Thereare secretsin dl families-—-
- George Farquhar, 1678-1707

Liaden Currency

12 dex to ator

12 tor to akais

12 kais (144 tor) to acantra
1 cantra= 35,000 Terran bits

Standard Year

8 Standard Days in One Standard Week
32 Standard Days in One Standard Month
384 Standard Days in One Standard Y ear

Liaden Year

96 Standard Daysin One Relumma

12 Standard Months in One Standard Y ear
One Rdummaisequd to 8 twelve-day weeks
Four Relummaequa One Standard Y ear

Cast of Characters
Gobelyn's Market out of New Car pathia

Arin Gobelyn, |za's deceased spouse, Jethri's father
CrisGobelyn, first mate, La'seldest child

Dyk Gobelyn, cook

Grig Tomas, back-up everything, Arin'scousin
|za Gobelyn, captain-owner

Jethri Gobelyn

Khatelane Gobdlyn, pilot

Me Gobdyn

Paitor Gobelyn, trader, 1za's brother

Sedi Gobelyn, admin, Las second child

Zam Gobelyn

Elthoria out of Solcintra

Kor Ith yo'Lanna, captain

Noire ven'Dedlin, master trader
Pen Rel sgKethra, arms master
Gar Sad per'Etla, cargo master
Gaenor te'Dorbit, first mate

Ray Jon tel'Ondor, protocol master
Vil Tor, ship'slibrarian
Kilarapin'Ehit, technician

Rantd ver'Borith, technician

Tarnia'sClanhouse

Safdi Maarilex, DAdm Tarnia



Ren Lar Maarilex, Magter of the Vine
Pet Ric Maarilex, hisson

Pen Dir, acousin, off a school
MeichaMaarilex, adaughter of the house
MiandraMaarilex, adaughter of the house
Hinx, aca

Mr. pel'Saba, the butler

Mrs. tor'Bdli, the cook

Anecha, adriver

Graem, Ren Lar's second in the cdlars
Sun Eli pen'Jerad, tailor

Zer Min pel'Oban, dancing master

Day 29
Standard Year 1118
Gobelyn's Market
Opposite Shift

"Down al that long, weary shift, they kept after Byl," Khat's voice waslow and eeriein the
dimness of the common room. The knuckles of Jethri'sleft hand ached with the grip he had on his cup
while hisright thumb and forefinger whirled dlipses on the endlesdy cool surface of hislucky fractin.
Beside him, he could hear Dyk bregthing, fast and harsh.

" Once--twice--three times!--he broke for the outring, his ship, and his mates. Three times, the
Liadensturned him back, pushing him toward the center core, where no Space-going man hasright nor
reason to be.

"They pushed him, those Liadens, moving through the night-levels as swift and sure asif it were
bright world-day. Byl ran, asfast aslong legs and terror could speed him, but they were always ahead of
him, the canny Liadens. They were aways ahead--'round every corner, past every turning in the hall.”

Mé, on Jethri's left, moaned softly. Jethri bit hislip.

"But then!" Khat's voice glittered in the gloom. "Then, dl at once, the luck changed. Or, say, the
gods of spacers smiled. He reached a corridor that was empty, turned a corner where no Liaden
crouched, gun aiming for his heart. He paused then, ears craned to the rear, but heard no stealthy
movement, nor boot heel's sounding quick along the sted floor.

"Heran then, light of heart and dl but laughing, and the way stood clear before him, from
downring admin al the way to the outing, where his ship was berthed; where his mates, and hislove, lay
awaiting hisreturn.

"He cameto the bay door--Bay Eight, that was where. Came to the bay door, used his card and
dipped through as soon as the gap was wide enough to fit him. Grinning, he pushed off in thelighter grav,
taking long bounds toward Dock Three. He took the curve like hed grown wings, singing now, so glad
to be near, so glad to be home...

"That was when he saw the crowd, and the flashing lights that meant ring cops-—-and the others,
that meant worse.

"He shouted and ran, waving hisarms asif it dl made adifference. Which it didn't. Thoselifdines
had been cut good hours ago, while he had been harried, hounded and kept away--and there was eight
Zipped bagslaid out neat on the dockside, which was all that wasleft of hismatesand hislove.”

Silence, Jethri'sjaw was so tight he thought teeth might shatter. Me gasped and Dyk groaned.

"S0," said Khat, her voice shockingly matter-of-fact. "Now you see what comes to someone
who cheats a Liaden on cargo.”

"Except," Jethri managed, his voice bregthless with tension, though he knew far better than what



had been told--Khat on a story was that good. "Excepting, they'd never done it that way--the Liadens.
Might be they'd've rigged something with the docking fees--more like, they'd've set the word around, so
five portslater Byl finds himsdlf at a stand--full cans and no buyers, see? But they wouldn't kill for
cargo--that's not how their Balancing works."

"So speaks the senior'prentice!” Dyk intoned, pitching hisvoice so degp it rumbled insdethe
gtedl wallslike abad encounter with a gabber-hook.

"Cmon, Jeth," Md put in. "Y ou was scared, too! "

"Khat tellsagood story," he muttered, and Dyk produced alaugh.

" She does that--and who's to say she'swrong? Sure, you been studying the tapes, but Khat's
been studying portside news since before you was dlowed ingde ship's corel ™

"Not that long," Khat protested mildly, over the rustle and scrape that was her moving aong the
bench 'til she had her hand on the controls. Light flooded the cubby, showing four startlingly smilar faces:
broad across the cheekbones and square about the jaw. Khat's eyes, and Jethri's, were brown; Dyk and
Mée had blue--hers paer than his. All four favored the spacer buzz, which left their scant hair looking like
dark velvet caps snugged close 'gaingt their skulls. M was nearest to Jethri in age--nineteen Standards
to his seventeen. Khat and Dyk were born close enough to argue minutes when questions of elder's
precedence rose--twenty Standard Y ears, both, and holding adult shares.

Their surname was Gobdyn. Ther ship was Gobelyn's Market, out of New Carpathia, which
homeworld none of them had ever seen nor missed.

"Y ah, well maybe Jethri could tell usastory,” said Dyk, on the approach of mischief, "since he
knows so many."

Jethri felt his ears heat, and looked down into his cup. Koka, it had been--meant to warm his
way to dumber. It was cold, now, and Khat's story was enough to keep a body awake through haf his
deep-shift. Evenif hedid know better.

"Let him be, Dyk," Khat said, surprisingly. " Jethri's doing good with his study--Uncl€e's pleased.
Saysit showswadll, us having aLiaden spesker 'mong us."

Dyk started to laugh, caught something in her face and shrugged instead. Jethri wisdly did not
mention that his" Liaden speaking" was barely more than pidgin.

Instead, he drank off the dregs of his cold koka, managing without much of a shudder, then got
himsdlf up and across the room, right hand still fingering the ancient tile in search of comfort. He put the
cup in the washer, and nodded to his cousins before he left to find his bunk.

"Good shift," he murmured.

"Good shift, Jethri," Khat said warmly. "Wide dreaming.”

"Seeptight, kid," Dyk added and Md fluttered her fingers, smiling. "Be good, Jeth.”

He dipped out of the cubby and paused, weighing the likelihood of deep againgt the lure of a
history search on the fate of Byl--and the length of Uncle Paitor'slecture, if he was found reading through
hisdeep shift again.

That was the clincher, his uncle being aman who warmed to a scolding. Sighing, Jethri turned to
the right. Behind him, in the cubby, he heard Dyk say, "So tdll usa scary one, Khat; now that the kid's

anay.

* % %

Having found deep late, it was only naturd that Jethri overdept the bell, meaning hard biscuit and
the dregs of the pot for breskfast. Chewing, he flipped through the duty roster and discovered himself on
Stinks.

"Mud!" he muttered, gulping bitter coffee. It wasn't that he begrudged his cousins their own round
of duty--which they had, right enough; he wasn't callin' dackers--just, he wished that he might progress
somewhat above the messy |abor and make-work that fell hislot al too often. He had his studies, which
waswork, of itskind; emergency drill with Cris; and engine lore with Khat. '‘Course, him being youngest,
with none on the ladder 'neath him--that did go into the equation. Somebody had to do the scutwork,



and if not juniormogt, then who?

Cramming the last of the biscuit into his mouth, he scanned down to dinner duty--and nearly
cussed again. Dyk was on cook, which meant the meal would be something tasty, complicated and
needful of mucho cleanup. Jethri himsdlf being on clean up.

"That kind of shift," he consoled himself, pouring the dregs of the dregsinto the chute and setting
the cup into the washer. "Next shift can only be better.”

Being asthey were coming into Y nsolt'i Port next shift, barring the unexpected, thet at least wasa
given. Which redlization did lighten hismood afraction, so hewas able to bring up athin, tundesswhistle
to stland him company on hisway down to the utility lockers.

* * *

Heworked hisway up from quarters, stripping the sweet-sheets off degping pdlets, rolling up
the limp, sweet-flavored mats and stuffing them into the portable recycler. Zam, Sedli, and Grig were on
Opposite; the doorsto their quarters sedled, blue privacy lightslit. Jethri left new sheetsrolled up and
strapped outside their doors and moved on, not in any particular scramble, but not dallying, either. He
had it from experience that doing Stinks consumed considerably lesstime than was contained insde a
duty-shift. Even doing Stinks thoroughly and well--which he had better or the captain'd be down his
throat with her spacesuit on--held have shift | eft at the end of hiswork. He was allowed to use [ eftover
duty timefor study. What had to be measured with afine rule was how much time he could claim before
elither Uncle Paitor or the captain called dacker and pulled him down to the core on discipline.

Stinks being a duty short on brain work, the brain kept itsef busy. Mostly, Jethri used thetime to
review hislatest studies, or daydream about the future, when he would be atrader in hisown right, free
to cut deals and commit the ship, without having to submit everything to Uncle Paitor, and getting his
numbers second-guessed and his research questioned.

Today, the brain having started on agrump, it continued, embroidering on the theme of scutwork.
Replacing the sheetsin his own cubby, hetried to interject some happy-think into what was threatening
to become amgjor mood, and found himsdf on the losing side of an argument with himsdlf.

Hewas juniormogt, no disputing that--youngest of Captain 1za Gobelyn'sthree
children--unintended, and scheduled for abort until hisfather's golden tongue changed her mind.

Despite unwel come beginnings, though, he was of vaue to the ship. Uncle Paitor was teaching
him the trade, and had even said that Jethri's researches into the Liaden markets had the potentia to be
profitable for the ship. Well, Uncle Paitor had even backed amajor buy Jethri had suggested, last port,
and if that didn't show agrowing faith in the juniormost's skill, then nothing did.

That's all right, the haf of himsalf determined to set into amood countered. Uncle Paitor
might allow you value to the ship, but can you say the same for your mother?

Which was hardly afair question. Of course, he couldn't say the same for his mother, who had
put him into Sedli's care as a babe and hadn't much use for him asakid. When hisfather died--and only
owning the truth--captain'd had alot of changes to go through, one of them being she'd lost the lover and
listening post she'd had since her second voyage out of her homeship, Grenadine. She taken three days
of wild-timeto try to recover some ba ance--come back drunk and black and blue, proclaiming herself
cured. But after that, any stock Jethri'd held with his mother had vanished aong with everything that had
anything to do with hisfather, from photocubes to study certificates to his and Jethri's joint collection of
antiquefractins. It wasamogt asif she blamed him for Arin's death, which was plain sensdess, though
Sedli did her best to explain that the human heart wasn't notorioudy sensible.

Quartersfinished, and in afair way to seeing that mood set in plate stedl, Jethri went down to
Ops. Thedoor whined in itstrack when it opened and Jethri winced, sending aquick glanceinsdeto see
if hisentrance had disturbed anybody at their calcs.

Khat was sitting at the big board, the captain shadowing her from second. Cris, on data, glanced
over his shoulder and gave Jethri aquick jerk of the chin. Khat didn't turn, but she did look up and smile
into the screen for him. The captain never irred.



Dragging the recycler to the wall, he moored it, then went back to the door, fingering the greaser
pen from hiskit belt. He pulled open the pand and switched the automatic off. Kneding, he carefully
penned a beaded line of grease aong the outer track. The door whined again--dightly softer--when he
pushed it open, and he applied a second row of grease beadsto the inner track.

He tucked the pen away and stood, pushing the door back and forth until it ran silent initstracks,
nodded, and switched on the automatics again.

That minor chore taken care of, he moved aong the stations, backmost first, working quick and
quiet, replacing the used sweet-sheets with new, strapping fresh sheets to the board at each occupied
dation.

"Thanks, Jeth," Crissaid in hisdow, easy voice. ™
three shifts back."

Thanks from Criswas coin worth having. Jethri ducked his heed, feding his ears hest.
"'welcome," he murmured, putting the new mat down at second and reaching for the strap.

The captain stood. "Y ou can replace that,” she said, her cool brown eyes barely grazing Jethri
before she turned to Khat. "Keep course, Pilot.”

"Aye, Capn.”

She nodded, crossed the room in two long strides and was gone, the door opening silently before
her. Jethri bit hislip, spun the chair and stripped off the used sheet. Glancing up, he saw his cousins pass
aglance between the two of them, but didn't catch its meaning, being short of the code. He smoothed the
new mat into place, stowed the old onewith all the rest, unmoored the recycler and Ift.

Neither Khat nor Crislooked 'round to see him go.

preciate the door, too. | shoud've got it mysdif,

* % %

Stinkswas aplay intwo parts. Between them, Jethri took a break for amug of 'mite, which was
thick and yellow and smelled like yeast--and if anyone beyond a spacer born and bred could stomach
the stuff, the fact had yet to be noted.

One mug of 'mite delivered a cargo can load of vitamins and power nutrients. In the old days,
when gtar travel was anew and risky undertaking, crews had lived on 'mite and not much ese, launch to
planetfall. Nowadays, when space was safe and a ship the size of Gobelyn's Market carried enough
foodstuffs to supply abody's needed nutrients without sacrificing taste and variety, ‘'mitelingered on asa
comfort drink, and emergency ration.

Jethri dunked a couple whole grain crackersin his mug, chomped and swallowed them, then
drank off what was left. Thusfortified, he ambled down to the utility lockers, signed the cameraout,
dotted the empties and atray of new filtersinto the ded and headed out to the bounceway.

* % %

Opsran Market's grav in ahelix, which was standard for aship of itssize and age. Smaller
vessels ran whole-ship light-, or even no-grav, and weight work was a part of every crew member'sdaily
duty rogter. Market was big enough to generate the necessary power for afield. Admin core was damn’
near one gee, aswas Opsitsaf. Seeping quarters was lighter; you dept strapped in and anchored your
possessionsto thewall. The outer edges of the ship, where the cans hooked in, that was lighter still--as
near to no grav as mattered. On the outermost edge of E Deck, there was the bounceway, a rectangular
space marked out for rec, where crew might swoop, fly, bounce off the walls, play free-fal tag, and--just
coincidentaly--sharpen their reaction times and grav-free moves.

It being arec area, there were air vents. It being the largest open atmosphere section on the ship,
it aso had the highest amount of ship air to sample for pollen, spores, loose dust, and other contaminants.
Jethri'sjob was to open each vent, use the camerato record the visua patterns, change the camerato
super and flash for spectrographic detalls, remove the used filter, ingtal afresh, and resedl the vent. That
record would go right to command for analysis as soon as he plugged the camerainto the charge socket



Not quite as mindless as replacing sweet-sheets, but not particularly demanding of the thought
processes, ether.

Mooring the ded, he did the camerainto the right pocket of his utility vest, anew filter and an
envelope into the left, squinted thoughtfully at the position of the toppest vent--and kicked off.

Strictly speaking, he could have gone straight-line, door to vent. In the unlikely circumstance that
thereld been hurry involved, hewould, hetold himself, curling for the rebound off the far wall, have
chosen the high legp. Asit was, hands extended and body straight, he hit the corner opposite the vent,
somersaulted, arcing downward, hit the third wall with hisfeet, risng again, dowing, dowing--until he
was floating, gentle and easy, next to the target vent.

Bracing himsdlf, he did the door open, used the camera, then unsnapped the soiled filter, dipped
it into the envelope and snapped in the replacement. Making sure his pockets were sedled, he trested
himself to cross-room dive, shot back up to the opposite corner, dove again, twisted in mid-dive,
bounced off the end wall, pinwhed ed off the celling, hit the floor on his hand, flipped and came upright
next to the ded.

Grinning like a certified fool, he unsealed his pocket, dotted the used filter, took on aclean one,
turned and jumped for the next vent.

* % %

It might've been an hour later and him at the trickiest bit of hisday. Thefilter for the aromatics
locker was specid--a double-locking, odor-blocking bit of business, badly set over the door, flush to the
anglewith the calling. Aromatics was light, but by no means aslight as the bounceway, so it was
necessary for anyone needing to measure and change the filter to use their third hand to chin themselves
on the high snatch-rod, kneesjammed at right anglesto the calling, while smultaneoudy using their first
and second hands to do the actual work.

Norma two-handers were known to lament the lack of that crucial third gppendage with
language appropriate to the case. Indeed, one of Jethri's fondest memories was of long, easy-speaking
Cris, bent double against the ceiling, hanging over the vent in question, swearing, congtantly and
conversationdly, for the entire twenty minutes the job required, never once repeating acussword. It had
been avirtuoso performance to which Jethri secretly aspired.

Unfortunately, experience had taught him that he could either hang and cuss, or hang and work.
So it wasthat he wrestled in silence, teeth drilling into lower lip, forcing himself to go dow and easy, and
make no false moves, because it would be a seriousthing if an aromatics spill contaminated the ship's
commonair.

He had just seated and locked the clean inner filter, when the hall echoed with atitanic clang,
which meant that the cage had cycled onto hislevd.

Jethri closed his eyes and clenched into the corner, forcing himsalf to wait until thewall had
stopped reverberating.

"It's settled,” the captain's voice echoed in the wake of the larger noise.

"Might be settled.” That was Uncle Paitor, hisvoice arumble, growing dightly fainter asthe two
of them walked outward, toward the cans. "I'm not convinced we've got the best trade for the ship in
this, Iza. I'm thinking we might be undersdlling something--"

"Weve got space issues, which aren't leaving us,” the captain interrupted. "This one's Captain's
Cadl, brother. It's settled.”

"Spaceissues, yeah," Pator said, awholelot more argumentative than he usualy was when he
wastakin' to the captain, and like he thought things weren't settled at al. "There's space issues. In what
case, sster omine, you'd best remember those couple 0'sedl -packs of extrayou been carrying in your
persond bin for damn’ near ten Standards. Y ou been carrying extraalong time, and some of what's there
ought to get shared out so choices can be made--"

"No business of yours--none of it, Paitor."

"Y ou'sthe one called kin just now. But I'm atrader, and what you got's still worth something to



somebody. Y ou make thistrade and that stuff ought to be gone, too!™

"Well chart that course when we got fud for it. Y ou done?!

Paitor answered that, but Jethri only caught the low sound of hisvoice, no words.

Cautioudly, he unclenched, reached for the second filter and began to ease back the locks,
forcing himsdlf to attend to the work at hand, rather than wonder what sort of trade might be Captain's
Cdl...

Later, inthegdley, Dyk wasin acregtive frenzy.

Jethri, who knew hisman, had arrived well before his scheduled time, and aready there were
piles of used bowls, cruets, mixers, forks, tongs, spoons and spice syringes littering every possible
surface and the floor. It was nothing short of awesome. Shaking his head, he pulled on hisglovesand
darted in onfirst clean up.

"Hey, Jeth! Unship that big flat pan for me, willya?"

Sighing, Jethri abandoned the dirties, climbed up on the counter and pulled open the toppest
cabinet, where the equipment that was used least was stowed. Setting hisfeet careful among the welter of
used toals, he reached for the requested pan.

The door to the galley banged open, Jethri turned his head and clutched the edge of the cabinet,
keeping himsdlf very ill.

|za Gobelyn stood in the doorway, her face so tight the lines around her mouth stood in stark
relief. Dyk, lost in his dream of cookery, obliviousto clear danger, smiled over his shoulder at her, the
while beating something in abowl with a power spoon.

"Good shift, Captain!™ he called merrily. "Have we got asurprise ordered in for you tonight!”

"No," said Iza

That got through.

Dyk blinked. "Mdam?"

"l said, no," the captain repeated, her voice crackling with gatic. "Well want aquick meal, no
urprises.”

The spoon went quiet. Dyk put the bowl aside, real careful, and turned to face her. "Captain, I've
got amesdl planned and on course.”

"Jettison,” she said, flat and cold. "Quick meal, Dyk. Now."

There was amoment--along moment, when Jethri though Dyk would argue the point, but in the
end, he just nodded.

"Yesm," hesaid, red quiet, and turned away toward the cabinet.

The captain | eft, the door swinging shut behind her.

Jethri let out the breath he hadn't known held been holding, did the flat pan back into its gips,
closed the door, and carefully got himsdlf down to the floor, where he started back in collecting dirties.

He was loading the washer when it came to him that Dyk was 'way too quiet, and he looked up.

His cousin was staring down at the bowl, kinda swirling the contents with the power spoon
turned off. Jethri moved a couple steps closer, until Dyk looked a him.

"What was you making?' Jethri asked.

"A cake," Dyk said, and Jethri could believe it wastears he saw in the blue eyes. "1--" he cleared
histhroat and shook his head, pushing the bowl away. "It was astupid idea, | guess. I'll get the quick
mesdl together and then help you with clean up, right?’

Dyk wasn't aprize as a partner in clean up, and Jethri was about to decline the favor. And a
cake--why would he have been after making a cake, just coming into port? Another one of those
everybody-knows-but-me things, Jethri thought, frowning at hislarger cousin.

Something about the set of his shoulders, or even the tears, Dyk not being one to often cry,
counsdled him to think better of refusing the offered aid. He nodded, trying to remake hisfrown into
something approaching agreesble.



"Sure" hesaid. "Beglad of the hep.”

Day 32
Standard Year 1118
Gobelyn's Market
Jethri'sQuarters

Jethri was behind closed door--which he didn't usually do on his off-shift--because the volume on
the recorder wasiffy at best, and besides, there were a couple of the cousins who weren't all that happy
to hear Liaden words, even if they was spoke on archive, by arelative.

"If you trade with Liadens, trade careful, and for the gods love don't come sideways of honor."

Oneupside of having the door closed was an unimpeded view of the gift Dyk had given him two
ports back, to much guffawing at the entrance hatch. The Unofficid Up-To-Date Combine Com-Code
Chart issued by Trundee's Tool and Tow. Besides the codes, most of which hadn't changed in the dozen
or so years Jethri had been aware of them, there was a constantly changing view, in smulated 3D, of the
sdlf-declared "Best Sdtwater Bathing Beach in the Gaaxy."

Jethri had--on severa occasions, truth told--tried to count the different views offered by the chart.
Dyk had helpfully showed him how to change the pace, or even stop on a particular image. Jethri
discovered, by plain accident, that you could "tune out" the images of people without bathing suits--or the
ones with bathing suits, for that matter, and also how to close up on the people and the sand, blocking
out thelong, unsettling sweep of sky.

His eye was caught now by a seriesthat intrigued him. A couple, hand in hand, moved across
severd images, walking aong the sandscape by the roiling, splashing waves, each wearing a suit (if
something covering only avery smal part of the anatomy could redly be caled asuit!) Both suits had
decorations on them, shapes very much like hislucky fractin. The woman's suit was basicaly white, with
thefractinsarrayed in severa fetching patterns, but they were blue, with the lettering in yellow. Her
partner's suit was blue, the fractins white and the | ettering black, which waslike no fractin held ever
seen--not that he thought he'd seen them all.

The digtraction of the woman's shape and beauty, and the way she moved, made it hard for him to
pay attention to the old tape. He sighed, so loud he might have been heard in the companionway if
anyonewasthereto listen.

He had work to do. They were set to put in at a Liaden port right soon, and now was time to
study, not indulge high-oxy dreams of walking hand-held with alady ‘way too pretty to noticea
ship-kid...

Teeth chewing lower lip, he punched the button on the recorder, backing up to the last sentence
he remembered hearing.

This set of noteswas old: recorded by Great-Grand-Captain Larance Gobelyn more than forty
Standard years ago, dubbed to ship'slibrary twenty Standards later from the original deteriorating tape.
Jethri fiddled with the feed on the audio board, but only succeeded in lowering the old man'svoice.
Sighing, he upped the gain again, squinting in protest of the scratchy, uneven sound.

"Liaden honor is-active. Insult--any insult--is punished. Immediately. Anindividud'snameishis
most important possession and--"

"Jethri?' Uncle Paitor's voice broke across Cap'n Larance's recitation. Jethri sighed and thumbed
'pause’.

"Yesdr," hesad, turning his head toward the intercom grid st inthewall.

"Come on down to the trade room, will you? We need to talk over a couple things."

Jethri dipped the remote out of hisear. As senior trader, Paitor was specifically in charge of the
senior gpprentice trader's time and education.

"Yesdr," Jethri repested. Two quick fingertaps marked his place in the old notesfile. Heleft at a



brisk walk, histhoughts haf on honor, and only dightly lessthan haf on the image of the woman on the
poster.

* % %

His uncle nodded him into achair and eased back in his. They were coming in on Y nsolt'i and next
hour Paitor Gobelyn would have time for nothing but the feed from the port trade center. Now, his
screen was dark, the desk-top barren. Paitor cleared his throat.

"Got acouplethings,” he sad, folding his hands over his belt buckle. "On-Port rogter: Dyk an’
mell be escorting the payload to the centra trade hall and seeing it safe with the highest bidder. Khat's
data, Grig's eatables, Me's on tech, Crisll stay ship-side. You..."

Paitor paused and Jethri gipped his hands together tight on hislap, willing hisface into atrader's
expression of courteous disinterest. They had textile on board--haf a dozen bolts of celloslk that Cris
had taken on two stops back, with Y nsolt'i very much in hismind. Wasit possible, Jethri wondered, that
Uncle Paitor was going to dlow...

"Y oursdf--you'll be handling the silk lot. | expect to see akaisout of thelot. If | wasyou, I'd call
on Honored Sir binFlorafirs."

Jethri remembered to breathe. "Yes, dr. Thank you." He gipped his hands together so hard they
hurt. His own trade. His own, very first, solo trade with no Senior standing by, ready to take over if the
thing looked like going awry.

Hisuncle waved a hand. "Time you were sdlling smdl stuff on your own. Now." He leaned
forward abruptly, folded his arms on the desk and looked at Jethri serioudly. "Y ou know we got alot
riding onthistrip.”

Indeed they did--more than a quarter of the Market's speculation capital wastied up in eighteen
Terran pounds of vya, aspice most commonly sold in five gram lots. Jethri's research had reveded that
vya wasthe activeingredient in fa'yya, a Liaden drink ship'slibrary classified as a potent gphrodisiac.

Y nsolt'i was a Liaden port and the spice should bring a substantial profit to the ship. Not, Jethri reminded
himsdlf, that profit was ever guaranteed.

"We do well with the spice here," Paitor was saying, "and the captain's going to take us acrossto
Kinavera, do that refit we'd been banking for now, rather than two Standards from now."”

This was the news that might have had Dyk baking a cake. Jethri sat up straighter, rubbing the
pamsof his hands down the rough fabric of hiswork pants.

"Refit'll keep usworld-bound 'bout a Standard, near's we can figure. Captain wants that engine
upgrade bad and trade-side's gonna need two more cargo pods to balance the expense." He grinned
suddenly. "Thres, if | can get 'em.”

Jethri smiled politely, thinking that his uncle didn't ook as pleased with that as he might have and
wondering what the down-side of the trade was.

"Whilerefit's doing, we figured--the captain and me--that it'd be optimum to re-structure crew.
So, weve signed you as senior ‘prentice with Gold Digger .

It was said so smoothly that Jethri didn't quite catch the sense of it.

"Gold Digger ?" he repeated blankly, that much having gotten through, by reason of him and Mac
Gold having traded blows on last sighting--more to Jethri's discomfort than Mac's. He hadn't exactly told
anyone on the Market thefull details of theincident, Gold Digger's crew being cousins of hismother,
and his mother making a point more'n once about how she'd nearly ended up being part of that ship
ingteed of this.

Jethri cameforward in hischair, hearing the rest of it play back insde the whorlings of hisears.

"Y ou signed me onto Gold Digger 7' he demanded. "For how long?"*

Hisvoice echoed into the hall, he'd asked that loud, but he didn't apologize.

Paitor raised ahand. "Ease down, boy. Oneloop through the mines. Time they're back in port,
you'll be twenty--full adult and able to find your own berth." He nodded. "Y ou make yourself useful like
you and me both know you can and you'll come off Digger afull trader with experience under your



belt--"

"Three Standards?' Jethri's voice broke, but for once he didn't cringe in shame. He was too busy
thinking about a converted ore ship smaler than the Market, its purely male crew crammed dl sx into a
common deegping room, and the trade nothing more than foodstuffs and ore, ore and mining tools, oxy
tanksand ore...

"Ore," hesaid, staring at hisuncle. "Not even rough gem. Indusgtrid ore.” He took abresath,
knowing his dismay showed and not caring about that, either. "Uncle Paitor, I've been studying. If there's
something else|--"

Paitor showed him pam again. 'Nothing to do with your studying. Y ou been doing real good. I'll
tell you--better than the captain supposed you would. Little moreinterested in the Liaden side of things
than | thought reasonable, there at first, but you waystook after Arin, anyhow. No harmin learning the
lingo, and | will say the Liadens seem to take positive note of you." He shook his head. "Course, you
don't have your full growth yet, which putsyou nearer their level.”

Liadens were ashort, dight people, measured againgt Terran averages. Jethri wasn't asshort asa
Liaden, but he was, he thought bitterly, a damn sight shorter than Mac Gold.

"What itis," Paitor said dowly. "We're out of room. It's hard for us, too, Jethri. If wewerea
bigger ship, we'd keep you on. But you're youngest, none of the othersre inclined to change berth, and,
wdl--Ship's Option. Captain's cleared it. Ben Gold states himsdlf willing to have you." He leaned back,
looking stern. "And ore needs study, too, ‘prentice. Nothing'sas smple asit looks."

Thrown off, thought Jethri. I'm being thrown off of my ship. He thought that he could have
borneit better, if hewas smply being cast out to make his own way. But the arranged berth on Gold
Digger added an edge of fury to hisdisbelief. He opened his mouth to protest further and was forestalled
by aping! from Paitor'stermind.

The senior trader sngpped forward in his chair, flipping the switch that accepted thefirst of the
trade feeds from Y nsolt'i Port. He glanced over at Jethri.

"You get meakaisfor that silk, now. If the spice sellsgood for us, I'll OK that Combine key you
been wanting. Y ou'll have earned it.”

That was dismissdl. Jethri stood. "Y essir,” he said, cdm as adry mouth would let him, and |eft the
trade room.

Day 33
Standard Year 1118
Ynsolt'i Port
Textile Hall

"Premium grade, honored sir,” Jethri murmured, keeping his eyes modestly lowered, as befit a
young person in discourse with a person of lineage and honor.

Honored Sir bin'Foramoved his shoulders and flipped an edge of the fabric up, frowning & the
underweave. Jethri ground histeeth against an impulse to add more in praise of the hand-loomed
Gindoree cdlloglk.

Don't oversall! he could hear Uncle Paitor snap from memory. The Trader isin control of the
trade.

"Eight tor the six-bolt," the buyer stated, tossing the sample cloth back across the spindle. Jethri
sghed gently and spread his hands.

"The honored buyer is, of course, distrustful of goods offered by one so many years hisinferior in
wisdom. | assureyou that | am instructed by an elder of my ship, who bade me accept not abreath less
than two kais"

"Two?' The Liaden's shoulders moved again--not ashrug, but expressive of some emotion.
Amusement, Jethri thought. Or anger.



"Y our elder mis-ingtructs you, young Sir. Perhapsit isatesting.” The buyer tipped his head
dightly to oneside, asif consdering. "l will offer an additiona pair of tor," he said at last, accent rounding
the edges of the trade-tongue, "in kindness of a student's diligence.”

Wrong, Jethri thought. Not to say that Honored bin'FHorawasn't the heart of kindness, which he
very likely was, on his off-days. A trade was something else again.

Respectful, Jethri bowed, and, respectful, brought his eyesto the buyer'sface. "Sir, | value your
generosity. However, the distance between ten tor and two kaisis so vast that | fed certain my elder
would counsel meto forgo the trade. Perhaps you had not noticed--" he caught himsalf on the edge of
insult and smoothly changed course--"the light is poor, just here..."

Pulling the bolt forward, he again showed the fineness of the cloth, the preciousirregularities of
weave, which proved it hand woven, spoke rapturoudy of the pure crimson dye.

The buyer moved his hand. "Enough. Onekais. A last offer.”

Gotcha, thought Jethri, making a serious effort to keep hisface neutrd. Onekais, just like Uncle
Paitor had wanted. In retrogpect, it had been an easy .

Too easy? he wondered then, looking down at the Liaden's smooth face and disinterested brown
eyes. Wasthere, just maybe, additiona profit to be made here?

Tradeis study, Uncle Paitor said from memory. Study the goods, and study the market. And
after you prepare as much as you can, there's still nothing says that a ship didn't land yesterday
with three holds full of something you're carrying as a luxury sell.

Nor wasthere any law, thought Jethri, against Honored Buyer bin'Flora being critically short on
crimson cdllosilk, this Port-day. He took a cautious bresth and made his decision.

"Of course," hetold the buyer, gathering the sample bolt gently into hisarms, "I am desolate not
to have closed trade in thisingtance. A kais... It is generous, respected sir, but--alas. My eder will be
distressed--he had instructed me most carefully to offer thelot first to yourself and to make every
accommodation... But asingle kais, when hisword wastwo? 1 do not.." He fancied he caught agleam
along the edge of the Liaden's bland face, aflicker in the depths of the careful eyes, and bit hislip, hoping
he wasn't about to blow the whole dedl.

"l don't suppose,” he said, voice edging disastroudy toward a squeak, "--my elder spoke of you
50 highly... | don't suppose you might go akais-sSix?'

"Ah." Honored Sir bin'Floras shouldersrippled and thistime Jethri was sure the gesture
expressed amusement. "Onekals, six tor it is." He bowed and Jethri did, clumsly, because of the bolt he
dill cradled. "Done," he said.

"Very good,” returned the buyer. " Set the bolt down, young Sir. Y ou are quite correct regarding
that crimson. Remarkably pure. If your elder instructed you to hold at anything lessthan four kais, he was
testing you in good earnest.”

Jethri stared, then, with an effort, he straightened hisface, trying to make it as bland and ungiving
asthe buyer's.

He needn't have bothered. The Liaden had pulled a pouch from his belt and wasintent on
counting out coins. He placed them on the trade table and stepped back, sweeping the sample bolt up as
hedid.

"Delivery may be made to our warehouse within the twelve-hour." He bowed, fluid and
ungtrained, despite the bolt.

"Beyouwell, young Sr. Fair trading, ssfelift.”

Jethri gave his best bow, which was nowhere near as pretty asthe buyer's. "Thank you,
respected Sir. Fair trading, fair profit.”

"Indeed," said the buyer and was gone.

By rights, he should have waked a draight line from Textile Hall to the Market and put himsdlf at
the disposal of the captain.



Say hewas disnclined just yet to talk with Captain 1za Gobelyn, coincidentally his mother, on the
subject of his upcoming change of berth. Or say he was coming off hisfirst true solo trade and wanted
timeto turn the thing over in hismind. Which he was doing, merebeer to hand at the Zeroground Pub, on
the corner of the bar he'd staked as his own.

Hefingered hisfractin, adow whiling motion-that had been histhinking pattern for most of his
life. No matter the cagptain had told him time and time that he was too old for such fidgets and foolishness.
On board ship, some habits were worse than others, and the fractin was et to pass.

Asto thinking, he had alot to do.

He pamed the smooth ivory square, took asip of thetangy local brew.

Buyer bin'Fora, now--that wanted chewing on. Liadens werefiercely competitive, and, in his
experience, tight-fisted of data. Jethri had lately formed the theory that this reluctance to offer information
was not what a Terran would call spitefulness, but courtesy. 1t would be--an insult, if hisreading of the
tapes was right, to assume that another person was ignorant of any particular something.

Which theory made Honored Sir bin'Flora's extemporaneous | ecture on the appropriate price of
crimson cdlloslk--interesting.

Jethri spped his beer, considering whether or not he'd been insulted. Thiswas addlicate
guestion, since it was dso OK, asfar as his own observations and the crewtapes went, for an elder to
instruct ajunior. He had another sip of beer, frowning absently at the plain ship-board above the bar.
Strictly no-key, that board, listing ship name, departure, arrival, and short on finer info. Jethri Sghed. If
the vya did good, he'd one day soon be ableto get adirect lineto the trade nets, just by dipping his key
into ahigh-info termind. 'Course, by then, held be shipping on Digger, and no use for a Combine key at
al...

"'nother brew, kid?' The bartender's voi ce penetrated his abstraction. He set the glass down,
seeing with surprise that it was nearly empty. He fingered a Terran bit out of his public pocket and put it
on the bar.

"Merebeer, please.”

"Coming up," she said, skating the coin from the bar to her palm. Her pale blue eyes moved to
the next customer and she grinned.

"Hey, Sirge! Ain't seen you for a Port-year."

The dark-haired man in modest trading clothes leaned his elbows on the counter and smiled.
"That long?" He shook his head, smile going toward agrin. "'l losetrack of time, when theré's businessto
be done."

Shelaughed. "What'll it be?"

"Franses Ale?' he asked, widtfully.

"Coming up,” she said and he grinned and put five-bit in her hand.

"The extrasfor you--areward for saving my life."

The barkeeper laughed again and moved off down-bar, collecting orders and coins as she went.
Jethri finished the last of his beer. When he put the glass down, he found the barkeeper's
friend--Sirge--looking a him quizzicaly.

"Don't mean to pry into what's none of my business, but | noticed you looking at the board,
there, abit distracted. Wouldn't be you had business with Stork?'

Jethri blinked, then smiled and shook hishead. "I wasthinking of--something ese," he said, with
cautioustruth. "Didn't really seethe board at all.”

"Man with business on hismind," said Sirge good-naturedly. "Wéll, just thought I'd ask. Misery
loves company, my mam used to say--Thanks, Nance." Thislast asthe barkeeper set atal glassfilled
with dark liquid before him.

"No trouble," she assured him and put Jethri‘s schooner down. "Merebeer, Trader."

"Thank you," he murmured, wondering if shewas making fun of him or redlly thought him old
enough to be afull trader. He raised the mug and shot alook at the ship-board. Stork wasthere, right
enough, showing departed on an amended flight plan.

"Damnedest thing,” said the man next to him, ruefully. " Can't blame them for lifting when they got



rush cargo and abonus at the far end, but | sure could wish they waited lift aquarter-hour longer.”

Jethri felt agtir of morbid curiosity. "They didn't--leave you, did they, Sr?"

The man laughed. "Gods, no, none of that! 1've got a berth promised on Ringfelder's Halcyon,
end of next Port-week. No, this was amatter of buy-in--had half the paperwork filled out, happened to
look up at the board therein the Trade Bar and they're lready lifting." He took ahedlthy swalow of his
de

"Sent amessage to my lodgings, of course, but | wasn't at the lodgings, | was out making paper,
likewed agreed.” He sighed. "Wdll, no use crying over spilled wine, eh?' He extended athin, calloused
hand. " Sirge Milton, trader at leisure, damn the luck.”

He shook the offered hand. " Jethri Gobelyn, off Gobelyn's Market."

"Pleasure. Market's asolid ship--Arin still senior trader?”

Jethri blinked. The routes being asthey were, there were still some who had missed news of Arin
Gobelyn's death. This man didn't seem quite old enough to have been one of hisfather's contemporaries,
but...

"Paitor's senior," hetold Sirge Milton steadily. "Arin died ten Standards back.”

"Sony to hear that," the man said serioudly. "l was just a'prentice, but he impressed mered
favorable." Hetook adrink of ae, eyeswandering back to the ship-board. "Damn," he said, not quite
under his breath, then laughed alittle and looked at Jethri. "L et this be alesson to you--stay liquid. Think
I'd know that by now." Another laugh.

Jethri had asip of beer. "But," he said, though it was none of his business, "what happened?’

For amoment, he thought the other wouldn't answer. He drank ae, frowning at the board, then
seemed to collect himsdlf and flashed Jethri aquick grin.

"Couplethings. Firg, | was approached for aclosed buy-in on--futures." He shrugged. "Y ou
understand | can't be specific. But the guarantee was four-on-one and--well, the lodgings was paid 'til |
shipped and | had plenty on my tab at the Trade Bar, so | sunk al my serious cash into the future.”

Jethri frowned. A four-on-one return on speculation? It was possible--the crewtapestold of
astonishing fortunes made Port-side, now and then--but not likely. To invest dl liquid assetsinto such a
venture--

Sirge Milton held up ahand. "Now, | know you're thinking exactly what | thought when the thing
was put to me--four-on-one's ‘way outtaline. But the gig turns on a Liaden Master Trader's say-so, and
| figured that was good enough for me." Hefinished hisae and put the glass down, waving a the
barkeeper.

"Short of itis, I'm cash-poor til tomorrow midday, when the pay-off's guaranteed. And this
morning | came across as sweet adeal asyou'd careto see--and | know just who'll want it, to my profit.
A kais holdsthelot--and me with three ten-bitsin pocket. Stork was going to front the cash, and earn
half the profit, fair enough. But the rush-money and the bonus was brighter." He shook his head. "' So,
Jethri Gobelyn, you can learn from my mistake--and I'm hopeful I'll do the same."

"Four-on-one," Jethri said, mind a-buzz with the circumstance, so heforgot hewasjust a
‘prentice, talking to afull trader. " Do you have a paper with the guarantee spelled out?”

"| got better than that," Sirge Milton said. "I got hiscard.” Heturned his head, smiling at the
bartender. "Thanks, Nance."

"No problem,” shereturned. "Y ou got aLiaden's card? Redly? Can | see?

The man looked uneasy. "It's not the kind of thing you flash around.”

"Aw, ¢mon, Sirge--I never seen one."

Jethri could appreciate her curiosity: he was half agog, himself. A Liaden's card was as good as
his name, and a Liaden’'s name, according to great-grand-captain Larance, was his dearest possession.

"Well," Sirge said. He glanced around, but the other patrons seemed wel-involved in their own
various busnesses. "OK."

He reached into his pouch, pulled out an out-of-date Combine trading key--the SY 1118 color
was red, according to the chart on the back of his door; blue-and-white waslast year's short-term
color--along with ashort handful of coins and a cargo-head socket wrench. Findly, with a satisfied grunt,



he fingered out aflat, creamy rectangle.

He held it face up between the three of them, his hands cupping it like was arare stone that he
didn't want nobody elseto see.

"Ooh," Nancesad. "What'sit say?'

Jethri frowned at the lettering. It was amore ornate form of the Liaden aphabet he had
laborioudy taught himself off thelibrary files, but not at al unreadable.

"Norn ven'Dedlin," he said, hoping he had the pronunciation of the nameright. "Master of Trade."

"Right you are," said Sirge, nodding. "Y ou'll go far, I'm sure, friend Jethri! And thishere--" he
rubbed his thumb over the graphic of arabbit slhouetted against afull moon--"isthe sign for his Clan.
Ixin."

"Oh," Nance said again, then turned to answer a hail from up-bar. Sirge dipped the card away
and Jethri took another sip of beer, mind racing. A four-on-one return, guaranteed by a Master Trader?
It was possible. Jethri had seen the rabbit-and-moon sign on aland-barge that very day. And Sirge
Milton was going to collect tomorrow mid-day. Jethri thought he was beginning to see away to buy into
abit of profit, himsdf.

"l have akaisto lend," he said, setting the schooner aside.

Sirge Milton shook his head. "Nah.--1 appreciateit, Jethri, but | don't take loans. Bad business.”
Which, Jethri acknowledged, was exactly what his uncle would say. He nodded, hoping hisface didn't
show how excited hefdlt.

"| understand. But you have collateral. How 'bout if | buy Stork's share of your Port-deal, payoff
tomorrow mid-day, after you collect from Master ven'Dedin?

"Not theway | liketo do business” Sirge said dowly.

Jethri took a careful breath. "We can write an agreement,” he said.

The other brightened. "We can, can't we? Makeit al legal and binding. Sure, why not?' He took
aswalow of deand grinned. "Got paper?"

"No, maam," Jethri said, some hours|ater, and as respectfully as he could, while giving his
mother glare-for-glare. "I'm in no way trying to captain this ship. | just want to know if thefinal papers
are sgned with Digger." Hisjaw musclesfdt tight and he fried to relax them--to make hisface
trading-bland. "I think the ship owes me that information. At least that."

"Think we can do better for you," his mother the cagptain surmised, her mouth agtraight, hard line
of displeasure. "All right, boy. No, the final papers aren't Sgned. Well catch up with Digger ‘tween here
and Kinaverd and do thelegal then." Shetipped her head, sarcadticdly civil. "That OK by you?"

Jethri held onto histemper, barely. His mother's mood was never happy, dirt-side. He
wondered, briefly, how she was going to survive awhole year world-bound, while the Market was
rebuilt.

"I don't want to ship on Digger," he said, keeping hisvoice just factual. He Sighed. "Please,
maam--there's got to be another ship willing to take me."

She gared a him until he heard his heart thudding in his ears. Then she sighed in her turn, and
spun the chair so she faced the screens, showing him profile.

"Y ou want another ship,” she said, and she didn't sound mad, anymore. "Y ou find it."

Day 34
Standard Year 1118
Ynsolt'i Port
Zeroground Pub



"No cdlsfor Jethri Gobeyn? No message from Sirge Milton?"

The barkeeper on-shift today at the Zeroground Pub was maybe a Standard Jethi's elder. He
was aso twelveinchestaller and out massed him by afactor of two. He shook his head, setting the six
titanium ringsin hisleft ear to chiming, and sighed, none too patient. "Kid, | told you. No cals. No
message. No package. No Milton. No nothing, kid. Got it?"

Jethri swallowed, hard, the fractin hot againg hispam. "Got it."

"Great," said the barkeep. "Y ou wanna beer or you wanna clear out so a paying customer can
have astool ?'

"Merebeer, please,” he said, dipping abit across the counter. The keeper swept up the coin,
went up-bar, drew aglass, and did it down the polished surface with awill. Jethri put out a hand--the
mug smacked into his pam, stinging. Carefully, he eased away from the not-exactly-overcrowded
counter and took hisdrink to the back.

He was on the gpproach to trouble. Dodging his senior, diding oft-ship without the captain's
aye--gpproaching trouble, right enough, but not quite established in orbit. Khat was inventive--he trusted
her to cover him for another hour, by which time he had better be on-ship, cash in hand and looking to
show Uncle Paitor thewhole.

And Sirge Milton was|ate.

A man, Jethri reasoned, dipping into a booth and setting his beer down, might well belate for a
mesting. A man might even, with good reason, be an hour late for that same meeting. But aman could
cal the place named and |eave amessage for the one who was set to meet him.,

Which Sirge Milton hadn't done, nor sent a courier with a package containing Jethri's payout,
neither.

So, something must've come up. Business. Sirge Milton seemed a busy man. Jethri opened his
pouch and pulled out the agreement they'd written yesterday, Sitting at this very back booth, with Nance
the bartender aswitness.

Carefully, he smoothed the paper, read over the guarantee of payment. Two kaiswas a higher
buy-out than he had asked for, but Sirge had inssted, saying the profit would cover it, not to mention his
‘expectations.’ There was even a paragraph about being paid in the event that Sirge's sure buyer was out
of cash, citing the debt owed Sirge Milton, Trader, by Norn ven'Dedlin, Master of Trade, as security.

It had all seemed clear enough yesterday afternoon, but Jethri thought now that he should have
asked Sirge to take him around to his supplier, or at least listed the name and location of the supplier on
the paper.

He had asip of beer, but it tasted flat and he pushed the glass away. The door to the bar did
open, admitting anoisy gaggle of Terrans. Jethri looked up, eagerly, but Sirge was not among them.
Sighing, he frowned down at the paper, trying to figure out anext movethat didn't put him on the
receiving end of one of hisunclesfurious scolds.

Norn ven'Deelin, Master of Trade... The namelooked odd, written out in Terran,
approximating spelling across two a phabets that didn't precisely match, edge-on-edge. Norn ven'Dedin,
who had given his card--his name--into Sirge Milton's keeping. Jethri blinked. Norn ven'Dedlin, he
thought, would very likely know how to get in touch with a person he held in such high esteem. With
luck, he'd beinclined to share that information with a polite-talking "prentice.

If he wasn't inclined...Jethri folded his paper away and got out of the booth, leaving the beer
behind. No use borrowing trouble, he told himself.

* % %

It was|late, but till day-Port, when he found the right office. At least, he thought, pausing across
the street and staring at that damned bunny silhouetted against the big yellow moon, he hoped it wasthe
right office. He wastired from waking milesin gravity, hot, gritty--but worse than any of that, he was
scared. Norn ven'Dedlin's office--if this was at last his office--was wdll into the Liaden side of Port.

Not that there was properly a Terran side, Y nsolt'i being aLiaden world. But there were



portions where Terrans were tolerated as a necessary evil attending galactic trade, and where a body
caught the notion that maybe Terrans were cut some extralength of line, in regard to what might be seen
asingult.

Standing across from the door, which might, after dl, be the right one, Jethri did consider turning
around, trudging back to the Market and taking the licks he'd traded for.

Except held traded for profit to the ship, and he was going to collect it. That, at least, he would
show his senior and his captain, though he had long since stopped thinking that profit would buy him
pardon.

Jethri sghed. Therewas dust dl over hisgood trading clothes. He brushed himself off aswell as
he could, and looked across the street. It came to him that the rabbit on Clan Ixin's Ssgn wasn't so much
howling &t that moon, aslaughing itsfool head off.

Thinking so, he crossed the street, wiped his boots on the mat, did hisfractin manfully out of his
pam and into his public pocket, and pushed the door open.

The office behind the door was airy and bright, and Jethri was abruptly glad that he had dressed
intrading clothes, dusty asthey now were. This place was high-class--a body could smell profit in the
subtly fragrant air, seeit in the floor covering and the real wooden chairs.

The man sitting behind the carved center console was as elegant as the room: crigp-cut yellow
hair, bland and beardless Liaden face, a vest embroidered with the moon-and-rabbit worn over a
sdt-white silken shirt. He looked up from hiswork screen as the door opened, eyebrowslifting in what
Jethri had no trouble reading as astonishment.

"Good-day to you, young Sr." The man's voice was soft, his Trade only lightly tinged with accent.

"Good-day, honored Sir." Jethri moved forward dowly, taking careto keep hishandsin sight.

Three steps from the console, he stopped and bowed, as low as he could manage without falling
on his head. " Jethri Gobelyn, apprentice trader, Gobelyn's Market." He straightened and met the bland
blue eyes squardly. "1 am cometo cal upon the Honored Norn ven'Dedin.”

"Ah." The man folded his hands negtly upon the console. "I regret it is necessary that you
acquaint me more nearly with your business, Jethri Gobdyn.”

Jethri bowed again, not so deep thistime, and waited til he was upright to begin the tdlling.

"I amin search of aman--a Terran,” he added, half-amazed to hear no quaver in his
voice--"named Sirge Milton, who owes me asum of money. It wasin my mind that the Honored
ven'Dedin might be willing to put mein touch with thisman.”

The Liaden frowned. "Forgive me, Jethri Gobelyn, but how came such anotion into your mind?"

Jethri took a breath. "Sirge Milton had the Honored ven'Dedlin's card in pledge of --"

The Liaden held up ahand, and Jethri gulped to a stop, feding alittle gone around the knees.
"Hold." A Terran would have smiled to show therewas no threst. Liadens didn't smile, at least, not at
Terrans, but this one exerted himsdlf to incline his head aninch.

"If you please," hesaid. "l must ask if you are certain that it was the Honored ven'Dedlin's own
card.”

"|--the name was plainly written, sir. | read it myself. And the sigil wasthe same, the very
moon-and-rabbit you yoursdlf wear."

"l regret.” The Liaden stood, bowed and beckoned, dl in one fluid movement. "Thisfalls beyond
my areaof authority. If you please, young sir, follow me." The blue eyes met his, asif the Liaden had
somehow heard hisdismay at being thus directed deeper into dien territory. "House courtesy, Jethri
Gobelyn. Y ou receive no danger here."

Which madeit plain enough, to Jethri's mind, that refusing to follow would be an insult. He
swallowed, his breath going short on him, the Market suddenly seeming very far away.

Theydlow haired Liaden was waiting, his smooth, pretty face uncommunicetive. Jethri bowed
dightly and walked forward as calmly as trembling knees dlowed. The Liaden led him down a short
hallway, past two closed rooms, and bowed him across the threshold of the third, open.

"Beat ease" the Liaden said from the threshold. "I will apprise the master trader of your errand.”
He hesitated, then extended ahand, palm up. "It iswell, Jethri Gobelyn. The Houseis vigilant on your



behdf." He was gone on that, the door diding silently closed behind him.

Thisroom was smaller than the antechamber, though dightly bigger than the Market's common
room, the shelves set at heights he had to believe handy for Liadens. Jethri stood for a couple minutes,
eyes closed, doing cube rootsin his head until his heartbeat dowed down and the panic had eased back
to avaguefeding of Scknessin hisgut.

Opening hiseyes, hewent over to the shelves on theright, half-trained eye running over the
bric-a-brac, wondering if that was redlly a piece of Sofleg porcelain and, if so, what it was doing set
naked out on ashelf, asif it were acommon pottery bowl.

The door whispered behind him, and he spun to face a Liaden woman dressed in dark trousers
and agarnet colored shirt. Her hair was short and gray, her eyebrows straight and black. She stepped
energeticaly into the center of the room asthe door did closed behind her, and bowed with precision,
right pam flat againgt her chest.

"Nornven'Dedin," she stated in aclear, level voice. "Clan Ixin."

Jethri felt theblood go toicein hisveins.

Before him, Norn ven'Dedlin straightened and danted a bright black glanceinto hisface. "Y ou
discover meadismay,” she observed, in heavily accented Terran. " Say why, do."

He managed to breathe, managed to bow. "Honored Maam, I--1've just learned the depth of my
ownfolly."

"So young, yet made so wise!l" She brought her hands together in agentle clap, the amethyst ring
on her right hand throwing light off itsfacetslike purple lightning. " Speak on, young Jethri. | would drink
of your wisdom."

Hebit hislip. "Maam, the--person--1 came here to find--told me Norn ven'Dedlin was--was
mde"

"Ah. But Liaden names are difficult, | am learning, for those of Terran Code. Possibleit isthat
your friend achieved honest error, occasioned by null-acquaintance with mysdlf.”

"I'm certain that's the case, Honored," Jethri said carefully, trying to feel hisway toward apath
that would win him free, with no insult to the trader, and extricate Sirge Milton from ajunior's hopeless
muddle.

"I--my friend--did know the person | mistakenly believed yoursdlf to be well enough to have lent
money on a portweek investment. The--error--isal my own. Likely thereisanother Norn ven'Dedinin
Port, and | foolishly--"

A tiny hand rose, palm out, to stop him. "Be assured, Jethri Gobelyn. Of Norn ven'Dedlin thereis
one. Thisone."

He had, Jethri thought, been afraid of that. Hadtily, he tried to shuffle possibilities. Had Sirge
Milton dealt with a go-between authorized to hand over his employer's card? Had--

"My assgtant,” said Norn ven'Dedlin, "disclosesto me atae of wondering obfusion. | am
understanding that you are in possession of one of my cards?

Her assistant, Jethri thought, with a sudden sharpening of hiswits on the matter at hand, had told
her no such thing. She wastrying to throw him off-balance, and sartle him into revealing aweskness.
Shewas, infact, trading. Jethri ground his teeth and made his face smooth.

"No, maam,” he said respectfully. "What happened was that | met aman in Port who needed
loan of akaisto hold aded. He said he had lent hisliquid to--to Norn ven'Dedlin, master trader. Of Clan
Ixin. He said he was to collect tomorrow--today, midday, that would be--a guaranteed return of
four-on-one. My--my payout contingent on his payout.” He stopped and did not bite hislip, though he
wanted to.

Therewas a short silence, then, "Four-on-one. That isavery large profit, young Jethri.”

He ducked hishead. "Y es, maam. | thought that. But he had the--the card of the--man--who
had guaranteed the return. | read the name myself. And the clan sign--just like the one on your door
and--other places on Port..." Hisvoice squeaked out. He cleared histhroat and continued.

"I knew he had to be on a straight course--at least on this dedl--if it was backed by aLiaden's
card.”



"Hah." She plucked something flat and rectangular from her deeve and held it out. "Honor me
with your opinion of this"

Hetook the card, looked down and knew just how stupid he'd been.

"So wondroudy expressive aface,” commented Norn ven'Dedlin. “"Was this not the card you
were shown, in earnest of fair deding?’

He shook his head, remembered that the gesture had no analog among Liadens and cleared his
throat again.

"No, maam," he said as steady as he could. "The rabbit-and-moon are exactly the same. The
name--the same style, the same spacing, the same spelling. The stock was white, with black ink, not tan
with brownink. | didn't touch it, but I'd guessit waslow-rag. This card ishigh-rag content..."

Hisfingersfound a pattern on the obverse. He flipped the card over and sighed at the selfsame
rabbit-and-moon, embossed into the card stock, then looked back to her bland, patient face.

"I beg your pardon, maam."

"S0." Shereached out and twitched the card from hisfingers, diding it absently back into her
deeve. "You do measervice, young Jethri. From my assistant | hear the name of this person who has,
yet does not have, my card in so piquant afashion. Sirge Milton. Thisisacorrectness? | do not wish to
ar."

Theice was back in Jethri's veins. Well he knew that Khat's stories of blood vengeance were just
that--fright tales to spice an otherwise boring hour. Still and dll, it wasn't done, to put another Terranin
theway of Liaden Balance. He gulped and bowed.

"Maam, I--please. The whole matter is--is my error. | am the most junior of traders. Likely |
misunderstood a senior and have annoyed yoursdlf and your household without cause. I--"

She held up ahand, stepped forward and laid it on hisdeeve.

"Peace, child. | do nothing fatal to your galandaria--your countryman. No pellet in hisear. No
nitrogen replacing good air in an emergency tank. En?" Almost, it seemed to Jethri that she smiled.

"Such tales. We of the clanslisten in Port bars-—-and discover ourselves monsters.” She patted his
arm, lightly. "But no. Unless he adopts amode most stupid, fear not of hislife." She stepped back, her
hand faling from hisdeeve.

"Y our own actionsreside in correctness. Very much isthis matter mine of solving. A junior trader
could do no other, than bring such at once before me.

"Now, | ask, most humbly, that you accept Ixin's protection in conveyanceto your ship. Itis
come night-Port while we speak, and your kin will be distressful for your safety. Mysdlf and yourself, we
speek additiondly, after solving.”

She bowed again, hand over heart, and Jethri did his best to copy the thing with hislegs shaking
fit to tip him over. When he looked up the door was closing behind her. 1t opened again immediately and
the yellow-haired ass stant stepped insde with abow of hisown.

"Jethri Gobdyn," he said in his soft Trade, "please follow me. A car will take you to your ship.”

* % %

"She said she wouldn't kill him," Jethri said hoarsaly. The captain, his mother, shook her head and
Uncle Paitor sghed.

"Thereésworse things than killing, son," he said, and that made Jethri want to scrunchinto his
chair and bawl, like he had ten Standards fewer and stood about astdll as he felt.

What he did do, was take another swallow of coffee and meet Paitor's eyes straight. "I'm sorry,
ar.”

"You've got cause," his uncle acknowledged.

"Double-ups on dock," the captain said, looking at them both. "Nobody works alone. We don't
want trouble. We stay close and quiet and we lift as soon as we can without making it look like arush.”

Paitor nodded. "Agreed.”

Jethri gtirred, fingerstight 'round the coffee mug. "Maam, she--Magter Trader ven'Dedin said



shewanted to talk to me, after she--settled--things. | wouldn't want to insult her.”

"None of uswantsto insult her," his mother said, with more patience than held expected.
"However, aMaster Trader iswell aware that atrade ship must trade. She can't expect usto hang
around while our cargo loses value. If she wantsto talk to you, boy, shell find you.”

"No insult,” Paitor added, "for a'prentice to bow to the authority of his seniors. Liadens
understand chain of command red well."

The captain laughed, short and sharp, then stood up.

"Go to bed, Jethri--you're out on your feet. Be on dock second shift--" she did aglanceto
Paitor. "Dyk?"

His uncle nodded.

"Youll partner with Dyk. We're onloading seed, ship's basics, trade tools. Barge's due
Port-noon. Stick close, understand me?'

"Y es, maam." Wobbling, Jethri got to his feet, nodded to his seniors, put the mug into the
wash-up and turned toward the door.

"Jethri."

He turned back, thinking his uncle's face |ooked--sad.

"| wanted to let you know," Paitor said. "The spice did red well for us."

Jethri took a deep breath. "Good," he said and his voice didn't shake at dl. "That'sgood.”

Day 35
Standard Year 1118
Gobelyn's Market
Dockside

"OK," said Dyk, easing the forks on the hand-lift back. "Got it." He toggled the impeller fan and
nodded over his shoulder. "Let's go, kid. Guard my back."

Jethri managed aweak grin. Dyk wasinclined to treat the double-up and Paitor's even-voiced
explanation of disguiet on the docks as a seam-splitting joke. He guided the hand-lift to the edge of the
barge, stopped, theatricaly craned both ways, flashed athumbs-up over his shoulder to Jethri, who was
lagging behind, and dashed out onto the Market's dock. Sighing, Jethri walked dowly in hiswake.

"Hey, kid, hold it asec." The voice was|ow and not entirely unfamiliar. Jethri spun.

Sirge Milton wasleaning againgt a cargo crate, hand in the pocket of hisjacket and nothing likea
gmileon hisface.

"Red smart," hesad, "setting aLiaden onme.”

Jethri shook his head, caught somewhere between relief and dismay.

"You don't understand,”" he said, waking forward. "The card'safake."

The man against the crate tipped his head. "Isit, now."

"Yeah, itis. I've seen thered one, and it's nothing like the one you've got.”

"Sowha?'

"So," Jethri said patiently, stopping and showing empty handsin the old gesture of goodwill,
"whoever gave you the card wasn't Norn ven'Dedlin. He was somebody who said he was Norn
ven'Dedin and he used the card and her--the honor of her name--to chest you."

Sirge Milton leaned, silent, againgt the cargo bail.

Jethri sighed sharply. "Look, Sirge, thisis serious stuff. The master trader hasto protect her
name. She's not after you--she's after whoever gave you that card and told you he was her. All you have
to do--"

Sirge Milton shook his head, sorrowful, or so it seemed to Jethri. "Kid," he said, "you still don't
get it, do you?' He brought his hand out of the pocket and leveled the gun, matter-of-factly, at Jethri's
stomach. "1 know the card's bogus, kid. | know who made it--and so does your precious master trader.
She got the scrivener last night. Sheld've had me this morning, but | know the back way outta the



‘ground.”

The gun was high-gee plastic, snub-nosed and black. Jethri stared at it and then looked back at
the man'sface.

Trade, hethought, curioudy cam. Trade for your life.

Sirge Milton grinned. "Y ou traded another Terran to aLiaden. That's stupid, Jethri. Stupid
peopledont livelong.”

"You'reright," he said, cdmly, watching Sirge'sface and not thegun at dl. "And it'd bered
stupid for you to kill me. Norn ven'Dedlin said I'd done her aservice. If you kill me, she's not going to
have any choice but to serve you the same. Y ou don't want to corner her."

"Jeth?' Dyk's voice echoed in from the dock. "Hey! Jethri!"

"I'll be out in asecond!" he ydled, never breaking eye contact with the gunman. "Give me the
gun," he said, reasonably. "I'll go with you to the master trader and you can makeit right.”

""Makeit right'," Sirge sneered and there was a sharp snap as he thumbed the gun's safety off.

"l urge you most strongly to heed the young trader's excellent advice, Sirge Milton," acam voice
commented in accentless Trade. "The master trader is arrived and balance may go forth immediately.”

Master ven'Dedin's yellow-haired assistant walked into the edge of Jethri'sfield of vison. He
stood lightly on the bals of hisfeet, asif he expected to have to run. There was agun, holstered, on his
belt.

Sirge Milton hestated, staring at this new adversary.

"Sirge, it'snot worth killing for," Jethri said, desperately.

But Sirge had forgotten about him. He waslooking at Master ven'Dedlin'sassgtant. "Think I'm
gonnabe some Liaden'sdave until | worked off what she clamsfor debt?* He demanded. "Liaden Port?
You think | got any chance of afair hearing?'

"The portmaster--" the Liaden began, but Sirge cut him off with awave, looked down at the gun
and brought it around.

"No!" Jethri jumped forward, meaning to grab the gun, but something solid dammed into hisright
sde, knocking him to the barge's deck. There was a crack of sound, very soft, and Jethri rolled to his
feet--

Sirge Milton was crumbled face down on the cold decking, the gun in his hand. The back of his
head was gone. Jethri took a step forward, found his arm grabbed and turned around to ook down into
the grave blue eyes of Magter ven'Dedlin's assistant.

"Come," the Liaden said, and his voice was not-quite-steady. " The master trader must be
informed.”

The ydlow-haired assstant came to an end of his spate of Liaden and inclined his head.

"Soitisdone" Norn ven'Dedin said in Trade. "Advise the portmaster and hold yourself at her
word."

"Master Trader." The man swept abow so low hisforehead touched his knees, straightened
effortlesdy and left the Market's common room with nothing like abackward look. Norm ven'Dedlin
turned to Jethri, Stting shaken between his mother and Uncle Paitor.

"l am regretful,” she said in her bad Terran, "that solving achieved thisform. My intention, as|
said to you, was not thus. Terrans-" She glanced around, at Paitor and the captain, a Dyk and Khat
and Mdl. "Forgive me. | mean to say that Terrans are of amode most surprising. It was my error, to be
think this solving would end not in dyings." She showed her pams. "The counterfeit-maker and the, ahh--
distributor --are of amind, both, to achieve more seemly Balance."

"Counterfeiter?' asked Paitor and Non ven'Dedlin inclined her head.

"Indeed. Certain cards were copied--not well, as| find--and distributed to traders of dishonor.
These would then use the--the--melant'i --you would say, the worth of the card to run just such a
shadow-dedl asyoung Jethri fell againgt.” She sat back, mouth straight. " The gameis closed, this Port,



and information of pertinence has been sent to the Guild of Traders Liaden.” Sheinclined her head, black
eyesvery bright. "Do me the honor, Trader Gobelyn, of informing likewise the association of Traders
Terran. If thereisdoubt of credentials at a Liaden port, there isno shame for any trader to inquire of the
Guild"

Paitor blinked, then nodded, serious-like. "Master Trader, | will so inform Terratrade.”

"Itiswell, then," she said, moving ahand in agraceful gesture of sweeping away--or, maybe, of
clearing the deck. "We come now to young Jethri and how best | might Balance his service to mysdf.”

The captain shot aglance at Paitor, who climbed to his feet and bowed, low and careful. "We
are grateful for your condescension, Master Trader. Please dlow usto put paid, in mutua respect and
harmony, to any matter that may lie between us--"

"Yes, yes," shewaved ahand. "In circumstance far otherwise, thiswould be the path of wisdom,
all honor to you, Trader Gobelyn. But you and I, we are disalowed the comfort of old wisdom. We are
honored, reverse-ward, to build new wisdom." Shelooked up at him, black eyes shining.

"Seeyou, thisyoung trader illuminates error of staggering immensity. To my hand he delivers one
priceless gem of data: Terrans are using Liaden honor to cheat other Terrans.” She leaned forward,
catching their eyes one by one. "Liaden honor," she repeated; "to cheat other Terrans.”

Shelay her hand on her chest. "I am amaster trader. My--my duty isto the increase of the
trade. Trade cannot increase, where honor is commodity.”

"But what doesthis," Dyk demanded, irrepressible, "have to do with Jethri?"

The black eyes pinned him. "A question of piercing excellence. Jethri has shown me this--that the
actions of Liadens no longer influence the lives only of Liadens. Reverse-ward by logic followsfor the
actions of Terrans. So, for the trade to increase, wherein lies the proper interest of trader and master
trader, information cross-cultural must increase.” Sheinclined her head.

"Trader, | suggest we write contract between us, with the future of Jethri Gobelyn in our minds."

Uncle Paitor blinked. "Y ou want to--forgive me. | think you're trying to say that you want to take
Jethri as an gpprentice.”

Another dight bow of the head. "Precisaly so. Allow me, please, to praisshimtoyou asa
promising young trader, strongly enmeshed in honor.”

"But | did everything wrong!" Jethri burst out, seeing Sirge Milton laying there, dead of hisown
choice, and the stupid waste of it...

"Regrettably, | must disagree” Master ven'Dedlin said softly. "It istrue that death untimely
trangpired. Thiswas not your error. Pen Rel informsto me your eloquence in beseeching Trader Milton
to the path of Balance. Thiswas not error. To solicit solving from she who ismost able to solve--that is
only correctness.” She showed both of her hands, palms up. "I honor you for your actions, Jethri
Gobedyn, and wonder if you will bind yoursdf as my gpprentice.”

Hewanted it. In that one, searing moment, he knew he had never wanted anything in hislife so
much. He looked to his mother.

"l found my ship, Captain,” hesaid.

Day 42
Standard Year 1118
Gobelyn's Market
Departing

When it was dl counted and compressed, his persona possessionsfit inside two crew-bags. He
dung the larger across his back, secured by a strap across his chest, snapped at shoulder and hip.
Hefting the smdler, he took one more look around the room--a plain metal closet it was, now, with the
cot did away and the desk folded into the wall. He'd tried to give the com chart back, but Dyk insisted
that it would fit ingde the bag with alittle pushing, and so it had.



There was nothing |eft to show the place had been his particular private quarters for more than
haf hislifetime. Looking at it, the space could be anything, redly: asupply closet; aspecidty cargo can...

Jethri shook his heed, frying to recapture the burning joy he'd felt, sgning hisline on the 'prentice
contract, finding himself instead, and appalingly, on the near sde of bawling hiseyesout.

It's not like you're wanted here, hetold himsdlf, savagely. You were on the good-riddance
roster, no matter what.

Stll, it hurt, staring around a what had once been his space, fedling his personals no considerable
weight across his back.

He swallowed, forcing the tears back down into his chest. Damned if he would cry. Damned if he
would.

Whichwaswell. And aso well to remember that value wasn't necessarily heavy. Infact, it might
be that the most valuable thing he carried away from the ship weighed no more than an ounce--Uncle
Paitor had come through with the Combine key, springing for the ten-year without a blink--a measure of
how good the vya had done. Khat had donated atrue-silver long-chain, and now it hung round his neck,
with key in place.

He'd been afraid, nearly, that Khat would kiss him right then, when she put the key on the chain
and dropped it round his neck, then stood close and reached out to tuck the key sudden-like down his
day-shirt.

"Promise meyou'll wear thisand remember us" she said, and hugged him, as unexpected asthe
potential kiss, and missed as grestly as soon as she released him.

And so he had promised, and could fed the key becoming familiar and comfortable as he got
himsdf together.

Then there was his ship-share, which had cometo atidy sum, with atithe atop that, that he hadn't
expected, and which Sedli'd claimed was his piece of the divvy-up from hisfather's shares.

"Payablein cash,” Sedli had said, further, not exactly looking at him. "On departure from the ship.
Since you're going off to trade for another ship, this counts. Those of uswho stay, the ship carries our
sharesin Generd Fund.”

Hed a so taken receipt of one long, assaying, straight-eyed glance from the captain with the
wordssad, infront of Dyk before they signed those papers.

"Y ou chose your ship, you got your inheritance, you think you know what you want. So | witness
you, Jethri son of Arin, afree hand." She'd shook his hand, then, like he was somebody, and turned
away like he wasforgot.

So, now, here he stood, on the edge of an adventure, kit and cash in hand. A goodly sum of
cash, for a Terran juniormost; an adequate kit, for the same. 'mong Liadens, who knew where he
stood?-though soon enough held find out.

Hefdt his private pocket, making sure he had coin and notes and his fractin, then patted his
public pocket, making sure of the short-change stowed there.

The ship clock chimed, echoing off the metal walls. Jethri took one more look around the bare
cubby. Right. Timeto get onwithit.

**k*

As soon asthe door did closed behind him he remembered the last thing Paitor had said, leaning
over to tap hisfinger againgt the nameplate set in the door.

"Y ou pull that on the way out, y'hear? Rule is, when crew moves on, they take their nameplate so
there ain't any confusion 'case of acrash." He nodded, maybe alittle wise with the Smooth, and clapped
Jethri on the shoulder. "That's yours as much as anything on this ship ever was."

Right.

Jethri did the duffle off his shoulder, opened the door, and pulled the wrench-set off hisbelt. The
namepl ate showed through a blast resistant window set into the body of the door, with the access hatch
on theinsde. One-handed, he quickly undid the eight inset-togs probably last touched by hisfather,



second hand held ready to catch the hatch when it fell.

Except, even with the togs loose the cover didn't fall right out, so he sighed and reached for his
sde-blade, and unsnapped it from the holster.

Who'd have thought this would be so tough?

He could see that asking for help getting his nameplate out of the door wouldn't play too well
with his cousins--and wasnt it just like Mister Murphy to be sure and make an easy task hard, when he
was needing to be on time... If Paitor and Grig hadn't kept him up clear through mid-Opposite

The captain had made it plain that she'd look dimly on any celebration of Jethri's new
status--which was bad form when any crew left a ship but 'specidly bad when achild of the ship went for
anew berth. Strictly speaking, they should've called 'round to the other ships on port, and had aparty, if
not afull-blown shivary. In time, the news would spread through the free-ships-—-and newsiit was, too.
But, no; it was like the captain was embarrassed that her son was ‘prenticed to a Liaden master trader;
which, asfar as Jethri could find, was afirgt-time-ever event.

S0, everyone was nice to him, ‘cept the captain, and there wasn't any party, so he'd taken his
time going through his belongings and packing up, finding so much of what he had was | ft over from
being akid; so much was stuff he didn't need, or even want. And, o'course, there was the stuff that he
did want that he hadn't had since hisfather died. Thefractin collection, of which hislucky tilewasthe last
link; the pictures of Arin; the tradejournd they'd been working on together--Sedli‘d let on, without
exactly coming out and saying so, that the captain had spaced it dl years ago, so it wasn't no sense
feding like hed just been stripped of what was his.

But, still, he wished he had those things to pack.

All that being so, he was in something of amood when the tap came on hisdoor, just after
Opposite shift rang in. And he'd been surprised right out of that mood to find Grig and Paitor on the other
Sde; asking permisson to enter.

Lanky Grig--back-up navigator, back-up pilot, back-up cook, back-up trader, and in-system
engineer-folded himsdf up on the edge of the bunk/acce eration couch while Jethri and Paitor took the
mamartracked swivel stools.

Oncethey were situated, Paitor pulled agreen cloth bag from his pocket, and Grig brought three
gtainless drinking cups from his pouch. Jethri sat, hisfractin snug in his hand, and wondered what was up.

"Jethri," Paitor began, then stopped asif he'd forgot what he was going to say for asecond. He
took alook at the bag on his knee, then untied the silver cord with its pendant tag from around the top,
and handed the cord off to Jethri, who did it into his public pocket, dong with the fractin.

Paitor dipped the bag down, reveding ablue bottle, sealed with gold fail.

"Thetime has come, ol' son," Grig said quietly. "Y ou're afree hand now--time for you to have a
drink with your peers”

Paitor smiled like he only half wanted to, and lifted the bottle in two hands, like it wastreasure.
"If I may do the honorshere," he said, holding the bottle out so Jethri could read thelabel. "This here's
Genuine Smooth Blusharie. Been with us since the day you was born. Arin picked it up, see? Sincethe
captain drinks ameaner line than this, bottle was just gathering dust in the locker, and we figured wed
better make use of it before someone who don't redlly 'preciateit drinksit by mistake."

He smiled again, more like he meant it thistime, and twisted the sedl. Therewasacrackle asit
gave way, and sharp pop amoment later, asthe cork come out. Grig held the cups out, carefully, one
after the other, and Paitor filled each with gem-colored liquid.

When they were each holding a cup and the bottle was recorked and stowed next to Grig on the
bunk, Paitor cleared histhroat.

"Now, Jethri," he said, talking dow, "I know you heard alot of advice from me over your years
and you probably got right tired of it--" Grig snorted alaugh and Jethri nodded in rueful agreement,
holding his cup carefully--"but there'sjust alittle bit more you got to hear. Firgt isthis. Don't never gulp
Blusharie, whether it's smooth or whether it'snot. If it ain't smooth, gulping it will knock you off your pins
s0 hard you'll think you had acode red collision. If it issmooth, you'll be wasting one of the rare joys of
thislife and didn't deserveto haveit.”



Paitor lifted his cup and Grig, his. Jethri lifted his, looking from onelifdong familiar faceto
another, seeing nothing but a concentration on the moment.

"To Jethri Gobelyn, free hand!"

"Long may hetrade!" Grig added, and he and Paitor clinked their cupstogether, Jethri joining
them a second late. He looked into the amber depths of theliquid, and Spped himsalf atiny sip.

It al but took his bregth, that Sip, leaving asmooth tartness on histongue and atingling at the
back of histhroat. Fiery and mellow at once--

He noticed that he was being watched, and had a second sip, smiling.

"It'snot likeaeor beer at al!"

Grig laughed, low and comfortable. "No, not &t al.”

"So there, Jethri, that's some advice for you, and asecret, of akind," said Paitor, Spping at his
own cup. "Theréstraders al over the Combine who got no ideawhere to get this or why they'd want to.
But you find yoursalf someone who fancies himsalf aknowing drinker, and you can get yoursdlf a
customer for life,

Jethri nodded, remembering the silver cord on his pocket, with the name of the vintage and the
cellar stamped on the sedl.

"'Course, therés moreto life than Smooth Blusharie, too," Paitor said after another gentle sip.
"So, what we got to tell you, is-there'sthings you gotta know."

Hislatest Sp of Smooth Blusharie heavy on histongue, Jethri looked up into Paitor's face, noting
that it had changed again, from sadly seriousto trading-bland, and sat up straight on his stoal.

"All familieshavether secrets” Paitor said dowly. "This ship and thisfamily're no different'n
most. Thing is, sometimes not al secrets get shared around so good, and some things that should've been
kept so secret they're forgot get talked about too much." He took a short sip from his cup. "One of the
things that might've been kept secret but wasn't, was how you wasn't expected.”

Jethri looked down into his cup, biting hislip, and figured thiswas a good time to have another
gp.

"Now," Paitor went on, still talking dow and deliberate. "What likely was kept secret was what
Arin and 1zawere doing together in thefirst place, seein’ as some would call--and did call--them a
mismatch fromignitionto flare out.”

What wasthis? Sedli, his source of al information about his parents, had never hinted that thered
been any trouble between 1zaand Arin. All the trouble had come later, with Jethri.

"What it was, see, Jethri," his uncle was saying, "isthat the Gobelyn side goes back along way in
the Combine. Gobelyns was founding members of the Combine--and part of the trade teams before that.
An' even before the trade teams, Gobelyns was ship folk."

Jethri frowned. "That's no secret, Uncle. Thetapes..."

Grig snorted, and had asip of the Smooth. His face was hooded; closed, like he was
misdirecting abuyer around a defect. Paitor looked acrossto him.

"Your turn now?" he asked, redl quiet.

Grig shook his head. "No, sir--and I'm damned if that ain't another secret been kept! But, no. Go
on."

After aminute, Paitor nodded, and sipped and leaned over to gently shake the bottle. "That's
fine, then," he murmured. "A glassto talk on and aglassto clear it."

"Well doit," Grig said, nodding, too, with hisface dtill astudy ingrim. "Redlly."

"Right. Wewill." Paitor took ahard breath. " So, Jethri, the way it was--Arin come aong about
the time the Gobelyns was st to call precedence at a shipowner meeting. Timing was bad, you might
say, it being right near the time when the internal power-shift went from ship-base to world-base. The
Combine had got so big, it owned pieces of planets, big and smal, not to mention controlling sharesina
good many grounder corps, and itsinterest shifted from securing the trade-lanes to protecting its
investments. Which meant that the ships and shipowners who'd founded the Combine and built it strong
wasn't in charge no more.

"So, anyway, they'd called an owners meeting there on Caratunk, and the Gobelyns had the



backin' they needed. That's when Arin showed up with the word that the owners meeting had been
downgraded from rule-making to advisory, by atwenty-seven to three commissioner vote. Now
understand, Arin come from trade background too, but he'd started real young gettin' formal educated.
Spent years on-planet--went to college planet-side, went to University, took history courses, took pilot
courses, took trading and economics--and so when that vote came up, he was one of the three
commissonersonthelosng end.”

Jethri blinked, cup haf-way to hislips, Smooth Blusharie forgotten in blank astonishment. "My
father was a commissioner ?'

Grig laughed, short and sharp.

"Not once he got out to Caratunk he wasn't," Paitor answered, sparing aquick glare for the
lanky man on the bunk. "Le&ft his vote card right there on the table, grabbed up hismoney, his collections,
and his co-pilot, and quit on the spot. Figured the best way to help the owners an' preserve the routes
wasto be out with us. And so hedid that."

"Finish your sip, boy," Grig instructed, taking one of his own. Jethri followed suit. HEd met a
commissioner once, when he was young--

**k*

"Right," Said Paitor, "you might remember the ship was busy once. Lots of folks comin’ by when
wewasin port, lots of talk, presents for the youngers... Even though Arin wasn't acommissioner no
more, him knowing how the systems worked, Combine and planet-side--the owners, they cometo him
for advice, for planning out how to maybe not rely so heavy on Combine contacts and Combine
contracts.”

"But it stopped. After ... the accident.” Jethri could vaguely remember aday when they werein
port and Arin got called away--as he so often did--and then the ship was locked down, and his mother
screamed and--

"It was abad time. Thought we'd lose your mother too. Blamed hersdlf for lettin’ him go, like
there was some way she could have stopped him."

"But see, your dad, he was from old stock, too. Not ship-folk; not 'til later. They was kinda
roamers--archaeol ogists, philosophers, librarians... Had strange ideas, some of 'em. Figured us Terrans
had been around alonger time than we got the history for, that Terra--what they call the homeworld--is
maybe the third or fourth Terrawe've called homein sequence. Some other--"

"Paitor..." Grig's voice was |low and warning. Jethri froze on his stool; hed never heard long,
easy-going Grig so much as sharp, never mind out-'n-out menacing.

"Your turn then," Paitor said, after apause. He lifted his cup.

"My turn," Grig said, and sighed. He leaned forward on the bunk, looking hard into Jethri's face.

**k*

"Y ou know | was your father's co-pilot. We were cousins, yeah, but more than that in
somewayss, ‘calise we had the same mentor when we was growing up, and we both got involved in what
Paitor cdls usdless paliticking and we thought was more than that. A lot more than that. Now thing is,
your mam, and her-side of the cousins, like the Golds--they're Loopers. Know what that is?"

Jethri nodded. "1 know what it is. But | don't like to hear the captain--"

Grig held up ahand, fingerswagging in the hand-talk equivaent of "pipe down."

"Tdl mewhat it isbeforeyou get riled.”

My last night on ship and | draw a history quiz, Jethri thought, irritated. He had asip of
Smooth to take the edge of histemper, and looked back to Grig.

"Loopersis backwards. Don't want to come out to the bigger ports, only want to deal with
smaler planets, and places where they don't have to deal with regs or with..."

Grig flicked a couple fingers-"stop,” that was.



"Part right and part wrong. See, Loopers comes from an article in the Combine charter which
was writ awhile back and got pretty popular--probably have five copies of in the records on-board here
if you know whereto look. Theidea came from the fact that most ship-folk believe in following aloop of
travel--pretty often it'saclosed loop. And some Looper families, they've been on ship for ahundred
Standards, maybe, and everybody onboard knows that month seventeen of the trip meansthey're putting
into so-and-so port to pick up fresh ‘runion concentrate.

"Factis, 'way back when thiswas dl first worked out, theideawasthat every route would be a
Loop, with some L oops intersecting others, for transshipping and such.

