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1

R INN McCREA CROUCHED IN THE SHIP SAFTER-HOLD, listening to the jJumbled thoughts of
the aliens outside. They were strange creatures, darkly hostile now that they had reveadled them selvesin
the sudden massacre of Sng Fa's crew.

Sheligtened, cradling her unconscious crewmate in her arms, as the alien warriors searched the area near
the ship, looking for the two humans who had escaped into the surrounding swamp: Ma Ching and Hseuh
Jo, a0 her shipmates. She sensed the color of Ching’ s thoughts, panicked, now unable to comprehend
her coming death. The two fled through the stagnant pools of Delta Bootis, away from the ship and the
aiens beating the brush behind them.

Rinn cradled Mei-lan more tightly, without response: Me-lan had found her own escape, however
temporary, in oblivion. Rinn had guessed the weakness that lay beneath the other woman’ s hard speech
and conduct. Mei-lan was the most fervent of the crew’ s revolutionaries, the first to accept criticismin
Sng Fa’'s weekly palitical-correction meetings—and the first to pronounce it, even daring to edge on
Captain Hung' s own authority. She had astrange nobility in her fanaticism, asingleness of purpose
typica of Xin Tian' sdite colonists chosen from Greater Asd s billions on Earth. But Rinn had also heard
the fear-color deep in Me-lan’ s secret mind, aterror of space that she could not fully conceal from an
adept. In the strange way Normal's had, Meilan had guessed Rinn’ s awareness—and had hated Rinn the
morefor it.

Odd that Rinn and Mei-lan might be the only two to escape the death of Sng Fa . It wasan irony
Mei-lan would not enjoy.

She sensed Me-lan dipping il degper into unconsciousness, avay from the disaster that had struck
their ship. Of their crew of twelve, six had died in theinitid attack, when Cgptain Hung had unwisdly
opened the ship to the natives come to trade. Two others had died quickly asthey ran from the ship; two
otherswere, at that very moment, fleeing through the swamp surrounding them—and two, hersdf and
Me-lan, remained cowering in the smal hold near the engine room, waiting for the horror to end.

Not wanting to quest farther, Rinn focused her thought on the natives nearest the ship. She did not want
to hear the deaths of her remaining crewmates, did not want a repetition of the intense rage-pleasure of
the dienswho made the kill. She gathered in her perception, building a barrier around hersdlf,
key-patterned only to theimmediate threst of those who might yet discover her hiding place. A telepath
learned early to guard the mind from unpleasant perceptions, Rinn had an uncommon skill in the guarding
from hard experience. The crew of Sng Fa had not liked her presence aboard.

She gently shifted her grip on Me-lan and lowered her to the metal deck. Mei-lan’ s narrow face was
pale and drawn, her short black hair fanned into afringe against the deck. Rinn studied her companion
for severa moments, then tiredly pushed back her own dark hair and rubbed her eyes. She felt within the
breast of her blue, cotton-padded tunic to the inner pocket; her fingers touched her Star and she drew it
out. It winked and shimmered in the haf-light of the hold telltales, emblem of what she was—badge of
shame and horror to some, badge of great honor to herself. She was a Starfarer, one of the few telepaths
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who had |eft Ikanos for another destiny than Group-Mind.

Two centuries earlier, humanity had risen beyond its Earth cradle and found new homes on other worlds.
The radiation of dien environments and the harsh particle-storms of space had caused mutations, some of
feeble body and short life, others threatening new and superior breeds of human that might supplant the
old. Some governments had hunted down and murdered the strange; others had passed ghetto lawsto
the same end, calling them merciful. For atime, al had overlooked the possibility of mutation of mindin
an unchanged body—until, eighty years ago, a new people had subverted a Chinese research station at
44 Bootisand claimed it astheir own.

They caled it Ikanos, an ancient word for mind.

The Treaty of 2298 had divided Near Space among the mgor nations of Earth into broad quadrants of
exclusive exploitation: the Soviets had taken most of Bootes, the Chinese the nearby congtdllations of
CoronaBoredlis and Hercules. Forty-four Bootis lay squarely astride the boundary radiant, on an uneasy
border afflicted by poaching on both sdes. Among a series of more important outrages, each vigoroudy
protested by the colonia legates on Earth, 44 Bootis had remained aminor squabble over station rights
onasnglearlessmoon. Until Ikanos.

Asthe Normals debated, the telepaths hid children in secret enclaves on every colony in
Hercules/Bootes, guarding themselves againgt a preemptive strike on Ikanos' fragile bubble-dome by
fearful governments. Then, to complicate till further, Xin Tian abruptly claimed Ikanos as a protectorate
and dared the Sovietsto intervene. The Soviets hesitated, waiting for guidance from adivided Earth
government, and lost the point through inaction. Instead, they retaiated ruthlessy againgt the enclaves on
Novy Stranaand Rodina, hunting down the telepaths in unswerving determination, executing al prisoners
after much publicized trids. Few in their enclaves had escaped, and Soviet law still proscribed any
contact with Ikanos on pain of execution.

Nor had the Soviets forgotten the humiliation. In colonid palitics, ancient grievances had along life.

After itspalitical coup, Xin Tian preened in the councils of Earth, then exacted its price from Ikanos.
From each generation of telepaths, Xin Tian demanded a corps of contract employees—the
Starfarers—to undertake the risky exploration of new worlds, and earned vauable credits by lending
Stafarersto other Chinese coloniesfor aheavy fee. Other telepaths asssted the guardsin enforcing Xin
Tian'spolicies of revolutionary and racid purity; still othersworked in the hospitals and labs, using the
Gift astheir Chinese superiors directed.

For three years | have tried to serve them, she thought, watching Me-lan’ sface. Never as afriend, not
quiteasadave. Andintheend | failed them all—except one. She dipped the Star into her pocket:
emblems could not help her now.

It wasturning dark outside; she turned her mind outward and felt the coolness of the twilight air against
an dien kin, fdt the dert-sense take hold of its owner as night senses stirred in response to the setting
sun. Shewaited, lisgtening.

His name was | sen-glov-amar, son to the chief of the Lily People, destined to be chief in hisown right.
Long-bodied, multilegged, yelow-skinned, the young warrior prowled the perimeter of the clearing, his
unease about the tall bulking Devil-house lessening with familiarity. He kept the housein hisside vision,
his second brain studying it carefully while hisfirst gave commandsto hiswarriors and listened for the
desth-cry from the swamp. It had been a clean attack, Isen-glov-amar’ sfirst leading, and histhird brain
felt the pleasure of anticipation. There would be a procession through the coraal of hisvillage, adanceto
celebrate hisvictory, and then the ancient ceremony of strength- for-strength. He glanced over at the



bodies near the edge of the clearing: enough to give dl hiswarriorstheir portion of the curious flesh that
made up the Star-Devils brains.

Hissnout lifted asacry echoed in the distance, followed by the muffled hooting of avictoriouskill.
Isen-glov-amar’ s neck fur ruffled in response, histhird brain responding automaticaly to the passion of
the hunt. But he repressed his urge to follow the chase and continued pacing the clearing, his eyes
watching both the Devil-house and the svamp surrounding it.

The door to the ship still gaped open, half-concedling the bulk of the warrior he had posted to guard it.
|sen-glov-amar paused, considering. He counted eight bodies at the side of the clearing, and he knew
that two more Devils had escaped into the swamp. He wondered if more Devils lurked within, despite
the previous search. He would see for himself.

As heturned toward the shipdoor, his stride sank into a prey-stalk, sgnaling hisintention to the nearby
warriors. Maret and Belos, by rank his side-guards on any hunt, promptly followed him. He stepped up
the short ladder to the shipdoor and dropped the strap of his fire-weapon off his broad shoulder, cradling
the wegpon in his powerful hands. Then he linked hisfirgt and third minds and crept silently past the
door-guard into the darkened interior of the Devil-house.

Rinn rose to her feet and quickly examined their small sanctuary. The ceiling arced downward in alow
curve, following the shape of the domed floor of the engine room above. Thewallsbent in a odd angles,
constrained by the bulk of the engines on either sde. It was a catchspace created solely by the engine
design and adaptable to many uses. Sng Fa used it asahold for little-used supplies.

Rinn bent down and grasped Mei-lan’ s body by the arms then dragged her into shelter behind a stack of
cartons. Moving quietly, she built up awal around her shipmate with other nearby cartons, then uncrated
asmal deck-plate from abox standing againg the far wall. The dloy plate lifted easily, and she built a
roof over the cartons, then stacked others on top of it to conceal the plate. The sharp smell of the
packing materia drifted upward asthe plate crushed their borders, perhaps enough to hide their human
scent from the searchers.

Two levels above, the three diens moved silently through the mined control room. Rinn paused, listening
to theintense focus of their thoughts, careful not to touch their minds with her own. She was aware of the
diens third brain and fet wary of its hunter-senses that might respond to her own conscious Gift. But she
caught no awareness of hersdf in that searching and continued her preparations.

She had no wegpons—there had been no time during the speed of the attack, and weapons had not
helped the rest of the crew. The dienswere hunters, laser-armed and key-sensed for the kill. Her chosen
answer, right or wrong, wasin conceal ment and stealth. She tugged the last of the cartonsinto place and
crouched down next to Mei-lan in the confined space. It was awaiting game, one she knew well.

Shelistened to Isen-glov-amar and his guards as they worked their way down through the ship. Asthey
gpproached her hold, Rinn dipped into other-mind, controlling her breathing and emotions by strength of
will. Mellan lay insengible beside her; Rinn dipped her fingersto the pulse a Mei-lan’ sthroat, ready to
choke off blood to her brain if she stirred, sending her deep into her comaagain for the sake of their
lives. She sat cross-legged in their enclosed space and made alike enclosure of her mind.

The hold door opened, and the diens padded into the room. They paused, sniffing, seeking the scent of
their prey. Then, after afew minutes, they withdrew, swinging the door shut behind them. Rinn sat
motionless, degp in the other-mind, as |sen-glov-amar searched other levels, finding nothing.

Two hours|ater, the diensleft the clearing, bearing their gridy burdens with them. Rinn waited another



hour, then moved dightly. She blinked and stirred her muscles, wincing at the pain of abody held too
long in one position and now forced to move. Then dowly, like aswimmer through water, Rinn thought
of new plans.

She sent out her thought, asingle strand looping toward the shipbase far up the peninsula. | am Rinn,
Sarfarer. Help us; help us. Digtantly she heard ablur of uncomprehending thoughts from another trader
ship, a Soviet ship.

| am Rinn, Sarfarer . Help us. She heard no answer. The other ship, then, did not carry atelepath
among its crew. She had expected as much. After eighty years, few telepaths, perhaps none till survived
on the Soviet worlds. Shewas aone.

Shelooked down at her unconscious companion, ashadow haf-drawn in afeta curl on the deck. The
control room wasin ruins, the radio smashed beyond repair. There could be no rescue by that means,
ether. They would have to walk.

And if they reached the Soviet ship. . . . The Near Space Treaty mandated rescue for shipwrecked
crewmen, no matter what the circumstances. They would take Mei-lan aboard—they had to—and give
her medical care and transport back home. But would they take a Starfarer? She did not know. There
were no precedents.

And who, in the councils of Earth, would protest if they would not? Xin Tian? Perhaps. If it suited the
politics of the moment—and perhaps it might and save some future Starfarer wrecked on a Soviet world,
however too late for Rinn.

Later, shetold hersdlf. Il think about it later.

Rinn pushed at the carton nearest her, shoving it aside to clear a crawlspace out of her shelter. On hands
and knees, she crawled into the dimly lit hold, then stood to stretch. Pain seized her calves asblood
circulated into the oxygen-starved muscles. The Gift respected its owner’ slife but sometimes gave little
heed to lesser bodily wants. She winced and repressed a groan as she walked in acircle, dowly
exercigng her legs.

The pain subsided. Rinn paused amoment, listening for aien thoughts, then dismantled the wdll of the
shelter to reach her companion.

“Mei-lan, wake up,” she said, shaking her.
“Uhhhhh. ..” Mei-lan’ s eydidsfluttered.
“Me-lan!”

Rinn shook her again, but Me-lan only batted away her hand, muttering queruloudy. Rinn dipped lightly
into Me-lan’smind to judge her nearness to consciousness, and felt her reflexively dip away into deeper
coma Mei-lan could not yet face the loss of the ship.

Rinn left her in the shelter of the cartons and stepped into the corridor. On either side of the hold door,
the massive meta-shod shapes of the engines bowed into the corridor; to the left, the ship corridor
stretched several metersto ariser of stepsthat led to awide receiving bay and the ship’s exterior airlock.
She looked to the right, seeking another accessin case the airlock was being watched.

She remembered a service port to the lower engines, used for repair. Did it have an interior access? She
tried to remember the vague schematic Sng Fa’s engineer dways carried in hisinner mind: shethought it
might. But first she moved swiftly to anearby ladder and climbed upward. They would need clothing,



food, wegpons, and alight. Already the night had settled its darkness on the swamp surrounding the
ship.

She packed two carryalls with supplies from storage, then stepped into Captain Hung' s office. The
furnishings of the office reflected the severe but competent character of its occupant. Poaching on another
colony’ strade route was a delicate task, well measured to the talents of Xin Tian’smost subtle captains.
A week before, Hung had chosen his new landing site with exquidte care, seeking advantage of the
Soviets established trade with the peninsula natives on Delta’ s sole inhabited continent, yet not so close
to the Soviet base that Sng Fa's landing provoked a confrontation. He had chosen deftly: asidefrom a
gpluttering reproof, the other ship had not acted.

Later there would be angry protests and yet another fierce debate on Earth. Both ships were along way
from home, and damage inflicted risked damage received. The Soviet captain had made the prudent
choice.

Perhaps Hung' s satisfaction with his coup had caused his resistance to Rinn’ swarnings—though the
roots of their conflict werefar older. He did not like her fair skin, her Caucasian blood. He did not like
her tel epathy, though Xin Tian's extended experience with teepaths had blurred some of that ingtinctive
prejudice. And Mei-lan’ s bitter diatribes about Rinn’ s political errors—though by contract Starfarers
were exempt from the usua correction—had only hardened his attitude. Rinn did not fit, risked
distraction at akey moment, could not always be predicted, did not belong.

“Giveme specific data, Starfarer,” he had demanded, his expression sour with irritation and didike. “Not
thisvague ‘1 sensetrouble, Captain,” or ‘Be careful, Captain.” What trouble? Why careful?” He waved
his hand at the peaceful marsh surrounding the ship. “I see nothing to adarm. Nothing!”

“But, gir. ..

“The Novy Strana ships have traded successfully here for two years. Give me areason why wewon't do
the same.”

“I can't,” she said helplesdy. “ But something’ swrong, something. . .”

“Faugh!” Hung spat disgustedly and stamped away. Only later, in the sudden shock of the attack, had
Rinn found the reason for her unease. She had learned too late the significance of the Deltean third brain,
its deep drives of violent intention, its compulsionsthat could not be resisted—too late for Captain Hung,
too latefor Sng Fa .

My fault, my fault, she berated hersdlf. But would he have listened eveniif I'd known?

She glanced around the spare office that was littered with trade reports and memorabilia, and drew in a
sharp breath of pain. Sng Fa had paid the price of their mutud failure.

She keyed the site map on Hung' s desk computer and printed afresh copy, then bent forward under the
yellow glare of the lamp to study the route to the Soviet base. The orbital resolution of the map was not
good, nor did it extend much farther north than the interior mountains fronting the piedmont— Captain
Hung had interested himsdlf only in poaching on an established trade. The map showed few details of the
trackless salt marsh to the south, then afeatureless wide sea beyond stretching haf the planet to an
ice-laden and barren continent on the pole. A smdll circle marked the Soviet base near the peninsulatip.
Twenty kilometers. She considered the distance and felt ajab of worry and despair. Her muscles dready
ached with fatigue and stress— later, the ache would not be so easy to ignore.

When shereturned to the afterhold, she found Mei-lan sitting groggily in the tumble of cartons. AsRinn



stepped into the darkened room, the Chinese woman started violently, shying from the Starfarer’s
looming shadow.

“Who' sthere?’ shecried.

“It'sRinn. Be at peace, Mei-lan.” Rinn dropped her burden on the floor and crossed quickly to the
stricken woman, reaching out to comfort her with atouch—but Me-lan struck out wildly.

“Go away!”

“Meé-lan, be sengble.” Rinntried to touch her again, but Mei-lan shrank away, her eyesstaringin
white-rimmed terror. Rinn sank back onto her hedl's, watching. The retreat seemed to cam the hysteria.
After amoment, Me-lan looked around the smal hold, examining its contents and walls asif they were
utterly strange.

“What placeisthis?’ she asked. She pushed back her disheveled hair with atrembling hand. The
shuddering spread to her whole body; her teeth chattered with it. Fear filled her mind, an amagam of
unnamed terrors and personal dissolution, theloss of salf and belief, an endless pursuit by monstrous evils
of unknown form. Rinn shuddered in response to Me-lan’ s unconscious projection.

“dng Fa, Me-lan,” she said soothingly. “Don’'t you remember?’

“Remember? Remember?’ Mei-lan jabbered, then abruptly stood up. She blundered into the stack of
cartons, crashing them to the meta floor, then turned in panic from the sound and ran full-gtride into the
rear wal. Rinn caught her as shefell, and Mei-lan clung to her, blood running thickly from a cut above
her brow. Rinn staunched the wound with her pocket-cloth, then smoothed antiseptic from her med-kit
across the cut and applied abandage. Mei-lan shivered again, more from Rinn’ stouch than from the

pain.

“Mei-lan,” Rinn began once again, and then contented hersalf with holding the woman close, rocking her
dowly back and forth.

“Ahhhh. . .” Md-lan cried, her voicerising to athinwail. “ Ahhhh. . .”

Mei-lan’ sfear flowed in shuddering waves, beating at Rinn’s mind. For amoment she felt tempted to
assert the subversive mind-control she had learned as a child—and had rejected as an adult—to escape
therailing terror that struck at her mind and emotions. Rinn gritted her teeth, resisting both the fear and
the temptation.

Mei-lan’ shysteriarose dtill higher, threatening both hersaf and Rinn with afear-driven dissolution into
madness. Rinn quickly fumbled for a sedative in the kit; Me-lan scarcely felt the prick of theinjector.
After aminute, her fear began to ebb, camed by the false security of the drug.

“Come, Md-lan. Comewith me.”

Rinn pulled Mée-lan to her feet and held her upright, then guided the woman’ s staggering feet toward the
hold door. Mei-lan sagged againgt her, forcing Rinn to drag her limp body the last few metersto the
access hatch. Rinn quickly retrieved their supplies, then bent over the hatch.

She cracked the sedl and entered the man-height access through the hull. She dangled a moment, then
released her grip and fdll the short distance to the lower port, her bootsringing hollowly on the metal
hatch. She shifted her feet to the rim of the hatch and fumbled for the release lever; the lower hatch
opened with aclang. The warm, humid air of the swamp, redolent with strange scents, gushed into the
ship.



Quietly, Rinn lowered herself to the ground benesth the ship and crouched, listening with her earsand
mind.

Ananima coursed through the dank water far to her right, seeking the small crustaceansthat clung to
submerged weeds or buried themsalvesin the mud. Alert, feral, quick moving, the predator relished the
night and its own active appstite. It dove into the blood-warm water, hunting. Beyond it, anight flyer
swept over the reed-beds, thewarm air asilky flow over its naked skin. It beat itsfrilled wingslazily,
patrolling itsterritory for interlopers of its own kind, vaguely aware of an urge to mate: the two ingtincts
warred in its consciousness as it entered its cyclic estrus. Beneath its effortless flight, smadler creaturesfelt
their haf-aware impulses of hunger and need and responded to the touch of reed and water, the sounds
of the night, and the scents that drifted on the water and air.

Rinn sent her perception farther and touched the watcher a hundred meters beyond the northern edge of
the glade. She knew that watcher from Captain Hung' s meetings with the diens. Maret, bodyguard to the
Lord Isen-glov-amar, and he had heard the clang of the opening hatch. Rinn sensed his sudden aertness,
then the small shock of joining as Maret linked hisfirst and third brainsfor the sak. Silently, he crept
through thetall reeds toward the looming shadow of the Devil-house.

Rinnimmediately climbed back through the port-access and closed the upper hatch door behind her,
then fumbled for the stunner in the side pocket of her carryal. She wrapped her dim fingers around the
barrdl, hefting itsweight. Sng Fa’ s stunners had failed to halt the earlier attack, either inadequate against
the bulk of the warriors bodies, or ill suited to their nervous system— but she had no other weapon. The
key to the laser-rifle cabinet had left with Hung' s body.

She crouched by the sedated Mei-lan and the supplies, the stunner cradled in one hand, as Maret
stedlthily approached the ship. The dien circled the clearing, histhree-lobed mind focused on the hunt.
When he sensed nothing in the clearing, he approached the ship, close enough to touch its deek metal
sdes. Within aminute, he found the dangling port-access and peered upward into the dark tunnel. Rinn
waited above, hardly breathing, her hand again on Mei-lan’ sthroat to choke off any reveding sound.

Go away! shewished desperately at the dien below. She closed her eyes, trying to still any thought that
Maret might detect, but again her wish whispered in her mind: Go away!

Maret considered as he touched the metal port and pushed it into alazy swing. The hinged lid rocked
back and forth in decreasing arcs, then became till again. He heard the plop of afish in the nearby pond
and fdt the moving air on hisbody, awash with familiar scentsthat partly masked the Devil-smdl of the
ship.

He again touched the cold meta of the hatch, saw how it joined to the underbelly of the ship, and flicked
the prong of thelatch. It gave easily beneath his fingers—too easily? Who knew the ways of a
Star-Devil’ s possessions? Mater looked around, listening to the night. Then, satisfied, he unlinked his
third mind and returned to his northward post.

Rinn bowed her head over her arms a moment, her heart thudding, then rose determinedly to her feet.
The night was waning, past midnight; they would have to be far away before dawn. She lowered the
supply bags down the access-chute, careful to make no sound, then lifted Mei-lan into a shoulder carry
and climbed down the port, her feet reaching blindly for the narrow rungs set into the accesswalls.
Outside she bent awkwardly for the carrydls, Mea-lan’ s deadweight dragging at her, then left the
concedling bulk of the ship.

She reached the reeds at the edge of the clearing and dipped among them, then eased hersdlf into the
protecting pool beyond. Aninsect shirred by her face, anging itsfaint whine. Thewarm night air sghed



againg her face, carrying her scent away from the adien who kept guard in the darkness, but that benefit
would last only aslong asthe night blew its breezes from land to sea.

Sheltered among the shadowy reeds, Rinn breathed deeply of the night air, then listened for any darm
given by their escape. Maret till patrolled to the north, his night-senses dert but unaware. That could not
last; perhaps, in its degpest convolutions, Maret’ s third brain aready sensed her. She hoped for an

hour’ s grace, enough time to lose herself among the trackless pools.

Rinn shifted Mei-lan’s awkward weight to a better grip, then turned south toward the distant murmur of
human minds.

2

M ARET BREATHED IN THE REDOLENT NIGHT AIR, gathering its scents. He stood easily on the
edge of the Devil-house clearing, legs splayed, laser-rifle shouldered across his broad back, keeping the
night watch. A warrior severd years into manhood, Maret was accustomed to the night watch and knew
hisvauein his able senses. Few among the Lily People could equal his awareness of the night air, and
that skill lay among his Names of Honor. He gathered the night to him, aware of the whiff of campfire
smoke from the north where his corad lay in somnolent contentment, of the lingering taste of blood in the
clearing where the Star-Devils had died, of the murky scents of water and dying vegetation to the south.

Hekept dert, his second brain classfying the information brought to him by his senses, while hisfirst
brain sudied afaint disturbance within him. Something. . . something he had overlooked. Although all
seemed slent and undisturbed, hefdlt the steady signas of dlarm from histhird brain. He scanned the
surroundings again, peering through the darkness with night-widened eyes, then opened his broad mouth
to draw in the tastes of the air. All seemed quiet. The land breeze sighed across the marshes, barely
dtirring the tops of the reed-beds. Some meters away, amarsh-hunter called alarm against an intruder,
then engaged in afurious splashing asit drove off itsriva. Nothing to cause darm. Maret paced in dight
agitation, stirred by the instincts of his degpest mind.

He reviewed the hours of hiswatch and thought again of the strange clang from the Devil-house. There
had been nothing there except aswinging hatch. He knew the Devil-house was partly aive: he had seen
itslights and heard the hum of machinery. The warriors had silenced most of thelights as part of their
attack, a prudence ordered by 1sen-glov-amar. Perhaps the crippled Devil-house sensed itsown
emptiness and signaled to its dead crew. Who could understand the ways of Devils? Or perhaps. . .

Maret stiffened. The Devil-house till reeked of the smell of the Star-Devils, but was not that smell
especially strong at the hatch? Asif a Star-Devil had placed its foot to the ground, hands to metal ?
Perhaps. . .

Linking hisfirst and third brains, Maret loped into the clearing. He circled the Devil-house warily, senses
dert, until he reached the open hatch. The Star-Devil reek assaulted his nose, and he grimaced in disgust.
A Star-Devil had walked there, and recently. He quested farther away from the hatch and found the
scent-trail leading toward the distant reeds. He followed, third brain thrumming with the need to hunt that
trail.

He stopped at the reed-bed, and for amoment discipline warred againgt ingtinct. He swayed back and
forth in his need, then forced himself away from thetrail. He could abandon his post and hunt alone, but a
warrior met his own fault bravely and knew the purposes of hiswatch. Like ablack shadow, Maret fled


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\0759201552-toc.html

northward to thetribal coradl.

Two kilometers to the south, Rinn stopped to rest on awide mud-pan surrounded by concedling reeds.
As she emerged from the blood-warm water, the night breeze plucked at her sodden clothing and sent an
unhealthy chill across her sweat-drenched shoulders. She clamped her mouth againgt her chattering teeth
and climbed onto the shelf of firm mud. Wearily she lowered Mei-lan’ slimp body from her shoulder,
dropped the carrydls, and collapsed. The planet’ s light gravity had made the carry easier, probably even
possible, but she was near exhaustion now. She breathed heavily, the fatigue poisons coursing through

her body, dragging at her.

She wrapped her arms around hersalf against the chill and dipped into other-mind for whatever
refreshment it could bring. Blessed other-mind. Of al the skills of Ikanos, she valued it the most. Shefelt
her tired muscles relax as she floated, only semi-aware. The dampness of the mud seeped into the fabric
of her trousers, chilling her buttocks until the cold shivered up her spine. The night breeze moved against
her body, bringing its feather touch to her skin, its strange odors and distant sounds to her dulled senses.
The sensations of cold and air prickled at the edges of her mind, not unpleasantly. Dimly she sensed the
presence of other minds, feral and limited; they shifted across the mists of her perception, like half-seen
shadows in the distance. She breathed deeply, at peace.

As Rinn sank deeper into the sheltering trance, other presences rose into her consciousness, unwelcome
shapes of old memories, memories she wanted to forget. She stirred restlesdy, unwilling to leave
other-mind to escape them.

“Create awomb for your conscious mind,” Master Tolan had said years before, his menta voice
resonating with the many echoes of Group-Mind. “ Thefetad memory isdeep in theid; you must draw it
upward and create a shdll for the other-mind. Johanssen, will you demongtrate?’

Tolan pointed at the girl seated next to Rinn on the front bench. Marlatried, her dy face tense with effort.
A minute passed, and Marld s half-created shape wavered, then dissolved. Tolan snorted, the lines near
his mouth accentuated by his displeasure.

“Mind your sKills, girl,” hewarned, “or I’ll know the reason why not. Anyone else want to try? Yes,
McAllister.” He pointed hisinstructor’ srod at another student.

Rinn bowed her head, hunching her shoulders forward to study her fine-boned, delicate hands. A week
before, on her sixteenth birthday, she had asked for travel-rights to the Starfarer enclave on Xin Tian. It
was her right as acitizen to seek Starfarer service, achoicerigorously guarded by protectorate law; any
complaint about Contract denid to theloca Xin Tian legate prompted immediate and severe action. A
bubble-colony dependent on afragile shield and imports had many vulnerabilities; the Group-Mind
reacted predictably to any threst to its continued existence. Better to let the miscreant go than risk
another “example’ by the legate.

Even so, she thought it best to keep her decision strictly to herself and hope the school administrator
respected its confidentidity, however usdless such awish among the Group-Mind. She wondered briefly
if Tolan knew, then carefully hid the question away in her degpest mind.

“McCreal” Her head jerked up reflexively, and shefelt the prickle of her classmates unfriendly eyeson
her back. Perhapsthey dl knew; she could drive herself mad wondering who knew. Already severd in
her class had entered the Group-Mind, and what one knew, al knew. Her ssomach began aslow
panicked twitching, laced by the familiar sharp painin her sde that aways reacted to stress.

“Sr?’



“Y ou weren't paying attention,” Tolan said. His rod snagpped down smartly for her hand. She shifted her
fingers quickly beforeit struck, reacting ingtinctively to the intention before the movement began. Tolan
looked surprised, then lashed out again—for her face. Therod cut into her cheek, dicing it open. Rinn
cried out, her hand lifting involuntarily to her cheek. She sensed Tolan’sjab of pleasure at her outcry; she
fled that Sck pleasure into the grayness of other-mind.

Tolan chuckled. “Excdlent. Class, observe Rinn’smental configuration. . .” Rinn escaped Tolan by
fleeing even deeper into hersdlf, conscious only of the pain and the blood seeping through her fingersfrom
her cut cheek: shewould later carry its scar to Xin Tian.

Images of older memoriesfloated into her mind, unwelcome overtones of her duggish thoughts. The
children of her créche, hersdf among them, walking in lockstep, eyes blank, following the instructions of
their nursery teacher. The frightening wrongness of mass sex in the sensoriums, overheard asshelay in
her crib at night, asthe Group-Mind greedily magnified its pleasure with too many arms and mouths and
thrustings. Her mother’ s distorted, terrified face in the Assimilation chamber as she and others were
absorbed into the Group-Mind—and the aftermath, even more terrifying to the six-year-old Rinn, when
an alien presence supplanted everything Rinn had known in her mother’s mental presence. Theloss of
«f. ..

“No! No! Mother!” She had flung herself at the window, screaming, only to be dragged away by the
adults. She had fought them furioudy but quickly lost the struggle, then had fled away deep into her own
mind. A disgrace, they had said, shameful! They had lectured her afterward, impressing on her the
magnitude of her conduct. She watched them dully from other-mind, apathetic and empty, until finaly
they went away. When they returned, they found a different child, one who watched warily and denied
them access to her mind.

Be one with us , the Group-Mind cgoled. Share our thoughts . And grew angry when she till refused
them.

In the colony’ s beginning, safe from the pressures of Normal minds, the telepaths of [kanos had joyfully
experimented with shared thought, creeting patterns of merged identity that enlightened and magnified its
recipientsin an ever-ascending gestalt. They linked dozens of minds, then hundreds, then athousand,
eventualy passing athreshold only the most cautious had suspected. A new mentdity, the Group-Mind,
formed among the inhabitants of Ikanos, one that had needs quite gpart from itsindividual members. It
grew quietly among them, first as an entertainment, then as an addiction, then asa Person initsown right,
agod that demanded surrender of al self into its own totdity. Barriersinto theid were broken, the
subconscious trained into obedience, adestiny created for the New Humans of |kanos.

But dwaysafew children ressted, even after years of indoctrination and constant exposure to the
Group-Mind, rardly knowing why they fought dissolution. Reluctantly, the Group-Mind recognized the
continuing necessity of losing some children to the Contract, and so allowed the rebelsto surviveiniits
midst. It damaged them, accepting no possbility of rivaslater; it cgoled and tormented and punished,
but it permitted.

Rinn had drifted the next ten years, quietly desperate, waiting for her escape from Ikanos. And
everywhere, the Group-Mind pursued her, calling its Sren voice to the degpest level s of her mind,
pretending itsalf as her mother’ svoice, promising unity and completion, love,

Rinn shuddered and wrenched herself out of other-mind. She had too many ghosts tonight. Ikanos il
pursued her through invisible Scars that matched the visible scarring on her face. Even among the
Starfarers, she often hid hersalf away—causing doubt among the leaders, and new pain to those who
offered comfort. The enclave had openly debated her assgnment to Sng Fa , placing new pressures and



new guilt upon her shoulders. If Rinn could not find a place among her own kind, some argued, how
could shefind a place among Normals?

How indeed? Perhaps Sing Fa had died because of it, dl but the deeping woman who lay beside her.

Sheraised her head and listened. She heard only the sighing of the night air, Mei-lan’ slabored breathing,
and the dim thoughts of the animals moving through the reeds. The night was quiet, aconcedling damp
cloak of darkness. She had heard Maret’ s shock of discovery an hour before, knew he returned to the
coraa to gather the hunt. To the south, the other ship’s crew dept, unaware. For the moment, such
threats seemed distant—her immediate concern was her growing exhaustion.

She could not carry Mei-lan any further. Rinn pulled a shield-lamp from her pack and activated it,
cregting asmal sphere of yellowish illumination around them, then unpacked asmall parcd of food and
water. They would camp awhile longer, then push on. Rinn bent over her shipmate and shook her
shoulder.

“Mei-lan! Wake up.”

Mei-lan muttered groggily and turned away, drawing up her kneesinto asdlf-sheltering oblivion. Irritated,
Rinn shook harder, then yanked upward, forcing Mei-lan into astting position.

“Md-lan!”

Mei-lan blinked, her eyes shadowed by the night. Rinn felt growing awareness, then shock and distaste
for Rinn’stouch. The Chinese woman hated to be touched, an aversion Rinn now drew upon. Mei-lan
shoved at her, forcing her away.

“Get away from me!”

Rinn shifted backward and spread both hands to placate her. “1 have. Wake up, Mei-lan. | need your
help.”

Mei-lan rubbed her face with amuddy hand, then fingered the bandage on her forehead in confusion.
After amoment, the hand dropped limply into her lap. She examined the reeds and water surrounding
them, then looked upward at the clouded sky. Somehow the darkness overhead, bare of stars, reassured
her, asif it were acocoon, surrounding the smal globe of light in which they sat. Rinn sensed her panic
recede at last, allowing some degree of areasoned awareness.

“Where arewe?’ Me-lan asked.

“Two kilometers south. The shipislogt, Me-lan. Our only hopeisthe Soviet ship.” She pointed to the
south. “ About el ghteen kilometers toward the seg, if we can makeit.”

“But where are the others?” Mei-lan asked, avoiding her eyes. She looked around in bewilderment.
“Why are we alone? Where' s Captain Hung? He should he here.”

“They died, Me-lan,” Rinn said gently, disturbed by the childlike reaction. She suspected that Mei-lan
had found a new emotiond sanctuary, onefar older than the identity she had found in adulthood. “We're
the only two left. Look: | brought food and water with us, clothing, alight.” Rinn offered afood-pack,
then set it on the mud when it was not accepted. “Y ou need strength. Eat.”

Mei-lan grew more agitated. “ That’ s not right. Captain Hung should be here. Captain! Captain!” Mei-lan
caled loudly into the darkness, then tried to stand up, asif to begin asearch. Rinn yanked at her deeve,
unbaancing her, and Mei-lan sat down with athud.



“Stop that!” Mei-lan said crosdy. “I need to find Captain Hung. Our duty—"
“Our duty isto survive. Eat.”

Mei-lan’slips quirked dyly, and her black eyes turned mocking. “ Alwaysthe pragmatist. Go here. Do
that. Eat.” She wrapped her arms around hersdlf. “ There’ smoreto life than the practica, Starfarer.
Some of usbelievein agreater good than self-aggrandizement.”

“Sincewhenissurviva sdf-aggrandizing?’

“When it supersedes theided's of which you are sadly ignorant.” Mei-lan looked at her coolly, eyebrows
arched, waiting for Rinn to take the bait. She waswell practiced in the quick verbal gamesof Sng Fa's
criticism sessions, usudly carrying off every contest. Mei-lan, the fervent revolutionary—it was her best
role.

Rinn unseded her own food-pack and ladled out abit of stew. “I’ ve heard about your revolution many
times, Me-lan. | don't need more fight now.”

Mei-lan’ sblack eyesflashed angrily. “Reectionary!”

Rinn replied camly. “Asl’ve said, dso many times, | am not areactionary. I’'m your Contract Starfarer
and currently your only guide in this swamp.” She pushed the other food-pack closer to Mei-lan, who
made no moveto pick it up. “ Consder that while you eat.”

“Y ou’re a degenerate reactionary and a mutant freak!”
“Mutant, yes; degenerate reactionary, no. Eat your food.”

Rinn ate more of her stew, watching Mei-lan from the comer of her eye. The other woman sputtered,
poised to storm off in arage, hesitated, thought to throw the food-pack into the nearby water, then
redized she was hungry. Again, Rinn felt tempted to exert control, just anudgeto Mei-lan’ swill to
steady her. She bit her lip: no.

Mei-lan picked up the food-pack and yanked open the sedl.

Rinn relaxed alittle, till watching Me-lan. Her companion ate neatly, without wasted motion by her small
elegant hands, her lovely mouth, pearl teeth. Short dark hair gleamed above the white bandage, atight
cap to her narrow head. Mei-lan seemed adeek ferret, lean and small, quick moving and ferocious,
tearing apart her prey with sharp white teeth. Rinn closed her eyes amoment, banishing the over-image.

She finished her own meal and repacked the empty container in the carryal. She heard asplash behind
her as Mei-lan disposed of her own food tin. Wearily Rinn waded into the warm pool and retrieved the
pack.

“Why so negt, Rinn?’ Mei-lan asked. She waved adender hand at the swamp. “Thisishardly Xin
Tian—no compliance officers to watch for littering. Or are there?’ Mei-lan made a show of bending
apart anearby stand of reeds and peering into their interior. “Not here. Maybe over in those reeds. Shall
| look?’

“Areyou done with your joke?’
“Always o serious, our Rinn.” Mei-lan’ steeth gleamed in the yellowish light of the lantern.

“TheLily warriorsaretracking us. Do you till want to tossthat for them to find?’



Mei-lan laughed. “ Tracking us? Who?" Her eyes danced in merriment, and she waved a chiding finger.
“Rinn, Rinn. Y ou dwayswere an darmist. So bourgeois. There' s no danger here. Look around you.”
Shelaughed again, her voice tinged with an eerie madness that sent atingle up Rinn’s spine; then she
smiled upward a Rinn, hugging hersdf. “ Captain Hung will be here soon, and everything will bedl
right.”

Rinn set her jaw. “ Get up, Mei-lan, We have to move on.”
“Don't besdlly. Why?’

“Because Captain Hung iswaiting for us,” Rinn lied. She pointed southward. “Over there. HE s set up
another trade base and needs usto talk to the natives for him. It’ s very important that we get there as
soon aswe can.”

“He swaiting for us?’
“Yes Me-lan. Let’'sgo.”

Mei-lan jJumped to her feet and strapped on one of the carryalls. “Why didn’t you say so? You just let us
St here, wadting time, while you moon about trivialike dways. When will you ever understand what's
important, Rinn?’ She splashed into the pool, heading for the nearby reed-bed.

“Wait! Let melead theway.”
“Hurry up! Captain Hung iswaiting!”

Rinn shouldered her own bag and hurriedly scuffed out their marks on the mud. In the distant north, she
heard the vague fury of the gathering warriors and knew they had begun the hunt. In the east, the fase
dawn had lightened the darkness to adim gray-black. To the south, aship still dept. She splashed
toward Mei-lan. “Thisway.”

The two women pushed forward, Me-lan leading. She seemed to have amanic energy as she walked,
forcing her way through the waist-high water, impatiently pushing aside reeds as she hurried forward.
Rinn tried to keep up with her, athough her muscles protested the pace. After an hour of the rushed
pace, Me-lan finaly dowed, panting.

“How far isit?’ she asked, her voice achildish whine.
“Quiteaway, Ma-lan. Conserve your strength.”
Mei-lan grunted and s ogged onward.

The morning sun dowly lifted out of the low mist covering the swamp, adull reddish bal that quickly
banished the remaining mist. Before them stretched aseemingly endless plain of reed-beds and open
water, dotted with the white fronds of blooming marsh-liliesin far-scattered stands. The reek of the
swamp blew into their faces as the sea breeze shifted the air currentsinland, raising Rinn’ s anxieties. She
glanced backward, listening for the pursuit, but heard only adistant murmur of angry thoughts, nothing yet
focused. TheLily tribe still cast for the scent. If they followed their genera course, the breeze would give
them thetrail they needed. They had to hurry. She picked up the pace again, wading asfast as she

could.

“I'mtired, Rinn,” Mé-lan said petulantly. “ Perhaps we should rest awhile.” Her fervor had dimmed
during thelong trek.



“No, Mé-lan. Captain Hung wants us as soon as we can get there.”

“But how far isit?” Mei-lan asked. Her narrow face looked flushed with exertion, and sheirritably wiped
sweset from her eyes. Themoist air of the swamp oppressed them, accentuated by the rising heet of the
morning sun. Rinn sensed the fatigue in Me-lan’'s muscles as afaint overtone of her own twitchesand
pains. She repressed ayawn, then blinked her aching eyes.

“A way yet. Be patient, Mei-lan.”
“But | don't want to be patient,” Mei-lan whined. “Why are we here? Where are we going?’
“I told you. Captain Hung wants us at the new base.”

“But it doesn't make sense” Mei-lan stopped abruptly, her thoughts tinged with suspicion. “Where are
you taking me? What are you up to?” She looked around at the murky water and reeds, then dapped at
an insect on her neck. “What isthis place?’

Rinn bit her lip. Mea-lan’ sinherent suspicion could undermine whatever fragile accord they had achieved.
But perhaps. . .

“I know it shard, Mei-lan, but arevolutionary is often tested. Haven't you said as much in the correction
meetings? Captain Hung wants usto set an example for the others, to show how true revolutionary spirit
can surmount any obstacle.”

“A testing?’ Mé-lan was dubious.

“yes”

It was enough—for the moment. Mei-lan’ s chin lifted. “My apologies, comrade. | will do my best.”
Rinn nodded. “Good. Let’shurry.”

“Yes. Wemust hurry.” Rinn again let Me-lan lead the way, correcting her direction only when she drifted
off course. Rinn sensed the human thoughts of the other ship like a beacon to the south; behind her, a
dark cloud of anger pursued them, coming fast. Rinn looked skyward and mentally cursed the breeze.

By midday, they had walked nearly eight kilometers, awearying routine of wet clothes, face-dapping
reeds, and sticky mud that clung to their sodden boots and skin. Mei-lan had borne it more patiently than
Rinn had expected, showing a core of strength powered solely by determination. Rinn watched her,
trying to keep her attention on the path ahead and on Mei-lan’ s state of mind. She endured, but a deep
weariness was growing dangeroudy near the degpest levels of her mind; she pushed it away, drawing
upon the Gift for anew reserve of strength. It was risky to rely too much on the Gift, for it could savage
the body—but she had no choice.

Perhaps the clinging mud had masked their scent, for the aliens behind them had grown uncertain. Asshe
and Mei-lan plodded forward, Rinn listened, tracking the warriors by their thoughts asthey bore dightly
westward, away from the direct trail. But not enough—they till followed, and at the speed with which
they were moving, they could overtake the women. At midmorning, the warriors had been five kilometers
behind them; that gap had narrowed to three, with the treacherous breeze blowing steadily toward them.

She sensed the dark thought of another predator ahead of them asit crouched initslair. Twice they had
shot a charging marsh-hunters, the large wolf-sized marauders that defended the marsh with uncanny
ferocity. Day-blinded, this one had not yet sensed them. She touched Mei-lan’sarm and tugged her to
theleft. “Thisway.”



Mei-lan stopped short. “Why that way? Y ou said the base was straight ahead.”
“Itis, but | hear another predator. We haveto go around it.”
Mei-lan’ s black eyes glinted with renewed suspicion. “ A predator? Where?’

“Infront of us, about two hundred meters,” Rinn said, swaying with fatigue. She blinked at Me-lan,
trying to marsha her duggish mind for another argument. Somehow, she had to keep Me-lan moving;
there would be time enough for explanations later at the Safety of the Soviet base—if the Sovietswould
help. She pushed away that anxiety. “Come, Me-lan. Come with me.”

“Why?" Mei-lan’ svoice was dhrill. “Where are you taking me?’ Rinn reached for her, and Mei-lan
retrested a step. “ Stay away!”

“Come with me, Me-lan.” Shetried to touch Mei-lan’ smind, to reassure, to compel if necessary. Asshe
invaded the other’ sthoughts, Mei-lan staggered backward.

“Stopit! Stop!” Mei-lan pulled her stunner from her carrya| pocket and pointed it directly at Rinn. “Get
away!”

“Me-lan! Don't!”

Rinn saw Me-lan’ sthumb move on the trigger, and she threw hersdf sdewaysinto aclump of reeds.
The warning hum of the discharge whizzed over her head, achingly close. She rose to one knee and
raised the carryall asashield, blocking the next shot, then staggered toward a nearby pool.

“Freak!” Mei-lan cried, her voice distorted by hatred.

Mei-lan’ s next shot hit Rinn squardly in the back. As shefdt her body convulseinto racking tremors, she
cried out wordlessly, | am Rinn. . . but the blackness siwept down upon her, extinguishing al thought and
need.

She awoke facedown in astand of reeds, her legstrailing into amuddy pool. Dizzily, Rinn pushed herself
to agtting position, then threw up her head in panic. Five meters away, two pairs of glowing eyes
watched her from deep shadow. The marsh-hunter hesitated. Rinn grabbed her carryall and fumbled for
her sunner. At her sudden movement, the eyes vanished asthe animd retreated to itslair, wary of her
dien samdl. Rinn swallowed, her heart still pounding from fear.

Me-lan. Rinn cast for Mei-lan’ sthought, stretching outward in an expanding circle. Findly she touched
the edges of the other’ smind, half akilometer east. Me-lan was dready lost, confused by shock and the
trackless swamp, and in growing panic. Rinn shuddered as the woman' s fear echoed in her own mind.

She stood up and swayed, then looked longingly to the south. Another haf-day and she might reach the
Soviet base. Maybe if she pretended she was Normal, they might accept her. Greater Asiahad afew
Caucas an minorities—perhaps this ship did not know about the emigration ban against non-Asiatics. It
might work, at least until—when? The only destination for that ship was Novy Stranaor Rodina, where
possession of her Star meant a death sentence.

Throw away the Star? It would be so easy to drop it in a degp muddy pool, never to be found among the
reeds. Her hand moved toward her breast pocket, then stopped short of the deed.

Perhaps that ship won't know its meaning, she thought desperately. She could keep the Star and explain
it as something else, an item of jewelry, apersonad memento, something innocuous. She looked east



again.
Giveit up, shetold hersdlf. Y ou can't save her. So easy to choose that. So easy. She rubbed her muddy
hand across her face, lingering at the rough scar on one cheek. So easy.

No, | can’t. | can't lose dl of them.

Wesarily, sheturned east to follow Me-lan.

3

T HE AIR TURNED COOL ASTHE SUN SANK TOWARD THE digtant horizon, tirring the life that
hunted in the early evening. Rinn avoided another marsh-hunter lair and repegtedly chased off the smaller
predators who investigated her intrusion into their territories. She blundered into acloud of gnat like
insectsthat bit and stung painfully, then floundered through a near-quagmire.

Mei-lan, she sent out, but her shipmate could not—or would not—heer.

As she neared the seamargin, her progress became even more difficult, and Rinn sensed Mei-lan’seven
greater troubles. Gnat stings had swollen her shipmate' sface, puffing the flesh near her eyesuntil Mei-lan
was nearly blind. Muscles ached with every wrenching step in the muddy pools; reeds dapped a
reddened and water-poisoned hands. An hour before, Mei-lan had fallen and dropped her carryall,
leaving it behind. She was possessed by a paralyzing fear that blunted al thought. Pursued by nameless
terrors, Mei-lan veered north, back toward the Lily tribe’ sterritory.

Rinn hurried, trying to overtake her shipmate before she blundered into 1sen-glov-amar’ s path. Like
points on an interior map, she saw Mei-lan’ sflight inexorably converging with their pursuers; soon the sea
breeze, though failing, would carry Mei-lan’ s scent to the hunters, and Me-lan would truly belost. Rinn
pushed forward desperately but could not match Mei-lan’ s fear-driven strength. She fell steadily behind,
the gap widening to nearly akilometer, then more.

Me-lan!

The treacherous breeze sghed againgt her face and body, chilling her sweat-drenched skin. The strap of
the carryal bit into her shoulder, and its weight grew steadily heavier as she exhausted her strength. She
drew upon the Gift, demanding till greater effort from her legs and back, careless of thetoll on her body.
She staggered forward, lost in her own miasma of pain and exhaustion.

Meai-lan!

A Lily warrior, questing to the north, lifted his head suddenly as he caught a scent on the breeze. His
booming call rang out over the marsh, summoning the other hunters. Rinn sobbed as she threw hersdlf
forward, vainly trying to bridge the distance between hersalf and her shipmate. Helplesdy, she witnessed
the gathering hunt, the swift descent, Me-lan’ smental shriek of terror asatrio of warriors burst upon her
from thereeds. Thewarriors kill-passion flared, overwhelming dl trace of Me-lan’ s thought, then ebbed
into fierce repletion. Rinn shuddered as Maret cracked Mei-lan’s skull and tore free ahandful of her
brains.

She stopped, chest heaving, and stared in anguish across the sodden marsh. Water dripped from her
clothing into the shallow pool, smearing the encrusted mud on her body. Her frequent falls had intruded
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water into her carrydl, damaging her stunner and seeping past the sprung tabs of severd food tins. Her
legs trembled, and she fdlt the deep muscle-ache of overextended tendons and tom muscle. She had
thrown away her own means of survival in desperation, for nothing. She swayed with exhaustion asthe
clammy breeze sent shivers aong her sweat-drenched back.

Andien snout lifted, scenting the air. Maret dowly rose from his crouch over Me-lan’ s body and turned
toward Rinn, histhird brain thrumming, then cried out triumphantly to sound the hunt. Others answered
from adistance, rushing forward across the reed-bedsto join him.

Rinn threw down her carryal and fled southward. Behind her, Maret ran effortlesdy over the mud-pans,
legping the pools and crashing through the reed-beds, his companions following in swift pursuit.
Desperately, Rinn turned aside and plunged into alarge stand of marsh-lilies, beating at the flowerswith
her handsto lift acloud of pollen to cover her own scent. The pollen settled on her head and clothes, and
she coughed rackingly against the cloying, acrid dust. Far behind her, she heard a second hooting call as
other warriors joined Maret in the hunt.

She continued to veer |eft, off the direct line of the airborne scent trail, then reached a string of muddy
pools bearing southeast. She splashed into the dark water and waded forward, her breath coming in
ragged gasps. Her vision blurred, then grayed out, as she exhausted her remaining strength. She dowed,
unableto flag hersdlf further, agrowing terror in her mind as her body findly failed her. She pushed
forward, each step an agonizing effort.

A marsh-hunter stirred inits poolside lair saveral meters ahead, roused from its deep by her noisy
approach. It bared serrated fangs, itsfur rising, and scrabbled forward to investigate. Rinn sensed its
threat and ingtinctively threw her panic at the anima barring her path.

Go away! Kill! Kill! I'll kill you!

The marsh-hunter squealed in fright as the threat-image, driven by the full force of Rinn’sterror, crashed
into itsmind. It thrashed out of its den and fled southward through the pooal, frantic in its own fear. It
jumped and legped, snapping at the empty air, then disassociated completely asit dashed at its own
underbody with its claws, disemboweing itself. The animad shrieked in pain and convulsed, then sank, il
thrashing, beneeth the surface of the water. The water stilled, broken only by trailing air bubbles that
popped dowly on the surface.

Rinn stopped short in the open pool, appalled at what she had done. To kill with the Gift, evena
non-sentient animal, was aviolation of everything the Starfarers believed, everything she had sought to
escape on lkanos. She shuddered, deeply shocked by the creature’ s death, then saw the tunnel opening
toitsden.

The Gift chooses where it will . On Ikanos the maxim justified too many evils. She swallowed painfully,
not knowing whether to accept the bounty to which the Gift had impelled her.

Benesath the water, the marsh-hunter moved weakly on the mud bottom, itslungs still vainly struggling for
arr, for life. Rinn sensed the hovering blackness of its death, then heard it die. Anguished, she covered her
face with her muddy hands.

Damn you, damn you , she shrieked at the Gift-source deep within her mind. She perceived it asa
glowing coil-shape, floating in the dark unknowing of her unconscious—unhearing, unseeing, inexorable
initsdemands, rich inits gifts. She clenched her figts, driving her nails deep into her pdms. The Gift,
possessed and possessing, caring only that her life continued, whatever the price to hersdf. Damn you!
shecried.



Behind her, the dark mind-cloud of the warriors swept nearer. Rinn sobbed and drew her hand across
her face. Survival. . . but what survived, what self?

She drew ashuddering breath, then crept into the marsh-hunter’ slair.

The Star-Devil’ s scent wavered, then blew itself to fragments on the breeze. 1sen-glov-amar snarled in
frustration and gestured angrily a hiswarriorsto cast wide across the marsh, hunting for a better trail. A
few minutes later, Belos found the broken stand of lilies where the Star-Devil had forced through, and
they followed the visble ground trail until it vanished into an open pool.

[Best the reed-stands], 1sen-glov-amar ordered, his gesture choppy with hisanger. Near him, Maret
stood uncertainly, his eyes downcast on the mud. Isen-glov-amar approached him, histensed
body-crouch signaling histhreat. [Y our fault, Maret].

[Lord, forgive me], Maret replied humbly, his body trembling with humiliation.
[Whereisthe Star-Devil, Maret] ? | sen-glov-amar stopped two paces away and raised his fire-wespon.

[Lord]. .. Maret lifted his head and looked back, a start of fear in hisdark eyes. Brave Maret, whose
manhood honors surpassed even those of the son of the chief. 1sen-glov-amar hesitated, tempted to
accept that fear in reparation, then snapped his jaws once, twice, as histhird brain insgsted on thekill. He
surrendered to itsimpulse. The ruby fire of the laser leaped the space between them, burning deep into
Maret’ s flesh, through skin and muscle to the beating heart. Maret’ s dead body leaped backward in a
last reflex, to crash smoking into the reeds.

The other warriors stopped, looking back, and | sen-glov-amar swung toward them, his weapon rai sed.
[Beat the reed-beds], he gestured with his other hand. [Find the Star-Devil and redeem thiswarrior’s
fault]. Asone, hiswarriors crouched in deference, their heads low to acknowledge his power; then they
quickly scattered among the pools. Only Belos, shield-brother to Maret, looked back once again,
emotion Smmering in his deep-set eyes.

| will watch him, 1sen-glov-amar thought[FIR1]. He looked at Maret’ s blackened body and wondered
briefly if he had acted in too much haste. The Star-Devil might still befound, Maret’ s error removed.
Then he shook himself angrily. A chief did not doubt his own judgment—had not hisfather told him so?
And Maret had failed the Tribe, for dl his honors. He deserved the pendlty.

Deepin histhird brain, Isen-glov-amar’ s jealousy smmered—and eased. He stepped into the pool and
waded forward, then sank into a prey-stalk. The water chattered asit swirled around hislegs and
abdomen, reminding him of other stalks, other raids, when he was still ayouth bound to hisfather’ sside.
The Lily People had not ventured south into other territories for ten years and had little need to do
so—the peninsulatribes knew their lesson and paid ample tribute in gems and victimsfor Lily
ceremonies. Matters had been quiet—too quiet for ayoung warrior seeking to establish hisright to be
chief.

