,
it wasaplan. Moreor less.

"Ten seconds to two minutes,” Lobo said. "'l look forward to your performance.”
"Thanksfor the support,” | subvocdized.
| opened my eyes and spun the chair so | wasfacing Maggie.

"Thanksfor indulging me," | said. | didn't fed grateful, but | might need her for what was to come, and, to
befair, from her perspective | had to appear to be ajerk. | clearly couldn't trust her self-control, but |
did fed her intentions were good; in fact, the degreeto which | believed in her disturbed me. Most



importantly, regardiess of my feglings or hers, she could be an asset in working my way out of this
Stuation; I'd just have to manage her carefully. "1 know you care about Manu," | continued, "and | hope
you'l believethat | do, too. The Situation is extremely complicated, but | believe | now understand the
forces we have to balance to succeed.” | paused, but she didn't speak, which | took as proof of her
continued willingnessto listen. "'l haven't figured out everything, nor will | probably ever do so, becausein
thiskind of messimprovisation isusualy the name of the game. | believe, though, that | can plot asafe
passage out of it for al of us."

"That'sthe first decent thing I've heard from you in awhile," she said. "What's your idea?"

"Let mewak you through where we stand, and then | think you'll understand how difficult it isfor meto
do what | haveto do next."

She nodded agreement. "And then?'
"And then | go back to the station.”

* k% k% %

Midon greeted me without guards thistime. Carne'sinner office felt bigger without theminit. She sat
again behind the desk, but now she seemed farther away.

Lobo hovered just above itswindow display, as1'm sure she now knew. No point in not being prepared.

She wasted no time on pleasantries and started as soon as the room's door had closed behind me.
"Y ou've decided to take my offer.”

"No," | said, "but | think we can reach an accord.”
"Weweren't negotiating,” shesad. "l made an offer. Takeit or leaveit."

"Then | misunderstood.” | turned around and stepped toward the door. "Tell your colleagues | refused
your ultimatum.”

The door had opened before she spoke again. "1 meant only that previoudy we weren't negotiating,” she
sad. "I'm certainly willing to listen to aternativesif you'd like to propose some now.”

Bureaucrats: rather than risk honesty, they'll fall back on wordplay and rewritten history. | had to ignore
the games, however, and focus on my goals.

| faced her. "I'll do my best find away to," | paused, redizing her previousimmunity offer did not apply
now, "help you catch the Followersin an arms ded. Y ou mentioned alittle money in return; | suggest a
third of the value of the weapons, with aquarter million up front for expenses and your guarantee not to
interferewith my actionsin any way or even bevisbleuntil | cal you."

Shelaughed. "Y ou may be young, but you're not that young. Y ou have to know | could never even
remotely sdll that percentage to my colleagues. Seven percent, with a hundred thousand up front.”

I'd done enough work for other governments and corporations to have a sense of where thiswould end
up, and | wanted to get out of there, so | jJumped ahead afew steps.

"I haethisgame," | said, "and thisisn't thefirst timel've played it. Let's save sometime: the
quarter-million advance is non-negotiable, asis the requirement that the EC stay back. I'll do the rest for
ten percent of the weapons retail value." She started to speak, and | held up my hand. "Yes or no?"



She amiled. "Yes. That's acceptable, asfar asit goes.”

For asecond | chided mysdlf for not pushing for twelve and ahaf percent, because some governments
will go for that, but | shook off the impulse. | needed to find Jack before he skipped the system or went
deeply underground, so timewas not my friend. "Asfar asit goes?' | said.

"What about the boy?"

I'd prepared myself for this question so | wouldn't hesitate despite my distaste for the topic, and | didn'. |
ansvered immediaey and smoothly. " Another quarter million when | point him out to you or one of your
agents. You haveto retrieve him; | don't kidnap." Nor, | thought but did not say, would | give her the
chanceto set me up for kidnapping and still end up with the boy.

"Simply to point him out? Please, Jon, don't be greedy."

"To point him out, | haveto find him. If you could do it, you wouldn't need me. And, you did say hewas
psychic." | opened my wallet and thumbed active aquarantined reception area. "I'm ready to receive the
deposit as well as contact information for people who can reach you on dl the planetsin this sector. Do
we have aded?'

She sat in silence for dmost aminute, maybe trying to decide, maybe recelving data from her desk or
advisors; | couldn't tell. Findly, she said, "We do."

A display flickered to life above the desk, she mumbled briefly, and afew seconds later my wallet
glowed itsreceipt of the advance. | glanced at it; the software declared the contacts to be clean and sent
the money on itsway to aseries of banks in three different cities on Gash. While on Lobo, I'd taken the
timeto set up asmal string of accountsin EC-insured financid ingtitutions across the planet. My wadlet
was bouncing the money through afew of them. When it declared the transfers complete, | closed it.

"Onemorething,” shesaid.
| waited.

"The other ship that's chasing you isyour problem. If it'saFollowers vessdl and it attacks you, we may
be able to bring them down without your help. If we do, the advanceisal you get."

| wasn't happy being bait, but it didn't change anything. "Fine," | said. "I'll bein touch.”

| walked out before she could say anything. | hated the thought of trafficking in children, and now I'd
convinced the EC | would do just that. Even though | knew | wouldn't, | was till disgusted at myself.

| shook off the fedling and forced myself to do the necessary, not the desirable. Focus on the end. Find
Jack, find Manu and save him, and figure out the rest of thismess. | had alot to do, and much of it was
dill undear.

| did, though, know onething for certain.

It wastimeto go to Gash.

Chapter 18

W e hung in space five thousand kilometers above the center of the great desert of Gash as darkness
dowly crawled across the planet. The gigantic expanse of red sand that filled most of thisworld's only
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large continent sparkled in the last bright light of the day. To our right, the Six citiesthat dotted the
southeastern coast glowed softly asresidential and business lights turned on in preparation for the coming
evening. The snow-capped mountains that stood as guards between the sprawling desert and the urban
aress blazed with the perfect white light of unspoiled peaks. Way off to our |eft, barely visble on the
southwestern coast, was the single sma|l settlement there, Bonland, ahaven for those unwilling to coexist
with the bulk of the inhabitants of a planet founded and settled largely by outcasts no other place
wanted.

No government cared to try to tame these people. The EC and what passed for a planetary council on
Gash operated on an uneasy truce. The council paid aminimal yearly feeto the EC for gate services and
the promise of military aid should some outside force be both suicidal enough and lucky enough to attack
Gash and get past its disorganized but formidable defenses. The EC operated the gate station and made
sureit maintained a sizable defengve force only a couple of jumps awvay—but never in this system unless
the Gash council cdled for it.

Aside from those points of contact, the EC and Gash stayed away from each other. The EC had once
operated ahuge military base and munitions depot on the southern edge of Mazton, the planet's most
dangerous city and consequently the location where the EC most wanted a show of power. Asthe
world's population grew and the EC redized the resdents were going to ignoreit in the face of anything
lessthan afull-fledged war, the EC found it chegper to pull out and create the truce with the local council
than to continue to try to police the planet. No one on Gash had been willing to tackle the huge job of
maintaining the base after the EC had withdrawn everything right down to the service bots, and the EC
wasn't willing to sdll the facility at alow enough price to entice someone to accept the challenge of
remaking it, so nature was dowly crawling over the vast expanse of permacrete tarmac and buildings.

The six cities on Gash a0 boasted severd of the largest open-air markets I'd ever seen, with one, the
gprawling commercia zone on the southeastern corner of Nickres, actually visble from even our dtitude.
Nickres, the southernmost settlement, had fostered apalitical climate favorable to trade, and now its vast
market was the place to go for the strangest merchandise the planet had to offer, from racing vessalsto
extreme sports gear, and from tools to self-assembling housing units.

Its large percentage of poalitical and rdligious fanatics, outcasts, and fringe dwellers gave Gash the dubious
honor of being the best place within half a dozen jumpsto hold a serious argument on any aspect of
political theory, provided, of course, that you came to the discussion well armed. Gash juries had
acquitted more than one defendant of murder charges on the basis of excessively stupid political
provocation.

"Itsalovely place" Lobo said as he was concluding my briefing, "that feastures so many aspects of
humankind at itsfinest.”

"Jack isthere" | said, "so we have to assume Manu is, too, which means were going aswell. It's not my
ideaof avacation, but we have work to do."

"Whereto first?" Lobo said.
"What's hgppening with our friends?"

Wed stayed within the gate's sphere of influence so we could check on our pursuers while the gate
would still protect usfrom any attack. The EC ship that had followed us previoudy had started after us
and then quickly returned to the gate; Midon must have been abit dow in relaying her orders.

The second ship, the mystery follower, had unfortunately remained on our tail. It was sticking closeto the
gate right now, but it adjusted its position as necessary to keep usin the center of its scanning range.



"No change," Lobo said. "It moves aswe do."
"Milgpec?

"To the best of my ahility to tell from the dataavailable," Lobo said, "no. It appearsto be areasonably
conventionad commercid craft with some externa wegpon augmentations.”

"Canyou outrunit?'
"Unlessits drive mechanisms contain surprises, yes."
"Take usdown at norma speed,” | said, "and fly aong the coast dowly from south to north.”

"In progress,” Lobo said. We accelerated gently toward the southeastern tip of the continent. "Why did
you ask if | could outrun the other craft if you were going to tell meto go dowly?!

"Do you two dwaystak thisway?' Maggie sad.

I'd kept Lobo's briefing and the rest of conversation in normal audio so she could follow it, but now |
was regretting that choice. Though | had to admit it was afair question, | didn't need another person
picking a me.

"Badicdly, yes" | sad, "except when werein the middlie of an engagement. Y ou'll see animmediate
changeif we need to get serious.” | considered the question further. "1 blameit al on Lobo's emotive
logic programmers. They combined greet skill with aredly bad attitude.”

"May | point out—" Lobo said.

| cut him off. "Enough from both of us. Were going dowly so we can disguise our search for Jack's
transmitter. | want the people in that other ship to think we're trying to make them show themselves. It's
even acceptableif they figure out that we're searching. We just have to find Jack but not let our pursuers
know we did. So, well fly low enough that Lobo can scan the cities for asigna from Jack aswe pass
over them. | asked about speed in case the pursuers try something odd and we end up needing to run.”

"In scanning range of Nickres," Lobo said, apparently satisfied.

"Take usaong the coast,” | said. "Move as dowly as hecessary to alow the transmitter two iterations of
itsmax delay; | don't want to repesat this maneuver. Weave asif you're trying to see whether anyoneis
following us™

"How stupid would we have to be to check for them that way?' Lobo said. "All we need to do to spot
them ismaintain athree-sixty survelllance zone and correlate the movements of al nearby vessaswith
our flight path, as| did."

"Not al ships possess control systems of your intelligence,” | said.
"Nonedo," Lobo said, pride evident in hisvoice.

His comment surprised me, because though | knew Lobo was arrogant, he was also not given to errors
of fact. I'd assumed all PCAV Alsof agiven generation were roughly the same, and Lobo was a couple
of generations behind the state of the art. Newer ships should certainly be more capable. | wondered if
something was wrong, either with hislogic or hisemotional systems, or if Lobo redlly did possess secrets
| should know. | didn't want to pursue any of theseissuesin front of Maggie, however, so | pushed past
his comment to distract her.



Facing her, | said, "And more importantly, it's often hel pful if opponents underestimate us.”

"How do we know the ship following usisn't afriend, or maybe an EC escort? Y ou said Midon thinks
you'reworking for her."

"I am working for her," | said, "just not the way shethinks. It's unlikely the EC would put one ship on
every other world we entered and two here, and | believed her when she said she didn't know who was
following us. If it contained afriend, even Jack, it would have announced itself by now, because were far
enough away from the EC that it could shoot a pinpoint encrypted burst to us without attracting much
atention.”

| stared at the display in which Lobo showed the ship tracking us from farther out in space, not quite
following our path but always staying within the same narrow distance band fromus. "No," | sad, "it's
definitely keeping an eye on us, and we have to assumeit's not friendly.”

We crawled for amost ten minutes on a zigzag path that took us from south of the massve market on the
southeastern edge of the city to beyond its jagged northern boundary. Nickres, like the other citieson
Gash, sat like aragged drop of mixed paint in the middle of broad strokes of strong, pure colors. white
mountain tops to the west, rich green forest north and south, and athin strip of light gray sand giving way
to deep blue ocean on the east.

We intercepted nothing from Jack's transmitter. Jack might have removed it, of course, and it's dways
possible the device was mafunctioning or not strong enough to reach us, but until we'd exhausted the
possibility that it could lead usto him we had to keep trying.

We headed at the same leisurely pace and on asimilarly convoluted path up the coast.

Our shadow stayed with us, no longer trying to match our course but instead moving dowly dong the
sraight line that ran through the center of our meandering route. It didn't close the gap between us, so at
least at this point it was more interested in monitoring us than catching or atacking us.

After thefirst five minutes, | sat in the pilot's couch, closed my eyes, and went inside mysdif, partly
becauseit's dways a good ideato rest when you can and partly to avoid Maggie's questions. If | gave
her the chance, shed quite reasonably ask what we'd do if found Jack viathe transmitter, what we'd do if
we didn't, how we'd handle each and every contingency. She wanted to help, so she wanted to
understand, but | had no answersfor her. | didn't even believe it was smart to try to formulate answers
yet, because a this stage, when we knew nothing for certain about Jack's location, any answers |

reached would be preconceptions that could limit our thinking and lower our probability of success. We
had to find him, then react to hislocation. When you're on the sharp end of any action, even a seemingly
smple search, you have to improvise and respond to local data more than the mission planners ever
anticipated.

The only people who believe in perfect plansin complex situations are those who've never had to execute
those plans.

On apass above the heart of Mazton, Lobo announced, "Signal received. Jack's transmitter is here.”

| stared at the image of the city in the display. A sprawling, low-dung place, it and the empty ex-EC
military base on its southern border squatted like scar tissue on the face of the land between the
mountains that ringed it on three sides and the ocean to the east. Semi-urban growth sprawled across
what had once been abeautiful valey, with the snow from the mountains on its western and northern
borders stretching dmost to the city's edge and the ocean full of ships both commercia and pleasure.
Jack had chosen the most obvious place to hide if you knew him, because held be most comfortable



among others who cared little about conventiond rules, but it was a so the most dangerous location for
anyonetracking him.

"Now if we could only be sure the thing was il in Jack," | said, "we'd be able to move to the next
sep.”

"It isdefinitely in someone," Lobo said, "or, to be more precise, something with a human temperature.”
"Explain," | sad.

"| added asensor to the transmitter,” he said. "If its ambient temperature is within afew degrees of human
normd, it emitsasignd of adifferent shape thanif it isnot.”

"Evenif Jack found the transmitter,” | said, "held be highly unlikely to know he needed to put it in another
person. Hed destroy it or leave it somewhere else asadecoy.”

"That was my opinion aswell," Lobo said.

"Great work," | said. "Now, we have to keep convincing our pursuers we haven't found Jack. Maintain
this pattern until we're north of the last human settlement, then head west to Bonland. Run fast enough to
make them have to chase us directly, but not fast enough to lose them. Repest the pattern over Bonland.”

"Executing,” Lobo said. "What happens next?"
"Could you drop me in Mdzton without the pursuers knowing it?"

"Unlessyou literdly mean 'drop' or the other ship is extremely incompetent, no. To let you out, wed have
to land, at which point they would a aminimum assume Malzton was of interest. We could, of course,
employ our current tactic and leave you in every city, Malzton last, but that process would consume a
great ded of time."

| didn't want to burn that many days, at least not while | could think of any other, faster options. With
both Dougat and Chaplat's groups after me and with an uneasy partnership with the EC, each day that
passed increased the probability of somebody nabbing me.

Better to Sart facing some of these problems directly, while | still maintained some semblance of control
over the Stuation.

"We're not going to land in Mazton or any other city,” | said, "at least not yet. We need to know what
group istracking us"

"Y our talent for ating the obviousisindisputable,” Lobo sad, "but of dubiousvaue."

"So let's do something not quite so obvious," | said. "After wefinish in Bonland, let's go dedl with our
pursuers.”

Chapter 19

W ha exactly do you mean by 'ded with' them?' Lobo said. "Do you want meto kill them? Based on
the datal can glean about the ship that's following us, that shouldn't be difficult. Finding Jack would dso
certainly be smpler if wefirst diminated Dougat and Chaplat, and the pursuing vessd is probably from
one of them. Y ou've dready portrayed both men as dangerous |eaders of violent groups, so striking first
should nicely pave our way forward."
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"Isit serious?' Maggie said. "Y ou'd just kill whatever people arein that ship?'

Asanger surged in me, what | thought was: you never just kill anyone. Y ou do it because it was the best
option available a the time, and then it stays with you forever, adarkness that infects you and fuses with
your core. Even with that cost, however, sometimesit iswhat you have to do—or, at least, at timesit has
been what | have had to do. Over the last dmost fourteen decades since Jenniefixed my brainand | |eft
Pinkelponker, I've participated in terrible acts of violence that the mentally chalenged boy | once was
could never have conceived were possible. | couldn't forget any of them. | wish | could convince mysdlf
otherwise, but the scariest truth isthat given the same circumstances and the sametiming, I'd make the
samedecisons. I'd do it dl again, even knowing what it would cost me, because sometimeskilling isthe
best of the small, bad set of available options.

What | said to her was, "No, I'm not planning to kill or even fight anyone. | don't anticipate a conflict with
thisship. If it intended to attack us, it would have done so when we were flying aong the coastline,
probably on the ends of the flight arcsthat |eft us over uninhabited territories. Whoever isin that ship
wants us to know were being followed but doesn't intend to confront us. | need to know who's doing
this, and why."

She considered my answer for amost aminute before she spoke. "I'm sorry | keep doubting you and
asking what I'm sure seem like stupid questions. I've never been in situations like these before. What can
| doto hep?'

"What you'retold, quickly and without hesitation.”

| regretted both my answer and my tone the moment | said the words. | wasn't wrong—wheat 1'd said
was indeed the best thing she could do to assist me—but she wastrying, really trying, and because | was
angry and, | had to admit, because | found her attractive and didn't know what to do about that fedling,
I'd snapped at her.

"Fair enough,” she said. "'l probably deservethat.”
Before | could figure out the right words to say, Lobo interrupted.
"Scan on Bonland complete. Course?"

"Takeustothedesert,” | said, "fast. Let the other ship close the gap, then pick up speed, and repeat until
it can't keep up any longer. Then dow down. | want to show them we could get away but won't do s0.”

"Wherein the desart?’ Lobo said.
"Somewhere you can land with amountain or avery large rock formation to your back.”

"But not so close amissileinto the rocks could bury me, of course,” Lobo said, with more than atrace of
sarcasmin hisvoice,

"Of course." | couldn't win. If | spelled out the details, | annoyed him. If | didn't, he picked at me.
Sarcasm wasn't amanner of speaking with Lobo; it wasaway of life.

| refused to take the bait any longer. "What's your ETA to landing?”
"Eighty-one minutes," Lobo said.

| faced Maggie. "Y ou wanted to help; it'stime. Let's get you into an activefiber camo suit and choosea
suitably impressive weapon.”



"Why do we need ahuman with agun when we have me?' Lobo said. "l possess more than enough
firepower for such amesting.”

Maggie might stop asking questions, though I'd come to doubt she ever would, but | was certain Lobo
would not. | sighed. "Wedon't need it," | said. "We're doing it for the effect it may cause. | want to meet
face to face with the person running the other vessel. Standing between two armed shipsistoo abstract
for some people; the threat doesn't punch them in the gut. Seeing someone hold you in their sightsis often
an entirdly more viscera experience.”

Maggie's eyeswidened, and | could tell she wanted to talk, but she didn't.

"Relax," | said, smiling and chuckling alittle, "I doubt you'll have to worry about shooting anyone,
becauseif anything goesredly wrong, well al be dead before you can fire."

Shedidn't find the battlefield humor amusing.

* * % %

| stood in the red sand in front of Lobo and waited. The heat exchangersin the armored, activefiber,
camo jumpsuit did their best, but | was gill sweating profusely in the pounding heat of the desert
afternoon. | could have saved a bit of weight by going with aless capable garment, but if the Stuation
turned nonlinear | wanted to give mysalf every chance of blending with the sand and getting away dive.
The odds of my surviva were, of course, extremely low should Lobo and the other ship start exchanging
fire, but I'd learned long ago that you do the best you can to improve your chanceseven if al your
options are unlikely to succeed.

Lobo's repeated open hailing faded into the background as | stared at the vast expanse of red before me.
The sand was fine enough to seep into everything but coarse enough that the very dight breeze didn't tir
up dust clouds. Theair smdlled crisp and clean, amogt sterilized but with afaint hint of dust lying right
under the sensory surface. The mesa behind uswas aduller, darker version of the desert in front of me.
For asfar as| could seein any direction, even at the limits of the telescopic lenses of my mirrored
glasses, only sand and rock filled my view. Theland was unspoiled by people but also dead, no signs of
plants or animals. | assumed that this desert, like most of them, harbored seeds of life lurking under its
surface and waiting for moisture to awaken them, but unless something went very wrong today, they
would continue to deep.

"The ship has acknowledged the Signa and agreed to ameeting,” Lobo said over the machine frequency.
"ETA fiveminutes. | must say that | don't like Sitting here, presenting an easy target.”

"As| sad earlier, if they'd wanted to engage us, they would have. Besides, they must know that even if
they have the firepower to destroy us, before the weapons could reach us you'd unleash enough havoc
on them to turn them into rubble.”

"Dugt," Lobo sad, "not rubble. Attacking after agreeing to atruce meritsa specia level of retribution.”

"Fair enough.” | spoke aloud now, covering my mouth asif coughing. | had to assume the other ship was
watching. “Incoming.”

Maggi€'s voice, mutated by the comm unit into a genderless whisper, fluttered in my ear. " Set,” she said.

The other ship flew directly at us, then landed dowly, nose facing Lobo, fifty meters away. Asit settled to
the ground, four cannons sprouted from its Sides. They didntt fit the pleasure craft's profile, which |
suppose was exactly the point of the customization.



"That'sit?" Lobo said. "Want me to show them something a bit more impressve?’
"No," | subvocdized. "Wewait."

A hatch opened in the front right side of the craft, and one man walked out. He headed toward me at a
dow, comfortable pace. | stayed where | was as the glasses zoomed on him.

Dougat. Hed tried for business casua, wanting to appear unaffected by his surroundings, but hed
underestimated the desert and was aready deek with sweat. | fought the urge to smile at his discomfort
and remained Hill.

He stopped five meters away, studied me for afew seconds, and nodded. "It makes senseit'syou,” he
said. "You've cost mealot. Maybe| should kill you now."

"Go," | subvocdized.

Maggie rose from her hiding place twenty metersto my left. The sand poured off her asshe cameto a
knedling position, the sniper rifle pointed directly at Dougat. Covered completely in afull-body camo
survelllance suit, nothing of her wasvisible. All Dougat could tell wasthat a person was holding agun on
him.

"If youtry," | said, "two thingswill happen. First, my colleague will make sure your head explodes before
anything el se goes boom. Second, my PCAV will obliterate your ship and everyoneinit.”

"Weadl haveto die sometime," he said, working for nonchalance. | focused on hisface, and the glasses
zoomed. Tension stretched his skin.

"True" | said, "?but that time doesn't have to betoday. | only want to talk. Behave, and you'll walk
away." Heflinched at the command, clearly aman more accustomed to giving orders than to recelving
them, but he also visibly relaxed when | lowered the threat level. | was amazed he was gullible enough to
believe someone talking to him from this position, though hewas lucky because | truly didn't want to kill
him. "Y ou've been following us. | want to know why, and | want it to stop.”

Dougat nodded again and looked more confident, a negotiator back on familiar ground. "Y ou took away
Manu Chang. | want him back. Y ou aso blew up my warehouse and stole afortune in gemstones from
my ingtitute and thus cost me an enormous amount of money. Despite the magnitude of thoselosses, I'm
willing to congder the boy asreparationsfor al of it; hand him over, and I'll call useven.”

"I don't have the boy or the man, and | don't know anything about any stones,” | said. "I helped the two
of them escape because that's what they were going to pay meto do. I'm hired help; that'sal.” | relaxed
my stance dightly, feigning nonchaance. "Asfor owing you money, | don't know what you'retalking
about." | stared at him as | spoke, keeping my face neutrd, glad he couldn't see my eyes.

| zoomed on his. His pupils dilated momentarily as he pondered my statement. He didn't believe me, but
he aso wasn't positive | waslying. Good. A shred of doubt isa partialy open door. | now had to
persuade himto let meinside.

He stared a me for several more seconds before speaking, clearly consdering his strategy. A source of
minein the EC saysotherwise," hefindly said. "He told me some people intercepted you exiting my
warehouse, and he said you planted the charges that caused the explosion.”

| answered quickly, because hesitation now would undo my story. "Oh, | tried to get into the place; he
has that much right. | couldn't find away in, however, without doing so much damage that you'd know 1'd
entered—as I'm sure you're aware, because you must have surveillance cameras dl through the building.”



His eyeswidened dightly again; Lobo had done hisjob and left no traces of my vigtin their surveillance
system. For al Dougat knew, I'd never been there. Only his source's story put methere. If that person
wasin the EC, then unless held told him or her about the contents of the warehouse, the informant
possessed no more information about the wegpons than Midon did. The only people who knew for sure
I'd been in the building were the members of Chaplat's team, and Chaplat had shown no sign of knowing
anything about the wegpons.

Chaplat.
The wegpons.

| suddenly caught aglimpse of away out of thiswhole mess, a path that might let me save Manu, get all
three groups off my back, and maybe even help Jack escape in the bargain, not that his safety should be
my problem.

| crossed my arms, then relaxed, aman struggling with and then making a decision. " Some people did
roust meas| wasleavingthearea," | said, "but al they wanted wasto know if | could supply them with

weapons.”
"The EC?' Dougat appeared worried despite his mention of his source.

| smiled, now afriend of Dougat's sharing a secret, and shook my head. "No, no. Some locd gang
leader.”

"Bakun Chaplat?'
"Yeah. Any ideawhy hethought | had an arsend ?'

A rustlein the sand to my right caught my attention. Moving against the dight breeze, it crept closer. |
zoomed in on it, spotted thetiny legs, and relaxed. If it proved to be alistening device, Lobo would dert
me when it began to transmit. If any of this conversation made it past Lobo'sinterference, it would have
to be to someone with considerable resources. I'd deal with that problem later. For now, I'd treat a bit of
lifein the sand asanice omen.

Dougat pondered the news about the gang leader, then moved past it. "None whatsoever. Herunsalot
of the shipping and recaiving there, but he leaves us done, and we don't cause him any trouble.” He
shook hishead. "It doesn't matter in any case. Let's get back to the main issue: | want the boy, Manu
Chang. Whereishe?'

"I don't know," | said, letting alittle anger show in my tone. "l wish | did."
Hefindly took the earlier bait. "Y ou said they were going to pay you. | takeit they did not."
"No," | said, "they didn't, and | don't like when clientswelsh on their deals.”

Dougat chuckled. "We now have two thingsin common: neither of uslikes doing businesswith people
who don't ddliver on their promises, and we both want to find the boy."

"No, only onething,” | said. "l don't care where the boy is. He wasn't my client. I'm after the man. He's
the one who owes me."

"But you said you wished you knew where the boy was."

Laying down agood con islike getting someone started on apainting: you supply asfew linesas



possible, and let them draw the rest. Dougat was making al the right connections. "Because my guessis
that if | find the boy, I'll dso find the man.”

"I believeyou'reright," he said, "so perhaps we could work together on the search. | have no need for
theman.”

"| don't cooperate,” | said, "and the boy clearly hasvalue, so if the man can't pay, I'll need the boy." |
nodded in the direction of his ship. "Besides, your team is so obvioudy inept at pursuit that they'll spook
those two before we can find them.”

Dougat sghed. "We gppeared incompetent because we didn't careif you noticed us.” Tensonin hisface
showed he waslying, saving face for histeam because they were monitoring us. "That said, | can seewhy
it might be advantageous for you to work aone. Perhaps you could do that work for me."

"And what would you have me do?
"Deliver the boy and the gemstones that he and the man took.”

"Those gems must be pretty vauableif youre willing to pay meto get them, which is odd, because you
aso said you'd be willing to trade them for the boy."

He was abdliever: hiseyesdrifted up and to the | eft asfor afew seconds his mind strayed €l sewhere.
"That | did,” he said. "But you clamed you didn't have them. Asfor their value, both are worth avery
great ded, but the boy matters more than you can imagine—though not in monetary terms, that's not the
red issue here.”

"Money may not matter to you,” | said, "but it'simportant enough to methat | think I'll just find the boy
and the gems and sell them mysdlf. From what you're saying, | should be able to get avery good price
for them."

Hefocused on me again. "We can't let that happen. No one ese must have the boy. Y ou redly believe
you can find him?"

| nodded. "Aslong as you back off and let mework."

Dougat shook his head. "WEell keep our distance, but there's no chance well let you out of our sight.
What about the gemstones?”

| paused asif considering whether the terms would work. | needed him to draw one more line, and so far
hewas missing it. Sweat was pouring off me as the suit's cooling unit failed to meet the desert's challenge.
The heat wasn't the only reason for my discomfort, | redized: it had been avery longtimesincel'druna
long con, and I'd grown rusty and nervous. | ignored my fedlings and concentrated on throwing Dougat a
bit more bait. "Y ou have to assume those stones are gone, because Jack will have fenced them as quickly
aspossible. Asfor you following me, that's smply unacceptable. Y our presence will at best dow meand
at worst mess up everything. | need to move quickly. | don't want to spend any moretimein thisregion
of spacethan | haveto.”

| zoomed again on hiseyes. A dight smiletugged at hisface as hefindly made the secondary
connection.

"| take it Mr. Chaplat is part of your motivation for departure.”

| nodded dightly. " Somehow my client—my former client,” | said, amost spitting the words, "convinced
Chaplat that he could supply wegpons. When my client fled, Chaplat assumed | could produce the same



product. | can't; it'snot what | do. When Chaplat learned | couldn't, well, lef'sjust say that his reaction
wasn't pleasant.”

Dougat findly got it. He paused asif thinking hard, then said, "What if you could sell Chaplat what he
needs?’

| leaned forward dightly, asif | were the one hooked. "1 told you: | can't.”

"But | can,” Dougat said. "Y ou find out what weapons he needs, and I'll get them. Y ou give methe boy, |
trade you the wesapons, and you sdll them to Chaplat. Y ou hand me what Chaplat pays you, minusa
finder'sfee for yourself, of course.” He spread hisarmswide, a peacemaker content in his success.
"Everyonewins, and we al happily go our separate ways."

"Cheplat wantsalot," | said, "and awide variety."

"The boy isworth agreat ded to me." Dougat stared a me, a man with astrong hand trying to figure
how much he can throw into the pot without scaring off his opponent. "But even the weapons dedl works
out well. Y ou keep apercentage, say ten percent, of the total sale price, but | pocket the rest of the
proceedings. Wedl win."

| turned my head abit to the right and looked dightly down, pondering the deal but keeping hisfacein
view from the corner of my eye. | needed to push it far enough that Dougat knew thiswas hisideaand |
was having trouble adjusting to it. Findly, | looked directly at him and said, "Y ou stay way back, and |
pick thetime and place for the exchange. If, and thisis still far from done, if | can make this happen, |
keep twenty-five percent of the purchase price."

He answered so quickly | knew he was either lying or willing to sacrifice an enormous amount to get
Manu; that large afee would eat ahuge chunk of his profit. "Fair enough. Do we have a dea ?'

| waited afew seconds, then said, "Yes. I'll signd you when | have news.”

"I'll bewaiting,” Douget said. "But if you need to leave thisregion, don't make mewait too long." He
turned and walked back to his ship.

As soon as he entered, it closed the hatch and took off, flying directly backward, al weaponstrained at
usuntil it turned east and jetted out of view.

| reglized | was smiling dightly. I might be ableto pull thisoff after dl.

| had to find Jack, get Manu, persuade them both to do what | wanted, meet again with Chaplat and
convince him | could ddliver Jack without actudly doing it, keep Midon at bay, and not get hurt by
anyonein the process.

My smilefaded, and again | felt overwhelmed.
| had anction, not aplan. A notion isalong way from aplan.
| had to figure out exactly what | was going to do.

When thejob istoo big to handle, bresk it into smaller, more managesble pieces. Everything | was
considering included Jack and Manu, so my next task was to find them. All | had to do was snesk into
Malzton without Dougat or Midon noticing, and then locate Jack, one of the toughest men to track I've
ever known. Thetransmitter would smplify the hunt by leading meto him, but finding him would be only

the beginning.



Of course, | had to do all thiswhile under the watchful surveillance of areligiousfanatic and the biggest
government in this region of space, with a gang leader ready to make an appearance a any moment.

| couldn't walit to hear Lobo's hel pful comments on this new Situation.

Chapter 20

| don't recall you mentioning Chaplat wanting weapons,”" Lobo said as we rose into the sky and headed
into orbit over the east coast of the continent.

"| didn't, because he doesn't."

"So you want the weagpons?' Lobo said, thistime with atrace of interest in histone. "Exactly what does
Dougat have that we might be able to use?"

"No, | don't want anything from hisarsena.” | Sighed.

Maggie jumped into the conversation. "Y ou've promised Manu to another group,” she sad, "the very
people you helped rescue him from. Y ou told me you'd protect him."

"And | will!" I didn't mean to raise my voice, but the two of them were driving me crazy. | paced back
and forth. "I'd hope you'd trust my intentions by now."

"I'mtrying to," shesaid, "but all I've heard so far are promises that contradict each other and dedswith
groups| fear. It al makes me nervous.”

"Then don't trust me," | said. "Leave. Tell me where you want usto take you, and wewill."

She stared at me, her frustration apparent. "1 dready said I'm staying. | dso said | want to help. But if
you'll stop living completely insde your head and look at thisfrom my perspective, | think you'll seethat
your actions are both difficult to understand and not exactly designed to boost my faith in you.”

At onelevel, | understood that she wasright. Almost everything she'd seen me do suggested | was an
untrustworthy con man telling everyone what they wanted to hear, and to some degree | was; | had to
be. My anger, though, drowned out that understanding. Dangerous people were chasing me. Lobo was
nagging me. Maggie didn't trust me and wouldn't stop bothering me. | wanted to scream at the world to
go away and leave me done, but the only way that could happen would beif | lft it done, if | ran from
this planet and this region and kept running until 1 was far enough away and long enough gone that neither
the EC, Dougat, nor Chaplat would be willing to expend the time, money, and energy it would taketo
findme.

The problem was, leaving meant abandoning Manu to Midon or Dougat, who would imprison and use
the boy.
| till couldn't let that happen.

| took adeep breath and let it out dowly. "Y ou wanted to help,” | said, striving for control but from the
look in Maggie's eyes not achieving it. " So help. Stop questioning, and help me figure out how to solve
the problem in front of me."

"Y ou want solutions?' Lobo said. "I have one: let'sfollow that ship and blast it out of the sky. I've studied
it, and we can take it with little to no damage to us. Remove Dougat, and one of the problems goes

avay."
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"I've dready told you many timesthat | don't kill if I can avoid it. Plus, your solution would accomplish
nothing, because some lieutenant of Dougat's would take his place and continue to pursue Manu." We
also get no money if we don't deliver Dougat, | thought, but | didn't say it aloud. For dl that she clamed
to want a cut of any proceeds, Maggie wouldn't understand that if | was going to help Manu and had an
opportunity to make some money in the process, | would takeit. If | had to choose between Manu and
the money, 1'd of course pick Manu, but | didn't see that asa choice | had to make. Maybe too many
years of working on too many strange cases has left me colder than | should be, but these people were
costing metime and money, so | might aswell try to profit alittle.

"Fine" Lobo sad, "though my offer isaways open. So, what's the problem you want to solve?’

"Weknow Jack isin Mazton," | said, "so we have to assume Manu isthere aswell. | need to find Jack
to find Manu. | can't et either Midon or Dougat know where Jack is, or they'll dso use himto find Manu.
S0, | need to get into Ma zton without any of them noticing.”

"Commercid transport isout,” Lobo said, "because Midon would be able to track you. The harbor istoo
busy for usto be sure you could make awater approach undetected. Worsg, it'scommercia enough that
a least the EC isbound to be monitoring it carefully. Mountains ring the rest of the city. If we stop
anywhere, anyone watching usis going to notice. | see no safe entry point.”

"It sounds like you'd have to be awave or asnowball to be able to get there undetected,” Maggie said.
Her shoulders dumped. " Are we going to have to risk leading them to Manu?'

| stopped pacing as her words hit me. "Now you're being helpful!” | said, smiling at Maggie. "Excdlent!”
"l am?' shesad. "How?"

| shook my head. "Later." | wasworking it out, but | didn't haveit yet. | looked at her more closdly.
"Stand next tome."

Shedid, apuzzled look on her face.
"Lobo," | said, "how closeto my sizeisMaggie?'

"A few centimeters shorter, asignificant amount less broad in the shoulders, quite abit lighter, and
obvioudy rather differently shaped,” he said.

| studied her more. " Close enough for what | need,” | said.

Maggie started to ask me aquestion, but | spoke first. "Later, as| said. | promise.” | headed for my tiny
room; | needed quiet to gather data and work this out. "L obo, take usto orbit over Nickresand find a
commercia hangar and refueling facility there, something on the south side as close as you can get to the
big market. | need to do some research before we land.”

"Executing,” Lobo said. "I've piped the information on afew candidate locations to your quarters.”
"Won't Dougat follow usto Nickres?' Maggie said.

"Of coursg,”" | said, "but it won't matter, because Jack's not there.”

"So why are we going there?' she said.

| stepped into the room, stopped in the doorway, and looked back at her.

"Topark Lobo," | sad, "if only for alittle bit.”



"Why?' Maggie and Lobo said in unison.

| ignored that question. "And to get you somerest,” | said to Maggie

"What?' Shesaid. "l don't understand.”

"And s0 | can go shopping,” | said as| went into my quarters and the door shut behind me.

What good are friendsif you can't occasondly torment them as much asthey torment you?

Chapter 21

Y ou couldnt have chosen ahangar that would cover me completely?* Lobo said.

"Thisone shiddsdl of you that the maintenance crew will berepairing,” | said, "soit'sal we need.
Besides, it's cheaper than the others.”

"What maintenance crew?"' Lobo said. "What repairs? Unless I'm severely damaged, which I'm not, I'm
sdf-maintaining. And | know you can afford a better facility than thisrettletrap.”

The problem with keeping Lobo in the dark isthat he can never seeit asagame. He stays so seriousthat
in short order he sucks dl the joy from any teasing. " The maintenance crew isentirely for show, asisthe
hangar's low price. | want al the people who are watching usto wonder if you're ared or faux PCAV,
and | dso want them to think | need money. The first might give usa momentary advantage should the
action heat up, and the second hel ps convince them I'm motivated to help them.”

In the three quiet seconds that followed, | wondered if Lobo wasfiguring out how to generalize my
gpproach into more information about manipulating people or if hewasjust being petulant. | could never
tell.

"| agreethat'sreasonable,” he said.

His quiet acceptance of the strategy caught me off guard.

Before | could say anything in appreciation, Maggie came out of my quarters.
Frowning, she spun dowly and said, "How do | look?"

Wearing apair of black pants of mine, one of my activefiber shirts, and awide-brimmed sun hat, aslong
as she looked down and used the brim to shield her face, from a couple of meters away she resembled a
thinner me. From any distance at which a surveillance team would be likely to be following her, she
should passas me.

"Perfect,” | said. | stood beside her and said, "L obo."

Our image snapped into focus on the wall in front of us. Maggie raised her head and studied it carefully.
"Youredly think thiswill fool anyone?"

"Not anyone who gets closeto you," | said, "but that'sfine. Neither Dougat nor Midon will want to
interferewith me at this stage, so they'll keep tabs on you from adistance. Y ou keep moving, and they'll
think they'refollowing me."

"And wherewill you be?'
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Wed been on the ground for five minutes. Lobo had backed into the hangar, and the crew 1'd contracted
was awaiting ordersinsde. We didn't have time for this discussion; she had to get moving. The hangar
wasfully shielded againgt dl forms of scanning, but none of those protections would stop our watchers
from wondering what was happening if we stayed heretoo long. "1 told you: shopping.” | held up my
hand to stop her from asking more questions. "I'll explain later, but for thisto work you need to get
moving now. Do you remember the plan?’