"Now, | think you know, and | think | know, and | think Paitor knows, that's nonsense. This
closed system stuff only works so long--and as long--as the economy of most of the portsin the Loop're
expanding. Everybody doestheir bit, nobody introduces no magjor changes--then your Loop's stable and
everybody profits. Now, though, just speaking of changes, we got Liadens, who got no interest in our
expanding system--they got their own systems and routes to care about. Then you got some of the
planets putting their own shipsinto the mix without knowing history, nor caring. So now you got ingtability
and running aLoop ain't such agood notion no more. Y ou got the trading familieslosing out to the
planets, and the Combine--well, buying up al them shares and corporations cost money, which means
we pay more taxes and fees, not less. 'Cause the Combine, seg, it can't let the ships go atogether, though
we're getting troublesome; it needs to keep a certain control, exercise acertain authority, and bleed us 'l
we--"

Next to Jethri, Paitor coughed. Grig jerked to halt and rubbed a hand over his head.

"Right," hesaid. "Sorry." He spped, and sighed lightly.

"So, where was | ? Trade theory, eh? Say f'rinstance that you, Jethri Ship-Owner, want to live off
the smaller ports and set yoursdlf up a pretty good Loop. Sooner or later the good businessis going to
shift, and your Loop'll beworth lessto the ship. Y ou end up like Gold Digger, runnin’ stones from place
to place and maybe something odd on the side to make weight.

"What Arin saw was that the contract runs was the money runs. Y ou go hub-to-hub, you don't
ship empty; if conditions change--you can adapt; you ain't tied to the Loop.

"Arin had agood eyefor basic contracts, and the ones he fixed up for the Market are just now
needing adjustment. That'swhy thisisagreet time for the overhaul--your mam's on course, there. And
you--you're in apot to be big news. ‘prentice trader on a Liaden ship? Studying under a master trader ?
Y ou not only got ashot to own aship, boy. Unless| read her wrong, that master trader is seeing you
as—-kind of like acommissioner 'tween Liaden interestsand Terran.”

Jethri blinked. "'l don't--"

Grig glanced at Paitor, then back to Jethri.

"Let it go then,” he said. "Learn your lessons, do good--for yourself and for your name." He
moved a hand, apologetic-like. "There's one more thing, and then we can finish up this nice stuff and let
you get some deep.” Hetook a breath, nodded to himself.

"Thereare secretsin all families. That's aphrase. Y ou meet someone ese who believes, who
knows, they'll get that phraseto you. Y ou don't know nothing but there's a secret, and that's al you have
to know, now. But put that in your backbrain--there are secretsin all families. It might serveyou; it
might not. Course you're charting, who knows?"

Jethri was frowning in earnest now, his cup empty and histhought processjust alittle dow with
the Smooth.

"But--what does it mean? What happens if somebody--"

Grig held up hishand. "Y ou'll know what'll happen if it ever does. What it means... It meansthat
there's some stuff, here and there around the galaxy |eft over from the time of the Old War--the big war,
like Khat tells about in stories. It meansthat your lucky fractin, there, that's not a game piece, no matter
how many rulesfor playing with 'em we all seen--it'sa Fractionad Mosaic Memory Module--and nobody
exactly knowswhat they'refor.” Helooked at Paitor. "Though Arin thought he had an idea.”

Paitor grunted. "Arin had ideas. Nothin' truer said.”

Grig ran his hand over his head and produced agrin. "Paitor ain't abeliever," he said to Jethri,



and sat back, looking thoughtful.

"Ligen," hesad, "'cause I'll tell you this once, and it might sound like of Grig, heésgonealittle
gpace-wise. But just listen, and remember--be aware, that's dl. Paitor don't want to hear this
again--didn't want to hear it the first time, I'm bettin'--but him and me--we agreed you need aplaceto
work from; information that 1za don't want you to have." He paused.

"Thesefractins, now--they're Old Tech. Redly old tech. Way we figured it, they was old tech
when the big war sarted. And the thing is-we can't duplicate them."

Jethri stared, and it did occur to him that maybe Grig had started his drinking before the
Blusharie. The big war--the Old War--wdll, thered been one, that much was sure; most of the Befores
you'd come up with, they was pieces from the war--or from what folks called the war, but could've been
some other event. Jethri'd read arguments for and against had there been or had there not been awar, as
part of history studies. And the idea of atech that old that couldn't be duplicated today ...

"What kind of tech?" he asked Grig. "And why can't we copy it?'

"Good questions, both, and I'd be ahappier man if | had an answer for either. What | can tell
you is-—if that fractin of yoursisone of the real ones--one of the old ones-—-it's got atiny bit of timoniumin
there. Y ou can find that from the outside because of the neutrinos--and all the real ones ever scanned had
itsown bit of timonium. Something else you find isthat there's structure insde--they ain't just poured
plastic or something. Try to do a close scan, though, maybe get alooksee at the shape of that structure,
and what happens? Zap! Fried fractin. The timonium picks up the energy and gives off acouple million
neutrinos and some beta and gammarays--and there's nothing left but dagged clay. Try to ped it? You
can't; sameded.”

Jethri took of sip of hisdwindling drink, trying to get his mind around the idea that there was tech
hundreds of Standards old that couldn't be cracked and duplicated.

"As| say," Grig said, soft-like, "Paitor ain't abeliever. What him, and 1zaand awhole lot of other
folkswhao're perfectly sane, like maybe I'm not on the subject, nor Arin neither--what they think isthat
the Old War wasn't nearly as big as others of usbelieve. They don't believe that war was fought with
fractins, and about fractins. Arin thought that; and he had studies--records of archeological digs, old
docs--to back him. He could map out where fractins was found, where the big caches were, show how
they related to other Before caches--and when the finds started to favor the counterfeits over the red
thing." Hesghed.

"S0, seg, thisjust ain't our family secret. Some of the earlier studies--they went missing. Stolen.
Arin said some peopl e got worried about what would happen if Loopers and ship owners got interested
in Befores as more than asometime high-profit oddity. If they started looking for Old Tech, and figured
out how to make 'em work.

"Arin didn't necessarily think we should make these fractins work--but he thought we should
know what they did--and how. In case of need. Then, he got an andysis-"

Grig sipped, and sat for along couple heartbesats, staring down into his cup.

"Y ou know what haf-lifeis, right?' He asked, looking up.

Jethri rolled his eyes, and Paitor laughed. Grig sighed.

"Right. Given the hdf-life of that timonium, Arin figured them for about eighteen hundred
Standards old. Won't be long--say ten Standards, for some of the earlier ones; maybe a hundred for the
latest ones--before the timonium's too weak to power--whatever it powers. Might be they'll just go inert,
and anybody's who's interested can just take one, or five, or five hundred apart and take apeek inside.

"Arin, now. Arin figured fractins was maybe memory--warship, library, and computer, al rolled
into one, including guidance and plans. That'swhat Arin thought. And it's what he wanted you to know.
Iza and the Golds and &l them other sane folks, they think they don't need to know. They say, only afool
borrows trouble, when there's so much around that's free. Me? | think you ought to know what your
father thought, and | think you ought to keep your eyes and your mind open. | don't know that you
particularly need to talk to any Liadens about it--but you'll make that cdl, if and when you haveto.”

Helooked deep into his cup, lifted it and drained what was | ft.

"That it?" Paitor asked, quietly.



Grig nodded. "1t do."

"Right you are, then." He hdld out ahand; Grig passed him the bottle, and herefilled the cups,
one by one.

He stood, and Grig did, and after amoment, Jethri did. All three raised their cups high.

"To your success, your honor, and your duty, Free Hand!" Hiskin said, loud enough to set the
wallsto thrumming. And Jethri squared his shoulders, and blinked back the sudden tears--and they
talked of easier things until the cups were empty again.

**k*

"Mud," Jethri muttered, as his blade scraped across the hatch. Lower lip caught between his
teeth, he had another go with the wrench-set, and was at |ast rewarded with an odd fluttering hiss, that
sent him skipping back astartled half-step.

Pressure differential , he thought, laughing a himsdif.

The sound of squeezing air faded and the cover plate popped awvay when he probed it with the
blade point.

Stuffed into the cavity was some paper, likely to stop the plate from rattling the way Khat's did
whenever they were accelerating, and he pulled it out, ready to crumple and tossit--and checked,
frowning down at the paper itsdlf.

Y dlow and gritty--it was printout from the comm-printer the captain didn't use any more. Sheld
awayscdledit Arin's printer, like she didn't want anything to do with it, anyway, 'cause she didn't like to
deal with nothing ciphered. Curioudy, he separated the edges and opened the paper. There was hisbirth
date, a series of random letters and numbersthat likely weren't random at dl if you knew what you was
looking at and--

... WILDETOAD WILDETOAD WILDETOAD like an emergency beacon might send out.

WildeToad? Jethri knew his ship histories, but he would've known this one, anyway, being as
Khat told a perfect hair-raiser about Toad's last ride. WildeToad had gone missing years ago, and none
of the mainline Wildes had been seen since. Story was, they'd gone to ground, which didn't make no
sense, them having been spacers since before there was space, asthe sayin' went.

Jethri squinted at the paper.

Mismatch, there's a mismatch, going down

WILDETOAD WILDETOAD WILDETOAD

We're breaking clay. Check frequency

WILDETOAD WILDETOAD WILDETOAD

Thirty hours. Warn away Euphoria

WILDETOAD WILDETOAD WILDETOAD

Racks bare, breaking clay

WILDETOAD WILDETOAD WILDETOAD

Lake bed ahead. We're arming. Say out.

L. O. S TRANSMISSON ENDS

Lake bed, hethought. And, gone to ground. Spacer humor, maybe; it had that fed. And it got
him in the somach, that he held in his hand the last record of adying ship. Why had hisfather used such a
thing to shim the plate in hisdoor? Bad luck... He swallowed, read the page again, frowning after
nonsense phrases.

Breaking clay? Racks bare? This was no common ship-send, he thought, the grainy yellow paper
crackling againgt hisfingers. Arin's printer. The message had comeinto Arin's printer. Coded, then--but--

A chime sounded, the four notes of "visitor aboard.”" Jethri jumped, cussed, and jammed the
paper and the nameplate into his duffle, resealed the hatch as quick as he could, and took off down the
hal a arun.

*k*



It wasasmall group at the main lock: Khat, 1za, and Uncle Paitor to witness hisfarewell. Master
ven'Dedin's assstant, Pen Rel, stood more at his ease than seemed likely for aman aone on astranger
ship, his smooth, pretty face empty of anything likejoy, irritation, or boredom. His eyes showed dert,
though, and it was him who caught Jethri first, and bowed, very dightly.

"Apprentice. The master trader assigns me your escort.”

Jethri paused and bowed, dso dightly--that being the best he could manage with the bag dung
across his back.

"Sir. The magter trader does me too much honor,” he said.

The blue eyesflickered--very likely Pen Rel agreed--but give the man his due, neither smirk nor
gmile crossed hisface, ether of which he had every right to display, according to Jethri's counting.
Instead, he turned his attention to 1za Gobelyn and bowed again--deep, thistime, displaying al proper
respect to the captain-owner.

"The magter trader sendsfdicitations, Captain. She bids me say that she has hersdf placed a
child of her body into the care of others, for training, knowing the necessity at the core of her trader's
heart. A mother's heart, however, is both more foolish and more wise. She therefore offers, mother to
mother, route-list and codes. Messages sent by this method will reach Jethri Gobelyn immediately. Its
frequent use is encouraged.”

Another bow--this one no more than a heavy tip of the head--a flourish, and there was a data
card between the first and second fingers of his extended hand.

Iza Gobelyn's mouth pursed up, asif she'd tasted something sour. She didn't quite place her
hands behind her back--not quite that. But she did shake her head, side-to-side, once, decisive-like.

Jethri felt himself draw breath, hard. Not that he had expected his mother would have wanted to
keep in touch with him when he was gone, like she'd never bothered to do when he was amember of her
crew. It wasjust--the rudeness, when Master ven'Dedlin... He blinked, and sent a short glance straight to
Khat, who caught it, read it, and stepped forward, smooth and soft-footed.

Gently, she dipped the card from between Pen Rel's fingers, and bowed, deeper than he had
done, thereby showing respect for the master trader's emissary.

"Pease convey to the master trader our appreciation of her kindness and her forethought,” she
said, which deepened the frown on 1za's face, and put some color back into Paitor's.

For his part, Jethri felt his chest ease alittle--catastrophe averted, he thought, which should
have been the truth of it, except that Master ven'Dedlin's aide stood there for a heartbegt too long, his
head cocked amite to one Side, waiting...

...and then waiting no longer, but bowing in generd farewdl, while his eyes pegged Jethri and one
hand moved in an unmistakable sweep: Let's go, kid.

Swallowing, Jethri went, following the Liaden down the ramp.

"'bye Jethri," he heard Khat whisper as he went past her. "Well missyou.”

Her hand touched his shoulder fleetingly, and under his shirt the key clung a bit, then Gobelyn's
Market clanged asthe porta's closed behind him.

**k*

At the end of the Market's dock, Pen Rel turned left, walking light, despite the gravity. Jethri
plodded adong half a step behind, and pretty soon worked up a sweat, to which the Port dust clung with
awill.

Traffic increased as they went on, and he stretched hislegsto keep his short guidein sight.
Finaly, the man paused, and waited while Jethri came up beside him.

"Jethri Gobelyn." If he noticed Jethri's advanced state of dishevelment, he betrayed it by not the
flicker of an eyelash. Instead, he blandly inclined his bright head.

"Shortly, wewill berisng to Elthoria. Isthere aught on port that you require? Now isthetimeto
acquire any such items, for we are scheduled to bresk orbit within the quarter-spin.”



Breathless, Jethri shook his head, caught himsdlf, and cleared histhroat.

"| am grateful, but thereisno need." Helifted the smaler bag somewhat. "Everything thet |
requireisin these bags.”

Golden eyebrowsrose, but he merely moved alanguid hand, directing Jethri's attention down the
busy thoroughfare.

"Alas, | am not so fortunate and must fulfill severa errands before we board. Do you continue
aong thisway until you find Ixin's sgn. Present yourself to the barge crew, and hold yoursdlf &t the pilot's
word. | will joinyou ereitistimeto lift."

So saying, he stepped off the curb into the thronging traffic, vanishing, to Jethri's eye, into the
fast-moving crowd.

Mud! he thought, his heart picking up its rhythm, then, "Mud!" adoud asahard elbow landed on
his ribs with more force than was gtrictly necessary to make the point, while asharp voice let out with a
liquid string of Liaden, the tone of which unmistakably conveyed that thiswas no place for ox-brained
Terransto be napping.

Getting atighter grip on his carry-bag, Jethri shrugged the backpack into an easier position and
et off, dow, his head swiveing from one side to the next, like aclean 'bot on the lookout for lint, craning
at the sgnsand sgils posted aong both sides of the way.

It didn't do much to cam the crazy rhythm of his heart to note that all the Sgns hereabouts were
in Liaden, with never a Terran letter to be found; or that everyone he passed was short, golden-skinned,
quick--Liaden.

Now that it wastoo late, he wondered if Master ven'Dedlin's aide was having ajoke on him. Or,
worse, if thiswas some sort of Liaden test, the which of, failing, lost him his berth and grounded him.
There wasthe horror, right there. Grounded. He was a spacer. All ports were strange; al crews other
than hisown, strangers. Teeth drilling into his bottom lip, Jethri lengthened his stride, heedless now of
both elbows and rude shouts, eyes scanning the profusion of signage for the one that promised him clean
gpace; refuge from weight, dirt, and smelly air.

At last, he caught it--half-a-block distant and across the wide street. Jethri pulled up a spurt of
speed, forced his dust-covered, leaden body into arun and lumbered off the curb.

Horns, hoots and hollers marked his course across that street. He heeded none of it. The
Moon-and-Rabbit was his goa and everything he had eye or thought for. By the time the autodoor gave
way before him, he was mud-dicked, gasping and none-too-steady on hisfest.

Wheat he also was, was safe.

Half-sobbing, he brought his eyes up and had a second to revise that opinion. The three
roustabouts facing him might be short, but they stood tdl, hands on the utility knives thrust through wide
leather belts, shirts and faces showing dust and the stains of working on the docks.

Jethri gulped and ducked his head. "Y our pardon, gentles," he gasped in what he hoped they'd
recognizefor Liaden. "1 am herefor Master ven'Dedin."

The lead roustabout raised her eyebrows. "ven'Dedlin?' she repegted, doubt palpablein her tone.

"If you please," Jethri said, trying to breathe deeply and make hiswords more than
half-understandable gasps. "I am Jethri Gobelyn, the--the new apprentice trader.”

She blinked, her face crumpling for an ingtant before she got hersdlf in hand. The emotion she
didn't show might have been anything, but Jethri had the strong impression that she would have laughed
out loud, if politeness had dlowed it.

The man at her right shoulder, who showed more gray than brown in his hair, turned his head and
cdled out something light and fluid, while the man at her |eft shoulder stood forward, pulling hisblade
fromits nestlein the belt and thoughtfully working the catch. Jethri swallowed and bent, very carefully, to
put his carry-bag down.

Twice as careful, he straightened, showing empty pamsto the three of them. Thistime, the
woman did smile, pale as starlight, and put out a hand to shove her matein thearm.

"It belongsto the master trader,” she said in pidgin. "Will you be the oneto rob her of sport?

"Not |," said the man. But he didn't put the knife away, nor even turn his head &t the claiter of



boot hedl's or the sudden advent of a second Liaden woman, this one wearing the tough leather jacket of
apilot. She cameleve with the boss roustabout and stopped, a crease between her eyebrows.

"Arewe now ahome for the indigent?" she snapped, and apparently to the room at large. Jethri
exerted himsdlf, bowing aslow as his shaking legswould alow.

"Filot. If you please. | am Jethri Gobelyn, apprenticed to Master Trader Norn ven'Dedlin. | arrive
at theword of her aide, Pen Rel, who bade me hold mysdif & your word.”

"Ah. Pen Rd." The pilot'sface dtered, and Jethri again had the digtinct feding that, had she been
Terran, shewould have been enjoying afinelaugh at his expense. "That would be Arms Master
sgKethra, an individua to whom it would be wise to show the utmost respect.” She moved agraceful
hand, showing him the gpparently blank wal to his|eft.

"Y ou may place your luggage in the bay; it will bewell cared for. After that, you may make
yourself seemly, so that you do not shame Master SsgK ethra before the ven'Dedlin.” She looked over her
shoulder at the third roustabout. " Show him."

"Pilot." Hejerked hishead at Jethri. " Attend, boy."

Seen close, the blank wall was indented with a series of unmarked squares. The roustabout held
up an index finger, and lightly touched three in sequence. Thewall parted dong an dl-but invisble seam,
showing a holding space beyond, piled high with parcels and pallets. Jethri took astep forward, found his
deeve caught and froze, watching thewall dide shut again abare inch beyond his nose.

When there was nothing | eft to indicate that the wall was anything other than awall, the
roustabout |oosed Jethri's deeve and jerked his chin at the indentations.

"You, now."

He had agood head for patterns--aways had. It was the work of amoment to touch hisindex
finger to the proper three indentationsin order. Thewall did aside and thistime he was not prevented
from going forward into the holding bay and stacking his bags with the rest.

The door stayed open until he stepped back to the side of the roustabout, who jerked his head to
theleft and guided him to the 'fresher, where he was | eft to clean himself up as best he might, so Master
ven'Dedlin wouldn't take any second thoughts about the contract shed made.

* k%

Some while later Jethri sat donein the hallway next to the pilot's office, face washed, clothes
brushed, and nursing a disposable cupful of ahot, strong, and vilely sweet beverage his guide had inssted
was "tea"

At least it was cool in the hdlway, and it was a bennie just to be done with walking about in grav,
and carrying al hismortal possessions, too. Sighing, he Spped gingerly at the nasty stuff in the cup and
tried to order himsdlf.

It was clear that his spoken Liaden wasn't as close to tolerable as he had thought. He didn't fool
himself that dock-pidgin and Trade was going to go far at the trading tables Norn ven'Dedlin sat down to.
Language lessons were needful, then; and a brush-up on the protocols of cargo. His math was
s0lid--Sedli and Cris had seen to that. He could do OK here. Better than he'd have done on an ore ship
running adying Loaop...

That thought brought him back to now and here. Damn straight Norn ven'Dedlin didn't run no
L oop.

He leaned back in the chair, considering what sorts of cargo might cometo aship bearing a
master trader. Gems, hefigured, and rare spice; textile like Cris would weep over; artworks... He
congdered that, frowning.

Art was a chancy venture, given differing planetary taboos and ground-hugger religions. Even a
master trader might chart a careful course, there. Khat told a story--a true one, he thought--regarding the
tradeship Sweet Louise, which had taken aboard an illustrated paper book of great age. The pictures
had been pretty, the pages hand-sewn into ared |leather cover set with flawed, gaudy stones. The words
werein no language that any of Louise's crew could read, but the price had been right; and the trader



had aline on a collector of uniquitiestwo planets down on the trade-hop. Everything should have been
top-drawer, excepting that the powers of religion on the planet between the collector and the book
declared that item "blasphemous,” meaning the port police had it off ship in seconds and burned it right
there on the dock. Louise lost the investment, the price, the fine--and the right to trade on that port,
whichwasno loss, asfar as Jethri could see...

A light step at the top of the hal pulled him out of histhoughts; aglance and he was on hisfest,
bowing as low as he could without endangering the tea.

"Arms Magter sgKethra”

The man checked, neither surprise on hisface, nor parcelsin his hands, and inclined his head.
"Apprentice Trader. Well met. A moment, if you please, while | consult with the pilot.”

He moved past, walking into the pilot's office with nary aring, like he had every right to the
place, which, Jethri thought, he very well might. The door did shut behind him and Jethri resumed his
Segt, reconciled to another longish wait while business was discussed between pilot and arms master.

Say that Pen Rel was aman of few words. Or that the pilot was eager for flight. In either case,
they were both coming out the door before Jethri had time to start another line of thought.

"Welift, Jethri Gobelyn," Pen Rel said. " Soon we will be home."

And that, at least, Jethri thought, rising with dacrity, was a proper spacer's sentiment. Enough of
this dogging about in the dugt--it was time and past timeto return to the light, clean corridors of aship.

Day 42
Standard Year 1118
Elthoria
Arriving

"Isthe whole ship heavy, then?" he asked Pen Rel's back.

The Liaden glanced over his shoulder, then stopped and turned right around in the center of the
ridiculoudy wide halway, something that might actualy have been puzzlement shadowing the edges of his
face.

"Isthe gravity worrisome, Jethri Gobelyn? | did note that you didiked the port, but | had
assumed an aversion to ...the noise, perhaps--or the dirt. | regret that it had not occurred to me that the
ship of your kin might have run weightless.”

Jethri shook his head. "Not weightless," he panted. " Just--light. The core--admin, you
know--was near enough to heavy, but therest of the ship ran light, and the rim was lightest of al.” He
drew adeep breath, caught by the sudden and awful redlization that no one knew what the normal grav
of the Liaden homeworld was. It could bethat Y nsolt'i norma was light to them, and if the ship got
heavier, the further in they--

Pen Rd moved his hand like he was smoothing wrinkles out of the air. "' Peace, Jethri Gobelyn.
Most of Elthoria runs at constant gravity. The areas that do not are unlikely to be of concern to one of
your gation. Y ou will suffer no more than you do at this moment.”

Jethri gaped a him. "Runs constant," he repeated, and shook his head. "How big isthis ship?”’

The Liaden moved his shoulders. "It islarge enough. Doubt not that the master trader will
provide amap--and require you to memorizeit, aswell.”

Where he came from, holding the map of the ship and the location of bolt holes, grabs and
emergency suitsin your head was only commonsense. He shrugged, no where near asfluid ashis
companion. "Well sure shewill. No problem with that.”

"l am pleased to hear you say s0," Pen Rel said, and turned about-face, moving briskly out down
the hall. "L et us not keep the master trader waiting.”

In fact, she kept them waliting, which Jethri could only see asaboon, for he used thetimeto
catch hisbreath and surreptitioudy stretch his sore muscles, so he wasn't blowing like agrampus when



they werefindly letinto see her.

Her office wasn't as big as admin entire--not quite. Nor was her workspace quite aswide as his
private quarters on the Market. Screenswere set above the desk, which wasiitsalf aconfusion of lading
dips, catalogs and the ephemera of trade--that much was familiar, so much so that hefdt thetearsrising
to hiseyes.

The magter trader, she was familiar, too, with her gay hair and her snapping black eyes.

"S0," shesaid, rising from her chair and coming forward. "1t iswell." Sheinclined her head and
gpoke to Pen Rel--arapid burst of Liaden, smooth and musical. The arms master made brief reply,
swept abow to her honor, treated Jethri to a heavy tip of the head, and was gone, the door snapping
behind him like a hungry mouth.

Black eyes surveyed him blandly. Belatedly, Jethri remembered his manners and bowed, low.
"Master ven'Dedlin. | report for duty, with joy."

"Hah." Shetipped her head dightly to theright. "Well said, if briefly. Tell me, Jethri Gobelyn, how
much will it distressyou to find that your first duty isdry study?"

He shrugged, meeting her gaze for gaze. "Uncle Pai--Trader Gobelyn taught me that trade was
study, malam. | wouldn't expect it otherwise."

"A man of excellent sense, Trader Gobelyn. My admiration of him knows no limit. Tell me, then,
oh wise apprentice, what will you expect to sudy firstly? Say what isin your heart--1 would know
whether | must set you to gemstones, or precious metals, or fine vintage.”

Had she been Terran, Jethri would have considered that she was teasing him. Liadens--none of
his studies had led him to believe that Liadens held humor high. Honor was the thing, with Liadens.
Honor and the exact balancing of any wrong.

"Wel, mdam," hesaid, careful as hewas able. "I'm thinking that the first thing I'll be needing is
language. | can read Liaden, but I'm dow--and my speaking is, | discover, nothing much better than
poor."

"An honest scholar,” Masgter ven'Dedlin said after amoment, "and of something disheartened.”

She reached out and patted his deeve. "Repine not, Jethri Gobelyn. That you read our language
at al isto be noted. That you have made some attempt to capture the tongue as it is spoken must be
shown for heroic." She paused.

"Understand me, it is not that we of the clans seek to hide our customs from those traders of
vaiant ilk. Rether, we have not overindulged in future thinking, whereby it would have been immediatdly
understood that steps of education must be taken." She moved her shouldersin that weird not-shrug,
conveying something beyond Jethri's ken.

"Very nearly, the masters of trade have walked aside from their duty. Very nearly. You and
I--wewill repair this oversight of the masters and rescue honor for al. Eh?' She brought her palms
together sharply.

"But, yes, firstly you must speak to be understood. Y ou will be given tapes, and atutor. Y ou will
be given the opportunity to Baance these gifts the ship bestows. There is one a-ship who wishesto
possess the Terran tongue. Understand that her case is much as yours-—-she reads, but thereisalack of
proficiency in the spoken form. She, you will tutor, asyou are tutored. Y ou understand me?”

So, he had something of worth that he could trade for hislessons and hiskeep. It waslittle
enough, and no question the ship bore the heavier burden, but it cheered him to find that he would be put
to use.

Smiling, he nodded; caught himsdlf with asharp sigh and bowed. "I understand you, maam.
Yes"

"Hah." Her eyesgleamed. "It will be difficult, but the need is plain. Therefore, the difficult will be
accomplished." She clapped her hands once more. Y ou will be atrader to behold, Jethri Gobelyn!" He
felt hisearswarm, and bowed again. "Thank you, maam."

Shetipped her head. "The tutor will attend likewise to the matter of bows. Continuein your
present mode and you will be caled to answer honor before ever we arrive at gemstones.”

Jethri blinked. He had just assumed that, the deeper the bow the better, and that, as juniormost



everywhere hewaked, he could hardly go wrong bowing as low as he could without doing structural
damage.

"l ...hopethat | haven't given offense, maam,” he sammered, in Terran.

She waved atiny hand, the big purple ring glittering. "Worry not," she answered, in her version of
the sametongue. "Y ou are fortunate in your happenstances. We of Elthoria are of amode most
kind-hearted. To children and to Terrans, weforgivedl. Others," she folded her hands together
solemnly; "arelesskindly thanwe."

Oh. He swallowed, thinking of Honored Buyer bin'Fora, and others of his uncl€'s contacts, on
the Liaden side of the trade.

"There arethose," Master ven'Dedin said softly, switching to Trade, "for whom thetradeisdl.
There are othersfor whom ...the worth of themsdalvesisdl. Arethese things not likewise true of
Terrans?' Another flash of memory, then, of certain other traders known to him, and he nodded, though
reluctantly. "Y es, maam. I'm afraid they are.”

"No fear, Jethri Gobelyn. A man armored and proficient with hiswespons need have no fear.” A
small hesitation, then--"But perhapsit isthat you are wisein this. A man without wegpons--it is best that
hewak wary."

"Yes, maam," he said again, hisvoice sounding breathlessin hisown ears.

If Master ven'Dedlin noted anything amiss, she didn't say so. Instead, she waved him over to her
desk, where she pressed the promised ship's map upon him, pointing out the location of his quarters and
of the ship'slibrary, where he would find his study tapes and his tutor awaiting him at some hour that did
past hisear in an arpeggio of Liaden.

"I--" he began, but Master ven'Dedlin had thought of that, too. From the riot of papers atop her
desk, she produced atimepiece, and aschedule, printed out in Liaden characters.

"S0, enough.” She clapped her hands and made shooing motions toward the door. "This shift is
your own. Next shift, you are wanted at your station. Mysdlf, yourself, we will speak again together
before the trade goes forward on Tilene. In the meanwhile, it isyour duty to learn, quickly and well. The
ship accepts only excellence.”

Dismissed, clutching the papers and the watch untidily to his chest, he bowed, not without a
certain feding of danger, but Master ven'Dedlin had turned back to her desk, her attention aready on the
minutiae of trade.

Inthe hall outside her office, he went down on aknee and took afew momentsto order his
paperwork, dap the watch round hiswrist, and glance through the schedule. Running hisfinger down the
table, being careful with the Liaden words, and checking histimepiece frequently, he established that the
shift whichwas "hisown" had just commenced. More searching in the schedule produced the information
that "nuncheon” was on buffet inthe gdley.

Squinting at the map, he found that the galley was on the short route to his quarters, a which
point his stomach commented rather pointedly that his breskfast of 'mite and crackers was used up and
more. Onelast squint & the map, and he was on hisway.

* % %

There were maybe a dozen people in the galey when he swung in. They al stopped talking and
turned to look a him, smooth Liaden faces blank of anything like asmile or any honest curiosity. Just ...
slence. And stares. Jethri swallowed, thinking that even atitter, or a"Look at the Terran!™ might be
welcome.

Nothing likeit forthcoming, he walked over to the cool-table where various foods were laid out,
and spent some while looking over the offerings, hoping for something familiar, while dl thetime he felt
the eyes boring bland, slent holesinto his back.

It got to him, findly, dl that quiet, and the sense of them staring at him, so that he snaiched up a
plate holding something that looked enticingly like a pan-paste handwich and bolted for the door, map
and schedule clutched under one arm.



His dash was two steps old when a dark-haired woman swung into his path, one hand held, palm
out, and aming for hischest.

He skidded to ahalt, al but losing the papers, the handwich dancing dangeroudy on its plate, and
stood there staring like astupid grounder, wondering what piece of politeness he had, al unknowing,
shattered, and whether word had gotten out to the crew that they were more forgiving than most.

Thewoman before him said something, the sounds diding past hisear, almost sounding like... He
blinked and leaned dightly forward.

"Say again,” hemurmured. "Sowly."

Sheinclined her head, and said again, dowly, in Terran so thickly accented he could barely make
out thewords, though hewas craning with dl hisears. "Teawill be wanting you."

"Tea," he repeated, and smiled, from unadorned relief. "Thank you. Where isthe tea?’

"Bottle," she said, waving aquick hand toward asecond table, set at right anglesto thefirt, lined
with what looked to be single serving vacuum bottles. "Cold. Befor to drinking with works."

"l see. Thank you..." Hefrowned at the badge stitched onto her shirt... "First Officer Gaenor
tel'Dorbit."

Eyebrows rose above velvet brown eyes, and she tipped her head, face noncommittal.
"Apprentice Terran, you?" She asked, and put her hand againgt her chest. "Terran student, 1.”

He nodded and smiled again. "I'm Master ven'Dedlin's apprentice. I'll be hel ping you with your
Terran. Here..." He fumbled the schedule out from beneath hisarm and held it out, gripped precariously
between two fingers, while the handwich jigged onits plate. "What's your shift? I've got--"

She dipped the paper from between hisfingers, gave it aquick, al-encompassing glance, and ran
adim fingertip under acertain hour, showing him.

"Hour, this" she said, and waved briefly around the gdley. "Here we meet.”

"Right." He nodded again.

Gaenor tel'Dorbit inclined her head and left him, angling off to the left, where atablefor three
showed one empty chair and a haf-eaten med; the other two occupants considering him with slent
blandness.

Jethri gabbed atea bottle from the table and al but ran from the room.

Using the map, he found his assgned quarters handily, and stood for along couple minutes,
garing a his name, painted in Liaden | etters on the door, before diding hisfinger into the scanner.

The scan tingled, the door opened and he was through, staring at a cabin maybe three timesthe
gzeof hisquarters on the Market. Thefloor was covered in springy blue carpet, in the center of which
sat hisbags. The bed and desk were folded away, and he couldn't have said if it was the strangeness of
it, or the sameness of it, but al a once he was crying in good earnest, the tears running fast and dripping
off hischin.

Carefully, he put the handwich and the bottle on the floor next to his bags, then sat himsalf down
next to them, taking care to put schedule and map well out of harm'sway. That done, he folded up, head
on knees, and bawled.

Day 60
Standard Year 1118
Gobelyn's Market
Approaching Kinaveral

Kinaverd hung middling big in the centra screen. Khat had filed her gpproach with Centrd, done
her system checks and finally leaned back in the pilot's chair, exhaing with awill.

Crislooked up from the mate's board with a half-gin and anod. "Two to six, Centra will argue
the path.”

Khat laughed. "I look afool, do I, coz? Of course Centra will argue the path. | once had a



fast-look at aLane Controller's manual. First page, Lesson One, writ out in letters as high as my hand
was, 'Always Dispute the Filed Approach.™

Cris smilewidened to agrin. "First lesson, you say? There was pages after that?'

"Somefew," Khat dlowed, sraight-faced; "some few. Mind, the next six after was blank, so the
student could practice writing out the rule.”

"Well, it being so large and important arule...” Cris began, before the intercom bell cut him short.
He spun back to his board and dapped the toggle. "Mate."

"Hrst Mate," 1za Gobelyn's voice came out of the speaker, gritty with more than ‘com buzz. "I'm
looking for the approach stats.”

"Captain,” Crissaid, even-voiced. "Were on the wait for Centrd's aye."

Therewasashort, Szzling pause.

"As soon aswe're cleared, I'll have those stats,” |za snapped.

"Yes, Captain, "Cris murmured, but he might just as easily said nothing; 1zahad dready signed
off. Crissighed, sharp and exasperated. Khat echoed him, softer.

"| thought sheld lighten, once Jeth was gone,” she sald.

Crisshook his head, staring down at his board.

"It ain't Jethri being gone so much as Arin," he muttered. " She's gotten harder, every Standard
sncehedied.”

Khat thought about that, staring a Kinaveral, hanging in the center screen. "Therésalot more
years ahead, and Arin in none of them,” she said, eventualy.

Crisdidn't answer that--or, say, he answered by not answering, which was Cris way.

Instead, he said, "I got areply on that franchise job. They want meto stop by their office,
dirtside, teke thetest. If that'sago, it'll mean atemp berth for the next ten months, Standard.”

Khat nodded, her eyes till on Kinaverd. "Paitor figuresto pick up sometraining or consulting at
Terrarade” shesad. "Me, I'll filewith Centrd asafreewing.”

"Sengble. Therest gicking to dirt?'

Shelaughed. "Now, how likely isthat? Might take afew port cyclestil they get tired of bresthing
dust, but you know they'll be looking for space work, too.”

"Huh," Crissad, fiddling with a setting on hisboard. "1za?'

Khat shrugged. "Way | heard it, she was Staying dirtside, with the Market." She held up ahand.
"Paitor did try to talk her out of it. Pointed out that Sedli's able. Izawasn't having any. She'sthe captain,
thejob's hers, and by al the ghosts of space, shell doiit.”

"Huh," Cris said again--and seemed on the edge of saying something more when the comm
screen came live with Central's request that Gobelyn's Market amend her filed approach.

Day 63
Standard Year 1118
Elthoria

Elthoria kept atwenty-eight hour "day," divided into four shifts, two on, two off, which made for
adightly longer work day than the Market's twenty-four hour, two-shift cycle. Jethri, who had been used
to reading and studying well into his off-shift, scarcely noticed the additiona hours.

Hiswork now--that was different. No more Stinks. If Elthoria had Stinks, which Jethri took
leave to doubt, it was nothing mentioned to him by his new acquaintances, though they were careful to
show him as much of the ship as an apprentice trader might need to know. His new status meant no more
assding inthe gdley, aduty he might've missed, if thered been any timefor it, which there wasnt, his
time being entirdly and systematically crammed full with lessons, sudy and more lessons.

Some things were routine, and it eased him somehow to find that Elthoria kept emergency
protocols-—-in which he was relentlesdy trained by no lesser person than Arms Master sgKethra. Over



the course of three shifts, hewas drilled in the location and operation of the lifeboats, shown the various
boltholes, emergency hatches and hand-grabs. He was aso measured for a suit, it being discovered to
the chagrin of the supply master that none of those on draw would fit.

Other things, they weren't so routine--more of that, which iswhat he'd figured to find. For
instance, he had atrade locker al to himsdlf, which was scrupuloudy the same size as his sateroom, it
being the policy on Elthoria that traders should have as much room to work in asthey had to deepin.
He wished he'd thought to convert some of his cash to something useful out of the Market--but he hadn't
had much time to cry about that missed opportunity, either.

Firdt thing on shift, right after breskfast, he sat with the tutor-tapesin the ship'slibrary, brushing
up on hiswritten and spoken Liaden. Then, he met with Protocol Officer Ray Jon te'Ondor, which was
more language lessons, putting dry learning into practical use. Master tel'Ondor was dso of an ambition
to teach Jethri his bows, though he made no secret of the fact that Jethri was the least apt pupil he had
encountered in long years of tutoring arrogant young tradersin protocol.

After Master tel'Ondor, there was exercise--a mandated ship's hour every day at the weights and
the treadmills, then ashower, ameal, and more reading, this on the subjects of trade guild rules and
custom regs. After that, there was the Terran-tutoring with Gaenor te'Dorbit. Thefirst mate being of a
restless habit, that meant more exercise, asthey waked the long halways of Elthoria. Despite the extra
walking, Jethri quickly cameto look forward to this part of his duty-day. Gaenor was younger than
Master ven'Dedlin and Pen Rdl, and she amiled nicely from time to timein her lessons, which Jethri
particularly liked.

Gaenor'sideaof being tutored wasto just start talking--about the events of the previous shift, her
family'shomein adirt-based city called Chonsdlta, the latest book she was reading, or the ship's
itinerary. Jethri's responsibility was to stop her when she misspoke, and say the words over in theright
order and pronunciation. So it was that he became informed of ship's policy, gossip and portso'cal, as
well asthe names of certain flowers which Gaenor particularly missed from home.

Thefirst mate having accessto just about every portion of the ship, Jethri dso found himsalf
informed of various lockers and pod connections, and was introduced to each of the ship's company as
they were encountered during the ramble. Some of the crew seemed not so pleased to see him, some
seemed ... puzzled. Most seemed not to care much, one way or the other. All were grave and palite, like
they oughtabe, Jethri thought, with the first mate looking on. Still, he thought that these catch-as-can
introductions at the mate's sde... helped. Helped him put names and faces and responsibilities together.
Helped them to see he redlly was part of the crew, pulling hisweight, just like they were,

One person who seemed outright happy to welcome himwas Vil Tor, ship'slibrarian. Asit
happened that Vil Tor adso had an ambition to add Terran to his speakables, Gaenor and Jethri had taken
toincluding thelibrary asaregular stop. Thistime out, though, they'd found the door locked, lights out.
Gaenor sighed, dim shoulders dropping for amoment, then turned and started back down the hall,
swinging out with awill.

"Thisour ship, Elthoria,” Gaenor said, asthey hit the end of the hal and swept |eft, toward
Hydroponics; "will be inputting to Spacestation Kalilipso..."

"Putting in," Jethri panted. " Elthoria will be putting in to Kailipso Station.”

"Hah." Gaenor flicked a glance hisway; she wasn't even breathing hard. " Elthoria,” she
repeated, dowing her pace by afraction, "will be putting in to Spacestation Kailipso--bah! --Kailipso
Sation--putting in to Kailipso Station within three ship days. Thereisa--a..." She stopped entirely and
turned to face Jethri, holding two hands up, pam out, signifying she had not the necessary Terran words
to hand.

"It isto have ameeting of the masters, on subjectsinterested in the masters...”

Theimmediate phrase that came to mind was jaw-fest," which Jethri thought might not be the
sort of Terran Master ven'Dedlin wanted Gaenor to be learning. He frowned after the polite and after a
moment was ableto offer, "asymposum.”

"Sim-po-zium," Gaenor said, her mouth pinching up like the word tasted bad. " So, thereisa
sim-po-zium upon Kailipso. The ven'Dedlin attends--the ven'Dedin will attend. The crew will be at



leave." She moved her shoulders, not quite a Terran shrug, but not quite admiring of Kailipso Station, all
the same.

"Don' like Kailipso much?' he ventured, and Gaenor's mouth pinched again before she turned
and recommenced marching down the hdl.

"Itiscold," she said to the empty corridor, and then began to tell him of the latest devel opments
inthe novel shewas reading. He had to catch up, hoping that she put hisdelay down to hisbeing
somewhat lessfit, and not histaking amoment to admire her walk.

Day 65
Standard Year 1118
Kinaveral

Before they cleared afreewing to fly, Kinaveral Central wanted to be assured that candidate
could find her way through aform or six. That done, there were the smsto fly, then achat with the stable
boss, at the end of which atime was named on the morrow when the candidate was to return and
actudly lift one of Centra's precious ships--and an observer--for the fina and most telling part of the test.

In between now and then, Khat knew, they'd be checking her number and her ship, and verifying
her personals. She'd hoped to have the test lift today, but, there, the stable boss needed to know if the
applicant free-wing tended toward sober in the morning.

No problem for the applicant on that approach, Khat thought, walking down the dusty, noisy
main street. Not to say that a brew would be unwel come at the moment. Make that abrew and a
handwich, she amended, as her ssomach filed notice that the 'mite and crackers sheld fed it for breskfast
were long past gone.

Up ahead, she spied the flashing green triangle which was the sgn of an eat-and-drinkery, and
gtretched her legs, grimacing at the protest of overworked muscles. That'll teach you to stint your
weight exercise, she scolded hersdlf, and turned into the cool, comfortably dim doorway.

A lightscape over the counter showed aold style fin-ship down on aflat plain, mountains marking
the horizon. Benegath, atag box spelled out the name of thejoint: Ship 'n Shore.

There was a scattering of folk at the tables--spacers, mostly--and plenty of room at the counter.
It being only hersdlf, Khat swung up onto a stool 'neath the tag box and waved at the barkeep. "Dark
brew and a handwich for awoman in need!"

The keeper ginned, drew the beer and sat it on the counter by her hand. "There's the easy part,”
he said. "What's your fondness for food? We got loca cheese and vegs on fresh bake bread; potmesat on
the same; 'mite paste and pickles; sde o' fish--"

Khat leveled afinger. "Local cheese without the vegs?'

"Wecandoit," he promised.

"That'saded, then. Bring her on."

"Beasec. Let meknow how you find the beer." He moved down counter, still ginning, and Khat
picked up the mug.

The beer was cold, which was how she liked it. Bitter, too, and thick. She'd brought the mug
down to haf-full by thetime her handwich arrived, two generous halves sharing aplastic plate with a
figtful of Atpretzd.

"Brew'sgood,” Khat said. "I'll want another just likeit in not too long."

The keeper smiled, pleased, and put a coupl e disposable napkins next to the plate. "Just givea
ydl when you'reready," he said.

She nodded and picked up one of the halves. The unmistakable smell of fresh bake bread hit her
nose and her somach started clamoring. For the next while, she concentrated on settling that issue. The
bread was whole grain, brown and nutty; the cheese butter smooth and unexpectedly spicy. Khat finished
thefirst half and the brew, waved the empty mug at the barkeep and started in on the second round.



Coupletimes, folk from the tables came up to the counter for refills. A crew of three camein
from the street and staked out stools a the end of the row. Khat paid none of them particular notice,
except to register that they were spacers, and nobody she knew.

At lagt, thefind saltpretzel was gone. Khat pushed the plate avay with aregretful sgh and
reached for her mug. A couple more sips, settle her bill and then back to the lodgings, she thought, with a
snking in her well-full somach. Wasn't nothing wrong with the lodgings, mind, except that they was
full-grav lodgings, and dirtside, and subject to the rules of the lodge-owner. But till, Market's crew had
asection to themsalves, inside which each had their own cubby, with cot and desk and entertainment bar.
No complaints.

Excepting that Captain 1za was nothing but complaints--well, she hated dirt, dways had; and
didn't have much of afondnessfor worldsiders. Without the routine of her ship, she stood at sevens and
eights and spent ‘way too much of her time down to the yards, doubtless making life ahell for the crew
boss assigned to Market's refit.

Zam had suggested the captain might file as freewing with Centra, for which insubordination he
had his head handed to him. Sedli‘d come by no gentler treetment when she spoke to her mother, and
Dyk declined even to try. Paitor had his own quarters at Terratrade, and when the temp dot went solid
on Cristheir second day a-ground, he dl but ran to the space field.

Which left them amixed bag--and bad tempered, too, held uneasy by Iza's moods.

And the year was barely begun.

Khat sighed again, and finished off her brew. She put the mug down and waved at the keeper for
the bill. He, up-counter with the crew of three, held up two fingers-be there in a few. She nodded,
shifted onthe soal...

"Hey, Khati," an unwel come voice came from too near a hand.

"Shit," Khat muttered beneath her breath and spun the stool around to face Mac Gold.

He hadn't changed much since the last time sheéld seen him--sometaller, maybe, and alittle
broader in the shoulders. Khat nodded, curt.

"Mec."

He grinned, and ran ahand over his head. His hair was pae ydlow; buzzed, it was nearly
invisble, which his eyelashes were. Behind those invigble lashes, his eyeswere adeep and unlikdy blue,
therest of hisface square and bony. A well enough looking boy, taken al together. If he hadn't dso
happened to've been Mac Gold.

"Good to seeyou," he said, now, ddiberately aiming those unlikely eyes at her chest. "Buy you a
brew?’

She shook her head, teeth gritting. "Just on my way. Next time, maybe."

"Right," he said, but he didn't move, other than to cock hishead. "Listen, while we're face to
face--square with me?”

She shrugged. "Maybe."

"I'm just wondering--what happened to Jethri? | mean, what really happened to Jethri?"

"He's prenticed to the trader of abig ship,” she said. "Cap'n Iza must've told your dad s0."

"Shedid," Mac agreed, "and I'm sharing no secretswhen | tell you my dad was some pissed
about the whole business. | mean, here's |za asking us to make room for your extra, and m'dad willing to
accommodate, and what happens but then she says, no, the boy ain't coming after al. He'sgone
someplace else." Mac shook his head and held up a hand, thumb and forefinger awhisper apart.

"Dad was this close to caling breach.”

Khat sghed. "Breach of what? Thelega wasn't writ."

"Still, thered be the verba--"

"Dedsfdl through every day," Khat interrupted and caught sight of the barkeep out of the corner
of her eye. Sheturned on the stool and smiled at him.

Behind her, Mac, raised his voice conspicuoudy--

"Rumor is, Khat, that Paitor sold the boy to Liadends!"

That drew starts and stares from those close enough to hear; some turned carefully away but



otherslifted eyebrows and raised their heads to watch.

Dedliberately, Khat turned, awvay from the barkeep and back to Mac Gold. Deliberately, she
drew adeep breath, and glared straight into those blue eyes.

"The boy holds a Combine key. HE's aslega asyou or me. He's a 'prentice trader--signed his
own papers. Jethri ain't no boy."

"Well, rumor isthat Liadens paid for this upgrade the Market's gettin'."

Khat laughed and rolled her eyes.

"Least now Mr. Rumor'sgot it right. Jethri sold aload of cellosilk back at Y nsolt'i, and on top of
that, Paitor bought some specid risk merchandise Jethri'd pointed out--an' didn't that turninto
high-count coinin the private hal--just like Jethri said it would! So, sure, Liadens bought this upgrade all
right--cans, nodes, and engines.”

"But someone got shot, they say, and next thing--"

Khat sighed, loud and exasperated.

"L ook, Jethri was ready to trade, Mac, and captain told him if he wanted something more than
pushing gravel from hereto there, hed haveto find his own ship. Can't fault him for that cal. So he found
himself abetter berth, ‘prenticed to nothing less than amaster trader, and for agood-bye, he buys us new
drivesand afull upgrade.

She paused, hearing adight thump of glass behind her and raised her hand, fingerswriggling "just

"Jethri's got him aberth, Mac. Papersre signed proper and legal. His business--not mine, not
yours. That other stuff Mr. Rumor been tellin' you--nobody got shot but some fool who decided it was
eader to die than clear an honest debt. Not your problem.” Shetipped her head, like she was considering
that, and asked, swestly, "Or isit?"

Mac's eyestightened and his face reddened.

"It sureis my problem if the word gets out Jethri'd rather crew with abunch of Liadensthan
comewith an honest ship like--"

"Y ou better watch your mouth, Mac Gold,” Khat snapped. "Lest somebody here figures you was
gonnasay something about how Gold Digger's honest and Jethri's ship ain't. Not the kind of thing you'd
be wanting to discusswith aLiaden, now, isit?"

Mac blinked, and swallowed hard. Point won, Khat turned back to the bartender, raised her
eyesbriefly and expressively at the ceiling, and smiled.

"Whét's the damage?’

He smiled back. "Two hit."

"Done." Shedid four across the counter and dropped to her feet, leg muscles sending up a shout
for their team leader. Sheignored them. The walk back to the lodgings would work the kinks out. Or
cripple her for life.

"So, Khat--" Mac said from beside her.

"So, Mac," she overrode, and turned sharp, feding a dangeroustingle aong the brawlin' nerves
when he went back a step. She kept going, and he kept backin', until she got the throttle on it and
stopped. Mac's pretty blue eyes was showing some red, and his face was damp. Khat gave one more
hard glare, before she nodded, kinda haf-civil.

"See you 'round port," she said, and forced her aching legsto swing out, carrying her down the
room and out in the dusty day.

Day 66
Standard Year 1118
Kailipso Station
At Leave

"Come, come, young Jethri, tarry not!" Pen Rel's voice was brisk, as he waved Jethri ahead of



him into the entry tube. "All the wonders of Kailipso Station await your discovery! Surdly, your
enthusiasm and spirit of adventure are aroused!”

Had it been Dyk behind him in the chute, Jethri would have counted both hislegs yanked proper,
and been dert for second stage mischief. He thought Pen Rel too dignified for Dyk's sort of
rough-"n-tumble; hewasless sure of histendencies on the leg-pulling Sde of things.

Jethri felt the odd twitter of the grav field where it intersected the station's own grav-well; though
flat and leve to the eyesthe deck felt asif it fell away into the chute. Maybe Pen Rel waswatching for a
bobble, but such boundaries were learned by shipcrew at the knees of their mates and family.

The airflow, that was a surprise--definitely a positive, cool flow toward the ship--No, Jethri
discovered, after amoment's sudy; the tube itsalf had a circulation system, and he could seethefilters set
flush to the walls. He gave aquiet Sgh of relief for thishomey precaution--all long-spacersdid their most
to keep station, port, or planet air out in favor of proper controlled and cleaned ship air.

Curiosity satisfied, Jethri stepped forward--and then stepped back, his hand going up, fingers
shaping the hand-talk for "hold".

Two Liadens were coming up the danted ramp at a pace that made Jethri's chest achein
sympathy. One--by far the pudgiest Liaden Jethri had seen so far--was carrying afull duffle; hisdimmer
companion clutched what looked to be agenera business comp to his chest. They werein earnest
conversation, heads turned aside and eyes only for each other.

"What is-" Pen Rel began, but by then the duo was on the flat and heading full throttle out, never
redlizing that they was anything but done.

"'ware the deck!" Jethri snapped.

It had the desired effect, whether either of them had understood the Terran words. Both
dammed to agraceess halt. The man with the comp raised it afraction, asif to ward Jethri away.

Pen Rel stepped forward, claiming attention with aflicker of ahand, and adight inclination of the
head.

"Ah, Storemagter," he murmured, and Jethri thought he heard a bare thread of ... disgpprovd in
the bland, dry voice. "Y ou are somewhat beforetime, | believe.”

The man with the comp bowed. "Arms Master. | am ingtructed to supply crew with speciaty
baking experience, and | have here such aone. It remainsto be found that he can operate Elthoria's
ovensand bread vats. So we arrive, for atesting.”

Pen Rel looked to the second man.

"Have you shipboard experience?'

The pudgy guy bowed lower than Jethri would have thought possible with the duffle over his
shoulder, and straightened to show awide eyed, dightly damp face. "Three voyages, Honored. The
Storemaster has my files.."

"Very good." Pen Rel was back with the Storemaster. "Next time, you will come a the mate's
gppointed hour, en? Thistime, you have interfered in ship'sbusiness.”

The applicant cook's round eyes got rounder; the Storemaster pursed his mouth up. Both bowed
themsalves out of the way, even sparing brief nods for the unexpected Terran in their midst.

"S0," Pen Rel said, catching Jethri's eye. He moved a hand toward the ramp. "After you, young
ar.

At the bottom of the chute was the inevitable uniformed station ape, card-reader to hand.

Jethri handed over his shiny new shipcard. The inspector took it, glanced at it--and paused, eyes
lifting to hisface.

"Elthoria signs Terran crew,” she stated--or maybe she was asking. Jethri ducked his head,
wondering if she expected an answer and what, exactly, would be seen as discourteous behavior in a
Terran, here on an all-Liaden station. That he was an anomaly was clear from the pair they'd surprised
coming on-ship. But, then, he said to himslf, you expected you were going to be an oddity. Best get



used to it.

"Must the ship clear itsroster with the station?' Pen Rel asked from behind him, in Trade. "Do
you find the card questionable?"

The ingpector's mouth tightened. She swiped the card sharply through the reeder, displaying abit
of temper, or so Jethri thought, and stood holding it in her hand until the unit beeped and the tiny screen
flashed blue.

"Verified and vdid," she said, and held the card out, till something pettish.

Jethri gabbed it and did it away into hisbelt. "Thank you, Inspector,” he said politely. She
ignored him, holding out ahand to Pen Rel.

Bland-faced, he put his card in her pam, and watched as she swiped it and handed it back. The
unit beeped and the screen flashed.

"Verified and valid,” she said, and stepped back, obvioudy expecting them to go on about their
business.

Pen Rel stayed where he was, waiting, bland and patient, until she looked up.

"A point of information," he said, dill sticking with Trade. " Elthoria does not hold her crew
lightly."

It was said mild enough, but the ingpector froze, her facelosing alittle of that rich golden color.
Jethri counted to five before she bent in abow and murmured, "Of course, Arms Master. No disrespect
to Elthoria or to her crew was intended.”

"That iswell, then," Pen Rd said, mildnessitsalf. He moved a hand in a easy forward motion.
"Young g, the ddlights of the station are before you.”

As hintswent, it wasn't near subtle, but gpparently Pen Rel was still making his point, because the
inspector looked up into hisface and inclined her head.

"Y oung trader, may you enjoy a profitable and pleasurable stay on Kailipso Station.” Right. He
inclined his head in turn, murmured hisvery best, dl-Liaden, "My thanks," and quick-stepped down the
dock toward the bay door.

On the other side of the door, he pulled up. Pen Rel stepped through, and Jethri fell in beside
him. The Liaden checked.

"Forgive me, Jethri," he said. "What do you do?"

Jethri blinked. "1 thought | was partnered with you.”

"Ah." Pen Rd tipped hishead to aside. "Understand that | find your companionship dl that is
ddlightful. However, | have errands on the day which are...of no concern to one of your station. The
master trader'sword was that you be put at liberty to enjoy those things which Kailipso offers.” He
moved ahand in the dl-too-familiar shooing gesture.

"S0, enjoy. Y ou are wanted back on board at seventh hour. | need not remind you to comport
yourself so asto bring honor to your ship. And now," he swept adight, loose-limbed haf-bow; "I leave
you to your pleasure, while | pursue my duties.”

And he turned and walked off, just like that, leaving the juniornost and most idiot of hiscrew
ganding staring after, jaw hanging at half-mast.

Pen Rel had gone hdf the length of the corridor and turned right down a side way before Jethri
shook himself into order and started walking, trying to accommodate himsdlf to the fact that he was alone
and & liberty on a Liaden owned and operated spacestation, where the official staff had aready
demonstrated atendency to consider him agenerd issue nuisance. He shook his head, not liking the
notion near so well as he should have done.

Hedid get to thinking, as he walked, that Master ven'Dedlin surely knew what Kailipso was--just
assurely as Pen Rel did. And certainly neither of those canny old hands was likely to turn himloosein
halswhere he might find active danger.

He hoped.

An overhead sign a the junction of hallswhere Pen Rel had vanished offered him routes, straight
onto Main Concourse, right hall to Station Adminigtration, and left hal to Mercantile Station. Working
on the theory that there would be information boothsin the Main Concourse, Jethri went straight on.



* % %

Infobooths were the least of the wonders offered by the Main Concourse and its affiliated
sections. He explored Market Square firg, finding it not atrading center, as he had expected, but aretall
shop zone offering goods at exorbitant mark-ups.

Nonetheless, he browsed, comparing prices shop to shop, and againgt his best guess of
trade-side cost. Some of the items offered for sle were, by his admittedly unscientific calculation,
marked up as much as six hundred percent over trade. He took a bit of ashock, for he saw in one
window atimepieceidenticd to the one Norn ven'Dedlin had casudly given him--and found its price a
three kais. 'Course, amaster trader wasn't going to ever pay shop-price, but--He glanced down and
took a second to make sure the dap strap was secure around hiswrist.

Kailipso being a station, there were special considerations. Stations were dependent on outside
supply; if one needed what was here it was very much a sdller's market.

That got him to wondering just how much this particular station was dependent on outside
supply, so he hunted up another booth and got directions to Education Square. Of course, it was
opposite the Market, which meant along walk back the way he/d come and through the Concourse, but
he didn't grudgeit. Station lived athought lighter than Elthoria, so hefairly skipped dong.

Education was dmost usaless. The tapes offered for rent were every one narrated in Liaden. He
was about to give up when his eye snagged on a haf-sized shop, sort of crammed in sidewaysto the hall,
in agpace between a utility bay and arecycling chamber.

The smdl opening spilled yellow light out into the halway, and atable was Stting dmost into the
common area, holding the fabulous luxury of six bound books. Behind them was a hand-written sign,
dating that all saleswerefina, cash only.

Jethri moved forward, picked up the topmost book with reverence, and carefully thumbed the
pages.

Paper rustled, and a subtle smell wafted up. He alowed the book to fal open in hishandsand
found the Liaden words dmost absurdly easy to read as he was at once captivated by an account of one
Shan d'Thrassin, who was engaged in a matter of honor with a set of folk who seemed something less
than honorable.

"May | assst you, young Sir?" The voice was S0ft, mae, dightly hesitant in Trade. Jethri Sarted,
earswarming, closing the book with asnap.

"l gpologize," hesaid. "l waslooking for information about the history, economics and structure
of the gtation. | am looking to fill some hourswhilevigting.... This..." Carefully, he bent and placed the
volume he had been reading back in its place on the table. He experienced a genuine pang as the book
left hishand.

"...I cannot possibly afford this. If | have offended by using it without pay..."

The man moved ahand, dowly, formally. "Books are meant to be read, young sir. Y ou honor
them--and me--with your interest. However, you intrigue me, for is not the entire square full with sght
and sound recordings of the awesome past and glorious present of our station?"

Jethri ducked hisheed. "Sir, it is. However--while | read the written form, my tongue and ear run
far behind my eyes.”

"Hah." The man'seyesgleamed. "Y ou are, infact, ascholar. It isnothing less than my duty to
asss you. Come. | believe | have just what you are wanting."

Asit happened, he did: A thin paper book smply entitled Guide To Kailipso Sation.

"Itisdight, but well enough to satisfy thefirdt level of questions and engage the mind upon the
second leve," the shopkeeper said easly. "It will, | think, serve you well. Though used, it isnew enough
that the information is reasonably dependable. "

"| thank you," Jethri said. "However, again, | fear that my coins may betoo few.” And of the
wrong sort, he thought suddenly, with asnking fegling in his somach. He was wearing histrading codt,
but what he had in his public pocket was Terran bits and hisfractin. He'd clean forgotten to stop at ship's



bank to pull money out of his account in proper tor and kais...

The man looked up a him. "Do you know, young sir, | believe we arein Baance. Itissddom
enough that one seesa Terran. It israrer to see a Terran unaccompanied and unhurried. To meet and
have converse with a Terran who reads Liaden--even the gods must own themselves privileged in such
an encounter.”" He amiled, dight and gentle.

"Have the book, child. Y our need is greater than mine.”

Jethri bit hislip. "Sir, | thank you, but--1 request an elder's advice. How should ayoung and
inexperienced person such as myself Balance so generous a gift from astranger?”

For amoment, he thought he/d gone well beyond bounds, though by al he knew there ought to
be no offense given in asking for aclue to proper behavior. But the man before him was so sill--

The shopkeeper bowed, lightly, right hand over belt-buckle. "Thereis," he said, straightening to
hisfull, diminutive height, "a...protocol for such things. The proper Baance for the receipt of agift fredy
givenisto useit wisdy and with honor, so thet the giver is neither shamed nor regretful of his generosity.”

Oh. Feding aniidiot, Jethri bowed, low enough to convey histhanks. He hoped. "1 am grateful
for theinformetion, sir. My thanks."

The man waved adismissive hand. "Surely, it isthe duty of elder to instruct the young.” Once
again, hesmiled hisdight smile. "Enjoy your holiday, child."

"Thank you, gr," Jethri murmured, and bowed again, figuring that it was better to err onthe sde
of too many than not enough, and moved out of the shop, trying not to let his eyes wander to those
shelvesfull of treasure.

He found avacant bench in the main square and quickly became absorbed in the guidebook.
Fromit, helearned that Kailipso Station had come into being as away station for cargo and for galactic
travelers. Unfortunately, it very shortly became arefugee camp for those who managed to escape the
catastrophic climatic upsets of acolony world caled Dagthiria. While many of the homeless colonists
returned to the established Liaden worlds from which they had emigrated, a not inconsiderable number
choseto remain on Kailipso Station rather than return to the conditions which had forced them away in
thefirst place.

Kailipso Admin, redlizing that it would need to expand quarters to support increased population,
got clever--or desperate--or both--and went wooing the big Liaden Guilds, like the Traders and the
Pilots, and got them to go in for sector offices on Kailipso.

Where most ports and stations would automate scut-work, Kailipso used people wherever
possible, since they had people--and they not only got by, but they thrived.

So, Kailipso expanded, and soon enough became adegtination all its own. Like any other
gtation, it was vulnerable to attack, and dependent on imports for luxury items and planet-bred food. If it
had to be, though, it was sdf-sufficient. On-gtation yeast vats produced enough boring, wholesome
nutrition to feed Kailipso's denizens. Off-ation, there were farm pods--fish, fruits and vegetables--which
made for tagtier egting in sufficient quantitiesto keep those same denizensin luxury if they could so
afford.

Kailipso aso offered recreation. There was a power-ded track, swimming facilities, climbing
wallsto chalenge anumber of ill levels, and more than two dozen arenas for sports Jethri had never
heard of.

The guide book also provided alist of unsafe zones, accompanied by a cutaway station map with
each danger outlined in bright green. Most were congtruction sites, and afew out-ring halls that
dead-ended into what looked to be emergency chutes, marked out as Danger: Low Gravity Zones.

He likewise learned from the guide book that the Kailipso Trade Bar wasin the Mercantile Zone,
and that it was open to al with avalid license of trade or atradeship crew card. There, at least, he could
directly debit hisaccount on ship, and get himself some walking-around money. A brew and alooksee at
the ship-board wouldn't be amiss, either.



So thinking, he cameto hisfeet and dipped the book away in to aleg-pocket. He took a second
to stretch, luxuriating in the lower gray, then headed off at amild lope, bound for the Mercantile Zone.

* % %

Heran his card through the reader; the screen flashed blue, and the door to the Trade Bar swung
open before him.

Valid and verified, hethought, grinning, and then remembered to put on histrading face--polite,
non-committal, and supposedly unreadable; it wasn't much, set againgt your usua Liaden's ungiving
mask. Still, grinning out loud in a place crammed with folks who just didn't couldn't be polite. And polite
wasal he had.

What hit him first were the smilaritiesto the Terran Trade Bars hed been in with Uncle Paitor or
Crisor Dyk. The high-info screenswere set well up on onewall, showing list after list: shipsin dock;
traders on duty; goods at offer, stationside; goods at offer, dockside; goods sought. The exchange rates
were missing, which made him blink until he redlized that everybody on this sation was buying in cantra
andkais.

The milling of bodies seemingly at random around the various stations--that was familiar too--and
even the sound--lots of voices, talking at once, maybe alittle louder than needful.

But then the differences--damn near everybody was shorter than him, dressed in bright colors,
and soft leather boots. Jewe ry gleamed on ears, hands, throats. Not afew wore aweapon, holstered, on
their belts. For the mogt, they walked flat, like born mud-grubbers, and not like honest spacersat al.
And the dightly too loud voices were saying thingsin aquick, liquid language which his ear couldn't begin
to sort.

He found himsealf a corner where two booths abutted, and settled back out of the generd press
to study the screens. Stationside goods at offer tended toward art stuffs and informeation--reasonable.
Thelongest ligt by far, though, was for indenture--folks looking to buy their way off-gtation, maybe al the
way back to Liad, by sdlling out years of their lives. By Jethri's count, there were forty-eight contracts
offered, from sixteen yearsto thirty-four, from genera labor to fine craftsperson.

"Well, what do we find ourselves here?' awoman's voice asked, too close and too loud, her
Tradeamogt uninteligible. "I do bdieveit'saTerran, Vil Jon."

Jethri moved, but she was blocking his exit, and the man moving up at her hail was going to box
him in proper.

"A Terran?' the man--Vil Jon-repeated. "Now what would a Terran be doing in the Trade Bar?'

Helooked up into Jethri'sface, eyes hard and blue. "Well, Terran? Who let you in here?!

Jethri met his eyes, trying with everything in him to keep hisface smooth, polite and
non-committal. "The door let mein, sir. My ship card was accepted by the reader.”

"It hasacard,” thewoman said, asif the man hadn't heard. "Now, what ship in dock keegpstame
Terans”

The man glanced over his shoulder at the boards. "Ther€'s Intovish, from Vanthachd. They keep
some odd customs, local." He looked back at Jethri. "What ship, Terran?"

He considered it. After al, his ship was no secret. On Terran ground, asking for someone's ship
was acommon courtesy. From these two, though, it seemed athreat--or a chalenge in agame he had no
hope of understanding.

"Elthoria," he said, soft and polite as he knew how. "Sir."

"Elthoria?" The woman exchanged along glance with her mate, who moved his shoulders,
pensve-like.

"Could beit'sbound for SolcintraZoo," he said.

"Could beit'sgotten hold of acard it shouldn't have," the woman returned, sharply. She held out
her hand. "Come, Terran. Let us see your ship card.”

And that, Jethri thought, was that. He was threatened, cornered and outnumbered, but he was
damned if he was going to meekly hand his card over to this pair of port hustlers.



"No, maam," he said, and jumped forward.

The gray waslight--he jumped afair distance, knocking the woman aside as gentle as he could,
out of reach before the man thought to try and gab him.

Having once jumped, Jethri stayed in motion, moving quick through the crowded room. He met a
few startled glances, but took care not to jostle anybody, and very soon gained the door. It was, he
thought, time to get back to his ship.

They knew the station better than him--of course they did. They turned him back, hal by hall,
crowding him toward the Concourse, cutting him off from the docks and his ship.

In desperation, he went down three floors, hit the hall beyond the lift doors running and had
broken for the outer ring before he heard them behind him, calling "Terran, Terran! Y ou cannot elude us,
Terran!"

That might be so, Jethri thought, laboring hard now, light grav or not. He had aplanin hismind,
though, and if thiswas the hall as he remembered it from the guide book's map of danger zones...

Heflashed past ablue sign, the Liaden letters going by too fast for hiseye to catch, but he
recognized the symbol from the map, and began to think that this might work.

The hall took ahard left, like he remembered it from the map, and there was the emergency
tunnd at end of it, gaping black and cold.

"Terran!" The woman's voice was suddenly shrill. "Wait! Wewill not hurt you!”

Right, Jethri thought, the tunndl onelong stride away. He hit it running, felt thetwist insde his ear
that meant he had gone from one gravitationd state to another--

He jumped.

Somewhere behind him, awoman screamed. Jethri fell, dow-motion, saw a safety pole, dapped
it and changed trgectory, shooting under the lip of the floor above, anchoring himsalf with afoot hooked
'neath a beam.

Thewoman wastaking in Liaden now, still shrill and way too loud. The man answered sharply,
and then shouted out, in pidgin, "Terran! Where are you?'

Like hewas going to answer. Jethri concentrated on bresthing ow and quiet.

They didn't wait dl that long; he heard the sound of their footsteps, walking fast, then the sound
of thelift doorsworking.

After that, he didn't hear anything ese.

He made himsdf St therefor afull twenty-eighth by the Liaden timepiece on hiswrigt, then eased
out of hiding. A quick kick against the side of the chute sent him angling upward. He caught the edge of
the floor as he shot past and did aback flip into the tunndl. He snatched aring, righted himsdlf, and
skated for the hall.

A Liaden man in ablack leather jacket wasleaning againgt the wall opposite the tunnel. Jethri
froze.

The Liaden nodded easily, dmost Terran-like.

"Well done," he said, and it was ground-based Terran he wastaking, but Terran dl the same. "'l
commend you upon awell-thought-out and competently executed maneuver."

"Thanks." Jethri said, thinking he could scramble, go over the edge again, make for the next level
up, or down...

The Liaden held up ahand, pam out. "Acquit me of any intent to harm you. Indeed, it isconcern
for your welfare which finds me here, in acold halway at the far edge of nowhere, when | am promised
to dinner with friends."

Jethri sghed. "Y ou see I'm fine. Go to dinner.”

The Liaden outright laughed, and straightened away from thewall.

"Oh, excdlent! Tothe point, | agree." He waved down the hal vagudly, asif he could see
through walls, and so could Jethri "Come, be alittle gracious. | hear you are from Elthoria, over on



Dock Six, isthat s0?"

Jethri nodded, warily. "Yes"

"Ddightful. Asit happens, | treasure an acquaintance with Norn ven'Dedlin which hastoo long
languished unrenewed. Allow meto escort you to your ship.”

Jethri stood, feding the glare building and not even trying to stop it. The man in the jacket tsk'd.

"Come now. Even alad of your obvious resource will find it difficult to outrun a Scout on this
gation. At least dlow meto know that Elthoriaison Dock Six. Also--forgive mefor introducing a painful
subject--I must point out that your late companions will no doubt have caled in an anonymous accident
report. If you wish to avoid awkward questions from the Watch, you would be well-advised to put
yoursdf in my hands.

Maybe it wasthe Terran. Maybe it was the laugh, or the man's easy and factua way. Whatever,
Jethri allowed that he trusted this one as much as he hadn't trusted the pair who had been chasing him.
Further down the hdl, alift chimed--and that decided it.

"OK," he agreed, and the man smiled.

'Not amoment too soon," He said, and stepped around the edge of the wall he'd been leaning
agang.

"Thisway, young Sir. Quickly."

His guide set a brisk pace through the service corridors, his footsteps no more than whispers.

Jethri, walking congderably more noisy behind him, had time to gppreciate that he was at this
man's mercy; and the likelihood that his murdered body could liein one of the numerous, dark repair
bays they passed for days before anyone thought to look...

"Do not sl your master trader short, young sir,” the man ahead of him said. "I can understand
that you might be having second thoughts about mysdlf--a stranger and a Scout, together! Who knows
what such afellow might do? But never doubt Norn ven'Dedin.”

Apparently it wasn't just his face that was found too readable, Jethri thought sourly, but his
footsteps, too. Still, he forced himself to chew over what the man had said, and produced a question.
"What's a Scout?"

Two steps ahead, the Liaden turned to face him, continuing to wak backward, which he seemed
to find just as smple as going face-first, and put his hand, pam flat, againgt his chest.

"l am a Scout, child. In particular: Scout Captain Jan Rek ter'Agtin, presently assigned to the
outpost contained in this space station.”

Jethri congdered him. "Y oure asoldier, then?”

Scout Captain ter'’Agtin laughed again, and turned face forward without breaking stride.

"No, innocent, | am not asoldier. The Scouts are ... are--an exploratory corps. And to hear
some, we are more trouble than we are worth, constant meddlersthat we are--Ah, hereisour lift! After
you, young Sir."

It looked an ordinary enough lift, Jethri thought, as the door did avay. And what choice did he
have, anyway? He was certainly lost, and had no guide but this man who laughed likea Terran and
waked asloose and light as a spacer.

He stepped into the lift, the Scout came after, punched a quick series of buttons, and relaxed
bonelesdy againg thewall.

"l don't wish to be forward,” he said, dipping his handsinto the pockets of hisjacket. "But |
wonder if you haveaname.”

"Jethri Gobelyn."

"Ah, isit s0? Areyou kin to Arin Gobdyn?'

Jethri turned and stared, shock no doubt plain on hisface, for the Scout brought his right hand
out of hispocket and raised it in hissmall gesture of peace.

"Forgive meif | have offended. | am not expert in the matter of Terran naming customs, | fear.”



Jethri shook hishead. "I'm Arin Gobelyn's son,” he said, trying to shake away the shock, ashe
stared into the Scout's easy, unreadable face. "My mother never told me he had any Liaden
...connections.”

"Nor should she have done so. My acquai ntance with Arin Gobelyn was unfortunately curtailed
by hisdesth.”

Jethri blinked. Y ou were at the exploson?'

"Alas, no. Or at least, not immediately. | was one of the Port rescue team sent to clean up after
the explosion. We arrived to find that an impromptu rescue effort was dready underway. The Terran ship
crews, they reacted well and with purpose. Y our father--he was as a giant. He went back into that
building twice, and brought out injured persons. Wasiit three or five that he carried or guided out? The
years blur the memory, | fear. Thethird time, however..." He moved his shoulders. "Thethird time, he
handed his rescue off to the medics, and paused, perhapsto recruit his strength. Behind him, the building
collapsed asthe inner roof beams gave way sequentially--throwing out debris and smoke with enormous
energy.

"When the dust cleared, | was down, your father was down--everyone in atwo-square radius
was down. After | had recovered my wits, | crawled over to your father. The wreckage was &fire, of
course, and | believe | had some foolish notion of trying to drag him further from the flames. Asit
happens, there was no need. A blade of wood aslong as| am had pierced him. We had nothing to repair
such awound, and in any caseit wastoo late. | doubt he knew that he had been killed." Another ripple
of black-clad shoulders.

"So, | only knew him as aman of courage and good heart, who spent hislife so that others might
live"" The Scout inclined his head, suddenly and entirely Liaden.

"Y ou are fortunate in your kin, Jethri Gobelyn."

Jethri swallowed around the hard spot in histhroat. Hed only known that hisfather had died
when the warehouse had collgpsed. Therest of this...

"Thank you," he said, huskily. "I hadn't known the--the story of my father's death.”

"Ah. Then | am pleased to be of service"

The lift chimed, and the Scout straightened, hands coming out of his pockets. He waved Jethri
forward.

"Come, thiswill be our stop.”

"Our stop" looked like nothing more than aplain metal square with adoor at one end. Jethri
stepped out of thelift, and to one side.

The Scout gtrolled past, very much at hisleisure, put his pam against the door and walked
through. Jethri followed--and found himsdlf on Dock Six, practicaly a thefoot of Elthoria's ramp.
Despiteit dl, he grinned, then remembered and bowed to the Scout.

"Thank you. | think | can makeit from here."

"Doubtless you can," the Scout said agreeably. "But recal my ambition to renew my
acquaintance with Non ven'Dedlin." He moved forward with hisloose, easy stride that was much quicker
than it looked. Jethri stretched hislegs and caught up with him just as he turned toward the
ramp...startling the young replacement doc-checker into a flabbergasted, "Wait, you!"

The Scout bardly turned his head. "Officid Scout business,” he said briskly and went up the ramp
at agpanking pace, Jethri panting at hishedls.

At the top, a shadow shifted. Jethri looked up and saw Pen Rel coming quickly down toward
them--and just as suddenly braking, eyebrowsraised high.

"Scout. To what do we owe the honor?"'

"Merely adesreto share aglass and afew moments with the master trader,” the Scout said,
dowing dightly, but sill moving steadily up the ramp. " Surely an old friend may ask so much?

Jethri sent aglance up into Pen Rel's face, which showed watchful, and somewhat, maybe,
even--annoyed.

"The magter trader has just returned from the trade meeting--" he began.

"Then shewill need aglass and afew moments of inconsequentia chat even more,” the Scout



interrupted. "Besides, | wish to speak with her about her gpprentice.”

Pen Rel's glance found Jethri'sface. "Her tardy apprentice.”

"Just s0," said the Scout. ™Y ou anticipate my topic.”

He reached Pen Rel and paused at what Jethri knew to be comfortable talking distance for
Liadens. It was a space that felt alittle too wide to him, but, then, heéd come up on aship haf thesize
and lessof Elthoria

"Come, arms master, be gracious.”

"Gracious," Pen Rel repeated, but he turned and led the way into the ship.

* % %

If Master ven'Dedlin felt any dismay in welcoming Scout Captain Jan Rek ter'Atin onto her ship,
she kept it to hersalf. She saw him comfortably seated, and poured three glasses of wine with her own
hands--one for the guest, one for herself, and one for Jethri.

She sat in the chair opposite the Scout; perforce, Jethri sank into the remaining, least
comfortable, chair, which sat to the master trader's right.

The Scout sipped hiswine. Master ven'Dedlin did the same, Jethri following suit. The red was
sharp on the tongue, then melted into sweetness.

"l commend you," the Scout said to the master trader, and in Terran, which Jethri thought had to
be an insult, "on your choice of apprentice.”

Magter ven'Dedin inclined her head. "Happy | am that you find him worthy," shereplied, in her
accented Terran.

The Scout smiled. "Of courseyou are," he murmured. "I wonder, though, do you vaue the
child?' Heraised hishand. "Understand me, | find him alikely fellow, and quick of thought and action.
But those are attributes which Scouts are taught to admire. Perhaps for atrader--7"

"I vaue Jethri high," Master ven'Dedlin said composedly.

"Ah. Then | wonder why you put him in harm'sway?"

Magter ven'Dedlin's face didn't change, but Jethri was abruptly in receipt of the clear notion that
she was paying attention on al channels.

"Explan,” shesad, briefly.

"Certainly," the Scout returned, and without even taking a hard breath launched the story of
Jethri'sforay into the Trade Bar, and dl the events which followed from it. Master ven'Dedlin sat silent
until the end, then looked to Jethri.

"Jethri Gobeyn."

He sat up straighter, prepared to take hislicks, for the whole mess had been his own fault, start
to finish, and--

"Y our lessons expand. Next on-shift, you will embrace menfri‘at. Pen Rel will ingtruct you asto
time"

What in cold space was menfri‘at, Jethri wondered, even asheinclined hishead. "Y es, Master
Trader."

"Sdf-defense,” the Scout said, asif Jethri has asked his question out loud, "including how to
make cam judgmentsin ...difficult Stuations." Jethri looked at him, and the Scout smiled. "For truly, child,
if you had not run--or run only so far as one of the tables--there would have been no need to leap off into
agravity-free zone which is sometimes not quite so gravity free as one might wish."

Jethri looked a him, mouth dry. "The book said--"

"No doubt. However, the facts are that the station does sometimes provide gravity to those
portions marked ‘freefal'."

Jethri felt Sck, the wine gitting uneasily on his stomach.

"Also," the Scout continued, "abook is--of necessity--somewhat behind the timesin other
matters; and | doubt that yours attempted more than amodest discussion of station culture. Certainly, a
book could tdll you little of which ships might be in from the outer dependencies, with crewslikdy to be



looking for hijinks."

And that, Jethri admitted, stomach still unsettled, wastrue. Just like held know better than to
head down Gamblers Row on any Terran port he could name after arock-buster crew camein, he ought
to know

But the ship names meant nothing to him, here, and though some--perhaps twenty percent--had
showed Combine trade codes dong with Liaden, he didn't yet have those Liaden codes memorized.
Jethri swallowed. He shouldn't have been let loose on station without a partner, he thought. That was
fact. He was a danger to himsalf and his ship until he learned not to be stupid.

The Scout was talking with Master ven'Dedlin. "'l see, too, that Ixin, or at least Elthoria, may
need to be brought to fuller awareness of the, let us cal them ...climate changes... recently wrought here.
Indeed, these changes are closdly related to my own sudden stationing.”

Norn ven'Dedin's face changed subtly, and the Scout made asmall, nearly familiar motion with
his hand. Jethri leaned forward, the roiling in his gut forgotten--hand-talk! It wouldn't be the same ashe
knew, o'course, but maybe he could catch--

"S0," the master trader murmured, "it is not amere accident of happinessthat you are on-gtation
just as my apprentice becomes beset by--persons of |outishness?’

"Itisnot,” the Scout replied. "The palitics of this sector have dtered of late. The flow of
commerce, and even the flow of science and information has been shifting. Y ou may wish--forgive me for
meddling where | have no right!--but perhaps you may wish to issue ship's armbands to those who walk
abroad unaccompanied.”

The Scout's fingers moved, casualy, augmenting his spoken words. Jethri tried to block hisvoice
out and concentrate on the patterns that were almost the patterns he knew. He thought for a second that
he'd caught the gist of it--and the Scout turned up the speed.

Defested for the moment, Jethri sat back, and tried another sip of hiswine.

"For | am certain,” the Scout was saying out loud, "that there were enough of those present with
Ixin'sinterest a heart that they would not have permitted abullying. Asit is, you may wish to ask your
most excdllent arms master to--"

Magter ven'Dedlin's hand flashed a quick series of Sgns as she murmured, "Ah. | have been so
much enjoying your vidt that | of my duty am neglectful. Thisiswhat youwishto say?'

The Scout laughed. The master trader--perhaps she amiled, alittle, before turning her attention to
Jethri and using her chin to point at the door.

"Of your goodness, young Jethri. Scout ter'Astin and | have another topic of discourse between
us, which absolutely | refuseto undertakein Terran.”

"Yes, maam." He stood and bowed, made clumsy by reason of the till-full wine glass. "Good
shift, malam. Scout--I thank you."

"No, child," the Scout said, Spping hiswine. "It is| who thank you, for enlivening what has
otherwise been a perfectly tedious duty cycle." He moved ahand, echoing Master ven'Dedlin. "Go, have
your medl, rest. Learn well and bring honor to your ship.”

"Yesdr," Jethri gagped, and made his escape.

Day 67
Standard Year 1118
Elthoria
Protocol L essons

"Yes!" Ray Jon tel'Ondor cried, bouncing 'round Jethri like a powerball on overload.

"Precisaly would ashambling, overgrown barbarian from the cold edge of space bow in
acknowledgment of adebt truly owed!" Bouncing, he came briefly to rest afew inchesfrom Jethri's face.

Frozen in the bow, Jethri could see the little man's boots as he jigged from foot to foot, in timeto



amanic rhythm only he could hear. Jethri forced himsdlf to breethe quietly, to ignore both the crick in his
back and theitch of hisscalp, where the hair was growing out untidily.

