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Chapter One

"Thar ’tis, I reckon," John Peters said, his West Virginia accent thicker and further back in the woods than normal. A point of light, brighter than the sliver of waning moon, moved slowly across the sky. It was big enough for a person of normal eyesight to see that it was an object longer than it was wide.

Kevin Todd followed Peters’s gaze. "I still can’t quite believe it," he breathed. "TDY to outer space. Peters, you’ve got a gift for timing."

The spaceship–a real alien spaceship with real live aliens aboard, right out of the vids–had appeared in the sky last February, and a delegation from it had dropped in on USS Barack H. Obama, Jr. on station in the eastern Med. Barry-O had been at flight ops at the time, and according to scuttlebutt a fine, exciting, and memorable time had been had by all. The net had been full of it–first contact with nonhuman intelligence, opportunity for the human race, all of that–but lately the coverage had tapered off, talking heads mentioning briefly that negotiations weren’t going well, in mournful tones between the disaster clips.

"TAD, more like," Peters commented. "Our orders say report to–hang on, somethin’s happening."

A smaller spark had detached itself from the big one and was moving faster, preceding its mothership across the sky. It had to be the aliens’ landing craft. The amazing thing wasn’t that it made a McDonnel-Mikoyan F37 look like a dugout canoe; the amazing thing was that a couple of enlisted sailors–Peters was an E5 or Second Class, Todd an E4 or Third Class–would be riding it into the sky in a couple of hours.

"We need to be getting our shit together," Todd commented. Peters grunted assent, and the two of them turned to walk across the flight deck. A cold front had come through on Saturday, bringing sapphire-clear skies and a sharp drop in temperature, not usual for mid-November in North Florida, and the sailors puffed a little, their breath condensing in the chill air.

"Meet you at the brow in half an hour," Peters suggested.

"You say it," Todd half-agreed, and the two separated to fetch their seabags. USS William J. Clinton was a near-permanent fixture at Mayport Naval Station, running on shore power and a minimum of that, and at 0400 on a Monday morning most lights were out and few were stirring. They followed a path marked in yellow glowtape through the gloom of the empty hangar deck, showed their ID and orders to a First Class who didn’t give a damn, and stopped at the head of the brow to render honors. Then they humped their seabags down the gangway, each looking back in glances that turned furtive when the other caught him at it.

"Just another transfer," Peters advised with determined heartiness.

"You say it," Todd acknowledged.

In the first flush of optimism an enterprising squadron commander aboard the Obama had made a deal: a couple of squadrons of Navy planes were to go on the aliens’ next voyage, showing what Earth and humans could do. No other agreement of any type had been reached, and the prospects seemed remote, but for some reason the aliens considered their deal with Commander Harlan Bolton, CO VF22, done; the Government had reluctantly allowed the Navy to go along with the gag, hoping to salvage something.

The planes would have to be refitted–jet engines need air, which is in short supply in space–and the Navy wasn’t willing to sacrifice modern equipment to drastic modification. A small crew of the aliens were out in Arizona, picking equipment to use and installing spaceship engines in it when they weren’t tripping over diplomats and FedSec goons. The aircraft would also need support, as would the officers flying them, and here the aliens had balked, citing space restrictions. The compromise eventually reached was that two hundred sailors, a ridiculously skeletonized crew, would go; volunteers had been asked for, and the resulting stampede cherrypicked.

Then the aliens, who called themselves Grallt, had asked for one more thing. The Navy had reluctantly agreed, and John Peters had been in the right place at the right time.

* * *

A sentry stopped them, M27 at the ready, and they dumped their seabags on the grass and reached for ID blocks as he grounded arms. The Marine gave the blocks a cursory inspection. "All right, you can wait here," he said, indicating a patch of grass no different from any other in the vicinity. "How do you swabbies rate this?"

"Advance detail," Peters explained shortly. "Menial labor, it says here. The main detachment’ll be comin’ up after Thanksgiving."

The Marine’s face was invisible behind his faceplate, but his voice was amused. "Mops and dusting. You volunteered?"

"Wouldn’t you’ve?" Peters gestured, a thumbs-up toward the sky.

"Ass up, and bare if necessary. I’m good at toilets, by the way."

"I’ll put in a word."

There was still no gray in the eastern sky when a light-colored shape ghosted overhead, coasting impossibly to a stop over the field and dropping with no sound but a faint thump. Its nose was toward them, pointing slightly to their left, and light shone from cockpit windows and a row of ports down the side. It looked a bit like the old Space Shuttle, except for the windows and not having black on the belly. Peters shared a look with Todd, thinking foolishly, It ain’t all that big! Todd’s eyes were wide.

"Looks like your ride’s here," said the sentry. "Good trip."

"Thanks," Peters said, and they shouldered their seabags and trudged that way.

As they got closer to the machine it looked less and less familiar, like its owners, who could easily pass for human until you could see their faces. It sat impossibly low, its landing gear invisible below wings that curved more than the human version’s did. There was no door or hatch on this side; they walked around the port wing toward the tail, finding that the wingtip came just about to eye level on Peters. On the wingtip was a transparent bubble, maybe a running light but who the Hell knew, mounted on a flange with cross-slotted screws.

Hell. Not cross-slotted screws. Trefoil-slotted screws.

A welcoming delegation was hurrying up from the Admin buildings, headed by Captain Van Truong, the base commander, and a glittering officer who had to be Commander, Surface Fleet Atlantic. A small group of other officers and a loose gaggle of civilians in the bright-colored anoraks issued to visitors followed. Peters slung his seabag and approached the group with a snappy salute. "Good mornin’, sir," he said to the admiral, and Todd followed suit a few beats later.

The return salute was crisp, not the negligent wave usual in somebody with so exalted a rank. "At ease," the admiral said. "You must be the men they requested for help in setting up."

"Yes, sir," said Peters.

"Enlisted people," said Captain Van Truong. "Junior enlisted people." He sounded disgusted and angry, which was more what Peters and Todd had expected.

"That’s what they asked for," the admiral said mildly. "Insisted on, in fact. Sailor, how did you end up with this assignment?"

"Dumb luck, sir," Peters told him. "I happened to be on the phone to my detailer when the request come up on the computer."

The admiral suppressed a grin, shook his head, and started to say something else, but was interrupted by the appearance of a Grallt. It–he?–stepped lightly down off the wing and came over. "Pleasant greetings," he said, raising his left arm in an open-palmed salute, probably not aware that he was continuing a long tradition begun by Michael Rennie.

The admiral responded with another crisp salute. "Good morning, Ambassador Dreelig," he said. "Welcome to Mayport Naval Station. May I introduce my colleagues?"

"In a moment," said the Ambassador. "First, which of you are John Peters and Kevin Todd?" The two sailors stepped forward. "Ah. Pleasant greetings. You have your belongings? Yes, I see that you do. Please go aboard and, ah, report to Pilot Gell. He will show you what to do."

"Aye, aye, sir," said Peters, and saluted. The Ambassador seemed a bit confused, but raised his left arm again.

"By your leave, sir," Peters said to the admiral, maintaining protocol.

"Carry on," the admiral granted, and the sailors slung their seabags up on the wing and climbed the step, using the straps to drag them the few meters to the hatch.

Their first and continuing impression of the Grallt shuttle was that it could have been built in Seattle or Moscow–or Grenoble for that matter; it certainly looked old enough. A section covered with ordinary-looking black nonskid had separated from the–flaps? ailerons?–to form steps up to the waist-high upper surface, and more of the black stuff made a walkway to the entry, which was a curved hatch four meters or so forward of the trailing edge. Inside, seating was two and two across, a little bulkier than Boeing usually supplied, covered in blue plush worn shiny in places, with pale tan padding showing through occasional tears. Two parallel strips of bluish lights extended forward over the aisle, ending at a bulkhead with a closed door. There was nobody visible.

"So where’s this Pilot Gell?" Todd asked.

Peters shrugged. "I reckon he’s up front, where a pilot belongs. My question is, what do we do with the seabags? I’m a little tired of carryin’ the damn thing."

Another door led aft. Todd tried it: locked. "I guess we hump ‘em a little further."

"Reckon so."

Beyond the forward door was a smaller compartment with only eight seats, larger, one on each side. "Officers’ country," Peters guessed. Another door led to a short corridor, then to four chairs set two and two, upholstered in black, as big as the "officers’" but somehow more businesslike. In front of the first pair was the instrument panel, with the windshield above and big rectangular ports by each of the seats. The panel sloped rather than being vertical like an airplane’s, and was bare of screens and flashing lights, almost bare period. Both were familiar with aircraft instruments, and both found it a bit puzzling that a spaceship–a spaceship, for God’s sake–should have controls that looked not much more complex than those on a ten-meter liberty launch.

An individual, probably "Pilot Gell," sat in the right front seat, and turned his head at their entry. He had two eyes arranged frontally, sandy-brown head hair parted on the left, and a pair of ears in more or less the regulation position, but that was where the similarities ended. Instead of anything like a nose he had a long cleft, beginning between the eyes and spreading at the bottom into an inverted Y that formed his upper lip, and his jaw was slightly wider and less pointed than the norm for human beings. The ambassador had worn their version of a mustache, two bands of silky hair beginning just below the inside corners of the eyes and extending vertically down to the upper lip; Gell was clean-shaven, which made the two of them easy to distinguish, even by the uninitiated. He was wearing a one-piece garment like a jumpsuit, off-white with splashes of bright reds and yellows in no discernible pattern.

The pilot said something incomprehensible; when the sailors didn’t respond he stood, pushed by them, opened one of the portside doors, and made a choppy gesture, indicating the cabinet. They slung their seabags inside and Gell closed the door, tested the latch by yanking on it, nodded, and pushed by them again. Up close, he had a slight odor, musty and unfamiliar but not unpleasant. He took his seat and indicated the other chairs with a wave.

Peters got the front seat, partly by being senior and partly by pushing. From there the sparseness of the instrument panel was even more remarkable: a couple of dials with white-on-black crosses in the middle and squiggles around the periphery, a couple more that were old-fashioned meters with needles, and half a dozen things an inch in diameter with engraved squiggles above and below, probably push buttons. A rod protruded from a complicated set of concentric fittings below the left-hand dial, ending in an arrowhead fifteen centimeters across and half that thick, with its point embedded in another complex joint. The arrowhead was convenient to Peters’s left hand, but when he started to touch it Gell said something short and definite, and shook his head.

They sat and waited. Outside the front transparency the sky got brighter, an utterly atypical perfectly clear day. There was nothing to do, and it was warm; first Peters, then Todd, peeled off their peacoats and stuffed them in the locker. They took care not to get too close to anything that looked like a control, and Gell busied himself reading meters and making left-handed notes on a pad of paper, occasionally pushing something or grunting.

Todd tapped Peters on the shoulder. "Look here," he said. "This tab on the arm. Betcha it makes the seat recline, see?"

Peters found a similar control on his own chair-arm. "Gell," he said softly. When the pilot looked up he said, "OK?" and fingered the tab. Gell nodded vigorously and went back to his business, and Peters pushed the tab, finding that it indeed reclined the chair with a soft electric-motor whine. Further manipulation changed the shape of the seat in other ways, some of them nonsensical until he remembered that it wasn’t built for humans. He twiddled until he found a comfortable position and leaned back. Despite the strangeness of the situation, warmth, idleness, and a long sleepless night did their work.

* * *

Peters woke when the ambassador came through the door, pushing it to with force that had been quite unnecessary when they came the same way. The Grallt face was impossible to read, but the ambassador’s body language was tense, shoulders hunched, moving a little too quickly, with short, choppy gestures. He bent over the seatback and chatted with Gell in low tones, then settled into the chair behind the pilot, fumbling with the control toggle until he had it arranged to his satisfaction. "Pleasant greetings," he said across the aisle, his tone as tense as his body language. "I apologize for the delay. There were discussions."

"We expected that," said Peters.

"Ssth." The hiss had a "t" in it, more like the "th" in "thin" than "sh". It was unmistakably an irritated sound. "I did not. A simple errand to pick up a pair of people has turned into nearly four utle of fruitless and unnecessary daga. I will be glad to be gone from this system. There may be much profit here, but there is also much … ah, I believe the term is ‘bullshit’. Am I correct?"

Todd sputtered. "Yes, sir," Peters said, keeping his tone guarded.

"Excellent!" The ambassador seemed to relax a bit. "If I say ‘bullshit’ to some of your people, is it likely to make the discussion shorter?"

Peters cringed. This was was crash-and-burn material at his rate and rating. "Yes, sir, it probably will," he said cautiously.

"Most excellent! I now await with pleasure the next meeting with Mr. Averill. Halfway into his speech, I shall look him in the eye and say ‘Bullshit!’ Do I have the inflection correct?"

"Yeah, fine," said Peters. "I mean, yes, sir, that’s about right." Todd was leaning forward, hands clenched in front of his mouth in an attitude reminiscent of prayer. Peters wasn’t fooled; he wondered what the ambassador thought. "He might not be real pleased," he warned.

The ambassador waved that off and leaned forward. "You are Boatswain’s Mate Aviation Second Class John Howland Peters, are you not?"

Peters drew back a little. The Grallt’s face was more nearly obscene than horrid, but it was going to be a while before he could get that close without flinching. "Yes, sir."

"Ah. ‘John Howland Peters’ is your personal name, and the rest of it specifies your place in your hierarchy, correct?"

"Yes, sir." Peters saw something in Todd’s eyes, looked around out the port. The trees around the exercise field were dropping away with no fuss or feeling of motion, like watching a movie. There was another arrowhead on Gell’s side; the pilot had it clutched in his left hand and was moving it with careful precision, and the one in front of Peters moved in sympathy. "Uh, shouldn’t we be fastening seat belts or something?"

"Not necessary. In this situation the appropriate form of address is ‘Peters,’ correct?"

"Uh, yes, sir, that’s correct." Nothing was visible out the windshield but blue sky. Peters gripped the arms of his seat firmly, but the shuttle might have been sitting on the ground if it hadn’t been for the views ahead and out the window at his side, the latter showing a line of horizon that dipped and swayed over blue sea.

"As I thought," said the Ambassador, and shifted his attention to the younger sailor. "And you are Electronics Technician Aviation Third Class Kevin Todd, correct?"

Todd started, looked away from the window, and flinched as Peters had. "Yes, sir, that’s right." The sky outside was noticeably darker.

"Ah. Peters and Todd, I am Dreelig. Our custom is to have only a single name. Please do not say ‘sir’ to me. The formal address is most confusing." The Ambassador relaxed noticeably. "You have already met Gell, the pilot. My own profession is in some ways more complex. Your people describe it as ‘Ambassador,’ as you heard, but that word correctly means a post of much more importance than I truly hold. You might say ‘translator’ or even ‘salesman.’ Call me Dreelig."

"Yes, sir, uh, I mean yes, Dreelig," Peters stammered. The sky outside was deep purple, almost black, and stars were starting to come out. Out the left window the horizon was distinctly curved, a sharp white line at the top, grading to blue below. He had seen it in pictures but had never expected to see it for real.

"Do you understand why you are here?" Dreelig asked.

The shuttle was rotating slowly to the right, and the horizon disappeared. Stars appeared, first looking fairly normal in a black sky, then more and more filling in the gaps until the view was all stars, like a faint overspray of white paint on a black surface. The rotation continued, bringing the Earth back into view, and Peters felt a moment of vertigo as his point of view changed. All his life, that had been down; suddenly it was over there, a difference he hadn’t expected and wasn’t sure he liked.

He looked away from the window. "The call for volunteers said maintenance an’ preparation for deployment of Space Detachment One. I figured it meant cleanin’ and paintin’, gettin’ the berthin’ compartments shipshape."

Dreelig nodded. "That’s correct as far as it goes," he said, "but you two are also something of an experiment for us."

Neither sailor responded. Peters couldn’t; his gut was roiling in a way that had nothing to do with the motion of the shuttle, which still wasn’t perceptible. The view outside was nothing but stars drifting slowly by, downward from his point of view.

"Your hierarchy is more complex than it seemed at first," Dreelig went on. "The technicians are having difficulties, and we on the negotiating team have noted problems as well. One of the technicians suggested that it might be useful to build relationships with individuals at a lower level, so as to gain insight into the workings of the system, and after some discussion we decided to try it. You are here as the result."

"Hunh," Peters managed. Todd said nothing.

Dreelig produced a complex facial expression, the corners of his mouth stretching outward, the two points where his upper lips met his facial cleft pulled up to expose white teeth. Beaver, Peters thought. "Don’t be concerned," the Grallt went on. "Your duties will be as you expected for the most part; we intend to observe and ask questions. For now, relax. It will be some time before we arrive at the ship." He exchanged a few words of babble with the pilot, then sat back and adjusted his seat to an almost fully reclining position.

Gell said "Peters," quite distinctly, and followed it with liquid babble, waving at the arrowhead on his side. Peters looked around at Dreelig, who said, "Gell is offering you an opportunity to operate the dli. If you would like to try, grasp the andli, the thing on the end of the rod, there."

"Me? Drive a spaceship?"

"No, no, this is only a dli, I think you would say ‘shuttle.’ It is very simple to operate. Grasp the andli and try it."

Peters took the arrowhead gingerly, a bit awkward because it was most convenient to his left hand. It was cool, smooth metal by the feel, and when he moved it slightly the crosses on the two dials in front of him moved. "What am I doing?" he asked plaintively. "I can’t feel anything."

Dreelig said something to the pilot, who made a short choppy sound in his throat and pressed one of the black buttons, holding it in for a slow count of three. One of the gauges moved, stopping close to the center position, and at the same time Peters felt strange, light and a little dizzy. "Gell has reduced the setting of the–" the word Dreelig used was long and complex, and somehow didn’t sound quite like the babble he and Gell used together. "The, ah, gravity is somewhat less, as you will note, and when the dli accelerates you will feel it a bit. Gell says it is a technique often used in teaching."

"Tell him thanks."

Peters quickly got the general idea. Twisting the arrowhead caused roll, pitch, and yaw; the right-hand cross moved in reverse sympathy. Pushing it forward and back caused acceleration in that direction; ditto for side to side and up and down, with the left-hand cross tracking that. He played with it for a little while, not trying any sudden or extreme moves. "I hope I don’t have to do anything complicated," he said worriedly.

Dreelig relayed that to Gell, who made the short sound again and babbled back. "Gell says you are doing very well. Perhaps you can, ah, I believe the word is ‘dock.’ Perhaps you can dock the dli aboard the ship."

"I don’t reckon that’s a good idea," said Peters, pulling his hand away from the controller. "Tell Gell thank you, but I ain’t ready to be a dlee pilot just yet."

This time Dreelig made the sound; evidently it was the Grallt form of laughter, because when he relayed Peters’s comment to Gell the pilot made it too. He took the controller, though, and waved toward Peters before thumbing another button. The gauge went back to the left and normal weight returned.

Todd was more adventurous when he got his chance, having the shuttle–the dlee, Peters reminded himself–swinging about vigorously at one point. That didn’t seem to bother Gell, who leaned back in his seat, arms folded in a relaxed attitude. "No, I’m not ready to try landing it," Todd said when he was ready to relinquish the control. "Ask me again after a little more practice."

Dreelig translated that; both Grallt gave their chopping laugh, and Gell set the gravity back to normal and took the controls. A bright spot was visible in the distance, brighter than any of the stars and moving, very slightly but visibly.

They had seen pictures, but seeing the ship in person, as it were, was quite different. It was shaped like a chunk of two-by-four, too short to use, too long to throw away; not at all aerodynamic, but not the collection of spiky protuberances familiar from old movies either. There wasn’t much in the way of antennas and the like, nor anything that looked like a rocket motor. It had once been painted white; the paint was peeling off, especially on the end away from their approach, leaving bare–metal?–pale gray and scarred. Where the paint was intact the sun glare was almost painful.

The end nearest them was blunt, almost flat, freckled with small black spots, probably windows or portholes. Off center to the right was a rectangular area, and on each corner of that was a red flashing light. Now they could see it was a hole. The light was different inside, bluer than the sunlight and not nearly as bright, and machines of some sort were just becoming visible. The upper left-hand light wavered oddly and broke up into lines at an angle to the edge of the hole; Gell spat a syllable and pushed the control gently to the right, then a bit down, and the light went solid but continued flashing. Their version of a meatball, apparently, and pretty slick. Keep the lights round seemed to be the game.

That was a big hole. One of the things inside was another dli, looking like a toy; Todd tried to recall the height of the vertical stabilizer, made a quick calculation, then a low whistling hiss. "Peters, that hole is over twenty meters high."

"Yeah, I was just gettin’ the same thing. That makes it fifty wide, which makes the ship eighty meters high and better’n two hundred wide. God knows how long it is."

"Approximately seven hundred meters," said Dreelig. "Of course we don’t use your measures. You will have to learn our measures, and our numbers, if you are to be of help."

The stern of the ship was a wall filling the windshield, and the hole was a gaping maw, bluish light inside, corner lamps strobing. The closer they got, the faster their approach speed seemed. They knew it was an optical illusion, but both sailors were gripping their seat arms and leaning back defensively. Then the light changed as they crossed the threshold, there was a heartbeat of impossibly quick deceleration that didn’t change the rock-stable feeling at all, and they were moving sedately across the floor of a huge space. Gell pushed a series of buttons, causing the crosses on the instrument dials to disappear, and the dli came to a halt next to another, identical one.

Dreelig stood and stretched, much as a human being would. "Please get your things and come with me," he said. He led the way toward the back of the shuttle, continuing, "The delay on the ground has cost us some time. I must introduce you to my, ah, colleague, because I have other duties for the remainder of this llor." The two sailors exchanged glances and shrugs, got their seabags and peacoats out of the luggage locker, and followed.

  





Chapter Two

The welcoming committee was a single Grallt, female if the well-filled tunic meant the same thing as it did with humans. She and Dreelig conversed in low voices while Todd and Peters waited on the wingwalk, looking around.

Overhead, heavy beams pierced with lightening holes ran crosswise every three meters or so, with lighter stringers lengthwise at about the same spacing. A rat’s-nest of wires, tubes, conduits, and who-knew-what twisted and tangled around the beams, entering and leaving boxes and tanks. Six rows of big lights marched from one end to the other, giving about the level of illumination to be expected on the carrier’s hangar deck at night, but bluish instead of the yellow they were used to.

"Correct me if I’m wrong," Todd said, "but isn’t outer space supposed to be a vacuum?"

"That’s what they told me," Peters replied slowly, shifting his seabag for a more comfortable grip.

"And we just landed this thing, right?"

"That’s what I remember, yeah."

"Then what the fuck are we breathing?" Todd demanded. "Did you hear any air coming in, or anything like that?"

"Shit, I dunno. I ain’t never been on a spaceship before."

The thwartships beams continued down the walls to form alcoves two meters deep. One wall, to port as they had entered, had three big doors or hatches reinforced with a waffle pattern of smaller beams, not quite as high as the bay but almost as wide. Everything was painted one color, probably cream or light yellow; it was hard to tell, because it was all grimy and scarred, let alone the effect of the bluish light. The deck was scuffed, worn, and littered with trash, most of it the size of bolts and screws but a few pieces as big as a man’s head; bits of unidentifiable machinery sat here and there in no discernible order, and many of the alcoves were filled with a miscellany of equipment and junk.

"This is not reassuring," said Todd, gesturing at the clutter.

"You got that right," Peters agreed with some force. "If the rest of the boat’s as sloppy as this is, we may not live to regret comin’ along."

"Pretty out the door, though," Todd observed.

"Shit, I been tryin’ not to look." The hole they had entered through was still open, a crescent of the Earth intruding on the upper left-hand corner, stars shining elsewhere.

"Isn’t the air supposed to be kinda thin out there?" Todd persisted.

Peters shrugged. "Magic, I reckon. Look alive, here they come."

The two Grallt had finished their talk, body language making them a pair but not a couple. Peters and Todd hefted their bags and stepped down off the wing, finding the deck a bit slippery, as if the nonskid was too worn to be effective any more.

Dreelig gestured toward the newcomer. "I introduce you to Dee. She will show you to your quarters and tell you something about the ship."

"Hello, Dee," said Peters, looking her over. The female Grallt was wearing a tunic and trousers of something satiny, blue above and yellow below; she was about Todd’s height, slender, and very nicely shaped, at least below the neck.

"Pleasant greetings, Peters," she said, her voice much deeper than expected, a musical baritone. "Welcome aboard Llapaaloapalla. You are Todd?" When Todd nodded, she continued, "Welcome aboard also. Please follow me."

"Sure," said Peters. "Thanks for the guidance," he said to Dreelig. "See you again."

"That will probably happen," Dreelig agreed with a nod. He walked away toward the entrance of the bay, aft they supposed, and Peters turned back to Dee. "Lead on, lady."

"This way." Dee led them to starboard, or at least away from the big hatches, to a people-sized hatch with an oval porthole at eye level. She worked the latch, a big handle that swung thirty degrees with a squeal and clank, and stepped aside to let them through.

Light came from glowing bare tubes supported by the ends in pairs, a little thicker than standard fluorescents, and a stairway, more like the ones in an office building than a ship’s ladder, led upward. The Grallt pushed past them, gestured at the stairs, and led in that direction, and the sailors followed, grunting under the weight of their seabags.

Two decks up they entered a corridor running lengthwise in the ship. Doors, all closed, interrupted the walls at about four meter intervals. Dee opened the first of these on the right, to reveal a small room or suite whose most outstanding feature was a window with rounded corners, now displaying stars. "These will be your quarters if you find them satisfactory," she said.

Windows on a ship? In enlisted berthing? Peters forced himself to look away. The room was about four meters by three, dusty from disuse, with low bunks to left and right, metal wall lockers, and a desk with reading lamp and chair. The bunks weren’t made. To the left, by the head of the bunk, was another door. "This is great," he said. "We don’t live like this on our ships, except maybe officers."

"Yes, I know," said Dee. "They described your normal living quarters to us in detail, and took us on a tour. Ssth. We have nothing like that here, and we see no need to do so much work to make life less comfortable for you."

"One problem," Peters observed. When Dee didn’t respond except to shift position slightly, he continued, "It’s in the wrong place. This passage is all for us, right? When the rest of the unit comes aboard?"

"Yes. There are a sixty-four of rooms on each floor, and you will have two floors. There will be an eight and three sailors–"

"Two hundred, I thought."

"I mean an eight and three sixty-fours, of course." Dee drew with her finger in the dust on the wall: dash, vertical line, lightning bolt. "So there is enough space for everyone, and many can have individual rooms."

Peters eyed the scrawl. If those were numbers, it looked awkward, backwards, and too big. "Well, we gotta do it according to our, ah, the word Dreelig used was ‘hierarchy.’ Chiefs and First Class close to the hatch, in individual compartments. The rest of us down the passageway, OK?"

Dee turned away, her attitude suggesting thought. "Will some, ah, Chiefs and–"

"First Class," Peters supplied.

"Ah. Chiefs and First Class. Will some of them want to be at the other end? Beside those stairs?"

"Yeah, sure. Look, we can’t set it all up now. Just give us a room a little closer to the middle." Peters looked around; being first on the scene had some privileges. "One with a window."

Dee shrugged, a very humanlike gesture. "Certainly." She led them down the corridor a few meters, selected a door, and pushed it open, revealing a compartment that was a mirror image of the first. "Will this be satisfactory? Would you prefer individual rooms?"

"Why not?" Todd suggested. When Peters looked at him, he shrugged. "First come, and all that."

"Does the next room connect to this one?" Peters asked.

"Yes, it does. Let me show you." Dee went to the interior door, to the right this time, and opened it. "Here are sanitary facilities. The door at the other end leads to the next room." The head was both ordinary and strange, a pair of sinks with mirrors and lockers to the left, a toilet and shower stall to the right, familiar in overall design but different in details to the ones they were used to.

"This here’s perfect," said Peters. "Todd, how about I take this’un and you get the other?"

"Sure." Todd went back to get his seabag.

Dee began showing Peters the details, and Todd joined them a few minutes later. The door to the corridor had a latch, but no lock. Light switches went left for on and right for off. Water valves opened to the right, hot and cold both. Linens were in lockers over the bunks, pale tan sheets of something soft and bulky gray blankets that didn’t scratch. "No pillows," Todd observed, and Dee assumed her "puzzled attention" position, head back and tilted a bit to one side.

"We need pillows," Peters explained. "Uh, little sacks of somethin’ soft, about so–" he sketched the size in the air with his hands "–for supportin’ the head while sleeping."

"We don’t use anything like that," Dee declared. Now that they looked, that made sense; her shoulders weren’t as wide as a human’s, and looked flexible somehow. "The, ah, suppliers can make something."

"It isn’t anything major," Todd put in. When the others looked at him he flushed and continued, "We can bring our own along, as long as we know about it."

"That is acceptable."

There was nothing like a phone or com screen, but a grille over the desk was a speaker for the 1MC system, the shipwide PA. "You will need to learn the emergency calls," Dee said seriously. "If something goes wrong, you must know what is happening and take appropriate action." She gestured at the grille. "Unfortunately this has not worked in a long time."

"Do you have tapes?" Todd asked.

"Tapes?"

"You know, recordings. Mechanical examples."

Dee thought for a moment. "I don’t know what you mean," she said finally. "I can pronounce the warnings and explain what they mean. Anyone on the ship can do that."

Peters and Todd shared a look. "We need to start makin’ a list," Peters said after a moment. "There’s gonna be a lot of things we need to bring. Hang on a minute." He unzipped the side pocket of his seabag, brought out a handheld. "Let’s see. Pillows. Sound recorders. There’ll be more, we just ain’t got to it yet. Anything else here?"

"I don’t think so. Perhaps you would like a little time to unpack your things and get comfortable?" Dee made a gesture, a palm-up sweep. "I can return after a short time."

"That’s a good idea," Todd observed.

"Very good." Dee consulted an instrument strapped to her right wrist. "It is now nearly the end of the first ande, you would probably say ‘watch.’ I will return in a little more than a tle, perhaps three-quarters of one of your hours, I think. We will take a meal then. Will that be satisfactory?"

"Plenty of time," said Peters.

Dee nodded. "Good. I will return." She slipped out the door, swinging it to behind her.

Peters and Todd looked at one another for a long moment. "Me for a shower, and change into undress, I think," Peters suggested. "We don’t know what we’re gonna be doin’ the next few hours."

"Right," said Todd. "Head call for me, too." He went through the toilet room door, closing it behind him. Peters unzipped his seabag and started picking spots for his stuff, and after a little time Todd opened the door and stuck his head through. "Hey, did Dee show you how to flush this thing?"

"Shit, Todd, it shouldn’t be that tough." Between the two of them they figured it out, a square pushplate at about shoulder level above the seat. Then they both went back to unpacking, finding that, even with everything spread out for maximum convenience, their belongings didn’t fill half the space intended for one person, let alone that for both.

Peters went first for a shower, taking his own soap and finding a recess at waist level to stow it. When he was finished he took a towel from the locker between the sinks, and was back in his room before he realized that he hadn’t even thought about where the towel would be, had simply grabbed one from the logical place. "It ain’t so strange," he breathed to himself, the view out the window giving him the lie as he said it.

He folded his dress blues carefully, wondering how he was going to get them cleaned, and selected undress, the same color and style but without piping or decorations. Satisfied with his appearance, Peters sat down in the chair, finding that it adjusted through a full range like the seat on the dli but had no power assists. He started going through the drawers of the desk, finding nothing but dust.

A knock on the door a little later proved to be Dee, still wearing her yellow and blue outfit. "Howdy, Dee," Peters said, raising his left hand in the gesture he had seen.

"Pleasant greetings." Dee returned the salute, adding a little nod of the head. "Are you ready for a meal?"

"Yeah, I could eat. It feels like a little early for lunch, but that’s all right. Our midday meal," he explained.

"It is the third meal for us," said Dee.

Peters shrugged. "Different schedules. We’ll get used to it."

They collected Todd by knocking on his door, and the three of them went back to the stairway and down to the landing bay. On the other side, by one of the big doors, they found a row of people-sized hatches. Dee selected one, led the way into a small cubicle, pulled the hatch closed, and pushed buttons on the wall. There was a loud whine and clanking sounds, and they felt a little acceleration as the elevator started up. After perhaps half a minute the noise died away, and Dee opened the hatch on another corridor, wider and painted pale blue, but with the same fluorescent lights overhead. Peters had been trying to get his bearings, and thought they headed toward the bow, if they had landed through the stern, which seemed to make sense.

A few steps up the corridor was an open archway giving on a room with tables and chairs, occupied by Grallt in a miscellany of costumes, some the same style as Dee’s but more skintight overalls or jumpsuits, in a range of colors, mostly bright. Dee picked a table with four chairs around it, and they took seats. A male Grallt in white tunic and red trousers bustled up. "Table service?" Todd inquired with raised eyebrows.

Dee gave her humanlike shrug and exchanged gabble with the new Grallt for a while, and he moved off, still bustling. "I don’t understand your comment," Dee said to Todd when he was gone.

Todd shrugged himself, and Peters replied, "Is he gonna bring our food to us?"

"Yes, that is his function. Is there a problem?"

"We’re not used to that," Todd explained.

"What about afterwards?" Peters asked.

"I don’t understand."

"Well, afterwards there are empty dishes," Todd said. "On our ship, each person takes the empties to the scullery."

"Scullery?" Dee paused for a moment. "Here, you simply leave the empty, ah, dishes. Someone will take them away to be cleaned."

"Restaurant," said Peters.

"I don’t mind," Todd said with a grin.

"Me neither, but shit, this ain’t what we expected." It was nicer than they’d expected. Peters wasn’t sure why he felt uncomfortable about that.

Todd knew. "Can you imagine Commander Bolton’s face when he sees this? Even the officers don’t have it this good on our ships."

Peters nodded. "Yeah. Dee, what kind of setup do the officers get?"

"They are much the same as yours, except that they are arranged for only one person in each room." She made a gesture, indicating the room and tables. "They will have food service in the same area, and some recreation facilities."

The waiter came up with a tray, and the three leaned back, allowing him to arrange plates and glasses. A patty of something brown occupied the center of the plates, with other things arranged around the periphery. There were small pellets, about half red and half yellow, in a clear gooey sauce. Clockwise from that was a lump of tan paste, then blue leaves with black specks that turned out not to be part of the leaves. At that point Peters’s cognition cut out, and when Dee named the foods he heard nothing but gabble and didn’t remember that.

The liquid was fruit juice, sweet and tart. The red and yellow pellets were something like beans, the tan paste was gooey and didn’t taste like much of anything, and the leaves were crisp and crunchy with a citrus flavor. The patty was some kind of meat, coarse and grainy, fried by the taste and texture. The whole meal was bland but overall not bad. Dee’s food was different, probably the things she liked better; they didn’t ask. Peters and Todd dug in, finding themselves hungrier than they had expected.

They had almost finished when a male Grallt in one of the skin-tight jumpsuits came up. "Hello, Dreelig," Dee greeted him, and when Peters looked closely he thought he could recognize the ambassador, or at least the pattern on his suit.

"Pleasant greetings," Dreelig pronounced. "Have you finished your meal?"

Peters stuffed a last bite of meat in his mouth and followed it with a sip of juice. "I’m done," he announced when his mouth was empty.

"Good," Dreelig said. "It is time for you to be fitted for your protective garment."

Todd frowned. "Protective garment?"

"Yes. You need a protective garment while you are working, in case of accident or equipment failure. It is easier to show you than to explain. Come with me."

They stood to follow, not without looks at the empty plates, not accustomed to just leaving them behind. Dreelig led them to the left, a long way down the corridor and up a set of stairs. The new corridor was painted cream color; it was cleaner than the other areas they’d seen, and the doors were glass with etched designs, pictures and what were probably words or numbers. The one Dreelig gestured them into had what looked to Peters like three paper dolls, linked together, in a vise or maybe a C-clamp.

"Looks like a doctor’s office," Peters observed. There were chairs upholstered in dark brown, a couch the same color with bare metal arms, a low table, and a desk with a female Grallt behind it.

Dreelig discussed something with the receptionist, then looked back at the two sailors. "They are ready for us. Just go on through the door."

Inside was another Grallt, male this time. He gestured at a machine, a platform of shiny metal surrounded by gadgets. "What do we do?" Todd asked.

"Stand on the platform." Dreelig pointed.

"Think I’ll let you do the honors," Peters drawled.

"Thanks a lot." Todd took a low step up and turned to face the others. "How’s that?"

The attendant gabbled something. "No," said Dreelig. "You must remove your clothing."

"All of it?"

"Yes. The measurements must be exact."

Todd began to disrobe, beginning with his hat, which he handed to Peters. When he was down to skivvies he looked at Dreelig, who nodded and made a down-sweeping gesture; the skivvies went too. The attendant grabbed something on the end of an articulated arm and began moving it around. Todd flinched the first time the gadget touched him, but after that he was able to be stoic. The process took ten minutes, with more of it than he really liked spent in the area of his groin.

Finally the attendant stowed the gadget, handed Todd his skivvies and t-shirt, and fiddled with controls on a shiny panel. Todd stepped down and began getting back into his uniform, and the panel buzzed and extruded a strip. The attendant tore the paper off, laid it on a counter, and gestured; it was Peters’s turn.

Peters took his mind off the process by examining the machine. He had begun forming an impression of what Grallt machinery looked like: a little clunky, bigger than it needed to be, not terribly well finished. This looked more… well, elegant was probably the right term. All the joints were even and nearly invisible, there weren’t any exposed fasteners, and the shape was smooth curves, almost organic. He shook his head. The impression was more subliminal than direct–although he wouldn’t have used that word; his own thought was "just a feelin’"–and therefore wasn’t anything to depend on.

The attendant disappeared through another door, and Peters started getting dressed. "Now we will wait a little longer," Dreelig said.

Todd and Peters discussed the measuring machine in low voices. Todd had gotten the same impression Peters had. The machine was–was what? "I dunno," said Todd. "It just looks nicer than the other stuff."

"Chill," Peters advised. "Here’s our friend." Dreelig came to sit next to Todd. The low table had something on it: folded paper, printed in bright colors. Well, a doctor’s office ought to have magazines. Peters picked one up and puzzled over it, unable to tell if it was backwards or frontwards, let alone read it. Right side up was easy, there were pictures of people to indicate that. There were lots of pictures, in bright colors; the text, if that’s what it was, was sparse and big, somehow simple. Kids’ books?

The measuring attendant stuck his head through the door and said something, and Dreelig stood up. "It is finished," he said, and gestured toward the door.

Lying across a table were two pairs of long johns, or maybe footie pajamas, uniform pale cream color. The attendant picked one up and gabbled, and they watched as he demonstrated. The garments opened up the front, a long slash that went diagonally from right hip to left clavicle and closed with a zipper–sort of: it had a traveler with a finger tab, all right, but what it left behind was a single piece, the seam not visible at all.

The fabric was thick, soft, and rubbery, and had no detectable weave, either to the eye or to the fingers: more like the dense foam rubber used for low-pressure gaskets than anything else. The feet were part of it, although there were slashes at the ankles that closed with more magic zippers. Gloves were separate pieces, with long cuffs like gauntlets. The neck had a tubular collar, like a turtleneck, split on the side where the main seam reached it.

The inside was smooth and almost frictionless; to get into it, one opened the slashes at the ankles, pulled it on over the legs, then worked arms into sleeves, right arm first. The top was a double flap, and the inside piece was pulled almost to the right shoulder before putting the outer one across and engaging the "zipper." It hooked together at the shoulder and closed when moved from throat to hip, which seemed backwards. When the slashes at the ankles were closed the suit fit snugly and smoothly everywhere, without wrinkles, tight places, or chafing.

The attendant brought accessories: broad belts, the same color and material as the rest of the suit, with buckles fifteen centimeters long and ten wide, black–plastic?–with an inlaid pattern of shiny rectangles and circles. "Looks like a rodeo prize," was Todd’s comment as he took it. The attendant gestured that they should put them on, but got indignant when they tried it; the belt went the other way, hooking on the left side instead of the right. It didn’t exactly hook, just stayed where it was put when pressed.

Lacking a mirror, the two sailors faced one another. The garments were almost embarrassingly revealing, with padded bulges in the crotch that seemed unnecessarily large. Dreelig had offered helpful comments from time to time as they dressed; now he asked, "What colors would you like? The kathir suit can be colored or patterned in almost any way you might like."

That was easy. "Navy blue," Peters said immediately. When Dreelig cocked his head, he continued, "Just like what we were wearin’ when we come in." He gestured at his uniform, which he’d laid carefully on a table. "And it needs the crow."

"Crow? I don’t understand," said Dreelig.

"The red and white design on the left sleeve," Peters explained. "It shows rank and specialty." He picked up his jumper and extended the sleeve, displaying the insignia. "Tell you what, how long does it take to do the colorin’?"

Dreelig inquired. "Veedal says the basic color will be easy, but the design for the sleeve is complex and will take some time, perhaps as much as half an ande, a watch." The attendant said something; Dreelig nodded. "He suggests that you leave the samples here while you are receiving basic instruction, so he can begin setting up the design. Will the others who are coming later want the same coloring?"

"Yeah, except that all the crows’ll be different, and officers use a different system," Peters said. "When our people come to be measured, tell the enlisted to wear their undress blues, and you can copy the crow. Officers get gold rings here–" he gestured at the ends of the sleeves, "–accordin’ to rank, they’ll show you. All the same color."

"That seems–" Dreelig paused, tried to find a word, finally came up with: "Boring."

"Take it from me, they’ll like it," Peters advised.

"Very well, that is how we will do it. Are you ready?"

"I guess so."

Dreelig left; they took a moment to fold their uniforms neatly, then followed, finding that the soles of the suits were strong enough that they didn’t miss their boondockers on the smooth floor. "What does kathir mean?" Todd asked as they left. "You called this a kathir suit."

"It means ‘no air,’" said the Grallt. "For outside."

Peters stopped walking, causing Todd to bump into him. "A space suit? This set of rubber long johns is a space suit?"

"Well, no," said Dreelig. He stopped, turning to face them. "A space suit is more elaborate, and stronger. This is only a kathir suit, for emergencies, in case there is a problem with the ship, or if you fall. It will provide air for an ande, a watch, about five of your hours."

"Shit," said Peters. "We about to go learn how to use it? And how to get around and manage on the ship?"

"That is correct," said Dreelig.

Peters and Todd were grinning. "Lead on, Dreelig," Peters told him. "We might be petty officers down home, but here we ain’t but spaceman recruit. Reckon it’s time to strike for apprentice." 

  





Chapter Three

"So how does it work?" Peters demanded. They were in a big room that his direction sense told him was near the center of the flat stern of the spaceship, with one wall that was almost all windows.

"I have never thought to ask," Dreelig admitted. "It is enough that it works." He took a pair of gloves out from under his belt and pulled them on.

"Shit," Peters commented. Where the Hell was five hours worth of air stored in the suit? There was nothing like tanks or hoses anywhere on it, just the rubbery fabric, the wide belt, and the gaudy buckle.

"Where’s the helmet?" Todd wanted to know. "Maybe this is okay for the body, but I’m used to breathing."

"Kh kh kh. There is no helmet. It makes a bubble of air over the head."

Todd and Peters looked at one another. "Like whatever it is that keeps the air in when the landing bay door is open?" Todd wanted to know.

"I suppose so," said Dreelig. "Are you ready to test the kathir suit?"

Peters looked at Todd, who nodded solemnly. The implications of the word "test" in this context were a little disturbing. "Yeah, let ‘er rip."

Dreelig pulled a handle. Windows swung outward, and there was a godawful roar and a blast of wind that almost pushed them off their feet. The roaring died away quickly, and the air blast diminished to a breeze; when Peters got his balance back nothing felt different, except that it was awful quiet all of a sudden. "What’s happening?" he asked the room in general.

No response. Todd was mouthing words, or at least his mouth was moving, but nothing was audible.

Dreelig walked over and leaned toward him. "There is no air," he said. "You cannot hear or speak to your friend, because sound needs air to work."

"I know that, dammit." He did, too, he just hadn’t thought of it yet. But… "How are you talkin’ to me?"

"When I come close enough, the bubble on your kathir suit merges with mine," Dreelig explained. "Then we both have air, and we can talk."

"Well, shit." Peters leaned back and walked around the room. Todd was doing the same; they met near the window, and Peters leaned toward Todd as Dreelig had done. "Can you hear me?"

"Yeah, no problem." Todd gestured. "The head bubbles come together, right? That’s how we can talk when there’s no air?"

"Smart guy. Yeah, that’s what Dreelig says." Peters felt around his head. "I can’t feel nothin’. You?"

"Nah. Been trying. There’s just nothing there."

The bubbles merged when their heads were about twenty centimeters apart, but didn’t separate until they were farther away than that, thirty or so. Peters started to take his gloves off, to feel it bare-handed, but Dreelig caught his arm. "There is no bubble for the hands," the Grallt explained when he was close enough. "Only for the head."

"No radios?" Peters wanted to know.

"Radios? Oh, communicators. No, the kathir suit doesn’t have a communications device," Dreelig said; the three of them stood with their heads together, backs slightly bent like a football huddle.

"Something else for the list," Todd said.

"Shit yes," said Peters. "The earbugs we use on deck would be enough."

The two sailors walked around, handling things and checking their freedom of movement. After a few minutes of that Dreelig threw the lever the other way. The windows swung closed and there was a blast of air, not as strong as when they’d opened. "What next?" Peters wanted to know when the roar had tapered off.

"Next is no gravity. That takes longer." The Grallt went to a panel by the door, grasped a large wheel with both hands, and began turning it slowly to the right.

Gell had given them a taste of low gravity on the dli, but they’d been sitting down, and there had been distractions. This time lightheadedness built up, and up, and up, it had to stop, there had to be a sudden stop at the bottom –

Except there wasn’t. Peters looked at Todd, figuring he was probably about that shade of green himself; when he looked back, his legs had flexed and pushed off, and he was already half a meter off the floor and still –

Falling.

His stomach began warning him that it was about to empty, but Dreelig was turning the wheel the other way. Peters drifted back to the floor, but had achieved a slight angle and his knees weren’t working all that well, so he ended up in an ungainly sprawl. It didn’t hurt. The sensation was exactly like landing in something really soft that got hard while he lay there. Todd did a little better, landing on his knees.

They got to their feet, more than a little shaky. Maybe it was Peters’s imagination that labeled the Grallt’s expression ‘disgust.’ "We will wait a few moments for your stomachs to settle," Dreelig announced. "Then we will try it again."

"I don’t know if I’m ever gonna get used to it," Peters warned.

Dreelig shrugged. "Some people never do," he admitted. "But you should try. There are many things you will not be able to do if you cannot bear thukrellith. You will not be allowed to learn to pilot a dli, for instance."

"Maybe it’ll be better now that we know what to expect," Todd suggested.

It did get better. By the end of the session the sailors were able to tolerate no gravity for several minutes. Neither lost his lunch; both regarded that as a real triumph. "Enough," Dreelig finally announced. "You should return to your quarters and rest until next mealtime."

"Sounds good." Peters picked at the rubbery fabric. "Should we wear the kathir suit?"

"Yes, wear them back to your quarters," Dreelig said. "Dee will come to escort you to the next meal. You can stop by the suit office, and they will color the kathir suits for you. After your suits are colored, Dee will show you the rooms your officers will be using, and you can begin preparing them for that use."

"Get to work, in other words," Peters observed.

"Yes," Dreelig said, sounding amused. "Can you make your way from here back to your rooms?"

"I reckon you’d better show us the way, at least as far as the elevator," Peters said. "We’re new here, remember?"

"Yes." Dreelig took himself off up the corridor, pausing for them to catch up, and Peters and Todd followed. The Grallt led them to the elevator; that took them back to the operations bay, and from there it was easy.

They were halfway across the bay when there was an actinic flash, like lightning, and a booming bang of metal on metal that echoed in the huge space and vibrated the deck enough to feel through the feet of the suits. They both went white and froze in place for a moment, then headed by mutual agreement for the door that led to their quarters, Peters setting a pace that wasn’t quite a dead run. Another flash was accompanied by a loud thunk and a buzz that rose to a howl. By that time they had reached the hatch and were holding on to one of the vertical beams, peering out from behind the flange. "What the fuck?" Todd wanted to know.

"I think it’s comin’ from the bay door," Peters suggested. Another heavy thunk wiped out his last word, the howl dropped a bit in pitch, and there was a loud squeal, followed by a clank. A crack appeared in the middle of the bay door; the squeal and clank were repeated, not quite in a regular rhythm, accompanied by squeaks, screeches, and a grinding noise. The two halves of the door moved slowly apart, with a noticeable jerk every few meters.

The evolution took about a minute, ending with the doors parallel to the walls, where the leading edges hit a set of bump-stops with crashes much like the ones that had begun the process. Another thunk and arc, and the howl spooled down to a buzz and silence. That seemed to end it; the panels were motionless and there wasn’t any more noise. "Shit," Peters commented. "Ain’t they ever heard of grease?"

"Welders and a machine shop," said Todd.

"What’re you talkin’ about?"

"Welders and a machine shop," Todd explained patiently. "They go on the list, shit we gotta bring along, you know? Like pillows and little radios."

Peters looked around. "You reckon they’re gonna let us start rebuildin’ their spaceship? Shit, ain’t no human bein’ ever built a spaceship. Reckon they might ask about experience an’ qualifications?"

"They might," said Todd. "But God-damn it, this thing looks like it was put together by Russians from a bad set of plans and kept up by –s." The word he used would have got him tossed in the brig. "Lazy –s. They get a bunch of us up here and tell us we can’t do a little maintenance, we’re likely to find out what a Grallt looks like with a fifty-amp wire welder running out a slit in his trousers like Mickey’s tail."

"Chill, Todd, let’s get up to our quarters, OK?"

"Yeah." Todd turned to grasp the latch handle, ran his hand over the coaming around the door. "Look at this shit. I was doing better welding in junior high shop. Qualifications!"

* * *

Peters hadn’t expected to fall asleep, so Dee’s knock came as a disorienting surprise. When he answered the door she jumped back with a little eek, and he swung the panel shut. At least he’d put on his skivvies after skinning out of the kathir suit. When he opened the door again after hastily pulling on dungaree pants and a T-shirt she was leaning, arms folded, against the wall of the passageway. "Sorry," he said. "I was asleep."

"Yes." She stood erect. "Are you ready?"

Peters shook his head. "I got to finish dressin’. I’ll go roust Todd out, he’s like to startle you like I did."

Dee performed her narrow-shouldered shrug. "I will wait. Please do not take too long."

"I’ll hurry." He closed the door, then went through the head and banged on the door to Todd’s room. "Look alive in there," he called out. "Our guide’s here."

"Right," said the other sailor’s muffled voice. Peters laced his boondockers and got into a shirt.

Dee was still waiting. "Todd’ll be a minute," Peters advised her, and it wasn’t much more than that before the younger sailor emerged with his kathir suit over his shoulder.

"Ain’t we supposed to wear the suits all the time?" Peters asked as they crossed the bay.

Dee shrugged again. "It is your decision," she said. "I don’t wear mine very often." She forestalled any comment on that by making a production out of entering and operating the elevator, then officiously directing them to the suit office.

The technician made sure he knew which suit went with which uniform, then said something to Dee. "He has finished making the designs," she told the sailors. "The suits will be ready after the meal. We should go; we don’t need any further delays."

"That looks like a pair of scissors," Todd noted as they went by one of the etched-glass doors. "Is it a place to get a haircut?"

Dee glanced at the design. "A hair cut? Oh, you mean head-hair trimming. No, that is a place where clothing is modified to fit better. Most of the shops in this area have something to do with clothing, like the kathir suit fitting place. Personal services, like hair trimming, are on the next level up."

"Shops?" Todd lifted his eyebrows.

"Certainly. This part of the ship is devoted to shops of one sort or another." They negotiated a stairway; as they emerged Dee continued, "This level is almost all food vendors, either prepared food or things that families can prepare in their quarters. Here is our food hall, for instance." She gestured at the archway. "We should eat quickly and get back to the suit office. We have many things to do in the remainder of this llor."

* * *

When the attendant brought the suits out they were just the right shade, crows exact in every detail. The only jarring element was the belt and buckle. The belt was the same color as the rest of it, which made the gaudy buckle stand out even more. They remained skin-tight, and there was no tar flap down the back; the sailors decided they wouldn’t miss that.

They dressed, feeling less self-conscious than before. Dee made no comment when they came out, simply gestured and led them down the corridor to the elevator, then across the bay to an area well forward of the section where their quarters were.

"There are six residential sections in this area," Dee explained as she worked the latch. "This is number three. Yours is number five." The entrance was a pressure hatch instead of a simple door. Dee didn’t say anything about that, just gestured them in to look around.

The main deck was primarily storage, but had a couple of small compartments that would work as squadron duty offices, a large head with showers and lockers that would accept a poopy suit, and a big room with variable lighting. "Ready room," Peters said with a nod. "You’ll need chairs, comfortable ones, one for each officer, and a podium."

"Ready room?"

"Before each mission, all the officers get together to prepare, and one person explains what they’re gonna do," Todd explained.

"Ah. Like a school." Dee thought for a moment. "Chairs with tables?"

"No," said Peters. "Big comfortable chairs with arms, kind of like the seats on the shuttle, the dli."

"And a place for the teacher to stand," said Dee with growing understanding. "Yes, that’s clear."

The O-1 level or "second floor" was offices, more than enough for sickbay and other needs, a messroom with big windows, kitchen facilities, and another big room. "Lounge," Todd pronounced it. "You folks have liquor?"

"I don’t know that word," Dee admitted.

"Alcohol for drinking," Todd explained.

"Yes, we have many varieties," said Dee. "A little is produced aboard ship, and the rest we trade for."

Todd and Peters shared a look. "How is it dispensed?" Todd asked.

Dee shrugged. "There are places set aside for that purpose around the ship. Those who use–ah, ‘liquor’ you said?–they go to those places."

"Commander Bolton is gonna be pissed," Peters predicted.

"Yeah, but he’ll come around," said Todd. "Dee, have this room designated as a place where liquor is available, and provide the stuff to store it and pass it out. We’ll write out a special sign for the door."

"Special sign? I don’t understand."

"Yeah," said Peters. "A real special sign. ‘Officer’s Club.’"

Sleeping quarters were on the O-2, the second level above the ops bay, and the level above, the O-3. Each deck had twenty-four standard rooms and one larger compartment, all on the outboard side of the passageway; hatches on the inboard side led to balconies looking out over the bay. Sleeping rooms were much like their own but bigger and more luxurious, set up for single occupancy with individual toilet facilities. The larger rooms had free-standing beds rather than built-in bunks and furniture rather than lockers for storage.

"This don’t look like much space," Peters noted. "How many officers’re you expectin’?"

"It will be enough," Dee decreed. "There will be two groups, one of one and three, twenty-five, males, and one of four and two, twenty, females. They have specified that each group will have its own section, so there will be vacant rooms in the section occupied by females."

The sailors shared a look. "Don’t seem like many people," Peters observed cautiously.

"Ssth. It is more than enough."

"You don’t sound enthusiastic," Todd suggested.

"I’m not. Dreelig is, but he is only trying to salvage something from a hopeless situation to preserve his status."

"Face saving," Todd put in.

"Yes, that idiom translates well." Dee’s face contorted, the lips of her facial cleft coming together; Peters decided it was the equivalent of wrinkling the nose at a bad smell. "It’s useless," the Grallt went on. "‘Demonstrating Earth technology in the hope of finding markets,’" she singsonged, clearly a quote. "What technology will they demonstrate? The machines had to be fitted with new engines to operate in space, and everyone is familiar with those. We should have gone on to where there is profit to be made. Instead we have wasted half an uzul idling in orbit, for no good result that I can foresee."

"Maybe somethin’ll come of it," Peters offered, placating.

"The future always exists." Dee shook herself, and her face smoothed out. "We were discussing numbers. The original proposal was for three squares of officers, but when we inquired more closely it became obvious that only one out of four of that number were ship operators, with the rest being spies and negotiators." The last word was a spit. "We rejected that outright. In the end it was decided that the male group would bring eight machines, each with two operators, and alternates for the primary operators only, for a total of three eights. The females will bring a twohands of machines, ten, each with a single operator and an alternate, giving four and two, twenty, as I said."

"An’ the other male?" Peters had been counting.

"The humans, your people, insisted on a medical technician. After thought we agreed. That exactly fills the floor set aside for males, and leaves space in the females’ section."

"And not a diplomat in the group." Todd’s observation was whimsical.

"Not if we can avoid it," Dee said with force. "We have had it to the ears with diplomats."

"Is that something you ordinarily say?" Peters asked after a pause. "‘Had it to the ears,’ I mean."

"Yes, it is a normal idiom with us."

"Then you can write that’un down as another idiom that translates well," Peters said, keeping his voice light. "Except we generally say ‘had it to here,’ with a gesture." He held his hand up horizontally at nose level.

"We use that variant as well." Dee’s face contorted again; Peters decided this one was a smile, though a weak one. "Shall we continue the tour?" she asked.

"Lead on," Peters agreed.

"I predict a good deal of metal polishing in the future," said Todd as they turned on the O-3 landing.

"Cleaning has not been done yet," Dee commented. "We didn’t want to expend the effort if the rooms were not suitable."

"Sailors’ll be cleanin’ and polishin’ stuff all the time anyway," said Peters. "It’s part of our tradition, you might say."

There were two more levels above the officers’ sleeping quarters. Todd looked up at the overhead. "Five levels above the operations bay. Three meters a level, more or less, you think?"

"About that," said Peters. "Call it twenty meters."

Todd waved. "This morning when we landed we figured the ship was eighty meters high. Here’s a quarter of it. Where did the rest go? Dee?"

The Grallt cocked her head to one side, looking up. "I have never heard of anyone going to the area above here, so I assume it is empty. Llapaaloapalla is very large, and this side is not used much. We don’t have enough people to need it."

"How many of you folks are there, anyway?"

"There are about one and a half sixty-fours of sixty-fours of people on the ship. Can you convert that to your numbers?"

Peters worked it through. "Six thousand, more or less," he concluded. "That ain’t all that many, really, in somethin’ this size."

"Yes. The ship is the same on both sides, except reversed–" Dee floundered for a phrase.

"Mirror image," Todd supplied.

"Yes, thank you. The ship is the same on both sides, except that it is a mirror image. The other bay is used for storage of trade goods, and most people live in the sections alongside it, or in the center. Much of this side is not used, as I said. That is part of the reason your quarters are here."

"Makes sense," Peters observed.

"Have you seen everything you need to see?" Dee asked. "It is time for the next meal, and then the llor will be over. I am hungry and tired."

"I was beginnin’ to think we wasn’t goin’ to ever get to that point," Peters said with a smile. "Lead on."

They stopped outside the pressure doors and looked around. Sunlight flooded the after part of the bay, slanting upward at a small angle, picking out the intricacies of the overhead in sharp relief, and silhouetting Dee against the glare.

"You know," Todd remarked in a low voice, indicating the Grallt, "She wouldn’t be bad with a sack over her head."

"You may be interested to know that I feel much the same about you," Dee said calmly, without turning around. There was a trace of amusement in her voice.

"No insult intended," Todd said a bit desperately.

"Ssth. That is not insulting. We of the kree often find one another attractive."

"What’s a kree?"

"Most of us in this, ah, volume of space," Dee said. When Todd just raised his eyebrows she continued, "We generally look much alike. The same number of limbs, the same general arrangement of the body, and similar chemistry. Details of appearance are often quite different, as you and I are, but there is similarity too." She waved her hand around. "In this volume of space most races are of the kree."

"Will most of the folks we meet on this trip be kree?" Peters asked.

"All of them, or so I understand. I do not know all the plans."

"What about you?" Todd asked. "Do you find the others of the kree attractive?"

"No, I am quite conservative," said Dee. "Not all of my friends are so. If you wish a companion, you should ask. If someone doesn’t care for it, she will simply say no. Some may ask you. You should respond the same way."

"We’ll probably wait until we know more before we ask anyone," Todd said after a pause.

"That is a sensible policy."

* * *

"So what’s next?" Todd wanted to know when they’d finished eating.

"‘Next’ is whatever you like," Dee said, still "amused." "The work for this llor is finished. Someone, I think Dreelig, will meet you in your quarters at the first ande."

"When’s that?" Peters asked.

"Ah. You do not know our time system. Here. You may borrow this." She pulled the watch off her wrist and handed it to Peters. "When the larger pointer is here–" she pointed "–then it is the beginning of the first watch." She stood, clearly ready to be done with sailors for a while. "Can you find your way back to your quarters?"

"I reckon it ain’t that hard," Peters told her.

"That is good. I will see you sometime tomorrow."

They waited until they got back to their quarters to examine the watch more closely. Peters was a little puzzled when he thought he heard a noise. Sure enough, when he held it to his ear it made a rhythmic sound, like some kind of tiny, delicate machinery.

There were two scales: an outer one with six marks, and an inner with eight big marks, each interval broken into eight smaller ones. Three needles turned at graduated rates in the direction they thought of as "left-handed." One small mark of the inner scale seemed to be worth about half a second, so a full turn of the smallest needle would be a little over half an hour.

If the ratio was one big mark per turn of the next needle in, the next division was five hours or so, and a revolution of the biggest needle took thirty hours. "Long day," Peters observed.

Todd was fiddling around by the window. "It’s been a long day for me, too, but I gather that’s not what you’re talking about."

"Yeah, well, it looks like the big needle goes around in about thirty hours."

"That’s pretty long, all right." Todd was still fiddling with the window frame. "Come here, I think I figured something out."

"Hey, don’t fuck with that, you might–" The mechanism snicked and the window swung open around a point about a quarter of the way from the left, so the biggest part swung into the room. "Break something. Oh, shit."

There wasn’t even a breeze. Peters dropped the watch on the bunk, grabbed the frame, and pushed gently; the window rotated back into place, seating with an authoritative click. "Wal, ah reckon they gotta worsh th’ windas sometimes," he said mildly. "Todd, I’d take it right kindly if you didn’ do no more of that shit. Ain’t neither one of us too young t’ have a heart attack. If you don’ know what it does, don’ fuck with it."

Todd hunched his shoulders, shivering. "Haah. This place slips up on you, you know? One minute it’s swabbing the deck like back on the carrier, next thing you know it’s outer fucking space."

"Yeah." Peters stared for a moment, then shook his head. "All right, I’m gonna time this watch out a little more and set the alarm for what, an hour before we’re supposed to meet somebody?"

"Fine by me. Uh, just out of curiosity, what time is it now? Back home, I mean."

Peters flipped his handheld open. "2047. Day’s over with, almost."

"No chow till morning."

Peters considered. "They probably have midrats at the next big mark, if you want. Once I get in the rack I probably won’t need anything else."

"You say it."

"Yeah. Catch you later."

"Later." Todd headed for the toilet and his own room. Alone, Peters looked around. First order of business: make the bunk. He did that, then programmed the handheld for a wakeup at his best guess of the right time.

He was asleep before he realized it. If he dreamed he didn’t remember them.

  





Chapter Four

weet weet. . . Peters rolled over, tried to fluff a pillow that wasn’t there. Weet weet … He never had trouble waking up, always came awake on time even without a clock. Weet weet … Of course he hadn’t slept this long in years. Weet weet … Then everything snapped into focus — bunk and lockers, desk with reading lamp, the window.

Weet weet …. Window with stars outside, no horizon. Weet weet … He stroked his hand across the face of the handheld to shut it up. Light streamed through the window, not sunlight but brighter than moonlight. Earthlight. "Shit," he summarized, and shambled into the head.

The sideways light switch took a bit of fumbling, but things were coming back. Cold water to wake up, then warm for washing, shaving tackle where he’d put it last night, on the shelf below the towels. As he stroked his face with the razor he thought, not for the first time, that shaving might not have anything to do with sanitation at all. It was something familiar. No matter where you were or what was going on, hot water and soap and razor and the familiar curves and hollows of your own face centered you, started the day off with something solid, something you could handle, a minor success to serve as omen for the rest of the day. Maybe that was why women used makeup.

He sluiced the soap off, then went over to the door to Todd’s room and pounded on it a few times. Then he collected his shaving gear and put it away, noticing for the first time that Todd’s was next to his on the shelf. It made sense, he just hadn’t seen it before.

Making the bunk was pure reflex, another ritual like shaving, maybe. The job wasn’t tough, but doing it precisely was military, and doing it right was another good omen for the day. Uniform of the day, well, it looked like that would be the kathir suit until further notice.

Todd was in the toilet room, making blowing noises over the running water. That was familiar, morning in the head, some people noisy, others quiet. Part of what was disorienting about this experience was the aloneness. Todd was just the other side of the bulkhead, but it had been a long time since he hadn’t had three or four others nearby while he was getting the day started.

He’d left almost an hour for getting ready, and here it was, fifteen minutes or so, and he was almost done. On the carrier he’d have had something to do, go get chow, make sure the others were stirring, go collect the Orders of the Day. Here they could only wait. He checked Dee’s watch. It looked like they had almost a full round of the second-biggest needle before the biggest needle came to the mark. Half an hour? Something like that.

He’d been avoiding the window, but now he turned to it deliberately. The Earth was huge in the lower left-hand corner; he couldn’t make out anything but blue, with a few white clouds. There was something funny about the stars. There was Orion’s belt, sitting at an odd angle, and then the rest of it fell into place, Orion’s head and shoulders sticking out below the Earth. You couldn’t see it from that angle anywhere on the surface, at least not anywhere he’d been.

Todd came in, dressed in his own kathir suit. "Checking out the view?" he asked quietly.

"Why ain’t they bright?" Peters gestured at the window. "This here’s outer space, ain’t no air outside, right?"

"What are you getting at?"

"Hah." It was a snort. "Look, on the ground you gotta look through the air to see stars, right? Here there ain’t no air. They ought to be brighter’n they are from the deck of the ship."

"Hadn’t thought about it." Todd leaned forward, as if to inspect the stars more closely. "You’re right, though. Wonder why that is."

"You’re a big help, you are." Peters gestured at the bunk. "Have a seat. We still got a while to wait."

It wasn’t as long as he’d expected, maybe fifteen minutes before there was a tap on the door. "Mornin’, Dreelig," Peters said, and then wondered how he’d recognized him.

"Pleasant greetings, Peters. Would you like to eat?"

"Oh, shit, yes." He’d been concentrating on not thinking about it, but now that food was mentioned his belly growled.

"Good. Do you remember the way?"

"Yeah, we been there a few times, but you still better lead," said Peters. "This here’s a big place."

Dreelig nodded. "That is probably a good decision," he observed. "Pleasant greetings, Todd. Please come with me."

There were Grallt messing around in the bay, fussing over dlis, working with the machinery in the alcoves. None of them seemed to be doing anything about the mess. The bay doors were open, and Peters was a little confused until he realized that it wasn’t the same set as before. Those had been to the left as they went out into the bay, and now the ones to the right were open; the bow, he’d decided to call it until somebody explained different.

The elevator was as before. Peters worked the door handle, wincing a little at the squeak and clank. Todd pushed the proper button with a satisfied grin, and the thing groaned and shook and made noises, eventually opening on the blue-painted corridor.

The mess deck, or restaurant, was fuller this time, the same assortment of people except that a slightly larger proportion was in the skintight kathir suits rather than loose two-piece outfits. A waiter showed up and Dreelig gave him an order, indicating the sailors with a wave. The waiter nodded and grunted, wrote something on his pad, and took himself off.

"What do we get to eat today?" Todd asked. "The stuff yesterday wasn’t bad."

Dreelig shook himself and looked at Todd. "I should apologize," he said. "I have not been, ah, gracious today. There are several choices, but I have asked for eggs and flatcakes."

"What sort of eggs?"

"I don’t know what type of eggs it will be," Dreelig said. "We have eggs from, ah, is it Mechico? A bird they have there."

"You get food from Earth?" Peters asked.

"Of course." Dreelig waved at the room. "There are more than two to the twelfth people on this ship. All of them eat. We have to buy food at every stop. There isn’t enough storage space."

"Why Mexico? The United States produces food," Todd asked.

"Ssth. We haven’t been able to buy anything from the United States," said Dreelig.

Todd and Peters shared a look. "Nothing?" Peters asked. "I’d've thought we had lots of stuff you’d want."

"You do. Ssth. It is always like yesterday, when we came to pick you up," Dreelig replied, his face as always unreadable, his tone and body language disgusted. "Any time we land there are discussions. Ask to buy a loaf of bread or two eights of eggs, and there are discussions. Ask to buy a load of food, and there are big discussions. Finally we gave up. It is a planet, with many people on it, and not everybody on it has to discuss things always."

"What did our people want to discuss?" asked Todd.

"Ssth. They want a treaty." Dreelig leaned back in his chair. "We don’t do that, we are only a ship full of traders and–" He interrupted himself, looked at them, waved to indicate the room full of Grallt. "We want to buy some things, sell some things, learn something new, make a little money. Simple, but not in the United States."

"Did you try to go directly to the sellers?" Todd asked. "I’d think some people would just want to do the same thing, buy and sell, maybe trade a little."

"Of course. I think your management, ah, government you say isn’t it? Your government told them not to. When we tried that we got nothing for a while, then more discussions." Dreelig pushed back from the table to let the waiter approach. "Here is our food. Tell me if you think it is correct."

The eggs were eggs, sunny side up. With them came a brown jumble with green and white bits and crispy chips in it, some kind of chili or spicy meat. "Hey, great," said Todd, and Peters looked to see him with a forkful of brown paste and a grin. "Chilaquiles. They’ve been buying food in Mexico, all right. Avocados next, maybe?" Then he had to explain what an avocado was. Dreelig paid close attention.

"Flatcakes" were pancakes, very slightly burned; there was butter or something near to it, and syrup, clear with a bluish cast and extremely sweet. The waiter deposited all that, left, and came back with a carafe and cups, which he filled with hot brown liquid. Peters tasted it cautiously, then took a long sip. "Coffee!" he said with surprise. "Damn good, too. Dreelig, you may get some work out of me today after all."

"Kh kh kh." They were getting used to the Grallt laugh; it didn’t sound so much like choking any more. "We like coffee, it is probably our favorite Earth food, and it should be excellent trade goods. We are buying all of it we can store, from a place called Colomba, I think. To the south of Mexico." Dreelig talked to the waiter again, listened to the response. "Zeef says this is special coffee, for today only. It is called Blue Hills, or something similar. From Zhamaka, is that correct? An island. There is not very much of it, so we probably won’t get it again, because it is valuable for trading."

"Tell him it’s real good," said Peters. "Fixed right, too."

Dreelig relayed that, translated the response: "He says thank you for the compliment. He is glad that a human finds it prepared correctly."

Peters raised his left hand, nodded; the waiter responded in kind, with a sharper nod, and took himself off. "Jamaica, that’s the name," he said. "Where the coffee’s from."

"I believe you are correct," said Dreelig. "The second vowel is difficult for us, we don’t use that sound. Please eat. It will cool quickly, and we have much to do."

Peters finished everything but the chili, which he found a bit too spicy; Todd cleaned his plate. When they were done they got up and left, piling napkins on top of the plates, the sailors looking back, still not accustomed to just walking off without taking the dirties to the scullery.

"What now?" Todd asked.

"I am taking you to Znereda, the language instructor," Dreelig said.

"Language lessons," Peters drawled disgustedly. When Dreelig started to say something he waved it off. "Yeah, I know, we gotta be able to order lunch," he said. "I just ain’t lookin’ forward to it, y’know? Languages ain’t my thing."

"It should not be difficult," Dreelig said. "The language is very simple."

Peters snorted. "It better be. There’s places in the United States I need an interpreter." Todd’s laugh earned a scowl.

The language teacher had his establishment farther forward than they had yet been, off a pale-pink corridor two decks up from the dining hall. The deck wasn’t so much carpeted as padded, with something dark maroon that was soft underfoot and deadened sound. Dreelig gave them the salute and nod. "Znereda is waiting, and I will leave you now. Dee will meet you at the dining hall at the next meal."

Peters returned the salute gravely. "We’ll be there," he said, and watched as the Grallt turned on his heel and shambled off.

At that point the door opened and a voice said, "Good morning, gentlemen. Won’t you come in?"

The speaker was the first old Grallt they’d seen, if white hair and lined face was any indication. He was short and slight, dressed in the loose jumper and trousers combination, white above and dark blue below. He regarded them with head cocked to the side and bright eyes half closed, like a lurking tomcat.

"Good morning," Peters said. "Are you Znereda?"

"Oh, yes," said the Grallt. "And you must be Mr. Peters and Mr. Todd. Come in, come in, I’ve been waiting for you." He backed away from the door and waved them through into a room with more of the maroon padding on the floor. Comfortable chairs faced a desk and a blank wall, painted dark green, with scrawls across it. Graffiti? Here? Peters thought, before he realized that here was a genuine antique. He’d had chalkboards in the country school he’d gone to as a kid, but hadn’t seen one since.

"Not ‘mister,’ Todd corrected. "Just ‘Peters’ and ‘Todd’. Only officers are ‘mister,’ and that’s only until they make commander."

Znereda chuckled, human style instead of Grallt choking; it sounded artificial. "We’ll discuss that at another time," he declared. "Today I’m the teacher, and you are students." He gestured at the chairs. "If you’ll please sit down, we’ll begin."

By the time Znereda let them go it was almost time for the second meal, and they knew that that was the beginning of the second ande. They knew that there were six ande per llor or watch cycle, eight utle per ande, sixty-four tle per utle, and sixty-four antle per tle. They could count to "ten"–actually eight–in the Grallt numbering system, and say the number-names to a "hundred," actually sixty-four. They knew the names of a few common foods, and how to say "yes," "no," "please," and "thank you." They were also exhausted from the mental effort.

Dee wasn’t in the mess hall when they got there. Peters looked at the watch; it was still half an utle before the second ande, and people would be drifting in over the next half hour–utle!–or so. The waiter came up; they struggled through the food names they thought they knew, and earned a deeper nod than before when they got it out comprehensibly. What they got was what they’d expected, which was quite a little triumph when they thought about it, and they fell to.

When Dee came in a little while later they were almost finished. "I see you have learned a little of the Trade language," she commented. "That will be a great relief for me."

"Gettin’ tired of dealin’ with sailors already, are you?" Peters asked.

"No, not at all." She moved her lips in her "wrinkled nose" gesture, a sort of three-cornered pout, the points where her facial cleft met her mouth protruding more than her lower lip. "It is just that I am not anticipating the next ande with pleasure."

"Why’s that?" Peters asked. He noted that Todd had looked away, and realized with a start that he felt no aversion. Sometime in the past few hours Dee had changed from "funny looking creature" to "person, a little odd" verging on "pretty girl, but different." Her eyes were light brown with a distinct pinkish cast.

She made the expression again. "Cleaning," she said. "The quarters the officers will be using must be cleaned and stocked. It will not be pleasurable work, I think."

Peters decided the expression meant "distaste." "Well, I reckon it won’t get no better for waitin’," he commented. "You eat already?"

"Yes, I ate with friends before I came here." She stood and breathed out, a humanlike sigh. "And you are correct, of course. Shall we go?"

She led them back to the entry to the officers’ quarters, where they met three more Grallt, all male. Dee gave the newcomers a short pep talk, with gestures at the two sailors, and they turned to, beginning on the third level and separating into a division of labor. Two of the Grallt went ahead, dusting, while the third cleaned the fixtures in the heads, and Peters and Todd followed behind, Peters with a broom and Todd with a swab. Dee vanished, and the three Grallt spoke no English, so they communicated by handwaving.

It was a lot of space, and was going to take a while, even with the lick-and-promise approach the Grallt seemed happy with. "No white gloves here," Todd remarked somewhere on the second level. Peters just grunted and shoved dirt around. About the time they were finishing up the second level Dee reappeared, which the other Grallt took as a signal to down tools and vanish, and the sailors followed suit with relief.

"More next ande, I reckon," Peters said as he stowed his broom in a closet on the second level, between the kitchen and the heads.

"Yes, none of these areas have been used in a long time, and they are very dirty," Dee told them. "We should finish this part by the end of the llor. After that, we will clean the area where you are."

"Oh, no," said Peters, an admonition rather than a groan. "We ain’t cleanin’ no enlisted quarters. That’s what seamen are for."

"I don’t understand," Dee admitted. "Should the quarters not be clean?"

"Yeah, sure, but not by us," Peters told her. "When the detachment gets aboard everybody’ll clean his own quarters, then turn to and get the rest of the space shipshape. You’ll see. Officers gonna have to clean their own space? Durin’ the trip, I mean?"

"No, of course not," Dee told him. "The three who helped you will be assigned to that area. They will clean, and make the beds, and so on."

"Stewards," Todd said with a grin. "All the comforts of home. The jaygees and ensigns’ll be pleased as Hell."

"Not if they don’t do better’n they did this time," Peters warned. "Enlisted can clean their own space, but we better go over this place again, and this time, you stick around, Dee. What we did ain’t good enough, and I need to be able to explain that to them yahoos."

"If you say it is necessary, then that is what we will do," Dee said resignedly.

"What next?" Todd wanted to know.

"Next is another meal," Dee told them. "Would you like to clean up before eating?"

"Oh, hell, yes," said Peters. "You can probably smell me ten meters off."

"Not quite that far," Dee said, suddenly looking very, very alien. He missed being able to read her facial expression; was that an impish joke or not? Her tone said it was. "How long do you need to clean yourselves?"

"Fifteen, maybe twenty minutes," Peters told her.

She looked at her watch. "A little less than one utle. I will meet you at the, ah, mess hall you say? At the mess hall when you have finished. Can you find your way?"

"Not a problem," said Todd, and Peters nodded.

"Good. You might bring a sack," she suggested.

"A sack? What for?" Peters asked suspiciously.

She mimed pulling something over her head. "Several of my friends have been asking about you," she said. "You might need a sack." And with that she took herself off.

"Well, now we know what a grin looks like on a Grallt," Todd observed when she was out of earshot.

"Yeah. Funny lady. Come on, me for a shower."

* * *

When they arrived at the mess deck, bathed, shaved, and combed, Dee was sitting at a table near the entrance arch, already tucked in to her meal. She waved them over. "No sacks," she observed.

Todd and Peters exchanged looks. "It’s a little early for us," Todd explained.

"If that is what you choose. What would you like to eat?" Now they were sure what amusement looked like on a Grallt.

The waiter was hovering. "We still don’t know what’s good," Peters reminded her. "You’ll have to choose for us."

She gabbled at the waiter, gesturing at the two sailors, then addressed herself to her food, not speaking. Peters and Todd sat quietly, looking around. Several of the Grallt returned their looks, and one or two nodded heads in greeting. Silence continued after they got their food, Dee toying with the remnants on her plate and the two sailors eating steadily.

Finally the last blue leaf was gone. "Back to work, I guess," Peters said resignedly.

It was a long five hours. The workers were incredulous and resentful at the level of cleanliness the sailors insisted on. Dusting the top edges of hatch coamings seemed ridiculous to them, clearing out the grime under the sinks had them gabbling at one another at top speed, and they didn’t at all enjoy dustbunny hunts under the bunks. Finally they seemed to grudgingly accept the requirements, and among them they got one floor of sleeping area pretty well squared away.

One of the workers asked Dee something, sounding aggrieved. Dee gabbled in Grallt, then translated, "Peer asks, will this be the same all the time? He wants to know if they will need to keep it this clean constantly."

"This here’s just barely acceptable," Peters told her bluntly. "Stewards’d be on report if they let it get like this back home." When Dee translated that, the worker–Peer?–hunched his narrow shoulders and said something plaintive, and Peters shook his head in disgust. He was starting to hear words in the language they used, even when he didn’t know what they meant, and he didn’t need Dee’s translation to know Peer thought they didn’t have a big enough crew. If they were all this sloppy, he was undoubtedly right.

"That is all we can do for now," Dee said firmly. "It is almost the end of the ande, and we are all tired. We will meet here again after the meal and continue."

* * *

"This is what apprentices are for," Todd grumbled as he piloted a swab down the passageway.

"Yeah. I been an apprentice," said Peters. He was pushing and flicking a dust mop with the sure hand of long practice. "If that po-face Bolton was to see this place lookin’ like it did, I might get the chance to be doin’ that again. Do good, boy."

Todd scowled. "You’re right, dammit. I don’t have to like it, though."

Dee had made herself scarce again, so they got by with handwaving, grunts, and the few words they knew. The Grallt did well enough, if grudgingly, and it was amazing how far "please" and "thank you" went. They all had simple names, Zif and Peer and Dree, Don (no shit), Yod (Peters figured out it was really Llod after he’d heard it once or twice) and Se’er, and one individual, harder-working and more cooperative than the others, who rejoiced in the moniker of Pis. "Shit," said Peters when he heard that, and Pis pointed solemnly at another who hadn’t been introduced yet. Peters didn’t respond except to wince.

The place was starting to shape up, at least as regarded general cleanliness in the living quarters, but the decks were a problem. Peters wasn’t ready to try to get "wax," "stripper," and "buffer" across in dumbshow. It was hard enough to manage "no, goddammit, you have to get rid of the dirt, not just move it around," although that got easier with enough repetitions. On the other hand, "Down tools and go home" was understood immediately when he called it, an utle or so before the end of the watch.

Dee met them at the hatch. "Did it go well?"

"Well enough," Peters said, "but I’m beat."

"Yeah," said Todd. "Peters, you want to tell me the time?"

Peters fumbled the handheld out and pressed buttons. "0110 on a fine Wednesday morning."

Todd winced. "Ouch. Dee, I’m not sure we’ll be able to keep this up. Your day is lots longer than we’re used to."

"That may be true," Dee agreed calmly. "Perhaps you will adjust. If not, we can modify the watch schedule."

"Right." Peters sighed. "Me for a shower and hit the mess hall again. I wouldn’t even eat if it wouldn’t be ten hours ’til we’ll get back, but we gotta, right, Todd?"

"Yeah." Todd sighed heavily. "Except I’d rather let ‘em smell me in the mess hall and shower afterwards. If I get within falling distance of my bunk, that’ll probably be the end of my day, food or no food."

"I feel the same way," said Peters. He rubbed his face, "liberty beard" rasping. "Dee, do we stink too bad to go to chow?"

"Stink? Ah, intense smell, yes?" Dee furrowed her eyebrows together in the middle. "You asked about that before. Your scent is strong, but not terribly unpleasant. There will be no trouble at the eating place."

"Good," said Peters. "That’s the way we’ll do it. Lead on."

They were too tired to pay attention to what they were eating, just stuffed it down. Back in his room, Peters stripped off the kathir suit and slung it carelessly on the other bunk. Todd beat him to the shower, taking what seemed like an inordinate amount of time but was probably only a few minutes. When his turn finally came he tried hot water, settled on something just a little too cold for comfort, and sluiced himself off as quickly as he could manage. That done, he looked in on Todd, who was lying across his bunk, snoring, wearing nothing but skivvies. He did a little better, managing to pull the bedclothes back and crawl in before unconsciousness hit.

Sometime during the "night" the light from the window woke him up. Earth nearly filled the window, a full moon grown hugely gross. He had no way of knowing, but the thin edge of dark at the lower right was the east coast of North America, and it was 0500 in Jacksonville; he’d waked at the time he’d been getting up for nearly ten years. Rubbing his eyes, he gaped for a few moments, then rolled over and went back to sleep.

  





Chapter Five

Peters woke the next time Earth filled the window, and this time it wasn’t so easy for him to get back to sleep. Regardless of how long and effortful the previous day had been, he was too young and full of habit to stay down for more than nine hours or so. Noises from the head said that Todd had reacted the same way. Still a little bleary, but fully awake, he collected clean skivvies and began his ablutions.

The first thing was a shower. He needed a shower.

That done, he scowled at the kathir suit, lying in a sloppy mess on the unused bunk. How the Hell did you clean the thing? He’d sweated like a pig in it; no doubt it smelled like a laundry bag of dirty skivvies. A Marine’s skivvies, after a twenty-mile run.

But it didn’t. The inside had a faint scent, but it wasn’t unwashed sailor, more the sharp not-quite-odor of ozone. Magic.

Doubts remained, so he turned it inside out, fumbled with taps until he got a thin spray of hot water, and sluiced it off thoroughly. By the time he got it back into his room it was completely dry and smelled the same as before. He snorted and began crawling into it.

The watch was lying on the study table, where he’d tossed it before going to bed. He strapped it on his arm and studied the dial. A little less than an utle before the first llor. Time for chow and begin the day, but where was Dreelig?

The Hell with it; Peters was hungry and knew the way. He rapped on Todd’s door and grunted when the other joined him; they didn’t speak as they went down the stairs and across the docking bay. Todd was wearing his white hat. Peters didn’t know how that would work out with the kathir suit, so he’d left his behind, but forebore to say anything about it.

Dreelig was sitting at a table near the middle of the messroom. "Pleasant greetings," he said as they took chairs, and rattled in Grallt at the waiter. The man flipped his pad shut and took himself off, and Dreelig leaned back in his chair.

"Pleasant greetings," Peters agreed, looking around. It was the first time he’d been relaxed enough to inspect his surroundings.

Two of the walls were plain, the aft one broken by big swinging doors with waiters bustling through them; the other two, port and starboard, had vertical pilasters at about three-meter intervals. Between the pilasters were splashes of color, art of some kind: pictures of Grallt, depictions of other creatures–no doubt he’d find out later if they were people or not–and what must be landscapes, although if that was true the Grallt probably thought the monotone green of Earth was really boring.

One large picture was obviously a painting rather than a photograph or captured image, done in a blocky style, with simple shapes, bright colors, and odd perspectives. The central character, depicted in bolder tones, had a thing slung over one shoulder that looked like one of the shiny ovoids wise sailors give a wide berth when they’re sitting on a bomb cart. It took several seconds for Peters to figure out what was odd about it.

The figure had a nose.

A waiter bustled up and was setting out dishes before he could say anything, and Peters shook his head and addressed himself to his plate. "This is good," he said at one point. "What is it?" Dreelig replied with something that sounded like slobbering, and they got through the meal trading inconsequentialities.

"What’s on the agenda for the rest of the day, Dreelig?" Peters asked.

"Ssth. Please do not say ‘agenda’ to me, Peters. It reminds me of Secretary Averill."

"Dee said something like that," Todd mentioned. "I believe her phrase was ‘up to the ears with diplomats.’"

"That is a good way to put it." Dreelig sat back in his chair, visibly forcing himself to relax. "For two zul I have been dealing with your people, and have only recently begun to understand your cultural assumptions." He took a deep breath and expelled it through pursed lips, a low hissing whistle. "But none of that is your concern. After this meal we will go to the practice place for further instruction in suit operation. Will that be satisfactory?"

Peters shrugged. "If we don’t feel like goin’ along, we’ll say so real polite like. We’re new here, if you remember."

"Yeah," Todd agreed. "And don’t worry about not getting along with Secretary Averill and the rest of his group. We don’t do very well at it either." He grinned and looked at Peters, who nodded and smiled slightly. "We have a word for them," Todd continued. "We say ‘suits’ because of the clothes they wear, but it really means an attitude."

"But suit–" Dreelig made it sound more like zoot "–just means a complete set of clothing, yes? Like the kathir suit."

"Yeah, but if you just say ‘suit’ it means a certain kind of clothing," said Todd.

"You seen the type," Peters put in. "Trousers and a coat, all the same color, usually somethin’ dark and dull. White shirt under the coat, with a tie." He pantomimed pulling a necktie tight.

"And the shoes are usually shiny," Todd added.

Dreelig nodded. "Yes, like the clothes your officers wear, but without all the bright decorations. I had not realized it had a particular name, or that it was a status badge."

"Oh, yeah," said Peters sardonically. "People who dress like that are special. If you don’t believe it, just ask ‘em." He snorted. "Most of ‘em couldn’t set up a dog fight with only two dogs, but they’re in charge, an’ the rest of us get to gofer."

Dreelig nodded. "Status identification." He leaned back and stared at the overhead for a moment, arms folded. "Perhaps I should get myself a suit," he suggested.

"Nah, too late," said Todd.

"Yeah, you blew it," Peters agreed. "Once they think they got you figured out, you can’t change their minds with anything that don’t do permanent damage."

"Ssth." Dreelig paused in thought. "We know how to deal with status societies, we do it often. But your society seemed remarkably free of such wasteful nonsense. Everyone we spoke to seemed very, ah, informal."

"Suits are informal among themselves," Todd pointed out. "It’s a small group–"

"But if you aren’t part of the group, formality applies," Dreelig finished for him. "Ssth. We know how to do this. How did we miss it?"

"You spent too much time listenin’ to the words," said Peters. "My Granpap explained it to me. Used to be, maybe seventy-five or a hundred years ago, the words meant something. They still use the words, but they don’t mean nothin’–"

"Outside the group," Dreelig completed the thought again. "Yes, that is clear. Ssth." When Todd started to speak he waved him down, then leaned back in his chair. "Would you be willing to make suggestions?" he asked.

"I don’t understand the question," Todd said.

"These are your people," Dreelig pointed out. "If we learn to deal with them effectively, it may work to their disadvantage."

Peters snorted. "Our people, Hell. They been pushin’ us away from the food dish for half a century, maybe longer," he said with some heat. "I still got folks back in West Virginia livin’ on huntin’ and home gardens, with spells in jail for shootin’ some critter they’re cherce of. You got a way to cut ‘em down a peg, you let us know. We’ll help if you need it."

"I need to discuss this with the others," Dreelig said. "For now, you need practice with the kathir suits."

The practice room was as before. "Would you mind if we hurried through this?" Dreelig asked. "I need to talk to the other people in my section."

"Sure," said Todd. "What should we do? Just play around with the air and gravity?"

"No, you need to learn the belt controls." Dreelig pulled his belt off and held the buckle up for them to look at.

The gaudy design on the buckle was controls for the suit functions. One pair of squares increased or decreased the pressure in the "bubble" around the head; the increase one got easier to push as the air supply ran down. "When the square has almost no resistance, the air supply is very low," Dreelig said earnestly. "You should get inside as soon as possible."

"What about refillin’ it?" asked Peters.

"That is automatic, as soon as you get back into air. You can check the status by pressing the control."

Round spots forming a diamond-shape in the center were the thruster controls: up, down, left, right. Up and down together were forward; the center button usually converted sideways push into rotation, so center plus top was lean back, for instance, but up, center, and bottom together meant "back". "You will need to turn the gravity off before these are effective," Dreelig told them. "They are weak, but enough to move around."

"How long do they last?" Peters wanted to know.

Dreelig looked at him. "I have never thought to ask," he said finally. "I never heard of one running out or stopping." Peters and Todd shared a look. "Practice with what you know now, and I will see you after the next meal," the Grallt said, and took himself off in obvious haste. They were getting used to Grallt facial expressions, and thought he looked worried.

"Never runs out of gas, eh?" said Peters when he was out of sight. "Brother Todd, this ain’t Navy issue."

"It’s not exactly standard around here, either," said Todd.

"What do you mean? I seen lots of people wearin’ these."

"Yeah." Todd held his buckle up next to the gravity control. "Notice any difference?"

Just as a design, the buckle could have been made in Japan or Boston: simple and sophisticated, even elegant. The gravity control was more of a piece with the rest of the ship: a metal panel half a meter square, painted speckle gray, with shiny screws at the corners. The wheel in the middle was a chunk of cast metal, plated or polished. "Looks like somethin’ out of a monster movie," Peters said. "A real old monster movie, last century."

Todd shook his head. "It looks," he said with emphasis, "like something made by the people who built the doors to the ops bay. Whereas this–" he held up the buckle again.

"So what? It don’t matter where it came from so long as it works," Peters pointed out.

"Yeah, I guess you’re right." Todd shrugged. "You want to let the air out, or shall I?"

"Reckon we need to? Be hard to talk."

Todd shrugged again. "That’s what the suits are really for. Might as well keep it realistic."

Having control over their movements made a big difference. As long as the gravity was off, they could glide freely around the room under near-perfect control. Pressing the thruster buttons harder made them push harder, not that they were any great shakes at maximum; pushing off the walls was faster. They were almost fully acclimated to zero gravity, and hadn’t thought about the lack of air in a long time.

They were making full circuits around the room at an angle, bouncing off all six walls in the process, when Peters thought to check the time. He pulled back his gauntlet to look at the watch; his wrist immediately began to swell and redden, accompanied by a tingling sensation, and he hurriedly restored the gauntlet before catching Todd and bringing their heads together. "Time to go. It’s already after second ande, mealtime’s almost over."

Todd nodded, and Peters grabbed the door handle and gave it a yank. It didn’t budge, and Todd’s hand on his shoulder kept him from trying it again.

"Hang on," Todd said. "Let me go shut the windows, and you try again when the air comes back."

"Shit, I didn’t think," said Peters sheepishly. "Now we’re even, Todd. You go shut the windows, and I won’t say anythin’ else about the window in our quarters, all right?"

"Deal."

* * *

The crowd in the messroom had thinned out considerably; they had no trouble finding a table near a wall. They again managed to order food and drink, though not quite as successfully as before. Each of them got a patty of vegetable paste, fried crisp, which they’d never seen before. Peters liked it, Todd didn’t care for it much.

Dreelig didn’t show up until they were done eating and idling over coffee. The place was almost empty, and the waiters were lounging about, clearly wishing them gone. "Pleasant greetings," the Grallt said. "I came as soon as I could. We have been arguing."

Peters shrugged. "You set the hours. What do you have on the agenda? Sorry, I mean the program."

"The plans have been modified." The sideways twist in Dreelig’s mouth would have meant disgust in a human. "Your information has made changes necessary," the Grallt went on. "That is why you are here, but changing all the plans is disruptive even so."

"Yeah," Peters drawled.

"We will want you to listen to our plans and criticize, but we are not ready for that. The practice room is in use, and Znereda is busy." Dreelig drew his eyebrows together. "Perhaps it would be best if we found the, ah, stewards, and continued cleaning your officers’ quarters." When the sailors didn’t say anything, the Grallt let out a very human sigh. "It is not a pleasant task, but it must be done. Come along, then."

They collected the crew of stewards from a section of the ship the sailors hadn’t visited before, two decks up and aft from the messroom. The workers weren’t any more enthusiastic than the sailors were, but they all slouched across the docking bay in a loose straggle, Dreelig in the lead and the humans coming last as usual. Once they’d gotten their tools and divided up into crews Dreelig excused himself, pleading "making plans", and the sailors continued as before. Peters found that he was hearing more and more of the language, and began to wish for another session with Znereda.

Dreelig didn’t come back, and Peters declared "down tools" well before the end of the ande. Most of what they could do with rags, brooms, and swabs was done, so they’d used the time to polish brightwork. The work was useful, even necessary, but they needed to tackle the decks, and for that they needed serious tools–a buffer was high on his wish list, maybe two of them–and materials: stripper, wax, maybe paint.

Dreelig was in the mess room, sitting at a table near the entrance with another Grallt. "Pleasant greetings," he said. "I introduce you to Donollo. What do you think of his costume?"

Donollo–the double-"l" was the almost-y they were getting used to–was older, or at least grizzled. He was wearing a dark gray tunic, collarless but open over a turtleneck of soft fabric with an iridescent luster, and a pair of trousers the same color but with a slightly duller finish. On the roll of the turtleneck, just below his left ear, he had an amber jewel that flashed in the light. "Looks distinguished," Peters said. "This your boss?"

"Kh Kh." Dreelig translated that for Donollo, who joined in the staccato Grallt laugh. "Donollo is retired. We explained the problem, and offered him a fee, and now he will help us. Your reaction is just what we hoped."

"What did you have in mind?" asked Peters.

"I am a failure," Dreelig said dully, and hunched over, face down. "My superior must now accompany me, so that I get it right in future."

Donollo said something in Grallt; it sounded harsh and admonitory. Dreelig responded, also in Grallt, but in a soft monotone, to which Donollo responded by folding his arms and pronouncing a single syllable, accompanied by a sharp nod.

"The Senior suggests that we discuss provisioning, and defer more significant matters to a later time, when he is better informed," said Dreelig in deferential tones. "What is your thinking on this?"

Peters grinned. "Yeah, Mr. Ambassador, tell the Senior we can do that."

Dreelig translated; Donollo pronounced a short phrase and gave a quick flap of one hand, then settled back in his chair as if bored. "This is correct procedure then?" Dreelig asked, tone still deferential.

"If it ain’t perfect, it’s damn-sure close," Peters told him. "Who thought of the topaz stickpin? It’s great."

"It is good you approve," said Dreelig, returning to his normal manner as Donollo sat up attentively. "Donollo suggested the jewel. I had noticed that your people often wore jewelry, not prominently but small attractive pieces. He thought it might serve the purpose."

"It’s just right," Todd said. "No suit is really complete without a watch or something, sometimes a ring. This is different, but the same style."

"You know how to walk?" Peters asked.

"Oh, yes." Dreelig settled back. "Donollo goes ahead, with head up, looking straight ahead but glancing aside from time to time. I follow half a step behind, head down, carrying a small case. Very easy."

"There’s something else you could add," Todd suggested, his tone a little sly. "The finishing touch, so to speak. Is Dee busy just now?"

"Dee has many duties. But it is important that we finish up here." Dreelig shrugged. "The ship people do not like sitting in orbit with little or nothing to do. If Dee can help speed the process, she will help."

"What’re you drivin’ at?" Peters inquired.

"You ever see a big shot without a secretary?" Todd waved his hand to indicate Donollo. "Cute little mamacita hovering at his elbow, bringing coffee for the Great Man and taking notes with a gold pen?"

"He’s right," Peters approved with a nod. "The finishin’ touch." He stared at Donollo, furrowing his forehead in thought. "Dress her up in a junior-grade version of what he’s wearin’, and add more jewelry. Gold chain around the neck an’ a bracelet with little dangles, hey, Todd?"

"Yeah. No shirt, though, show some skin." Todd made a gesture across his chest. "Give her a shoulder bag and a note pad. Oh, and a supply of, Hell, I don’t know, mints or something."

"I still don’t understand," Dreelig said, giving an impression of wariness. "What would Dee’s duties be?"

"From your point of view she ain’t got duties," Peters said. "It’s all gonna be dumbshow. She walks on the other side of Donollo, keepin’ level with him, and never says nothin’ to nobody but him, right, Todd?"

Todd nodded. "That’s right. She’s always there, right by his elbow. From time to time he says something and she writes it down. You say something to him, mostly he just answers, but once in a while he asks her and she flips through the notebook and reads something back."

Donollo asked something, and Dreelig replied, first absently, then at length. The elder laughed the Grallt chuckle, heavy on the percussion, and made a little speech, clearly the old head explaining to the newbie. Finally Dreelig laughed, a single explosive bark, and pounded the table with the flat of his hand. "Why did we not think of this before?" he asked in English. "We could have left a zul ago."

Peters shrugged. "Like I said before, you been listenin’ to the words and not watchin’ the dance. Listen up to the Chief, there. Looks like he knows what he’s doin’."

"Yes, Donollo has many years of experience. Sometimes we forget how valuable that can be," Dreelig said ruefully. "If I understand you, and him, correctly, Dee would almost be like a piece of jewelry herself."

"Not almost," Todd corrected. "Exactly like. Real big shots don’t wear much actual jewelry, it isn’t, ah, I dunno –"

"Elegant," Peters put in. "It ain’t elegant. That pin’s just right, expensive-lookin’ but not too gaudy, but he’s gotta have some way of showin’ off what he’s got–"

"–and so Dee wears it for him, besides being an ornament herself," Dreelig finished. "Status display." He shook his head. "Todd, you said that Dee should carry some small foods, I think. What are those for?"

Todd shrugged. "I dunno. Medicine, maybe." He grinned. "That’s it. He’s an old guy, and he needs to take pills. Once in a while she looks at her watch, then pulls something out of her bag and gives it to him." He pantomimed handing something to Peters. "Donollo grumbles a bit but takes it and eats it. Then he says something to her, real gentle and polite like."

"And never explain," said Peters. "If they ask, you change the subject."

Donollo laughed at that and made a short comment. "More power display," Dreelig translated. "A small mystery, and a little action to distract them. You are acute observers."

Peters shrugged. "We been around, is all."

"Yes." Dreelig pulled his eyebrows together, glancing at Donollo, then at his watch. "It too late to go Down, so we must wait until the beginning of the next day. This is good, because we need to practice our act. Dee’s schedule is awkward, but she can change if necessary."

"Speakin’ of schedules, what’ve you got arranged for us?" Peters asked. "We don’t need to be sittin’ around."

Dreelig frowned again. "We can check with Znereda. Perhaps he has time to give you another language lesson. After that…" he paused, making a nervous gesture with his fingers on the table. "You have kathir suits now. Perhaps you would like to explore around the ship, yes?"

The two sailors shared a look. "I guess so," Peters agreed cautiously.

"Good." Dreelig gestured. "Shall we go to see Znereda?"

Peters shrugged. "Sure. Lead on."

At the door of the mess room Donollo nodded and gave them the left-handed Grallt salute. "Hear later," he said, then exchanged a few words with Dreelig and corrected it to, "See you later, ke?"

"Yeah, see you later, Donollo," Peters said, returning the salute. The other inclined his head and left, and the two sailors accompanied Dreelig down the corridor toward the language teacher’s office.

"You have plenty of nouns," Znereda began the lesson. "It is time for you to learn verbs." Todd was pleased to learn that Grallt was less complex than Spanish, and didn’t have much in the way of rules of agreement for nouns, verbs, and modifiers. There were irregular verbs, but they fit the nouns in fairly simple patterns, and there were no male/female distinctions.

Talking about male and female led to a surprise. "Dee’s male, and you’re female?" Peters asked incredulously. "You could’a fooled me. You did, in fact."

Znereda chuckled, Grallt style. "Actually, it isn’t that simple," he said to their stares. "If you saw us unclothed you would be very confused."

"Wait a minute," Todd demanded. "How do you know all this?"

"It’s part of my job," Znereda told them with lifted eyebrows. "Sex interaction is very important to language. I’ve studied materials brought back from your planet, including popular magazines with pictures, and a medical text."

"I bet I know what kind of magazines," Peters said with a chuckle.

"You’re probably correct. I believe they are not thought very cultured. We have similar ones, and they are not respected. The ones I received offer a great deal of information to a person like myself."

"I’ll bet," said Todd darkly; Peters waved him to silence, and Znereda went on to explain. Grallt of Znereda’s sex were biologically female, in that they produced ova; Dee’s sex produced sperm. "Males" had an ovipositor, similar in structure and function to a penis, but nothing resembling testicles. A "Male" deposited an egg in the body of a "female," where it was fertilized and grew to maturity. Grallt sperm, like the human version, needed to be kept cooler than body temperature, so "females" had testicles similar to a human male’s, but their sex organs were otherwise similar to those of human females, including provisions for suckling. Znereda produced a magazine that could have been sold in a Jacksonville stop-and-rob, behind a screen to keep the kiddies curious, to illustrate.

The teacher waved them out, still confused, a few tle before the fourth ande, and they headed for the mess hall, where they regarded the other diners with new interest. One "female" had patterned "her" kathir suit to emphasize "her" frontal development, which was considerable. "She" undulated by, eyeing them sidelong, and Todd sighed. "It’s too much for me," he confessed. "I’m just gonna think of them as men and women, like back home."

"What’re you gonna do if a lady asks you out?" Peters asked slyly.

"I don’t know the answer to that yet," Todd confessed. "I guess I’ll burn that bridge if I get to it, you know?"

"Yeah, I reckon I’ll reserve judgement myself," Peters said. "Not that it’s likely to come up ’til we know more of the language. Dee ain’t interested, an’ who else could we ask?"

  





Chapter Six

"Tell you what, let’s do poke around a little," Todd suggested. "I’d like to get a look at what’s below the main deck."

"Sounds like a plan to me."

They rode the elevator down to the docking bay and walked forward, as Peters had decided to call it, to the big door midships. Set in it was a smaller, people-sized hatch; through that was a thwartships passage, easily wide enough to accommodate a dli or a Navy fighter, going all the way across to another big door that presumably led to the other docking bay. The passage was as long as the bay was wide, maybe longer.

"So the midships section’s the same width as the docking bay," Todd noted. "Fifty meters wide, eighty high, and seven hundred long. That’s a lot of fucking space, even with the hangars taken out of it."

"Well, Dee said most folks lived here," Peters pointed out. "An’ it makes sense structurewise, I guess."

Fore and aft off the passage were enormous empty spaces that were probably meant as hangars, grimy, dusty, and full of the same collection of crap that littered the ops bay. All of the hangar doors were open except the forwardmost one, and all but every eighth overhead lamp was either off or burned out. In the aftmost hangar they could see three dli and a scattering of junk. The midships spaces were empty, but when they hiked forward and found a mandoor leading to the forward hangar they discovered a single ungainly object.

"Reminds me of a truck," Peters commented.

"Or maybe a garbage compactor," Todd suggested.

Peters was taller; by jumping up he was able to glimpse a pair of chairs and a set of controls. He reported this to Todd, summing up with, "Freight hauler. Has to be."

"Yeah." Todd scowled. "They’ve been hauling food up, and God knows what all else. The dli didn’t seem like enough for all of that."

"You’ve heard tell of somethin’ flyin’ like a brick?" Peters asked in amusement. "Well, there’s the brick they were talkin’ about. Except I bet it flies good enough to get the job done."

The hangars were flanked by six tiers of balconies with welded-pipe rails. Doors led to rooms of varying sizes. "Shops," Todd diagnosed. If so, they weren’t needed much. Even the ones in the dli hangar were empty, except for one that had a couple of sleeping pads and some small cabinets in it. All they visited, including the one with the sleeping pads, were coated in a thin film of dust. By the time they’d worked their way back aft, so were they. They paused to brush off; dust didn’t stick to the kathir suit worth a damn.

"You seen anything that looks like a ladder leadin’ down?" Peters asked, running his hand over a hatch coaming.

"Nope, all the ladders I’ve seen lead up. Not many of those, either. Whoever built this thing wanted the sections kept separate."

"Yeah." Peters eyed the other sidelong. "You said ‘whoever.’ You sayin’ our good friends here didn’t?"

"Shit," Todd dismissed. "Can’t you just see Dreelig running a welder? We don’t know them all, but if the ones we know are any sample, hand ‘em a screwdriver and they’d cut themselves. How does it work? ‘I have never troubled myself to ask.’" He slapped the wall, getting back a dull thud. "No, they bought this thing."

"Wha’d'ya reckon, surplus aircraft carrier?"

"You got it. This ship–" he slapped the bulkhead again, "–and the dli were built by somebody about like us, give or take. The folks at Newport News, or Ingalls down in Mississippi, could have put this ship together, and likely done a better job."

"Yeah, and the ones as built the dli was better, for all of me. It don’t look too different from the birds our guys fly around back home."

"Right, but it’s a different style, you know? Our guys could have built the dli, sure–"

"If they had whatever makes it go," Peters pointed out.

"Yeah, I’m coming to that. Our guys could have built it, but it’d look different, you see? It’d probably work just as well, but a different style."

"I see what you’re driving at," Peters admitted. "Little details."

"Sure." Todd was pacing up and down. "Must be hundreds of ways to do some things. You figure out a way that works, no point in changing unless it doesn’t work any more, right? So after that, everything you build has these little details in common. Somebody else finds a different way, that works too, so they don’t change either, and you look at one, and then the other, and you see the little differences."

"Phillips head screws."

Todd grinned. "Did you notice that their version only has three points?"

"Yeah." Peters looked at the other sailor with respect. "So you reckon there’s two different groups here."

"Three. No, four." Todd furrowed his eyebrows. "The Grallt didn’t build the ship, and they didn’t build the dli. So there’s the Grallt, and whoever built the ship, and whoever built the dli, that’s three. Then there’s whoever built this." He slapped himself on the chest again.

"Now wait a minute," Peters objected. "The Grallt made the suits. We seen ‘em do it, well almost."

"No." Todd was emphatic. "The machine made the suits. All the Grallt did was run the machine. Same as they run the dli, same as they run the ship."

"Which ain’t all that great, by all appearances."

"No, it isn’t. But you don’t really need to know how something works, as long as it does work and you know how to run it, right? If these jerks can learn to work it all, what about us?"

"Sure. We been doin’ that already," Peters pointed out. "What’s it gonna get us?"

"Look, there’s gonna be officers up here later, right? They’ll all have better educations than us, and they’re gonna be keeping their eyes peeled." Todd was pacing again. "All I’m saying is, we’ve got just as good a chance of learning all this new stuff as they do. And I’ll be damned if I’m just going to stand around and let ‘em take it back to DC and sit on it, you hear? First thing you know they’ll be running all over in spaceships, for God’s sake, while your grandpa freezes to death in West fucking Virginia, and my cousins get ate up by fire ants on their way to the fucking outhouse, you know?"

"Yeah, I know. Calm down, boy."

Todd sighed and deflated. "Yeah. But it frosts my ass… like you told Dreelig, those bastards have been pushing us away from the supper dish for fifty years or better. Now here’s a chance we could help folks eat regular, if nothing else, and damn if it doesn’t look like the fucking suits are going to hog it all again."

"Well, I don’t know what the two of us are gonna be able to do about it," Peters observed. "But you’re right, we gotta try."

"All right, let’s start by looking harder for a ladder down," said Todd. "I want to get into the engineering spaces."

"You got a reason, besides curiosity?"

"Sure. We still don’t have any idea what makes this thing go, remember?"

Peters nodded. "All right, I’m sold. Let’s go look for your ladder."

"Yeah, but down isn’t working. Let’s try up."

They found an open catwalk in hangar bay six that crossed the hangar above the door. "Look yonder," said Peters as they reached the halfway mark. "On the back wall."

On the blank wall at the stern was another catwalk. Its walkway was level with the reflectors of the overhead lamps; that and the dimness of the general illumination had hidden it in the gloom as seen from the deck. "Gotcha," said Todd. "We go aft on the upper shop level, and there’ll be a ladder well where that catwalk meets the balcony."

"And since there’s gotta be access to below, and it ain’t anyplace else, I reckon that’s gotta be it," Peters finished for him. "After you."

They retraced their steps, then headed aft. "And there it is," said Todd with satisfaction. At the aft end of the sixth-level balcony was a hatch, just where they would have expected a door to be from the rest of the pattern. The handle didn’t give as easily as the others had, but it moved smoothly enough when Peters put his back in it. The reason was quickly obvious. The gaskets were smooth and new-looking, and all the latch dogs were in place, glistening with fresh lubricant. Even when it was open the mechanism was a little stiff, and there wasn’t any slack in it that they could detect.

Beyond the hatch was the predicted ladder well. Bulkheads and overheads were painted a smooth even pale blue, and the space smelled faintly of the oil-based paint the Grallt used. "Clean," Todd remarked. Not a bit of clutter was visible.

"Yeah. Who’da thunk it?" Peters said.

At the main deck level they stopped and looked around. No hatches, no people, not a sound except the faint flow of air.

"Y’know, come to think of it, the air smells better here," Peters observed. "Like at home, when a rainstorm clears the air."

"You’re right," Todd said, sniffing. He looked at Peters. "Ozone."

Peters nodded, and pointed at the ladder leading down. "Lead on."

The ladder ended two decks below the ops bay, at a hatch leading inboard. "Well, this has to be it," Todd said. He stood up straight, made as if to adjust the hat he wasn’t wearing, and grabbed the handle.

They stepped into a dimly lit space, silent but for the faintest possible low hum, more subliminally perceived than actually heard. Below the catwalk was an enormous volume with a few scattered objects in it, hard to see in the gloom. Farther forward the lights got brighter, and they headed that way, their mission and the ambiance of the place combining to make them skulk rather than swagger.

The lighted area was a pit surrounded by a railing, about half as big as the hangar above in each dimension and deep enough that the bottom had to be almost at the belly skin of the ship. There were a few people below, moving purposefully but not hurriedly, busy with something important but not worried about it.

The focus of their attention was an object in the middle of the deck, held in place on a heavy cradle by thick bands of something that gleamed dully in the light. It was about the size of a fighter plane, melon-shaped overall, with deep furrows or grooves half a meter wide and deep that ran lengthwise, giving it a corrugated look. It was polished so brightly it was hard to see; if not for the grooves it might have been nearly invisible.

The object had no visible controls, indicators, or flashing lights; nevertheless, one of the Grallt walked up to it from time to time, making notes on a clipboard at each visit. It was clear that the cradle it sat in wasn’t original equipment, because it was welded to the deck, and the welds passed over marks where something had been cut away, leaving burns and scars. The back end was smoothly rounded, but the front had a protrusion like the stem of a fruit, and a conduit of different material connected to the stem and disappeared into the deck.

"Now that," Todd said in a quiet, satisfied voice, "goes with this." And he slapped himself on the chest.

"Yes, I do believe it does," said Peters, a little amused. "A bit big to carry over your shoulder, though."

"Hunh," said Todd when that penetrated, a couple of beats later. "Or to fit in a fighter plane. Never mind, they come in different sizes."

All the engineering staff wore kathir suits patterned in blue and white, but the designs varied. Most were divided in fours, at the waist and vertically down front and back. One Grallt’s suit was divided again, at midchest and knee, giving eight sections. "Officer," said Todd in a soft voice, pointing at this last.

"Or CPO," Peters agreed. "Senior to the others, anyways. Reckon the Captain looks like a checkerboard?"

"Probably," said Todd, nodding.

A Grallt with a four-way design on his suit was prowling the middle level, at one point reaching up to tap on a gauge, then turning around to brace his clipboard against the balcony railing while writing. He regarded his work for a moment, then looked up for some reason. "Oh," he said, and launched into a babble addressed at the "chief" over the railing, pointing at the sailors.

The Chief–officer? rating?–looked up and saw them also. His face contorted into a scowl, and he strode rapidly across the deck, climbing the ladder with much banging of treads. "Uh-oh," said Todd. Peters grunted, and the two composed themselves as best they could. There was nowhere to run, and no way to hide; more than that, both sailors were fully accustomed to the Navy way of handling such situations: when caught in the wrong, it’s going to be a lot worse if they have to chase you down.

The Grallt reached the top, puffing a little, and pointed a finger, saying something in a sharp accusing tone. Then he froze in place, his eyes going wide, apparently just realizing that his engineering spaces had been invaded by aliens. He lowered his arm, glared suspiciously, and said something disgusted and questioning.

Peters held up his left arm. «Pleasant greetings,» he said in Grallt, then used his other hand to indicate himself and Todd. "Peters. Todd," he said, pointing. "Human. Earth."

The engineer relaxed and said something sharp. When Peters shrugged and held palms up–don’t understand, boss–he repeated part of it even more sharply and pointed, ending the gesture with a sharp jerk of the hand, upwards. That was clear: Get out! Back where you belong, tourists!

Peters nodded jerkily, half a bow, and he and Todd backed up a step before turning around. They looked back, once, to find the engineer still standing, leaning on the railing, watching them go. The ladderway hatch was a haven from that unfriendly glare.

"Whew!" said Todd as they secured it behind them. "I didn’t know if he was going to toss us in the brig or keelhaul us."

"Or feed us to the monster," Peters suggested.

"You know, those aren’t original," said Todd in a musing tone. "Just another part of the refit."

"Yeah." Peters chuckled. "Buy one, or steal it. Save the original packin’ in case of return for warranty service, hey? Install per tech order nine jillion an’ umpty-ump, and ta-da! Better fuel economy and a longer time between overhauls." He grinned and looked at Todd. "Reckon what’d happen if you installed one instead of number-two fuel cell on the carrier?"

"I was thinking of one of the subs."

Peters nodded. "Yeah, they’re about half spaceship already anyways." He looked around. "Well, we ain’t gonna be the ones that decide things like that. Tell you what, I’m gettin’ kind of pooped, and it’s about time for chow. What say we give this up for the time bein’?"

"Sounds good. My stomach’s been growling for a while now."

They had almost finished their meal when Dreelig came bustling up. He looked harried, moving jerkily as he had on board the dli. "Pleasant greetings," he said, his tone a little tense. "Have you been occupying your time usefully?"

"Depends on what you’d call useful," Peters said. "We been lookin’ around a bit."

"Good. You should become more familiar with the ship." Dreelig sat, or better collapsed. "When the rest of your people arrive you will be needed to help them orient themselves."

"So what’ve you been up to?"

"Consulting with my superiors about the change in negotiating technique you suggested. We find the idea very encouraging in some ways, but a great deal of discussion is required."

"Yeah." Peters looked away, then back at the Grallt. "From somethin’ Dee said we gather you ain’t got any easy way to talk with the other folks. Means a lot of comin’ and goin’, don’ it?"

"Yes. It’s quite tiring."

"So how come? Radios ain’t all that hard."

Dreelig’s expression was probably rueful. "Now that I have seen how your people operate I can understand why you might think so, but none of the other people we know have such a sophisticated communications technology. Our communicators are large, bulky, and not dependable."

"Don’t you have anything?" Todd sounded dubious.

"Some races have large stations that send to many receivers. Llapaaloapalla has receivers for those, and a staff who listen when such transmitters are nearby, but if we ever had transmitters I have never known it." Dreelig shrugged. "Perhaps they have failed, if they exist. I know little about it."

"Is that how you learned our language?" Todd asked.

Dreelig raised his eyebrows. "I suppose it must be. Znereda never mentioned it." He made a dismissive gesture. "It has been a long and difficult llor for me, and I wish to eat and go to bed. You should do the same. Next llor–tomorrow–will be equally difficult, I fear."

"What’ll we be doing?" Peters wanted to know.

"After first meal you should go to Znereda for another language lesson, and after that you should continue cleaning. We will want your comments on the new negotiating technique, probably after third meal." Dreelig gestured tiredly again. "We will go down to Washington during the third ande. It would be good if you went along. You have spoken of things your people should bring, and those arrangements should be made. Your officers will be bringing their machines aboard in a few llor, and we should have as much done as possible before then."

"Yeah, that sounds like the right way to do it. Need to get with whoever’s gonna be in command of the detachment."

"That sounded like agreement, but I’m too tired to parse the idiom." Dreelig waved off Peters’s attempt to explain. "Now if you’ll excuse me–"

* * *

"I ain’t never learned another language before," Peters grumped on the way to Znereda’s place. "I reckon you’ve got a leg up, knowin’ Spanish and all."

"It’s not real similar. You seem to be doing all right."

"Hearin’ words in the flow," the older sailor admitted.

"That’s half the battle right there," Todd noted.

The lesson went well, as did the cleaning session, which was makework, more brightwork polishing. "We’re gonna need some equipment soon," Peters remarked as he watched Zif rubbing out a stainless steel sink. "Handwork won’t cut it for the rest of this."

Todd shrugged. "Out of our hands if the Grallt don’t provide," he pointed out. "Let’s knock off and get chow."

"Yeah. Ain’t gettin’ much done anyways."

Chow had become routine as well, easier now that they knew more of the language. "What’s the uniform of the day for the trip down?" Todd asked over coffee.

Peters considered. "Dress blues, I reckon," he said finally.

"Not kathir suits?"

"I’m purely tempted, but no, I reckon not," Peters said with a grimace. "We’re gonna wind up doin’ a lot of salutin’ and such. This–" a gesture at his chest, indicating the kathir suit "–ain’t exactly regulation, and I ain’t real anxious to get crosswise with anybody right now."

"Safety considerations?" Todd obviously wanted to wear the kathir suit.

"Yeah, we could probably bullshit through it," said Peters. "But no. We can get in their faces easy enough without, and like I said, I ain’t ready for the aggravation."

"I guess you’re right," Todd admitted. Something caught his eye. "Hey, look at that."

Peters turned. Dreelig, Dee, and Donollo were making an entrance, and it was worth watching. The older Grallt strode in the lead wearing his gray suit, back straight, looking down his nonexistent nose at the company. Dee had on a tunic in the same gray but cut low in front, and a skirt the same color, wide pleats draped straight and ending just above the knee. She hovered at Donollo’s right elbow, and Dreelig was half a step behind, carrying an ordinary-looking briefcase.

They took a table next to the sailors, staying in character, Donollo handing Dee into the chair with gallantry, leaving Dreelig to find his own seat. Donollo caught Peters’ eye and seated himself pompously; they all held the pose for several heartbeats, then relaxed, and Dee broke out in a long peal of Grallt laughter.

"What do you think?" Dreelig asked, leaning toward the sailors. "Will it be effective?"

Conversation in the mess room had all but stopped during the performance; the low buzz started again, and Peters shrugged. "It works on your folks," he pointed out. "I reckon it’ll be dynamite back home."

Todd was grinning. "President of Mars come to check up on the peons, but real informal, you know? Add a little fast talk, and you could sell ‘em building lots on the Moon."

Donollo said something, and Dreelig translated, "We have played an important one and his assistant before, but this is a little different. Dee’s costume is very effective, don’t you think?"

"Oh, yes," said Todd. Peters kept silent.

"I don’t like it very much," said Dee, looking down at herself. "There’s too much of me outside my clothing. But this is my first downside assignment, and if it works it will do very well."

"You definitely have the basics in place," Todd told her. She stuck out her tongue at him. The tip of it was split into two points.

"For now, if you will excuse us, we should eat," Dreelig said, ignoring the byplay. "We have a great deal of work to do."

"Sure," said Peters. "Let us know when you’re ready to leave, we need to go change."

"Certainly," Dreelig acknowledged. "It won’t be for several utle yet. Gell isn’t ready, and there is no sense in our arriving in the night." The noise level in the mess room had come back to normal or a little above, only a few glances from the other diners betraying their interest.

"Then I reckon I could use a nap," Peters said. "We done put in most of a day already, and it’s likely to be a while before we get a chance at the rack again."

"Good idea," Dreelig approved. "Meet us in the operations bay at the sixth utle. That will leave ample time for the trip."

Peters had a restless nap, nodding off and waking up, spending a good bit of time in the study chair, staring out the window. The Moon was visible for a while, looking pretty much as it did from the deck of the ship at sea. Then the slow revolutions of the ship brought Earth into view, and he tried to figure out which part of it he was looking at. It was hard. He’d seen the pictures taken from space last century, but none of them had prepared him for the difficulty of seeing past the brilliant white cloud patterns to the relatively faint and irregular land outlines.

Finally a reddish-white splotch resolved itself into the Sahara and north Africa, and he realized another part of the problem. He’d been looking at it as if it were in conventional globe position, North up, but the big white blob at the lower right wasn’t clouds, it was the Arctic, and if that was right, it wasn’t light yet in Jax. He checked the handheld. Sure enough, it was coming up on five in the morning back there.

He napped again, waking in plenty of time to get ready. Noises in the head said Todd had done so as well; he waited until the other had finished his shower before going in himself. That done, he dressed in dark blue jumper with white piping and stovepipe trousers, realizing as he did so that he was already used to the kathir suit. The skivvies and T-shirt felt rumpled and constricting, and the scratchy wool of the uniform rasped his skin.

Todd joined him when he rapped on the door. He had added neckerchief and salad bar, and his white hat was firmly screwed onto his head. Peters snorted, made excuses, and went back to add those items to his own outfit. If they were going to do this, might as well do it right.