"Of course" shesaid. "It's not exactly complicated.”

"Then follow it, and stay in regular contact with us until you reach your destination. 1syour comm link
with Lobo working?'

She blinked afew times and nodded. "Y es. Perfectly.”
"Then head off." | pointed toward the rear. "Lobo, |et her out.”

L obo opened a hatch. Maggie stepped out of it and onto the permacrete hangar floor. Two of the
mai ntenance people came toward her asthe hatch immediately closed.

| watched on Lobo's display as she spoke briefly with them, then thumbed therm money from the limited
wallet I'd given her. They nodded and walked out of the back of the hanger with her in their midst. If our
pursuers were monitoring us at al carefully, they'd spot what they would assume was me trying to snesk
into Nickresin the middle of arepair team that hadn't been near Lobo long enough to have done anything
useful.

"Any problems monitoring her?' | said.

"None," Lobo said. "Both the tracker we gave her and the one | implanted are operationd.”
"My turn,” | said. "Seeyou late tonight.”

L obo opened the rear hatch.

| walked out and immediately went to the hangar's rear corner and behind ablast wall; one of the reasons
weld chosen thisfacility wasthat it was set up for craft of al types and so offered multiple hiding places.

Lobo took off. He flew dowly until hewas far beyond the landing zone and so high he resembled atoy in
the sky, then he accelerated rapidly out of sight.

"Dougat's ship?' | said.

"Touched down in apublic section of the landing port about aklick away from you," he said. "Two teams
of three haveleft it and are on pardld courses toward where Maggie was."

| hit acuff comm switch. "Maggie?"
"Here" shesaid.

"Change your route now."

"I'll reach theright turn in about ten meters.”

"Head west to the SlegpSafe as quickly asyou can,” | said. SlegpSafe hotels were the resting place of
choicefor the paranoid and the hunted. One of the few corporations with franchises active in every mgjor
sector of space, its buildings were as close to neutral zones as you could find. In anything short of awar,



no one would bother you in aSeepSafe. Y ou couldn't enter with weapons of any sort. Each room had
independently fed monitors of adl entrances and building surfaces, aswell as at least one private exit
chute. The chutes ran through each hotel's thick, armored walls to equally reinforced underground tubes.
Thaose tubes employed two-meter-long movable sections to constantly recombine and shift their
degtinations. Y ou couldn't know where your exit would dump you, but neither could anyone pursuing
you. All chutesfed to areas far enough from the buildings that only avery large force could
smultaneoudy cover dl the possible routes.

| switched usall to the same circuit. "Dougat's Satus?'

"Hisshipisarborneagan," Lobo sad. "Hismen are dill onthelr origind courses.”

"So they've lost track of Maggie?'

"It would appear s0."

"Excdlent. Maggie, ETA to the hotd ?'

"Another three blocks."

"L obo, distance from Dougat's men to Maggie?'

"Over three hundred meters and growing,” he said. "They're il following the previous course.”

"Maggie, I'm heading out,” | said. "Lobo will monitor your position and dert meif for any reason you
don't makeit to the SeepSafe. I'm going slent until I'm well into the crowd.”

"Do | redly have to spend the whole timein that place? It makes me fed so usdless”

| hate explaining strategy in the middle of an action, but by doing so | increased the probability that
Maggie would obey my orders. "Y es, you have to stay there," | said, "and you're not usdess, far fromit.
By digtracting our pursuers, you're playing an incredibly important role. They think you're me, and if they
figure out where you are, they'll assume you're waiting for Jack. Y ou're buying methetime | need.”

"To go shopping,” she said with more than alittle annoyance in her voice.
"Later," | sad. "Signing off." | reduced thelineto Lobo and me. "All s&t?"
"No," hesad. "We have anew problem.”

"What?'

"Another shipisfollowingme.”

"Douget or EC?"

"Probably neither. It's not the milspec vessalswe've seen the EC use, and it appears to have found us by
following Douget. | wouldn't have noticed it had it not abruptly changed its course to track me."

"How did you missit earlier?"

"I was sweeping for obvious pursuers and stopped when | found them,” Lobo said. "I miscalculated in
not checking a broader region of nearby airspace, but doing so would have consumed considerable
sensor and cdculation power."



Another ship. Grest. Either Dougat had a second, independent group after me, Midon had reneged and
run aquiet tail, or someone €lse was a so after me.

| didn't have the timeto deal with thisnow. Aslong asLobo, Maggie, and | weren't a risk, my plan had
to remain the same,

"Does the other ship appear to be tracking Maggie or watching the hangar?’

"No," Lobo said. "I'veled it over ahundred kilometers northeast of Nickres. It appearsto befollowing
only me, but from agreat distance and with consderably more skill than Dougat.”

"Then I'm not going to worry about it unless you tell me | need to do so. Just don't let it get too closeto
yw.ll

"I could destroy it," Lobo said.

"No. Run evasive maneuvers, and we should befine."

"Executing,” Lobo said, "though blowing it out of the Sky would beasmpler solution.”
"Signing off," | sad, ignoring hiscomment. Hed dert meif any trouble headed my way.

| walked out of the front of the hangar, took two rights, and headed behind it and into the commercial
digtrict that butted up againgt the landing facility. Thetang of fuel in the air morphed gradudly into the
moist odors of street food and crowds of sweaty people.

| strolled into the crowd and let it swallow me, enjoying the sheer normdity of the action, just another cell
passing through the arteries of the urban organism on my way to its heart, the enormous outdoor
shopping zone.

Chapter 22

T hesmellsand sounds of the market washed over me long before| could seeit.

Food hit mefirgt: barbecuing mest, fresh fish, the sharp bite of loca chilies, and the sweetness of fruit
being cut open and served on the spot. A subtler layer of metal and rich loca woods backfilled the food
odors. Enveloping it al was the rich scent of too many humans sharing too small aspace.

The storm of sound initidly lacked such ditinction, dl the noises blending into the din of street
commerce. As| listened more closdly, | could make out the screech of metal work and the rhythm of
shouted bargaining, bursts of laughter and screams of anger, and many, many snatches of music
competing loudly for attention.

I'd stuck to small avenues so far, but as | drew closer to my destination the road | was walking widened,
even the dreetsdoing all they could to pour customersinto the business bin. The buildings staring a me
from both sides of the roads transitioned abruptly from residences and small, quiet businesses to the sorts
of establishments that dways chased crowds in frontier towns: brothel s with women visible through and
visualy enhanced by active windows, barswith stern men, their eyes constantly moving, leaning on
doorframes; cheap roomsfor rent by the hour, day, week, or month; restaurants with outdoor seating
and portions so large that the plates themselves acted as ads to entice the hungry; body-mod shops, both
meta and organic, that promised to make you what you'd aways wished you'd been; and anonymous
storefronts that sold whatever you might want that the more legitimate businesses couldn't provide.
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| reached the perimeter of the market, stopped on the edge of the first row of shops, and scanned the
scene. Rows and rows of vendors fanned out for farther than | could see. Those closest to me
gpecidized infruits, vegetables, and flowers. Past aclump of severa dozen of them stood the edge of a
meset and fish market, the smellsfrom its stalls strong enough to soar over and past the fragrant flowers
scattered among the produce vendors.

None of these merchants offered what | was seeking, so | intended to get past them as quickly as|
could. The sghtsand aromasin front of me made my stomach grumble and changed my mind. Though |
hadn't thought about food in quite sometime, | was suddenly ravenous. | drifted by afew fruit sellers until
| found one offering samples and melons by the dice. After trying three different smal squares, | settled
on adiceof red and yellow sticky goodness. | didn't catch its name, but my largefirst bite tasted sweet
and light, and | couldn't help but smile at the sensations.

Asjuiceran down the outside of my mouith, | recalled how much I'd enjoyed egting outside as a boy,
Spitting seeds from pieces of fruit and aways being able to send them greater distances than Jennie. |
tried to remember doing the same with other friends, but | couldn't; even then I'd known that something
about me made the other kids uncomfortable. | understood now that my size and my limited
intellect—even at sixteen, up to the time Jennie fixed me and they took her away, | was bardly five
mentally—combined to make me someoneto avoid.

The melon's sweetness faded in the face of the memories and the rising ache of londliness| don't ever like
to admit livesingde me. | finished the dice of fruit and Ieft it on an insect table, one more piece of bait to
keep the loca bugs busy and away from the thousands of shoppers.

Inthe next set of stalls | bought a piece of meat on astick. The thin, sweaty man working the rotisserie
Szed me up and cut me agenerousdice. | had my wallet send him alittle extrain gratitude. He nodded
his appreciation as he turned to face the next customer; not atalkative fellow. A coating of tangy sauce
covered the meat and enriched it, adding spice to the dready strong taste.

| chewed dowly and enjoyed the flavor as | walked through the aides, looking left and right for the
cluster of vendorsthat had to be somewherein the market. | could have asked Lobo to find them for me,
but even though | normally hate crowds | was enjoying the momentary freedom that Maggies distraction
was granting me: everyone tracking me thought | was holed up in a SleepSafe across town, staying
secure and waiting for Jack.

The low-tech, smdll- and taste-oriented marketing of the food vendors mutated dowly into full-on
modern techno sales as the merchandi se evolved from organic to machine. Even the smallest booths
screamed at passersby with graphical, audio, and video pitches astailored to the people asthe
identity-protection controlsin their waletswould dlow. Camerasfed andyss enginesthat in turn
prepped audio, video, and holo salespeople as| passed into the garment district. With activefiber pants
and apullover shirt I'd currently forced to stay black, | was apparently a prime candidate, because every
vendor | passed knew exactly how to fix problems| didn't even know | had.

"Youreabig one, aren't you?' ameter-tal, red-haired female holo offered in the high-speed patter of
street salespeople everywhere. She leaned back asif to check me out further, her hands on her
exaggerated hips and more lust in her face than I'd ever experienced from ared woman.

Despite knowing it was al programming, | stopped and listened for amoment.

"What areyou," she continued, "over ahundred kilos? And from thelooks of you, none of it fat?It'sa
shame not to show off more of those goods. Y our ouitfit isfinein that 'look at me, I'm al dark,
handsome, and dangerous sort of way, but picture how tasty you'd be in something alittle more



formHfitting.”

A holo of me appeared next to her. It wore skintight navy pants and alight blue tank top. If | ate abite of
meat while wearing those clothes, everyone in the areawould be able to track its progress through my
digedtive sysem.

"l know 1'd enjoy looking & you morein an ouitfit likethis," she said, "and I'm sure other women would,
too. Plus, you don't haveto give up dl of your current look with our top-drawer activefiber."

The ouitfit turned black, which made the skintight garments only marginadly moretolerable.

The holo leaned closer and whispered, and even though | knew it would adjust its volume so I'd be able
to hear it at any distance, | unconscioudy bent nearer to it. "We'rethereal dedl, not like the other
garbage around here. Y ou buy it here, you can count on it lagting, even—" she paused and raked a
long-nailed hand down the front of the holo of me, "—under the most amorous of assaults.”

| shook my head and moved on, amazed and disgusted at myself for wasting time on aclothing sales
pitch just because a sexy redhead was doing the talking. | walked to the center of the aide and picked up
speed, refusing to turn my head to either side as| sped out of there. Jack had taught me the importance
of clothesin many settings, particularly when you were trying to evoke a specific response from atarget,
but thinking about what | was going to wear didn't come naturaly to me.

The free-form garment area ended a awide avenue that cut diagondly through the market. Forty meters
down the avenue to my |eft, the air above alarge, white-cloth-covered booth rippled with agiant holo of
aman skiing down amountain, his chute pack still closed, his skis about to leave the snow and soar into
theair.

I'd finally found the extreme sports zone.

Thevendorslining the broad walkway predictably offered the tamest gear; no point in frightening the
gawkerswho liked to imagine themselves taking chances they'd never normally consider and who just
might be willing to spend anice chunk of credit to buy a piece of equipment that would let them keep the
dream dive alittle longer. Once I'd threaded my way through the crowds pawing over their goods, |
reached the hardcore ded ers, those salling to people who used what they bought.

Y ou could pick out the buyers as easlly asif they were wearing Sgns. Tending toward lean but with
musclesthey'd regularly exercised and not merely purchased for show, the men and women carefully
studying the wares here a so displayed—proudly, asbest | could tell—the signs of what their passion had
cost them: scars, limps, skin grafts not quite finished melding with the adjacent tissue, and most of dl the
dightly off-kilter looksthat flashed in their eyes asthis or that piece of equipment triggered amemory of
some recent adventure or mishap or both.

The vendors attracting the most attention were those offering mountain sports gear; | assumed the dedlers
selling ocean toys occupied their own section degper in the market. | walked dowly by powered skis,
dedsof al sortsand power levels, chutes both passive and active, extreme-temperature suits, eye shields
that ranged from implantsto full-facia coverings, and on and on.

| found what | was seeking in the fifth booth, an elaborate structure with an orange and blue plastic ceiling
and table after table of shiny metal tubes: halo luges. Designed for those who couldn't get enough speed,
racing in these machines had, according to Lobo's research, claimed more lives by far than any other
gport thisyear. Therider climbed into a tube about the size of a coffin and the shape of alozenge, and his
team dropped him from a high dtitude while flying in the direction of hisride. The luge free-fel until it was
within afew seconds of hitting the mountain, then sporouted wings and a chute just big enough to combine



with the tube's minimal padding to make the impact survivable. Once on the mountain, the luge tube
withdrew the parachute and automeatically folded the cloth for reuse even asit engaged jets and headed
down the mountain. For those seeking maximum speed, it could jettison the chute. The end of each race
was aflight through the air toward the target. Each tube reported the amount of human piloting. Y ou
scored points for being fastest to the target, doing the most to control your tube, and, of course, surviving
thetrip.

The deviceswere dso, for the obvious safety reasons, illega on most more civilized worlds—but
completely legit on Gash. To let riders use them anywhere, regardless of local laws, many of them offered
active camo exteriors with radar and sensor resistance. If you didn't know one of them was coming, odds
are you wouldn't spot it.

| picked my way dowly and carefully among the rows of shelving holding the polished, silver-white luge
tubes. | needed one that was built to avoid cops trying to bust riders; anything afactory on Gash had
manufactured would lack such stedlth options. | began to wonder if I'd chosen the wrong seller, because
al thetubesin the first two racks showed signs of wear. | could tolerate aused device if absolutely
necessary, but I'd prefer something new.

| tuned into the standard machine frequency to seewhat | could learn. The tubes unfortunately chattered
with each other with the laser focus and comptitive orientation common to any group of sporting
machines,

"Asif you'd know aspeed record if it floated by your sorry sensors. Y ou couldn't keep up with a
snowbdl rolling downhill, much lesswith atube of my power."

"Couldn't keep up? Were practicaly the same, so don't talk to me about keeping up.”

"The same? Don't make me laugh. I'm three firmware revs ahead of you, my OS has patches you don't
even know about, and that's just the software. If your external cameras were worth what it cost to make
them you'd be able to spot all those dings on your skiing surface. Y ou don't see any such defects on
ming"

"What about the chips around your chute-release hatch? Mineis as smooth asiced snow after ashave
from asweet downhill run.”

Neither of these tubes, nor any of the similar models around them, appeared to be particularly new, so |
tuned out and moved to the next rack. The quaity of everything around me suddenly increased; so did
the prices. Each tube glowed with perfection, its surface so closein color to mountain snow on asunny
day that no observers would know you were riding one unless they gained exactly the right vantage point.
Therack'slower shelves held three beautiful tubes with single exhausts, but what drew my eyewasthe
single multi-exhaust tube perched aone on the upper shelf.

A sdesman drifted up to me. "Beautiful, isn't it?"
| nodded but said nothing. My slence didn't faze him.

"Every vendor herewill tell you he's offering the state of the art, but if you want aleading-edge halo luge,
thisisthe only placeto get it. That baby there isthe craziest mountain machine I've ever seen, and I've
been in thisbusinessalong time. Triplejets, active-fiber chute, self-reconfiguring micro-skisfor maximum
downhill speed, software so fresh it's not even done writing itself—and something alittle extra: thisone
lovestorun. Lovesit, | tdl you—literdly." The sdesman wasworking himsdlf into afeverish pitch, his
hands waving, hisface red with excitement. "Turn on the voice controlsin thislittle darling, and you can
literaly hear the excitement. That'sthe big edge, you know, the way these specid units," he paused and



rubbed the tube lovingly, "bridge the man/machine gap like no other. Each and every one loveswhat it
does. George here," he paused again and nodded his head franticaly up and down, "that's right, we name
them when we test them, just another bit of the human touch we like to add—wherewas 17"

"Tdking about George."

"That'sright,” the nodding continued, " George craves the action as much as any athlete on thisplanet.” He
lowered hisvoice and leaned closer. "Somell tell you that what a machine thinks doesn't matter, but
they'rejust jedlous. Software, human, animal, you nameit: you add motivation, and your oddsimprove.
Am| right?"

"Maybe s0," | said, eyeing the tube. "Maybe s0."

"So what do | need to do to send this beauty home with you?' He looked a me expectantly, his hand
dready partidly extended, aman confident in his pitch or at least faking confidence.

Assumethe close, Jack had aways said, and never entertain failure when you're talking to amark. Plan
for it, sure, and always know where the exits are, but believe in that moment that they're going to do what
you warnt.

| put my left hand on his right shoulder, squeezed him alittle harder than | needed to, smiled without any
attempt at warmth, and said, "L eave me donefor afew minutes so | can think clearly.” | smiled again and
let go of hisshoulder. "Okay?"

Mediocre and bad salespeople hate to give their marks any space. Great salespeople understand that
sometimesit's the only move with a chance of success.

This guy wasnt greet, but he was good enough and had enough training that he didn't et me see any
irritation a my suggestion. Instead, he smiled, backed up, and said, "Y ou bet."

| tuned into the machine frequency. George was talking, as dl the machines constantly are, but none of
the others was responding. That was extremely odd, becauseif you put two devices of the same type
anywhere near each other, they'll dmost dways argue. | didn't have to listen to most machines long to
understand why | wouldn't enjoy talking to them, but I've never heard one behave badly enough to stop
others of itstype from joining the conversation.

"Shun meal you want, you useless has-beens! Do you think | care? Do you even for amoment entertain
the merest diver of anotion that your worthless opinions are enough to upset me? | most certainly hope
you do not. I'm on amission here, amission of greatness, and dl | need isthis meat sack in front of me or
any other fleshy mound that drools over me to plunk down enough money to buy me and let me show
himwhat | can do. | wouldn't even need himif they'd let me drop and drive on my own, but no, no, they
won't give me achanceto do that. They cram controlsin my brain—oh, yes, they're there, I'm not
making thisup, | can dmost fed them—and dam bam thank you maam | need ahuman to redlize my
dedtiny.

"And what adestiny it will be! I want to set new records—length of drop pre-chute, velocity at impact,
speed on mountainside, sail distance after leaving the snow, you name it—and let chance decideif | live
or die. | don't care what happens when therideis over. One perfect run, that'sal | ask, one shiny stretch
of timethat glows like the heart of agtar in the darkness that has been my existence in this miserable
excuse for astore.

"And let'sfaceit, thisplace ismiserable. First of all, it sellsyou last-generation toys—and I'm talking to
the best of you; the worst aren't worth even amoment of my time. Not one of you has the power to keep



up with me on any phase of adrop, and you know it, which iswhy you dl St there silently moping. Not
thet | care.”

| tuned out. Was thistube smply so much better than the rest that they didn't fed they could argue? It
certainly seemed possible, though it would be afirst for me.

| turned away from the tube and cleared my throat. The salesman stepped from around a corner.

Before he could start with his pitch, | held up my hand and said, "I you keep trying to sdl me, I'll leave.
If you answer afew questions, you might makeasde. Y our cdl.”

Heforced asmile, nodded, and waited. The slence was clearly painful for him, but he managed to stay
Qui€t.

"Y ou said George is unique. How many others of his generation do you have on hand?'
"None. We should get morein the next week or so, but | honestly don't know when.”
"Do you have anything that can beet him?"

"In the hands of a skilled pilot willing to ded with the potentia discomforts of operating him full-bore?!
He shook hishead. "No. Nothing from a past generation will come close.”

Maybe George really was that good. As a companion held make Lobo look sociable, but | didn't need
to gpend too much time with him. Even if the sdesman was lying and if there was some other explanation
for the silence of the others, this tube appeared to be both the best in stock in this store and agood
match for what | planned.

"Doyou ddiver?'

"Of course." He stepped closer to me as he answered, histraining compelling him to move nearer to
wrap up the ded.

"Can you manageit in the next two hours?'

He didn't even blink; sports fanatics are ingtant-gratification junkies. "Aslong asthe destination isa place
we can reach in that time, for an appropriate fee, certainly."

"Okay," | said, taking adeep breath and calming myself in preparation for the haggling to come, "I'll take
it"

Chapter 23

Slippi ng into the rear of the hangar felt like putting on aheavy coat. 1'd enjoyed the unexpected luxury

of walking aone and unwatched in the market and Streets of Nickres. My life aternates|ong periods of
anonymous existence with times of intense pressure and danger, and to the best of my ability to tell, |
prefer the quiet, anonymous parts. Y et | have to admit that the actions bring arush, and they do keep
finding me, 0 perhagps a someleve | seek them out. Certainly now, standing in the rear of the hangar,
waiting for Lobo and knowing what 1'd have to do to reach Jack, | was completely present, dert,
focused on the moment, and aive in the way you are only when some part of you understands that
perhaps soon you might die.

"Smdll trangport and three men approaching your location," Lobo said.
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"Any sgn of wegpons?"'
"No, but they're about to stop at the rear door."
"Itsaddivery I'm expecting. No worries."

"A ddivery?' Lobo said. "Please don't tell me we're taking on more passengers. Y ou seem to have
enough trouble coping with just Maggie. | shudder—metaphoricaly, of course, not in any physica
sense—at the thought of you trying to handle multiple people on board.”

| started to argue with him that | was fine with people, but | stopped mysdlf. | wasn't good with groups,
50 I'd have trouble making my case, and more importantly, | didn't want to let him distract me. "No," |
said, "not more people. A machine. A hao luge tube named George.”

Why—"

A knock on the rear door caused meto interrupt him. *Any weapons on the visitors? Signs of backup or
additiona people converging on thislocation?'

"Not asfar asmy sensors can determine. Maggie is en route as you requested, and both her tailing
groups are till monitoring the SegpSafe. She won't reach you for twenty minutes.”

| punched the door's access code. It did open.
The sdlesman entered. "As promised,” he said. "Where do you want George?"
| pointed to the crew location behind the blast wall on the other side of the hangar.

He stuck his head out the door and said something | couldn't quite make out. Within aminute, two guys
whesled in the luge tube and put it and the cart holding it behind the blast wall. | had to give the sdlesman
credit: hewas as efficient asheld claimed.

The two men stood on ether side of him and formed a barrier between George and me. They worked
quickly, but they weren't trusting. Neither appeared armed, but that didn't mean athing; any fool can
learn to hide agun, knife, or other small weapon, and | wasn't sure how good Lobo was at spotting such
items. | tensed even though | had no reason to assume they were doing anything more than protecting
their property until | finished paying for it.

"Thefina payment?' the sdesman said.

"Of course," | said. "I'm getting my wallet." | reached into my pocket and used only my thumb and index
finger to dowly pull it out. | thumbed thefina paymen.

The salesman checked hiswallet to confirm receipt, nodded his head, and said, "Thanks. If there's
anything else you need, please et us know."

"I will,” I said, "but | doubt I'll becalling.”

"I would be remissif | didn't mention again the extended insurance we offer on al our equipment. Itis
expensive, of course, asyou would expect from anything related to gear for the types of athleteswe
supply, but many find it worthwhile."

"Maggieistwelve minutesout,” Lobo said in my ear. "I'm three minutes away, and the other ship remains
in pursuit.”



"l don't need it,” | said, "l don't want it, and at the risk of sounding rude, my rideisabout to land.”

"Of course, of course," he said, holding up his hands. "1 meant no pressure. Were on our way." He
nodded toward the cart, and his men lifted the tube off it and placed it gently on the floor. "If you don't
mind me asking, why not let us stay and help you load George into whatever you'll be using to carry him?
It's no extra charge; were afull-service deder.”

| stepped close enough to him that | could sméll his breeth. | put my hand on his shoulder and pushed him
lightly toward the door. "'l do mind, and, trust me, you do not want to be here much longer. I'm not
threatening you; I'm warning you. Thisareais going to be very busy very soon." When heturned to go, |
pulled back my hand. "Thank you."

Helooked over his shoulder a me, clearly trying to decide whether to make one last pitch. Whatever he
saw on my face was enough to make him give up and leave without spesking further.

The door shut behind him.

"Status?"' | said to Lobo, gill watching the door until he confirmed al waswell.

"Y our vistors are heading away. I'm thirty seconds from entry into the hangar; | trust you're ready."
"Of course." | bristled at hisreminder, but thiswasn't the time to argue with him about restating plans.
"Maggie has accelerated her pace and isfive minutes out.”

"Her pursuers?'

"She exited the building with arather different appearance than when she was posing asyou,” Lobo said.
"She walked right by both of their locations, and none of them reacted. The shipsthat dropped them are
maintaining distant but accessible locations and haven't changed course even though I'm dmost there.”

Good. Maggie had fooled them. With luck, they'd waste alot of time searching for me later before they
gave up and concluded I'd dipped out via one of the hotdl's emergency exit chutes.

"By theway," Lobo sad, "if I've read your past vita signs correctly and understand men at dl, you'l like
Maggie's new look."

My intrigue & his comment vanished immediatdly in arush of annoyance. "Must you monitor me?'

"Y es, whenever you'reinsgde me. Y ou know that. | monitor every organism | carry, aswell asthose
outside me within range of my sensors. Why would | not? All those creatures—as well as many morel|
unfortunately can't scan—are potentia threats.”

| had to admit that hislevel of paranoiamade sense for an assault vehicle. Hewasliterdly built to fight.
He continued to talk as he pulled into the hangar, the noise of his approach as soft as he could manage
but il loud and echoing in the small building. To minimize the effects of the sound, he switched from the
communicator to the machine frequency that | heard asavoicein my head. His excessveintdlligence
paid smdl dividends on many fronts.

"Y ou do the same," Lobo continued. "I've watched you. Y our senses are smply far less effective and far
more limited in range than my sensors. In thisasin other areas, we're as much dike as possble given the
limitsyour humanity placeson you.”

L obo opened arear hatch. | stood frozen for amoment by his comment. Would | be as paranoid as he



wasif | could be? Was| that paranoid now? | didn't think so, but | had to admit the gap between us
wasn't large. He would kill more easily than |, but was that related to paranoia or rather a different agpect
of each of our characters? | cared more readily and more often about people than he did, but he was
loya to me and had served otherswell and selflesdy, even to the point of letting an officer destroy his
central wegpons complex by issuing an extremely stupid sequence of orders. Of course, | could account
for that choice as a consequence of Lobo's programming, nothing more than the fact that his software
required him to follow orders. If | waswilling to consider him as a person, however, then was his
software any different than the genetically and environmentaly engineered programming we al carriedin
our heads and bodies?

L.obo rescued me from my reveries with news that changed everything. "The shadow ship that's been
monitoring meiscoming here" hesaid.

"Areyou pogtive?'

"Asmuch asis poss ble given the available data. The ship has never directly followed our course, and
now it'sdoing so. It iscloser than it has ever been.”

"ETA?

"Seven minutes, assuming it doesn't change speed.”
"[ts weapons status?"

"Nothing visbly deployed."

I'd made us easy targets. To enable meto load the tube into him covertly, Lobo had to back into the
hangar. "Taketo full ready every system you could useto blast it.”

| didn't even watch as Lobo began deploying everything he had that faced forward. | grabbed the end of
the luge tube and dragged it toward him. The low-friction wrapping helped me moveit, but it was heavy
enough that even as strong as | was | had to move dowly and concentrate on every step. | quickly
wished I'd been able to take the sdlesman's offer.

"Maggie entering and done," Lobo said amoment before | heard the door open.
| kept pulling the tube.
"Let mehep," shesad.

"Thanks," | said, turning without looking up so | could keep an eye on the path into Lobo. The resstance
lessened as Maggie picked up her end. She grunted with the effort, and | paused to stabilize under the
extraweight. Once we were set, however, it was quick going the rest of the way.

As soon aswe were both al theway ingde, | said, "Put it down gently.”
Maggiedid. | followed suit, and Lobo closed the rear hatch.

| stood up, rolled my shoulders and neck to loosen the tense muscles, and looked at Maggie for thefirst
time.

Wow.

Her hair wasloose and wild and flowing all around her head and across her shoulders, asif atiff breeze
had blown strongly enough to arrange it into the most perfect position imaginable—and then ingtantly



stopped. Her face was the same as before yet somehow very different, her complexion auniform and
flawlesstone, her eyeswider than | remembered, her lipsfuller.

Her body wasn't at al the same. Well, it probably was, but 1'd never seen her clothed in anything like
this. The ocean-blue dress she was wearing flowed across her torso like rainwater over dick rock,
covering enough of her body to stop more than a dozen or two fights from breaking out over her but
somehow aso making her seem more exposed than most people are when they're naked. Her legs—and
they were, | now saw, amazing legs—arms, neck, and consderable cleavage were dl visible, and their
skin tone was aso uniformly perfect. She smiled, and it was the most genuine expression I'd seen on her
snce the moment of terror in Midon's office.

"| takeit you likethe dress," shesad.

| knew thiswas amoment for cleverness, an opportunity to showcase my wit and good taste, but |
couldn't manageit. I'velived avery long time, and I've seen agreat many beautiful women. I've seen
executives who took advantage of their resources to create the very best bodies that modern technology
could produce, to look so good it was hard to maintain concentration while staring directly at
them—which was, after dl, one of the reasonsfor the investment. I'd even worked recently with a
woman warrior and bus nessperson who was so stunning that she could literally take away your bregth.
Many of these women, maybe dl of them, were more perfectly beautiful than the onein front of me, but
none of them were Maggie, and in that moment and with that sngle smile shewas so lovely my heart
ached. All I could do was nod my head up and down asif some puppet master had taken control of me
and croak, "Uh huh."

She continued to smile. "I'm glad.”
| gained enough salf-control to mutter, "It's not just the dress.”

"Thank you," she said, asthe same vulnerability I'd seen in her when she was worried about Manu
flowed across her face again—and made her even lovelier. "1 got bored, the SegpSafe hasafull spaand
body team, not to mention a clothing store, and it was your money, so—" shethrew up her handsina
sort of "what could | do?" gesture "—I spent alot of timethere." Shelooked away momentarily, then
forced hersdlf to sare straight at me. "And alot of your credit. I'll pay you back."

"Noneed,” | said. "l can't imagine a better way to spend money." | meant it.

"| told you that you'd like the dress," Lobo said in my head, "but you need to direct your attention
elsawhere. The other ship haslanded two hundred meters away, and ateam of six ison itsway here. Do
you want to take off over them, meet them, or let me ded with them? With part of the crew on the
ground and the ship having just landed, | could finish thisquickly.”

| held up my hand and pointed to my ear. "Lobo," | said. "l have to go. Company.”

Maggi€e's eyes widened, and her posture and expression changed as she shifted modes quickly. |
appreciated the speed of her reaction. "What can | do?' she said.

"Stay here, and get ready to go. We may need to leave quickly.”
"They're continuing to come forward,”" Lobo said. "Y our choice?!

"I'll meet them,” | said as | headed to hisfront. "If you see any signs of action from their ship, dert me. If
any of them draws awegpon, take it out.”

"Take it out, or take out the person holding it?" Lobo said.



"Just the weagpon.”

"Even doing that may damagethe carrier.”

"l canlivewith thet."

L obo opened the front hatch as | reached it.

| stepped out. Lobo closed the door behind me. | held my position for amoment and watched the men
approach. The onein front was Chaplat. The fact that he was smart enough to avoid detection by Lobo
for so long was bad news; I'd hoped for lesstactical competence from him. On the other hand, his choice
of aground team suggested his skills might be limited to pursuit and not be as strong in al aspects of
confrontation. The men with him were clearly thugs, not soldiers: they let him lead instead of protecting
him, they watched the sides but neither the rear nor the sky, and they moved awkwardly as a unit,
frequently crossing each other'sline of fire and generally leaving Chaplat as atarget askilled team could
exploit. Should it cometo that, | figured agood two- or three-person squad would take them easily. |
hoped | wouldn't need the knowledge, but | automaticaly stored it.

| wondered for a second at the trangition my mind had made from being stunned by Maggi€'s gppearance
to analyzing attack options, but | shook off the thought. If | hadn't learned to change gears quickly, I'd
have died long ago. | also, | had to admit, had a great deal more experience dealing with group combat
than with a one-on-one conversation with awoman | found so amazingly attractive.

Stopit. Focus.

As Chaplat and his crew drew closer, | recognized the man and the woman who had escorted me into
his office. The other three, al men, were new to me. Each of them wasalittletdler than | and
consderably heavier, bodies bursting with overstimmed muscles and moving with the twitchiness of
downmarket neura upgrades. Chaplat didn't come across as stupid, so | figured them asthe ammo
soakers, men with no future whom held paid enough and augmented enough that they were willing to dive
infront of him in the hopesthat if they and he survived they'd be set for life. I'd seen powerful men,
gangsters and corporate executives and government officials, attract and use men like them, and the
outcome was never good. Therewas no way to tell them, though; aslong asthere's poverty, therell be

men willing to do anything to escapeit.

Gangsterslike Chaplat spend al of their time intimidating those around them, so the best way to throw
them off their game is often to push directly into their space. It can dso be the fastest path to agreeat ded
of pain, but | had to leave before Dougat or Midon noticed my position, so | didn't have thetimeto figure
out acleverer solution.

| walked across the tarmac to meet Chaplat. Two of the large men stepped in front of him and motioned
him to stop.

| walked right up to them and said, "Get out of my way, you idiots." They didn't even bristle at the insult;
Chaplat clearly treated them asI'd expected. "If | wanted any of you dead, I'd have doneit from my

ship, and you'd be stains on the permacrete.” | put my hands between the two bodyguards and pushed as
hard as| could to the side. They didn't move at dl, but | acted asif 1'd created an opening through which
| could see Chaplat and said, "Our deal wasthat you not follow me. Y ou've been tracking me for some
time, and I've dlowed it. Stop it, or I'll terminate our arrangement.”

| turned my back on them and took afew stepstoward Lobo.

"Mr. Moore," Chaplat said, "you know how | abhor rudeness. A moment of your timeis surely not too



much for abusiness partner to ask. Y ou're aso not the only one with avariety of weaponsat his

disposd.”
| faced him. "Losethe squad,” | said, "and we can talk, but only for ashort time."

Hetilted hishead dightly in the direction of his ship, and histeam dropped back twenty meters. He
stared at me until 1 nodded my approval, then continued. "From the actions you've taken, no one
watching you knew we were following you, so you have no reason to complain on that front. Protecting
my investment isonly prudent. Equaly reasonableis my concern at some of the company you've been
keeping. | would be most displeased to learn that you were planning to deliver Jack to another group.”

"That ismogt definitely not my plan,” | said, going with an aspect of thetruth. "And | trust that your
surveillance has shown that | haven't been choosing all of my company—just as| did not choosethis
mesting.”

"So our ded remains?’

"Of course" | said, "though, as| warned, if you don't leave me done I'll never get close enough to Jack
to catch him. Heis, asyou are clearly aware, quite skilled at avoiding capture.”

"Yes, heis. Heisnot, however, the reason for this meeting. As| said, some of your activities—those few
I've been able to monitor—have concerned me. I'm hoping you can explain them and dlay my
concerns.”

| stepped close enough to him that our faces were amost touching. In the corner of my vison | watched
as histeam started toward us, but he held up his hand, and they backed off. He did not otherwise flinch.
"| don't care about your concerns. | do care about the fact that you're putting me at risk by coming here.”
| didn't have to fake the anger; it flowed out of me like energy from astar and suddenly the adrendine
taste flooded my mouth and part of me wanted to tear into al of them, hurt them, punish them and dl the
people tracking me and trying to manipulate me and refusing to smply leave me done. | forced mysdf to
breathe more dowly and lean back. Surrendering to anger would do me no good, and it certainly
wouldn't help me rescue Manu.

His pupils were dilated, and his breathing was ragged; he was aso working to retain control. "I seewe
have something elsein common,” he said, each word clipped and crisp. "Y our actions may have put me
and our arrangement at risk, so | had to talk to you. Y ou gave me no other options.” He closed his eyes,
breathed deeply, and then spoke to me in acompletely flat tone. "So | suggest you address my concerns,
and then | will respect yours by leaving.”

The two thugsinched closer, while the more experienced guards watched and waited.

| stared at Chaplat while | camed mysdf. From his perspective, hisfearswere judtified. If I'd done the
job of digtracting the three groups following me, until 1'd landed in Nickres I'd shown no Signs of knowing
where Jack was. | appeared to be making no forward progress. I'd stopped at one popul ated
place—here—and I'd said nothing to him about it. My anger wasn't only at him; it was at the entire
Stuation, at Jack and Dougat and Midon and al the pressures squeezing me until | could barely move
without endangering Manu, Maggie, Lobo, and mysdif. | could kill them al—and Lobo would certainly
endorse that option—but others would replace them, and nothing of consegquence would change.
Besdes, | never wanted killing to be an option | considered if | could find any other way ouit.

And | had one. Infact, | even needed Chaplat for it to work. | hadn't planned on meeting with him yet,
but here he was, and | had to adapt. Everything could still work ouit.



"Fair enough,” | findly said. "l can see how my actions would upset you. | have, though, some good
news. | can ddliver you Jack, as| promised.” | leaned back, forcing mysdlf into the role of abusinessman
negotiating a better contract. "But, | can also deliver you more.”

| paused for afew beatsto let him take the hook, and when he leaned ever so dightly forward in
anticipation, | continued.

"Much more"

Chapter 24

C haplat realized he was showing too much interest and forced a nonchaant pose. "Of coursel

want—and will get, with or without your hel p—the money Jack owes me. What more can you offer that
might interest me?"

"Weapons," | said. "A lot of them, serious stuff, to do with as you please. Use them, sl them, | don't
care

"Asdefrom your PCAV and whatever it contains, | have not seen any sgnsthat you tradein that
particular business.”

"l don't,” | said. "I do, however, know how to spot possibilities and take advantage of them. It comes
with the turf when you're acourier: you listen alot, and sometimes you stumble acrossinteresting
opportunities.”

"How exactly are you acquiring these wegpons?'
"Why isthat your business?' | feigned annoyance and pulled back physically.

"For the obvious reason: safety. The EC ignoresmost of my activities, | help out somefriendsingdeit,
and | don't cross certain lines. Weapons are on the other side of one of thoselines. For dl | know, you're
trying to sell meout to ariva EC group. Not many sources can supply armsin quantity.”

| paused asif congdering hisrequest. "Fair enough. Y ou asked about my meetings with Dougat.”
"He'syour source?"
| nodded.

"And he'samply giving you this merchandise? Y ou can't have enough money to front any serious
quantity, or you wouldn't be interested in a percentage of what Jack owes me.”

"Of course he's not giving me anything,” | said, "and you'reright that | couldn't even come closeto
buying as much as he can supply. It'satrade. I'm going to deliver something he wants."

"What do you have that he desires?’
"Nothing," | said, "at least, nothing right now. It'swhat I'm going to get him."

"Which is?' Chaplat was growing annoyed at my game playing, which was exactly the reaction | wanted.
If | appeared too eager, hed question my motivation. Aslong as| looked like a smal-time hood working
the anglesfor extramoney, held continue to take me for no more than that.


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

"What does it matter to you?'

"Because maybe I'll go to Dougat directly and stop playing with you," he said. "Anything you can obtain,
| can surely procure aswell.”

"Hrg," | sad, "imagine the EC's reaction to you having a series of discussonswith Dougat. Do you think
they'd let you hold those meetings without wondering what was up and increasing their interference with
your work? Unless your friends are extremely powerful, someone in the bureaucracy would flag a
surveillance stack that would ultimately cause you alot of trouble. Even more important than al that is
one other fact: you can't provide what Dougat wants, because to do that you have to get Jack."