"Wl played, young Jethi! A skillful portraya, indeed! Allow meto predict for you abrilliant
career in the theater!" The boot hedls clicked together, and Master tel'Ondor was momentarily, and
entirdy, ill.

"Now," he said, in the mode of teacher to student, "do it correctly.”

Having no ambition to hear Master tel'Ondor on the foolishness of alowing one's emotions
rule--a subject upon which he was el oquent--Jethri neither sighed, nor cussed, nor wrinkled his nose.
Instead, he straightened, dowly and with, he hoped, grace, and stood for amoment, arms down at his
ddes, composing himsdf.

It was not, as he had hoped, the new boots which had been waiting for him in his quarters-five
pairsto choose from!--that were the problem with his bows this shift, nor wasit that the silky blue shirt
bound him, or that the equally new and surprising trader'sjacket limited his range of motion. Though he
was very much aware al of his new finery, he wasin no way hampered. The problem had been and was,
as he understood Master tel'Ondor on the matter, that Jethri Gobelyn had ore for brains.

Don't doubt that hislessonswith Master tel'Ondor had taught him alot. For instance, learning
how to speak Liaden wasn't anywhere like learning how to speak anew dialect of Ground Terran, or
dock-pidgin or Trade. Spoken Liaden was divided into two kinds--High and Low--and then divided
again, into modes, al of which meant something near and dear and different to Liaden hearts. Improper
use of mode was asking for asharein afigtfight, if nothing worse. That wasif Master tel'Ondor let him
live, which by thistimein the proceedings, Jethri wasn't so sure he would.

Truth told, and thanking the tapes, not to mention Vil Tor and Gaenor, he did have ayeoman's
grip on the more work-a-day modesin the High Tongue--enough, Master tel'Ondor alowed, that
educated people would understand him to be literate, though tragically afflicted with an impediment to the
tongue.

No, it was the bows that were making him into adanger to himsdf and histeacher. Dozens of
bows, of varying depths, each ddlivered at its own particular speed, with its own particular gesture of
hand--or lack--held for its own particular count...

"Forgive me, young Jethri," Master tel'Ondor said, ddlicately. "Have | timeto drink a cup of tea
before your next performance?’

His one triumph was his ahility to remain trader-faced, no matter the provoceation. Carefully, he
inclined hishead, bending his neck so far, but no further, straightening without haste and only then making
hisreply.

"Y our pardon, Master. | was absorbed by thought.”

"At thismoment, thought is extraneous," Master te'Ondor told him. "The honorable to whom you
find yoursdf in debt stands before you. Show proper respect, else they become bored--or discover that
they arein receipt of an insult. Perhgps you do intend an insult; if o, you must chart your own course.
The ven'Dedin did not bid meinstruct you in matters of the dud.”

"Yes, Magter." Jethri took a deep breath, began the count in his head, moved theright arm--so
--on the same besat extending the | eft leg--s0--and bent from the wai s, forehead on an interception
course with theleft knee.

At the count of fourteen, he stopped moving, holding the pose for six bests, then reversed the
count, coming dowly to hisfull height, right hand and left leg withdrawing to their more usud
positions-and hewas at rest.

"So." Before him, Magter tel'Ondor stood solemn and till, his head canted to one side. "An
improvement.” He held up ahand, asif to forestdl the grin Jethri kept prisoned behind straight lips.
"Understand me--an improvement only. Those who had not had the ficity of observing your former
attempts might yet consider that they had been made the object of mockery."

Jethri alowed himsdf an extremely soft and heartfelt sigh. It wasn't that he doubted the tutor's
evauation of his performance--he felt like he was hinged with rusty meta when he bowed. According to
Gaenor, they were due to raise Tilene within the ship-week, where, according to nobody lessthan Nom



ven'Dedin, he would be expected to assist at the trade booth.

"Forgive me, Magter, for my ineptitude,”" he said now to Master te'Ondor. "I wish to succeed in
my sudies.”

"So you do," the master replied. "And so | do--and so, too, doesthe ven'Dedlin. It is, however,
possible to wish so ardently for success that the wish cripples the performance. It ismy belief, Jethri
Gobelyn, that your very desireto do well limits you to mediocrity.” He began to move around Jethri, not
his usual manic bounce, but asedate stroll, asif he were atrader and Jethri a particularly interesting odd
lot.

For his part, Jethri stood with patience, his stomach recovered from yesterday's adventures and
the off-hour med held wolfed in the cafeteria under the view of an entire shift he was bardly known to.

Master tel'Ondor had completed histour.

"You arelarge," he murmured, hands folded before him, "but not so large as to hamper ease of
movement. Indeed, you possess a certain unaffected grace which is pleasing in ayoung person.
Understand me, | do not counsel you to be easy, but | do ask that you alow your natural attributesto aid
you. Respect, duty, honor--all arise effortlesdy from one's melant'i. Y ou know yourself to be aman
who does not give inadvertent insult--idedlly, your bow--and dl your dedlings—-will convey this. | would
say to you that the strength of your meant'i is more important in any bow than whether you have counted
precisdly to fourteen, or only to thirteen.”

Hetipped his head. "Do you understand me, Jethri Gobelyn?”

He conddered it. Melant'i he had down for a philosophy of hierarchy--a sort of constant tally of
where you stood in the chain of command in every and any given Situation. It was close enough to aplain
spacer's "ship state” to be workable, and that was how he worked it. Given the current Situation, where
he was a student, trying hard to do--to do honor to his teacher...

Think, he snarled a himself.

OK, so. Hewasjunior in rank to histeacher, and respectful of hislearning, while being more
than alittle shy of histongue. At the sametime, though, a student ought to be respectful of himsalf, and of
his ahility to learn. He wasn't an idiot, though that was hard to bear in mind. Hadn't Master ven'Dedlin
hersalf signed him on as "prentice trader, knowing--which she had to--the work it would mean, and
trusting him to be the equd of it?

So thinking, he nodded, felt the nod become abow--alight bow, al but buoyant; with the easy
move of the left hand that Signaed understanding.

Still buoyant, he straightened, and surprised alook of sheer astonishment in histutor'sface. "Yes,
precisely 0, Master tel'Ondor said, softly, and himself bowed, acknowledging a student's triumph.

Jethri bit hislip to keep the griningde and forced hisface into the increasingly familiar bland look
of atrader on active business.

"Jethri Gobelyn, | propose that we break for tea. When we meet here again, | believe we should
concern oursalves with those modes and bows most likely to be met on the trade floor at Tilene."

It was too much; the grin peeped out; he covered with another soft, buoyant bow, dightly deeper
and augmented by the hand-sign for gratitude. "Y es, Master. Thank you."

"Bah. Return here in one twenty-eight, and we shall see what you may do then." The master
turned hisback as he waswont to do in dismissa.

Grinning, Jethri al but skipped out of the classroom. Still buoyant, he made the turn into the main
halway--and walked into a mob scene.

He might have thought himself on some port street, just previousto arumble, but there were
facesin the crowd he recognized, and it was Elthoria's increasngly familiar wals giving back echoes of
excited voices and, yes--laughter.

At the forefront, then, there was Pen Rel, and Gaenor, and Vil Tor--al talking at once and all
gporting agtate of small or extra-large dishevelment. There was a bruise high up on Gaenor'sfragile,
pointy face, and her lips looked swollen, like maybe she'd caught a smack. More than one of the crew
members a her back were bloody, but of good cheer, and when Gaenor spotted Jethri she cried out,
"Company hat!"



It took abit, but they mostly sedled down and got quiet. When there was more or less silence,

Gaenor bowed--Jethri read it as the specia bow made between comrades--and spoke through
an unabashed grin.

"The First Mate reportsto Jethri Gobelyn, crewman formerly at risk, that the Trade Bar of
Kalilipso will be pleased to cordialy entertain him whenever heisin port. | aso report that a house
gpecidity has been named in your honor--whichisto say, itiscaled Trader's Leap, and ismixed of
'retto and kynak and klah. On behalf of the ship, | have tasted of this confection and have found it to be
... ah amazement. There are other matters, too, of which you should be advised, so, please, come with
us, and we will tdl you of our vistation and correction.”

Vidtation and correction? Jethri stared at the bunch of them--even Vil Tor rumpled and his shirt
torn and dirty.

"You didn't bust up the bar?*

Gaenor laughed, and Pen Rdl, too. Then Gaenor stepped forward to catch hishand in hers, and
pull him with her down the hall.

"Come, honored crewmate, we will tell you what truly transpired beforeit al becomes rumor and
myth. In trade, you will then tell usof your training and skill, for dready there are adozen on station who
have attempted to duplicate your leap and have earned for their efforts broken armsand legs.”

She tugged hishand, and he let her pull him aong, as the mob moved as one creature down the
hall toward the cafeteria

"But," Jethri said, finding Vil Tor a hisside, "I thought Baance required craft and cunning and
care--"

Thelibrarian laughed, and caught hisfree hand. "Ah, my friend, we need to teach you more of
melant'i What you describe would be seemly, were we dedling with persons of worth. However, when
one dedlswith louts-"

At that there was great laughter, and the mob swept on.

Day 80
Standard Year 1118
Kinaveral

It was midday on the port by the time Khat cleared the paperwork and took receipt of her pay.
By her own reckoning, it was nearer to deep-shift, which activity sheintended to indulgein, soon as she
raised thelodgings.

Her step did break as she passed by the Ship'n Shore, but the prospect of ten hours or more of
deep was more compelling than abrew and a bite, so she moved on, and caught atram at the meeting of
the cross streets.

Shewasin alight doze when her stop was called; got her feet under her and bumbled down the
stepsto the street, where she stood for far too long, eyes narrowed againgt the glare, trying to sort out
where, exactly, she was, with specific relation to her cubby and her cot. Eventually, she located the right
building, mooched on in at quarter-speed, swiped her key through the scanner and took the lift to the
eghthfloor.

The Gobelyn Family Unit was, thanking al the ghosts of space, quiet and dim. Khat charted a
none-too-steady course across the main room to her cubby, stripping off her clothes as she went. She
stuffed the wad of them into the chute, pushed aside the drape and fdll into her cot, pulling the blanket up
and over het head.

It occurred to her that she ought to hit the shower; her being at least asripe as her clothes, but
she was adegp amost as soon as she'd thought it.

* % %



"All crew on deck!"

There are those things that command a body's attention, no matter how deep adeep it is. Khat
jerked awake with acurse, flung the blanket aside and jumped for the common room, stark naked and
reeking as shewas.

Sedli stood in the center of the room, hands on hips and |ooking none too pleased. Apparently
Khat was the sole crew the al-hands had roused.

"Areyou the only one here?' Sedli snapped, which wasn't her usua way. Sedli snapping was
Sedli upset, so Khat made alowance and answered civil.

"I'm guessing. Place was empty when | comein--" she looked across the room at the clock.
"Two hoursago.”

Her cousin vented an exasperated sigh.

"It's our shift, then,” she muttered, and then gppeared to see Khat's condition for thefirst time.
"Just down from the free-wing job?"

"Two hours ago,” Khat said. "They had me running solo. Sleep ishigh onthelist of needfuls,
followed by a shower and food."

Sedli nodded. "I'm sorry. If there was anybody else to hand--but it'syou an’ me, an' it's gotta be
now." She pointed to the fresher. "Rinse an' get decent. I'll fix you a cup o'mite and some coffee. You
can drink it on the way."

Khat stared. "What's gone wrong?"

Sedli was dready moving toward the gdlley, and answered over her shoulder. "Izagot in acuffing
match with the yard boss, and the port cops have her under key."

"Shit," Khat said, and sprinted for the 'fresher.

* % %

Sedli‘'d gone down to the yard, to talk with the boss and smooth over what she could, which left
Khat to bail 1zaout.

It was a cross-port ride on the tram, by which time the 'mite and the caffeine were working, and
shewalked into the cop shop more or less awake, if none too easy in the ssomach.

"Business?’ The bored woman behind the info counter asked.

"Cometo pay afine and provide escort,” Khat said, respectfully. She wasn't over-fond of port
police--what spacer was?--but saw no reason to pay an extraduty for her atitude. The ghosts of space
bear witness, Iza had likely scored enough of that for the crew at large, if they'd interrupted her ina
cuffing match.

"Name?' the cop asked.

"Iza Gobelyn. Brought in this afternoon from the yards."

The cop looked down at her screen, grunted, and jerked her head to theright.

"Down the end of the hdl. If you step lively, you can get her out before the next hour's holding
feekicksin."

"Thank you," Khat said, and made haste down the hall, there to stand before another counter just
like the one at the front door, and repeat her information to an equally bored man.

"Kin?" he asked, peering at her over the edge of his screen.

"Yessr. Cousin. Khatelane Gobelyn.”

"Hmph." He poked at some keys, frowned down at the screen, poked again. Khat made hersdlf
stand quiet and not shout a him to hurry it along, and dl the while the big clock behind the counter
showed the time speeding toward the hour-change.

"Gobeyn," the cop muttered, head bobbing as he bent over the screen. "Herewe are: public
display of hodtility, striking acitizen, striking a port employee, striking alaw enforcement officer, sivearing
at alaw enforcement officer, Level Two arrest, plus transportation, booking, three hours lodging, usage
fees, tax and duty, leaving uswith atota due of eight hundred ninety-seven bits." He looked up. "We
also accept trade goods, or refined gold. Thereisasurcharge for using either of those options.”



Sure there was. Khat blinked. Eight hundred--

"Duty?' she asked.

The cop nodded, bored. "Y ou're offworld. All transactions between planetaries and
extra-planetaries are subject to duty.”

"Oh." She dipped ahand into her private pocket, brought out her persona card, and swiped it
through the scanner on the front of the counter. There was amoment of silence, then the cop's screen
beeped and initiated a noisy printout.

"Y our receipt will be doneinamoment,” he said. "After you haveit, please go down the hdl to
the first room on your left. Y our cousin will be brought to you there.”

"Thanks," Khat muttered. She took the printout when it was done with a curt nod went to wait
for 1zato be brought up.

"Leve Two arrest” involved sedation--the congtruction of the drug, duration of affect, known
adversereactions, and chemical antidotes were all listed at the bottom of the two-page receipt. Khat
scowled. The drug lasted plus-or-minus four hours. 1za had been arrested three-point-five hours ago.
There wasn't enough credit left on her card to rent acar to take them cross port, and the prospect of
woman-handling a half-unconscious | za onto the tram was ... daunting, not to dance too lightly oniit.

Sheld barely started to worry when the door to the waiting room opened, admitting aport cop in
full uniform, athin woman in bloodstained overalls and spectacularly bruised face walking, docile, at her
Sde

"Khatelane Gobelyn?' The cop asked.

"That'sme." Khat stepped forward, staring into 1zas face. 1za stared back, blue eyes tranquil and
empty.

"She's good for about another forty minutes,” the cop said. "If | wasyou, I'd have her locked
down in thirty. No sense running too close to the edge.”

"Right," Khat said, and then gave the cop anod, trying for cordid. "Thank you."

"Huh." The cop shook her head. "Y ou keep her outta trouble, space-based. Y ou copy that? She
put Chad Perkin in the hospital when he tried to get the restraints on her--broken kneecap, broken nose,
cracked ribs. Y ou hurt a cop on this port once, and you're agood citizen ever after, because there ain't
no maybes the second time."

Khat swallowed. "I don't--"

"Undergtand?' The cop hit her in the chest with an ungentle forefinger. "'If your buddy here gets
into another fistfight and the cops are called on it, she ain't likely to survive the experience. That plain
enough for you, space-based?”

"Yes," Khat breathed, staring into the broad, hard face. "That's plain.”

"Good. Now get her outta here and tied down before the stuff wears out.”

"Yes," Khat said again. She reached out and took 1za's hand, pulling her quick time down the
hall.

* % %

The tram was within two blocks of the lodgings and the time e apsed from the cop shop was
risng onto forty-two minutes, when Khat felt Iza shift on the seet beside her. The shifting intensified,
accompanied by soft growls and swear words. Khat bit her lip, in aswest for the tram to hurry--

"'scuseme.” A hand landed, lightly, on Khat's shoulder. Shelooked up into the face of an older
grounder woman.

"'scuse me,”" the woman said again, her eyesmostly on 1za. "Y our friend just fresh from the cop
shop?'

"y es"



"Y ou take my advice--get her off thistram an' down. That drug they use has akick on the exit
sde. M'brother threw seven fitswhen it wore offahim--took dl us girlsto hold him down, and my uncle,
too."

"Damn dirtsder,” 1zamuttered beside her. "Trying to cheat me. Short my ship, will he...”

Khat grabbed her arm, leaned over and yanked the cord. The tram dowed and she legpt to her
feet, dragging Izawith her.

"Thank you," she said to the grounder woman, and then thought to ask it--"What happened to
your brother?'

The woman shrugged, eyes diding away. "He was born to trouble, that one. Cop broke his neck
not ayear later--ressting arres, they said.”

The tram stopped, the side door did open. "Mud sucker!" 1zayelled, and Khat jumped for the
pavement. Perforce, Izafollowed; she staggered, swearing, and Khat spun, twisting her free hand in I1za's
collar, usng momentum and sheer, naked astonishment to pitch the older woman off the main walk and
into agap between two buildings.

"Cheat! Filth!" shouted Iza. Khat hooked afoot around her ankle, putting her face down into the
mud, set akneeinto the small of her back, and pulled both arms back into alock.

|za bucked and twisted and swore and shouted--to not much effect, though there were afew
bad seconds when K hat thought she was going to lose the arm-lock.

After hdf an hour or an eternity, the thrashing stopped, then the swearing did, and dl 1za's
muscles went limp. Cautioudy, Khat let the lock down, and eased her knee off. 1zalay, face down, inthe
mud. Khat turned her over, checked her breathing and her pulse, then, ftifling afew curses hersdlf, she
got Izainto aback carry and staggered off toward the lodgings.

The lodgings were in sight when Sedli showed up on Khat'sleft. Wordlesdy, she helped ease 1za
down, and then the two of them got her distributed between them and walked her the rest of the way.
Sedli swiped her key through the scan and they maneuvered | zainto thelift, then through the common
room and into her own quarters, where they dropped her, muddy and bloody as she was, atop her cot.

"How bad at theyard?' Khat asked Sedli asthey moved toward the galley.

"Bad enough,” Sedli said after more hesitation than Khat liked to hear. She sighed, and opened
the coldbox. "Brew?"

"Nothing less. And some cheesg, if theré'sany.” She closed her eyes, feding the eectric quiver of
adrenaline-edged exhaustion in her kneesand arms.

"Brew," Sedi said, and Khat heard a solid, welcome thump on the table before her. She opened
her eyesjust asablock of spicy loca cheese and aknife landed next to the bottle.

Sighing, she had amouthful of brew, then diced about athird of the cheese.

Sedli sat down across, cradling her brew between her two hands, and looking about as grim as
shegot.

"How bad," Khat asked between bites of cheese, "is bad enough?’

Sedli sghed. "The yard wants an extra bond posted. They want aguarantee that 1zawill be kept
from their premises. They want the name and contact code for somebody--not |za--who is empowered
to spesk for the ship. That person will be dlowed in the offices of the yard no more than once per
port-week, at pre-scheduled times. Monthly inspection of process staysin force, so long as the inspector
an'tlzaGobeyn. Any further disturbance, and the yard will invoke breach and impound the Market ."

Khat had another piece of cheese and aswallow of brew.

"That's bad enough,” she allowed, and pointed at the cheese. "Eat."

"Later," Sedli said, and made a production out of Spping her beer.

Khat sighed. "Understand, there was a coupl e bad minutes when the drug went over, but |
gathered that 1za had reason to believe the yard was cheatin’ us.”

"There might be some of that. Problem is, 1za going off thedia put usinto the disadvantage with
regard to amicable discovery. I've got acal into Paitor. Crew meseting here, tomorrow port-night.”

"What about Cris?'

Sedli shrugged, and stared hard down into her brew. "1 beamed a precisand apleafor a



recommend to his ship. Could be well have his answer by meeting." Shelooked up, face hard, which
was Sedli when sheld taken adecision, no different from her ma. "We gotta settle this, Khat. 1za goes of f
the dia again, we could lose the Market. It'sthat near the edge.”

"l hear it," Khat said, and finished her brew. "I'm for deep, coz. Centra's got me on for ahop to
the station tomorrow middle day. I'll be down in plenty of time for the meeting." She stood and stretched.

"Best thing would befor Izato take atemp berth--you know she's aways crazy on the ground.”

"I know," Sedli said, too soft. " Slegp sound, cousin. ‘preciated the assist, today."

Khat nodded and headed for the door. Before she got there, she checked and looked over her
shoulder.

"Almost forgot--eight hundred ninety seven paid out from my persond account.”

Sedi closed her eyesbriefly. "I'll authorize the transfer from Ship's Generd "

"preciateit,” Khat said, and left, on acoursefor deep.

Day 81
Standard Year 1118
Kinaveral

It was agrim-faced lot of Gobelyns gethered in the lodging's common room when Khat finaly
got there, dusty, hungry and al too out of patience with stationer attitude and port red tape, both.

"Sorry," she said to Sedli, who was sitting center-circle with Grig a her left hand and Paitor at
her right. "They told me about the lift. Nobody thought to mention theréd be three hours of paperwork
waitin' for me on station, and amatching three portside, when | got back down.”

It was notable that Dyk, sitting between Mdl and Zam, didn't bother to assure her that she
looked finein red tape. Sedli only nodded and pointed at the empty chair between Me and Paitor, which
seat Khat took with afair amount of trepidation. Sedli‘d called Full Circleon lza. Thiswas not going to
befun.

No sooner had she sat then Paitor got hisfeet under him and cometo hisfull standing height.
"Captain," he said, loud enough to be heard down the hal and into the next lodgings over. ™Y our crew
wantsaWord."

Khat felt some of the tightnessin her gut ease. They were going to do the reasonable--well,
‘course they was, shetold hersdlf, with Sedli settin' it up. So, aWord, firgt, with Ship's Judgement held in
reserve, in case lzawasn't inclined to meet reasonable with reasonable. Whether she'd be so inclined,
Khat couldn't have said--and by the look on Sedli'sface, she didn't know which way |zawaslikely to
jump, ether.

"Iza Gobelyn," Paitor said, stern and loud. "Y our crew'swaitin'."

For what seemed like along time, nothing happened. Khat redlized she was holding her bregth,
and took note of the fact that the palms of her hands were damp.

Away down the room, something stirred, and there was 1 za, long and lean and tough and walking
with something lessthan her usud swagger.

She stopped walking just behind Grig's chair and raised her face, catching Paitor's eyes on hers.
"Wl brother?" she snapped, and Khat winced, her voice was that sharp.

"Just aWord with you, Captain,” Paitor answered, smooth and cam asyou please. "On amatter
of ship'ssafety.”

Say what you would about 1za Gobelyn, shewas dl of that, and canny, too. Another two
heartbests, she sood behind Grig, her eyesflicking 'round the Circle, touching each of their facesin turn,
letting each of them see her--their mother, their cousin, their captain, who had kept them out of trouble
and bailed them out of trouble; who'd kept ship and crew together for dl of Khat's lifetime--and before.

When they'd al had agood look at her, and her at them, that's when she did between Grig and
Sedli and walked forward to stand in the center of the Circle, and hold her hands out, palms up and
showing empty.



"I'm ligtenin’,”" she said, and let her handsfal to her sdes.

Paitor sat down again, and folded hisarms over his chest, face shut, eyes dert. Next to him, Sedli
Sraightened.

"There's concern,” she said, her voice firm and clear. "The yard boss ain't happy with the
captain's behavior. He's gone so far asto state helll invoke breach and impound the Market, in the case
that 1za Gobelyn's seen on his deck again.”

Izaturned lazily on her hed until shefaced Sedli, which gave Khat the side of her face. "They was
ghortin' uson the shidding, Admin."

"Yes, Captain, | don't doubt they was, having seen it with my own eyes. Fact remains, the yard
boss hasthelegd on hisside. He'sfiled apaper with the loca cops, stating that one |za Gobelyn
approaches hisyard at her peril. If she'sfound on or around, the Market's forfat.”

|zaglared; Khat could seeit in the thrust of ashoulder.

"Thet'slegd, isit?"

"Itis" Sedi said. "And if it weren't, weld still be outtaluck, being asthe copsain't swornto aid

|za's shoulder twitched.

"On account,” said Grig, hisvoice ashard as Khat had ever heard it, "you pitched the cop you
swung on into light duty til hisknee and hisribsand hisnose dl hed, and the cops here-port don't care to
look out for them who break their mates.”

"Worse," Khat said, leaning forward in her chair as1zaswung 'round to face her. "Theres active
mdiceinvolved. Woman on the bus told me. Comes to that, cop down the shop told me. Y ou hurt a cop
on this port, you stay outta trouble forevermore, because the day you come against another cop isthe
day you stop breathing.”

|za stared at her, eyes hooded, then gave her anod. "'preciate the bail-out, cousin.”

"It was expensive enough,” Khat told her.

"Looks like getting more expensive before it getsless,” 1zaanswered and turned back to face
Sedli. "Lay it out, Admin."

"All right, Captain,” Sedli's voice was cool asthe skin of acargo can. "What I'm seeing is
this--1'11 take oversight of the upgrades and repairs. Grig, here, he's my expert on shielding, and he's
aready found us a second opinion, like the contract says we can have. Well keep close watch and we
won't let them get away with nothin', but we won't take no risks, neither, nor put the ship at peril."

"Finework for you and yours, Admin. What about the captain?’

"Thecaptain,” Sedi sad firmly, "should find hersdf along-berth, get off Kinavera until were
ready to go, and stay outtatrouble."

In the center of the Circle, 1zalaughed. "By thisagein my life, you think I'd be expert in that.”
Sheturned, rotating lazily on her hed, and looked at them, one by one.

"Anybody ese have aWord? Or does Admin spesk for al of you?"

"Inthe case, Admin'sonit,” Md said, while Dyk muttered, "No other Words, Captain,” and Zam
just shrugged his shoulders.

"And youredl staying dirtsde, as| heer it, to give Admin ahand?'

"I'm signed as cook on aprivate yacht," Dyk said. "Lift in two days, back in ‘leven month.”

"Mean' Md'refor aminer,” Zam said, looking down at his boots. " Signed the paperstoday. Lift
tomorrow. Back, like, Dyk, in 'leven, and trusting our ship'll be herefor us.”

"Crisisdready onlong-haul," Khat said, sinceit was her turn. It've been easier to talk to her
boats, like Zam, but pilots were bolder than that--Khat Gobelyn was bolder than that--and she met her
captain'seyes, level. "Me, I'm dl fixed as afreewing, based on-port. There's some longer lifts comin’,
they tell me, but most of what's on offer is shuttle work and short hops. Don't fly every day, canfile
‘unavailabl€e' at decent notice, so Sedli'll have an extrahand, when she needs one.”

|za nodded, solemn-like, and looked over to Paitor.

"I'm on-port, doing somelittle choresfor Terratrade,” he said, not uncrossing hisarms. " Sedli
needs me, shecdls, | come.”



"Just like you adways done, eh, brother?!

His mouth thinned some, but the rest of hisface stayed bland. "That's right, Captain.”

|zaturned again, past Sedli, and showed her back to Khat, full faceto Grig.

"Y ou're staying on-dirt to back up Admin, isthat so, Grig Tomas?"'

"That's 0, Captain.”

"Then you'll seethejettison ligt attended to proper. That would be an order, which | know you
can take," she said, provoking-like, 'cept it didn't make no sense, asfar as Khat had ever seen, to
provoke Grig. He just went al soft and agreeable on you, an' took his revenge when you needed it least.

Except not thistime.

"Beggin' the captain's pardon, but there's some things on that jettison list belong to absent crew.”

"Absent crew." Khat didn't need to see |za's face; the tone of voice was enough. She drew a
careful breeth and indulged in aspot of wishful telepathy, trying to send Grig amessage not to whip |za
into arage--not now, when she'd been so reasonable...

"Youll bereferring to Arin'sson?' 1zawas asking Grig.

There was ashort pause, before he answered, voice neutra, "That's right, Captain.”

"Spit of hisfather, an't he, Grig?'

And what wasthis? Khat thought. |za sounded almost conversationdl.

"Jethri's a good-lookin' boy. Smart, too. Done you proud, 1za."

"Ain't done me proud. Nothing to do with me, asyou know it. Arin'sboy, clear
through--wouldn't you say so, Grig?" She shifted of a sudden, leaning forward hard, like she was going to
grab him by the shoulders and haul him up to face her.

"Donéesdone, 1za. Arin'sgone, and Jethri, too. Send the boy histhings, and cal it square.”

"Itd bewhat'sright, Iza," Paitor put in, calm, while the rest of them sat mum and stupid.

She spun to glare a him, shoulders tiff. ™Y ou think so, do you, brother? Fine, then. Send Arin's
boy histhings. So long asthey're finally gone from my ship, | don't care where they are--destroyed or on
Liad makesthe same difference to me."

"That's settled then,” said Sedli, shockingly matter-of-fact. "What ain't settled iswhat you'l do,
Captain.”

"Didn't think | had achoice," 1zasad, turning back, and showing Sedli empty hands. "I'll go
down to the hire-hall tomorrow and find myself a berth.”

"I'll come with you," Khat heard her own voice say, and looked up to catch | za's glance coming
at her over one bony shoulder.

"Thanks, cousin,” she said, with no shortin' theirony.

"No trouble," Khat answered, forcing hersdf to sound cam. "I'm not flying tomorrow and | know
acouple of thesgn-onsat the hall.”

"Then were square, captain and crew,” Sedli said.

Paitor nodded and got back on hisfeet. "The crew talked, the captain heard. The ship'sin
harmony.”

There was an uneasy sort of silence, then, like nobody knew exactly what to do, now the
agreement was made and the right phrases spoke. When it had gone on long enough for Khat to start
fedingitin her gut, she stood up and stretched, hands reaching for the celling.

"Let'sdl have us some brew and asnack,” she said. "And say our good-byes and be-wells.
Weé're going to be scattered across the star lanes this next while. Let's part on terms.”

Dyk laughed and bounced to his feet in asudden return to normal behavior. "Maybe | should
ship out more often!"

"Maybe you should,” Md said cordidly, standing up. Zam laughed. Acrossthe circle, Sedli was
up, Grig beside her, lanky and limpid like dways, watching as Paitor held ahand out to | za.

"Buy you abrew, sster?' he asked, and after amoment 1za put her hand in his.

"A brew'd be welcome, brother."



Day 106
Standard Year 1118
Tilene Trade Theater

Tan Sm pen'Akla, adopted of Clan Rinork, left the Tilene Star Bar in awine-induced glow of
good felowship for al beings, everywhere.

That the glow was wine-induced, Tan Sm well knew, having entered the establishment in
question some hours previous with the specific intent of imbibing wine sufficient to ease the sting of the
latest dight delivered by hisfogter kin. Since he had not cut histeeth yesterday, he was dso well-aware
that the wine on draw at the Star Bar was of amore virulent vintage than he was accustomed to drink,
and that he had thereby made an gppointment on the morrow with the very devil of ahangover.

That, however, was in the future. For the present, restored to good humor and only dightly
unsteady on hisfeet, he sauntered, whistling unmelodicaly, down the supply halway whichwasa
shortcut to the main trading thester.

It would not do to be late to the second round of trading. Of course, his beloved foster brother
Bar Jan would smdll thewine; and wouldn't it just grate dong hisfine-drawn, High House sengihilitiesto
be unable to send his drunkard junior away. But he dared not do that, Tan Sim thought waggishly. Oh,
no, Bar Jan dared not send him away and hold the booth on his own while their mutual mother was gone
acdling. A melant'i-blind idiot Bar Jan might be, but he knew well enough that Tan Sm wasthe
superior trader, in his cups or sober.

Would that he did not.

But, there, that line of thought ventured too close to the quadrant he wished to avoid. Resolutely,
Tan Sim turned his congideration to the franchise Alt Lyr had for sale. A well enough venture--or so it
seemed on the surface. He had set word about, before hisvisit to the wine shop, and he would be
wanting to do more research before mentioning the matter to his mother, but...

He checked, whigtle dying on hislips, eyesrapt upon a performance the like of which he had not
beheld since--wdll, snce he had first cometo Rinork, and spent so many hours before the mirror, shining
his bows for High House display.

Alas, the person bowing so earnestly and with such ...interesting... resultsin the wide spacein the
hall meant to accommodate a service jitney, had no mirror. Style was also sadly absent, though there
was, Tan Sim alowed, after observing for afew heartbegts, acertain vivacity in delivery that was not
..entirely... displeasing.

At just that point, the person in the shadows executed a bow with a vivacity sufficient to set them
saggering and Tan Sm fdt it wastimeto take ahand.

"Herethen!" he caled out in the mode spoken between comrades, which would surely have set
Bar Jan to ranting. "There's no sense breaking your head over abow, you know."

Thefigurein the shadows turned to face him, light faling on aface pae, angular and wholly
unLiaden. There was an unfinished appearance about the jaw and shoulders which said halfling to Tan
Sim, though he had to look up to meet the chocolate brown eyes. Despite he was indisputably Terran, he
was dressed in well-tailored trading clothes, made very much in the Liaden style, down to the fine leather
boots which encased his feet and the short blue jacket that proclaimed him an apprentice in trade.

Infact, hewasariddle.

Tan Smddightedinriddles.

Delighted, he siwept abow of introduction to the startled youth.

"Tan Sm pen'AklaClan Rinork."

The boy hesitated infinitesmally, then bowed in return, with somewhat less verve, and stated,
laborioudy, and very nearly in the mode of introduction:

"Jethri Gobelyn, apprentice trader aboard Elthoria.”

Ixin's lead tradeship, forsooth. Tan Sim alowed hisinterest to be piqued. The ven'Dedlin was
canny and devious--even when held against other masters of trade, alot known for their devious ways.
Indeed, he had long admired her from afar--necessary, as Ixin and Rinork did not meet--and studied her



guild files closdly, so that he might, perhaps, upon onefar distant day, aspire to even one-twelfth of her
trading acumen.

Andthislad here, this Terran lad, was the ven'Dedlin's apprentice? He filed that away, for sober
thought on the far side of the hangover, and moved ahand, softly, offering aid.

"l seeyou in the throes of just such atask as| mysdlf have undertaken in the past. Wretched,
aren't they? Who would suppose that one race could need so many bows?"

The angular face wavered asthe lips bent in a quickly-suppressed smile--and, aye, that, too,
struck an uneasy memory. Tan Sim felt aspurt of sympathy and deliberately let his own smile show.

Some of the starch went out of the thin shoulders, and the boy--Jeth Ree, was it?--inclined his
head.

"Indeed,” he ssammered, dmost in the mode between equals--which was an impertinence,
thought Tan Sim, but what else wasthelad to do?"Itis...difficult... to bear so much in mind. | have been
tutored, but | fear that | am not fully ...cognizant..."

"Hah." Tan Sm held up hishand. "'l understand. Y ou have been given a set number and form,
eh? And you wish to shame neither your teacher nor your trader." He smiled again, gently. "Nor take
delivery of ascold.”

Jeth Reefairly ginned--a dazzling display, too soon vanished.

"Wdl," said Tan Sm, "you won't find me ascolding felow. | have only admiration for onewhois
s0 devoted to his duty that he uses his break-time to hone his kill. Such diligence..." He left the sentence
for amoment as herecalled again that Ixin and Rinork did not meet. The proper course for himsdlf, as
one of Rinork, then, wasto turn his back on this boy and--

And what did he care for some long-ago, cold quarrel? Depend upon it, he thought, sadly unfilia,
the whole brangle, whatever it was, could be squardly lain a Rinork'sfeet. Here before him stood an
apprentice trader in need of the guidance of atrader. His melant'i--and Guild rule, if it cameto that--was
plan.

He showed Jeth Ree another smile, and was pleased to gain onein return.

"Well, then, let us see what we might manage between us,”" he said, settling comfortably against
the friendly wall. " Show me your repertoire.”

This, the boy was willing enough to do, and Tan Sim spent the next while leaning, tipsy, against
the wall, observing aseries of common mercantile bows. Happily, the task was not more than his
befogged faculties could accommodate, nor Jeth Ree any less gpt than the larger number of new
‘prentices Tan Sim had now and then had occasion to observe. The lad had apparently been driven to
thislonely practice stein afit of stage fright. Which Tan Sim quite understood. So.

"Y ou are well-enough,” he said, when the boy had straightened from hislast endeavor, "for an
apprentice newly cometo thefloor. It speskswell that you wish to bring only honor to your master, but
you must not alow your sensibilitiesto overset your good sense.” Heinclined hishead. "Y ou will do
exceedingly, Jeth Ree Gobelyn."

The boy stood amoment, asif struck, then bowed once more; thisvery precise, indeed. "l amin
your debt, Tan Sim pen'Akla."

And wouldn't THAT be a grand thing to bring to the table? Tan Sm thought in sudden
horror. "Mother, | have the advantage of ven'Deelin's Terran apprentice in a matter of Balance.”
Gods.

He moved a hand, smoothing the debt away. "Honor me by forgetting the incident, as| have
done."

Jeth Ree looked doubtful--then proved himsalf alad of sense and worthy to be the ven'Dedlin's
apprentice, by inclining his heed.

"Thank you," he said, in what Tan Sim knew to be Terran, that being another of his clandestine
Sudies.

"You arewelcome," hereplied in the same tongue, somewhat more dowly than hewould have
liked.

Theboy did not burst into derisive laughter, or even smile overmuch, which gave him hope for a



successful outcome of study.

"If you please," Jeth Ree said abruptly. "How shdl | bow to you, if we meet again on the floor?
Since we are known to each other..."

Tan Sim pushed away from hiswall. How, indeed, should the lad acknowledge him, should they
meet? Almost, he laughed aoud at the unlikelihood of such an event.

Stll, it was areasonable question and deserved afitting reply. He took a moment to be sure his
feet werewel under him, then swept the bow held practiced in his own ironic honor as a youth--most
honored child of the house. He watched as the boy reproduced it, severd times, and inclined his head,
satisfied.

"Twill do. And now | must depart, amiable companion that you have been. My brother requires
my assistance at our booth. Farethee wdll, Jeth Ree Gobelyn.”

He bowed, jauntily, the beginning of a headache teasing in back of his eyes, straightened to
recaive the boy'sfarewell, and walked away down the hall, whistling.

* % %

Jethri'stiming was fortunate; he returned to Ixin's trade booth just as the floor opened for the
second shift. Master ven'Dedlin inclined her head, which he hoped meant she was impressed with his
promptness, and reached beneath the counter.

"Our Tilene agent took ddlivery of this message for you, young Jethri. Y ou may have amoment
to read it. There was aso a crate--that has been moved to your trade-bin on ship."

Heart thumping heavy, he dipped afolded sheet of paper from between her fingers. He did
remember hisbow, and to give asoft, "My thanks, Master Trader." Courtesy satisfied, he took himself to
the back corner of the booth, hunkered down on his heels beside the hanging rugs and strings of spice,
and unfolded the crackling thin paper.

To Jethri Gobelyn, in the care of Norn ven'Deelin Clan Ixin

From Khatelane Gobelyn, Pilot on Duty , Gobelyn's Market

Transmit Sandard Day 75, SY 1118

Hey, Jeth. Don't let the POD fool you--1'm doing administrative while Seeli catches up
some stuff with the yard. It's looking like a long process; actually a near complete refit. | don't
know if they told you. A Standard dirtside, minimum. | za said she'd be staying with the ship,
but--before you hear it from some Looper you run into, what it was, she had a disagreement with
the local gendos and got herself a couple levels of arrested. Wasn't what you'd call pretty, or
quiet, and even made some of the portside print papers. Point is, she's not stir-stuck here like she
might be if we hadn't been around but off on the longest run she could fit inside the schedule.
Sedli's acting as agent-on-the-spot, with Grig to keep her company. I'm on willfly with the Port,
and running part-time back-up for the two of them. Cris has a gig with a franchise ship--and the
rest of us found some little thing to do off-dirt, so we'll be a scattered crew for the next while. I'l]
try to keep in touch, Jethri, but--no promises, you know? Be sure I'll zap you the news when the
Market lifts out of here. I'm sending this in front of Elthorias published route; if they keep schedule
it'll only be a bit old when you get it.

I'm also sending along a size B shipping crate; |za saysyou'reto haveit.

Therest of the circumstance is that | had chance to look over the duty roster for the past
few Standards and noticed that you was default on Stinks. Thing is, Sinks carries a pay premium
that somehow didn't make it to your account. It's kind of a joke on a per-shift, but | totted up the
last five Sandards worth and figured in the interest, and it came out to a nice round number. We
all figured you was saving up to buy a ship, Jeth, but who thought you'd finance it out of Sinks?

Paitor's running jobs for Terratrade, and | didn't know how to make the transfer, so that
cash isin the crate with the other stuff.

Anyhow, | know you're in the middle of the biggest adventure ever, learning all you can
from Master ven'Deelin, so | won't keep you any longer. Think about us sometime; we think about



you often. With love,

Khat

He refolded the paper dlong its creases, and did it away into the inner pocket of hisjacket, in
spite of which he didn't immediately riseto hisduty. Instead, he stayed where he was, sitting low on his
hedls, head bent while he blinked the sudden fog of tears away.

Wasn't no causefor crying, hetold himsdlf. The ghosts of space witness, Khat's newswas dim
enough--hardly newsat al, redly. It was given that his cousins would reach for quick-jobs and temp
berths--none of them had been born with mud on their feet. Likewise, he could have foretold that the
detail work would fall to Sedli, and that Grig would stand her second. The captain... that was bad news,
but amost expectable the way she tended to get abit wild anytime she was planet-side. Probably there
was moreto it--and come to think of it, it seemed like there was more to a bunch of stuff than hed
redlized.

Stll, nothing to cry about in any of that, not with him having the biggest adventure ever.

He cleared histhroat, raised his head and stood, pausing for amoment to be sure hisface was
properly ordered; then moved to his sation at Master ven'Dedlin's elbow.

* * %

HISJOB THIS SHIFT, asit had been last, was to stand next and two steps behind Master
ven'Dedlin, where he could look and listen and soak up her style of trade and converse. More of that last
was available to him than he would've thought, for the customers kept to the trading mode, and after one
blank-faced stare at himsdlf, would follow Master ven'Dedlin into amore deliberate way of talking, which
mostwisefdl inteligibleon hisear.

He had it asaworking theory that a Liaden-born apprentice might likewise stand in need of
practicein the trading mode, as it might not have been one they'd necessarily been taught in their
growing-up years. With al those modes available between High and Low, surely no one but alifdong
student could be proficient in them al?

Whatever the reason, the customers treated him respectful --treated Master ven'Dedlin
respectful--and he was learning so much his head wasin afair way to exploding.

"That iswell, then," Master ven'Dedlin told the present customer--a black-haired man with a
diamond drop in his|eft ear, wearing ajacket so heavy with embroidery that Jethri had to remind himsdlf
not to squint in protest. "We shdl deliver no later than the third hour of Day Port, two days hence."

"Precisely so, Master Trader," the customer said, hisvoice quick and light. He held out a counter
and atrade-card. Master ven'Dedlin received both gravely and dotted them on the wires strung
overhead--third onein, for "two day ddivery."

"| am hogting adinner party tomorrow evening, in the Little Hall," she murmured, as shefinished
with the card and token. "Y ou would honor me by attending.”

"Master Trader." The customer bowed, low. "The honor would be mine."

"That iswdll, then." Sheinclined her head and the customer moved off, giving up his placeto the
next in line, aboxy-built lady whose look-out wastextile.

"Ah." Masgter ven'Dedlin inclined her head. "This, my gpprentice will assst you. Textileishis
specidty.” She moved her hand, discovering Jethri to the lady, who gave no sign of either pleasure or
dismay at being turned over to himself.

Jethri'sfedingswere dl a-spin, though he did his best to maintain abland and polite expression.
He did take a deep breath, to center himsdlf, which might have been too long, since the Master Trader
murmured.

"Y oung Jethri ?*

"Yes, Mager," he said, and was mortified to hear hisvoice wobble.

Knees knocking, he stepped up the counter and bowed to the customer.

"Maam," hesad, painfully dow, and ddiberate. "How may | be honored to assst you?"

It were the handlooms the lady was after, which was good news of its kind. Jethri moved



up-counter to where the bolts were stowed and pulled down the book. He looked over his shoulder,
then, just to be aware how closely Master ven'Dedlin was shadowing hiswork.

To hishorror, shewas about no such thing, but stood deep in conversation with another
customer & the counter; al of her attention on that transaction and none whatsoever on him...

"Forgive me," murmured boxy-built lady. "I regret that my timeislimited.”

"Certainly, maam," Jethri murmured, opening the book on the counter in front of her. "Asyou
can see, we have many fine weavingsto choose from..."

For alady short of time, she showed no disposition to rush her decision. She had him pull this
bolt and that, then this again, and that other. With each, he steadied alittle, found the words coming more
smoothly, remembered the trick--taught by Uncle Paitor--of flipping the end over the top of the bolt, so
that he could spesk of the underweave and the irregularities born of hand looming.

In the end, the lady bought nothing, though she thanked him for the gifts of histime and expertise.
Jethri, shirt damp with exertion, racked the book and ordered the samples, then stepped back to Norn
venDedin'ssde.

Through the course of the shift, he heard her invite no fewer than two dozen traders and
merchantsto her dinner party. Three more times, she gave him to customers desirous of textile; twice, he
scored chip and card, which he triumphantly threaded on the wires he found near the bolts.

And a lagt, the bell sounded, sgnaling the end of day-trading. Norn ven'Dedlin reached up and
turned off the booth light. Jethri closed his eyes and sagged against the bolt rack, head pounding. It was
over. He had lived. He had, just maybe, not done anything irrevocably stupid. Now, they would go back
to the ship, get out of the dirt, and the noise.

"S0," Nom ven'Dedin said brightly, and he heard her clap her pams gently together. "Do methe
honor of bearing me company on asroll, Jethri Gobelyn. We shall amaze Tilene-port!"

He opened his eyes and looked at her, meeting bright black eyes. There was something in the
way she stood, or maybein the set of her face, that conveyed itself as achalenge. Jethri ground histeeth,
straightened out of hislean and squared his shoulders, despite the holler put up by his back muscles.

"Yes, maam," he said, and bowed obedience to the Master Trader's word.

* % %

Thewak wasleisurely, and they stopped often to acknowledge the bows of Magter ven'Dedlin's
numerous acquaintances, who every one stared at him like he was the four-headed calf from Venturis.
Jethri sighed behind hismask of bland politeness. Y ou'd think he'd be used to the stares by now, but
someway every new one scraped alittle deeper, hurt alittle more.

Otherwise, the stroll was a better ideathan heldd thought. Tilene's gravity wasahair lessthan
ship'sgrav, which held at last gotten used to. And the smple act of putting onefoot in front of the other
seemed enough to ease the ache in his head, and smooth the kinks out of his spine.

Masgter ven'Dedlin paused to receive a particularly low bow, augmented by the hand-sign for
"greatest esteem” from ared-haired woman in upscae trading clothes.

"Bendara Tiazan," Master ven'Dedlin inclined her head. " Allow meto be ddighted to see you!
Y ou must dine with me upon the morrow."

The redhead straightened. Her eyes showed alittle stretch, but give her credit, Jethri thought
sourly, she didn't stare at him--her whole attention was on Norn ven'Dedlin. "1 am honored, Master
Trader," she said, in the mode of junior to senior.

Agan, Master ven'Dedin inclined her head. "Until tomorrow, Bendara Tiazan."

"Until tomorrow, Master Trader," the redhead murmured, and bowed herself out of the way.
Masgter ven'Dedlin continued her tately process, Jethri keeping pace, just behind her left elbow. " So,
Jethri Gobelyn," she murmured as they passed out of the red-haired trader's hearing. "What do you
deduce from our guest list so far?”

He blinked, thinking back over those she had pressed to dine with her tomorrow.

"Maam, | scarcely know who thesetraders are,” he said carefully. "But | wonder at the number



of them. It seemslesslike adinner and morelike a-" he coped for the proper word. After amoment, he
decided that it wasn't in his Liaden repertoire and substituted a ship-term, "shivary."

"Hah." She glanced at him, black eyes gleaming. ™Y ou will perhapsfind our poor entertainment to
be a disappointment. | make no doubt that there will be dancing until dawn, nor no more than two or
three vistsfrom the proctors, bearing requestsfor silence.”

He grappled the laugh back down deep into his chest and inclined his head solemnly. "Of course
not, maam."

"Ah, Jethri Gobelyn, whereisyour address?' she said surprisingly. "A slver-tongue would grasp
this opportunity to assure me that nothing | or mine might do could ever disappoint.”

Jethri paused, looking down into her black eyes, which showed him nothing but tiny twin
reflections of his own serious face. Was she pulling hisleg? Or had hejust failed atest? He licked hislips.
"l suppose,” he said, dowly, "that | must not be a slver-tongue, maam."”

Her face did not change, but she did put out a hand to pat him, lightly, on the ann. "That you are
not, child. That you are not.”

They moved on, Jethri trying to work out how to ask if being a silver-tongue was agood
thing--and if it was how to go about learning the skill--without sounding atotal fool. Meanwhile, Master
ven'Dedlin took the bows of three more traders of varying ranks, as Jethri read their clothing, and invited
each to dine with her upon the morrow. If she kept at her current pace, he thought, they'd have to empty
the trade theater itself to accommodeate the crowd.

They srolled further down the flowered promenade. There were fewer people about now, and
Master ven'Deslin picked up the pace a bit, so Jethri needed to stretch hislegsto keep up. Ahead, the
walkway split into three, the center portion rising into an arch, the others going off at anglesto theright
and left. Somewhere nearby was the sound of water running, enormous amounts of water, it must be,
from the racket it was making, and the air was starting to fedl unpleasantly soggy.

Jethri frowned, maybe lagging alittle from his gppointed spot at Master ven'Dedlin's elbow, trying
to bear down on the feding that he was breathing water , which was by no meansagood thing...

From the left hand path came voices, followed quickly by three top-drawer traders: A woman,
gtar blond and narrow in the face, flanked by two young men--one asfair and as narrow as she and the
other taller, with hair of adarker gold, hisface somewhat rounder, and his eyesatrifle asquint, asif he
had a headache.

With agtart, Jethri recognized hisfriend of the utility corridor, who had been so patient and
understanding in the matter of bows. Hisfirst notion was to break into afool-wide gin and rush forward
to grab the man by the shouldersin a proper spacer greeting--which would never do, naturally, besides
being one of the three top ways, if Arms Master sg'Kethrawasto be believed, to take ddlivery of aknife
between theribs.

Stll, if it would be rude to give way to the full scope of hisfedings, he could & least give Tan Sm
pen'Aklathe honor of aproper bow.

Jethri placed himself before the threesome, and paused, awaiting their attention. The woman saw
him firgt, her pale narrow brows plunging into afrown, but he cared not for her. He looked over her
shoulder, made eye contact with Tan Sim and swept the bow of greeting the other had shown him,
supplemented with the gesture that meant "joy."

He quickly redized he should have gone with hisinitia notion.

Thefair, narrow young man shouted something beyond Jethri's current lexicon, his hand dapping
at his bdt, which gesture he understood dl too nicely. He fell back astep, looking for aleap-to, when
Tan Sm jumped ingtead, knocking the other's hand aside, with asharp, "Have done! Will you harm the
ven'Dedlin’'s own apprentice?’

"You!" The other shouted. "Y ou saw how he bowed to you! If you had the least bit of proper
feding-"

Oh. Jethri felt his stomach sink to the soles of hisboots. He had botched it. Badly.

Stepping forward, he bowed again--thisasmple bow of contrition.

"Please forgive meif my bow offended,” he said, speaking in the mode of junior to senior, which



had to be right, no matter which of the three chose to hear him. "Master Tan Sm himsdlf isawarethat |
am ...less conversant with bowsthan | would be. My only thought was to honor one who had given me
kindness and fellowship. | regret that my error has caused distress.”

"It spesks Liaden, of afashion,” the woman said, gpparently to her sons, Jethri thought, but
meaning for him to hear and take damage fromiit.

"He speaks Liaden right well for one new cometoit,” Tan Sim returned, heatedly. "And shows
an adult's melant'i, aswdll. | taught him that bow mysalf--which he does not tell you, preferring to take
al blameto himsdf."

" Speak soft to my mother, haf-clan!™ The pale young man jerked hisarm out of Tan Sim'sgrip
and spun, pam rising, hisintent plain. Jethri jumped forward, arm up, intercepted the man'sdap a the
wrist, and grabbed hold just tight enough to get the message across.

"Here now!" he said in Terran, sounding remarkably like Cris, to hisown ears. "None of that."

"Unhand me!" shouted the man, trying, unsuccessfully, to pull hiswrigt free, and "Cal the
proctors!”

"No need for proctors, young chel'Gaibin," Master ven'Dedlin's voice was shockingly cool in that
hested moment. " Jethri, of your goodness, return to Lord chel'Gaibin the use of hisarm.”

"Yes, maam," he said, and did as she asked, though he stayed close, in the event the lordship
took it into his head to swing out a Tan Sim again.

He needn't have worried; al eyeswere on Magter ven'Dedlin, who stood calm and unworried,
her hands tucked in her belt, considering the other trader.

"Norn ven'Dedin," the woman said at last, and it didn't sound respectful at al.

The magter trader inclined her head. "Infreyache'Gaibin. It has been some years since we last
spoke. | trugt | find you well."

"You find meinsulted and assaulted, Master Trader . | will have Balance for the harm done.”

Master ven'Dedlin tipped her head. "Harm? Has the heir's d eeve been crushed?”

Infreyachd'Gaibin glared. ™Y ou may put the assault of an unregulated Terran upon aregistered
guildsman no higher than amusing, if it pleasesyou. | assure you that the guild and the port will take afar
different view."

"And yet," Magter ven'Dedin murmured. " Jethri is hardly unregulated. He sandsas my
apprentice--"

"Oh, very good!" chd'Gaibin interrupted. " Apprentice lays hands upon atrader while the master
gands by and smiled™

"...ahd my son," Master ven'Dedlin finished calmly. Jethri bit hislip, hard, and concentrated on
keeping hisface empty of emotion. He darted aquick look a Tan Sim, but found that young man
standing at his ease, watching the proceedings with interest but no apparent dismay.

"Y our son!" Apparently Trader chel'Gaibin wasn't convinced, for which Jethri blamed her not at
dl.

Madgter ven'Dedin swept alanguid hand in the generd direction of Tan Sm. "Asmuch mine as
that oneisyours." Shetipped an eyebrow. "But come, you wished satisfaction for insult and assault. We
may settle that between us now, you and 1."

Trader che'Gaibin licked her lips and though she seemed to Jethri awoman unlikely to back
down in atight spot, there was something to the cast of her shouldersthat strongly suggested she was
looking for away out of thisone.

Behind her, Tan Sim shifted, drawing dl eyesto himself. "Mother, surely thereisno insult here?
Jethri bowed as| had taught him, and when he saw one who was to him astranger threaten one with
whom he has had honorable dedlings, he acted to nullify the threet--and most gently, too!"

"Gently!" spat the other man. Tan Sim turned wondering eyes hisway.

"Never tell me he bruised you, brother! A mere hdfling? Surely--"

"Thismust bethe Terran, Mother!" Lord chel'Gaibin interrupted excitedly, turning hisback on his
brother. "Recdl that it wasaTerran off of Elthoria who began the brawl at Kailipso--"

"Enough,” the woman snapped. She stood silent for amoment, staring, none-too-pleasantly, at



Tan Sm. Jethri felt his chest tighten in sympathy: Exactly did 1za Gobelyn stare just before she cut loose
of mayhem and brought abody to wishing held been born to another ship, if at all.

Composing her face, sheturned back to Master ven'Dedlin and inclined her head, grudging-like.
"Very well. My son speaks eloquently in defense of yours, Master Trader. We are to see nothing more
than hafling high spirits-and amisunderstanding of custom.”

"It would seem indeed to be the case," Master ven'Dedlin said camly; "and no cause for
experienced traders such as oursavesto be caling for Baance. Well we know what haflingsare.” Her
eyesmoved to Tan Sim, and sheinclined her head gently. ™Y oung pen'Akla.”

Tan Sim's eyes widened and he bowed low with graceful haste. "Master ven'Dedlin.”

"Enough!" Tan Sim's mother snapped again. She turned her glare on the master trader and gave a
bare dip of the head.

"Master Trader. Good evening.” She didn't wait for areturn bow--maybe, Jethri thought,
because she knew she didn't rate one. Turning, she gathered her boys by eye, and stalked off.

When they were adone, Jethri turned and bowed, very low and very careful--and held it, eyes
pointing at the toes of his boots.

Above him, he heard Master ven'Dedin sigh.

"Indl truth, young Jethri, you have aknack. How came you by chd'Gaibin's Folly?*

Bent double, he blinked. "Maam?"

"Stand up, child," sheinterrupted and, when he had, said, "Tan Sim pen'Akla. How came you to
hisattention?'

Jethri cleared histhroat. "'l was--practicing my bowsin the service corridor and he came upon
me. He was most k-kind and helpful, malam, and when | said that | wasin his debt, he declared no such
thing. So then | thought to ask how | should bow to him, if we were to meet again, and he showed me
thus--"

He performed the thing--and heard Master ven'Dedlin sigh once more.

"Yes, of course. Well he might yearn to receive such abow--" She moved a hand, € oquent of
exasperation.

"Y oung things. All isanguish and high drama." She turned her head; amoment later Jethri heard it
too--voi ces approaching down the right hand way.

"Come aong, young Jethri. Our evening hasjust become full.”

Obediently, hetook his place at her elbow, and they moved on. But for themsalves, the
promenade was empty and Jethri cleared histhroat.

"Please, maam. | am not redly--redlly your son."

"Indeed you are; did you not hear me say it? Surely, amomentous occasion for us both. We
return now to our ship to discuss the matter in more detail. Until then, | ask that you to reposein silence.
| have thoughtsto think."

Jethri bit hislip. "Yesmaam," he whispered.

Day 106
Standard Year 1118
Elthoria

"Y ou know too little of our customs." Master ven'Dedlin folded her hands on her desk and
congdered him out of her sharp black eyes. "Indeed, how could it be otherwise? Similarly, you are
ignorant of the--histories that may lie between clans and the children of clans. The child of a Terran trade
vessel has no need to know these things. And I--foolishly, | thought we might separate trade from clan.
Pah! Trade and culture are twined more deeply than | had wished to understand. And now we are
together caught in the nets of culture, and achild of ven'Dedin may not beafool.”

Jethri shifted miserably in the chair across from her. "Maam, I'm not achild of ven'Dedin--" She
held up ahand, and he swallowed the rest of his protest.



"Peace. Thetale unfolds. Listen, and cultivate patience. They are two skillswhich serve every
trader well."

"Yes, maam," he sad, folding hishandstightly on hisknee and pressing hislipstogether. After a
moment, she lowered her hand and continued.

"A child of ven'Dedin must need know both history and custom. We commence your education
now, with excerpts of both."

"Firgt, custom. It is Law that each member of each clan shall marry asthe clan ingtructs, to
produce children for the clan and also to sedl and cement what aliances the clan may require in order to
prosper. | have mysdf been contracted twice; oncein order that the clan should have my heir to replace
me as Ixin's magter of trade, in duetime. Again, to sedl the peace between Ixin and Aragon; the child of
that contract of course went to Aragon. So it iswith most of us; some may be required to marry but
once, some severd times. Some few unfortunates discover themsalvesto be the perfect halves of a
wizard's match--but those matings need not concern us here.

"Here, we discuss contract marriage and the fact that Infreya chel'Gaibin--a dutiful daughter of
Clan Rinork--did some twenty-five Standards gone marry as her delm insgtructed, the fruit of that union
being Bar Jen che'Gaibin, her heir.

"Six Standards later, she married again, somewhat behind the fact asit is said and counted, into
Clan Quiptic--aHouse of the lower mid-tier." Once more she held up her hand, though Jethri hadn't
made a sound.

"I know that thiswill seem odd to you, Rinork being, asit is, so very High, but there were
reasons beyond the fact that she was aready pregnant by the time the thing was arranged, and by none
other than Quiptic Himsdlf. A very young dem hewas, and not by any means stupid. But Infreyawasa
beauty in her youth and his mother had died before tutoring him sufficiently in al the faces that treachery
might wesr.

"In any case, the child--young Tan Sim--went to Quiptic, and Quiptic's mineswent to Rinork, in
settlement of the contract fees." She paused, eyes closed, then shifted sharply in her chair, asif annoyed
with hersdlf, and continued.

"Theloss of the mineswas very closeto amortal blow initsdf, but as| said, the young delm was
no fool. With the leverage he gained from his dliance with Rinork, he thought to win certain short
term--but decisivel--advantagesin severa trades. Very nearly, he brought Quiptic about. In the end,
aas, it wasaquirk of the Exchange which pushed the blade home. The clan was dissolved; the young
delm hung himsdif. Infreya petitioned Rinork and received permission to adopt Tan Sim pen'/Akla, who
might well have one day been Quiptic Himsdlf, asachild of the clan done.” She moved her shoulders.

"So, that tde. Y ou may condder it located here, if your stories need locations. The other story
you need to hear takes place at atavern in far Solcintra Port, where one For Don chel'Gaibin cheated a
certain young trader at agame of cards. The trader, understanding that the play had been underhanded,
cdled hislordship to answer her on thefield of honor." She sighed. ™Y oung things. All isanguish and high
drama. | doubt it ever occurred to her to call the games master and ask that he set the thing right, though
shethought it many atime, after. No, it must be adud. For Don, who was afool besides being many
yearsthe trader's senior, accepted the challenge and chose pistols at twenty-four paces. They met at the
appointed place, a dawn, their secondsin train. The dud itself was over in amatter of moments. The
young trader had killed her man." She looked at Jethri, and there was nothing that he could read on her
smooth, golden face.

"Depend upon it, Ixin was displeased. Aswas Rinork, of course. How they roared for Balance,
though the witnesses to a soul swore it wasfairly done and For Don the favorite for the victor--asthe
tavern wager book clearly showed! Well, you have seen how it iswith Rinork and Balance. In any wise,
nothing was owed and the price was met. I1xin sent me on the long route, to learn, as she would haveit,
common sense. By thetime | returned to Liad, there were new scandal s to occupy the gossips, and
Rinork and Ixin had agreed not to meet. This evening wasthefirst time we have done so, in more than
three dozen Standards.” Sheinclined her head, possibly ironic.

"All hail to you, young Jethri."



Jethri blinked, trying to picture ayoung Norn ven'Dedlin, done with her pistol in the dawn, facing
down aman older and more silled than she...

"Oh, aye" Magter ven'Dedin said, asif reading his mind--though more likely, Jethri thought, it
had been his unguarded face--"1 was a sad rogue in my youth. But there--a mother has no secretsfrom
her son.

Right. Jethri frowned at her. "If you please, Master Trader, how am | now your son?'

"Because | had told Rinork so, child--€lse their Balance would have been worth your life. An
‘unregulated Terran', ‘prenticed to ven'Dedlin or no, is nothing to give aRinork pausein arage." She
moved a hand, showing him the litter of papers on her desk.

"When | and your true-kin wrote contract, it was with the best interest of the trade in our minds. |
contracted to teach you the art, aswell as a certain understanding of matters Liaden--thisto improve and
facilitate the trade, which isthe duty of amaster trader. Nowhere wasiit intended that you should take
your degth of this, Jethri Gobelyn. Forgive me, but, should you die, there will be damage dedlt to more
than those who vaue you for yourself. Pray bear thisin mind the next time you befriend strangersin back
hdlways."

Jethri fdt his ears heat. Thiswhole messwas hisfault, right enough...

"Have you other questions?' Norm ven'Dedlin’s voice cut through the thought.

Other questions? Only dozens. He shook his head helplessly, and chose one at random.

"Why did she--did Trader chel'Gaibin adopt Tan Sm? 1 mean, if the only reason her clan--"

"Rinork," said Master ven'Dedlin.

He nodded impatiently. "Rinork--if the only reason Rinork started the kid in thefirst place wasto
trap Quiptic and sted his mines, then why did she care what happened to him?"

Therewas asmall pause, during which Master ven'Dedlin took some care about arranging the
way her fingers nested against each other as she folded her hands together.

"An excellent question, young Jethri. | have often wondered the same. Perhagpsit was merely
sdf-preservation; if the child were left to be absorbed by whatever clan might take him, questionswould
possibly arise regarding the contract which had produced him, and whether certain parties could have
been said to be acting in good faith.

"Or, perhaps, she could not bear to see of her blood--even half-blooded--dide away into
obscurity. They have agreat ded of sdf-worth, Rinork." She moved her shoulders. "In the end, why
does not matter. The boy was brought into the house of his mother and has been given an education and
aplaceinthe clan'sbusiness. | find him to be ayoung trader of note, in histalentsfar superior to the
honorable chel'Gaibin heir." As careful as she had been in their folding, she unfolded her hands dl at
once, and put them palm-flat against the desk.

"It islate and tomorrow we trade early and shivary to meet the dawn, eh? As my fostered son,
you will stland a my side and be made known to al. Y ou will wear this-" She extended a hand;
something gleamed Slver between her fingers. Jethri leaned forward and took the small token: The Clan
Ixin moon-and-rabbit, cast in--he weighed the thing thoughtfully in his hand--platinum, with apunch pin
welded to the back.

"Y ou will honor me by wearing that & al times,” Norn ven'Dedlin said, pushing hersdlf to her fest,
"so thet al will know you for one of kin.

"In keegping with your new status, your course of study will be accelerated and broadened.”
Suddenly, amazingly, she smiled.

"Wewill make aLiaden from you yet, young Jethri."
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He hit the bunk with half his deep-shift behind him, closed his eyes, touched deep--and dropped



it asthe wake-up chime dinned.

"Mud," he muttered, pushing himself upright and blinking blearily at the clock acrossthe room. It
displayed atime more than an hour in advance of his usua wake-up.

"Mud, dirt, dust and pollen!" he expanded, and swung hisfeet over the edge, meaning to go over
and dap the buzzer off, then get himself another hour's snooze.

He was hdfway across the cabin on this mission when his eye caught the amber glow over his
inbox. Frowning, bleary and bad-tempered, he changed course, and scooped a short handful of ship's
flimsesout of thebin.

The top sheet was his amended schedule for the day, by which he saw he was presently in
danger of being late for a"security meeting” with Pen Rdl. Hed been late for ameeting with Pen Rel
once, and had no ambition to repesat the experience. That being the case, he did turnabout and headed
for the 'fresher, sorting pages as he went.

The second flimsy was from Cargo Master Gar Sad per'Etla, informing him that a crate had
arrived and been placed in his persona bin. He nodded; that would be Khat's B crate. HE'd need to
check that out soon, if he could pry five personal minutes between lessons and trade.

Thethird flimsy was from Norn ven'Dedlin and that one stopped him cold.

Greetings to you, my son. | trust that the new day finds you in health and high spirits. Pray
bestow the gift of your presence upon me immediately you conclude your business with Arms
Master sig'Kethra. We shall break our fast together and tell over the anticipated joys of the day.

Jethri rubbed his head. She was taking this mother-and-son thing serious, he thought and then
sighed. After dl, it was amatter of keeping her word. In asense--no, he thought, mouth suddenly
dry--in fact she had given him her name. And she'd expect him to set the same vaue on that priceless
commodity as she did hersdlf.

"Mud," he whispered. "Oh, mud and dust, Jethri Gobelyn, what've you got yoursdf into?"

* k% %

"Asyou have no doubt learned from your study of our route, we remain at Tilene for five more
days. At theend of that time, we shall set course for Modrid, and thence the inner worlds, which, asyou
will reedily perceive, isachange of schedule.”

Jethri stifled ayawn and sipped his morning tea. There was caffeine present in the beverage, true
enough, but he found himself wishing after a cup of true coffee--aye, and maybe amug o'mite too.

"You aredisnterested,” the master trader said softly, "and yet it is solely for the benefit of
yoursdlf that we dter our itinerary."

Soft it was said, yet it hit the ear hard. Jethri put his cup down, and looked at her. "Y ou do not
approve?' she asked, face bland.

Hetook abreath, wishing he felt more awake. "Maam, it'sonly that | wonder why the ship's
route needs to be changed on my account.”

"An excdllent question." She spread jam on her roll and took a bite. Jethri looked down at his
plate, picked up aroll and toreit in half, releasing the scent of warm, fresh bread.

"It isunderstood that a son of ven'Dedlin will need training which is not available to those of one
ship, on atrade tour of the far outworlds. Thus, we plot a course nearer to the centers of civilization,
where you may receive those things which you lack. You will, dso, | hope, benefit by observing a
different style of trade than that which is practiced along the edge." She picked up her teacup.

Roll forgotten in his hand, Jethri sat, thinking back on names and honor and Balance, and on his
deficiencies as so far discovered. He cleared histhroat.

"Madam," he said dowly, feding hisway around phrasing that she might find disrespectful of her
honor. "I've been thinking and it--1 don't think that | would be a--an exemplary son. Not," he amended
quickly, as her eyebrowslifted quizzicaly, "that | wouldn't do my best, but--1 wouldn't want to dishonor
you, maam."

"Ah." She put her cup down and inclined her head. "Y our concern speakswell of you. However,



| know that it is not possible for you to dishonor me. | know you for aperson of melant'i, whose every
ingtinct is honorable. | repose the utmost confidencein you, my child, and | am at peace, knowing that
you hold my namein your hands."

Jethri's somach dropped, even as his eyesfilled with tears. "Maam..."

She held up ahand. "Ancther way, then. Say that the dice have been cast--thereisasmilar
saying in Terran, isthere not? So. We play the game through.”

Except that her good name was nothing like agame, Jethri thought--and he knew o little. "Yes,
maam," he said, trying not to sound as miserable as hefdit.

"Good. Now, whilewe arein the mode of change--you will find your duty cycle haslikewise
changed. Y ou will spend tomorrow and the following four days asssting Cargo Master per'Etlawith the
pods. It is mete that you have an understanding of the intricacies of the cargo master's art.”

Asit happened, he had a pretty good understanding of the cargo master's art, the Market not
exactly shipping acargo master. He remembered Sitting next to hisfather, staring in fascination while Arin
worked out the logistics of mass and spin. Cometo that, neither Paitor nor Grig waslikely to have let him
get away without knowing how to balance apod. Granted, Elthoria could probably ship al Market's
podsin one of hers, but the art of the thing ought to be constant.

Jethri cleared histhroat. "1 have had sometraining in this area, Master Trader,” he said, hoping he
had the right mix of polite and assured.

"Ah, excdlent!" she said, spreading jam over the second haf of her roll. "Then you will be more
of ahelp than ahindrance to my good friend per'Etla.”

Somehow, Jethri thought, that didn't sound as encouraging asit might have. He glanced down at
therall in hishand, and reached for the jam pot.

"I have some news from the Guild which you may find of interest,” Norn ven'Dedlin murmured.
Jethri glanced up from spreading jam. "Maam?"

"Another game of counterfeit cards has been exposed and closed, this at the port of Riindel.”

Heblinked, a alossfor a heartbest, then memory caught up with him. "They weren't using your
card, malam, were they?'

"Our card, my son. But no--you may put any fear of ataint to our melant'i aside. Those at
Riindel had chosen to honor Ziergord with their attention.”

Whoever Ziergord was. Jethri inclined his head. "I'm glad the wrongdoers were caught,” he said,
which had the advantage of being both true and unlikely to be found an improper response. " Surely any
others who have been tempted will seethat the ...game... is dangerous and refuse to play."

Therewasasmal slence. "Indeed, perhapsthey will," Master ven'Dedlin said politely.

Too politdy, to Jethri's ear. Helooked up, questioning, only to be met with asmileand asmall
movement of her hand.

"Eat your breskfast, my son,” she murmured. "1t will not do to be lateto trade.”

* * %

Businesswas brisk at the booth, with merchant folk and traders lined up to have aword of
businesswith Master ven'Dedlin. As near as Jethri could tell, every last one of them wasinvited to
"dinner"-not that he had dl that much time to eavesdrop, being busy with customers of hisown.

Today, the textile was of interest. Over and over, he showed his samples, and gave his speech
about hand looming and plant dyes. Occasionally he caught what was--he thought--a careful glance at his
new pin, claming him of Ixin. Yet it was not curiosity which drew these people, it wasthe trade, and he
reveled in it. Often enough, the client left him with a counter and atrade-card, which hetook greet care
to keep paired and ordered on the wire above his station.

He hung the last pair up and looked down, face arranged politely, to greet the next in line--and
froze.

Before him stood Bar Jan chel'Gaibin, hands tucked into hisdeevesand agleam in hispae eyes
that reminded Jethri forcibly of Mac Gold in amood for abrawl.



Casudly, the Liaden inclined his head. " Good day to you, son of ven'Dedlin. | bring you tidings of
your friend, Tan Sm pen’Akla, who has been sent to make hisway dong the tertiary trade lanes, for the
best good of the clan." Heinclined his head again, snarky-like, daring Jethri to hit him. "I thought you
might find the news of interest.”

Teeth grinding, face so bland his cheeks hurt, Jethri inclined his head--not far.

"Oneisawaysgrateful for news of friends," he said, which was about asfar as he could trust his
voice with Tan Sim thrown off his ship in sacrifice of thisman's spite...

chel'Gaibin lifted hiseyebrows. "Just 0," he said softly, and with no further courtesy turned his
back and walked away.

In the momentary absence of customers, Jethri let his breath out in a short, pungent Terran
phrase, and turned his attention to the samples, which were sorely in need of order.

"Y oung Jethri,” Master ven'Dedlin said somewhilelater, during alull inthe business. "I wonder if
you might enlighten me asto acertain Terran--1 assume it is Terran--phrase that | have recently heard.”
Earswarming, heturned to look at her. "I will do my best, maam.”

"Certainly, when have you ever failed a that? | confess mysdlf quite terrified of you--but, there, |
will give over teasing you and only ask: Thisword sobe. Whét isits meaning?'

He blinked. "Sobe? | do not think..."

"Sobe," Master ven'Dedlin interrupted. "1 am certain that was the word. Perhapsit was directed
at the departing back of a certain young trader. Y es, that iswhere | heard it! 'Y ou sobe," was the very
phrase.”

"Oh." Hisearswere hot now, and well on the way to spontaneous combustion. "That would, um,
denote a person of--who has no manners, maam."

"Ah, isit 07" Shetipped her head, asif consdering the merit of hisanswer. "Y es, the particular
young trader--it could perhaps be said that his manner wants polish. A useful word, my son; | thank you
for making it knownto me."

"Yesmaam. Um." He cleared histhroat. "I note that it isnot... a courteous word."

"Understood. In the High Tongue, we say, 'thus-and-so has no melant'i .’ It is not a statement
medelightly.”

“No, maam."

Shereached out and patted him on the arm. "We shall speak of these matters at greater length. In
the meanwhile, | have extinguished the light for an hour. Pray do me the kindness of seeking out the
booth of Clan Etgora--it will be the glass and star on the flag--and say to my old friend del'Fordan that it
would ease my heart greatly to behold hisface, and that he mugt, of hiskindness, dine with usthis
evening. Eh? After that, you may find yoursaf something to edt. If | am not here when you return, light the
lamp and do your part. Any who have need of me will wait afew moments.” She cocked her head. "Is
that understood, young Jethri?"

He bowed. "Master Trader, itis."

"Hah." Once more, she patted hisarm. "We must teach you, 'obedience to an elder.’ Go now,
and take my message to del'Fordan.”

Thetrade lamp was still out when he returned to the booth, just under an hour later. Despitethis,
there were two lines of traders waiting patiently, along line on the Master Trader's sde; and amuch
ghorter on his.

Jethri hurried forward, reached up and turned the key, waiting until the disk glowed blue before
he ducked under the counter and pulled back the curtain. He ran aquick eye over his samples, then
bowed to hisfirst prospect.

"Good-day to you, Sir. May | be honored to bring your attention to these examples of the textile
maker'sart?'

He was deep into histhird presentation when Master ven'Dedlin arrived, took her place and



began to trade. It seemed to him, even from his side of the booth, that her cadence and attention were off
ahit, asif she were bothered by abad ssomach or headache or other ill.

It was some hours before there was alull sufficient for him to ask her if something waswrong.

"Wrong?' She moved her shoulders. "Perhaps not--surely not." Her mouth tightened and she
looked aside and he thought she would say no more, but after amoment she sighed and murmured.

"Y ou surprise, Jethri my son. It isnothing so definite as wrong--but there, you have a proper
trader's eye for detail, and a sense of the rhythm of trade...." She moved ahand, fingersflicking asif she
cadt that line of chat aside.

"It cameto me," she said softly, reaching to the counter to straighten adisplay book that didn't
need it, "that perhaps a certain practice--which is not, you understand, entirely against guild rule--had
lately surfaced upon Tilene. So, | betook mysdlf to the Trade Bar to learn if thiswasthe case.”

Jethri looked at her, feding alittle chilly, of asudden.

Master ven'Dedlin moved her shoulders. "Well, and it isnot entirely againgt guild rule, as| said.
Merdy, itisameasurefound ...inefficient... and not clearly to the best interest of the trade.” It seemed to
Jethri that she sagged--and then straightened, shoulders thrown back with awill and a sparkle showing
hard in her black eyes.

"Well, it isnot ours, and never was. | had thought to meddle, but, there--the thing is done.”

"But--" said Jethri, but just then a customer came up to his side of the booth, and he had no more
chanceto talk to Norn ven'Dedlin for the rest of the long, busy day.

Day 107
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Master tel'Ondor bowed, low and extravagant, Honor to aLord Not One's Own, or so it read
to Jethri, who wasin no mood to be twesaked, tutor or no. His head ached from along day on thefloor,
the spanking new shirt with itslacy cuffsforetold disastersinvolving sauces and jellies acrossits brilliant
whitefield. And now he was here to learn the way to go on at an intimate dinner for two hundred of
Master ven'Dedin's closest friends--all in the next twelve minutes.

Curtly, he answered the Protocol Officer's bow--nothing more than the sharpest and starkest of
bows, straightening to glare straight into the man's eyes.

Master tel'Ondor outright laughed.

"Precisdy!" he crowed, and held his hand out, fingers smoothing the air in the gesture that roughly

"Truly, young Jethri, | am al admiration. -shall impertinence be answered-and yes, | was
impertinent. Some you may meet--at this gather this evening, or a other times--some may wish to dazzle
you, some may wish to take advantage. Y ou would do well to answer them al so--aven'Dedlin born
would do no less™

Jethri considered him. " And what about those who merely wish to establish a proper mode?"

"Ah, excdlent." Master tel'Ondor's eyes gleamed. "It will perhaps be done thus--" The bow
between equdls, that was. "Or this-" Child of the House of an Ally. "Or even--" Senior Trader to Junior.
"Anything more ...elaborate, we shal say, may be viewed with the sharpest suspicion. | leaveto you to
decide--as | see your intuition is sound--the scope of your answersthere.”

Jethri closed hiseyes. "Master te'Ondor..."

"Yes, yed You areto learn the entire mode of High House fosterling in the next eight heartbests,
eh? | will be plain with you, young Jethri--neither your skills nor mine are sufficient to meet this chalenge.
Demondtrate, if you please, your bow of introduction--yes. And of farewell? ...adequate. Once
more--yes. Now--of obedience?'

Jethri complied and heard the protocol officer sigh.

But: "It will suffice," Master tel'Ondor said, and moved his hands, shooing Jethri toward the door.



"Go. Contrive not to shameme."
Jethri grinned and inclined his head. "Good evening, Sir."
"Bah," said Master t'Ondor.

He needn't have worried about ruining his pretty new shirt with sauce stains or soup spots. It
soon became clear that, while Master ven'Dedlin expected her guests to eat--and eat well--from the
buffet soread dong three of four walls of the so-caled Little Hall, she herself--with him a shadow
attached to her |eft elbow--prowled the room, with the gpparent intent of speaking with everyone
present.

She did supply hersdf with aglass of wine, and insgsted that he do the same, with ingtructionsto
sip when she did, then dipped into the crowd, where her headway went down to a step or two at atime,
in between bows and conversation.

Jethri found the conversation singularly frustrating; spoken wholly in modes other than the
mercantile, and much more rapidly than his half-trained ear could accommodate.

The exception to thiswas the beginning of every exchange, in which he was brought a step
forward by a soft hand on hisarm. "Onée's foster child, Jethri," Master ven'Dedin would say, and he
would make his plain bow of greeting. Then she would make him known to the person she was spesking
with, who, almost without exception bowed asto the child of an dly.

Hewould then repest their name, with apolite dip of the head, and the talk would jet over his
head in apoetry of dien syllables.

A word or two here and there--he did catch those. Sometimes, awhole phrase unrolled inside
hisears. Rardly enough to help him piece together the full sense of the conversation. He did find time to
be glad that the default mode for facid expression was bland; at least he didn't have to pretend to be
interested in what he couldn't understand. And he used hisidle timeto consider the scale and scope of
the 'dinner party,’ trying to figure what the point of it might be.

A gathering less like acommon spacer's shivary would be hard to find, he thought. Where thered
be music and singing and boozing and smooching at a shivary, here there was the music of many different
and low-key conversations. While everyone he could see had awine glassin one hand, nobody seemed
drunk, or even boisterous. And if there was any smooching going on... Wéll, frankly, hed cometo
wonder how it was that any new Liadens got made.

"Good evening,” asoft voice purred in his ear. Trade had never sounded so pretty, and Jethri
jerked around and looked down, meeting amelting pair of gray eyesset at adight angleina
heart-shaped golden face, framed by wispy gilt hair.

"Good ...evening," he managed and bowed the bow of introduction. " Jethri Gobelyn. In what
way may | serveyou, maam?"

Her lipscurved in atightly controlled smile. "Parvet sgHava. | had in mind away in which we
might each serve the other, if you are of like mind. The evening growstedious and | would welcome a
...diverson... such asyoursdlf." She swayed half astep forward, her melting gray gaze never leaving his
face.

Jethri jumped back, ears burning. Hed just been propositioned for bed duty, or al Dyk'stales
and teasing was for naught. That everything he knew on the subject was from tales and hedlth tapeswas
due again to being juniormost. None of his cousins had wanted to bed the baby ...

"Come," Parvet Sg'Havamurmured--and he thought her voice was alittle durred, like maybethis
wasn't her firdt, or even her third, glass of wine on the evening. "My ship departs within the two-day, and
shall, regrettably, miss Tilene's Festival. So," she leaned toward him, her pretty face upturned to him like
one of the flowersthat Gaenor so missed from her home.

"S0," shesaid again, "since we will be denied the opportunity to meet in the park, perhaps we
may embrace Festival afew days early. Perhaps we might rent us an hour-room and have joy of each
other before dawn calls us each to our duty.”



"Madam, |--that is-"

"Thatis" Norn ven'Dedin'svoice cut in over his tammer, and very firmly, too, "that thismy son
isneeded at his gtation this evening, though he thanks you most sincerdly for your offer.”

"Indeed," Jethri gabbed at hislagging wits and inclined his head, very respectful. "I am flattered,
maam, but duty cals™"

Shelooked at him, gray eyes unreadable, then bowed, senior to junior, which wasright enough,
Jethri thought bitterly, though making him even more aware of the potentid gifts shed had on offer. "I
understand. Fair profit." She bowed then to Norn ven'Dedlin, trader to master.

"Master Trader," she murmured and faded away into the crowd.

Earsonfire, and uneasily aware of the blood pounding in hisveins. Jethri turned to face Norn
venDedin.

"Truly, young Jethri," she said softly, "you have aknack. No one less than the SgHavawishesto
attach you. Indeed, you are aparagon.” She moved her hand, inviting him to walk with her.

"Attend me, now. Later, wewill speak of Festival and...those other... lessons which you may
require.”

"Yes, Magter Trader," he murmured, fedling four kinds of fool, and not quite able to make up his
mind whether he was more grateful to her for the rescue or aggravated with himself for needing one.

She patted hisarm. " Softly, child,” she said, and then used her chin to point out acertain
black-haired gentleman in the crowd. "L ook, thereis del'Fordan's heir. We must make you known to
him."

Day 108
Standard Year 1118
Tilene Docks

Scheduled to meet Cargo Master per'Etlaon the stroke of the shift-change, Pen Rel and Jethri
arrived a dozen ticks or more before time--unusua, Pen Rel being a man who vaued punctuality.

