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CHAPTER ONE
STANDARD YEAR 1392

The man who was not Terrence O'Grady had come quietly.

And that, Sam inssted, was clear proof. Terry had never done anything quietly in hislifeif therewasa
way to get afight out of it.

Pete, walking at Sam's|eft behind the prisoner, wasn't so sure. To all appearances, the man they had
taken was Terrence O'Grady. He had the curly, sandy hair, the pug nose, and the archaic black-framed
glasses over pae blue eyes, and he waked with alimp of theleft leg, which the dosser said wasa
souvenir of an accident way back when held been mining in the Belt of Terado.

They stopped at a door set deep into the brick wall of thedley. Up in front, Russraised hisfist and
struck the heavy kreelwood twice.

They waited, listening to the noises of the night city beyond the alley. Then the door opened silently on
well-oiled hinges, and they were staring down along halway.

As he stepped over the threshold, Pete gritted histeeth and concentrated on the back of the man before
him. The man who was not Terrence O'Grady. Maybe.

It wasin no way aremarkable back: dightly stoop-shouldered, not quite on alevel with Pete's own.
Terrence O'Grady, the dossier noted, was short and dender for a Terran, agood six inches below the
average. Thismade him avauable partner for bulky Sam, who handled the massive mining equipment
effortlessy, but was not so well suited to exploring the smal gaps, craters, and creviceswherearich vein
might hide.

Sam and Terry made money in the Belt. Then Terry quit mining, bought himsalf some land with
atmosphere over it, and settled into farming, child raising, and even palitics.
Eight yearslater Sam got abouncecomm from Terry'swife: Terrence O'Grady had disappeared.

Sam went to talk to wife and family, as an old friend should; he asked questions and nosed around. No
corpse had been found, but Sam declared Terry dead. He'd been too stubborn a dreamer to run out on
al of them at once. And, given Terry'sluck, someone would have had to kill him to make him dead
before old age.

Sam said Terry had been murdered three years ago.



But recently there had been rumors, and then this person here —wearing a dead man's face and calling
himsdf by adead man's name.

Pete shook himsdlf as they rounded a sharp corner and barely avoided stepping on the prisoner.
"Look sharp!" Sam whispered harshly.

They turned another corner and came into a brightly lit, abandoned office.

The man who was not Terrence O'Grady nearly smiled.

From this point on, he knew the layout of each of the fourteen suitesin this building, the voltage of the
lighting fixtures, the position of doors and windows, the ambient temperature, and even the style and
color of the carpets.

Within hismental Loop, he saw anumber shift from .7 to .85. The second figure changed a moment later
from .5t0.7. Thefirg percentage indicated Chance of Mission Success; the second, Chance of Persona
Survivd. CM S recently had been running significantly above CPS.

His escort hated before alift, and both numbers rose by a point. When the lift opened onto an office on
the third floor, the L oop flickered and withdrew — the more imminent the action, the less precise the
cdculdions.

The desk was beautiful, made of inlaid teak and redwood imported from Earth.

The man behind the desk was also imported from Earth and he was not beautiful. He had a paunch and
an aggressive black beard. Soft hands laced together on the gleaming wood, he surveyed the group with
casud interest.

"Thank you, gentlemen. Y ou may stand away from the prisoner.”

Russ and Skipper dropped back, leaving the man who was not O'Grady aone before Mr. Jaeger's desk.
"Mr. O'Grady, | believe?' Jaeger purred.

The little man bowed dightly and straightened, hands loose at hissides.

In the depths of his beard, Jaeger frowned. He tapped the desktop with one well-manicured finger.

"You're not Terrence O'Grady," he said flatly. "This readout says you're not even Terran.” Hewason his
feet with a suddenness surprising in so soft an individual, hands damming wood. ™Y ou're adamned geek
spy, that'swhat you are, Mr. —O'Grady!" he roared.

Pete winced and Sam hunched his shoulders. Russ swallowed hard.
The prisoner shrugged.

For astunned minute, nobody moved. Then Jaeger straightened and strolled to the front of the desk.
L eaning back, he hooked thumbs into belt loops and |ooked down at the prisoner.

"You know, Mr.... OGrady," he said conversationaly. "There seemsto be a conviction anong you
geeks—all geeks, not just humanoid ones—that we Terrans are pushovers. That the power of Earth and
of true humansis some kind of joke." He shook his head.

"The Y xtrang make war on our worlds and pirate our ships; the Liadens control the trade economy; the



turtlesignore us. We're required to pay exorbitant fees at the so-called federated ports. We're required
to pay in cantra, rather than good Terran bits. Our laws are broken. Our people areridiculed. Or
impersonated. Or murdered. And we'retired of it, O'Grady. Red tired of it."

Thelittle man stood quietly, relaxed and till, face showing bland attention.

Jaeger nodded. "It'stime for you geeksto learn to take us Terrans seriousy — maybe even treat uswith a
little respect. Respect isthefirst step toward justice and equality. And just to show you how much |
believein justice and equdity, I'm going to do something for you, O'Grady." He leaned forward sharply,
his beard a quarter-inch from the prisoner's smooth face. "'I'm going to let you talk to me. Now. You're
going to tell me everything, Mr. O'Grady: your name, your home planet, who sent you, how many
women you've had, what you had for dinner, why you're here— everything." He straightened and went
back around the desk. Folding his hands atop the polished wood, he smiled.

"Do dl that, Mr. O'Grady, and | might let you live."
Thelittle man laughed.
Jaeger snapped upright, hand dapping a hidden toggle.

Pete and Sam doveto the left, Russ and Skipper to the right. The prisoner hadn't moved at al when the
blast of high-pressure water struck, hurling him backward over and over until he dammed againgt the far
wadll. Pinned by the torrent, he tried to claw hisway to the window.

Jaeger cut the water cannon and the prisoner collgpsed, chest pounding, twisted glasses two feet from his
outflung hand.

Russ yanked him up by alimp arm; the man staggered and straightened, peering abouit.
"Hewants hisglasses," Pete said, bending over to retrieve the mangled antiques.

"He don't need no glasses," Russ protested, glaring down at the prisoner. Thelittle man squinted up a
him.

"Ah, what the hell —give 'em to him, then." Russ pushed the prisoner toward the desk as Pete
approached.

"Mr. Jaeger?' he ventured, struck by an idea.
"Wdl?'

"If thisain't O'Grady, how come the water didn't loose the makeup or whatever?' Toillustrate, Pete
grabbed a handful of sandy curlsand yanked. The little man winced.

"Surgery?' Jaeger said. "Implants? Injections and skin-tuning? It's not important. What's important —to
him and to us—isthat the readout says he'sageek. Terry O'Grady was no geek, that'sfor sure." He
turned his attention to the prisoner, who wastrying to dry his glasseswith thetail of his saturated shirt.

"Wdl, Mr. O'Grady? What's it going to be? A quick talk or adow death?"

There was a silence in which Pete tried to ignore the pounding of his heart. Thiswas apart of the job that
hedidn't likeat al.

Thelittle man moved, diving Sdeways, twisting awvay from Russ and dodging Skipper and Sam. He
hurled achair into Pete's shins and flung himself back toward the desk. Sam got ahand on him and was



suddenly airborne asthe little man threw his ruined glasses at Jaeger and jumped for the window.

Jaeger caught the glasses absently, standing behind his desk and roaring. The former prisoner danced
between Russ and Skipper, then jumped aside, causing them to careen into each other. He was through
the window before Pete caught the smell of acronite and spun toward the halway.

The explosion killed Jaeger and flung Pete an extra dozen feet toward safety.

CHAPTER TWO

Dripping, he kept to back streets, passing silently through the degpest shadows. Sirens shrilled distantly in
the west, but he had not seen a police car for several blocks.

He ghosted down aside street and vanished into adark vestibule. Two minutes later he opened the door
to his apartment.

Thetdltales had not been dtered, and the little man relaxed minutely. The landlord had seen nothing odd
in hisstory of needing aplace for "an occasiona night out, for when aman wantsalittle variety." Hed
been moreinterested in the prospect of earning afew untaxed bits.

The lights came up as the man crossed into the bedroom. He pulled the shirt over his head, unlaced the
belt from hiswaist, and headed for the bathroom.

Helet the water run in the shower as he stripped off boots and trousers. Naked and shivering dightly, he
opened the box by the sink and fished out three vials.

The Loop showed a gratifying .9 on the CPS now that the mission was a success. He sighed and upped
the odds by opening thefirst vid.

He worked the smdlly purple goo into his sandy curls, wincing when he pulled knots, nose wrinkled in
protest. Carefully, he coated both eyebrows and resealed the tube with relief.

Helooked at the second vid with loathing. Leaning toward the mirror, he stared into the wintery blue
eyes beneath the purple eyebrows for adozen heartbeats before taking up the dropper-topped bottle
and reluctantly breaking the sedl. He administered two quick dropsto each eye, hand steady, breath
hissing between histeeth.

Tearsran down his cheeks as he counted and blinked. After hisvision cleared, he bent to the mirror
again, reaching a probing finger into his mouth. From insde each cheek came a curve of flexible materid,;
he worked the caps from his teeth and spat them out before beginning on the brace that had squared his
chin. That out, he gingerly adjusted ears and nose, pleased to see the normal shapes reappear.

He carried the last vid into the shower with him. The contents of thiswere green and sticky and even
more foul smelling than the other chemicals. He rubbed the goo over every bit of skin, trying not to
breathe as he coated hisface. On the count of five he stepped into the dash of steaming water, gasping at
the achein cheeks, chin, and nose.

Ten minuteslater he was toweing himsdf dry: adender young man with straight dark hair and green eyes
set deep in ahigh-cheeked, golden face. He finger-combed his hair and went quickly into the bedroom,
shouldersleve, carriage smooth and easy.

He dressed in dark leather trousers and vest, cloth shirt, and high, soft boots; ran the wide belt around his
waist and checked the bolstered pellet gun. The most important blade he did into hisleft deeve; the



throwing knife went into the sheath at the back of his neck. The belt pouch contained sufficient funds and
convincing papers; he snapped it shut and looked around.

Terrence O'Grady's papers and the depl eted chemicals were disposed of with ahand incinerator. He
bundled up the used clothing, but awary glance at the smoke detector convinced him to dispose of the
clothing differently.

Another quick tour of the tiny apartment satisfied him that al wasin order. It wastimeto moveon, if he
intended to catch the late shuttle to Prime Station.

He dropped tenbit on the counter for the landlord to find, gathered up his bundle of clothes, and turned
out thelights.

Three blocks closer to the Port he stepped firmly through apool of light, to al appearances anight-guard
or ashuttle-ape on hisway to work. The clothes had been scattered in three separate aleys, and he felt
confident that, on such aworld as L ufkit, they would not remain ownerlesslong.

The night was very quiet; the street he walked, empty. Abruptly, he chose aside street. His hunch had it
that things were unnaturaly quiet in the area. Noting that the vehicle parked at the far end of the street
bore a strong resemblance to a police cruiser, he melted into the shadows and turned down the next
dley, griking diagondly for the Port.

The way was twisty and unlit, the glow from the Port cut off by towering warehouses. Relying on hisears
and an excdllent sense of place, thelittle man proceeded soundlesdly, if not quickly.

Hefroze at thefirst sound of pellet fire, sorting echoes and waiting for arepedt. It came. There was more
than one shot: afusillade, coupled with shouts. He drifted toward the ruckus, hand on gun.

The alley twisted once more and widened into bright spaciousness, showing him aloading dock and five
well-armed persons protected behind shipping containers and handtrucks. Before the dock ared-faced
woman held agun to the throat of a Terran, using his body as a shield between hersdlf and thefive
others.

"Please guys," the hostage yelled hoarsdly. "I'll give you my share—1 swear it! Just do like she—"

One of those behind the containers shifted; the hostage stiffened with athrottled gasp, and the woman
dropped him, diving for the scant cover of awooden crate. Pellets splintered it, and sherolled away, the
fleeing hostage forgotten, as one of the five rose for aclear shot.

Thelittle man's gun spat once, and the n dumped over his erstwhile conceslment, wegpon diding
from dead fingers.

"Over therel" one of the hidden men screamed. " There's someone—"

A pellet whined over thelittle man's shoulder and he jumped for cover, swearing dike at reactions and
hunches. At the dock, the woman had come to her feet, accounting for another of her opponentswith
casud efficiency. Thelittle man found himself the recipient of an assassin's sole atention and camly put
three holes through the container sheltering her. There was a scream — and then nothing.

Suddenly, the two remaining assassins were up, rushing the red-haired woman and firing wildly. She
dodged behind a container and fired, but they came on, though ared stain had appeared on the lead
man'sdeeve.

Thelittle man took careful am. The leader dropped. Half a heartbest later, the woman's shot accounted



for thelast of thefive.

Warily, the man came out from his cover, beginning to saute the woman.
The blow that knocked him unconscioustook him entirely by surprise.
One had gotten away, which was not good.

The red-haired woman came back down the aley and stooped to run probing fingers over the dark head
and touch the pulse at the base of the dim throat. She froze, counting the rhythm for afull minute, then
settled back on her hedl's, hands hanging loosdly between her knees.

"Ahhh, damn."
She stared a the dark lump of the stranger, willing him to cometo, pick up hisgun, and go away.
No luck today, Robertson, she said to hersdlf. Man saved your life. Y ou gonnaleave him here?

Curaing hersdf for a seven-timesfool she scooped up the fallen weapon and stashed it in her belt. Then
she bent to get a grip on the stranger and heaved.

Thank the gods for robot cabs, she thought sometime later, letting her burden dide to the shattered tile
floor. Thanks be, too, for sheer, dumb luck —the street had been empty when the cab pulled up, and had
remained empty while she maneuvered the man's body acrossthe walk and into the building.

She sighed now, stretching back and shoulder muscles and acknowledging in advance the stiffness shed
fed tomorrow. She hadn't expected such alittle guy to weigh so much, though at that he was bigger than
shewas. Everybody was bigger than she was.

Bending, she worked the catch on the man's pouch and pulled out a sheaf of papers. She whistled
soundlesdly at the verification of the obvious and refol ded the sheaf, eyes on his unconscious face.

She saw high cheeks curving smoothly to a pointed chin, agenerous mouth, straight brows above the
shuttered eyes, thick, glossy hair tumbling across a smooth golden forehead — a boy's face, though the
papers claimed thirty Standards for him. Liaden citizen. Damn, damn, damn.

She replaced the papers and snapped the pouch, then moved a safe distance away, folded her legs, and
sat on the floor. Absently, she unpinned the braid wrapped around her head and began to unweaveiit,
eyes sharp on the il figure of the man.

Very likdy, hetold himsdlf, your skull isbroken. Morelikdy, his money was gone, aswell as hisgun and
his knives—which was adamned nuisance. If hisMiddle River blade werelogt, hed have ahard tale to
tell. Still, he thought, keeping his eyes closed, having a chance to wake up is more luck than aman with a
broken skull and no brainsat al should expect.

He opened hiseyes.
"Hi there, thrill-seeker.”

She was Sitting cross-legged on the blasted tiles, weaving her copper-colored hair into one long braid.
Her leathers were dark, like his own; her white shirt was loosely laced with silver cord. A black scarf
was tied around one forearm, and the gun strapped to her thigh looked acceptably deadly.

She grinned. "How's the brain-box?"



"Il live"" He sat up dowly, noting with surprisethet the knifewas still in hisdeeve.
"Interesting theory."

He regarded her blandly, noting the set of her shoulders and the deceptively gentle motion of her hands
as she braided her hair, and recaling her efficiency during the fire-fight. The Loop indicated that he could
take her —if he had to. But hed haveto kill her to be sure; she meant business, and no smple rush to
disable would suffice.

Helet the calculation fade, mildly astonished to find that he was disinclined to kill her.
Sighing doud, he crossed hislegsin ddiberate reflection of her pose and rested hisarms aong histhighs.

Shegrinned again. "Tough guy.” It seemed aterm of admiration. Shefinished her braid, put aknot at the
end, and flipped the length behind her shoulder, one dender hand coming to rest on her gun.

"o, tell me, tough guy, what's your name, what're you doing here, who do you work for?* Shetipped
her head, unsmiling. "Count of ten."

He shrugged. "My nameis Connor Phillips, Cargo Magter, formerly of free-trader Salene. Presently | am
between berths."

She laughed, did the gun free, and thumbed the sefety.

"| got awesknessfor apretty face," she said gently, "so I'm gonnalet you try it again. But thistimeyou
tell methetruth, tough guy, or | blow the face to the fourteen prime points and you along with it. Accazi?'

He nodded dowly, eyeson hers.
ll@lll

"My name—" He stopped, wondering if the blow to the head had scrambled hisbrain. The hunch was so
strong. ..

"My nameisVa Con yosPhdium. | am an agent for Liad. | am here because | have recently finished an
assgnment and was hurrying to catch the shuttle when | happened by aloading dock wheretherewas a
lone woman and some others having a disagreement.” He lifted an eyebrow. "' assume the shuttle has
lifted?'

"Quarter hour ago." She stared at him, gray eyes expressionless. "An agent for Liad?"
He sighed and tipped his hands out, pams up, in hisown gesture. 1 think you might call me aspy.”

"Oh." She thumbed the safety, did the gun back home, and nodded at him. "I likethat one. | likeit alot.”
Y anking hisweapon from her belt, shethrew it to him, then jerked her head at the door. "Bedt it."

Hisleft hand flashed out, snagging the gun. Ashe dipped it into its holster, he shook his head.

"Not areturn introduction? Who you are, what you do, for whom?' He smiled suddenly. "The headache
| suffer for you..."

She pointed at the door. "Scram. Get out. Begone. Leave." The gun was back in her hand. "Last
chance."

He bowed his head and came to hisfeet with swift fluidity —to find her standing, her gun steady on his



out.

A mogt business-like lady, indeed, he thought with asmile. Y ou wouldn't have a shuttle schedule,
perhaps? My information seems out of date.”

Shefrowned. "No. Just get moving, tough guy. Schedule€'s carried in every infobooth in thisrathole.” The
gun moved infinitesmally toward the door. "I'm tired of your company, accazi?'

"l understand,” he murmured. He bowed as between equas. Then he was through the door and out,
seeking location, listening to the night.

In amoment he had his bearings; the heavy glow to the — east, it was— that was the shuttleport. It was
rather farther away than it had been before held taken hisimpromptu nap; he thought he was close to the
areawhere Terrence O'Grady had rented his second apartment.

The sounds from behind the door spoke of someone efficiently in motion. He recognized the movement
pattern of a person with no time to waste, acting with rapid, purposeful calm, and his respect for the
red-haired woman increased.

Heturned his attention to the street. Halfway down the block two men stood benesth a street lamp,
heads together. From the breezeway to his right came the sound of two unhurried sets of footsteps:
friendssrolling.

Heleft his shadowed wall and went down the street at a brisk walk, aman with a destination, but without
urgency.

The men under the streetlight seemed to be discussing the betting on asporting event, comparing official
odds againgt their own notions. He passed with barely aglance, heading for the blue glow of an infobooth
at the end of the block. Another pair of companions passed him, waking arm-in-arm toward the building
hed recently left.

He went on, and presently hisearstold him that a set of quiet footsteps paced his own silent ones. The
Loop flickered into being, diagramming the chances of an imminent attack — .98 surety. His outlook for
surviva over the next ten minuteswas .91.

Theinfobooth loomed to hisright, its blue dome light making garish ghostsin the evening mist. He turned
firmly inthat direction, quickening his pace. The escorting steps quickened, aswell, attempting to
overtake him.

He reached the door and fumbled with the catch. A hand fdll on his shoulder and he alowed himsdf to
be spun around. His hands moved with deadly precision.

The man dropped without asound. Va Con went to one knee, made sure that the neck had broken, and
was on hisfeet, running back the way he had come.

He streaked by the abandoned streetlight and dived for the deeper shadow the light created, smelling
clean night air and atouch of heavy cologne.

They were grouped in arough semicircle before the building, emulating the approach that had been so
disastrous earlier. One pair was near the fence by the dley, while three more sood wide, farther from the
light. The shifting shadow of the man who wore cheap cologne was at the door itsdlf, in position to either
day her as sheléft, or surprise her if sheran.

Va Con did not think shewould run.



He dropped to one knee, waiting for the watchers to take action, hoping that the woman had anticipated
this much trouble and prepared another exit. Perhaps she was aready in another safe place and would
laugh if she knew he had returned.

Would she have sent him out to die—to be adiversion while she escaped? He wondered and then
forgot, for the door opened and she stepped out.

He flashed to hisfeet, running soundlesdy.

She closed the door and the n in the shadows moved. Something —anoise? amotion in thedim
light? athought? — betrayed him an instant too soon and she dove, hitting the ground on her shoulder and
rolling. Her gun flashed up too late. The man was nearly on top of her —

He gasped, dropping hisweapon and clutching at histhroat with clawed hands as she continued her rall,
gun coughing twice in quick successon, counting apair of dow-moving men among the dead. Digtantly,
she heard three sharp cracks and knew without doubt that three more lay dead nearby.

To theright, two dead; to the left, three huddied lifelesdy againgt afence as afourth stood upright, hands
held out a waist level, pdmstoward her.

She stood warily in the shocking quiet and motioned him over with awave of her gun.
"Hey, tough guy." Her voice was araspy whisper.

He came, hands empty at his sides, and walked within grabbing distance. She stepped back, then
laughed and took a half-step toward him.

"Thanks," she said, and her voice was stronger. She did her gun away and nodded at the single assassin.
"What's with him? Thought for sure he had me. Then hejust fdlsover!"

Va Con moved past her and knelt by the dead man, avoiding the pooling blood. She came and stood by
his shoulder, bending forward with interest.

He turned the man over and pulled the hands from the sticky throat.

"Knife," he murmured, dipping it from its nesting place and wiping it clean on the dead man's shirt.
"Not even alaserblade," she said, wondering. "Unusudl toy, ain't it?"

He shrugged and did the blade into its neck sheath. "Quiet.”

She wrinkled her nose at the dead man. "Messy.” Shefdt him tense beside her and shot aglance a his
face. "More company?'

"Y ou seem to be a popular young lady.” He offered her hisarm. "I suggest you have dinner with me," he
sad, smiling. "We canlosethem.”

Shesghed, ignoring hisarm. "Right. Let'smove.”

A moment later the dead had the street to themsdlves.

CHAPTER THREE

The bar-grill was near the shuttleport, a smoky, noisy place crowded with grease-apes, shuttle-toughs,



fudies, and any number of local gireet-livers. Two women played guitars, providing music of thedriving,
inane variety and eating and drinking their wages between sets.

The red-haired woman settled alittle more comfortably againgt the wal, hands curved around awarmish
mug of local coffestoot, watching her companion waich the crowd. They had arrived here viathe
appropriation of three robot cabs, aswell as severa private cars. As self-appointed lookout, she was
surethey'd lost their pursuers, but apparently the man beside her was taking no chances.

"Now," he murmured, eyes on the room, "you may begin by telling me your name, and continue down the
lig."

Shewas silent, drinking "Toot, and he turned to look at her, hisface smooth, green eyes expressionless.
She sighed and looked away.

Two fudieswererolling dice at acorner table. She watched the throw absently, automatically counting
the sdes asthey flashed.

"Robertson,” she said in a cracking whisper. She cleared her throat. "Mira Robertson. Retired mercenary
soldier; unemployed bodyguard.” She flicked her eyes back to hisface. " Sorry 'bout the bother." Then
she paused and sighed again, because this was much harder to say — something she did not say often.
"Thanksfor the help. | needed it."

"So it seemed,” he agreed in his accentless Terran. "Who wishes you dead?”

Shewaved ahand. "L ots of people, it seems.”

The green eyes were back on hers. "No."

"No?'

A muscle twitched near the corner of his mouth. He stilled it and resumed his constant survey of the bar.

"No," he said softly. ™Y ou are not supid. | am not stupid. Hence you must find another way to lieto me.
Or," he added, as one being fair, "you might tdl the truth.”

"Now why would | do that?" she wondered and drank some more of the dreadful "Toot.
Hesighed. "Y ou owe me adebt, | think?'

"I knew you were gonnabring that up! Y ou can forget that tuff right now, spacer. You'retheLiadenin
this skit. Terrans don't count coup.”

She dmost missed his start; she snapped her eyesto hisface, only to find him expressionless, watching
the patrons of the bar.

"What?' she demanded.

"It'snothing.” He shifted his shoulders againgt thewall. " A better reason, then. Whoever wishesto kill you
most likely has uslinked by now, and so hunts us both. Is my new enemy oneindividua with the means
to buy service? Or agroup, most of whom we have dispatched aready? Can | safely go off-planet, or
will | find assassinsaround my Clan firewhen | return home?' He paused. ™Y our danger ismy danger.

Y our information may save my life. | wish to stay dive. It isdishonorable for a soldier not to know the
enemy!" Heturned his head to look at her, one eyebrow askance. "Isthat reason sufficient?’

"Sufficient.” She drank off therest of the "Toot and set the mug on the table. Eyes on the cracked blue



plastic, she resettled againgt the wall.

"Half aStandard ago | left the Merc,” she began, voice perfectly even. "Fet like | wanted to settle down,
| guess, learn about oneworld... rdax... Got ajob as abodyguard on this place called Naome. Lot of
rich paranoid types go thereto retire. All of 'em got bodyguards. Status symbol.”

"Anyhow, | was hired the third day on the Lists by aman who caled himsdf Baldwin. Sre Badwin. Paid
me three months in advance. To demonstrate good faith." She shook her head.

"He needed help, okay. | worked for him five—six loca months. Used to wonder once in awhile what he
used to do that made him need so much protection now..."

Shelet her voice drift off asthe waiter came and refilled the cups, herswith more "Toot, Va Con'swith
tea

"And?' he prompted as soon asthe waiter was away.

She shrugged. "Turned out Sue Baldwin had been somebody el se before. Somebody who'd worked for
the Juntavas. Y ou savvy the Juntavas, tough guy?

"Interplanetary crime net,” he murmured, eyes on the room. " Drugs, gambling, progtitution, contraband.”
Heflicked hiseyesto her face. "Bad trouble.”

"Y ou're the one wanted to know."
"Y es. What happened next?'

"Hegot tired of thework, | guess. Resigned without paying his severance money. Took some cash and
some confidentia info —guessaman'sgottaest..."

"It was the people from his old unit I'd been protecting him from. They'd tracked him down and were
asking for 'restitution.” She took aswallow of Toot that she didn't want, then shook her heed.

"Baldwin told 'em to come ahead, that he wastired of hiding out and wanted to make everything square.
He invited 'em to come to the house on Naome."

She paused, staring into the depths of the mug.

The pause lengthened. Stifling an impulse to touch her shoulder, Va Contried asoft "And?' When a
second "And?" brought no response, he snapped hisvoicelikefingersin her face.

"Min!"

She started and looked at him, face wry. "It was adoublecross. A bamboozle. Baldwin called the house
staff together, from the cook to the upstairs maid. Told uswe were being invaded. That wed haveto
fight"

"Thewhole staff fought —and most of 'em had never carried agun before! We refused Badwin's buddies
entrance, and when they inssted, we inssted right back. Bad, seeing untrained peoplefight that way ...
When it was sure we couldn't hold it, | went off loyally looking for my bossso | could perform my last
duty —I was his bodyguard, wasn't 7" She shrugged and drank some "Toot.

Val Con looked at her.

"Don't you see? Gone. Bolted. Flew the coop. Left usto fight and die. | think five of usgot awvay.



Means fourteen didn't. Gardener didn't. Maids didn't. Cook — I don't know. He looked pretty bad, last
time | saw him." She moved her shoulders again in agesture that was not quite a shrug.

"Don't know who else they might've tracked down, but | was his bodyguard, dl legal and certified and
recorded. Took 'em about two hoursto get on my trail."

She looked hard at nothing for a couple of minutes, then took another dug of her drink. "1 came here
‘cause there's aman who owes me money and a friend who's keeping some —things—for me. | better
take everything. Not sure I'll get back in this Quarter again..."

The man beside her was quiet. She relaxed deliberately, her thoughts touching people sheld known as
she sipped the "Toot for something to do and wondered where she might spend the night, now that she
had one to spend.

The bench creaked, and she looked up into decisive green eyes.
"Y ou comewith me," he said in the tone of someone who has weighed odds and reached a decision.
"l dowhat?'

Hewasfishing in his pouch. "Y ou come with me. Y ou will need new papers, anew name, anew face.
These will be provided." Heraised a hand to cut off protest.

"Liadens count coup, remember? The debt runsin two directions.

He scattered a handful of Terran bits on the table to pay for the med, then rose and moved off, not
waiting to see if shefollowed.

After amoment, shedid.

The cab deposited them before amodedtly lit whitestone building in the affluent side of town. The door to
the lobby swung open on silent hinges, and Va Con moved across awilderness of Percanian carpet, his
reflection keeping pacein the mirrored walls.

Miri paused just insgde the door, mistrugting the light. Cursing herself for more of afool, she set off across
the carpet and arrived a her companion's shoulder as he removed hisfinger from the keydot and said
"Connor Phillips" into the receptionist’'s mike.

The desk hummed asadot did open and alarge, ornate key emerged. Va Con crooked his|eft index
finger intheloop and haf-amiled at her.

"Two floorsup,” he murmured, moving toward the bank of diding doors.

Miri trailed by half apace, letting him summon the lift, enter it before her, and exit the same way when it
stopped.

This hall was somewhat dimmer than the lobby and he paused, listening, she thought, before moving on.
His head siwung to the left and to the right, some of the tension leaving his shoulders as he used the
ridiculous key on the second door on the | ft.

The door sighed open and lights came up in the room beyond as they stepped through. Miri stopped just
over the threshold, hand dropping to her gun.

The door sighed shut behind her.



Halfway into the room, the man turned to ook at her, one eyebrow raised, empty palmsup. "l won't hurt
you." He dropped hishands. "I'm too tired.”

She stayed where she was, surveying the room.

Before her, alarge double window showed the city night; a pillowed couch sat to one Side, opposite two
soft chairsand atable. To her right was an omnichora, its keyboard covered against dust. Beyond that,
surrounding a closed door, were floor-to-ceiling shelves lined with tape boxes, and acomm unit —an
oadsof practicdity.

To her left were more shelves, filled with tape boxes interrupted here and there with figurinesand
bric-a-brac. Beyond the unit bar and its two upholstered stools was another closed door, and past that,
through an dlipticd archway, she caught the shine of kitchentile.

"Pretty fancy for acargo master.”

He shrugged. "It was a profitable ship.”

"Um." She gestured vaguely behind her. "That the only way out?’

Hetipped his head at the windows, moved to the right, pulled open the door, and waved her insde.

A bedroom —with a deeping platform adequate for the demands of asmall orgy — connected to a
bathroom that included wet and dry cleaning options and avaet for care of clothes. There were no
windows.

She stepped out and the man guided her across the central room to the second door and a suite that was
amirror twin to the right-hand bedroom.

In the kitchen there was asmall, high window, and another door.

"Beyond isaservice corridor, which emptiesinto another, which endsin asaircase, which—"
"Getsmeto the cellar?' she guessed.

He smiled, moving back into the big room. "Would you like something to drink?’

"Would I. And then a shower. And then about twelve hours deep. Or maybe deep and then shower —
kynak," she said to hislifted brows, naming the mercenary soldier's drink.

Hefrowned at the display. "The bar appears to be understocked,” he apologized. "I can offer Terran
Scotch?!

"Scotch?" she repeated, voice keying upward.

He nodded, and she sat gently on one of the stodls.

"Scotchll befing" shetold him. "Don't puticeinit. A religious experience shouldn't be diluted.”
He punched the button, then handed her aheavy glasshadf full of amber liquid.

Eyes closed, she spped —and was utterly till before exhaing asigh of soul-satisfaction.

Va Con grinned and punched in his own sdection.

"What'sthat?' Her eyes were open again.



He swirled the pae blueliquid in the ddlicatel y-stemmed goblet. " Altanian wine—misravot.”
"Limited selection onthismodd, ain't it?"
"It'snot so bad, for arentd unit.”

"Well," she conceded, playing it straight, "but when you go to buy, remember it'sthings like these cut-rate
barsthey try to stick you with every time. Put ‘deluxe onit in gold letters and stock it with grain cohal.”

"l will remember," he promised solemnly, moving around the bar and heading for the window. He
stopped before he got there, settling instead into a corner of the couch and nearly sighing as the cushions
molded themselves to his body. He sipped wine and did sgh. His head hurt abominably.

Miri moved behind him. Helet his head fal back on the cushion. Glassin hand, she bypassed the couch
at acautious distance, circled the chairs, and approached the window from the side. Standing back, she
looked out at the street, now and then tossing Scotch down her throat with well-practiced smoothness.

Tired, he thought suddenly. No way to know how long she's been running. And I'm too tired for any
more questions. He half-closed his eyes. The effort of trusting another person was not best made in the
teeth of headaches and exhaustion.

She turned from the window, surprise flickering over her face as she saw him lounging half-adeep on the
cushions, long lashes shielding green eyes, throat exposed.

She sees me vulnerable, he thought, and the phrase struck something within his aching skull. He moved
his head and opened his eyes.

"I'm beat," shesaid quietly. "Wherésto deep?’
Hewaved ahand. "Choose.”

After amoment, she nodded and went off to the right. As she reached the bedroom door, she turned
back to look at him.

"Good night." She was gone before he could reply.
He sighed as the door closed, and took a deeper sip of wine. He should go to deep, aswell.

Instead, he snapped to hisfeet and moved to the window as afree man would, gazing out asif he were
safe and had no enemiesto watich for.

The street was brightly lit and empty; afledgling breeze tossed an occasiond bit of plastic trash about.

It's good, he thought, that this place has not been found. | need arest, need not to be O'Grady or Phillips
or whoever. | need time to be—me.

Herased ahand to comb fingers through the lock that fell across hisforehead, and in amoment of
aching clarity recognized the gesture as one of his own. Unexpectedly, the Loop loomed in hisvision,
blocking out the street before him. CMSwas .96. CPS flickered and danced, then flashed a solid .89 the
instant before it faded away.

He swalowed wine and again stroked hair away from hiseyes. Va Con yosPhelium, Clan Korval;
adopted of the Clan of Middle River... Hethought every syllable of hisMiddle River name, asif it were
acharm to hold thoughts at bay.



The face of Terrence O'Grady's wifeintruded, sharpening and fading to the echo of the battering music
from the bar he and Miri Robertson had beenin.

He drank the rest of the winein asnap that did it no justice. How many faces had he memorized, how
many men had he been, in the last three Standards? How many gestures had he learned and then cast off,
along with the names and faces of lovers, parents, children, and pets?

How many people had he killed?
He turned sharply from the window, moving blindly across the room, seeking the omnichora.

The light on the keyboard came up as he touched the pressure plate. He found the echo of the bar music
in hishead, picked it up in hisfingers, and threw it into the ‘chorawith awill, driving out the face of the
woman who was not his wife and replacing it with the vision of the song.

Hisfingersfluttered up and down the scaes an ingtant, then found the harsh beat again and filled the room
with it, the sound echoing in his throbbing head. His hands fumbled, then recovered. He captured the
rhythm with hisright hand and began to weave melody around it with hisleft. He increased the tempo,
found a suggestion of an older rhythm, moved into thet there...

Hisright hand left the beat for amoment, switching stops and ranges, intensfying sound. Theimages
drew back from him. The names of the dead he'd known and the faces of those who'd died nameless lay
back down, battered into restless submission, into uneasy deep, by the force of the music.

There came another recognition, dmost lost in the music's swirl: this was ataent that belongedto Va
Con yosPhdium, learned and nurtured from joy, not from need.

The driving beats dowed into others; he played what hisfingers found and realized that he was playing a
lament from a planet he had vidited in his early Scouting days. He added to it; he dropped it to its sparest
bones, and dowed it even more. He reached an end of it and found that his hands had stopped.

The sound remained in the room for afew moments more asthe ‘choradowly let the dirge go, then he
dropped his head againgt the stopfascia, drained. Emotionless.

Bed, he thought with crystal clarity. Rest. Go now.