  





Chapter Seven

Going down through atmosphere was more spectacular than going up. The dli went in belly first; streamers of pale-yellow and gold fire waved in the ports, and a low rumbling hiss vibrated the walls. That only lasted a few minutes, after which Gell brought the craft into level flight, which was as noiseless and sensationless as before. They were over open ocean, still very high up, for what seemed a long time before Gell pointed out the windshield. "Jax," he said, and sure enough, white breakers and pale yellow sand were visible, far ahead and below.

They came in over the beach at what seemed like treetop height. When they turned over the river toward Mayport a powerboat was racing along, throwing up a white rooster tail. Gell pointed at it, then pantomimed, right hand hovering over the panel, nearly touching, then a fluttering gesture to simulate water flying up behind. Big grin. "Maybe we ought to let him do it," Todd suggested from the back seat. "Be something to see."

"Yeah, but I’d rather see it than do it," Peters said sourly. When Gell looked at him, he pointed at himself, then sat up straight, one hand over his forehead as if shielding his eyes from the sun, the other pointing far into the distance past the pilot. Gell’s reply was a chuckle that sounded like a fifty-caliber gun in the distance.

They skimmed over the pines onto the athletic field, Gell working the control in tiny increments. Peters had time to note a ring of Marines and a glittering welcoming party, then they were down, the only indication that the flight was over being the cessation of movement out the window. He said "thanks" to Gell in Grallt, and added "good flight" in English as he and Todd got up to leave.

Dreelig and the others were still seated, Donollo with his head back, apparently asleep. "This is our stop," Peters said.

"Yes, but not ours," Dreelig told him. "We are going on to Washington. We will return at the fourth utle of the sixth ande."

Peters held up the watch. "You got any idea what time that’ll be, local?"

Dreelig consulted with Dee, who counted on her fingers. "Well after dark, I don’t know the number exactly," she said.

"If we ain’t waitin’ when you show up, have Gell make a low pass over the admin building," Peters suggested. "That’ll let us know you’re here."

"I would not do any such thing," said Dreelig. "Kh kh! Gell has too many excuses for special performances while flying without making up more. If you are not here, we will wait."

"We’ll be here," Peters assured him.

They stepped down over the trailing edge and saluted the brass, the one with the most braid returning the salute. There was a clunk! behind, and Peters spun to see the hatch closed and the dli rising off the grass. The admiral said "As you were, sailor," pretty sharply, and the two of them watched the craft vanish over the admin building, heading north.

"I take it we don’t get to talk to the ambassador," the admiral said.

"Yes, sir, I mean no, sir," Peters floundered. "The ambassador and his party have an appointment in Washington."

"I see. You men been booted out?"

Peters flushed. "No, sir, we are runnin’ errands. There’s some things we oughta bring along for the trip, and since they had to come down anyway, they brought us along to make the arrangements, sir."

The admiral looked hard at him for a moment, then relaxed. "Very well. You’ll need to talk to Master Chief Joshua." He gestured with his thumb toward the back of the formation. "Dismissed, then. Carry on, men."

"Aye, sir," they chorused, and saluted again. The admiral returned it, and the party of officers broke up, obliging the sailors to salute each as they encountered them.

Master Chief Joshua was a stubby, bullet-headed individual in dress blues. He raised his eyebrows as Peters and Todd came up. "I’m Joshua," he said by way of introduction.

"Howdy, Chief. I’m Peters, and this here’s Todd."

"Good to meet you boys." They shook hands. The Chief’s general air was no-nonsense competence with a little overlay of worry. "I’ll be your leading chief, and it looks like I’m the closest thing to an Air Boss this evolution is gonna have, so you might say I’m real interested. How long you boys got?"

"All day, Chief," Peters told him. "The boat’ll be back to pick us up tonight, I don’t know exactly what time. I mean, I know it in their time–" he held up his wrist with Dee’s watch on it, "–but not in ours."

Joshua tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. "I think we can fix that. Come along, we got things to do, and you need to meet some people." He led them to where a vehicle was waiting, a Suburban painted haze gray with Navy markings on the doors.

At the main gate Joshua jerked a thumb at an F/A-18 Hornet, nose hopefully pointed toward the sky but firmly attached to a welded steel framework. "Our stuff looks pretty piss-poor in comparison, don’t it?" he remarked.

"We ain’t as far behind as you might think, Chief," Peters suggested. "They can do things we can’t, but we got some shit that makes their eyes pop. We can do business if the powers that be get their thumbs out."

"Don’t hold your breath," the Chief advised. "Net’s been full of it-ain’t-workin’-out. Some of ‘em are sayin’ it’s too bad, but those folks are just going to go off and leave, and we won’t ever see ‘em again."

"Chief, if there’s a place to put money on that, you put some down against it," Peters said earnestly.

"Can’t say I’m sorry to hear it, seeing as how I’m gonna be with ‘em when they vanish," the Chief commented. He settled back into his seat. "Speaking of which, you boys said there were some things we needed to bring along. What, pray tell, does the U.S. Navy have that you can’t find on a spaceship?"

"Pillows, wardroom chairs, and radios," Todd summarized.

"Weldin’ gear and all the electronics you can scrape up," Peters added.

"Pillows?" Joshua raised his eyebrows again.

"Pillows. You take a look at these Grallt, they’re all real narrow shouldered, Chief," Todd explained. "They don’t use pillows because they don’t really need them. We each need to bring a pillow, maybe a few spares."

"Easy enough," Joshua commented. "Just one more thing to add to the seabags."

"Them seabags can be pretty light, Chief," Peters remarked. "We ain’t gonna need many clothes. Couple sets of skivvies, dress uniforms. Everybody gets issued a kathir suit, and that’s really all anybody’s goin’ to need."

"Kathir suit? What’s that?"

"Sort of a junior-grade space suit," Peters described it. "Fits like a second skin, stays clean all by its ownself, makes air when there ain’t none, and it’s got pushers on it, so’s you can move around when there ain’t no gravity."

"You’ve already been issued yours, I take it. How come you didn’t wear them?"

Peters looked him in the eye. "They ain’t regulation, an’ we don’t know you yet."

Joshua grinned. "We’ll talk more about that later. Wardroom chairs? Sounds like you’re setting up something real luxurious."

"Oh, Hell, no, Chief, just tryin’ to get it shipshape. They got this big room, gonna set it up as a ready room for the crews." Peters was careful not to be specific about who was setting things up. This Chief sounded pretty jealous of his authority; it wouldn’t do to have him find out that a Second Class and a Third were making most of the decisions. "They got most of the stuff, but we thought, they’ll need chairs. The big leather things they use for briefings on the ship."

"Yeah, I know what you mean," Joshua assured him. "Briefing chairs, not wardroom chairs. There’s probably a Federal Stock Number for them: Chair, Briefing, Officers and Aircrew, FSN umpty million dash something. I’ll get after the supply folks. Looks like we’re here." They were passing through the dilapidated iron arch that marked off NAS Jacksonville from the surrounding slums. The Marine guard said something to the driver, and they accelerated away toward the flight line.

The hangar they arrived at was run down, the sheet-iron siding rusting through the silver paint in blotches. "Looks like hell, doesn’t it," Chief Joshua remarked when he followed their gaze. "It used to hold a fighter squadron." He shook his head. "Times do change."

Sailors swarmed around the office block beside the hangar, painting and washing windows, and more were inside, sweeping and swabbing. "They’re getting good practice, Chief," Todd said. "Me’n Peters and a Grallt work crew are just barely going to have officers’ country fit to live in by the time you come aboard. It’ll take a month of field days to get the rest of it shipshape."

"Will it now," the chief remarked, not a question. He pushed a door open and urged them through.

The room was in sorry shape: cracked dark-green tile on the floor, faded grey paint on the walls, fluorescent fixtures with about every third tube dead or flickering. It was furnished with desks and chairs that were probably older than anybody in the room, maybe older than any two of them. One of the desks had a computer on it, net cables disappearing into the overhead through a roughly hacked hole.

Joshua introduced them to the people: Senior Chief BM (Aviation) Warnocki, Chief of the Deck and effectively Ops Officer in their truncated TO; Chief Corpsman Gill, assistant to the doctor; one of his assistants, Corpsman 2/C Kiel; Communications Tech 1/C Howard; and Yeoman 1/C (Data Processing) Hernandez, who was sitting at the computer, toying with a graph of some kind.

"I’m Linguistics specialty," Howard said as he shook Peters’s hand. "Translator. I’ll be learning the Grallt language."

Peters shook his head. "Everybody’s gonna have to do that," he said. "The way they got it set up, we’re gonna mess with the regular crew," he explained. "It’s like a restaurant, with waiters and all. You’ll have to know a little bit of the language to eat."

"Do tell," Howard murmured. "You guys already learned some of it?" he wanted to know, tone a little accusing.

"Yeah, ’bout like what I said," Peters told him. "How to order dinner, say sorry and thank you, that sort of thing. It’s all most of us’ll need. You’ll have plenty of chance to spread yourself." Howard flushed a bit at that, not too pleased to be so transparent.

The next few hours seemed very long to Todd and Peters. Between them, they described Llapaaloapalla as best they could, trying to convey the size of it and its general air of seediness. They tried hard to describe the untidiness, crudity, and air of dilapidation, but ran into a wall of disbelief. Nobody could imagine that anybody who had to live aboard ship would let it go that way. "Go ahead anyway, Chief," Todd advised an incredulous Warnocki. "A couple of wire welders, supplies, and some shipfitters’ tools will be worth the trouble."

Warnocki shook his head. "I’ll do it, but if it turns out to be a waste of time, you’ll hear about it," he warned. "What’s it made out of? I have to know, or I won’t know what kind of welding supplies to load."

Todd and Peters looked at one another. "Hell, I dunno," Peters admitted. "I was assumin’ it was steel. That’s what it looks like, anyway."

"A steel spaceship? Now I know you’re full of shit," Warnocki observed.

Nobody was pleased by the time difference. "That’s going to be tough," Chief Gill told them. "People can manage twenty-five or twenty-six hour rotations pretty easy, but thirty?" He shook his head. "Right off the top of my head, I’d say we’re gonna have to rotate rest days, and short-handed as we are, that could be a problem."

"I’ve worked forty-eight at a stretch before," Chief Joshua objected. "Even seventy-two sometimes."

"Sure. I’ll bet everybody here has. But thirty hours, every day, for two years?" Gill shook his head again. "I’ll look it up and get back to you."

"That reminds me. Got a job for you, Hernandez." Peters unstrapped Dee’s watch and passed it to the programmer. "What can you do with that?"

Hernandez inspected it dubiously. "Not much, I don’t think." He tapped it, held it to his ear. "Dios mio, this thing’s mechanical! Is it some kind of joke?"

"No joke," Peters assured him. "It keeps their time. We’re gonna need a conversion program, our time to theirs. Among other things, I know what time they’re comin’ back for us by that thing, but I don’t know what it’ll be in our time. You figure that out and let me know."

Hernandez still looked dubious, but he pulled out a handheld, bigger and fancier than the one Peters was still carrying, and started pressing keys. "Stopwatch function, to get the basic interval. Never mind this thing," with a wave at the desktop computer, "it’s like cracking a nut with a sledge hammer. While we’re waiting, I haven’t heard you say anything about what kind of computers they’ve got up there. I’m interested, you might say."

"You’re lookin’ at it," Peters told him.

"What?"

"That’s right," Todd confirmed. "The most complicated gadget we saw is a one-way PA system, and I’m not even sure it’s electronic. We never heard it work." He glanced at Peters. "They don’t even have a radio on the dli, the shuttle they ride up and down."

Into the resulting, unanimous, stunned silence Peters said to Joshua, "That’s what I meant about radios, Chief. Earbugs for everybody, spares, talkies, spare batteries ’til Hell won’t have ‘em. Radios to talk to the planes, and power supplies to run ‘em, and battery chargers." He waved at Hernandez. "Computer types’ll have to take our own along. What we need’s a radioman. Got one on the list?"

"Highest rate’s a Third Class," said Joshua grimly. "That may have to change."

"No network?" Hernandez was incredulous.

"How loud can you holler?" Peters asked. The others chuckled, but Hernandez was wide-eyed, holding onto the mouse like it was a lifeline. He probably hadn’t been away from a high-speed network for more than a few hours for the last ten years.

Chief Joshua looked at his watch. "That’s enough for now," he said. "Let’s break for lunch." He glanced around the room, eyes resting at the last on Todd. "We’ll go to the EM club, everybody can get in. I’m buying. I take it you two don’t have any money on you?"

Peters flushed slightly. "We can buy our own lunch, Chief," he said, shushing Todd when he tried to object. "Not much more than that, though," he admitted. "Not much call for money in outer space." He would remember that, much later.

Lunch in a room full of people with noses was a relief. The food wasn’t much, mystery meat with green beans and mashed potatoes, but it was familiar and therefore comforting. They didn’t discuss their business at the table, confining themselves to chitchat about the world in general and the Navy in particular. Things hadn’t changed much, and Peters realized that it was only Thursday, after all: they’d been away only three days.

Back at the hangar, Hernandez went straight for his desk and started punching keys, and Chief Joshua called the rest to order. "OK, action assignments. Gill, you’ll be checking into medical consequences of the long days, right?" When the Chief Corpsman nodded, Joshua went on, "Warnocki, I’m gonna depend on you to scare up welders and briefing chairs. I’ll have my hands full chasing down radios." He shook his head. "Hernandez, come out of that for a minute, will you?"

"Sure, Chief," the programmer said. "What’s up?"

Joshua snorted. "Programmers. You know anything about setting up a network?"

Hernandez shook his head. "I could program one, no problem, but I don’t know much about the hardware. You need Interior Communications for that."

"Don’t I know it." Joshua sighed heavily. "I’ll look down the roster, see what I can come up with. Howard, I want you to get with our boys here and see how much of the language they’ve learned."

"Aye, Chief." The CT spared Peters a look that wasn’t too pleased.

"Take about an hour at it," Joshua went on, oblivious to Howard’s attitude. "By then we’ll have a first cut at making a list and working out how to fill it. You may get interrupted, so don’t waste time."

"Aye, Chief," Howard said sourly. "Come on," he told Peters and Todd. "We’ll use the old SDO’s office."

They sat on straight chairs with split upholstery in the cubicle that had once housed the Squadron Duty Officer, discussing the Grallt language and discovering in the process that, first, neither Peters nor Todd really knew all that much, and, second, that Peters in particular was a lousy teacher. It may have been personality. Howard wasn’t easy to like, and neither Peters nor Todd saw any particular percentage in investing the effort.

The only interruption came when Hernandez took Peters’s handheld. Peters paid nearly no attention until they’d broken with Howard and gone back into the main room. "There you are," the programmer said, holding the gadget up for display. "Call up the time function like normal. Then push ‘G’ for Grallt and it shows the Grallt time on a graphic like this." He held up Dee’s watch. "It’s probably as good as this mechanical thing. To set it in Grallt mode, push up-arrow for forward and down-arrow for back, then enter to confirm. It’ll adjust itself if you set it once in a while."

"How do I get normal time back?" Peters was alert enough to ask.

"Just push the time function again," Hernandez shrugged. "Hey, it isn’t fancy, but it’ll get the job done. I’ll do something better when we get aboard."

"Can it convert a future time?" Peters asked. "I still don’t know exactly when the dli is comin’ to pick us up."

Hernandez stared into space. "Sure," he said finally. "Just act like you’re setting it until you get the right time display, but don’t push enter. Then when you push G it’ll show the converted time. Push time once more, and it goes back to the current time. I didn’t design it to do that, but it ought to work. Give it back; I want to try it. What time do you need to convert?"

"Fourth utle of the sixth ande." When Hernandez looked blank, Peters shook his head. "Sorry, that’s the names of the time units. Big needle on this mark here, and the middle one here." He indicated it on Dee’s watch.

"That’s the other way, but it still ought to work." Hernandez played with keys. "Yep, it works," he said with satisfaction. "Not too handy, but like I said, I’ll do better when I have the time. And it looks like your ride will be here a little before 2030."

The rest of the afternoon was spent in discussion, sometimes descending to raucous argument, of what the detachment would need for the voyage. Joshua didn’t have many questions, but he did have a few acerbic comments. His attitude puzzled Peters a little, until he realized that the basis of it was simple: he and Todd didn’t have enough chevrons for the Master Chief to take them seriously.

Warnocki gave them some credit, actually listening to what they had to say, but even he was more disbelieving than otherwise. Gill and the corpsmen were investigating time-shift effects, with Hernandez helping with the net search, and at any rate neither Peters nor Todd had learned much that would be interesting to the medics. The worst was Howard. CTs had to be bright to get the rate, and got a lot of training; they were used to being the smartest people in any given room, and having a couple of juniors ahead of him made this one grumpy and hard to get along with.

Around 1500 they broke for coffee and head calls, and when they got back a man and a woman, dressed upscale and carrying briefcases, were sitting at the table with the Master Chief, with a pair of Federal Security goons in green blazers standing behind them, arms folded. "Like you to meet Agent Styles and Agent Cade of the IRS," Joshua introduced them, face and voice studiously neutral. "We’ll be gone for quite some time, and we have to have our ducks in a row with the tax people. Agent Styles?"

The man stood. "Thank you, Mr. Joshua. Gentlemen, as you can imagine this situation causes a great deal of difficulty for us at the IRS. You’re scheduled to leave before the end of the tax year, and you may not return for as many as three cycles. We’ve carefully studied the Executive Order that authorizes this expedition, and the tax implications aren’t at all clear." He hesitated as the sailors exchanged glances, then went on, "This has been put together much too quickly for us to determine policy. As an interim measure, we need for you all to complete your forms for 2053 before you depart. For those of you with no income other than your Navy pay the end of the tax year will be as usual; simply include your pay for December as income. If you have other income, you’ll have to fill out a 9327A to end the tax year on 1 December. We can stretch the regulations to push your December income into taxable year 2054. After that we don’t know what provisions will be made."

One of the sailors raised a hand. "Mr. Styles, won’t we be on combat exclusion?"

"Please stand and give your name," Styles said. "And I prefer ‘Agent Styles,’ if you don’t mind."

"Kiel, Corpsman Second Class." Kiel stood slowly. "In an exclusion zone we don’t pay taxes on our Navy pay. Won’t it be that way on this deployment?"

Styles shook his head. "That determination hasn’t been made, Mr. Kiel, and in any case you’re required to file even when the combat exclusion is in effect. Furthermore, income other than your Navy pay and benefits isn’t subject to the exclusion; you would have to file and pay tax if you have such outside income." The agent pursed his lips in an expression of distaste. "The best we can do is let you terminate the tax year early, so you’ll be in compliance for 2053. Further determinations will have to made when you return."

"It would really be best if you had an agent who stayed behind," the woman put in. "Your pay and other income will be accrued here, and such an agent could file for you. There’d be the irregularity that your signatures wouldn’t be present, but that’s minor. I’m sure the penalty could be waived."

"Hire a lawyer to keep our tax forms current while we’re gone?" Hernandez objected. "That’d eat up my whole paycheck."

Styles regarded him with disfavor. "We can’t help that. You’re required to file."

"Perhaps a dependent," the woman suggested.

"None of us has dependents," Chief Gill objected. "It was one of the requirements for volunteers."

"Then a tax lawyer would really be best," the woman noted.

"But it isn’t an option for most of us. Do you have any other suggestions?" Gill asked.

Styles lifted his chin. "We are not authorized to advise taxpayers on methods of compliance," he said frostily. "Agent Cade has already gone much farther than she should have. We will leave a supply of paper forms with Mr. Joshua for those of you who aren’t able to file electronically or don’t care to. We very much prefer electronic filing, but we understand that it may be impossible in the circumstances. Beyond that, all we can do is advise you to comply with the law. There are severe penalties for not complying fully." He looked at the Master Chief. "I believe that’s all we have for you."

The Master Chief nodded but didn’t rise. "Thank you, Agent Styles," he said in a monotone.

Styles stared for a long moment. "Laura," he said, half-questioning, and made a little come-along gesture with his left hand. One of the FedSec goons went to the door, looked up and down the hall, and nodded shortly. The woman stood and went ahead of Styles, who glanced impassively back at the group as he left, and the other goon followed, keeping his head turned toward the sailors until he closed the door.

"Hunh," said Gill contemptuously. No one else commented, and the Master Chief brought his hand down on the table in an explosive slap, wham! "Let’s get back on track," he said. "I’ll pass out the forms when I get them. Chief Gill, I think we were talking about foods and allergies before we broke for coffee. Any more you want to ask about?"

They broke for chow, at the EM club again, and got back at it, and it was almost twenty hours when Chief Joshua finally called a halt. He handed Peters and Todd copies of the IRS forms, then whistled up the Suburban and driver that had brought them to the Naval Air Station. Dee’s watch read a few tle before the fourth utle when they pulled up by the athletic field at Mayport. "Thanks," Peters told the driver.

"No prob’, man."

"And here’s our ride." Todd pointed above the admin building, where the dli was ghosting in, still improbably silent. The driver’s eyes were wide in the dark. "See you another time," Todd told him.

"Yeah, see ya," the driver said abstractedly, eyes following the white shape as it settled on the grass. A Marine challenged them, but contented himself with a cursory scan of their ID blocks, and Dreelig appeared at the hatch. It said a lot about their day that his alien face looked welcoming, a comforting relief.

  





Chapter Eight

"You look very tired," Dreeling observed. "Were you successful?"

Peters just grunted. Todd answered, "Yes, I think we were, but it was pretty wearing. What about yourself?"

"Very well." Dreelig was smiling. "We did not accomplish much, but the social interactions were fascinating. Secretary Averill was very deferential to Donollo."

"That’s great," Todd told him. "Oh, shit, I almost forgot. Dreelig, what’s the ship made out of?"

"I don’t understand the question," the Grallt confessed.

Todd waved at the ceiling. "The ship up there. What material is it made of? Steel, aluminum, titanium, or what?"

Dreelig’s eyes were wide. "I have never thought to ask. Do you need to know at this moment?"

Todd yawned. "Yes, right now if possible. I need to send a message."

"Then please wait a few moments. I will ask Gell, perhaps he knows." The two sailors stood just inside the hatch, glad to be out of the wind, until the Grallt returned. "Gell doesn’t know the word in your language, and neither do I," Dreelig told them. "He says it is the substance found at the center of planets like this one, or almost the same. Does that help?"

"Not really," Todd said, but then a dim memory surfaced. "You know, it does help after all. I’ll be right back." He climbed down the step to chat with one of the sentries. "I left a message with the Marines," he told them when he got back. "God only knows if Warnocki’ll get it." He yawned again and stretched. "I am beat, let me tell you."

"So what’d you tell ‘em?" Peters wanted to know.

"Hunh?"

"The Marines," Peters said patiently. "What did you tell the Marines to tell Chief Warnocki? That the ship is made of?"

"Oh, that," said Todd. "I remembered an old nature vid. The center of the Earth is iron. I can’t imagine making a machine out of iron, it’s too weak and brittle, so I told the Marine to tell Warnocki it was steel."

Peters grunted. "Hunh. That’ll please him."

"Not that I give a damn. Come on, let’s cut the yak and get out of here. I’ve got a date with a bunk mattress."

Gell was in his seat, idly fingering the flight control, when they got to the cockpit and flopped into the black chairs. The pilot gave them a toothy grin, and Peters was too tired to realize that he’d recognized the expression, just replied the same way, fingered the seat control to full recline, and went promptly to sleep. The next thing he knew Gell was shaking him awake, and they were sitting in the ops bay, with the sun shining brightly on the ceiling. That last failed to matter. They stumbled up to their quarters, tossed the paperwork on the desks, folded their uniforms and tucked them away out of sheer inertia of habit, and flopped into their bunks.

* * *

When they’d come aboard the first time, by chance the Grallt schedule was more or less in sync with theirs, and they had adjusted fairly quickly. Now they had been forced back into Earth time, which was nearly in opposite phase, and had to begin adjustment all over again. They managed to nap during the ande after their return and make the next meal, but were really dragging when the fifth ande rolled around and they were finally able to hit their bunks again.

Dee and Dreelig were shuttling up and down to Washington on Earth time schedule, and weren’t available except for a few words at an occasional meal. Unfortunately, they were also the only Grallt other than Znereda the instructor who spoke English well. Peters physically dragged the steward called Peer, who seemed to be more or less in charge, to Znereda’s office and spent some time sketching and handwaving. After that they had a couple of buffers, which didn’t look at all remarkable, some pads, and a supply of cleaner and wax, in metal tins instead of plastic bottles. The stewards all thought they were nuts, but they got not only the officers’ living quarters but the spaces intended for operations offices clean and the decks gleaming.

When officer’s country was done they started on the enlisted berthing spaces. Peters didn’t ask, just collected the crew, led them over, and started handing out assignments. A confident bearing and "follow me, men!" seemed to work just as well on Grallt as it did on humans. They didn’t do a thorough job, just dusted the corridors, cleaned the decks, and laid down wax, but the place looked a hundred percent better, and they could do the individual rooms when the other enlisted got on board. After meeting Chief Joshua, neither Peters nor Todd was eager to leave much scope for apologies.

They did manage one more session with Znereda, this one devoted to numbers, writing, and emergency calls. Those last weren’t of much use, since according to the instructor Todd had heard right: the shipwide PA system hadn’t worked in years. Peters felt sure that a handful of electronics types would be able to fix it easily, but there wasn’t any way to let Chief Joshua know they needed the supplies.

When they headed for their bunks after fifthmeal they found a surprise. Lying on the study desk was a square white envelope. Inside was a thin sheaf of square pieces of something thin and tough, with noticeable fibers in a random pattern, like the plastic material some courier envelopes were made of but with a smoother surface. Each was about ten centimeters on a side, one face printed with a complicated design of swirls and Grallt writing in blue and bluish gray, the other quartered in blue and white squares. He counted them: eight.

What the hell is this? he thought, then realized that Todd had come through the head and said the same thing. They didn’t normally do that. As a rule, they met in the head but didn’t invade one another’s quarters. "You have any idea what this is all about?" Todd demanded, waving a similar sheaf of–whatever.

"Fuck if I know," Peters growled. "Whatever it is, I got eight of them. How about you?"

"The same," said Todd.

"Well, shit." The long days had left both sailors grumpy and irritable, and they had figured out that there wasn’t much point in trying to think or communicate just before bedtime. "Fuck it," Peters decided, fingering the slips. "I dunno, and I ain’t gonna try to figure it out now. Me for the rack, an’ I suggest you do the same. We gotta be fresh as a daisy for Commander Harlan Shithead Bolton in a few hours."

"Yeah, you’re right," said Todd. "See you later." He pushed the head door shut, and Peters tossed the slips back on the desk and started squirming out of the suit. He wanted that shower.

* * *

They didn’t know if the mess room would be operating that early, but set off across the bay anyway, somewhat rested, dressed, but hungry and hoping. It was open, but there were only a few Grallt around, none of them looking very alert, and the waiters were moving slower than usual.

Along with their meals came another surprise: each was handed a slip of paper. At the top was a scrawl of Grallt; Todd mumbled to himself, looked up at Peters. "It’s my name," he said. "See, t – o – d." Peters’s slip had his name on it, too. It was the first time either of them had seen their names written out in Grallt letters.

Below the names were tally marks, Grallt style, three horizontals and a vertical cross each, a one-stroke-at-a-time version of the character for "four," which looked like a reversed capital E. At the bottom was a number. Todd’s was thirteen; Peters had twelve, a slash, and four, which was a fraction. "Four and eight, and a half," he said. "What do you suppose this is about?"

Todd had been counting tallies. "You’ve got twenty-five tally marks, and I’ve got twenty-six. You reckon it’s a count of meals? I had one more than you did, sixmeal once, remember?"

"So what the hell’s this? The bill?"

"Can’t be anything but," Todd told him. "Look, if each meal is half a whatever, it comes out right, see? I had twenty-six meals, so my bill’s thirteen, and you had one less."

"Yeah, I reckon so." Peters looked at the slip. "I guess I was just assumin’ that food came with the duty, like at home."

"Apparently not."

"So what do we pay it with? Dimes? Dollars? Shirt buttons? If it’s much more than that, I can’t cover it."

"I’ve got a hunch." Todd ran his thumbnail down a thin line on his suit, pulled open the resulting pocket, and extracted his sheaf of puzzling blue-and-white squares. "We each got eight of these things, right? There’s eight days in a week, and today and tomorrow are supposed to be free days."

"Payday. Well I be go to Hell," Peters observed. "I didn’t bring mine, though."

"If I’m right, no problem, you can pay me back. Let’s try it." Todd signaled to the waiter, handed him the two slips and all but one of the squares. The Grallt nodded and inspected the slips, lips moving in calculation, then clicked a gadget on his belt and handed Todd three bits of metal. Two of the bits were just alike, squares about an inch on a side, copper colored, and the third was a little smaller and silvery.

"Got it," said Todd with satisfaction. "The bill was twenty-five and a half. I gave him seven slips and got two and a half in change, so each slip is four whatevers, and sure enough, here’s a four." He pointed at one of the corners. "You owe me twelve and a half of whatever they are. Three chits and a copper square."

"Well shit," said Peters. "I’ll settle up when we get back to quarters. No, I can’t, I ain’t got change."

"Let the half ride," said Todd. "It isn’t like you won’t be around."

When they were almost finished Dreelig came to the entry, saw the sailors, and came bustling over. "There you are," he greeted them. "We need to make ready. Your officers and their machines will be arriving soon."

"Yeah," Peters growled. "Have a seat. We’ll be done pretty quick here."

"No, I will go ahead. We don’t know exactly when they will arrive, and I must be there to greet them. Come as soon as possible."

"Right away," Peters told him, and lifted a cup in salute. Dreelig nodded and left, and Peters took a long sip and set the cup down. "I reckon we better get on," he said. "Can’t keep the important folks waiting."

Donollo wore a kathir suit patterned the same as his "important" suit, and headed up a small delegation consisting of himself, Dreelig, and Dee. The two sailors joined them, and they assembled forward of the personnel elevators and observed Navy tradition by waiting an hour or so. Then one of the Grallt pointed and made an exclamation, and everyone looked aft.

First it was a bright star, moving visibly, then it started looking — complicated? It didn’t resolve into individual specks until it was almost close enough to make out the shapes. There were four of one type in a diamond formation, and five of another in the broken echelon called "fingers". Then the diamond broke into two diamonds, with one going port, the other starboard, and the finger-fives broke into one up and one down. Peters grinned at Todd as they flashed by. They’d been doubled up, belly to belly, less than half a winglength apart. Assholes they might be, but they were also Navy aviators.

After a few moments a spark came into view aft, then two, three, four, and the nearer one was growing… suddenly it was there, flashing through the dead center of the opening. There were a pair of sharp twangs, thum! thum! like plucking the E-string of a bull fiddle, and it was taxiing by at a fast walk, the pilot holding his hand high in a sort of wave. It broke left and came to a halt with the nose a few feet from the wall, at about a forty-five degree angle. Thirty seconds later number two came aboard, again hitting dead center, again the double thrum, and it taxied over and parked next to number one. Three and four followed in turn.

Peters had never seen an F-14 before, but now he understood why they’d picked three-quarter-century-old junk out of the boneyard for this. Modern fighters were blobs designed for radar and lidar stealth, painted in scabrous-looking anti-IR noncolors and kept in the air by brute force and computers. These were pretty, especially with the swing-wings tucked back into a graceful dart shape. They’d dipped ‘way into the past for the paint job, too, overall the dark blue called ‘navy,’ thin red-and-white stripes around the jet intakes, and white lettering on the sides, wing tops and bottoms, and tail fins, the whole polished to a high gloss that reflected the bay lights like a mirror.

There should have been ground crews, but that had been thought of. The Tomcats had spring-capped recesses the pilot could use to climb down, and the pilots did that, worked something inside the port engine intakes, and pulled out lightweight ladders that they set in place for the back-seaters to use. Meanwhile the F-18s began arriving. The Hornets were single-crew aircraft, and when they were in and parked in echelon to starboard the Tomcat crews produced similar ladders from their port intakes and set them up so the pilots could disembark. Once they’d all dismounted they formed up as a company and marched over to the welcoming party.

Peters snapped to attention, glanced at Todd, and saluted. Commander Bolton looked up at the overhead and glared, but returned the salute anyway. "Detail, halt!" he called over his shoulder, then turned back to the two sailors. He was short, muscular enough to look stocky in his flight suit, and had a round head and a short buzz cut, making his face look like a chocolate drop with features. Displeased features, at the moment. He looked the two up and down, then spat, "Why are you two apes out of uniform, sailor?"

Peters held his brace. "Begging the Commander’s pardon, sir! The operations bay is considered part of the exterior of the ship, and kathir suits are required wear for safety reasons, sir!"

Nobody’d told him that, but that was his story, and he was going to stick to it.

Given a justifiable reply, Bolton’s face relaxed to simple dyspepsia. "What’s your name, sailor?" he said in a normal tone of voice, merely sour rather than challenging.

"Peters, sir!"

"Very well, Peters. Who do we report to?"

"The Senior Donollo, representing the commanding officer, sir! Render honors to the bridge, centerline forward, sir." Well, that was probably where it was.

"Very well. Carry on, Peters."

"Aye, aye, sir." Peters saluted again, and Bolton returned it snappily, then called over his shoulder, "For’rd, harch."

Several of the officers looked them over as they marched toward Donollo, and Peters was suddenly self-conscious. He’d become so accustomed to the skintight kathir suit that he’d forgotten how revealing it was. He wondered how the Hornet pilots, all female, would look in them. Some of them weren’t bad, even in their lumpy flight gear.

Commander Bolton stopped in front of Donollo, half turned, saluted in the direction Peters had said was toward the bridge, and turned back to face the Grallt. "United States Navy Space Detachment One, reporting for duty, sir," he boomed in a parade-ground voice, and saluted again, this time holding it. The other officers were all at a rigid brace.

Donollo raised his left hand, gave a measured nod, and said something short; Dreelig took a half step forward and said in a voice that projected, "The Senior Donollo welcomes you aboard in the name of Captain Preligotis." Donnollo lowered his arm, allowing Commander Bolton to relax his salute, and beamed over the assembly. Obviously enjoying himself, he made a short speech in sonorous Grallt, seeking out the officers for eye contact one at a time. You could tell which one he was looking at by the flinches.

When he had finished, Dreelig translated: "Good morning. We welcome you aboard for your training and practice session, and look forward to seeing you frequently during the next zul.

"You have come aboard our ship seeking an opportunity to meet others, to demonstrate your skills in the hope of finding markets for them. Please be assured that we will assist you in this task to the extent we are able, and we hope you will be comfortable.

"In order to be truly comfortable, it is necessary to be among friends. Friends are not easy to find, and it is good to encounter a new one. We consider ourselves fortunate to have met you. We are similar enough to be friends, and different enough that we can compete without acrimony.

"Again, welcome aboard." Dreelig paused, then said in a more normal voice, "That concludes the ceremony. Commander Bolton, we would be grateful if you and Commander Collins would confer with us briefly. I introduce Dee. If the others will be so kind as to follow Dee, she will show you to your quarters."

Commander Bolton saluted again; when Donollo responded properly he dropped his hand, and said gruffly over his shoulder, "Stand at — ease!" The others relaxed their braces, and Commander Collins came up. Dee stepped forward, said, "Good morning. If you would follow me, please," and set off toward the officers’ quarters, all but the COs following.

So far the two sailors had been spectators, and Peters couldn’t figure an appropriate role for them. Just as he was thinking this, Dreelig turned to them. "Petty Officer Todd, please assist Dee."

"Aye, aye, sir," said Todd, and doubled off toward Dee and the junior officers.

Dreelig turned to Bolton. "I hope you were not disappointed by the brevity of the ceremony, but as Petty Officer Peters pointed out, it is not safe to be in the operations bay without a kathir suit, so we kept it short." He nodded, then said to Peters, "Please escort the Senior to his quarters, then meet us at the suit office."

"Aye aye, sir." He and Donollo set off toward the elevator, Donollo keeping a stiff back and allowing Peters to press the call button. They stepped inside the car, the door closed, and Donollo leaned against the wall and called out: "Woooop! Kh-kh-kh.." Peters grinned and watched the other’s paroxysms.

After all, he thought it was funny, too.

The two walked side by side down the corridor, a little way past the mess room, and Donollo grasped Peters’s upper arm, making a shush! motion with his forefinger over his mouth and grinning.

"What’s up?" Peters asked, knowing the other didn’t understand. He made an exaggerated what’s-that gesture, raising his eyebrows and holding his hands out, palms up.

Donollo winked and pointed at a door, making motions with his other hand as if sipping from a glass. When Peters repeated the gesture he grinned and worked the latch.

All but the patrons could have been imported, intact, from one of the nicer bars in north Jax. There was a long counter with a mirror, bottles and glasses, a carpeted floor, dim lighting. Donollo grinned again and repeated the sipping gesture.

"No, sorry," said Peters with real regret. Too bad he hadn’t known this joint was here a couple of days ago. "If Commander Bolton smells liquor on my breath I’ll wind up in the brig." Donollo was looking blank. "Ke, Donollo, ke," the Grallt "No," "sorry, old man. Work." He stood straight, pantomiming pushing a broom.

The other grinned, nodded, and pointed at him, repeating the broom-pushing pantomime. He then pointed at himself, and repeated the drinking-glass gesture. When Peters nodded he grinned again and turned toward the bar with a nod of the head and a little wave. The sailor adjusted his hat and stepped back up the corridor. Maybe they could come back later.

Commander Bolton was flipping through magazines when Peters arrived at the suit office. "Good morning, Commander," he told the officer. "Have you been measured yet, sir?"

"No, I haven’t," the other growled. "Commander Collins is in there now."

Peters nodded. "You have to take all your clothes off to get measured, sir. The Grallt have a thing for modesty, and they know we do, too. It don’t take long, sir."

"Hunh." The officer slumped down on the couch, arms folded, and Peters stood at parade rest. They didn’t speak further.

It wasn’t long before Commander Collins came through the door, escorted by the attendant. "Your turn, Harlan," she told Bolton. "I think you’ll find it interesting, at least."

"Just so’s it gets over with," said Bolton gruffly. He stood, adjusted his barracks cover, and followed the attendant into the measuring chamber.

"Good morning, Commander Collins," Peters said with a nod; one more officer down for the day.

"Good morning, sailor. Peters, isn’t it?"

"Yes, ma’m."

"So that’s what I was getting measured for," she said in a speculative voice, looking Peters up and down. He flushed. Collins had a friendly face, officers’ version, reserved but not forbidding. "Wonder how I’ll look in it, hm? Do they all fit that tight?"

Peters flushed again. "Yes, ma’m, they do, and I’m sure you’ll look just fine." Collins smiled a little and cocked her head, and Peters realized with a start that he’d stepped in it if she chose to make an issue.

She didn’t. "It’s a safety precaution, you said. What does it actually do?"

That put him on familiar ground. "Well, mainly it makes air, ma’m," he told her. "Around the head, so’s you can breathe if there ain’t, ah, isn’t any air where you are. And this here," he fingered the buckle, being careful not to activate anything, "it can move you around a little, when there ain’t no gravity. Isn’t any, I mean."

Collins was still smiling. Her hair was a little longer than most female pilots’, and swung out when she shook her head. "It’s a space suit, then? It looks more like a comic book costume."

"Yes ma’m, I mean, no, ma’m." Peters shook his own head. "Dree–uh, Ambassador Dreelig says not, ma’m, I mean he says it’s not a space suit. A space suit is heavier and more complicated, he says. This here’s just a kathir suit, a suit with air, that is."

"Is it comfortable? It looks confining."

"Yes ma’m, real comfortable," Peters assured her. "It’s just like you wasn’t wearin’ nothing, but warm and no drafts, you know? You forget you have it on sometimes."

"Yes, I can see that," she said wryly, and Peters realized with a horrified start that he had reacted to her femininity. Her brow furrowed. "That’s going to be a problem, I think," she said thoughtfully.

"What’s going to be a problem?" Bolton wanted to know as he pushed through the door. Ignoring his own question, he continued briskly, "That machine was a little friendlier than I usually get on a first date."

"I suppose you could put it that way," said Collins in a cool tone.

Bolton paused a beat, avoiding Collins’s eyes, and addressed Peters: "That thing comfortable, sailor?"

"Yes, sir, real comfortable." Peters had gone back to parade rest, hands at the small of his back.

Bolton adjusted the angle of his barracks cover minutely, a mannerism that Peters figured was going to get very familiar, and very old, in a little while. "All right, next thing," he said. "What’s next, Mr. Ambassador?"

Dreelig had followed Bolton into the waiting room. "Now we should go to the area you will be using as living and working quarters. The others are there, and as soon as we arrive they can begin coming here for fitting."

"Fine." Bolton was fidgeting. "Need to hit the head before we go very far."

Dreelig looked at Peters, who nodded minutely and fielded the question. "If you’ll follow me, sir, I’ll show you where the head is. It’s just down the passageway, sir."

Commander Collins followed without saying anything. Peters led them down the passage, stopping at a door a little way from the elevator. "In here, sir," he said to Bolton. "This writing means a head, you’ll find them all around the ship, sir." Collins was looking around, and Peters noticed. That was going to be a problem, sure enough. "Do you need to, ah–"

"Use the facilities? Yes, I do, sailor," said Collins crisply. "And I take it from your hesitation to say anything that the Grallt don’t provide separate-sex heads."

"Yes, ma’m, that’s right," Peters mumbled. Dreelig was staying quiet, watching the humans’ interactions.

"Then excuse me, I’m going to surprise Harlan," said Collins, and pushed through the door.

  





Chapter Nine

"I believe that Commander Bolton is a difficult person to deal with," Dreelig remarked when she was gone.

"Tell me about it," said Peters with feeling.

Bolton reappeared almost immediately, again adjusting his headgear in millimeter increments. "Modesty taboo, eh?" he growled, and shook his head, staring at Peters so that the sailor flushed but kept his head up, meeting the officer’s eyes.

Collins took a bit longer. "When can we get the personal gear offloaded?" she asked.

Dreelig thumbed the elevator call and turned. "As soon as I show you to your quarters, I will arrange that," he told her. "You should have your personal equipment very soon."

When they emerged in the operations bay Bolton glanced around and shook his head, looking grim, and Peters found himself reading an officer’s mind. The quantity of sheer junk, ranging from the size of a three-millimeter screw to as big as a person’s head, lying around was enough to make anybody who lived between a pair of jet engines apprehensive. That wasn’t such a big deal here–no engines meant no FOD problems, he supposed–but he was expecting God’s own FOD walkdown pretty soon anyway. In a way it was a relief to find something he agreed with the asshole about.

They took the stairway up to what the sailors had designated ‘wardroom level’, hearing bustle and clanks from the wardroom and kitchen but finding no one in the corridors, and continued to the first level of rooms. Several of the officers were standing around chatting; they came to attention when their commanding officer entered the corridor. "This level has been assigned as living space for VF-22," Dreelig announced, his tone implying that the assignment had come from the Supreme Being, or at least his deputy. "Commander Bolton, your room is at the end of the hall."

Bolton nodded to Dreelig, said "Very well," adjusted his headgear once more, and set off down the passage, with a sidelong glance at Peters. "As you were," he told the officers, who relaxed and resumed their conversations.

Dreelig sighed very faintly. "We will see you again in a few minutes," he called to Bolton’s receding back. "Commander Collins, if you would come this way …."

They climbed the stairway, entering the fourth level, where the large room was on that end. "Here are your quarters, Commander," said Dreelig as he pushed the door open.

Peters and Todd had spent quite a bit of time on the commanding officers’ rooms. The bed was made (without a pillow), there was no dust anywhere, the head sparkled, and the floors gleamed with fresh wax. After heroic efforts involving handwaving, pantomime, and shouting, Peer had come up with a couple of lengths of thin cloth and a big chunk of something tan and fuzzy. The cloth had been turned into tieback curtains, by Peters from childhood memory, and the fuzzy thing, which they figured had to be some kind of animal skin, had been cut up to make an acceptable throw rug for each officer. It was Todd who’d thought of the finishing touches: the fluorescent overheads were off, the reading lamp and another incandescent were on, and a request passed to the ship operators had resulted in the Moon being visible through the window. The horns of the crescent were down, but it would take most people quite a while to figure out why that was wrong.

"This is–" Collins began, then drew herself up. "This is quite acceptable," she said crisply. "Are my other officers quartered similarly?"

Peters and Dreelig shared a wink behind her back. "The other rooms are smaller," Dreelig told her. "Perhaps Petty Officer Peters could show you the ways in which this might be different from what you are accustomed to. He would be more likely than I to know what you would expect."

Collins looked amused. "Lead on, sailor," she said.

Peters flushed and stepped forward. "I reckon you won’t have no, ah, any trouble, ma’m," he said, "‘cept maybe in the head. Ah, this way, please, ma’m." He worked the latch, using exaggerated motions that drew another smile from Collins, and showed her the backwards-operating taps and the sideways light switch. "This here takes a little bit of a push, ma’m," he said, and pressed the plate. The toilet flushed with a roar that suddenly seemed appalling, and Peters colored to the neck of his kathir suit.

"Very well, sailor, thank you for the familiarization tour," Collins said in a level, businesslike tone. There was a glint of amusement in her eyes, and Peters was relieved. He was going to like Commander Collins.

He and Dreelig found Todd supporting the bulkhead on the landing below. "Well, how’d it go?" Peters greeted him.

"Assholes and dickheads," Todd summarized, then looked around to make sure no officers were eavesdropping. "They say a CO impresses his personality on his people, but I can’t see how Bolton did it this quick."

"Commander Bolton has a strong personality," Dreelig suggested with a smile.

"That he does," Peters agreed. "Where’s Dee?"

"She took some of the women to the suit office. She said wait an utle or so, then start bringing the men along." Todd grunted. "Hunh. Dreelig, you’ll have to do it. I was trying to show a couple of ‘em how the head works, and they just said, ‘We’ll figure it out, sailor. Carry on.’"

"What did they think of their rooms?" Dreelig wanted to know.

"I guess they were pleased. They’re all bitching that they don’t have their gear, though." Todd shook his head and grinned. "Half a dozen of them were ready to go themselves, but Dee stood up straight and told them it wasn’t safe to work in the bay without kathir suits. Peters, that was a stroke of genius, it’s going to keep them out of our hair for hours. I just wish you’d told the rest of us first."

"I didn’t think of it until the last minute," said Peters. "We’re makin’ up a workin’ party to go get the gear now. Where’s the stewards?"

"Hiding in the wardroom, I think." Todd was right. They gathered up four of them, and Todd and Peters headed down the stairs. Dreelig made explanations, not well received by the looks on their faces, and went to collect male officers for kathir suit fitting.

Watching the pilots pull the ladders out was all the clue the sailors had needed. They started on the Hornets, and sure enough, the engine bays had dome-ended cylinders instead of engines. The port ones were all open, giving them a chance to see how the latches worked, and the starboard ones opened easily enough once they’d figured out the valve that equalized pressure.

The women had two seabags apiece, plus enough miscellaneous gear to make two planes all they could unload in one trip. One of the stewards–Peters thought it was Pis, but still didn’t know them well enough to really tell–took a look at the growing pile of duffel and disappeared. Peters was about to call out when Todd restrained him, and Pis came back pushing one hand truck and dragging another. The trucks had nice big bottom trays, and made the job a lot easier.

"You, sailor," a male officer called to Peters about halfway through it. The men had less duffel than the women did, but there were more of them, and Commander Bolton watched the whole evolution, arms folded, from the door of his room. "When the Hell’s chow around here?" the pilot wanted to know.

Peters had forgotten that the pilots were still on Earth schedule. He pulled out the handheld, generating murmurs and bugged eyes when an apparently solid part of the kathir suit turned out to be a pocket. "Normal ship’s schedule would be at the second llor, sir, that’s about three o’clock your time."

"Well, shit," said the officer who’d asked, a spectacularly ugly man with black hair and a mustache. "Our last chow was at 0600, and you could probably see my backbone through my belly button."

"Hey, Everett, you sayin’ there’s anything to see?" somebody in the back of the group called out, and a chuckle went around.

"You gonna check it out, Payson?" another called, and the first voice replied, "Nah, he wouldn’t let me," in a voice of exaggerated disappointment. "He wants that little blonde to do it."

"She can check my bellybutton any time she likes," said a third.

"She’d be disappointed if she went any lower," another contributed.

The reference to a "little blonde" was clear; the tags on her seabag had read, "Briggs, Evelyn B., Lt(j.g.), 210," and she was the most-junior member of VFA-97. She was also easily the most attractive of the women.

While the officers were engaged in their byplay, Peters grabbed one of the stewards by the arm. «Food, now?» he asked in Grallt, waving his hand at the officers. The steward started to say, «No, second llor,» then looked around at the group and changed it to, «Half utle? Simple?»

«Good, good, go,» Peters told him, then turned to the humans. "Sirs, please–" he said, and waited for their attention. "Steward Peer says the regular meal’ll be provided as scheduled, but a simple snack can be available in the wardroom in about twenty minutes, sir," he said to the officer (Everett?) who’d asked about food.

"All right," the officer growled. "Where away is the wardroom, sailor?"

"O-1 level, sir, about the middle, outboard."

"And where might the O-1 level be? Up? Down?"

"Next deck below us, sir."

Commander Bolton had pushed his way to the middle of the group, and stood, glaring, arms folded. "All right, listen up, people," he said. "Light lunch will be served in the wardroom, next deck down, in fifteen minutes. Don’t leave until you get your gear. You people who’ve got your gear, get cleaned up. The rest of you, clear this passageway, this is a ship, not a playground." He shifted his glare to Peters. "Sailor, you get hopping on that working party. These people are to get their gear as soon as possible, you hear?"

"Aye, sir," Peters responded promptly, then to the Grallt with him, «Come.»

Dee was leading four female officers up the stairway. "Great," he said. "Dee, you got a minute? I need a favor."

"I cannot delay long," Dee said, frowning. "What do you need?"

He sighed. "Could you go to the wardroom and tell the stewards that the animals are gettin’ restless from lack of food? Have ‘em lay out somethin’ simple, snacks and that. I told Peer, but maybe I didn’t get the words right."

Dee nodded. "I will go now."

"I’m for that," one of the humans said. "Oh-six-hundred was a long time ago."

"Yeah, me, too," another agreed. "My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut."

"You’re in public, Doris," the third chided. "You could at least try to think up something original."

"Your ass," said ‘Doris’ cheerfully. "You shouldn’t be in a hurry, you got plenty reserves."

"Bullshit," the third one returned. "Long as my ass fits in an airplane seat it suits me just fine, and everybody else can go to Hell." She grinned and slapped a hip. "Feels a little slack. When did you say lunch was, sailor?"

Peters started to speak, but was forestalled by Dee’s return. "It is arranged," she told Peters. "Peer understood you, and a simple meal will be ready quickly."

"Great," said Peters with feeling. "Now if you ladies’ll excuse me, I got a workin’ party to attend to."

"Carry on, sailor," said one of the women, and the two parties separated, clattering on the stairs in opposite directions. "I don’t know if I’m ready for that suit," one of the women said as they headed up.

"Hey, your ass’ll still fit in the airplane," said another.

"I was just regretting that I won’t have much to put in the top half." That got a slightly bitter chuckle, and the whole group was laughing as they disappeared through their quarters hatch.

He met Todd coming up, arms laden with seabags and supervising a similarly laden Grallt. Peters advised him of the change in plans and headed below. Only three left. That was good. He’d lost one of his working party, and this had taken long enough already.

He’d been making assumptions, he discovered. Message delivered, Peer showed up as they were unloading 106, and bore a hand, if not cheerfully then with a will. The Grallt were all right, he was discovering. It was his own folk he wasn’t too sure about.

By the time Peters and Todd made it to the mess room it was two utle into the second ande, the place was nearly empty, and the waiters weren’t pleased to see them. When they tried to order they got a lot of negative headshakes, ending up with whatever was left over. That was fair, they supposed, but not real pleasant all the same.

All the officers had gotten cleaned up and had something to eat, and some had gone to bed. The rest were sitting around the wardroom, drinking genuine imported U.S. Navy artificial fruit punch, exchanging insults and fairy tales (Navy version, which begins, "Now this is no shit…"), and bitching about the lack of a coffee urn. They were supposed to head back down starting at 0700, in the middle of the fifth ande.

Neither Todd nor Peters envied Dee and Dreelig. When last seen they had been sitting on couches, listening to conversations without being included in them, and trying to ignore sidelong looks from the officers, none of whom had the balls to look at them directly or comment on their appearance.

"I’m beat," said Todd, and drained his glass. The sweet-tart klisti was lots better than the Navy bug juice the officers had.

"Yeah, me, too." Peters looked around at the empty mess room. "Reckon these folks want us gone pretty quick."

"Can’t blame ‘em," Todd pointed out. He stretched and yawned. "What say we do them a favor? I could use a shower and some rack time."

"You called it first, but I’m right behind you for the shower," Peters agreed. He smiled a little. "But I found out somethin’ a little while ago, and if you can wait for me to get cleaned up I’ll share it with you."

Todd looked at him for a moment, then nodded. "OK, I’ll go along," he said. "I won’t even nibble you about it."

* * *

The bartender set down the glass he was polishing and looked them over, asking something in liquid Grallt. It had to be a variant of "What’ll it be, sailors?"

"Well, shit," Peters commented. The last bartender on Earth who didn’t speak enough English to serve sailors had probably died around the turn of the century, and it had never occurred to him, or Todd, that there might be language problems.

Finally Peters shrugged and pointed. The bartender returned the shrug, filled glasses with amber liquid, and pushed them across the bar, saying a word as he did so. "Must be the word for beer," Peters guessed. He passed one of the four-square bills to the tender, who shrugged again, opened a drawer, and handed back three coppery squares and one silvery one. "Two beers comes to half a whatever they are. I dunno if that’s cheap or expensive, but if the beer’s good I don’t give a damn."

"If it’s beer," Todd reminded him.

It was beer, or the Grallt equivalent. Whatever had been used instead of hops gave a dry, smoky flavor, a little like Scots whisky. They took their glasses over to a table and settled in, discussing their day in low tones.

That seemed to be the correct style for the bar, and after a few curious looks they were ignored. They drank in sips, enjoying the taste, conversing in fits and starts interspersed with silences. The tender was attentive when called on but didn’t make rounds, just stayed behind the bar, polishing glasses or sitting on a stool with his head bent, reading or possibly asleep.

They had just paid for their second round when Dreelig came in, spotted them, and came over, smiling. "Have a seat," Peters offered. "We’re buyin’."

"Thank you, I accept," Dreelig replied. He settled into a chair, lifted his hand to attract the bartender, and leaned back with a sigh. When the tender brought his order, something with ice in a tall glass, he took a long pull. "Ah. I know it is largely a matter of mental attitude, but that tastes better than usual." He looked over the top of the glass at Peters. "If your invitation was sincere, you should pay the man one half ornh."

"Ornh, eh?" Peters said. "We knew it was money, but we didn’t know the name." He dug out a square silvery coin and handed it over.

"Yes, ornh is money," Dreelig told them. "You should have received half a square of ornh each. That is the living allowance for an ordinary member of the crew. Have you paid for your meals?"

"Yep, got that done before the officers got here," Todd confirmed.

"Good. I am sorry I was not there to help you, but I am afraid I was busy." Dreelig took another, smaller sip of his drink. "I think that will be a permanent condition in the near future. Your officers are very demanding."

"We figured it out," Todd told him. "It wasn’t really all that hard."

"Yes." Dreelig pushed his glass around, smearing the condensed moisture into a rough circle. "You have gotten a great deal of work done with a minimum of supervision, and adjusted to new conditions without much fuss." He looked up at them from under his brows and sighed. "I suppose I expected the same from them. Now I do not believe that it will work out that way."

"Prob’ly not," said Peters dryly. "They’re too used to folks jumpin’ when they holler frog to be easy when things ain’t exactly what they expect."

"That is a colorful way of saying it, but I believe you are correct." He sipped again. "Commander Bolton has decreed that the officers need not learn the language, so I must now tell Znereda that the service people–the stewards–must all be taught English. I do not anticipate the interview with pleasure, but I do not see a way to avoid it, if the ladies and gentlemen are to be served as they require." He came down just a little harder on ‘ladies and gentlemen’ than necessary.

"Maybe we can be practice targets for the stewards as they learn," Todd offered. "That’d take some of the load off old Znereda."

Dreelig smiled. "That is what I intended to ask of you. Thank you for volunteering." He finished his drink and rattled the ice. "Of course, your other duties will remain."

"No problem," said Peters. "If we’re ‘ordinary members of the crew,’ we ought to lend a hand."

Dreelig nodded. "I wish to rest before the departure of your officers and machines. I recommend that you do the same. The second group will be arriving an ande later, and there will be few opportunities for rest."

"Yeah, you’re right," said Peters. He drained the last of his glass and stood up. Todd followed, tossing an ornh-piece on the table.

"I almost forgot my reason for searching for you," Dreelig confessed as he stood. "The Commander also says that kathir suits are not proper uniforms, even with correct markings. When required, the suit is to be worn underneath your ordinary clothing."

Peters sighed. "Well, Hell, we can pull dungarees on over it. But I was lookin’ forward to not havin’ to do laundry no more." He plucked at the material of the kathir suit.

"Laundry," said Todd in a tone of loathing.

"Look on the bright side," Peters advised. "No skivvies to wash, anyways."

"Hunh. You’re right, of course, but I’m not looking forward to trying to keep uniforms looking good for two years," said Todd crossly. "Especially dungarees. And do we wear boondockers, or not?"

"Not," Peters decided after a moment. "Dreelig, you can tell ‘em they mark up the deck or something."

"I can do that." Dreelig smiled. "We will meet another time, ke?"

"Yeah," Peters agreed. "See you later."

* * *

Showered, shaved, and spiffed, they were down in the bay in plenty of time. They set up their little group near the aft end of the midships hangar bay door and waited.

Dee led the officers out the forward door of their quarters, where they formed a double file and marched toward the planes. A pair split off to stand by each Hornet. "Oh, shit, we shoulda had a working party to take the ladders down," Peters groaned, but that had been thought of. Pilots boarded, and the other officer in each pair took the ladder down and stowed it. They then doubled across to the Tomcats, where they did the same. Canopies sighed down and clamped, and one by one, the Tomcats backed up a few feet, then turned forward down the centerline of the bay.

That brought the first one abreast of Donollo, who was standing, smiling benignly, a little in front of the group. Commander Bolton presented a salute, the best possible in flight suit, helmet, and gloves; Donollo responded by raising his left arm, nodding, and lowering the arm like a waiter showing someone to a table. Bolton brought his hand back down, and the Tomcat shot off down the bay, catching the sunlight, turning into a spark, then gone.

The others repeated the ritual in turn, Donollo putting in a magnificent performance as a catapult officer, the pilots following along because it closely resembled what they were used to. When the last Hornet was away, Donollo said something in a soft voice, making Dreelig laugh.

"Thank God they’re gone," said Dee, and both sailors looked at her. "We don’t believe in that way," she said, smiling, "but the phrase seemed appropriate."

"Real appropriate," Peters assured her.

"Very well done, everyone," said Dreelig. He was also smiling. "And now, rest if you can. The second group will arrive sometime after the middle of the next ande."

* * *

Five utle later they were again standing in the ops bay, watching sparks assemble aft.

These weren’t nearly so spiffy. All of them hit the bay opening without breaking anything, but the sailors winced several times. Todd, who had watched a lot of flight ops, thought they might have been better off to pick up the tempo a bit. A slow approach gave lots of time for minor corrections, and the paths were crooked as a snake’s track because most of the corrections were from nerves. It took over an utle to complete the evolutions with the ladders, and one pilot almost fell when the ladder, not properly secured, slumped to rest against the aerodynamic strake below the cockpit.

Forming up and marching was within their capabilities. Donollo said something, Dreelig repeated what he’d said before, and the sailors stood at attention and saluted at the right places. They were wearing undress blues over the kathir suits, and nobody paid them much attention.

"I’m Lieutenant Commander Carlyle," the leader told Dreelig. "As you can see, we need a lot more practice to be good enough."

"Senior Donollo thought you did very well," said Dreelig generously, after translating that for Donollo and getting a reply. "I introduce Dee. She will show you to your quarters." Dee gave him a black look and stepped to the front, and the company marched off across the bay, keeping rather better intervals than the first-line crews had.

They had filled out the welcoming party with half of the stewards, the ones who had helped out with unloading personal gear before. "All right, you know what to do," Peters told them, then in Grallt, «Work you know. Do.» Peer grinned and nodded, gabbled at the rest of the group, and headed for the first Hornet. Peters and Todd sighed and looked at one another.

"These will remain only long enough to be measured for kathir suits," Dreelig commented. "They must return for their free day, if I understand correctly."

"It’s a free day for everybody. Thanksgiving." Peters looked sour. "Good and bad. We gotta work harder, but it’ll be over with sooner."

"Yes, that is all true," said Dreelig. "I must go."

"Aye, aye," said Peters loudly. Dreelig looked startled, then amused, and went to collect the first group to be measured. The two sailors bore a hand with the unloading, fetching, and carrying.

The alternates were less standoffish than the primaries had been, to the extent that they were willing to accept the two enlisted men as guides and for familiarization with the facilities. All of their guides and advisors, including the stewards, were grateful for that. It meant they could take turns for naps of a few utle without leaving the officers to their own devices, and the officers themselves went down during fourth ande to be fresh for the trip. It wasn’t enough, but it was something.

Only about two-thirds of the pilots saluted Donollo as they departed, but "the Senior" raised his arm and beamed at each and every one of them, exactly as he had done for the first group. When they were finally away Peters and Todd were at least as beat as they had ever been, and Dee and Dreelig were wilting too. "Thank God they"re gone," Todd said to Dee, and she just smiled tiredly and flapped a hand at him.

  





Chapter Ten

"There is more that you need to know about the operation of the ship, so that you can instruct your associates when they arrive," Dreelig told them over the second meal. They’d skipped the first, sleeping in; after all, it was Thanksgiving. "And we need to consult with Znereda about how you can best assist him with language instruction for the stewards." He looked at his watch and frowned. "Znereda will not be available until the fourth ande. We should proceed with instruction. It should not take long."

"Lead on," said Peters.

Dreelig led them to the ops bay, then aft. The sailors got a bit apprehensive as they approached the open door, but the deck continued flat to the threshold, with no structure similar to the "round-down" of the aircraft carrier. Hefty pegs on top and bottom of the door held bearings that ran in slots that crossed the door opening, curving to continue parallel to the midships structure. Four low consoles stood next to the guide slot, spaced ten meters apart, in a row parallel to the ship’s centerline. "These are the retarder controls," Dreelig explained.

"Retarder controls?" Peters said with a frown as he and Todd bent to examine one. Like the control panel of the dli, it was sparsely populated: a pair of large knobs, two backward-reading meters, and little else.

"The retarders are used to slow incoming ships," Dreelig told them. "I don’t fully understand it myself. The controls must be set for the mass and speed of the incoming vessel."

"Arrestin’ gear," said Peters with a nod and a grin. "I been runnin’ arrestin’ gear damn near eight years now. I reckon I can learn a new type."

"You may know more about it than I do," Dreelig confessed.

"Probably," said Todd in a matter-of-fact tone. "Why doesn’t one of the regular crew come and explain it while you translate? It’s not convenient for you to be running back and forth every time we have a question you can’t answer."

Dreelig looked alarmed. "What do you mean, the regular crew?" he demanded. "We are all crew, yourselves included."

"Look, Dreelig, no offense and all that, but you couldn’t run this ship with a gun at your head," Todd told him calmly. "Just about anything we want to know, you’ve never troubled yourself to ask about. There have to be tech types who run the ship while you traders go along for the ride." He shrugged. "You called them ‘the ship people’ a while ago. We saw some down tending the engines. They wear blue and white on their suits."

"You have seen the engines?" Dreelig was thunderstruck. "I have lived on Llapaaloapalla for four eights of uzul, and I have never seen the engines. I do not know how to reach them anyway."

"Yeah," said Peters. "You stick to your own knittin’ while the others get on with gettin’ their jobs done. That’s a good way to work, but it’s got limits." He glanced sidelong at Todd. "In this here case, we’re gonna need to know quite a bit about these controls. Todd’s right, we better have a tech type around to answer questions."

"You make a good point." Dreelig stood, frowning, right arm across his breast, chin supported by the knuckles of his left hand. "But this arrangement has not been made. It will be a little difficult."

"Can’t see why," Todd pointed out.

"Yes, there is no reason you should know or understand," said the Grallt calmly. "Perhaps you should go back to your quarters. I will meet you there after I speak with the others."

"You got it," said Peters. "This is likely to take a while, I gather."

"Yes. Several utle, at least."

"Then we’ll probably fool around for a while," Peters told him. "If you don’t find us in our quarters, just come on down, we’ll probably be here."

"Yes, that is a satisfactory arrangement." Dreelig nodded and hurried off,looking concerned.

When he was out of sight, Peters turned to Todd. "That was a hell of a surprise to pull on your old buddy Peters."

"Sorry." Todd spread his hands. "I just now thought of it, actually. All the people in the engine room were dressed alike, and there have to be tech types around somewhere, but I just now made the final connection." He looked at Peters. "Makes sense, though."

"Damn right it makes sense. I’d've liked a little more warnin’, is all."

"Yeah, like I said, it just now came to me."

Peters looked at the controls for a moment, then turned away. "Ain’t no point in hangin’ around here. We don’t know what the adjustments are, and we ain’t gonna find out until somebody tells us."

Todd sighed. "So we wait."

Third meal came and went without Dreelig showing up, and they idled around their quarters until time for the next one rolled around. Fourth meal was a surprise: no choices today, everybody got turkey and dressing and all the usual trimmings. Highly appropriate down below, but the Grallt seemed a bit dubious. Todd saw one lift a sporkfull of cranberry sauce and look at it suspiciously; he pointed it out to Peters, and the two shared a chuckle.

After the meal they ambled back to quarters. The bay doors were open, fore and aft both, and the bow was pointed at the sun, making it hard to look in that direction and throwing long shadows from the rubble and clutter. That made it easy to find, and left them more dismayed than before at the sheer quantity of it.

It was about two utle, and seemed like a lot longer, before there was a knock on Peters’s door. He had been lounging on his bunk, bored and half asleep, and took his time answering.

"This is Engineer Keezer," said Dreelig without preliminary, indicating his companion with a gesture. The new Grallt was female, a little shorter than Dreelig and about the same age; she wore a two-color suit like the ones in the engine room, blue and white in four parts. "Keezer will explain the retarder controls and answer your questions. She is not very patient, so we should, ah, I believe your phrase is ‘get on with it.’"

"Sure," said Peters. "Lemme get Todd." «Pleasant greetings, Keezer,» he said to the engineer in Grallt, and the other looked surprised. She was babbling at Dreelig, tone questioning, as Peters banged on Todd"s door. "Look alive in there," he called.

Todd appeared, the puzzled look on his face disappearing when he saw Keezer. "Half a sec," he apologized, and ducked back inside, reappearing with white hat firmly screwed to his head.

Peters wondered why Todd had thought the hat necessary. Then he took note of Keezer as they headed down the ladder and across the docking bay. She walked upright and kept her head up, contrasting sharply with Dreelig, who–there was no better word for it: Dreelig shambled. Todd was a lot sharper about such things than he was. He’d noticed right away that Keezer walked and acted more like …

More like themselves. The engineer even looked around, eyeing the clutter sidelong, obviously disapproving the mess. Interesting.

Keezer launched into a speech as soon as they arrived at the retarder controls, fingering a knob and going on at some length. Dreelig held up a hand to stop her, and translated for the sailors, "These consoles control the speed-retarding fields used in landing, as I told you." The engineer babbled again, and Dreelig frowned. "Much of what she said I will not translate directly. She says that traders are sloppy and undisciplined, and most of our visitors are worse, so the retarding fields are necessary. They would not be needed if everyone were careful and observed correct procedures in approaching the ship."

"I can relate to that," said Peters with a grin as Todd nodded. "Tell her to go on."

Keezer held forth, Dreelig again stopping her from going on too long. "She says that the controls are easy enough to use that even traders and aliens should be able to manage. All of the consoles are the same except Number One, which is the master. The switch here–" he paused, asked Keezer a question, then continued, "–is the master control for the system. Normal procedure is to leave the system activated at all times. This toggle controls the approach lights, right for off, center for normal operation, left for–" again clarification was necessary "–left to inform the approaching ship that it must not land."

"Wave-off," Peters remarked.

"The right-hand knob must be set to the mass of the approaching ship. The meter indicates the setting. The two-level knob is for the speed of the approaching vessel." Dreelig paused, and the engineer spoke again. "She says that the controls should be set for mass and speed within one-eighth of the correct values. If they are too high, the ship may be damaged. If they are too low, the ship might pass all the way through without being halted."

"What are the units?" Peters asked, touching a knob.

That took a while. Speed was in ultellzo, and mass was in gorz, neither of which meant anything. Keezer thought the confusion was funny; she recommended that they forget about conversions. "If you have the speed correct, the right-hand dial will show the correct mass when the ship enters. If you have the mass correct, the other dial shows speed. The combination is more important than either one, unless you have one or the other completely wrong."

"I see," said Peters dubiously, meaning that he didn’t. "The mass–I reckon you must mean the weight–is the important part, ain’t it?"

Keezer laughed when that was translated. "No, no, can you be that ignorant?" Dreelig was speaking in a singsong, trying to make it obvious that these weren’t his words. "Weight is what holds you down in gravity. Mass is always true, even when you are floating. You can go to the practice room and set your weight to anything you like, but you cannot change your mass."

"Tell Keezer we’re sorry to be so ignorant," said Peters, his tone saying he wasn’t sorry at all. "We’ve lived on Earth all our lives, and we don’t know all this space stuff."

"In truth, I was not aware of the difference myself. Keezer thinks that is amusing." Dreelig sighed. "I am afraid that the zerkre, the people like Keezer, they think we traders are foolish because we are ignorant of the ways the ship works. But I believe that if the zerkre tried to work as traders they would be badly cheated." Keezer insisted on a translation of that, looked at Dreelig, and nodded. "She says that is probably true," said Dreelig, sounding surprised. "That is the highest opinion of a trader I have ever heard from one of the zerkre."

Keezer was amazed and angry that the airplanes had come aboard without anyone at the retard controls. "The settings are normally left on the correct ones for the small dli," Dreelig translated. "Your people might have been seriously hurt, or even killed. They must have been coming in at relatively low speed."

"Is that why we got two noises when each one landed?" Peters asked.

"Noises?"

"Thum, thum," said Peters. "Like pluckin’ a string, or lettin’ a spring go."

The engineer responded with a couple of sentences when that had been passed along, and Dreelig reported, "Yes. When the retarders are set too low, they make a noise like that when the ship breaks through. She compliments you on your reasoning."

"Tell her thanks." Peters paused, running a hand along the console. "We gotta get the numbers straight before we go much further."

Keezer thought that was amusing too. "She agrees," Dreelig reported. He hesitated. "She also says numbers are very important."

"She’s right. Tell her I said so, and thanks a lot, and ask her if she’d be willin’ to do it again after the others get here," Peters said seriously. "We gotta figger out how much the birds weigh, uh, mass in your system, and I ain’t smart enough for that, but we got a guy can do it, he’s comin’ up with the others."

"That will be acceptable," Dreelig told them. "She says she would prefer to see the system used properly, even if it means she must go to extra trouble."

"And ask if we can buy her a drink."

"Keezer says you are welcome for the instruction, but she must decline your offer," Dreelig reported. "She has duties to attend to."

Peters shrugged. "Any time." When that was translated, Keezer smiled, lifted her arm in salute, and took herself off without further ceremony. Dreelig looked at them when the engineer was gone. "Perhaps Keezer did not want a drink, but I do," he said.

"That"s fine, Dreelig old buddy," Peters said, and threw an arm around the Grallt’s shoulders, the first time he had touched one of the aliens. Dreelig didn’t feel all that different from a human. "The difference is, if Keezer ain’t comin’, you’re buyin’."

"Ah. I believe I am willing to do that," said Dreelig, looking the two sailors over. "Let us proceed."

* * *

"There is still something I do not understand," Dreelig confessed when they were ensconced at a table and he had taken the first taste of his drink.

"What’s that?" Peters asked. He and Todd had also taken a first deep sip.

Dreelig made a wry face. "If your people best us in negotiations, they could profit greatly. Why do you so readily advise me how to avoid this?"

Todd kept silent. Peters set his glass on the table with a click, and leaned forward, propping himself on his elbows. "Don’t. Lump. Us. With them," he ground out. Dreelig leaned back, seeking a little distance from the intensity, and Peters made an effort to relax a little. "Sorry," he said in a low voice, and sighed. "All you’ve met so far’s been rich folks, besides us. Folks in the government, folks that get to go to college and learn how the world works. Reckon we’re probably the only folks you met ain’t like that."

"We called them ‘suits’ a couple of days ago," Todd put in.

"Yeah, that’s one word," Peters agreed. "There’s others. But mainly, as a group they run just about everything, and they don’t turn loose of nothin’ they don’t have to." He sighed again. "‘Cordin’ to Granpap, it’s always been like that, but it didn’t used to be this bad."

"Are you saying that things have changed? That this is a new situation for your people?"

"Yeah. Well, sort of," Todd said, and paused, thinking. "Years ago, there were factories all over," he explained. "Just about every town had a little plant or two, making something to sell."

"Then they started gettin’ real efficient," Peters put in. "I only know this because of Granpap, he worked at one of them little factories Todd was talkin’ about. Anyways, they started figurin’ ways to get things done with less people. Then they got to makin’ the whole system more efficient, mainly by havin’ each plant just do what it did best, and buyin’ the rest of what it needed. And mostly it worked real good. Things was cheap, so it didn’t matter much there wasn’t so many people workin’ and makin’ good money."

"They’d hire people from other countries, because they’d work cheaper, and that was because cheaper here was lots better than what they’d get at home," Todd interjected. "That was bad for folks here, in the U.S. I mean, but it was starting to get better, because other places needed workers too, and they had to raise their pay to keep them from coming to the States to make more money. So it was all starting to even out."

"Takin’ a little longer than folks at home liked," Peters pointed out, "but yeah, it was all startin’ to look good."

"Then the wrapheads blew up Paris," said Todd gloomily. He didn’t continue, and Peters didn’t take up the slack.

After a pause Dreelig prompted, "Wrapheads?"

Peters stirred in his chair. "Yeah. There’s this bunch of folks, Ay-rabs they’re properly called. Accordin’ to Granpap, most of ‘em’s just regular folks, but a few of ‘em was real sore at the rest of the world. They’d blow things up, or kill people, or what have you, and then make a speech or get somethin’ on the net about how they was makin’ the world better for their people."

"Some of them had a lot of money," Todd supplied. "The place where they live has lots of oil, and most of our industry burns oil for energy. We’d buy oil from the Arabs, and then sell them stuff to get the money back."

Dreelig nodded. "Again, a common pattern," he said with a shrug. "You still haven’t clarified very much. Why were these Arabs so angry? And what are wrapheads?"

"We call ‘em wrapheads because a lot of ‘em, ‘specially the poor folks, wear a kind of hat made of a strip of cloth wrapped around and tied off," Peters said, waving his hand around his head to indicate tying a turban. "And they got a religion called ‘Moslem’, all the holy people wear that kind of hat, like a badge of office or something."

"And it was the religious people that were really mad," Todd explained. "They’d preach to the people and get them mad, too."

"Why were these Moslem religious so angry?" Dreelig asked.

Peters shook his head. "Don’t rightly know. There’s some Moslem people in town, down by where I live, and far as I could see they’re just folks. They do some funny things, like there’s certain foods they don’t eat because their religion says not, but the rest of us knew that, and we got along. Sometimes there’d be arguments and that, but nothin’ serious."

"But the ones in their home places didn’t get along," Dreelig suggested.

"Nope. And like we said, some of ‘em had a lot of money," Peters said. "Some of the rich ones’d give money to the ones that liked to blow things up. And finally, one bunch got enough money to buy a atom bomb."

"Atom bomb? You mean a nuclear explosive?" asked Dreelig, looking puzzled. "Those are not expensive. They aren’t too useful, because they leave such a mess behind. But they are used often in places where the mess doesn’t matter, like moving rocks out of the way or breaking them up when necessary."

"Yeah, well, that may be real good in space, but like you say, they leave a real mess," said Peters. "If all you got is where you live, it ain’t real good to have ‘em around. Anyways, one bunch of Ay-rabs got hold of a atom bomb, and blew up Paris."

Dreelig looked at Peters in horror. "Do you mean that this Paris was a place? Where people lived?"

"Oh, yeah. Biggest city in Europe," Peters told him. "Well, maybe not the biggest, but big enough. Millions of people killed, and a big mess, like you said."

Dreelig nodded. "Yes. The system you described might be very fragile after such a shock."

"Well, the way Granpap told it, that’s true, but it ain’t that simple," said Peters. "What happened was, one of the big religious people was makin’ a speech on the net. Probably half the people in the world was watchin’ that speech, and right in the middle, just as he was tellin’ everybody about how the folks in Paris deserved it ’cause they wasn’t Moslems, somebody blowed up Jerusalem, which is where he was speakin’ from, with another atom bomb."

"Who did that?" Dreelig asked in horrified fascination.

"Don’t rightly know. Granpap, he said everybody that had atom bombs denied it," Peters said. "But accordin’ to him, some reporters got in with a airplane and said it looked like it wasn’t just one atom bomb. Maybe a bunch of people all thought it looked like a good idea."

"It wasn’t a good idea," said Dreelig.

"They found that out," said Peters.

"And then the economy collapsed?"

"Not right at first," Todd put in. "But yeah, not long after that."

Dreelig spread his hands. "We knew some disaster had occurred. We landed on the large landmass first, in the western part, what you call Europe, and visited other places. It was terrible." He shook his head. "We thought it was a war. We’ve seen that before, and it’s part of what made us so cautious dealing with you. Your situation is bad, but most other places in the world are worse."

"We know," said Todd. "We’re in the Navy, remember? Mostly what the Navy does any more is patrol, trying to stop pirates and that." He shook his head. "Actually, mostly we sit at the dock because there’s no money to run the ship. Point is, we’ve been other places. Europe, South America, like that."

"Mar-say," said Peters.

Todd winced. "Yeah. God, what a stink. And we couldn’t go ashore in Rome because there was some kind of disease. Same way in Rio de Janeiro. Buenos Aires was about like Marseilles. About the only halfway nice place was Havana. We had a lot of fun in Cuba, remember, Peters?"

"Yeah. There’s talk the U.S. might ask Cuba if they’d like to join up, and when we was in Cuba that was one of the big things to talk about. Some folks there are hot for it, but when I told Granpap that he about bust a gut laughin’."

There was silence for a few minutes. Dreelig emptied his glass and set it down. "You still have not told me why you are willing that we Grallt should know enough to negotiate effectively with your people."

"Yeah." Peters slumped down in his chair. "Well, thanks to all that, there’s two kinds of people. One kind, like Todd was sayin’, they own the factories that’re still workin’, and they got a pretty good life. They get to go to school and learn about all kinds of things. So they get to be officers, and government folks, and that. And then there’s us."

"The ones who don’t have jobs, you mean," said Dreelig.

"That’s right," said Todd. "Me’n Peters, we’ve got it good. We have jobs, and we get plenty to eat. But we both know people, lots of people, who don’t have either one."

"Just about everybody we know, outside the Navy," Peters commented. Dreelig was looking impatient, so he continued, "If the folks that’s runnin’ things now get your stuff, kathir suits and spaceship engines and that, they’ll figure out how to build it, and they won’t need to trade for it. That’ll mean a few jobs, buildin’ the new stuff –"

"But if they don’t get your stuff, then they’ll have to give you something of ours for it," Todd interjected. "And if we have to trade for it, it means opening up the factories again. Making the things we know how to make, for trade. Lots of work, lots of good jobs."

"So you are willing to frustrate the ‘suits’ in the interest of trade," said Dreelig. "Well, if it is of any use to you, I think your analysis is correct. Your people will be better off in general by trading." He shook his head, looked from one sailor to another. "You have both said that you do not have very good training, that you have not been educated well. Yet you have made what is actually a fairly sophisticated argument. How is it that poorly educated people can know this?"

"Well, it didn’t happen all that long ago," said Peters with a shrug. "There’s lots of folks around who know what was goin’ on before things fell apart. They talk. Ain’t much else to do, of a winter evenin’." He shrugged again. "There’s more’n one way to learn, it ain’t all schoolin’. We ain’t had much formal education, but we heard lots of talk."

Dreelig glanced at his watch, signaled the waiter. "We have missed fifth meal, and I am hungry. Let us eat here."

"Fine with us," said Todd. "But I’m afraid you’re buying again. We’re broke."

Dreelig smiled faintly and nodded. "Order what you wish. I will, I believe the phrase is, take it out in trade."

  





Chapter Eleven

Commander Bolton’s decision that the pilots needn’t learn the language had consequences. Znereda was highly irritated; he was also highly organized, and got the stewards and a dozen other people through a preliminary course in the English language. After that the sailors spent almost half of their work time having inane chats in baby talk. With four and two eights of people to train, it was barely enough. It helped that all the Grallt seemed to have a knack for languages, and were able to help one another to a large extent.

Dreelig, Dee, and Donollo made two more trips downside, coming back to confer with their still-mysterious superiors and having little time for socializing. The few times they were able to meet, the Grallt "ambassadors" were tired but cheerful, and reported that negotiations were proceeding more smoothly. "We might actually get something done before we leave," Dee reported optimistically.

The freight hauler made two trips a llor, a few to Mayport and the rest to Naval Support Facility Norfolk. Engineer Keezer reappeared to supervise the adjustment of the retarder consoles for its return, and Peters grabbed Peer and a girl called Se’en as translators and stuck his nose in. It didn’t seem difficult if you knew the numbers. At the end of each trip the language class was adjourned while they ferried the cargo into the humans’ living and working spaces. The storage areas below their quarters got filled, and the working spaces were taking shape, with desks, chairs (including heavy leather briefing chairs), storage cabinets, and the like.

Chief Warnocki had taken their word about the welding equipment; there was gear for everything from oxyacetylene to LIG, and literal tons of rod and wire. Emergency rations and dietary supplements took an entire truckload and filled two rooms. There were a couple of cartons of spare uniforms, all for the officers and chiefs. There was sheet aluminum and steel, rivets, screws and bolts, and a few odd-shaped boxes containing parts for fixing the planes. That and the welding gear would have filled most of the storage space, so they shifted it over to the shoprooms in the number-three hangar bay. One big skid held computer gear, printer consumables, and network components.

There were pillows. Apparently the request for pillows was a real puzzle for somebody; what they wound up with was three pillows.

Each.

What there wasn’t was radios. Peters had expected, at minimum, several Military Common Communications Equipment sets, and he’d had a hazy notion that specialized antennas would be useful. Two big cartons and a rack on a skid held deck earbugs, their base station, and a stack of relay nodes, but that was it for comm gear. He looked it over with a sour expression, exchanged a wordless look and a shrug with Todd, and ordered them stowed below enlisted quarters.

They bugged out on the last unloading detail, trying to snatch a few utle of sleep before the rest of the humans arrived. 0700, December 1st, in Mayport was in the middle of the fourth ande aboard Llapaaloapalla; that meant most of the work would have to be done during fifth and sixth ande–again–and the sailors had adjusted–again–to the ship’s schedule.

They were up, showered, shaved, and in dress blues, in time to see all three dli head out for the pickup. Laundry had turned out to be available on the same basis as meals were; by Peters’ calculation, the pay they were due in two more llor would just about clear them for meals, laundry, and what they owed at the bar. He sighed. He’d been broke before, and no doubt would be again. Beer is not a necessity of life, after all. Looking neat for Chief Joshua probably was.

Dreelig, Donollo, Dee, and the language students formed the welcoming committee; Peters and Todd joined them by the enlisted quarters hatch. Peer and Pis turned up, having set up a collation of cold cuts and sandwich makings in one of the storage spaces. It was Pis who’d thought of that; he was a bright and thoughtful fellow. Peters thought he might even get over wincing at the name, someday.

Se’en, the girl translator, was the first to spot the drifting sparks aft. They weren’t holding any kind of formation, just loosely grouped, and they didn’t do anything fancy like making a pass and peeling off in order. One sped up while the other two slowed down, one nearly coming to an apparent halt, allowing the first to get on board before picking up the pace.

Apparently the retarders were correctly set, because there was only a whisper of air as the first dli entered the operations bay. The pilot–they could see Gell through the big square side port–brought the dli so close to the side that Peters was nervous about the wingtip, then swung around so that its hatch was presented to them, with plenty of space for people to stand around. As soon as it came to a halt and its step deployed, Peters was up the wing. "Get your hats on and pass it back," he advised as the first couple of men poked their heads through the hatch. They were all in dungarees; he winced but continued, "Bay counts as outside, this here’s starboard midships, render honors forward centerline." He pointed. "Forward is thataway."

Sailors piled out, ducking through the hatch despite its being high enough to walk through upright. Peters had to repeat his spiel a couple of times, but finally enough got passed back that they were coming out with hats firmly attached to heads and turning to salute the spot he’d specified. Then they walked gingerly down the nonskid, arms out for balance, and stepped carefully down the flap step, rubbernecking all the way. Later arrivals had to push through the gang to find a piece of deck big enough to stand on. Most of them had their heads back, looking at the overhead and pointing out structural details, but a few of the more intelligent ones were giving the Grallt, especially Dee and Se’en, a comprehensive once-over. There was a lot of conversation, mostly in hushed tones, a few raucous overcompensators.

The second dli flashed in as the chiefs emerged, turning around to salute toward the bow, then back. Warnocki went ahead down the gangway and Joshua turned to glare at Peters. "Got it all figured out, do you?" he asked, eyes intent.

"That’s what I’m supposed to be here for, Chief," Peters replied.

"Sure is," the chief allowed with a sharp nod, then squared his shoulders, tugged the brim of his hat to bring it straight, and walked erect down to the deck.

"Pleasant greetings," Dreelig told him calmly."Welcome aboard Llapaaloapalla, Chief Joshua." Peters and Todd had spent some time describing a chief’s uniform, and had made sure the Grallt knew the name. First impressions ….

Chief Joshua performed a snappy salute, which Dreelig returned with his lifted-arm gesture. "Glad to be here."

Dreelig smiled, and Peters could see the chief flinch; he and Todd had forgotten how odd that expression looked until you were used to it. "I hope you are still glad later, Chief," the Grallt said. "We will be together for some time."

"Yes, we will, if all goes well," the chief admitted, looking away, then forcing his eyes back. "Now if you’ll excuse me, sir, I need to get this evolution a little better organized." He glanced at Todd, mouth set, and shook his head. "I want to get everybody briefed in before we start turning them loose. Last thing we need’s a bunch of people straggling around."

Dreelig shrugged and smiled again. "You know your business better than I. Please proceed."

"Aye," the Chief said, and turned to the loose gaggle of sailors, now beginning to be augmented by the first of those from the second dli. "Listen up, people," he said, voice cutting across the babble. "Form up, section leaders get your people together. Let’s start looking a little military here." He looked at Peters, who was standing by the hatch, advising on procedure as the sailors emerged, then turned to Todd. "See the short fat First Class ET over there? That’s Kellmann, he’ll be your section leader. Might as well get on over and join your section."

"Aye, Chief," said Todd, and set off briskly. Well, back in the Navy, I guess, he said to himself. The third dli came in, enough faster to generate a couple of twangs, as he approached his new boss. Kellman glanced briefly at the younger sailor, then gave his attention to the approaching ship, and Todd, having seen a dli land before, took time to look the other over. He was a little old for a First Class, probably just before getting promoted to Chief in the normal order of things, swarthy and black-eyed, with heavy straight black hair, neatly parted.

"You must be Todd," was his greeting once the dli settled and began taxiing over. "I’m Dan Kellman."

"Kevin Todd."

"You’ve already been aboard two weeks, I hear."

"Yeah, Peters and I were sent up here to get things ready."

"Heard that. How’d you get along?" Kellman waved at the Grallt spectators.

"Real good," said Todd seriously. "They’re good folks."

"Glad to hear it." Kellman paused, looked Todd in the eye. "I’m maintenance section leader for 97, the Hornets. You got any particular job you want?"

Todd considered. "I was plane captain before, Mikmacs. Like to do that again."

"Got any trouble dealing with women?"

"Women, Hell." Todd shook his head. "Those are officers."

Kellman barked a short laugh. "OK, you got it. The rest’ll draw straws, but I’ll put you on the skipper’s bird, you’ve got the seniority." He shook his head. "TO’s real simple, mostly blank, I’ll get you a copy." He waved at the crowd of sailors. "Come on, they’re getting formed up."

Peters had again taken it upon himself to serve as greeter and initial orientation for the third dli-load of sailors. Now they were all on the deck, and he stood up straight, shook his head, and came slowly down the nonskid to join them. Chief Joshua intercepted him at the step. "Get with Chief Warnocki, he’s going to be Chief of the Deck and acting Air Boss. He’ll give you a unit assignment."

"Aye, aye, Chief," Peters replied smartly enough, keeping his face straight with an effort. His thought paralleled Todd’s: Back in the Navy, I reckon. Looking the group over confirmed the impression he’d gotten watching them get off the dli: they were really heavy on senior petty officers. Four chiefs besides Joshua and Warnocki, although one of those was the medic, Gill; and out of two hundred sailors, more than half were First or Second Class. There were gonna be a lot of people who were section leaders down below but were just crew here.

He got in line in the group behind Warnocki. Chief Joshua was out front, waving people over to their sections. Finally they were all still, not in really sharp ranks but at least standing in neat groups. Donollo took a step up onto a box of some kind, and Chief Joshua gave him a sharp salute. The older Grallt responded with the standard raised left arm, expression sardonic, and launched into a flood of sonorous Grallt.

Hearing the speech for the third time, Peters found himself understanding a few words, and had a hard time keeping a straight face. The elder Grallt was upbraiding them all in solemn rolling periods for vicious personalities, perverted habits, and lack of personal hygiene. When Donollo ran down, Dreelig ‘translated’ a speech nearly identical to that he’d given the officers, except a little longer.

At its end, Chief Joshua saluted again, and this time Dreelig returned it. "Please allow your people to disperse in small groups," he said in a mild voice. "Not more than ten, I mean eight, per group would be best. We have four and eight persons, ah, twelve people available as guides and translators."

"Aye," Joshua said again. "What’s the schedule, sir?"

Peters was sure he and Todd were the only humans who recognized Dreelig’s expression as amused exasperation. "You have arrived near the end of our working day, so there is no schedule for the next few hours," the Grallt said. "Food and drink are available; your guides will show you. Other than that, you should accustom yourselves to your quarters and perhaps rest a bit." He looked directly at the chief, who flinched. "Where are Peters and Todd? I require their assistance."

Joshua didn’t answer directly, just turned and addressed the group: "Peters, Todd, front and center." When Peters and Todd made their way through the group, Joshua jerked a thumb at Dreelig. "Your boss wants you."

"Aye, Chief," said Peters agreeably, then to Dreelig, "Yes, Mr. Ambassador?"

"Peters, you have the conversion timepiece. How long will it be until beginning of the first ande?"

Peters brought out the handheld, pressed buttons. "Just about nine and a half hours, Mr. Ambassador."

"Thank you. Chief Joshua, you will have about nine hours to rest and accustom yourselves to your quarters. I and the others will return to escort you to, ah, breakfast, and we will begin issuing your safety equipment."

"Clear, sir," said Joshua with a nod.

"You will all be curious, but you should not wander about unescorted until you have kathir suits and have become accustomed to the ship," Dreelig advised. "There are many hazards."

"I understand, Mr. Ambassador," Joshua said seriously. The ranks exchanged disappointed looks, but Peters hardened his heart. Two hundred sailors with no immediate duties were a prime example of the old adage about idle hands.

"Peters, you and Todd show the Chiefs to their quarters and where the food and drink are, then come directly back here," Dreelig instructed sternly, lip quirking.

"Aye, Mr. Ambassador," they chorused. Todd scanned the crowd for Warnocki, and Peters turned to Joshua. "If you’d come with me, Chief?"

* * *

"It is our custom to formally dedicate the first drink to celebration of a job well done," Dreelig said when the glasses arrived. The enlisted men had been shown to their quarters area and left to sort out room arrangements for themselves.

"We do the same," Todd said. "It’s called a ‘toast’."

"Yes," Dreelig said. "A toast to successful preparations." He held his drink up, eye level, and waited while the sailors did the same, then drank; no clinking of glasses.

"That sure tastes good," Peters observed. "But dinner’s gonna be better. I’m about starved."

"And I as well," said Dreelig. "But first, a little more business." He peeled open a pocket, handed square envelopes to each of the sailors. "Your word is ‘bonus.’ You have done an excellent job."

"We did our jobs," said Todd. "But thank you." Peters murmured agreement.

The envelopes each contained a square of ornh and a folded piece of the plastic-feeling "paper." Peters waved the bartender over. "Now I can settle that tab," he said with satisfaction. "It was worryin’ me some."

Todd unfolded the paper and looked it over. "What’s this?" he wanted to know. The back was printed in faint blue and white checks, not the bold design of money, each square about a quarter of an inch across. On the front was a splatter of Grallt writing, including a number, written out: ONE.

"It is a, hm. Our word would translate as ‘portion,’ Dreelig explained. "The papers represent small parts of the trading enterprise of the ship."

"We call that a ‘share,’" Todd explained. "It’s a common concept with us."

"Not me’n Todd," Peters put in. He had finished dealing with the bartender and was putting his change away, closing the pocket slit with evident satisfaction. "It’s just rich folks that own shares." He inspected his closely. "Granpap has some shares, but they ain’t worth nothin’, ’cause the companies went bust. What’s this’n worth?"

"Perhaps nothing at all," said Dreelig. "If the trading enterprise is successful, each–share, you said?–each share will receive a small part of the profits. If the enterprise is not successful, goes bust as you say, there will be nothing to divide, so you will receive nothing."

Todd shrugged. "Like Peters said, we don’t exactly belong to the group that owns shares, so we don’t know a whole lot about the system."

"At home they buy and sell shares," Peters said. "And they got a system on the net for that, tradin’ shares back an’ forth."

"Yeah. There used to be a stock exchange," Todd added. "A place where people went to buy and sell stock. ‘Stock’ is another name for the same thing," he explained. "Well, not the same exactly, there’s a difference, but I don’t know how to explain it."

"Shares of stock," said Peters. "I heard Granpap talkin’ about shares of stock."

Todd just nodded agreement to that, and Dreelig shook his head. "We don’t have a formal system for buying and selling shares. If a person wanted to buy a share, he could buy it from the enterprise or from an individual."

"How much would it cost to buy one share?" Todd asked.

"Right now it would be expensive," said Dreelig. "The enterprise has a large amount of goods for trading, and each share represents a portion of those goods. Perhaps as much as a quarter of a large square of ornh."

"That’d be a little more’n a thousand," said Peters. He eyed the slip thoughtfully. "I don’t reckon I’ve ever had a thousand of anything, how ’bout you, Todd?"

"Had ten billion euros once." That earned a snort–it was the price of a glass of beer in Marseilles–but Todd was looking into space, calculating. "Let’s see, a beer costs a quarter of an ornh. Back home, a beer costs five bucks. So an ornh‘s about two eagles, and this share is worth two thousand eagles, more or less."

"Pretty nice bonus, I reckon," Peters drawled.

Dreelig shrugged. "I personally believe that it is too little. Your advice about negotiating technique was very valuable." He smiled. "If our enterprise is as successful as it might be, even one share will be very pleasant to have."

"Well, since we didn’t expect nothin’ at all, it’s sure’s Hell better’n that," said Peters with a smile. "Tell ‘em thanks, and thank you, Mister Ambassador." He held his glass up at eye level; the others responded in kind, Dreelig with a wince at ‘Mister Ambassador,’ and they drank. "I reckon you don’t need to be spreadin’ the word, though," he said as he put his glass down. "This can be just between you an’ us, right, Todd?"

"You bet," Todd replied immediately. "I don’t want to have to answer questions about what we did to deserve it."

"I don’t see why anyone else should know about it," Dreelig said with another shrug. "Ah, dinner." The bartender had arrived and was arranging plates. "I will pay," he said when Todd began to unseal a pocket. "We probably will not see one another very often in the future, and it is likely that this will be our last meal together for some time. It is a small additional way of saying ‘thank you’."

"Thanks," said Peters. "It’s been fun." Todd agreed in a low murmur.

Little more was said. They ate steadily, making brief remarks about the food, avoiding more complex subjects. Peters and Todd refused a second drink, changing over to the sweet-tart klisti to finish their meal, aware that they were no longer alone in enlisted quarters and would likely be answering questions later. It might be a little tough to get the sleep they needed. For the other humans it wasn’t noon yet, leaving plenty of time for entertainment–like quizzing a pair of sailors who’d been around for a while and knew the ropes.

A new feature had been added at the entrance to the enlisted quarters: a Third Class in undress blues, with a white Sam Browne belt supporting a pistol holster. "Halt," he said. "Who goes there?"

"Well I be damned," Peters drawled. "I’m Peters, and this here’s Todd, and we been livin’ here the last four and eight llor. Who might you be, and who cleared you for carryin’ a sidearm?"

The sailor flushed but held his ground. "Chief wants to see you," he said, indicating the hatch with a brief wave.

Peters wasn’t having that just yet. "I ast you a question, sailor. Who’re you, and when did the war start?"

"Chief Joshua ordered a guard set," said the other stiffly. "My name’s Lawson."

"Well, Lawson, I reckon you gotta follow orders," said Peters. "But if’n any of the folks who own this here bucket come by and ask questions, my advice to you is to act dumb. Shouldn’t be much of a strain." Lawson stiffened at the insult but didn’t say anything, just looked around the bay as if expecting one of the Grallt to come up and start demanding explanations. Peters sighed. "Shit. I wanted to go to bed. Come on, Todd."

Chief Joshua’s door was open, and he, Warnocki, and another CPO were conferring. When Peters rapped on the doorframe Joshua looked up, his expression passing through annoyed inquiry and a moment of shoulder-sagging relief to settle on a black scowl. "Come!" he bit out. "Not you, Todd. I’ll talk to you later."

"Aye, Chief," said Peters resignedly. Todd shrugged and held back, then disappeared up the corridor with a grimace.

"You done with whatever the Ambassador had you doing, Peters?"

"Yeah, I mean, yes, Chief," Peters said, and made an effort to suppress his accent. "We were just headin’ for the rack."

"Well, sailor, I think you might have to delay your beauty sleep for just a bit," Joshua ground out. "If it wouldn’t be too much trouble."

Peters flushed. "Aye, Chief."

"All right." Joshua leaned back and folded his arms across his chest. "Do you suppose you could let us know a little more about what we’re supposed to be doing for the next few hours? The ambassador wasn’t too specific."

Peters spread his hands. "Ain’t, ah, there isn’t much more to say, Chief," he said apologetically. "Like the ambassador said, you folks got here just at the end of the llor, the workday you might say, and there ain’t much anybody can do ’til first ande."

"I take it ‘first anda‘ means morning to these people," said the third Chief. Peters hadn’t met him; his crow had a yeoman’s rate insignia.

"Aye, Chief. Most folks sleep through fifth and sixth ande, except them as has the watch on the engines and such," Peters explained.

"So there’s six ‘anda’ to a day?" the unfamiliar Chief persisted.

"That’s right, Chief." Peters paused. "Ain’t nobody explained any of this, Chief?"

"All we know is what you told us when you were at NAS Jax," Warnocki put in. "That and our orders to be in a certain place at a certain time to meet the bus."

"Which we have done," Joshua added. "Now we’re here, and we’d appreciate a little more info."

Peters was starting to recognize Joshua’s speech patterns, and the way he came down on appreciate raised a red flag. "Aye, Master Chief," he said a bit desperately. "Can you give me a minute to collect my wits? I ain’t thought this out."

"Take your time," Joshua said, his tone indicating the direct opposite.

"Aye," Peters said, dragging it out to gain a little time. "All right, we told you when we was down that the llor‘s about thirty hours, plus a bit, right?"

"That’s what I recall," said Warnocki helpfully.

"Good, I mean, aye, Master Chief." Peters was starting to settle a little. "All right, there’s six ande to a llor, makes each one a little over five hours. The workin’ day for most folks begins at the first ande, and right now’s a couple of utle, ’bout an hour, after the start of the fifth ande. So most everybody’s in bed."

"Utle," said the third Chief. He noted that Peters was straining a bit; the corner of his mouth quirked, and he turned so that Peters could read his name tag: Spearman. At Peters’s thank-you nod, just a twitch, he relaxed back in his chair. "What’s an utle?"

"Eight utle to an ande," Peters supplied.

"So an utle‘s about forty minutes," Warnocki suggested.

"A little less, but about that," Peters agreed. «Just a minute.» He squirmed a bit, brought out the handheld, and flushed at the bemused expressions. The Grallt phrase meant, literally, ‘a square of nothing;’ he’d heard it a lot over the last few llor, and had used it without thinking. "Here," he said, handing the gadget to Chief Joshua. "If you’ll give this to Hernandez he can set yours up the same way."

Joshua took the instrument, set it on the table. "We’ll do that," he said, and regarded Peters from under lowered brows. "I see you’re picking up a little of the language."

"I hope so, Master Chief. We’re all gonna have to do that."

"That’s what you said in Jax." Joshua folded his arms again. "For meals, if I recall."

"That’s right, Master Chief," Peters agreed.

"So how come the cold cuts and bug juice down below?"

"You ain’t learned the language yet, Master Chief," Peters explained. "And the messcooks"–some brain cell, wiser than the others, had suppressed waiters at the last instant–"don’t know English at all, and everybody else’s off duty." The wise brain cell rejected we in favor of, "The Grallt set that up temporary like, so’s you don’t have to go hungry ’til you can get squared away."

"Very thoughtful of them, I’m sure," Joshua said with heavy irony. He brought a hand down on the table, slap!, and looked directly at Peters. "You got any advice as to how we should improve the, ah, I figure about eight hours, before the Grallt go back on duty?"

"No, I don’t, Master Chief," Peters replied calmly. "I don’t reckon my advice’d be worth much just now anyways. I been on duty near enough five llor, that’s twenty-five hours to you, and if you want decent work outa me’n Todd, we better have some rack time."

"Sailor, you and I are gonna need to have a talk sometime soon," said Chief Joshua in a dangerously quiet tone.

"Aye, Master Chief," Peters responded, with a nod of the head.

Joshua narrowed his eyes. "I think right now would be a good time." He looked at the other two Chiefs in turn. "Alvin, Ed, could you excuse us for a few moments?

  





Chapter Twelve

The other two Chiefs filed out. Joshua went to the window and stood looking out for a long moment, hands clasped in the small of his back. When he heard the latch go home he said without looking around, "Peters, you got any reason I shouldn’t put you on report for disrespect?"

"No, Master Chief," said Peters, making it as toneless as he could.

Joshua didn’t respond for a moment. "I think I hear you saying that if I do, you’ll ask for mast on it." There was a long silence. "Am I right, sailor?"

"Yes, Master Chief."

Again there was a silent pause. Peters stood at ease, head up, hands clasped in the small of his back, feet apart; the Navy called it "parade rest," not quite as formal as a full brace. Slowly some of the tension went out of Chief Joshua’s shoulders, but he didn’t turn around. "What’s your current status, Peters?"

"TDY to Grallt Ship Llapaaloapalla, Master Chief."

"And you haven’t reported for duty to me yet, have you?"

"No, Master Chief."

"Then you aren’t in my chain of command yet, and I can’t put you on report anyway," Chief Joshua observed, not altogether accurately. It was enough to take the edge off the situation. "You reporting for duty, sailor?"

"Not yet, Master Chief."

"When?" It was a spit.

"First ande, Master Chief."

"And after that, we’ll have twenty hours of duty ahead of us, is that right?"

"It ain’t that bad, Master Chief," Peters assured him. "They know all about changin’ time schedules, and the first thing’s gettin’ you all fitted for kathir suits. There’ll be plenty of slack for rest if anybody needs it."

"When are the meals available?"

"Generally about an utle before the watch change. First meal’s usually ready a little earlier, say an utle and a half, call it an hour."

"So if we’re ready seven hours from now, no problem."

"That’s right, Chief. It won’t hurt to run a little over."

"So you recommend that we take it easy, get squared away here, and be raring to go when the workday starts."

Peters relaxed a little. "That’s what I’d say, Chief," he said, again striving to keep his voice even. He paused, avoiding direct eye contact. "As for advice …"

"Spit it out, dammit."

"You might want to think real hard about puttin’ a squid with a popgun by the door, Master Chief. I been here eleven llor, near enough two weeks, and I ain’t seen a sentry yet. They don’t even guard the engines. Might make a wrong impression." This was delivered in as evenly noncommittal a tone as he could manage.

"I’ll think about it." Joshua turned away, looked out the window, neck and shoulders tense again.

Peters shrugged. "Your call, Master Chief."

"Don’t I just know it." Joshua took his hat off and rubbed his forehead again. "All right, Peters, that’s it, you’re dismissed. And by the way …." he met Peters’ eyes again. "Thanks. I’ve been a little short, chalk it up to stress."

"Can’t say as I noticed, Master Chief," Peters lied, but it was the right thing to say. "Been tough on everybody, and I reckon it’s likely to get worse."

"Yeah. Well, go on, go back to your quarters. If you see Warnocki outside, ask him to see me." He paused. "And if you don’t mind, go tell Lawson to strike the watch and turn in his sidearm. I think you’re probably right about sentries."

"Aye, Master Chief." Peters stiffened a moment, nodded, and turned to go out. He was half expecting a parting shot or question, but Joshua just watched him leave, hat still in his hand. Warnocki and Spearman were waiting in the corridor. "Chief Joshua’s compliments, and could you join him in his quarters?" Peters told Warnocki. "There’s things you need to discuss."

"Thanks, Peters," Warnocki said, looking a little aside at Chief Spearman, a brief movement of the eyeballs that maybe only Peters saw. He started toward Joshua’s door, closely followed by the other Chief, who gave Peters a trouble-promising look as he passed. Peters just shook his head and headed toward the ladder. Lawson needed to know he didn’t have to simulate a jarhead any more.

Back in his compartment after taking care of that chore, he shut the door with a click and a feeling of relief. He slung his hat on the desk and sat down on the bunk to begin pulling his trousers off, and the events of the day caught up with him all at once, like water through a broken dam. The next thing he knew the ship had rotated so that the sun came through the window, he was still fully dressed, and Dee’s watch told him it was a little before the sixth ande. It only took a minute or so to strip off uniform and kathir suit and climb into the bunk. The next time he woke up it was time to roll out and begin the day.

* * *

Promptly at the beginning of the first ande Peters was tapping on Chief Joshua’s door. "Mornin’, Master Chief," he said when the hatch swung back a bit. "Reportin’ for duty as ordered."

Joshua had unpacked and stowed his gear, but looked rumpled, not the image a Chief likes to project. He took Peters’s ID block and inserted it into a portable, tapped the screen a few times, then keyed a short sequence. "Hmph." The display changed, and again Joshua stroked a few spots, typed in a password, then entered a few keystrokes. "What’s this?" He paged through a couple of screens, working his way down the links. "Hmph," he said again, pulling Peters’s ID out and laying it on the table. "Todd, let’s have yours." The Chief repeated his search, entering passwords and code sequences here and there. "We have a problem," he announced, looking up at the sailors.

"What sort of problem, Chief?" Peters asked warily.

"You two aren’t on my TO," said Joshua. "You ever looked at your orders?"

Peters shrugged. "Report-for-temporary-duty," he said. He exchanged a glance with Todd. "Went by pretty fast there at first."

Joshua grunted. "Yeah, it must have. Who cut these orders?" He tapped the screen.

"BUPERS, regular form."

"You wouldn’t by any chance have a personal friend in Ohio, would you?" Joshua was bent over the display, looking up at Peters out of the corner of his eye.

Peters shrugged again, looked at the wall past Joshua’s head. "I know a couple people. You know how it is."

"I know how it is." He pulled Todd’s ID out of the slot and handed it back. "These orders are to report to commanding officer, Llapaaloapalla, for duties as assigned until released by that authority. You two are not members of U.S. Navy Space Detachment One, and I don’t know what to do with you."

Peters’s expression was bemused. "Well, I be damned."

Todd spoke up for the first time. "I guess that means we’re ship’s company," he remarked.

"I don’t know what you are," said Chief Joshua forcefully. "And we can’t straighten it out right now. I’ll see what Commander Bolton wants to do about it when I get a chance." The expression on his face said he wasn’t looking forward to the interview.

"You got an assignment for us, Master Chief?" Peters wanted to know.

Chief Joshua lowered his head, looked up through his eyebrows. "Well, Peters, I guess you ought to check up your chain of command for your duty assignment. It ain’t my problem."

"Aye, Master Chief," said Peters after a pause. "You got my handheld, Master Chief?"

"Right here." Joshua patted a pocket. "Your personal property, is it?"

"No, Master Chief, I checked it out from NIS when I got this assignment." Peters thought a moment, then paraphrased the boilerplate on the request chit: "That there Navy property is bein’ used in the performance of my duty as assigned, Master Chief."

Joshua flushed slightly, drew the gadget out of his pocket by the lanyard, and laid it on the table. "You two are dismissed."

"Aye, Master Chief," they chorused. Peters grabbed the handheld, then worked the door latch and led Todd out into the corridor.

"So what do we do now?" Todd asked when the latch clicked.

"I reckon we better find Dreelig. Let’s check the chow hall."

"I’m not exactly real hungry right now."

Peters grimaced. "Me neither, but it’s the best place to look anyway."

Most of the members of the detachment were assembled in irregular groups next to the EM quarters hatch. A group of four or five was following a Grallt, Dee by the blue-and-yellow outfit and hip swing, across the bay toward the elevator to the mess deck. Se’en was standing, arms folded, regarding the mob with obvious disfavor. «Pleasant greetings,» Peters said in Grallt. Then in English, "Where’s Dreelig? We need to talk."

«Greetings,» said Se’en, without the arm-lift gesture. In English: "Busy. Be down, this cluster-fuck finish," indicating the milling mob with a nod.

Peters grinned. "I see you’re learnin’ the language," he observed.

She smiled slightly, a quick flash. "You finish talk Chief Joshua?"

"That’s what we need to talk to Dreelig about," Todd explained.

"You wait," she told them. "Dreelig soon."

«We go eat,» Peters said in Grallt.

«Will go,» Se’en corrected.

«Eh? Ah. We will go eat,» Peters corrected himself. «Perhaps Dreelig will be there,» he added very carefully.

«Perhaps.» Se’en produced a real smile this time. «You are learning a language also,» she pronounced slowly and distinctly.

Peters flushed. "Yeah, thanks. See you later."

Dee was in the chow hall, circulating among the tables, exhorting dalliers to finish and clear out; she flashed a grin as Peters and Todd came in, but kept to her job. There was a good bit of low-voiced comment, none of it addressed to them, as the two took a table by the wall near the door to the kitchens, separated by a couple of tables of Grallt from the nearest white hat. While they ate the two girls made several trips back and forth between the mess room and the deck, escorting groups of sailors.

When they were almost finished Dee flopped in a seat at their table, blowing out air in a huff of fatigue. "Ah, a chance to sit down," she said. "Then I must go and guide the next half a square of sailors to their food." The waiter appeared. «Just tea,» she told him in Grallt. «I have not much time.» Peters was gratified. He had understood the whole short conversation.

Todd took a sip of his own. "We need to talk to Dreelig, bad," he told her. "We may have a problem."

She frowned. "Dreelig is very busy consulting with our superiors," she said. The waiter laid a cup in front of her and she took a sip before continuing, "After that we have another trip to Washington. Perhaps I can help."

"I ain’t sure," Peters admitted; he and Todd shared a look. "Maybe we have a problem, maybe not." He sipped coffee, thinking. "Look, Dee, you know we have to go where our bosses send us, right? I mean, you understand about orders and that."

"Somewhat," said Dee. "I do not truly understand about orders, but I know that you have a strict, ah, order in your life. How is this a problem?"

"The problem is that our orders aren’t clear," Todd said. Peters nodded. "We were ordered to come aboard the ship and help you," Todd continued. "Our orders don’t say when we’re supposed to stop doing that, but Chief Joshua’s orders don’t say anything about us. If his orders don’t include us, he can’t put us in his organization in the normal way." He spread his hands. "That leaves us under your orders, but if it just stays like that, the Navy’s likely to tell us to go back before you leave."

"Would you prefer to go back?"

Peters snorted. "No." Todd nodded wry agreement.

Dee looked from one sailor to the other. "This is not a matter I can resolve. You must talk with Dreelig, as you said. I will see him sometime this llor, and tell him you need him."

"Good," said Peters. "Meantime, it ain’t good for us to be at loose ends, somebody’s like to get the idea we ain’t needed no more."

Dee frowned. "From what I do understand about orders, it is not my part to give them to you. By your standards, you are senior to me, and should give me orders. But I think that is not what you are asking."

"Correct," said Todd. "We need a way to look busy."

"Ah. That is not an unusual requirement." She smiled briefly. "Perhaps you could go to the suit fitting office. The first group of your people will be arriving soon, and you have a few words of the language. The stewards are busy, and we do not have enough translators."

"That might work," said Todd.

"I must go now." Dee finished her tea and stood. "I must now bring the next group to eat. See you later." She flashed another quick smile and bustled off. Todd watched with interest, then looked back to discover a sardonic grin on Peters’s face.

"She said she ain’t interested."

"Yeah. She also said it isn’t offensive that I am." Todd drained his own cup.

The receptionist at the suit fitting office gave her name as Tee. She spoke no English, and it took a few minutes of broken Grallt and hand waving to tell her why they were there. When she finally got it she hugged them both, called them "Peedas" and "Dodde," and introduced them that way to the lead technician, whose name was Veedal, and his assistant Keer. The two techs were less effusive but seemed content to have them there, letting them prowl around the spaces and play carefully with the machines.

Sailors began arriving, and it was once more apparent that Dee was a smart lady; it was a good thing they were there. Tee wasn’t terribly bright, and Veedal and Keer had all they could do to run the machines. That left Peters and Todd to organize turns and keep names and IDs straight.

Peters himself was the source of one of the biggest tie-ups, stubbornly insisting that the kathir suits be colored to match undress blues, with proper crows and hash marks. Nobody’d passed the word that undress blue jumpers should be brought along, and the trip back to quarters to pick them up earned a black look from Se’en, who had pulled escort duty, and accounted for the first big delay.

Keer quickly discovered the common elements in the designs and even learned their names; by the time they’d run the first ten people through, he wasn’t bothering to scan crows except when a new rate showed up. They broke for second meal, and when they got back he’d figured out how to program the suit-design computer to assemble the proper elements. After that he would glance at a jumper, say "ETA First, four hash, good conduct" in a thick but understandable accent, wait for the nod, and punch buttons. From there the bottleneck was Veedal, who couldn’t scan in less than half an utle.

Todd didn’t do much but stand around until suits began popping out of the fabricator. He had to make a run back to the EM quarters to get people started back over for test-fitting, generating another delay when some of them couldn’t remember who’d been ahead or behind; he got Peters to start a log by name and fab-slip number, which should have been done at the beginning. "Hindsight is fabulous," he muttered to himself. Showing people how to squirm into the things, and convincing a few squeamish ones that no, you didn’t wear your skivvies under it, kept him occupied after that.

The other problem was the buckles. The damn buttons were irresistible, and Todd and Peters both got tired of repeating that if they didn’t want to find themselves trying to breathe vacuum or walk around on the ceiling they’d better leave them alone. Some still fingered the controls when they thought nobody was looking, and all that could be done about that was to shake heads and hope for little disasters.

Break for third meal, stuff and run, and the same for fourth. In the middle of fourth ande a large rock appeared in the road in the shape of Lieutenant Commander John Madsen Steward, M.D. Peters didn’t know how he’d got there–perhaps there’d been a dli run he didn’t know about–but, as an officer, the doctor got put at the head of the line.

"How long will this process take?" he asked.

"Takes ten or fifteen minutes to get the measurin’ done, sir. Makin’ the suit–" Peters hesitated "–call it an hour after that before it comes out of the machine."

"Get my people up here and get them fitted," Steward ordered. "The infirmary needs to be up and running stat."

"Sir, the Master Chief wanted medics done last," Peters objected. "They’ll be workin’ inside where it’s safe not to wear the suit. Folks that’s been fitted can fetch and tote, and the stewards’ll bear a hand, sir."

Steward’s face had been stony; he scowled and flushed. "It wasn’t a suggestion, sailor," he snapped. "I am not having a gang of cuntfaces handling my gear, and ham-handed deck apes are no better. Medical personnel are to be fitted immediately, and that’s an order."

"Aye, aye, sir," Peters said, the only response possible. «Need help,» he told Se’en.

"What do you need?" she replied in English, pronunciation perfect on the short speech, and looked straight at Steward, who turned even redder.

Peters made a point of not looking at the doctor. "Need to tell the folks who’re waitin’ that medical people should get up here soon’s possible. They’ll probably be in the compartment that’s gonna be used for sick bay, you remember where that is?"

"Sure. They can pass the word. I’ll get right on it." She smiled.

Peters wondered what the officer thought of the facial expression. "Thanks, Se’en."

"No problem." With that she turned, blonde hair swinging, and left, her back straight.

"You can go on in now, sir," Peters told the officer. "They’ll want you to take all your clothes off and stand on the platform. There’s a rack by the door, sir, but if you’ll hand your blouse to the other fella he can study it to get the sleeve rings right."

Steward’s color began to recede. He nodded his head sharply and went through the door, pushing it to behind him with more force than needed.

Peters let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding and scanned the room. One fresh-faced Second Class was grinning, and the other two sailors were studiously ignoring him. "I reckon Mr. Steward ain’t gonna be ‘Doc’ to his face much," he commented, almost to himself, and the others chuckled.

When Steward came back out he wanted to ask questions, and Peters had neither the answers nor the skill in Grallt to ask the technicians. The doctor inspected a suit closely, forcing the sailor wearing it to stand on a chair, paying especially close attention to the insides of knees and elbows, the armpits, and the groin. Finally he grabbed the man’s arm and took a close look at his crow. "Can they produce arbitrary designs and colors?" he asked.

"I dunno about arbitrary, sir, but I ain’t seen nothin’ they can’t match yet," Peters answered cautiously.

Steward nodded. "I want a distinctive marking for medical personnel," he announced. "A red cross in a white circle, just here." He pointed at the top of the right sleeve. "Any problem?"

"Not that I know of, sir." Peters held out his hand, with forefinger and thumb forming an approximate circle ten centimeters in diameter. "‘Bout this big, sir?"

"That’ll be fine. See to it. How long do I have to wait for my suit to be ready?"

"‘Bout an hour, sir. There’s chairs over there, sir."

Steward nodded again, jerkily, and went to sit, folding his arms and keeping his face immobile, not inviting conversation but watching the process with steady intensity. The group who had been waiting got fitted and left, more came to don their suits for the first time, and all the medics except Chief Gill came to be measured, all with little or no conversation once the officer’s attitude was noticed. Peters consulted with Keer, who already had the sleeve-rings right and needed little guidance to produce the medical roundel, and with Se’en’s assistance managed to make him understand that any enlisted suit with a caduceus in the crow needed the extra element. Todd, who had missed the byplay while helping a First Class ET get dressed, noted the watcher and ducked back into the dressing room to stay.

Finally Keer handed the right strip over, and Peters looked around. "Mr. Steward, your suit is ready, sir."

The officer stood. "Finally. Where?"

Peters nodded toward the dressing room. "In there, sir. Petty Officer Todd will help you put the suit on the first time, sir."

"I’ve been dressing myself for a long time, sailor."

"Yes, sir, but this here’s a bit different, sir."

Steward stared, coloring again. "Very well," he snapped, and went into the dressing room, again closing the door with a bang. When he emerged, suited, Se’en had showed up with Chief Gill in tow. "Hello, Gill, I see you made Chief," was his greeting. "Why didn’t you go first to get your monkey suit? Medical personnel have priority."

Gill shrugged. "Men who were loading and unloading gear needed ‘em worst, sir."

The doctor made an irritated gesture. "And what if one of the men handling heavy gear got hurt?" He wiped off imaginary lint. "I don’t like this thing, it doesn’t give enough protection, and this sailor–" indicating Peters "–doesn’t know if it can be sterilized or not. I hope this doesn’t come out a disaster."

"I hope not too, sir," Gill agreed, "but the suit gives more protection than it seems to, sir. I’ve already seen a man get whipped by a loose line and come away with nothing but a bruise."

Steward shifted his bundle of uniform items to a more comfortable position. "Where away is the infirmary, Chief? I need to get started."

"Se’en will show you, sir." The Grallt gave him a look; he was familiar enough with her to grin back. "Your personal gear’s already in your stateroom, sir, and the equipment and supplies are being unloaded. If you’d care to advise us, sir, we’ll see to getting all that stowed. For now we’ve been leaving it in the cartons."

Steward looked from Gill to Peters and back, then glanced at Se’en, unable to look directly at her. "Very well, I’ll go provide adult supervision," he said. "Lead on." He again closed the door behind him with excessive force.

Peters sighed. "Let’s get this evolution back underway," he suggested. "Chief, you want to go ahead? You probably need to get back over there."

"Yes, I probably do. Dr. Steward, eh? What fun."

Even with the delay, by the end of fourth ande they’d gotten three and seven eights of people through the measuring process and issued one and three eights of suits. Peters knew he was tired, and proved it by needing the handheld to convert that to fifty-nine and twenty-five, respectively. «Attention please,» he said, then shook his head and said in English: "All right, listen up. Quittin’ time. This evolution is knockin’ off for the day." That generated grumbles, which he overrode: "We start again at first ande, which is about ten hours from now. Get some sleep, get your meal early and get up here." More grumbles accompanied the general dispersal.

They’d anticipated a bit of leisure at fifth meal, but that proved optimistic. None of the Grallt who spoke English were present, and none of the new sailors knew the first word of Grallt; after the tenth or so request for aid in ordering dinner Peters pulled a waiter aside and asked to talk to the cook. «Make standard — make a standard meal ….» He paused, breathed, thought, and got out a correct sentence: «Make a standard meal for all persons,» he told the head cook, whose girth, scowl, and commanding presence were positively homey. «Later they learn, they will learn to speak, and you can return to normal, the normal system.» The cook just nodded and began bawling at minions. Some sailors were disappointed, but Peters and Todd were rewarded with enough peace to eat, give or take the overall chat level.

They met Dreelig in the corridor. "I understand that you need to speak with me," the Grallt said. "Is it urgent?" He looked as bushed as they were.

"Yeah," Peters growled. He slumped his shoulders and sighed. "But I ain’t in no shape to figger it out, and you don’t look much better. Hard day?"

Dreelig also slumped, leaning against the corridor wall as if grateful for the support. "A difficult day, yes. Your officers will be arriving to take up residence five llor from now, and I had to go Down to arrange the schedule. When I returned the doctor had arrived with all his equipment, and I had to–I believe your phrase is sort that out." He shook his head. "What have you been doing?"

"Runnin’ sailors through suit fitting," Peters told him.

"Ah. How is it going?"