The unusual was explained soon enough, as, Jethri at his shoulder, Pen Rel inspected the
dockside security cameras and checked the duty clerk'sroster of scheduled ddliveries. After that was
done, there was ftill sometime left over to wait.

Together, they leaned on the wai st-high boundary wall, Jethri trying not to yawn.

Tilene's docks, like many world-side docks, were covered topside against the outside elements
with sealable domes and great diding pands. Unlike worlds where the ambient temperature or
atmosphere was downright noxious, Tilene's docks were an integra part of the city, with portions of local
roads and trangit lines running through a odd heights.

AsPen Rd explained it, pointing here and there to make his points, the expanse of stained 'crete
they stood on--currently crowded with modular bins destined for transshipment in Elthoria’s pods--was
just awide spot in an industria ribbon that extended across the continent in both directions, being part of
acelebrated world-spanning planned city. The tremble beneath them was not from starship generators
but from the flow of traffic tunneled beneeth the floor they stood on; the overhead trangit setsjoined them
to flow as an artery across mountain, farm, and plains.

The wonder of it al was somewhat lost on Jethri, who didn't much care how Grounders got from
place to place, though he did try to pay attention. Knowing Pen Rel, thered be atest--and when he least
expected it, too.

A low groan came from overhead. Jethri glanced upward, and saw the dome in motion, beyond
it an empty and horrifying blue-green sky. Stomach churning, he started to look away, but asudden
glitter inthe high air caught his gaze.

"ware!" heydled, jerking right out of the lean. Grabbing Pen Rel'sarm, he spun toward
Elthoria's ramp.

"Hold!" Hisown arm was gripped, nonetoo gently. "It ismerely water!"



Perforce, hefroze, heart pounding, and in afew moments there came amassive splash asthe
faling sheets met the 'crete a pod's length away, and settled into afading mist. Pen Rel rleased hisarm.

"It must have rained overnight,” he said, shockingly calm. "The water would have collected in the
guide channds." Asif it explained everything. Clearly he was not concerned, and probably thought Jethri
anidiot, though, asusua, he didn't say so.

From the edge of hiseye, Jethri saw some winged cresture pass over head, and next asilver
jetship lifting for the stratosphere. He quickly averted his gaze, staring instead at the waiting bins.

"Yes, thereismuchto seein acity!" Pen Rel, said, gpparently agreeing with something Jethri was
supposed to have said.

Hetook ahard bresth.

"You pardon,” he said, glad to hear that hisvoice held steady. "I wonder why they opened the
dome. There are no ships preparing to leave, nor any warning of anincoming...”

Pen Rel glanced fearlessy upward, and then back to Jethri.

"Ah, | see. Proper ship-board concerns.” He swept an arm over his head, encompassing not only
the dome, but the wide, empty sky beyond. "One likes to keep control of the ports, the atmosphere, and
access--and how isthat to be doneif birds are freeto fly where they might?'

Jethri almost shook his head, the neck muscles protesting as he caught the motion and produced
instead asmall bow of acknowledgment.

"Ah," Pen Rd said again, and inclined his head. "Mogtly, it isamatter of temperature control.
How much smpler, after dl, to let the wandering air take the heat away than to condition the dock
entire”

"My thanks," Jethri said, remembering to keep hisvoice soft, his gaze stringently at dock level.

A dusty vehicletrailing modular paletswas arriving hadtily et their section of ‘crete, various
warning beeps and the noisy whine of high power hybrid € ectric motors an active discouragement to
conversation. Thevictuder'ssigil on the sde of the vehicle was familiar enough--Jethri had seena
half-dozen or more of the same type of van running up and down the concourse as they'd waited.

The driver swung hisrigin afind semi-circle, sopping amidst the puddlied remains of the recent
downpour. The clerk looked up from his record-keeping with a grimace.

"Wl before shift-change we ask for, and what do we get? Excuses and adelivery at the hour."

"Itisdwaysthus," Pen Rd said, and then in alighter voice, " Jethri, turn about please.”

Behind him and at very nearly hisown height, stood a Liaden of indeterminate age. What most
distinguished him was not his height, nor even the fact that he was out-and-out grinning, but his dark,
wide-brimmed hat, which he failed to doff in greeting, though he bowed a sort of dl-purpose greetingin
Pen Rel'sgenerd direction.

"So, my friend. Y ou bring to me the sudden son, that we may ingtill in him my sixty Standards of
experiencein sxty hours?'

His bow to Jethri was much more complex--layered, even: retainer to son of the house, master to
adult student--and ahint of something else. There was a careful extravagance in hismotion Jethri put
down to dealing with an awkward situation in good humor.

"Jethri ven'Dedin Clan Ixin, I--Cargo Master Gar Sad per'Etla-1 welcome you to my dirt-side
office. | advise you that we must hurry, for your new mother would have you ready to take any position
on the ship at short notice. And, given my age, | suspect she means you to replace me soonest.”

Jethri returned the bow as honestly as he could, junior to senior, with an attempt--he hoped
subtle--at member of the house to retainer.

"All very pretty," Pen Rel said briskly, "but dlow meto take my leave of both of you elsethe
tradespeople will run me down." A quick bow, encompassing perhaps the entirety of the dock, itslength
and height, the cars beneath and the stars above, and he was off.

"We are here, young Sr," the cargo master said after amoment, "to insure that you understand
how the cargo department on Elthoria operates--and how it may vary from other tradeships you may be
expected to dedl with as one soon to be trading on your own. Y ou will note that, on Elthoria, my
department isresponsble for dl items coming on board, other than hand luggage.”



"Now, let me ask you this: Indl of your life, how many pods have you |oaded?'

Later, it cameto Jethri that perhaps the question had been intended rhetoricaly. Caught inthe
moment, however, he bent hisbrain to the count, frowning dightly at the victualerssvan...

The cargo master laughed. If held been a Terran, Jethri would have considered him just alittle
dotty.

"No need to be embarrassed that you have no experience, young sir,” the old man said.

"But | do, Magter," Jethri interrupted. "I have never loaded an entire pod by mysdf, but in the last
ten Standards | have doneinitial load checks on at least seventeen pods, and wasfina load check
assistant on about the same number. | did the initia strap-downs on ten or so, and did net-string on a
bunch of odd lots. I..."

"Enough!" Cargo Master per'Etlawaved ahand. "1 am cheered immensaly! Now instead of
needing to cover sixty years of knowledge in sixty hourswell need only cover thefind fifty-five yearsin
sixty hours! We are saved!"

Despite himsdf, Jethri laughed.

"Ah, so now," the man in the hat went on, with asmile and awink, "will you share with me? How
cameyou by al this experience when you are so new to a house of trade?'

They leaned together on the boundary wall, per'Etla honestly interested in his charge's
background. Periodically, heinclined his head, so dightly asto gppear anod, as Jethri explained how a
family ship was unlikely to have afull-time cargo master and how at certain ports and with certain cargo,
the entire crew might be pressed into the loading and offloading.

As he spoke, Jethri absently watched the food truck's driver using alift-cart to offload palets,
which he deposited on the ‘crete regardless of the puddled water or the marked driving lanes. Findly, he
stacked them into apile, and Jethri could see distance water dripping from the top pdlets onto those
lower in the pile--which pile he aimed in the genera direction of the ship's dock as hislift-cart gathered
Speed.

Stopping in mid-sentence, Jethri pointed toward the incoming tradesman, whose approach was
yet unnoticed by the clerk.

"The modules, master, contaminated in the dock-water!"

Master per'Etla glanced to the clerk, who was concentrating on his computer.

The master gestured toward the clerk, and then looked Jethri hard in the face. "What would you
do, apprentice? The dock isyoursto direct.”

Jethri bowed quickly and strode forward, stepping into the gate and holding his hands up, pams
forward, to stop the cart.

The driver appeared oblivious, then attempted to wave Jethri aside.

"Hat!"

Thedriver turned hisrig so sharply that it tilted, pallets shifting, and findly cameto astop. He
came off the seat angry, yelling so hard and fast that Jethri couldn't get more than the basic idea of what
the guy was saying, which was close enough to fighting words.

Jethri found himsdlf turning sidewise to the man, reacting automaticaly to the volume and the
threst...

The driver got closer, and now the clerk was at Jethri's Side, adding his voice to the genera
clamor, but no matter--it was suddenly like the deliveryman had gotten agood, hard look at one of the
scarier ghosts of space.

Again hiswords came so quickly that Jethri wasn't completely sure of what they were, but the
depth of the bows, and the number of them, convinced him that the driver was serioudy sorry. "I would
say that your clan-pin was noted,” said per'Etlaquietly from hisleft Sde, "I suggest you continue with
your indructions.”

Jethri took a bresth, and centered himsdlf like Pen Rel was awaystell him to do.

"Theseitems here--" He pointed to the dripping edges of the pallets, to the wet tire tracks--"did
you plan to bring them into the ship's hold that way? Thisis not some storeroom where the wind blows as
it might. A ship must contral its environment and avoid contamination. As ayouth | once spent two dozen



hours sedled in a space suit while a hold was decontaminated from a carel ess spot of walked-in goo.
What will you have brought us on thess?"

"Sir, pardon, | had not considered. Normally, | ddliver to warehouses and such isnot adifficulty.
| mean no--"

"These cannot come onto the ship. Our clerk will contact your office and have replacements
brought. These--" Jethri waved a hand, trying for one of Magter tel'Ondor's showier effects-"1 care not
what you do with them. ™

The clerk, whose name Jethri till didn't have, bowed and began to speak, sternly, to the driver.
Jethri turned his back on them both, feding alittle gone in the knees, and looked to the attentive cargo
maester.

"That iswhat | would do, were | directing the dock, Master.”

Theold maninclined his head.

"Indeed. | cannot argue with you entire; it isin fact the most efficient way to gpproach the
problem, and the lesson was well given. But let me speak amoment.”

Jethri took a deep breath, and inclined his head

The master motioned him toward the open port and began walking. Jethri, perforce, followed.

"Our shipis, | suspect, somewhat larger than that of your family. Trueit isthat the sheer random
nature of the dockside might permit some contaminant--oh, what awonderful word you have taught
mel--some goo asit were, to belabor our air system or corrode our floors.

"There are measures we can take which would likely require none of usto be suited for a
Standard Day, or even a Standard Hour. Some of these measures will be taught you--must be taught
you--that you know the capabilities of Elthoria. But, for the moment, you are correct. The clerk ought to
have been more dert, and | believe your lesson has taught him aswell asthe driver; | shall not belabor
him moreonthis.

"Yet dill, gr," the master continued, asthey crossed the threshold into the ship's cargo port itsdlf,
"l ask you to riddle me this: what shdl the master trader and the captain feed to their guests a luncheon?”

Jethri froze between one step and the next, face heating.

“Lunch?'

"Indeed.” The cargo master laughed lightly. "1 do believe that what you have turned back just
now was the afternoon meal my friend Norn has ordered in for the loca jeweler's shop association.”

* % %

Theflow of schedules was such that Jethri found himsdf in the hold, cargo deck, and pod-control
offices more than in hisregular haunts. When he saw someone he knew well--Pen Rel or Gaenor for
example--they were usually going the opposite direction and in conversation with someone e se. By day
three he'd nearly forgotten the incident with the lunch-truck; indeed, for two nights he'd dreamed cargo
density patternsfor three different pod styles, lading codes, and the structural dynamics of orbital pod
trandfer.

On hisway to the dockside galley for aquick lunch--he till had to finish atest balance on the
bulk--he ducked unwittingly by someone ambling dowly down the 'crete.

"Ah," came Magter tel'Ondor's familiar voice, "do you wish to avoid spesking with me as much
asthat?

Ears afire, Jethri ducked back, bowing a hasty apology.

"Y our pardon, sr. My mind was on my numbers and my stomach on lunch.”

"A compelling combination, | agree,” the master dlowed. "I rgjoice to see you thus engaged upon
the work of your house. Y ou bring joy to your mother.”

A test. Great. Jethri kept hissigh to himself and bowed, wincing only alittle when his ssomach
audibly growled.

Master tel'Ondor moved alanguid hand, motioning Jethri onward.

"Please, you have need. Buit firdt, let me congratulate you upon your defense of our ship at



dockside"

Jethri gtiffened. Not alesson, then--alecture.

"But no," said the master, apparently recognizing something in Jethri's face, despite his effortsto
remain bland--"thisis not a problem. The ship speakswell of you, as does the cargo master and the
clerk. I amtold that you had the mode perfectly in dedling with the incident. The cargo master ingststhat
you were prepared to take acharge and repel boarders!”

He bowed, gently. "1 wish merdly that dl the traders | have taught would have the sense you've
shown. | believe you will be quite ready for the next part of your voyage!"

And with that, he swept his hand forward again, and Jethri went, thinking as much about inertia
restraints as about lunch.

Day 116
Standard Year 1118
Elthoria

They were four Standard Days out of Tilene, bound for Modrid. There, they'd do a couple days
of fill-in trading and set course for the inner worlds.

Inner Liaden worlds, where somebody as Terran as a Jethri Gobelyn would speedily become a
three-day wonder. At best.

Say that he worried; it was true enough. Gaenor and Vil Tor, together and separately, assured
him that he'd do better than fine, but he considered that they might be athought biased, being friends. Pen
Re sgKethra, who wasn't necessarily a friend, had responded to the news of their amended route by
intensfying the self-defense sessions 'til they weren't much shy of ashore-leave brawl. Master tel'Ondor
had done the same with the protocol |essons, though at least those didn't leave bruises.

And Norn ven'Dedlin, who should've been asterrified of the whole business as he was--if not
more 0, having, as he blackly suspected, amuch sharper understanding of what exactly would happen if
he made hash out of things--Norn ven'Dedlin smiled, and patted hisarm, and caled him her son, and said
that she was certain he would acquit himself with honor.

All that being so, it was no wonder, Jethri thought, throwing back the blanket and dapping on the
light, that he couldn't deep.

He pulled on the most comfortable of his Liaden-made clothes--apair of tough tan trousers, with
amultitude of pockets, and an equally tough brown shirt--which was close enough to the coveralls that'd
been standard ship wear on the Market to be comforting--dipped on apair of soft ship dippers, and
sorted through his pile of pocket stuff until he had hisfractin, the Combine key and the generd ship key.
He dipped them into a pocket; awrench set and folding blade into another and |ft his quarters.

There wasn't any need to sneak overtime studies on Elthoria, where the rule’'mong the crew
was that the trader knew best what the trader required. HEd come to have afondness for that rule, no
more o than now, as he swung down the wide corridor toward his persona bin.

Hed severd times over the last ten ship-days thought of the B-crate from home. Finding timeto
do something about it was the challenge there, his schedule being as crammed asit was.

Which made his present state of nervous deeplessness nothing lessthan agift, looked at ina
certain way. At least held be able to open the crate at hisleisure, and take care over those things his
mother had said he should have.

He passed one other person on the way to the cargo section--Kilara pin'Ebit, who inclined her
head, murmuring apolite, "Sir.”

"Technician," hereplied, and that was that--no muss, no fuss, as Dyk used to say--and afew
minutes later was standing in front of hisbin.

He touched the lock pad in the proper sequence; the door did open, theinterior lights coming up
as he stepped into the room.

Lashed againgt thefar wall was one Terran-standard B crate, looking likeit'd taken the rocky



route through an asteroid belt to reach him.

Releasing the netting, he knelt down, feding in his pocket for the wrench st.

Therewas adent the Size of hishead in the Sde of the crate. Frowning, Jethri ran his hand over
it. B crateswere tough, and the most likely outcome of taking awhack at one with a heavy object was
that the object would bounce--unless it broke. Something hard enough to stave in the side of one...

"Must've got hit by aflying rock," Jethri muttered, fitting hiswrench around thefirst tog.

There were a couple bad seconds with the third and sixth togs, which had gotten jammed when
the crate deformed, but he finaly got them loose, pulled the pand out, and leaned it againgt the wall.

Inside, the crate was divided into four smaler magnetically sedled compartments over one larger
compartment. Jethri reached for the sed of the upper right hand compartment, then sat back, his hand
dropping to his knee, fingers suddenly cold.

"C'mon," hewhispered. "It'sjust kid Stuff."

‘cept it was kid stuff his mother had seen fit to take into custody, hold for more'n ten years before
sending it al after him. Say what you would about 1za Gobelyn's temper, and no question she was cold.
Say it dl--and when it was said, the fact remained that she was a canny and resourceful captain, who
held the best good of the ship in her heart. That being so, she would've had areason, beyond her own
persond grief, for locking histhings away. And areason for findly letting them loose.

Hefet the scarebumps rise up on his arms--and then he laughed, breathy and alittle too light.

"Get agrip! What? Y ou think Iza set you up for adouble-cross, like one of Khat's scare-stories?
She sent your stuff because it's yours by right an' Paitor talked her into doing the decent.”

Which Khat hadn't said, but, then, Khat wouldn't. The more he thought on it, though, the likelier
it did seem that such a conversation had taken place; he could amost hear Uncle Paitor's voice rumbling
around indgde his ears, comforting and comfortable.

Jethri leaned forward and pulled open the top right door.

A plain black purse sat in the center of the small space, apiece of paper sticking out of thefold.
Sowly, he reached in and pulled the paper free; unfolded it and blinked at Khat's messy scrawl,
laborioudy spdling out, " Stinks Money.”

Jethri sat back, abreath he hadn't known he was holding escaping in a whoosh! He put the
paper on his knee, flipped open the purse and counted out aridiculous amount of Combine paper. All
this, from Stinks? It was hard to believe. Harder, in the end, to believe that Khat could chest the ship. A
right gtickler, Khat. In alot of ways, he thought suddenly, shed've made agood Liaden. He dipped the
purse and the note into a pocket and looked back to the crate.

Feeling less spooky about the process, he opened the next door, withdrew asmall metal box,
and held it between histwo hands. The meta was red-gold, burnished 'til it glowed. The Sdeswere
decorated-etchings of stars, comets and moons. Three fancy |etters were etched into theflat lid,
intertwined like some dirtside creepers-AJG. Arin Jethri Gobelyn.

Thelock was asmple hook-and-eye; he did it back with athumb and raised the lid with care.
Inside, it was lined with deep blue velvet. Scattered 'round the velvet, like stars, were half-a-dozen
expired Combine keys, along flat piece of what might be carved and polished bone--and aring.

He picked it up between thumb and forefinger. It was a massive thing--arrogant, if jewelry could
be said to have attitude--the wide band engraved with stars, comets, moons--just like the side of the
box. Thetop was ova, showing the stylized ship-and-planet of the officid Combine sedl.

Jethri frowned. Hisfather hadn't been one to wear rings--plainly said, rings on aworking ship
were foolish, they had too much of atendency to get caught in machinery and on rough edges. A
commissioner, though--acommissioner might well wear aring or apatch or somelike, to dert folksto the
fact that here was somebody with connections.

The gold was cold and unfriendly againgt his skin. He put it back in the box and reached for the
bit of bone.

As soon as hisfingers touched it, he knew it wasn't bone. Cool and dick, the symbol repeating
down oneface eerily familiar, it felt just like hislucky fractin.

Frowning, he had that piece out of his pocket and put it Side-by-side on hisknee with



the--whatever it was.

By eye and touch, the two of them were made of the same materia. Not exactly scientific, but it
would do for now. And the repeating symbol? The very same as the big doughnut-shape on the face of
hisfractin, set end-to-end down the whole length of the thing.

He picked it up and held it on his pam. Thing had some weight to it--heavier than you expected,
like hisfractin, which Grig had said enclosed alien workings. A sort of large economy size fractin, then,
Jethri thought, smoothing histhumb over the soothing surface. That would have gppedled to Arin, with his
fascination with the regular sort of fractin. Jethri ran his thumb over it once more, then replaced it onits
nest of old Combine keys, lowered the lid then put the box aside.

The next compartment gave up apair of photocubes. He snatched one out, hands shaking, and
flicked through the images quickly, bregthless, then more dowly, as he registered that the pictureswere
of people he didn't know, had never seen. Spacers, most of them, but afew ground-based folk, too, the
lot of them looking tired and wary. He put it down.

The second cube--that was the one he had expected, and missed, and wished for. Images of
family--Arin, naturdly, with the haf-grin on hisface and his hands tucked into the pockets of his coverdl,
broad in the shoulder and stubborn in the jaw, brown eyes sitting deep under thick black eyebrows.
After that was Sedli, Cris; apicture of Dyk up to his elbowsin some cooking project, and amanic grin
on hisround face; and another of athin and serious young Khat, bent over a piloting smboard.

Another picture of Arin, with hisarm around awoman that it took two blinks to recognize as
|za--the two of them laughing at some forever secret joke. Then apicture of askinny kid, big eyesand
his ears sticking out, coveral grubby, sitting on the floor of the galley at Arin's Sde, the two of them
contemplating the mosaic they'd fitted together. Jethri grinned at the memory. They'd used three dozen
fractinsin that design, and held up dinner for primary shift, while Arin snapped close-ups from every
angle, like he did with every design they'd built.

Stll grinning, he clicked the button again, and came back to the first picture of Arin. He put the
cube down and opened the last of the smal compartments, discovering a notebook and athick sheaf of
hardcopy

Grinning wider, he pulled out the book, riffling the pages, seeing the meticulousligts that
Jethri-the-kid had kept of imaginary cargo, imaginary sdes, imaginary buys, dl worked out with his
father's help; each pretend deal discussed as serioudy asif the merchandise and money werered. The
pages fluttered toward the back, his eye snagged on adifferent script, and he flipped back...

Angular and as plain as printout, Arin'swriting marched down the pagein asmplelist of ship
names. Jethri ran aquick glance down the line, seeing names he was familiar with, names he wasn't--

WildeToad. He blinked, remembering the gritty yellow paper crackling in his, and the printout of
aship'sdying.

Breaking clay...

And why had Arin been keeping aship list in the back of akid's pretend trade journa?

Jethri shook hishead. A mystery for later--or never. Likely it had just been adoodle, on a shift
when thingswere dow; or an illustration meant to go with a conversation long talked out and forgotten.
Come to remember it, hisfather had often doodled in the margins of his book--he riffled the pages again,
dower thistime, catching glimpses of the odd shapes Arin had drawn to help histhinking aong.

Jethri closed the book and reached for the hardcopy, aready knowing they'd be the variousrules
for the gamesinvented to put useto fractins.

Something was left behind, though--and Jethri et out awhoop, dropping the game rules
unceremonioudy to thefloor. HEd dmost forgotten

A mirror no bigger than the palm of hisfather's hand, framed and backed in somelight black
metd . Except, the reflecting surface didn't reflect, not even the ghost a spacer might catch in the back of
awork screen, which was hisown face. Asakid, Jethri had amused himsdlf periodicaly by trying to
surprisethe mirror into giving him areflection, pressing his nose againg the glassy surface, or leaving the
device on atable top and sneaking up around the side, rushing forward at the last second, more often
than not yelling "boo!" into the bargain.



But the mirror never reflected onething.

What it did do, was predict the wegther.

Not a gadget that'd be much use on a spaceship, some might say, and they'd beright. No telling
that it was al that useful dirt-sde, just at first. Between them, though, him and Arin had puzzled out the
symbol system and by the time hisfather died and his mother locked the thing awvay with the fractinsand
his trade journa--by that time, if they was dirt-sde, Jethri could tell with aglance whether rain was due,
or snow; lightning or hail, and from which planetary direction it would come.

Grinning, he looked into the black, unreflective surface, for old time's sake, then dipped it away
into his shirt pocket.

That |eft the big bin--no surprises, there.

Except it was a surprise--he hadn't remembered that there'd been so many. He opened the box
and scooped up ahandful of the cool squares, Ietting them run through his fingers, watching the shapes
flicker, hearing the gentle clatter asthetiles tumbled against each other.

The second box was counterfeits and brokens--what his father had called the ancillary
collection. Some of the fakes |ooked pretty good, until you'd held a couple genuine fractins, and saw how
fine and precise they were, no rough edges, each notch in exactly the same place, no deviation. Once you
had that experience, you were unlikely ever to mistake afake for thered thing again.

He closed the box, looked back into the compartment...

A rectangular wire framelay in the far back corner. He brought it out, surprised at how light it
was. Hedidn't immediately place the metd, or the thing itself--asmple rectangle, seded at the bottom,
open at the top, the four walls gridlike. Not abig thing, in fact it looked to be about the size to--

He reached into the box holding the genuine fractins, fingered one out and dropped it into the top
opening. It did down the rack to the bottom.

Jethri smiled, eyeing the thing, figuring maybe fifty-sixty fractinswould fit in the frame. Why
anybody'd want to dot sixty fractinsinto ametal holder was another question--probably a new game
vaidion.

Still smiling, he yawned, and looked down at hiswrigt, ftifling a curse. He was scheduled to bein
Magter ven'Dedin's office, bright-eyed, intelligent and awake in something lessthan five hours.

Moving quickly, he packed the fractins, seded the lids and did them and the wire frame back
into their compartment, a ong with the gamerules, hisold trade journa, Arin's box, and the photocube of
the strange spacers and grounders.

Then, he reseded the crate, and netted it snug against thewall.

Rising, he dipped the purse into aside pocket. The photocube was too big for any of his
pockets, so he carried it with him, down the hall and back to his quarters.

Day 123
Standard Year 1118
Elthoria
Modrid Approach

The darm bounced Jethri out of deep two subjective seconds after he hit the bunk.

He threw the blanket back and siwung out immediatdly, having learned from his newly
acceerated shiftsthat the best thing to do when the darm sounded was get up and get the blood moving
toward the brain.

Hisfeet hit the floor and he rubbed his hands briskly over hisface, trying to encourage the
blood--or maybe his brain--and began to review his shift schedule. First thing was a breskfast meeting
with Pen Rel, who wanted to talk about the theory of salf-defense. Then, he needed to go over thelist of
Ixin'sregular local trading partners, and ahistory of Elthoria's last six trading missonsto Modrid, that
Vil Tor had pulled for him. Gaenor's Terran lessons had gone on hold since the change of course, though
they'd been managing impromptu sessons on the run; so, after his hour in the library, he was scheduled



for along sesson with Master tel'Ondor, and after that--

The door chimed, interrupting his thoughts. He snatched up hisrobe and pulled it on ashe
crossed the room and slapped the plate.

Gaenor stood inthe hall, in full uniform. She bowed formally as the door did open.

"The captain's compliments, Apprentice Trader," she said, speaking each word distinctly, so that
he would have no trouble following her, though she spoke in amode other than the mercantile. "You are
invited to join the master trader at the trade bench as soon as convenient. The master trader bids you 'be
sureto breakfast heartily'."

Jethri bowed histhanks and straightened to find her outright grinning. Her hand rose, making a
sgn hedid not recognize. "At last we have you in the thick of things! | will see you soon!"

Invited to the bridge by the captain to watch the master trader at her work, up close and
persond? Jethri ginned agrin of hisown, though he did remember to bow again, in light agreement.
When he came up from that, she was gone, leaving him blinking a an empty hall.

He closed the door and ran for the shower, talking to himself as he soaped and rinsed.

"'kay, kid-you're going live crew on alive deck, ain't that something specid? Watch the master
and learn your heart out..."

He skimped alittle on the dry cycle and bounded, damp, to the closet, pulled out ablue shirt and
darker bluetrousers and hurriedly dressed, pausing in front of the mirror to affix Ixin's pin to his collar
and run hasty pams over his spiky, growing-out hair.

Grabhbing his pocket stuff, he rushed from the room, heading for the cafeteriaat just under arun,
and wishing, not for thefirst time, that Elthoria kept 'mite available to its crew.

* % %

He chose his breakfast not by what he wanted to eat, but by which lineswere shortest at the
serving tables. Fortunately, there were two lines for tea--tea being to Liadens what coffee wasto
Terrans, and his choice of the shorter one put him next to Pen Rel.

The arms master glanced to him, and bowed what |ooked to be the bow between comrades,
which, Jethri thought, had to be him reading wrong. He made sure his answering bow was the perfectly
safe and unexceptiond junior to senior.

Pen Rel cocked his head to aside, and whileit couldn't precisely be said that he smiled, there
was anoticeable lightening of hisusualy stern face.

"| seethat our schedule has been altered by the captain's order, young Jethri," he said, selecting a
tea bottle from those on the table. "Never fear, we will pursue your studies astime--and the
captain--alow us" Heinclined hishead. "Good shift to you."

"Good shift," Jethri answered, snagging abottle for himsalf and moving off to an empty tableto
gulp down hismed.

* % %

He made the bridge in good time, his fractin dancing between hisfingers, and found Technician
Rantd ver'Borith, who he had met acoupletimesin thelibrary, waiting for him at the door.

"Apprentice Trader." She bowed, and handed him a pocket locator clip and an ear-and-mouth
com. He put the button in his ear and smoothed the wire againgt his cheek. When she saw hewas
Stuated, Rantel put her hand against the door, and led him across the threshold, past Captain yo'Lanna,
who glanced up and acknowledged their presence with a seasted bow stirongly reminiscent of 1za
Gobelyn's usual curt nod to outsiders on her bridge, and down-room.

It was an eexily quiet bridge, with none of the cheerful chatter that had been common ‘'mong his
cousins asthey brought Market into approach. They went by Gaenor's station, she intent on her screens
to the exclusion of al ese. Infact, the bridge crew, to aman, sat in rapt concentration over their screens,
monitors, and map displays.



Nom ven'Dedlin sat a a station far removed from the captain, her nearest neighbor what looked
to be an automatic weather scanner. She greeted him with a smile and tapped her finger on the arm of the
empty chair beside her.

Hedid in, finding the seet a bit tighter than he might have liked, and athought too closeto the
floor, so that he needed to fold hislegs around the base.

"Apprentice, you made excellent time," Master ven'Dedlin said, very softly. "Y our expertise will
be required very soon. Now, if you please, we will familiarize you with the equipment. Please touch the
blue switch--yes--now, press forward one click, and your console will come to observer status.”

Hefollowed her ingtructions carefully, feding atingle in the pit of hisbelly when the screenlit and
the button purred static in his ear.

"Good," Master ven'Dedlin said, her voicein hisear an odd, but definite, comfort.

"When you press again--which you will do, but not touch anything else--your board isnow live
and in tandem trade mode. That means you will be seeing what trades | see. The green boxes represent
my offers. If you suggest an offer it will appear on my screen, and | will accept it or not.”" She pauised.

"Now, if you go forward once more--which you will do now but not touch anything else--you are
in the solo trade mode. In that mode you commit us as utterly asif | had signed my name on a contract or
placed hard cantraon the counter.” Another pause.

"Take amoment to study what the screen tellsyou, child.”

Truth told, he needed a chance to study the screen. He bent forward eagerly, one hand fiddling
with the fractin, the other curled into afist on hisknee.

The screen was beyond high-info--it was dense info. At the bottom left corner was a schemetic
of Elthoria, full cansand cargo holds limned in green; empties colored red. Bottom right was marked
Funds and showed abaance of zero. Thetop haf of the screen was divided into columns-Incoming,
Outgoing, Bids Made, Bids Taken, Bids Refused. Right now, there wasn't much action, but he thought
the columns would start to fill up quick as soon asthey cameinto Modrid's gpproach space.

Hisfractin dipped out of hisfingers. He caught it before it had falen far, pdmed it, dipped it into
his pocket--and looked up to find that Norn ven'Dedlin had noticed his movement. He braced himsdlf,
waiting for her to ask what silly toy he had in his pocket; then she spoke and he realized that she had
misunderstood his sudden movement.

"Forgive me. Please return your board to observer status with the reverse-ward clicks. Very
good. Now on either side of your seat you will find severd tabs and buttons. | suggest you take some
time with them until your hands know what they do--they are adjustmentsfor length and height, for spin
and--but you must discover them and adjust what is necessary, for we may sit for some time today.”

He put his hands down, fingers discovering the advertised buttons and tabs. He quickly found
that one button adjusted the inflation of his seat, and another the angle compared to the console, another
the height of the seet relative to the deck, which alowed him to straighten hislegs. Only the pilot's chair
had these kinds of extra adjustments on the Market, and if alowly 'prentice trader's observation chair
was S0 equipped what must the captain have available? Meditatively, he cycled the chair to the very back
of itstrack, then dowly forward.

"...and when you are comfortable,” Norn ven'Dedin murmured, "you will say something to me so
that we know your com isworking and at proper volume..."

Face burning, he locked the chair where it was and touched the button in his ear.

"Yes, Magter Trader."

She amiled a him, gently. "Alwaysthe silver tongue, my child. Perhaps you will tell mewhat you
think of the two offersat the top of the board, which camein as you were adjusting your chair.”

Startled, he glanced at his screen and saw an offer to sell two MUs of cheese... he blinked, then
laughed. Two MUs--that was two cargo pods!

"Maam, I'd tell thefirst one thanks but no thanks," he said, dropping into Trade. "At that price
we'd need to be carting locally on a prepaid rush delivery--or we'd need to broker it on planet, and that's
atimewadter."

"Y es, thank you, we shall decline. And the second?’



That was harder, the offer being a half-can of specidty spices and herbs. Jethri frowned, mentaly
running through the manifests he had studied.

"Mdam, in generd | don't believe you have Elthoria carrying foodstuff,” he said tentatively.
"Excdlent," shemurmured in hisear. ™Y ou see what they wish usto do--to broker thisand that. Were
we at leisure, perhaps | might alow myself--but thisis not such atrip. Now, attend your controls once
more."

He brought his attention to the console.

"Y ou seethe red tabs set on either side of the blue control whedl. For details of what is on offer,
if needed, sdlect theright, and again if need be--sometimesthere are as many as adozen detail levels. If
these leave you uninformed, make arecord--that is the left tab--and we will add it to our andlysislis.
Now, if you see something which you think | should note, click the yellow button above the whedl
here--and | will have ahighlight informing me."

Jethri began to nod, caught it and inclined hishead. "I understand,” he said, and looked at his
screen, where two more offers had appeared in the Incoming column.

"Ah, good," the magter trader said.

Therun-into orbit took severa hours and for awhile he sat in observer mode, watching as she
filed Elthoria's availables. As held suspected, the incoming offers picked up momentum as they moved
further in. Teeth indenting lower lip, he bent forward, trying to move his eyesfast enough; caught an offer
of atwelfth MU of compressed textiles--highlighted it, and heard her murmur, "Y es, that looks likely.
However, there is history--we have not used that source for sometime. There was abad load. Watch
and seeif thepricefdls..."

The bridge behind them got busy--maneuvers asthey entered planetary near-space, or so he
thought, and she said quiietly in hisear

"Please go to tandem. Note that we have emptied a pod entire; check on that textileand if itis
gill available highlight it for me...dso, | have accepted atranship of ahdf pod; that will show up asa
block on your diagram about now..."

The origina lot of textile was gone, but he found another near enough, and a better price,
highlighted it, and continued down the ligt, as the incoming column filled, spawned an overflow column
and did itsutmost to overfill it. He highlighted an offer of raw lumber; another of frozen chicken embryas,
billed as genuine Roque Eydand Reds and amarvel ous low price the seller was asking for them, if true.

"We have now the odd-spotsto fill in three pods,” Master ven'Dedin said. ""Y ou will finish Pod
Seventeen--note your cubes and balance limits. Y our credit draw is unlocked and our complete manifest
isopen to you. Do not purchase anything we aready own without asking. Please click one forward
now--yes. Y ou are the buyer of record. If desirable items which will not fit into your space cometo note,
pless=highlight.”

In moments, he was swesting, leaning over the screen, shoulders stiff with tension. The credit
account showed a ridiculous number of cantra for him to draw on. Heflicked down the lists, trying for
density; found hand tools a a good price, reached to place his bid--and the lot was gone, snatched away
by a quick-fingered trader on another incoming ship.

Frustrated, he went back to the list, found a case of Genuine Blusharie on offer, touched the tab
for more information--and the item vanished from his screen, claimed by another.

He put his hand on the buy switch and hunched forward, breath maybe allittle short--and
suddenly there was Uncle Paitor, frowning at him from memory and ddlivering alecture on "auction
fever"--the urge to buy quickly in order to buy firgt, or to buy first in order to beat the market--and how
atrader above al needed a cool head in ahot situation.

Carefully, Jethri sat back and eased his hand off the switch. He flipped back through the items
that had been on offer for awhile--and smiled. Reasonable cost, good density, real wooden products that
would likely sdll in both Terran and Liaden markets. Y es. He reached out and pushed the buy button.

The screen blinked at him; the offer accepted, the trade made. Jethri nodded and returned to the
list, cdmer for having committed some of his capita to solid stock.

The diagram at the bottom left showed Pod Seventeen ninety-two percent full. He could use



something like that twelfth of textiles, or maybe some stasiswhedt...

Concentrating, he barely noticed when Elthoria achieved orbit, though he did register Gaenor's
voice, speaking over the intercom.

It seemed that the offerings were coming in dower now; he had time to accessthe deep
infoscreens. He highlighted severd, and heard the master trader murmur once, "Excdlent,” and, again, "l
think thisistoo large a quantity to carry in, Apprentice.”

Pod Seventeen glowed green in the diagram--full. He blinked, and sat back, felt alight touch on
his deeve and looked over to Norn ven'Dedlin. She amiled.

"If you buy anything more, my son, you will be buying for yourself. We have done well, you and
I. Now, | suggest amedl, if you will honor me.”

Now that he thought about it, he was hungry, Jethri redlized. Carefully, he shut down his console,
did the chair back on itstrack and looked around.

About athird of the bridge crew was gone, relieved while he sat over his console, their work
done while his continued. Gaenor's station was empty; at the far end of the bridge, the captain sat his
board.

Jethri rose, cleared the chair's settings in case someone followed himinit, and walked with Norn
ven'Dedlin toward the door. She reached out and put her palm against the plate

"Magter Trader." Captain yo'Lannahad spun hischair and waslooking at them, hisface empty of
any emotion that Jethri could read. "A moment of your time, if you will."

Magter ven'Dedlin sighed, largely. "Bah. Details, dways details." She patted hisarm. " Go--edt.
When you are through, present yourself to Pen Rel and learn about those things he considersit prudent
for you to carry portside here."

"Yes, maam." Heinclined his head and she hurried away.

He touched his ear, remembering the comm, and |ooked to the officer on deck.

"Keep it, of your kindness, Trader,” he said. "Doubtless, you will have need of it again.” That
warmed him, and he dipped the comm off and stowed it in apocket.

From across the bridge came the master trader's voice, sounding outright irritated. Jethri paused,
frowning. He was beginning to be able to follow her quicker conversations, and this one was fraught with
words sounding like, "V ouch for every transaction?"' "Recertification isabsurd!" and "l will speak to the
Guild, and | am amager!”

None of that sounded like business for a'prentice, and, besides, he'd been given his orders and
his course--lunch; then Pen Rdl.

He strode out and away from the bridge, feding something just this side of a headache and just
that Sde of an earache trying to form. Despite which, he did note that he wasin possession of agood
ded more information about his ship and its business than he had before this shift.

It was off-schedule for lunch, but the second cook filled him a plate of goodies, which he ate by
himsdf in the empty cafeteria, mulling over the cargo buysthat had gotten away.

Day 125
Standard Year 1118
Modrid

The trading tour of Modrid went at lightspeed, with Jethri doing nothing more useful than stand at
the magter trader's elbow while she negotiated for luxury pieces and high-sdll items--gemstones, wines,
porcelains, and three packs of what were billed as"playing cards’ that cost twice what the rest had, total.

"S0, now, that isdone," Magter ven'Dedlin said, turning away from the last table, and motioning
him to walk with her. "What did you learn, young Jethri?"

"Well," he said, thinking over her approach, the deft assurance with which she had negotiated--it
had been like watching aplay-act, or aport bully shaking down amark. "'l learned that | have afair
distance to go before anyone mistakes me for amaster trader.”



"What'sthis?' Shethrew abright black glanceinto hisface. "Do you aspireto silver tongue after
dl?

He blinked at her. "No, malam--at least, not unlessit's something you think | should learn. | was
merdly trying to convey that | am dl admiration of your style and skill."

"Worse and worsel" She put her hand on hisdeeve. "Asto whether it is something you should
learn... Y ou should know how to flatter, and you should cultivate areputation as one who does not
flatter. Do you understand me?”

He thought he did, asit seemed to echo something of Master tel'Ondor's philosophy of bows.

"A reputation as someone who does not flatter isaweapon. If | ...am required to flatter someone
in order to gain advantage, then they will know me to be sincere, and be disarmed.”

Her eyebrows lifted, and her fingers tightened, exerting brief pressure before she withdrew her
hand.

"You learn quickly, my child. Perhgpsit will not be so long until you wear the amethyst.” She
waved her hand, perhaps by way of illustration, the big purple ring flashing its facets.

"Wewill now adjourn to Modrid trade hall to set you properly on the path to glory." Which
could, Jethri thought, mean just about anything.

"l would beinterested,” she said asthey walked on, "in hearing your opinion of our last items of
trade, if you would honor me, young Jethri."

He thought back to the decks--sealed with a pale blue ribbon and a blot of wax. The vendor had
st the price at two kais per and Master ven'Dedlin had barely dickered at all, taking him down to one
kais Sx per more as a matter of keeping her hand in, asit seemed to Jethri, than because she had thought
the origind price over-high.

"I could not seethe seal properly from where | stood, maam," he said dowly, "but | deduce that
the decks may have been bought for certain collectors of your acquaintance, who set ahigh value on
sedled decks from gaming." He paused, considering the price again, and added. "It may be that these
particular decks are ararity--perhaps from a gaming house which no longer operates.”

"Hah." Sheinclined her head dightly. "Wl reasoned, and on point. We have today purchased
three decks of cards made for the Casino Deregar, which had been built in the depleted mining tunnels of
an asteroid, and enjoyed much renown until it disintegrated some twenty-three Standards ago. We are
very fortunate to have found threein their origina condition, and at a price most commonly paid for
broken decks."

Her praise warmed him, and he nearly smiled, which would never do, out herein public. He took
asecond to order hisface before he asked, "How are the broken decks pedigreed?”

"An excdlent question!" Master ven'Dedlin said asthey passed afood sdl. The spicy smdll
woke Jethri's sscomach, as they moved on, walking briskly. "Deregar cards are most digtinctive. | havea
broken deck aboard Elthoria. When we return, you must examineit. Ah, herewe are! | ask your
indulgence for ashort time more, my son, and then we will provide us both with awell-deserved med."

Jethri felt his earswarm. He hadn't thought his ssomach's complaint had been that loud!

Master ven'Dedlin paused before alarge metal door, and swiped a card through the scan. The
light clicked from yellow to orange, and the door opened. She strolled through, Jethri at her hedls.

Inside, he paused, somewhat taken aback by the scope of the thing. The hall stretched out, the
caling just thissde of uncomfortably high, with long vents cut into it, dlowing the outsde light to fall
through and down to brighten up the red stone floor. The walls were white and nubbly. A long wooden
ledge has been built into the right-hand wall, alight red cushion laid dong itslength. The left wall was
covered in alarge tapestry of surpassing ugliness, which was undoubtedly, Jethri thought, catching the
tell-tale sgns, handmade--and probably historic, too.

Along the back wall was awooden counter, and that was what Master ven'Dedlin was on course
for, her boots making little gritty skritches againgt the stonefloor.

Jethri stretched hislegsto catch up with her, passing through pockets of sunlight, and caught up
just as she put her hand over aplate built into the counter.

Somewhere far back, achime sounded. A heartbeat later, ayoung man in an orange jacket



embroidered with the sign of the Liaden Trade Guild stepped to the other side of the counter and inclined
his head respectfully.

"Master Trader. How may | serve you?'

"I wish to spesk with the hal master. Y ou may say that it isven'Dedin who asksit."

The head-tip thistime was alittle deeper, Jethri saw, asif 'ven'Dedin’ was worth an extra
measure of respect even above 'master trader!

"I will inform the hal master of your presence. A moment only, of your goodness.”

He vanished back the way held come. Master ven'Dedlin moved her shoulders and looked up at
Jethri, though he hadn't said anything.

"Soon, my child. This should encompass but moments.”

Hewas going to tell her that he wasn't that hungry when the door at the end of the counter
opened and the man in the orange jacket bowed.

"Master Trader. Sir. The hall magter is honored to speak with you. Please, attend me now."

* % %

"Master Trader ven'Dedlin, well-met." The man who stood up from behind the glossy black desk
was white-haired; hisface showing lines across hisforehead, by hiseyes, around his mouth. He stood tall
and straight-backed as ayounger, though, and his eyes were blue and clear.

"I am Del Orn deaLystra, master of Modrid Trade Hall. How may | be of serviceto you?'

"Inasmall matter of amending the record, Hall Master. | am embarrassed that | must need bring
it to your attention. But, before we continue, allow me to introduce to you my apprentice, Jethri
Gobdyn." She moved ahand, cdling the hal master's attention to Jethri, who tried to stand tall without
looking like athrest. He might have saved himsdlf thetrouble.

Hall Master dealLystra's clear blue eyes turned chilly, and he didn't bother to incline his head or
take any other notice of Jethri other than, "'l see," directed at Master ven'Dedlin.

"Doyou?' sheasked. "l wonder. But! A hall master is not one who has many moments at leisure.
Allow me, please, to proceed directly to my business.”

The hal master inclined his head, granting her permission with, Jethri thought, a noticesble lack of
enthusaam.

"S0," said Magter ven'Dedlin. "Asit happens, Elthoria achieved orbit yesterday. We, of course,
took advantage of the time incoming to place goods and make purchases.” She moved her hand, once
again showing Jethri to the hall master, who once again didn't bother to look.

"At my direction, and using his assigned sub-account, this my gpprentice did make numerous
purchases. And yet, when the trading was done and recorded, what do | have but a message from
Modrid Trade Hall, demanding that | recertify al the purchases made by my apprentice, at my direction,
using the proper codes." Sheinclined her head, dightly.

"Clearly, something has gone awry with the records. | would ask that you rectify this problem
immediady."

The hall master moved his shoulders and showed his hands, palm up, in agesture meaning,
vaguely, 'das.

"Master Trader, | am desolate, but we may not dlow a Terran guild satus.”

"May we not?' Master ven'Dedlin asked, soft enough to send a chill running down Jethri's neck,
if the hal magter didn't have so much sense. "I wonder when that regulation was accepted by the
megters.”

Hall Magter dedLysirabowed, lightly and with irony. "Some things are self-evident, | fear. No
one disputes amaster trader's right to take what apprentice she will. Guild statusis another consideration
al together." He spared Jethri a brief, scathing stare. "This person has no qualifications to recommend
him."

Like being Non ven'Dedin's ‘prentice wasn't aqudification? Jethri thought, feding histemper
edge up-which was no good thing, the Gobelyns being known for their tempers. He took abresth, trying



to swallow it, but then what did the fool do but incline his head and say, like Master ven'Dedlin was no
more account than adock monkey, "1 trust that concludes our business. Good-day."

'No," Jethri heard his own voice say, in the mode between traders, "it does not conclude our
business. Y our assertion that | have no qualifications pertinent to the guild is, das, in error. | hold a
ten-year key from the Terran Combine."

Out of the corner of hiseye, he saw Magter ven'Dedlin throw him astare. The hall master moved
his shoulders, indifferent.

"Produce thisten-year key," he said, and his mode was superior to inferior, which was no way to
cool a het-up Gobelyn.

Jethri reached ingde his collar and pulled the chain up and over his head, holding it high, so the
key could be plainly seen.

"If you will show meyour Combine computer, | will verify that it isinfact avaid key,
registered--"

"It isamatter of indifferenceto meand to thishal,” Hall Master deaLystrainterrupted, "who
holds the regigtration for that key." He turned back to Master ven'Dedlin.

"Master Trader, good-day," he said, trying to be rude, now, or so Jethri heard it.

Norn ven'Dedlin didn't budge. She did cock her head to aside and look thoughtfully, and maybe
atouch sorrowfully upon the hdl master.

"Y ou, the master of Modrid Trade Hall, give as your judgement that the possession of a
Combine key isinsufficient to demondtrate that the trader who holdsthe key is qudified to stand asan
apprentice in the Guild. Isthat correct?'

Hall Master dedLystrainclined his head.

"The master of Modrid Trade Hdl gives as his judgement that possession of aCombinekey is
insufficient to demongtrate that the Terran who holds the key is qudified to stand as an apprenticein the
Guild. That iscorrect."

Master ven'Dedin inclined her head. "That is most wonderfully plain. My thanksto you. Jethri,
attend me, of your kindness."

Of course, he had to attend her--he was her "prentice. Still, thought Jethri, following her out the
door and down the hal, he would have welcomed the opportunity to put some of Pen Rel'slessonsto the
test, with Hall Master dealLystra as his subject.

"Peace, child,” Master ven'Dedlin murmured as they marched acrossthe wide entrance hall. "A
brawl is neither seemly nor warranted.”

"Not seemly," Jethri said, keeping hisvoicelow, "but surely warranted, maam.”

The only answer was a soft, ™Y oung things." Then they were at the door and through it, back on
the noisy, odoriferous strest.

"Come" shesad. "Thereisavery pleasant restaurant just down this next street. Let us bespeak
abooth and a nuncheon, so that we may be comfortable, and private, while you tel me the tale of that

key."

The "booth" was more like awell-gppointed smdl room, with comfy seats, and soft music
coming out of agridin thewall, and amulti-use computer within reach at acorner of thetable.

Magter ven'Dedlin called for wine, which came quickly, and gave the order for a"mixed tray”,
whereupon the server bowed and went away, closing the booth's door behind him.

"S0," Master ven'Dedlin poured wineinto aglass and set it on the table by Jethri's hand, before
pouring another glassfor hersdf. "This Combine key, child. May | have the honor of seeing it?"

For the second timein an hour, Jethri dipped the chain over hishead. He put the key into Master
ven'Dedlin's pam and watched as she considered the inscription on the face, then turned it over and read
the obverse.

"A ten-year key, in truth. How came you to haveit?'



Jethri fingered hiswine glass--and that wouldn't do at dl, he thought suddenly. Master tel'Ondor
would pin his ears back good if he caught him fidgeting in public. Casudly, he released the glassand
folded his handsin bogus serenity on the table top, looking straight into Norn ven'Dedlin's amused--he
would swear it--black eyes.

"As an gpprentice on Gobelyn's Market, | brought afavorable buy to the attention of the trader.
A remaindered pod, it was, and morethan athird of it vya, in stasis. | knew Y nsolt'i was on the
schedule, and | thought it might do well there. Uncle Paitor said, if it did, he would sponsor akey." He
glanced down &t the table, then made himsalf ook back to her eyes. "A ten-year key--that was
unexpected, but the vya had done--very well for the ship.”

"Hah." Magter ven'Dedlin put the key on the table between them and picked up her wine glass.
"What else wasin the pod?’

Hefrowned, frying to remember. "A couple of crates of broken porcelain--plates and cups, we
thought. Cris sold the piecesto an art co-op--that covered what we had in the pod. Some textile--that
was aloss, because there had aso been ...a syrup of some kind, which had escaped its containers. The
porcelain and the vya cans both were double-sedled, and the syrup was easily rinsed off the outer cases
with water. Thetextile, though..." He sighed, still regretting the textile, and reached for hiswine glass,
taking atiny cautious sip.

Dry, bitter with tannin, and--just as he was about to ask for water--a surprising and agreeable
tang of lemon.

Acrossfrom him, Non ven'Dedin smiled asmal amile. Y ou gpprove of the wine?!

'Approve didn't exactly seem to cover it, though he found himsdlf anticipating his next sip.
"It's-unexpected,” he offered, tentetively.

"Indeed it is, which iswhy wedrink it in your honor." Sheraised her glassin atiny sdute and
Spped, eyesditted.

"Yes, excellent." Another sip, and she set the wine aside, leaned forward and tapped the power
switch on the multi-use. The screen snapped live; sheran her guild card through the dot, then typed a
rapid string of lettersinto the keyboard. Jethri raised hiswine glass.

The multi-use clicked, loudly, and adrawer popped out of itsface, digplaying an indentation that
could only accommodate a Combine key.

Jethri lowered hisglass.

Magter ven'Dedlin touched hiskey with adelicate forefinger. Y ou permit?”

Wl sure, he permitted, if only to watch the multi-use in action. Hed never seen such a--he
inclined his head.

"I bedieve | seeatheme," he said, and moved hishand in the "sure, go ahead” gesture. "By dl
means, maam.”

Deftly, she had the key off its chain and pressed it into the indentation. The multi-use hesitated a
moment, then emitted a second click asthe drawer withdrew into the face of the machine.

There was amoment of inaction, then the screen flickered and displayed the key's registration
code, registered to one Jethri Gobelyn, with 'free trade' checked instead of aship name. A trade history
was indicated. Master ven'Deelin touched the access key.

There, written out in afew terse sentences, wasthe vya ded, with himsdlf listed as acquiring
trader and Paitor Gobelyn assisting, which was, Jethri thought, eyes stinging, more than good of Uncle
Paitor.

Master ven'Dedlin touched the access key once more and there was the cellosilk sale, Cris
Gobelyn acquiring, Jethri Gobelyn asssting. No more history was available.

"S0." Shetyped another string of |etters, the multi-use clicked one more time and the drawer
extruded. When the key was removed, the drawer disappeared back into the console's face. Jethri
remembered hiswine and had another sip, anticipating the lemon note.

Master ven'Dedlin threaded his key back onto the silver chain and held them out. He dipped it
over hishead and tucked the key into its usud position insde his shirt.

"Dd Ott deelLystraisafool,” she said conversationdly, picking up her glass.



Jethri paused with hishands a his collar. ™Y ou won't let him get away with--maam, heinsulted
you!" he blurted.

Her eyebrowslifted. She sipped her wine and put the glass down. "No more than he insulted
you. But tel me, my son, why did you not show methiskey ere now?"

Hisface heated. "Truthfully, maiam, | didn't think to do so. The key--1 had not understood
Trader Gobdyn's-his melant'i in the matter. | saw the key as a-sop, or as agoing-away present, and
of no interest to yoursdlf."

Therewasasmall slence, followed by anon-committdl, "Ah."

In his experience, Master ven'Dedlin's 'ah’ was chancy ground. Jethri sipped hiswine, determined
to walit her out.

"Y ou raised the question of Balance," she said eventudly. "It seemsto methat the failure of
Elthoria to any longer stop a a port which had realized some profit from her presenceis not too strong
an answer. A port that will not ater itself to accommodate the trade--that is not a port Elthoria caresto
accommodeate.”

He gaped at her. "Y ou're going to cut them of f?"

Shelooked at him serendly. "Y ou think the Balance too stringent? Please, speak what it in your

He thought about it, frowning down at the composite table top. Consider afool of ahal magter,
he thought, insulting amaster trader, insulting amaster trader's apprentice, thereby caling into question
the master trader's judgement, if not her sanity--and then there had been the by-play about the masters
not having accepted the no-Terransrule...

Jethri looked up, to find her gazing thoughtfully upon him.

"On congderation,” he said dowly, "I think it an gppropriate Baance, Magter."

Sheinclined her head, by al appearances with seriousintent. "My thanks, young Jethri. It shall be
done--on behalf of ourselves and the trade.”

A chime sounded, discreetly, and the door opened to admit their server, bearing atray laden with
foodstuffs, most of which, Jethri's ssomach announced, smelled wonder ful.

"Indeed,” said Master ven'Dedlin. "We have done work this day, my son. Now, let usrelax for
an hour and enjoy this ddightful repast, and speak of pleasant things."

Day 135
Standard Year 1118
Ethoria

The pattern of his studies changed again, with more emphasis on the modes of High Liaden,
which meant more time with Master tel'Ondor and much more time with the language tapes--even tapes
that played while he dept!

Despite the frenzy, he and Gaenor and Vil Tor had managed to meet in the cafeteriato sharea
mesdl--late-shift dinner for Jethri, on-shift lunch for Vil Tor and mid-degp-shift snack for Gaenor.

"S0, you will beleaving usfor atime” Vil Tor sad. "l am envious."

"Not I," Gaenor put in. "Tarniafrightens meto death.” She glanced up, catching the edge of
Jethti's baffled stare. " She frightens you, too, does she? | knew you for aman of good sensel”

"Indeed,” he sammered. "I have no ideawho the gentle may be. Asfor leaving you--why would
| do such athing?'

"Has the magter trader'sword no weight with you, then?" Gaenor asked, while Vil Tor sent a
speculative glance into Jethri'sface. "In that wise, you have no need to fear Tarnia. ven'Dedin will have
youfirg."

"Don' tease him, Gaenor," Vil Tor said suddenly. "He hasn't been told.”

Sheblinked a him. "Not been told? Surely, he has a need to know, if only to have sufficient time
to properly commend himsdlf to hisgods.”



"l wastold,” Jethri said, before hisleg broke proper, “that we would be visiting an old friend of
Magter ven'Dedlin's, who isdelm of ahouse on Irikwee."

"Then you have been given the cipher, but not the key," Gaenor said, reaching for her tea. "Never
fear, Vil Tor and | will unlock it for you."

Jethri looked to thelibrarian, who moved his shoulders. "Stafeli Maarilex has the honor to be
Tarnia, which makesits seat upon Irikwae. She stands as the ven'Dedlin's foster mother, even asthe
ven'Dedin stands foster mother to you.”

So now | have a foster-granmam? Jethri thought, but decided that wastaking slly too far into
nonsense.

"Who better, then," Gaenor said, jJumping in where Vil Tor had stopped, "to shineyou?'

Now | have a foster-granmam. He sighed, and frowned down &t his dinner plate.

"No, never put on such along face!" Vil Tor chided. "Irikwae isamost pleasant world and
Tarnidsgardens are legendary. Y ou will enjoy yourself excessvely, Jethri."

He bit hislip, reminding himsdlf that Vil Tor meant wdll. 1t was just that--well, him and Gaenor
and--al of Elthoria's crew, redly--were grounders. They al had homes on planets, and it wasthose
homes, down 'midst the dust and the mud and the stinks, that they looked forward to going back to,
when Elthoria’'s run wasthrough.

Wi, a least the visit wouldn't be long. HE been over the route Elthoria would take through
the Inner Worlds, Magter ven'Dedlin having made both route and manifest aspecia areaof hisstudies
since they'd quit Modrid, and knew they was scheduled for a three-day layover before moving on to
Naord. What kind of polish the old lady could be expected to give him in such a short time wasn't clear,
and Jethri took leave to privately doubt that he'd take much shine, anyway. Still, he guessed shewas
entitled to try.

The hour bell sounded and Vil Tor hurriedly swallowed the last of histeaas he pushed back from
thetable.

"Alas, duty," he murmured. "Gaenor--"

Shewaved ahand. "Y es, with ddight. But, go now, deer friend. Stint not."

He smiled at that, and touched Jethri on the shoulder as he passed. "Until soon, Jethri. Be well.”

Acrossthetable, Gaenor yawned daintily. "I fear | must desert you, aswell, my friend. Have the
most enjoyable vist possible, eh?1 look forward to hearing every detail, when you are returned to us.”

She dipped out of her chair and gathered her emptiestogether, and, like Vil Tor, touched him on
the shoulder as sheleft him. "Until soon, Jethri."

"Until soon, Gaenor.”

He sat there alittle while longer, alone. His dinner wasn't quite eaten, but he wasn't quite hungry.
Back at quarters, he had packing to do, and some bit of deep to catch on hisown, hisregular shift having
been adjusted in order to accommodate amorning arrival, dirt-side. Wouldn't do to show stupid in front
of Magter ven'Dedin's foster mother. Not when he was a son of the house and dll.

Sighing, and not entirely easy in his ssomach, he gathered up the considerable remains of hismed,
fed the recycler and mooched off toward quarters, the fractin jigging between hisfingers.

Day 139
Standard Year 1118
Irikwae

Irikwae was heavy, hot and damp. The light it received from its primary was amerciless blare
that stabbed straight through the eyes and into the skull, where the brain immediately took ddlivery of a
headache.

Jethri closed his eyes, teeth clenched, despite being only inches away from aport street full of
vehicles, dl moving a insane velocity on trgectoriesthat had clearly been plotted with suicide in mind.

"Tchl" said Master ven'Dedlin. "Where have my wits gone? A moment, my child.”



Through ditted eyes, he watched her bustle back into the office they had just quit. In the Street,
thetraffic roared on. Jethri closed his eyes again, feeling the sun heating his scalp. The damp air carried a
multitude of scents, none of them pleasant, and he began to hope they'd find that Master ven'Dedlin's
friend wasn't to home, so they could go back to Elthoria today.

"Hereyou are, my son. Place these over your eyes, if you will."

Jethri opened hiseyesto dits, saw atiny hand on which abig purplering glittered holding a pair
of black-lensed spectacles under his nose. He took them, hooked the curved earpieces over hisears,
Settled the nosepiece.

The street was just like it had been before he put the glasses on, except that the brutal sunlight
had been cut by afactor of ten. He sighed and opened his eyes wider.

"Thank you, maam.”

"You arewelcome,” shereplied, and he saw that sheworeasmilar pair of glasses. "l only wish |
had recalled beforetime. Have you a headache?"

It had faded considerably; ill...

"A bit," he owned. "The glassesareahdp.”

"Good. Let usthen locate our car--ahal--it arrives.”

And abig green car was pulling up to the curb before them. It stopped, its driver obliviousto the
horns of the vehiclesin line behind--or maybe, Jethri thought, she was deaf. Whichever, the back door
rose and Master ven'Dedlin took hisarm, urging him forward.

Theinsde of the car was cool, and dim enough that he dared to dip his glasses down his nose,
then off entirdy, smiling at the polarized windows, while keeping his eyes off the machinery hurtling by.
Prudently, he dipped the glassesinto the pocket of hisjacket.

"Anecha," Magter ven'Dedlin called into the empty air, asthe car pulled away from thewalk and
accd erated heedlesdy into the rushing traffic, "isit you?'

"Would I dlow anyone elseto fetch you?' came the answer, from the grid set into the door. "It
has been too many years, Lady. The delm is no younger, you know."

"Nor am|. Nor am |. And we must each to our duty, which leaves ustoo little time to pursue that
for which our hearts care.”

"Sowearedl fortunate," commented the voice from the grid, "that your heart cares so well for
the trade.”

Magter ven'Dedin laughed.

"Look now, my son," she said, turning to him and directing his atention through the friendly
windows. "Thereisthe guildhdl, and just beyond the Trade Bar. After you are settled at the house, you
must tour the bazaar. | think you will find Irikwae to be something uniquein the way of ports.”

Jethri's ssomach was beginning to register complaints about the motion and the speed. He
breathed, dow and deep, concentrating on keeping breakfast where it belonged, and let her words flow
by him.

Suddenly, the car braked, swung to the right--and the traffic outside the window was less, and
more moderately paced. The view was suddenly something other than port-tile-fronted buildings heavily
shaded by thetrailing branches of tall, deeply green vegetation.

"Rubiata City," Magter ven'Dedin murmured. He glanced a her and she amiled. " Soon, we shall
be home."

* % %

"Awaken, my child, we are arrived.” The soft voice was accompanied by abrisk tap on hisknee.
Jethri blinked, straightened, and blinked again. He didn't remember falling adeep, but he must've, he
thought--the view outside the windows was entirely changed.

Therewas no city. Theland fell away on either side of the car and rose up again in jagged teeth
of grayish bluerock; on and on it went, and there, through the right window and far below--aneedle glint
which must be--could it be?--the port tower.



Jethri gasped, his hand went out, automatically seeking a grab-bar--and found warm fingers
ingtead.

"Peace," Norn ven'Dedlin sad, in her awful Terran. "No danger isthere here, Jethri. We come up
into the home of my heart.”

Her fingers were unexpectedly strong, gripping him tightly.

"All iswdl. Themountainsarefriendly. | promise you will find them so, en? Eh?’

He swallowed and forced himsdlf to look away from the wide spaces and dangerous wals--to
look at her face.

The black eyes held his. "Good. No danger. Say to me.”

"No danger," he repeated, obedient, if breathless.

Shegmiled dightly. "And soon will you believeit. Never have you seen mountains?'

He shook his head. "'I--the port. There's no use us going out into--" He swallowed again,
engaging in abrief battle of willswith his tomach. "I'm ship-born, maiam. Welearn not to look at the
open sky. It makes us--some of us--uncomfortable.”

"Ah." Her fingerstightened, then she released him, and amiled. "Many wonders await you, my

* % %

They had passed between high pillars of what looked to be the local blue rock, smoothed and
regularized into rectangles. Afterward, the view out the window was of lawns, interrupted now and then
by groups of middletall plants. Gaenor's descriptions of the pleasant things she missed from her homeled
him to figure that the groups scratched an artitic itch. If thislawn had been done the way Gaenor thought
was proper, then there'd be some vantage point overlooking the whole, where the pattern could be seen
al at once.

The car took along curve, more lawn sweeping by the windows, then came to asmooth halt,
broadside to along set of stairs cut from the blue rock.

The doors came up, admitting a blare of unpolarized sunlight and an unexpectedly cool breeze,
bearing scents both mysterious and agreeable.

Master ven'Dedlin patted him on the knee.

"Come dong, young Jethri! We are arrived!”

Shefairly legpt out of the vehicle. Jethri paused long enough to put the black glasses on, then
followed rather more dowly.

Outsde, Master ven'Dedlin was in animated conversation with agray-haired woman dressed in
what |ooked to be formal uniform--their driver, maybe... Anecha, hereminded himsdf, mindful of Uncle
Paitor's assertion that a successful trader worked at keeping name and face on file in the brainbox--which
was, by coincidence, a point Master tel'Ondor aso made.

So--Anechathe driver. HEd do better to find her last name, but for now he could get away with
"Master Anecha’ if he was called upon to do the polite. Not that that looked likely any timein the near
present, theway her and Master ven'Dedin were jawing.

Ddliberately keeping his eyes on objects nearby--no need to embarrass Master ven'Dedlin or
himself with another widespaces panic--he moved his gaze up the stony steps, one at atime, until all at
once, therewas a house a the tiptop, posed like afancy on the highest tier of one of Dyk's sillier cakes.

Up it went, three levels, four--rough blue rock, inset with jewel colored windows. There was
greenery climbing the rock walls: vines heavy with white, waxy flowers, that swayed in the teasing breeze.

Nearer a hand, he heard his name and brought his eyes hurriedly down from the heights, to find
Madgter ven'Dedlin at hisright hand.

"Anechawill seeto our luggage,” she said, with asweep of her hand that encompassed both stair
and house. "L et us ascend.”

Ascend they did--thirty-six stone steps, one after the other, at a pace somewhat brisker than he
would have chosen for himsdlf, Master ven'Dedlin bouncing aong beside like gravity had nothing to do



with her.

They did pause at the top, Jethri sucking air deep into hislungs and wishing that Liadensdidn't
considered it impolite for agpacer to mop hisfacein public.

"You mugt seethis" Magter ven'Dedlin said, putting her hand on hisarm. " Turn about, my child.”
Panting, Jethri turned abouit.

What he didn't do--he didn't throw himself face down on the deck and cover his head with his
arms, nor even go down on hisknees and set up ayell for Sedli.

He did go back astep, breath throttling in his throat, and had the native senseto bring hiseyes
down, away from the arcing empty pae sky and the unending march of rock and peak--down to the
long stretch of green lawn, which outrageous open space was nothing less than homey by comparison
with the horror of the sky.

So--the lawn, and the clumps of bushes, swimming before histearing eyes, and suddenly, the
random clumps weren't random, but the necessary parts of alarger picture showing acommon cat,
folded in and poised on the feet, ready to jump.

Jethri remembered to breathe. Remembered to look to Master ven'Dedlin and incline his head,
politely.

"Y ou approve?’ she murmured, her head tipped alittleto aside.

"It is-quiteawork,” he managed, shamelesdy swiping Master tel'Ondor’s phrase. He cleared his
throat. "Isthe hunting cat the Sgn of the house?"

Her eyebrows lifted.

"An excdlent guess,” shesad. "Alas, that | must disgppoint you. The sign of the houseisa
grapevine, heavy with fruit. However, severd of the revered Maarilex ancestors bred cats as an
avocation. The breed is well-established now, and no more to do with Tarnia, save that there are usudly
catsin the house. And the sculpture, of course” Sheinclined her head, gravely. "Well done, Jethri. Now,
let usannounce oursaves.”

She turned back to the door, and Jethri did, keeping his eyeslow. He had the understanding that
held just passed atest--or even two--and wished that he felt less uncertain on hislegs. All that openness,
and not awall or acorridor or an avenue to confineit. He shuddered.

Facing the door was ardlief, and it took an active application of will not to lean his head against
the vermillion wood. Asit happened, that was a smart move, because the door came open all at once,
snatched back into the house by a boy no older than ten Standards, Jethri thought--and then revised that
estimate down as the kid bowed, very careful, hand over heart, and lisped, "Who requests entry?"

Magter ven'Dedlin returned the bow with an equal measure of care. "Norn ven'Dedin Clan Ixinis
come to make her bow to her foster mother, who has the honor to be Tarnia. | bring with me my
apprentice and foster son.”

The kid's eyes got round and he bowed even lower, atrifle ragged, to Jethri's eye, and stepped
back, sweeping one arm wide.

"Bewecomein our house, Norn ven'Dedlin Clan Ixin. Pleasefollow. | will bring you to aparlor
and inform the delm of your presence.”

"We are grateful for the care of the House," Master ven'Dedlin murmured, stepping forward.

They followed the kid across an entry chamber floored with the blue stone, polished to ahigh
gloss, from which their boot heels woke stony echoes, then quieted, asthey crossed into a carpeted
hallway. A dozen steps down the carpet, their guide paused before an open door and bowed.

"The delm comes. Please, be a easein our house."

The parlor was smdlish--maybe the Sze of Magter ven'Dedlin's office on Elthoria--itswalls
covered in what Jethri took to be pale blue slk. The floor was the same vermillion wood as the front
door, and an ovd rug figured in pale blue and white lay in the center, around which were situated two
upholstered chairs--pal e blue--a couch--white--and alow table of white wood. Againgt the far wall
stood awine table of the same white wood, bottles racked in three rows of six. The top was a polished
dab of theloca stone, on which half-a-dozen glasses stood, ready to befilled.

"Clan Tarniamakeswine?' he asked Master ven'Dedlin, who was standing beside one of the



blue chairs, handstucked into her belt, watching him like he was doing something interesting.

Shetipped her head to one side. ™Y ou might say 0. Just asyou might say that Korval makes
pilots or that Aragon makes porcelans.”

Whoever, Jethri thought, irritable with unexpended adrendine, they are.

"Peace," Magter ven'Dedin said. "These thingswill be made known to you. Indeed, it is one of
the reasons we are come here.”

"Ancther being that even you would be hard put to explain this start to Ixin!™ asharp voice said
from the doorway.

Jethri spun, his boot hedls squesking againgt the polished floor. Master ven'Dedlin turned easier,
and bowed lightly in amode he didn't know.

"Mother, | greet you."

The old, old woman leaned on her cane, bright eyes darting to hisface. Ears burning, he bowed,
junior to senior.

"Good-day, maam.”

"An optimigt, | apprehend.” She looked him up and looked him down, and Jethri wasn't exactly
in receipt of the notion that she liked what she saw.

"Does no one on Elthoria know how to cut hair?'

As near as he could track it, the question was asked of the air, and that being so, he should've
ignored it or let Master ven'Dedlin dedl. But it was his hair under derision, and the theory that it had to
grow out some distance before he was presentable as a civilized being wasn't origina with him.

"The barber says my hair needsto grow before he can do anything with it,” hetold her, alittle
more sharply than he had intended.

"And you find that agreat impertinence on the side of the barber, do you?'

Heinclined hisheed, just dightly. "I liked it the way it was."

"Hah!" Shelooked aside, and Jethri fair sagged in relief to be out from under her eye. "Norn--I
ask as one who stands as your mother: Have you run mad?”'

Master ven'Dedlin tipped her head, to Jethri's eye, amused.

"Now, how would | know?" she said, lightly, and moved a hand. "Was my message unclear? |
had said | was bringing my foster son to you for--"

"Education and polish,” the old lady interrupted. "Indeed, you did say so. What you did not say,
my girl, isthat your son isamess of fashion and awkwardness, barely beyond hdfling, and Terran
besded”

"Ah." Magter ven'Dedlin bowed--another mystery mode. "Buit it is precisaly because heis Terran
that | took him as gpprentice. And precisaly because of chd'Gaibin that heismy son.”

"chd'Gaibin?' Therewasasmall pause, then awrinkled hand moved, smoothing the air irritably.
"Never mind. That talewill keep, | think. What | would have from you now iswhat you think we might
accomplish here. The boy is Terran, Norn--1 say it with nothing but respect. What would you have me
teech him?'

"Nothing above the ordinary: The clans and their occupations; the High modes, color and the
proper wearing of jewels; the Code."

"In short, you wish me to sculpt this pure specimen of a Terran into acounterfeit Liaden.”

"Certainly not. | wish you to produce me agentleman of the galaxy, ableto treat with Liaden and
Terranequdly.”

There was another short pause, while the old lady gave him second inspection, head-top to
boot-bottom.

"What isyour name, boy?' she asked @t last.

He bowed in the mode of introduction. "Jethri Gobelyn."

"S0." Sheraised her |eft hand, showing him the big enameled ring she wore on the third finger. |
have the honor to be Tarnia. Y ou may address meinformaly as Lady Maarilex. Isthere aform of your
persond namethat you prefer?”

"| prefer Jethri, if you please, maam.”



"I will then address you informaly as Jethri. Now, | have no doubt that you are fatigued from
your journey. Allow meto cal one of my house to guide you to your rooms. This evening, prime medl
will be served in the smal dining room at loca hour twenty. There are clocksin your quarters.” She
glanced to Master ven'Dedlin.

"We have himin the north wing."

"Excdlent,” Magter venDedlin said.

Jethri wasn't 0 sure, himsdlf, but the thought of getting doors and walls between himsdlf and this
intense old lady; to have some quiet time to think--that appedl ed.

So he bowed his gratitude, and Lady Maarilex thumped the floor with her cane loud enough to
scare aspacer out of his suit, and the kid who had let them in to the house was there, bowing low.

"Thamlana?'

"Pet Ric, pray conduct Jethri to hisroomsin the north wing."

Another bow, thisto Jethri. "If you please?’

He wanted those walls--he did. But there was another portion of him that didn't want to go off
into the deep parts of agrounder house on aplanet no Terran ship had ever touched, leaving hislast link
with space behind. It wasn't exactly panic that sent him looking a Master ven'Dedlin, lips parting, though
he didn't have any words planned to say.

Sheforestaled him with agentle bow. "Be at peace, my child. We will spegk again a Prime. For
now, thismy foster mother wishesto ring aterrifying scold down upon me, and she could not properly
express hersdf in the presence of atender lad.” She moved her hand, fingerswriggling in ashooing
gesture. "Go now."

And that, thought Jethri, was that. Stiffly, he turned back to the kid--Pet Ric--and bowed his
thanks.

"Thank you," hesaid. "1 would be glad of an escort.”

* k% %

They were hardly a dozen steps from the parlor when a shadow moved in one of the doorways
and agirl flickered out into the hallway, one hand raised imperioudy. His guide stopped, and so did
Jethri, being unwilling to run him down. The girl was older than Pet Ric--maybe fourteen or fifteen
Standards, Jethri guessed--with curly red-brown hair and big, dark blue eyesin a pointy little face. She
was dressed in rumpled and stained tan trousers, boots and a shirt that had probably started the day as
yelow. A ruby the sze of acargo can lug nut hung round her neck by along silver chain.

"Isit him? The ven'Dedin'sfoster son?" She whispered, looking up and down the hal like she
was afraid somebody might overhear her.

"Who else would he be?' Pet Ric answered, sounding pettish to Jethri's ears.

"Anybody!" she said dramaticaly. Shelowered her hand, raised her chin and looked Jethri
draghtintheeye.

"Areyou Jethri ven'Dedlin, then?"

"Jethri Gobelyn," he corrected. "1 have the honor to be Master ven'Dedlin's apprentice.”

"Apprentice?" another voice exclamed. A second girl stepped out of the doorway, thisone an
exact duplicate, evenin dress, of thefirst. "Aunt Stafeli said foster son.”

"W, he could be both, couldn't he?' asked the first girl, and looked back at Jethri. "Areyou
both apprentice and foster son?"

No getting out of it now, hethought and inclined hishead. "Yes."

Thefirst girl clapped her hands together and spun to face her sster. " See, Meicha? Both!™

"Both or neither,” Meichasaid, crypticdly. "Wewill take over asguide, Pet Ric."

The boy pulled himsdlf up. "My grandmother gave the duty to me.”

"Aren't you on door?" asked the girl who wasn't Meicha.

This appeared to be aquestion of some substance. Pet Ric hesitated. "Y e-es.”

"What room hasthe guest been given?' Meicha asked.



"The Mountain Suite"”

"All the way at the end of the north wing? How will you guard the door from there?' She asked,
folding her arms over her chest. "It waswell for you we happened by, cousin. We will escort the guest to
hisrooms. Y ou will return to your post.”

"Yed" gpplauded her twin. "The house cares for the guest, and the door isheld. All endsin
honor."

It might have been that Pet Ric wasn't entirely convinced of that, Jethri thought, but--on the one
hand, his granmam had given him the duty of escorting the guest, and on the second, it seemed clear
she'd forgotten about the door.

Abruptly, the boy made up his mind, and bowed to Jethri's honor.

" regret, Jethri Gobelyn--my duty lieselsawhere. | leave you in the care of my cousns Meicha
and Miandraand look forward to seeing you again soon."”

Jethri bowed. "I thank you for your care and honor your sense of duty. | look forward to
renewing our acquaintance.”

"Very pretty," Mechasaid to Miandra. "1 believe Aunt Stafdi will have him tutoring usin manner
and mode."

Jethri took pause and considered the two of them, for that might well have been abarb, and he
was in no mood for contention.

Miandrait waswho raised her hand. "It was ajest, Jethri--may we call you Jethri?Y ou may call
us Meichaand Miandra--or Meichamiandra, as Ren Lar does!"

"You will find usfrightfully light-minded," Mechaadded. "Aunt Stafeli despairs, and says 0
often.”

"Jethri wantsto be donein hisroom to rest his head before prime," Miandra stated, at an abrupt
angleto the conversation.

"That's senshble,” Mechaalowed, and turned about face, marching away down the hall. Between
amused and irritated, Jethri followed her, Miandrawa king companionably at hisside.

"WEll take you by the public hdlsthistime, though it islonger. Depend upon Aunt Stafeli to quiz
you on every detail of the route at Prime. Later, well show you the back hals."

"That isvery kind of you," Jethri said, dowly. "But | do not think | will be guesting above afew

days."

"Not above afew days?' Meichalooked at him over her shoulder. "Are you certain of that, |
wonder, Jethri?'

"Certain, yes. Elthoria breaks orbit for Naord in three Standard Days."

Silence greeted this, which didn't do much for the comfort of his stomach, but before he could
ask them what they knew that he didn't, Miandraredirected the flow of conversation.

"Isit very exciting, being at the ven'Dedlin's side on the trade floor? We have not had the honor
of meeting her, but we have read the tales.”

"Tdes?' Jethri blinked at her asthey rounded a corner.

"Certainly. Norn ven'Dedlin isthe youngest trader to have attempted and achieved the amethyst.
Alone, she re-opened trade with the Giletti System, which five ambassadors could not accomplish over
the space of adozen years! She was offered the guildmaster's duty and turned it aside, saying that she
better served the Guild in trade.”

"She hastaken,” Meichaput in here, "a Terran apprentice trader under her patronage and has
swornto bring himinto the Guild.”

Theladt, of course, he knew. The others, though--

"I am pleased to hear these stories, which | had not known," he said carefully. "But it must go
without saying that Master ven'Dedlinislegend.”

They laughed, loudly and with obvious gppreciation; identical notes of joy sounding off the
wooden walls.

"Hedoeswdll. Intruth,” gasped Meicha, "the ven'Dedinislegend. Yes, even 0."

"Wewill show you thejournds, inthelibrary, if you would enjoy them,” Miandrasaid. "Perhaps



tomorrow?"

"That would be pleasant," he said, asthey began to ascend ahighly polished wooden staircase of
distressing height. "However, | stand at Master ven'Dedlin's word, and she has not yet discussed my
duties here with--"

"Oh, certainly!" Mechacut him off. "It is understood that the ven'Dedlin'sword must carry al
beforeit!"

"Except Aunt Stafdli,” said Miandra.

"Sometimes," concluded Meicha; and, "Do you find the steps difficult, Jethri?"

Hebit hislip. "My home ship ran light gravity, and | am never easy in heavy grav.”

"Light gravity," Miandrarepested, in caressng tones. "Sigter, we must go to space!”

"Let Ren Lar catch us'mong the vines again and we shall.”

Miandrachuckled and put alight hand quickly on Jethri's deeve.

"Be of good heart, friend. Six steps more, and then to the end of avery short halway, | promise
you."

"Take good advice and first have yoursdlf anap,” Mechasaid. "Time enough to unpack when
you are rested.”

That seemed sensible advice, he allowed, though he was not wanting to deep so much asto
think.

"I thank you," he said, rather breathlesdy, to Meicha's back.

She reached the top of the flight and turned, dancing afew stepsto theright.

"Isyour homelight aswell?' she asked, serioudly, as he achieved the landing, and turned to ook
a her.

"My home..." He sighed, and reached up to rub his head where the growing-out hair itched. "
am ship-born. My homeis--was--atradeship named Gobelyn's Market."

Thetwo of them exchanged aglancerich in disbelief.

"But--did you never come to ground?' Miandra asked.

"We did--for trade, repairs, that sort of thing. But we didn't live on the ground. We lived on the
ship.”

Another shared glance, then--

"He speaksthetruth,” said Meicha.

"But to dwaysand only live on aship?' wailed Miandra

"Why not?" Jethri asked, irritated. "L ots of peoplelive on ships. I'd rather that than live
planet-side. Ships are clean, the temperature is consstent, the grav islight, theré's no bad smells, or dugt,
or weather --" He heard his voice heating up and put the brake on it, bowing with agood measure of
wariness.

"Forgiveme," he murmured.

"Truth," Mechasaid again, asif he hadn't spoken.

Miandrasighed. "Wadll, then, it istruth, and we must accept it. It seemsan odd way to live, isal.”
Sheturned and put her hand on hisdeeve.

"Y ou must forgive usfor our ignorance," shesaid. "1 hope you will talk to us about your ship a
length, so that we are no longer ignorant.”

"Andintrade," Meichaadded, "we will teach you about gardens, and streams, and snow and
other planet-side pleasures, so that you are no longer ignorant.”

Jethri blinked, throat tightening with a sudden redlization that he had been asrude as they had,
and as such was afitting object for Balance--

Except, he thought then, they had already declared Baance--him to teach them about ship-living,
them to teach him about planet-life. He sighed, and Meicha grinned.

"Y ou are going to be interesting, Jethri Gobdlyn," she said.

“"Later, hewill interesting,” Miandra ordered, and waved a hand under her sster'snose. "At this
present, we have given our word to guide him to hisroomsin enough time that he might nap and recruit
his sirength before prime, none of which is accomplished by standing here.”



"Y ou sound like Aunt Stafdli.” Meichaturned, crooking afinger behind her. "Come aong then.
Lessthan six dozen steps, Jethri, | promise you.”

Infact, it was a couple dozen steps more than six, though Jethri wasn't inclined to quibble. Now
that the room was near, he found himself wanting that nap, though he dept in the car--and a shower, too,
while he was wanting comforts...

"Wearrive!" Meichaannounced, flourishing abow in no mode Jethri could name.

The door waswood, dark brown in color. Set off-center was awhite porcelain knob painted
with what he thought might have been intended to be grapes.

"Turn the knob and push the door away from you," Miandracoached. "If you like, we will show
you how to lock it from theingde."

"Thank you," he said. The porcelain was cool and smooth, vaguely reminiscent of hisfractin.

The door moved easily under his push, and he came alittle too quickly into the room, the knob
dill in hishand.

Thistime he shouted, and threw an arm up over hiseyes, dl the while his heart pounded in his
ears, and his breath burned in his chest.

"The curtaing!" ahigh voice dhrilled, and there were hands on his shoulders, pushing him, turning
him, heredized, inthe midst of his panic and willingly dlowed it, the knob dipping from his hand.