He stood and she was there, the stranger who had saved hislife, standing at the open door to the
bedroom, red hair loose, vest and gun gone, shirt unlaced. Her gray eyesregarded him straightly. He did
not recognize the expression on her face.

She bowed dightly, hands together in the Terran mode.
"Thank you," she said, and bowed again, turning quickly to enter her room.
"Yourewelcome," he said, but the door was closed.

He walked carefully across the room to the second closed door. He did not remember passing through
or lying down to deep.

CHAPTER FOUR

Miri woke and stretched dowly, eyesfocusing on the clock across the room. Ten hours and change had
passed since sheldd lain down to deep. Not too bad. She rolled out and headed for the shower.



Half an hour later, sun-dried and refreshed, she pulled her gun from benesth the pillow, dipped it into the
deep pocket of the coveral the vaet had supplied, and went in search of protein, carbohydrates, and
idess.

What she found first in the kitchen was coffee! Brewed from real Terran bean, this beverage sat sleaming
at her right hand as she ordered food and then dided up the mid-morning local news on the screen set
into thetable.

The lead story bored her. Something about an explosion at loca Terran Party headquarters. One man
killed, two injured, one Terrence O'Grady sought in the apparent bombing. Animage of O'Grady
appeared — it bored her, too, and she hit the remove key in search of something useful.

Transport crash. No liveslost. Robotics Commission to convenetoday ... remove, she said to herself
and punched the key.

Shetook asip of coffee, savoring it as much as she had the previous night's liquor. Some people get the
right jobs, she thought. Scotch and coffee...

She canceled three more articlesin rapid succession, then paused to scan the brief story about six bodies
found in an aley in the warehouse ditrict. Juntavas work, police speculated.

A little farther on she stopped the text to read about arash of vehicle thefts, including four robot cabs. All
the cabs had been found in alot at the spaceport, engines running, memories wiped. She smiled —he
hadn't told her where held sent them — and hit remove. The paper scrolled across the screen, through
Ohitsand into Classified, as she continued with breskfast.

Juntavas work.

It was unfortunate that anyone had connected the incident to the Juntavas. If she'd been found dead by
hersdf, it would just have been an unsolved murder. Something was going to have to be done about her
not being found dead in the near future.

The tough guy seemed to think he had the pat answer for that. A quick and total overhaul, courtesy of
Liad: new papers, new name, new face, new life. Good-bye Miri Robertson. Hello—well, did it matter?

Somehow, she admitted to hersdlf, it does. She finished her coffee, leaned to place the cup on the table,
and froze, eyes snagging on afamiliar phrase.

Wanted: CARGO MASTER. Expd only, bckgrd with exotic handerafts, perfumes, liqueurs,
xenonar-cotics. Apply Officer of the Day, Free Trader Salene. No xenophobes, no narcohalics, no
politicians. Bring papers. All without papers stay home.

Shewas gtill staring at the screen when Va Con entered the kitchen afull two minutes|ater.
"Good morning," hetold her, moving to the chef panel and making asdection.
Miri leaned back in the chair, eyes on the screen. "Hey, you. Tough Guy."

He cameto her ebow. Without looking up, she waved her hand at the ad. Arm brushing hers, he bent
forward to see, exhding softly as he straightened, his breath shivering the gossamer hairs at her temple.
He sat on the edge of the table and took a sip of milk, swinging one leg carelesdy off the floor. She noted
that the pockets of his coverdl wereflat. Gunless.

Heraised an eyebrow.



She hit the table with her fit, clattering the empty coffee cup, and glared up at him.

"Who are you?' The question was gritted out against clenched teeth. Shefdt her heart pounding and
forced hersdlf to relax back into the chair.

He drank some milk, his eyes steady on her face. "My nameisVa Con yosPheium, Second Speaker
for Clan Korval. | work as an agent of change. A spy."

She pointed at the screen. "And that?"

He shrugged "A tissue of liestears much too easily. There must be meat and bone beneath.” He paused
tosp hismilk. "I cameto thisworld as Cargo Master on Salene. My papers said | was Connor Phillips,
citizen of Kiang. When Salene took orbit, Connor Phillips had an argument with the Chief Petty Officer
and as aresult of this sudden feud tendered his resignation, effective off-loading of al loca cargo. Inthe
meantime, for the sake of ship's morale, he rented this place while he searched for amore convivia berth.
And so we have this comfortable refuge in atime of stress.” He offered her asmile. "Not too bad asort,
Magter Phillips”

She closed her eyes. Every time you get the world by thetail, she thought, you gottaremember there's
teeth on the other end.

"Whered aspy learn to play the 'choralike that?'

His brows twitched together in surprise, and he answered carefully. "My kinswoman, Anne Davis, taught
me. It gave her joy to seethat | had the talent, when none of her own children did.”

"Your kinswoman." She wasn't sure she'd meant it as a question, but he answered it.
"Yes. My —isit aunt? The wife of my father's brother?”
"Aunt," she agreed, puzzled by thislgpse in his smooth command of Terran.

"More," he said thoughtfully. " She was my —foster-mother. After, my mother died | went into her home,
was raised with her children.”

"Isthisany more—or less—red than Connor Phillips?' she demanded. "Do you realy know who you
ae?'

Helooked at her closdly. "If you are asking if I'm insane, which of the answers| may give will comfort
you more? | know who | am, and | havetold you. Even when | am on assgnment, | know who | redly

"Do you? That's comforting.” She said it without conviction, aware that she was tensing up again.
"Have you a problem, Miri Robertson?

"Yeah. | do. The problemisthat | don't know why you're helping me. Y our logic don't hold up. If you
were Connor Phillips, why can't you be him again, find aship, and go away?Y ou can get out of it! The
Juntavas don't know who you are—what kind of description can they have? That you're short? Skinny?
Dark?' She moved her shouldersto throw off some of the tension.

"The clincher isthat you're with me. Without me they look —" She spread her arms. " —and they look
avay."

The equation had formed in his head, showing him how he might get away, her desth balancing his



escape. She knew much about him and could be adanger. Infact, he thought, if | —no! Heforced the
Loop back and down, refusing to know how useful she would be, dead.

Setting his empty glass aside, he began to read the breakfast selections.

She studied his prafile, but saw nothing more than polite interest in the information imparted by the
section grid.

"W|?' she demanded.

Helifted adender hand to select an egg dish, then glanced at her. "I think that last night'sreasoning is
sound. The Juntavas may have an imperfect description of me. Or they may have a photo image. | cannot
afford to ignore that possibility.”

Another equation showed itsdf, this one concerning not her death, but her betrayd. It noted that it was
an gpproximation; the odds were good that her life would buy his own from the Juntavas.

Thelong lashes dropped over his eyes and he turned back to the panel, choosing hot bread and afruit.
Gathering the plates from the dispenser, he moved back to the table and took the seat across from Miri.

She got up slently, selected adightly stronger brew of Terran coffee, and returned to her chair.
"So where does that leave me? Ingtead of wanted by the Juntavas, I'm apolitica prisoner of Liad, right?

He shook his head, attention seemingly more than half occupied by dicing aripe strafle into two equa
portions. He offered her half. When she made no moveto takeit, he placed it on the table by her hands.

"Where doesthat leave things?' sheindsted, an edgein her voice.

"I think," hereplied, swalowing amouthful of eggs, "that it leaves things where they werein the beginning.
We are thrown together. We wish to live. Already each of us has brought something useful to the task of
surviving. If we are fortunate, we shdl live through the experience. In fact, we make our own fortune
smply by doing what must be done, asit needsto be done.”

Hetook abite of bread, frowned as he reached for the glass that wasn't there, and combed a hand
through hisfordock, sghing.

"Mutud surviva being the god, | think you should tell me about these people — the man who owes you
money and the friend who keegps your things— so that we may plan usefully.”

He pushed back his chair and went to ask the chef for more milk.

Miri drank coffee, acutely aware of the weight of the gun in her pocket. She understood about mutual
survivd: it waswhy so many of the Gyrfaks had partners. Trust wasn't something that came essily to her;
gtill it was obvious that her companion knew what he was doing in atight spot.

"Okay," she said dowly. "The man who owes me money —that's Murph. Angus G. Murphy. Thethird.
Hewasin my unit in the Merc. Decided he couldn't take all the killing." She smiled at the man across
from her. "Thought there'd be lots of glory and romance. Anyhow, he wanted out, and it was safer to
have him out, if he fet that way about it."

Val Con ate, watching her face as she spoke.

"So, | lent him most of his severance money,” Miri continued, "with the understanding that held pay it
back with interest in three Standards. Been damn near four.”



She leaned farther back in the chair, leaving the untouched fruit between them like achalenge. He did not
appear to seeit.

"Murphisrecacitrant?’

"Absent," she corrected. "Address listed in the poploc. Nobody home." She shook her head. "I didn't
have time to buttonhole al the neighbors. Somehow, from theway | remembered him, | figured held be
home." She sipped her coffee.

"The friend who's keegping my thingsisLiz. Friend of my mother's, first. Lives closer to where we met
than wherewe are now. Planisto call her, make sure she's home and gonna stay there so | can drop by
and pick up my box."

"And then pursue the search for the absent Murph?*

"Say!" she said, opening her eyeswide and amiling. "Y ou've got dmost as many smartsasareal
person!”

To her surprise, he laughed —a sound oddly at variance with histightly controlled face and unemphatic
voice. Therewas joy in hislaugh. Miri filed that information away with the echoes of the music hed
pulled from the 'chora

"Thebest course," he said, "isfor you to cal your friend Liz and explain that you will need your things.
Explain aso that you will not be coming yourself but will be sending an associate—"

"Wrong."

He shook his head. "Consder it. Therisk isless—they may know me; they do know you. And inthe
time it takes me to accomplish the errand you may be profitably employed in locating Murph.” He waved
his hand toward the common room.

"The comm is quite adequate. The planet isat your disposal.”

She stared into the dregs of her coffee, consdering it. Her own life was one thing, but to gamble Liz on
the fedling that an undoubtedly deadly stranger meant her well? A Liaden stranger, just for fun. Liadens
were known for playing deep: it seemed asource of racid pride. Miri closed her eyes.

Judgement call, Robertson, she said to herself. Y ou trust him at your back or you dontt.
She opened her eyes. "Liz hates Liadens.”

The straight brows pulled together, his mouth nearly twisted, and he thumped the haf-full glasson the
table.

"It ssemsthat al the galaxy hates Liadens,” he said. He pushed his chair back to balance on two legs,
taking asharp bite out of his strafle.

Somehow, that decided it. Miri rose, deposited her cup in the clean-up dot and headed to the big room.
"I'll call her," she said over her shoulder.

Liz was a home. She was aso unhappy to learn that Miri would be sending her "partner,” rather than
coming to collect the box hersdlf.

"Since when have you had a partner, anyway?' she wanted to know, brown eyes shrewd. "Y ou always



played singlesodds.”

"Timeschange," Miri told her, trying to sound asif they had.

Liz snorted, eyes softening. *How much trouble you in?"

"Moren last week, lessthan next. Y ou know how it goes."

Liz did know; she'd been a mercenary hersdlf, after dll.

"It can stay here, you know. Might dow you down if you need to get amove on.”
"That'sso," Miri said. "But I'm going on the Grand Tour. No telling —"

"When you'll be back," Liz finished for her. "Okay, send your partner around. Description? Or do | just
hand it over to thefirst dob saysthey're here for Redhead's box?"

She grinned. " Short, | guess. Skinny, maybe. Brown hair —needsto be cut. Green eyes. Mae." She bit
her lip and looked Liz full intheface. "Liaden."

But, to Miri'ssurprise, Liz only nodded. "I'll be watching for him. Take care of yoursdf, girl." Her image
faded.

Miri turned away from the comm to see Va Con behind her, positioned so that he could see the screen,
yet not be seen himself. He had exchanged his coveral for dark leathers and dark shirt. A worn belt was
around hiswaist; equally well-used boots were on hisfeet.

He did not appear to be armed.

Miri opened her mouth, remembered the primitive little blade that had saved her life, and closed her
mouth without comment.

"Y our friend expects me."

"You heard it." She hesitated. "Make sure nobody follows you there, okay? Liz and my mother..." She
moved her hands, shapeesdy. "Lizisdl thefamily | got.”

Hisamileflickered into being. "I will be careful.” He gestured, enclosing the apartment in ahand-sweep.

"Thisisasecure place. Thereisno need for you to leave. No need for you to let anyonein. | let mysdlf
out and let myself back in. Y ou are free to search for Murph viathe comm. It is scrambled and
traceess.”

Shetipped her head to oneside. "Y ou'retelling me I'm safe?”

He haf-amiled, shoulders dipping in agesture she was unsure of. "Forgive me," he murmured, "but, yes, |
think s0."

She grinned, shaking her head as she turned back to the comm.

"Just get me that box without getting killed, okay? I'll have Murph nailed by the time you get back."
"Okay."

Sheturned in time to see the door to the hallway closing behind him.



The cdl to the residence of Mr. Angus G. Murphy 111 waslessthan satisfying. Mr. Murphy's
direct-comm had been temporarily disconnected, the visud told Miri, and messages might be left a
another number. She diaed that number, found it to be an answering service, and broke the blank-screen
connection ingtantly.

"Don't cdl me, I'll call you," she muttered, frowning. It would be best if he didn't know she was
on-world.

Well, it would have to be the neighbors, then, though she didiked that tack. With her luck, the next-door
neighbor would be aloca Juntavas boss, with her picture on his desk. She could blank the screen, of
course, but who would giveinfo to ablank screen?

Blank screen was out, she decided. But her own face was also out.

She snapped forward in frowning study of the comm:-board. Fancy, she decided, after afew minutes.
Sire Badwin had had no better in his palaia home. Leaning back and Ietting her eyesrest on the
understated luxury of the room around her, she was reminded that money and taste were very different
matters. After dl, look at the lovers Baldwin would bring home.

Suddenly grinning, she bounced to her feet and ran to her deeping quarters.

Standing before the floor-to-ceiling mirror in the vaet-room, she let down her hair and combed it Straight.
A few moments later the vaet supplied aquantity of glittering jeweed pins and netsto confine the whirls,
knots, and bunches the copper-colored mass had assumed. Likewise, she obtained cosmetics, gilded
earbobs, rings of eight different Szes and metals, and anecklet of glazed slver flowers.

After some thought, she decided the coverdl wasjust right for the occasion, but she unsealed the neck
seam alittle farther —and alittle farther again, after consulting the mirror. She grinned at her reflection,
paused to add just a dash more emphasis under each eye, and headed back to the comm.

She chose afirm with its single office in the most prestigious of high-rent facilities. Setting her faceinto
what she hoped was s mpering unease, she punched up the code.

"Mylander and Zanthd Collections,” the receptionist told her.

Miri stretched her mouth in aclosed-lip smile. "Good afternoon,” she said in her best Y ark accent. "I'd
like to talk to somebody about —'bout this guy, see? He owes me abundle an’ won't pay.”

The receptionist blinked, then recovered. "Why, surely. I'm certain that our Mr. Farant would be
delighted —"

"Naw," Miri said. "Naw. Look, honey, thisis—delicate, y'’know? Y ou got awoman up there can talk to
me?" She stretched her mouth into the unamiling rictus again. " Girl suff, honey. You know."

The receptionist swalowed. "Well, thereisMs. Mylander."
"Aw, geez," Miri protested. "Not the boss hersdlf?'

"Not exactly," the receptionist admitted, shakily. "Ms. Susan Mylander isMs. LaviniaMylander's
granddaughter.”

"Oh! Well, hey, that's great! 1'd bered pleased to have alittle girl-talk with Susan, honey. You just tell
her Amabel Gleason's on the screen, okay?"



"Certainly, Ms. Gleason," the receptionist said, faling back on the comforts of training. "If you'll hold just
one moment —" The screen offered an abstract in soft pastelsto soothe Miri's eyes while she waited. She
moved a hand, pushed two keys, and settled back into an attitude of watchful expectation.

The screen cleared after atime sufficient for the receptionist to have located Ms. Mylander and imparted
al the details of her caler's manner, with embel lishments. Miri performed her smilefor the dark young
woman in sober business attire.

"Ms. Gleason?' the young woman asked. Her accent was the cultivated drawl of the dlite.

Miri ducked her head. "Ms. Mylander, it redly isnice of you to talk to me and everything. | just didn't
know whereto turn, y'know, and when that pretty young lady who answers your phone said you werein
—" Shefluttered her jeweled hands, rings flashing. " Some things you just gotta talk to another woman
about."

"Indeed,” the other woman said. "And just what did you wish to speak with me about, Ms. Gleason?'

"Well, Ms. Mylander. | —could | cal you Susan? 1 mean, you're o friendly and everything—" Miri
leaned forward, jumpsuit gaping.

The woman in the screen took a deep breath. "If it makes you fed better, Ms. Gleason, by al meanscall

"Thanks. So, Susan, therésthisguy, y'know." Miri waved her hands again, rolling her eyes. "There's
awaysaguy, an't there? Anyway, we date for awhile and helikesmeand | like him okay —I mean, he's
got some money, an' a steady job on the shuttle as a grease-gpe. Don't mind buying agirl afew presents,
taking her out to nice places..." Miri shrugged, taking her time about it. " Asks meto marry him—
standard hetero contract; progeny clause says helll take care of any kids we have while we're married,
even if wedon't re-up.” She paused.

"l am familiar with the stlandard co-habitation/progeny contract, Ms. Gleason. Did you sign it?'

"Well, yeah, we did. | moved into his place. '‘Bout three monthslater, shows I'm pregnant. | figure
everything's okay, ‘cause of the progeny clause—" She broke off, bowing her head sharply and raising a
hand to wipe a her eyes. "Bastard walked out on me."

Therewasashort sllence. Miri raised her head again, bravely displaying her amile.

"l don't quite understand, Ms. Gleason, what this hasto do with Mylander and Zanthal," Susan Mylander
sad with professond puzzlement.

"I'm gettin' to that,” Miri said, visbly getting agrip on hersdf. "It'sthat he left. Contract had three yearsto
run. | have the baby and he saysforget it, contract's no good, ‘causeit ain't hiskid!"

"Isit?" Ms. Mylander asked, staring in what seemed to be fascination.

Miri wriggled her shoulders. "I think so. 'Course, there's a problem with it being so close to the time we
sgned and al. | didn't know he was gonna propose contract and —wadll, | ain't dead, y'know, Susan. An'
grease-gpes work the shuttle two weeks on, two weeks off."

"I'm il not sure | understand why you need a collection agency, Ms. Gleason.”

"He owesme money" Miri cried, voicerisng. "He signed a contract said he'd pay for any of hisbrats|
had while we were married. Could've been his as much as anybody elsgs. An' wewere married.” She



took adeep bresth and let her voice even out alittle. "He owes me abundle of cash. An' he sayshe
won't pay. That'swhy | need a collection agency, Ms. Mylander. To get my money for me."

"l —see" Ms. Mylander paused. "Ms. Gleason, I'm afraid that you do not need a collection agency at
thispoint. What | advise you to do isengage lega counsdl. If you speak to alawyer, and he deemsit
proper for you to bring suit againgt your husband for breach of contract, winsthe case for you and has
your husband ordered to pay you a specified sum, and if your husband then refusesto pay that sum,
Mylander and Zantha will be happy to assist you." She steepled her fingers under her chin. ™Y ou must
really engage counsdl first, though, Ms. Gleason, and abide by the judgment of the courts as to whether
your husband isresponsiblefor your child or isliable for voiding the contract. We are not able to help
you with those matters.”

"Oh," Miri said, bright mouth turning down at the corners. She forced another horrible smile, though her
face was beginning to ache. "Wdll, that'sfine, then, Susan. | know a couple lawyers. Red go-getters.”
She bent to the screen once more and reached out as if to touch the other woman's hand.

Ms. Mylander was made of stern stuff. She did not flinch from the impossible caress, though her mouth
tightened.

"Thanks an awful lot for your help, Susan,” Miri cooed, and hit disconnect.

Shelaughed for five minutes, leaning back in the embracing cushions and howling, tears running out the
corners of her made-up eyes. When she was sure she could navigate, she went to the kitchen for a cup
of coffee.

Resuming her seat in front of the comm, she began to edit her tape.

Liz answered the door herself and stood looking down at him.

Vd Con made the bow of youth to age, straightening to find her still frowning at him from her height.
"l am here," he said softly, "for Miri's box.”

Wordless, she pulled the door wider and let him in. After making sure the locks were engaged, she led
him down ashort, dark halway to abright living room. He stood in the entranceway as she moved to
what seemed the only chair —indeed the only surface —not piled high with book-tapes.

"Come here, Liaden." It was acommand, delivered harshly.
He made his soundless way across the room and stopped before her, hands folded |oosely.

She surveyed him slently and he returned the favor, noting the dark hair shot with gray, the lines about
mouth and eyes, the eyes themsalves, and the chin. Thiswas, he saw, a person used to command, who
knew command as respongbility.

"You're herefor Miri's box."

"Yes, Eldema," he said gently, giving her the courtesy title of the First Speaker of aClan.
She snorted. "Tdl me Liaden: Why should | trust you?”

Heraised hisbrows. "Miri —"

"Trustsyou," she cut in, "because you're beautiful. It'safault comeswith growing up where nothing's
beautiful and everything's dangerous—red different from sunny Liad.”



He stood at rest, waiting.

Liz moved her head sharply. " So, you grow up on aworld like Surebleak, manage, somehow, to get off,
finaly encounter beauty. And you want to give it every chance. Y ou don't want to believe that a pretty
rat'sgill arat. That it'll biteyou, just as sure." She clamped her mouth into astraight line.

Va Conwaited.

"l don't careif you got three heads, each one uglier than the next,” she snapped. "I want to know why |
should trust you."

He sighed. "Y ou should trust me because Miri sent me here. Y ou must judge whether she would do so—
besotted as she must be with my beauty —were | a danger to you.”

She laughed. "A little temper, isit? You'll need it." She sobered abruptly. "What kind of troubl€s shein,
she needsto send you at al? Why not come herself?"

"Itisnot the kind of troubleit is safe to know by name," he said carefully. "It isonly... trouble.

"Ah. Soweal get in that kind of trouble once, now, don't we?' There was no particular emphasis, he
thought she spoke to herself. Y et she continued to stare at him until Va Con wondered if he were
growing another head.

"Y ou're going with her when she leaves? Eh? To guard her back? She called you her partner.”

"Eldema, when we go, we go together. | think it very likely that we will outrun thetrouble. Loseit
entirdy."

Therewas no flicker of the Loop, giving thelieto this piece of optimism, for which he was grateful.

She nodded suddenly, then reached to the overflowing table at her side and produced a black lacquer
box from amidst apile of tapes. It was adouble hand'swidth of hissmall handswide and twice that long
—too odd-shaped to fit comfortably into pocket or pouch.

Liz frowned and fumbled further on the table, locating aless-than-new cloth bag with a drawstring top.
She did the box insde, drew the string tight, and handed him the sedled package.

He stepped forward to claimiit, dipping the string over his shoulder.

"Thank you." He bowed thanks. When it became apparent that she had no more to say to him, he turned
to go.

Hewas nearly to the hal when she spoke. "Liaden!"
He spunin histracks, quick and smooth. "Eldema?”’

"Y ou take care of Miri, Liaden. None of your damn tricks. Y ou just take the best care of Miri you can,
aslong asyou can.”

He bowed. "Eldema, it ismy desireto do just that.”
Heturned on his hedl and was gone.

Liz sighed. She had had nothing else to say, except — but the girl knew that. Didn't she?



She heard him work the lock; heard the door open and close, gently.
After awnhile, for old times sake, she went to make sure held locked the door on hisway out.

Mrs. Hansforth was excited. It had been years since shed received a ship-to communication, but till the
circuit was as she remembered it: alittle scratchy, with occasional odd delays and the constant fegling
that the mouth wasn't quite saying what it looked like it was saying. Of course, it was disgppointing that
the beam wasn't meant for her, but disappointment was outweighed by the excitement of the event and
the chance to gossip.

Y es, shetold the dark-haired and serious young lady in the screen, she knew Angus quite well. A nice
boy, not given to wild parties or exceptional hours. And hisfianceewasalovely girl. It wasredly a
shame he wasn't in town to recelve the message himsdlf ..

Where? Oh, with the students off at the University, he and his fiancee had taken several weeksto go to
Econsey. They'd wanted some time aone and hadn't had the calls forwarded. Surely, they couldn't have
been expecting...

Hadn't known she was going to be in-system? Oh, such ashame... But Mrs. Hansforth got no further;
after dl, thiswas ship-to, and such things were fabuloudy expensve. The seriousyoung lady said
something about some research Angus had donein histraveling days. Wdll!

Mrs. Hansforth asked the young lady to |eave amessage, and was so sorry to find that she'd only be on
planet for afew hours. The chance of reaching Angusin that time did seem very small...

Perhaps on the return trip there would be time, Mrs. Hansforth heard. Or perhaps Ms. Mylander would
be able to beam ahead next time. But research —you know how it does take one aboit. ..

Mrs. Hansforth agreed, though she'd never been off-planet, hersdlf.

When the connection was cut, Mrs. Hansforth was sorry. But, till, aship-to! Why, Angus must be more
important in hisfield than she had redlized. Imagine!

Miri leaned back in the chair, flipping switches and smiling dightly. Engineering the delay hadn't been hard
a dl —smply amatter of bouncing her signa off seven different satdllites and across the single continenta
landline about three times. Her new partner had called the unit "adequate.” She wondered if
understatement was hisusud style.

Now, spping some exquisite coffee, she considered the information gathered. Not much, but maybe
something. Flipping another series of toggles, she tapped "Econsey” into the query dot.

The door cycled a her back and she was up, spinning, hand on the gun in her pocket, asVVa Con
entered, a blue drawstring bag dung over one shoulder. He stopped just inside the room, both eyebrows
up and alook of amost comic horror on hisface.

She pouted and took her hand off the gun. "Y ou don't like my makeup!"
"On the contrary,” he murmured. "I am awestruck.”

He did the string off his shoulder and held the bag out. She nearly snatched it away from him, plopping
cross-legged to the floor by the ‘chora. The box was out in aflash, and sheran her paefingersrapidly
over the shiny black surface before cradling it in her |ap and looking at him.

"How'd Liz do?'



"Onthewhole, I'd say she came off better than | did," he returned absently, Staring at her as he drifted
forward to it on the ‘choras bench.

Thehair. Wasit redly possible to twigt, torture, and confine one head of hair into so many unappedling
knobs and projections? But for the evidence before him, he would have doubted it. She'd aso smeared
some sort of makeup on her face, imperfectly concedling the freckles spanning her nose, and done
something elseto her eyes, making them seem larger than usud, but exquisitely lusterless. The color of
her cheeks had been chosen with an unerring eye to clash with the color of her hair, and the blue on her
lips was neon bright. Every piece of jewery —and there was far too much of it — vied with the other for
gaudery. He shook hishead, lost in wonder.

She caught the headshake and smiled a ghastly smile that consisted only of bending her sedled lipsand
creasing her cheeks.

"You do think | look nice, doncha?' He folded hisarms on top of the ‘choraand nestled hischinona
forearm. "I think," he said clearly, "that you look like awhore."

She laughed, clapping ring-laden hands together. " So did the woman at the collection firm!" She sobered
abruptly, danting lusterless eyes a him. ™Y our face was wonderful! | don't remember thelast timel saw
somebody look so surprised.” She shook her head. "Don't they teach you anything in spy school ?*

He grinned. "There are some things that even spy school cannot erase. | was raised to be gented.”
"Wereyou?' Sheregarded him in round-eyed admiration. "What happened?’
Heignored this bait, however, and nodded toward the comm. "Murph?'

She sghed. "On vacation with his fiancée in some place called Econsey — southern hemisphere. That's
what | know. | was gonna see what € se the comm knew when you came in and insulted my hairdo."

"Econsey isStuated on the eastern shordine of the southern hemisphere,” hetold her, sngsonging dightly
as he read the information that scrolled before hismind's eye. "It Sits at the most eastern point of a
peninsulaand is surrounded on three sides by the Maranstadt Ocean. Y ear round population: 40,000.
Transent population: 160,000, approximate. Principa industries: gambling, foodstuffs, liquors, hogteries,
entertainment, exotic imports.” He paused, checking back, then nodded. " Juntavas influenced, but not
owned."

Miri stared at him; whatever expression may have been in eyes and face was shielded by the makeup.
"Mind likethat and it'sdl going to waste.”

Irritation spiked from nowhere and he frowned. "Will you go wash your face?'

She grinned. "Why? Y ou think it needsit?' But sherolled to her feet, box in hand, and headed for her
room. Behind her, Val Con flipped open the cover and touched the keyboard plate.

In the bathroom, Miri stripped the rings from her fingers and the bobs from her ears, jangling them aong
with the necklet and hair jewdry into the valet's return box. A glance a the readout showed that her
lestherswere at long last clean and the jJumpsuit joined the gaudy jewelry. She closed thelid, hit the
return key, and turned to the sink.

It took longer to scrape the gunk off her face than it had to put it on —the eyeshadow was especidly
tenacious— but a clean face was eventually achieved and, momentslater, abraid was pinned in a neat
crown around her head.



Her leathers dipped on smoothly, sheathing her in a supple second skin; she stamped into her boots, tied
the knot in the arm-scarf, and carried the belt with its built-on pouch back to the degping room.

Sitting on the edge of the rumbled platform, she picked up the lacquer box and spunit in her handslikea
juggler, hitting each of the seven pressure locksin unerring sequence. Therewasa click, loud over the
soft drift of ‘choramusic from the other room. Miri set the box down and raised thelid.

Opening the belt-pouch, she pushed at the back bracing wall until she coaxed the false pand out, and laid
itasde.

From the box she took akey of dightly phosphorescent blue metal, athin sheaf of papers, abadly-cut
ruby the size of a Terran quarter-bit, aloop of pierced maachite, and agold ring much too big for her

finger, set with acloudy sapphire. She stowed each item in the secret space in the pouch. Then she
removed the last object, frowned, and sat balancing it in her hand.

The room'sdirectionlesslight picked out adash of red, aline of gold, and afield of indigo blue. She
flipped it to the obverse, and light skidded off the polished metd surface, snagging on the roughness of
engraving. As shed done a hundred times since she'd gotten the thing, she ran her finger over the
engraving, trying to puzzle out the dlien characters.

In the room outside her door, the comm unit buzzed once... twice.

Miri dumped the disk among her other treasures, seaed the hiding place, and was on her way to the
door, threading the belt around her waist as she went.

Va Conwason hisfeet and moving as the comm buzzed a second time. He touched blank screen and
go.

His eyebrows shot up as he saw one of hisfour captors of the night before standing in the lobby below, a
squad of six ranged at his back, and he shook his head to banish the fegling of creeping dgavu.

"Mr. Phillips?' demanded the man he recognized.

"Yes," Va Con said, taking the remote from its nesting place atop the comm.

"Mr. Connor Phillips" theleader insgsted. "Former crew member on the Salene?”

Va Con gtrolled across the room to the bar. "It would be uselessto deny it," he told the remote. "1 was
Cargo Master on Salene. To whom am | speaking? And why? | left instructions that | was not to be
disturbed." He set the remote on the shiny bartop and activated the refreshment screen.

"My nameis Peter Smith. I'm working with the police in the investigation of the explosion that took place
a Terran Party Headquarterslast night.”

Vd Con dialed adouble brandy from the sdlection list. "I am unenlightened, Mr. Smith. Unless|
understand you to say that | am suspected of causing an explosion in—where wasit? Terra Place?!

"Terran Party Headquarters.” Therewasarea snarl in that correction, then apause, asif for bregath.
"We're looking for aman named Terrence O'Grady, who caused the explosion and disappeared. We're
asking everybody who's come on-world during the |last fifteen days to answer afew questions about the
—incident. Refusing to assist in apolice investigation, Mr. Phillips,” Pete said, with avery creditable
amount of piety, "isacrimind offense.”

Va Con dided another brandy. "1 am chastised.”



Across the room, the door to Miri's bedroom opened and she came out, buckling her belt as she walked.
She paused briefly in front of the comm screen before continuing on to the second bedroom.

"Mr. Smith,” Va Con said, dialing yet another brandy. "It isredly of no interest to me whether or not you
catch this—individua —who blew up these headquarters. However, since you have aready disturbed
me, and since | have no wish to be treated as a crimina, you may aswell ask your questions.”

"That'sfine," Pete said. "Now, if you'l tell the receptionist to let us up, well just take afew minutes of
your time—"

"Mr. Smith, please. | said you may aswell ask your questions. | did not say that | would welcome you
into my home. The presence of a police representative would place mein avery avkward negotiating
position at this moment.”

Miri laid hisgun sllently on the bar and was gone, vanishing into the kitchen. Va Con dialed abrandy,
clipped gun to belt, and waited.

After apause, Pete's voice came again. "Okay, Mr. Phillips, if that's how you want it. Where were you
last night between 10:45 p.m. and midnight?'

Miri reappeared, raised her brows at the row of brandy snifters on the bar, and passed silently on to
survey the comm screen.

"Last night,” Va Con said easly, "1 was engaged with friends. There was aparty, with fireworks and
conversation." He diaed another brandy.

"l see. You can, of course, supply the name and address of your friends," Pete said. In the lobby, he
jerked his head and two of his squad moved toward the elevators. Miri walked back to the bar.

"l can,” Va Conwas saying. "l won't. But | can.”
"l see," Pete said again. "Mr. Phillips, do you know aman named Terrence O'Grady?"

"No." Va Con handed two brandiesto Miri and waved toward her bedroom. She stood till, frowning;
he reached into the depths of the bar, produced a flamestick, and tucked it in her belt. Enlightenment
dawned with agrin of delight, and she departed on her mission.

"Mr. Phillips, I'm going to haveto indst that | seeyou.”

"Mr. Smith, I'm going to haveto ingst that you produce alegd document giving you theright." Miri was
back for two more brandies, which she carried into the other bedroom. Smoke was beginning to waft
from the doorway across the room.

"Have you any other questions?"' he asked Pete.
"Why did you leave your post on the Salene?"

"It was not as profitable an association as | had hoped for, Mr. Smith. But | fail to see what that hasto
do with your problem. Salene did not ship explosives. | met no one there named O'Grady. | have met no
one named O'Grady since | have been on Lufkit. | doubt if ever inmy life | have met anyone named
O'Grady, but | giveyou leave to explore the possibility.” Smoke wisped swesetly from hisformer
bedroom to billow with the smoke from Miri's.

He stopped diding brandies and splashed the contents of one of the remaining snifters on the carpet



around the bar. Miri appeared, picked up two more glasses, and carried them to the comm chair and the
sofg, touching the flame-gtick to the cushions.

"Mr. Smith?" Va Con asked the remote.
Miri came back for the remaining snifters and began to splash the carpet.
"What?' Pete snapped.

"Have you other questions? | redly must return to my own business." He held up ahand, stopping Miri
fromigniting the carpet.

"Any other —yeah, | do." Pete took an audible breath. "Are you a geek, Mr. Phillips?’
"Areyou ahorsgsass, Mr. Smith?' Va Con hit disconnect. Miri touched the flamestick to the carpet.

Somewhere within the building, bells began to ring; a hiss of water riking flame came from Miri's
bedroom as the sprinkler system activated itself. There were shouts from the hallway.

Miri and Va Con were dready through the kitchen escape hatch. He dammed it to, twisted two knobs,
and spun to find her shaking her head.

"Red gented "
Hegrinned. "Thank you."

Then they were moving without haste down the small service corridor, toward the larger world beyond.

CHAPTER FIVE

Hewas male, though that rarely mattered to him. Indeed, he was hardly male at dl, in the sense of lyrcat,
bearded Terran stud, or mouse. What mattered more to him was his name, which might take up to three
hours of introduction when spoken to humans and, spoken fully, might consume nearly twelve hours. For
purposes of the visas and other officid papersthat hasty humans required of one, there were severa
short forms of his name, which pleased him.

Hewasregd, as befitted a T'carais and a being more than nine hundred Standard Y ears old, though
among hisrace he was known for his occasond hasty action. On visas he wasthus. Twelfth Shell Fifth
Hatched Knife Clan of Middle River's Spring Spawn of Farmer Greentrees of the Spearmakers Den,
The Edger.