Isen-glov-amar stopped, his eyesfixed on the distant south, and considered awider purpose for their
journey.

Five metersaway, Rinn lay curled within the safety of the marsh-hunter’ s den. The dried reeds made a
yidding bed and acomfortable warmth; she relaxed into their crackling embrace and wrapped hersdf in
other-mind. Her chest rose and fell in dow exhdations, asteady rhythm that paced her fal inward into
hersdf. A muscle dowly twitched in her thigh, protesting its overuse. She focused on the muscle and
dtilled it, then sank deeper into the trance, deeper than she had ever reached. She trembled on the very



edge of salf-dissolution, where the Gift touched the autonomic need of breath and heartbest. If they
found her, she had the means to make an ingtant death: let them rip apart an emptied body, for whatever
satisfaction it would give them.

Dimly, she had sensed the passing of the warriors through the nearby pools, each seeking amud-did
footprint, abroken reed, afaint scent on the water, any trace of the prey. A darker shadow had passed,
Beos, his predator ingtincts overlaid by grief and adull wondering; the first trickle of doubt pricking a his
mind. He had brushed against the reeds that overshadowed the lair entrance—her scent lay there, but he
passed by, unaerted. Now Isen-glov-amar stood nearby, deep in hisambitions of glory and murder. She
retrested il further, until she hovered at the edge of consciousnessitsaf. The dien moved on.

Rinn dept and awoke to deep night. She cast her thought outward, seeking-threst, but heard nothing.
Then she gtirred, stretching her aching muscles, and uncurled her body in the narrow confines of the den.
The dried reeds crackled under her weight, shifting uneasily on the undermatting of waterlogged
vegetation. She blinked her eyes, trying to rouse herself from the dull headache that throbbed at her
temples. She crawled down the short tunndl of thelair exit and stood up in the hip-deep pool. | am dive,
she thought with exhausted wonder. She breathed deeply, gathering in her perceptions of the night and
the marsh.

Theland breeze sghed over the marshes, bending the flexible stalks of the margh-lilies, whispering
through the reeds, ruffling the surface of the ponds. Animas tirred in the darkness, obeying prima drives
for food, territory, amate. A marsh-hunter pounced on amarsh-rat, rending it with sharp teeth. A
night-flyer dipped through the coal air, itswings barely moving asit swooped into aglide over the black
pools. The marsh spokein their severd voices, its sound underlain by the steady shirring of the reeds.

She cadt farther until she touched the dark thoughts of Isen-glov-amar far to the south. Diverted from his
fruitless search for a Star-Devil, he was creeping toward the degping coraa of another tribe, histhird
brain pulsing with the excitement of the hunt-stalk. Beyond him, she sensed the somnolence of the coradl
guard at his pogt, the degp-thoughts of the warriors and fema es within the camp. A child lay awake,
listening to the quiet breathing of her mother beside her, wrinkling her nose at the acrid scent of smoke
confined in the smal house. Then she sighed, content in her mother’ swarmth, and drifted back to deep.
A pet marsh-hunter, tethered in the open space between the huts, growled uneasily and paced the length
of itschain, its back fur erect.

Rinn closed her eyes, concentrating on the marsh-hunter. Alarm! Alarm! The animd snarled nervoudy
but did not hear her thought. Shetried again, her hands clasped tightly at her waist, pressure on flesh to
help her concentration. Alarm! Danger! The Lily warriors crept steadily closer to the deeping coradl,
and Isen-glov-amar trembled, poised for the attack.

No! Rinn focused on her need to repay him for amurdered crew, her blighted duty, and Mei-lan’s
death. Alarm! Alarm! Shefed her emotion into her thought, sending wave after wave toward the
marsh-hunter’ s primitive mind. Alarm! She strained toward it, needing, needing—and touched it at lat,
infecting it with her deliberate fear. The animal scrabbled backward onto its haunches, gibbering, then let
out aterrified howl. It cried out again, and Rinn promptly withdrew her sending, remembering the other
she had killed.

It was enough. A warrior threw back his coverlet and snatched up hisweapons, caling out to othersin
nearby huts. The mother clutched her child to her, listening with pounding heart to the marsh-hunter’s
wall. The coraal guard snapped to attention from his doze, then spotted the darker shadow among the
reeds that was | sen-glov-amar. He cast his spear too hastily and knew instantly he had missed, then
reached for the amtla- globe on hiswaist thong. The tiny sphere arced through the air and exploded
among the reeds, splattering its corrosive fluid in every direction. 1sen-glov-amar threw himsdlf aside,



barely escaping the acid’ s bite, then flinched asthe amtla ignited the reeds. He heard the guard' s cry of
sure discovery and saw him lunge for asecond spear. With acurse, sen-glov-amar caled out the retreat
and fled back into the marsh, the roused camp in an uproar behind him.

Rinn laughed and spread her aamswide. Thank you, Gift. Thank you. She hugged hersdlf, laughing again
as she heard Isen-glov-amar’ s dark anger, his perplexity at the aborted attack, and she exulted in both. |
amRinn, Sarfarer! She shouted her thought. She flung her arms wide toward the dark sky and danced
inacircle on the shifting reeds, head lifted, arms outstretched, in consciousimitation of 1sen-glov-amar’'s
earlier ecstatic dance around her shipmates' |aser-blackened bodies. | can do anything! Yaaa!

Then her muscles cramped a sober warning, reminding her of the damage she had done to her body. She
stopped, panting, and looked down at her mired clothes, tiff with dried mud, and remembered that she
had thrown away her carryal. Infilthy clothes, still exhausted, without food or weagpons, and half-crazed
with recent fear, she was hardly amodd of the superhuman.

She waded forward into the pool, heading southward for the human base.
“Anything,” shewhispered stubbornly. “Anything at dl.”

Severd hourslater, her triumph had ebbed into amiasmaof pain and renewed exhaustion. The dawn
dowly spread itswaxing light across the marsh, touching the lily-fronds with a sparkling sheen and
shedding its reds and ambers in broad sheets across the open pools. Rinn stopped near alarge stand of
marsh-lilies, obliviousto acloud of gnats and the stink of the brackish mud. She crept forward and lay
down on theyielding reeds, her feet dangling into a pool.

I’ll stop for awhile, shetold herself, and relaxed against the reeds, conscious of the razored pain of torn
musclesin her shoulders and legs. Only alittle while. She stared upward, dazed, and wondered if she had
found her grave on this bed of reeds. Death hovered behind the pain in her muscles and the duggishness
of her thoughts. No! She turned on her side and tried to relax, hoping her stillnesswould put new strength
into abody that was progressively faling her. Asthe dim coolness of other-mind brought its comfort, her
mind dipped again into memories.

“The Gift isgoverned by thewill,” the Ikanos teacher had ingtructed. A group of young children sat
arrayed behind her as she drew a pattern of trapezoid and intersecting circle on the wall-screen. “And we
train the will with mind-patterns, until each pattern—and thus each level of the Gift—isaseasy as
breathing. Thisisthefirst level.” Sheturned to face the primary class. “When you think this pattern, and
only this pattern, you will hear the Gift within you. Close your eyes and think of this pattern.”

Rinn closed her eyes obediently and imagined the trapezoid and circle. She felt the teacher gently enter
her mind and draw her pattern downward. Againgt the darkness of her closed eyes, atiny, coiled shape
emerged, spinning idly, then dancing, a bright toy-thing that wanted to play. Rinn reached toward it.

No, Rinn , her teecher said from within her mind. Don’t touch it yet; merely seeit. Isn't it pretty?
Yes.

The teacher drew her upward again; she opened her eyes. Shefelt her mother’ s wash of pleasure and
turned to look at her in the back of the room. Her mother made a turning movement with her finger as
sheamiled. Pay attention to the teacher, my darling. Thisis very important.

Please, Mrs. McCrea , theteacher said irritably. You are disrupting the class.



Rinn’smother flushed. Then, in amental whisper, abreath of thought almost too dight to catch: We'll
practice later; | love you!

Mother! Rinn mourned and covered her eyes.

See the pattern, Conner said to her, and allow the Gift to open the world. Theharshlight of Xin
Tian'ssun, only partidly muted by the polarized windows, streamed into the common room, casting her
enclave tutor’ sface into half-shadow.

What do you hear? Connor asked patiently.

| hear. . . anger.

And? he asked, hisexpression quizzica, asif her answer surprised him. She looked down at her hands.
Only anger.

You must try, Rinn; you cannot hide forever.

I’m not hiding, she protested.

Oh? What do you hear, Rinn? The inner or outer world? Who isangry?

Anger is. . . dangerous.

Not here. Thereis no danger here, not with us. He lifted his holo-slate and tapped the glass,
bringing the mind-pattern lines into sharper relief. See the pattern and live the Gift. Be what you
are, all that you are. What do you hear?

| hear. . . She shook her head helplesdly.

Connor sighed and lowered the slate. Little one, | admit your shields are formidable; the
Group-Mind must have sought you avidly, given your potential. But a singer must use her voice,
an artist his brush or wheel. Until you will hear, | can’t help you.

| hear. . . you, Connor.
What do you hear?
Sadness.

Connor smiled. Yes, that. We all have scars, we of the enclave. . .

See the pattern. . .

As shelay on the reeds, her mind imagined one key-pattern after another, each aset of three lines shifting
at neat angles, asequence practiced since childhood and amplified by her adult training in the enclave.
Her perception expanded and retracted at random, following the patterns dutifully. Stop, she thought,
bewildered by the kaleidoscope of half-sensed, too rapid impressions. Stop.

She escaped into another memory.

See the pattern. . .



“McCreal”

Phan Thastdked angrily toward her, his guard baton rapping his heavy thigh in agitation. “Not that way!”
Hetore the flask from her hands, splashing some of the chemica on her tunic. She grabbed for arag and
hastily sponged the cloth before the poison seeped through to her skin.

“Please be careful, dr,” she said and bowed, a shade too obsequioudy. Tha, not the subtlest of men,
missed the sarcasm.

Careful , Moirawarned from behind her. He's unpredictable.
| see the pattern.

“You'resupid!” Tharaged. “I’ll report you to the lab supervisor if you don’t do better.” He dammed the
flask onto the counter and stamped off.

“Yes, dr,” shemurmured.
Why are the Thai so touchy? she asked Moira.

Because they aren’t Japanese—and the Japanese are angry because they aren’t Han Chinese.
Even the Han have their rankings, by both birth and palitics. In a racist society, many things
reduce to that one fundamental. And you really shouldn’t mix that noxious potion with oxygen.
Moira’s thought rippled with amusement. Can’t you read a label?

Onh.

See the pattern. . .

The reed-mat siwayed with theincoming tide, rocking her gently with its dow undulation. As she rested,
the colors of the dawn changed from red to gold to greenish gray, colored by the reflection of seaand
marsh againgt the clouds. Too green, her human sensestold her, reminding her of the dienness of this
world. She ached for the familiar corridors of Xin Tian, even the dark jumbled plains beyond the city
dome of Ikanos; on a deeper ingtinctive level, she ached, too, for the blueness of an Earth sky she had
never seen.

What isthis place? she wondered confusedly, her thoughts duggish with exhaustion. Why am | here?

She shifted again, then lay inert with arms flung backward, conscious of the dow rocking of thereeds. A
fish nudged her foot, its dull thought little more than shadow and ingtinct, before it did away into the
deeper pooal; nearby anight-flyer huddled adeep in its nest. She listened to the marsh around her, aware
of too many thingsto return into the rest she needed. Her perceptions shuddered against her mind.

Gift , she pleaded, not sure of what she asked of it. Then, again, she queried, What isthis place? In her
thought she heard the echo of another voice tightened by madness and fear. She pursued the memory
and matched it to aface: Me-lan. With aconvulsive shudder, Rinn rolled over and hid her face against
the reeds. She remembered the crew she had failed, the companion she had alowed to die.

| am Rinn, Starfarer, she thought, and wept with her exhaustion and grief. Then, finaly, she dept.

A series of dark shadows moved aong the edge of her perception, becoming stronger asthe diens
approached her shelter. Rinn lifted her head, trying to sense their direction and distance. The shapes



wavered and grew thin, then shifted into stark clarity a half-kilometer away, heading north. She listened,
only half-awake, confused by the strangeness of their three-lobed minds.

Who? she called, as she had once called to Moiraand Connor when abroad in the city. There was no
answer, but she jerked awake, suddenly aware of her danger in that careless greeting. Other memories
crashed in: the assault on the ship, Me-lan’ s death, her own flight. She burrowed forward into the
yielding reeds, conceding hersdf.

In the distance, she sensed Belos stop and ook around him, aert sounding in histhird brain. Something. .
. Who? he answered, seeking the source of the thrum-note that still reverberated through his senses. But
he heard no repetition. Who? he sent again, not knowing what he attempted, save that someone had
cdled him asif fromtheair. A spirit? What spirit? The wesk but benign spiritsthat guarded the Lily
People spoke only to the shaman; the evil swamp-demons who dwelt beneath pool and reed attacked
the unwary without outcry, killing in stealth and maice. Or so he had been taught since childhood. He
looked around again, his neck fur ruffling in agitation. What magic wasthis? He quickly sgned himsdif
agand evil.

Yetdill. ..
Who? he sent again, curious.

Isen-glov-amar looked back irritably and gestured a sharp summons. [Belos]! Belos hurried forward,
offering deference to the chief’ s son whom he now despised.

[We have circled long enough], Isen-glov-amar said curtly. [What do you advise]? He looked petul ant.

AsBédos crouched, secret questions pricked at his mind, distracting him from the strange dert. Whose
fault that the coraal attack had failed? he wondered. Whose fault that Star-Devils escaped our first
attack? Maret’ s? 1 think not.

But 1sen-glov-amar was asking advice, as he should have asked the night before but had not. That youth
remembered hisfather’ steaching only when it suited his arrogance.

[Approach them openly], Belos replied, his hands moving with sharp and decisive strokes. [We arethe
Lily People. Sunstone bowsto us, gives ustribute, as we demand. Our night attack was unneeded, as
any of your senior warriors would have told you—had you asked].

Isen-glov-amar’ s snout lifted, but he accepted the rebuke without comment. Belos regarded him sourly.
Perhaps he might yet learn some prudence, he thought.

[Very well. We will gpproach them]. Isen-glov-amar shouldered his wegpon-strap and turned south.

Whosefailure? Belos thought again, watching Isen-glov-amar’ s arrogant profile, but he kept his thoughts
hidden. Shield-brother. . . he keened to himsdlf, and reluctantly put away thoughts of other murder.

| sen-glov-amar headed south, hiswarriorsfollowing in hiswake. The morning sun best strongly upon
their backs, threatening a dangerous overhesating of their leg-jointsif borne too long. Asone, the warriors
shifted into aline of pools, wading deep into the water. The coolness spread like fragrant oil through their
bloodsiream, strengthening, reassuring. On the air, adozen scents drifted enticingly, filling the world with
athrumming of the senses, ajoy of the physical body.

We arethe Lily, Beosthought as he walked beside the leader he disfavored. He focused on that thought,
remembering honors given and duty owed. We are triumphant. . . but the familiar chant struggled against
the memory of Maret’ s blackened body.



Rinn dissolved the mind-pattern, breaking the gnosis, too weak to follow Belos farther. Sherested
awhile, snug in her shelter of reeds, then forced hersalf to struggle forward to open water. At the edge of
the reed-bed, she stood upright, blinking againgt the bright sky.

Too much, she thought. Can | go on? She focused on the single task of putting one foot before the other
and turned again toward the Soviet base, only three kilometers away. To her right, the dark mental
shadows of the Lily warriorswavered and faded, moving eastward. Let them find meif they can, she
thought dully, and told herself she no longer cared. She floundered into the water.

She made dow progress, hindered by the muddy pools and stands of reeds. The sun rose higher, heating
theair asit sighed over the marsh. She panted in the oppressive hesat, her vision blurring. She stooped for
adrink, then spat out the brackish water. Her walk focused to the single effort of movement, bearing
south.

| am Rinn, Starfarer, she thought groggily, drawing what comfort she could from that identity. It mocked
her as she staggered forward, as her exhausted mind created flickering illusions of adomed city to the
right, of Connor and the blackened bodies of Sng Fa's crew to theleft. She bit her lip and refused to
follow theillusons, holding to her steady course.

|anRinn. ..

4

CAPTAIN YURI IVANOVICH SELENKOV EXCHANGED FINAL greetings with Ba-rao-som,
the trade chieftain for thelocal natives, with aseries of polite bows and grimaces more Deltean than
human, then watched the alien party leave the ship-clearing. Y uri till had to repress an indtinctive
revulsion for an insectoid form with too many legs, an eerily blank-featured face, and six-fingered hands.
No doubt he hasasmilar problem with me, he thought wryly as he watched the dliens vanish around the
trail bend.

Y uri wasatdl, brown-haired young man, new to his captaincy and anxiousfor its success. Novy Strana
offered itsyoung star captains great opportunity, far more than the straitened and oligarchic mother-state
on Earth ever offered, but imposed an equivaent pendty for fallures. Earth, with dl itswedlth, could
waste its ships on incompetents; Novy Strana could not, and punished accordingly. Y uri did not intend to
fal.

At thirty-two, Y uri had spent most of hisadult lifein the fascinating puzzle-of geologicd surveys, firg in
university-sponsored studies on his home planet, then as second officer on the Aryol. When the captain’'s
post opened on Zvezda , Captain Brodsky had recommended him for the promotion. Somehow
persondly conducting the Delta trades had adifferent quaity than watching through the airlock, but he
thought he had made progress. There smoreto life than rocks, hetold himsdlf, and felt almost persuaded
of that geologist heresy.

Beside him lay several baes of ddlicate sevena-herbs and four packets of didtillate gems, therare
produce of Delta Bootis and the chief financid lure for trade. The herbs had promise as alife-extenson
drug, and the gems, cdled “three-finger ones’ by the diens, had unique fluorescent quditiesthat excited
even the sour-faced Trade Commissar. Already the Bureau labs were modifying a certain ship-engine
relay switch into new efficiency, timed to the flawless twinkling of the new stones. Attemptsto duplicate
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the three-finger stones’ crystaline structure had less success, a puzzle still not understood. Four weeks of
trade had garnered asmal fortune in each for Novy Strand s coffers. GalinaKirillovna Sakharova, blond
and plain-faced, bent over the bales, catal oging the contents. She ran her hand gently through the bulbate
fronds of the herbs, testing their qudity, then lifted one of the gemsto the sunlight.

“Pretty,” shesad, amiling.

“Vduable,” he responded. “1 just hope that Ba-rao-som brings more tomorrow.” He frowned and
looked toward the gap in the surrounding reeds that marked the trail to the nearby aien coraal, mentally
tabulating the bales of synthetic cloth and meta culinary left in Zvezda ’ s hold for continued trade. He
heard Galina chuckle.

“Worrying again, Yuri?” she asked, her smile broadening with a genuine affection.

Y uri shrugged and then grinned reluctantly. “It’ s not proper to notice your captain worrying,” he said with
mock gruffness. Gainalaughed.

Of dl Zvezda ’screw, Y uri felt most comfortable with Galina. Middle-aged, she had an unshakable
camness and acceptance of life' s misfortunes that he envied—and tried to copy. Sometimes Gdina
caught him copying and seemed amused. Somehow he didn’t mind the amusement, not from Gaina.

Helooked up at the sky, judging the time. The diens always came at two hours past dawn, then
disgppeared again until the following day. Twice Y uri had suggested areciproca visit to the Sunstone
coraal, but his suggestions had been either ignored or misunderstood. In all matters, the locals have
first initiative. The Trade Commissar’ s orders were specific, but one could maneuver within their
restrictions. Sometimes.

DdtaBootiswasthe only planet in the Soviet Hegemony of Worldswith anintelligent dien lifeform.
Perhaps there might be others farther out in Bootes—where? he wondered idly—»but in the meantime
Novy Strana proceeded most carefully, mindful of United America s disastrous mistake on Canopus.
The Americans had tried to hush it up, but al Earth eventualy heard the rumors of the genocide of an
dien culture. Too many American scientists had heard the mission tapes, and Americans had a habit of
talking too much.

And so the commissars proceeded carefully with First Contact on Delta— so carefully that itstrade
captain felt like a Deltean snail inching along a sagging reed. In two days, Zvezda was scheduled to leave
for her next stop a Seguinus, with time ticking on an gppointment with anicedrill a Mu Bootis twenty
dayslater. Thelatter could not be delayed long; even three ships rotating through the DeltalSeguinus run
stretched out the ice drill maintenance to dangerousintervals.

| wish the Bureau would give us more time here, he thought. Maybe we can stretch that appointment on
Mu Bootisalittle.

“Where sOleg?’ he asked Galina. Any delay in lift-off required aconsultation with the second officer, a
regtriction that irked Y uri on thisbright morning.

“Collating the trade reports with Tatiana. Or so he said.” Galina s voice carried adefinite reproof. Y uri
grunted, not commenting. Oleg Andreivich Konstantin was a supercilious, ambitious man, bland in his
subtlety except for one area, his passion for Trade Officer Tatiana NikolaevnaKirova. Not that Y uri
blamed him; Tatiana managed to invest everything with asmmering sexudity. It was one of her wegpons
for her own ambitions, and somehow she considered Oleg more astair-step to her career than Yuri. He
scowled.



Asusua, the Space Bureau had decided the crew’ s sexua pairings before Zvezda launched, choosing
for psychologica baance without consulting the partiesinvolved. But Tatiana had family connections
insde the Bureau and could arrange the choice she preferred—and no doubt had. It vaguely bothered
him. Tatianahad away to make aman wonder what was wrong with him if shelooked el sewhere.

Y uri’sown ship wife, Natalya, had died unexpectedly during their flight to DeltaBoatis. It had created an
imbalance in the crew and tinged his own thoughts with envy. He missed Natalya, and for more than the
sexual release they enjoyed with each other. She had had a gentleness he valued, a depth of persondlity
that Tatianalacked, for al Tatiand s brilliance of intellect and body. But, ill, lately he spent too much
time thinking about Tatiana, and he suspected that she deliberately invited the attention to plague him.
Captains had been disranked for psychologica instability based on far less, and Viktor Roblev was
awayswatching.

Hetoed hisboot in the soft dirt of the ship clearing, wondering what the psychologist really saw with
those clever eyes of his. Viktor watched with reason, of course. Such tensions were dangerous among a
small crew. During theinitid wave of colonization into Hercules/Bootes, there had been incidents,
murders, lost ships. Perhapsthe old terror had led to the American destructions on Canopus—who
could tell? Earlier Soviet experimentswith larger crews and more expensive ships had shown that the
difficulties only magnified with more persondities. The Chinese controlled their starship crewswith
revolutionary fanaticism, the Americanswith ship rulesand careful committee decisions by command
vote; the Hindus and Shiites used religion. The Soviet Hegemony relied on its state psychologists, men
and women of even temper and careful training who might bend even apolitical point to kegpashipin
balance. And so Viktor watched over Zvezda , counsdling here, warning there, mediating, advising,
skillfully manipulating the emotions and tensions that naturaly arose in any human group.

So far it had worked well. He wished, however, that Viktor could bottle Tatianauntil Zvezda returned
home.

Or Oleg. A second officer should know when the captain wanted to talk to him—by osmosis? What's
wrong with you? he asked himsdif.

Galinadusted her hands on her trousers and looked up, an eyebrow raised. “Will you stand there dll
morning?’ she asked pointedly.

“I could. I'm the captain.”

Gdinasnorted scornfully and threw him an empty sack. He helped her carry the new trade goodsinto the
ship and stow them safdly in the hold, then climbed to the crew-quartersleve to find Oleg. A discreet tap
at Tatiana sdoor did not get aresponse. He stood in front of the door, frowning at it, tempted to barge
in. Then he turned away and walked the severa stepsto his own quartersfour doors away. The narrow
confines of hisroom—bunk, shelves, com station—were comfortingly familiar. Nataya s perfume
seemed to drift onthe air till, and hefelt asmall jab of regret and loss that was becoming just as

familiar.

On aside shdf stood Natalya s small collection of perfumes and cosmetics, neetly ordered. He touched
the array gently. The glass chimed, a gentle clinking, another sound associated with her. Then he
withdrew his hand and sat down at his com to compose his summary of the morning trade.

TO: TRADE COMMISSAR, NOVY STRANA
BUREAU 67YB2, SECTION 5



FROM: YURI SELENKQV, CAPTAIN
BOOTES TRADE SHIP ZVEZDA
DATE: JUNE 12, 2386

Sir: At our twenty-third trade meeting with the local Sunstone chief, we obtained 12 kiloweight of
Deltean herbs and 15 three-finger stones, afive percent increase to cargo. As noted in previous reports,
the two prior trade meetings also yielded new product after a hiatus of severa days. Ba-rao-som did not
explain the earlier failure to produce new goods, but | suspect our current mission has exhausted local
supply, necessitating additiond interior trade by the locals with the upper peninsulartribes.

| again pursued your order to identify the source of the three-finger stones. With some reluctance, the
chief indicated a direction north-northeast, toward the interior mountains. He would not answer any
further inquiry. Orbital scans confirm the presence of surface clays containing two trace e ementsfound in
severd three-finger stones currently in storage; aproductive vein is quite probable. | will try to gain more
specific information on the location, with the aim of establishing a second trade base closer to the origind
source of supply.

Y uri paused, scowling at the words on the screen. The Trade Commissar who supervised Zvezda , a
dour balding man run to fat, rarely invited suggestions. Y uri’ sidea about a second base might be
consdered impertinent. Reports to the Space Bureau had an unpleasant tendency to end up as ghastly
errors. words could get twisted into strange meanings, never-intended ambitions, or subtle threats. He
shrugged. He was ageologist by training; he had geologist ideas. He resumed histyping.

Our chalengesto the intruder Xin Tian ship remain unanswered. Engineer Usu hasidentified the ship
from transponder and radiometric dataas Sing Fa , a Class Four cruiser previoudy assigned to the
Kornephoros trade run. Her intentions are apparently nonmilitary and directed toward intrusion into our
Bootean market—"

He heard atap at hisdoor.
“Comein!”

The door swished open, and Gaina put her head into the room. “Ba-rao-som iswaiting in the clearing.
Y ou should come, Captain.”

“Barao-som?Now?" Yuri glanced up at thewall clock, surprised. “But— never mind. I’'m coming.”

Gdinastepped aside as he emerged into the corridor, then followed him to the stairs, her expression
anxious. She knew aswell as Y uri that Ba-rao-som’ s regppearance that day was unusual—and any
unusua development threatened their fragile accord with the loca natives.

Near the exterior lock he dowed down and gathered his thoughts. He took a deep bregath, then stepped
onto the upper platform overlooking the sunny glade. Below him waited a group of four
natives—Ba-ran-som, two assistants, and another native Y uri had not seen before. He approached them
in thefree-swinging stride recommended by First Contact, indicating hisfriendly intentions with his body
posture. He stopped four paces away.

[Grestings, trade-friend], Y uri signaled.
[Gresetings], Ba-rao-som replied curtly, omitting the after-gesture of friendliness. [It is after midday].

Y uri Sgnaed agreement, wondering why the diens had come. The aides ruffled their fringe of neck



fur—agitation? impatience?—and sdled quietly to the left and right, presenting a coequd front of their
four to Y uri’ stwo of himsdlf and Gdina

“Get Tatiana,” Y uri muttered to Galina. Gainabowed gracefully, gestured her regret a temporary
departure, and quickly reentered the ship.

[Where go]? Ba-rao-som signal ed.
[My trade party isincomplete. A moment of time, no more].

Barao-som grunted assent and politely stared upward. The fourth of his party kept his eyesfixed on

Y uri, hisforward arms raised in a curious conformation, upper digitstouching, first joint angled at a
careful degree. Y uri had not seen the gesture before. He sorted through the carefully memorized
pictographs from earlier trades but found nothing similar. Gestures had high importance among the
natives, comprising eighty percent of their language—Y uri had the uneasy fedling that particular gesture
was not friendly.

He heard a clatter behind him as Tatiana bounced down the steps, but he did not turn toward her. A
moment later shejoined him to take the customary position of second officia on hisleft. Galinamatched
her ontheright.

Barao-som’ s three companions drifted another pace outward, creating aline to outpoint the three
humans. Y uri did not like it—somehow it seemed hostile. He felt an emotion adrift onthe air. Littleashe
knew the diens, their current behavior differed from al previous contacts—and difference meant threat.

[1 repest greetings], Y uri said, restarting the mesting.

Barao-som lowered his eyes and shifted his stance dightly. [Greetings, Star-man. | seethe midday. | see
your house-ship]. At each of Ba-rao-som'’ s gestures, the fourth native shifted his upper amsinto new
configurations, an eerie counterpoint to the trade chief’ swords.

[ seeyour party, trade-friend], Y uri answered.

The fourth native hissed, and the two aides promptly retreated a step, their neck fur rippling. Ba-rao-som
trembled and gestured vehemently. [Silence]!

Y uri froze, darm pricking his scalp. After amoment, the natives quieted.

[ see words from the north], Ba-rao-som resumed, [where the //// abides, of displeasure with you,
Star-man. | see//ll before me, a/lll of the///l. Because of this, we must //// and seek ////. 1 am sorry].
Barao-som turned to leave.

[Wait]! Yuri Sgnded. [I don’t understand].

[Good-bye, trade-friend], Ba-rao-som replied, and led histwo aides toward the exit to the clearing. The
fourth native then began a strange dance, shuffling from side to sde, his upper aamswaving gracefully. He
sauted the cloud-covered sky with grave dignity, then carefully wove a pattern againgt Y uri and the ship.
Finaly, he drew asmal bag from his body-pouch and threw it on the ground between them. A noxious
odor swirled up, and Y uri stepped back, grimacing. The native seemed satisfied by the human’ sdisgust;
with afina chopping gesture, he turned and stamped out of the clearing.

Tatianaset her hands on her dim hips. “Wdl?

“Y es, but what does it mean?” Y uri had asinking feding of ajust-occurred disaster. “Y our opinion?’



Tatiana scowled, obvioudy as perplexed as Y uri. “ The trade went well this morning? He brought more
gems?’

“Nothing unusud a al. Gainacantdl you.”

Tatiana huffed, flipping back her dark hair. “1 assure you, Captain, my absence this morning was
necessary. | was occupied with ship’s business.”

Y uri frowned at her distractedly. “1 didn’t mean any reproof, Tatiana Nikolaevna, only an answer to your
question. We dl have duties, both inside and outside the ship. Do you have an opinion?’

Galina spoke up softly. “ Judging from al appearances, | think we were cursed.” She nudged the
still-smoking herb bag with her foot. “ The First Survey report said Ba-rao-som’ s people practice
sympathetic magic. | think we just saw one of their sorcerersin action. But why? What did we do

wrong?’

“That’ sagood question,” Tatianasaid. Y uri caught a strange nuance in her voice and looked at her
sharply. Would he ever understand that woman’s mind?

“We ll review thisthoroughly,” he said. “Meet mein the conference lounge in ten minutes, Tatiana, and
bring Oleg with you. Gdinaand | will inform the other crew members.”

“Yes, Captain.” Tatiana seyesglinted with dy pleasure, and she walked away, ddliberately accentuating
theroll of her hips. Yuri scowled again.

“Don’t et her upset you, Yurushka,” Galina said unexpectedly. “Whatever her ambitions, it'll take more
than that to get the rank she wants.”

“Oh?1 can think of afew commissarswho found sex highly useful for their ambitions”

“A few,” Gainaagreed, “and some of them male. Patronage cuts both ways across sexud lines. But only
afew. Once you have the rank, you aso have the responsbilities—and the blame. Tatianaforgetsthat.”

“Tatiananever forgets anything.”

“Don’t be so sure. | find that she consistently forgets your abilities as captain. May it be her lasting error,
as| fully expect it to be”

Y uri amiled. “Thanks, Gdina”
“Y ou are most welcome.”

Y uri pointed at the smoking herb bag. “ Put that in a container to stop the smell and bring it to the
conference. W€ |l have Khinaandyzeit later.” He looked around the empty clearing and then beyond to
the distant line of surf. The familiar surroundings suddenly seemed threatening, asif unknown forceswere
moving behind the screen of water-reeds and pond, stalking his ship. Y uri shuddered with asudden
prescience, then stamped toward the open airlock.

Three hourslater, the mystery till remained. Khina Termez, the ship biologi<t, reported thet the
smoke-pouch contained only herbs, afew unfamiliar to Zvezda ’ s data from previous bio-surveys, but
obvioudy local vegetation that stank badly when burned, nothing more. An hour’ s conference about the
aliens had produced few idesas; the others were as mystified as Y uri. They reviewed each contact during
Zvezda ' s stay, then consulted the databanks. But nothing was found, save avague referenceto a



shaman at an early meeting. Nothing about any other tribes to the north, nothing smilar to the gestures
Y uri sketched from memory. Nothing.

And s0 Zvezda waited, her crew occupying themsalves with the usud routine checks of asurvey ship at
gation. Galinahad pressed Viktor into helping with an inventory of ship supplies, despite his humorous
protests. Y uri could hear their muffled voices below, a pleasant counterpoint of bass and contralto, as
Galina poked and prodded into Zvezda 's stores. Y uri sat at Natalya s computerman screens, running an
environment-systems check with Khina s help. On the other side of the control room, Zvezda’s
engineer, Ham Usu, checked the ship’s propulsion system, his broad Kazakh face intent on his
ingruments. From time to time, Khinafound areason to walk over to his station, adesertion Y uri
tolerantly alowed her. During the Sx weeks of Zvezda ’sjourney, the relationship between Khinaand
Ham had become agenuine love, one of those rare ship-pairings that confounded the Bureau' sinterest in
mere sexua balance. Y uri enjoyed watching them together, hisliking for Khina s quick infectious laughter
and Ham’ s quiet competence having ripened into the smugness of an old matchmaker uncle.

Not that | had anything to do with it, of course, he reminded himsalf. He heard Khina' s murmuring laugh

as she bent over Ham' s chair, then an answering dry chuckle from Ham, and felt another pang of lossfor
his dead ship wife, Natalya. Resolutely, he concentrated on the screen before him and tried to banish his
envy. They suit each other, he thought.

Oleg and Tatiana had again busied themsdlvesin their cabin, emerging once or twice to inspect the
ship-clearing from the open airlock, asilent comment Y uri resented. He continued with his computer
checks, ignoring their passages to and fro on the deck-level below Command. The day stretched— and
gtill Ba-rao-som did not come back.

Y uri caught aquick late lunch with Khinain the dining room and then joined Oleg and Tatiana asthe two
again lounged at the shipdoor. He allowed them the grace of genuine concern—the breakdown of
Deltean trade could affect Tatiana' strade career as much as his own—nbut still suspected both of their
ambitions. He wondered fleetingly if the Bureau had chosen Oleg with just that edge in mind, merely to
keep Zvezda ' s captain on histoes. Probably they had—it would match Psychological’ s devious
approach to amost everything.

| could chase mysdlf in circles wondering about those doors behind doors, he mused. Great Lenin, save
me from mind-managers.

“Any sgn?’ heasked Oleg.
“Nothing,” Oleg said unpleasantly, “asyou can seefor yourself.”
“Hmmm.”

Oleg dipped hisarm around Tatiana sdimwaist, and she relaxed againgt him like acat, smiling dightly.
Oleg Andreivich wastadl and blond, with amilitary leannessimposed by his Academy training. Tatiana
was darkly beautiful in her sensuality. They dso suit each other, Y uri thought sourly, like moddsina
Bureau recruiting poster: Join our comrade heroes in exploration of the stars! Above thelogo would
be the handsome captain and his competent and beautiful trade officer, smiling blankly outward, with an
atigic array of flaming ships and dien landscapes behind them.

Y uri looked past Oleg to the empty clearing and wondered what Zvezda ' s comrade heroes’ were
supposed to do now.

An uninvited trip to the Sunstone village? On her last visit, the Nauka had spent severd days smoothing
over bent dien fedings after two crewmen took an unannounced tourist jaunt to the diens' corad.



Captain Shemilkin was still raging about it when he |eft asatdllite report for Aryol, and he narrowly
escaped disranking when Nauka got home. The three DeltalSeguinus ships had later received asharply
worded addition to their standing orders. Reluctantly Y uri abandoned the idea. Orders notwithstanding,
the result was too unpredictable, likely to make a bad Situation worse.

“| don’'t understand,” he said, more to himself than histwo companions. “What did we do?’

“Yes, what did we do?’ Tatiana echoed sharply. “The Bureau won't be happy about losing Delta
Bootis”

“Wehaven't lost Deltayet.”

“Oh?" Tatianaswept her arm at the empty clearing. “ Then where sthe trading party?”’

“| asked for suggestions this morning, Trade Officer. Y ou didn’t have any, except to sit.”
“Inaction never solves anything,” she said impatiently.

“Not true. Inaction often solves problems, one way or the other. It’ s the standard trade precept of
waliting for the other sde to act. Not aways effective, not always an advantage, but standard.
Unfortunately for Zvezda , it got included in ship’s orders as a directive, too. So we have no choice.”

“There are always choices. If Oleg Andreivich were captain—" She stopped abruptly.

“Ah, yes” Yuri said sarcadtically. “ If Oleg Andreivich were captain. Alwaysthat. Would adifferent
captain get more useful advice? | didn’t know you matched your expertiseto fit your preferences.”

Tatiana sjaw dropped. She spluttered a moment, her mouth flapping impotently, then pushed hersdlf
away from Oleg and flounced into the ship. Y uri smiled grimly.

“| don't encourage her in that, Captain.” Oleg looked upset, and Y uri felt inclined to believe
him—partly.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said with ashrug.

Oleg hesitated, then grimaced and stepped past Y uri to follow Tatianainto the ship. Yuri stood inthe
bright sunshine, blinking wearily at the marshland that surrounded his ship. Why had Ba-rao-som broken
off trade? Again, he reviewed the last few weeks contacts with the Sunstone chief but found nothing.

Perhaps he was |ooking at the wrong end of the equation, he thought. A change in pattern needed only
one changed fact—Iike a poacher ship up-peninsula. His eyes narrowed. Aside from adry
acknowledgment of Zvezda ’ s chdlenge upon landing and severd irritating minutes of Xin Tian patriotic
music, Sng Fa had ignored them. In time, he had tabled the problem, then had forgotten Sng Fa inthe
surprise of Barrap-som’ s actions.

Y uri looked northward and wondered what the Chinese might have brewed. Ba-rao-som had mentioned
the north.

He turned and reentered the ship, walking quickly through the wide access bay to the control-deck
ladder.

“Khinal” hecdled.
“YS?’



“Come down here. | have something for usto do.”

Khina s ddlicate face, framed by acomplex intertwining of heavy braids, appeared in the access hatch
above his head. She grinned down at him. “ Something to do? Redlly?’

“Oh, shut up,” he muttered. Khina laughed and scrambled onto the ladder, then legped off the rungstwo
meters above the floor. She landed with an impact that sent aringing shudder through the hold; Y uri
hastily stuck out a hand to steady her. “Y ou can break an ankle that way,” he chided. “ Seventy-Standard
ishardly bouncing-leve gravity.”

“Yes, Captain.” Her black Kazakh eyes were merry and quite unabashed.

“*Yes, Captain,”” hemimicked. “1 need your help with the satdllite relay. | want some drone pictures.”
According to the tech report, the Delta satdllite had afew observation drones | eft over from theinitia
survey, enough to send one over Sng Fa’'s landing Site.

“Of the coraadl?” Khina asked, eyes widening. “Won't that just make things worse?’
“Not of the coraal. Of Sng Fa .”

“Hmmm.” He saw the thought catch hold in Khina s expression. *Y ou think the Chinese have meddied
somehow?’

“Maybe. In any event, it' stime we looked them over. | don’t like being ignored.”

He crossed the hold to the open airlock and descended the exterior stairway, Khina bouncing down the
steps behind him. The satdllite relay stood fifty meters from the ship, a permanent structure of the base.
Itsfour pylons were sunk deep into the mud to form a stable platform for the web of meta guides that
supported and maneuvered the small focus dish. A control station sat within itslockable bunker nearby.

Y uri activated the bunker’ s palm-lock, then had Khinaread off position numbers from the other operator
sation as he programmed the fly-by. Then they closed up the bunker.

“The drone may not get anything useful,” Khinacommented.
“True But dill. . "

His eye caught amovement aong the coraa path, and he turned toward it with sudden hope, then stood
shocked in astonishment. The figure who staggered into view was not the aiens he expected, but a
human woman dressed in the blue quilted pgjamas affected by the Xin Tian Chinese. He heard Khina
draw in asharp breath of surprise. They both stared.

The woman stopped as she saw them, weaving dightly on uncertain legs. Her short dark hair was cut
sraight at the jaw-line, framing athin face marred by along scar on one cheek. Caucasian, Y uri redlized,
again surprised. He had not heard that Xin Tian allowed non-Asatics to serve on their survey ships.
Unless. . . Hisspine chilled as he thought of another possibility.

The woman grimaced strangely and seemed to shrink within hersdlf, then wiped a soggy deeve across
her face, smearing the traces of swamp mud. Slowly she reached into her breast pocket and held up an
emblem. The afternoon sun winked on the metd dar.

“|—am Starfarer,” she said in ahoarse voice. | seek—sanctuary.” She swayed, then sank to one knee,
her dark head bowed forward. “Help. . .”

Y uri stared as the woman dowly collgpsed onto the damp ground, a dim hand stretched out toward him.



|on

“PLEASE..”
Had he heard that anguished word with his ears?

Impulsively, Y uri ran forward and knelt beside the stranger. He turned her over gently, then stared down
at her face. Hefdt another apprehensive chill run down his spine: he wanted nothing to do with telepaths.
Thelong-standing proscription fitted too well hiswariness of amutant who knew every secret, every
weakness, and there were tales of worse things—wills subverted, personalities warped, puppets moving
to amentdist’ sfingered strings. Xin Tian denied the tales, boasting of their safeguards, but the Soviet
Hegemony kept to awiser role. Let the Chinese take therisks.

“Please. . .” The need behind theword. . .

He touched the scarring on her cheek, wondering. Her narrow face was deathly pale—surprisingly
young, heredized, and vulnerablein its exhaustion. Had she walked twenty kilometersfrom Sng Fa ?
Obvioudy she must have. He gently traced the well-hedled scar with afinger, again wondering how and
where, then looked up as Khina knelt beside them.

“The Chinese ship?’ she asked.
“Apparently. Help me get her ingde.”

Khinalooked shocked. “A Starfarer?'Y ou must be joking. We can't have one of those on Zvezda .”
Shedrew back fearfully. “Why isn’t she with her ship? She must have done something to them,
something awful.”

“Y ou don’t know that.”
“But she' s—"
“Khinal”

“Yes, dr.” Reuctantly Khina helped lift the unconscious stranger and carry her into the ship. By thetime
Y uri had ingtaled the telepath in aspare cabin, dl the crew had clustered in the corridor outside. A few
brief words by Khina aerted them, and their expressions made their mutua thought quite clear.

“Damn,” he muttered, wondering if he had lost al sense. He beckoned Galinainto the room and
dismissed the others with anod. They left reluctantly, though he knew he would hear their opinions later.

Stupid, stupid, he berated himself. Already he regretted hisimpulse and rued the new disaster he had
brought down on Zvezda . Belatedly, he remembered the penalty for contact with atelepath. First |
somehow wreck our Deltatrade, and now I’ ve racked up afiring squad for usal. He looked
distractedly at the unconscious woman on the bed. What had he done?

And what do | do now?

Gdinalifted her eyesto his, cam asdways. As ship services officer, Galinaprovided Zvezda ’'screw its
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medical care. It was arole well suited to her skills and person.
“Youdon't mind?’ he asked, nodding at the Starfarer on the bed.
“No, though | do wonder at your decision.”

So do |, he thought. He looked down at the woman again. | could carry her back out again, dump her in
the swvamp, somehow pretend it never happened. . . And what then, Y uri? Who helps you forget?

Hetook a deep breath. “ Get your medical kit, please, to give her the care she needs.”

“Yes, gr.” Yuri stood by the woman’ s bed, looking down at her, until Gainareturned aminute later. As
Gdina prepared a hypodermic, the woman’s eyes fluttered open in darm.

“No. .. drugs,” shewhispered. “Can't. . .” She seemed to grope for the word. “Tolerate. Please.”

Y uri touched Galina sarm, and she dipped the hypo back into her kit. The woman' s eyes fluttered shut
again and she sighed, relaxing bonelesdy into the soft mattress of the bunk. Y uri bent over her.

“Who are you?’ he asked. Her eyes opened again, and he looked into the deep blue, amost black, of
her eyes. His head swam dightly at their hypnotic pull; he started backward, larmed. He had heard
tales. ..

The woman grimaced. “Everyone. . . hearstaes,” she whispered. “No harm. . . no harmtoyou. . .
promise.” Again, she struggled for the words. Her eyes closed again wearily. “Seep. . "

He reached for her arm and gripped it firmly. “1 need information first. Who are you? What happened to
SngFa?

She sighed deeply, her breath fluttering with weskness. “Lily People. . . attacked. All dead. . . follow.”
Her hand gtirred on the mattress, then fell back. “ Tribe out there. . . Warn. . .” Her breath escaped in
another sigh, and she sagged into unconsciousness. He shook her, but she did not respond. He looked at
Gdina

“Do what you can for her.”

“Yes gr.”

Y uri moved aside and stepped toward the door.

“Y urushka?’

“y e

Gdinalooked at him soberly. “Don’t doubt yoursdf. Asmad asit is, it'stheright choice.”
“Why do you think s0?" he asked, surprised.

“I thought as much. May | remind you that impulseisacommand prerogative?’” Galinasmiled knowingly
and busied hersdf by smoothing the covers on the bed. “ She has walked along way on adifficult
journey. That shows strength. She didn’t concedl her nature from us, though she could have, but
surrendered herself to our choosing of death or life. That shows honesty.” She studied the woman's
exhausted face, then straightened afinal comer of the blanket. “ Or perhapsthe last defiant challengeina
hard life. Have you ever wondered whet it' s like for them on Xin Tian?’



Y uri shook his head, bemused. He had thought Gainawould rarely surprise him.

“I have. My brother iswith our embassy there and brings stories home on hisleaves. They liveina
walled enclosure surrounded by robot laser-mounts; Xin Tian doesn’t chance aguard of human soldiers.
Wherever they go, two guards, never one, walk beside them, watching, arguing, berating. The Chinese
regulate the food they eat, the air they breathe, the children they bear. And everywhere they are watched,
even intheir warren. | wonder how they tolerate it—why they even leave Ikanosfor that.” She sighed.
“They work in the hospitals, too, you know; I’ ve often wondered what | might heal with such agift.”

She turned and smiled up a him. “ Y ou see, I'm biased. Envy isdways auseful rationde.”
“Asiscompasson, my gentle Galinka.”

Her smilewidened. “I will tend your Starfarer, Captain. That ismy gift; yoursis explaining to the others
why it'sagood idea.”

He hesitated, imagining the reception that awaited him in the conference room. “Uh, any suggestions?’

“The obvious, which has no doubt occurred to you. She knows what happened on Sng Fa , something
we must know, too. Start with that—it will hold Tatiana, at least until the Starfarer can be interrogated.
But have you considered what she might know about the Sunstone—or could find out? She can hear our
minds—what might she know of theirs? Xin Tianis il looking for asentient race in Hercules, picture
how they’ll use the Starfarers when they find one.”

“Hmmm.”

“Y ou have anew resource, Y uri Ivanovich,” Galinasaid earnestly, “one we' ve never had achanceto
use. Imagine what we could discover here, what knowledge we might have of an dien people. What do
the Sunstone know? How do they see us? Themsalves? What are their character, their loves, their
beliefs, their knowledge of their world?” She pointed at the woman on the bed. “And she can find out,
merely by willing it. We poke and prod at herbs and three-finger stones, tiptoeing around our
ship-clearing, waving our armsin pidgin a Ba-rao-som; she holds the key to dienswho might become
brothers.”

“The Ddteans?’ Y uri asked, astonished.

“Why not?” Galinasaid defiantly. “Because they’ re primitive? Because they don't look like us, talk like
us, think like us? Believe me, if anyone would understand that gap, it’ sthe Starfarers. And perhaps, just
perhaps, accepting the Delteans might make humanity more tolerant of its own.” She crossed her arms
and glared at him fiercdly. “ Just once, Y uri, try to think of something beyond your precious rocks.”

Y uri laughed uncomfortably. “I wasjust thinking of explaining dl that to the commissar.”

The corner of Galina's mouth quirked upward. “So why tdll him at al? Haven't you redized yet, Y uri,
how things are redly done?

Y uri studied her for along moment and abruptly settled his mind on a half-suspected possibility. It
Saddened him alittle.

“Enough to know whed s within whedls, Gaina Who assigned you to watch Zvezda ? Kirova? | had
assumed that Tatiana. . .”

Gadinalooked away. “No, not that one; she' stoo focused on succeeding her aunt as commissar. And
you know I’'m not supposed to tell you that. But | happen to agree with Commissar Kirova s policies.”



“ About what? Delteans as brothers, or Starfarers as a persona tool ?”

Gdinasaid nothing, her expression placid.

“They can have many uses,” Y uri added softly, “and some are as obvious as others.”

“If the Starfarer cooperates,” she countered.

“Oh, she'll cooperate. Look at Xin Tian. All you do isendave them and they’ |l spy on anybody.”
She smiled then. “ Are you so sure? And are you as certain of what Kirovaredly wants?’

“What do you want, Galina?’

“Y our regard, your friendship. | would hope that’ s assumed. And away to take the Starfarer hometo
Novy Strana.”

“I"ll congider it.” He turned toward the door.

1] Tm]k yw.”

The othersof Zvezda ' s crew awaited him in the conference room. The facesthat greeted him were
impassive and noncommittal. Command decision, he thought, and hoped the decision ended up theright
one. Right— but for whom?

He briefed them on Rinn’ swarning, but the unspoken question il hovered intheair.

“I reviewed the statute,” Tatianasaid, launching the common attack. “Y ou know the pendty.”
“It'sanold law,” he countered. “ Ship survival can have precedence, even over statute.”
“And how does her presence aboard relate to survival?’

“ She has knowledge we need. Knowledge is surviva, especiadly when we haven't much time. Our ship
schedule requires usto leave in two days, we might delay an extraforty-eight hours and take arisk on
theicedrill. We could skip Seguinus and gain three weeks—I’ 1l leave the explanations of that to you,
Tatiana. But, maybe, after poking around in the swamp-grass that long, we could figure out things. And
then we have to decide what to do.”

He shrugged. “Zvezdais not in danger, not from a primitive tribe with spears—though, | point out, Sng
Fa no doubt thought the same. Our practical danger, comrades, isthe consequence of failure, asI’'m
sure you appreciate. Persondly, | might consider quick execution abetter fate than Sirov’ s labor
camps—the result isthe same, only longer.”

Tatianaflipped her head. “1 hardly think we rein that kind of trouble.”

“Oh?’ He stared her down. “Where are the Sunstone, Tatiana?’ he threw at her. “Why did they break
off trade? What do they plan?How do we change their minds? Give me some answers, Trade Officer.”

“Yes, | haveanswers” Tatianahissed. “ She did it. Whatever her purpose in coming here, she managed
to wreck our trade with the Delteans. Two years of careful work—phittt!” She waved her hand
imperioudy. “You alowed her aboard, and ook at the result!”

“Barao-som broke off trade hours ago; she' s been aboard thirty minutes. At least have sometime-logic



inyour arguments.”

“Very clever, Captain. Y ou know what | mean. Who are these Lily People? What did Sing Fa do to
offend them? WEe re obvioudy paying the price of their ineptitude, thanksto your Starfarer.”

“She'snot ‘my’ Starfarer, Trade Officer.” He paused, struggling to keep histemper. “As| said before,
what isyour dternative?’

“Give her back to them! Let her pay for her own fault, whatever it was, for the sake of our trade. She's
not one of us. What do we oweto her?’

The others murmured, whether in assent or protest, Y uri could not tell. He surveyed their faces,
hesitating. “I1t ismy command prerogative,” he said dowly, “to make thisdecision. | will account for it,
however it fals, but I’'m willing to listen to your arguments, sncewe |l al bear the consequences. Tatiana
has expressed hers. Who else? Viktor Fedorovich?’

The psychologist |ooked pengve as he tugged on hislong chin. He said nothing for amoment. “| see
another consideration, one of particular concern to my expertise. The law prohibitsal contact with
telepaths for the obviousreasons. That ruleis gtrictly enforced on Novy Strana and our ships. On the
other hand—though some experts may argue—the Central Soviets haven't yet declared the telepaths
unhuman. To gect her istantamount to murder, if her tale of ahogtiletribe istrue. Where isthe balance,
Captain? To protect the ship against her telepathy, or to abandon another human who has asked
sanctuary? That conflict has entered the ship—either choice will have its consequences.”

“The good of the ship—" Tatiana began.
Viktor looked up at her, his expression stern. “Is not served by murder,” he said. “ On the other hand—"
“Inshort,” Yuri interrupted impatiently, “Y ou haven't any red opinion.”

Viktor shrugged. “Badly, no. | see problems whatever we do, and we have two more trade-points to
complete, time enough for the conflicts to threaten the balance of our ship.”

“Ham?’

“I think shewarned us,” Ham said dowly, “even if she brought the troublein thefirst place—if shedid. |
don't like turning over another human to savages. Besides, if we refuse treaty sanctuary once, Xin Tian
may retaiate when we have the need. Who will save usthen? What knowledge might be lost with us? I
anyonein this crew gppreciates how fragile Zvezda can be, it’s an engineer. | know the systems, the
warp-drive, the machinery that kegps us aivein thevoid; | know the razor-edge we skate. If we must set
aprecedent, I’ d rather accept the telepath.”

“Oleg Andreivich?’
Oleg glanced at Tatiana, then grimaced. “1 agree with Tatiana Nikolaevna.”

“Naturdly,” Yuri said sarcadtically. Oleg glared at him, and Y uri promptly regretted the remark. He
turned toward Khina. Her small face was troubled.

“Khing?

Khina pushed back her fine dark hair, then shrugged. “1 think only that | might bein her place. We
Kazakhs understand exclusion and’—her glance darted angrily toward Tatiana—"the blame for
unwelcome events we haven't caused.”



“Thoseriotsare history,” Tatianasaid dismissvely.

“Not to us. It didn’t help our dead to have apologies | ater, after the mobs destroyed our warrens out of
fear of aplague we never sarted, merdly caught first. Nor the testimonias and reforms that followed,
however Ham and | have benefited from the officia regret. | say we should accept her. | don't
understand her gift, and | don’t like having atelepath aboard, but | don’t see any dternative. If we have
any chance of salvaging Ddlta, it liesthrough her.”

“If we can salvage Delta—" Viktor began.

“And argue a conflict in the statutes—" Ham added.

“Maybe we can scrape by, somehow,” Y uri finished. Ham chuckled.
“Youfoold” Tatiana hissed.

“Y ou’re outvoted, Trade Officer. Thank you, comrades. For the record, your opinion isevenly divided
and my decisonwill sand.” Helet aslencefal, then stood up. “To your Sations, Zvezda .

The Starfarer continued to deep. Mindful of her warning, Y uri posted Khinaas aguard outside the ship,
but nothing stirred, neither friendly nor hostile. He could see the apprehension of the crew, and it troubled
him. Viktor could worry about hisincipient Space-madness; Y uri worried only about the ship. Why was
the Starfarer here? What had happened to Sng Fa ? He prowled the control room restlessy, anxious for
the photo report from the drone. Information—he thirsted for it like a sun-parched man in adesert.

“Satdllite report coming in, Captain,” Ham said at last.