"Dondl”

"Done," repeated an identical voice, very near at hand. "Jethri, the curtain is closed. Y ou may
open your eyes.”

It wasn't as easy asthat, of course, and there was the added knowledge, as he got his breathing
under control, that hed made alooby outta himsdf in front of the twins, besides showing them just as
plain as he could where he stood vulnerable.

Mud, dust and stink! Heraged at himsdlf, standing there with hisarm over hisface and hiseyes
squeezed tight. Hisdruthers, if it mattered, was to sink down deep into the flooring and never rise up
again. Falling that, he figured dying on the spot would do. Of dl the stupid--but, who expected bare sky
and mountain peaks when they opened a deeping room door? Certainly, not aborn spacer.

"You areaguest of the house," one of the twins said from nearby, "and valued.”

"Beddes" sad the other, "the ven'Dedlin would skin usif harm cameto you and then Aunt Stafdli
would bail us."

That caught him in the funny bones, and he sputtered alaugh, which somehow madeit easier to
get the arm down and the eyes, cautioudy, open.

One of the twins--now that they were out of formation, he couldn't tell one from her Sster--was
standing practicaly toe-to-toe with him, her pointed face quite plainly showing concern. To her right and
little back, the other twin's face wore an identica expression of dismay.

"Not smart," he managed, still some breathless. Y ou stand back, in case | swing out.”

Shetipped her head. "Y ou are not going to swing out," she stated, with absolute conviction. Y ou
are quitecam, now."

And, truth told, he did fed camer and neither in danger or dangerous. He took a breath, getting
theair al theway down into hislungs, and sghed it out.

"What'samiss?" asked the twin who stood farthest from him. "Are you afraid of mountains?'

He shook his head. "Openness,” he said, and, seeing their blank stares, expanded. "All that
emptiness, with no walls or corridors-it's not natural. Not what a space-born would know as natural.
You could fdll, forever..."

They exchanged another one of their identical looks, and then the nearer twin stepped back,
clearing hissight of the room, which was bigger than the Market's common room, and set up likea
parlor, with adesk againgt one wall, upholstered chairs here and there, low tables, and several small
cases holding books and bric-a-brac. The floor was carpeted in deep green. Across the room, aswath
of matching deep green shrouded the window.

"The bedroom boasts asmilar vista, in which the house takes pride, and takes care that al of our
most honored guests are placed here," said the girl nearest him. She paused before asking, " Shdl we



closethe curtains, or show you how to use them?'

Good question, Jethri thought, and took another bregth, trying to center himsdlf, like Pen Rel
had taught him. He nodded.

"I think 1 should learn how to operate the curtains mysdlf, thank you."

That pleased them, though he couldn't have said how he knew, and they guided him through a
small galey, which, thank the ghosts of space, had no window, to his bedroom.

The bed alone was the size of his quarters on the Market, and so filled up with pillows that there
wasn't any room left for him. Hisduffle, and of al things, the battered B crate from his storage bin sat on
along bench under ... the window.

He was warned, now, and knew to keep hiseyeslow, so it wasn't bad at dl, just aquick spike
inthe heart rate and alittle bit of buzz ingdethe ears.

"In order to operate the curtain,” said the twin on hisleft, "you must approach the window. There
isapulley mechanism at theright edge..."

Hefound it by touch, keeping his eyes pinned to the homey sight of his bag on the bench. The
pull was giff, but he gave it seady pressure, and the curtain glided across the edge of his sight, cagting
the room into shade.

He sighed, and sat down on the bench.

Before him, Meichaand Miandra bowed.

"S0, you are safely ddlivered, and will be wanting your rest,” the one on the left said.

"Wewill come again just ahead of twentieth hour to escort you to the small dining room,” the one
on theright said. "In the meanwhile, be easy in our house."

"And don't forget to set the clock to wake you in good timeto dress,” the twin on the left added.
He smiled, then recaled his manners, and got to his feet to bow his gratitude.

"Thank you for your care.”

"We are pleased to be of assistance,” said the twin on the right, as the two of them turned away.
"Aunt Stafeli will not alow you to fear mountains, or open space, or any being born,” the girl on the left
said over her shoulder.

"Then it isfortunatethat | will only bewith her for afew days" Jethri answered lightly, following
them.

Silence from both as they passed through the galley and into the parlor.

"Recruit your grength,” onesaid findly. "In case"

He amiled. Did they expect him to stay while Elthoria continued on the amended route? He was
'prenticed to learn trade, not to learn mountains.

Stll, it would be rude to ignore their concern, so he bowed and murmured, "I will. Thank you."
One twin opened the door and dipped out into the hallway. The second paused amoment, and put her
finger on aswitch under theinner knob.

"Snap totheright islocked,” she said. "To theleft isunlocked. Until prime, Jethri."

"Until prime," he said, but she was aready gone, the door ghosting shut behind her.

* % %

The mirror showed brown hair growing out in untidy patches, an earnest, scrubbed clean face,
and apair of wide brown eyes. Below the face, the body was nestly outfitted in a pale green Liaden-style
shirt and dark blue trousers. Jethri nodded, and his reflection nodded, too, brown eyes going alittle
wider.

"Y ou're shipshape and ready for space,” hetold himsalf encouragingly, reaching for the Ixin pin.

One eye on the clock, he got the pin fixed to his collar, and sood away from the mirror, pulling
hisshirt straight. It lacked six minutes to twentieth hour. He wondered how long he should walit for the
twins before deciding that they had forgotten him and--

A chime rang through the gpartment. Jethri blinked, then ginned, and went quick-step to the main
room. He remembered to order hisface into bland before he opened the door, which waswell.



He had been expecting the same grubby brats who had guided him afew hours before, faces
clean, maybe, in honor of dinner.

What he hadn't expected was two ladies of worth in matching white dresses, aflower nestled
among the auburn curls of each, matching rubies hanging from matching silver chains. They bowed like
they were one person, neither one faster or dower than the other--honor to the guest.

His answer--honor to a child of the house--was abow that Master tel'Ondor had drilled him on
until his back ached, so he was confident of his execution--until the cat.

He had seen cats before, of course--port cats. Small and fierce, they worked the docks
tirdlesdy, keeping the rat and mouse populationsin check. Their work took atoll, in shredded ears,
crooked tails, and rough, aily fur.

This cat--the one standing between the twins and looking up into hisface asif it wastrying to
memorize hisfestures-this cat had never donealick of work initslife.

It wasatal animd; thetips of its sturdy ears easily on aleve with thetwins knees, witha
pronounced and well-whiskered muzzle. Itsfur was a plush gray; itstail ahigh, proud sweep. The eyes
which considered him so serioudly were pale green--rather like two large oval-shaped peridots.

Timing ruined, Jethri straightened to find the twinswatching him with interest.

"What isthat doing here?'

"Oh, don't mind Hinx--"

"He was waiting outsde our roomsfor us--"

"Very likely he heard there was a guest--"

"And came to do proper duty."

He frowned, and looked down at the animal. "It's not intelligent?"

"No, you mustn't say so! Flinx is very intdligent!” cried the twin on the right--Jethri thought she
might be Miandra

"Bend down and offer your forefinger,” the other twin--Meicha, if histheory was correct--said.
"We mustn't be late for prime and duty must be satisfied.”

Jethri threw her a sharp glance, but asfar as he could read her--which wasto say, not &t all--she
appeared to be serious.

Sighing to himself, he bent down and held hisright forefinger out toward the cat's nose, hoping he
wasn't about to get bit. Cat-bite was serious trouble, as he knew. 'Way back, when hewas till akid,
Dyk had gotten bit by a dock cat. The bite went septic before he got to the first aid kit and it had taken
two hits of super heavy duty antibiotics to bring him back from the edge of too sick to care.

This cat, though--this Flinx. It moved forward a substantial step and touched its cool, brick
colored noseto the very tip of hisfinger. It paused, then, and Jethri was about to pull back, duty done.
But, before he did, FHinx took a couple more substantia steps and made sure it rubbed its body down the
entire length of hisfingersand arm.

"A sngular honor!" one of the twins said, and Jethri jumped, having forgotten she wasthere.

The cat blinked, for al of space like he was laughing, then siropped himsdlf along Jethri's knee
and continued on into hisrooms.

"Hey!" Heturned, but before he could go after the interloper, his deeve was gabbed by one of
the twinsand his hand by the other.

"Leave him--hewon't hurt anything," said the girl holding hisdeeve.

"Hinx isvery wise," added the girl holding his hand, pulling the door shut, asthey hustled him
down the hal. "And we had best be wise and hurry so that we are not late for prime!™

* * %

Thank al the ghosts of space, the small dining room did not have afamous view on exhibit. What
it did have was around table laid with such an amount of dinnerware, utensils and drinking vesselsthat
Jethri would have suspected a shivary was planned, instead of a cozy and quiet family dinner.

They werethelast arriving, on the stroke of twenty, according to the clock on the sdeboard. The



twins deserted him at the door and plotted a course for two chairs set together between Delm Tarniaand
ablack-haired man with a soft-featured face and dreamy blue eyes. At Tarnidsright sat Master
ven'Dedin, observing him with that look of intent interest he seemed lately to inspire. Next to Master
ven'Dedin was an empty chair.

Grateful that this once the clue was obvious, he dipped into the empty seat, and darted a quick
look down table at the twins. They were sitting Side by side, as modest as you please, hands folded on
their 1aps, eyes downcast.

"Jethri," the old lady said, claming his attention with aflutter of frail old fingers. "l seethat you
have had thefdicity of meeting Miandraand Meicha. Allow meto present my son, Ren Lar, whois
master of the vine here. Ren Lar, hereis Norn'sfogterling, Jethri Gobelyn.”

"Sir." Jethri inclined his head deeply--as close to a seated bow as he could come without
knocking hisnose againg thetable.

"Y oung Jethri," Ren Lar inclined his head to amatching depth, which Jethri might have suspected
for sarcasm, except there was Tarnia gtting right there. "1 am pleased to meet you. We two must hold
much in common, as sons of suchillustrious mothers.”

Oh-ho, that wasiit. The man's bow was courtesy paid to Master ven'Dedlin, through her
fosterson, and not necessarily to the son himsalf. The universe had not quite gone topsy-turvy.

"I am sure that we will have many storiesto trade, Sr," he said, which was what he could think of
as near proper, though not completely of the form Master tel'Ondor had given him. On the other, Ren
Lar'sgreeting hadn't been of the form Master tel'Ondor had given him, either.

"Trade stories at your leisure, and beyond my hearing,” the old lady directed. "Normally, we are
not quite so thin of company as you find usthis evening, Jethri. Severa of the House are abroad on
business, and one has made the journey to Liad, in order to complete his education.”

"And Pet Ric," said one of the twins, quietly, though maybe not quietly enough, "egtsin the
nursery, with therest of the babies.”

Lady Maarilex turned her head, and considered the offending twin with great blandness. "Indeed,
he does," she sad after amoment. ™Y ou may join him, if you wish."

The twin ducked her head. "Thank you, maam. | would prefer to remain here.”

"Y our preference has very little to do with the matter. From my age, young Meicha, thereis not
s0 much difference between you and Pet Ric, that he naturaly be confined to the nursery, while you dine
with the adults." A pause. "Notethat | do not say, with the other adults”

Meichabit her lip. "Yes, madam."

"S0," the old lady turned away. "Y ou must forgive them,” she said to Magter ven'Dedlin. "They
have no address."

"Onewould not expect it,” Master ven'Dedlin answered softly, "if they are new come from the
nursery. Indeed, | am persuaded that they are progressing very well indeed.”

"You arekind to say it."

‘Not at all. | do wonder, though, Mother, to find dramliz in the house.”

The old lady looked up sharply. "Hah. Wel, and you do not find dramliz in the house, mistress.
Y ou find Meichaand Miandra, children of the clan. Healer Hall hastaken an interest in them.”

Magter ven'Dedlin inclined her head. "I am most pleased to see them.”

"Y ou say so now." She moved ahand imperioudy. "House-children, make your bowsto my
foster daughter, Norn ven'Dedin Clan Ixin."

They inclined, deeply and identicdly, and with haste enough to threaten the mooring of the
flowersthey worein ther hair.

"Norn ven'Dedin," Me&chamurmured.

"We are honored,” Miandrafinished.

"Meichaand Miandra, | am pleased to meet you." Master ven'Dedin inclined her head, not by
much, but to judge by the way the twins eyes got wide, maybe it was enough.

Somebody--Lady Maarilex or Ren Lar--must have made a sign that Jethri didn't catch, because
right then, the door at the back of the room opened and here came an elder person dressed in atight



black tunic and tight black pants. He bowed, hands together.
"Shdl | serve, Lady?!
"Yes, and thenleave us, if you will."

Therewastak during the med, family catch up stuff, which Jethri followed well enough, to his
own surprise. Following it and making sense of it were two different orbits, though, and after awhile he
just let thewords dide past his ear and concentrated on his dinner.

"Of course, | will be delighted to have Jethri's assstance in the vineyard--and in the cdllars, too."
Ren Lar'svoice, bearing asit did his own name, jerked Jethri's attention away from dinner, which was
mostly done anyway, and back to the conversation.

"That iswdl," Master ven'Dedin was answering camly. "l intend to start him in wine after he has
completed his studies here, and it would be beneficia if he had abasic understanding of the processes.”

"Very wise," Ren Lar murmured. "I am honored to be ableto assg, in even so smal away, with
the young trader's education.”

Carefully, Jethri looked to the twins. Miandrawas studying her plate with an intengity it didn't
deserve, being empty. Meichamet his eye square, and he got the distinct ideashéd've said, | told you so
right out if she hadn't aready earned one black mark on the medl.

Jethri fet himsdlf go cold, felt the breath shortening in hislungs. Thrown off, he thought, and
didn't believe. Couldn't believeit, not of Master ven'Dedlin, who, unlike his blood mother, had wanted
him, at least as her gpprentice. Who had plansfor him, and who thought he might one day be useful to--

And there was the B crate Sitting in the room upstairs, which he surely didn't need for athree-day
vigt..

"Madam," he heard his own voice, breathless and athought too sharp. ™Y ou're not leaving me
here?'

Shetipped her head, black eyesvery bright. ™Y ou object to the house of my foster mother?

Hetook a breath, centering himsalf--trying to--like Pen Rel kept ingsting on. It was important to
be calm. People who panicked made mistakes, and, by al the ghosts of space, a mistake now could
doom himto lifeinthemud...

Another breath, deliberately deep, noticing that the conversation had stopped and that Master
ven'Dedin's question hung in the air, vibrating with an energy he wasn't near to understanding.

"The house of your foster mother isafine house, indeed,” he said, dowly, carefully. "Ignorant as|
am, itisdl but certain that | will disgrace the honor of the house, or of yoursdlf, al unknowning. | am
space-born, malam. Planet ways--"

Magter ven'Dedlin moved ahand in the Liaden version of "stop”. Gulping, Jethri stopped.

"You see how itiswith him," she said to Lady Maarilex. " So much concern for my honor!"
"Thatisnot anill thing, | judge, in afoster child,” theold lady said gravely. "Indeed, | am
charmed and heartened by his care of you, Norn. For surely, his concern for you is but a pure reflection

of the care you have shown him. | am pleased, but in no wise surprised.”

Trapped. Jethri bit hislip, feding panic dawing a histhroat, adrenadine arguing with hisdinner.

Acrossthetable, he saw Miandra swallow hard, and Meichaclose her eyes, throat working.

"So, then," Magter ven'Dedlin continued. "Winelore, surely, and adecreasing of the sengihilities.
Modesty becomes alad of certain years, but alad who hovers on the edge of being atrader grown must
have more to his repertoire than modesty and a pleasant demeanor.”

Lady Maarilex inclined her head. "We shdl do our possible,” she murmured. "A reummamay
See some progress.”

A relumma? Ninety-six Standard Days? He stayed in his chair. Hedidn't yell or giveinto
bawling. Acrossfrom him, though, Me chasniffled.

"Mother," Ren Lar said softly. "It occurs to me that our guests, newly come from space, might
welcome an early escapeto their beds.”



"Why, so they might,” Lady Maarilex said, like theidea surprised her. "Thank you, my son." She
inclined her head and sat poised until he had come 'round to her chair, eased it back and offered an arm
for her to lean on assherose.

"Good night, kin and guests. Repose yoursel vesin camness, knowing that the houseisvigilant on
your behdf. Y oung Jethri, attend me tomorrow morning at eighth hour in my study. Miandrawill show
youtheway."

She turned then, leaning hard on the arm of her son, and left the room at adow walk. As soon as
she cleared the door, the twins popped up, bowed their good-nights and were gone, leaving Jethri staring
at Norn ven'Dedlin and fedling abouit to cry.

"Wdl," shesad, risng and looking down a him quizzicaly. "Allow meto escort you to your
rooms, my son."

He did keep himself in hand until they reached the door of his quarters-he did. Master
ven'Dedlin chatted easily on about the house and how comfortable it wasto be assigned to her very
room--though nothing so exated as the north wing, mind you!--suited her very well. Jethri returned
monosyllables--maybe he did that. But he didn't start afight until he had opened the door and bowed her
over into hisparlor.

He pulled the door closed behind him--so gently, he could scarcely hear the lock snick, and
stood for the space of acouple good, deep breaths, preparatory to laying the case out ascam and as
forceful ashe could.

"Master Hinx, how do you go on?' Master ven'Dedlin said ddightedly. Jethri turned and sure
enough, there was the cat, curled up on one of the chairs, and there was Master ven'Dedlin, bending
down to offer a courteous finger.

"Come, do me the honor of renewing our acquaintance.”

Surprisingly enough, the cat did just that, coming out of his curl and Stting up tal, touching his
noseto her fingertip.

"Alwaysthe gentleman!" She moved her hand, running tickling fingersunder the cat'schin. "'l see
that | leave my sonin good carel” Straightening, she sent Jethri aquick black glance.

"Truly, young Jethri, you will do well here, with Hinx as your sponsor.”

He cleared histhroat. "I'd like to talk to you about that, if you please, malam,” he said carefully.

She sighed, and folded her hands together, head to one side. "Wdll, if you must, you must, and |
will not forbid it. But | will tell you that you are doomed to failure. Remain here, you most assuredly shdl,
to St at thefeet of my foster mother and learn whatever she wishesto teach you.”

"Maam, will you not at least listen to me?' He heard the desperation in his own voice and bit his
lip.

"Did | not say that | would listen? Speak, my child. | rgjoice in the mel odious sounds of your
Speech.”

"Yes, maam. | don't wish to be tiresome and | know you must be eager to seek your bed, 0|
will be brief. The caseisthat | am space-based and | am apprenticed to learn trade. The whysand
whyevers of planet-based society--that fals outside the scope of those thingsit is necessary for meto
learn in order to be an effective trader.”

"A gentle set-down; appropriate between kin. And though | might protest that | have done
nothing to earn your anger, | will refrain, for | well know that you consider yourself wronged. So..." She
moved a hand, showing him the chair unoccupied by the cat.

"Sit, child, and give over glowering a me."

He sat, though he wasn't that certain in regard to the glower.

"Good." She turned back to the second chair, scooped the cat up deftly and sat, cat on knee.
Hinx blinked, and stretched, and curled round, obvioudy pleased with his position.

"The fact that you are able to argue with sincerity that knowledge of planet based society has no



bearing upon your abilities as atrader only demonstrates how deeply you arein need of such education.”

"Master--"

Sheraised ahand. "Peace. Y ou have made your throw. | now claim my turn with the dice.”

Hebit hislip. "Yes, maam."

"'Y es, mother' would be more appropriate to the case," she said, "but | do not insst. Instead, |
will undertake to put your mind at ease. Y ou are not abandoned. Y ou are set down for the space of two
relumma, that you might pursue independent study of value to the ship. These studies are two-fold." She
held up ahand, and folded the index finger down.

"One, you will learn what my foster mother may teach you of the proper mode. Fear not that she
will treasure you as | do--and insst that you extend yoursdlf to your greatest efforts.” Shefolded her
second finger down.

"Two, you will dso spend timein the trade hal at Irikwae Port. | have requested that the master
of the hall seeto your guild certification, which isamatter | have too long neglected.” Points made, she
dropped her hand to FHinx'sflank.

"I have mysdf undertaken just such independent studies and certifications, to the benefit of the
ship and the profit of the clan. It iswhat is done, and neither punishment, nor betraya. Areyou ableto
accept my word that thisisso?"

Hisfirg inclination wasto tell her no, but the plain truth was that hed never known her tolie.
Some things she said that he didn't understand--but that was hisignorance and not her deliberate
mideading--

"Two rdumma?"' he blurted, hisbrain findly catching up with hisears. He bent forward in his
chair. "Lady Maarilex said one rdumma”

"Tchal" Magter ven'Dedlin looked up from scratching Flinx behind the ears. " She said that one
relummamight begin to show progress. What profit do you bring to the ship haf-trained?’

He closed hiseyes, fists set hard againgt his knees. Two relumma on-planet, he thought, and
shivered.

"Child..." Therewasarustle, and athump, and then arms put 'round his shoulders. He stiffened
and then leaned into the hug, pushing hisface againgt her shoulder like she was Sedli and him not much
older than eight.

"Child, the worlds are not your enemy. Nor do shipsenclose dl that isgood and proper in the
universe. A trader must know his customers--and the grater number of your customers, when you are a
trader grown, will be planet-based, not ship-born. Ignore their ways at your peril. Despisethem...” There
wasasmall pouf of sound over his head, and her armstightened briefly.

"Despise them,” she continued, "if you must, from knowledge, rather than ignorance.”

"Yes, maam," he whispered, because there wasn't anything else to say. Shewas going to leave
him here, right enough, whatever he said, or however he said it. His outlook now wasto be sure she
remembered to come back for him.

"Y ou may think me heartless," she murmured. "Y ou may perhapsthink that | have never been
bade to show acam faceto exile. Acquit me, | beg you. Well | remember the wildnessin my heart,
when my delm ordered that | be fostered to Tarnia, away from Solcintraand from Liad itself, which
enclosed dl that was good and proper in the universe.” Again, that smdl pouf of sound, which might,
Jethri thought, be agentle laugh.

"A surly and aloof fosterling | was, too. | trust that you will be more seemly than | was--for my
foster mother, | ask that you be gentle, and no more bitter than is strictly necessary.”

He laughed--a surprising, hiccupy sort of sound--and heard her laugh, too. Her armstightened
once more before she stepped back, leaving him feding comforted, and oddly comfortable.

"So then," she said briskly. "Y ou have an early interview with our foster mother, and will
doubtlesswish to seek your bed soon. Be cartain that | will return for you. | swear it, on Ixin itsalf.”

Jethri blinked. To swear on the name of her clan--he had the sense that was something not lightly
done, could not belightly done. If her own name was more precious than rubies, how much more
precious must be the name that sheltered dl ven'Dedlins, everywhere? He cameto hisfeet, till chewing



on the nuances, and bowed respect to an elder.

"I will look for you, in two rumma," he said, and straightened to see asmile on her face.

"Indeed, you will. And now, my son, | bid you deep deep and sweet dreaming. Learn your
lessons well--and mind Master Hinx whenever he caresto advise you.”

Heinclined hishead, serioudy. "I'll do that, malam.”

Together, they walked to the door. He opened it for her; she stepped out--and turned back.

"Y ou will wish to open that curtain, my child. Theview of the nighttime sky is not to be missed.”

"Yes, maam," he said, out of habit, and she smiled again and went away down the hall. Jethri
closed the door dowly, and turned to face the curtained window.

You told her yes, hesaid to himsdf.

It took a month or so to cross the room, and another week to pull the cord. The curtains came
back, dow and Stately. Lower lip gipped tightly between histeeth, Jethri looked up from the cords and
thefolds of cloth...

The sky was adeep blue, spangled with fist-sized shards of icy white light. A pale blue moon
was rising, casting shadows on the shoulders of the mountains. Further out, and considerably down, there
were clustered lights--a city, or so he thought. He remembered to breathe, and then to breathe again,
looking out over the night.

The moon had cleared the mountain peak before he turned away and went into the bedroom,
walking on histoes, asif thefloor wastiled in glass.
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" S0, then, Y oung Jethri," asked Stafeli Maarilex, "how do you find the view from the north

He paused with histeacup halfway to hislipsand favored her with astraight look over therim.
She returned his gaze, her face so entirely empty of expression that the lack might have been said to be
an expression of itsown. Glancing aside, for Liadens counted atoo-long stare at the face as rudeness, he
spped histeaand put the cup gently back in its saucer.

"| found the view astonishing, malam,” he said, and was proud to hear hisvoice steady on.

"| am gratified to hear you say it. Honor me with your thoughts regarding our moons."

Moons? He tried not to look befuddled, and supposed he failed completely.

"l saw only one moon, maam:--pae blue and rising behind the mountain.”

"So?' She paused, one hand on her cup, then threw her free hand dightly up and to the Side,
fingersflicking out. "Y ou must forgive an old woman's memory. Of course, we arein single phase
anytimethis six-day! Never mind, you will soon have the pleasure of beholding al threeriding the skies.
Indeed, | will ask Ren Lar to form an excursion for the house's children later in your stay, when the nights
will bewarmer. | am sure you will find it most amusing. Local legend isthat good luck comesto those
who deep benegth the full moons.”

Heinclined his head, which was polite, and put away for later wondering--or asking of the
twins--the notion of aspecid excursion to look at moons. It might be, he thought, that Tarniaowned a
starhouse and an optical scope for--

"There are certain matters of a personal nature which we must discuss,” Lady Maarilex said,
interrupting histhought. "Pray forgive meif my questions seem impertinent. | assure you that | would not
ask these things did necessity not exist.”

"Yes, maam," he said, stting up straighter in his chair. He was speaking in the mercantile mode,
by specia permission of thelady. She was speaking in amode that was not mercantile, but perfectly
intelligible, solong as he kept hisear onit.



"Wewill need to know certain things. Y our family, for instance. Norn tells me that Terrans do not
form into Houses and Clans, which | must say seems very peculiar to me. However, | suppose you must
have some other method for tracking lineage.” Sheinclined her head.

"Enlighten me, then, young Jethri. Who are you?'

Hetook alittletimeto think about it, lifting his cup and taking aleisurely sp whilehe did, so as
not to seem rude.

"l am of themainline Gobelyns," he said dowly. "Off of the tradeship Gobelyn's Market .

"l see" Shelifted her cup, buying time hersdlf, Jethri thought, and wasn't particularly encouraged
by thinkingit.

"May | know more, young Jethri?" she murmured, putting her cup down and apparently giving
most of her attention to choosing apiece of fruit from the bowl in the center of the table. "Despite dll
Norn'sefforts, | am woefully ignorant of shiplore.”

"Yes, maam," he said, mortified to hear his voice break on the second word. "My mother islza,
captain; my father was Arin, senior trader. My eder shlingsare Cris, first mate, and Sedli, administrative
mate. My mother's brother is now senior trader, brought on board when my father died." He took adeep
breath, and met her eyesfirmly, rudeness be spaced.

"The Gobelyns have been shipfolk since before space took ships. Arin Tomeas, as he was before
he married, hisline was scholars and explorers, he served his turn as a Combine commissioner before he
was senior trader."

He didn't expect her to value that--to know how to vaue it--and so he was surprised when she
bent her head solemnly, and murmured, "A worthy lineage, Jethri Gobelyn. It could not, of course, be
otherwise"

That might've just been the polite--she couldn't very well disapprove of Master ven'Dedlin's
choice of afosterson, after al--but he was warmed anyway.

"l wonder," shesad gently, "if I might know your age.”

"Seventeen Standard Y ears, malam.”

"Hah. And your name day?"

He blinked, then remembered that Liadens celebrated the anniversary of ababy's being named,
which might, as Vil Tor told it, be done within seconds of the birth, or aslong astwelve days past. Near
as he knew, held been named smultaneous with being born. Heinclined hishead dightly.

"Day two-thirteen, maam.”

"Ddightful! We shdl havethefdicity of ushering you into your eighteenth year. The houseis
honored.”

He didn't exactly scan why that should be such an honor, 'specidly when stood against the fact
that his birthday was more often forgot than not. When held been akid, Sedli'd made sure therewas
some specid favorite eatable in hisdinner, and Criswould give him alittle something by way of a
present--a booktape, maybe, or an odd-bit he'd found during the trade rounds. His fourteenth birthday,
there wasn't any specid tasty in his dinner, though the occasion of his birth had been marked by Cris,
who had given him the gown-up wrench set he still wore on hisbelt. After that--well, he wastoo old for
wanting after specid tidbits and gee-gaws.

Carefully, heinclined hishead. "I am grateful, but the House need not exert itself on my
account.”

Lady Maarilex raised an eyebrow. "Norn is correct. Far too much sensibility. Hear me, Jethri
Gobelyn: The house exertsitself on your behaf because it iswhat the house demands of itself. Y our part
isto strive to be worthy of our care. Am | plain?’

He swallowed and looked down into histeacup. "Y es, maam.”

"Good. Now, lift up your face like the bold young man | know you to be and tell me how you
cameto meet Norn."

Of the questions he might have expected from her, this one might have been dead last. Master
ven'Dedin must havetold her

"Y our pardon, young Jethri,” the sharp old voice cut across histhoughts. "May | expect the



fdicity of an answer soon?"

It was near enough in tone to Magter tel'Ondor to jerk him upright to meet her eye before he
took a deep breath and began histae.

"Wemet in Ynsolt'i Port, which islocated in what the Terrans call the far-outside and Master
ven'Dedlin calsthe Edge. Therewasa... man... who had a ded with afour-on-one payout, guaranteed
with amagter trader's card...”
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"Sedli Gobelyn?' The man'svoice was hurried and high--not familiar, just like hisface, when she
turned her head and gave him a stare, the while continuing to move. Shewas running closeto late for the
regular ingpection visit and she knew from experience that the yard-boss wouldn't wait for her onetick
past the hour. Not good timing on the part of the spacer who was doggedly keeping pace beside her,
though hisface was red and damp with swest.

"Canwetadk?" he panted, as Sedli stretched her legsalittle more.

"If you can talk and walk at the sametime, we can,” she said, not feding any particular pity for
him. "I'm late for an gppointment and can't stop.”

"Maybe we can meset after your appointment,” he said. "'I'm authorized to offer atrade for
fractins”

Authorized to offer atrade on fractins? Like fractins was something rare and expensive, instead
of the over-abundant nuisance they happened to be. Sedli sighed, wondering if the guy was aheadcase
or ajoker. Not that it mattered.

"Sorry," she said, moving on at her top ground speed. "No fractins.

"Well makeit worth your while" heinssted. "I'm authorized to trade generous.”

"Does you ho good if we got noneto sell.” The gate wasin sSght; damn if she wasn't going to be
right ontime.

"Wait--"

"No timeto wait!" she snapped, more than alittle out of breath. "And we ain't got any fractins."
She was under the canopy, then, her body breaking the beam of the spy-eye.

"Maybe | can cal on your trader!" The man caled behind her and Sedli sighed. Headcase.

"Sure," she yedlled over her shoulder asthe gate swung open. "Tak to our trader.”
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Updtairs, downgtairs, upstairs, downstairs, front stairs, back stairs. Secret sairs, too. Not to
mention the halways, public, private and dmost-forgot. By the time they made it back to ground level
and toured the big kitchen and the little one, Jethri was ready for a solid couple hours of deep.

After breakfagt, Lady Maarilex had put him in the care of the twins, ingtructing them to provide
himwith a"thorough" tour of the house. It wasin Jethri's mind that they had taken that "thorough” just a
little too literdl. What reason for him to know how to find the butler's closet, or Pan Dir's rooms--Pan Dir
being the cousin who was goneto Liad for his studies, and Mr. pd'Sabathe butler looking impartialy
sour at the three of them while the twins did the polite and he made his bow.

And who would have expected that there could be so many stairs inside of one structure,
Jethri thought, panting in the wake of hisguides. Who would have thought there could be so many
hallways giving on to so many rooms?



Half-a-dozen steps ahead of him, the twinsfair danced aong, their soft-booted feet hardly
seeming to touch the floor, talking in turns over their shoulders, and neither one having the common grace
to show bresthless.

"Thetour isamost done, Jethri!" called Meicha, bouncing ‘round to face him. "This halway ends
inagar--avery small gair, | promiseyou! At the end of the stair, isadoor, and on the other side of the
door--"

"Isagarden!" Miandra sang out. "The cook has promised us alovely cold nuncheon, so that you
may recruit your strength before your afternoon in the winery."

Jethri's feet stopped moving so suddenly he dmost fell on hisface. One of the twins said
something short and nasty half under her breath before the two of them turned and walked back to him.

"Itis" sad Miandra, who tended, in Jethri's limited experience, to be the more serious of the
two, "avery nice garden."

"Withawadl dl around it," Mechaadded.

"It'sopen?' He managed, and was obscurely proud to hear that hisvoice did not bresk on the
question.

"Open?' Shefrowned, not certain of his meaning, but Miandra caught it right enough.

"To the ky? Of courseit is open to the sky. Gardens are, you know."

"We had thought to offer you a pleasant respite before your afternoon's labors," Meichasaid.
"Thisisour own favorite garden.”

Jethri took a breath--another one, centering himsalf. Pen Rel had sworn three solemn swears that
centering and right breathing would &l come naturd to him, with practice. If | keep the current course,
Jethri thought irritably, I'll be in practice and back out again before the shift changes.

"Much better,"” Miandra approved, asif held said something fortunate.

"Anger isapowerful tool,” Meichaadded, like that made everything clear and wonderful. She
reached out and grabbed his hand, her fingers surprisingly strong.

"Come aong, Jethri, do. | promise, only ashort walk, then you may rest and refresh yourself and
frown at usdl you like-"

"While we entertain you with tales of Ren Lar and his beloved vines, and give you the benefit of

our--"

" ot

"Sorrowful--"

"Experience”

He looked from one to the other, and thought he saw the glimmer of ajoke around the edges of
their eyes.

"Ren Lar pushesthe crew hard, doeshe?' he asked lightly, thinking of the soft-spoken, dreamy
eyed man hed met last night a prime medl.

"Ren Lar livesfor thevines" Mechasaid solemnly. "Pan Dir sworeto usthat hewasgivenin
contract to the mother vine, with the child--that being Pet Ric--coming to the house, naturaly enough, so
that the vines should never want for aught.”

She sounded so much like Khat on the approach to a story that he amost laughed out loud. He
did smile and move one shoulder. "Pan Dir was having fun with you, | think."

"I think s0, too," Miandrasaid briskly. "1 dso think that | am hungry, and that nuncheon awaits
us”

"And that time marches," her Sster agreed. She pulled on Jethri's hand. " Come, son of
ven'Dedin. It isachurlish guest who starves the children of the house.”

There redly wasn't anything else to do. Vowing to keep his head down and hiseyes on hisplate,
Jethri let himsdlf be pulled dong, freighter to Meichastug.

The trees made the thing tolerable, when all was counted and talied. They weretal trees--old,
said Miandra; older even than Aunt Stafeli--and their wide-reaching branches broke the sky into
manageable pieces, if agpacer should happen to look up too quick, or too high.

The"lovely, cold nuncheon" was set out on atable at the garden's center. Therewasawall, ashe



had been promised, well grown with flowering vines and other creepers.

"Summer isbefore us ill," Miandrasaid, as they mounted the dais and pulled out their chairs.

"Not al the flowersarein bloom, now. At the height of the season, you can see nothing but
flowers, and the air is sweet with their scent.”

Thetwinsate with adelicate intengty that made him fed clumsy and over-large until he forgot
about it in the amazements of the medl.

There was nothing that he ate that he would not have willingly esten more of, though he found
particular favor with afew tasties. He asked the twins the name of each, to their clear approval.

"Learn the names of the thingsyou favor, firg," Meichasad. "Thereisdl thetimeyou like, to
learn the names of those things you carefor less.™

Findly, they each come to enough, and Miandra poured them dl refills of gape juice, and settled
back in her chair.

"S0," Jethri said, trying to keep an eye pinned on each. "Ren Lar isunkind?'

"Never think so!" That was Meicha. "Ren Lar is cgpable of great kindness.”

"The most of which," Miandra continued, "is reserved for hisvines and hisvintages, and then abit
for hisherr."

"Aunt Stafdi figuresthere, too, | think. But, yes, Ren Lar principaly caresfor thevines, whichis
to the good of the house, for wineis our wedth. Whereupon hangs our tragic tale.”

"It was" Miandrasaid, Spping her juice, "our own fault.”

"Wedidn't know our own strength,” Meichareturned, which might have been excuse or
explanation.

"Still, we knew that something might happen, and our choice of target was ..."

"Infdicitous”

"Bxtremdy.”

Jethri consdered them over therim of hisglass. "Are you going to tell me what happened,” he
asked, like hewas their senior, which he had an uneasy fedling he wasn't, no matter how the Standards
fdl. "Or tak to yoursdvesdl shift?"

They laughed.

"Hewants around tale, and no foolishness!" Mechacrowed. "You tdll it for us, sster.”

"Well." Miandramoved her shoulders and sat up, putting her glass on the table.

"Understand, this happened at the Sart of last year--planetary year, that would be, not
Standard.”

Jethri inclined his head to show that he did indeed understand.

"S0. It was afew weeks later in the season than it is now, and we--with the entire rest of the
household who could wield shears--were in the vineyard, pruning the vines.”

"Whichistedious, at best,” Meichaput in, "and horrid, a worg."

Her sster turned to look at her, eyebrows well up.

"| thought thiswas mineto tell?*

The other girl blinked, then inclined her head. "Forgive me. Indeed, it isyoursto tell.”

Miandrainclined her head in turn, and took up her tae.

"AsMeichasays, pruning isno task to love--unless one is Ren Lar, who loves everything to do
with thevines. Alas, neither of usis Ren Lar, and while we may respect thevines, | believeit isfair to say
that Flinx holdsahigher placein our persond affections.”

"Far higher,” Meichadeclared, irrepressible.

Miandra sipped juice, pointedly ignoring her, and put the cup down.

"We had been some days at the pruning, and some hours on this particular day, having risen early
to thework, and it came to me--1 cannot quite say how it should have done--that | loathed pruning the
vines and that it would be much more convenient, and far lesstedious, if | could smply will the work
done." She sat up straight and looked Jethri right in the eye.

"| fdt acertain, let ussay, heat risein my blood, my fingers, my toes, and my head fair tingled.
My shears dropped to the ground, and | stood, quivering. Meicha asked mewhat | was about, but | was



unable to do anything, but reach out and gasp her hand, and direct my thought at the rows of vines that
Ren Lar had said we should prunethat day."

It was agood place to pause for dramatic effect--and pause she did, much to Jethri's admiration.
It was an interesting ory, if different than Khat's usua, and he was enjoying himself. Two more
heartbegts, and he realized that he was behind hand in his duty.

"What happened?' he asked.

Miandrainclined her head. "Nothing. Or so we thought then. Wearily, and now both afflicted
with the headache, we picked up our shears and set back in to work." She paused, briefly.

"Three days|ater, we found that we had been wrong--we had wrought something, after dl.
Every one of the vineswe had tended that day had died, and Ren Lar wasasangry as| have ever seen
him. Aunt Stafdli banned us from the vines until aHealer could be summonedtotest us RenLar..." She
faltered.

After amoment, Meichasad, softly. "It istrue that in the old days, when such thingswere
possible, that Ren Lar might well have mated with the mother vine. He mourned the falen asif they were
his own children." She shivered dightly. "Indeed, he mournsthem ill."

"Andwe" Miandrasaid, cm again, "are now in training to be Healers." She lifted the chain up
from around her neck, so the ruby spun in the sunlight. "Asyou may see.”

Not too bad, thought Jethri gppreciatively, and inclined his head.

"l am ingtructed by your tale," he said, serioudy. "But, as| have no such unusua taent, | think
that the vineswill be safewith me.”

Meichagrinned. "The vineswill be safe with you, friend Jethri. For be surethat Ren Lar will not
dlow you to leave hissght whileyou arein hisvineyard.”

* % %

"He knew your name?' Grig sounded worried, and Sedli sghed, mentdly giving hersdf aquick
kick for having mentioned the headcase &t dll.

"Not exactly asecret, isit?' she asked. "My name's on the clearances and the licenses, al on
public file--'swhat Admin does, ain't it?"

"Still, him stopping you in the street and wanting to talk fractins...”

"Headcase," she said firmly. "Took the ideathe Market was shipping fractins, and set out to do
something about it. Said he was going to call on our trader. Luck to him, iswhat | hope, 'specidly if he's
hopin' to buy fractinsfrom Paitor.”

"No problem Paitor seling him fractins, if fractinsiswhat hell have,” Grig sad, taking agp of his
brew. "Simple broker deal. Must be three, four warehouses of 'em on port here.”

"That'swhy he'saheadcase," Sedli pointed out, glad that his thought was tending that way. Grig
was agood man--none better--but he did like his theories and conspiracies. "He wants game pieces,
port's prolly full of them, and no need to suppose that Market's carryin’ the motherload.”

Grig looked at her, not saying anything.

"What?" she snapped, exasperated.

He moved hiseyes. "Nothing. Likely nothing. Just--take a cab, Sedli, willya? Man being a
headcase don't excuse him from being quick to grab.”

Sedli smiled, and had adow sip of brew. "Think | can't hold my own against some spacer, Grig
Tomas?'

He smiled back, eyeswarming in that way she especialy liked. "Want to prove otherwise?"
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THEY WERE HAVING themselves aquiet med--Grig and Khat and Sedli--talking over the
events of the day, of which there hadn't been that many, and figuring out the share-work for the next
while

"Port's got me scheduled for along-fly, week after next," Khat said, putting her finger down on
the grid they had on the table between them. "Liaden edge, near enough. Top rate. Bonus, too. Be good
for thebank and I'd like to go, just for thejig of it. Getting tired of station shuttles and ferry-jobs.”

Sedli craned her head to read the grid upside down. "Five days out?'

"If you need me down here, I'll tell 'em to find somebody el se. No problem, Sedli.”

"| don't see any reason to do that. Got the monthly comin’ up, but Grig was wantin' to do the
wak-through. Got that al straight with the yard-boss, so he can't squawk crew-change and lock us out."”

"Man's a couple decimas short of an orbit,” Khat muttered.

"Yard'stop-rated, though," Grig said. "Which is enough to keep abody awake at night.”

Sedli danted him alook. "Isthat what's keepin' you awake at night?"

He gave her the Full Dignified, nose tipped up, and dightly wrinkled, mouth rumpled like hedd
tasted something dightly bad. "That, and certain importunate young persons.”

She dapped her hand flat on the table. " Importunate, isit?I'll importunate you, Grig Tom--"

"Ho, the ship!" camethe hail from the outer room.

"Paitor!" Khat yelled. "In the galley! Grab abrew and tell usthe newd!"

In he came, looking dusty and tired, gave agenera nod of hi-there, threw hisjacket over the
back of an unclaimed chair and made aline for the cold-box.

"Handwich makin'sthere, too, Paitor, if you're peckish,” Grig said, quiet and serious of a sudden.

"Brew'sfine," the other man said, coming back to the table with onein his hand. He dropped into
the chair, broke the sedl on the bottle and had along drink.

"That'sgood," he sighed, leaning back, eyes ditted, though if it wasin pleasure or plain
exhaugtion Khat couldn't have said.

"What'sthe news, Uncle?" Sedli asked, quigt, like Grig had been. Feeling out trouble, Khat
thought, considering the dump of Paitor's shoulders.

He sighed, and straightened, and got his eyes opened.

"Funny thing," he said, and it was Grig he waslooking at. Y ou might find it so. Fellacome by
Terratrade today, asking for me by name. They sent him on up. Turns out he wasin the market for
fractins”

"The headcase," Sedli said, understanding, and reached for her brew. "I hopeyou sold him a
warehouse full, and at afavorable price, too. Ship's Genera could usethe cash.”

Heflicked aglance at her, then back to Grig. "I'd've done that, but it was specid fractinshewas
after.”

Grig shrugged, expressionless, and Khat felt something with lots of cold feet run down her spine.

"Seemswhat thisfellawas after, was Arin'sfractins. Said he waswilling to offer ahandsome
sum--he named it, and it was. Told him | couldn't oblige, that Arin's son had everything Arin had cared to
leave behind, and the boy was 'prenticed to another ship.”

Therewasasmal pause, growing longer, as Paitor waited for Grig to say something. Eventualy,
the lanky crewman shrugged again. "Should've been an end to it, then.”

"Should've," Paitor agreed. "Wasn'. 'stead what he wantsto know isif we got any other Befores
on trade. Especidly, he'sinterested in light-wands and duplicating units.”

Grig laughed, sharp and ugly. "Man'safool.”

"Headcase," Sedi said again. "Told you."

"Close enough,” Grig agreed, and reached for his brew.

"I'm asking," Paitor said, his hands folded 'round his own bottle and the knuckles showing, Khat
saw, ashade or two pale.

Grig looked up and put the brew down. "Ask it, then."

"Was Arin dedling old tech?' The words came out kinda gritty and tight.

Grig lifted an eyebrow. "Dirt makin' you squeamish? Never took cash for afractin, | guess.”



Paitor took a hard breath, lifted his brew and had another long drink, thumping the bottle back to
the table, empty. Khat got up and went to the cold-box, pulled four new bottles and brought them back
to the table. She broke the seel on one and put it in front of Paitor, took another for hersalf and sat
down. Acrossthetable, Sedi was itting tall, looking afrown between Paitor and Grig.

"Sure, | sold 'em--apiece of this, apart of that,” Paitor said at last, his eyes pegged to Grig's.
"Maybe aframe an' some fractins. Who knows what they were, or what they did?"

"| thought you wasn't abeliever.”

Paitor grinned, no humor init a al.

"Don't need to be a believer when | got one across the table, asking for whole, working gadgets
by name."

"Point." Grig lifted his brew and finished it off, put the bottle back soft on the table. "So you
asked--yeah, Arin traded the undersidein old tech. Far as| know, he was mostly buying--bought some
few things, mysdlf, now and then, like that weather maker Jeth adopted. Most of the Stuff, it
went--someplace else. And before you ask--no, | don't know whereit isor how it went. Arin's business,
firgt and finish. He didn't tell me everything." He reached to the middle of the table and snagged another
brew; glanced back to Paitor'sface. "Y ou know how Arin was."

"Thisguy was buying,” Paitor said, but Khat could see that he wasfinding Grig's story believable
and in some part comforting.

Grig shrugged. "Man's running with old info," he suggested, breaking the sedl on his brew.
"Headcase, too." Heflicked aquick smileat Sedli, who didn't et go of her frown. "Y ou want meto talk
tohim?’

A pause, then aheadshake. "No need. | told him we didn't have no fractins; told him we're fresh
outtaold tech. On planet for arefit, | told him. Got nothing worth trading at dl." Helifted his bottle, but
didn't quite drink. " Seemed satisfied with that. Though he left me abeam-code.” Paitor'slipsthinned. "In
case | should come across something.”

"Which won't happen, ‘cause we ain't looking," Sedli said, firmly, reaching for the last bottle and
breaking the sed with avengeance. "We'rewell out of it." Shefavored Grig with aglare, and he dipped
his head, agreegble-like.

"Sure, Sedli."
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"Good-day, Jethri." Ren Lar looked up from hislab table, meter held ddlicately in one hand, blue
eyes soft as ever. Somehow, he managed to look cool and elegant, though his apron was liberdly painted
with stains, and hisdeevesrolled to hiselbows.

Jethri, hisown deevesrolled up in anticipation of another long shift spent readying barrelsto
recalve their next batch of wine, inclined his head, which he had found was cons dered respectful enough,
in thiscircumstance.

"Good-day, gr. | hope I'm not late." He wasn't, just, which was no fault of the tailor who had
been summoned to produce what Lady Maarilex was pleased to cal "appropriate’ clothes for himsaif.
Not satisfied with thefirst set of readings, the tailor--one Sun Eli pen'Jerad--had measured him
agan--and yet again, muttering over hisreadings, and at last jerked hischin at Jethri, giving him leave to
cover himsdlf decently.

"I will bring samples, in six days," Mr. pen'Jerad said, gathering up his measuring devicesand his
notes. "Tarniainforms methat you are atrader-under-study, eh? What you wear now tellsthe world that
you are a cargohand-for-hire. We will amend this." He patted his pockets, making sure of his notes and
bowed farewdl. "Six days."

Six days or never--it made no nevermind to Jethri, who cut out the door as soon as he was



dressed and ran down the back hallsto the winery, prudently pausing on the outside of the door until his
breathing had returned to something like norma before entering and presenting himself to Ren Lar.

That gentleman looked dreamily amused. "My mother had warned me that you were with the
taillor thismorning. The pen'Jerad isamarve with his needle. Would that he were as sure with his
measure-tapes.” A device on the table chimed, and he glanced down with adight frown, and then back
to Jethri.

"Inany case, | had not hoped to see you so soon. Now that you are here, however..." Jethri
sghed to himsdlf, knowing what he was going to hear.

"Ah." Hisface must've let something dip, ‘cause Ren Lar smiled hisdight, dreamy smile. "The
barrels grow tedious, do they? Then you will rgjoice to hear that the end of the racking approaches. The
last of the blendswill be assembled by the end of the twelve-day. Soon, we shall take to the vineyard
and the pruning.”

Hesaid it like pruning was ahigh treat. On the other hand, he had shown Jethri the barrels, and
explained the necessity of having them scrubbed spotless asif it were the most important job in the
winery, which, Jethri thought now, having had some days to consider the matter, it might well be.
Bacteriawould grow in dirty barrels, and bacteria could spoil awhole batch of wine, so clean barrels
wasimportant, right enough.

'Course, cleaning abarrel wasn't anything so smple as shoving it into an ultraviolet box, because
the UV broke down the wood too fast. No, cleaning awine barrel involved gallons of hot water, scrub
brushes, sodium carbonate and of al of things alength of plain chain. After the barrel was scrubbed
down on the outside, and the inside filled with water, sodium carbonate and chain, then it was sedled up
tight and rolled over to the agitator, locked in and shook up but good, while the faithful barrel-scrubber
rolled another dirty over to hiswork space and started the process over again.

It was tiresome and tiring work, make no mistake. Empty barrelswere heavy; full barrels heavier.
Jethri figured he was earning gravity muscles, but that hardly made up for the achein hisarmsand his
shoulders and his back.

Hafway into hisfirst shift, hed come up with the conviction that chemica disinfection would be
the surer--and easier--way to go, but he hadn't made the mistake of saying that to Ren Lar. After a
session with the house library, he was glad held kept his mouth shut on the point, for it transpired that
disinfectants turned the taste of the wine, which meant "spoiled” just as sure asif the bacteriad got in.

"Thereare only afew barrelstoday,” Ren Lar was saying. "When you have done with them,
make yoursdlf availableto Graem, in the aging cellar. She will be able to put another pair of handsto
good use."

"Yes, ar." Jethri inclined his head again, and went to see how many barrelswas only afew.
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"Tdl usabout living on your ship,” Miandrasaid, shuffling the cards with bewildering speed
between nimble fingers.

Jethri blinked, and shifted in his chair, trying for aposition that would ease his back. The three of
them were donein alittle parlor Situated closer to the kitchen than the front door. In theory, the twins
were teaching him to play piket, which unlikely pastime had the full approva of Lady Maarilex.

"Indeed, a gentleman should know his cards and be able to play apolite game.” Shefixed the
twinsin her eye, one after the other. "Mark me, token wagers only. And dl may practice the art of
graceful loss.”

"Yes, Aunt Statdli," said Meicha

"Yes, Aunt Statdli," said Miandra

"Yes, maam,” said Jethri, though he'd been taught not to show temper for losing by kin years his



elder inthe subtle art of poker.

"What do you want to know?"

"Everything," said Mecha, comprehensively, while Miandra continued to shuffle, with athoughtful
look directed downward at the dancing cards.

"l would like to know how the kin groups sustain themsdlves," she said dowly.

"Sustain themselves? Well, there's ship life support, for air, temp and--"

Meichalaughed. Miandradidn't, though she did stop shuffling and raise her face to frown up a
him.

"That wasnot a al funny,” shesaid gernly.

"I--" he began, meaning to say he was sorry, though he didn't know, quite, what he should be
sorry for, except that she was mad at him. His brain refused to pitch up the proper phrase, though, and
after amoment's floundering he produced, "I am sad that you are angry with me."

"She's not so angry that you must be sad for it,” Mecha said, matter-of-factly. "Only answer her
question sensibly and she will be appesased.”

"But you see, | don't understand why my previous answer was ...annoying. We do sustain
oursalvesviaship'slife support. If something €l se was meant by the question, then | don't know how to
unravel it." Therewasasmdl slence, then Meichaspoke again.

"Heis agtranger to our tongue, Sster. Recal Aunt Stafdi? We are only to speak to himin
Liaden, and in proper mode and melant'i, to aid and speed hislearning.”

Miandrasighed and put the cards face down on the table. "Well enough. Then he must learn
idiom." Sheraised her hand and pointed afinger at Jethri's nose, sharply enough that he pulled back.

"Aninquiry into how thekin group sustainsitsdf isan inquiry into genetics,” she said, il tending
toward the stern. "What | wish to know is how your kin group maintainsits genetic hedlth.”

Maintainsits... Oh. Jethri cleared histhroat, thinking that his Liaden, improved asit was by
constant use, might not be up to this. Good enough for Lady Maarilex to set rules on the twins for the
betterment of his understanding, but nobody had drawn any linesfor him about what was and wasn't
considered proper topics of conversations between himsalf and two of the house's precious youngers.

"Ishe shy?' Meichainquired of her Sgter.

"Hush! Let him order histhoughts.”

Right. Well, nothing for it but to tell the thing straight out and hope they took it for the strange
custom of folk not their own--which, cometo think, it would be,

"There are ...arrangements between ships," he said dowly. "Sometimes, those. My older brother,
Cris, came from an arrangement with Perry's Promenade. Sedli--my sister--she came out of a-a
shivary, wecdl it. That's like abig party, when alot of ships get together and there's parties and--and--"
He couldn't put histongue to a phrase that meant the polite of "deeping around,” but it turned out he
didn't have to--Miandra knew exactly what he was on coursefor.

"Ah. Then your sster Sedli isaswe are--Festiva get and children of the house entire.” She
smiled, asif the trandation comforted her, and looked over to Meicha. "Seeyou, Sster? It isnot so
different from the usua way of things. One child of contract and one from Festiva--the genes mix nicely,
| think"

"It would seem 0," her Sister agreed, unusualy serious. "And you, Jethri? Were you
contracted--or joyous accident?’

WEell, there was the question that had formed hislife, now, wasn't it? He shrugged and |ooked
down at the table--real wood, and smooth under his pam, showing stains here and there, and the marks
of glasses, set down wet.

"Unhappy accident, call it," he said to the table. "My parents were married, but my mother wasn't
looking for any more children. Which is how | happened to be the extra, and available to 'prentice with
Madgter ven'Dedin.”

"Thethird child is produced from alifemating,” Miandrasummed up. "It iswel. And your

Helooked up. "My cousins? Well, see, the Gobelyns are awide family. We've got cousins on--|



don't know how many ships. A couple dozen, I'd say, some small, none bigger than the Market, though.
We're the mainline. Anyhow, we share around between usto keep the shipsfull. The extras--they take
berths on other ships, and eventualy they're ..." He frowned after the word. "...assmilated.”

"S0." Miandrasmiled and put her hand over his. "We are not so brutal of our 'extras, but
perhaps we have the luxury of room. Certainly, there are those who go off on the far-trade and return
home once every dozen Standards--if so often. Y our foster mother is one such, to hear Aunt Stafeli tell
thetae. But, indl, it sseemsasif your customs match ours closgly, and are not so strange et al.” Thiswas
accompanied by a hard stare at Meicha, who moved her shoulders, to Jethri's eye, discomfited.

"But," he asked her, "what did you think?"

"Oh, she had some notion that the Terran ships used the old technology to keep their crews ever
young," Miandrasaid. "Aunt Stafeli say's she reads too many adventure stories.”

"Y ou read them, too!" Meichacried, visbly sung.

"Well, but I'm not such adolt asto believe them!”

Meicha pouted. "Terranstrade in old tech--Vandae said so."

"Y es, but the old tech mostly doesn't work," Jethri pointed out. " The curiosity trade getsit, and
sometimesthe scholars™

"Vandale said that, too," Miandrasaid.

"And Pan Dir said that thereis till some old tech in the out-beyond that does work!" her twin
snapped, with afair tting-down gpproximation of stamping her foot.

"If you want to know what | think," Jethri said, fedling like he'd better do his possibleto finish the
subject before the matter came to blows. "I think that Pan Dir likesto tell stories. My cousin Khat's
exactly the sameway."

There was a pause as Meicha and Miandra traded glances.

"Theresthat,” Meichasad a last, and, "True," agreed Miandra

Jethri sighed and reached for the cards, Sitting forgotten by her hand.

"| thought you two were going to win my fortune from me."

That made them both laugh, and Me cha snatched the deck from him and began to shufflewith a
will.

"I hear achdlenge, sgter!”

"As| do! Ded the cards!"
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"Oof1"

Theweight hit him right dead center, and Jethri jackknifed from sound adeep to Sitting up, staring
blearily down into apair of pale green eyes.

"You!" He gasped. Hinx blinked his eyesin acknowledgment.

"Might let aman get hisrest," Jethri complained, easing back down to the pillows. Hinx stayed
where he was, two ton paws bearing Jethri's ssomach right down onto his spine.

He yawned and turned his head to look at the clock. Not enough time to go back to deep, even
if the adrendinewould let him. Stupid cat had jumped on his ssomach yesterday morning, & just this
hour. And the morning before that. He was starting to wonder if the animal could tell time.

Down-body, FHlinx began to purr, and shift hisweight from one considerable front foot to the
other--and repeat. He did that every morning, too. The twins swore that the purring and the
foot-shifting--kneading, they called it--were signs of goodwill. Jethri just wondered why, if the cat liked
him so much, he didn't et him deep.

He sighed. The house crew tended to take Master ven'Dedlin's view that he was fortunate to
have falen under Hinx' attention. What the cat got out of it, Jethri couldn't say, unlessit was making notes



for apaper on xenobiology.

Hinx had upped the volume on the purrs, and was pushing alittle harder with hisfeet; the tips of
his claws pierced skin and Jethri was off the pillows again with ayell.

"Hey!"

Startled, the cat kicked with his back feet, twisted and was gone, hitting the floor with asolid
thump.

"Mud!" Heflung to the edge of the bed, and peered over, half afraid hed find the animal with a
broken leg or--

Flinx was standing on four sturdy legs at the edge of the rug, his back to the bed. He looked over
his shoulder--accusingly, to Jethri's eye.

"I'm sorry," he said, sttling his head onto his crooked arm and |etting the other arm dangle over
the edge of the bed. "'l don't like to be scratched, though.”

Therewas apause, asif Flinx was consdering the merit of his apology. Then, he turned and
ambled back to the bed, extending his head to stroke awhiskery cheek aong Jethri's dangling fingers.

"Thanks." Carefully, he dipped hisfingers under the cat's chin and moved them in the skritching
pattern Meichahad shown him. Hinx immediately began to purr, loud and deep.

Jethri smiled and skratched some more. Flinx moved his head, obvioudy directing the finger
action to hisright cheek, and then to the top of hishead, dl the while purring.

Well, Jethri thought drowslly, fingers moving at afar distance, what a relaxing sound. Across
the room, the dlarm chimed.

Hinx skittered out from under his hand a heartbegt before he snapped upright out of his doze.
Sighing, he rubbed his hand over his head, frowning at the lengthening strands, and swung out of bed.

Shower, breakfast, tailor--that wasthefirst part of hisday. Then an afternoon with Ren Lar.

Pruning vines, it wastoday. After that, he wasto join the twinswith their dancing instructor, Lady
Maarilex being of the opinion that a gentleman should show well on the floor, and then supper.

Supper done, he could retire to the library with the list of books the twins tutor had produced for
him--history books, mostly, and a bunch of marked-out sections of athree-volume st titled, The Code
of Proper Conduct.

"Busy day," he said to the empty room, and headed for the shower.

* % %

Compare Banth Port to Kinaveral and Kinaveral cameto look like the garden spot of the
universe, Khat thought, throwing her duffle over one shoulder and heading across the wind-scoured
tarmac. She had her goggles polarized, and her head down, much good it did. The constant hot wind was
supersaturated with sand particles, stuff so fine it sifted through any join, clogged the nosg, filled the
mouth, and sank through the pores. Nose plugs helped some. So did keeping your mouth shut. Other
than that, it was walk fast and hope the pilots crash was climate controlled.

After a couple Standards of walking bent againgt the wind, she cameto aservice tunnd. Her
body broke the sensor beam, the door irised open, and she ducked inside, barely ahead of the door
cosng.

Insdethe tunnd, the light was dim and dightly pink. Khat pushed the goggles up onto her
forehead, took a good, deep lungful of filtered air--and started to cough; deep, wracking spasms that |eft
an acid taste in her mouth, overlaying the taste of the sand.

Eventudly, she was coughed out and able to take some notice of her surroundings. A hatch
closet built into the right wall of the tunnel said "drinking water" in Terran, which she could read fine, and,
underneath, the written pidgin for the same--a stylized drawing of ajug--for them as couldn't read
Teran.

The taste in her mouth wasn't getting much better. Khat stepped over and inserted her thumb into
thelatch. Inside the closet were a couple dozen seded billy bottles carrying the same bilingual message.
She snagged a bottle, dapped the door shut and popped the sedl, taking a short, careful swallow, then



another, and so on until the bottle was empty.

Feeling more or less human, she did the billy into the wall recycler, and looked about her.

There were arrows painted in flourescent green on the floor, and the words, "Banth Port Admin,”
the Admin part repeated in pidgin, which was apparently her direction, whether she was going there or
not. Though, asit happened, she was Admin bound.

She pulled the goggles off her forehead and snapped them onto her belt, taking another
deliberately deep breath of filtered air. No coughing thistime, which she took as a smile from the gods,
even as she shook her head. She had some sympathy for the 'hands who would eventually be unloading
her cargo, and shuddered with the memory of the constant dust storm, heat and battering white light of
the world outside.

Granted, most Groundersre glitched in the think-box, she thought, setting her feet on the
green arrow and walking on, but a body'd think even a Grounder would know better than Banth.

Khat sghed. Wdll, now she knew why Kinaverd Admin had put such anice bonuson this
job--and now she knew better than to take another flight to Banth.

"Live'nlearn," she said, and her voice sounded as gritty as her face felt, despite the water. "Y ou
livelong enough, Khatelane, an' someday you might turn up smart.”

* % %

"There! Now we see ason of aHigh Housein his proper estate!” Sun Eli pen'Jerad was pleased
with himsdf and his handiwork, and Jethri supposed he had aright. Himsdf, held thought the trading coat
and sk shirts provided by Elthoria plenty fancy enough and hadn't aspired to anything in the way of
collar ruffles so high they tickled thetips of hisears, or belled deevesthat reached dl theway to his
fingertips. Then there were the trousers--tighter than his own skin and not near as comfortable--and over
them both along, and pocketless, black vest.

"Very good," Lady Maarilex said, from her chair, Flinx adeep on her [ap. "Do you not think so,
young Jethri?'

Hedghed. "Maam, | think the work isfine, but the deeves are too long and the trouserstoo
tight." Mr. pen'Jerad made an outraged noise. Lady Maarilex raised ahand.

"These things you mention are the current fashion, and not open to negotiation. We al bow to
fashion and rush to do her bidding. How e se should we show ourselves to be a people of worth?"

Jethri looked at her. "Isthat ajoke, maam?'

"Hah. Progress. Some hits, yes. Discover which bits and we shall have progress, indeed. Inthe
meanwhile, we are pleased with Master pen'Jerad's efforts on behaf of evening clothes. Of your
kindness, young Jethri, modd for methe caling clothes.”

Cadling clothesweren't quite so confining, though they <till showed a serious deficiency inthe
pocket department. The trousers were looser, the cream colored jacket roomy, the shirt dark blue, with
an open collar and no ruffles anywhere. They were close enough to trading clothes to be managegable,
and Jethri stepped out into the main room and made his bow to the seated matriarch.

"These please you, en? And well they should. Thejacket hangs well, despite what would seem to
be too much breadth of shoulder. Well done, Sun Eli."

Thetailor bowed. "That you find my work adequateisdl that | desire,”" he murmured. "However,
| must object--the shoulders are not too wide, but balance the rest of the form admirably. It is abaanced
shape, and pleasing, taken on itsown. It iswhen we measure it againgt the accepted standard of beauty
that we must find the shoulders too wide, the legs too long, the chest too deep.”

"Doyou say 07" Sheraised ahand and motioned Jethri to turn, dowly, which hedid, liking the
fed of the slk againgt his skin and the way the jacket hugged his shoulders, too wide or not.

"No, | believe you are correct, Sun Eli. Taken in the context of himself done, thereisacertain
pleasant symmetry." Jethri's turn brought him 'round to face her again and he stopped, hands ddliberately
loose at hissdes.

"So tell me, young Jethri, shdl you be a beauty?'



And that had to be ajoke, given the general Gobelyn face and form. He bowed, very dightly.

"I expect that | will look much as my father did, maam, and | never did hear that he was above
plan.

Surprisingly, sheinclined her head. "Wl said, and honest, too." Shelooked into his eyes and
amiled, very dightly. "We must teach you better. However, there are dtill the day clothesto inspect, if you
would do me the honor?'

The tunndl widened, and widened some more, and by the third widening it was alarge round
room, crowded with desks and chairs and people and equipment--and that was Banth Admin.

Khat stopped her steady forward dog and blinked, something bemused by dl the activity, and
scouting the room by eye, looking for her contact point.

The desks were on platforms alittle higher than floor level, and each one had asign on the front
of it, pelling out its officia station namein Terran and pidgin. Some of the Signsweren't so easy to spat,
on account of the people wandering around, apparently in search of their contact points. Lot of
long-spacersin the mix, which sheld expected. Good number of Liadens, too, which surprised her. This
close to the Edge, there was bound to be a couple working, looking for advantage, but to see so many...

"Edgeiswidenin' out again," Khat muttered. "Pretty soon, won't be nothing to edge.”

She considered the crowd, rising up on her toesto count the Liadens, and filing that number
away for Paitor'sinterest, on the far side of the trip. Might she'd head down to the Trade Bar, after a
shower and a change, and scope out the ship names.

Right now, though, she was after Intake Station. Sooner she had her papers stamped and her
cargo in linefor off-load, the sooner she could hit the pilots crash and have that shower.

After atime, it occurred to her that the only thing craning around the crowd was getting her was a
cricked neck, and she settled the duffle and charted a course into the deeps of the room.

Up and down the rows she cruised, careful not to bump into anybody, Liaden or Terran, being
not wishful of starting either afigtfight or aBaance. Admin crew was olidly Terran, Stting their stations
cam enough, for al each onewas busy.

Intake was on the third row, which made sense, Khat thought sarcasticaly. There were only two
inline ahead of her--yellow-haired Liaden traders, looking enough dike to be mother and son. The boy
was gpparently determined on giving the clerk adifficult life experience. As Khat cameto rest behind
them, he was leaning over the desk, waving a sheaf of paperstoo close to the woman's face and talking,
loud and non-stop, in Liaden, which was just stupid. Anybody who came to the Edge to trade ought to at
least spesk the pidgin.

And if the pidgin’'s too nasty for your mouth, Khat thought at the boy's expensively jacketed
back, you'd have done better to stay home and tend your knitting.

In the meantime, his voice had risen and he was leaning closer over the desk, the wild-waving
sheaf of papers now an active danger. Khat took a step forward, meaning to haul him back to a
respectful distance, but the clerk had her own idess.

"Security!" sheyeled, and smultaneoudy hit ayellow button embedded in the plastic desktop.
The boy paused in hisharangue, like he was puzzled by her reaction, the paperswilting in his hand.

"Peliche" Khat said hepfully, that being the pidgin for ‘cop.’

He sent her an active glare over his shoulder, in the space of which time his mother stepped
forward, hands moving in a pretty rippling motion, apparently meant to be soothing.

"Y our pardon,” she said to the clerk in heavily accented, but perfectly understandable pidgin.
"We have cargo to be off-loaded. Thereis urgency. We must proceed with quickness.”

The clerk's mouth thinned, but she answered civil enough. "1 will need to see the manifests. Asl
sadto thistrader,” anod of the head indicated the boy, "since the manifests are written in Liaden, the
cargo must be inventoried before it is off-loaded. Admin providesinventory-takers. Thereisafeefor this
svice"



The Liaden woman inclined her head. "What isthe price of thisfeg?"

"Fifteen Combinesthe quarter-clock," the clerk said.

Now, that's steep, thought Khat, touching the zip-pocket where her own manifest rode, snug,
safe, and printed out in plain, good Terran. No wonder the boy'sin a snit.

His mam, though, she just bowed her head again and said, cool asif it weren't no money at al,
"That is acceptable. Please produce these inventory-takers at once."

That cargo better be guaranteed profit, thought Khat, darkly.

The clerk reached for her keypad, and then looked up, annoyed for al to see, asabigguy in
standard blues came gtriding toward her station.

"You cdl Security?' he demanded, hand on his stun-gun.

The clerk shrugged, eyes on her schedule screen. "Took your time.”

Hisface, broad in al directions and unshaven on the south side, reddened. "I'm coverin' the
wholefloor by mysdf."

She glanced up at him, then back to the screen. The two Liadens were frankly staring. " Sorry to
bother you," the clerk said, in clear dismissal.

The cop stood for acouple heartbests, giving afar impresson of aman who'd welcome a
chanceto put hisfigt authoritatively against somebody ese's chin. He glared at the Liadens, daring them
to start something. The woman touched the boy's arm and the two of them turned back to the clerk, the
boy rolling his sheaf of papersinto atube, which Khat thought might have been nerves.

Findly, the cop turned and strode off into the crowd. The clerk did a piece of paper out of her
printer and handed it to the Liaden woman.

"Theingpectorswill bewaiting for you at the security station in Access Tunnel Three. Givethem
this paper and follow their ingtructions. The red arrows are your guide to Access Tunndl Three."

"Yes," thewoman said, folding the paper into her deeve. Sheturned, her boy with her, and Khat
was briefly caught in the cold stare of two pair of blue eyes, before they separated to walk around
her--boy to the right, mam to the | ft.

Khat |et go a breath she hadn't known sheld been holding and stepped up to the desk, pulling her
papers out of the zip-pocket.

"Disagter shift?' she asked the clerk, crew-to-crew.

The clerk took the manifest. "Be niceif it wasthat calm," she said, unfolding the papers. "Let's
take alook at what you got here..."

ESCAPED AT LAST into hisown clothesfrom Elthoria, he dipped into the kitchen and
wheedled an off-hours lunch from Mrs. tor'Beli, the cook.

"For the vinestoday, are you?' she asked, handing him aplate so full of eatablesthat he had to
hold it in both hands for fear of |osing some of the contents.

"Yesmadam," he said palitely, guiding his plate over to the table and setting it down.

"Be sure you have ahat and apair of heavy gloves out of the locker before you go out,” she said,
placing aglass of grapejuice on thetable next to hisplate. "Summer istill before us, but the sunishigh
enough to burn, and the vines not as weak as they might appear.”

"Yes, maam," he said again. She returned to the counter where she was enthusiagtically reducing
asguare of dough into along, flat sheet, with the help of awooden roller. Jethri nibbled from hisplate as
he looked around the kitchen, with its multiple prep tables, and its profusion of pots, pans and exotic
gadgets. Dyk would love this, he thought, and gulped astearsrose up in hiseyes.

C'mon, kid, what's up? he said to himsdf sharply. You crying over Dyk?

Well, in point of fact, he thought, surreptitioudy using his napkin to blot his eyes, he was crying
over Dyk--or at least crying over the fact that Dyk would never seethis place, that would have given him
S0 much pleasure...

"Y ou had best hurry, young ven'Dedlin,” the cook caled over her shoulder. "Ren Lar Maarilex



puts the vines before his own lunch, much lessyours.™

He grinned, and sniffled, and put serious attention on his plate, which was very soon empty, and
drained his glass. Pushing back from the table, he looked around for the dishwasher...

"Leavethem,"” Mrs. tor'Bdli said, "and betake yoursdf to the wine room--at arun, if you are
wi"

"Yes, maam," he said for athird time, pushing in the chair. "Thank you, maam.”

"Hurry!" she responded, and to please her hel€eft at apace, stretching hislegs.

Outsde of the kitchen, he kept moving, taking aright into the hall the twins had shown him, and
arrived handily at the door to the wine room. It opened to his pam, and he clattered down the sairs,
through the vestibule and tapped the code into the keypad set in the wall next to the ancient wooden
door.

Thelock snicked, and he worked the old meta latch. The door was dow on its metal hinges,
and he put some shoulder into hurrying it dong, stepping into the wine room proper only alittle out of
breath and scarcely mussed at dl.

Ren Lar was not at his accustomed place at the lab table. Instead, there was Graem, busy with
the drops and the cdibrator. She glanced up as he entered, and frowned.

"The master's gone to the vineyard; he said that you're to find him on the north side.”

Late, Jethri thought, and sighed, before remembering to incline hishead. "Thank you, | will.
Before | go, can you tell mewhere | might draw ahat and apair of gloves?'

She jerked her head to the l€ft, her attention aready back with her calibrations. "Locker over
there. Take shears, too."

"Thank you," he said again and moved to the locker indicated.

A few minuteslater, wide brimmed hat jammed onto his head, too-small leather gloveson his
hands as best he could get them, and shears gipped firmly in hisright hand, he l&ft the wineroom by the
side doors and entered the vineyard.

No onewaswaiting for him, in the yard, and there were no signsto tell him which way to go. He
considered, briefly, returning to the cellar and asking Graem for directions, but--no, blast it. He wastired
of depending on the directions and hel p-outs of the various members of the household, like hewasa
younger--and a particularly backward younger, at that.

There had to be away to figure out which way to go. If he put histhought on it, he ought to be
able to locate north. He remembered reading a story once, where someone lost on a planet discovered
his direction by observing which way a stream ran--not that there were any streamsin hissight.

"And not that it would work, anyway," he grumbled to himself. "Meichaisn't the only onewho
reads too many tories, | guess."

He shifted his shearsfrom hisright hand to hisleft, pushed his hat up off hisforehead and
frowned around him. Y ou'd think there'd be signs, he thought. What if somebody got turned around and
didn't have anavigation device?

Navigation device.

He dapped his pockets, found what he wanted in theright leg and pulled it out. The mirrored
black face grayed, displaying swirls, like clouds, or kicked-up dust, then cleared, showing the old,
amost-forgotten icons aong the top and bottom of a quartered screen.

Jethri frowned down into it, trying to put sense to symbols he hadn't seen for ten Standards--and
suddenly, he did remember, the memory seating itself so hard that the insde of hishead fair vibrated with
the snap.

Theicons a the top--those were detail buttons; the ones at the bottom indicated direction, while
the quartered screen was meant to be read |eft-right/down-up, with the first square representing planetary
north.

He touched adirection icon, and touched the north square. The screen changed, and now hewas
looking at avid of the yard he was standing in, with a blue line superimposed over the image, shooting off
to theleft.

Making sure of hisgrip on the shears, he moved | &ft, one eye on the screen and one eye on the



treacherous dirt underfoot.

The next thing held do, Jethri thought some while later, would be to puzzle out if the device had a
distance indicator. Hed walked agoodly distance, by hisreckoning, long adirt path crossing long
corridors of wire fencing, against which bare wooden sticks leaned, dead vines like tentacl es sprouting
from their heads. It was an eerie landscape, and the vinesjust tall enough that he couldn't see around
them, and sufficiently complicated to the eye that there was no need to look up at the unfettered sky. He
did look the length of each corridor as he crossed it, and saw not one living thing. The birds, which sang
outside hiswindow, and in Meichaand Miandras favorite garden, were sllent, here in the vineyard--or
maybe they preferred other circumstances.

Jethri had worked up afair sweat and was reassessing how good an idea striking out on hisown
actudly was, when hefindly heard voices up ahead. Relief fetched up asigh from approximeatdly the
soles of hisboots, and he dipped the device back into his pocket before moving forward, quicker now.
He turned right--and braked.

Ren Lar, hat on head, gloves tucked into hisbelt and looking just as comfortable asif he were
gtanding in the coolness of the wine cdllar, was talking with two men Jethri didn't know.

"This section here, today. If you finish while thereis still sun, then begin tomorrow's section. We
race the westher now, friends.”

"Yes, 9r," one of the men murmured. The other moved ahand, and Ren Lar acknowledged him
with adight nod of the head.

"Shal | cdl inmy cousins, sr? They're able and willing for aday or three, while the warehouse
refits.”

Ren Lar tipped his head. "How many cousins?'

"Four, master. They tend our house vines and understand the pruning. If | call tonight, they can
be here at first sun.”

A smdl pause, then adecisive wave of ahand. "Y es, bring them up, of your kindness. It is, after
al, awind year--bitter beyond bearing last relumma, and now it growswarm too early. | do not wish the
Sap to surprise us."

Theman indined hishead. "I will cal them.”

"Good. Then | leave you to your labors." Helooked up. Y oung Jethri. | trust you left Master
pen'Jerad well ?'

"Y our honored mother was present, sir,” Jethri said carefully, "so there was no hope of anything
d"

Ren Lar's eyebrows rose. One of the strangers laughed.

"A dride, infact. Well said. Now, walk with me and we will find you a section in need of your
shears”

He moved a hand, beckoning, and turned |eft. At hisfeet a shadow moved, flowed, and gained
shape.

"Hinx," Jethri said. "What are you doing out here?'

Ren Lar glanced down, and moved his shoulders. "He often comesto help in the vineyard. For
which assistance we are, of course, grateful. Come with me, now."

Down the row they went, turned right down a cross-path--which would be north again, Jethri
thought with pride.

"Y ou will be tending to the needs of some of our eders,” Ren Lar said, moving briskly down the
pathway. "1 will show you how to go on before | take up my own duty. But have no fear! | will be but
one section over, and easly accessibleto you.”

That might have been ajoke, though on consideration, Jethri didn't think so. He very likely would
need a senior nearby. The wonder of it wasthat Ran Lar was apparently not going to be in the same row
with him and keeping a close eye on the precious "elders.”

"Herewe are," the man said, and dodged |eft down a corridor, Jethri on his heels and Hinx
flowing dong in the shadows beside them.

The vines here were thick-bodied; some leaned so heavily into their support that the wireswere



bowed outward.

"Now, what wewill wish you to do,” Ren Lar said, pausing by aparticularly bent specimen, its
head-tentacles ropy and numerous. "Isto cut the thick vines, like this, you see?' He pulled a branch
forward, and Jethri nodded.

"Yes, gr. | see”

"That isgood. | must tell you that there is areason to take much care, for these--" he carefully
dipped his hand under athin, smooth branchlet--"are what will give usthis season'sfruit, and next year's
wine. So, ademongration..."

Helifted his shears, positioned the blades on either side of the thick branch, and forced the
handles together. The wood separated with a brittle snap, and before the severed twig had hit the
ground, Ren Lar had snipped another, and athird, the shears darting and biting without hesitation.

The old wood tumbled down into an untidy pile at the base of the vine. Ren Lar stepped back,
kicked afew stray sticksinto the larger heap, and inclined his head.

"Atfirgt, you will not be so quick,” he said. "It is not expected, and there is no need for haste.
The elders are patient. The cuttingswill be gathered and taken to burn, later.” He moved a hand,
indicating the next vine down.

"Now, let usseeyou.”

Teeth indenting lower lip, Jethri looked over the problem, taking note of the location of the new
growth insde the woody tangle. When he had those locationsin his head, he carefully lifted his shears,
positioned the blades and brought the handles together.

The wood resisted, briefly, then broke clean, the severed branch tumbling down to the ground.
Jethri ddliberately moved on to his next target, and his next.

Findly, there was only new wood to be seen, and he stepped back from the vine, being careful
not to tangle hisfeet in the grounded branches, and pushed his hat back up from hisface.

"A careful workman," Ren Lar said, and inclined hishead. "The elders are in good hands. You
will work your way down this row, doing precisaly what you have done here. When you reach an end of
it, youwill go onerow up--" he pointed north--"and bring your shearsto besar. | will be six rows down--"
another point, back toward the house and the wine cellar--"should you have need of me."

"Yes, gr," Jethri said, gill feeling none too good about being left doneto do his possible with
what were seemingly vauable plants.

Ren Lar smiled and put his hand on Jethri's shoulder. "No reason for such along face! Flinx will
doubtless stay by to supervise.”

That said, he turned and walked off, leaving Jethri donewith the "revered elders,” his shears
hanging loose in hisright hand. Ren Lar reached the top of the corridor and turned right, back down
toward the house, just like held said, without even a backward glance over his shoulder.

Jethri sighed and looked down at the ground. Flinx the cat was sitting three steps away, smack in
the center of the dirt corridor, casualy cleaning hiswhiskers.

SQupervise. Qure.

Wéll, there was nothing for it but to step up and do his best. Jethri approached the next plant in
line, located the fragile new growth, and set to snipping away the old. Eventudly, he moved on to the
next vine, and alittle while after that, to the next. It was oddly comforting work; soothing. He didn't
precisely think; it seemed like dl hisawarenesswasin hiseyes and hisarms, as he snip, snip, snipped
the old wood, giving the new wood room to breathe.

It wasthe achein his shoulders and hisforearmsthat finaly called him back to wider concerns.
Helowered his shears and stepped away from hislast vine. Standing in the middle of the dirt corridor, he
looked back, and whistled appreciatively.

"Mud and stink," he said dowly, looking down the line of pruned vines, each with asnaggly pile
of twigs at its base. He looked down at the base of hislast victim, saw atwig ‘way out in the corridor and
swung hisfoot, meaning to kick it back into the generd pile.

The twig--moved.

Jethri jerked back, overbalanced and fell, hard, on his ass, and the twig reared back, flame



flicking from the risng end and a pattern of bronze and white scales on its underside, moving toward him
and he was looking to see how it was moving, exactly, with neither feet nor legs, and suddenly there was
Flinx the cat, with hisfeet on either Sde of the--the snake, it must be--and his muzzle dipped, teeth
flashing.

The snake opened its mouth, displaying long white fangs, itstwig-like body flailing in clear agony,
and Flinx held on, teeth buried just behind the head.

"Hey!" Jethri yelled, but the cat never looked up, and he surely didn't et go.

"Hey!" heyelled again, and got hisfeet under him, surging upward. Hinx didn't flick an ear.

"Ren Lar!" He gavethat ydl everything he had and it worked, too. His panicked heart had only
beat half-a-dozen times more before the master of the vine rounded the corner, running flat out.

But by the time, the snake was deed.

The doorman at the pilots crash scanned her Kinaverd Port willfly card, and gave her akey to a
deegping room with its own sonic cleaner, which device Khat madeimmediate, grateful use of. Shethen
hit the hammock for two solid clocks, arisng from her nap refreshed and ravenous. Pulling on clean
dacks and shirt, she remembered her idea of checking the Trade Bar for the names and numbers of
Liaden ships at dock, for Paitor's eventud interest, and thought she'd combine that interest with the
pleasure of abrew and ahandwich.

The doorman provided amap, which she studied as she walked.

It seemed that most of Banth, with the notable exceptions of the ship yards and the mines, was
under roof and underground. Ground level, that was the Port proper. Down one level wasliving quarters,
townie shops, grab-a-bites, and rec centers. Khat thought about that--living under the dirt--and decided,
fair-mindedly, that it was areasonable idea, given the ate of the planet surface. Why somebody had
taken the demented notion to colonize Banth at dl remained amystery that she finally shrugged away with
amuttered, "Grounders."

The Port level, now, that was Admin, of course, and the pilots crash, hostels for traders and
crew, exhibit halls, Combine office, duty shops, eating places--and the Trade Bar.

Khat traced the tunnel route from her room to the bar, and checked the color of the floor arrows
closdy.

"Yelow arrow dl theway," she said to hersdlf, folding the map away into a pocket. Up ahead,
her hal crossed another, and there was atangle of color on the floor of the convergence. The yellow
flowed to theright, and Khat did, too, lengthening her stride in response to her ssomach's unsubtle urging.

Banth was close to Kinaverad-heavy, despite which Khat arrived at the Trade Bar barely winded.

Look at you, shethought smugly, swiping her card through the reader. There wasasmall
hesitation, then the door swung open.