"Now that we know how it’s done, we’ll get a square through per llor," Todd told him. "So we’ll be done with issuing the suits in less than three more llor, then we can start practice and instruction. If you can break Dee or Se’en loose for that we could finish faster."

"The idiom is fat chance," said Dreelig tiredly. "They and I will probably have to take quarters in the officers’ section. The Commander has decreed that the officers will work a five-ande llor, because it is closer to your standard. The contract specifies very little contact between the officers and the normal work of the ship, but this seems like a foolish exaggeration."

"Se’en won’t like that at all," said Peters.

Dreelig sighed. "I think Se’en will not be back next llor. She was offered a post in the listening rooms, and I think she will take it and tell me to …."

"Take a hike," Todd suggested with a smile.

"Yes, I’ve heard that idiom."

"Hm." Peters thought a moment. "If you could meet us, say, two utle before first meal, we could talk about our problem."

"Yes, I suppose I can do that," Dreelig said.

"Where could we meet?"

"Here is probably best. They will be preparing for the meal, and perhaps we can have coffee while we speak." Dreelig grinned. "It is amazing how quickly I have become accustomed to having coffee to begin the llor."

"Ain’t you afraid it’ll make your nose grow?" The joke was out before Peters thought about it.

Dreelig only grinned wider. "Kh kh kh. No, I think not. Klisti hasn’t made yours fall off." Peters fingered the relevant member; the three looked at one another. Perhaps it was only because they were tired that they burst out laughing. It wasn’t really that funny.

Enlisted quarters now had a sentry by each entryway, in undress blues and duty belts but without sidearms. Perhaps wisely, the one they passed didn’t challenge them. Peters only looked and growled; you just can’t change some people’s minds, but it wasn’t likely that would last long.

Todd got to the shower first, and Peters used the delay to program the handheld for a wakeup two utle early, being careful to save the old program. Then he worked out, and saved, the basics of a program for a five-ande llor. It would very likely save him some work later.

  





Chapter Thirteen

"Precise wording is very important," Dreelig noted. They were early, but a pair of one-ornh coins had gotten them coffee and a plate of rolls with sweet topping. Dreelig had watched Peters negotiate with benign interest, but said nothing.

"You’re probably right," said Peters. He put his ID in the reader and brought up the text on the tiny screen. He pushed the handheld over to Dreelig, but had to help with button pushing to scroll through.

"Ssth," Dreelig said. "Is there some part of this that actually says what you are to do? All I see here is daga. It reminds me of Secretary Averill."

"It oughta be about here …." Peters took the little device and scrolled rapidly through, then passed it back to Dreelig. "Here."

Dreelig read, frowning, for a long moment. "This is simple, but not very informative. ‘Report to commanding officer, Grallt ship Llapaaloapalla, for temporary duty as assigned to facilitate deployment of Space Detachment 1,’" he quoted. "Where is–ah, yes, duration is a word for time, yes? ‘Duration of Assignment: sixty days, or until released.’ Commanding officer? You have not ‘reported’ to the First. Is that a problem?"

"We’d never see the captain of any ship we were on," Todd assured him. "You’re the commanding officer’s representative for this purpose, right? So we reported to you. All square as far as that’s concerned."

"I do not truly understand your organization, of course, but from what I do understand, I do not see that you have a problem. According to this, I am your senior officer, correct?"

"As the captain’s representative, yeah, I reckon you are," Peters admitted.

"So until I say you are released, you work for me." Dreelig grinned. "I shall have to inform my own superiors. I am due extra compensation for supervisory duties."

"Of course, your superiors could order us released," Todd remarked.

"Of course," Dreelig agreed. "I must act according to the contract we made with your Navy. That calls for us to support you people in certain ways for one voyage lasting about two of your years. I think that this ‘Space Detachment One’ must be how your management refers to the group of you."

"That’s right," Peters told him. "But we ain’t part of Space Detachment One. Master Chief Joshua tells the sailors what to do, and Commander Bolton tells him what to do, includin’ what to tell the sailors. But accordin’ to this, we ain’t part of that system."

"Ah. I begin to see the problem."

"Yeah. If you release us, you can’t release us to SPADET One, ’cause we ain’t got orders to report to it. That means we gotta go home."

"Would you prefer to go home?"

"You gotta be kiddin,’ Dreelig. This here’s the best chance we’ve had." Peters paused. "Second choice, you don’t release us. But we still ain’t part of the detachment, so we ain’t under Chief Joshua or Commander Bolton, and by their figurin’ we don’t count. We shouldn’t be livin’ with ‘em, for one thing."

"We could find you quarters in another part of the ship."

"That’d work, but there’s another problem," Todd said. "So far I like all the Grallt I’ve met to one degree or another, and Peters and I get along just fine, but I’d rather not be one of just two humans surrounded by Grallt. I’d like to be able to talk English, and Navy, and about home, with people like myself, at least once in a while."

Dreelig nodded. "That is reasonable, over a long period of time. Even if you enjoy our company we are not really your people."

"Right," said Peters.

"Let me think about this," Dreelig said. "I believe that I have the beginning of an idea, but there is not time to develop it right away. Could we speak to your chief later in this llor? After fifth meal, perhaps?"

Peters nodded. "That’d be a good time, I reckon. We oughta tell him beforehand, set up an appointment, like."

"Yes, that would be polite. I will take care of that arrangement myself, and send you a message. You will be at the suit office, correct?"

"Correct. All this llor, all the next, and at least part of the one after that," Todd confirmed.

"Then I believe we have done all we can do at this time, and I notice that they have begun serving the first meal. Let us eat, and go out to face the llor with strength."

"Fortitude," Todd corrected. "Face the llor with fortitude."

Dreelig smiled. "A fort has strong walls, yes? We have a similar word." He signaled one of the waiters. "For now, I think food is enough."

They got to the suit office well before the beginning of the first ande, but not before the first sailors, five of whom were holding up the corridor wall as they arrived. "Chief said not so many at once today," one of them said. "We don’t have a native guide any more. I was here yesterday, so I knew the way."

"OK, your suit should be ready, let’s get you in it," Todd told him. "Then you can go back down and tell ‘em that we’ll be ready for everybody who’s already been measured, one at a time for that, and the rest for measuring."

"We can do it that way," said the sailor, a First Class who wasn’t happy that a Third was telling him what to do.

"Good." Todd wasn’t impressed.

Peters gestured them inside: "Let’s get this show on the road."

Veedal and Keer were already there and turned to with a will. Tee didn’t show up; Peters stole her desk for a duty post. Except for that, the previous llor served as a model for this one: sailors being shuffled through the process at maximum speed, short breaks for meals, and back to work. Veedal found ways to shave a little time, managing to squeeze in seventeen per ande instead of sixteen, so by quitting time they’d bettered Todd’s predicted square by three.

The cook had taken Peters’s advice and was only providing one meal to humans, including Peters and Todd since the waiter couldn’t tell the difference. That reduced by one the number of things they had to make decisions about. Peters was eating fourth meal, all Grallt items except for mashed potatoes, when Dee came up and informed him that Chief Joshua would see them at 2100 hours; she didn’t stay to chat, and Peters had to retrieve the handheld to translate that into "only twenty minutes for fifth meal."

When fifth ande rolled around, Veedal needed another two and eight tle to finish the man he was measuring. That done, they barely had time to change in time for their appointment. "Hell with it," said Peters. "We’ll eat in the bar. Assumin’ we want to eat, afterwards."

Todd shrugged. "Dreelig’s pretty bright, and I trust him. But you’re right, we’ll eat in the bar. What’s money, after all?"

There was no sentry by either entrance to the enlisted quarters, but a Second Class Machinist’s Mate sat behind a desk with a logbook and wanted them to sign in; a much more reasonable and Navy-like arrangement, Peters thought. This llor was payday; the envelope was there on the desk, with eight four-ornh notes. Great. Settling up tomorrow, with everything else.

He was about to slip the jumper of his undress blues over his head when it occurred to him that the kathir suit, underneath, didn’t have a white T-shirt collar to show. He swore, squirmed out of trousers and kathir suit, and put on skivvies and a T-shirt, then re-arranged the blues. They felt strange, loose and airy, and scratched his legs. The things you get used to.

Todd had "solved" that problem by pulling a t-shirt over the kathir suit. Peters was dubious — the suit showed over the neck of the t-shirt — but they were out of time. Dreelig was waiting in the corridor; they marched down to the Chief’s quarters, and Peters did the honors of banging on the door, pausing to make the first stroke at 21:00:00 by the handheld.

"Come!" was the response.

They did what was meant, which was open the door and enter. Master Chief Joshua was sitting in one of the desk chairs; he’d found time to present a more normal appearance, pressed, polished, and glittering. Dreelig stood by the window; the other chair was occupied by Chief Spearman, not so well turned out, sitting with arms crossed and a sour expression on his face. Dreelig opened the ball: "Pleasant greetings, Master Chief Joshua. Thank you for seeing us."

Joshua nodded by way of acknowledgement. "Pleasant greetings to you, Ambassador Dreelig. I understand you wanted this meeting to clarify the status of these two sailors here."

"That is correct, Chief."

"The situation could use some clarification," the other chief remarked. "These two men are not part of our detachment, and by rights shouldn’t be here." He wasn’t one of the ones who had been dealing with the Grallt regularly; you could tell by the way his eyes shifted around the room to avoid looking Dreelig in the face.

"Peters and Todd were assigned to Llapaaloapalla, and my captain has delegated me to supervise their work," said Dreelig smoothly. "I do not believe that we have met, Chief."

"I’m sorry," said Joshua in a tone that made it clear the apology was perfunctory. "Ambassador Dreelig, this is Yeoman Chief Spearman. He has a legal specialty, and is here to advise me if necessary."

"I am pleased to meet you, Chief Spearman," said Dreelig calmly.

"And I you, Mr. Ambassador," said Spearman, arms still folded, eyes slitted. "What is your position aboard this ship?"

"We do not use the same structure you do, but in your terms my rank would be approximately Lieutenant Commander," said Dreelig without any particular emphasis. "I am head of the division you would probably call ‘Alien Relations.’"

"And as regards these men, sir?" Spearman persisted. "The situation is extremely unclear, and I for one could use some guidance. Commander Bolton won’t be here until next week. Can you provide us a way to communicate with our superiors?"

"No. We have no way to communicate except by physical travel." The two chiefs looked at one another, dismay showing, and Peters did his best to keep his face immobile. I tole you t’ bring radios, dammit! "At any rate, we are all responsible, intelligent beings," Dreelig continued. "I don’t believe the situation is so complex that we cannot solve it ourselves."

Joshua closed his eyes for a moment, looking pained, then looked directly at the Grallt for the first time. "What is your understanding of the situation, sir?"

"When the contract that permits your presence was being finalized, we concluded that we required the assistance of persons who were knowledgeable about the quarters and other conditions you would require. We requested that assistance, and your command authority was pleased to grant it, in the persons of Peters and Todd." Dreelig indicated the two sailors with a gesture. "They were assigned to my division. Again in the terms you would use, I am their division officer." Peters could hear the smile in Dreelig’s voice, and wondered what the chiefs made of his facial expression. "In fact, since you are also assigned to the Alien Relations division, I am your division officer also."

"I understand, sir." Spearman shifted his gaze to Peters. "Have these men performed their duties to your satisfaction?"

"Peters and Todd have been performing their duties to my complete satisfaction," Dreelig said. "Those duties will not be completed before this vessel departs on its voyage, at which time I will assign them to Detachment One, as a transfer within my department. In the meantime, they are subject to your orders, as any sailor of similar rank would be, subject only to my override."

"Aye, sir," said Joshua. "As a matter of interest, sir, do you have the power of reassignment over all the men in the detachment?"

"An excellent point, Chief. I do not, by specific provision of the contract," Dreelig replied. "However, as you have pointed out, Peters and Todd are not part of Space Detachment One until and unless I assign them so."

"Aye, sir," said Joshua again. Spearman’s eyes were wide; he made a sound approximating "Ah!" When Dreelig sought eye contact he looked down at his shoes.

"Did you have a question, Chief Spearman?" Dreelig asked mildly.

"Only for clarification, sir. May I have permission to recapitulate the situation as I understand it, sir?"

"Certainly, Chief."

"Aye, sir. We have here two groups of people, both assigned to your division. In the first are the members of Space Detachment One, who are here to fulfill the terms of the, ah, contract as you call it, between the U.S. Navy and yourselves. In the second, smaller group, are Petty Officers Peters and Todd, who are here to fulfill a separate request made by yourselves to the Navy."

"That is correct, Chief Spearman. An admirable summation."

"Thank you, sir. In that case, our ordinary customs and regulations are sufficient to cover the situation. The previous misunderstanding–" his hand twitched slightly "–was due to our failure to understand this." He glanced briefly at Chief Joshua.

"Very good. I trust those procedures will be followed in good faith, Chief."

"Aye, aye, sir."

"Very good," Dreelig said again. "There is one more thing, Master Chief Joshua."

"Sir?"

"Starting with the first ande of the next llor, no human will be outside these quarters, except under escort, without wearing the kathir suit. I believe your term is ‘standing order’." He gestured at Peters. "I see Peters has not worn his. I believe this is because he was concerned about this interview, and the kathir suit is not part of the uniform. Is that correct, Peters?"

"Yes, sir, it is," Peters responded.

"From this moment, while you are aboard this ship, the kathir suit is a part of the uniform. What you wear over it is up to you, but if I discover that any man of this detachment has been disciplined in the smallest way for wearing the kathir suit under any circumstances whatever, the consequences to you personally will be the gravest I can devise. Is that clear, Master Chief Joshua?"

"Yes sir!"

"Chief Spearman?"

"Aye, aye, sir!"

"Very good. You men, come with me. Peters, first we will go to your quarters for your safety equipment. Return to your normal activities, Master Chief."

"Aye, aye, sir," said Joshua with a decisive nod. He stayed erect, even stiff, as Dreelig shepherded Peters and Todd out the door. Todd, last one out, reached around and pulled it shut.

There was an audience of four or five sailors in the corridor. Dreelig led, at a gait somewhat stiffer than his usual shamble. They stopped at Peters’s room, Dreelig and Todd waiting outside while Peters hurriedly shucked into his kathir suit and pulled his undress blues over it. They stayed stiff and formal down the stairs and as Peters signed out for himself and Todd, and almost marched across the ops bay. It was only when they entered the elevator and the door closed behind them that Dreelig collapsed against the wall and let go a forceful series of the staccato barks he used for laughter. The two sailors followed suit in human fashion; Todd, a little the less incapacitated, pushed the button, and the elevator started up with its usual clanks and groans.

"That was fun," said Dreelig.

"You–hunh!–you might have warned us," said Peters, feigned offense spoiled by chuckles.

"I could not warn you. I was, as you might say, making it up as I found necessary," Dreelig told him. "Kh kh! I begin to understand why your people use strict hierarchies so much. It is so much fun for the superiors in them."

"We’ve often suspected so," said Todd.

"Yes, it wouldn’t be nearly so enjoyable for the juniors, would it?" Dreelig had calmed and regained self-control. "I told them, or I believe I implied, that I have duties for you. How long must you delay your sleep time to satisfy them that they were real and have been performed?"

"A couple utle should be enough," Peters advised.

"In that case, come with me. I will buy you a drink, and you can explain some of the rules Chief Spearman mentioned. They may be useful when Dee and I go to Washington again tomorrow."

"Actually, that’s a perfectly valid duty," Todd informed him solemnly. "It’s an unusually enjoyable way of carrying it out, of course." It set Dreelig to laughing again.

* * *

Chief Joshua had evidently decided to take a liberal interpretation of ‘under escort,’ because sailors were being escorted only by other sailors who were conspicuously wearing their kathir suits; conspicuously, because they had on dungaree trousers but no shirts. That failed to meet what Peters thought was the spirit of the regulation, and looked like Hell to boot, but Dreelig was off to Washington again with Dee and Donollo, and Peters wasn’t ready to make an issue of it without backup.

Tee was back, but she did nothing but occupy her desk, depriving Peters of his command post. The others were less enthusiastic than before, probably more from fatigue than anything else, but worked well enough that that there were only seven and one eight of sailors not yet measured, including all the Chiefs, when quitting time rolled around.

A few beers, six hours of sleep, and twenty hours of duty that involved a lot of walking around, disinclined the sailors to anything but fifth meal and bunk time. The waiter brought the ‘human standard meal’ for this llor, and Peters realized dully that his stroke of genius was going to cause him more work. If he ever wanted to order another meal, he’d have to see to it that the rest of the sailors could, too. Give that the Scarlett O’Hara treatment; that’s what Granpap called it, although the reference escaped Peters.

The sailors loafing in the corridor wanted to chat. That was all he needed, and what the Hell was Joshua about, anyway? Sitting in his quarters brooding? This crowd needed something to do. Letting them hang around playing grabass was going to snowball into something nobody wanted, but neither Peters nor Todd had enough chevrons on his crow to hand out assignments. They pled exhaustion, and were finally allowed to escape to their rooms.

The next morning–the Grallt word was thullor; he decided that morning would do, being tired of circumlocutions without knowing the word existed–Peters jerked a thumb toward the stern. "Well, lookee there," he remarked sardonically, and Todd just grinned.

A start had been made on the idle-hands problem. Sailors in dungarees formed a line all the way across the bay; they were working their way slowly forward, picking up junk and passing it to the guys on the ends, who had plastic bags. Much of the junk was metal, so the bags already lined along the side weren’t very full. Peters snorted. Another prediction fulfilled. Brooms and dustpans next, no doubt.

It didn’t take long to get the last few people measured. Chief Joshua and Chief Spearman gave Peters and Todd black looks but cooperated without verbal protest, and the others went along. They’d made Chief Gill’s suit Navy blue, rather than the khaki Chiefs normally wore for "undress"; the natural tan color was pretty close to khaki, but was also pretty close to skin color for five of the six, and Peters didn’t think that would work for a skin-tight garment. Finally he decided to not mention the option, and ‘suggested’ to the Chiefs that they wear their dress blues to fitting. Keer was amused at the gaudy arrays of stripes, but generated the designs anyway.

The fabricator was again running full blast, and sailors were coming in for test-fitting of suits made during the off-ande. They sent the Chiefs off, suggesting that they return after third meal, and got the juniors all suited up and checked out on a more leisurely schedule. Something occurred to Peters, and he put it to Veedal as Todd was trying to convince a First Class ET that skivvies weren’t necessary. «We have been moving quickly,» he said to the tech. «Is possible that wrong suit give–was given–to two persons. What happens?»

«That is bad,» said Veedal with a worried expression. «The suits are babble.» When Peters looked blank, he tried again: «One suit, one person, OK? No correct function.» Like most people who associate much with English speakers, after three llor Veedal was using "OK" as if it were part of his native tongue.

"Dangerous?" Peters asked in English. Of course that didn’t get through, so he illustrated the concept by grabbing his own throat with both hands and simulating choking, eyes rolled up.

«No, not babble,» Veedal said. «Very babble.» He pulled his blue jumper tight around his chest and moved around, twisting as if constricted and making faces. "Uncomfortable" would do for that until a better definition came along. Further contortions and mime established that a kathir suit on the wrong person would make air, but the movement controls wouldn’t work, and it would be extremely unpleasant to wear.

He had something else to ask and didn’t think it would come through in dumbshow, so he excused himself after secondmeal break and went in search of Znereda, leaving Todd to finish up the test fitting. The language teacher had a class, but came to the door when Peters gestured. "I’m very busy," said the older Grallt with a frown. "What do you want?"

Peters shrugged. "Sorry, I didn’t know who else to ask. How do we reserve the suit practice room? I got two hundred sailors needin’ some pointers before too long."

Znereda rolled his eyes up. "I can’t help you. You need to talk to the ship operations people."

"Yeah. Two problems," Peters told him. "I dunno where to find the ship operations people, and I bet they ain’t gonna care too much for me wavin’ my arms around tryin’ to explain what I want. I ain’t exactly fluent, you know."

"You’re making remarkable progress, Mr. Peters, but you’re right, you probably couldn’t do that very well yet." Znereda wrinkled his forehead. "I can’t go, but there’s someone who can help you. Just a moment. Se’en," he said to the room in general, "Would you mind helping Mr. Peters? He needs a translator to talk to the zerkre."

Se’en stood up. "I don’t mind," she said. "Will I need to repeat this class?"

"It will count as practical experience," Znereda said benevolently. "You have a head start on the rest of the class anyway." Se’en looked a bit puzzled. "Oh, you don’t have that idiom yet, do you? It means an advantage, because you began before the others."

"Yes, I had a little experience," Se’en said as she came up. "What do you need, Mr. Peters?"

"Need to reserve the kathir suit practice room for two hundred sailors," Peters told her. "Don’t call me Mister, you’re gonna be dealin’ with officers and they’re likely to get bent outa shape if they hear you."

Se’en looked at Znereda. "I understood part of that," she said. "He needs to speak to the zerkre."

Znereda looked benevolent again. "Mr. Peters has a strong accent, in the idiom of his home region. It’s quite understandable if you listen closely, and it will be good practice for you. He objects to your saying ‘mister’ to him, on the ground that his superiors will not like to hear it applied to him as well as themselves."

"That is what I think–thought he said," Se’en agreed. "Thank you for explaining."

Peters flushed. "I’ll try to smooth it out a little," he assured her. "I can generally make myself understood if I try."

"Thank you," Se’en murmured.

They parted from Znereda, the little language master peering around the door like a grinning elf before pushing it to with a snap. Se’en gestured toward the bow, and they set off in search of ‘ship people.’

  





Chapter Fourteen

‘Ship people’ were to be found higher up and farther forward in the structure than Peters had been before. The stairwells were worn but clean, and there was no trash or dust; the corridor they came out in after a long climb was pale blue, floored with something resilient, and very quiet. Se’en led him forward to the end of the corridor and rapped sharply on the double doors that closed it off.

A girl in the four-part blue-and-whites he’d seen on the engineers opened the door and held a short conversation with Se’en, ending by gesturing go-ahead and nodding. She looked at Peters with interest as they walked in but didn’t follow, instead seating herself at a desk near the door. Wrong species, wrong uniform; nevertheless, Peters felt a lot less alien here than he’d expected.

The passageway was narrower, and doors led off it to right and left. Most of the doors were open, and Grallt in blue-and-white kathir suits occupied desks, shuffling papers and doing incomprehensible things. A watchstander with his suit divided eight ways, like the senior engineer they’d met briefly, was seated at a desk outside another set of double doors. He chatted with Se’en for a moment, then presented a book and indicated a blank line. Se’en bent to write something with a pen the–officer?–gave her, and suddenly Peters was homesick for the first time since coming aboard.

That feeling doubled on the other side of the doors. The space wasn’t big; it had windows on three sides, with stars visible through them. Earth wasn’t in view, but the Moon shone through the portside windows. In the middle of the room was a pipe or post with gadgets attached to it, one of them a larger version of the blunt arrowhead Gell used to drive the dli, with vertical handles at the wide part. A Grallt in a four-way suit sat on a little round pad behind the binnacle; beside him a girl, wearing a suit colored white above the waist and blue below, was looking at a book. The helmsman–had to be!–was explaining something in low tones. Another apprentice, male, looked on from the side.

All the way forward was a sloping counter with larger versions of the white-cross instruments. Two Grallt, male and female, stood in front of it, the woman looking off into space through a pair of ordinary-looking binoculars. To port, another sloping desk had buttons and levers, with a male Grallt seated at it and a female apprentice looking on. To starboard, the counter had only one instrument, a complex circular device thirty centimeters across; the Grallt seated at that, in a comfortable-looking armchair, was portly and white-haired, and wore a suit whose pattern was cut so many ways it was like a checked tablecloth. Another guess confirmed; the Captain did indeed look like a checkerboard.

Everyone but the woman with the binoculars looked around as they came in; two of the apprentices stared. The woman’s companion tapped her on the shoulder, and she looked around, put the glasses in a holder, and came over. «Pleasant greetings,» she said briskly, not hostile but questioning. «What do you want?»

Peters understood, but waited for Se’en to respond. «Greetings,» she said. «We are from the babble department. Peters–» she gestured at the sailor, «–needs to babble the suit practice room for babble his people.»

The officer looked him up and down. «You are a human,» she said.

«Yes,» Peters agreed when Se’en didn’t answer.

«You understand the language,» the officer commented. Her eyebrows went up.

«A little,» Peters said cautiously. He was uncomfortable; his Grallt didn’t include the equivalents of "sir" and "ma’am". «I learn slowly.»

«I have not met humans before. You have a good babble,» she told him. «You will learn quickly.»

«Thank you,» Peters replied.

«How many people need babble?»

That word had to be training. Peters thought for a moment, then tried modifying the verb: «We need to train eight and three squares of people,» he tried.

«Ach! That is many.»

«It will not take too long,» Se’en put in. «If they are all as babble as Peters and his babble, they will learn quickly.»

Peters thought he got that, and flushed as the officer looked him up and down again. «Good,» she said. «Follow me.»

She led them off the bridge, stopping to let Se’en make a note in the book, and took them to an office a few doors down. The officer inside looked up, and their escort said without preamble: «The practice room is needed. Has anyone babble it for the next few llor?»

«No,» said the other. «How long will it be needed?»

Their escort looked at Peters. «I don’t know,» he confessed.

«Can you babble the time?»

That word had to be estimate; Peters said cautiously, «Two…» he broke off and said in English to Se’en, "I don’t know that form. Tell her I think two or three llor." Se’en translated that, and Peters listened closely.

«Yes,» said their escort. «Dhuvenig, the humans will be using the practice room for four llor.»

«Yes,» Dhuvenig responded. He pulled a book from a stack and began writing in it, and their escort turned to Peters. «If you have not finished in that time, come here and tell Dhuvenig,» she said. «If you finish before four llor, come and tell him that also.»

"Aye, aye, ma’am," Peters said, then flushed again, and said in Grallt: «Yes.»

«Good.» The officer flashed a brief smile. «I think you said what you would say to your own superior,» she commented. «Thank you. Now I must return to my work.»

«Yes. Thank you,» Peters told her, and nodded. She replied with a nod and another brief smile, and went back to the bridge.

Se’en took his arm and urged him back toward the entrance. "You did not need me," she accused as they started down the stairs.

"I mighta got by, but I’m damn glad you came along," Peters told her. "It woulda taken twice as long, at least, if I’d had to do that by myself."

She puffed out a breath. "Pah. I did almost nothing. You speak better than you think. Heelinig is right, you have a very good accent."

"Is that her name? Who was that we were talking to?"

"Heelinig is the Captain’s assistant." Se’en paused. "We say ‘the Second of Llapaaloapalla’. I don’t know how to say it in English."

"Second, eh? Then Heelinig would be called ‘Executive Officer’ or just ‘Exec’ in English. Sometimes we say ‘XO.’"

"Yes, I understand," said Se’en. She glanced at him with a smile. "I have received my lessons for today after all. Were you not, ah, a little frightened to be visiting the ship-control room?"

"Nervous? No." Peters thought about that as they clattered down another flight. "Hm. I probably shoulda been nervous, but I wasn’t. It was like home, a little, you know?"

Se’en stopped with her hand on the railing, looked back at him with wide eyes. "We do not like to deal with the zerkre," she said. "They very often say hard things, insults, to us."

"Well, Se’en, you’re good folks and I like you a lot," Peters drawled. "But I have to admit I can understand that. Go on, go on. Todd’ll be wonderin’ if I been keelhauled and scuppered."

* * *

"OK, folks," Peters said to the group; he wanted to say "listen up," but there were too many First Class among them for that. "This here’s the kathir suit practice room. When we get inside, I’d take it kindly if you’d stay together and not get scattered around. Suit practice can be fun, but you gotta learn the basics first."

"Get on with it, Peters," said a tall, round-faced First Class Peters had noticed before.

"Aye, aye," Peters responded calmly. This was going to take all llor, if that was any sample. "First thing is, everybody skin outa them dungarees. You don’t wear nothin’ but the kathir suit in the practice room."

"Chief said Commander Bolton ordered us to wear dungarees," the big First Class challenged, and now Peters remembered his name: Tollison.

"He told me the same thing," Peters retorted. "Trouble is, the captain of this here spaceship said the practice room’s for kathir suits only. If you’d like to argue with the skipper, I’ll be glad to introduce you." Tollison didn’t respond, but didn’t lose his belligerent look; after a moment Peters went on, "You can stash your dungarees in these here lockers. We only got four llor to get this done, we need to get a move on."

"Come on, Tollison, let’s get this evolution under way," said another First Class. "Peters is just doing his job." He started pulling off his dungaree shirt. "There’s enough lockers for everybody to have one. This one’s mine."

Tollison scowled but started untying his shoes. Everybody but Peters was wearing boondockers, another thing he’d forgotten. The sailors shucked their denims and stowed them in the lockers, laid their hats carefully on top, and assembled by the door. Peters worked the latch and led them through.

"First thing is, everybody comfortable?" he asked when the hatch was dogged.

"Not sure I understand the question," said the First Class who’d argued with Tollison.

"The kathir suit’s supposed to be real comfortable," Peters told them. "In fact, it oughta feel like you wasn’t wearin’ nothin’ at all. Trouble is, they’re made special for each person, and if you try to wear somebody else’s suit, it won’t work right, and it’s gonna feel like sandpaper skivvies. We hadda run you folks through pretty fast, there’s a chance there was a mixup, so anybody don’t feel good in the suit, sing out." He paused a moment, but nobody spoke up.

"Real good. All right, first thing is, I’m gonna let the air out," he told them. "You gotta know, without air you can’t talk to one another unless you get close–Oh, shit!"

Tollison had taken up a sullen, wall-leaning stance, arms folded. Another sailor had jostled him a bit; he fell sideways, across the window-control lever. The windows rotated open, and the air blast caught a Second Class who was standing too close. Peters saw the man’s face, mouth an O of horror, in the instant before he vanished out the window.

He was diving after him before he thought about it. The man was only a few meters away, and Peters caught up before he could get any farther. He grasped him around the waist and and manhandled him around until he could force the head bubbles together. "All right, dammit, grab hold. I gotta work the suit, and I can’t do that while I’m holdin’ onta you."

"Oh shit oh shit oh shit," the other was reciting. It took two or three repetitions of "hold on, dammit" to get him to grab onto Peters’s back, arms around his chest. Then he could look around.

They were rotating, adding to the disorientation, and Peters decided that the first order of business was to stop that. He fiddled with the buckle buttons, eventually stopping the spin, but could not bring himself to do so facing the ship; their feet ended up pointing toward it, which felt more comfortable for some reason.

After that it was a matter of mashing buttons and waiting. He tried to talk to the other sailor, managing to find out that his name was Nolan; he was an ET(A)2 nominally assigned to VFA-97, twenty-six years old, from Ohio. The conversation took Nolan’s mind off their situation a little, and his sobs tapered off to an occasional choke. Peters could probably have been more reassuring if he hadn’t been distracted. He’d gone out without thinking–the only thing on a ship needing more immediate attention than man overboard is live bomb on deck–and now that he had a bit of time, his perception of his surroundings was shifting wildly.

The ship was down, he decided. That helped. The windows of the practice room were only a few meters away, maybe fifty, the only openings nearby in the "floor." He mashed buttons to start a drift in that direction. Once the windows were obviously getting closer he let off the button and waited.

It felt like a long time, but was probably only a minute or so, before the windows were close enough that he felt like starting to slow down, at the same time correcting his course a little to head for the opening. The suit could push any direction and turn any way, and while that brought its own set of complications, once you figured it out it was pretty easy. He hit the window opening he was aiming at–

– and fell sprawling on the deck, Nolan on top of him. He’d forgotten there was gravity inside, dammit. Fortunately it was only a meter or so, and it didn’t take long to get the tangle of limbs unscrambled. The others were still standing around, faces pale, mouths uniform Os of horror, and one sailor had his hand on the window lever. Now wouldn’t it have been fine if he’d figured out how to close the damn thing?

Peters stood, worked his limbs and muscles a bit to see if he’d strained anything; apparently not. Then he carefully arranged his features in a noncommital expression, walked casually over to where Tollison was standing, and punched the First Class in the gut, just above the belt buckle, with all the force he was able to muster. The tall sailor doubled over, and Peters grabbed his hair and dragged until he was moving fairly quickly, then let go. Tollison fell in a heap next to Nolan, and Peters strode over to the lever, swung it the other way, and stood calmly as the windows swung shut and air began hissing in.

The ones on their feet were wide-eyed, but nobody was saying anything; shock, plus apparently they’d discovered the futility of that while the room was airless. When Peters judged that sound would carry, he gestured to the man next to him. "I’d take it kindly if you’d see those two men to the infirmary," he said in as level a voice as he could manage. "They seem to have met with a accident."

"You know Tollison’s gonna put you on report," the other warned.

"And I’m gonna put him on report, for skylarkin’, reckless endangerment, and forcin’ a safeguard," said Peters, his level tones rising despite a real effort to remain calm. "Any of the rest of you yahoos so fuckin’ impressed with his own crow you can’t take instruction from somebody that knows somethin’ you don’t ’cause he’s got one less stripe? ‘Cause if you are, you lemme know right now. I can get you a ride home real easy, and save killin’ somebody to prove it!" By the end of that he was bellowing.

The rest of them looked more appalled than before, if possible. Tollison was being helped up by a Machinist’s Mate First. Nolan was still curled in a ball on the floor, eyes screwed tightly shut, teeth clenched, hands clasped together over his sternum like a particularly anguished prayer; another First Class, this one with a corpsman’s badge, was kneeling beside him, hand on the younger man’s shoulder. He looked up at Peters’s outburst. "This man’s in shock," he said quietly. "I’ll get him to the infirmary." He glanced at Tollison, who was still bent over but recovering, then back at Peters. "Anything happen out there the doc oughta know about?"

"Nah," said Peters. He was starting to shake, coming down off the adrenalin high. "Fact is, if he’da known it he was safe as bein’ in his own bunk. Just scared shitless, I reckon." He shook his head. "Me, too," he added softly, looking down at the deck. The medic nodded and focused on Nolan, trying to get him to his feet.

"I believe," said somebody to Peters’s right, "that we have just seen a demonstration of why the suit is required wear. I may never take mine off again." The tone was of high good humor.

"Yeah," said the man next to him. "Looks like havin’ a man overboard ain’t the problem it is at sea, provided he’s got the right gear. At least you can spot ‘em easy."

Faces were beginning to regain color. "Hey, Mannix," somebody called from the other side of the room, "If you never take the suit off, how’re you gonna shower?"

"Not a problem," Mannix said with sunny cheer. "Number one, there are no women around, and you apes would never notice the stink. Number two, it’s a luxury I seldom allow myself anyway." That got a chuckle. Mannix was slight, red-haired, with a Fire Controlman’s badge over his three chevrons and four diagonal stripes, all in gold; almost certainly the senior man in the room. He turned to Peters. "Do please continue the instruction," he said, his grin belying his solemn tone. "You were admirably quick, but you might not be around if I should get in trouble, and it would be handy if I could get myself out, don’t you think?"

"What about him?" Peters asked, jerking his head to indicate Tollison.

"Hm," said Mannix. He looked at Tollison, frowning. "Phan Dong, why is that man clutching his stomach? He seems to be in quite a bit of distress." A quick quirk of the eyebrows at Peters.

"I dunno," said the sailor helping Tollison. "Maybe he ate something that didn’t agree with him."

"That–sonova–bitch–sucker–punched–me," Tollison contradicted in a series of gasps.

Mannix ignored that. "Oh, dear," he said with obviously feigned worry. "Perhaps he isn’t able to adjust to the diet. That would be unfortunate, no? He certainly can’t eat emergency rations for two years; what if the rest of us needed them? He’ll just have to go downside. I’ll speak to Chief Joshua about it."

"No!" Tollison choked out, so red-faced that his blonde eyebrows were nearly invisible. "I’ll–be–just fine. Just a–gut cramp–you know how–it is." A long inhalation. "Feeling better–already."

"Are you certain?" Mannix asked seriously. "Because I can think of, ah, circumstances under which your symptoms might recur. We can’t take any chances with health problems."

"No, we–can’t." Tollison managed to force himself erect. He glanced at Peters, looked out the windows, blinked, and looked Peters in the eye. "I’ll just have to avoid–overindulgence–in the future."

"Oh, admirably put," said Mannix. "Peters, do you think we can continue?"

"If Tollison thinks he’s well enough."

"If you don’t mind, I think–I’d like to rest–a bit," Tollison said. "Maybe I can attend–a later class."

"I do think that would be best," Mannix said solemnly. "Peters, why don’t you help Tollison out, and the rest of us can continue?"

"Sure. You gonna be OK, man?"

"Yeah, I’ll be–fine," Tollison said.

"All right, this way then," Peters told him. The blond sailor grasped Peters’s shoulder and followed unsteadily to the door. Peters undogged it and handed him out. "Do you remember which locker your dungarees are in?"

"Yeah, I’ll be fine," Tollison said again. "Thanks. You need to get on–back inside."

"All right. You probably oughta go lay down for a little while, relax."

"You’re probably–right," Tollison agreed. He flapped a hand at Peters. "Go on, you have–a class waiting."

"Right." Peters dogged the hatch and turned to the diminished group. He took a deep breath: "All right, as I was sayin’, you got to remember that sound don’t carry when there ain’t no air. You won’t be able to talk to each other unless you’re head to head, ’bout thirty centimeters away–"

The rest of the class went smoothly. Nobody puked in the zero-gee part, and they readily accepted his statement that they didn’t have enough time in this class to get started on how to use the thrusters.

The incident had thrown them behind, and the next group was waiting when he undogged the hatch and allowed the others to file out. He’d opened his mouth to begin telling the new group to shuck out of their dungarees when Mannix laid a hand on his shoulder, waved him to silence, and sought out a tubby Machinist’s Mate First for a low-voiced colloquy. Heads nearby turned to look at Peters, some of them shaking, and people began discarding outerwear. When the class got underway the tone was serious, and people paid attention.

That condition persisted, even when the group included the E7 Yeoman, Gross, who was Stores Chief. At ten to a class, Peters had expected to need the rest of the llor and part of the next to finish up; as it was, by fifth meal time he was escorting the last group of juniors, including both Nolan, who seemed fully recovered, and a subdued and attentive Tollison, out the door, with only the senior chiefs left for tomorrow.

* * *

He was eating when Todd came up and seated himself. "Hear you had a little excitement."

Peters grunted. "Hnh. You could say that, I reckon. Wish you hadn’t reminded me, I’m afraid I ain’t gonna sleep too good as it is." He shook his head. "It’s a Hell of a long way to fall in all directions, out there."

"I guess it must be." The waiter began setting dishes in front of Todd, today’s Standard Human Meal. "So just what did happen today? Scuttlebutt’s coming in several flavors."

Peters described the incident in a few words, minimizing his own role. Todd frowned and shook his head, but didn’t say anything. "So what’ve you been up to today?" Peters asked after a few moments of silence. "I been took up with suit instruction the whole llor."

"Got the Chiefs all fitted, and then we were getting the airplanes put away," Todd told him. "We’ve taken over hangars three and four. Tomcats forward, Hornets aft. Plenty of room, they’re rattling around in there."

"You get all the gear stowed?"

"You have to be kidding." Todd shook his head. "We might just barely get it all done before the officers get back. Last I saw, Warnocki and that Chief Storekeeper, what’s his name–"

"Gross. Met him today."

"Yeah. Warnocki and Gross were having a knock-down-drag-out over the welding gear. Warnocki wants it where it is, in one of the hangar shops, but Gross wants it stored in the compartments under enlisted berthing where somebody can keep an eye on it." Todd paused for a couple of bites. "Man’s got a point, some of that wire’s worth a bundle."

"Ssth. I’m pretty sure theft ain’t gonna be a problem." Peters’s coffee came, and he took a long sip. "Somethin’ else you’ll be interested in. Got a look at the bridge."

"Yeah? What’s it like?"

"Just big windows and the ship’s wheel, well, one of them arrowhead things, like on the dli, only bigger." Peters gestured to indicate how big. "Cap’n had a screen in front of him, I dunno what it did, but the rest looked–" he shook his head, grinned, and held his palm out to indicate his surroundings. "I guess consistent is the word."

"You met the captain?"

"Seen him. We wasn’t introduced." Peters took another sip of coffee.

Todd said musingly, "You know what I’d like? I’d like to go outside. You feel up to giving me a look around?"

Peters thought about that. "I don’t mind," he said. "But I don’t think we oughta just pop out the door without tellin’ somebody." Todd looked at him, questioning; Peters frowned and went on, "Today was an emergency, and the truth is I didn’t really think before jumpin’, but what if the ship moves while we’re goofin’ around, for instance?"

"I hadn’t thought of that," Todd admitted. He shook his head. "You know, Peters, I think I know why you have trouble sometimes."

"How’s that?" Peters wanted to know when Todd didn’t complete the thought.

"You’re bright as Hell, but it takes people a while to appreciate it," Todd said. "Th’ hillbilly ack-sent thows ‘em off, ah reckon."

  





Chapter Fifteen

"Evenin’, Chief," Peters greeted Warnocki, who was waiting for the elevator.

"Assuming ‘morning’ and ‘evening’ mean anything here, good evening, Peters," Warnocki said agreeably. "Todd," he added with a nod. The elevator came, and the chief eyed them as they were clanking and bumping down. "You mind giving me a progress report?" he asked calmly.

Peters flushed. "Sorry, Chief, had somethin’ on my mind. Everybody’s been fitted for suits and got the first shot at learnin’ how to use them. Tomorrow we start on figgerin’ out the controls and how to move around." He thought a moment, looking at the door without seeing it. "Might be best if you and the other Chiefs came in the first group, if it’d fit your schedule," he suggested.

"Yes," the chief agreed. "I’ll speak to Master Chief Joshua about it." The door opened, and they came out into the ops bay before Warnocki went on: "Hear you had a little trouble today."

"Aw, nothin’ to speak of, Chief," Peters said, flushing again. He looked around. "Well I be damned. You folks’ve been right busy, Chief."

Warnocki eyed him sidelong. "Yes, I’m not real popular right now. I didn’t really believe you when you told us what to expect. I’m not sure what I did expect in outer space, but a week of field days wasn’t it." There was no clutter at all on the deck, and a couple of sailors were pushing brooms, with others picking up dirt in shovels as it was collected. "Do you know where we ought to put the stuff we pick up?" Warnocki went on after a few steps. "It didn’t seem right to just fling it overboard."

"No, I don’t, Chief," said Peters.

When it became obvious that he wasn’t going to continue, Warnocki glanced at him, half a smile quirking his lip. "Ask somebody and report back to me."

"Aye, Chief," said Peters. Then, sotto voce: "This is hard."

Warnocki’s smile was fully evident. "I’m familiar with the problem," he said wryly. "You’re brighter than you act, but from what I hear about what happened today I think you could use a few pointers. You want to come up to my quarters and talk about it?"

"I’d appreciate that," said Peters.

"You, too, Todd, you’re in an even worse position." Todd dipped his head and followed along.

"Take a seat," Warnocki offered when they reached his room. Todd and Peters sat, and Warnocki pushed his desk chair over to the table. He leaned back, folded his arms across his chest, and regarded the two sailors, remarking mildly, "You know, I’m not sure putting crows on the suits was a good idea, at least at first. We could have done it later, and it’s confusing things a little, wouldn’t you say?"

"Hunh." Peters grasped his head in his hands and brushed backward, pulling his hair tight and ending with a pseudomassage of the nape of his neck. "Chief, I think you’re right." He shook his head and looked up, meeting Warnocki’s eye. "We been on board sixteen llor, near enough three weeks, and we know things could help everybody, but seems like every swingin’ dick we meet’s countin’ chevrons an’ sneerin’ if somebody comes up short. I reckon it’d've been better if they sent you and Master Chief Joshua up here instead of us."

"I don’t think so," said Warnocki with a twinkle, then grinned. "From all I hear, you two’ve been turning to right smartly, and neither Leon nor I would’ve been quite so willing with a swab." More seriously, "It might’ve been better to send a First Class and a Second rather than a Second and a Third, but hindsight’s always better."

"I think that’s one of the problems, Chief," Todd put in. "I don’t think anybody realized at first just how top-heavy the detachment would be."

"Interesting point, if I see what you’re getting at," the Chief said. "You want to work on that thought a bit?"

Todd shrugged in frustration, held his hand out to gesture around. "Well, look at it, the detachment I mean. Two hundred people; if we had that many for something normal, what would it be? Probably a hundred seamen and Thirds, maybe fifty or sixty Seconds, and a Chief to head it up. What we’ve actually got is six seamen …."

"Seven," Warnocki interjected.

"Seven seamen, and eleven Thirds, including me; I counted. Maybe twenty-five or thirty Seconds …."

"Twenty-eight, to be exact."

"Right. Twenty-eight Seconds, two of them medics. Three Chiefs, two Senior Chiefs, and a Master Chief." Todd shrugged. "That’s forty-one; the other hundred and fifty-nine are all First Class of one rate or another."

"Yeah." Warnocki made a face. "You think you’re having trouble? Try bossing that crew. Everybody agrees the place needs cleaning, but they’re down to comparing dates of rank to see who gets to pilot a swab and who gets to watch."

Peters snorted. "I can imagine."

"Maybe you can, maybe you can’t. It isn’t your problem. You know what your problem is?"

"Yeah," said Peters with a growl. "If all them First Class is tryin’ to sort out the peckin’ order to figger out who’s boss, they can’t afford to give an inch to a piddly Second."

"Almost right," the chief agreed. "There’s a few who seem to be adjusting all right." He snorted. "Of course, they’re the ones with the most hash marks and the most horsepower. Like Mannix."

"Yeah. I owe Mannix a beer," said Peters. "Maybe a lot of beers. I don’t think I’d've got through the mornin’ if he hadn’t put a oar in."

"I think you’re right," the chief smiled. "There’s ways of handling that sort of situation, you know."

"Don’t none of ‘em involve punchin’ out assholes, I bet," said Peters with another snort.

"Heh. No, most of them don’t." Warnocki chuckled. "You have to keep that in reserve, sort of put away for a rainy day."

"Pah." Peters chuckled in spite of himself, then smiled wanly. "I reckon that means I done shot my wad, don’t it?"

"Well, no, not quite, but it’d be good if you could avoid repetitions. It took me and the Master Chief nearly two hours to figure out how to log that little incident so as to not excite the folks back home unduly." Warnocki paused, looked at Peters. "At least you picked the right man to punch out. Tollison still hasn’t admitted to either me or Chief Joshua that you actually hit him, and he’s been, ah, real forceful with some of the others. Between him and Mannix, I don’t think you’ll have much trouble for the next couple of days."

"That’s good, I reckon."

"Damn right." Chief Warnocki laid his hands on the table, looked from one sailor to the other. "Like I said, there’s ways to handle that sort of situation, but we don’t have time to teach them to you two. Tell me, do the people on this ship have any kind of rank insignia? I haven’t seen anything I’d call a crow or officer’s bars."

"Not the ones we’re dealin’ with most of the time," Peters told him. "They ain’t got much in the way of rank structure, or any other structure for that matter."

"They’re set up kind of like merchant seamen," Todd explained. "You know, seaman and AB? That’s about it, until you get to the real crew."

"Real crew?" Warnocki was suddenly attentive. "What do you mean? Aren’t the people we’ve been seeing the crew?"

"They are and they ain’t," said Peters. "They all live and work on the ship, so far’s that’s concerned they’re crew. But there’s some of ‘em, the ones that tend the engines and stand watch on the bridge, they’re the ones Todd means when he says the ‘real crew.’"

"I see," said Warnocki in a tone of revelation. He focussed on Todd: "Blue and white on their suits? Like that woman you had going around with you posting OFF LIMITS signs?"

"That’s right, Chief," said Todd warily.

"I’m going to want to hear why those areas are off limits, but this isn’t the time." Warnocki frowned. "Could you two wear blue and white suits? Would anybody object?"

"Probably," said Peters. "Look, the situation ain’t exactly what it seems. We all, all of us human bein’s, we work for what Dreelig called the Alien Relations division when he was chewin’ out Chief Joshua…."

"He told me about it." Warnocki grinned. "I’d've liked to’ve been a fly on the wall for that."

Peters snorted. "You coulda had my place, I was wishin’ I was at Diego Garcia. Anyways, I reckon a better translation’d be ‘Sales and Marketin’ Department’. They’re all what we’d call civilians, and the blue-and-whites don’t think much of ‘em. If we tried to wear their uniform, I’d expect to get in all kinds of trouble."

"I see. So we’re all salesmen?"

"Pretty much, except it’s more like Amway than runnin’ a store," said Peters. "Showin’ off the product to the prospects."

"Interesting. I don’t think I’m going to tell Leon about that just yet." Warnocki leaned forward, his face becoming serious. "All right, here’s what we’re gonna do. First thing tomorrow, you shag ass down to the suit place and get your crows wiped off, you understand? You think of something else, not Navy blue, you hear me?"

"Aye, Chief," said Peters. Todd nodded.

Chief Warnocki nodded back. "OK, when that’s done, you come see me. I’ll get you started back on suit teaching. If anybody asks what’s going on, you tell ‘em I said you’re Spaceman Chief, and anybody wants to argue can come see me about it."

"Aye, Chief," they chorused, and Peters added, "Thanks, Chief. I been wonderin’ if somethin’ like that’d work, but I didn’t have the horsepower to implement it, even if it would."

Warnocki nodded. "Yeah. Well, now you got all the horsepower you need. You just have to learn how to drive." He snorted. "And try not to have any more men overboard, hey? It took me an hour, this afternoon, to talk Nolan into not hopping the next boat back to Puget Sound, and he’s the closest thing to an IC we’ve got, been running the entertainment system on a can."

"That brings up another question," said Todd. "Have you issued earbugs yet, Chief? It’d be a lot easier to teach people the suits if we could talk to one another."

"No." Warnocki looked at him sharply. "That’s right, I forgot. The suits don’t have radios."

"Nope. That’s one of the things the Grallt think they can sell," Todd told him.

"Shit. All right, I’ll get with Chief Gross and see what we can do. And I’ve got to tell the Master Chief about all this." It was clearly not an explanation he was looking forward to. "You boys go get some sleep. It’s going to be a long day tomorrow."

"They’re all long days, Chief." Peters looked at Todd, then back at Warnocki. "Chief, you got anythin’ pressin’ for the next hour or so?"

"Ten thousand things," said the Chief. "What did you have in mind?"

"We have a bennie we can pass out," Todd said with a smile. "If you’ll get your kathir suit on, and come with us, you can be the first recipient."

"Yeah," said Peters with a smile of his own. "That’s assumin’ you like to have a beer now and again, that is."

"Son, if you can buy me a beer, I’ll let you say you’re Spaceman Senior Chief."

"Then suit up," Peters told him. "We’re buckin’ for promotion. First round’s on me." He grinned. "But keep it quiet. We want to be able to surprise people with it."

"Good idea." Warnocki produced a grin of his own. "Just don’t put off letting the Master Chief in on it too long," he suggested. "He might not take it too kindly."

* * *

"So who do we ask?" Todd wanted to know over breakfast the next "morning."

"I got a idea," Peters told him. "I seen the bridge yesterday, and I talked to the XO. I reckon if they can’t give us an answer, they can point us towards the folks who can."

Todd frowned. "Are you confident enough to ask in Grallt? The people upstairs aren’t likely to know English."

Peters sipped klisti thoughtfully. "No, I ain’t gonna try that all by myself," he said after a pause. "And no, the bridge crew don’t speak English. They don’t have no reason to, as far as I can see." He scanned the room. "I don’t see Dreelig or Dee."

"I saw Dreelig yesterday. He and Dee, and Donollo, had to go down and do the President of Mars act for the suits in Washington. He probably won’t be back until late."

"Shit. Well, I reckon there’s nothin’ for it but bug Znereda again. I think the professor’s gettin’ a little tired of us." Peters sighed and leaned back. "Let’s take our time over coffee, huh? I don’t think Znereda gets up real early, and I don’t want to add insult to injury by roustin’ him outa the rack."

The little language teacher made no difficulty about going with them, even though they did find him in his nightshirt. «I don’t have a class at the moment, and I have only seen the control room once before myself,» he confided in carefully enunciated Grallt. «I’m grateful for a good excuse to see it again and meet the people there. Thank you for asking me.» He put on a kathir suit, irregular splotches of red and purple over the base color, and a jumper and trousers in pale blue over that. «Shall we go?» he asked with a smile.

«Can you prepare me for what we are to talk about?» Znereda said as he puffed up the stairs. «In the Trade, if possible. You need the practice.» Peters tried, with Todd putting in suggestions from time to time, but he had to resort to English for several of the points. The little teacher nodded. "Yes, I understand," he said, then reverted to Grallt as they passed through the door and encountered the first watchstander. «We would like to see Dhuvenig,» he explained.

«Yes,» said the other. «Second door on the right. If he is not there, wait. He will come soon.»

Dhuvenig wasn’t in his office, but breezed in before they had waited more than a few minutes. «Oh, hello,» he said to Peters. «You were here yesterday, were you not? What are you doing here, Znereda?»

«Peters and Todd have some questions to ask, Dhuvenig,» Znareda said. «They aren’t confident of their ability to ask clearly, so they asked me to come along to clear up any misunderstandings that might arise.»

Dhuvenig nodded. «That was probably a wise decision,» he agreed. To Peters: «What do you need?»

«Two things,» said Peters very carefully. When the other nodded, he went on, «Our group been–has been cleaning the operations bay. They collected a large quantity of what seems waste. We want to know what–ah, what should be done with waste.» He paused, out of breath and apprehensive, and looked at Znereda, who beamed.

Dhuvenig only nodded. «Remarkable. Do you mean we actually have people in marketing who care about ship operations? This must be encouraged. I will send people to look over the waste and decide what to do. Where should they go?»

«They should see Warnocki, on the second level, right side, ship storage room four.»

Dhuvenig frowned. «Those are not correct designations,» he said.

«I’m sorry. Just a moment.» Peters reverted to English. "He don’t understand which compartment I mean. What’re the official designations?"

A little back and forth established Warnocki’s whereabouts to Dhuvenig’s satisfaction; the correct designation for the hangar wasn’t a number, but used ship-specific terms that Peters and Todd filed mentally as "hangar, midships, aft." «I will send someone right away,» said Dhuvenig. «And your second question?»

«We –» Peters indicated himself and Todd with a gesture, «– want practice using airsuits outside ship. I was outside once, and it was very, ah, confusing. Is there place where this is normally done, and will the ship move soon?»

Dhuvenig looked alarmed. «You have been outside the ship? When was this? I was not informed.»

«A man fell.» He explained the incident in hesitant Grallt; Znereda stayed silent, grinning, throughout.

«That is bad,» said Dhuvenig. «It’s not normal to go outside the ship. You were careless, and very lucky.»

"Oh, shit, don’t I know it," said Peters in English under his breath, then to Dhuvenig: «Yes, agree fully both points. For this reason we need practice.»

«Yes,» said Dhuvenig. He hesitated. «The zifthakik are not engaged at the moment, except for life support. It is unlikely that the ship will move, but it is impossible to guarantee that without special precautions.» He looked at Peters. «When would you like to practice outside?»

«At your convenience,» said Peters. «If needs special arrangement, you tell us when safe.»

«That’s wise.» Dhuvenig looked blank for another few moments, then: «Yesterday you told me that you had eight and three squares of persons to train in use of the airsuit. How many of these persons will require training outside the ship?»

Sharp cookie, this one. «All those persons,» Peters told him. «Not in this llor. It be–it would be good if training done in next three eights of llor, but again we wait your convenience.»

Dhuvenig looked at Znereda, who returned the look with remarkable blandness. «This is not normal,» said the officer.

«I believe you will find the humans more to your liking than we are,» said Znereda. «They are always worrying about what might happen.»

Dhuvenig focused on Peters. «Do you worry about things before they happen?»

«Yes.» Dammnit, why didn’t these people have some equivalent of sir! «Normal for us to think things might go badly, and prepare best way we can.»

«Remarkable,» said Dhuvenig under his breath. «Yes, this is ….» he used a word that Peters didn’t know. "Gratifying," Znereda muttered. «I will speak to Heelinig,» the officer continued. «I don’t know what arrangement will be made. Someone will come and tell you. Where can you be found?»

Peters looked at Znereda, back at the officer. «This llor, we be–will be instructing in basic airsuit procedure,» he told Dhuvenig. «The person can find us in airsuit practice room.»

«Good.» The officer rummaged around on the desk, found a clipboard with papers, and made a note. When he was done he looked up. «Is there more?»

«No, Dhuvenig.»

«Then our business is complete. Good day, Peters.» The phrase he used was more like "pleasant llor", but Peters understood.

«Yes, Dhuvenig. Thank you.» He nodded; the officer responded with a sharp nod of his own, and Peters took Todd’s arm and urged him and Znereda out of the office.

"That went well, I thought," Todd said when they were outside the bridge area. "What I understood of it."

"Oh, yes, very well indeed," Znereda said happily. "Mr. Peters, you’ve been sandbagging, haven’t you? You didn’t need me at all. Se’en told me, and I see she was right. Next time, go by yourself."

* * *

"So what are we going to do about the suits?" Todd asked.

"Hunh. I don’t know yet what I’m gonna do."

Todd stopped. The corridor was bare, only one door in sight, no people. He twisted to look down at the crow on his arm, then up at Peters. "Look, I worked for this, OK? I’m not real happy at giving it up."

"I feel the same way."

"I thought you might. All right, the point here is just to be different, right?"

"Yeah."

"Fine." Todd spread his hands. "Then let’s have Keer or Veedal just blank them, like they were when they were new."

Peters narrowed his eyes. After a moment he said, "Ye-es," slowly. "That’d work. We ain’t zerkre, and for the purposes we want, we ain’t really sailors, leastwise we ain’t in the chain of command. We’re just a coupla folks who know about airsuits, ain’t we? Blank. Yeah."

Veedal thought they were crazy, but showed them how to clear their kathir suit patterns. That led to a surprise: the back of the buckle, which looked blank, became a keyboard and display when the proper buttons were pressed. The way it worked wasn’t even all that different from a handheld or phone, and both sailors got the basic idea immediately.

«I think I should not explain any more to you,» Veedal commented ruefully. «You will take my job.»

«No, we not take your job,» Peters assured him. «We have–» he had to search for the word «–associate is very skilled using equipment similar, and he be much interested. He not take your job too, but after he learns to speak, you maybe tired seeing him.»

«If that happens, I’ll call you, and you can tell him to leave,» said Veedal. «But send him to see me when he learns the language. I can’t pretend that I know everything about this machine, and if your associate is skilled with similar ones, perhaps he can help me discover new things.»

* * *

Peters didn’t know if it was the suit, Chief Warnocki’s admonitions, or leftover mana from the previous sessions, but the sailors, all First Class, assembled at the practice room hatch and began skinning out of their dungarees, stowing them with low-voiced murmurs among themselves but no overt protest or even comment. He led them inside and dogged the hatch, and when he turned they were all in a close group near him, carefully avoiding controls and windows. He grunted in satisfaction. "All right, the first thing to know is that the kathir suit ain’t really a spacesuit, it ain’t got the horsepower. But it’ll keep you alive when needed, and get you out of tight spots if you know how to work it. Ever’body pull your buckle off and look at it, and we’ll see what the controls are…"

Todd was with Warnocki, helping him talk with the engineer sent down from Ops to look at the trash collection. Peters had handled the initial contact, Todd still being diffident about his ability in Grallt, and was still relishing the look on Warnocki’s face when he’d transmitted the Grallt’s name: Goofig. Goofig wasn’t experienced in dealing with humans, so the Chief had probably managed to keep a straight enough face to avoid offense. Not that it mattered. Goofig was so delighted to encounter people who thought "cleaning up" and "maintenance" were worthwhile pursuits that he was grinning ear to ear and willing to forgive little faults like giggling and rolled eyes when his name was pronounced.

This first group was by way of experiment. Peters had decided on the approach he would take: all business, direct statements, polite commands, not even acknowledging any challenges to his authority. It seemed to be working. Warnocki had used, by his own admission, sweet reason and threats of dismemberment to get Chief Gross to release an issue of twenty-five earbugs. Being able to talk in airlessness was a big help.

By the end of the two utle he’d allocated for the session all of them could navigate around the room on suit thrusters with some facility, and there’d been no overt challenges to his position. He ushered them out, collecting earbugs as they went by, and watched them donning their dungarees with a feeling of relief. This was working. Maybe it would continue to do so.

The second group looked like more of a challenge; it contained all the Chiefs but Warnocki and a couple of First Class with five and six hash marks. Master Chief Joshua gave him looks that promised a reckoning later, but voiced no protests, and Peters kept his tone level and businesslike, with no attempt at command voice; it seemed to work. Unfortunately Joshua was a bit inept with the suit controls, and having to continually rescue him from off-center moves strained both of their composures a little, but they got through it with no more than an exchange of glares. A third group went much the same way, and that brought them up to fourth meal time.

  





Chapter Sixteen

A Grallt crewmember in four-ways stood watching as the class was filing out. The humans tended to face away from her when pulling on trousers, but she didn’t interfere with the process, just stood watching with folded arms and a not terribly patient expression. Peters glanced at her from time to time, and took Chief Warnocki aside to suggest that future classes dispense with outerwear for the trip to the practice room and back; Warnocki nodded and agreed to talk to Chief Joshua about it.

The woman’s name was Peet, which made Peters wince; she thought it was funny. She spoke quickly, using slang and pronunciation different from the formal words he’d heard from Znereda and the officers on the bridge, but with a little backing and filling they established that Dhuvenig had designated the midships third of the dorsal surface of the ship (Peet called it the "top," and Peters understood that) as a practice area for working outside. Starting the next llor, there would be no maneuvering during the first ande unless in an emergency, which would be signaled by a flashing light over the bridge. Visibility of the warning light seemed to have been the main factor in deciding which area to allocate. «It’s dangerous,» Peet said. «You can’t talk, and you can’t hear warnings, so it has to be something you can see.»

Peters held out an earbug. «We can talk. We use these.»

The woman looked it over. «What’s this? It doesn’t look like much.»

«We call it–shit.» Peters couldn’t come up with anything idiomatic for "earbug," lacking a word for "insect," so he settled for the English word, «Earbug. It is a communicating device.»

Peet used a word. «So tiny? We have them, but ours are–» she held her hands apart, to indicate a large device «–and they are not dependable, the gabble in the valves fails. How do you make the valves so small?»

Peters, who had never even heard of a vacuum tube, didn’t know what to make of that. «I don’t know,» he said. «But these will work for about an ande. Then it is necessary to, ah ….» He floundered, unable to come up with anything like recharge the battery in Grallt.

She laughed again and sidled well inside his personal space, laying a hand on his collarbone and smiling into his face. «Earbug,» she said. «What can I do for you that would be worth an earbug, hmm?»

Peters flushed, but he had met girls with that attitude, and worse, in lots of places. Peet was an innocent, relatively speaking. «Apologies,» he said. «These are in my charge, but they belong to others. You must speak to another if you want an earbug.»

She pouted, produced a sound approximating «Aw-w-w,» and smiled, moving her hand over to touch his neck below an ear and tracing down to his clavicle with a forefinger, then backing off with a little push. Peters flushed again. Just because he’d encountered this sort of thing before didn’t make him immune to it. She noted his reaction, plain in the skintight suit, and her smile became a grin. «Another time, perhaps? For now, I should show you how to get to the practice area. Follow me.» She set off, walking with a little more hip swing than necessary, looking back occasionally and grinning, especially at stair landings. Peters tried to keep his eyes on his footing as much as possible. Maybe Commander Bolton was right about the suits after all.

Between stairwells they passed through areas he’d never seen before. These were obviously berthing spaces. People moved around in the corridors and chatted in doorways, and Peters got his first look at a Grallt child, a little girl who stood wide-eyed in a doorway as he passed. He reflected on that for a bit. The little girls he’d known in Whitesville, West Virginia, would’ve run screaming if they saw a Grallt stroll by.

The last stage was a true ladder, narrow and vertical, ending at a round hatch with a wheel to close it. Peet worked the wheel and lowered the hatch, then beckoned Peters on. He followed her into a small cylindrical space, barely large enough for the two of them, and she took the time to tease a bit more before kneeling to pull the hatch shut. He wasn’t quite ready to watch her stretch to reach the matching wheel overhead–by this time he was sure Bolton was right–so grasped it himself while she was working a smaller one. She grinned and nodded, and he waited until the whistle of escaping air had died out, then turned the wheel to the right. Peet stood with arms akimbo, still grinning, as he yanked on it before finding out that this hatch popped up instead of dropping down.

He climbed up far enough to raise his head above the hatch coaming. The white-painted upper surface of the ship seemed to stretch on forever in all directions, a flat plain for a bug to crawl on. Bubbles and blisters sat here and there, none with ports or windows; one nearby blister, a meter high and three across, had sloping sides and a hatch on the visible side. Three-pointed padeyes were recessed into the metal every five meters. He started to climb further up, and felt a hand on his leg, restraining him.

Peet tugged again, realized that he’d gotten the message, and swarmed up the ladder alongside him until their head bubbles merged. «Don’t go out,» she warned. «There’s no gravity outside, and the ship might move.» The ladder was narrow, and their position pressed their bodies together over almost their full length. She looked him directly eye to eye, grinning slightly, then shook her head, muttered something Peters understood as «imperative try this ….», and kissed him.

Grallt kissed with faces parallel, instead of at right angles like humans; physiologically it made sense, but it was an odd sensation. Not disagreeable, but odd. After a moment Peet backed away and ran her hand over her facial cleft. «Hm,» she said. «Very strange. Not bad, I think, but very strange.» Then she grinned again. «That thing in the middle of your face may be useful. Would you like to go down to my room and try a few things?»

Peters was tempted–ah, yes!–but: «No, thank you, Peet, it is a little, ah, before the right time for me.» He couldn’t help grinning. «Thank you for the invitation.»

«You’re welcome.» She grinned back. «And any time you think might be right for trying new things, come and find me.» She kissed him again, just a quick peck, and looked up. «Close the hatch, please. Do you think you can come back here without a guide?»

Peters swung the hatch back down, noting the counterweight, and began dogging it. «Yes, I think I can return without help.»

She pouted ostentatiously, then smiled again. «That’s not what I wanted to hear. I need to find a way to earn an earbug.» The whistle of returning air started dying off, so she clambered down the ladder, with maximum touching, then squatted and began undogging the lower hatch, and Peters followed with a little more decorum. When they were standing on the deck below, she asked: «Would you like to see more of the ship on the way down?»

«Like your quarters?» She grinned at that, and he returned it. «No, I am sorry, I have not had food this ande, and I have another class in a few tle. Perhaps another time.»

«Pah. You are babble.» When he looked blank, she clarified, «Your mind is set too strongly. Come on, then. This way.»

They retraced their steps, all but the last few decks, and Peet indicated an exit from the stairwell. «That leads to the food corridor. Remember to find me if you want to babble.» She waved, a wiggle of the fingers, and went on down the stairs, presumably back to duty. Peters fingered his nose, which he’d managed not to do up to now, and sighed. Damn if he didn’t wish he had a little more time.

The rest of the llor was anticlimax. He ate quickly and met his next class only a few tle late; instruction went smoothly; he ate fifth meal and went back to his quarters. It was only his imagination, he was sure, that made the tip of his nose feel warm.

* * *

Dreelig was at fifth meal, the first time he’d seen the "ambassador" in, what, three llor now? Peters greeted him in Grallt; Dreelig waved at a chair, looked up, and did a double take. «Peters,» he said in astonishment. «I didn’t realize it was you until I looked. You have made amazing progress in the language.»

«I was pushed into deep water.» The idiom translated smoothly, but didn’t mean anything to Dreelig; Peters explained, and the Grallt nodded.

«Sometimes that’s the best way. So. Have you made progress?»

«A great deal, I think.» He was explaining about the "blank" airsuit, and basic suit training for two hundred humans, when Dee came up and sat. «Hello, Dee, it is good to see you,» he said, and was rewarded when she raised her eyebrows, taken aback.

«Amazing,» Dee said to Dreelig, who nodded. «You really have a very good accent,» she told Peters.

«Thank you.» Peters grinned. «You may be interested to know that I had a chance to use a sack, but didn’t have one with me. Maybe next time.»

Dee grinned. «I told you.»

«What’s this?» Dreelig wanted to know.

Dee explained about sacks. «Maybe you should start carrying a sack on your belt,» she suggested to Peters.

«To be truthful, I’m finding it unnecessary. Perhaps for myself.»

She grinned. «And perhaps not. Oh, there’s Todde. Who’s that with him?»

«I don’t know,» said Peters. «Oh, yes, I do know. That is Goofig, the zerkre who has been directing the cleaning.» He stood and waved, and the two of them came over, Todd grabbing a chair from an adjacent table and everyone shuffling a bit to allow five to sit at a table intended for four. «Hello, Todd, introduce your friend to the others.»

«Hello,» Todd said with a grin. «Here Goofig. Goofig, these Dreelig and Dee. You remember Peters.»

«Hello,» said Goofig. «I’m pleased to know you. Peters, it’s good to see you again. Peet sends greetings.»

«Return her greeting for me,» said Peters cautiously.

«I’ll get you a sack,» Dee offered.

«Sack?» Goofig was confused. Everyone else laughed, and Dee explained the sack joke. «Yes,» said the engineer. «But I don’t think Peet needs a sack. In fact, I don’t think she wants any cloth at all.» That generated a biracial roar, leaving Peters flushing.

Tacit agreement changed the subject. Goofig hadn’t eaten in this food hall before, nor had he seen human foods; he was willing to experiment, and ate enchiladas, refried beans, and rice with apparent pleasure. He strongly approved the cleanup campaign. «The humans are very hard workers,» he told them. «They’ve already cleaned the bay better than I’ve ever seen it, and tomorrow they’ll begin painting. They’ve even asked if it’s possible to renew the coating on the floor. I don’t know the answer to that, but I’ll ask.»

«You think we allowed to repair doors?» Todd asked, understandably if not well.

«I don’t think so,» said Goofig. «The doors work well enough, and we’re a little afraid to let strangers work on important parts of the ship.»

The engineer was astounded at the tools and test instruments the humans had. «When Sshhot took the light switch apart I was afraid. But he did a good job. What was that amazing instrument he was using?»

«Called multimeter,» Todd told him. «For simple electric.»

«Incredible. Our section has something with much the same purpose, but it masses two eights of gorz.»

Dreelig perked up. «Another possible product to sell? Multimeter?»

«Ssth,» said Goofig. «That one wouldn’t be very useful, none of the units make any sense.»

«Not a problem,» said Peters. «Tell us what units you want and what the numbers look like, and the factory Down can make them just as you like.»

«Multimeter,» Dreelig said again. «If the readings are useful, do you think other ship crewmen would want them?»

«What does multimeter cost?» Goofig asked Todd.

The younger sailor shrugged. «Depends on type. Simple, twenty, ah, four and two eights of dollars.» He counted on his fingers. «Two and an eight of ornh. Like Schott has more expensive, half square of ornh, maybe square.»

«Ssth. You could sell one to every ship crewman in the web at those prices,» said Goofig. «I’ll give you the ornh now, if you like.»

«No, we do not have the product for you,» said Peters. «Dreelig, you should ask the next time you go down.»

«I won’t be going down again,» said Dreelig. «We have everything we think we’ll get, and after some success with Donollo, the people Down have become more rigid again. We’re only buying food, from Mexico and a few other places.» He sighed. «Multimeter. It’s so frustrating that we cannot come to a simple agreement! They keep talking about things that make so little sense they might as well be thukre.» The word parsed to "zero people".

«What are thukre?» Peters asked.

Dee and Dreelig shared a look. «People we can’t talk to because they’re too different,» Dee explained. «Their languages make no sense.»

«Are many thukre?» Todd asked.

«Not in this knot of the web. Almost all of the species nearby are of the kree.» She grinned. «Perhaps the thukre think of themselves as kree, and we are thukre to them.»

«That’s possible,» said Dreelig.

«I never knew about thukre myself,» said Goofig, in a tone that said he found that remarkable.

«Yes, the zerkre usually stay apart,» said Dreelig. He sighed. «We’re almost thukre to one another.»

«Yes.» The engineer stood. «I must go now,» he said. «Dreelig, you Traders may have trouble in the future.»

«Oh? Why is that?»

Goofig smiled. «The sailors are more like zerkre in their thinking than you are,» he said. «It may be hard for you.»

Dreelig nodded. «They can also think the way we do. It may be interesting for everyone.»

«Yes, it may be.»

«Goofig, would you do me a small service?» Peters asked.

«That depends. What?»

«Would you please ask Engineer Keezer to meet me tomorrow, at four of the first ande, by retarder controls?» Peters spread his hands. «We still have not resolved the matter of units, and none of us has been trained in operating equipment.» He shook his head and used an English word: «Officers will be arriving in the middle of third ande, and retarders will be needed. We maybe too late, if so we need help.»

«That’s not such a small service. Keezer doesn’t like to be disturbed.» Goofig smiled. «I have a thick skin, and she is not my superior. I’ll pass the message.»

* * *

Well before first meal Peters was rapping on Todd’s door. "What’s up?" the younger sailor asked when he opened up, still in his skivvies.

"You wanted to go outside," Peters reminded him. "We got permission, and the zerkre claim they won’t move the ship durin’ first ande."

"Two minutes," said Todd with a grin.

"We ain’t in all that big a hurry. We ain’t supposed to go out until after the start of first ande, so we can eat first."

"Right. Hang on, I’ll get my suit on."

"Ain’t seen much of you yesterday. Whatcha been up to?" Peters asked as they came out of the hatch.

Todd gestured at the bay. "Have a look." There was no clutter at all visible on the deck; even the bays between the columns were mostly clear, and the few things in them were in order rather than higgledy-piggledy. A First Class wearing dungarees and a sour expression was pushing a broom and not getting much. "We’ve got permission to paint the bay, and they’re gonna provide the paint."

"Progress is bein’ made, my man."

"Oh, yes." The elevator started up, and Todd grinned. "We got all the lights on in the hangars. Would you believe nobody knew where the switches were?" He sat down and nodded to a waiter. «Good morning, Zeep,» he said in Grallt. «What special good today?»

«Good morning, Todde, Peterz,» said the waiter. «All the food comes from the same cold room. What would you like?»

They ordered. "You gonna be ready for the officers to come aboard?" Todd asked.

"Hunh. Maybe, maybe not. We still ain’t got the numbers figured out. I got to hunt Hernandez down. Worst case, I reckon Keezer can get a crew of zerkre up here."

"She won’t be pleased."

Peters grimaced. "Probably not. I ain’t, neither."

Zeep began dealing crockery. «Thank you,» Todd told him in Grallt, then to Peters: «babble.»

"What’s that mean?"

"Means something like ‘eat up’ or ‘eat happy,’" Todd told him. "Goofig used it."

"Mn. Well, eat happy to you, too."

They finished their meal a little faster than usual. "It ain’t time yet," said Peters with a frown. "Oh, well, time we get there it’ll probably be OK. It’s quite a hike."

* * *

"I expected it to be scary," Todd said when they were outside. "This isn’t any worse than the flight deck of the carrier."

Peters snorted. "It’s twice as big in both directions, for one thing."

They set off to explore. The white surface had three-armed padeyes every five meters or so, and it was faster to grab them and pull than it was to use the suit thrusters.

"This is easy if I think of it as a wall I’m climbing," Todd commented.

"Not me. I’m crawlin’ along the floor." Peters chuckled. "Truth is, it ain’t like nothin’ I’ve done before. I reckon everybody’s got to cope with it their own way."

Slant-sided blisters were set at twenty-meter intervals, each with a single hatch; the hatches didn’t budge when they tried to turn the wheels. "Gun turret, you reckon?"

"They don’t turn," Todd objected.

"They don’t need to." Peters waved to indicate the rest of the ship. "There’s plenty of them, and they all point in different directions. No matter where they want to shoot there’s bound to be enough guns. If they had to turn there’d be the chance they’d jam."

"Well, we knew this thing was military surplus." Todd pushed off and looked around.

"Hah. Granpap said we imagine there’s such a thing as peace, ’cause there’s been a few times when there ain’t nobody fightin’. Reckon space people ain’t much different. Woulda been nice, though." Peters sighed. "You been out here long enough to get the idea?"

"I think so." Todd looked around. "We ought to bring a beach ball, maybe some other stuff, when we bring the others out."

"Golf clubs."

"Golf clubs?"

"Yeah." Peters sighed again as they made their way across the white plain. "Granpap’s a bug about space stuff. One time we scraped up enough cash for gas to run the generator so’s the TV would work, and he showed me a lot of old movies. One of the guys as went to the moon a hunnert years ago, he took along a golf club and a ball."

"Hunh." said Todd. "Golf clubs. There’s the hatch." He gripped the coaming and looked into the trunk. "You know, I came within that of just popping through. It’s, what, three meters to the bottom?"

"Be nice to forget and just jump through, gravity inside takes over. Splat." Peters grinned. "I got four ornh says it happens at least once when we’re shepherdin’ sailors out here."

"No takers here."

It almost happened to Todd anyway, but they both got in without breaking anything. "This’s gonna be a problem," Peters observed when they were in the airlock. "Can’t get but two, maybe three people in here at a time. Gonna take a while to cycle everybody through."

"Can’t be helped." Todd shook his head. "So, same time, same place, tomorrow morning? We’d better make sure we know what we’re doing before we start turning the animals loose."

"And it’s fun, too," said Peters. "Yeah. I ain’t gonna be ready to take ‘em outside tomorrow, we might as well take the chance to play on our own again."

"I know what I’m gonna do," Todd declared. "I’m gonna go in and out of that hatch maybe a hundred times, ’till I can do it without looking and make it look easy. Then I’m gonna stand around and chuckle, real soft, while those apes fall on their ass trying it."

"You’re a hard man, Todd," said Peters with a chuckle. "Sounds good to me. See you tomorrow."

"See you tomorrow," the younger sailor agreed. He continued down the stairs, bound for the bay and the cleanup effort, and Peters sighed and headed aft. The next class would be wondering where he’d took off to, and he’d better show up or have Chief Joshua all over his butt. Another llor in the Space Navy, he thought resignedly.

But the session went well. Nobody fell out, nobody spewed, and nobody gave him any lip; all the sailors got so they could get across the practice room and predict where they’d hit, which was about where Peters had been before pulling his Major Mike act. Now for a bite to eat and tackle the Keezer problem. Time was running out.

* * *

Keezer was waiting by the retard consoles–or rather walking away, having given up waiting. Peters started to run, then looked around. A dozen or so sailors were painting, cleaning, and generally lurking around the bay. He converted his run into a brisk walk, head up. The Grallt saw him, probably recognizing the blank suit, and held up short of the aft hangar bay access.

«Pleasant greetings, and apologies, Keezer,» he said when he got within earshot.

«Yes,» said the zerkre, without any reaction that Peters could detect. «Did you want further instruction in the retarders?»

«Yes, but I have a more immediate problem. Were you aware that our prime group would be returning in this llor?»

«No.» She shook her head. «When will they arrive?»

«During third ande.»

Keezer’s face contorted, and she made an angry gesture. «An ande from now? There is nothing quite so effective as advance planning, is there?»

«I’m sorry.» Peters spread his hands.

«Ssth. It’s clear you are just a messenger. You could have brought the message sooner, though.»

Peters sighed. «Yes.»

Keezer nodded. «I have a full schedule, but it’s clear I must alter it. I’ll speak to my superiors.»

«Good.» Peters frowned. «First we must solve a problem. We need information so we can convert our units to yours. We have the conversion for time, but mass and distance are more difficult.»

«Hm. I can help you with distance.» She fingered open a pocket, pulled out something shiny, handed it to Peters. «Can you read the numbers?»

«Yes, but what–ah.» He pulled out the tab of a tape measure; the case was circular, but it was otherwise familiar, down to the slight transverse curve that made the blade stiff when extended. «Thank you, Keezer. I do not–don’t think it will be damaged. I will return it to you as soon as possible. Which unit is tell?»

«This.» She pointed to lines going all the way across the blade, repeated about every thirty centimeters. «One interval is tell.»

«Thank you,» Peters said again.

«Mass. Mass is, as you said, more difficult.» Keezer looked across the bay, fingering her jaw. «I think you don’t have some of the words, but perhaps after a little time ….»

It took a lot of backing and filling before Keezer got Peters to understand "electron", and "proton" took longer because he didn’t know the word in English. One of each made up the lightest substance possible, a gas that burned in air with a blue flame and was very light. "Hydrogen," he was inspired to say.

Keezer grimaced. «I hope that’s the correct word in your language,» she warned. «Seven eights of those make the smallest unit of mass.» She smiled. «That’s a mistake. The unit was intended to be one babble of babble.» When Peters didn’t respond she knelt and slapped the deck. «The ship is made of babble.» The second word: iron. Todd had found that out. «But one babble of iron has less mass. The difference is energy.»

«I don’t understand,» said Peters. «But I will remember.»

«I hope so,» said Keezer. «I don’t remember things I don’t understand.» She paused. «This unit is very small, so small it isn’t useful. A square of twos of that unit is a small unit called anthu. A square of squares of anthu is a gorz.»

Peters sighed. «Thank you. Now please excuse me. I must find my associate while I still remember. Can we meet here at the beginning of third ande?»

Keezer shook her head in irritation. «Or a few tle after. I must collect my people.»

«I must as well. Good day.»

* * *

Hernandez took the tape measure with delight, but Peters’s explanation of gorz didn’t click at first. After the third repetition a light seemed to dawn. "OK, run the numbers," he told the other programmer. "What’s two to the sixty-fourth hydrogen atoms weigh? No, wait." He looked at his own screen, not seeing it. "Fifty-six hydrogen atoms, times two to the sixty-fourth."

Clark tapped keys. "‘Bout a tenth of a gram."

"And a square of squares–hah! That’s easy. What’s 4096 times that? Sixty-four sixty-fours."

"453 grams," Clark got. "Point one-oh-oh-six."

"That’s a gorz, then," said Hernandez with satisfaction. "453.1006 grams. Why does that sound so familiar?"

"You ain’t gonna like this," warned another sailor, who was fiddling with the tape measure.

"Spit it out, Vogt," Hernandez growled.

Vogt grinned. "454 grams is a pound, old style. And this–" he pointed at the tape measure, "–near as I can get it, the marks are right at 303 millimeters, maybe 303.4. A foot’s 304.8 millimeters. Feet and pounds. Quarters and eighths and sixteenths. Granny always said we never shoulda gone to the metric system. Looks like Granny was right."

The specs they had had been digitized from the original manuals, which had numbers in feet and pounds. The AI routines had put in conversions to metric, but the original values were on the bitmaps. Conversion to gorz was redundant, as Vogt pointed out. "Just put in pounds, right from the manual, except in backwards base eight. The difference is less than a quarter of a percent, and we don’t know what they’ve done to the planes anyway." It took longer to disable the automatic conversion routines than it would have to convert the metric measurements to Grallt. Peters left them to it, and went to hunt down Warnocki. Time was running out.

  





Chapter Seventeen

"You know you’re not going to be leading PO, right?" Howell demanded, his tone half sneering, half truculent. "You ain’t got the stripes." He was a Boatswain’s Mate (Aviation) First Class, the highest rating aboard qualified on arresting gear, and claimed the lead position by simple seniority.

Peters sighed and looked around. Each of the consoles was manned by a Grallt, zerkre with blue above the waist and white below, and Keezer, her arms folded and an expression matching Howell’s on her face, stood by Number One. Sailors in deck gear stood a pace or two behind, looking over Grallt shoulders or watching the byplay, according to personality type. "No, I ain’t gonna be leadin’ PO of the retarder team," he said. "But for right now, I know the language an’ you don’t. Keezer, yonder, is in charge, and she’d take it kindly if you’d pay attention. I ain’t nothin’ but a translator."

"Long as that’s clear." Howell waved. "You’ll be lead on Console Three just from your time in rate, but I’m in charge here, you got that?"

"I got it."

"Good. You got figures we can read for this stuff?"

"Right here." Peters had taken the numbers Vogt had given him, converted them to Grallt numerals, and written the result on slips of paper. He handed the slips over, hoping he’d gotten the transcriptions right, and went to deliver another copy to Keezer. «These are the masses of the two types of–» he looked for a word «–small ships we use. Is this helpful?»

«Necessary,» the engineer snapped. «Do you have velocity figures as well?»

«Here.»

Keezer nodded. «You will have to identify the ship types to us so that we can make the appropriate settings. –Tell that person that if he doesn’t keep his fingers away from those controls I will break them for him.»

Howell was fiddling with the console. "Ms. Keezer done said we ain’t to be messin’ with the controls yet," Peters told him mildly. "She was kind of emphatic about it."

The other sailor backed away. "What does that one do?"

"That’un controls the approach lights, like the meatball back home," Peters told him. "Right’s off, center’s normal, left is wave-off."

"That’s the LSO’s job," Howell objected. He was right; Landing Signal Officer is one of the most responsible jobs aboard ship.

"Not here," Peters said, and had the satisfaction of seeing Howell flinch. The Grallt who was responsible for Number One console moved back into place, pushing Howell aside with a black look. «Excuse me,» Peters told her, «I would like to show my colleague how to make the correct settings.» She looked up at Keezer, who nodded, and stepped back.

"All right, we’ll set up for a Tomcat. This knob here sets the mass. See how I wrote the numbers? These lines here are a vernier, ‘cept it reads backwards to what you’re used to. Try it." Howell scowled and moved the knob. "That’s right," Peters approved; the man wasn’t stupid or he wouldn’t be here in the first place. "Now the speed, the other knob. The big ‘un stays on zero, ain’t none of our folks gonna be goin’ fast enough to need it. Just the little one." Howell got that right, too, after a bit of fumbling. "Real good. Lemme show the others, and you get your backups up to speed, OK?"

"Yeah," Howell agreed with ill grace. Peters nodded in acceptance of the situation and went to the other consoles, showing each of the lead men how to make the setting, different at each one. At number three he brought his two backups over, but at the others he let the leads do the work.

"Ever’body’s got the right settings for a Tomcat," he told Howell. "Now set up for a Hornet, an’ I’ll check."

"Right," the First Class said, still with hostility in his tone. He tapped his earbug to wake up the processor. "Retarder crews, set for incoming Hornet," he told it, and Peters’s earbug echoed the words. "Acknowledge by console."

"Retarder One, set for incoming Hornet," Howell’s first backup, Christiansen, said, and the earbugs echoed that as well.

"Retarder Two, set for incoming Hornet," Bannerman acknowledged.

"Retarder Three, set for incoming Hornet," Jacks said.

"Retarder Four, set for incoming Hornet," came from Kraewitz.

They repeated the setup several times, allowing the backups to make and acknowledge the settings, at the same time letting the earbug processor learn who was where so they could drop the formality. After they’d done several repeats Peters took his post on Number Three, instead of standing with Keezer, and let Howell issue the commands, including setting up for loaded and unloaded dli using figures provided by the Grallt. Keezer unbent enough to stalk along the line of consoles, checking the figures and shaking her head.

After an utle or a little more, call it three-quarters of an hour, the earbugs bleeped, and a voice came, "Officer of the Deck, aft lookout. Bogeys at six o’clock, um…" the sailor hesitated, then added, "and call it fifteen degrees down, approach course."

Chief Joshua’s voice came on: "All hands, stand to for flight operations. All hands, stand to for flight operations. Chief of the Deck, set conditions for trap and spot." Sailors bustled, getting things ready as best they could in the unfamiliar conditions.

The planes didn’t do an airshow approach, just set up in a wide circle around the ship to wait their turn to land. Two of them were dli, lacking communication with the rest, and those proceeded to set up their approaches, one pulling ahead. "Retarder crews, set for dlee," Howell said, his voice sounding panicky. This was for real. "Assume fully loaded, normal approach speed. Acknowledge by console." By the time he’d got that out his voice was under control except for being a little fast.

The Grallt who were supposed to be running things looked on, faces showing what Peters recognized as befuddlement, as the sailors made settings and acknowledged them in turn. "Peters, go down the line and check the numbers," Howell said, clearly grudging the necessity. "This is for real. We can’t screw it up."

"Aye," Peters acknowledged.

«What’s happening?» Keezer wanted to know. «Your people should stand aside and let us make the settings.»

«Perhaps so,» Peters acknowledged, «but everyone learns sometime. Would you come with me and check that the settings are correct for loaded dli?»

Keezer stared, arms folded, for a long moment. «Yes,» she agreed, sounding hostile. She went down the line, Peters following, beginning with a scowl and ending with raised eyebrows. «Perfect. Not at all what I expected.»

«Thank you.» He spoke into the earbug: "Retarder crews, everybody got it right, attaboy from Ms. Keezer."

"Retarder crews, stand to for dlee, full trap," Howell said, sounding less panicked. "Next trap will also be dlee. Acknowledge by console." Peters took charge of his station, joining the others in chanting acknowledgement.

The dli entered and was slowed properly, the fields making no sound but the faintest of subliminal twangs. It taxiied away, the retarder crews checked settings and acknowledged, and the second followed in the same style. Keezer and the other Grallt were gathered by the Number One console, watching and looking amazed. Possibly a little peeved, Peters thought.

"Retarder crews, set for Tomcat," Howell said, beginning to settle down. "Unloaded, normal approach speed, full trap." They set and acknowledged that, and Commander Bolton’s plane entered, dead center as usual, came to a stop, and taxiied away. "Trap following will also be Tomcat," Howell told them, and they set up and acknowledged that.

Officers, probably the backup flight crews, began emerging from the two dli, carrying bags and cases of stuff they’d forgotten or hadn’t had room for on the first trip. Commander Bolton parked with the nose against the inboard bulkhead at an angle, and this time there were ground crews to erect the ladders. He and his RIO popped canopies and climbed out, with the assistance of plane captains as it should be, and stood by the tail watching the rest of the operation.

When the last Hornet had parked against the inboard bulkhead the officers formed up, marched over to their quarters hatch, and started disappearing inside. "Retarder crews, secure consoles and stand down," Howell ordered. By this time the earbug processor had decided who was what.

"Belay that," Peters said, and Howell looked up, face clouding. "When the retarders ain’t in use they should be set for dli. One might land any time," he added mildly. "Shuttin’ ‘em down ain’t the right strategy."

"Roger that," Howell grudged. "Retarder crews, set for dlee, normal load and approach speed, full trap. Acknowledge by console." They all did that, and Howell finished up: "Stand down from retarder console operations."

Peters pulled off his helmet and watched as the others dispersed. «I believe our performance must be considered satisfactory,» he told Keezer.

«Indeed. Your people learn amazingly fast.» Keezer shook her head, seeming less hostile than before. «Why all the talk? I noticed that much of it was repetitive.»

«Yes.» Peters smiled. «Two reasons. First, if we repeat certain words again and again, our communicators learn who we are and what our assignment is, and direct communications to the proper persons–»

«That’s not believable,» the Grallt interjected.

«Nevertheless it is what we do. Second, we like to leave as little to chance as possible. If all the words are familiar from repetition, anything out of the ordinary is noticed immediately.»

«That’s good procedure,» Keezer approved, «but I still don’t believe you about the communicators. Do you need further instruction?»

«Not at the moment,» Peters told her. «If necessary someone will ask. Thank you.»

Keezer simply nodded and took herself off, the other Grallt following.

Todd was waiting at the enlisted quarters entrance. "That seemed to go well," was the younger sailor’s comment.

"Real good," Peters said with satisfaction. "I reckon the retarder crews are just about up to speed." He lifted his helmet by its strap and gestured, making it swing. "I want out of this deck gear. Chow’ll be ready any minute now."

"You say it," Todd replied, but he was smiling.

* * *

Peters scanned the four-and-eight sailors clinging to padeyes around the top of the ship. Word from Chief Joshua, via Warnocki, had Commander Bolton chewing bulkheads over the delays, and the Chiefs had decided that not everybody had to be outside qualified before beginning flight ops. The ones who did were the active deck workers: arresting gear, weaponeers, line maintenance, plane captains, and launch crew. Over half of those were in these two groups, so they could give them a full ande of training and finish next llor, an easy schedule. It meant he and Todd lost their chance at a private session. Life was hard.

"All right everybody, listen up," said Peters. Chief Gross had shouted profane objections and stamped up and down for five minutes or so, and with only that minimal demurral had issued earbugs for outside instruction, including one for ship Ops. Dhuvenig had approved instantly, drafted Se’en for the interim, and assigned two of his crew to language instruction, so there was a watchstander on the bridge who could communicate with them, and Channel One was the bridge again.

Normality. Sort of.

"First off, everybody watch forward," he said when everyone was facing him. He pressed the button and said, «Bridge, please flash the warning light so everyone will know its appearance.»

«Yes, Peters,» came the reply, and a yellow light began flashing, far forward.

«Thank you, Bridge,» Peters replied. Then, in English: "Keep an eye peeled, you see that light flashin’ you get a handhold right then, and hang on ’til either I or the bridge tells you different. It’s a Hell of a long way to walk back." He’d picked a position that gave him Earth as a backdrop to emphasize that point. The others looked suitably impressed, and he told the bridge to turn the light off and began sorting the group into pairs. Todd was doing the same a little further aft.

Peters pushed off the hull, taking up a station about a hundred meters away, and started pairing the sailors off, one to brace against the ship and launch the other with arm and leg thrust. He hoped he was far enough away to shortstop the ones who froze up. In the event, he only had to chase one down, a Gunner’s Mate (Missiles) who seemed to want to just spread-eagle and fly away. That being the only excitement they got in a good session, and by the end of the ande Peters thought most of them knew what to do. Whether they’d actually do it when the time came was another question, of course.

That ended suit instruction until tomorrow’s outside session. Todd went back to the bay for interpreting in the application of paint. Peters looked for Dreelig on the chance that there was something else he needed to do, but the ambassador–former ambassador, Peters supposed–was occupied with the officers. So was Dee. He did see Se’en at the meal, but she informed him that she was no longer playing nursemaid: "Couldn’t take it," she said in English. "I’m in the radio room, listening to gossip. Your people do a lot of it."

"That they do," Peters acknowledged with a grin.

There were two hundred and twenty-seven beams in the ops bay, Todd told him over second meal; they’d counted. Warnocki wanted fresh paint two meters high along the walls, with a dark green stripe thirty centimeters wide above that. A horseback calculation gave a little over six thousand square meters of tan paint and over six hundred of dark green. "The zerkre are bringing it, along with brushes," Todd said. "No sprayers. It won’t get done today."

"Or this week," said Peters drily.

"Or before we leave," Todd agreed. "Oh, well, at least it looks better clean."

"It does that."

After the meal he sought out Warnocki, who had him bear a hand with parking the planes in the hangars and shifting stores. It was something to do, but in general he had the easiest llor he’d had since boarding Llapaaloapalla. This won’t last long, his cynical inner voice suggested on the way to fifth meal, but he cleaned up, ate, and racked out with no further alarums. Maybe a routine was setting in.

The second session of outside suit instruction went well with, again, the exception of Chief Joshua, who seemed disoriented in weightlessness. Joshua’s attitude had changed somewhat; whether it was the blank suit and Peters’s approach to training, or a change of heart on his own part, he seemed more irritated at his own ineptitude than jealous of Peters’s status. Maybe that’s all it had been all along. Peters kept at it until he thought Joshua could at least get himself out of trouble at necessity, and let it drop.

"Is that the end of that?" the Master Chief wanted to know as they made their way down stairways to the familiar part of the ship.

Peters shook his head. "If the Commander wants to get ops started, I reckon that’s about all we can do in the time we got, Chief."

"Are you happy with everyone’s abilities?"

"Yeah, Chief, I’m happy as I can be in the circumstances. You couldn’t call any of us skilled, includin’ me, but I don’t reckon they’re lookin’ for a place to have a disaster."

"You relieve me," said Joshua drily. "We’ll be wanting to do more drills, and the ones who haven’t had outside training will have to be brought up to speed when we get time, but it sounds like we’re about ready to get on with business. I’ll let Commander Bolton know we’re ready to go ahead."

"Aye, Chief."

"Has the ambassador assigned you to work with the rest of us yet?"

"No, he ain’t, Chief, but I reckon it’s time to do it anyway," Peters said after a moment’s thought. "He might have a few more things for us to do later, but he’s pretty much taken up with the officers, and me’n Todd need to get up to speed with regular duties."

The Chief nodded. "That sounds right to me. Pass the word to Todd, you two go ahead and pick up your assignments, and I’ll tell Warnocki and Kellman that you two are at least provisionally ours from now on."

"Sounds good to me, Chief."

Joshua frowned. "The officers are way out of sync with us, and I’m betting Commander Bolton’s going to want to start flight ops right away. I’ll try to talk him out of that, because it’d mean we have to start at fifth ande, but I don’t have much hope. Take a standdown, and pass the word. Anybody’s got questions, send ‘em to me."

"Aye, Chief." Peters shook his head. "I reckon we need to get rollin’."

"We do that." Joshua stopped at a landing, and looked seriously at Peters. "I want you to know, I’m putting a commendation in your file, and what you’re hearing from me right now is an apology. You’re sharp, and I didn’t pick up on it right away. Good job."

"Thanks, Chief," Peters said awkwardly. "I been tryin’ pretty hard."

The Chief nodded. "I know you have, and I haven’t made it any easier, have I?" He waved a dismissive hand. "That doesn’t need an answer. Thanks. I’m sorry. You done good. I think that about covers it."

"Suits me, Chief."

"Then let’s get on with it."

* * *

The word came down: flight ops were indeed to begin after fifth meal. For the officers it was "early morning." For the enlisted, it meant bring the planes out and line them up in neat echelons along the sides of the ops bay, then break for fifth meal and back to work, probably for the whole two ande of sleeptime.

Peters hadn’t seen Todd to speak to for nearly a full llor. Dreelig and Dee were nursemaiding the officers, and were not only busy but working on a different schedule. He’d spoken briefly with Se’en, at second meal, but she was fully occupied with her work in the translation section. She’d complimented him on his accent in Grallt, but had little else to say.

He had fifth meal with Jacks, a BM/2 like himself, and Rupert, MM/3, his new subordinates. They did the entire meal in English. The waiters had picked up a few words, and most of the food items were from Earth, anyway. Peters began to wonder if he’d accomplished something difficult but essentially useless, like the world’s biggest collection of beer bottle caps.

Rupert was OK, a quiet kid from Oregon who hadn’t shared much of his story, but something about Jacks rubbed Peters the wrong way. He was cheerful, took orders without argument, and by any objective measure was a good sailor, but he was also a little old for his rate and a little too good to be true. It didn’t really matter–Jacks did his job, and they didn’t have to mingle when off-duty–but it worried Peters that he couldn’t pin down what he disliked about the man. Maybe it was just his face.

Jacks eyed the Grallt females with interest, and only shook his head at Peters’s account of how their sex worked; his eyes bugged out when Se’en undulated by. "Now that looks right tasty," he remarked with a sideways grin. "You got any free time later, darlin’?"

Se’en eyed him with the lip-quirk that meant amusement. "That depends on what there is to fill my free time," she said. "Do you have suggestions?"

Jacks hadn’t been expecting a response, of course, but he was adaptable. "I didn’t have anything particular in mind. You want to get together later and see what we can come up with?"

"I usually eat here," she said with a shrug. "Ask around when you’re off duty." She focused on Peters. «Dreelig orders that you begin work with the rest of the humans,» she told him in Grallt. «Here is a paper saying so.»

«Good. We have already begun to do so, but it is good to have it made plain. Thank you, Se’en.» Peters indicated the other two with a wave and shifted to English. "You hadn’t oughta be takin’ these apes at face value," he warned. "Specially Jacks here, I reckon he ain’t necessarily got your best interests at heart."

She laughed, a short machinegun burst, and eyed Jacks, who colored, looked away, then looked back with a grin. "Who said I have his best interests in mind? Your name is Jacks? I’m Se’en, everybody knows me. Look for me when you have some time."

"I might do that," Jacks said cautiously.

"Good." She nodded and took herself off, to join a pair of Grallt females a few tables away. Jacks spent the rest of the meal giving them furtive glances, leaving Peters and Rupert to discuss the plans for the day between them. As far as Peters could tell, neither Se’en nor the other two girls at her table looked their way, but there did seem to be a little more staccato Grallt laughter among them than normal. He sighed. This could get interesting.

Or possibly disastrous, who knew? Peters sighed again, collected his helmet from the spare chair, and shepherded the other two out to the ops bay. It was time to get to work.

  





Chapter Eighteen

Todd was bustling around one of the Hornets in his deck gear: brown long-sleeve pullover, flak jacket, dungaree pants, steel-toed boondockers, and lightweight helmet. Only the mickey-mouse ears, necessary protection against jet roar on the carrier, were missing, useless here.

Peters was dressed much the same, green shirt instead of brown. The Grallt insisted that the feet of the kathir suit were enough, but Chief Warnocki hadn’t agreed, and after thought Peters had come around. Having a steel toe cap was comforting with crap that heavy rolling by. He’d reverted his suit to its Navy-blue pattern, invisible under the protective clothing, and presumed Todd had done the same. He, Rupert, and Jacks mooched on over to their console as the other retarder crews drifted in, mostly as individuals. Last to arrive was Howell, and Peters made no move to consult or inform, just began checking the setup.

First order of business was getting the alternate flight crews up to speed, and it was obvious after the first utle that it wouldn’t be done quickly. The retarder crews started ducking behind the consoles whenever a plane got close, because for some reason it seemed that if it was off center it would be coming their way, and there wasn’t any catwalk below deck level to retreat to. With no fuel in the planes there was little risk of fire, and the consoles seemed fairly sturdy; it failed to console when looking at the nose of a Tomcat coming straight at them at high speed. Commander Bolton watched from the balcony outside his quarters, and while his face wasn’t visible at this distance, his body language was murderous.

Three men per console was overmanning; one could handle it without strain. It meant they could take turns breaking for meals and head calls, and that Peters could let Rupert and Jacks go one at a time back to quarters for naps. Howell quirked an eyebrow at that but didn’t object verbally, and the rest of the retarder crews started to drift off by ones and twos, to return rested and allow others to take an hour or so off.

Even with that, it was a long two ande. Nobody broke anything, but it was hard on the nerves, which translated into exhaustion when first meal rolled around. Staying with the ship’s schedule would mean three ande of duty, followed by another two of flight ops; that wasn’t going to work. Chief Joshua made it official after the meal; starting now, enlisted would operate on the same schedule as the officers. Peters didn’t see Todd, or any of the Grallt he knew, at the meal. After shoveling something in he went directly to his room and went unconscious.

That set the pattern for the rest of the month. After the first day, half of the primary crews saddled up and headed out before giving the deck over to the nuggets, but that made very little difference in the workload. Most of the alternates started picking up on the requirements of their new jobs, but everybody on the deck learned the name of Samuel Joseph Carson, Lieutenant (Junior Grade), USN, and an informal contest began for the most scurrilous biography possible; son of a bitch was an insult to the entire canine species, as one wag noted.

The man hadn’t managed to splatter himself all over the stern yet; he also hadn’t yet managed to notice that there was air inside and none outside, and coming in nose-up and hot was likely to wipe the vertical stabilizers of the Tomcat off against the overhead. It didn’t help that he was a bad caricature of a Naval officer and hotshit pilot, incapable of accepting criticism from his peers and regarding enlisted as something like technically adept worms.

The planes started picking up dings, and splat patches appeared on wingtips and stabilizers. People got hurt, as happens when you get intense in a small area with multiton machines; nothing major, slips and strains and an occasional pressure cut from walking into wings. One genius managed to get a hand under a wheel, which put him in the infirmary until further notice. He’d be OK, the medics advised; they’d caught it before the full weight of the Hornet came to bear, but he’d have to change hands in the head for a while.

The third man on each retarder console got sent to the shops to help with maintenance; that meant there wasn’t as much flexibility for breaks and meals. Then the second man went for the first half of each shift, to bear a hand at prepping the planes. Finally people started rotating through other jobs, things they were barely qualified for. Peters found himself chocking wheels and shoving boarding ladders in place. That brought him back in contact with Todd for the first time in days.

"Yo, Peters, thought you had a cushy job catching butterflies," was his greeting.

"I did." Peters grabbed the boarding ladder. "I reckon the Chief wants some cross-trainin’ done. This how it goes?"

"NO, God damnit, if you do it like that you’ll ding the strake. Give me the God-damned thing." Todd took the ladder, shoved it into place. "Like that. You got it?"

"I got it, I think, but gimme a little slack." Peters opened his arms in a placating gesture. "I ain’t got a brown shirt, and up to now I never thought I might need one."

"Yeah, shit, sorry, I guess I’m a little stressed out." Todd shook his head. "Look alive now, here comes Ms. Travers. Just watch what I do." Travers was one of the first-line crews, only her walk distinguishing her as female in the bulky poopy suit. Todd followed her up the ladder and helped her strap in, ending the exchange by slapping the officer’s helmet lightly. Then he swarmed down the ladder and started pulling it away. Peters jumped in to help and got a nod of thanks; the thing was heavy when you weren’t working on adrenaline overdrive.

The Hornet rolled away, leaving the two sailors a moment without demands. "How ya been?" Peters asked. "I ain’t seen much of you."

Todd pulled off his helmet, rubbed his forehead. "Tired about sums it up. How long have we been at this, anyway?

"Ten days. No, Hell, it’s eleven now, ain’t it?"

"I guess." Todd shook his head, began putting his helmet back on. "Come on, we’ve got the 206 bird to prep. Over there." He gestured and began walking, and Peters fell into step. "Peters, sorry as I am to take you away from your job, I’m glad to see you. Need to ask you something." He paused. "Except I don’t really want to."

"Sure. What’s up?"

"I am catching one Hell of a lot of shit over being the only Third Class with a private room when there’s First Class still doubling up." Todd stopped, shook his head again.

Peters eyed him, a smile starting. "And what you want to ask is if you can move in with me, is that right? ‘Cause if so, start ferryin’ your shit. I got no objection."

Todd’s shoulders slumped. "Jesus, thanks, Peters. I’ll get at it right after we stand down."

"I’ll even help," Peters assured him as they started walking again. "But before you start shifting your stuff, you pick a First Class who’s doubled up, and you offer him your room."

"That’s a thought." Todd smiled for the first time in their exchange, and his stance came more erect. "I even know who to ask. Howard."

"The CT?"

"The same. He doesn’t have much time in grade, and he got lost in the shuffle that first day. He’s in with a Second Class tin-bender, and says they don’t speak the same language and that’s one he isn’t interested in learning." Todd looked at Peters, eyes twinkling. "Perfect. It even works when the Chief asks."

"How’s that?"

"He was bugging me at chow the other day, wanting to get started learning Grallt. I told him to look you up, you were ‘way ahead of me."

Peters shook his head. "Ain’t seen him."

"We’ve all been busy. If I move in with you and Howard moves in next door, we’ll be all set for language lessons, and there won’t be anything anybody can say about it." Todd looked across the bay, grinning. "Hah! I love it. When we go to chow after standdown I’ll look up Howard and tell him, and after that I’ll start moving my stuff. Jesus, Peters, thanks again."

"No thanks needed. Truth to tell, I been feelin’ a bit lonesome." Peters smiled too. "And after we get done shiftin’ your shit, I got a proposal. You get your pay on schedule?"

"Yeah, no problem."

"Then I propose we go have a beer."

"That’s the best idea I’ve heard all week." Todd paused. "All settled for now?"

"Far’s I know."

"Then let’s get on with it, we’re running behind. Peters, this is an F/A-18E Hornet, last in service in 2018. It used to have a pair of GE108 turbofan engines with afterburners, but now that it’s been resurrected from Davis-Monthan it’s got a shiny football like the rest of them. If you’re going to be helping on the prep line, you need to know how to check ‘em out. Start here, with the nosegear oleo …."

* * *

They were on their way back to quarters from first meal, which was lunch on their five-ande schedule, when the bay doors began opening with the usual commotion. All the planes were safely tucked away in the midships hangars, most with panels open for correction of some deficiency; the three dli were idle in the aft hangar among the clutter they hadn’t been able to clean because they weren’t supposed to go there; the "truck" sat all the way forward, ditto. What was this?

Running a retarder was Peters’s job; he more or less automatically headed that way, to find a Grallt in blue-and-whites at each console and Keezer standing by. The engineer nodded and pronounced the phrase that literally meant pleasant greetings. «Hello, Peters. Why are you here? Your assistance is not needed.»

«Hello, Keezer,» Peters responded, and offered the left-arm salute. «We are curious. Who is arriving?»

The engineer nodded. «The trade delegations have completed their work, and are coming back aboard for departure.»

Peters and Todd looked at one another. «Trade delegations?» Peters asked.

«Certainly. The first to arrive will probably be Prethuvenigis, head of the Trade Department.»

«Where has he been?»

Keezer was amused. «I don’t know the names of your places. Sinafor, perhaps?»

"Singapore," Todd murmured.

"Makes sense, that’s a big place for trade," Peters noted, "But I sure didn’t know these folks was goin’ that far afield."

Todd shrugged. "Like Dreelig said, it’s a planet, and not everybody has to talk about things instead of trading."

"I reckon you’re right." Peters looked at the Grallt. «Keezer, we do not expect to be needed, but may we observe?»

«I see no objection, but please don’t interfere.»

«Yes.» Peters saluted, getting a response, a wave and nod of the head. He and Todd moved back, standing with backs to the open door panel, and the Grallt ignored them, making settings and doing cross checks.

A loose group assembled in something resembling sloppy ranks near the midships hangar access hatch, a mixture of polychrome traders and the blue-and-whites of zerkre. Peters was astonished to see the portly figure of the Captain near the head of the group, and pointed him out to Todd.

Sparks were appearing aft, above the curve of the Earth. Keezer stood by the number-one console and brought out a small pair of folding binoculars. That was a good thought; Peters resolved to mention it to Howell. The engineer said something to the console operator, who passed it along the row. Peters and Todd, nearest the number-three station, understood the word being passed as Look alive, big dli first.

What flashed across the threshold and taxiied over to the receiving party was indeed a "big dli", easily twice the size of the ones they had seen and ridden in. The overall shape was the same, but details were enough different to suggest manufacture by yet another of the groups Todd had postulated; different builders, if not different races. It came to a stop forward of the waiting Grallt, presenting its portside forward hatch to the group. The hatch opened in-and-out like an airplane’s, operated by a Grallt rather than any sort of automatics, and one of the waiting party brought a short ladder and set it down for convenient access.

The first one out was a tubby Grallt with white hair and mustache, wearing a tunic and trousers similar to what Donollo had worn, high-class gear. He exchanged salutes with the Captain and stood next to him, conversing without urgency, as the rest came down the steps. Another dli, this one like the ones they were familiar with, entered and taxied over to park beside the first.

There were a lot of people, in an array of different costumes, from kathir suits in various patterns to tunic-and-trousers outfits, some conservative, some brilliant. They all looked around as they exited, and there were a number of headshakes. Apparently new paint and clean decks in the ops bay weren’t generally expected by the party.

A third dli, again a "standard" one, entered and parked next to the first two. When the last few came down the steps and closed the hatches, Peters guessed that nearly three hundred people had disembarked from the three ships, and two more sparks were still visible aft. Those resolved themselves into freight-haulers that came in one at a time but didn’t stop, just taxiied to the forward hangar access and disappeared without being unloaded. There’ll be enough room in the forward hangars, Peters thought, but only just.
A blue-and-white brought out a gadget like a wheelbarrow, which she attached to the nosewheel of the "big dli" and began jockeying it into the hangars. The smaller dli began moving on their own, as usual, and the bay doors closed with the normal cacaphony. The crews manning the retarders did a few final checks and disappeared up the bay; hangar access doors closed with their milder clangs and bangs; finally there was no one left in the ops bay but sailors, lining the sidewalls and exchanging looks.

Peters shook his head. "I notice the Captain came out to meet those folks. He didn’t do that for Dreelig or for our guys."

"Which says Dreelig isn’t exactly high up in the Grallt system," Todd remarked.

"And I reckon we ain’t either." He took a couple of steps, Todd not commenting. "What’s this?"

A zerkre was exchanging frustrations with a couple of sailors by the entrance to enlisted quarters. Neither she nor the sailors had enough of the others’ language to communicate, and she was starting to get loud. The sailors, a pair of First Classes from the tin-bending shop, were trying dumbshow but getting nowhere. «Pleasant greetings,» Peters said in Grallt. «Can I help in some way?»

«Oh, wonderful, someone I can talk to,» said the crewman with a grimace of relief. «I have the departure schedule.» She waved a piece of paper.

«That should go to my superior,» Peters told her.

«Yes, I understand that,» said the crewman. «I was trying to reach him to deliver it. Perhaps you can do that.»

«No, I should not, but I can escort you,» Peters told her. «Just a moment.» "She needs to see Chief Joshua," he told the other sailors in English. "Got our movement orders."

"Not a minute too soon," one of the others remarked. "Hell, Peters, go ahead, we’re not on guard duty. What the hell was going on a little while ago? I thought the ambassador was the only one dealing with the people on Earth."

"Keezer said trade delegations," Peters said with a shrug. "They got things they ain’t ready to pass on to the peons. So what else is new?"

The other sailor grinned a little worriedly. "You got that right," he opined.

"Chief in his quarters?"

"Last I looked."

"Thanks." He addressed the Grallt: «Come with us. We will take you to Chief Joshua.»

Joshua looked up when Peters rapped on the doorframe. He took in the two sailors and their Grallt companion and frowned. "Come," he said briskly. "What’s up, Peters?"

«This is the person who should receive the message,» he told the crewwoman. "Movement orders, I reckon," he said to Joshua.

The Chief took the paper, looked it over, and frowned. "I can’t read this," he complained.

Peters shrugged. "I can’t neither, at least not too good. Hang on." He turned to the zerkre, who had started to edge past on her way to the door. «Can you wait a moment?» he asked. «I can speak the Trade, but I don’t read it well. What does this document tell us?»

The Grallt shrugged. «Nothing unusual. The zifthkakik will be activated at the end of the first utle after first meal. Everyone should take the first meal as usual, and be in their living quarters during the transition.»

Peters relayed that to the Chief, who grunted. "Leaving, are we?"

"Looks as if, Chief."

Joshua grunted again. "Any special precautions we ought to take?" He glared at the Grallt, who returned it impassively. "As I understand it, we’re about to go faster than light and head out for another star, right? Seems to me that might call for, oh, I dunno, seat belts?"

Peters relayed that, or its gist, to the Grallt, who smiled. «You should stay in your rooms until the change is complete,» she told him. «No other care is needed.»

«How long will the change take?»

The Grallt frowned. «Usually about three or four tle. It might take longer this time, because I understand we are far from our normal course, and the Captain needs time to get the ship properly aligned.»

"What’s she saying, Peters? I can’t follow that gabble," Joshua said irritably.

"She says there ain’t nothin’ to do bar stayin’ in our quarters ’til the Skipper gets the new course lined out, Chief. Matter of twenty minutes, maybe a little longer."

"Does anything on this–" The Chief flipped the edge of the paper with a fingertip, causing it to almost slide off the table "–say anything about where we’re going?"

The crewwoman shrugged again when that was passed on. «Perhaps. Let me look at it.» Peters retrieved the paper and handed it to her while she went on, «The traders know, but for the rest of us, we live on the ship. The name of the planet nearby isn’t anything that matters to us.» She examined the paper, handed it back to Peters. «It says our destination is Keelisika. Does that mean anything to you?»

«No, it does not–doesn’t,» said Peters. "She says the orders take us to Keelisika, Chief," he repeated. "Ring any bells?"

"No." Chief Joshua leaned forward, elbows on the table, glaring at the Grallt, who returned it impassively. "Peters, you think you might be able to puzzle any more out of that document by yourself?"

"Maybe," Peters told him cautiously.

"All right." It was a growl. Then, in halting Grallt: «Thank you. Good day.» His accent was bad, but the words were understandable.

The zerkre grinned and returned a nod. «Good day,» she said agreeably, and marched out without ceremony.

Joshua shook his head. "Lord. Peters, come here, let’s see what else we can get from this."

"Right, Chief."

"And for God’s sake sit down. Now what the hell’s this?" His fingers stabbed down on a clause.

Peters took a seat, perched on its edge, and studied the paper. "That there’s the part about when we’re leavin’, Chief. See, there’s the numbers; first llor, first ande, and this here word means ‘end’ …."

The document was handwritten, or at any rate carefully hand block-printed; only one page, and sparse at that. They were to go to their quarters immediately after the first meal; they were to stay in those quarters until the evolution was completed; the ship was going to Keelisika, wherever (and whatever) that was. The only new information was that loose gear was to be secured–at least, that’s what Peters got out of a sentence advising that "… tools should be put away properly …"

"I think we’re done here," Joshua observed. "Do me a favor, though, and go see if you can scare up Chief Warnocki and Chief Spearman. Ask them to come see me."

"Aye, Chief," Peters said with enough relief in his voice to attract a sideways glance from Joshua as he stood. "Chief Warnocki was havin’ chow the last time I seen him, and I reckon I can find Chief Spearman."

"Good. And start passing the word." Chief Joshua held up the paper. "Tell everybody we’ll be making up working parties and seeing to it that everything’s secure." He laid the paper on the desk, glared at it, then at Peters. "These people may think of heading out to another star the same way Granddaddy did of driving across town, but I can’t help thinking it needs a little more prep than that. We are going to have all our gear battened down before it happens."

"Glad to hear it, Chief," Peters said without thinking; then thought, Oh, shit!
But the Chief didn’t react, or at least didn’t explode. "We agree on something, do we? I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear that." He waved, a flick of the fingers. "Carry on."

"Aye, Chief." Peters nodded and left, Grallt style. The waiters spoke English but hadn’t changed their procedures, and everybody was starting to do that. Amazing how useful it was.

* * *

Peters sat on his bunk, back to the bulkhead, arms folded over his knees. Todd lay prone, with his arms under his head, the picture of relaxation if you discounted the clenched teeth.

Lacking any data about exactly what was to happen, the detachment had secured for foul weather. The airplanes were boomed down to padeyes in the hangar deck with short chains, as was anything else too heavy to lift easily. Everything small enough was stowed in lockers with the latches closed, every latch checked by somebody other than the one who secured it. Personal gear was stowed and the latches secured. All the sailors were in their quarters, in kathir suits with deck gear over, lacking the flak jackets and helmets. There wasn’t any way to secure the chairs at the study desks, and Peters was a little concerned about that. On the other hand, they weren’t new by any stretch, and didn’t have any dings or scratches other than those you’d expect from normal wear. Given that, Peters really didn’t expect much in the next few minutes, but it didn’t hurt to take precautions, at least the first time.

There was a rap on the connecting door, and Howard peered out, face apprehensive. "Hey, guys," he said tentatively. "Mind if I join you?"

Peters shrugged and half-smiled, a quirk of the corner of his mouth. "Come ahead." He scooted over a bit, leaving space on the bunk.

Howard shut the door, checked the latch, and sat down, feet on the floor, arms crossed over his chest. "Sorry," he said, and shook his head. "The collywobbles were starting to set in. I’ve never even been on a cruise, and now this."

"I know what you mean," said Todd. His voice was tense, but nowhere near cracking, and he didn’t change position. "I’ve been on a few cruises, but this is a little different."

"I reckon we’re all nervous for nothin’," Peters observed. "The Grallt don’t seem to have no problems with it." First meal had been a matter of tense body language, exchanged glances, and low voices, but only among the humans. The Grallt had been chatting and lounging about as usual, and had exchanged glances and comments of their own, mostly in obvious amusement at the nervousness of the sailors.

"Just nervous in the service," Howard observed, getting the obligatory perfunctory chuckles at the century-old (or better) joke. "I don’t–look, something’s happening."

They’d all become accustomed to the view out the window: Earth, Moon, starfield, or some combination, drifting by as the ship rotated slowly. Now stars were flowing by much too fast to follow, upper left to lower right from their point of view, and a flash was the Moon going by too quickly for anything but a subliminal impression of a crescent. That went on for a few seconds, then stopped abruptly. At no time did they feel anything out of the ordinary; if their eyes had been closed they’d have thought nothing was happening.

After about thirty seconds the starfield moved again, a quick jerk from right to left that took less than a second. That was repeated at irregular intervals and in different directions: left to right, various angles, up to down. At no time was there any sensation of movement.

"Well, I reckon they must be done with that part," said Peters when nothing had happened for two or three minutes. "Wasn’t much to–oshit!"

Stars forward of the midpoint of the window flowed forward and the rest aft, leaving a black void in the middle. At the same time there was a brief sensation of acceleration, or rather deceleration, like the feeling when a fast elevator stopped, and directed forward rather than aft, as if the ship had stopped instead of speeding up. The sensation was so faint that they would never have noticed it except in contrast to the normal rock-solid feeling of the ship, and lasted a second at most. Then the stars snapped back to normal like a movie jump-cut, and everything was as before.

"You know, I’ll bet that’s it," Todd remarked.

"You’re probably right." Peters unfolded himself and walked over to the window. "Don’t look any different. Hang on, somethin’s movin’."

Howard joined him. "Probably a planet. I don’t think we’ll see the stars move, you’d have to go pretty damn fast for that."

"You’re probably right," Peters drawled. The bright point drifted slowly by and disappeared aft, and nothing else happened.

Howard stood up, a little embarrassed. "See you later," he said, not meeting their eyes, and disappeared into the head. Todd sat up, rubbed his forehead, and exchanged glances with Peters, who just shook his head and looked back out the window. The stars looked pretty much as they had for the last month and a half.

"Not too spectacular," Peters mused.

"I’m a little disappointed," Todd remarked, joining him at the window.

Peters eyed him sidelong. "Not too much, I hope," he drawled.

Todd grinned. "Well, no, now that you mention it."

  





Chapter Nineteen

"Wonder how long this lasts?" Todd asked.

Peters didn’t know, and wondered about that. There hadn’t been any mention of duration on the order sheet. Maybe the Grallt themselves didn’t know. That would be of a piece with the rest of it. Without computers or sophisticated communications–a runner to let them know a starship was leaving, for God’s sake–likely they were flying on lookouts and dead reckoning, like Columbus or Eric the Red.

The Grallt–at least, the trader-Grallt they saw in the messroom–acted like nothing had happened, was happening, or would ever happen. Flight operations weren’t possible. The bay doors were closed, and Kitheridge reported that they were secured, with oversize versions of the claws that kept the hatches open. Maintenance people tinkered desultorily; the planes were remarkably simple without the engines, and there wasn’t much wrong. Painting resumed, all the enlisted participating without grumbles just for something to fill the idle hours. Even Chief Joshua joined in, and turned out to be a dab hand at it, which was to be expected, of course. He was especially good at getting the edge of the green stripe perfectly straight and even.

A lot of pinochle got played.

Their library was a small compartment on the O-1 in the officers’ area, across from the medics. Todd went there occasionally, but except for the medics enlisted people weren’t encouraged to mingle with their superiors, and besides it was all on disk and crystal, requiring readers they had to check out from a lieutenant (j.g.) who rarely showed up. Llapaaloapalla‘s library was just abaft the bridge, half a dozen medium-sized compartments filled with shelf upon shelf of bound books. Peters started using it, first to improve his knowledge of the written language, then out of genuine interest in a series of adventure stories set in the Grallt’s distant past. They had sailing ships on water oceans and some notable sex scenes; his vocabulary expanded. Cherin the librarian tended to giggle when he used archaisms.