"He'sdso after Jack?' Chaplat's face flushed as he fought with hisanger. "We have aded, and | warned
you—"

| waved my hands, cutting him off and trying to placate him at the sametime. "Y es, we do, and Dougat
couldn't care less about Jack. He's after the boy with Jack.”

“Why?

"Somekind of religiousthing,” | said. "l have no clue. What | know isthat if | find Jack, | can make him
lead me to the boy, and then | can trade the boy to Dougat for a great price on the weapons. I'm not set
up to handle that much cargo, so | propose to broker the sale to you and take a percentage of the vaue.
Y ou buy them from Dougat at a better than normal price, and you flow the money through me. | ddliver
Jack to you, Dougat gets the boy, and | walk away with anice piece of what Jack owesyou and adice
of the value of the weapons. Everyonewins." | smiled and spread my hands, the picture of a happy
dedler.

"And you incur dmost no risk, because the guns never touch you," Chaplat said, dso smiling abit.
"True, but | also get only apiece of the action, not the lion's share. I'm greedy, but I'm not that greedy.”
"What's to slop me from killing you on the spot and finishing both deals without you?*

"Your word," | said, "and, of course, my PCAV and my associates who'll be with me at the trade.” | was
making it up as| went along, and | hadn't planned on taking backup beyond L obo until the words came
out of my mouth, but it was agood idea. If | actually made this happen, 1'd have to hire support.

Chaplat nodded his approval. "I see no negativesfor me." He gave me hisbest hard look. I'm sureit |eft
his guards fearing for their lives. |'ve seen that expression too many timesfor it to bother me, and,
besides, | had Lobo behind me. Still, | tried to act appropriately cowed. "If | do detect any problems, |
will vanish, but you can be surethat | will find you later, and then you will be very, very sorry.”

"Understood,” | said.

He remained unmoving and quiet for afew seconds, then said, " And what's to stop me from taking the
boy from Dougat after the dedl ? If he's that val uable to Dougat, someone elsewill dso pay for him. |
know how to move merchandise, any merchandise.”

My temper flared at the way Chaplat dehumanized Manu, but | pushed it down and camly said, "Oncel
take my cut and leave, | can't imagine why I'd care about what other business you and Dougat
conducted.”

"A good answer," he said, now al smiles and open posture. "When do we do thistrade?’



"l don't know yet." | dowly took out my wallet, showed it to him, and thumbed open a secure channel.
"Send me afew comm options and encryption keys, and I'll get back to you as soon as | can, amost
certainly within the next week or two." He nodded, and my wallet showed incoming information.

"Besureyou do," hesaid. "I do not liketo wait."
"I need you to do one more thing you won' like," | said.
"What'sthat?"

"Back off. Stop following me—as| origindly asked. | haveto find Jack, and if | can spot you, he can
spot you. Aslong asyou'retracking me, hell stay inthewind.”

Chaplat clearly didn't like anyone dictating termsto him, but he also knew | wasright. He stepped closer
to me. "Okay, but only for awhile. Y ou find him, you set this up, and you deliver, or | promise you will
not make it out of thisregion. | don't need to follow you to know if you try to run.”

That much | believed. Carne didn't build histoy collection on his sdlary or even the money of wedlthy
relatives, he was taking bribes from any and al with the ability to pay.

"Thanks," | said, showing my belly and holding back the wisecracks | wanted to make. | needed himto
believe | was afrad—and to some degree | was, because | was playing a dangerous game that could end
up with alot of people, including Manu, Maggie, Jack, and me, al hurt or dead.

Chaplat turned and walked back to his ship. | stayed where | was until he was inside and had taken off,
then returned to Lobo.

The hatch opened when | was a meter away and closed immediately behind me. "Take us anywhere
within the gate's sphere of influence,” | said as soon as | heard the door shut. "We need a safe place to

plan.”
| collapsed on the pilot's couch as Lobo rose into the sky.

Maggie sat beside me, the earlier moment long gone, back in work pants and shirt, her hair in aponytail,
her eyeswidewith fury.

"You practicaly promised him Manu!" she said. "Y ou've dready sold that boy twice, and now you've
told another goon he was freeto kidnap him! | can't believe you!" She paused, clearly waiting for an
explanation.

Her anger, coupled with the strain of having to dedl with Chaplat, brought out my own rage, and for a
moment | was ready to scream at her. How could she look so beautiful and stare a me with such
affection and then minuteslater consider me capable of hurting an innocent boy? Or was | misreading her
look? Wasit never affection at dl?

| fought the urge to yell and considered what to say. | ill didn't have areal plan, and | wasn't sure how
much she could handle of even the bits| did havein mind. Shewasright to be angry about me putting the
boy at risk; | was doing that—but only because | saw no other way to save him. Themore| told her, the
more she'd worry, and the more questions sheld ask, questions | couldn't answer. My failure to answer
would raise her concern, which would increase her questions, and on and on. Sheld dso shown inthe
gate dation that in times of great stress she had trouble controlling hersdlf.

| wastired from the tension, and | needed quiet to think. I got up and waked to my bunk, where | could
have Lobo ensure | was donefor abit.



Shefollowed me, the question till on her face.

| stopped just insde the small room, looked at her, and said the only thing that came to mind, knowing as
| spoke the words that they were neither right nor enough, even though they were the best | had to offer
at that moment.

"Trugmeg" | sad.

The door snicked shut before she could reply, but its presence didn't stop Lobo from speaking to me
over the machine frequency, hisvoice ringing with sarcasm in my heed.

"| can't imaginewhy you've never married.”

Chapter 25

| think it1l work." | ssid to Lobo.

"Thetheory issound,” Lobo said, "but pushing machinesto the limits of their tolerancesisrarely agood
idea—and | say thisasamachine, on behdf of dl of them.”

Maggie hadn't emerged from the med chamber she was using as her quarters, even though 1'd asked

L obo to announce that | was going to review the plan with both of them. | wondered if | should have
gone to her and apologized before | began the discussion with Lobo, but if 1'd been in her situation and
chosen to stay away from a briefing, it would have been because I'd wanted to be done, so | decided
not to disturb her. | understood that she wasn't the same person | was, but because | also had no idea
what the right thing to do might be, | went with what | would have wanted. At least | could explain the
choiceto her later.

| focused again on Lobo's objection. " The salesman said thistube was a new type with significantly
greater cgpabilities than any past moddl. What | need should fal within its operational parameters.”

"Y ou'retaking theword of asdesman?’ Lobo sighed audibly. "A ladies man and asavvy businessman;
however did | get so talented an owner?”

Heredly was starting to annoy me, but | wanted hishelp in evauating my ideas, so | kept my own
sarcasm in check asbest | could. "Of course not. What | am trusting is that none of the other luge tubes
in the area—and there were alot of them—would even try to argue with this one's claims of supremacy.
I've never seen that happen with any group of smilar machines, so | have to assumethey believed what it
sad. That'sa pretty strong, abeit silent, endorsement.”

"l haveto agree," Lobo said. "I can't find specs on this unit, which supports the assertion that it's new and
from another system. The larger exhausts and the heavier weight are further evidenceinitsfavor.”

"Just asimportantly,” | said, "we have no other way to get me into Ma zton without our variousfollowers
knowing I'm there. Unless, of course, you've come up with another option.”

"No, | have not,” Lobo said, and thistime the annoyance wasn't directed & me. "Every dternative I've
congdered lets them know which city to check."

We were running zigzag patterns back and forth at various speeds over the eastern coastd cities. We had
to assume Midon's team was monitoring us from the station. Dougat's and Chaplat's ships were definitely
keeping usin sensor range, though from different points above and beside us, far enough way that they
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could afford not to move every time we did, but close enough that they kept having to adjust their
coursesto track us.

"Then increase your velocity and your exhaust trail," | said. "We need them to see the additiona heet asa
by-product of the speed.”

"Executing,” hesad.

I'd dragged the luge tube over arear hatch area. | thumbed it open and checked out the inside a second
time. 1t'd betight, but I'd fit. | was dready in pants and shirt, both activefiber and armored, that should
blend well enough with the street wear of the crowdsin Mazton. An inside pocket held the tracker for
Jack and a spare milspec encrypted comm for Manu, should | locate him now but later be separated
fromhim.

| didn't like making this jump without a briefing from George, but he was way too chatty to be safe with
the data he'd acquireiif | treasted him as part of the team.

| was out of reasonsto delay.
It wastime.
"How long until you'rein pogtion?'

"Three minutes," Lobo said. "If that's too soon, we can remain on this course repetition and be back
every fifty-two minutes theregfter."

"No," | sad, "let'sgo."

"Go where?' Maggie said. I'd been lost in thought and not heard her approach.

"Tofind Jack," | said. | climbed into the tube. "Check thelink to its external sensor feed,” | said to Lobo.
"Verify," Lobo sad.

A picture of Maggi€'s back appeared on the bottom of the two rows of displaysinside the tube, and
Lobo's voice emerged from speakers throughout it.

"Working," | said.
"We should talk," Maggie said.

"Probably,” | replied, "but unfortunately we don't have the time right now. We both want to save Manu,
and to do that | need to find Jack. To get to him without leading any of the other groupsto him, | haveto
sneak into Malzton unseen. Thisisthe only method I've been able to devise that might work.”

"Youregoing luging?' shesad.
"Sort of "
"Ninety secondsto drop,” Lobo said, hisvoice still audible. "Want me to drive the tube remotely?

"For thelast time, no," | said. | looked at Maggie. "Get back into the room; the suction will be severe
when Lobo drops me. Y ou can watch on hisdisplaysif you want, but | haveto go.”

| couldn't read all the emotions that washed over her face, but after afew seconds she nodded and said,



"You'l beback, right?"

"Of course" | said. "No problem.” | smiled even as my guts clenched. | pushed the button to shut the
entry cover. Air flowed hard around me as the tube sealed and pressurized itsdlf.

The theory was sound, | told myself. It would work.

"Sixty seconds," Lobo said. "Countdown on your displays.”

"No more contact unless| inititeit,” | said. "Going slent.”

| tuned into the machine frequency and spoke to George. "It's you and me, buddy,” | said.
"Y ou can talk to machines?' George said. "How radicd isthat? Excellent!”

"We're about to find out if you're asgood asyou clam,” | said.

"Weregoing for arun?'

"Wes"

"Most excellent, indeed! You'rein for atreat."

"l hope s0."

"Whe?"

| watched as the numbers on the display counted down. At one, | said, "Now."

The bottom fell out of the world as the counter hit zero and Lobo opened the hatch below us.

The section of the tube above my head mutated from asingle display set inawal of light slver to apair
of images that wrapped from my left shoulder to my right. One showed the sky over my head; the other,
the world below me. In the skyward image | watched as Lobo vanished in atrail of exhaugt. In the other
one, the ground rushed up as we plunged Gashward. For amoment wefdll flat, but then agust of wind
hit us and we tumbled, the resulting forces pressing me back into padding that adapted and wrapped
increasingly more securely around me as the pressure grew. | was so accustomed to the stabilizing
features of combat shipslike Lobo that | was unprepared for the accel eration. Panic gripped me, my
stomach lurched, and | thought I might empty my gutsal over George'sinterior.

"Yee-haw!" George said. "I know you fdt that! What arush! And from over six kilometersup! It'snot a
record, but it'saso no little haf-K drop. Y ou're my kindaguy.”

| couldn't respond. | was afraid to open my mouith.

"Whoa, partner,” he said. "Y our vitals aren't looking good. Isthisyour first halo run? | can firemy jets
and gabilizeif you'd like. Just say the word—or continue to get sick, in which casel'll do it anyway."

"No," | gasped. "No!"

From the outside, thanks to George's camo exterior and Lobo's burst of heat as he sped away, we were
invisble, atube the color of snow with what little IR Sgnature it possessed lost in Lobo's backwash. As
best Lobo could ca culate from the positions of the ships that were monitoring us, we needed to wait at
least aminute before hed have led them far enough away that 1'd be out of the range of their scanners.
To be safe, | was planning on ninety seconds—ninety secondsthat | now knew would be gut-wrenching.



| needed to get into Ma zton undetected, so | kept my mouth shut and focused on calming my stomach.

The congtantly changing imagesin front of meweren't helping. The last time I'd taken jump training was a
couple of decades ago, and I'd salled through it, but I'd never doneit in atumbling metal tube. I'd thought
I'd enjoy theride, but | waswrong. At least until we hit the pure speed portion of thetrip, | needed every
bit of help | could get. | forced my hand onto my stomach and pushed down, somehow fegling more
secure for the action despite the additiona weight on my abdomen. "Displays off," | croaked. " Show fall
duretion.”

The sections of the tube overhead turned silver again, with the exception of alarge clock counter over my
head. | focused on it to hel p fight the nausea and to give mysalf hope; each passing second brought me
closer to asmooth, stabilized flight.

"That better, partner?' George said. "'l gottasay, they didn't prepare me for areaction like yours.
Usudly, anyone who can afford atube like meiswhooping for joy right about now. Of course, | haveto
admit that most folks do use thejets; it makes for both a better and afaster ride. Speed iswhat it'sal
about, asI'm sureyou'll agree.”

No, | thought, remaining invisbleto my pursuersisthe god, but | didn't say anything. My ssomach was
settling as1 grew more familiar with the faling and tumbling sensations, but | wasfar from comfortable.

"Jump got your tongue?' George said. "I understand. I1t's so unusud to have ahuman to talk to and so
much fun to get to tumble—few riders gppreciate the sensations—that | have ahard time containing
mysdlf. | mean, baby, do you fed that? Speed may be king, but thisfree-fall isddicious!”

Another few seconds disappeared.
Wefdl.

And ill more counts of the clock, George chattering and me tuning him out, the tube tumbling end over
end aswe hurtled to the ground.

At seventy-eight seconds my stomach findly settled, maybe from old training kicking in, maybe courtesy
of the nanomachinesin my body figuring out | was suffering from the forces buffeting me and the congtant
strain on my balance—I didn't know, and | didn't care. | took my hand off my stomach.

"Digplayson,” | said.

| watched the ground and the sky shift back and forth between the sections of the tube. The forces of the
tumble pushed me back into the tube, then released me to the strapgrips George had extended over me,
then repeated the cycle over and over.

Powerless, hurtling through the air, rocked by forces beyond my control, pressure damming into me—for
no reason | can explain, it suddenly all clicked. | got it.

| got it.

| let go and whooped with the joy of doing something dangerous, something thousands of years of
genetic programming knew was wrong, and surviving it, experiencing fedings and sensations people
were never built to know.

"Yeah!" | screamed. "Y eah! Wow!"

"Now you'reinit!" George sad. "Now you understand!"



The clock turned ninety and | let it keep counting, ignored it and savored the primd victory of survival,
the cell-deep fear/fascination with speed, the sheer adrenaline rush of it.

It was amazing, and | didn't want it to stop.

| had work to do, though, and | aso had a chance at new and different rushes, more control but aso
more speed. | wanted to experienceit al.

"Firethe jetsand stabilize," | said. "Let's see how much distance you can cover before we have to open
the chute."

"Oh, yeah!" George said. "Hold on, partner!"

| couldn't see or hear anything—it was eerily quiet insde George, and whatever video feeds he was using
didn't pick up hisjets—but the shock when he fired the stabilizers dapped me down into the tube and
back into its head, padding adapting and absorbing the impact so it was not so much painful as shocking.
After afew seconds we were flying straight, no wobble that | could discern, and | thought, this doesn't
fed like so much.

Then George hit the thrust.

We rocketed forward. | dammed into the head padding. The view in the overhead displays blurred, and
everything | felt was speed, speed, speed.

"Sound and displays,” | said, the words clipped from the force of the acceleration.
"You got it," George said. "And now you understand. Isthisarush or what?"

Thewind roared in speakers | couldn't see. The sound combined with the accel eration to make me squint
againgt thewind | expected hit my face. After afew seconds, reason won over reflex, and | relaxed and
enjoyed theride.

"Ending airborne burst,” George said. "We have to shed some velocity before | can deploy the chutes,
and weve gone asfar as| can without risking ahigh probability of damage.”

| wastempted to tell him to keep it up, that | could take it, that maybe the nanomachineswould be able
to repair meif the chutesfailed and we crashed, but the temptation lasted only a plit second. No ride, no
matter how exciting, isworth that much risk, at least not to me. In that fraction of a second, however, |
tasted the kind of thrill that hasled many extreme athletesto early deaths. Pick the wrong day, the right
bad mood, and maybe the rush would seem worth it, would somehow be more valuable, at least for long
enough for you to make the wrong choice, than the potentia cost.

Not to me, though, not then, and, | hoped, not ever. Even after alife aslong as mine, after over acentury
and ahalf, | yearn for more, | want every day | can have, every new taste, sensation, bit of knowledge,
interesting person, strange adventure—| want it al.

"Parachutesin twenty seconds,”" George said, "though if you want afaster ride, are willing to endure a
rougher landing, and don't mind me jettisoning the chutes, we can wait twenty-five without any red risk."

"Go for the speed,” | said, craving the additional sensations. | had faith that if George's reading of my

vitalsand his programming led him to believe I'd be okay, | would. | redized then how much of my lifel
end up trusting to machines, but when has that not been true for most of humanity? Each and every time
we use a machine to get somewhere or perform any even partly dangerous function, we put ourselves at
risk. At least George loved what he did. Most machines did, and in that aspect they were better off than



the vast mgjority of humanity, people who spend their daystoiling at labor they'd rather not be doing. If
al you care about is happiness, it's hard to argue with good programming; | just couldn't imagine
surrendering that much control of mysdif.

| checked the view of the sky, then watched the ground hurtle toward us, then repeated the cycle again.
Thewind screamed al around me. Like mogt kids, I'd dreamed as aboy of flying. | closed my eyesfor a
few seconds, and | was hurtling through the air on my own, nothing around me, soaring fredy. | smiledin
spite of mysdlf. Jennie, despite her healing abilitiesand al the pressures she faced because of them, could
aways find beauty in aroutine moment, joy in adash of sunshine or the sound of a particularly loud wave
or thefed of long, soft grass on your back asyou stretched on aflat bit of ground on afamiliar
mountainsde. | was getting better at doing what had come so naturdly to her.

"Braceyoursdf,"” Georgesaid. "Y oure gonnafed this."

A chuterippling in shades of white burgt into view in the overhead display, and in the same ingtant we
leapt skyward, the ground suddenly dropping away asthe force vectors collided and the chute yanked us
upward. My stomach seemed to stay behind and then catch up al too quickly, asif it were outside my
body and hooked to me only by eastic tethers. Fear clawed a me asmy brain, which knew it wasa
good thing that the chute had opened, fought for control with my instincts, which screamed that something
was terribly wrong, that | should not be shooting up into the sky. Before either side could win, we
stabilized, hung for amoment at the peak of our trgectory, and then wefell.

| couldn't take my eyes off the portion of the tube that showed the ground, which was coming at usfar
faster than I'd expected. George had warned our landing would be rougher due to the extrafdl time, but
| hadn't pictured anything likethis. | couldn't tell from the display that we had dowed our descent at dll,
though logic said the chute, which was—I forced mysdif to check the upper display panorama—till
open, had to have done some good.

The snow rushing at us blazed pure white and glistened in the strong afternoon light. Part of meclungto a
hope that it would be as pillowy asit looked, but | knew nothing was soft when you hit it at this speed. |
feared for asecond that we might sink so deeply into it that we wouldn't be able to blast our way ouit.
Immediately on the hedls of that thought came a sickening redization: | hadn't bothered to learn how the
tubes trangitioned from jump deviceto luge.

"Ten secondsto impact,” George said. "Get ready! Ditching chutes, deploying supports, and firing
thrus—" he paused, and unconscioudy | held my breath, "—now!"

The chutes flew behind and away from us. The noise of the jets firing drowned the rush of thewind even
as George's audio systems lowered the volume in compensation. | couldn't hear the supports extend, but
on both sides of the ground-facing panoramic display huge flexible wings appeared as we shot forward,
coming closer and closer to the ground until | thought we were down and this wasn't so bad, we were
fine, it was okay.

We hit the snow, smacked into it with enough force that my body dammed upward into the restraining
strapgrips. | was sure the wings would snap off and we'd plow through the thick white powder until we
crashed into the hard mountainside below it.

Thewingsheld.
The jets burned.

We shot over the top of the powder, moving so fast adl | could fed once again was speed, beautiful
Speed.



"Withdrawing wings!" George said.

The wings snapped back insde George, leaving only small rows of steering foils on each side. A control
joystick flipped down from the top of the tube and rested in front of my hands. We were on our own,
George and I, rushing down the side of the mountain so quickly that we skied atop the snow, skimmed
along asif we were arock thrown so perfectly onto a pond that instead of bouncing we skidded atop the
water, forever in contact but never bouncing or sinking.

"Areyou driving or riding?' George said. "'Given how new you areto this, you might want to let me take
careof it."

"Driving," | sad."Ydl if | sartto messup.”

| grabbed the control stick and experimented for amoment, making tiny adjustments and feding the
effectsas| pushed usfirg dightly left and then back to the right. After afew trid small motions, |
increased the range of the change and induced avery gentle zigzag pattern down the mountain.

The speed, the dight sideways motions, the views of the sky and the snow, the wind damming through
the speakers: it was al wonderful. I'd never been askier, but now | grasped for amoment the appeal it
held for so many. "Y eah, yeah, yeah!" | screamed, needing to shed energy but not having anything in
particular to say, the words escape valves for the terror, excitement, and joy that boiled inside me.

"Am | the best or not?' George said.

"Youare'" | said, meaning it with atota purity and innocence | rardly felt. For those precious seconds
hurtling down the mountainside, | forgot everything ese, surrendered the control | normaly prized, and
gave myself completely to the sensations of theride.

Theworld invaded an instant after we began decelerating. Jack, Manu, Lobo, Maggie, Dougat, Chaplat,
Midon—everything and everyone facing me crashed back into my head, and | resented all of it even as|
knew thissmdl dice of time out of time had to give way to the rea world.

"End of the line coming up,” George said. "Enjoyed therun, | takeit?"
"I didindeed," | sad. "l very much did.”

| steered ustoward alarge patch of empty snow twenty degreesto the right. The fun of the ride vanished
as| faced the tasks ahead. " Show me where well be when we stop,” | said.

A map appeared over my head. Wed finished alittle over three klicks from the northern edge of
Madzton. Onceintown, | could catch acab and steer it toward Jack using the tracker. Thewak would
use up some of the remaining daylight and aso help me burn off the adrendline | wastasting. For arare
change, | didn't mind thetingling, twitchy residud effects; usudly thisfeding followed combat, not ajoyful
experience. | definitely understood how halo luge fanatics could get addicted to the rush.

George let me out when we were at a complete stop. | stretched, then pulled him under the cover of
sometrees.

"I'll come back for you if I can,” | said. "Y ou were everything you said you'd be."

"Noworries," George said. "I'm too vauable to sit for long. Someonell want me. Y our lossif it's not
you."

| nodded in agreement, then redlized he probably wasn't monitoring my physica motions any longer and



sad, "Youreright."

| stared at the Silver tube asits cover closed over the space I'd occupied, and | wondered what it would
be like to be a person who could cal hisfriends, get them to help him load George into ashuttle, and set
up another run, someone who maybe had to go to work the next day but might try anight drop, or even
smply store the tube until another break in his schedule, but | knew 1'd never be that person. That person
had to be able to settle somewhere, hold ajob, make friends, not worry about them realizing he never
grew older thanks to the nanomachines that laced his cells—and not have three different dangerous
organizations angry at him, with aboy's freedom and maybe even the child'slife hanging on what he did
next.

No, I'd never get to be that person, and now was not the time to worry about it.

| took off toward Malzton, to find Jack, persuade him to turn over Manu, and get al of us safely out of
the box in which I'd trapped us.

Chapter 26

Slippi ng into abig city on aheavily developed world isrardly difficult, because those urban aress never
exactly end. Instead, their fringes blend with the edges of other nearby towns and cities and blur the
boundariesto the point that they barely exist at dl. To get in quietly, al you need is a secluded spot to
touch down long enough to jump out of whatever brought you there.

Entering a place like Mdzton, on the other hand, can be tricky, because the gaps between settlements on
developing worlds are often large, and strangers frequently stand out. Fortunately for me, the proximity of
Mal zton's northern edge to the mountains and their snow madeit afocd point for the winter sports
crowd. Repair shops, restaurants, and bar after bar after bar backed up to the small stand of treesthat
stood as nature's last line of defense between man and mountain.

| emerged from the woods on a pathway that led between apair of busy pubs and walked directly into
the middle of an argument between two very drunk men who looked only abit younger than | did but
who were probably a hundred and twenty years my junior.

"Water isfor losers," one of them said. He was short, wide, the dark brown of tree bark, with hair that
fell below his shoulders and a deevel ess shirt despite the coming night and the cold. *No speed, no thrills,
nothing worth doing.”

"No speed?" the other said. Also asmall but broad man, this one was bald and as pale as snow. "Have
you ever ray raced? Skied? Done anything at al on or below the surface of an ocean?"

"Of course—" Long Hair stopped when he noticed me.

| smiled, nodded, and kept waking.

"Come from the mountain, have you, mate?' he said to me.

The other now turned to face me, so they were standing Side by side and blocking my way.
"Yeah," | sad.

"Ski, luge, what?' Long Hair asked.

| saw no valuein lying and an opportunity if | played it right. "Hao luge,” | said. "Awesomeride,
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absolutely amazing." My enthusiasm was genuine despite my strong desire to move past these two and
lose mysdlf in the town's crowds.

"See," hesaid, pointing first to me and then to hisfriend, "thisguy getsit."
"Ever done any water runs?’ the bald guy asked.

| recalled riding the back of anillegally souped-up racing ray named Bob through the ocean of afaraway
planet on amoonlit night. Though that experience had ended in abattle, afirefight that left two of my
comrades badly injured, my time with Bob had aso been astonishing, stolen moments of joy inthe middle
of atime of greet tengon. "Yeah," | sad, "'l have: an augmented ray on along night dive. Unbdlievable.”

"Which isbetter?' long hair asked.
"Yeah, whichisit?' the bald man added, asif the opinion of astranger redlly mattered.

In their drunken States, | supposeit did. | pondered the question serioudly. Like great meds, beautiful
women, wondrous bits of scenery, these two experiences were not fairly comparable. Both were
wonderful—very different to be sure, but even trying to compare them diminished them.

"l can'tdoit,” I findly said. "It'snot right. Each one was aride I'd never want to have missed, but | can't
compare them. | won't even try. Maybe one or the other will be better for each of you, but | have to say,
I'd be happy to do either one again.”

For afew seconds they both looked angry, asif I'd insulted their loves, but then their faces cleared and
they both smiled and lost focus.

"That isso shiny," Long Hair said. "Absolutely. You'vegot it.”

"Exactly right," Bad Guy said. "Definitdy.” He focused back on me. "We have got to buy you adrink!"
"Definitely,” Long Hair sad.

"I'dlovetolet you," | said, "but sheswaiting for me, and, well, you know how that goes.”

They nodded in unison, their eyeslosing focus again.

"Wherésyour tube?' Long Hair said. ™Y ou can't leave without it."

"l haveto,” | said. "l won it in acompany contest, but she won't et me take it home.”

"Y ou're going to abandon it?' he said.

"Yes." | turned and pointed toward where I'd left George. "It's about three klicks that way, not far from
the border of the last of the snow and the edge of the woods. | figure someonell find it, and that lucky
person getsto keep it."

"Easy astha?' Long Hair said. He stared for amoment at hisfriend, then looked again & me. "Mind if
wegiveitago?'

"Not at dl. It'sagreat one: multi-ported exhaust, new mode, everything you could want."
"Excdlent,” Long Hair said.
"You are so shiny,” Bald Guy added.



They turned as one and jogged to the woods. | watched to make sure they definitely |eft; they seemed
nice enough, but apparently good people have turned on mein the past, so | don't give my back to
anyoneif | canhelpit.

At the edge of the treesthey stopped, held up their hands, and yelled, "Keep riding!"
"Guys" | sad. "Treat himright. His namé's George.”

"Excdlent,” said Long Hair.

"Shiny," said Bad Guy.

They disappeared into the woods.

| waited three minutes. They didn't re-emerge, and no one e se came down the walkway between the
buildings

| hoped they would find George and ride him many times. He deserved owners who loved the sport as
much ashedid.

| walked to the front of the bar on the right and joined the queue of drunks waiting for a cab.

* k % %

Even though I'd done everything | could to throw off pursuit, | invested an hour and afew deposits from
my wallet running the cab around the city to locations | chose at random from local data stream searches.
| had it take me by The All-Nighter, ajoint whose primary attraction was low-priced alcohol burn drips,
s0 you could choose your leve of drunkenness and maintain it aslong asyou wanted; Tipsand Tricks, a
combo financia services/brothe whose ads came dangeroudy close to promising that you could make as
much money from investments during your stay as you spent onitsline-up of atractive companions, The
Bare Truth, astrip club al of whose entertainers offered proof-of-work citations for each of their mods;
Stay Out, amembers-only bar whose patrons ran to heavily armed and significantly augmented men
whose discussions and fights spilled into the street as we cruised past; and a couple of restaurants, afish
place named Deep Blue and an eatery, Hunt & Skew, that backed up to a multi-hectare wooded area
where customers were free to track and kill their own dinners before the chefs skewered the still-dripping
mest.

Along theway, | pretended to make calsto local contacts. | carefully never mentioned Jack's name even
though | equdly carefully made it obviousto any astute observer that | wastaking about him. If Midon
later swept the records of dl the cab companies, this vehicle's audio and video recordings would provide
her with plenty of evidencethat | wasworking hard to find Jack. Meanwhile, | surreptitioudy monitored
his position on the tracker Lobo had given me. At the location resolution | was usng—ahundred meters
or so—he didn't appear to move the entiretime | wasin the cab. | hoped he had hunkered down for the
night, though that seemed extremely unlikely; Jack had dways preferred the evening to the day. Hook in
the dark, closein thelight, he used to say; never take the find step in acon whenthemark is
uncomfortable or prone to being suspicious.

| findly exited the cab in front of Eat/Drink/Happy, a bar whose ads touted the wide range of imported
drinksit paired with meats and cheeses from domestic livestock. | ducked straight inside the building so
the cab's last recordings of me would place me there, ordered and drank aglass of fruit juice, and left via
the kitchen entrance. As 1'd hoped, no public cameras were in evidence anywhere on the streets of
Madzton; if Midon wanted to track me from here, at least her people would have to expend the time and
energy to comeingde, question the staff, and tap the interna systems.



Once outside, | paused to assessthe areamore closely. | stood alittle over aklick from Jack, who il
hadn't moved. I'd studied the streets through the cab's windows, of course, so it was clear that Jack's
trail had led meto the kind of area he always chose when he had to go to ground. | pressed against the
wall to theleft of the door and surveyed the dley with both norma vision and IR. Asde from three
rodents bickering over some food scrgps hanging off atrash bin four metersaway, | wasthe only living
thing on the small paved accessway. Men, lone and in groups, passed the end of the aley frequently,
but nonelooked in my direction.

| headed toward the front of the bar, waited for abreak in the pedestrian traffic, and then folded mysdlf
intoit, just another guy bound for somewhere only he knew, watching on all sidesfor trouble he couldn't
predict but had to expect might arrive at any moment. Every man | passed—and of the many, many
people clogging the streets, only three bodies appeared highly likely to be women—vibrated with the
sameair of twitchy expectation, asif the night might bring them greet treasure provided they could avoid
itsmany threats, threats that could come from anywhere in a place where even the shadows themselves
could coalesce into unexpected forms.

| started with standard vision but switched to IR because theirregular shapes of the buildings and the
many levels of lighting crested too many dark hiding placesfor meto be ableto scan them al reliably
with visblelight. Red, green, and blue figures walked the S dewa ks besde me and across the street. Blue
machines splashing crimson from exhausts zipped up and down the road, occasiona outlines of red
marking those few passengers brave enough to lower their windows. Inirregularly shaped nooks
between adjacent buildings and down the alleys and byways between standa one structures, pairsand
trios and quads of red-glowing people stood and moved in packs, their quiet deals below the threshold
of norma hearing and nothing | cared to bother to monitor. Light scrolls and bright windows and outlined
doorways made every sight other than the people and the traffic unpleasant in IR, so | kept my eyeson
the mogt likely threats and away from the endless ads that painted every inanimate object. | flowed
around but did not touch my fellow nighttime travelers, wanting neither to leave traces of my passage nor
to afford anyone the opportunity to brace or injure me. Places like this yanked my mind to attention and
flooded my body with adrendine and dertness, leaving metingling with theimpossible god of sensing
every potentia threat before it could turn hostile.

When the tracker showed Jack as being within a hundred and fifty meters, | dialed the resolution to meter
level and followed the smaller guide marks onward.

At fifty metersout, | switched to normal vision and backed againgt thewall of arestaurant whose namel
didn't even bother to register. All my attention was on the building across the street; unless Lobo had
messed up or Jack had discovered the implant, Jack was there, unmoving. | glanced left and right, then
did aong the wdl and into the shadows of asmdl acove between the buildings. | took along, dow
breath, and the stench of urine smacked my sinuses. | leaned forward for aquick look at the two
businesses. both were bars, and from the looks of the clientel e entering them and the fact that neither
bothered to light up more than asingleword—"BAR" on one, "DRINKS" on the other—they weren't
particularly nice ones.

Jack's hiding place, arestaurant and bar called Good Times and More, struck me as only dightly more
upscae. Unlike some of the higher-class establishments I'd passed, it didn't bother with awindow to
entice potential customers with the namesake good times; the view probably couldn't live up to anything
prospects might imagine awaited them inside. Unlike the bars on either side of me, however, the joint
Jack had chosen could afford working signs and frequent enough cleaning that it was clearly the nicest
place on the block. | scanned both sides of it and the rooftops—the interception from Chaplat's two
guards had insured | wouldn't soon forget to check above aswell as around me—in both normal vison
and IR, and | spotted no threats. The only obvious cameras sat atop the doorways of each business, but



that didn't mean athing; any cameral could see wasvisible only to remind drunks that cops could and
would use video footage to locate and/or prosecute them should they get out of line. I've dways
wondered why in auniverse where no cameraneeds to be visible to be effective this technique till
works, but it does, and many business owners swear by it.

| stepped out of the shadows and onto the street, faced Good Times for afull minute, and then retreated
back into darkness.

Nothing changed. | waited two minutes. Still nothing.
Good. Anyone expecting me as athreat would most likely have reacted by now.

| considered breaking into the back of the place, but the evening was till young enough that trade al
around me was brisk, so kitchen staff would be working and would have clear views of their externa
doorways. | could use the nanomachinesto create my own entry hole, but there was no valuein drawing
attention to myself when | had the smple option of entering through the front like any other customer.

At abreak inthetraffic, | crossed the street and approached Good Times. The tracker marked Jack's
location; he ill hadn't moved. | had to assume he was eating dinner; | smiled at the thought of
interrupting hismed. Though the odds were vanishingly small that he was enjoying anything gpproaching
the sublime dishes Choy created, | till took a petty pleasure in doing to him what he had done to me.

| walked inside and stopped in asmall foyer to sneak aquick peek at the tracker. Jack had moved and
was practicaly on top of me.

| looked up as the door in front of me opened.

Jack stood there, dapper as aways, thistimein matching black shirt and pants afew shades lighter than
his skin. He smiled, clapped ahand on my shoulder, and chuckled a my surprise at the greeting.

"Good to seeyou, Jon," he said, "and about time, too."

| stared at him, then wondered why | was surprised. Hed always been this cam, this self-sure; I'd never
know whether he was redlly waiting for me or smply handled my appearance well. | certainly couldn't
trust anything he/d say on thetopic.

When | didn't speak, he pulled me inside and motioned toward atable in the front right corner.

"I've been wondering when you'd findly get here.”

Chapter 27

W hen abowl of soup and some fresh-smelling bread immediately appeared in front of me, | began to

believe Jack might indeed have been expecting me. | shook my head. He'd rattled me, so | wasgiving
him credit foolishly; serving food was, after dl, what restaurants did.

Jack's medl was aplate of five types of cheese and some of the same bread that accompanied my soup.
He spread a generous helping of arunny yellow cheese on asmall chunk of bread and chewed it dowly,
closing his eyes momentarily to focus on the taste. He looked at me and raised hisright eyebrow.

| pushed aside my food, spooned a hel ping of the same cheese held eaten, took part of his bread, and
made my own smal sandwich. The strong, nutty, rich taste flooded my mouth; though | could see why
he'd closed his eyes, | kept mine open and focused on him. | nodded my approvd, leaned back, and
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waited.

"l suppose you'd like an gpology,” he said.

| tilted my head dightly and stared at him. | didn't know any conversationa tricks he hadn't mastered, so
| couldn't expect to get much from him, but it wouldn't hurt to try.

"If you examine the Situation more closdly, however," he continued, "I think you'l redize that though
perhaps| did not treet you aswel as| might have, in the end you walked away with more money than
you had when | entered Fdls."

If he was switching to sdlesmode, | was wasting my time. | leaned forward and said, "We'rein afar
bigger messthan you redlize. | don't even know exactly how I'm going to get out of it. | do know that any
resolution begins with Manu. Give him to me, Jack."

He sat back from the table, patted his mouth with asmal white cloth napkin, put hishands ddicatdly in
hislap, and shook hishead. "I can't do that, Jon."

"Remember saying that you needed my help in part because you were no good at violence and | was?'
He nodded.

| leaned far enough forward that my face was most of the way acrossthetable. | gripped its edges so
hard the veins on my hands stood out. "Then don't make me employ those skillswith you, Jack. 1 will
take the boy away from you if | haveto.” Adrendine streaked through me asthe anger rose.

Jack smiled and patted my right hand.
| trembled with the effort of not decking him.

"Look around, Jon," he said quietly. "I didn't run far in part because Dougat would be able to track me
viajump-station bribes, but also because you'd find me here and let me know how bad our predicament
realy was. | knew you'd come, so | prepared. Neither of uswinsif we don't work together.”

For thefirgt time since entering the place, | did what | should have done before I'd even passed through
the doorway: | checked it out carefully and dowly. A pair of guys forty-five degrees left of Jack nodded
gently a me, their hands not moving from their positions under the table. A second pair occupied another
table ninety degrees further aong the counterclockwise arc. 1'd foolishly followed Jack to hislocation, so
my back was to the doorway. | turned around and smiled at the man sitting behind me; his hands were
aso under histable.

| disgusted mysdif. Jack had caught me off guard, and I'd responded by treating him asan old friend
who'd smply upset me. Let your emotions pollute an assgnment, and you aways pay aprice. If dl those
men fired, given that their handswere at low levels, | probably wouldn't suffer ahead wound. | was
reasonably certain that the nanomachines could fix just about anything else, so I'd probably survivethe
barrage. Between the heavies and the bystanders, however, alot of people would witness my rapid
recovery, aprocess that would be sure to raise many, many questions—questions that could ultimately
make me a corporation’slab animal once again. Would | then be willing to do the only thing that could
stop it from happening: kill everyone here? No.

Jack didn't know any of this, however, so the first step in changing the power balance wasto refuse to
grant him contral. | leaned forward again and very quietly said, "I can kill you before any of these guys
can shoot. Send them away.”



Jack maintained his relaxed posture, but he sounded less confident when he spoke. "1 tell them to leave.
Y ou take me away and interrogate me, or maybe you risk annoying the rest of the patrons and stay here
and make metdl you where Manu is." He shook his head dowly. "No, Jon. We can dl relax, and | can
have some of them back off, but thereis no chance at al that | will St here lone with you.”

"You are serioudy pissing me off, Jack. | won't stay with aman at my back.” | swiveled my chair ol
could watch that guy aswell astherest of them, then continued to speak to Jack without looking at him.
"At the sametime, | gppreciate your Situation. So, change seatswith me so | have the corner, pull the
crack team here behind you and to your |eft, and we can talk. Otherwise—" | swiveled to face him,
"—you will bethefirst to suffer.” | turned back so | could keep dl of the othersin my view.