She'd expected a crowd, and she had one. Terrans outnumbered Liadens, Liadens outnumbered
the expectable, just like Admin, earlier. Noisy, like Trade Bars were dways noisy--no differenceif they
was small, which thisone was, or large--with everybody there frying to talk loud enough to be heard
over everybody ese.

Khat waded in, heading for the bar itsdlf, and found it standing room only.

No problem. She got hersdlf aplace to stand, and swung an arm over her head, catching the eye
of abartender with spiked blue hair and aswirl of tattooed stars down one cheek.

"What'll it be, Long Space?' she bellowed

"Handwich an' abrew!" Khat yelled back.

"It's processed protein,” warned the barkeep.

Khat sghed. "Whét flavor?"

"Package says chicken."

At least it wasn't beef. "Doit," Khat yelled, and the other woman gave her athumbs-up and
faded down-bar.



Khat fished acouple bills out of her public pocket, and eased forward, careful not to step on any
toes. The bartender reappeared, and handed over abilly bottle of brew and a zip-bag. Khat tucked them
in the crook of her arm, and handed over the billsin trade.

"Got change comin',”" thewoman said.

Khat waved ahand. "Keep it."

"Y ou bet. Good flying, Long Space.”

"Same," Khat said, which was only polite. The bartender laughed, and turned away, dready
tracking another patron.

Provisonsfirmly in hand, Khat squinched out of the crowd surrounding the bar, and looked
around, hoping to find aledge to rest her brew on. The booths and tableswere full, of course, aswasthe
available standing space--no, there was aguy coming off of his stool, hisrecyclables held loosein one
hand. Khat moved, dancing between clusters of yelling, gesticulating patrons, and hit the stool dmost
before heleft it.

Cheered by thisminor bit of good luck, she popped the sedl on the billy and had along swalow
of brew. Warm, dammit.

She had another swallow, then unzipped the food bag.

She's expected to find her flavored protein between flat rectangles of ship cracker, and was
pleasantly surprised to find it served up on two fine dices of fresh bake bread, which was dmost enough
to make up for the warm brew.

A hbite confirmed that the protein was no better than usud, with the bread contributing interest
and texture. Khat made short work of it, and settled back on the stool, nursing what was left of her brew.
Good manners was that she should pretty soon surrender the stool and the little table, so
someone e se could have their use. Still, she had a couple minutes left before she hit the line for rudeness,

and she wanted to study the floor alittle closer before she went back to being part of the problem.

The Liadenstraveled in teams--no less than two, no more than four--and al of the teams she
could see from her stool werein conversation with Terrans. That struck her asfunny, being as Liadens
were dways so stand-offish. On the other hand, shy never made no trades.

It did make abody pause and consider what it was that Banth had, that Liadens wanted.

She chewed on that while shefinished her brew. The mines-what did they mine on this
space-forsaken dustball? She made amenta note to find out, and did off the stool, on-course for aview
of the ship-board.

"And no one thought to tell our guest, before he was | eft done among the vines, that kylabra
snakes are poisonous?’ Lady Maarilex inquired gently. Too gently, Jethri thought, Sitting stiff in the chair
she had pointed him to, Flinx tall and interested beside his knee.

Her son was standing, and his face had regained its norma golden color. He hadn't known that it
was possible for a Liaden to pae, but Ren Lar had definitely lost color in theingtant that he took in the
snake, and whirled back to Jethri, snapping, "Areyou bit?'

"Mother," he said now, voice quiet and firm. ™Y ou know that the kylabra do not usualy wake so
ealy.”

"And you know, Master Vintner, that the wegther in thiswind year has been unseasonably
warm. Why should the snakes degp on?”’

"Why, indeed?" murmured her son, and despite hisleve shoulders and expressionless face, Jethri
wasin receipt of the distinct ideathat Ren Lar would have wel comed the ability to sink into and through
thefloor.

He cleared histhroat and shifted alittlein hischair.

"If you please, maam," he said dowly and fdlt like he wanted to sink through the floor on hisown
account when she turned her face to him--and took a breath. Dammit, hethought; you took whatever
Capin lza was serving, you can sure take this. He cleared histhroat again.



"Thefactis" he said, keeping hisvoice settled and easy, just like Criswould do, when their
mutua mother was needing some sense talked to her, "that | wasn't left unguarded. Ren Lar left Finx
with me, to supervise, he said. | thought it was ajoke--1've been studying on what isand isn't ajoke,
maam, as you'll remember--but it comes about that he was serious. Snakes--I read about snakes, but
I've never seen one. And Hinx was there to do what was needful."

"l see Sheinclined her head, maybe abit sarcastic--he thought so. "Y ou would argue, then, that
the house provided adequate care to one who is perhaps naive in some of the ...less pleasant aspects of
planet-bound life"

"Yes, maam, | do," he said stoutly, and thought to add, "All'swdll that endswell, maam.”

"Aninteresting philosophy." She turned to face her son. Y ou have an doquent champion in the
one whose life you endangered. Pray do not rest upon your good fortune.”

Ren Lar bowed. "Mother."

She sghed, and moved an impatient hand. " Attend me amoment longer, if the vines can spare
you. Jethri, you have had adventures enough for aday. Go and make yourself seemly for the dancing
meder.”

"Yes, maam." He rose, made his bow and headed for the door, FHlinx prancing at hisside, tall
high and earsforward.

The ship-board was hung aong the backmost wall, the Combine-net computers lined up just
below.

The computerswas all taken, of course, not that Khat had need of abeam or aquote. She did
want aclear view of the 'board, though, and that took some fancy dancing around various clustered
jaw-fests.

Findly, she got hersdf Stuated behind arare group--half-a-dozen Liadens, talking low and
intense 'mong themsealves and not minding anything else. No problem seeing over those heads, and there
was the ship-board, plain asyou please, showing the names of five Terran ships, including her own--and
four Liaden ships, their names agarble of Terran letters and pidgin hieroglyphic.

Khat frowned at the listings, trying to work out the names and having alittlelessluck than none,
Four Liaden ships a Banthport was some news and no doubt Paitor'd be glad of it. Nameless, though,
that wasn't much good, especidly as there was a Combine key graphic next to two of the four
indecipherables, and Paitor would really want to know those names, so he could run amatch through
Terratrade's main database.

Some Liaden traders held Combine keys--it was 'specidly found 'mong those who worked the
Edge. Banth being the Edge, it wasn't out of the question to find a Liaden-held key on-port. Y ou might
even dretch to two on a port the Sze of Banth, given the random nature of the universe. But four Liaden
ships, two carrying keys?

K hat's coincidence bone was starting to ache.

She stared at the 'board, not redlly seeing it, trying to figure the odds of getting anything useful out
of Admin and what plausible reason she might offer for her need-to-know. And how much it waslikely
to cost her.

"...long time!" an exuberant male voice bellowed into her off-ear.

She started and blinked, coming around a thought too fast for such cramped quarters--and
lowered her hand with ahdf-laugh.

"Keeson Trager, you near scared me outtamy skin!™

"No more than you did me, thinking that strike was gonnaland!" he retorted, blue eyes dancing in
amerry round face. "Least I'd've been ableto tell my captain it was Khat Gobelyn who decked me.”

She cocked an eyebrow. "Y our captain figure brawl fines by who takes you down?"

He pushed his chest out, pretending to be atough guy. AsKhat knew for certain, there wasn't no
need to pretend, except for thejoke of it. Keeson Trager was plenty tough.



"My captain says, anybody takes me down in abrawl, shell waive the fine and give doubleto the
one who done the deed." Helet his chest deflate alittle, and cast her abogus look of worried concern.
"Not short on cash thistrip, are you, Khati ?"

She laughed and shook her head. "Even if | was, theres easier ways."

Hisrelief was obvious--and ridiculous. "Well, I'm pleased to hear you're doing OK." He glanced
over to the 'board.

"Market not with you?"

"Market's a Kinaverd for refit. Right now, I'm ahired wing." She waved a hand at the 'board.
"Brought Lantic down today. The unloading goestimely, I'll lift out tomorrow.”

"My luck," said Keeson with asigh. "Wager's lifting insde the hour--I'm sweep. Of course.” Of
course.

"Who'smissng?' Khat asked.

"Cordine”

Of course. Keeson's youngest sister had a restless urge to explore every station and port \Wager
put in to, roof beam to secret cellars, and she'd more than once been the cause of the Wager refilinga
scheduled lift.

"Funny to look for her here," Khat commented. "Y ou try the residences, down below?”

"Tried that first. Then dl the tunnels and the crawlways. Figure she might be here on account
she'stakin' her approach from your Jeth and given' some study to the Liaden side of things.”

"What'swith dl the Liadens, anyway?' Khat asked, since Keeson would know, if anyone did.
"Port the size of Banth, with hardly no trade...”

He shrugged. "Maybe they're looking to buy it for aresort.”

Khat wrinkled her nose at him. " Serioudy.”

"Serioudy--1 don't know, nor neither does the captain. All Banth'sgot isthe mines. Now, they're
bringing high-qudity gold up outtathe ground, but it's till only gold. Ain't ever seen Liadens much
interested in raw gold--even processed, it's aho-hum, though they'll buy some, every oncein awhile, just
to be polite.”

Thiswastrue. "Something else comin' out of the mines, then?”

Keeson shrugged again. "Bound to be, but | don't know what it is, and my guessis Admin don't,
too, though right about now they're prolly scrambling to find out.”

"What about the ship names?' Khat asked abruptly, with ajerk of the head toward the 'board.

He ginned. "Bothered you, too, huh? Farli worked ‘em out--1'll drop abeam under your nameto
the crash when | get back to the ship. Assuming.” He shook his head. "Oughtaleave her once, so shed
lean.”

Khat could see where it might be tempting, given Cordingsrare ability to vanish, mud-side, but
gtill--"Remember the Stars,” she said, which family had done just that--l€ft their wanderaway youngest
and lifted, to teach him. When they set back down, couple hours later, the boy was dead.

He'd been up on one of those observation decks Grounders favored--nothing more than a
platform and arail. The Grounders who saw it, they said he panicked, but every spacer who heard the
tale knew better'n that.

What more naturd, after al, seeing your ship's running lights come up and knowing down to the
heartbeat how much time you had to gain the hatch--what more natural than to calculate your angle and
take off over that rail, dl forgetful, until it was hideoudy too late, of planetsde grav...

"l know," Keeson said. "Buit ill."

Khat put her hand on hisarm. "I'll help out. Let'stake it to the back corners and sweep toward
the door."

He looked around, firmed up his shoulders and nodded. "Good idea. Obliged.”

* * %

"Hinx isahero!" Mechacried, sivooping down to snatch the big cat into her arms. Heflicked his



earsand lifted his head to rub acheek againgt her chin. Shelaughed, and spun away, her feet describing
patternsthat Jethri thought might be Liaden dancing.

"Areyou well, Jethri?* Miandrahad come forward to stand next to him, her eyes serious.

He ginned and shrugged, Terran-style. "Too ignorant to know my own danger. | shouted for Ren
Lar, true enough, but because | didn't think it was right for Flinx to kill that thing. It turns out that it wasa
good job he didn't get bit, sncel learn that the ...kylabra... bitewill leave youill."

"The kylabrabite," she corrected, her eyes even more serious. "Will leave you dead, more often
than not. If you have been bitten by ayoung snake, or one newly wakened, perhaps you will merely
becomeill, but it iswisest to assume that any snake you encounter is both mature and operating at full
capecity.”

He consdered that, remembering how small the snake had been. But, then, he thought, a
mouthful of anhydrous cyanide will kill you, sure as stars, no matter how big you are. If the kylabra
carried concentrated poison...

Hefrowned.

"Why dlow them to remain in the vineyard, then? Wouldn't it be better to smply kill them al and
be sure that the workers are safe”?”’

"Y ou would think so," Miandra agreed, her eyes on Meicha, who was bending so that Flinx
might jump from her arms to the upholstered window ledge. "And, indeed, the winery logs show that
there had a one time been awar waged upon the kylabra. However, the vinesthen fell victim to
root-eaters and other pests, which are the natural prey of the snakes. The damage these pests gave to the
vineswas much greater than the danger kylabra posed to the staff, and so an uneasy truce was struck.
The snakes are shy by nature and attack only when they fed that they have been attacked. And it istrue
that they do not usualy wake so early.”

"The westher has been unseasonable, Ren Lar said.”

She glanced up at hisface, her own unreadable. "Indeed, it has been. We pray that it remains so,
and we have no sudden frosts, to undo what the early warmth has given us."

Jethri frowned. Frost was condensed water vapor, but--"I am afraid | do not understand wesather
asit occurs on-planet,” he said dowly. "Isthere not an orderly progression--?"

Shelaughed and Meicha amiled as she rgoined them. "I's Jethri telling jokes?"

"Not quite,” her Sster said. "He merely inquiresinto the progression of weether and wondersif it
isorderly.”

Meichas smilewidened to agrin. "Well, if it were, Ren Lar would be adedl more pleased, and
the price of certain years of winewould plummet.”

Heworked it out. "Thevines are vulnerable to the ...frost. So, if thereisafrost after acertain
point, there are less grapes and the wine that is made from those grapes becomes more va uable,
because lessavailable.™

Together, they turned to look at him, and as one brought their pamstogether in severd light
claps. "Well reasoned,” said Meichaand he shrugged a second time.

"Economic sense. Rare costs more.”

"True," Miandramurmured. "But westher is random and there are some grapes of which we
need to have no shortage. It is better, if rarity is desirable, to reserve the vintage to the house and sdll it
higher, later.”

That made sense. The weather, though, you'd think something could be done.

"Do you watch the weeather?"

"Certainly.” That was Meicha. "Ren Lar has a portable station which he carries on his belt and
lislensto al hiswaking hours--and his deeping hours, too, I'll wager! However and das, the reports are
not dways--one might say, hardly ever--accurate, so that one must aways expect that the weather will
turn againg you. Only think, Jethri! Before you is yet the experience of being awakened by the master in
the il of night, in order that you might assst in tending the smudge pots, which will keep the frost from
the buds.”

There had to be a better way, he thought, vaguely thinking of domes, or the Market's



hydroponics section, or--

"Good-day, good-day, Lady Meicha, Lady Miandral" The voice was brisk and light and closdly
followed by an ederly gentlemen in evening clothes. He paused just inside the room, bright brown eyes
on Jethri'sface.

"And this--I find Jethri, the son of ven'Dedin?'

He made his bow, light and buoyant. " Jethri Gobelyn," he said in the mode of introduction.
"Adopted of Norn ven'Dedlin."

"Ddightful!" The elderly gentleman rubbed his handstogether in clear anticipation. "1 am Zer Min
pel’Oban. Y ou may address me as Master pel'Oban. Now, tell me, young Jethri, have you been
ingtructed in the basic forms and patterns?”

"l can dance ajig and afew line dances" he said, neither of which likely hit any of the basic
forms and patterns, whatever they might be. Still, he was accounted spry on hisfeet, and at the shivary
during which he cameto sixteen, Jadey Winchester--mainline, right off the Bullet--had danced with him
to the positive exclusion of the olders who were trying to court her--or, rather, to court the Bullet, snce
Jadey wasin linefor captain, as he found out later. But not 'til him and Mac Gold had cometo blows
over who had aright to dance and who was just akid.

"A jig," Magter pd'Oban murmured. "I regret, | am unfamiliar. Might you, of your goodness,
produce afew steps? Perhaps | may recognizeit.”

Not likely, thought Jethri, but since he'd brought the subject up, there redlly wasn't any way he
could ease out of ademo.

So--"I will attempt it, dir," he said, politey, and closed hiseyes, trying to hear themusic insgde his
head--flutes, spoons, banjo, drums, some 'lectric keys, maybe--that was shivary music. Loud, fast and
jolly for ajig. Jethri smiled to himsdlf, feding hisfeet twitch as the remembered twang of Wilm Guthry's
banjo echoed through his head. He closed his eyes, and there was Jadey, smiling achallenge and tossing
her head, kicking high, once, twice--and on the third kick he joined her, then both feet down and hands
on hips, look to the left and look to the right, and your feet moving quick through the weaving steps...

"Thank you!" he heard, and opened his eyesto the dancing room with its wooden floor and
blue-covered walls, and Master pel'Oban standing before him, his hands folded and alook on hisface
that Jethri thought might have been shock. Thetwins, at hisright and left hands, were visbly trying not to
amile

Helet hisfeet ill, dropped his hands from his hipsand inclined hishead.

"A few stepsonly, Sr. | hopeit was--ingructive.”

Master pel'Oban eyed him. "Instructive. Indeed. Y ou have grace, | see, and an athletic nature.
Now, we will show you how the danceis done on Irikwae." Hewaggled hisfingersa Miandraand
Meicha "If theladieswill oblige me by producing around dance?"

* % %

The bar was less frenzied now. In fact, the blue haired bartender was leaning at her ease at the
near end, in earnest conversation with alittle girl wearing aship's coveral, sitting cross-legged atop the
bar. "This one yours, Long Space?'

"Beongsto afriend,” Khat said, sparing ahard frown for Cordine. "Her ship'sgoingupina
quarter-clock and her brother's lookin' for her.”

The 'keeper produced afrown of her own. "Bad business, worrying your brother,” she said
gernly. Cordine bit her lip and stared down at the bar. "I'm sorry," she whispered.

"Youtdl himthat," the barkeep recommended and tapped her on the knee. "Hey."

The girl looked up and the woman smiled. "It's been good talking to you. Next time you're here,
stop by and give methe news, right, Cory?"

Cordinesnmiled. "Right.”

"That's s&t, then. Go on now and find your brother."

"All right. Good flight." Coraline scooted to the edge of the bar and dropped to the floor, landing



without astagger.
Khat held out her hand. "Let'sgo," she said, and the two of them crossed the last bit of the bar
and went out into the corridor.

"You!" Keeson's bellow got the frowning attention of acluster of Liadens near the door. He
ignored them and swept hissister up in hisarms.

"l oughtabreak you in hdf," he snarled, giving her ahug that looked close to doing the job.
Cordine put her head next to his. "I'm sorry, Kee."

"You're always sorry," he said. "What you gottabe, is on time. Y ou keep up like thisan'
captain’ll confine you to ship for sure.” He set her on her feet, keeping atight gip on her hand, and turned
to give Khat agrin and an extravagant saute.

"Khat Gobelyn, you're my hero!"

She sputtered alaugh and shooed him down the tunndl. "Go on, or your captain'll leave both of
you."

"And count herself ahead,” Keeson agreed. He gave her another salute and tugged on Coraline's
hand. "C'mon, Spark. Show me how fast you canrunin grav.”

"'bye, Khat," thelittle girl called and the two of them were gone, moving out with awill.

Khat shook her head and raised a hand to stifle a sudden yawn. Time to get back to the crash,
she thought, and looked around for her guiding arrows.

"Gobelyn," asoft maicious voice said behind her. Khat spun, and met the cold blue eyes of the
ydlow-haired trader who'd been giving Intake so much grief.

"What about it?" she asked him in pidgin, not even trying to sound sociable.

Hefrowned. "Kin you areto Jethri Gobdyn?'

What was this? One of Jeth's new mates?"Yes," she dlowed, dightly more sociable, trying to
see Jethri having anything cordid to do with such aspoiled, pretty fellow, and having atough go of it,
even given that busnesswas business...

"Y our kin has damaged my kin," the Liaden was saying, and Khat felt her skin pebble with chill.
"Y ou owe Bdance."

The Liadens standing al around were rea quiet, watching them. A couple of Terrans dammed
through the door, talking loudly, barged through the crowd without seeing it and disappeared down the
tunnd.

"What did he do?' Khat asked the Liaden. "And who are you?'

"I am Bar Jan chel'Gaibin. Jethri Gobelyn by his actions has stolen from me a brother. He does
not pay the lifeprice. Y ou are hiskin. Will | Baance theloss exactly? Or will you pay the lifeprice?”

What wasthis? Khat wondered wildly. Jethri had killed somebody--this man's brother? And
now she was being threatened with--exact Balance--death? Or she could pay up? And Master
ven'Dedin was dlowing Jeth to dodge alegitimate debt? That seemed unlikely at the lesst.

Khat drew acareful breath, not cold now that her brain was engaged.

"How much?'

His eyes changed, though the rest of hisface remained bland.

"For agifted trader at the start of a profitable career--four hundred cantra.”

She damogt laughed--if held been Terran, she would have laughed. If hed been Terran, they
wouldn't be having this conversation.

She shrugged, indifferent. "Too much,” she said and turned away, tracking the yellow arrows out
of the Sde of her eye, moving firm but not so fast that held think she was running.

He grabbed her, the damned fool. Grabbed her arm, hard, and yanked her back around.

She came around, dl right; she came around swinging, and caught him full acrosstheface. The
force of the blow lifted him off hisfeet and dropped him flat, backbone to deck, and there helaid,
winded, at least, or maybe out cold.



A shout came out of the watching Liadens, and shefigured it wastime to show she was serious,
s0 she kept on turning, until she wasfacing thelot of them, crouched low and the boot knifein her hand.

She let them seeit, and when nobody seemed disposed to argue with it, eased out of the crouch.

"We can take it to Security, or we can leaveit,” she snarled. "Wetakeit to Security, be sure I'll
let them know that this man fried to rob me, and made threats against my cousin and mysdlf--and that
you stood by and watched."

There was agtir among the group of them, and another boy, not quite so pretty asthe one on the
floor, stepped forward.

"Weleaveit," he said. "No Security.” He moved a hand so ddliberately that the gesture must
have meant something. " Safe passage.”

Well, now, wasn't that sweet?

Khat bared her teeth a him, in no way asmile. "Y ou bet," she said, and turned away, keeping
the blade ready.

Nobody tried to stop her.

It was edging onto the middle of the world-night, and he should have been well a-bed. Thoughts
were buzzing loud insde his head, though, most notably thoughts regarding supply and demand and the
unpredictability of weather.

So it was that Jethri was knedling on the bench beneath the window in his bedroom, swearing at
the latch, instead of sweetdreaming in his bunk.

The latch came down dl at once and the window swung out on well-oiled hinges. He damn near
swung out with it, in the second before he remembered to let go and lean back, and then he just knelt
there, waiting for his heart to dow down, breathing deep breaths of the cool mid-night air.

The breeze was dightly damp, and carried a confusion of odors. Tree-smells, he guessed, and
flowers; rocks, grapes and snakes. The sky showed aribbon of stars and two of Irikwae's three moons,
riding the shoulders of the mountains.

The cushion he was knedling on moved and he looked down to find Flinx. The cat looked at him,
eyeto eye, and blinked his, in what Miandrains sted was a cat-smile.

"Guess | oweyou Baance," Jethri said, reaching down and tickling the undernesth of the chin.

Hinx purred and his eyes melted into mere dits of peridot. "Y our life ever needs saving, you don't
hesitate, take me?" Flinx purred even louder, and Jethri ginned again, gave the chin another couple
skritchesfor good measure, then sat carefully back on his knees and pulled the weather device out of his
pocket.

Sometime during the endless repetitions of the basic pattern of around dance, it had cometo him
that the little machine might be well-used on behdf of Ren Lar's grapes. He frowned down into the
screen, touched the icon which him and hisfather had figured out accessed the predictive progam and
knelt tall once more, elbows on the window ledge, the device held firmly between histwo hands, dightly
extended, dlowing it to taste the night.

The screen displayed its characterigtic trangitional swirls, then cleared, showing amosaic of
symboals. Jethri frowned at them, then at the starry and brilliant night.

Rule of opposites, he thought, which was nothing more than whimsy, and touched theicon for
“ran’".

The screen swirled and cleared, showing him a duplicate image of the Sky outside his
window--and nothing else.

Well, that didn't exactly prove anything, did it?

Jethri tapped the upper right corner of the screen, and the icons reappeared. He touched
another, at exact random. Nothing at al happened thistime; the screen continued to display its mosaic of
exatic icons, unblinking, unchanging.

He sighed, loud and frustrated. Beside him, the cat sputtered one of his rustier purrs and banged



his head deliberatdly against Jethri's elbow.

"You'reright," he said, reaching down and rubbing a sturdy ear. "The brain's on overdrive. Best
to get some deep, and think better tomorrow." He gave FHinx's ear one more tug, did off the window
seat and headed for the bed, taking asmall detour to leave the weather gadget on the table with the rest
of hispocket things.

He snapped thelight off and climbed into bed, hitting asolid lump with hisknee. Hinx grunted,
but otherwise didn't move.

"L eave some room for me, why don't you?' Jethri muttered, pushing dightly.

The cat sghed and let himsdlf be digplaced sufficiently for Jethri to curl on his side under the
covers, head on hisfavorite pillow, eyes drooping shut. He yawned, once. Hinx purred, briefly.

* % %

"Got aprintout for you," the doorman said. "Come down from Trager's Wager .

It took asecond, her mind till being on the problem back at the Trade Bar and thinking maybe
Security'd be waiting for her at the crash, wanting to discuss the open showing of knivesin a Combine
port. But, no--Keeson had promised to send Farli's list, when he got back to the ship.

"Thanks," she said taking the gritty yellow sheet. She unfolded it, read the names--Winhale,
Tornfall, Skeen, Brass Cannon--and tried to remember why she'd cared.

Right. Paitor would've been interested in the names, especially the onesthat carried the keys. She
glanced back at the paper and half-smiled. Never let it be said that Farli Trager was anything lessthan
thorough. Both Skeen and Brass Cannon carried akey behind their names,

Wéll, Paitor would be happy, anyway. Assuming Khat managed to get off Port in one piece, and
without acquiring a Liaden knife in her back. Which brought her back to wondering if Jethri had killed
the blond Liaden's brother and if in that case hewasal right. Or if, as she consdered more likely, the
boy had been trying to earn alittle--alot--of extramoney by playing the stupid Terran for anidiot.

"You OK?"' the doorman sounded genuinely concerned.

Khat shook hersalf and looked up at him.

"Had alittle trouble at the Trade Bar. Heard some bad news about kin. Y ou got afastbeam | can
U

He shrugged. "We got one. It'll cost you, though.”

Well, what else were bonuses for? Khat nodded.

"l can cover it."

Dyk's been messing with the climate control again, Jethri thought muzzly, pulling hisblanket
up around hischin. Khat's gonna take his ear thisti--

He sat up, clumsily, because of the heavy, hot boulder resting againgt his hip, blinked stupidly at
the huge space, looming away into darkness-- Tarnia's house, he remembered then, and shiveredina
sudden flow of cool air, from, from--

"Mud!" Heflung out of bed and went over to the open window, climbed up on the window set,
leaned out, got agrip on the cold, wet latch and hauled the window closed, pushing down on the lock
with condderable energy.

"Ship kid," he muttered. "Think you'd know enough to be sure the hatches was sedled.” He
shook his head, and did off the ledge, which was dightly damp where the rain had comein, and,
yawning, went back to bed, shoved the cat out of his spot and snuggled back under the covers.

Day 165
Standard Year 1118



Irikwae

"What isthat?" Miandra asked.

Jethri started and looked up, fingers closing automaticaly around the gadget.

"A mirror?" She settled onto the bench beside him, her arm pressing his as she craned to see.

"Not exactly." He held it out; displaying the screen initstrangtion phase. "It's awegther device."

She frowned down at it, extended a hand--and paused, sending adirect glance into his face.
"May 17"

"Of course." He opened hisfingers wide and she plucked the thing from his palm, eyes on the
swirling screen, head cocked alittle to one side. Jethri twisted around, so he could watch, too, without
giving himsdlf acrick in the neck.

Eventualy, the swirls cleared and the icon dictionary appeared. Miandras frown degpened.
"What doesit do?'

"Morethan | know about,” he said truthfully. "I'm trying to study it out, because one of the things
it does do is show weather patterns. There should be away to set it to watch for particular patternsin a
specific area, and give awarning.” He shrugged. "1 haven't figured out quite how to do that, though.”

"Perhapsif you consulted the ingtructions?' She murmured, her attention still on the screen.

"That would beagood idea," Jethri admitted, "if | had the ingtructions. There might be
instructions on-board, but, if so, I've never found them--nor even my father.”

"What apeculiar device." She extended along forefinger and touched the screen, carefully
between the rows of icons. "What do these symbols mean?"

"They represent kinds of weather." He put hisfinger under a sort of squiggle with dashesfaling
out of it. "That'srain. And thisone--" asmilar squiggle shape, but the stuff falling out of it was rounder
and fuzzy looking--"that's snow. Snow isfrozenrain.”

Miandralooked up at him, gill frowning. "I know what snow is. We have enough of it during the
cold season.”

Hefdt hisears heat and inclined his head. "Forgive me. Of course, you know more of these
matters than aship-born. Perhaps you might do me the favor of identifying those symbols that match
weether you are familiar with."

She blinked, glanced down at the device and then back to hisface.

"| think we do you no favor in teaching you to sharpen your words," she said. "What would you
have said to mejust then, if we had been speaking in your home-tongue.”

"Eh?' He shrugged, feding abrief sense of didocation before the words did into his mouth.
"Fgureit yoursdf, if you know so much."

Miandrablinked again. "l see--irritation sharpens your words, not our teaching.”

"W, see--" he began, and shook his head, hearing himself back in Terran. He raised ahand,
sgnaling that he required amoment to himself, closed his eyes and took adeep breeth, letting hismind
just sort of go blank for amoment...

"Jethri, are you well?" Miandras voice wasworried, her wordsin Low Liaden. He felt something
sort of twist ingde his head, and opened his eyes.

"l anwdl," hesad. "A momentary didocation of language. To continue--my father wasn't able
to break the puzzle of this device--nor was his cousin, and neither was ashy man with apuzzle. I've only
been trying to work out how to operateit for last few days, but | am afraid my frustration--has the better
of me. For something that seems so smple, it isremarkably difficult to understand!™

Shelaughed, and shifted closer to him, holding the device between them. "Wdll, let us see what
we may deduce between us, then. Surdly, this--" sheran her finger under asmple straight line, "isclear
skies--no wesather, as we say, though of course there is dwaysweather..." Her voicetrailed off, and she
bent her head closer, reaching up absently to tuck acurl of reddish hair behind her ear. Jethri stared, then
pulled his attention back to the problem at hand.

"This..." Shetapped her finger on acrazy, swirly mess of lines. "Surdy," she said, tapping again,
"thisisawind-twist? No other weather pattern would be so--" She gasped to astop, staring down at a



screen gone smokey and opaque.
"What is hgppening?' Shethrust the device a him, her eyes wide and panicked. " Jethri--what isit

doing?

Almogt, helaughed at her. Almost. And then he remembered dl the times neither she nor her
sster had laughed at him, though he didn't doubt he was nothing less than comicd.

So. Gently, he did the little machine out of her hand. The trangitiond cloudswerethinning on the
screen, and hetipped it so she could see.

"It'sonly going to the next phase--see? Hereisa picture of our day, here and now."

And so it was. Miandragazed at it in silence, then looked back to him, her dark blue eyes
showing unease.

"Now what doesit do?"

"Nothing," he said, and smiled down at her. "We can go back to theicon screen--" he touched
the go-back button; the screen swirled, then solidified. He held the device out to her. "Touch another
icon. Any one."

She raised her hand, then dowly lowered it, her face troubled. "I--believe that | do not wish to
do that."

"It'sdl right,” he assured her. "Nothing else will happen at al. See?' He pressed the symbol for
ran. Theiconsin place; the screen steady.

"l--see," shereplied, but he got the idea she wasn't made easy by the demonstration.

"It'sjust an old wesather predictor,” he said, frying to jolly her, "and probably not very stable. |
just

thought it would be ...convenient... if we had warning of--frost, or any other weather damaging to
thevines”

"The wegather net isin place,” she pointed out.

"But you said it wasn't accurate,” he countered.

She used her chin to point at the device in hishand. "That does not appear to be accurate,
either." He had to admit that she looked to beright there, and dipped the device into hisdeeve. "l
uppose” hesad, atrifleglumly.

Miandralaughed. "Come now, Jethri, do not be cast down! It isamost marvelous puzzle!”

Her laugh wasinfectious and he grinned in response. "1 guess| like my puzzlesto have answvers.”

"Aswho does not?' she said gaily, and bounced to her feet, the ruby pendant flashing in the
brilliant day.

"It isnearly timefor the gather-bell. Let usbe at our places early and astonish Ren Lar!™

Since Ren Lar actudly expected everyoneto be in the yard the instant the shift-bell sounded, this
was aremarkably sengble suggestion and Jethri got to hisfeet with aacrity, following her out of the small
garden and toward the wine yard.

"What are wind-twists?' he asked as he came to her sde. She glanced up at him, her face
serious. "Very destructive and unpredictable weether," shesaid. "A wind-twist might level avineyard with
atouch, or fling ahouseinto the tops of the trees.”

A breeze touched hisface, moving off the sde of the hill. "Wind can do that?' he asked, arting
to believe that thiswas ajoke.

"Oh, yes," she assured him. "Fortunately, they are very rare. And never in this season.”

* % %

The hydraulics was up to spec for awonder, and the yard boss wasn't available to talk. That was
al right. Myra Goodin, his second, didn't talk much, but she did listen atreat, and tagged his specific
concerns and problemsin her clipboard, after which, she handed the 'board to him.

Grig read over what she'd input, nodded and thumbprinted it.

"Yard'sdoing good for us," he said, easy and companionable, as he handed the 'board back.
"We gppreciate the attention.”



Myralooked him firm in the eye. Firm sort of woman, and not one to joke. Serious about her
work in away her boss didn't gppear to emulate--or value. Which was too bad, so Grig thought, given
that the reputation of the yard sat square on her shoulders.

She took the clipboard back, and counter-printed it, her eyes steady on his. "We got off to a
rugged sart,” she said serioudy. "'l place the blame equdl, there. Y our captain shouldn't have popped of f
like she did and Roard shouldn't've egged her." She nodded. "Weve been able to get back on a
business-like footing since you and Sedli took over the inspections. | appreciate that you took the
initiative, there. Thisisajoint project--we're dl hereto seethat the refit's doneright.”

Which was true enough, but not something you'd hear comin' outta Boss Roard's mouth. Grig
gmiled a Myra.

"Joint project, right enough--and a pleasure to be working on it with you." He stood, and nodded
at the 'board in her hand. "When d'you want me by to okay those?

She frowned and touched the keypad, calling up her schedule.

"Three-day," she said after amoment. "I'll give you apass.”

Myrahad been the one who had worked out the pass system that allowed them in the yard more
often than Roard's so-called Official Inspection Schedule. It was best for dl of them, if okayson
ingpection problems didn't have to wait til the next scheduled ingpection, which you'd think ayard boss
would understand. Well, Grig amended, ayard boss who wasn't thinking with his spite gland.

He reached out along arm and snagged his jacket from where held thrown it across the back of
achair. Myrawent across the room, pulled a green plastic pass from its hook, set it in the ‘coder and
tapped a quick sequence in. The machine beeped, she did the card free and held it out.

"Wewill spegk againinthreedays," she said, which was dismissal, and right enough, busy asshe
was.

"Wewill spesk againin threedays," she said, which was dismissal, and right enough, busy asshe
was.

Grig took the card with asmile and put it away in an inner pocket of the jacket. "Three days, it
is" he said, gave her anod for good-day, and let himself out of the office.

He cleared the gate and was maybe eight, nine steps on hisway back toward the lodgings when
he was joined by along, soft-walking shadow. He sghed, and didn't bother to ook, knowing full well
what held see.

"Grigory,” her voice was familiar. Well, of courseit was.

"Raisy," heanswered, till not looking, which maybe wasn't right, when aman hadn't seen his
sgerinsolong, but damn it...

"Uncle wantsto seeyou," she said, which hed known shewas going to, so it wasn't exactly
surprise that spun him around, boot hedl's ssamping the road.

"Wdl, now, there's welcome news!™ he snapped, and watched Raisy's eyebrows go up on her
long forehead.

"Trouble?" she asked, quiet enough to make him ashamed of showing temper.

"Not til you showed up."

Shegrinned. "Same could be said for yoursdf."

"'cept I'm where | was, doin’ what 1've been, and didn't go lookin' for relatives to complicate my
life" Grig said. "And you know for aspace cold fact that Uncle is more trouble than any of the rest of us,
living or dead.”

She appeared to consider that, head tipped to one side. "Exceptin’ Arin.”

He laughed, short and gtill sharp with temper.

"True enough. We'd none of us be anywhere, if it wasn't for Arin." He sighed. "What's Uncle
want?'

Hissster shrugged. "Wantsto talk to you. Catch up. It's been--what?--twenty years?'

"Long asthat?' He closed hiseyes, not wanting it. Not wanting it down deep in hisbones.

Sedli-Sedli'd be after takin' his head, and she'd have nothing but the right of it on her side.

"Timeflows" Raisy was saying, "when lifeisgood.”



He opened his eyes and |ooked at her, long and hard. "Life's been good,” he said, sternly. "Don't
laugh a me, Raisy."

She shook her head, and put along hand on his deeve. "No mocking here, brother,” she said,
serious asonly Raisy could be. Her fingerstightened briefly, then withdrew.

"Y ou know Unclewont let it rest. Why not come adong, get it over with? Be ashameto make
him send an escort.”

Uncle would, too, as Grig knew from bitter experience. Still--"What're you?' He asked Raisy.

She smiled. "Your older Sster, here to show you the best course to not getting your arm broke.
Or didjaforget what happened the last time you turned stubborn?*

"I remember," he said and sighed, accepting it, because Uncle wouldn't let it go and there was
some smdll advantage to showing meek and biddable in the first round.

"All right," hetold Raisy. "Y ou're persuadable; I'll come. They're expecting me back &t the
lodgings by acertain time. Lemme find acomm and file an amended course. Then Uncle can have me.”

* % %

Thejob today gathering up dl the clippingsthey'd clipped over the last week and putting them in
acart parked at the end of each row. Filled carts were taken away, and an empty arrived to replace it.

Meichawas on cart duty, along with some youngers from the kitchen and maintenance staff.
Jethri was on gather-up, and Miandra, too, him working the left hall off the main corridor, her working
theright. FHlinx was about, lazing under the vines, and amusing himself however cats did; Jethri'd seehim
out of the side of an eye when held bend down to pick up abundle of sticks.

Ononelevd, it was stupid, repetitive work--worse even than Stinks. But, where Stinkswas a
solitary aggravation that let abad mood grow on you, the stick picking up was a group effort--and it was
by large amerry group. The kitchen youngers sang when they pushed their carts, and laughter could be
heard dong the rows. The weather might have helped the spirit of the day, too--cool, with alight breeze
to fan away the sweat of exertion, and some progressively denser cloudsto cut the glare of the sun, as
the day went on.

Jethri met Miandra at the cart. She threw her armful of sticks onto the growing pile, smiling. He
placed his more carefully, because the cart was dmost full and he didn't want to Start a cascade of sticks
to the ground.

"That'sal for me!" the tender said cheerfully, reaching down to touch the power switch. She
glanced up at the sky. "Hope it's not going to--Gods!"

Ingtinctively, Jethri looked dong her line of sght, blinking up into asky now amost entirely
overcast with green-gray clouds, that seemed to be orbiting each other, picking up speed as he watched.

"Wind-twist!" the cart driver shouted, and shouted again, loud enough to hurt Jethri's ears.
"Wind-twist! Everybody get to shelter!”

Apparently suiting her actions to her words, she snapped off the power switch, turned and ran
down the hill, toward the house, and the cellar.

The green-gray clouds were moving faster, now, elongating, and there came adownward roar of
ice-cold air, dapping the vinesflat and abusing the ears, and he felt hisarm gabbed and tore his attention
away from the spectacle in the sky to Miandras horrified face, her hair twisting and tangling in the wind.

"Jethri, quickly!" Close as she was, and shouting, too, he could barely hear her above the
growing roar of thewind. "To the cdlar!™

"Yougo!" Heyeled back. "I'll get Hinx!"

"No!" She gabbed hisarm. "Jethri, awind-twist can pick you up and break you-"

"And you!" heyelled, and pushed her. "Run! I'm right behind you!" And he threw himsdlf
forward, away from the wagon, back down the row held been working. The vines were snapping like
wild cable in the growing disturbance, and about hafway down the row, where he hadn't finished
cleaning up yet, some loose twigs started to gir, and dance above the ground, following aspira path up
into the sky. Just before that, crouched under avine, al four feet under him, tail twiceitsnorma size and



earslaid back, was Hinx.

Jethri jumped, gabbed the cat by theloose fur at the back of his neck, hauled him up and got him
againg his chest, armswrapped tight. Flinx bucked, and he might have yowled, but the wind was roaring
too loud for Jethri to be certain. Cat crushed againgt him, head down, so that none of the airborne sticks
would hit hisface, heran.

All around him, the wind roared, and there was the end of the corridor, and the abandoned cart,
and adender figurein wind-torn red hair, her ruby pendant flaring bright asasun

"Hurry!" she shouted, and he heard her, somewhere between the insde of his head and the
outsde of hisears. "Hurry! It'sdipping!"

He hurried, stretching hislegs and the cat wrapped close, and he was past the cart and Miandra
was beside him and they were running faster, faster, down the hill, and--

Behind them came aboom like aship giving up al itsenergy at once. Ahead of them, a
meteor-shower of sticks and metal shred. Jethri fatered, felt Flinx's clawsin hisflesh--

"Run!" screamed Miandra

And heran.

Thefamily had lodgingsin an up-port hotel, which shouldn't have surprised him any. Raisy's
jumpsuit was a serviceable, sensible garment, but it weren't spacer togs, no more than his good jacket
and respectful trading clothes could pass him as a credit-heavy grounder.

He did see some of those they passed in the lobby notice him, then look back to Raisy and form
certain opinions not particularly generous of ether of them.

" Should've stopped and bought me some dirt duds,”" he muttered, and Raisy sent him a L ook
before pulling akey out of her pocket and diding it into acdl box. Up on thelift board, alight glowed
blue and a second or two later adoor opened, showing carpet, mirrors, and soft lights.

"After you, brother,"” Raisy said, and he stepped in, boots sinking into the carpet.

Raisy sttled herself beside him. The door did closed, soundless, and the lift engaged with a
subtle purr. Grig glanced to the side, catching their reflectionsin the mirror: Two long bottles of brew,
craggy in the face and lean in the frame, both alittle wilted with the heat. The man had hisdark hairina
spacer's buzz; the woman kept hers long enough to cover her ears. Despite that, and given achange of
clothesfor ether, they looked remarkably smilar. Family resemblance, thought Grig, and laughed alittle,
under his bresth.

"Something funny?' Raisy asked, but he shook his head and pointed at the numbersflicking by on
the click-plate.

"Rent the rooftop?' he asked, not quite joking.

"Unclelikestheview," she answered, matching histone precisaly. "The equipment needsto be
dry, though. So we compromise.”

The numbers stopped flicking, settling on 30. The amost sublimina purr of the machinery
stopped and the door did open.

Raisy stepped out first, and turned to look back to where he stood, hesitating at the door, having
fourth and fifth thoughts, and staring down ahall as deep in carpeting and showy with mirror asthelift.

"Come on, brother," she said, holding out ahand, like she was offering atow. "Let'sget you a
brew, and a chanceto clean up.”

Grig shook his head and cameinto the hal under his own power, though he did give Raisy'shand
aquick squeeze.

"Why not fast-forward?" he asked, with alightness he didn't particularly fed. "1've dways found
Uncle went down better on an empty stomach.”

Her amileflickered, and she shrugged, turning to lead theway. "Y our cal."

* * *



Jethri settled his shoulders against the cool wall and closed his eyes. His chest hurt, insde and
out, and multicolored stars were spinning around inside the dark behind his eydids. Miandrahad been
appropriated by Meichathe second they cleared the winery door. He'd dropped Flinx about that same
time and goneto find himself anice, secluded piece of wal to lean up againgt.

It cameto him, in painful bursts of thought uncomfortably timed to hisgaspsfor air, that the
weather device in his pocket was far more powerful--and far more dangerous--than he, or hisfather, had
ever guessed. Definitely not atoy for achild. Possibly not atoy for atrader grown and canny. Certainly,
the occasionsthat he migtily remembered, when Arin had used the device to "predict” rain, might just as
easly been cases of rain being somehow produced by an action of the device. Hisfather and Grig used
to argue about it, he remembered, his bresthing lesslabored now, and his brain taking advantage of the
extraoxygen. Hisfather and Grig used to argue about it, right. Arin had indsted that the little device was
apredictor, Grig had thought otherwise--or said he thought otherwise. Jethri remembered thinking that
Grig wasjust saying it, to tease, but what if--

"Thereheid" A voice cried, ‘way too loud, sending his overbusy brain into a stutter. He opened
hiseyes.

Meichawas standing close, Miandraalittle behind her shoulder. Both were Saring at his chest.

"Unfortunate," Meichacommented.

"Hinx wasfrightened,” Miandrasaid, her voice dow and limp sounding. The other girl's mouth
twisted into a shape that was neither smile nor grin.

"Hinx was not alone." She extended a thin hand, and brushed her palm down the front of Jethri's
shirt.

"Hey!" Heflinched, the contact waking long dices of pain.

"Hush," she said, stepping closer. "Theresblood al over your shirt." She brushed his chest
again--along, unhurried stroke--and again, just the same, except now it didn't hurt.

"Much improved, | think." She stepped back. "Ren Lar wishesto speak with you."

Now there was an unwel come piece of news, though not exactly unexpected. Ren Lar would
have aduty to find out in what shape the foster son of his mother's foster child had survived hisfirst
encounter with wild weeather. A duty he was probably more than alittle nervous about, considering he
had just lately dmost lost that same fosterson to awild anima attack. Wild reptile. Whatever.

Stll, Jethri thought, pushing away from the wall, he wished he could put the meeting off until he
had sorted out his persond thoughts and fedlings regarding the westher... device.

"Ren Lar,” Meichamurmured, "isvery anxiousto seeyou, Jethri."

He sghed and gave the two of them the best smile he could pull up, though it felt unsteady on his
mouth.

"| supposed you had better take meto him, then.”

* * %

Ren Lar was perched on astool behind thelab table, but the calibration equipment was dark. A
screen over the table displayed an intricate and changing pattern of lines, swirls and colorsthat Jethri
thought, uneasily, might be wegther patterns, the depiction of which held Ren Lar'swhole attention. Hinx
the cat sat erect at his elbow, ears up and forward, tail wrapped negtly round histoes. He squinted his
eyesin acat smile asthe three of them approached. Ren Lar didn't ir.

"Coudin?' Miandrasaid in her limp voice. "Hereis Jethri, come to spesk with you."

For amoment, nothing happened, then the man blinked, and turned, frowning into each of their
facesinturn.

"Thank you," he said to thetwins. ™Y ou may leave us."

They bowed, hadtily, it seemed to Jethri, and melted away from hisside. FHlinx jumped down
from the |ab table and went after them. Jethri squared his shoulders and met Ren Lar's eyes, which
weren't looking dreamy at all.



"Miandratdlsme,” the man said, with no polite inquiry into Jethri's hedlth, or even aninvitationto
st down on the stool opposite. "That you have in your possession a...device... which she believes has
the ability to influence wegther. | have never seen nor heard of such adevice, and | have made weather a
lifdong study. Therefore, son of ven'Dedlin, | ask that you show me thiswonder.”

Mud. Hed been hoping for timeto think, to--but he couldn, in justice, blame Miandrafor
bringing the business straight to her senior. Nor blame the senior for wanting alooksee.

Reluctant, he dipped the little machine out of his pocket and put it on the table. Ren Lar extended
ahand--and then snatched it back like he'd been burned, a phrase Jethri didn't catch coming off of his
tonguelikeacurse.

Ren Lar drew a hard breath and treated Jethri to afull-grown glare. "So. Put it away.” He turned
his head, caling out into the depths of the workroom. "Graem?

"Master?' Her voice came from somewhere deep within the shadow of the barrels.

"Cdll the Scouts."

* % %

"Grigory,” the man who stood up from behind the desk waslong, craggy and lean. His hair was
hullplate gray, short, but not buzzed; his eyes dark and deep. He smiled, which was worth sixth thoughts.
Unclein an affable mood was never good news.

Wéll, there wasn't nothing for it, now. He was here. Just get it over with, like Raisy said.

Thinking that, he nodded, respectful-like, and made himsdf smile. "Uncle Yuri," he said,
soft-voiced. "You'relookin' wel, sir.”

The older man nodded, pleased with him. "'I'm doing well," he dlowed, "for an old felow." He
moved a hand, showing Grig adeep, soft chair at the corner of the desk. "'Sit, be comfortable! Raisana,
your brother wants abrew.”

Grig sat, though he wouldn't have owned to comfortable, and raised ahand. "No brew for me,
thanks. Can't sop long.”

Uncledidn't frown, but he did let hissmiledim abit. "What's this? Y ou haven't seen your
family--your own sister!--for twenty Standards and you can't stop for a couple hours, have a brew, catch
us up on your news?"

Raisy had settled on the arm of a chair somewhat back from the desk; Grig dared aquick look at
her out of the corner of his eye, much good it did him. She had on her card-playing face, and if there was
only onething certain in the universe asit was configured, it wasthat Grig would never be hissgter's
equa at cards. Sighing to himsdlf, he put his attention back on Uncle Y uri.

"Raisy said you wanted to talk to me, Uncle. Made it sound urgent, or | wouldn't have come
today. Ship'sdown for refit and there's only me and Sedli to do the needful, with part-time help from
young Khat."

Uncle's smile had dimmed even more. He sat, carefully, and folded his hands on the desk. "I
didn't redize you were doing the refit yoursdf," he said, only alittle sarcadtic. "I'd've thought even 1za
Gobelyn would be smart enough to bring her shipto ayard.”

Grig sghed, letting it be heard. "She did, but there'sissues and the yard wants close watching.
They started out shorting us on the shielding and when 1za caled it, the boss pushed her into afistfight
and had her banned from the yard, on risk of losing the Market."

Unclesfacewas astudy in disinterest. Tough. Grig settled his shoulders against the back of the
chair and made himsdf samileagain.

"So, we got |za bailed out and off-planet with anice, safe pilot's berth, and the rest of the crew'd
aready done the same, excepting Khat, who signed on as awillfly for the port-and Sedli, who's Admin
and hasn't got no choice but to stay. And me, backing up, just like | was born to do."

That lagt, it maybe wasn't smart; asideways glance a Raisy's face certainly left him with that
impression, but Uncle was till holding course on affable, despite the provocation--and that was bad.

"I'm glad to hear you're such arich resource for your ship,” Uncle said. "Y ou do your family



proud.”

Uh-huh. Grig ducked his head. "Thank you, gr.”

Therewasasmal pause, during which Uncle traded stares with Raisy, which didn't do much for
Grig's tomach. Raisy was hissster, but she advised Uncle--and handled him--that too. Another thing
she'd always been better at than Grig.

"Infact,” Uncle said, having gotten whatever advice Raisy had to give him, "it was about your
ship that | wanted to talk. Word isthat Arin's youngest brother is missing--and that Gobelyn's Mar ket
no longer tradesin fractins”

Grig shrugged. "Therésawobblein your info, Sir. For instance, the boy ain't 'missng--he's
‘prenticed. The fractins-what there was | eft of 'em, after certain experiments and explorations--he's got
them, too."

Uncle's smile was back, full-force, mixed with no little measure of relief.

"Thework continues, then. Excellent. And you are to be commended for your part in securing
the position with the Liaden trader. Our studiesindicate that there are many cacheswithin Liaden-held

Old studies, those were. Extrapolations and wishful thinking. Gettin' wishfuller asthe timonium
ran down toward inertia.

"I didn't have no part in gettin' Jethri his 'prenticeship--he did that hisown sdf," he said, into the
teeth behind Uncles amile. "And | don't exactly think he knows that there's any work he oughta be
carrying on, for the good of the family, or otherwise."

Unde frowned.

"Surely, you saw to his education, after Arin's death. Why else were you on that ship?'

Grig sat up straight, feding his mouth forming afrown to match Uncle Yuri's. "'l wasthere as
Arin'sback-up, and after he died, it fell on me to make sure the boy survived to adult. Which mostly
came down to making sure Izadidn't shove him out an airlock or leave him grounded somewhere. It sure
didn't have nothing to do with teaching him the family trade. If I'd tried, 1zald've spaced me."

Uncle stared, not saying nothing--which was more natural. Out of the corner of hiseye, he saw
Raisy shake her head, just amite, but the hell with that. Grig sat forward and gave Uncle hisfull attention.

"Arin shouldn't've played |za Gobelyn for afool. He knew it--an' spent the rest of hislifetrying to
amend it. If hed lived, he might've reconciled her to the boy. If hedd lived, she might've been ableto
forget how sheld got him. Might've. So, anyhow, there's |za, and she's got the cipher. Then Toad went
down with the tilework overridin' ship's comps.”

"Toad knew therisk." That was Raisy. Grig sent her aglance.

"They did. Some of us, though, we started asking if the risk was worth the prize."

"Youretdling methat Arin thought of giving up on the project?' Grig could dmost taste Uncl€e's
dishelief.

Grig shook his head. "I'm tellin’ you that the fractins are dying. They're dying, no matter what we
do. It'sinevitable. Irreversible. We need to giveit up, Uncle.”

"Giveit up," Yuri repeated. "Y ou're asking us to embrace death, Grigory."

"No, gr. I'm asking you to embrace life. We know what some of the Befores are capable of.
Weve made them the study of generations. Now--while the old ones till function and can serveasa
basdline--now's the time for usto Start trying to build our own, based in science that we understand.”

"Grig," sad Raisy, "some of that tech does Stuff that is no way based in science we understand.”

"That'sright," he said, turning to face her. "That's right. And we been lucky--lucky that al we did
was|lose aship every now an' then, or acouple arms and legs from somebody getting carelesswith a
light-wand. Do you thank the ghosts of space that we never come across a planet-cracker? Do you,
Raisy?1 do."

"We don't know that they built planet-crackers.

"Do we know that they didn't?" he countered.

Shesad nothing.

"Grigory,” Uncle sad, talking soft, like maybe Grig needed calming down. "Where, exactly, is



Arin'sbrother?"

"Arin'sson," Grig snapped, and closed his eyes. "He's ‘prenticed to Master Trader Norn
ven'Dedlin. Jethri's good &t the trade--got ared flair for it. Wouldn't surprise meif Master Trader
ven'Dedin setshim up asthefirst trader fully licensed by Terraand by Liad, both. It's sure how I'd work
it, given what we're seeing at trade level "

"And where," Uncle continued, "are Arin's notes?'

Grig shrugged. "Jeth's got 'em, if anybody does. Understand, 1zawent alittle crazy when Arin
died, spaced alot stuff right off. Cristalked her into stowing the rest til she was cooler. That's what went
after Jethri--the rest. Hisby right.” He grinned. "Which you can't dispute.”

"Of course not." Uncle put his hands flat on the desk and pushed down, though he didn't quite
stand up.

"Grigory, it istimefor you to return to the bosom of your family. We have need of your talents
and your ...particular... viewpoint."

"No."

Uncle blinked. "I beg your pardon?’

"l said," Grig explained, and not daring to look at Raisy. "No. I'm staying with the Market."

"Grig..." Raisy began, but he shook his head without looking at her yet, and roseto hisfull, gangly
height.

"Sorry to leave so soon, Sir," he said to Uncle, real polite. "B, like | said, I've got business
elsawhere" At last helooked at hissgter.

"Favor, Rasy."

"Yougot it," she answered, which held known shewould.

"Keep that headcase you got working for you away from Sedli. He wantsto talk to Paitor, that's
your business, | guess. But you oughta know he was asking for duplicating units."

She nodded. "I'll take care of it."

"Good," he said and amiled, warmed, and feding alittle gonein the guts. Uncle dlowed deviance,
but there was always a price.

"Grigory, if you leave thisroom, you no longer have any call on us." Unclesvoice was coal,
spelling exactly out how much thiswas gonna cost. Grig nodded.

"| can afford thet, Sir," he said, his own voice just as cool. "Good-bye, now."

Hewalked out and neither one stopped him, down the long hall, to where the lift stood, door
open, waiting.

* k% %

"Heder Hdl is sending one of the magters,” Miandrasaid, her voice alittle stronger, and her hair
negtly combed behind her ears. "'l wonder who will arrivefirgt?"

They were gtting in the parlor where Jethri had first met Lady Maarilex, in company with Norn
ven'Dedin--and wouldn't he give acan full of canariesto see her walk through the door right now! Jethri
had changed his diced shirt for awhole one, taking amoment to marvel &t the pale pink lines down his
chest, each of which matched acut in the ruined shirt. There hadn't been much time to wonder about it,
though, and held hurried into the fresh shirt, hauled abrush over hishair, which mostly stayed flat, for a
wonder, and run downgtairs, to this very parlor, to find Miandraahead of him, seated in the precise
center of the white couch, one hand afist around her ruby, and her face outright gloomy.

"Maybe," Jethri offered, deliberately trying to lighten her gloom, "the Hedler and the Scout will
arrive together and will entertain each other, leaving usfree for other endeavors.”

She didn't smile. He thought she clenched the ruby tighter.

The slence grew. Jethri shifted in his chair, looked around the room, and back a Miandra. She
was staring, with great intensity, at aspot he calculated to be some ten feet beneath the vermillion
floorboards.

Jethri cleared histhroat. "An ...unusud... thing," he said. "When | took my shirt off, there were



these pink stripes--like brand-new scars--down my chest. | had expected, because there was blood, you
know, to have found fresh cuts."

Miandralooked up. "Flinx wasfrightened,” she said, asshe had in thewinery. "Heisavery
strong cat, and | am afraid he clawed you rather badly. The adrenaline masked the pain, but you would
have felt it soon enough, so MeichaHeded you."

Sitting in the chair, he heard the words, blinked, listened to them again in hismind's ear, and then
repested the phrase, with the inflection that signaled aquery: "MechaHeded me?'

Miandras mouth tightened. "Indeed. It iswhat we train to be--Hedlers. Meichais-more skilled
than1."

"Oh." He consdered that, running his hand absently down his chest. No pain. Helooked, tucking
his chinin order to stare down his own front. No blood on the fresh shirt. Beyond dispute, he was
patched, but

"' She--you--can make fresh wounds into new scars? In moments? How?"

Miandramoved her shoulders. "It isataent, much like atalent for music, perhaps--or trade. For
those of uswith the particular talent to Hedl, the ...physics... and the methods are obvious. Intuitive." She
amiled, very faintly. "Control iswhat must be taught, and ...efficient use of one's energy.”

Right. He had the idea she was smplifying thingsin order to save hisfedings and amost laughed,
congdering what he carried around in his pocket.

"What else do Hedlers do?' he asked, to keep her talking, mostly. Taking, she seemed less
gloom-filled, morelike her usud sdf.

"Hed afflictions of the spirit. That iswhy aHeder ismost often called. Someoneis--gck at heart,
or frightened. Perhaps they see thingswhich are not there, or refuse to see those things which are directly
before them. Those sorts of things. Physica Heding--there are not many Hedlerswho can do that.” Her
face lightened alittle--with pride, he thought. "Meichawill be aHedler to behold.”

Well, that wasn't too unlikely, he allowed, given Meicha. But, wait--

"So it was--you or Me cha--who camed me down that first day, when the curtains were open
and | had the widespaces panic?'

"Yes" shesaid. "I camed you and Meicha closed the curtains. It was not very difficult--you
project avery solid ...pattern, we cdl it. Y ou are extremely easy to work with."

Hedidn't know as he particularly liked the sound of that, but before he could pursue the matter
the door to the parlor opened and Lady Maarilex entered, leaning heavily on her cane and followed by a
ginger-haired man whose thinness was accentuated by his black |egther clothing.

"Scout Lieutenant Fel Dyn yo'Shomin," said the old woman. "Hereis Jethri Gobelyn, foster son
of ven'Dedlin. Jethri, if you please, make your bow to the Lieutenant.”

Cautioudy, Jethri rose, and Lieutenant yo'Shomin's ginger-colored eyes followed his progress.
There was something in the man's stance thet irritated Jethri straight off. A little bit of athrust in the
shoulder, maybe, or an attitude with respect to the hips--a subtle something that said Scout Lieutenant
yo'Shomin was the better of most men dive, and infinitely superior to grimy Terran ‘prentice traders, no
matter whose foster son they claimed to be.

That being hisreading of the man, in between thetimeit took to start to rise and reach hisfull
height, he made short shrift of the bow--crisp and brief, it was, and it could bethat it would have given
Master tel'Ondor pleasure. Certainly, itsrecipient took the point, and his sharp face got even sharper, the
narrow mouth thinning 'til the lipsdl but disappeared.

The return bow was hardly more than a heavyish tip of the head, which was arrogant, but, then,
Jethri thought, wasn't that what he had expected?

"It has been reported that you have in your possession a piece of forbidden technology,” the
lieutenant said, not even trying to sound polite. "Y ou will surrender it at once.”

"No." It had been hisintention to hand the device over to the Scout. It was possible, after al, that
the thing had somehow called the big wind, and if that was so, then it was better off in the kegping of
folkswho knew its treacheries. Too bad for him, the Scout had shown him reason to doubt. He'd rather
take his own chances with the device than meekly hand it over to this...incompetent.



Jethri crossed hisarms over his chest like Uncle Paitor did to show there was no joking going on,
and added an out-and-out frown, for good measure.

The ginger-haired Scout drew himsalf up astall as he could and delivered arespectable glare.

"The Scouts havejurisdiction in this. Y ou will relinquish the dangerous device to meimmediatdly.”

Jethri kept the frown in place. "Proveit," he said.

The ginger eyebrows pulled together. "What?'

"Provethat the device is dangerous,” Jethri said.

The Scout stared.

"Well," Lady Maarilex said, till leaning on her cane next to the door. "'l seethat thismay be
amusing, after dl. Miandra, child, help meto the chair, of your goodness. If you please, gentlemen--a

"Yes, Aunt Stafeli.” Miandralegpt up and moved to the old lady's Side, solicitoudy guiding her
thefirst of the blue chairs, and seeing her seated.

"Yes-ah. A pillow for my back, child--my thanks." Lady Maarilex leaned back in the chair and
put her cane by. Miandratook a step toward the couch--"Bide," Lady Maarilex murmured, and Miandra
drifted back to stand at the side of the chair, hands folded demurely, her pendant--Jethri blinked. There
was something odd about her pendant, like it was--

"Now," sad Lady Maarilex, "the play may continue. Thelineisyours, Lieutenant. Y ou have been
challenged to prove that the device is dangerous. How will you answer?'

For aheartbest, the Scout said nothing, then he bowed, very dightly, to the old woman in the
chair, and glared up into Jethri'sface.

"The device described by Lord Ren Lar Maarilex as being in the possession of the Terran Jethri
Gobeyn, isunquestionably of the forbidden technology. The form and appearance of such thingsare well
known to the Scouts, and, indeed, to Lord Maarilex, who has attended several seminars offered by the
Scouts on the subject of the Old War and its leavings.”

"Adequate," commented Lady Maarilex, "but will it compel your opponent?’

Jethri shrugged. "'l admit that the deviceis old technology,” hetold Lieutenant yo'Shomin. "Y ou,
gr, stated thet it is dangerous, an assertion you have not yet proved.”

The Scout smiled. "It called the wind-twigt, did it not? | think we may dl agree that wind-twists
are dangerous.”

"Undoubtedly, wind-twists are dangerous,” Jethri said. "But you merely put yoursdf in the
position of needing to prove that the device created the wind-twist-and | do not believe you can do that,
ar.

"No?" The Scout's smiled widened. "The wegather charts describe amost unusua wind pattern,
spontaneoudy forming from conditions antithetical to those required to birth awind-twist--and yet a
wind-twist visited the Maarilex vineyard, a very short time after you were seen experimenting with the
forbidden technology.”

"l wastheone,” Miandrasaid, quietly, from the side of the chair, "who touched theicon for
‘wind-twid'."

"And yet," Jethri countered, keeping his eyes on the Scout's face, "wind-twists do sometimes
arrive out of season. | wonder if the same wesather pattern anomaly was present on those past occasions,
aswdl."

"Well played!" Lady Maarilex applauded from the blue chair. "Bravo!"

The Scout glowered. "Certainly, they would be," he snapped. "Out of season wind-twists must
obey the samerule that formsal wind-twigs."

"Then you agree," Jethri pursued, "that, unlessit was proven in the case of al out-of-season
wind-twigts that they were every one created by grubby Terrans playing with old technology, it isasleast
just aslikely--if not more likely--that the device which I own, and which was given me by akinsman, isa
predictor, rather than an agent to form weether.”

Not bad, he congratulated himsdlf, though, truth told, he didn't quite buy into hisown
argument...



"Thisisawaste of my time," the Scout snarled. "Y ou may well have possession of adevicethat
cures blindness, restores |ost youth, and everything else that iswholly beneficid--and ill it would be
forfeit! Forbidden technology is forbidden, in al itsmanifestations.”

So much for that, Jethri thought. You didn't really think this was gonna work, did you kid?

Truth told, he hadn't. On the other hand, it was a poor trader who admitted defeat so easily.
What wasit Uncle Paitor had said? About keeping your opposite in atrade uncertain on hisfeet, to your
best profit?

Jethri inclined his head and changed the ground.

"l anaTerancitizen," he said.

"Ah," Lady Maarilex murmured.

"Asanyone can see," the Scout replied, nadtily. "However, the point is unimportant. You are
currently in Liaden space and are subject to Liaden law and regulaions.”

"Hah!" said Lady Maarilex.

Jethri raised ahand. "1 am a Terran citizen and the device you wish to confiscate isagift froma
kinsman. Thusfar, | have only your assertion that the confiscation of old technology falsinto the duty of
the Scouts. | will seethe regulation in question before | reinquish what ismine." He lowered his hand.
"Nor will | rdinquishittoyou, ar."

"You..." thelieutenant breathed and Jethri could see him taly up theinsult and Sore it away for
later Baancing. Much luck to him.

"I will relinquish the device--if it is proved that | must relinquishit at dl--to Scout Captain Jan
Rek ter'Adtin.”

Therewas along moment of slence, strongly tinged with dishelief.

"Scout Captainter'Agtinisa field Scout,” the lieutenant said, with adight edge of distaste on the
word field. "1t will take sometimeto locate him, during which time the device will remain adanger to us
al”

"Scout Captain ter'Astin was seen as soon as Day sixty-six at Kailipso Station, and | am
persuaded that you will find him there till, for he had just recently been transferred,” Jethri countered.

"Send for him," Miandra said, sharp and unexpected. " Jethri will swear not to use the device until
the captain comesto clamit. And it will be better to giveit over into the hands of afield Scout than a
man who prefers the comforts of the regulations and his own bed--and who cares not to associate with
beastly Terrans."

The Scout gaped at her.

"Do | havethat correctly?' she asked, and there was awild note to her voice that lifted the hairs
up straight on Jethri's nape.

The Scout bowed, with precision, and straightened, his ginger-colored eyeslike stone. Y ou
have that mogt precisdly,” hesad. "Dramliza.”

Jethri shivered. Miandra had just made an enemy. A powerful enemy, with her stuck to the same
ball of mud and not ableto lift ship out of trouble...

"Thereareno dramlizin thishouse," Lady Maarilex snapped. "Merely two young Hedlerswho
arefond of parlor tricks."

"Of course," the Scout said cordialy, and bowed once more.

"I will havethe oath the Healer has promised for you," he said to Jethri. "And then | will go."

Jethri hesitated, wondering what this fellow might accept asavalid oath--and nearly laughed,
despite theworry and upset inthe air.

"l swear on my name--Jethri Gobelyn--that | will not use the old technologica device and that |
will hold it safe and harmless until such time asit isclaimed by Scout Captain ter'Agtin, bearing the
regulaion giving himtheright.”

"Witnessed," murmured Lady Maarilex.

Scout Lieutenant Fel Dyn yo'Shomin bowed. "On behalf of the Scouts, | accept your oath.
Captain ter'Agtin shdl be summoned.”

"Good," said Jethri. "l look forward to seeing him."



* % %

The Scout was gone, intercepted by a pale-faced Meicha at the hall door. Jethri let out along,
quiet Sgh, and very carefully didn't think about what he had just done.

"Miandra," Lady Maarilex said, very quietly.

"Yes, aunt?'

"May | ask at what date and time you lost your wits?'

Slence

Sowly, Jethri turned. Miandrawas standing, rigid, eyes straight ahead, handsfisted at her Sdes.
The ruby pendant swung in an arc a the end of itslong silver chain.

"Your ruby,” hesaid, seeing it now. "It'smdted.”

Miandrashot him alook from el oquent sgpphire eyes, though what they were e oquent of he
couldn't exactly have said. A bid for dlies-it might be that, though what she thought he might do to divert
one of Lady Maarilex's high octane scolds, he didn't know.

"Méeted?" the old lady repeated, frowning up at Miandra. "Nonsense. Do you have idea how
much heat isrequired to melt a-" Her voice died. Miandra closed her eyes, her mouth awhite line of
pinched-together lips.

"Giveittome" Lady Maarilex said, absolutdly neutra.

Eyes closed, fists a her sdes, Miandra stood like alife-size doll.

"Now," said Lady Maarilex.

Miandrawet her lipswith her tongue. "If not thiserror, another,” she said, speaking rapidly,
raggedly, her eyes screwed tight. "I cannot--Aunt Stafeli. It is--too big. | drowninit. Let it be known,
and done."

"Doneit surdy will be, witlesschild!" Lady Maarilex held out an imperious hand. "Give methe
pendant!”

Thelast was said with enough force that Jethri felt his own musclesjerk in response, but il
Miandrastood there, rigid, willfully disobedient, with tears starting to lesk from beneath her long dark
lashes.

It cameto Jethri in that moment, that, for all she sat there stern and awful, Lady Maarilex was
frightened.

"Miandra" she said, very softly. "Child."

Miandraturned her face away.

He had no businessinterfering in what he didn't understand--and no possible right to short circuit
whatever decison Miandra had made for herself. But Lady Maarilex was afraid--and he thought that
whatever could scare her was something no lesser mortals ever needed to meet.

Jethri took three steps forward, caught the chain in one hand and the misshapen ruby in the other
and lifted them over the girl's head.

Miandra made a soft sound, and brought her hands up to hide her face, shoulders shaking. Jethri
stepped back, feding awkward and more than alittle scared himsalf, and dropped the pendant into the
old woman'swaiting pam.

"My thanks, young Jethri," she said. He looked down into her eyes, but al he saw was bland
politeness.

"What's amiss, maam?"' he asked, knowing she wouldn't answer him, nor did she surprise him.

"Nothing more than an unseemly display by awillful child," she said, and the pendant was gone,
vanished into pocket or deeve. "l ask that you not regard it."

Right. Helooked at Miandra, her face till hidden in her hands. No question, Stafeli Maarilex
was fearless--Miandrawas no hide-me-quick, neither. Despite which, both her and her sster managed
to mostly keep within the law laid down by their seniors, and answer up clear and sharp when they were
asked aquestion. In his experience, willful disobedience wasn't their style--though he didn't put covert
operations out of their range--no more than just standing by, crying.



"Hey," he said, and reached out to touch her deeve. "Miandra, are you well?

She sniffed, shoulders tensing, then very dowly lowered her hands, her chin coming up asthey
went down.

"Thank you," she said, with the dignity of aship's captain. "Y our concern warms me."

"Yes" hereplied. "But are you well?'

Her lips moved--he thought it might have been asmile. "Aswell asmay be," she answered, and
seemed about to say something more, but the door came open just then and there was Meicha making
her bow and announcing

"Heder TilbasgHarat."

Jethri turned and dropped back a couple steps as the Hedler strode into the room: Long in the
leg--reatively spesking--and gaunt, her hair donein asingle pale braid, falling over her shoulder to her
belt. She was dressed in regulation calling clothes, and |ooked alittle rumpled, like she had tarted her
shift early and waslooking to end it | ate.

"Hedler," Lady Maarilex said, and inclined her head in welcome. ™Y ou honor us."

TilbasgHarat paused just before the chair, her head to one side. "The message did say that the
meatter was urgent.”

"One's son certainly believed it to be so," Lady Maarilex replied, evenly.

So, Jethri thought, Ren Lar had called the Healers off his own board and his mother thought hel'd
overreacted. That could explain the particular sharpness of her tongue so far.

But it didn't explain the fear.

"Just s0," the Heder was saying, and looked beyond Lady Maarilex to Miandra, who was
standing tall now, chin up and face defiantly bland. "Miandra, your cousin has said thet you told him you
had held the wind-twist back from the vineyard for a period of time before its strength overcameyou. Is
thiscorrect?’

Miandrainclined her head. "1t is"

"Ah. Would you care to explain this process of holding the wind back?'

Silence. Jethri, ignored, cast aquick glance aside and saw the girl lick her lips, her defiant chin
logng alittle dtitude.

"WdI?' asked the Hedler, somewhat sharply. "Or isit that you cannot explain this process?

Miandra's chin came back up.

"Itisvery smple" she said coolly. "1 merdly placed my will againgt the wind and--pushed.”

"|--see." The Hedler held up ahand. "Open for me, please.”

The chin wavered; kept its position. Miandra closed her eyes and the Hedler did the same. For
the space of adozen heartbests, there was complete silence in the parlor, then Miandrasighed and the
Hedler opened her eyes and bowed to Lady Maarilex.

"| seethat she believeswhat she has said, and that she has undergone a profound disturbance of
the nerves. Thisisentirdy commonplace; wind-twists unsettle many people. The hdlucination--that she
held back the winds until her friends reached her Sde--that isless common, but not unknown. In the
immediacy of peril, knowing onesdlf helplessto aid those whom one holds dear, the mind creates a
fantasy of power in which thewind isheld back, the seais parted, the avalanche turned aside.
Sometimes, the mind remains convinced even after the peril has been survived. Initsway, itisakindly
affliction, whichiseasily dispdled by adisplay of the facts—-in this case, arecording of the path and
pattern of the wind-twig."

Lady Maarilex inclined her head. "The child shal be shown the weether logs, Hedler, | thank
you." She moved ahand.

"Yes?' the Hedler asked.

"You will seethat Miandrahaslost her apprentice's pendant in the wind. | would ask that the
Hall send another.”

A glance a Miandra showed her fingers curling into fists at her sde, but no one waslooking at
Miandraexcept Jethri.

"Certainly," the Hedler was saying to Lady Maarilex and Jethri cleared histhroat.



"Well?" snapped Lady Maarilex, which Jethri chose, ddliberatdly, to interpret as permisson to

Speak.

Heinclined hishead. "If Hedler sg'Harat pleases," he murmured, as polite as polite could be.
"lsnt it possible that Miandra held the winds back? She and her sister do other things that seem just as
impossbleto mysdlf, anignorant Terran."

The Heder sent him asharp glance.

"Jethri," Lady Maarilex murmured, "fostered of ven'Dedlin."

"Ah." The Heder inclined her head. " Certainly, Healers may work many marvels, young Sr. But
to do that which Miandra....believes hersdlf to have done--that would require power and discipline asfar
from the abilities of ahalf-trained and erratic Hedler as-asLiad isfrom Terra"

Well, and there was an answer that meant nothing at al, Jethri thought, though aquick glance at
Miandrasrigid face suggested that maybe it meant something to her.

"Thank you, Heder," hesad, politdy. "l am grateful for the information.”

"Itismy pleasureto inform,” she said, and bowed again to Lady Maarilex.

"My duty done, | depart,” she said formally.

"Hedler," theold lady replied. "We thank you for your care.”

And so the Hedler was hustled away by a pae-faced Meicha, the door closing behind both with
asolid thump.

In the blue chair, Stafeli Maarilex stirred and reached for her cane.

"So, we survive thisround,” she said, using her cane asalever, and struggling to ger her feet
under her. Jethri stepped forward and caught her arm to help her rise. Miandraheld her position, face
frozen. "My thanks," Lady Maarilex gasped, sSraightening to her full height. She looked from oneto the
other and used her chin to point at the door.

"Both of you, go to your apartments. Y ou will be served dinner there. Study, rest and recruit
yoursalves. It has been along and tiring day--for dl of us.”

"Yes, Aunt Stafeli,” Miandra said tondlessly. She bowed, tiffly, and was on her way toward the
door before Jethri could do more than gape and make his own hurried bow.

By the time he reached the halway, she was gone.

* * %

"Where've you been?' Sedli asked, sharper maybe than she needed to.

On the other hand, Grig thought, taking adeep breath, atalk with Uncle had away of making the
whole universe seem edgy, if not outright dangerous.

"| left amessage," he said, trying to trump sharp with mild.

"He left amessage, the man says." Sedli flung her hands out in a gesture of wide frustration, by
which he knew she wouldn't be bought by a smile and acuddlie. He closed his eyes, briefly. Dammit, he
didn't need afight with Sedli. Regardless of which, it looked like he was going to get one.

"Yes, you left amessage," she snapped. "Y ou left amessage six hours ago saying you'd met an
old mate and was going to share abrew. Six hours later, you manage to get your sorry salf back to your
ship--and you ain't even drunk!™

Trust Sedli to grab the whole screen in aglance. Hewasin for it bad, now--Sedli had atemper
to match her mam's, except it was worse when she'd been worried.

Grig took another breeth, looking for center. Despite that hiswhole life had been oneform of lie
or another, hed never been near as casua with the truth as Arin. Well, and he was light on most dl the
family taents, wasn't he?

"Grig?'

He met her eye--nothing otherwise with Sedli--and cleared histhroat. Hed worked thisout, in
the hours between leaving Uncle and arriving back at the lodgings. His choice was his choice, and held
madeit, for good or for bad. Despite which, there was family considerations. He owed Raisy and the
rest of hissibs and cousins--and Uncle, too, damn him--the right to their own freelives. Parsing out his



truth from their safety--that was what kept him hours on the Port, walking 'til hislegs shook. Hed found
what he believed to be a course that would pass close enough to the truth to satisfy Sedli, without baring
the othersto danger. Assuming he could find the brasstofly it.

"| gottaask you again?' she said, red quiet.

He spread hishands. "Sorry, Sedli. Truthis, | wasn't straight in that message, and I'm not fedin'
good about that. What it was--you remember that headcase? Wantin' to buy fractins and Befores?

He saw exasperation leach some of the mad out of her face, and took heart. Maybe he could pull
this off, after all.

"Thought we agreed to leave that to Paitor.”

"Wedid," hesaid. "Wedid--and | should've. No question, it was stupid. | figured, if | talked to
the big man, | could show him there wasn't no sense promisin' to buy what we had none of, and tell
him--" Thiswasthe approach to tricky. Grig kept hiseyes straight on Sedli's. "Tell him that Arin's dead
and the Market ain'tin the business of sdlin’ Befores™

"Great," Sedi said, and shook her head. " So, what? The big man not at home?”

"Hewashome," Grig said, "and pleased to see me. Turns out, him, | knew--from the old days,
when Arin was still Combine and we was dedling in the stuff pretty regular. Anyhow. He spent some
considerable amount of persuasion, trying to get meto buy back in." He broke her gaze, then--it was that
or die. "I'm not gonna hide it, Sedli--it was amistake going to see thisman.”

She sighed. "If you'd called back, I'd've saved you the brain work. How much trouble you in?"

"Now, Sedli." He held up ahand and met her eyes, kindahaf-shy. "I ain't in trouble. The man
made me an offer--couple offers, asit happens. Didn't want to take 'no’ for hisfinal course, and it took
some whileto persuade him.”

She frowned. "He likely to stay persuaded?’ she asked, and trust Sedli to think of it. "Or might he
want to talk to you again?'

"1--" Grig began.

The door to the halway snapped open, spinning both of them around to stare as Paitor flung in,
face flushed, and jacket rumpled.

Sedli garted forward, hands out. "Uncle? What's gone wrong?”'

He stopped and just stared down at her. Grig light-footed around him and pushed the door
closed, resetting the lock.

"Got abeam from Khat," Paitor said as Grig made it back to Sedli's side. He put ahand insde
his jacket and pulled out a piece of hardcopy--blue, with an orange stripe down the side. Grig fdlt his
stomach clench. Priority beam--expensive, reserved for life and death or dealsthat paid out in fortunes...
"We got trouble," Paitor said, pushing the paper at Sedli. "Takealook."

* % %

He showered, stlanding along time under the pulsing rays of hot water, oblivious, for once, to the
wagte. By thetime the water turned cool and he stepped out into the mirrored drying room, hisfingertips
were aswrinkled up as dried grapes, and he was feding alittle bresthless from the steam.

Absently, he pulled the towel off its heated bar and applied it vigoroudy, first to his head and
working methodicaly downward, where he noted that histoeswere aswrinkled as hisfingers.

Probably your face iswrinkled up, too, hethought, trying to josh himsdlf out of agrowing
mood. Bet your whole head's nothing but one big wrinkle.

Nothing more than | traded for, he thought back at himself, in no state to be joshed, though he
did, by habit, look into the mirror to see how bad his hair looked thistime.

The hair was about as bad as he expected, but what made him frown was the smudge over his
lip. "Mud," he muttered. "All that time under water and your face isn't even clean?’

He used acorner of the towd to rub the smudge and looked again.

The smudge was till there, looking even darker againgt the pink rub mark.

"What the--" He leaned toward the mirror, frowning--and then lifted his hand, fingertips stroking



thefirst hopeful hairs of amustache.

"Wdl." He amiled at hisreflection, and stroked the soft smudge again, then turned to the supply
cabinet, in search of depilatory cream.

Severa minuteslater, he was frowning again. The supply cabinet was more comprehensive than
most ship's medica lockers, and included severd ointments that were meant to be rubbed into the
skin--but nothing like adepilatory.

Sighing, Jethri closed the cabinet, and went to the bench where he had piled his fresh clothes.
Tomorrow, held ask Mr. pel'Saba to provide the needed item. In the meantime, he had other rationsto
chew on.

Barefoot, shirt untucked, he walked into his deeping room, and knelt next to the bench.
Ddliberately, he unseded the B crate and pulled open the big bottom hatch.

Ddiberately, he removed the boxes of fractins, good and bad, the wire frame, and hisold
pretend trade journal and put them, one by one, on the rug by hisknee.

Closing the crate, he settled down cross-legged and reached for the tattered little book, flipping
through the laborious pages of lists--income, outgo, exchange rates and Combine discounts

The door-chime sounded. Biting down on a curse, Jethri gabbed the box of true fractins--and
then shook his head. No doubt fractins were old tech--and if Lady Maarilex or Ren Lar or the Scouts
entire had decided that they was within their rightsto search hisroom and belongings for old tech, then
they'd find the fractins, whether they were on the rug or inthe B crate.

The door-chime sounded again.

On the other hand, it was probably one of the kitchen crew, cometo collect his untouched dinner
tray.

Sighing, Jethri cameto hisfeet and went to answer the door.

The twins tumbled over the threshold and skittered 'round to the far side of the door.

"Closeit!"

"Quickly, doseit!"

So much for wilful disobedience. Still, he did close the door, and locked it for good measure.

Thetwins stood in atangle beside thewall, their reddish hair damp and curling wildly. Asusud,
they were dressed identicdly, thistimein plain black jerseys and dacks, soft black boots on their feet.
Onewore asdlver chain round her neck, supporting abig ruby.

"| thought the pair of you were confined to quarters,” he said, hands on hips, trying for the
gern-but-friendly look Cris had employed on similar past occasions, with Jethri on the wrong side of the
captain'sword.

"And so we arein quarters,” snapped the twin with the ruby 'round her neck. "Y our quarters.”

"Come, Jethri," said the other, stepping away from her sster's sde and looking gravely up into his
face. "Wearein need of companionship--and counsd.”

Good line, Jethri thought. HEd never been smart enough to come up with something half so
clever for Cris.

And, besides, he was glad to see them.

Helet hishandsfdl from his hips and waved them into the parlor. "Comein, then, and welcome.”

"Thank you," they murmured in unison and drifted degper into the room, silent on their soft boots.
Meichawandered over to the table, where his untasted dinner sat under covers. Miandra went further, to
the window, and stood gazing out at the sunset clouds crowding the shoulders of the mountains. High up,
where the sky was aready darkening, stars could be seen, shimmering in the atmosphere.

"The wide spaces do not frighten you now?" She asked, and Jethri moved across the room to
join her, bare feet soundless on the carpet.

"I am--becoming accustomed,” he said, pausing just behind her shoulder, and looking out. There
were purple shadows down deep in the folds of the rockface. "Way out, he could just see the Tower at



the port, gleaming bright inthe last of the sunlight.