The officers came out en masse once a "day" to do calisthenics in the ops bay. A few of the enlisted, led by Tollison and Kennard, started doing the same. The Navy didn’t do much in the way of organized whole-unit drills, and participation was entirely voluntary. Nonetheless, sailors started joining in until a sizable fraction of the unit was participating regularly. It helped that what Tollison was teaching was a cross between aerobic dancing and tai chi rather than classic knee bends and jumping-jacks.

A couple of Grallt "females" joined in, then more came, and before long it was routine to have three or four hundred people of both races jumping and writhing in the ops bay for an hour or more every day. The Grallt had a couple of moves of their own, one a jump-and-twirl that would put you face down on the deck if you got it wrong but was downright exhilirating once you’d learned it; they added that and a few others to the repertoire. The welders got used for the first time, to attach hooks for hanging speakers. The Grallt were at first bemused, then enthusiastic, at having music for the exercise sessions.

Interspecies friendships started happening, mostly tentative, a few less so. Se’en was an early and energetic participant in the exercises. Jacks took the opportunity to resume the acquaintance, and before long his roommate, a seaman striking for Machinist’s Mate, reported that he was seldom to be found sleeping there. That raised sniggers and sotto voce comment, but Jacks wasn’t the only one to experiment, at least.

Not many sailors pursued learning the Trade, but a few kept at it, and roughly a tenth of the tables at any given meal were occupied by mixed groups exchanging cheerful confusion in two tongues. The Grallt told jokes, especially dirty jokes, as often as the sailors did. Allowing for different circumstances–visiting a strange ship instead of breaking down on a country road, for instance–the content was identical, and the first time Peters heard the one about the weight loss clinic (If I catch you, your ass is mine!) in Grallt he howled at the old chestnut until his sides hurt.

Zerkre were in evidence much more than before. Half a dozen of them brought out a thing like a cherrypicker and began replacing burned-out lights in the bay overhead. "I thought Chief Warnocki was gonna come in his pants when he saw that thing," Schott reported. "You think we could get the use of it for a while? We don’t have enough paint to do the overheads, but we could sure as hell clean ‘em up a bit."

Peters put the question to the leader of the working party, a male Grallt in eight-way blue-and-whites; the zerkre was dubious but agreed to ask, and a little later Peters found himself twenty meters off the deck, brushing dust and grime off the beams with a long-handled broom. The machine’s mast was impossibly thin for such a long extension, but inspection revealed a cover that came off with left-handed wingnuts and concealed another shiny gadget, this one not much bigger than a big apple. He snorted. Apparently the mast was only for stability.

In the course of cleaning they found the actuators for the bay doors. More than half of the others found an excuse to inspect one or both of them, coming away with their heads shaking. They were open-frame universal motors that looked like they belonged in God’s hair dryer, actuated by unenclosed relays with contact points the size of an eyeglass lens and connected to the doors via mechanisms consisting of straight-cut gears, long shafts, and roller chain. Some of the gears were too big to encompass with spread arms, the shafts were half a meter in diameter, and the rollers in the chain were too big to get both hands around.

"Jesus fucking Christ on a bloody fucking crutch!" drifted down from the overhead. "I do not fucking believe this fucking shit!" There was a pause; the watching sailors grinned at one another, and the bucket with Chief Warnocki in it descended jerkily, operated by a man too bemused–or possibly too enraged–to concentrate on smoothness. "I don’t fucking believe this," Warnocki repeated as he clambered out. "That fucking thing looks like it hasn’t been fucking greased since Columbus was a fucking ensign, one of the teeth in the biggest gear is just fucking gone, and there’s pits in the fucking relay contacts the size of my fucking fingernails!" He pulled off his hat, wiped his forehead with his arm, and surveyed the small crowd of sailors, who were making a real but futile attempt to keep straight faces. After a moment he deflated slightly and clapped his hat back on his head. "Yeah, real funny," he observed with a ghost of a grin. "Peters, front and center."

"Aye, Chief." Peters was resigned as he pushed through to face the Chief. He figured he knew what was coming.

He was right. "Peters, you know the language," Warnocki started out. "You go get all cleaned up and snappy and get your ass up to the bridge. Tell those cuntfaces we are pulling maintenance on that thing."

"They might not go along, Chief," Peters warned. "They done said they ain’t too happy at the idea of us workin’ on the ship systems."

"I-did-not-tell-you-to-ask-for-per-mis-sion, Pe-ters," Warnocki ground out in distinct syllables. "And I didn’t tell you say we are gonna be doing it. I told you to tell them we are doing it, and that’s exactly what’s about to happen." He tore his gaze away from Peters and searched the group, focusing on an Electrician’s Mate. "Laval, go find Schott and tell him to get up there and disconnect the power to that piece of crap. Hendricks, you and Morales start putting the LIG together and get it over here. Bring the crackerbox too, we don’t have enough cable to LIG in the overhead, so we’ll have to weld brackets and haul the thing up there." He shook his head. "Peters, you still standing there with your thumb up your ass? Get it in gear, sailor."

Peters shook his head and headed off to his quarters for a shower, looking back as Warnocki continued, "Jereboam, as soon as Schott’s got the thing safed, you get up there and take a tooth profile. Aliano, my compliments to Chief Gross, how much number-two moly grease did we bring, and he’s to issue a couple of kilos of it and grease guns…."

When he passed back through the bay the LIG welder was sitting by the cherrypicker, a Second Class was bending a snatch block onto the lifting eye with a short piece of chain, and a crew in helmets, flak jackets, and knee pads was faking a piece of half-inch hemp down in long loops. The basket was up, and although he couldn’t see who was occupying it, the comments from overhead (This motherfucker’s got over four hundred volts on it! Any of you assholes got any ideas about where the goddam cutoff might be?) made it Schott, more than likely. Warnocki was supervising with folded arms and a set jaw.

* * *

Elevator, corridor, stairs, more corridors, more stairs; the watchstander at the entrance to the ship’s offices recognized him. «Hello, Peters, I haven’t seen you in a little while. What do you need?»

«Hello. I need to speak to Dhuvenig.»

The Grallt frowned. «Dhuvenig’s not on duty. It’s his sleeping time. Is it immediately important? Can someone else help you?»

«It’s fairly important, yes. We have found a problem with the ship’s equipment and have begun to repair it. My superior told me to inform the proper people.»

«A problem with the ship’s equipment.» The Grallt–Peters had the name now: Leffin–passed his hand down his facial cleft in a thinking motion. «Almost all the bridge crew are sleeping. You should talk to Heelinig. She’s the only one on duty who is responsible for such things.»

«Heelinig is the second person of the ship, do I have that correct?»

Leffin nodded. «Yes, that’s correct. Go on in. Just sign the book and look for Heelinig. Tell Kheef I told you to go ahead.»

«Thank you, Leffin.» Peters gave the man a nod and pushed the door open. The office doors were closed, and the other watchstander–Kheef?–sat near-dozing at the bridge entry. Peters signed in, carefully forming the loops of his name in Grallt characters. He mentioned his business and Leffin’s instruction to Kheef, who shrugged and stood aside without comment.

Heelinig was the only person on the bridge; she turned away from the forward windows when he entered. «Yes? You’re Peters, if I recall correctly,» she noted, tone brisk but not disapproving. «What do you want?»

«Yes, I’m Peters,» he told her. «Our group has found a problem with the machine that opens and closes the aft bay door. We are repairing it, but the door cannot be operated for some time.»

«This is not normal procedure,» Heelinig said with a frown. «The ship’s crew should do such repairs when they are necessary.»

«Yes, they should, but it has not been done, and my superior decided to repair it.»

«Ssth.» Heelinig strode to the bridge access. «Kheef, go wake Dhuvenig and tell him to go immediately to the operations bay. The human are doing something with the ship’s equipment.» She watched the junior Grallt disappear down the corridor and turned to Peters. «Go back and tell your people to stop work until Dhuvenig arrives.»

«I’ll tell them what you said,» Peters promised. «But I don’t have the status to order them to stop work.»

«Ssth. I do, and you are carrying word from me,» Heelinig told him with some heat. «Go now.»

«Yes, Heelinig,» Peters said with a nod. She responded with a sharp nod of her own, and Peters turned and left, keeping his head up and his back straight until he was halfway down the first staircase.

* * *

Warnocki’s teeth were set. "Down tools and wait? Not a chance." He waved Peters off. "Yes, well, you told me and I didn’t do it. That makes it my problem." A sailor was in the bucket, dropping sparks on the deck as he welded a stout hook onto the flange of a beam, and the line handling crew was standing by, the line passing from their formation, over a block attached somewhere in the overhead, through the snatch block on the LIG welder, and back to the eye on the upper block.

"On belay, Chief," the sailor up above shouted. He started the cherrypicker bucket down, and the line handlers took a strain and began to heave. The welder moved smoothly upward, trailing its power cord, and Tollison climbed into the bucket and took it up beside the welder.

At that point Dhuvenig popped out of the elevator. «Stop that!» he shouted, and followed it with words Peters didn’t understand, although he was familiar with the general tone.

Warnocki spared him a glance. "Who’s this?" he asked, then turned back to watch.

"This here’s Dhuvenig," Peters advised. "I reckon you’d call him the Engineering Officer."

"What did he say?"

"He said ‘stop that,’ pretty sharp, and followed it up with some words I don’t know."

"I’ll bet." Tollison was working the welder over to where he could hang it and start working. "Tell him who I am," Warnocki advised without looking away. "He’ll want to know what’s going on. Tell him everything you know."

"Aye, Chief," Peters sighed. «Dhuvenig, this is Warnocki. He is our, ah, first for repairs and general work.»

«What are you people doing?» Dhuvenig wanted to know, sharpish.

«We are repairing the equipment that opens and closes the bay door,» Peters explained. «We were cleaning the upper part, and found that the machine was in bad condition. Warnocki decided to repair it.»

«The equipment works,» Dhuvenig objected. His face was pale. «You should let it alone. What if you make it worse? What is that man doing?»

Peters filed that expression away: fear. Tollison had the welder attached to the hook, and had donned his mask and struck a preliminary spark. «One of the teeth on a toothwheel is broken. He is repairing it.»

«Toothwheel? What do you mean?»

«Like this.» Peters sketched jags in the air.

«Oh, a gear.» That had to be the word. «How can you repair a gear?»

Peters shrugged. «The machine he is using adds metal a little at a time. When he has added enough metal, he will use another machine to make it the same shape as the others.» The bay was being illuminated in electric strobes as Tollison began to do what Peters was describing.

That got a stare. «You can do this?»

«Easily.» Peters thought about that. «Perhaps ‘easily’ is the wrong word, but it is a normal thing for us to do. Our water ships use many gears, and sometimes they break and must be repaired.»

«I must see this,» Dhuvenig breathed in a voice not meant to be responded to. «How long will it take?» he asked.

«I don’t know. I will ask.» He switched languages. "Hey, Chief, how long do you reckon this’ll take? Dhuvenig here wants to inspect it when it’s done."

Warnocki didn’t look away, just spoke into the stem of his earbug. "Tollison, how’re you doing up there?" Pause. "OK, how much longer, do you think?" Longer pause. "He says maybe another five minutes to finish the welding, then half an hour or so to get the tooth ground down to the right shape." He spared a glance for the Grallt. "Tell Mr. Dhuvenig he can inspect it when Tollison’s finished and brings the bucket down."

Peters relayed that as «…about four eights of tle, or a few tle more.» Dhuvenig nodded sharply and didn’t reply, just stood with arms folded and a dubious expression until the sound of the die grinder finally died and Tollison brought the bucket down, leaving the welder attached to the overhead.

As soon as Tollison was clear the Grallt was scrambling into the bucket. «Come,» he said peremptorily, and Peters came, finding the bucket tight but passable for two people. Dhuvenig raised it more smoothly than Peters could, and brought it to a stop in the area where Tollison had been working. «Show me what he did,» he demanded.

It was pretty obvious. The faces of the new tooth were smooth, but shinier than the old ones, and Tollison hadn’t bothered to make the cheeks perfectly flat. «Not believable,» the Grallt breathed. «How did he get it so perfect? It looks exactly the same shape as the others.»

Peters looked around, spotted and retrieved a blob of hard plastic lying on a flange. «With this,» he told Dhuvenig. «Look, he put this over a good tooth while it was still soft, and removed it when it became hard. Then he used it as a pattern to make the new tooth.»

«Yes, I see. And the colored stuff–Oh. If you put that on the pattern, and put the pattern on the point, the color will appear on any place that’s too high.» Dhuvenig shook his head. «This is a wonderful technique.»

«You don’t do this?»

«No, never.» Dhuvenig looked around. «We don’t have the machine to add the metal. How does it work?»

Dhuvenig appeared to follow along, nodding, as Peters explained a Laser Inert Gas welder as best he could. «Wonderful,» he said at the end. «We normally pay many ornh for the ship-repair people to do this type of work. How much will you charge for this?»

Peters shrugged. «We consider ourselves part of the crew of the ship. Repairing things is normal work. There won’t be a charge.»

«That’s good for us, but it doesn’t seem correct.» Dhuvenig frowned. «I will consult with the first crewman and the first trader. Something will be arranged.» He started the bucket down. «Tell your man he does excellent work.»

«I will.» Peters looked at the Grallt. «Does this mean we may continue this repair?»

«Isn’t it finished?»

«No, not at all.» The bucket grounded. «Tollison will now check the other points, to see if any might break soon, and repair them as necessary. Then we will clean the machine, and apply liquid to the parts that move, so that it runs more smoothly.» Peters grinned and shook his head. «Then we will probably paint it. It’s something we do fairly often.»

«’Liquid’? Oh, you mean grease.» The word was the same one used for the goo the sailors had been calling ‘butter’. Dhuvenig glanced at the overhead. «Do you have enough?»

«We probably have enough for this job, if we use only what is needed.» Peters smiled again. «If you have more, we can use it. It’s a big ship.»

Dhuvenig grinned back. «Yes, it is.» He looked around. The working party had formed a ring around them. «Tell your superior thank you, and that you may definitely continue the repair. Let us know before you start another one, though. Heelinig was very irritated.»

«Yes, I noticed that. We will consult in the future.» Peters looked at Warnocki, back at the Grallt. «How much longer will it be before the door is needed? We should know, to plan the work.»

Dhuvenig waved that off. «It will be at least two llor, probably three, before we come down from high phase, and another llor before we need to use the door. You should have enough time.»

«Is it safe to test it during high phase?»

«The aft door, yes. Don’t try it on the forward one.»

«Yes. Thank you.»

«Ssth. Thank you, Peters.» The Grallt looked over at Chief Warnocki, who seemed about to explode with curiosity. «Get to work,» he said.

After dealing with Dee, that kind of joke was no problem. "Aye, sir," he said in English, and Dhuvenig didn’t reply, just gave a nod and took himself away. "Well, that went well, I reckon," he said as the Grallt disappeared into the elevator.

"What the Hell is going on, Peters?" Warnocki demanded. "You’re supposed to share this shit with your Chief, dammit."

Peters flushed. "All set, Chief. Number One Attaboy for Tollison, he does good work. And we’ve got about three days to finish up."

"No objections to us fixing this thing?"

"Not now, Chief." Peters looked around. "Matter of fact, I reckon we can fix anything we want, now that Dhuvenig’s signed off on us. We’re supposed to check with the brass before startin’ anything new, though."

"Glad to hear it. Can we move the geartrain? Test it? We don’t know what it’s like outside."

"Dhuvenig says that’s OK on the aft door, but don’t open the forward one. He didn’t say why."

That got a ghost of a smile from Warnocki. "OK. Tollison, you got a good handle on this?"

"Yeah, Chief," was the reply. "We won’t finish up this watch, but we’ll be ready to cycle the door to test it by the end of the next one."

"Carry on," Warnocki told him, and pulled Peters aside as the others began swarming over equipment. "Peters, it occurs to me that we’ve never had that little talk about Off Limits areas, and now we’ve got a little more ground to cover than that. You want to come up to my quarters and fill me in a little?"

«Yes.» Peters flushed again, shook his head, and said in English: "I mean, Aye, Chief."

"Getting a little confused, are you?"

Peters shook his head again and sighed. "You don’t know the half of it, Chief."

* * *

They weren’t quite as meticulous this time, but the ship was about to do something major, and old habits die hard. Planes and equipment were chained and boomed, gear was stowed, and the humans were all in their quarters, waiting for the ship to end "high phase." The runner who brought the word had asked for Peters by name, and Peters in turn had translated the message, in longhand, before taking it to Chief Joshua.

The aft doors definitely worked better. The relay contacts were solid blocks of silver alloy, and at Schott’s urgent advice they’d left them alone, so they still started up with a crash and a flash like God’s camera, and nothing was going to stop that honker of a motor from sounding like a C-22 with the fan cowls off when it wound up. But the groans and shrieks of dry bearings were gone, as was the irregular thump as the geartrain jumped the missing tooth.

Howard hadn’t joined them this time. The CT was getting better in Grallt, but still hadn’t achieved Peters’s fluency, and found that highly frustrating. Peters and Todd watched the stars flee from the center of their field of view, and this time they were close enough to the window to see that they bunched up and changed color, yellow shading to deep red forward, green shading to electric blue aft. Something about that seemed wrong, but neither one knew enough to figure out what. Again there was the peculiar feeling of lightness, this time directed aft, not nearly enough to push them off their feet; then the ship was stable again, stars shone in the window, and Peters turned away. "That’s all of that, I reckon. Let’s go, I’m starvin’." The change had happened just before a meal, which had been delayed to accommodate it.

Blue-and-whites were opening up the hangar accesses as the sailors reached the ops bay in a close bunch of hungry humans, and the doors began cycling as they crossed the deck. The difference in sound between the forward and aft ones was notable; more than one Grallt head swiveled back and forth, and Peters shared a grin with Tollison. The elevator was full, and while they waited for it to clank and groan back a zerkre with a hand-pusher brought out the big dli, with two smaller ones following under their own power. They had to stand back as the elevator disgorged Grallt, including the tubby gent they’d seen before, who eyed them with curiosity but didn’t speak as he passed.

By the time they’d finished eating the bay was empty. The doors were still open, and sunlight flooded the bay from aft at an oblique angle. Framed in the forward opening was what looked at first like a very bright star. On closer inspection it was big enough to be a little disk instead of just a point of light, and all around it were smaller sparks that moved just fast enough to be in a different position when you looked away, then back.

"You reckon that there’s Keelisika?" Peters asked with a gesture.

"I don’t see how it could be anything but," Todd opined. "And if those are other ships around it, it looks like a fairly busy place."

They watched for a few minutes. Sparks drifted into new configurations, but the–planet?–didn’t move or grow significantly larger. Peters shrugged. "Not much of a show. I’m goin’ on up to quarters."

"Me too." Todd fell into step. "You know, that’s another planet, and that’s not the sun out there, at least it’s not our Sun. Why doesn’t it feel more strange?"

Peters spared him a look and grin. "Hell, Todd, it’s a port call. Secure from flank speed an’ launch the gig t’make arrangements, then bend on passage way and watch for a couple hours while the place you’re goin’ gets bigger."

"Hadn’t thought of it like that." Todd shook his head. "But you’re right. Port call. Same, but different."

"Like it always is."

  





Chapter Twenty

Kennard set up the exercise class as usual. His taste ran heavily to classical music of the last century, and a mixed group was breathing hard to Black Magic Woman when a crowd of zerkre came out of the elevator. Most of them headed for the retarder consoles, but one came over and made tentative motions, obviously wanting to interrupt but dubious about getting too close to the spinning, writhing, energetic sailor. Kennard finished his move and exchanged words, to little avail, and finally shouted, "Peters! You here? Front and center, if you are."

«Hello, Peters,» said Keezer when Peters approached. «If I had known you were in the group I would have sought you out.»

«Hello, Keezer,» Peters replied, still out of breath. «What do you need?»

«The bay is needed for operations. We will be receiving guests in a few tle.»

«Yes.» Peters nodded and turned to Kennard. "We’re gonna have to cut this short," he told the First Class. "Visitors comin’ in."

Kennard spared a look over his shoulder. The planet was a bright crescent, too big to fit entirely into the view forward, a portion showing at the upper left. The ship rolled at that moment, turning it into an arc that spanned the upper portion of the opening. "OK," the sailor said. He brought out a remote and thumbed it. The music died, and the dancers wound down slowly. "OK, listen up," Kennard told them. "Clear the bay, the Grallt are setting up for flight ops." Somebody repeated that in Grallt. Humans started heading for the enlisted quarters hatch, and their Grallt companions drifted more slowly to port and the elevator access.

Peters surveyed the group. «We will be clear in a few tle,» he told Keezer.

«That will be OK,» the zerkre assured him. Peters quirked an eyebrow at that, but Keezer only nodded and headed aft, swimming across the tide of Grallt bound for their quarters. Kennard and another sailor were securing the impie and taking the speakers down. Peters ignored that and headed for the hatch. He wanted a shower before he went over to the retarders to observe.

He wasn’t quick enough. Bright sparks aft were now familiar and expected, as was the loose group of Grallt waiting to greet newcomers, but something new had been added: one of the Tomcats was angle-parked just forward of the waiting group, a pair of officers–Commander Bolton and his NFO, it looked like–were standing at attention next to it, and Dreelig slouched nearby.

Peters judged the sparks too close to give him time to cross the bay before they trapped, so he joined a group in the alcove aft of the quarters hatch to watch. As far as procedure went, these were about halfway between the haphazard Grallt and the meticulous humans. They were strung out at fairly regular intervals, very nearly in a straight line, but weren’t doing anything fancy, just boring in on approach. Peters approved.

The first of the strange craft crossed the threshold as close to dead center of the opening as anyone could. A faint thrum said that the retarders were set properly, and the ship came to a near halt in midbay, then began taxiing over to park beside the Tomcat. It was a little smaller than the plane, a tubby ovoid of some dully gleaming material, with fins rather than wings. All four fins were equal-sized, set at forty-five degree angles, leading edges curving in to end at the widest point of the body. At the nose, three trapezoids of glass or clear plastic were set in a semicircle above a flattened cone painted dull red, seemingly held in place by a circle of half-inch round-headed rivets.

An oval hatch swung open and a ladder extruded itself from the bottom of the opening, swinging down to meet the deck with a clang at about the time the second ship, more or less identical, came to a stop and began taxiing over. Peters had time, now, to note that they didn’t have any landing gear. The rear fins stayed about a handwidth off the deck, and the centerline of the body was more or less level, leaving sixty centimeters or so of, well, air below the belly. Number two popped its hatch and began sticking its ladder out like a tongue, and number three came through the door, still with only subliminal hums from properly set retarders.

At the end there were an even dozen tubby ships lined up in neat echelon along the inboard wall of the bay, nicely aligned with the Tomcat. When the last ladder had hit the deck with a muted clang the occupants began appearing. First through each oval hatch was a tall one with pale skin, wearing a skintight black outfit under a black cloak that came to below the knees. The second was female, even from here, at least by human or Grallt standards; the females were equally tall and equally milk-complected, and had on tight outfits covered by long cloaks with frills, all pure white. They didn’t march in step, but they did form a column of pairs with the ones from the last ship in the lead, ending the maneuver by right-facing toward the welcoming party. Males, in the lead, dipped on one knee, nodded, and opened their cloaks; females stood tall behind them and spread their cloaks with a flourish.

Cloaks?

"Those are wings!" someone hissed.

"Well, I’ll be damned," someone else drawled in a tone of revelation. "I’m willing to bet some of these folks might’ve dropped in on us once or twice, you know?"

* * *

«This is truly remarkable. You people look just like our old stories.» The speaker shook his head. He also grinned, but he couldn’t help that. The species-name of the inhabitants of Keelisika was enkheil, with the last e pronounced more like long a, and their name for their planet sounded more like Kheeyithikha to Peters than what he’d heard from the Grallt.

Khrog Dhakgo and his mate Ghnal Dhango had large, deep-sunk eyes, pug noses with the nostrils facing almost directly forward, and long canines that slipped past one another to allow upper and lower teeth to meet. Neither of them shared the spectacular monochrome coloring of the ship pilots. Khrog Dhakgo’s hands and facial skin were a bit darker than Peters’s, and his all-over fur, or hair, was black, with reddish-brown overtones where the light struck it; his mate’s facial skin was darker, and her fur was the rich coppery red associated with freckles in humans. Their eyes had round pupils and irises shading from reddish brown around the pupil to electric green at the edges. They spoke Grallt fairly well, though with gargling accents; their native language ran heavily to things in the back of the throat. Peters’s name was impossible, so they called him John.

Ghnal Dhango laughed, high-pitched notes on an ascending scale like a showoff riff on a marimba. «Yes, the resemblance is notable,» she agreed.

«I hope the stories give us a good reputation,» Peters remarked, and both enkheil laughed again. «No?»

«Yes and no, both,» Khrog Dhakgo said.

«It’s different according to culture,» Ghnal explained. «Where I come from, the Mud People live in grass huts on distant islands. If you are shipwrecked there they’ll repair your ship better than it was before, but they won’t teach you to sail it the new way. You have to find that out for yourself.»

«In my home culture we have almost the same story,» Khrog Dhakgo put in. «Except that the houses are made of mud and straw, and you find them in the middle of the desert, and it’s wagons they’ll fix. The part about making you figure out for yourself how to operate the new machine is the same, though.» He grinned, or at least Peters assumed it was a smile, a matter of stretching his lips to show his gums. «Do you have any stories about us?»

«I can’t be sure,» Peters said with a smile of his own. «The ones with white wings look very much like our concept of angels, the assistants to God.»

«God? This is a name?» Khrog Drakgo asked.

Peters shook his head. «It’s our name for the first one, the one who created everything.»

«Oh, how nice!» Ghnal Dhango exclaimed. «Why, they even have the name approximately correct!» She frowned. «Khrog, we have to do something. It isn’t, oh, symmetrical that they should have such a nice story about us, and our stories about them should be so cruel.»

«Don’t worry,» Peters assured. «They’re only stories.» He grinned. «Building machines and not explaining how to work them properly does happen sometimes with us. Much more often than it should.»

«Perhaps so, but stories can affect your reputation,» Khrog Dhakgo said. He paused, nodded, and went on, «It is good, though, to hear from someone who makes sense about things. These Grallt and their friends would have us believe our long-ago parents crawled out of mud, can you believe it?» The two enkheil waited expectantly, but Peters forebore to reply, and after a moment Khrog Dhakgo laughed. «Ghnal, here we have a wise person. John, now that that’s out of the way, do you have any opinion on politics?» It took a moment for that to get through, but when it did, Peters laughed as heartily as the aliens.

Mealtime was winding down, Grallt, humans, and a sprinkling of enkheil wandering out in ones and twos and small groups, some stopping to chat with others who hadn’t finished. «We should go,» Peters suggested. «Operations will begin soon.»

Khrog Dhakgo shrugged, generating a pop of wing membrane. «Yes, I suppose so,» he said. «Preparations always take longer than they should.» He stood, looked around to check for clearance, and did a quick stretch, flourishing his wings. «On the way, would you mind giving me a closer look at your ship? The dancers have already had a full tour, but I wasn’t able to get close enough.»

«Certainly,» said Peters as he stood. The male kheil was a good six inches taller than his own six feet, but still stood a full head shorter than the ship crews. Neither of the enkheil wore much clothing; snug but not tight briefs covered their genital areas, and both had arrangements of straps running from neck to hipline. It was hard to see how they might be able to wear more, because their wing membranes joined their torsos from armpit to hipbone.

«Excellent. Ghnal, will you come with us?»

«Well, of course,» she said indignantly. «I’ll probably know more about what I’m seeing than you do.»

«The really terrible thing is that she is probably right,» Khrog Dhakgo told Peters with an air of confidentiality.

«Well of course I’m right,» said Ghnal with a sniff. «Males!» She stood in turn, doing the same scan for clearance and wing-flourish her mate had. Standing, she was about Peters’s height. «Ah, that feels better,» she said. «We don’t use chairs with backs. They’re confining.»

«I can understand that, I think,» Peters said. «If you are accustomed to flying, it must be hard to be forced into a small area.»

Both enkheil laughed at that. «We can’t fly,» Khrog said. «No enkheil can fly, except in zero gravity, or nearly zero. Our wings aren’t big enough to support us.»

«The best we can do is extend our jumps,» Ghnal added. «And if we fall from a height, we usually aren’t injured if we have time to spread our wings. But we have always dreamed about flying. It’s one of the reasons we adopted the zifthkakik so completely, and have so many space facilities. It’s very satisfying to live and work in a place where we really can fly.»

«And don’t try to tell me your people don’t feel very much the same,» Khrog chided. «That ship, the T’hongcat–»

«Tomcat,» Peters corrected.

«You know I can’t say that, any more than you can pronounce Ghnal’s name without hurting your throat.» Khrog grinned again. «The Tommcat,» giving himself the lie by carefully stretching his lips to make the sound, «was built by somebody who wanted very badly to fly, and spent a lot of effort achieving that.»

As the elevator clanked and banged its way to ops level Khrog Dhakgo remarked, «When I first came aboard, I thought perhaps the Traders had changed their ways. I have dealt with them before, and I have never seen their ship look so neat and clean.» He looked around. «But I see the change is superficial, if it exists.»

«Do you mean the cleanliness of the ship bay, and the fresh paint?» Peters asked. When Khrog Dhakgo nodded and looked at him he went on, «That is our work. We use large waterships, and have learned that they don’t continue to work well if they aren’t maintained properly. We convinced the Grallt to let us continue our habits.»

«I see.» Khrog regarded Peters steadily.

Ghnal produced another musical chuckle. «Oh, how wonderful! But you haven’t been aboard this ship very long, I see,» she said as they emerged in the ops bay. «The paint isn’t finished.»

«No, it isn’t,» Peters agreed with a nod. «And we still have a lot of other work to do. The aft door is working fairly well, but we haven’t had a chance to look at the forward one.» He smiled in retrospect. «And there are the elevators, of course.»

«Of course,» Ghnal said, projecting irony. She looked around. «Perhaps I’ll have a chance to see it after you finish. I would very much like that.»

«And I’d like very much to examine that portable weapon,» Khrog said as they approached the Tomcat. «Slug-thrower, isn’t it?» He gestured at the sailor standing guard.

«Yes, with chemical power,» Peters told him. Ridley, in dress blues with white helmet and Sam Browne belt, gave them a brief suspicious glance and returned to parade rest, M22 grounded. «I don’t think it would be a good idea to ask to look at it at the moment,» Peters continued.

«You’re probably right,» Ghnal said cheerfully. She looked the airplane over. «This is adapted from a chemical-drive atmosphere flyer, is it not? It’s pretty.»

Khrog Dhakgo snorted impressively. «Hah! Pretty, she says.» He glanced at Peters. «For myself, I think it looks fast, and powerful, and mean as a gveil in mating season.»

«Yes, all of that too,» Ghnal agreed cheerfully. «Khrog, could we do something like this?»

«I suppose so,» he replied, somewhat dubiously. He glanced at Peters. «It would be easier if the enhunan would sell us a few. Possible?»

«I don’t know,» Peters admitted. «Yes, it was once driven by chemicals. These housings–» he reached up to touch an intake cowling «–once held engines that took air through here, combined it with fuel, and ejected it from the back. The reaction propelled the plane–» both enkheil looked up at the English word, and Peters corrected, «–propelled the ship forward.»

«Yes, one of our thinkers proposed something similar, I believe,» Ghnal told him. «Before we met the Grallt, that is. Now of course we use zifthkakik.»

«And these structures are wings,» said Khrog, reaching to touch a leading edge. He could just reach it. «A very sensible arrangement, actually. Much more reasonable than things that fly around with nothing visible to hold them up.» He snapped his own wings out for emphasis, and Ghnal laughed.

«Yes, I feel much the same way,» said Peters with a chuckle. «We humans have only recently made contact with the Traders. The zifthkakik are still strange to us.»

The three moved around the aircraft, the two enkheil touching and remarking on things, Peters making explanations when necessary. They were interested in structure and manufacturing techniques, and thought the cockpits entirely too restricted; radio antennas and radar emitters elicited blank looks, at least partly because Peters didn’t have any words in Grallt to describe them. Once Khrog Dhakgo made a comment in his own staccato language, and Ghnal Dhango chided him. «Speak Trade, Khrog, you’re in public.»

«I said,» Khrog pronouced in an aggrieved tone, «that it is extremely well made. And it is, don’t you think? Look at the way the rivets are almost even with the surface. I don’t know anyone who uses that technique.»

«I agree completely,» Ghnal told him. «It’s as least as good as any of our work, and in many ways better. But John doesn’t speak our language, and you should be polite.»

«You are correct, of course.» Khrog produced a somehow wry version of the alarming expression that Peters had decided was a smile. «You haven’t shown us the weapons,» the kheil said. «They will be shooting at us, and we are interested.»

What little Peters knew about it suggested that the weapons suite had probably been more of a problem than the engine change. «This ship was designed to carry, ah–» he had no word for "missile", so he used English, with an explanation: «–Missiles, small independent ships that drive themselves toward the target. That wasn’t practical in this case, so instead it has these.» The wing hardpoints were empty, as were the aft missile racks; the forward missile racks were occupied. «We call this a hell pod, from the initial letters of its description.»

Ghnal ran her fingers over, but not touching, the lens at the business end. «I hear something in your voice that tells me that is at least partly a joke,» she noted. «What is a hel?»

«I should have expected you to spot it,» Peters said. «The name comes from our phrase high energy laser, which means ‘high energy’ and a special type of light emitter. But in our mythology, Hell is a place where bad people suffer after their lifetimes in extreme heat.»

Ghnal clapped her hands together. «Khah! How appropriate. May we look inside the housing?»

Peters shifted to English: "Hey, Ridley, any problem if I open up a HEL pod and show these folks what’s gonna be shootin’ at them?"

Ridley turned and shrugged. "They told me to keep people away unless they had an escort. I guess you qualify," he said sourly. He and Peters were not friends. "But if the fruitbats break anything, it’s gonna be your ass, not mine."

"Yeah, right." He turned and changed languages again: «It opens like this. Please support the end, I would prefer not to damage the paint.» Khrog Dhakgo obligingly supported the forward end of the panel while Peters produced his pocket tool and popped the fasteners.

«Oh, the interior mechanism isn’t enclosed,» said Ghnal when the panel swung down.

«No.» What was that all about?

«How does it work?» Khrog wanted to know.

«The basic technology is called laser. It produces an extremely intense light, which is powerful enough to damage the opposing ship. I’m not fully knowledgeable about the details.» Peters shrugged. «The weapon’s intensity can be adjusted, and has been reduced so that it will make a noise, and perhaps a small scar, without any real damage. The other ship-type has the same system. That one originally used missiles, and also had a slug thrower like a larger version of the one my associate has.»

Ghnal Dhango nodded. «Yes, it would be difficult to adjust the force of a slug thrower, wouldn’t it? And of course a slug thrower wouldn’t be much use against a ship driven by zifthkakik. Our ships have similar weapons, and have been adjusted the same way.» She reached inside the pod, coming close to the mechanism without touching it. «But ours come from the Makers, like the zifthkakik, and are enclosed so that the principle of operation is hidden. This is remarkable, Khrog. The enhunan–humans, that is not so hard to say. The humans have a higher technology than we did before the Traders came.»

Khrog Dhakgo nodded. «Yes, that was clear from the beginning.» He looked sharply at Peters. «Your people designed and built this, and know all the principles involved?»

Peters mused briefly on Japanese components, Mexican assembly plants, and the phrase "your people" as applied from a distance of umpteen jillion miles. «Yes to both questions,» he said without emphasis.

«Is this technology for sale?» Khrog asked, again with an odd intonation.

The sailor shrugged. «As I understand it, the reason we are here is to explore which of our products might be wanted by other people. As for this particular item, I see no reason why not, but I am too junior to answer your question directly.» Makers? It had sounded like a name or title when Ghnal said it. What was that all about? «Would you help me close the panel?» he asked.

Khrog Dhakgo obligingly took the forward end again. As Peters was securing the latches the kheil remarked, «You are a junior? Remarkable. You have an excellent command of the trade language. Where are your seniors? Can you introduce me to them?»

«I can take you to them,» Peters said. «They will wish to know who you are.» The polite Grallt formula implied without saying, what’s your status?

«I am the first of this company,» said Khrog with another alarming smile.

Oh, Jesus! «Then I am making a large mistake by speaking to you at all,» Peters told him. «I apologize for interfering. I will take you to my superiors at once.»

«No apologies necessary,» said Ghnal. «I don’t see that you have made any mistakes. Thank you for escorting us to the food hall, and for showing us the ship.»

«Yes, and for assisting us at the meal,» said Khrog. «Where are your superiors? Is the rather alarming person we met earlier one of them?»

Howell had been stuffy and abrupt, probably unsure of himself, and certainly resenting having to call on a Second Class for help; Peters knew he didn’t care to deal with the Grallt, and did so only when it was absolutely necessary. «He is my immediate superior, yes, but the ones you must talk to are the crews of our ships.»

«Kkh. I see where the confusion arose.» Khrog produced another smile, not so alarming, or perhaps Peters was getting used to it. «The Combat Dancers are only ship operators. They follow my orders.» He looked across the bay. «At the moment they are mingling with the human ship crews. We had no idea that the ship crews were the superiors here.» At Peters’s look he continued, «Don’t worry about it. These misunderstandings are common when two peoples meet for the first time.»

«I can see that might be so.» Oh, shit! "Ridley, you got an earbug? We got a situation here."

"Yeah. What’s up?"

"Turns out this here’s the bossman of this bunch of folks," Peters said. "My compliments to Master Chief Joshua, and it’d be best if we could get ‘em in touch with the officers."

"So this is the head fruitbat, eh?" Ridley said. "Don’t look like much to me. What the Hell are you doing skylarking with officers?"

"Cap’n Fruitbat to you," Peters corrected. "And that’s just the question I expect the Master Chief to be askin’, and I ain’t in the mood to repeat myself. You want to ask him to get down here?"

"No." Ridley stared, shrugged, then reached up, detached the bug, and held it out. "You talk to him. Channel two."

Peters stared back for a moment, took the earbug, and arranged it, not without a grimace of distaste at the other’s body heat still clinging to it. "Master Chief, this is Green Three-Seven."

"What are you doing on the channel, Peters?" the Chief wanted to know. "You’re not on duty."

"Yes, Chief, but we got a fu–, a mistake here, and I ain’t got the horsepower to straighten it out. I’d be obliged if you could meet me by the demonstration plane."

"Is this really serious, Peters?"

"Yeah–yes, Master Chief, I reckon it is."

"I’ll take your word for it this once. Where are you?"

"Down by the demo Tomcat."

"On my way."

"Thanks, Chief." Peters unclipped the earbug, handed it back to Ridley, who grimaced in his turn and wiped it down the front of his uniform jumper before clipping it in place. «In a moment, my immediate superior will be here,» he told the enkheil. «He will take you to the ones you should speak with.»

Khrog Dhakgo clapped him on the back. «John, I think your culture pays too much attention to status. While we are waiting for your superior, I want you to call us ‘Khrog’ and ‘Ghnal’ at least twice. Do you think Ghnal is pretty?»

Peters slumped his shoulders and laughed weakly. «Very well, Khrog. Yes, I think Ghnal is very pretty. That may be because I have not seen a female of my species in some time.»

Ghnal clapped her hands together, wing flaps making it a double pop. «Wonderful! You even have my name right, considering that you don’t have the flap in your throat to make the sound properly. And you told a joke, too.» She touched him on the forearm. «Don’t worry. You have done very well, hasn’t he, Khrog?» When Khrog nodded she went on, «If you have free time after this business is concluded, perhaps you would like to visit us? We have a very pleasant place, with a view of a lake. You would enjoy it, I’m sure.»

«Yes, I’m sure I would, but I don’t know if I will have any free time–Ah.» He was rescued by the appearance of Chief Joshua, in khakis over his kathir suit, hat firmly in place.

"What’s this all about, Peters?" Joshua wanted to know.

"Master Chief, this is Khrog Dhakgo. He’s the, well, they say the First of the enkheil squadron, I reckon he’d be about full Commander equivalent. We done got it backwards. The pilots are the enlisted, and these here are the officers, in this setup."

"I see," the Chief said dubiously. «Pleasant greetings,» he managed in Grallt, and saluted.

«Is this a respect gesture?» Khrog Dhakgo asked.

«Yes!» Ghnal Dhango hissed. «Return it, you oaf!»

Khrog inclined his head slightly and shrugged his wings with a pop. The Chief relaxed his salute and said, "Tell them to come with me, Peters. I’ll escort them to meet the officers."

Peters relayed that, and the reply: "They say OK, Master Chief, but they’re askin’ if I could come along to translate."

Joshua stared a moment, finally shook his head. "I don’t think that’s a good idea. Dreelig can handle it."

"Aye, Master Chief." To the enkheil: «Please go with Master Chief Joshua. Our superiors have translators available.»

Khrog Dhakgo half-spread his wings, furled them in a gust of air. «Very well,» he said shortly.

«And after this business is finished, you will come to visit. It’s settled,» said Ghnal. «Don’t worry, we’ll find you,» she said when he tensed up.

Peters shook his head as they walked off toward officers’ country. At the moment, Ghnal’s parting shot sounded more like a threat than an invitation.

  





Chapter Twenty-One

Peters reported to the retarders for flight ops, correctly rigged out in helmet, flak jacket, and boondockers, but: "The Master Chief wants to see you in his office," Howell said with an unmistakable air of satisfaction. "Right now," he added with relish.

"Did he say what it’s about?" Peters asked.

"Hmph. You know as much about it as I do." The First Class smirked a little. "Probably more, in fact. Get going, nothing’s going to happen here for a while, and if it does, Jacks and Rupert can cover for you."

"Right." Peters stared a moment, then turned away and headed for the enlisted quarters hatch. First stop, his room. Anything that had that asshole Howell looking so damn happy was bound to call for undress blues, at least.

Master Chief Joshua’s door was always open. That didn’t mean you walked in on him without invitation; Peters banged on the doorframe. The Chief looked up from the computer he’d been punching at and barked, "Come!"

Peters took off his white hat as he entered. "You wanted to see me, Chief?"

"Yeah." Joshua snapped the computer screen shut and leaned forward, elbows on the desk, supporting his chin on his knuckles. After a moment he snorted, shook his head, shifted his forearms to lie on the table grasping his elbows, and leaned farther forward. "Just what did you think you were doing, sailor?" he asked in a voice that seemed more tired than irritated.

"Beggin’ the Master Chief’s pardon, but I don’t understand the question, Master Chief."

Joshua’s gaze intensified. "Don’t come that shit with me, Peters," he warned.

"I still don’t understand, Master Chief."

Joshua snorted again. "Hmph. All right, if you want to play ignorant and innocent, I’ll spell it out for you. You, Peters, are a Second Class Petty Officer in the United States Navy, isn’t that right?

"Yes, Master Chief," Peters replied softly.

"Good. Now, in the United States Navy, enlisted people are not authorized to engage in official contact with senior officers of foreign powers. In fact, they are specifically forbidden to do so. Were you aware of that, Petty Officer Peters?"

"Yes, Master Chief."

Joshua nodded. "Glad to hear it," he said sarcastically. "To continue," he leaned forward again, "In the United States Navy, and to my knowledge in all the armed forces of the United States of America, enlisted people, especially junior enlisted people, are not authorized to engage in substantive negotiations, for trade or otherwise, with officials of foreign powers. I will admit that it isn’t specifically forbidden by the regulations, but I’d say the first rule I mentioned would just about cover it, now wouldn’t you, Petty Officer Peters?"

"Yes, Master Chief."

"Good, I’m glad we agree." Joshua leaned back and folded his arms. "Now, with those two rules as background, I am gonna ask my first question again: Just what the Hell did you think you were doing running around with the CO of the opposing force like long lost buddies, accepting invitations, and making suggestions about trade matters, Peters?"

Peters stared straight ahead and thought furiously. "Beggin’ the Master Chief’s pardon," he said again, "I’m afraid the Master Chief’s understandin’ of the sequence of events is mistaken."

"Hmph." Joshua leaned forward again. "All right, Peters, I’ll bite. Just what was the sequence of events from your point of view?"

Peters took a deep breath. "I believe the Master Chief is aware that I’ve learned a little of the language they use on this here ship." When Joshua nodded sharply he continued, "The enkheil come over to the retarder consoles while we was strikin’ from flight ops, and tried to enquire of my section leader. Petty Officer Howell don’t speak no Grallt, Master Chief, and I offered my services as translator."

"I see," said Joshua. "What did they want?"

"They wanted to see the retarder consoles, Master Chief, and set up the procedures for how we was to alternate between our guys and the enkheil crews." He thought a moment. "Is the Master Chief aware that Ghnal Dhango, the one with the red fur, is the head of retarder crews for the enkheil?"

"No, Peters, I wasn’t aware of that." By the tone, Joshua didn’t care, either. He gestured, a little wave. "Continue, please."

"Aye, Master Chief. Anyways, we got the business about the retarders settled to Howell’s and Khrog Dhakgo’s satisfaction–"

"Just a minute," Joshua interrupted. "Krog Thak Go is the name of the CO, right?" And he’s the one you introduced me to when you called me?"

"That’s correct, Master Chief." Well, close enough, anyway.

"Continue, please."

"Aye, Master Chief. As I was sayin’, we got the business with the retarders concluded, and Khrog Dhakgo asked where away was the chow hall. We was done strikin’ the evolution, and I had no specific duties at that point, so I offered to show ‘em where to get some chow, Master Chief."

"I see," said Joshua again. He clasped his hands, fingers intertwined. "And you took chow with them, as I understand it."

"Yes, Master Chief."

"What did you talk about over chow?"

Peters thought back. "Just general stuff, Master Chief, like people from different places talk about. Stories, mostly."

"Stories," Joshua said with a caustic edge. "You gave them a pretty detailed look at the Tomcat, or so I hear."

Ridley was the source of that, no doubt. Peters nodded. "Yes, Master Chief. To my understandin’ the reason the Tomcat was parked where it was, with a sentry, was to provide the new folks with somethin’ to look at, and to serve as an example of our stuff. The enkheil expressed an interest, and at the time I didn’t see nothin’ wrong with the idea, Master Chief."

"You ‘didn’t see nothin’ wrong with the idea’," Joshua mocked.

Peters flushed a little. "No, Master Chief."

"And all this time you thought you were talking to a couple of ordinary folks, I take it."

"Yes, Master Chief, to the extent that folks with wings from another planet can be considered ordinary folks, that is."

"Yeah, right." Joshua laid his hands on the desk, asked tiredly, "At what point did you become aware that this Krog whatever was the skipper of that bunch, Peters?"

"Only at the very end, Master Chief, and I immediately got in contact with the proper person in my chain of command, as I am instructed to do, Master Chief."

"Which is me."

"Yes, Master Chief."

"All right, Peters, now we get to the point. I’m gonna ask this one time: Did you, at any time in that conversation, suggest to those people that any of our stuff might be for sale, or offer any kind of trade suggestions?"

"I might’ve, Master Chief." Joshua glared, and Peters went on hurriedly, "We was just talkin’, Master Chief, about the stuff we make, on both sides. We was bound to make suggestions." He spread his hands in frustration, hurriedly returned them to their clasp in front when the Master Chief’s glare intensified. "I know I ain’t got the horsepower to make any kind of agreement, Master Chief. I didn’t make no proposals or suggest prices or like that. We was just talkin’ about what was around." He shook his head. "I can’t say any better’n that, Master Chief."

"No, I don’t suppose you can, Peters." Joshua’s tone was tired; he brought his hands together and rested his chin on them again. After a long pause he said, "I don’t want to go through this again, Peters."

"No, Master Chief."

"I think you’ve been getting the idea that you’re something special because you know the language. Well, that’s so to a certain extent, but what you are is a Second Class Petty Officer, and from where I sit you’re bucking for Third, do you understand what I mean, Peters?"

"Yes, Master Chief."

"In the future I expect you to keep a low profile, do you understand me?" Joshua forestalled Peters’ acknowledgement with a handwave. "You’re expected to provide your knowledge of the language to those who need it, to help in relations with other people, but you are not to go haring off on your own, making agreements and setting up trade, because you are not some kind of half-assed ambassador, you understand?"

"Yes, Master Chief."

"I sincerely hope so, because if we have to have a little talk like this again, you are going to be in deep shit, do you understand that, Petty Officer Peters?"

"Yes, Master Chief."

"All right, you’re dismissed, Peters." Joshua gave him the once-over. "I see you dressed for the occasion, and I do appreciate the thought, but you skin back into your deck gear and shag ass down to your station. Flight ops’ll be starting soon."

"Aye, Master Chief."

"Get your ass out of here."

Peters nodded and got. Back in his room, he shook for a few moments with reaction, then got out of his undress blues and into green jumper, dungaree trousers, and the rest of it. He shook his head, left his blues in a heap on his bunk, and headed below. He’d have time to think about this later.

* * *

The operations bay had been rearranged, with tubby enkheil ships in nose-out echelon along the outboard wall and human planes arranged the same way inboard. Human pilots filed out of their quarters hatch, formed their column of twos, and marched in step across the bay, taking up stations at the nose of each aircraft. The arrangement put the boarding ladders out of sight; at a barked signal the crews saluted, doubled around the noses, and began saddling up. Enkheil Combat Dancers stood against the wall forward of their ships, black alternating with white, wings partially extended, watching with interest.

They knew more, now, about the enkheil. The batlike people had a long history of bloody war, and had eventually solved the problem by turning the whole concept into an art form. Few enkheil were ever killed in their performances, but it did happen, and apparently they didn’t worry too much about it, regarding an occasional casualty as an inevitable byproduct, regrettable but not tragic. Khrog Dhakgo’s company was considered (by themselves, at least) to be at the top of the list of performers in the dance of war, specializing in the airborne version.

When all the aircrews were strapped in, the planes began moving slowly, canopies open, directed by enlisted in yellow shirts with light wands. Chief Warnocki stood well forward, wearing the yellow jumper of a catapult officer; they didn’t have, or need, catapults, but as each plane reached a point even with the officers’ quarters hatch the canopies closed, the pilot saluted, Chief Warnocki returned the salute, and the plane accelerated down the bay, turning into a point of light in space.

When all the planes were clear the Combat Dancers began boarding their tubby ships, moving in a simplified version of the ruffles and flourishes they’d used when disembarking. Khrog Dhakgo stood across the bay from Warnocki, wings half extended, his head turning from side to side as he supervised the action. Ghnal Dhango was aft, standing by Howell. Each retarder console had its human crew and a pair of enkheil, ready to trade off according to which type of ship was to be recovered. The two at Retard Three had no Trade beyond "hello," "goodbye," and "please;" they communicated by hand signals, demonstrated by Ghnal with translation by Peters, sour looks contributed by Howell. The enkheil flourish meaning "it’s all yours" was similar to the one humans used, but more spectacular with its accompanying flirt of a wing.

When all the enkheil ships had launched, moving gracefully but without the extraneous business of ground-guides and salutes, Chief Joshua announced a two-utle standdown over the deck push. "Stay near your stations in case of emergency, but take it easy," he advised. Ghnal Dhango made a short speech in the staccato enkheil language, probably amounting to the same thing since the other enkheil seemed to relax, some leaning against the open bay door, others gathering in small groups to chat, just like the sailors.

«That was impresssive,» said Ghnal. Peters hadn’t noticed her approach and started a bit, and she grinned and continued, «The business with the wands, and the little ceremony with each ship, make a different dance, and a very nice one. I’m sure Khrog will want to copy it. Dhnangkhi’s Company will be envious when next we meet.»

Peters had to admit that the enkheil had something of a point. The care necessary to move multiton vehicles around in a restricted area did result in something that looked very much like a performance. Flight ops on the carrier are dirty, noisy, and dangerous; without engine noise, intakes to suck you in, or jet blast to knock you ass over teakettle, this was pretty. «It is our normal procedure,» he said with a little shrug. «The men with wands guide the ships, because the operators cannot see well enough to do it safely.» He paused, looked around. Several sailors were eyeing the two, among them Howell, who was scowling. «Ghnal, I have been instructed by my superiors to avoid contact with you. They don’t think it’s appropriate for a junior like myself to associate with those of high status.»

«Yes, that Grallt–Dreelig?–said something like that. Foolishness,» Ghnal declared. «But I understand that you must follow their directives, so I won’t cause you any trouble.» She grinned, shrugged, and flirted a wing. «Remember our invitation.»

«I’m afraid I won’t be able to visit,» Peters said. «Partly because of my superiors’ directives, but mostly because the ship will be leaving immediately after the ship-dance is concluded.»

«That’s a pity.» She touched him on the shoulder. «But I predict a great future for your people. Perhaps you will visit Keelisika again, and then you can visit.»

«I suppose that isn’t impossible,» Peters admitted.

Ghnal laughed. «Very few things are actually impossible,» she said. «Some of them are improbable. But if you are ever able to accept the invitation, be confident that it will still be extended.» She nodded and popped her wings, like the salute Khrog Dhakgo had given the Chief. «Now I will take myself off, so as not to get you in trouble.»

Peters watched her go with mixed emotions. The invitation seemed sincere, and absent the Master Chief’s specific injunction he would have taken it with pleasure. On the other hand, he wasn’t sure he was ready to be by himself on a world full of aliens, even if he could have stretched the invitation to include Todd.

Howell gave him another scowl, and Jacks and Rupert were eyeing him speculatively. He gave the latter two a shrug and grimace, and they turned and shrugged at one another. Ghnal Dhango went to the aft end of the row of retarders, conspicuously avoiding Howell, and took up a closed stance, wings furled around her torso. Peters snorted and pretended to check the retarder console.

The aft lookout reported ships approaching right on time. Master Chief Joshua confirmed it over the deck push, and Peters and the other humans took their stations; human ships would trap first. They busied themselves with crosschecks as the sparks grew aft. With little to actually do, they were easily ready before the first Tomcat flashed into the bay with only a subsonic whisper from the retarder fields. The rest followed with the usual precision; once the 210 bird was taxiing into position against the inboard wall they moved away from the consoles. Furred, winged aliens took over their posts, and the enkheil ships trapped in turn, with almost equal flair.

Humans emerged from the planes and took up position at the noses, as they had when launching. Enkheil extruded their ladders, and the Combat Dancers emerged, to perform a routine similar in principle but different in detail from the one they’d done when they boarded, ending with all of them in deep bows, with wings furled like cloaks. Human officers saluted sharply, and Commander Bolton stepped forward to make a half-bow; the Dancers took that as a signal to rise, and both groups formed their columns and proceeded toward their quarters.

"Well, that’s that," said Jacks with a satisfied air. "Our guys won."

"How do you figure that?" Peters asked. "We ain’t heard nothin’ about it yet."

Jacks shrugged. "Why do we need to? What with the wings and all, what they did at the end had to be admitting they lost. Pretty damn elegant, I thought."

"You’re probably right," Peters admitted, eyeing the other sailor sidelong as the Master Chief announced the end of the evolution. "Time for chow," he told his crew when the announcement was done. "Me for a shower first, though."

Rupert plucked at his jumper. "Sheeit," he said. "The rubber long johns take care of that well enough for me. I’m gonna get out of this deck gear, though."

"Right," said Peters. "See you in the chow hall." Rupert nodded, and he and Jacks headed off, Jacks swiveling his head around, probably looking for Se’en. Peters lingered for a few moments; that gave him a chance to nod at Ghnal as she passed. She returned the nod and added a wing flip, but didn’t say anything. "And that’s that," Peters said to himself, and followed the others toward the enlisted quarters.

Todd was in the shower when he got there, so Peters stripped off his deck gear, pulled his kathir suit down around his waist, and sat on his bunk to wait. It didn’t take long to shower when his turn came, because Rupert was right; the suit took care of things like perspiration. Todd waited and went with him to chow, wanting to know what had gone on that had the brass excited. Peters explained the best he could. "They’re nice folks," he concluded. "Wasn’t for the Master Chief gettin’ his balls in a uproar, we coulda had a nice forty-eight."

Todd snorted. "Fat chance," he opined. "I suppose the officers’ll get to go."

"You know, I don’t think so," Peters said. "Just a feelin’."

That got a grin, shrug, and grimace from Todd. "You say it."

This was first ande for the Grallt, second for the humans. The schedule was for an ande of off-time, then a second mock-combat session; the second session came off on schedule and without a hitch, with the same conclusion as the first. Ghnal Dhango stayed by the Number One console during the entire evolution, conspicuously ignoring Howell to the extent possible and paying little visible attention to anything except the business at hand. At the end she was escorted away by Chief Spearman, to join Khrog Dhakgo and disappear into the officers’ quarters hatch.

Very shortly after that the enkheil boarded their ships for the last time, the Combat Dancers doing another skit as the support crews climbed into their transports, fatter versions of the combat ships with windows–or rather, round portholes–down the side. Neither Ghnal Dhango nor Khrog Dhakgo tried to speak to Peters, or even acknowledge him beyond Ghnal’s parting nod as she joined her mate aboad the lead transport. Peters was relieved, but had to admit a little disappointment.

And, well, a little resentment, too, he was forced to admit, at least to himself. He thought about that as he helped boom Tomcats down; scuttlebutt had it that they’d be leaving soon, and Chief Warnocki didn’t know if that was right or not but didn’t want to leave anything to chance. Maybe even a lot of resentment. He thought about it some more as he showered and dressed for chow. Oh, well, the Navy was the Navy; you could do a lot of things, but bucking the system wasn’t one of them.

About the time he’d reached that conclusion Cleeves was banging on his door with a summons to attend the Master Chief. The runner had arrived with news from the bridge: High Phase would begin at the next ande, only a few minutes away. Their next destination was called Zenth, whatever and wherever that was. He thanked the runner, who took herself off, and shared a shrug with the Master Chief. There was nothing strange here but the funny-looking people. When you’re in the Navy, you go where the boat goes.

When he got back to his room there was a surprise waiting; a package wrapped in brown cloth and tied with soft string. Todd professed ignorance. "One of the Grallt, the regular ones, not the zerkre, brought it by and said it was for you."

"So what is it?"

Todd shrugged. "Damifino. Open it up, then we’ll both know."

The contents of the package was a statuette about thirty centimeters high, depicting a male-female pair of Combat Dancers in the pose they’d used at the end of their routine when they first came aboard: male crouching, female erect, both with wings spread. The material was some kind of wood, dark brown with a green tinge, and the artist had used the grain of the wood to emphasize the lines of the dancers’ wings. "Damn, that’s pretty," Todd observed. "What’s the note say?"

Peters hadn’t noticed the note, a slip of folded paper, creamy white with some kind of design or logo embossed on the front. Keep us in mind, it said in Grallt, and there was a squiggle below that, probably somebody’s signature. He read it to Todd. "As if I could forget any of this shit," he said softly.

"Look at it this way," Todd suggested. "You’ve made at least one friend."

Peters snorted. "Yeah, and a whole bunch of enemies, I reckon, and the enemies are a lot closer. Whoa, here we go."

Llapaaloapalla had been maneuvering as they spoke, stars flitting across the window in jumps and skips; there came the odd decelerating sensation of entry to High Phase, with the same special effects they’d seen before. Peters looked at the statuette in his hand for a long moment, then carefully set it in one of his locker cabinets, slipping the note under the base.

"You ought to keep it out to look at," Todd objected. "It’s pretty."

"Nah," Peters said, and latched the cabinet. "It’d just collect dust. I’ll take it out from time to time, but there ain’t no need to be too obvious about it."

Todd shrugged. "It’s your statue."

  





Chapter Twenty-Two

Kennard and Tollison started the exercise sessions back up as soon as possible. Peters joined in as something to do more than anything else; most of the others seemed to feel the same way. The Grallt, not given to mincing words, called it "dance class". Peters forebore to explain that to anybody. Tollison would have laughed; he didn’t know Kennard much.

Their diet started changing. The first new item to appear was a cloudy pink beverage; Zeep brought them each a glass without being asked and bustled off. Todd tasted it cautiously. "Milk," he diagnosed. "Kind of a funny flavor, but not bad." Peters tasted and agreed.

After that they got on average one new item per meal. Zeep would bring something, tell them the name, and bustle off while they tried it. Some of it they liked, some they didn’t; none of it made them sick, although almost all the humans had weak allergic reactions to one or more items.

That was remarkable when you thought about it. Peters asked, and Zeep explained: «Oh, it all has to be tested, that’s why you don’t get it all at once.» He shrugged. «If it was only us we wouldn’t need to test, we know the enkheil well. But you humans are new.» Peters and Todd shared raised eyebrows. Apparently there was a little more to food service on Llapaaloapalla than met the eye.

Peters and Tollison, along with a few others, got called away from the exercise sessions regularly, because Chief Warnocki wanted to get started on the forward bay door. They got out the bucket lift and turned to; the mechanism wasn’t in quite as bad shape as the aft one had been, probably because the Grallt’s operations pattern used it less, but several gear teeth were cracked, and the thing needed oil like a last-century automobile did. Dhuvenig’s admonition not to open the doors during high phase left them with no way to test it until Cleeves suggested that they disconnect the drive chain from the door itself. "We know the door moves," he observed.

"Yeah, and the carrier bearings on that are next on the list for grease," Warnocki growled. "But yeah, you’re right. We’ll do it that way." It took an extra watch, but at the end they were confident that the doors would work when needed.

The enkheil had used lasers, or something like lasers, in the mock combat, and the Navy blue paint on the planes had absorbed the energy just fine, thank you. They had blotches where the paint had been burned off, and those had to be cleaned, filled, and repainted. Peters wasn’t involved in that, but Todd was, and when he remarked about it, Peters explained what the enkheil had told him: "They reckon it must be the same thing, but they ain’t got a clue what it really is, because they buy ‘em off the shelf and they’re all sealed up, so you can’t tell how they work."

"Sounds like an opportunity for us," Todd observed. "Maybe we could sell them cheaper or something."

Peters snorted. "Hnh. Just don’t let the Master Chief hear you talkin’ like that. That’s officer business, accordin’ to him, and enlisted better keep their nose out."

Todd grinned. "What I think is, Master Chief Joshua wants your ass."

"We don’t get on too well, and that’s a fact."

During the workups for the voyage Peters and Todd hadn’t seen a great deal of one another, each being pulled into the orbit of his particular specialty despite the strong association formed by their being tossed together and into a strange situation. Now that they were roommates they had begun to take up where they’d left off, taking chow together, talking over the day, and grousing about conditions.

They also began, tentatively at first, to resume their exploration of Llapaaloapalla. Peters’s command of the Trade language and Todd’s less elegant ability gave them access to anywhere that wasn’t private or guarded, and much that was. Neither of them asked or received permission, either from the Grallt or their own hierarchy, and they made no explanations and filed no reports. They didn’t discuss their wanderings in public, except sotto voce over meals, and although they weren’t exactly furtive, they did take reasonable precautions to avoid questions that were sure to be awkward.

The section below the operations bay had about the same volume as the bay, but was divided into decks; the upper two were warrens of freezers, some of which weren’t working, and the rest of it held long narrow trays mounted on chain drives. A gang of Grallt would manhandle a tray onto the start end of the chains, which would carry it slowly away. As it moved, it would be filled with dirt–or some mixture plants would grow in–and seeded, and before it reached the end would support a luxuriant growth, which was harvested by one crew before another wrestled the tray off the chains, cleaned it, and returned it to start for recycling. The overheads of those compartments were forests of lights of different types, and the illumination there was almost blinding; many of the Grallt working there wore caps and tinted lenses, the lenses depending from headbands or cap visors, which made sense.

«Why this one not works?» Todd asked, looking into an empty compartment in the freezer section.

«The mechanism is broken,» said Gellin, the sub-supervisor who had consented to guide them. «We could use the space, but it isn’t a large problem. When we next go to Kakikya someone will repair it.»

«How should it work?» Peters asked, looking with interest at a small box or cabinet near the door. «Is this the control?»

Gellin lifted her brows. «That’s right, you humans like to fix things. Yes, that should be the control. Except that when I move the lever–» she suited action to the words «–nothing happens, see?»

Peters had his multitool out and was removing left-handed screws to expose the mechanism. «Are you sure you know what you’re doing?» Gellin asked, sounding dubious.

«Not always,» he said cheerfully. «It doesn’t work, so I can hardly break it, can I?»

«I suppose so.»

"Todd, take a look. Looks like a pretty normal thermostat t’me."

"Yep, there’s the coil." The younger sailor twiddled the lever. "And this tightens and loosens it, instead of just shifting it back and forth. Makes sense, if you can’t depend on gravity. Where’s the switch–Ah. What’s this?"

"This" was a ball of fluff that had worked its way into the mechanism, jamming a bit that was intended to move. Mindful of the possibility of electric shock–ship’s power was 103 volts, a bit over 59 Hertz, well within the adaptability of computer power supplies and enough to blow your fillings out if you got across it–Peters put on an airsuit glove and used the multitool’s pliers to gently ease the foreign body out. Something clicked, there was a fat spark from deeper in the case, and air began coming out the grilles. "There we go," he said, holding the tool up with the fluff caught in the points.

«Incredible,» Gellin breathed. «You made that look so easy.»

«Sometimes it is easy. Sometimes it’s much more difficult,» Peters warned.

Gellin waved that off. «Yes, I know the principle,» she said. «Can you show me what you did?»

Todd took it upon himself to explain a bimetallic thermostat, and showed Gellin where the insulating fluff had stopped it from operating properly. The blast of arctic air was kicking up dust, already rapidly lowering the temperature in the room. The kathir suits kept their bodies comfortable, but faces and hands were getting a bit chilled. «I must tell my first about this,» Gellin said. «Shut the machine off for now; the room must be cleaned before we can begin using it. No, don’t worry about the cover,» she said to Peters, who had begun fiddling with it. «I will put it back in a little while.»

«No trouble,» Peters said as he put in the last screw. «I’ll turn it off.» He moved the lever to the left, at a guess; the cold blast stopped abruptly. «There.»

Gellin took them to meet her supervisor, a portly male about Znereda’s age called Lindalu, which Todd and Peters took for granted. Lindalu thanked them without effusiveness and made a suggestion to Gellin that they didn’t hear. On their way out of the freezer section she popped into one of the rooms and emerged with a handful of objects. They were probably fruits, looking a little like apples at first glance. Inside the skin they were soft, sweet, and creamy, like custard, with a center of tough fiber holding hard pits. The two sailors devoured theirs in a few bites, and Gellin only smiled and fetched another apiece. «Good, aren’t they? But we don’t have enough for everybody, so they are special treats. This occasion qualifies.»

«It was not a major effort,» Peters demurred, but Gellin only smiled and went away in the abrupt Grallt fashion. The sailors went their own way, munching custard fruit.

* * *

Word began to spread, and the humans, who not only fixed things but explained them afterwards, were welcome almost everywhere. Even Linvenig, the engineering officer who had tossed them out when they intruded before, was hospitable; he was Lindalu’s brother or something, and cordially led them on a tour of the engineering pits. He did not explain the zifthkakik. «Nobody can explain the zifthkakik,» he told them. «Nobody knows how they work except the people who made them. Sorry about that.» The idiom translated perfectly. «I’d like to know myself. So would many people,» he observed wryly. «But I don’t see it happening soon.»

«Us too,» said Todd cheerfully.

They began to get invitations. Some of the living quarters had kitchens, and those were typically occupied by families with children; they had several meals with one or another of the Grallt they met. They were on their way to a family meal when a call came from behind. «Peters, is that you? Wait a minute.»

Peters turned to look. «Oh, it is you!» Peet exclaimed, clapping her hands together delightedly. She was wearing a sort of shift or singlet, with straps over the shoulders, ending well above mid-thigh, made of something thin enough to let nipples show. «I’ve been thinking about you,» she said. «You never came to see me.» In a few steps she had Peters in a close embrace and was giving him a straight-faced kiss. After a moment or two of that, she moved back a little, staying well within personal space, and looked down. «I see I made the right impression this time,» she said with a broad grin.

«Peet, I–»

«Never mind, we can talk later.» She seized his hand. «You go ahead,» she said to Todd and their host. «I’ll bring him back later. Or maybe not.» This with another grin and a quick peck on the lips.

«Not problem,» said Todd, with amusement in his tone; Peters couldn’t look around, being trapped, but could imagine the grin. "Get on with it," the younger sailor advised in English, definitely amused. "I’ll expect a blow-by-blow account later."

"You wish," Peters said, and heard the other laugh.

«Enough chat,» said Peet firmly, and towed him to the door of her room. It was set up for two, a bit bigger than the sailors’ and quite a bit more cluttered. «Get out,» she said without ceremony to the other occupant, another female. «Go visit with Dell or something. I want to gabble this guy.»

Peters hadn’t heard the word before, but the context was clear; at some point he’d decided the Hell with it, go with the flow. The other girl was wearing a garment similar to Peet’s; she stood and stretched, looking at Peters with a smile, then turned to face away and began pulling on trousers, the lower half of the pants and shirt outfit some Grallt wore. «You aren’t supposed to be looking at her,» Peet said. «You’re supposed to be looking at me.» She struck a pose for a moment, arms high, the stretch making her breasts more prominent. «There. Now get out of that suit while I clear this stuff away.»

The other girl brushed by, pausing at the door. «I may want a turn later,» she warned.

«Go gabble yourself,» Peet said, but both girls were grinning. «And get out. I’ll come and get you when we’re done.» The door clicked behind her as she left. Peet shoved a pile of clothing into a locker, forced the door shut and latched the handle, then began twitching bedclothes into position. «Haven’t you got any further than that?» she asked when she’d finished making the bed and turned. «Here, I’ll help you.»

Peters had unclasped his buckle, but had been too bemused by the situation to go farther. Removing the belt deactivated the suit; only the wearer could do that without special precautions. Once deactivated it could be opened by anyone, which Peet proceded to demonstrate by tugging the "zipper" to open the top section. The two of them began pulling it down; when it got past his groin she squealed. «Wonderful!» she said. «But we can play later. Toss it on the other bed.»

Peters freed his legs, tossed the suit as instructed, and turned to find Peet pulling the shift over her head. She lay on the bunk, spread her legs slightly, and grinned. «In case you weren’t quite sure, it goes right there,» she said, pointing.

Peters managed with a minimum of fumbling. Nothing was seriously out of place, although he wasn’t experienced enough to make detailed comparisons. «Khhh,» she said, a long throaty exhalation as he entered. «Khhh, so good. Now move.»

He moved. She quickly caught the rhythm, and they moved together. Her breath started coming in deep gasps, with low, back of the throat sounds like growls, Ghrrr, aaahh, ghrrr, in time with the strokes. Gasps and growls got longer and deeper, culminating in a long cry, throaty growl mixed with a higher tone, a sound like nothing in his experience, and she clasped him around the torso so strongly he was forced to be still, and kissed him again.

He wasn’t spent, so after a few moments of embrace he began moving again. She caught the rhythm after a few strokes, loosened her grasp, and began breathing deeply again. It took longer this time, but now he knew what to look for, and when she reached her high point he released his own. This time when she hugged him he hugged back, and they lay there together for a little while.

Then she kissed him again, bringing her tongue into play, and he responded. After only a little of that she pushed him away slightly and inhaled. «That’s really nice, but I can’t keep it up for too long,» she said. «I can’t breathe.»

«I can’t either,» he admitted. «But I like it too.»

«Let’s see how long we can keep it up.» They did that, establishing the maximum duration to the satisfaction of both parties.

The third time took even longer, but seemed to work out just as well. After she had released her final clasp, he rolled to one side, lying on the bed, their bodies touching full length. «I have to rest a little,» he admitted.

«Me too.» She smiled and pecked his lips. «But we can play.»

They explored one another, beginning with faces. Her facial cleft was deep enough to admit his hawkbeak of a nose; now he knew she breathed through it, which he’d assumed but didn’t know. She found his nose fascinating and fingered it several times. Her eyes were much like a human’s, except that the iris looked more like concentric rings than radial rays; they were blue with a tinge of green, which he hadn’t noticed despite looking full into them as they kissed. His were gray, with a bluish cast. «Not many Grallt have that color eyes,» she said. «Humans either,» he explained.

Her breasts were a little lower on her chest than a human’s, and just below her rib cage she had a pair of vestigial nipples with no swelling behind them. «Some girls have real titties there,» she said. «It’s considered really sexy.» The breasts were not remarkable–wrong, asshole, he thought wryly, but at least they weren’t too different, soft warm bags, nipples not especially prominent, surrounded by dark aureoles. Between them she had a strip of silky hair, the same near black as her head hair, thinning to surround a human-looking belly button, widening to form a pubic bush. A wider, thicker band of hair ran down her back, really a continuation of her head hair, ending in a point just above her waist.

She examined his penis closely. «It’s bigger around, but a little shorter than normal,» she mused. Then she laughed. «You know what I mean! And don’t get all male on me about it. It’s enough, as I think you just found out.»

«Well, yes,» he admitted.

Her clitoris was bigger than a human’s and weakly erectile. «I bet you can–» shit! «–make water standing up,» he remarked.

«Yes, I can piss standing up,» she supplied the word. «Can’t your females do that?»

«I’ve heard that some can, or can learn, but it isn’t normal.»

She stuck out her tongue; it came to two points, not prominently enough to be called "forked" but distinctly bifurcated at the end. «Pah. I can’t imagine.»

Her labia continued to form a flexible stem as big as his little finger and about as long, then swelling to form testicles. «They have to be like that,» she said. «Animals fuck from behind, and if they were close like yours, they’d be in the way. But leave them alone. I’m ready again; how about you?»

«I think so,» he said, and entered her again. It wasn’t quite as satisfying this time for some reason.

Apparently she felt the same way, because when they were finished, she turned and sat up, legs hanging off the bed. «Khaa,» she breathed. «So nice.» Long pause. «But..»

«But what?» Peters asked it softly, and writhed around, coming to sit on the edge of the bed beside her, bodies touching. «Did I do something wrong?»

«Oh, no,» she said, as softly as he had spoken. «But maybe I did.» She turned to face him, and reached up to touch his nose, bringing her fingers down to his lips.

He put his arm around her shoulders and hugged. «What’s wrong?»

After a pause she said, «At the most basic level, these.» She fingered her testicles where they lay on the edge of the bed and reached over. «Oh, I can’t get to yours,» she said, then sat quietly for a moment. «You know, you aren’t really a male, as I know it.»

«Yes. And you’re not really a female, the way one of my people would be.»

Peet nodded. «Yes, that’s right.» She sighed. «My sister and I play together occasionally, but that’s what it is, playing. This is, oh, I don’t know, maybe serious is the word.» Another sigh, and she turned to face him. «I’m not very pretty, you know.»

«I hadn’t noticed.»

«Well, you wouldn’t, would you? I’m too different.» She poked him in the ribs.

«Oof! Don’t do that,» Peters admonished. Then he squeezed a little tighter. «Maybe we can look at it like this,» he began, and she turned to face him again. «Did you enjoy this, or not?»

«Oh, yes,» she said.

«Would you enjoy it if we did it again?»

«Probably,» she admitted.

«And you enjoy playing with your sister.» It wasn’t really a question, but when Peet nodded he went on, «So why don’t we just call it ‘playing’ and leave it at that?»

«That would probably be the best way,» she said after a long pause. «But…»

«Yes, but,» Peters said. «But what you really want is a real male, of your own species, to romp around the bed with and maybe make you swell up.» He put his hand on her stomach.

Peet smiled a little. «A little lower, actually, but you’re right.» Deep breath. «Except I think it won’t happen. Like I said, I’m not very pretty.»

«Well, if your males are anything like ours, I think you’re putting too much emphasis on that,» he said, and squeezed her shoulders again. «What a male wants is somebody to do that with,» he jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the bed, «and if he thinks you want to do it with him, that’s what’s attractive about a female.» He grinned. «Look at me.»

«I’ve been looking at you,» Peet said, and elbowed him again.

«Oof. I told you not to do that,» Peters admonished. «What I mean is, there aren’t any females of my species available to me. You came along and invited me to play, and I have to tell you, if I introduced you to my friends back home, most of them would run screaming.»

«But I had to drag you.»

Peters smiled fully. «Yes, but I didn’t pull back very hard. The point is, I found you attractive because I thought you found me attractive.» He touched her cheek, a soft caress. «I’ll bet your males are about the same. Pick a few and try it.»

«You mean I might have to try several before I find one with low enough taste?»

«No, I mean practice makes perfect.»

Peet chuckled, the first laugh she’d managed in a little while, and reached around his shoulders to return his hug. After a long pause she said in a different tone, «I’m all over sticky. I need a shower.»

«Me, too,» Peters admitted.

Long pause. Then: «But I really think I’d like to play a little more first. Do you think you’re up to it?»

«Well, maybe.»

Peet laughed out loud. «Yes, I see you are,» she observed, and swung around to lie on the bed again. «In case you weren’t quite sure, it goes right there,» she said, and pointed.

«I had figured that out already,» Peters said.

Neither of them felt any urgency this time; the session was longer, more relaxed, and somehow friendlier, with frequent pauses for one or another type of "play". Afterwards they held one another quietly for a little while. Finally Peet pushed him away, swung her legs over the edge of the bed, and stood up. «Time for that shower,» she said. «I’ll go first, that way I can clean it up a bit for you.»

«Thank you,» he said. «Don’t take too long.»

«I’ll try.» She headed for the shower, hips swinging, and Peters considered that she still looked really good from every aspect but face on, and he was used to that by now. He sat up and looked around. In this kind of situation he’d normally have a pair of skivvies to pull on, but he had no intention of donning the kathir suit in this condition, and it wouldn’t be–he had a hard time framing the concept, but finally came around to "polite." It wouldn’t be polite to get fully dressed at this point.

Peet wasn’t long in showering, emerging still nude, with wet hair. «Your turn,» she said, and gestured, and Peters picked up the kathir suit and went that way. The facilities were the same as in his own quarters, a little bigger maybe, and there was stuff around that he thought of as "feminine": pretty bottles of colored goo and knicknacks. He showered quickly, then hesitated a moment before pulling the kathir suit on.

It turned out to be a good choice. Peet was sitting at a desk chair, dressed in her own airsuit; she looked up as he emerged. She was smiling, which he thought was a good sign. «I’ve been thinking,» she said without preamble. «What are you going to tell your friends about the time we spent together?»

«As little as possible,» Peters told her cheerfully. «It’s none of their business.»

«What about your special friend, Todde isn’t it? Will you tell him more?»

«Probably.» He thought a moment. «But it still won’t be much.»

«Good.» She paused, looked him in the face. «And what will you say to me, if we meet again?»

«I’ll say, ‘Hello, Peet.’» He smiled. «And if you smile at me, I’ll probably say, ‘Would you like to play?’»

She thought about that. «And if I say no?»

«It’s your choice, Peet.» He touched her cheek. «If I ask, it’s because I want to, but it’s always your choice.»

«Thank you,» she said softly. A pause, and she shook her head. «Do you know how to get back to your living quarters from here?» she asked in a fairly businesslike tone.

«Yes, that’s no problem,» Peters told her. «We’ve been exploring a lot. I know my way around pretty well.»

«That’s good.» Peet stood, took his arm, and began walking slowly toward the door. «Thank you, Peters,» she said softly.

«And that’s one more thing,» Peters told her as he worked the latch. «I think we’re good friends by now, at least I hope so, and that means you should call me John.» He kissed her, on the cheek rather than the lips, just a peck. «Goodbye for now, Peet.»

«Goodbye for now, John,» she said. Then she smiled and closed the door.

Peters shook his head. Apparently the Grallt practice of brief goodbyes held here, too.

  





Chapter Twenty-Three

Zenth was visible out the aft door. "It don’t look a whole lot different," Peters observed.

"Different from what?"

"Different from home. Earth," Peters explained. "Or Keelisika, either. Just sort of blue and white."

Todd considered. "I hadn’t thought about it," he admitted. "But, well, water’s blue and clouds are white, right? I don’t think that’s gonna change between different planets."

Two dli were pulled up where their entrances were convenient to the EM quarters hatch, and the freight hauler sat between them and another convenient for the officers. A chain of sailors was passing seabags down the line toward the freight ship, Mannix and another First Class checking name tags as the bags were presented.

Peters and Todd took seats in the aft section and sat while the others filed aboard. Gell pushed his way forward, leading the contingent of Chiefs toward the VIP section, and shortly after that the hatch swung shut and seated itself with a muted thud. Then the view out the ports began gyrating, the dli shot out the bow of Llapaaloapalla and into space, and the sailors settled in for the ride, some sitting quietly, others pointing out the ports and commenting.

Several of the more intrepid ones got up and went up and down the aisle, chatting with friends and generally skylarking. "I don’t think that’s a good idea," Todd remarked, watching as Everett stood over one of his cronies, laughing about something and slapping the other on the back of the head.

"Let it be," Peters advised. "We ain’t in charge of this evolution."

Shortly after that they felt the odd sensation they’d noticed when Gell was letting them operate the controls. Probably Gell was letting one of the sailors drive; the dli accelerated in odd directions, and the sensations drove the skylarkers back to their seats in a general clicking of seat belts.

Atmosphere duly arrived in a roar of orange and yellow flame. "Nice ride," somebody commented appreciatively when that was over and they were plunging toward a brightly sunlit cloud bank. The rest murmured agreement. There was a sky now rather than stars, dark blue, lightening as they descended. Next was broken clouds, first gray mist, then sunlit blue in flashes. Below that layer the dli stabilized at relatively low altitude, flying over a high-summer sea with puffy cumulus clouds overhead.

"Landfall coming up," somebody remarked, and there was a general leaning toward the ports. The landscape was predominately blue, with an occasional tinge of green and a few yellows and reds for bright contrast. Houses, or at least structures, were scattered higgledy-piggledy over the rolling hillsides among linear features that were probably fences and ditches, with blue and green trees that looked a bit like pines.

The dli passed over a straight row of tall trees and came to a halt in midair, then sank slowly onto a field of close-cropped blue–sod? Sailors started to get up and reclaim small personal items from the overhead lockers. The hatch opened with a whirr and thud, and the men nearest the entry started to move out.

"Peters, front and center!" somebody shouted. "You, too, Todd. Make way, there." Peters began pushing down the aisle, Todd following. He should have expected this and sat closer to the hatch.

Tollison stood on the wingwalk, grinning. "Your services are needed," he said, and gestured toward the tail.

The waiting group was composed of short people(?) with round heads, broad faces, and pointed ears, like munchkins; the one at the head of the delegation wore a bright-colored red-and-yellow outfit and a green hat. «Pleasant greetings,» he(?) said as Peters clambered down the steps. «Do you speak the Trade?»

«A little,» Peters admitted with a nod.

There was unmistakable relief in the small fellow’s change of posture. «Excellent! Welcome to Star Bay Resort. I am Cacoladorivarogantsava–» the name went on for several more syllables. «But you should address me as Ca. May I know your name?»

«Thank you for your welcome, Ca. I am Peters, and this is my associate, Todd. We stand ready to assist you in whatever procedure may be appropriate.»

«Oh, most excellent indeed!» the munchkin exclaimed in his high-pitched voice. «Not only a speaker of Trade, but a cultured one as well! I’m sure we shall get along famously.» He gestured at the other individuals waiting. «My staff and I are prepared to serve you in any way reasonable.»

«Most excellent indeed,» Peters agreed gravely, and nodded. «How may we best cooperate? Few of us speak the Trade.»

Ca eyed the sailors beginning to descend from the aft steps. «This is not an unfamiliar situation,» he declared. «I suggest this: Each of your people should claim his equipment, and you should divide into pairs. Staff members will assist with the equipment and direct each pair to the desk, where one should sign the register. After that they should proceed to the rooms, with the staff directing them. Is this reasonable?»

«Eminently reasonable. Please wait a moment while I explain the procedure.» Ca bowed, one hand on his gaudy belt buckle, the other stiffly down, and Peters turned to the others.

«Attention please,» he said, and lifted his hand, and somebody in the back said, "Awright, pipe down and listen up."

"Here’s how it’s gonna go," he explained when he had their attention. "Everybody go grab your seabags. It’s gonna be two to a room, so pair off, OK? Then one of the bellhops’ll take the bags and show you where to go. One man in each room’s gotta sign the book, they’ll show you. Then they’ll take you to your room." He looked around the group. "Mannix, I’d take it as a kind favor if you’d go over to the other ship and explain."

"Be glad to," Mannix said. "Tollison, why don’t you collect a crew and bear a hand with unloading? If we have to wait for that, we’ll be all morning." He gestured at the freight hauler, where a pair of Grallt were struggling to bring seabags out one at a time.

"Aye, aye," said Tollison cheerfully, and picked out five sailors. Mannix went over to the other shuttle and began explaining things, and Tollison and his crew began shifting seabags out, laying them in neat rows with space between to walk and look for tags. He was joined by four more from the other dli, and it looked like the bags would all be out in short order.

Peters turned to Ca. «We should be ready to begin the procedure in a few moments,» he told the little alien.

Ca stood with pipestem arms akimbo, looking like a cartoon of a pixie. «This is commendably organized,» he squeaked. «I must tell you we had doubts when we were asked to accommodate four eights of eights of aliens with no space experience, but if this is a proper sample of your group’s behavior I believe we will get along very well.»

Peters smiled. «I am sure they will become less organized later,» he said, «but that will be in smaller groups, or as individuals.»

«Yes, that’s often the way it goes,» Ca agreed. «But we can hope for the best.»

«Yes.» Peters eyed the scene. Sailors were claiming their seabags and picking out bellhops, who loaded the bags on hand trucks with fancy brass fittings and set out up the flagstone walkway. «Will your staff expect gratuities?»

«No, and in fact they are forbidden to accept them,» Ca said sternly.

Peters singled a sailor out by eye. "Hey, Deutsch, pass the word, willya? No tipping." The other nodded and set out to do that, and Peters looked up at the hatch, where the Chiefs were filing out. «These require precedence,» he said to Ca, and gestured.

«Ah. How many?» the little alien asked.

«Six, all in this group.»

Ca smiled again. «That will be no problem. I have just that many corner rooms available, each with a good view. Have them follow the normal procedure, but singly. Their clothing properly identifies them?» The Chiefs were in khakis over their kathir suits.

«Yes, that’s correct,» Peters said. Ca began instructing bellhops, and Peters turned to Master Chief Joshua, who was descending the steps. "Master Chief, if each of you’d go claim your stuff, there’ll be a bellboy to show you to your rooms. They’d like you to sign the register book first."

"That sounds all right," Joshua said with a short nod. He looked around. "Looks like you’ve got things pretty well organized here." Behind him, Warnocki was grinning.

Peters flushed a little. "Just passin’ the word, Master Chief. It’s Ca, here, who has things organized. I reckon he’s like the manager of the hotel. He says it’s called the Star Bay Resort." Shifting languages: «Ca, I introduce Joshua, the First of this group, and his immediate associates.»

The little alien bowed, this time low with a sweep of one arm. "Choshawa," he pronouced, almost correctly, and followed the bow with an unmistakable follow-me gesture. «I take it that Choshawa does not speak the Trade?» he asked Peters in a low voice.

«Unfortunately not,» Peters said in the same tone.

Ca sighed. «Ah, well, we do the best we can.»

One of the bellhops bowed to the Master Chief, pointing at his cart. Joshua nodded; they set off toward the seabag dump, and the other Chiefs followed. «I understood that there were to be a further five and five eights requiring special treatment,» Ca said to Peters. «Are they not here?»

«They are arriving,» Peters told him, pointing to the third dli, which was settling on the blue grass fifty meters or so away. «And yes, they require VIP treatment.» The concept was a single word in the Trade. «I believe we are well organized here. You should go and greet them. Consult with Dreelig, the Trader who is their translator and general assistant.»

«Thank you,» said the alien. «And now I introduce Zalaniski–» and a lot more. «Call him Zala. He will assist you with your equipment, and show you to your room. I must be off.» He bowed, briefly but low, without any showy gestures, and said something in squeaky staccato to the rest of the group. He and a half-dozen others double-timed across the grass to the third dli, which was beginning to disgorge passengers, with Dreelig and a pair of Grallt stewards in the lead.

Peters turned to Zala. «We will go and find our equipment now,» he said. The other nodded and set off toward the rapidly diminishing pile of seabags, scurrying on short legs to keep up with Peters and Todd, who shortened their steps a bit, embarrassed to make the little alien work so hard.

* * *

"Not bad at all," Todd observed, looking around their room. It had a sizeable common area and two small bedchambers, each little more than a closet but furnished with a narrow bed, a nightstand with lamp, and a wardrobe or armoire. The place was paneled in light tan material, wood until somebody told them different. The common area was furnished with a couch, a table with four chairs, a pair of comfortable looking armchairs, and a sideboard, all wood or wood-framed, upholstered in warm tones. One wall, opposite the door, had large sash windows, curtained with sheer fabric in cool green with broad tan stripes; the windows were open to admit a breeze that stirred the curtains. Comfort falling short of true luxury seemed to be the aim, a place to relax and look out over the black sand beach to the silver sea beyond.

They tossed their seabags on the beds and began stowing their things. Peters came back out into the common room to find Todd lounging in an armchair, looking out the window and sipping from a tall glass that tinkled. Another glass sat on the little round table by the right arm of the other chair, the pale wood protected by a diamond-shaped doily. Peters sat and sipped, to discover a pleasantly astringent citrusy taste with a slight alcoholic kick. «That’s good,» he said, in Grallt for some reason. «Where did it come from?»

Todd looked at him oddly. "I really don’t know," he confessed. "I heard the door close while I was putting my stuff away, and when I came out they were sitting here."

"Well, Aunt Lulu always said the pixies worked where you can’t see ‘em," Peters said. "Granpap was skeptical, but it looks like Aunt Lulu was right."

Todd chuckled. "Yes, all they lack is dangling earlobes, isn’t it? I wonder about this place."

"How so?"

"Well, look how comfortable this chair is. These people are a lot littler than we are. They couldn’t sit in this chair and touch the floor."

Peters shrugged. "Cacawhatever said they expected aliens. I reckon that means they set it up for whoever’s comin’ to visit."

"You’re probably right. I keep forgetting that these folks are used to all kinds dropping in."

There was a knock at the door. Peters sighed, set his glass down, and got up to answer it, during which time it was repeated. Opening the panel revealed Mannix, who looked around the room with interest. "My, my," he said, "the high-rent district, I do believe. My room has a single space with two beds and one small window looking over a lovely vista of farmhouses and what are apparently domestic animals. No, no," he waved negatively with both hands when Peters felt his face stiffen, "I’d not dream of turfing you out of the lap of luxury, especially since you’re likely to earn it twice over. Several of our comrades have repaired below, to what is apparently an establishment serving refreshment, and are having difficulties. Gracious fellow that I am, besides your being somewhat in my debt, I volunteered to seek you out and request your assistance."

Peters felt himself loosening up. Mannix was short and slight, with a thin mobile face that looked inconsequential over civvies, but he hadn’t found three chevrons and four hash marks, all gold, in cereal packages. Mock-formal babble in a sunnily cheerful tone was one of his main tactics in dealing with interpersonal relations; he reguarly got more and better work out of his crews than anybody else did, without ever seeming to push or force. "Let’s go," Peters told the First Class. "Our people don’t need to be havin’ difficulties."

"My sentiments precisely."

"Yeah, I bet. Comin’, Todd?"

"In a little bit. I’m gonna finish my drink first," the younger sailor said. "I don’t have your sense of responsibility, I guess."

"That’s quite all right," Mannix told him. "I’m quite sure you’ll find ample opportunity to contribute your abilities at a somewhat later time. Come along, Peters."

The bar was a bar, slightly upscale, paneled in blond wood and furnished with small round tables and bentwood chairs, most of which were currently occupied by sailors. "As you can see, my quest was successful," Mannix announced as they entered, and took a comic stance, one hand over his breast, the other out in an exaggerated presentation gesture. "Petty Officer Peters, over to you."

"Right," said Peters. He surveyed the crowd. "Lemme get straight with the tender first."

"Ask him if he has beer," said Tollison. "If he does, I want some." The blonde sailor held his hand out, miming a glass of three or four liters, and there was a general cry of cheerful agreement mixed with a few catcalls.

Peters approached the barkeep, one of the pixie people who staffed the hotel, who stood with arms akimbo, regarding the crowd with seeming apprehension over the low bar. «Pleasant greetings,» the sailor began. «I hope you have not had too much trouble with my associates. They are good fellows overall, if not terribly cultured.»

The bartender grinned broadly, and the tension went out of his stance. «I wasn’t really all that worried,» he said. «If they started breaking the furniture, I have a place to retreat, and as for the furniture and fittings–» he spread his arms and bent slightly at the hips, still grinning «–I just work here.»

«We can hope that won’t be a consideration,» Peters told him.

«We can hope,» the bartender said with a nod. «To business. What will they have?»

«Well, to begin with, they’d like to know if you have beer,» Peters said.

The bartender bowed. «My good fellow, everybody has beer. Everybody with any sense, that is. Beer is like gravy. Everybody has it, and everybody claims to have invented it. In my own humble opinion–» this with another bow «–no people can properly be considered of the kree unless they have beer. Certainly I have beer. Shall I serve some?»

«You should serve a great deal of beer,» Peters advised. «If you have containers of about this size–» he mimed a pitcher-sized object «–you should deliver one to each table, along with individual glasses. Is this possible?»

«Certainly. Let me ring for assistance; there are a great number of you.» The barkeep tapped a lever, generating a musical bong, and began producing and filling pitchers. «I must say, I begin to have doubts about your people,» he went on as he busied himself at his task.

«How so?» Peters asked. Staff members showed up and started delivering pitchers and glasses to tables.

«In any bar, in fact in any civilized establishment, in this volume of the void,» the barkeep said, punctuating the phrase with the thunk of another pitcher on the polished wood, «a being may call out the word "beer" in the Trade language, accompanied by the appropriate number of digits or other appendages, and depend upon being served appropriately. How is it that your people cannot achieve this minimal accomplishment?»

Peters laughed and bowed. «I offer apologies on their behalf,» he said. «We are new to this experience; in fact this is the first planet other than our own we have visited. I hope we can learn quickly.»

«Truly?» The bartender looked around the room, where the last few pitchers of beer were being delivered. «You look very much like–well, let’s just say that I’m more than a little surprised that you are so inexperienced.» He eyed the sailor for a moment, then selected a glass of roughly a pint capacity, filled it from a different tap, and passed it over. «Thank you for your assistance.»

And just what was that little pause about? Peters wondered. «You are quite welcome,» he said.

"Join us if you’d like," said Mannix as Peters turned away from the bar, gesturing at an empty chair and eyeing the glass. "I see you got served from the special reserve, but this is quite adequate."

"Real good, in fact," said Tollison as he poured himself another glass. Peters took a sip of his own, and had to agree. It was beer, cool and bubbly, with a pleasant light smoky taste.

"You and the bartender had quite a discussion," Mannix observed. "What was that all about?"

"We was talkin’ about beer," Peters explained. "The bartender says everybody with any sense makes beer. In fact, he don’t think much of people who can’t order beer."

"He’s got a point," said Tollison with a grin.

"Indeed he does." Mannix sipped contemplatively. "Very few of us have learned the language; Peters here is extraordinary in that respect. I believe it’s because we didn’t have an incentive." He sipped again. "The waiters all learned English with remarkable speed, and none of us has much other dealing with the Grallt."

"That’s true," Tollison observed as he emptied the pitcher into his glass. "But now we have an incentive. I, for one, would like more beer."

"Yes, indeed." Mannix stood, produced a metallic object of some kind, and tapped it against the empty pitcher to produce a tinking sound. "Attention everyone," he said. The room failed to quiet; Mannix tapped again, and said, "Listen up!" He had a remarkably carrying command voice for such a slight person.

The room settled down in a wave that went from Mannix to the farthest corner. When he had their attention, the First Class said in a ringing tone, "Fellow squids, our honor has been impugned, and more importantly our intelligence has been questioned. How is it that supposedly bright individuals such as ourselves–"

"Speak for yourself," somebody interjected, and there was general laugh.

"Supposedly bright individuals," Mannix emphasized, "cannot accomplish such a simple task as ordering beer? We should be ashamed of ourselves. More important, we should begin to repair our shocking lack as quickly as possible. Petty Officer Peters, please stand." Peters stood, glass in hand, and Mannix went on, "Petty Officer Peters, please pronounce, as distinctly as you can, the word for ‘beer’ in the tongue understood locally."

«Beer,» Peters said in the Trade, and held up the glass in demonstration. The bartender looked up, and Peters waved him back.

«Beer,» Mannix repeated. "Is that about correct?"

"Not too bad," Peters judged. "But we’re all in the habit of makin’ our vowels into two sounds. The ‘ah’ part oughta be a simple ‘ah’, not ‘ah-ee’. Try it again."

«Beer,» said Mannix. "How’s that?"

"Just about perfect," Peters approved.

"All right, everybody," Mannix addressed the group, "Repeat after me: beer." He made a swooping gesture, like a conductor bringing up the brasses, and got back a ragged chorus: «beer.»

"Now, now, that’s not wonderful," Mannix told the group. "Let’s try it again: beer." This time the chorus was stronger, and the pronounciation better: «beer.»

"Better. Again: beer."

«Beer.»

"And again: beer."

«Beer.»

«Beer.»

«Beer.»

«Beer.»

Mannix held both hands out, palms toward the group to quiet them, and turned to Peters. "Do you consider that adequate?" he asked.

Peters nodded. "That’s all right as it stands. But this here’s a high class establishment, and you might want to be polite and add ‘please’ to that."

"That’s certainly an option I’d like to have available," Mannix judged. "Petty Officer Peters, please pronounce, loudly and distinctly, the word for ‘please’."

«Please,» Peters said.

«Beer, please,» Mannix repeated. "How was that?"

"Like I said, you got to watch them vowels: ‘oh’, not ‘oh-ah’."

«Beer, please,» Mannix repeated again.

"That’s got it."

Mannix turned to the group, now waiting with expectant grins. «Beer, please,» he said, and gestured.

«Beer, please.»

«Beer, please.»

«Beer, please.»

«Beer, please.»

Mannix used another conductor-like gesture, this time moving his hands in little circles, ending palms down, to terminate a loud passage. "Do you suppose that’s adequate?" he asked.

"Sounds like it to me, but let’s ask the one whose opinion’s most important," Peters said, and indicated the bartender. He shifted to Grallt: «My associates would like to know if they are making themselves understood.»

The tender smiled broadly. «The accent could use a little work, but who of us can’t say that? On the whole I would say they are clearly understandable.»

«Thank you.» Peters bowed slightly and turned to Mannix. "He says he don’t think the accent’s quite perfect, but it’s close enough."

"Glad to hear it," Tollison said. The full attention of the group was on him as he strode to the bar, set the empty pitcher on it, and pronounced distinctly, «Beer, please.» The bartender grinned and dipped his head, took the pitcher, filled it from the tap, and set it back on the bar; Tollison held it up like a trophy, and got a general happy cheer from the crowd, with some applause.

Mannix eyed the pitcher as Tollison set it back on the table. "That seems to have gone well," he observed. "Peters, we are all in your debt. Your given name is John, isn’t it? Please call me Gerald. Not ‘Jerry’, please, I detest the diminutive."

"Greg," Tollison interjected with a nod.

"Thanks," said Peters. He took the last sip from his glass; Mannix refilled it from the pitcher without comment, and they looked over the room. Sailors were intercepting waiters, pronouncing the magic formula, and being appropriately rewarded. Not all of them got it right the first time, but the subject was important, and they persevered until they obtained the desired response. "Pos’tive reinforcement," Peters muttered.

"That’s exactly it," Mannix observed. "John, we truly appreciate your help, don’t we, Greg?"

Tollison nodded, and Mannix went on, "If you’d care to absent yourself and repair to your quarters, perhaps to rest after your labors, be assured that we won’t take it amiss." He sipped beer. "On the other hand, if you’d care to stay, I for one would like a few more pointers. Greg?"

"Absolutely," said Tollison.

"I reckon I’ll hang here for a little while, Gerald," Peters said. "Among other things, this here’s pretty good beer."

Todd joined them a little later, and together they went on to advanced subjects, such as more beer, what kind of beer do you have, and I like/don’t like this beer. Not all of the sailors joined in, but enough did that Peters was finally moved to remark, "You know, this here’s a pretty bright group o’ in-di-vidjuls."

"Yes, I suppose so." Mannix beamed owlishly at the assembly. "Provided, that is, that they have incentive."

  





Chapter Twenty-Four

Star Bay Resort had bars, lounges, restaurants, and a small casino, and offered swimming, boating, hiking among the bucolic farmsteads, and an outdoor game played on rolling downs to the south of the buildings. The object of the game was to hit a ball toward a distant target. Players took turns tossing the ball in a soft underhand lob to a member of the opposite team, who (hopefully) swatted it with a flat-sided bat toward the target, a post with a small statuette perched on top.

Mannix’s invitation at the bar had segued into the four sailors going around together, although Todd wasn’t completely comfortable palling around with two First Classes and a Second. Tollison was big, burly, and well-nigh imperturbable as such people often are, and Mannix was always cheerful–although they quickly found out that he was never so sunnily loquacious as when he was royally pissed. All four of them found the game addictive, and by the third day were willing, even eager, to spend all afternoon playing "cricket golf".

Peters placed his ball with Mannix pitching, declined to try for doubles–if the ball went out of the circle, you had to bat it back–and eyed the statuette bemusedly. They all had names, which the sailors had promptly discarded in favor of Bear, Bat, Gremlin, Ghoul, Monkey, Bubblehead, and Dracula. "Wonder if we’ll get to meet the rest of ‘em," he wondered aloud.

"How’s that, John?" Mannix asked.

Peters gestured at the statuette, then at the staff member who had charge of the equipment, carrying it on a low cart with wire-spoked wheels. "We done met the bats, and here’s the Gremlin," he explained.

Mannix raised his eyebrows. "You know, you’re pretty damn bright for a backwoods hick," he remarked. "I actually hadn’t made the connection."

Peters caught movement out of the corner of his eye. "Hold up," he said. "Somethin’s goin’ on."

A Bermuda catamaran about five meters long was drawn up on the beach, and a semicircle of locals was gathered around it. Most of them were in the bright red and flame-yellow livery of the hotel staff, and one, fairly important by the number of tassels and doodads attached to his costume, was haranguing the occupants of the boat, waving pipestem arms to emphasize his points.

One of the people in the boat was a local, dressed in an abbreviated version of the garish livery suitable for swimming. He was giving as good as he got, or so it seemed, waving his arms and shouting in counterpoint to his accusers on shore. The other two were humans, and had to be officers because one of them was a woman. She was one of the minority who had had her breasts removed and stored for later reattachment when she wasn’t pulling six gees regularly, and the prosthetic skin over her pectoral muscles was bright purple.

The four sailors watched the scene for a few moments. "I suppose someone had better intervene," Mannix suggested, looking sidewise at Peters.

Peters snorted. "Hmph. I reckon I know who that’ll have to be, the rest of you can just about order beer." He watched for a bit more, then sighed. "Well, there ain’t nothin’ for it," he observed sourly. "Todd, you better come along. The rest of you, back us up if it gets nasty."

"You got it," said Mannix, the shortest speech they’d heard out of him.

Peters and Todd scrambled down the slope, slipping and sliding where the turf of the downs gave way to beach. Their approach caused a pause in the action, both boatman and flunky falling silent and watching as they came closer. «Can I help in some way?» Peters asked, with the abbreviated bow that the locals used on such occasions.

«Good, somebody can speak these people,» the chief flunky said with noticeable relief, and returned the bow somewhat more deeply. «Tell them this not good place for little boat, need to go back with others.» He gestured to the northwest, where several small craft were sailing back and forth in the light breeze. His Grallt was about like Todd’s, not fluent but understandable.

"Dih," the boatman put in. «Rocks. Dangerous.»

«I’ll tell them,» Peters promised. "Afternoon, sir, ma’am," he said to the occupants of the boat.

"What the hell’s going on here?" the male officer demanded. "Tell these freaks to get us back in the damn water. Why the hell did this little asshole beach us, anyway?"

Peters couldn’t place the male officer beyond one of the back-seaters. "They say these waters ain’t suitable for small craft, sir. The coxs’n says rocks in the area. They’d be obliged if you’d go back out with the others, sir."

The officer looked disgusted. "Dammit, I’ve been sailing small craft since I was three." He glared at Peters. "I don’t need half-pint freaks and enlisted people telling me where I can go."

"No, sir, but it’s their boat, and they know the waters, sir."

"Fuck that," said the female officer; Ms. Williams, 206, it was. "You’re Peters, aren’t you? Tell these creeps to let us go, or I swear to God I’ll toss this one overboard–" She gestured at the boatman "–and we’ll bring the fucking boat back when we’re good and God-damned ready."

"Ma’am, I reckon that ain’t a good–"

"That was a direct order, sailor," the male officer spat.

"Aye, aye, sir," Peters said resignedly. «They say they are experienced operators of small boats,» he told the resort official. «They insist on using the boat as they like.»

«They never here before,» the official pointed out. «Don’t know conditions. Tell them go back.»

«I told them that,» Peters advised. «But they are my superiors. I can’t give them instructions.»

«Boat my charge,» the flunky pointed out. «I give instructions.»

"What’s going on here?" The tone of the bellow brought Peters’s back straight by reflex. "Are my officers being detained? What for?" Commander Bolton wanted to know, at the top of his lungs.

«Who this person?» the staff flunky asked.

«This is the First of all humans aboard Llapaaloapalla,» Peters explained. «He asks why his people are not free to go as they wish.»

"Hell if I know, sir," the male officer said indignantly. "We were just going along, no trouble, then this guy–" he indicated the boatman "–beached us. I don’t know what the problem is."

«Your First sounds not patient,» the local observed. «You seem understand situation. You explain?»

«I’ll try,» said Peters with some reluctance.

"Do you know anything about this, sailor?" Bolton asked Peters directly.

"Yes, sir, the manager here–" Peters had decided that the local must be a manager of some sort "–says the boat’s out of its safe area, sir. He’d appreciate it if they’d take it back with the others."

Bolton snorted. "Hmph. Do you think you can get to the bottom of this?" he asked Dreelig, who came up panting.

Dreelig eyed Peters with disfavor and had words with the local. "This is the manager of the boat rental office," he explained when they’d exchanged a few sentences. "There are rocks near here, and the currents are bad. Small boats like this one aren’t safe in this area, and he was trying to get Mr. Goetz and Ms. Williams to allow the boatman to take the boat back to the safe area."

"Hmph. All right, Goetz, you and Williams get that thing back over there." Bolton waved at the other boats.

"But sir–"

"No ‘buts’, Goetz, I didn’t bring you people out here to get drowned on some reef. Get going."

"Yes, sir," said Goetz with resignation. "Come on, Claudia, we have to go back and play with the other kiddies."

"Yeah," Williams agreed. She twisted her mouth disgustedly. "Some people got no sense of adventure."

"You can confine your adventures to flying the planes," Bolton pointed out.

"Yes, sir," Goetz aknowledged. Williams snorted and swung her legs over the side.

«What?» the boatman asked in confusion as the two officers began pushing the boat back off the beach. «What happens?»

«They’ve agreed to go back with the others,» Peters told him.

"What are you telling these guys, sailor?" Commander Bolton wanted to know.

"I told the boatman they’d agreed to go back, sir," Peters explained.

The manager explained the situation in the local language. «Good,» said the boatman with a nod. «Thanks.» He began adding his own force, and the boat began to slide, grating on the sand until it was bouyed up by an incoming wave. He leaped aboard, hardly getting his feet wet, and the two humans followed with less grace.

"And just who the Hell are you to be giving my officers instructions?" Bolton demanded. "Peters, isn’t it, sailor?"

"Yes, sir." Peters flushed. "Beggin’ the Commander’s pardon, but I ain’t givin’ no orders to nobody. I know the language a little bit, and I was tryin’ to help straighten the situation out, sir."

"Hmph." Bolton watched with sour disapproval as the boat swung in the breeze while the three crew confused one another in an attempt to raise the sail. They got it ready in time to prevent the wind from pushing it back to shore, and the boat set out on a close reach in the general direction of the rest. The Commander gave Peters a lambent glare and turned away. "Come on, Dreelig," he said to the waiting Grallt. "We’re done here."

"Yes, I think you’re right," Dreelig agreed. He nodded at the boat manager, spared Peters and Todd a brief glance, and followed the Commander up the beach.

«Your superiors not big polite,» the boat manager observed. «But quick.»

"Yeah," said Peters sourly. «Yes,» he repeated in Trade. «Has the situation been resolved to your satisfaction?»

The manager bowed. «Yes. I am Lulakarithisalozohavi–» and more Peters didn’t get. «Call me Luli. This group much status, ke? You less.»

«That’s precisely correct, Luli.»

«Think so,» said Luli with a decisive nod. «This group got boats until star leave. Star come back, come see me.» He glanced at Todd, then at the other two sailors, who had watched with interest but hadn’t dared interject themselves. «Bring friends,» he continued. «We take nice boat, go past rocks. Pretty place, good gabble. Not know word?» he asked slyly when Peters looked blank. «Means catch things live water. Much fun.»

"Fishing!" said Todd with a grin. "Peters, we’ve got to take him up on that. I haven’t been deep-sea fishing since I left home."

"And I ain’t never tried it. Sounds interestin’." He nodded at the local. «I’ll discuss it with the others. You will probably see us tomorrow.»

«Star come back,» Luli agreed with a bow. «See you,» another idiom that translated directly. He flashed another big grin and headed up the beach, legs pumping in the half-trot they used, with the rest of the audience following in an irregular bunch.

"Well, that coulda gone better," Peters noted. The sailboat was well out to sea, merging with the group.

Todd grinned. "At least we got a fishing invitation out of it," he observed. "I can hardly wait."

"So I see," said Peters with an eyebrow lifted. "Well, if you’re that enthusiastic, I reckon I’m willin’ to go along."

* * *

A new star appeared in the west at twilight. "Looks like our ride’s here," Todd commented, looking up at the bright point.

"Yep, I reckon you’re right." Peters turned away from the sunset and surveyed the room. "We better start gettin’ our shit together."

"I won’t really be all that sorry to leave," Todd mused. "This place is the most fun I’ve had with my clothes on in a long time, but all the same, I’ll be glad to get back to the boat."

Peters snorted. "Yeah, me too."

They packed before going down to dinner, not that it was a big problem. Kathir suits solved a lot of wardrobe requirements, and the uniforms they’d brought had stayed in the seabags. Some of what they were packing were souvenirs; the locals on the farms surrounding the resort had a nice line in handicrafts. Todd’s prize was a flick-knife, a pair of handles of shiny wood concealing a blade over ten centimeters long. Peters eyed it. "You realize if you try to carry that thing back home they’ll put you in jail, don’t you?"

Todd grinned and performed the finger-twisting midair pass that gave the knife its name and left it with its blade extended from his fist. "Yeah. It’s fun to have anyway." He gestured again, the blade disappearing like a magic trick, and stowed the folded knife in his bag.

Not all the sailors had seen the portent in the sky, but the word got passed over dinner. Most of them devoted the evening to packing, but quite a few used a portion of the night to practice their Grallt by ordering a last few sips of excellent beer and saying goodbye to the bartender, whose name had three and seven eights of syllables but who answered to "Wally". Morning brought the skystar and the dli, in that order, and the bellmen helped hump bags down to the landing field.

Officers arrived, spiffy in whites, and the enlisted watched in idle chatting groups as the stewards toted bags aboard the dli. It lifted off and rose toward the puffy white clouds, and then it was their turn. Working parties loaded the little freight hauler, passing bags from hand to hand. Some of them clinked, and Peters shared a raised eyebrow with Mannix. Apparently a few of the sailors had mastered «beer to go.»

Peters turned to take a last look. Blue sky over cobalt grass seemed perfectly reasonable after a week, and the gentle curve of black sand properly and correctly defined the margin of the gray-blue sea. Another sailor pushed by with a grunted semiapology, and Peters shook his head, stepped through, and took his seat next to Todd, who glanced at him and returned to staring out the window.

Nice place.

Next?

* * *

Next was five planet visits, with long transits between and no liberty at any of them. The trade delegations went Down, but nobody else paid attention. Two of the visits involved mock combats between the Navy crews and the locals. Neither of those seemed like much of a challenge.

They all settled into a routine, and began to pay about as much attention to where the ship was and what was going on as the Grallt did, which is to say nearly none. It was relaxing rather than boring, with not much changing, and that slowly. Peters ran his retarder and stayed out of sight.

"This last coffee," Zeef told them at first meal. "You not here early, not get any."

"That’s really unfortunate," Mannix observed. "Our efficiency is likely to plummet."

Zeef grinned. "Us too. Everybody likes, used up quick." He poured, alternating between cups so each of the four sailors got the same amount. "Really, not bad," he suggested. "Little goes long way. Lasted almost three zul."

"Well, that leaves tomatoes," said Todd as the waiter bustled off. "No reason to run out of those unless all the lights burn out."

Tollison grunted sourly. "Hmph. Hate the things."

"I do believe we have heard quite enough from you on that subject," Mannix told him with mock sternness. "You should look on the bright side."

"And what might that be?"

"Someone could have brought zucchini."

That got a slightly sour laugh. Their diet was becoming restricted, with only a dozen or so items to choose from, and Chief Gill had made a general issue of nutritional supplements in the form of pills to be taken with each meal. Word from Dr. Steward via HM/2 Kiel had it that they were in no danger of malnutrition so long as the supplements held out, and they had plenty of supplements. The pudgier ones were starting to slim down, though.

Peters sipped coffee and regarded the others. Mannix and Tollison didn’t seem disposed to break off the relationship begun during liberty. The four of them had retraced some of the steps Peters and Todd had taken, discovering in the process that the Grallt were growing other Earth plants in the big factory trays below the ops bay. So far only tomatoes were available in numbers large enough to serve the sailors, let alone provide them to the rest of the crew of Llapaaloapalla, and several of the plants hadn’t grown at all. Peters would have welcomed zucchini. He didn’t like the stuff, but it would have been another source of vitamins–and familiarity.

"Peters, haul out your gadget," Tollison directed. "How much is three zul back home? I’ve lost track."

"It ain’t quite eight months," Peters reported after a little manipulation. "Funny, it don’t seem that long."

"Time flies, and all that," Todd suggested.

Peters spotted a familiar face. «Hello, Dee,» he said as she passed. «I haven’t seen you in a little while.»

«What!? Oh. Hello, Peters,» she said. «I had forgotten that you spoke so well. I was afraid one of my superiors had caught up with me.»

«Join us, if you will,» Peters offered with a gesture. "Hey, guys, scrunch up a little and let the lady join us."

Dee stood by, smiling a little weakly, while Peters snagged a chair from an adjacent table and the other three sailors moved aside to leave a space. Peters handed her into the chair, and Tollison looked up from under lowered eyebrows. "Introduce us to your friend," he suggested. "Looks to me like somebody worth knowing."

Dee giggled. "This here’s Dee," Peters explained. "She’s the second, no, that’s wrong, she’s the third Grallt me’n Todd ever met, and she speaks English real good. She’s the one taught us how to get around the ship and how to order dinner, didn’t you, Dee? Which reminds me." He unsealed a pocket, brought out Dee’s watch, and handed it to her. "Thanks," he said. "‘Fraid I kept it a little long."

"That’s all right," she said in English. "I haven’t needed it, but I’m glad to have it back." She looked around. "I remember Todd, of course, but I don’t know your other friends."

"We should repair that lack as quickly as possible," said Mannix before Peters could respond. "If I am not badly mistaken, the lady was one of the guides who graciously directed us to the palatial quarters we now inhabit, on the occasion of our first arrival aboard this magnificent vessel."

Dee smiled. It was hard not to do that when Mannix got rolling. "Yes, I was one of the guides when you first came aboard. I don’t remember if you were in my group or not."

"I regretfully admit that at the time my taste was not fully formed, and I was not able to fully appreciate the vision of loveliness I now see before me," Mannix intoned solemnly. "I answer to the name of ‘Gerald Mannix’, among other things, and the hulking lout in the chair next to you is called Greg Tollison." He rose part way from his chair and addressed an abbreviated bow to Dee, right hand over his heart. "I, for one, am very happy to make your acquaintance. I won’t speak for Tollison. He can speak for himself, if he cares to do so and can muster the brain power, which is by no means a foregone conclusion."

Tollison simply smiled and nodded. "Pleased to meet you," he said in his bass rumble.

"And I you," Dee smiled back.

"Dee’s a translator," Peters explained. "She’s one of the ones keepin’ the officers happy–"

"Not any more," she interrupted with some force, then dropped her eyes.

"What happened?" Todd asked.

"I quit," she told him. "I walked out about half an hour ago, and I’m not going back. That’s why Peters startled me so. I thought he was one of my superiors, wanting to curse me out for leaving my job without authorization." She looked around. "It doesn’t matter. I’m quitting, and that’s that. No. I have quit. English language, past perfect tense. ‘Perfect’ as in ‘perfected’, finished, over, done with."

"You likely to get in trouble over quitting?" Peters asked.

"Ask me if I give a shit." She stopped herself, colored, and looked down at the table. "Listen to me. I never used to talk like that even in my own language. Especially in my own language. Now here I am…." She paused with an indecisive little wave, searching for the mot juste.

"Cussin’ like a sailor," Peters supplied.

"You got it." She shook her head. "But that isn’t the worst of it. You may have noticed I’m wearing this thing." She made a little gesture, a flap of the fingers down her front, and Peters realized that she had on a kathir suit, the first time he’d seen her in one. "I hate it," Dee went on. "It shows me off too much–"

"I hope you realize nobody here objects to that," Todd interrupted.

"Don’t you start!" She shook her head. "As I was saying, I hate it, but it does have the virtue that nobody can reach inside it. Or pinch through it … full-handed grabs remain possible, as proven beyond any doubt a little while ago."

That generated raised eyebrows. "That’s a pretty severe violation of our rules," Tollison observed. "If you want to, you can get the man in bad trouble."

"Oh, the men aren’t that much of a problem."

"How’s Dreelig doin’?" Peters asked into the short digestive pause.

"Dreelig." The name didn’t easily turn into a hiss; Dee managed it. "I never cared much for the asshole, but at least I could work with him. Now–" She waved disgustedly "–he’s decided he’s the Grand Exalted Panjandrum. The bit about him being an officer, you remember–"

"Yeah. Got us out of a tight spot."

"He took it and ran with it." She looked around, mouth twisting in ironic disgust. "I shouldn’t be associating with you enlisted plebians. I’m a Lieutenant, Junior Grade, according to Commander Dreelig."

"‘Commander Dreelig’?" Todd asked. "Last I heard he was only claiming Lieutenant Commander."

Dee snorted. "Shit. He’d claim Captain if he thought he could get away with it."

"Dreelig isn’t an officer?" Mannix put in with interest. "I thought he was an ambassador. That ranks pretty high."

"Bullshit," she contradicted. "He’s just one of the sales staff, and not the highest-ranked one, either." She looked around. Peters and Todd were smiling thinly, a little apprehensive about exposing what had been a secret, and the other two had raised eyebrows. "I’ll admit he has a talent for languages, but he couldn’t sell spacesuits if the air was half gone, and he couldn’t write a tight contract to save himself. The only reason he got the assignment to work with you was because nobody else wanted it."

"I think I should infer from that," Mannix said into the breathing pause, "that when the opportunity to deal with the U.S. Navy was offered there was no mad rush of volunteers."

Dee nodded. "Nobody thought the idea had a snowball’s chance in Hell. That includes me, by the way, but I’m too junior to have any input." She smiled thinly. "The thinking may have changed."

"You mean the repairs and cleanup?" Todd asked.

"Oh, that’s the least of it. Remember that the original reason for this was to show off the pilots and machines, and they’re impressive as all Hell in action. When they beat the enkheil Combat Dancers two out of two, clear result and no question, Dreelig grinned for days."

"What about the last two?" Todd asked. "The, ah, nassith and the wolly-something." Neither one had impressed the sailors much.

"They were throwaways, more or less. The n’saith and the wollinid don’t have much technology of their own, but we needed to stop both places for trade anyway." Dee shook her head. "No, the enkheil and the bür are the important ones. Even Dreelig thought the enkheil would put up a good contest."

"Beer? This is the name of people?" Tollison asked.

Dee smiled. "The vowel needs a ‘u’ sound in it, but yes, the bür are of the kree. They are extremely warlike. Many years ago they attempted conquest. It was very difficult to get them to desist."

"I take it we can assume they are very good," Mannix ventured.

"Oh, yes, very good indeed." Her smile became wry. "I think the Navy pilots are better. It’ll be a lot closer than what they’ve gotten used to, though."

"Well, I’m glad to hear they’re at least good at doin’ their jobs," Peters observed.

"Oh, they’re great in action. It’s just that when they’re not in action they’re impossible to live with."

Peters chuckled wryly. "We-el, I hope it don’t bust no bubble or nothin’, but you ain’t the first person to make that observation about Navy aviators."

"Possibly not the first of the second ten million," Mannix added.

Dee snorted. "Hmph. I think the biggest problem is that they don’t have anything to do when they’re not in action."

"Why don’t they get out and about a bit?" Mannix asked. "We don’t find ourselves overly stressed, by any means, but we’ve been able to occupy our time without overmuch difficulty."

"Dreelig again," Dee explained. "He drew up the contract." She leaned back in her chair. "To be fair about it, at the time none of us knew anything about you people except that you fought a lot and had busted up a goodish chunk of your planet doing it." The sailors all nodded–this wasn’t a new concept–and Dee went on, "He included a provision that the officers weren’t to have anything at all to do with the operation of the ship …"

"I think I see where that’s going," Tollison put in. "Mix in a little paranoia …"

"You got it. The brass–" Dee made a disgusted face and shook her head "–the First Trader and his staff have interpreted that clause to mean the human officers have to stick close to their quarters. It took two llor of argument to get permission for them to do their exercises in the ops bay."

"And they’re all going a little stir-crazy," Todd suggested.

"Stir–oh, yes, I remember that idiom. Yes, that’s it exactly. They can’t fly the planes while we’re in high phase, they’re bored with the simulators, they don’t have any other duties, and they can’t get ‘out and about’ as you called it. So they spend their time playing grabass, and I got sick and tired of having my ass grabbed. I’m outa there."

  





Chapter Twenty-Five

Boom!
It was unquestionably an impact of some kind. The structure of the ship rang like a bell, and the mess room went instantly still. "What the Hell was that?" Todd asked into a hubbub of the same question repeated, with variations, by a hundred tongues in two languages.

"Damn if I know," Peters said, "but whatever the Hell it was, I reckon we oughta be gettin’ back amongst our own. Racket like that’s likely God sayin’ you oughta be lookin’ for a safe place."

"Yeah."

Boom!
Their exit from the mess room was impeded by a crowd of mixed Grallt and humans, all with the same idea, and they didn’t even try the elevator, just headed for the stairway down.