Twenty kilometers away, the drone swept low over the Chinese ship, its cameras patiently transmitting
imagesto its mother satellite overhead. The satdllite caught the video signals, converted them to binary
sgnasfor pixe packing, and retransmitted to the relay station at the base.

“What doesit see?’ Y uri asked as he leaned over Ham' s shoulder. In the engineer’ ssmal andlysis
screen, the computer began reassembling the pixel lines, one by one, from the satdllite’ stransmission.

“Freezethat,” he ordered, conscious of others crowding behind him. “Post it to the main screen so we
canal look.”

He straightened and turned toward the forward screen. Within the wide frame of the monitor, dmost
life-size, aship’ s door stood open, the black scorching of laser-fire apparent on its metal frame. Inthe
shadowy interior of the lock, he glimpsed the broken debris and twisted meta of awrecked ship.

“Lasers?’ Oleg asked. Heturned toward Tatianain surprise. “I thought Delta had a nontechnic culture.”

“It does.” Tatianalooked just as puzzled. “ At least we thought s0. The First Contact report mentioned
only primitive spears and dings. WE ve never seen the Sunstone carrying anything more than that. What
did Sng Fa blunder into?’

“That' sthe question,” Y uri said grimly, “and maybe our answer for the break in trade. The Starfarer said,
‘tribefollows.”” Hewaved hishand at the screen. “Whoever did that must be coming south—toward the
Sunstone corad.”

“Andus” Viktor said softly.



“Yes. And us”

The computer displayed another photo, showing more of the ravaged ship. Benegath the broad shape of
one engine, ahatch dangled open, the ground beneath scuffed and marked with footprints. A line of
tracks led away toward a nearby reed-bed, then disappeared into the marsh.

“Can you get any more resolution on those tracks, Ham?’
“That’ sthe best at that angle. The drone was already past the base of its curve.”
“Wadl,” Tatianasaid, “we know how she got out. What if the aliens want her back?’

Y uri scowled at Tatiana s unspoken suggestion. “As| decided earlier, I’ m not throwing her back likea
boneto adog. She' s human, Starfarer or not.”

“Maybethey won't kill her,” Oleg suggested.

“They killed everybody dse. She said s0.”

“You veonly her word for that,” Tatiana argued.

“I believe her. Why would shelie?’

Tatiana shrugged. “But why would the natives attack a ship?’
“I don’'t know. With her help, maybe we can find out.”
Tatiana scowled a him, unappeased.

“Inany event,” he continued, “we' Il keep proper security. Ham, set out the ward-beacons around the
clearing. Oleg, we' |l keep a double-watch on the screens. If the Delteans do attack, | want some
advance warning. Maybe we can defuse it.” He swept his glance across his crew. “Keep dert,
comrades. It could be along night.”

6

RINN LAY ON HER BACK IN THE COMFORTABLE BED, HER body relaxed into the yielding
mattress. Shefelt her body as asagging weight, pricked by occasiona pain in the muscles of her legs, her
shoulders, her left hand, like a darkness touched by isolated flashes of light. The fatigue liberated her
mind, depriving it of the normal sensations of body and movement; she floated, semiaware. The
blond-haired woman had returned to the others, darkening the room as sheleft. Rinn felt grateful for her
kindness, whatever its motives.

She lay unmoving, then stretched her mind outward, curious. She heard the dulled menta voices of the
ship’'s crew asthey prepared for the night’ swatch. The captain had taken her warning; shefelt relief at
that, though she knew the problems she had created for him. But what other choice? She was as bound
by her choiceto live as he was bound by hisingtinct to shield her. Uncommon, that, to choose so easily,
nonetheless. He was an uncommon man—she had sensed his strength, liked him inginctively. Sherarely
liked Normals. Odd, she thought.

Her mind drifted out of the ship toward the gathering tribes, skipping lightly from mind to mind until she
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found the one she sought. Isen-glov- amar had approached the Sunstone corad in al hisarrogance, his
warriors at hisback. The Sunstone chief had groveled before him, terrified for his people, eager to
consent. Sunstone would not deny the Lily—such stupidity was generationsin the past, and
Isen-glov-amar’ s ppearance had brought instant obedience.

Why? she wondered. In the dien’smind, she caught the shadows of terrible wars and the unspeskable
ferocity of aLily chief who accepted no limitsin his carnage. In that cataclysm had been born the Lily
ceremonies of cannibaism and sacrifice, the dark testimony of an oppression that had persisted for
generations. The Lily had taken an ancient technology, too, its reasons now forgotten, and kept it
afterward from al peninsulatribes. In time, the Lily influence had spread even beyond the interior
mountains, where other tribes dwelt and had learned cause to fear the Lily. And so the power survived
unchalenged.

Perhaps the Sunstone had hoped for an opportunity in anew power, bargained from gods who claimed a
home among the stars—a chance lost now. In histerror, hoping to placate the raging Isen-glov-amar, the
Sunstone chief had told him about Zvezda . The Lily chieftain’ sreaction had been swift.

In the center of the corad, the Sunstone chief stood bound to a high stake, his upper-limb joints dashed
to prevent any further insult in unwelcome news. His tribe groveled before | sen-glov-amar, heads bowed,
hands pressed to silence againgt their bodies. A child whimpered, quickly silenced. The seabreeze
swirled over the coraal walls, ruffling neck fur, teesing at the tender cartilage of leg-joints, cool inthe
spreading dusk of sunset.

Isen-glov-amar’ s eyes swept the villagers, daring any chalenge. [We arethe Lily Peopl€], he declared.
[Who will spesk for the Sunstone] ? He waited a moment, watching the villagers, as histhird brain
thrummed, exciting him to the rage-lust of strength-for-strength. [Who will speek]?

A Sungtonewarrior straightened and proudly stepped forward, hisfear confined to adight wesknessin
his stride, adight hesitation as he approached Isen-glov-amar. [1 will speak], he gestured. Bel os stepped
forward and held high the ceremoniad lance, ready for the strike.

The Sunstone warrior trembled, then gestured in sharp quick mations. [Kill me, Lord, and take my
srength].

Belos' s spear arched forward, thrusting deep into his heart, then wrenched downward, ripping open his
abdomen. The spear spun and crashed his skull with ablow of the spear-butt. Asthewarrior crumpled
forward, alow moan arose from the watching Sunstone.

Isen-glov-amar paced in front of them amoment, then halted, hislegs splayed wide. [Who will speak for
the Sunstone] ? he gestured curtly, and another warrior stepped forward and died. And another, to lie
crumpled on the well-tramped soil of the corad, their blood mingling with that of their dying chief’s.

[Who will speek]? 1sen-glov-amar again demanded, histhird brain incited by the smell of blood and the
sght of thewarriors glistening brains.

He sensed a dtir from the Lily warriors behind him. Even for defiant insurrection, now distant in memory,
the penalty required only three victims; | sen-glov-amar remembered that now. Hiswarriorslooked at
each other, and Isen-glov-amar saw their doubt. It infuriated him.

[I am the son of the Lily chief], heraged. [And | ask who will spesk]?
An elder stepped forth, his neck fur bleached with age, hiswak painful with the joint-disease. He walked



toward the Lily warriors and stood in front of Isen-glov-amar, his head raised proudly. [| am
Barao-som, trade chief, and | will speak].

[You are not awarrior].

[You have three warriors], Barrao-som said camly. [ Take our strength, Lord of the Lily, and be
satisfied)].

[Belos, take him], Isen-glov-amar gestured angrily.

[Lord, it isnot custom], Belos objected. Isen-glov-amar whirled toward him and raised his fire-weapon
inthrest.

[Obey me, Belos], he warned.

[And do you murder me, too]? Belos asked coolly. [And the next who takes up thislance? And the
next? Until you have al our own warriorsto feed your strength, son of the chief]?

Isen-glov-amar’ s hand tightened on the rifle-guard, his vison misted with ahaze of blood lust pounding
from histhird brain. Kill, kill , it thrummed at him. Belos straightened from his prey-stalk and stood
before him, head high, cold anger in his gaze—and an unmasked contempt. Behind them, the ranked Lily
warriors shuffled in agitation, their eyes wide with darm—and a dangerous excitement.

[Take me, Lord], Belos gestured defiantly, [and feed on your own people]. The obscenity lay onthear
for a heartbeat.

Isen-glov-amar trembled with his need, then dowly lowered hisweapon. Beloswould diefor this
humiliation, he promised himself, but—not yet. Not in front of the Sunstone, with hiswarriors near
hysteria. But he would die. The intention soothed histhird brain’slust but prompted another idea of
different violence. 1sen-glov-amar drew himsalf up proudly and turned toward Ba-rao-som.

['Y ou have spoken with Star-Devils. Y ou will help metake their strength].

[Lord]! Barao-som protested.

[Obey me]!

Barao-som’s head sagged. [ will obey].

[My Lily, feed of their strength], 1sen-glov-amar ordered.

One by onethe Lily warriors strode forward to est of Sunstone brains then sank into a prey-stalk facing
thetribe, aline of darkness againgt the corad timbers. [We are the Lily], I sen-glov-amar threatened, and
blasted the ssump-bound Sunstone chief to a stinking ruin. The Sunstone wailed aloud and crumpled,
hiding their eyes behind their hands. Isen-glov-amar roughly pulled a Sunstone warrior to hisfeet and
forced afragment of dead brain between hisjaws.

[Eat of the strength], he commanded, then moved toward others. Two retched, only to be clubbed to the
ground by the butt of arifle and kicked aside. Others cooperated more readily, their eyeswide with
terror.

Ashefed hisnew warriors, the air reeked with the scents of the Sunstone shaman. [Go forward in
strength], the shaman pranced, shaking his herb bag and rattles. [ Cleanse the world of thisevil. O Lily,
guide ug]!



[1 will], Isen-glov-amar told him. Then, asthe last of the sunlight disappeared into the distant sea,
Isen-glov-amar led hiswarriors toward the Devil-house.

Rinn swept her perception back to the ship, then reached upward toward the minds aboard it, touching
each to gather names and reasons. The medico sat at her sation, calm and resigned. Near her, a
woman'’ s agitation and discontent—T atiana Nikolaevna; beside her, smug disbelief and a caculation of
chancesin her lover. She swept over thetwo Asiansin the crew, afearful Khina, a phlegmatic engineer,
and avoided the subtlety of the psychologist who watched dl too earnestly, then reached the clear
determination of the captain. She lingered there, sensing the shape of his mind but not penetrating, and
found comfort iniit.

Odd, she thought again.

She wasintrigued by the captain—perhapstoo intrigued. The Gifted are pariah went theenclave
maxim; she clung to that belief amoment, protecting hersalf against her own weaknesses, then set it aside
to reach out again to the strange, new ship.

Zvezda . The shape of the word lay in every mind as the comfort of homeport, the

place-to-be-defended. Other words lay beyond; she gathered them to her, taking in their languagein
gestdt legps through the Gift, as she had adopted the Han language four years before. Words, images,
syntax, inflection—she became a sponge for the words that poured down upon her. If the ship survived
the alien attack, she would haveto live among these people— at least until they returned her to Xin Tian
and whatever waited there for a Starfarer with amurdered crew. She must know Zvezda ’ s reasons, and
for that she must have their words.

In the distance, she sensed the darkening shadow of the Lily’ s gpproach. Aslsen-glov-amar moved
closer to the ship, he paused to send out scouts. Four Lily warriors crept ahead, testing the marsh wind
for any scent, wary of the counterattack. Rinn heard the kill-lust in their mind and shuddered.

Not again!

Shetried to stir her apathetic muscles but fell back, panting from her weakness. Her body was long
abused by the fears and exertion of her escape from Sing Fa ; it demanded tending. Shetried again, only
to collapse weakly upon the mattress, unable to override those demands. So tired. . . her eydidsfluttered
and closed.

No!

She relaxed and opened herself to the essence of the ship, binding hersdlf to it. She felt the smooth curve
of metd and the till air in the contained spaces, the steady ticking of machinery, the beating heart of the
nuclear engines beneath her. She tasted the emotions that lived aboard the ship, touched the purpose of
itscrew, drew in again their words. Zvezda . . . the Star. She thought of her own emblem and bound its
sgnificanceto the ship that shielded her.

She paused and wondered if it were better to be cautious, to keep to her own spaces, until Zvezda
returned her hometo Xin Tian. Better to choose isolation, nonbinding—it was the safer course. Zvezda
'screw had never known a Starfarer; Novy Strana banned dl telepaths from its citiesand its ships. To
bind to people who distrusted, who could not be turned. . .

| am a Starfarer, shethought fiercdly. If that means anything, | can't fail again. She focused her will on
that thought and reached toward the Gift-coil degp in her mind. Help me , she demanded. Help me
movel



Shelifted her head and rolled painfully onto her side, then dipped her legs off the edge of the bunk.
Gravity aided her movement as her feet swung toward the floor. She pushed with her arms and sat up,
balanced precarioudy on the edge of the bed. Her head swam unpleasantly at the changein elevation,
and she shook it vigoroudy. Move!

She pushed hersdlf forward with her arms and wavered to her feet, one hand clutching the mattressfor
balance. She did onefoot forward in a shuffle, then the other, and walked dowly toward the door,
holding onto the bunk railing, then the dresser and wall. At the door, she stopped and leaned againgt its
smooth surface amoment then lifted her heavy arm to the key-lock. The door sighed openinits
automatic track, revesling the corridor beyond.

She heard avoice above her, accompaniment to ameélange of thoughts from the crew. She walked
toward the ladder at the end of the corridor, seeking away upward. It wasthe right ladder: she could see
alighted space above that led to the control room, and the voices sounded clearly.

“Anything girring, Ham?’
“Nothing, sr.”

Rinn set her hand on the ladder-rung and began climbing upward, pausing at each step to pace her

strength. As her head appeared in the well of the floor above, she saw severa crewmen at their Sations,
their backs toward her. Khinaand the engineer—Ham?—sat to the right near the engine panels;, another
woman and a blond man lounged nearby, their expressions openly bored. She matched the severa faces
to her earlier mentd impressions, naming them. TatianaNikolaevnaKirova, Oleg Andreivich Konsgtantin.
Thesyllablesrolled in her mind, joining the other wordsthat still poured into her gestalt from their minds.

An older man—Viktor Fedorovich Roblev, she named him—sat in achair to the left, watching the
captain as he sat in midroom behind another control pand, GalinaKirillovna standing behind him, their
attention focused on the readouts on the screen before them.

Rinn reached up for therailing above her head and pulled herself upward to step off the ladder. Roblev’s
quick eyesimmediately caught the movement and focused on her.

“Wdl, well,” hesad. “Wemeet you at last.”

The captain swiveled in hischair and looked a her in surprise. Rinn waked toward an empty chair
nearby and sank into it gratefully. She spent amoment catching her bresth, conscious of the eyes upon
her. Then shelifted her head.

“Comrades, you should be warned. The Lily warriors want—to attack this ship tonight.” She stopped,
trying to concentrate on the language that <till frustrated her. “ They have talked to the Sunstone—threaten
if not help.”

“Lily warriors?’ the captain asked, confused.

“Tribe up-peninsula—killed al of Sng Fa . Want to kill you, too. Please—must listen.” She pleaded
with him, watching hisface. “Please. . .” Then her shoulders sagged, and her eyes unaccountably filled
with tears. | am aone, she thought, and ached for the familiar touch of another mind, one like her own.
“Sotired,” she mumbled, and sensed Galina s answering pang of concern. “Forgive.”

“How do you know these things?’ Oleg demanded.

She shook her head, pushing away his hodtility. “They approach from the north. Isen-glov-amar, the
Lily—chief, has sent four scouts toward the ship.” She reached out with her mind automatically to gather



in the words, growing more practiced as she spoke. “Oneisin that direction.” She pointed past Ham.
“The others are there, there, and there.”

Her hand swung in an arc, jabbing toward each of the scouts staking the ship. Then she pointed past
Khina' s station and closed her eyes amoment, listening.

“The main body of warriorsisthere, behind the third scout in the center. | count—um, fifty Sunstone,
plustheten Lily warriorswho pursued me from the north. They are armed with laser-riflesand alarger
weapon— of somekind. Their chief will attack two hours after sunst, circling from the south.”

Shelet her hand fdl limply into her lap. “Hewantsto murder you dl, just like Sng Fa . ThentheLily
warriorswill eat your brains and take your strength and clean the world of your evil. They will dance
around your bodies, dicing them apart with ceremonia spears, and then eat your bodies, too. And every
tribe on the peninsulawill hear of it, and know that the same fate awaits any other Star-Devil who dares
toland here”

They stared at her, saying nothing.

Tatianascowled. “ An interesting hypothess, Starfarer.” Rinn heard the speculation in Tatiana smind as
she questioned the Starfarer’ s motives and looked for possible advantage. Gifted inintrigue, Tatiana
awaysrgected the obvious. Rinn sared a Tatiana, challenging her.

“Not hypothesis—only fact,” she said. “I listened to I sen-glov-amar as he murdered my crewmates and
as he followed me through the marsh. | know hismind and know hisinfluence here. And | know he
wants to attack this ship.” She looked at the captain and spread her handsin entreaty. “My own crew is
dead—I couldn’t save them. Don’'t add your ship to my—failures.”

They heard afaint chime at Ham' s board. The dour man studied the display. “An dien two points | eft of
north—your third spy, Starfarer. Approaching dowly. Ah, hejust struck one of the wards.” Other
telltaeslit on the boards, Sgnding theaarm.

“Do you detect others?’ the captain asked, hiseyeson Rinn.
“A second scout to theright, exactly where she placed him. She knows, Captain.”

“I don't doubt that. A fascinating ability, Starfarer, this Gift of yours.” Rinn nodded her acknowledgment
of the compliment. “Why did the Lily tribe attack Sng Fa 7’

“TheLily won't tolerate intruders—we landed in their territory. But they think everywhere isthar
territory, too. | doubt if your Sunstone ever told them about you.”

“Wadll, they know now.”
[1] Yaﬂ
“Thanksto you,” Oleg growled.

Rinn looked a him coally. “My fault, Second Officer, to prefer life over your trade fortunes. At least you
are warned—the Lily would have heard of you in time and tried to kill your trade-ship asthey killed
ours”

“A point,” Oleg conceded, shrugging. “A definite point. But even so, Sng Fa paid the price of its
poaching.”



Rinn scowled and felt astab of anger. Shelifted her chin proudly. “My crewmate, Me-lan, would call
that an imperidistic comment. But, of course, the Soviet system isever imperidig. It carvestrade routes
everywhere to build more of—the Rodina that others cross at their peril. And God himself, or whatever
you subgtitute as God—L enin, isn't it>—punishes any intruders.” She amiled thinly. “My crew died
because the Lily warriorskilled them. Let’ s avoid the metaphysicd.”

Oleg scowled in return, but whatever rgoinder he intended was smoothly interrupted by Roblev. The
psychologist flicked invisble dust from histunic as he drawled, “ Politics are dwaysinteresting, but
another time, Oleg. Tdl me, Starfarer—um, you do have another name?’

Rinn clenched her handsin her 1ap, trying to not react to her suspicions of this man. He reminded her
unpleasantly of Tolan. “McCrea Rinn McCrea”

“Wall, then, Rinn McCrea, tell me why we should trust you? Y ou know that Novy Strana bansyour kind
from dl contact with our citizens—we arein violation of that code right now, merely in your presence on
thisship.” A rash of emotions breathed over the crew, tantalizing at the edge of Rinn’s perception. She
blocked them out to focus on the psychologist.

“Those who resist change often make such rules,” she said. “I’m not athreat to your ship.”
“Soyou say,” Viktor muttered. They eyed each other warily.
“A party of natives now gpproaching from the north, Captain,” Ham said in the sllence that followed.

“They are the Sunstone trade chief and two aides,” Rinn said. “1sen-glov-amar has ordered them to bring
you out of the ship. Then hiswar party will attack from the south. The trade chief knowsthat he and his
adeswill aso die asthey stand with you, but accepts punishment for making friendship with Star-Devils.
Heis accursed now—but hurts more for the lives of hisaides, whom he loves.”

“I see” the captain said noncommittally. “Y ou are certain of this?’
“yes”

“Then, thank you, Starfarer. Il take your report into account.”

“But, Captain!” Tatiana protested. “Y ou're not going to listen to—to—"

Selenkov swung toward her. “To what? As| told you before, when it comesto the safety of the ship, I'll
listen to any source. Oleg Andreivich, you and | will meet Ba-rao-som in body armor with |laser-rifles. All
otherswill remain ingde the ship. And don't say, Tatiana, that weapons violate our trade

protocol—we' re beyond trade protocol right now. Isthat understood?’

“You'll destroy our Deltean trade!”

“If Rinniscorrect, that tradeisaready gone,” the captain said firmly. “Y our orders, Zvezda . Let's
move.”

His eyes swept back to Rinn and lingered there. “1 want you at the airlock too. Can you manage that?’

Rinn nodded. The captain stood and strode by her chair, headed for the ladder, Oleg following
reluctantly. Rinn endured the second officer’ s suspicious glance, then locked eyeswith asmmering
Tatiana. Uncaring of the psychologist’ stoo-clever eyes, she smiled grimly.

| will servethis ship, Tatiana Nikolaevna, she thought. She sagged dightly as anew wave of fatigue swept



over her. In the distance the gathering dark cloud of the Lily crept nearer to Zvezda , intending assaullt,
murder, rage, the end of threat, the triumph of victory. A littlelonger, shetold hersdlf. Hold on just alittle
longer. Her vison blurred asthe Gift again wavered, clicking relentlessly through its automatic patterns,
bringing too much, too little. She steadied hersdlf by digging her nailsinto her pam, welcoming the dight
pain for its strength.

Hold on.

I

| N THE ACCESSBAY, YURI UNPACKED THE LIGHTWEIGHT armor from storage. Lessthan a
spacesuit but more than protective cloth, the armor could deflect most radiation, including, he
remembered grimly, laser-fire. Its breathing gear would aso protect them from atmospheric
contaminants, should the natives have more lethd versions of the smoke-charm used to cursethem. The
armor fit their bodieslike a shesth, glimmering in the muted telltales of the storage hold.

“Areyou surethisisnecessary?’ Oleg asked, gtill resgtant. “ All we haveis her—”

“Word, | know. But it'sauseful precaution.” Y uri wondered tiredly if his second officer had any capacity
|eft for independent thought. He snapped on hishemet. “1’ d rather be overly dive than stupidly deed.”

Oleg shrugged. “Wdl, sowould 1.”
“Then comedong.”

Y uri lifted alaser-rifle from the weapons rack, then handed a second to Oleg. The telepath joined them
and propped herself againgt thewall by the lock, her blue-black eyes vacant and unfocused. Asthey
approached the door, she jerked dightly and looked at them.

Y uri leaned past her and pulled a cordless microphone from the lock control. “Y ou can speak to uswith
this. Clipit on.” He glanced upward inside his helmet to check the frequency, then reached to adjust the
panel com-control. Then helooked down into her strange eyes.

“I’m going to take arisk, Starfarer—for the sake of my ship. I’m going to trust you, and that only
because | can't see any advantagefor you if you'velied.”

“| understand.”

Y uri keyed open the lock and stepped inside, Oleg following. Theinner door cycled shut, momentarily
entombing them. Y uri keyed open the outer door, then stepped outside on the stair. The ship lights
illuminated awide circle around the ship, reaching dmost to the reeds & the edge of the clearing. Y uri
studied the shadowed entrance to the coraal trail, then swept his eyesto either side. He motioned to Oleg
to take position halfway around the ship.

“She said they’ d attack from the south. Go see what you can seg, if anything.”
“Right.”

The two men cautioudy padded down the gair, then walked in opposite directions around the looming
bulk of the ship. Y uri paused by one of the massive engine-pods to peer into the darkness beyond. He
touched his collar-control and polarized hisfaceplate to infrared sight. Through the exterior mike of his
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helmet, he could hear the innocuous cdlls of the night animas and the shutting of the reeds, but he saw
nothing in the strange reddish gloom.

“They seeyou, Captain.” Rinn’slight voice spoke next to hisear. “They haven't noticed the body armor,
but they wonder about the weagpons. The scout is thinking about them.” Y uri stood Htill, hiseyes il
scanning the reeds. He felt a prickle dong his spine from the unseen eyes—imagination? truth?— but
pretended unawareness as he turned dowly.

“What has he decided?’ Oleg asked, his voice tinged with apprehens on. Perhaps the eerie shadows of
the clearing had sobered the second officer— histone was oddly respectful.

“He thinks maybe therifles are avariation, perhaps wards against night-demons, that perhapsyou are a
more suspicious breed of Star-Devil than those aboard Sng Fa .” She paused, and Y uri again listened to
the faint noises of the marsh. He wished this planet had a moon to throw some light into the shadowy
reeds. Then Rinn spoke again. “He sees no reason for achange of plan—you are not derted.”

A low whigtle shuddered over the marsh, acry of anight animal—or asignd. A moment later Rinn's
voice again sounded in hisear. “The trade chief is approaching the clearing, Captain.”

“Thank you. Meet me a the lock-gtair, Oleg.”
“Yes ar.”

Y uri retreated toward the ship-lock and faced the coradl trail, Oleg by hisside. Both men held their
laser-riflesloosdly in their hands, without overt display, asthey waited. Within aminute, Ba-rao-som
emerged into the clearing, three other diens closely behind him. They waked dowly forward toward the
two men, then stopped several meters away.

[Greetings], Barrao-som signaed.
Y uri shifted hisrifleto the crook of hisarm, and raised his handsto reply. [Greetings. It islate].

[Yes]. Barao-som gestured assent, then paused. Y uri watched himin the brilliant glow of Zvezda 's
lights, looking for any trace of hesitation. The alien looked back impassively, impossibleto read.

[ Trade-friend], Ba-rao-som began, then stopped again. [Trade-friend]. . .
[Yes]? Yuri prompted. [How may we help you, chief]?

Barao-som closed his severd eyes and seemed to shrink within himsdlf. Hisaides stirred nervoudly. [Itis
late], the chief repeated lamdly. [1]. . .

The ship mike crackled in hisear. “ The attack party ismoving up now, Captain,” Rinnsaid. “The
advance scouts are about a hundred meters from the clearing edge.”

“Your opinion, Starfarer,” Y uri said quietly, watching Ba-rao-som'’ s blank face. “What if | took
Ba-rao-som into the ship to protect him?’

Oleg'shdmet siwvung toward him. “Into the ship?’ he asked unbdlievingly.

“Unknown,” Rinn said. “He ssuicidal now—and he' s been persuaded that you're evil. | advise against
it.”

“| hateto lose our trade contact here.”



“Y ou may have dready logt him, evenif he survivesthe atack. Y ou brought down the Lily People on his
tribe once again; the young people will pay the pricein new sacrifices—he grieves for them and blames
you.”

[Trade-friend]. . . Barrao-som said again, obliviousto their spoken conversation, and again fell silent.

“Ishedadling?’ Yuri asked Rinn. If accurate, she wasinvauable help in understanding the risks—no
mere guesses or human extrapolation, but reliable knowledge. No wonder Xin Tian had set asideits
racism and its own distaste for Ikanos. What we could do here—and elsewhere, if wefind other diens. .
. Gdinaisright. “Ishestdling?’ he repeated urgently.

“No. . . heonly regretsthe betraya, despite your fault.”
“Hmmm. Can any of the others see my gestures?’
She paused. “Not yet. Thelight blinds them.”

Y uri made up hismind quickly. [Chief, you must leave the clearing], he said. [We know of the danger
and are prepared. Save your own life].

Barao-som’s head jerked upward, his eyeswide.

[We have had adisagreement], Y uri continued quickly. [I will drive you off with my wegpon, and you
will fleeto your corad]. Y uri swung up hislaser and aimed it a the diens. Ba-rao-som backed astepin
dam.

[No]! hesignalled. [ Y ou must accept]. . . Yuri amed thelaser at the ground a meter in front of the aien
party. Therifleignited in aburst of ruby flame, glancing off the hard reflective ground to the marsh-grass
beyond. Y uri swung the laser to the right, firing aswath of the dry vegetation. The cloud of smoke
swirled up, obscuring hisview of the diens, then cleared in patches to show Barao-som’ s aides running
for the corad trall.

[Tradefriend]. . .

A laser-bolt flashed into the clearing, striking Ba-ran-som in the heavy muscles of hisneck. He
screamed, a high-pitched wailing, his hands clutching at the wound, danced awkwardly on his tilted legs,
then sagged forward. An eerie hooting rose from surrounding dark grasses—to the front, to the lft, to
theright. Yuri whirled in ahalf-circle. How do they move so damn fast? he wondered.

“Back into the ship!” he ordered.

“No!” Rinn shouted in his headphones. “Bring the body! Strength-for-strength! Y ou mustn't leave it
behind!”

“What in the devil ?’

“Take it! " Thewords shuddered through his mind, amplified by an irresistible command. Y uri was
shocked into immohility, his sensesredling from the mental impact.

“Whasa—" he said supidly, then shook his head, trying to clear his senses. Oleg grabbed him roughly
and dragged at him.

“Comeon, Yuri!”

“No!” Yuri shouted, pushing him off. He pounced on Ba-rao-som’ s body and tugged it backward



severd yardswith amad energy, then heaved again aslaser-bolts flashed usdlesdy off hisarmor. Oleg
cursed and took hold of the alien’ s back legs, swinging the body into a carry between them. Together
they staggered toward the ship. They pounded up the stairway and fell into the open lock, the smoldering
corpse a their feet. An eerie wail echoed out of the swamps, followed by a cacophony of high-pitched
screams and shouts. He heard bodies crashing through the feeds, rushing the ship; the outer door sighed
shut. There was a sudden slence.

“Thisisutterly crazy,” Oleg said.

Y uri grinned and started to laugh; Oleg joined him helplessy, both cackling in near-hysteria. Then the
airlock door boomed as a heavy body hit it from outside. The sound sobered them, and Y uri looked
down at the dead body of Ba-rao-som. Already the chief’ slarge eyes had glazed with amilky film, his
body rent by laser-burns, his fur smoldering. What kind of people would do this. . . and for what? he
thought.

“Trade-friend,” Y uri murmured sadly, and stroked the blackened silky fur of the dien’ smane.
“Captain?’ Khina s anxious voice reverberated from the airlock interior com.
“It' sdl right. We're safe.”

The inner-door sighed opened, and he stepped out. Rinn looked exhausted, her eyes deeply shadowed
and her face drawn. The others clustered in the access bay, dl save Ham, who was still watching the
screens above.

“I did not need the compulsion, Starfarer,” he said tightly.

“I'm sorry—I didn’t mean it, but you didn’'t havetime. . .” Shetrailed off in confusion and looked away.
“I’'msorry.” He saw her eyesfill with tears. With a sudden empathy, he suspected that the visible sgns
showed only part of the redlity, that the Starfarer had pushed herself dangeroudly close to the edge— for
his ship. Hefdt gratitude for that effort—and respect. Whatever she might be, she had earned his
sanctuary. Gently he removed the com-mike from her collar, then dipped ahand under her elbow.

“You'retired, Starfarer. Come with me.”

“But they’ re attacking!” she cried, her mouth distorted with horror. She twisted away from him. “Ching!
Jo! Run, run, run, run. ..” Another body boomed against the outer door, and Rinn screamed piercingly.

Y uri shook her, trying to break her hysteria. “Our ship has athick skin— and we are fully warned,
thanksto you.”

Rinn covered her face with her hands. “He haskilled Ba-rao-som.” She moaned. “They arekilling the
others, too. | hear their cries. Mei-lan! Mei-lan! Pain. . . oh, the darkness. . .” She sagged forward, and
Y uri caught her in hisarms. Sheyidded against him, limp-bodied as shefainted at last.

Y uri hoisted her over his shoulder and carried her below to her quarters. As helowered her body onto
the mattress, a vibration shook the ship. Mortar fire? Y uri looked up in darm, anxiousfor his ship, and
moved aside for Galina. The ship services officer leaned over Rinn, testing her body responses.

“What happened?’ she asked.
“| tried to save Ba-rao-som. It didn’t work. Do what you can for her, Gainka.”

“How?Thisisn't anormal faint.”



“You can at least tend her body!” The ship shuddered again, and he nearly danced in hisanxiety to go
above to Command. “ She’ sstill human, despite the rest!”

“True,” Gdinasaid camly. “Becareful, Yuri,” she added in obscure warning. Y uri stared at her a
moment, then ran from the room. He bounded up the ladder to the control room, nearly losing his stride
as Zvezda shuddered violently for athird time.

“What isit?’ he demanded as he burst into the control room. “Ham?”’

“Exterior sensorsindicate laser-fire directed againgt the ship. No hull damage, of course. The othersare
projectiles of somekind. One exploded near the nav-radar housing, causing minor damage. It must be
that ‘larger device she mentioned.”

“Yes. Where are the diens now?”

“Still gathered near the ship. One party is manning that mortar of theirs; the others are attacking each
other.”

“Yes, shesad that.”
“*She’ being the Starfarer, of course,” Ham said dubioudly. “Captain. . .”
“Y ou have acomment, Engineer?’

“Nothing, sir.” The engineer turned back to his sensor hoard. “ Still out there, but no new explosions.
Quieting now. A party ismoving back north.”

“Establish atwo-person watch for the night on the sensors. We Il see what we can do in the morning, if
anything.”

“If anything,” Tatianaechoed. “ And when you haveto tell the Bureau that we' ve lost our trade stand on
Ddta?’

“I'll dedl with thet at the proper time, Trade Officer,” Y uri said angrily. “If you' relucky, maybethey’ Il let
you watch. For the present, however, | command this ship and you will follow orders.”

Tatianaglared. “ Sir,” she spat.
“Yes, exactly that. To your stations, Zvezda .”

He stayed in Control until every dien had withdrawn out of sensor range. The attack was not renewed.
With the Starfarer unconscious, Y uri again lacked information he needed: what was happening at the
Sunstone coraa ? He tapped his knee impatiently, watching the crew at their posts, acknowledging
Ham'’ sreports asthey were offered. “Inaction solves nothing,” Tatiana had said. He felt restlessto be
again forced into waiting.

He suspected that Zvezda could now wait until Doomsday before any dien gpproached her, offering
trade.

Thefollowing day proved him right in his suspicion. Zvezda waited throughout the day, watching the
empty clearing. Twice Y uri went below to check on the Starfarer, hoping vainly she might awaken to give
him news. In the night, when the seaair again sghed over the empty marsh, stirring the reeds, he
acknowledged their defeat and gave the ordersto lift for Seguinus.

Zvezda rosein acloud of flame and dust, then streaked skyward through the heavy cloud-cover of Delta



Bootis. Asthe ship made orbit, Y uri sent hisreport to the waiting satellite, warning Nauka of theLily
hodtility waiting below—and by the by gifting the Space Bureau with al the evidence it needed to destroy
one Yuri Sdlenkov. The telepath aboard Zvezda would only be addicioustidbit to finish off the feest.

Maybe, he thought desperately. Realizing how essential Rinn could be to asolution, he smiled at theirony
of using one disaster to solve another. But perhaps a solution, nonetheless. For himsdlf. . . and for the
Ddteans. “Think beyond your preciousrocks,” Gdinahad said. If the Lily would not cometo terms,
Novy Stranamight wreak another Canopus, wiping out an dien race for afew baubles of organicsand
crystal. Would we? he wondered. No doubt the Americans had considered it impossible, too. For dl
their faults, the Americans merely substituted different errorsfor the weaknessesin the human-falible
workings of Lenin'sided.

He thought of Ba-rao-som, whose corpse lay below in storage, and remembered their tentative
friendship, afragile thing built of hand gestures and mutud interest in the strange. Perhaps a solution for
both of us, my friend.

If she'll cooperate, he reminded himsalf. How much could—would— she offer?

“But what ishuman?’ Y uri had asked Viktor earlier after the others had finished dinner and departed to
their ship duties.

“By the mgority definition, nontelepath.” Viktor Fedorovich ddlicately speared a peach from its container
and plopped it in his mouth, then gestured with hisfork to emphasize his point. “Humanity isaways
defined by the mgority, economics by classwill.”

“And politics?’ Y uri asked skeptically.

The psychologist looked at him, unsmiling. “By power, of course. And power comes from the
majority—so we come full circlein our definition of Truth.”

“A neet reasoning, Viktor Fedorovich.”
Viktor popped another peach diceinto his mouth. “Leninist.”
“Naturdly,” Yuri retorted, earning himsdf asharp look.

But what is human? Y uri thought, pausing by the door to the Starfarer’ s cabin. What isit like to know
too much of those around you?

And then: Can we ever know too much?

He hesitated amoment, then passed on to his own cabin. The corridor deck vibrated with afaint rhythm
as Zvezda arced outward, gaining distance for the leap into nonspace—and Seguinus. And beyond that?
Should they have stayed? Inside hisroom, he stopped by Nataya s bureau, again wistful, then stretched
out on hisbunk, not bothering to undress. He turned over the decision in hismind. Had he chosen
correctly? Like Viktor, he could see potential problemsin the conflict among the crew, emotionsthat, if
not checked, could smmer and explode during their long voyage. Tatiana could be counted upon not to
let matters be.

Easy for you to second-guess, too easy, he thought, mentally addressing the ranked and disapproving
faces of the Bureau commissars. | chosethe best | could, as| saw it, he argued to them, knowing good
intention never outweighed error, not in the convoluted politics of the Bureau, not in a contest between a
young ship captain and the powerful authorities of the Bureau.



As herelaxed into the comfort of hisbed, drowsing, he remembered the hypnotic depth of her
blue-black eyes—such strange eyes—and her exhaugtion, asif she had pressed hersdlf far beyond her
strength. Why? For Zvezda ’ s sake? Or merely for survival? Who was this Starfarer?

Helay awake and thought of her, and wondered if she aready controlled him.

3

RINN AWOKE TO THE WHISPER OF SPACE. SHE SENSED THE emptiness beyond the hull of
the ship that enclosed her, perceptibly turned aside from itself in the strange distortion of redlity generated
by warp-drive. She lay inert, listening to the currents of the void, then gradualy roused hersdlf from her
somnolence.

Where?

Shefdt momentarily confused, believing hersdlf aboard Sing Fa , her home for the past three years.
Ingtinctively she reached out toward the minds near her, seeking the comfort of her familiar
companions—and touched astranger. She shied away from that unknown touch, and memories rushed
back into her mind: the massacre, Mei-lan, the Soviet ship—thelast blurred by the mists of her
exhaugtion. She gtirred, and felt the lancing pain of her hedling muscles.

Shefelt adight tug at her temple and raised her |eft hand to finger the monitor-lead fastened to her
forehead. Other leads led to her chest and right wrist; she became aware of an 1V dowly dripping into
her vein, her right arm wrapped into arestraining board, and the faint discomfort of a catheter.

Sheturned her head dowly to examine the room. Utilitarian yet comfortable, with bunk and dresser, a
comset desk in thefar corner, and alarge photograph of abuilding on the nearer wall. She studied the
building, seeking its significance but finding none. Sng Fa had forgone al room decoration, preferring the
amplicity of atrue revolutionary spirit—Rinn had never understood the connection between the two, but
had accepted the stark restraint. She was accustomed to unadorned walls.

She decided she liked the building, stolid and unimaginative asit was. She was vaguely aware of the
duggishness of her thoughts but did not fed unduly darmed. She turned her head and saw another picture
on thewall above her bunk, one of flowersin avase. She reached up her left arm, trying to touch the
frame.

“Pretty,” she murmured. Her head siwvam with her movement, and she lowered her arm weskly. “Nice
flowers”

The childishness of her own voice sartled her, jerking her out of her fog. Where? What had happened?
The room door opened with a swish beyond her head, and she heard footsteps approaching her bed.

“So! You'reawake,” she heard, and she craned her neck to see her visitor. GalinaKirillovna stepped to
her bedside and smiled down at her as she adjusted the coverlet. “How are you feding?’

“Where. . .” Rinn asked.

“Two days on our way to Seguinus, our next trade-point. Y ou dept along time—you'll haveto tell meif
that’snorma.” A frown line appeared between Galina s eyes, mirroring her heder’ s concern. Rinn tried
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to smile, but gave up any effort to answer the unspoken question. Later, when she knew this place and
what threatsit might hold. She closed her eyeswearily.

“Seguinus?’ she asked after amoment.

“Yes. We had to abandon Deltafor now. Not your worry, though Captain Selenkov will have questions.
Again, how do you fed?” Gaina s voice had aforced heartiness, and Rinn sensed the war between
Gdind s apprehenson and her healer’' s compassion.

“I fed quitewdl,” Rinn sad, “dthough I'm ill, uh. . .” She struggled amoment, too drained to focus on
the new language, then picked up the word as Galina completed the thought in her own mind: “Tired. |
used the Gift too much, and it affected my body. . .” She saw confusion in Galind s eyes as Rinn’ swords
st off atorrent of alarmed specul ation. Super-race, freek—the words drifted between them. “Thank you
for your care, GdinaKirillovna” Rinn ended lamely.

Gdinashook hersdf dightly, then smiled again. “Y ou’ re welcome. Push that call-button if you need
anything.” The medico hadtily left the room.

Rinn looked at the calling angrily. Would it never end? She had left 1kanos because of her difference,
only to find it endlessy repeated in the service she had chosen.

Why the protest? she asked hersdlf. Y ou are what you are. She reached for the pride she had learned as
aStarfarer, but found it badly diminished. Starfarer. . . it had not saved Sing Fa.

| am Rinn, Starfarer. The thought tasted of ashes. She closed her eyes and wished for oblivion, then
found apartid releasein other-mind. Shefloated, turning into herself.

“It may be acoma brought on by shock.” Words jangled over her head, striking unpleasantly at the
cocoon she had created for her mind. She cringed away from them, trying to ignore their noise and
meaning. “ Or perhaps aheding trance.”

“Can the Ikanos telepaths do that?” rambled alower voice, one Rinn vaguely recognized as Selenkov’s.

“I don’'t know, Y urushka,” Galina said with some asperity. “ That' s the problem with enforced
noncontact—it shuts off information. How much isfanciful rumor and how much isfact? Novy Strana
hasn't had willing contact with Ikanos for eighty years. If it's shock, | should treet it; if it’ satrance, my
treatment might block her self-hedling. | don’t know which gpplies.”

Rinn turned her mind away from them, retresting deeper into hersdf. She touched the Gift and warmed
hersdlf at itsglowing spird degp in her mind. | am Rinn. The Gift expanded, absorbing dl of hersdf inits
warmth, until it obliterated dl perception, even of hersdlf. | anRinn. . .

The thought wavered, then broke into drifting strands as she lost hersdlf in other-mind.

lamRinn. . .

She gradually became aware of her body again as she awoke, then stretched languoroudly, enjoying the
tenson-pull on her muscles. Her asam was till bound inits1V restraint; the monitor-lead was till at her
temple. She stared at the picture of the building on the oppositewall, trying to focus her attention on the
here-and-now, then shifted to the flowers above her bunk. Pictures. Even Ikanos had preferred the stark
lines of nonadornment—the smooth curve of white walls, the unbroken expanse of poured-rock floors—
as acongtant reminder of the oneness of the Group-Mind to which al should aspire. She followed the



gentle whorl-edges of the roseswith her eyes, liking their symmetry.
How long had she dept?

As her mind shed the fogs of her long rest, she sensed the drifting emotions of other minds gathered
nearby. The muted sound of voicesfiltered through her closed door, the clatter and brisk laughter of a
common medl. Anxiousto be freed of her bed, she thought to summon Gainawith the callbutton, then
decided to wait. Patience: time enough to meet the new stresses of the persondities on ship, and no redl
reason to disturb Gainaat her medl. She stretched again to limber her stiffened muscles, then turned on
her sde toward thewall.

How long?

She drowsed, limp in her relaxation. So comfortable—lie here forever. Safe, safe. . .

She remembered another time of safety, when the tensions accumulated during her short life had abruptly
uncoiled with a shock asintense as pain. She had walked across the enclosed space-dock to the Xin
Tian freighter, the weight of her ingtructors disgpprova heavy upon her shoulders. She could fed Tolan's
eyes boring into her back, willing her to return. The school adminigtrator, acity officia, and the Chinese
legate stood with him, two aware of the surreptitious command, the third oblivious. Rinn clenched her
teeth and continued walking, Tolan’s compulsion beating at the surface of her mind.

A man met her at the top of the ship-ramp, of later years, tall, gray-haired, and deeply tanned. He thrust
out hishand, smiling. “I’m Connor Matthieu. Welcome, Rinn.” His brown eyes swept past her toward
the officid party, and he frowned irritably. After amoment, Tolan’s compulson aoruptly fell away, as
completely aslamplight extinguished in aroom. Rinn staggered, and Connor hastily caught her elbow.

“Careful there,” he said kindly. They alwaystry. It’ s the last gauntlet, Rinn— you'’ re safe now.

She had looked up into hisface and studied it, trying to comprehend his words. For ten years she had
waited for this one chance, focusing al her hopes on this one choice to endure present torment. Y et for
all her hopes, she had never truly believed she could escape Ikanos; her tormenters seemed al knowing,
al-powerful, able to manipulate and persuade until adisapproved intention wavered into nothingness.

Safe? she asked.
Helightly traced the half-hedled scar on her cheek. Safe, Rinn. Truly.

Then he reached within his breast-pocket and drew out asmall meta emblem, a seven-pointed star that
winked and flashed in the docklights. He held it up before her face amoment in ceremony, then laid it in
her hand.

“Welcome, Starfarer. Be one of us, by your free choice.”

“Yes,” she had answered, and her joy had swept through them both.

Sdfe. ..

She heard her door open, and Galina bustled into the room, her aramsfull of fresh linen. Rinn shifted onto
her back and saw Gaina ssmile.

“Good morning,” the medico said chearfully.



“Isit?’” Rinn’svoice cracked from disuse, and she cleared her throat. “Morning, | mean.”

Gdinadepogted the linen on the dresser top, then Straightened the foot of Rinn’s coverlet. “By shiptime,
of course,” she said, and straightened to look at her patient. “So you decided to wake up at last; I'm
pleased.”

The smile broadened, and Rinn sensed Galina s genuine pleasure a her awaking, aheder’ sunique
satisfaction colored by both professona detachment and an emotion dmaost motherly initsintengity. Rinn
returned Galind samile.

“Whenmay | get up?’

GdinaKirillovnachecked her pulse and touched her forehead briefly. Then her hand fluttered away as
shelaughed. “Well, I’'m afraid you know more about thisthan | do.”

“Actualy, no, though I’ ve heard of certain techniques. . .” Rinn’swordstrailed off awkwardly. She
wanted Galina s empathy and interest to last awhile longer beforeit did again into gpprehension. She had
missed that compassi onate touch aboard Sng Fa . She had missed many things on her ship, after too
brief atimein Xin Tian' slabs and the Starfarer enclave.

“I look forward,” Gdinasaid firmly, “to discussing your Gift and itswondersin detail. Y ou should be
aware that your heartbeat dropped to amost nothing asyou dept. I’ ve never seen the like. But, then,
I’ve never met a Starfarer, much lesstended one.” The smile had returned, before Galina became brisk
again. “For now, you seem fully recovered, and | see no reason to keep you abed. Are you hungry?’

“yes”
“Good. An excdlent symptom. Let me help you sit up, and I'll bring you atray.”

As Galina propped her up on pillows, the room tipped and grayed a moment, then steadied.
“Dizzy?" Gdinaasked.

“A little. Thank you, GadinaKirillovna”

“As| said before, you' re most welcome. You St there and rest abit; I’ll be right back.” She bustled out
of the room, and Rinn smiled after her, then sighed. Safe. It might not last, but she had found another of
those unexpected times when she indeed felt safe. She stretched her legs again under the coverlet, then
relaxed backward into the soft pillows.

She was eating breakfast when the psychologist entered the room. She tensed immediately and
wondered amoment at the cause. The man was not Tolan, whatever her ingtinctive fears. Roblev smiled
a her pleasantly as he seated himsdlf at the end of the bunk, but she distrusted the smile—he reminded
her too much of Tolan. Be reasonable, shetold hersdf.

“How areyou feding?’ Roblev asked.

“Much better, thank you,” Rinn said cautioudly.

“I am Viktor Fedorovich Roblev, the ship’s psychologist. May | speak with you for awhile?’
“If youwigh.”

Roblev ran ahand through histhinning hair, a gesture of hesitation she sensed was caculated, akind of
offered empathy more act than real. She grew more wary.



“Y ou present quite aproblem to us, Rinn—may | cal you Rinn?’
She nodded, watching him.

“Asyou may know, some of the crew opposed taking you aboard, and even | had my doubts. Novy
Strana does not accept association with your people; our ship may bein difficulty when we return to
base, solely because you are aboard Zvezda .”

“I understand.”
“Y ou will ease mattersfor our ship if you do not practice your depravities while aboard this ship.”
“Depravities?” Rinn asked sharply.

Roblev shrugged, then laughed shortly. “Perhaps | mischose my word. We have heard rumors of certain
practices—particularly against non-telepaths but aso among the telepaths themsalves. . .

So the Soviets had not been entirely indifferent, not enough to ignore diplomatic gossip.

“I know,” she said. “I’ ve encountered those rumors—and rejected their reality-when | 1eft Ikanos. We
Starfarers share your opinion on many points, though the greater cause for our flight you wouldn’t
understand. Only atelepath truly knows the Group-Mind, and the Group-Mind pursues only telepaths
with dedication. Normas areirrelevant, an evolutionary dead-end, perhaps useful asinferior toals,
usudly not.”

“Normals?’

“Every people hasitslabelsfor outsders. The Chinese once used * barbarian’ but have politer words
now, & least in your hearing; Sing Fa called me‘freak.’”

“Group-Mind?’ Roblev struggled with the concept. She wondered what half-twisted information he had,
if he even comprehended at al.

“Y ou needn’t fear for your crew, Doctor.”

“Good, good,” Roblev said, but she knew he disbdieved her. 1 fear, however, that you have aready
practiced some objectionable actions—this matter of mentally influencing Captain Selenkov to giveyou
sanctuary. . .”

“I did not influence him, gr,” she said firmly. “He chose that freely. Heisadecent man, towhom 1’'m
most grateful for my life and safety. | did, however, overstep during the aliens attack, a combination of
my own emotion and lack of control. | have apologized to him; | will do so again.”

Roblev laughed again asif embarrassed, although he was not. Rinn was aware of the keen scrutiny
behind the affable mask. The man feared her, not only for her potentia disruption of the psychologica
balance he so carefully tended, but persondly. Roblev’ sbelief in the integrity of hismind and its subtle
giftswas asdlf-identity as fundamenta as Me-lan’srevolutionary fervor. Rinn felt atouch of despair and
closed her eyes.

“Jugt checking, my dear,” Roblev said and chuckled again, inviting her into a pleasant—and
vulnerable—ease with him. He shifted more of himsalf onto the bed and leaned back comfortably, his
arms crossed. “Why don’t you tell me something about yourself?’

“What do you want to know?’



“Y our life, how you regard yourself, how you see your role on this ship— thingslike that.” Hewaved his
hand arily.

Rinn abruptly tired of his games. She shrugged. “1 was born on Ikanos and at sixteen joined the Starfarer
enclave on Xin Tian. | later took berth aboard Sing Fa . | regard mysdlf asatelepath. And | seenorole
for mysdf aboard this ship.”

She stopped and took a bite of her cooling breakfast, then looked at him as she chewed. Roblev waited
expectantly for amoment and, when she remained slent, alowed himsdlf to look annoyed. For once, the
exterior quite matched theinterior, and Rinn felt asmall touch of satisfaction. Jousting with the ship’s
psychologist was probably unwise, but she was fedling reckless.

“That'sdl?’ Roblev asked irritably.

“It answered your questions.” Rinn donned her best innocent look and took another bite of her food,
chewing busly. “There slittle ese to say, Doctor.”

Roblev scowled, openly displeased and not bothering to hideit. “Y ou wish to play games, then. | would
advissagang it.”

“Y ou started the games, Doctor. | offer the same advice.” She put down her fork and looked a him
squarely. “Doctor Roblev, you recognize my Gift, yet you haven’t thought through itsimplications. You
vist me—highly suspicious, worried about my effect on the crew, if | am even now tampering with your
mind—yet you expect meto relax into your camaraderie and good humor, hearing nothing of your true
emotions, revealing my secrets, alowing mysdf to be manipulated by you.”

She shrugged. “1t won’t work. | |eft Ikanos to escape such manipulation— of afar higher degree than
you could ever attain. My teachers, most of whom had joined the Group-Mind, were experts at tricking,
persuading, and especidly dominating. | fought them for nearly ten years before | won my
freedom—fought them with my Gift, just as| will use my Gift to fight the lesser domination you attempt
now. But that useisonly defensve—! have no interest in controlling your unwilling mind.”

“Indeed?’ Roblev said with some surprise but till partly unconvinced. Behind his thoughts, she sensed
the memory of indtitute lectures twenty years before, when apalitica officer had railed at hisclass, his
hand chopping, his face contorted, as he blatted out the evils of 1kanos. The younger Roblev had
accepted without question, his skin crawling at the officer’ s descriptions. The years had tempered him,
making even politicsless than black and white— perhaps he might be persuaded, if she were honest.

“We Starfarers, Doctor,” she said, “are the Gifted who rgject al you' ve heard of Ikanos, yet we bear the
burden of your fear and distrust. Novy Strana has guarded itself against a nonexistent threat—the Ikanos
telepaths do not leave Ikanos. The Starfarers practice a different code, one that turns the Gift to service
and regpects the essential mind. Or at least we try. Our Xin Tian mastersrarely appreciate or even
interest themsdvesin the effort.” She shrugged. “Y ou have only my word, of course—and it does not
solve Zvezda 's problem.” She continued egting, aware of the struggle in Roblev’ smind.

Roblev stroked his chin reflectively, hiseyesbland. “I see” hesaid at last. “Y ou have arefreshing
honesty, Rinn.”

“Honesty isawaysrefreshing.”

Roblev amiled then, genuindy amused. “I can see why you think so. Interesting. | will think about it; we
may ill end up adversaries, but perhapsnot. | sill have my suspicions.”



“As|’'m very aware. The perception of emotionsisthe foundation leve of telepathic awareness.” Think
about that when you review your data-tapes, Doctor.”

“Umm, yes. | suppose 0. WE |l talk again—after | reconsider my manipulations.”

“Y our other manipulationswon't work, either,” she chalenged him. “I’ ve defeated experts—or at least
denied them avictory by getting out of range. I'll eventudly get out of your range, too.”

“There are many methods,” he retorted, unperturbed. “ Honesty itsalf can be amethod, can't it?’
“Y ou have asubtle mind, Doctor.”

“It suits both our professions, my dear. In the meantime; recover your strength.” He stood up and
regarded her amoment, his emotions acomplex of caculated advantage and deficit, then caught himsalf
with darm. She smiled ruefully.

“Don’t worry about it,” she assured him. “It is only another form of communiceation, onethat can bind
morethan it rends.”.

“Indeed,” hesaid. “I'll consder that, too.”

9

RINN REMAINED IN BED THROUGH THE NEXT DAY UNTIL Gdinafindly gave her permisson
to rise and dress. Gdina provided her with the smple brown coveral worn by Zvezda s crew, and Rinn
zZippered hersdlf in, admiring the smoothness of itsfabric on her body. Sing Fa had copied the traditional
dress of Old China—aloose tunic, baggy trousers—despite its unsuitability to ship life. It was another
ingtance of Xin Tian' s determination to proveitsef the pure revolutionary state, one that might surpass
even the mother-gtate on Earth. Rinn liked the practicality of her new clothing, and her pleasure mirrored
an optimism about her new berth that blithely ignored al problems.

Careful, shethought.