"Mrs. tor'Beli sent ddlicacies," Meichasaid from behind them. " Are you not hungry, Jethri?

"Not much,” he said, turning around to offer her ahdf-smile. "If you are hungry, have what you
like"

Shefrowned, and put the lid back over the plate. "Perhapslater,” she said, and sent an openly
worried glance at Miandra's back.

"Sger?'

There was apause, and asigh. Miandra turned around and faced her twin.

"They are dill arguing,” shesad.

"They are" Mechareplied. "And will be, | think, for sometime. Aunt Stafeli will not yield the
point. Nor yet will Ren Lar."

"Though surdly it ishis portion to yield to the word of the delm,” said Miandra, "nadelm or no."

Meichalaughed. "Allow Ren Lar to tend the vines and heis complacent and cam. Invoke his
melant'i as nadelm and remind him of hislarger duty to the clan, and heisimplacable.” She paused,
shrugged. "Aunt Stafeli trained him, after dl.”

Miandraactudly smiled, though faintly. "True enough.”

"What," asked Jethri, "are they arguing about? The old technology?*

Meichaand Miandra exchanged aglance.

"The old technology--that was the beginning,” Meichasaid, moving over to perch on the edge of
one of hischairs, her ruby winking in the light. Miandrawent forward and dropped to the rug at her
twin'sfeet, legs crossed, face serious.

After asecond, Jethri took the chair across, and leaned back, pretending he was comfortable.
"S0," he said, "the argument started with the old technology.”

"Just 0," said Miandra. "Ren Lar, of course, wished the weather device to be awvay, now--the
potentia of harm to the vines distresses him, and rightly so. Heis master of thevine, and it ishisduty to
protect and nourish them.

"Aunt Stafdli, however, felt that you had reckoned your melant'i correctly, that the Scout
Lieutenant was well answered, and your oath rightly given. Ren Lar could scarcely argue with that .

Slencefdl, stretched. Meichawas uncharacterigticaly quiet, sitting tense on the edge of the
chair. Miandra--Miandra sat easily, her wrists resting on her knees, her fingers hanging loose, blue eyes
considering apoint just over hisleft shoulder.

Jethri cleared histhroat; her eyesfocused on hisface.

"Y e, they are dill arguing--your aunt and your cousin. About the two of you?'

"About me," Miandra said, with adepth of bitternessthat sartled him. Meichareached down
and put her hand on her sister's shoulder, but said nothing.

"Itiswdl enough, to be aHeder," Miandra continued after amoment, her voice less bitter,
though her eyes sparked anger. "But to be of the dramliz, here on Irikwae--that..." Her voice faded.

"Isuntenable,” Mechafinished quietly. "lrikwae was colonized by those clanswho felt thet the
dramliz should be...should be..."

"Eradicated,” Miandra said, and the bitterness was back in her voice. "It was believed that a
mutation which alowed one such ...abilities-that such a mutation endangered the entire gene pool. A
purge was cdled for. The matter went to the Council of Clans, in very Solcintra, and debate raged for
days, for who istruly easy in the presence of one who might hear your thoughts, or travel from port to
center city intheblink of an eye? Korval Hersdlf led the opposition, so the history textstell us, and at last
prevaled. The existing dramliz were dlowed to live, ungterilized. The clans of the dramliz retained thelr
rights of contract marriage, mixing their geneswith the larger pool asthey saw fit. And aguild was
formed, much like the pilots guild, or traders guild, which gave the dramliz protection asavauable
commercid enterprise.”

"The dissenting clans" Meicha said after amoment, "l eft the homeworld, and colonized Irikweae.
At firgt, there was aban on Hedlers, too. That was eventudly lifted, asit became apparent that Healers
worked for ... socia gability..."



Mentdly breathless, Jethri held up ahand.

"Givemealittletime," he said, and his voice sounded breathless, too. "Terrans do not commonly
run to these mutations. Y ou are the first Healer--and dramliza--1 have encountered, and | am still not
certain that | understand why one person who does things which are impossibleis favored, while another,
who doesthingswhich are just asimpossible, is--feared.”

Miandraactualy grinned. "Prgudiceis not necessarily responsive to cold reason--as you surely
know."

He gaped at her, and Meichalaughed.

"Areadl grounders stupid? Why else would they live among the mud and the smedllsand the
westher?'

"Ouch," he said, but mildly, because they wereright--or had been right. "I am--growing
accustomed--on that front, aswell. Learning takestime.”

"So it--" Meichabegan--and froze, head turning toward the door.

It came again, ascratching noise, asif afile were being applied, lightly, to the hall sde face of the
door.

Jethri rose and crossed the room. Hand on the latch, he sent aglance to the twins, Sitting dertin
their places. Miandramoved her hand, mationing him to open the door.

All right, then. He snapped the lock off and turned the latch, opening the door wide enough to
look out into--

Anempty hall.

Frowning, he looked down. Eyesthe color of peridot gleamed up at him; and something else as
wall.

Jethri stepped back. Hinx pranced across the threshold, head high, silver chain held in his mouth,
ruby dragging on the floor beneath hisbelly. As soon ashewasinside, Jethri closed and locked the door.
By the time he turned back to the room, FHinx had reached Miandra.

She sat perfectly sill asthe big cat put hisfront feet on her knee. Sowly, she extended a hand
and Hinx bent his head, dropping the chain on her palm.

"My thanks," she said, softly, and held it high. The melted ruby spun dowly in the light, glittering.

"Hinxisproud of himsdf," Mechasad. "Aunt Stafei had thrown it in the bin for the incinerator.”

Jethri came forward and knelt on the carpet next to Miandraand the cat. Flinx |eft the girl's knee
and danced over to butt him in the thigh. Miandralooked up at him, blue eyes curious.

"May | seeit?" he asked, and she put the chain in his hand without hesitation.

He sat back on his haunches and gave the thing some study. Thefine slver links were neither
deformed nor blackened. The ruby was--distorted, asymmetrical, the bottom bloated, asif it were an
overfull water bulb, theforce of the liquid within it distending the bulb nearly to the bursting point.

"S0," he said, handing it back. "How did you do that?"

She moved her shoulders. "1--am not precisely certain. It--it may be that the gem, the facets,
served asafocusfor the power | expended but--1 do not know!" she cried, sudden and shocking. "1
need to betrained, before I--before... And al Aunt Stafeli will say isthat | must beaHealer and a
Hedler only." She bent her head. " She does not know what it islike," she whispered. "l am--l ana
danger.”

He consdered her. "Even if you cannot be trained on Irikwae, there are other places, isn't that
0? Placeswherethe guild of dramliz isrecognized?'

"There arethose a-plenty,” Meicha said after Miandra had said nothing for half-a-dozen
heartbeats. "The chalengeliesin persuading Aunt Stafeli--and there we have been unsuccessful.”

"What about Ren Lar?'

Meicha grimaced. "Worse and worse."

"Ren Lar," whispered Miandra, ""sees the dramliz as no more nor |ess dangerous than the old
technology.” She laughed suddenly, and looked Jethri in the eye.

"Wadl, heisnot so far in the wrong asthat.”

Despite himsdlf, he grinned, then let it fade as he rocked off his knees and sat down on the



carpet, crossing hislegsin an awkward imitation of her pose. "What about Master ven'Dedin?’ he
asked.

Two pair of sapphire blue eyes stared at him, blankly. "What about her, | wonder?" asked
Meicha

"Widl, she hallsfrom Solcintra, on Liad, where the dramliz are alowed to go about their business
unimpeded. She'syour aunt's fosterling--who better to escort you?"

"Hear thelad,” Miandramurmured, on anote of awe. "Sister--"

"Weare dtill impeded,” said Meicha "Well to say that the ven'Dedlin will escort you, yetitis
empty hope unless Aunt Stafeli may be persuaded to let you go.”

"Norn ven'Dedinisamaster trader," Jethri commented, stroking Flinx's head while the big cat
stood on his knee and purred.

"And magter traders are dl that is persuadable,” Meicha concluded and inclined her head. "I take
your point and raise another."

He moved hisfree hand in the gesture that meant "go on.”

She took a deep breath. "It comes to me that Norn ven'Dedlin--all honor to her!--may not love
dramliz. Recdll your first meal with us? And the ven'Dedlin all a-wonder that there were dramlizin the
house"

He had a particularly sharp memory of that medl, and he thought back on it now, looking for
nuance he had been ill-able to detect, then...

"I think, perhaps," he said dowly, "that shewas ...joking. Earlier in the day--just beforewemet in
the hall--1 had understood that Lady Maarilex was about to read her aringing scold for--for fostering a
Terran and breaking with tradition. Seeing dramliz at the table, it might be that she merely remarked that
she was not the only one who had broken with tradition.”

"Hah," said Meicha, and bent her head to look at Miandra, who sat silent, running her chain
through her fingers, eyes absent.

Jethri skritched Hinx under the chin.

"| judgethat Jethri hastheright of it," Miandrasaid abruptly. "Noraven'Dedin has Aunt Stafeli's
mark upon her. It istoo much to hope that she would forgo her point, when the cards were ddlivered to
her hand."

"True." Mechadid back into her chair, looking relaxed for the first time since they had tumbled
into hisroom. "The ven'Dedlin is due back with us at the end of next rdlumma.”

Jethri sent aglance to Miandra. "'Can you hold so long?"

She moved her shoulders. "'l will do what | might, though I must point out the possibility that the
Scout Lieutenant will seek Baance."

"Hewould not darel” Meichadeclared stoutly. "Come against Aunt Stafdli in Balance? Heisa
fool if he attemptsit.”

"Jethri had already established him asafool,” Miandrapointed out. "And it was not Balance
againg the House that concerns me.”

Meichastared at her.

"Hemay try me, if helikes," Jethri said, the better part of hisattention on Hinx.

"Y ou are not concerned,” Miandra murmured, and it was not a question. He looked up and met
her eyes.

"Not overly, no. Though--I regret. He threstened you, and | did not understand that at the time.
Y ou need not be concerned, ether.”

Silence. Then Meicha spoke, teasing.

"Y ou have achampion, Sgter.”

"It was kindly meant," Miandrasaid placidly, and, ddliberately, asif she had reached afirm
decison, put the silver chain over her head. The deformed ruby swung once against her jersey, then
dilled.

"I would like to hear more of this Scout captain you invoked over the head of the so-kind
lieutenant,” she said.



"I met himwhen | jumped off the edge of Kailipso Station,” he began, and tipped his head,
recaled of asudden to his manners. "Would you like some tea?'

"Masterful!" Meichacrowed. ™Y ou have missed your trade, Jethri! Y ou should "prenticeto a
teller of tales”

He made hisface serious, like he was consdering it. "I don't think I'd care for that, redly,” he
sad, which earned him another crow of laughter.

"Wretch! Y es, teg, by al means--and hurry!”

Grinning, he put Hinx on the carpet and unwound, moving toward the galley. There, hefilled the
tea-maker, pulled the tray from its hanger and put cups on it. He added the tin of cookies Mrs. tor'Beli
had given him afew days ago--it had been full, then; now it was about haf-full. The tea-maker chimed at
him; he put the pot on the tray and carried it out to the main room, being very careful of where he set his
feet, in case Flinx should suddenly arrive to do his dance around Jethri's ankles.

He needn't have worried about that. The cat was Sitting tall on the floor next to Miandra, tall
wrapped tightly around histoes, intently observing the plates of goodies set out on the cloth from his
table. The twins had set his neglected dinner out like party food. He grinned and went forward.

Meichaleapt to her feet and handed the cups, pot and tin down to Miandra, who placed them on
the cloth. Jethri put the tray on the table and sat on the carpet between the two of them, accepting a cup
of teafrom Miandrawith agrave inclination of hishead.

"My thanks™"

Meicha passed him a goody plate and he pinched one of the cheese roll-ups he was partial to
and passed the plate around to Miandra. When they were al provided with food and tea, and each of
them had taken asip and a bite, Miandralooked up with adefinite gleam in her eye.

"And, now, gr, you will tell us about your Scout captain and how it was you came to jump off
the edge of a spacestation!™

He hid the grin behind another sip of tea. "Certainly,” he murmured, as dignified as could be. "It

happened thisway ...."

Day 166
Standard Year 1118
Elthoria

"Master Trader, the captain bids me deliver this message to you." The first mate's voice was
somber, and it was that which drew Norn ven'Dedlin's attention away from the file she had under study.
Gaenor tel'Dorbit was not a somber woman, and while she enjoyed a contract of pleasure with the
librarian Norn had specifically ingtructed to deny her to al seekers, it could hardly be supposed that his
melant'i was so lacking that he had let his paramour by on amere whim.

Norn sighed. Somber first mates and disobedient, dutiful librarians. Surely, the universe grew too
complex. She looked up.

Gaenor tel'Dorbit bowed and produced from her deeve afolded piece of green priority paper.
The paper crackled as Norn received it and glanced at the routing line.

"Hah," she sad, extending it. "Pray have communications forward thisto my son at Irikwae."

Thefirst mate bit her lip. "Master Trader," she said, more somberly, if possible, than previoudy,
"the captain bids me ddliver thismessageto you."

Oh, and indeed? Norn looked again at the routing: from Khatelane Gobelyn. The pilot cousin,
wasit not? And the same who had written before. That she sent now a priority message--that was
notable. It was also notable that it had been some daysin trangt, for Khatelane had sent it to Avrix,
where Elthoria would have been, had the schedule not been amended.

She glanced up a Gaenor tel'Dorbit, who was watching her with no smal amount of anticipation.
It cameto her that Gaenor read Terran well and would certainly have been asked by the communications
officer to vet amessage written in Terran. She had aso taken aliking to Jethri himsdlf, saying thet he



reminded her pleasantly of the young brothers she left at home. Which handily explained, Norn thought,
Kor Ith yo'Lannas involvement in the proper disposition of aletter meant for amere apprentice of trade.

"l expect,” she said gently to Gaenor's tense face, "to read that Jethri's honored mother, Captain
Iza Gobelyn, has passed from thisto amore gentle plane, and that Jethri is called back to hiskin, to
mourn.”

"Madter Trader,” thefirst mateinclined her head dightly. "To my knowledge, the hedth of Jethri's
honored mother remains robugt.”

Well. Obvioudy, she was not going to be quit of Gaenor until she had read and made some
disposition of Jethri's|etter.

Leaning back in her chair, she flicked the page open and began, |aborioudly, to read.

Dear Jethri,

Never thought Pd be sending you a Priority, but | think I made a bad situation wor se for
you, so I'm sending a heads-up quick.

Pm here on Banthport at the Trade Bar and run into Keeson Trager and Coraline.

Bunch of Liadens on the place, which don't figure, because you know as well as me, Jeth,
Banth doesn't have nothing but the gold mines. But, anyhow, lots of Liadens, and one of them
hears Kee name me. Pretty boy, in a skinny, sulky sort of way. Name of Barjohn Shelgaybin, near
as| can make out. Said he knows you, that you lost him a brother, and you didn't settle up like
you should've. Said, that being so, and me standing right there, he could take exact balance, or |
could pay himfour hundred cantra in compensation, which, if | could've done | wouldn't've been
at Banth on Kinaveralport business, because I'd be captain-owner of a brand-new Cezna with
nothing less than twelve pod-mounts.

So, it was stupid, and | figureit's best for all to leave, except he up and grabs me and--1
decked him. Conked his head on the floor and went out cold. Another boy tells me | got safe
passage--though he didn't tell me his name--so | left it and come back to the crash. I'm sending
thisto Elthoria, and a copy to Paitor.

For what it'sworth, Farli Trager worked out the names of the Liaden ships on Banth:
Winhale, Tornfall, Skeen, Brass Cannon. Don't know which your friend is off of, but you might, if he
hasn't made the whole thing up out of spare parts. Skeen and Brass Cannon hold Combine keys.

I'mreal sorry, Jeth, and | hope you're OK. If thisis some kind of Liaden blood feud, let us
know, will you? If that pretty boy's a headcase, let us know that, too--and tell us how you're
getting on. I'm gone by the time you get this--follow-upsto Paitor at Terratrade, Kinaveral.

Love,

Khat

Norn ven'Dedlin folded the sheet and put it, carefully, atop the reader. She sat for afew
heartbeats, eyes on the green paper, then looked up to Gaenor tel'Dorbit, standing patiently, her hands
tucked into her belt, her face tense-worried. And she was right to worry, Norn thought. Indeed she was.

"S0," she said softly. "I am informed. Of your goodness, First Mate, ask Arms Master sgKethra
tojoininmy officefor primein--" she glanced at the clock--"one hour.”

"Master Trader." Gaenor bowed, relief palpable, asif the problem--the problems--were now
solved, with Jethri and hiskin rendered imperviousto chd'Gaibin spite. If only it were so.

Thefirst mate removed hersdf from the sudy room. Norn ven'Dedlin sat quietly for haf-a-dozen
heartbests more, then dipped the green | etter away into her deeve, marked her placein thefile, and went
over to thewall unit to cal the kitchen and adert the cook to her need for aworking dinner for two to
arivein her officein an hour.

* % %

"S0," Pen Rdl said, putting the green paper down and reaching for hiswine. "The chel'Gaibin heir
aspiresto the melant'i of aport tough. Are you surprised?’
"Alas, | am not--and we will not discuss what that might say about ven'Dedin's melant'i.” She



spped her own wine, staring Sghtlesdy at the mea neither had addressed with vigor.

"What | believe we have, old friend," she murmured, "isaplay in two acts. | hope that you will
lend me the benefit of your wisdom in crafting an appropriate answer to each.”

"Now, | know amatter to be dire when ven'Dedlin comes to me with sweet words of flattery in
her mouth,” he commented, irreverently. "All | haveisyoursto command. Hasit ever been otherwise?'

"Surely, it must have been, at onetime--but, stay! | will not insult you with moreflattery. Asl
said, aplay intwo acts, their separate action linked by the chel'Gaibin heir. Indeed, if what | believeis
true, | can only suppose Infreyache'Gaibin to bein agoodly rage regarding the heir'simpromptu
fredlancing--for | believe the gpproach upon young Khatelane to be nothing more nor less than amoment
saized to determine what profit might be wrung fromit. And why, you may wonder, would Infreya
chel'Gaibin be quite so angry at her heir's attempt to terrorize amere Terran?”

"The ships," Pen Re murmured. "Thetranditerations are ...chalenging. However, if the namethe
pilot renders as Brass Cannon is, indeed, our own beloved Bra'ezkinion, then it's certain there's piracy
afoot.”

"Andif Tornfall may be discovered to be Therinfel, we may add mayhem to the brew," Norn
sad, and fdll slent for along moment, her wineglass forgotten in her hand.

Pen Rel reached out and captured the letter, frowning at the Terran words.

"Thepilot isright to wonder," he said eventudly, "what interest Banth holds for such amixed
flight of ships-" He looked up and made arueful face. "Only hear me assumethat Wynhael standsin
association with Bra'ezkinion and Therinfel

"Not invalid, | think," Norn said, absently. "Not invaid. | allow the pilot to be aclever child and
her questions on-point. For, indeed, there is nothing to want at Banth that cannot be had €l sewhere, with
less cost and more convenience. And yet four Liaden ships--two of them known to us asrogues, in
addition to the most excellent Wynhael , and the as-yet-undiscovered Skeen--smultaneoudy converge
upon this port. Credulity strainsto the breaking point, my friend.”

"Past the breaking point, | would say. So, Master Trader, what is there to want at Banth, after
al?

She glanced a him, eyes gleaming. "How many timesmust | explain thet the skills of amaster
trader are not those of the dramliz?’

"Until | lay down my last duty, | expect,” heretorted. "I have seen you too often work magic.”

"Pah! Now who flatters whom, sir? However, your question has merit, despite your deplorable
manners. What, indeed, does Banth have which is desirable and has been overlooked, thusfar, by al?"
She moved her hand, discovered the wine glass and sipped.

"I do not know. And perhaps| may never know. However, the convergence of those four
ships--two rgjoicing in substantial guild misdemeanor files-alows meto call upon the masters of tradeto
interview the tradersinvolved, immediately, to determineif there has been any breach of guild rule.”

"Thereby infuriating Infreyachd'Gaibin and the so-honorable heir."

"Very possbly,” Norn agreed, tranquilly. "But Infreyawill not resst aguild investigetion--sheiis,
when dl is counted, too canny atrader to bargain for her own downfal. It must bein her best interest to
cooperate with the guild--and that iswhere we gain the small hope that we will, after all, learn what it is
that Banth has of vaue."

"Y ou will need to know for certain the names of those ships," Pen Rel said. "I will undertake that
proof.”

"I thank you," she smiled, briefly, and sipped her wine. " So, that act. The second, | own, may be
knottier, for it involves dramliz skills. One or both of us must look into the future and see whether
chd'Gaibin will pursueitsfase Baance against Gobdyns, dl and sundry, and, if they will, what measures
we must take--in protection, | would say, preferring not to wait upon the necessity of retribution.”

"l understand.” He considered the matter for some time, frowning abstractedly at the table top.
Norn sipped her wine and waited for him to return to himself.

"I believe that the larger population of Gobdyns need have no fear that the chel'Gaibin heir will
attempit to pursue his Balance," he said after a considerable time had passed. "Like you, | consider that



the attack upon Pilot Gobelyn was an opportunigtic act, which it isunlikely hewill repest.”

"Unlikey? Tdl mewhy you say s0."

He rattled the green paper. "The pilot States that she knocked him down for hisimpertinencein
laying ahand upon her--and rightly so, may | say. Y ou, yourself, know well that chel'Gaibins have no
taste for being knocked down. | would congder that the encounter with the pilot will have provided a
laudatory lesson to the heir.” Heraised hisglass.

"And, too, when does Wynhad run so far out? Further opportunity to meet Gobelyns must be
limited by the usual routes pursued by both."

"Fair enough,” Norn murmured, "though | submit that VWynhael was at Banth as nearly asafew
daysago."

"Anisolated incidence, | believe," Pen Rel said stoutly. "I think we may assume that Gobelyns as
aset resde at asafe distance from chel'Gaibins of any sort.” He sipped hiswine. "No, where we must
focus our concern, | believe, isupon Jethri, who is at this moment well within Liaden space and, while
more tutored regarding the rules of Balance than his most excellent kinswoman, is perhaps not as
conversant with nuance as one might like."

"He has been living thiswhile in the house of my foster mother," Norasaid dryly. "Be assured that
he will by thistime be bresthing and dreaming nuance. However, your point is taken. One does not leave
an inexperienced player unshielded to danger. We know that Bar Jon chd'Gaibin has publicly proposed
agrievance againg Jethri Gobelyn--" shefluttered her fingers at the paper in hishand. "He must pursue
satisfaction, or hismdant'i suffers™

Pen Rdl snorted. "Asif it had not dready. Shall weto Irikwae, then?'

She moved ashoulder. "Alas, we cannot. The cargo we have guaranteed for Lylan--"

"Ah," he murmured. "I had forgotten.”

Noraspped her wine. "Immediately, let us beam to Tarnia, with full particulars and arequest to
bevigilant. We havealittletime, | caculate, purchased by the guild investigation. We will fulfill our
contract, and transship what we may." She sighed. "Gar Sad will pin my earsto my head.”

"Of course hewill." Pen Rl put his glass and the letter on the table and came to hisfeet, not quite
aslightly aswas hiswont. "Y ou will have clear proof of the shipsinvolved by the end of next shift."

She smiled at him. "Old friend. My thanksto you, on behalf of my student and son.”

"My student, dso, remember,” he said bowing lightly. "By your leave, Norn.”

She flicked ahand in bogus impatience. "Go then, if you are so eager for work."

He smiled, placed his hand briefly over hisheart, and lft her.

Day 166
Standard Year 1118
Irikwae

The darm chimed, indstent. Jethri groaned and resisted the temptation to push his head under the
bank of pillowsto shut out the noise.

The chime grew louder. Manfully, Jethri flung the sheets back, got hisfeet on thefloor. A few
steps brought him to the larm, which he disarmed, and then smply stood there, savoring the sllence.

The clock displayed atime afew minuteslater than his usua waking hour, which meant hewas
going to have to engage jetsto get to breskfast on time. He yawned, the idea of engaging jetsinfinitely
less attractive than collapsing back onto the bed and taking another haf-shift of deep.

Instead, he moved, at something less than his usua speed, on course for the fresher.

Thetwins had Stayed late, trading stories of their own for his of Kailipso Station and Scout
Captain ter'Agtin, until Miandralooked out the window.

"The third moon has st," she said, whereupon Meicha pronounced the word Jethri considered to
be the Liaden rendering of "mud!" and they both jumped up and took their leave, with smiles and wishes
for his sweet dreaming, flitting like the ghosts of space down the dim-lit hal, Hinx the ghost of acet,



weaving 'round their Slent feet.

Trouble was, he hadn't been at dl deepy and had spent some time more huddled over hisold
"tradejourna," until he redlized he had read the same entry three times, without making sense of it once,
closed the old book and gone to bed.

Two hours ago.

He stepped into the shower and punched the button for cold, gasping when the blast hit him.
Quickly, he soaped and rinsed, then jumped out, reaching for the towel. Drying briskly, he glanced in the
mirror--and glanced again, moving closer and touching his upper lip, where last evening ahopeful
mustache sprouted.

Gone now, stroked into oblivion by Meichas magic fingers.

"I don't know how long that will last,”" she had said, haf-scolding. "But you redly cannot, Jethri,
go among polite people with hair on your face."

"l was going to ask Mr. pel'Saba for depilatory, tomorrow," he'd said, and Miandra had laughed,
reaching over her twin's shoulder to put her palm againgt his cheek.

"He would not have had the least ideawhat you asked for," she said. "L eaveit to Meicha until
you may purchase some of this substance for yoursdlf, perhaps at the port?'

"Miandra..." Meichahissed, and her sster laughed again and withdrew her hand, leaving Jethri
wishing that she hadntt.

In the bedroom, the darm began again, sgnaling five minutes until breskfast.

Jethri swore and jumped for his closet.

The breskfast room was empty, for al thefood waslaid out just like dways on thelong
sideboard and the places were st at the table set in the tall windowed acove overlooking the flower
garden. Someone had thought it amellow enough day to prop open the middle pane, and the smells of
flowers and growing things danced into the room on the back of adainty little breeze.

Jethri paused at the window, looking out over the banks of sweet smelling, prickle semmed
flowersthat Lady Maarilex favored.

The garden appeared as dways. pink and white blossoms crowding the stone pathways; the
sunlight dappled with shade from the tall tree at the garden's center. Nothing seemed disturbed by
yesterday's rogue wind.

"Good morning, Magter Jethri,” murmured avoice gown very familiar to him. Jethri turned and
inclined his head.

"Mr. pel'Saba." He looked into the butler's bland, give-nothing face. "I fear | have overdept.”

"If you did, it was not by many minutes,” the old man said. "However, Master Ren Lar went early
to the vines--and Mrs. tor'Beli hasingtructionsto send atray up to their ladyships.” That would be
Meichaand Miandra, Jethri thought with agtart.

"For yoursdf..." Mr. pel'Saba continued, reaching into his deeve and producing a creamy, square
envelope, "thereisaletter.”

A letter. Jethri took the envelope with asmall bow, fingertipstingling againgt the kiss of high-rag
paper. "My thanks."

"Itismy pleasureto serve," Mr. &'Sabaassured him. "Please enjoy your breskfast. If anything is
required, you have but to ring." He bowed and was gone, vanishing through the door at the back of the
room.

Jethri turned his atention to the envelope. Anirregular blob of purple wax glued the flap shut;
pressed into the wax was a design. He brought the blob closer to the end of his nose, squinting--and
recognized the sign of thetradersguild.

Reverently, heflipped the creamy square over and stood staring at the name, written in purpleink
the exact shade of the lump of sealing wax, the Liaden letters athought too ornate: Jeth Ree ven'Dedlin.

Now, hethought, here's a message. If only he knew how to read it.



Sighing, the envelope heavier in his hand than its weight accounted for, Jethri went to the
sideboard, poured himsalf a cup of tea, and carried both to his usual place at the breakfast table. Only
when he had seated himself and taken asip of teg, did he dip hisfinger under the purple wax and break
the sedl.

Inside the envel ope was asingle sheet of paper, folded once inthe middle. It crackled crisply
when he unfolded it to find five precise lines, written in that over-ornate hand:

Jeth Ree ven'Dedlin, apprentice to Master Trader Norn ven'Deelin, will present himself at
Irikwae Guildhall on Standard Day 168 at sixth hour, local, in order to undertake testing for
certification. The course will encompass one-half relumma. The candidate will be housed at the
guildhall for the duration of the certification program.

That wasit, the last line being a signature so over-written asto be nearly unreadable. Jethri
spped histea, frowning at thething until hefindly puzzled out: Therin yosArimyst, Hall Master,
Irikwae Port.

"Such a studious demeanor so0 early inthe day!" Lady Maarilex remarked afew moments later,
stumping to ahalt on the threshold of the breakfast room. "Truly, Jethri, you are an exampleto usal.” He
put the letter down next to histeacup and rose, crossing the room to offer her hisarm.

"After yesterday, | wonder that you can say so, maam," he murmured, as he guided her to her
usua place, and pulled back her chair.

She laughed. "Certainly, the portions of your yesterday which | was privileged to observe
seemed to go very well, indeed. Y our demeanor before the Scout Lieutenant--I livein the liveliest
anticipation of sharing the tale with your foster mother."

Oh, really? "Do you think shewill enjoy it, malam?' he asked.

She looked up at him, old eyes sparkling.

"Immensdly, young Jethri. Immensdly.”

"Wl then," he said, with alightness he didn't particularly fed, "I will judge that | have acquitted
mysdlf well, in the matter of the Scout." He paused. "May | bring you something, maam?' he asked,
snce neither Meichanor Miandrawas there to perform the service.

"Tea, if youwill, child, and abit of the custard.”

He moved off to fulfill thismodest commisson, and returned to the table with teaand custard,
and aswest rall for himsdlf.

"Maam, | wonder," he said, glancing at the | etter as he took his place. "DoesHall Magter Therin
yosArimyst hold Master ven'Dedlin in despite?’

She paused with her teacup halfway to her lips and shot him a sharp glance over the rim. "Now,
heré'sabold start. What promptsit?’

Wordlessly, he passed her the letter and the envelope.

"Hah." She put her cup down, read the | etter in aglance, considered the envel ope briefly, and put
both on the table between them.

"He givesyou little enough timeto arrive," she commented, reaching for her custard. "Today, you
will pack--take what books you will from thelibrary, too. | recal Norn telling us that there was precious
littleto read at the hall, saving manifests and regulations.”

"Thank you, maam," he murmured, genuiney warmed.

A flick of her fingers dispensed with histhanks. "Asto the other... Despite--perhaps not, though |
would be surprised to learn that Therin yosArimyst counted Norn ven'Deslin among hisfavored
companions.” She spooned custard, contemplatively. Jethri broke hisroll open and did his best to
cultivate patience.

"Itis, you understand,” Lady Maarilex said eventudly, "adifference in mode that separates Norn
and theyosArimyst. In him, you will find atrader, oh, most conservative! Ring arumor of change and be
certain that Therin yosArimyst will be with the portmaster within the hour, spesking e oquently in defense
of the proven ways. Norn, as| am certain you have yoursalf observed, is one to dance with risk and
court change."

"| can seethat the two of them might not have much to talk about,” Jethri said, when afew



moments had passed and she had said nothing else.

"Certainly, they would seem to be unlikely to agree on any topic of importance to either,” she
murmured, her eyes, and apparently her thoughts, on her custard.

Jethri Spped histea, found it less than tepid and rose to warm his cup. When he returned, Lady
Maarilex had finished her custard and was holding her cup between her two hands, eyes closed.

Hedipped into his seat as quietly as he could, not wanting to disturb her if shewasindulgingina
nap. She opened her eyes before he was rightly settled, and extended a hand to tap the | etter where it
was between them on the table.

"I believe what you have hereis palitics, child. Mind you, | do not have the key to the
yosArimyst's mind, but it comesto methat he must see you as a chdlengeto hisbeloved
changelessness—-indeed, you are just such achalenge--and never mind that change will come, no matter
how he may abhor it, or speak againgt it, or forbid it within hishall. Norn ven'Dedlin, who lovesthe trade
more than any being dive, hastaken a Terran apprentice. Surely, the foundations of the homeworld ring
with the blow! And, yet, if not Norn, if not now--then another, later. Terrans exist. Not only do they
exig, but they indg st upon trading--and on expanding the field upon which they can trade. Weignore
them--we deny them--at our very great peil.”

Jethri leaned forward, watching her face. ™Y ou think that she was right, then, maam?

"Oh, | bedieve sheiscorrect,” the old lady murmured. "Which is not to say--diverting and
delightful as| find you!--that | would not have preferred another, and later. 1t is not comfortable, to be an
agent of change." She shot him an especially sharp glance. "Nor isit comfortable, | imagine, to be change
embodied.”

He swallowed. "I--am not accustomed to thinking of mysalf so. An apprentice trader, set to learn
from a...most astonishing master--that is how | think of mysdf.”

Sheamiled. "That is very sensible of you, Jethri Gobelyn, fostered of ven'Dedlin. Consider
yoursdlf s, and comport yoursalf s0." She tapped the letter again, three times, and withdrew her hand.

"And do not forget that there are others abroad who find your existence threatens them, and who
will dotherr dl to seeyoufail.”

Nothing new there, Jethri thought, retrieving hisletter. Just a description of trade-as-usual.
He folded the paper and dipped it into the pocket of hisjacket.

"Anechawill drive you to the port and see you safeinsdethe hall,” Lady Maarilex said. "If you
require funds, pray speak to Mr. d'Saba--he will be able to rectify the matter for you."

Heinclined hishead. "I thank you, maam, but | believe | am wdll-funded.”

"That iswdll, then," she said and pushed back from the table. He legpt to his feet--and was
waved back to hischair.

"Please. | am not so frall asthat--and you have esten nothing. A custard may tide an old woman
until nuncheon, but alad of your years wants more than a shredded roll for his breakfast.”

Helooked down at hisplate, feding hisearswarm. "Y es, madam,” he murmured, and then
looked back to her face. "Thank you for your care.”

She amiled. "Y ou are a courteous child." She bowed, very dightly. "Until soon, young Jethri.”

"Until soon, maam," he answered, and watched her sump down the room, leaning heavy on her
cane, until shereached the hal and turned right, toward her office.

Day 168
Standard Year 1118
Irikwae Port

"I don't know why he needs you here so early," Anecha muttered as she opened the big car's
cargo compartment.

Jethri reached in, got hold of the strap and pulled his duffle out, dinging the strap over one
shoulder.



"The port never closes," he said, softly. "Magter yosArimyst has likely done me the courtesy of
being surethat | arrive during his on-shift."

Anechasent him one of her sharp, unreadable glances. "So, you interpret it as courtesy, do you?
Y ou've amore giving meant’i than some of us, then, Jethri Gobelyn." She swung the second bag out of
the boot and got it up on ashoulder.

"I can carry that," he said mildly. She snorted and used her chin to point at the bag he aready
wore,

"Canisn't should,” she said. "I'll have that one, too. Or do you think | will alow Norn
ven'Dedin's son to wak into the guildhal dragging his own luggage, like aLow House roustabout?’

Heblinked at her. "It can't be improper for an apprentice to carry his own bags--and his
master's, too."

"Nothing more proper, if the master is present. However, when the apprenticeisthe
representative of the master--"

Right. Then the honors that would properly go to the master were bestowed upon her ‘prentice.

Jethri sighed, quietly. Eventually--say, a couple years after he saw his eightieth birthday, he'd
have melant'i thoroughly understood.

"S0," said Anecha, with agreat dedl of restraint, really, "if the good gpprentice will deignto give
me hisbag?'

The other option being along stop in the street while they argued the point--which would earn
neither hismdant'i nor Master ven'Dedlin's any profit. Jethri stifled a second sigh and handed over the
duffle, sealed hisjacket over his shoulders and crossed the walk to the door of the Irikwae Port traders
guildhall.

The door was locked, which didn't surprise him. He swiped his crew card from Elthoria through
the lock-scanner, and then set his palm against the plate.

The status light blared red, accompanied by a particularly raucous buzzer--and the door
remained locked.

"| seeyou are expected,” Anecha commented drily from behind him, "and that every courtesy has
been observed.”

Thinking something closaly aong those lines himsdlf, Jethri dipped his crew card into a pocket
and put his hand againgt the plate, as might any genera vistor to the hdll.

The gatuslight thistime flared yelow, and there was an absence of rude noise, circumstances
that Jethri tentatively considered hopeful. He dropped back two steps, head cocked attentively, waiting
for the doorkeeper to open the door.

"Every courtesy observed," Anecharepeated some minutes later, voice edged.

Jethri moved forward to ring the bell again. His hand had scarcely touched the plate when it and
the rest of the door was snatched away, and he found himsdlf looking, bemusedly, down into the stern
face of amanin full trade dress.

"What isthe meaning of this?' The man snapped. "Thisisthetraders hall. The zoo isinthecity.”

Behind him, Jethri heard Anechadraw a sharp, outraged breath, which pretty much summarized
his own fedlings. Still, as Master tel'Ondor had taught him, it was best to answer rudeness with
courtesy--and to remember the name of the offender.

Jethri bowed, gently, and not nearly so low as gpprentice ought to afull trader. He straightened,
taking histime about it, and met the man's hard gray eyes.

"l arrive at the hal at thisday and hour in obedience to the word of Hall Master yosArimys." He
dipped theletter out of his pocket and offered it, gracefully, dl the while meseting that hull-stedl stare,
daring him to compound his rudeness.

The man'sfingersflicked--and gtilled. Heinclined his head, which was proper enough from trader
to "prentice, and stepped back from the door, motioning Jethri within.

The vestibule was smdl and stark, putting Jethri forcibly in mind of an airlock. Two hdls
branched out of it--one l€eft, oneright.

"prentice!" the trader shouted. "'prentice, to the door!"



Jethri winced and heard Anecha muitter behind him, though not what she said. Which was
probably just aswdll.

From the deeps of the hal came the sound of boots hitting the floor with awill, and shortly came
from the left-most corridor agirl about, Jethri thought, the same age asthe twins, her hair paleyelow and
her pale blue eyes heavy with deep.

"Yes, Trader?'

Heflicked nearly dismissvefingersin Jethri'sdirection.

"A candidate arrives. See him to quarters.”

She bowed, much too low, Jethri thought, catching the frown before it got to hisface. "Yes,
Trader. It shdl be done™

"Good," he said, and turned toward the right hall, his hard glance scraping across Jethri's face
with indifference.

Behind him, Anecha stated, dispassionately, " Every courtesy.”

Jethri turned his head to give her aLook. She returned it with an expression of wide innocence
Khat would have paid hard credit to possess.

"Y our pardon, gentles," the girl who had been summoned to dedl with them stammered. "It
is-understand, it isvery early inthe day for candidatesto arrive. Though of course!--the hall stands
ready to receive... a any hour..."

Jethri raised a hand, stopping her before she tied her sentence into an irredeemable knot.

"| regret the inconvenienceto the hal," he said, as gently as he could, and showed her the folded
paper. "Master yosArimyst's own word wasthat | arrive at the hall no later than sixth hour today.”

The apprentice blinked.

"But Magter yosArimyst isscarcely ever at the hdl so early inthe day. Though, of course,” she
amended rapidly, her cheeksturning adarker gold with her blush, "I am only an apprentice, and cannot
hope to understand the necessities of the hall master.”

"Certainly not," Jethri said smoothly. "1 wonder if Magter yosArimyst isin the hdl this morning?*

Her eyeswidened. "Why, no, sir. Master yosArimyst left planet yesterday on guild business. He
will return  the end of the rdlumma.”

He heard Anechadraw a breath, and moved one shoulder, sharply. The crude signd got through;
Anecha held her tongue.

"Certainly, guild business has precedent,” he said to the waiting girl. "My nameis Jethri Gobelyn.
| may beinyour lists as Jeth Ree ven'Dedin.”

"Oh!" The girl bowed, not as deeply as she had for theirritable trader who had opened the door,
but too deep, nonetheless. Briefly, Jethri wondered about the hdl's protocol master.

"Parintel'Ossa, a your word, gr." She said, eyeswide. "Please, if you will follow me, I will show
you to your quarters.”

"Certainly," Jethri said, and followed her down theleft hall, pausing amoment to send aglanceto
Anecha, who managed not to meet his eyes.

The quarters were unexpectedly spacious, on thetop leve, with windows overlooking an
enclosed garden. Having thanked and rid himself of both Parin and Anecha, Jethri worked the latch and
pushed one of the windows wide, admitting the early breeze and the muffled sounds of the morning port.

It certainly seemed that Magter yosArimyst intended deliberate insult to Norn ven'Dedlin,
through her apprentice and foster son. Or, thought Jethri, leaning his hands on the window still and
gticking his nose out into the chilly air, did he?

After al, he, Jethri, was here for a certification--atest. What if this deliberate rudenesshad a
point other than insult? Suppose, for instance, that the masters and traders of the hall wanted areading
on just how well abeastly Terran understood civilized behavior?

He closed hiseyes. Tough cdll. If the measuring stick for civilized was Liaden, then he ought to



be making plans for a vendetta right about now--or ought he? A true Liaden would have the senseto
know if hewas being offered an insult or atest.

Jethri exhaed, with vigor, and turned from the window to inspect the rest of his quarters.

A work table sat against the wall to the right of the window. A screen and keyboard sat ready
before atoo-short chair. Jethri leaned over to touch akey, and was gratified to see the screen come up,
displaying an options menu.

He chose map, and wasin moments engaged in aclose sudy of theinterior layout of the hall.
Not nearly as complex as Tarnia's house, with its back stairs, back rooms and haf-floors, but anice mix
of public, private and service rooms.

The quarters were in what gppeared to be an older wing--perhaps the origind hal--the public
and meeting rooms were off the right-hand hall from the vestibule--and could also be accessed from the
Trade Bar, which opened into the main port stredt.

Map committed to memory, Jethri recalled the menu--yes. There was an option caled check-in.
Hechoseit.

A box appeared on the screen, with ingtructions to enter his name. Fingers extended over the
keypad, he paused, staring down at the Liaden characters. Sowly, he typed in the name under which he
had been summoned for certification; the name that Parin had recogni zed.

Jeth Ree ven'Dedlin.

The computer accepted his entry; another screen promised that his mentor would be informed of
hisarriva. Gredt.

He returned to the options menu, lifting a hand to cover a sudden yawn. Despite the fact that heldd
been able to ngp in the car coming down from Tamias house, he was fedling short on deep, which was
not agood way to start atest. He glanced at hiswatch. If hewas till at Tarnia's house, he'd have just
under Six seconds to get to breskfast.

He blinked, eyes suddenly teary and throat tight. He wanted to bein Tarnia's house, running as
hard as he could down the "secret” back stairs and sweeting lest he be late for breakfast. He missed
Miandraand Meicha, Mrs. tel'Bonti, Lady Maarilex, Mr. pel'Saba, Flinx and Ren Lar. And while he was
listing those he missed, there was Norn ven'Dedlin and Gaenor and Vil Tor, Pen Rel, Master tel'Ondor;
Khat and Crisand Grig and Sedli...

He sniffed, and reached into his pocket for a handkerchief.

Put it in a can, hetold himsdf, which iswhat Sedli'd tell him when he'd been akid and got to
blubbering over nothing. He unfolded the handkerchief and wiped hisface with the square of silk,
swallowing a couple timesto loosen histhroat.

Might as well unpack, he thought, putting the handkerchief away. Get everything all
shipshape and comfortable, and you'll feel more like the place belongs to you.

Anecha had |eft his bags on the bare wooden floor againgt the opposite wall, under the control
pand for the bed. That item of furniture at the moment formed part of thewall. When he wanted it down,
according to Parin, al he had to do was dide the blue knob from &ft to right. To raise the bed, didethe
knob from right to left, and up she went, freeing a considerable area of floor space.

Jethri opened thefirst bag--bright blue, with the Tarnia crest embroidered on it--and commenced
unpacking, carrying his clothes over to the built-in dresser. He took histime, making sure everything went
away nedt; that his shirtswere hung straight and his socks were matched up, but at last he was shaking
out his second-best trading coat--the one Master ven'Dedlin'd had made for him--out of the bottom of
the bag, and hanging it with his shirts on the rod.

That done, he sealed the bag up, folded it and stowed it on the shelf over therod.

The second duffle was dull green, Gobelyn's Market spdlled out in stark white stenciling down
one side. He unsedled it and pulled out the books he had borrowed from Tarnias library. Hed taken
mostly novels--sometitles that he remembered from Gaenor's talks, and others at random--aswell asa
history of Irikwae, and another, of the Scouts, and a battered volume that appeared to be an account of
the Old War.

He lined the books up on the worktable, and stood for along moment, admiring them, before



diving back into his duffle and emerging with the photocube showing hisfather, and Arin's metal box, with
its etched stars, moons and comets.

He supposed he couldve left his stuff in hisroom at Tarnia's house, but held got to thinking that
maybe that wasn't agood idea, consdering the fractins and the prevailing feding againgt old tech--and he
surely hadn't wanted to leave the weather gadget anywhere but secure in theinside pocket of hisjacket,
which waswhere it was right now. So, in the end, held tossed everything into his old duffle and left the
empty B crate behind.

The photocube he placed with great care in the center of alow black wooden table in the corner
by the windows. Arin's box, he put on top of the dresser. He stepped back to consider the room and
found it ...better, though still too much trader's hall and too little Jethri Gobelyn.

He returned to the duffle and pulled out the other photocube, with its record of strangers, and
carried it over to the black table. The family cube, he placed near the keyboard on the table, where he
could seeit while he worked.

Theremainder of the duffle's contents were best not displayed, he thought, those contents being
fractins, true and fase, the wire frame, and his pretend trade journal --though on second thought, there
wasn't any reason that the old notebook couldn't be in with the rest of the books. Nobody who might
visit him here was going to beinterested in old kid stuff--even assuming that they could read Terran.

He reseded the duffle and put it on the shelf in the wardrobe next to the blue bag, closed the
door and went back to the work table. He settled as well as he was able into the short chair and reached
for the keyboard, meaning to explore the remainder of the options availableto him.

A singleline of tall red letters marched across the center of the computer screen. It seemed that
his mentor, Trader Ena Tyl Sg'Lortawould see him at the top of the hour, a meeting booth three, in the
Irikwee Trade Bar.

Jethri looked at hiswatch. Not much time, but no need for afull-tilt run, either, if his
understanding of the scale of the house was correct.

He tapped the 'received' key, did out of the chair, brushed his hands down the front of his coat
and went off to meet his mentor.

"Got some news,” Sedli said, serious-like.

Grig looked up from his calcs. The yard had filed an amended, which they were required by
contract to do, whenever section costs overran estimate by more than five percent. It waslookin' to be
damn near five percent on the new galey module and Myrawanted to talk downgrade on some of the
backup systems so as to make up the difference. He was doing the first pass over the numbers because
Sedli'd been feding not a the top of her form, and held findly this morning gotten her talked into going to
the port clinic.

So, helooked up and got on a smile that the calcs made alittle lopsided.

"Good news, | hope," he said, and even as he did felt his gut clench with the possibility of the
news being bad.

"Y ou might say." She sat down next to him, her arm companionably touching his. "Fact is, | hope
youwill say." Shetouched hishand. "I'm on theincrease.”

For asecond hejust sat there, heart in acceleration, mind blank--then al at once his brain caught
up with hisheart. He gave a shout of laughter and got his arms around her, and she was laughing, too,
hugging him hard around the ribs, and for awhile it was amixup of kisses and hugs and more laughing,
but finally they madeit back to adult and sat there quiet, her head on his shoulder, their arms 'round each
other 4ill.

"How far dong?' he asked, that being the first sensible sentence held madein thelast half-hour.

"Couple Standard Months, the nurse said.”

Hefdt hismouth pulling into another idiot grin. "The yard getsits promisesin order, shell be born
in gpace, first newcrew on the refit.”



Sedi snuggled alittle closer againgt him. "We don't know what Me might have cookin'. Cometo
it, Izaan't beyond."

That took alittle of the glow.

"|za's done, beyond or not,” he said, too serioudy. "But | take your point about M. Girl's got
themorasof amink.”

"What'samink?' Sedli wanted to know, and it might've taken him the rest of the day to explain it
to her, but the door come open and it was Paitor and K hat, each one looking as grim as Grig felt happy.

Sedi dtirred, pushing againgt his chest to get upright. Helet her go, and sighed gustily &t the
printout showing in the trader's hand.

"Paitor, I've been meaning to talk to you about this growing habit with the Priorities”

He shook hishead. "Believe that I'd pay good cash never to get another.” He tossed it on the
table atop the printouts from the yard and headed into the galley.

"Who dsewantsabrew?' he caled over his shoulder.

"l do," Khat said Sitting in the chair across from Sedli, and rubbing adeeve across her face. "Hot
on the port."

"Brew'd befine," Grig said, and looked over to Sedli, eyebrows up, asking.

"Juicefor me" shecaled. "Thanks, Uncle"

Paitor could be heard clanking about in the cold box. Grig picked up the Priority, flicking a
glanceto Khat.

She shrugged. "1 read it.”

"All right, then," he said, unfolding the paper, with Sedli leaning close to read over his shoulder:

Honored Gobelyns:

Felicitations and fair profit to you and to your ship.

The priority message sent to the attention of Jethri from the esteemed Pilot Khatelane
arrives at Elthoria. Your forbearance is requested, that | read this message, intended for the eyes of
true kin only.

| commend Pilot Khatelane for the information she sends regarding certain Liaden vessels
at dock on Port Banth. Several of these vessels are known to us adversely. A Guild inquiry has
been called and you may repose faith that intentions of mischief or mayhemwill quickly be
learned.

Of the matter concerning the chel'Gaibin, | give you assurance that there lies no debt
between himself and Jethri. The brother deprived was hale when we beheld him last, though
deeply in the anger of his mother.

In the event, Jethri has been set down at Irikwae, at the house of Tarnia in the mountains
of the moons. There, he is tutored in the ways of custom and of wine. Be assured that Tarnia
values him high, as | do, and will stand as his shield and his dagger, should a false debt be called.

| am hepeful that these tidings will find you in good health, and | remain

Norn ven'Dedlin Clan Ixin

Master at Trade

"Set down?' Sedli said, sounding every hit ashorrified as Grig fdlt. "Sheleft Jethri alone, ona
Liaden world?'

"With a Liaden headcase after him for evenin' up adebt,” Khat added, wearily, accepting abrew
from Paitor. "Thanks."

"Welcome." He handed Sedli her drink, thumped Grig's down and folded into the chair next to
Khat.

"Thing is" Grig said, glancing up from his second read. " She don't say the brother isdive now.
She sayshewas OK the last time she saw him."

"Right." Khat nodded. "And the headcase, if you parseit right, never did say the boy was
dead--though that'swhat | thought he must've meant. Thinking cold, though, it comesto methat there's
more ways to 'deprive’ somebody of abrother than by killing him. If Jeth had--what? Called the proctors
and got the boy put in the clink for acouple years--that'd deprive hisfamily of him, wouldn't it? Or if Jeth



had somehow gotten the brother's license pulled--"

"Thepointis," Sedli interrupted, sharp, but, there--she/d been Jethri's mother moren Izad ever
tried to be. "The point isthat this master trader has gone off and left Jethri on amudball, with no ship to
cdl on, and there's a headcase lookin' for him, and she hasn't even told him!"

They blinked at her, in unison. Sedli snatched the Priority out of Grig's hand and snapped it at
Paitor'sface. He pulled back, impassive.

"Where does it say on this piece of paper that she's sending Khat's | etter on to Jethri? Where
doesit say she's going back for him? Or that she's called--anybody at al!--to have the headcase taken
under advisement, or, or whatever it isyou do when somebody friesto collect on a'false debt?"

"We could send again,” Khat said, making along arm and tweaking the paper away.

"No beam codefor Tarnia," Grig said quietly. "And no guarantees that this chel'Gaibin won't
pursue his debt 'gaingt the rest of us, like he tried with Khat." He looked at Seeli and his breath came
short.

"One of us could go for him," Paitor said. "Not knowing the headcase's trgjectory, that's tricky.
For all we know, he's based outta Irikwae, wherever it is, and is on the route for home.”

Grig took abregth, forcing it al the way down past tight chest muscles, to the very bottom of his
lungs

"I'll go," hesad. "l owe."

Paitor frowned. "Owe? What can you poss bly owe the boy?"

Griglooked himintheeye. "I'm il settlin’ with Arin," he said evenly.

The other man studied him along moment, then nodded, dow. "Can't argue with that."

"Grig." Sedi wasn't liking this. He turned to face her. "How're you goin'? Got afastship in your
back pocket?'

"Know apilot-owner," he said, which was true enough. "Might be they're till settlin’ with Arin,
too."

"Back-up," Khat said, nodding. "Sedli, you know we all got back-up. Grig'sgot it here, then he's
the oneto go. 'Lessyou can think of any other way to get Jethri the news, and an offer of his ship?'

Sedli hesitated; shook her head. "I can't. But we offer him ship, and if hewantsit, we give him
aship--and Iza can ded with me! Y ou hear it?' She rounded on Grig.

"I hear it, Sedli." He reached out and touched her cheek with hisfingertip. "Khat."
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"My Sedli heré'son theincrease. I'd take it favorable, if you went off roster and devoted yourself
to not letting any headcasesingde her phase space.”

"Yougotit," Khat said, sending agrin to Sedli, and pushing back from the table. "I'll file that
changeright now."

"Good." Khat had theright of it, Grig thought. No use putting it off.

Sedli reached out and grabbed his hand, pulling him with her as she stood up. She looked down
at Paitor, ignoring his grin, and nodded her head, formal asaLiaden.

"Excuse us, Uncle. Grig and me got some business before he flies out.”

* * %

Irikwae Trade Bar was modest, and modestly busy--three of the six working public terminals
were engaged, and four of the twelve meeting booths. A seventh termina had been pushed into a
corner--probably awaiting arepairman.

At the bar, amixed cluster of traders, cargo masters and generd crew sipped tea, or wine, or ate
aquick-med, while the status board over their heads showed a good dozen ships at port.

Goods on offer, portside, were heavily weighted toward agristuff--soybeans, rice, yams--with a
smattering of handicrafts, textiles, and wine. The ships were offering metas-refined and
unrefined--patterns, textiles, furniture, gemstones, books--aweird mix, Jethri thought, and then thought
again. Irikwae was what Norn ven'Dedlin was pleased to cdl an "outworld,” far away from Liad's orbit.



Ships bearing luxuries, small necessities, and information from the homeworld itsdf ought to do pretty
well here.

"Areyou logt, Sr?" avoice asked at his elbow. He turned and looked down into the amused,
wrinkled face of awoman. Her hair was gray, though still showing some faded strands of itsorigina
yellow color, and she had the trade guild's Sign embroidered on the deeve of her bright orange shirt.

"Only digtractable, | fear," he answered, turning his pams up mock despair. "I am herefor a
meeting with atrader, but of course, the board caught my eye, and my intere<t..."

"Information is advantage,” she said sagely. "Of course the board caught you--how not? At
which booth were you to meet your trader?”

"Three"

"Ah. Just over here, then, gr, if you will follow me."

No choicesthere, Jethri thought wryly, and followed her to the back wall, where meeting booth
three showed a bold blue numerd. The door was closed and the privacy light waslit.

His guide looked up a him. ™Y our name, Sr?"

"Jethri--" he began, and caught himsdlf. " Jeth Ree ven'Dedlin.”

Her eyebrows lifted, but she said nothing, only turned to put her hand on the door, which did
open, despite the privacy light, to reved two traders, obvioudy interrupted in earnest conversation, and
of two different minds of how to tekeit.

The woman seemed inclined toward amused resignation, the man--and wouldn't it just be the
same stern-faced trader who'd been on door-duty ?--was tending toward anger.

The staffer, unperturbed by ether, bowed gently to the table, and murmured. " Jeth Ree
ven'Dedlin has ameeting with atrader in booth three.”

The femaetrader sent asharp glanceto hisface, and inclined her head dightly. Jethri received
the impression that she was more amused and less resigned. The male trader frowned ferocioudly.

"Y es, Jeth Ree ven'Dedlin is expected shortly, however--" he stopped, and favored Jethri with a
hard stare.

In this moment of frozen disbelief, the staffer bowed once more to the table and went,
soft-footed, away.

"You are Jeth Ree ven'Dedlin?' the man demanded.

Not exactly encouraging, Jethri thought, and bowed--not low.

"Infact, | am Jethri Gobelyn, apprentice and foster son of Master Trader Norn ven'Dedlin. The
communication from the hall named me Jeth Ree ven'Dedlin, and | felt it wise to continue under that
construction until | was able to ask that the database be amended.”

"ven'Dedin's Terran,” the female trader murmured, and inclined her head when he looked at her.
"Forgiveme, gr. | am Alisakor'Entec. Y our fame precedes you, to the wonderment of usall.”

"I had heard the ven'Dedlin signed a Terran apprentice,” the stern-faced trader said, looking to
hismate. "I thought then that she had run mad. But--foster son?"

"Even s0," she assured him, with relish. "Precisaly o. Isit not diverting?”

"Dangeroudy demented, say rather,” the other snapped, and Jethri felt himself warm to the man.

Still, no matter his own doubts and feelings on the subject of his adoption, he couldn't--redly
couldn't--son or 'prentice, just stand by while Master ven'Dedlin was made mock of.

He drew himsdf up stiffly where he stood and stared down his nose at the stern-faced trade, and
then at the other.

"The meanti of Master Trader Norn ven'Dedlin is above reproach,” he said, with al the dignity
he could bring to it and hoping the phrase was on-point.

Alisakor'Entec smiled a him. "It is, indeed. Which makes the matter infinitely more diverting.”

"Perhapsfor you," the man said irritably. He looked up at Jethri and moved ahand. "Of your
goodness, Apprentice ....Gobelyn. Trader kor'Entec and | must finish asmall matter of business. Please,
have a cup of teaand rest somewhat from your labors. | will bewith you in avery short time.”

A cup of teawould actudly be welcome, Jethri thought, abruptly aware that the gonefedingin
hismiddlewasn't al dueto his upcoming testing, whatever it was. And maybe a snack, too. Heinclined



his heed.
"Thank you, gr. | will await you at the bar." Helooked to thelady. "Maam. Fair trading.” She
gave him adight, conspiratorid nod. "Good profit, Jethri Gobeyn.”

* % %

"Sorry to belate," Raisy said, dipping onto the bench across.

"'preciate you comin' a al," Grig answered, pushing the second brew acrossto her.

She cocked him an eyebrow. "Thought that's Uncle you was peeved with."

"I'm not peeved with anybody." Grig snapped open the seal on hisbrew. "It's just--time's done,
Raisy. We gottamove to something else. Thing's-aren't stable, and you know that for truth. Y ou want to
talk birth defects, for starters?"

Raisy opened her brew, took along draught, leaned back, and sighed. "Y ou bring me out on an
Urgent for this?'

He glanced sideways, out over the rest of the bar--dow night, dim on customers--and back to
hissger.

"No," hesaid, quiet. "Sorry." He had some brew, put the bottle back on the table and frowned at
it. "News, Rasy," hesad, rasing hiseyes. "Sedli'sincreasing. I'm bound for dad duty."

She grinned, broad and honest, and leaned across the table to smack him upside the shoulder.

"News, he says! That's great news, brother! Y ou give your Sedli my congrats, hear it? Tell her |
said she couldn't have no finer man--nor her kid no finer dad.”

He smiled, warmed. "I'll tell her that, Raisy. Y ou ought to come by, mest her.”

"Maybel will," she said, but they both knew she wouldn't.

" S0, that was the Urgent?' she said, after asmall pause.

He shook his head, pulled the two Priorities out his pocket and passed them over.

"Thesere the Urgent.”

She sent him asharp ook, took the papers and unfolded them with asnap.

Grig drank brew and watched her read.

She went through both twice, folded them together and passed them back. Grig dipped them
away and sat waiting.

"So, we got arenegade Liaden, do we? Who depends on us not being able to check up on the
rules?’

"Likethat," Grig said.

"Right. And then we got this Sde issue of what'sto have on Banth, which I'll second Khat on and
say--nothing.”

"How side anissueisthat? If we got abuncha pirates |ookin' to set up a base there?"

She dared a him. "Dammit--you think like Uncle."

Grig laughed.

"OK, let'slook at where Banth is, ease-of-route speakin'." Raisy closed her eyes, accessing her
pilot brain. Grig, who had pulled up star maps to study on Banth'slocation when Khat's | etter had first
arrived, sat back and waited.

She sighed. "I'd have to check the mapsto be sure, but--first ook, it'sin anice spot for someone
wanting to do alittle dip-trading from one Edge to the other.” She reached for her brew. "Now, Banth's
got tight admin.”

"But what if they get used to these Liaden ships comin' in an' there dways seemsto bea
problem, but it aways turns out not to be, so theingpectors art thinkin' they got the pattern of it--"

"And then the Liadens change the pattern, and start opsfor redl, right under the clipboards of the
ingpectors?' Raisy shrugged. "Way I'd do it."

"OK," shesad, briskly, counting off on her fingers. "Renegade Liaden. Smugglin' ring maybe
Sttin' up on Banth. What else? Oh--Arin's boy on the ground in Liaden space with no warning going his
way. Y ou think the master trader isin with the renegade?”’



No surprise that Raisy's thoughts went there--held considered the same thing himself. Still--he
shook his head.

" think she's square. This business about Jethri being safe with Tarniaon Irikwae? Strikes me
she might've been giving usthe Liaden for ‘the kid hasaship to cdl on.' I'm leaning toward that.”

"But you got something that's il bothering you.”

"l do." Heleaned his elbows on the table, reached out and put his handsloosdly around the brew
bottle.

"I'm thinking we need to let Jeth know that he's got trouble. Could be, he's got trouble enough for
al of us, if you take me."

"Y ou're thinking this chel'Gaibin boy might make a hobby out of hunting Gobeyns?*

"And Tomases," Grig said. "Yeah, | do."

Raisy finished off her brew and put the bottle down with athump.

"What do you want, Grig?"

"Lend of afastship,” hesaid. "Last | knew, you owned one.”

"If you think I'm gonnalet you fly my ship, you're aheadcase!” Raisy said and Grig felt his
stomach sink as she pushed did out of the booth and stood there, looking down at him.

"I'm coming with you," she said.

"I have reviewed your fileand | confess mysdlf bewildered on severd levels" Trader Ena Tyl
sg'Lortasaid, waving hishand at the screen on the table between them. "Fird, | find that thereisno
database error; you are correctly recorded as Jethri Gobelyn. A secondary entry was created for Jeth
Reeven'Dedin by the hall master's override. When it is accessed, however, therecord it callsis precisely
your own."

Jethri felt his stomach clench.

"Perhapsit wasatest?' he offered, with as much delicacy as he could muster while cussing
himsdf for plain and fancy mud-headedness.

Trader Sg'Lortastared at him, hard gray eyes wide with something near to shock. ™Y ou mean to
suggest that the hall master had an interest in knowing how you would present yourself--as gpprentice or
asfogter son?" His sharp face grew thoughtful. "That is possible. Indeed, now that | consider it--very
possible. | seemy task isnot so smple as| had considered. Here..." He reached for the keypad, flicked
open alog page and began, quickly, to type.

"I record in my mentor's notes--which will, you understand, be reviewed by a master at theend
of your certification period--that your first request upon meeting your mentor was that the database be
made to reflect your precise name." Another few lines, then aflick at the 'record' tab.

"S0. That iswell. We move on to |lesser bewilderments.” He touched akey, frowning down at
the screen.

"| read here that the hall master at Modrid disallowed the trades you had completed at the word
of your master trader--for which you utilized monies drawn on her accredited and known apprentice
sub-account--and that he required the master trader to re-authorize each transaction recorded under that
sub-account. Isthis summeation correct?'

Just abit giddy with having escaped the name fiasco with hismelant'i intact, Jethri inclined his
head.

"Trader, itis"

"Hah." He touched another key, and sat frowning down at the screen.

"| also find that you are the holder of aten-year Combine key, and have two trades of some
amall leve of complexity attached to your name."

Jethri inclined his head once more. "Trader, that iss0."

"Good. We have a Combine termind here. When we have finished, you will useit to record your
location, so that any trades you may make during the course of your certification will be appropriately



recorded to your key, aswell as entering your guild file.”

Despite himsdlf, Jethri blinked, which lapse went unnoticed by Trader Sg'Lorta, who was ill
staring down at the screen.

Silence stretched, then Jethri cleared histhroat.

"The hal master at Modrid said that no Terranswould be dlowed into the guild.”

His mentor shot him ahard, gray glance. "That isamatter for the masters, who--in dl
truth--could not have met and decided on any such question, as you are the first Terran who has sought
entry into the guild. Therule asit iswritten--the rule which binds both the guild and yoursdlf is: Any
candidate who has demonstrated mastery over the requirements put forth in the previous section
may enter the guild as a trader. Those who once fail that demonstration may reapply after one
Sandard Year. Those who twice fail are banned from a third attempt.”

He tapped hisfinger sharply againgt the table top--click,click,click--and touched the forward key
agan.

"In your case, we have something of aconundrum. In thefirst wise, Modrid Hall had no authority
to disallow a master trader's apprentice for any reason. That, however, is another matter for the masters,
and | make no doubt that Norn ven'Dedlin will seeit discussed and decided ere long.

"In the second wise, a hopeful trader with two trades comparable to those recorded upon your
key in hisguild filewould certainly rgoicein the melant'i of ajunior trader, did he have no trader or
master to whom he stood apprenticed.” He gave the screen one more frowning glance and flicked the
'off' key.

"Y ou and your master presented two claimsto the hall master at M odrid--contracted association
with amaster trader, and the trades recorded on the key. Either should have assured you aplacein the
guild--as an apprentice, or asajunior trader. Since Modrid Hall alowed neither claim to be sufficient,
you now are cometo Irikwae Hall with arequest from your master trader that you be independently
certified, and given aforma ranking within the guild.” He looked up, face serious.

"Understand, thisisan unusua step. It has been donerarely in the past, most often when a
dispute arose between traders regarding the talents or qudifications of aparticular gpprentice. In this
instance, | would say that your master trader iswise to request independent certification--and doubly
wiseto ask it of Irikwae, where the hall master is known to be both conservative and stringent.”

So, hewas going to have to work his butt off, Jethri thought, and was surprised to find himself on
his mettle, but not concerned. He was Norn ven'Dedlin's apprentice, wasn't he? Hadn't he learned his
basicsfrom Arin and Paitor Gobelyn, neither one adacker, if not precisely amaster trader? Come to
that, Trader Sg'Lortawas shaping up to be the sort of mentor somebody might want for the upcoming
tests-hard, and not exactly happy about Jethri personally, but atrader of virtue for dl that, and
upholding of theregs. Hed have to prove himsdif, right enough, but he didn't get the sense that his mentor
would be changing therules, if it got to looking like Jethri was about to win the game.

"May | know," he asked, "what the certification entails?"

"Surdly, surdly.” Trader sg'Lortaflicked impatient fingers at the dark screen. Y ou will, | think,
findit not at al unlike your apprenticeship. The hdl will make an account available to you and you will be
given various assgnments of trade on the port. Those transactions will be recorded to your file, and at the
end of the testing period, the file will be reviewed by amaster trader, who will rule upon your precise
levd of kill. You will then beissued acard reflecting your standing within the guild. Of course, asyou
successfully complete more, and more complex, trades, your standing will increase, and your guild card
will reflect thet, aswell.”

Jethri took a couple minutes to think about that.

"The purpose of thisexercise," he said, dowly, "isto gain aguild card, so that | may not be
denied the benefits and assstance of the guild.”

"Say, sothat it will be less likely that you will be denied those benefits,” Trader Sg'Lortasaid,
practicaly. "Certainly, there will be somewho will risk the wrath of the masters over such niceties as
whether Terrans may belong to the guild--but less, | think, than might, had you no certified standing.”

"l see," Jethri said. He shot astraight ook at his mentor's face and decided to risk it: "1 wonder,



Trader, if you might tell me where you persondly stand on theissue of Terransin the guild.”

The hard gray eyes narrowed, with amusement or annoyance, Jethri couldn't have said.

"I believe that traderstrade, Jethri Gobelyn. Show methat you are atrader, and | will accord
you the respect due aguild brother.”

Well enough. Jethri inclined his head. "Thank you, Trader. | will certainly endeavor to show you
that | am atrader.”

Day 177
Standard Year 1118
Irikwae Port

During hisfirst week at the hall, Jethri shadowed Trader Sg'Lorta, learning the generd lay of the
port. In the evening, he set himself to solving the trade problems that had been uploaded to his screen. All
of which was better than bowing lessons, but wasn't exactly what he was craving.

Waking on the morning of the day that he had decided he would ask his mentor straight out when
he could expect to sart his own trading, hisfirst assgnment was on hiswork screen. Thetiming led Jethri
to suspect that maybe the week-long set-up had been atest of his own, and he'd shaken his head alittle
as he shrugged into his good trading coat.

Firgt day, it had been soybeans. Next, it had been ore. Today, it was something alittle
odd--toys.

Jethri's assignment was to assess the items on offer from the trader of the good ship Nathlyr,
and, if he found the itemsto have value, to make an offer on no more than adozen lots and no lessthan
sx. If hefound the items wanting, he was to write up areport detailing their defects.

It was an interesting assignment on the face of it, and Jethri Ieft the hall with awhistle on hislips,
which gained him afrown from passersoy, and recalled him to a sense of where he was and what was
proper behavior for atrader on the strest.

So far, hewasliking his certification just fine. Soybeans were deadly dull--nothing more or less
than trading the day-price off the board. Not quite enough to put abody right to deep, but scarce enough
to keep him full awake, ether. Still, hed moved hislot with precision, and added the extrator to his
drawing account.

The ore had been a bit more interesting. He'd needed to put some of his capita into trade goods.
Soybeans, of course--that was sure--and an odd lot of blended wine from the Maarilex cellars-which
wasn't o sure, but not abad risk, elther, especiadly not after he'd talked the co-op sdller into taking
another twelve percent off the lot on account it was odd and would have to be hand-sold, most likely one
barrdl a atime. Since that had been the precise problem the co-op had been having, the twelve percent
came off pretty easy.

So, held had one barrel sent to the Irikwae trade hall to be placed in histrade space, and betook
himsdf and his soybean ticket down to the tables, where he found atrader willing to talk ore.

The soybeans got some interest, which they had to, but the"short lot" of wine sweetened the dedl
to the tune of aside measure of rough cut turdine, which Jethri thought he might place with aport
jeweler, to his profit.

He received the tickets with abow and took himsdlf off to the Street of Gems, where hewas
fortunate enough to locate ajewed er who was willing to take the turdine ticket off him for roughly double
what he had paid for the short |ot of wine.

He closed the dedl, feding some sharp--and found later that night, as he went over his
comparisons, that he had let the gems go too cheap. Still, he consoled himsdlf, held had a quick turnover,
and doubled his money, too, which wasn't bad, even if not as good as could have been.

So, now, the toys, and he was looking forward to them, as he strode down the street to the
exhibit hals.

Hewas early to the day hall, but not so early that there weren't traders there before him. The toy



exhibit, in achoice center hdl location, had not drawn alarge crowd, which seemed strange--and then
didn't ashe got acloser ook at what was on offer.

Exhibit hal protocol required atrader to show no less than three and no more than twelve pieces
representative of that which he wished to sdll. If Nathlyr's trader had followed the protocol, he stood in
clear and present danger of going away with hishold il full of thethings.

The examples set out were seemingly made of porcelain, badly shaped, with unexpected angles
and rough-looking finish. Nothing about them invited the hand, or delighted the eye or engaged the mind,
inthe way that something billed asa toy ought.

Jethri picked up one of the pieces—-in outling, it looked something like an old fin ship. It fdt as
gritty asit looked, and was dightly heavier than he had anticipated. Uncle Paitor had taught him that it
sometimes hel ped to get a sensefor athing by holding it in the palm and getting comfortable with the
shape and the weight of --

Thething in hishand was buzzing, dightly reminiscent of Hinx, setting up anicefuzzy feding
between his ears. The buzzing grew louder and it was almost asif he could hear wordsinside of
it--wordsin alanguage not quite Terran and not quite Liaden, but close--so close. He screwed his eyes
shut, straining to hear--and gasped awake as pain flared, disrupting the trance.

Quickly, he replaced the toy among itsfellows, and glanced down at hishand. Therewasa
brand of red across the pam, dready garting to blister. The...toy... had mafunctioned.

Or not.

He it hislip, fingers curled over his burned palm. That the so-caled toys were Befores of atype
he had persondly never seen was obvious. Befores being specificaly disdlowed on Irikwae at least, it
seemed that his duty wasto aert the Master of Exhibits to the problem.

And then, he thought, grimacing as he dipped hiswounded hand into his pocket, he would go
down to one of the philter shops on the main way and get adressing for his burn.

Asit happened, somebody else had been dutiful sooner. He hadn't got half-way to the officesin
the back of the big hall when he met acrowd heading in the opposite direction.

Two grim-faced port proctors, awoman in the leather clothing of a Scout, and the Master of
Exhibits himself, waking arm in arm with adightly wide-eyed trader not much older, Jethri thought, than
he was. Nathlyr was fancy-stitched across the right breast of the trader's ship jacket.

Respectfully, Jethri stepped aside to let them pass, though he doubted any of the bunch saw him,
except the Scout, then changed course for the exit. His hand was hurting bad.

* * %

"Certainly! Certainly!" The philterman took one look at the angry wound across Jethri's palm and
ran to the back of the shop. By thetime Jethri had arranged himsdlf on the short stool and put his hand on
the counter, the man was back, clutching akit to his chest.

"Firgt, we cleanse," he murmured, breaking the sed on an envel ope bearing the symbol for
"medical supply,” and shaking out an antiseptic wipe.

Jethri braced himsdlf, and it was well he did; the pressure of the wipe across his skin was painful,
and the cleaning solution added another level of burn to his discomfort.

"Ow!" He clamped his mouth tight on the rest of it, ears hot with embarrassment. The philterman
looked up, briefly.

"Itisuncomfortable, | know, but with such awound we must be certain that the areais clean.
Now..." He pulled out a second envelope and snapped the seal, shaking out another wipe. "This, | think,
you will find abit more pleasant.”

The pressure ill hurt--and then it didn't, as his skin cooled and the pain eased back to something
merely annoying.

Jethri sighed, hisrelief so great that he forgot to be embarrassed.

"Y es, thet is better, en?' The philterman murmured, reaching again into hiskit. "Now, we will
dressit and you may continue your day, Trader. Remember to have the hdl physician re-examineyou



this evening. Burns have a difficult nature and require close observation.”

The dressing was an expandable fingerless glove that had alayer of al-purpose antibiotic againgt
the skin. The largest in stock stretched to fit Jethri's hand.

"Else" the philterman said, "we should have had to wrap it in treated gauze, with an over wrap of
serile tape. So." He gathered up the spent wipes and broken envel opes and fed them into the countertop
recycler.

"If I might suggest a portablekit, Trader?' he murmured. "It fits easily into a pocket, and includes
three each of cleansing and pain aleviation wipes, and asmdl roll of antibiotic-treated gauze and
wrapping tape. Two dex, only."

And cheap insurance at that, Jethri thought, glancing down at his gloved hand. Who expected
toysto bite, anyway?

"An excdlent suggestion,” he said to the philterman. "1 will have one of your kits. Also--" he said,
suddenly remembering another item that might be found in such ashop. "1 wonder if you have a sort of
cream which iscommonly sold to Terrans, which dissolvesfacid hair and keeps the face pleasing.”

"Ah!" The man looked up at him interestedly. "Isthere such athing? | had no notion. We do not,
you understand, much deal with Terrans at Irikwae. But hold..."

He bustled to the back and returned with aflat plastic pack prominently marked with the symbol
for medica supplies. Sipping afinger under the sedl, he unfolded the pack to display its contents--three
each, cleaning wipes and painkiller wipes; one smdl roll of antibiotic gauze, one small roll of tape. Check.

"| thank you," Jethri murmured, dipping two dex from his public pocket and putting them on the
counter.

"Itismy pleasureto serve," the man said, folding the kit and resedling it. Jethri picked it up; it fit
into one of the smaller of hisjacket's numerous inner pockets, with room to spare.

"Of this other product,” the philterman murmured. "There is ashop at the bottom of the street
which does from time to time have speciaty items on offer. It may be that you will find what you are
seeking there. The shop isthelast on the left Side of the street. It has a green-striped awning.”

"l thank you," Jethri said again and got himsdlf disentangled from the stool and on hisfest,
heading for the door.

"Dissolves hair?' The woman behind the counter at the philtershop at the bottom of the Street
gtared a him asif held taken leave of his senses. "Nothing like that here, young trader--nor likely to be!
We offer oddities from time to time, but nothing--well. Perhaps you want the Ruby Club? The director
has been known to keep ...exotic items on hand.”

"Perhaps| do," Jethri said, by no means certain. "My thanksto you." He departed the shop of
the green awning, feding the woman's eyes on his back as he paused, looking up and down the street for
apublic map.

The Ruby Club was somewhat behind and at a angle to the warehouse digtrict, not quite adjacent
to the salvage yards. Well. The toys having fallen through, he figured he had an hour or two &t liberty and,
while Meicha's handiwork had so far stood up, he didn't know how long that would be so, or if hisfirst
warning of itsfailure would be on the morning he woke up to find held overnight gown abeard down to
hisknees.

Prepared is better'n scared, he thought, which was something his father used to say, and Grig,
too--and pushed the button on the bottom of the map to summon ataxi to him.

* % %

"Y ou are certain that thisisthe location to which you were directed?’ Thetaxi driver actualy
sounded worried, and Jethri didn't know as how he particularly blamed her.
The Ruby Club itself was kept up and lighted; with ared carpet extending from its carved red



door right across the walkway to the curb. The surrounding buildings, though, were dark, not in repair,
and in some cases overgrown with plants that Jethri's time in the vineyards had taught him were weeds.

"Is there another Ruby Club on the port?* he asked, half-hoping to hear that there was, and that
it stood next to the Irikwae Trade Bar.

To hissurprise, the driver leaned forward and tapped acommand into her on-board map. After
amoment, he heard her sigh, lightly.

"Thereisonly thisone."

"Thenthisismy location,” Jethri said, with more certainty than he felt. He wasn't liking the looks
of thisdtreet, at dl. On the other hand, he thought, given the genera feding that Terrans were pretty good
zoo materia, maybe it wasn't surprising that a place known for carrying exotic Terran items was Stuated
well away from the main port. He pushed open the door.

"Wait for me," he said to the cabbie. She looked over the seet at him.

"How long?'

Good question. "I shouldn't be above twelve minutes,” he said, hoping for less.

Sheinclined her head. "l will wait twelve minutes.™

"My thanks™"

He left the cab and walked briskly down the red carpeting. Seen close, the red door was carved;
the carving showing alot of naked people having sex with each other, and maybe some things that
weren't exactly sex--or if S0, not the kind that had been covered in ether his hygiene courses or the bits
of the Code the twins tutor had marked out for him to read.

It did cometo him that he was not prepared to deal with the consequences of that door, and he
began to turn away, to go back to the cab and uptown and his quarters at the trade hall--The door
opened.

He glanced back, and down, into apair of jade green eyes, dightly tip-tilted in asoft, oval face.
Jade-colored flowers were painted along the ridge of ...the person's... cheekbones, and their lipswere
also painted jade. They were dressed in adeep red tunic and matching trousers, beneath which red boots
gleamed.

"Service, Trader," the doorkeeper said huskily, and the voice gave no clue to gender. Jethri
bowed, dightly. "1 was sent here by amerchant uptown,” he said, keeping his voice stringently in the
mercantile mode. "It was thought that there might be depilatory for sdle here”

"Why, perhapsthereis,”" the doorkeeper said, standing back, and opening the door wide.
"Please, honor our house by entering. | will summon the master to your aid."

It was either goin or cut and run. He didn't especialy want to go in, but found his pride wouldn't
support cut and run. Inclining his head, he stepped into the house.

* % %

The doorkeeper ingaled him in aparlor just off the main entryway and left him. Jethri looked
about him, eyes dightly narrowed in protest of the decorating. A degp napped crimson carpet covered
the floor from crimson wall to crimson wall. A couch in crimson brocade and two crimson brocade chairs
were grouped 'round alow table covered with a crimson cloth. A black wooden bookshelf ong one
short wall hed volumes uniformly bound in red legther, titles outlinein gilt.

Jethri was garting to fed alittle uneasy in the somach by the time the hall door opened and the
measter of the housejoined him.

Thiswas an older man, entirely bald, dressed in alounging robe of smplewhitelinen. Hisface
wasfinely lined and unpainted, though arow of tiny golden hoops pierced the skin and followed the
curve of hisright cheekbone from theinner corner of hiseye out to the ear.

Two pacesinto the room, he paused to bow, low, and to Jethri's eye, with irony.

"Trader. How may our humble house be of service?!

"House Magter." Jethri inclined hishead. "Pray forgive this unseemly disturbance of your peace. |
had been told at a shop in the main port that perhaps | might find acertain cream here--it is often used by



Terrans such as myself to remove hair and to condition the face.”

"Ah." The man raised ahand and touched his shining bald head. Y es, we sometimes have such a
commodity inthe house."

Jethri blinked. The amount of cream necessary to unhair awhole head would be considerable.

Oncethe head in question was bald, it would take less cream to keep it that way, but the supply
would need to be steady. The woman at the second philtershop had not sent him astray.

"I wonder," he said to the house magter, "if | might purchase asmall quantity of this cream from
you. Perhaps, avid--no more than two."

"Purchase? Let me condder...." The man ran hisforefinger, dowly, dong the line of tiny hoops,
his eyes narrowed, asif it were pleasant to fed the gold dide againgt his cheek.

"No," he said softly. "I really do not think we can sl you any of our supply, Trader.”

Well, there was a disappointment, Jethri thought. He took a breath, preparatory to thanking the
man for histime....

"But wewill tradefor it," the house master said.

"Tradefor it?" Jethri repeated, blankly.

"Indeed." Again, thedow dide of the forefinger along the row of piercings and the long look of
narrow-eyed pleasure. "Y ou are atrader, are you not?"

When I'm not busy being what Lady Maarilex calls a moonling, well yes, Jethri thought, | am
. Heinclined his head.

"l am atrader, sir, and willing to undertake atrade for the item under discussion. However, itis
s0 smdl atransaction that | am somewhat a alossto know what might befair value."

"There, | can provide guidance,”" the man said, turning his hand pam up in the gesture that meant,
roughly, 'service. "l understand, as you do, that the item under discussion isararity upon thisport, as
much as it might be commonplace upon other ports. We receive, as| am sure you have surmised, asmall
but steady supply, from asourcethat | am really not &t liberty to share with you. This source also
provides other ...specidties... to the house. However, we have not been able to procure forma masks. In
trade for two tubes of the cream, | will accept four half-face masks made from crimson legther, or two
whole-face masks."

Red leather masks?

"Forgive me, i, but the trade is uneven,” Jethri said, which was sheer reflex, rather than any redl
knowledge of how costly red leather masks were likely to be. "Two half-masks for two tubes achieves
symmetry.”

The house master blinked--and bowed.

"Of course," he said smoothly, "you are correct, Trader. Two haf-masksin red leather for two
tubes of Terran depilatory cream. It isdone." Straightening, he motioned to the door.

"When you acquire the masks, return, and we will make the exchange.”

"Certanly, gr."

Jethri inclined his head, and took the hint. At the outside door, the person with the flower-painted
face bowed him out.

"Fair profit, Trader. Come again.”

"Joy to the house," he answered and went down the red carpet to the taxicab, waiting at the
curb. He seded into the back seat with an audible sigh.

"| thank you for waiting above the twelve minutes," he said to the cabbie.

She dammed the car into gear and pulled away from the curb more sharply than she should have.
"Aredl Terransfools?' she asked, sounding merely interested in hisanswer.

"Only the onesthat apprentice to master traders and take certification &t the Irikwae Trade Hdll,"
he answered, feding like sheld earned honesty from him-and a good sized tip, too.

"Hah," she said, and nothing more. Jethri leaned back aswell as he could in the short seat and
looked out the window at the unkempt streets.