Boom! Crash!
They hit the ops deck as the third impact shook something loose, and rounded the corner into the bay to meet a group of sailors coming the other way. "We’re under attack," Kellman stopped to tell them. "Todd, get your ass over to your bird and get prep started. Deutsch oughta already be there, send him back for deck gear, his and yours both. Peters, I don’t know where you oughta be…."

Boom!
"My battle station’d be the retarder consoles," Peters told him. "They ain’t launched yet. You need some grunt labor?"

"You know how to tweak a HEL pod?"

Headshake. "‘Fraid not."

"Then don’t get in the way." That was just business.

Peters didn’t take it wrong. "Gotcha. Go get ‘em."

Boom!

Boom!

Llapaaloapalla had come down from high phase to approach the next planet, which they were told was called P’Vip. The apostrophe was a little catch in the throat, and Peters, like most of the humans, could pronounce it better than the Grallt could. Which had exactly nothing to do with anything… both sets of bay doors were open, and the ship was doing random rotary maneuvers, stars streaming in fits and starts across the opening. Brighter stars were moving crosswise to the streaks, and as Peters watched one of them emitted a streak of light.

Boom! Well, that answered one question.

Deutsch went past at a dead run, and Peters sprinted after. He got to his quarters to find the Third Class rummaging through the wrong locker. "Over here," he said, and ripped Todd’s cabinet open, tossing the flak jacket on the bunk and wrapping boondockers and helmet in it.

"Thanks," Deutsch gasped, and took off at another dead run.

Boom! Boom!
Either Llapaaloapalla was tougher than it looked or the bad guys were using something that made a lot of noise without doing much damage. That didn’t make sense either. Peters skinned into his gear with all deliberate haste and headed for his console.

Boom!
Planes were rolling out of the hangar accesses under their own power. Officers were hustling out of their quarters by ones and twos, some of them trying to get helmets on as they ran, not a practical procedure. A little knot of red-helmeted ordnancemen converged on each plane as it emerged, popping catches on the laser pods and reaching inside, no doubt to turn the knob to the right as far as it would go…

Boom! Crash!
A pair of Hornets were the first to get ready, simpler systems and only one driver beating extra crew for the Tomcats. Warnocki was in place, and had the plane directors holding up crossed wands until more could queue up.

Boom! The bay was lit from aft by God’s own flashgun.

"Those bastards are using nukes!" Jacks shrieked. If the vid special effects people had been getting it right, the glowing, expanding cloud couldn’t be anything else. The ship didn’t seem to be maneuvering any more, but some of the stars were still moving. One of them, visible out the bow door, was noticeably larger and slower than the others.

Boom! No bright lights this time.

Warnocki had four ready and two moving into place; he let the first pair go, and they accelerated side by side down the bay, just short of taking out wingtips on the doorframe. A slow count of ten and the second set followed, Tomcats, and another brace of Hornets pulled up, with a mismatched pair coming up behind.

Carlyle’s 105 was last out. Eighteen planes in a little over a minute and a half, and Peters estimated that from the first Boom! to a clear deck was ten minutes or less. Not too shabby for no notice.

Boom!
That was the last bang for a while. The retarder crews headed for the aft bay door for a better view. Howell should have chewed them out for it, but he was among the first to leave his console.

From what they could see–mostly just bright sparks moving against the stars–the bad guys had gotten a surprise. A spark expanded briefly, puffing up to a visible disk before shrinking back to a point, and its pursuer vanished over the top of the ship. Both were too far away to make out shapes, and the sailors shared looks. "Hope that wasn’t one of our guys," somebody prayed.

The action moved away from aft, leaving the retarder crews and the others who’d chosen that door without anything to see, but Llapaaloapalla executed a swift rotation, ending with the big spark centered in the aft door, surrounded by fast movers. First one, then another of the sparks expanded briefly and ceased to maneuver, but the whole pattern was shrinking. The Grallt were running away, which was not only cowardly, it was stupid. As Peters understood it, the ship couldn’t shift to high phase within a certain distance from the star. They’d come down four, nearly five ande ago, and by the time they got back to where they could shift up the battle would be over, win or lose.

A couple of sparks intersected expanding flowers of flame. Howell had managed to remember the binoculars hanging around his neck and was using them, bent forward slightly like he was hanging over a rail. He waved an impatient hand up and down. "It’s OK, both birds came out of it and turned. The ones that puff up don’t turn afterwards … there’s another one!"

Some of the sparks bunched up, which at least told them who was who; American military thinkers had been teaching dispersal in combat for a century or better. The bunch seemed to head for the larger spark, but the others kept diving in by turns, and more and more of them went puff and stopped maneuvering. Another, smaller, spark separated from the big one, traveled a little way, and blossomed.

Six or seven sparks merged with the big one and disappeared, with the rest of the maneuvering sparks swarming around it. Another missile went out, but that one puffed up like the little ships had, and another did the same. Then the big one seemed to vary in brightness and started moving faster, up and to the right from their point of view, and the smaller ones quit trying to follow it. Cunningham was the first to collect his wits. "Man the consoles, dammit. They’ll be on their way back in, and we need to get the rug out."

"Yeah," was the consensus of a dozen murmurs, and the retarder crews headed back for their stations. The small sparks remaining were gathering, with a pair of suspicious outriders well toward the fleeing larger ship. Peters got his console in order, passing a suggestion up the line that they should expect a little more speed than usual.

"Right," Howell agreed. "And look alive, we’ll have to spot which type they are and get set. We don’t know what the schedule is."

"We don’t know if they have a schedule," Kraewitz drawled.

"Right enough. Hell with that," Howell said impatiently, head down to his own console. "Just do it, people."

The pattern of sparks was obviously following the ship, but it didn’t seem to get any bigger. "Shit," somebody mentioned. "The bastards are still running, and our guys can’t catch up."

They all looked at one another. Ships were slower than planes, weren’t they? Perhaps not here.

"What’s happening, Peters?" Todd came up from behind and slung his helmet over his shoulder by the strap.

"Hnph. Looks like our guys came out on top, but they might not get back. Th’ Grallt are runnin’ like deer from a dog pack." He spared a look aft. "I’m gonna be needed here when they do catch up. Get up to the bridge and tell ‘em to stop."

"Me? You’re the one who’s buddies with the Exective Officer," Todd pointed out.

Peters grunted again. "Hanh. If you can’t convince ‘em I’ll put an oar in, but I’d rather you did it this time. Get your ass in gear."

"I’ll get Dee." The younger sailor hurried off, helmet flopping, dodging other sailors standing around kibitzing. Peters shook his head.

It seemed like hours, but was only a few minutes, before Todd and Dee erupted from the EM quarters hatch and headed for the elevator. Before they got there their errand became moot. The pattern of sparks aft started growing rapidly; apparently somebody on the bridge had figured out what was going on. "Clear the deck, clear the deck, now now now!" Warnocki shouted.

Sailors started heading back for their posts, clearing the ops deck for recoveries. "I just had a thought," said Rupert.

"How’s that?" Peters wanted to know.

"What if it ain’t our guys? Far as I can see that’s nothing but moving stars. Can’t tell the difference from umpteen thousand miles away."

"You got a point," Peters conceded. "Howell," he called, then thumbed his earbug. "Green Three-One, Three-Seven."

"Three-One," Howell responded. "What’s up, Peters?"

"You got a visual? Rupert wants to know if that’s really the good guys comin’ up."

"Wait one." Howell brought the binoculars up, stared for a long moment, then tapped his ear. "That’s confirmed, they’ve got their recognition lights on. Tell Rupert he did good to think of it. I didn’t." He brought the binoculars back up. "Yep, that’s the right guys all right. Heads up, one of the Tomcats is … what the fuck?"

A spark of light streaked by at an angle to the formation, leaving a blossom of fire in its wake. The bunch broke up immediately, scattering in all directions. None of them went after the one that had bombed them. It took Peters and the rest a long time to figure out why that was.

Several more sparks were crossing the pattern at high speed. One puffed up, but its attacker didn’t break off, just tracked it as it went by, hitting it repeatedly until it separated into smaller sparks.

The big spark was back, high up and to the left as they saw it, and the group of sparks they assumed was the Navy planes headed directly that way, keeping relatively tight. Smaller sparks detached from the big one, but they immediately began to show the brief flares of hits, and this time the humans were taking no chances. One by one the smaller ships were hit repeatedly, again and again until they broke up into smaller bits. Two turned and headed back for the big ship. One made it.

"Look alive there!" Howell screamed, audible both over the earbugs and through the air. "One’s coming in, I’ll bet he’s hurt! Clear the damn deck, Goddamn you!" Sailors scrambled in all directions.

Peters got to his console in time to hear Howell call out, "It’s a Hornet, and she’s not keeping a real good line. Stay on it." The chorus of ayes was audible through the air, but the processors in the earbugs kept it off the channel.

The Hornet managed to straighten up enough to avoid hitting the doorframe, and a little extra speed was no problem if the retarder crew knew it in advance. They let her twang the first three to give her an easy ride, but when Number Four had brought her down the plane started moving again, still under power. One of the plane directors jumped out with crossed wands, and that was enough to get the pilot’s attention. The Hornet finally stopped almost level with the officers’ quarters hatch, two-thirds of the way down the deck. "206," said Jacks. "Lieutenant Williams."

"Hope she’s OK," Rupert worried. That generated affirmative rumbles, but the canopy went up without anybody pulling the yellow handle. Sailors were converging on the plane, one of them–the plane captain, by his brown outerwear–carrying a boarding ladder stiff-armed overhead at a dead run, a feat none of them would have considered possible before seeing it.

"Attention on deck!" the Master Chief overrode all the chatter. "Get to your duty stations and stay there, this is the Navy, not a circle jerk! Green Three, what’s your status?"

"Consoles are manned and ready," Howell replied without looking around. He was right, but only just. Most of the retarder crews, Howell included, were watching the action around the Hornet, but the section leader shook his head like a dog shaking off water and looked back aft. "Nothing on approach, Chief."

"Keep a sharp watch. This is serious, Howell."

"Aye, Chief."

Lieutenant Williams got out of the cockpit under her own power, but the medic hustled her onto a stretcher as soon as her feet hit the deck. The Hornet was looking a little worn. Its entire upper surface was bare of paint, the plastic of the canopy looked misshapen, and the vertical stabilizers were no longer at the correct angle.

"Near miss," Rupert deduced.

"Near hit," Jacks corrected, old joke.

Nothing visible happened for what seemed a long while, except that Howell occasionally lowered the binoculars, shook his head, and lifted them back to his eyes. "All right, I think it’s over," he said at long last, tone bemused. "They’re coming in."

"Green Three-One, Green One. How many?" the Master Chief wanted to know.

"Counting now, Green One." Howell raised the binoculars. "… thirteen, fourteen, fifteen. No, wait." There was a long pause, then the First Class sagged and lowered the glasses. "Green One, this is Green Three. Seventeen, I say again seventeen visible on approach. They all made it!"

* * *

"All right, listen up," the Master Chief growled. The entire enlisted human contingent of Llapaaloapalla, less Chief Gill in the infirmary and Cheives with the duty, stirred and came to attentive positions, conversations cut off as if with a switch. Enlisted quarters had no big rooms, so they’d taken over the mess room, half filling it. Waiters lined the walls, and sailors eyed them from time to time, but no other Grallt were present, it being between meals. "First off, you all know the good news," Joshua went on. "All our guys got back OK."

That raised a muted cheer, which Joshua cut short with a lifted hand. "Injuries: Ms. Williams is partially flash blind, the Doc says she’ll recover with time. Mr. Everett and Mr. Hubert have broken arms, and Ms. Kline has a fractured elbow. All of them took radiation, lifetime safe doses in a few cases. In case you hadn’t heard, those were nukes the bad guys were tossing around, but their aim was lousy, and Commander Bolton says nukes are a piss-poor weapon under these conditions. I don’t understand why, but it seems he’s right."

Another general murmur, cut off the same way. "As for the bad guys," Joshua continued with a thin smile, "our guys among them claim thirty-one kills." Standards for what constituted a "combat kill" had been tightened up, so that probably meant fifteen or sixteen hard downs. "Plus they carved a chunk off the carrier with their lasers, so as to give ‘em something to remember ‘em by." That got a chuckle.

Chief Joshua let the susurrus pass in its own time instead of cutting it off. "All right," he said finally, straightening to attention and picking out eyes in the group to catch. They quieted and leaned forward slightly, and the Master Chief said in a low carrying voice, "That’s it, sailors. What with upside-down girl friends and beer on tap at the geedunk stand, we’ve all been treating this like a cross between liberty at Mariel and ropeyarn Sunday, and I’m no better than the rest of you, but that. Has. Got. To. Stop." He punctuated the last five words with sharp raps on the table in front of him, and a hundred and ninety-nine sailors breathed out at once.

"We’re gonna start acting like the U. S. Navy again, and that’s all there is to it. Starting as soon as we can get a roster set, there will be lookouts at the fore and aft bay doors, with binoculars and earbugs, half-ande watches. All hands will be on that roster. That includes me, by the way, so all you twenty-year Firsts can report to the proverbial Ms. Waite to apply for exemptions, you hear me?" Another chuckle.

Joshua sought out a particular eye. "Hernandez, how are you fixed for paper?

"Not bad," the computer section leader judged. "We haven’t been using much."

"Good. We’re gonna start publishing the Orders of the Day again. To save paper they’ll only be posted at the fore and aft hatches to the O-1 level quarters, but they will be orders. Section leaders, pass the word to your sections. We’ll muster at our duty stations right after breakfast and do a head count, and all the other Navy bullshit we’ve been slacking on, you got that?

"Last thing: From now on, when the ship’s planning to drop out of high phase we’ll all be in full gear, and as soon as we’re sure we’re down we’ll be manning duty stations. Commander Bolton’s setting up a rota of his own, and we’re gonna be launching a two-plane CAP that’ll be on duty from as soon after we’re down as possible to when we’re sure we’re on orbit and secure."

That generated grumbles, but the Chief was right. They’d been goofing off, and it was time to be Navy again. Joshua relaxed a little. "Questions?" he offered. Whispers were exchanged, but nobody took him up on it. "Nothing?" he asked, a little amused.

Mannix stood up and glanced around. "Master Chief, I think I speak for most of us when I say that there will undoubtedly be details to take care of, but we can’t efficiently settle them here, so there’s little or no point in trying to hash them out. I do have one question: Who were our guys shooting at? It’d be nice to know."

A rumble of agreement went through the group, but the Master Chief shook his head and held a hand up. "I don’t know, and neither does the Commander. All any of us knows is that they attacked, they were pretty damned stupid, they had lousy weapons and didn’t know how to use those, and they ain’t here any more."

"Well, Master Chief, it occurs to me that we’re wasting a resource in that connection," Mannix opined.

"Hm." Joshua scanned the group, his eye finally falling on Peters. "Petty Officer Peters, you got any problem with goin’ up and asking about that? Seems to me you’ve got a pretty good relationship going with the ship’s crew."

"Aye, Master Chief," Peters responded, his tone resigned. "Dreelig didn’t know nothin’?"

"I get the impression Dreelig isn’t real popular upstairs right now," the Master Chief told him. "At any rate, if he’s getting the word he ain’t passing it on."

"I reckon I coulda figgered that out." Peters’s tone was grimly amused.

"Yes, you should’ve, shouldn’t you? At any rate, soon as we’re done here you go make whatever prep you think you need and shag ass up there." Joshua gestured in the general direction of the bridge. "See what you can find out."

"Aye aye, Master Chief."

"All right." Joshua glanced over the group. "You’ve got the basics. Chiefs and section leaders in my office as soon as this meeting breaks up. Which is now, as far as I can see."

"Aye," was the consensus of the murmurs, and the sailors began getting up and milling around.

"One question more, Master Chief," came a voice.

"Eh? Oh. What is it, Everett?"

"Before all this happened we were scheduled for liberty," the weasel-faced First Class offered. "Is that still on?"

The group quieted as the Master Chief considered that. "I don’t know," he finally admitted. "Peters, another thing for you to get us up to speed on."

"Aye, Master Chief," Peters responded with some reluctance.

Joshua gave a short nod. "Let’s get to it, people."

The group began breaking up, and Mannix sought out Peters. "You need moral support?" the First Class asked, briefly for him. "Tollison and I can just about order beer, as you so colorfully put it before, but if you’d like backup we’re available." He grinned. "Among other things, I’d like to see the bridge myself."

Peters considered that. "I do appreciate the offer," he said after a pause, "but I reckon I need to do this on my ownsome. We can probably arrange tours later, if the folks up there ain’t too stirred up."

"Very well, you can keep your secrets a little longer," Mannix said, his grin taking some of the sting out. "Tollison, it would seem we’re not needed or appreciated. Shall we go attend the Master Chief’s little soiree?"

"Best thing anyway," the big sailor opined shortly.

"Beyond a doubt. Come along then." The mismatched pair headed for the door, Peters regarding them with a sour expression, Todd looking on with a knowing grin.

"You comin’ along?" Peters asked. His tone said he knew the answer to that.

Todd spread his hands and confirmed it. "I’d have nothing to add," he said with a shrug.

"Yeah." Peters regarded the younger sailor for a moment, then sighed. "Well, nothin’ for it. I reckon I oughta shower and shave first, though."

* * *

Dhuvenig looked up as he entered. «I’ve been expecting you,» he said with a smile. «We’ve had a little excitement. You probably have questions.»

«Many questions,» Peters nodded. «Would you mind telling me what happened? My people are very curious.»

Dhuvenig smiled more broadly. «Yes, I suppose they would be. We have a few questions of our own, so I may not be able to tell you everything you’d like.»

Peters nodded. «I understand.»

Dhuvenig nodded. «Yes. What would you like to know?»

«My first question is one that doesn’t seem to have occurred to my associates: are you satisfied with the actions of the ship operators? They detected an attack and responded in the way they, and we, have been trained, but we don’t know much about the situation in general.»

«Oh, yes, we’re very pleased with what they did,» the officer responded seriously. «We have this kind of trouble occasionally, and usually we have no way to make an effective response. Your ship operators have saved the traders a great deal of money.»

«Oh?»

«Yes. Usually when an attack like that happens we try to run away. If we can’t do that, the attackers will come aboard and take things. Trade goods, money, sometimes they carry people off. Very often they want to take zifthkakik.»

"Pirates," Peters summarized, then responded to the lifted eyebrow: «We, too, have a special word for that particular category of attacker,» he explained. «Who were this group of pirates? What species? Are they of the kree?»

The responding smile was a bit grim. «I don’t actually know, but I suspect it was a group of Grallt. The weapons and tactics seemed familiar.»

Peters considered that. «I suppose I should have expected something like that,» he admitted. «We humans have pirates. Why shouldn’t you?»

«Yes, all of the species of the kree have one or more types of criminals.» Dhuvenig grinned. «Not everyone disapproves. When I was small I wanted to be a pirate.»

«Yes, I’ve been reading some of those books.» Peters shook his head. «Another thing we have in common,» he remarked. «Violent ways of asserting status can be attractive to the young, especially males.»

«Yes.» Dhuvenig grinned. «Of course that doesn’t explain why Heelinig finds the books so enjoyable.»

Peters grinned back. «You say you aren’t certain,» he pointed out. «Has no attempt been made to recover the broken ships? I would think they would have some value.»

Dhuvenig nodded. «They would have considerable value. The zifthkakik are almost certainly recoverable, and that is the greatest part of the value of any ship. Unfortunately we have no way to recover the wreckage. The ships are moving very fast, and unless the zifthkakik are active we have no way of tracking them.»

How’s that for a revelation, now? «You have no way of detecting a ship other than the response of its zifthkakik?»

«None.» The Grallt looked at him sharply. «Your tone of voice tells me that you do have such a means.»

«Yes. Radar.» When Dhuvenig looked blank, Peters went on, «Our ships are equipped with a means of emitting radio waves and detecting the reflections. We can determine where something is by examining the timing and direction of the reflected energy.»

«Remarkable.» Dhuvenig thought for a moment. «You used words in your own language. Is this radar related to your communicators?»

«Yes, a variant of the basic system.»

«Remarkable,» the Grallt said again. He steepled his hands in thought. «Do you suppose your ship operators would be willing to search for the damaged ships?»

«I don’t know. Could they gain some advantage by doing so?»

Dhuvenig’s eyebrows went up. «You haven’t been paying attention,» he chided. «Zifthkakik are extremely valuable. If any are recovered your pilots would certainly get a share. Aren’t your people anxious to acquire zifthkakik? Almost everyone else is.»

«That’s a new thought for me,» Peters admitted. «Yes, my people would certainly want to acquire zifthkakik… I do see one problem.»

«Oh?»

«Our ships have no equipment for handling external objects, and it is difficult for the operators to get in and out of them without assistance. They might be able to find the broken ships, but they wouldn’t be able to do anything about them.»

Dhuvenig shrugged. «The freight carriers have external handling equipment of a sort, and it’s easy enough to carry people in airsuits along. We don’t need to recover the ships; they’re probably not useful enough to be worth repairing. All we’re interested in is the zifthkakik.»

«Yes.» Peters was staring into space, thinking. He brought his eyes down to meet the other’s. «I will pass this proposal along. As I have told you, I am too junior to make commitments–»

«Yes, yes, I know all that,» Dhuvenig said impatiently. «Pass the proposal along, as you say. I will be waiting for the response.»

«Yes, Dhuvenig.» Peters grinned. «I can say with some confidence that they will at least find the proposal somewhat intriguing.» The Grallt grinned back, with a little twist of irony, and nodded.

Then they both laughed.

  





Chapter Twenty-Six

"Salvage One, let’s head zero four zero mark two two zenith," Lt(jg) Briggs suggested over the earbug. "Speed off scale as usual."
"Roger, 210," Peters told her. "I’ll pass the word."

Communications were truly a jury rig. The antique UHF sets on the planes had near-infinite range under these conditions, the Grallt ships had no communications facilities at all, and the earbugs had a range measured in tens of meters away from their network repeaters. Well, he and Todd had told them. It wasn’t their fault nobody’d believed it.

«Right three points and a half, up two points,» he told the pilot. He was getting pretty good at converting degrees to the system the Grallt used. It helped that the latter was near-identical to the old system of "compass points". It also helped that the conversion didn’t have to be exact, since the freight ship didn’t have any accurate means of measuring heading deviations either.

«Yes,» the pilot responded with a nod, and began carefully rotating the freight hauler to the new heading. When she thought it was right she nodded again and pushed the andli forward. The Hornet lagged a bit, then caught up with no problems.

It had been proposed that a UHF radio from the damaged Hornet be unshipped and pressed into service, but unfortunately it wasn’t a simple radio. Components were scattered around the airframe, and the wiring wasn’t simple; it could and would be used later, but right now there wasn’t time.

The only solution available was a relay. Ms. Briggs was detailed to keep her Hornet alongside the freight carrier, relaying information from the UHF to her earbug. For a while it had looked like another officer would end up doing the Grallt end of the earbug segment, but they didn’t know the language, and putting another person in the loop risked Whisper Game errors, so Peters ended up with the job. Todd was fluent enough to handle it, which would have let them put another ship on duty, but that would have meant cutting their search capability to the extent of another Hornet for comm relay.

"Salvage One, come left to three six seven, nadir zero two," Ms. Briggs suggested. The Hornet pilot had come up with the call sign on her own; all Peters knew about it was that she thought it was amusing. He passed the correction to the pilot, who furrowed her brow and made micrometric adjustments.

Peters didn’t know the pilot, a zerkre in four-ways called Vredig, but she seemed a nice enough person, if businesslike. He had added a touch of his own: the earbug issued to Llapaaloapalla‘s bridge for airsuit practice had never been returned, and he’d begged it from Dhuvenig and passed it to Vredig. That left him free to move around supervising.

"Good enough, Salvage One," the Hornet pilot advised cheerfully. "We’ll do more accurate adjustments when we get closer."
"Thanks, Hornet 210, we’re standing by." Ms. Briggs acknowledged that with a tongue-cluck in lieu of the microphone click the earbugs couldn’t do, and Peters turned to get the working party organized.

External handling equipment, ha. He’d visualized something like robotic arms or "tractor beams"; the reality was lines with big hooks on the ends, chains, and a half-dozen zerkre with big muscles. The truly surprising thing was that the system seemed to work. They’d been at it for two llor now, and had averaged a little under one recovery per ande, net profit eight zifthkakik to date.

And twenty bodies.

The Grallt all thought Peters was nuts for his insistence on recovering bodies, but he’d kept at it until they went along. He wasn’t doing it out of sentiment. Recovering the bodies gave him a chance to look for paperwork, identifying marks, and anything else that might help them identify their attackers.

Dhuvenig was right: they were Grallt, all but two of them "males", all wearing kathir suits in checkerboard patterns, red instead of the blue Llapaaloapalla‘s crew wore. So far the gleanings were minimal: a few scraps of plastic with scrawls on them, ID plates from the ships, pocket trash. Peters wished for dog tags, but personal ID was another thing nobody seemed to have thought of.

"Salvage One, I make it two targets on approximately the same vector," Ms. Briggs advised. "Alter heading zero zero five mark zero eight zenith for intercept on the nearest one." Multiple targets were the rule rather than the exception. Vredig had told him the zifthkakik tended to seek one another when not under control, not quickly but consistently. It meant that wreckage on more or less the same base course tended to group together.

"Wilco, 210." The pilot made the adjustments when Peters passed them on, then pointed out the "windshield". Sure enough, a pair of sparks were distinguishable by their motion against the starfield. "Hornet 210, we have a visual."

"Roger, Salvage One, understood you have eyeballs on the targets. Advise Tomcat 104 has acquired another one, bearing one seven six mark seven three zenith our present heading."
"Understood, 210. One thing at a time, we need to get to work. Salvage One out." Vredig was slowing and getting them into position.

"Roger, Salvage One. Hornet 210 out and standing by." This time Peters returned the tongue-cluck.

* * *

The little ship was like the others had been, vaguely airplane-looking, distantly related to the dli but smaller. A wing was broken off, as was the vertical stabilizer and part of the fuselage where it had been attached; laser holes marred the remaining structure, and one of the cabin windows was missing, the frame distorted. They’d seen something like that on all of the ones they’d recovered. After the surprise return the human pilots had kept shooting until pieces broke off, and it looked like the pirates hadn’t given up for real until something took out one or more of the people.

Vredig opened the aft door and looked over her shoulder, twitching the andli until they were stationary with respect to the pirate ship and perhaps ten meters away. One of the Grallt workers, a big black-haired fellow with a heavy "mustache", jumped over with one of the hooks on the end of a line belayed to a padeye inside the freight hauler, and from there on it was a routine they’d established in two llor of practice. It took about two tle for them to have the craft’s zifthkakik tied down in the compartment, lengthwise as Vredig insisted for some reason, and two bodies in plastic bags ditto.

The Engineering Officer was right about something else, too. Nine zifthkakik in as many ships, all in good condition; twenty-one crew members in the ships, all dead. Their kathir suits felt thin and a little stiff, and the buckles came right off when Peters tugged at the catches. He’d been expecting decompression effects, or at least the burst capillaries he’d gotten when he’d tried removing a glove in vacuum, but the deceased just looked like dead people. He didn’t like handling dead people, but he’d done it before. Hell, he’d done it as a teenager in West Virginia. There were worse things.

He went quickly through the control cabin, finding little or nothing, and shook his head. Probably the fragment of the mother ship that had separated during the battle would yield a lot more information, but the Grallt flatly refused to investigate it. The human pilots had given it a once-over, but there were no identifying marks on the outside, and they had no way of getting inside to look for more. Oh, they did, and it pissed Peters off just thinking about it, but none of the officers had any training at all in kathir suit maneuvering, so he hadn’t even suggested that the Tomcat RIOs get out and get close.

The second pirate ship went like the first one had, a little quicker now that they were into the swing of it. The second zifthkakik went next to the first; the two crewmen were secured next to their fellows, RIP; Ms. Briggs gave them the steer to the next one, Vredig set a course they could refine later, and Peters gritted his teeth and started searching the bodies. Nothing, as usual. Oh, change in the pockets and that kind of thing, but nothing remotely useful.

Tomcat 104 was loitering by the next target, and with its zifthkakik active Vredig had no trouble getting there. Pushing buttons on the control panel picked one of the multiple ships to go to, and after that the white-cross instruments guided the way. She let Peters do part of it, grinning as she took a break, but took over the andli for the close matching. That was fine. It was fun, and he was learning, but he had no illusions about their relative skill levels.

More of the same, with one exception: a pattern of red-and-white rings around the forward fuselage like bumblebee stripes. Lou (!) hooked on and the others swarmed over to attack the engine mounts with crowbars and saws while Peters wormed his way into the operators’ cabin to look around. Three crew this time, not unusual, but the kathir suit on the one in the right seat had four cuts. Maybe the command ship?

Peters attacked the roof of the compartment with the tool he’d been issued, a thing like a pruning saw that went through the thin aluminum (?) structure of the ship with little effort if he could find a way to brace. The bodies were stiff with rigor, but he managed to work them out, bundling them together with light cord and pushing off to the freight hauler. Closer investigation could wait; he dumped them and swam back to check out the rest of the ship.

Jackpot, maybe; a folder of the plastic "papers" the Grallt used was stuck in a slot next to the command seat. He set it aside and searched as thoroughly as he could given the time constraints, finding nothing but the usual trash. The workers got the zifthkakik tied down and the bodies secured, and Ms. Briggs had another target for them. Peters wondered how long they’d keep it up. Eleven zifthkakik, twelve if the next one was recoverable, which they all had been so far.

* * *

«Sixteen zifthkakik,» said Preligotis with vast satisfaction. The First of Llapaaloapalla had come down himself to look over their haul, Heelinig and Deenerin in tow, with a couple of two-colored apprentices dancing attendance. Peters noted with interest that Prethuvenigis hadn’t shown up, nor had any of the rest of the trader group except Dreelig, who was trailing after Commander Bolton, seeming abashed. That suggested something that Preligotis confirmed: «Ours, too, not trade goods we have to pay for! This is wonderful.»

Dreelig translated. Bolton’s face was a study in conflicting emotions: cupidity, satisfaction, suspicion, and apprehension warring. "Wonderful," he agreed, and looked up at the first, wanting to ask but unsure of how to go about it.

Peters could have told him–just ask, dammit!–but he knew better than to speak up. He faded a little further into the crowd kibitzing the action as Dreelig translated the words, then asked something on his own, too soft for Peters to make it out.

Preligotis nodded, still smiling. «Yes, we must apportion them fairly. I suggest this: We divide them into three parts, with the odd one in the last set. The first group becomes the property of the zerkre of Llapaaloapalla. The second part goes to the humans, for effective defense of the ship.»

Bolton smiled tentatively when he got that. "And the others?"

«You were able to find them, we were able to bring them in. The last six should be divided three each to us and to humans, as an equitable division of the effort of salvaging them.»

"Even split, eh? Yes, that seems fair." Bolton’s eyes were shining with triumph. "These look the same as the ones mounted in the planes."

«Yes, they are the standard size for small ships.» Deenerin smiled. «My personal suggestion is that you exchange them to the traders for the ones you have. It would reduce your debt.»

"These are the same as the ones mounted in the planes, yes," Dreelig made that. He seemed to be about to stop there, but his eyes wandered over the crowd of onlookers, finally stopping at Peters, then looking quickly away before rendering the rest of it: "The ones in the planes are only on loan," he said reluctantly. "These are yours to keep."

Bolton was staring suspiciously at Dreelig; at the final admission he nodded shortly, keeping the eye contact until the Grallt looked away.

Preligotis hadn’t missed the byplay, but he just smiled and shook his head. «Would you like us to store them for you?» he asked. «If they are not properly stowed they can interfere with the working of the ship. We have a safe place.»

"If you’ll let us know how it’s done so as to be safe, we’d prefer to keep them in our area," Bolton suggested.

«Yes, that’s natural,» Preligotis ruled. «I’ll send Dhuvenig down to explain.»

"Then we’ll do it that way," Bolton decided. "Is there any restriction on where in the ship they go?"

«They should be kept close to the centerline,» Deenerin put in.

"You see any problems, Master Chief?" Bolton asked Joshua.

"No, sir. If they need to be kept close to centerline, I suggest one of the shops in hangar bay four, sir."

Bolton regarded the objects. "I’d really prefer to keep ‘em in the storerooms under our quarters, but if they need to be close to centerline that’s probably a good place." He looked up at the Master Chief. "They will be guarded," he decreed.

Joshua ducked his head. "Yes, sir." He had probably already thought of that; his mind seemed to work that way. White web belts and pistols, no doubt. "I’ll get a working party on it right away, sir."

"Very well, Master Chief." Bolton looked Preligotis over. "Dreelig, does the captain understand a handshake?"

"I can explain it." When Bolton nodded, Dreelig told the first: «The humans signify sealing a bargain by clasping right hands. Commander Bolton would like to perform this ritual.»

Preligotis smiled. «I’ve seen stranger customs. Certainly.» He held out his right hand; Bolton clasped it, a little awkwardly because the captain didn’t really understand, and they held on for a few moments before breaking contact. «I believe we’re done here,» the first remarked.

«Yes. A good day’s work, and well worth the delay,» Deenerin remarked. The Grallt party nodded at the humans, turned, and left in their usual style.

«I’m not sure the traders will agree that the delay was worthwhile,» Heelinig remarked as they walked away.

They were too far away for Peters to hear Preligotis’s response to that, but the rest of the Grallt all laughed, and it didn’t sound like deference to the CO’s humor. Bolton and the other officers were still standing there, looking nonplussed and a bit irritated, not accustomed to people simply walking off when the conversation was over. Peters shook his head and turned to walk away himself. The watch bill had been posted, and he had forward bay door lookout for–surprise surprise–fifth ande of their five-ande day. He’d need a nap first.

Todd met him with a broad smile. "Messages for you," he said, and indicated two sheets of paper and an envelope lying on the study desk. "Everybody got a copy of the top one, they’re waiting for you to translate. I got part of it." The half-smile became a frank grin. "The other one’s just for you."

The top one was only a couple of sentences; Peters translated it aloud:

"‘The council of zerkre of Llapaaloapalla extends its thanks to the humans. The expenses of your upcoming holiday will be met by the council.’ Well, that’s mighty nice of them," he remarked. "We can both pass the word."

"Yeah." Todd’s grin had become sly. "Now the other."

Peters picked it up, with a doubtful glance at the grinning sailor. It had a salutation:

«Peters,

Thank you for your assistance in the recent salvage operation. Your efficiency and prompt and effective attention to detail were greatly appreciated by all participants.

 By this evidence you are recognized as a zerkre of Llapaaloapalla of the third precedence. I have been informed that your airsuit pattern is as required by your position within the human precedence structure. When you are acting as a zerkre, alter your suit pattern to reflect your precedence among the crew. If your superiors permit, on other occasions you may display your precedence among the zerkre as a small square of four divisions on some portion of the suit.

Your living allowance will now reflect your status as a crewmember of the third precedence. The enclosed is provided in additional recognition of your special effort.

 By order of Preligotis, First of Llapaaloapalla,
Heelinig, Second for Personnel and Operations.»

Peters looked up at Todd, who was still beaming. "Yes, I read it. It took me a while to puzzle it out," said the younger sailor without apology. "I thought maybe a little square on the right arm, just below the shoulder, would be about right."

"Hmph." Peters looked down at the paper, then up again. "Somehow I can’t see the Master Chief goin’ along."

Todd shrugged. "Well, it does say if your superiors permit … we never did put the ship’s name on our suits," he pointed out. He gestured at the desk. "I didn’t open the envelope. I expect we both know what’s inside, but I’d like to know how much."

"Yeah." Peters ripped at the envelope, finally getting the flap open. "Not too bad. You need a loan?"

"How much?"

"Let’s see … I ain’t never seen a sixteen-ornh bill before. One, two … sixteen of those. Four squares of ornh."

"Five thousand dollars, more or less. What’s that?"

"That" was a note in Grallt script, clipped to another piece of plastic paper. Peters read it aloud: "«To crewman Peters, third precedence: This is your share of the salvage of the fighting-ships of Brindalpoalla»–that’s the name of the pirate ship, I found it in the raider CO’s stuff–«as supervisor of the salvage crew: two squares of trade shares. The additional four squares of ornh consitute a bonus.» It’s signed "By order of the First", like the other one, but I don’t recognize the name underneath. Says he’s the third of Llapaaloapalla for financial affairs."

"Purser," Todd suggested.

"I reckon." Peters was staring into space, calculating, but was interrupted by a knock on the door. "Come!"

"Just passing the word," said Vogt a little apologetically, looking curiously at the paperwork Peters was holding. "The runner’s just been to the Master Chief." He extended a plastic flimsy. "We think we know what it says, but you better check it for us."

Peters took the sheet and scanned it. "Says here liberty’s going ahead, just a little late. The boats’ll be loadin’ after the second meal tomorrow for the trip down."

"That’s about what we thought we’d made out, but we wanted you to make sure."

"Yeah," Peters nodded. The programmer returned the nod and started to close the door, but Peters interrupted: "Wait."

"Yeah?"

"Everybody got one of these, right?" He picked up the first piece of paper and showed it to the other.

Vogt inspected it briefly and shrugged. "Far as I know. I know I got one, but I haven’t seen the translation yet."

"It says the Grallt are payin’ for our liberty again, except it’s the ship’s crew payin’ this time."

Vogt’s eyes lit. "Hey, great! The last couple haven’t been much fun, what with only having our pay to spend."

"Well, that ain’t a problem this time. Pass the word if you would."

"I sure will! Thanks, Peters." Vogt left, unceremoniously in the way they’d all adopted.

Todd was still grinning. "Well, you don’t need for anybody to pay for your liberty," he pointed out. "I can’t help thinking that a man with a half-million dollars in his pocket can find something interesting to do."

Peters grinned thinly. "I reckon you’re right." He eyed the younger sailor. "If I do, you’re invited. My treat."

"Thankee."

"Hunh. We been in this together since the beginnin’, wouldn’t seem right otherwise." Peters regarded the share paper and the number written on it: dash dash two. "Anyhow I reckon it’s better if I go ahead and spend it."

"How’s that?"

"You forgot who we are? Couple of enlisted pukes. What do you bet there’s some kind of regulation’ll make us turn this in when we get home?"

"You think so?"

"Don’t see how it could happen any other way. The suits’ll be antsy to get all this stuff." He waved vaguely, indicating Llapaaloapalla and all it contained. "Can’t see ‘em lettin’ a little thing like it belongin’ to me stand in their way."

Todd had sobered. "You’re probably right."

"Yeah. Oh, they’ll figure out some way to make it all elegant like, probably like they did when we got back from Palestine, we gotta turn it in for American money."

"Or they might just call it income and tax it away," Todd suggested. "You ever had a run-in with the IRS?"

"Not personally… Hunh. 2055 already, and we ain’t even got our forms, let alone turned ‘em in. ‘Course we been kinda busy and pretty far from a mail drop, but that ain’t no excuse to the Revenue."

"You got that right… what do you suppose they’ll say it’s worth?"

Peters grinned without amusement. "Hell, I don’t know. Dollar a share or somethin’. Whatever it is, it won’t be enough for us to buy any of the shit we’ve been seein’."

"You’re probably right," Todd acknowledged with a nod. "So you figure that paper’s either about two good drunks apiece…"

"… or a pretty damn nice time the rest of the cruise," Peters finished. "I know which one I’m gonna pick. Like I say, my treat. Let’s see if we can spend it all before we get home."

* * *

It wasn’t at all clear what a white web belt and a 5.56mm automatic would do to keep the boogers off if the said boogers came calling with spaceships and nukes, but on balance Peters approved of the bow and stern watches in spite of their seeming futility. As the Master Chief had said, they’d been slipping into a sloppy disciplineless state, and having the regular watches was a Navy-like arrangement that tended to keep their minds on business.

The Master Chief had kept his word: the only ones not on the watch rota were the medics. For some strange reason he and the other Chiefs tended to get the morning and midday watches instead of missing their sleep, but the principle was clear and the example was impressive, if not quite what Peters would have done in the situation.

Llapaaloapalla was rotating slowly, stars drifting by from lower left to upper right. The Grallt didn’t seem to care about that, or maybe they didn’t have the fineness of control to prevent it; at any rate, whenever they were on orbit the ship seemed to wander … as did his mind in this circumstance.

Liberty on P’Vip had been a bust, fortune in his pocket or no. The site, a timber lodge in the midst of a vast snowy plain with little copses of scruffy trees, hadn’t been to anyone’s taste. There’d been nothing around it, and no transportation to more salubrious climes available–Peters had asked that first thing, and gotten what amounted to sneers. The only entertainment available had been trekking in the snow, either on foot or using riding animals like skinny cows.

It had been a relief, really, that the Master Chief insisted on rotating people back up to Llapaaloapalla for the security watches. About all they could do on P’Vip that they couldn’t do on the ship was get stone stinking drunk, and Peters for one didn’t find that terribly entertaining.

One thing: The food had improved, as promised. The inhabitants of P’Vip, surly and graceless as they were, had a biochemistry closer to human and Grallt than the last few they’d visited, and tasty items were again appearing on the menu. One of them was something like pasta, flat strips of a starchy substance, and another was a spicy preserved meat. Combined with tomatoes and a few spices from the Grallt supply, they made a very acceptable substitute for spaghetti that almost everyone, Grallt or human, liked and took whenever it was available.

The watch finally dragged to an end, as watches do no matter how seemingly interminible, and Peters surrendered the duty belt and sidearm to his relief. Gonsoles donned the gear, having to let the belt out to accomplish that, and set himself at parade rest in the dead center of the opening, facing outward at the stars. Peters snorted to himself. He hadn’t thought the roughneck was that imaginative.

Chow and a nap, in that order. Flight ops at the beginning of the next ande.

  





Chapter Twenty-Seven

The planet framed slightly off-center in the forward bay door was called Irkinnik, and its inhabitants were "bür". Most of the sailors had trouble with the umlaut, but "beer" was close enough for most purposes. Dee had said they were warlike, and very, very good. She’d also said she thought the Navy pilots were better. That was about to be tested.

Peters checked off another statuette. Here were the "Draculas": tall, thin to the point of shoulder blades and hipbones showing clearly in their kathir suits, with long narrow faces, bright red lips, sharply pointed jaws and noses, and close-cropped head hair with distinct widows-peaks. All they needed was long black cloaks, especially when one smiled, bringing distinct, and sharp, canines into view. Either there wasn’t much difference between their sexes or only one sex was represented among the visitors to Llapaaloapalla.

They were nice people, soft-spoken and unfailingly polite, and didn’t have much use for military drill or formal punctilio, but they weren’t the least sloppy. They’d approached in well-kept diamond formations, individuals peeling off to land while the others circled around, and their ships were parked in neat echelon alongside the demo plane, which was a Hornet this time. All their kathir suits were marked the same, a rich blue with red simulated briefs, except for different numbers and designs of yellow stripes on the sleeves, probably rank designations.

"Well, now we know where this bucket of bolts came from," Tollison rumbled cheerfully. Todd had expounded his theory about different "flavors" or "feels" of technology, and the two First Classes had talked it around; it was now the consensus of the humans, or at least the enlisted, and the evidence was persuasive. Bür ships were rectangular blocks with rounded corners, painted white with geometric designs here and there, collateral descendants of Llapaaloapalla if not direct ones.

"The theory seems sound," Mannix observed, "but perhaps we should ask someone likely to know more about it. Dee, did the bür build Llapaaloapalla?"

"I don’t know," Dee confessed. "If so, it was before I was born." Theoretically she was now liaison between the enlisted and the Grallt, and she was useful in dealing with the Trade organization–even after all this time none of the sailors had met her superiors–but that wasn’t necessary very often, and in fact Peters had better relations with the zerkre than Dee did. If the sailors needed to know something, usually Dhuvening or Linvenig told Peters, Peters told Dee, and Dee told the Master Chief.

It kept Peters out of Joshua’s sight; he was even beginning to rub along fairly well with Howell. The fact that it didn’t make sense wasn’t worth considering.

"Now hear this," Joshua said over the general push. "Flight operations will begin in three-two minutes. All hands, rig for flight operations. I say again, flight operations will begin at the turn of the next ande. All hands rig for flight operations. That is all. "

"I wish he’d decide whether to use Earth time or Grallt time," Peters groused. "Mixin’ ‘em up that way’s likely to get everybody confused."

"Look on the bright side," Mannix advised. "At least he’s using the ship’s designations sometimes. He started out using nothing but Earth time and bells." Peters just grinned and headed up to collect his deck gear. Aunt Lulu had believed in ouija boards. Peters was certain that he’d never accept a message from beyond the grave as being from Mannix if it didn’t include the phrase "Look on the bright side" or some equivalent.

Rupert was waiting at Retard Three, and Jacks ambled up as Peters was checking the settings: all correct. One of the ways the bür had endeared themselves to the sailors was by sending pathfinders–the first out of six alien encounters–with the proper mass and speed settings, and by seeming content to allow humans to operate the retarders instead of supplying their own crews. Not that they really needed them. The ships the bür flew might not look sleek and flashy, but they handled them with sure deftness, matching speeds so perfectly that the fields were rarely deployed. Peters recalled Keezer’s comments, but made sure the settings were correct anyway.

The humans’ planes were first out as usual, Hornets in the lead this time, so the visitors could see how the system worked. Over the voyage they’d refined their plane-handling techniques with the enkhei remarks about "performances" in mind. The result was highly stylized, and would probably get them in trouble when they got home and had to operate twice as many planes in a quarter of the space, but it sure as Hell looked pretty. When the bür’s turn came they made an attempt to go along with the gag, mistaking a few of the ground-guides’ wand signals but not doing badly for newbies.

Recovery wasn’t quite so pretty. The bür trapped first, coming in a little hotter than they had when coming aboard the first time and gathering in clumps along the side of the ops bay to watch. "Look alive," said Howell when all the bür were in. "From the look of it things didn’t go all that good for our guys this time."

Commander Collins was hot enough to twang the first two retarders, the first time that had happened in quite a while, and almost all of the other Hornets were either hotter, sloppier, or both than usual. The first flight of Tomcats was about the same, and in the short pause after they trapped all the retarder crews double- and triple-checked their consoles. The second flight was manned by the alternate crews, and despite improvement they simply weren’t as good as the primaries.

105 managed to twang number three before getting down to deck-maneuvering speed. The sailors exchanged looks as it taxied away. As they understood it, the low-powered lasers used in the mock combats caused a shock that was transmitted distinctly through the airframe. They also scarred the paint, and from the look of it Mr. Carlyle had gotten as much as he could dish out if he hadn’t actually come out second best. Multiple splotches marred the Navy blue of the wings and tail surfaces, and several irregular areas of peeled paint marched down the midbody, definite kills if the weapons were on their normal settings.

106 and 107 were a little calmer but still hotter than usual, and bore similar if less extensive evidence that the bür were several cuts above the opponents they’d encountered before. Number 108 was lagging, and Howell pulled out his binoculars and took a look. "Shit," he said. "It looks like he’s lost it. This could get interesting."

"Who is it?" somebody asked.

"Carson," another replied.

"Oh, shit." It was obvious to the naked eye that his attitude was wrong. Carson’s problem seemed to be that he couldn’t bear to head directly for the ship. Peters could sympathize a little–the times he’d been outside it had been much easier to think of the ship as "down" than "over there"–but if the pilot was too rattled to get the nose down it was likely to cause problems.

Sure enough, the nose was way high, at or above the angle it would use when landing on the carrier. That wasn’t what Carson had in mind, though, because the wings were still folded back in high-speed mode. If he’d reverted to the training he’d gotten, the wings would be extended–or maybe not; he would have learned on modern airplanes, which didn’t have variable geometry.

Twang! went the first retarder.

The nose-high airplane caught the air inside the bay. It rose and kept rising, meeting the beams of the overhead with a shower of sparks and a crash that reverberated down the bay.

Having the wings back, and a little luck, saved two lives. As it rose the Tomcat pitched nose-down, catching one of the crossbeams just aft of the rear cockpit, shearing the vertical stabilizers off clean with a hell of a screech but sparing the canopy and its occupants the same fate. It then fell to the deck with another reverberating crash and skidded down the bay, leaving long scars in the nonskid and spraying yellow fire. It didn’t take telepathy for two hundred and forty-eight humans to share variants of the same thought: No fuel, thank God, no fire, thanks be to God in His mercy.

Kraewitz got there first and yanked the escape handle. Explosive bolts sent the canopy sailing, and the backseater’s bubble tumbled after it. The canopy coamings were still above their heads, which caused a delay that was probably fortunate. Peters cat-scrambled up the side, jamming the toes of his boondockers into the slots provided for that purpose, but the action gave him time to think a little. Without the threat of fire they could take time to make sure there were no broken necks or backs before moving the flight crews, instead of snatching and grabbing in a pile of slippery foam while praying that the ordnance didn’t cook off.

There weren’t any scars on the NFO’s helmet, and the straps seemed to have held; Lieutenant Carson seemed to be in about the same shape. Cunningham was reaching for his straps but stopped when Peters hissed, "Wait for the medics." The other Second Class backed off, content to observe if a little itchy. A shout of "Make way, there!" from below gave Peters just time to swing over and crouch on the intake before the corpsman was swarming up to take charge. Another was heading for the front seat, obliging Cunningham to perch insecurely on the canopy edge.

SPEYR, LTJG it said on the NFO’s helmet, with a single bar and a design of red stripes like stylized ram’s horns. The corpsman felt around the base of the man’s neck, then undid the snaps of the oxygen mask and worked the helmet off, revealing a sweaty disheveled face. He handed the helmet to Peters and began to expertly palpate the officer’s neck and upper back. "Bear a hand here," he said when he seemed satisfied, not a request.

He and Peters got the straps undone, fumbling a little because despite training neither of them had done it often. By that time the officer was able to cooperate, managing to stand up in the cockpit with a little help and swing his legs over onto the maintenance stand somebody’d had the wit to bring up. "Thanks," he said faintly. "I think I’m okay."

"No, sir, you ain’t okay ’til the doc says you are," the corpsman said firmly. He and Peters got the officer to sit, head down between his knees, until a litter was passed up. They got him on it and the straps tight; another sailor took one end, and he and the medic worked it down the steps and set off across the bay, with Carson just behind in his own litter.

Peters clambered down more slowly, shaking with reaction, and sat on the deck, bracing his back against the crumpled port engine nacelle. He pulled off his helmet, dumped it, and put his own head between his knees, breathing deeply to come down off the adrenaline high. Sailors were crowding around, but Warnocki’s bark of "Clear away there!" started them moving off, and the Chief came over to Peters. "You okay?" he asked. "What happened?"

"He was nose high. You seen the rest."

"Yeah," Warnocki said sourly.

* * *

Peters was relaxing on his bunk, deep in the tenth volume of the long-running saga of Orberig the Sailor, when someone pounded on the door. "Come," he said shortly.

"The results of the board are in," Howell said without preamble. "Simple negligence."

Peters nodded, wondering why the First Class had taken the time to pass the word. They’d learned to get along, but they’d never be friends. "‘Bout what I expected. When’s the Court?"

"There won’t be a Court," Howell said, keeping his mouth in a tight thin line.

"That don’t sound right," Peters observed, not quite correctly. An Accident Investigation Board finding of "gross negligence" on the part of an officer generated a Court-Martial as a matter of course; "simple negligence" could be handled more simply. "What’re they doin’ to Carson? Limited duty and a note in his 201?"

"You got it. He’s off flying status and gets a note in his file, and that’s it."

"Well, at least he’ll be out of our hair."

"Not precisely," Howell advised. "In fact, not at all. Which brings us to the best part. The Board in its wisdom has ruled that a contributing cause to the accident was, quote, ‘failure of poorly-trained and poorly-supervised enlisted crews to properly operate important safety equipment’. That means thee and me, Peters, not to mention Kraewitz and Bannerman. We get love letters in our 201s too."

"Mighta known," Peters observed disgustedly. "Well, I didn’t really want that third chevron anyhow."

"Oh, you’re all right. You, Cunningham, and Kraewitz get letters commending you for ‘prompt, effective, and appropriate action in a situation with lives at stake’. No doubt they’ll staple the two of them together and shove them to the back of the file, just call it push and pull." Howell regarded his sleeve sourly. "Me, I don’t get any such letter, so I can kiss any chance of a rocker bye-bye."

"You know well’s I do it don’t work that way," Peters pointed out. "Takes ten attaboys to cancel one aw-shit, and I reckon this here’s more of an aw-fuck, myself. I ain’t never gonna get enough attaboys to cancel that, especially with me and the Master Chief not gettin’ along."

"Hmph. Which brings me to what I looked you up for. Having received this news, the Master Chief has decreed extra drill for us ree-tarded operators, starting right after next chow. In full gear. With adult supervision."

"Well, I reckon from their point of view that’s the next thing on the program," Peters offered judiciously. "Hunh. How’re we gonna drill effectively? It ain’t like we had anything resemblin’ a simulator."

"Cross that bridge when we come to it. First session will just be review of procedures, which is to say, teaching our new boss which switch turns the lights on."

"Yeah … What’s this about supervision? Is Chief Joshua gonna come down and look over our shoulders?"

"Oh, no, that wouldn’t do at all," Howell opined with mock-solemn cynicism. "No, the Chief stays where he is. Us, we get a real grownup. Following the Board’s recommendation, Commander Bolton has assigned us an LSO."

"An officer? How’re they gonna do that? All the officers are flight crew, barrin’ the Doc." He looked Howell in the face. "Oh, shit. You ain’t tellin’ me–"

Howell nodded, with a bare-toothed grin containing not one iota of amusement. "You got it. Seeing as how he’s been relieved of flying duties, and is therefore without a current assignment –"

"That asshole Carson gets to be Landing Signal Officer. Well, ain’t that great."

"You got it," Howell repeated. "First utle after next chow, in full drag, ready to receive the words of wisdom from On High. Be there or be square."

"Walkin’ our posts in proper military manner," Peters added. "Well, I reckon there ain’t nothin’ for it."

Howell just nodded and pulled the door closed. Peters shook his head, looking over at his book, which he’d laid down carefully, using a four-ornh note for a bookmark. Cherin had explained to him in some detail the reason for not laying books open and face down. He’d never had much to do with books before, but the precaution seemed sensible, like securing watertight doors … which had nothing to do with the present situation, which was not looking like a pleasant prospect. Among other things, having a real officer on the deck would disrupt the command structure they’d improvised. By virtue of his rank, Carson would be the constituted authority, making Chief Joshua’s role as default Air Boss moot. "Come!" he shouted when the tapping on his door was repeated.

"I guess you’ve heard the news," Dee said.

"Yeah, and it don’t thrill me," Peters understated.

"I expected that," Dee told him wryly. "I hate to impose, but I need some help."

"What do you need?"

"Chief Joshua told me to arrange for a member of Llapaaloapalla‘s crew to be present for the additional instruction he ordered." She looked a little sheepish. "I’m not very familiar with the zerkre, and they don’t know me at all. Would you go along and help me out? They know you a lot better."

"You sure?" Peters asked softly. "I’m one of the ones in the shit."

"Yes, I know, but I don’t even know where to go or who to ask."

"Jus’ go to the control room and ask for Dhuvenig. If he ain’t around, either Heelinig or Deenerin can help you."

"But I’m afraid!" she almost wailed. "Won’t you please go along? In all my life I never imagined that I would visit the control room."

"What’re you afraid of?" Peters asked gently. "They’re nice folks up there."

"Maybe for you, but I’m only a trader, and a junior one at that," Dee pointed out. "Please help."

"You’re jumpin’ at shadows." Peters held up a hand when she started to object. "OK, I’ll go, but we can’t be seen together, leastwise not by any of the humans." He thought for a moment. "You know where the library’s at?"

"I think so. I’ve never been there."

"Learnin’ that’ll be good for you," Peters said with some amusement. "It’s an interestin’ place. I done learned a lot there."

"So I should meet you in the library?"

"Yeah. Wait a tle or so, then go to the library. Don’t wait too long. It’s gettin’ close to mealtime, and after that we won’t be able to get away with much.»

"All right," she said a trifle wanly. "Come as soon as you can. I don’t feel welcome in that part of the ship."

"You’ll be fine," Peters assured. "Go. I’ll be there as soon as I can."

"OK." She turned and left, pulling the door closed.

Now isn’t this a helluva deal? Peters waited a few minutes, then pulled on dungarees over his kathir suit and searched out his hat. The requirement to wear clothing over the airsuit was honored much more in the breach than in the observance, but the order had never been rescinded, and if he was already on somebody’s shit list there was no point in adding tick marks.

Dee had managed to find the library, but hadn’t mustered up the courage to go in; she was standing outside the door, looking fidgety and getting odd looks from the occasional passerby. «Calm yourself,» Peters told her. «They won’t bite you.»

«I’m not emotionally certain of that,» she said, with more humor than he’d expected.

«Let’s go inside for a moment,» Peters suggested. «The librarian is a good person. Perhaps if you meet her you can become more easy about meeting the others.»

«That might help,» she agreed.

«Come, then.» Peters pushed open the library door. «Hello, Cherin,» he greeted the woman at the desk. «I introduce Dee.»

Cherin glanced at him with a little quirk of the mouth. «Hello, Peters,» she said, amusement in her voice. «Welcome to the library, Dee. I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.»

«No, I’ve never been here before,» Dee agreed.

«You’re a Trader, aren’t you? Is there anything special you like to read?»

«No, I have never read very much,» Dee admitted. «I read some books when I was in school, but never since.»

«That’s too bad,» the librarian chided. «Reading is a good way to learn new things. Look at Peters. He reads more than almost anyone I know, and as a result he knows much more than you’d expect.»

«Perhaps I should try it,» Dee said dubiously. «Am I permitted to come here?»

«Well, of course you are,» Cherin told her with some force. «The library is for everyone.»

«Thank you.» Dee looked around. Several patrons, some in kathir suits with zerkre markings, were sitting in comfortable chairs. «It’s a very quiet place, isn’t it?» she commented.

«Yes, libraries are quiet places,» Peters told her. «When you’re reading it’s better to have quiet, so you can listen to the voices the book makes in your head.»

«That’s a very poetic way to put it, but Peters is right,» Cherin told her. «Come any time, even if all you want is to be quiet for a while. I’ll suggest some things for you to read if you like.»

«Thank you, Cherin.»

«No thanks necessary. Peters, why did you bring Dee here? I don’t think it was romantic interest.»

Dee colored. «No, not romantic interest,» Peters assured the librarian with a smile. «Dee needs to visit the control room, and she’s a little afraid of the reception she might find there. I thought perhaps if she could meet you she might realize that not all of the zerkre eat babies.»

«That isn’t funny,» Cherin said sharply. «And to think I complimented you for being poetic only a moment ago! Dee, if you have business in the control room, just go there and ask. Even if you’re only curious you should go and ask. They might say no, but so long as you’re polite that’s the worst thing you should expect.»

«I suppose I know that intellectually,» Dee admitted. «But it’s hard to change old habits.»

«I’ll have to speak with some of the others,» Cherin said to Peters. «I knew not many of the Traders ever came up here, but I didn’t realize that they were afraid.»

«Perhaps Dee won’t be any more,» Peters said. «But now, if you will excuse us, we need to go to the control room.»

«You don’t need my permission,» the librarian pointed out. «Come again soon. You come too, Dee.»

«Thank you,» Dee said quietly.

«Now see, that wasn’t so bad,» Peters said when they were in the passageway.

«No, it wasn’t,» Dee admitted, and took a few steps. «It doesn’t seem right.».

«What doesn’t?»

«I have lived on Llapaaloapalla all my life. You have been here only a little over five zul, yet you know more about the ship than I do!»

«Perhaps so,» Peters admitted. «I found an interest and followed it. You could do the same if you wanted to.»

«Yes, that’s true, isn’t it? It’s unfortunate that I didn’t know that before.» Dee squared her narrow shoulders. «Lead on. I’m still not looking forward to this, but it’s starting to feel like something I should have done long ago.»

Dhuvenig looked Dee over pretty comprehensively, seeming to like what he saw. «Further instruction?» he asked when their errand was explained. «I thought you were past that. You have been operating the retarders for some time now.»

«Did you know about the accident?» Peters asked.

«Yes, I went down to check if anything had happened to the ship’s structure, and I stopped to look at the wreckage. The air caught the wings on the ship and threw it against the overhead structure, as I understand it. The crew were very lucky. If they had hit only a few tell forward or aft they would almost certainly have been killed.»

«That’s how I understand it as well, but my superiors feel that it is possible faulty operation of the retarders contributed to the accident,» Peters explained. «They want us to have further instruction, to avoid such incidents in future.»

«I suppose I see their point, but it’s based on a misunderstanding of the retarder system,» Dhuvenig pointed out. «The retarders can only check motion in a line parallel to the ship’s long axis. If the approaching ship moves to one side or the other the retarders can’t stop it. You couldn’t have prevented the accident by changing the way you operate them.»

«That is how I understood the situation, and I attempted to explain it,» Peters agreed. «But because I was one of the operators at the time, they won’t necessarily take my word for it.»

«Again I can see their point.» Dhuvenig sighed. «The problem is that Keezer doesn’t like working with you humans. I will have to find someone else with both the knowledge and the free time.» He looked at Dee. «Why did you bring Dee along for this errand? Not that I have any objections, but you certainly know the language well enough.»

«It has to do with the politics in our group. It would be better if my superiors didn’t know I came here. They might be more suspicious, thinking that I might have made some special arrangement with you to avoid blame. But Dee was afraid to approach you by herself, so I agreed to come along.»

Dhuvenig nodded. «Oh? That sort of thing happens sometimes. I will instruct whoever I send not to mention it.» He looked Dee up and down. «Dee, if you need to contact us again, you should come by yourself. We aren’t ferassi here.»

«Dee doesn’t feel comfortable coming to the control room,» Peters told him. The unfamiliar word didn’t parse in the Grallt he knew. Probably it meant something like ‘monster’ or ‘ogre’.

«Yes, I know some of the traders feel that way,» Dhuvenig observed. «Come back any time, Dee. You can ask for me especially, and I’ll do what I can for you.» He smiled. «Come whenever you like, even if you don’t have business. Perhaps we could get to know one another better.»

«Thank you, Dhuvenig,» Dee said a little weakly.

«No thanks necessary. Is there more?»

«No, Dhuvenig, I think that’s all.» Peters told him when Dee didn’t respond.

«Yes,» the Grallt responded with a short nod, and Dee and Peters turned to leave.

Outside the bridge access Dee stopped and leaned against Peters. He put his arm around her shoulders, realizing with a start that it was the first time he’d touched her. «See, that wasn’t so bad,» he offered.

«No, not really. Dhuvenig was nice, I thought. I was frightened the whole time, though.»

«You should get over that. You will have to come back again, because I might not be able to take the risk. Don’t worry. Dhuvenig will be glad to see you.»

«You think so? Why would Dhuvenig be happy to see a Trader in his control room?»

«I don’t think his interest has anything to do with traders and zerkre,» Peters said with a smile.

She moved away and looked up at him. «What, then?» she asked suspiciously.

«It wouldn’t be a bad arrangement,» Peters suggested. «He’s a nice guy with lots of status, and he seems interested. You should pursue the matter.»

«Wearing my airsuit, I suppose,» Dee offered, with a hint of irony.

«You should do that anyway, but it wouldn’t hurt.» Peters grinned. «You make a very good impression in it.»

«You’re as crude as the officers are.»

«Oh, I’m much worse. I’m enlisted, after all. Now let’s go. Mealtime is almost over, and I need to get something to eat before I go on duty.»

  





Chapter Twenty-Eight

Howell was explaining the retarders for the nth time, and had reached the point of using little words. "No, sir, so far as any of us are aware the system has no effect whatever on motion from side to side, sir."

"‘So far as any of you are aware’," the officer mimicked. "All you’re telling me is that none of you really know how it works. It’s amazing nobody’s been killed."

"Shit, all the asshole needs is one of those little whip things," Peters observed aside to Kraewitz.

"Riding crop," the other supplied, smiling thinly.

"Yeah, that’s it."

Carson was wearing aviators’ greens, complete with brown shoes and a cap with a polished brown visor, with two full rings on the sleeves instead of the ring-and-a-half they’d thought he was entitled to. He walked up and down with long strides, flicking his hand against his hip in a nervous gesture. It was already clear that he was not, repeat not, going to accept the word of anybody present that the retarder crews couldn’t have prevented the crash. He kept coming back to the idea that the machines were capable of restraining the path of entering ships, and the sailors simply didn’t know how the system worked.

"What’s this?" Kraewitz asked, looking over his shoulder, and Peters turned to find Dhuvenig strolling up.

"Everybody salute!" Peters hissed, and snapped into a brace himself, forefinger at eyebrow. The other enlisted in the vicinity followed suit without much delay, and the Grallt stopped, raised his eyebrows, and lifted his left arm in the "greeting" gesture. Peters brought his hand down at that, and the others did, too, a little raggedly.

«Hello, Peters,» Dhuvenig said calmly. «I take it that was your respect gesture. Did I respond correctly?»

«Yes, you did,» Peters assured.

«So all of you are retarder operators? We don’t use such a large group for the function.»

«Yes, I know, but we are new and were not sure of the requirements,» Peters told him. «It seemed better to have too many than too few.»

«A sensible precaution.» Dhuvenig looked around. «You asked for an instructor. No one suitable was immediately available, so I decided to come myself.»

«Yes …»

"Sailor! You there! Front and center!" The lieutenant wasn’t pleased. "Bring your friend."

"Aye, aye, sir." «Please come with me. This man is my superior.»

«Certainly.»

Peters didn’t quite double-time over to Lieutenant Carson, with Dhuvenig following more calmly. "You called for me, sir?" he asked. He’d already saluted the son-of-a-bitch once today and wasn’t about to repeat it. Two could play at "strict rules".

"What’s your name, sailor?"

"Peters, sir." For about the fourth time.

"Peters, were you aware that this was an official exercise?"

"Yes, sir."

"Were you aware that during official exercises you are not permitted to go skylarking off with your buddies?"

"Yes, sir."

"You were." That was stretched out in laconic superciliousness.

The pause extended itself. "Yes, sir," Peters added.

"Very well … who’s the cuntface?"

"Engineering Officer, sir."

Carson stopped for a moment, then bulled ahead: "And what rank does he hold?"

"Approximately Commander, sir."

"Commander," Carson repeated.

"Yes, sir."

"Which conveniently outranks me by two grades, right, sailor?"

"Yes, sir."

"Speak the language, do you, sailor?"

"Yes, sir."

"Very well. You tell your friend the commander to go back to the EM quarters and tell them your little joke didn’t work. Then get back to your post, and we will continue the exercise … Howell!"

"Yes, sir?"

"This man’s on report." Carson looked back at Peters. "Move it, sailor!"

"Aye, sir." Peters bobbed his head and took a step back. Carson flicked his hand against his hip and turned away, and that gave Peters a chance to turn and walk off.

Dhuvenig followed. «I take it from the tones of voice used that that didn’t go well,» he observed.

«Yes, that’s true,» Peters replied. «My superior didn’t believe me when I told him what post you hold.»

«What did you tell him?»

«I told him you were First for machinery and equipment.»

«That’s correct, of course. Where would that stand in your own social structure?»

«Such a person would occupy a position more or less equal to that of the Second, but would take slightly less precedence.»

«That’s very much the same way we see it. You say he didn’t believe you?»

«No, he did not. He imagines that you are one of my social acquaintances.»

Dhuvenig looked amused. «Let’s see if we can change his mind. Do the respect gesture, please.»

Peters saluted. Dhuvenig raised his arm, nodded, and took himself off. Peters shook his head and turned back, to discover every eye on him, including the choleric regard of Lieutenant Carson. "Ifwe may continue," the lieutenant drawled sarcastically.

Peters flushed. "Yes, sir. Sorry, sir."

The next half-hour was long. Lieutenant Carson returned to his original theme, alternating between demanding further information about the retarders–none of which was available, even if it existed–and propounding his theory that the retarder crews could have redirected the Tomcat if they’d known what they were doing. Now that Peters had come to his attention he paid especial attention to him, despite having forgotten his name again, addressing him only with a sharp sarcastic bark of "sailor!". "This is the control for the mass of the incoming ship, is that right, sailor?"

"Yes, sir, it is."

"And this one is for the velocity."

"Yes, sir." They’d only covered this ground about ten times so far.

"And you’re telling me there are no vector direction controls."

"No, sir, I mean yes, sir, that’s what I’m saying."

Carson started to speak again, but interrupted himself, looking off across the bay. "Well, sailor, your friends have shown up again. Tell ‘em to sheer off smartly, or I’ll see you get some brig time."

Peters grinned; he couldn’t help himself. "Aye, sir," he managed, and Carson glared at him. The approaching party was led by Znereda, and consisted of Dhuvenig, Heelinig, a pair of large zerkre with four-way designs on their suits and the air of bouncers, and a portly, white-haired individual in a dark gray suit similar to what Donollo had worn. Peters came to attention and ripped off the snappiest salute he was capable of, and the other sailors took a brace, leaving Carson with his hands hanging loose and a deep flush discoloring his face and neck.

Znereda marched up and inquired with mild good humor, "May we know your name, please?"

"I’m Lieutenant Samuel Carson, United States Navy. And who might you be?"

"Oh, I’m only a translator, lieutenant. My name is Znereda." The little Grallt looked Carson up and down. "If you and your people could have been troubled to learn the language, I would have been your instructor. Apparently I lost nothing by the decision." Carson flushed more deeply but didn’t respond, and Znereda went on, "I should introduce the people whose speech I will be translating. First are these gentlemen." The two bruisers took station, one each side of the lieutenant and a little behind, arms folded. "They are from the shipboard police department, what my friend Peters would probably describe as the ‘Master at Arms’." Znereda grinned. "Their names are not important, and if they need to communicate I’m sure they can make their meaning clear without my assistance.

"This gentleman is Dhuvenig, whom you saw fit to insult a short time ago. He is the Engineering Officer of Llapaaloapalla, and outranks you by two grades." Znereda looked down at Carson’s sleeves. "Three, if the original roster supplied to us is to be trusted.

"The lovely lady beside Dhuvenig is Heelinig, who rejoices in the title of ‘Second of Llapaaloapalla‘, or ‘Executive Officer’ as you would understand it. Her rank is not superior to that of Dhuvenig, but with us, as with you, her duties include the solution of disciplinary problems.

"Shouldn’t you be saluting at this point? Ah, well, I suppose I don’t understand your system as well as I thought I did.

"And last, but by no means least, I introduce the distinguished and honorable Prethuvenigis, the chief of the trading organization which employs you and the man whose signature upon the contract permits you to be here. Have we assembled a group whose precedence you are satisfied with? Or would you prefer to deal directly with the Captain? Like any captain, Preligotis doesn’t descend to deal with every fiddling detail, but the gentlemen beside you would be happy to take you to him if you like."

Carson was rigid, and his face wouldn’t be that pale again until the undertaker saw him. "That won’t be necessary," he managed to breathe. He caught Dhuvenig’s eye and brought his hand up in a stiff salute. Dhuvenig returned it with a raised arm, eyes gleaming, and Carson returned to his brace. "Begging the Commander’s pardon, sir, but I wasn’t aware of the Commander’s status."

«He wasn’t willing to be told, either,» Dhuvenig responded with amusement when Znereda translated that.

"Nor were you willing to accept the word of the person who told you," Znereda rendered it.

Carson looked around, caught Peters in his view. "No, sir," he admitted almost inaudibly.

"Why are you here, Leftenant?" Prethuvenigis asked reasonably, in the pseudo-British accent Peters associated with India. "The retarder consoles are part of the ship’s equipment, and operating them is the province of those engaged in the operation of the ship. Your contract specifically precludes your involvement in such matters."

"I was assigned this duty by Commander Bolton …." Carson obviously couldn’t decide whether or not to add the "sir".

"I see. And was Dreelig aware of that assignment?"

"He was present when it was made … sir."

"I see." Prethuvenigis looked the officer over. "Leftenant Carson, return to your quarters. Stay there. On the way, do me the kindness of telling Dreelig to see me immediately." He held up a hand. "I will clarify the word ‘immediately’. If Dreelig is in the bath when you find him, I expect him to appear stark naked. Is that clear?"

"Yes … sir. Clear, sir."

Prethuvenigis nodded and turned to Heelinig. «Is this bug sufficiently squashed?»

«Yes, I think so,» the executive officer replied with amusement. «Thank you for taking the time, Prethuvenigis. We appreciate your assistance.»

Prethuvenigis waved that off. «Nothing, nothing, I was bored anyway.» He turned, his eye falling on Lieutenant Carson. "Leftenant, why are you still here? If you need assistance, it is available."

"Just leaving now, sir."

"Very good." The Trader addressed the two goons: «Follow this man. Act menacing. Loom.»

Both of them grinned. «We can do that,» the smaller one agreed cheerfully, and when Carson started across the deck they flanked him, half a step behind.

Dhuvenig addressed Peters: «Satisfactory?»

«Not entirely,» Peters told him. «We won’t have trouble with him again, but the question of whether we were responsible for the accident remains open.»

«Znereda thought of that,» Dhuvenig said, and the little teacher cocked his head and grinned. «Our next stop is their quarters, where we will explain retarder operations in some detail. We intend to leave no doubt in anyone’s mind.» He looked around. «I think we’ll wait elsewhere, though. You and your friends probably want to get out of here.»

«Yes,» Heelinig said cheerfully. «Peters especially needs to get back to his quarters.»

«Why do you say so, Heelinig?» Peters asked her.

She smiled broadly. «Cherin tells me you have the book I want to read next. You need to have the leisure to finish it.»

«I’ll have it back as soon as possible,» Peters assured her.

«Oh, no,» she waved that off. «Take your time and enjoy it. Just don’t dawdle.» She smiled at the group of gaping sailors, nodded slightly, and turned to walk away.

Dhuvenig and Znereda followed. "Gad," said Kraewitz under his breath. "What was that last bit about?"

"It’s a joke, like. I’m readin’ a book the XO wants a chance at. She wants me to have time off to finish it so she can have it next."

There was a thinking pause. "Peters, remind me not to piss you off." Kraewitz’s grin was a little crooked.

"How’s that?"

The tall sailor looked at Peters. "With the caliber of the guns you can bring up when you want to, I want to stay on your good side. You wan’ see peektures of my seester?"

* * *

"It’s not like you to be so quiet all the time," Todd remarked. "It’s been, what, four days? Over three llor. If the Master Chief was going to call you in for a chat it’d be over and done with by now."

Peters hunched his shoulders. "Yeah, I reckon you’re right. Stood watch yesterday, Ms. Briggs just kinda half-smiled and went on in the office." Watches at the entry to enlisted quarters had long since been abandoned, but someone was always on duty in the detachment watchroom. "I can’t help waitin’ for the slug to drop, though."

"Yeah, well, you’re pretty good at being out of range lately," Todd commented a little slyly. "You been visiting that engineer chick?"

Peters managed a sour grin. "Nope. Mostly I been hangin’ around the library."

Todd looked sidelong, grinning, or rather smirking. "Of course in your case it might not matter much longer."

"What the Hell are you talkin’ about?"

"Haul out your gadget and tell me what the date is back home," Todd suggested, still looking sly.

Peters obliged, giving the younger sailor puzzled looks between button pushes. "Says here … Well I be damned. January 22, 2055. We done missed Christmas. Again."

"Time flies when you’re having fun," Todd reminded him. "Now refresh my memory. When’s your re-up date again?"

Peters went white. "April seventeenth," he said in a whisper.

"That’s what I thought." Todd spread his hands. "When we first came aboard it didn’t matter much, we thought we’d be done and back home before first of the year. Then things started going down." He shrugged. "I’m almost in the same boat, my date’s November the third. If we don’t get back early … but my point is, all you gotta do is not re-up. Then you can wear whatever you want."

"I am gonna have to look this up," Peters mused. "What happens if I don’t re-up? Far as I know my CO can extend me, at least until the deployment is over."

"Yeah, but who’s your CO? Or mine?" Todd pointed out. "According to what the Master Chief understands it’s Dreelig. Can Dreelig extend you in the U.S. Navy?"

Peters considered their recent interactions with Dreelig … "Not hardly, I don’t think. This here is gonna take some research."

"Keep me posted."

* * *

They didn’t know the name of the planet that loomed gibbous in the aft opening. Incoming ships were visible, black dots against the blue-white limb of the planet and sparks adjacent to it. "Look alive, people," Howell advised, eyeballing the newcomers through his binoculars. "They’re hot."

Closer, closer …

Wham! The lead ship boomed in through the door, high and to starboard and way too fast. Three of the fields let go with bull-fiddle twangs, but the fourth held and brought the ugly brick-shape down to a fast walking pace. "Dial ‘em up, everybody," Howell said grimly. "We got a bunch of cowboys here." A quick estimate based on the one that was already in would have the settings about right if they were behaving within reason. They cranked the mass readings up and left the speeds where they were. No reason to give the bastards an easy ride.

The second ship banged in, low and to port this time but just as fast. Three twangs, caught on four; they all cranked the mass setting up another notch. The other six were just as bad. Apparently nobody had ever told them about velocity matching. At least they weren’t bouncing off the bulkheads.

Finally there were eight ugly blocks of junk scattered higgledy-piggledy to either side of the ops bay. Warnocki was shouting and being ignored; apparently they intended to leave their vehicles parked any which way. The ground guides had waved wands and flags for parking guidance and finally given up. No matter, as soon as they were out of sight that’d get fixed. The hatches were opening.

There were two of them per ship, one big bruiser and one skinny shrimp each. They had on what looked like kathir suits in bright and clashing colors, cloth caps with narrow bills, and boots that looked like cordovan leather and came to just below the knee. They collected by pairs and moved off to starboard in a loose group with no apparent discipline. Chief Warnocki was still screaming, but if the new guys were impressed they didn’t show it.

"This is gonna be a fun bunch," somebody said over the earbugs. Once in a while the processors picked the damnedest things to pass on.

"Attention on deck," Chief Joshua said without great heat. "All hands secure from flight operations. Set the on-orbit watch. Green section, report to Chief Warnocki. Let’s get the ops bay in some kind of order."

With their zifthkakik inactive the ships were so many lumps, but they all had little wheels on the skids like some types of helicopters. It took a hunt to come up with a bar that would fit in the socket, but before long they were all up on casters and moving. Armstrong effort was enough in most cases, but the one they were assigned had a cracked wheel; Rupert went and begged a towmotor from the plane captains. How to attach it wasn’t obvious, but they got the thing moving, thumping loudly with each turn of the broken wheel.

"Purty, ain’t it," said Rupert when they had the thing parked.

"Hunh. That ain’t the word I’d choose," Peters drawled. The ship was a rectangular block, too clunky to be as graceful as a brick, painted in garish semi-geometric designs that were probably numbers and/or squadron mascots, with exposed whatnots of no obvious purpose stuck to the surface. Where it wasn’t garish the bare metal was dull and grimy. At the front was a filthy transparent panel, and behind that were the seats for the crew, two across behind a set of controls as bare as any they’d seen.

"Enterprise shuttlecraft," Rupert summarized it. "Circa, oh, say ten BC. Reckon any of these jerks ever heard of aerodynamics?"

"Most of the rest of ‘em ain’t," Peters pointed out. "These here are a little worse’n average, is all."

"You got that right," Rupert said sourly. "Oh, well, as I remember we’re supposed to be showing ‘em what hot shit we are so’s we can sell ‘em stuff. These people look like they could use just about anything we can offer."

* * *

"They’re called nekrit," said Jacks. "They’re not from here, so they’re stayin’ the night, in the section aft of the officers’ quarters."

Retard Three was standing by their console ready for flight ops, watching with interest as the big and little new guys emerged from the hatch and looked for their ships. They saw them, began discussing it among themselves, and progressed to angry shouting, mostly at Chief Warnocki. The Senior Chief didn’t understand what they were saying, and the rest of the deck crew tended to give them a blank look and a shrug and walk off. Nobody threw any punches, which cost Rupert two ornh.

"Nekrit," said Peters, tasting the word.

"Yeah," said Jacks. "Se’en says they’re pree-verts." He and Se’en were still an item, something none of the others would have predicted. The sailor hadn’t learned any Grallt from the association, but Se’en had perfected her English to the extent of adopting a nasal intonation and adding "-s" to "you"–in other words, copying Jacks’s Joisey accent. Her job in the "listening room", where the few functioning radio receivers aboard Llapaaloapalla were located, meant she mostly knew what was going on. Peters had been keeping out of sight and as much as possible out of mind; with Dee still diffident about approaching the zerkre and Dreelig not talking to enlisted any more, most of what the sailors knew about what was happening tended to come from Se’en via Jacks.

"What the hell would they call a pervert?" wondered Rupert.

"Se’en says they don’t mate," said Jacks.

"Shit, they gotta mate, don’t they?" Rupert asked. "Otherwise no little nekrit."

"Right," said Jacks. "What I mean is, Se’en says they don’t fuck, at least not one another. The big bruisers lay eggs, and the little fairies come along and fertilize them."

"So?" from Rupert.

"So they don’t give a damn where the eggs go," said Jacks. "Back home they got a species of animal, the big ones just jab right in the abdomen. The little ones come by and fuck the bloody hole."

There was a general murmur of "Holy shit!" The Grallt matched human mating patterns fairly closely, but there were other variants. This seemed worse than usual.

"They really don’t give a damn," Jacks continued. "Anything with a hole in it already’s good, but not really necessary. Assholes don’t work, of course."

"Rapists?" asked Peters quietly.

"You got it," said Jacks. "Se’en’s worried, one of her friends is a steward."

"Green Three, what’s your status?" the Master Chief asked through the earbugs.

"Consoles manned and ready," Howell responded immediately, which was an exaggeration. The consoles were ready, but the operators were clustering around Jacks.

"Acknowledged, Green Three," Joshua came back with a tinge of irony in his tone. He could see the deck from his perch on the O-1 of the officers’ quarters, and couldn’t have missed what was going on. He also knew retarders wouldn’t be needed for some time. "All hands, launch in one tle," he added. "We’re up first as usual so our guests can watch. Hornets, then Tomcats."

The nekrit were standing around in pairs, leaning against their ships or in little chatting groups. They watched, ostentatiously "not watching" with eyes averted except for short flicking glances, as the deck crews deployed in the half-military, half-artistic patterns they’d developed. Peters was reminded of–what?–hah. They reminded him of Gonsoles and the rest of the tough guys clustered around Everett. All they needed was chews of tobacco.

Plane captains began taxiing Hornets out of the hangar access. All of them had panels hanging open, and the red-shirted armorers approached each in turn, making sure the lasers were set properly for the coming event. Mechanics followed, giving each a last once-over.

Once the Hornets were in ready position the plane captains dismounted, meeting the pilots with sharp salutes at the base of the boarding ladders. Pilots boarded, and plane captains followed to help with securing straps, umbilicals, and helmets. Finally the plane captains swarmed down the ladders and removed them with help from waiting crews, the canopies went down, and the planes moved forward into Senior Chief Warnocki’s territory, guided by yellow-shirts with lighted batons.

Crossed batons brought them to a halt, and a little baton-twirl suggested a final check of all onboard systems. That done, the pilot nodded; the ground guide skipped out of the way and brought the batons parallel and horizontal, and Warnocki saluted. The pilot returned the salute, and the Senior Chief converted his gesture into a spin, ending with his right arm at full extension toward the bow, finger pointed. The Hornet shot down the bay and disappeared, and the next one began moving up.

Pretty as a picture and stylized as ballet; Peters wondered for the umpteenth time what would happen when they had to go back to steam cats, howling turbines, and limited deck space after doing it this way for two years.

Thirty seconds between launches, a nice leisurely pace, got the ten Hornets off in five minutes, and Tomcats started moving up by pairs. Side-by-side launches were possible with the wings folded back, if they didn’t care if they whiffed the theatrically unimpressed nekrit with the wingtips. Apparently they didn’t. The first pair missed an idly chatting group by inches, or so it seemed from where Peters stood. The nekrit seemed to agree, moving toward the walls before the next brace launched, waving hostile gestures at the planes.

The humans’ launch cycle ended with 107, a singleton now and forever, or until they lost another one. Deck crews began moving to their standby stations against the walls; it was the guests’ turn.

The nekrit were straggling, two by two, toward their craft, chatting and waving their arms at one another. The sailors didn’t touch anything as the aliens saddled up and began moving out in a disorganized swarm.

They didn’t want any help; need was another thing. One of the ships wouldn’t start, or something. The larger of the two crew(men?) piled out the hatch and started beating on a whatsit with a bar. The smaller one got out, made a human-looking shrug and grimace at the watchers, and tapped its (buddy?) on the shoulder. They exchanged a few words and a mutual shrug, then moved off to the quarters hatch, leaving their box where it sat. And that, apparently, was that. "Christ," said Rupert. "I’ve seen more discipline in a biker gang."

"You’ve never seen a biker gang," said Peters.

"Bullshit," said Rupert. "Outlaws used to come through town pretty regular when there was still gas." That would have been when Rupert was about five or six.

"Right," said Peters. "Come on, let’s go get some chow. This shit will still be here when we get back."

  





Chapter Twenty-Nine

Recovery a half-ande later started out as a duplicate of the previous day, bar one less ugly box. They didn’t come in with quite the same verve; Retard Three caught two of them before they broke Four. Parking was different, too, since Chief Warnocki had a squad of deck apes in kathir suits with duty belts and rifles. The nekrit seemed to know what slug-thowers were, and an M22 up the nose was enough incentive to get their ships more or less lined up with their nonfunctional companion before the Hornets and Tomcats needed the bay.

That part was a joy and a pleasure, as usual with the first-line crews. Each of the graceful darts hit near as dammit dead center, and their velocities were so closely matched that Retard Three had no business at all. One, two, three, through nine and ten, then seven Tomcats, one every thirty seconds, easy as pie, regular as clockwork. It looked like they did it every day, which they didn’t, quite.

The nekrit headed for the guest quarters hatch in their usual sloppy gang. This was the first group they’d encountered who didn’t seem to feel that a little ceremony was appropriate.

"Well, that’s it, I guess," said Howell, as the human pilots exchanged glances and began moving off toward their quarters in their own loose group.

"Yeah," said Peters. "Wonder how it went?"

Rupert sneered. "You have to ask?"

* * *

Peters slung his helmet on an empty chair and began shuffling out of his flak jacket. "How’d it go?" he asked.

"You have to ask?" Todd was disposing of his own deck gear the same way. The planes were out for the second round; they were taking it by turns to eat before getting back and preparing for recovery.

"Hell, yeah, I have to ask. Did our guys just win, or smash the bastards?"

"Well, Commander Collins was grinning something fierce," Todd noted. "Based on what’s gone on before, I’d say that means we beat their butts as usual."

Peters nodded. "Wonder why most of these folks ain’t got much idea how to go about it."

Todd shook his head. "Well, from what I can see, for most of them it’s a kind of game, they don’t take it as seriously as our guys do."

"Yeah." Peters thought a moment. "I reckon there’s another thing."

"What’s that?"

"Well, if zifthkakik are expensive it means they probably ain’t got very many of ‘em. I’m just speculatin’ here, but maybe there ain’t enough spaceships around to get into wars with."

Todd nodded. "That could be. Whereas our guys have been fighting people with airplanes for a century and a half. Lots of practice."

"Yeah. Say, did you hear what Jacks came up with?" When the response was a negative headshake, Peters described what they’d learned about nekrit reproductive systems.

"Shit." Todd made a sour grimace and shook his head. "You know, before we got out here I’d never thought about it. There’s men, and there’s women, and that’s the way it works, right?"

Peters grinned back. "Well, we done found out it ain’t necessarily so."

"Yeah… It doesn’t seem like the basis for any kind of society we’d like. Nasty."

"You got that right."

"You say Se’en came up with this? Has anybody passed the word?"

Peters frowned. "I dunno. I reckon Dreelig oughta know about it."

"Dreelig." Todd’s tone was dismissive.

"Yeah, he ain’t been distinguishing himself lately. What’s your point? The nekrit are here today, they’ll be gone tomorrow. It don’t make no difference where little nekrit come from, ‘cept for us to snigger about."

Todd picked at his food. "It occurrs to me that a society based on a system like that wouldn’t include much in the way of ideas like fairness," he pointed out. "The nekrit lost the ship contest. Who’s to say they wouldn’t like to get a little of their own back some other way?"

"So? The only ones they’d be likely to go after would be the officers, and they’re pretty well isolated."

"Not all of them. Remember the crew that couldn’t get their shitbox started?"

"Yeah. They didn’t even try it the second time."

"Right. They’ve been lounging around the ready room waiting for the rest of it to be over with, and not all of our guys are out."

"Alternate crews?"

"And some of the primaries." Todd grinned. "If you want a clue as to how it went, there’s one for you. Half the flight crews this time are alternates."

"And you think we oughta warn somebody about the possibility of dirty work."

"Yes, I do."

Peters sighed. "I ain’t real anxious to get noticed again, but I’m afraid you’re right."

The watchstander in the duty office on the main deck wasn’t the brightest bulb in the string. "What’s up?" he wanted to know.

"You seen the two nekrit that didn’t go out?" Peters asked him.

"You mean the aliens? Yeah, they hung around here for a while, then they went upstairs."

"Anybody else up there?"

"Medics, a couple of the pilots. What’s it to you?"

Peters didn’t feel like taking the time to fill in the blanks. "Need to visit the infirmary."

The sailor shrugged. "Sign the book." Peters complied, and the watchstander added, "Don’t dawdle, and don’t go past the third door. You ain’t supposed to be fooling around up there."

"I know the drill," Peters said shortly. "Come on, Todd." They took the steps two at a time.

Silence, except for a low murmur of voices from the wardroom. "I ain’t real happy with this," Peters observed, keeping his voice low.

"Nor me," Todd conceded. "We could tell the medics and let them pass the word."

Peters considered. "Probably the best thing… what’s that?

"That" was a bump or thud behind a door. "What’s in here?" asked Peters worriedly when it came again, this time accompanied by a low wordless cry.

"How do I know?" demanded Todd. "They don’t exactly set up tours."

"We better check it out."

"Yeah." The two sailors looked at one another for a moment. Finally Todd grabbed the door handle; Peters stood in a half crouch, ready to move or block as necessary. He nodded. Todd yanked.

"Whathefuckisthis!" Two nekrit, one big and one little, had somebody down on the floor, and there was a pair of khaki pants slung alongside one of the cabinets. Neither sailor had seen a nekrit wearing khakis.

Peters pushed off against the bulkhead just as one of the nekrit, the little one, stood up. Well, hell, at least I get to do the easy one, he thought, then found out he was wrong; the fairy nekrit was wiry, strong, and agile.

The big one moved to help the little one, and the person on the floor was Lt(j.g.) Briggs. Todd leaped into the scuffle and got lucky, and a little help from the victim; Briggs tripped the big one, who fell just where a size-nine boondocker could connect properly, right behind the ear. Best of all, the alien had some kind of gadget in a little flap holster. Todd didn’t know what it did, but he yanked it out, shoved it against the little one’s head, and mashed the button.

Nothing happened except that the alien went white, started gabbling, and quit squirming around. The other one cooled off too, and Peters, who had almost been down for the count, started squirming out of his flak jacket. "Loan me your knife." It wasn’t a request.

Todd pulled out his flick-knife, flipped it open, and handed it over, and Peters began ripping the tough fabric. Todd moved to help, and the two made sure the nekrit were securely tied before turning to the object of all the ruckus.

"Jeez, Ms. Briggs, you OK?" asked Todd.

"No, God-damnit, I am not OK!" she said. "Todd, is that you? Who the Hell’s that with you?"

"Yeah, it’s me, ma’am," said Todd. "This is my buddy Peters, from the retarder crews. Come on, ma’am, we need to get you to the doc."

"Shit, no," said Briggs. "Look, thanks, Todd, but just help me get back to my quarters. Damn, that hurts." The woman was shaking, white, and shivery.

"Come on, Ms. Briggs, you gotta see the doc," Peters urged. "You don’t know what we know."

"What the hell do you know?" It was a scream.

"Never mind, ma’am, just come on, sick bay’s just across the hall." Peters grabbed the woman to keep her from falling. "Todd, this ain’t workin’. You go get Doc Steward and a stretcher. I’ll hold the fort." Todd nodded and left. It didn’t take very long for him to get back with the doctor and a couple of corpsmen.

"What the hell is this all about?" Steward demanded. "Holy shit," he added when he saw the half-disrobed woman and the two aliens on the floor. "Somebody better have some answers."

"Just a little friendly rape, sir," said Peters grimly. He had maneuvered Briggs so that she was half sitting on a chair, half leaning against him. She was white-faced, semiconscious and losing it. The two nekrit were groaning and writhing, testing their bonds.

"Jeesus," said the doctor. "Wilson! Kiel! Get this woman on the gurney. You’re Peters, right? What’s this alien sex crap your buddy was spouting?"

"Let’s get Ms. Briggs on the stretcher first, sir," said Peters. He and the two corpsmen maneuvered the woman onto the pallet and the medics moved her out. Peters, Todd, and the doctor regarded the two aliens as Peters began repeating the story.

By the time it was done Steward was grim. "All right, I know what to do about Ms. Briggs. What do we do about these beauties?"

The two sailors exchanged whispers, and Todd acquired a grin that showed no amusement whatever. "Sir, with your permission I’m going over to sick bay," he told the doctor. "She knows me, maybe I can help a little." He handed the gadget to Peters, who transferred the knife to his left hand to take it.

"Good idea," the doctor nodded. Todd nodded back and left, and Steward turned to Peters. "I take it you’ve got an idea about what to do about this."

"Yes, sir, I got a notion," said Peters. He looked down at the nearest nekrit, the smaller one. "With all respect, sir, you oughta be takin’ care of Ms. Briggs first, no telling what kind of poisons these bastards squirted into her."

Steward looked at him a moment. "I also take it that your proposed solution is nothing I’d care to get involved with," he said quietly. Peters just looked back without much expression, and Steward glanced briefly at the two aliens, then left, shaking his head. Peters grimaced without amusement. He hadn’t expected the man to be so quick on the uptake.

Todd slipped back through the door after a little while, and stood in the doorway bouncing a baggie full of something red up and down in his hand as the two nekrit, now fully conscious, watched.

"That what I think it is?" asked Peters.

"It’s what you suggested."

"How do we work this?"

"You’ve still got the knife, right?" Todd was smiling. He started exploring around the front of the larger one’s buckle, punched the emergency override combination, and pulled the kathir suit open to expose a muscular chest and belly. "Just cut anywhere."

"Right." Peters set to work. "That’ll do it," he said finally. "Go see if you can borrow a stretcher, we’ll tote our friends down to the ops bay. I ain’t in the mood to untie ‘em so’s they can walk."

* * *

Neither of them had ever been in the captain’s office before. Captain’s suite, actually; it opened off the bridge access corridor just aft of the double doors. The walls were paneled in dark vertical strips with prominent grain, and there were accents of brass and red here and there, including the heavy desk the secretary sat behind.

She gestured and smiled, and Peters pushed the latch. More of the same paneling; the desk was bigger, with inlaid panels of contrasting wood. Preligotis sat behind the desk, looking genial, and Prethuvenigis the trader chief sat in a wooden armchair set at right angles to the desk. «Come in, come in,» the captain said without rising.

They eased into the room. «Please take seats,» Preligotis urged. «You look worried. There’s no need for worry. Sit, sit.»

Prethuvenigis was smiling faintly. "Do please sit," he urged in his odd accent. "We have a spot of business to conduct."

"Yes, sir," said Peters. He eased into another spindly armchair, facing Preligotis, and Todd followed clumsily. There was a short pause as the captain and the trader inspected the sailors, and the sailors took in a few details: pens and pencils on the desk, a framed picture of a sailing ship on the wall behind Preligotis, a tall brass lamp by Prethuvenigis’s chair.

«You take important matters into your own hands, do you not?» the captain inquired by way of an opening.

«Yes, I suppose we did,» Peters said without implying apology.

Preligotis smiled faintly. «If I understand your customs, you must be expecting to be disciplined,» he noted. «As I’m sure you’ve learned, we do many things differently. Tell me: what do your superiors among the humans think of the recent events?»

Well, that was a thing. «We are under threat of severe discipline for assaulting the nekrit,» Peters explained, with a bared-teeth gesture that couldn’t be mistaken for a smile. «When Commander Bolton returned and discovered the situation he was extremely angry.» That was understatement. The Commander had ranted for several minutes on the subject of insubordination and underlings taking matters into their own stupid incompetent hands. The "severe discipline" they were under threat of was a summary Court; it would have already been under way if they hadn’t been summoned up here.

«At you? That doesn’t seem reasonable,» Preligotis commented.

«From his point of view it might seem reasonable,» Peters pointed out. «He thinks of the races we meet as potential trading partners or enemies, and doesn’t care to offend them unnecessarily.»

Prethuvenigis laughed out loud. «Kh kh kh! Peters, how does your society manage if people with such insight are kept in subordinate positions?

«I don’t know that it’s any great insight,» Peters objected uncomfortably, aware of Todd’s grin in the next chair.

«It’s more than many subordinates manage, especially when they’re expecting to be disciplined,» Preligotis pointed out.

«Yes,» the trader agreed.

«Can you squash that?» the First asked. «You have a man assigned to the officers, as I recall.»

Prethuvenigis frowned. «We aren’t supposed to interfere in disciplinary matters within their group, but I can certainly tell my man to explain a bit more completely.»

«It may take more force than that,» Preligotis warned. «It certainly would if I were in Commander Bolton’s place.»

«Yes.» Prethuvenigis sighed. «I’ll go myself.»

«Good,» Preligotis acknowledged with a nod. «Do you think that will be sufficent?» he asked Peters.

«I don’t know. It will certainly help, at least a little.»

«Are you under threat of bodily harm?»

«Probably not.» Peters looked at Todd. «We would expect to be confined, and to lose the little precedence we have among our group.»

«You qualified that carefully,» Prethuvenigis noted. «Do you expect worse after we return to your home planet?»

«Possibly,» Peters admitted.

«Let’s see if Commander Bolton is prepared to be reasonable,» Preligotis suggested. «If worst comes to worst we can offer refuge.»

«We would like to avoid that if possible,» Peters said grimly.

«Yes. Well, we will certainly exert ourselves on your behalf,» the trader said. «It’s the least we can do in the circumstances.»

«The very least,» the First agreed. «Perhaps the rest of it will help. It would certainly have to be considered a strong commendation from us.»

«Yes,» Prethuvenigis smiled. «Peters, on what basis did you take the action you did? I know you’ve done a lot of reading. Had you found some information that you acted on in this case?»

«No.» Peters frowned. «I’ve been reading fiction. I hadn’t thought to look for facts about the situation.»

«Even more remarkable. So what did you base your actions on?

Peters shrugged. «We had a confused but seemingly accurate description of their reproductive arrangements. It was Todd who made the connection between those and their probable attitude toward losing the contest. Our reasoning followed from that.»

Prethuvenigis leaned back and crossed his arms, still smiling. «You will no doubt be interested to know that First Preligotis and I have just completed an interview with the chief of the nekrit.»

Peters glanced at Todd, who managed a shaky grin. «We were preoccupied with other matters. Are we in trouble from that quarter as well?»

«Quite the contrary,» Preligotis rumbled.

«Yes,» the trader agreed. «Drava considers your actions courageous, forthright, and showing a remarkable grasp of nekrit custom.» A flash of teeth. «He was particularly struck by your choice of revenge. It’s precisely what he would have done in a similar situation.»

Peters gaped. «But–»

«Oh, he was quite put out, as you might imagine, but his chief concern was that the incident not be publicized. He was rather insistent about that.»

«I don’t understand,» Peters objected.

«Are you aware of the function you and your superiors perform for us?» the trader asked seriously.

Todd spoke up for the first time. «We understand we show our stuff to many peoples, hope for trade.»

Prethuvenigis nodded. «That’s your motive for being here. We consider that a desirable goal, of course–»

«Oh, cut the introductory material, Thuven,» Preligotis broke in. «It’s gaming. Betting.»

For the second time in the conversation Peters felt his jaw drop. «Oh?» was all he could manage.

The trader nodded and leaned forward. «Yes,» he confirmed. «We have been wagering on the encounters between your ship operators and the others you have met. You people are new, and we have been getting excellent odds. The proceeds have been impressive.»

Peters suppressed a hundred questions in favor of the top of the stack: «Do they know that? It isn’t common knowledge among the enlisted such as myself.» Todd’s slack jaw tended to confirm that.

Prethuvenigis chuckled. «Kh kh! No, your ship operators have not been told.»

Second item on the pile: «Had you intended to inform them, or to share the proceeds?»

The trader nodded. «We meant to withhold the news until the end of the voyage, to discourage peculation. At that time we intend to split the profit with them. As I said, the proceeds have been handsome, and I believe that will somewhat soften the impact of the news.»

«Probably so,» Peters conceded. «What constitutes ‘handsome proceeds’ in your lexicon?»

The two Grallt shared a look; the captain leaned back in his chair with a benevolent expression, and Prethuvenigis said, "Profits to date amount to a little more than two great big numbers."

The expression he had used was "squares of large squares of large squares." A "square" was sixty-four, the base-eight "hundred"; a "large square" was two to the twelfth. Peters began ticking off powers of two on his fingers, lost track, and pulled out the handheld. He showed the readout to Todd: 1,073,741,824.

"A billion ornh?" the younger sailor managed to gasp.

"Just over two, he says." Peters turned back to the trader. «Obviously that is a large number; our living allowance is tiny in comparison. But what does it mean in real terms?»

«In real terms–» the trader glanced at Preligotis, who continued to beam and made a go-on gesture «–a ship like Llapaaloapalla might be purchased for, oh, four to eight times that amount, depending on condition.»

«We of the zerkre are extremely gratified,» Preligotis put in. «If things continue as they are, we will be able to pay off over half our debt out of our share of the proceeds.»

Prethuvenigis nodded. «From our point of view it is not a mammoth amount, but quite respectable even so.»

«Indeed,» Peters managed. Numbers swam in his head, but…. «What has all this to do with the nekrit and our actions?»

«The nekrit are a proud people,» Prethuvenigis said solemnly, then looked at Preligotis. The two Grallt shared a chuckle, and the trader continued, «At least they are proud of themselves. They lost both bouts with your ship operators, and are anxious that the fact not be publicized lest they lose face.»

Another concept that translated directly: face. «And …» Peters encouraged.

«And they have offered us a substantial bribe to keep it quiet,» Prethuvenigis said with a satisfied smile.

«Do you intend to take it?»

«Oh, certainly! We could derive a great deal of amusement from spreading the word–very few of the kree like the nekrit, they’re nasty people–but money is money.»

«It certainly is,» Peters agreed.

«More to the point, they wish to offer you a bribe. You personally, I mean.»

«Eh?»

Prethuvenigis spread his hands. «They carefully cultivate their reputation as fearsome warriors,» he explained. «Imagine their chagrin when one of their better pairs is defeated by a couple of sailors with little or no training in combat and almost no experience in space.»

«And I take it you recommend we accept this bribe.» Peters stole a look at Todd, who had settled in his chair and was looking smug.

«Oh, yes,» Prethuvenigis said. «It’s substantial.»

«How much exactly?»

«Four squares of large squares.»

Peters worked that out and showed it to Todd. "A million ornh," the younger sailor said with a nod.

«Is that enough, in your professional opinion?» Peters asked the trader.

«Of course not,» Prethuvenigis said with an impatient wave. «Drava said so himself. He apologizes, but after paying us he hasn’t enough ready cash to increase it significantly. He offers instead zifthkakik, of the size used for small craft such as the fighting ships.»

The grammatical form was ambiguous; Peters offered, «One zifthkakik …»

«And four squares of large squares of ornh. That’s for each of you. Drava knows that a bribe should be large enough to make an impression on the one taking it.»

«It certainly makes an impression on us.» Peters glanced at Todd again. The younger sailor was lying back loosely in his chair, face a bit pale, looking for all the world as if he’d passed out drunk except for his open eyes. «In your professional opinion,» he asked Prethuvenigis again, «do you recommend we accept this amount?»

«Oh, no question,» the trader recommended without hesitation. «The zifthkakik are worth eight times the cash, which makes the total quite adequate. Altogether a very respectable bribe.»

«And what, exactly, are we being bribed to do?»

«You are being bribed to not do, in this case. Specifically you are not to discuss the events which took place on this ship between you and the nekrit with anyone, at any time.» Prethuvenigis smiled again. «Forever, or for your lifetimes, whichever is longer.»

Peters thought about that. «I see a problem.»

«What is that?»

«We are accused of wrongdoing. If we cannot discuss our encounter with the nekrit we cannot defend ourselves.»

Prethuvenigis frowned. «Yes, that’s a difficulty, isn’t it?»

«Must we say yes or no immediately?»

«Immediately? No. But you should answer within a llor or so.»

Peters smiled, a little thinly. «We then await news of your success or failure in dealing with our superiors. If you are successful we will certainly accept the bribe, right, Todd?»

«Certainly.»

Prethuvenigis was smiling in return. «And what am I offered for that service?» he asked. Peters didn’t miss the wink he aimed at Preligotis.

There was a pregnant pause as Peters figured. «Half,» Todd said firmly.

The trader nodded, smiling more broadly. «I accept.»

«The amount not to be paid if you are unsuccessful,» Peters qualified.

«Kh kh kh! Of course not.» He suppressed his smile and regarded the humans from under lowered brows. «If I am not successful, you cannot accept it in the first place, am I not correct?»

«Yes, that’s right,» Peters admitted.

«Then I certainly have an incentive.» Prethuvenigis rose. «I believe we’re done here. Do you agree, Preligotis?»

«Yes, I think so,» the First judged. «We have not resolved all the issues, but some remain pending upon other events. Do you agree, Peters? Todd?»

Peters looked at Todd, who nodded. «Yes, I believe we have done what can be done in this session.»

«Yes,» the First agreed.

«Yes,» Prethuvenigis added cheerfully. «I’m on my way. I am, after all, a trader, and with such a handsome profit in view I should be eager and persistent, should I not?» "Cheerio," he added in English, and departed without further ceremony.

Peters rose. «Thank you, Preligotis,» he said as Todd came to his feet as well.

The First of Llapaaloapalla smiled and nodded, and Peters and Todd turned and left. They didn’t even feel odd about it any more.

When they got down to the ops bay Todd looked around. "This is a big enough space to holler in," he remarked.

"You probably oughta keep it down," Peters advised.

"How so? We’re rich, dammit!"

Peters smiled. "Yeah. If Preligotis can convince one of the biggest assholes on the…. well, any damn place, to lay off on us."

"My money’s on the Grallt."

"You’re forgettin’ somethin’."

"How’s that?"

"We-ell, if Prethuvenigis don’t convince the Commander to let it lie we gotta tell all at the Court, and then we ain’t rich."

"Yeah, that’s true."

"And if our trader friend does get Bolton to back down we get the money, but the money’s for not tellin’ anybody, right?"

Todd frowned. "I think I see where this is going."

"Yep. If we ain’t rich we got nothin’ to shout about. If we’re rich we can’t talk about it, and ain’t that gonna be fun if people find out anything?"

They took a few steps. "So you’re saying we ought not to be doing any shouting, whatever the outcome."

Peters nodded. "That’s it. It ain’t that tough. You just gotta keep your mouth shut."

"You say it." Todd looked sidelong, then sighed. "You know, I hate it when you’re right about things like that."

* * *

Once around the ops bay at an easy amble was just the right amount of time for the kathir suit to do whatever it did with the byproducts of strenuous exercise. Peters was just finishing such a stroll when he met Master Chief Joshua at the EM quarters hatch. "Howdy, Master Chief."

"Hello, Peters." Joshua was smiling. "I thought I’d come right down and tell you, you’re off the hook."

"The Commander’s withdrawin’ the charges, then."

"Oh, better than that. He’s putting you in for a Commendation Medal."

"That’s a nice decoration for anybody’s 201, but I reckon it’s goin’ a bit far in the other direction, Master Chief."

"Yeah, well, if the choice is fish or fins it’s easy to decide on the menu," the Master Chief pointed out. He–not frowned, exactly, but the intensity of his beam diminished noticeably. "You don’t seem too enthusiastic about the news."

Peters shook his head. "If I have gave that impression I do apologize, Master Chief," he said, forcing a smile. "The news is a big load off my mind, and I do truly appreciate your comin’ down to give it to me." Especially since this was only the fourth, possibly the third, certainly not the fifth time anything like that had happened. "I’m sure Todd feels the same, but the fact is, Master Chief, we done been asked not to talk about the whole mess with anybody, and I been settin’ myself to do it that way."

"How long ’til you can start telling sea stories?"

"I dunno, Master Chief." He jerked a thumb in the general direction of the bridge. "The folks up yonder was pretty insistent about us keepin’ it under our hats. Could be a long time."

"Well, when it gets to be possible you be sure and let me know. I’m wanting to hear that story as much as anybody."

"I’ll do that. Thanks again, Master Chief."

"Not a problem." Joshua gave a little dismissive wave and disappeared back into the hatch.

Peters set foot on the hatch coaming and looked around the bay before entering. A truly satisfactory place to holler in. He sighed and carefully closed the hatch behind him. Todd would be happy to hear the news, he was sure.

  





Chapter Thirty

Human officers were filing aboard the liberty boat, spiffy in their dress whites, when Peters and Todd came out the EM quarters hatch. Gell was counting them off against a list on a clipboard. Several enlisted sailors were idling around, watching, waiting for their own transportation to arrive.

Todd wore a yellow shirt of soft knit stuff with the tail outside pale blue trousers, which went well with his stubby blonde figure, and Peters had chosen a blue monocolor outfit in the same style to set off his dark-haired lankiness. The clothes were moderately expensive, custom-made by an establishment not far from the suit room, but were in the style worn by those Grallt who preferred not to be in kathir suits all the time. Those were available at modest cost, and the sailors had chosen to be somewhat inconspicuous. Only a close examination of the fabric would reveal the differences.

They had on kathir suits underneath. Both had become so accustomed to the airsuits they would have felt undressed without them, and besides they were about to go on a dli ride. Further sartorial experiments could wait until they were Down and found out what the weather was like.

«There are extra seats,» said Gell.

"Hey?" Peters switched languages. «Were you speaking to us?»

«Yes. There are a square of seats in the main cabin of the dli, and only six eights and two of them are filled. Would you care to come on this trip?»

«Now, Gell,» Peters chided, «You know we haven’t the precedence to ride with this group. We’ll wait for the next dli.»

Gell shrugged. «As you like.»

Footsteps hurried up. "Is there a problem?" Commander Collins asked. "I’m sorry I’m late."

"T’sorrite," Gell told her.

She nodded and started up the wing step, and Peters remarked, «I see you’re learning a little English.»

«Ssth. I’ve heard that phrase many times from this group, and tried to copy the most common response,» Gell said with a smile. «I don’t really know what I’m saying.»

«You guessed well,» Peters approved. «Her phrase meant ‘I apologize for my tardiness’. What you told her was approximately ‘quite all right’. If you like I can give you some pointers.»

«Perhaps I’ll do that. It might be useful.»

Collins had stopped in the act of setting foot on the wing surface. "I know you, sailor," she said. "You’re the one all the furore was about…. Peters, isn’t that right?"

"Yes, ma’am, I’m Peters."

"And of course I know Todd. You seem very fluent."

"Well, ma’am, I done learned a bit of the lingo," Peters admitted cautiously.

"I see. Wait where you are," she ordered crisply, and took the few brisk steps necessary to enter the hatch.

"Yes, ma’am," Peters said to her retreating back, and he and Todd shared a look.

«What’s happening?» Gell wanted to know. «We should get started. There is a schedule.»

Peters shrugged. «The woman we just spoke with is the second of our group. Her name is Collins, and she told me to wait. If Commander Collins tells me to wait, I wait.»

«So I see.» Gell was smiling. «How long is this likely to take?»

«I have no estimate.»

«Ssth.» Gell shook his head. «There was a fitting on the left wing that didn’t look quite right when I inspected it. I’ll check it again while we wait.»

Peters shrugged. «You are the operator.»

Gell ducked around the tail and disappeared. A few moments later Commander Collins poked her head out the hatch. "Where did the pilot go?"

"He said he had somethin’ to check, ma’am, since we was waitin’ anyway."

"He does seem conscientious." Collins focused on Peters, eyes narrowed. "You come with me, sailor. You, too, Todd, there’s space."

"Yes, ma’am," said Peters resignedly, and stepped up the walkway.

"You are going to solve a problem for me," Collins declared as they approached.

"How’s that, ma’am?"

"I’m a pilot," she said as they entered, taking the lead up the aisle and turning her head to speak in a tone that brooked no argument. "I don’t like riding in back, and I haven’t had a chance to sit up front and see how it works. You," she turned and pointed at Peters, "are going to sit in the cockpit with me and translate while the pilot tells me what’s going on." The rest of the officers in the cabin had an assortment of frowns and smiles, mostly the latter; one in the second row applauded.

She marched through the VIP cabin with the two sailors following. Commander Bolton, in the left front seat, turned and frowned. "What’s this all about, Nadine?"

"I am going to sit in the right seat on the way down, unless the pilot kicks me out," Collins said flatly. "Peters here is going to translate when the guy doing the driving explains what’s going on, and his buddy’s coming with us because I say so." She smiled. "If you’re very nice to me I may share some of it."

Bolton’s face darkened. "That’s not a solution I would have thought of," he said, glancing at Dreelig, who was sitting in the right rear seat and keeping his mouth shut.

"Neither would I if I hadn’t heard him gabbing away when I was late boarding," Collins told him with something like triumph in her voice. "You did end up handing him an NCM for what amounts to knowing what was going on better than you did, if you’ll recall."

"Yes, I recall. I also recall a lot of fast talk leading up to that." Bolton spread his hands. "I might just shanghai your interpreter on the way back up, find out for myself what he can and can’t do. That suit you, Peters?"

"Yes, sir," Peters nodded. It didn’t, but….

"Come along," Collins said firmly. "Commander Bolton can sort out his own arrangements. Later." She led the way into the control cabin, and Peters followed, glad to escape from Bolton, whose expression was quickly developing into a full-scale scowl.

Collins seated herself, avidly scanning the sparse panel. Peters coughed behind his fist; when she looked up he said diffidently, "Ma’am, I’m afraid you’re in the wrong place. The pilot sits on the sta’brd side."

"Oops." She got up quickly and took the left chair. "You sit behind the pilot, so we can talk," she directed, pointing. "Why do you suppose the pilot sits on the right? It’s arbitrary, I suppose."

Peters sat down, leaning forward to say, "Yes, ma’am, I reckon it don’t matter a whole lot, but didn’t airplanes use to have a lot of stuff in the middle?"

"Yes, they still do, the bigger ones," she said, abstracted in her study of the panel.

"Well, ma’am, most Grallt are left-handed, that I’ve come across, that is."

"Are they? I hadn’t noticed."

«What’s this?» Gell wanted to know as he entered. His tone was amused rather than hostile.

«Commander Collins wants to observe as you operate the dli,» Peters explained.

«So she brought you along to interpret the explanations.» Gell looked at Collins. «It’s nice to know they aren’t all morons.»

«So there are no problems?»

«Not from my side.» Gell seated himself and looked back at Peters, still amused. «Your problems are your own.»

"All right, Peters, what’s going on?" Collins asked sharply.

"I explained to the pilot that you wanted to observe on the way down, ma’am, and he said he’d be delighted."

"I’ll just bet," Collins noted cheerfully. "What’s the pilot’s name?"

"Gell. He’s… just a minute, please, ma’am." She nodded, and Peters turned to ask, «Gell, what is your precedence?»

«I am a zerkre of the fourth precedence, and second small-craft operator of Llapaaloapalla.»

«Thank you.» Peters took a breath. "His rank’s somethin’ like warrant officer, ma’am, and he’s the second most senior pilot on the ship."

"I see. What’s he doing now?"

That was familiar from working with Vredig. "He’s bringin’ up the zifthkakik, ma’am. The meter just in front and a little to the right shows the power level… their meters read backwards to ours, ma’am."

"Zifthawhat?"

"Zifthkakik," Peters pronounced slowly and distinctly. "It’s what they call the gadget that makes it go."

"Oh, yes, I remember now. And here we go!"

«I take it from her careful examination of the controls that our guest is a ship operator,» Gell remarked as the dli shot out the bow door.

«Yes, a highly skilled and experienced one,» Peters explained.

«Oh, good.» Gell’s tone was amusedly malicious. «I was tired anyway. Tell her it’s all hers.» He pointed at the planet looming ahead. «We should go that way.» Then he leaned back and folded his arms in ostentatious leisure.

No one was touching the controls, which didn’t worry Peters as long as they weren’t close to anything. "Ah, ma’am, Gell says you should take over."

"What?" She looked over at Gell, who smiled and gave her a little go-ahead gesture. Her posture came erect, and she began seriously scanning the panel. "What do I do?" she snapped.

"Take hold of the andli, ma’am, the thing like a fat arrowhead by your left hand."

The dli lurched. "This?"

"Yes, ma’am, it don’t take much to move it."

"So I just discovered. This is the control stick?"

"Yes, ma’am." Peters glanced over at Gell, catching him in the act of thumbing the button that reduced the power of whatever it was that made the dli feel planted in rock when it was moving like scat. He nodded and smiled, and the Grallt returned a wink before leaning back into his comfortable position.

Collins was experimenting, stars streaming by in the ports, being rather more systematic about it than either he or Todd had been the first time. Gradually her control became finer, and before long she could generate rotations almost as smoothly as Gell could. "That isn’t hard," she remarked. "Easier than ours, in fact. Of course this control system was designed for a spacecraft, not adapted like ours are."

"Yes, ma’am."

The planet was noticeably closer. "The next question is, where do I go and how do I know where that is?"

Peters glanced at Gell, who beamed and pointed: forward. "Gell already set the instruments to go for the beacon, ma’am," he said with fingers crossed. "The dial on your left shows which way to go, ‘cept it shows a straight line, and the dli don’t go in no straight line."

"You mean I have to judge a re-entry by eye?"

"Yes, ma’am, there ain’t no other way."

She turned. "I don’t see you asking the pilot many questions. You’ve done this yourself?"

"No, ma’am, not this part, I only watched." When she held his gaze he looked down. "I, uh, I spelled the pilot some on the freight hauler while we was salvagin’ the zifthkakik, so I know a little about it, ma’am, but I ain’t never landed one on a planet."

"I see." Collins drawled the word out with a speculative overtone, and looked over at Gell, who beamed. "What comes next?"

"Well, ma’am, next is we wait," Peters told her. "Ain’t nothin’ gonna happen for a little while."

"I suppose so." Collins released the andli, relaxed into the cushions, then turned to face Peters. "Evelyn Briggs says to tell you ‘thanks’. She’ll be back on flying status by the time we get to the next place."

"Well, ma’am, you tell her for us we’re real glad she ain’t taken no permanent hurt … at least I hope she ain’t, ma’am," he went on when she just looked at him. "I know I ain’t in no position to know what she’s gone through, but ain’t nobody deserves that kind of shit."

"I’ll tell her that. She’d have told you herself, but our keepers–" this with a look at Gell "–don’t want us wandering around, and it didn’t seem right to summon you on the carpet to issue a thank-you." When Peters nodded she continued, "I still don’t know the details. First I’m asked to sit on a Summary Court, then the next thing I know the prospective accused gets a commendation and everybody clams up. Care to enlighten me?"

Peters met her eyes. "Ma’am, I got two separate sets of orders says I ain’t supposed to talk about it." Plus a chunk of change, but I reckon I better keep that under my hat.
"Oh, ho. The ‘can’t talk about it’ routine." Collins tossed her head, and Peters got a flash of coltish seventeen-year-old with hair down to here; too bad he hadn’t been around… "I’ve heard that formula before," she observed tartly, "and it always means something’s being hushed up ‘for the good of the Service’. I take it this is another such occasion?"

"Well, ma’am, I reckon you could say that."

"And then again I might not. Hmph."

They waited, all three humans growing tense as the planet swelled to fill their field of view. Peters glanced at Gell, who nodded and gestured. "Ma’am, about now you oughta be bringin’ the nose up," he advised. "It’s supposed to go in belly first."

"That makes sense." She began handling the control, bringing the nose up until the limb of the planet bisected the forward port.

Gell made a pair of gestures: up, forward. "I reckon you oughta be puttin’ some way on, ma’am, so’s we’re movin’ faster in the direction we’re pointin’, and bring the nose up a bit more," Peters advised.

"How do I know we’re going the right way?" she asked, handling the control.

Peters looked at Gell. «Should we steer for the destination at this point?»

«No,» the Grallt said shortly. «She’s doing very well.»

"Gell says real good, ma’am, don’t worry about which way to go till we’re done with this part."

"All right." Re-entry ionization came up in streams of yellow fire, and they rode that for a few minutes, the lower setting of the inertial damper making it a more visceral experience than either Peters or Todd had had before. "Oh," Collins said with a note of wonder, "it’s flying!" She manipulated the andli, causing the dli to swing left, then right, in a series of smooth curves. "It’s flying," she said again, and looked around at Peters. "I know how to do this."

"Yes, ma’am, I reckon you do," Peters answered her smile. "I reckon now you just follow the cross, ma’am."

"Yes, I see that." She nodded decisively, and brought the dli around in a long smooth curve to the right, banking to compensate for the gee forces and ending with the vertical needle centered. Then she looked over at Gell, smiled, and nodded.

The Grallt responded with a smile and nod of his own, then gestured, palm out: go ahead. At her answering nod he settled back in his seat, arms still folded.

Peters leaned back for the first time in the flight. "Whew."

"She picked it up pretty quick," Todd observed softly.

"Yeah, I don’t think any of our guys’ll have trouble figurin’ it out," Peters answered in the same tone.

"Yeah, they’re pretty sharp." Todd gave him a wry grin. "Commander Bolton’ll do fine."

"How’s that?"

Todd’s grin got broader. "Now, now, it’s not like you to be so slow on the uptake," he chided. "Commander Collins has had her chance. Isn’t it going to be fun when Commander Bolton takes his turn?"

Peters glanced back at the door behind which the gentleman sat. "Shit," he remarked. "I wish you’d waited a while before remindin’ me of that."

* * *

"Reality check," said Peters as they emerged onto the wing. "Sky?"

"Blue," said Todd. That seemed to be the usual circumstance. "Pretty white puffy clouds, too."

Peters glanced at the white uniforms of the officers, moving away in a tight group, with Dreelig shambling along in front. "Sky blue, check," he noted. "Water?"

"Also blue, with some very nice-looking surf," Todd described.

"Water blue, nice surf, check. Sand?"

"Oh, I dunno, kind of browny white."

"That’s tan, you asshole. Sandy sand, check. Trees?"

"That’s hard." The majority of the vegetation visible was various shades of red and yellow, but a few were blue with a green tinge. The net effect would have been a fall day in the Appalachians with occasional conifers if it weren’t for the shapes, which were mostly variants on the theme of "palm".

"Trees multicolor, check. Grass?"

"Grass magenta, with yellow flowers."

"Purple grass, check. It’s real," Peters decided. "Of course it ain’t home."