Some few of the Clans of Men — Terran and Liaden separately they named themselves —knew him
reasonably well as Edger. He enjoyed thisinformality; it reminded him of those early days of learning his
trade and liferole.

With him now traveled other functionaries of his Clan: The Handler, The Selector, The Sheather, and,
off-planet, The Watcher. Mot of the Clan was home, growing knivesin the cold, beautiful caverns of
Middle River. Hisgroup of five had been sent by the Elders out into the wide universe to discover what
kniveswere required. "Market research” his visanamed this vast adventure, though Edger himsdlf thought
of it morefully as"Education." After dl, one had to discover the uses and users of aknife before one
could know what blade to grow, what edge to encourage, what handle to smooth, what sheath to mold.
He never doubted that knives were needed, or that knives from the Knife Clan of Middle River were
needed mogt of al.



So far, they'd been seven years on this hectic trip. Edger felt confident that another seven would yield all
the information the Eldersrequired.

Being relaively young, Edger did not regard himself aslarge; histwelfth shell had been till dangeroudy
soft when they'd begun their journey, and even now was barely set. Y et people not of the Clutch
regarded him with awe, for few of the working class traveled, and his four-hundred-pound bottle-green
frame was fully one-third larger than the svelte and speedy persons the Ambassadoria Clans sent to
human worlds.

Being young, Edger was fond of entertainment. In fact, it wasfor this purpose that he and histhree
companions were now moving with ponderous haste down the wide wakway of a neighborhood
conssting of very tal, pastel-colored buildings. There was a piece of music to be performed in abuilding
just alittle farther down this street and then somewhat farther down the next. One could have argued that
the briefness of the piece— barely longer than the speaking of Edger'sfull namein Terran —hardly
judtified walking such adistance at such a pace. But Edger's ddight in music was well-known to hiskin,
and they were disposed to accompany him to this pleasure.

Thusthey walked, taking care to keep to the strip of soft materid Terranslined their wakwayswith. And
why not use stone, which endured at |east a generation or two, demanded Selector, who had an acid
tongue. Why use this—this concrete, which wore so quickly? Were the Clutch to use such materid,
nothing would be accomplished save the constant repaving of the roads.

Handler reminded Sdlector of the briefness of human lives. "Therefore, many of their own generations
may wak upon this surface before it wearsto nothing. And, in their hastiness, they may by then have
decided upon the use of another materia atogether so that it is not awaste for them, brother."

What reply Selector may have made to this gentle reproof was not to be known, for it was at that
moment that the howl of asiren sounded behind them, echoed by another in front. Directly acrossthe
street from the group of Clutch members, abuilding chimed a shrill song to itself. Edger stopped,
enchanted.

The building continued its song while people gathered around it, each crying out in what could very
possibly be some hasty new harmony. Thiswas counterpointed by the screaming sirens atop the two
bright red vehicleswhich had so recently arrived on the scene.

Edger |eft the walkway and moved across the crowded street toward the building that sang. His Clan
members, seeing him in the throes of his passion, followed.

They moved through the crowd at the entrance very like aherd of eephants moving through grasdand,
and they did not stop at the policeman’s order. Possibly, he had not been heard. Or his voice might
merely have been approved for its place in the song, the words disregarded in the present of the
experience.

Rapt, Edger came into the lobby, kin trailing after. Here, he noted, the sound of the Srenswas not so
ghrill; the rich counter-harmony of the singersfaded to aprimal growl over which the solitary,
single-noted song of the building soared triumphant, nearly incandescent.

And there were other textures herein encountered, doubtless meant as aframe to the piece: the softness
of the carpeting benesth hisfeet; the clearness of the colors; the harshness of the light reflected from the
framed glass surfaces. Edger stepped deeper into the experience, opening his comprehension to the
wholeness of thispiece of art. Patiently, his Clan members waited.

Too damn easy, Miri thought with habitud distrust of easiness. The service corridor formed asmall



cul-de-sac off the firgt-floor hallway, and they had loitered there until the evacuation team arrived and
began knocking on doors and hustling people to safety. Va Con had stepped quietly into the group of
refugees, Miri at his shoulder, and so they had gotten rescued, too.

When the group hit the lobby, he as quietly dropped out, dipping ghostlike into the foliage of an artificia
oasis. Intrigued by this return to complexity, Miri dropped out with him.

In the next few minutes, the situation in the lobby had grown noisier and more confused. Cops and
firefighterswere everywhere, yelling and pushing people around. Miri caught sight of two rescue workers
shoving Peter Smith toward the door, and grinned.

"Tough Gy?

"Hmm?" A gaggle of turtles had wandered into the lobby and he was taring at them, brows pulled
together in ahdf-frown.

"Do you know Terrence O'Grady?'

The green eyesflicked to her face, hisfrown smoothing away to that look of bland politeness. Miri
braced hersdf for alie.

One of hiseyebrows did dightly askew and he took a deliberate breath, then released it.

"I don't know Terrence O'Grady,” he said dowly. "But, for afew days, | was Terrence O'Grady."
Thetruth, after dl. Miri blinked.

"| was afraid of that." She jerked her head toward the aliensin thelobby. "Friends of yours?'
Hereturned to hisstudy. "It isdifficult to be certain at this distance. They may actudly be—kin."

She looked at him blankly and saw hisface go from intent concentration to extreme pleasure as one of
the Clutch began expounding incomprehensibly initsfoghorn voice.

"That's Edger.”
"It'swhat?" she demanded, dropping awary hand to hisarm.
"Edger," herepeated. "The big onein the middleis my brother Edger.”

"Oh." Shefrowned at the group, and then at him. Maybe he's nipped, Robertson, she thought nervoudly.
Don't look it, though.

The Clutch members were standing together, three of them waiting with visible patience, looking at
nothing in particular, while the fourth — the loud one who stood alarge head taller than hisfelows—was
in an attitude of animated attention. Edger, Miri reminded hersdlf.

"Okay," she said, going with the gag for the moment. "What's he doing here?"
"I think..." He paused, eyeson thefour diens. "I think that he must be listening to the music.”
Miri grabbed at the ragged edge of her patience. "What musc?'

Her partner waved a dim hand, encompassing the pandemonium within and without. "Edger isa
connoisseur of music. | met him when | wastraining as Firgt-In Scout. | had a portable ‘chorawith me..."



He shook his head, eyes il on the Clutch members, face relaxed, lips half-amiling.

"He enjoyed my playing. After | —got to know him, he offered me aplace in his household, as Clan
musician." The hdf-amile becameafull amile briefly. "He dso offered to import alifemate for me, or a
series of pleasure-loves, so | wouldn't sicken for my own kind."

Miri was staring at him. "Firgt-In Scout?" she repeated, in whispering awe.

Hisface closed like atrap, skin pulling tight over his cheekbones and tiny muscles tensing around the
eyes, the smilewas gone asif it had never been.

Damn your tongue, Robertson! "What's next, boss?' she asked, fighting to keep her voice matter-of-fact.
Hewas dready out of thetiny jungle. "Let ustalk with Edger."

They moved quickly acrossthe lobby, dodging firefighters and crowds of tenants being rescued. Va Con
stopped before the largest of the Clutch people, Miri at his shoulder.

Sowly, hands hanging loose, he performed the bow of youth to age, as was proper when one who was
yet shell-less would address the magnificence of one whose twelfth shell has set. He bent with the
suppleness of adancer until hisforehead brushed his knee, then unbent as dowly and stood waiting to be
acknowledged.

The measured pace of the bow, ddlivered with correct timing and in counterpoint to the frenziedness of

the performance al about, drew Edger's eye. He studied the smal figures before him: the brightly furred
one standing in motionless respect, and the one who had performed the bow which had drawn the eye

bearing a distinct resemblanceto —

"By thefirst Egg of thefirst Clutch!" he boomed injoyful Trade. "It ismy brother the musician! The
dragon-dayer! The stranger who teaches! Ahh, | had had suspicions, | will alow, but now they become
certainties! Tell me, brother," he continued, lowering hisvoice to amere bellow as he gestured about him
with athree-fingered hand the size of achild'shead. "Thisisyours, isit not?"

Va Con performed another dow bow, less profound than thefirst.

"I am honored that you recognize the workmanship,” he murmured in soft Trade, "but | ask that you
humor your soft brother. The work, which | had not known you might witness, isa specidty. It isto
remain anonymous, known only to mysdlf —and you, now, brother —and thislady, who assstsme.”

Edger sighed atornado.

"What genius dwellswithin my brother! What nobility of purposeis his, who recognizesthat art may be
st free and alowed to pursueits own destiny and fulfillment! | amin your debt yet again, and | ask that
you forgive my attention to the work which required you to bow such abow. Asyour brother | ask that
you not bow so to me again.”

He paused to gaze at his brother the musician with wonder in his saucer-szed eyes.

"Frequently, | meditate upon that last work you played for the Clan, wherein you juxtaposed e ements of
the music of your people with the music of my own. That you could achieve such athing without prior
compasition is a continuing astonishment to me. It ismy opinion that most members of your race would
rest, had they achieved such virtuosity upon an instrument. But you —1 find you exploring other
dimensions, tying the filaments of your work together with strands of discord and rhythm..." Helet this
drift away in order to sample again the music happening now.



"Itis| who must bow to you!" he announced suddenly, nearly knocking over apassing firefighter ashe
attempted to do just that.

His brother waved his many-fingered hands, asif he would hold back the torrent of praise.

"It istoo much —I thank you." The hands turned up to show the pamsin his well-remembered gesture.
"Y ou permit?'

"Speak on. | permit dl to such abrother, and such an artist.”

"I would ask that you grant the boon of your company to myself and my companion for the space of a
few days. It isthat we must travel and there have been — hindrances. | fed we would be passed to our
destination without molestation, if you grant usyour cognizance." Va Con paused, head tipped dightly to
onesde.

"If you will," he continued dowly, "the art you see hereis but part of alarger and more complex work we

perform.”

"It shal be done!" Edger declared, turning to hiskin, who had been patiently standing by. "It shall be
done!" he said in the highest of the Clutch didects.

The others sketched quick bows, slently taking fresh note of Edger'slamentable haste. Still, aT'carais
may have abrother, and who isto deny the brother of a T'carais when the request is reasonabl €?

"Itisarranged,” Edger said in Trade. "A few days at the disposa of my brother. Itistoo little, yet it
beginsto repay the debt. | —"

"Will you damn turtles get the hell out of thislobby?* The policewoman who demanded it, sungun at the
ready, was atowering, muscled brute, ascarred veteran of amultitude of riots and street fights. She
loomed over Va Con like amadtiff over alynx.

Edger looked down at her from his height, astounded by the temerity of such asmall, soft person.

The smdll, soft person, blissfully unaware of her transgression, continued her tirade. "Don't you stupid
reptiles know that this building's on fire, that there's a desperate crimina loose, that we're evacuating the
tenants, and that you are obstructing all of it? You—" A jerk of the sungun a Va Con. "Who're you?"

"Linguigtic Specidist Nor Ton yosQuentl, of the—"
Miri closed her eyesbriefly.

"Y ou registered here?' the cop cut in.

"No, I'mwith these—"

"Then, for the sake of Heyjus, get your butt outta herel” the cop yelled, tripping the safety on the stungun
and waving it in emphasis. "And take this zoo with you; the building's being evacuated. If you wanna
stand here and have the roof fall onyou," she continued, as one suddenly struck by the brighter side of
destiny, "'l guess nobody'll be too upset over losin' a couple geeks and aherd of turtles.”

She turned and strode away, damming her gun into the holster as she went.

Va Con glanced up at Edger. "It is recommended that we make haste, my brother, before the roof fals
on uswith assstance from the local constables.”



Edger sighed. "I had hoped to enjoy the last of your composition, but you are no doubt wise. It saddens
meto find so many people unappreciative of art.”

So saying, heturned in awide circle— like a steamer making amid-ocean change of course, Miri thought
—and st off for the door, one of thewaiting trio at hisside. The other two remained where they were.

Va Con caught Miri by the arm and pulled her with him asthe second pair of turtlesfdl in behind, acting
as escorts.

"What's going on?' she hissed a him in Terran as they moved toward the door. "Who in hell isNorton
Quentin? Why arewe—"

"Nor Ton yosQuentl," he corrected, "isaLinguistic Specidist a thelocal —"

Shejabbed himin the sde with an ebow. "Listen you—you turtle-brother! Thisiscrazy, dl of it! Firg,
you get us out of the room and into the lobby and nobody knowswho we are. Then, you gotta attract
attention to us by being related to some weird Clutch standing in the lobby —and then you're somebody
else again! Damn chameleon, that'swhat you are.”

He grinned at her, enjoying the sensation of looking down on someone with al thetall company around.
"I'm your partner, just asyou told Liz. A rose by any other name..."

For the next few minutes, he found out what kind of avocabulary lifein the mercenaries can foster ina
young girl.

Clutch people, Miri learned with surprise, were persons of consequence. Rooms for the two human
members of Edger's party were bespoken and produced upon the instant at the hyatt where the
marketing research team stopped. A private dining room was likewise provided, and, shortly, ameal of
Clutch food and human food, with suitable beverages and utensils for each species. A concert-sized
omnichorawas shanghaied from some distant function room and placed aso within the dining hall.

While they waited for the meal, and even before the beverages were poured out, Miri wasformaly
introduced to Edger, Handler, Selector, and Sheather, each by his abbreviated, visaname.

"And your own?' Handler asked her.

Miri chewed her lip, working it out. "Miri Robertson Mercenary Soldier, Retired, Persona Bodyguard,
Retired, Have Weapon Will Travel." She heard asmal sound to her right, asif the other human member
of the party had stifled asneeze. Edger and Handler blinked solemnly.

"It isawdl-enough name," the T'caraisjudged, "for one yet young."

Miri bowed in thanks, which pleased Edger, who thought her very pretty-behaved, and began to speak
to her of music, asking, in hiseventua way, if she played an instrument, as did hisyoung brother.

She shook her head and confessed that, though she could pick out atune, one-fingered and limp-timed,
ona'chora, it could not in justice be caled playing. "I can sng some," shetold Edger asthey sat to
dinner, "but Tough Guy saysyou're aconnoisseur. My voice ain't anything specid.”

Edger paused, considering this message. Much of it was clear, but he was puzzled. "I believel am
unacquainted with this person who holds mein such esteem. My memory does not provide afaceto
match the name "Tough Guy.' It isnot often that | am so lax, and it troubles me."

"It is sometimes the custom among Terrans," Va Con explained, handing Miri aglass of wineand



shaking his head at her, "to provide a person with what isknown as a'nickname.’ Thisis most often
suggested by acharacteristic displayed by the person which seemsvery strong, yet is not touched upon
by the person's official name." He paused and poured himself aglass of the canary before diding into the
seat between Edger and Miri. "For reasons best known to herself, Miri names me "Tough Guy'."

"l understand,” Edger said, accepting in histurn abeaker of milky beverage from Sheather. "It pleases
me that Terrans continue to adjust their names. It is not atendency | have heretofore observed in them.
But itisgood to know of it." He quaffed his drink with apparent relish.

"I would be pleased,” he continued, "if you and Miri would play and sing when the medl isdone.”
Va Coninclined his head and, after adight hesitation, Miri copied the gesture.

Thetdk shifted to the mission of the four Clutch members. Miri |et the conversation dide over and
around her, not really listening to the words, but |etting the dow voices, the grandiose phrasing and rolling
periods, soothe her.

She broke apiece of bread from the loaf and buttered it leisurely. Edger's okay, she thought lazily. And
Handler's sweet. And Selector — she grinned. As an ex-sergeant, she had a specid fedling for Selector.

She became aware that shy, little—in ardative way, of course— Sheather was staring at her out of eyes
the size of her sdad plate, and smiled a him. He ducked his head and was suddenly very busy with his
medl.

Miri ate her bread, luxuriating in the feeling of — safety? She Spped wine and decided that she liked the
turtles.

"You will be pleased to know," Edger was booming to her partner, "that when you again cometo usyou
will be ableto eat of food and partake of drink designed for those of your kind. It was a source of shame
to methat our Clan could provide you with naught but soups of which you must be unsure and which did
not provide dl the nutrients your body demands; and only water to drink, as our beer was too potent.

"To mitigate this shame, | have procured aong our route foodstuffs prepared by your kind for your kind.
And | am assured that these things are preserved for more than two hundreds of these standard years.”

He paused, then, as delicately asthe big voice could manage, asked, "Do you think you will return to us,
asyou promised, within two hundreds of years?"

Next to her, Va Con hesitated, and the glance Miri danted at his face surprised an expression she
recognized as sadness.

"Certainly before two hundred years," he said with strained lightness. "Liadens are not so long-lived as
you." Helifted his glass and took ahealthy swig of wine. "But how may | cometo you at dl, when you
are adventuring around the galaxy?"

"Ah," Edger said, "but the expedition is nearly complete! Wewill be back in the caverns of Middle River
in lessthan seven Standard Y ears.”

Va Con laughed. "1 had no idea you were so close to the end,” he said, and the talk passed on to other
things

Presently, it was judged time for entertainment. Bowing to their hosts, Miri and Va Con moved to the
‘chora. He ghosted his fingers down the keys, releasing a shower of sound, and glanced at her from
under long lashes. "What song, oh, Traveler?'



Sheignored that, frowning in concentration. ™Y ou know 'Jm Dooley Blues?'
His brows twitched together. "I am not certain.”

She came around his side and leaned over to pick out the schmaltzy melody line. He listened for abar or
two, then hisright hand began to pick up the rhythm; hisleft hand shifted further down the keyboard,
grabbed her lagging melody, shook it firmly, and set it upon itsfeet.

Miri straightened. " Show-off."

Grinning, heflipped stops, adjusted frequencies, and dowed the lines she had shown him until they were
obvioudy anintroduction.

Miri turned toward the audience and begun to sing.

She sang well, he conceded, adjusting the ‘chorato fill the spaces her voice left within the song. Shedid
not have remarkable range, it wastrue, but she knew the limits of her voice, and the song she had
chosen, with its overstated lament of the problems encountered by Programmer Dooley, fit her abilities

perfectly.
The song ended at an even dozen verses, which he a so appreciated.
The Clutch members sat motionless at the oversized table; Edger's eyes were glowing.

Va Con adjusted the stops and began the introduction to that ever-popular ballad of the spaceways,
"Ausman Overboard." Miri laughed and nearly missed her first line.

The party |lasted until very early the next morning.

CHAPTER SIX

The staff of the hyatt in Econsey were even more impressed with the members of Edger's group than the
staff at the City House, where they'd spent the previous night, had been. Of course, the Clutch had been
staying at City House for severa weeks— it was possible that the novelty had worn off.

A suite of rooms, arranged in a Six-pointed star around a spacious common room, was provided. An
omnichora, the ssammering manager explained, was standard equipment in this apartment.

The suite was pronounced adequate, and the manager was requested to guide Handler and Sheather to
the kitchens, where they could arrange the details of comestibles while Edger and Selector made a
preliminary tour of Econsey’'simport shops.

Miri stared at Va Con and cleared her throat. "I'm gonnatry the comm-net for Murph'sregistration,” she
said, jerking her head at the door to her bedroom.

He nodded wordlessly and drifted toward the 'chora.

Murph's name was readily regurgitated by the net; the comm connected her with his hyatt's front desk
immediady.

"Mr. Murphy and his guest have rented one of our idand hideawaysfor afew days,”" the smiling young
man at the Archipelago told her. "They should be back on the mainland — let's see... Yes. Tomorrow
afternoon. Would you like to leave amessage for him?"

"No, thanks," Miri said through gritted teeth. "My plansain't fixed yet. I'll give him acal back when |



know what I'm gonna be doing. | just thought, if hewasfreetonight..." Shelet it trail off, and the young
man dimmed his smile by akilowett or two in professond sympethy.

She thanked him and broke the connection, seething.

Spinning dowly on her hed, she surveyed the bedroom. It was not, she thought, asluxurious asthe
gpartment rented by Connor Phillipsin Mixla City, though the private comm built into the desk wasanice
touch. And the bed was enormous.

The bathing room offered a choice of wet or dry clean, aswell asasunroom; the valet wasin aroom of
itsown, flanked by floor to ceiling mirrors. On whim, because any occupation was better than thinking up
waysto ruin Murph's nature, she called for the valet's catal og.

A low whistle escaped between her teeth as the pictures began to form in the screen. Hot damn, but
you'rein the wrong business! shetold hersdlf. A person didn't get rich being asoldier —not unless she got
real lucky. And persona bodyguards didn't get rich either, unless the boss died grateful — of natural
causes. Miri puzzled briefly, trying to figure out what line of work one could get into and afford to dress
in the clothes offered by the hyatt'svalet.

Sighing, she hit cancel. There was one thing for sure—any gimmick that let a person dresslike that was
not agimmick that amercenary from aghetto world waslikely to fal into.

That thought touched another, and then her fingers were working the catch on her pouch, pulling a the
fasewal. The ename work of the disk was nearly blinding in the spotlights of the valet chamber, but
extraillumination did not make the marks more meaningful.

She stood for along moment, frowning down at the thing. Then, with a sharp nod, she went in search of
her partner.

The manager of the second shop was gppreciative. She turned the one knife they carried with them for
such purpose—their "sample’ Edger called it —thisway and that, |etting the light illuminate and obscure
the crystd bladein artistic series.

"It'sbeautiful," she breethed, laying it with gentle care on the velvet pad she used for showing off fine
piecesof jewdry. "I'm quite sure | could sdll afew hundred every year. Why don't we start with an
immediate shipment of fifty? In sx monthsI'll have a better idea of how they're moving and be ableto
reorder.” Shelooked up at the larger of the two diens, who seemed to be the boss of the venture. "Will
fifty percent up front and fifty percent on ddlivery be satisfactory?

"Quite satisfactory," Edger replied politdly. "But it appearsthat | have not made mysdf perfectly clear. |
am mortified to display such alack of proficiency inyour language. The caseisthis. Immediatdy,’ as|
understand you to mean theword, is not possible. It takes a space of time to encourage knivesto grow
in the desired form for the proper edge to be induced, for handles and sheaths to be formed and
grown..."

The manager frowned. "How long?"

Edger waved ahand. "For such aknife asthat, do we notify those at home this day — twenty of these
Standard Years."

"Twenty —" She swallowed and stared down at the lovely thing resting on the velvet. "What if you were
to —ah, encourage —asmaller knife? Say one hdf aslarge asthis? How long would that take?"

Edger considered. "Perhapsfifteen years. Some effort, you understand, cannot be hastened, though there



isasaving in time due to the fact that the knife need not be encouraged to grow so large.”

"There's nothing you can do to hurry the process alittle? | mean —twenty Standards...” Thebell rangin
the front of the shop, announcing the arriva of another customer. Two customers, she saw around the
curve of the sllent turtle€'s shell, both well-dressed and cultured.

"Excuse me," she murmured to Edger and moved abit down-counter. "Yes, Sr?1sthere something in
particular you'd like to see?"

The older of the two smiled and flipped ahand. "Nothing particular. A birthday gift for my daughter. I'd
liketo look around, if you'd care to finish with those gentles.”

She amiled and nodded. "Please take dl the time you need. And if | can be of any assistance...” The
phrase drifted off as she waked back to Edger and Selector.

"Y ou must understand that it's not possible for a—a human —to wait twenty Standards for thefilling of
an order. Areyou certain,”" she asked Edger very earnestly, "that there is nothing you can do to speed the
process up?'

Edger moved his massive head from side-to-side in the gesture that he understood to mean negation. "l
regret not. Were we to attempt such athing — as has been donein the past, when knives were
encouraged at alightning pace — perhaps three Standards from thought to blade..." He sighed ahuge
sgh. "Such knives are flawed. They do not withstand the rigors we of Middle River Clan demand of our
blades. That one before you —it will not shatter, no matter the provocation. Excluding, | should say,
massive trauma, such as one would expect in the wreck of aland vehicle or collison of asteroid and
sarship. A flawed blade will shatter and be only dust upon the second strike againgt ordinary stone. We
cannot, as craftpersons proud of our work, encourage a blade ahead of itstime, knowing that it will
perform as poorly asthat.”

He motioned, and Sdlector stepped forward to return the sample to its sheath of soft vegetable hide.

"Well," the manager said, putting her bravest face oniit. "I'm sorry. | would've loved to have had some of
your knivesin the shop." She dredged up asmile. "Thank you for your time."

Edger inclined his head. " Our time has been well given. My thanksfor the gift of your own." He and
Sdlector turned — carefully, in this place crammed with fragile things — and started for the door.

"Y our pardon, Gentles," the elder of the two well-dressed men said. Edger paused. Behind him, Selector
paused a so, there being no place to go with his brother blocking the aide.

The man made adight bow, aswould aresident prince . upon greeting another traveling through his
country. "My nameis Justin Hostro. | could not help overhearing your conversation just now. Much that
you have said interests me, and | believe | see away in which we both may prosper. | would be very
happy, were you to have time to walk with me to my place of business, so that we may discussthe
meatter morefully.”

Edger was pleased. Forsooth, ahuman of beautifully polished manner and splendid turn of phrase.
Further, one who wished to learn more fully of the knives of Middle River. Heinclined his head.

"My brother and | are happy to learn your name and would be pleased to discuss our craft with you. Let
us, asyou say, walk to your place of business and speak."”

Justin Hostro bowed once more. "I am ddighted by your willingness. If | might beg the favor of an
ingtant, while | complete the purchase of agift for my only daughter?"



"Itiswell,” Edger replied. "My kinsman and | shal await you and yourswithout.”

If their new acquaintance tarried longer than the requested ingtant, it was not by so significant atime that
either Edger or Sdlector noted the delay. Justin Hostro and his companion rejoined them quickly, the
companion bearing alarge and ornately wrapped box.

"Ah!" Edger exclamed. "What ddlicacy you show in your choice! What supremacy of color —the
so-bold ydlow, how subtly tamed by the soberness of the black ribands! 1t ismy belief that your
daughter will bewel| pleased with such agift.”

The man carrying the object of this acclaim stopped dead, blinking at hisleader. But Justin Hostro merely
laid his hand upon Edger's forearm and turned him gently down the street, murmuring, "Now, it does my
heart good to hear you say o, for | see you have adiscerning eye. | had had qualms, | will admit it.
Perhaps the yellow was too bold? The black too severe? But that it draws such praise fromyou—1 am
content.”

Shaking hishead, Mr. Hogtro's companion fdll in with Sdlector, and thus they each followed their |eader
down the street.

CMSwasat .90, CPSat .82. Vd Con adjusted the stops on the 'chora as hisfingers found an intriguing
weave of sound, and the numbersin his head faded away.

Shrouded in the music, he did not hear the scant sound she made entering the room, nor did body-sense
warn him of her nearness. The thud of disk to padded 'choratop was unexpectedly loud.

Trained reflexes ftilled his startled reaction as his eyes snapped first to her face, then to the disk, and
back to her face.

"Hdlo, Miri."
"What isit?" she demanded, voice harsh, finger pointing.

He dropped his eyes obediently and considered the bright design, hands folded in hislap as he sought the
proper words, the correct inflection. It is heritage, he thought. It ishome.

"ItisaHouse Badge." Helifted his eyes again to hers, keegping his voice gentle and smooth. "The sign
indicates Clan Erob, which isaHouse that chooses to seat itself elsewhere than upon Liad. They are
respected Traders." He moved his shoulders. "Itiswhat | know."

"Thereswriting on the back of it," Miri told him, her voice less harsh, but till carrying that edge he
mistrusted.

He picked up the disk, flipped it in long fingers, and sighed.

"Itisagenedogy. Thelast entry isincomplete. It reads. 'Miri Tiazan, born in the year named Amrasam'.”
Helet the badge fall gently back to the padding and looked up at her. "That would be approximately
axty-five Standards ago.”

"Tayzin," she muttered, giving the name a Terran inflection. "Katdina Tayzin —my mother. Miri Tayzin—
grandmother, | guess. Mom might've named me for my grandmother — she never said. Just that her
mother'd died in 1358, back during the Fevers, when thefatcats..." Shelet her voice drift off, shaking
her head.

"Didn't tell me alot of stuff, lookslike. When | told her I'd joined up with Liz's Merc unit, she gave me



that thing there. Told meit'd belonged to her mother, and she'd be happy knowin' it was off Surebleak —
and me, too." Her eyes sharpened suddenly.

"You knew," she said, and it was surety, not accusation. He nodded. "1 knew aswell as| could, for
whatever difference it might make. | was surprised to find that you did not know, and that you thought
yourself so Terran.” He offered her asmile. "L ook at you. Everyone knows Liadens are short, small
compared with other humans; that the heartbeet is afraction off, the blood count atrifle different..."

She shrugged, and the smile shereturned him wasredl.
"Mutated within acceptable limits. Says so in my papers.”

"Exactly my point,” he murmured. "Because it makes no red difference. No reasonable difference. | have
it that we are dl the same seed: Terran, Liaden, Y xtrang.”

"Y xtrang, too?" She was onto the other point before he could nod. "Y ou have that officialy?’

Heran afinger over the smooth enamel work of Erob's badge. "My father did. He had access to the best
of the genetics data, and to — other —information. In fact, he gave the information to the Terran Party.”

"Hewhat?" Shewasgaring a him. "The Terran Party? What'd they do, laugh at him?"
He moved his shoulders againgt the sudden tension. "They tried to nate him."

Air hissed between her teeth, not quite awhistle. "They would, you know. Especidly if they thought it
wastrue. But you said —they tried.”

He glanced down, took up the disk, and turned it over in hishands. "They tried... He waswaking with
my mother — hislifemate, you understand, not a contract-wife. She saw the man pull the gun—and she
stepped in front, pushing my father aside." He turned the badge over and over in his hands, light running
liquid over the many colors. "Shewas hit instead. They'd used afragging pellet. She had no chance at
al”

"S0," she said after along moment, "you do have avendetta againgt Terrans.”

His brows twitched together in afrown. "No, | don't." He flipped the badge lightly to the padding. "What
good would a vendetta against Terrans do? Because one man with agun did as he was ordered?
Perhaps — probably — he thought he was protecting hisfamily, his Clan, his planet, dl of them, from some
horrible destiny. | would think that the death of one man would be acheap price to end such athrest,
then and there.”

Heflexed hisarms and leaned back. "A vendetta? Anne Davis, who took me as her own, raised me as
her own —shewas Terran, though my uncle, her lifemate, was Liaden." He glanced up, hadf-amiling. "Y ou
and | could be partners were you full Terran; there is nothing between our people that makes us natura
enemies. No. No vendetta."

He picked up Erob's badge and offered it to her.

"I think," he said dowly as shetook the disk from hishand, "that thereislittle purpose to thinking things
like"The Liadens,' "The Clutch, "The humans,' or even "The Y xtrang.' | think the best way to think —and
talk —isin particulars. 'Va Con,' 'Miri,' 'Edger.’ If you need to think bigger because some things teke
more people, it might bewiseto think 'Erob,’ 'Korva,' 'Middle River' —agroup smal enough that you
can gill nametheindividuas, agroup smal enough that you can, in time, know theindividuds, the parts
of the Clan. Whereisthe threat in 'Handler,' 'Edger,’ Terrence'?"



She stood holding the Clan sign loosdly, puzzlement shadowing her gray eyes.
"Youdidnt learn that in spy schooal,” shetold him flatly.

Helooked down and began to stroke the keys of the ‘chora.

"No," hesaid, very softly. "I don't think | did.”

She clicked open her pouch and dropped the Erob-link within, her eyes on the top of his head ashe sat
bent over the keyboard once more.

"So how come you're aspy and not a Scout?”'

The Loop flared and he was up, hands flat on the keyboard, primed to stop the deadly danger of her; he
saw disbelief flash across her face even as her body dropped into a crouch, ready to take his attack, a
trained opponent, growing deadlier by the instant —

"Miri." Hisvoice cracked and he swallowed air; he raised ahand to push the hair from his forehead and
exercised will to banish the Loop from consciousness... "Miri, please. | would —like—to tell you the
truth. Itismy intention to tell you the truth.”

He saw her make the effort, saw the fighting tension drain out of shoulders and legs as she straightened
and grinned shakily.

"But | shouldn't push my luck, right?"
"Something very like" he agreed, pushing the hair on hisforehead up again. It fell back immediately.
"You redly do need ahaircut.”

The adrend rush had left him drained, alittle shaky, but curioudy at ease. He flashed aquick grin. "1 find
that suggestion hard to take serioudy from someone whose own hair falswell below her waist.”

" likeit long."

"And you asoldier!”

"Y egh, but, you see, my commander told me never to cut it. Just following orders!”
Helaughed and found within himself an urgeto tak, to explan—to judtify.

"Orders can be difficult, can they not?' he said, Sitting down again before the 'chora. "'l cameto this
world because there was aman who was a great danger to many, many people of different szesand
shapes. A man who thought anyone whose heartbeat and blood failed to match his own was ageek —
worthless—and who killed and tortured the hopeless.

| was ordered here, but having seen the man act, | believethat | did what was proper. The reason | was
ordered here, | think, isthat avendetta claim would have been sufficient to stop an investigation of my
further motives, had something gone awry.” He paused, then went on more dowly.

"After dl, spy or Scout, | am avolunteer, am | not? | have aready agreed to go firs, to make the
universe safe. A Scout or aspy —it isthe samething. | am an agent of change in either case. Expendable
—too useful atool not to use.

Sometimes," he continued softly, "tools are programmed to protect themselves. This'chora, for example,



can be moved about within the hyatt with no difficulty. Y &, if we attempted to move it off the grounds, it
would start howling, or perhapsit would smply not function at al." Helooked at her carefully. "The
‘choramay not even know what it will do when the boundary is crossed — some circuits are beyond its
access. Toolsare like that, sometimes.”

Miri nodded warily. "But people —" she began and chopped off her words as the door cycled to admit
Handler and Sheather.

"It has been arranged,” Handler told them, "that we shdl al six dinein the so-called Grotto located
belowdtairsin this establishment. Thereis said to be music, which our elder brother will find pleasing, and
there is dso dancing, which we thought might be pleasing to our human friends. And," he said, voice
dropping to what Miri thought must be intended as awhisper, "the form of the Grotto may be pleasing to
al of us, anceitisalikeness of acavern system found e sawhere on this planet. We have bespoken the
tablefor eight of the clock, and we hope that there will be sufficient time before the celebration for you to
refresh yourselves, adorn yoursaves, and be ready. We would not wish the event to begin with unseemly
heste."

The humans exchanged aglance, and Va Con bowed.

"We thank you for your thoughtfulness. Six hoursis more than adequate for our preparations. We shall
be reedy in the fullness of time.”

"That isvery well, then,” Handler said. "If you will excuse us, we shdl take our leave so that we may
make anayses and dso prepare for the evening. It does bode to be atime of some discussion.”

The humans bowed their thanks and acknowledgements, Miri attempting to copy Va Con'sfluid style
and finding it much harder than it looked. The Clutch adjourned to their own quarters.

Miri sighed. "Wdll, | don't know how much adornment I'll be doing, though the refreshment part don't
sound too bad. Maybe | can order afancy new shirt out of the valet." She wastalking to herself, not
expecting an answer; Va Con's reply made her jump.

"You can't go like that, you know," hetold her serioudy. "Not into the most exclusive resort on the
rjm."

"Yeah, wdl, | can't goin any of the clothesthe vaet's peddling, either! Have you looked at the priceson
those things? | could mount an invasion of Terrafor the price of apair of shoes. I'm hereto pick up my
money, remember? It's gotten so | gotta water my kynak so | can have asecond drink. | sure can't go
into debt to finance something I'll wear onceinmy lifel™

Va Con tipped his head, brows bent together in puzzlement. ™Y ou would be very congpicuousin what
you arewearing now," he said smply. "And Edger has said that the expense of thetrip ishis, snce he
counts a debt owed me, and because he had not thought to come to Econsey to research the local need
for knives. Evenif hewished not to extend his cognizanceto you, | might pay —"

"No." She frowned stormily. "That ain't theway | do things. | can just stay in my room, beg off that it'sa
holy day or something."