Opening her door and looking out into the empty corridor, she heard the muted sounds of the ship—the
dam of acabinet door, footsteps above her head, the ticking of machinery—and felt the pal pable
vibration from the engines below through the soles of her boots. They were familiar sounds after her three
years aboard Sng Fa, accompanied by her telepathic sensations of enclosed space, the unending
emptiness outsde the hull, and agestalt impression of the crew’ sthoughts. She paused to brush the
edges of each mind, seeking renewed impressions of the people aboard her new ship.

A camnessfilled one mind as GdinaKirillovna patiently checked her medica stores on the level below; it
permeated the woman' s sense of sdlf to the foundations of her identity. A prick of anxiety about Rinn, for
Rinn’s hedth, for the ship’s baance: that concern about psychological balancelay in every mind, and
mostly in Galind sand Viktor’s, enhanced by the sexua bond between them. Rinn sensed dormant
memories of conversations, confidences, shared concerns, amutua task of tending Zvezda ’s crew that
bound the couple together.

Another binding, in the sSmmering passions that possessed the second officer’ smind: ambition, araging
desirefor the beautiful Tatianathat could extinguish dl thought. Oleg Kongtantin knew he lacked control
but no longer cared in his satiated and self-renewing passion; dimly, he recognized Tatiana s


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\0759201552-toc.html

manipulations and knew her faults, but till he no longer cared. And with his passion for Tatiana
Nikolaevna came an avarice for Zvezda as his own command, fueled by the trade officer’ swhispered
compliments.

Trouble there, Rinn thought, and growing worse.

She brushed by the two Kazakhs, Engineer Usu and Biologist Termez, who were preoccupied with their
duties on the control deck. She sensed their satisfactions with their ship and its captain, and their joy in
each other, but she chose not to intrude. Minorities under pressure quickly acquired awarinessto their
emotions and thoughts, curioudy more sensitive to an adept’ s probing. | wonder why, she thought, but
the enclave had few answersfor its common experience with the Japanese and Thai. To be honest, few
of the enclave sleadersfelt much interest; they only noted the fact and warned accordingly. She drew a
paralel to Mei-lan’s own awareness and puzzled over it, then thought of other rare examples among the
Chinese. A persondity under fundamental threat in identity? A Normal who could not accept the basics
of life as certain? Was that how thefirst telepaths had found each other in Earth’s Old Europe, among the
children of the early voyagers? After all, the telepaths had arisen from Norma stock; perhaps that human
awareness of one sdifference, of the mgjority’ s demand to conform against nature, had laid the earliest
foundeations of the Gift.

Shefdt aninterest in Ham and Khina, wondering about their perceptionsin a society that granted token
equdlity, then laid upon them its subtle pressures—a disdainful glance, alost ship berth to the “ more
qudified,” ahogt of customs and memoriesthat characterized home and yet of which one' s companions
were whally ignorant, the mark of being set gpart. All colonies had smilar peoples, even Xin Tian's
rigorous commonality—some marks one bore from birth, and the dominant Chinese il carried their
centuries of conscious superiority over the lesser Asian peoples they had absorbed into their empire.
Ikanos had erased such barriers asit created new onesin its hierarchy of mind. Still, she should be
careful with the Kazakhs.

She amiledironicaly: | guard mysdf againgt those whom | guard.

Shelifted her chin to look upward and touched the captain’smind. Y uri Ivanovich Selenkov. . . she
drank in his presence, attracted despite hersdlf. Strange, she thought. It' salmost asif—

“What are you doing?’ avoice demanded. Rinn jerked her head toward the sound and saw Tatiana
leaning againgt the corridor wall, her arms crossed across her breasts. The Starfarer felt irritated at not
noticing Tatiana s gpproach. The trade officer’ s hostile gaze was accentuated by Rinn’s perception of a
matching interior hotility. And you, Tatiana Nikolaevna? she asked silently. What do you fear? Me? And

why?

Rinn smiled thinly and raised her hand, her fingers crooked into amenacing-claw. “ Good morning.
Threatsto you.”

Tatianablinked, then hesitated in momentary confusion. But the old pattern was too strong; her mouth
pulled downward in her habitua irritation.

“Clever, my dear,” she said sarcastically. “We can no doubt expect other fanciesto suit.”

“If youwish.” Sheisbeautiful, Rinn thought, but she sees her beauty as atool, ameansto her ambition.
“I intended a pleasantry, nothing more.”

“I see” Tatianatipped her head archly, eyeing Rinn from head to toe in an overt ingpection. Shetapped a
dender finger to her lips, raised an eyebrow.



Games, Rinn thought. On Ikanos you' d be anovice, Trade Officer. They play real gamesthere.
“You have aquestion?’ she asked aloud.
Tatianashook her head. “ Oh, nothing,” she said, tossing back her hair. She amiled. “Truly nothing.”

“Meaning, I'll find out later.” Rinn crossed her arms and leaned againgt the doorjamb, smiling in return.
“But perhaps | dready know. | know many things, Tatiana Nikolaevna, more than you redize. My
Starfarer rank is often aburden, but it hasits compensations.”

“So I’'ve heard. Y ou may have impressed Viktor Federovich with your frankness, but I’ m not so
gullible”

S0 she had made an impression on the psychologist; that was useful information.
“I know you, Starfarer,” Tatiana continued. “1 know all about your kind.”

“Y ou know nothing.”

“Oh?Novy Strana proscribes your kind as unclean.”

“Unclean?’ Rinn felt amused and showed it. “On Sng Fa , | wasonly ‘ reactionary.” Y ou carry older
traditionsin your prejudice, Trade Officer. It does not, however, change the fact that | am here, on your
ship, and now part of your crew.”

“Not of my crew,” thewoman hissed. “Infact, you just might be surprised—" Tatiana stopped abruptly,
garing beyond Rinn at Captain Selenkov as he sood on the sairwell. Rinn refrained from turning to look.
There, she thought, now you didn’t notice, and we' re even.

“Y ou were saying, Trade Officer?” Sdenkov said coldly.
Tatiana disdained an answer and strode past Rinn to her own suite; the door hissed shut behind her.

Sdlenkov waked up to Rinn and looked down at her amoment, asif he sought some words he could not
find. Rinn closed her eyes momentarily, absorbing the sense of him—capable, strong, determined, laced
by apricking anxiety about his ship, his crew, and herself. She drew in adeep breeth, listening.

“Starfarer?” he asked, histone puzzled.

She opened her eyes quickly. “Sorry.” She cleared her throat, dightly embarrassed by her own
preoccupation. “Y ou carry astrong presence, Captain. | wasrelishing it.”

He reacted uncomfortably, shifting hisweight to his other foot as he thought of away to leave her. She
touched his deeve gently, then as quickly withdrew her hand, regretting her words. “ Forgive me my
mysterious comments, Captain Selenkov. On Ikanos | spokein alanguage of exated words; it isahabit
continued in the Starfarer enclaves and best abandoned.”

“Some redlities need appropriate words,” Selenkov said judicioudy. Then he smiled and seemed to relax
dightly—if thisman ever truly relaxed. Rinn wondered about the places he had seen, the pressures he
had faced.

“I’ve been wondering about the telepaths,” he said, oddly echoing her thoughts. He bowed ironically.
“For obvious reasons. Y ou must perceive redlity differently than we; I’ ve wondered what you might



“As| wondered how Normals might see. | have an advantage, however: | can find the perceptionin
Norma mindsand at least glimpseit. To you, | can give only exdted words, some of which escgpe mein
my ignorance of your language.”

“Y ou speak Russan very wdll.”

“Thank you. | will improve thelonger | am exposed to this ship. In the meantime, do you have duties for
me, Captain? | prefer to earn my way, even without the obligation of the sanctuary you granted me.”

Sdlenkov looked uncomfortable as he hesitated. “ That sanctuary is temporary—you understand that?’

“Yes. | expect only to rgoin my enclave after you return to Novy Strana. Do you agree?’ Shefdlt regret
at the offering—and wondered &t it. Of course shewould go back! Yet till. . .

“Yes” hesad, nodding. “But | hadn’'t considered theinterim.” He frowned thoughtfully. 1 want you at
Barao-som’ sautopsy, and later we can talk about the Delteansin detail. Hmm. . . Do you have
computer skills? Welost our computerman in trangit to Delta”

She sensed a brief pang of grief and guessed at the connection. Natalya. . . The name sighed between
them. She had heard that the Soviets practiced ship-pairing in place of the sexua abstinence imposed on
Xin Tian' s ships, with both colonies convinced of the necessity of their method. But the captain’s emotion
hinted at more than aloss of a convenience, approaching a genuine grief. It was abond between them.

“Enough to be of assistance,” she offered softly. “| was assstant trade officer on Sng Fa. ”

Sdlenkov glanced toward Tatiana s door with a sudden grin. “I doubt that position is available on Zvezda

“I would think not. Will her opposition create trouble for you, Captain?’
“Yuri,” hesaid suddenly. “Cal me Yuri.”
“Then | am Rinn. Will she betroublefor you, Yuri?’

“Tatianadoesn’'t need an excuse to be trouble,” he said sourly. “But don’t worry about it. Comethis
way. I'll show you the computer stetion.”

“Thank you.”

Rinn followed him up the stairway to the command deck, then sat in the chair he indicated near the
viewscreen. He leaned one hand on the back of her chair as he bent forward, indicating the series of
controls, hisdark head close to her own. Then heleft her for hisown chair in midroom, where he began
alow conversation with the engineer. Rinn turned her attention to her station and dowly began learning
the controls.

The new language again frustrated her, for the machine could not supply-the thought necessary to
complete the words, but she soon located a dictionary within the computer banks and drew upon it
heavily. After two hours of work, she had learned the essentids of the systemn, then began on the backlog
data entry she found stored in the wait-disc. Apparently the Zvezda crew had worked on the update
materias asthey found time, but even aship of Zvezda 's smal size needed a full-time computerman.
Survey reports, research, ship-status entries—she worked steadily and added the information to her
gestdt in understanding the new ship and its crew.

“Wadl, you learnfadt,” said avoiceimmediately behind her chair. Rinn started violently at the sound,



half-risng from her chair in the abrupt shock of theinterruption. Y uri took a step backward in surprise,
then shrugged his gpology with awry grin. “I’m sorry.”

“That' sdl right.”

He grimaced. “A curious aspect of manners, to exaggerate to inanity. But I’ [| accept, thefiction of ‘all
right’ while your heart dowsits pounding and the blood returnsto your face.” Heraised hishand and
gently traced the scar on her cheek. “How?’ he asked softly.

“An lkanos ingructor who resented my decision for enclave,” she said as softly. She amiled. “Thank you
for your courtesy.”

“You are gracioudy welcome. I d liketo hear more of Ikanos and your enclave, if you will tell us.”

“I may.”

Y uri turned away. Rinn was suddenly aware of the sharp attention of Dr. Roblev, who had just entered
the room from the stair. She glanced quickly at the psychologist, then changed pattern to brush the edges
of his mind—speculation, adight worry, acomparison of options. The man was awaysthinking, driven
by his hidden fears of acrew lost to madness. Rinn turned back to her station.

To worry too much about instability invites an unstable mind. Another homily from Ikanos, one Rinn
distrusted more than the others; it seemed more excuse than assurance. But she wondered if Roblev had
ever consdered it.

Perhaps | will tell him, she thought, with a brief impulse of empathy—but that would involve her inthe
psychological controls aboard the ship. She had known too many manipulators to wish herself one, and
the enclave warned againgt psychologicd advisng. The Normasfeared Starfarer ingghts, Starfarer
mental control, too much. | wish. . . she thought, and was not sure what she wished. She continued her
programming, aware of Roblev’ stroubled attention like a prickling swesat on her back.

Of courseI'll return to Xin Tian, shetold hersdlf. | haven't any redl place here, not on this ship, not on

their world. She pushed away the strange sense of lossin that choice and regretted the binding she had
made to rouse her abused body on Delta. The Gifted are pariah. She must remember that, and resst
her own weakness.

Yetdill. ..

Shetried to focus on her work, wondering at the need that tampered with her choices. Stay with your
own kind. On that, she and Tatiana could be of one resolution.

| am Rinn, Starfarer. . .

For thefirst timein her life, she was tempted to wish away that identity. | am Rinn, shetold herself
angrily. lamRinn. . .

“Tatianal” Yuri called. Rinn watched as the captain rapped at the trade officer’ s door. “ Are you coming
or not?’

A muffled snarl filtered through the closed metal door. Khinagave Rinn an amused glance, inviting; Rinn
tentatively returned her amile.

“Marsh-hunters keep to their dens,” she offered.



“Marsh-hunters?’
“A Deltapredator. | met severd during my trek.”

“An able description,” Y uri said with exasperation, and turned toward the two women. “I’ll get Viktor to
talk to her. Perhaps he has more threat potential than | do. Come on.”

Heled the way to the small &b beneath the access bay, a pleasant room with serried ranks of glassware
on shelves, the neet bulk of andytica machines, and bright lighting. On thewide table in theroom’s
center, the body of Ba-rao-som lay prepped for dissection. Y uri paused by the corpse and caressed the
neck fur amoment, then turned away. He brought two stools from the comer and gestured to Rinn to git.
Khina collected her implements from a cabinet and neetly arranged them on the shelf beneath the table.

“What | don't understand,” the biologist said, “iswhy aprimitive race has laser-weapons. | doubt if
physica structure can answer that kind of question.”

“It' san ancient technology,” Rinn offered. “Only the Lily have the wegpons now—and | don’t think
Isen-glov-amar knew how they worked.” She thought back a moment. “Yes, I’'m sure of that. To himit
was a‘wegpon of power,” amagica thing guarded and maintained by the Lily shaman.”

“Hmm,” Yuri sad. “I wish | had one of their riflesto take apart.”
“At least we have one of the diensto take gpart,” Khinasaid brightly.
Y uri looked pained. “Please, Khina | liked him—he was agentle and wise old man.”

“Sorry,” she murmured, abashed. “1 know that; | did, too. Sometimes | make stupid jokes.” She
repositioned the recording camera above the table and switched on its voice-recorder, then picked up a
laser-scalpd.

“Beginning autopsy of Deltean corpse,” shetold the camera “Initia cut begun in the thorax through
ligamentous plates, continuing downward through the albdomen to the anterior legs. The body is badly
damaged by laser burns, two of which have penetrated to the interior organs.” She pointed to the
blackened flesh for the camera’ s benefit. “1 see analogues of lungs, heart, digestive tract, and interior
gonads, plus severa structures of unknown function. Taking samples.” She cut severa fragments of tissue
and transferred them to vacuum dides, labeling them negtly. Rinn and Y uri watched silently.

“Hemoglobin blood chemidtry,” Khinacommented, “from the reddish color.”

“Déta sgeosphereisaclose anadogueto Earth,” Yuri said. “It would encourage asimilar evolution,
however much the Delteans|ook like insects. Ishe amamma ? He hasfur.”

“Earth taxonomy doesn't apply here, Y uri Ivanovich. Fur does not an dien mamma make.”
“SoI’'manignorant geologist;” Y uri retorted. “ Educate me.”

“That would take far toolong.” Khina s scalpel moved to Ba-rao-som'’ s head, dicing it open negily to
reved the brain. Rinn winced dightly and looked away, remembering too much, then forced hersdlf to
watch as Khinafinished theinitiad dissection of the face. “Well-developed sinus cavity with avery
complex structure.” Khina bent lower to examine the delicate webbing, then took more samplesfor
andydss.

“They have exquisite senses,” Rinn interjected, “especidly smdl. And athree-lobed brain, each with its
own function.”



“Yes, | can seethe cerebra divisons. Curious.”
“What functions?’ Y uri asked Rinn.

“It shard totel,” shesad. “I’m only guessing from what | heard telepathically. They can link and unlink
the segments of the brain; the third brain controls emotion and instinct and seemsto overpower the other
two. Mogt of the violence comes from the third brain.” She closed her eyes and shuddered,
remembering. She wished she could leave.

“Rinn?’ Yuri asked. She caught an impression of his concern and changed pattern to block him out.
“It' snothing.”

“Hardly—you're pae as death. Areyou feding dl right? Would you like to rest?’

“No.” She summoned asmilefor him. “Please continue. I'd liketo help.”

“You have” he assured her. “Tell me more about thisthird brain.”

Ascamly as she could, Rinn told him about the massacre of Sing Fa , the pursuit through the sivamp,
and the murders at the Sunstone corad . Khina continued to work on the dissection, occasonaly looking
wide-eyed a Rinn.

“They’re cannibals?’ she asked at the end, her expression shocked.

“Strength-for-strength,” Rinn corrected. “It’ saritual, one of great power and meaning to the Delteans.
The Lily People useit to assart their authority and to take away magic from the other tribes, if magicisan
andogue”

“A working anadogue,” Y uri said thoughtfully, “until we have something better. Isthat why you told meto
take Ba-rao-som into the ship?’

“I’'mnot sure.” Sherubbed her facetiredly. “It just seemed right—or, rather, it felt wrong tolet theLily
have the body. Telepathy isn't an exact science, Captain. | try to explain asbest | can.”

“I'm not complaining,” he said gently. She wondered at his consideration, so different from Captain
Hung' s suspicious resstance. Her spiritslifted alittle.

“Inany event,” shesad, “I think the cultural order hereisvery ancient, enough so that theinitid warsare
now amost mythic, more legend than memory. The Lily have controlled the Sunstone for along time.”

Y uri looked at the corpse. “ And the Lily have laser-rifles and some kind of explosives. Odd. How do
you reconcile aprimitivetriba culture and that kind of weaponry?’

“A degenerated technology?’ Khina suggested.

Y uri shrugged. “We d see other sgns of the older technology, I’ d think. Our orbital scansdidn’t pick up
any meta concentrations—sted, machinery, ruined buildings. How can you have atechnic-culture
without sted ?’

“Maybe the mud buried everything,” Rinn suggested.

Y uri shook his head. “ The magnetometer penetrates soft soil to severd feet. Look, the Sunstoneliveina
mud-and-reed coraal, do occasiona primitive farming and aquaculture, and cook in sun-dried pottery.
Where are the other artifacts? Surely they’ d keep something besides weapons. But, then, maybe not.”



He shook his head, puzzled. * Perhaps we shouldn’'t even look to Earth equivalents.”
“What other guide do we have?’ Khina asked, her eyebrow raised.
“True”

AsYuri pulled a plagtic covering over Ba-rao-som’ s body and prepared it for frozen storage, Khina
dried her tissue-dides at the Side counter, then wheeled over a portable e ectron microscope, angling the
small screen so dl three could see.

“Could you adjust the camera, Captain?’ she asked, jerking her chin at the overhead recorder. Y uri
stretched up and repositioned the cameralens toward the ‘ scope, then settled back on his stoal.

“Sincewe reinterested in the third brain,” Khina suggested, “let’ slook at the brain-tissue didesfirst. This
isadidefrom tissue near the forebrain.” Khinainserted avacuum-dried dideinto the port, then bent
forward to examine the screen for severd moments. “ See the configuration of the neurons,” she said,
pointing to the long filamentsin the screen. “Very complex, with more connections than we have, perhaps
more sensory efficiency. I'd like to activate afew neurons and see what readings | get.”

“They are very aware of their environment,” Rinn said. “They revere the physicad senses as Names of
Honor, and they can move very fag, react very fast. It's hard to distinguish more about a sensed thought,
but | remember that feding of the air, the way they can move. It' s very important to them.”

“Aretheair mindsdifferent?’ Y uri asked.

“In mogt essentids, I’ ve been told, Mind isfundamenta—but, then, I’ ve had training only in human
mentdity. Asdefrom the Gift, your mind isidentical to my own, at least in the essentias of the human
gestdt. When | hear the Ddlteans, | may ‘trandat€ something dien into quite different human terms. Like
| said earlier, nothing isexact.” She spread her hands helplesdly.

“Well, it can get close,” he said. *'Y ou know, you could pretend certainty,” he drawled, “and look like a
wizard when you'reright.”

“ When I’'mright,” she amended.

“And when you'renot. . .” he said.

Rinn dimpled. “ Everybody knowstelepathy isimpossible”
“Well, of course”

“Children, your attention. . .” Khinareproved, rapping adide against the metal casing of the  scope.
They both looked at her obediently.

“That' s better.” Khinatook adide of other brain tissue and dipped it into the microscope' s vacuum port,
sudied it amoment, then changed dides again. “ Strange,” she muttered.

“What?" Yuri asked.

“Just amoment.” She jumped up and went to anearby cabinet for along tray of other dides, found the
one she wanted, and arranged the three dides to display together on the screen.

“Look at these,” shetold Y uri, who obligingly leaned forward.
1] &)?l



“Stretch alittle, Yuri,” Khinasaid with some exasperation. “If you mug, think of them ascrysta
microstructures. Lifeis more than rocks.”

“So I've been told. Sorry—redly. What am | looking a7’

“Ontheleftisasample took from the local vegetation; it includes aplant virus common in theloca
reed-stems.” Y uri peered again at the screen. “ The center dideisthe tissue from the brain stem; the last a
didefrom ahigher sitein the brain. What do you see?’

“Avirusinthebran sem?’

“Exactly. It looks like another parasitic virus, only this one feeds on Delteans. See the physical damageto
the brain tissue? And it' s seated in the most primitive part of the Deltean brain.”

“Thethird brain,” Rinn said. “Ingincts and emotions.”
[13 YS‘"
Y uri straightened. “ And violence, perhaps even territoridity. 1sn't that an ingtinct, too?’

Khinashrugged. “Wadll, it' s debatable—a chicken-and-egg problem, like heredity and environment.
Tatianawould know.”

“Taianaisn't here” Y uri said irritably, shrugging off the suggestion. “And Rinn saysthe Lily tribe
regularly eats Deltean brains.”

“Which increasestheir infection,” Khinasaid, “and thus worsens the physical damageto the brain stem,
and thusther violence. It fits, Yuri, it dl fits”

“Maybe,” he said cautioudy. “Let’ s take more samples from the brain stem and run aDNA-genetic
anadysis. Find out how the virusworks, if you can. It seemsthe most promising lead.”

“Yes ar.”

Heturned to Rinn. “Thank you for your help, Starfarer. We may have found one piece to our puzzle.”
“And the solution?’ she asked.

“That may take more thought—assuming the Bureau gives us asecond try at the problem.”

“Yes, thereisthat.”

“Alwaysthat.”

10

T HE PASSAGE TO SEGUINUS, THE SECOND TRADE-POINT on Zvezda 'srun, required
severd days. The eighth planet in the system, New Prague, was still enshrouded by a primitive
methane/hydrogen atmosphere not yet noticeably changed by the out-gassing of oxygen and other
plutonic gases from the planet’ s many volcanoes. It was ayoung world in distant orbit around a hot
young A7 star and unlikely to finish its planetary evolution in the short life of itsbrilliant primary. Even so,
it promised amineraogical bounty for centuriesto come.


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\0759201552-toc.html

In apacket drawn from stores, Y uri had shown Rinn asample of the tectonic mineras discovered by the
Firg Survey team. Of particular interest was avariant of tourmaline, apiezodectric crystd enriched by
boron and duminum. He held the Seguinus stone to the light, showing her the shifts of light withiniits
depths—a dozen shades of blue that reflected its scale of multi-sonic frequencies.

“Stones,” she murmured bemusedly as he handed it to her.

“Treasure,” he corrected. “On Earth, tourmaine is brown or gray even in its gemstones, with limited
piezoel ectric conductivity. These beauties resonate at frequencies far beyond normal scale.”

“Like Ddta sthree-finger stones?’

“Those are different. We can't decipher the natural processthat creates them on Delta—one reason the
Bureau wantsto find the source.” He paused suddenly. “I wonder. . .”

“If they’ re manufactured?’ she said, completing histhought.

He gave her amock scowl. “ One problem a atime—we re ill working on the Lily tribe’ slaser-rifles.
Look, crystdline structure can be as varied and random as combinant protein. To make new proteins,
we just haveto try afew million combinationsin atest tube. Unfortunately, crystal needsthe
temperatures and pressure of amagma chamber, with maybe ten thousand yearsto precipitate afew
kilograms.” He shrugged. “With sufficient power, we can duplicate the conditionsin the lab, but even we
find it eeser—and chegper—to go prospecting e sewhere. If Delta had atechnic-culture that could
manufacture plutonic crystal, where are the traces? The orbital scans showed nothing.”

“Need they be metd ?”’

He dowly repacked the tourmaine gemin its case, then glanced a her appreciatively. “ That' savery
good question. A nonmeta culture? Based on what?’

“Arethere enough equivadentsto sed ?’

“Maybe. We use severd, though our technology still depends heavily on ferric metals. Nonmetallic
crystal, ceramics, graphite, other carbon compounds, superconductors, plasmas. And the transuranics,
though the scans would have picked those up, too. But acompletely nonferrous technology? Or isthe
real question our own technological biasfor iron?” He smiled. “Y ou have good idess.”

Shelooked down at her hands and flushed. 1’ ve learned to think in nonstandard patterns, having a
nonstandard nature.”

“Sometimes standard isboring.” He offered her ahand off her chair. “Come. That'sthe warning chime.
Let’sgo prospecting.”

Shefollowed him to the control deck and sat down at her computer station, then occupied herself with
data-entry as Zvezda swooped into the Seguinus system from high over the ecliptic. Within afew hours,
the ship tipped her noseinto the planet’ s upper atmosphere and began the long spird downward through
the buffeting weather of aworld in trangition. Rinn turned to watch, fascinated. Captain Hung had never
alowed her in Command during Sng Fa’'s ship maneuvers, another of Xin Tian'sillogica condraints
againg the Starfarers who took ship.

Sometimes we cannot see the bars of our own prison, she thought, looking-around with ddight. Thisis
fun! She smiled at her own reaction, then shook away her own automatic reproof at such an unsober,
unrevolutionary thought. She sensed the dight tension of the Command crew, a pleasant blend of
excitement and confidence as Zvezda descended into another world. They think it’s fun, too, she



redized. Amazing. On Sing Fa , anything of moment had been inevitably grim.
| likethisship.

“Descending to two hundred fifty kilometers,” Ham reported. “Winds at fifty knots, cross-pattern to
prevaling currents.”

“Thank you,” Yuri said quietly. “Have you found the trade beacon?’
“No—uh, yes. Passing over it now. We should land on the return flypass.”
“Very wel.”

They waited the next forty minutes as Zvezda orbited one last time, then steadily descended toward the
surface and the radar beacon at the base. Rinn watched her crewmates as each bent to his or her tasks:
thereflection of Ham'scalm Asatic face in hisradar screens; Khina s quick movements of hand and arm
as she keyed successive displays on sensors; Y uri’ s absorbed concentration at the pilot’s monitor afew
meters from her own computer station. She glanced at the steady patterns of hull and basic ship-systems
on her own monitor: al well.

“Readout on atmosphere?’ Y uri asked Khina.

“Methane-ammonia, some carbon dioxide, traces of sulfur and noble gases,” she responded. “Sir,
scanners show new volcanic activity gpproximeately four kilometers from the base. Nauka may find the
beacon isn't there anymore.”

“Or the base,” Ham amended and reached aside to key another display on Khina s sensors. “And
maybe not next time, either.” He turned his chair toward the captain. “We see extensive infrared readings
across several square kilometers northwest of the beacon, with three major vents and amajor flow
heading directly for our landing Ste. 1sn’t the tourmaine mine northwest of the base?’

Y uri scowled. “Yes. Continue flight pattern.” The éation of the crew quietly dimmed . Not again ! Rinn
caught Y uri’ s anguished thought as he faced another setback, yet another problem to explainto his
Bureau.

“Entering injection pattern,” Ham intoned. Zvezda shuddered as she descended the final kilometer to the
surface, buffeted by the winds. Rinn braced hersdlf in her chair, her heart pounding faster as Zvezda
lurched abruptly, then resumed its steady descent.

“Heavy infrared benegth us, Captain,” Khinareported. “ Activating exterior monitors.”

The wide screen above Khina s sation flared, reveding avision of damnation. Methane mists swirled
around the ship asit hovered on itsengine flares, aswirling yellowish smoke back-lit by the eerie glow of
chemicd interactions and theillumination from the nearby eruption. Above them, Seguinus burned with a
penetrating white light, its vapors streaming asit sent its energetic firestorm of particles outward. It
seemed to dance and weave as it shone through the turbulent atmosphere, sometimes disappearing
behind opague clouds of sulfur and frozen carbon-dioxide crystas, then emerging to cast itsglare on the
planet surface.

“Let’slook northwest,” Yuri said quietly.

The scene changed, and severa volcanoes dong atal range gleamed redly through the murk, the nearest
afountain of explosive gas clouds and white-hot lavarunning furioudy from the vent onto the plain. The
river of molten rock spread akilometer wide, pulsing white-hot in aragpidly moving flow. Already thelava



river coursed benesth the hovering ship, dividing itself into the frozen rifts and pits of the broken rock,
retracing the frozen convolutions of earlier flows. There was no sign of abase.

“Thebeaconisgtill sgnaling,” Ham murmured. “Infrared indicates atemperature of eeven hundred
degrees. The casing dloy could last for weeks.”

“Metal isuseful,” Yuri said, glancing wryly a Rinn. He st amoment, staring at the screen, then seemed
to shake himsdf. “What kinds of geologica surveys do we have for thisarea?’ He stood and crossed the
few stepsto Rinn's station.

“A new base?’ Ham asked as he joined them.

“Why not?We can hardly do anything here.”

“I'm not arguing, Captain,” Ham reproved mildly. “Just trying out theidea.”
“Sorry.”

Rinn found the index to Records and keyed in the entry display. Y uri leaned closer, sudying the design of
color and curving lines, meaninglessto Rinn. Sheingtinctively reached out to hismind, seeking
knowledge; the display seemed to shift subtly asits data acquired his meanings, hiswords: olivine,
triclinic, pyroxene, feldspar. . . She changed pattern and the bands of color acquired yet another
substance, one built of his memories—the heft of each ore, the quick strike of a hand-pick on the rock,
the echoing stamp of acomrade’ s booted foot nearby, and the faint scrabble of didodged stone.

Sunlight washed the memory, when Y uri had admired the oddly neat angles of the crystd’ s surface and
turned the rock facets to the sunlight— stilbite, he had named it, and had thought of the tetrahedral
structure, loose, three-dimensiona, bound tightly by oxygen’s grip on the silica cores. He had loved the
touch of stone, the use of his muscles as he tramped, each turn in agaley achance for new discovery,
every height awide vistaof the mountains that contained his beloved rocks.

Ham'’ svoice abruptly jarred her from the gnoss. * Standard survey, Sir, with detail to ten-meter
squares.”

Rinn glanced at the captain’ s absorbed face. In hisrocks, he finds the order in things, she thought; an
elegant order drawn from chance combination and variable cooling, Nature' s random violence caught in
crystd’ sfrozen beauty. In the exterior monitor, volcanoes it the horizon with their fury. She watched the
image amoment. Y es, you are beautiful—but you could have waited past one more ship’s landing.

The two men studied the map, then Y uri reached to key the screen wider.
“Ground survey would be prudent,” Ham offered.
“Wedon't havetime.”

“If Zvezda lands on uneven ground, she could tip over. We don’t have gyro power beyond thirty
degrees, nor the pod extenders to compensate.”

“Yes, | know.” Yuri studied the screen and then tapped one loop of aringed pattern in the lower |eft.
“Let’ stry for that Ste twenty kilometers away. It looksfairly even.”

“A lot can hide beneath ten-meter resolution,” Ham warned.

“True, but we' ll try it anyway. Ordersto lift ship, Engineer. Khing, please call the othersto Command.”



“Yes gr.”
The captain turned to Rinn then and smiled. “Thank you.”
“You' rewecome.”

His hand grasped her shoulder briefly, then dipped away as he turned from her. The other crewmembers
appeared on the deck at Khina s summons and walked quickly to their stations—Oleg, Galina, Tatiana
Roblev seated himsdf beside Rinn to watch. She glanced aside at the psychologist, but he waslooking
esawhere, hislips pursed thoughtfully.

Y uri waved a the hellish scene in the monitors, “ Comrades, as you can see, we need to find anew
base—and then hope to find more tourmaline near it. Standard procedure, please. The computer should
handle most of it, but | need your severa eyesto react to unpredictable conditions it might not

recognize.”

“Yes, ar,” Khinamurmured, her eyes alight with suppressed excitement. Her eyes met Rinn’ sacrossthe
control room, and Rinn felt asurge of friendship from the dender biologist. She has forgotten her fear of
me, Rinn wondered. Something expanded within her, a sense of bonding to an outsider too long denied.

Odd. . . And how long will it seem odd, | wonder? First the captain, now Khina—others? She glanced at
Gdina, then Oleg. Shefdt asudden longing for the time when it would no longer seem odd—and
wondered how she had survived without the bonding. More bars of my prison, she thought.

“Begin ascent,” Y uri ordered quietly.
“Captain, I’'mnot so sure. . .” Tatiana began.
13 S.lljt up.”

Tatiana s eyes flashed, but she clamped her lips and turned back to her board. Rinn saw aglance
exchanged with Oleg, seated at the pilot chair vacated by Y uri earlier. She caught Tatiana' s SsSmmering
fury and Oleg' sirritated indifference. Trouble between those two? Rinn bit her lip and turned to her own
screen.

Shefet adight tug of acceleration downward, pressing her into her chair, as Zvezda rose upward, then
edged sdeways on her jetsfor along latera glide.

“Give us someroom for along descent,” Yuri said. “I want timeto look at what we' re landing on.”
“Y&, S'r.”

The ground receded in the forward screen, a cracked expanse of tortured rock broken by narrow rifts.
As Zvezda outran the advancing lava flood, the terrain worsened markedly. The Firgt Survey ship had
likely searched for sometimeto find itslanding Ste. Now Zvezda made asimilar search, farther from the
volcano that stripped her of asafe footing. The ship drifted through the turbulent methane clouds, the
vison in the forward screen often obscured by yellow sulfur mists and the deeper purple of
methane-dioxide. Beneath flowed a speed-blurred expanse of black basdlt, cracked and tumbled in
primordia disorder.

“Beginning descent,” Ham said aminute later. “Looks good.”

“Visudity?”



“Declining to sixty percent,” Oleg said. “Resolution to three meters”
“That ought to be enough. Pick usaplace, Oleg Andreivich.”

“Yes, Captain.” Oleg keyed in hismanual override. Zvezda sank downward on acontrolled glide, tiding
her underjets and the more powerful energy of her main engines. * Eight hundred meters,” he said, his
hands steady on the controls. Rinn watched the flow of engine power, checking the computer readings
againg standard program. All well.

“Six hundred meters. Looks good.”
“Doyou haveadte, Khina?’

“It' srough. Visudity <till decressing.”
“We'll chanceit. Continue descent.”
“Yes gr.”

The view of the ground in the forward screen abruptly cleared as Zvezda emerged from cloud cover.
Beneath her gaped awide fissure bracketed by smooth ground on either Sde. “ Side-jets,” Y uri ordered.
The ship drifted sideways across therift, still descending. “ Take that lava pan at thirty degrees, Oleg.”

The ground seemed to rash up in thefinal hundred meters, and the forward screen filled with aferocious
cloud of pumice dust as Zvezda touched down. The ship swayed, then tipped darmingly to the lft.

“Gyrod” Yuri ydled.

“Compensating.” At Ham' s deft touch, Zvezda righted herself on her pods. The engine vibrations
quieted, then died into silence. “Well, it' sa postage Slamp,” Ham said judicioudy, “ but we madeit.” The
swirling dust subsided, revealing anear duplicate of theterrain a the first base. A hdf-kilometer away,
theleve ground roseinto jagged hills, climbing steadily toward another vol canic range on the horizon,
thankfully quiescent.

“WEe Il survey the surrounding area,” Y uri said. “ That nearby rockface looks good for another mine.”
“Not likely,” Tatianamurmured.

“We Il see” Yuri retorted. “ A survey, anyway. Thank you, comrades,” hesaid to dl, and hisglance
swept toward Rinn amoment, then away. “ Run your systems checks, then we' |l go see what we' ve dedlt
oursavesin this card game. Out-ship survey in one hour.” He sounded ebullient. “1'll take Ham and Oleg
onthesurvey and. . .” Helooked a Rinn.

“I have auit training; Kornephoros Four isn't much different,” she said. She gestured at the monitor and
smiled. “ Colder—uwith fewer volcanoes, practicdly none at dl.”

“Sounds like a definite improvement. Well, come a ong then. We can use your extrahands.” Heignored
Tatiana soutraged glare, and Rinn’s skin prickled from the hotility.

Shewill not giveit up, she thought. Why?

An hour later, the four prepared for the out-ship survey. Ham loaded a motorized cart with sensor
equipment and asmdll laser-drill, then activated the robot brain. It trundled across the bay floor, heading
snglemindedly for the airlock. Lightsflickered acrossthelock controlsas Y uri programmed a sequence



of complicated fail-safes of the lock to protect the ship from any accidental atmospheric penetration. The
cart rolled into the airlock and they crowded in after, facing outward toward the exterior door. The outer
lock cracked at itsleft edge, then did smoothly aside.

“Be careful of your footing,” Y uri told them as they maneuvered the motorized cart down the metd air.
“Raw lavaplain can have some nasty surprises. W€ |l hope for a pleasant surprise—more tourmadine to
reestablish this trade-point.”

“A littledim, Captain,” Oleg said dubioudy.

“Maybe s0, but we'll look. Keep your sensors keyed to the robo-carry monitor; the computer can sort
the readings on theradio link with Zvezda .”

“Ya S'r..n

“Let’'sgo.” The party set out toward the south and anearby ridge. Rinn again felt afaint tremor through
the soles of her insulated boots, awarning from the now-distant volcano. The lavafield Stretched
endlesdy into the distance, encrusted with the deposits from the atmospheric gases—purple, yelow,
blood red, white. Nearby gaped a hugerrift, fifty meters across. They walked singlefile a ong the edge of
therift, Yuri and Oleg in the lead, Ham bringing up the rear beside the lumbering robo-carry. Twenty
minutes |ater they reached theridge. It towered over their heads in frozen black sculpture, marked with
deep cracks and the sparkle of mineraized veins.

Oleg nodded toward a particular thin vein that winked bluein their suit-lights. “Might not be that
unfeasible—that looks like tourmaine.”

Y uri ingpected the vein judicioudy as Rinn and Ham crowded behind him, craning to look. “Not much of
it”

“Might be more insde the geodome.”
“Might. Let’ stake acore sample, Ham.”

Ham lifted the portable drill from the robo-carry and together the two men cut a hand-sized holeinto the
rock, exploring the depth of the vein. The crystal deposit proved only afew centimeters deep, with basalt

beyond.

“Wall, let’ s spread out and ook for more crystdl sign. Here, Rinn—the controlsfor your polarized lamp
are setin your neck collar.”

“Polarized light?’ she asked as he bent his helmet near her, his gloved hand making a ddlicate adjustment
at her collar ring.

“Standard mineralogical andysis, one we ve suit-adapted for survey. Each slicate structure reflects a
different frequency in polarized light. Y our suit broadcasts the readings to the cart’ s monitor while you
watch for the tourmaine numbersin your helmet display. The cart sendsthe readingsto Zvezda for
recording and later analyss. That way we can survey and search at the sametime.”

“ I %,"

Hemade afind adjustment, and asmdl bar-did lit on her interior hemet display. “ The number on the left
isthe search reading,” heingtructed. “On the right is whatever you' relooking at now.”

“Forty-three point two-five-two.”



Y uri granted. “Olivine. Lots of that around here.” He turned back to Ham. “ Complete the set-up at this
ste, Ham. We hope to have something more for you in afew minutes.”

“Ya S'r..n

Y uri waked to the right dong the ridge, his helmet craning upward as he swept his headlamp up and
down its black face. Oleg headed in the other direction. Rinn hesitated, ssw Ham start to move after
Y uri, and decided to follow Oleg. After afew dozen meters, Oleg turned toward her, an unpleasant
expression on hisface, digtinct unwelcomein hismind.

“I don’'t need you, Starfarer.”

She changed pattern and blocked out his hotility like cloth across adate. She was not in the mood for
this Tatianaclone. “Nonethdess, | am here,” she answered coally. “And my nameis Rinn. Shdl we
continue the work?’

Oleg scowled, then turned away. They both turned their head-lamps upward, quartering the ridge above
them. Beyond them, the ridge rose higher, mounting the flank of asmal fumarole several hundred meters
ahead. Sowly they worked their way along the ridge, watching the number display in their helmets. She
relaxed her guard and sensed Oleg' sirritation at her presence fade into his absorption with the work.

Astheridge rose, their light-passes became more difficult, the effect of the beams fading with the greater
distance to the upper shelves of rock. Oleg dowed, then tried backing away from the ridge, his head
craned backward. Rinn concentrated on the lower shelves of rock and saw a pink flash as her lamp
passed over another kind of deposit, then the subtle amber of gold, the metallic shimmer of micaand a
copper ore named sannite. Astheright-sde number in her helmet display shifted steedily, flicking from
onereading to another as her headlamp played over the rock, she borrowed their significance from the
memorized list in Oleg’ smind. See the pattern. She smiled, her spiritslifting despite her dour
companion. The numbers changed again to another copper ore, yellow, named cha copyrite, then to
argentite, dark-gray flashing with the pae sheen of Slver.

“Treasure trove here,” Oleg murmured. “Like afoundry planetwide.” His blue eyes swept after the beam
of hislight, seeking eagerly for the revedling shimmer and flash of minerd deposits embedded inthe
basdt. “| see garnet, Siderite, other ores. . .” He stepped backward, trying to direct his beam ill higher.

Oleg’ sboot pierced the shallow basdt of alavatube, unbalancing him. He waved hisarmswildly, unable
to step another step backward.

“Watch out!” Rinn cried.

His other foot cracked through the brittle surface, and he fell backward, crashing through the roof of the
tube. His shout stopped abruptly as he disappeared into the ground, cutting radio contact.

Rinn ran the few stepsto the edge of the gaping hole in the ground, then checked hersdlf asthe broken
rock cracked beneath her own boot. Careful. She knelt and crept forward on her belly, careful to
spread her weight as much as possible on the thin stone. At the edge, she put her head over the jagged
lip of stone, directing her hdmet-light downward. Oleg lay five meters below on the floor of the tube,
gprawling helplesdy. She could hear his labored breathing in her headphones.

“Oleg! Areyoudl right?’
“Rinn!” The captain’svoice blared in her hdmet-mike. “What happened?’
“The lavatube collapsed!” She inched forward another foot. “Oleg!” she shouted at the man below.



“Mmmmph,” he grunted, only haf-aware. His thoughts shifted vaguely as helay stunned, pricked by fear
and agrowing panic. Rinn saw thefabric of his suit, normaly smooth with interior pressure, begin to
wrinkle ashis precious air leaked to the outside. Recklesdy, she scrabbled over the edge of therift and
dangled by her hands, then released.

Shefdl heavily to therift floor, then flung herself on Oleg, searching for the leak in the suit. Oleg' seyes
looked up at her through hisfaceplate, terrified as he realized the injury to his suit; his mouth gaped open
as he struggled to breathe. Rinn found the tear near his boot-hedl and ripped open her repair kit, then

dapped on apatch.
“Open your tank-vaveto full aperture,” she ordered.

Oleg responded groggily, graying out with lack of oxygen, but fumbled at his neck-ring to open the
linkage to the air tanks on his back. Rinn quickly inspected his suit for more legks, turning first one foot,
then the other, into the glare of her hemet light. She found another, smaller, leak near thefirst and
patched it aso. After the repairs, Oleg’ s suit dowly reinflated, smoothing its deadly creases. His breath
came easer, athough he coughed from the dien methaneinside his suit. Shefdt his consciousness begin
to dip away as he surrendered to his shock.

“Oleg! Don't pass out on me now! | need your perceptions.” Rinn shook him roughly and earned herself
aweek glare from the injured man. “Good. Whereisyour pain? Think of that, Oleg Andreivich.” She
shook him again, more gently, trying to recover him from the blackness edging hismind.

“Arm...” Oleg'shead lolled weskly against her chest. She held him closdly to her amoment,
automatically comforting him as she responded to hismental projection of pain and shock. Oleg looked
upward into her face, his expression one of dull wonderment.

Rinn double-checked Oleg’ s atmospheric controls and talked to him quietly to keep him awake. He
responded indistinctly, but she cared only that he remained aware. Carefully she probed with the Gift for
the signs of ahead injury, either random bursts of thought from damaged nerve tissue or a spreading
blackness in the deeper parts of the mind, where the brain drove the heart and lungs. Oleg stirred
uncomfortably but did not resst her intrusion, hiseyes till fixed upward on her face.

“What. . . areyou doing?’ he whispered.

“Rest easy, comrade,” she said gently. “1 mean no harm to you, only good.”
“I know. . . that. I...” Hiseydidsfluttered. “Rinn?’

“What?’

Oleg murmured indistinctly, histhoughts scattered into an undercurrent of gratitude and ebbing fear. She
fet him dip away from her again; shelooked upward, anxiousfor help from the others. After ashort
wait, Y uri’s helmet appeared overhead.

13 Ri nn! ”
“Hisarm is broken. Concussion, | think.”

Y uri cursed. “Hold on. I'll throw you aline.” A moment later, severd loops of alight cable dithered over
the edge of the break. She snatched it asit swung, then quickly tied the rope around her body, with an
end through the waist-ring on Oleg' s suit. She raised him awkwardly into a hdf-carry, her am around his
waist, and tugged on the taut line. The rope lifted them, swinging them toward the side of the tube. Rinn
quickly lifted her feet to catch their swing, and then braced hersalf againgt the curving wall. Asthe rope



was pulled dowly upward, she walked up the side of the tube, holding Oleg’ s suit away from the sharp
edges. Near thetop, Y uri reached down and pulled on them, then snagged Oleg’ s suit-belt. Together
they maneuvered the unconscious officer over the sharp edge of the break and onto firmer ground.

“Which armisbroken?’ Y uri asked as he ran his own check of Oleg’s suit. Ham knelt beside them, his
face anxious.

“Left, | think,” Rinn said. “It aches like a broken bone, but he was too shocked to confirmiit. | don’t
detect any head trauma, but he' s obvioudy been jarred.”

The captain’s helmet swung toward her. “1s he conscious?’
“Half-aware but dipping, Captain. Probably a concussion.”
“Let’sget him back to Galina”

Asshefollowed Y uri and Ham back to Zvezda , Oleg supported between them, she wondered angrily
what else could go wrong for Y uri and his ship on this benighted world.

11

A DAY LATER, RINN SAT QUIETLY IN A CORNER OF OLEG’ Sroom, watching Gaina's
sickbed nursing. The ship services officer neatly changed the sheets without overly disturbing her patient,
checked Oleg’ sreflexes and pulse, then murmured to the injured man. He responded groggily, Hill
affected by abad concussion, but Rinn did not detect any worsening of the head injury. She sensed his
pain, acollection of sharp braises and adeep bone-achein hisleft arm, and a pounding headache Gaina
did not dare ease with opiates. Her own head ached in sympathy as she maintained her mentd rapport,
but she kept the watch without resentment.

“Anything?’ GdinaKirillovnaasked again and turned toward her.
“Hehasavery hard head.”

Gdinaamiled with relief. “1 keep asking you that, but how often do | have such ardliable guide? A
wonderful help, this Gift of yours. | envy Xin Tian.”

1] Tm]k yw.”

“Did you work in the hospitals there?’ Galina asked as she folded the discarded linen. Rinn sensed her
friendly interest and something deeper she could not quite define. A complicated woman, Galina,
accustomed to many layers of intention. Behind the thoughts she glimpsed a stern-faced but beautiful
woman, another Kirova, long accustomed to power and trusting no one.

“Only thelabs” she answered, “but health-sensing is part of my training. Unfortunately, it came too close
to mind-probing for Captain Hung' staste; it wasn't encouraged on Sing Fa .”

“Persondly, | think your Captain Hung was an idiot.”
“Just a cautious man. | am adangerous person.”

“Very dangerous, to Oleg’' sgood fortune.” Her expression changed subtly. “And | hopeto ours. In case
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you don’'t know, I’ll do everything | can for you on Novy Strana—you have a powerful advocate there,
though she hasn't yet heard of you. Some commissars can see further than others.”

“Tatiand saunt?’
Gdinastared amoment, then laughed nervoudly. “It does take some getting used to, doesn't it?’

“I’'m sorry,” Rinn said and looked down at her hands. “It'sameatter of perception leve. To listen to him,
| also hear you.” Shetwisted her fingersin her lap. “I'm sorry,” she repeated.

“Perhaps someday, Zvezda 's Starfarer, you can leave off with gpologies for something that should need
none”

Rinn looked away. “I have learned to keep my hopes more modest.” Though she heard the comfort, she
findly identified the hidden intention in Galina s mind—an avarice for the Gift, to use and control for
Soviet purposes. Isatool ever human? she asked Gainaslently as the woman moved around the small
room, and felt her own warinessrevive.

But what if | choose to be more than atool ?

Two dayslater, ’s crew discovered its new vein of tourmaline. Y uri tramped back to the ship, eated, and
promptly set out ordering aparty to begin drilling. He found Tatianain the lock bay, preparing the
spacesuits. She grunted absently as he entered the bay, preoccupied with her struggle with abalky
connection on one helmet.

“Can | help?’ he asked.
“No thanks,” shereplied curtly as she bent over the suit. “How long until we leave?’

“Lessthan an hour.” His eyes siwept over the suits she had prepared. “ There€ |l be four in the party; you
should break out another suit.”

“Four? Standard procedure isfor three.”
“I'm taking McCreawith us.”
Tatiana s head jerked up. *Y ou can't be serious! Hasn't she done enough aready?’

Y uri scowled. “What do you mean? Galinasays Oleg’ s awake and doing well.” He knew that Rinn’'s
presence in Oleg’ s sickroom had grated badly on Tatiana; Galina had reported sparks every time Tatiana
went to vigt. “And he' sdive because of Rinn's prompt action, Tatiana. Can’t you give her that?’

“In solving aproblem she created,” Tatianathrew back, her eyes blazing. “Don’t be so blind, Y uri. Oleg
has had years of spacesuit training, just like us; he knows the risks on a Class Four world. Y et the firgt
time he goes out with her, he nearly dies. Oh, brave Rinn, running to the rescue.” Her voice shrilled with
loathing. “How do you know she didn’t make him forget the danger, just so she could ‘rescue’ him?’

“That'sridiculous,” Yuri said camly, disturbed by the hatred in Tatiana seyes. “It’ strue that your
opposition has become legendary in only two weeks, Trade Officer, but there are limits. Sheisan
asset—" Heraised his hand warningly “—and the subject is not open to discussion. Prepare afourth
uit”

Tatiana shut her mouth with asnap and glared, then quickly schooled her expression. “Yes, Sr,” shesaid



demurdly.

Y uri gave her asharp look and hesitated, then gave up the half-formed intent of trying to reason with her.
Any accord he had had earlier with Tatiana was gone, and he doubted if even Viktor had much influence
left. Why? he wondered. Why did she hate Rinn so much?

Heleft Tatianato return to the bridge and check on the wesather, then met the drill-party in the access
bay thirty minutes later. Tatiana helped Khina suit up, then offered assstance to Rinn aswell. After a
dtartled look, Rinn assented. Y uri put on hisown suit and snapped down the helmet.

“Testing com,” hesaid.

“Sir,” came Tatiana svoice, tinny through his headset. The other two women echoed her, their faces
obscured by the glare of the ceiling lights on their faceplates.

“Doyou al know the procedure?’ Y uri asked.

Again an affirmative chorus, with repressed excitement from Khina, acamness from Rinn, and an edged
voicefrom Tatiana

“Thenlet'sgo.” Y uri depressed the intercom button to the bridge. “ Departing from anterior lock.”

“Yes, dr,” Ham responded. “ Good luck.” Lightsflickered across thelock controls. As'Y uri stepped out
on thelock platform, he craned his head to right and | eft, andlyzing conditions. “Within parameters,” as
Ham would say, but the parametersincluded swirling methane winds, frozen rock, and a steedy
ground-trembling from the continuing eruption far to the north. He wanted a quick journey to the new
mine before the world' s perils again gathered to strike; New Prague resembled Hell alittle too much for
comfort.

At least Olegisalive, hethought. It was close, too close.
“WE |l need the robo-carry,” he said.

“Already loaded, Captain,” Tatianasaid, pointing downward to the left. Y uri scrambled down the ladder
and walked to the small cart half-concealed by the bulk of the ship. Tatiana had packed supplies and
extraar canisersin the rear compartment, their hedge against delay and accident. The laser-drill
occupied mogt of the front compartment; they would load that compartment with tourmaline and carry
the drill back.

“Very good. Il take the point; Khina, take therear,” he said, ordering their small expedition.
“Yes, gr,” Khinamurmured.

Y uri activated the robot controls of the cart and programmed its course, then moved aside asthe
machinerolled forward at awalking pace. “Let’'sgo.”

Asthey walked toward the nearby ridge of hills, Y uri noted wide bands of feldspars and augitein the
surrounding basdlt, aswell as other plutonic minerds. an occasond flash of micaand zircon, afew rare
tumbled outcrops of quartz, severa winding veins of an unknown minera variant— rose, green, dark
blue—swirling with the patterns of sulfur and methane deposits. He repressed hisingtinct to stop for a
sample and dogged ahead beside the robo-carry.

Steadily they made their way toward the rockface and the smdll rift that led to the crysta mine. To their
right, he could see the distant eruption that had destroyed the first base, aline of tiny mountains spouting



fire, haf-veiled by the shifting methane crystals whipping by on thewind. A gust staggered him, and he
hunched his shoulders, careful of hisfooting on the broken ground.

He glanced behind at the others, checking, then followed the robo-carry up the gentle dope to the dark
dash of the mine entrance. At therift, he glanced around and called Ham for areport on conditions. All
well. Zvezda seemed dmodt toylikein the distance, atiny diver of metd that gleamed as brightly as her
namesake. Then, careful not to scrape his suit againgt the jagged rocks, he climbed into therift.

Hishelmet light struck the rock of the narrow walls, lighting the brilliant blue of the tourmaline, then other
colors of saveral gemstones, other crystd, athin line of gold, al contained by the sober black of basalt. It
was aHédll demon’ streasure trove, crafted miles degp in avolcanic vent as raw magma cooled and made
its didtillery from the fundamentals of atomic weight, crystal bonding, and variant temperature. He played
his helmet light onto the opposite wall and saw the answer of other crystal-flash, suspecting the new site
might be even richer than the old. It better be, he thought grimly. Hisluck had to turn sometime, and a
rich deposit would help certain other explanations.

He paced forward, tracking the tourmaline vein to awider deposit where they could start the drill-face.

As Y uri disgppeared into the rift, Rinn looked toward the vol canoes to the north, then quickly scanned
their surroundings. No threat yet. Absently she listened to the autonomic awareness of her companions,
monitoring heartbeat and breathing, listening for any sensation of physica distress. For this she had been
trained at the enclave, avauable use of the Gift as guard that she continued. . . Shefelt grateful to Y uri
for induding her again.

The ground trembled more violently benesth their feet, and afaint Sfting of dust fell acrosstherift
opening. Rinn reached out to the supporting rock, testing for weakness, but rock had no awareness. She
heard only blankness, no more than a sense of enclosing and weight. Some at the enclave were Gifted in
planet-sensing; her own Gift reached out to living things. She touched each of her companionsagain and
reached out to the captain as she probed her way into the darkness of the mind. All safe. . .

Thebottled air of her suit felt raw in her throat, and she coughed dightly. Shelooked north again,
wondering how much longer Y uri would stay in therift. She coughed a second time and imagined she
could amost smell the reek of sulfur, the bloated scent of other erupting gases. Mountain, she sent
wigfully, looking north again, do you hear me? She coughed again from araw pain in her chest.