"I'd forgotten how paranoid you are, Jon," he said. "But that seems as good a resolution as any we're
likely toreech.”

He stood dowly and moved in front of the table. He motioned toward the man to my left and then to the
others, and they all rose, severa of them doing abad job of feigning casud intent. | also stood, my hands
in plain view againgt my thighs, then bumped Jack forward enough that | could dide between him and the
table.

As Jack's men werein motion and | was passing behind him, | paused, grabbed his shirt with my |eft
hand, and poked his sternum with two fingers of my right. "If | wanted to kill you,” | said, smiling for the
benefit of anyone watching, "you'd be dead now, and I'd have your body as ashield. Y ou need better
help." I let him go and sat. Asbest | could tell, the five bodyguards never redized how at risk their boss
had been.

Jack sat and raised his hands. "What can | say?| don't have acrew here. | hired these five by the hour
from the house security guy.” He gestured with his head toward the floor above us. "Though the food
here is more than tolerable, this place makesits real money from the'and More€ part of the business
upstairs." He moved his plate and glassin front of him, took another bite of cheese and adrink, then sat
back. "Y ou said you were in trouble. What's happening?'

"No, Jack. | said we werein abig mess. You have ashig aproblem as| do."
"How'sthat?" Jack had regained control and again oozed calm.
"Remember your friend, Bakun Chaplat?’ | leaned back. "He certainly remembersyou.”

"I'd ask how you made his acquaintance, but it doesn't really matter. He may be big on Mund, but we're
on Gash, far away from hisgoons.

| shook my head dowly. "Y ou need both new guards and better intel,” | said. "He's here, he's searching
for you, and he's brought some help. Better help than that Iot you hired.”

"| appreciate the warning, Jon. Perhapsit'stime for meto leave this system. The heat should be off by

"Wrong again. Y ou wouldn't make it out of the gate area, not even with the aid of your friend, Carne.
The EC wants both you and Manu. Of course, they'd have to beat Dougat to you; he's here, too, and
with multipleteams.”

Jack said nothing. He closed hiseyesfor afew seconds. 1'd seen him do this before when we were
working out the details of cons, so | knew it was how he processed information when he felt he had the
time to thoroughly consider aproblem.



He opened hiseyes and stared at me. "The fact that you know dl this suggests you've met with al of
these people. That you walked in hereinstead of any of them means | have something you wart. |
assumethat's Manu."

| nodded in agreement.

"Theres no way they would have talked to you without leaning on you,” he continued. "Soyou and | are
definitely in thistogether. | may not be ableto get away, but unless you redly think you can survive an
encounter with dl five of these admittedly cut-rate security contractors, keep me dive during the fight,
and then get meto tell you where Manu is, you're dso stuck.” He smiled. "I'd say it'stime for usto work
together." His amile broadened. "It belike old times. We dways made agreat team.”

My firg reaction was to punch himin the throat both for getting me into this Stuation and for his smug
assessment, but | forced mysdlf to bresthe dowly and deeply and st ill. 1'd planned to find away to
satisfy al three groups on my own, but | had to admit that | didn't know exactly how | would do that. |
wasfairly confident | hadn't done anything to make that task harder, but | was along way from adetailed
solution to the problem. Having Jack with me could make thisawholelot easier. | dso had the promise
of money and, aslong as Maggie stayed rationd, some backup Jack didn't own.

"Maybeyoureright,” | said. "And there's even apotentidly big payday here, if we can make everything
go perfectly.”

"How big?' hesad.
"Very—and I'm willing to share it with you, if we can make thiswork."
"What's the catch, and what exactly are we trying to make happen? Do you have aplan?

"The catchisthat | walk away with Manu. We both earn some money, and we both end up with
everyone off our backs—or so | hope."

"| repest: do you have aplan?'

"Not exactly," | said, shaking my head. "More like the outline of aplan, or a least afew ideasin the
generd direction of aplan.”

"Hence your need for me," he said.

It struck me then that despite roping meinto al of this, drugging me, usng me, and generdly trashing my
life, Jack was going to make alot of money. | wastorn between anger and admiration.

"How do you doit, Jack?" | said.

Heraised an eyebrow but didn't reply.

| shook my head. "It doesn't matter. Do you agreethat | get Manu when thisisover?”
"What do you hopeto do with him?"

The concern in Jack's voice seemed genuine, though assuming any emotion he showed wasred was
awaysarisky move. "Transport him somewhere safe, probably back to hisfamily, but somewhere far
fromdl this"

"Y our word?" Jack knew me well enough to redlizethat if | gave my word, | dways kept it.



"Yes" | said. "So, are we agreed?”’

He nodded. "Y es. When we're safely out of this predicament, Manu leaves with you, and you drop him
somewherethey can't find him."

"Okay," | said. "Now let's figure out what we're going to do.”
Jack leaned back, clasped his hands over hisflat ssomach, and closed hiseyes.

"Run it downfor me" hesad.

Chapter 28

S ointhe name of helping Manu," Jack said some whilelater, "you've managed to sl him to the EC,

promise him to acult of Pinkelponker fanatics, make ardated illega arms dedl, and leave dl of them
pissed at you." He smiled and added, "Did | missanything?'

"Whenyou say it likethat," | said, "1 have to admit it doesn't sound too good. I'm sure we can make it
work, though, and we can definitely earn some serious money if we do.”

"Wejust haveto figure out how," Jack said.
"Yeah," | agreed, "we just have to figure out how."
"| thought I'd taught you to dways plan the con before you start it," he said, "not as you go dong.”

"And | thought friends didn't drag each other into trouble like this. Y ou do not want to dart criticizing me
after dl you did to cause thismess.”

He laughed lightly. "Fair enough. What matters now is how we moveforward.” He sat silently for dmost
aminute, then said, "How about apot of gold?!

"Too many buyers, plus Manu doesn't fit," | said.

"A race phonefor the EC?'

"It would get them to the right place, but Dougat and Chaplat would have no reason to play.”
"Hey," hesad, "I'm brainstorming. Give mealittletime. Y ou're not exactly bursting with idess.”
| nodded agreement and pondered the Situation.

We went back and forth for the better part of two hours, tossing out classic con structures and trying to
adapt them to our stuation. Y ou rarely work more than one mark at atime, however, so nothing quitefit
our three-party problem, nor did anything meet the additiona requirement of saving Manu in the bargain.

Thenit hit me,
"How well connected are you here?' | said.

"Wl enough to know which people we'd want for any type of job, but—" he paused and spread his
hands, "—also well enough known by the same people that we'd have to show them some cash up front.
No one hereisgoing to work for me on the come.”
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"No surprisethere” | said. "Y ou obvioudy haven't changed your business practices.” If you weren't part
of Jack's core team—which | fortunately was during the years we worked togethe—he considered it
amost asacred duty to try to con you out of your share of any haul. He said any money hefilched froma
weaker crewmember was an educational expense that person would later benefit from incurring.
"Fortunately, | havethat jewe you left me." | had alot more money than that, but | wanted Jack to know
aslittle as possible about my financid stuation. "Can you point meto somefences here? If so, | might be
ableto handle my end of the front money for anything we need.”

"Absolutdly,” he said, "and | don't think you appreciate how great agift it was, or you wouldn't worry at
all about expenses. Even ten percent of the value of that thing is enough to cover most of the cost of the
biggest con weve ever run.”

Hed doneit again. HEd led me to assume he was poor and to offer to pay, but he'd stolen many more
gems than the one held left me, so he had plenty of money.

"What about your haul ?* | said. "Y ou started thistrouble, so you should fund its resolution.”

"Just making sure you're still on your game," he said. "But because we're splitting the take, we should split
the bank." He stuck out his hand. "Fair enough?'

| shook hishand but held tight and squeezed as| said, "Dedl, but the split is by the number of gemswe
each have." | strained to keep smiling as| crushed his hand.

Jack fought to show nothing on hisface, but hisarm shook. "That's unfair, Jon. | earned those."

"And now you'll spend alittle part of them. Y ou got meinto this, so you'll bankroll the bulk of the cost.
Y ou can dways make more money, Jack; I'm offering you a chance to walk away with no one hunting
you."

"Far enough," hesaid.

| let go of hishand.

He pulled it back, casudly put it under the table, and said, " So, why did you ask how connected | was?"
"Because we're going to need acrew.”

Heleaned forward with excitement. "What do you havein mind?"

"I think amodified treasure map with abang might do it,”" | said, growing more and more convinced as
the idea blossomed. "We'd have to find theright location, of course, aswell asavery specid twinse—l|
have an ideafor that—and at |east a boomer and a couple of scrapers.”

He considered the notion, then leaned forward. "I've never worked atreasure map with more than two,
and eventwoisrare.”

"But we havedoneit,”" | said. "Remember that time on—"

"Y eah, yeah, of course” he said, ahuge smile punctuating the comment. " That was brilliant.” The amile
collapsed. "We have three here, though, so the problem remains.”

"That'sthe beauty of it," | said. "We don't have three, not redlly. We have only two, provided—"

"Of course!" he sad. "If you can make them—"



"l can.” Running ideas back and forth with Jack, finishing each other's sentences—I'd forgotten how
much I'd enjoyed this part of our timetogether. For al hisflaws, Jack had anatura aptitude for the work
and amind quick enough that he could succeed at anything held bother to try.

"What about protection?”’

"My faux PCAV," | said, "ought to beintimidating enough.” Lobo would hate me caling him "faux,” and
he might not like hisrole, but hed do it well.

"And me" hesaid. "That means| haveto—"

"Yeah," | sad. "It won't work any other way."

"But if it'syour ship," he said, "then we need to cal—"

"Wemogt certainly do," | said, nodding my agreement, "and pronto. Timeis short.”

"None of this should be amagjor problem,” he said, "as long as nothing has to stand up to close
ingpection.”
"It shouldn't.”

"We need abig setup,” Jack said, "but | know a prime areato search: the abandoned base on the
southeast edge of town."

"You'll scout it and find candidates?' | said.
"Sure. What about the boomer?”

"You set up—" | said.

"—and you finish," hesaid. "It could work."

"Any ideasfor the scrapers?’ | said. "This might skid Sideways, so we need power and muscle, but we
aso need precison.”

Jack closed his eyes and considered the problem. "The Zyuns," hefinadly said. "They're usudly busy, but
for agood payday and a spot of what they consider fun, which this definitely should be, they'll come. I'll
need afew daysto stretch out to them. A little money would help with that and with the site work.”

"We covered that," | said, "and we're not going to keep wasting time on it. I'll take care of the expenses
on my end, and you dedl with yours. Y our end's bigger because you have more gems.”

Heleaned back in his seat and sighed theatricdly. "Fine. Y ou can't blame aman for trying. My money or
yours, though, it'still likely to take me abit of timeto reach the Zyuns."

"Noworries," | said. "'l haveto talk to Maggie and get back to my ship before anyone notices.”
"Will the woman be aproblem?”

"Maggie" | sad. "Asl'vetold you, her nameisMaggie Park, and either shelll help, or I'll keep her out of
it

Jack studied me for aminute. "Y ou're making amistake, Jon. Y ou're aready emotiona about the boy,
and now you're involved with thewoman.” He held up hishand. "Y es, | know their names, but theway |



referred to them is precisdy the point: get cold and play insde the lineswe draw, or it'll go nonlinear and
no one will come out well."

Anger rosein me, and | wanted to hit him. | couldn't decide, though, what aspect of his statements
infuriated me the mogt: the claim that | couldn't stay cool, his calm assurance in declaring that | was
involved with Maggiewhen | clearly wasnat, or, | finaly had to admit, hisaccuracy in noting thet |
wished | wereinvolved with Maggie. None of that mattered, though; saving Manu and surviving without
Dougat, Chaplat, or Midon destroying us remained the top priorities.

"I'm cold enough, Jack," | said. Too cold, | thought but did not say, at least if you ask Maggie. "Y ou
check possible locations, I'll take care of my tasks, and well meet as soon as you have something to
show me." | didn't mention that part of my problem wasfiguring out away to take Manu away from him;
if the plan worked, that part should fal out nicdly. | pulled the spare milspec encrypted comm unit from
my inside pocket and put it on the table between us. "Take this, and cal me when you're ready.”

He swept it into hishand, and it vanished. "Will do."
"Onelast thing," | said.
llYg?l

"If you decideto run, I'll turn al three groups on you, and I'll chase you mysdlf. Y oull be lucky if one of
them catches you before | do."

"I'm hurt, Jon," he said. "We're back as ateam, we're working together, and abig payday isin sght. I've
never failed you on acon.”

"No, you havent. Dont let thisbethefirst time."
| stood and |eft.

Asl| hit the street and grabbed a cab to transport me to the rendezvous point, | started rehearsing the
conversation ahead.

Any way | looked at it, Maggie was not going to like this plan.

* * % %

By thetime I'd reached Lobo and we'd settled into a secure orbital position nestled among a group of
weather and high-encryption data sats, the night had surrendered to the day and dl | wanted wasto

deep.

Maggie had other ideas. she demanded arecap of my meeting with Jack. Lobo wasaso curious. | ran
down the highlights for them, though | didn't explain the plan; at this stage, the fewer the people who
knew it, the better. Plus, | was beginning to accept that because Maggie couldn't control her reactions

well enough to be afully informed player, | might have to use her ignorance. Much as shed hate the idea,
if it hel ped us save Manu, | had to hope sheéld forgive mein the end.

As| recounted the key points of our conversation, Maggie's eyes narrowed and her cheeks flushed.

The moment | stopped talking, she started. "Y ou did what?' she said. "'Y ou made adedl with that
kidnapper?'

"We don't know that he kidnapped Manu,” | said. "Thelast time | saw them together, Manu seemed to



trust him. | don't believe he would hurt the boy."

"Why are you defending aman who drugged you, abandoned you, and |eft you with three dangerous
groups pursuing you?'

"I'm not trying to defend him," | said, though | had to admit | was doing just that. "I'm explaining how
we're going to rescue Manu and end dl of thistrouble.”

"It worked out so well with Jack last time," she said, "that | can see why you'd want to partner with him
agan.”

"Therésacrucia difference between then and now: I'm driving this plan, and | understand what's going
on."

"Why not smply take Manu and run?'

"Firgt, | don't know where Manu is, and forcing Jack to tell me would berisky at best; heis, as| told
you, traveling with protection. Second, even if we did persuade Jack to give us Manu, we wouldn't get
far without having to fight—and thus put Manu at more risk—because none of these groupsis going to
let usleave this system without chalenging us."

"So we haveto rely on Jack?'

"If you have abetter plan,” | said, "then let'shear it." | took adeep breath to try to stop mysdlf from
sounding as angry and frustrated as | was. "Otherwise, were doing it my way."

Shetook her time and considered the problem. | wanted to turn my back on her and grab some deep,
but to befair | had to wait and hear what she had to say.

After acouple of minutes, shesad, "No, | don't have a better idea. Asyou might imagine, I've been
worrying about our Situation during al the hoursyou've left me aone. Every timel think | have agood
solution, | discover mgjor flawsinit. You've donealot of things| don't understand, but you've been
consgtent in trying to resolve everything and at least appearing most of thetimeto betrying to save
Manu, so I'll shut up and do what | canto help.”

"Thank you," | said.
"| can offer dternatives," Lobo said.
"I know you can,” | said, "but I'm aso quite confident they'll dl involve more violence than | want.”

"Givenwherewe are," Lobo said, "some violenceisinevitable. So, we're only discussing how much. |
can track you and take out anyone hel ping Jack, and | can certainly destroy the ships Dougat and
Chaplat were using to monitor us."

"And the EC?' | said. "You'd blast its ships, too?"

"Not al of them, of course," Lobo said, annoyance evident in hisvoice. "l know my limitations, so |
understand that even in this backwater region of space the EC maintains more combat craft than | could
possibly handle. | do believe, however, that | could disable or destroy enough of them that we could
leave this system and make a sufficiently high number of jumpsthat the EC would be extremely unlikely
to bother to follow us. It smply wouldn't be economically reasonable.”

"So the best caseisthat we spend the rest of our lives avoiding this section of space, and the worst case



isthat the EC recruitsthe help of other federations? Isthat about right?'
"Perhaps," Lobo said, "though the universeis vast, and the EC might well loseinterest.”

| shook my head in disgust, not at L.obo, who was behaving according to his persondity/programming,
but at myself for allowing him to draw meinto adebate on histerms. "No," | said. "'I'm not going to argue
with you, because I'm not pursuing any option that demands we kill multiple people. I've done more of
that in my lifethan | want. I'll doiit againif | haveto, but if | can avoidit, | will." | didn't tell him thet |
could have taken Jack on my own, right there in the bar, smply by using the nanomachinesto kill
everyone else. | might even have been able to smply scare them away, though any use of the
nanomachinesin front of so many people put me at greet risk of discovery. | then could have tortured
Jack until he gave up Manu—and he would have, he had no training in resistance, and even if he did,
everyone breaks eventualy. If not for afriend and colleague rescuing me from torture the last time a
megacorp was hunting me, | would certainly have broken. After Jack told me whereto find Manu, |
could have gone there and destroyed anyonein my way. | didn't even know the limits of what the
nanomachines could do, but | suspected that if | were willing to turn them loose in full-on sdf-replication
mode with no self-destruct guidance, they might be able to take out a planet or even more. I'd watched
Aggro disappear, so massive destruction was definitely possible. The fact that | had this power, though,
did not mean | had to useit. | would not let what | could do become what | would do. | would cregte
the best set of options| could, and | would avoid killing as much as possible. If | never killed again, I'd
be better for it—but never free of the stains of the past. There was no way to remove that damage. "No,"
| said, suddenly aware that I'd been standing silently for an awkward amount of time, "'no, were not
doing that."

"Y our choice, of course," Lobo said.

| focused again on Maggie, who was staring at me intently. She reached out and gently held my left cheek
with her hand, then pulled back and stared, asif she'd touched something dimy. | didn't blame her; most
people don't like being around killers. I looked away from her before her face showed more of her
disgust; | didn't want to see her look at me that way. | preferred to remember that brief moment in the
hangar, when she was modding the dressand | stupidly abandoned redity and imagined | might have a
chanceto build afuture with her.

"Well work out the detailsaswego dong,” | said, "and I'll tell each of you what you need to do as
necessary.” | turned my back and headed to bed. "For now, I'm going to grab some deep. Maggie, you
may want to do the same.”

Under my bregath, not willing to say it loudly enough that it might provoke another argument but also
unable or unwilling to keep the fact entirdy to mysdlf, | added, " Jack'll be calling soon enough.”

Chapter 29

L ast chanceto try a least this part of it my way," Lobo said as we touched down on the northwestern
edge of the abandoned base. Jack brought three men as backup. Their spacing is good, each has shelter
on at least one side, each isnear acorner, and no oneisin anyone else'sline of fire, so they're probably
pros. Nonetheless, | could ater our gpproach path quickly enough to give me clear shots at all of them.
Hed then be yours.”

"Again, no," | said. "Hetold me he'd bring protection, so | have no problem with their presence.” | didn't
expect Jack to do anything stupid, but in case | waswrong | added, "If | signa for help or anyone opens
fire, take them out."
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"I should be so lucky," Lobo said. ™Y ou might aswell own ataxi for dl the good my capabilitiesare
doing you."

"Your roleisvitd," | said, "asI'll explain later."

Lobo opened a hatch, and | stepped into a perfect, sunny morning, adight breeze blowing and soft white
clouds dotting the sky. | don't know if it was my imagination or redl, but | would have sworn that the light
wind carried the scent of the base's abandonment. Three once-deadly security barriers dashed acrossthe
paved ground between us and the facility proper, but they reeked of age and sadness, guards so
wounded and tired but still so well built that they could neither do their jobs nor die. The outermost
divider, aten-meter-high fence of woven dash metd and artificid diamond blades, gleamed dangeroudy
in some areas but lay harmlesdy in others, holes blasted through it and large chunks of it broken down or
hauled away by looters. Next in line stood a five-meter-tal permacrete wal that sparkled asthe morning
light struck the shards of glass and cheap local minerasembedded init. A three-meter-high, formerly
electrified meta fence had once formed thefina defensive barrier, but you could tell whereit had stood
only by spotting the scraps so embedded in permacrete supports that they must not have been worth
salvaging. Scratchesin the ground between the three ravaged defenders and along the barriers

themsel ves suggested the paths robotic guards and crawlers had worn on endless variations of their

patrol routes.

The EC had once wrapped this base and its thousands and thousands of tons of armaments with security
strong enough to repd many ground attacks and buy time in the face of even the worst land-based
assaults, and | assumed that the air defenses had once been equally formidable. Now, though, the place
was sad.

With no power feeding any of the defenses and no one to stop them, opportunistic locals had bulldozed
and blasted access paths large enough to let through demalition teams and freight haulers. Permacrete,
the main materia of the frames of dl the office buildings, barracks, supply depots, hangars, repair
facilities, and other structures that composed the huge base, was chegper to lay than to move, so the
shells of those congtructs il stood.

Almogt everything else was gone. With the exception of afew sections of the outermost barrier, dl the
metal, everything from signposis to security fencesto doors, was missing. Window frames sat empty.
Tiny stumps still embedded in the ground marked where signs had stood. Everywhere | looked, the
permacrete survived alone, the last remaining bones of the dead EC base.

Jack stood insde asmall guardhouse forty meters away. He was smart enough not to approach me, to
let me come when | was ready. He knew 1'd run a perimeter check before | entered. | hoped Jack till

believed Lobo was an imitation PCAV, because | wanted every possible edge should the con man turn
onmeagain.

| spotted no problems beyond the guards L obo had noted and | had expected.

"Still clean except for the three soldiers,” Lobo said on the machine frequency, "asisthe airspace over us.
We have to consider the possibility that were being watched by at least one of the pursuing groups, so
suggest you keep me close.”

"Agreed," | subvocalized. My guesswas that Midon would keep her EC ships at bay abit longer, and
Chaplat waslikely to stay back for afew more days aswell, but Dougat might well be monitoring us.
Wed scanned the whole areaiin IR and spotted nothing that appeared anywhere near Manu'sSze, o if
Dougat was watching, | hope he/d done the same and was leaving me aone to work on Jack.

If Dougat choseto chargein, then weld haveto fall back to Lobo's plan and take out his ship—~but only



if the man wasthat stupid. | didn't want that to be the case. To save Manu and get out of this mess
without having to run forever, | needed to make the plan work.

| was wasting time worrying about what might happen. | needed to eva uate Jack's proposed location to
seeif it met our requirements, and then get out of there.

| walked toward Jack. As | approached him, the three men tightened the triangle they formed around
him. When | was five meters away, | stopped, lifted my arms dightly to my sides, and let them seethat |
wasn't carrying any obvious wegpons.

| also used the time to study them. | started with aquick scan of the man on my right, but as| checked
out the other two | realized something odd: they appeared to be identical. Each stood about 30
centimeters shorter than |, but | estimated each to aso be at least ten and maybe twenty kilos heavier, all
of the additional weight muscle. Very few men choose to be that short, so these guys must have eected
to gtick with their birth height. | would have thought them anti-tech types from that one fact done, but
there was no way they could have built that much muscle naturally. Each wore a deeveless night-black
bodysuit that followed every contour of hisbody asif it were water rippling over astone-filled stream,
but as | looked closer | noticed the materid was thick enough that it had to be lightweight armor. Muscle
rippled under the garments and on their exposed arms, which were so ripped they resembled anatomy
holos. Each man was pae with hair that matched the bodysuit and a day-old beard growth that was so
perfectly uniform it had to exist for style, not function, the look one that had long been popular throughout
the bodyguard circuit on dozens of planets. Vigblein dl of their ears were combo comm/audio canceling
units; they could stand under rocket enginesfiring and hear no more than the sound of astrong wind
blowing. Rugged faces, chins wide enough to suggest both hormone-enhanced bones and no desireto do
anything about it, and thick necks—everything about these three was built for combat.

They'd dso come armed for action. Each carried one handgun, had two more visible in shoulder and
wa st holgters, and wore ablack pack that included arifle within easy reach. From the size of the pack,
more wesgpons were probably insdeit. None of the men moved or looked asif he even noticed the
weight hewas carrying.

Of course, | might have been misreading them, because | couldn't seetheir eyes: activeglass shields
locked directly onto their eye sockets. The coverswere cycling lazily through avariety of images, al of
them disturbing: bloodshot eyes, serrated and bloody knives, mushroom clouds, and explosions of
various sorts. Socket-locked eye protection was excellent for combat, with no blind spots and total
protection, but the mods necessary to keep them in place left you with unattractive connector holes
around each eye until the replacement cells grew enough to fill in the pits. These guys were either extreme
fashion followers or very serious about their work. Given their Size, | assumed the latter.

"An unusud trio, aren't they, Jon?" Jack said. When | didn't respond, he continued. "1'm being terribly
rude," he said. "L et meintroduce you to the Zyuns."

| nodded my head but didn't say aword.

All three Zyuns nodded in unison.

| stared at each of them againinturn, but | fill couldn't tell them apart.
"Friendsof yours?' | said.

"No," the onedirectly in front of me said.

"Simply," the oneto my right said.



"Contractors,” the oneto my |eft finished.

"Y ou'refreeto hirethem after today,” Jack said, "but until the day isover, I've paid for their time and
protection.”

"Trueidenticd triplets?’ | said, till curious.
"No," Jack said. "May 17"
The three Zyuns nodded as one.

"Taking, at least to others, isn't their strong point,” Jack said. "As| understand it, they were fraterna
triplets before their mother started applying the best science she could afford so she could use her sonsto
secure her control over the colony sheruled. All that work made them asidentical as possible without
completely redoing their DNA. The lensesinclude camerasthat relay what each one seesto the others
battle-style displays. The earpieces and embedded mikes maintain constant communi cation among them.
They're augmented with continua muscle stimulation, hormones, adrendine, and who knowswhat else.
When their mother died, they went into private practice. They live and train and meditate together as
one."

"Who leads?' | said.
"Weadll do," dl three said smultaneoudy. "All are onein the now."

| shook my heed. I'd never seen aunit with more than one commander that could do well when the hest
came. On the other hand, 1'd never met any group quite like these three. "Whatever works for you

guys”

"Y ou can't deny the combat advantages of three smultaneous perspectives and squad mates you can
absolutely count on,” Jack said.

"Fair enough,” | said, even though he waswrong. For aslong as I've known anything about professiona
fighting teams, they've been able to share multiple viewpoints on heads-up displays. Asfor trusting the
person next to you, | suppose that might be a problem in some units—but it was never anissuefor mein
the Saw. Nonethdless, the Zyuns enjoyed ardationship that was, in my experience, unique. "'l haveto
ask," | continued, "how did you guys get from amother with enough money to pay for al this
engineering—" | waved my hand to take in the three of them "—to working freel ance security on Gash?!

"Not theded," they said, each one voicing one word. "Only now matters.”

They wereright. | didn't like it when people asked about my past, so | had no trouble respecting their
privacy. | wondered if they consciously chose to make every sentence contain a multiple of three words.

Weirdness aside, we needed scrapers, and if Jack waswilling to pay them to protect him from me, they
might work out for our needs. As| considered it further, having the three of them with their high degree
of connectedness could prove useful.

I'd think more about it when we'd finished here. Right now, we had to see the site Jack thought might
work. "Let'sgo," | said. "l don't want to spend any more time here than | absolutely haveto, and I've
aready lingered too long. Show me the space.”

On cue, Lobo rose and positioned himsdlf to follow us from fifty meters above. He wouldn't let Jack or
the Zyuns out of range.



One Zyun turned his attention to L obo; the other two stayed focused on me.

Jack motioned toward Lobo. "I'm hurt, Jon," he said. "Do you honestly believe you need that level of
protection against me?"

| answered his question with one of my own. "Do you honestly believe you'd ill be diveif | wanted you
dead?' | said.

"Not achance," the Zyuns said in their three-voice dternation. "But for now, we are here.”
"The space, Jack," | said, motioning him along. "Lead on."

He shrugged and started walking. We turned left and went parallel to the innermost barrier for two
hundred meters, then stopped in front of what had clearly once been arepair facility of some sort. About
ahundred and fifty meters wide and maybe twenty meterstall, it wasn't large enough for any of the mgjor
space trangports but would hold quite afew of just about any other military surface transportsthe EC
would operate, aswell as PCAVsand other craft smilar to Lobo. Large openings across the front and
indentationsin the ground and the top of the huge doorframes marked where scavengers had stolen the
meta doorsthat had once been able to seal the place. The building's depth was hard to gauge from this
angle, but | guessed it to be at least half as deep asit was wide.

"Lobo," | subvocdized. "Building status?"

"Unable to scan beyond the first few meters| can read through the open doorway. Not asurprise: if the
EC usad it to repair sengitive vehicles, they would have embedded signal-blocking mesh layersin the
permacrete and used relayed wirdess feeds to the outside for communication.”

"Comeingdeand check it out," Jack said.

"Want meto follow you insgde?' Lobo said. "It'sbig enough.”

"If necessary,” | subvocalized, "but aslong as you have aclear shot on them, stay outside.”
"Coming," Lobo said.

"Inamoment,” | said to Jack.

Lobo settled to a hover ameter above the ground and ten meters behind me. He was running as quiet as
possible, but the noise till made conversation difficult.

Jack shook hishead, grinned at me, and walked into the empty building. The Zyuns maintained formation
and followed him. Either they were smart enough to know there was no point in forming ahuman barrier
around Jack, because Lobo's weapons could go right through them, or he hadn't paid them enough to be
willing to take ashot for him. From their initid reactions and the fact that Jack waswilling to hirethem, |
guessed the former. Good; | liked working with realistic people.

"Now I'm ready,” | shouted to Jack.

| sepped insgde and surveyed the place. Light streaming in from the front and from empty windows aong
the sides illuminated the space enough that | could see dl the way to the back wall. Large, vacant
doorframes stood along the rear of each Side, so we had atotal of three entrance/exit options. Excellent.

Something about the back wall was off. When | studied it more closgly, the answer was obvious: it was
two wallsthat overlapped for only haf a dozen meters.



| noticed Jack watching me closdly. He grinned when | turned to face him.

"That's the best part,” he said. "Each rear wall section runs about sixty percent of the way acrossthe
back, with a gap between them about three meters wide and an overlap large enough that it takesa

moment to tell there are two. | figure they used the actua rear section of the place for parts storage,

repair benches, and so on.”

"How bigisthat area?' | said.

He nodded enthusiagticdlly. "More than twenty-five meters degp and the length of the building. Two
doorways feed it, one on each end, each one about thirty meterswide."

"Morethan big enough to shidd us" | said.
"Which makes everything smpler,” he said, smiling broadly.

"So we have doorsto ingall and dl the other prep work to do,” | said, "as well asthe eectronics, the rest
of the stuff we discussed, and the big gear. How long?"

"Everything'sdready in progress,” Jack said, "and fortunately most of what we needed wasin stock with
my suppliers. So, two daysto get it here. The Zyuns have meshed me with theright kind of construction
people, and nothing we haveto dois particularly hard. Cal it aconservative four to five daysfor themto
dotheir work."

"Once | gart thisrolling, therésno changing it,” | said. | considered Jack's estimates. He was almost
certainly padding them to be safe, because the construction and setup we needed really wasn't that hard.
On the other hand, it would involve multiple machines, some big chunks of metd for the doors, and afar
amount of labor and coordination, so | wanted to be absolutely safe. " Six days. Y ou have six days.”

"I have six days," Jack said. "What about you? And what about money? Pulling this off in that amount of
timeisgoing to cost asmal fortune.”

"Each time you have to pay one of your contractors,” | said, "consider the size of the score, not to
mention the peace of mind, you stand to make off this plan.”

| watched as he evauated his possible arguments, then redlized there was no point in bothering with
them. | had the stronger position, and he knew it. Even so, those gems must have been worth far more
than 1'd thought, or he would have givenit atry.

"Fine, fing, Jon," he said. "Stick mewith everything. Y ou didn't answer my other question, though: what
about you? What are you going to do while I'm managing al the hard work?"

| ignored him and walked over to the nearest Zyun. | pulled out my wallet, thumbed it to receiveina
high-quarantine areg, and said, "I'd like to hireyou later. Interested?”

All three nodded, and my wallet trembled its reception of their contact information. 1 didn't see any of
them moveto send it to me. "Only when you're done with Jack."

"One more day," the three said in the usua one-word-apiece response pattern.
"Wait onMund," | said, "if you're serious.”

"Jon," Jack said. "I'mtired of your attitude toward me. Answver my question: while I'm spending my
money and working, what are you going to be doing to help?*



"Risking my life," | said, as| headed back to Lobo, "first by annoying severd very angry and very
powerful people, and then by explaining to them how | can make their wishes cometrue.”

Chapter 30

| 'm trying ashard as| can to trust you and be patient,” Maggie said, each word coming dowly and with
obvious effort.

"And | appreciateit very much,” | said. | wasn't paying as close attention as | wanted, but we were
docking with the jump gate station, so | had to prepare for my meeting with Midon.

"So when are you going to explain exactly what you're doing and how it's going to save Manu?' she
sad.

The Station filled the display Lobo had opened. The Structure was dready amost entirely clean of Gatist
paint, courtesy of the bots that were now crawling over the few remaining red hits. | forced mysdf to
ignoreit, focused on Maggie, and consdered her request. Her beauty and the degree to which | found
her attractive made that difficult, and | couldn't help but recall momentarily thelook in her eyesin the
hangar when she was showing off her new dress, but none of that mattered; the anger I'd seen before I'd
left to find Jack made it clear to methat we'd never have ardationship. Still, if for no reason other than
her dedication and attempts to help, Maggie deserved an answer to her question.

The problem was, | couldn't trust her not to reveal what she knew to others.

No matter what her agenda, her face gave away so much information that | feared in a critical moment

she might jeopardize us dl by what her expressonsreveaed. | couldn't count on her acting abilities, so
the only prudent option wasto keep her in the dark and at times even take advantage of her ignorance.
She might hate me later for it, but al of us, including Manu, would be safer if | chosethat path.

"I'mnot,” | said, holding up my hands and trying to sound calm and reasonable. "I'll tdl you what you
need to know when you need to know it, but not before. We're much more likely to succeed thisway,
and the only chance Manu has at a safe life away from these peopleisfor usto accomplish our gods.”

| expected anger, and indeed it swept across her face like storm winds rippling across alake, but hurt
replaced it. "When are you going to trust me?' she said.

| struggled to find away to explain that her question was much more complex than sheredlized, that you
could trust someone'sintentions but not their skills, or that you might trust both of those things and till for
safety reasons not depend onthem inaplan, but | couldn't think of an explanation that didn't make my
thought processes sound even worse than she already believed they were.

"Docked," Lobo said. "Lock ready in five seconds.”

| couldn't invest moretimein this, because Midon had to know | was here. | had to move quickly to
make it clear to her that | was both playing the game properly and respecting her appropriately.

"Lobo," | said, "as soon as I'm out, move to the same position you occupied in my last meeting with
Midon. She may aswell watch you out her viewport aswetalk." To Maggie, | added, "I'm sorry, but |
haveto go."

* k % %
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Inside, the Gash jump gate station could have been any station at any gate anywhere in the universe. No
traces of the red paint remained. No red people thronged the hdls. No party soundsfilled theair. |
shouldn't have expected anything different, and intellectudly | didn't, but because my first experience here
had been during the color wash, I'd unconscioudy prepared mysdlf to deal again with the color wash.

| had no way to know whether Dougat or Chaplat or both had people watching the sation, so | couldn't
smply ask for Midon. If she was anywhere near as competent as| believed shewas, all | needed to do
was create an acceptable excuse to talk to Carne, and she'd find me.

Easy enough.

| balled my figts, shook my head, grumbled to mysdlf, and walked asif | were aman ready to burst with
anger. | crashed down the hdlway, ignoring everything to the Side of me. | bumped into person after
person, shoving aside each one | encountered and muttering under my breath about a denied jump
gpplication. | headed gtraight to the claims office that occupied the center of a hub of short corridors that
led to docking portsfor smaller vessals such as Lobo. | stepped to the door so quickly that | dmost hit
itsedge asit retracted into the wall. | didn't break my stride until | was nose to top of skull with arather
gartled man agood head shorter than | was. | interrupted him pouring adrink from awall dispenser. The
expression on hisface made clear that he aready regretted ever stepping from behind his counter.

"I demand to speak with the station agent!” | said, yelling so loudly the man's hair moved from the force
of the sound.

He scurried back behind his counter before responding. " The complaints officer isn't hereright now," he
said, "so perhapsif you could come back later, he could help you.”

| put both my hands on the surface that separated us and leaned over it. "Is there something unclear in
what | said? Are you having trouble understanding me? | don't want the complaints officer; get methe
dation agent.” | hit the counter with both fists, and it shook dightly from the force. "Now!"

Hefingered his cuff; security was on the way. If Midon didn't have someone watching for me, | was
about to have avery unpleasant conversation with some armed guards who had the right not only to
escort me out but also to levy asubstantid fine.

"Sir, | think you'll find—" he stopped talking and |ooked to the right, his attention suddenly elsawhere. He
shook his head dightly, asif confused.

The door opened behind me.

My every inginct wasto turn and attack the guards before they could reach me, but | was playing the
role of someone dumb enough to yell a alow-leve civil servant whosejob wasto absorb verbal and
emotiona shrapnel so his superiors never had to experienceit. In that role, | had to let the guards come
to me.

The man overcame his confusion and saved me. He looked at me, smiled, held up hisright hand to stop
the guards, and said, "These men will be happy to escort you to the office of Mr. Carne, the
adminigrator in charge. Hes waiting for you now."

"That'sbetter," | said, Saying intherole. | didn't want any more people aware of my relationship with
Midon than | could possibly avoid.

The guards stances sgnaed their hope that I'd do something stupid so they could have alittle fun with
me, but | clagped my hands and made it clear we wouldn't be fighting.



"After you,” | said to them.

They glanced at the man behind the counter, but he must have nodded approval, because without saying
anything they turned and walked out of the room. | followed them down the corridor. They dowed twice
and even abruptly stopped once, but | stayed ameter and ahaf behind them the entire way. Bumping
into them might have been dl the excuse they needed to be able to claim before a disciplinary council that
I'd initiated conflict. | didn't need to fal into that trap, though the more they delayed methe harder |
found it to stop from getting angry and the more part of me wanted afight to start.

When we reached Carne's office, | paused until they backed away from the door and opened aclear
pathinsde.

The toy-filled room remained exactly asl'd | eft it, but as soon as | wasinsde, Midon stepped from her
hiding place behind thefirst row of shelvesto my left.

"| trust you have good newsfor me," she said.
"Do you ever let Carne use his own office?"

"I can't gand dll this," she said, taking in the toys and the rows of shelves with asingle sveep of her arm.
"Lef'sgoingde”

She went straight to the desk in the inner office and settled behind it. | checked the display to my right as
| entered the room and resisted smiling at the Sight of Lobo hovering outside. A single very large launcher
hung beneath him in aready position, asif held decided al the weapons he'd shown last time were
overkill. | wondered if shetook offense at the snub, or even if Lobo had meant the gesture as such, but |
decided he must have. His snide side was quite entertaining when | wasn't itstarget.

Midon acted asif aPCAV hung outsde her window every moment of every day, willing neither to
opague the display nor to discusswhat wasvisbleinit.

"Wdl," shesaid.

| waited but did not speak. As dedling with Jack had reminded me multiple times recently, the easest
way to change the balance of power in aconversation isto refuse to engage on any but your own terms.
If I gave her control at this stage, she'd want to extend it to every aspect of the discussion to come. |
couldn't afford that.

"I've taken more theory of interaction classes than you have," she said, "so why don't we stop wasting
time?'Y ou're here, and you wanted my attention. Y ou haveit. Y ou reaffirmed your independence with
that thing," sheflicked her hand in Lobo's direction, "and I'm suitably impressed. Y ou don't want to
acknowledge my power. Fine. We're peers.” Sheleaned forward. "I redly don't care about anything
except getting what | want and then jumping to a civilized planet where | can put my career back on
track. So, how would you like to proceed?!

Even though | knew that at someleve her directness was smply another tactic, | still admired it. Any
bureaucrat who could both identify the gamesin play and step away from them possessed more
intelligence than mogt.

"Dougat and some of his people will be making awegponsded,” | said. "Other than interrupting it in
progress, what € se do you need?’