"Now that would be an insult, after Handler went to the trouble and thought of arranging a place where
we can dl eat and enjoy.” He paused, seemingly sudying theair.

"It would be best not to wear agun.” As he spoke, he opened his pouch and brought out asender
polished stick, something like a Drumetian math-stick.



"Perhaps you could wear your hair to accommodate this." With aflick of the wrigt, the stick separated,
becoming the handle of athin, deadly-looking blade, smoothly sharp aong the curved edge, wickedly
serrated aong the other.

Another wrigt-flick and the dender dirk was merely a polished stick: knife to ornament. He reversed it
and held it out.

Miri hesitated. "I ain't aknife expert —just about know how to use asurviva blade.

"If anyone gets close enough to grab you," he said, dl reason, "pull it out, flip it open, gick itin, and run.
Itisnot likely you will be pursued.” He extended it further. "Simplicity itsdlf, and a precaution only.”

Shelooked from the knife to hisface; when shefinally accepted the thing, shetook it gingerly, asif she
much preferred not to.

"l," sheannounced, "am being bullied.”
"Undoubtedly."

"Lazenia spandok,” shesaid, ruddly.

His eyebrows shot up. "Y ou speek Liaden?”

"Well enough to swear and pidgin my way through abattle plan. And if ever anybody was a managing
bagtard, you are. In spades.” She turned toward her room, experimentally flipping the hidden blade out
andin.

Behind her, he murmured something in Liaden. She whirled, glad the blade was closed.

"That ain't funny, spacer!” The Trade words crackled with outrage. "1 ain't ayoung lady and | don't need
you to tell meto clean up my tak!"

"Forgive me." He bowed contrition and dared a question. "Where are you going?'
"To refresh and adorn myself. I've only got about five hours or so, after | decide what shoesto wear."

And shewas gone, leaving him to wonder at the sudden bite of bereavement and at the impulse that had
led him to address her in the intimate mode, reserved for kin. Or for lovers.

CHAPTER SEVEN
The door closed with asigh that echoed her own, and she spun, flipping the stickknife onto the desk.

Nagty little toy, she thought, wrinkling her nose as her hand dropped to the grip of the gun on her leg. Just
as deadly, surely, but somehow — cleaner? More straightforward? Less personal, maybe?

She shifted dightly, then caught sight of hersdf in the bed mirror and stuck her tongue ot.
Miri Robertson, Girl Philosopher, she thought wryly.

[lania frrogudon... The echo of Tough Guy's murmuring voice contradicted her and she froze, biting her
lower lip.

Liaden was an old language, far, far older than the motley collection of didectsthat passed for aTerran
language, and divided into two forms: High and Low. High Liaden was used for dedling with most



outsiders, such as cowork-ers, strangers, nodding acquaintances, and shopkeepers. Kin were addressed
in Low Liaden —long-time friends, children... But never aperson considered expendable.

Y et at least twice held begun the maotions that would havekilled her, automaticaly, efficiently. She might
have brushed her desth a dozen timeswith him aready; it had taken her timeto redize what the mask of
inoffeng ve politeness he sometimes wore was meant to concedl.

His other face —the one with the quirking eyebrows and luminous grins — was the face of aman who
loved to laugh and who called heart-music effortlesdy from the complex keyboard of the 'chora. It was
the face of aman who was good to know: afriend.

A partner.
She moved to the bed and lay back dowly, imposing relaxation on trained muscles.
"A Scout aint aspy," sheinformed the calling solemnly. " And people ain't tools™

She closed her eyes. Scouts, she thought. Scouts are the nearest thereisto heroes... And held said
First-in Scout. The best of the best: pilot, explorer, linguigt, cultura anayst, xenologist — brilliant,
adaptable, endlesdy resourceful. The future of aworld hung on hisword done: Would it be colonized?
Opened to trade? Quarantined?

Miri opened her eyes. " Scouts are for holding thingstogether,” she clarified for the ceiling. "Spiesarefor
taking things apart.”

And that babble he'd given her about tools!

Sherolled over, burying her head in the basket of her crossed arms, and relived the momentsjust
passed, when she'd known he was coming across the ‘choraat her.

Gods, he'sfast! she marveled. Suzuki and Jase would give ayear of battle bonuses to have that speed
for the old unit, never minding the brain that directed it.

Never mind the brain, indeed. She wondered why held checked himsalf those times she'd seen her death
in his eyes. She wondered why he'd trusted her with that deadly little blade, why he'd spokento her...
And shewondered, very briefly, if hetruly were crazy.

It seemed likely.
The thing to do with crazy peopleis get lots of room between you and them, she said to hersdif.

Sherolled to her kneesin the center of the great bed, bracing her body for the leap to the floor. Timeto
flit, Robertson. Y ou ain't smart enough to figure this one out.

"Leavel" she shouted amoment later, when sheld moved no further. Damn Murph and the money. Damn
the Juntavas and their stupid vendetta. Damn especidly a sentence spoken in alanguage that might have
been her grandmother's but never had been hers.

Y es, and then? Damn the man who had twice —no, four times— saved her life?
Y ou're afool, Robertson, shetold hersdf savagely. You're crazier than heis.
"Yeah, well, it'sajob," she said doud, shoulders sagging dightly. "Keeps me busy.”

She kicked into a somersault, snapping straight to her feet asthe roll flipped her over the edge of the bed.



On her way to the bathroom, she paused at the desk and picked up the little wooden stick. So easy to
hide... Shethought of Surebleak and the one or adozen timesin her childhood when such an instrument
would have been welcome protection. Memory flashed aface she hadn't seen in years and her hand
twitched — the blade was out, silent and ready.

"Aah, what the hell," she muttered and closed the knife, carrying it with her into the bath.

Sometime later, bathed, robed, and damp-haired, she called up the valet's catalog again. She frowned at
thefirst selection, trying to place what was different, and nearly laughed doud in mingled outrage and
amusement.

No price was displayed.
All right, she thought, beginning the scan. If that's how he wantsit. | hope | bankrupt him.

It took her longer to redize that she wastrying to figure out which clothes might please him, which clothes
might make him receptive to an offer to share that immense bed with her this evening.

"Pretty, ain't he?' she asked her reflection sympathetically, then sighed. Pretty and dangerous and fast
and smart and crazy asthe six of diamonds. She cursed hersdlf silently, wondering why she hadn't
recognized the emotion before. Lust. Not just smple lugt, of the passing-glance variety, but lust of the
classic Lost Week on Moraviakind.

Looking around her —and back at the clothesin the valet's tank — she wondered if he might be interested
inaLost Week sometime. Then she cursed hersalf some more. Since when did she have aweek to lose?

Connor Phillipss service record, reluctantly provided by Salene, included a holo, which was duly copied
and sent around to cops, firefighters, and disaster crews present at the "fire" at the MixlaArms.

Sergeant M cCulloh stepped forward immediately. "Y eah,” shetold Pete, "I seen him. Redhead kid, him,
an' four turtles dl left together.” She corrugated her forehead in an effort to ad memory. "Said hisname
was something-or-nother-yos-something. Geek name. Dunno hers. ‘Mother geek. Takin' Trade with the
turtles— something about dl traveling together for a couple days..." She shrugged broad shoulders. "I'm
red sorry, Mr. Smith. Coulda kept the whole bunch right then, if I'd known."

"That'sal right, Sergeant,” the Chief of Police said, forestalling Pete's frustrated growl. "Now, did you
overhear anything that might have indicated where they were going?*

The sergeant shook her massive head. "Nossir. Only that they should al go together.”

"Wdl," the chief said, "that's quite abit of help, actualy. Four turtles and two humans traveling together?
They'll be easy to spot.” He smiled at his subordinate. "That will be dl, Sergeant. Thank you for coming
forward with that informetion. Y ou've been very helpful.”

"Yessr. Thank you, sir. Thank you, Mr. Smith." The sergeant whirled on her hedl and marched out of the
room, shutting the door crisply behind her.

"Great," Pete swore. "All we got to do, | guess, is put out an al-points on four turtles and two geeks and
wait till we get areport.”

"Actualy," the chief said, leaning back in hischair, "that's close. We send out a picture and anoteto
report any combination of turtle and human. Instructions to observe and report to Mixla Headquarters.
Under no circumstances are they to be taken.”



"What!" Pete stopped in mid-pace, staring at the other man.

The chief shook hishead. "Think about it. The boy'sinventive—got himsdlf anicelittle diverson there;
limited property damage, no risk to life—and if he'slinked to the O'Grady incident, like you think, he's
probably atad dangerous.” He propped hisfoot up on the desk top.

"Turtles occupy avery ticklish diplomatic niche. We can't afford to make them mad. And they will be
mad, if they count the boy as afriend and some poor joke of a cop comesto arrest him." He shook his
head. "The girl's an unknown, but it's a good idea to assume she's as dangerous as the boy —and the
turtles are her friends, too."

Pete blinked thoughtfully. "So we wait till they're spotted and nailed, then hit ‘em with everything we got
so fast the turtles got no time to yell 'ho!" We can say 'sorry’ later.” The chief nodded. "Exactly.”

"Hawed blades." Edger was saying when Miri entered the room in the early evening. "And only flawed
blades, my brothers! All that we have now —warehoused, do you recall, Sheather? Nearest the river? —
and dl that thrice- accursed cavern can spawn! Who could have imagined such athing?”

"What use can any being have for flawed knives?' Handler asked, squinting his eyesin puzzlement.

"Ah, they areto be given to certain specid individuasin the organization of this Justin Hostro. These
individuas are entrusted with tasks having much to do with the honor and integrity of the organization. It
isJustin Hostro's thought that a blade used for such a purpose need be used for that purpose aone and
never for any other. More, it should be aweapon of impeccable crafting, that it not fail during the task
itdf.

These knivesfit the criteria Justin Hostro has set down most admirably, isit not so, brother?' Thislast
was directed to Selector, who inclined his head.

"Itis, indeed, asif the Cavern of Hawed Blades were created and discovered only for this bargain we
have struck with Justin Hostro."

Va Con, perched onthe arm of achair set alittle gpart from the circle of Clutch members, grinned at the
undercurrent of venom in that comment and glanced up as Miri's door sighed open.

Shewas dressed in adark blue gown that sheathed her like a second skin in some places, and flowed
loose and elegant, like afal of midnight waters, in others. On theright Side, her hair wasarranged in a
complex knot through which was thrust a dender, gleaming stick; therest of the copper masswas
alowed to fall free. Her throat was bare, as was one arm; her hands were innocent of rings.

He stood as she approached Edger, and faded back toward his own room as she made her bow.

"Y es, my youngest of Sgters,” the T'carais boomed, recognizing her immediately. " That color becomes
you — it sets off the flame of your hair. A wise choice, indeed." Miri bowed her thanks. "'l wanted to
thank you for the chance to have this dress. It'sthe prettiest thing I've ever worn."

"The artistry of you isthanks enough. Y ou and my so-beautiful young brother —where has he gone?' The
big head swiveled.

"Here" VA Con smiled, coming silently back into the room. "I had forgotten something.”

Hewas beautiful, Miri saw. The dark leathers were gone, replaced by awide-deeved white shirt,
banded tight at the wrigts, lacy ruffles haf-concedling dender hands. There was lace at histhroat, and his
trousers were dark burgundy, made of some soft materia that cried out to be stroked. A green drop



hung in hisright ear, and agold and green ring was on hisleft hand. The dark hair gleamed silken in the
room’s buttery light.

He bowed to her and offered the box he carried. "I am sorry to have offended you."
"It'sokay." Shetook the box and cautioudy lifted thelid.

Inside shone a necklace of slver net, holding asingle stone of faceted blue, and aslver ring in the shape
of an improbable serpent, clutching itsjawstight around astone of matching blue.

She stood very, very ill, then took a deep breath and forced herself to meet his eyes.

"Thank you. | =" She shook her head and tried again. "Palesci modassa.” That wasthe forma phrase
of thanksgiving.

Va Con smiled. "Yourewelcome," hereplied, snce it seemed safer to stay with Terran. He touched the
necklace lightly with aforefinger. "Shdl 17"

Her mouth quirked toward agrin. "Sure, why not?"
First she did thering onto her |eft hand, then raised both handsto hold her hair off her neck.

He did the necklace around her throat with askill that hinted at past experience, then gently took her hair
from her hands, arranging its cascade down her back. Mirabit down on a sudden surge of excitement
and managed to keep her face expressionless as he came to her side and bowed to Edger.

"I think that we are prepared to celebrate, elder brother,” Va Con said. "Doesit please you to walk with
L@I

CHAPTER EIGHT

Charlie Naranshek dipped his service piece into the deeve pocket of hisdresstunic. He dways carried it
there, though his employers at the Grotto had supplied him with alarge and very ornate weapon, with
indructionsto wear it prominently. It was amatter of fedings. Charlie felt better on his shift as bouncer
when he knew that his daytime gun was a hand. He got the heebie-jeehbies whenever he thought about
having to draw and aim the pretty piece he wore on his belt.

Fedlings, Charlie thought, damming the locker door, were important. Cluesto the inner man. It was smart
to pay attention to one'sfedlings, to act with them. He raised his hand as he passed the desk. "Night,

"Hey, Charlie?' Shewaved him over, soinning the screen onitslazy Susan so he could see the bright
amber letters. "Take alook at this, willya? Something you might run into down on the second job.” He
frowned at the |etters: Be On The Lookout... "Four turtles and two humans? Are they crazy?' Pat
shrugged. "Who knows? Don't you think the turtleswould est the Grotto up? That fancy no-grav dance
floor?" Shewiggled her shouldersin auniformed parody of adance that may have been in fashion on
some steamy jungle world where spears and canoes were still considered pretty radical Stuff.

Charlie grunted. "Sure. But it's not no-grav; it's low-grav." He shook his head at the screen. " 'Observe,
but do not contact. Report whereabouts to Headquarters, Mixla City... continue observation...
Congdered armed and dangerous?'

Helooked at Pat, who grimaced and touched her keypad. Physical descriptions of the two human
members of the party scrolled into place.



"'Male, brown hair, green eyes, dender build, approximately five-five, age eighteen to twenty-five.
Female, red hair, gray eyes, dender build, approximatedly five-two, age eighteen to twenty-five.” He
straightened, pushing the screen back where it belonged. "Thisis armed and dangerous? Ain't neither one
of 'em big enough to pick up agun, much lessuseit. The turtles now —one of them could hurt you, if he

stepped on you.”

Pat laughed and flipped her hand at him. "Get out of here, you damn moonlighter. | don't know whét |
expected from somebody who can't liveonacop'ssdary.”

He grinned, moving toward the door. "See you later, Pat. Try not to let one of them kids take over the
dation while I'm gone, okay?"

"Yah —just don't go dancin’ with no turtles, old man."

The door did closed on her laughter and Charlie sprinted for the nearest taxi stand. HE'd have to step on
it now, or hed be late.

Handler had outdone himself. Not only was the Clutch party seated within an exclusive acove with
excdlent sght of the musicians and the famous dance floor, aswell astwo of the Six bars, but he had
further arranged — since the Clutch, after dl, were visiting human space —that the four nonhumans should
edt their medl using Terran utensils.

One by one Edger extracted his set from the sheathing napkin, turning each fork, knife, and spoon this
way and that, subjecting it to saucer-eyed scrutiny.

"What think you, brothers?' he asked the table at large, extending aspoon. "Isthisaso aknife? It hasan
edge, of sorts..."

Handler pulled one of his spoons free and tried the balance in onelarge hand. "It istruethat it could be a
knife, elder brother, and it is not beyond our skill to encourage such ashape. But thisother —" He
proffered a dessert fork. " Three points? Six edges, | fear me."

"A triflel" Edger asserted. "Think if we but bring the problem to—" Here sense was |ost in a sonorous
rumbling that Miri realized must be Clutch-talk. She leaned to her partner. "Are they serious, or what?"

"Hm?"' He dtarted dightly and turned to her, hisfull deeve brushing her bare arm. "Of coursethey're
serious. Middle River Clan produces the finest knivesin Edger's society. Which isthe same as saying that
they produce the finest knives anywhere yet discovered.”

"What does that mean —the finest? Does it mean pretty or useful or indestructible?!

He grinned and refilled their glasses. "Y es. Middle River knives are crystal, delicately crafted, superbly
handled, exquisitdly sheathed —things of beauty, without doubt. Also useful, snceaknifeis, after dl, a
tool. Edger and his Clan encourage as many blades asthere are uses for blades, from screwdriversto
grace knives." He Spped wine. "Indestructible? Edger is very careful to say that aMiddle River blade
will shatter, under conditionsthat helikesto cal "Traumatic.' These being the total destruction of the
building or vehiclethe knife resdeswithin, whilethe knifeisso reslient..."

Shelaughed. "But spoons!™

He removed one of the many folded in his napkin. Flippling the lace away from hishand in
absent-minded grace, he held the utensil out for her ingpection and ran afinger around the edge. "Thereis
Symmetry, you see. And purpose. Utility. A certain pleasing quality, indeed, to theform.” He shrugged
and lay the spoon aside. "Who can tell? Perhaps soon — within, |et us say, the late middlelife of your



grandchildren —Middle River spoons may be the very rage among the wedthy and influentia.”

"Indeed,” Edger boomed, "such was my thought, young brother! If these be thingsthat are used daily,
why then should they be wrought of soft metd, that so quickly wears out? Why not, indeed, of crysta
from our Clan's encouragement, so that they may be used for hundreds and hundreds of your Standard
Yeas?'

Miri laughed again, raising her glass. "No reason at dl! Humans are just shortsighted, | guess.”

"We do not blame you for it," Handler said quickly, "for it istrue that you cannot hel p the shortness of
your lives. But it does seem wasteful and somewhat chauvinistic to condemn your works to obsolescence
only because you, yourselves—" He floundered, the end of his sentencein sight and no graceful exit
apparent, but Edger rescued him noisly.

"Not so, brother, for ephemeraisan art form. Indeed, it may be art at its highest form — I have yet to
conceive an opinion and have heard no others. Have we not al seen the works of this, our younger
brother, employing the mediums of sound, of movement, pattern, and reflected light? Done, gone,
changing asit goes. Art, brothers. And who isto say that..." Perceiving that Edger wasin the throes of
his passion yet again, his Clan members composed themsdlvesto listen.

The remaining two members of the party exchanged glances, grins, and asip of wine.

Charlie came through the East door of the Grotto exactly on time and hardly out of breath, waving at his
day-shift counterpart.

"Hey, George! What's the news, man? All quiet in underground Econsey?"

"Pretty quiet,” allowed the other, athin, dark man who'd been thrown off the force for hitting akid and
killing him. "Therés a party over in the South quarter might bear some extra attention. Group of genuine
Clutch-type turtles and a couple humans.”

"Say what?' Charlie stared, then quickly forced himsdlf to blink.

"Turtles," George repeated patiently. "Four of 'em. Two humans. male and femae. Y oung. No problems
—judt alittle noisy. But that's turtles for you — can't hold a conversation without cracking the walls next
door. | just like to keep an eye on 'em. Not that we get that many ‘phobesin here.”

Charlie nodded. ™Y eah, but you never know. I'll check in on 'em every so often. What about the kids?"

"Pretty couple. He's dark. She'saredhead. Not orange,” he eaborated surprisingly. "Kind of areddish
brown."

"Auburn."

"Y eah, auburn. Little thing. Seem to be having agood time—al sx of 'em. Million laughs." He shrugged
and shuffled a step toward the bar.

"Well, good,” Charlie said, taking hishint. "I hope they enjoy their stay in beautiful Econsey.” Heraised a
hand. " See you 'round, buddy."

"Takeit easy." George was dready waving at Macy behind the bar to set up hisfirst drink.

Charlie's beat was the East and South quarters, with one eye tipped to the low-grav dance floor at the
center of things. Janees Dalton patrolled West and North, one of her eyes dso on the floor, and two



floaters circulated, their eyes on everything.

East was quiet. Charlie intercepted a bill dispute before it got noisy and passed it to the nearest floor
manager; he escorted an early drunk to the nearest exit and put her in a cab; he nodded hello to acouple
of regulars and moved across to South.

Good mob tonight, he thought, flicking a glance to the dance floor and another to twin bars marking the
gateway from East to South. He spotted one of the floaters, Mark Swenger, and waved him over.

"How'sit goin?"

"Not too bad." Mark grinned. A nice kid, he worked the Grotto nights and went to school days, aiming
to be alawyer. Charlie hoped that wouldn't happen —law was abad way to lose afriend.

"Wheat about theturtle party?' he asked. "Still running?”

"Oh, yeah. It lookslike they'll be there for the next year." Mark shook his head. "Man, you would not
believe the beer and wine that tabl€'s going through! They might have to stay ayear.”

Charlietipped hishead. "Disorderly?’

"Naw, just having agood time. A littleloud, but I think turtlesjust are, sincethey're so big and
everything. It'swild, though, to walk past and hear the big one booming out in Terran to the girl, and the
next littlest one booming just alittle lessloud to the boy in Trade, and the other two going to townin
something | don't think anybody can spesk!" He laughed.

"Red cosmopoalitan, huh?' Charlie was grinning, too.

"Red circus," Mark corrected. "But not obnoxious. Kind of heartwarming, actualy. They don't seemto
have a care to care about." He scanned the crowd and lifted ahand. "1'd better be drifting like the tides,

Charlie nodded, moving off in the other direction. "Seeyou later, kid."

South was garting to fill up, though there weren't many people on the dance floor. Early yet for dancing,
Charlie thought; the band was barely warm. He saw an opening in the mob around the hors d'oeuvre
table and dipped through, working hisway back to the far wall.

And there they were. Four turtles, looming and booming. Two humans. She, pale-skinned and tiny, the
blue of her dressfeeding the flame of her hair; he, dark and in no way large, casud in the fine white shirt,
asif these were the clothes he dways wore. Charlie saw him lean close to spesk into her ear. She
laughed and raised her glassto drink.

Armed and dangerous? Charlie thought. Fat chance. He flicked his glance to the floor, then checked out
the bars, the snack table, and the main entrance to the Quarter as he drifted back to thewall. It struck
him that the boy sat where he could take advantage of that same view and he wondered if it were by
design. He snorted and shook his head. Old man, you been a cop too long.

An acquaintance hailed him from a center table and he stopped to chat aminute; he looked up intimeto
see the boy leaving the turtles acove. Charlie nodded to hisfriend, promised to call soon, and moved
away, frowning at the redhaired girl, and a the empty chair beside her.

He did one more quick scan of the area— dance floor, bars, exit, hors d'oeuvre table — and nodded,
satisfied. Then he headed for the turtles acove. It wastime for his break.



Miraleaned back in her chair, occasiondly sipping from the glassin her hand as shelet the low, soothing
rumble of the Clutch's native tongueroll over her. The evening had taken on adreamlike qudity which
was not, she thought, entirely due to thewine.

There was no reason for it not to seem that way —dl the well-known fairy-tale e ements were there.
Hersdlf in alovely dress, anecklace around her throat, and aring upon her finger, each worth more than
she could hopeto earnin ayear of superlative bonuses— gifts from a companion who was himself
beautiful, charming, and entertaining.

And bats.

She banished the thought with asip of wine and heard, benegth the thunder of the Clutch's conversation,
the sound of approaching footsteps. Alarm jangled faintly — her partner walked without sound, and these
steps did not belong to their waiter. She set the glass aside and turned.

A tall, wiry man, dark brown and cheerful, grinned and bowed, hand over heart. "My name's Charlie
Naranshek," he said, Sraightening. "'l saw you Stting here and | wondered if you'd like to dance?’

She eyed him, noting the ornate gun on the fancy bet, and the glint of slver thread in his dresstunic, then
looked back at hisface. He was till grinning, dark eyes sparkling. She grinned back.

"Sure" shesad. "Why not?'

He helped her up and gave her hisarm to the dance floor. "Be careful now," he cautioned. "Thisthing can
bealittletricky till you get the hang of it —'bout sx-tenths norma gravity."

Shedanted her eyesat him, grinning. "1 think I'll be okay."

Charlie hung onto her asthey crossed fidds, dert for any sign of unbalance—and made aderisive
comment to himsdf when she made the adjustment to the reduced weight without the dightest falter.

"Been in space some?" he asked as they took over afew square inches and began to sway with the
musc.

Shelaughed, spinning. "Naw. Just on an awful lot of dancefloors.”

"Redlly?' he asked when they next came together. "But not on Lufkit. This herésthe one, the only, the
exclusive low-grav dance floor on thewhole ball of mud."

She waved her hand at the table where the four turtles still boomed. " Crew like that, you figure were
gonna be doing some space.”

Charlie grinned, refusing to be dapped down, and took her arm for the next move of the dance. "They
could just be friends from out-of-town, couldn't they? And you and your — hushand?— just showing them
agood time?'

"Brother." Shetipped her head. "Did you wait for him to leave?"
"Wdll, surel did," hesaid. "Not that | don't think you're pretty enough to fight aduel over, understand —"
She laughed and spun away from him, obedient to the laws of the dance.

Va Con re-entered by the South door and passed the two bars and the hors d'oeuvre table, not
hurrying, but not dalying. The acove was hidden by an eddy of people. As he broke through the crowd
he heard the notes of Edger's voice, and then the table was suddenly in sight.



He froze, ssomach clenching, then took an autometic breeth and surveyed the room calmly, ice-cold
sober. He caught a glimmer of bluein the pattern of the dance, saw asmall pae hand join with alarger
brown one, and moved ddliberately over to the edge of the floor to wait.

The dance brought them together again.
"Y ou never did tell meyour name," Charliesaid.

"Roberta.”" She accepted his hand for afull spin and bowed as she returned. "My brother's Danny. If you
want the names of the rest of the bunch, we'd better go someplace where we can sit down, 'causeit'll
takeawhile

"That'sokay." He frowned, noticing her start. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing." Shethrew agrin a him. "Nearly lost my footing."
"What! And you an old spacehand!"

She grinned again and whirled away for the last figure, again catching sight of her partner where he stood
at the edge of the floor, watching the dance with a sort of detached, polite interest.

She completed her swing, dipped, and came up, swearing at herself for having yielded to the wine and
the music and the dreaming. Her hand met Charlie'sfor the final time and the music stopped.

She amiled and began to move off thefloor. "Thanks. It was fun.”
"Hey! What about another one?' Hewas a her shoulder, reaching for her arm.

She duded the touch without seeming to do it conscioudy, and set her steps straight for the till figure at
the edge of the dancefloor. "Sorry, Charlie, but my brother'swaiting for me." She flung him another grin,
hoping he would miss the tightness underneath it — hoping he would go away.

He stayed at her shoulder. "WEell, there's no reason for your brother to want your head, isthere? Besides,
| think 1 owe him an gpology for stedling his sster when he wasn't looking.”

Hell, Miri thought. And there was the end of the dance floor and the man with the cold, closed face—

Teeth gritted, she faked a stumble, locking her hands around hiswrists. He did not sway when her weight
pushed into him; she held tighter, creasing the fine lace cuffs, and forced a breathlesslittle laugh.

"Here's my brother now, so we can both apologize," she said to Charlie, giving the wrists she gripped a
gmal shake before rleasing them.

"Danny, thisis Charlie Naranshek," she said, squeezing brightnessinto her voice around the lump of
dread in her throat. "He asked me to dance while you were gone and | said yes. I'm sorry. | should've
known you'd worry." Shetipped her head, danting gray eyesat his cold green ones.

Charlie added hisvoiceto this, frowning dightly at the boy before him. Pretty, and that was afact. But
there was more warmth to be had from the eardrop or the faceted ring-jewel than from the eyesthat
rested on his. He moved his shoulders, grinning.

"I'mreally sorry, Mr. —?But | saw your Sister Sitting there looking so pretty and so lonesome and dl. |
thought we could maybe have some fun. Do alittle dancing. Talk. Y ou know." He smiled again. "'
understand how you could be alittle upset. Man can't be too careful of his sster these days, and | know
that to be afact. But thereredly isn't any harm in me and | never meant to get her in trouble with you.”



One eyebrow had dipped dightly out of aignment and the eyes themsa ves seemed somewhat thawed.
"My sigter iscertainly capable of taking care of hersdf, sir, and | very much doubt thet sheis afraid of my
displeasure.”" He offered asmile that went alot farther toward melting his expression.

"If she's been feeding you stories of my temper, I'm afraid | will have to assure you that my bark is
considerably worsethan my bite.”

Thiswas much better, Charlie thought. "Well, that's fine. I'd have been red sorry to make trouble
between a brother and sister.” He turned to the girl. "So what's say we give it another round?'

She laughed and shook her head. "Sorry, Charlie. | think we've left our friends alone long enough. Bea
shameto offend them.”

Charlie's eyesflicked to the table where the four turtles sat, silent now, saucer eyesturned toward —the
dance floor? Or the three of them? Charlie didn't know, though his ssomach seemed to think it did.

Carefully, he made his bows—alow oneto her, hand over heart, adighter oneto him, hands folded at
belt level —and received theirsin return. He watched until they were back at their table before turning
again to his duties as bouncer and peacemaker, hisfedingsin disarray.

Va Conwaited until they were both seated and the talk of Clutch began its sonorous weaving around
them once more. He poured wine for the two of them and tasted his, playing for moretime ashe
struggled to smooth out the unaccustomed emotion — anger, he told himself in vague congternation. He
caught aglimmer of the Loop. CPSwasat .79.

Taking up her own glass, Miri watched the side of hisface. It was no longer the face she associated with
liesand degth, but neither wasiit the face of her charming companion of the early evening. Caling hersdf
afool did not improve matters, so she leaned back in her chair, sipped wine and waited for the storm to
break.

Findly, hetook adeep breath. “Miri."
"YO."

"Y ou must understand,” he said dowly, watching the eddy and flow of peoplein the South quarter, rather
than her face, "that | am ahighly trained individua. Thismeansthat | react quickly to Stuations| perceive
as dangerous. Given your present circumstance, to go while | am not in the room and dance with aman
who carriestwo gunsis—"

"One gun," she corrected. "Y ou're seeing double.”

"Two guns." Therewas very nearly asnap in the usually even voice. "Do not blame me because you are
blind."

She sucked air in through her teeth, searched out and found Charlie in the crowd by the near bar, talking
to afat woman, and stared a him, considering.

"Onegun,” sherepeeated. "In the belt.”

"Second gun,” heingtructed, still snapping. "Seeve pocke, right-hand side. Also the bdtitself isa
weapon, in that it contains adevice by which hemay call for aid.”

It was there — now she could see theflat outline of apellet gunin the pocket of hisright deeve. It would
be a more serviceable weapon, she thought absently, than the pretty toy in his belt. She picked up her



glass and tossed back the rest of her wine, heaving ahuge sigh.
"l gpologize," shesad asherefilled her glass. "And I'll arrange to get my eyes checked in the morning.”
There were to be fireworks over the ocean at midnight.

When the meaning of this announcement had been made clear to him by hisyoungest brother, the
musician, there was nothing for it but that Edger must attend. Here was yet another manifestation of what
he was pleased to name the Art Ephemerd: Only think of something made but that it may unmake!

Sdlector and Sheather had no interest in this display of art and made known their joint desire to walk
about the city and see what wonders unfolded. This decided, they took their leave of the rest of the
party, who each had another glass of whatever it wasthey were drinking, to passthe time until midnight.

"Would you bear me company tomorrow morning, brother?' Va Con asked Handler. "I've an errand to
run, and your ass stance would be vauableto me."

Handler inclined hishead. "'l am at the service of my brother's brother.”
"An errand, young brother?' Edger asked. "Of an artistic nature, perhaps?’

Va Conlaughed. "Hardly. It only seemsto methat Miri and | will soon require transportation and | wish
to arrangefor it before the moment is upon us.”

"My brother iswise. But know that our ship, which isat dock at the so-named Station Primein orbit
about this planet, isat your command, should you have need." He paused, hislarge, luminous eyeson the
small form of hisbrother. "Y ou are an honored member of the Clan, Va Con yosPhelium Scout. Do not

forget.”

Va Confrozeinthe act of placing his glass on the table, then completed the action dowly. "Y ou are too
generous. | am made glad by your goodness and thank you. But | do not think we will need to
commandeer your ship, Edger."

"Nonethdess" the T'carais said, quaffing beer, "remember that it isyours at the speaking of aword,
should the need arise”

"1 will remember," his brother promised softly.
"Itissufficient,” Edger announced. "Now then, who accompanies meto this fireworks display?*
"| shal, elder brother,” Handler offered, finishing off hisbeer in aswallow.

Miri smothered ayawn. "I'm sorry, Edger, but I'm so tired I'm afraid I'd go to deep in the middle and fdll
into the ocean.”

"Ah. But that would not happen,” Edger told her, "for your brothers would surround and protect you. If
you are very tired, however, it would be wisdom to return to your room and deep. That is, unlessyou
long to see thiswonder?!

"Fireworks?| seen firaworks before. Guess| can miss thisbatch.”

"Have you 0, indeed? We will have to compare observations upon the morrow, if you would honor
me?' He heaved hisbulk to astanding position, extending an arm to steady Handler, who appeared to
have drunk one beer too many.



Miri tifled another yawn and grinned up at the hugeness of him. "Sure, well talk fireworks tomorrow.
Why not?'

"Itiswdll. Y oung brother, what will you?'

Va Con stood to help Miri ease back her chair and winced imperceptibly when sheignored the arm he
offered. "I will go with Miri back to therooms, | think," hetold Edger. "l amtired, aso.”

"Wewill look forward to seeing you upon the morrow, then. Sleep deeply. Dream well.”

Miri watched as Edger and Handler wove their majestic way across the crowded floor. That they did not
bump into and serioudy maim some innocent merrymaker, she noted, was not so much dueto the
elegance of their progress asit wasto the vigilance of those same merrymakers. She grinned at her
companion.

"Drunk asjudges, asthey say in my hometown."
"Why judges?' he wondered, alowing her to precede him around the table.
"Wherel come from, Tough Guy, the only people dumb enough to be judges are drunks.”

They threaded aless spectacular route through the bright swirls of people, arriving at the South door at
the same time Charlie Naranshek came through the gateway of the two bars, on the second leg of his
round.

"Aw, now, Roberta, you're not going to leave without one more dance, are you?'

Her brother, walking at her shoulder, spun quickly and neetly, his eyeslocking with Charli€'s. She turned
more dowly, grinned, and shook her head.

"Charlie, I'm beat! Exhausted. Donein." She waved atiny hand at the noisy crowd. "Whyn't you go find
yoursdf alive one?'

"Am | gonnasee you again?" he asked, putting as much schmaltz as he could manage into the question.

She laughed and took her brother's arm, turning him with her toward the door. "If you look hard. Take
care of yoursdf, Charlie

"Y ou do the same, Roberta," he told the empty doorway, and turned back to finish his best.
CHAPTER NINE

A coffee pot end atea pot, with attendant pitchers, bowls, spoons, and cups, had been set out with a
plate of biscuits on the table by the two softest chairsin the common room. Miri laughed when she saw
them and moved in that direction.

"Whoever sad there ain't guardian angdsisafilthy liar," she said, pouring hersdf acup of coffee. "Want
ome?'

He nodded. "Tes, please, though.”
"Coffee an't good enough for you?' she demanded, switching pots and juggling cups.

"I don't redly like coffee,” he said, taking the chair with the best view of the door. He accepted his cup
withasmile



"Y ou, my man, areamaniac." She sank into the chair opposite, sghing deeply. "How much did we
drink?"

He regarded histea doubtfully, judged it too hot to drink, and set the cup on the table. "Three bottles
between us™"

"Three! No wonder I'm acting like alackwit know-nothing. Oh, my aching head tomorrow —or isit
tomorrow, now?"

"Inafew minutes." He sharpened his gaze upon her face, picking out the tight muscles around her eyes,
the smile held in place by will, not pleasure. ..

Asif shefdt theintengty of his study, she moved her head sharply, tossing her hair behind abare
shoulder. "Y ou and megottatalk."

"All right," hesaid amiably. "Y ou gart.”

The full mouth flickered into agrin, then Sraightened. "I ain't going to Liad, Tough Guy. Straight dope.
Nolies. | likewho | am. | like how | look. | don't want to be somebody else.” Shetook asip of coffee,
made a face as she burned her tongue, and set the cup on the table.