"No, but it’s pretty." They stepped down off the wing and set off up a long curving walk made of yellow-tan blocks toward the large building on the bluff. Similar buildings were visible down the beach, not too close together. The air was soft and not too warm, the sun hot and yellow, the beach a long inviting curve. Three steps led up to an entry portico, and Todd stopped and looked around. "Paint the trees green, it’s just your basic tropical island paradise," he defined it.

"Yeah. Y’know, this is gettin’ a little annoying," Peters remarked as they pushed through a set of glass swinging doors.

Todd looked around the lobby at marble, wrought iron, and plants in pots. "I think I know what you mean. This damn place could be in Galveston."

"Or Miami. Except for him." The desk clerk was of one of the species represented by the statuettes in the "golf" game so long ago: the Monkeys. He was bulky and hairy, with a muzzle that protruded a little less than a chimp’s, but stood fully erect, with no hint of an apelike crouch. He spoke Grallt clearly, with a somewhat better vocabulary than Todd commanded, but with a distinct accent.

The room he assigned them was on the second floor. "Definitely the high rent district," Todd diagnosed. The whole wall opposite the door was windows, with a view out to sea at a slight angle. An inviting curve of sandy beach led to the right, ending at a rocky headland crowned with red and yellow vegetation.

Peters smiled. "I reckon we can get used to it." The room cost twelve ornh, almost four times what they’d paid on previous liberties. Neither of them considered that relevant; their previous decision, to enjoy it while they had it, still stood.

They inspected the room, finding sundry accoutrements of the "high-rent district". Neither of them had ever spent any time in such luxury, but in the end it was just a place to sleep, and the beach looked inviting. They dumped their bags, decided to stay in kathir suits for a little longer, and headed back for the elevator.

* * *

«Beer,» said Todd. «Two.»

The bartender was a bullet-headed individual of the same species as the desk clerk. He looked the two sailors over, seemed to approve what he saw, and drew two into short heavy glasses. The tap could have been from Pittsburgh, except for the design on the handle. «Require two ornh, please.» His diction and vocabulary weren’t as good as the desk clerk’s.

Todd handed over a bill. Change came, a four and a two; he tossed the two back, and the bartender took it and smiled, displaying a mouthful of strong, slightly yellow teeth.

"Big tipper," said Peters. He took a sip of the beer, looked at the glass, took a long pull. "That’s better’n the last place."

"So’s the whole place," Todd observed, and took his first sip. "Shit, you’re right, this is good. It even looks all right."

"Maybe we ought to see about importin’ it."

Todd snorted. "En-tre-pree-noor-ship in action. How the hell would we ship it home? Just drink it, and leave it here."

The oblique reference to the old joke tickled Peters’s funnybone; he choked, leaving a trail down his shirt front. "Damn you," he said when he recovered.

"Relax," Todd advised. "Enjoy the scenery."

The bar was open on all four sides, with a roof of thatched palm fronds held up by peeled poles. A squared-off ring of polished wood, with a flap for the bartender to enter and leave, supported a contraption that turned out to be the cash register. The stools were made of chrome tubing, with seats covered in red plastic. Around it on the sand were circular white tables, each with a brightly-colored umbrella sticking up through a hole in the middle and three or four chairs with chrome tubing frames and cloth seats. The two sailors sat and sipped. They had decisions to make, and soon, but this was liberty, not serious discussion time.

"Wonder why nobody’s swimming."

"I reckon the locals know best. If there are any locals," Peters observed. There didn’t seem to be much of a common denominator among the fifty or so individuals of perhaps ten or eleven different species strolling along the beach, sitting at the bar, or lounging in beach chairs. "Ask the beerkeep."

The bartender didn’t know the word Todd was trying to use; they were reduced to sign language. He looked alarmed. «Ke, ke. Snikk.»

Ke was Trade: no. They shouldn’t swim. «What snikk?» Todd asked.

«Snikk,» said the bartender urgently. «Ke spiss. Snikk.» He waved one hand in a sinuous motion, fingers and thumb opening and closing, finally grabbing Todd’s bare arm with his fingernails. «Snikk.»

"Ouch." Todd yanked his arm back. "I’ll snikk you."

"Shark," said Peters. "Somethin’ like a shark."

"Yeah, must be." He rubbed his arm. "And we learned a word in the local language. Spiss. Swim."

"Wonder if it’s really the local language." Trade seemed to be pretty universal, at least on the planets they’d visited.

"I wonder if they have a pool." Todd was from the Texas Gulf Coast, and swam like a fish. "I haven’t been swimming since Zenth."

"Maybe a pool at the main building." Peters was from West Virginia. He knew how to swim because the Navy had taught him.

"Maybe. Hey, there’s Jacks and Se’en. Second dli must be down," Todd observed. A mixed group, mostly humans with one or two Grallt mixed in, was fanning out across the beach from the hotel walkway. Most seemed to be off down the beach, but some of them spotted the bar and headed toward it.

"Hi guys," said one of the newcomers.

"Well, hey yourself, Jacks." Todd waved his glass. "Get yourself some of this, it’s good. Hello, Se’en, you’re looking good today."

"Thanks," she said. "Trust youse guys to find the bar, eh? Can you get me a beer, too?"

"Yeah, no problem." Peters waved at the bartender. «Four of the same, please. We will move to that table over there,» pointing.

The bartender nodded. «I bring.»

«Thank you.»

Todd adjusted the umbrella for more effective shade before sitting down. "Good service," he observed. "Now you know why I tip so big."

"We can afford it," Peters observed.

"Keep it down," said Todd, glancing at the other two.

"Sorry, you’re right." He changed the subject: "Se’en looks a little nervous." Jacks and Se’en were settling themselves, Jacks being solicitous.

"Yeah. Wonder why."

"Let’s ask." Peters shifted to Grallt. «Se’en, you seem uncomfortable. Is something wrong? Can we help?»

She shook her head vigorously. «No, no, it’s good. It’s only that this is unusual for me.»

"What’s that about?" Jacks asked with a touch of belligerence.

Peters shook his head. Over a year now, and Jacks still couldn’t say "yes" or "no" in Grallt. "I asked why she looked a little peaked."

"This is her first time off the ship," said Jacks.

"First time? Ever?" Peters was surprised but not dumfounded. Very few of the Grallt seemed to visit the planets they traded with.

The bartender brought the drinks. Peters tipped him a two as Todd had; he took the money, smiled his somewhat alarming smile, and went back to the bar. "Yeah, dis is my foist planet surface," said Seen when he’d left. "It ain’t nohmal for us to leave de ship."

"That’d be hard for us," said Todd. "We feel trapped sometimes. Part of the contract was that we should be able to leave occasionally."

"Yeah. Some of the others’ve been down, some of the other goils. Dey said it was real nice, so I thought I’d try it. It’s nice, but–" she waved an arm, indicating the sea and sky, "–so big."

They discussed the subject for a while, learning the Grallt word for "agoraphobia" and finishing their beers in the process. Jacks and Se’en expressed an interest in looking around and took themselves off, and Todd and Peters ordered another and relaxed. The bartender didn’t look happy this time. «Much disu in, understand?» he said as he set the glasses on the table. «Sleep water.»

"Alcohol," said Peters, holding his glass up to the light. "Come to think of it, I am gettin’ pretty relaxed."

Todd grinned. "Yeah. I could do with some relaxation." He looked up and said in Grallt, «Thank you for warning. Good beer. We be careful.»

«Yes, careful,» he said. His smile didn’t look so alarming this time for some reason. «I Denef. You got trouble, ask me.»

«We do that,» said Todd. «Us Todd–» indicating himself «–and Peters. You carry us back to room we drink too much.»

«Sometimes happens,» the bartender agreed, and took himself back to the bar.

The sun was closer to the horizon when the human officers reappeared, still in their tight group but not looking quite so spiffy. They took seats at the tables and bar, and Todd and Peters got a fair number of dirty looks, which bothered them not at all. By this time they were quite relaxed, and it would have taken a great deal to bother them.

"Neighborhood’s goin’ downhill," Peters observed.

"Yeah." Todd was slumped down on his spine, resting his head against the back of his chair. "Le’s get ouda here. We oughda look around some."

"Yeah, I reckon." Peters pulled himself erect and out of the chair, helped Todd do the same. He remembered his manners enough to speak to the bartender. «Pleasant greetings, Denef. We will leave now.»

«Pleasant greetings, Peters. Careful.»

«We will be careful.» Peters looked at Todd, who was weaving a little, then around at all the white uniforms, and reached into his pocket. «These are our species, and I will buy them all a beer.» He groped through his money, coming up with a "square," a perfect blue-and-white checkerboard worth sixty-four ornh. «That should be enough.»

Denef counted the house, jerked his head up and down. «Enough. Three and two eights of ornh change.»

«Keep it. Come on, Todd, let’s go.» They set off along the beach, supporting one another.

The waves made wave sounds, the beach smelled like a beach, and the sun shone. If it hadn’t been for the red and yellow trees along the backshore they could have been somewhere around Mayport. "God damn space," Todd complained. "Oughta be bug-eyed monsters ‘n all that. Lookit this." He picked up a handful of sand. "Fuckin’ sand. Ten zillion light-years from home, and I’m walking through fuckin’ sand." He threw the handful as hard as he could. It pattered on the surface of the water, making little rings around the occasional pebble. "God damnit, I volunteered ’cause I thought it’d be exotic, y’know? Monsters. Villains. Suns all different colors. All kinds of shit. Romance. What’d I get? Fuckin’ aircraft carrier. Gettin’ drunk on liberty. Fuckin’ outer space."

  





Chapter Thirty-One

"What the fuck is that?" Peters asked.

"Fuck if I give a shit." Two fins were sticking up side by side and splashing, something moving through the water. Moving fast. "Or maybe I do give a shit. Maybe we oughta step back a little."

"Yeah." They had started to do that, struggling a little in the soft sand, when the area where Todd’s handful had landed exploded in wet spray. They had a glimpse of a thing like a submarine with teeth before it was too close to see anything but gray hide. It missed, thank God, although its flank knocked Peters aside, abrading a hole in the sleeve at his shoulder. Then they were running, kicking up the soft sand, and somebody was screaming in the background.

It was scrabbling and thrashing around behind them, but they didn’t look back until they had reached the backshore berm. The thing was ten meters long and as big around as Todd was tall, and it seemed like a quarter of it was mouth with big teeth. It had short stubby fins, with which it was trying to heave its bulk up the beach, and made a grunting sound as it snapped at them.

Denef the bartender came running up with a thing like a shotgun on steroids in his hands. «Snikk,» he said, waving his shooter in existential definition.

"Well-snikk-I-reckon," said Peters, out of breath.

The gun made a boom and flash, its kick noticeable even with Denef’s bulk. It made a hole the size of a fist in the snikk just below an eye. That didn’t seem to affect it much; it kept right on struggling up the beach, intent on reaching them. Denef fired again, scoring the eye directly, and again. Finally it slowed down a little, then got quiet.

Denef reloaded with fat shiny cartridges from a bag slung on a strap over his shoulder and fired another round, and the snikk finally got the message. It struggled around until it was headed back to the water, then flopped until it got there. There was yellowish-red blood all over the sand. The snikk disappeared into the water. "Goddamn," said Peters.

"Yeah," said Todd. "Now we know why nobody swims here."

"You got that right. Shit, I was thinkin’ about rentin’ a boat, but Christ you’d need a destroyer to be safe around those things." He touched Denef on the shoulder. «Thank you, friend. That was a big snikk.»

«No, no,» Denef hefted his firearm. «Little snikk. Big snikk come." He pointed out toward the water.

Several of the double fins were moving around, stirring up low wakes. The wounded snikk was trailing blood through the water, and its mates were headed in for a light snack. Shortly there was a hullabaloo of splashing just offshore, heavy torpedo-shaped bodies visible in glimpses. After a bit their snikk–the original one, they could tell by the bullet holes and the missing eye–crashed back ashore. There was a hunk the size of a man missing from its side.

Half a dozen people the same species as Denef had run down from the hotel with more guns, some like Denef’s, a couple about twice that big. The latter sat on tripods and were being set up with practiced efficiency. There was a great deal of excited jabber, not in Grallt. A snikk twice the size of the original heaved itself out of the water and chomped down on the wounded one. Finally one of the big guns crashed.

It took a long time.

When the snikk stopped coming the sun was well below the horizon and a light onshore breeze had sprung up. The hotel staff had brought big floodlights on poles to illuminate the scene. Three snikk lay on the sand, still threshing around, spraying blood from their wounds, dead or dying but not having got the idea yet. The first one was one of them. The other two were two or three times that big.

"Monsters, you wanted," said Peters.

"Looks like I got ‘em."

"Yeah. What’s goin’ on now?" Denef and the others were conferring, with Denef pointing occasionally toward the two sailors. There were raised voices and emphatic gestures.

"Shit if I know," said Todd. "Just before this happened you mentioned food. It’s been a long time since we landed, and all we’ve had is a few beers. I could do with some food."

"Yeah, me, too," said Peters. They started walking toward the hotel, where there was bound to be a restaurant. "Next time you want monsters, you make sure I’m not around, you hear? I’m bored too, but I don’t need that shit."

«Wait.» It was one of the ape-people. «You are Peters and Todd?»

«Yes, we are,» said Peters.

«Good. Are you well? Did the snikk hurt you?»

«The first one bumped my arm,» said Peters. «It tore my shirt, and I may have a bruise there. Otherwise we are well.»

«Good, good,» the ape said. «I am Corso. I am the manager of the hotel. The snikk are very dangerous. Sometimes people are food for the snikk. It is good you were not hurt.»

«You seem prepared,» Todd observed.

«Yes, we keep the guns available and train the staff in their use.»

«They did very well,» Peters said with a nod.

«It is good of you to say so, but they should do well. They are paid well for this duty.»

«They should be paid well. It is dangerous work for them. Does it happen often?»

«Oh, sometimes,» said Corso.

«Well, it’s over now,» Peters said. «Todd and I will now go to eat. Tell everyone thank you for us.»

Corso smiled. «I will say so. Perhaps I might join you at your meal.»

The two humans shared a look. «Join us, of course,» said Peters with a sigh. «You can tell us what is best to eat.»

«Yes. As I said, the staff are paid well for this duty. Also the ammunition for the guns is expensive. It will be necessary to discuss the bill.»

* * *

The food Corso suggested was partly delicious and partly disgusting, about par for the first meal on a new planet. While they were eating a series of functionaries conferred with the manager, shuffling bits of paper around and talking in the language that wasn’t Grallt. Peters asked for something nonalcoholic to drink, and Todd followed suit, not without a raised eyebrow. "Better keep a cool head," Peters advised as the waiter brought glass tumblers of something yellow.

"Yeah," Todd agreed. It was some kind of fruit juice, mildly astringent and not too sweet.

Dessert was sweet and gooey, like ice cream with dark blue berries mixed in. It was good, but didn’t go well with the juice. Corso looked up from his papers, noticed Todd’s grimace, and jabbered at the waiter, who brought cups of something like tea, much better. Over the last of it he laid a piece of paper down with a flourish.

"Looks like chicken tracks to me," Todd said. Actually it didn’t. It was pretty neat for handwriting, unrecognizable symbols in columns. If those were numbers, the one at the bottom had a lot of digits.

«Could you translate to Grallt symbols?» Peters asked.

Corso obliged, and the two sailors bent to the task of converting base-eight to base-ten. The result would have been a disaster a month ago.

"A little under four thousand ornh, I make it," Todd noted.

"Expensive walk on the beach," Peters commented wryly.

«How will you pay this?» Corso asked. «You cannot leave until it is paid. We are not kind to those who leave without paying.»

«There is no problem,» Peters told him. «We do not carry so much money on our persons, but we can pay. We will pay when we leave the hotel.»

Corso stared. «It is not so easy. How can I know you will pay? It is a large amount of money. Not everyone has so much.»

"Man’s got a point," Todd said.

"Shush," said Peters. «Corso, we have the money. If you will ask the clerk, we showed our credit when we checked in. Please ask now. We will wait here. Perhaps the waiter could bring us more tea.»

«Yes,» Corso said. He jabbered at the waiter, longer than necessary to order tea, and left in a hurry. The waiter brought a pot and poured. Todd and Peters lounged in their chairs simulating nonchalance, but noticed a good-sized individual, one of the gunners from the beach by his clothes, loitering nearby. They didn’t know the word for "trust" in the local language, and it didn’t look like they were going to learn it any time soon.

"This doesn’t look good," Peters said when he spotted Corso caming back. He was was striding along briskly, flanked by a pair of underlings in the uniforms of the hotel staff. The two humans started to stand when he approached their table, but he waved them back.

«My apologies,» he said. «If one of you would be so kind as to sign that, I will take it away and no more will be said.»

"Sure," Peters agreed. «Of course, Corso. I will sign.» He scribbled across the bill, then handed it to Corso. «A little extra for your trouble.»

Corso bowed. «Thank you. In the meantime, we have a small problem. My brizk of a clerk assigned you to the wrong room. If you would give me your keys….»

Peters dug his out, exchanged it for the one the manager proffered. When Todd had done the same Corso bowed again. «Thank you once more. Please don’t trouble yourself about the meal, it is provided by the establishment. And now, if you will excuse me….» He bowed a third time and swept off, trailed by his flunkies.

"Well, well," said Todd as the manager disappeared through a door. "Did you get all that?"

"Free meal? Sure I got it," Peters said. "I also got the key. It’s been a long day."

"You got that right."

The keys were inscribed with a squiggle that was no doubt the room number. They found the room by selecting an individual from the group near the desk, holding up an ornh, and proferring one of the keys. The woman took the key and led them up to the same floor their first room had been on, then down a long hall, where she opened a door. Todd handed her the ornh, glanced around, and added two more. It seemed appropriate.

"You couldn’t park a Tom in here," Peters said sardonically when she’d left.

"Maybe a Hornet."

"You’d have to fold the tail down."

"Or cut it off."

Peters wandered out on the balcony, where a glass-topped table held a bottle in ice. He poured, sipped, looked appreciative, and sipped again, looking out across the starlit, snikk-infested waters. "You know what, Kev old boy?"

"No, what, John old friend?"

"I like being rich." He finished his glass, reached for the bottle. "And I’m gonna enjoy it while it lasts."

* * *

Breakfast the next morning wasn’t nearly so successful. The planet had a long rotation period, so they felt as if they’d slept in, but the sun was barely peeking over the horizon. The waiter spoke no Grallt, and the menu was in the local language. Finally they pointed at things.

Peters got a deep plate or shallow bowl of something orange, viscous, and cold, with occasional bits of white stuff marbled in blue distributed through it, and a ceramic spoon like a smaller version of the one used to serve Chinese food. Todd’s portion was a brownish irregular cylinder swimming in a clear, sticky sauce, accompanied by lumps of something pasty white.

"Look at this crap." Todd prodded his lump with the two-tined fork, causing it to break up. "Turd in snot sauce. I ain’t even gonna taste it."

"Wise move." Peters cautiously brought the spoon to his mouth, took a tiny sip, spat it out immediately. "Yecch. Tastes worse’n it looks. I wouldn’t've thought that was possible." He looked around, but there was nothing to drink on the table, not even water. "Let’s just get out of here."

"Right." Todd looked across the room as he got up. Commander Bolton was lethargically spooning something into his mouth, looking neither more nor less discontented than he usually did, and none of the other officers was spurning the food. "They do have stuff we can eat," he pointed out to Peters.

"Sure they do. They just don’t give a damn if we get any or not." Peters shoved his chair under the table.

"Must be nice to have an interpreter on call."

"You wanta ask for advice?" Peters demanded harshly.

Dreelig was engaged in conversation with Mr. Devon and Ms. Weber, shoving something into his face between phrases and paying no attention to anything outside his group of charges. "Uh, no, don’t think I ought to interrupt," said Todd. "Maybe we could hire one of our own. We got the chill."

"Maybe later," said Peters. "Come on!"

Before they got to the door they were intercepted by one of the locals, their waiter perhaps, who spoke in low urgent tones and flourished a slip of paper. "The bill, I reckon," Peters said disgustedly.

"Fuck that," Todd said. He pointed back in the general direction of their table, then clutched at his stomach and groaned artistically. Peters followed his lead, embellishing to the extent of generating a dollop of heave that spattered the slip of paper, the arm holding it, and part of a chair back. The waiter retreated hurriedly, waving his soiled arm and jabbering in a loud angry voice, and the two took the opportunity to recover miraculously and escape. "Didn’t know you could do that on demand," Todd observed as they got back to the lobby.

"It’s a gift," Peters said. "Now I need somethin’ to drink."

There was a clerk stirring around behind the desk, not paying much attention until Todd approached. «Pleasant greetings,» he said. «How may I help you?»

«My friend want something drink,» Todd told him.

«Food and drink are available in the restaurant,» the clerk said, gesturing in that direction.

«We went,» Todd noted. «Food not good, got nothing drink.»

«That is not correct,» the clerk declared. «Please wait here for a moment.» He disappeared through a door behind the desk, and they heard snatches of babble before he returned. This time he brought his superior, or at least someone older, if gray strands in the facial hair meant age.

«I am Deris,» the newcomer declared. «How may I help you?»

«We went to the restaurant,» Peters said. «We did not understand the menu, and the waiter didn’t help. The food was not good, and we got nothing to drink. I would like something to drink, to take the bad taste away.»

«What would you like?»

«We don’t know the names,» Peters admitted. «Last night we had a yellow juice that was very good, and tea. Perhaps we could have some of the tea?»

«Of course.» Deris gestured at the lobby, where there were chairs and couches, with low tables. «Please sit and wait. Someone will bring tea in a short time.»

A "short time" turned out to be three or four minutes. The tea, when it came, was in a silver pot on a silver tray, with cups thin as eggshells. Along with it was a plate, carved of brown wood, holding crisp brownish wafers and black lumps. The wafers were crumbly and almost tasteless, but the black lumps were good, soft and creamy with a meaty taste. The waiter–they couldn’t tell if it was the same one–stayed until they had tried everything and decided what was edible, then nodded decisively and left.

«Much better,» Peters said.

«I am happy to hear that,» Deris said. «The hotel hopes to please its guests.»

«I am sure it is difficult,» Peters said. «You have many guests with many different wishes.»

«That is generous,» Deris said with a small smile. «We do indeed have many guests, but it is not so difficult to find what they like. All of the kree are more similar than not, and we do not offer to others. The waiter should be more helpful. He will be disciplined.»

«That would be correct,» Peters suggested, «but not too severely, I hope. Only enough to make him remember.»

Deris smiled, the same somewhat alarming gesture that Denef had used. «You are generous again. He will lose his pay for today, and go back to the village to think. Tomorrow he will do better.»

«That seems appropriate,» said Peters. «What will be the charge for this?» He gestured at the tea service.

«There will be no charge,» Deris said. «It is our apology for the trouble.»

«That is good of you.» Peters groped in his pocket. «Please give this to the one who brought the tea,» he said, handing Deris an ornh.

«Yes, I will do that,» Deris said. «And now I must be going. I have business of the hotel.» He sketched a bow and left, disappearing behind the desk.

Peters and Todd idled for the next half hour or so, nibbling black lumps and sipping tea, not speaking much. From time to time the waiter appeared to refill the teapot or provide more lumps. The sun was fully up when they finished and got up, saluting the desk clerk and strolling out the doors.

They’d decided not to wear kathir suits today, and the air had a tinge of coolness that hadn’t been apparent inside. Sprinklers made diamond flowers over close-cropped magenta grass, dampening the tan-cobbled walkway in a few places. A low wall of gray stone blocks separated the lawn from the beach, and a couple of low broad steps led down to the sand. The two sailors picked a direction at random and set off up the beach, still not talking much. Occasionally one would pick up a stone or a handful of sand, toy with it a few moments, and then drop it. Neither one tossed anything into the water.

It took them about a tle to reach the headland. Rounded rocks, tumbled from the cliff and water-worn, were scattered in the surf and along the backshore. They scrambled up onto the coarse grass behind the berm and looked back toward the water.

"Nice spot," Todd broke the silence.

"Yeah." Peters had picked up a stone and was tossing it from hand to hand. He made as if to toss it in the water, then remembered and threw it toward the top of the ridge, where it made a click and dislodged a few more the same size. The minor shower of dust and rocks wasn’t even disconcerting. "The whole place is a nice spot."

"Not like the last one."

"We ain’t gonna be goin’ back there."

"We may not be going any damn where."

"We can go anywhere we want. We got money, remember?"

"Yeah, and for how long?" Todd demanded. "You really think that’s gonna make a damn difference? The assholes are gonna be all over us."

"They can’t touch us." Peters threw another rock. "My hitch is up in, Hell, if I remember correct it’s about ten days. Yours’s longer, but you’re still out before we get back."

Todd made a rude noise. "There’s nobody to cut our separation orders. We’re in until we get back and they do that."

"I ain’t so sure," Peters disagreed. "Llapaaloapalla’s civilian, and we ain’t assigned to SPADET 1. Verbal orders are good as any." He heaved another rock, again dislodging a minor avalanche. "Right now we got a million ornh apiece and a zifthkakik between us. What I expect is they’ll trade the money for a dollar an ornh and confiscate the football as contraband. And if that’s what happens, and we wanted to come back out here–" he gestured at the scenery, "–reckon how many American dollars somebody’d charge for a ticket?"

"We don’t have to tell anybody," Todd pointed out. "We haven’t yet."

"Shit," Peters objected. "They know somethin’s goin’ on. They don’t know the details, but they know enough to tell the Feds where to start askin’ questions."

"We could tell them part of it… tell them about the zifthkakik, maybe, and leave the cash out of it."

"Sure we can. Then they start fillin’ us up with happy juice, and out the rest spills like vomit on the sidewalk," Peters explained. "Then we’re what, traitors or somethin’? We end up in Statesville, and they get the money anyway."

There was a long pause, during which Peters selected another stone, tossed it from hand to hand, then threw it against the dike, eliciting another shower of pebbles. They had gotten this far in their assessments before. Both tacitly assumed that going to any of the Chiefs, or the officers, for advice was pretty much the same as handing over the goodies and checking themselves into the brig. Finally Peters spoke: "We could always stay, you know."

That was the first time either of them had actually said it right out loud, and Todd didn’t reply for a few minutes, just sat on a rock, looking out to sea, arms crossed in front as if hugging himself. "Remember what I told Dee when we were thrashing things out with the Master Chief? I’m not ready for that."

"Me neither, but it might be the best way. We don’t need to work, we got the money to live a long time, but we could probably sign on as crew. If not, there’s other possibilities. Maybe we could be translators."

"Maybe you could. Hell, you’re already a zerkre. But why would anybody need translators? The Grallt speak good English. They don’t need us."

"Maybe other folks’d like to have a human to do the translatin’," Peters suggested.

"That’s possible, I guess. What about our folks?"

"Yeah, there’s that. I’d like to go to Granpap’s funeral." Peters tossed another rock. "That ain’t right, I’d rather the old buzzard lived forever… dammit, this is fun, even when it ain’t. Sometimes it’s polychrome palm trees, sometimes it’s snikk–"

"Or turd in snot sauce," Todd reminded him.

"Or somethin’ like that. It’s good, it’s bad, shit, it’s excitin’… if we go back, you know God-damned well we won’t never get back out here again. It’s gonna be piss-green walls and headshrinkers in relays until we die."

"Yeah, probably."

"Sure as the sun shines," said Peters. "Whichever sun that is… I get these dreams, y’know? Here’s stars and spaceships and planets, and there I am, stuck in some interrogation cell, wonderin’ what’s happening."

"Hnh." Todd stared out to sea for a long time, then looked up at Peters. "I wake up in the night too. I see myself in the ops bay, looking down at Earth, and I can’t go there…. I don’t sleep too good for a while after that."

"Yeah." Peters stood for a long moment, looking out to sea, tossing a stone up and catching it, face still… finally he snorted, relaxed a little, and dropped the stone at his feet. Without turning he said, "Well, we still got a little time."

"Yeah, I guess." Todd stood, still hugging himself. "We can’t put it off forever."

"But now’s not the time." Peters looked up at the ridge, shook his head, and changed the subject. "Wonder what’s over this hill here?"

What was over the hill was a pretty little cove, with an arc of beach stretching to another headland covered with red-and-yellow trees. The path stayed back of the beach, leading to a village that nestled in the foot of the farther cliff. A long concrete dock or pier extended into the water just below the village. Before they had seen snikk they would have wondered why the pier was so sturdily built, and why the boats were so big and robust. There wasn’t a dinghy or skiff in sight.

The buildings of the village were low and substantial, stuccoed in salmon, rust, and ocher, with hints of blue-green. Several locals sat eating and drinking under one of a number of broad porches roofed with vegetation much like Denef’s bar, possibly a cafe or similar public building.

"You know, breakfast wasn’t much," said Todd, eyeing the patrons.

"I could do with a bite to eat myself," said Peters. "It’s been, what, a couple hours?"

"At least that. Come on, maybe we can get something."

They took the steps up to the plank flooring and were met by one of the locals, who wore a pink apron and said something they didn’t understand.

«I don’t understand you,» said Peters. «May we have something to eat?»

The local bared his teeth in their alarming smile. «Eat place here. Sit.»

The local didn’t have much Trade, and after some back and forth Peters just told him, «Bring food. You choose.»

What they got was portions of flaky white stuff, fish perhaps. "This is good," Todd said. "Wonder what it is."

Peters put the question. «Snikk,» said the waiter.

"Hunh," Todd grunted, looking at his plate. "Good to know all that effort didn’t go completely to waste."

Peters looked out across the water. "I got a suggestion."

"How’s that?"

"Let’s get a room an’ stay here instead of goin’ back to the hotel."

Todd thought about it, staring across the sparkling waves, then up and down the peaceful tree-lined street. He took a bite of snikk and smiled. "Peters, have I told you lately that you’re a fuckin’ genius?"

  





Chapter Thirty-Two

"We didn’t see much of you this time," Mannix remarked as they gathered to board the dli. "I gather that your fluency and your well-known capacity for making friends have once again gained you entreé to regions of delight not accessible to the more cloddish."

Peters flushed a trifle. ""We been spendin’ most of our time in the little town where the folks live, back over the hill yonder. Sort of peaceful."

"I see. Well, I shan’t complain. You’ll be pleased to know your language lessons didn’t go at all to waste; Tollison and I displayed a gratifying degree of civilization on a number of occasions, did we not?"

Tollison grinned. "We ordered a lot of beer."

"Precisely, and good beer it was, too." Mannix grew a little more serious. "That was not the reason I accosted you, though, pleasurable as it always is. Our illustrious Commanding Officer requires your presence, and Master Chief Joshua selected me to bring you the happy news."

"I reckon that pleased you ’bout as much as it does me."

"Taking care of these small but vital points of protocol is an essential part of our duties." A person not familiar with Mannix’s speech patterns might have missed the tiny barbs in that. "Had I been punctilious about it, I would have notified Howell and let him bring you the glad tidings, which I’m sure would have gratified you no end."

"‘No end’ is about right." Peters surveyed the group, found the officer in question standing by one of the dli, in conversation with… Collins, by the shoulder boards. "Thanks, Gerald."

"You’re quite welcome." The short First Class tagged along as Peters worked his way through the crowd of sailors waiting to board the dli for the trip back to Llapaaloapalla, but uncharacteristically said nothing more. He saluted once in range of the officers.

Peters, in civvies, simply dipped his head. "You sent for me, sir?"

Bolton returned Mannix’s salute, then looked Peters over. "Who authorized you to be in civilian clothes?" he growled.

"Begging the Commander’s pardon, sir," Mannix put in, "civilian clothes are authorized on liberty except when the Orders of the Day specifically say otherwise, and unless they have been altered since Master Chief Joshua and I drafted them they say nothing of the sort, sir."

Bolton acknowledged that with a nod; the thin smile on Collins’s face might have been Peters’s imagination. "Very well," the commander admitted sourly. "I understood your asshole buddy was a Third Class."

Peters opened his mouth, but again Mannix beat him to it. "Begging the commander’s pardon, sir, but is the phrase ‘asshole buddy’ a specific charge in this context, sir? If so, Petty Officer Peters might care to respond formally, sir."

Collins’s smile manifested itself fully. "He’s got you there, Harlan." When Bolton said nothing, she looked from one sailor to another, finally focussing on Mannix. "Commander Bolton has been feeling extremely frustrated, I’m afraid. His remark was the unfortunate result of combining that with his usual good humor."

Bolton had gone from flush to pallor as she spoke; now he said in a voice kept level with notable effort, "Yes, my apologies, an unfortunate remark. Consider it retracted… Petty Officer Peters, are you ready to serve as my interpreter with the shuttle pilot on the trip back up?"

"Yes, sir."

"Very well." The officer glanced at the dli, where Gell was leaning, arms folded, against the wing. "We should board, then."

"Yes, sir."

Collins put in, "I don’t think I’ll accompany you, Harlan. I’ve had my chance at the controls." She took the resulting look with equanimity. "Petty Officer Mannix might like to occupy the vacant seat."

"Whatever," the commander growled, his usual mood reasserting itself. He turned and walked toward the dli, body language tense, and Peters and Mannix followed, acknowledging Collins’s half-smile and lifted eyebrow with another nod and a salute, respectively.

«Hello, Peters,» Gell said as they approached, without coming out of his slouch. «I take it we have another of your superiors to instruct.»

«Yes, this is Commander Bolton, the first in precedence of all of us.»

Gell looked the commander over. «An impressive specimen, especially with that look on his face. Does he lunch on ship metal, or only on his subordinates?»

«I can’t answer that. I haven’t the precedence to dine with him.»

«Kh-kh-kh! I believe you are about to find out.»

"What’re you gabbing about?" Bolton wanted to know.

"I introduced you to him, and told him who you were, sir," Peters explained. "Commander Bolton, sir, this here’s Gell, he’s the second most senior pilot on Llapaaloapalla, sir."

"Tell him I’m pleased to make his acquaintance."

"Yes, sir." To Gell: «I told him you are second ship operator of Llapaaloapalla. He says it gives him honor to be presented.»

«I’ll just bet,» said Gell cheerfully. «Are we ready to go? The other officer are already aboard. I don’t see your associate.»

«Todd isn’t with me today. This is Mannix, another friend. He’ll ride along with us.»

«Pleased know you,» Mannix managed. Peters hadn’t realized he could do that much.

«And I you.» Gell looked the group over, made an ushering gesture. «Let’s get aboard. We’re losing time.»

Peters nodded. "Gell’s ready for us to go aboard, sir."

"About time." Bolton adjusted the angle of his cap, looked over the scene of enlisted sailors loading seabags and boarding the other dli, and followed Gell through the hatch. Peters fell in behind when Mannix gestured, and the First Class brought up the rear as they worked their way up the aisle.

Gell turned to speak over his shoulder when they’d reached the operators’ compartment. «I’m feeling lazy today,» he said. «Commander Bolton will take the operator’s seat, and you’ll take the left, Peters. Then I can sit back and relax.»

«I’m not sure that’s a good idea.»

«I’m in charge here,» Gell said in a tone more amused than irritated. «Don’t argue with me.» He gestured that Bolton should take the pilot’s chair, took the port aft seat, and assumed a pose of exaggerated relaxation.

"What’s this?" Bolton asked.

"Pilot Gell says that he understands you are an extremely experienced pilot, sir. He says for you to take the right front seat, that’s the command chair, sir, and I’ll be in the left front so I can translate easily."

Bolton stared for a long moment, then shook his head, adjusted his hat again, and sat. He scanned the panel for a long moment, then looked up. "All right, sailor, what’s first on the checklist?"

"Well, sir, first is the activator. Button just to the right and down from the right-hand instrument, sir." Bolton found the control and looked at Peters, who nodded. "Yes, sir, that’s it," he confirmed. "Hold it down ’til the meter just above it’s all the way to the left, sir."

"That got it?"

"Yes, sir."

«He’ll probably want to turn down the compensator,» Gell interjected. «It takes more experience than he has to operate a dli on full compensation.»

«Yes, I was about to offer him the choice.» Peters turned back to his CO. "Sir, most folks need to be able to feel the motions of the ship, ‘specially in atmosphere. If you want to do that, you should turn the, ah, Gell calls it the compensator, you should reduce the power setting to it, sir."

"And how do I do that?"

"Buttons here, sir. Top one increases, bottom decreases. The meter just above ‘em shows the level, sir, but backwards to what we’re used to."

Bolton looked over his shoulder at Gell. "If this thing’s like the planes, full power’d mash us flat. This compensator thing reduces that effect?"

"Yes, sir."

"Could we get something like that installed on the airplanes?"

"I don’t know, sir. I’ll ask Gell."

The Grallt pilot raised his eyebrows when the question was passed. «The compensator is part of the zifthkakik.»

Bolton’s eyebrows went up at that. "Do tell," he murmured. "Apparently we weren’t told everything… what setting should I use?

"Ms. Collins ran the dli with it set to about half, sir," Peters advised.

"I’ll go with that." Bolton thumbed the button until the meter was near the middle of its range, then glanced back at Gell. Peters took a moment to do the same, finding the Grallt sprawled in his seat, eyes slitted, a secretive smile playing across his face.

"That’s it for the startup procedure, sir," Peters advised. "Now it’s just take the andli, the arrowhead-shaped thing there, and fly it, sir."

"I see." Bolton grasped the andli, a bit more gently than Collins had the first time. "Straight up to clear the landscape, then forward, right?"

"That’s the way all the Grallt I’ve watched did it, sir."

"Then we’ll try it." Bolton gingerly operated the control; the dli leaped vertically, stopping to bob a bit at about a hundred meters altitude. "Touchy," the commander remarked, and very carefully began to feed in forward motion. That was more successful; after a moment he echoed Collins: "It’s flying. That’s better."

"Yes, sir."

"Next problem: how do we find the ship?"

"Right now we don’t, sir." When Bolton looked at him Peters flushed. "First thing is to get up real high, sir, then we can start lookin’ for the ship. At the speed these things go, it don’t take long to get where you need to go, sir."

"I suppose not. Commander Collins said the left-hand instrument was the navigation reference."

"Yes, sir, the left-hand cross shows the way to whatever zifthkakik it’s set to home on, and right now that’s Llapaaloapalla, sir. But it only shows the straight line, and the dli ain’t powerful enough to go there in a straight line."

"I see." Bolton eyed the cross. "If I read this thing right, we’re a little off course to the left and the ship is above us."

"Yes, sir, so if you just go on the way you’re goin’, by the time we get around the planet it oughta be just about right."

Bolton grinned, an expression Peters had never before seen him assume. Suddenly he looked more like a mischievous kid than a Naval officer. "Hand-fly it to orbit, eh? Well, I’ll be damned. You should have seen all the calculations we had to go through to get the planes up to the ship. Ten decimal places and split-second timing." He looked at Peters, then back at Gell. "Hold on, sailor. I’m going to try some things."

"Some things" included left and right turns of increasing steepness, Dutch rolls around the axis, and finally one revolution of barrel roll with a large enough diameter that they were simply pressed into their seats, even at the top. The sky around them went darker and darker, the stars came out, and the horizontal bar of the navigation instrument flipped from top to bottom.

Peters looked around when that happened, but Gell was apparently asleep. Mannix wasn’t; his eyes were wide and his face pale, but he didn’t say anything.

Peters tapped the nav instrument. "That’s got it, sir. Now we coast for a while and wait, sir."

Bolton nodded, released the andli, and leaned back in his seat. "Nadine told me," he mused, then looked over at Peters. "Commander Collins told me it’d be more a case of getting flying instruction from you than it would be you translating. I see she was right."

Peters flushed. "Well, sir, it ain’t really all that hard to fly one of these things," he demurred.

"Obviously not." Bolton scanned the panel. "Commander Collins also quoted you as saying you’d never landed one on a planet."

"That’s right, sir. All I ever did was spell the pilot of the freight hauler while we was salvagin’ the pirate ships, sir."

"Including landing in the bay?"

"Yes, sir."

"How many times did you land it in the bay?"

"Three or four times, sir."

There was a long silence. At last Bolton said, "How do we know if we’re close?"

Peters nodded. "What you do, sir, is pitch the nose up and down, with the course needle centered. If you know you’re at about the right altitude, when the needles cross you’re pointed right at the destination, sir."

"And from there you can figure out what to do next."

"Yes, sir."

Bolton stared at Peters for a long moment. "You’re pretty fluent in the Grallt language, aren’t you?"

"I get by, sir."

"I beg to differ, sir," Mannix put in. "I’ve seen him in action. Fluent is precisely the correct description, sir."

"So I understand." Bolton grinned, with less amusement than before. "You’re fluent in the language, and you know how to fly a spaceship. Chief Joshua says you’ve been hobnobbing with the ship’s officers; he gets pretty indignant about it, in fact."

Peters nodded, a bob of the head, but kept his eyes squarely on Bolton’s.

"You’re dressing pretty sharp these days, I see, and I hear you and your buddy have been living pretty high on liberty. You care to discuss where the funds for that are coming from?"

"Yes, sir, we been workin’ some for the Grallt in our off-duty hours, sir," Peters said cautiously. "Which is legal, sir, I done it before when the ship wasn’t on deployment, sir."

"Peters, this detachment’s orders put it on the same status as a deployment to a combat zone," Bolton said with a little heat. "You don’t have any off-duty hours except when you’re on liberty."

Peters ducked his head again. "Beggin’ the Commander’s pardon, sir, but my orders ain’t the same as yours, sir."

"Oh, yes, the famous screwed-up orders." Bolton leaned forward slightly, his face stern. "This isn’t the time or the place for it, but you’d better believe that those orders, and this whole situation, are going to be looked at real close when we get home. In the meantime I’m going along, because the people we signed the agreement with insist on it, but United States Navy Space Detachment One has a mission out here, and as commanding officer I intend to see that mission accomplished. Do you know what that mission is, Petty Officer Peters?"

"Yes, sir, I do, at least in general terms, sir."

"‘In general terms.’" Bolton twitched, calling attention to the tension in his shoulders and neck. "Specifically, Petty Officer Peters, the mission of SPADET ONE is to establish commercial relations with other peoples, and to earn foreign exchange for the U.S. Government so it can participate in those relations." He paused; when Peters started to speak he made a jerky quelling motion and continued, "And from where I sit, it looks a lot like you are blocking me from accomplishing that mission for personal gain, and I don’t intend to let that happen. Do you understand me, Petty Officer Peters?"

I reckon if there’s a blockage it’s on your end, Commander, Peters thought, but he only said, "Yes, sir," without dropping his eyes.

"And with all due respect, sir, he’s just recently pulled the unit out of a fairly tight situation," Mannix put in.

"I’m almost completely persuaded of that." Bolton twisted to look at the First Class, then turned back to relieve the strain. "How much do you know about that situation, Mannix?"

"Not much, sir, just that Peters and Todd managed to deflect something pretty nasty. There’s speculation going around, but no details, sir."

"There better not be," the commander growled. "If it gets to be deck scuttlebutt, heads will roll, you real clear on that, sailors?"

"Yes, sir," both enlisted said simultaneously.

The commander glanced at the navigation instrument before meeting Peters’s eyes once more. "I will be keeping an eye on you, and that is a personal guarantee," he commented, his face and tone still tight. "You ever think about jumping ship, Peters? No, don’t answer that."

"Aye, aye, sir," Peters said softly, holding eye contact.

Bolton broke it, reaching for the andli to start the dli in a smooth pitching motion. "About time to be hunting for the ship, isn’t it?"

Peters glanced around, checking the sun angle. "Yes, sir, it is. There, sir, it just went by."

"I got it… you suppose we’re in visual range?"

"I reckon we ought to be, sir… yeah, there it is, sir, dead ahead and a little up. Looks like a star, but it moves."

"So it does… from here it’s just like coming back from a furball," Bolton noted. "Bar the different set of controls, that is. No real problem." He manuevered the dli into an approach path, then brought it in for a landing in the ops bay, not as smoothly as Gell would have but an entirely creditable performance. "Not too bad," he observed when they were sitting on the skids in the bay.

Gell applauded slowly, soft handclaps that didn’t make much noise. «Excellent,» he said. «Not that I expected anything different. Whatever else your superior may be, he is certainly a skilled ship operator.»

«Yes.»

"What’s that?" Bolton wanted to know.

"Gell says you’re good, sir."

"Eh? Well, of course I’m good." This in the tone he might have used to say, "of course the sky is blue." "I’m a Navy aviator." He stood, and Gell used the opportunity to reach around him and press buttons while Bolton adjusted his headgear. "Very interesting flight," the commander commented. "Tell Gell thank you. And keep in mind what I said."

"I will, sir." Peters watched as Bolton disappeared aft, then told Gell, «Commander Bolton says thank you for the opportunity.»

The Grallt nodded and took his seat, waiting for his passengers to offload before taxiing the dli into the hangar. «My pleasure,» he said. «When will you be available to teach me your language? It looks as if it will be useful in the future.» He grinned and looked sidelong at Peters. «I would have very much liked to be able to follow the intense discussion just finished, for instance.»

«Ssth. I can summarize that in a few words. Commander Bolton considers me so low in the precedence structure that I cannot make contributions and can barely commit significant errors. He warned me against mistakes, obliquely because he can’t conceive of my doing anything effective.»

«Yes, but are you cynical enough?» When Peters choked at that, Gell went on, «I’m still interested in learning. Perhaps I would have a different interpretation.»

«Look me up when we’re in High Phase.» Peters added his compartment designation.

«I’ll do that.»

"Well, that was interesting," Mannix remarked as he and Peters made their way down the aisle. "I believe the Commander was quite taken with you, now that he’s met you in person, as it were. It would seem that you are destined for even greater things."

Peters snorted. "Hmph. I reckon that ain’t quite the interpretation I’d put on it, and anyway I could’a survived without bein’ the apple of the Commander’s eye."

"Oh, I’m quite sure you could." Mannix surveyed the ops bay, glanced out the aft door at another dli on approach, then looked back at Peters. "It’s well to remember what happens to the apple that gets selected."

"I reckon the best thing for me to do’d be to see if I can’t sort of squirm down to the bottom of the basket."

Mannix shook his head. "That might be a worthwhile strategy for some, John, but my prediction is that in your case it’s doomed to failure."

  





Chapter Thirty-Three

"Halt," Peters called out in a fine ringing voice. "Who goes there?"

"Petty Officer Hale," came from the gloom.

"Advance and be recognized, Petty Officer Hale."

The other stepped forward. It was indeed Hale, one of the Machinist’s Mates who kept the airplanes shipshape; not someone Peters knew well. "You’re recognized, Petty Officer Hale," Peters advised in a lower but still businesslike voice. "The challenge is Bubblehead."

"And the countersign is Carson." Hale’s voice was amused. "I don’t know who thought up these passwords, but that set’s fairly appropriate. I relieve you, Petty Officer Peters."

"And I stand relieved." Peters handed the M22 over and began shucking out of the duty belt. "All quiet. Nothin’ to report."

Hale nodded and handed the weapon back so he could buckle on the belt. That done, he took the helmet, set it on his head, accepted the gun once more, and adopted the pose Peters had been using: feet slightly apart, weapon grounded, left hand at the small of his back. "I’m not sure whether to be glad or sorry nothing ever happens on these watches," he remarked conversationally. "It gets pretty boring."

"Borin’ is good," Peters advised, an aphorism the sailors attributed to Warnocki.

Hale grinned. "In the normal case you’re right. But five hours of standing here like this isn’t anything that needs thought to prevent excitement. It’s just boring."

Peters scanned the hangar bay. Planes sat in more or less random orientations, several of them with panels open or removed, but most of the overhead lights were off and there was nobody stirring. What light there was spilled from the catwalks above their heads and across the bay, making the space gloomy and spooky and giving more meaning to the challenge and response of watch relief than any of them were accustomed to.

That, and the fact that Commander Bolton and the other officers occasionally stopped by to check up, were the reasons they played it straight and formal. The zifthkakik they were guarding were safe in the crates the Grallt had provided–five times per watch they made sure of that; Peters had just checked, and Hale would check again as soon as Peters left–but they were the most valuable thing the detachment had, and having them guarded, by guards, seemed to most of them to be entirely sensible. There was of course no credible threat around, but that had nothing to do with it. Like almost all sailors, Peters had taken his turn guarding objects that didn’t look all that dissimilar, in front of an armored, combination-locked door three decks down in the middle of the ship. This was exposed in the wild by comparison.

And besides, it was Navy. So were the bow and stern watches (equally futile), manning the duty desk in the detachment offices, and the recently restored desk in the aft EM quarters access. Not everyone agreed, but most of the sailors felt that after a year and a half of bizarreness they needed the rituals to keep themselves grounded. Dershowitz, second on Retard Two, had even produced a bosun’s pipe and shamefacedly confessed a taste for archaism; now there were three of them who could blow it–not well–and they were piping the watches, like would have been done a century and more ago.

Dershowitz was doing that as Peters rounded the hangar access into the ops bay, the different tweedle of "To Colors." Two dozen or so sailors were standing around, and a few of the officers were out and about. Peters stiffened to attention; the notes died away, and everybody saluted, facing midships, approximately where the flag would be if Llapaaloapalla had sported such a decoration. They held the pose for a few beats, then somebody called "Stand at… ease" from across the bay. That’d just started recently. There was talk of making it official.

Peters approved. He and Todd had been making a concerted effort to blend in, keep their heads down, merge with the group. So far it seemed to be successful. Todd was still Collins’s plane captain; Peters still led Retard Three, to the extent that leadership was necessary. The detachment had had three mock-battles and gone on liberty once since what he thought of as the time I rode with the Commander, and another liberty was coming up. He’d not been called on to perform the duties of a zerkre; his kathir suit was still in its Navy-blue pattern. They’d stood watches, one ande every five-ande "day" or a little more often; the Chiefs took their turns at bow and stern, as advertised, but they didn’t do desk duty or zifthkakik watch, and the only real effect the impressive gesture had was to leave more night watches for the rest of them.

So why was the hair standing up on the back of his neck lately?

Part of the answer to that question was sheer confusion. Was he Navy, or not? Much as he longed to disappear back into the group he’d long ago accepted as his peers, according to the calendar program in the handheld he wasn’t entitled to as of almost three months ago.

And did he really want to do that?

He had a piece of tough plastic "paper", signed by Gell and countersigned by Preligotis, that said he was a qualified ship operator–a spaceship pilot, even if the Grallt tended to think of it more in terms of a cox’n. He had a fortune–a bigger one now; he’d invested his half in trade shares, and trading had been good the last couple of zul. Not to mention a half interest in a piece of gear the folks back home would be willing to kill for. Did he really want to hand that all back in for a third chevron and a shot at a rocker? Did he even have that chance, with Joshua still on his case?

Kennard was hanging speakers, as usual at this time of day, preparing for the exercise session. The bow door was closed, as it always was when the ship was in high phase, and the aft one was open, as it was most of the time regardless of phase. Sailors and a few Grallt were idling around the bay, or headed either to or from chow depending on whether they were early birds or not. Everything looked normal–as normal as it could be, umpteen gadzillion klicks–or miles, or feet, or millimeters; past one gadzillion the units stopped mattering–from home, riding around with aliens on a flying saucer. Flyin’ two-by-four, more like, he thought without rancor.

"Mornin’, Peters," said Tollison as they reached the elevator together.

"Mornin’, Tollison," Peters acknowledged.

"Were you on watch? Don’t usually see you this late for morning chow." The big Machinist’s Mate was not a morning person; he preferred to go to chow after Colors. As a result he and Peters rarely encountered one another before exercises.

"Yeah, treasure guard." Most of the sailors couldn’t say zifthkakik, and all of them were a little reticent about discussing them; the trove was the "pirate treasure".

"Ouch. Boring."

"Yeah. I dunno–" Peters broke off at the expression on the other’s face.

"What the fuck?" Tollison was looking over Peters’s shoulder at something, face open in astonishment. Simultaneously the ship–lurched was too strong a word; the sensation was almost the same as when they entered or left High Phase.

Peters turned to look aft. There was a new star there. All the sailors were used to the stars outside, not terribly different from what they saw from the deck at night at home, for reasons probably having to do with how the zifthkakik worked. This one was different. It was much brighter, for one thing.

For another, it was distinctly green, the pure color of a "ready" LED.

«Make ready for unfriendly visitors,» boomed from the overhead, filling the ops bay, and everybody stopped and looked around in confusion.

"What the fuck?" Peters echoed, and turned to look at Tollison.

The big sailor grinned. "Yeah. Gerard and Schott and a bunch of the guys fixed the 1MC. It was supposed to be a surprise."

"Surprised me–"

"Action stations, action stations," came over Peters’s earbug in Chief Joshua’s voice. "All hands to action stations." There was a pause, then the Chief went on, sounding more than a little grim. "We don’t have a drill for this, people. I want everybody in deck gear. Retarder crews report to your duty stations, launch and maintenance personnel in the aft midships hangar." Another short pause. "Aft lookout estimates we’ve got five minutes. You can’t make it back down in deck gear by then, stay in your quarters. This is gonna be a Chinese fire drill, but let’s not make it a circle jerk, you got that? Now move move move."

By the time he was done speaking every human in the ops bay was either at the EM quarters hatch or headed there at a dead run. Kennard had apparently slapped a key before leaving, because the speakers were blaring Highway Star. Mannix and another First Class were standing by the hatch, intercepting people as they rushed up and turning the crush into an orderly but fast series of dives through the opening. Peters and Tollison caught up to the back of the group, waiting their turn, dividing their attention between the press ahead and the star aft. Already it was notably brighter, and Peters thought to see a shape within it.

Down the corridor, shove the latch; he left the door open. Helmet and flak jacket; he was already wearing boondockers and earbug, the items taking the longest time to don. Down the stairs in a semicontrolled fall, dead run again, across the deck to the retarders. The star was now visibly a ship, not moving all that fast by the look of it. The green light came from some kind of emitter, off center to the left and down from his viewpoint.

I’m a high way staar… blared from the speakers as Peters got to his retarder; others were arriving, out of breath. Sailors were pounding across the bay, and the approaching ship was bigger, a rectangular block like Llapaaloapalla and the others they’d seen. It rolled so that the green light came from the bottom front, and the Master Chief said over the earbugs, "All right, everybody not within a couple steps of your stations, clear the deck. If you’re not on station, get to a bulkhead or back in your quarters. Move it, people."

Rupert had made it; Jacks was probably all the way forward sporting with Se’en. Two had two people, and Four had Cunningham, but there was nobody on One; Bannerman gestured to his second, take over, and scrambled over to the lead console. The ship was close enough, now, to make out details. It was wider than it was high, and big, much bigger than the fighter-ships they’d seen, bigger even than the freight haulers. A row of black rectangles went across the front face, left to right, the bottom edge bisecting the short dimension. If those were reasonable-sized viewports, that made it just about small enough to fit in the bay.

«If you can hear this, everyone in aft compartments move forward, move forward,» the overhead boomed.

A gang of Grallt in blue-and-whites came pounding up. «Get these thukre out of the way,» one of them snarled. He–no, she; it was Keezer–made as if to manhandle Cunningham away from the console.

Bannerman took that in. "God damn it, we don’t need this shit. Handle it, Peters."

"Aye, aye." He stepped over and grabbed Keezer by the upper arm. She made to swat him with her other hand, but only caught the helmet; her face was twisted in an angry snarl.

«Stop that,» Peters told her sharply. «We are qualified operators. Don’t be crude.» The last word was an insult, more or less parallel to Russian nye kulturny.

«You don’t know what the fuck you are doing,» Keezer snarled. «If the ferassi get aboard we could all get dead.»

«Ferassi? Ferassi are people?»

«As if you didn’t fucking know,» Keezer sneered. «Now get your face-fucking selves away from the fucking consoles and let people take over.»

First things first. "Emergency all hands, emergency all hands," the formula that put him on the all-call, "visitors are hostile. Repeat, visitors must be assumed hostile. Take cover, repeat, take cover." Heads went up all around, and Peters told the Grallt, «Keezer, we don’t have time for this. We’re on your side. Take the lead on Number One, and tell us what settings to use.»

She held his eyes for a beat, then scurried off aft. Peters took that in with a glance, then told Rupert, "I’m gonna have to translate. Handle it." He caught a glimpse of wild eyes and gaping mouth under the helmet, then pounded off after Keezer.

"Translator," he gasped to Bannerman, and caught the nod before saying to Keezer, «You’re in charge. What are the settings?»

«Mass to maximum, speed to zero.»

Peters relayed that, and sailors started spinning knobs. The controls were verniers, with geared pointers for indicators; it took sixteen turns to go from max to min. «Anything else?»

«When you have both settings, push the mass knob until it clicks, hold it, and go right as far as it will go.»

Peters spoke urgently; the others started to comply. Console Four now had a pair of Grallt, and Cunningham had moved to back up Rupert. «Got it,» Peters told Keezer. «What now?»

«Now we wait to see if it works,» Keezer clipped out.

«What does that function do?»

«With a little luck it keeps them from coming into the bay.»

«Complete block?»

Snarl: «It’s supposed to be.»

"Green three-seven, can you tell us anything?" came over the earbug. "Commander Bolton wants to know if there’s anything he and the other officers should be doing."

Green lights flashed at lower left and lower right of the stranger’s front; a thud was transmitted through the fabric of the ship. "It ain’t clear, chief, but they just shot at us."

"I noticed that. Is anybody shooting back?"

Their attacker wasn’t getting any closer. More flashes, more thuds. "I’ll ask."

"Do that."

«Keezer, can we respond to their weapons?»

«No. All of Llapaaloapalla‘s weapons are directed forward.»

"Stupid design," Peters commented. «We have a few weapons. Can we usefully contribute?»

«If you have personal weapons, get them ready in case the ferassi get aboard.»

Peters nodded. "Chief, Keezer says to start passin’ out weapons. If these guys get aboard it’s likely to be real bad news." Flash. Thud.

Pause. "Right. All hands, all hands. If you’re near the armory, get a weapon and get to the ops bay." Grimly: "You’re supposed to shoot the bad guys, not yourselves." The sailors along the starboard side started rushing for the quarters hatch. "Green three-seven, can we use the planes?"

«Would the fighting-ships be useful in this situation?»

«Not likely. The ferassi can disable their breakbeams.» Keezer shook her head. «They made them in the first place.»

Well, ain’t that a thing? «They didn’t make ours,» Peters pointed out.

«I had forgotten that.» Keezer looked forward, a grim expression on her face. «They might be able to do something, if their weapons work and they can get out in time.»

«How long are we likely to have?»

«I don’t know. Right now they’re waiting for us to stop and open up for them. There’s no way to know how long it will take for them to get impatient and start really shooting.»

"Chief, Keezer says the planes might help if we can get them out in time, but there ain’t no way to know how long we’ve got."

"It can’t hurt to try." Pause. "Can we launch in High Phase?"

Keezer snarled when that was relayed. «Ssth. Didn’t you feel it? The ferassi brought us down. We can’t go to High Phase as long as they’re out there.» Flash. Thud.

«Understood.» Pictures of home! the music player sang. "Chief, the bad guys done turned off the zifthkakik an’ we’re not in High Phase any more. If we can get ‘em manned we can launch."

"Roger that." There was a pause, probably Joshua giving instructions on another channel. A sailor started toward the bow at a dead run, and officers in poopy suits and helmets were straggling out their quarters hatch and pounding toward the hangar accesses. After a minute the hatches started retracting, relatively quietly thanks to Warnocki and the maintenance crews, but the bow door would take longer; the sailor had half a kilometer to cover before he could reach the override control. Guys with M22s were popping out of the EM quarters hatch, some taking up guard stations there, others running across to cover the hangar accesses and elevator.

Flash flash thud thud!
«They are starting to get impatient,» Keezer noted. The Grallt complexion was duskier than the average for the humans, but she was a shade lighter than Todd.

«Yes… Don’t they have more effective weapons? All they’ve done so far is make noise.» Flash thud, as if to emphasise that.

Snarl: «Of course they do, and they could start using them any tle. They could destroy us in an antle or less, but what use would it be? They want to raid, not destroy.» Flash, brighter and yellow, wham, a more distinct shock. «They are starting to escalate now.»

First a Hornet, then a Tomcat, rolled out of the hangar access under their own power, a flat miracle in so little time. The armorers were walking–well, half running–alongside, trying to tinker with the HEL pods. A crackle, and Commander Collins’s throaty alto: "Hornet Two Zero One is rolling." Flash flash wham! wham!
Keezer spun. «What the fuck was that?»

«It’s a radio, one of our communicators, salvaged from the damaged ship.» That had occasioned some debate, but it had been decided that the extra UHF radio would be most useful to control approaches and recovery. They now really needed an LSO, but Joshua had managed enough force to keep Lieutenant Carson out of the bay; Howell should have handled it.

Flash flash wham! WHAM! Howell wasn’t here. "Hornet Two Zero One, this is Green Three-Seven at the retarders. Read you five by," Peters told the mike. Smoke on the water – fire in the sky blared from across the bay.

Crackle. "Roger, Green Three-Seven. Tomcat One Zero One is saddling up now." Flash flash wham! wham! Debris drifted by the aft opening.

The bow door was grinding open, 201 and 207 were side by side with redshirts scrambling to get the pods closed, 102 was moving up, and things were starting to get confusing. Peters had no training as an Air Controller; nobody in the detachment did–repair and maintenance people had been considered more important, especially when they’d found out communications would be limited or nonexistent. That being the case, he shut up and let the pilots handle it among themselves.

The aft opening lit up in a yellow flash that half-blinded them and projected a wave of heat. «The field seems to be holding,» Peters remarked.

«For now,» Keezer agreed with a short nod. «If they crank up the power any more» FLASH «anything could happen.»

The Hornets launched without benefit of Warnocki’s theatrical gestures, and the first Tomcat followed, the access hatch of its HEL pod flopping. A sailor was down, a redshirt who’d been caught by the gear; a couple of others grabbed and dragged him clear before the next Tomcat finished the job. FLASH FLASH. This time the waves of heat were enough to make Peters glad of the helmet visor; Keezer winced aside, covering her face with her hands.

FLASH FLASH WHAM! WHAM! More debris spun by, but the planes were launching at such close intervals that one would still be short of the bow when another started rolling. Access hatches were flopping or absent, one Tomcat was entirely missing the lower rear panel that had once covered the engines, and more than one canopy wasn’t properly secured. It didn’t really matter–all the crews were in kathir suits–but Peters thought it sloppy. Hmph. Quick and dirty.

FLASH FLASH WHAM! WHAM! FLASH WHAM!
The UHF was crackling, the short clipped comments of pilots getting formed up and ready. The bad guys were getting more insistent, the flashes and shocks getting stronger and stronger, and more debris floated by. Some of it had arms and legs; Peters’s internal hope that it was all property damage was cut off in mid-thought. Six Hornets and four Tomcats were out, the later ones a lot more shipshape than the first few, two more of each were moving up, and the music screamed yeah, yeah, yeah, space truckin’, yeah, yeah, yeah, space truckin’.

FLASH! A bar of green light, looking solid enough to cut slices off, slammed across the bay, blinding everybody momentarily and glancing off the deck, catching one of the Tomcats square in the tail. The F-14 launched anyway, trailing bits of aluminum and composite that had once been aerodynamic control surfaces but weren’t exactly necessary in vacuum. A second beam caught a Hornet midships, and that one wasn’t going anywhere; the two halves went spinning up the bay, scattering people and airplane parts up the port side, where the prep crews waited. Maybe they were all behind the vertical beams. Maybe not.

The third one didn’t come, and Peters shook his head grimly and looked aft, just in time to see one of the panels he thought were windows on the front of the ferassi ship explode in a shower of bits and pieces. Another explosion chopped a chunk off the lower left corner, where one of the weapons was, and a pair of fleeting shapes–Hornets, from a subliminal impression–flashed from "overhead" and skimmed the enemy vessel, more shards flying off it as they did so.

The ship rotated in an eyeblink, trying to bring its guns to bear, but a couple of Tomcats approached from "high" and to the right as a trio of Hornets scissored in from the left. Big chunks went flying. "Gotcha, you son of a murdering bitch," came from the UHF.

"Kill, don’t brag," followed immediately; the voice sounded like Collins. The planes proceeded to do just that. They were tiny compared to the ferassi ship, but the enemy seemed to have weapons emitters only on its front face, and no matter how it turned the humans had two or three coming from the other way. More big chunks flew. The lasers didn’t make visible flashes, but they carved pieces off just fine, thank you.

At last it quit moving. The front face was again toward them, and the steady green light at lower center–now upper right–was out. A cloud of debris surrounded it, all made of its own substance; the humans had been too quick, and the ferassi too surprised, for any of the planes to get caught by its weapons. Some of the debris was human-shaped, and some of those were wiggling. Two Tomcats and a Hornet took up station between the ferassi ship and Llapaaloapalla, and the front face of the enemy started coming apart in methodical blasts, top left to lower right, two per second as if keeping march time.

"Cease firing, cease firing," the UHF said in Bolton’s voice. "Home Base, what’s your status?"
Keezer’s face was slack. «Im-fucking-possible,» she breathed.

"Home Base, Tomcat One Oh One," the radio said again. "What’s your status?"
Peters grabbed the microphone. "One Oh One, this’s Green Three–" he shook his head; Howell wasn’t there "–One. We got casualties, sir, one Hornet destroyed an’ personnel casualties."

"How many casualties, Green Three One?"
"Unknown, sir, but it’s like to be a bunch, probably some fatalities."

Pause. "Roger, Green Three One. Can you recover aircraft at this time?"
Peters looked around. People were scrambling, including a couple who were doubling across the bay with a stretcher. "I don’t advise it at this time, sir. The deck ain’t clear. We got a mess here, sir."

"Understood, Three One. Can you estimate how long to clear the deck?"
Peters looked around again. The scramble was starting to subside a bit, purposeful effort replacing confusion and shouts. The closing strains of When a Blind Man Cries drifted across the bay. Peters liked the rest of the program, but he hated that song. "One Oh One, my first estimate’s five to ten, but let me check with Chief Joshua on that, sir."

"Standing by for update. One Oh One to all crews. Blazer, you and Hotshot stand by on guard. Everybody else, search pattern three. We need to know if there’s any more of these bastards out here." A series of mike clicks, and the planes started breaking off, fanning out in a spiral pattern.

  





Chapter Thirty-Four

Two years ago Peters had never heard of a spaceship, outside of vid recordings and old science programs. Actually driving one–piloting, flying, whatever the right verb was–hadn’t even been a real dream. If he’d been told then that he’d be operating a real live space ship he’d have called the teller an idiot. If whoever it was had added that he’d be towing a second one to berth it on yet a third, he’d have snorted and left the conversation.

If they’d added that he’d be doing it with trace chains he’d have been tempted to hit somebody.

Getting across the interface between zero gee outside and normal gravity inside at near-zero speed was tricky; that was why they usually approached with way on. That wasn’t practical now, because the ferassi ship would just fit–they’d measured–with a couple of meters clearance, and it was too massive for the freight haulers to get up to speed with any kind of control. All three of them working together could manage to move it–Hell, a kid with a rope could have moved it, given a place to stand–but getting it lined up right was a bitch.

«Approaching the entrance,» said Vredig over the earbug. She was at top left; Peters was top right, wearing blue-and-white on his kathir suit, which left Gell, the most experienced ship operator stupid enough to volunteer for this evolution, the tricky bottom middle position, which had to guide the other two.

«Take it slow,» Gell said. «Crossing the interface now.»

«Yes,» Peters acknowledged, and heard Vredig’s «yes» on its heels. This would have been impossible without the earbugs, but they had spares.

At least five of them.

Gell’s ship dipped its nose and sagged alarmingly toward the deck, but he corrected in time, creeping into the ops bay. The chain behind him–oh, yes; a real steel chain, heavier than the ones Granpap had used for snaking logs down out of the woods but otherwise identical, with links about five centimeters long–sagged oddly, the section immediately behind the ship dropping down, the rest of it bar-straight. «Now it’s our turn,» Vredig advised. «Be careful.»

«Yes,» Peters acknowledged. The bow started to dip; he caressed the andli, bringing it up a bit, and fed in a little lift.

Most of the sailors caught by the wreckage of 205 when it sailed up the bay, crashing against the pilaster beams and spinning all the way to the bow door, were more or less injured, ranging from mild abrasions to broken legs. Five hadn’t been so lucky, catching big pieces in vulnerable places, the kathir suits doing their best but simply overloaded.

He was through now, into the gravity of the ops bay, and guys with wands were directing him. He concentrated on feeding gentle motions into the control, and on staying out of the beams of the overhead. The next thing would be getting the bow of the ferassi ship through the opening, and that was likely to be fun.

Five bodies, wrapped in regulation U. S. military green body-bags, now reposed in an unused freezer in the farm section below the ops bay, waiting for return to their home soil.

Including Todd, God damnit.

The Hornet had come apart like a plastic model dropped on the sidewalk, and Todd had caught a structural piece, a long chunk of milled aluminum with a slight curve to it, straight through the chest from back to front, bits of insulation material hanging from the end like the decoration on some barbaric spear. Peters hadn’t found him; that had been Vogt, the programmer. They hadn’t tried to keep him from looking, though. "Tough shit," they’d said, the incoherent consolations of guys whose culture didn’t go in much for sympathy. After all, it might have been them.

Or him.

The chain went tight; Peters fed in more power forward and up. Gell was almost at his level, keeping his chain tight as the nose of the ferassi ship tried to drop. The plan was that when the tail started to fall they’d just drag it, and to Hell with the nonskid. They’d re-done it once, and there was more of the paint stored away in buckets of about twenty liters capacity in the compartments alongside the engine room.

The pilot of the Hornet was all right. She’d made it out of the hulk under her own steam, and was now making herself obnoxious over being unemployed. Three of the dead were armorers: Gless, Abramowitz, Hurtada. Two were plane captains: Wells and Todd. "He wanted to watch," Deutsch had reported, pale and shaking. "Me, I was hiding behind a post." Sick bay had twenty-eight customers.

Peters’s ship was getting dangerously near the overhead; he reduced power in the up direction. About now they ought to be dragging their load, but that didn’t seem to be happening. The wand men didn’t seem worried; they kept waving come forward, come forward. The one on the starboard side, keeping an eye on the clearance aft, converted that to left, left, and Peters put on a little strain that way.

Finally the lead director held up crossed wands. Peters slacked off forward, letting the chain sag behind him, or so he supposed; at any rate he no longer felt tension. He let the ship drop slowly, coming to the deck with a soft bump, and felt a quick flash of pride. The first time he’d tried to do that had been a lot noisier.

«Good work,» said Gell over the earbug. «That was a little tricky.»

«Yes,» Peters thought to himself with satisfaction. «I am a qualified ship operator.» He looked over the control panel, reached up and forward to safe the zifthkakik, then stood and went to the panel that gave access to the cargo compartment. «Good work,» he told the six Grallt back there. «We had a little luck at the end, but it would have been useless without your help. Thank you.» He twitched his mouth wryly and winked. «In the past more effective thanks have been forthcoming. I believe it might be appropriate to expect such in this case as well.»

The workers chuckled and began helping one another out of the compartment. One of them gave the "thumbs up" gesture humans and Grallt had in common for success; Peters returned it with a nod, then secured the hatch. The windshield gave back his reflection, a lanky figure in zerkre blue-and-whites, head and face indistinct in the glare of one of the mercury-vapors that lit the bay. That disturbed him. He moved a little, trying to change the reflection angle, but the laws of optics intervened to keep the face indistinct.

It should have frightened him a little. Instead he felt tension release in his forehead and the back of his neck. He straightened, and the movement changed the reflection again. Now it showed a face, with a beaky nose and dark eyes a little too close together, just above the splotch of blue-violet glare. A slow smile, thin but containing real amusement, crept up for the first time since he’d helped bag a blond young man with a hole in his chest. «He wanted to go home. I’ll see to that, if I can…. I’d like to see Granpap again, but I can live a long time without West Virginia.» He popped the hatch and extended the ladder, movements deft, skilled, and stepped down onto the deck, where he exchanged salutes with Gell, then walked around for a look at what he’d helped drag in.

The ferassi ship was still under power; the undamaged part of its belly was a half-meter or so off the deck, although warped panels had scraped bright streaks as it moved forward. Its hatch seemed to be portside midships, and a dozen sailors with duty belts, helmets, and M22s were waiting there. «We can hope it’s simply a default mode,» Peters thought as he headed that way, fumbling in a pocket and coming up with the gadget Todd had taken from the nekrit. It looked like Kellman’s remote control, but projected a narrow beam of something that could punch a hole in a six-millimeter steel plate when you turned off the safety switch and pushed the button on top.

Ten Grallt, including the two bruisers from Prethuvenigis’s entourage, stood by, either with similar gadgets or larger versions that looked like carpenter’s levels. More armed sailors stood along the starboard side, and another squad of Grallt were moving into place across the stern. If ferassi were alive in there and had weapons there was some danger, but all the precautions available were being taken.

The hatch was jammed, and Senior Chief Warnocki took out a prybar and started attacking it. Nothing came to the noise, and it didn’t take long to get it open. Warnocki waved, and half the armed sailors followed him inside.

They disappeared for long enough to get everybody nervous. At long last Warnocki stuck his head out the hatch. "I’m not going to say it’s all clear, because we haven’t searched the whole thing. But everybody we’ve found so far is either dead or out of it." He grimaced, not amused, and looked straight at Peters. "Let’s get the search parties working. Peters, you come along. If any of ‘em wakes up maybe you can talk to them."

That wasn’t part of the plan, but it made sense. Peters grabbed a bar by the hatch and swung himself up beside Warnocki, and more sailors began following. A couple of the Grallt appointed themselves and followed.

Warnocki led the way forward, up a corridor with twisted walls and wreckage hanging down. They wormed their way past a section that had been pierced all the way to this level, catching glimpses of the bay lighting through the overhead. Bodies lay here and there, or at least people who weren’t moving. They all seemed to be Grallt, and none of them were in kathir suits.

The corridor ended at a hatch identical to the ones on Llapaaloapalla. Warnocki worked the latch, and they came out into a scene of destruction. This was the control deck, a narrow space that went almost all the way across the ship but was only a few meters deep. Padded chairs, anchored to the deck, had once faced over a control panel to the big windows in front. All the windows were gone, the controls had been lasered in numerous places, and holes went through the after bulkhead back into the rest of the structure. About half of the chairs were broken, and bodies were lying around, some of them leaking a perfectly normal bright red.

These were wearing–were they kathir suits? They were form-fitting, patterned in black and white stripes that went around like prisoners in an old cartoon, but they didn’t have belts or buckles. The one with the most stripes sat near the centerline, in a chair that was slightly elevated and set back into an alcove in the rear bulkhead. He–it?–was headless, courtesy a beam that had also punctured the structure behind him.

Peters’s eye was caught by movement. He kicked a body, eliciting a groan; Warnocki stood back, weapon held on the mover, while Peters put away his shooter, grabbed an arm, and flipped the limp figure over. "What the fuck?"

Warnocki glanced at him, keeping the rifle trained on the man on the deck. "Anybody you know?" he asked, tone a trifle ironic.

The man–ferassi?–had a nose. In fact, allowing for the cuts and scars that dripped blood down his forehead, he could’ve been Peters’s first cousin. "No, Chief, I don’t know this guy," Peters said softly. "But I reckon we’re gonna have to make his closer acquaintance."

* * *

"Look alive there," came from above. "Deader coming down, type two."

The ferassi ship was made of steel plate, about six millimeters thick in most places; the windows had been glass, as proven by shards all over the front compartment. Its stern was a sheer wall, slightly curved, originally unbroken by hatches or ports, now pierced in several places. Its interior arrangements were… peculiar.

Gilman took the front of the stretcher, and the man inside fed it out where Souvannaphong could reach it. They maneuvered it down the steps of the maintenance ladder they’d set, collapsed, against the side for easier access to the meter-high lip of the hatch. Peters stopped them and flipped the coverlet aside. Type two, all right: a male Grallt, the side of his head partly crushed. A wave, and the two bearers took the stretcher across the bay, to where Doctor Steward was going up and down the rows of casualties.

Right forward the ship had two decks and a weapons bay; aft of that section it went to three decks, which continued all the way to to the stern. Type twos apparently lived in the forward end of the three-deck section, in cramped compartments with just space for four one-man bunks, and were stewards, servants, or flunkies. If all the bunks had been occupied there were just short of fifty of them; thirty-seven bodies had been found, now thirty-eight, and three survivors, none currently conscious. None of them wore kathir suits or anything similar. All had been subjected to surgery to remove all but a centimeter or so of their ovipositors. That wasn’t the tragedy the equivalent was for human beings, but Peters had checked around; it was crippling and humiliating.

«Another of ours,» Heelinig sighed. The Executive Officer was supervising the removal of the crew, which was why Peters was there. «This is so sad.»

«Yes.» He hesitated a moment. «Did you know what we would find?»

«No.» She met his eyes. «I had never seen a ferassi before, only heard the stories. I don’t think anyone on Llapaaloapalla has ever seen a ferassi before this.» She twisted her mouth in not-amusement. «If we had, I don’t think we’d have come within two eights of light-zul of your planet by choice.»

«Understandable.»

Type Ones lived at the forward end, in individual compartments that ranged from comfortable to downright luxurious. The ship could accommodate sixteen; ten bodies and two survivors had turned up, and either there weren’t any more, they’d fallen out, or the rest were hiding out aft. All those found wore kathir suits, or something exactly equivalent, with the controls on flexible panels just above the wrist instead of belt buckles. They fell into two subgroups: six, including both survivors, were tall, lanky, and dark-haired, and wouldn’t have looked out of place at Peters’s family reunion; the remainder were heavy set and blonde, of middle height. Peters felt a pang. They looked like they might be related to Todd. They were exclusively male.

They were also, so far as Doc Steward could tell, as human as any of the sailors. The doctor didn’t have any gene sampling equipment bar a simple crossmatcher for determining drug compatibility, but that said the aliens could have taken anything in his pharmacopæa with predictable results, and there were no external differences even as great as those between Tollison (for instance) and the short, slender, dark Souvannaphong.

All the Type Ones they’d found so far had been removed, the deaders to the same freezer where the human–Navy–casualties rested for later, closer, examination, the survivors to the infirmary, where Tollison, Everett, and two other sailors of roughly the same bulk waited patiently for them to wake up. It had taken a bit to get them out of their suits, but they’d persisted, eventually finding a combination of button-presses analogous to the emergency open sequence of the Grallt ones and serving the same purpose. The medics said the suits were made of similar material to their own, but thinner and seeming tougher; Peters had confirmed that by examining one of the dead ones.

Another deader was handed out to Phan Duong and Lawson, and Vogt stuck his head out. "That’s it for the midships section," he called out. He looked more than a little green around the gills.

"Good," said Warnocki. He made a note on his computer. "Thirty-nine dead, three survivors: forty-two. Bunks for fifty, right?"

"Forty-eight, Chief." Vogt glanced over at Heelinig and Peters. "Makes sense, doesn’t it? Six eights."

"Yeah, I guess. So six unaccounted for?"

Vogt grimaced. "Yeah. There’s a godawful big hole on the starboard side, two of the compartments are open to the outside there. They probably got blown out."

"Probably so." Warnocki finished his notes and looked up. "Any progress aft?"

"I haven’t heard anything from back there in a while, Chief. Want me to check?"

"Yeah, do that. But be careful."

"Aye, aye."

Aft was where it really got strange. Right aft was a section that was weirdly arranged–or wasn’t; certainly it was weird for a spaceship, though most of them had encountered similar, or at least equivalent, setups in the past. A hundred and twenty-eight bunks–two squares–occupied two rooms, each holding sixty-four in four tiers, four high and four long. About half, all top bunks, were unmade, apparently unused, but seventy were or had been occupied. Between the two rooms was a group of cubicles on two decks, each holding a comfortable bed and little else. The only access to the whole section came through there, a hatch with a strong lock.

All seventy of the occupants were female: thirty-nine humans of the same two types as the males, thirty-one Grallt of about the same mix as were aboard Llapaaloapalla. Sixty had survived the battle, thirty-two humans and twenty-eight Grallt. All of them were young, and all of them were pretty.

They were, without exception, frightened out of their minds. It wasn’t possible to communicate with the human girls at all; they spoke no Grallt, and even considering English was ludicrous. The Grallt girls spoke their own language, but in halting baby-talk with little or no vocabulary and less grammar. Se’en, Dee, and a short squad of others were back there, trying to let the girls know they were safe and could come out. Sending men, human or Grallt, to try to talk to them was worse than useless. If a male of either species entered their section they scrambled for their bunks and lay there, cowering and uncommunicative.

That wouldn’t do at all. Llapaaloapalla was still "dead in space", drifting between stars far from its ports of departure or destination. They were, in a few words, in bad trouble.

«You say this has never happened before that you know of?» Peters asked.

Heelinig shook her head. «No, I’ve never heard of anything like this happening.» She looked up at the ferassi ship. «Ships have been attacked by the ferassi; I’ve never had the experience, but I’ve been told about it. It would start out just as this did, but the ship would heave to, and the Grallt men would come aboard and start picking out what they wanted. They would ransack the ship, but mostly they would take food, valuable things, and–»

«And girls,» Peters finished when the pause extended itself.

«Yes. Nobody ever found out what happened to them. I suppose we know now.»

«Slaves.» Peters had learned the word from reading historical romances. He’d never expected to need to use it.

«So it would seem.» Heelinig was grim. «But for the moment that’s secondary. If it were up to Preligotis, or me, we’d dump that hulk right here, bodies, survivors, girls, and all, and get our butts to Jivver, and never never never breathe a word about this to anybody anywhere.»

«You really think it’s that bad? There’s lots of interesting stuff on board.»

«Peteris, you simply have no idea.» Most of the Grallt did that now, added a schwa between the "r" and the "s" of his name. «We have to trade with these people, or at least with their Grallt flunkies.» She pursed her mouth and blew in exasperation. «Ssth. They are the only source of zifthkakik, and until we found you people they were the only source of breakbeams. I still can’t quite believe they couldn’t disable your breakbeams.»

«Apparently what they can disable is the control system. They didn’t disable your zifthkakik, or the ones on the planes.»

Heelinig nodded. «That would kill everybody. It would make robbing us easier, but if they want slaves it isn’t practical. They brought us down from High Phase, but that would be a function of the control system, as you say.»

«And you anticipate–»

«Ssth. Picture the scene,» she suggested, gesturing forward. «We breeze in to Jivver system, take up orbit, and send you people down for your holidays. There are almost four squares of you, and how many can keep secrets? You start bragging and showing off souvenirs… Jivver is a nexus, there’s almost always two or three other ships there, and one of them is almost bound to be ferassi, a ferassi trade ship I mean.»

«Yes, I think I see what you’re getting at.»

«Ssth. They ask to come aboard, and how can we refuse them? We have to trade, after all; we need zifthkakik for the rest of our round. They see this.» She thumped the side of the ship. «They discover that we have killed two and eight of them, and taken two captive. This has never happened before, even in the stories. Which means–»

«Which means either it really never has happened before, or the ones who did it got rather thoroughly suppressed.» Peters stretched his mouth in a rictus that wasn’t in any way reflective of amusement. «I lean toward the second possibility, myself. I have heard some hints, on Zenth–» he remembered Keezer’s sneer «–and elsewhere, that the ferassi aren’t completely unknown.»

«Yes, I’ve heard similar hints.» She looked around. «We simply cannot do this, Peteris.»

«Oh, yes, we can.» Peters "smiled" again. «We just have to be careful. Trust us, Heelinig. This sort of deception is common in our society.»

«Oh, I trust you.» She looked him in the eye. «I have to, don’t I? And really I don’t have a problem with you, but him–» indicating Warnocki «–and the rest of you–»

«Don’t worry.»

«Too late.»

  





Chapter Thirty-Five

Warnocki had come up while he and Heelinig were talking, obviously to ask a question, but something had changed in Peters. Maybe it was the fact that he was only Navy on a technicality now, maybe it was the sight of Todd with a spear through his heart; he’d felt the change between two heartbeats, looking at his reflection in a spaceship windshield, and while he still used the proper forms of address it was perfunctory, habit. He’d been talking business with the XO, not on equal terms but professionally; Chiefs could wait.

"Did you find out whether the Grallt have any welders we can use?" Warnocki asked when he had the chance.

"Yes, I did, and no, they ain’t, Chief. The only welders on Llapaaloapalla are the ones we brought with us."

Warnocki grimaced. "It’s gonna be tough."

What they proposed to do was cut the ferassi ship up into sections and haul it into the dark unoccupied section above the berthing compartments. Given the size and mass of it, that was about like deciding to keep a destroyer for a souvenir, but Bolton was adamant, Warnocki enthusiastic, and Joshua dubious and cupidous by turns, and Peters was going along. He’d pointed out that there was no access to that area from the ops bay; Tollison had grinned, glanced at the overhead, and said in a good imitation of Peters’s accent, "Reckon where do they want one?" He was up there now, in the bucket lift, dribbling sparks on the deck along a piece of overhead as wide as the space between the beams and thirty meters long.

"Can we get oxygen and some kind of gas?" Warnocki persisted. "All we’ve got to cut with are the LIGs, and we’ll be out of wire before we’re done here."

"Nope." Warnocki obviously found that hard to believe, as did Peters. Incredibly, the Grallt had no, repeat no, stores of compressed gases. They did have sizeable stores of water–most of the section below the engine rooms was water tanks–and if they needed atmosphere they simply electrolyzed it, using the never-ending energy from the zifthkakik. Filler gases like nitrogen they’d never paid attention to, although Lindalu the supply supervisor had had an aha! experience. «Maybe that’s why people get silly and crazy when the air is lost and has to be replaced,» he’d suggested, and Peters could only nod and turn away.

"This is gonna take a while with hacksaws and chisels," Warnocki warned. "Do we have that much time?"

"Probably not. It’s gotta be done before we go Down to Jivver." Peters glanced up at the side of the ship, all eighteen meters of it. "Could we use the lasers to whack off big pieces, and use welders to cut those up? We know the lasers’ll cut it."

"Probably." Warnocki followed Peters’s gaze, then looked down. "Trouble is, they don’t collimate down fine enough. There’s lots of interesting stuff on board. Hate to chop any of it up because we’re in too big a hurry."

All that was true enough. The ship’s zifthkakik–it had two, side by side near midships–were almost straight-sided like a pressure tank, and instead of being bright plated were the shiny dark of black chrome. They weren’t exactly transparent, but a strong light behind them revealed shadowy shapes. The breakbeam generators were similar, but what had the pilots and some of the enlisted sailors intrigued, to say the least, was that they would most likely be immune to whatever force the ferassi had used to disable the Grallt equipment.

The ferassi had detected and run them down in High Phase, where all logic dictated that they should be the next best thing to invisible. Mannix, Schott, and the other electronic types had identified the subsystem they thought had possibilities in that direction, a set of vanes ten centimeters across and thirty long set in the top and bottom surfaces near the bow; each had a lump like a miniature zifthkakik embedded in the bottom. They were nowhere close to figuring out how they worked, even to the point of turning them on, if they weren’t already.

The nav instruments were different and more complex. The control panel featured switches and indicators that had no parallel on any of the other ships Peters had seen, including the bridge of Llapaaloapalla. The heads flushed automatically, no big trick, but the sensors weren’t IR; they responded to humans and Grallt, but not to any nonliving substitute. The weapons bay under the "chin" held two dozen long thin objects with what looked like reaction nozzles; if they were missiles, why hadn’t they launched them?

All the written materials aboard were in the ferassi language, blocky characters that looked a little like Cyrillic, as different from Grallt as a written language could be; if there were operating manuals and circuit diagrams aboard they were useless. The ferassi ship was a prize, all right. Now to hold on to it.

"Look out below!" came to their ears via both atmosphere and earbug, and the section of overhead Tollison had been cutting fell to the deck with a clang louder than anything Peters had heard before, bar the breakbeam that had killed Todd. The big blond sailor began lowering the bucket lift, grinning like the Cheshire Cat, and Peters and Warnocki shared looks.

After a bit of that Warnocki shrugged. "What we’ve got is what we’ve got," he said. "What we have to do is be smart using it."

«We should go,» Heelinig commented. «Veedal is expecting us.»

"Chief, you’re gonna have to excuse me. Me’n Heelinig’ve got an appointment."

"I see." Warnocki regarded him steadily. "You got a minute? Something I need to chat about."

Pause. "Let me tell her." When Warnocki nodded he told the Grallt, «We have a little business to conduct. Go ahead, if you don’t mind, and I’ll see you in a few tle.»

«Not a problem.» Heelinig nodded, but didn’t take herself off, just stepped aside and waited.

Warnocki gave her a look. "You know, I’m just now starting to realize that that’s a good-looking woman."

Peters grimaced. "Yeah. What’cha need, Chief?"

Warnocki took a deep breath. "Peters, you’re a Second Class with ten years of service, and I shouldn’t have to say this, but you do not, you simply do not, tell a Senior Chief you’ve got business and just walk off. It doesn’t matter much to me, but your attitude the last couple of days is about to send the Master Chief into orbit."

Peters didn’t even flinch. "Chief, you got any idea what the date is?"

"Not exactly. I figure it’s end of June, first of July, somewhere in there."

"Good estimatin’, Chief. ‘Cordin’ to my handheld it’s the eighth of July, 2055."

"Fine. What’s that got to do with anything?"

"Well, Chief, I joined up in April of 2045, walked down out of the hills and hitched a ride to Huntington. When I shipped over in 2047 I took the option to do the whole eight years active so I’d get the double bonus. I liked the life, and besides Granpap was sick and needed the cash for doctorin’."

"So your ETS date is–"

"Was, Chief. Seventeenth of April."

"Three months ago. I think I see where this is going."

Peters nodded. "That good-lookin’ woman you was just complimentin’ is the Executive Officer, as we’d count it. She come to my new quarters for dinner, call it ‘last night’. You heard about my new quarters?"

"Yeah. It was part of what I wanted to talk to you about. I’m not sure it’s appropriate for a member of the detachment to take separate quarters."

"Am I a member of the detachment, Chief? That ain’t what my orders say, it’s one of th’ things that got me crosswise with Chief Joshua in the first place."

"I hadn’t thought of that."

"I thought not. Me’n Todd got orders to Llapaaloapalla, not to the detachment. Dreelig detailed us to work with the rest of you, but Prethuvenigis could cancel that any time you like."

"Might not be a bad idea. Get it on paper."

"Hunh. Anyway, Heelinig’s around forty an’ got two kids, she ain’t interested in romance, this was more in the way of a housewarmin’. Dhuvenig was there, and the Captain stopped by for a minute. So did Prethuvenigis and a couple of his people, and some folks from the Engineerin’ Department I get on with. We had ourselves a right nice party."

"I’m sure you did. So?"

"So I was late gettin’ there. I reckon you know why." Warnocki looked at him, and Peters nodded, and grinned with more than a bit of irony. "Yep. I spent a quarter of an hour standin’ at parade rest with my hat on, listenin’ to Master Chief Joshua chew me out for assumin’ above my ratin’ and outside my rate, by talkin’ on the radio to the airplane drivers."

"I knew the Master Chief was put out–"

"Yeah. Well, Chief, you can pass the word, that shit has just come to an end." Warnocki regarded him steadily, and Peters grimaced again and went on, "The situation ain’t real clear. If we was aboard a Navy ship and out of contact with the World, ain’t no question, I’d still be in the Navy and subject to orders ’til we got back to port and somebody cut separation papers, right?"

"Right, but–"

"Yeah, but… if we was in port, or somewhere within reach of a civilian facility, I could just ask for separation there. The Navy’d owe me time and a half on my base pay and transportation home, right?"

"Right… shipping over is not an option you’re considering, I take it."

"Hunh… ain’t no way the Navy can buy me a ticket home, and I don’t think Bolton could sign my separation orders if he wanted to. So here’s the way it is, Chief." Peters took a deep breath. "You post a watch bill with me on it, you’ll find me there, in proper uniform and walkin’ my post in a military manner. Comes a duty stint, you’ll find me at my station and executin’ my duties best I know how. You got somethin’ else for me, you tell me what it is and I’ll hop. But I have moved out of the enlisted quarters and I ain’t goin’ back. Stop by if you’ve a mind to. Your name’s Edward, ain’t it?"

"Yeah." Warnocki looked up, the ghost of a grin quirking the left side of his mouth. "I generally go by ‘Ed’."

"And I’m John." Warnocki nodded, accepting that and the implications, and Peters continued, "But I do not care to speak to Master Chief Petty Officer Leon Joshua now or at any time in the foreseeable future, and the next time he wants to call me on the carpet he can use the mirror in the head instead."

"He’s not going to like that."

"Foamin’ at the mouth’s more like it, don’t you reckon?"

Warnocki’s mouth quirked again. "Probably."

"All right… he’s likely to think of writin’ me up, and if he don’t, Commander Bolton might. If they do that, you tell ‘em I ain’t gonna stand a Summary, and there ain’t nobody on board impartial enough to sit a General Court. Write it up an’ I’ll sign it, and we’ll sort it out when we get back to Mayport or whatever."

"Absent without leave?"

"Or insubordination, or any of half a dozen things." Peters bit his lip. "I ain’t lawyer enough to know what they’re likely to think of."

"They might try to make it treason."

"‘Clingin’ to our enemies, givin’ ‘em aid and comfort’," Peters quoted. "Aid and comfort’s about right, Chief, but you reckon the folks back home’re gonna be anxious to call people who can fly in space enemies? The spooks are another story, but I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it."

"You may have burned it already," Warnocki mused. When Peters nodded at that, he took a deep breath and looked at him straight on before continuing, "All right, I’ll pass the word. I may soften it some. I don’t want to give Chief Joshua a heart attack."

"Nor me, but if it happens I can find him freezer space."

"That’s cold."

"There was room for Todd. I just don’t give a shit any more, Chief." He thumbed his buckle, pulled the belt off, and fiddled with the controls. His suit began fading from Navy blue to its default light tan. "I’ll see you later, Chief. I’ve got zifthkakik watch third ande, but right now I got business with the XO, and I need to get as much of it done as I can before I go on watch." By the time he was done speaking his suit had taken on the blue-and-white zerkre pattern.

Warnocki spread his hands and shrugged, but didn’t speak, and Peters turned. «Let’s go,» he suggested to Heelinig, who had stood by, watching, as he and the Chief conferred.

«Yes…. what was that about?»

«There’s some question about my status. The situation can’t be fully clarified for some time; there are several others whose input is important. This was a preliminary discussion.»

«Your status with us is clear,» she told him, smiling a little.

«I’m grateful that something is… for now, something that was said earlier has suggested a concept to me. Can we speak to Dhuvenig? If there’s one thing we have a sufficiency of aboard Llapaaloapalla it’s labor, and if there are enough hacksaw blades on board….»

* * *

Peters chose the east-facing bedroom and carefully closed the door to the other. Not having Todd at his elbow felt strange–the blond sailor would’ve been remarking on the forested valley filled with light and shadow, or the luxury of the room, while checking how the light switches worked–but at the same time it was as if somebody had opened a door, or taken down a fence. Todd had enjoyed the sights and experiences, but the thought that he might not be able to go back had worried him badly. Without that pressure, Peters occasionally sweated a bit at the memory of chewing out a Senior Chief, but still felt… relieved. Standing on a precipice, wondering if he knew how to fly. He had begun to suspect that he’d do better than anyone had expected, including himself.

«Get a nice place,» he’d been instructed. «You can afford it.» He’d done that. The suite was done in pale greens and golds, with filmy curtains drawn back from wood-sashed windows and little knicknacks here and there. A sideboard of polished blond wood with swirly grain bore a glass carafe of purple liquid and glasses on a doily marked with a glyph that meant "drinkable". He poured a glass and tasted it. Mint and a hint of violets… he’d been in the Navy before he was old enough to buy alcohol legally, and had developed a sailor’s habits, teetotal at sea and binge on shore. This was too good to binge on. He held it up to the light to examine the color, then took another sip.

Knock! knock! came from the door, two short raps. «Enter at will,» he said loudly, the Grallt formula for "come in," without turning, and listened as the door mechanism worked.

«This is very pleasant,» said Prethuvenigis. «The view reminds me of your home planet.»

«That’s because the trees are green,» Peters observed. «Have you tried this? I consider it quite palatable.»

«No, but I will.» He took the glass, waited as Peters poured, and took a sip. «You’re correct, that’s certainly taken from the higher order squares. Aren’t you concerned about biochemical effects?»

«I have to eat and drink, after all. Perhaps I am a fatalist.»

«I don’t think so.»

«Actually, I hadn’t considered it.» He sipped again, then looked at the glass in his hand. «Perhaps I’m a fatalist after all.»

Prethuvenigis chuckled, deep glottal stops that had sounded like choking when he first heard it. «We should not indulge much before the meeting,» the Trader observed. «Are you ready?»

«I suppose so. When is the meeting scheduled?»

«At half-afternoon, about four utle from now. We are almost ten llor behind our planned schedule, so it took some time to make the arrangements.»

«Will our late arrival occasion any remark?»

«No, the best of schedules can only be a hope. Navigation can never be absolutely precise, and events frequently supervene.» The trader smiled wryly. «In the normal case we’re obliged to wait for the ferassi. Perhaps it’s well that they wait for us this time.»

«Yes… Heelinig said their ship was in orbit.»

«I received the same information.» The trader looked out over the landscape, swirling liquid in his glass. «It is likely that the Grallt we have been calling ‘ferassi’ are here,» he said thoughtfully. «We now know more of the truth of that, don’t we?»

«Yes, and they don’t know that we know,» Peters agreed.

«With care and a modicum of good fortune that condition could obtain for some time.»

Care. Well, they’d cautioned everyone in the strongest terms to keep their mouths shut, and that might hold for a while. A little luck, and two hundred sailors and as many Grallt, with hacksaws. Well, a hundred and eighty-eight sailors, since five were gone and seven were still in the infirmary, but a man with a broken leg can take notes while another beeps out wiring.

«I don’t quite understand what you hope to accomplish by my presence,» Peters admitted.

«At the minimum I hope to unsettle them.» Prethuvenigis smiled again. «It’s a basic principle of trading that the other party should be made as unsure of himself as possible. Confused people make bad deals.»

«I have been the confused one in several such encounters… do you think they will be fooled?»

«Not for an antle. Besides, we will make no such representation. We will present you as precisely what you are: human, from the planet Earth, very far from here.»

Peters nodded. «Have you any idea just how far it is? I’ve been wondering, but haven’t thought to ask one of the zerkre.»

«No. I’m sure they keep careful records of that sort of thing, but for me and the other traders it is only important how long it will take to get from place to place.»

«Does anyone study the stars and their arrangements? It occurs to me that I don’t know the Trade word for a person engaged in such a study.»

«I suppose they must.» Prethuvenigis shrugged. «They get us from place to place with minimal problems, after all.»

«Yes. I’ll inquire of Dhuvenig. Perhaps he knows how such things are done.»

«Dhuvenig?»

«The Engineering Officer of Llapaaloapalla. You met him in the incident with the retarders.»

«Yes, I know who you mean… We should go down. I’ve reserved a room for our meeting, and we should check to see that all is in order.»

Peters nodded. «And I should stop by and see that Gell is settling in properly. That will only take a moment.»

Prethuvenigis frowned and looked sidelong at Peters. «Now it is my turn to fail to be fully cognizant of all that is being planned. Why did you insist that Gell stay with us? It’s an unnecessary expense. He could have gone back to the ship and returned when we were done.»

«My concepts are perhaps not fully formed,» Peters confessed. «With us, a person who has a ship and operator at his immediate disposal is successful and therefore powerful. I thought to see if a similar prejudice might obtain here. At the most basic level, I am simply pulling strings to see what may be tangled in the ends.» He quirked the corner of his mouth. «It is a human procedure, I believe. Has anyone told you of the act Dreelig and Dee used at our suggestion?»

«No, I don’t believe so.»

A description of Donollo and the "President of Mars Act" occupied them as they descended a wide, carpeted stairway to the main level of the hotel. Prethuvenigis chuckled at several points but offered no comment, and they counted doors along a corridor. Someone was waiting, a tall Grallt male in a yellow and white tunic and trousers outfit. «Pleasant greetings,» Prethuvenigis offered. «Are you the representative of the ferassi?»

The newcomer’s eyes widened slightly, but he made no overt reaction and ignored the salute. «Yes, I am. Are you from Trade Ship Llapaaloapalla?»

«We are. I am Prethuvenigis, Chief Trader, and this is my associate Peteris.» The trader frowned. «Are we late? We had understood the meeting would take place some several utle later.»

«No, you are not late. I have come to inform you that the meeting will be delayed, and may not in fact take place. You may return to your ship if you like. We will send a messenger when we are ready.»

«This is not acceptable,» Peters said briskly, trying to project an air of total self-confidence. «Arrangements by mutual convenience are one thing, but we have affairs of our own, and don’t wish to sit idly by awaiting your attention. Are your seniors available?» He frowned; before the other could respond he went on. «And how may we address you? ‘Hey you’ may be appropriate, but it is hardly polite.»

The stranger stiffened. «I am called Gool.»

«Appropriate,» said Peters as drily as he could manage, and deliberately did not explain his remark, which was likely to be quite opaque. «May we speak to your superiors? We wish to register a protest at this one-sided alteration of the scheduled order of affairs.»

«My superiors are aboard ship,» Gool admitted. «I was sent Down to inform you.»

«We have transportation available at no notice,» Peters remarked. «We can return with you to your ship if you like, and meet with your superiors there.»

«No!» Gool said, then took thought. «That is not acceptable,» he said stiffly. «Affairs will go as I have outlined.»

«And that is not acceptable to us.» Peters folded his arms and leaned against the doorframe, a picture of ease; Prethuvenigis stood by, face immobile, body language not easy. «When may we have some notion of the schedule?» Peters asked in a deliberately casual tone. «We can disport ourselves here for some time, but after all our lives are not unlimited in duration.»

«I don’t know,» Gool confessed. «I only know what I have told you already.»

«Find out,» Peters instructed, in the voice he would have used to tell a seaman apprentice to swab out a head. «Prethuvenigis is in room five-dash-two, and I am in three-one-two on the same level. How long will it take you?»

«Again, I don’t know,» said Gool. His body language had gone from stiffly erect to slightly hunched.

«Do you have a way to ask immediately?»

«No. I must wait until the dli returns.»

"Shit," Peters contradicted. He reached into his pocket, took out an earbug, and screwed it into his ear, adjusting the pickup. "Gell, we’ve got a situation here," he drawled. "You up for a trip about now?" Pause. "Yeah, the folks we’re here to meet are draggin’ their feet… first level, down by the meetin’ rooms. You’ll see us from the lobby… right." He extracted the little radio, put it away, and grinned at Prethuvenigis. "See how handy that is?"

«Is that a communicator of some sort?» Gool asked suspiciously.

Peters ignored that. «Our ship operator will arrive in a few moments. He will take you back to your ship so that you may ask what the schedule is to be. Will you want him to wait, or can you find your own way back here?»

«No! This is not acceptable!»

«Nor is it ideal for us,» Peters pointed out. «We had intended to use the dli for a few llor of relaxation, visiting the points of interest. Now we must give it up to ferry underlings about, but it’s better than standing around waiting to be taken notice of.»

«I am not authorized to do this,» Gool wailed.

«Imagine our concern,» Peters said, so flatly the other winced. «Ah. Here is our ship operator.»

"Hey, Peters," said Gell as he came up, with the arm-lifted salute. "This why you teach me English?"

"Naw, but it can be handy, can’t it?" He grinned. "Mind takin’ a little trip?"

"Reckon not." Gell looked the stranger over. "He don’t look like much."

"He ain’t much. Just a flunky." Peters switched to the Trade: «Gell, I introduce Gool, a low-precedence representative of the ferassi. He needs transportation back to his ship, so that we may determine what the delay is and what the new schedule will be. Gool, Gell will deliver you to your ship. If you think the business can be concluded quickly he can wait.»

«No,» Gool said, looking and sounding trapped. «No, it wouldn’t be that quick in the best of cases. I or another will return later.»

«Soon, or so I hope. Be off with you.» Peters waved idly. "Gell, you might take along a pencil and paper, make a few notes, y’know? And certain events of the recent past ain’t for discussion, if you take my meanin’."

"Yeah, no prob," said Gell with a wink. «Let us go,» he said to Gool. «I was about to take a meal, and I want to get this over with.»

«Yes,» Gool said dully.

«This way,» Gell told him in a brisk tone, and took him by the upper arm to escort him off. Gool went without enthusiasm but without a struggle, and the pilot threw a flash of grin over his shoulder as they left the hall.

«You took a rather stronger line than I might have in this situation,» Prethuvenigis remarked without particular emphasis. «Overawing underlings is not a particularly difficult exercise.»

"Hmph." Peters straightened from his deliberately idle pose and released his tension in a spate of English: "No, browbeatin’ peons ain’t real useful, but when the whole thing’s stuck, you push on the bits you can get at and hope for somethin’ to wiggle. I reckon Gool done wiggled a little."

«Kh kh kh!» Prethuvenigis laughed full-throated, like a fifty-caliber letting off a burst. "Yes, our friend Gool has certainly wiggled. Whatever happens, this is almost certain to be entertaining."

"Entertainment may be all we get," Peters observed sourly. "From the way he acts I reckon Mr. Gool ain’t got much horsepower."

"I fear you’re right." Prethuvenigis smiled and went back to the Trade: «Gell mentioned food. Since we won’t be having a meeting, a meal would be a good way to pass the time.»

«Yes… Let’s check the restaurant here,» Peters agreed with a nod. «From what I saw as we approached, the surrounding area seems not to offer much in the way of amenities.»

  





Chapter Thirty-Six

The view down the valley made Peters homesick, not a feeling he much relished. He’d enjoyed being a sailor; the ocean was so agreeably flat. A wide verandah with a roof supported by turned columns of unfinished wood looked off into the hazy far distance between heavily wooded peaks. Gell found him there, sitting in a rocking chair, reading.

«What are you reading?» the Grallt pilot asked as he settled into an adjacent seat.

Peters held the book up. «I brought it with me from the ship, in case there were idle moments. It purports to be a book of philosophy.»

«It sounds dry.»

«That’s not the adjective I’d choose. The author maintains that objective reality cannot be established, that each of us experiences a different Universe.»

Gell grinned. «I remember as children, we tried to establish whether each of us saw colors the same… we reached no definite resolution, as I recall.»

«Yes, I had the same experience. It’s not something I’d thought of in this connection; thank you for the insight.»

«You’re welcome, I’m sure.»

Peters nodded, placed a strip of cloth at the page he was perusing, and closed the book with a snap. «So. You delivered Gool to his ship, I take it?»

«Yes… the experience contained some moments I’d prefer not to repeat. The ferassi are not a welcoming folk.»

«No red carpet was spread, or so I would assume.»

«Carpet?»

Peters waved that off. «Your pardon, an allusion to one of our aphorisms. What happened?»

Gell looked around. There were several others sitting on the porch, mostly Grallt and n’saith and a single bulky zeref. «I’m not comfortable discussing it with others nearby,» he confessed.

"Speak English," Peters suggested. "It ain’t likely anybody here can make it out."

"I ain’t got enough words," Gell said, and wrinkled his forehead.

Peters surveyed his surroundings. «Perhaps we should take a walk.» He gestured at the woods near the inn, where a marked path wound between the trees.

«In there? It seems isolated and dangerous. I’m not an especially brave person.»

«Hah!» Peters chuckled. «I spent my childhood in a similar environment, and have walked part of that trail. From my point of view it is so well-tended as to be very nearly urban.»

«From my point of view it seems to offer all the amenities of primitive wilderness, including teeth and claws concealed in the trees,» Gell retorted in good humor. «But if you’ll assure me that you’ll ward off the predators, I’ll give it a try.»

«It is an axiom that… hm, how shall I translate it? My father’s father says the most dangerous thing in any forest is a hungry man.»

«True on a ship as well. Hm. Very well, let’s go.»

They walked across the lawn and set off down the trail, which wound along a contour of the slope. It was paved with pea-gravel between carefully-set stones and crunched underfoot. After a few minutes Gell offered, «Perhaps we are isolated enough here. The forest makes me nervous.»

Peters shook his head. «Well it should. As a child I could approach within a few eights of tell, perhaps less, under such conditions, without your being the wiser. What we want is an open area. I believe such is just ahead.»

They came out in a clearing perhaps two acres in extent. An outcropping near the center provided seats. «This is probably sufficient,» Peters said, looking around. «No one can approach closely, but keep your voice down.»

«For some reason I don’t feel like shouting,» Gell said wryly.

«That’s not an uncommon feeling.» Peters grinned. «To tell the truth, I feel much the same. My childhood was long ago… what did you find out?»

Gell settled back against a sun-warmed stone. «The ferassi are not a welcoming people,» he repeated. When Peters nodded understanding he went on: «The ferassi vessel is a quarter the size of Llapaaloapalla in each dimension, perhaps as much as a third, and has no internal bays for landing. It is necessary to set down on the dorsal surface, and trust the zifthkakik to provide air to breathe if you have no airsuit. We approached the ship from aft, and immediately they began showing the wave-off pattern, denying me permission to land. I persisted in my approach, and they produced the green lights you may recall from not long ago–»

«Yes.» Peters produced a wry smile. «In my culture, a green light means ‘proceed’. Not so here.»

«No. Gool became excited, and instructed me to perform a set of maneuvers which would serve as a recognition sequence.» Gell wrapped his arms around his knees, looking thoughtful. «I thought of your communications device at that point. It would have been very useful.»

«If the ferassi ship had had a mate,» Peters pointed out. «They are only useful in pairs.»

«A significant limitation… after almost an utle of gyrations they displayed a landing pattern on the lights. I brought the dli to a stop on the surface of the ship and waited. No one emerged. After a few moments I asked Gool, ‘Do you expect a welcoming party?’

«’No,’ he told me, ‘Just let me out.’ So I opened the hatch and he left. His parting shot was, ‘Get out of here as quickly as possible. They don’t like people who linger.’ I took him at his word and departed with all dispatch.»

«Did you see where he went?»

«I have an impression of a pop-up opening nearby, but as I said I saw no one else.»

«Yes… can you describe the ship itself?»

«Again, not in great detail. In shape and construction it recalls another of our recent experience: the band of windows across the bow and the completely plain stern, for instance. Its surface is almost completely smooth, without sponsons or turrets visible. The paint was fresh and seemed unmarred.» Gell spread his hands. «I can’t tell you much more. After having them shoot at me I wasn’t in the mood for close examinations.»

«Understandable.» Peters stood and looked over the trees at the adjacent peak, biting his lips in frustration, then tossed a stone. A flock of birdlike creatures rose with a low buzz like an old-fashioned airplane engine, startling both of them. «Gool gave you no hints as to when further information may be forthcoming, I take it,» Peters said. It wasn’t a question.

«No,» Gell responded anyway. «I saw no one, spoke to no one. Gool got out, and I left.»

«Yes. Frustrating.» Peters sighed. «We might as well go back.»

«This is actually quite pleasant,» Gell remarked as they entered the woods once more. «It’s quiet, and the light is pretty.»

Peters nodded. «This seems to be a common opinion. There are various notions of why that might be so.» He pointed out a group of Grallt approaching on the path. «It appears that others wish to share the wilderness experience.»

«They are welcome to it,» Gell said. «Pretty or no, I am anxious to get back to the hotel and find something cool and alcoholic.»

«A worthy ambition, in which I concur without reservation. Pleasant greetings,» Peters told the approaching Grallt. «A pleasant day for a walk in the forest.»

The leader spat something liquid and incomprehensible, then looked expectant. Peters shook his head. «Do you speak the Trade? I don’t understand you.»

Another spate of gabble, ending on a peremptory note. Peters spread his hands and cocked his head–Don’t understand what you want, boss. The leader gestured impatiently and spat a few syllables, and the others crowded around.

"I don’t feel good about this," Gell muttered in English.

"Me neither," Peters grimaced. «I don’t know what you want, and whatever it is I don’t have it,» he told the other, who was scowling. «Now if you don’t mind, we’d like to go back to the hotel. Enjoy your walk.»

The leader spoke again, this time giving instruction to his two subordinates, who crowded in closer. When Peters made to push one of them aside, he was grabbed by the upper arm. «If you care to keep that hand, I suggest you remove it,» he growled. The other understood the Trade, even if he wasn’t willing to speak it; he grinned, showing teeth, and tightened his grip.

Bar fights on six continents made this familiar territory. Peters smiled, making it weak, and relaxed a little, averting his face slightly as if abashed. When the other moved farther into his personal space, the sailor braced his right foot and brought his right hand around in a short arc, stiffened extended fingers catching his assailant just below the rib cage. The Grallt released his grip, backed up, and bent over slightly, and Peters employed a move learned in "dance class": a spinning kick, right foot beginning behind his stance and ending at a point two or three inches to the back of the other’s skull. A throat intervened; the assailant sprawled over backwards, limp, and Peters ended facing the leader, conscious of pain in his toes.

The leader spat a few syllables and gestured, and the third Grallt moved up cautiously, arms spread in a stance intended to be threatening. Peters simply stood, waiting, as the other got closer. At the moment he judged correct, the sailor took two fast steps back; the Grallt followed, too quickly, and when he was in range Peters grabbed a forearm and pulled. The other stumbled forward and met a knee on his chin. His head snapped back, and Peters grabbed hair and repeated the knee lift. Something crunched and Peters released his grip, allowing the other to fall face-first onto the path. A short stomp on the back of the neck generated another crunch, and the Grallt went still.

Peters looked around. The leader-Grallt had stepped back a few paces and produced what was presumably a weapon, similar to what Todd had taken from the Nekrit but somewhat larger. He brandished it. «Stand,» he said, in a horrid but understandable accent.

«What do you want?» Peters asked, holding eye contact and being careful not to watch Gell, who was moving slowly behind the other Grallt with a sizeable stick in his hands. «We were simply walking along the path. What do you want from us?»

«Come with,» said the unknown Grallt, mangling the words. «Come now.»

«I don’t think so,» Peters told him. «I don’t like the way you welcome strangers.»

«Come with!» the Grallt said sharply, waving the weapon. «We go– »

The cudgel met the back of his skull with a clonk that was clearly audible, and the Grallt folded. Peters stepped forward, picked up the weapon, and skipped back out of reach in one motion. «Thanks,» he told Gell. «Do you know how this thing works?»

«It’s a weapon,» Gell said, out of breath. When Peters shook his head irritably, the pilot continued: «Like the ones we have. If you press the button on the top, it projects a short burst of push-force.»

«Like this?» Peters tested the device. A stone beside the trail splintered.

«Yes, just like that,» Gell replied. «What are you doing?!»

Peters knelt, put the business end of the weapon against the leader’s temple, and pressed the button, twice. He looked up at Gell. "I reckon there ain’t no cops comin’ along anytime soon, and folks as tries to push me around and don’t manage it don’t get no second chances." He administered the same treatment to each of the others, then stood and regarded the gadget with a twisted mouth. "Souvenir," he pronounced, and put it in his pocket.

«I don’t know that word,» Gell said shakily.

«No, I don’t believe I’ve used it before. It means an item which can elicit a particular memory.»

«I won’t have any problem remembering this.» Gell stood looking down at the body of the leader. «I’m sure I’ve never hit anyone that hard before. Not with intent to harm, anyway.»

«Surely you’ve been in ship-fights.»

«Yes.» Gell looked up, then around. «This is different somehow.»

Peters laughed without humor. "Just more personal, is all. C’mon, let’s finish this up and get back to the hotel."

«Yes… Peteris? Please speak Trade, if you would. I’m frightened enough already.»

«I’m sorry. Were you injured?»

Gell shook his head. «Not that I can determine… I don’t know which frightens me more: the danger we were in, or your reaction to it. You are a very effective fighter.»

«Ssth. Hardly.» Peters kicked at one of the bodies, which was leaking onto the path. «These were stupid, confident of their ability to frighten us into doing whatever they wanted. That made them easy meat. If they had been experienced fighters that would be us down there.»

«I’ll take your word for it. I lack all familiarity with this area of expertise.»

«What, you don’t have bar fights when you visit strange planets?»

«Never… of course I hardly ever visit strange planets. What do we do now?»

«Now we search them. They may possess some clues as to why we were wanted.» Peters suited action to the words, producing his multitool and bringing out the scissors. The leader’s clothing was tough but yielded to the stainless steel; it was the work of a few moments to dispose of the outerwear. Underneath he had on a kathir suit of the same type the ferassi had worn, in a simple pattern, deep forest-green below the waist and white above. A quick search of the pockets produced a handful of ornh and a few bits of unclassifiable debris.

«Nothing concrete, but a strong clue,» Peters pronounced, turning an arm up to display the suit controls. «What have you discovered?»

Gell was disrobing a second figure, more neatly as he had no cutting tool. «Much the same. Half a square of ornh, a small folding knife.»

«Let’s check the third one.» The last of their attackers had much the same assortment as the others did, and they added up the inventory: two, two eights, and a square of ornh, two folding knives, half a pound of miscellaneous stuff including a few coins, and the weapon. No clues beyond the suits presented themselves. «Ssth,» Peters hissed. «Nothing.» He put the ornh in his pocket and gestured. «We’re done here. Let’s go.»

Gell shook his head and followed. A few tle of walking, Peters limping slightly, brought them to the edge of the lawn surrounding the hotel, and a few more had them sitting in rocking chairs on the verandah. A n’saith servitor observed their arrival and came up.

«May I serve you?»

Peters nodded. «Commendably prompt,» he approved. «When I arrived, I found a carafe of liquid in my room. I don’t know the name of it, but I found it quite drinkable. A small quantity of that would be enjoyable.»

«The liquid is called ‘thivid’; it is a specialty, prepared from local flora.»

«Yes. A serving of thivid, then, and whatever my friend will have. I am in suite three-one-two; place the charges on my account.»

«Of course.» The servitor took Gell’s order and turned to go.

Peters stopped him. «A moment, if you would… you may have observed that we are somewhat mussed. We were assaulted on the path in the forest.»

The n’saith expressed alarm. «Terrible! I assure you the establishment makes every effort possible to keep the paths safe.»

«We have no complaint against the hotel,» Peters said. «You might care to inform the staff that the path is disfigured by a quantity of carrion. I’m sure they would wish to tidy up.»

The servitor eyed him sidelong, the effect enhanced by the large liquid eyes. In this light it was possible to see that the eyes were composed of a multitude of pinhead-sized lenses. «I will see to it that the staff are informed,» he said, projecting disquiet. «In the meantime I will get your drinks.» He bustled away, looking back as he entered the door to the serving area.

Gell shook his head. «I believe I have almost stopped shaking,» he remarked. «If I recall correctly, I asked if you would ward off predators, and you agreed. You have certainly been effective in that regard. I have never been so frightened in my life.»

Peters laughed. "Compared to bein’ rolled in a crib in Marseilles, this was a walk in the park," he pronounced.

"Remind me not to go to Marsay, or whatever you said."

"I’ll do that," Peters promised with a chuckle. "For right now, I see our drinks comin’. We’re drinkin’, and they ain’t. That’s what I personally call a happy endin’."

* * *

Peters woke to a pounding headache, a mouth tasting of fur and rotten slime, and a knotted gut. He achieved sufficient coherence to determine that he was nude and that something in his environment was not as it had been, then went unconscious again.

His next waking was more protracted. The headache had localized itself just below his eyebrows, where the two components launched attacks on one another at every pulse, and the knotted gut had eased to the point of incipient nausea. What had waked him, though, was an absolute requirement to urinate, and that provoked a more thorough investigation of his surroundings. If there wasn’t a head somewhere nearby, unfortunate events would result.

He wasn’t in his suite; so much was obvious. No wood paneling, no curtains–in fact, no windows–and no decanter of thivid on the sideboard; no sideboard. The room most resembled his and Todd’s quarters aboard Llapaaloapalla, but it wasn’t that, either: the bunk was wider, there wasn’t a second one, again no window, and the paint was a different color. There was a door in approximately the right place, though, and he investigated that first.

It was a head, similar in most respects to the one on the Grallt ship, lacking the pass-through door to the next compartment. The fittings were almost identical and arranged similarly; he utilized the appropriate one, searched for and failed to find the flushplate, and stepped back with a headshake. The toilet roared; the rush of water made him dizzy and provoked a spasm of vomiting.

He knew this feeling, knew what to do about it. Water and rest were the first requirements; he’d be wanting simple food later, when his alimentary system started up again after being paralyzed by alcohol poisoning. There was no cup by the sink basin, but his cupped hands made a satisfactory expedient. He stumbled back to the bunk and fell on it, with a load of cold water sitting like lead below his diaphragm.

The next couple of hours went exactly as expected, unfortunately. Drink water, rest for a while, heave; rinse and repeat. Gradually the headache subsided to a dull throb, and the nausea to a mild queasiness. About now he wanted something bland to eat, something with a lot of sugar and fat; commercial packaged puddings had always been useful. The room offered nothing in that respect.

He tried the door, a side-swinging latch handle like the shipboard ones. Locked, or blocked from the other side. He regarded himself ruefully. Without clothing his explorations were likely to be restricted, even if the locked door failed to prove a barrier. Exploring in the lockers and cabinets of the room yielded nothing whatever; the place was as bare as it had been when it was built, except for sheets and a thin blanket on the bunk.

He was sitting on the bunk, sourly reviewing the stupidity of getting falling down drunk in a strange place with known enemies about between sessions of dry heaves, when the door mechanism emitted clicks and the panel swung outward. Two Grallt males entered, one coming fully into the room and addressing a remark at the naked sailor, the other hanging back by the doorframe, fingering a weapon similar to the one the guys in the forest had had. Peters shook his head–the language sounded the same, and was still incomprehensible–and the lead Grallt wrinkled his face in a sneer and said something else, an order by the sound of it. When Peters didn’t even bother to look blankly at him he spat a syllable and grabbed an upper arm.

The blow to the gut didn’t work, foiled by muscles operating on about a quarter power, brain ditto, and an alert opponent. He found himself with a mouthful of deck, his arm twisted painfully behind his back, and the Grallt shouting something in his ear. The gust of propelled breath wafted past his nose and tickled his gag reflex; he spasmed and heaved, propelling a stream of vile-smelling pale yellow liquid onto the feet of the weapon-wielder, who stepped back. The one holding him down chattered, and the gunman looked at something outside the door and made a remark of his own.

That produced two more Grallt, who grabbed him by the upper arms, jerked him to his feet, and propelled him into the corridor and down it to the left, accompanied by gabble that had to be discussions of his ancestry and personal qualities. The gunman followed, weapon at the ready, and his original assailant trailed behind, making an occasional comment and getting short replies.

Through a door, into a room full of gleaming machinery. They shoved him into a closet or cabinet and swung the door shut. The structure was a vertical tube, just big enough to stand in, studded with bumps at twenty-centimeter intervals. A dim light came from overhead.

Then the gravity went off. The abrupt change generated a return, or rather an upsurge, of queasiness; he restrained it with effort. The confined space was bad enough; adding vomit, no matter how clear, would definitely fail to improve his condition.

The bumps started flashing, actinic bursts starting at his feet and working upward in a spiral, about once a second. Flash flash flash flash; they emitted no detectible heat and made no sound. When the pattern reached neck level he was forced to close his eyes, still able to detect the flashes as bursts of red through his eyelids.