“Suit check, Rinn,” Khinasaid abruptly.
“What?’

A thrum of hodtility touched the surface of Rinn’smind, an attention so pointed that Rinn glanced at
Tatiana. She heard Tatianatry clumsly to guard her thoughts, in the process dtracting the very interest
shewastrying to avoid. As Khinamoved toward Rinn, the Starfarer caught abrief image of a suit
regulator valve, of Tatiana sfingers adjusting the control to adangerous weakness. Could her hodtility
have reached such a point? Rinn probed deliberately and felt the trade officer shy violently away from a
touch she vaguely sensed asdien and exterior.

“Freak! Mutant!” Mei-lan had cried, ages ago.

Rinn glanced down quickly at the suit valve a her waist and saw it set well below the red warning line. If
|eft at the lower pressure setting, the suit admitted infinitesmal amounts of methane into the enclosed
atmogphere of the suit, tainting the bresthing mixture. Already she had enough methanein her suit to
irritate her throat membranes. She wrenched the setting upward, choking off the poisons. Khina saw the
movement and whirled toward Tatiana.



“I thought you checked these suits, Tatiana. . .” Her voice trailed off; then, harshly, she added, “1 see, oh
sowdll. Isn't it enough to be atota and unalloyed bitch, Tatiana? Must you add murder, too?’

Tatiana s mouth gaped. “Khinal | never intended. . .”

“Oh, sure. Put onthe act. Lie. Bat your pretty eyes. You're so good at that.” Khina' s voice trembled
with rage.

“What' sthe problem?’ Y uri asked as he emerged from the narrow rift of the mine entrance.

Khinatossed her head. “ Oh, nothing. Just alittle case of convenient murder. Tatiana sabotaged Rinn's
pressure gauge.”

“I did not!” Tatiana shrieked.
“Lies,” Khinaspat back contemptuoudy. “It'sjust like you, Tatiana, you Russki bitch.”

“That' senough!” Y uri ordered. He scrambled down the broken rock in front of therift, waking gingerly
on the ungteady footing. “Khina, help Rinn through a biosystems check of her air supply. Tatiana. . .”

“I did not sabotage the suit,” Tatianaraged. “Khind s as paranoid asthat Starfarer, but you dwayslisten
to them, not to me. Y ou just bumble around, Y uri, seeing what you want to see and risking usdl. If
you'd only ligento me!”

Y uri stopped a pace away, facing her. “I am ligening,” he said camly. “Tel mewhy Rinn hasa
contaminated suit.”

“I don’'t know. Maybe the suit’ s defective. Maybe she did it hersdlf.”

“Why would she tamper with her own sLit?’ he asked reasonably, but Rinn sensed his baffled and weary
frugtration, laced by fear for her own safety. She'll try again, was his thought. He was convinced of it.

“Why would |7’

“Y es, why would you? | gave adirect order about Rinn, one sanctioned by the mgority aboard this ship.
Y ou responded by withdrawing your help at Ba-rao-som’ s autopsy, chalenging my every order, raving
idiotic accusations about Rinn. And now Rinn has suit problems. Y ou draw the connection, Tatiana
Nikolaevna.”

“I deny that | tampered with her suit.”
“Fine. We ll let aboard of inquiry decideif you did.”
“A board? Y ou're crazy. She doesn’t have ship-rights.”

“Oh, yes, she does, Trade Officer. Go read your precious statutes and look it up; you can start now.
Y ou're confined to quarters.”

“You can't mean that! Over her?”
“Return to the ship,” Y uri ordered inexorably.
Tatiana hestated, then whirled and stamped down the dope.

The captain turned toward Khina. “How’sher air?’



“Tainted but bresthable. I" ve adjusted the oxygen flow; thefilters should handle most of the rest. Within
safe parameters, sir.”

“Good.” Y uri took adeep breath and looked back longingly toward therift.
“I’d rather continue,” Rinn said. “Wouldn't three be better than two?’

“Quicker, and thank you.” He handed carryalsto both women and lifted the portable laser-drill from the
robo-carry. “ The vein istwenty meters beyond the entrance on the left sde.” They followed himinto the
dark crevasse and waited as he braced the drill againgt the rift wall. Y uri braced himsdlf, keyed on the
brilliant ruby pencil-beam of the drill, and guided it back and forth acrossthe crysta vein. Through her
exterior headphones, Rinn could hear the shrieking crackle asthe rock yielded to the laser. A faint dust
sfted downward inside the shaft, set loose by the steady trembling of the ground.

Severd minutes|ater, Y uri shut down the laser. Rinn loaded her carryall from the tumble of rock, bending
awkwardly in her suit, as he shifted the drill to anew angle. The harsh helmet lights made the narrow
spaceinddetherift a semblance of strobe lighting as the team moved back and forth—first ablinding
glare off the smooth fabric of a suit, then aflash of sparkling stone asalight beam passed acrossawall,
each counterpointed by the dark moving shadows that followed the team as they moved.

Rinn made her way out of therift to dump the oreinto the robo-carry, stifling a cough from ill-sore
lungs, then squeezed by Khina as she emerged with her own burden. She reentered the shaft and bent
again at thedrillsteto refill her carryal. “Careful, Rinn,” Yuri said. “I’'m drilling lower now.”

“Yes, Captain.” Rinn backed away as Y uri diced downward to the bottom edge of the vein. She could
sensethe gtrain in his arms and back from working the heavy power pack of the drill, and saw afaint
sheen of perspiration on hisface through the ruby glare on hisfaceplate. She leaned forward dightly to
read hiswrist monitors, and he noticed the movement.

“Hot in here,” hesaid.
“Don’'t overload your suit.”

“I won't.” He grunted dightly as he again maneuvered the drill to begin anew pattern upward. “Isthat
what Starfarers do?” he asked. “ Shepherd anybody within range?’

Rinnamiled. “Bascdly.”

“An interesting vocation.”

“Oh, it'snot that much different from captain.”
Y uri chuckled.

Thedrill bit into the naked rock, surrounding him with aveiled plume of gases released by the molten
rock. Again Rinn sensed the drag a his muscles as he struggled to hold the drill in position. After another
minute, he keyed the drill Control and the rock-face blaze faded to the narrow illumination of their suit
hemets.

“A rather primitive way to harvest minera,” she suggested tentatively.

“Good for starting the drill-face. Later we can mount the drill on arobot, providing its carriagefits
through that doorway.” He looked down the rift toward the entrance, measuring the width with hiseyes.
He grunted. “May haveto enlarge that, but that’ stypica. What do the Chinese do at Kornephoros?’



Rinn bent to shove more chunks of oreinto her carrydl. “I wasn't involved in that much. Something
samilar, | think, but for different reasons. Greater Asais accustomed to mass labor.”

“Hmmph. They didn’t take you out-ship?’
“Not often.”

“Idiots.” Heraised the drill and maneuvered to another angle farther up the vein. “I appreciate you,
Rinn—you and your Gift. And you are welcome on my ship.”

“I know.” Sheamiled.
“Yes, you would.”

Tohim| am not atool, shethought as Y uri reignited the drill. Or do | deceive mysdlf, merely because |
wishit s0?

An hour later, Rinn emerged from the rift and again dumped her carryal into the nearly filled bin. She
sraightened and |ooked north toward the vol canoes. She watched the shifting colors, mesmerized by the
sensory display made safe by distance, then lifted her hand toward the raging mountains.

Do you hear me? she sent. Mountain. . .

Khina dumped her own load into the robo-carry compartment, then stretched awkwardly within the
confines of her suit. The ground shook violently, jarring them off their balance and sending asheet of dust
over therift entrance. Both women heard the click of the ship circuit.

“Increasing ground tremors, Captain,” Ham said. “Computer predicts arolling seriesfor the next hour,
some of two point four temblor range.”

“Acknowledged,” Khinasaid. “We re dmost done here.”
“I respectfully suggest that you not wait, my love,” Ham's usua calmness seemed strained.

“Coming now.” Khina bent over the robo-carry to program the reverse course, then headed for therift to
warn the captain. Rinn struggled with the flexible cover and managed to snap it down just asthe
motorized cart lurched away from them, heading down the long dope to the ship. Khinaand Y uri
appeared amoment later in the rift opening, carrying the drill between them. AsY uri ssumbled, nearly
exhausted from the long hour of manhandling the drill, Rinn smoothly intercepted them and took the
handlefrom him.

“Thanks,” Yuri said, breathing heavily. “How’ syour ar?’

“Fine. How' syour back?’

“I hope in worse condition than your air. Areyou sureyou'redl right?”

“You ve only asked that adozen times, Yuri.”

“So | worry about you. Enjoy it alittle, Starfarer, however strange it seems. Let’ s get back to the ship.”

A hdf-hour later, Rinn entered the cabin assigned to her and sat down heavily on the bed. Her throat il
ached and longer muscles sent their own pain, matching the tired confusion of her mind. She looked at

the pictures on her walls—abuilding, some flowers—and found no meaning in them. On Sing Fa , crew
rooms had no digtinction, no difference except the subtle presence of the personality, if that. At least they



had been familiar, acomplex of association with the crew that had occupied them.

Shetried to remember the sense of grief that had possessed her in the marsh, when she wept in her
exhaustion, but it euded her. One by one, sheimaged thefacesof Sng Fa’'s crew. | fed nothing for
them, shetold hersdlf. Why?

She sat, sudying her narrow hands, wondering if she had any emotion in common with Normals. The
enclave had recommended keeping a careful distance from the Normal crew, a means of survival among
intense prejudice. But somehow, however prudent, however cautious, it had left Rinn bereft of an
essentid. Zvezda promised—what? Anything? Could a Starfarer ever find that essentia among
Normals?

A tap at her door interrupted her thoughts, startling her. She jerked up her head, then sensed Y uri waiting
inthe corridor.

“Comein,” shesaid and walled away her emotions.
The captain entered the room and hesitated awkwardly, then sat down in the chair. She said nothing.

“| was concerned,” he began, then shifted uncomfortably in the chair. She sensed his discomfort and
looked away, hating the divisions between them. Both human, but divided by her Gift, and by his
captaincy for adistant Space Bureau that despised her kind.

“Rinn?’
“Yes, Captain.”

“Yes?’ Rinn looked at the floor, keeping acareful barrier against her own perception. Her emotion aided
her, until her sensing of him wavered and extinguished into grayness. | refuse you, Gift.

Y uri rose from his chair and crossed the few steps between them. Rinn looked up in surprise as his hand
caressed her face, then her hair. She held hersalf motionless under histouch, not knowing how to react.
After along moment, he reached down and pulled her upward into hisarms, his expresson questioning.
She sghed, perplexed beyond imagining.

He smiled down at her, amused by her expression. “Don't look so startled, Rinn.”
“l don't understand,” shesad. “Why?’

“I think,” he said, “we both ask too many questions.” He cupped her chinin one palm and kissed her.
Shejerked in surprise at the touch of hislips on her mouth, then leaned tentatively into hiskiss. After a
long moment, he brokeit off, and shefdt hisramble of pleased laughter.

“Nice,” he murmured, then pressed hislipsto her neck, exploring the touch and scent of her skin there.
Rinn relaxed still more, dropping the barriersto hismind, and felt histemptation to take the embrace
further. She amiled at his automatic balancing of debits and advantages as he wondered how she might
respond. Perhaps some things never changed, afundamenta between man and woman despite other
barriers.

“Wha'sso funny?” he asked gruffly, noticing her smile.

“Y ou. Mugt everything be acommand decison?’



Y uri looked startled amoment, then dmost abashed. “I’ll have to get used to this; I'm accustomed to my
hidden maneuvers.” Helooked a her speculatively. “Uh. . . speaking of that—well, never mind.”

Rinn laughed up a him and pulled down his head for asecond kiss, then released him. “I’m afraid that,”
she sad, “should be discussed with Doctor Roblev, like everything € se of importance[FIR2] And there
are other consequences to discuss before we rashly—"

“Why?
“It'snot that Smple, Yuri.”

“Why not?’ Y uri asked stubbornly, and pulled her closer to him.

Rinn pushed him away. “Oh, give meroom, pleass?’ shecried in anguish. “| havebeen sodone. . ”

He backed up hastily. A heartbeat stood between then, then he took her hand and raised it to hislips,
turning it to kissher pam. “ Of course,” he said smply. Then he smiled again, hiseyes sparkling. “Any
room, Rinn, and endless discussions—wall, not endless, we must have a conclusion, the obvious end
to—

“You'reabold one,” she said, embarrassed by her outburst.

“Certainly. And reckless and calculating and a number of other opposites.”
“Asaml.”

“Yes. You never have told me much about Ikanos and your enclave.”
“Ikanos was along time ago, the enclave dmost as much.”

“Still, I would like to hear about it, when we have time talk about such things. | can tell you about Novy
Strana—you need some preparation. We can tell each other al sorts of things.”

Hisvoice had an ingenuous qudity, asif he, too, felt gpart at times. She wondered at the nuance, then
smiled again at the subtle empathy between them. Strange, to fed o attuned with the nonGifted. But
perhaps not so strange.

“Yes” shesad. “I would like that.”

12

D URING THE NEXT WEEK, ZVEZDA REAPED THE PRODUCTS of the new mine. Besidesthe
precious tourmaline, the vein yielded anew minerd, pale yellow and unknown, that excited the
robocarry’ s sensors with odd piezoelectric readings. Y uri decided to collect asample for testing a Novy
Strana, then gathered other minerals at the drillsite and € sewhere, some easily recognizable, others
strangely distorted by the unique tectonic forces that had crested them. Rinn tramped around with him,
helping him collect samplesfrom every likely rock, both amused by and sharing his enthusiasm.

Tatianaremained confined to her quarters, occasondly visited by Dr. Roblev. The psychologist emerged
unhappy and dissatisfied, and she sensed hisworry about the polarization of the crew. Murder, madness:
the specter haunted his mind constantly. His disquiet added an unwelcome nuance to the nightly crew
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conferences; however unfairly, Roblev blamed Rinn for the trouble aboard the ship. It divided him from
Rinn, edging any words he spoke to her. And so she retreated from him, guarding her face and voice, to
avoid the very controversy hewould put to her credit. Y et till he watched her with uneasy suspicion.

Onthethird evening, Zvezda ' s crew again gathered in the crew lounge to examine the new minerals of
the day and to continue their ongoing discussions about Delta. The Seguinus samples, some dun-colored,
othersbrightly faceted, till others glinting from the recessed crannies of common ores, made avisible
symbol of the ship's newest successes; the crew’ sfrustration about Delta signaled its unsolved disagter.
Y uri pressed his crew for ideas, secretly hoping in the free-for-dl for aproposd, an analyss, something
to present the bureaucrats of Novy Stranawhen Zvezda returned home. Time was growing short, with
only abrief vidt to an ice planet separating them from that accounting.

“Think, comrades!” Y uri urged again. The otherslooked at him blankly— Roblev, Gdina, apae Oleg,
Khinaand Ham with fingers entwined. From her chair a Y uri’ sleft, Rinn watched their faces, aware of
the subtle interplay of emations and intention among her shipmates. Y uri turned to the dender biologi<t.
“Khina, have you finished your DNA andysis of the virus?’

Khinashrugged. “Asmuch as| can with our limited ship resources. Asbest as| cantell, the virusmimics
aDdtean’ s proteins but variesin asingle receptor enzyme—an enzyme not found in other Delta proteins,
by theway. Thisenzyme dlowsthe virusto penetrate other neurons, but attracts an immune reaction,
which in turnsleadsto the brain infection and damage. The closest Earth andogueisan atificid viruslike
N37-X, agerm warfare agent developed in pre-Treaty India. It did nasty thingsto neurons, too. A
paradle? How can wetd|?’

Roblev stared a her. “ Artificial ? Are you sure?’

“No, I’'m not sure. The enzyme could be asmple variation within norma permutations—but it looks, sort
of, like the virus might be manufactured.” She wrinkled her nose, irritated with the scientific vagueness of
her andysis. “But if it isartificid, why would the maker build so ineptly? Anyone who can gene-splice
with that ddicacy could predict theinevitableinfection. It samost asif the infectious damage was
deliberate.”

Y uri rolled hiseyes. “A ddiberate infection?’

Khinashrugged back at him “So put it up on the shelf by your laser-rifle, Yuri. That'sasfar as| cango
with Zvezda ’ s equipment. I’ ve frozen anumber of samples, and, of course, the university will havethe
rest of Ba-rao-som, too, but afinal answer won't be available until its megabrain computer can run a
permutation anayss”

“Andif it confirmsyour suspicion?’ Rinn asked her.

“Y es—what then? Why would a people deliberately infect itsalf with a plague? Germ warfare? A mad
Detean scientist scuttling around his lab? His nasty beastie that got 10ose? Lab? Where?’

“And when?’ Y uri added thoughtfully. “How doesit fit?’

“Beatsme,” Khinasaid. “Too bad we can’t raise the dead and ask our friend in the freezer, assuming he
even knew.”

Y uri scowled. “That doesn’t help much, Khina”
“Soyou goin, Captain, and ask Zvezda 's computer questionsit can’'t answer. That'sall | have.”

“Okay, okay.” They looked at each other, frustration etched on their faces.



“Areyou sure the answer isonly biologica?” Rinn asked, earning hersalf a sharp ook from Roblev.
Whenever she spoke up, the psychologist eyed her suspicioudy. That he knew his suspicions unfair only
rankled the more. Shetried to ignore him. “We ve been looking at differences, at piecesthat don't fit.
What issmilar?’

“To the Ddteans?’ Ham asked increduloudy. “They’re aprimitive tribe.”

“People are people,” sheretorted. “ A race organizesitsalf on cooperative lines, fulfills basic needs, reacts
according to its cultural imperatives. How are the Ddlteans like us? Why do the Lily seek to dominate
other tribes?’ She looked around &t the faces.

“Population pressure?’ Galinaasked. “ Delta doesn’t have much habitable territory.”

Khinashook her head. “I doubt it. W€ ve never seen a Deltean tribe-woman with more than one child at
atime. That suggestsalow hirthrate, either biologica or cultura, and thus either a negative birth strategy
or apositive surviva tactic. Both would ook the same from outside. Are the Delteans alow-birth
species, and thus lessflexible in adapting to environmenta change? If S0, the dow climactic and tectonic
changes now underway could be drawing them down to extinction. Or isthe limitation Strictly acultura
choice? Among the early Amerindiansin North America, the mother refrained from sex for severd years
after achild' shirth, both asa surviva device to nurture the child but dso an inhibition against rapid
population growth that would overtax the local biological resources. A few of our marginal colonies have
attempted the same regtriction of births—for the same reasons.”

“Perhaps the Lily tribe wants more of the available births,” Oleg hazarded, “and so they sacrifice
members of nearby tribes.”

Khinashook her head again. “ Our orbita scansdon’t show that the Lily corad population isany larger
than the others. In fact, we chose the Sunstone partly because their grouping had the higher numbers.”

“High death rate?’ Ham ventured. “What about the other end? Perhapsthe vird plague killsa significant
number of tribe members, especidly ininfancy. Perhgpsthat’ s the reason for the low births. Add injuries
and tribal violence, with only herba medicineto hed. ..

“Herba medicine can be quite effective,” Gainasaid.

“Not against congtant violence, my dear,” Roblev interjected. “ Traumatic internal injuries can’t be healed
by herbs—you need surgery. And the Delteans are gpparently unaware, if Rinn is accurate, of their
endemic vird infection—which meansthey have noimmunologica or serologica techniques, no concept
of the vectors of microbiologicd disease. In the Middle Ages, our culture looked to religion for answers,
not science. Perhaps so do they—on a shamanistic level, of course.”

“Perhgps.” Galinalooked unconvinced.

Y uri frowned and tapped his fingers on the table. Rinn again sensed his dissatisfaction, pricked by a
secret fear that Zvezda might not find asolution. She bit her lip, watching hisface.

“Earth andogues again,” hesad.

Khinashook her braidsimpatiently. “ And, again, what €'se do we have asamodd? Like Rinn said,
perhaps we should be looking a smilarities. Life doesrepesat itself, Y uri. We see the same patterns again
and again in Earth biology—certain strategies work, others may work in some situations but not in others.
Theresult isextinction, followed by radiation of the surviving speciesinto the empty niches. The
indigenous life on Novy Strana, though rudimentary, has shown several andoguesto Earth patterns. The



main differenceis Arcturus doesn't have adwarf companion to rain down comets and wipe out life forms
en masse every sixty million years. So things are dower, with agreater emphasis on the patterns of
natura extinction by tectonic climate change.”

“Détahasadwarf companion,” Oleg pointed out, “and tectonic change is now diminishing habitable
gpace. Asthe searises, even more land disappears.”

“On ageologicd time scale, and the companion isfarther out,” Y uri countered. “Nearly five thousand
AU, and about haf as massive as Nemesis. The effects on the Oort plane would be much less” He
thought amoment. “But | supposeyou'reright. It’ slike ascae—Novy Stranavery dow, Earth faster,
Dedtadower but not as dow as Novy Strana. But how doesit fit?’

Roblev yawned and stretched hugdly, then recurled hisfingers around his coffee cup. “ So, Oleg
Andreivich and Khina suggest evolutionary pressures; Rinn arguesfor cultura change. What about the
psychologica? The emations, the primd drives? Life drives are basic, al focused on surviva of the
genotype: territoridity, sexua drivesto breed, protection of the helplessinfant, basic ingtincts of hunger,
thirst, sex. A society cannot surviveif their emotions and cultura patterns don't advance survival.
Perhapstheirsdo not. If they are a degenerate society, they may be on the downswing and
irrecoverable”

Khinascowled. “Let’ s cure the viral infection before you write them off, Viktor Fedorovich. Did the
Renaissance Itaians check out when birthrates fell off from lead poisoning? Did we become extinct when
Europe lost athird of its population from bubonic plague? And what about the typhoid that followed the
Y dlow River’ sfloods through four thousand years of ancient Chinese history? Sometimes haf of Old
Chinawas submerged when the Y dlow broke the dikes. They rebuilt, they survived.”

Roblev shook his head impatiently. “ And smallpox wiped out half the Amerindian population of North
America?’

“That was an infection from the outside. Whenever you separate popul ations for long periods, immunities
change. There' sno dgn that thisinfection is recent—Rinn says the strength-for-strength ceremony has
gone on for generations.”

“Shesays,” Viktor argued, glancing aside unpleasantly a Rinn. “ There’ sno other Sign it isn't recent—nor
can we anayze how rapidly the Delteans are degenerating.”

“We don't know that they’ re degenerating,” Y uri said. “Look at the Sunstone. They find food, raise their
young, maintain their culture, trade with the interior tribes—"

“—and are subservient to the Lily cannibas.”

“That'sculturd, Viktor, not biologica,” Khinasaid. “And don't sneer at cannibals—they can be quite
effective. Reciproca cannibaism maintained adynamic baancein New Guineafor two thousand years.”

“S0.” Roblev said, again summing up. “We ve consdered the biologicd, the culturd, the prima. What's
left?”

“We'rejust arguing in circles” Oleg complained.
“Not necessarily,” Yuri said firmly. “The answer’ sthere somewhere.”
Roblev shrugged. “| tend to agree with Oleg, Captain. Thisdiscussion is going nowhere.”

“Sowejust giveup?’ Yuri demanded.



“| say that we don’t have the expertise. We need Tatiana Nikolaevna—she hasthetraining.” The
psychologist glowered & Rinn.

Rinn stared back at him amoment. “ So let Tatiana out of isolation,” she suggested. She sensed Roblev's
surpriseand smiled a him thinly. “Y ou persst in blaming me as victim, Doctor, insteed of looking to the
perpetrator. Why not continue the thought and wish the entire event away?’

“I'mnot blaming. . .”

“Oh?’

Roblev had the grace to smile, however insincerely. Games again, she thought, Do they ever stop?
“Wall, | suppose | am, somewhat,” Roblev said. “Y ou are an inconvenience, Starfarer.”

“So are laser-rifles, artificid plagues, and anative tribe that does’t like Star-Devils, Doctor Roblev.”
Roblev chuckled. “That, too. Still it would have been easier if you hadn’t—"

“Yes, that.” Rinn stood up, highly irritated. “1 cannot change my nature. | am what | am, however you
disapprove. Good evening, comrades.” She turned and stalked out of the conference.

Different, different. The rhythm of the words seemed to time the thud of her steps on the sairs. Fedl
nothing, shetold herself, and you can lose nothing. She remembered that Connor had said as much
during her remaining enclave days before shejoined Sng Fa .

“Normals have different needs” he had said, “and will useatool to itsfull potentid. If you identify with
their needs, you may be tempted to go beyond our code. Don't give too much of your loyalty,
Rinn—you make yourself vulnerable by coming too close to them, by caring too much for the outcome.”

Connor had shrugged, thefiltered light through the windows making his face a pattern of light and
shadow. “Welive anarrow life, at the sufferance of Normals. The Chinese do not often ask usto abuse
the Gift; in this, their suspicion isour safeguard. Useit to preserve what we are.”

Y es, but so easily said, Rinn thought angrily, torn between what Zvezda offered and what Zvezda
denied. Sheflung hersalf on her bed and escaped into other-mind, its other places, its other griefs.

“Rinn.” Yuri stood in the doorway of her room.
“Yes, Captain,” she said, her expression carefully schooled.

“|—" He stopped and looked at her helplesdy. “Where do you go when you wear that face, Rinn?Isit a
face you learned on Ikanos? | know Viktor’s been unbearable, but. . .”

She shrugged, then looked down, unwilling to meet hiseyes. 1 don’'t know what you want of me.”

Hetook both her handsin his. “I want many things, if you are willing— but mostly | want to spare you
any need to escape into that safe place.”

Shelifted her eyes, looking at him sharply. “1 have no safety. The Gift makesdl thingsunsafe.”

“Not so! Or, it doesn’'t have to be that way. Y ou haven’t asked what happened after you left,” he said
hurriedly. “Khinatold Viktor he stank.”



Rinn amiled. “That' slike Khina”

“Ham and | agreed, and | told Vicktor | wanted you as a permanent member-of the crew, with petitions
filed a Novy Strana, and—as my ship wife, if you—uh. . .”

Rinn stared at him. “What did he say?’
“Wadll, he does’t gpprove much, which is an understatement. Do you?’
“What? Approve?’

“I'm not explaining thiswell,” Y uri said in frustration, then released her hands to run them through hishair.
Helooked strained, with newly grown linesin hisyoung face. He touched her cheek, tracing her scar
with onefinger. “I don’t know whereyou go. | can’t reach you there.”

Rinn reached up to take hishand, then moved it to her lips. She Sghed. “Perhapsit only takes
persistence, Y uri Ivanovich.” Her shoulders sagged. “ But the Bureau would never dlow it. Novy Strana
proscribes usfrom al contact, much less service on your ships. And | am acitizen of Xin Tian—they can
extradite. The Treaty bites both ways. Y our Bureau would never protect me.”

“Gdinathinks Kirovamight. We can try.”
“Andif they refuse? What then?’

Y uri looked a her heplesdy. “1 don't know.” He set hisjaw. “But | will till ask.” He pulled her to him,
then looked questioningly into her face. Rinn surrendered to the apped, though she knew it unwise.

“Yes. Youmust ask,” shesad.
Hekissed her. “ And until then?’

“You can't risk acharge of my ‘influence,’ Y uri, not and hope to keep your position as captain of this
ship.”

Hefrowned. “ Another inescapable fact. I’ m afraid you' re right, dear Rinn.” He lifted her hand and
pressed it to hislips. “But we will see. | don't accept redlity so equably.”

“ Spoken as atrue member of the mgority.”
He smiled down at her. * Perhaps.”

They prudently stepped apart at the sound of footsteps on the ladder. “Perhaps,” she echoed, then
smiled a him again—and heard the flare of his emotions as he responded. It warmed her, more than she
had thought possible.

“What lse?” Y uri prompted again the next evening. He looked around the table at faces he knew well,
an essentid part of the ship he loved: his ship, his crew. He faced them with arenewed determination,
knowing that it showed on hisface. “What have we overlooked?’

Zvezda ’s crew again sat in the conference room, absent one trade officer: however Viktor and Rinn
urged, Y uri still would not relent about Tatiana s confinement. Let her slew awhile, he thought. “As
Viktor said yesterday, we ve considered the biological, the cultura, the primal. What other categories
might offer an answer?’



“Technologica?” Ham suggested. “ Technologica imbalance—those |laser-weapons of yours, Y uri—can
wreak more damage than any biological factors, and here we may have acombination of both plague and
revolution. How would technological superiority affect that balance of power?”

“Or isthe crucid factor,” Galinasaid dowly, “ownership of technology?If it weren't for the tsetsefly,
Africamight have been more advanced and less divided for conquest. Had the Amerindians had another
two hundred yearsto organize a nation-gate, the whites might never have advanced to the Pacific. Are
the Lily the original masters, or—" Galina hesitated, her blue eyesthoughtful. “Or perhapsaless
advanced tribe, agroup of barbarians that overcame a more sophisticated society?’

“A gtolen technology?’ Ham asked. “It might explain much.”
“Maybe,” Y uri said, till unconvinced.

“Butitispossble,” Khinasaid. “My Mongol ancestors swept into Europe and wreaked havoc with its
horde. The Germanic tribes had an opportunity to succeed the Roman state; Genghis Khan put astop to
that and made everybody in Europe start over. Having picked over Europe, the Great Khan went east
and took over China, which just happened to be cycling down into another dynastic flux.” She spread her
hands. “How often does a steppe culture overcome a city-state society? Do we have apardlée here?
Why did the horde succeed on both sides of Eurasaand the Amerindiansfail ?’

Gdinanodded. “ Cultura stability isadefense; weakness can be exploited if the enemy hasthe luck of
coincidence. The change comes from the combination, the contact.”

“And what change will wewreak here, | wonder?’ Viktor said. “Will we ' crack’ their society, too?’

“We haven't dways destroyed the counter-society,” Y uri argued. “ The Arabs managed to keep their
culture while taking our technology. The Japanese outsold everyone until they merged into Grester Asa
and gave the Chinese the means to handle its popul ation overkill.”

“The Arabs had atechnological resourcein oil, Japan its societal organization. What does Delta have?’

“Digtance,” Yuri said. “Unique products we want. And adominant tribe with massve magic.”” He
paused. Anideatantaized at the edge of hismind, and he caught Rinn’slook of immediate interest.

“Magic?’ hesadto her.

“Yes” Her strange dark eyes gleamed. “Perception, aworldview, away to enter into their society
ingtead of destroying from without. Magic, Yuri.”

“Whatever are you two talking about?’ Viktor asked, hislong face befuddled.

“Something outside your purview, Viktor,” Y uri told him. “Magic, power, the ghost-world. But then,
maybe not—if anyone understands symboalic redlity, it' syou.” Histhought leaped through the possibilities.
“Ligten, Viktor. What isthe one category that binds everything for the Delteans ? We can study them
from without, applying our anaogues from our own culture, but how do they seethemselves?’ He
answered his own question, rapping the table for emphasis. “ Power, magica redlity, the spirit-world of
demons and the world’ s magicd order. Everything that Rinn hastold us hasthat focus.”

“Magic,” Gadinasaid thoughtfully. She smiled. “ And what magic might Star-Devils have?”
“Exactly.” Yuri grinned & her.

Galinaglanced a Rinn. “Wdll, first off, we have aStarfarer.” Viktor promptly scowled and sheflipped



her hand a him. “ Stop salivating on cue, my dear, and use that brain of yours. Rinn is an asset: what she
candois‘magic’ eventous.”

“And we have laser-rifles, too,” Ham added.

“And dl sortsof other astounding things,” Gainasaid. “ The line between science and magic ismainly one
of perception, don't you agree?’ She smiled again, her plain facelit with interest and gpprovd. “It'sa
most profitable line of thought, Y uri, perhaps even enough to build a new approach to Delta. Whether
biologica or culturd, whatever mix of technologica and societd change, evenif the continents move and
the seasrise, al remains aquestion of magic—to the Delteans. And perhapsthat one fact isthe key.”

Oleg scowled. “I doubt if the commissars will approve of magica approaches, Gaina.”

“Then let them think up an aternative. We ve cudgeled our brainsfor days—Iet them cudgel theirs. And
don't be so certain about their ossified brains, Second Officer. Kirovahasagift for origina thought.”

“Maybe.” Oleg grunted.
“It sadart,” Yuri said. Helooked around the table and smiled at al of them, then met Rinn'seyes.

“A beginning,” she answered. “For many things.”

13

SIX DAYSLATER, RINN SAT AT HER COMPUTERMAN STATION as Zvezda lifted off ina
blaze of engine exhaust, scoring the basalt floor of the new base. The crew had marked the base with
transponders and placed others at the new mine for the next ship duein two months. As Zvezda cleared
the atmosphere, Y uri launched amessage to the waiting satdllite, derting Nauka ’ s captain to the change
of site. The ship dipped through the Seguinus system, accelerating aong the orbita Plane, then launched
at atangent into the strange nothingness of warped space for Mu Bootis.

After the successful entry into warp, the crew settled into its usua routine of trangit flight: around of
studies, andysis of the new data gleaned at the last trade-point, and preparation of each crew member’s
reports for the Trade Bureau. Y uri, earning adight scowl from Roblev, encouraged Rinn to prepare her
own report as both Starfarer and the ship’s computerman. The psychologist ill worried, unaware of the
growing effect of hisvidtsto Tatiana—and the boredom of the trade officer’ sisolated confinement.
Tatiana had had too much time to think. Rinn smiled as she worked at her computerboard, prudently
aware of Tatiand s state of mind.

Tatiana Nikolaevnathrived on conflict and the sure barbs she enjoyed inflicting on her crewmates.
Deprived of a steady opportunity for such attention, missing Oleg more than she ever expected, Tatiand's
fedlings had become strangely mixed. Reluctantly, she admitted a certain gratitude about Oleg’ s accident,
whatever her suspicions about its cause. Her choice of Oleg Kongtantin had been predatory initsorigins,
but Tatianafelt a certain fondness for the handsome second officer, both sexual and otherwise. His
near-death had upset her assumptions, perhaps even brought a realization of her own attachment.

And Tatianadid not like being aminority of one; she guessed the incident would rob her of her one sure
advocate aboard Zvezda —at least until she could bring Oleg around again. She paced her small room,
irritated with the confinement, and cursed hersalf asafool. She had misgauged the depth of Y uri’sfoolish
attachment to Rinn and put her own position at risk. Board hearings were not predictable, even to atrade
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officer with connections. The Situation prompted achange in strategy, though she would not yet admit it
to Viktor Fedorovich. Carefully she planned the method of her gradua surrender to his nags, waiting for
abetter day.

Rinn went calmly about her duties, wondering when Tatianawould comprehend her vulnerabilitiesto a
telepath’ s awareness. Even now Tatiana s egotism refused to admit the possibility of silent and unknown
intrusion, till denying that most basic of her fears. Grimly Rinn doubted Tatiana s Smilar confidence
about Oleg. For dl hispassion for the beautiful trade officer, Oleg, too, had been thinking.

At midpoint in the warp, Oleg had recovered enough to resume hisnormal duties, and he began
assembling his own reports. Judging from the busy activity aboard the ship, Novy Strana apparently
operated by avolume of computer discs, with endless reports up and down the chain. On the third day
of warp, Rinn stopped by Oleg's door and saw the second officer struggling to type with one hand, his
arm il splinted to his chest. Impulsively, she stepped into the room.

“Need some hdp?’

Oleg turned awkwardly at the sound of her voice, then shook his head. Rinn smiled uncertainly and took
astep toward the door, making her retreat, when Oleg abruptly changed his mind.

“Wait aminute. Maybe | do need some help.”
“I would think that’ s rather obvious,” she said dryly.

“The Soviet people are never daunted by obstacles.” He shifted to the edge of his seet, then stood,
nearly overbaancing. “ Or so the Bureau declaims. However, they’ ve never published an exact list of the
obstaclesthat apply. Here, sit down.”

Rinn crossed the few stepsto his desk and complied. A haf-page of text displayed on his screen. “Can
you typeto dictation?’ he asked.

“] SUPpPOSE S0.”

“Then commence,” he said pompoudy. Rinn glanced upward to seeif heintended some kind of humor,
then redlized he did not. She bit her lip and looked back at the screen. Thetal blond officer leaned
uncomfortably againgt the nearby shelves, hishand cradling his splinted arm.

“I wrotethisreport earlier,” he said asan aside, “but I’ ve decided it needs some editing. | had just
described the break in Deltean trade and your astonishing appearance in our midst.”

1] | %.”

“Continuing, then: It ismy opinion that the Starfarer, Rinn McCrea, contributed sgnificantly to theship’s
safety in extracting Zvezda from adifficult Stuation.” Rinn typed as he spoke dowly. “ Although some
crew members expressed concern about violation of Statute Regulation 1.0872-1, it ismy opinion that
circumstances required sanctuary, and that Starfarer M cCrea has proved hersalf an asset to the ship. |
myself later benefited directly, and | commend her for her prompt and efficient action.”

Rinn looked up at him. He smiled shyly, then covered the expression with a pompous scowl.
“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“It'smerely math.” Heleaned forward and keyed the text into memory. “1 think that’ s enough typing for
now. Thank you, Rinn.”



Rinn hid asmileand rose. “ Y ou’ rewdcome.”
“I think I'll take anap.”

“A good idea” Rinnwalked out, again trying to hide her smile, knowing it would only embarrass Oleg.
Pompous as he was, she appreciated the gesture. She dlowed asmall bubble of hope to form: if the
second officer made a favorable recommendeation, perhaps the Space Bureau would give more credence

to Yuri’s"“tampered” opinions.

Or perhaps, she worried, they would think she tampered with Oleg, too. Shefelt awave of the old
disgust, the old frustrations, and stamped up the ladder to the next deck. Would she never be free of this
contagion?

Not and remain yourself, she remembered from another time. She nodded to the other crew on the
bridge, then took her computer station. | am what | am, she thought defiantly, and called up her own
report on the computer screen. Starfarer.

They had named the world Crystal. It orbited the sixth planet of Mu Bootis, adiamondlike moon as
brilliantly white as Venusin Earth skies, its broad ice plains occasiondly tinted by shifting pastels reflected
from the gas-giant nearby. Benesth ten kilometers of icelay Crystd’ slightless ocean, its currents
powered by subterranean volcanic heat and tidal stresses—and, at certain magma vents where heat and
chemisiry made conditions suitable, acradle for the first beginnings of bacterid life.

In the biolab, Khina showed Rinn severd holograms of the chemaosynthetic bacteriathat thrived in
Crygtd’ s depths. Asthe microorganismsdied, their proteins circulated upward to therigid celling of ice,
and then, over centuries, percolated to the surface. First Survey had found their tracesthere, anew life
chemistry created by random evolution in an dien ocean.

“Proteins have nearly unlimited combinations,” Khinasaid. “We can build them in our |aboratories, of
course, but the process is time-consuming, even when confined to asingle variant. It takestimeto test
hundreds of combinationsfor asingle molecule.” She removed the dide from the optical microscope and
held it to the light. “ These beauties do something different with sulfides than Earth’ s degp-ocean vent
equivaents, though we' re not quite sure what. Novy Strana wants more samplesto fusswith.”

“Terraforming?’ Rinn asked in surprise.
Khinalooked at her sternly. “Let mereved my surprisesin the accustomed way, Rinn. No peeking.”
“Yes, Khina”

“That'sagood Starfarer,” Khinasaid, her tone complacent. Rinn laughed, and received the flash of
Khina squick grinin response.

“Just 0 you remember,” Khina said. She replaced the didein its container, then closed the case.
“Anyway, it sthat possibility that judtified the drill project. Aryol brought in the remaining equipment and
started the drill; we' re here to check progress, feed the little beastie more graphite so its precious gears
don’t grind to astop, and collect more samples on the surface.”

“I see”

“Then, ax weeksfrom now, Nauka will collect thefirst deep-water samples from the drill—or so goes
the plan. Thedrill-holeisdirectly over atherma vent, so they might even catch some living bacteria.”
Khina swistful expression showed she would have far preferred Nauka ' s share of the project.



“How deep doesthedrill go?’ Rinn asked curioudly.

“Ten kilometers of ice and another six kilometers of ocean,” Khinareplied. “A big drill, the best of avery
old desgn—if theice doesn't shift and break it.”

“Can that happen?’

“The experts say no, not at our Site, but sometimes such predictions end up awhistle-happy challengeto
Allah. ‘Don’t you dare bother our drill,; and dl that.” She sniffed disparagingly. “ Bureaucrats think they
order the universe, so every oncein awhile Allah stirs His natural forcesto remind them differently—not
that it has much effect on their assumptions. Bureaucrats are a stubborn breed.”

Khina continued repacking the dides, her small hands working with deft competence. Rinn shifted on her
lab stool as she watched. “ Are you happy on Novy Strana, Khina?’ she asked suddenly.

“Yes—though | prefer ship life. The university biologists get al the grant-studies on Novy Strana, and
those gppointments still follow racid lines; besides, out here everythingisnew.” Sheglanced a Rinn's
face, abit shy. “Areyou happy in the enclave?’

“| suppose—it’s certainly better than what | Ieft on Ikanos. And | like the ships, too.”
“They suit you,” Khinasaid unexpectedly. “Thelife suits both of us”
“Thank you,” Rinn said softly.

Caution: you care too much. They had warned her, during her first weeksin the enclave: welive
caefully here. If we don'’t interfere with them, they won’t interfere with us . Or so the enclave
hoped—that perhapsin time, Xin Tian might relax its paranoid vigilance and give the Starfarers genuine
privacy within the boundaries of the enclave’ swalled ghetto. The Japanese had that treasured privilegein
New Kyoto, the Tha lessso in their own district. Perhaps someday tel epaths might have security of
place and person, ahome in aposted district inhabited only by their own kind.

Aswe possessed on Ikanos, she thought wryly, and wondered if the Xin Tian Starfarers had even
noticed the similarity. She had never asked, had not even seen—had merely accepted the ordering of the
enclave as the refuge she so desperately needed. Keep apart, keep your place, they had counseled
her— the Gifted are pariah.

Rinn remembered as she watched Khina s delicate face, ova-eyed, smooth-skinned, framed by the
complicated braids of her black hair. Khina bent over her boxes of dides—treasuresto her.

“Freak!” Me-lan had shouted, her thoughts distorted with hatred. They had the same beauty, though
Mei-lan had hacked off her hair at the jawline and hid her dim body in shapeless quilted cotton—yet in
one, hatred and fear; in the other, alively interest—and proffered friendship.

Why?

Isolation, limits: a constant wariness of outside threet, outsde pressure— it was a paranoiacommon in
Xin Tian' swider society, characterigtic of the dominant Han Chinese. The Chinese had sought asimilar
homogeneity for millennia, and so Xin Tian had created comfortable ghettos for the minoritieswho il
survived among them, even on Earth—Hmong, Tibetans, Sikhs, the expatriate whites of Hong Kong, dl
the outsider peoples of Greater China.

And now Starfarers. Wefit in well, so very well, with our Ikanos scars, she reflected. Somehow, she
sensed the defeat in the enclave s arrangement, some opportunity missed, some subservience to the



maority mind.

Perhaps. . . She hesitated, studying Khina s profile, uncertain if she wished after anillusion of her own
desgning.

Novy Stranaaso built itswarrens, but in the ships offered a better equdity. At least Khinathought
s0—Rinn sensed her shipmate’ s degp contentment, interwoven with the joy of her ship tasks, her love for

Ham, her liking for everyonein her crew, even Tatianain certain moods. Still Kazakh in mind and
purpose, Khinaembraced her ship with al her ardent nature and took servicein the degpest sense.

“Rinn?’ Khinaasked, noticing her silence. “What are you thinking about?’
We might prosper here—but we' re more conditioned than we redlize. Xin Tian suits ustoo well.
“Rinn?’

Rinn gartled dightly, then smiled. “Oh, | was thinking about the enclave—and the choices we make.”
Shetouched Khina s hand briefly. “Thank you, Khina”

“For what?’
Rinn’ s smile degpened. “For thinking | might till be human.”
Khinashrugged dramatically. “ Oh, that! Rinnushka, it's nothing—even if you do peek.”

Zvezda agpproached the base on Crystal in acontrolled glide, aneat trgectory in balisticsthat set her
down saverd hundred metersfrom the drill platform. Y uri studied the configurations of the drill machinery
through the ship’s exterior monitor, then queried the autonomous computer aboard the drill about
conditionssince Aryol’ sdeparture. Asde from several centimeters of ice creep—a parameter built into
the flexibility of the pipe—Crystd’ sfrozen conditions had not affected the steady drilling through the
icecap.

The massive drill was acombination of amodified oil derrick, asmal fusion generator for power, a
pump, and the tall shed of the automatic pipe-loader. On the far side of the derrick, ashimmering flat
expanse of new ice stretched a hundred meters, made of refrozen water from the ice melted by the drill’s
action far below and pumped to the surface. As he watched, anew length of pipe shifted smoothly into
the derrick; the loader added asmall gear-twist to connect it to the pipe below, and the drill continued
boring its eady way downward. Wereit not for the gradual compaction of graphite under friction, the
drill could probably grind away until Doomsday. Sometimes older technology worked amazingly well.

“Everything within parameters,” Ham reported.

“Perhaps our luck has turned,” Y uri said.

“Perhagps s0.” Ham smiled with satisfaction at the readings on his screen. “It’ s about time.”
Yuri snorted. “You tel me”

The control room wasamode of quiet efficiency. He amiled, pleased with his ship, then stretched lazily
and glanced around the room once more before leaving to go below. He found Rinn and Khinain the
smdll lab benesth the access bay. As he approached the doorway, he heard Khina s full-throated laugh
and asofter deighted response from Rinn. She should laugh more, he thought, and felt grateful to Khina
for drawing her out. She il hidestoo much—not that | blame her.



He stepped into the lab and saw their two heads close together, both dark-haired, one in complicated
braids, the other a smooth raven-wing curve to the shoulder.

| like the sound of her laugh, he redlized.

“Captain!” Khinacalled, spotting him in the doorway. Rinn turned and smiled.
“Ready to go outsde, Khina?’

“Surel” Khinajumped off her lab stool and quickly gathered her sampling kit.

“Do you want meto come?’ Rinn asked wistfully, asif she expected to be denied the invitation. Perhaps
on Sng Fa , she usudly was—and, in time, had stopped asking. Her tone was another window to Y uri
about her existence before Zvezda .

“And everywhere they arewatched,” Galinahad said. Hewondered if Viktor appreciated that history in
hiscadculations.

“I don't seewhy not,” he said firmly and smiled at her pleased surprise.

“Yes, do!” Khinasad enthusasticaly. She dung her equipment over her shoulder, waved brightly at
Rinn, and |eft the room in aclatter.

“But surely you know | intended to include you,” Y uri said after Khina had gone. He paused
uncomfortably. Would he ever become accustomed to her silent knowledge of everything? Hefelt
determined to try.

“Not everything,” Rinn answered histhought, her blue-black eyesfaintly mocking. Hetook her handsin
semi-apology, then bent to kiss her.

“I'll get used toiit,” he promised. “ Truly.”

“It' sdl right. The Zvezda crew has dready offered me more than Sng Fa ever did—in some respects,
even more than the enclave.” Her mouth twisted wryly. “1solation and limits—I’ ve been thinking about
thewals| build, that we can dl build. | only wish. ..” Shelooked down.

“Yes,” hesaid, not quite sure what she wished. He repressed his worry about Novy Strana, knowing she
could senseit and add it to her own. Somehow, he did not want her worrying, not about anything. He
kissed her again, until she pushed him away. “We were going outsde?’ she asked pointedly.

“Uh, yes. You'reright.”
She chuckled, and he offered her ahand off her stoal.

When they arrived in the access bay Khinawas aready suited up and talking vivacioudy to Ham. Tatiana
Nikolaevna stood nearby, newly released from isolation. Y uri had resisted that change awhile longer but
saw the point in the end; aready the tensions aboard Zvezda had eased markedly. Even so, he had
ordered Tatiana confined to the ship and could count on Khinato recheck any suits Tatiana prepared.
The trade officer had accepted the restrictions demurel y—it might be half-genuine. As Y uri and Rinn
stepped into the bay, Tatiana s eyesflicked toward them amoment. Y uri wished for Rinn’s Gift to see
behind that sullen exterior. He had hoped Tatianamight give up her opposition to Rinn—but if shewere
melting, the process was moving like aglacier’ sdow creep.



“All ready?’ he asked the others.
“Yes, gr.”

“All right. Ham and | will relubricate and check the drill. Rinn, you can assist Khinawith theice
samples”

“YS, s'r.n

Ten minutes later they stepped into the airlock, al four shrouded in the protective suits needed on Crystal
to exclude vacuum and paralyzing cold. The frozen world had no atmosphere, and the glare of Mu Bootis
onice could blind ingtantly without the dark-light safeguards built into the visor sensors. Even then, the
sensor could be that instant too dow; Y uri manualy adjusted his helmet controlsto their darkest setting,
then reminded the others before opening the outer hatch.

Thewhite light burgt into the airlock asthe door opened, awidening bar of blinding ice-glitter that bathed
their suits and the interior lock. Y uri stepped onto the platform, careful of hisfooting, then picked a
gingerly descent down theicy ladder. Before him stretched theice plains of Crystal, cracked and scarred
by the forces that moved theice. An aurora of colors dowly moved acrossthe icy surface, advancing on
the ship—blue, brown, deep purple—as sunlight reflected from the gas giant that filled half the ky. Yuri
looked up at the massive world for amoment, half-mesmerized by itsvivid color and impression of
weight. On the horizon, the diamond-point of Mu Bootis had lifted above the ice pesksto begin the
dawn. Crysta was achingly beautiful, even through thefiltered dark-light of his helmet. He beckoned to
Ham and began the short hiketo the drill platform, reminding himsdlf to watch hisfooting againgt such
lovely digtractions.

After aquick ingpection of the girders and fusion generator, he and Ham ran system checks on the
exterior monitors, repeating the radio checks performed earlier. They took packets of graphite from
stores and pumped new [ubricant down the pipe through the feeder-tube, then added more graphite to
the drill equipment above. According to the computer’ s sensors, the drill had not yet penetrated theice
cap, but it was nearing the end: within two weeks, the three-lobed drill-bit would pierce the floor of the
ice and drop away, alowing the probe to spin its dow progress downward to the sea bottom. Two
weeks—Y uri glanced around the horizon, gathering one last 1ook, then closed up the monitor hood.

“It' sgoing fagter than the projections,” Ham murmured.

“Sometimes there' s a disadvantage to machinery that works. If we' d had that extratime at Delta Bootis,
Khinamight have robbed Nauka of the first deep-sea samples.”

“I wouldn't tdl Khinathat right away,” Ham said judicioudy.

“No, | think not.” Yuri smiled and looked toward the two women at the ice-rift near the ship. “ Satisfied
with theingpection?’ he asked formdly.

“Y es. Everything swithin proper limits”
“Good. Let’sgo back.”

Rinn gtraightened and held out the sample case at Khina s gesture, then noticed the two men returning.
“Arewe amost done?’ she asked.

“Sadly, yes” Khinasaid. “1sn't this place beautiful 7’



“Yes, beautiful.” Rinn watched aswath of vivid purple sweep toward them and flicker overhead.
“Lovely, just lovey. I’ve never seen anything likethis” A wave of rose-pink swept by, reflecting itself in
theslvery metd of Zvezda ’shull.

“Someday acommissar will put up adachahere, just you wait. They' re dways looking for some nice
placefor anew one.”

“I"d rather like a house here mysdlf, though centra heating might be a problem.”
Khinachuckled. “Oh, we could get around that. Otherwise, what' s the point of advanced technology?’
“True” Rinn agreed.

She helped Khina gather the last few samples, then waved at Y uri as he walked toward them. The four
climbed into the airlock and watched Crystal disappear in anarrowing band of brilliant light. Asthe
arlock door closed, Rinn sighed regretfully.

“Well come back,” Yuri promised her.

“Yes” she answered—though she knew he only haf-believedit.

14

ZVEZDA LEFT CRYSTAL THE FOLLOWING DAY, HEADING home. Rinn again st at her
computer station, processing routine systems data as she listened to the final gpproach to Novy Strana.
The ship had emerged from warp to a chatter of radio traffic on the central band, quickly silenced as
Khina changed to the Bureau frequency at the out-system base, amonitor ship permanently grounded on
amoonlet orbiting in the system’s Oort cloud.

A clear dry voice answered her hall.
“Greetings, Zvezda . Take orbit six-three-eight, landing station forty-two.”

“Thank you, Contral,” Khinaanswered. Ham busied himsdf with the orbit calculations as Zvezda
descended into the orbital plane of Arcturus, Novy Strana syellow sun. Thetactica digplay screen
winked with markersfor severa hundred ships, mostly in system, plying thetraffic to the rich Arcturan
asteroid belts. Novy Strana sfortune till lay in the oresit shipped to the mother-state on Earth, although
new products from the Bootean trade routes were building a steady Earth market, particularly therare
crystals created by the tectonics of dien worlds. Rinn had tapped the ship’s computers to sudy Zvezda
’shomeport, preparing hersdf with information that might be useful in coming battles. From thetension
she sensed in Y uri’ smind, she knew that the battleswere inevitable. A bureaucratic state also reduced
many thingsto one fundamentdl.

But she dso sensed that he did not mind the conformity or the arcane politicd warfare within Novy
Strand s bureaucracy. He till found room to exercise hisindependence, more than Rinn had ever found
in the enclave. Racism was more inflexible than palitics, for the Soviets valued results, however achieved.
A captain might squeak through anything, provided he brought in the results—and if acommissar chose
to champion the practicdity of that success and then won the political dustfight with hisor her peers.
Gdinahad said that this Kirovamight be such achampion. Maybe.
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Hope can be aweskness, she reminded hersalf. Don't expect too much or you may be unprepared.

She sat a her computer station and watched Zvezda *s dow approach to the blue-gray world of Novy
Strana, now in haf-eclipse. Onitsdark side, an interlinked sparkle of bright light-points marked its busy
capitd. Zvezda descended through night skiesto her homeport, guided by trangponder emissionsfrom
the web of navigation satdllites circling the planet. The ship entered the lower atmosphere, air molecules
screaming off her smooth hull, pal pable as a shimmering whine through the thick walls of the ship. Rinn
watched the planet turn beneath the ship, abeautiful world still half-occupied, man’s new ouitlet for the
burgting cities of Earth, new resource for the new materia's demanded by Earth’ sindustries.

She wondered if the bureaucrats of Novy Strana recognized the inevitable changes forced by a
frontier—and how long they would tolerate demands from the mother-state who pretended her interests
gtill matched theirs. Xin Tian competed with Earth initsrevolutionary zed, pretending itsgodswerea
continuation of Earth’ s needs. For atime, that might last—perhaps along time. But events moved more
quickly on Novy Strana; in Y uri’ swillingness to take risks, to push the system into a new pattern, she
sensed arestlessness of spirit that might yield anew pattern, one most uncomfortable to Earth.

“Cdling Zvezda ,” the radio said as the ship began her descent to the sprawling-port near the capital.
“ Zvezda here” Khinasad.
“Confirming landing a Nexusforty-two.”

“Acknowledged. Beginning fina approach.” Khinaturned to Y uri to make her formd report. “We have
clearancetoland, Sir.”

Y uri nodded. “Continue program.”