"I know that probably sounds crazy to somebody's got three or four identities going at once— but, hell,
I'm just adumb hired gun. And that's what | want to stay. So thanks, but no thanks, for the generous
offer. | appreciateit, but | can't gpproveit.”

He sat at ease, eyes on her face, handsloosaly draped over the arms of the chair, ankles crossed before
him.
After atime, sheleaned forward. "Ain't you gonnatake your turn?' she asked softly.

Helifted abrow. "l waswaiting for therest of it."

"Youwere," she sad, without any particular inflection. She sighed. "Okay, then, therest of it isthis. I'm
grateful for your help —which has been substantia and timely. | know | would've been adeader if you
hadn't come dong. | oweyou alife, and | can't pay except to give you yours by splitting. Now.

So, tomorrow I'll get my cash from Murph and then I'll walk out, easy and dow, with nobody the wiser. |
don't need a car, so you can let poor Handler off the hook. And | sure don't need a spaceship, so Edger
canrelax." Shepicked up her cup, took aless scalding swallow, and continued.

" think that —with your help —the Juntavasis off thetrail for thetime being. | should be ableto get
off-world before they know I'm missing. | can handle it from here, okay? I've played singles odds my
whole lifelong and I've managed to makeit thisfar..."

In the chair across from her, he had closed his eyes. As she let her voice drift to silence hislashesflicked
up and he sighed.

"Miri, if you follow your plan as outlined, your chance of getting off-world is less than two percent. One
chancein fifty. Y our chance of being dive thistime tomorrow is perhaps point three: thirty percent- —
three chancesin ten. Y our chance of being dive the day after falls by afactor of ten.”

"Soyou say!" she Sarted, anger risng.
"So | say!" he overrode with asnap. "And | say because | know! Did | tell you | was highly trained?



Specidly trained? One of the benefitsisthe ability to caculate —to render odds, if you will —based on
known factors and subconscioudy and unconscioudy noted details, extrapolating on an immense amount
of datal have noted. If | say you will likely be dead tomorrow evening if you leave without my aid,
believeit, foritissn."

"Why the hell should 17"

He closed his eyes and took avery deep breath. "Y ou should believeit," he said, and each word was
digtinct, asif he werefollowing aritud, "because | have said it and it istrue. Since you seem to demand
it, I will swear it." His eyes snapped open, captured and held hers. "On the Honor of Clan Korval, 1,
Second Speaker, Attest This Truth.”

That was a stopper. Liadensrarely mentioned the honor of their Clan: it was a sacred thing. To swear on
the honor of the Clan said they meant business, down-and-dirty, one-hundred-percent-business, no
matter what.

And the eyesthat held hers—they were angry, even hitter; they were bright with frustration, but they told
no lie. Sheflinched, the weight of his meaning falling onto her dl a once. He truly believes you're gonna
be dead tomorrow if you leave this menagerie, Robertson.

"Okay, you said it, and you bdlieveit," she said, making abid for somethinking time. "Y ou'll understand
if | findit alittle hard to believe. | never met anyone who could foresee the future.” 1t was scarcely an

gpology, nor did it appease him.

"I do not foresee the future. | merely take available dataand calculate percentages.” His voice was
stedd-edged and cold. "Y ou are not a'dumb hired gun,’ | think, and | am puzzled by your insstence on
behaving like one™

The crack of laughter escaped before she could stop it. "Count score for Tough Guy," she directed some
invisble umpire, then grew seriousagain. "You mind if | play with your odds-maker for a couple minutes?
Just to satisfy mysdlf? 1 might not be dumb, but | sure am stubborn.”

He picked up his cup and settled back in the chair. "Very well. You may."
"What are the chances of Edger turning usin?"

"None whatsoever," he said immediately. "To be as exact asthe calculations go, it ismore likely that |
would turn usin than Edger would —the answer closely approximeates zero."

"Yeah?' shesaid, browsrisng. "That's good to know. Edger's easy to befond of, the big ox.” After a
short pause, she asked, "What were the chances | could've killed you, the first time we were together?!

He sipped tea, watching the numbers appear on the Scoreboard behind his eyes, then tried to relay the
data dispassonately.

"If you had tried while | was unconscious, on the order of point ninety-nine: gpproaching surety. After |
regained consciousness, before you returned my gun, and assuming that your own survival wasagod:
perhaps point one five —fifteen chancesin one hundred. Assuming your own surviva was not aprime
congderation, the odds would have approached point three — nearly one third chance of success.”

He paused, sipped more tea, looked at the figures his head developed for him, and continued the
andyss.

"Once you returned my weapon to me, your chance of success dropped to something close to point zero



three, if you wished me dead, no matter what. Three percent, by the way, isasignificantly higher chance
than most soldiers would have against me, but you have speed, aswell as excdlent sense of location and
hearing. Also, | do not believe that you would underestimate me because of my size, as other opponents
have done."

He might have gone on —thefigures did interest him. He found that her chance of surviving thefirgt
Juntavas attack had been as high as twenty percent, had he not shown up. The chance of her living
through the second wave was much lower.

"Wait," she sad, interrupting these discoveries. "That meansyou let me hold you. Why?"

"I did not wish to kill you. Y ou were not athreat to my mission, nor to mysdf, nor to any of the projects|
have been trained —"

"I'm obliged," she said, cutting him off. She poured coffee and settled back carefully, cup cradied in her
fingers, her gray eyeson hisface. "What oddsthat Charlie guy could have killed me down on the dance
floor?"

He sighed, closed his eyes, and added severd conscious variablesto the equations.

"Discounting Edger and hiskin, who are more aware than many people credit, and recalling that the
weapon isnew to you, but that you are a skilled soldier and he amere policeman or security guard. ..
During thetime | was not in the room there was a point four chance of him wounding you, a point three
chance of your being severely wounded or incapacitated, and a point two — or twenty percent — chance
that an attack would have succeeded. All of these arefirgt attacks with ahandgun. With the Clutch
present, he would have had no opportunity to follow up.”

He opened his eyes, drank tea, and closed his eyes again, concentrating. It had been along time since
he'd done full oddsthisway.

"Once | re-entered the room his chance of wounding you dropped to about one chance in twenty —
perhaps four point nine percent.”

"Think alot of yoursdlf, doncha?' She frowned and leaned forward abit in the chair. "But, Tough Guy,
what're the odds he would have?'

He moved his shoulders, unaccountably irritated. "Insufficient data. | don't know who heisor why he
asked you to dance. He was armed with a hidden weapon, and although he is not ayoung man heisin
good shape, has quick reflexes, and excellent eye use: atrained guard of some kind. That does not make
him amurderer, it istrue. But, in your precarious position, adding anything to the odds for the other side
isvery foolish."

"But," sheinggted, "he could have asked me to dance because he thought | was cute and he wanted to
dance." Va Con nodded and poured himsdf sometea. "Y ou don't think s0," she said. "Why not?'

"Something... ahunch, youd cdl it."
"I see. And ahunch isdifferent than that damn in-skull computer?’

He nodded again, pushing at hishair. "Hunches saved me alot of times— perhaps my life—when | wasa
Scout: guesses, made with minima information, or just fedings. The Loop isdifferent —it takes adefinite
course of action or concernto trigger it. A hunch might smply make me uneasy of a certain cave, or
wary of thinice... It'snot something | can see behind my eyes, plain and certain.”



"Sure," she murmured. "It's obvious." Shethrew back the rest of her coffee asif it were kynak and sat
the cup down on thetable with atiny click.

"W, then," she began again. "Do you remember when we started our souls on the way to damnation by
burning up that imported brandy?"

He nodded, smiling.

"How safewerewe? The TPwas dl around, waiting for you..." Shewaswatching him very closdy, Va
Con saw; he was puzzled.

"Once we reached the lobby, there was virtualy no chance that we would be recognized. Pete didn't
know who he was |ooking for — a faceless voice on the comm? The last timewe'd met in person I'd had
ablond head, blue eyes, and glasses on my face. Y ou and | could have walked across the lobby without
danger, | believe. No one would have stopped us. In fact, they would have been happy to have us out so
quickly."

"But you knew Edger and his gang were going to be there."

Helaughed. "I had no ideathat Edger was within light-years! That was coincidence, neither deducted nor
felt. It isaso why the Loop is not one-hundred-percent accurate: | could trip on apiece of plastic trash
and break my neck."

"Well, that'sardief," she said, and he could see her rdax. "'l was garting to think you were superhuman,
instead of just souped-up.” Her mouth twisted. " Tough Guy?"

And what was this, he wondered, when things had been easing between them?"Yes."

"What are my chances—now — of killing, maiming, or just plain putting you out of commission on any
average day? Do you have enough information to run that one?!

Hedid, of course: The equation hung, shining, behind hiseyes. He willed it away.
"Y ou have no reason to do any of those things. | have helped you and desire to continue helping you."
"I'mcurious. If | had to," she persasted, eyeson hisface. "Indulge me."

The equation would not be banished. It hung, glowing with alife of itsown, in hisinner eye. He combed
the hair back from hisface. "I do not wish to kill you, Mira"

"| appreciate the sentiment, but that ain't an answer."
He said nothing, but leaned over to place his cup gently upon the table, keeping his eyes away from hers.
"I want those numbers, spacer!" Her voice crackled with command.

He lifted an eyebrow, eyesflicking to her face, and began to tell her the facts that she needed to know
before the figures were named, or acted upon.

"The datais very complex. Y ou have much less chance now than before, | believe: | am too familiar with
your balance, your walk, your eye movement, your inflections, and your strength for you to surprise me
by very much. Thefact that you have asked this question reduces your chances significantly. That you
have seen mein action, know of the Loop, and are esteemed by me increases your chances— but not, |
think, as much asthey have been reduced.” He drew a deep bregth, let it out dowly, and continued,
keeping hisvoice emotionless.



"S0, the answer isthat you would have, in aconfrontational situation, approximately two chancesin one
hundred of killing me; three chancesin one hundred of injuring me serioudy. In anonconfrontational
Stuation your chances are much higher than before: | trust you and might err.

On the other hand, your chance of surviving an attack on me by more than five minutesis sgnificantly
lower now than before—it would be asomewhat emotiona event for both of us—and if it occurred
anywhere within the ken of the Clutch it islikely that you would die over aperiod of days, were you to
survivetheimmediate assault.”

She sat very gtill, hunched forward in the chair. Her eyes dropped away from histo study the pattern of
the carpet, and she took a deep, deep breath.

He sat frozen, dso, until he was certain of the emotion he had seenin her eyes. It was not something he
had seen in her before, and that it should be there now sent acold thrust of something unnamable through
his chest and belly.

Moving with quick silence he came out of the chair and went to one knee before her, danting his eyes
upward to her face, extending ahand, yet not touching her.

"And now, you are afraid.”

She winced a the remorse in hisvoice, shook her head, and sat up straighten "I asked for it, didn't 17"
Shelooked at him for along moment, noting the wrinkle of concern around his eyes and the grim line of
hismouth.

He doesn't know, she thought suddenly. He doesn't understand what he's been saying. ..

Onimpulse, shereached out and brushed the errant lock of hair from hiseyes. "But," she said carefully,
"l an't afrad of you."

She stood, then, suddenly aware of her finery, thering on her hand, the gifts, the confusion, and her
early-evening plan of waking with himinthe morning.

She rounded the chair, heading for her room.
Va Conroseto hisfeet, watching her go.

At the door, she turned, then paused as she saw the expression on hisface. She waited an extra
heartbeat as she thought she perceived the veriest start of amovein her direction, aflicker of — but that
quickly it was gone. His eyes were green and formal.

"Good-night, Va Con."
He bowed the bow between equass. " Good-night, Miri."
The door sighed shut behind her. A moment later, he heard thelock hum to life.

CHAPTER TEN

It was cold and she shivered in the depths of the old wool shirt. It was agood shirt, with hardly any holes
init, agift from her father in arare moment of concern for hisonly child —brought on, indeed, by an even
rarer moment of actually noticing her. Shewas so little, so frail-looking. Hence the shirt, which she wore
congtantly, inside and out, over her other clothes, deevesrolled up to her wrigts, untucked tail flapping
around her knees.



It was damp, too, along with the cold —typical for Sure-bleak's winter. It was, in fact, rather too cold for
atweve-year-old girl to be out and walking, no matter how fine a shirt she possessed.

Thewind yanked her hair and she pulled the shirt's collar up, tucking her pigtailsinsde. She unrolled the
deevesalittle bit and pulled her handsinside. The wind blew some more and she laughed, pretending to
be warm.

It was agood day, she thought, turning down Tyson Alley. Shed spent it running errands for Old Man
Wilkins and had an entire quarter-bit in her pocket for wages. Her mother had the cough again, and the
money would buy teato soothe her throat.

The hand fdll onto her shoulder out of nowhere, spinning her to the right. The blow to the side of her face
sent her reding into asplintering wall, dazed.

"Well, now, hereés anicetidbit, Daphne, ain't it? The buyersll give usasum for this one, won't they?" It
was aman's voice, thick with dreamsmoke.

Miri shook her heed, trying to clear it. Two figureswove before her sight — the man towering over her,
his hand completely encircling the arm he held her by. His beard had once been yelow, but long neglect
and an addiction to the ‘smoke had turned it blackish and matted. He was grinning emptily. A gun hung
on theright sde of hisworn belt.

"Scrawny asit is?' The woman stepped beside her mate, dressed like himin greasy leathers, but with a
ragged blanket around her shoulders, serving as a cloak. "Besides, the buyers want ‘em ready to use
now, not in five Standards." Sheturned away. "Giveit acouple dapsto scramble its memory and let's get
out of thisdamnwind."

"Want to use 'em now? We can use this one now, Daphne. Y es, yes, we can — Look!"

He moved his other hand to pull a her fine shirt, tearing buttons and cloth. He yanked it down over her
arms and flung it into the frozen mud againgt thewall. "L ook, Daphne," he repeated, reaching out to tear
at her second shirt.

Miri dove, grabbing for the gun in the shabby holster. His hand swooped for her neck, but missed,
grabbing apigtall instead. She screamed, twisting around like a snake, burying her teeth in the filthy
leather behind his knee.

Heyelled in shock and loosed hisgrip on her hair. She dove for the gun again, pulling it free with one
hand as he swung in a swipe that bowled her Ssdeways, bruising her ribs against thewall. He roared, and
she saw the foot coming toward her; she siwung with the butt of the gun and rolled, fumbling with the

sety.

She heard another roar somewhere above her as she came to her knees and raised the gun, both hands
locked around the grip.

"Y ou goddamn brat! I'll brain—"
Miri pulled thetrigger.

He staggered, eyeswidening. She fired again, and the left Sde of hisface was mush. He began to topple,
and she scrambled out of the way, coming to her feet to spin, bringing the gun up and pointing it at
Daphne, who was standing at the far wall, gaping, hands spread before her.

"Takeit easy, kid," the woman started. Her voice was not steady.



Miri pulled thetrigger. Again. And again.

The woman jerked with the first shot. The second dammed her againgt the wall. She was dready diding
down with thethird, and Miri thought she might have missed her mark.

Sowly, shelet thegun fdl to the mud. Gritting her teeth, she kndlt at the man's Sde, avoiding as much of
the blood as she could, and opened his pouch, snatching at the few plastic coinsloose in the bottom.

The woman's pouch had more money init. Miri took it al, cramming it into the pocket of her trousers
with the quarter-bit she'd earned that day.

She went back for the shirt, but when she bent to retrieve it, she began to shake. She started up, staring
at the two corpses, her ssomach churning. Gagging, she leaned over and threw up, then braced herself
againg the wall and shook some more.

Suddenly she heard excited voices, no doubt drawn by the gunfire, though in this part of town it was
hardly a sound to wonder at. Pushing away from thewall, Miri ran.

She woke, sweat-drenched and shaking.

Gods, but it had been along time since that particular bogeyman had come back to haunt her. She forced
hersdf to lie dill in the wide, soft bed and breathe deeply until the shaking stopped. Then sherolled gently
to the floor and padded across to the walldesk.

The clock told her it was morning. Latish morning. Arms crossed tightly over dight breasts, Miri went
into the bathroom and turned on the cold water in the shower.

A voice cried out and woke him. Helay ill, listening to the echo of the sound.
It had been hisvoice. Theword: "Danal"

Dana? A name, certainly. Helay quietly in the vast softness of the bed, eyes closed, waiting for his
memory to providetherest of it.

It was atimein coming. He dreamed so seldom, and held had to learn so many names...
DariadedLuziam.
Heweighed it in hismind, brows drawn together over closed eyes. But nothing e se surfaced.

Irritated, he rolled sideways, snapping to hisfeet the instant he opened his eyes, and strode to the bathing
areato splash cold water on hisface.

Too much wine and too little deep, he thought, rubbing dry with atowe. Much too little deep. He caught
sght of hisreflection in the mirror above the sink and frowned into the face frowning there,

Daia?

Her image arosg, findly, before hismind'seye: A dender woman his own height, dusky hair short and
curling, eyesavivid sgpphire, laughing. Older than he, though not by so much.

Thefacein themirror tightened and the frowning eyeswidened dightly.

One year older, to the very day — she'd been eighteen to his seventeen. It was forbidden that those of the
graduating classtake loversfrom the junior classes, but there had been ways, and they had found them.



They had made plans. She would pass her Solo —thefina testing — and spend the year before he passed
his gaining Single Scout experience. Upon his graduation they would become ateam. Such thingswere
not unknown. And who better? She was at the head of her class, as he was at the head of his.

On the day she had departed for the Solo, she had kissed him, laughing, promising a triumphant return on
their birthday, half-a-year distant.

But she had not returned on their birthday, and a search of the sector to which she had been sent
eventudly yielded afew random shards of metal and plastics which were thought to once have been
components of a Scout ship.

Va Con shook his head sharply; he leaned close to the glass and |ooked into the depths of his own eyes.
Y ou loved her! he accused himself. And you scarcely recdl her name?
The eyesin the mirror returned his gaze, lucent and green.

After atime, heturned away and went to ask the vaet for his clothes.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

It felt good to be back in leathers, Miri reflected, yanking the scarf tight around her arm. She stood for a
long moment, looking at the jumble of items on the counter before her: apolished stick, ablue and silver
necklace, and aring in the shape of asnake.

Hestantly, she plucked up the necklace, folded it, and put it with the other treasures hidden in her pouch.
Thering she did back onto her left hand, smiling dightly, then she carried the stick with her into the
bedroom.

She was nearly to the door when she caught sight of the wrongness and spun, knife flicking open, body
ready to fight. When she saw that it was only atray, holding a coffee pot, a cup, and acovered plate,
reposing peacefully on the desk, she relaxed somewhat.

She frowned at hersdlf, shaking her head, eyes moving from breakfast tray to door.

Locked. She had locked the door last might, and the telltale on the jamb informed her that it was locked
right now.

Room service does not come into locked rooms.
Knife held ready, she approached the tray and looked cautioudy down at its contents.

A curl of coffee-scented steam rose from the spout of the pot, and a breakfast of egg, roll, and broiled
medt lay benegth the cover.

The note had been wedged between pot and cup.

She picked it up between thumb and forefinger —a single sheet of pearly hotel paper, folded in haf, with
her name written acrossit in abold black backdant.

Frowning, she unfolded it, flipping the knife closed absently and thrusting it through her belt.

"Miri," the strong black charactersread. "I have gone with Handler to procure a car and anticipate
returning during the midaftemoon. 1 will then accompany you on your visit to Murph and wewill beon
our way thisevening. Enjoy your breskfagt." At the bottom of the page marched severa angular letters



from another aphabet, spelling out what might have been his name.

Miri began to swear. She started in Liaden, which seemed appropriate to the occasion, switched to
Terran, Aus-didect, and moved methodically through Y arkish, Russ, Chinest, and Spanol. Sheflung the
crumpled note to the tray, then shook her head and splashed coffee into the cup.

She drank while she paced, fuming; when shefinished the cup, she clattered it back into its saucer.
"Damn himto hdl," she muttered, which |eft something to be desired as the climax to what had gone
before. Turning her back on the cooling breakfast, she stamped to the door.

Edger and Sheather were standing near the 'chora, chatting loudly in their own tongue. Upon seeing her,
Edger cut off hiscomment and raised ahand.

"My youngest of sstersl Good morning to you. | trust you dept well and profitably?"
"Wdl," shetold him, smiling, "I dept. And you?'

"Itisnot yet timefor usto deep,” Edger said. "Though it must be near, for | grow abit yawnsome.
Perhaps next month we will deep for aspace.”

Miri blinked. "Oh." There was amovement to her right, and she turned to see Sheather shuffling forward,
head bent at an uncomfortable-looking dant. He offered her something with hisleft hand.

Shetook it, wondering. It seemed to be aleather envel ope of some kind, long and very thin, black like
her leathers, but of awonderful softness.

"For the blade you wore last evening,” Sheather mumbled in hisshy way. "It ismy understanding that
blades of that manufacture are metal, which is a substance much prone to rusting and edge-damage. It is
important to protect it from such trauma. | regret that | was unable to offer you thislast evening, but the
youngest of my brother's brothers did not admit usto his thoughts.

Please do not think uslacking in courtesy,” he continued, "or suppose that we lament our brother's
choice. It only sometimes comes about that the hastiness of human action leave us at aloss." He bowed
his head even lower, in what Miri suddenly understood as an effort to make himsdlf shorter than she. "We
wish you grest joy and long, warm days."

Shefdt agting in her eyes, touched, though parts of this speech were somewhat confusing. "Thank you,
Sheather. I'm —grateful. Y ou and your brothers are very kind and | can't imagine you lacking in
courtesy."

"Thank you," Sheather replied, "and know that we look upon the flame of your being with awe and much
affection.” He straightened finaly and backed away, nearly knocking over the omnichora

Miri pulled the stick-knife from her belt. It did easily into the soft sheeth, which she hung on her left Side,
wondering as shedid so if it was proper to cross-draw aknife.

"My sster?' Edger said. Sheturned to him with asmile. "My brother?"

Heinclined his head. "It would honor me, were you to bear me company to the place of Justin Hostro's
business.

We areto collect our portion in advance this day, which iswhy | go hence. | would have you accompany
me becauseit is clear that you are an accurate judge of humans, whereit isvery possible that | may not
be.



My brother, whom you call Handler, has raised the question of purpose for these flawed knives Justin
Hostro would purchase. He quite properly asks what being deliberately orders flawed tools, sating that
he will have none but? My brother is concerned by this behavior and fed s that perhaps Justin Hostro isa
thief, who will seek to cheat us of our purchase price.”

Miri eyed him. "Y ou want me to tell you whether this guy's a crook?*
"That," Edger replied, "isthe essence."

She shrugged. "Do my best.”

"Itissufficient. Let usgo.”

Charlie Naranshek was not happy. He had expended a quantity of energy and lost quite abit of deep
convincing himsdlf that he did not have to report sghting the Kid and Turtle Gang by reason of the fact
that he had not been on duty when the sghting occurred.

It was, after dl, one of the silliest things held ever heard of . Turtles weren't desperate characters, just
dow and funny. And the kids were just that —kids. A little bill-and-coo for brother and sister, maybe, but
that wasn't the kind of thing the locd force covered. Especidly with acouplelike this, who were from
off-world.

Armed and dangerous. Sure. Somebody at Mixla'quarters was having their little joke.

Having thus battered his conscience into submission, Charliefell adeep, to be avakened moments later
by hisaarm. He ssumbled through the morning routine, got to the station in time to pick up his partner
and their cruiser and eased on down to the merchant's quarter to start the daily round.

Asthey turned the corner from Econsey into Surf, passing asnack bar and an amusement center, his
partner suddenly sat up. "Hey, look at that!" he cried, pointing.

Charlie looked — and swore.

For there was aturtle coming out of the office of Honest Al's Rentd Cars, with Al himsdf a hissde.
And trailing afew steps behind, in dark leasthers and shirt, gun bolstered efficiently on the right side of the
belt, was brother Danny.

Still swearing, Charlie punched up the comm and called in the report.
Miri took a deep breath of sty air and grinned up at Edger. "Nice day."

The T'carais paused to cast an eye skyward and test the air in amighty inhdation. "I believe you may be
right,” he conceded. "The sky isbright and the air isfine, though not so fine asthe air & home. But thet is
expected, and one would be churlish to deny other planetstheir days of prettiness, smply because they
are not home."

She laughed and stretched her legsto more or less match his stride. "It might be agood ideg,” she
commented, "to tell Mr. Hostro I'm your aide. If he'safatcat, hell figure that to mean ‘bodyguard’ and
you'll gain some points.”

"A good plan," Edger decided. "For it has cometo my attention that it is profitable to proclaim one's
consequence loudly when thereis money involved.”

Miri grinned and then wrinkled her nose as her elbow bumped the unaccustomed protuberance on her



belt. "Edger?"
"Yes my sger?’

"Edger, | ain't trying to berude, but | think | better ask, ‘cause I'm confused. Maybe | should've asked
Shegther, but he'sso shy..."

"Itistrue," Edger said, "that my brother Sheather does not put himself forward as much asis perhaps
desirable as one who would stride g axies, but heis athoughtful and meticulous individua, who seeks
awaysto do what is proper.” Helooked down at her with luminous eyes. "Does our gift not please you?'

"Oh, no, it pleases me very much! But see— 1 don't know why I'm getting a gift at al and I'd hate for
there to be amisunderstanding between us. 'Specialy when it's so easy to open my big mouth and ask a
guestion and hear what you got to say."

"My sster iswise," Edger announced as they rounded a corner and nearly bowled over two beeweled
ladieswa king hand-in-hand in the opposite direction.

"Know then," he continued, not at al discomfited by the ensuing scramble, “that we have made you a gift
to demongtrate our joy for and concurrence with our brother's choice of lifemate.”

Miri blinked. "Which brother isthat?"
"The youngest of my many, hewhom you cal Tough Guy."
"Right." She congdered it. "Edger, did Tough Guy tell you he was going to — ah —marry me?”

"Alas, hedid not, which I do not fed islike him. But | am persuaded that the matter dipped hismind, for
he has no doubt been preoccupied with hisart, planning, perhaps, his next composition.” They rounded
another corner, thistime without incident.

"We were only made aware |ast evening, when it was seen he had given you the knife-within-a-stick,
which he carried when first he cameto us," he continued. "And then also was | assured that he had meant
no insult by failing to speak, since he had chosen first to wed in our manner, with the gift of ablade. His
own people, | believe, exchange gemstones or jewelry, which he gave later, in our presence.”

"Hmmm. Isit okay for a person to take alifemate without telling anybody they were going to? Even the
person they were going to marry?"

Edger consdered it. "'l have heard of such thingsamong humans" he said after atime. "But | am certain
that my brother would not behave in such amanner, for heiskind and would wish to make certain his
attention was not repugnant.”

She stopped, staring up at the bulk of him. Edger stopped as well, creating an effective block to traffic.
People detoured around them.

"He'swhat?" She heard her voice crack and swallowed.

"My brother's heart isgentle,” Edger said, hisbig voice surprisngly quiet. "Hewould hurt no being, nor
thing, that was not his sworn enemy. Nor would he willingly cause digtress. | have seen him to weep with
onewhaose mate lay dain and comfort in hisarms ababe nearly larger than himsdf. It isnot possible that
he would wed you without your knowledge and goodwill.”

There was along silence during which Miri kept her eyes closed and concentrated on breathing. Crazy,



crazy, avoicein her head repeated. Crazy asthe six of diamonds.
Edger's voice rumbled over her head and she opened her eyesto look up at him.
"And have you not found him so?"

She extended ahand and captured two of histhree fingers. "I guess| don't know him that good,” she
sad serioudy and shook her head dightly, asif to clear it. "Thanks, Edger. I'm glad we could talk.”

Heinclined his massive head, dlowing hisfingersto remain within her grasp. "1, dso," hesaid.

"That's our boy!" Pete yelled, dapping the chief's shoulder. The other man nodded and cut back into the
net. "That appears to be him, Officer. Do not, repeat, do not gpproach the suspect. Heishighly
dangerous. We will be sending speciadists from Headquarters. | want you to keep track of him, if it's
possible without showing or risking yourselves. And find out where that turtl€'s staying. It's possiblethe
girl'swaiting there."

"Yes, dr," Charliesad, struggling manfully to keep hisfume under wraps. "When do you think your
pecidigswill be here, Sr?"

"Three hours, a the outside," the chief said. "I'll get on the net to your Station commander and set up the
timetable. Y ou keep track of that boy. What'd you say they were doing?'

"They appear to berenting acar, gr. It might take 'em awhile, though, if they're looking for something the
turtle canfitin, too."

"Right. Over —ah, Officer?"
llgrl?l

The chief considered Charli€'s face rather more carefully than Charlie wished he would. " Just don't et
them get in the car and drive away, Officer, okay? We want to clean this up fast, before the boy hurts
somebody else.”" The chief leaned closer to the screen. "Just so you know — Charlie, isn't it?"

"Yes, ar." Charlierestrained himself from hitting the cutoff toggle and gave the chief hisbest wide-eyed
wonder |ook.

"Well, Charlie, | know you're thinking that this boy doesn't look like much. Shows how deceptive looks
can be. HE's responsible for the deaths of five peoplein arobbery in Mixla City. Lined ‘em up and shot
'‘em —judt likethat." He sngpped hisfingers. "One of 'em wasalittle girl —eight yearsold, Charlie."

Charlie made appropriate noises, which wasn't redly necessary, since his partner was making enough for
both of them.

"So be careful, but keep aline on him. Remember that he's a Liaden — don't have to tell you how
dippery that bunchis, do 1?7 The chief nodded at the screen. "Carry on, officers.” He touched the
disconnect.

Pete whigtled in admiration. "Wish I'd thought of that."

The chief grinned, leaned forward, and punched the line for Econsey 'quarters. "Pretty good, wasn't it? A
little atrocity goes along way, Peter." He frowned at the busy signal from the board, cleared the number,
andtried again.

"Better get your guys ready. Fifteen of the best ought to doit. I'll add twenty Mixla cops and twenty from



Econsey.” Thelinewas still busy and he punched the disconnect. "Have ‘em herein an hour. Can do?"
"Cando."

Thethird car had possibilities. Thelittle guy wasleaning over the engine; the dender hand hooked around
the edge of the fender was dl that kept him from tumbling heedfirst into the workings. With the other
hand he tested connections, checked fluid levels, and poked at the various brain-boxes. Thiswent on for
sometime, while Honest Al and Handler waited, Al trying not to wring his hands.

Findly hewasthrough, having ascertained whatever it was he had been trying to ascertain. He did off the
fender and rubbed the palms of both hands down lesthered thighs.

"The engineissound,” he said, speaking over Al'shead to theturtle, "and of astrength sufficient to our
purpose.”

"Oh, yes," Honest Al brokein eagerly. "It's one of the earlier models, when there was a demand for
gpeed and size. It's not as new as the other two vehicles we discussed, but certainly avery fine piece of

equipment.”

Thelittle man smiled a him. " Age does not matter in this case. Utility does. Y ou seethe size of the
T-caraisgandab. The others of the Mission are built on comparable proportions.” He nodded at the car.
"| think that this vehicle might serve the Mission well. However, there are one or two other requirements.”

"Certainly, certainly,” Honest Al said, beaming. "This car was at the top of itsline. Royalty, shewas."

The little man smiled again and waved ahand, indicating the interior. "One concern — | believe the seats
are adjustable?’

"Why, of course.”

"Of course,” the customer echoed. "But are they individualy adjustable, | wonder?' He pulled open a
door.

"The caseisthis" he murmured. "While most of the Misson are rather —large and will require sufficient
gpace in which to ride, there are others of the Interface Team who are somewhat smaler. One such as
mysdlf, for ingance," he said, smiling at Al, "would be hard put to drive thisvehicle, were dl the seats
adjusted to accommodate the prime members of the Mission.”

"Thereisthis control here" Al demongtrated, varying the heights of each of the Six individud seets, as
well as moving them back and forth.

"Ah," thelittle man said in admiring accents. "That isexcellent.”

"And, of course, there isa private comm, plus an auxiliary band, whereby you may monitor weather
reports, stock market closings..." Hetwisted the did as he spoke, demonstrating, while his customer
murmured gpprecidively.

"Thereisdso, inthismode, an environmenta control —here—if their excellencies prefer, perhaps, a
richer oxygen mix? More humidity? And this control polarizesthewindows, if they find our light
uncomfortable.”

"Royalty, indeed,” thelittle man said.
"And here" Al said, tapping asmdll did set by itsdf in thefar corner of the board, "isthe emitter, which



we will set to emit the proper code for the status of your Mission. In thisway the police need only direct
areading beam at your vehicle to discover that you are persons of importance and should not be

impeded.”

"Wonderful," the other said, smiling. "I am certain that this vehicle precisdy suits our need.” He stepped
back, frowned suddenly, and stood gazing at the mint-green exterior while Al's somach sought refugein
his shoes.

"l am not surethat this color isas pleasing asit might be."

Honest Al's somach returned to its original location. "How foolish of me!" He motioned to the little man,
who attended him once again at the control board. "This device here —we manipulate it so. Now look.”

The customer did as he was bid and, upon discovering that the exterior was now abrilliant yellow,
grinned like aboy.

"Do you find that color pleasing?' Al asked hopefully.

"L et me gpeak with the T'caraisanaab.” He moved away to where that person still stood gazing absently
at the vehicle under discussion.

"We are dmost decided, brother,” Va Con said, switching to aliquid mix of Clutch and Liaden, "and |
thank you for your kindness in accompanying me. Would you now care to watch the exterior of the
vehicle and tell mewhen it has achieved acolor that gives you pleasure?!

Handler rested hislarge eyes on the smdl form of his now-youngest brother. "I to choose the color?' he
cried, gladdened. "It isyou who are kind, brother, and I who am honored. | shdl, indeed, watch and call
out to you when the shade pleases me.”

The little man came back to the car, throwing asmile to Al as he passed, and sat in the driver's chair. He
manipulated the proper device.

The exterior of the car faded from bright yellow to gold to amber to bronze to tan to brown to sennato

A big voice boomed in atongue Al did not understand, startling him out of his stupor. The vehicle before
him was of a hue known to antiquarians as "fire-enginered.”

Thelittle man climbed out of the driver's chair and beheld what he had wrought, eyes narrowed dightly,
asif hewere garing into too bright alight. His gaze caught Al's and he shrugged.

"Ah, wel. Wewill rent thiscar," he said, coming to Al'sside and taking hisarm. "The Missonisto be
on-world for oneloca year. Let us pay you now for two years rent, so that you have security on your
investment. Isthat satisfactory?”

Honest Al blinked, letting himself be gently guided back to hisoffice. "Oh, yes," he managed. "Very
satisfactory.”

"Good. | amright in assuming that you will be able to adjust the emitting device now, so that we may
drivethevehicle avay?'

Al nodded, bereft of words.

"Excdlent,” thelittle man said amiably. "Now, about your fee. Would you prefer Terran bitsor Liaden



cantra?'

Justin Hostro had anice operation, Miri thought. His office was nearly as classy as Sire Baldwin's, though
thetaste in wall art and knickknacks was different. More cosmopoalitan, she thought. Baldwin had been a
devotee of the Art Terran, primarily, though an origind Belansum had hung in hislibrary.

Therewere two Bdansumsin Justin Hostro's inner office, each depicting a planet seen from space. The
qudity that made each atreasure was the evocation of the feding of actudly being in space, with this
world hanging before you, filling the big window on the obdeck.

Miri moved her attention from the paintings to Justin Hostro, seated comfortably behind his rubbed stedl
desk.

"Thisisthe sum we have agreed upon. Please count it and be certain that we have not misunderstood
each other," he was saying.

Edger complied with this request, opening the pouch he was offered and removing the clear plastic rolls
of coins. Liaden money, Miri saw, keeping control of her face. A bloody fortune in Liaden money. And
thiswas just the fifty percent up front. For knives guaranteed to bresk.

Edger split therallsinto piles of seven each and brushed each pile back into the carrying pouch. He
inclined hishead. "The sumiscorrect inthat it isthefirst half of thetota agreed upon.”