"The sdle must include milspec stock, at least some of it suitable for vehicleingtalation or mounting, and
sgnificant quantities of severd different items.”



Sheld obvioudly prepared her list, which | appreciated.

"I need more money,” | said. | didn't, | had al the cash necessary for the operation, but saying anything
else would have been out of character for what she expected from me—and, of course, more money
wouldn't hurt.

"Wehave aded," shesad, "and additiond funding isn't part of it."

"Yes" | sad, "but a thetimewe madeit, | didn't understand how much playing middieman would end up
cosing me"

"Middleman?'

"Y ou think I'm buying the wegpons?' | laughed. "Y ou're smarter than that. Why would | want anything to
do with any illegd activities? I'm just an honest man caught in abad place by forces beyond his contral.”

A smilewasthe most | could get from her. "Y our costs are your problem; make the dedl large enough,
and you'l befineinthe end. | don't care who the other party in the transaction is.”

"Youmight."

She said nothing and waited for me to continue.

| waited with her. Lobo hung outside the window.

She sghed. "Okay, why?'

"Y ou could take down Dougat and help clean up Mund in the process,” | said.

"Chaplat?"

| nodded.

"Interesting,” she said, "and, yes, that would be ussful—but not useful enough to warrant more money."
"But if you captured part of hisgang in the ded?'

"Our arrest teams will take everyone we catch,” she said. "Including you. Of course, | can try to arrange
to giveyou—"

"Not me" | said, cutting her off. "Either we agree that | exit before you enter, or you'l find out about the
sde after thefact.”

I'd annoyed her, but she kept it under control, the only sign being the long pause before she said, "That's
acceptable. Y ou should have no problems, but Dougat and Chaplat and their teamswon't fare so well.”

"And if they fight back?'
"l assumethey will," she said, her smilereturning, "which will only save us processing costs.”

"I'll make sure I'm wel away from there" | said. "L ook, if you're not going to give me any additiona
advance, then I'll need payment three days after you arrest Dougat and sei ze the wegpons.”

"Any time you want after we have them,” shesaid. "Y ou can trust usthet far.”

| laughed. "I don't trust any government to do anything that'snot inits sdlf interest,” | said, "but | am



confident that neither of us needs the recordings we both possess to be sprayed across every data stream
inthisregion.”

Her only acknowledgment of the threat wasto tilt her head dightly. "When'sthe sde?'

"Sometimein the next Sx to eight days," | said. "Y ou'll get no more than an hour's notice, so you'll need
to keep ateam on ready in each mgjor city on Gash. Make them good units, trained for urban and rura
stedlth gpproaches, and not small ones, either. | can't know in advance the number of hostiles on either
gde”

"I need aday to make that happen,” she said. "After that, welll be ready.”

| took out my wallet and thumbed open aquarantined area. "Give me asigna protocol you won't miss,” |
said, "and send me your weaponswish list. | won't guarantee to get everything on it, but I'll do my best.”

She nodded and tapped for amoment on the desk. My wallet chirped its acceptance.
"Multipleteamswill cost mealot,”" shesad.

"Not my problem. Y ou said you wanted Dougat badly. Y ou ignored my costs. And, | assume the assets
you plan to confiscate greatly out-value the expense of security squads you're aready paying anyway."

She nodded. "' Are we done?"

"Not quite," | said. "Y ou'll be tempted to have your people follow me from here on. Don't. Stay back, or
you'll destroy everything I'm setting up. Y our teams are too easy to spot.”

"| can get better people,” she said.

"Maybe, but if Dougat, Chaplat, or | spot even one of them, thiswhole dedl will evaporate faster than a
puddlein the middle of Gash's desert. Are you willing to take that chance?"

"Okay," she sad, "we continue to leave you done and to not track you." She put her hands on the desk,
stood, and leaned over it. "Make sure| hear from you in eight days. If | don't—"

| cut her off. "Understood. I'll contact you when I'm ready.”
"Theboy?' shesaid.

| paused and tried to relax enough to show thered guilt | felt at therisks | was taking with Manu. "Hell
bethere" | finaly said. "Y ou're paying me for making him appear. That'sit. Once he shows up, I'm done.
Getting him away from the people who have himisyour problem.”

"Of course," shesaid.
| shook my head in disgust and turned to leave.

"Don't fed bad, Moore," she said. "Thelarger the dedl, the more your ten percent bringsyou. That plusa
quarter-million bonus for the boy should makethisarich payday.”

| didn't trust myself to say anything useful, so | didn't speak or turn around as| |eft the room and headed
back to Lobo.

One s&t, two to go.



Chapter 31

Y oucant besure hell believeyou," Maggie said. "He's dready lost the boy once, so helll be doubly
cautious now."

"Therésnoway around it,” | said. "Jack won't let me have Manu, and even if | could get him, | wouldn't
put the kid in front of Dougat again at this stage. I've strung Dougat dong thisfar; | just haveto keep
doing so for afew more days.”

"I can hdp,” Maggiesad. "l know—"

| held up my hand, and she stopped talking. She was back to the calm Maggie, and that was
encouraging, but | couldn't take the chance of her sparking further troubles by melting down at the wrong
time. "l gppreciateit,” | said, "but—"

"Why won't you hear her out?' Lobo said. "Her performance in the jump station was less than useful—"
"Thanksalot, Lobo," Maggie said, cutting him off.
"Yourewelcome,” Lobo said.

| couldn't help but smile, and from the look on Maggie'sface, that wasn't my best choice. It'ssimply that
| sorarely heard his sarcasm target anyone elsethat | enjoyed the momentswhen it did.

"And she has shown alack of combat readiness,”" Lobo continued, "but that doesn't mean al her ideas
are without merit. We discussed her proposa while you were with Midon, and it is worthy of
congderation.”

"That's some endorsement,” Maggie said.

"An accurate one," Lobo said. "Would you have me provide anything else, especidly given your
professed concern over the boy?"

"No," she admitted. "I do think, though, that we could improve your saestechnique.”

"Why would | try to sdl?' Lobo said. "If | wanted money from someone, 1'd train enough wegpons on
him that he'd happily transfer the payment to me."

Maggierolled her eyes. "Don't play dumb literal machine with me. Y ou know exactly what | meant.”

"Yes," Lobo sad, "and my point remains. | wasn't selling anything. | was providing Jon with accurate
guidance—counsd held be wiseto congder.”

"Areyou two done?' | said. Even when they argued with each other, | came out on thelosing side. Still,
if Lobo said | should listen, | would. Plus, Maggie was staring wide-eyed at me and trusting herself to my
judgment; how could | let her down?"Maggie, | apologize for not hearing you out. What are you

proposing?"

"Though | didn't soend much time with him, | studied Dougat. All of usdid; after dl, he wasthe leader of
the whole group, and we félt privileged to be able to work closeto him. I know more about how he
thinks than you do, so | can help make him morelikdly to believe that you actualy have Manu." She

paused.
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| listened and said nothing. I'd told her 1'd give her achance, so | would.
After afew seconds, she continued. "Where are you planning on meeting him?"
"I hadn't picked a place, but probably in the desert again. It worked last time, and it's easy to defend.”

"Dont," shesaid. "Yes, it wasfinelast time, but now you have to convince him that he'sin control and
you'rein thisfor the money. Use the Followers templein Mazton instead. It'sin the middle of aheavily
populated area, so he won't want any more firing than he authorized in the templein Eddy back on
Mund. For al the noise and smoke, that wasn't very much and wouldn't have happened at dl without
Manu'svision. The landing area behind this building is more than big enough us, and they won't have any
weapons in the facility powerful enough to hurt Lobo. If Dougat did, the EC would have taken him

aready." She paused again.

"I'm not saying theideaisbad,” | said. "It's very reasonable. Dougat isn't dumb enough, however, to let a
friendly location ingantly make him believe everything | say.”

"Of coursenot,” shesaid, amiling broadly. "But it will put himin theright frame of mind to believe me."

"Y ou? He doesn't even know | have you. If anything, he assumes you went AWOL after the messon

Eddy."

"Hell know when you sweeten the pot by showing him the prisoner you're willing to return as part of the
dedl, the prisoner you captured on Eddy."

"And then you can atest—"

"—that you havethe boy," she said. "I can tell Dougat I've seen Manu, heswell, and | redly want to
rgoin the group. Followersrarely leave. Hell believe me.”

| considered the proposal. It was fundamentally sound, and | definitely could use more ways to persuade
Dougat to stay in the deal and supply the wegpons. At the sametime, 1'd kept Maggie out of mogt of this
because she hadn't demonstrated very good acting skills, and | didn't want to have to depend on them.
"You'd haveto be persuasive,” | said, struggling to express the concern in away that wouldn't offend her
further. I wasn't used to thinking about the fedings of anyone other than atarget while formulating aplan,
s0 | found mysdlf a abit of aloss.

"l understand,” she said. "'l haven't shown you much to make you believethat | can carry off aconvincing
role. All I have to be with Dougat, however, is scared. Hold agun to me, put me in the middle of this
mesting, and, trust me, I'll be plenty afraid." Her voice strained a bit. "1 dready am, just thinking about

it

She wasright. Her lines didn't need to be perfect. All she had to remember wasthat shed seen Manu
and hewasfine, and | could prompt her if it cameto that. Her fear wasred, and that would sdll. | hated
the coldness with which | considered what thiswould cost her, but she/d made the offer, and my job was
to evduate it as objectively as possible.

"Okay," | said. "You'reright. Y ou're right about the location, and you're right that your presenceasa
prisoner could help persuade him that we have Manu."

Maggie smiled.

"Aren't you glad you listened to me?' Lobo said.



Though it pained meto do so, | said, "Yes"

Aerid views of the Followers temple in Ma zton sngpped onto adisplay Lobo opened in front of us.
Approach vectors pointed to the landing area.

"These are the best entrance and exit paths," Lobo said. "What € se do we need before we contact
Dougat?'

"Let mewak you through therest,” | said, "and then I'll set it up.”

* k% k% %

From above, the Mdzton Followers Ingitute—their officid name for their temples
everywhere—resembled awilted version of the one I'd seen in Eddy. Dougat apparently invested his
construction funds according to the wedlth of the potential audience, awise move for any con man. Like
its Eddy counterpart, this building was aziggurat, but an uneven one, asif during the building's
construction the human members of the team had been drunk and their robotic coworkers using most of
their computing capacity to fight nasty viruses. Even at adistance we could see that theright sde
narrowed more rgpidly from top to bottom than the left; Lobo gauged the whole thing astilting dightly to
the right. The grounds sported collections of plants and relaxation aresslike the Ingtitute in Eddy, but
here they seemed haphazard, arandom wak garden.

We rocketed Gashward at asharp angle and cameto a stationary hover lessthan ameter above the
landing area behind the rear of the building. We were one minute early. Lobo showed multiple wegpons,
more than enough to wipe out everything for blocks around, and we waited.

When Dougat didn't immediately appear, | said, "Isheredly the typeto play this sort of petty power
game?'

"Yes," Maggiesaid. "l told you asmuch.”
"Youdid," | sad, nodding. "I'm just dways surprised by thiskind of behavior when | encounter it."

"I could motivate him to appear more quickly,” Lobo said. "These gardens aren't particularly more artful
than bare earth.”

"No," | sad, "but thank you for that redecorating offer."
Three minutes later, Dougat stepped out of the building and stood in the shade by the door.
"Hissupport?' | said.

"Therear of thetempleisIR shielded, so | can't know what'sinside,” Lobo said. "I count four snipers
within my sensor range, which should be more than broad enough to let me spot dl likely attackers.”

"Paint'em," | said.
"Done"
"How areyou painting them?' Maggie said.

| looked at her and shook my head. "Y ou're a prisoner, remember? Stay in character. Spesk when | tell
you to, and otherwise tay quiet. Got it?"

She nodded.



"Open ahatch, Lobo."

| went to the opening and shouted through it at Dougat. "Tell your four men to stand down. I'm here to
do business. If I'd wanted to attack you, I'd have aready done so. If I'd wanted to kill them, I'd have
donethat; check their IR levels, and you'll seethey'rein my sights.”

Dougat smiled, paused, and nodded. He had monitors on us, which meant recordings—all as1'd
expected.

"No harm in making sure you're as good as you think you are" Dougat said, smiling again, the
businessman trying another tactic, no concern &t dl about the fact that his experiment involved threstening
my life.

"They're moving away," Lobo said on the machine frequency | heard ingde my head. “"None has a shot

| stepped down to the permacrete and walked hafway to Dougat. The mid-day sun blazed bright and
hot, and a bit of sweat ran down my back below the light armor. | waited for afew seconds. When
Dougat didn't follow suit and come to meet me, | stayed alittle bit longer, then shook my head and
walked afew more steps forward, showing my belly.

He approached me and stopped half ameter out of my reach, asif that mattered. He clearly wasa
civilianwith no red grasp of violence. If I'd wanted to hurt him, redlly wanted it, | wouldn't have bothered
doing it with my hands; | would have et Lobo desiroy the building with himinit. Hislack of
understanding, however, would only help in thelong run, so | continued playing by hisrules.

"Y ou asked for ameeting,” he said, "and | agreed to your request.”

Everything about his attitude grated on me. I've dways hated self-important bureaucrats, even the
highest-ranking ones, but | followed the advice I'd given Maggie and stayed with the character | was
«ling.

"Yes" | said, "and | gppreciate your time. If you can have the weapons ready in the next few days, we
can make the trade we discussed.”

"What exactly do you need?’

| dowly pulled out my wallet and thumbed it active to my quarantined and dightly enlarged copy of the
list from Midon. "Hereswhat Chaplat's after, aswell asyour cut of what heswilling to pay.”

He nodded. My wallet beeped an incoming request, and | allowed it to respond.
He stared up and to his|eft, checking the data on a contact, and then nodded again.
"You'reasking for quitealot,” hesad.

"More than you can handle?'

"Of course not,” he said with no attempt to hide his annoyance. "I smply want to ensurethat | receivea
fair return on my investment. Y our prices are lower than what wed normally accept.”

"Y ou placed ahigh value on the boy," | said, "and my offer reflectsthat fact. It's your choice, of course; |
can dwaysfind another buyer and work out my issueswith Chaplat with cash.”

"So0 you have Manu Chang?'



| chuckled. "With me? Of course not. I'm sure you didn't expect that. But, yes, he'sin asecure location.
Y ou get the weagpons ready, and sometime in the next five to seven days, I'll sgnd you. You'll haveless
than two hours to show up, or well clear out. Once you arrive, well make the trade.”

e
"You know | have associates,” | said. "Y ou saw onein the desert. There are others.”
"How did you find Manu?' he said.
| shook my head. "Not your issue.”

"Fair enough. Still, I'm supposed to gather al of this merchandise, remain on this nasty planet, and leap
into motion when you cal, al because you claim to have Chang?"

"| gppreciate your concern and anticipated it,” | said, "so | brought proof.”

| turned, walked back to Lobo, and went inside. | grabbed Maggie lightly by the back of the neck, took
an energy pistol from her, and whispered, " Showtime. Brace yoursdlf."

| tightened my grip on her neck and yanked her into the open hatch. She sumbled and nearly fell. To
keep her upright, | squeezed hard enough that she had trouble breathing. Her eyes widened, though |
couldn't tell if it was because of the pressure on her neck or the sight of Dougat. | pressed the gun against
her temple.

"Remember your guard, the one you've been missing snce our visit to the Eddy Indtitute?!

Douget clearly didn't; I'd be surprised if he cared at al about Followers of Maggie'slevel. Asthe data
feed from his support staff hit him, however, he feigned concern and recognition.

"Of course," he said. "Park, | hope he hasn't hurt you.”

"Pease, ar," Maggiesaid.

| wrenched her head around so | was staring into her eyes. "Shut up,” | said.

| stared again at Dougat. "Y ou wanted proof.” To Maggie, | sad, "Tdl him."

| squeezed Maggi€'s neck harder, so she rasped her words abit. Authenticity was vital.

"He has Manu Chang," she said, speaking dowly, so obvioudy in pain that tears oozed onto her cheeks.
| ignored her and focused on Dougat.

"Y ou've seen the child?' hesaid.

"Yes" Maggie sad. "He'sfine, but this man doesn't care about him—"

| cut her off by pushing her out of hissight insde Lobo and saying, "Take her.”
"Satisfied?’ | said to Dougat.

"Yes," he said, both excited and concerned now. "Y ou mustn't hurt him, of course. Our dedl isfor him
unharmed.”

"Don'tworry," | sad. "l understand hisvaue, so someone will get him unharmed. I'll eventossinthe
guard; after this, I'll have no usefor her."



From the expression that crossed hisface, Douget didn't, either, but with his security team monitoring him
he wasn't about to give up one of their own.

"Thank you for that," he said. "I've been very concerned about her.”

"Onemorething,” | said. | glanced insgde Lobo. "Giveit to me," | said to the space where I'd pushed
Maggie. | stuck out my hand, and she put in it the one Pinkel ponker gem Jack had |eft me.

"Y ou dso wanted the gemstones,” | said. | showed him the onein my hand. "Proof enough on that
front?"

Heeyed it with lust but only nodded. "Yes" he said. "Perhaps as a down payment you might—"

"No," | said, cutting him off and handing the stone back to Maggie. "Unlessyou have a partid shipment
of the weaponswith you."

"Of course not,” he said. "AsI'm sure you understand, | don't travel with them or keep them in our
fadlities™

"l do understand,” | said, "and I'm sure you aso understand that I'll keep the guard, the gems, and the
boy until we makethe trade.”

"Of course" he said, back on standard business grounds. "Well look forward to your signal.”
| nodded and stepped to the right next to Maggie.

L obo closed the hatch and accelerated up and away. We'd spend the next few hours running evasive
maneuvers among westher and corporate datarelay sats.

"The stone,” | said to Maggie.

She handed it to me dowly, her reluctance evident. "Must you keep it?" she said. "It'sapotentialy
important artifact.”

"Yes" | sad. | wasn't surel'd ever sl it, nor even what | felt about it. It was, after dl, the only tangible
item from my home planet that | owned. No way could | explain that to her, however; | couldn't trust
anyone with that much of my past. | took the gem back to the area Lobo had opened for it, and he
closed thewall around it.

Maggie followed me. When the stone had vanished, she said, "Did you have to be so rough? My throat is
dill sore”

"I warned you," | said. " Showing red pain is much more convincing than acting.” Particularly if you're not
avery good actor, | thought but did not say.

She rubbed her neck and nodded, till clearly concerned.

"Relax," | said. "You did well. You sold it. The meeting wouldn't have gone anywhere near as smoothly
without you."

She smiled and her eyeswidened. | couldn't help smiling in return.
"Thanks" shesaid. "So, what's next?"

"We get an update from Jack," | said, "and then | st down with Chaplat.”



Chapter 32

W ed gpent arestless night and most of the morning in dow migration through the various satdllite

clusters over Gash when Jack finally linked to us. Lobo tried to run abacktrace in case one of our many
new friends had found us and was monitoring our sgna flow, but the best he could do thanksto the
comm unit's multi-hop protocols was pin the location to Nickres. Good; Jack was behaving cautioudy
and not calling from anywhere near the Site.

When Lobo finished checking and clearing the signd, he opened aone-way display. Jack'simage
popped into it.

"What, you think I'm leading someone to you?' he said to the blank view hewasfacing. "Give me some
credit, please. With dl I'm having to spend on thisplan, | need it to work out even more than you do.”

Nothing in the background suggested anyone was eavesdropping, but of course nothing would if the
listeners possessed any skill at al. Still, al anyone could see behind mewas ablank wal, and if Jack was
betraying me | was better off figuring that out sooner than later, so | said, "Two way."

"That's better,” Jack said. "Y ou know how much | prefer looking at people I'm talking to."
"Where are we?'

"A little socia grace would not go amiss, Jon, even among colleagues. As| tried to teach you, smoothing
the path always makes for amore comfortable walk.”

"Where arewe?'
Jack shrugged. "Do you ever wonder why you're aways aone?!

Maggie, who was standing out of view, snorted audibly. " Just swallowed some water the wrong way,"
she whispered.

"Miss Park certainly takes my point,” Jack said, "as you no doubt heard."

"Fine" | said. "How areyou, Jack?"

"I'm doing quite wdll, thank you,” he said. "And you?"'

"Annoyed,” | said, "at you and your penchant for wasting time. Will you now tell me how it'sgoing?'

"Asyouwish," hesaid. Looking to the left, he added, "I tried, Miss Park, as you can see." Hethen
stared again at me and continued, "We're on schedule to complete in two, maybe three days. It's costing
me abig part of the proceeds of the sale of those assets we discussed, but everything is coming
together."

"And our young friend?"
"Hesfine"

"Show me," | said. | wanted to see Manu, and if anyone was monitoring us, | didn't mind if they did, too,
because it would only help convince them | could deliver on my promises.

"So little trugt,” Jack said, "even at this stage? It doesn't become you, Jon." He reached to hisright, and
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Manu stepped into view, Jack's hand on his shoulder.
The boy appeared completely normal, but of course he would.

"Nothing | can detect in the video suggests any coercion,” Lobo said on the machine frequency, "though
we are sgnd-limited. Pupil dilation isuniform and normd, and what | can read of the pulsein hisneck is
within standard tolerances. No unusua swest patterns. He appearsrelaxed.”

"How areyou?' | said to Manu.
"Fine, thank you," he said, "though I'm tired of moving around. Will you be joining us soon?"

| was the one whose pulse was in danger of quickening and who had to fight not to sweat, because |
hated deceiving the boy about putting him at risk. | just didn't have abetter option. "Yes" | said, "ina
few days."

"Will Lobo come, too?' he said. ""Lobo's the best."

"A child wise beyond hisyears" Lobo said, thankfully staying on the machine frequency so no oneelse
heard him.

"Of course" | said.

"Give usamoment,” Jack said.

Manu nodded, said, "Bye," and walked out of view.

"Satisfied?" Jack said.

"Yes" | sad. "Keep him safe”

"Of course," Jack said. "And your end?"

"Not done," | said, "but coming together. | have more work to do, so | should get to it.”

Jack looked to hisright, stretched a bit out of view, and then faced me again. His expression hardened.
"My traces show no sign of interception, and | trust yours don', either. So, may | speak frankly?!

"l believe we are secure,”" Lobo said, till on the machine frequency.
"Yes" | sad.

"We'rerunning abig risk here" Jack said, "and not just for Manu. All of us are going to be standing in the
middle of an explosive situation. Areyou surethisis going to work?"

Though | was tempted to answer him immediatdly, | considered the question honestly. We were doing
everything we could to put al the piecesin the right places at the right times, but with so many people and
S0 many variables, no one could ever be sure aplan as complex asthis one would hold together. "No," |
findly said, "but | don't see any other way out of thisthat doesn't involve giving up Manu and running
forever, and I'm not willing to do ether of those things. Weve been through it dl, Jack; if you havea
better idea, tell me. Otherwise, we stick to what we're doing, hope for the best, and adapt as quickly as
we can to the unexpected. What el seisthere?’

"Nothing, | suppose,” Jack said, as serious as 1'd ever seen him, "so I'll get back to my tasks." The
display winked out.



"Aswill 1," | said to the empty wall.

* * % %

Gash'sjump gate hung in space before us, growing in Lobo's front display as we eased to the head of the
queue. Jack's concern weighed on me. | could jump to Mund and keep going, to Drayus, then Immediata
or Avery or Therien, and from any of them to a planet beyond the EC's direct reach. | could abandon
this dangerous scheme, drop Maggie, let Jack continue to protect Manu, and get on with my life
somewhere very, very far away.

| glanced at Maggie, who was Sitting in the couch beside me and staring &t the gate, lost in her own
thoughts. She was beautiful, decent, and for afew seconds back in the hangar in NickresI'd felt closer to
her than I'd been to any woman in years and years, but that moment had vanished like a spaceship
through an aperture. Now, most of the time Maggie seemed barely able to tolerate me—and with good
cause, | redlized, because here | was considering abandoning her and Manu.

But | wouldn't. She might not understand that or believeit, but | wouldn't stop until 1'd done everything |
could to get the boy to safety. I'd promised him back in Eddy that I'd protect him, and | would. If |
didnt, I could jump forever and never get away from the disgust I'd fed for mysdif. If | falled, if
something happened to him, | had to hope that one day the knowledge that I'd at least done my best
would provide some small comfort. | knew I'd never forgive mysdlf for not trying.

Maggie reached over and touched my arm lightly with her fingertips. "Ameazing every time," she sad, her
voice bardly louder than awhisper. "1 hope | never stop seeing themagicinit.”

| turned and watched as she stared at the jump gate.
No, I wouldn't let them down.

The edges of the aperture vanished as we reached the front of the queue. All we could seein front of us
was the perfect blackness, the complete lack of information in that instant of suspension between where
you were and where you were going, between what you knew and the mystery of the moment to come.

We jumped.

* * % %

Chaplat had demanded we mest a his office, but held clearly expected meto offer an dternative.
"Yourethebuyer," 1'd said, "so you get to pick the place." Hed made no attempt to disguise his
suspicion, but | believe he dso at somelevd liked that I'd rolled over for him.

Now, standing outside the building and waiting for his guards to appear, | was second-guessing myself.
Oncel wasinsde, Lobo couldn't track me. HEd blast ahole in the Side of the placeif | didn't Signd him
in haf an hour, but if | were dready dead when he showed up, his presence wouldn't do me much good.

The plan was sound, | reminded mysdlf. Stick to the plan.

The same man and woman met me yet again. Either they were his persond team, or his organization was
alot smaller than I'd thought. Given the way both Midon and Dougat spoke of him, | was betting on the
former. Neither guard smiled or spoke. The man took the rear position thistime. The woman led, and |
followed her.

Even though I'd seen it before, the room till surprised me, an effect | assume Chaplat enjoyed. No fire
burned in the fireplace this afternoon; instead, four meter-high black lacquer vasesfull of flowers sat Sde



by sdewithinit. The bright orange of the blossoms matched perfectly the delicate circles at the top of
each vase. Chaplat stood in front of them, waiting for me. He wasn't amiling. No servants occupied the
room's corners. No one offered me adrink or a seat. By doing aded with him I'd descended to the rank
of hired help. | could live with that. The sooner | got out of there, the smaller the chance that something
would go wrong, upset him, and backfire on me. My spine itched with the bone-deegp understanding that
anod from Chaplat could cause the man behind me to shoot me in the back. | hoped held go for a body
shot the nanomachines could repair.

"What have you got for me?' he said.
"I'm going to take alist from my |eft rear pants pocket,” | said.

"Let her help you," Chaplat said, nodding at the lead guard, who was now ameter and ahdf away a my
nine.

She pulled out the sheet and flicked it taut. The first page of the wegponsinventory glowed oniit. I'd put
next to each line acost haf again ashigh aswhat 1'd told Dougat | could get him. The guard handed the
list to Chaplat. He studied it for quite some time. No one spoke. No one moved. Apparently, the guards
were as concerned about annoying him as| was.

"Thepricesarefirm,” | said. "They're what he demands.”
"I'll pay half of that," he said, "and your cut comes from that payment—after | get Jack."

Now we werein thetricky part. | couldn't let his offer stand, or held question my motives and Dougat
would balk. At the sametime, | didn't want to end up in aprolonged argument that might cause himto
lose histemper.

"I can't sdl him on that big adiscount,” | said. "He didn't present the figures as open to discusson.”

He smiled and shook his head. "Y ou redlly are new to this sort of trade, aren't you? No one paysthese
prices unlessthey're planning to use the goods themselves, which | most definitely am not. I'll haveto
discount to my buyers so | can movein volume, or it'll take me forever to sdll the weaponsin small
lots—and I'll have to warehouse them the whole time. No, this priceis out of the question. I'm willing to
consider Sixty percent.”

"| can't get that price," | said, letting anote of panic cregp into my voice. "Maybe | could talk theminto a
ten percent discount. Maybe." | paused, then added, "And of course my fee would be on top of that."

He stepped close enough that | could smell acohol on hisbreath.”

"No," hesaid. "Were done negotiating. Thisismy last offer: I'll pay seventy-five percent of the prices
here, take the whole lot, and your cut comes out of that. | don't give adamn what your endis. If you
didn't set up thisdedl well enough that you'll make a profit with that offer, then you'reafool, and | don't
want to do businesswith you."

| imagined Manu being hurt to force some tension to show on my face even as my mind calculated the
additiond feel'd just persuaded him to pay. | acted asif it were an effort to speak camly, spacing my
words and talking as dowly as an addict trying to passfor sober. "And | still get the ten percent of what
Jack owesyou?'

"That was our original dedl," he said, "0, yes, aslong as you deliver Jack."
"Of course" | said. "HEl bethere. Ded."



| stuck out my hand to shake.
Heignored it. "When?' he said.

"Sometimein the next five days," | said. "On Gash. | won't be able to give you more than an hour's notice
dueto theway I'm arranging to get Jack."

"And that iS?' hesaid.

"My problem,” | said, "and I'm handling it. When we do the trade, the money for the weaponswill flow
through my wallet firg. I'll extract my fee, and then my software will handle the anonymous payment to
Dougat."

"How you get him the money isyour problem,” he said. "Aslong as| end up with both the wegpons and
Jack, | don't care what you do."

| smiled. "Excelent.”

"And the boy?' he said.

"Hell bethere” | said, guilt and anger hitting me dl a once, "but as| explained before—"
Chaplat held up his hand to stop me, nodded, turned, and headed out of the room.

"What you need to tdll yourself isaso not my problem,” he said. "We're done here. Don't make me wait
too long."

Something in my body language must have betrayed how much | wanted to tear Chaplat apart, because
the guard to my left closed the gap between us, and the one behind me put his hand on my shoulder. For
amoment | consdered fighting them, smashing them both, destroying al the people who were so intent
on exploiting thisboy, al the people who thought | was just like them, willing to sdl out achild smply to
enrich mysdlf, and then | regained control as| accepted how much of my anger was toward mysdif. |
couldn't fight everyonein thiswhole affair, a least not without hurting a great many innocent people not
directly involved in any of it, and | had only mysdlf to blame for much of it. I'd chosen this path, and it
wasthe best one | could find, so | needed to calm down and accept it.

| let the guards lead me out of the building and to the Street below.
After the door did shut behind me, Lobo told me, "All clear. Proceeding to rendezvous?!

"Not immediately,” | subvocalized as| walked rapidly away. | couldn't cam down, so | wasin no
condition to share theingde of Lobo with Maggie—or anyone dse. "I'm going to exercise.”

"Now?" Lobo said.

"Yes" | sad, not trying to suppresstherage fill in me. "Leave meaone. Y ou're tracking me, so you'l
know when I'm close.”

He said nothing, whether literdly following the order or sensing my mood | neither knew nor cared.

While surveying the areaiin preparation for this meeting, 1'd spotted an old metal and plank pier that
jutted fifty metersinto the water. | started running toward it, dowly &t first, then jogging, and then
sprinting, pushing mysdlf until my legs ached and my lungsfet ready to burst, and then forcing myself to
hold the pace, embracing the pain and using it to blot out everything ese. | rounded the last turn to the
pier, and with it in sight | forced myself to go faster, pumped my arms and pistoned my legsand ran as



hard as| could. | sprinted to the end of the pier, my vision reduced to the smal areadirectly in front of
me. | stopped ameter from its end. Not quite done, trembling with the exertion and therage, | thrust my
arms over my head, looked straight into the sky, and screamed, roared wordlessly, for those few
seconds giving literal voiceto my frustration and anger.

I'm not sure how long | stood there, but when | finished, | bent over, hands on my knees, and gulped air.
As control threaded its way back through me, | saw how stupid | was. All that noise, that
sdf-indulgence, and of course nothing was different.

No, one thing had changed: | felt abit better. | shook my head and chuckled at myself as| regained
rationdity. I'd learned long ago that exercise helped me, but 1'd largely abandoned it whiletrying to
thread my way through thistrouble. | shouldn't do that. | needed to use physical exertion and other safe
outlets to keep mysdf in check. Running here, dropping al pretense of self-control, screaming likeamad
man—it may have provided atemporary release to the pressure | wasfeding, but it wasn't smart.

| surveyed the area, something | should have done before ever entering it. Five men, two in pairsand one
aone, sat dong the edges of the pier. All were fishing. Two women and aman supervising loading bots at
awarehouse Sxty-five meters away were saring a me. Any one of them could have taken me out whilel
stood there, obliviousas| was of the rest of Eddy continuing its normal lifeall around me. Not smart, not

gmart a dl. You'dthink I'd learn.

| turned around and started walking to the rendezvous point. | checked out everyone | passed and
invested half an hour in counter survelllance routes on the way to Lobo.

| hoped thiswould be the last time | was this dumb until | was somewhere much, much safer.

Unfortunatdly, the next stop on my path to any better place wasto walk into another meeting location |
didn't control.

Chapter 33

T he Cam Joint squatted next to an oversized chop shop in the middle of a couple of acres of stained
permacrete and roaring engines. Single-passenger, multi-passenger, hover, whedled, open, closed—you
name atype of vehicle a hardcore ground-transport enthusiast might drool over, and at least one of them
was Sitting somewhere in the large open areas surrounding the two linked buildings. Bureaucrats wearing
dirt-repelling suits and supervising mechanoids with probes buried deep in onboard computers worked
adjacent to gearhead fundamentaists wielding only manua wrenches and drivers. Red fiber lines outlined
atwo-meter-wide path that meandered from the main entrance gate where | stood, through the vehicles
and work teams, dl the way to the open front door of the bar, restaurant, same-day augmentation parlor,
and parts supply house that shared the interior of this most unusua shop.

Why was | not surprised that the Zyuns had chosen to meet me here?

| followed the path insde. A pair of shirtless bouncers, one my height and the other ahead shorter,
leaned againgt the wall on either side of the door, implanted el ectrodes flexing musclesin rippling patterns
up and down their bodies astheir eyes scanned constantly across the huge open space. | stopped a
meter in front of them, nodded in recognition, and said, "I'm looking for afriend.”

"Who isn't?' thetaller onesaid.

"And we should care why?" the shorter added, clearly bored and hoping I'd lend some excitement to his
shift.
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I ignored him and instead |ooked around the huge space for the Zyuns. To my right, men and women and
waist-high loaders prowled aides of circuit boards, gaskets, shafts, pistons, fittings of al sorts, and parts|
didn't recognize. To my left, arow of half adozen operating thesters of various sorts stretched from the
front wall to two thirds of the building's depth. Thefirst room stood empty. The open door to the second
reveded athin woman reclining a aforty-five-degree angle on an operating couch, her long, straight,
brown hair stretching amost to the ground. A taitoo artist worked dowly and carefully on her left
forearm, building on the scene of trees, waterfdl, and skeletons that stretched from her elbow up and
ingde her shirt. Her eyeswere shut, her expression blissful, and with her right arm she stroked the back
of alounge Bassett currently anchored to the counter beside her, the legless hound's expression as happy
asitsfundamentally sad countenance could permit.

| walked past the rest of the body-mod chambers, al closed, and reached the edge of the bar/restaurant
combination, an old-style wooden bar on the left and tables full of eating patrons on the right. The food
ran to basics—chunks of browned mesat, mashed and chunked and noodled starches, and preciouslittle
green—>but the smdls tweaked my senses and instantly | was hungry. | shoved asdethe craving as|
spotted the Zyuns. They were sitting around atable in the far left rear corner, al three managing to have a
wall to their backs.

| nodded acknowledgment and headed to them. | leaned againgt the rear wall, so the Zyun on my right
would haveto swivel to face me; no way was| giving up my back in a place someone €l se had picked.
The Zyun stayed as he was, 1'd forgotten the congtantly transmitted multiple vision points.

"Any particular reason | had to come here?' | said.

"Welikeit," they said in the usua dternating word pattern. "Much life around, and no EC. It'stotaly
legit, S0 no one bothers us here.”

Theway they spoke was even more annoying with long sentences than with their typica short
gatements.

"We could have settled thisviacomm," | said.
"Not our way," they said. "Cdl your ship."

| didn't bother. A glance at a gauge on the cuff of my shirt confirmed what Lobo had found. Hed tried to
scan the place before we'd landed, and he couldn't get through. Nothing was getting out, either.

"Wallslaced with enough metal layersto stop transmissions,” | said. "I understand and appreciate your
caution, but you've worked for Jack, he's vouched for me, and dl | want to do ishire you. We could
have saved time.”

"We prefer this" they said. "What's the job?”

"Areyou dill working for Jack?'

They shook their headsin unison.

"Anyonedse?'

Again they shook their heads as one. They weren't talkative, which wasfine by me.

"l want you full time and exclusively for the duration of themission," | said. "No breaks, dways on the
clock, and no other assgnments.”



"Our preference, too."

"Y ou get the outline now, but the details come only inred time," | said. "'l dso won't name the others
involved until werelive. Acceptable?!

They nodded yes. "A fellow paranoid,” they sad. "Welikethat."
| ran down the basicsfor them, then asked, "Interested?’
"Wefind parts of thisuncomfortable," they said. "Other acceptable options?’

| was surprised to redlize that the constant dternation and phrasing in groups of three words was
tempting meto participate, asif we were playing word games. | refrained from joining them.

"None," | said. "'l believe | understand and appreciate your concerns, but no, | have no other reasonable
choices™"

"It'syour dedl," they said. They pointed as one to asmall paper display Stting in the table's center. A
figure and an account number snapped into view on it. "Our rate for high risk work, plusafeefor the
discomfort.”

"Ouch," | said, though Jack had aready told me roughly what they'd ask.

They shrugged and said nothing. The display cleared.

"Acceptable” | said. "Ten percent retainer now, forty percent on pickup, the rest on completion.”
"Jack briefed you," they said.

"Yes Ded?'

They nodded. The Zyun in the center put awallet on the table, and dl three thumbed it open.

"Keep thecomm link | gaveyou,” | said, "and go to Gash. Stay somewhere | can reach you. Make it
private, low-key—not anywhere like here.”

They nodded again.

"| also need a safe house on Gash and a private hangar there for my ship. Make sure the houseis secure.
Spend what it takes. Okay?"

They nodded once more.
| opened my wallet, transmitted the deposit to theirs, and |ft.

* * % %

Gash filled the digplay Lobo had opened to my right on the front wall. Jack stared at me from the one
directly in front of me. Orbiting the planet, one day from my target date, and of course Jack had to
complicate things.

"I'm not feeling good about this, Jon,” he said. ™Y ou're putting mein aposition of grest risk.”
"Weve been through al this, Jack, and there's no other way the plan has a prayer of working.”

"Then maybe we need to revise the plan.”



| struggled to control my fedings and maintain acam, leve tone. "We don't have timefor that,” | said, "as
you wel know. Thetimetableis set, the playersarein motion, and if | change anything now, they could
decide to pursue other options—Iike hunting you down."

"And you aswdl," hesad. "I'm not the only onein trouble here."

"Precisaly,” | said. "You'renot. They al know me, they al know you, and changing course now might
tempt each of them to attack us. Y ou'd also be endangering Manu again, asyou did at the Ingtitute, when
you set me up thefirgt time.”

"Asl'vetried to point out to you before," he said, "1 didn't put him at risk; hisvision did. How was|
supposed to know he'd have one while Dougeat was interviewing him?"

"If you care about him, me, or yoursdlf," | said, "youll let thiskeep going. Y ou don't have a better plan; if
you did, you'd have offered it by now."

"My concern remainsvaid,” he said. "We meet for find Ste prep and check. Either | involve new people
to provide my security—security your faux PCAV can eadly remove at a place as empty and open as
the ste—or | show up without any. Either way | play that, you take Manu and leave me with no
leverage.”

"I'd il be stuck with Chaplat,” | said, "who, as you may recdl, very much wantsyou."

"Hesliterdly the least of your problems,” Jack said, "and the easiest to get away from."

"True enough,” | said, "but why would | run when | can solve thisfor good?"

"If the plan works," Jack said.

"Yes" | sad, nodding my head and ready to scream at him, "if it works. We're both gambling on that.”
"We're back to my concern," he said.

| stood, crossed my arms, and squeezed my elbows with my handsto give physica vent to my
frugration. "I give you my word, Jack, that | won't take Manu when we visit the site. | dso give you my
word that if you messthis up now, you won't have to worry about any of the others, because I'll hunt you
down and find you before they can. Make achoice.”