Rinn sensed the tension on the control deck, each a subtle variance. Khina feared for her and doubted a
ruling power that still kept its Adan minoritiesin warrens. Ham met the future with equanimity, guarding
his emotions with afatdistic acceptance of any possibility. Rinn gppreciated their empathy and returned
it, to both of them. From Tatiana Nikolaevna, confusion and a determination to advance her own
interests; from Oleg Kongtantin, a complacent and typical assurance that his report would rule the day.
From GalinaKirillovnaand Roblev, both busy at tasks on alower deck, she sensed little, asthey hid
their emotions within efficiency and plansfor their debriefing interviews a the Bureau. And from Yuri, a
blend of concern, of hope, of muted desire, laced by his habit of worry that he held as atalisman for
SUCCESS.

She glanced at him, less optimistic—yet she, too, had her hopesfor a place aboard his ship. Strange, she
thought, to wish for agoa controlled by Norma s—and perilous. For too long she had looked to the Gift
and the Starfarers who shared it; to wish otherwise. . .

But till shedid wish, and shewatched Y uri’ sface as Zvezda settled to its homeport berth.

After the routine landing checks exchanged with the spaceport tower, the Zvezda crew prepared to
disembark. Rinn retreated to her assigned quarters and prudently packed the few belongings given to her
during her limited stay aboard the ship.

“Ready?’ Y uri asked from her doorway. She turned and smiled at him, then saw Tatiana behind him.
Their eyesmet. A brief flare of emotion flashed between them, and the trade officer’ s expression
hardened. What will you do, Trade Officer? Rinn wondered.

“| think she should stay on ship,” Tatianasaid, “until her satusisresolved.” Her toneimplied that she



expected the decision to go only one way.

The captain turned and scowled at her. *Y our opinion wasn't asked.” Tatiana set her jaw and strode of f
down the corridor.

“Sheintendstrouble,” Rinnwarned.

“I don’t need your Gift to know that, Rinn.” He spread his hands, his smile warm. “ Come, Starfarer; let
me show you my home.”

“Gladly.” Shejoined him a the doorway and fdlt hisfingersdip into hers. Hislips brushed her forehead,
then lingered amoment before he stepped away.

Shefollowed him to the ladder and downward to the receiving bay. The ship hatch stood open, the
decontamination procedure completed. Two technicians had entered the ship with their instruments, their
heads bent over dids as they swept through their checks of Zvezda ’s efficiency. Four others stood
outside, asbusly intent on their tasks. Y uri brushed past them and descended to a ground-car waiting
below. Itstwin thrummed aongside, ready to race away toward the distant port buildings surrounding the
broad field as soon asthe last of Zvezda ’s crew |eft the ship. Above the sky glinted adeep mauve as
Arcturus sank toward the horizon, ending another day.

Rinn settled hersdf beside Y uri and Khinaiin the rear of the ground-car, then glanced hesitatingly at her
companions, Gaina seated beyond Khina, Ham in the front seat. Galinasmiled at her.

“Welcometo Novy Strana, Rinn,” she said kindly, nodding her blond head.
“Thank you.”

Y uri tapped the driver’ s shoulder, and they accelerated away from the ship, whispering over the asphalt
fidd.

“It isgood to be home,” Ham rambled, as he looked at the wide landing field and the distant huddled
shapes of the city. Rinn sensed the engineer’ s satisfaction in atask completed, his eagerness to see family
and friends. The emotion whispered in the others so, agestat that shimmered among acrew familiar
with each other, each comforted by their shared homeand. She relaxed into the perception with asigh
and thought wistfully of the Xin Tian enclave, her closest equivaent. But an enclave was not the same,
only a beachhead on another peopl€e’ sworld and one reluctantly granted.

She looked forward through the curving windshield to the low profile of Zvezda ’s portside and
wondered if the Starfarers would ever find aworld of their own—and how they might find it.

I'll think of that later, shetold hersdf, and smiled.

Portside approached steedily, findly changing into arow of four-story buildings, grimly efficient in their
design and congtruction. Rinn craned her head near her window to look upward at the blank-eyed
windows, shadowed with the degpening gloom of dusk. The car turned at abusy intersection and entered
awide avenue, divided by plantings and neat concrete curbs, then rolled to a stop before awide building
inthe plaza at the avenue’ send. Zvezda ' s crew disembarked and mounted the stepsto itsbrightly lit
interior.

“Space Bureau,” Y uri murmured to her. “We re scheduled for the standard debriefings, so stay by me.”

“ Y&,"



“Don’'t worry, Rinn,” he added, smiling down at her as he squeezed her elbow, but she sensed that he
spoke mostly to himsdlf. For all his assurances, the captain was none too sure of her reception.

They followed Khina, Ham, and Galina across the marbled floor to aguard’ s desk in the center of the
widefoyer. The man, dressed in drab uniform, looked up with a scowl, his attitude officious and well
accustomed to his authority. Severad soldiers armed with laser-rifles tood at easy attention aong the
curved wall, visble accompaniment to the guard’ s gplomb. Rinn felt a prickle of apprehension flicker
aong her spine, areminding of half-sensed memories she till tried to forget.

“Your names?’ the guard said harshly.

“Sdenkov, commanding Zvezda ,” the captain answered, then gestured toward the others and hersdlf.
“Four of my crew—the otherswill arrive shortly.”

“Names?’ The guard’ syelow-brown eyes swept over them, then fixed on the ledger before him.
“Termez, Usu, Sakharova, McCrea.”
The guard frowned at hisledger. “Y ou haven't any crew listing for McCrea. Whereis Tontova?’

“Deceased,” Yuri said, hisjaw tightening. “ That’sin my verba report. What room numbers for our
debriefing?’

The guard stared at Y uri unpleasantly, then examined each of them in turn, passing quickly over the two
Kazakhs, his eyesflicking between Rinn and Galina. Rinn sensed his attempt to identify the intruder, as
well ashisirritation at the unexpected problem. This guard did not like departures from routine—no, he
hated irregul arity—and she suspected that qudlity to be his chief value to the Bureau. An able gatemadter,
athough unfortunate for the unexpected problem. She set her face impassively, enduring theman’s
suspicion.

“Thismust be investigated,” he decided. “Wait here.” He rose and stamped across the floor to an arched
door and disappeared. Two of the nearer soldiers shifted dightly, their attention sharpened on Zvezda ’s
amall party.

“It lookslike Nauka didn’'t fink onus,” Y uri murmured. “I wondered if Shemilkin would preempt uswith
awarp-capaule” He smiled at Rinn. “I guess he returned us Aryol’ sold favor.”

“Why thearms?’ Rinn asked, glancing at the soldiers.
“Procedure,” Y uri answered shortly.

“Kazakhrioters, probably,” Ham said, stretching, then smiled affably at Rinn. “We re adangerous group,
and Mother Russahasalong memory.”

“Quiet, Ham,” Yuri sad irritably. “No jokes, please.”
“Whét jokes?” Ham looked at Y uri blandly.

Khina snickered, then bit her lip as Yuri glared at her. GalinaKirillovnatoed at the grouted border of a
floor tile near her foot. As Ham opened his mouth again, she silenced him with awarning look. It was
effective—Ham settled himself to waiting patiently, aquality bred into hisrace by centuriesin the
Rodina

After afew minutes, the guard returned, accompanied by Deputy Minister Zerenkov, aportly officid in



anill-fitting uniform. The second man’ sface was set in an unpleasant irritation, hissmall eyesflicking
incessantly.

“What? What?' he barked as he reached the guard station. “ Comrade Captain, your explanation!”

“Comrade Deputy,” Y uri sad tightly, “It’'sin my report. We are waiting for our debriefing.” He could not
control the edge to hisvoice, and Rinn sensed his quickened heartbeat and sharpened attention as his
body tensed to the man’ sthreat. She glanced aside a the armed guards and the wide hall, and felt the
closing bars of atrap.

Y uri perhaps hoped to take one issue at atime, but Rinn did not have such luxuries. Concealing her
identity now might make matters worse later. She reached into her breast pocket and brought out her
Star, then held it up for Zerenkov to see.

“I am Rinn McCrea, Starfarer,” she said quietly. “With contract to the Xin Tian ship, Sng Fa . | clamed
Treaty sanctuary, which Zvezda granted. Any fault draws from my request, not Zvezda ’ s acceptance.”

Zerenkov stared with widened eyes, then recoiled astep. “Guards!” he shouted, hisvoice high. He
retreated another step, pointing at Rinn. “Put her in detention! Now!”

“Sir” Yuri protested in despair.

Zerenkov' s mouth twisted. “ Them, too,” he ordered, pointing at each of Zvezda ’scompany. “All of
them!”

Heturned on his hed and stamped off toward the exit, his footsteps growing-more hurried as he crossed
the marblefloor, asif Rinn carried an airborne taint that diminished with distance—if one escaped. The
guards lifted their eyes, keeping their own careful distance. Rinn saw the repressed panic in their eyes,
they, too, had witnessed her sdlf-identification. She swalowed uneasily and held herself immobile,
offering no excuse for arash laser-bolt. She had heard of the unthinking prejudice that possessed some
Normals, ablind fear that struck to injure and eiminate, satisfied only with the extinction of the threet.
Shefdt that fear Sir among the severd guards who watched them, each hesitating to be thefirst to
approach her group.

She lowered her eyesto the Star il clutched in her hand. She thought hersdlf immortd, she
redized—Ilike dl humans. Telepaths had not lost that quaity. Would they kill her? Without achanceto
defend hersdlf? But what defense could she give them?

Shelifted her eyes and stared forward, meeting no one' sgaze. | am Rinn, Starfarer. . . After amoment,
she heard footsteps behind her as one guard began his approach; the others quickly copied.

“Comrade Captain,” ayoung voice said, copying Zerenkov' s harshness, “you will comewith me.”

“Yes” Yuri sounded defeated, and Rinn repressed all reaction to his despair. Not here, shetold herself.
Caution. Caution.

The lieutenant beckoned to two of the hall guards, then motioned with hisrifle toward the door to the left.
“That way.”

The guards herded them through alow doorway and into the corridor beyond. They walked quickly,
passing through a guard post at the far end, then descending ariser of stone stepsto adimly lit corridor
that sretched the length of the building. The guards footsteps rang hollowly behind them asthey walked
deep under the building to another descending stair and another blank-doored corridor, narrower il
with another guard post inasmall acove.



“Hdt!” the lieutenant ordered, then saluted the squat officer seated at the desk. * Prisoners, Comrade
Sergeant, with thiswoman”—the laser butt nudged Rinn’s side—"to be confined aone. Put the othersin
acommon cdl.”

“And the charge?’ The sergeant lazily opened aledger book on his desk and picked up his pen.

“Deputy Minister Zerenkov is preparing the charges.” The sergeant stiffened dightly at the mention of
Zerenkov' s name, and he swiftly reappraised the small group of prisoners. “ At thispoint, list them as

‘pending.’”
“l see”

Rinn gathered an impression that some*“pending” prisoners never received further classfication, thet
action having become irrdevant. Novy Strana dtill shared that habit with the Soviet mother-state,
whatever other changes had devel oped on the frontier. Her companions looked confused, apparently
unaware of the sgnificance—but, then, palitical prisoners never earned assignment to Novy Strana’ s
precious survey ships.

Only the innocent, she thought. The brave, the ardent, the young with unjaded eyes. . .

Alwaysthe disllusoned leaders of humanity’ sworlds found new youth to exploit. Shelooked cautioudy
around the dingy corridor, seeing the inadequate lighting and the scuffed floors. And perhaps|, too, am
an innocent.

But she would not doubt the enclave yet. Y et this place invited despair: it seeped from thewalls,
permeating the air. Nearby she sensed the thoughts of other prisoners, long past hope, each possessed
with plans of wild escape to the outland or another colony, unassailable defensesto asilent committee,
sef-judtification, fear, panic, pain. She closed her eyes, blocking out the perceptions, not wishing to
ligen.

“Thisway,” the sergeant growled. Rinn cameto hersalf with astart and saw their escortsleading up the
dair, her ship companions huddled together. As the sergeant motioned with hissdearm, Khind seyes
flashed with defiance.

No, sister, Rinn thought desperatdly, it is not thetime. . . To her surprise, the thought made contact.
Khinajerked and looked a Rinn, then nodded. The sergeant led them past severa doors, then unlocked
one door and motioned to Rinn. Asthe door shut, Rinn heard the muffled sounds of another door
unlocking and more footsteps. Then silence.

She sat down on the narrow cot and examined her cell. Above her head on the low ceiling anaked bulb
shed its bluish illumination on rough-plastered walls and astone floor. The cot took up athird of the
gpacein the narrow cell, atoilet and washstand most of the remainder. The room held nothing else, an
able place to remember palitica sins.

Rinn lay back on the thin mattress and stared upward. It would be so easy to fed angry—and be
weakened. Likely anger wasthefirst emotion that blessed these cells—anger at the disappointment of
one splans, at injustice, at one's own fear of such entrgpment. On Ikanos, the adepts claimed a superior
control of emotions, part of their claim to a superior humanity. Even the enclaves could not restrain a
certain smug tolerance of the fears and angersthat till gripped Normals, so often directed at the
Stafarersthemsealves.

But without emoations, Ikanos had become a blighted place. Had the enclaves found a better dternative?
She had thought so, but even that gave her few defenses againgt this place.,



She counted thetilesin the celling, lingering at those nearest the bulb. She glanced away, her vison
blurred by light-shocked sparkles and drifting geometry. She followed one of the shapes with her eyes,
driving it across the edge of her vision until her eyes again focused on the rough plaster above the cot.
The emotions of other prisoners again seeped through the walls of her cell, surrounding her.

With asigh, she retreated into other-mind. She floated, half-aware, drawing lightly upon the pleasure
centersin her mind to enshroud hersdlf in an artificia happiness. She warmed hersdlf at the glowing coil of
the Gift and sorted through her memory box like achild with her toys, drifted through dreasm-veils. She
listened to her own breathing and heartbesat, studying their traces within her own mind. Touch there and
you can control. . . see the pattern. Asthe hoursdrifted, shetired of her self-made distractions. She
emerged from other-mind with a sullen defiance.

| do not submit, she thought. She had outlasted the adepts of 1kanos for ten years, achild who defied dl
control. They had won some battles and had inflicted their punishments, but she had outlasted them. Her
defiance had accompanied her to the enclave, had created problemsin the beginning as she watched dl
with suspicion, reacting more to interior scars than to new conditions. The enclave had been patient, had
waited. And, in time, they had alowed her to take aberthon Sing Fa .

And s0 she had compromised, given loyaty to Sng Fa for unequal return. 1t had not saved her ship.
Zvezda had offered her equality—perhaps, it was still in promise—and was in danger because of that
offering.

She sat up and smiled grimly. | will bethe child again, the child | was, shetold hersdlf. It was her victory,
that escape from Ikanos, compromise had only brought her ambiguity.

| am Rinn, Starfarer. . .

It wastime to choose that identity, without equivocation. She reached out with her mind to nearby
prisoners and absorbed their despair as the foundation stone to her gestalt of Novy Strana. She must
understand her captors, and the Gift would lend the instruction. She reached higher to the levels above
where guards processed endless papers—she listened to their obedience, an inattention to wider
consequences, atendency to corruption—and brought it into herself. Then she touched till higher, where
bureaucrats pursued their politics, making their secret plans behind socidist deference. She studied
Zerenkov in particular detail, sensing that he was oblivious to her intrus on—and taking satisfaction that
sheredized hisworst fearsin doing so.

She touched the other high officias of the Trade Bureau, strained for other ministersin distant buildings,
and wovedl into her gestat. Some focused only on the internecine battles of their department, seeking a
few limited luxuries, asmall power over their fellows, perhaps bare survivd in difficult times. Others
looked to awider purpose and worried about increasing demands from the Earth mother-state, greedy
for the new technologica products of Bootean worlds, asits own reserves lay exhausted.

Then she found Commissar Kirovaas the woman prepared for bed in adistant and comfortable dacha.
Kirovalonged for new tools to advance knowledge, the welfare of the Sate, the fortunes of her people,
her competent mind weaving al into a pattern of deft influence, subtle threat, a sure knowledge of fatal
error and acceptable risk. There , and there, asaharpist deftly plucked the strings, or a potter guided
his spinning whedl. Even then Kirovathought of the startling report of a Starfarer aboard Zvezda , her
elation laced by a detached worry for her agent Galina, overborne by her automatic sorting and
assessment of the current persondlitiesin the Bureau. Deftly, the commissar laid her plansfor the
morrow, unwittingly baring them to Rinn.

Rinn left Kirova behind and stretched further, seeking more. In the broad pattern of the city, afew



secretly dreamed even of independence, of the horizons of anew Rodina that would heal the errors of a
bloated and lethargic socialism that crushed initiative. Once atwentieth-century premier had sought to
open windowsto perestroika , seeking change and anew lifefor hispeople, only to fal beforethe
juggernaut of the Pamyat, those dour-faced conservatives who feared change and refused any
diminishment of their persona power. For two centuries, the Pamyat had imposed itsiron controls of a
New Leninism, forcing the state and economy to totter onward until the Soviet star colonies could pour
their plenty into the mother-state' s coffers, at first atrickle, then a stream, then the river underpinning the
mother-state’' s very existence.

Y et now another current was moving through Novy Strana’ s echelons of power, impelled by the
vibrancy of colonid chalenge, of worldsto conquer, of scientific achievementstoo glittering to fal dways
before political expediency. Novy Strana il struggled in its set patterns imposed by Earth and itsown
political convictions, but till it evolved, changed by aprism largely unknown to the managers who had
founded it and only vaguely glimpsed by the colonists who acted withinit.

Life! The colony glowed with life, the human chdlenge of the stars. Rinn fdl into the gestalt of theworld,
seeking, knowing, gathering al to hersalf. She became Novy Strana, straining beyond al she had ever
attempted, and bound al into herself.

| am the Rodina, the new motherland. . .

She blinked and wrenched hersdlf from the gestdt, nearly risking the loss of hersdf. But it was done. She
dared at the wall above the washstand, assembling the information in her mind, some only half-perceived
and random, some strangely comforting in itsfamiliarity to Ikanos and even the enclave.

Then she smiled. She had no plan asyet, but at least she knew the people who might end the need for
any plan—and those who might help. She only hoped that Zvezda would not be ended with her, if she
faled.

Yes, | will try for that, she promised herself.
Her smilewidened. | am Rinn, Sarfarer. ..

And | am very dangerous.

15

TIMEPASSED SLOWLY...A DAY, A SECOND DAY, YET A THIRD day. . . without avisitor
besi des the guard who brought food. Rinn spent most of the time deep in other-mind, gathering her
strength, but aso studied and listened with the Gift. Her companions from Zvezda across the corridor
had aless easy time, and now included Tatiana, Oleg, and adoubtful Roblev. Another day passed, and
Rinnwaited patiently.

A security officer cameto interrogate the others but learned little to satisfy him. Neither Tatiana swild
accusations, Y uri’ s sullen defiance, nor Khind s strange hilarity made sense to amind bent upon routine
and careful behavior. His superior succeeded him, amore artful mind who better understood the twists
and turns of politica fortunes. Both men carefully avoided Rinn's cdll; her smileflickered as she reed their
unconscious assumption that ameta door and stone walls were defense againgt the Gift, asif telepathy
were aphysical assault to berestrained like dl other passions.
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| am Rinn, Sarfarer , she sent playfully at the superior, a crafty man of middle-years named Sirov, but
he heard nothing. She sat cross-legged on her cot, reexamining her narrow room stone by stone, and
waited.

Sirov cameto her on thefifth day. As he entered the cdllblock, Rinn looked up sharply and thought for
thefirst time of avideo-spy set in the ceiling. Somewhere in the building atechnician had activated a
relay; the action floated through the mélange of thoughts and emotionslike afloat in acurrent. Perhaps
she had missed the action before and had been observed; perhaps not. Sirov’ s bootsteps approached
her door, accompanied by the heavier tread of the cellblock guard. She heard ametdlic click asthe
guard inserted an electronic key, then passvely watched Sirov enter the room.

“I am Colond Sirov,” the stocky man said. He was dressed negtly in adun-colored uniform, hisblue
eyesas sharp as histrouser creases. Rinn heard the warinessin his mind, but no fear. A confident man,
Srov.

“Good afternoon,” she said, not bothering to shift her position on her cot.
Srov hesitated, examining her face.
“I sprout my fangs tomorrow,” she added, baring her teeth.

“Ah, humor.” Sirov was unimpressed. “Good. Y ou keep up your spirits, Starfarer.” He leaned againgt
thewall and crossed hisarms, both mindful of the shadow of the guard outside the cdll. “ So where should
| begin my interrogation?’ he said affably. “1 have areport to file—Novy Stranafudsitsalf on reports.
Perhaps you can assst me.”

“The chargeisaready known, and | have no defenseto the charge.” She shrugged. “ Say what you like.”
“Ah.” Sirov studied her amoment. “Perhaps we can begin with your sabotage of Sng Fa .”
Rinn bared her teeth again. “Ah,” she mocked him.

“Then we can proceed to your mind-control of Zvezda ' s officers, the induced dien attack upon the ship,
and your crimina assault upon Second Officer Kongtantin.”

“Y ou forgot igniting the volcano.”
“Ah,sol did”
“I demand communication with my enclave.”

“Noted, but it isn't necessary.” Sirov’ steeth gleamed. “Xin Tian's ambassador learned of your custody
and informed his government. A ship arrived yesterday for your extradition—they, too, cal certain things
‘capita crimes.” | believe a Starfarer accompaniesthem.”

“Ah. Why aren’'t you afraid of me?’

Sirov shrugged, hisexpresson hard. “1t' sasmpletest. If | develop any hesitation about your guilt, you
have obvioudy tampered with my mind—and thus given the Bureau further proof of your crimes.”

“An interesting jurigprudence.”
“Yes, ign'tit? Let’sbegin with your sabotageof Sng Fa .”

Rinn studied hisface, considering her options. Sirov expected denids, protestations of innocence,



perhaps pleas for mercy—he met them often in these cells and had learned to discount them. Guilt lay in
the fact of imprisonment, not in facts—did he truly believe that? A man accepted hisrole, learned to live
within itsrestraints and convictions. Sirov had applied his competence as surely as Y uri Selenkov.

“What do you know of Ikanos?’ she asked.
“Irrevelant. Stay on my topic, please.”

“Not irrelevant. Or, rather, al things can beirrelevant or relevant, your choice. Y ou know your charges
exceed reason, but the excessis dso irrelevant—a predetermined judgment giveslittle room for
discussion. | am condemned by my Gift; Zvezda ’sfault liesin my choiceto live.” She shrugged. “But, to
play out your game: my ship was attacked by hostile natives and its crew died. Two survived theinitia
attack; one survived the trek to Zvezda . My fault to be the survivor; Selenkov’ sfault to be incapable of
denying me sanctuary. In our humanity, we are both condemned.”

Sirov looked at her impassively. “ Y ou induced the nativesto attack.”
“Onefault leads to another; they followed me south and found new prey.”
“And Kongantin?’

“I lack the Gift for physicd place. Had | not lacked that sense, | could have warned him. My fault again.”
She smiled thinly. “Y ou see? We are not so far gpart as you thought. All we need do isbuild thelogica
chain from thefirst flav—my Gift. Then al makes sense. A tautology. The Gift isthe Gift isthe Gift, and
you have your neet solution.”

“Novy Strana proscribes your kind.”

“Novy Strana proscribes Ikanos—with good reason. So do the Starfarers. Again ameeting of the minds.
Whenwill | see my enclave representative? | do have politica rights guaranteed me by Xin Tian's
contract, whatever their angers.”

“That will bearranged. Asyou said, al other matters are disposed.”
“Thank you.”

Sirov examined her amoment, hislipstight. She sensed his careful review of hisown fedings and smiled,
amused.

“No change? Y ou are resol ute indeed, Comrade Colond.” She smiled more broadly at hisflash of anger.
Perhaps it was unwise to provoke him, but the man relied on the customary, had too many defenses
againg his chosen enemies. In hisunfamiliarity with telepaths might lie akey—if therewas akey, she
reminded hersdlf.

Sirov straightened and saluted her casudly, then left the cell. The door sighed shut behind him.

She waited another day, aware of the other prisoners on every side. Near midafternoon, the cellblock
guard shifted hdlf of Zvezda ’ s crew to another cell, not knowing the reason for the order. Then another
presence descended the stairs, and she sat up quickly, her mind suffused with relief and welcome.

Connor!

At attention, Starfarer, Connor answered warmly, histhought abstracted by his focused attention on



the Bureau official, awoman, who accompanied him. Rinn heard footsteps approach her cdll, and the
door did sidewaysto reved her vigtor.

“Ten minutes,” the woman said harshly, then retreated to her guard station, her heels a sharp sound
pattern on the stone floor.

Rinn ran the few steps to Connor and threw her arms around him. Connor, Connor. . . shethought
raggedly, and then hid her face againgt hischest. Safe. . .

Little one , hereplied and stroked her hair. Then he gently disengaged himsalf and guided her back to
the bunk. He looked down at her, his tanned face serious. He looked older, she thought distractedly,
much older than she remembered. He was approaching fifty, hishair graying, hisface more deeply
grooved. You realize thismatter is serious, Rinn , he said soberly.

Yes. | am already condemned.

Connor’s mouth quirked. By more than Novy Stranaand its proscriptive rules. Xin Tian wants your
hide. What happened at Delta?

In aflashing series of images and thought, she told him. Connor |ooked grave as she finished.

You are the only witness?

Yes.

Connor |ooked away amoment, weighing options and strategies, then regarded her. A pickle, little one.
Rinn amiled. Definitely. Any ideas?

| can probably block Xin Tian's protest—the enclave still has influence with the committee, and
the delegation here hasits own political stew with the Soviets. After all, Captain Hung was
poaching . He scowled. Tell me what you’ ve learned of this world.

She spread her gestalt in her mind and relaxed. Connor’ s presence moved in, and together they
examined the perceptions.

How did you know | would seek a gestalt? she asked.

You survive, my dear; it would be necessary to understand this place. Your conclusions about
Srov?

He cannot be turned.

| agree. Well, we will see what we can do. Perhaps | can persuade the Xin Tian delegation to care
more about its politics than its outrage.

As heturned toward the door, Rinn reached out her hand. Connor. . .

He bent forward and pulled her to her feet, then wrapped her in another embrace. Courage, Rinn. You
have the strength, | know it. And | am here.

Thank you.

Connor tapped on the cdll door, then waited for the guard’ s approach. Asthe door opened, he looked
back at her amoment, then stepped outside. She sank back onto the bunk and listened to his presence



asit left the cdlblock like aguitering flame.

Shereached out to Y uri in the nearby cell and found him puzzling over the vigtor to her cell. He sat on
thefloor in thewide cell, arms balanced on his knees, hands hanging loosaly. Nearby Khina dept, her
head on Ham' sthigh; againgt the far wall, Galina stared unfocusedly ahead. Y uri had no ideawhy the
others of his crew had been moved to anearby cell. He sat patiently, hisfear pricking a his mind, not
knowing if the future wasfair or foul. On Novy Strana, such predictions were too often unavailable to
young ship captains who displeased the Trade Bureau. Y uri accepted that, having learned that protest
caused even greater displeasure.

Rinn gtretched out her hand to the wall of her own cdll and laid her pam flat on the stone. Yurushka . But
hewaslogt in his own patient waiting, fixed upon the passing of the hours until an answer might be
known. Because of her, he sat in this place; she bowed her head and wished it otherwise. Survival for
hersalf—she had thought only of that. But how could she save Zvezda , too?

Connor had not even mentioned it. Perhaps, to him, the only concern was surviva of one's own breed.
Therationa choice, she supposed. Shelet her hand fall and resumed her own waiting, ever aware of her
crewmates nearby.

The next morning Sirov arrived with abusy noise of footsteps and murmured voices. Rinn listened as
Zvezda ' s crew were roused from degp and shepherded up the gtairs, their murmured questions
unanswered. A haf-hour later, Sirov returned and her own cell door opened, framing Sirov’ s stocky
body. Hisface held no expression, bland in his unquestioning determination.

“Get up, Starfarer.” Histone gave therank little honor.
“I amreedy.”

Rinn accompanied Sirov down the narrow corridor, then up theriser of stairs, retracing her steps of five
days earlier to the upper level. At the main lobby, Sirov turned left toward abank of elevators, and they
were whisked upward to a higher floor. Sirov preceded her into a high-ceilinged room fronted by tall
windows that looked out over the square. Three men and two women sat a along table beneath the
windows, Zvezda 'screw in serried chairsto their right. To their left sat adelegation of four Chinese,
two men and two women, each dressed in bulky blue cotton tunic and trousers, their expressions
petulant. Connor sat next to them, serene and secretly amused. Rinn envied his confidence.

As she entered the room, she caused a stir among the Xin Tian officias, and each fixed her with an
outraged glare. She bowed to them, copying Connor’ s calmness, then followed Sirov to a chair next to
Yuri.

“Areyouwd|? Yuri murmured anxioudy as she sat down next to him.

Shefdt the varying emations of the others near him, from Khina s glad relief to Tatiana s sullenness, an
unconscious greeting none redlized they offered. Perhgpsin time, she thought, if this unaccountably ends
well, they will learn what they offer. Shesmiled a Yuri. “I amwdl. And you?’

“Silencel” barked the man at the end of the table. “The prisonerswill not spesk to each other!”

The woman in the middle rearranged a sheaf of papers beneath her hands, then pushed back a strand of
hair that had escaped her smooth chignon. Blond, severe, and authoritative, she wore the brown trade
uniform well. Kirova Rinn glanced at Tatiana—the resemblance was striking.



Connor, look at that.

Connor’s eyesflicked from the trade chief to Tatiana. Hmmm , he thought, interesting. Another
element for our stew.

In more ways than you know. She is the woman in the dacha.
Indeed.

Rinn glanced quickly at the Xin Tian delegation. The Chinese till ooked petulant, and she sensed thelr
smmering rage. In thisblend of political embarrassment and opportunity, would Xin Tian sacrifice her to
excuse Sng Fa’'s own fault? Grimly she sensed that exact plan in their intentions.

“Your attention,” Kirovasaid in aharsh voice. “1 am NatdyaMihalovnaKirova, Chief Hearings Officer.
| will chair thisinquiry. To my right is Pyotr Sergeivich Golovin, Second Trade Deputy, to hisright
Nikolina Semyonovna Goroskaya, Sub-Minister of Fleet Affairs.” The dark-haired man and plain-faced
woman stared impassvely forward. “To my left is Dmitri lllarionovich Brodsky, Political Deputy for
Trade Affairs” she continued, nodding to the gray-haired man beside her, “and Andrel Arkadyevich
Krasin, Second Hearings Officer.”

Rinn sensed another title for Krasin behind Kirova swords and caught an echo from Sirov as he stood
behind her chair. Secret police, she silently amended, and examined Krasin surreptitioudy. His dark eyes
were as bland as Sirov’ s own, but she sensed a complicated mind, with deep secrets and dark memories
of interrogations, politica triumph, and a complex web of paranoia and race-pride shared by the others.
There were currents abroad in the room, aweb of palitical in-fighting among the five—with four sharing a
sharp distaste for the imperturbable Krasin—but overlaid by a common purpose. Enemies they might be,
but the offworld del egation that awaited their justice was the greater enemy. As one, the Board drew
together its ranks againgt its opponents.

With me asthe prize, she thought wryly.

Kirovalifted her papers. “We are here to judge the crimes of Delta Ship Zvezda . Item One: loss of the
Deltean trade base. Item Two: association with a proscribed person, namely, the Starfarer McCrea.

Captain Sdenkov, you may speak.”

Y uri roseto hisfeet awvkwardly, hisface astudy of apprehension and confusion. “The charges aretrue,
Comrade Chairman.” Helifted his chin, staring at her with some defiance. * On the other hand, the First
Contact team did not penetrate into the upper peninsula, but established trade only with the southern
tribe. DeltaBooatisislargely an unknown; it was Sng Fa's misfortuneto land in the wrong place.” The
Xin Tian delegation stirred, their expressions acommon mask of suppressed anger and disbelief. Yuri
glanced quickly at them, then straightened his shoulders. “ Asto the sanctuary extended to the Starfarer,
sanctuary isa Treaty right that recognizes mercy to another human, whatever her nature. The Sunstone
would not have understood any other choice.”

Tatiana stood up abruptly.
“Y ou have acomment, Trade Officer?’ Kirovasaid, her expression distant and harsh.

“Only to say that the Sunstone va ue obedience. Apparently they are subservient to thisLily tribe; we
defied their triba taboos by denying them the person they demanded.” Tatiana glanced angrily at Rinn.
“The argument cuts both ways—"

“ And therefore was acommand decision,” Y uri interrupted. He spread his hands. “I accept this



commission and thistridl. It is necessary that the Bureau review al decisonsby its captains. | protest,
however, any political fault. | made the choice for other reasons and found need for an exception.”

“Exceptions dilute established policy,” Brodsky rumbled, hiseyes cold. “1 do not accept your
argument.”

Y uri clenched his hands; Rinn sensed hisdespair. He lifted hischin again. “Then | ask that the fault be
mine alone. My crew either opposed or doubted my decision; they should not be held to blame.”

Khinaroseto her feet. “1 do not accept that exception; | support the captain’s decision.”

Tatiana stared at thetiny biologist, incredul ous, then gawked further as Ham and Galinaaso roseto their
feet. After amoment, Victor aso stood.

“Doctor Roblev?” Commissar Kirovaasked, just as astonished.

Roblev shrugged ruefully. “It isaday for pyrrhic actions, Comrade Chairman. Captain Sdenkov’s
heroism has apparently affected usdl.”

Krasin'seyes hardened. “ Or another influence, Doctor.” His gaze shifted to Rinn with distaste,

“True,” Roblev countered, “the sanctity of one’ s mind was considered an absolute—until Ikanos. But its
possession may be judged againgt external events. She has earned thisloyalty, Comrade Deputy.” He
grimaced. “1 had my doubts, | admit, but now doubt is forced to aresolution, one way or the other. |
support Captain Selenkov’ schoice.” Hiswords rang as a challenge, and the Board did not appreciateit.

Rinn looked from face to face, reading opposition and displeasure. They had not expected this—nor, she
redlized with a swift glance to the sde, had Connor. She sensed hisrapid re-juggling of advantage and
deficit. S ee the pattern, Connor , shetold him slently.

“Be seated,” Kirovasad irritably. “We need no further demonstrations.” Her eyesfixed on Rinn.
“Starfarer McCrea, you have earned a surprising loyalty from your borrowed ship, but | am not yet
persuaded. Novy Strana has ample documentation of your kind' s evil. Do not be encouraged.”

“As| discussed with Officer Srrov,” Rinn said quietly, “1 know my fault isassumed. Continue with your
hearing, Madame.”

“Y ou admit it, then!” one of the Xin Tian deputies exploded.

“Comrade Chien,” Rinn said, “you re mistaking the issue in agreement. Sng Fa was unexpectedly
attacked by the Lily tribe. The ship crew had no time for defense, and | did not understand the threat until
it wastoo late.” She struggled to control her expression. “ They died—" Her voice broke and she
lowered her eyes.

A slencefél inthe room for amoment; then shelifted her head again. “My fault,” shesaid harshly. “I
falled. But that is not the issue. We are speaking of an earlier fault, my fault to be born. Arewe nat,
Madame Chairman?’

Kirovascowled. “1kanos degeneracy iswell-known to—"
“I am not of Ikanos,” Rinninterrupted proudly. “1 am a Starfarer of the Xin Tian enclave.”
“They'rethe samething,” Krasin asserted.

“They arenot,” Rinn declared.



Careful , Connor warned her, histhought tinged with darm. Don’t argue with him.

| don’t have much to lose, Connor . “Evenif they were” she continued, her eyesfixed defiantly on
Kragn, “lkanosexists. Y ou cannot ignore the Gift any longer, for it has become part of humanity,
something to be accepted, not ignored or—yproscribed,” she added ironicaly. “How can you proscribe a
Gift that penetratesdl things?’

“Areyou done?’ Krasin'sdark eyes smmered.

“Not yet.” Rinn turned to Chien and his companions. “ Xin Tian has accepted us, however uneadly.
When | fled Ikanos, they gave me sanctuary. | regret that | could not save Sing Fa : | tried, and then
tried again to save thelone survivor of itscrew. But | failed at that, too. | escaped only with my own life,
and now that, too, has become yet another failure.”

She bowed solemnly to Chien, then to each of histwo companions. “I accept my fault,” shesaid
earnestly. “1 accept your judgment.”

Chien glanced aside to Connor, hesitating. “'Y our opinion?”
My opinion, Rinn? Connor thought a her, somewhat ruefully.
Just be agreeable.

“I agree,” Connor said promptly.

“With what?’ Chien asked sharply. His black eyes darted to Rinn suspicioudly, then returned to Connor.
The older Starfarer looked back blandly.

“ Some matters, comrade,” Connor drawled, “ are best 1eft to speculation.”

“Such as surreptitious coordination,” Chien snapped. “1 know you, Connor Matthieu, you and your
devious ways. What do you want?’

Connor pointed a Rinn. “Her freedom. Ask Novy Stranato release her from those closed-minded
bureaucrats on aworld that considers you no friend. All else can be resolved on Xin Tian.”

Chien considered, then shrugged. “1 demand extradition!” he declared.
“Denied,” Kirovasaid coldly. “ Sheisan enemy of the Sate.”

“Sheisoneof our own,” Connor said smoothly. “The enclave consdersthis matter very serious, a
troubling precedent we expect you to resolve.”

“Xin Tian dso congders this matter very serious,” Chien said to Kirova. “Wewill not accept arefusa.”
“Y ou are refused, nonetheless.”

Chienrose. “I must report to my government,” he said coldly. He stalked out of the room, followed by
hisaides. Connor douched in his chair, amused.

“And s0 you manipulate, Starfarer,” Brodsky said angrily, his head jerking.

“Asdo you, comrade. I’'m afraid you have a serious problem, Comrade Chairman, Comrade Minister. |
suggest your assumptions might be frustrated.” Connor smiled, showing histeeth. “Ah, politics. Aren’t
they wonderful 7’



Kirovabanged her gavel on thetable before her. “Return the prisonersto their cdlls. Judgment will follow
intwo days. And you, Connor, keep to your ship.”

“I demand the right to consult with McCrea.”

“Denied.”

“I protest.”

“Y our protest is acknowledged. If you leave your ship, you will be shot.”

Connor rose lazily and saluted. “ Acknowledged,” he said dryly. “ A good day to you, comrades.”
And you said not to argue, Rinnthought a him.

It seems to suit the situation. Be careful, little one.

Yes.

Sirov nudged her roughly, and she moved forward toward the door, followed by the others. She looked
around to Y uri and met his eyes. She sensed his bewilderment—but a new hope.

Maybe, shethought. At this point, nothing was sure.

16

T WO DAY SPASSED, THEN THREE, AND STILL THE BUREAU did not reach adecision. Y uri
had given up pacing the narrow cell he shared with three of his crew. Instead, he most often sat against
thewall, arms draped loosely on his knees, as he sared a nothing. It was atime of bleak review of his
actions.

Again and again, he thought about his choices—and smply did not see the fault attributed to him. The
Bureau acted asif he had committed a politica crime. Everything in Novy Stranajurisprudence had its
politica overtones, true, but Y uri customarily avoided thinking about such implications. He wanted only
his ship, a series of trade-points, achance for excellence—was that so demanding?

Until then, he had lived within hisworld' s restrictions, accepting them asthe order of things. And the
Soviet system had its strengths: Novy Strana had pushed farther in its explorations than any other colony
in Bootes/Hercules, certainly more than her sster-world of Rodinaa Mu Bootis. That Soviet state
contented itsalf with deference to Earth, happy with itsrole as amere pipeline of raw materias. He had
vigted there once during his university training and had come away unimpressed.

He did not understand the bias against the telepaths. 1kanos had made itself awatchword for
degeneracy, true, but Rinn. . . The Starfarers were different; he felt that as certainly as he believed inthe
essentia worth of the Bureau. But now the Bureau sought to destroy him, not caring for facts, holding
only toitswritten rules.

Break onerule, he thought, and dl successes becomeirrelevant. He grieved for his ship and his crew.
Through his own fault, he had dragged them al down with him. Y et he could not see what € se he could
have done.
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“Yuri,” Khinasaid, then had to repest his nameto get his distracted attention. She, Roblev, and Gdina
gtill shared his cell, but the others were being kept somewhere else. Arbitrary choice? Or wastherea
purpose in the separation? What purpose?

Hefocused blearily on thetiny Kazakh woman. “What isit?’

“It might still work out. The Xin Tian delegation and that older Starfarer are working on it—and the
Board chairman wants Rinn on Zvezda . Don't you think that’ s some cause for hope?’

Y uri smiled dowly. “Do you redly beievethat?’

Khinabrushed back awisp of black hair. “Wéll, to be honest, thiskind of politicd trid usudly hasa
predetermined outcome, hut | thought I"d offer.” Shefdl slent.

“| appreciateit.”
“You' reagood captain,” she said fiercely. “Y ou made the right decisions.”

GdinaKirillovnanodded, then wrapped her fingersin Roblev’ shand. The psychologist sat with his head
bowed, his other hand dowly stroking his nose. “*Matters are bleak, but your comrades stand with you,”
she said, quoting an old Russian saying. She glanced asde dyly at Viktor. “Even Viktor Fedorovich.”

“At atesting point, Galinka,” Viktor rumbled, unperturbed, “we are al forced to a choice—even didectic
psychologigts. | see no fault—and no harmin Rinn.”

“Why arethey taking solong?’ Khinaasked fretfully. “1 hope Ham'sdl right.”

“I'msurehe’ sfineg” Yuri said to comfort her, and hoped it wastrue. But why the delay? he wondered.
Why was the Board taking so long?

If the verdict were truly predetermined, making testimony irrdlevant, al defense pointless, why not
pronounce their judgment and be done with it? Perhaps the Board considered optionsless than stripping
Y uri of hiscommand, of condemning Rinn. Perhgps. Y uri had heard that paliticaly inconvenient captains
often received reassgnment to First Survey ship runs, ostensibly apromotion— join our comrade
heroesl —but al too often the unknown conditions and unlucky accidents of First Contact negily solved
the Bureau’ sinconvenience. Novy Stranadtill lost thirty percent of its ship crewsin First Survey; the
universe was not an easy frontier.

But it preserved the Board’ smord stance: See! We forgave initiative, unhappy choice, restiveness,
political mistake. Believe in the motherland, our Rodina! Too bad, an accident—too bad, a lost
ship—but the Rodina advances to the stars!

Rather hard on the inconvenient, he thought glumly. But till. . . Hefelt hisheartbeat quickenin
anticipation. First Survey—he might hopef or that.

He had heard of anew robot probe to the farther stars of Bootes, even asfar aslzar. The First Survey
shipswould follow soon; Y uri wondered what they would find. Another aien race, perhgpswith a
technology equivaent to humanity’ s own? Another Crystal, where aurorae shifted lazily acrossice-rifted
plains? Or something new, with new dangers, new discovery?

And perhaps the ships might quest allittle wider into Chinese space. Novy Stranawould not tolerate Sng
Fa’'s poaching without a suitable riposte. He remembered that the two white stars of Nusakan, the beta
point of Corona Boredlis, showed strong spectroscopic bands of rare earths—lanthanum, hafnium,
rhenium—eements Y uri had seen only in minute amountsin the laboratory yet preciousto certain new



developmentsin ship technology. Would Nusakan' s planets share that overabundance?

And another peril to study: long-distance studies aso showed the gravity imprint of adark protostar
within the Nusakan system, atruly massive planet profoundly stressed and torn by the magnetic instability
of its primary sun, perhaps as massive as Vega s dark and unapproachable companion. What dangersto
hisship in amagnetic field that reversed every eighteen days, in the massve gravity-well of an unignited
gar? Hismind worked rapidly, asif the misson were dready his assgnment.

Perhapsit will be, he thought, and repressed arenewed impul se to pace the confines of the cell. Perhaps.
He fretted with hisinactivity and thought of other possibilities. He could be disranked and put to work in
agpaceport industry—he had the skills, he might hope for that. More likely, he might be sent to Sirov’s
labor campsin the hinterland, an ancient Russion solution practiced by tsars and commissars aike.
Perhaps, he thought gloomily, they would choose the easiest solution of al and shoot him.

Anything out of shipsisonly alesser death, he thought. He would rather be shot than be put to labor
away from ships.

Why were they taking so long?

Thethird day passed dowly, minutes stretching into hours, paced by aslow heartbesat. Y uri dozed,
waking himsdf twice with his own snores. He felt dull and listless, too enervated by his days of
confinement to stir hismind. Idly, he thought of Zvezda , picturing her corridors and systemsin hismind,
planning improvements. He thought of Rinn, speculating again about her Gift and her fedingsfor him. He
thought of magic and the Lily tribe: “Theline between science and magicis one of perception,” Gdina
had said, and he ached to meet the chalenge, to seeif the hazarded chance might work. But all thought
trailed away into dullness. Drained, he stared at the opposite wall. When would it end?

At dinnertime, the guard did not bring the trays. They waited an hour, wondering about the changein
routine. Morbidly, Y uri thought meals might be irrelevant to executed prisoners—but it sgnaled an end,
perhaps. Near mid-evening, at last, he heard footsteps on the stairs down the corridor, then amurmur of
voices a the guardpost. The footsteps then approached his cell and stopped. He stood up, his eyes fixed
on the door.

The door sighed open, reveding Sirov. The man looked disgruntled, hisface drawn down into deep lines.
He beckoned at them, his hand moving abruptly. “Come!”

“Where?’ Y uri asked immediately, hisvoice sharp.
“No argumentst Come!”

Y uri stepped out into the narrow corridor. Three doors away, the guard had opened another cell, and
Oleg dready stood in the corridor. The second officer blinked at Y uri, his expression dazed. The
remaining crewmen filed into the corridor and stood waiting. Then Sirov stepped to the opposite celldoor
and opened it.

“Come!” he barked at its occupant.

“Why?" Rinn’stone sounded defiant, and Y uri quickly joined Sirov a her celldoor. Shewas Sitting on
the bed in the small cell, her feet drawn up into acomfortable seat. As he appeared in her line of sight,
her dark-blue eyes shifted to him dertly. Y uri Sghed, seeing that shewasdl right.

“Come,” he said gently and held out hishand. “It' stime.”

She hesitated amoment, then uncurled hersdf from her couch and joined him in two strides, brushing



past Sirov.

“Yes—itisthetime” shesad smply.

“But we are together.”

“Yes,” shesad, taking his hand. “We are together.”

Y uri samiled down at her, hisrelief making him cardessin front of Srov. He saw her answering
gmile—and asmadll touch of bemusement. | wonder what she hearsin me, he thought. | wonder mysdlf.
Perhaps love?

Love. Theword sighed in hismind, an odd echo that had the timbre of her voice, not his, asif she had
spoken in hisear. Hefdt no darm, no rough intrusion; the sensation of her thought drifted across hismind
likeaflicker of emation, unmistakably hersyet somehow his.

What? Helooked down at her, confused. Her presence resonated through hismind, like the drift of
Natdya s perfume through the air. She amiled contentedly.

“That’senough,” Sirov said harshly. “Move dong.”
The order jolted him from his odd contact with Rinn; he scowled a Srrov. “Where are we going?’
“No questions! Move!”

Y uri followed Sirov up the corridor, his hand firmly in Rinn’s, followed by the rest of Zvezda ’s crew. He
glanced backward asthey neared the stairs and saw looks of hope, of bewilderment, of despair. Tatiana
seemed strangely subdued; she met his eyesimpassvely, reveding nothing. He wondered if she knew
anything—jprobably not. For once, Tatiana s palitical connections might have failed her.

They mounted the stairs and passed through the Bureau lobby, then again climbed the second stairwell to
the hearing room. Hearings Officer Kirovaagain sat at the center table, flanked by the other four
members of the Board. She was asimpassive as Tatiana; the expressions of her companions were more
mixed, two outright unpleasant. The Board had reached adecision, but not al were pleased withit. Y uri
glanced at each quickly, trying to read their faces.

“Beseated,” Kirovasaid. Then, after all had taken their seatsin therank of chairs, she added, “ Comrade
Sirov, you may go.”

Sirov looked surprised, his eyes darting to Krasin. He hesitated, then sketched a salute and | eft.

“That sdlute lacked a certain respect,” Kirova commented dryly, “but, then, Sirov is a disappointed man.
Ishe not, Comrade Krasin?’

Krasin said nothing, only glowered.

Kirovashrugged, then reached under the table and snapped aswitch. “Let’ s keep this conversation
privatein other waysaswell.” Shelooked a Rinn. “Rinn McCrea.”

Rinn stood up dowly.

“Youintrigue me, Starfarer,” Kirovasaid. “Unlike certain members of thisBoard, I'm willing to look
behind palicy to reality—but | do so for my own reasons. As|’vetold my niece, | will not intervene
soldly on her behaf. Likeal crew aboard our ships, shetakes her own risksfor her actions. Perhapsin
time she will understand that.”



Y uri glanced at Tatianaand saw her face harden. So Tatiana had tried her political strings.

“The same appliesto the demands by Xin Tian and your enclave representative,” Kirova continued.
“They want you back, but we do not take orders from outsiders, treaties and threats notwithstanding.
You areadate crimind, and you will remain in that classfication until we are done with you.”

Nikolina Goroskaya and Deputy Brodsky nodded their concurrence, their faces stern. Onefacet of a
compromise? Y uri wondered. He glanced at the sullen Krasin and wondered also how Kirova had
outmaneuvered him—or whether Krasin was playing agame on the otherswith his expression.

Kirovaleaned back in her chair, her eyes narrowed. “ So—thefirst step to asolution isto eiminate
irrdlevancy. Family tiesareirrdevant; Xin Tian and enclave demands areirrelevant. What remains? All
politics are ultimately reduced to sdlf-interest, and my only consderation is Novy Stranaand the success
of itsships. That isthe determinant.

“| congider you atool to be employed, Starfarer—and, like dl tools of great value, potentialy dangerous.
A knife can cut both its bearer and itsvictim. But Novy Stranawants that tool. Prove yoursdlf too
dangerous and we will dispense with you—but, for the moment, we will try thetool.”

“You will agreeto Contract?” Strangdly, Rinn did not sound surprised. | suppose shewouldn't be, Y uri
reminded himsdlf. Will | ever get used to what she knows?

“Contract?’ Kirovasaid. “Don’'t beridiculous. You areacrimind, but you will work out your sentence
aswe choose. Asfor the others of your crew, Zvezda ison probation; the ultimate decision about
Captain Selenkov’ s choices will be proved on Delta Bootis.” Her cold gaze shifted to Y uri. “ Since you
made the problem, Comrade Captain, you will solveit—or else.”

“I understand, Comrade Commissar,” Y uri said. “| gppreciate your bluntness.”

Kirova sface relaxed dightly, enough to show approval. “Good. Return to us our trade base, Captain,
and we will reconsder Zvezda 'sfate. | understand from my niece that you have a possible plan; we shdl
discussit as Zvezda preparesfor departure. Bring yourself and Tatiana Nikolaevnato the Bureau at eight
tomorrow for consultation. In the meantime, we' ve ordered Captain Shemilkin and Nauka to wait at
DetaBootisto assst you.”

1] Tm]k yw.”

“Shemilkin understands the peril of exceeding orders,” Krasin growled. “If you feel tempted again, let him
enlightenyou.”

“Hewill assst,” Kirovacorrected firmly. “What mattersis success.”
“Why, of course” Krasin said blandly, hisface unreadable.
“Good day, Zvezda ,” Kirovaconcluded. “May you obtain the success we require.”

She stepped off the podium and crossed the room with long strides, her blond head carried proudly, then
disappeared through the door. Y uri watched the other members of the Board follow her silently, witha
look of interest from Goroskayato Rinn, and ascowl of warning from Brodsky to himself. Warning? he
thought. Of what? Asthe door shut behind them, abuzz of surprise rose from the crewmen behind Y uri,
each offering their gpeculations. Rinn suddenly bent toward Y uri.

“Hipping that switch meant nothing, whatever Kirovathought,” shesaid in alow voice. “ Sirov ill
ligens”



“Yes” Yuri stood up and signded for sillence. “To our ship, Zvezda . We should not waste time; we
have anew misson.”

Spoken like aNew Leninist hero, he thought sourly, displeased with himsdf-for the playacting. He was
surprised and pleased at the reprieve, but he felt anew worry prick at his mind. Whedlswithin
whedls—would he ever be free of them? Kirovawas playing agame he did not understand, something
againg—Iinked to?>—the security police.

Paliticsl he thought with distaste, though palitics had won Zvezda a second chance. Why? Did Rinn
know Kirova sred intent?

Helooked at her and thought that atool could be employed by more than one hand. Then he wondered
if the Board had aso thought of that—and aready prepared againgt them.

Thefollowing morning Rinn waited for Connor on Zvezda ' s exterior landing, her glad welcome openin
her thoughts.

Apparently Connor’ s ship-bound restriction had lifted with the judgment; at least he walked to the ship
from the jitney fredy and without fear, despite the surreptitious watching of the cab driver, awoman both
he and Rinn knew as Sirov’ s agent.

Connor. . .

He swept her into ahug and smiled down at her. Greetings, little one. His gray eyes swept the landing
field around them, taking in the agent waiting patiently at the whed. Beyond them, two other ships
prepared for liftoff, with vehicleswhistling to and fro in the bright sunshine from the nearby portside. Far
in the distance athird ship set down in aflaring backwash of itsjets. The driver sat watching them in her
mirror through the Plexiglas roof, then quickly looked away when she saw Connor watching back. Hard
to watch a telepath with any efficiency, Connor remarked, though that one could still use some
practice in the basics. Too bad to disappoint Srov; that man delightsin all sorts of information.

Y es, too bad. Rinn smiled up at him. Comein. Shetugged at his deeve and led him into the ship.

Zvezda aso preoccupied hersdf with preparations, though with atemporarily reduced crew. Galina
Kirillovnaand Roblev had business a the Bureau, restocking supplies and consulting with their trade
department superiors. Tatianahad likewise absented hersalf with a delayed return from portside, though
she had given no specific reason. Ham had taken aday’ sleave in the nearby Kazakh warren and was
due back that evening.

Rinn felt dightly disgppointed at Connor’ stiming; she had hoped he could meet dl aboard Zvezda , even
Tatiana—though those sparks might not be particularly wise. Somehow shefét protective of Zvezda ,
wanting its crew to be put forward in the best light for Connor’ s meseting. Of dl the Starfarersin the Xin
Tian enclave, she il flt closest to Connor, the man who had taken her into sanctuary four years before.
During her enclave orientation and training, she had seen Connor regularly; after the years apart for her
service aboard Sng Fa , sheredized how much she had missed him.

Connor, she sent to him happily, intertwining his name with her joy, and felt his amused response,
warming her.

Little one .

Shefound Y uri and Khinaon the control deck and introduced them. “Captain Y uri Ivanovich Selenkov,



Biologist KhinaTermez, thisis Connor Matthieu of the Xin Tian enclave. Two of the Zvezda crew who
rescued me on Delta, Connor.”

“Yes, I'm aware of that.” Connor bowed dightly to each.

Y uri rose from his chair and shook Connor’ shand. “Welcometo Zvezda , Sr. You've heard of the
Bureau' sdecison?

“Yes, agood fortune to your ship. | redly didn’t expect that outcome, but, then, our Rinnisavauable
person—apparently even to your Space Bureau.” Connor spoke dryly, histone affable in its diplomacy
but curioudy distant. Rinn sensed Connor’ swariness and saw Y uri stiffen dightly. Shelooked from one
faceto the other, perplexed by the sudden tension in the room.

“Thank you,” Y uri said, as carefully formal. “ Zvezda aso knows her vaue. As| said, welcome.”
“Thank you. | ask to consult with Rinn—in private, if possble”

“Certanly.”

Connor turned to Rinn and raised an eyebrow. Lead the way, Rinn.