"Good." Mr. Hostro smiled and did a sheet of printout from the folder before him. "Thisisthelist of
locations for thefirst shipments. | desire that three hundred go to each Site, for atotad first shipment of
3,000 blades. To aid you, the document lists each location by its Trade designation and by the local
name." He passed the sheet to Edger, who took it carefully and scanned it.

"Thisshal bedone" he said, folding the sheet and placing it in the pouch with the money, "within the next
year Standard, aswe discussed. Thefirgt shipment isrequired at thefirst location within three months
Standard, isthat correct?"

"That is correct,” said the man behind the desk. "Then,” Edger said, risng and inclining his heed, "we
understand each other very well."

Mr. Hostro stood & so, bowing his royaty-to-royalty bow. "I am pleased that it is so. It israreto find
camaraderie in business dedlings. May we dedl long and profitably together.”

"May we soindeed,”" Edger replied. "It isvery pleasurable, doing businesswith you. | hopein thefuture
we shdl deal aswell." He began histurn and Miri, in her role as aide, moved to the door, going through
first to check the hallway. Edger came after, and the door closed behind them.

Jugtin Hogtro sat down behind his desk, the tiniest of lines between his fine brows. "Matthew."
His aide approached the desk. "Y es, Mr. Hostro?"

"That woman, Matthew. | fed that | have seen her face before. Perhapsin our files?' He made a steeple
of hisimpeccablefingers. "Yes. In our files. Recently. Find out who sheis, please.”

"At once, Mr. Hogtro." The aide removed himself to thefile station in the corner of the room and began
the search.

The manua was old and hard to read. Al squinted at the screen, trying to make out the index. White
letterswavered on aflickering gray background, defeating his eyes. He sighed and looked apologeticaly



at thelittle man, glad that the turtle had remained outside.
"Perhaps I'd better cdl the Regidtration Office. My eyesaren't as young asthey used to be."

Thelittle man wasdl concern. "Trouble, Sr? Here, let me seeif | can makeit out. Of course: 'Diplomatic
Uses, Y-1.” He manipulated the advance. "I'll haveit in just amoment, if you would careto writeit
down."

Honest Al scrabbled under the counter and came up with apiece of torn pink cardboard and an age-old
Sylus.

"Hereitis" hiscustomer said. "Much easier than bothering the Registration Office, don't you think? The
codewe need is: DY 3-9736-X-7558-T."

"DY3," Al read back, "9736-X-7558-T."
"Correct."

"Well, that'sfine. I'll just go out and program the emitter and you're on your way. Another five minutes,
gr." He paused and made as much of abow as his paunch would alow. "Thank you, Sir, for your help.”

Thelittle man smiled. "It was no trouble," he murmured, turning off the manua. He waited until Al was
safely outside before he spun the whed back.

"Edger, I'm gonnaleave you here, if that's okay. Got some businessto take care of ."
"Itispermitted,” Edger replied. "When will you return to us?'
Miri shrugged. "In alittlewhile, | think. Nothing complicated, but it's gotta be taken care of "

"l understand. Go and resolve your business, young sister. | look forward to the time when we shall see
each other again.”

She grinned, shaking her head, and moved off across the street. She turned around once to wave, but
Edger wasn't looking.

The bright red car pulled againgt the curb haf ablock ahead and discharged its passenger.

Charlie pulled off to the sde and likewise discharged his partner, reminding him that hisonly job wasto
keep theturtlein sight and stay out of sght himsdlf. Then it wastimefor Charlieto be after the red car

agan.
Thedriver of the car did not seem to be aware that he was being followed. He drove safely and within

the speed limit to a self-service lot in the seedy edge of town backing onto the hyatts. He chose aparking
space facing the exit and got out to deposit the proper number of bitsin the box.

Charlie pulled the cruiser across the nose of the red car and popped out. By the time he got around to
the front, the driver of the other car was leaning against the door, arms crossed over his chest, waiting.

Charlie approached unhurriedly, nodding. "Danny.”
"Officer Naranshek," the boy returned with distant politeness. Charlie shook his head and sighed.

"Thought it might interest you to know," he said, "that the cops have an All-Point out on you and your
sster. Caling you armed and dangerous.” He glanced at hiswrigt. "'In about two hours the big boys from



Mixla'quartersll be hereto round the two of you up.”

Danny nodded. "Thank you. | appreciate your concern.”

"Y eah, wdll, you can stop appreciating it,” Charlie growled, "causeit ain't for you, it'sfor your sster,”
"I know," camethe even reply. "But | am grateful, nonetheless.”

"Areyou?' Hetook abreath. Ah, what the hell. "Mixla Chief saysyou shot five people there, one of ‘em
ababy girl."

Both eyebrowsrose. "Lies. But | thank you for that information, aswell."

"l know he'slying,” Charlie sad irritably. "But the point is, nobody esewill. Human nature just naturaly
wants to expect the worst. More fun hunting lionsthan it is pussycats.”

The boy smiled faintly, unfolded hisarms, and moved away from the car. ™Y ou'd best leave. It would be
very dangerous, | think, if you were seen talking to me. Thank you again." He walked around the back of
the car, heading across the lot toward the hyatts.

Charliegot in his car and backed it around. As he pulled out of thelot he looked in the mirror and wasin
time to see the boy vault to the top of the fence and drop to the walk on the other side, sure asacat.

"Mr. Hostro?'
"Yes, Mathew?'
"If you would step over here amoment, sir, | believe | have the woman'sfile.”

Justin Hostro did back from his desk and walked leisurely to the file Sation to lean over hisaide's
shoulder.

"Yes, | believe s0. Excdlent likeness, don't you think, Matthew? Miri Robertson.” Helaid hishand lightly
on the other man's shoulder. "Fax me a copy of thefile, please. | fed | should review the case before
deciding upon our course of action.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

The young man in the a cove had never been happier in hislife. Being endowed with a poetic cast of
mind, he found that the conceit pleased him and set out to expand upon it as he sat next to the potted
melekki tree, waiting for his beloved to appear.

Yes, lifewasafinething: pleasant dow days easing one by oneinto passionate nightsfilled with
lovemaking, wine, and talk. Sylviawas a beautiful woman, loving, gentle, and giving. Shewas dso quite
wedlthy — but that was hardly to be thought of . His fedlings were such that they transcended mere
finance

Therewas arustle from the back entrance to the alcove, and the young man smiled. The ddightful
creature was trying to sneak up on him! He eased out of his chair and turned to meet her.

The leaves shid ding the back entrance parted and she stepped quietly through, right hand near her gun.
"Hey, Murph. What's new?"

The smilefled, and hiseyes made afair attempt to leave their sockets. " Sarge?"



Both brows rose and were hidden by her bangs. Y ou weren't expecting me? I'm sure | wrote." She
tipped her head, gray eyes thoughtful. "Y ou look good," she said cordidly. "Prosperous. No worries,
ather, huh? Sitting with your back to the door.”

"Theres more than one door," hetold her, trying to ignore the sick feding in his ssomach. "Besides, |
heard you coming."

She came another couple of pacesinto the acove, and the look on her face was one he knew of old. He
tightened his gut, determined to take his chewing-out like atrooper.

"Y ou heard me coming, you stupid groundhog,” she said, dividing her attention between hisface and the
portion of the lobby she could see over his shoulder, "because | let you hear me coming! And if | wasn't
feding softhearted today, you wouldn't be around to jaw off any of your damn guff right now." She
pointed to the chair he had so latdly quit. "Sit."

He sat.

She hauled another chair around to where she could keep tabs on the lobby, Murph, and the back
entrance, then eased down and laid her hand adongside the gun. Leaning back, she considered him slently
until he began to sweat.

"Look, Sarge," he began, thankful that hisvoice did not crack. "I've been meaning to make that bank
trander..."

"Yeah?' shesad interestedly. "Wdll, I'm glad to know you had such good intentions. Shows you had
upbringing.” She absentmindedly caressed the butt of her gun with onefinger. "Also showsyou're athief,
my man, ‘cause | gill ain't got my money."

"l canexplan—"

She held up ahand. "Isit very rudeto point out that explanations buy no kynak?'

Helicked hislips. "I'll makethetransfer."

"Hey, you don't haveto do that,” she said reasonably. "Now I'm here, you can just giveit to mein cash.”
"Cash?" Thistime hisvoicedid crack.

"Sarge, | don't have that much cash on me." He was beginning to fed desperate, aswell as trapped.
"No? Too bad. How much do you have on you?'

"About four hundred fifty bits" It was usdessto lieto her; he had learned that lesson well. "Most of it'sin
theroom.”

Therewasashort slence. "Okay," shesaid. "I'll take the four-fifty in cash and therest in trade.” She held
out atiny hand, pam up. "Earrings.”

"What? Sarge, look, come with meto the room, I'll give you the cash I've got and cdll in the transfer for
the balance, okay?"

She sighed deeply, regretfully. He swalowed hard.



"Angus,”" she said earnestly, "don't push your luck.” She motioned with the outstretched hand. "Earrings.
Now."

He dowly did the hoops out of hisearsand laid them gently in her pam. She closed her fingers around
them, her gray eyes moving down his person. Murph made a convulsive movement with his hand, trying
to hidethering in the clench of hisfigt.

Her eyes caught on the movement; she nodded and extended her hand. "Ring.”
"Dammit, Sarge—" he Sarted.
Sheraised her eyesto his.

He gulped and began again, more quietly. "L ook, not the ring, okay? It was agift from my —from
Sylvia" Shedid not look impressed. "L ook, it's my troth ring — more sentimental va ue than pawn vaue.”

The outheld hand did not waver. "Herésthe ded, Angus:. | get thering; you get to live long enough to
enjoy thegirl. Give"

Tearsgtanding in hiseyes, he pulled it from hisfinger and laid it in her pam.

Her browsrose at the weight of it "Platinum set with ponget and sapphire? Some sentiment.” Thering
vanished the way of the ear hoops as she continued her inventory of his person. "Let'ssee..."

The clock in the lobby indicated thet it was somewhat later than mid-afternoon. Va Con summoned alift,
rode to the third floor, and entered the common room by the hall door, braced for ablast of bad temper.

His brotherswere seated in aloose ring in the center of the room, the sonorous phrases of their native
tongue striking him with the force of thunder overhead as he closed the door.

Edger raised ahand to acknowledge his presence, but did not otherwise interrupt the flow of his speech.
The low table to one side of the group supported heroic amounts of fruit and beer, aswell asanew
whed of cheese and an unopened bottle of wine.

Miri was not in the common area. The door to her bedroom was closed.

Hefet adight prickle at the back of his scalp and wandered over to the door. Unlocked. He crossed the
threshold cautioudy.

The bed had been made and the room was professionaly tidy, devoid of Miri. Likewise the bathroom.
Heleft the room rapidly and made awhirlwind search of the rest of the suite, though he was already
certain she was not within. The prickle at the back of hishead had become full darm.

Back in the common room, he approached the grouped Clutch and stood before Edger to make the
obeisance that indicated he had urgent need to speak.

Edger responded with aflutter of the hand that told his brother that he would be heard next. There was
nothing for it but to bow thanks and move away. Choosing a piece of fruit and achunk of crumbly golden
cheese, Va Con hoisted himsdlf to the edge of a higher table on the outskirts of the group and settled to
wait histurn with what patience he could recruit, feet swinging above the floor.

Sylviasmiled at the young man and inclined her head as she passed by. She knew she wasin her best
looks, and knew that the costume she wore enhanced those looks. No assembly-line dresses out of the
vaet for her! Thisdress had been custom-made by an artist, and every line proclaimed it.



She paused to scan thelobby for the tall, athletic form of her betrothed, very nearly missing himinthe
acove of greenery in which he sat. Smiling, she started across to him, then, seeing that he was not aone,
she paused in the shelter of apillar to study the Situation.

His companion was atiny woman, dressed in what seemed to be well-used |egther clothing of the sort
worn by laborers on space vessels or mercenary soldiers. Her hair was red, braided and wrapped
around her head like a gaudy copper crown.

Angus had been amercenary, Sylviaremembered; it had been abrief episode during hislate
adolescence. He had mentioned no friends from that period of hislife, but perhapsthis small person was
such aone? Sylviamade asif to continue on her way, determined to be gracious to her fiancé€s uncouth
acquaintance.

Angus pulled the chain from around his neck and handed it to the small woman, who dropped it into her
pouch.

Sylviafroze.
Anguswas being robbed!

Outragerosein Sylvidsbreast. No one robbed her or hers. It was not done. Obvioudy, this small
person badly desired alesson in etiquette.

She stayed amoment longer, committing every detail of the woman's attire and person to memory, then
turned on her hed and marched to the bank of public comms on the far sde of the lobby.

She reversed the charges, since she never carried change, and punched in the code for her father's
private officeline.

His ade answered the summonsimmediately, inclining his head dightly as he recognized her.

"Hello, Matthew," she said, dways gracious. "Please let me speak to my father ingtantly. It isquite
important.”

"Of course, Ms. Hostro."

"OK, Intaglia, take your group down to the entertainment level — I want the exits and the lift bank
watched.

Kornblatt, get thislobby cordoned off — I want some-body on the centra comm station and somebody
else on central power.

"Smith, you and me and this bunch here are gonna watch the lobby lift bank. Remember, now, dl of you!
These are highly dangerous individuas. Wewould prefer to have them dive, but shoot to kill if you have
to. Stationd"

"WEell, younger brother, I am pleased you have returned. This my brother has been describing your
artistry in obtaining avehicle, making it yet seem that you had not obtained it. Genius. You are an artist
such asthe worlds have not before known."

"You arevery kind," the object of this praise murmured, brushing cheese crumbs from hisfingers. He
leaned forward. "Edger. Whereis Miri?!

The T'caraistook amoment to consider it. "1 do not know, brother. She spoke of businessto be



resolved. Other than this..." He moved his massive head from sideto side.

"We walked together earlier inthe day," he said, "and spoke of things of importance to us. She was very
surprised to find that she had been wedded to you, my brother."

Va Con froze, and the look of naked shock on hisface would have surely earned a crow of laughter
from Miri, had she been present. He took a deep breath. " So she might be," he agreed, though hisvoice
was not perfectly even.

Sheather glanced up from his contemplation of the carpet on which he sat. "We wished only to increase
joy when it seemed, last night, that you had knife-wed our sister. True, you had not said to usthat you
would do thisthing, but we know humansto be hasty, and our eldest brother would have it that you
could very well be so absentminded asto not inform your brothers, were you planning another of your
compositions. Did we doiill, brother?!

Hewet hislips, oddsrunning in hishead. "Yes," hesad, "l am afraid that you have doneill."
"It sorrows me," Sheather said. "May we inquire how we have done so?"

Therewas alongish pause, during which Va Con banished the tickertape of calculations running before
hisinner eye. He Sghed.

"Itisvery complicated, brother. Most of theill would have been done when you hailed her as my mate.
She fears me and thiswill have made her more afraid. It may, however, be mended.”

"She fears you, brother?" Thiswas Handler, but Va Con had turned back to the eldest of them all.
"Edger, pleasetdl mewhen Miri left you and exactly what she said."”

Edger blinked hishuge eyes. "It was three of the clock when | entered the [obby of this hyatt, the
youngest of my sisters having left me at the door but a breath earlier. Her words are in answer to my
query of when she might return to us. She said: ‘In alittlewhile, | think. Nothing complicated, but it's
gotta be taken care of " Thus did we part company.”

He let the breeth he had been holding go: The odds were dim that she would lie to Edger. He closed his
eyes and rubbed hisforehead. "All right. But it is now five of the clock and sheisnot returned.”

"It means only that her business has taken longer than she had anticipated,” Edger rumbled.

Val Con opened hiseyes. "So | hope, aswdll." He did from the table and bowed deeply. " Speak,”
Edger commanded.

"l would that you forgive my hastiness, brother. It isnot thusthat | would behave." He held his hands out,
palms up. "Events unforeseen have entered the Situation and it may mean that your ship, indeed, will be
required to serve us. Isdl in readiness? If the need is upon us, could we embark and depart thisvery

night?"

"He Who Watches has been told to expect you, aone; with the youngest of my sisters; or my sster,
aone. All isinreadinessfor you. Thereisfood in plenty and of akind nourishing to humans. There are
booksin many languages, aswell as severa kinds of musica instruments.”

"You arekind. It ssddens methat | must ask further."

"Speak," Edger commanded once more, large eyes glowing on his young brother's face.



"l go now to seek out the youngest of your sisters. Should it befall that she returns here while | am gone,
pray tell her al that has transpired between us at this meeting and ask that she bide until six of the clock.
Have not returned by thistime, she must go to the parking lot at Pence Street and Celeste and ook for
the red car. Thisvehicle she may enter by encoding '615' in the lock. She must change the color from red
immediately and go to the nearest shuttle port. She must stop for nothing. Once on station, she must seek
out your ship and depart.” He bit hislip and closed hisinner eye on the equation that denied it. " Say that |
have computed the odds and that they are not good. But say aso that sheis a person with luck and, if
sheiswily and careful, dl will bewell."

"l will say thesethingsto my sister,” Edger promised. "Shall | say dso that thislast you do not believe?!

Va Condrew abreath. "Brother, | pray you will not. It isamatter of human definition —truth of another
order."

"l understand, and al will be done as you have ingtructed. The name of our ship is—but you arein haste,
Remember only that it isat Dock 327, Level F."

"Brother, | cannot say how the greatness of your heart makes glad my own." He bowed to Edger, then to
the rest of the silent Clutch. " Gather much wisdom, oh, my brothers, and use what you have gathered
wdl."

"A long lifeto you, young brother, and much joy init," Edger replied, releasing him.

Va Con moved, not running, but quickly, the door opening and shutting like a conjuring trick —then he
was gone.

Edger turned back to hiskin, motioning that Selector should pour him a beaker of beer. "Our brother,”
he said, taking adraft, "isavery grest artist.”

Justin Hostro nodded. "Yes, | see. A happy circumstance, Sylvia, though | am sureit isvery sad that she
has chosen to rob your friend..." Helet hisvoice fade out as he glanced down at his desk and shifted
papers. His daughter, used to hisways, held her tongue and waited with what grace she could muster.

Helooked up again, smiling faintly. "Sylvia, my dear, | shall be sending agroup of my associatesto your
hyatt to escort thislady to my office. In the meantime, please do me the favor of keeping her —available.”

Her perfect brows twitched together. " Available, Daddy?*

He moved ahand, banishing details. "Available. Buy her adrink, invite her to your room, seduce her —
but keep her in that hyait for twenty minutes more. Then you may let her go. Understand?’

"Y es, Daddy."

Hesmiled. "Good. Y ou and your friend are il planning to dine with me this evening, are you not?"
"Of course," she said, surprised.

He nodded. "Till then, my dear... Oh, and Sylvia—"

She paused with her hand on the disconnect. Y es, Daddy?"

"Do be careful, dear. Thelady in question has rather an — uncertain —temper, | fear. Y ou don't want to
make her angry with you." He smiled again and cut the connection.

Sighing, Sylvialeft the booth and started back across the lobby.



Va Con summoned alift, thinking hard. She would have gone across the street to Murph's hyait, of
course. Towait? Or had she arranged to meet him? Thelift's door swished open and he entered,
directing it to the lobby.

When thelift stopped, bell dinging, the door did away and he took two steps out.
"Thereheid" yeled avoicethat had becomedl too familiar.

Va Con froze, hisgaze flicking over the crowd of carefully placed individuas. Too many had guns. Far
too many were pointing them a him. Directly before him stood Peter Smith.

In the charged slence, he heard the safety click off on Pete's gun.

He kicked, spinning as hisfoot connected with Pete's hand, diving back toward the open lift. A pellet
whined past his shoulder as he hit the floor and rolled the rest of the distance. Another got through the
doors before he had ordered them closed and dapped the "rise" button.

At thefifteenth floor, he stopped, wedged the door open with a Terran haf-bit, ran to the summons box,
and demanded more lifts.

Three came immediately — one discharging amiddle-aged couple who waked hand-in-hand down the
hal, never seeing the dight young man who did behind them and wedged open thelift's door.

Four out of seven lifts accounted for and the odds were nigh on to perfect that the three remaining were
going to be bringing him lots of company in just alittlewhile.

Wéll, then, what next? Into aroom and out the window? He grimaced. From the fifteenth floor, with
people no doubt shooting from below? No need to caculate that one.

Down the service ramp? If there was one. He had not committed every detail of this building to memory,
morethefool he. Hed alowed himsdf to believe that he was secure, protected from harm by Edger's
reassuring bulk.

He shook his head. It would have to be back the way he/d come then, striking for the Grotto and its
dozen or o exits.

He spun dowly on hished, surveying the empty hallway. Surely there must be something to aid him?
Memory gtirred after amoment and he moved off to the right, down a short dead-end halway.

The cleaning station was locked, but that was easily remedied; he made his choices quickly, ears cocked
for the sound of an devator arriving on the floor, wishing he had a partner with eyes on that lift bank.

Gathering up his collection of bottles and paper, he went back to the lifts, leaving the door to the station
unlocked and swinging gently to and fro.

They were leaving the dcove as she came near, and she could see Angus's shoulders drooping in
depresson. The little woman kept up with his pace easily, Slent in her leather boots.

Hidden by an ivy-covered pillar, Sylviawatched them crossthe lobby to thelift bank. When they claimed
their car shefollowed and stood watching the floor indicator. Fourth floor — back to their rooms! The
little bitch wasn't satisfied with taking what he had on him; she wanted more.

Shaking with rage, Sylviasummoned alift.

Va Con frowned at the telltale. For reasons best known to the police, the three elevators not currently



with him were grounded —two &t lobby level and one at the Grotto. He had a theory regarding this
maneuver, but it bore checking out.

Wadding paper into atight roll, he soaked it with dcohol and touched it with flame. It flickered and
caught, smoking nicdly.

Gingerly, hetossed it into the first of four eevators and unwedged the door.

Murph sighed as the door to hisroom did back. He sighed again, more degply, as he went to the desk
and inserted hisfinger in thelock. A drawer made a sudden dimplein the smooth plastic Sde, and Murph
removed from it amoney pouch, which he offered to the woman at hisside.

She nodded at the desk. "Count it. | know you got the best intentions going, but your memory's rotten,

He did ashe wastold, unsealing the pouch with ajerk and upending it over the desk. Bitsrolled and
clicked; one escaped to the floor.

Irritably, he bent and captured it, adding it to the first stack of ten.
There was a sound at the door.

Murph looked up asthe pand did back and hisfiancee entered, lithe and elegant and high-colored in an
evening dress picked out with gemstones. He was on hisway to embrace her when he heard the
unmistakable sound of a safety being thumbed off.

Sylviafroze, eyeswide, nogtrils dightly distended.
Murph spun. "C'mon, Sarge, what d'yathink, she's got abomb in her pocket?'

Eyes on thewoman at the door, Miri shook her head. "Finish counting, Angus." She motioned dightly
with the gun, indicating that Sylviashould close the door.

"Nicedress," she said, when thiswas done. "Me and Murph're just finishing up some business. Shouldn't
be more'n afew minutes, now, and then I'll be gone and you two can comfort each other.”

Sylviaswallowed, decided to ignore the gun, and turned her attention to her beloved, who was
completing the last stack of coins.

"Four fifty-sevenfifty," he said, straightening.

The woman with the gun spared a brief glance at the piled cash and nodded, eyes back on Sylvia. "Fine.
Back in the pouch.”

"Angus," Sylviademanded in throbbing accents, "isthis woman robbing you?'

"Robhing?' the woman in question repested. "Not at al. Murph owes me money — his severance from
the Mercs, plusinterest, like we agreed when | made him the loan. He's been alittle backward about
paying, but | think weredl right and tight now, don't you, Murph?”

Angus hdld therefilled pouch out to her. "I dill think it'd be better if you let me cdl inthetransfer, Sarge,
rather than taking al that jewery. Y ou're not going to get half what it'sworth —"

"But I'll get it now," she cut him off, diding the moneybag into her pouch. "And | need it now! Hard cash
—not abank note I might not be able to collect on for awhile." She spared him awithering gray glance.



"I had money for you when you needed it, you miserable cashsutas! | don't wanna hear any bellyaching
about paying mewhat's owed when | need it." She moved her gun, innnitesimally. "Out of the way,

Sylvialicked her lipsand stayed put. "But, Sergeant —it is Sergeant, isn't it?—if it's cash you want, | have
somewith me, aswell." She smiled her most winning smile.

"At least let me buy Angussring back."

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

A lift sent upward should rise, not sink. Thus, the theory was confirmed.

Sighing gently, he entered the middle levator, did the knife from the neck sheath and began to work on
the destination plate. It wasasinful use of the blade, but there was no help for it, and he worked with
careful rapidity until he had loosened a corner of the metal plate. Sliding the knife away, he pulled alength
of wirefrom within hisvest and twisted one end into a hook.

Moments were squandered while the hook was caught and rel eased by the workings behind the plate,
Finaly, the button that concerned him most drifted inward, obeying pressure from the wirein hishand.
He nodded and carefully let the wire down to hang precarioudy in position.

Then, he went to prepare the remaining lifts.

Ring, stylus, and pin were bought back for atotal of eight hundred bits, bringing the cash recaeived to the
sum origindly borrowed, give or take a hundred. Mirakept the necklace and the earhoops for the unpaid
interest.

"See you 'round, Murph,” she said, sealing her pouch and turning to go. She frowned a the woman
before the door and motioned with the gun.

"OK, honey, business complete. Outtathe way."

Sylviawet her lips. ™Y ou know, Sergeant? | think | could probably borrow another two hundred —if you
wanted your interest in cash, too? It would take just another couple minutes. I'd need to makeacall to

W_

"Angus, your fiancee talkstoo much. I'm done and I'm leaving. She'sin my way. Y ou can move her or |
can move her. Choose."

Murph started, then moved a step toward Sylvia. "L et the sergeant go now, love. She'sfinished here.”
"But Angus, it would be no trouble. If shelll just wait herewhile | cal Daddy for the loan—"

"No!" the little woman snapped. "I been here long enough, honey. Move, or | shoot you. Y ou won't,” she
confided, "like that."

Murph had heard thisthreat before and knew it to be in earnest. Putting chivary aside, he pushed
forward, wrapped his arms about his beloved and lifted her out of the way. She pounded on his shoulder
with ineffectua fists asthe woman in leather dove past, dapping the door open.

All wasin readiness. He unwedged the doorsin rapid succession and took careful grip on the wire
gticking out of the control pand!.



All right, Commander, he told himslf, heré's the plan: Bypass the lobby viahomemadejuryrig in hand.
Exit on the Grotto level and get over to Murph's hyait, fast. Do not speak to strangers, especialy
policemen. Smplicity itself.

He shook his head asthe bell dinged outsde hislift.
Commander, old son, you're an optimist. He smiled wryly.

They just missed nailing her in the room. Asit was, one saw her as she did around the corner toward the
savicelift and set up aydl.

Miri ran. Theluck wasin: acleanbot hauling aload of supplies and paper goodswasjust leaving the lift.
She grabbed its head and threw her weight into aspin that sent it bumbling out of control and into the
shins of the man in the lead; then she dove into the lift, dapped down, and leaned on it.

Down it went, obedient to unceasing imperative, and stopped with abump that would have made her
nervous, if shed had timefor luxuries.

She was out before sheld gauged her surroundings, and the lift was closed and rising before she thought
to wedge the door.

Wi, can't help that, she thought. Look for the other way out before the cheering section gets here.

Thelight was dim, but that was to be expected in a sub-basement stacked with boxes of cleaning
supplies and gods-knew-what e se. She wasin the guts of the hyatt, the tenement within the palace. Miri
took a deep breath of dank air. Almost made a body fedl at home. Now, which way was out?

Charlie Naranshek spun on hished at the watchpost, dmost didodging his partner of the evening, one of
MixlaCity's specididts.

"Whét the hell?"

The specidist glanced incurioudy at the group of men entering the hyatt opposite. " Some more of our
guys, maybe, making sure he don't break for acrossthe street.”

But Charlie had seen aface. "Wrongo, chum. Them's Juntavas.”
"Yeah?' the specidist said, returning to his bored surveillance of the sireet. "Busy night.”

The door was locked, a circumstance that reminded her of the punch lineto avery dirty joke. Acrossthe
basement, she heard the whine of the lift, coming back down.

She considered the lock: a shaft of metal extruded from the door, sunk deep into the jamb. No fancy
computer lock had been used to protect the paper goods. But it was effective, red effective.

The lift-whine waslouder. Miri shifted her shoulders, elbow bumping on the obstruction of sheath and
blade—

The knife wasin her hand before she had fully formed the thought. Carefully, she wedged the tip where
bar entered the wooden jamb, probing.

Acrossthe cdlar, the lift door opened.

Thelobby wasfilled with smoke; darms began to scream and sprinklersto sprinkle. The racket reached
the sharp ears of the Clutch, three floors up, and Edger so far forgot protocol asto cut short a question



being posed by his brother Selector to rise and move, with haste, to the door.

"Come, my brothers! Did | not say heisgreat? Let us see what he haswrought in this present.” So
saying, he was gone, vanished into the hall.

Handler, Selector, and Sheather followed, though Selector did tarry amoment to wonder, for Sheather's
benefit, at the excitability of their kinsman.

"For you would suppose,” he said, "that by the time one has histwelfth shell —and is, besides, the
T'carais of so mighty a Clan as our own —one would have put aside such childish hastiness and behave
asan adult.”

They werein the halway proper before Sheather had framed hisreply.

"Perhaps," he offered diffidently, for he was very conscious of his satus asalowly Seventh Shell, "itis
that our brother, himsdlf, isan artist.”

They had split into groups and were prowling the rows of stacked goods one by one. Miri bit her lip and
continued working the blade. Sheamost had it...

With a click too loud for oversengitive ears, the bar retracted into the door. Miri was through in the next
ingtant and turning the key on the other sde, firmly engaging the lock once more.

She took a deep breath and wrinkled her nose. The ramp she stood on smelled bad, though the 'bots
probably didn't mind. And by rights, she shouldn't either, because the ramp led up and that was just what
the doctor ordered.

So she'd head up, preferably to the Grotto level, where there was | ots of accessto outside. Once out,
sheld find acomm and buzz Edger, who would no doubt tell her what Tough Guy had decided she
should do next.

Which did raise an interesting point: What was she going to do next?
Onething at atime, Robertson. Don't get ahead of yourself.

The smell was getting less bad — or her nose had made an adjustment of heroic proportions— and she
was hearing noises from above. Lots of noises. Well, maybe somebody was having a party. The more
the merrier —and the easier for her to dip through and out, unnoticed.

The ramp curved and abruptly ended at a door. She worked the lock as quietly as possible and opened
it acrack, peering through. The kitchen beyond was pristine, huge and empty; she did through and eased
the door shut.

The party in the next room was a doozy — both louder and not as loud as it had been from the ramp.
Shed logt the vibration of feet on floor that sheld had from underneath, but there was something —

Shefroze and the sound came again. Party, indeed. That had been pellet whine, or her great-aunt Agnes
had been hatched from an egg.

She made her way cautioudy across the impeccable expanse of floor to the double chrome doors, eased
one barely open, and peered out.

Men and women with guns — about thirty of them — deployed with more caution than tactics around the
empty echo of the Grotto. Whatever it was they were after was holed up behind the eastern-most bar.



And whatever — or whoever —it was could definitely shoot. Whenever one of the armed horde showed
the dightest portion of body, that portion suddenly acquired a pellet-hole. Methodica. Which could only
mean that the prizein thistiger hunt was her partner.

Miri frowned, then grinned as another of the enemy was punctured — hole in the shooting arm, very
pretty.

Odds look about even, she noted. Wouldn't lay a busted bit on either side...
Her grin suddenly widened and she ducked back into the kitchen.
Policemen, Va Con thought, squeezing off another shot, had no sense of humor.

Or sense of futility, for that matter. Why in the name of dl they might hold holy would they just Sit out
there, shooting and being shot at, taking loss after loss and inflicting no damage? Why didn't they just
pack up and go home, call it aday, admit they'd been bested — any or al of the above? And soon. He
was running out of pellets.

Miri propped the door at the top of the ramp securely open and alittle time later did the same for the
door into the cellar.

By the sounds, her pursuers were still beating the rows for her. She grinned and moved toward the
nearest sound.

The man was peering into a carton that might have concedled her had it not been full of bottles of cleaner.
Miri extended ahand and toppled a near bundle of brooms.

He whipped around, pulling his gun, and she was off, making alot of noise as sheran.

The racket roused his buddies, who cameracing to hisaid. Miri rounded the corner farthest from the
ramp door on one whedl, skidded to astop in the face of five of them, then whirled and was going back
the way she'd come before they had time to understand that she'd been there.

For good measure, she fired ashot over her shoulder, parting the hair of the man in the lead, then she
was moving flat out, streaking past another bunch of them, knocking oneinto three others like tenpins
and twisting around the corner to the ramp door.

Roaring, they came after. She checked for amoment, glancing back to make sure that somebody
twigged to the vanishing act.

A lean man with no hair whatsoever rounded the corner, gun leveled.
Miri dove through the door.

It was not possible that he could win. He supposed he would take aformidable honor guard with him,
but the thought brought no comfort. Nor did the equation that hung before hismind's eye. He gritted his
teethinafina effort to banish it: Suicide is an unacceptable solution.

The equation faded, to be replaced by another bearing a strong resemblance to the one he had denied in
Edger's presence. Very soon now he would be dead. Miri might yet be dive, but the end for her was
aso quite near.

He leaned out from his cover and fired, striking hisman cleanly in the eye. A pellet screamed by, chipping
the plastic by his head as he huddled back into protection. Cracking his gun, he loaded the last of his



ammunition and eased his postion alittle, glancing around the corner of the bar to gauge the next shot.

There was abanshee how! that raised the hairs on the back of his neck, and out of the kitchen burst an
apparition in dark leathers and white shirt, brandishing agun, asquad of armed men at her back.

"We're coming, Tough Guy!" thefigurein the lead screamed, firing into the group a sege.

Confused, they returned fire as the rushing squad broke up and made for cover, returning fire on their
own whiletheir erstwhile leader dove sideways, rolling, taking advantage of the shelter offered by tables,
chairs, and bar to work her way toward his position.

Va Con grinned and waited, occasiondly adding shots of his own to the meleeto distract his attackers
from her movement.

Shewasat hissdein aridiculoudy short time. Sighing, she dumped againgt theinsdewall of the bar,
peering out at the fight through afiligreed screen.

"Hdlo, Miri."

She shook her head a him. "I don't know how you get into these fixes. Leave you aonefor five minutes

"I get into fixes?' Hewaved at thefloor. "What do you cal that!"

She opened her eyeswide. "Hey, I'm your rescue, spacer. And | want you to know | wouldn't do thisfor
just anybody.”

He laughed and snapped off ashot at awoman crawling toward their hiding place. She collapsed and lay
gill.

Mira peered out from her end, added afew pellets to the genera merrymaking, and ducked back. "Nice

"Y ou might think so," he told her, "but I've been herefor sometime and it's getting abit rough for my
tagte”

"Yeah?' Shejerked her head toward the most ble exit, half ablock down the room. "Wanna
leave?’

"If you don't mind." He cracked his gun, showing her the empty chamber. "Give me some pelletsand I'll
cover you."

The call came over the emergency channd: All available unitsto the Grotto, immediately. The description,
though terse, sounded more like pitched battle than the arrest of two half-sized bank robbers.

His partner was off at once, diding his sidearm out as he ran. Charlie took two stepsin that direction and
stopped, near blinded by aflash of brilliance.

Spinning on hished, he headed for the ot at Ponce and Celeste, moving at adead run.
Miri went over the fencewhileVa Con circled around to the front of thelot, checking the Street.

She dropped silently from the top and moved quickly in the degpening dusk, using the few vehiclesthere
werefor cover, striking out in adiagonal and wondering what she would do if there were two red cars
parked in the front row, facing out.



She left the shadow of the last car enroute and stepped out into the open.

Therewas only one car in the first row. Between her and it loomed afigure, too tall and much too

blocky.

Shefroze, hand twitching toward her gun in reaction before she dtilled it.