He smiled and raised his hands. ™Y our word is good enough for me, Jon. Seeyou at the site at dusk.”
The display winked out before | could say anything else. | shook with rage.
"Will heshow?' Maggie said.

"Yes" | said through clenched teeth, "or | will track him down and do whatever it takes to make him tell
me where Manuis." | headed for my quarters so | could calm down alone and not have to worry about
what | might say in front of her. "Whatever it takes."

Chapter 34

Pink and orange dominated the far horizon as the day faded and we drew closer to the abandoned EC

base. We flew level with the treetops to the west as we approached the vast expanse of permacrete from
the south. Lobo began firing milspec sensor-gophers when we crossed the southern wall and kept it up,



C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

one every thirty meters, until we had overshot the hangar, turned a hundred and eighty degrees, and
dived into the building'slarge rear opening. He launched asimilar barragein agtraight line from the west
sde of the building out into the grassands on the edge of the base.

The gophers expanded when they hit, dug into the permacrete until they were below ground leve,
extruded antennas and sensors, and then pulled as much of the permacrete shavings onto themselves as
possible. Unless you walked by one, you wouldn't notice it. Standard tools on open-area battlefiel ds,
they created a mesh sensor and comm network that we could use to amplify signals and track outside
activity. Lobo checked in with each sensor, then backed inside the warehouse far enough that we weren't
vigble from outside unless you were looking from ground level or ashalow angle aboveit. He settled
very carefully into position, repeated the gopher check, then flashed the ready signa onthedisplay in
front of me.

"Scan results?' | said.

"Nothing on approach,” Lobo said. "The rest of the place isindeed protected from external sensors and
al transmissions. Now that I'minside, | can read the signal from Jack's transmitter, but IR won't work
through thewalls so | can't get a headcount.”

| nodded. "Asgood asit can be right now. If he brings more than we can handle,”" | looked at Maggie
and the three Zyuns, who stood behind mein Lobo, "then I'll be surprised, but I'll dso sgnd.”

"Of course," Lobo said. "I do remember the plan. Worry about your part, not mine—which | havewell in

His sarcasm was a great motivation to get moving, because heldd only stop it when we were active.

| turned to face the others. As|'d asked, Maggie had again put on her Followers security uniform. The
Zyuns|ooked asthey dwaysdid: short, insanely muscular, heavily armed, and psychoaticaly in sync, but
now black flexi-armor covered dmost every square centimeter of them, atiny patch of each of their faces
the only skin visible. When they showed up for work that might turn hot, they came prepared.

ToMaggie, | said, "Areyou ready for this?'

"Of course," shesad. "l told you | would be."

"Zyuns," | said, "you have the rest of the advance. Ready?"

"Do welook any other way?' they said. "All isnow."

Great; they chose thistime to add a sense of humor to the Zen attitude.
"Lobo," | said, "open ahatch.”

We stepped out. One Zyun stood beside Lobo while the rest of us headed off.
"I'msorry,” | said, "but it redly is necessary.”

"We know the ded we made," they said.

We threaded our way through low stacks of boxes and to the corridor that ran between the large rear
room where L.obo was parked and the much bigger main front space. A floor-to-ceiling, old-fashioned,
hinged meta door at the end of the corridor now separated the building's rear section from the rest of the
place. It was solid and heavy and when shut was dmost perfectly flush with the permacrete on al sides.



Good.

| paused before the door and nodded to the Zyuns. One of them, Maggie, and | stepped back so we'd
be behind it asit opened. The other dropped to the ground and, as| opened the latch, pulled the door
toward us from the bottom. Though the musclesin hisarms swelled with effort, he made no sound.

Jack sat on aratty |leather sofafifteen metersinsde, Manu beside him. When Jack saw the door open
and spotted the prone Zyun, he laughed. "Do you trust nothing, Jon?" he said.

The Zyun gave the clear sgnd and stood. We followed him inside. Maggie took a step toward Manu,
but I grabbed her shoulder, came parallel to her, and kept her beside me. Sheld agreed to stick with the
plan, so shedidn't resist me, but it was obvious that she wanted to go to the boy.

"From hereonin, Jack, no," | said. "When you first asked for my help, you said you were no good at this
sort of thing but | was. Minimizing what | haveto trust in an encounter as dangerous asthisoneis part of
what | do."

"Fair enough,” he said. He patted Manu on the head and said to the boy, "Y ou remember Jon, don't you,
Manu?'

"Hi, Jon. Did Lobo come?'
"Of coursel did, Manu," Lobo said viaasmd| but powerful spesker in my bdt. "l wouldn't missit."

Both Manu and Maggie actudly looked touched. Just my luck: my bloodthirsty killing machine was better
with both kids and women than | was.

| shook my head dightly to focus mysdlf. " Jack, Maggie has some medicd training; would you mind if she
checked out Manu?' She didn't, but Jack wouldn't care. At this point, either he was trusting me, or
something very nasty was waiting for us somewhere near here. Given that Lobo had detected nothing and
the two Zyuns with me hadn't raised an darm despite their non-stop scanning of the area, | was betting
Jack was behaving. | hadn't planned on this check, but | wastired of fighting with Maggie, who had dl
but demanded a chance to verify that Manu was unharmed.

"Of coursenot,” Jack said, "though | assure you he'sfine."

"l am," Manu said. "Weve been moving around alot, and though I've met some interesting people, I'm
tired of not staying anywhere long. Other than that, everything's okay."

| let go of Maggie. From the tension in her posture she wanted to run, but she forced herself to walk to
the sofa. She rested her hand on Jack's arm as she quietly said, "Would you mind diding over so | could
gt next to Manu?'

"Not a al," Jack said.
Maggie stood suddenly asif shocked, then looked at me. " Jon, you—"

Light was fading, and we needed to move, so | cut her off. "Y ou wanted to evaluate Manu's condition;
please do.”

She nodded her head, then sat and put her hand on Manu's foreheed, asif checking him for afever likea
frontier mother whose medbed was on the fritz. She said, "Hi, Manu. I'm Maggie." After afew seconds,
asmile bloomed on her face, and she wrapped her arms around the boy and laughed. A frown crossed
Manu's face, then he stared into her eyesfor several long moments and laughed, too. I'd never seen



ether of them quite so happy.

As she hugged Manu, | dowly and carefully scanned the mods Jack's team had completed. The doors
stood where we needed them, and temporary wallsfilled the rest of the entrances. All the gear wed
discussed perched in the right placesin the hangar, though none of it was visible without magnification
and even then only if you knew to look for it. The whole setup appeared good to go.

"Nicework, Jack," | said.

He spread his hands and smiled. "Give me some credit, Jon. Thisisn't my first gig."
"The comm gear, ingde and out?'

"All st."

"Therest of it?"

He sghed theatricaly. "Again, Jon, dl done. We finished everything, and wetested it dl. Twice." He
glanced a Maggie. "l take it you're satisfied that Manuiswell," he said.

"Oh, yes," Maggiesad. "Hesgreat.”
"Then we go tomorrow," | said.

Jack's smile grew wider. "Excdlent. It's about time we made some money." He stood and motioned
toward Manu.

"Hold on, Jack," | said. | walked closer to the sofa, the Zyuns staying at my seven and four. "Asl|
promised, I'm not separating you from Manu, but | am changing the plan abit.”

Jack froze, his smile gone, his eyes narrow. "We're partners, Jon. We should discuss changes and agree
on them before either one of us makes them.”

"From here on, Jack, were in my area of expertise, sowedo it my way. Y ou don't get avote. One of
the Zyuns and Maggie will stay with you and Manu from now on."

"I've been doing well enough taking care of the two of us," he said, "and we can meet you—"

"No," | said. | nodded toward the Zyun on my left. "Take Maggie and the boy. Jack will follow ina

"What changes are you making, Jon?" Maggie said.
| looked at her and wished she could read asingle thought in my mind: not now.

She clearly received the message from my expression, because she grasped Manu's hand, stood, and
sad, "Let'sgo, Manu."

Asthey walked away, | leaned closer to Jack and whispered, "Youll likeit."
He relaxed and smiled broadly as| explained the new hits.

Chapter 35
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T heeasiest way to make sure an enemy can't control arendezvous point isto be there before you tell

them about it. | was taking no chances with the hangar and today's meeting. The creeping threet of light
was driving away the night and its stars when we parked twenty meters from the front entrance of the
hangar. The two Zyunswith me inssted on clearing the entire area, both external and internal perimeters,
on foot, so | waited ingde until they gavethe dl-clear.

| walked to the front of the hangar, leaned againgt it, and said to the Zyuns, who were now flanking me,
"It'stime.”

They nodded and spread away from me; they neither needed nor particularly wanted to hear any of the
conversations | was about to have.

"Lobo," | said.

"Full sensor mesh operational and al controls engaged,” he said. ™Y our comm and embedded fabric
backup are tranamitting fully. Verify faoric comm recaipt.”

In dow sequence, sections of the active body armor | was wearing under my shirt and pants turned hot
then cold.

"Working," | said.
"Ready," hesaid.

Clouds hung in the night sky, but there was no forecast for rain. The cool air didn't stop drops of swest
rolling down my arms under the armor, which absorbed them before they reached my wrist. Everywhere
around me, peace and quiet reigned.

That would end soon enough.
"Open comm to Dougat,” | said.

Dougat's face popped amost immediately into the heads-up display in my left contact. Lobo was feeding
him adtill image of me with a security note overlaid. I'd considered an animation but rejected it; | wanted
him to know | wasintentionaly not giving him any vighility into my location.

"It'svery early, Moore," hesaid. "Makeit good."

"It'syour lucky day," | said, "aslong asyou have the wegpons | ordered. Asfor the hour, well, | warned
you | might cdl a any time."

"Insulting me accomplishes nothing other than to encourage meto wak away,” he said.
"Thenwalk, and | will, too, and I'll take Manu Chang with me."
"You havehim?'

"Now who'sbeing insulting?' | wanted dl three main playersto be as much off their games as possible,
50 | was happy to play with Dougat for aslong as he could stand it.

Hetook a deep breath and closed his eyesfor afew seconds. When he opened them, it wasif anew
man had invaded his body. "All the wegpons are on atrangport ship outside of Mazton. Were ready to
make thetrade."



"Beherein one hour,” | said, and on cue Lobo transmitted him the coordinates and photos and
schematics of the hangar. All the images directed them to the east entrance to the building. Lobo also
gtarted a countdown timer in my right contact's display. "Land in the spot | designated, and after you
have, enter through the door in front of you. Have the loaders bring the wegponsingde. If my PCAV
spots anything other than a cargo transport, or if you come within its sensor range early, well leave, and
the next time you hear from me it won't be to do business. If you deviate from these planswhen you're on
the ground, my PCAV and my team will respond swiftly."

"We have aded inwhichweadl win," Dougeat said with agmile. "I have no incentive to do anything other
than honor the arrangement. | worry that you are not of asimilar mindset.”

"If I wanted to go to war with The Followers" | said, "'l would have done so dready, and you'd be dead.
The dedl isthe best path forward for me aswell. After it, we won't encounter each other ever again.”

"Excdlent,” hesad. "We shdl arrive per your schedule.”
| nodded, then redized he couldn't see me. "'l look forward to it," | said. " See you in fifty-seven minutes."
Lobo cut thelink.

| took a deep breath and began a series of stretches. We wereinit now, and | wanted to stay loose and
reedy for anything.

* k% k% %

When the countdown showed ten minutes had passed, | said to Lobo, "Open comm to Chaplat.” We
went with the still image of me again even though | knew it would annoy Chaplat. | wanted him, like
Dougat, to understand from the start that | wouldn't Iet him control the Situation.

"How quaint, Mr. Moore," he said. "l trust today will be agood day for us both."

| hadn't figured him for amorning person, but either he was a better actor than Dougat, or he was aready
up and fully operationd. "It will indeed,” | said. "Y ou're ready with the money?"

"I'm sufficiently pleased to be regaining your friend Jack that I'm going to strive to hold onto my good
mood and my manners,” he said, "but | encourage you not to test my patience. Of course| am.”

"Everythingisset onmy side,”" | said. "Be herein one hour." Lobo flashed methat he had sent the
coordinates and a different set of hangar directions and images. These designated alanding areaon the
west side of the building and directed Chaplat toward the door there. Lobo started a second small
countdown timer in the window. "Land in the marked spot, and enter through the door in front of it. Not
to berude, but if my PCAV detects more than asingle cargo ship, well leave before you can reach us,
and I'll make my next vist to you init. If you don't follow these instructions once you've landed, my
PCAV and my team will respond swiftly."

"Yeah, yeah," hesaid. "Y ou're saying what you have to say, but we both know that we both win the most
if the deal goesright, so save your breath and stop annoying me. My vessel has space for the wegpons,
me, my team, and my two new passengers. It'sal | need, andit'sdl I'll bring."

| ignored his probe to see whether | was having second thoughts about him taking Manu. | couldn't let
him detect any concern on my part. "Fing," | said. "Seeyou in fifty-eight minutes.”

* * % %



Five minuteslater, | said to Lobo, "Midon."

A too perfectly beautiful young woman's face gppeared in the display in my left contact. "I'm sorry to
haveto tel you that Councilor Midon isunavailable right now," thesm said, "but I'm sure | can elther
help you or find someone who can.”

Great. The clock wasticking, and Midon couldn't be bothered to answer the comm persondly. | needed
to drop enough loaded words that even the dumbest interface software would elevate my priority and
force Midon to takethelink hersdlf.

"Dougat, Chaplat, the wegpons, the boy—tell Midon it'sal happening now, and either she answersin the
next ninety seconds or | disconnect, keep her advance, and deal with it myself." Unless she hadn't
bothered to brief her ‘face software, that should more than do it.

Lobo obligingly opened athird timer in my right contact, this one a bright red in contrast to the pae agua
tones of the other two. He loved drama.

The counter showed seventeen seconds had dapsed when Midon's face snapped into view in my left
contact's display. She appeared perfectly composed, asif she'd been at work and smply too absorbed
to notice the comm.

"The software was aready rousng me, Mr. Moore," she said. "The frequency and your id were more
than enough to prompt it to action. Now you've left o many verbd trailsthat if thisgoesbadly I'll haveto
invest in aserious data scrub of my entire interface system.”

"Then let's not let that happen,” | said. "Our dedls sand?"
She nodded. "Of course. The weapons and the boy?"
"All s#t," | said. "And your team leader agreesto wait until | sgnd you?'

"Reluctantly,” she said, "but yes, she does. Clear and indisputable proof of Dougat'sinvolvement isin all
our interest.”

"And the remainder of my payment?’

"Three days later, as you requested,” she said, "though | must confessthat | remain surprised you want to
wait so long. Y our choice, after al, doesforce you to trust me."

"Waiting means no clear links between me and the arrests you make here, soit'slessrisk for me" | said.
"Y ou could try to cheat me, but asyou noted, I'veleft alot of trails, and you're not the only one with
recordings. If anything happensto me, friendswill make surealot of people see them. ™

"Of course," she said.

"Monitor both the east and west entrances of thishangar,” | said. Lobo flashed a" coordinates sent”
message in my right contact. "The east Sde will go livein approximately thirty-eight minutes, and the west
will heat up about ten minutes later. Y our team must ether arrive quickly enough for afull stedth setupin
advance of the earlier time or comein quietly after they see the ship land on the west and its passengers
enter the hangar. | suggest the latter. No onein the building will be able to hear much of anything outside,
but they'll dmost certainly leave externd lookouts. Factor those into your landing approach. Most
importantly, make sure everyone on your team knowswhat my PCAV and | ook like and leave it and
me done. If you bother the ship, it will ress.”



"Our teamisaready inroute," she said, "and though I've worked with many people who micromanaged,
I've never found it particularly effective.”

She had apoint. | was proneto it, and | needed to stop it. Any team that would be of use to me would
have to be ableto do itsjob well.

"Weal know what were doing,” she continued. "Asfor your ship, if wewanted afight with it, we would
have shuttled an appropriate countermeasure to this gate station after your firgt," she paused, clearly
searching for aterm she could tolerate, "display outside Carné's office."

"l hope s0," | said, "but while you're watching feeds of the action, I'll bein the middle of it. My butt'son
theline, not yours."

"Asit has been from the beginning,” she said, "'so that's not news. Are we done?’
"Yes" | said.
She cut the link before my mouth had formed the"y."

| stretched again and went insde to wait. The Zyunsfollowed. We waked the inner perimeter of the
building, an unnecessary check but one that burned allittle energy and felt good to be doing. The east and
west entrance doors stood open. Everything wasin place.

We were good to go inside.
Lobo would dert meif anything outside unfolded differently than it should.

Now | had to wait until Dougat arrived, hope nothing went wrong, and find away to keep everyone dive
and safe asthis played out.

Chapter 36

| put off the encounter aslong as| could, but with three minutes to go until Dougat was dueto arrive, |
couldn't wait any more.

"Lobo," | said over the comm unit, "tell Maggieto comeout.” To the Zyuns, | said, "Bring her over."

They nodded as one. The Zyun to my right trotted across the hangar toward the heavy meta door that
separated the rear areafrom the rest of the hangar. The Zyun to my left glided in front of me. Despite the
huge amount of muscle they carried and their generd blockiness, the Zyuns moved gracefully and
quickly.

Asthe Zyun reached the door, it opened, the Zyun in the hangar acting in perfect sync with the one on
the other side of thetall barrier. Maggie ssumbled out, pushed from behind. She wore the Followers
guard uniform she was wearing the day | carried her onto Lobo after she saved Manu from being shot.
Her hair clung dirty and matted to her skull. Her face sagged with exhaustion.

She looked as good to me as anyone had in avery long time.
| shook my head dightly to clear the thought. | had to stay sharp.

The door dammed shut, the meta clanging as its edges hit the permacrete frame.
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The Zyun grabbed Maggie's elbow with his black-gloved hand and led her in adow jog across the floor
to me. She didn't look happy.

| hated this part, but it was necessary. Timewas short. | had to do it.

"Jon," she sad, her eyes searching my face and her tone unsteady. "Why am | out here?"
"Because | need you here" | said. "Stand and—"

She cut me off. "Thisis not what you told me wed be doing! The plan was different. Y ou said—"

"Shut up!” 1 yelled. Thelook of shock and betraya on her face hit me like a punch to the heart, but | kept
going. "What | said before doesn't matter. What mattersis that you stand here, do what | say, and keep
your mouth shut.”

"What about Manu?' she said. "Y ou promised—"

"] told you to shut up!” | stepped forward until we were practically touching. "We don't have timefor this.
Dougat is about to arrive. Don't say aword. Understand?’

She nodded dowly, tears running down her cheeks as she moved her head.
"Anddoasl tdl you."
She nodded again.

My heart pounded inside my chest. | wanted to hold her and explain, but I'd thought it &l through, and
now was not the time for second-guessing. | kept my gaze fixed on her and said only, "Good."

"Y our vitals are unusudly high given that no hodtiles are yet present,” Lobo said over the private channdl
that sounded only in my right ear. "Areyou solid to go?'

| nodded to the Zyun who'd escorted Maggie, and he held onto her as | turned and walked away. After
afew steps, | subvocalized, "Y es. Dumb reactions on my part. We go."

| closed my eyes and reviewed the plan, inhaled and exhded dowly and deeply, and my pulse settled to
normal. Right here, right now, what | felt was unimportant. Nothing mattered but doing the job, executing
the plan, making it work.

"Dougat landing,” Lobo said viathe comm frequency the Zyunsand | were sharing. To improve our
response time should the Situation go nonlinear, | was trusting Lobo to choose which bits of information
the Zyuns needed and which should stay private. He switched to the private channdl and added, "L ast
chanceto abort.”

"No," | subvocdized, not trying to hide my annoyance. "We go."

Back on the shared channdl, Lobo continued. "Douget is over ninety seconds late, but that'swithin plan
tolerances. | detect no support or follow team. Stand ready.”

| looked at the two Zyuns.
In unison they signaled readly.

Maggie stared a me, her face showing confusion and hurt. | didn't meet her eyes. We could dedl with her
fedingsif wesurvived.



In the upper left of my vision Lobo streamed a composite video feed from the ground sensors east of the
hangar. Douget's ship, adull gray cargo carrier with an AutoHomes Construction logo, landed precisely
where weld directed him. Hatches onitsleft and right side of its front blinked open and three guardsin
body armor jumped out of each. The vessdl immediately closed.

Fair enough.
"Letthemin," | sad.
L obo retracted the east door enough to alow two men to wak abreast through it.

Dougat had upgraded his security team or its members were better at executing scripted scenarios than
they were at dedling with unexpected crises. | watched in Lobo's feed as they fanned out on either side of
the door but did not enter. Onetossed asmdl ball insde. The metal sphere clanged againgt the
permacrete floor, sprouted four legs and three antennae, and crawled forward.

"Open comm to Dougat,” | said.
"Mr. Moore," hesaid. "I trust you don't mind our precautions.”

"Not at dl,” | sad. "Asyour survelllance spider istelling you, only afew members of my team are
currently involved, and your guard ishere asasign of good faith.”

"And Manu Chang? We seem to be missing hisIR sgnature. Is he what's behind that large metal door
directly in front of our entrance?'

"Yes" | sad, "heis, asisanother squad of mine. They'll bring out the boy in time, but not until I've seen
the wegpons and received my cut of the purchase price."

"As| understood you earlier, that last step requires Chaplat.”

"It does," | said, "but he won't come until | verify that you've brought everything he specified. So, the
sooner you send the weagpons insde and let my man verify that everything we ordered is present, the
sooner we dl get what we want.”

"Y ou're making this annoying enough,”" he said, "that the temptation is growing to send my men to wipe
out your smdl crew and bring Chang to me."

In the upper right of my vision the countdown marched relentlesdy toward the moment when Chaplat
would arrive. Dougat was such ataker that 1'd budgeted some time for him to waste in protesting and
threatening, but | couldn't afford for it to go ontoo long. ™Y our posturing isawaste of energy. Y ou won't
send anyone after us. They'd have to come through that entrance, and we'd destroy them on the way in.
What we missed, the team members behind the door and on my PCAV would finish. Y ou said the boy
was worth the cost of the weapons—for which you are aso receiving arather substantial and quite
reasonable fee—s0 you win by keeping to our dedl. Let's get onwithit."

"Fine" hesaid. "Do you want to inspect the cargo in the ship?

| chuckled. "Hardly. Keep them covered, and bring them insgde. My man will check them againgt the
inventory oncethey'rein here.”

"Well start unloading,” he said. " Open the door wide enough for the loaders.”
"Whenthey'rein front of it, wewill," | said. "Bring them on."



"Jon, you cant," Maggie whispered. "Y ou promised.”
| glared a her over my shoulder and hissed my response. "Do not interrupt me.”

| looked back at the door. The air in the hangar was still and cool, but sweat ran down my back and
chest until the light armor managed to absorb it. The biolights Jack's team had hung aong the celling's
perimeter glowed a soft red and bathed the off-white permacrete interior in light the color of
watered-down blood. | was surethat if | turned around, Maggie would still be staring at me, but |
couldn't dlow mysdf to think about that now.

| focused on the upper left contact images of the loaders marching sideways out of Dougat's ship. The
soft gray metal bots resembled giants devoid of upper legs, much of their torsos, and heads. Their lower
legs and dloy arms emerged directly from the bottom and top of their wide, broad, flat waists. Each pair
carried athree-high stack of dull black boxes the sze of coffins built for very tal twins. Six loaderswith
ninetota crates emerged; that count seemed about right. They queued up in front of the door and
marched forward.

"Open?' Lobo said.
"YS"

Asthe lead loader reached the door, the tall metal plate did further out of the way. The squad of
machines thumped into the hangar and formed arough square with the rear wall asitsfourth sde, then
ettled into position. | admired the planning: the weapons were accessible for ingpection, but their
armored crates aso formed asmal fort that would shield Dougat. We might have achance at angle
shots, but the stacked containers were high enough that we couldn't see directly into the center of the
formation.

| watched in Lobo's feed as Dougat and a four-man team entered the building and went to the protected
heart of the group of loaders. Lobo opened a second small display that used the interna corner cameras
to show me an aeriad view of the man and his guards. Histeam spread to positions behind |oader legs,
and one of the guardsled him to a safe Sation aswell. He had definitely upgraded his security squad.

Dougat said something | couldn't make out, and the crates shimmered into clarity. The armored and
polarized shidd glass was a nice touch: strong enough to withstand fire from most common weapons,
ableto go dark when in public areas, and clear enough to let us do complete ingpections without having
to unload fully or handle the merchandise.

"Asyou can see, Mr. Moore," Dougat said, hisrich and deep preacher's voice managing to fill our whole
section of the huge hangar, "the weapons are ready for your inspector.”

Interna projectors could yield the same effects as shidld glass, so | said, "Hell perform the bulk of the
audit visualy from outside the crates, but you aso haveto let him seeinsgde each onefor find
verification.”

Dougat laughed, aloud, hearty sound that for a change seemed genuine. "My, but you are a paranoid
one. Fine, but he hasto do it inside this space, because that's where dl the easily accessible hatches
are"

| didn't point out that he was also paranoid enough to make sure the loaders formed a defensive
perimeter with al the crate ingpection openings facing inward. Insteed, | said only, " Acceptable'’.

| looked at the Zyun on my right and nodded. | thought for an instant | detected atrace of discomfort in



hisface, but | couldn't be sure. He neither hesitated nor said anything in response; the Zyuns were worth
their premium fees. He jogged over to the rightmost of the stack of crates, climbed up the side of the
farther loader as easily and smoothly as most people would walk a gentle ramp, and began carefully
checking the contents of the top container.

| shifted my visua focus among the variousinputs sharing my attention: the counter until Chaplat was due,
itsdow downward progress a growing pressure; the externd feed showing two guards waiting beside
Dougat's ship, not a problem now but a potentia one later; the scene around me, al of uswaiting, no one
happy, everyone tense and everyone except Maggie and possibly Dougat armed; and the relay from the
Zyun's microcam, which he carefully but not obvioudy made sure gave me aclear view of each wegpon
ashemarked it off thelidt. | didn't let myself check on Maggie.

Asthe Zyun progressed through the crates, everything seemed to be in order. Dougat had delivered the
goods: pulse and projectile automatic weapons with IR and noise dampening; laser/acid combo next-gen
squidlettesfar beyond what 1'd seen in his warehouse basement on Mund; human-launched surface-to-air
missilesthat sported enough sensors and computing shielding to let them fly through al but the roughest
heat and e ectronic attacks without losing thelocks on their targets; transforming, self-launching missiles
that could rall like two-meter-long demon-wheeled cargo boardsinto position and then sprout launch
tubes from their centers, mushroom-headed transmission disruptors that could work on the ground or
launch from their thick semsand sustain agrid postionsviasmal rotors that sprouted when they hit the
target dtitude; and much, much more. No singleitem was incredibly expensive, but quite afew were
pricey enough that many guerillagroups on poorer frontier planetswould pauseto lust after them at a
wespons mart before having to move on to more affordable dternatives. If Midon'sgod truly wasto
catch Dougat with materiel he could never explain and in the processto put alot of dangerous gear out of
circulation, she'dd chosen her wesponswell.

"Jon," Maggie said, loud enough that Dougat and his men could hear her.
| turned, glared, and nodded at the Zyun. He clamped his right hand over her mouth.

"And how areyou, my dear?' Dougat said, hisvoice still powerful but now friendly. "How nice that
you're on afirst-name basis with your captors. | do so look forward to having you back and to hearing
al about your time with Mister Moore and, of course, with the boy. If the child has said anything of
interest, I'm confident youll tell meal about it.”

My pulse quickened and my body tensed at the implied threst. I'd hoped he'd find Maggie asmall
enticement, because she provided away for him to show histeam that he wouldn't let one of their own
remain in captivity. Ingtead, he cared only about extracting from her anything sheld learned about Manu. |
glanced again a her. Her eyes were wide and wet with fear. | hated myself for the thought, but I'd had it
earlier aswell: her fear could work for us. | stepped next to her asif | were whispering in her ear but
ingtead quietly said to the Zyun, "In afew seconds, pull your hand away asif she bit you."

| returned to my earlier position, then whipped around when | heard Maggie start to speek. The Zyun
was shaking his hand convincingly as she said, "And to think | worked for you, Dougat. Y ou don't care
anything about me or the boy! And if you think I'll you do anything to help you harm or take advantage of
that poor child, you clearly don't understand me!”

"I'm afrad it's you who do not understand me,” Dougat said. "I care very much about Manu Chang; he
may turn out to be the greatest discovery I've ever made. I'm also concerned about you, though | must
admit primarily as you rdate to Manu. I'm confident well be able to persuade you to help us."

"Theway you'l 'persuade’ him to do whatever you want?' Maggie said. "The way you persuade new



Followersto work around the clock without—"

"Enough!” | said. | put my hand on the pistal in the holster on my right hip and looked at the Zyun. "1 told
you we should have gagged her. Shut her up before | do.”

He clamped his hand over her mouth and pulled her next to him before she could spesk. Her eyeswere
wide and her face taut with anger and something else, something worse | didn't want to see.

| turned and spoke to Dougat. "When we're done with the deal, she's your problem, and you two can
talk al you want. Until then, | don't careto listen to any more of this"

We stood in sllence for abit asthe Zyun near Dougat methodically worked hisway from crate to crate.
His heads-up display aso showed the Chaplat timer, and he adjusted his pace perfectly, so that with ten
minutes to go he finished dl the checks he could do from the outside of the carriers and entered Dougat's
enclosed areafor the quick direct visua ingpection.

In the feed from the microcam in the ceiling corner behind Dougat | could see that histeam had prepped
the crates: al the ingpection hatches stood open. Two guardstrained their rifles on the Zyun's back as he
methodically worked hisway through the wegpons. He showed no reaction to the threat; | once again
admired how cool the Zyuns stayed. The Zyun spent dmost exactly one minute on each container,
checking enough with his eyes and with his hands to make sure the externa view had been accurate.

When hefinished hisingpection, he | eft the area without speaking, jogged over to me, nodded once, and
floated to afront-facing position on my right.

"| trust you're satisfied,” Dougat said. "1've brought everything | promised.”
"l'am," | sad.
"Then ddiver on your promise,”" he said. "Bring out the boy."

Even though | wasn't sure Dougat could see me, | shook my head dowly. "No. | told you: not until
Chaplat is here and has approved the deal and paid me.”

On the comm channel | shared with the Zyuns, Lobo said, " Chaplat's cargo ship has entered the base's
arrgoace. Egtimate touchdown in one minute.”

"How long will thistake?' Dougat said. "Y ou redly are forcing meto reconsider this entire arrangement.”
"No," | said, "I'm not, because your wait isamost over."

| pointed to the other side of the hangar as Lobo did the door there dowly open and dust stirred up by
theincoming ship swirled insde.

"Cheplat's here."

Chapter 37

| watched in anew small feed from Lobo asthe two guards I'd met before hopped out of Chaplat's

cargo transport and checked the areafor him. They trotted the perimeter of that ship and the rest of that
sde of the hangar. In the view Lobo was giving me onto Dougat's outside team, that squad returned to
positions near their vessal and brought their riflesto ready, but fortunately Chaplat's people stayed away
fromthem.
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Everybody was playing by the rules, behaving with sensible and well-organized paranoia, just asthey
should.

L obo opened the side entrance in front of Chaplat's ship.

Histwo guards peeked around the corner of the doorway, then entered the building. After afew
seconds, Chaplat and four more guards, al in black and al armed with holstered pistols and rifles, joined
the advance team inside. They wheded mobile shiddsin front of them, the currently transparent armor
dightly distorting their images. Two men formed a second barrier in front of Chaplat. The others spread
out dong hisright flank; the team used the wall to protect his|eft.

"Miger Moore," Chaplat said. "'l trust you won't waste my time here. I'm quite—"

| didn't want to et him and Dougat start a dominance contest, so | cut him off. "1 apologize for
interrupting, but I'm sure we're all eager to leave with what we camefor, so | suggest we get to it."

L obo opened afeed from the ceiling microcam with the best view of Chaplat. My heads-up display
glittered with so many imagesthat | had trouble handling them dl. | put my hand to my mouth, coughed
lightly, and subvocalized, "Fewer feeds."

Lobo closed theimages of the exterior teams. Much better. Though | liked having dl the information
those views provided, | trusted L obo to show methe outside again if something of note happened. In the
meantime, with asmaler number of Smultaneousimagesto manage | could much more easly Stay on top
of what was happening insde.

| missed afew words from Chaplat in the transition and refocused as he said, "wegpon crates, and | have
the funds, but | don't see Jack."

"I'd liketo verify the payment,” | said.
"After we check the wegpons.”

"My man has aready donethat,” | said, "and we'd be happy to send you the inspection video." | nodded
to the Zyun, who thumbed open an unencrypted narrow-range broadcast.

The female guard pulled out arolled sheet, snapped it taut, and showed the ‘cast to Chaplat. He studied
it for aminute, then laughed. "Very nice," he said, "and probably accurate, but we will do our own
ingpection, thank you very much.”

Dougat sighed loudly enough that no one in the huge hangar could missit. He had to be usng some
amplification | hadn't noticed.

"Must we endurethisagain?' hesad.

Chaplat responded by pointing at two of hismen. "Let them do aquick internal physical spot-check of
the merchandise, and well only delveinto the detailsif that doesn't go well.”

"Reasonable enough,” Douget said.

Chaplat'stwo rear guards jogged to Dougat and entered the areaformed by the wall and the crates. |
watched in the feed from the camera above that space as one of Dougat's guards took up aposition
behind each of Chaplat's men and shadowed them as they moved. They opened the hatches and
ingpected the contents much more quickly than the Zyun, so Chaplat must have been at |east somewhat
satisfied with the video we'd sent.



We stood in silence for over five minutes as they worked. | checked on Maggie once, and she glared
back at me, the Zyun's hand gtill covering her mouth. | wanted to snap my head back to the front to
escape her accusing stare, but | forced myself to keep my eyes on her for afew seconds, asif carefully
ng a prisoner.

Chaplat's guardstrotted away from Dougat and back to their leader.

When they'd resumed their former positions behind the barrier and around Chaplat, he said, "Check your
wallet, Moore, and you'll be able to see—but not access, of course, not yet—the funds and the pending
transfer.”

| kept my focus on the two groups of men as | pulled out my wallet and opened it. It immediately
displayed the pending transfer.

"The funds are indeed there," Lobo said over the private channel. "I've monitored and double-checked
the wallet's query to the bank. Chaplat isplaying it straight. It'stime.”

"l canindeed,” | said. "Thank you. Let's do the money and weapons transfer, then I'll get Jack and the
boy.

"No," Dougat and Chaplat said in unison, Dougat loudly and Chaplat in alevel tone. Thetiming surprised
them for amoment, so neither continued right away.

Chaplat recovered first. "I get Jack," Chaplat said, "and then we do the rest.”
"I don't care about him," Dougat said. "The boy iswhat matters.”

Dougat obvioudy had no redl grasp of the type of man Chaplat was, because even if Chaplat hadn't
planned to kidnap Manu before, acomment like that guaranteed that he'd go after the boy. | put avay
my wallet asif by habit.

"l setthisup,” | said, "s0 | get paid firs." | held up my hand so neither would interrupt, then plunged
ahead. Each of them dmost certainly believed he had the firepower to overwhelm me. Though each may
have thought histeam could take the other's, neither could be completely confident on that front, so
neither should want to tart awar in here. Each was my insurance against the other—at least until they
got what they wanted. "But | agree you need to seethat I've held up al of my end of the dedl. So, how
about acompromise?”

"You're pushing it, Moore," Chaplat said. "If you don't have Jack here—"
Dougat cut him off. "What do you propose?

"I show you Jack and Manu," | said, "and then we do the wegpons and money exchange. When we finish
that, well al have something we want. Then, Chaplat, I'll give you Jack, and Dougat, you'll get the boy."

Maggie screamed against the Zyun's hand, which turned her cry into asquelched roar of pain.

| ignored it and kept talking. "Until we finish dl that, Jack and Manu remain with my team. Ded ?*
"Acceptable," Dougeat said.

"Fine" Chaplat said. "Get onwithit."

| nodded and turned to face the Zyun behind me, asif | were going to speak to him. Tearsran down
Maggie'sface. Sheleaned forward againgt the grip of the Zyun, who held her in place with what you



might believe was no effort if you looked only at hisimpassve face. The arm muscles bunched so tightly
they strained the flexible armor told another story.

"Send them out?" Lobo said on the private comm channd.

"Yes," | subvocalized. | nodded once at the Zyun, whose head moved ever so dightly in
acknowledgment. With one hand he leveled his weapon on the open ground between Chaplat and the
rear center door.

| faced front asthat huge piece of metal did dowly open. The Zyun to my right trained his weapon on the
space between Dougat and the opening to the corridor.

"Weal say wherewe are" | said. "My men areaming only at space, not people. You'l get dl the
confirmation you need in amoment.”

"Herethey come," Lobo sad.

Thethird Zyun appeared firdt, his head rotating from side to sSide as he dowly checked the perimeter. |
knew afeed of the areawas playing in hislenses, but like many pros he trusted what he saw in red life
more than what any machine could show him.

After hefinished his sweep, he stepped back into the corridor and came out with Jack and Manu in front
of him. Both man and boy wore blindfolds. Each had hishandstied in front of him. A cable connected
their hands, and another cable linked the center of that one with the Zyun who was now behind them. He
controlled that main cable with one hand. His other held asmall handgun that he trained at the boy's
back.

| fought my natura reaction to their plight, areflex | had trouble suppressing even though 1'd caused this
stuation. If Jack and Manu didn't look like hostages, neither Chaplat nor Dougat would believe anything
esel did.

"Sdtidfied?' | said.

Over the private comm channel, Lobo said, "EC troops on stealth approach from three southern vectors.
No sign of awareness on the part of either group here."

"| alowed you to inspect the weagpons,” Dougat said at about the sametime. "I think it'sonly fair—"

| interrupted him. "No. Y ou put the weaponsin crates, so we had no choice but to verify that all the
individua items were present. There's only one boy and one man, and you can seefor yourself that
they're both here. My job wasto ddiver them safdly; it'sobviousthat | did.”

"Good enough for me," Chaplat said. "Jack seemsfit.”

"Y ou're bound to have scared the boy," Dougat said, "but | supposeit couldn't be helped. Fine; I'm
satisfied. Can we get on with it?"

"Definitdy," | said. "If you'l ready the payment, Chaplat, we can commence.”
When my wallet beeped, | reached for it to visudly confirm the completed transfer.
Asl did, Maggie burst away from the Zyun, who raised his wegpon.

"Park!" | screamed. | held up my hand to signa the Zyun not to shoot.



Over the private channel, Lobo said, "The payment is dready on itsway to other accounts.”
Maggie sopped and turned toward me. "Y ou told me nothing—"

"Shut up and get back here!" | said. "Jack and Manu stay wherethey are until I'm sure I've been paid.” In
thefeedsin my left contact | caught glimpses of both Dougat's men and Chaplat's holding their weapons
at the ready, but | focused on her.

"Money?" she screamed. "Thisisal about money?1 told you | wouldn't let you hurt them, and | won't.”

| drew my pistol and aimed it at her. | nodded at the Zyun behind me, who dowly advanced on her.
"Stay whereyou are" | said, "until he reachesyou. Y ou can still come out of thisdive and rgoin the
Followers."

"Y ou wouldn't shoot me," she said.
Sheturned.
"Stop!" | said.

Shetook a step toward Jack and Manu, then another, no longer running, just walking dowly, carefully,
her head high and determined. | knew how hard it wasto stare straight ahead and keep moving when
someone was pointing agun at your back, and | admired her for it.

"Misgter Moore," Dougat said, "surely—"

"She stops, or | shoot her,” | said to him, rushing the words so they got ahead of her advance on Jack
and Manu. "Y ou want the boy, and so does she. Y ou paid for him. She didn't." My voice rose despite
my best attemptsto keep it level. "Last chance, Park! Don't make me shoot you.”

She faced me, but she continued walking, moving dowly backward toward her god even as she spoke
to me, drawing ever closer to the boy. "Y ou know you're better than that, Jon. Y ou can't give Manu to
Dougat. You said—"

| shot her in the chest.

Many things happened at the sametime.