Nothing happened for a few heartbeats after the last flash, then the gravity came back on and the door swung wide. The two goons grabbed his arms again and jerked him out. Goober the gunner stood well back, fingering his piece, and the first Grallt addressed a few choice remarks in his direction. When he got no response he screwed up his face and gestured angrily. "Chuckles" would do for him, based on personality, until he found out what the fuck was going on.

A slot in the wall delivered a pair of solid white long johns onto a low table. "Chuckles" picked the garment up, held it out to Peters, and spat three syllables. Put this on, no doubt, and despite the situation the prospect was appealing. He nodded and made a palm-up gesture, and Chuckles said something else and fiddled with the thing for a few moments before handing it over.

It was a kathir suit, ferassi version, like the ones they’d found on the human-looking inhabitants of the pirate ship. Peters pulled it on, finding that it was easier to don than those the Grallt had issued. The ankles gave without having to fiddle with closures, shrinking back to a close fit when his feet were properly inserted, and it closed up the front without an overlap. He immediately felt warmer. That had been about to be a real problem; the air was chill, much cooler than the Grallt kept their ship.

Chuckles directed more remarks his way, ending on a questioning note, and Peters simply shrugged and spread his hands. One of the goons–call ‘em "Left" and "Right", this was "Left"–spoke up, and they all laughed. Chuckles made a dismissive gesture and said something short and pithy, cutting off the laughs in mid-kh , and said, «Very well, we’ll go along with your game. Will you speak the Trade?»

Peters snorted. «Hmph. You have the brains of a chicken and the manners of a pig in heat. If you had bothered to ask that at any time in the last few tle, you might have had less trouble.»

The suit squeezed , constricting his trunk so as to expel air from his lungs, and simultaneously administered electric shocks to his groin and breast. Peters doubled over, and Chuckles looked benign. He said something in the language he’d used at the beginning, frowned at the lack of response, and said, «Either this is no pose, or you are much stronger than you appear. The pains can be more intense if you like. Will you speak Language?»

«I–don’t–speak–the–language–you want,» Peters managed between gasps.

«I still don’t believe that, and I know that Elisin Troy won’t when his turn comes,» Chuckles said in a conversational tone. «I’d advise you to speak up when he asks you questions. You’re obviously tougher than the average for you scum, but as I told you, the suit can generate any level of pain desired.»

«If you ask in a language I can understand, I’ll answer reasonable questions,» Peters said as he straightened up. «There’s obviously some misunderstanding here.»

«The only misunderstanding here is yours. You obviously feel you can get away with pretending ignorance, and I will warn you once more: that position is untenable.»

«That’s your decision,» said Peters sourly. «But once and for all, I do not speak or understand the language you use, and if you kill me without receiving information the effort will be futile.»

«Nothing is completely futile if it is an enjoyable activity,» Chuckles pointed out.

«That fits with what I know of your character. People who assault innocent strangers should be less free with the word ‘scum’.»

This time the constrictions and pain were enough to put him right out.

  





Chapter Thirty-Seven

He awoke on the bunk, in the same room or an identical one. First order of business: vomit again. He stumbled to the head, discharged the contents of his stomach, and began fiddling with the suit in preparation for urination. It failed to yield, which was of a piece with the torture function. If he could get out of it, there’d be little point… he shrugged and released the pressure. If it made a stink, so what?

The matter of food was becoming pressing, but the only thing available was water, so he filled his belly with that and went to sit on the bunk. It was fairly obvious that he and his hosts were operating at cross purposes, although what the basis of that was from their point of view he couldn’t figure. All he’d seen, even yet, was Grallt, and the four he’d seen–or was it a total of seven?–were as assorted as the crew of Llapaaloapalla. The Grallt crew of the ferassi ship been equally diverse, which proved nothing.

He regarded the controls on the arms of the suit with disfavor. Stupid design. It might be more modern in some ways, and the measuring machine was definitely more sophisticated as well as faster, but having thrusters, especially, on the belt buckle was much handier. So it was; a further inspection revealed a diamond of harder spots embedded in the material just below his navel. So what were the arm controls for? Atmosphere, temperature, coloration? Why would anyone need to access those functions continuously?

And could he get out of it? They’d found the overrides on the suits of the pirates. He felt around where he thought it was. Yes, there were a pair of spots, widely spaced, slightly stiffer than the rest of the material, not nearly as prominent as the thruster buttons. It was hard, almost impossible, for the person wearing the suit to activate it, requiring touching both spots simultaneously, but he had big hands, spanning easily two centimeters more than any Grallt he’d met… he felt the closure at the neck loosen, and smiled. Peeling it back was as easy as putting it on had been. If he could get out of the suit any time he liked, he’d prefer to wear it. It was cold in here. He closed it back up.

What else could the suit do? Well, it was programmable, but there was nothing like a readout or display–or was there? On the left arm, just above the wrist, was a six-by-six array of one-centimeter squares, currently blank. It looked like the letter square used for Grallt keyboards. If that was the case, the lower right square should be the key that started the programming function.

When he pressed it a portion of the suit uncurled itself, forming a rigid pane ten centimeters wide by five high just above the key square. fucking ha! Unfortunately, the characters displayed weren’t Grallt. A little more button pushing established that the thruster controls acted as arrow keys. So did a set of similar hard spots just to the right of the square. He arrowed around, displaying functions, being careful not to select anything.

Noises at the door. He hurriedly arrowed over to what he devoutly hoped was the function, in the spot it would have been on his Grallt suit’s display, and pressed the activator. The display curved and disappeared into the suit material, and he pressed the neck closed before turning to face the arrivals.

It was Chuckles, with Goober looking over his shoulder. Chuckles said something in their language, and Peters thought to hear syllables in it this time: something like poobapap, a sequence of sounds difficult for a Grallt to enunciate without practice. The ferassi-Grallt shook his head. «Are you ready to answer questions? Don’t bother fiddling with the suit, you won’t be able to get out of it. The controls have been disabled.»

«So I discovered when I went to urinate.» Peters shook his head. «I can bear the odor if you and your friends can.»

«That won’t be a problem,» Chuckles sneered. «The suit will take care of your little indiscretions. Will you come, or be dragged?»

«Oh, I’ll come.» Peters stood. «Lead the way.»

«That isn’t quite the way it’s done,» Chuckles said drily. «You will lead, and we will follow with our nice weapon. We’ll tell you where to go. First, to the right out the door.»

Peters shrugged and complied. The corridor was about ten meters long, and as they walked he looked it over. Light came from fluoro tubes perhaps a bit thinner, definitely less blue in color, than the ones on Llapaaloapalla. The walls were painted a uniform pale gray, unmarred by scratches, chips, and dings. Doors were of dull metal, like aluminum, and didn’t give reflections; the latches were side-swinging vertical bars, again like the ones on the Grallt ship. The floor was unlined, seemingly a single smooth piece; it had been cool and slightly resilient in his bare feet, providing a good grip for either skin or suit feet. In general the place–ship?–was clean, neat, and well kept, almost new-looking.

A pressure hatch at the end opened to reveal steps up to another deck at about waist level; a larger version of the arrangement on the ferassi ship, and Peters began to believe he was about to meet the real crew, or at least the officers. They took perhaps ten more steps before Chuckles said something, then switched back to Trade: «Left here, into the room.» Peters shrugged and swung the latch without comment.

The person behind the desk was ferassi, relatively young, compact, with dark hair cut and parted very much like his own, looking vaguely like a relative of Commander Collins’s. He said something; when he got no response he addressed a comment to Chuckles. The suit constricted and zapped, weakly this time, just enough to make Peters flinch, and the ferassi repeated what he’d said the first time. After a pause he changed languages: «Horsig said you would respond only in the Trade. You’re remarkably cool for a man facing interrogation in a punishment suit. Shall we demonstrate it again? I warn you, we have very little patience with you murdering bastards.»

Peters shrugged and brought himself erect. «You can kill me, but I don’t take moral instruction from pirates, kidnappers, or murderers,» he said calmly. «As for language, Chuckles is mistaken. I will at least respond in any language I know, if only to spit in your face.»

«If your ‘indulgence’ has made you uncomfortable, imagine my sympathy,» said the ferassi with a sarcastic lilt. «Lesson One for spies looking for shipping to plunder: don’t fall asleep, dead drunk, in a rocking chair in full view of all passers-by.»

«On the other hand, innocent travelers who are sitting around waiting for the people they are to meet to get their bowels in operation should be able to do so without fear, except for the aftereffects previously mentioned.»

The officer made an impatient gesture. «Enough of this. What is your name and ptith? What ship are you from?»

«My name is John Howland Peters, called ‘Peteris’ by the Grallt of Llapaaloapalla, the ship I’ve been serving on these past one and eight zul. I have no idea what you mean by pattith or whatever it was you said.»

«Peteris», the man almost repeated, and nodded, looking over Peters’s shoulder. The suit constricted and zapped, enough to bring the human to his knees. «Shall we try that again?» the officer asked calmly. «What is your name and ptith?»

«My name,» said Peters in a muffled voice, «is John Howland Peters, from Llapaaloapalla. I have no other answers.» He hugged himself, a man in pain, using the motion to conceal a reach for the suit override. Just a little farther with the thumb…

The ferassi leaned forward to shout something peremptory in his own language, probably a repeat of the question he’d asked twice already, and Peters tried to estimate the time. Just about now… the pain started, and he pressed the override. The throat of the suit loosened, the pain stopped, and he keeled over in convincing simulation of a man zapped beyond thinking.

The man got up and walked around the desk to look down at his captive, exchanging remarks with Chuckles. Peters lay as limp as he could, watching through slitted eyes as he came closer. The ferassi had something in his hand, a small version of the push-force weapon, like the one Todd had taken from the nekrit. Better and better….

Peters uncurled in a single spasm, grabbed an ankle, and yanked. The ferassi fell in an ungainly sprawl, and Peters scrambled to get behind him, snatching the weapon as it fell, ending with his left arm around the ferassi’s neck, the weapon’s business end pointed at the other two, and as much of his body as possible crouched behind the officer’s. «Tell your friend to drop the weapon,» he growled at Chuckles. When the Grallt dithered he repeated, «Tell him to drop it, now! I have had the pleasure of killing three of you with my own hands, which leaves me two short of even, and one of my dead was a special friend who deserves extra consideration!»

Chuckles said something in a low voice; Goober looked doubtful, but the weapon fell to the floor, and Peters said, «Good. Now, the activator for the pain function of the suit. Where is it?» Chuckles displayed a small device. «Toss it over here,» he ordered. «No, wait. Swallow it.»

Chuckles looked incredulously from Peters to the device and back. «It’s small enough. Swallow it!» The Grallt managed, gagging a bit in the process.

The ferassi officer writhed, trying to get away, but he was two-thirds the sailor’s mass and woefully out of condition. «Stop that,» Peters said sharply. «Now, as I said, I’m two short on my revenge quota, not counting the extra for my friend Todd, but there’s something going on here that I don’t understand, and I think–I think, mind you–that this whole sequence of events is based on a misunderstanding. My name is John Peters, as I told you. I am a from a planet called Earth. I have been traveling on the Grallt trade-ship for the last one and eight of zul, almost a half-zul more now.

«Stop that,» he repeated when the man writhed again. «I could snap your neck like a twig, and at the moment that sounds like a desirable action to me.» The ferassi subsided once more, and Peters continued: «You can check this easily. Llapaaloapalla is on orbit. Some two eights of its trade delegation are aground at the hotel where you kidnapped me, including Prethuvenigis, the First of that group. Almost any of the zerkre of Llapaaloapalla, including First Preligotis and the entire bridge crew, and many squares of the other folk, know me; they call me ‘Peteris’. And aground at a place called ‘Big Stone Bay’ you will find not quite three squares of my fellows and some eights of Grallt, enjoying the starshine and the sea.» The man had relaxed slightly; Chuckles stood with his mouth open.

«Now, as I said, you can check my story easily,» Peters went on. «What about yours? Three of what I suppose must be your people attacked me, with bad results, and now you have kidnapped me, tortured me, and behaved so stupidly I am surprised you don’t try to breathe vacuum. Can you satisfy me that you are not members of the group that attacked Llapaaloapalla and killed four and two eights of Grallt whose only offense was residing aft, and five of my fellow humans? Or shall I pop your neck, shoot your two henchmen, and go out and see how many I can kill before the rest of the idiots aboard stop me? If the way you’ve conducted yourself so far is a sample, I might even survive, who knows?»

«You have defeated a ship of the dar ptith?» The ferassi squirmed, trying to face Peters, who resisted the movement with a tightening of his forearm. «That’s impossible. If you tried to resist they would simply disable your breakbeams, destroy the installations, and board at their leisure.»

«Don’t make assumptions. Whatever disables the breakbeam generators has no effect on lasers.»

«I don’t know what–I don’t know that word.»

«That’s true, you don’t.» Peters tightened his grip. «The pirates were easy meat once we were sure of their intentions and got our weapons in action. My people prefer not to quarrel, but we have little patience with those who provoke us, as the Grallt who accosted me Down discovered.»

The ferassi officer had relaxed. «So, you are the one who killed my agents,» he said without animation. «How can I believe you?»

«Ssth! You can check my claims with less trouble than it took to kidnap me,» he pointed out. «And if those were in fact your agents, I lose even more respect for your intelligence and abilities. They accosted me in a remote place, addressed me in a language I don’t speak, and became violent when I didn’t respond, to the point of threatening at weaponpoint. Should I leave them behind to recover and try again?»

«You could have taken them to the authorities,» he suggested. «You seemed to have little trouble overcoming them.»

«And what would the result have been?» Peters sneered. «If I understand the implications of what you have said–Chuckles, tell your friend to stop trying to reach the door or I’ll shoot him–if I understand you, you are an investigator of some sort. Had I brought your agents to what you call the ‘authorities’, would events have proceeded much differently from my point of view? Don’t act more stupid than you are.»

«You’re probably right. Very well, we will check your story. In the meantime you can stay in a cabin.»

«Not so fast. What about your story? How can I check that? How can I be assured you are not the killers of my friends and associates?»

«The dar ptith are no friends of ours,» the ferassi said dully. «I don’t know what assurances you would accept.»

«Take me on a tour.»

«Eh?»

«Take me on a tour of your ship,» Peters said patiently. «I agree that the situation militates against absolute proof, but you can offer me further circumstantial evidence. Give me a tour of your ship. Omit nothing.»

«I suppose we can do that,» he admitted, «although I don’t know what you’d be looking for.»

«I’ll know it when I see it,» Peters told him. «Can I let you up now without your offering violence?»

«Yes. No more violence.»

«Good.» Peters let go and scooted away, keeping the weapon trained on the two Grallt.

«Chuckles, I’m afraid that weapon is too big to eat.» The Grallt glanced from it to the human and back, and Peters chuckled. «Kick it over here. No, don’t bend over, use your foot. That’s correct.» It slid to within reach; he picked it up and stood. «Now, who will go to to make inquiries?»

«Horsig can go,» the ferassi suggested.

«First I will need medical attention,» said the Grallt, still looking unnerved. «The object I swallowed is not digestible.»

«This too will pass,» Peters suggested, and the others looked at him. «Your digestive system can stand the strain for long enough to travel to and back, Chuckles. Take your big friend with you. Your boss and I have a ship to inspect.»

«I suppose–»

«Go,» said the ferassi. «He’s right, you won’t suffer ill effects in so short a time. Go.»

Chuckles nodded hesitantly and said something to Goober, who responded with a headshake and a few words of his own. The two vanished into the corridor, and Peters lowered the weapon and managed a thin smile. «Well, I hope that’s all for a little while. As I said, my name is John Peters; you may address me as ‘John’ if you intend friendship, ‘Peters’ otherwise. How may I address you?»

«My name is Fredik Fers,» the ferassi said a little shakily. «’Fredik’ to friends, ‘ Fers’ to others. I’ll call you ‘Peters’, at least at first.» He eyed the human dubiously. «Why did you address Horsig as ‘Chuckles’?»

«Hah! It is a word in my language meaning ‘laughter’. He didn’t introduce himself, so I applied a label I found appropriate.»

«It doesn’t seem appropriate to me.»

«You almost had to have been there… I take it ‘ipze’ is a precedence label?»

«Yes. It is our word for what the Grallt call a ‘Third’. I am responsible for security on board the ship.»

«It would seem I am fated to deal with officers,» Peters remarked. «Lead on, ipze Fers. I am almost certain now of what I will find, but I need to see it with my own eyes.»

«Will you return my weapon?»

«Shortly, shortly…. perhaps. Lead on.» He smiled. «Let’s inspect the food serving area first. My head seems to have cleared somewhat, but I need food badly.»

* * *

When Peters asked, ipze Fers–the rank seemed to be about lieutenant, j.g.–pronounced a phrase, then translated: «We call it ‘Trader Number’, hm.» He thought for a moment. «We say it in designation form: one three dash two.»

«Our numbers are in base two and eight. Let’s see–» Peters worked it out as they walked down the corridor. «A thousand and forty-nine, I make it. Trader Ten Forty-Nine is probably what we’d say. You don’t use names for ships?»

«No. The dar ptith do; we consider it anachronistic.»

«We use both systems for our military vessels, but the procedure for civilian ones varies… where are we going? Are we walking aft, forward, or what?»

«We are moving aft. You expressed a wish for food; the galley is this way.» He glanced at the human, just a flash laden with uncertainty, then looked back ahead. «I don’t know what you want to see. I thought to get you some food, then begin at the stern and work forward.»

Peters nodded. «Yes, that would be satisfactory. One of the more important things I wish to see will be all the way aft, if I understand it.»

Fers looked at him again, a longer inspection this time. «I believe I know what you mean. No, you won’t find thuthenkre quarters here.» He pursed his lips in a disgusted moue. «I’ve seen a few of them. It isn’t pleasant.»

«No … is it possible to rehabilitate the inhabitants? We have nearly a square of them on our hands, and it’s almost impossible to communicate with them, let alone help them in any meaningful way.»

Fers eyed him seriously this time, eyebrows lifted, but said only, «I don’t see how the concept of ‘rehabilitation’ applies in this case. If their reproductive systems aren’t damaged we could take them into our own tuwe, or perhaps distribute them among several ships. The contribution to our bloodlines would be of value.»

The implications of that needed some thought. «About half of them are Grallt,» he said as neutrally as possible.

«Even easier.» Fredik Fers made a curious gesture, a sharp jerk of the chin up and to the right. «Grallt don’t live like we do, and we don’t interfere when it isn’t necessary. Those could be accommodated or disposed of in many ways.»

«Disposed of?»

The ferassi dismissed the question with a negligent wave, staring thoughtfully at nothing. «If you are telling the truth it is good news of a sort,» he mused.

Peters lifted an eyebrow. «How so?»

«We have heard of some few successes against the dar ptith recently, and their depredations seem to be dropping off. If they’ve been reduced to incorporating Grallt females into their tuwe in the place of ferassi, it means they are becoming somewhat debilitated.» He gestured. «Here is the galley. What would you like to eat?»

«Something soft, bland, and sweet,» Peters specified. The adrenalin was wearing off, and the hangover wasn’t; his stomach was an uncomfortably intrusive presence, his muscles ached, and his head felt like it had been worked over with hammers. «If you have ever overindulged, you probably know how I feel.»

«Yes, I’ve done it once or twice,» the ferassi said with wry amusement. «Some people recommend more of what caused the problem in the first place.»

«That doesn’t cure it, it only puts it off a little longer. Eventually the bill must be paid.»

«That’s my experience as well. Just a moment.» He rapped on the wall next to a windowlike opening, and a female Grallt appeared. They exchanged words for a few moments; the Grallt grinned, bobbed her head, and disappeared, to return with a container the size of a cereal bowl and a tall tumbler of clear liquid. Fers pointed. «The bowl contains tiplirik pudding, soft and sweet as specified, and easily digestible. The liquid is water; you need a lot of it.»

«You have had the experience,» Peters said with some humor. «It sounds precisely appropriate.» He took bowl and glass, nodded his thanks, and carried them over to a table. Fers remained behind, exchanging further words with the servitor, then followed, laying a shiny metal spoon on the table and taking a seat.

Peters took a bite. It was bland, sweet, and smooth, with a taste a little like butterscotch; perfect. He ate perhaps half of the serving, taking sips of water between bites, then looked up. «That’s all for now, I think,» he admitted. «I’ll want something more later, assuming my abused systems don’t reject this.»

Fers sipped his own drink, a chunky tumbler of something clear with a blue tinge, and smiled. «Yes, there’s always that possibility. Are you ready to go?»

«Yes, I think so — no, wait.» He laid his left forearm on the table, pressed buttons to extrude the control display. «You called this a ‘punishment suit’. From what I’ve seen it’s a standard airsuit with extra programming. Can we cancel that? I think the controller for the disciplinary functions is well out of reach, but I’m not comfortable with the idea, and the rest of the crew might well object to a prisoner being escorted on a tour.»

«You know how to program a suit?»

«I know how to program the Grallt one I was wearing. Is it still available? Perhaps it would be easier if I just changed.»

«No, your Grallt suit isn’t available. We destroyed it to get you out of it.»

«Why? The override is easily accessible.»

«We didn’t know it, and we were in a hurry.»

«I see, I think… the controls aren’t in a language I recognize. Can you guide me through the functions?»

«Simpler to do it this way. Let me touch the control square.» He reached over, manipulated buttons; the screen cleared, then reformed, displaying Grallt characters. «Can you take it from there?»

«Yes, I think so.» Peters and Todd had experimented with their suits, discovering that programming them was complex and sometimes contradictory. It was much easier to use the larger machine at the suit office to create a program, then download it to the buckle, but everything was possible if the user was patient and persevered. He worked for a little while, finally getting the suit to fade to tan, then assume the blue-and-white of his zerkre rank.

«There,» he said with satisfaction. «The disciplinary functions seem to be here, but it wants a password.»

«Yes. I’ll enter it.»

«I think I trust you.»

Fers smiled thinly. «You’ll have to in this case.» He leaned over to punch in the sequence. «There,» he said briskly. «I’ve canceled the disciplinary functions, and entered the privileges of a guest aboard the ship. Are you ready for your tour now?»

«Yes, let’s go.»

  





Chapter Thirty-Eight

After the first utle of traipsing around the corridors of Trader 1049 Peters was convinced that these people had about the same relationship with the ones who’d shot up Llapaaloapalla as he did with the pirates infesting the Indonesian archipelago.

The ship didn’t have nearly the population of the Grallt trader, either absolutely or in proportion, but there were people in the corridors and the rooms they visited. All he saw in the after sections were Grallt, but they were just people; about half were female, and they were happy, sad, busy, worried, jaunty, as appropriate to personality and circumstances. There was subdued horseplay.

One woman was singing softly to herself, and the other clerks at desks nearby were craning their heads. He touched Fers on the arm, and they stopped and listened. A pretty song, performed in a cool clear voice that sent shivers up his spine. One of the others began tapping his upper arm, keeping time, and several joined in, finishing the chorus in multipart harmony. Imagining that scene on the pirate ship, among the unfortunates in the aft bunkroom, would have taken more brain power than he had, even if he weren’t still in the throes of a hangover.

They took a long straight corridor right aft, ending at a bare bulkhead Fers claimed was the stern. Peters had no reason to doubt that, but no way to verify it; from there it was up and down stairways and corridors and in and out of compartments. There were only three decks above the holds in the after section, the remainder of the volume being taken up with trade goods. He saw his first new zifthkakik, sealed up in metal cans like oversized foodstuffs. Most of the stock was either smallship-sized, like the ones that propelled the planes and dli, or in two slightly larger sizes intended for vessels of various sizes. There were four monsters like the one that supported Llapaaloapalla; they weren’t in cans, just chocked and boomed to the deck.

He began to notice that all the people they met were deferential, some nodding, others bobbing in a sort of curtsey, male and female alike. That shouldn’t have been strange–Fers was presumably their officer–but the courtesy seemed to be as much to him as it was to the ferassi. Then he noticed that none of them looked straight at them in curiosity, but used sidelong glances and occasional whispers. He couldn’t define why that bothered him.

Grallt children were around, laughing and playing games in the corridors, and a good-sized compartment was set up as a gym and playroom, full of toys and exercise equipment, painted and decorated in bright colors. They didn’t inspect every living compartment they came to–not enough time, and Peters wanted a quick look–but by the time they got to the engine room he was confident that there was no compartment aboard Trader 1049 analogous to the hellhole they’d found on the pirate vessel.

The engine room was amidships, and according to Fredik–they’d progressed to first names–was in the geometric center of the ship. «That isn’t strictly necessary,» the ferassi explained, «but locating the zifthkakik off center wastes some of the field volume. Keeping them in the center uses it more efficiently.»

«Wouldn’t it be better to build the ship in the shape of a sphere or spheroid? That way you could fill the field volume almost completely.»

Fers laughed. «It’s not that important, and it’s a lot easier to build a rectangle. Imagine all the curves and odd-shaped pieces!» Peters thought back to the bilges and bow area of the carrier, the slippery ovoids of submarines, and compound curves on the bows and sterns of cheapjack rustbucket freighters, and wondered.

The zifthkakik were the same type the pirate ship had used. He didn’t comment on that, only asked, «Why two? Wouldn’t it be better to have a single larger one?»

«Larger ones are rare,» Fers explained. «We only get two and eight per uzul of the large size you saw below. Besides, using them in pairs makes certain motions of the ship easier to control.» He explained that, using technical terms that glazed Peters’s eyes after the first sentence or so. He noticed, and grimaced. «Never mind! It’s just handier in some ways.»

«I can accept that,» Peters said with a grave expression, and Fers grinned at him.

Gell had been mistaken; the ship did have accommodation for smaller vessels, eight of them. Fredik explained that they docked in niches cut away from the corners of the long sides. «When they’re docked, they look like part of the ship. That’s probably where your friend got the impression that we don’t have any.»

«What about atmosphere flyers?»

«There are two of those, kept all the way forward topside. Their bays have doors, so again you wouldn’t see them from outside the ship.»

«Could I see one?»

He frowned. «They aren’t secrets, but you’d have to go get your suit set up. The atmosphere controls are on the default setting, and you wouldn’t be comfortable.»

«I’ve already adjusted that,» Peters said offhand. «It’s set for the mix I like. Thank you for calling up the Grallt programming, by the way. I would never have been able to do it otherwise.»

«When did you do that?»

«In the food room, back aft in the Grallt section. We stopped for a snack, and you excused yourself to use the toilet, remember?»

Fers looked at him, body still, eyes serious. «You programmed your suit atmosphere in the time it took me to urinate and wash up?»

«Well, yes.» He held up his arm. «I couldn’t have done it that quickly to the Grallt suit. It’s much handier to have the controls where they’re easily accessible.»

The ferassi just shook his head, expression serious, and indicated the passageway. «We go that way.» For the next few tle he seemed thoughtful, a bit pensive, but by the time they’d looked at a few compartments–food storage, here, and preliminary preparation–he had recovered his former demeanor, brisk and not quite deferential.

All the way forward was where Trader 1049 most resembled the pirate vessel. There was more space between decks, and the fittings were more elegant and luxurious. Fers knocked on compartment doors before entering; he hadn’t noticed that before. Occupied compartments yielded raised eyebrows and other puzzled expressions; Peters was addressed matter-of-factly by several people, and his failure to respond had to be explained each time. That slowed them down, and in more than one case he caught movement out of the corner of an eye as a ferassi they’d spoken to left his compartment to confer with another.

Forward and below was the weapons bay, which held half a dozen breakbeam generators and a store of the thin cylindrical objects that had puzzled them on the pirate ship. Fers used a word in his language to describe them. «There’s no word in the Trade for these, because we don’t sell them; they’re incredibly rare. They’re alive, or so we suppose.»

«Oh? What do they do?»

«When launched they always hit their target,» Fers said seriously. «If there is something in view when they emerge they’ll follow it, and they never fail to catch up. They carry a charge of explosive, and are extremely destructive.»

Peters opened his mouth to talk about guided missiles, then changed his mind and said only, «Remarkable.»

«Yes, it is,» Fers agreed. «And as I said, they’re incredibly rare. We’d like to have more of them, of course, but we never get them, so they’re only to be used as an absolute last resort.»

«I can see that.» Idiots! A weapons system they’re trained not to use? I reckon we ought to be thankful. Zifthkakik-driven missiles could’ve been a real problem, an’ that’s a fact.
A ferassi had come in while they were looking over the missiles; he gestured and said something. Fers responded, then turned to Peters: «It would appear that Horsig has returned from his mission. We are required in the office of the ul’ptarze, the First of the ship.»

Peters nodded. «Show the way.»

Fers gestured at the newcomer. «This is ptarze Brendik Jons, Second for ship-management. Ptarze Jons, this is–» he hesitated a beat «–ze Peters, of whom you may have heard. Ze Peters doesn’t speak Language, but he knows the Trade very well.»

Peters had a hunch. «Ptarze Jons,» he said briskly, accompanying it with a slight nod.

The other nodded back, cracking the most minimal smile possible, and spoke in his own language. Fers responded, and the officer–had to be, Peters was almost homesick–spoke at some length. «What is your rank, ze Peters?» he asked when he’d finished conferring with the junior officer.

«I am a zerkre of the third precedence of Llapaaloapalla, ptarze Jons.»

The officer was blond; his nearly invisible eyebrows climbed toward his hairline. «So you do know what the suit pattern means,» he said with a trace of incredulity. «The reports were difficult to credit.» He spoke at some length to Fers, who pronounced a short phrase ending with «–ptarze Jons,» then gestured quickly, palm forward, hand over his mouth. The officer responded with a similar gesture of his own, sketchier, and looked expectantly at Peters.

Peters nodded, received a nod in return, and the officer turned and left, with a parting sentence aimed at Fers. He thought he’d caught something familiar in that, and asked, «What did he say at the last?»

Fers produced one of his thin smiles. «Ptarze Jons says that my tame khuma has better manners than any trader-Grallt of his experience. Ul’ptarze Troy may be less unhappy than expected.»

"When the cap’n ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy," Peters murmured to himself. When Fers looked up, with a puzzled expression on his face, he explained: «An appropriate aphorism in my language, probably untranslatable. Are we to see the ul’ptarze now?»

«Yes. He is waiting, with Horsig and the other agents.»

Peters grimaced. «Then let us go, by all means. We shouldn’t keep the captain waiting.»

* * *

The ul’ptarze of Trader 1049 received them in a compartment just aft of the control deck. Peters got a glimpse of a row of chairs facing large transparencies, similar to what he’d seen on the pirate ship if larger and in rather better order, before being ushered in to the Presence by a Grallt who stood by the door. The guard had one of the push-force weapons, on a harness like a Sam Browne belt, and a rigidly neutral expression. Peters acknowledged him with a nod as he passed, thinking, Been there, done that.

The room was about six meters by seven, and contained a pair of settees with a low table between them, a higher table surrounded by carved wooden chairs, and an ordinary-looking desk. Ptarze Jons occupied one of the chairs before the desk, and Chuckles–Horsig–and another Grallt stood to one side.

A woman with a tumble of glossy black curls down her back sat facing away from the entry. She looked up, displaying a profile as nearly perfect as possible on a living person and a distant, almost absent expression. It occurred to Peters that this was the first young-adult female ferassi he had seen. He’d noticed several matrons and older women in the ferassi berthing area, and an inordinate number of families seemed to have nubile teenagers, but until now he hadn’t seen a woman of an age to be interesting to, say, himself.

Elisin Troy was blond, as his Ops Officer was, but neither of them was of the heavyset body type exhibited by the pirates. The ul’ptarze didn’t rise as they entered, just regarded them over hands folded in front as if in prayer. Fredik Fers stepped forward and rendered the hand-before-mouth salute. Peters contented himself with a nod; rendering the Navy salute would imply using his Navy rank, and that would put him at a considerable disadvantage.

The ul’ptarze returned the salute with a negligent wave that ended with a little wiggle of the fingers. «I understand you don’t speak our language,» he began. «We will use the Trade language. Please be seated–» he hesitated «–ipze Peters, and you, too, ipze Fers.» Troy returned to his prayerlike pose as they seated themselves. «It seemed appropriate to use your equivalent rank, rather than the simple ‘ze’ we would normally accord a visitor of unknown status. Do you object?»

«Not at all, ul’ptarze Troy. I don’t know your terms and procedures of formal respect, and hope you will be tolerant. Be sure that I mean no disrespect should I err.»

Troy’s smile was slight but genuinely amused. «We will make allowances. You have met ptarze Jons. The female is de’ze Ander Korwits. De’ze Korwits does not speak the Trade, but her presence here is necessary, as she is–hm.» He considered for a moment, eyes distant, then glanced at her before looking back at Peters. «De’ze Korwits advises us on proper conduct; I can’t explain it better without using words that don’t exist in the Trade language.»

«De’ze Korwits,» Peters acknowledged with a nod. The woman was beautiful, no doubt about it, with large clear-green eyes under winged brows, a smooth pale complexion, and symmetrically, even perfectly, formed features, but the beautiful face betrayed no hint of emotional involvement in the conversation. When she turned slightly to nod, returning Peters’s greeting, her gaze might as well have been directed at the bulkhead, or a star several light-years distant … not cold, or even abstracted; utterly dispassionate. He looked away quickly.

Troy produced another minimal smile. «Now, as I understand it, you give your race as khuma and your home planet as ‘Erth’; is that correct?»

«Approximately, ul’ptarze–»

«’Ze Troy’ is sufficient in normal conversation, once the initial courtesies have been exchanged,» the captain supplied.

Peters nodded. «Thank you, ze Troy. As I said, you have it approximately correctly. The word for our race in our language is human, and the plural is humans. The vowel in the name of our home planet is more extended: ‘Earth’.»

«Earth,» Troy pronounced, with a movement of his lips and tongue as if tasting the word. «Human. And where is planet ‘Earth’ to be found?»

«I don’t know,» Peters admitted. When the captain lifted his eyebrow he continued, «When we left Earth I was not involved in ship operation and therefore had no opportunity to observe. I am not a navigator or a student of the arrangement of stars in any case.»

«So you couldn’t return to Earth on your own, even if you had the means or perhaps our assistance?»

«No.» He hadn’t thought of that before. It was a little disquieting.

Ul’ptarze Troy leaned forward, tenting his hands once more. «And how did you come to be aboard a Grallt trade ship in the first instance?»

«The Grallt appeared in our skies and began trade negotiations,» Peters began, and related as much of the sequence as he knew. As he did so, he realized just how little of it he’d actually been informed about. «The Traders asked for advisers of little precedence, to assist in the work of preparing to receive the principal delegation,» he concluded. «My associate and I were selected from among the volunteers for that duty.»

«And you have been aboard for approximately two and eight zul?»

«Yes, that’s approximately correct.»

«That’s hard to believe,» Jons interjected. «It isn’t possible that you learned the language so quickly.»

Peters shrugged. «It’s scarcely credible to me. Most of my associates have had great difficulty; fewer than one in ten can say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ appropriately.»

Troy waved the ptarze down. «So among your own people you have ‘little precedence’,» he quoted. «What is your actual level of precedence among your own people?»

Peters thought for a moment, then sighed. Might as well be honest about it… «We use two structures. One is more or less parallel to the Grallt system or what I know of yours, and is called officer. The second is considered subordinate to the first, and is called enlisted; the Grallt have no similar system. I am of the fifth precedence in the enlisted system, out of one and eight possible levels.»

Ander Korwits said something. It sounded negligent and bored, but Elisin Troy cut off his line of questioning immediately and explained at length to her unresponsive face. The ul’ptarze then focused again on Peters: «I have explained to de’ze Korwits what we have discussed up to now. She finds it difficult to credit, but before we follow that line of thought I would like to clarify something. Your precedence is quite low among your own people, among khuman. Why do you claim higher status from your association with the Grallt?»

«I am faced with strangers of unknown status; naturally I claim the highest precedence I can legitimately assert.» Peters gestured at himself, indicating the suit pattern. «This is quite genuine, I assure you.»

Jons said «Pahp!» It sounded disgusted, which didn’t seem to follow, but the officer didn’t continue.

«Perhaps Horsig’s investigations can confirm or deny your assertions,» Troy observed with one of his thin smiles. «Horsig, what can you tell us?»

The two Grallt had been standing in a posture of alert ease during the conversation; they had not been offered chairs, and hadn’t taken them on their own. Horsig stepped forward a half-pace, and said, «Yes, ul’ptarze Troy. Shall I continue in the Trade, or report in Language?»

Troy waved negligently. «This man is either an honored guest or destined for confinement. In the first case he should hear your report; in the second it doesn’t matter. Speak the Trade, by all means.»

«Yes, ul’ptarze Troy.» Horsig glanced at Peters. «In the interest of expedition I took it upon myself to modify my orders,» he began. «I substituted Kheer for Doob, since Kheer is an experienced investigator and Doob is not. I decided that Kheer and I would proceed to Llapaaloapalla together, where I would remain to make inquiries while Kheer continued Down to check conditions there.»

«I consider that commendable initiative,» Troy told him. «Continue, please.»

«Thank you, ul’ptarze Troy,» the Grallt said with a deep nod. «With your permission, Kheer will summarize his findings first.»

Troy nodded, and Kheer stepped forward and nodded deeply. «To summarize: I discovered nothing that would contradict ze Peters’s story as I have heard it from Horsig and overheard here, and much that would tend to confirm it. Do you wish further details?»

«Yes. Succinctly.» Troy steepled his hands again.

Kheer nodded again. «I will try, ul’ptarze Troy… I was informed that a group of people, called by themselves ‘khuma‘ or something similar, was in residence, with a small number of Grallt sharing the experience. The group consisted of two subgroups: one of somewhat fewer than a square of persons, with status so exalted they neither dealt directly with the staff nor spoke to anyone, and a second group of three squares of persons. This second group was characterized as boisterous and exuberant, tending to extremes of behavior in some cases, but overall cheerful, cooperative, cleanly about their persons, and caring of the facilities. My informant considered them near-ideal guests.»

«Osfer and enlista, I would presume,» Troy observed.

«I did not hear those terms or any recognizable cognates, ul’ptarze Troy.»

«Never mind. Continue, please.»

«I took up a position where I might observe a group of the khuma at their recreation.» Kheer looked at Peters, then back at his commander. «Several of them enjoyed a game with a large ball. All were skimpily clothed or wearing airsuits. Strictly by physiology, I would have classed them as ferassi males in early to middle adulthood, except that–» he paused, spared Peters another glance «–there was a much larger variation in skin color and details of facial structure than in an equal-sized group of ferassi, ul’ptarze Troy.»

«How do you mean?»

«The bulk of the individuals had complexions darker than any ferassi I have seen–»

«Ridiculous,» Jons interjected. «Any ferassi exposed to starlight at the intensities found on a planetary surface will become dark. You are balancing shadows, Kheer.»

The Grallt looked apprehensive, and glanced from Peters to Troy and back again. Then he nodded deeply. «With all respect, ptarze Jons, I am familiar with the effect. One of the individuals I noted was such a dark brown as to be nearly black, with facial features much flatter and broader than found on any ferassi of my experience. The individual in question was wearing only a skimpy garment about the loins. I stand by my assessment, with all respect.»

Troy waved a hand. «Let him finish,» he said a little irritably. «We asked for his report. We should hear it.»

«Yes, ze Troy,» Jons said, a little abashed, and subsided. Peters chanced to glance at Ander Korwits, and surprised an actual expression on her face, so minimal as to be difficult to read, but seemingly alarm and a certain degree of interest. She looked away quickly, recovering her impassionate mien. Apparently ul’ptarze Troy was capable of making the nice distinction between ‘does not’ and ‘cannot’.

«Did you speak to any of the khuma?» Troy asked the Grallt.

«No, ul’ptarze Troy, I did not. I attempted to do so, of course, but the most coherent reply I received was a fair rendition of ‘I don’t speak the Trade’. The khuma seemed to communicate by signs and a few words, but most of their needs were met by the few Grallt among them. I spoke with one such, a very attractive young woman called Se’en, who was keeping close company with a khuma whose name I believe was ‘Jacks’. If both had been either khuma or Grallt, I would have assumed them a mated pair–»

«Disgusting notion,» Jons growled, then subsided again at a peremptory wave from his CO.

Kheer nodded again. «Se’en confirmed that there were, or had been, two, eight, and three squares of khuma in the second group, and that one of those was called ‘Peters’ or sometimes ‘Peteris’ by the Grallt. She had a high opinion of ‘Peteris’. According to her, this individual learned the Trade in an incredibly short period of time, and had rendered assistance to the zerkre of Llapaaloapalla to the point of being granted precedence higher than her own, which she considered well deserved.» Kheer spread his hands, somehow submissively. «There is more, ul’ptarze Troy, but all confirmative or corroborative of the main points. Do you care to hear it?»

«No, that’s enough.» The Grallt nodded again, and this time Troy returned it with a short decisive jerk. «Good report, Kheer.»

«Ul’ptarze Troy,» Kheer murmured, and stepped back to his former stance.

«Horsig, your turn,» Troy commanded.

The senior Grallt stepped forward and nodded. «Yes, ul’ptarze Troy. The information I received expands upon and corroborates that obtained by Kheer, except for two points, one of which the human may not have wished to advertise, and one which Kheer might not have heard. What is your pleasure, ul’ptarze Troy?»

«Details of the two points, Horsig.»

«At your pleasure, ul’ptarze Troy… First, Llapaaloapalla experienced an attack by the dar ptith a half-zul ago. The attack was beaten off by the courage, abilities, and equipment of the human, with casualties.»

«Aha… and the second point?»

Horsig glanced at Peters. «The individual called ‘Peteris’ was attacked by a gang of hoodlums. He and his companion dispatched their attackers rather handily, by the account I was given, but Peteris disappeared shortly thereafter, and is still missing.»

  





Chapter Thirty-Nine

Ul’ptarze Troy focused on Peters for a moment, then glanced at Fredik Fers. «It would appear that ipze Fers has made a series of mistakes,» he remarked.

Peters smiled. «Juniors make mistakes; it is inherent in the concept.»

«You may be well respected among the Grallt,» Troy observed with one of his wintry smiles, «but I don’t need your advice regarding supervision.» He spoke with enough wryness to take most of the sting out of the rebuke.

«Just so, ul’ptarze Troy.»

«The assessment is accurate none the less.» Troy glanced at Ander Korwits. «Ipze Peters, I am now confident that your story is in the main true, although I’m uncomfortably aware that several important details remain to be elucidated. Are you satisfied that we are not of the dar ptith, who attacked your ship and killed your fellows?»

«Yes, I am, ul’ptarze Troy, although like you I am aware that not everything has been explained.» He considered the officer with a level gaze. «When may I expect to be returned to Llapaaloapalla?»

«Not for some time, I’m afraid.» Elisin Troy tented his hands before his face again, looking over the structure at Peters, and smiled, the expression failing to reach his eyes. «You claim to be of a race unknown to us, but externally you are identical to one of the two most common bloodlines of the dar ptith.» He waved down the sailor’s objection before it got underway. «You have unexpected skills, and things in your possession that we don’t know the provenance or use of. Further clarification is required.»

«I wish to register a protest, ul’ptarze Troy,» Peters said without heat. «You have attacked and abducted me without provocation, and offered minimal reparations if any. Return me to my previous environment, please.»

«That may well be possible in the future.» Elisin Troy glanced at Ander Korwits, received the most minimal of nods. «This meeting is at an end. Ipze Peters, please go with de’ze Korwits; she and her staff have questions for you, of a nature not suitable for open discussion.»

«What sort of questions?»

«I believe you might consider them philosophical.»

Peters thought back to the book he had been reading. «I may not be able to properly elucidate any really complex philosophy,» he warned.

«The level at which you are able to answer will be highly indicative… Fers, you will go along to interpret.»

«That won’t be necessary,» said Ander Korwits in a musical voice, with a hint of amusement. The others were clearly amazed; Peters caught a glimpse of Jons, his jaw practically touching his chest, as the woman went on, «For a matter of this importance, direct communication is necessary.» She smiled and touched Peters on the chest. «Come along, ipze Peters, or Peteris, or whatever your name is. We will have tea, and discuss philosophy.»

* * *

«I have been behaving like an adolescent,» Ander said when they were seated in bowl-like chairs on thin stems. The chairs were grouped around a circular table with a white top; the table held a tea service, pot and cups made of glass so thin Peters was apprehensive handling them. The compartment sported a window, the first he’d seen outside the control deck, currently displaying Jivver in half phase.

«Why do you say that, de’ze Korwits?» Peters asked.

She laughed. Her voice was a clear alto, and her laugh was refreshing; the Grallt version seemed even more like choking or something mechanical in retrospect. «Don’t call me by my title,» she admonished. «Say ‘Ander’ or ‘Andy.’ What is your name among friends?»

«My friends call me ‘John’.» Peters smiled, a little apprehensively. «It remains to be seen whether or not I am among friends.»

She laughed again. «Never doubt it! And surely you noticed my behavior. Really, it’s disgraceful.» When he didn’t respond she–well, she giggled, and took a sip of tea, regarding him over the rim of the cup with a half-smile. «I believe you have indeed taken notice, and are too polite to be specific,» she observed.

Peters nodded. «I am among strangers, and wouldn’t care to be incited to inappropriate behavior.» The trip from ul’ptarze Troy’s office to here amounted to a hundred meters of corridor and two decks, and all during the walk she’d been touching him at any excuse, walking with a little too much hip-swing, glancing at him with averted sparkling eyes. He’d been on his guard. From the behavior of Troy and the others at the conference, this was a very important person, not someone to swing immediately into the sack… the prospect appealed anyway.

«Very wise, if not the best compliment you could have offered. I wonder what is affecting me? I assure you that I don’t flirt with every man who steps aboard.»

«I can well believe that.» Peters thought as he took a sip of tea. Late nights over pinochle came to mind… «I can offer a possible explanation, from the lore of my people.» Well, the lore of sailors’ bullshit sessions, anyway. They’d been talking about why it was that "pretty" didn’t matter much on liberty after a long cruise. He thought he remembered most of it.

«Say on,» she said with a smile. «Perhaps if I know what is happening I can counteract it.»

«Very likely, though as you mentioned the notion isn’t the best possible compliment.» She giggled again and gave a little wave, and Peters went on: «The highest imperative of an organism is to reproduce. That process is mediated by–» he searched for the word, finally used the English «–genes, small components of our bodies which direct its development. Are you familiar with this theory?»

She frowned. «I have read something similar, but only as speculation.»

«Hm… Our–» again he was forced into English «–scientists have established that this is in fact the case. Our bodies give off secretions, byproducts of the genes, which are specific to the individual, but also carry general information about the sex and health of the person.»

When he paused she waved him on. «Continue, please. This is interesting.»

Peters shrugged. «Next to the eyes, the nose is the organ most closely connected to the brain,» he pointed out. «Our nasal organs detect these substances, and the information carried by them is delivered to the brain, where they induce many reactions, including desire.»

She frowned. «If I follow you, I should react the same to any healthy male. I don’t; your theory is faulty.»

«Not necessarily. All the males you meet are from the same population; their pheromones–the word in our language for the substances–are strongly similar. You have become acclimatized to them, and don’t react.» He smiled. «Our two populations have clearly been separated for a long time; my pheromones are not at all similar to the ones you are accustomed to. Therefore you react.»

«Plausible… do you find me attractive on the same basis?»

Peters laughed. «Ander, I would find you attractive if you were sealed in a gas-tight bubble.»

«That is good to hear.» She took another sip of tea, grimaced, and set the cup on the table. «The tea set is beautiful, but it doesn’t keep the heat properly,» she complained. «The cup I use normally is much less elegant, but my tea doesn’t get cold so quickly. I’ll fetch it.»

She stood and walked out, and Peters took the opportunity to take a deep breath–still laden with pheromones, unfortunately, as well as the perceptible odor of human female–and look around. Thank God for the table between them. The room was paneled in pale tan material with no surface features but the seams between sections, and was lit by the ubiquitous fluorescent tubes, here diffused by gridworks of mirrored bars. In addition to the table and chairs, the room was furnished with a settee and an overstuffed chair, both white, with smooth surfaces. Two doors led back to the corridor and to wherever Ander Korwits had gone, probably her quarters… no, better not to follow that line of thought.

She was gone longer than necessary to fetch cups, and when she returned she walked with her back straight and fluid minimal movements; her face had reassumed the neutral immobility it had displayed during the conference with the ul’ptarze. With her came another female ferassi, young, a short blonde with undistinguished features and a masculine-like haircut parted on the left. The blonde carried a tray upon which were a ceramic teapot and four thick ceramic mugs like the ones many sailors used. She distributed the set, collected the beautiful thin glass ones, and left with economical motions, her entire interaction with Peters being confined to a single flashing glance laden with suspicion.

De’ze Korwits seated herself and sat erect. «Further refreshment will be coming soon,» she said in a neutral tone. «This is likely to be an extended discussion. If your body functions require relief, make the necessity known and we will suffer a brief interruption. Serve yourself, if you would.»

Peters nodded and did so, reflecting that he was in no condition to suffer an extended interrogation. His headache had subsided, but he was conscious of an overall debility that would yield only to food and rest. Maybe the "further refreshment" would provide the first… he poured for himself and the de’ze. She acknowledged the courtesy with a bare nod, her expression not varying. Dolls were positively exuberant by comparison.

Two others entered the room: a blonde woman, tall, about the same age as Ander Korwits, with blue eyes so pale they were nearly white and hair cropped close to her head, and a shorter female with the same coloring as Korwits’s. The dark newcomer was older, mid-forties at a guess that was likely to be unreliable, but suffered not at all by comparison with her companions. The least that could be said of either of them was "beautiful", barring their expressions and manner, which were as neutral and dispassionate as the de’ze‘s.

They seated themselves as Ander Korwits made introductions: «Here are Alper Gor–» the blonde nodded perhaps a millimeter in acknowledgement «–and Luter Ander.» The older woman unbent to the extent of a twitch of the mouth that might have been a smile if completed. «Together we constitute the Council of Ulze of this pa’ol. They have been warned of the existence of peromon, and in addition the tea contains substances which enhance alertness and diminish the libido. We should be able to confer without extraneous interruptions.»

«Pleasant greetings,» Peters offered, receiving micrometric nods in return. Luter Ander poured tea and sipped; Alper Gor addressed a remark to Ander Korwits, and the two held a colloquy. At length the blonde woman faced him and said, «Disrobe,» in a voice totally devoid of emotional content. «I wish to make an inspection.»

Peters sat back in his chair. «I’m reluctant to do that,» he admitted.

«Do you have secrets to conceal?»

«Not that I know of, but the situation seems, ah, asymmetrical.» He looked from one woman to another. «Will you allow me a similar privilege? I believe I am owed equivalent assurances.»

There was a long pause. «Considered as a matter of equity, there is no reason to demur,» Alper Gor stated. «Will one be sufficient?» Was that a glint of humor on Ander Korwits’s face?

If so, it was fleeting. «I believe one will be enough, if I am assured of equivalence.»

«We have individual differences, of course, but the significant features should be identical,» Alper Gor declared. «You may inspect, with myself as the subject. Disrobe.»

Peters stood and complied. Alper Gor did the inspecting, as cooly and impersonally as a doctor’s examination and almost as detailed. She ignored his natural reaction, seeming to take it as a matter of course, and he made no attempt to suppress it. At length she straightened. «Enough,» she said. «You may clothe yourself.»

He did so, turning his back for most of the process. When he faced her again he was confronted with an impressive specimen of blonde femininity, almost his own height and constructed on the principle that elegance of form took precedence over abundance of provision. Close visual inspection yielded no difference from human females of his experience. He made no attempt at dispassion in the tactile examination, in fact making it as provocative as possible without actual assault. Her face never varied from its neutral expression, but her autonomous functions had different notions; her responses were well within the norms as he knew them, including the flush that suffused her immobile features and a few other zones. «I am satisfied,» he pronounced, a considerable overstatement, and glanced at Ander Korwits, surprising an expression of minimal but definite amusement that disappeared as soon as she felt his regard.

«What do you conclude?» Ander inquired as Alper Gor seated herself.

«I am reluctantly persuaded,» Alper admitted. «I find no external differences between this individual and the males of my experience. At first I thought to detect a variation, but I conclude that the deficiency is the result of surgery.» She looked at Peters. «Is that the case?»

«Yes. The surgery is performed immediately after birth. It’s not done in all cases; I don’t know the precise statistics.»

«It isn’t important… what did you conclude from your own examination?»

«Much the same. I found no significant differences between yourself and the human females I have experience of.» He looked from one to the other. Luter Ander was definitely smiling, and Ander Korwits expressed amusement as well; Alper Gor’s eyes were fractionally narrowed, and the left corner of her mouth twitched slightly. «Pending a detailed internal examination, we are of the same species, however incredible it may seem,» he concluded.

«I almost fully agree,» Alper Gor pronounced. «Excuse me for a moment.» She stood and left the room, indulging herself in a backward glance as she went through the door.

Luter Ander leaned forward. «According to the information I have, you come from a planet far from here, but don’t yourself know precisely where it may be. Is this correct?»

«Yes, it is,» Peters admitted.

«What species are found in the near regions of space around your planet?»

«I don’t know that, either. I haven’t made extensive explorations.» He held up a hand to forestall comment as he thought. «The first species we saw after leaving Earth was the enkheil. Does that help?»

«It might narrow the possibilities somewhat,» Luter Ander stated. «How long did you travel before finding the enkheil?»

Peters shrugged. «A matter of two eights of llor.»

«That doesn’t narrow the possibilities much,» Luter Ander admitted.

«No, it doesn’t,» Korwits agreed. «Kheer suggested that your people vary more in skin color and details of physiognomy than we do. Is the present group a fair sample of your people?»

«Not really. A truly representative group would average darker than we do.»

«I see.» Ander Korwits glanced at Alper Gor, who was seating herself, setting a cloth bag on the table as she did so. «And how many human are there?» the de’ze inquired.

«I don’t know precisely; my best information is approximately–» he struggled, working out how to express three or four billion in the numbering system they would understand. The result was cumbersome, and when he got it out he thought he detected a twitch of Ander Korwits’s eyebrow. «There were more until about half a square of years ago,» he added. «We have had problems… How many ferassi are there? Is your home planet nearby?»

There was a long pause; the three women exchanged looks, their features impassive as always but seeming nervous anyway. «As with you, I don’t know precisely,» Ander Korwits admitted. «Certainly there are fewer of us than the number you describe. Very few ferassi live on planets. Almost all of us live on ships, or with the Makers.»

«I understand.» Peters leaned back in his chair, using the interruption as Alper Gor emptied her bag to think. The contents of the bag were the items he’d had with him when he was abducted: the book he’d been reading, the handheld, the earbug, a wad of ornh, a few coins, his financial documents, and the buckle to his kathir suit. Ander Korwits and Luter Ander took up the unfamiliar items for an examination, not reacting visibly. He looked at the buckle, considering things he’d heard.

There had been a number of references to "makers", the intonations making the word a proper name rather than a denotation. «What are… » he reformulated his question: «Where are the Makers to be found? Could I see one?»

«The Makers are far from here,» Ander Korwits said in her calm alto, and Peters thought to hear a slight vibration of–what? Some sort of agitation. «We are of the nuñe ptith; we are custodians of Makers of furnishings, lighting equipment, certain navigational instruments, and zifthkakik of the larger sizes, with High Phase capability.» She fingered the earbug. «I don’t recognize this device. What Makers do the human of Earth care for? Clearly their products are very different.»

Concepts blossomed in Peters’s mind. «We are not custodians of Makers in the sense I believe you mean–»

He was interrupted by a knock on the door. Ander Korwits pronounced a word, and two Grallt women came in, escorting a ferassi girl who could not have been over sixteen years old. The girl was short, dark-haired, and amply endowed, with the high taut breasts of the post-adolescent; she was also totally nude, with not so much as foot coverings. Her escorts–guides? captors?–stopped and urged her forward, and she stood, head erect, feet slightly apart, hands at her sides, an expression of mild apprehension on her face.

Alper Gor made a minimal gesture toward the girl. «So, ze Peters, we agree that you and I seem to be of the same species, based on external examination. It remains to prove that conclusively.»

«I don’t understand,» Peters said softly, although he thought he might.

Alper Gor nodded. «There is only one test available to us that will determine without ambiguity whether or not we are the same species,» she declared, and indicated the girl again. «Impregnate this female.»

«No,» said Peters.

«Do you doubt your ability to do so? If so, it casts doubt on your assertions,» Luter Ander observed without emotional content.

«Not in the least.» Peters looked from one woman to another and made a disgusted grimace. «My objections, if such they may be termed, are of an ethical nature.»

«How so?» Ander Korwits asked softly.

«Bah.» He gestured at the girl. «There she stands, brought here by a pair of servitors like a slab of meat for a meal, bereft of the least scrap of clothing to add either dignity or interest to the occasion, not comprehending what her purpose here is–»

«She knows very well what her purpose is,» Alper Gor observed, a certain dryness breaking through the otherwise emotionless statement.

Peters nodded. «So her expression and posture tell me, and it makes it worse, not better.» He caught the attention of the Grallt servitor nearest him. «I wish to tell her something. Translate precisely.»

«Yes, ze.» The woman nodded deeply.

Peters addressed the girl: «For personal reasons of my own, not any deficiency of yours, I must reject your services. You will not be disciplined for what may be seen in some quarters as a failure on your part, and in fact you have not failed in any way. Go and seek what happiness may be available to you.»

The woman waited until she was certain he had finished, then spoke to the girl in a low voice, leaning over slightly to do so. The girl’s face didn’t change expression until the end, when she looked directly at him for the first time and nodded, still patiently apprehensive.

Peters nodded back, then addressed the woman again: «Take her back to her quarters, and give her whatever reward may be suitable for good service. I meant what I said about discipline or punishment; if anyone suggests such, refer them to me.»

«Yes, ze.»

He folded his arms and sat, stonily regarding the group, as they collected themselves and left. The woman he’d spoken to looked back for a moment past the edge of the door panel, then nodded again and followed her charge into the corridor, and Peters turned to deliver a challenging look to the three women.

«Your ethical objections, if such they truly are, are clearly deep-seated, but they make no sense to us,» Ander Korwits remarked. «Do your traditions not teach that visitors should conform to the customs of their hosts?»

«They do, but consider the incident from my point of view for a moment.» Peters indicated the door with a wave. «That individual is, to my eyes, barely distinguishable from the unfortunate inhabitants of the slave quarters aboard the pirate vessel we defeated.»

«Ridiculous. The girls are well treated,» Alper Gor stated. «Certainly I recall my time in that service as one of enjoyment, even adventure.»

«The girls we found aboard the pirate ship were physically healthy. Emotional health is a quite different question.»

«Indeed.» Alper Gor leaned back in her chair. «In any case, the question of your species remains unresolved. Can you suggest how to proceed?»

«The basic concept is sound, but at the minimum I insist upon an adult who comes to the situation willingly, and with some enthusiasm for the project. Any of the three of you would serve, if you wished to do so.»

That surprised a whuff! out of Luter Ander, who broke her composure to smile and say, «Not I, I’m afraid, at least not if the object is pregnancy. I am beyond my time.»

«Are you? That surprises me, and is disappointing,» Peters told her. «You certainly don’t seem old enough to have lost enjoyment of the procedure. At the minimum I would be attempting to satisfy the desires of an adult, instead of indulging childish whims.»

She laughed, shortly but with genuine amusement. «I thank you for your compliment, ze Peters, and I find myself with more appreciation of the concept than I would have expected, but I must remove myself from consideration in this case.» When she spoke without affectation her voice was a clear contralto like cool smooth velvet.

«I genuinely regret that,» he said, and added enough shoulder motion to his nod to convert the gesture halfway into a seated bow.

«I find that I do as well,» she said on a wistful note. «But my two younger associates must be the favored subjects. Surely one of them will be willing to essay the experiment.»

A long pause ensued, during which the two younger women held one another’s gaze and Peters regarded them with a thin smile, arms folded. At length Ander Korwits said, «Do you have a choice between the two of us? Alper is somewhat the elder.»

Here’s a story I ain’t never gonna tell, Peters thought. Ain’t nobody goin’ t’ believe it anyways. «Any preference is so slight that it would disappear instantly if one or the other of you evinced a desire to pursue the experiment itself, rather than a simple wish to determine the outcome,» he said. «Purely from personal inclinations based upon aesthetics, you would be my choice. On the other hand, Alper Gor and I have already performed what might be considered the earliest stages of the procedure, with results that must be at least provisionally regarded as satisfactory; that might be a deciding factor.»

«So essentially you have no preference,» Alper Gor noted. Both women had lost their distant looks; she regarded at him with an expression that was half interested smile, half wry amusement. «That isn’t greatly complimentary to either of us.»

He spread his hands. «I will instruct you in male-female relationships at no extra charge: a woman is most attractive to a man when she appears to find him attractive. The principle was elucidated to me by my father’s father, and while my experience is neither protracted nor universal I have never found it wanting in applicability.»

«So the true root of your fastidiousness is vanity,» Ander Korwits interjected.

«Precisely correct. In the case of the young girl, the notion of engaging in actions which are different only in degree, not in kind, from those of the dar ptith is repugnant; it wounds my self-esteem. In the case presently before me, I wish assurance that your desire to proceed is not motivated by a sense of obligation or necessity, but rather derives from appreciation of my sterling personal qualities. ‘Vanity’ accurately characterizes both instances.»

Alper Gor laughed in a liquid soprano. «I find myself developing an inclination toward proceeding on that basis,» she admitted. «Our activities of a little while ago, considered in retrospect, add flavor to my growing enthusiasm for the prospect.» She had colored slightly, her fine golden eyebrows showing by contrast.

«Then you will find me not merely willing but enthusiastic.» He grinned. «We might begin by repeating the inspection procedure. Certain areas would almost certainly reward more study.»

Her flush deepened. «More detailed information is almost always useful,» she murmured.

Ander Korwits’s smile was now fully in evidence. «What would you do in the case where both of us wanted to continue?»

«I would respond with equal enthusiasm to both,» he assured her. «But here we encounter both a personal preference and a physical limitation. We have already determined that I am vain, but I assure you that I am not nearly vain enough to try to perform adequately with both of you at once; you will have to decide who has precedence. Furthermore, I am debilitated by exertion, stress, lack of nourishment, and not least by the aftereffects of my overindulgence. I would require a meal, and at least a few utle of sleep, before I could be expected to perform with more than minimal adequacy.»

«Alper has expressed interest first, and I yield to that prior claim,» Korwits declared. «As for the matter of nourishment and rest, neither of us is a teenager, to require everything immediately, and we wish to encounter the height of your powers. Do you concur, Alper?»

«In every respect,» the blonde declared. «There is an unoccupied chamber in these apartments, and the kitchen staff are always available for our needs. As for the delay–» she smiled, eyes slitted «–I can bear it if you can.»

«And I will excuse myself, expressing regret,» Luter Ander noted. Peters bowed again, and she returned a nod and slipped out the door, glancing back with a half-smile as she did so.

«Food first, or rest first?» Ander Korwits asked economically.

Peters considered. «Food first,» he specified. «The duration of the necessary rest can be part of the experiment.» The two women exchanged looks, and Alper Gor laughed again.

  





Chapter Forty

Peters ran his finger up the seam of the kathir suit, thinking how much easier it was to seal. Handheld and earbug went into pockets, leaving worse lumps than with the Grallt suit; this one was thinner. The ornh could stay; there was more where that came from. His multitool was missing, a real pity, but a nice souvenir for some ferassi… there was just enough light from Jivver through the window to allow him to scan the surface of the dresser for anything else. Just the small push-force weapon. He thought about leaving it, but it might be useful.

The woman on the bed stirred, rolling over to throw an arm over the unoccupied side. «John?» she said sleepily, and Peters felt a combination of pride and real regret. Having the woman remember your name at this point was a compliment, no doubt about it; he smiled in the dark at the memory.

He checked the door. Locked, of course, but the control was on this side. When he released the catch the mechanism snicked loudly, and the woman rolled over, sat up, and said, «John, what are you doing?»

The weapon weighed in his hand. Screaming women were not in his plans at the moment: the correct thing, the logical thing, was to shoot her and bug out. Jivver light backlighted a tumble of raven hair, now touseled, and picked out other salient features. «Escaping,» he said conversationally.

«You can’t do that.»

«Watch me.» He slipped out the door, closing it behind him, and set off up the corridor at a fast walk.

He was banking on memory, subterfuge, and timing. The ferassi ship observed a standdown period, a "night", when few were about, and those at specific watches. They had no reason to expect untoward events, and the watchstanders were bound to be bored and sleepy at best. The subterfuge part came from a discovery: the kathir suit had stored programs for ferassi suit patterns. The patterns were simple, an overall dark forest green like pine needles with rings around the upper arm, their number and color depending on rank and specialty. His whimsical choice had been to assume his own zerkre rank and more or less correct specialty: two white rings, signifying an ipze of the operations department with smallcraft qualifications. The whimsy had stopped short of making one of them wider than the other.

He reached the door of the apartment area where the women lived. Before he could operate the latch another clicked behind him, and he turned, to discover Ander Korwits coming at just short of a run, wearing a white robe tied at the waist. She had nice legs. Well, she had nice everything. «Wait,» she hissed. «This is not a recommended procedure.»

Shit! At least she wasn’t screaming. He pushed into the corridor and set off at a run, heading forward and looking for a stairwell. The pirate ship had carried two small auxiliaries, high and forward of midships, set into the corners of the structure as Fers had described the ones here. So why had Gell said there weren’t any? He hadn’t, the memory came. He’d said there were no docking bays, which was correct.

Stairway here; he swung into it and pounded up the steps. So far no one had been around to ask questions about why someone was running in the corridors, but there was likely to be a guard on the smallcraft. Or maybe not. He remembered how slack they’d gotten after having nothing happen for so long in the first part of the voyage of Llapaaloapalla.

As anticipated the stair ended two decks up, letting out on a long fore-and-aft corridor. If there were six general purpose auxiliaries and two fliers it didn’t really matter which way he went, but he wanted a general purpose one, because the pirate ship hadn’t had fliers and he didn’t know how to open the fairings Fers had mentioned. He headed aft to maximize his chances. No guards visible, which was in a way disappointing. Not that he wanted to shoot anybody… here was a hatch, of the same pattern that had led to the auxiliaries on the pirate ship. He put his back into it, but it was wasted effort. The lever gave smoothly.

Now the securing latches. He stepped back into the corridor and headed aft… there. If he had the pattern right there were four of them, the same general type as the hatch latches. He had to assume that the glyph the handles pointed to meant "secured", but it was probably the best bet. The first one yielded as smoothly as the hatch had, and so did the second.

Rapid thuds came up the corridor. Ander Korwits was running that way, her robe streaming out. He shook his head, casting off the distraction, and threw the third latch. «What are you doing?» she asked, low but insistent.

«Stealing a smallcraft.» He twisted his mouth. «I suppose it could be called ‘borrowing’. If I make it to Llapaaloapalla, you can have it back.» There, that did it for the fourth latch.

She followed him into the access trunk, crowding close as he worked the handle for access to the ship proper. «You don’t need to do this,» she urged, still in a low voice. «I’ve told you. You can have all the status you want among us.»

«I’m sorry.» She’d made the offer before; so had Alper Gor, in the occasional intervals. He’d thought about it, if fleetingly, but the prospect had no real appeal. The warmth pressing against him was a strong argument, but the women lived in a section to themselves, and he’d never seen another male of either species during the llor or so he’d been there. Continued association with Brendik Jons had no appeal… he’d also discovered he had no more wish to cast away the chance of returning home than Todd had had. He expressed it in his own mind as "Granpap’s funeral", but even to himself he made no attempt to deny that there was much more to it than that.

He pushed her back into the corridor, not encountering too much resistance, and secured the hatch. Then the entry hatch to the ship, and forward to the control deck, with fingers crossed that the nuñe ptith used the same system as the dar ptith did. Zifthkakik activator here, and a right-handed sidestick for the pilot, not too different from the ones in the Hornets except lacking all the pushbuttons for weapons functions. Activator engaged, and the left-handed meter above the nav instruments began swinging toward the usable zone.

The hatch banged. He laid the weapon within easy reach and continued the startup. If it was open when he broke loose, too bad for whoever was in the entry… he had a momentary flash of white limbs and robe disarranged and drifting, and hesitated.

Another bang from the hatch, this time sounding like it had when he’d secured it. Then soft pounding in the gangway, and Ander Korwits came onto the control deck, face flushed with exertion, robe streamed back over her hips. She felt his stare, twitched the robe so that she was covered, and leaned against the hatch coaming, breathing heavily.

«What is this?» he asked sharply. «Get back to your quarters and say nothing.»

She shook her head. «It wouldn’t do any good. There’s no way I can stop you, and if you get away like this after I sponsored you they’ll put me out of the ship.»

«And you don’t think you could find another ship, or live Down?»

«That wouldn’t be a choice. I’d have to walk there, dressed like this, or less.»

He stared a moment. The energy indicator was in the safe zone. «Are Alper Gor and Luter Ander in the same danger?»

«Alper is, of course. Luter didn’t cooperate after the meeting.»

Shit! «Why didn’t you raise the alarm? Two or three burly Grallt could have managed.»

«I’m not so sure. You handled three of them, as I understand it. It wouldn’t matter anyway. Once you left me and made it to the outer corridor my breathing space would have been inevitable.»

He considered the prospect. Down two decks, fifty meters to the women’s quarters, there to fetch a sleeping woman who didn’t know what was going on… «Shit! How long would it take you to fetch Alper Gor here?»

«Too long.» She made a throwing-away gesture. «I never liked her much anyway.»

He knew that sort of black humor. «Try anyway. You at least can be expected to be walking the corridors. I will stay here as long as possible.» She looked at him wildly. «Go, go! We may not have enough time. We certainly won’t if you waste it.» Another wild look, then a nod, and she was gone in a flash of robe and legs.

Peters snatched up the weapon and followed. She vanished through the hatch, robe flapping, and he took up a position just inside, alert for any passers-by. Minutes stretched, and he thought irritably, If you think this is complicated, wait ’til we get back t’ Llapaaloapalla. Talk about complications! He thought about closing the hatch and hoping nobody chancing by would notice that the docking catches were released. No, that wouldn’t work. He wouldn’t be able to watch, or tell when the girls were coming.

More time went by. It seemed like hours… he was really disappointed in the ferassi. Surely they had some kind of deck patrol or watch in this area. On the other hand, it seemed that they kept to themselves and never had visitors. If so, they might scarcely be capable of imagining such a sequence of events… Ah. Here came the deck watch, a ferassi with a single ring around his bicep. He was strolling along idly, a nightstick swinging from a belt at his waist, not really noticing anything. Another neat ethical problem.

Peters waited until the man was almost at the hatch and had begun to express puzzlement at its being open before making his move. He jumped out, threatened the crewman with the weapon, and moved in fast. The man–kid, really–didn’t have nearly enough time to react before Peters had him in a choke hold. Whack with the butt-end of the weapon; it didn’t put the ferassi out, but it stunned and confused him, and Peters used the moment to drag him through the hatch and into the smallcraft. The belt made a satisfactory immobilizer, and a swift review of the cabinets by the hatch found one that seemed empty and had an outside lock. Now if nobody had come along in the interim–

The two women were coming up the corridor. He’d known they were quick on the uptake; it now appeared that they also had their priorities straight. They also evidently hadn’t encountered anyone in the corridors. Both had kathir suits slung over their shoulders, but Ander Korwits was still in her robe, Alper Gor was as naked as he’d left her, and between the two of them nobody, or at least no male, could have failed to take notice that something out of the ordinary was going on.

Alper scowled as he handed them through. Well, that was to be expected, he supposed. He yanked open the cabinet and dragged the unresisting officer to the hatch, shoved him out, and dogged it. «Get forward,» he hissed. «That fellow will be able to free himself in moments.»

«Why didn’t you just kill him?» Ander Korwits wanted to know.

«It didn’t seem necessary or appropriate.» He pounded forward, took the control seat, and called out, «Take hold. I don’t know if the compensator is properly set or not, and I don’t want to take the time.» Then he yanked the sidestick up and sideways.

The smallship broke loose with loud scrunches and squeals of tortured metal, but break loose it did, and Peters rotated the heading until the planet was in view and pressed the control forward. Time to make distance and velocity before taking care of other matters.

Ander took the seat to his left, the navigator’s position, with a swish of white cloth. The robe had become disarranged again, offering a good view of regions concealed in most normal circumstances. «What do you intend?» she asked as Alper Gor took the other adjacent chair, still elegantly clad in nothing whatever.

«First, place some distance between us and the ship, and take on velocity. Details will follow from how much of that I am able to achieve. My ultimate goal is Llapaaloapalla.»

«Will you be able to reach it?» Ander had made no move to rearrange her clothing.

This’d make a good book cover, Peters thought sardonically. Heroic spaceman in Spandex, flanked by one good-lookin’ woman naked as a jaybird and another good as. Too bad you’d have t’ put a cardboard flap over it. «Get dressed, both of you,» he said irritably. «I saw you brought your airsuits. That was smart. We’re likely to need them.»

Ander Korwits stood, flicked her robe into position, and stepped back with a flash of smile, but Alper Gor kept her seat. «I don’t think I will,» she said. «I haven’t gone around bare since I moved into the adults’ quarters. It feels good, and the events of the next few tle should be interesting. I want to watch.»

«Ssth. If anything happens in the next few tle we are probably lost,» Peters told her irritably. «And in any case I don’t need the distraction.»

«You find me distracting?» she asked, with arched eyebrows and a little wiggle.

«Ssth.» Peters grinned. «Go get dressed, Alper. If you want to display your elegant self, I can find a larger audience if we make it.»

She grinned back. «But I want to be present for every thrilling moment of this.»

«Whereas I am strongly hoping that no thrilling moments occur. Get your suit on. Your carcass will not be nearly so attractive if it is exposed to vacuum.»

«You’re probably right.» She got up, still grinning, arranged herself briefly in a provocative pose, and moved aft, out of his line of view. Peters shook his head, stared at stars and the planet a moment to recover his composure, and turned to the navigation instrument.

Every zifthkakik had a unique identifier–call it a serial number–and a portion of that sequence was used by the detectors for nav guidance. Gell had insisted that he memorize the sequences for Llapaaloapalla and the smaller dli, and he had, if he could remember all of it under these conditions. The controls on this instrument were different, of course, and they hadn’t studied the ones on the pirate ship very closely, assuming that details like that could wait.

He was still puzzling over the gadget when Ander Korwits returned to stand at his elbow, dressed fully if still less than modestly in the skintight suit. «What are you doing?» she asked. «Do you intend to land on the planet?»

«I’m entering the navigation identifier for Llapaaloapalla. No, I don’t intend to land on the planet. There are only two places upon it, both essentially points, where I might receive assistance, and I have no notion where they are or how to find them.»

«That’s a pity. I’ve never seen the surface of a planet,» she said a little wistfully. «I understand that it’s wild and very, very large.»

«Yes, that’s correct as far as it goes.» He finished entering the sequence, and observed with satisfaction that the instrument was active. The indicator was a ball painted in quarters of white and black instead of a pair of orthagonal pointers; he rotated the ship until the intersection was under the circle in the center and looked. Nothing. He inspected the instrument more closely. If those were numbers along the black-white boundaries, these were large… he rotated the ship a hundred and eighty degrees. There was a bright spark in about the right place, and he nodded. Then he looked up at Ander. «You’ve never been Down?»

«I’ve never been off the ship.» When he looked at her in incredulity she corrected, «Well, once before, of course. I was born on a different ship, and when I reached the age of bleeding I was traded to this one. So, yes, I’ve been off the ship before, but only once, and never to a planetary surface.»

«Isn’t this exciting?» said Alper as she took the right-hand seat again. «Just like Belsar Flen escaping Ptarne Keep, with the Jewel of Ropta and his first tuwe.»

«Details intrude,» Ander objected. «Belsar Flen had his loyal retainer Kuniss and a stalwart crew of andar to help him, as I recall. And we hardly constitute a valid tuwe; there are only two of us, and we are far too old.»

«You have no imagination,» Alper Gor said cheerfully. «He even looks a little like I imagine Belsar Flen to look: dark-haired, tall, at the height of his vigor, with noble features.»

Ander considered her–captor?–sidelong. She had long beautiful lashes. «I can’t quite visualize Belsar Flen in an airsuit, though.»

The blonde girl waved that off. «Of course not. But he was wearing the uniform of the Keep guardsmen at the time; that’s how he got access to the jewel in the first place. The situation is exactly parallel.»

«What are you two talking about?» Peters asked.

Ander was smiling. «Alper refers to a book of history, or to be more accurate, historical romance. Belsar Flen was one of the early figures in our history. There are squares of stories about his exploits, each less credible than the one before it.» She held out a hand as if in presentation. «In the incident she refers to, he coerced the Jewel into providing him with great wealth, and used that to essentially found our society.»

«Bah. To the extent I understand your society, I would be more likely to destroy it than found another. It could certainly use a few innovations.»

«And if you did so, you would become a figure of romance for later generations,» Alper pointed out. «Just think, Ander, here we are at the beginning… »

Wham! came from aft, the vibrations transmitted through the fabric of the boat. Peters twisted the sidestick at random; the craft swerved and tumbled. The compensator was obviously not set correctly, because the rapid motion almost pushed them out of their seats. They caught sight of a bright spark. It flared green, and simultaneously another jolt tingled their feet. «What was that?» Ander asked in alarm.

«I would suppose it’s your relatives, come to object to my making free with their possessions,» Peters said drily. «I should have been taking precautions, but I was distracted.»

A crackling voice emanated from somewhere on the control panel, saying something demanding. Peters jumped. «It seems you are correct,» Ander Korwits remarked.

«What did he say?»

«Shorn of the imprecations, he demands that you return to the ship,» said Ander.

Peters eyed the panel. «I wasn’t aware this craft had a communicator. Do you know how to operate it?»

Ander shrugged. «Only in theory. If the books have it right, the mechanism should be on the panel in front of Alper.»

«Yes. Here.» The blonde girl handed him an object that trailed a long cord. «Speak into the grille, there. You have to push or activate something, all the stories are clear on that, but I don’t know what.»

His fingers found a smooth lever on the side of the object. He pressed it, felt a click, and said, «Do you hear me? This is John Peters.»

«I hear you,» said the voice. «Return to the ship. You cannot escape.»

Peters couldn’t help himself. «Don’t be trite.»

«I fail to understand.»

«Never mind,» he said to the front transparency, and pressed the key. «I propose that you let me go. I have nothing but my own property and two individuals who seem to be of little or no value to you. The smallcraft is valuable, but you may have it back once I reach Llapaaloapalla if you will refrain from damaging your own property.»

«Return to the ship. We require your information, and we cannot accept your exposing us. Return to the ship.»

«I won’t return voluntarily,» Peters told the microphone. «You will have to destroy me, so the information is lost in any case. Why should I expose you? What profit would I gain?»

«Traders,» the voice said, sounding disgusted. «Return to the ship, Peters. Otherwise we will destroy you.»

«You have no imagination,» Peters responded, and lowered the mike. «Ander, if Alper’s panel has the communicator, yours very likely controls the weapons. What do we have? I can’t read the legends on the controls.»

«Here are activators and level controls for four breakbeams,» she said, pointing.

«I have no confidence in my ability to hit anything with a breakbeam,» Peters said. «Where are the controls for the–» Shit. He didn’t know the word. «There are weapons which are self-directing. Fredik Fers told me about them. Are the controls there?»

«I don’t know what you mean.» Wham! and another lurch. «Here are a row of activator switches, but the legends are covered with a sign that says ‘do not use’.»

«Can you remove the cover?» Wham! «Quickly. Your relatives are becoming insistent.»

«Not while the ship is jerking about.»

«I’ll try to buy some time.» He spoke into the mike. «Stop shooting, stop shooting. What treatment will I receive if I return?»

«That hasn’t been decided. Return to the ship; we will discuss it. There is no alternative.»

«I cannot return directly,» he pointed out. «The energy cost is prohibitive. I propose to loop the planet in order to redirect my velocity.»

«That is acceptable. We will follow. If you deviate from the proper course we will destroy you.»

Peters looked up and rolled his eyes. This guy had obviously not been reading the stories Ander and Alper had told him about; nobody would talk like that afterward. «I understand,» he told the microphone. «Be tolerant. I am not experienced, and my course may not be exact.»

«Just get it right,» the voice growled.

Peters grinned; here was something off script. «I’ll do my best,» he told the mike.

«You had better. End of transmission.» The other ship was now visible, a spark off to starboard and "high" from their current orientation.

Peters looked at it, then back at Ander. «What have you discovered, if anything?»

«I was able to remove most of the covering, but I broke a fingernail in doing so.» Peters growled; she grinned up at him, then looked back at the panel. Alper Gor was leaning over him, trying to see what they were doing, and pressing her anatomy against his shoulder in the process. «The legend says ‘seekers’,» Ander explained. «There are six activators; I take that to mean we have six ‘seekers’, whatever they are.»

«Activate one of them… no, wait.» He rotated the ship, Alper hanging on his seat back as he did so, until the spark of the other ship was nearly centered in the front transparency. There was a circle there, engraved in the material, with four short lines forming a centerless cross at a forty-five degree angle, and he adjusted the sidestick until the other ship was as nearly centered as possible. «Now. Activate a ‘seeker’.»

Ander threw the switch with a click. «Nothing happened,» she remarked after a moment.

«This may take time… no, we are missing part of the procedure. What else do you find in that area of the panel?»

«A lot of things. It’s confusing.»

«Is there anything labeled ‘door’ or ‘opening’ or anything cognate?»

She looked up in surprise. «Why, yes, there is, but it isn’t next to the ‘seeker’ controls.»

Peters rolled his eyes again. «What do the labels say in that area?»

«There are only glyphs. Here is a kh–»

«Are there four of them?»

«Yes, numbered one through four.»

«For the breakbeams, I would imagine. How many ‘seeker’ activators did you say there were?»

«Six.»

«Is there a set of six switches in the ‘door’ group?»

«No. Here is a group of switches, labeled ‘Z12 through ‘Z32.»

«Move those three switches to the ‘open’ position, please.»

«The positions aren’t labeled.»

Peters rolled his eyes again. «Then we will assume that the doors are currently closed,» he said patiently. «Move the switches to the opposite position.»

She did so. «Don’t be cross,» she said with a touch of petulance.

«I’m not cross. I am nervous. You have my apology if I seemed cross.» Alper Gor giggled in his ear. A group of indicators illuminated, two rows of three at the bottom of the front transparency. «Ah. We have achieved something.»

«Those lamps are yellow,» Alper pointed out.

«So?»

«Foolish person.» That was a single word; a better rendering might be ‘silly’. «Yellow is the color for something that is working, but has some deficiency.»

«By coincidence we use it the same way.»

«You are straying farther from course than permissible, even for an inexperienced operator,» the radio said. «Correct your vector.»

The planet nearly filled their field of view. Peters operated the stick, adding velocity at right angles to their course, and picked up the microphone. «Is that better?»

«You are still far from the correct course.»

«I told you I was inexperienced. Which way should I add or subtract velocity?»

«If you roll ship so that the limb of the planet is horizontal,» the voice said, «and the present vector is ahead, you should add velocity in a direction two points to the right and one up.» The tone was remarkably similar to that he’d used to Ander Korwits a moment ago, and both girls giggled this time.

Peters complied with the instructions. «Is that better?»

«Much better. Keep your course. End of transmission.»

Peters flexed his shoulders to relieve the tension, and again rotated the ship to center the other one in the reticle. «Ander, activate a ‘seeker’, please.»

«Just one?»

«Yes, please.»

«Here is number three.» One of the lamps, at top center, went out, and a red-orange one beside it came on.

«What does that color mean?» he asked.

Alper frowned. «In normal circumstances it means ‘danger’ or ‘something is wrong’. But these are weapons. Possibly it means that the other party is in danger.»

«Hmm… I don’t care to–» he was about to say "experiment" when the red lamp went out and a blue one came on. «That looks promising,» he noted.

«Yes. Blue is the color of readiness or proper operation.»

«We can hope.» They waited for several moments, but nothing happened. «We are still missing part of the procedure,» Peters said with a frustrated grimace.

«I was thinking,» Ander began.

«Yes?»

She gestured at the panel. «These are called ‘seekers’. In order to seek something, one must be told what it is, isn’t that right?»

«Yes, that’s inherent in the concept.»

«Precisely. I activated the seeker, and the lamp changed from yellow to red. A few moments later the blue light illuminated. It seems logical to me that ‘seeker number three’ has notified us that it now knows what to seek.»

«Ander, you are a brilliantly intelligent person,» Peters said gravely. «I believe you are precisely correct. So what is missing is the command or permission to the ‘seeker’ to perform its function.»

«So I would suppose.»

Peters looked over the controls available at his chair. Navigation instruments, zifthkakik activator and level controls, compensator…

«Perhaps the control is on Alper’s panel,» Ander suggested.

«That wouldn’t make sense,» Alper protested. «The ship operator controls the direction. The control should be available to him.»

There were a pair of pedals or treadles in the floor. Grallt ships didn’t use rudder pedals, and he hadn’t needed any in operating this one… he pressed the right pedal. Nothing. Then the left one. A thump from below their feet, and a small object left the front of the ship at high speed. Simultaneously the blue lamp went out, leaving five yellows glowing.

There was a short pause; then the spark of the other ship expanded enough to see it as a sphere, even at that distance, then faded away to nothing. «That seems to have done it,» he said with satisfaction. «I’ll change our course to head for Llapaaloapalla.»

«Yes,» said Alper Gor in a musing tone. «I wonder who that was.»

Peters looked up in startlement. They–he–had just killed somebody, or several somebodies, the women had known all their lives.

«It sounded like Brendik Jons,» Ander Korwits remarked, her voice devoid of color.

«Yes,» Alper agreed. «I served him a few times while I was in the tuwe… I didn’t like him very much.»

Ander nodded. «So did I… I don’t think he bathed regularly.»

«No… I wonder who else was on board.»

«I don’t see that we had any real choice in the matter,» Peters said gently.

«No,» Ander agreed. She looked up at him, face sober, sidelit by reflected light from the planet.

He stood and took Alper Gor’s hand, then took the single step down from the pilot’s station to the main deck. «Come here,» he said gently. Ander rose, and he took both of them in the best hug he could manage. They came without resistance, molding their bodies to his, and he said softly, «It’s never good to see relatives die, even if you didn’t like them very much. I would have avoided that if possible, but there didn’t seem to be a way. You should mourn them. Even if you didn’t like them, they were still family.» Neither responded verbally, but Ander burrowed under his arm, and Alper pressed her face against his right shoulder. They stood that way for a long moment, and Peters felt a drop of warm moisture touch his right ear.

  





Chapter Forty-One

Peters sat in the control chair, mind in the condition he privately thought of as ‘neutral mode’. The spark ahead was almost big enough to resolve into the bulk of Llapaaloapalla. Ander Korwits and Alper Gor were aft, in one of the two cabins the smallship offered, crying, sleeping, waiting apprehensively, or some combination.

An object crossed his field of view, right to left, at a tremendous rate, leaving a subliminal impression of something dart-shaped. That generated a line of thought, his first in several utle, and he dug out the earbug and inserted it. "Green Three Seven," he said, the only call sign he’d ever been assigned. "Is anybody on th’ frequency?"

"Green Three Seven, Hornet Two Oh Two." There was a pause. "Petty Officer Peters, is that you?" The woman sounded as if she were speaking conversationally from a few feet away, which meant the earbug’s batteries were still good. She must have been close by, because the earbugs had very limited range. That agreed with what he knew of fighter pilot training: get on the tail and close. If he could look back he could probably read the numbers on the bird.

"Yes, ma’am, it’s me. Uh, Two Oh Two, Green Three Seven, that’s affirmative, ma’am."

"Ha," she said, a short bark of amusement. "Green Three Seven, I take it that you’re aboard the brick I just intercepted."
"That’s affirmative, Two Oh Two. Request permission to come aboard."

"Wait one, Green Three Seven."
"Roger, Two Oh Two, Green Three Seven is standin’ by."

There was a pause while the pilot–Travers, it was, if the first-line crews were flying CAP; Roper otherwise–checked over the UHF. At length she said, "Permission not granted, Green Three Seven, repeat, permission not granted until you answer a few questions."
"Understood, Two Oh Two. Ask away."

"Is there anybody in earshot of you who speaks English?"
"No, ma’am, there ain’t. There ain’t nobody but me and two others aboard, and neither one of them speaks English. They ain’t here with me right now anyway."

"Then who’s flying that thing, Three Seven?"
"I am, ma’am. Uh, Two Oh Two, Green Three Seven is in control."

"He says he’s flying it." The voice was incredulous, and Peters started to respond, then realized that the earbug had made an error. She’d been speaking into the UHF, and the processor hadn’t caught the redirection of her remarks. There was a pause, then, "Green Three Seven, the last information we had was that you were missing from groundside. Commander Bolton wants to know what the–what happened."
"Well, ma’am, I reckon you could say I got abducted by space pirates," Peters said wryly. "I just now escaped and want to come home."

"Are the rest of the space pirates on your tail, Three Seven?" The question wasn’t as sardonic as it might have been if the events of the last couple of months hadn’t happened.

"I reckon it’s possible, ma’am," Peters conceded. "I done shot one of ‘em down in the process of makin’ my escape, and I reckon the rest ain’t likely to be too happy about it."

"Understood, Three Seven." Pause. "They’re scrambling the ready CAP. Help is on the way."
"Yes, ma’am, and I’m grateful." He thought for a moment. "Anybody been keepin’ an eye on the ferassi trade ship that’s on orbit a hundred and twenty, maybe a hundred and fifty degrees ahead of us?"

"We’ve been watching, Three Seven. They had some activity a few hours ago, but nothing since."
"I reckon that ‘activity’ was me, then, Two Oh Two. If they ain’t done nothin’ since, probably there ain’t no reason to send out the birds ’til they do."

"Never hurts to be sure, Three Seven."
"There is that, ma’am."

"Sure is… That ship appears to be of the same pattern as the one that shot us up, and its weapons bays seem to be open. Care to comment, Three Seven?"

Oops. "Uh, Two Oh Two, that’s affirmative on the ship type." He scrambled out of the chair and down to the weapons control station. "Sorry about the weapons bays, we was doin’ somethin’ else and just forgot." He scanned the panel, trying to remember where the switches were, and spotted a set that looked right. "Two Oh Two, if I’ve done the right things the weapons bays ought to be closin’ up right now."

"That’s affirmative, Three Seven." The yellow lights below the windshield went out, and Peters climbed back into the control chair. "Check your velocity," the Hornet pilot said as he was doing so. "Don’t get too close to the ship until we’ve resolved this."
"Aye aye, ma’am." He took the control and complied, thinking as he did so, Shit. Navy-ass rigamarole when all I wanted was to get aboard and get some shut-eye.
The Hornet came into view from overhead, matching velocities and taking up station a few hundred meters ahead and a little to port and up. It rotated so that the canopy faced him and the figure inside raised its arm in greeting. Peters returned the gesture, realizing as he completed it that he had done so left-handed, like a Grallt, and the earbug said, "I only see one person on the control deck, Three Seven. Is that you?"
"Two Oh Two, that’s affirmative." He raised an arm again, being careful to do so right-handed.

"Three Seven, you said there were two other persons aboard. I’d like to see them."
"Aye, ma’am, but I reckon they’re asleep right now," he told her. "It’ll take a couple minutes."

"Understood, Three Seven. Hornet Two Oh Two is standing by."
Peters sighed, headed aft, and knocked on the cabin door. «May I enter?» he called.

Ander Korwits had been crying; her face was still flushed, and her eyes were wet. «What do you need, John?» she asked. «We had a nap, but we were about to get up anyway.»

«The people from my ship are suspicious,» he said. «They want to see you before we can come aboard. I need for you to come forward to the control cabin and show yourselves.»

«Both of us?»

«Yes. I’m sorry. I didn’t expect there to be formalities.»

«That’s all right. Alper’s still asleep; I’ll get her.» She turned back into the cabin, returning in a few moments with Alper Gor, who had also been crying, the effects more prominent on her pale features.

Peters gathered them into another hug. «I hope this won’t take too long,» he said. «We all need sleep. Just come forward and show yourselves.» They took the few steps forward into the control cabin, and he said into the earbug, "Here are my passengers, Two Oh Two."

«What did you say?» Ander asked, and Peters had to wave her to silence as the earbug said, "Spaaaaaace Pirates," with an extended sardonic lilt. He glanced to his right. Alper Gor had taken the instruction to "show herself" literally, and was disrobing, her kathir suit already down to her waist. "I see you acquired some pirate treasure in the process of escaping," the Hornet pilot said, her tone laden with skeptical disapproval.

"Sorry ’bout that, ma’am, I told the ladies to show themselves to you, and Ms. Gor done mistaken my meanin’. Wait one, please, ma’am."

"Standing by," said the pilot.

«Put your suit back on,» he told Alper, who had peeled down as far as the knees. She looked up, surprise on her face, and Peters gestured out the viewport. «Dress yourself,» he repeated. «The person making inquries wishes only to know who is present. She doesn’t need or want that level of detail.»

Alper lifted her eyebrows questioningly but began pulling her suit up, and Ander grasped his elbow. «You’re speaking to the person operating that ship?» she asked, indicating the Hornet.

«Yes. The operator is a human female, one of my superiors in our precedence structure.»

«An osfer, if I remember.»

«Officer. Yes, that’s correct.»

«We wondered what that thing was,» she said, indicating his head and by implication the earbug. «So it’s a communication device. It’s hard to believe that anything so small could do that.»

«Yes,» Peters agreed. «It’s part of what we had hoped to sell, to earn ornh for spacecraft of our own.» He touched her shoulder. «Patience. I need to speak with my officer again.» She stood, doubt and a trace of fear on her features, and Peters touched her cheek with his forefinger and said into the earbug, "I been talkin’ to my passengers, Two Oh Two, and I reckon we got it straight now."

"Understood, Three Seven. Are these individuals in any way related to the unfortunates we found aboard the pirate ship?"
"That ain’t got a straight answer, ma’am." He thought for a split second. "I reckon you might call ‘em graduates of a similar program, ma’am, but they’re free individuals and are here of their own will."

"I’ll be checking on that, Three Seven. You might say I’ve got a personal interest."
"Any time, ma’am."

"I’ll hold you to that. You’re cleared to land, Three Seven. Don’t break anything."
"Understand that Green Three Seven is cleared to land, Hornet Two Oh Two. I’ll be careful."

The Hornet pilot returned the two tongue-clucks that substituted for clicking the mike button, and Peters looked first at Ander Korwits, then at Alper Gor. Alper had dressed herself, and Peters sighed. «Please be seated,» he said. «I’ve done this before, but this is a strange ship, and I’m not an expert. Be on your guard.»

They acknowledged with murmurs. A pair of Tomcats came into view, their velocity low relative to his own, drifting from overhead to stations ahead and to right and up. He viewed them with a combination of appreciation and disfavor. The help would certainly be both effective and welcome if needed, but he couldn’t help feeling a bit like an athletic performer with expert judges waiting on the sidelines to offer their evaluation of his performance. Wiping out against the aft face of the ship would surely be a one-oh or worse… he set himself.

Llapaaloapalla was a distinct rectangle, and Peters began adjusting his vectors. He’d done this before, all right, and in the freight hauler, which was a good bit bigger than the ferassi auxiliary, but the controls were strange and the situation stranger, and he wanted to do it right. It took longer than it should have, and he had a couple of nervous moments when the landing-director lights broke into bars to indicate that he needed to make a course correction, but finally the boat flashed across the threshold into the retarder fields. He cut power and lowered to the deck, hitting with a crunch of abused sheet metal because the control position was higher than he was used to.

«It’s very different,» Ander whispered.

«It’s just a ship,» Alper contradicted, her nervous expression belying her bravado. «Will we have comfortable quarters, John?»

«I thought you could stay with me, at least for a while. My quarters are fairly comfortable, but you won’t have servants in the way you’re accustomed to.»

Ander looked alarmed. «Only for a while? What happens afterward?»

«Calm yourself,» Peters told her. «You can stay with me as long as you wish; that’s a personal promise from me to both of you. Never doubt that for a moment, but if I understand the usage correctly you have now joined the human ptith. We do things differently, and you have the power to decide for yourself where you sleep, not to mention who you sleep with.» He grinned. «You may very well find someone you like better.»

«I don’t think that’s very likely.»

«You haven’t met anyone else from our group yet… come. They’re waiting for us to come out, and they’ll get suspicious if we delay too long.»

* * *

«I like this one,» Ander said, fingering a bit of fabric, and Peters looked up to see what it was she thought well of.

«No, no,» Dee reproved. «It’s much too bright and garish.» There had been a little trouble when the Grallt girl was pressed into service as advisor in aesthetics. Ander and Alper had tended to treat her as a servant or worse, issuing brusque commands and being oblivious to her preferences.

That had lasted a tle or less. With two hundred sailors who regarded her as something between a trusted shipmate and a baby sister backing her up, Dee was a person of consequence and knew it. She’d handled the situation with grace and aplomb.

«But I like bright colors,» Alper objected. «Everything back home was so bland and dull.»

«Yes, so do I, but bright colors should be used as accents,» Dee explained reasonably. «You’ll be living here. If you make it garish with colors and designs you won’t be able to sleep or rest.»

Alper said something else, but Peters had gone back to his list-making. Their new apartment, in the luxury section at the bow, had four bedrooms and a central salon. The salon and two of the bedrooms had windows, with shutters that would be closed at High Phase. There were many things he might have imagined himself doing in outer space, but picking out window curtains hadn’t been on that list until very recently.

«There’s someone at the door,» Ander Korwits said. «Shall I respond?»

«Yes, if you don’t mind,» Peters told her absently, entering another item on the list: pillows.

«Alper, get out of sight,» Ander instructed sternly, and Dee covered her mouth with her hand, eyes dancing. The blonde woman giggled and sauntered toward the bedchambers, and Peters almost involuntarily followed her with his eyes. After much negotiation Alper Gor had consented to cover herself in public, but refused to do so within their living quarters. «You say I am a free person, able to make my own choices,» she’d pointed out with mischievous logic. «I choose to go bare. I find it comfortable, and besides, it’s an advantage to you. It unsettles your visitors and puts them at a disadvantage in discussions.» The "unsettles" part was certainly true. He thought, ultra-privately, that Ander was prettier, but a meter eighty of streamlined blonde in the altogether tended to have an effect on guests, especially male guests, more commonly associated with blunt instruments.

"She asks you to come in," said a half-remembered voice in English, and Peters looked up to see Dreelig escort one of the Hornet drivers into the room. The "ambassador" was wearing khakis and looked disgruntled.

The woman with him scanned the apartment with short suspicious glances. She was also in khakis, with a sparkle of gold at her collar point; she had brown hair cut just below the ear, brown eyes, and a face that would have been generously pretty if not for her truculent expression. Lieutenant Commander Travers, XO of VF-97. Her eye lit on Dee; after a moment the Grallt girl smiled, an expression so brightly artificial it might have been stainless steel, and the visitor quirked a corner of her mouth and looked away. "Well, PO Peters, looks like you fell in the honey pot," was her opening comment. "Where’s the other girl? You dumped her already?"

"Come on in, Ms. Travers," Peters invited, the last syllable coinciding with the click as Dreelig closed the door behind him. "Have a seat. Sorry about the jumble, we ain’t fully set up yet." She scowled and made no move to sit, and he laced his fingers together over the clipboard and looked up at her. "What can we do for you?" he asked mildly.

"For one thing, you can stand up and offer me the respect due an officer," she spat.

Peters didn’t move. "Well, ma’am, these here’s private quarters, and in my own home I wouldn’t pop to for CNO," he said, keeping his voice level with effort.

«Who is this annoying person?» Ander Korwits asked. She had adopted her stone face, motionless as a statue’s and showing less emotion.

«This is Lieutenant Commander Travers,» Dee told her brightly, sword-edged smile wavering not a hair. «She is an operator of the ships called Hornet.»

«’She’? This is a female?»

«Yes, of course. Why do you ask?»

«Bullshit.» She surveyed their visitor. «She has less breast tissue than John does. Alper’s breasts are enormous by comparison, and I am positively gross.»

Peters smiled. «There is no portion of your anatomy that can be considered ‘gross’ in any respect. As for Ms. Travers, if I am not mistaken her breasts were removed when she began operating fighting-ships. The accelerations involved in operating ships without zifthkakik make large breasts very uncomfortable, or so I am told.»

«Several of the female ship operators have undergone the alteration,» Dee confirmed.

«She must have wanted to become a fighting-ship operator very badly to accept such mutilation.»

Peters nodded. «It takes a strong desire to become a fighting-ship operator in any case; the training regime is rigorous. But her acceptance of the ‘mutilation’ was probably affected by the fact that it isn’t permanent. Her breasts were preserved by a special procedure, and can be restored when she wishes.»

Ander performed a flick of her forefinger, the tiny motion betraying her agitation. «John, you will have to tell me a great deal more about your society. I have heard and seen some amazing things, but this–»

Dreelig had been translating in a low tone as the others spoke. Travers had grown more and more choleric, and now she burst out, "God damn it, Peters, I didn’t come here to discuss my tits or lack thereof, and stop talking past me like I wasn’t here!"

«She isn’t very gracious,» Ander observed.

«No. She feels that I should be obsequious, and she doesn’t consider her anatomy a fit subject for discussion, but I think something else is disturbing her as well.»

«Yes. She seemed agitated when she first came in.» She eyed Travers, preserving her complete neutrality of expression. «Why does she feel you should be obsequious?»

«She is an officer. You heard about our precedence structure when I explained it to Elisin Troy. By her estimation I am of no consequence.»

«By her estimation no one is of any consequence unless she grants it,» Dee put in.

«Hmph.» The grunt was no less contemptuous for being devoid of inflection. «Her estimation is in error.»

«Your estimation doesn’t affect hers, I’m afraid,» Peters told her, and she acknowledged that with a nod of perhaps a millimeter. "Ms. Travers, I ain’t meanin’ to talk past you, but I was tryin’ to get Ander up to speed. She asked about your surgery, except the word she used would translate best as ‘mutilation’, and I told her what I know about it. I reckon you heard from Dreelig how much that is." He leaned back slightly. "If this is a social call, or if you’ve got questions, now’d be a real good time for you to take a chair and speak your piece."

"Social call," Travers hissed. "God damn it, Peters, I came to take these girls out of your clutches and into an environment where they can get some proper support! The only reason I’m even talking to you is to give you a chance to be cooperative."

Peters stared into her face for a moment, collecting his thoughts. "The ladies are free to go wherever and whenever they want," he said, forcing his voice to stay even, "and as for support, I’m providin’ that as best I can."

"Yeah," Travers sneered, "using them as sex slaves is real fine support! Dreelig, tell the girl to get her friend and come with us. Peters, Commander Bolton and Mr. Everett are waiting out in the hall in case you give me trouble."

Dreelig said reluctantly, «Please go and get the other girl. You must come with us; Peters is an unsuitable person to have you in custody.»

«No.»

"She refuses," Dreelig explained.

"I heard her." Travers turned to face Ander. "You need to get out of this asshole’s clutches and over into the women’s quarters," she said, making a visible effort to keep her voice level. "You may be refugees, but you don’t have to put up with being used to get this jerk’s rocks off." Ander didn’t respond with so much as a twitch, and Travers added: "Tell her, Dreelig."

«Ms. Travers has arranged for you to have living quarters with the other human women,» Dreelig explained. «You are distressed persons, but help is available; you need not submit to the sexual appetites of unsuitable persons.»

«She is deranged, to make such arrangements without consulting me,» Ander noted. «Alper can speak for herself, but I am where I wish to be.»

"She still refuses," Dreelig reported. "She says you don’t understand–"

Dee giggled. "Actually, what she said is that you’re crazy, Spike. It’s as good an explanation as any."

"You stay out of this, you stupid little bint! Just because you like whoring for two hundred sailors doesn’t mean anybody else has to put up with it."

Dee looked up, teeth bared in what might be mistaken for a smile. "I’ll keep your comments in mind, Spike. Too bad I don’t have a recorder."

Travers colored. After a moment she said to Peters, "Tell the girls to come with me, sailor. Otherwise you’re going to be in deep trouble."

"Well, now, I reckon you ain’t thought that out real well," Peters remarked. He was gripping the arms of the chair, trying to keep the shakes from showing. "If I give ‘em that order, and they do it, it proves you’re right, don’t it? And if they don’t, you’ll just try somethin’ else. So I ain’t sayin’ nothin’."

"Get the Commander," Travers said to Dreelig, then looked back at Peters. "You are up shit’s creek, sailor," she said with venom. "I’ll see to it you get life in Statesville if I can’t get you hung."

"All right, what’s going on?" Bolton asked as he shouldered through the door. Everett towered over him as he followed.

"Ms. Travers has barged into private quarters, insulted everyone present, and made threats," Dee summarized brightly. "She now calls on you to aid and abet kidnapping."

The men stopped, indecision on their faces. «Why are these men here? Tell them to leave,» said Ander Korwits.

«They are here to carry you off,» Dee explained. «My telling them to leave won’t affect the situation.»

"I told you to pipe down, you stupid little bitch," Travers said in a voice laden with emotion. "What did you tell her?"

"I told her you and your henchmen were here to abduct her," Dee said, still showing teeth. "She objects to the procedure."

"Why you–" Travers made to swing at Dee, but the Grallt girl intercepted the hand in mid-arc.

Peters knew without looking around what had induced the pole-axed expressions on the visitors’ faces. Alper Gor stalked out of the bedroom, still nude, her expression as blank as Ander’s. She walked over to Travers and feigned a left-handed slap. When the human officer fended that off, the ferassi used the opening to plant her right hand in the woman’s gut. Travers bent over and started to retch; Bolton and Everett started to go to her, but Alper held up an imperious hand. «Tell them to wait, Grallt,» she said, and her voice could have been used to condense helium.

"She wants you to listen," Dreelig managed.

Travers started to straighten up, and Alper delivered a right-handed roundhouse slap that sent her spinning against the wall. «Grallt, you will translate this precisely,» Alper said. «John, tell me what he says. If he deviates by a hair from my meaning, shoot him.»

"She is telling me to translate her words," Dreelig rendered that with a tremble in his voice. "She told Peters to check my translation, and if it is wrong to kill me."

"Don’t worry too much, Dreelig," Peters said grimly. "I won’t shoot you, but you damn well better get it right."

«Did he render it accurately?» Alper demanded.

«He spoke idiomatically,» Dee told her. «Peters told him he won’t shoot him. I will if he needs it.»

«Thank you.» Alper faced the two male officers and stood erect. «Get out of here and don’t come back,» she said with force. «Leave the quasi-female; you may have the pieces back when we are finished, if you want them.» When Dreelig hesitated, she snapped: «Tell them, Grallt!»

"She says you are to go away and never return," Dreelig managed between gulps. "She says that Ms. Travers is to stay –"

"And she’s got Spike figured out to a T," Dee said brightly. "She said you can have what’s left back when we’re done. Don’t worry, we’ll keep the pieces big."

Bolton didn’t know whether to be enraged or appalled. "As you were!" he boomed. "Peters, call ‘em off."

Alper stood like a statue, and Peters managed a thin smile. "I ain’t in control of nothin’ here," he told the commander. "The ladies can sort it out, for all of me."

«What are they talking about?» Alper asked.

«The commander wants clarification of the situation,» Dee told her.

«’Commander’ is a title?»

«Yes.» Dee gestured at Bolton. «This man is the chief of the humans aboard Llapaaloapalla.»

Alper nodded shortly. «Ander, do you have the weapon?»

«Yes.» Ander had moved to stand between Peters and the others. She produced the push-force weapon. «Right here.»

«Good.» Alper nodded again. «Shoot this commander for me, please.»

  





Chapter Forty-Two

"John, is everyone still whole?" a vaguely English accent interrupted. "You don’t seem to be exhibiting your usual talent for getting on top of random situations."

"I ain’t had much room for maneuver," Peters replied. "And yeah, ain’t been no weapons discharged yet, everybody’s still healthy give or take a gut-ache or two."

"Good," Prethuvenigis approved. "Gentlemen, move aside a bit, if you would." The two male officers edged nervously to one side. The trader entered with caution, staying as far as possible from Bolton and Everett, and paused to survey the tableau. "Will someone be kind enough to inform me as to how this situation began? John, perhaps you should speak first."

"Well, Thuven, I ain’t quite caught up myself, but Miz Travers here come bustin’ in and started makin’ accusations, sayin’ I wasn’t no fit guardian for Ander and Alper on account of usin’ them as sex slaves, and proposin’ to take them off to the women’s quarters," Peters explained. "Ander wanted to know what was goin’ on, and between Dreelig and Dee I reckon she got filled in pretty good. She turned them down flat, and things started to get out of hand after that."

"I see. Dreelig, does that account accord with your recollection?"

"Yes, Prethuvenigis," the Grallt replied, looking around with nervous glances.

«Good. You are dismissed.»

«Enh?»

«I said you were dismissed, Dreelig,» Prethuvenigis said sharply. «Go to your quarters. I’ll speak to you later.»

«Yes, Prethuvenigis,» Dreelig said, and shambled dejectedly to the door.

«Dee, is this the individual who precipitated the altercation?» the trader asked.

«Yes.»

«What is her name?»

«Travers.»

«Thank you.» Prethuvenigis looked the woman over. She was leaning against the wall, breathing heavily, the left side of her face an angry red. "Ms. Travers, what was your motive in coming here and accosting these people?"

She had the courage to stick to her guns: "I came to get these unfortunate girls out of the hands of this abuser. I intended to get them over to the women’s quarters where we could take care of them properly."

"I see. And why did you bring Commander Bolton and his associate along?"

Travers glanced at Peters. "This man is known to be violent," she said sullenly. "I expected to need backup."

Prethuvenigis nodded. «Ander, this woman says she came to rescue you from abuse and maltreatment, and take you to where you could be cared for properly. Did you understand that?»

«Yes. She isn’t sane,» Ander said, keeping her neutral inflection. «I tried to tell her, through the Grallt, that I was happy where I was, but she wouldn’t listen.»

Alper Gor laughed in her silvery soprano. «No, she wouldn’t have,» she pointed out. «I don’t know this individual, but we met the type often in the tuwe, didn’t we, Ander?»

«Yes,» Ander Korwits agreed. «A female who assumes the privileges and powers of a male, including whatever treatment of the girls she may care to inflict. In the tuwe they didn’t often survive.»

«That’s exactly correct,» said Dee with heat. «She is the reason I left my post with the officers. I could no longer bear her treatment of me.»

Prethuvenigis nodded. "Ms. Travers, Ander Korwits and Alper Gor in their turn accuse you of wishing to abduct them so that you may conduct molestations of your own upon their persons. Do you have a response?"

Travers went white. "That’s a lie, God damn it. I should’ve known you cuntfaces would stick by your fair-haired boy!" She glared at Peters, her features distorted in a rictus of hatred. "You wait ’til you get back to Earth, jackass. You’ll be in the dock for slavery, sure as Hell."

Dee exploded. "Bullshit, Spike! You’re a groper and a fondler. If you had the equipment you’d be a rapist. Half the women in the unit’d bug out if they had a chance, just to get away from you–"

"Shut up, you God-damned little–"

"Fuck you!" Dee folded her arms and reflected Travers’s hate back at her. "You go ahead and file your goddamn charges," she hissed. "We’ll see what you look like when your supposed ‘victims’ call you a liar to your God-damned face, and I turn around and put in about fifty counts of sexual harassment!"

Travers didn’t respond, just stood there in a half-crouch like a cornered animal, breathing heavily, her face a mixture of rage, fear, and abashment. "Commander Bolton, you would do well to take Ms. Travers back to her quarters and see to her welfare," Prethuvenigis said mildly. "I understand that you have medicines that calm and soothe; their use is certainly indicated."

Bolton eased toward her, glancing warily at Ander Korwits, who still brandished the weapon. "He’s right, Stephanie," he said. "Come with us. We’ll get you back to your quarters and get a sedative in you." He took her arm; she pushed his hand away violently, but when he moved toward the entry she followed, craning her neck to face Peters the whole time. The commander urged her through the door, then turned back to say, "Everett, come on. As for you, Peters–" he gritted his teeth "–be in my quarters in one hour."

"I think not, Commander," Prethuvenigis said sharply. "Allow your associate to minister to Ms. Travers, and let me correct your understanding of the situation." Bolton looked around the room a little wildly, then nodded at Everett, who slipped out, closing the door behind him and leaving Bolton standing in front of it, looking pinned.

"Good," said the trader with a nod. «I know these are your quarters, John, but would you and the women mind absenting yourselves? You might step along to my apartment. Khonig has prepared tea and snacks, and I was on my way to issue an invitation when I discovered the uproar.»

«That seems a good plan to me,» Peters observed, a little amused. «The sort of interview you have in mind goes best without an audience. Perhaps Deela–» he emphasized the name slightly, to call attention to the modification «–might come along as well.»

«Innovation,» the Trader chief remarked. «Would you prefer the more usual ‘Deelis’?» He bestowed a twinkling smile on the Grallt girl.

«N-no,» she said a little unsteadily. «I rather like ‘Deela’.»

«Good,» said Peters. «It was time, I think. Alper, get dressed. We should go.»

«You come with me,» she insisted. «I don’t want to be out of sight of you.»

«We’ll both go,» Ander suggested.

In the bedroom they exchanged a mutual hug before Alper writhed into her suit. Bolton was seated when they left, looking apprehensive, and Peters acknowledged him with a nod and "Commander" as he passed, receiving a flash of lambent rage in return. Prethuvenigis showed them out, saying, «This shouldn’t take too long. I’ll see you in my quarters; we should be planning for the trip Down tomorrow.»

Peters murmured an affirmative, and they escaped into the corridor, followed by Dee–or rather Deela. «Those people are not your friends,» the Grallt observed.

«That has never been in question,» Peters commented without emphasis.

«Bolton can make trouble for you, can he not?» Deela persisted.

«A great deal, if he so chooses.» Peters shook his head. «Enough. Let us have tea, and discuss window curtains.»

  





Chapter Forty-Three

Peters sipped coffee and looked around the conference room, still wondering why he was here. The long-delayed trade conference had finally gotten underway; Prethuvenigis had said the ferassi-Grallt were insistent that he should attend. Gooligis, the representative of Trader 1049, had been smirking ever since Peters had showed up, obviously in on the joke. His expectations–that they were going to hit him up about a smallship and a pair of good-looking women having departed the ferassi ship under less than routine circumstances–had not been met so far.

A male Grallt nearly the size of Tollison was holding the door open for a girl. She was small, deliciously pretty to those who knew the Grallt aesthetic; both were in blank tan ferassi-style kathir suits. An elderly Grallt with short white hair and a long flowing mustache followed, his suit decorated in the forest-green of Trader 1049 with enough slanted lines on his arm to signify a person of considerable status.

The old man scanned the room until he found Peters, and his face lit in a broad smile. He began pushing, very politely, through the group, and the two in blank suits followed. «Peteris of Llapaaloapalla, I assume,» he said when he was in earshot.

Peters rose. «I am he.»

The Grallt bowed from the waist. «My depa’olze sends greetings and best wishes,» he said smoothly. «He bids me give you this, and present to you a small gift.» The economical wave that went with the latter phrase seemed to include the other two Grallt; "this" was a buff envelope.

Peters took it and nodded. «I return the greetings and best wishes,» he said slowly. What the Hell is this? «Perhaps you would be so good as to explain your mission in more detail.»

«That is the function of the note, depa’olze,» the old Grallt said, eyes twinkling. He bowed once more and left without further ceremony, oblivious to Peters’s strangled «Wait!»

The envelope was made of paper, rare among the Grallt, and so was the note inside. He recognized the script, the blocky Russian-looking characters of the ferassi language, but no more. «Ssth,» he hissed. «I can’t read this.»

«Would you like me to read it to you, ze Peteris?» the girl asked timidly, then looked down, seemingly abashed.

«Yes, please,» he said, and held it out. She reached to take it, hand trembling, and her expression wasn’t apprehension or abashment; it was full-fledged, jelly-limbed fear, bordering on terror.

Peters took a step, touched her gently on the shoulder, and said softly, «Calm yourself. You are among friends.»

«Enh,» she grunted, in mingled fear, astonishment, and–shame?

Peters looked around. The byplay was attracting attention; Gooligis was grinning like a successful thief. «Come with me,» he said in a tone as gently neutral as he could manage. «We will go to a place where you can recover your composure.» She nodded, still looking distraught, and Peters urged her toward the door with minimal touches on her shoulders. The big male followed unbidden.

At the end of the long veranda was a round table, with four wicker chairs upholstered with pillows of white chintz printed with purple flowers. Peters looked up at the man. «What is your name?»

«I have been called Dzheenis.»

«And her name?»

«She has been called Khurs, ze Peteris.»

«Are you a mated pair?»

«No, ze Peteris.»

«I see, I think… Khurs, Dzheenis, if what I suspect is true you are about to hear from me the last command you will hear in your lives,» Peters said, attempting lightness. «Sit down.» He gestured firmly, and they took seats, trying to maintain an alert posture but failing in the soft broad chairs. Peters nodded and said to the n’saith servitor: «A pot of thvithith tea, if you please, and small foods that can be eaten with the fingers.»

«At your direction.» The waiter nodded and took himself off.

Peters sat. «I now inform you of a fact of greatest importance to you,» he said, looking from one to the other. «Among my people, the possession and trading of persons as chattel is utterly forbidden; the taboo is among the strongest we have.» Dzheenis’s head jerked back; the girl’s mouth formed an "O" of astonishment, and Peters nodded. «Your intuition is correct. From the moment you were presented to me you have been completely without duty or obligation to anyone, least of all myself. You owe no deference, save that which you grant out of respect or in recognition of accomplishment; you may order your lives without reference to the wishes of others, unless you yourself grant those wishes power. Have I been clear enough, or should I explain further?»

The waiter came with a cart, and Peters relaxed his intensity and leaned back into the cushions, catching their eyes in turn. Their faces underwent changes: uncertainty, fear, joy, astonishment, finally a dawning realization that Peters encouraged himself to think contained a trifle of hope. When the waiter had arranged the table to his satisfaction he glanced at Peters, expecting acknowledgement; when he received it he set off, pushing his cart, which rumbled softly on the unfinished boards of the floor.

Dzheenis rubbed his chin, apparently inspecting the teapot but plainly not seeing the object; Khurs stared wide-eyed into space, her jaw slack. Both started to speak; they stopped themselves short, and Khurs deferred with a little wave of the hand. The big man focused a thoughtful regard on Peters. «The terms of your exposition were interesting,» he remarked. «I note particularly that at no point did you use the word ‘free’. Given the nicety of your phraseology, I must assume that this was not an omission.»

«It was deliberate,» Peters affirmed. «’Freedom’ is a noble ideal, but has no referent in the perceivable Universe. None of us is truly ‘free’ so long as we require air, water, food, and shelter to survive. This is as true of any here as it is of you.»

«Yes.» Dzheenis caressed his chin, this time pinching his lower lip between thumb and forefinger. «The subject has been discussed among us at length. We have generally arrived at a similar conclusion… Khurs, I believe you had a comment?»

«I have several comments. I am trying to order them.» Her voice was astonishingly deep, a baritone only a little higher in pitch than Peters’s. «We are dependents of the ferassi; the word ‘slave’ is not used.»

Peters smiled without humor. «The word used by the person who presented you was ‘gift’. Distinctions of phraseology are irrelevant and distracting.»

Peters used the ensuing long pause to pour tea, rising to serve first Khurs, then Dzheenis, and finally himself. The two Grallt were again taken aback, but Khurs’s expressive face showed dawning comprehension. «Incredible that such a small act could have such large implications,» she breathed.

«How so?» Peters asked.

Dzheenis was regarding a teacup as if it were an utterly unfamiliar object. He set it down and said, «Ze Peteris, you would appear to be a ferassi of the ancestry called ‘darkling’; that is, of the highest possible caste. In the Universe we have inhabited all our lives, if tea were to be poured in the presence of such a man either Khurs or I would perform the service.» He looked away, then back, and tears were forming in the corners of his eyes. «I am reaching for a comparison… it is as if the ship turned inside out, or I discovered that I was able to breathe water. I would have been no more astonished if you had given birth to a child before my eyes.»

«That’s not at all a likely eventuality,» Peters observed.

«It seems no less probable than the others. Hm.» Khurs’s tone was speculative. «Ze Peteris, I see a plate of pastries with fruit fillings. I find them delectable; would you care for one?»

«Yes, please,» Peters replied. The woman nodded, selected a pastry, and handed the plate to him. He made his own selection and passed the remainder to Dzheenis, who took it with a hand that trembled slightly, removed one to a saucer, and set the plate down with grave care.

«Delicious,» said Khurs.

Peters handed her a napkin, saying with forced lightness: «It appears that they are very juicy. Some has escaped from the corner of your mouth.»

She fixed her eyes on his, reached to take the napkin, and burst into laughter, beginning with soft chuckles like clucks that quickly escalated into a submachine-gun paroxysm. Dzheenis was quickly infected, and the two Grallt laughed helplessly, their shoulders shaking, tears in their eyes.

At some length Dzheenis regained control of himself. «I apologize for my lack of control,» he said, wiping his eyes with a napkin. «The matter isn’t really all that amusing.»

«You needed the emotional release,» Peters said with a nod, glancing at Khurs, whose involuntary reaction had subsided to hiccups.

«I believe you are correct,» the big man noted. «Ah, me… it is a situation I had never imagined, a concept that could never before have entered my mind: to sit at table, taking tea on equal terms with a depa’olze.»

«’Depa’olze‘,» Peters repeated. «The one who presented you used the same term, I believe. How does it apply to me?»

The two Grallt exchanged glances. «The root of the word is pa’ol, a group of persons related by ancestry, together with their dependents,» Khurs explained, her tone cautiously didactic. «The best translation in the Trade would probably be ‘clan’. The syllable ‘de’ is common between the two tongues, with the same meaning: ‘eight’, ‘maximum’, ‘highest’. Combined with the honorific ‘ze’, the term would be rendered most accurately as ‘highest clan person’. ‘Clan master’ might be considered more colloquial.»

Peters looked out over the valley, his gaze as unfocused as the Grallt’s had been a few moments ago. The daystar was sinking, and purple twilight was creeping up the base of the hills… at length he said slowly, «I don’t see how the term might be considered applicable. Three persons hardly constitute a clan.»

«The ferassi consider the usage valid.» Khurs shrugged and smiled faintly. «For that matter, so do I… they have spoken of little else these past two llor.»

«I don’t–didn’t have as much contact with the ferassi on a day to day basis as Khurs… did,» said Dhzeenis, «but even I have heard the talk. The ferassi consider your actions remarkable, deserving of the highest respect.» He grinned wryly. «Like Khurs, I do as well. Probably it is the influence of too much romantic literature.»

«Romantic literature?»