"Hi, Charlie"

"Hello, Roberta" His own gun was out, steady on her gut. "Where's your brother?!

"Bound to be around somewhere," she said lightly, keeping her eyes on hisface, not on the gun. "He
usudly is”

"He wouldn't be down the Grotto, would he? Shooting cops with the rest of the Juntavas?' He was
coldly sure of it, and the certainty kept his gun hand from shaking.

Can you shoot her —kill her —if you have to? he asked himself. He didn't know.
She was shaking her head. "We ain't Juntavas, Charlie.”

"No? The cops go in to get you, the Juntavas goes in across the street and —boom! A war. Juntavas
protectsits own, but it ain't much on helping out strangers.”

"It was an accident. And the explanation's complicated.” She decided to pushit. "Charlie, ook, I'mina
hurry, okay?How 'bout | give you acal next time I'mintown, we haveadrink and | tell you al about
it?"

No reection. She hadn't redlly expected one, not with him in uniform and dl, but it had seemed worth the
try. Where the hdll was Tough Guy?

"The gory out of Mixla'quarters,” Charlie was saying, "is your brother's wanted for killing five people—
eight-year-old kid was one of 'em."” He watched her face closdly, trying to gauge her acting ability.

She frowned and shook her head. "Not since I've known him. Not ababy." Shetook a breath. "Not to
say hewouldn't. Just that he hasn't. | think."

Her gaze sharpened, locking on amovement in the dusk beyond his shoulder. Almost, she sighed.

"Charlie" shesad, very quietly. "I likeyou, which iswhy | didn't draw on you and why I'mtelling you
this Therésaman behind you with agun. Hell kill you, without an instant's hesitation or amoment's
remorse, unless you drop that piece now."

He hesitated, weighing the chance of it being alie, kegping the gun whereit was.

She flung out both hands, her face reveding something that ooked like fear in the uncertain light.
"C'mon, Charlig!"

He dropped the gun and kicked it to one side.

"That'sfine," she said gently. "I'm real sorry, but you're gonna have a headache when you wake up.”

The blow clipped him just above the left ear, hard enough to do the job. He carried her face with him into
UNCONSCIOUSNESS,



The deek brown car moved with sedate purpose through the streets of Econsey, toward the mainland
and the shuttleport. The windows were opaqued so that the vulgar were denied aview of the vehicle's
occupants. The emitter broadcast its message to al with the meansto read it.

"Wasn't that just abit harsh?' inquired the man in the seat next to the driver.
"Wasn't which?' she asked, dowing to astop in obedienceto aflashing signd.
"Hewill kill you, without an instant's hesitation or amoment'sremorse..." he quoted flatly.

She glanced at him. He was sitting straight in the comfortable seet, staring out the window. Thetensonin
him puzzled her. She eased the car through the intersection asthe light steadied and shrugged her
shoulders.

"Y ou have shown that tendency in the past,” she said asmildly as possible.

Perhaps he snorted. Or perhaps he only let loose a breath that had been too long held, al at once, and
with avengeance.

"I'll try to rehabilitate mysdlf,” he said, and therewas no inflection at al in hisvoice. After amoment, he
did down in the seat, moving his shoulders until he found comfort within the cushions, and closed his
eyes. "Don't stop for anything,” hetold her. "And wake me when we get to the port.”

It was her turn to snort, but he did not appear to hear; the rhythm of his breathing told her that he was
adeep.

Irritably, she yanked on the whed, sngpping the car from |eft to right. He rolled bonelesdy with thejerk,
his breathing unatered.

"l guessyou'll want tea and crumpets when we get there," she muttered. She smoothed the car through
another curve and onto the main highway.

The best place for aroadblock was on the Econsey side of the last bridge to the mainland, and that was
exactly wherethey'd set it up. Miri Sghed and let the car dow fractiondly.

"Hey, deeping beauty.”

He eased to aStting position, in no hurry about it.
"Roadblock," shetold him, sating the obvious.
"Maintain your Speed.”

She danted aglance at hisface. He didn't ook crazy. But, then, he never did. Well, what the hell. She
kept the car on course and steadly.

The roadblock loomed closer, lights flashing, and she could make out the expressions on the faces of the
people lining the roadway before them.

Then something very strange happened. The 'block began to move clear of the road and the guard fell
back, holstering their pieces or bringing them to rest.

Miri took a deep breath, meticuloudy keeping the pace.

The roadblock lumbered clear a bare moment before impact. Miri let her breath out in rationed units as



the brown car continued its stately progress across the bridge and onto the mainland.
"Tough Guy?'

"Yes?' He was sttling back into the seet, no doubt arranging himself for another nap.
"Why'd they do that?"

"Possbly they judged an interplanetary incident too high apriceto pay for scopping and searching the
Y xtrang ambassador's private vehicle." He yawned.

"Oh." Shewas slent for ashort time, digesting hiswords. "1 don't want to pry into your private life or
anything, but you didn't by any chance steal this car from the Y xtrang, did you?"

"To the best of my knowledge, the Y xtrang delegation for this sector is presently on Omenski."

"Good place for them,” she agreed. "Hopethey fal in love with the place and never leave." Shemadea
left-hand turn into awide thoroughfare and then the tower light from the shuttleport was directly before
them.

"Sorry I'm so dense," she said, "but | didn't have anap. What made the cops think we were the Y xtrang
ambassador?’

"The emitter sayswe are." He shook his head and sat up straighter in his seat. "I'm afraid | must have
read the wrong code out of the manud at the rental office. It wasredly very hard to read —grainy and
flickering. One of the connectorsloose, | should think."

Shelooked at him. ™Y ou wouldn't have had anything to do with that, | guess.”
He turned to face her, eyeswide. "How could | have?’
"Never mind, | don't think | really want to know."

The port was less than ahaf-block distant now and she was beginning to fed loose for the first time since
she and Murph had started their negotiations.

Wejugt might pull it—

"Oh, damn." She swung the car —easlly, easly —into aside street, moved to the end, and turned into a
wider avenue, heading away from the tower light.

"Did you seewhat | thought | saw?"'

He nodded. "Y es. Checking people asthey go in. I'm afraid neither of us can passfor Y xtrang a any
digtance.”

"Funny, the thingsyou liveto regret.” Shetook abreath. "Now what?"
There was a pause, which shewas inclined to think was bad news.

"Let'sget abit closer to the port and leave the car. If we can mix with agroup going through, we might
have a chance to confuse things and get by."

She laughed and made a left; shortly thereafter aright turn headed them back to the port.

"No plan, but, sster, do we got guts?* She pulled to the curb and killed the power, grinning. "Okay, let's



go crash the gate.”
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The situation looked even worse from the street than it had from the car. Even granting the two of them
awesome powers of mayhem and confusion, Miri was ninety-five percent certain that they wouldn't be
ableto fade through the checkpoint. She didn't bother to ask her companion for the officid figures.

Nor did he offer them, just stood at her shoulder in the pool of shadow they'd chosen astheir
observation point and silently watched the procedure.

After atime, shefdt him shift next to her. "Let usget adrink.”

Sheturned her head, but it wasimpossible to see hisface in theinkblot they occupied. " Soundslike the
most useful thing we can do,” she agreed. "Maybe two or three. Then we can come back and try to bull
on through. Won't hurt so much when we get perforated.”

She heard the shadow of hislaugh as he moved out onto the sidewalk. "No faith, Miri."

"None," she said, catching up. "My folksweren't redl religious, ether. Arewe redly gonnatake a kynak
break with the cops and the Juntavas within eight secondsin every direction?'

Heturned down adender dleyway at the far end of which multicolored neons promised chegp warmth
and noise.

"Why not?' he asked.
Or, shetrandated, do you have a better idea?
Shedidn't, so shefollowed.

Thethird bar was noises, full nearly to overflowing with men and women in lesthers and other work
clothes. It was the perfect place for them to hide, though there seemed barely enough room to
accommodate two more bodies, no matter how small.

Va Con hegtated at the door, weighing the scene, while Miri stood at his shoulder, watching the crowd
absently. She tiffened suddenly and he snapped his eyesto her face, looking for aclueto the trouble.

She was grinning and leaning abit forward, eyes squinted againgt the smoke. In amoment, she turned to
him, grin undiminished.

"Tough Guy, youreagenius. Let'sgo." She sarted forward.
He dropped hishand, gently encircling her wrigt. "Tell me.”

"Part of that mob in therésthe Gyrfaks—my old unit." There was no missing the excitement in her voice.
Shejerked her wrist and helet it go. "C'mon, Tough Guy."

Hefollowed, afraid of losing her in the press of bodies and the eddying smoke as she pushed and wove
her way through, moving with the stride of a person with agod in sght.

What the god was, Va Con couldn't tell. He was satisfied to keep her in sight, and re-established himsalf
at her left shoulder when she caught up against atemporary body-jam.

The jam sorted itsdf out and she moved on, he maintaining his position asthey broke out into the center



of theroom.

There it wasless crowded, though agoodly portion of available floor space was taken up by the biggest
Terranthat Va Con had ever seen: Eight feet tal if he was an inch, shoulders wider than Edger's shell,
chest and ribcage said his planet of origin had been just atad light on oxygen, and there was not an ounce
of fat on him. His shoulder-length blond hair was tied back with ablack cord. His full beard was curled
and very likely perfumed. He was drinking something brownish from aliter pitcher, an arm draped
possessively across the shoulders of adender dark woman who would have dwarfed any man but this
one.

Miri strode straight up to the blonde godling, Va Con just behind her; she stopped with legs braced and
hands on hips, head craned upward.

The godling finished the contents of the pitcher and extended along arm to deposit it on the bar. Hislapis
gaze fdl upon the face of the woman before him.

"Redhead! By the highest, iciest, most diamond of the Magnetas! By the deegpest hellhole of Stimata
Fivel By -"

Wordsfailed him and he reached down, encircled Miri'swaist with his huge hands, and threw her
upward asif she were adoll; he caught her and gave her akissthat might have drowned someone less
dert.

She captured his ponytail, yanking on it and smacking the sde of his head with the flat of her hand.

"Jason! Put me down, you overgrown bumblebear!” She swatted him again and VVa Con winced with the
force of the blow. "Put me —"

"Down," Jason finished, placing her with the utmost gentleness atop the bar. "' Of course, my darlin’.
Downitis, and nicdly, too. Ah, it'sasight for aman's heart to see you, my small — but there's something
amisd Barkeep! Akynak for the Sergeant, on the double! Or will you have atriple, my love?!

"A sngle" Miri said, collapsing crosdegged to the bar and waving ahand a Va Con. "And one for my
partner, too."

Jason's eyeslit on the little man in dark legthers, noting the gun belted for a crossdraw from the right, but
seeing no other hardware. The stranger was dender, though with a certain whippiness about him that said
he'd do well for himself, hand-to-hand. A fighter, and no nonsense. The sort of person one would want at
Redhead's back.

He shifted his attention to the beardless golden face, encountering eyes as warm and cuddlesome as
shards of green glass: Jealous, then. Not the best trait possible, since partners were not dwayslovers,
but who cared, if it kept him sharp?

"Partner, isit?" hedrawled, turning back to Redhead. "Bit exctic for your taste, I'd have thought...” No
reason not to hone the little man a shade finer. He looked around. "Barkeeper! Ah, here we are, my
love..."

The barman shoved aglassinto Miri's hand and held the other out to Va Con, who looked into the dark
depths and dared a sip. He was not quite able to control the shudder that ran through him.

Miri laughed. "Like this—" shetold him, knocking back aquarter of hers. "Don't taste it, for pellet's
sake! It kill you."



"It may, in any case." Hetipped abrow, haf-smiling. "How well doesit burn?'
She laughed again, then turned where she sat, holding both hands out to the woman who approached.

Small by Terran standards and built dong the lines of abulldog, her very short hair aglossy, unrdieved
black, her blue eyes set at adant in arosy-cheeked, plain face, shelooked efficient and practical. She
took Miri's hands, leaned forward, and kissed her gently on the mouth.

Miri returned the kiss with evident pleasure and kept one of the woman's hands captive as she turned
back. "Tough Guy, thisis Suzuki. She's my friend and Senior Commander of the Gyrfalks." Shewaved a
casud hand at the blond godling. "That's Jase."

"Oh, crud, my smdll,” the godling cried. "Heartless, heartless. When | think of the nights | spent deepless
without you—"

"Without me what, you noshconner —on guard?’ She turned back to the woman. "Why do you put up
withhim?'

Suzuki appeared to give it somethought. "'l believe," she said findly, in avoice that should have been too
soft to carry through the surrounding din, “that it is because of the beard. The care hetakes of it! The
hours spent grooming and perfuming it! Evenin the heat of baitle havel seen him fondleit. Yes" She
nodded. "I do think it's the beard. Though, of course," she added, as one being completely impartid, "the
snoring is nice, too. Do you remember, Redhead, when we were on that frontier — Sintathic? —and we
needed to set no guards at night, because the animals were so frightened of Jason's snores?

There was laughter from the group that had gathered around them and Jason dropped his massive head
into his hands and moaned in mock agony.

More laughter from those around and VVd Con dlowed himsdlf to rlax infinitesmdly, putting asde dso
the desreto st aknifeinto the godling, for the principle of the thing. He acknowledged aliking for
Suzuki: It would be an honor, indeed, to serve in atroop of her command.

He shifted position to the lft of the bar, put down the glassful of horrible stuff —and became aware of
someone standing much too close, trapping him next to the counter. He turned the dight amount he was
alowed and frowned at her.

She grinned: amid-sized Terran; large, theway alifter of weightsislarge; agun on each hip and the hilt
of asurviva blade showing at the top of the right boot; breasts straining taut the cord that laced her shirt.
Her grin broadened and she extended a blunt hand to stroke his arm from shoulder to shoulder.

"A pretty toy, Sergeant,” she said over his head. "Wefight for him, yes?"
Miri laughed, snapping off another quarter of her drink. "We fight for him, no. Go away, Polesta."

"Come, Sergeant, you know me. It will befair, thisfight —athing for the songs, eh, no matter which may
take the prize. Would you pass the chance of ameeting between two such aswe?"'

"With pleasure. Where's your partner? Y ou're drunk.”

Sensing an opening, Va Con shifted balance cautioudly, but, drunk or not, Polestawas dert and blocked
the escape route with a casua hip.

"The Sergeant will not fight me?* she demanded. There wasastrong fed of ritua about the question. Va
Con tensed, anticipating Miri's answer.



"Now you'vegot it!" she said admiringly. Then, dropping her voice and putting asnarl init, she said, "Get
out of here, Polesta. | don't fight drunks and | don't fight crazies, so you're safe on two counts.”

"The famous Sergeant will not fight," Polestaannounced to the room, which had grown much too quiet.
"So, | take my prize by forfeit.”

He dove, trying to get around to the right of her, lower than her normal reach —and was blocked for an
ingtant by apair of leathered legs. Hefdt her fingersknot in the hair at the ngpe of hisneck to jerk him
back, throat exposed.

Unbaanced, he didn't struggle; he got one leg where it belonged and braced himsdlf for thetwist —

She brought her mouth to his and kissed him — harshly, thoroughly, with lots of tongue and amid roars of
laughter from the gathered onlookers.

He kicked and twisted, not giving ablazing blue damn if it broke his neck, but the move for some reason
surprised her and shelost her grip.

Helanded on hisfeet next to the bar, back iff, eyes glacid. Hisface had lost color, Miri noted, and
every line of him expressed outrage. Not the polite killer here, but aman in atowering fury. Sherolled to
her feet silently on the bar, ready to back hisplay.

Ddliberately, he turned his back on Polesta and took up his glass from the bar. He turned back and took
aswig of kynak. He rinsed his mouth. Then he spat.

Turning away again, he gently replaced the glass on the bar.

Huge laughter burst from the crowd as Polesta's face went red as a Teledyne sunset. "No oneinsults me
s0!" she cried, and swung.

He dodged, making use of the space that had suddenly opened around them to get far enough away from
her to have room to move.

She swung again, and he grabbed her arm asiit rocketed pagt, twisting his body S0, ingpiring Polestato
the heights. At the last moment he clenched himsdlf to take the sting out of the maneuver, and let her go.

She hit the floor six feet away with asound like an infant earthquake. Va Con took a deep bresth asa
man separated himself from the now-silent crowd and went to the inert warrior. After some cgjoling,
including afew brisk dapsto the face, Polestawas gotten to asitting position, though she still seemed

rather groggy.

Va Con drifted back to the bar, people dipping out of hisway, and settled his back against the solid
plastic a Miri's right hand, ignoring Jason's gape. He felt drained — amost exhausted — and wondered
briefly why this should be s0. The throw had used very little of hisown strength, trading asit did on his
opponent's momentum.

Miri shifted at his side, and he looked up at her face.
"Pulled your punch." It was a statement, not aquestion.

"You wanted meto rehabilitate mysdlf,” he reminded her, hearing the snap in hisvoice. He held out a
hand. " Give me some of that suff.”

She gave him her glass, and he drank what was |€eft, properly. He drew a hard breath and let it explode



out of him.

"Awful, aintit?' she sad, taking back the empty and handing it to Jase, who raised his eyebrows. She
jerked her head dightly; he assumed a martyred look and went in search the bartender.

The crowd had split into other patterns now. Across the room, Polestals partner had managed to get her
to her feet. Suddenly, she pushed away from him and started purposefully, if unsteadily, toward the bar.

"Whereishe? Run away, en? Thinksit'sdone, doeshe? I'll —"

Her partner jumped in front of her, hands on her shoulders, heels braced. She shook like a mastiff and he
held on; he continued to hold on even when sheraised her fist —and lowered it.

"Wel?' sheyelled a him. "I'minsulted. And | should take it, eh? Be meek. Be mild."

The man shook her, though she did not appear to fed it. "Polesta, the Sergeant was right. Y ou're drunk.
Y ou made amistake. He showed you it was amistake. It'sal over, okay? No harm done." He glanced
over his shoulder, catching the green gaze of the man a Redhead'sright.

"A mistake," he repeated, urgently.
"A mistake," Va Con agreed gently. "No harm done.”

Some of the dreadful tension left the man; he returned his attention to Polesta, pushing at her shoulders.
"Come on. Let's get some coffee and something to eat. We're due to movein another hour. You'l lose
your kit again if you don't sober up some beforethen...” Talking so, heled her away to clam atable
near the back of the room.

Va Contook the glass Miri put in his hand and finished off haf in aswallow.
"| think you'reright," he said.

"About which?' she asked, noting with gpproval that hisface once more had the proper depth of color
and that his shoulders had loosened up alittle.

He put the half-empty glass on the bar and twisted hishead to grin up at her. "I need ahaircut.”
She grinned back. "Maybe. Might grow it alittle longer, instead, and tie it up with aribbon, like Jase."

"No, thank you," he began, but then the subject of this conversation was with them and he cut off what
he'd been about to say.

"What say we dl grub together,” Jason boomed. "We got alittle over an hour before we shuttle out —"
Miri reached up and captured an ear. "Before you what?*

"Shuttle out. Did you think we were going to stay on L ufkit, my small? No wars here—Now, darlin’,
don't twigt it off, I'm attached to it. Part of amatched set, asthey say."

Sherdeasad him and did to the floor. "Where's Suzuki ?

"It'swhat I've been telling you, love. Y ou and your partner have been invited by Senior Commander
Ridto and Junior Commander Carmody to dine with them in the admittedly limited elegance of the back
dining room of this establishment, there to talk over old times and weep into our kynak."



"Tough Guy —"
Hewasa her shoulder. "Let us, by dl means,” he murmured, "dine with Suzuki and Jason.”

It'spossble, Va Con thought, leaning back in an unsteady plagtic chair and sipping carefully froma
steaming mug, that the only reason people drink kynak is because even coffee tastes good afterward.

He set the mug back on the table and sighed very gently. Across from him, Suzuki smiled.
"l have not yet thanked you for saving Polestaslife," she said in her soft voice.
His browstwitched together. " Saving her life?"

"That kill hasfour moves, doesit not?' She didn't wait for hisnod. " All who watched saw that you
executed but three—and so Polestalives. | am thankful for that because she is one of the unit's strongest
fighters—aberserker. It isunfortunate that the traits that make her so valuable in action cause her to be
such atria when we have been inactive." She paused to drink coffee.

"I admire the skill with which you were able to subdue her," she continued. "I would not have thought it
possible, short of killing, whichiswhy | believe Redhead would not fight.”

Miri snorted. "That waste of time? Best thing anybody could do would be put her away. She's bats,
Suzuki."

"Vauable, nonetheless. Asyou well know. | did not say you would come out theloser in such an
encounter, my friend, but that you would not take from me what you know | consider essentia to the
unit." Shelaid ahand on Miri'sarm. ™Y ou chose your partner wisdly.”

Miri laughed and picked up her mug, forestalling the need for an answer.

"Besides," Jason commented, " Polesta's probably so mad now shelll take on the other side dl by herself
when we hit Lytaxin. Give therest of usapaid vacation." He shook his head at thelittle man, both
admiring and envious. "My lad, you are fast.”

"Best remember it,” Vd Con returned, retrieving hismug and finishing off the contents.

Jason laughed and turned away. " So, then, Redhead, what about signing back on, taking that promotion
we offered you? Lytaxin'll be ajob owork — I won't lie to you, my small —and well be in sore need of
you. | don't doubt you've found civilian life atria —and travel's expensive when the client's not paying.”
He held out alarge hand. "What about it, Redhead? A lieutenant's badge and the chance to get shot at
firsd?Youll not turn it down?'

Miri looked at Suzuki, who nodded. "We would welcome you back. Y ou know that. We cannot offer
your partner what he has not earned, but he is a skilled fighter and we would be happy to add him to the
roster. Thereisno reason why he should not be at your shoulder.”

No, Va Con thought, the equation flaring likeiced lightning. No, it'sabad solution, Miri!

She touched Jason's and Suzuki's fingerslightly. "Ask melater,” shetold them. "I'm glad you want me
back." Shetipped her head. "Favor?’

Suzuki nodded. "If it iswithin our power."

Miri glanced at her partner; he was wearing his no-expression expression, and her somach tightened a
little as she turned back to Suzuki.



"We need to get to Prime without publicizing it,” she said. "Port's got some kind of damn check going.
We can't passit —you can ask why, but it'salong story.” She paused, waiting for the question.

Suzuki drank coffee. ™Y ou want usto sneak you through the checkpoint and onto Prime?’
"Yeeh"

The Senior Commander of the Gyrfalks shrugged. "1 see no reason why it cannot be done,” she said,
looking at her Junior.

Jason grinned hugely and leaned precarioudy back in his chair to stretch. "Piece o'cake.”
"Seetoit, then." She glanced back at her friend. "Other favors?'

"No —yeah. Can the Treasury afford to buy some jewelry? | need cash, not geegaws.”
Suzuki's eyes dropped to touch the snake-shaped ring and rose again, quizzicaly. Miri laughed.
"Other jewelry. Everybody's entitled to one geegaw.”

"Well, let's go find Ghost and see what she says." Suzuki pushed away from the table and laid her hand
on Jason's shoulder in passing. "Want to start getting everyone together? It'stime.”

"Nag, nag," he muttered, coming to hisfeet. "I'll just take Tough Guy with me, shall 1? Have him ride up
with Y ancey's bunch."

Vd Conrosedowly. "Miri."

He hesitated, then shrugged irritably. "Dock 327," hetold her. "Level F. Meet methere, fifteen minutes
after wehit."

Sheturned away, taking Suzuki'sarm. "Sure," she said.
"How long," Daugherty demanded, "isthisgoing to go on?"
"Until they tell usto stop?' Carlack hazarded.

"Which could be in the next twenty years. Or maybe not.”

Daugherty had been on duty since early morning, just ten minutes short of finishing her shift whenthe
order had come through: All Personnd to Man Port Access Y ards Until the Present Emergency Has
Been Resolved. She had cause to be hitter, Carlack thought, but none at al to be dramatic.

"The Chief of Police thinksthey'll have 'em before the night's out. They're desperate criminds, | heard on
the band. Every cop on-world'slooking for 'em, so they've gottatry and get off. The Chief wasred sure
they'd try it as soon asthey could.”

Daugherty said something uncomplimentary regarding the Chief of Police's personal habits. She added,
after amoment'sfurther consideration, arider that hinted at afar more accurate knowledge of anatomy
than of practica genetics.

Carlack sighed and considered sending down for more coffee and some swest rolls.
"Oh, blessed Bdlthazer," Daugherty whispered, but it didn't sound like a prayer.
Carlack looked up. "What?'



"Mercenaries,” she snapped, on her way to the door. "Hundreds and hundreds of mercenaries, coming in
the wrong damn gate!”

Senior Commander Higdon wasin afoul mood. Thiswas not necessarily abad thing; certainly, it was not
unusua. A methodical man and ahigh stickler, he did not relish being delayed, nor did he dlow the
consderations of mere civiliansto outweigh the obligations of the lowest soldier in histroop. He so
informed the two models of civilianhood who had dared stop him as he entered the port gate at the head
of hisunit, demanding that al wait, line up, and show papers.

Commander Higdon did not approve of papers.

Daugherty gritted her teeth. "Police orders, Commander. No one to shuttle out without showing papers
and being cleared. There are desperate criminals on the loose and the police think they'll try for the
shuttle. Chances of catching them once they're on Prime go way down. If they manageto get ona
spacer, they'll never be brought to justice.”

"And agood thing that would be, too!" the Commander said with obviousrdish. "Society iskilling off all
itsgood stock —its ‘criminals! Hunting them down and killing them off. Well be asociety of cows, if the
police and the lawmakers have their way. Ought to hunt them down and nail their hidesto the shed! To

hell with dl of 'em."” That settled to his satisfaction, he turned to his Junior to relay the march order.

"Bethat asit may," Daugherty pursued, "we've got our orders and we're going to do our job. How do
we know you haven't got those crooks mixed in with your outfit, there?’

"l wish I might!" Higdon returned. "Can dways use agood fighter. Asfor your orders—to hell with them,
too. I've orders of my own, and a deadline to meet, and I'm afraid | have the meansto convince you that
my necessities are the more pressng.” Heraised hishand.

Therewas alarge sound in the night — the sound, Daugherty realized suddenly, of many, many pellet guns
being brought to ready.

She opened her mouth, not at al sure of what she was going to say —and was saved by the appearance
of asmadlish round-faced woman in standard |eathers who marched up to the maniac at the head of the
line

"What inthe name of dl that's damned is the hold-up?' she demanded. "We've got a schedule to keep,
Higdon."

"Thiscivilian and | werejust discussing that, Suzuki,” he said. " She seemsto think we're required — that
each and every one of usisrequired —to show papers before boarding shuttle for Prime.”

"What?' The woman turned to Daugherty, who wished briefly that sheld never been bom. "We are
expected. We have a private shuttle. We are short on time. We take our own chances. No more delays.”
She waked away.

Higdon raised his eyebrows at the two before him. The man, he saw, was decidedly pae. The woman
was made of sterner stuff, but she was obvioudy well aware of her persona inadequacy in the face of an
armed and at-ready unit of seasoned meres.

She stepped aside, dragging the man with her. " Okay, Commander. But I'm required to inform you that
we will report your infringement to the Chief of Police.

Higdon laughed and brought his hand down. Safeties were snapped on and firearms returned to holsters.
In good time, the Junior gave the order to march.



Line upon line of them marched acrossthe field to the private shuttle, entering the hatch in good
formation. In amuch shorter time than one might imagine, the last of the meres had entered the hatch; the
door was sedled and the shuttle lifted.

Daugherty, who had been on the line with the nearest police unit, reported this fact. The cop on the other
end looked bored.

"It'snot red likely the meres are hiding 'em,” she told Daugherty. "The Chief's got 'em figured asloners.
I'll et him know they wouldn't stop for the check, but it probably ain't worth afuss. They've had thislift
scheduled for the last ten days. No surprises.”

Y ancey, it turned out, was the dender brunette Jason had been with earlier in the evening. She grinned at
Va Con, spoke aword of admiration for his skill, and handed him over to a man with bluish-black skin
and ashock of bright orange hair.

"Tough Guy's your partner 'til we hit Prime, Wington. Don't et anybody bregk him."
Hejerked athumb at his charge. "Him? Better he makes sure nobody breaks me!”

Y ancey laughed and went away, and Wington tapped Va Con on the arm. ""C'mon, younggter. Gotta
pick up my kitand getinline

They did so, waiting in linerather longer than Va Con liked, though he spent agood dedl of time craning
his neck around tall Terrans, looking for a short, dender figure.

"Sonny," Wington told him findly, "you can leave off worryin' about Sergeant Redhead. First of dl, she's
the toughest somebody in thiswhole damn unit — that's counting Polesta. Second of al, Suzuki'd skin
alivewhoever let somethin’ fatal happen to her; and then Jase'd ssomp'em to a grease spot.”

Va Con grinned. "I guessI'm wasting my time."
"Y oursto waste, boy. It just does seem — uhp! Here we go.”

They moved down the dender dley, out into the main thoroughfare, and down to the port — not so much
marching aswalking in rhythm, asaunit.

Short of the port gate, they stopped, and the sounds of an dtercation came to them faintly. The sounds of
weapons being armed was rather louder and VVa Con felt himself draw taut. Where was Miri?

Wington dropped alight hand to hisarm. " Just relax. It's only Higdon throwin' one of histantrums. Man's
got the rottenest temper this side of Y xtrang. Just ain't happy 'less he'sfedin® mean. | don't know how he
keeps his unit, and that's afact — you gotta think about moren bonuses and pillage-right when you sign
on, | think. 'Course, ther€'re lots of people around, an' every one of 'em's got their own idea 'bout what's
right —" He paused, and the sound of safety catches being clicked back into place reached their ears.

"Now well get on.”

They made their way through the gate, across the field, up the ramp, into the shuttle, and down ahal,
where they had to find something to grab onto — standing room only.

Va Con stopped by astrap set too high in the wall and braced hislegs. Shortly, the ship clanged asthe
hatch closed, the lights dimmed, and he heard the subsonic whine as the engine gyroscoped into full
power "Y ou okay, boy?' Winston asked.



"I'mfine”
The shuttlelifted.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Prime Station.

Va Con moved with the rest of the troop through Docking Tunndl 6, Leve E, and into the main corridor.
He touched his companion'sarm.

"l leave you here," he said. "Thank you for your care.”

Wington grinned. " Son, | don't want Sergeant Redhead wastin' me.” He dapped the Liaden gently on the
shoulder. "Be good now." He went on with the rest asVVa Con dropped out of lineand did into
DownTunnd Sirius, which accessed LevelsF through L.

The DownTunnd wasadow, easy float, designed for tourists, not spacers. He drifted to F Leve,
snagged aloop, and rolled lazily into the corridor beyond. Docking Bay 327 wasto the left and around
the curve of the Station'swall; he set off at alight bound, savoring the dight reduction in gravity.

Shewas not at the entrance to the dock. He frowned, checking hisinner clock. Seven minutes had
passed since they'd hit.

Fair enough —he had told her fifteen.

Back againgt the corridor'sinner wall, positioned so that he could watch the hal in both directions, as
well as the entrance to Number 327, he settled in to wait.

According to Winston, the mercenaries were to rendezvous at Dock 698, hafway around the station on
Leve E. From there, they would board private trangport and be en route to L ytaxin within twenty
minutes of hitting Prime Station.

Hefrowned again, groping after some faint sense of importance attached to the planet's name. Lytaxin?

Footsteps sounded beyond the curve of thewall and he stiffened, hand flicking to gun. With agrating
effort of will, he relaxed back againgt thewall and amoment later exchanged a casua nod with awoman
inthe uniform and utility belt of an dectrician. The sound of her steps faded to nothing in the other
direction, and he sirained his earsto caich the dight clues of Miri's approach.

She wasn't coming. He was certain of it, though no numbers appeared to support the certainty. She'd
thrown back in with Suzuki and the Gyrfaks. The meres were her safety; she wouldn't believe the
Juntavas would hunt her there.

Then he was running, streaking down the corridor, looking for an UpTunnd to Level E—and findly the
numbers began, flickering and flashing like lightning before hismind's eye.

A mistake, Miri! he cried soundlessly. And the harm done only too clear.

He dghted an UpTunnd, grabbed the loop, and rolled insde, giving an extrakick to send himslf risng
faster; heignored theloop at E level, tucking and rolling, spacer-style, and running on the bounce.

Va Con ran, dock numbers flashing by and the equations flickering, flickering. At Dock 583 aload 'bot
was jammed cross-corridor, while three humans yelled instructions at each other. He pulled more speed



from somewhere, kicked, rose, dapped the top of the 'bot with both hands, flipped, and hit the corridor
beyond, running. The shouts were meaningless sounds, far behind. Sixteen minutes.

Access Tunnel 698 was empty, though he heard voices ahead. The mereswere il in the holding room,
then.

He was three feet into the room before a cry went up; and two more before the first of them moved to
block him. He sidestepped, twisting, then parried an arm that came from nowhere, dapped aside aknife

Seventeen minutes and the numbers within danced maniacaly before hismind'stired eye.

A gun appeared in ahand before him; he scooped it away, spinning, into the crowd of bodies. There
were fewer bodies now — he could see hisgoal and forced himself to dow the pace at which he moved
toward her.

A large obstacle dropped into his path; he dodged, only then recognizing the blockage as something
caled "Jason.” Hisgod was haf ayard ahead, watching him inscrutably. He caled her name as heavy
handsfell on him and hisarmswere twisted behind his back. " Suzuki!" Eighteen minutes.

"l hear," she said in her soft voice. "What do you want?'
"l must speak to Miri. Sheisin great danger if she stayswith the unit.”

He was breathing deeply, Suzuki saw, but not painfully, as might aman who had been moving so quickly
and doing so much. He stood within Jason's grip asif it weretoo small athing to regard, asif he barely
knew he was restrained. His eyes were a bright and lucid green.

She shrugged. "We are dl of usherein great danger. It isthe nature of our business.”

"A different danger. A danger that threatens the entire troop. The Juntavas would makelittle, do you
think, of killing severa otherswith the person they wished to destroy? And even if they proved
squeamish, how could you be sure that the next soldier you hireis not an assassin hired to kill Miri?' He
leaned forward infinitesmaliy in Jase's hold. ™Y ou cannot protect her againg the Juntavas, Suzuki. Not if
you must ever Sgn on another soldier or share quarters with another unit.”

"And you can protect her?"
An aide appeared at Suzuki's shoulder.
"Commander?| —there's been addlay. Weleave within the hour, not immediately, as planned.”

Suzuki nodded absently, eyes ill on the man whom Jase held captive. Or did he? Wasit not rather, she
wondered, that he suffered Jason to hold him, that she might fed secure and so hear him speak?

"If she chooses not to hear you?' she asked him. "If she comes with the unit, which isher right and her
privilege?"
"She dieswithin the Standard, even if she never seesaction. | swear to you that it istrue.”

There was along silence, during which blue eyes measured green. He was insane, Redhead had said.
Certainly he wasto befeared...



"Allow meto speak to Miri," he said, and the measured voice sounded only sane. "'l beg you, Suzuki."
And he was not aman who begged, whatever else hewas.
Suzuki drew abreath. "Let him go, Jason.”

There was afractional pause before she was obeyed. Thelittle man took as much notice of hisfreedom
ashehad of hiscaptivity.

Suzuki raised her voice. "Redhead!”

"Here" And shewas at her commander's shoulder, gray eyes blazing on hisface.
"Can't you tell when you've been ditched, you scruffy midget? | gottaspell it out for —"
"Redhead.”

Miri chopped off in mid-curse, eyes snapping to Suzuki's face. "What?'

"Hear him. It may be that heistruly insane, asyou have said. This does not mean that he lacks
information or that he holds lessthan your best interest next to his heart.”

"Providing he has one." Her eyeswere back on his. "Talk."
"Stay with the Gyrfalks and die within the Standard. True and certain. On my Clan.”
Her browsrose, but she said nothing.

Heflung his hands out, pdms upward. "Miri, please. Take the ship —done, if you fear me. But you
cannot stay with the Gyrfaksand live."

"None," hetold her, flatly. "Point nine-nine-nine guarantee that you will be dead within the Standard. The
Juntavas has this reputation.” He drew a deep breath. "Take the ship, Miri."