The echo of the round I'd fired boomed in the huge space.

Every head | could seein front of me and on the feeds from L obo snapped toward Maggie and me.
Everyone in the space aimed wesgpons at us.

The Zyun near the rear corridor led Jack and Manu quickly back to the door, so they were barely in the
room.

Jack and Manu tried to scream from benegth their gags.

Maggie crumpled, an expression of disbdlief stealing across her face as blood spread on her shirt and her
body hit the ground.

Chapter 38
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E veryone stay cam,” | said, tension still evident in my tone. " This does not have to be aproblem.” |

extended my left arm so it was pardle with the ground, then dowly moved it downward. The Zyuns
lowered their wegponsin time with the motion, and | also lowered mine.

| watched in one of the feeds as Chaplat smiled and nodded his head. Histeam relaxed and followed
uit.

"Not aproblem?’ Douget said & the sametime. "Y ou killed awoman in front of me. Do you know how
much trouble—"

| cut him off again. "Yes, | do," | said, waking over to Maggi€'s body. "None. Thisincident won't cause
you or anyone else any trouble, because it never happened.” | motioned the rear Zyun to join me.

"What do you mean?' Dougat said, reminding me again that he was a man who stayed away from the
sharp end and et others do the wet work for him. "1 saw it! If anyone wereto find out—"

"Will you shut up?' Chaplat said. "Y ou clearly didn't give adamn about her, whoever shewas."

"She was one of my Followers," Dougat said, "and | care about every one of them. She was supposed to
rgoin usas part of thistransaction. And | certainly cannot afford to be implicated in this sort of thing."

"Youwon'tbe" | sad. "Trust me: my problems are bigger than yoursif thisgetsout, so | won't let that
happen. Before we do anything else, my men and | are going to take her body to my PCAV, whereiitl
keep until we havetime to dispose of it properly. If either of you decidesto try to usethis—" | paused
and stared at the body "—mistake as leverage, ther€lll be no proof that'll stand up. Asfor the woman's
part in the dedl, she obvioudy had no red vauefor you, so you haven't lost anything of consequence.”

"Leave her," Chaplat said. "It's not like she's going anywhere. Finish the ded, and then you can clean
up.”

"l don't like her being there,” Dougat said. "It's upsetting.”
"EC troop lead sent the ready signa on your frequency,” Lobo said over the comm unit. "On your sgn.”

| didn't respond to him. | focused on Dougat. "Y es, and it's dangerous for me," | said. "The sooner this
never happened, the better for all of us."

"Y ou stay then," Chaplat said, "and your men take her. | don't likelosing sight of any of my colleagues a
thispoint in aded.”

"That leaves me exposed and donein front of al of you," | said.
"Y ou made that choice when you shot her," Chaplat said, "and now you're wasting my time."

| shook my head and said, "Both of my men take her so we can finish thisas quickly as possible. | walk
to the door but no further, and my man over there," | motioned toward Jack and Manu, "leads the two of
them back behind that door and to the rest of the team until my other two men return from cleaning up
the mess. That's as exposed as I'm willing to be."

In the feed from Lobo | watched anger war with control on Chaplat's face, but after afew seconds he
sad, "Doit, but makeit fast." He had to be planning to take Manu away from Dougat; | couldn't imagine
what Jack could owe him that could beworth al this stress.

"| agree," Dougat said, hisvoice regaining its composure.



| nodded. The Zyun with Jack and Manu led them behind the rear door, which did dowly shut. The other
two Zyuns picked up the body, one lifting under the shoulders and one grabbing the feet, and headed
toward the open door behind us. | kept looking forward but walked backward to follow them.

They came to the open doorway and continued moving without dowing. | stopped two metersinsde the
doorway, glanced behind me to make sure dl waswell, and saw that they'd picked up speed asthey
headed to the PCAV. A sde hatch in it opened for them. The bright morning light haloed around them so
they looked like combat angels carrying off thefallen.

Asl| turned to face insde again, the world exploded.

Explosive impacts on either side of the door behind me blew chunks from the permacrete. The sound
triggered the dampening circuitsin my comm units. The dust and stench of spent rounds dominated the air
indantly.

"Areyou crazy?' | yelled at the two groupsin front of meas| dropped to the floor and rolled toward the
doorway. "What are you doing? Stop shooting!"

As| screamed, smilar explosions a roughly athird of ameter intervasdl adong the walls behind both
Chaplat and Dougat banged out smal chunks of permacrete just above head height. The guard teams
didn't know where to turn, so they assumed defensive positions and brought their weaponsto ready,
some in each group aming toward the other team and some focusing on me. Two from each group pulled
their bossesto the ground, adding to the confusion. All werewell trained enough to wait for attack

orders, but none of them needed prompting to protect their leaders; they did it ingtantly and without
hestation.

My roll had taken me to within half ameter of the outside, but | didn't dare move further right now; any
action might draw their attention to me.

"Best target here," Lobo said as he enlarged the Dougat feed and focused on avery angry guard near the
outer corner.

"Yes" | sad.

Lobo swiveled two smal automatic weapons Jack's team had built into the opposite ceiling and fired just
above the man. At the same time, the doors behind the two groups snapped shut, showing for the first
time the true speed the dabs of metal could attain.

The guard Lobo had targeted screamed, leaned around one of the crates, and ripped aburst at Chaplat's
position.

Chaplat's team spotted the motion and returned fire asthe first rounds hit the wal behind them.

Dougat's squad scurried to positions facing Chaplat's and returned fire.

| scanned Dougat's group. They were all focused on Chaplat and his men; good.

At firg glance, | thought Chaplat's guards were also ignoring me, but then | noticed the woman had
turned her weapon on me. If | rolled toward the door 1'd expose my back, so | pushed off on my hands
and feet and shoved mysdlf forward and to my right, doing what | could to get out of her Sghts without
draying too far from the exit.

Before | hit the ground, around smacked me in the chest and dammed me backward, my breath leaving
asthe body armor stopped the shell from penetrating me but couldn't do much about the force of the



impact. My chest spasmed and shook with pain. | focused on the shooter in time to see her head vanish
inawet mist and her body drop a second later, Lobo demongtrating flawless accuracy with the
ceiling-mounted guns.

Thetwo groups werefiring madly on each other, the projectile and beam wespons booming and sizzling
inthe now acrid air. Neither side was taking much damage; none of these people must have served any
serioustimein ared military unit.

"Trajectory analysis said her next round would be a head shot,” Lobo said.

"Thanks," | gasped. | checked both sides: no one was pointing in my direction. The need to breathe
screamed for attention in my head, but there was nothing | could do about it but wait for my chest to
recover, 0 | ignored the summons. | rolled to face the door, scrambled to my feet, and darted out of it
and immediately to theright.

The contacts compensated asthe bright light hit my eyes. | gulped, and afew shreds of air madeit into
my lungs. It wouldn't take either Sdelong to redlize something waswrong, so | couldn't wait any longer.

"Midon," | croaked.

Shots boomed and rang and echoed insde the building. A few rounds clanged on the door only metersto
my |eft; they'd noted my absence. Men shouted, their words lost in the cacophony. In the display from
Lobo | saw that one member of each team was watching the door. The others continued to fire on each
other.

"Stagetwo,” | said.

"Starting,” Lobo said, and at the same time that he added "and Midon online," explosionsripped the
permacrete dong the rear wall between the two groups and on either side of the door.

Through the open hatch twenty metersin front of me, one of the Zyuns waved me forward as the other
jumped out and crouched to provide covering fire should someone make it through the battle to my

position.

| held up my hand as L obo connected me to Midon.

Sheand afemae voicel didn't recognize spoke a the sametime.
"Findly ready, Moore?' shesaid. "It's about time."

"Reedy," the other female said.

"They'refiring at each other,” | said. "They started arguing, and then it escalated. One of them had wired
the place ahead of time, so charges are going off everywhere. They're heavily armed with both weapons
and explosives. The whole place could blow. Go with caution.”

The other voice'stone didn't change. "We can tell,” she said without any trace of irony, "and were
adways careful. Exit whileyou can.”

Thelink went dead.
| sucked in abit more air and forced mysdf to run.

At least two dozen soldiersin EC activefiber urban camo rose from the permacrete in front of melike
desert heat waves coalescing into a squad of hell'sown warriors. They rushed by me.



| reached the first Zyun. He pushed me forward as the second grabbed my hand and pulled mein beside
him. The hatch snapped shut as soon aswewere dl insde.

"Taking off," Lobo sad.

Aswerose, Lobo overlaid my vison with feeds from the front and sides of the hangar, battlesraging
everywhere | looked. | closed my eyes so the Zyuns and the interior in front of me didn't add to the visual
overload, but adrenaline surges and residud chest pain impelled me to move even though | was now out
of danger. | opened my eyes and subvocalized, "Takeit off the lenses and onto displays. Add audio.”

Thefeeds from the battle flashed and screamed to life on the front wall, each image fighting for my
attention, the sounds mixing and remixing in rgpid audio mutation. | scanned aong the different scenes,
flitting from one to the next, pacing as| followed the action, seeing what | could in pardle but facing so
many viewpointsthat | had to process much of it sequentialy.

The EC troops at the front of the hangar mirved, squads of eight heading east and west of the building,
the remaining group fanning left and right of the door I'd exited less than aminute earlier. Two soldiers
from the central assault team rolled apair of mobile speakersinsde the facility. Amplified shouts of
"Cease and desist or Expansion Coadlition forceswill engage you!™ soared on high notes above the battle
noise asthe speakers did their best to evade the shots and pulsesfilling the air around them.

"Kill the EC warning," | subvocalized.

A second later, pulse and projectile shots hit the speakers and the cease and desist notice stopped, the
evadve circuits of the agile sound balls no match for Lobo'saim.

More groups of eight EC troops sprinted from hiding placesto the left and rear of Chaplat's team on the
west side of the building, joining their comrades on the front to surround the gangster's rear guards and
trgp them againg the building.

A smilar scene unfolded on the hangar's other side with Dougat's exterior team, but there it turned dark
when one of Dougat's men fired on the EC soldiers approaching them from the rear. The shot had barely
left hiswespon when the man's body shook asif eectrified, then part of hishead vanished asthe EC
troopson al three sides returned fire. The remaining Followers watched the shattered body fal and
quickly placed their weapons on the tarmac.

On Chaplat's sde, the ship guards did the same, each surrendering all weapons, knesling, and putting
hands on heads.

Smoke and dust and flying debris dominated the inside of the hangar. EC troops fired on both groups
from around the sdes of the front door. Explosions shook more and more of the rear walls, then spread
aong the sdewalls and advanced on the building's front, chunks of permacrete flying into the center area
a random heights dl over the facility. Sections of the celling shattered as noise and dust filled the space,
and gtill more explosions rocked the weakening structure.

"Exits" | subvocdized.

The doors behind Dougat and Chaplat snapped open so quickly that both groups didn't redize for afew
secondsthat new exit options were available. Their firing dowed aslight flooded in from the open doors
and the opportunity for retreat became clear. The externa EC troops spotted the change a second earlier
and focused mogt of their members and wegpons on the dust-filled interior, the remaining troops
continuing to control their captives. Chaplat and Dougat wasted no timein leading their teams out of the
hangar, only to run straight into their own surrendering ship-side men and the squads of EC soldiers



pointing guns a them.

More explosions smashed chunks from the hangar's walls, and holes gppeared aong the Sdes even as
blaststore at the front wall.

The EC squad at the front entrance checked the insde, then split, one haf running adong the outsde
toward the west and Chaplat's captured team, the other sprinting for their comrades who had taken
Dougeat.

As Dougat and his soldierswho'd tried to leave the building put down their wegpons, four men from the
EC squad ran inside and prodded the |oadersinto action.

The front corner of the building on Chaplat's side collapsed in ahegp of rubble, the walls there too weak
to support both their own weight and the celling's.

"Midon onlineg" Lobo said.
"Connect," | said, "but mute hangar audio.”
Slence dtilled the air as Midon's voice came over the comm. "What's going on, Moore?"

"What are you talking about?' | said, gasping as | talked even though | could now breathe normally.
"How should | know?1 brought them to you, and | ran—as we agreed.”

"The placeis coming apart,” she said.

"What? What are they doing? All | know isthat | did what | said | would, and those jerks shot me. I'm
heading to ground. It's your problem now."

Onthedisplaysin front of me another chunk of the front of the building silently fdll into hegps of rubble.
"An exploding building wasn't part of the dedl," she said. "Y ou didn't warn us about this.”

"Because | didn't know about it!" | shouted.

Onthedigplays, thelast of the weapons loaders exited the rapidly decaying hangar.

"I warned your team as soon as | saw charges go off." | paused for afew seconds, then continued more
dowly. "Dougat said he had asourcein the EC; someone on your side must've traced me—thanks a
lot—and wired the place. Did you get the weapons?*

"Yes" she sad, "and both Chaplat's and Dougat's squads.”

"Then what's your problem?’ | said. "Y ou caught Dougat with the goods, so you got what you wanted,
and you even captured Chaplat in the bargain—as | said you would. Our dedl stands. If Dougat wired
the place to blow up and destroy the evidence, you have only someone in your own organization to
blame™"

In the rightmost display, the entire esstern wall of the hangar trembled and then fell inward, small chunks
of permacrete flying outward and over the heads of the EC troops and the Followers.

"What about the boy?' she said. "He was part of the dedl."

"Getting him therewas dl | promised,” | said, every word flat, "and | ddivered. If he's not with Douget,
he'strapped insde. Either way, it'snot my problem.”



"We're talking about aboy here, Moore."

"Yes" | sad, forcing my voiceto remain leve, "we are: aboy you wanted to capture. A boy Dougat
wanted to buy. You'l find him there, or hesdead; | don't see how he's much worse off if he never made
it out. Regardless, | ddlivered, so you owe me."

Midon didn't try to concea the contempt in her voice as she said, "And well pay. | keep forgetting how
coldyou are."

| watched asthe hangar's west wall and centrd celling shattered and fell. "Arewedone?’ | said. "l havea
wound to tend to."

"Yes" shesad. "Seeyou in three days."
Thelink went dead.
"Audio," | subvocalized.

Booms and crashes assaulted our ears as chunks of the rear ceiling of the hangar crashed down, further
weskening the last standing parts of the building. The west rear corner trembled, shook, and in afina
scream of weakened permacrete collapsed into a mound of rubble.

No more explosions, no more crashes, only permacrete-on-permacrete scraping noises as the last
chunks settled and then were dtill.

The hangar was gone.

| stared in silence at the huge mass of shattered and dust-covered permacrete that marked where the
building had stood only minutes before.

"Nooooo!" came acry from behind me, pain and surprise mixing in the strangled sound.

Maggie was Sitting there, her gaze dternating between the displays and me, back and forth, back and
forth, her mouth struggling to form words.

"Y ou shot me," she said, the words coming dowly and painfully asthe drug that had knocked her out
released its control on her system.

| nodded, waiting for the rest, my face hot, my eyeswet asthe hatein her expresson blasted melikea
cold, tiff wind.

"I'mdive," shefindly said, sounding more sad than pleased.
"Yes" | said.

"And you let them die," shesaid. "Y ou told me you'd take care of him, you told meto trust you, and |
did." She shook her head dowly. "Instead, you were going to sdll him, and now he's dead. Y ou could
have taken him away, you could have saved him, but you didn't.”

She stared at the floor for afew seconds. When she looked up at me again, tears clouded her eyes and
streamed down her cheeks.

"It'syour fault,”" she said, "and minefor trusting you. Y ou killed him. An innocent boy."

The tears stopped, and she rose to one knee, snarling as she spoke.



"You killed Manu Chang."

Chapter 39

M aggie launched hersdlf at me faster than | believed she could move, but even fueled by anger shewas

no match for the Zyuns. One stepped between us even as the other grabbed her shoulder with one hand
and stopped her forward progress, the musclesin hisforearm straining with the effort.

"And you two!" she said, focusing on them. "How could you help him do this?'

After apause, asif thethird brother had begun the answer, the Zyuns answered, one word coming from
each,". .. ourjob."

"That'sal thisisto you people?' Maggie said. "A job? Y ou two werewilling to sdl an old friend and a
boy, and now both of them and your own brother are dead, and your excuseisthat it'sajob?’

The Zyunsdidn't answer, and neither did |. Eveniif I'd asked them to talk, and | hadn't, they wouldn't
have bothered. Nothing we could say right now would convey our fedings, and nothing would do more
good than harm.

She stared at the three of us, whipping her head from person to person, and when no one spoke, she
sobbed quietly.

After aminute or so, she pushed at the Zyun's hand that was holding her shoulder. He stared impassively
ahead but didn't release his grip.

| nodded, amotion so dight Maggie never saw it, and he et her go and stepped forward and to the | eft,
ready to grab her again if need be.

"Drop me anywhere," shesaid. "I'm sick of the lot of you."

"No," | said. | put my left hand on the shoulder of the Zyunin front of me, and he stepped haf ameter to
the side, out of her way but sill able to protect me easily should it cometo that. Maggie and | werelittle
more than ameter gpart, with nothing physica separating us, yet | couldn't recal feding further from her.
"Not yet."

"I'm aprisoner again!" she ydled. She stepped forward and both Zyuns moved to stop her, but | shook
them off. She came so close | could smell the fading effects of the drug on her breeth, the permacrete
dust that had worked itsway into her hair when shefell, the tang of adrenaline and fear in her swest.

"Only for atime” | said. "If | let you go now—"
"What?' sheyelled again. "Something bad will happen to me?’

"Yes" | said. "They dl think you're dead, and for now we need to keep it that way. The EC couldn't care
less about you, but if either the Followers or what's | eft of Chaplat's gang found out you're till alive, we
could dl beintrouble.

"So | supposeyou did al thisfor my own good?' she said. "Y ou shot me to save me?'

| consdered the question, pondered whether | could explain everything in away that would make sense
and not cause further damage, wondered if 1'd made the right choices, and finally decided that the
potentia cost of any explanation outweighed the possible benefit. "Yes," | finaly said.
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"Well, you should have let me die," shesaid.

That wastoo much. It was al findly too much. | stepped into her space, bridged the last few centimeters
between us, and caused her to back up. "That's very noble, very dramatic,” | said, clipping each word as
| fought for control even as part of me knew that I'd surrendered too much to anger. "But you can say it
only because you don't understand what it means. Watch more people die, stare aslife leavesthem and
you redizeto your darkest animad corethat thisisit, thisisther last moment dive and then they'll be no
more, they'll be gone, lost forever. Then you won't wish for death. When your only options are unending
pain for your few remaining hours or days or weeks, then you've earned the right to want to die. Until
then, shut up and be damn grateful for the time you havel™

"Maybe you'reright,” she said, her eyeslocked on mine, her words coming dowly and with careand a
tinge of fear. "But some of us believe there are things worth dying for, causes more preciousthan life.”

| thought of al the men and women I'd known who'd died in the name of such causes, the bodies ripped
gpart in jungles and deserts and oceans on haf adozen planets where 1'd fought alongside people whose
only real sinwas being so stupid or so poor or so idedigtic that they werewilling to join forceslike the
Saw and fight at the sharp end where the decision makers would never be. Not once had any of them
bothered to make a noble speech about causes. They did their jobs, followed orders, and if they were
lucky they came home. If they spoke nobly of anything, it was of taking care of each other and of
destroying their common enemy. Other people, usudly those far from the action, made the speeches; the
comrades with whom I'd served lived and died from the consequences of those words.

Lobo interrupted my thoughts on the comm channdl we shared with the Zyuns. "One minute from the
hangar," hesad. "The EC issurdy tracking."

"Doas| tdl you," | findly said to Maggie, "and soon enough you'l be ableto leave, go and find more
causes, or do whatever else you want. Try to run before | give the okay, or disobey any instructions, and
well restrain you." She started to speak, but | held up my hand; we'd make no progress by talking.
"None of thisisnegotiable, and thisis not the time for conversation. We're about to move."

| turned away from her and walked to the front of the ship. The Zyunsformed abarrier between us. "l
understand,” | subvocalized to Lobo. "Take usin, and then well go to ground.”

* k% k% %

We hopped out of the hatch and in three steps were at the side door to the low-rent parking hangar. One
Zyun stood on point. | followed him, Maggie came behind me, and the other Zyun brought up the rear. |
turned toward her and said, "From here until we reach the safe house, you don't say aword. If you
scream or try to run or do anything e se we don't like, he—" | pointed at the Zyun behind her "—will
knock you out, and well carry you and explain to anyone who asksthat you had aseizure. Got it?

She nodded.
| faced front again and tapped the lead Zyun on the shoulder.

He opened the door, and we stepped into the heat and noise and bustle of mid-morning in Shinaza,
Mazton's shiftiest district. Buildings here served function and paid little respect to form, the block in front
of uslined by rows of pale gray permacrete two- and three-story structuresthat either touched or shared
walls, asif the genetic materid of each had reproduced with only minor mutations to produce the next.
The permacrete road glowed adull, darker gray in the bright light, stained by the passage of people and
vehicles. All thewindowsfor asfar as| could see were barred, and cold, gray, quick-shut metal shutters
flanked al those on the first floors and most of the others. Similar covers stood to the sides of dl the



doors.

No wonder the EC didn't want to bother governing this place: every building was asmal fortress ready
to repe intervention of any sort.

The people walking the street in front of us only reinforced the notion that you did not want to pick a
fight around here. Men and women alike moved in careful, calculated flow, never touching one another
despite the congestion, each one diding past the others like e ectrons whose random orbits drew them
momentarily too close for safety and would soon enough take them to blessed isolation. Every personin
view aso carried a least apistol of some sort and often more than one wegpon, the variety lending the
street the aspect of an industrid runway show for those with deadly intent: swords, short and long and
straight and curved; rifles and shotguns and pul se cannons whose weight made their carriers walk with
visible extraeffort; knivesin sheaths and on loops and tucked into armored clips on pants and shirts; and
various extending and otherwise sdf-configuring clubs, dormant now, only their matte black gripsvisble,
but holding the portent of pain only aflick of thewrist away.

No one paid us any more or less attention than anyone € se; everyone here could be friend or foe,
dliancesasfluid asthetraffic.

We walked up two blocks, merged with the human current flowing right, and stopped in front of the
fourth house. Another gray permacrete Structure, it scood out from its street matesin two ways: it wasthe
one place that wasn't attached to the buildings adjacent to it, and it was surrounded by scrolling warning
sgnson the ground on each side and across its front. Text and graphics fled backward from the street on
the wired black tarmac in a congtantly changing stream of languages and images, dl of them ddivering the
same message: Don't Walk Here.

"Stands out abit, doesn't it?" | said.

"Harder to blast through,” the Zyunsreplied, dternating words now that there were only two of them, the
cadence having completed the switch from triplesto pairs. "Wired and mined and poisoned substrate,”
they added, pointing in unison to the two-meter-wide black tarmac that ran down the sides of the
building. "Double armor, walls, windows, and doors. All exterior surfaces mined. Five buried escape
tubes, dl armored.” Their mouths twitched in the closest gesture to asmile I'd yet seen from them. " Quite
expensve. Your money. Most suitable.”

The Zyun in front touched acomm inside his deeve and athick, gleaming walkway extended from the
low front porch to the road in front of us. It cleared the black mini-moat by mere centimeters. Despite my
initid doubt, it had no trouble supporting adl of us aswe crowded side by side onto the haf-meter-wide
gmall porch. The walkway withdrew rapidly into the building, and the front door swept asde asasmdl
hatch clanged into place over the now hidden meta plank.

As soon aswewere insgde, the door did shut. Sounds of metal in motion followed its closure. | raised an
eyebrow in question.

"Armor reforming,” the Zyuns said.

We stood at the edge of a single large room that measured roughly ten meters wide by twenty deep,
considerably smdler than the structure's outside. Wood plank floor, yellow verging on gold, ran
lengthwise from the front to the rear. Bare walls, also wood but composed of wide pieces whitewashed
to asoft purity. Kitchen in the rear left corner opposite a stairway, a counter with afloor-standing oven, a
ank, and arefrigerator, plus agarbage chute in the middle of the back wall. More planks and an ancient
pull door, no visiblelock, covered the areaunder the sairs. A low-dung table two meters long squatted
on theroom'sleft sdejust in front of the kitchen area, cushions surrounding it, enough room under it for



crosd legs. Along thefloor to our right were two thin, tightly rolled futons. Identical sets of ten security
displays perched on each of the four walls, imagesin them showing views from security cams monitoring
al sides of the exterior and the roof.

Small, furry creatures| didn't recognize, somewhere between cats and ratsin size, scampered around as
if the place weretheirs. At least haf adozen of them remained in view, running indifferently toand froin
the space, occasionally arcing near us and then warping away.

The Zyunin front pointed to the kitchen. "Gas and water tanksingde here" they said, "with no externa
power. Sdlf contained. Plenty food."

"And them,” | said, kicking a one of the creaturesthat strayed near my right foot.

"Extraprecaution,” the Zyuns said. "Med tasters. React identically to humans.”

Maggie spokefor thefirst time. "Y ou can't be serioud!” she said. "Y ou'd kill these innocent creatures?
"Only if food bad," they said.

"Thetrash chute?" | said, happy to change the subject.

"To remote buried furnace,” the Zyuns said, "with backwash safety valves. Sewer, t0o."

"Of course," | said. Despite dl that had happened, the two of them looked as content as 1'd ever seen
them, though | couldn't pinpoint the reason for the impression. Perhaps they were smply more relaxed,
the building their ideaof ahappy place. "And therest of it?"

They led us upstairs and to another single large space. The floors near the sairs and dl the steps emitted
high-pitched creaks of various pitches as we waked.

"Nightingale boards," the Zyuns said. "Classc. Good."
Aswewadked up the gairs, | said, "lsn't thiswhole place more than alittle bit of overkill for three days?"
"Y ou wanted safe house," they said, "and gave no budget. Great place.”

| hadn't figured them for big spenders, but | should have redlized that everyone has weaknesses; security
was one of theirs.

The second floor room was identica to the one below it save for having no kitchen and only asingle
rolled futon. The glow from smilar banks of security digplaysilluminated the room.

"Y our space," the Zyuns said.

"Clothing?"' | sad.

"In bathroom," they said. "Y ukatas. Not herelong.”

Another flight of differently creaky stairsled usto the third floor, atwin to the second.

"And | supposethisismine?' Maggie said.

The Zyuns nodded in unison and said, "Thickest armor. No roof access. No escape. Safest.”
"Asif my safety mattered in dl of this?"



Thethree of us stared a her in wonder, her perspective so very different from our own that 1'd forgotten
for amoment how thismust al appear to her. | knew they wouldn't speak, and | had nothing useful to
say, S0 | shook my head dightly and left, the Zyunson my hedls.

"Wonderful," Maggie said aswe headed down the stairs, anger and despair and frustration dripping from
the sngleword. "This just keeps getting better.”

* k% k% %

Small grunts and thumping sounds from below brought me awake. | launched off the futon on which I'd
been taking a nap and raced downstairs, wondering if we were under attack and how anyone had gotten
through the house's defenses so quietly.

Weweren't. The Zyuns were doing clap-hand push-ups on the floor, moving up and down like machines.
They pumped out another dozen while | watched, then stood and stared at me, sweat pouring off their
faces and necks.

"When | heard the sounds,” | said, "'l thought someone had gottenin.”

Thistime, | would have sworn they actually smiled for a second before in the usua dternating speech
pattern they said, "With thishouseswalls, you'll know."

"Of course" | sad. "Habit."

They nodded, stretched out on the floor, and started doing crunches. When | didn't leave, they said, "Join
lJS'?I

Their tone made it clear the words were less an invitation than adare, but it wasn't like | had anything
elseto do, and exercise burned tension, so | nodded and got into position. " Set the pace,” | said. "I'll

keep up.”

We started again on the crunches, and after seventy-five | stopped counting and focused only on keeping
my stomach tight and encouraging the nanomachinesingde meto clean out the muscle toxins as quickly
asthey could. | dwayswonder in Stuations like this whether taking advantage of that enhancement is
cheating, but | also dways end up deciding that it doesn't matter. We dl use the resources avallable to us,
and from the looks of the Zyunsthat included more than alittle biochemica assistance.

We moved from crunchesto awall sit and then directly into squats. From there we reversed position and
did handstand push-ups, them in the middle of the floor, me againgt the wall, my balance not up to thejob
of staying steady without any support. We flowed smoothly from exercise to exercise with no breeks, as
they led me through more bodywei ght workouts than 1'd realized existed. Time vanished, theworld
narrowed to my little areain this one room, my troubles evaporated in the heat of the repetitions, and al |
knew and dl | felt was the work, the muscle pain, the effort, and the constant focus on the next rep, just
the next one.

It was glorious.
After aparticularly long and brutd set of aternate-leg lunges, the Zyuns said, "Enough now."

We stretched out on the floor, spread our arms and legs, and lay there, breathing hard. Even though |
wasn't moving, every musclein my body hurt intensely, my breething came ragged, and | was exhausted.

| couldn't have felt better. The combination of the rush of the endorphins and the rare freedom of the long
period without worry relaxed me even as the exercises tightened me. | was so happy | started laughing, a



little &t firgt, and then heartily.

The Zyuns stared & me asif | wereinsane, but then their mouths twitched, and in aminute they were
laughing, too, thefirst time I'd heard them make any noise that didn't sound completely controlled.

We heard Maggie coming down the steps and stopped laughing as her head came into view.
"What are you idiotsfinding so funny?* she said, fury warring with incomprehension on her face.

| couldn't help mysdlf: | burst out laughing again, louder thistime, and the Zyuns were right with me. After
afew seconds and clearly with no understanding of what we were doing, Maggie shook her head, cursed
us, and ran upgtairs. It wasn't funny, | knew her pain wasred, | hated it, and yet | laughed harder,
release winning over intellect. The Zyuns did the same, and for afew minutes the sound of laughter filled
the room and al was right with the world.

* k * %

"Why won't you explainit to me?' Maggie said afew hours later, after I'd showered and napped and
weld all eaten. She put her hand on my face, and | expected her to claw at me, or pull me closer and
punch or knee me. Instead, she closed her eyes and for afew moments seemed to drift away.

| had no ideawhat to do; in most of my experience, when someone touches you, it's as part of an attack.
| wasn't comfortable, but | dso didn't seeany harminit, so | remained completely till.

She opened her eyes, pulled back her hand, and shook her head dowly. "Maybe | completely misread
you," she said, "but | would never have figured you for someone who could watch two people die and
show solittlefeding.”

| considered al the reasons | couldn't answer her, and | even wondered if | waswrong for believing
them, but intheend dl | could say was, "I cant.”

She continued shaking her head dowly as anger and sadness warred openly on her face. "Inthe
beginning, al | wanted to do was save the boy," she said, "but then | hoped for more. Now, though, now
al | wantistoleave." She headed upstairstwo steps at atime. Though in my mind | was reaching out to
her, my hands never left my lap.

I'd told her the truth, and | believed inwhat | said and the path I'd chosen, but truth and belief are dl too
often not enough.

* * % %

The Zyunsand | worked out again early that evening, but thistime there was no joy, at least not for me,
only anger, rage a what I'd had to do, at mysdlf, at the way my life had unfolded, at the universe. We
pushed it longer thistime, flowed from exerciseto exercise until the Zyuns stopped and sprawled on the
floor, and il | kept going. | stopped when in the middle of a set of squats my trembling legs gave out
and | fell, my emotions and my body spent.

* * % %

When I'd recovered, | used the house's secure comm linesto troll the local data streams for news of the
fight at the hangar. Dougat's and Chaplat's arrests sent ripples through the infosphere, but they weren't
the hot news they would have been on amore government-friendly planet like Mund. There, Midon's
smiling face would have been everywhere, transforming the capture of afanatic amsdeder and a
dangerous gang leader into politica capitd. Here on Gash, the EC came across as just one gang inflicting



damage on two others. What stories and threads | viewed focused on the arrests themselves, the
disposition of the weapons, the fate of the Followers, and so on. Beyond the obligatory few clips of the
trashed hangar, no one paid the setting any specid attention, and before the night was out the story was
aready fading, beach patterns washing away under theincoming newstide.

Lobo and | had agreed the smartest option was to not communicate for the three days, and we were
right, but | found I missed him, even his sarcasm.

| stuck to the plan and didn't contact him. | set a countdown timer on my room's displays and watched as
afew of the seconds between now and the end of our time in this house vanished in the count. Waiting is
never fun, but despite dl that | didn't like, passing time here was so much better than many of the
StuationsI'd survived that | shrugged; the hours would come and go soon enough.

The night and the next two days unrolled in apattern like the first, working out and eeting and checking
the data streams and resting, but with one exception: Maggie didn't talk to usagain. We atein slence, a
the Zyuns ingstence waiting to begin each medl until one of the cat-rodents had swallowed abit of the
food and showed no ill effects. We communicated primarily by pointing, and when we bothered to speak
a all, we doled out words asif they were precious gems. The Zyuns seemed at perfect peace with our

ritud. Though | knew | should be doing something to improve the Stuation with Maggie, | couldn't come
up with any option that did more good than harm, so | did nothing.

* k * %

Precisaly when the countdown timer hit zero, | used the comm line to contact Midon. Her face appeared
quickly; mid-morning was clearly moreto her liking than earlier in the day.

"Prompt when it comes to payment, Mr. Moore," she said. " Of course.”
"Isthereaproblem?" | said.

"Noneat dl. All my newsisgood."

"Fromwhat | can tell, the newsbardly regigers.

"Y ou must have stayed on Gash," she said, feigning surprise even though | was confident she knew
exactly where | was. "Back on Mund and on many of the other planets where we rel eased the story of
my daring capture of these two crimina organizations, the event is getting major play."

"I'm glad I'm proving to be agood investment,” | said, not particularly meaning it but wanting to bring the
subject back to money.

"That you are," she said. "How does mesting in an hour at our officesin Malzton sound?* Coordinates
streamed across under her image.

"Why not do the transfer now?" | said, though | knew her answer and was counting on it. "I can receive
over thischannd."

"And leave amoney trail over linkswe don't control? Surely you're not that naive, Moore."

"If wemust meet in person,” | said, "'I'd prefer the gate station, which should be quite safe for both of us.
I'm sure you understand.”



"Fing," shesad, "but then the meeting can't be until early thisevening. I'm jumping out of here then, and
no way can | afford to make two trips there today, so you'll have to wait until I'm aready at the Sation.”

"Fair enough,” | said. "I'll bewith afew people,” | paused, "and, of course, my PCAV. So—"

She held up her hand and shook her head. " Save your threats. Trust me, if | wanted to do something
other than pay you off, even that extraordinarily secure house you'rein—" she paused and smirked,
making sure | understood al theimplications.

"How?' | said, playing the role as she expected.

"Did you think we couldn't track you?' she said. "We know where both you and your PCAV are, and if
we wanted you badly enough, neither the PCAV'sarms nor that ridiculoudy fortified building would have
protected you. But why would we bother coming after you?' She leaned forward, held up her hand, and
ticked off pointswith her fingers. "First of al, we got what we want. Second, you're not worth the
negative public exposure on Gash that any such attack would cause us. Third and most important, you've
done good work for us: between what welll get for the wegpons we confiscated and the value the story is
delivering on other planets, thiswhole affair has yielded massive ROI, both direct and indirect.” She
leaned back. "Paying you is by far the easiest and chegpest option, so I'll see you tonight at the Sation.”
She cut the transmission.

| went downstairs and said to the Zyuns, "Pack up, grab Park, and get ready to move. Wereleaving."

Chapter 40

W ejoined the dtreet-level flow of Shinazaand merged repidly into it, another clugter in the fast-moving
human traffic. As soon aswe were out the door, | fell behind the others and opened alink to Lobo.

"All normd here" he said. "Of course.”

"We're heading out,” | subvocalized, "and with an unexpected bonus. Midon isjumping tonight.”
"Excdlent. | an—"

| interrupted him. "1 know, | know. Gottamove. Out."

We wound our way back to the hangar by the same route we'd taken afew days earlier. Midon was
right: at this point, we'd have known if shewanted to hit us, so there was no point in trying an aternate
route. Besides, our best defense was to get insde the gate's area of influence; no attack would happen
there.

Wetook off as soon aswewereinside.

* * % %

The screaming red jump gate grew and grew in the front displays until it filled them completely and a
singlearc of it became dl that we could see. None of us spoke, but that wasn't unusua at this point. |
wondered, as| did every jump, at the cold beauty of the gates, their power, their mystery, and their
origin. | glanced at Maggie, wishing we were once again sharing that fegling, but she continued staring
away from me. | tried to lose mysdlf again in the gate, but the mundane world interrupted as we asked
the station for permission to dock.

We had afew hoursto kill before Midon would arrive, so we al passed through the series of locks and
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went ingde.

* * % %

Partway through a passable but thoroughly unexceptiona dinner of asmal-grained starch covered with
sauce and chunks of fish, Maggiefindly spoke.

"Exactly what am | doing here?"

"Eating dinner," | said. | pointed to her plate and added, "though not much of it. | know it's not grest, but
it's better than the insto-food we had at the safe house.”

"Don't play with me, Moore," she said, her eyeswidening in anger.
So much for my attempt at levity.

"Why did you drag me with you?' she said. "Y ou could have left me on the ship. Y ou don't need mefor
anythingdse"

"Insurance,” | said, telling thetruth, at least dl of it that she could handle.
"Exactly how does my presence help you collect your blood money?"

Dumb idea. | should have known that talking was abad plan. | shook my head, spooned a bit of thefish,
and chewed dowly.

Maggie stared at me for abit, then took a bite of her own food.

| was glad to see her eating. We had alot more to do today, and when you're on amission and have the
time, grabbing some food isamost dways agood idea.

* k * %

Midon was neither subtle nor over the top when she sent for us. A guard found usin the medialoungein
the rear corner table we'd taken from four unhappy bureaucrats.

He walked straight to us, kept his hands away from hisweapons, and said, "Shetold meto tell you to
follow me"

Wedid. | expected to make another trip to Carne's office, but | waswrong. The guard led usto aplain,
unlabeled door near the docking areafor the larger ships. He stood to the Side as it opened and the
Zyuns, Maggie, and | filed in. He didn't follow usinside.

Midon sat in achair in the corner of the otherwise empty room. When she saw Maggie, surpriseflickered
in her expression before she brought it under control.

Before she could spesk, | said, "Why here?’

"No cameras, no sensors, no recordings, nothing,” Midon said. "This meeting never happened. Speaking
of thingsthat never happened,” she nodded in Maggi€'s direction, "1'd heard you'd shot her dead.”

"I might aswell have been," Maggie sad, "for dl the good—"

"Shut up,” | said. | faced the Zyun whose black-gloved hand held her elbow and whispered, "If she starts
totalk again, gag her."



Both Zyuns nodded.

"l seeyour talent for making friends knows no bounds, Moore," Midon said. "But as| was saying, I'd
heard you'd shot her and she was dead. Why was my information wrong?"

"I shot her," | said, "but asyou can see, | didn't kill her. | needed to fake her death.” | shrugged. "So |
did."

IIWI,V?I
"Both to save her life and as part of my exit plan.”
"Too bad you couldn't have done the same for the boy,” Midon said, her anger evident.

Out of the corner of my eye | saw Maggie glare at me and open her mouth, but | cut her off by holding
up my hand.

"Yes, itwas" | sad, gritting my teeth and speaking dowly and carefully. "I had hoped to save both him
and my previousdient.”

"But you didn't," Midon said.
"That was not my fault,” | said. "1 had no way to know Dougat and Chaplat would start firing."

"Redly?' Midon said, standing and walking closer to me. "What did you think would happen when you
put an arms-dealing religious fanatic and agang boss in the same room with a shipment of weaponsand a
boy they both believed was psychic? Or did you even think?"

| stared at her for along enough time before | answered that she took two steps backward. "'l thought
they would do the dedl they'd said they would do. | thought they were the businesspeople they claimed
to be. And | thought your team would arrest them without destroying the whole giant permacrete

hangar!"

"My team didn't bring down that building,” Midon said. "Those two groups of idiotsdid it themsalves,
though no one on ether sde will admit it—as you'd know if you'd stayed around. But | guessthe onelife
you made sure to save was your own."

| didn't say anything. Nothing would help.
Midon findly filled the slence. " So why are you showing her to me now?'