“We Il bein my room,” shesaidto Yuri. “Thisway, Connor.”

She preceded Connor down the ladder, pointing out the doors to the lab and equipment rooms, then the
doors of the crew quarters.

I’mreally not interested in a tour, Rinn, Connor commented, bringing her descriptionsto aquick
stop, although it’s polite of you to offer.

| just thought you might like to see, Rinn answered. She hurried her stepstoward her room, fegling
chastened—though she did not know why.

Connor glanced around the corridor and followed her into her room. A good ship, he added politely, but
she sensed hislack of any red interest. But temporary, of course. You're contracted with Xin Tian,
however you’ ve intrigued Novy Strana for the moment.

But won't the Starfarers want new contracts with Novy Strana—if it leadsto that?

We don’t have an enclave here, Connor replied with a shrug. Even if we asked, Xin Tian would
never permit it—the committee doesn’t allow independence even to the smaller enclaves on other
Chinese colonies. Even there we live on Xin Tian territory . Connor’s mouth twisted wryly.

Oh . Rinn sat down on her bed, deflated. Connor spent a moment examining the room, then studied the
building in the picture on the far wall.

| sense your attachment to this ship, Rinn. It's not wise. Gratitude is one thing; alloying one’'s
loyalty is another.

I’mstill loyal to Xin Tian.

Connor turned. Oh? | don’'t hear that. True, you could not have prevented the loss of Sng Fa. A
Sarfarer isuseful only if Normals listen to the advice. Captain Hung chose not to, and the ship
was lost as a result. Apparently the ambassador accepts that and may persuade the committee,
though it may be a year or more before Xin Tian will assign you to a new ship. Or you might be
grounded permanently; the Chinese still prefer simple solutions—and their suspicions. He



shrugged again. Unfortunate. You have many talents, Rinn; the enclave will do what it can.
But, Connor. . .

And there is the matter of the marsh-hunter and the compulsion you inflicted on Captain Selenkov
on Delta, he continued inexorably. | didn’t speak of it earlier—other affairs had greater
temporary importance—but | must report the breach to the enclave. You do realize what you did?

| didn’'t intend to kill it, and the other. . . | was very tired and there was need. Rinnlooked down at
her handsin her lap, trying to repress her emotions at the unexpected sternnessin Connor’ s thoughts.
She had thought she had done well—but somehow she had erred badly, despite everything. She
remembered her panic and exhaustion in the marsh, her failure to save Me-lan. She blinked back tears,
ashamed of her fault. Somehow even her friendships aboard Zvezda had become fault.

| understand your situation, Connor said more gently, but our position depends on restraint. If you
cannot exercise that restraint, you imperil the enclave. It only takes one rogue Sarfarer to
under mine everything we have built.

Yes, Connor.

| can understand your feelings, he added, although she sensed he did not, but the Normals won't.
Ultimately, they determine our safety. | realize you entered this ship in a time of great stress; it
made certain options necessary. But you cannot look to this ship for what you seek—what you
seek, Rinn, is not available to us, and never will be. | thought you understood that from your
experience aboard Sng Fa. Whatever you think you’ ve found hereisanillusion. Don't trust
it—and remember that you belong to our enclave, not Novy Strana.

Shelifted her eyesto his. They saved my life. Doesn’'t that count for anything?

Of course it does—and | appreciate their generosity, for whatever motives it was offered. You are
valuable to us, Rinn: you have an empathy for othersthat is quite marked, even unusual. But each
part of the Gift has its corresponding weakness. Don’'t give into yours.

Rinn studied her hands again, saying nothing. She sensed Connor’ s annoyance at her resistance and set
her mouth stubbornly.

| am not Tolan, Connor said irritably. Don’t make those equations.
| see what | see—it is my strength.

You see delusion.

| don’t think so.

“So,” Connor said aoud, breaking their mental rapport. “We shall see.” The descent into speechwasa
dap intheface. Shejerked up her head and stared at him. He looked back coolly, histhoughts carefully
guarded away. She promptly lifted her own shields, throwing back theinsult.

“That’snot fair,” shesaid angrily. “Y ou offer only your choice, and don't listen-to mine.”
“I don't haveto be‘fair.’ Y ou are misguided, Starfarer—consder thisawarning.”
“I hear you, Connor.”

“Good. | suggest you consider it carefully.” Hetook a step toward the door. “When you return from



DeltaBootis, assuming matiters go well, contact the legate at the Xin Tian embassy, He |l arrange for your
trangport home.”

“Very wdl.”
Helooked back at her from the door and his expression softened.
Rinn. ..

She sensed his concern for her, despite his conviction of theright, and yielded him that much. Good-bye,
Connor.

Good-bye, little one. Be careful.

Y es. Shelistened to hisfootsteps retreat down the corridor and followed his mental presence outsde the
ghip to the waiting cab. The driver whisked him away toward portsde. She dug her fingernailsinto her
palms, pressing down hard enough to break the skin. She watched as each painful crescent appeared,
then worked to widen them.

She heard Y uri approaching her door and sensed his anxiety. When he knocked at the doorframe of the
open door, she did not look up. He hesitated, uncertain, then turned to leave.

“Don’t go,” shesad.
“What did Connor want?’
“It'snot important,” she said automatically, then glanced up a him. “Or, rather, it is. Please Sit down.”

Y uri stepped toward the chair on the other side of the room, then elected to sit beside her on the bed.
She sensed his awkwardness; in away, he was as unaccustomed to some things as she. | wonder why he
wants to reach across our differences, she thought. Does he know? Isit even possible? And then: Am |
human? She sensed the question in hismind and knew it till troubled him.

“ Assuming we succeed on DeltaBootis,” she asked, “what will happen to Zvezda —and you?’

“Y ou probably know better on that score. The turnings and twistings of the Bureau can be legendary to
morta minds.”

She amiled a himwanly. “I’m not an oracle, Y uri; | don’t know everything, whatever your assumptions.
Krasin'spower strugglewith Kirovaisill in flux, and my precognition ability islargely infant-level.” She
shrugged. “Or, rather, | know what Kirovawants—me, a any price. And she can aways change her
mind.”

“Oh.” Henoticed her hands and turned the bleeding pamsto the light. “What in the hell? What
happened between you two?” He stood up and rummaged in her bureau drawer, then returned with a
tube of sdve. “Will you tdl me?’ he asked quietly.

She tugged her hands away and got up. She paced a moment, then stopped in front of the picture on the
oppositewadl. “What isthisbuilding?’

“Something in Maoscow, on Earth. A museum, | think. Doesthisrelate a al?’

Sheturned and smiled at him. “Y ou're very patient. Y ou listen to me—I appreciate that. | appreciate
many things about you, Y uri. Connor told me not to trust you.”



“l see” Yuri scowled.

“It’ sthe standard Starfarer atitude, with some history behind it.” She shrugged. “Hetold me my liking for
this ship isawesakness and warned me againgt any permanent loydties. Hetold me | have a choice of
two options— only two—and he expects me to choose Xin Tian.”

“But | thought. . .”

She smiled ruefully. “So did |. Perhapswe are deluded.” She turned back to the picture. 1 resisted,
though for your sake or resentment of hissingle-side choice, | don’t know. | don’t know what | fed
anymore. | don’t know what future to seek.”

He stood and crossed the short distance between them, then dipped hisarms around her waist. She
turned in his embrace and kissed him lightly. “I need to think, perhapsto remember. | need sometime.
I’m afraid mogt of his message was an ultimatum.”

“I thought the enclave gave up that kind of pressure.”

“Not necessarily. Theright is<till the right, and Connor feels obligated to assert it.”
“But if he swrong?’

“Yes, if he swrong, | need to decidethat.” Shelaid her cheek againg his.

“I've dready made my choice,” he murmured againgt her hair. She sensed his affection and admiration,
and warmed hersdlf init. Love. . . Theword sighed again between them. She closed her eyes and clung
to him as he kissed her again. If she chose Zvezda , it would be for that offering, Norma or not— and
what it might become.

It was her weskness to wish for such things, Connor had said. Then let it be weakness, she thought
defiantly.

17

W ITHIN A FEW DAY'S, ZVEZDA WASREADIED FOR FLIGHT to DeltaBoctis. Galina
supervised the loading of supplies;, Ham assisted the port techniciansin minor repairs and the delicate
task of replacing the ship’sfud load. Y uri and Tatiana spent considerable time at the Space Bureau,
trading information with Records and consulting with Kirova, while Khinatook advantage of the
sophisticated university computer to run a cross-and-compare analysis of the Deltavirus. A jitney
whisked Oleg off to hospitd for atreatment and a thorough checkup. Confined to the ship, Rinn watched
the crew of Zvezda renew their connectionsto their homeport, feding adrift. Connor had not returned to
vigt before hisship left for Xin Tian.

Not fair! shethought angrily, yet she felt gpart and done, an uncomfortable repriseof Sng Fa's port
vigts. She occupied hersdlf with computer sudies and areview of ship systems but spent much time on
her bed, staring at the walls. On the fourth evening, Y uri found her there, doing nothing. He tapped &t the
doorframe, then ambled in and sat down in the single chair.

“Y ou look comfortable,” he said cheerfully. Already some of the lines had smoothed from hisyoung face.
She sensed his satisfaction with his ship’s preparations, as an ancient knight might have contentedly
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admired his newly oiled cuirass and harness, anticipating the morning’ s tourney. Once she had found
escape asa child in the Ikanos library, reading such tales. Arthur, Gawain, Lancelot the Brave. . . the
heroism was the same, she thought.

“Rinn?’

“How were the battlestoday?’ she asked lazily. He did not answer, and she turned her head to look at
him.

“Areyou dl right?’ he asked uncertainly. “Isthis some Starfarer, uh, need?’
“What? Laziness?’ Shelaughed.

“Wall, you did deep that timefor four days, and sometimes you go away somewhere.” He shrugged. “|
just wonder about it.”

She turned her eyes back to the picture above her bed. “That I'm human?’

“No.” hesaid. “I don’'t wonder about that anymore—mainly because | don’t care one way or the other.
You areRinn; that'sall that matters.”

Love. Shesghed. “ Sometimes the world istoo much for meand | escape insde mysdlf, into the
other-mind. It must be disconcerting to you.”

“Just an equivalent, | suppose. We Normals say uh-hum, stare rudely, and then get up and leave. Y our
method isabit more gracious.” He paused. “ Wl you lie on that bed dl evening?’

“I could.” She gtretched languoroudy. “Why don't you join me?’

He chuckled. “Now who's bold?’

“So0?" shechdlenged him.

“So nothing. So yes, certainly. So we have aship’ s conference to attend right now.”
“ AR

“So‘ah.”” He stood and extended his hand. She swung her feet off the bed and he pulled her to him,
kissing her soundly. “So. ..” he murmured againg her hair.

“Yes, that.”
She laughed up a him as he reluctantly stepped away.

“Ship’'sbusiness, Starfarer,” he said and tugged her toward the door.

Y uri tapped the printouts in front of him and looked around &t the faces of his crew, al present except
Oleg and Viktor, one vigting the other in the hospital. Tomorrow Oleg could rgjoin them and Zvezda
would depart for Delta Bootis, where Nauka waited to assst. He glanced a Rinn beside him, but she
was looking el sewhere. He cleared histhroat.

“I dill think the answer liesinthis‘magic’ of theirs” he began. “Commissar Kirovaagrees, and we' ve
developed aset of ideasto try. Firgt, we'll land at Sng Fa’'s base, not our own. It puts us closer to the
Lily coraal and hasits symbolic effect.”



“Big brother comesto sscomp,” Khina suggested.
Yuri grinned at her. “Well, not exactly, but are we agreed on that?’

The severa heads around the table nodded, even Tatiana s. At least the trade officer was cooperating
that much, though Y uri doubted her motives.

“Second, we have our science to bend into Star-Devil magic. Our laser-armor will deflect their
rifle-beams and give us some impressive invulnerability, and a holographic cameramight give usan
effective ghost. Khina, do you think you could scrounge enough footage from our trade tapes and the
autopsy to resurrect Ba-rao-som?’

“Towhat purpose?’ Rinn asked.

“Ghogts are magic creatures. Perhapsthe Lily might listen to ashade.”
“Hmmm.” Shelooked unconvinced, and Y uri suddenly wondered why.
“Y ou have an objection?’ he asked her.

Rinn looked away. “No. Please continue.”

Y uri cleared histhroat. “ Third—and thisis the commissar’ s suggestion— we can use Rinn's Gift to work
‘magic’ on one of the Lily warriors, perhaps even force the chief to—" He saw Rinn stiffen and stare at
him unbdievingly. “ Thereisaproblem?’

“That’sagainst the Code. | can't. . .”

“You'reour shaman,” Tatianasaid in adeceptively sweet tone. “Y ou' re the key to everything. How can
we possibly succeed without you, Rinn?’

“That’ senough, Tatiana,” Y uri said sharply.

“Yes, quite enough,” Galinaadded, her plain face formidablein itsdisapproval. Y uri wondered if Tatiana
knew about Galina srole in her aunt’ s coterie. Probably not, not even now.

“Thisisaprimitive society,” Tatianasaid, flipping her hand at both of them. “To an aborigind,” she
continued loftily, “the ghost-world isfar more immediate than mere physical force. A laser-rifletoo
obvioudy belongsto its operator—kill the operator and therifleisno longer athreat. Taketherifleand
you are the threat. But weapons that cannot be seen, ahorrible compulsion that cannot be resisted—that
istrue countermagic.”

“No,” Rinn said quietly.

“Thenif wefall,” Taianasaid archly, springing her trap, “you will be the cause, Starfarer. It' sthat
ample.” She smiled and looked around the table at the others, like a cat might preen over her freshly
caught medl.

Gdinascowled, and Y uri wondered which woman showed the commissar’ sredl intention. Whed swithin
whedls, he thought. What do they plan against you, my love? Do you know?

Khinaleaned forward, her face intense. “Not until after | feed you to the Lily tribe, Trade Officer. They
likebrans, I'll givethem yours. Another smplefact.”

Y uri sighed. Why couldn't life be easy?“We will decide on aprotocol within Rinn’s Starfarer Code,” he



sad firmly, “and nobody isfeeding anybody to anybody.”
“Not yet,” Khinasaid ominoudly.

“That' senough, Khina,” he said again. “ Those are the parameters. Now we need the fine-tuning.” Y uri
looked around the table, reading their faces—and noted Tatiana s unsubtle satisfaction with the plot she
hed laid againgt Rinn. Or had she? Who could tell with Kirova, elder or younger? Magic, he thought. |
wish | had aspell for you, Tatiana Nikolaevna. Maybe, eventudly, I'll ask the Lily shaman; he could have
some interesting suggestions.

“Your idess, comrades?’ heinvited formaly.

Love, he thought, watching Rinn’ s face as the crew discussed the possibilities. Where do you go
sometimes? Rinn ill sad little of her life before Zvezda , though she had hinted at an escape from
unbearable oppression on Ikanos, alife of suspicion and biason Sng Fa . I’ ve been fortunate, he
thought, aside from afew politica problems, ashrewish trade officer, an dien attack, avolcano. . . He
snorted at himsdlf in hismgority pretensons. He had solutions, he told himself. Did she?

Love : he struggled to understand. Rinn seemed oddly sad, asif forced to adecision she did not want.
He had sensed the bond between Rinn and Connor and guessed at her pain over his ultimatum.

Why can't he just accept us? he thought angrily, offended by the insult to his ship, his people—and
guesd the feding was apremise very familiar to Rinn. Like and like, turned into inexorable divison:
apparently both sides applied it, both with reason and unreason.

Rinn glanced a him occasondly, giving him amiles, joking with Khing, ignoring Tatiana s gibes. She had
again come out of her strange mood—as a crystal might change under polarized light, becoming
something new in brilliance and color, yet the same in the essentids. He smiled a his own metaphor.
Onceageologist, waysa. . .

When we come back to Novy Strana. . . he thought, and realized what the choice might mean to her.
Wheat had he to offer her in place of dliance with her own kind? If it came to that, would the enclave
enforce that stark a choice? Like and like. Who had theright of it?

Love.

He watched her, knowing she was aware of his attention.

After an hour the conference broke up for dinner, then al participated in the final checks of the ship for
lift-off in the morning. Viktor came back late, whirling up in the darknessin a Bureau jitney; to their
surprise, Oleg climbed the stair behind him, hisface pale but determined. Y uri toasted him with a
nightcap vodkain the lounge, then went below to his quartersto deep. He hesitated in front of Rinn's
door, enduring the tramp of Gaina sand Oleg’ sfeet asthey passed him in the corridor.

Well, there was no better way to announce it, he thought ruefully. He raised his hand to knock on the
door.

“Comein,” came Rinn's muffled voicein answer.

He pressed the door-control and stepped into her room. Rinn was seated at her desk, amirror-copy of
his own, and smiled as he approached her. The door whispered shut behind him.



“Hdlo,” hesad.
“Hdlo.”

Y uri looked down into her strange eyes and felt the gap between them— like and like: What had shetold
Connor? What had they shared?

What was human?
Hadtily he tried to hide that thought, and looked away from her, unable to repress hisjedousy.

“I waswondering if you' d follow up on my invitation,” she said quietly. “1 never dept with Connor, by the
way. | had the standard sexual introductions on Ikanos, abrief affair in the early months of enclaveto
prove | could, no one since. Sng Fa practiced abstention, even if someone had been interested.”

“I—I didn’t mean—"

“Will you stop rocking from one foot to the next and look at me? That’ s better.” She smiled up a him. “|
wasthinking earlier you remind me of Gawain. He was abrave knight in an ancient English tale, a
profoundly heroic type bent on grand deeds, quite like you. That's a perilous development.”

“WI,.'y?l
“It shows| am losing my mind and reason—and what is a tel epath without-a mind? There, you say it.”
“Human,” he complied, grinning.

“See, | ill have my reason, enough to follow athought to its conclusion. No doubt the reason will go
next and I'll have no thoughts left at dl.”

“I"d like to take you beyond thinking,” he suggested meaningfully.

“Why do you think | made the invitation?” Shetook his hand and caressed his palm with her fingers.
“Now I'm on the edge, Y uri; | don’t know what bright comment comes next. Do | seem doubtful of your
skills and make you proveit? Do | drop the pretense and melt into your arms? Or something in
between?’ She smiled impishly. *Y ou don’t know, ether. Wonderful.”

“Persondly, | degpinthe nude. Do you?’
“Clothesareasign of civilization. | read that somewhere.”
“Infact, | dso shower inthe nude. | do lots of things—"

“In the nude, yes.” She stood up and pulled her tunic over her head, then dropped it on the floor. Her
bra-halter followed.

“Your turn,” she said, then laughed as he pulled her to him. He kissed her, then dowly, tantdizingly,
moved hislipslower to her bare breast. She leaned toward him, her hand pressing on hishair.

“Y urushka, love,” she murmured to him, “love me now.”
“Areyou sure?’

“Asmuch as| am of anything. | amtired of my cage, thisweighing of every congderation, thisendless
game.. .| want you.”



He kissed her again, and saw the shine of tearsin her eyes. “And | want you, Rinn.” Hisfinger traced the
scar on her cheek and he felt aflare of anger at that crudlty.

Sheturned her faceto kiss hishand. “1 have been so done,” she said smply.

Much later, as sheroseto her own completionin hisarms, he felt the flare within hisown mind, a
closeness beyond any he had thought possible. He tightened his arms around her, shuddering into his own
orgasm, and heard her cry out in response.

They lay quietly together for some minutes, not gpeaking, her hands moving dowly on hisskin. He
burrowed hisface against her neck, smelling her scents.

Love. . . Theword whispered through his mind.
“Yes” hesad, tightening hisarmsaround her. “1 love you, Rinn.”

“Love...yes itisthat,” she murmured. He caught afaint surprisein her tone—and amusement, asif the
joke were on herself.

Love. ..

“We aretogether,” shesaid fiercely. “That' sal that’ simportant.”

Zvezda emerged from warp outside Delta’ s cometary plane and angled into the system, sending aradio
greeting to Nauka asit hurtled sunward. Within four hours, Nauka answered, its captain abrupt but
curious. By the next ship-day, the ships were close enough for regular radio contact, and Y uri ordered a
visud relay through the satdllite. The com-screen lighted, reveding Captain Shemilkin’s narrow and
strong-boned face. Behind him severa brown-suited figures worked at stations duplicateto Zvezda ’ s
own.

“ Nauka here. Greetings, Zvezda .
“Greetings,” Yuri replied. “What' sthe Stuation here?’

“Well, welanded at the trade-site,” Shemilkin said. “As| told you earlier, nobody came. When wetried
to approach the Sunstone, they ran away. Now we' re back up here, orbiting endlesdy, waiting for you.
Wheat in the devil isgoing on?’

“What you mean, Captain, is how did we get awvay with it on Novy Strana?’

Shemilkin harrumphed, then looked amused, his blue eyestwinkling. He rdlaxed dightly, and Y uri
remembered how much he liked the senior captain.

“Probably the sameway | got out of my difficulty,” Shemilkin said, “though I’m il not quite sure how |
pulled it off. No doubt you fed the same. | hope you noted my discretion in not sending a message ahead
of you.”

“Y es, and thank you. How would you like to help us work some magic?’
“Comeagan?’

“Load yourself aboard an E-frame, Boris Alexandrovich, and come visit us. We need some coordination.
| want to introduce you to someone, too.”



“That telepath of yours?” Shemilkin’s brows contracted.

“Rinn?” Yuri turned toward Rinn’s computer station, where she was surreptitioudy watching while she
ran her programs. She swung her chair around to face him.

“ThisisBoris Alexandrovich Shemilkin, the origind Russan bear,” Yuri told her. “You'll likehim.”
“I will?" Shelooked back at Shemilkin’simage, chalenging him.

Shemilkin harrumphed again, then laughed, arumbling chuckle from deep within hischest. “I'm amean
old bear,” he said reflectively.

“That | can see” Rinn said.

“Anybody who can walk twenty kilometers through that noxious swamp has my respect, Starfarer.
Coming over.” The screen flared, then blanked.

As Zvezda fell into orbit ahead of Nauka , a dender needle detached itself from the other ship and
edged sideway's, three space-suited figures clinging to handholds aong the open frame. The E-frame’s
tiny jet flared again, adding enough foot-pounds to ensure ameasured pursuit of Zvezda.

“Prepare for E-frame access,” Y uri ordered, then went below to thelock bay. Within afew minutes, he
heard a gentle thump on the ship’ s hull asthe E-frame docked next to the airlock, then monitored the
lock controls as Nauka ’s party cycled through. Shemilkin removed his hdmet, then introduced his
companions.

“Svetlana Dmitryevna Lyakhovskaya, second officer.” Theglacia blond nodded curtly. “And Leonid
Sergeivich Ryumin, my trade officer—I believe you two know each other.” Thetdl dark-haired man
smiled and shook Y uri’ s hand.

“Hello, Lenya,” Yuri greeted hisformer classmate.  Still miss geology?”

“| dabble now and then. Delteans are more interesting—and what have you done here, Y urushka? And
how are you going to fix it?’

“Come dong. WEe ve come up with some dandy idess.”
“Isthat telepath above?’ Svetlanainterjected.

Y uri returned her cool glance. “ One problem at atime, comrade. | suggest we table that issue and deal
with the other.”

“Telepaths are proscribed,” Svetlana said.

Y uri scowled. “We re dready long past that particular argument. Rinn isaboard at Commissar Kirova's
orders—but I'm sureyou' |l enjoy sharing impressions with her niece. In the meantime, I’ d ppreciate
having the help of aworking trade officer. Mineisn't.” He glanced at Leonid’ s noncommittal expression
and suddenly felt tired. Do the arguments ever end? he wondered.

When the three had removed their suits, he beckoned them toward the inner door. “ Come along,
comrades. Welcometo Zvezda .”

Silently, the others followed him to the interior bay door.



“A manufactured virus?’ Shemilkin asked in disbelief. He peered at the microscope screeninthelab, as
histwo officers craned to look over his shoulder. Y uri and Rinn watched from the lab stools while Khina
showed them the dides. Shemilkin shook his head, amazed. “ The Ddlta natives don’t even have settled
agriculture?’

Khinashook her braids. “ The university computers confirmed it—even named the parent virus. I'm
culturing it now to seeif | can duplicate the splicing. Believe me, Captain, we were as surprised asyou,
but the more closaly we look, the more we find to perplex us.”

“Likelaser-rifles” Svetlanasaid.
“ And the three-finger stones?’ Leonid added.
“We ve wondered about those, too,” Y uri confirmed. “ Tech never has completed the andyss.”

Svetlana gtraightened and frowned, obvioudy running through the same questions that had so long
puzzled Zvezda . “But what' sthe answer?’ she asked at last.

“That’ swhat we re hoping Rinn canfind out,” Y uri said. * She helped tremendoudy when the Lily
warriors attacked with the Sunstone.” He smiled at Rinn, hoping he did not ook entirely besotted. “With
the proper information, we hope we can achieve recontact.”

“Perhgps,” Svetlana said dubioudy. She shook hersdlf dightly, glanced at Captain Shemilkin. “Y ou were
right, Captain. | can see the advantage—and the need.” Her cool gaze shifted to Rinn. “Welcome,
Sarfarer.”

Rinn nodded an acknowledgment, then returned Svetlana sdight smile. Y uri relaxed alittle, rdieved, and
caught Rinn’samused glance.

So laugh, my love , hethought at her, when | worry about you . Rinn’s smile broadened. And |
probably do look besotted, for all to see. Just like Gawain over hislady.

“And what role, Yuri,” Leonid asked, “will Nauka play in your magic show?’

“Wdll, let’ssay you'll be useful. We brought some exoskel eton power-suits, borrowed from the Home
Police. They usethem inriot control, though the worst problems are years padt, of course” He glanced
at Khina, who chose not to react. “Laser-armor or vacuum-suits would keep off laser-fire but wouldn't
be much use againgt spears or aphysicd attack. Y ou can be our bodyguard, Lenya.” He gestured at the
small holographic camera on the sideboard. “Boris can operate our ghost.”

“Hmmm.” Leonid sdark eyes shifted to Rinn. “ After asecret foray for more information?’
“That'sthe plan.”

“And how do you know it'll work?" Svetlana asked.

Y uri shrugged. “Wedon't. If the plan goes pfutz , comrades, we' |l have to think of something else.”
“Wonderful,” Leonid growled.

“But wewill see” Shemilkin said.

“Yes wewill see”



18

Z VEZDA DRIFTED DOWNWARD ON A BILLOWING FLAME and cameto rest near Sng Fa's
empty hulk. The landing was easily visble from the corad two milesto thewest; aLily party might be
expected shortly. Already scouts were heading for the clearing to investigate. As soon as she finished her
landing checks, Rinn left the command deck and went below to her quarters. Unaccountably, haf the
othersfollowed her, some suspicious, others curious.

In her room on the crew deck, Rinn lay back and settled herself comfortably on the mattress. Captain
Shemilkin ambled into the room and sat down heavily in the only chair, his brows drawn together ina
scowl. Yuri and GalinaKirillovnaleaned againg the wall; the others hovered outside in the corridor,
Tdianain front.

“Perhaps we should move me to the conference room,” Rinn said edgily, “so you can all watch.”
Shemilkin started and looked abashed. “Uh, should we leave?’ he asked, hdf-rising from hischair.

“I"'m surprised you object,” Tatiana said with sweet venom. “Is't an audience part of being a
wonder-girl?’

“Shut up, Tatiana,” Y uri ordered.

Rinn sighed. “I could claim that negative thoughts would dampen my Gift, but that’ snot true. I’ velived
among ‘negetive thoughts &l my life, Tatiana, some of which would make your skin ped. | could even
claim that doubt removes the psychic phenomenon, but thisisn’t aparagpsych lab, noram | a
spirit-medium, whatever you think. Y ou are welcome to watch. | will lie here quietly and look rather
dead.” She closed her eyes.

Y uri stirred uncomfortably. “Can you talk to uswhileyou ligen?’

“Not redly. It'snot askill I’ ve practiced. I'm sorry.” As Tatiana opened her mouth, Rinn added sharply,
“And tdl that woman to keep her thoughts to herself. She repeats too much.”

“Go away, Tatiang,” Galinasad quietly. “ Go avay now.”

Rinn left them as she sank into other-mind, willing away their suspicionsinto grayness. Her thoughts
looped outward through the closed doors of Zvezda into the night to touch the watchers who had stared
in surprise and were dready hurrying back toward the Lily corad. She paced with them, then watched
from other dien eyes as one reported to an aged chieftain. Besde the chief stood another, resplendent in
his shaman’ s robes, his face unchanging as the scout brought unwelcome news. The shaman exchanged a
glance with the chief, then whirled and staked toward his own hut. Rinn followed him, skipping from
mind to mind as he strode through the wide coradl.

Y ou are the one, she thought.

The shaman went inside his hut for amoment, then emerged and settled himsdlf in front of the doorway,
incised gticksin hishands. Like awraith, she legped the last distance and dipped neetly into hismind.

Hisnamewas Lorat, but the people knew him only as Ghost-Walker, three clipped gestures of hisown
choosing. As shaman, he forebore the protection of aMouth-Name, the ward against the
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swamp-demons who quested beneath marshland and water. He was Ghost-Walker, shaman of the Lily
tribe, revered to know al things, truth and falsehood, evil and good, the ordering of the world.

So thetribe trusted him, confident in the safety of his magic. Only Ghost-Walker knew the knife-edge of
ashaman’ s knowledge, where the unknown far outweighed the known. Not even the Three-Fingered,
the priestsin the Mountains of Light, claimed to know al things, though only they had the spear-of-desath
magic that made the Lily fire-weapons more than useless rods of strange substance. Once ayear
Ghogst-Walker journeyed to the Three-Fingered in their mountain fastness, bearing the weapons whose
souls had been devoured by the swamp-demons.

Rinn caught a vague image of amountain tribe with strange markings on their faces, each resplendent in
fine-crafted strands of three-finger stones, gesturing briefly with salf-mutilated hands. She sensed that
Lorat both admired and dreaded the Three-Fingered, however competent his own magic. Last year, the
shaman recalled, the Three-Fingered had refused their help, claiming greater mattersfor their attention. In
the coming journey next season, he might have to beg if they refused again. He did not like the prospect.

Hedid not like much at al lately, with the world gone strange.

Hesat in front of hishut, glowering at the firelight. A woman gpproached him, offering food, but he
waved her impatiently away. He preferred to work his magic on an empty stomach. Soon Chief
Isen-brot-quel would ask his advice about the Star-Devils, wishing for counsdl of blood and
strength-for-strength—an aging chief, particularly a chief with arestless son, yearned for the greatest of
magics, something to stir the blood with a pretense of youth, to raise the eyes after the joint-stiffness had
long since bent the back into ahobbled curve. As Lorat conferred with Isen-brot-quel, the chief’ s son
would pace the clearing, waiting for the summonsto new death making, away to distinguish himsdlf in
bloodshed as his giftsin wisdom and patience did not.

Again Ghost-Walker cursed Isen-glov-amar’ s haste, however the tribe had honored him for his daughter
of the Star-Devils. Such decisions were properly given to the chief and his shaman, not arestlessyouth
who saw achance and took it, then found cause to murder warriors more gifted than he. Only Lorat's
sternest of orders had saved Belos from asimilar death; onceignited, the chief’ s son seemed to have no
limits, gifted with awarrior’ s madness more suited to ancient times when tribes contended by the fortunes
of single combat. The tribes had bred their berserkersto greater madness, only to have thewarriorsturn
inward on the people and bring down the world. Of late, Ghost-Walker felt apprehensive whenever he
regarded the son of the chief. Long before, such achief had raised the Lily to dominance; such achief
could now losedl.

And now, chief’s son, he thought, the Star-Devils have come back. For what? he wondered.

Helifted his snout and sniffed, catching the faint reek of Devil-gases from the east. Their Devil-house sat
by the other, the dead house, as they plotted new evil for the people, new enticementsto steal souls.

What did they want? Souls? Or something else?

He had examined the strange gifts taken from the Sunstone—cl oth that shimmered, pots of astrange
hammered stone, odd gems and other objects— then ordered their sacrifice in the sacred pools. Those
Sunstone who had taken the gifts he had cursed to death; even now they wasted away to nothing, unable
to eat or deep, waiting for the swvamp-demonsto rise to claim them. The Sunstone chieftain,

Barao-som, had €luded his corrective magic, taken by the Star-Devilsinto their accursed house.

Why? From thewarriors account, the Star-Devils were weak and soft-bodied, easily surprised. How
could such a people know the higher magic? And why, if Star-Devilswere easily surprised, had this other

Devil house escaped?



His six-fingered hands tightened on his spirit-sticks, but still he did not make the summons-magic. A
shaman needed a clear mind to hear the spirits correctly—and a clear question to ask. Star-Devils—who
could tell with Star-Devils? That the swamp-demons desired flesh and souls and rose upward to voice
sounds made unwisdly, that dl knew. That the marsh-hunter attacked any intruder into its home-space,
that aso. That the Three-Fingered rarely deigned to offer counsel beyond the set teachings, only
Ghost-Walker knew. And now the Three-Fingered would not spesk &t all.

His eyes narrowed, considering the possibilities. Twice before the world-magic had shifted, bringing
destruction and change. Thefirgt destruction had turned the world; the second had thrown all into flux. A
Lily chief had saized the advantage in that second destruction, driving the Three-Fingered into their
mountain retreat, taking their fire-wegpons by force. Perhaps now the Three-Fingered had begun their
revenge, daring the Lily to enforce their secret tribute as the world decayed into new change. Perhaps.
His neck fur stirred in new apprehension. Perhapsthe Lily spirits might tell him if that suspicion had the
truth, though it was atruth he did not want.

Rinn watched as he drew afigure in the dust with his spirit-gtick, casting the first word of the
summons-spell. Another figure imposed itsdlf upon thefirg, then the start of athird, making the pattern
by which a shaman spoke to spirits, those weaker pirits who guarded the Lily. The good spiritsrarely
spoke, even to ashaman, for they saved their strength for the unending struggle with the swamp-demons
who sought only destruction.

To digtract the Lily spirits risked much. He considered, then judged again that matters required it. His
stick moved.

| makethe pattern. Lily spirits, rise. . .
Impulsively, Rinn seized the chance. Lorat , shesentto him. Lorat. . .

... and connected. She sensed Ghost-Walker’ s start of amazement. Quickly, without moving his head,
he linked hisfirst and third minds, at high dert, and glanced around at the darkness. No one. He dashed
his spirit-stick through the pattern, disturbing the magic, histhird-brain thrumming with darm. Who? This
spirit he had not heard before. He stared down at his sticks with widened eyes, then grew angry. Another
change: would the world dide into vagueness, where even mountain rock might shake like ooze-sands?

What was wrong with the world? Ghogt-Waker quivered with sllent rage, histhoughtsin turmoil.

Rinn withdrew dightly, belatedly cautious of the dien’ sthird brain. In her eagerness to make contact, she
had brushed that ingtinctive awareness and aerted his defenses. Twice now the diens had heard her
menta sending—she had forgotten the earlier incident with Belos. Did Delteans have alatent psi? She
hesitated uneasily, not sure what to do.

She watched as Ghost-Walker again traced part of the summons-pattern, curious despite himself, then
scratched it out.

Perhapsif she waited. . .

Ghogt-Waker considered, cautioudy unlinking histhird brain to alow hisemotionsto cool. A warrior
might use the anger-strength to power him; a shaman sought clarity, unmuddied by the frenzied pulse of
such compulsions. Hisfirst and second minds built new connections as he meditated, steadying him.
Whao? A new voice—he was certain of it. Though he often heard the spirits move beneath the land, that
sending usually required the preparatory herbs and days of fasting. So he had been taught. He stared at
the half-made pattern, highly disturbed.



A new voice—whose? He drummed hisfingers on the sticks, his neck fur rippling.

What ese did he know for certain? That the swamp-demons sought to destroy the world, kept in check
by areed s-breadth. Twice they had nearly succeeded. That he knew, as certainly as he knew the
strength of hislong body, the joy of wife-coupling, and the ghost-scents of the night breeze, What were
their wegpons? He numbered them on the end-points of hislines. Uncertainty, stedlth, hunting misfortune,
limb-paralyzing fear, madness. . . and Star-Devils? His stick froze over the scratches in the hard-tamped
soil.

Who were these Devils? Who had summoned them? Not the Lily spirits, who sought only the good, the
customary, the diveness of things. Who? Only one other force contended for the world.

Damn! Rinn thought. She reached out, intending to change, to convert— and hesitated, wary of askill
she had foresworn. What choice did she have? She wavered, caught between the impulse and her
memories.

What self survives? ayounger voice had asked ages earlier.

Ghost-Waker’ s jaws snapped decisively. Evil! How cleverly the demonswove their snares, tempting
even ashaman! Herosg, treading angrily on the summons-pattern as he stalked forward. L et them entice
in vain—L orat would see that none ventured near them to hear their lies.

He gathered hisfeathered cloak around hislean body and strode toward the chief’ s hut. Women and
children scattered before him as he approached; even warriors edged away, their eyeswidening. At the
edge of the coraal enclosure, |sen-glov-amar turned eagerly, his hands clenching his fire-weapon.
Ghost-Waker ignored hisslent pleafor more killing, more death-rages.

Y ou brought this down on us, chief’ s son, he thought. He ducked under the low door lintel of
Isen-brot-quel’ s hut. Y ou will rue your passions.

See the pattern. . . Rinn wrenched herself away and hovered in other-mind, furious a her own
ineptitude. She had thrown away the chance, been cardlessfor only amoment. And when it cameto the
Crux. . . She moaned as she remembered the marsh-hunter’ s death and Connor’ s quiet condemnation of
her impulsive choice. What would he think of such achoice made ddiberately, full knowing?

“Rinn?’
At the sound of Y uri’svoice, she opened her eyes and saw his concerned and loving face above hers.
“Rinn?’

Behind him, she sensed the others. Different! different! shecried slently at them. What can you ever
under stand of what | do? Sheturned away from them dl, even Y uri, and hid her face against the
pillow.

“What' swrong?’ Gainaasked, her voice tinged with darm.
For whom? Rinn thought sadly. Rinn? Or your commissar’ stool ?
“I don't know,” Yuri said. “Vacate the room, please. Captain, if you will?’

She heard the scrape of the chair, retreating footsteps, the sigh of the door. Then, approaching her bed
again, his steps. The mattress shifted as he sat beside her, and shefdt his hand on her hair, gently



drawing it aside from her face.

“Where do you go?’ he asked quietly. “And how do | follow you, my love? For | would follow, if |
could. | would set asde everything, to be with you.”

Sheturned to him and hid her face againgt his chest. For along minute, he held her, his chest risng and
faling with hisbreath. “I’'m sorry,” she murmured.

“For what?" He tugged gently on her hair to make her ook a him. “If I am Gawain, you are my lady
love. Isn't that how the tale goes? Or am | Gaahad chasing after the Holy Grail, alight forever tantdizing,
never truly found?’

“Y ou looked that up,” she accused.
“Computers are convenient tools. Whatever isthe matter?’

She sghed. “1 convinced the Lily shaman that Zvezda isanew variety of swamp-demon. He sgoing to
proscribe the ship, make ustaboo.”

“What?" he asked, startled.

“It samess.” She grimaced and felt hersalf flush with embarrassment. “They won't come near us now.
Ghogt-Waker isn't the type to change hismind.”

Y uri shrugged, then considered. “Maybe we can go to the coradl, force the contact.” Rinn knew he had
alwaysitched to do that, even before Ba-rao-som broke off trade. Y uri found it hard to Sit and wait.

Shetouched hisface gently. “Be sengble, Yuri. The Lily corad hasahundred warriors, dl armed with
lasers, immensdly strong and fast. Even ariot-suit can be knocked to the ground by a determined
rush—how effective would we look then, lying on the ground like upended bugs? And if we killed some
of them to deter the attack, how would they react then? These people are not easily cowed, and their
violenceisunpredictable.”

“True.” Y uri stood up and paced amoment. “But they haveto talk to us, Rinn.”
er]y?l
He stopped and looked at her ruefully. * Exactly.” His shoulders sagged.

“I did learn something new, Y uri,” she said quickly. “There' s another tribe up in the mountains, apeople
the shaman cdlsthe ‘ Three-Fingered.” The Lily conquered them some time back, but they till keep the
secret of laser-rifle maintenance. Once ayear the Lily shaman takes the expended riflesto them for
recharging.” She sensed hisimmediate interest.

“Three-finger? That' s what Ba-rao-som named our stones.”
“They wear garlands of the stones—they might be the source.”
“Hmmm. What es=?’

She thought amoment. “They livein caverns of somekind; | picked up adistinct image of enclosing
stone. They apparently mutilate their hands to match their tribe’ s name, maybe as amagic totem. | know
it impresses Ghost-Walker. He' s not afraid of the Three-Fingered, not exactly, but he respectstheir
magic. And thelast time he traveled there, they refused to recharge therifles.”



“Why?
“He does't know. It bothershim.”

“Maybe we ought to go ask them,” Yuri saidwith agrin. “I bet that’ [l get Ghogt-Walker’ s attention.”
“Y ou are determined.”

“Of course. Don't you know?1’m Sir Gawain.”

Shelaughed. “1 loveyou.”

“That, too.” He drew her into an embrace and kissed her soundly. “I1t’ sdl magic, everything is, especidly
you. And don’'t worry—I don’t intend to fail.” Hismood turned grim. “ And they will talk to us eventualy,
whatever Ghogt-Walker thinks. It sdiaectic.”

“Imperidig.”

“Soviet.” Hekissed her again. “ There sadifference.”

Tatiana Nikolaevna scowled as Rinn and Y uri emerged on the command deck. “ Are we over our
tantrums?’ she asked with an unpleasant smile.

“Shut up,” Yuri said impatiently. Tatianaonly smiled more broadly. Captain Shemilkin and Svetlana
looked at her, curious, Khina glared. Galinalooked upset, and Roblev’ s eyes darted from face to face.
Rinn did not envy the psychologist; histraining only exacerbated hisworries, making any conflict,
however dight, into adread possibility. The combination of emotions shifted uneasily acrossRinn's
perception.

Whatever Tatiana s smug satisfaction, Rinn knew—if Y uri did not—that Kirova had not included her
niecein any plans. The real opposition lay esawhere. She glanced at Leonid Ryumin, Nauka ’strade
officer and matched his face with an image she had seen in Krasin’s mind. Kirovawas not the only
commissar to place an agent aboard the Delta ships. Shewondered if Ryumin’sold friendship with Y uri
might inhibit his private orders received on the Board' s message capsule. Perhaps, perhaps not—not
even Ryumin knew for sure. He looked back at her blandly, an eyebrow raised.

“We have achange of plans,” Y uri began. “ According to Rinn, the Lily shaman had put us off limits. |
doubt if aforced mesting at their coraal would be productive.”

“I should say not,” Shemilkin growled. “ Twenty-to-one odds are a bit much even for riot-armor.”
“Standing orders prohibit uninvited contact, anyway,” Leonid said. “Maybethey’ |l relent whilewe wait.”
Y uri eyed him. “Wait? Who said wait?’

“| thought that was assumed.”

So, Rinn thought, that was what Krasin had up his deeve. Restrict them enough and they would fail, to
Kirova sundoing. Later, naturally, Krasin would retrieve the Deltatrade by changing ship orders and
dlowing Nauka to do what Zvezda might have donethefirst time. All of it proper, within procedure.
Clever—but not clever enough: in that caculation, Krasn had forgotten Nauka ’s own captain, another
man with independent idess.

“When necessary,” Shemilkin rumbled, throwing histrade officer aquelling glance, “aship’screw can



tekeinitiaive”
“With al respect, Captain. . .”
Shemilkin brushed him off. “What did you haveinmind, Y uri Ivanovich?’

Y uri quickly explained about the Three-Fingered tribe. “ If we can make contact with them, we can tir
things up alittle, maybe enough to give us another entry into trade. Go directly to the three-finger stone
source—and maybe to atribe with enough influence to | et us reestablish trade with the Sunstone, too.
The Three-Fingered used to be a power on thisworld. What do you think, Boris?’

“Hmmm.” Shemilkin robbed his chin and glanced a Svetlana. “ A good idea. Areyou thinking of a
ground expedition? We can hardly land Zvezda on amountain dope, especidly if those mountainsare as
rugged as they look from orbit. We' d need aground survey for anew base-site, anyway.”

“We havetwo roversin storage,” Y uri sad, “one of them armored. If the Lily follow us, asthey probably
will, we'll need the protection.”

“Oncel get closer,” Rinn added, “I’'m sure | can find their cavern.”

“Convenient,” Shemilkin rumbled in amusement. “Kind of abiologicd radar, aren’t you?’
“Something likethat.” She smiled back at him.

“Sir,” Leonid tried again.

“AsYuri isgivento say to his trade officer, my dear Lenyushka, shut up.” Shemilkinwinked a Yuri. “I
likeit. You'll take me, of course. And our trade officers, despite their lack of enthusiasm.” He glowered
at both Leonid and Tatiana, daring them to say anything. “And McCrea. And—"

“Therover only holdsfive,” Y uri reminded him. “Maybe six if we pass on body-armor.”

“Which would be stupid, considering. Svetlanaand your engineer can monitor communications. Has
Termez finished making her ghost?”

Khinanodded. “I’ ve loaded fifteen minutes of generad movement and speech into the camera, ar. | can
give you aschematic of the sequence.”

““Then we' Il take him, too. Maybe we can use our magic scenario after al, if developments deveop. |
hate to waste agood plan. You agree, Yuri?’

Y uri bowed dightly, yielding to the older captain’s expertise.
Shemilkin harrumphed. “We |l seeif it works. And if it doesn't. . .”
Y uri grinned. “Thenwe |l think of something else”

Shemilkin shook himsdlf like an old bear rousing from itswinter deep. “In the meantime, let’ snot get
oursalveskilled. Riot-armor will help, but even itsinvulnerability might be limited. The Lily tribe may have
other things we don’t know about—and the Three-Fingered even more o, if they’ re the source of the
technology we ve seen.”

“And they’ re probably virus-infected, too,” Y uri agreed. “Unpredictable.”
“Lifeisunpredictable, comrade. We |l just keep everything in mind when we go.”
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T HEY LEFT AT DAWN THE NEXT MORNING ABOARD THE armored rover, a squat
semiamphibious al-terrain vehicle capable of rapid land travel and occasiona jet-assisted hops over
obstacles. Y uri took the controls, rapidly reacquiring his easy handling of the machine from prior surveys,
and headed northeast. Captain Shemilkin sat in the second command seet at Y uri’ sright, ready to handle
the comset and laser-cannon; Rinn sat behind Shemilkin on the middle bench seet, her head turned
toward the Lily coraa, expecting trouble. Y uri could see the tension in her face whenever he glanced at
her. Leonid and Tatiana sat together on the third rearmost seet, hanging onto sidestraps asthe rover
lurched and swayed across the mud-pans.

All five wore suits of riot-armor, powered exoskeletons of lightwelght titanium, mobile,
strength-enhanced, and surmounted by sophisticated Sight and communication gear set into the helmets.
A hdf-dozen laser-riflesrode in the storage racks near the ceiling, and aweek’ s supply of food and
medicines were stored in the rear compartment. On the rear seat between the two trade officers sat three
boxes of trade goods that had especidlly attracted the Sunstone. Y uri intended to remain optimistic.

“Wewere seen leaving the clearing,” Rinn said to him, her voice dightly tinny in hisearphones. “The
watcher informs Chief Isen-brot-qud.”

“What d'you think they’ [l do?’ he asked.

“Do? Follow us, | expect. When Ghost-Walker redlizes we' re heading toward the Three-Fingered, he
could be capable of anything. The Three-Fingered control the highest magic, Y uri, and Ghost-Walker
thinks you' re aswamp-demon.”

“That’ swhy we have biologica radar.” Y uri turned and grinned at her, trying to lighten her mood. Last
night they had come closer than ever before, a pace of severa pleasant hours spent in lovemaking,
tale-telling, and speculation about the Delteans. Y t, even then, he had sensed her disturbance.
Something was bothering her, more than the tension of the expedition—Dbut what?

Would shetdl meif | asked? he wondered.

“Y our radar thanksyou,” Rinn murmured, her blue-black eyes shadowed in the close confines of the
rover.

Y uri bent his head sideways, trying to see more of her face, then nearly had the rover controls yanked
out of hishands asthe vehicle lurched into amudhole. He heard Tatiana s squawk as a heavy box of
trade goods tipped off the rear seat onto her foot.

“Want meto drive, Yuri?’ Leonid taunted from the back.
“No, thanks. Uh, sorry, Tatiana.”

Tatiana snapped arude word, unappeased. Y uri tried to drive flawlesdy for the several moments until
matters cooled, then glanced back at Rinn again.

“Eyesontheroad, Captain,” Rinn sad, smiling.

Love. . . Her mentd voice wasthe first touch of the cool evening breeze after ahot day, the pale gleam
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of crysta in ashadowed cove, aflowing spring-water of arippling laughter. He sighed despite himsdlf,
remembering the touch of her hands on his body. He was getting to understand Oleg’ s attitude. Love. . .

| can’t think when you do that , hetold her. And | have to drive thisrover now . He heard her
answering chuckle as she obediently vanished from hismind.

A kilometer farther, the rover splashed through another pool onto awide mud-pan, then bumped onto a
hard-packed trail that led upward toward the foothills. Y uri geared down to a stop and glanced
inquiringly a Shemilkin.

“Better footing, and it goes generaly northeast,” the other rumbled, looking at the narrow track out the
rover window. He leaned forward to key the orbital stereoscan map on the console viewer and studied
it. “You said it takes Ghost-Walker atwo-day walk, Rinn?’

“About that.”

“Hmmm. Say thirty to forty kilometers, probably up those stepped plateaus.” He pointed to the map’s
winding contour lines where the marshland merged into the foothills of an ascending mountain range, then
tapped hisfinger on acomputer-enhanced yelowish blur nearby. “ See: there’ sthat forest on the dope up
ahead. Thistral leadsright into it.”

Y uri turned the rover onto the track, then accelerated the pace as he felt the balloon whedl s bite into the
soil. The agilelittle craft hummed dong thetrail at twenty klicks an hour, safe enough on the even terrain.
They climbed a gentle rocky dope and reached awidely set grove of trees, severd thirty meters high and
vaguely reminiscent of Earth’ sancient cycads and horsetail ferns. Shemilkin craned to look upward at the
clustered fruit benesth the wide crown of leaves adorning each tree.

“Strange,” he said, hdf to himsdf. “An evolution that devel ops sentience but never improvestrees past a
basic primitiveform. | doubt if thisworld has any angiospermsaat dl. Even the mardh-liliesare avariety of
club-moss.”

“Taniafound an angiosperm weed on the coast,” Leonid said.
“Shethinksit' saflower,” Shemilkin commented. “ Here taxonomy beginsal over again.”

Y uri steered through the boles and underbrush asthe trail wound itself up the dope, detoured around a
rocky outcrop, then emerged on a kilometer-wide grassy plateau spotted with open-water pools. The
slvery grassrippled in the morning breeze, an unending chevron pattern repeated in the fill water. The
sun glinted.

“Pretty,” Shemilkin grunted, “but poor drainage. Watch out for bogs—two tons of meta sinksfastina
quagmire.”

“It might be better to skirt the whole platean,” Y uri agreed. He pointed to the left at the trail winding
aong therocky edge of the meadow. “Apparently the natives do.”

Shemilkin again grunted his assent. The rover rolled briskly dong thetrail, the border of long grass
swishing its Sdes. Twenty minutes later, as they rounded the far edge of the plateau and began to climb
again, Shemilkin checked inwith Zvezda .

Ham reported al quiet at the ship, but severd intrusions on the ship wards afew minutes before.

“A Lily party passing us, most likely,” Svetlanaadded. “Wetried to get a count, but they moved too fast
through heavy cover.”



“Rinn?” Y uri asked.

“I hear them,” Rinn said after amoment. “ About thirty warriorsled by Isen-glov-amar. And Belos,
though he keeps acareful distance from Isen-glov-amar. Ghost-Waker iswith them, too, and two of his
aides. | expected he would come; he can guess exactly where we' re going—though, of course, he thinks
it'sdemon-inspired.” She paused. “ They have reached the track benesth the forest, moving very fast. At
this speed, we'll just stay ahead of them.”

“Until we dow down,” Tatiana pointed out, her voice tinged with apprenension. “Do you hear the
Three-Fingered, Rinn?’

“Not yet. But something. . . something ahead.” She hissed at hersdlf, exasperated. “1 can't catchiit. | have
to be closer.”

“When Sng Fa was attacked, you heard Zvezda at twenty kilometers” Tatianasaid snidely, “or so you
sad. Why the difference now?’

“I had smilar arguments with Captain Hung about my Gift, Trade Officer, and I’ d rather not repeet them
with you. Maybe when the Lily catch up and | have the stress of recent deaths among my crewmeates, 1’|l
repest the preconditions. Care to volunteer asavictim?’ Rinn’ s voice was edged.

“Just do your best, Rinn,” Y uri said encouragingly.

“Y ou comment too much,” Shemilkin rumbled to Tatiana. Tatiana shut up. For amoment, Y uri wished he
could borrow Shemilkin as part of Zvezda s permanent ship equipment—the older captain seemed to
have a marked dampening effect on trade officers, hisand Y uri’ s both.

At the next cliffside, they passed through another grove of trees, each topped by bulbous fruit and
pamlike leaves, then followed thetrail asit turned true northeast. The path narrowed through amassive
gplit rock, heading upward. Y uri touched the rover jets and jumped their craft over the barrier, then
shifted to sixth gear asthe grade increased on the far Sde. Therover climbed the dope, its heavy whedls
gouging deeply into the soil, dowing asit reached the top.

Before them lay the grasses of another plateau, here in broad patterns of iridescent purple and deep
blue-green, spotted by isolated patches of marsh-lilies. A kilometer away, ringing the plateau on three
sdes, massve bluffs of yellowish stone rose severd dozen meters high. Thetrail led directly forward,
skirting aseries of smdl pools. The rover hummed aong the dirt path asit led them onward through the
grass.

“Stop, Yuri,” Shemilkin said suddenly.
“WM!
“Back up ahit.”

Y uri obliged and peered along the line-of-sight that attracted the other’ s attention. Shemilkin pointed to
theright. “1 seeregular shapes, too regular to be natural. See? There at the base of that cliff.”

“| seethem. Shall weinvedtigate? Rinn?’
“Isen-glov-amar’ sreached thefirgt plateau; we might have ahaf-hour.”

“Only ahdf-hour?” Yuri swivelled in his seat to look at her. “We ve been making twenty klicks
congdently.”



She wrinkled her nose a him. “1 told you they were fast, and even Ghost-Walker comes from awarrior
breed.”

“Hmmm. Let’'schanceit.” Y uri swerved the rover off the path and bumped across the uneven grasdand,

then accelerated. Shemilkin held on with both hands as the rover lurched and swayed with the rough ride.
Y uri bounced the rover across a stream and then another as they made a quick pace toward the cliff and
what lay benegth it.

“Ruins?’ Tatiand s question came haf-gasped as the rover bounced hard over arocky outcrop.

“Might be,” Leonid muttered, aso bending forward to peer through the front window. “Lookslike you
wereright, Y uri—there was a higher culture here once. That’ s definitely quarried sone.”

The rover rolled up to the formation, ajumbled group of stone cubes half-concealed by vegetation. At
that vantage, Y uri could see that the ruins extended into ahollow in the cliff, steadily risng in height to a
broad two-story building beneath the cliff-side. A guard outpost? he wondered. Perhaps a dacha—he
could see the outlines of agarden wal, and anumber of small structures that might be outlying storage
units near the main house. The stones were badly eroded by westher, most tumbled from their original
positions. Y uri rolled up to one of the outer walls and stopped, then cracked the rover doors. Shemilkin
levered out hislong body, followed by Leonid and Tatiana.