«Oh, yes,» said Khurs. «In days long gone, before Belsar Flen established control over the Jewel and took the ferassi into space, the establishment of a new pa’ol was an affair of force and grandeur. Literature is filled with such exploits: a lone adventurer, or the leader of a small band of desperadoes, penetrates the defenses of an established clan, carrying away treasure and the beginnings of a tuwe which serve as the basis of his future fortune.» She produced a wry smile of her own. «As Dzheenis says, we may have been unduly influenced by the tales as well. Certainly I always found them exciting; the better writers can make the scenes in the tuwe particularly poignant.»

«I enjoy the tales of deceit and subterfuge,» Dzheenis put in, «but Khurs is correct about the scenes in the tuwe, although ‘poignant’ is not precisely the word I would choose to characterize them.» She poked out her tongue at him, eyes twinkling, and waggled the tips.

«I still don’t see how that applies to me,» Peters observed.

«Do you not? Consider the recent past from the ferassi point of view.» Khurs held up a finger. «First, when minions were sent to abduct you you dispatched them handily, with the aid of a single henchman. Next, you were abducted while unconscious and placed in close confinement; you escaped the confinement and defeated your captors. Then you spun such a tale as hypnotized them, seduced the keepers of the tuwe, and made away with a valuable spacecraft and such females as you chose. It is the stuff of legends. They all feel they have fallen into the pages of a story-book, never mind that they themselves are the hapless villains in this particular tale. Fredik Fers in particular is positively swaggering.»

«Hm,» said Peters. «I suppose I see how that might be the case… certain elements seem to be lacking, such as the sword-swinging escape, leaving spear-carriers scattered like so much chaff.»

Dzheenis smiled and fingered his jaw. «Here we enter the realm of more modern traditions,» he commented. «Some considerable time ago, but not in antiquity, there arose a thinker called Chazis Mar. He opined that the ferassi would find greater prosperity in trade and equable relations than in raid and rapine, and such were his powers of persuasion that the ferassi accepted his doctrines and put them into effect.»

«Except for the dar ptith», Khurs interjected. «The epa’ol of the dar rejected those teachings, and maintain the customs and practices of earlier eras.»

«Yes… Chazis Mar also decreed that girls should be taught to speak, read, and write, and that the best should be preserved past their first maturity; this policy was adopted as well.»

«Yes.» Peters leaned back again in the deep cushions. «It’s still not clear how this is applicable to my case.»

«No?» Dzheenis grinned. «I will be specific, then. In addition to having performed a feat of deceit, daring, and general derring-do of a magnitude not seen outside the covers of a book for squares of uzul, you have managed to do so entirely within the precepts of Chazis Mar!»

«Consider,» Khurs interjected, and began ticking off points again. «You refrained from taking the life of Fredik Fers, even though you had extreme provocation. The story that mesmerized the ferassi contained nothing but limpid truth; you even admitted your relatively low status instead of indulging in vainglory. You selected adult girls instead of dipping into the tuwe, and seduced them with nothing more than your own attributes and force of personality. During your escape you were presented once again with the opportunity of taking life; once again you demurred, giving Chester Zin nothing worse than a sore head and a hearty shove to safety–»

Peters held up a hand. «You refer to the guard on the smallcraft deck? I assure you, I was seeking nothing but my own safety at that moment.»

«Would it not have been more prudent to simply shoot him? If he had succeeded in giving the alarm your escape might have come to a rapid and sad conclusion at that point.»

«Perhaps so,» Peters admitted.

She nodded. «Just so. To continue: You gave your pursuers ample opportunity to withdraw; when they scorned that option, you held your fire well past the point of prudence, launching your blow only when faced with the stark choice of kill or die. The blow itself was clean and decisive, and you did not remain to boast or gloat, nor did you seek retribution.» She faced him with a broad grin over the fingers she had folded down. «Throughout the episode you made repeated offers of amity and cooperation, which were contemptuously pushed aside. Really I hadn’t thought it all through myself. My admiration is rekindled; your only omission was that you failed to take with you a number of Grallt to serve you in your new establishment.»

«Hmph,» said Peters. «The events you describe scarcely seem related to the ones I experienced. What I recall is pain, fear, and desperate improvisation.»

Dzheenis pinched his lower lip again. «That detracts not a whit from the tale,» he said judiciously. «If anything it adds. To keep ‘desperate improvisation’ so far within the bounds of civilized custom is remarkable in and of itself.»

«Hmph,» Peters grunted again. «So you would expect that this missive–» he indicated the note «–contains offers of amity and cooperation?»

«I know what it contains,» Khurs declared. «I helped draft it. Would you like me to read it to you?»

«I would appreciate it, if you would be so kind.»

She nodded. «’You may order your lives without reference to the wishes of others, unless you yourself grant those wishes power,’» she quoted. «I am not under direction; nevertheless I choose to grant your request, of my own will. Are these the proper terms of reference?»

«They are, and I thank you.»

«Defer your thanks until I have finished.» She picked up the note, glanced at it for a moment, and began to read in her strong clear baritone:

«Depa’olze Peters –»

«Disgraceful,» Dzheenis muttered. «He omits the honor-syllable from your name.»

Peters shook his head. «I take pride in being so addressed, but it is an innovation of the Grallt of Llapaaloapalla. He has my name correct in its original form.»

«Now shush,» Khurs admonished. Dzheenis subsided, and the girl began again:

«Depa’olze Peters,

I send you greetings and felicitations, along with wishes for an extended and prosperous existence.

Your exploits among us have been remarkable, both in themselves and in the clever, even artful way you have blended the old and the new to induce our admiration and excite our imaginations. You have taken nothing from us but the most rare and precious, beyond a few trifles of incidental equipment. I feel secure in assuming that those trophies, together with your own formidable resources, will assure your continued and ultimate success.

In aid of that, however insignificant that aid may be, I present you with the two before you. They are called by us Dzheenis and Khurs. Dzheenis is a male of proven vigor, and a supercargo and accountant of great skill and precision. Khurs is a scribe of notable accomplishments, fluent in three tongues of the kree and capable in two others, as well as glib and precise in Language and the trade speech. Unless maltreated they cannot fail to add luster to what is already an establishment of considerable brilliance.

Again, felicitations and best wishes. I hope to encounter you in person at some time in the future, under amiable conditions.

Candor Zin
Depa’olze of the zin pa’ol»

Peters started to comment, but she held up a hand. «Wait, please. He has added a postscript which was not part of the document I drafted.» She scanned, colored, and began again to read aloud:

«The girl Khurs is also a purveyor of sexual gratification of unique competence: warm, clever, inventive, and compliant, besides being an amiable companion in the intervals. If your taste includes such sport, you will not find her wanting in any way. And Luter sends her regards, along with wistful regrets that you were unable to take her along. For my own part I cannot regret the latter. I treasure her companionship more than may be entirely reasonable, and am glad she remains with me.
CZ»

She looked over the top of the note, her face a bright-pink mixture of embarrassment, dread and–regret? «Does your taste include such sport, ze Peteris?» she asked.

«I have indulged in such ‘sport’, and believe I gave satisfaction as well as receiving it, although no male can ever achieve certainty in that regard.» He held her eyes. «Two factors intrude: first, I strongly prefer not to indulge in ‘sport’ unless I believe the female to be at least equally so inclined; and second, my appetites are fully satiated, and my physical prowess might be considered oversubscribed, by the arrangement I find myself in.»

«You don’t find me desirable?»

«I didn’t say that.» He grinned. «My first thought upon seeing you was ‘deliciously pretty’, and I have not changed that assessment. Under proper conditions I would certainly make the proposal, in hope and anticipation.»

In the gathering twilight he could no longer make out the color of her face, but she grimaced, then smiled a little wanly. «You are complimentary.» She looked down, then met his eyes again. «In a way it is something of a pity. Candor Zin is–was–kind and considerate, and taught me much in what he calls the ‘intervals’; I looked forward to the occasions with pleased anticipation. I suppose I was entertaining the hope that you would accept my services in that regard, as well as my person.»

Peters shook his head. «That option is permanently closed. For me to even consider it would be such an offense against the custom of my people as to be loathesome; carrying it out would be an act of insupportable vileness.»

Dhzeenis sighed in the growing gloom. «In any case I would have no such inducement to offer. Come, Khurs. We have intruded upon ze Peteris’s attention far beyond the bounds of necessity; I wonder that he is so patient. In addition, I note that it is growing dark and cold. We should leave ze Peteris to go about his affairs, and seek shelter and sustenance for ourselves before our bodies take on the same attributes.»

«You have the right of it,» said Khurs, regret coloring her voice. She rose. «Depa’olze Peters, we thank you for your attention. You are kind and considerate, and a philosopher as well. May your affairs go as you desire.»

Peters grimaced. A gentleman and a scholar, is it? «Wait,» he said. «Please seat yourselves. There are matters we have not yet attended to.»

  





Chapter Forty-Four

«You’re very late,» Ander said, her voice muffled from having her face pressed against his chest. «We were beginning to worry.»

«Yes,» Alper breathed into his right ear. «We had visualized you abducted again, and it was hard to say which was worse: thinking of you undergoing horrid tortures, or imagining you winning free to return with another brace of females to compete with us for your affections.»

«I have everything I need or want in that regard,» he told them, and accompanied the words with a gentle squeeze.

«I should hope so.» Alper leaned back a little to look into his face. «You’re tired,» she commented. «Ander, it’s my turn; will you join us tonight? I feel the need for mutual comfort.»

«Thank you, Alper.» Ander pushed herself away a few millimeters and looked up. «Is that all right with you, John?»

«It’s exactly what I might have wished.» Peters had no idea how the two women allocated his time between them; the method seemed to satisfy them, and he had no complaint. The occasional sessions of ‘mutual comfort’ were happy and without pressure, a true joy. «First I must complete the resolution of the matter that delayed me,» he told them, and turned his head. «Dzheenis, Khurs, please enter.»

The two Grallt entered the room, to stand uncertainly before the door, and both women stiffened. «John, you are a duplicitous creature,» Alper Gor said accusingly. «First you tell us your requirements are entirely met, and then we find you’ve imported Khurs! Ander, let me modify my invitation. We can comfort one another, and leave this enterprising fellow to his new delights.»

«Your proposal seems sound,» Ander said, lifting her head to look at the two Grallt. «Ah, well, John is a vigorous man, and younger than Candor Zin; perhaps there will be some scraps left for us.»

«Calm yourselves,» Peters admonished. «Khurs is not here in that capacity. She has been discarded by Candor Zin, and comes to us as a refugee. She deserves compassion, not jealous accusations.» The girls relaxed somewhat, and he continued: «Here also is Dzheenis, who finds himself in the same state. Consider the two equivalent in my affections.»

«That does put a different complexion on the matter,» said Alper. «Hello, Khurs. I had thought never to see you again.»

«Hello,» said Khurs, evincing wariness. «I had the same thought. Your vanishing from the adult girls’ quarters in the company of an alien was a shock to us all. Little else is being discussed aboard ship.»

«It’s a wonder to us as well,» Alper told her. «I greet you, Dzheenis.»

«And I you,» the big man said with a nod.

«Good,» said Peters. «I’m glad to see amity restored. Dzheenis and Khurs need our help, but they will have to comfort one another.»

Ander and Alper relaxed somewhat but remained alert. «You must have done something remarkable to extract Khurs from the clutches of Candor Zin,» Alper said. «It’s a wonder you aren’t badly hurt. I don’t see so much as a broken fingernail.»

«Their suits have been blanked,» Ander noted. «It seems that Candor Zin has relinquished them voluntarily, for what reason I can’t imagine. Dzheenis was hardly lower in his regard than Khurs; he is young, but already a negotiator of some note.»

Alper Gor went rigid, and an Oh! of mingled astonishment and pleasure escaped her lips. She pushed herself back to half an arm-length and looked down at the other woman. «It’s no wonder we’re the talk of the ship, Ander! It’s the event of a lifetime. We are a pa’ol!»

Ander brought her head erect. «Pahp! How can three persons constitute a pa’ol?»

«We have a depa’olze, and one of great vigor and resource,» Alper said with a broad grin, and touched Peters gently at the base of his throat. «We have females of breeding age, you and me. Now we have Grallt, and the requirements are satisfied.»

«I suppose that’s true,» said Ander somewhat critically, «but it’s an incredibly sketchy version of a pa’ol. If the requirements are indeed met, it’s so minimally as to be almost a joke.»

«It’s not a joke, it’s wonderful! At some point John would have rejoined his own pa’ol, and where would you and I be then? Back with the adult girls, to idle ourselves in cold beds between occasional calls for our services, if we weren’t culled in favor of those already resident!» She sighed, eyes brimming, and sank against him once more. «It is beyond hope.»

«Easy,» Peters told them gently. «Your fears were groundless, Alper; I wish you had expressed them to me earlier, so that I might have dispelled them.» He gave them both a squeeze, a light flexing of his arms. «We must discuss in more detail the customs of the human ptith, but for the moment we should turn our attention to Dzheenis and Khurs. They are between one status and another, and fearful of their futures on that account. They should be fed, treated with consideration, and given such comfort as we can provide.» He smiled and gave another squeeze. «In other words, they are guests, and in a distressed condition. We should act accordingly.»

«I suppose so,» said Alper. She kissed him and broke away. «Welcome to our abode,» she said to the two Grallt.

Dzheenis nodded. «Thank you for your welcome. We are sorry to intrude.»

«Don’t apologize,» Ander told him, encompassing Khurs in the statement with a glance. «We were surprised to see you, but perhaps we should not have been. John is a remarkable individual, and we still can’t predict his actions with any reliability. Returning with a pair of Grallt is well within the scope of his potentialities.»

«Yes,» Alper agreed. «He might equally be expected to have the command keys of Trader 1049 in his pocket, or the Jewel of Ropta in fully functional condition.» She spread her arms and smiled. «You are guests,» she noted. «What do you require for your comfort?»

Dzheenis grimaced. «The use of a toilet facility would be greatly appreciated.»

«Through the door on your right,» Alper said economically. «Khurs, I see you’ve been crying. If you’d like to order yourself, there’s another facility inside that bedchamber and to the left.»

«Thank you,» said Khurs. «I’ve been crying, and laughing, and everything between. I’ve received such shocks in the past llor as I never imagined to encounter.»

«John has that effect sometimes,» Ander noted with amusement.

«So it would seem, based on my limited experience…. I’ll go and order my appearance.» She slipped through the bedroom door.

After a moment Ander mused, «So we are a complete pa’ol. That’s comforting, to a degree I find a little surprising.»

«Yes,» Alper agreed vigorously. «The arrangement has felt tentative and insecure.»

«Don’t protest, John,» Ander put in. «You’ve made every effort possible, and I for one had begun to realize that we were establishing a stable if unconventional relationship, but satisfying the forms of our own society, even on such a minimal basis, supports my emotions in a way I hadn’t realized I needed.»

Alper nodded in agreement, and Peters said cautiously, «I’m pleased that you feel comforted, but I hope the condition isn’t temporary. I will say again: I do not keep slaves. When Khurs and Dzheenis find an accommodation that will support them they will be leaving us. If you find that distressing I am more sorry than you can imagine, but my decision is inalterable.»

«Hmm… I’ve been talking to the Grallt of Llapaaloapalla,» Alper said speculatively. «I think I begin to understand how their lives go. Couldn’t you offer Khurs and Dzheenis employment? Your affairs are larger and more complex than I might have imagined, and both have skills that would aid in ordering them.»

«Something of the sort had crossed my mind,» Peters admitted. «The subject requires more discussion. On a more immediate note, I was pleased to find you clothed, Alper. I had visualized a scramble, with Khurs and Dzheenis waiting in the corridor, their insecurity heightened by lack of knowledge of their welcome.»

Ander giggled. «If you’d come only a few antle earlier you might’ve been less pleased. Both of us were padding around in the altogether, inspecting one another and hugging. We dressed because we expected the arrival of the food service.»

«Yes,» Alper agreed with a giggle of her own. «We have news, and we hope it pleases you.»

Dzheenis chose that moment to appear. He had washed his face and combed his hair, and stood erect, looking less tentative and apologetic. «Thank you,» he said, and his voice was steadier. «I take it Khurs has departed with similar goals in mind.»

«Yes,» said Peters. «She should be out momentarily. Please seat yourself and take your ease. You will no doubt be pleased to discover that we are expecting food service at any moment.»

The big man grinned as he sat down. «Yes. I’m a large person, as you will have noted, and require a great deal of nourishment to sustain me.»

«So I noted… Ah. Perfect timing.»

Ander responded to the knock on the door. «Hello, De’el,» she told the steward. «We need meals for five; we have visitors.»

The steward’s eyebrows went up. «So I see,» he noted. «It’s no problem; we have ample supply.» Khurs came out of the bedroom, and De’el’s eyebrows sought his hairline. «Hmph! I see Peteris has been collecting more trophies. At this rate the ship will soon be overrun.»

Peters laughed. «Khurs and Dzheenis are not ‘trophies’; they are guests. I believe and hope they are the last such for a time.»

«Hah,» said De’el. He and his assistant began ferrying dinnerware and serving bowls, and he added: «’For a time’, certainly, as Llapaaloapalla is about to depart. Our destination is Kraatna, a long transit during which even Peteris is unlikely to have scope for bringing more waifs aboard. In a way it is a pity.» He glanced at Khurs, showing amusement. «We are a closed society, and know one another far too intimately. A few more good-looking women would make a pleasant change. Peteris is already somewhat renowned in that respect, and I see he has not lost his touch.» He waggled his expressive eyebrows. «Dzheenis and Khurs, I believe you said. Welcome aboard. You have been dependents of the ferassi, or so I assume.»

«Yes, we have,» said Dzheenis. «Our status seems to have changed.»

«Indeed it has,» the steward affirmed. «You are fortunate; you have fallen into the hands of Peteris, and could not have hoped for a more favorable eventuality. As for your former status, we know something of what is going through your minds; if you have doubts or concerns you have only to ask.» He grinned. «Khurs, you in particular will find no difficulty in obtaining comfort. My own door will always be open, at least until you choose to come inside. There.» He stepped back and regarded the set table with satisfaction. «Dzheenis, I suppose you are not unprepossessing in your own right, but I have no personal taste that direction. I’ll pass the word; no doubt you will soon find yourself with a plenitude of opportunity.»

Dzheenis glanced at Khurs. «I will be somewhat tentative, at least at first.»

«Khurs may wish a rest,» Peters put in. «She has been used extensively for the pleasure of the ferassi; cruelly used, to my mind.»

«So I had assumed,» said De’el with a nod. «You have spoiled my dastardly plan before it was fully formed. I had hoped to take advantage before she was cognizant of her own worth.» He touched her shoulder, lightly, and said in a serious tone: «I hope you don’t take my jocularity seriously, Khurs. The custom aboard Llapaaloapalla is simple: If interested, ask. If not interested, say no. Modifications occur, but with courtesy and friendliness we all get by very well… you are remarkably attractive, and exotic as well due to your origins; when you go abroad you will receive many invitations. Refuse or assent as your tastes incline you, and if you feel pressured, express yourself. The affair will soon be ordered; we do not tolerate extortion.»

Khurs looked up at him, smiling tentatively, and De’el grinned and waggled his eyebrows again. She smiled more broadly, and he nodded, came erect, and surveyed the group. «Please eat,» he urged. «We are scheduled to enter High Phase one tle past the turn of the ande, and the serving utensils must be secured before that time. Do you require anything more?»

«Not at the moment,» Peters told the steward when no one else responded. «Thank you, De’el; we will take care that you have sufficient time to order your department.»

«I thank you as well.» De’el nodded firmly and left, his assistant offering a nod of his own before closing the door.

«He left with scant ceremony,» Dzheenis observed. «In addition I note that he did not offer you an honorific, depa’olze Peters. On Trader 1049 he would be chastised for such lack of courtesy.»

«What you observed was the normal courtesy observed aboard Llapaaloapalla,» Peters told him. «As for honorifics, they are used only at the most grave or solemn moments; not at all, in my experience. De’el is a good person, as well as being highly skilled. He is well regarded; you could do much worse than to seek his advice as to conduct.» He surveyed the table. «As he says, please eat. We should finish in time to give him an opportunity to clear away the utensils, and I for one am tired. I want to bathe and go to bed.»

* * *

The shutters were closed for transition, making the room fully dark. Ander lay with her head against his chest, seemingly listening to his heartbeat, and Alper lay stretched at full length, pressed against his right side. «You said you had news for me,» Peters said. «In the confusion of dealing with Khurs and Dzheenis you never told me what it was.»

«I’m not really all that sure we should tell you,» Ander remarked in a tone of impish teasing. «You might send us away.»

«That’s not at all likely.» He gave them a gentle squeeze.

«I don’t know about that,» she replied, still teasingly. «After all, the experiment is concluded. What use are we now?»

«Oh?»

«Oh, yes,» Alper said, and he felt her move against his shoulder. «We’ve been consulting with Dee, I mean Deela,» she said, and impishness was present in full force.

«How so?»

«It appears that operation of the fighting-ships is not indicated for women in a certain condition,» Ander said. «The doctor has a way to determine immediately if the condition exists.»

«Yes,» said Alper, «and so simple, too! Deela brought us slips of paper and told us to urinate on them and wait a moment. Incredible. It used to take many llor, and even then was uncertain for a zul or so.»

«You mean–»

He felt her nod, and Ander stirred again. «Yes,» Alper said. «Both strips turned a bright blue. You’re an ordinary male in at least one way, John… you’re crying.»

«They are tears of joy. I hope you are equally pleased.»

«More so, if possible,» said Ander. «Among other things, it means that we won’t be totally among strangers. The connection between ferassi and human is now fully established.»

«Which raises some important questions,» Alper pointed out.

«Which we will not consider at the moment.» He paused, and the two women relaxed against him once more. «I find myself incredibly pleased and satisfied.»

«So you should,» said Alper, and he felt her grin. «You are depa’olze in earnest, and your pa’ol is growing very satisfactorily.»

* * *

«I see no reason why this should not be suitable,» Peters said as he surveyed the apartment. «Dzheenis, do you observe a deficiency? Khurs?»

«I see no deficiency in the space itself,» Dzheenis said, rubbing his chin. «The furnishings are deficient, of course.» In fact they were entirely lacking. The space had been intended as an apartment for a single person or mated pair, and comprised a large chamber directly off the corridor, an inner room which would normally be used as a bedroom, toilet facilities, and storage. «The inner chamber will be satisfactory as your office, I believe, and Khurs and I will have ample space for our activities in the front room,» the big Grallt went on. «I consider it nearly ideal for the purpose.»

«I concur,» Khurs noted. «Dzheenis can have his desk here, facing right, which leaves ample space for passage and allows him to use the wall for the charts and records he will need. Mine can face the door, where I can greet visitors with my well-known blinding smile, and a pair of chairs can sit against there, one on either side of the entry. Unless your affairs require files and storage beyond the space available, we can arrange all needed with neatness and despatch.»

«Yes,» said Tullin. The zerkre had charge of space allocation and rent collection in this zone of Llapaaloapalla. «I see you have experience in the ordering and operation of office space. The scheme requires three desks of the appropriate types, suitable seating, and a few cabinets for storage of files and correspondence. I’ll see to it at once.»

«Hold a moment,» said Peters. «This is moving too quickly for my comfort. I never intended to take part of the space myself, certainly not to sit in solitary grandeur in a separate office.»

All three Grallt grinned broadly. «You are too new to the affairs of the exalted to have a proper opinion, Peteris,» Tullin said with a sly sideways glance. «It is one of the few matters finding universal agreement among the kree: the one with ultimate authority sits in splendor behind a closed door, emerging from time to time to visit doom and destruction upon those who displease him. You may as well accede. Your underlings will be uncomfortable with any other arrangement, and their efficiency will thereby suffer.»

Khurs laughed. «Kh kh! Your phraseology puts the worst possible face on it, Tullin, but the basis of your argument is sound. Depa’olze Peters, you must consider plans and strategems. The process requires ratiocination, which goes much better in quiet solitude with a modicum of comfort.»

«Yes,» Dzheenis nodded. «If you attempt to perform this function in the midst of the hurly-burly of an open office, or worse, in your quarters, where a myriad of distractions are available at the whisper of a garment, your plans will be incomplete or faulty, and will not succeed.»

Tullin nodded vigorously. «And if the plans fail, the employees must put themselves to the vexation of finding another way to support their vices. They therefore offer this rationalization of what is in reality simply the natural order of affairs, and I congratulate them on their contrivance. Next they will be striving to concoct closely-reasoned explanations for space being black or stars shining, and you will have your first opportunity to emerge in thunderous rage, demanding that they return to productive labor.» He set his hands on his hips and produced another sly grin. «It is cause for real optimism. If your own formidable powers are coupled to such devoted attention to effective procedure, it is difficult to see how the enterprise can fail to perform prodigies.»

«I hope you are correct,» Peters said amid laughter. After a pause the Grallt began discussing styles of desk and types of filing cabinet, and he shook his head, walked to the door of the inner chamber, and peeked inside. Call it four meters by five… he had never imagined himself with an office. The farthest his ambition had extended was to a desk in a cubby, with himself as Chief directing sailors and signing reports. Almost against his will his imagination began supplying details of decor. Wood paneling, not too dark, and a sideboard with a glass top, upon which the statue of defiant enkheil would sit in splendor…

The two ferassi-Grallt had leaped upon his proposals of employment with enthusiasm. «Ideal,» Khurs had said when the concept was made clear. «An intriguing blend of ferassi and Grallt practices, satisfying the norms of both at once.»

Dzheenis had nodded. «And furthermore,» he had noted, «it precisely fulfills the spirit of Candor Zin’s intentions. With such an inventive and creative spirit at our head, we can fall short of greatness only by failing to contribute our own best efforts. Direct me, depa’olze; Peters pa’ol will shine like a star.» Peters’s jaw had dropped. The other four had been smiling like the sun coming up.

To the proposal that they move to larger quarters and install Khurs and Dzheenis in their own establishment Peters had issued an unqualified No. All four of the ex-residents of Trader 1049 had voiced protest, but he had been firm, and supported his argument with calm reasoning and details of human and Grallt practice. In the end he had risen, assumed the mantle of depa’olze, and issued forceful instructions. The result had been broad smiles and the speedy implementation of his directives; Tullin’s remarks came to mind, and he recalled Dreelig’s comments upon leaving Chief Joshua’s room.

Khurs and Dzheenis now occupied apartments not unlike this one, on the same deck as his own quarters and conveniently nearby. When the office was set up they would begin to order his affairs. Astonishing to have affairs that might require two assistants to order. Prethuvenigis had nodded benignly.

Peters had had somewhat less success in the matter of insignia. «No, no!» Ander and Alper had chorused when he demurred. «Khurs and Dzheenis can’t go around blank forever, and we are no longer privileged to display the devices of Trader 1049.» His proposal that they adopt whatever design suited their fancy fell on deaf ears. They wanted, in effect, a uniform that would tell all who saw them that they were part of Peters pa’ol.

Ander and Alper had inspected his wardrobe and produced the design. He was wearing the result, as were Khurs and Dzheenis: a blue so dark it was almost black, with white piping at wrists and ankles and a "V" of piping beginning at the center of the breastbone and continuing over the shoulders, to form a rectangle containing two five-pointed stars. «Simple, elegant, and effective,» Khurs had pronounced it. Peters had shaken his head and wondered how he was going to explain that it wasn’t really his fault.

When it came to devices signifying rank and precedence he had been prepared to balk, but encountered no resistance. «We will wear none,» he’d said firmly. «We know who we are. Let strangers wonder.»

Dzheenis had rubbed his jaw at that. «So a stranger meeting a Peters in a casual encounter,» he’d said slowly, «will be unable to determine if this is a filing clerk or the depa’olze, and must assume the worst… a stroke of genius. It’s a wonder some of the more arrogant epa’ol have not thought of it before.»

«No,» Khurs had said, «They wouldn’t. It’s too simple and obvious, and not gaudy enough.» To himself Peters thought that he’d had enough of gauging behavior by nice judgement of stripes and glitters.

  





Chapter Forty-Five

Llapaaloapalla‘s company soon resumed what had become their normal activities during the cruises between stars. Warnocki’s plans for painting the bay had long since been completed, but scars from the pirate attack had to be smoothed and freshly coated. The aircraft mechanics did necessary maintenance, and started on an ambitious project: to combine the rear section of the broken-backed 105 with the forepart of 108, in the hope of making a complete aircraft. A team of electricians and electronics techs, led by Schott and Mannix, worked on the public-address system. It was working in the ops bay and a portion of the public corridors, and they hoped to extend that to the entire center-section living quarters.

The electronics and data-processing types, along with a sizeable contingent of the officers, spent their time in the echoing empty space above the operations bay trying to make sense of the bits and pieces of the pirate ship. They didn’t talk a lot about what they found out, but word got around, and Peters paid close attention; he was in something of a privileged position, because he owned a working, if smaller, version of the same thing, which was useful when some point obscured by the hurried disassembly needed to be clarified. Fundamentally the dar ptith ship wasn’t too different from Llapaaloapalla, but there were details. Among other things, it had windows across the front, and had no shutters over them for use in high phase, which meant that its zifthkakik differed in some unknown way from the standard ones.

One of the ferassi survivors of the pirate ship suicided; the Grallt who had been watching him wouldn’t say how, or even talk about it. The remaining one–they knew his name, Poal Preklit, from what the pirate-Grallt told them–was unresponsive to most stimuli, and spent his time staring at the wall of his cell. The Grallt survivors were in better condition; it looked as if most of them could be integrated into Llapaaloapalla‘s company after counseling. The young girls of the tuwe were more of a problem. Ander Korwits went to meet them, and reported that the ferassi girls had no better command of their own language than the Grallt did. After that, she and Alper spent what time they could spare with the girls, and began reporting good progress in teaching them the Trade and how to behave.

A remarkable number of working parties included blue-and-white kathir suits. The sailors still weren’t fluent in the Trade, but most of them could manage a few words, and a number of the zerkre had picked up an equal amount of English. Between that and handwaving they got a lot done. The bay overhead was clean, the elevators ran smoothly and made no noise, all the lights worked, and every hatch and latch in the bay and hangar opened and closed with a solid satisfying thunk and gleamed with polish, fresh paint, and grease.

And of course Kennard set up the impie and resumed the dance-exercise sessions. Alper joined in immediately, and contributed a few moves from ferassi practice. Sailors grinned and made sly remarks, but by now the majority participating were Grallt, who took the situation for granted after the first startled assessment.

Ander was more reluctant. «Alper has an advantage here,» she said, looking down at herself ruefully. «I’m too large and loose; the sensations are unpleasant, and I’m afraid of damaging myself.»

«Don’t speak disparagingly of your own anatomy,» Peters chided. «There are ways to relieve your discomfort. Let’s consult Deela.»

Deela brought the necessary support garment. Ander looked at it critically. «It looks confining.»

Deela laughed out loud. «That’s the whole point! I have the same problem, as you may have noted; this is one solution.»

«If you say so, I’ll try it.» She struggled a bit with it, and Peters discovered the pleasures of helping a pretty woman with brassiere fastenings, but before long she was jumping and twirling with enthusiasm alongside Alper.

The blonde watched Ander don the garment and wrinkled her nose. «The implied comment on my own endowment is not complimentary,» she noted.

Peters grinned. «You’re different from Ander, that’s all. Each of you is perfectly herself; no alteration is desirable in either case.»

«Hmph,» Alper said, and looked at herself, then up with a twisted grin. «In any case, if things go as usual I’ll soon need a similar garment. Smaller, of course.» She looked into his face. «You react. Surely you knew.»

«I had not allowed it to enter my consciousness… how many?»

«Two.» She stared into space. «The first was lost at first culling. The second was male, and went to Trader 821.» Her face broke, and she came to his arms. «If this one must be culled I believe I will cull myself,» she said into his shoulder.

«Hush. The possibility does not exist.» He looked up. «Ander, I suppose your experience must have been much the same.»

She joined to form their triple embrace, and said against his chest. «Yes… I have borne three. Two were culled; one joined the tuwe two uzul ago.»

Peters’s jaw worked. «Listen to me, both of you,» he said, in a voice of suppessed savagery. «I make a declaration, as inalterable as the glowing of stars: none of our children will be culled, none will be traded away to strangers, and none will be impressed into service for the pleasure of whoever may ask for them! Our children will be treasured and cared for, and will grow up healthy and loved.»

«But what if they are imperfect?» Alper wailed.

«Then we will treasure their imperfections. The matter is fixed and beyond argument. No trading, no impression into a tuwe, and certainly no culling! Do you understand?»

Ander shook her head. «Like Alper I had been dreading the inspection. If any doubt of my allegiance existed, it has now vanished. You are my depa’olze; more important, you are John Peters, and I will go where you go forever… I cannot speak further.»

«Hush, hush. You needn’t speak.» Both women were crying, great gulping sobs. «Let’s go lie down. We can ignore any duties for something of this importance.»

* * *

"We’ve not seen much of you of late," was Mannix’s comment as the exercise session broke up.

Peters flushed. "Yeah. I been almighty busy, but I reckon that ain’t much excuse."

Mannix flashed a smile. "We’ll let you off with a mere keelhauling this time, won’t we, Greg?"

Tollison grinned and murmured assent, eyeing Ander and Alper as they came up, and the slight First Class spared the girls a glance as he continued, "The most remarkable rumors about your exploits are circulating. One might be tempted to describe them as ‘incredible’ were it not for the fact that you seem to have brought back some rather extraordinary souvenirs of the experience. I must confess myself vastly interested in any little anecdotes you might care to recount, strictly as a matter of artistic appreciation, of course. You do tell such good stories."

It would have been impossible for Peters not to grin in response. "This ain’t the place to be tellin’ stories. What schedule are you folks on now?"

"We’re still on a five-ande cycle. It’s about middle of the first ande."

"Same for me… tell you what: why don’t you and Greg show up for dinner in my new quarters, end of third ande? We can have a few beers and catch up with one another."

"I do believe you may count upon us to attend."

The occasion was a success, marred only by the girls’ inability to keep up with the conversation. Peters was a good storyteller but not a mesmerizing one, and his account came in fits and episodes, interrupted by questions and observations from the other two. They shot the bull and laughed far into their sleep period, and consumed a fair amount of the cool clear pilsner-analog served aboard Llapaaloapalla, and the two sailors left, walking a little unsteadily, when De’el and his crew were coming down the corridors with carts and baskets for the next meal.

«You didn’t offer us to your friends,» Alper noted as they were getting ready for sleep. «I suppose we’re too old to be considered attractive.»

Peters regarded her owlishly. "That ain’t the way it works," he growled, and the blonde girl flinched away from his tone rather than his words. «My apologies,» he said more quietly. «If you wish to consort with another it is your place to make the arrangements. I have no authority in the matter.»

«I think I understand the customs,» Ander interjected. «Go to bed, John. Alper and I should discuss this among ourselves.»

«Yes,» said Peters, and wobbled off to his quarters.

Dinner at Peters’s place became a regular feature. Mannix and Tollison came most often, but most of the hundred or so sailors Peters and Todd had had contact with showed up at least once or twice, including all the Chiefs but Joshua. At Warnocki’s suggestion Peters posted a sign outside his quarters door:

This is a civilian establishment First or friend-names only Rank will not be used or recognized

Ander and Alper joined in the discussions, first tentatively, then, as they learned more English, with enthusiasm. Peters had declined to teach them, citing his experiment with Gell; they spent several tle with Znereda each llor, and with that and the practice over meals gained fluency rapidly. The question of their being assigned for the pleasure of visitors wasn’t raised again.

A few Grallt dropped by from time to time: Prethuvenigis, of course, and Deela, both of whom spoke English well, and Khurs and Dzheenis, who were learning in the same way Ander and Alper were. Heelinig and Dhuvenig came, by special invitation; they couldn’t follow the conversations, and Dhuvenig used the time to renew his acquaintance with Deela. The surprise was Peet, now called Peetir, which she thought was funny bordering on hilarious. She brought her new mate, a zerkre called Gerig, and showed surprising ability in English. "Been learning electricity from sailors," she said carefully. "I say ‘thank you’ for advice you gave. Worked OK." Her figure was swelling, so something was working.

Peters copied the sign by his door in the Trade, and added a line:

Tonight we will speak

with a movable strip underneath that could be changed to read either "English" or «Trade». He changed it in regular alternation, and the humans who came on Trade-speaking nights began gaining fluency by leaps and bounds.

At first all the humans who attended were enlisted, but at Warnocki’s suggestion he sent a written note via Deela inviting the officers as well, signing it "John Peters" with no indication of rank. Not many showed up, and it was a little surprising which ones did. Goetz and Williams came as a pair, and were cordial, friendly, and easy to get along with; the women of VFA-97 came in small groups, but neither of the commanders accepted the invitation, and of the men only Goetz, Dr. Steward, and a lieutenant called Jerry Wills, who was trying to learn Trade, stopped by.

Steward was a puzzle. He had introduced himself as "Jack," answered to that at table, and was an excellent dinner companion, cheerful and witty. He came regularly at Trade-speaking meals and was making excellent progress. Peters had first met him at airsuit fitting, and thought him a self-important ass; he had no idea what the doctor would have testified about the nekrit matter at a court. He’d never had occasion to visit the infirmary, but those who had thought it well run.

At one meal Peters, having drunk a little more than he should have, decided to recite a poem he’d enjoyed from one of the books he’d read. The Trade lended itself well to alliteration, and the poem was not only a tongue-twister, it was funny. It was a success: the ones who understood it laughed ’til tears came. Afterward Steward had come up to him and asked, "John, do you think the ladies would like for me to examine them? Pregnancies can have complications." He’d looked wistful. "You know, when I volunteered for this I imagined myself curing aliens and learning strange biochemistry. OB/GYN work at least has happier endings than autopsies and patching up broke sailors."

It reminded Peters of Todd. He suggested it to the girls, who could make their own arrangements; shortly Steward was around every few days, not just at meals. He reported all was well, and talked Khurs into a physical that puzzled the Hell out of her. Peters shook his head. He still had a funny feeling about this.

* * *

To Peters’s astonishment, bordering on shock, he found himself the fourth wealthiest individual aboard Llapaaloapalla, although the bulk of his assets were tied up in the ferassi smallship. If Todd’s estate–which was by no means contemptible: some cash, a block of shares, and a half-interest in a smallship zifthkakik–was considered, Peters was third by a whisker. Dzheenis spent three llor poking around in the Trade offices and came away indignant. «Do you have any idea what they’ve been charging you for management?» he demanded.

Peters was bemused. «No. I never thought to inquire.»

«Ssth. Let me put it this way: you can pay the rent on this space, give me and Khurs a nice raise, and still be under two-thirds of what they’ve been taking out. It’s disgraceful.» The big Grallt eyed his de’pa’olze sidelong.

«Ssth. Allowances must be paid in cash, and we don’t have much cash income. Instead of a raise I’ll grant you each a quarter square of trade shares.»

Dzheenis grinned. «I consider that a totally acceptable compromise.»

Further digging in the archives uncovered another surprise. Peters, it appeared, owned not one spacecraft but two. «Well, you have a half-interest,» Dzheenis explained. «The other half belongs to your deceased comrade.»

«You must mean the nekrit fighting-ship,» Peters observed. «I hadn’t thought about it in zul. You say it’s considered my property? Mine and Todd’s, that is?»

Dzheenis shrugged. «They’ve been charging you rent for storing it.»

«It was defective. That’s why it’s here, after all.»

«Perhaps so.» The ferassi-Grallt mused for a moment, pinching his lower lip in his characteristic gesture. «I believe I’ll have a chat with one of the Engineering zerkre. Surely someone can tell us if it’s repairable.»

The report, a llor later, was that the only thing wrong with the ugly little ship was total lack of maintenance. «It’s ugly, crude, and filthy, and stinks of uncleaned organics,» said Gerig, whom Dzheenis had hired for the survey. «I wouldn’t bother to repair it. Pull out the zifthkakik and weapons, yank the control system and navigation instruments, and toss the hulk out. A complete smallship set is worth many ornh almost everywhere.»

«Do that, then.» Peters smiled. «Do you mind working with humans?»

«I don’t know,» Gerig confessed. «I’ve never done it. Peetir is the cosmopolitan.»

«I’ll get a crew together. It’ll take longer, but they should leap at the chance to do a complete teardown and learn how the controls are connected.» Peters looked at the zerkre with a wry grin. «Best of all, I won’t have to pay them.»

Gerig laughed. «Kh kh! Spoken like a true Trader. No, I don’t mind, but we’ll need an interpreter.»

«I’ll get one of the stewards. I’ll have to pay him.»

The predicted leap to volunteer duly occurred. Both Grallt and humans complained about the stink, but the result was a complete smallship outfit and a set of instructions for how to connect it all up. Dhuvenig came down to observe, and made arrangements for a close pass on a star with no known planets so that the hulk could be disposed of as thoroughly as possible. Despite his joking declaration Peters did pay the enlisted men who’d worked on the project, but didn’t even mention the possibility to the officers who’d come to watch.

* * *

Kraatna was a trade stop only; the inhabitants had a few spacecraft, but were largely planetbound and relatively primitive, and didn’t maintain anything resembling a military. They wanted to sell foodstuffs, handicrafts, and precious metals; they wanted to buy medium-tech building fittings–electric lights, plumbing, and the like–and space hardware. Llapaaloapalla had plenty of both tucked away in what had originally been the port operations bay, and Peters got to see that area for the first time. He could have spent all his waking hours there, looking at goods mundane and exotic, familiar and strange, but Prethuvenigis insisted that he be in on the trade talks, and it was, after all, just a warehouse.

He participated fully in the negotiations, which made Prethuvenigis smile and earned him questioning looks from the other traders in the group. So far as he could tell he did a workmanlike job of it, staying quiet most of the time, commenting only when he found some item he thought would be marketable on Earth, or saw some aspect of the deal he wasn’t sure of.

The Kraatnans were a new part of the trade network; they looked like semi-erect alligators, but they were clearly of the kree. Their language translated as readily as kheis or n’saic, and their biochemistry was highly compatible. One of the items they offered was a coarse powder called zishis, used either as a condiment or as the main flavor ingredient in several dishes. Peters tasted it, and immediately made arrangements for one of the dishes, a sweet concoction of berries seasoned with zishis, to be served at dinner. "Oh!" said Vanessa Williams after a tentative taste, and devoured the spoonful. "Ohhhhmigod. Is there more?" Similar reactions went up and down among the humans, and Peters smiled to himself and ordered a ton of the stuff. It looked as if chocolate might have acquired a competitor.

«That seems to have gone well,» he remarked to Prethuvenigis on the way back up to Llapaaloapalla.

«Yes, I think so,» the Trader agreed with a nod. He shifted in his seat, and turned to face Peters. «John, there are a couple of things I’ve been wanting to talk to you about, and now seems a good time.»

Peters shrugged. «Certainly. What’s on your mind?»

«The financial affairs of the human detachment are becoming a problem for us, so I’m passing them along to you. It will mean you’ll have to hire more staff.»

«In what way does it constitute a burden? I’d have thought they were minor compared to your other activities.»

«They are, but we believe it would be better to separate your people’s affairs from ours well in advance of our arrival at Earth, and placing a human in charge will make it less likely that suspicion of mismanagement will arise.»

«Let me speak with Dzheenis before I make any commitments. It will be necessary to involve the officers, because from their point of view it is their charge to manage the affairs of the detachment.»

Prethuvenigis shrugged. «You know best what the requirements are, which is a large part of the reason you’re the best one to take the responsibility. You won’t lose by it, financially I mean. You can and should take a reasonable management fee.»

«Yes, Dzheenis has explained to me about management fees… you said there were two matters.»

«I’d like to lease your ship. It would be ideal for some errands I have in mind.»

Peters looked up, startled. The little ship sat in the number-two hangar, being swarmed over by human and zerkre technicians anxious to acquaint themselves with the secrets of ferassi technology. It had two "first class" cabins each of which could accommodate three in a pinch, bunks for a half-dozen working people, and a sizeable cargo hold; it was almost twice as fast as Llapaaloapalla, was armed to the teeth, and didn’t have to be buttoned up in front for high phase–altogether a nice little yacht. After seeing it Mannix, who was from Connecticut, had started calling Peters "John Jacob." «How long would you expect to need it?» he asked the Trader.

«Approximately two zul.» Prethuvenigis smiled slightly. «I had intended to wait until our next stop. Hegghi is a nexus, where I could charter one of the smaller Trade ships for the trip I have in mind. Deela suggested I talk to you, and she’s right. Not only is your ship faster, I wouldn’t have to deal with a strange crew.»

«I can see that… once again, I will need to speak to Dzheenis. Among other things, we’ll have to decide on what I should charge you.»

Prethuvenigis grinned. «You’re learning,» he observed, his tone a mixture of amusement and approval. «Consult, by all means, but if you could give me an answer before the end of the llor I would greatly appreciate it.»

«I’ll have an answer for you as soon as possible,» Peters replied, «but I can’t commit to a specific schedule. You do realize that I’ll want the ship back well before we arrive at Earth?»

«Oh, of course.» Prethuvenigis shook his head, still smiling. «As I had intended to do it, it would have been hard for me to complete my errands before Llapaaloapalla arrived at Earth. If I can use your ship I’m quite sure I can finish up in time to meet Llapaaloapalla at Keelisika.»

* * *

Prethuvenigis’s deputy, a woman called Henarigis, watched as Peters and Dzheenis supervised a freshly-recruited group of Grallt collecting the records for transport. «If you’re going to be managing the financing, you can do the coordination as well,» she said. «The records are over there. I’m sick of the whole project.» She didn’t even haggle when he proposed a management fee.

That made Deela, Dreelig, and the stewards his employees. Tullin found a new place for them, much larger and with two inner rooms. Dreelig stayed where he was, but Deela was soon installed in the other office. Khurs and Dzheenis held court for Peters in the main office, with Khurs acting as receptionist and Dzheenis as office manager; Se’en and a male Grallt called Pisig, once one of the stewards, performed the same functions for Deela, and twenty clerks occupied the remainder of the room. Peteris–he thought of himself that way, here–acquired a desk that seemed the size of an aircraft carrier at first, soon covered with paperwork, and a swivel chair with a high back and arms.

If he’d been home he’d have had to wear a tie. Fortunately the Grallt had never invented the things.

It meant that he had to deal with Commander Bolton on almost a daily basis. That wasn’t a pleasure for either of them, but Bolton seemed most affected. "I’m not taking orders from any jumped-up enlisted man," he declared.

"You ain’t takin’ orders from an enlisted man," Peters pointed out, keeping his temper reined in by main force. "You’re takin’ orders from the folks that hired you. It so happens that it’s my job to pass those orders on to you, and it ain’t no bigger pleasure for me than it is for you."

Bolton’s flush wasn’t evident, but his sour expression was. "Bullshit. I’ll hear that from Dreelig or Prethu- whatever, the bossman."

"Prethuvenigis ain’t here. Dreelig?"

The "ambassador" flushed in turn. "I’m afraid he’s right, Commander. Peters has been assigned as coordinator between the detachment and the Trade organization. He is my direct superior."

"Peters," Bolton growled, "is a U.S. Navy Petty Officer Second Class who has gotten very confused." He focused his gaze on the person in question. "You do know you’re going to wind up in front of a Court when we get home, don’t you?"

"No, Commander, I ain’t all that sure that’s so, though you say it. I ain’t been in the Navy for a matter of two months now; this here’s my civilian job." Peters held the officer’s eyes. "Worst comes to worst, all I have to do is not get off the ship when we get home."

"Planning to abandon your country and your people, are you?"

"Don’t be more of an ass than you have to, Harlan," Commander Collins said sharply. She had stood with arms folded, watching as the two males tangled racks. "Do you ever listen to anybody, even yourself? Play back what you’ve been saying and tell me Peters has any reason to do you any favors."

"It’s not a question of favors. It’s a question of obligations, and an oath he took."

"Is it? I have to tell you, Doris Doyle has a master’s in pre-law, and she and Chief Spearman have been researching this at my orders. As far as we can tell he’s in the right." Bolton returned her look mulishly, and she went on: "You can pout like a spoiled child all you want to, but I for one want information about our next assignment, and Peters has the data and you don’t. May we hear it, please?"

Bolton’s jaw worked. He made an abrupt go-ahead gesture, accompanied by a look of seething ill will. Peters met the look with one of mild patience, simulated by a nearly superhuman effort, until the officer looked away, then picked up a document. "The next planet we’ll be visitin’ is called Hegghi, and it’s a n’saith colony. They’ll be fieldin’ a squadron to do mock-combat, usin’ the same protocols you probably remember from the n’saith home world. They’ll be comin’ aboard beforehand, and we’ll be settin’ up a dinner for them…."

Collins came to dinner that evening. She noted the sign with amusement, and introduced herself to Ander and Alper as "Nadine." When the meal was over she buttonholed Peters. "You know what Commander Bolton’s problem is, don’t you?" she asked.

Peters grimaced. "I reckon so. Ain’t he the one who set up this circle–this whole thing in the first place?" When Collins nodded he returned it. "Thought so. He still thinks he oughta be the most important human bein’ on board, and I ain’t so sure he’s wrong. Trouble is, it ain’t worked out that way."

"Don’t I know it." Collins shook her head. "I don’t think we’re ever going to really recover from Dreelig’s little trick, and Harlan fell for it hook, line, and sinker. If he’d just been forethoughtful enough not to discourage us from learning the language–"

"Yeah, that put the capper on it."

"You could put it that way… as far as I’m concerned you’re Peteris, the Grallt liaison to our group. My officers will follow my lead, and at least some of the men will; nobody wants to see this whole effort fall apart. I’ll talk to Harlan. He really doesn’t have much choice about going along, but it’s probably too much to expect him to be gracious about it." Bolton wasn’t at all gracious about it, but he did manage to be grudgingly cooperative.

Mock-combats at Hegghi, Sedlun, and Distaving went off as scheduled; Peters did something the Grallt hadn’t, used the detachment’s own money to place bets on themselves. The profits were handsome, and he wondered if he’d get more cooperation if he could tell the officers about it. In the meantime he used Deela and Dreelig as go-betweens, staying out of the man’s face to the greatest extent possible.

The arrangement somehow held together all the way to Keelisika.

  





Chapter Forty-Six

«This seems quite acceptable,» Ghnal Dhango said. «In fact, proposal number three will add considerably to the appeal of the performance. See what you think.» She passed the document to her husband. Instead of a mock-combat the decision had been made to perform an air show, an addition to the already-scheduled festivities in honor of an enkheil holiday Peters never fully understood the meaning of.

Khrog Dhakgo took the paper, scanned it. «Nnh. Yes. A memorial to fallen comrades, yes… I like it.»

«Good,» said Peters, and leaned forward. «I’ll have Deela inform Commander Bolton that you approve. We can confer later to settle the final details.»

Ghnal nodded. «I’ll pass this on to my staff. They’ll flesh out a more complete scheme, which you can send to your people for review. It will be before you in plenty of time for any objections or counter-proposals.»

«Good,» Peters said again. «Except that you should give it to Dzheenis, who will take it to your assistants. They can be working on it while we have dinner.»

«I like that idea,» Khrog put in.

«It’s about time for me, too,» Ghnal agreed. «Where shall we eat? In the same food room where we spoke before?»

«You’re invited to my quarters.» Peters flushed a little and grinned. «Yes, I have separate quarters now, and a family I’d like you to meet.»

«It was obvious from the beginning that you’d begun to rise to your potential,» Ghnal noted. «The last time you were here we chatted in the food room, and you got in trouble for it, if I recall.» She smiled and gestured at the office. «This is a remarkably different environment.»

«I note that you give the statue pride of place,» Khrog said, and looked at the figure. «It’s a great compliment to us.»

«Not at all. It’s a lovely piece; I enjoy looking at it… So, will you have dinner with us? I warn you, it’s likely to be something of a mob scene.»

Ghnal grinned. «We’re used to family dinners. Yes, by all means.»

«Then let’s go. I’m hungry, too.» Peters gestured. «You can give the documents to Dzheenis on the way out.»

Ghnal Dhango paused outside Peters’s quarters to read the sign. The movable strip displayed the word "English"; Peters slipped it out of its holder, reversed it to «Trade», and set it back into position. «There,» he said. «It’s out of order, but you are special guests.»

«Don’t disarrange your schedule on our account,» Ghnal said as he ushered them in.

«It’s no great burden. Ah. Here are Ander and Alper.» The two women molded themselves against him, their figures showing the effects of events four months before, and he put his arms around them and let out a sighing breath. «Ghnal, Khrog, here are Alper Gor and Ander Korwits, my mates, if so pallid a word can be used. Ander, Alper, I present Khrog Dhakgo and Ghnal Dhango. They are the proprietors of the troop of enkheil Combat Dancers the ship operators will be working with.»

Ander and Alper nodded and murmured polite greetings. The two enkheil bowed slightly and performed their half-spread and pop of wings. «This is a story we have to hear,» Khrog Dhakgo said in amusement.

«It’s not one I tell very often,» Peters told them with a grimace. «Everyone here has heard it often enough to be bored by it.»

Alper gave him a flashing glance, then looked from Peters to their guests and back. «They’re the ones who gave you the statue, aren’t they?»

«Yes. I hope you’ll make them welcome,» Peters told the girls. «Our previous association was brief but cordial, and I hope to extend it.»

«Which reminds me,» Khrog noted. «When we met before, we invited you to our home, and I think it a marvelous idea to renew the invitation. Sitting in lawn chairs beside the lake, with a drink in hand and no one but ourselves present, you won’t have any excuse not to tell stories.»

«Excellent notion,» Ghnal agreed. «Bring your whole group. Five of you, you said? We can easily accommodate everyone, and we can sit by the lake and watch the show as you tell the story. The weather is forecast to be lovely, and the show should be spectacular.»

Peters nodded and smiled. «That sounds ideal to me, but we’ll have to wait until Dzheenis and Khurs come in to know if I’ll be dispensable for long enough. Ander, Alper, what’s your opinion? You expressed an interest in experiencing a planetary surface, and here is a way to do so in comfort.»

The two women exchanged looks. «Let us think about it for a short while,» Ander said. «Considered coldly, without the intense emotional background, the idea makes me somewhat nervous.»

«When we get to Earth we’ll surely have to go Down, to meet John’s other family,» Alper pointed out. «This would serve as a sort of introduction to the idea.»

«More new experiences,» Ander noted. «You’re right, Alper. Ghnal Dhango, Khrog Dhakgo, thank you for the invitation. We hope you won’t take our natural trepidation as a reflection on your hospitality.»

The door latch worked, and Khurs entered. «Hello,» she said to the group in general. «Dzheenis will be down shortly; he is conferring with the enkheil.»

«Good,» said Peters. «Enough of that; no business at dinner. Ghnal, Khrog, you have already met Dzheenis; Khurs is also part of our group.»

* * *

In the end they all went down to the surface of Keelisika. They sat, as promised, in lawn chairs by the lake, which proved to have the major city of Keelisika on the other side, and had front-row seats for both the air show and the fireworks that followed.

The "missing man" formation met Khrog Dhakgo’s unmitigated approval, and when the Dancers copied it he was ecstatic. «Yes!» he almost shouted. «An absolutely beautiful bit… What are they doing?»

The two ships, one human, one enkheil, that had left the finger-fives as the "missing man" had come together and were flying side by side, approaching the main thrust of the formation at a sharp angle. When they reached the center of the lake they turned upward, and spiraled slowly around one another as they climbed in a gentle pas de deux that couldn’t have been performed with reaction engines and continued until they were out of sight in the clear blue sky. «That’s beautiful,» Khrog exulted. «It’ll be worth teaching the other companies the maneuver just to be able to do that at the end. Whoever thought of that gets a bonus, Ghnal. A big one.»

«I’ll see to it,» said Ghnal with a broad smile. «Yes, it’s very effective. But it might have been one of the humans who thought of it.»

«If a human deserves the bonus, a human gets it,» was Khrog’s summation. «It’s gorgeous. Paying for it makes using it seem a little less like stealing.»

Everyone laughed at that. Peters felt a hand slip into his, and looked down at Ander. He took Alper’s hand in the other and followed their gentle urging to the edge of the broad deck, where they stood beside the railing and looked out over the water. A cool breeze stirred the leaves of dark-red and black-purple trees, and Keelisika’s daystar cast lambent rays on the rippling surface of the water. The girls clung to his arms, crowding close without forming their usual embrace, and Ander Korwits sighed. «It’s beautiful,» she said softly. «We have missed so much.»

«Indeed we have,» Alper breathed. «Of course, most have… I don’t think one ferassi in a thousand ever ventures beyond the hull of the ship except for child-trades. They couldn’t imagine this. Neither could I have, before… Oh! It’s insupportable!» And she turned to push her face against Peters’s shoulder.

«Easy, easy,» he said, and felt them both tremble. «Not all places on planets are so pleasant. You will have many opportunities to sample the experience. I have no taste for living always within walls.» He looked across the deck, where Dzheenis and Khurs were sitting in chairs with drinks and plates before them. He smiled. «In fact, I think it will be a custom of the Peters pa’ol; we will visit Down whenever possible.»

They ate a delicious meal prepared by enkheil servants who moved about, silent and unobtrusive, then watched fireworks sent up from a platform in the center of the lake, arching fire against the unfamiliar constellations. Between blazes of red and blue, gold and green, Peters told the story of the pirate ship, Jivver, and Trader 1049, and his audience oohed in all the right places.

Afterward they spent the night, the three of them intertwined in an enormous bed with white fluffy pillows, in a bedroom on the third floor, with huge windows looking out across the lake and the city. They didn’t make love, or rather they did, a warm heart-sharing that had nothing to do with glands and organs, and fell asleep snuggled under a soft coverlet with the breeze blowing the curtains in flowing falls.

Sometime in the small hours, with the merest hint of pale-gray shading the sky above the city, Ander woke with a startled «Oh!» and a jerk. Peters came fully awake as she sat up, seeming incandescent in the starlight. «What’s wrong?» he asked softly, and felt Alper stir against his right shoulder.

«Nothing’s wrong,» she said, and the smile in her voice matched the one in her eyes. «The baby moved, and it woke me up.»

«Mine is letting me sleep,» Alper said with a tinge of envy. «Don’t wake him up.»

«I’ll be quiet,» Ander promised. She lay back against his chest and sighed, and used her free arm to pull the covers back up. He couldn’t have spoken; his throat was too full. So were his eyes, and he felt warm wetness on his shoulder and chest. The three of them lay, dripping hot tears of joy into the crumpled sheets, until they fell asleep again.

* * *

He was working at his desk the next day, or rather shuffling things around to simulate work, when the news came that Ghedekepoalla had arrived as expected. A little while later the runner came by with notification: Llapaaloapalla would depart at the next third ande, which by his schedule was fifth ande, effectively midnight.

Actually there were three other ships out there, which solved a little mystery. Prethuvenigis had come aboard not long ago looking tired but satisfied, and had let Peters know that he no longer needed the smallship without saying a word about where he’d been with it. The other ships answered that question, at least by implication.

Thersin Vee was a bür smallship-carrier, shorter than Llapaaloapalla and clearly newer but equally clearly belonging to the same lineage. Ghedekepoalla was another Grallt trader, a conglomeration of spheres and tubes that was the first time he’d seen anything that actually looked like a spaceship from old science fiction vids. The third–

The third was Trader 1049, and people tended to go to windows and look out just to check to see if it was really there. Ferassi didn’t do that. Most especially, ferassi–not just ferassi-Grallt, but Ander’s and Alper’s relatives–didn’t get out and about, visiting other ships and groundside, to gapes and the occasional faint. These did, though. Those rumbles wouldn’t die away quickly.

The four ships were scheduled to go to Earth together. Formation flying in high phase wasn’t something Peters wanted to think about; it made his head hurt. More important, though, it meant four ships, one of them heavily armed, would appear in Earth orbit instead of Llapaaloapalla alone.

Peters knew that Prethuvenigis had bad feelings about dealing with Earth for more than one reason. Among other things, he’d figured out what the airplane pilots normally did for a living. That explained Thersin Vee–if you needed violent backup the bür would provide it cheerfully and with a will–and Ghedekepoalla, but it still wasn’t clear why Prethuvenigis had gone all the way back to Jivver and invited the ferassi. Given that he had, though, it was clear why he’d wanted to use Peters’s ship. It was the only way he could have done it in time.

Peters stared at the movement order for a long time, then returned to putting together a summary of the detachment’s financial status. He’d need to translate it to English and decimal numbers before presenting it; this was the real account, including the profits from the wagering, and he wondered what Commander Bolton’s reaction was going to be. No, he didn’t wonder, but he did wonder if the explosion might be damped by the fact that it was going to be a tidy little nest-egg for everybody, even divided forty-five ways. If anybody got to keep any of it.

The shutters rumbled closed, and after a little while he felt the surge of high phase entry. One and eight llor, as he recalled, full six-ande
llor rather than his abbreviated day.

Underway for the last time. Next stop, Earth.

  





Chapter Forty-Seven

The man was bundled to the eyes in layers of threadbare clothing. It looked warm, but if he’d chosen the nicest-looking items as outerwear the rest must be falling to rags. "Where are we at?" Peters asked. "I used to know this road, but I got to admit I’ve done got confused."

"That ain’t no surprise in this weather." A gust swirled blowing snow around the porch roof. The kathir suit moderated the cold but did nothing for the force of the blast, and both of them flinched. "This here’s Sylvester," the man said, then looked out into the forecourt of what had been a filling station thirty years ago. "West Virginia, U. S. of A., planet Earth," he added.

Peters grinned. "Believe it or not, I figured out that part."

"I wasn’t too sure. That’s a spaceship, ain’t it?"

"Yeah." As Dreelig had two years ago, he suppressed most of the details. "It’s called a dli. Really it’s just a kind of ferryboat, to go back and forth between the ground and the big ship."

The other nodded. "You folks lost?"

"You might say that. I’m tryin’ to get to Whitesville."

"Just up the river a piece… Whitesville. Do I know you?"

"You might. I’m John Peters."

"Fairey Howe." They shook. "You any kin to Emmett Peters? He lived down Whitesville way, out by Blue Pennant."

"My daddy."

Howe nodded. "Me and your daddy used to whack one another pretty damn good playin’ football. He got killed in, what, thirty or thirty-one? Run off into the river, as I recall."

"Thirty. What Granpap said was, he run off down by that railroad trestle just this side of town, and he and momma froze to death before anybody found ‘em."

"That’s what I heard too… so Emmett’s daddy raised you? I can’t call his name."

"Donald. He still lives at the old home place, that is if he’s still alive. I been gone two years." Peters gestured, taking in the lowered sky and the blowing snow. "I’m tryin’ to get there now, but this ain’t helpin’."

"Just follow the river yonder way." Howe gestured upstream. "That’s if you can see it. You sure as Hell can’t see across it."

"Ain’t that the truth. We’ll manage."

"Yeah, I reckon so." Howe looked away for a moment, then faced Peters directly, with a hint of defiance. "I’m required to tell you, you’re in violation of Federal Aviation Regulations, by operatin’ an aircraft without proper markin’s and in unsuitable weather conditions, and I’m required by law to inform the proper authorities."

Peters shrugged and produced a thin humorless smile, holding eye contact. "Send ‘em around. I’m goin’ for the record."

"Record?"

"The most Federal Regulations ever violated by one person… I reckon you must be the local stucach." He pronounced it stew catch.

"Federal Compliance Observer. It’s a violation of Federal Regulations to use disparagin’ language." In most of the country the term used was "fucko"; by chance enough Russians had settled in the Big Coal River valley for the more accurate word to pass into the language.

"Well, that’s another’n down for the day." Peters gave Howe another humorless smile. "Thanks for the directions. Be seein’ ya."

"See ya."

Just in the few minutes he’d been speaking with Howe the snow had filled his tracks almost to the point where they were no longer visible; Peters knew how that went, and didn’t try to force his way back along his previous path, instead choosing a fresh stretch of white stuff to struggle through back to the dli. Closing the hatch finally cut off the itchy feeling of someone staring at the back of his neck; he made his way forward and took the pilot’s seat. Howe was still standing in the doorway, watching. Peters gave him a thumbs-up, and he nodded and closed the door, almost certainly not aware that the gesture was less than complimentary in zeref.

«Did you get directions?» Ander asked as he began the activation sequence.

«Yes, along with a reminder of why I don’t really want to live here.»

«Isn’t this enough?» Alper demanded, gesturing out the windshield. «I went to the hatch for a better look, and thought I would die of cold before I got back. I can’t believe people actually live here.»

«Not many do… here we go.» He lifted the dli a few meters above the ground and set off, keeping the speed to not much faster than a walk.

Even that was nerve-wracking. Heavy snow, lowering clouds, and fading light combined to reduce visibility to a few tens of meters, and the Big Coal River had been a major artery of the coal-transport system for a century and a half, perhaps longer. Steep hills, amounting to mountains and cliffs in many places, bounded it on both sides, and the twists and turns reduced the distance that could be traveled in a straight line to a kilometer at most. Both banks were decorated with railroad tracks except where the engineers had thrown up their hands and erected steel-truss bridges or trestles across the river to avoid some impassable spot. Highway 3 wound, here over, there under, elsewhere around or through the obstacles, and every spot wide enough for a foundation, and many that weren’t, was graced with a building, ranging from private houses to coal processing and storage facilities studded and draped with conveyors, lifts, stacks, cranes, and radio masts. The electric transmission lines that had once kept it all humming and clanking added towers, poles, and a few surviving catenaries to the mix.

Visibility was such that following the river was impossible from any altitude that would avoid the obstacles. Peters stayed a few meters above the water, rising to go over the fallen bridges, which were fairly frequent. He’d never been familiar with the view from water level, so he had to stop and lift up occasionally to check for signs and landmarks. It was over an hour, and seemed much longer, before a group of bridges jogged his recollections, and he rose, looked the area over, and grunted, "Janie."

«What?» Ander asked, tone alarmed.

«This small group of buildings is called ‘Janie’,» he explained. «The little stream is Elk Run. We go that way.» He lifted the dli over the trestle and started up the smaller valley, staying above the snow-covered feature that had to be the railroad, because Elk Run was too narrow to follow at water level. «We’re almost there.»

«I hope so,» Ander said worriedly. «At this rate, it won’t be long before it’s too dark to see.»

Peters thought it must be about four o’clock. «Only a few minutes… oops.» The wire had loomed up without warning. It scraped across the top of the dli, caught on the vertical fin, and separated with a twang and a jerk. It would have been more worrying if it had been the first one. «There it is.»

The hills opened out to the right, and on the far side of the little valley a house sat on a partly natural, partly artificial bench fifty meters or so above the banks of Elk Run. It was dark enough now for a porch light to be visible in the brief lull in the blizzard, the first artificial light they’d seen since entering the main valley. A cluster of buildings backed by a steep cut stood far enough back from the road to leave an open space, once a parking area for coal trucks. Peters brought the dli to rest and gestured. «Be glad of your suits,» he said with a twisted grin. «From here we walk.»

«It looks impossible,» Ander said dubiously.

«It isn’t impossible, but it will be difficult. It’s good your pregnancies aren’t more advanced. A zul from now you probably wouldn’t be able to make this climb, even without snow.» Both women nodded acknowledgement of that.

A path had been shoveled up the narrow road that climbed the hill, but that had been earlier in the day; it was now choked. Peters and Dzheenis strapped on backpacks and took the lead, breaking trail, with the three women following, floundering in the fresh snow. It took them half an hour to reach the switchback, but from there the driveway was clear, and a man, swaddled and muffled in heavy cold-weather gear, stood leaning on a shovel where the cleared path met the road. "I figured you’d keep at it," was his greeting. "Damnfool stunt."

"It’s good to see you, too, Granpap. I see you got my letter."

"Came yesterday. I spent the first forty years of my life cussing the Postal Service, but by God I think it’s the only thing in this Godforsaken country that still works."

The two men embraced, awkwardly but sincerely, then broke apart to look one another over. "You’re lookin’ good," Peters offered.

"Hunh. As if you could tell in this getup. Let’s get in the house before we do the introductions. You don’t act like you’re freezing to death, but you look like you ought to be, and I sure as Hell am."

The swing-up garage door hadn’t been opened in Peters’s memory; the old man opened the smaller door beside it and gestured. "Lead the way, I’m sure you remember." He stood aside while the others trooped in and up the stairs to the main floor, glancing at the cloth-shrouded ’21 Corvette that had occupied the garage since forever. A coal-fired furnace sat in the far corner, producing cheerful warmth in defiance of EPA regulations, and a miscellany of tools and junk lurked in the back corners, beyond the reach of the single bulb.

The living area of the house was pleasantly warm and smelled of something good simmering. "I’ve got enough gas to run the generator tonight and part of tomorrow," Granpap announced as he emerged from the stairway behind Dzheenis, stripping off outerwear and hanging it on pegs. "Can’t have space people living like pioneers." He had white hair and a lined face, but his movements were lithe and confident, and the hair was a thick ruff that curled a bit at his temples.

"You might be surprised. Granpap, this is Ander, and this is Alper. We’re–" he hesitated a moment "–I reckon ‘married’ is the best way to put it, leastways that’s how I feel about it."

"I’m charmed to meet you," the old man said with a smile, and took one woman’s hand in each of his own. "Welcome to my home. I hope you’ll consider it your own."

"Thank you," said Alper. "We’re pleased to meet you at last. John’s heritage is clear in your face." Ander murmured something, seeming shy, and the two responded to the elder Peters’s gentle tug, at first a little reluctant, then molding themselves to him the way they did to the younger one.

"It would appear that the ceremony took place about six months ago," the old man commented as he released them.

"You might say that… this here’s Khurs. She’s–" he hesitated "–it’s hard to explain, but she’s part of the family, besides bein’ a crackerjack translator and secretary, and about twice as smart as I am, maybe three times."

"Charmed," said the old man a little hesitantly, and took her hand.

Khurs was having none of that. "Don’t I get a hug too?" she asked in her surprising baritone, and slipped inside the reach of his arms to clasp him tightly. His arms went around her more or less by reflex. "You remind me of someone I knew and liked a lot," she said, her voice muffled by his clothing. "You’re not used to looking at Grallt, are you? We’ll have to work on that."

Peters grinned at the old man’s expression. "Last, but not least in any sense, this here’s Dzheenis, who’s also a member of the family in the same way Khurs is."

"I’ll forego the hug for the time being," said the big Grallt as he extended his hand. "Pleased to know you."

"And I you," said the old man, sounding a little dazed.

"Everybody, this is Donald Peters, my grandfather. Don’t call him Don, he don’t like it. He’s the one raised me from the time I was three." Peters smiled. "Anything you don’t like about the way I act, you can blame it on Granpap here."

"Now just a damned minute," Donald snapped. "I’m not taking the blame for all of it, certainly not for the way you talk. That was our redneck neighbors, especially those no-account Wisenant boys."

"And girl," Peters put in with a grin. "Don’t forget Faye."

"Hunh. As if I could forget Faye Wisenant. Or her mother… although Janice had her moments."

"Yep. She hollered pretty loud when they come up, if I recall."

The old man didn’t respond to that, but his eyes twinkled. "Sit down, everybody," he suggested, and began to gently detach Khurs from his waist. "How long have you been–" he stopped, shook his head, and smiled. "I was about to say ‘on the road’, but that’s just showing my age. How long have you been traveling?"

"It seems like forever," Alper said with a shiver.

Peters nodded. "About ten hours, and over half of that was creepin’ up the valley at a walk. Truth is, some places walkin’ would’ve been faster."

"Not to mention safer," Donald said tartly. "You must be hungry as bears. Anything I need to know before I start dishing out venison stew?"

"I don’t know of anything," Peters said, and met his grandfather’s look with a spread-armed shrug. "On Llapaaloapalla we pretty much ate from the same pot. There’s some things don’t agree with both species, but then I get the hives from hazelnuts and none of the rest of us has any problem."

"You do know that raises some pretty hard questions," the old man commented.

"I didn’t at first. I reckon I spent more time tryin’ to figure out Faye Wisenant than I did listenin’ to what you was tryin’ to teach me." Peters repeated his palm-up shrug. "I ain’t got no answers, and neither does anybody else I know." Then he grinned. "To either question, to tell the truth."

"Hunh. Well, at least it means I can feed you. Sit down, all of you. There’s been nobody in this kitchen but me for ten years, and I can do better without help." Donald began dishing out stew; Peters noted with an inward smile that Khurs got the first portion, whether as a mark of favor or to keep her out from underfoot he couldn’t tell. Thick chunks of bread, just at the point of near-staleness perfect for sopping up stew liquor, finished out the meal, and to drink they had a choice of clear spring water or a dark-amber ale cloudy with suspended solids and tasting of health, growth, and fertility.

Donald Peters served himself a glass of ale and stood leaning against the kitchen island, sipping and watching as stew disappeared. "How long can you stay?" he asked when spoons started reaching mouths with less urgency.

"Four days, no, three now." Peters grimaced. "I got to be in Washington on the fourteenth."

"I’d hoped for longer."

"I’d planned for longer." He looked up. "I’d intended a week, maybe ten days, like I told you in my first letter. Then the damn Navy needed two weeks to decide whether to give me a medal or throw me in jail. They’d still be at it if I hadn’t told ‘em I was leavin’ with or without paperwork, an’ they’d better shit or get off the pot."

"You probably didn’t make any friends."

"Hunh. That kind of friends I don’t need… then I had to go to south Texas, an obligation I took on myself to see my buddy Todd home and buried." He took a sip of ale, then twisted his mouth in a way that had nothing to do with the drink. "Shit. Poor bastard got his heart cut out by a chunk of flyin’ debris, and been froze solid for six months, and there wasn’t nothin’ for it but to thaw him out and do an autopsy.

"Didn’t get that done with ’til last Friday, and then we had to wait ’til the banks opened Monday morning, followed by another two days while the assholes ran around like chickens with their heads cut off tryin’ to figure out how to give his heirs access to the money he’d made on the ship." He took another sip, then set the glass on the table. "The whole time couldn’t none of us turn around without trippin’ over a Fed with a form to fill out and ‘just a few questions, Mr. Peters, I won’t take much of your time.’ Has it always been this bad? I done bought and sold a spaceship that’d take you from here to a star you can’t see in ten days or less, and it took less time, and a Helluva lot less paperwork, than openin’ a bank account in Port Lavaca, Texas."

The elder Peters shook his head. "I’m just surprised you were able to get it done that quickly. No wonder you were anxious enough to get here to fly in a howling blizzard. But to answer your question: no, it hasn’t always been this bad. When I was a kid, and even into my twenties, you could still move around pretty easily, especially if you had a little money. Then it started getting tighter and tighter, but nobody really noticed, because it was still possible to get things done if you worked at it." He shrugged and spread his hands. "Your daddy had some caustic things to say about me setting up this place, and hardly a day went by that I didn’t wonder if he was right. Then came the Year of Our Lord Twenty-Twenty-Three."

There was silence for a long moment. Khurs asked softly, "What happened in the Year of Our Lord Twenty-Twenty-Three, Donald?"

The old man had been staring into space, gazing at old memories; he turned his head quickly and gave her a grin of pure savagery. She straightened and put her hand to her mouth, taken aback, and Donald converted his expression to a real, if forced, smile. "Why, in 2023 the world fell apart, and the Federal Government didn’t," he said, keeping his tone light. "Since then, anybody who tries to fix things up gets cut off at the knees by Federal Regulations." He made a sideways chopping gesture, cutting off further discussion. "Enough of that. Johnny, have another beer and get started talking. You’ve told me some in your letters, but now I want details."

* * *

Alper was yawning, and Ander had fallen asleep in the crook of his arm, before Peters had even gotten as far as the attack by Grallt pirates. They put the two women to bed in the room that had been his parents’, under a double-wedding-ring quilt handed down from his mother’s family, and Donald announced that he was going to shut down the generator. "I hadn’t really intended to keep it going this long," he apologized. "At this rate it’ll be out of fuel by midnight." He lit candles and went on the errand.

When he returned Peters had rummaged in his backpack. "Present time, Grandpap," he said, and handed the old man one of the fist-sized zifthkakik he’d bought on Jivver. "Think of it as a battery that don’t run out," he suggested as his grandfather looked dubiously at the shiny ovoid. "Fifty kilowatts, more or less, and Schott told me how to jigger a power-pole transformer to make it work with house wiring. We’ll get it done tomorrow."

"What is it really?"

"I guess you could call it an engine. Hook it up right, and it’ll lift about ten tons and move it around at pretty much whatever speed you want."

"Spaceship engine."

"No, this model don’t make atmosphere or the shieldin’ you need for a spaceship." Peters grinned. "Be kind of fun to install it in the Vette, but then you wouldn’t be able to run the house lights with it."

"Hunh… what’s something like this worth?"

"I paid–" he stopped to think "–call it five thousand eagles for it. Here? You tell me."

Donald grunted again. "Hunh… What else have you got there?"

"It occurred to me you might be a little tired of reloadin’ shells for the Mauser." Peters indicated the other two objects with a wave. "These here’s called ‘push-force weapons’. They’ll punch a hole in quarter-inch steel plate at close range. The little one’ll knock a man down at fifty meters without killin’ him; the big one’ll do the same at five hundred."

"Recoil?"

"None, nor noise either."

"Just the thing for deer hunting. Well, your magic grapefruit isn’t hooked up yet. Time to stoke the furnace."

"I’ll help you." Dzheenis followed as well, and watched with interest as the two men cleaned out ashes and refilled the firebox. "Can you get away with this?" Peters asked as they closed the door.

"Have for years. You remember." The elder Peters looked at the furnace, then gave his grandson a twisted grin. "Tonight it’s even legal."

"Heh?"

"Weather emergency. I’ve no other source of heat, and if this blizzard doesn’t count as an emergency I don’t know what would."

They trooped back up the stairs and poured more beer, and Peters resumed his story. Dzheenis and Khurs listened with interest; they’d been offered beds, but refused them on the grounds that they hadn’t heard this part before. Khurs stayed close to Donald Peters, making soft comments, touching him occasionally, and missing few opportunities to have him meet her eye or just look at her. Peters noted with sardonic interest that Granpap had quit flinching when she turned her face toward him; possibly the beer helped. The grins Dzheenis flashed told him that the big Grallt understood what was going on; so did he, but he kept his smiles to himself.

Sometime after three in the morning the story reached their arrival at Earth orbit and the raucous party they’d thrown to celebrate the occasion. "That’s about it," Peters said, and spread his hands. "The rest of it’s bureaucrats, reporters, and regulations."

Donald nodded. "It’s time to turn in anyway. I’m sure I’ll have more questions… I’m interested in these Makers, whatever they are."

Peters grinned. "So am I. I ain’t got no more information, though."

"Maybe you’ll think of something… Dzheenis, you can sleep in Johnny’s old room, end of the hall on your right. The guest bedroom there will be about right for Khurs."

"Where will you sleep?" the Grallt girl asked.

"My bedroom is there. It’s dug into the hill, so it’s warmer when I can’t fire the furnace," Donald told her. "Speaking of which, I should stoke it once more before we turn in. This won’t blow over before late tomorrow at the earliest, and we’ll all need the warmth."

"Dzheenis and I’ll do the honors," Peters put in. "You go on to bed, Granpap."

"May I bathe before I go to bed?" Khurs wanted to know. "I feel–not really dirty, but I’ve worn these clothes too long."

"Sure." The elder Peters shrugged. "The furnace has been on all afternoon, so there should be plenty of hot water." He stood and yawned. "I’m going to sleep in tomorrow. We don’t have a schedule, after all."

Khurs disappeared into the bathroom with some items retrieved from one of the packs, Donald Peters went up the pair of steps to the loft room, and Dzheenis and Peters headed down the stairs with a small candle-lantern to care for the heating system. «Your grandparent is likely to be somewhat surprised a little later,» the big Grallt remarked.

«Yes… I’ve never seen Khurs act this way before.»

Dzheenis looked surprised, then nodded. «That’s right, you never met the man. Peteris, allowing for the effects of weathering on skin and a trifle of height, your grandparent could be Candor Zin’s brother, even his twin.»

«So Khurs is suffering from nostalgia. She may be in for a surprise of her own. Granpap is by no means infirm.»

«How old is he?»

«Hmm… I make it six eights of uzul, actually a little more than that. Pay the number no mind; he doesn’t.»

«So it would appear. Ah, well, something to look forward to in the morning… is this the control?»

«Yes, but don’t shake the coals down,» Peters advised. «If you leave the consumed material on top, it will maintain the reaction at a low rate until we are awake again. That way we don’t have to reinitialize it.»

«I see.» The big Grallt watched as Peters adjusted dampers and air supply. «You know, I’m getting a little jealous,» he remarked as they started back up the stairs. «You have Ander and Alper, and it appears Khurs has found an outlet for her urges. Only I need sleep alone tonight.»

«That isn’t my fault,» Peters said with a smile. «I thought you had some arrangement with that blonde from the control-room crew. Her name is Lisis, is it not?»

Dzheenis’s eyebrows went up. «That’s right, and yes, I have. I’ve been waiting for what seemed the proper time.»

«Proper time for what?»

«Why, to ask permission from my depa’olze to cohabit, of course.»

"Shit." Peters rounded on the big Grallt, forcefully enough that he took a step back, then deflated with a sigh. «Dzheenis, you are a member in good standing of the Peters pa’ol. If you wanted to take your share and move to Zenth to set up a klisti-berry farm, the only question involved would be how much your share would be. If I thought your judgement was that bad I’d dismiss you anyway, but there’s no question of permission.» He shook his head and met the big Grallt’s eyes. «You definitely do not need my permission to select either a partner for an evening’s adventure or a mate for a lifetime commitment. It is a little insulting that you could think your depa’olze might wish to interject himself into a matter so personal.»

Dzheenis looked down, then met Peters’s eyes. «I apologize, depa’olze. I fear I have allowed my mind to fall into old patterns of thought.»

«Yes, I’m afraid you have.» Peters smiled. «You’re a good man, Dzheenis; I’m proud that you are a member of my pa’ol. When we get to Washington, get Gell to take you back to the ship. Ask the lady, and if she says yes, bring her back with you. A pa’ol need not grow only by natural increase. Accretion works as well, and may be faster.»

The big man’s eyes were wet, but he laughed shortly. «Kh! I believe I’ll do that. Thank you, depa’olze.»

«No thanks necessary. Now go to bed, and if you feel alone, remember it’s your own fault.»

«You’re a cruel man, depa’olze,» Dzheenis said with a smile in his voice.

"You betcha," Peters said with a grin. "Good night, Dzheenis."

"Good night, Peteris."

They met Khurs coming out of the bathroom wearing a thin wrap and an anxious smile. Peters just smiled and nodded, got a smile and nod in return, and went to bed.

* * *

"You’re sure you won’t have any problems," Donald said a little dubiously. He still looked a little wild-eyed, but it was hard to see under the self-satisfied pleasure.

"Nope," Peters replied with confidence. "Every zifthkakik has its own signature, call it a serial number, and there’s an instrument on the dli that’ll find ‘em. There’s two or three in Washington; all I gotta do is follow the needle." He gestured at the sky, which was still heavily overcast though the blizzard had blown itself out the day before. "That ain’t no problem any more, either. Now you’ve got a zifthkakik, I can get back here the same way."

His grandfather nodded. "And I can have the lights on whenever I want, too… any chance of you stopping by again before you leave?"

"Sure." Peters shrugged. "Prethuvenigis wants me there for the trade talks, but those’ll be over someday, and after that I’d like to come back. Probably be spring by then. There’ll be great-grandkids for you to spoil, and I’d like to have the girls see the place when it ain’t covered with six foot of white shit."

"Any time."

Peters reached to hug his grandfather with a little less awkwardness than when they’d arrived, and looked down. «Khurs, detach yourself from my grandparent, please. We have to leave.»

«Yes.» She gave a last squeeze and took a step away, then looked up. "Donald Peters, I have enjoyed my time with you more than I can say."

The old man grinned. "Same here, little lady. If you should decide to come back I’ll be glad to see you, and never mind the boy here."

"I have to ‘mind the boy’, he’s my depa’olze. You should be proud of him. He’s a fine man, and a true descendant besides." She reached up to peck his cheek. "Goodbye, Donald Peters." Then she turned and climbed the steps to board the dli.

"Goodbye, Khurs," Donald almost whispered. Then he held out his hand. "See you, boy."

"See you, Granpap." They exchanged a final hug and handclasp, and Peters boarded and took his seat. He lifted the dli straight up, and his last view of Granpap was cut off by a bank of lowering clouds.

  





Chapter Forty-Eight

Spring rain lashed the windows, and the wind tossed the branches in Lafayette Square across the street. The trees were starting to bud out, and everybody had told him to look forward to cherry-blossom season, but if the rain and wind didn’t let up soon there wouldn’t be any blossoms to look at.

A disappointing cherry-blossom season made a perfect metaphor for how things were going otherwise. Despite nearly two months of crash course he still had no idea how these people reasoned, if they did. He’d always known about concepts like "sovereignty" somewhere in the mishmash of irrelevancies he’d learned in his lifetime, but the people he’d been dealing with had them so thoroughly ingrained in their thought processes that explaining to them that the Grallt, and the rest of the kree, not only didn’t use them, but didn’t approve of them, was blank-look material. The typical reaction seemed to be a brief stunned expression, a shake of the head, and a return to the original line of thought, as if he’d described a direction as "yellow": Does Not Compute. It didn’t help that it was an election year, and his interlocutors were walking on eggs, fearful of doing or saying something that might disturb the uneasy balance of power between the Democratic-Progressives and the Democratic-Conservatives, thereby bringing the awful wrath of both factions down on their heads.

"Good morning, John," said Ander as she emerged from the bedroom.

"Hello, lovely lady," he told her, and took her in his arms for the first time in at least fifteen minutes, being careful not to push painfully on her swelling belly.

"I don’t feel lovely," she grumped. "I feel swollen and gross, and everything hurts."

"You are a lovely lady," he said firmly. "Your depa’olze says so, and the depa’olze‘s word is law."

That wasn’t at all how things were managed in the Peters pa’ol, but it was enough to make her smile and offer a kiss. He took the kiss, returned it, and gave her another squeeze. "How’s Alper feelin’?"

"As well as can be expected. She’ll be out in a few moments." Ander looked down at herself, expression rueful. "I hate this part. I truly do believe that the reason for it is to make the woman look forward to the pain so it can be over with."

"You’re probably right," Alper agreed as she came out of the bedroom. She snuggled against Peters, and for a moment they stood in their three-way embrace, as best they could with swelling bellies in the way. The blonde woman was taller and seemed less distended in proportion, but the best calculation they had of the due dates amounted to "any time now". Peters had secretly hoped that at least one of the children would share his birthday, but the twelfth had come and gone with no such event. The women had seen doctors, both aboard Llapaaloapalla and, reluctantly, here in Washington, and their pregnancies seemed to be progressing normally, but they were extremely uncomfortable and anxious for the process to be over with.

Dzheenis came in, trailed by his new mate, and greeted the group. The blonde Grallt was as tall as Alper but not as slender. She didn’t speak much English yet, but had a dry, deadpan wit in the Trade that had already–more than once, in fact–caused Peters to look up half an hour or so after she’d said something and realize he’d been zinged. Khurs entered only moments later, and Peters wished that Granpap could have been there. His pa’ol was assembled, everyone he could call a close relation bar the old man, and he would have liked to eliminate the exception.

«Attention, everyone,» he said. «The sessions will begin at ten o’clock, so we have a little less than a llor to prepare. No doubt they will be as futile and fruitless as they have been to now, but we must continue to approach them in good faith. Dzheenis, do you have the figures on zifthkakik availability that Assistant Secretary Horowitz asked for?»

«Yes. I’m afraid they’re tentative, but they are the best I can–»

The door flew open with enough force to bang against the entry wall, and a man in head-to-toe bulletproofs with helmet and face shield stepped through and levelled an ugly-looking weapon. "Everybody freeze!" he said sharply. Everyone did, more out of shock than eager compliance, and a slighter figure, a woman by the hair and makeup, also in bulletproofs but without a helmet, stepped up behind him. "Laura Cade, Internal Revenue Service, Enforcement Division," she said, and flashed something shiny in a black folder. "Which of you is John Howland Peters, Taxpayer Identification Number 1457-96-2307?"

"I’m John Peters." He released the women and stepped forward. "What’s this all about?"

"John Howland Peters, you are under arrest," the woman said, and smiled, a rictus that only emphasized her hostility. "Regulations require me to inform you that any resistance will be met by force, up to and including deadly force. You are advised to cooperate fully." Peters was too stunned to respond immediately; Laura Cade said over her shoulder, "All right, boys, round ‘em up." She stood aside, and men dressed like the first but armed with handweapons started to push into the suite.

"Stop where you are!" Dzheenis shouted, and the invaders spun to face the big Grallt. He had his hands in the air, palms forward, and the armed man in the lead let out an audible sigh. "I am obliged to inform you that this room is an embassy outside the territory and jurisdiction of the United States of America. If you leave now this regrettable incident can be excused." His phraseology was a little stilted, as if he were delivering the speech from memory; what Peters didn’t know was where and why he’d memorized it.

"I told you, we’re Internal Revenue Service," Cade snapped. "Embassy status doesn’t matter to us when we’re in pursuit of a fugitive."

"I am obliged to inform you," Dzheenis said, still reciting, "that the laws and regulations of this jurisdiction do not recognize differences in status among those brandishing weapons. You are threatening us with deadly force, and nice definitional distinctions are irrelevant. I repeat: if you leave now, this regrettable incident can be excused. If you persist, we will be compelled to recognize this act of war as such."

"Act of war? This is a civil arrest!"

"You have invaded our territory under arms and threatened to carry away our people and sequester our possessions under threat of deadly force; I heard you utter that very phrase yourself," Dzheenis said, sounding as if he were now speaking ex tempore, indeed with the tiniest hint of amusement. "By our definitions that’s what a war is. We don’t care what your definitions are, nor do we observe artificial restrictions on the means of self defense."

"But–"

The room darkened as a large object obscured the windows. Glass sprayed inward, and heavy blows smashed window frames and walls to form an aperture about the size of a standard double door. Bür in dull green kathir suits began filing through the opening at a lope, cloaks swinging, each armed with a weapon that looked like a carpenter’s level bent slightly in the middle. «The one without a hat is the leader,» Dzheenis said, and the bür in the lead nodded.

Adding six bür to the population of the room made it distinctly crowded. "I am obliged to inform you," Dzheenis said, reciting again, "that you have committed an act of war. We are reserving our reprisal. We have further determined that the following conditions apply: if you discharge a weapon, none of you will survive; if one of us is injured, this building will be destroyed; if one of us is killed, the bür will evacuate the survivors and destroy Washington with meteor strikes. Is this clear to you, or should I repeat it?"

"I don’t–"

Dzheenis held up a finger and interrupted, in a tone that might have been used for instructing third-graders: "First, if you discharge a weapon none of you will survive. Second," another finger, "if one of us is injured, this building will be destroyed." Third finger: "Third, if one of us is killed, the site of this city will glow red-hot for some considerable period of time. I hardly see how I could speak more clearly, but I will repeat it again if necessary."

"It’s a felony to interfere with a Federal law enforcement officer in the performance of her duties!"

"Laura Cade, you are not an officer of any kind here. You are only a dangerous nuisance," Dzheenis told her, still in the voice used to rebuke a child for mild misbehavior.

Cade was taken slightly aback for the first time in the interchange. Peters had noted, with approval, that the lead gunman had moved his finger away from the trigger of his weapon; he was clutching it so tightly his thumbnail was noticeably pale, but he wasn’t likely to kill someone by reflex. The ex-sailor, sometime diplomat, took half a step forward, palms up and out, and said as levelly as he could manage: "I reckon we ought to try to calm this situation a little before somebody gets hurt."

The officer turned and snapped, "The way to calm this situation is for you to stop resisting arrest!"

Peters lifted his eyebrows. "Ms. Cade, if you’re stupid enough to think you’ve got the upper hand here I reckon your boss’d thank us for shootin’ you and gettin’ you off the promotion list. The way to cut the fuse on this here bomb is for you to tell your folks to ground arms and stand easy, and I’ll do the same." He gestured at the bür. "These folks got a ship in orbit that’s armed to the teeth and couldn’t set down in the park yonder, and I recommend that you think real hard about sendin’ a squad or two of cops up against folks who think the difference between a gunshot wound and a ten-kilometer crater is that the flash and smoke’s more fun to watch."

One of the helmeted men had flipped up his face shield and grasped Cade’s upper arm; he was speaking quietly but urgently into her ear. "Very well," she said truculently, expression unrepentant. "Troops, ground arms but stay on your toes. This isn’t over yet." The last phrase was directed at Peters.

"No, it ain’t. Now give me a minute. I’ll get back to you," he said with a nod as the Federals began easing their stances, and turned to face the bür he thought was the officer. «Pleasant greetings. May I know who you are?»

The Trade phrase was a polite request for name and precedence; the bür brought his right hand up, palm forward, and touched his chin with his forefinger. «My name is Velix Teeda,» he said, accompanying that with a nod. «I am lusi of dekre two and eight, formation six, parade one and eight of Therzin Vee, ship six, eight, and three squares of the Host of All Bür,» he said, the full formal self-introduction. A "dekre", or "eight-person", comprised eighty troops–sixteen "hands" of five men–plus officers and noncoms, totalling ninety-five; its CO, or "lusi", would thus be about lieutenant equivalent, Marine style.

«My name is John Peters. I am depa’olze of the Peters pa’ol, trade ship Llapaaloapalla,» he said with equal formality. «Thank you for your prompt arrival, lusi Velix. May I direct you?»

«I was ordered to obey your directives unless they were clearly demented, ze Peters.»

«Good. Please direct your people to assume nonthreatening postures but remain alert.»

Lusi Velix nodded shortly and barked two short phrases, and the bür soldiers shifted to positions similar to parade rest, weapons at port, cloaks draped over shoulders and upper arms. The movement caused a stir among the Federal officers, but nobody got too excited, and the tension in the room ratcheted down noticeably.

«Will your smallship accommodate my family? Five persons,» Peters asked.

«No, it is fully occupied. A passenger carrier of sufficient size can be here in a few antle.» The lusi tapped an object on his belt, and Peters was startled to note a perfectly ordinary phone, the sort available over the counter with prepaid time included. He’d never had one–they were too expensive, and he hadn’t had anyone to call anyway–and he had never even thought about them. Velix Teeda took his silence as assent, punched a speed-dial combination, and spoke urgently. «Two and eight antle, no more,» he said with a smile, and clipped the gadget back on his belt. «Useful item, that,» he noted with evident satisfaction.

Five minutes. «All right. Ander, Alper, go and get your airsuits and anything else you can grab quickly. Khurs, I’m glad to see you wearing your suit, but I don’t think they’ll let you go back for anything else. Dzheenis, you and Lisi go with the others. Let Prethuvenigis know what’s going on.»

«Depa’olze,» Dzheenis said with a half-bow, and Ander and Alper headed for the bedroom.

"What’s going on?" Cade demanded. "These people are in protective custody. They can’t just leave."

"Miz Cade, there comes a time when self-confident optimism turns into flat reckless stupidity, and in my opinion you done gone a good ways beyond that point." The woman jerked her head back, face twisted into a scowl, and Peters continued, "I ain’t turnin’ my family over to your tender mercies if I can help it, and in this case I can. You don’t like it, well, you just declared war on more stars than you can see and all the people who live there, and we’re waitin’ for you to open the festivities. I guarantee that you, personally, will not survive."

The Federal officer didn’t reply, just stood rigid, eyes hot, face a rictus of mixed hatred and rage. Her adviser’s face was the color of skim milk; he murmured urgently into her ear, to no apparent effect.

"Should I be destroying records?" Khurs asked practically.

"We don’t have time–no, wait." Peters smiled and looked up. «Lusi Velix, it appears there will be no shooting for the moment. Would a little casual destruction assuage your people’s regret somewhat?»

«It’s always disappointing to go to a party and not dance,» the officer replied gravely.

«I thought you might feel that way. Very well. When my family have finished removing their possessions, search the place. Remove or destroy, at your option, every scrap of writing or other records, including those two objects and their appurtenances.» He indicated the computers. «You should take those, you’ll find them interesting. Also, remove or destroy any and all items of off-world origin, and smash the furniture and fittings in general. Try not to start a fire; the structure is old and highly flammable, and there are many persons not involved in this dispute within it.»

«By your clear direction, ze Peters,» Velix Teeda said, and began barking orders in his own language.

"What’s going on?" Cade demanded as three of the bür soldiers stacked their weapons and began bundling up the computers. "That material’s under a Federal seizure order. You can’t remove it."

"A cretin to the end." Peters sighed and made an irritated gesture like swatting a fly. "Miz Cade," he said with exaggerated patience, "this here’s an embassy, and I’m a diplomat. My embassy has been invaded by hostile forces, and I’m in the process of destroyin’ vital records and evacuatin’ personnel, and I’m gettin’ just a little bit tired of you and your bullshit. You." He caught the eye of the man who’d been advising. "You seem to have a little sense. There’s thirty-five more of these guys," a thumb-gesture at the bür, "in the troop carrier outside, and if they go by their normal organization there’s three more troop carriers waitin’, and they’d like nothin’ better than to turn the lot of you into strawberry jam and spread you over the buildin’ behind me. Either get this bitch out of here or shut her up before I get mad enough to tell ‘em to go ahead."

"Threatening a Federal agent is–" Cade’s expostulation was cut off by the adviser’s hand over her mouth, and he and another agent in bulletproofs seized her by the upper arms and hauled her by main force out the door. The point man, left alone, looked around a little wildly.

"Just stay calm and don’t do nothin’ stupid," Peters advised him in an undertone; he set the butt of his weapon on the floor, lifted his face shield, and leaned against the wall, watching but doing nothing. The passenger carrier arrived, and the bür ship moved aside to let it match its hatch to the opening, leaving the soldiers obeying their orders enthusiastically, comprehensively trashing the suite. «My love to you all,» Peters said. «I’ll see you when I can.»

«Aren’t you coming?» Ander asked in alarm.

«No. I must go and see if any of these fools can be made to see reason.»

«My depa’olze, I must advise you that I consider that highly dangerous,» Dzheenis said soberly.

«Yes, I know.» He sighed and pulled the two women tightly against him. They were crying, pouring a flood of tears down his chest. Khurs was no less affected; she pushed a little, and Ander and Alper edged aside to permit the little Grallt to participate in the hug. Dzheenis stood erect, but his eyes were wet, and Lisi, the newest of the group and the least able to follow the events of the last few minutes, looked gravely alarmed.

«You’ll miss the babies!» Alper wailed.

«Very probably. You should hurry and get back to the ship before you have them on the trip up.» He looked up at Dzheenis, who stared soberly back, and sighed. «It is just possible that something may still be salvaged from this mess. Go, and let me try.»

«And if not?» Dzheenis asked.

Peters grimaced. «I have no advice, and to give orders would be fatuous. Please go. This does not become less painful for being extended.»

«Yes, my depa’olze.» Dzheenis began urging the others toward the boat, Lisi first. Then he took Khurs and Alper’s hands and tugged gently, and Ander followed, holding on to Peters until compelled to let go, face barely recognizable behind her mask of grief. The hatch closed and the smallship lifted away, allowing rain to lash through the opening.

Peters wiped his eyes and looked around at the remaining human occupant of the suite. "What’s your name?" he asked.

"Harold Carstairs." He was about twenty-five or twenty-six, and added a wary "sir!" as Peters approached.

Peters smiled and turned. «Lusi Velix, a moment.»

«Yes, ze Peters?»

«I’ll be leaving with this young man. Don’t be alarmed at the events of the next few moments. When you are finished here, return to your other duties with my thanks.»

«My pleasure, ze Peters.» The bür officer saluted and nodded.

Peters nodded back and faced Harold Carstairs. "Does your promotion path include Miz Cade’s job?"

"Yes, sir, eventually, if I’m good enough."

"Well, congratulations. You just convinced a dangerous criminal to surrender after an armed confrontation in which fortunately nobody got killed. That oughta be good for a couple gold stars, don’t you reckon?"

The man–boy–looked confused. "I suppose so, sir."

"Then let’s go get you that promotion, hey? I’ll go quiet like, and you can wave your shooter. I’d admire if you didn’t actually shoot me with it, though."

"Um… "

"Somethin’ wrong?"

The boy looked embarrassed. "I have to wrap you."

"Heh? Even if I’m cooperatin’?"

"Yes, sir. The regulations say that all detainees have to be restrained, sir."

Peters sighed. "Then go ahead, but don’t make it too tight." He turned and presented his hands behind his back. "That about right?"

"Yes, sir, that’s perfect." Carstairs wrapped Peters’s wrists with a strap, not too tight as specified, and picked up his weapon. "Let’s go, sir."

Peters smiled to himself and started toward the door. When he reached it Carstairs called out, "Coming out! Open the door!" in a surprisingly strong voice, and the panel swung open to reveal a hall full of bulletproofs, uniforms, and weapons, with Laura Cade in the lead, face flushed. "Mr. Peters has agreed to surrender," Carstairs commented. "He’s been real cooperative."

"I’ll bet," Cade snarled. "Get him in the wagon." A pair of goons in bulletproofs grabbed him by the upper arms and began hustling him down the hall, and Cade followed, mouth set in a grim line. When they turned to go down the stairs Peters looked back. Harold Carstairs was standing, gaping a little, watching them leave, and another of the agents was looking at the young man who’d performed the arrest, face a study in speculation.

They half-pushed, half-threw him into a boxy vehicle and slammed the door. He’d barely had time to seat himself on the unpadded bench when the vehicle started up, turning right, left, right, then abruptly left before descending into an underground parking lot. Then it was more comealong holds and a fast shuffle down corridors covering what seemed like a kilometer before stopping at a steel door with a single thick window.

"Stand still," Cade snapped. The two goons produced a handweapon each and pointed them at his head, staying away from direct contact; no doubt the precise distance was specified in the regulations. Laura Cade expertly stripped off the wrapstrap, pulled the door open, and said, "Inside." She shoved him, hard, and he half-fell through the door, which closed with a final-sounding thud and a multiple click of locks going home.

  





Chapter Forty-Nine

This was the fourth prison he’d been in, and for a prison it wasn’t too bad. It was cold, but that was a common feature of prisons and lockups in his experience; the temperature was set by regulation, no doubt. He wished he had his kathir suit, but that had been taken the morning after his arrest. They’d threatened to cut it off; at that point he’d still had some dim hope of eventual release, and being at the epicenter of what amounted to an atomic explosion would have made that moot at best. He’d skinned out of the suit and handed it over, receiving in exchange the first of a series of loose, sloppy, orange boiler suits like what he was now wearing.

The bunk had a mattress and linens, the toilet had a seat, and there was a mirror over the washbasin. It was as good as many of the quarters he’d had in the Navy, and better than most shipboard ones, bar the guard outside; the door wasn’t even locked. He lay on the bunk, trying to remember every word anyone had said in his presence in ferassi, searching for cognates and similarities in the Trade and puzzling out the meaning. The exercise also served to call back Ander and Alper’s faces as he’d first seen them, still and unresponsive as statues and with less expression. By now he could almost react coldly to the memory.

The television, a panel set into the wall behind bulletproof glass, flashed images that Peters ignored. The programming was a mixture of "news" and "business information", pornography that seemed aimed primarily at male homosexuals, and depictions of people whose lives included cars, telephones, computers, running water, and full-time electrical power. The first category he found occasionally diverting, though it was carefully screened to keep him from finding out anything he wanted to know; the second totally failed to engage his interest; and the third served only to emphasize that he had less in common with the people behind the screen than he did with lusi Velix. Another prisoner had shown him how to bugger the earphones so that they looked OK to casual inspection but didn’t work; after that he wasn’t even distracted by the sound.

The speakers over the screen squawked an attention tone and began issuing a litany in several languages, and simultaneously the screen cleared and showed text. None of the languages was anything he wanted to hear, but the third or fourth one was English: "John Peters, you have a visitor. Report to the visitation room, John Peters." The screen said the same thing, and the synthesized voice went on to what he guessed was French.

He did get visitors occasionally. Mannix had come once, two prisons ago; Tom Goetz and Vanessa, neè Williams, had dropped by, a surprise, and he’d seen Warnocki twice, one of them at the last place. They’d all told him flatly that they weren’t allowed to talk about anything currently going on, and had chatted about the voyage and Llapaaloapalla with an eye to where they thought the cameras were. From hints and subtext he gathered that the ship had left a few weeks after Agent Cade had tossed him in the slammer. From the trend of recent interrogations he thought it was back. Nobody at all had come for at least a week. Be interesting–well, less than totally boring–to see who this was.

"Mornin’, Miz Cade," he said to the hall guard. The woman–not Laura Cade–scowled behind her face mask but said nothing, and Peters walked briskly, head high, toward the visitation room. "Mornin’, Mr. Briggs," he told the sharply-dressed middle-aged man waiting on the other side of the armor glass.

The man’s chuckle came through the speaker. "Actually, it’s a little after three in the afternoon, John," he said.

Peters shrugged. "It’s always mornin’ of a new day for me."

"You always say that." Briggs smiled and shifted in his chair. "This time you may have some reason for your optimism."

Help, or at least amelioration, had come from an unexpected source. Harold Carstairs had, in fact, gotten promoted; legal fiction or no, he’d "captured" Peters before witnesses, and the regulations required it. Carstairs had an uncle whose wife’s maiden name was Briggs; her brother’s son Sheldon was an attorney living in Hartford, Connecticut, specializing in tax law. Sheldon Briggs’s brother and his wife had died while sailboating in the Bahamas, and Sheldon was guardian to their daughter, Evelyn, who had joined the Navy and become a fighter pilot. This unlikely chain of circumstances had resulted, to Peters’s astonishment, in his having both expert legal representation and a little medium-weight political influence.

"You said that before," Peters remarked as he took his seat. He liked Briggs, keeping in mind that as a lawyer the man had probably had special training in how to be liked.

Briggs smiled. "Got something for you," he said, and held up a rolled paper with a red-white-and-blue ribbon around it. He put it in the passthrough and closed the lid, and after an interval–during which it was probably inspected by radar, IR, visual, X-ray, and Y and Z rays if they were available–the latch on Peters’s side clicked.

"What’s this?" Peters asked as he took it out.

"Have a look."

The ribbon slipped off easily. The paper was thick and luxurious-feeling, really high-class stuff. At the top, centered, was a round shield Peters recognized, and below was a short paragraph, which Peters read aloud: "‘To all before whom these presents may come: John Howland Peters, Taxpayer Identification Number 1457-96-2307, is hereby pardoned for any and all offenses against the peace and good order of the United States of America.’ Then there’s a scrawl, an’ after that it says ‘Eugene V. Hansen, President of the United States’. Well, ain’t that spiffy. Reckon these folks’ll let me frame it and hang it on the wall?"

"You don’t sound impressed," Briggs noted. "Hansen just got sworn in. That was his first official act. Ought to tell you something."

"We talked about it already, can’t remember when that was. I ain’t accused of much against the peace and good order of the United States. Violatin’ air traffic regulations is about it."

Tax offenses weren’t criminal offenses. The IRS attorneys made a big point of that, but as far as Peters could see the only effect it had was that the Feds didn’t have to worry about criminal-law rules of evidence. The penalties were, if anything, worse, except that it seemed they couldn’t just take him out and shoot him, despite several individuals who apparently would have preferred to do just that. He wasn’t a criminal; he just owed one Hell of a tax bill.

The Federal Security Administration had an astounding amount of information, some of it quite detailed, about what had gone on aboard Grallt Trade Ship Llapaaloapalla during the last uzul and a half, and had shared it generously with the IRS. It wasn’t sorted worth a damn–that was part of what they wanted him to do–and there were many lacunae, but the data had painted a surprisingly complete picture. Informers, of course, but who?

Jacks. Had to be. Smiling, gregarious Jacks, who was slightly older than was really credible for his rate and rating, and who had established a close relationship with a Grallt. Se’en wasn’t stupid, quite the contrary, but she liked to gossip and didn’t pay attention–and she’d been part of the communications and translation section for most of the voyage, and involved with Peters’s coordination between Traders and humans for the last zul of it. If she’d told Jacks everything she knew or surmised, the pattern of information the Feds had matched what Jacks would have known. The name went on his list. The chances of his getting to act on that list were minimal to nonexistent; he kept it anyway.

At the end of the form-filling and information-sorting his total tax obligation had come to $178,714,231.17; they’d offered to strike the seventeen cents, making it come out in round dollars, but Peters refused out of whimsy. Penalties, interest, and a whopping fine had brought the total as of the arbitrarily selected cutoff date of 1 June 2056 to a trifle under a billion dollars–$982,211,704.84, to be exact. Six and a half percent interest added over five million dollars a month, almost two hundred thousand a day. Five bucks a breath, more or less. The cost of living was outrageous these days. At that point Briggs had entered the picture, and one of the first things the lawyer had accomplished was to get the continuing interest accrual stopped.

The IRS had offered to accept a handwritten order of payment to be delivered to Llapaaloapalla, in ornh at one to the dollar, exactly as he and Todd had predicted. Peters had cheerfully written it out, in English and decimal numbers, and gotten transferred to a high-class prison with windows and grass outside when he handed it over. Two weeks later he’d been brought here and tossed into solitary for ten days. He knew why, too: he could just imagine Prethuvenigis’s face when the paper had crossed his desk.

"I don’t see a check," he told Briggs. "That’s the only thing I know of that’ll get me out of here."

The lawyer smiled again, and Peters drew back. He hadn’t realized that a pudgy, blond, balding guy in a sharp suit could look so feral. "Well, not quite the only thing," Briggs said, his tone tense with an overlay of whimsy.

Peters was trying to formulate an answer when the door behind Briggs opened briskly and Dzheenis strode through, carrying one of the bent-level bür weapons and wearing a bright shield on his left breast. Must have stuck the pin in the pocket slit, Peters thought irrelevantly, as the guards on Briggs’s side brought weapons to bear and the two by him, whom he’d ignored as usual, aimed pistols at his head. The damnedest assortment followed the Grallt: a pair of bür, also with shiny badges; two Marines with M27 sliver guns; a couple of ferassi in Trader 1049 livery, with badges; and Prethuvenigis’s goons, again with shiny shields. There seemed to be more outside, but the room was only so big.

"U. S. Marshals, by direct Presidential appointment," Dzheenis said, and tapped the badge. "Put down your weapons. You behind the glass, release that man and step aside." The two guards did no such thing. One of them grabbed Peters’s collar preparatory to dragging him off, and the two bür demonstrated what the armor glass was worth to Maker weapons.

Briggs had ducked below the counter. Peters did the same, wiping his face. Glass cylinders five millimeters in diameter, fifteen centimeters long, and moving at several Mach made for really messy head shots. More guards ran up the corridor from the cell block, and one of the bür methodically picked them off as they rounded the corner. He got three before the rest figured out that that wasn’t the way to do it. Then the world started getting fuzzy and accelerating on odd vectors.

Peters woke strapped to a gurney with an oxygen mask on his face, being carried down a corridor with lots of fresh scars on the walls. It took a bit for him to recognize the man walking alongside, and longer to credit it. "Good, you’re awake," said Dr. Steward. "I already injected the antagonist, you’ll be fine in a minute." He brandished a small handweapon, either the one Peters and Todd had taken from the nekrit or one just like it. "Audit this, motherfuckers!" he shouted derisively, and several people cheered.

Being carried up stairs on a stretcher isn’t pleasant, but the two bearers did a good job. After two flights they came out at street level, on a cold, blustery day with mist swirling around. Wherever they were it was the middle of town, concrete and stone and glass in various configurations. "Do you know where you are?" Steward asked. "IRS headquarters in downtown DC. Some changes are being made." He looked down, and his face changed. «Somebody get this man a couple of blankets,» he snapped in fair Trade. «He doesn’t have a suit.» A blanket arrived immediately, and the doctor looked on benignly as Peters was wrapped. "I work for you now," he told the bewildered ex-sailor. "My daddy was a science fiction publisher. I always wanted to go to space, so I jumped on Dzheenis’s offer, but I’d have sold my soul for this opportunity."

"Bonus time," Peters mumbled weakly, and Steward grinned like a thief.

The bearers popped one set of wheels out on the gurney and set Peters at an angle against a wall so he could see. A bür smallship took up a good part of the street, and two men in sharp suits were maneuvering a ladder into place. A third man, also nicely dressed, climbed the ladder and reached behind to help a woman. Hatches popped, and Marines, bür, and more Secret Service people climbed out in no discernible order, to take up suspicious watches all around. The well-dressed man held up a bullhorn and said into it, "I’m Gene Hansen." The crowd didn’t go wild, but there were cheers, along with enough weapons held aloft to give the most militant pause.

When relative quiet was restored Hansen continued: "Pursuant to Executive Order nine-oh-one-three, which I just signed an hour ago, no employee or contractor of the Internal Revenue Service is authorized to carry a weapon as defined in the Peaceful Streets Act of 2017." Nail files and up, that meant. "If you are an IRS employee and are carrying a weapon, go immediately to the nearest U.S. Marine and surrender it. If you aren’t sure of the definition, be conservative. Carrying a weapon in violation of this order is a felony, and peace officers are authorized to shoot to kill if such a violation is detected."

Another cheer, followed by stirs and eddies in the crowd accompanied by a few clinks and clanks. "The rest of it is too complicated to go into here," Hansen continued, "but the end of it is, you tax collectors work for the people of America, not the other way around, and if I have to call in help from the farthest star to insure that, well, I’m just grateful that such friends exist." More cheers went up.

"Dr. Steward, may I borrow that handweapon?" Peters asked calmly. The President was still talking, but Peters was sure he’d seen the fellow in the blue anorak before.

"Certainly. It’s yours anyway. Let me loosen the straps so you can get your arm out." Steward suited action to the words, leaning across Peters to do so.

Steward didn’t like to be called "Doc." "Thanks, Doctor," Peters told him. He took the weapon and held it below the blanket, and the doctor started to straighten up and turn. "What the–"

Blue-anorak had spun around and produced a revolver. He got off one shot, but his mistake was to take the time to stretch his arm at full extension before firing. Peters was thumbing the button, and kept it up until somebody else took a hand. The bür weapons were too much in this situation, but M27 sliver guns were specifically designed for close-quarters urban combat. The man’s chest exploded in gore before he’d begun to fall from Peters’s shots. A Marine and a bür smiled and nodded at one another.

"Medic!" somebody shouted, but this wasn’t the sort of crowd to run screaming in terror. Marines clustered around the downed man, and a couple of other people–Grallt, in this case–were clutching wounds in testimony that even sliver rifles were a bit much some ways.

"What the Hell was that all about?" Steward wanted to know.

Peters let the handweapon fall to clatter on the concrete. "Look for his ID," he suggested. "Betcha it says ‘Styles.’"

"Are you all right?"

Peters stretched his lips in a strained mockery of a grin. "No. It don’t hurt, though. Must be the sleepygas." Then he passed out again.

* * *

The suite at the Willard had been repaired, but if you looked closely at the window frames you could still see traces of the events of a year ago. Peters leaned back in his chair, careful not to stretch the clips and stitches under his left arm, and looked at the scene with pride approaching hubris and satisfaction well past the ‘smug’ point.

Alper was on the floor, helping little Emmett with the brightly colored toys scattered around; the boy had already tried most of them and rejected them as inedible. Ander was asleep in one of the wingback chairs, with Eve a blanket-swaddled lump in her arms. Lisi was suckling baby Thu in the other wingback, and Dzheenis was looming over her and his son with the same sort of expression Peters knew was on his own face. Khurs was half-prone on the couch, too swollen to more than waddle; her mate, a zerkre called Denis, was in the kitchen making her a peanut butter and zishis sandwich. Peters had just met him. He seemed a decent sort. He’d better be.

"We ain’t found you a girl friend yet," he said to Steward, who was sitting in the fourth wingback around the coffee table sipping something with ice in it.

"It’s being worked on," the doctor replied. "She works across the road there." He jerked his thumb at the building behind, which was the White House. "First I need to find out whether it’s me or outer space she wants, then I’ll introduce her to this lot and see if she runs screaming. I don’t think she will." He swirled his drink and sipped.

Peters chuckled. "Good enough. Like I told Dzheenis a bit ago, a pa’ol can grow by recruitin’ as well as by natural increase."

"Seems to me you’ve got a nice balance of both here."

There was a knock on the door, and Dzheenis, the only one mobile and unencumbered, went to answer it. He held a low-voiced colloquy with whoever had come, then pushed the panel wide, turned, and announced, "Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States of America."

"Don’t get up, and if anybody starts that damn music I’ll sing," Hansen threatened as he came in. "George, it’s a small room and ought to be pretty safe. Why don’t you and Brenda stay, and the rest wait outside?"

"We can do that, Mr. President," the Secret Service agent said.

"Good, thank you. I told you not to get up," Hansen said to Steward, who had risen despite admonitions.

"I can move and my de’pa’olze can’t, not easily anyway. Won’t you sit down, Mr. President?"

"Thank you."

The little boy focused on the new visitor, got to his feet, and took two steps before falling on his face. Alper snatched him up, muffled the screams, smiled "sorry" at the President, and took him to the bedroom.

"My son," Peters said. "Named for my daddy. Alper wanted to make it John Junior, but I didn’t think that was a good idea."

"Seems like a fine boy," Hansen said. "Were those his first steps?"

"I reckon so." Peters was grinning.

"Mr. President, you’re reputed to sip a Tom Collins now and again," Steward commented, and offered a glass. "Here’s something you might like from a star too far away to see."

Hansen took the glass and sipped. "Now that’s first class," he said, echoing Prethuvenigis. "What’s it called?"

"Thivid," Peters told him. "The n’saith make it from berries, and a tea that’s real good from the leaves of the same plant. Dzheenis, I’d take it kindly if you’d see to it Gene, here, gets a quarter-square of bottles of thivid to remember us by."

"At your command, de’pa’olze."

The Secret Service agents’ faces had gone stiff. Hansen looked up at them, then at a grinning Steward. He smiled slightly, sipped his drink, and said, "I take it you’ve decided to go with the Head of State option."

Peters frowned. "I can’t see as I’ve got much choice."

"No, I don’t think you do," Hansen agreed.

"No," Dzheenis put in. "My de’pa’olze has been the catalyst for changes that are still propagating across the Web like waves from a dropped stone. Mr. President, I’m sure you get tired of hearing about stars you can’t see, but even we don’t know how far the influence reaches. One small thing: Trader 1049 came when asked, and the ferassi have been cooperating with free Grallt, bür, and humans. Nothing like that has ever happened before, and John Peters set in motion the train of events that led to it."

"Interesting times," the President observed. "Not the best time for humans to get mixed up in it."

"But you are," Dzheenis said. "If ever there were Makers of radios and associated technology they have failed or been lost, and as for computers–well, Mr. President, the human species will be rich soon if you do it right, and that will mean you’ll be mixed up with it, as you say, as thoroughly as anybody."

"The United States hasn’t seen much good out of it," Hansen objected.

"That ain’t our fault," Peters observed.

"No, it isn’t," Dzheenis confirmed. "Warnocki’s shipyard is in Brazil because he couldn’t get permits; he already has customers. Captain Collins’s anti-pirate fleet operates under Grallt law and funding because the United States wouldn’t license it; we just heard of their first kill. We never released the funds SPADET 1 earned, because we found out right away that they’d just get taken away from the sailors. Many of them are back with us, now, with modest wealth and great demand for their services, because you couldn’t wait for them to spend the money, you had to grab it at gunpoint."

"I’ve heard all that," Hansen growled. "I believe it. Hell, I’ve said it often enough, that’s how I got elected in the first place. But dammit, there has to be some organization, otherwise it all falls apart."

Peters snorted. "Somebody’s got to drive. It don’t mean the driver gets the side meat an’ ever’body else gets hoof and horns."

Hansen stared into space. "That’s not a principle very many people in this town will be anxious to apply."

"No, and that’s why I gotta do this." Peters looked Hansen in the eye. "I done took the Pledge of Allegiance more times than I can count, with and without God in it. I’m still proud to have been an American, but now I gotta withdraw that pledge."

"I as well," Steward put in. "I have a new allegiance."

"Voluntarily, before witnesses. That’s all it takes," Hansen observed. "A toast to the new order." They all sipped, and Hansen went on, "Leaves me with a tough job, though."

Peters indicated the big Grallt with a wave. "Lemme tell you the secret to bein’ a good boss," he said in a light tone. "Find somebody twice as smart as you are, hypnotize him, and tell him ‘handle it.’ Then sit back and act modest when the compliments start pourin’ in."

The others chuckled, even the Secret Service agents suppressing smiles. "I’ll keep that advice in mind, John," Hansen said. There was a pause during which Steward brought more drinks. "Well, that’s the main thing I came for," he observed, "but there’s a couple of minor matters."

"How’s that?" Peters asked.

"First the good news. Donald Peters is in EPA custody in Pittsburgh, and as far as I know healthy. I’ve sent Secret Service agents to look into it. We should have more news by Friday."

Peters nodded. "Granpap’s been preyin’ on my mind. Thankee kindly for the information, an’ I’ll be waitin’ for more."

"Soon, I hope." Hansen sipped his drink. "Now the bad news: I’d intended to return your spacesuit, but that won’t be possible. It’s been rather thoroughly destroyed, along with a good chunk of a hill at Oak Ridge."

Peters nodded. "I reckon they figured out how to break open the power nodule," he observed. "I’ll get another. Any survivors?"

"Not of the lab, no. There are dependents, of course."

"Get us the names an’ we’ll send condolences, at least," Peters suggested. "That about it?"

Hansen smiled. "I reckon so, as I think you’d say."

Peters smiled back. "I reckon I would. Stay for dinner?"

"To my vast regret, no. I’ve got a Cabinet meeting in–" he glanced at his watch "–two hours, and I’ll probably eat a sandwich over working papers, with people whining at me."

"Consider it a standin’ invitation." Peters held out a hand. "Good luck, Gene."

They shook. "Good luck to you, John," Hansen said. "I think we’ll both need a lot of it. George, it’s time to go. Do you need to sweep the hall first?"

"No, the others are out there," the agent said practically.

"Let’s go."

Peters, Dzheenis, and Steward watched them leave. «He seems a good man,» Khurs observed from the couch.

«Yes, I think so,» Peters agreed. «Will dinner be soon?»

«Soon enough,» Dzheenis said cheerfully. «And there is a great deal on your plate.»

«Ooh!» Khurs cried out. «Something just happened.»

«Let’s go in the bedroom and find out what,» Steward suggested. «Grallt pregnancies are still a little new to me.» Denis came in from the kitchen with a sandwich in one hand; he raised his eyebrows and followed Khurs and the doctor out of sight.

Peters looked at Ander, still curled up asleep with Eve in her lap, and at Lisi, who was swaddling the now-sleeping baby. Dzheenis hovered, regarding his mate and offspring. «Yes, there’s a great deal on my plate,» the depa’olze of Peters pa’ol thought to himself. «But I’ll make the best meal I can of it.»
* * *

At 0343 Jack Steward swaddled the newborn and handed it to its mother. «Male,» he said. «He seems healthy. Congratulations.»

«Thank you,» said Khurs, and guided the infant to her breast. «Welcome to the Universe, John,» she said.
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