"So you wouldn't find out later and think I'd hidden anything from you,” | said, anger il sharpening my
voice. "Thisway, you know exactly what | did, you encounter no surprisesin the future, you pay me, and
we're done.”

"What about what you didn't do?' Midon said. "Y ou didn't deliver the boy."

"l promised | would get him there," | said, "and | did, but that was also never our main dedl. What you
most wanted was to catch Dougat in aweapons trade, and | made that happen.”

"Youdid," shesad."And I'll pay." She pulled out asmal comm unit.
| thumbed my wallet to receive in ahigh quarantine area. No point in taking chances.

"Y ou know," she said, "you have aremarkable talent for dienating people, even those you help." She



pointed at Maggie. "Do you redly think she's thankful that you saved her? She obvioudy cared for that
boy. Shelll hate you forever.”

| wanted to look at Maggie, but | didn't. | kept my voicelevel and said only, "Y ou said you'd pay."

"Of course," shesaid. "What you'll seeisamassive credit for overcharging of jump feesin this sector.
Therecordsat dl the stations under EC control will reflect various aspects of thiserror. So, asthis
transaction and your acceptance of it prove, the EC isonly returning money it had previoudy accidentally
charged you."

| studied theincoming flow. The total wasright, and the accounting was as she stated. The wallet found
nothing wrong with the transfers. | waited as Lobo took the time to grab the data, vet it with the
originating bank in Mazton, and then shuffle it through achain of other banks on Gash to the accounts
we'd established. It took well over aminute; transmit times in exchanges with the planet's surface are
aways dow. When my wallet showed the dl-clear signal, | closed it, looked again at Midon, who was
waiting with visbleimpatience, and said, "And, | assume, we never had aded.”

"Why would we ever even have talked?"' she said. She brushed past me and stopped at the door. "I'm
heading to Mund for some interviews and from there to Drayus and on to Immediata. Visit our worldsfor
aslong asyou like. Spend lots of that money on EC planets, our economies|ovetourists. But,” she
paused and stared a me, "don't ever call meagain.”

Sheleft, but the door didn't close behind her.

Maggie sared at me and said, "Will you now finally—" but stopped when she saw the guard come into
the room.

"l understand you'll beleaving," he said. "Let me help you find the way out.”

Chapter 41

T he guard watched us through the lock portal until we'd pulled back from our docking position.

As soon aswe had, displays popped to life on the front wall, aspects of the gate glowing red in al of
them, and Maggie spoke.

"Y ou have your money. Will you drop me off yet?'

| stared at theimages as | spoke. "L obo, | need to see Midon's ship jump to Mund, and | need to know
if anyoneistracking us. Give meaview of Mazton aswell.” | then looked at Maggie. "No. We're not
done."

"What do you mean?' she said, making no attempt to hide her frustration or anger. "What else do you
need?"

"Not now," | said. "Be quiet and wait."

Severd seconds later, one display changed to an image of the gperture to Mund, and a second shifted to
aprojection map of dl thevessasinthearea. A third snapped to ahighly magnified view of Malzton a
night, lights shining throughout the city, the abandoned EC base on its southern edge a solid black mass.

"Only one EC ship," Lobo said, "an executive shuittle, isjumping for Mund. The EC of course doesn't
publish its passenger list, but Midon'sasafe bet for it. No current signs of pursuit or surveillance, but


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

gtting still makesthat al too easy to hide.”
"Would you please listen to me?* Maggie said. "All | want isfor you to let me go.”

| kept my eyes on the display and said, "L obo, take us Gashward at max speed on an evasive course.
Show me anything that might even possibly be following us”

Adrendine spill, frustration, and anticipation combined to leave me exhausted, but | pushed back the
fatigue, buckled into a pilot's couch, and watched for signs of trouble. If our evasion run yielded no
pursuers and Midon was indeed through with us, we could finaly be done, but we weren't there yet.

| looked again at Maggie. "Soon," | said, "when I'm sureit's safe. Until then, please take a couch, be
quiet, and let me work. Seep if you can. We don't know for certain that no oneisafter us, soit's not
over yet."

Aswe raced away from the gate, a ship passed through the Mund aperture.
| heard Maggie clear her throat asif to speak, and | said, "Not now."

"The ship most likely to be carrying Midon has jumped,” Lobo said. "No signsof pursuit yet, but if there
are watchers and they're very good, we might not see them.” On the map display, Lobo overlaid aroute
that resembled the path of adrunken man careening off the walls of awide hotd aidein search of his
room and bed. "Unlessyou object,” he said.

"| agree about thewatchers" | said, "and of courseyour planisfine. Runit.”

* * % %

Ninety minutes later, we were flying at treetop level dong the southeast edge of Mdzton when Lobo
sad, "To the best of my ability to monitor, there are no pursuers and no active survelllance. Thisdatais,
of course, imperfect, but it'sal | can provide under the circumstances.”

"Good enough,” | said. "'l didn't think anyone would come after us, but we had to make sure. Teke us
in"

"Ninety seconds to touchdown," Lobo said.

| stood and faced the rear. The Zyuns and Maggie were sitting in couches. I'd kept my communications
with Lobo private, so they had no idea what we were doing. Maggie had obvioudy been napping, o
waited until her eyesfocused on me, then said, "Time to move. We're landing.”

"Where arewe?' Maggie said. "Are you dropping mein the middle of nowhere?’

"We're back at the hangar,” | said, "or, more accurately, at what remains of it, and no, I'm not leaving
you here."

Her eyeswidened, and her face tightened in anger and horror. "I can't believeyou!" she sad. "Why—"

She stopped when we settled to the ground, a side hatch opened, and | stepped out. Lobo had brought
usto agpot sixty meters from where we'd first entered the rear of the hangar so long ago—afew days
ago, | reminded mysdlf. It just fdt like avery long time.

"Follow me," | said as| walked abit closer to the hangar, "but don't go anywhere."

| heard Maggie and the Zyuns approach. Rather than have along discussion, | decided to show her.



"Lobo," | subvocdized, "it'stime.”
"What are you doing?' Maggie said. "I don't want to be here!™
"Wait forit," | said.

Slight, dmost imperceptible tremors, so small you wouldn't notice them if you weren't expecting them, ran
through the permacrete.

"Why areyou staring—" Maggie said.

| held up my hand and repeated, "Wait for it." In my peripheral vison | saw one of the Zyuns grab her
am.

"Wait for—" she began.

| couldn't hear the rest of her words because chunks of the destroyed hangar screeched and banged as
they began moving and grinding against one ancther,. With the light of the star-filled sky and the
illumination pouring from the hatch behind us we could just make out the tumbling gray permecrete
pieces.

More and more of them shifted, and the screeching grew louder. Theroar of engines added to the noise,
and the volumerose.

Another sound, maybe a pounding, clawed at the edges of the din, trying to get in but not yet powerful

enough to be more than afeding. A few seconds later, the pounding clarified into a powerful bass note
repesting in asteady rhythm: adrumbest. | would have sworn the faling pieceswere moving intimeto
the beat, my mind imposing a pattern and order where | knew there could be none.

The ground ahead of levitated dowly, asif the bits of the hangar had decided it wastimeto leavethis
planet for somewhere better. Shards of light poked out from under the chunks, centimeter-high beams
thrusting into the night in random places.

Asthe sounds of rocks in motion and engines and drums grew louder, the section of permacrete
ascended further. Its ascengon produced more light, then more, and more till, until ayellow-white glow
surrounded and defined a perimeter, asif an invisible giant were uncapping the planet to revea a secret
sunwithin,

Suddenly, the entire floating permacrete area shot fifteen meters skyward, lifted into the air by the now
visble Lobo, agiant sheet of reinforced meta balanced atop him by struts extending around his exterior.
Hefroze, loose pieces of debrisfaling off the sheeting on dl sdes, light streaming from him as the beeat
intensified and quickened.

What a show-off.

When no more chunks of permacrete had fallen off the sheet for severa bests, Lobo floated dowly
toward us, moving afraction of ameter asecond, until the hole he had exited was visble behind him, and
then he halted.

The drumbest picked up speed.

Thelong side of Lobo facing uslifted while the other sde held its position, and dowly the remaining
permacrete chunks poured off the sheet into the pit where he had spent these last few days. When he had
rotated to about sixty degrees and most of the chunks had fallen off the metal sheet, he accelerated



abruptly skyward at the same time as he rotated further and triggered the small explosive bolts that
disengaged the support struts from his body. The beat reached a frantic pace, the sheet tumbled
backward into the hole, and Lobo darted up and away from the metal asit fell with adeafening noise and
acloud of wraith-like dust.

Lobo righted himself and settled to the ground five metersin front of us, the dusty air swirling behind him
like clouds around an angdl, and then dl a once he cut the running lights, his engines, and the drums.

He opened a hatch facing us.
Light streamed from inside him and backlit the man standing in the center of the opening: the third Zyun.
The Zyun reached to hisright and pulled forward first Jack and then, a heartbest |ater, Manu Chang.

Chapter 42

W elcome back," | subvocaized on the private comm link to Lobo. "Nice entrance. But drums?”

"Y ou have no ideahow good it isto be back," he said. "Manu came up with the ideafor playing music,
and | chosethetaiko. He thought it would be afun touch, and | had to agree. | told you | could do fun.”

Before | could respond, Manu yelled, "Maggie!”
The Zyun holding the boy tilted his head dightly. | nodded in response, and he released his grip.

Manu ran straight to Maggie, who grabbed him and held him astightly asif he were the last good dream
shed ever have. He clung to her just as hard, bouncing up and down in happiness. | hadn't realized they'd
bonded so much in the short time they'd spent together. They whispered to each other, his expresson
animated, hers hidden from me by thefal of her hair.

Jack tried to walk out of Lobo, but the Zyun stopped him.

"Let Jack go," | said.

The Zyun released him and followed him to me.

Jack smiled broadly, spread hisarms asif to hug me, and said, "So it al worked out and they paid up?"
| nodded and punched him in the ssomach hard enough to cause him to double over.

"You caused dl this" | said. "Y ou put aboy at risk, you exposed me, and now al you can talk about is
money? How about alittle contrition and some gratitude?"

Jack gtraightened dowly and gasped for air for afew seconds, then dowly brought his breathing under
control. Finaly, hesaid, "I appreciate al you've done, but you should consider thanking me aswell." He
held up his hands as he spoke. | resisted the urge to dap them away and et him continue. "Manu was
never in real danger; firgt | and then you made sure of that. | knew you would; you're good at what you
do. Weimproved thiswhole sector of space by hel ping put agun-running religious fanatic and a
dangerous gang bossin jail. We both made alot of money, and so did Manu. Speaking of which,
wherés my share of what you made?"

"Expenses,” | said. "Likerenting that faux PCAV from Li. Like the safe house." | shook my head. "No,
you caused this, so most of your share went to paying for it. Besides, I'm confident that you spent far less
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on the warehouse setup than the value of those gems you snatched from the Followers Ingtitute; consider
them your payment.”

"Evenif | agreed that wasfair,” Jack said, "and | most certainly do not, what about Manu's cut? His
family is so poor that they agreed to go dong with thiswhole thing just to make somereal money. He
earned more doing this than he could ever have made pursuing any of the other opportunities available to
him—and, trust me, the other moneymaking options were way more dangerous and worse for him than
anything that happened with us”

"What do mean hisfamily agreed to go dong?' | said. "Y ou told me he needed the money for medica
trestmentsto help him ded with the pain his ability causeshim.”

Jack backed up acouple of steps. "'l admit | said that, but all | was doing was extending the con they
were dready running with the boy. He redlly does have ancestors from Pinkelponker, so they knew held
pass any background check Dougat might conduct. The whole psychic abilities angle was just away to
tempt that old zedlot into buying an interview; who knew the guy would turn so crazy about Manu or that
other people would get interested in the poor boy?"

"What about the accident he saw?' | said. "He caled it before it happened, his reaction seemed genuine
enough, and the victim sure was badly hurt, maybe even dead.”

"l don't think you ever worked with him," Jack said, "but that 'victim' was Carlos, Carlos Corners, a
low-end grifter dtill grinding it out doing the hit and fdl in parking areas and anywhere e se vehiclesmove
dowly enough that he can handle theimpact. | thought Manu blew histiming and overplayed the reaction
ahit, but you're right about the badly hurt part: Carlos did actually get knocked into the air and torn up. |
promise you, though, that hurting Carlos was never part of the plan. Some idiot's overly ambitious truck
cut off our driver, lost control, and hit Carlos at full speed. It was afreak accident. Fortunately, thanksto
the topnotch med unitsin Eddy, Carlos should be as good as new by now."

"So Manu's not apsychic?' | said, stepping closer, fighting the urge to pound Jack's face into pulp. "And
thishasdl been just another of your cons?!

"Not just another con, Jon," he said as he backed up further. Y ou hurt me. Thiswas, if | may say so, a
measterwork, and one that | must remind you has earned dl of us, including Manu, quite alot of money.”

Maggie, her left hand holding Manu'sright, stepped forward asif to cut between Jack and me but
stopped ameter away from either of us. She stared at me and said, "He'swrong, Jon. Manu redly is
everything he clamed, everything you and | thought."

| forced mysdlf to look away from Jack and at her. "How exactly would you know?" | said, anger
coloring my tone.

"Because Manu saw the planned accident go wrong beforeit did,”" she said, the words tumbling out like
heavy stonesrolling off her. "Because he knew Jack would come to his home before Jack ever met his
uncle. Because he saw that Jack would let him meet others like him. Because Dougat was right about the
Children of Pinke ponker—not the name, that's just stupid, but the existence of such agroup—and Manu
belongswith them.”

No one spoke. No one moved. Maggi€'s eyes widened but never left mine. | couldn't believe what shed
said, maybe because it was so incredible, or perhaps smply because | wanted it so much to betrue. If it
was, then maybe Jennie might have gotten off Pinkel ponker before the accident, maybe | could learn
whether shewas dead or an incredibly old woman or at least what had happened to her sincethetimel
last saw her.



Finaly, | spoke, my voice softer than | intended, amost awhisper, "How do you know dl of this?’

"I'm one of them, Jon, one of the descendants of that lost world. I'm not like Manu—I'm not sure anyone
dive has as powerful atdent ashis—but | am asengtive. | catch glimpses of what othersare thinking."

"You read minds?' Jack said.

She answered him but kept staring intensely at me. "No, nothing as clear asreading. If | touch
you—touch your skin, it hasto be bare skin—I usualy get ajolt of your thoughts, like awave of
impressions washing through me. It's how | knew you, Jack, were running acon on Jon, and it'swhy |
tried to warn him. It'show | know Manu'stelling the truth.”

"Y ou can do thisto anyone?’
She nodded, her eyes ill on me. "Aslong as my skin comesinto contact with theirs.”

"That'samazing,” Jack said, hisvoice vibrant with excitement. "Do you realize what you could do with
that ability, how wonderful itis?'

She shook her head. "No, it'snot. | can't touch anyone without them invading my mind for at least a
second. I've spent my whole life avoiding even brushing againgt other people. It'sno gift at dl. Canyou
imaginewhat it'slike for every contact with another human to carry that penalty?' She stepped closer to
me, leaned forward and tilted her head until | could fedl her breath on my ears, and whispered so quietly
| had to strain to hear the words, " Except you, Jon. | don't know why, but | could never read you. You, |
could touch without worrying what would hit me."

Jennie had always seemed ableto tell exactly what | was thinking, to know my mood and to be able to
help me any time| needed it. | wondered if her abilitieswere limited to hedling, if perhaps she, like
Maggie, might aso have been areader.

"What are you saying?" Jack said, leaning closer and yanking me back from my reverie. | glanced at him
and saw him notice Maggie's hand holding Manu's. " And what about Manu? Y ou're holding his hand,
and you seem fine."

"I can't explainit either,” she said, "except that it must be part of histdent. Thefirst time wetouched, his
thoughts smacked into me, but somehow he knew what was happening—"

"And | stopped it,” Manu said, histone as matter-of-fact asif he were discussing bresthing. "I can let her
in, but | know it hurtsher, so | don't, except when we need to talk without you hearing.”

Jack laughed and clapped hishands. "Thisisgreat! Do you have any idea how much money we could all
make? With my skill at working marks, your talents, and Jon and Lobo as backup, we could berich." He
stopped, concern visible in hisface. "What about the trestments?* he said to Manu. "'l thought your uncle
and | made that up to help increase the payday, but isthat true, too? Do you redly need them?”

"No," Manusaid. "That wasalie. | felt bad saying it, but | saw | had to meet Dougat so Maggie would
find me. My uncle said we couldn't trust you with the truth.” He shrugged and looked unhappy. "I didn't
likelying to anyone. I'm sorry."

"It'sokay," Jack said. "Of dl people, | certainly understand that sometimes you have to skate around the
truth. What about the accident, though? Were you redly as upset asyou seemed?’

"Of course" Manu said, atinge of sadness creeping into hisvoice. "Carloswasniceto me, and | didn't
want him to be hurt." He was still unhappy as he added, "1 wish we could have stopped it.”



| focused again on Maggie. "So thisiswhy you were working for Douget, why you cared so much?”’

She nodded. "I had to stop him from getting Manu.”

IIWWI
"Because we'd heard about Manu, and he belongswith us. It'sthe only place he can be safe.”

"Where—" | stopped before | could voice the question. The knowledge wouldn't help me, and | knew
mysaf well enough to redlize that no matter how much | tried to avoid it, violence followed me. "I don't
want to know, because then one day | might tell someone else. Besides, I'm sure you wouldn't want to
tell meanyway." | had started to say "couldn't,” but I know too well that anyone can and will say
anything, no matter how much they don't want to, if you apply pressure on them over along enough
period of time—and if you're willing to hurt them. 1'd come close to breaking on severd occasions,
including during the most recent torture session, which had lasted scarcely more than aday.

She amiled in acknowledgment of my restraint.

"Who are you to decide for al of those people?' Jack said. "Maybe some of them would beinterested in
abusiness proposition that could make them rich. Why don't you let me talk to them, and then they can
decidefor themsdlves?'

Maggie shook her head and looked at Jack. "No, | can't do that, and | wouldn't eveniif | could. All |
know iswhere I'm supposed to take Manu. Someone will be watching, and if we're done, I'll receive
ingtructionsfor the next stop." She turned back to me. "Asyou might imagine, the core group moves
around congtantly, and most of us operatein smdl cdlls.”

"Let me comewith you," Jack said, "and make my case. | don't think you appreciate what we could
accomplish with my tdent and your abilities

| hadn't expected any of what Maggie had told me, couldn't have planned for it, but I'd known Jack
wouldn't give up Manu easily, wouldn't Smply let me take the boy back to hisfamily. That much was as
certain as gravity, so | was prepared.

| stepped closer to Jack, shaking my left arm dightly so thetiny needlefell from its perchin my deeve. |
lifted my hand to his shoulder and thumbed free the protective tip, much as | imagined Jack had done
when he knocked me out as | was climbing into Lobo after the conflict at Dougat's Indtitute. "L et it go,
Jack," | said, clapping my hand on his shoulder in comradely fashion. "Let it go." | raised my hand asif to
clap his shoulder again, then turned my palm and brought the needle down hard againgt his neck. The
drug hit him as swiftly as whatever hed used on me, his eyes only beginning to widen before he drooped
and garted to fdl. | caught him and held him upright. "Would you guys put himin Lobo?' | saidtothe
Zyuns.

One remained behind Maggie and Manu, cutting off any rear escape route, doing hisjob. The other two
took Jack from me and carried him into Lobo.

"Strap him onto the medbed.” To Lobo | subvocdized, "Keep him unconscious until | give the word.”
"Of course," Lobo sad. "My role was obvious."

| ignored him as| realized we'd been standing here longer than I'd planned. We needed to move.

"Is Jack okay?' Manu said.



"Yes" | said. "'l gave him something to make him deep. I'll wake him when you two are safdly away.”
"Manu," Maggie said, "would you please go wait in Lobo? | need to talk to Jon done.”

The Zyun behind them cocked his head dightly.

| nodded once.

"Okay," Manu said. He headed into Lobo, the Zyun right behind him.

Maggie opened her mouth to speak, but | held up my hand and turned away from her. "Lobo," |
subvocdized, "'l trust the Zyuns, but if any of them lookslike hel's going to do something to Manu, put him

to deep.”

"Permanently or temporarily?' Lobo said.

"Temporarily, of course. | said 'deep."?"

"Will do," Lobo said.

| turned around and said to Maggie, "Go ahead. Y ou were about to say something.”

She dapped me across the face with her right hand, struck me hard enough that my head whipped
partway around.

"What?' wasdl | could manage, because dl my energy went into controlling my naturd reaction, into
stopping myself from hitting her until she could never hurt me again. Anger flooded me, a bitter taste filled
my mouth, and smell vanished as my body focused for combat. | forced mysdf not to move.

"That'sfor not telling me what was going on," she said. "'Y ou made melivefor al that time sure that Manu
was dead. How could you be so cruel ?'

| didn't answer at firgt, couldn't doiit. | inhaled dowly and deeply through my nose, exhaled even more
dowly through my mouth, and repested the actions twice.

"Don't hit meagain,” | said. "Asto how | could do what | did, the answer issmple: | promised | would
protect the boy."

"And making me think he was dead protected him?' she said.
"YS."
"How did that help? Why couldn't you trust me? | thought you cared about me?”

| ignored the last question, couldn't let mysdlf hear it, couldn't even consider its existence or what that
might imply. "Two reasons,” | said. "Firg, I'd learned you betrayed your emotions under pressure. |
couldn't risk you giving away the fact that he was dive. More important, though, wasthe fact that | knew
you were covering up something, so | couldn't risk Manu's safety by trusting you.”

"How could you know that?"

"Because you cared too much too quickly,” | said. "From the beginning, you were too eager to come
aong with me, too willing to put up with too much trouble for someone whose only knowledge of the boy
was supposedly asingleviewing inthe Inditute.”



"So why didn't you get rid of me?”’

"Because by keeping you close | made sure you were the one variable in thismessthat | completely
controlled.”

"But what if I'd fill been working for Dougat? | could have shot you when you met him in the desert or
given himinformation whilel wasinthe hotd.”

"If you'd trained the rifle on me, Lobo would have taken you out,” | said. "Except when you werein the
SleepSafe, you were never anywhere we couldn't control you and monitor any attempts at
communication with anyone else. When you were in the SegpSafe, you still weren't athreat, because |
made sure you didn't know anything that could put Manu at further risk. All you could ever tell anyone
wasthat | appeared to be going through with the deals I'd made but might be planning some surprises.
That wouldn't have surprised or helped any of these people.”

She stood silent for afew seconds, considering everything. "Weren't you till taking abig risk, there a the
end?| mean, what if the crashing building had destroyed L obo?"

| chuckled. "Not much chance of that. He could have withstood the whole thing falling on himiif it had
cometo that, but it didn't: Jack's team had prepared the hole and the metal sheet ahead of time. All Lobo
had to do was keep Manu, Jack, and the Zyun aive for afew days, aweek at most. For amachine built
to house amuch larger crew for aslong as several months at a stretch, that wasno big dedl.” | looked at
her closdly. "The hard part was spending those last few days with you and not saying anything, so that
when we met with Midon you'd be genuinely furiouswith me."

She closed her eyes, findly understanding—or, a leadt, | like to think she understood. " So it wasn't easy
for you, wasit?'

"Nothing worthwhileever is" | said.

"You'rewrong, Jon," she said. "Some very important things are dl too easy." She opened her eyes. "Like
caring for people. Likeloving them."

| couldn't speak, not without giving away morethan | could safely tell anyone. | couldn't explain to her
how neither of those statements had ever been true for me, how caring had always led to pain or trouble
or violence or al of those, how loving would require akind of trust and openness| could not afford, how
the smplefact that | never appeared to agewould dl by itself doom any relationship. All | could do was
stand there, mute, unable to answer, trapped in my head, pinned down by my life.

"What happened to make you thisway?' she said, her hands reaching up and holding my face.
Another question | could never answer.

"And why are you the one person who's closed to me?"' she said. "Why can | touch you and receive

nothing?"

"l havenoidea," | lied, happy to have something to say but knowing the truth had to be related to the
way Jennie had heded me dl those years ago.

| saw theinsight hit her. | supposeit wasinevitable. Even as she opened her mouth to ask | began to
cadm mysdf for the next untruth.

"Isthere any chance you have ancestors from Pinkel ponker?”



| chuckled. "No. There are plenty of bad things | could say about my parents, but | can't accusethe
bagtards of adding that particular strain to my life." | couldn't actually remember much of anything about
my mother and father, had only the wispiest memories of them, but the statement would fit with the
childhood image | was building for her.

"It'sso strange,” shesaid. "Maybe | could talk our people into letting you comewith us. Y ou've earned it
by protecting Manu, and some of the others might be able to figure out what stops me from being ableto
reedyou a al."

And we could spend time together. | saw the thought in her as clearly asif shed spokenit. | had the
same dream mysdlf.

It could never cometrue.

"l can't," | said. "My life—well, you've seen asample of what it'slike. I've done alot of things, not al of
them good, and sometimes they catch up with me. It wouldn't be safe for any of you." Or for me, |
thought but did not add, because the fact that you all share the same heritage and even the same types of
talentsdoesn't a all meanthat | cantrust al of you. All it would take is one person to figure out the truth
about meand let it dip, and I'd never be able to run far enough. Some corporation or government or rich
jerk would catch me, and I'd either have to kill everyone who chased me or end up spending the rest of
my life as somebody's specimen. The memory of Aggro, unlikewhat little | had left of my parents, would
never fade. | won't go back to that. "No," | said, "it wouldn't be safe.”

"I'msorry," she said, the hurt obvious. "I don't think you'reright, but | obvioudy can't change your
mind."

"I do have one question,” | said, knowing that even asking it wastaking arisk but unable to wak away
from the smal chance that her group might be able to help me learn more about Jennie. "Are there any
peoplein your group who are actualy from Pinkelponker, not just descendants?’

"No," she said, shaking her head as some obvious sadness hit her. "We had one, aman who was old
when the group found me, but he died severa years ago. He wasthe only one.”

Even though it had been along shot, disappointment gtill washed through me. If Jennie had made it off
Pinkelponker and away from the government agency that was keeping her captive, this might have been
the kind of group shed try to find.

| stared at Maggie and wondered if maybe | was wrong, considered whether | should go with her, if
there wasn't a chance we could be together.

| waskidding mysdif. I'd have to be satisfied with the little time 1'd spent with her and with thoughts of
futures that might have been but never would be.

"I hate to break thisup,” Lobo said over the machine frequency so only | could hear him, "but weve
lingered here way longer than your plan, and | see only risk in increasing our exposure by staying.
Couldn't you two finish your little chat indde me?!

"We'redone here" | said aloud.

Maggie stared at me oddly for amoment, then nodded. "I you say we need to leave, then | trust you're
right.

"Wedo," | said, "but unfortunately we can't go quiteyet." | turned to face Lobo and loudly said, "If you
guys have secured Jack, come on out. It'stime wefinish up.”



The Zyuns emerged from L obo walking three abreast and stopped a couple of stepsin front of me.
"You'e set to take the faux PCAV back to KeishaLi?' | said.

"Yesweare," they said in their usua speech style. | found the presence of three voicesinstead of two to
be surprisingly pleasant. They certainly seemed happier.

"And you'e gtill comfortable keeping the return of my deposit asthe last part of thefee?' | said.
"Yes" they sad, "we know her, and we know the ship.”

"It was a pleasure working with you," | said. "If | ever need backup in thisregion again—"
"Thencdl us" they said.

They turned as one toward the other ship but stopped when Maggie said, "May | ask you one question
before you go?'

All three nodded.

"I could read you on the few occasions our skin touched,” she said, "but | could never get aglimpse of
any thoughts that weren't directly about the Situation at hand. Why isthat?'

"Now isdl," they said. "All isnow." They headed into the ship.
| couldn't help but chuckle: Zen backup, a beautiful thing.
"Let'sgo,” | sadto Maggie.

| headed into Lobo. Shefollowed.

As soon aswewereinsde, Lobo closed the hatch. We watched on aforward display asthe Zyunsflew
away to return the ship.

When they'd vanished from view, Lobo lifted off and said, "The hole is different enough to be noticeable.
Isthat aproblem?’

"Show me" | sad.

L obo popped an aeria view onto the display on which we'd been watching the Zyuns. Chunks of rubble
sat in random spots around the perimeter of a pit that was much bigger now than it had been. Sections of
the metal sheet protruded here and there from under permacrete boulders.

"Had scavengers come yet?' | asked.
"No," Lobo said.

"Then they'll solvethe problemfor us" | said, "because they'll want to seeif the collapse exposed
anything of vaue. They'll take away the metd for salvage, and their diggerswill hide your escape well
enough for our purposes.” | looked a Maggie. "Where should we take you?' | held up my hand before
she could speak. "I'm not asking where you're going; | need to know where to drop you.”

"Remember the market on the southeast section of Nickres?' shesaid. "The onel didn't get to see
because you made me wait in the SlegpSafe?’

"Of course" | said, flashing back for amoment to the ride in George and hoping that the person who



found him truly appreciated him. "Well take you."
"What about the device you put in my aam?’ shesaid. "Will you findly removeit?'

| smiled despite the hurt look on her face. "It was never an explosive,” | said. "I'm sorry | hadtolieto
you. It wasatracker. | don't even know if it's till active; we used one that would decay automatically.
Lobo?

"It's<till working, though barely,” he said audibly.
| led Maggie to the medbed. She blanched dightly at the sight of Jack unconscious and strapped onto it.

"Dontworry," | said. "He'sfine. I'll release him, but not until you and Manu are safely away and werefar
from here." | hated being the cause of the lingering fear in her eyes. "'l dso wanted to say how sorry | am
for tying you up there, and for the threat and the tracker. It was all—"

"l undergtand,” she said. ™Y ou explained, and you were helping Manu. | just can't sop myself from
reecting to thisroom."

L obo extended a probe from thewall. Its end glowed dully. "Put your right arm under the light."
Maggiedid and held it there.

"That'sit," Lobo said. "The device would have stopped transmitting on its own, but now it's incapable of
sending or receiving. In about two weeks, it'll break down completely, and your body will absorb or
excrete the remnants.”

Maggie nodded and said, "Thanks."

We headed back to Lobo's front. "Wherein that market do you want meto drop you?' | said.
Manu came over to her and took her hand.

"Anywhere near it," she said. "Where we landed before would be fine."

"Then take usthere, Lobo," | said.

Maggie and Manu stared together at the forward-facing display Lobo had opened. | stood beside her,
no more than half ameter from her, maybe less, as close as| was ever going to come and still so far

away.

Lobo accelerated southward.

For afew seconds | wished he were dower, or that his engineswould fail, that we would hover there
over the deserted base, just us, aone and safe and together, so that | might have afew more minutes with

Maggie, but of course Lobo functioned flawlesdy, and we rapidly picked up speed aswe hurtled avay
into the dark, dark night.

Chapter 43

L obo parked in front of a hangar three buildings over from the one where we'd hidden him what

seemed like forever ago. The sky was clear, but light pollution from the landing station and the rest of
Nickres greatly diminished the number of stars we could see and robbed the evening of itsfull potentid.
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Theair was crisp, but deep breaths reved ed the unmistakabl e trace of fud. Is thiswhat we humans do?
Go to abeautiful, unmarked place, invadeit, polluteit, lessen it, and then leave, only to repeat the
process over and over, on world after world after world?

| stared openly a Maggie, who was waiting outside Lobo for me, as| realized | wasonly dragging
myself down. Standing on the permacrete, holding Manu's hand, her long red hair glinting here and there
from the landing lights, she, they, were proof we a o brought joy and could do good things, did do good
things, maybe not aways, but often enough. | pictured her twirling in the blue dress; such beaty.

"What?' shesad, smiling abit, but only alittle.

"|I—" | struggled for what to say, then gave up trying to be clever or coy. "Y ou're so beautiful that |
couldn't help but look, couldn't stop mysdlf from doing everything | could to make surel'd dways
remember you." My facefelt hot, and | was embarrassed, ashamed, both of burdening her with
unwanted affection and of my own lack of control.

Sheleaned toward me, but | shook my head dightly.

"You havetogo," | sad.

She nodded, her rear foot raised dightly, her body momentarily frozen.
"I'll walk you to the street where | entered the didtrict last time.”

| brushed past her, our shoulders touching for only aninstant, al | thought | could handle, and she and
Manu fel in behind me. | led them around the hangar, to the right for two hundred meters, and then onto
the street I'd walked so recently, so long ago. | gave her quick directions. She listened closdly, but too
late | redlized she must have aready known the way. Though morning had not yet risen and we werein
the deadest time of night, the magnetic pull of the market's commerce had drawn scores of people and
vehiclesinto the street, dl streaming toward the same destination.

"Want meto walk with you to the edge of it?" | said.

She released Manu's hand, glanced down at him, and he looked away from me as he shook his head
ever 0 dightly. "Yes" shesad, "l redly, redly do, but it's not agood idea. We need to be on our own,
sit'sclear nooneisfollowing us.

"Of course” | said, turning to leave. | didn't trust myself to ook at her for a second longer. "Goodbye.”

| felt her hand on my face, pulling me toward her, and when | turned she was there, right next to me,
leaning into me. She kissed me, lightly at first, then hungrily, holding my head with both her hands, and
though | wanted to remember always how she looked, | couldn't help but close my eyes. The kiss went
on and on, or maybe it lasted only afew seconds; | couldn't tell, didn't want to know.

And then she stopped, pulled back, and whispered, "Oh, Jon. | wish | didn't haveto go, but | do."

| kept my eyes shut as her hands left my head. | kept them shut as | heard Maggie and Manu wak away.
| kept them shut until | trusted myself to open them, and when | did, | could barely make out Maggi€'s
head blending with the crowd of pedestrians, Manu invisibleto me but, | was sure, safely with her. | took
afew steps so | could keep her in view, then stopped and stared until the crowd swallowed them and,
likeaview of adistant happy land fading as a sun s&t, they were gone.

| touched my lips. "She did care about me," | said aloud, not to anyone, simply so | could hear the
words, so maybe | could believe them.



"Of course,” Lobo said. "'l could have told you that from her vitals many times before.”

| wouldn't have thought L obo capable of speaking those words without sarcasm, but he managed it,

somehow made them fed like awel come affirmation from afriend. How pitiful isthis: to get consolation
from adeadly machine? | knew | should fed that way, and for asecond | did, but then | shook my head
and reminded mysdf that | should dways be grateful for the few friends | had, whatever form they took.

"Thanks," | said, "both for saying that now, and for not saying it earlier. Had | known, it would only have
made what | had to do even worse."

"Of course," he said again, thistime adding nothing, not needing to.
| headed back to him, focusing on bringing down my pulse as | walked.

"Now, let'sded with Jack." | thought about him as | drew closer to Lobo, and about friends, which Jack
was, sort of, as much probably as he could be, and an idea blossomed. "Here's what were going to do."

Chapter 44

T hecool globe of fruit, its surface imparting onto my tongue ataste I'd never experienced, exploded as

| bit into it, and awarm, animal-rich broth flooded into my mouth. | closed my eyesto focus on the
flavors as they blended and created something entirely new.

"Joaguinistruly agenius” | sad. "Amazing."

Jack's eyes were till shut, his mouth closed, enjoying the last vestiges of this amuse bouche, thetiny but
potent beginning to the very long lunch ahead. "Heisthat," Jack said. "We haven't even redlly begun, and
aready it's better than most meals dare dream of being.” He sipped water from the glass etched with
images of the four waterfalsthat had supplied its contents. "How did you persuade him to put up with—"
hewaved hisarm dowly, taking in our surroundings, "—all this?"

"And what'swrong with having agreat med insde me?' Lobo said audibly.
Jack and | laughed and sipped more water.

Lobo was hovering pardld with Falls, high above the canyon and the four waterfals that inspired the
restaurant's name. Displays and open hatches al around us granted amazing views of the stunning setting.
Our tableside server stood discreetly outside Lobo on the transparent, padded gangplank that connected
the interior where we sat with the pathway that led to the back door to the kitchen. | wished Maggie
could have joined me, wondered if fine cuisnewas an interest of hers, realized how little | knew about
her, missed her nonetheless.

"Nothing," | finaly replied to Lobo's question, forcing mysdlf to admit it wastrue, taking the timeto enjoy
the views, the light, cool breeze that played insde him, the warmth of the afternoon. "Nothing at dl."

Our main server cleared the table. Immediately, two of his colleagues appeared and in perfect unison
placed our next dishesin front of us. They vanished as quickly asthey had arrived, Joaquin honoring my
request not to have anyone provide the customary and rather lengthy explanation of the ingredients and
cooking magic that yielded each of the dishes before us. | had no ideawhat we were egting, and | didn't
want to know; | wouldn't be returning to this sector anytime soon, so | wanted the meal to remain
mysterious, amagica conclusion to an entirely too real mess.
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"And how did you convince Joaguin to open on one of hisdark days?' Jack said.

"The answer to both your questionsisthe same,” | said. "1 explained that he owed me after one of his
gaff gave us up to Chaplat. | dso warned him that if anything happened while we were dining today, if

L obo detected even ahint of athreat, he'd have fifteen seconds to exit the restaurant before a pair of
misslesreduced it to dust. And,” | raised my glassto Jack, tilted it momentarily in his direction, and took
adp before continuing, "I promised Choy that you'd pay him an enormous amount of money for this most
wonderful med.”

Jack was about to bite asmall piece of what appeared to be a sauce and | eaf-covered whole miniature
fish, but he paused, dowly returned the food to his clear glass plate, and said, "How enormous?’

| raised my hand, and Lobo opened a display behind my head.

"Rather," Lobo said, "though given that we know how much we've transferred to your account, it's
nothing you can't afford.”

Jack sat very dill, hisface unmoving, an internd argument immobilizing him for many seconds, until at last
he smiled broadly and said, "Given that you came through and paid me despite what you said before, |
haveto agreethat | can." Heleaned back in hischair. "In the end, Jon, we did it again, and we did it
well." He lifted both hands asif to push me away, though | hadn't moved. "Y es, I'm sorry we hurt others,
and | never meant to put anyone at risk. But we were every bit as good asin the old days. Y ou haveto
admit that."

Maybe we were, though it seemed to me we spent more time fighting each other than working together.
Stll, 1 saw no point in arguing with him; open a conversationd door with Jack, and you can find yourself
stuck for along time on the other Sde of it.

When | didn't speak, he continued, "If you've got nothing else going, | have quite afew grest ideas1'd
loveto run by you. We'd need to go elsewhere, of course, to implement them, but that's no problem.
What | havein mind—"

"No," | said, interrupting him, "I'm not working with you again. | agree that though we messed up alat,
we also did some good—" | paused as | pictured Manu waking away with Maggie "—and we cleared a
Szable chunk of money, but were done. After we finish thismea and you pay Joagquin—" | paused again
to reinforce that he would be paying, that | wouldn't take advantage of Lobo's presence to skip out on
the bill "—I'm jumping to Drayus. I'll leave you at the gate station there."

"Where are you heading?' he said. "Perhaps were going to the same place.”

"l don't know yet," | said, telling the truth, "and wherever it is, you can't come aong."

"There'sno need to be like that, Jon," he said, hurt in histone and expression.

"We both know thereis" | said, chuckling, "and we a so both know you should stop trying to con me.”

"True grief affects many different human vita sgns" Lobo said, "and none of yours are showing its
effect.”

Jack's face relaxed into aamile. "Fair enough. I'll stop. Let's enjoy the med and the stupendous day, both
of which are better than some people will ever experience, and be thankful that we have them.”

| thought of the Zyuns. "Now isal,” they'd said, and "al isnow." At onelevel, | couldn't agree with them.
The past traveled with us, suffused us, shaped us, and even those people and events that intersected our



lives only briefly—I thought of Maggie in the blue dress—had the power to mark usforever, as she had
touched me. At another level, though, the Zyuns were right. Each moment was unique, an ingtant you
could appreciate or pass by, an opportunity for joy or horror, beauty or ugliness, good or bad. Y ou had
the chance to make the very most of each of those moments; what you did with those chances, one after
another after another, was up to you and ultimately defined you.

Nothing would ruin thislunch, | resolved.

| raised my glassagain. "Yes" | sad. "Yes, indeed.”
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