“Rinn?’ Y uri prompted, lending her ahand. She emerged, her face a puzzle-of expressions behind the
faceplate of her helmet. “What isit?’ he asked.

“Pardon?’
“Y ou look so strange.”

The other walked hurriedly toward the ruins, talking excitedly. Rinn looked up at him, her lips quirked
upward in ahdf-amile,

“Oh, thisis quite new to me, thisexploring. | never did get out of Sng Fa much.” She looked around the
meadow and cliffside with wonder. Then she glanced southward toward the pursuing Lily warriors and
frowned. “1 only wish | could spare al my mind for thelooking. Look at that!” She pointed to atri-lobed
flower nestled in the grasses nearby, then took an exploratory step toward it. The flower shivered dightly,
then ddlicatdly lifted itsleaves and staked off to asafer grass clump ameter away. Rinn smiled in ddlight.
“It sananimd!”

“How canyou tell?” Yuri said inamock growl. “1t still lookslike aplant to me.”
“Oh, it knowswhat it is. What alovely cresturel”

“Asareyou, my love. Come, let’slook at the ruins.” Hetugged at her deeve and led her toward the cliff.
The others had walked up to the cliff-face and were peering into the shadowed building. AsRinn and
Y uri gpproached, Leonid turned toward them.

“Ceramicd” He held up atwisted pinkish shape, rough-edged at one end of the break, adelicate
convoluted curve to acup-bowl at the other. | think thiswas adrain spout—Iook at the technique, Y uri.
It's something entirely new!”

Y uri took the broken bowl and hefted it, then examined the glaze. “ That explainsthe lack of sted inthe
orbit surveys.” Heran hiseyes over the crumbling building. “I wonder how high aculture they had.”

“And how much still survives among the Three-Fingered,” Leonid said, taking the bowl back from him.



“Let’'smark the Steand go see”
Y uri studied him amoment. “| thought you said standard opsruled forever.”

Leonid shrugged. “I had an obligation,” he said shortly, confirming another of Y uri’ssuspicions. “1'd
much rather trade with high-culture aliens than mud-wattle marsh-dwel lers”

“The Sunstone are agentle and dignified people,” Y uri corrected quietly.
“That' s beside the point. Let'sgo.” Leonid matched words to action and strode off toward the rover.
“A good idea,” Rinn murmured, again glancing southeest.

“| want to seealittle morefirgt,” Y uri said as Shemilkin gestured to them from the building doorway.
Tatiana had disappeared insde. At the doorway, Y uri paused to run his glove over the carving on the
stone door lintdl. Even long wegthering had not erased the flowing curves of the abstract design. He bent
forward, examining the ceramic intaglio in the grooves. “ Amazing. How did they bind it to the sone?’

“Theré smoreingde,” Shemilkin cdled. Hisvoice rang with akind of triumph, even dation, impelling
Y uri through the doorway.

Severd stones had falen from the roof, alowing sunlight to enter the shadowed foyer. Shemilkin and
Tatiana stood in the center of the room, their heads turning in avain attempt to encompass the rampant
sweep of ceramic mosaics across the interior walls. Blue, green, adeep crimson, a pale yelow—the
colors swirled in intricate pattern across every wall, interrupted only by the monotone blueinlay of lamp
brackets and severa stone benchesringing the ovoid chamber. At the far end, another door led inward
to other rooms. At their feet, afloor of small colored tiles, none larger than afew centimeters, repested
the swirling geometry on the wdlls. It was adizzying display of color and smulated movement, half-seen
in the gloom of the broken roof.

“The physicdl senses” Rinnsaid in awe. “They’ ve caught that in their sonework.”

“All abgiract patterns,” Shemilkin murmured, his dark eyes moving as heturned in place. “ Similar to the
mosaics | saw in ancient Arab mosques on Earth. Theirswas adelight in geometry asthe visble sign of
God' s unknowable and pa pable thought. Did the Delteans seek the same artistic idea, | wonder?” He
stepped forward to bend over adelicate bench of blueinlay. “It lookslike it was cast in asingle piece.
How do you do that without magnetic field controls? Platinum catayst? How did they reach the
necessary temperatures?’ He straightened and looked solemnly at Y uri. “Thisisamgor find, comrade.
We could spend ayear studying this place and still have questions.”

“Wonderful,” Tatiana breathed as she turned through a complete circle yet again. “ Oh, wonderful .”

“| suggest we not delay,” Leonid said impatiently, hisvoice crackling over the suit-radio band. “If you
please, Captain.”

“Coming, Lenya” Y uri gestured rductantly to Shemilkin.

Five minutes later the rover was again hurtling across the grass, making up for logt time. Asthey crashed
back onto the path, Y uri heard a muffled hooting behind them and accelerated recklesdy. The path
plunged again between high rocks, anarrow squeeze for the rover, then began climbing the next cliff. He
glanced in hisrearview mirrors and saw a pack of pounding aien shapes rushing after them barely a
half-kilometer behind. A new burst of speed up the dope increased the distance; the rover climbed,
spinning its balloon whedlsin the packed dirt of thetrail, once nearly dewing off the edge. On the plateau
above, Y uri accelerated till more and added more distance between the rover and their pursuers.



“Closg” Shemilkinsad.
“I’d rather not confront them now,” Y uri agreed. “1 wish we' d had moretime at the ruins.”

“Andien archaeologicd stewill get its own attention, believe me.” Shemilkin leaned forward and
activated the satdllite link to Zvezda to report their find.

“Excdlent, Captain,” came Svetlana’ s cool voice. “For your information, Nauka reports anincoming
messenger capsule from Novy Stranawith your designator. Shall Nauka leave orbit to meet it?’

“Yes, have lvan bring it aboard—but tell him whatever the Bureau wants can wait awhile. I'm busy.”
Shemilkin snapped off the com and glanced at Y uri. “Nag, nag, nag—doesit ever stop?’

“Bureau orders have the highest priority,” Leonid said pompoudly.

“Y our opinion wasn't requested, Trade Officer.” Shemilkin cocked an eyebrow, his blue eyestwinkling.
“Sometimes, Y uri, | think the Bureau would make a good collective wife, complete with G.U.M.
shopping bag and formidable scowl. ‘Do this, Boris, do that,” until one can hardly movein any direction
without awarning reproof.” Y uri heard a stifled gasp from Leonid at the heresy and grinned. Shemilkin
had not liked being dragged away from theruins, either.

The rover whirled across another grassy plateau, then wound back and forth aong anarrow trail through
agentle dope of broken stone. Asthey reached the top of the dope and rolled onto yet another grassy
plateau, Y uri glanced in hisside mirror. The Lily warriors had kept the pace easily.

“Good stamina,” he muttered.

“They areawarrior breed,” Rinn said. “They can run al day and into the night, when necessary. It is part
of their honor.” Y uri picked up their speed alittle more. “I can hear others ahead,” Rinn added amoment
later. “A watcher at agtair and acity beyond. And—" She stopped. “ Something else | can’t catch,
something in achamber under the stair. Adeep? Drugged? Odd.”

She pointed to the right at adistant cliff edging the far side of the wide meadow. “Bear in that direction,
toward the cliff stair—it’ sthe endpoint of the city road.”

Y uri turned the rover off thetrail in theindicated direction. Beyond the cliffsde they could see the crags
of adistant peek, thefirst of the interior range of mountains. The noon sun glinted off pae stone tinted by
the greenish glow of alight cloud cover, a hue repeated in the shimmering movement of the grass. To the
|eft rose the featurel ess jumble of another eroded dliff, to the right asweep of forest edge to the southeast
ringing the far rim of the shelf plateau.

“There,” Rinn said, pointing straight ahead at the dliff. “The road beginsin that gap in the rock.”
“What gap?” Y uri peered at the cliff astherover bumped dowly forward.

“The Sacred Stair,” she said obscurely. After amoment she added, “\We are seen from above, Yuri. A
Watcher, a servant of the Three-Fingered. He runsto tell the Children of the Stair, other
servants—berserkers who have the Madness.” Y uri turned to look at her and saw her looking upward,
her expression abstracted and shadowed. She shivered then and looked at him. “| hear alarger
community inacity of cavernsakilometer beyond him. Another messenger isleaving to inform the Elders
of the Three-Fingered. Thefirst is awakening the Captain of the Stair.” Her eyes widened, and he saw
her expression change to sudden horror. “Oh!” She raised her hands involuntarily, her breath exploding
with the exclamation.



“Rinn!”

Rinn'seyesrolled upward in their sockets, and she sagged sidewise like aloose-jointed doll.
“Rinn!” he shouted again. Cursing, he unbuckled his seat restraint to reach her.

“What' sthe matter?” Tatianaasked in alarm.

“She’ sfainted. Boris, kegp alookout.” He clambered around his seat and checked Rinn’ s suit controls,
then tugged her into amore comfortable position lengthwise, her feet propped acrossthe narrow aide.
He bled in more oxygen into her suit from her tank, then shook her dightly.[FIR3] Her head lolled, eyes
closed, face degthly pale. Involuntarily, hiseyeslifted to Tatiana

“I didn’t!” she squawked, recoiling backward. Y uri felt inclined to believe her.
“Didn’'t what?" Leonid asked, confused.

“It'salong story,” Yuri said. “ She' sout—I don’t know how long. If you will, Tatiana,” he added
forcefully, “watch over her. And you' d better put your heart in it, too, Tatiana. No more games, I'm
warning you.” Hiseyes met hersfor along moment.

“Yes, dr,” Tatianasaid, tossing her head.
“Exactly.”
“Wearerunning out of time,” Shemilkin said tightly, one hand gripping Y uri’ s shoul der.

“From both directions, I'd say,” Y uri levered himsdlf back to the controls. “ She made contact with
somebody.”

“The Children of the Stair, berserkers,” Shemilkin concurred. He looked up to study the high cliff-edge.
“Therover-jets might get us up there.”

“Would waste alot of jet-fue—we wouldn't have much lift capacity afterward.”
“True. Just keep enough to get down again, I'd say.”

“Right.” Yuri gunned the engine toward the cliff-face, then activated the chemical jump-jets. Therover
lurched upward, veering dangeroudy closeto the rocks with its forward momentum; Y uri corrected with
ablast of theforward jets. Asthe rover lifted, laser-fire glanced off the windows from below, suffusing
them in adiffused reddish light. Y uri spared ahand to adjust the polarization controls, blocking out the
distraction. The rover struggled another two dozen meters, then swayed uncertainly asit met the
ar-currents near the top of the bluff. He touched the side jets, fighting for control, and nudged them past
the edge to land jarringly on the nearby shelf of rock.

“Keep aert, comrades!” he said. A half-dozen laser-bolts shot by the cliff-edge, and Y uri could hear the
frenzied hooting of their pursuers below. Ahead of them stretched a blegk terrain of broken rock,
crevices, and boulders, the talus of ahigher bluff straight ahead. The rover bumped forward a adow
crawl for severa metersto the edge of the break. Y uri scanned the ground ahead and to the Sides,
searching for a better route, then shut down the engine.

“Impossible” he muttered, wishing again that the rover had moreflight capability. Thejet-did showed
their reservefud amost gonein the profligate blast that had lifted them to the clifftop. The small atomic
engine gave them nearly unlimited power for ground travel, but the rover was not designed for more than



hopping an occasiona obstacle. “1 guessthisisasfar aswego.”
“| agree,” Shemilkin said, looking around aertly. “ At least we re out of range.”

“For now,” Leonid warned. Y uri heard the snap asthe Nauka ’strade officer unclipped alaser-rifle
from its brackets.

Y uri turned in his seat to check Rinn’s status and saw Tatiana seated beside her limp body, the
Stafarer’ shemet cradled in her [ap. Tatianalifted her eyesto his, her face pale with apprehension.

“Anything?’ he asked.
“She sl unconscious, but vitdl signs are steady. Why did she pass out?’
“I don’t know,” he said. “ And no snide questions about why | don’t know dl her secrets.”

Tatianastared at him coolly. “ Y ou said ‘no games,” Captain. | agree that the Situation requiresthe
essentials. What do we do now?’

“Y ou watch over her, make her comfortable. Hand me another rifle, Lenya. | want to seewhat’s
happening below.”

Leonid passed alaser-rifle forward, and Y uri unsnapped his belt. Shemilkin reached for the com and
cdled Zvezda for support.

“Coming, dr,” Svetland svoice crackled. “Preflight check will take ten minutes.”

“Taketheminutes,” Shemilkin said. “Make a safe landing, not ahasty one, in the meadow. Do you have
afix onour postion?’

“Triangulating now. Nauka isstill out-orbit after the capsule, Sir. Shall | recall them?’
“No. Let metak to Usu.”

“Yes, ar.” As Svetlanagave the com to Ham, Y uri nodded at Leonid and climbed out of the rover, then
waited for Leonid to join him. He took aquick glance around, checking conditions.

“Kegp awatch on my back, Lenya. | don’t trust them to not have away up those cracks.”
Leonid nodded soberly and flexed hishands on hisrifle. “You got it, Yuri.”
“Let'sgo.”

Cautioudy, keeping an eye on dl directions, the two men advanced toward the cliff-edge.

20

A SLEONID KEPT A WATCH TO THE REAR, YURI CROUCHED and peered over the cliff-edge
at the meadow below. A large group of diens clustered together a dozen meters from the cliff,
laser-armed, ashaman in hisfeathered collar sanding arrogantly in their midst. He had afew seconds of
observation before Ghost-Walker spotted him and stabbed an arm upward; adozen lasers svung in
ingtant response. Y uri jerked back reflexively, then flinched as concentrated |aser-fire glanced off the
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stone inches from hishedmet. A chorus of hooting filtered upward.
“Angry bunch, aren’t they?’ Leonid said.

“I’d be, too.” Then he heard the Lily warriors hooting stop as neetly as a snapped control on atape
recorder, and hazarded another ook over the edge. Benegath him to the left he could see a shadowed
crevice with the faint regular box-shapes of awinding stair—something moved on the dair, descending
dowly, something big. Y uri squinted, trying to see better, cardless of the Lily’ slaser-fire. But their
attention was not on him.

Asone, the Lily warriors edged nervoudy backward. Ghost-Walker raised hisarms and begin
gesticulating, a close counterpoint to the Sunstone' s curaing of Zvezda . The bulky shadow moved
ponderously downward, then emerged into the sunlight. Y uri gasped.

Thedien stood half again astall asthe warriorswho confronted it, two meterstall and nearly aslong, his
arm and leg muscles shifting smoothly as he moved, with amassive head that turned dowly from sdeto
Sde, grest eyes blinking in the sunlight. He held along spear, wickedly barbed, in his many-fingered
hands. AsY uri watched, the berserker crouched low, legs splayed, and snapped his jaws with an audible
clack, then again and yet again, shuddering more violently with each snap of hisjaws. TheLily warriors
wailed their defiance.

In answer, the berserker leaped forward, rushing at them with blinding speed. A dozen laser-bolts arced
toward him, burning into flesh, igniting his shaggy mane, but till he moved, obliviousto the burns. His
spear ripped through the belly of aLily warrior, then swung to the side into the neck of another. With a
roar, he pounced again on athird, samping and crashing with his powerful limbs, hismaneflaming. The
Lily retreated, fill blasting with their rifles, as a second berserker emerged from the shadows of the dair.

“Yuri!” Leonid shouted behind him.

Y uri turned quickly. With horror, he saw amassive head rise from the crevice near therover, its eyes
fixed on the two humans near the cliff-edge. A powerful hand swung upward, grasping for a handhold.
Thedien levered itself out of therift, dipped backward, and caught himsdlf on the broken stone, Leonid
brokefirst and ran for the rover, shouting awarning.

“Lenya” Yuri cried. The berserker rushed and caught Leonid in two long strides, knocking him to the
ground with ablow of hisfist. Leonid bounced hard on the broken stone, hisrifle skittering out of his
hands. He screamed as the dien pounced again and lifted him high in the air, then dashed him downward
onto the rocks.

“Kill him, Borig Kill him!” Leonid shouted as herolled desperately aside. Y uri saw the gunmounts on the
rover swivel backward, but the alien wastoo fast. In ablur of motion, it legped onitsvictim again,
planted amassive foot on Leonid' s back, then reached downward to yank backward on his helmet. Y uri
heard the sickening crack as Leonid’ s spine snapped. So did Shemilkin; the rover’ sgunsignited with a
flash, blasting the dien and Leonid’ sbody to acommon ruin.

“Damn! Damn!” Y uri sagged, hisusdlessrifle cradled in hisarms, staring at what was | eft of the smoking
corpses. It had happened too fadt, in an ingtant. Dazedly, he tried to shake off his shock, then stared in
renewed horror as another alien’ s head lifted above the edge of the crevice.

“Move, Yuri!” Shemilkin'svoice crackled in his headphones, impelling him into action. Therover guns
swivdled, followed dmost immediately by another blast. Under its protecting fire, heran for the rover.
The door opened as he reached it, and he flung himsdlf into safety. Asthe door hissed shut behind him,
another berserker crashed into the metdl skin of the rover.



He heard Tatiana sob brokenly as he gunned the engineinto roaring life, then reversed gears. “We're
backing up!” he warned. The rover hurtled over the cliff-edge, tipped, and began to dide backward.
Tatianascreamed in fright, and Y uri caught aglimpse of her terrified facein hismirror, her mouth
distorted, eyeswide. “It'sdl right, Tatya,” Yuri said gently. “ Take it easy. Take it easy now.”

“But Yuri—" she began, then visibly struggled for contral. “ All right,” she said after amoment. “I’'m al
right.”

Astherover tipped past forty-five degrees, Y uri activated the belly-jetsfor lift, then touched on the
nose-jets, propeling them into open air for acontrolled fall. They landed afew seconds later with a
jarring thud. He promptly gunned the motor, quickly backing farther, then whirled the rover around to
face the meadow.

The Lily warriors had taken a stand two hundred meters from the cliff, their massed group menaced by a
half-dozen berserkers smoldering with laser-burns but <till moving forward. The Lily kept up a steedy
laser-fire, but the beams visibly flickered as the power-charges waned. Y uri saw one Lily warrior throw
down hislaser-riflein despair and reach for the spear on hisback. He heard afaint shout as
Ghost-Waker, il divein their mids, raised hisarms. A berserker feinted toward him, then crouched,
jaws snapping.

“Target practice, Boris,” Yuri ordered coldly.

The rover guns spoke again, crisping the alien who menaced the shaman, then swung toward two others
and blasted them to ashes. Y uri rolled the rover forward to give Shemilkin a better angle, and the older
captain picked off thethree circling the Lily to attack from behind. The lone survivor turned toward the
interlopers and ran at the rover. Shemilkin waited until he was adozen meters away, blasted, then svung
the gunmount away from the blackened corpse toward the stair, waiting for any other guardianswho
might dare arenewed attack.

Y uri waited amoment, then drove dowly toward the Lily warriors. Laser-rifleslifted in defense, and he
promptly stopped. He waited, watching them, and saw Ghost-Walker shake himsdf dazedly. A moment
passed, then another. Still the shaman hesitated. Y uri gripped his handstighter on the controls as he
watched Ghost-Waker. Behind him, Tatianataked urgently to Rinn, trying to wake her.

“Comeon, comeon,” Yuri muttered at the shaman. “Do something.” A moment later, Ghost-Walker
drew himsdlf up proudly and began to stride toward the rover. “Y ou brave bastard,” Y uri said
admiringly.

He saw awarrior drag at Ghost-Waker’ s arm. Hands flashed—the warrior’ s protest, the shaman’'s
angry response. Thewarrior raised hisrifle warningly, then aimed it directly at Ghost-Walker ashe
continued to gesture with his other hand. The shaman stiffened, his neck crest flaring. The other warriors
dirred nervoudy, sharing glances.

“Hmmph,” Shemilkin said. “And who areyou, Isen-glov-amar?’

“It hasto be. And | can just bet what he' s arguing, too.”

“No tekersonthat,” Shemilkin said. He reached for the comset. “ Cdlling Zvezda .
“ Zvezda here” Svetlanaresponded immediately.

“Status, please.”

“Preflight dmost completed, Captain. Lift in ninety seconds.”



“Land in the meadow near us, attack adert. We have trouble here.”
“Yes, dr,” Svetlanasaid camly. “ Sixty secondsto lift.”

Y uri swivelled in his seet toward Rinn. “Is she awake?’

“No.” Tatianalooked frustrated. “What’ swrong with her?’

“l don’t know. Rinn!” Y uri shouted and saw the other two wince as the shout reverberated in their own
headphones. “Wake up, Rinn!” He reached back and shook her violently.

“ RI nn!"

Rinn curled near the glowing spark of the Gift-cail, blocking out al sound and sight, al other
consciousness, save thisinnermost essentid of her sdf. The Gift-coil spun idly like abright weethercock
onitspivot, anusing itsdf with its own random movement. Playfully it invited her to danceto Infinity, an
endless play and counterplay without end.

Gift. . . Shereached out and touched the glowing coil, warming hersdlf at itsfire. Only here had she
found safety when the Guardian awoke in his chamber, sensed her presence within his mind, and
attacked vicioudy. The assault had staggered her, leaving just enough control to change pattern and
escape. She had plunged back within hersalf, panicked, then waited within the winnowed curtains of her
subconscious mind for apursuit that did not come. She grayed into other-mind, seeking its hedling, and
now waited as she had once waited aboard Sng Fa , safein her deepest self as danger stalked nearby.

Gift. . . Shesmiled, watching her toy.

She had ignored adisturbance behind her, as someone prodded for attention, demanding, pushing,
wanting. Go away! | will not listen, shethought. | deny your evil, refuse your sending. She shuddered
a the memory of the darkness in the Guardian’ s mind, a darkness that never ended, had no reason, had
no control. No!

Rinn!' Another’ sthought sounded dimly in the gray distance, aknown voice, asafe voice. Involuntarily
she haf-turned toward it, then shook herself from her fog. What ? She fought upward away from the
Gift-oblivion, remembering other needs.

“Rinn!” Asif stepping through a curtain, she was aoruptly aware of her body, of arough shaking. “Rinn!”
Y uri called to her. She opened her eyes.

“What?' she asked faintly.
“Wakeup, Rinn,” hesad, rdief suffusng hismind.

Love. She saw hisface through the faceplate of his helmet, then matched hisarmor to the seamed ceiling
overhead, the sense of enclosed space, Tatiand s physical presence next to her. “What?’ she repested,
dtill dazed.

“You passed out,” Tatianasaid, her voice reverberating unpleasantly in Rinn’s headphones. Rinn changed
pattern and took the knowledge she needed, cardless of courteses—the cliff, Leonid’ s desth, the battle
with the Guardians—then touched the anger of Isen-glov-amar in the clearing and expanded il

outward, deep into the Mountains of Light. Cautioudy, she walked invisibly among the minds of the
Three-Fingered, wary of the Guardians who dept benegath every dair.



“Rinn!” Yuri caled.

Inadistant cavern, a breath-heavy messenger reported the death of six Guardians, of strangers at the
Stair, morethan Lorat and hisLily hooligans. Heads lifted and turned toward others, questioning.

[1t isprophesied], the Second Elder said.

[But not in this formulation], another protested, one junior and still bound to certainties. [ The cusp has not
yet moved into the ninth pattern. 1t istoo soon).

[Nevertheless, we shdl seg]. The Firgt Elder, who spokerarely in Councils, moved histhree-fingered
handsin solemn dignity. All hands tilled as dark eyesfixed anxioudy on his aged face. [Prepare my
carry-chair], the Elder said. [ Saphanet shall speak for me].

Near the doorway, Saphanet bowed low, the sacred stones of his Circlet of Honor thumping against his
chest. ['Y our Wisdom], he motioned reverently, then bowed till lower asthe First Elder rose stiffly from
his stone chair.

“ RI nn!"

Rinn shook her head violently and sat up, returning to the here-and-now. “ The Three-Fingered are
coming to the Stair,” she said. “lsen-glov-amar argues for our deaths.”

“The second we can see,” Captain Shemilkin rumbled.

“I must go out,” Rinn said. She reached around Y uri and cracked open the rover door, then levered
hersalf out between his seat and the door-stanchion. She emerged from the rover into the afternoon
sunlight, agreenish glow reflected in shimmering waves across the meadow grass. As she cameinto view,
the Lily warriors stiffened. She paused amoment, then walked severa paces avay from the rover and
lifted her hands.

[ am the shaman of the Star-Devils], she announced. Behind her, Y uri and Tatianaemerged from the
rover, each armed with alaser-rifle, and quietly took position behind her to the left and right. A distant
thunder waxed as Zvezda descended from the sky, counterpointing Rinn’ swords. Asthe ship landed
severa hundred meters up-meadow, Rinn waited, listening to Captain Shemilkin's hurried report to the
ship, and used the extra seconds to clear hersalf of her fogs.

| am Rinn, Starfarer. . .
“Easy now,” Y uri warned softly.
“Magic,” she assented. She raised her hands again. [Greetings, O Lily], she signed.

Ghogt-Walker lifted his upper armsin response, then hesitated, tom between two impulses. Who? he
wondered, sensing the Change in the world and not wanting that Change. At his movement, histwo aides
drifted to left and right, setting the pattern for Meeting.

Isen-glov-amar promptly stamped hisfoot.
[No! NoJ! he gestured angrily. [Thereisno taking]!

[Taking has begun], Ghost-Walker chided him, conceding the point in the action of hisown aides. [Take
your place, son of the chief]. Behind him, Belos and two others shifted quietly toward |sen-glov-amar.
Bdos haswaited for this chance, Rinn redlized. He still mourns—and now hates.



[1 do not permit]! Isen-glov-amar declared. His hands moved on hislaser-rifle, the bore pointed
dangeroudy in Ghost-Walker’ s direction. Rinn sensed I sen-glov-amar’ s anger as hisarrogance led him
to new excesses, new daring. Asthe tension grew, Rinn saw hisjaws snap in response to the prompting
of histhird brain.

She promptly stamped her foot, distracting I sen-glov-amar from that dangerous temptation. He
half-turned toward her, hisrifle centering on anew target.

“Watch out,” Y uri warned behind her.

“Yes. Hold your fire,” shetold the others, wary of Shemilkin at the rover’sguns, and of akeen-eyed
Ham at Zvezda ’ s weapon controls. She swallowed painfully, guessing what she might haveto do. He
cannot be turned, she thought, her eyes on Isen-glov-amar, knowing that the arrogant warrior wasthe
crux. Give him ashow of victory and dl could belost with the violent Lily, even their crafty shaman,
defeat him with her “magic” and the watching humans behind her would see everything they accused the
Starfarers of. What choice?

How do | choose?

She sensed Y uri’ stension, his concern for her, for hisship, hissuccessin al hetried. If hefailed—if they
faled here. . . What isthe cost? she wondered. She trembled in her agitation, unable to know the right of
it.

| am Rinn, Starfarer.
|anRinn. ..

Shelifted her hands. [Son of the chief]! she motioned forcefully. [Why do you feed on your own
people]?

[You are Star-Devilg]! 1sen-glov-amar’ s hand swept toward the ground in furious denidl. 'Y ou know
nothing]!

[l amaLily spirit], Rinn declared.

Headslifted in surprise, dark eyes widening. She felt a suppressed thrum from the Lily, amany-colored
emotion—of gtartlement from Ghost-Waker, a stab of superstitious awe from hisaides, of sudden fierce
hope from Belos. She responded to that hope, based in lingering grief and hatred for thisviolent leader,
and blended it with her own grief for Sng Fa , and the new hope of Zvezda .

[l anaLily spirit], she repeated, Saring at 1sen-glov-amar, then reached out with the Gift.

Death, shewished him. She made her hand into a claw, pam upward, and reversed it, matching intention
with the Deltean gesture for a desth-curse. 1sen-glov-amar crouched, hisjaw snapping. [Di€], she
sgned.

Isen-glov-amar howled his defiance and charged across the grass, hisrifle raised asaclub.

Rinn heard the shriek of grinding metal as Shemilkin swivelled the gunmount toward him. “Hold your
fire” she ordered furioudy.

She spread her arms wide and began the staccato dance of death-exultation, spinning, jerking, using her
movement to pace her plungeinto Isen-glov-amar’ smind. As she encompassed hisfirst brain, hefaltered
and staggered drunkenly to the side, hisrifle dropping from nervelessfingers. She took the second brain



and tore its mind to shreds, then bored inward to the third brain and ruthlesdy crushed the aliveness that
powered heart and breath. Like a marionette with broken strings, 1sen-glov-amar sank dowly forward,
limbsloose, eyes emptied, jaws still openin alast slent scream.

Rinn shuddered as shefdt |sen-glov-amar’ s remaining mind drift into isolated strands, atorn spiderweb
that vanished into nothingness, taking al anger, dl need, al self with it. Behind her, she sensed the shock
of her human companions.

Havel log dl, truly all? she grieved, tempted to follow Isen-glov-amar into that vast darkness.

She shuddered again, then raised her hands and spoke directly to Belos. [Shield-brother], she said,
adding the graceful over-gesture of sorrow. [ was there when he killed another for hisown fault. | was
there when you grieved. Take this death for your brother’ s honor].

[1 will, O Lily spirit], Belos answered, his dark eyes shimmering with emation.
[ haven't decided that], Ghost-Walker said irritably.
“Boris,” Rinn cdled. “ Activate the cameranow.”

A ghostly image materidized beside Rinn, an ancient chief with laser-rent body. Rinn raised her hands
and borrowed the memorized sequence from Shemilkin’s mind, moving her handsin tandem with
Barao-som’'simage. Ghost-Waker' s eyes narrowed, his glance flicking between Rinn and the
hologram.

[What trick isthig]? he demanded suspicioudly.
Rinn pointed at Ba-rao-som. [Listen to him], she replied. [He bringsimportant words].

[No]. Ghost-Walker matched deed to word by turning his back to her. Y uri watched as he elevated his
backsde and twitched it disdainfully.

“What the hell?” Y uri asked.

Rinn lowered her hands. “He doesn’'t believe in the ghost. Nor inme.” She sighed as half the Lily
warriorsturned and lifted their own backsidesin insult, until only Belos faced them, looking around
uncertainly. The array of twitching behindswas aridicul ous anticlimax.

Rinn looked down at 1sen-glov-amar’ s body. It didn’t work, she thought. Do you win after al, son of the
chief? Ba-rao-som continued his speech to an oblivious audience, then flickered into nothingness as
Shemilkin switched him off.

In the distance, at the base of the Stair, Saphanet strode into the meadow, followed by the First Elder’s
chair swaying on the backs of four servants. He paused, taking in the gleaming bulk of Zvezda , the
corpses haf-hidden in the grass, the massed posture of the Lily warriors, the three strange gleaming
creatures with bulbous heads, two with wegpon-sticks in five-fingered hands. He noticed their hands,
wondering. Only five fingers, not sx—did they understand part of the truth?

He signdlled to the lead servant, hdting the Elder’ s progress for safety, then bravely walked toward the
grangersin aloose-limbed stride, sgndling hisintention for talk.

As he approached the strangers, he cautioudy watched the Lily party from hisside vision, ready for
anything from their tumultuous breed. Their shaman had some sense—at times, he amended



irritably—but knew little beyond hisrituas and rude demands. Even now, he demanded by holding the
Posture of Contempt as Saphanet approached, placing his own choosing over proper deference of
greeting to the Three-Fingered. By custom, Sephanet would now do insult to one party or the other, with
no middle ground.

Saphanet decided he did not like being pushed.

He stopped and glanced back at the First Elder. A hand lifted and gestured briefly. [Ignore his
rudeness].

Saphanet turned back to the strangers and arranged his stance into a comfortable posture, then lifted his
three-fingered hands and made the gesture of talk-invited. The stranger to the left, the one without a
wegpon, immediately responded.

[Grestings, O Three-Fingered)], it said. Saphanet peered forward and saw aface within the transparent
head. Did they live within shellslike areeds-nail ?[My courtesy to the First Elder], the other added and
bent forward asif gripped by sudden pain. Curious. wasit ill?

[Thank you], he said, judging the response suited any possibility.

Ghost-Walker stamped forward, gesturing angrily at Saphanet. [Y ou insult us! How dare you spesk to
those we proscribe] ?

['Y ou were born insulted], Saphanet replied coally. [Have a care, shaman, or our magic will remain
unshared]. Ghost-Walker hated abruptly, quivering in hisrage at the threst—but halted nonethel ess.
['Y ou may listen], Saphanet ingtructed him. ['Y ou may not interrupt].

[ am the shaman of—]

[TheLily People. That | know well]. He glanced beyond him at the array of Ghost-Walker’ swarriors
and decided to ignore them. Change was on theworld; if the Lily attacked the First Elder, evena
conservative Council would see the wisdom of loosing the new cadre of berserkers, long bred in secret
from the few survivors of the last destruction. Saphanet would be well revenged if Ghost-Walker decided
to beafoal.

He turned back to the strangers. [Who are you] ?

Another stepped forward, its weapon cradled in hissingle pair of arms. It bent forward and laid the
weapon on the grass. An offering? Or was this one dso dbruptly ill and forced to disarm itsalf? Saphanet
watched intensaly asthe stranger straightened.

[We are Star-men|, it said haltingly. [We cometo trade. We come in peace, defending only when
attacked]. It paused and glanced at the other on the left, the first one. Saphanet saw its mouth working
ingdeits head-shell, saw the other’ sflap in return. Mouth-sounds? He heard nothing audible and
wondered about it: truly these creatures had strange ways. Perhaps they signalled each other with their
mouths, too, being encased in shellsthat limited posture. The taler one looked back and raised his hands
again. [We wish you wdll], it said, adding a gesture of deep respect—not quite appropriate to
Saphanet’s Council rank but close enough. [Will you trade with us]?

Saphanet consdered, glancing a the First Elder for guidance. The Elder ruffled hisneck fur, sgning
prudence. [We will consider the offer, Five-Fingered], Saphanet said to the strangers. [WWelcome].

[No]! Ghost-Walker’ s gesture was a plea of despair. [They are swamp-demons]! His hand stabbed at a
Lily corpse nearby; Saphanet noted for the first time that it bore no visible wounds. Disease? It had no



interest for him.
[They havelolled the son of the Lily chief]! Ghost-Walker declared.

[That isnot our affair], Saphanet gestured, irritated by the irrelevancy. [Now we will depart for our city],
he said courteoudly to the strangers. [We will await your return].

[When]? asked the third stranger, small-bodied like the first.

[In aspan of days, onelessfinger than your hand, one more than ours], Saphanet decided, liking the
neatness of the choice. He turned, omitting after-greetingsto the furious Lily shaman, and stalked dowly
back to the First Elder.

[Well done, my Saphanet], the Elder said to him.’
['Y our Wisdom], Saphanet acknowledged modestly, although he quite agreed.

The First Elder raised his old eyes and |ooked beyond him at the Star-man house. [It istoo soon, but
much waslogt in the Cataclysm, gtill morein thelast Change. Perhaps even Truth has adifferent shading
than we believed].

[Yes]|, Saphanet said, greetly daring.

[And perhaps nat], the Elder amended, reproving him. At hissigna, the servants swayed his chair to their
broad backs and bore him toward the Stair. Saphanet followed obediently, denying himself alook
backward at the Star-men and their strangeness. Better that, than to find that the Change they promised
might beilluson.

If it was.

Asthe Elder was borne into the Stair, Saphanet could not repress one last glance, hoping it was not.

21

Y URI WATCHED THE THREE-FINGERED DISAPPEAR INTO THE dliffade stair, then took a
deep breath, ill not quite able to believe they had agreed to contact. Ghost-Walker hissed at him, his
neck fur ruffling.

['Y ouwill not win, Star-Devil], the shaman said maevolently.
[That’ sthat you think], Y uri signed back.

Ghost-Walker spat and stalked back to hiswarriors, then signalled them to gather up the Lily bodies.
Therover’ sgun-turret followed the Lily warriors asthey circled wide around Zvezda . Y uri saw Belos
glance backward at Rinn.

[Go in peace], she gestured after him. Belos shuddered, then followed after the others, not daring another
glance.

“Peace?’ Tatiana asked with asnort. “After you killed 1sen-glov-amar?’

“It was necessary.” A wash of fatigue swept across Rinn’ sface.
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Tatianatossed her head. “ That will be discussed, | assure you. The Bureau will be very interested in your
Code now, Starfarer.”

Rinn looked at her coolly. “Why the protest, Tatiana? Didn't you get what you wanted? A ‘magic’
display with overt use of the Gift against others? Surely you understand revenge, Trade Officer. |
welcome you to try to take yours, for whatever fault you think I’ ve done you. Strange, to turn something
onitsear likethat, but Normals dways seem to manage. | could cite other reasons, quite rationd, al
trade-oriented, a smart debate of choicesin an uncertain Situation, but mostly revenge. He killed my
crew.” Shesmiled thinly. “As 1 would now kill for you, Tatiana Nikolaevna, if any caused your deeth.”
She shrugged. “Wise or not, I've made my choice.” She gestured at the cliffside air. *Y ou have your
trade back. Now leave me done.” She turned away and trudged toward Zvezda .

“Rinn,” Yuri caled after her.
“It' snothing,” shesaid tiredly. “ Just forget it.”

Thelock-gtair unfolded itself as she approached the ship. The lock bay door opened amoment later, and
Khina bounded down the stair to throw her arms around Rinn.

“Y ou werewonderful, Rinn,” she said, then glared past her at Tatiana. “Russki bitch,” she hissed.

Y uri groaned. “Not now, Khina. That goesfor you, too, Tatiana” He pointed a her warningly.
“Everything goes on hold, especidly your mouth.”

“How dareyou!”
“I locked you up before; | candoit again.”
Tatiana s mouth shut with a snap.

“Good,” Yuri said. “We ve had quite enough today, and we have our own dead to mourn. Or have you
forgotten Lenya?’

“No, dr,” shemumbled rebdlioudy.
Y uri aoruptly logt dl remaining patience with her.

“I'msurprised,” he said violently. “But, then, it wasn’t Oleg, wasit? Maybeif it had been, you might get
off this orbit of yours about Rinn. But then, maybe not. Maybe you can only care about onething a a
time, Tatiana.”

Tatianawhirled to ssamp away, and he grabbed her arm, yanking her around to face him.

“Lislento me. | love Rinn. | love her! Do you hear that? Bureau or not, your aunt or not, Deltaor not, |
won't let you harm her. So giveit up, Tatiana.” He shook her roughly, hard enough to snap her helmet
back and forth againgt the bindings.

“Let mego!” Tatianascreamed, hitting at him.
“Giveit up!”

“Yuri!” Shemilkin called and hurried toward them. “Y uri!” He dragged them apart. “What' swrong with
you? Have you lost al sense?’

“Look at her,” Yuri yeled at him. “We succeed, we get the trade back—and dl she seesis some new



accusation, some new threst, to throw a Rinn. I’ ve had it with you, Tatianal Y ou’ d better watch out!”
Trembling with rage, Y uri stalked toward the ship.

As he reached Khinaand Rinn, he looked up to scowl at them both. “My, my!” Khinasaid with awe.
“Remind me never to cross you, Captain.”

Rinn laughed softly. “Sir Gawain,” she said, her dark eyes shining with tears.

Hesmiled a her ruefully. “I’ ve screwed up the crew dynamics something awful now; Viktor' [ have my
hide. And you are wonderful, my lovey love”

“If you think so,” shesaid.

“1 know so. Come; we' vework to do.”

Three hours later, Zvezda caught up with Nauka in orbit high above Delta s atmosphere. “ Return
home?’ Y uri stared at the impassive face in the viewscreen.

“That'swhat it said.” Nauka ’sengineer shrugged. “* Zvezda will return homeimmediately, with Captain
Shemilkin to assume full authority here’” He glanced at his captain standing beside Y uri’ schair. “ Orders,
ar?

“Politicd” Shemilkin snorted. “It hasto bethat.” He turned toward Rinn’s computerman station. “And
Nauka continues aone, to trade with the Three-Fingered. I'll missyour able service, Starfarer.”

“Perhgps we will return soon, Captain,” Rinn said quietly.

“In political matters, return is uncertain, my dear. Blast and fire! We re coming back to Nauka , Ivan.
Prepare for E-frame recovery.”

“Y%, s'r.n

Shemilkinturned to Yuri. “1 give you my Lenyato take home, Y uri Ivanovich. Seethat they bury him
well. And | do hope you—both of you— return quickly.”

“But you don’t believeit.”

Shemilkin shrugged. “ Something has happened, something palitical. Perhagps Kirova pushed too far and
upset the power balance with Krasin. HE s quick to exploit any weakness, that one. Or perhaps Earthis
pressuring the Bureau; | doubt if Xin Tian has given up so easily on getting Rinn back. Who knows? But
best of luck to you.” He extended hishand, and Y uri took it, rising from his chair. Borisdrew himinto a
quick embrace, then signed to Svetlana. “We must be going. Good fortune, comrades.”

“And to you on DeltaBootis.”

“ YS,"

As Zvezda moved out to warp-point, Rinn remained at her computer station, watching the faces of her
crew, matching sight to the emotionsthat flickered from them. She saw Khinawink at her and roll her
eyes, then met Roblev’ scam gaze: his expression was accepting and intrigued. Galinawas troubled,
Oleg more aware of Tatiana s anger than any fears of his own. Ham proceeded stoutly with hisduties,
accepting her magics as he might accept the cleverness of his machines. Sherelaxed into the gestalt of



their acceptance, for which Tatiana slingering opposition was only asavor.

Strange how easy it isfor them, yet not easy, shereflected. If | were faced with the same choice, would |
be as generous?

Shefdt aweight of years shift from her shoulders and looked around the deck again. Thiswas home,

She reached into her breast pocket and brought out her Star, then propped it in the small recess above
her computer gation. It glinted in the muted light of the control room, catching the multicolored gleams of
control lights on metd pands. Rinn's gar, she thought, admiring it wistfully. One star as emblem, another
as ship, neither guaranteed, neither yet lost. Which will survive, | wonder?

“I’ve seen that only twice, both in crigs” Yuri said a her elbow. “Why do you bring it out now?’
“A ceremony, love. Only that. What do you think has happened on Novy Strana?’
“Leninonly knows.”

Tatianaturned in her chair and glared at Rinn. “ And when the Bureau finds you can kill with your Gift?’

“Tatya...”
Tatiana shead jerked. “Don’'t cal methat!”

“But | will, Tatya. Arewe not sisters?” Sheforestalled Y uri’ sangry reproof with araised hand. “You
press her too hard, Yuri. Let it be.” Her eyesflicked to Tatiana. “ Asmuch as | love your demongtrations
for me, telepaths are to befeared, if they come from Ikanos. | grew up with them, and everything that
Novy Strana fears happened to me—except the loss of ultimate saif. How | avoided that, not even the
enclave knows. We never know why the Group-Mind letsus go. Y et when | boarded the Xin Tian
freighter, they were trying to dominate me, even then, at thelast. The mdiceisred; don't underestimate
it”

All eyes had turned to her, some confused, some noncommittal, some concerned. She spread her hands,
addressing dl of them. | was born with the Gift; | cannot escapeit. But | mean no harm—I only make
the choices | fed compelled to make. As| have chosen you, comrades. Y ou may not yet redizeit, but |
have thrown away the enclave by my murder of Isen-glov-amar.”

Shelooked at her Star sadly. “ Connor warned me not to care too deeply, to walk anarrow line that
denied full commitment. But | chose, and it was murder: he had no defense against me. But for your sake,
| chose—and | sense your choicein return. Thereisahbinding among us, into Zvezda —and that isa
thing to be guarded.” She met Roblev’ s eyes and felt their accord, at last.

We guard this ship, heand I, each in our own way, she thought.

“All my lifel have been denied the binding you find o easily among your friendsand family. | fled

Ikanos, which murdered my parents. | found the enclave, and found division even there within our walls.
On Sng Fa | was hated and distrusted. | am different, far more profoundly than you are different from
each other, but you have given meaplaceto stand.” She curled her fingersinto Y uri’ s hand and smiled
up a him.“And so, | say to dl of you: don't press Tatiang, as| have been pressed dl my life. Don't drive
her to achoice of yesor no.”

Tatianawas slent, her dark eyesflicking from Rinn to the others as she again weighed advantage, whedls
within wheds. Oleg bit hislip, caught in hisown choices.



“In somethings,” Rinn said, answering their doubt, “there are no wheedls. | guard this ship, Tatya,” she
continued. “1 guard you, despite your doubts about me. Intime, perhaps |’ Il earn your trust; perhaps not.
Like Novy Strana and the Three-Fingered, perhaps even the Lily tribe, in everything there can be a
binding.”

Or so we hope, she thought, looking around at the faces—and finding some proof of it.
“But they haverecdled us,” Tatianasaid uncertainly. “Everything might change.”

“Perhaps,” she agreed, and sensed that Tatianawould bide her time. Even in a Change of the world,
many would be cautious. She smiled & them dl, content.

Onthefollowing day, Zvezda reached warp-point and launched for Novy Strana. During the days of
warp, Rinn worked and played with the crew of Zvezda , sharing each night with Y uri, spending most of
the day with Khinawhen Y uri was busy, and, to her surprise, with Viktor Roblev, who approached
amogt shyly. Shetreasured each day, imagining it might last forever, knowing that timelikely was running
out. At itsend, the ship entered the Arcturus system and passed through inbound and outbound traffic,
then settled on its landing square near the capital. The Bureau summons came immediately.

As she settled beside Y uri in the back seat of ajitney, he took her hand and pressed her fingers
affectionately. Another ground-car bearing Tatiana Nikolaevnaand Roblev whisked away into the
distance; the others were gtill waiting at the ship. Y uri watched Tatiana s ground-car amoment, then
tapped the driver’ s shoulder.

“Space Bureau, please.”

“Yes, Captain.” The car rolled forward and accelerated, Sirov’ s agent at the whedl. Rinn dipped lightly
into histhoughts, then decided he knew nothing. Another advantage of men content with naked orders;
Srov mugt vauethem.

“Thistime| sent our report ahead of us,” Y uri said, hiseyesaso on the driver’ s back. He shrugged,
dismissing the man' s presence, and turned to her. “What do you think Kirovawill do?’

“It depends on her problem.” Rinn lifted her chin dightly and tried to find the commissar in the squat
buildings ahead. “ Perhaps our report scrambled thingsagain.”

“I'm sorry about dl this” he said awkwardly. “I1t’ snot fair.”
She nodded, understanding him. “It’' syour world, your people?’

“And yours, if they alow it. | can accept losing Zvezda , if | do. | don’'t know what I'd do if | lose
you—or had to choose. Do you understand why?’

“Y$”
“Isthat treachery?’ he wondered aoud, troubled.
“No, love. Only another choice, asdifficult asmine; | understand.” She moved her fingersin his.

Helooked out the window, till fretting. “Y ou did well,” he said, more to himself than to her, asif he
were practicing arguments for an unseen listener. “Y ou' re an assat to the ship. The mission would not
have succeeded. . . Where will you go if they won't agree?’



“I will survive. I'm agood survivor.”

“Yes,” hemurmured asthey rolled into the plaza before the Bureau. Rinn smiled at his averted face.
Love, shethought.

“Yes” hesad. “Itisthat.”

He offered her ahand out of the jitney, and they walked up the broad steps to the open door, then
followed the guard’ s directions to an upper floor. At the end of a corridor, they turned into asmall office,
well lit by wide windows and crowded with the heavy furniture favored by Novy Strana bureaucrats.
Kirovasat behind adesk, her blond hair negtly coiled, the picture of competent authority. To one Sde sat
the Xin Tian delegate, hislips pursed with satisfaction, and, beside him, Connor, his expresson cold, his
mind rigoroudy concedled from her.

“Ah, Captain Selenkov,” Kirovasaid. “And McCrea. Welcome.” She stood and motioned them to
chairsinfront of her desk, entirely affable. Both the del egate and Connor stared at Rinn, offering nothing.
Kirovaignored them. 1’ ve been reviewing your report again, Captain, and | must say the Bureau is
pleased. Y our performance especidly, Starfarer, led to the success. It was more than | expected.”

Rinn sensed the tension ease from Y uri’ s muscles as he guessed what she saw clearly in Kirova smind.
That the body in question was not Y uri’ s ship, only herself. And that surrender was not as certain as Xin
Tian thought. Kirovabusied hersdf with her papers amoment, then lifted her serene face. Behind that
serenity, Rinn sensed steel and determination, a hint of recent arguments with others, atentative victory.

“I will accept custody now,” Chien said brusquely. “ Starfarer McCrea, you will accompany usto—"

“Not so fagt, comrade,” Kirova checked him. “We have reconsidered our position. We have decided
thisisfirst aloca matter, not a Treaty problem; our legate isinforming the Earth council now for its
review. After all, McCreais dill classfied asagtate criminal; you may have her back when she
completes her sentence.”

“But—but—" Chien sputtered. “What sentence? She hasn't had any trid!”

“Anoversght we shall correct—in due course.” Kirovasmiled dightly. “ Perhapsin ayear or two,” she
added, twisting the knife. “ Our law permits indefinite detention. | choose to detain her aboard Zvezda .”

“I protest!” the Xin Tian legate snapped.

“Noted,” Kirovasaid coally. “As| said, the decision is changed. We will keep her.”
“You can’t do that!” Chien shouted. “Earth has ordered you to surrender her!”
Kirovaturned to Connor with a hdf-smile. “And you, Starfarer?’

Connor looked back coldly. “As| informed you earlier, the enclave has no further interest in this woman.
Xin Tian' sintention isdrictly punitive.” Hiseyes shifted to Rinn. “When Xin Tian has corrected your
precipitate decision and reacquires custody, McCreawill be repatriated to Ikanos.”

Connor. . . she pleaded, but he refused to hear. She looked away from him.

“If it corrects, we shall see. Thank you, comrades,” Kirovasaid, dismissing them. Chien hesitated,
half-minded to protest again at the cavalier trestment, then rose and stomped out in a huff, Connor
following. The threelistened to their footsteps recede down the corridor.



“Now,” Kirova continued equably. “To more important business. Captain Selenkov, we are sending you
on temporary assgnment back to Delta, to complete the reestablishment of trade you have begun.”

“Temporary?’ Yuri asked sharply. “ Zvezda isaDetarun ship.”

“We have need of Zvezda 's collective talentsin more challenging tasks. Y our first stop after Deltawill
be Nusakan. The specifics are on your instruction tape.” She handed a computer discto Y uri.

Y uri took the disc and read itslabd, hisfingers moving in asubtle caress across the surface. “Nusakan is
in XinTian space” hesad dowly.

“Exactly. Do you expect usto accept Sng Fa’'s poaching so equably? | give you the opportunity to right
theaffar.” It wasadismisa.

“I see” Yuri hesitated, glanced at Rinn, and then rose.

Rinn remained seeted, her eyesfixed on Kirova. “I’d like to talk to the commissar done, Yuri.” She saw
an involuntary flash of darm in Kirova s eyes, then the smooth functioning of saf-control. So you aren't
quite that certain about me, she thought. Interesting.

Kirovaconsdered. “Will you excuse usfor afew minutes, Comrade Captain?’
Y uri bowed dightly, reached ahand to brush Rinn’s cheek, then | eft the room.
“Y ou have something to say?’ Kirovaasked.

“Why choose Zvezda for the poaching? Y uri has corrected his error, and Krasin no longer usesthe
incident against you. Why demote usto First Survey?’

“Hrgt Survey isan honorable—"

“Let’sbe honest, Madame. Y ou know exactly how the Bureau uses First Survey—to put your rebels
into danger, where their restive talents are more useful—and far awvay from Novy Strana. Why Zvezda
?1

Kirovashrugged. “Itisan available ship.”

“| asked for honesty—you'll gain more from me by giving it. But no matter. Y ou are trapping meinto
action againg Xin Tian—and perhaps my own enclave. If aXin Tian ship catchesmein their space. . .”

“All the more reason to be cautious, Starfarer.” Kirovasmiled benignly.
Rinn studied her face. “Krasn' sdoing?’

“In part. He has his concerns, asdo |. Therest ismine. | intend to keep you, Starfarer, far longer than |
pretended to Comrade Chien. How better to cement your loydty than to arrange a single choice?’

“And how do you know | wouldn't have chosen your choice without the prompting?’
“I have learned to avoid ambiguity.”

“I see. | haveasmdl pricefor you to pay in return.”

“Indeed? Sncewhen must | givetermsat al?’

“The Giftisa conscious tdent,” Rinn reminded her.



Kirova shrugged and leaned back in her chair, her face relaxing into amusement. She waved anegligent
hand for Rinn to continue.

“You sy | am agate crimind; doesthat prohibit my posting as Captain Selenkov’ s ship wife?’
Kirovafrowned. “1 admit there are few precedents. Y ou wish this?’
“Yes. Youintend to post another woman to Zvezda for him; cancel that plan, please.”

Kirova seyesflickered, then filled. “As|’'ve said, an interesting Gift, Starfarer. What else do you
know?’

“Enough to ask another question: does my crimind status prohibit my rank as computerman on Zvezda
?’

“| prefer assistant trade officer. So you know that, too.”

“I know many things, Commissar. | suggest you be more gentle with your niece. She might accept me as
crewmate, but never asrivd. Inreturn, I'll ask Y uri to drop the sabotage charge you' ve tried to finesse
with Krasin, not exactly with success. Or isit your intention that | never make peace with Tatiana?’

Kirovastared at her, surprised again. “Y ou wish peace?’

“ Someday we might discuss what | wish, Commissar, when you are truly interested. | have one more
request.”

“State your request.”

“Give me aContract. Make me Starfarer on Zvezda —sanctioned as crimind, with whatever initia
restrictions you wish—but give me room to build anew corpsfor you. Give me aplace abegin, aplace
to defend—and if Zvezda survivestherisksof Firgt Survey, | will ddiver apeopleto you.”

The promiselay on thear for amoment.
“Indeed,” Kirovasaid softly. She paused, consdering. “And can you do this?’

“Perhaps not. But | have found another option to Ikanos, one that some of the enclave might prefer to
Xin Tian'sredrictions. Connor guessesthat and considersit threat enough to proscribe me.” She smiled
thinly. “1 am very dangerous.”

“Asam |, Starfarer.”
“Do we have an understanding then?”

“Perhgps. Y ou may have the ship wife rank you wish—and the computerman posting. The other | will
think about. Return to your ship, Starfarer. We will talk again—when you have returned from Nusakan.”

“Thank you.” Rinn rose and bowed formaly, then | eft the room. Y uri was waiting down the hall,
pretending to read abulletin board. As she emerged from the room, he turned and looked at her
worriedly.

“What wasthat al about?’ he asked as she reached him.
She dipped her hand into his. “I'll tell you later.”



“Wadl,” he said, squeezing her hand, “I kept my ship—and you—for now, at least.”

“Yes, for now. Palitics, Y uri. She' stried to solve us both. Y ou are restive and ‘inconvenient.” | am atool
one wants and another disputes.”

Y uri scowled at Kirova sdoor. “ That' swhat she thinks. As Ghost-Walker may discover, events can be
otherwise.” Helooked down at her, and his expression softened. “ It might have been easier to let you go,
my love. We have a double-edged sword over us—you, me, both inconvenient—assuming we return
from Nusakan.”

“Yes, assuming.” She shrugged, pretending a careless bravado, and heard his answering chuckle.

Heraised her hand to hislips. “Ah, but they’ ve miscalculated,” he said. “ Together, Starfarer, not even the
universe can defeat us.”

“Yes” Shesmiled a him. “Let ustry for that, my Comrade Captain.”
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