The cab glided through an intersection, Jethri glanced down the cross-street--and jerked
forward, hand on the door release.



"Stop the cab!" he shouted.

Thedriver braked and he was out, running back toward the scene he had glimpsed: four people,
oneon hisknees, and dl four showing fists.

Jethri had size and surprise, if not speed or sense. He grabbed a handful of jacket and yanked
one of the attackers back from the victim, putting him down hard on his ass. The other two shouted,
confused by the arrival of reinforcements, while the lone defender seized the opportunity and the room to
leap to hisfeet and land anice, solid punch on the jaw of the man nearest. In the meantime, Jethri faced
off with the third attacker, hisbody curling into the crouch Pen Rel had drilled him on, knees bent, hands
ready.

The man yelled and swung, putting himsdf off-baance. Jethri ducked, gabbed the man'swrist
and elbow, twisted--and shouted with joy asthe attacker flew over his shoulder to land hard and flat on
his back on the street.

Hisvictory was short-lived. The first man was back on hisfeet, and moving in fast. Thisone had
acooler head--and maybe some training in Pen Rel's preferred style of brawl. Jethri dropped back,
turning, caught sight of the yellow-haired victim, face cut and jacket torn, having heavy going with his
man.

The guy stalking Jethri kicked. He sank back--but not quick enough. The edge of the man's boot
caught hisknee.

Thistime, the shout was pain, but he kept hisfeet, and there was aroaring in the street, growing
louder, and then the blare of aklaxon, and it was the taxicab accel erating toward them, the cabbie's face
implacable behind the windscreen.

The three attackers yelled and scrambled for the safety of the rotting sidewalk.

Thetaxi dammed to a halt, back door snapping open.

"In!" Jethri pushed the other man, and the two of them tumbled into the back seat, legsand arms
tangled asthe cab roared off, back door swinging. It dammed itself into place afew seconds|ater, when
the cabbie took the next corner on two screaming whesels.

Fighting inertia, Jethri and the erstwhile victim dowly sorted out which legs and arms belonged to
who and got themsalves upright in the seets.

The ydlow-haired man sank back on his seat with an audible sigh, and sat for asecond, eyes
closed. Jethri, blowing hard, leaned his head back, considering hisrescue. It cameto him that the man
looked familiar, and he frowned, trying to bring the memory closer.

Across from him, the other opened his eyes adit--and then considerably wider as he snapped
draight upright.

"You! Jeth Ree Gobedyn, isit not?'

The voice rang the memory right up to the top of the brain. Jethri stared.

"Tan SM?' he heard himself say, in amode insultingly close to the one he used when talking with
thetwins. "What are you doing here?"

Tan Sim grinned, widely, then winced. "'l could ask the same of you! Never tell methat the
ven'Dedlin sends you to the low port unguarded.”

"That one," the taxi driver said over her shoulder, "should not be let to roam the high port done.
Where shdl | have the extreme pleasure of dropping the two of you off?"

* * *

Patched and well-scolded by the hdl physician, it occurred to them in asmultaneous way that
they were hungry. Accordingly, they adjourned to the Trade Bar, where they were fortunateto find a
booth open.

"Bread," Jethri said to thewaiter. "And two of whatever the day med is. Fresh fruit.”

"Wine," Tan Sim added, and the waiter bowed.

"At once, traders.”

Tan Sim sank into deep upholstery with agusty sigh. "Theré's aday's work done and the



afternoon gtill beforeud™

Jethri grinned. "Now, tell me why you were waking alone on such streets.”

"The short answer is--returning from inspecting apod offered at salvage,” Tan Sm retorted. "The
longer answer is-longer.”

"I havethetime, if you havethetde," Jethri murmured, moving his hand in an expresson of
interest.

Tan Sim smiled. "Gods ook upon the lad. Jeth Ree, you are more Liaden than 11"

"Surely not," he began, but a discreet knock upon the door heralded the arriva of the requested
wine--a bottle of the house red, a comfortable blend, as Jethri knew--and two glasses.

"The medsare promised quickly, traders,” the waiter said and left them, pulling the door closed
behind him.

"Well." Tan Sim took charge of the bottle and poured for both of them. "If you will join mefirgin
agp to sed our friendship--"

Jethri put his glass down. Tan Sm paused, eyebrows up.

"What'samiss?'

Jethri tipped his head, considering the other. The physician had cleaned and taped the cut on Tan
Sim'sface, muttering that bruiseswould rise by nightfall, and suggesting, with afair load of irony, that
perhaps the trader might wish to cancel any engagementsfor the next few days.

Truth told, bruises were starting to rise dready, but it wasn't that which took Jethri's notice. It
was the face beneath the cut--thinner than he had remembered, the mouth tighter. The torn jacket hung
loose, which bore out Jethri'simpression that maybe Tan Sim had been eating short rations lately.

"l believe," he said delicately, wishing neither to offend nor expose aweskness, "that thereisa
matter of Balance unresolved between us.”

"Which would--naturally!--constrain you from drinking with me. Very nice. If such an unresolved
Baance sat between us, | would commend you for the precison of your melant'i.”

Meaning that Tan Sim didn't think there was adebt, and that didn't jibe.

"I had considered you my mogst grievous error,” Jethri said, making another pass at getting it out
in the open where they both could look at it. "It has troubled methat, al unknowing, and wishing only to
honor one who had shown me the greatest kindness, | brought to that one only grief, and separation from
cdanandkin."

"If you believe for one moment that separation from my honored mother or my so-beloved
brother isamatter of grief, then | must alow you to bein your cups,” Tan Sm retorted and paused, face
arrested.

"No, that cannot be. We've not yet had to drink." He leaned forward dightly, to look earnestly
into Jethri'sface.

"My sweset fool--doesit occur to you that you have just now preserved my life for me? Even
supposing that | held you to book for my mother's temper and my brother's spite--that small matter
would put paid to all.” Heraised hisglass.

"Come, do not be churlish! At least drink to the gdlantry of ataxi driver.”

Well, Jethri thought, 'round amenta grin, he could hardly refuse that. Heraised hisglass. "To the
gdlant driver, who preserved both our lives--"

"And refused any tip, save ascold!” Tan Sm finished with aflourish of hisglass.

They sipped, and again, the wine tasting more than usudly pleasant.

"So, tdll methen,” Jethri said, putting his glass asde and relaxing into the cushions.

Tan Sm laughed lightly. "Demanding youth. Very well." He put his glass down and folded his
elbows onto the table, leaning forward.

"Now, it happensthat my mother was very angry indeed over the incident with the bow. She
sworethat | was adisgrace to her blood and that she would have no more of me. For some significant
time, it did appear that she would smply cancel my contract and send me out to earn my own way. A not
entirdy unpleasing praspect, asyou might imagine.”

He extended a hand and picked up hisglass, twirling it idly by the stem, hiseyeson thewine



swirling ingde the bowl.

"Alas, it wasthen that my brother entered the negotiations, with apleafor leniency, which my
mother was disposed to hear." He lifted the glass.

"Rather than cancel my contract, she sold it. | am now the trader of record aboard the good ship
Genchi, which Captain seaKira alows me to know has never carried such athing. Nor needs one.”

A quick knock, and the door was opened by their waiter, bearing atray well-loaded with
egtables.

He st it dl out with noisaess efficiency, bowed and was gone, the door snicking shut behind
him. There was a pause in the tale, then, while the two of them took the day meal under consideration,
Tan Sim eating with an eegant ferocity that confirmed Jethri's fears regarding short rations.

"Well," Tan Smsaid at lagt, selecting afruit from the basket between them. "Wheredid | leave
thetde?'

"Y our mother sold your contract to Genchi, though it had no need of atrader,” Jethri said,
around hislast bit of bread.

"Ah. Genchi. Indeed. It happened that the ship owner had a desire to improve Genchi's fortunes
and thought that atrader aboard might produce arisein profit. Unfortunately, the owner is a person who
has ...limited funding available to him--and, very possibly, limited understanding aswell. For | put it to
you, friend Jethri: How does aship on afixed route raise profit?"

Jethri paused in the act of reaching for afruit and looked over to him.

"By shipping more.”

Tan Smrased hisfruit in an exuberant toast. "Precisdy!"

"And Genchi ispodded out,” Jethri guessed, in case there were bonusesinvolved.

Tan Sim smiled upon him tenderly. "It'sadear, clever lad. But, no--there you are dightly out. It
happensthat Genchi can accept two additional pods. Which the trader isto purchase from the elevated
profits hisvery presence upon the ship will produce.”

Jethri stared a him. ™Y our mother sgned that contract?' he demanded.

Tan Sim dipped his head modestly. " She was most wonderfully angry.”

"How long?'

"Until I amin default? Or until the contract isdone?"

"Both."

"Pahl Y ou have amind like atrader, Jeth Ree Gobelyn!" He bit into hisfruit and chewed,
meditatively.

"I will default at the end of the relumma. The contract has Six yearsto run.”

Jethri blinked. " She'strying to kill you."

Tan Sim moved a shoulder. "Bresk me only. Or so | believe. And, intruth, I am not without
some blame. Were| lesslike my mother, | might send abeam, begging her grace, and asking for termsto
come home."

Jethri snorted.

"Yes" Tan Smsad gently. "Exactly s0."

Glumly, Jethri finished hisfruit, wiped hisfingers and reached for hisglass.

"But you aren't going to default,” he said. ™Y ou went down to the sdlvage yard thismorning to
look at apod.”

"Indeed | did. | found it to be amost excellent pod, of an older construction. Older, even, than
Genchi. Itisin extraordinarily good shape--seded and unbreached--and the yardman'sfina priceis
...not beyond reach. However, it'sal for naught, for it must have new clampsif it isto marry Genchi, and
while | may afford those--1 cannot afford those and the pod.”

Jethri spped wine, frowning dightly. "Still seded, you say. What doesit hold?*

"Now, that, | do not know. Asold asthe pod is, its contents are unlikely to have much value.
Were matters otherwise, | might take the gamble, but--1 do not scrupleto tell you, cashisat present too
Oeax."

Jethri finished hiswine and set the glass aside. There was an idea, buzzing around in the back of



hisbrain, dowly gaining clarity and insstence. He let it grow, while acrossthe table Tan Sm wrestled
dlently with whatever thoughts engaged him.

"How much?" he asked softly, so asnot to joggle theideabefore it was s&t.

"The yard wantsto see acantrafor the pod, entire. Clamps are four kais."

Theideahad st firm, and he wasliking it from al the angles he could see. He had aknack for
salvage, Uncle Paitor'd always said so...

"I wonder," he said, looking up into Tan Sim's bruised and weary face, "if you might have time
tomorrow to introduce me to the salvage yard?'

"Oh," said Tan Smwisdly; "do you think you might manageit? | wish you shal. Certainly. Meet
me here at the opening of day port and | will show you where."

"Andthistime," Jethri said with agmile. "Wewill take ataxi.”

* % %

It looked like red leather masks were going to be a problem, Jethri thought, leaning back in his
chair and rubbing his eyes. He had written his report on the toys, and seen that histomorrow's schedule
had been amended to reflect the hall physician's ordersthat he "rest”"--by which it was apparently meant
that he not go on the port to trade, a concept that struck him as wrongheaded, at best. Still, it did give
him agood piece of timeto go to the salvage yards with Tan Sim and inspect the pod he had found.

But the masks, now. Never mind red leather--masks at al was amissing item aong any of the
lists open to the guild computer. He Sighed and leaned way back in the chair, stretching--and grimacing,
when the stretch woke muscles that had been pulled in the day'sfisticuffs.

Nothing for it but to go back to the Trade Bar and use his key to find masks on the Combine net.

Cometo think of it, he might forget masks altogether and go for apalet of depilatory, sncethere
seemed to be a market.

He stood and reached for his second best jacket, hisfirst being down at the laundry--and started
badly when the door chime sounded.

Probably Trader sg'Lorta, cometo read him Ship's Generd. Shrugging into hisjacket, he
walked over to the door and keyed it open.

"Why, look how the boy has grown!" Scout Captain ter'Astin said in cheery Terran. Miandra
stood at his elbow, her face serious.

"Well met, Jethri," she said. "The captain came to the house and Aunt Stafeli said that | should
bring himtoyou.”

Captain ter'Adtin bowed, lightly, hand over heart. "Summoned, | rush to obey.”

Jethri felt his cheeks warm with the blush. "I have overstepped my melant'i, | fear,” he admitted.

"Not abit of it! The Scoutstend awide business; it is our nature to answer summonses.” He
cocked his head. "Some, | do alow, with more dacrity than others."

Jethri smiled and stepped back, sweeping abow. "Please, both, enter and be welcome.” The
Scout entered firgt, Miandratrailing after, looking like alimp copy of hersdf.

Frowning, Jethri closed and locked the door, then turned to deal with his guests.

Miandrawas aready at the window, looking down into the garden. The Scout had paused to
give the short row of books his consideration, and looked up as Jethri gpproached.

"| was asked to bring something besides mysdlf to your sde," he said, pulling awell-folded piece
of paper from an inner jacket pocket. "Please, satisfy yoursdlf. | have no other engagementsto fulfill
today."

"Thank you," Jethri said, receiving the paper with abow. "May | cdl for tea? Wine?"

The Scout laughed. "Y ou take polish well, Jethri Gobelyn. But, no, | thank you--I am notin
need.”

Jethri glanced over to the window, where his other guest till stared down into the garden.
"Miandra?' He asked, softly. "Would you like tea? Cookies?'

Sheflicked adistracted glance over her shoulder, tight lips moving in what she might have meant



tobeagmile.

"Thank you, but I am not--in need.”

Which was asbig aclunker as held ever heard, including the time Grig told Capin Izathat the
odd lot of sweets he'd bought was a broker deal, and then shared them al out ‘mong crew.

"What's amiss?' He asked, moving closer, the Scout's paper held closein hishand.

Sheturned her face away, and that--hurt. Weren't they friends, after all? He touched her deeve.
"Hey," hesad. "Miandra. Areyouwd|?"

Her shouldersjerked, and a half-smothered sound escaped, sounding half laugh and half sob.

"Y ou asked that--before," she said, and turned to face him squarely, chin up and looking more
like hersdlf, despite her wet cheeks. "Have we not taught you that strangers must keep a proper
reserve?'

"Certainly, Lady Maarilex would not be behind in so basic alesson,” he dlowed, inclining his
head and putting on the gentleman. "However, such rules do not maintain between us, because we are
kin."

Her eyes widened and the corner of her mouth twitched dightly upward. "Kin? How s0?"

"What else would we be?' He held his hand up, fingers spread, and folded his thumb against the
pam, counting. "I an Norn ven'Dedin'sfoster son." Forefinger down. "Stafeli Maarilex isNorn
ven'Dedin'sfoster mother, my foster grandmother." Second finger joined thumb and forefinger. "Y ou are
aniece of Stafeli Maarilex." Third finger. "Therefore, we are foster cousins.”

She laughed. "Wel done! And the degree of consanguinity appropriate, too, | see!" He grinned
and reached again to touch her deeve.

"So, coudn, if acousn may ask it--are you well?"

She moved her shoulders and flicked a glance aside. He looked, aswell, but the Scout was
perched on the edge of the work table, to al appearances immersed in one of the novels brought from
Tarniaslibrary.

"I am... unwdl in spirit," she said, lowering her voice. "Ren Lar--hetreats me asif | wereapiece
of old technology. He forbids me the vines, the cdllar, and the yards. | am scarcely alowed to cometo
the dining table a prime. At hisindstence, Meichaand | must undergo--separately--intensive evaluation,
by the Hedlers. Mecha completed herslast night; Anecha drove down to pick her up thismorning. Inthe
meanwhile, acar was made ready to take me to Healer Hall--so that we should not be able to speak
together before | am evaluated, you know--but your Scout happened by and offered to save the house
the trouble, as he was going back down to the port to find you."

He had no ideawhat an "intensve evauation” might mean, but alowed asit sounded bad enough.
"Do you need to report in?" he asked.

"Testing does not begin until tomorrow morning,” she said. "It was arranged that | should
overnight a the hall." Her mouth got tight again. "I ....would ...that other arrangements had been made.”

"If they don't need you until tomorrow morning,” he said, moving his hand, to show her his
quarters, "you're welcome to spend the night here. | am at liberty tomorrow and can escort you to Hedler
Hdl."

"Perhapsit might be--less stressful of the relations of kin and foster kin," the Scout said, so
suddenly that both of them spun to stare at him, Sitting on the edge of the table, with the book opened
over hisknee. "If the lady would instead accept my invitation to guest with the Scouts this evening.”

"Youwereligening,” Jethri said, sounding like ayounger, even to himself.

Captain ter'Adtin inclined his head. " Scouts have very sharp ears. It isrequired.”

Miandratook astep forward, frowning dightly. "And in addition to sharp ears, you are a
Heder."

He moved a hand, deprecating. " A receiver only, | fear. Though I'mtold | build amost
impressvewall. Honor mewith your opinion, do."

To Jethri's senses, nothing happened, except that the Scout's expression maybe took on an extra
degree of bland, while Miandra stared intently at the thin air above his head.

She blinked. Captain ter'Agtin tipped his head to one side.



"Itis" Miandrasaid, dowly, "avery impressvewal. But you must not think it proof against
attack."

"Ah, must | not? Tel mewhy."

She moved her handsin agesture of--untangling, Jethri thought. Untangling her perception into
words the two of them could understand.

"Y ou have a-need. A very powerful need to be--acutely aware of surrounding conditions, at al
times. Datais surviva. So, you have left a--chink, very smdl--in your wall, that you may continueto be
aware. It isthrough that chink that you are vulnerable. If | can seeit, others may, aswell.”

The Scout did to hisfeet, catching the book up neetly, and bowed. Acknowledging a debt, Jethri
read, and looked at Miandrain close wonder. She bit her lip and half-raised a hand.

Captain ter'Agtin raised the book. "Peace. The gratitude of a Scout isworth holding, and is not
given lightly. Y our observation may well have saved my life. Who can say? Certainly, | shal not leave
Irikwae without consulting aHed er and learning the manner of sedling this-chink."

"And now," he said, lowering the book. "I believe Jethri has a paper to read, after which heand |
have business. Shall we proceed?’

Miandramoved to the table and picked up one of the novels, carrying it back to the window with
her. The Scout reseated himself on the edge of the table. Jethri went to the black corner table, pushed the
photocube of strangers back, unfolded the paper and smoothed it flat with hispam.

Despite that by now he read Liaden as good or better than held ever read Terran, it was dense
going. Soicaly, he kept with it and findly arrived at the last word with the understanding that the Liaden
Scouts were, indeed, specifically charged with the confiscation, evaluation and appropriate disposal of
"Old War technology,” such technology having been designated, by an action of the Council of Clans,
meseting a Solcintra City, Liad, "perilousin manufacture and intent.”

Sighing, he straightened, and turned.

Miandrawas Sitting in his desk chair, serioudy involved with her novel. The Scout was reading
Jethri's old pretend journd.

"I shouldn't think that would hold much interest for you, sir," he said, moving forward, and
dipping ahand into hismost secret pocket.

Captain ter'Astin glanced up, bounced to hisfeet, turning to put the book back inits place.

"Theworkings of mind and custom are aways of interest tome," hesaid. "It isthereason| ana
Scout--and afield Scout, at that."

Jethri looked at him sharply. The Scout inclined his head.

"So tell me, Jethri Gobelyn, are you satisfied that the digposd of Old War technology falswithin
the honor of the Scouts, and that such disposal is mandated by whole law?’

"Unfortunately, | am." He placed the wesather machine, lingeringly, on the table, and stood there,
feding kind of dry and gonein the throat of a sudden, staring down into the unreflective black surface.
"Ah." Captain ter'Adtin put ahand on Jethri'sdeeve. "l regret your loss. | believe you had told Scout
yo'Shomin that this device was given you by akinsman?'

Jethri licked hislips.

"It was agift from my father," hetold the Scout. "After hisdesth, | waswithout it for many years.
It was only recently returned to me, with--" He waved a hand, enclosing the photocubes, Arin's box and
thedlly old journd--"other things of vaue."

"Accept my condolences,” the Scout said softly. The pressure of hisfingersincreased briefly,
then he withdrew his hand and picked up the weather machine, dipping it away somewhereinside his
jacket.

Jethri cleared histhroat. "I wonder if you might tell meif you will yoursdf beinvolvedin
the--eval uation--of this device. Whether it will be--will smply be destroyed, or if the work that my father
did will be preserved.”

The Scout's eyebrows rose. "Yes. | would say that you take polish very well, indeed." He
paused, possibly gathering histhoughts, then inclined his head.

"l may possibly be asked for apreliminary evaluation; | do have some smal expertisein the area.



However, you must understand that there is a corps of Scout Experts, who have studied, built databases
and cross-referenced their findings through the many dozens of Standards that this policy hasbeenin
force. If itisfound that your machine, here, isunique, then it will undergo the most intense scrutiny
possible by those who are entirely knowledgeable. Many of the old technology piecesthat we have
recovered are uniquities-that is, we have recovered only one."

Jethri bowed hisgratitude. "'l thank you, Sr."

"Unnecessary, | assure you. A word in your ear, however, child.”

N

"It might be wisest not to state in public that such devices were part of your father'swork."

Jethri frowned. "Old technology isnot illegdl, in Terran space,” he said, evenly.

"Very true," the Scout said and it seemed to Jethri that he was about to say more.

"Isthisyour father?' Miandra asked from behind them.

Jethri turned, and saw her holding up the photocube, Arin's picture on the screen.

"Yes-tha'shim.”

Sheturned it 'round to face her. "Y ou resemble him extremely, Jethri. | had supposed him to be
your elder brother."

"May | see?" The Scout extended a hand, and Miandra gave him the cube.

"Ah, yes, that ishow | saw him, on the day of his dying. Strong, doubt free and worthy. A
remarkable likeness, indeed.” Bowing dightly, he handed the cube back.

"Now, children, | suggest that we adjourn to Scout Hall, where Jethri may sign the necessary
paperwork and we may place thisitem--" He touched the breast of hisjacket--"into safekeeping. We
will dso contact the Hedlers, to advise them of Lady Miandrals guesting arrangements, and to confirm the
time of her arrival tomorrow. After which, | ask you both to lend me the pleasure of your companionship
over prime. Thereisarestaurant on Irikwagport which haslong been afavorite of mine. | would be
honored to shareit with friends.”

Jethri glanced to Miandra, saw her eyes shining and her face looking less pinched, and bowed to
the Scouit.

"We are more than pleased to bear you company, sir. Lead on.”

Day 178
Standard Year 1118
Irikwae

It was an old pod, though he'd seen older; the seals were sound, the skin whole and undented. It
rested on a cradle meant for apod decades newer and massing twice as much; though itsfittings could
be said to be standard they were of an older and unfavored style. At some time in the past--perhaps not
all that long ago--it had been underwater and a colony of hard-shells, now empty, <till adhered to the hull.
On the nose was a Liaden registry number, faint, but readable.

Jethri finished his circuit and paused, considering the thing asawhole,

"Well?" asked Tan Sim, who had been watching, one hip up on the wide windowsilI, one booted
foot braced against the rough crete floor. " Shall you takeiit for your own?"

Jethri turned. ™Y ou know what isin thispod,” he said, not asking.

Tan Sim blinked, and then bowed dightly from hislean. "I know what was on the manifest,” he
sad, "and the devil'sown timel had finding it, too."

"So0?" Jethri walked toward him. "What were they shipping? Flegetets, dead and rotted, these
sixty years? Cheeses, moldy and poisonous? Wine, now vinegar?'

Tan Sm moved ashoulder, grimacing. The bruises had risen with awill overnight, leaving hisface
apatchwork of yellow and purple.

"Mindyou," hesaid, raisng ahand. "l could only trace the registry number, whichisin serieswith
those ceded Clan Dartom, some sixty Standards gone. Indeed, Clan Dartom isitself fifty Standards



gone, and nothing to say but that this pod was sold and sold again on the unregistered market.”

"Clan Dartom is-gone?" Jethri asked, thinking epic scales of revenge, likein one of Khat's
stories--or Gaenor's novels.

"Peace" Tan Sim said, asif he had read Jethri's thoughts--or was perhaps himsalf areader of
novels. "Dartom was based upon ayoung outworld; a plague destroyed them and the rest of the
population, very speedily. Not even akitten left alive. Medica analysisfailed to produce anyone who
might even be named acousin." He waved alanguid hand in the direction of the pod.

"So, Dartom's remai ning uncontaminated assets fell to the Council of Clans, which took what it
wanted, and distributed the remainder by lot. They then wrote Dartom out of the Book of Clans, and put
paid to the matter."

"Anyone could have bought this pod at auction, then," Jethri said. "Or, asyou say, on the
unregistered market. And those who buy such things sometimes have unregistered business.”

"In pursuit of which they would befoolish in the extremeto file amanifest,” Tan Sm agreed.

Jethri turned back to the pod, and once again subjected the sedlsto the most minute scrutiny
possible. Unbreached. Impossible to tell how long they had been sedled.

"Y ou found amanifest,” he said, turning back to Tan Sm. "How long ago?’

"Fifty-three years, which does put it in a...problematic time frame."

"The pod spent sometimein the sea," Jethri pointed out.

"True, but we have no date there, either.” Tan Sim turned his pams up, showing them empty.
"Indeed, we have but one firm date: The slvage rig'slog showsthat it was brought into port two
Standards back, when it was purchased by thisyard, in lot with another dozen newer. This-" Tan Sm
wiggled hisfingersin the pod's generd direction. "Thiswas on thelist for bresk-up, but the scrap market
isover-subscribed and there isfor the scrappers the considerable risk involved in taking possession of
unknown goods.”

"So they would just as soon sell it and shift the risk to other shoulders.” Jethri sighed. "The
manifest is public record?' he asked.

"My friend, public record?" Tan Sim bent upon him alook of gentle reproof. "The manifest had
been sealed, then deep archived after the sedl expired. Y our average salvager, with his mind properly on
scrap, ishardly busy mucking about in municipd archives, much less completing the rather daunting forms
required by the Guild before one who is not atrader may request permission to pull and cross-reference
ancient databases.”

Jethri bowed acknowledgment, offering honor for adifficult task well-performed.

Tan Sim's bow of acceptance was nearly lost againgt thewall of Jethri's thought.

Jethri looked back to the pod. Heliked it. He couldn't have put it otherwise, except that he had a
good fedling about whatever might proveto beinside.

"What was on the manifes?'

"Ore, raw gem, artisan's metals.”

Nonperishables. High profit nonperishables, &t that. If it wastheright manifest. If it wastheright
pod, for that matter, it not being unknown for someone to borrow the legitimate registration number of a
legitimate pod for illegitimate busness.

"Buy the pod, sdll the contents and realize more than enough profit to have the clamps refitted,”
hesad. Again Tan Sim lifted ashoulder.

"A manifest, which may or may not be legitimate, for apod which may or may not be thisone? If
| were plumper in the purse--perhaps. My present purse instructs me to assume that what isin that pod
are dead flegetets, moldy cheese, and spoiled wine."

Jethri had done the math last night, worrying over hisliquid. It were the Stinks money that made
the difference--not quite enough to fund a ship, like Khat had joked, but close enough to fund this dedl,
after reserving an amount againgt the future. 'Course, there was more than enough money in his
certification drawing account to cover the pod--and the clamps, too--but he didn't think the hall exactly
wanted him to be using those fundsfor private dedls.

"l will put four kais against the pod,” he said to Tan Sim, "if we agree that the contents, whatever



they are found to be, are mine, while the pod itself isyours.”

Tan Sim raised his eyebrows, face thoughtful. Doing his own math, Jethri thought, and settled
himsdf towait.

"Four-six," Tan Sim said, eventuadly, which was about half the jump Jethri had been prepared to
mest.

Heinclined his head. "Done. Nov, we shall need the pod moved to aless precarious position.
What do you suggest?"

"Asto that--nothing easier. Therefit shop will send ahauler. They assured me that they have the
meansto unsedl the pod without damaging the mechanisms, so the day after tomorrow should see an
answer to your gamble. After which," he said, coming creskily out of hislean, "you may havefreewith
whatever it is, and the shop will get on with the business of the clamps.”

Jethri looked at him, and Tan Sim had the grace to look, just alittle, discomfited.

"| thought you might do something like you have done," he said, softly. "So | madeinquiries
yesterday after we had parted.” He sighed.

"I hope you will redize greet profit, Jeth Ree.”

"Asto that," Jethri retorted. "1 hope for adecent return.”

Tan Sim ginned and offered hisarm. " Spoken like atrader! Come, let us give the yardman his
deposit and return to the hall to write the partnership papers.”

* % %

The partnership contract having been duly written, accepted and recorded by the hall scrivener,
Jethri bounded up the sairsto his quarters, Tan Sim on hishedls.

"Come and cdll the refit shop, so they may schedule an early pickup,” he said asthey moved
down the hdl. "For the sdlvage price-- my part isin coin, which | will giveto you, and you may transfer
the baanceto the yard."

Tan Sim amiled. " Such trusting ways. How if we both put our coin into the revolving account and
authorize the hal to make the transfer in our names?”

Jethri paused in the act of unlocking the door to stare at him. "1 had no idea such athing was
possble”

"Innocent. When we have sent the transfer, | will quiz you on the services atrader might expect a
third tier hall to provide."

Thelock twittered and Jethri pushed the door open. "Is Irikwae in the third--" he began--and
stopped, Saring into hisroom.

All was nest and orderly, precisely as he had left it, with one addition.

Miandra sat cross-legged on hiswork table, reading a book.

Behind him, Tan Sm made asmdl noise, very much like asneeze.

Miandraraised her head, showing them aface that was eerily serene.

"Cousin Jethri," she said clearly. "We need to talk."

Uh-oh.

"Certainly,” Tan Sm said briskly, "the necessities of kin carry dl beforeit. Jeth Ree, | will make
that call from the Trade Bar and meet you there, when you have done here. Lady."

Jethri turned, but the door was dready closing, with Tan Sim on the other side. He engaged the
lock, then walked over to where Miandra sat, and stood looking down into her face.

She met his gaze without flinching, chin well up, an I-dare-you look in her eyes.

Hesighed.

"How much troubleareyou in?"

The chin might've quivered; the eyes never faltered.

"None, until they find me."

Wi, that wasthe way it usudly was, wasn't it? Jethri frowned.

"| thought you wanted my help.”



She bit her lip. "1--indeed, Jethri, | am not certain what isthat you might do. But | will not reman
with the Healers, and I--fear--that | cannot go home..."

Jethri sghed again and made along arm, hooking the desk chair to him. He sat down and looked
up at her, showing her his hands, palm up, fingers spread, empty.

"| think you had better lay it out for me, one step at atime.”

"Yes, | suppose | had better." She closed the book and put it on the table beside her, then leaned
forward, elbow propped againgt aknee, chin nestled on her pam.

"Asyou know, | wasto be evaluated by the Healers. Indeed, by the master hedler himsdlf. The
evauation--" she shot him asharp glance. "'Y ou understand, Jethri, that when | say in this context that |
was pushed, or prodded or that thus--and--so hurt me, | am not speaking of physical things, but rather
use those words as an approximation of the exact ...sensation... because there are no words precisdly for
those sensations.”

Heincdlined hishead. "But | may till understand that you found those things so described to be
distressing and not at al what you could like, isthat s0?"

Sheamiled. "That is s, yes."

"Very wdl, then,” Jethri said, starting to fedl grim. "The master healer himsdlf was assigned to
your evauation. What came next?"

"| was asked to--to take my shields down and to submit my will to the will of the magter," she
began, after amoment--and sent him another sharp glance. "Thisisnot at al unusud and | did as| was
bid. The master then began his examination, pushing here, prodding there--nothing terribly painful, but
nothing pleasant aither.”

It sounded, Jethri owned, tiresome enough, something like a clinic check-up, with the medic
pushing hard fingers here and there, trying to determine what wasin line and what was out. "Unpleasant,
but hardly worth running away,” he commented.

Miandrainclined her head. "I agree. After atime, the master began to concentrate on--say, a
section of my will--and to--assault it. Thefirst strike was so painful that | threw my shields up before |
had even thought to do so. The master, of course, was very angry and had me lower them, whereupon
he once again brought al of his scrutiny to bear on--on this anomaly in my--in my pattern.” She sighed
sharply. "By which I mean to convey that there are certain ...constructions of intertwining ego, will, and
intellect, which areintdligible to those who have Hedler talent. While each pattern isunique, there are
those which tend to be formed in a certain way--and which, more often than not, are indicative of Hedler
ability."

"S0, the master hedler was saying he thought your pattern was--shaped oddly,” Jethri said, to
show hewasfollowing this.

Miandrainclined her head. "Indeed, he went so far asto sate that hefelt it wasthisanomaly
which was respons ble for limiting my growth as a Hedler, and he proposed to--restructure that portion,
in order to dlow my taent to flow morefredy."

Jethri frowned. "He can do that?"

"That, easly," she assured him. "It iswhat Hedlersdo."

Right. Jethri closed his eyes. Opened them.

"All right. So the master decided he would reshape you so you would look more like hethinksa
Heder ought to. Then?'

Shehit her lip.

"It--1 told him that the processwas ...causing me pain. He assured me that it was not,
and--pushed--harder.” She glanced aside, took a hard breath and looked back to him, blue eyes
svimming with tears.

"The pain was-immense. Truly, Jethri, | felt that | was afire, my flesh crisping off my bonesasl
stood there. | pushed, and threw my shiedsup.”

"l see" He consdered that, staring down at his hands where they rested on his knee, the one
sporting adightly grubby bandage. He looked up to find her watching him worriedly.

"Which moon did hefdl onto?" he asked, mildly.



Miandrasmiled, shakily. "Y ou overestimate my poor abilities, cousin. | merdly put him onto the
top shdlf of the bookcase." Shetook a breath. "Then | walked out, through the main reception hall. |
willed that no one would see me, and no one did. And then | came here, and--overrode the lock and sat
down to wait for you."

"Arethey looking for you?'

"l supposethey must be, eventudly.” Mother shaky smile appeared. "But aslong as | keep my
shiddsin place, they will not find me."

For however long that might be. He forbore from asking what happened to her shields when she
dept. Firgt order of businesswasto tell her what she'd done right. So--

"Therule on the ship | was born to was that one is allowed to defend onesdlf. Defense should be
delivered as quickly and as decisively as possible, in order to prevent a second attack” Heinclined his
head, solemnly. "Y ou have fulfilled ship rule admirably and | have no complaint to make regarding your
actionsto thispoint.”

Relief washed her face.

"QOur challenge now," Jethri continued, "isto be certain that our actions from this point on
continue to be honorable and in the best interest of the ship." Hetipped his head.

"That meansyou can't just hide on the port for the rest of your life."

Miandraoutright laughed. "My shields aren't that good.”

Jethri grinned, and let it fade into as serious alook as he could mugter.

"Y ou will need to let the house know where you are. Sooner or later the Hedlerswill haveto call
and admit that you've gone missing. That information is certain to distress your Sster, your cousins and
your delm, unlessthey know you are safe.”

Miandraslook had turned stubborn.

"If 1 go home, Ren Lar will send me back. If | call, Aunt Stafdli will order meto return to Headler
Hdl."

Both probably true. But--

"If you explained to them what you have explained to me, that the examination was painful in the
extreme and that you fear for your hedth if it continues?'

She consdered it, chewing her lip. "That might bear weight with Aunt Stafeli, but Ren Lar--1 do
not believe that Ren Lar would be swayed, if | told him that the eva uation would, without doubt, murder
me." Shesighed. "Ren Lar isabadly frightened man. Old Technology and wizard's get, both inhis
household! It istoo much to bear."

"What if the evauation provesthat you are adramliza?' Jethri asked.

She moved her shoulders. "I don't know."

This, Jethri thought, was ‘way too snarly for ajunior'ssmple brain. Clearly, Miandra needed
help--and not just in this present mess. She needed schooling, whether or not Ren Lar or Stafeli Maarilex
choseto believe in wizards. Jethri was pretty sure he didn't beieve in wizards, himsdf. Still, therewasno
doubt Miandra had some very strange talents and that she needed to be trained in their proper use before
she up and hurt somebody. If she hadn't ready.

"Isthe master healer harmed?' he asked.

Shesghed. "No."

Jethri suppressed agrin.

"Thisiswhat | propose: That you come with meto the Trade Bar and be my guest for lunch. My
friend and | have some business to discuss, which | hope you won't find too tedious. After, you and | will
go together to the Scouts and ask Captain ter'Astin to advise us. For you know I'm ablock, Miandra,
and we arewel| past anything | can think of to assst you."

"Wédll, | don't know that you're ablock," she retorted, and sat for amoment, contemplating the
floor. Jethri sighed and stretched in his chair, careful of protesting muscles.

"| think that asking the captain’'s advice a this junctureis the wisest thing that |--that we--may
do," shesaid, unfolding her legs and diding to thefloor. "It was very clever of you to have thought of it."



Tan Sim had ordered a cold platter of finger-nibbles, cheese, crackers, and tea--more than
enough to feed two, Jethri thought--and possibly enough to cover three, if Miandrawasn't feding
particularly peckish.

Heinclined hishead. "'l thank you. My cousin and | are needed €l sewhere later in the day, and
she has gracioudy said that she will allow usto conclude our business before hers.”

"On condition," Miandrasaid, and Jethri could dmost hear the glint in her eye, "that you feed
me." Jethri moved hishand. "Y ou can seethat Tan Sm has dready thought of that.”

"Indeed." She bowed, hand over heart. "MiandraMaarilex Clan Tarnia."

Seated, Tan Sim returned her bow. "Tan Sim pen'Akla Clan Rinork." He moved a hand, showing
them both the laden table. "Please, join me."

Join him they did and there was asmall pause in the proceedings while they each took the edge
off.

"Well." Tan Sm sat back, teacup in hand. "While you and your cousin dedlt kin to kin, Jeth Ree,
| have performed wonders."

Jethri eyed him. "What, not marvels?'

Tan Smwaved an airy hand. " Tomorrow is soon enough for marvels. Behold my labors of
today! Moon Mountain Refit Shop has been cdled. By the luck, the hauler was enroute to deliver scrap
and other oddments at the very salvage yard where our pod awaited. They smply off-loaded their scrap,
onloaded our pod and very soon now it should bein abay at the shop. They say they will immediately
perform amagnetic resonance scan. They do thisto locate any hidden flaws or structural damage, so that
they may adjust their entry protocol as necessary.” He raised his cup and sipped, dowly, teasing, Jethri
thought--and then thought of something else.

"How wasiit the salvager let the pod go before the transfer was made?' He asked.

Tan Sim lowered his cup, looking sheepish. "Asit happens, | made the full transfer out of my
account, knowing that you will place the coin for your portion in my hand."

"Such trugting ways," Jethri said, and Tan Sim sighed, holding up ahand.

"I knew you were going to say so, and | cannot but agree, that, in the norma way of things, it
was an extremely foolhardy thing to do. However, | am adamant. My partner in this endeavor isaman of
honor, who pays hisjust debts promptly.”

"And s0 heis" Jethri said quietly, reaching into the depths of hisjacket and extracting the purse
containing four kais, six tor. He placed it on the table by Tan Sim'splate.

"My thanks" Tan Sim said softly, and lifted an eyebrow. "Now, may | tel you that the shop
desresacdl back in--" he glanced at the watch wrapped around hisleft wrist--"only afew minutes now.
A side profit of the scanning isthat it will give arough image of the contents of the pod. When we call
back, you will be ableto know, with fair certainty, whether you have in fact taken an option on that
reasonable return. Indeed, you may well be able to increase that reasonable return, with some judicious
and well-placed announcements.”

"You may tell meso," Jethri said. "But now you must tell me what you mean by it."

"| expect he meansthat you might upload theimage to the tradenet, and invite advance bids,"
Miandrasad, surprisngly.

Tan Smraised hiscup to her. "Precisdly.” He glanced at Jethri. "'l can show you the way of it, if
you like"

"I would very much like," Jethri assured him.

"Good." He put histeacup down and reached for the multi purpose screen. "Finish your medls,
children. I will find if the shop has uploaded that image yet."

Therewasn't that much to finish by then, but he and Miandramade quick work of what there
was and by the time Jethri had drunk the last of histea, Tan Sim said, "Ah!™ and spun the screen around.

Theimage was amuddle of shape, shadow, hard edges, and glare, reminding Jethri of the relative
dengities screen on a piloting board. He looked up.



"Traderswill bid on the strength of thisimage?'

"Traders" Tan Smsad, "will very often buy on the strength of such animage.” He spunthe
screen so they dl could seeit, though Miandra had to scrunch against Jethri's Side, and sort of lean her
head againg his chest, which was comforting and digtracting at the sametime,

"Attend me, now," Tan Sm said severely and Jethri obediently put his eyes on the screen, trying
not to notice that Miandras hair smelled like Lady Maarilex's favorite flowers.

"Y ou see these, here, here, here--" He touched the screen over three of the glare spots. " Those
are stasis boxes that have failed. These--" Quick finger touches on haf-a-dozen bland blobs, "are stasis
boxesthat are il functioning asthey should.” Heflicked aglance a Jethri.

"Already, your gains outnumber your losses."

"Depending on the contents of the boxes," Jethri pointed out. "The manifest listed ores, gemsand
metals. Not the sort of cargo that normaly shipsin stasis.”

Tan Smtipped hishead. "I thought we had agreed that manifests do not aways reflect cargo?”

Jethri smiled. "So we had. Please, continue.”

"Very well, what else have we?' He turned his attention back to the screen, subjecting the image
to frowning study. "Ah." A finger tap on aparticularly muddy blur. "This, | believe, may be your ore.
Werel interested in ore, | might well wish to be at hand when the pod is opened. For therest..." He
moved his hand, showing pdm inaquick flip. "Who can tell? But there is enough possibility in the sasis
boxes aone to warrant putting the image to the tradenet.”

Jethri inclined hishead. "' bow to the wisdom of an elder trader in this. May | impose further and
ask that you teach me theway of putting an image to the tradenet?’

"Truly,” Tan Sm said, round-eyed, "isthisthelad | found practicing his bowsin aback halway,
haf-ill for fear of giving offense?’

"Who very shortly thereafter proceeded to give offense most spectacularly?' Jethri retorted.

The other trader grinned. "From which act springs both our fortunes.”

"So you say." Jethri used hischin, Liaden style, to point at the screen. "How do | upload this
image and invite bids?'

"Nothing smpler. Firg, feed your guild card to the unit.”

"Already, wefind difficulty. | have no guild card.”

"What?' Tan Sim frankly stared. "Would the guild not grant you acard, after al?"

"I am at the hal in order to be certified, as apprentice, or junior trader--"

"Or master trader,” Miandraput in, her head against his chest.

"Certified?' Tan Sm repegted. "But--"

"I wasregistered as Master ven'Dedlin's apprentice,” Jethri explained. "Despite that, the hall at
Modrid declined to accept any of the purchases | had made on her account, because the hall master did
not believe that Terrans belonged in the guild.”

"Hah. The master of Modrid hal oversteps. As| am certain the ven'Dedlin will demondtrate, in
the fullness of time. So you tell methat you are on ahdl account at the moment”?”

"l have someliquid.”

"Which you put into your speculation cargo, here. | see. However, matters become awkward if
you lack avdid--"

"Will aCombine key do?' Jethri interrupted.

Tan Smblinked at him. "Certainly," he said, adding ddlicately. "Have you a Combine key?"

"Yes" Hereached ingde his collar for the chain. Miandra ducked under his elbow and sat up,
watching him pull the key up and then lift the chain over his heed.

Tan Sim caught the key and held it in his palm, frowning at the inscription.

"A ten-year key?'

"With two trades on it--an acquigition and an assisting.”

"And you are at the hal for certification?' Tan Sim raised ahasty pam. "No, do not tell me. | am
merely atrader. The ways of the masters are too subtle for me. So." He released the key, and it swung
gently at the end of the chain. "Well, then. If the young trader will do me the honor of using hiskey to



access the Combine computer in the main bar, | will be pleased to guide him through the procedure for
uploading an invitation to bid to the tradenet.”

* % %

Scout Captain ter'Astin received them in Scout Hall's book cluttered common room. After tea
had been cdled for and tasted, he inquired asto the purpose of their visit, and listened in attentive silence
while Miandrarecounted her tale.

"And | cannot go home, sir, though | know you will think me beyond the pale for saying it--and
| will not go back to the Hedlers," shefinished, heatedly, her hands folded tightly on her Iap.

"A knotty situation,” the Scout said serioudy. "1 am honored that you thought me worthy of
advisgng you. Let me consder.”

He picked up histeacup and spped, Jethri and Miandrafollowing suit, and sat for some few
minutes, eyes not quite focused on the overladen bookshdf just behind Miandrals shoulder.

"I wonder," he said eventudly, bringing his gaze to her face, "if you might consider going on with
the evaluation, should a different master hedler be found to conduct it."

Miandra's frowned, not liking the idea much--and the Scout held up a hand.

"I havein mind aparticular master healer--in fact, amaster heder attached to the scouts. | am
ableto vouch for her personaly, having severd times made use of her skill. | think you will find her adeft
touch, with a proper respect for the perceptions of others. | have never known her to cause inadvertent
auffering. AsaHeder-in-training, | am sure you understand that it is not aways possible to spare the
patient dl pan."

"I do understand that, yes," Miandra said, somewhat gtiffly, to Jethri's ear. "The master headler at
the hall believesthat pain strengthens.”

"Ah," said Captain ter'’Agtin. He put hishandsflat on the arms of his chair and made a show of
pushing himsdlf to hisfest.

"If you like," he said, extending ahand to Miandra. "I will introduce you to thelady | havein mind
and the two of you may consult. Should you both agree to go forward, then Hedler Hall will be notified of
your wheregbouts, and you may complete your evauation while remaining here as aguest of the Scouts.
Will that answer, do you think?!

Miandra hesitated and surprised Jethri by throwing him alook. Heinclined his head.

"Truly, Miandra, it sounds as though the captain's solution answers dl difficulties," he said, and of
course right then what happened but that another possible problem jumped to the front of hisbrain. He
looked to the scout, who inclined his head, black eyes amused.

"Heder Hal may take offense.”

"Nofear,” Captain ter'Agtin said. "l believe that my powers of diplomacy are equa to the task of
explaining the matter to Heder Hall in such away that they cannot possibly take offense.”

Day 180
Standard Year 1118
Irikwae

It was agood thing Raisy'd insdsted on coming dong, Grig thought, drinking off thelast of his
'mite. A fastship was one thing, but pilots needed to deep.

They'd done the run from Kinaverd to Irikwae straight through, manning the boardsin shifts, Six
hours on, six hours off; 'mite and crackers at the station. He'd done many arun just that way, back when
him and Arin was active on Uncle's business. 'Course, he'd been a couple hundred Standards younger
then.

"Hull'scool,” Raisy said. Grig sighed, spun the chair and cameto hisfeet, pitching the cup at the



wall recycler.

"Let'sgo, then." Raisy handed him his jacket, and he shrugged into it as he followed her down the
cramped halway. She unsedled the hatch and swung out down the ladder; Grig followed, fedling the solid
thunk of the hatch resedling asavibration in the rungs.

On the tarmac, Raisy was surveying things, hands on hips, eyes squinted.

"Nicelittle port,” she said as Grig came up beside her. ™Y ou got an gpproach planned, brother?

"Figured to check the exhibit hals and Trade Bar--boy's 'prenticed, after al. Guild oughtahave a
record of him and hislocation." He shrugged, pulling hisjacket straight. "How's your Liaden, Raisy?"

"Better'n yours," she answered, which wasn't grictly true.

"Good." He paused, giving the port hisown stare, and pointed. "Exhibition hall."

* % %

Hed findly found masks.

Red leather half-masks, with gilding around the eye, nose and mouth holes. Jethri accessed the
detail screensand found an image. The red-and-gold reminded him of the booksin the Ruby Club's
public parlor, and he thought the house master might find them to be exactly what he wanted.

Trouble was, héld haveto buy at least agross of the things, and they were dear at that level.
Grumbling to himsdlf, hefiled the information to his persona account, so he could accessit from the
computer in his quarters.

Hed aso found depilatory, which was afar chegper proposition at the grossleve, but still more
than he either wanted or needed. In fact, Meichas work showed no signs of failing yet, o it could be that
he was fixed good and proper and would never sprout another whisker. He made amental note to ask
Miandraif she could figure out what her sister'd done, the next time he saw her. Since she'd opted to
have the Scout's master hedler do the eval uation and report, that meant three days. They'd promised to
shareamed with Captain ter'Astin on the evening of her last day of evauation, and he was looking
forward to it, anxious to hear what the tests showed.

He brought hismind ruthlessy back to the matter at hand.

It might be, he thought, pulling up the secondary detail screen, that the master of the Ruby Club
would bewilling to buy askid, lesstwo tubes, of depilatory. He had been interested in the masks,
though, and now Jethri was interested in the masks, too, as an unexpected, and unexpectedly complex,
exerciein trade.

Hefiled the depilatory info to his persond account, ended his session with the Combine
computer and waited for hiskey to be returned to him.

"Ah, hereisthe earnest trader, in the midst of hislabors," adistinctive voice said behind his
shoulder. Jethri inclined his head without turning around.

"Trader 9g'Lorta How may | serve you?' The machine whirred and his key was extruded. He
stood, dipping it into an inner pocket.

His mentor looked up at him. "Have you timeto join mein acup of tea, Jethri Gobelyn?| wishto
discussyour progresswith you."

Not that there had been much progress, Jethri thought, grumpily, with him on rest leave for two
days. Still, when aman's mentor wanted tea and a chat, it was agood ideato havetimefor him.

S0, heinclined his head again, murmured, "Certainly, sr," and followed the trader to a booth,
where apot and cups were aready set out on the table.

"If you would do me the honor of pouring?' Trader Sg'Lortamurmured, pulling the multi-use
screen toward him.

Tegpots were tricksy, the handles being just abit too small to comfortably accept his hand. That
aside, nobody could say that Lady Maarilex had neglected the nicetiesin her effortsto give him polish, no
matter how many teapotsit cost her.

He poured, with efficiency if not style, setting thefirst cup by his mentor's hand, taking the second
for himsdlf. Carefully, he replaced the pot on its warmer and composed himsdlf to wait, cup Smmering



gently before him.

"Yes, hereweare,” murmured Trader Sg'Lorta. Helooked up from the screen, took hiscupin
hand and raised it to taste, Jethri doing the same.

Mannerstaken care of, the trader put his cup aside and folded his hands on the table. "I hope,”
he said courteoudy, "that your injury no longer painsyou.”

"No, sr. The house doctor renewed the dressing this morning and is very pleased with the
process of heding."

"That iswell, then." He moved a hand, showing Jethri the multi-screen. "1 find that you have been
at trade on the days granted you to recover from your wound."”

Uh-oh.

Jethri inclined hishead. "Yes, ar."

"Ah." Trader sg'Lortasmiled. ™Y ou begin to demonstrate to me that you are, indeed, atrader,
Jethri Gobelyn. | am further compelled by the ...ambitiousness.. of your offering on the tradenet.
However, | am puzzled by something with regard to that, and | hope you may help me understand why |
find no credit to your account, covering what | must believe to be arather substantia cost.”

"Sir, the merchandise under discussion was bought as a private speculation. Therefore, | used my
Oown resources.”

Therewasasmadl pause, then Trader Sg'Lortainclined his head.

"l seethat | did not explain the processaswel as| might have done,” he said dowly. "In
essence, any business that you conduct on port should be recorded to your file, so that the certification
will reflect your actud skill level as nearly as possble. Thisincludes private dedls, Sde trades, and
day-brokering. Have you any questions?'

So, he could have used the guild account to buy the speculation cargo, could he? Jethri sighed.
Being as he had formed the intention to buy the pod's cargo to help Tan Sim out of defaulting on his
contract in away that wouldn't raise prideful Liaden hackles-maybe not.

"Thank you, sir. | had not understood that all my actions as atrader on port would be taken into
balance by the master who will evaluate my file. The matter isnow made plain.”

"Good." Trader Sg'Lortaspped histea, gppreciatively. Setting the cup down, he reached again
for the multi-use screen.

"| seethat you have used your Combine key to record your offer--very good. | also seethat the
pod is scheduled to be opened this afternoon, so you should leave me very soon in order to be in good
time. When you are returned this evening, | ask that you write atrade report of this particular transaction,
and forward it to me. | will review it and enter it into your file."

Jethri inclined hishead. "'l will do so, Sr." He heditated. "'Isthere anything e se | might do for
you?"

"For today, | believe that will suffice.” Heraised his cup. "Drink your tea, Jethri Gobelyn, and
may your speculation bring profit.”

* % %

The exhibit hal had a decent number of goods on display. Raisy, who'd never had any interest in
that side of the business, strode right on past dl the tables spread with tantalizing merchandise. Despite
being wishful of locating Jethri, Grig's slep dowed, his gaze darting from side to side, until Raisy retraced
her steps, wrapped strong fingers around hiswrist and pulled him along with her.

"| thought you wanted Jethri."

"Well, | do. But where's harm in seeing what's here and whether any of it could be had for a
profit?'

She sghed gustily and dropped hisarm. "Grigory, you areincorrigible.”

"Maybe so--" He stopped, his eye drawn to one of the dozens of ceiling-suspended info screens.
This one was only ten paces avay, clearly visble over Raisy's|eft shoulder, and the phrase that had
caught hiseye--



Jethri Gobelyn.

"Rasy, turn around.”

She caught the tone, and turned, cautious, checking for thregtsfirst, then put her atention on the
screen, which had aresonance scan on display.

"Areyou seeing what I'm seeing, brother?' Raisy breathed.

The screen changed to detall, al written out in plain Liaden, including the name of the
trader-at-offer.

"Just like Arin!" Raisy shook her head, threw him alook over her shoulder. "I thought you said
the boy didn't get histraining.”

"Hedidn't," Grig murmured, memorizing the address where the pod was due to be opened within
the hour. "This has gotta be afluke, Raisy. Boy likes sdlvagelots. Got ared touch with 'em. HeE'sgot a
problem there, too, looks liketo me."

"l saw it." Shejerked her head at a Sign bearing the Liaden for Information. "Get usataxi?'

He nodded. "I've got the address.”

Wi, there hadn't been any advance bidders, but there was afair crowd waiting outside Bay
Fourteen of the Moon Mountain Refit Shop--at least, according to Tan Sim it was afair crowd. Jethri
counted nine traders as they followed the shop technician to the bay door.

"An additional few moments, traders,” the tech said to those gathered, as he unlocked the access
hatch. "We treasure the gift of your patience.”

Tan Sim ducked through the hatch, Jethri on his hedls, the tech on his hedls. Ingdeit wasdim
and alittletoo warm, asif the noisy air-moving unit wasn't up to the job. The pod took up most of the
available floor space; half-a-dozen porta-spots took what was left. Tan Sim went againgt the wall to the
|eft of the hatch, Jethri, wondering where nine more traders were going to fit in this space, to theright.

The tech kept straight on to the pod, and wrapped both hands around the emergency stick by the
hetch.

"The mechanism operated correctly, if dowly, during initid testing, but it isalways best to be
certain in such casesthat functionality has not failed.” He hauled on the stick, putting hisback into it.

For a heartbesat, nothing happened, then the door began, dowly, and with along mechanica
groan, to lift.

"S0." The tech notched the lever down and the door sedled. "'In case theinternd lights are not
currently operational, we have the portable spotlights available." He stood back, wiping his pdms down
the sde of his coverdls, hiseyes on the pod.

"If one of you gentlemen would admit the others, | believe we are ready.”

Tan Sim waved Jethri toward the pod and pushed the access hatch wide.

"Please, traders! Enter and be welcome!”

Jethri scooped up one of the portables and stepped to the side of the hatch opposite the tech.

The bay was rapidly filling, with traders and the voices of traders--rather more traders, Jethri
thought, than the nine he had counted only afew moments before. A pair of taller shadows at the back of
the crowd drew hiseye--

"Business of the Scouts!" the unmistakable voice of Scout Captain Jan Rek ter'Astin rang
out--and there was the captain himsdf, flanked by two women in the uniform of the Irikwae Port
Proctors, striding briskly forward. The attending traders scrunched close to thewadlls, giving them aclear
course to Jethri. He caught a glimpse of Tan Sm, gridlocked by the now-silent crowd.

The Scout and his proctors settled into position to the left of Jethri, between the hatch and the
attending traders. Jethri inclined hishead.

"Have you cometo arrest me, Sir?" he asked, for the Scout's ears aone, not certain himsdf if he
wasjoking.

Black eyes met hisfirmly. "That will depend on anumber of things, young Jethri. And the sooner



the hatch is opened, the sooner we will both know what duty demands.”

Right. Jethri looked to the tech, who stood motionless, his hands around the emergency lever. He
took a bregth, held it, bresthed, dowly, out.

"Technician," he said, loud enough to be heard to the back of the bay, " please open the hatch.”

"Trader," the man murmured, and hauled down on the stick.

The hatch hesitated, and rose, moaning al the way to the top. Insde, lightsflickered, and failed.
Jethri pressed the switch on the porta-spot.

The beam flared, illuminating the insde of the pod with harsh blue light. Shapeslegpt into being,
sharply outlined. A busted stasis box, canted on its Side, alarge shape that reminded Jethri of the weather
machine, built a hundred times bigger, another--

"Technician, close the hatch!™ Captain ter’Astin ordered. "Proctors, clear the room.”

The proctors turned as one and moved toward the crowd, hands making long, sweeping
motions. Jethri pressed the switch on the porta-spot, killing the glare.

"Of your goodness,” said the proctor on theright, "please |eave the room. Business of the
Scouts."

"Movedong," said the one on theleft, "there is nothing here for you to see. Business of the
Scouts."

Inexorably, the traders were swept back toward the door. Tan Sm held his ground, creating an
eddy in the flow of departing traders. The proctor on the right paused, and moved her hands sharply.
"Please, dr. We are clearing the area. There is no business herefor you."

"Thereisbusiness" Tan Sm said, sounding abit breathless, but calm. Y on trader ismy partner
in this matter--and that ismy pod.”

"That trader may remain, proctors,” Captain ter'Astin said over his shoulder. Heinclined hishead
to thetechnician. "Sir, you are required esawhere.”

The tech bowed, hastily--" Scout"--and was gone, not quite running, pushing past Tan Sim, who
was striding forward. The tech darted between the proctors and vanished out the hatch. The proctors
continued their sweep. Jethri bent to put the porta-spot down.

"Jethri!"

He snapped upright and spun, staring down the dim hdll to find the proctors confronting two tall
people and one of them was--

"Grig!" He spun back to the Scout.

"That menismy kin!"

The Scout's eyebrows rose. "Indeed. So we will be playing with the Liaden deck? Y ou do trade
bold, young Jethri." He raised hisvoice. "Proctors, those traders may remain, aswell. Secure the door."

"Not a Liaden deck," Jethri said. "A human deck. In Terran, he's my shipmate.”

The Scout tipped his head to one side. "' believe | begin to understand the scope of Norn's
project. So-" Heflicked hisgazeto Tan Sim.

"Trader pen'Akla, | am Scout Captain Jan Rek ter'Agtin.”

"Sir," Tan Sm said iffly. "I will beinterested to learn what business Scouts have in interrupting
thetrading day."

Captain ter'Agtin smoothed the air between them with a gentle pam. "Peace. Every matter inits
time"

The confusion near the access hatch had sorted itself out and Grig was taking long strides
forward, followed by awoman who looked familiar, though Jethri was sure held never seen her before.

"You OK, Jeth?" Grig reached out and grabbed his shoulder, squeezing, hard and comforting.

"I'mfine," Jethri said, though it took him astupidly long timeto get the Terran to hismouth. He
glanced over Grig's shoulder at the woman. She smiled at him and nodded, agreegble-like. Grig turned,
letting go of Jethri's shoulder.

"Don't tell meyou're shy, now," he said to her. "Come up here and tell Jethri ‘hey'.”

Shetook a couple steps and came even with Grig. "Hey, Jethri," she said, her voice deep and
pleasant. "I'm Grig's Sgter, Raisana" She held out ahand. "Call me Raisy."



Hetook her hand and squeezed her fingerslightly. "Raisy. I'm glad to meet you,” he said, thinking
that hed never heard Grig mention asister, but for al of that, they sure did--

"That'sit," he sad, the Terran coming alittle too quick, now. "Couldn't place why you seemed
familiar. Y ou look like Grig, iswhy."

"Indeed," Scout Captain ter'Agtin said, in his mud-based Terran. "It isaremarkable likeness,
even for fraterna twins." He paused, head tipped to aside. "Y ou are twins, are you not?'

Grig shrugged. "Raisy'solder'n me," he said, eyeing the Scout's leathers. "Field Scout, are you?"
Captain ter'Astin bowed, hand over heart.

"Grig," Jethri said, quick, before his cousin thought of another way to provoke sarcasm out of the
Scout. "What're you doin' here? Where's Sedli? How's Khat? Uncle Paitor--"

Grig hed up ahand, showing palm. "Easy. Easy. Everybody'sfine. Y ou'll want to know that
Sedli'sincreasing. She sends her love. Khat sends hers, too. Paitor tellsmeto tell you stay outtatrouble,
but | got afedling he'stoo late with that one."

"1 think he might be," Jethri said, suddenly and grimly recalled to thelooming loss of Sx kais-Six.
Heturned to glare a Captain ter'Agtin, who raised an eyebrow and made a show of displaying empty
padms.

"Tdl meyou did not know that this pod was filled with Old Technology, Jethri Gobelyn.”

"Hedid not," said Tan Sim, speaking Terran asif it were Liaden, only much dower. He used his
chinto point at the pod. "I find pod. | find manifest. Ore. Art metal. Jewels." He paused, bruised face
showing grim. "1 buy pod. Jeth Ree buys contents. Partners, we are.”

"l see" said the Scout. "And neither one of you had the sKill to read the image and deduce the
presence of Old Technology?*

"Prally neither onedid,” Grig said, matter-of-factly. "If the paper said ore, they'd've naturaly
thought the spot that caught my attention--and Raisy's--was ore. 'Course, | expect usthree," he
continued to the Scout's speculative eyes, "seen alot more Old Tech than ether of the youngers, there.
Y ou gonna get a blanket over that, by the way?'Cause, if you're not, I'll beg your pardon, but me, my
ggter, our cousin and our cousin's partner have an urgent need to lift ship.”

"Asungable asthat?' Captain ter'’Agtin pulled acomm from his belt and thumbed it on.
"ter'Adtin. Dispatch ateam and a containment field to Moon Mountain Refit Shop. Levd three" He
thumbed the device off and dipped it away.

"preciateit,” Grig said, giving him anod. He looked to Jethri. ™Y ou seen them distortionsin the
scan you uploaded--kinda cloudy and diffuse?"

"Yes" Jethri and Tan Sm said in unison.

"Right. That'sfractin 9gn. Non-industrid quantities of timonium being released asthe tech
degrades. Now, that blob--it does ook convincing for ore, and the ghosts of space know I'd've been
tempted to read it that way mysdif, if | was holding a paper that said ore. But what it is-it's one of the
bigger pieces going unstable, releasing more timonium--and then more. That's why we gotta get a blanket
over it right now. If it goeswithout being contained, it could leave asizegble holein this planet.”

"Isthat fact or fancy?' asked the Scout.

Grig looked a him. "Well, now, I'd say fact. My sigter, there, sheld argue the point. Y ou want to
open the hatch, and welll take alook at what €l se you got in there?"

"Aninteresting propostion,” said Captain ter'Agtin. "I wonder why | should.”

"Grig an' me're the closest you're going to find to experts on the Old Tech,” Raisy said,
surprisngly. "Therés better, mind you, but I don't think Uncled be much interested in talking with
you--no offense intended.

"Now, me, I'd ask day rate, if we was gonnado the thing right and clear the stuff for you. But a
quick looksee--" She shrugged. "I'm curious. Grig's curious. The boys here are curious--and you're
curious. Where'sthe harm?’

"A compelling argument, | alow." The Scout stepped forward, gabbed the emergency stick with
one hand and hauled it down.

The hatch rose, screaming in agony. Tan Sim swept forward and came up with Jethri's portable,



blue-white beam aimed inside.

"All right." Thefive of them stepped close, staring into the depths of the pod.

"That big one over againgt thefar wall," Raisy said. "That'll be your unstable. Look at al the
busted stasis boxes around it." She shook her head.

"Now, that one," Grig said, pointing to a device that looked peculiarly coffin-like. "That oneI'd
recommend you hold for study. | don't say it ain't treecherous. All Befores are treacherous. But that
particular one can hed terrible wounds."

The Scout looked at him. "How do you know that?"

"Wll, now, that's a story. Happens our point man had made alucky guessor heredly could
read some of them pages from ‘way back, like he claimed. No matter the how of it, we had the location
of aggnificant cache. Biggest any of us, 'cept Arin an' maybe Uncle, had ever seen. Troubleis, wewas
about a haf-Jump ahead of acouplefield Scoutswho'd taken it into their heads that this particular world
I'm talking about wasinterdicted an' so we needed to work fast." He shook his head.

"That meant we had to use every pair of hands we could get, whether they was attached to a
trained brain or not. Which is how we happened to have the kid doing his own packing. Now, he'd been
told over and over not to just turn the Befores on, or ask them to do things, or think about them doing
things, or listen to them, if they started to talk in the space between his ears where his brain ought've
been. He'd been told, but he was akid, and adow learner, besides.”

"So he picked up a piece of the Old Tech and it killed him," the Scout said, softly.

"Good guess,” Raisy said. "But it didn't kill him--though no question held've died of the damage.
Chewed hisleft hand to bits, fingertips to elbow. Happened so fast, he didn't have time to scream, did so
much damage, he dropped into shock. It was Arin who shoved him in the--we call 'em duplicating units.
Don't know what gave him the ideaiit'd do abit of good, but asit turned out, it was the best thing he
could've done.

"By the time wed gotten everything € se loaded, the machine chimed, lid popped and there was
thekid, alittle groggy, with two good hands on him and not adrop of blood on his coverdls.”

Scout Captain ter'Adtin frankly stared. "It regenerated the hand and arm?”

"Good asnew," Grig said. "Never given me aday's worth o'trouble. Though herés afunny thing."
He held hishands up, palms out toward the Scout. "The fingerprints on the left hand're the same asthe
fingerprints on theright, just reversed.” He flexed hisfingers and let both hands drop to hisside. "Works
fine, though."

"So | see. A most fortunate circumstance.”

"Nothing fortunate about it. Arin told uslater held read that the duplicating machines could do
more than what we'd been using them for. He redlly could read them old pages--you ever seen any?
Metal, but soft and flexible, like paper, with the characters etched in, permanent.”

"There are one or two specimens at Headquarters,” the Scout said. "Though | admit that
deciphering them hasthusfar proven beyond our ability. Arin Gobeyn was an exceptiond man.”

"Well, hed been a it along time," Grig said, with the air of one being fair. "He'd had akey, but
I'm thinking that got spaced early, right after |za come back from identifying the body."

"Or he may have left an abreviated form of it in the book he had madefor his her.”

"What!" Jethri squawked, shaken out of a state of blank amazement. "My journd?"

Scout Captain ter'Agtin turned stern black eyes upon him. "Indeed. Y our journa. Y ou say you
did not know it?'

"There were some odd--" He stopped, seeing the pagesin memory; hiskid notes and next to
them, the various weird squiggles of hisfather'sdoodling....

"Not until thisminutedid | redize, Sr," he said, unconscioudy dropping into Liaden. "Truly, asl
had told you, | had been without the book and other remembrances of my father for many years, having
only recently been reunited with them.”

"Boy didn't get histraining,” Grig said softly. "Arin died too soon.”

"You didn't train him?" the Scout asked. Grig shook his head.

"If Iza--his mam, you understand--had even thought | was, the boy wasforfeit--me, too, more



than sure, though Raisy'll tell you that'sno loss.™

"No suchthing," she said, stouitly.

"Ah," said the Scout. "1 wonder, this planet where you were a haf-Jump ahead of apair of field
Scoutsintent upon enforcing the interdiction--would that have been in the Nafrey Sector?' Grig and
Rasy exchanged aglance.

"Suff'slong gone,” Grig said.

"True," Raisy answered. She nodded to the Scout. "Y ou got agood mind for detail.”

"I thank you. And you, if | may say S0, are agreet deal older than you look."

"That's because we got hold of some duplicating machines early,” Raisy said, "and kept on
reproducing the pure stock. We breed, like Grig here gone and done, the very next generation goes back
to default.”

"That'swhat was driving Arin to find out how to manufacture good fracting," Grig said. "The
machines are going unstable, and he wanted his boy to be able to continue the line.”

The Scout inclined his head. "I understand. However, the Old Technology isforbidden.”

"Right,” said Raisy. "Let'sgo."

Jethri cleared histhroat. Four pair of eyesturned to him, Tan Sim'slooking more bewildered than
anythingdse.

"I'm a-clone?"' he asked, very camly. He used his chin to point at the machine Grig had
recommended for study. "I was born from one of those?'

"Almog," said Grig. "I'm sorry to tell you that Arin wasn't entirdly straight with Iza, Jeth. I'll give
you the details when we're private." Helooked at the Scout. "Family business.”

The Scout bowed.

"CaptainterAgin?' A voiceinquired. They dl turned.

Four Scouts stood in the cramped bay behind them, equipment packs on their backs. The lead
Scout saluted. "Containment Unit reporting, Sir.”

"Good." The Scout waved his hand at the big piece Raisy had identified asungtable. "Thereis
your target. We will remove oursalves until the containment is complete. After...." He consdered Grig
and Raisy thoughtfully.

"After, | beievel would liketo pay the pair of you day-rate, and Sit at your feet while you clear
the Old Technology in thispod.”

Raisy shrugged. "All right by me." She sent alook and agrin to Jethri, who couldn't help but grin
back. "We're fast, cousin. Couple days from now, the only thing you'll have to worry you is how to
profitably place what's left.”

Day 185
Standard Year 1118
Irikwae

After the Befores were cleared and cleared out, and the broken stasis boxes sold for scrap,
theréd been enough in the contents of the good boxesto return the initid investment, and onekais, three
for profit.

"Not alarge profit," Trader Sg'Lortacommented, gppending the information to Jethri'sfile.

"True," hed replied. "However, if the coin had stayed in my pocket, | would have redized no
profit at al."

His mentor glanced up, gray eyes amused. "Thetradeisin your bones, Jethri Gobdyn.”

In between his assignments for the hall, and their work with the Scout, he spent time with Grig,
sometimes with Raisy, though most often not. Family business, family secrets--he was clear he wasn't
gettin' it al. Not even closetoit al. No need, redly.

AsGrigsad, "You an't Arin. No need for an Arin now, if there ever was, with the machines
going into unstable--but you're worried about the other. And you ain't Arin, Jeth, no moren I'm Raisy.



We're each our own self, give or take a shared gene-set. Like identical twins, if you know any.

"I will say Arin'd be proud of theway you're going about setting yoursdlf up, building your
credentials and associations. He would be proud if he was herefor it--just like I'm proud. But--here's
another secret for you--hed've never gone at it like you done. Arin was smart about |ots of things, but
human hearts wasn't among 'em. I'm thinkin' it'll prove that your way's the better one."

"What was he trying to do with the fractins?" Jethri'd asked. "Remember how we built the
patterns, an'--"

"Right." Grig nodded. "Remember what | told you? How al the fractinswas dying at once?
Duplicating units are powered by fractins, same as your weather maker, and that tutoring stick went bad
onyou inthe exhibit hal. Arin, he had thistheory, that if you put fractins together in certain ways--certain
patterns--they'd know--and could do--some interesting things. So, he--"

"WildeToad," Jethri whispered, and Grig shot him a L ook.

"What do you think you know about Toad, Jeth?!

"Nothing more than what's on the sheet of printout my father used to shim my nameplate,” he
sad. "Breaking clay, it said. Arming and going down. If the clay wasfractins, arranged in acertain
pattern..."

"Then you got most of it," Grig interrupted. "Arin'd worked out what he figured to be an auxiliary
piloting computer. Toad's captain agreed to give it atest run. Looked good, at firgt, the fractin-brain
merged in with ship's comp. What they didn't figure on was ship's comp getting overridden by the
fractins. Suddenly Toad was out of the control of her crew. Captain's key was worse than useless. The
fractin-brain, it locked in aset of coordinates nobody'd ever seen, and started the sequenceto arm the
cannons...”"

"They broke thefractins, but they till didn't get the ship back," Jethri said, guessing. "So, they
crashed it, rather than risk whatever had their comp getting loose."

Grig sighed. "Near enough.” He paused, then said, redl quiet.

"It was abad business. So bad Arin stopped trying to figure out the thinking patterns--for awhile.
But he had to go back to it, Jeth. See, he wastrying to find the pattern that would produce the
fractin-brain that would tell him how to make more fractins.”

He leaned forward to put his hand on Jethri'sarm.

"You listen to me, Jethri, if you forget everything else | ever told you. Befores, Old Tech,
whatever you want to call it--you can't trust it. Nobody knows what they'll do--and sometimesit's
worth your lifeto find out." He sat back with atired grin. "And that was before they started to go
undable”

Jethri glanced down at his pam, the burn nothing more now than a broad red scar.

"I'll remember,” he promised.

Eventualy, they come around to the reason Grig and Raisy were on Irikwae at dl. "He said what
?" Jethri demanded. "The trader who bought the pod--my partner?' They nodded.

"That trader,”" Jethri said, "isthe brother chel'Gaibin claimsto be deprived of. HE's pushing a
false clam againgt people who aren't tied by the, the Code." He took a hard breath, and inclined his
head. "Thank you," he said, dropping into Liaden for the proper phrasing. "Please be assured that this
matter will be brought into proper Balance."

"All right. Now, | gottaask you, for Sedli: Y ou sure you're OK?'Causeif you need aship, Sedi
saysyou got the Market to cal on--and shelll ded with 1za™

Jethri felt tearsrise up and blinked them away. "Tell her--the offer meansalot to me, but I've got
aship, and acrew, and a--course that I'm wanting to see the end of ."

Grig smiled, and sent aglanceto hissigter. "Boy's got it under control, Raisy. We can lift on that
news."

And by the next morning, they had.

* % %



"What are those?' Miandra asked, as he placed the wire frame and the boxes of fractins, true
and false, before Scout Captain ter'Agtin. They were once again in the common room of the Scout hall,
sharing apre-dinner glass of wineto celebrate Miandras completion of her evaluation.

"Fracting,”" Jethri said, and, when she gave him a perfectly blank stare. "Old Technology. Put
enough fractins together in the right order and you have--a computer. Only different.”

"And dangerous,” she added.

"Sometimes," he said, thinking of the healing unit. He met Captain ter' Agtin's eyes, and moved his
shoulders. "Usudly." He reached into one of hisinner pockets, hisfingerstouched the familiar, comforting
shape. Hislucky fractin. With asigh, he brought it out and placed it on the table.

"Ah," the Scout said. "I do thank you for these, young Jethri, and appreciate your display of
goodwill. I wonder, however, about the journal.”

Jethri bowed, dightly. "Thejourna isnot Old Technology, Sr. The contents of the journd are of
no use to the Scouts and of much sentimenta valueto me."

"l see." The Scout glanced down at the table and its burden. "I suggest acompromise. Y ou will
place the book in my custody. | will causeit to be copied, whereupon the original will be returned to you.
| give you my word that all will be accomplished within the space of oneday." He looked up, black eyes
bright. "Isthis acceptable?"

", itis"

"Spoken like atrue son of aHigh House! Come now, let us put business and duty both behind us
and drink to Lady Miandrasvery good hedth!"

The wine being poured, they did that, and Jethri turned to Miandra.

"What was the outcome?’ he asked. "Areyou dramliza, or Hedler?'

She sipped her wine. "Dramliza, though untrained in the extreme. | am offered ateacher upon
Liaditsdf. If Aunt Stafdli agrees, thething isdone.”

"Oh." Jethri lowered hisglass.

"What'samiss?'

He moved his shoulders. "Truly--itisal that you hoped for--and | shareyour joy. Itisjust that--I
will missyou.”

Miandra stared--and then her laugh pealed.

"l have missed thejoke, | fear," he said, alittle hurt. Sheleaned forward to put her hand on his
deeve.

"Jethri--coudin. Y ou are to leave very soon, yoursdlf. Do you recdl it? Norn ven'Dedin?
Elthoria? The wide Star trade?"

He blinked, and blushed, and laughed alittle himsdlf. "I had forgotten,” he admitted. "But | will
dill missyou."

Miandra had recourse to her wine, eyes dancing.

"Never fear! | will certainly remain long enough to dance at your age-coming bal!"

"When does Norn come to port?" the Scout asked, sipping his own wine.

It took a moment to remember the date. "Day three-three-one."

"Ah," the Scout moved hisshoulders. "A pity. | will have gone by then.”

"Back to Kailipso, Sr?

"No, thank the gods. | have been given anew assgnment, which may prove.... interesting.” He
put his glass next to Jethri's lucky fractin.

"I have reserved our table for the top of the hour. Wewill stop at the desk to ask that someone
from the proper unit cometo collect those. Then, if you will accompany me, we may proceed to the
restaurant. | believeit isalovely evening for astroll.”

Day 189
Standard Year 1118
Irikwae



Thedarm rang 'way too early. Jethri pitched out of bed and headed for the shower before his
eyeswere properly open, emerging some few minutes later, eyes open, hair damp. He pulled on trousers,
boots and shirt and, still sedling that last garment, walked over to the computer to discover the
ingtructions that would shape his day.

Hewasto meet Tam Sin for luncheon--alast agreeable med before aged Genchi, now
embracing athird pod, lifted. Besidesthat, there was a certain odd lot he wanted to have alook &,
over--

Red |etters blinked urgently on his screen, aerting him to a serious scheduling change. He
touched akey and the day-sheet snapped into being, the new item limned in red.

Jethri swallowed acurse. He was to meet with the master trader in charge of evauating hisfilein
the hal master's office in--he threw a glance at the clock--now.

"Blag!"

He snatched his best trading coat off the hook and ran.

* % %

Outsde the hal master's office, he did take a moment to catch his breath, pull his jacket straight,
and run quick, combing fingers through his hair. One more deep breeth, and he leaned to the annunciator.
"Jethri Gobelyn," hesad, clearly.

The door chimed. He put hishand on the latch and let himsdlf in.

The office had the too-tidy ook of a place that had been out of usefor atime. The desk top was
bare, and dightly dusty; the bookslined up, al orderly, in their shelves. Two chairs and alow table made
apleasant grouping by the window. A portable comp and afray holding two glasses and a bottle of wine
bearing the Maarilex Reserve label sat at the center of thetable.

But for himself, the room was empty, though the wine and the comp indicated that he could
expect the master trader soon.

Taking adeep breath to center himsdlf, Jethri moved to the bookshelves, and brought his
attention to thettitles.

He had just discovered that Hall Master yosArimyst had an interesting half-a-dozen novels
shelved among hisvolumes of Guild rule and trade regs, when the door chimed and opened.

Turning, he began his bow--and checked.

"Mager ven'Dedin?'

Sheraised her eyebrows, black eyes amused. " Such astonishment. Do | not wear the amethyst?”

"Indeed you do, maam," he said, bowing the bow of affectionate esteem. "It isonly that on€'s
mentor has been a painsto let me know that my file will be evauated by an impartia magter.”

"Asif there were ever such athing--or could be." She paused and looked him up and down, her
hands tucked into her belt.

"Y ou look well, my son. Irikwae suitsyou, | think."

"l have learned much here, mother."

"Hah." Her eyesgleamed. "So it seems." She moved ahand, inviting him to walk with her to the
pleasant grouping of chairs and table. "Come, let us St and be comfortable. Open and pour for us, if you
will, while| consult the notes | eft by the evauating madter.”

He opened and poured, and settled into the chair across from her. She sat for amoment or two
longer, perusing her screen, then sat back with asigh.

"Yes, precisaly did he say, when | met him just now in the Trade Bar," she murmured, and
reached for her glass, lifting it in atoast, Jethri following.

"To Jethri Gobelyn, junior trader.”

He spped--asmdl sip, since his somach suddenly felt like it didn't know how to behave. "Truly,
maam?'

"What questionisthis?" She dipped acard out of her deeve. "Honor me with your opinion of



this"

Herecaved it, fingerstracing the Guild sgil on the obverse. On the front, there was his name,
and junior trader, right enough, and the silver gleam of the datastrip that held the records of his
transactionsthusfar.

"l find it ahandsome card, maam."

"Then thereis no moreto be said--it isyours.”

One morelong look and then he dipped it away, into the same inner pocket that held his
Combinekey.

"You dowell, my child. | am pleased. Wewill need to talk, you and |, to discover whether you
wish to continue an association with Elthoria, now that you are atrader in your own name. First,
however, | must bring you news of che'Gaibin, which | fear and trust will not delight you.”

He hdd up ahand. "If this hasto do with Trader chel'Gaibin's attack upon my kinswoman on
Banthport, maam, | have had that tale already.”

"Have you indeed? May one ask?'

"My cousins Grig and Raisy found the incident so darming that they came to me here on Irikwae,
to inform me of my need for vigilance."

"All honor to them." Magter ven'Dedlin Spped her wine. "1 haveinvoked a Guild inquiry, which
will hold chel'Gaibin this next while. That he clams fase Baance--that isamatter for the Council, andis
not a matter that you must or may take under your own melant'i. Am | understood in this?"

"Madam, you are." Heinclined his head. "Grig asked meto tell you, maam, that you should
consder, not what Banth has, but whereitis."

She paused with her glass haf-way to her lips. "So. Y ou have remarkable kin, young Jethri. |
know nothing but admiration for them. | will consider, as he has suggested.”

Sheflicked her fingers toward the comp. "I learn here that you partnered with young pen'Aklain
the pod dedl. How did you find that?'

"Wl enough,” Jethri said carefully. He put his glass down and sat forward, elbows on knees.
"Maam, might you buy his contract?"

"Ixin, buy the contract of one of Rinork? che'Gaibin will cry Baancein truth!”

Right.

"l had not considered,” he confessed. "Then I--wonder if you will adviseme.”

She considered him. "Now, this hasthe promise of adiverson. Of course | will advise you, my
son. Only tdl mewhat troublesyou.”

"I find mysdf plumper in pursethan | had anticipated,” he said, dowly. "And it cameto methat a
good use of my resources might beto invest in-—-atrader.”

Master ven'Desdlin tipped her head to one Sde. "Invest in atrader, young Jethri?"

"Indeed, maam. Suppose | were to buy the contract of afull trader. Not only would I, ajunior,
have the opportunity to learn from him, my elder in trade, but as owner of his contract, a percentage of
each trade he made would be credited to--"

"Your guild card." Sheraised her hand. "Enough.”

Jethri sat back, watching her as she sipped her wine, eyes closed.

"It only amazesme," she said eventudly, "that no one has thought of this before. Truly, young
Jethri, you have agift." She opened her eyes.

"Y ou will now tell meif thisnotion of yourswas serious, or merely brought forward to plague
me"

"Maam, you know | would never ddiberately plague you--"

"pghl”

"But, | had considered buying Trader pen'Aklas contract, so that he might find ashipand a
route that will value him, to their mutua profit." He opened hishands, palm up, showing empty.

"| do quite see that such an arrangement would be--questionable, at best. But, if Elthoria bought
his contract--" He leaned forward again, hands cupped, asif he held arare treasure.

"Maam, dlow meto present Tan Sim pen'Aklato you asayoung trader of heart, imagination



and energy. Hismelant'i is unimpeachable. He speaks Terran, he honors guild rule, and--" He swallowed,
keeping hiseyeson hers. "And if he continues on that route, maam, it will break his heart and suck his
Spirit dry.”

Silence. Jethri forced himsdlf to St back, to pick up hiswine glass--

"Y ou make acompelling case," Master ven'Dedlin said softly. "I will spesk to young pen'Akla"

Sesated, he bowed, as deeply as he was able. "Thank you, maam.”

"Such drama. So, while we are making dispositions of traders and contracts--what isyour wish,
Junior Trader Gobelyn? Shall you write contract with Elthoria, or has another ship caught your eye?!
Anather ship? Jethri inclined his head.

"Maam, of course | wish to stay with Elthoria, and St at the feet of her master trader. |
have--much yet to learn.”

"Yes," said Magter ven'Dedlin, amiling. "And so havel."