"Oddsif | do. Alone." Her eyeswere hard on his.

"Point 9x againg five Standards surviva."

"If we take the ship together?*

"Even odds over five Standards.”

A brief dlence. "Your chanceof survival, if | take the ship done. Figureit for five, if you gotta.”
He opened his mouth —then closed it, brows pulling tightly together.

"There are no odds over five Standards. Point eight againgt my surviving nine months.”

Her eyeswidened dightly. "And if you go with me?"

"Over five Standards, Sixty per cent againgt surviva." He shook hishead. "Miri, take the ship.”
"If | leaveyou, you'l diel" sheydled. "Didn't you hear yoursdf?'

"I heard."



"Then why?"
He moved his shoulders. "When aman isinsane, does he require another reason?”

She sucked in adeep breath and released it, then stepped to Suzuki and hugged her, catching the kisson
her lips. As she strode past the tall man and the small one, her fist flashed out to strike the larger in his
tredikearm.

"Takeit easy, Jase."

Va Con stood, watching her go. At the door she turned around.
"Let'smoveit, Tough Guy. | aint got al day!"

Hefollowed her then, weaving hisway through the sllent meres. At the door, he, too, turned.
"Jason!" Hisleft hand flashed, throwing underhand.

Reflex extended Jase's arm; he snagged the spinning thing and swore.
"What isit?" Suzuki demanded, coming close.

Hehdd it out. "My surviva blade. Damn little snesk had it out o' my belt.”
Suzuki lifted ashoulder. "Well, then, maybe she does have achance.”
"But shesaid hescrazy!"

"lsn't everyone?"

It had proved impossible to check out the mercenaries. First of dl, there were just too damn many of
them. Second of al, none answered questions, no matter how ddlicately put, except maybe to snarl an
obscenity or show a sudden gun or laserknife in ahand trained to useiit.

The other avenues of questioning normally open to him were closed in thisinstance: Mercenaries took
unkindly to the murder of any of their number, and it was hardly in Costello's best interest to dlow a
soldier he had questioned under "persuasion’” to stay dive.

So, though he didiked it, he sent aterse report of hisfailure on an extremely tight beam to the surface of
Lufkit. He added that L ytaxin was the destination of the troops, more to show that he had the best
interests of the organization at heart than because he believed it possible that the boss did not aready
possess the information. Odds were fairly certain that he had aready aerted his contactsin Lytaxin's
sector. It wasjust that he had had his heart set on stopping them before they'd gotten out of Lufkit's
jurisdiction. A matter of pride. Bosses had alot of pride.

Ah, well, Cogtdlo thought, there's just so much one man can do.

His board chattered to itself for the space of time it took the message to reach its counterpart on-world,
and Costello extended a pudgy hand to cut the power. He stopped short, eyes disbelieving on the bright
purple knob that had just lit: Stand By For Instructions Incoming. What the hell?

He Who Watcheswas in adilemma. He had obeyed the commands of his T'carais and made ready the
vessd for occupancy by humans, even to removing acontainer of beverage and another of foodstuffs
from the nether hold and placing them where they could be easily seen, by the map table in the control
room.



Certain things had been taken from their places and put into contai ners which were then moved to the
storage facility attached to the docking area. The temperature of the water that flowed in the pools had
been lowered to the normal blood temperature of humans, and the lighting had been adjusted so that their
eyes might not take harm from journeying too long in dimness.

The temperature of the atmosphere within the vessel had been lowered — except, of course, in the Room
of Growing Things—and the oxygen-nitrogen mix adjusted. All this had Watcher done, correctly and in
great haste, as commanded by the T'carais, and now al wasin readiness, waiting upon the arrival of the
humans

Wherein lay Watcher'sdilemma.

Watcher loathed humans. They were soft. They werelittle. Their high voices squeaked acrossthe ears
like nails across adaeboard. They wereforever rushing hither and yon, sopping neither for pleasantries
nor protocol. It was no wonder, Watcher thought, that they died so soon after they were born. They
were without cause or benefit to the universe, and Watcher regarded them —individually and as a species
—with the fascinated horror of aman phobicaly afraid of spiders.

The T'carais had | eft further ingtructions, which Watcher was unable to fulfill until the advent of these
humans. Theingructionsincluded demongtrating the drive and the ship's controls, aswell asaiding in the
setting of whatever course the humans deemed appropriate. He was also to instruct them in the proper
way to activate the autopilot so that the ship would return initstimeto Lufkit Prime Station and He Who
Watches.

Well and good. It would not be easy to bein the close proximity to humans necessitated by the teaching

of the controls, but he was confident that he could do it. Edger had further instructed — and there lay the

horror at the core of the dilemma— that, should it be requested by these humans, He Who Watches was
to accompany them wherever they wished to go and to serve them as he was sworn to serve the brother
of hismother'ssgter, the T'carais.

The thought of atime to perhaps be computed in months in the company of humans— even one human —
caused Watcher to experience distinct fedings of illness, to the extent that he actudly considered not
opening the hatch when the summons et him know that they had, indeed, come. But steadying him was
the thought of the punishment that would be hiswhen it became known that he had refused the order of
the T'carais.

Clenching hisloathing to himsdf, Watcher went to open the door.
Shoulder to shoulder and silent, they walked Level E'slong hdlway.

At the DownTunnd, Miri stepped infirgt, floated down, and rolled out. Half a second later, Va Con aso
rolled into the corridor, using the loop and not hurrying. He landed on the bounce and tottered, catching
himsaf not quiteingtantly.

She frowned, danting alook at hisface asthey went on.

Helooked bad, she decided. The skin was stretched tightly over his cheekbones, and his eyes|ooked as
if they weretoo far back in his head; there were lines engraved around the generous mouth, and his
shoulders dumped dightly.

"You okay?" It wasthefirg either had spoken since leaving the meres.

He spared her a sharp green glance. "I'm tired."



Very tired, he thought, forcing himself to keep her pace. Wédll, therewas only alittle farther towak and a
few moment'stalk with Edger's watcher before he could rest —would rest. It was imperative that he
rest... Shutting that thought away before the rhythm sapped the strength he had |eft, he lifted ahand to

point.
"There"

"Let'sgo." Sheturned with him into the entrance tunnd. "What's this one's name?"
"He Who Watches, Edger cdled him."

"Watcher?' she wondered, brows knit.

Va Con shrugged. "It should do," he said. "I've never met him."

"o

The hatch was before them, the summoner set dead center. Va Con reached up and pressed it, fighting
the desire to lean forward and | et the opaque crysta of the hatch hold him up.

Time passed. Miri reached past his shoulder and hit the summoner again. "What if he'sadeegp?’ she
muttered.

There seemed to be no reason to answer, for which he was grateful. Words were blurring in and out of
focus, asif hismind were unable to ded with the process of converting sound to meaning.

The hatch began sllently torise.

When the opening was wide enough to accommodate them, they stepped through into the room beyond,
where a Clutch person somewhat smaller than the smallest of Edger's entourage awaited them. He
moved his hand on a control board set in the solid rock wall and the hatch did down and sedled.

The Clutch person bowed — and Miri clamped her jaw on agasp. No shell! she thought and then saw
that shewaswrong: avery smal shell sat high like aknapsack between his shoulders. Maybe hewas a
kid.

Completing his bow, their host began to speak sonoroudy in what she recognized as Clutch speech. He
had barely gotten into thefirst syllables of what could have been afirst word when Va Con moved.

He bowed — not as deeply as he bowed to Edger, or even to Sheather, barely a heavy nod of head and
shoulders—and cut across the other's speech.

"No doubt," he said in Trade, "the T'carais hasinformed you that we arein great haste. Thereisnotime
for the exchanging of names or other formalities. Please take us to the control room and show us what
we must know."

Watcher froze, outrage warring with loathing in his soul. Regretfully, he put both asde. His T'carais, as
the soft creature before him said, commanded. Hiswas to endure and obey.

"Asyou will," hereturned, dropping the jagged shards of the language called Trade from histongue with
what he hoped was seemly haste. "The control compartment isin thisdirection.” He turned to lead the
way, not looking back to seeif they followed.

The control room was about the size of the Grotto, Miri thought, or maybe even bigger. It was hard to be
certain because of the way the controls faced the large crystal suspended on the far wall. Star patterns



were depicted within the crystal and Miri looked at it harder, giving herself a sharp mentd shake.
Navigation tank, dummy, shetold hersdf. Pay attention.

She pivoted dowly, taking in the rest of the area. A large table sat near the wall opposite the navigation
tank, flanked with uphol stered benches. Cubbyholes were cut into the wall to one sde and in back —
most were sealed, but a couple were open and empty — and two large cartons were pushed into the
corner. Stenciled on the side of one was fragile and on the other, thisend up.

Thewal to her left was blank, though she thought a closer ingpection would reveal more storage bins,
and awide shelf was built out from it at what might have been convenient sitting-height for Edger.

She frowned and continued her pivot. The room wasn't completely symmetrica; her mind kept trying to
ingst on the proportions she was most comfortable with, and the effort to redlly look at what she was
seeing made her alittle queasy. Shetried to concentrate on the walls themsalves, noting that they seemed
to be made of seamless rock, rather than matched plate steel, and frowned harder.

From behind her she heard the rumble of Watcher's voice and the broken-edged sound that was Va
Con'sreply. She went quietly to the control board and leaned over her partner's shoulde.

"Thisistherecdibration device. When the ship isat rest you will remeasure and reglign. Comfort requires
it. If this has occurred, you must dso recdibrate, utilizing this device—s0."

Va Con nodded. "How often does the ship rest?"
"The ship restsfour hoursfor every eight that it labors.”

The man took a deep bregth, forcing the air far down into hislungs and closing his eyesto better seethe
menta picture. Theinitial procedure was thus. To recheck, measure and aign, onewaited until the ship
was at rest and made required adjustments so. The ship returned to labor when its rest was done, with
adjustments or without them. He nodded and opened his eyes.

"Very good," he said, pushing aside that part of him that wondered what the sounds meant. "We must
now Set our course.”

"Whereisit that you wish to go?' Watcher inquired around the terror hefelt. Only let it not be yeard!
"Volmer. Planet Designation V —8735—-927 —-3..."

Behind him, Miri shifted. "That'saLiaden planet! | told you, Tough Guy, | aint goingto Liad and | ain't
going to any world controlled by Liad!"

From somewhere he brought forth alast shard of patience and lucidity and madeit her gift. "It isaplanet
of the federated interests of Liad, Terra, and Clutch." His voice was nearly even. "From it we can depart
to any of the fourteen prime points. | know that you will not goto Liad."

Shewasn't convinced. "I dont likeit,and | ain't—"
But his patience was gone and time was running out. "Be silent!”
She blinked —and shut up.

Watcher was pushing at the pastdl crystd buttons, lighting and extinguishing them in a pattern that |ooked
random to her nonpilot eyes. After atime, he sood away from the board.



"Y our destination has been set," he said. ™Y ou will arrive in gpproximately three weeks, ship time. Of
course, you will have to recdibrate your chronometers at journey's end. When you disembark, assuming
you have no further need for thisvessdl, you will pressthis." He pointed to alarge red disk set by itself on
the right side of the board.

"Y ou will have sufficient time after you have depressed the disk to exit the ship before the return journey
begins" Wasit possible that they would not ask, he wondered, hope beginning to stir.

Three weeks? Miri frowned, |aborioudy working out the sector designation in her head. No. Hewas
trandating the time units wrong somewhere. The trip shouldn't take more than two days. Oh, well, he was
just akid. Aslong as he had the destination coded right, they would be okay.

Va Con pushed himsdf away from the board and made the dight bow once again. "I thank you for your
assstance. | —" He paused, hisintention clear and glowing within hismind.

"I would that you say to my brother Edger,” he began, forming each word in his head before speaking it,
"that, should it cometo hisattention that | have lived —lesslong — than others of my kind, it would —
please— methat he extend to this, hissister Miri, al honor and — and aid — that he would have made
mine, had | —lived —to return to him, as | had promised.” He paused to review this. It seemed to contain
the germ of hisdesire.

"Say aso to my brother," he continued, the words coming more and more dowly, "that | have been
honored and enriched by his acquaintance and that my —love —goeswith himin hisendeavors.” It was
insufficient, he knew, but he could go no further. Edger would understand.

Watcher stared at the small, soft, swaying thing before him. He dmost understood why his T'carais so
honored the creature. Then the red-furred one reached out its many-fingered hand to the one that had
spoken; Watcher's ssomach turned and the moment was gone.

"These things shall be said to my kinsman, the T'carais.” He bowed. "1 will sgna you when | have
reached the end of the tunndl. Y ou will then pressthe disk that is blue, as you have been shown, and your

journey will begin."

Va Con nodded, ignoring Miri's outstretched hand and forcing himsdlf to stand unaided. "I must ask that
you make considerable haste in gaining the end of the tunnel. We must be off within five Standard
minutes”

Outrage again flared in Watcher, not quite overcoming relief. He would not have to serve these mongters,
after dl! Hewould only have to wait in the dim quiet of the corridor, with occasond forays out for food,
until the ship returned to him. In the face of thisreprieve, rudeness could be suffered.

"It shdl be asyou have said." He turned without further formdity and |eft the control room.

A minute later, Miri heard the hatch dide up, then down. Shelooked at VVa Con, who was swaying
where he good, his eyes on the blue disk.

"Boss, are you nuts? | don't need Edger's protection. Y ou gave us even odds, remember?’
"Miri..." Hisvoice faded off; hedid not look &t her.

She went to the nearest bench and sat. " Shut up,” she finished for him. "Yes, gir.”

A portion of the board lit and Va Con raised his hand, laid it over the blue disk, and pushed.



In the navigation tank, the stars went away.
"Already?' Miri demanded increduloudy. "Maybe he meant three hours.”
Costdlorolled out of the DownTunne and moved along F Leve, not running, but pushing thewalk.

Turtles, for Panth's sake! Asif he hadn't had enough trouble trying to talk to mercenaries, now he had to
go and try to talk to turtles. Ah, well, he got paid by the hour and it was overtime tonight, for sure.
Maybe even hazardous duty pay.

A largish green person was exiting the tunnel to Number 327. Costello quickened his pace. The green
person did things to the door controls and pressed the summons stud. Costello started to run.

"Hey, you!"

Theturtle did not turn around. Rather, it laid its head against the tunnel door and stood very, very till, as
might someone who bregthes free air again after atimein captivity.

Cogtdlo arrived panting, and laid his hand on Watcher'sarm. "Hey."

Watcher opened his eyes. When he saw the horrid, misshapen hand resting upon hisarm, he jerked back
and whirled to face the perpetrator of that outrage.

Cogtdlo held hishands out, fingers spread placatingly. "Hey, I'm sorry. No harm meant. It'sjust that I'm
looking for some friends of mine. Thought you might have seen them." He paused, but the turtle only
dtared at his hands.

"Two kids," Cogtello said, picking up the thread of his story. "Boy about — oh, twenty, twenty-five; dark
brown hair, green eyes, thin. Girl — pretty little girl —eighteen, or maybe twenty; red hair, gray eyes.
Thought you might've seen them," he repeated.

Watcher made no reply.

Cogtello decided to play it tough. "L ook, you," he snarled, moving closer and jabbing with hisfinger. "I
know you're hiding something. It ain't gonna do you no good to play dumb, see? 'Cause there's ways of
making guys like you talk. So you just tell me where them kids—"

Enough! Enough of outrage and sickness and terror and too many fingers on hands too smal! Enough
and too much!

Woatcher struck.

And Cogtdlo screamed, pulling back a hand from which two fingers had been cleanly bitten away.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Wals, Miri thought, should be stable things. They should not, for instance, be fuzzy one minute and
trand ucent the next. Nor should they be shot, from time to random time, with sudden neon-bright color.

Her hands shouldn't seem to go into the wall when she touched it, and her feet shouldn't look foggy. In
fact, thingsin generd shouldn't be that —indefinite. And why did she fed so good? She wasn't drunk!

Miri sighed, which felt very good.

The good news, asfar as she could tell, was that they wouldn't be on the ship very long — not the way



they'd been ableto dip away from Prime without a head Start, clearing Jump or anything.
Y eah, that was pretty good, just diding —

She couldn't concentrate on the thought. Thewall sheld been staring at ghosted momentarily, becoming
largely green fog, and she thought she saw adiamond the size of adozen landcars on the other side.

Absently, sheran ahand down her arm. She did it again. How soft her shirt was! She stroked her aam a
third time, eyes ditted in pleasure.

Putting her hands on her thighs, sheimmediately discovered the tactile ddlight of supple old legther,
well-kept and clean —and snapped to her feet, holding her hands away from her body. Therewasa
pattern in the floor she hadn't noticed before: layers and layers of large prints—the prints of Clutch feet —
one on top another, pressed into the hard rock floor.

She hdf-laughed, then frowned astheidea struck her. She was assuming the semipsycheddics were
drive-effects. What if instead there was something wrong with — her? What if shewas sick? Or crazy?

Well, crazy'll be company for Tough Guy, she thought philosophically. Worse fates could befall.

Still, her fear needed to be checked out. On impulse, she unwound her braid and pulled the length of hair
over her shoulder where she could seeit.

It was as she had feared. Her hair wasfoggy, each strand alittle brighter and alittle less definite than
normd.

Flipping the braid behind her shoulder, she turned and strode out of the bookroom, heading for the
control areaand her partner. When an entire wall went bright gold as she passed by, she stuck her
tongue out at it.

Va Con got up when the control board began to shift.

Wel, not shift so much as—fade? There was arainbow iridescence at the edge of things that made him
acutely uncomfortable; hetried hard to determine where one of hisfingernails actualy ended.

That experiment was interesting. He could touch edge of thumbnail to edge of thumbnail and fed it,
except held swear he could fed it before they touched and after they were parted. Even more unsettling
was that his thumbs and the fine hair that grew on the backs of his hands appeared to have a certain lack
of substance.

Tired. He was very, very tired. He needed to rest.

But he hadn't been able to rest —and the so-called Surviva Loop kept popping up, over and over,
unbidden, each time giving him figures which seemed not to concern him, but il initiating bursts of
energy asit ingsted to that this time he might not get home.

Home? He closed his eyes, trying to picture the place, but the weird effects disrupted the efficiency of his
memory'seye.

Shan? he thought, in something like desperation. Nova?
But the faces of hiskin did not arise.

Edger? Therewas no difficulty recdling that person, down to the bone-rattling boom of hisvoice; and
with it thismemory brought attendant memories, of life with the Middle River Clan...



Go home, he thought. Rest. Go home and be musician for the Clan...

But there had been those equations when held played the ‘chora—the Loop, showing him that the longer
he played, the less chance he had of ultimate surviva. And now these fadings and flashings, when things
had been feding so—unreal —ingenerd. ..

Seated at the map table, he took quick inventory. The effects observed were not akin to any poison he
had been trained to recognize: they seemed to be nearly psycheddlic, yet actual —which argued againgt
an airborne spore or something of that nature.

It had to be an artifact of the drive — he hoped.

He massaged hiswrist gently, astonished at the intense pleasure the action gave him, and closed his eyes.
CMS: .2.

Not so unusua. Except that he hadn't given the Loop amission to calculate.

Music. Edger had said there were instruments on board. Gods, | could use a‘choranow! he thought.
Thedisplay in hishead dropped the CMSto .1 ingtantly.

There was no senseto that, was there?

Was there?

Why should music endanger him? He needed to relax; he needed deep, rest, achanceto let stretched
reflexes|oosen. He'd used the ‘chorafor that quite successfully in the past.

If there was space — and there had to be space on a ship this size — he might begin a session of
L'apeleka.

He shook his head. Composure was needed to practice that Clutch discipline. He had taken time,
between missions, to enter asfar asthe Fifth Door without a partner, and had never failed to feel more—
dive

| have to go home, he thought.

But no, that wasn't getting him anywhere. The flashes behind his eyes showed anew reading on the CPS,
afigure he didn't want to admit to consciousness.

Histhirty-day chance of persond surviva was down to .09.
"The mind must be composed for proper utilization of the Surviva Loops," he recaled.
If only he could rdax! He was certain the figures would be higher.

One wadll flashed brilliant gold, went to streaked yellow with orange specks, then turned red as the floor
flowed green; and his hand looked even less distinct.

It was good that Miri was not there, he reflected.

Hewould find it impossible to dedl patiently with her questions, her demands for attention —yet hewas
glad that had gotten her out of Juntavasterritory, that she/d have a chanceto get on with her lifewhen
they raised Volmer. Glad that he'd gone back for her.



And why had he? What was she but a deadly danger, growing more deadly al thetime? Thethings she
knew —the thingsthat he, himsdf, had told her! The things she had seen —and she saw much, hewas
sure. She was athreat and a danger, to himself and to hismisson—

"Whet mission, dammit!"
Hewas on hisfest, glaring around at the chaotic walls.
Ddliberately, he took a breath and combed hisfingersthrough his hair.

Rdax, hetold himsdlf gently. Stop thinking so hard. Thiswas Edger's ship; likely it would take a
Battlewagon aweek to break in, if there were trouble. He had security, safety — for the moment. For the
next week or two. He was secure. He could relax.

Carefully, refusing to look at the flowing floor, he crossed to the opposite wal and sat on thewide
upholstered shelf. Helay down after amoment and began to review the plans hed had for helping Miri,
wondering if that were the misson the Loop wasfiguring.

No, hereminded himsdlf, you're at low energy. Training tells you to be a your best before attempting
long-range planning. Relax.

Closing his eyes, he reached for the smple relaxation drill he'd learned as a Scout cadet, so long ago:
Recall the colors of the rainbow, one-by-one, and assign each aspecial property. Relax the body
somewhat, then the mind; relax the body more and the rlaxed mind would relax il further. Using that
as abeginning, one could go to deep, set godss, or enter specia states for sudy, review, or
reflex-reaction control.

Relax. He began theritud, lying quietly, hands loose at hissides. Visuaize the color red. Red isthe color
of physcd rdaxation...

It took concentration, with the other colors flashing in hishead. Red. He held it before hismind's eye,
using it to relax tight chest muscles; he felt the warmth of his blood, flowing; he eased tense neck muscles,
then leg muscles— and moved on with the technique. He saw through the colorsflickering behind his
eyes, seeing only the color he desired as he went through the layers, relaxing physicaly, mentaly,
physcdly, mentdly.

Hefdt asif he werefloating, barely conscious of the comforting pressure of cloth and lesther againgt his
in.

Mentally, he gpproached the switch level, the depth of mind where he might assign his concentration to a
project or merely go to deep, if he chosethat path.

Histhought was focused on the color violet —the end of the rainbow. Behind the color another image
began to form unbidden, undesired. Hetried to suppressit, but it grew more vivid. He recognized the
sequence; one of the training-review programs from The Lectures, the series of tortures and teachings
that had graduated him from Scout to spy. Too late, he thought to break the rainbow's spell; found
himsdlf locked in, forced to watch: There. Before him: People dying. Histargets. His victims.

That program rated the efficiency of kills; it was not supposed to impose itsdlf after training.
But it wasrating hislast fight.

The man shot inthe eye: That wasrated highly efficient; the shoulders of a crawling man protect the heart
and lungs, and aspine shot isunlikely.



The woman who had haf-crouched: That was efficient, dightly off-center to the left in the chest. Evenif
not a death-shot, she would be out of action for the duration of the incident.

Now he was swept fully into the review: five, 9x, seven, ten, twelve — every shot held taken to save Miri,
to save himsdlf, al those people, dead yet recaled so vividly. Not many poor-risk shots, not many
misses. Dead people. Blood on the floor, on the wall. The knife throw at the hidden assassin was rated
circumdantialy excdlent: that man and the woman should have been shot.

No! That was Miri!
Reentlesdy, the training-review went on, driving Va Con further and further into the dead padt.

Thewalk to the control room convinced Miri of several things. One wasthat her shirt felt indecently
delicious againgt her: soft and comfortable and eratic dl at once.

Another was that the sheer size of Edger's ship hadn't redlly hit her before. So far sheld passed aroom
that was half swimming pool and half lawn, and another room that was a gigantic desping compartmen.

The third thing she'd become convinced of was that the strange effects— the colors and the shifting
fuzziness of things—were real. They were nothing like the halucinogens she'd taken years ago, nor did
they bear any resemblance to the truly weird stuff that had happened in her head that time she'd been

poison-speared in the leg.
Comfortablein her certainty, she stepped into the control room — and stopped.
Va Conwas not at the board.

Shetried to ignore the strange colors of the floors and walls, the odd rainbows snowing out of the crystal
inthe center of the... it was hard to define thingswith al this change going on. She scanned the room

again.

There! Hewaslying on one of the long dab seats, but he hardly looked restful. In fact, he looked
poisoned, somehow, transfixed —musclesall in stark relief, mouth grimacing, eyes screwed shut.

Miri approached dowly and stood frowning over him. Hisfists were clenched, she noted. He was
breething.

"Hey, Tough Guy!"

There was no response.

"Pay dtention to me!" shetried, raising her voice,
Nothing.

She put her hand on his shoulder. "C'mon, Tough Guy, thisisimportant!" She shook the shoulder, lightly
at firgt, then hard.

"Tough Guy! Let'sgo!" The command voice didn't work — and that was bad.

He was swedting, the renegade lock of hair plastered tight across hisforehead, hisface amuddy beige
color.

Miri bit her lip and felt for the pulsein hiswrigt. It was strong and steedy, but fast. That wasdl right for
now, but it wouldn't stay that way if he didn't come out of it soon.



Sheyanked on hisarm, pulling him into astting position, hoping to see areaction. Any reaction.
Nothing.

"Va Con!" shecried, using her voice as awhip, making his name acommand to return. "Va Conl"
He did not respond.

She swore, softly and with fedling, recognizing battle shock, otherwise known as hystericad pardyss.
Sheld seen enough of it to know the symptoms—and the cure.

Some people could be pulled out easily, by afamiliar voice calling their name. Other people required
more drastic measures. Pain, physical and immediate, worked best.

She hurled hersdf forward, shouting in hisface. "Val Con!"
Nothing. Not so much asastutter in the rapid rhythm of his breathing.

She stepped back, surveying thelogistical problems. Severd approaches seemed to guarantee certain
death, assuming that this patient recovered with the quick completeness of the patients sheld treated in

the past.
Probably he'd recover much, much faster.

In the end she decided for akick to the shoulder, hoping the spin would have her out of range before he
snapped out of it.

Shetried calling his name and shaking him again, just in case the gods had had a change of heart, then
took a deep breath and kicked out, spinning as she connected, moving to the left —

Theimpact hit her with the force of an enhanced bull-whip, smacking her and rocking her; her left am
was a dead thing, hanging useless in the socket. He was coming and she dodged; she knew hewould
grab her and as he threw her she began to rall, going with it, eating momentum with each revolution,
trying to stay tucked with the arm that was dead — and dammed against the far wall, breath exploding out
of herinacry.

Far away, she heard a sound that might have been her name.
Tired, shethought carefully. He wastired. That waswhy shewas il dive.
"Miri!"

She pried her eyes open and rolled avkwardly to St againgt the wal, arm till numb. He was knedling at
her side, close enough to touch, and the muddy agony was gone from hisface.

"I'm okay," shesaid, willing it to be so.

The horror eased from hisface, but atightness around the eyes remained. "Forgive me..." Helet his
voice fade away, shaking his head.

Shetried agrin, to which he responded not at all.

"Hey, everybody makes mistakes," she said. She eased hersdf againgt the wall, gritting her teeth as
sensation began to return to her arm, and laid her good hand on his deeve. "How 'bout getting me adrink
of water, friend?"



He rose and moved away. She leaned back and closed her eyes, trying to gauge from the quality of the
pain whether or not her arm was broken.

Some obscure sense nudged her and she opened her eyesto find him knedling beside her again,
wordlesdy offering amug.

The water was cold, which felt luxuriously good on araw throat. She set the empty mug on the floor at
her sde, and the grin she offered him thistime was nearly redl. "Thanks."

Hedid not reply; the horror was a shadow lurking far back in hiseyes. "Miri, how can you be my
friend?'

"Well," shedlowed, shifting her shoulders, "it is more of a challenge some daysthan others.”

But he was having no part of humor. She sighed and moved her arm, flexing the fingers. Not broken,
then.

"Y ou should have taken the ship without me," hetold her.

"l don't waste my friends;" she snapped. "And you were standing there, risking bloody mayhem because
you figured me at less than a Standard and you had less—and didn't carel™ She shook her head. "Tell me
why you did that —why you saved my life this past three or thirteen times. No reason for you to be my
friend!

And| lied to you," she added, after amoment. "Tried to run out and leave you to die.”

"You did not know. And it is reasonable that my life expectancy be shorter than yours. Y ou go into
battle, fight an enemy pointed a you asyou are pointed at him, collect your fee, and move on. Should
you meet an old adversary in abar a Standard or ten or twenty hence, what would ensue?’

"Huh?1'd probably buy him adrink, and then held buy me one, and wed be cryin' into our third about
the good old days.”

"Exactly. Were| in the same position, however, my old acquaintance would immediately renew
hostilities. With every assgnment, | add one or two such enemies. Sooner or later, my luck will be down,
while theluck of aperson | wronged in the past will be up, and | will die. Assuch thingsgo, | anonthe
wrong Side of the wager —three yearsisalong timefor aspy to live.”

"Y ouretdling me you're waiting to be gunned down?' Sheeyed himin disbelief.

He shook his head. "No. | was chosen to be who —what | am now because | am asurvivor. | fight when
thereareno odds at al in my favor. | manageto stay dive, somehow, someway. It'sagood traitina
Scout. Apparently it isessentid inaspy." Hetipped hishead. "Y ou still have not told me why you
brought me with you, when you fear me, when you could have come aone."

"| told you: | don't waste my friends. Even afriend who's crazy, or who could kill me."
"No!" Hisreply wastoo sharp, too quick.

Miri raised her eyebrows. "No? Wdll, you're the odds-man.” Shelaid her ringerslightly on hisforehead.
Heflinched away and she shook her head. "I don't think they did you any favor, putting that thing in your
head. No wonder you're crazy.”

She shifted again, raising her arm above her head. She felt as good as new, except for an ache highin the



shoulder and another that spoke of bruised ribs when she breathed deeply. "Help an old lady get up?’
He stood and bent, settled his hands about her waist, and lifted her easily to her fedt.

Fighting dizzy nausea, she made agrab for hisarms and dropped her head forward againgt his shoulder.
He held her patiently, and she suddenly noted how good his hands felt on her, how soft his shirt was and
how warm, with the warmth of the skin benesath.

She pushed away and helet her go, though he stayed at her side as she walked across the room to the
table, which was getting bigger and smdler in arhythm she could dmost heear.

"I think we both better get some solid, old-fashioned deep,” shetold him. "Seegping rooms down that
hdl. I'll show you."

She turned, staggered, and would perhaps have fallen, except he was there, hand on her elbow. The
instant she was steady he withdrew his support and she turned to look a him fully.

Horror dill lurked in his eyes. She was suddenly struck with afear that it would never leave them.

Reaching out, she tucked her arm through his, pretend- ing not to fed the dight withdrawa. "Maybe well
do better if we lean on each other, huh?"

Hedid not answer, though helet her hold onto him and thus force him aong the halway.
She glanced at hisface. "Va Con yosPhelium, Second Speaker for Clan Korval."
llYall

"Who's First Spesker?' she asked, firmly ignoring the kaleldoscopic hijinks the walls and floor were
indulgingin.

"My sster Nova."
"Y eah? What's Second Speaker do?

He dmost smiled. "What the First Speaker commands." There was adight pause before he e aborated.
"Second Speaker has no power, except if the First Speaker is unable to perform her duties. In that
Stuation, the Second Speaker takes these upon himsdf until the First Speaker is again able or until
another has been chosen.”

"How do you choose aFirst Spesker?' Miri persisted. "By age? Novas older than you?”

"Novaisyounger, abit. Shan is eldest. He had been First Spesker after —after Uncle Er Thorn died. But
heisaTrader, you see, s0 hetrained Novafor the task and then refused Second, saying he would be
off-world too often." His voice was dmost back to normal. "Novais best choice for First: sheison Liad
most of the time and isa Rememberer, which isan aid when speaking for the Clan before the Clans.”

"You ain't on Liad much, are you? How come you drew second dot?"
Heactualy smiled. "It gives Novajust cause to complain that | am so seldom a home.”
She laughed and nodded at a shimmering doorway. "Here we go."

They entered and he allowed her to lead him to the bed, findly retrieving hisarm as she sat, feet swinging
high off the floor. He turned to go.



"Vd Con."
One eyebrow tilted as he looked back; the horror was still there.

She waved at the bed. ™Y ou're beat too, remember? That's what started thiswhole thing. And this bed's
big enough for al the Gyrfalksto deep on and not be crowded." She grinned. ™Y our honor's safe with
rre.ll

He shadow-smiled, sighed, and came back. "All right.”

Sitting on the edge of the bed, he stroked the coverlet and glanced at the woman who aready lay curled,
eyes closed.

"Miri?"
Her eyesflicked open. "Yeah?'
"Thank you for your care. | was—trapped —in my thoughts..."

"No problem. Used to have to do it three-four times ayear. Part of the joys of being a sergeant. Now go
to deep, okay? And turn off thelight, if you can figure out how it works."

Helaughed softly. "Yes, Sergeant,” he murmured. He waved adim hand over theflat plate set highinthe
wall above the bed. The light dimmed to two glowing bulbs, one red and one blue, miming aien moons.

Helay atop the coverlet, staring a them, afraid to close hiseyes...
"Goto deep, kid," Miri grumped at him.

Obediently, Va Con closed hiseyes.

And dept.

Hewoke, unsure of what had called him back, and lay listening, eyes closed. Silence—no. The sound of
someone breathing in deep, nearby. Hisright arm was numb and appeared to be pinned.

He opened his eyes.

There was Miri, face drowned in deep, head resting on hisright arm, one hand beside her cheek, fingers
clutching hisdeave.

Hefdt asurprisng twist of something sharp in the center of his chest —painful, yet not painful. He
clamped histeeth to contain the gasp and took several deep, dow breaths. The sensation became less
sharp, though it remained, warm and cold together.

He had never seen her face at rest before; he noted the dim brows that curved above the lightly lashed
eyes, and the spangle of freckles across her nose, pilling here and there onto her cheeks. Her full mouth
was amiling faintly, asif what she dreamed pleased her.

Beautiful Miri, he thought and was surprised at the thought, even as he extended a hand to stroke her
cheek.

Six hours before, he had tried to kill her.
He snatched his hand back, fist clenched, and flung his mind away, seeking that which had awakened



him.

The ship has ceased its |abor.

He shifted dightly. "Miri."

She dirred, lashesflickering, and tried to settle her head more firmly on hisarm.
"Mira," herepeated. "Wake up."

The gray eyesflicked open, regarding him softly for the space of aheartbeat before they sharpened.
IIWI,.M?I

"The ship has stopped, and | require the use of my arm.”

She frowned, released his shirt, and twisted to a Sitting position with acat's awkward grace. " Stopped?
Arewethere?'

"No," hesad, trying to rub feding back into his numb arm. "The ship rests after eight hoursin drive,
Watcher said. Itisout of drive now, which means we have four hoursin norma spaceto recdibrate and
measure and make necessary adjustments.” A needling sensation signaed the return of utility to hisarm;
he swung hisfeet over the edge of the bed and dropped lightly to thefloor.

Miri surveyed the room. The psychedelic effects seemed to have stopped while they dept, and she
thanked the godsfor their favor. She did across the bed and jumped down. "Well, what're we waiting
for? Are we going to the control room or ain't we?"

She stared at the navigation tank for several minutes before she walked over to the board and sat astride
one of the benches, facing her partner.

"Vd Con?'
Heflicked aglance a her, then returned to the board. "Yes."

"Umm -1 aint apilot or anavigator, so maybe I'm missing something, but —ain't that the same star
pattern we were in when this tub went into drive?’

He sighed and straightened allittle on the bench to ease his back. "No, not exactly. We are actualy four
light-yearsfrom Prime." He bent forward to check adia and moved hiseyesto her face again,
half-smiling. "Or, put another way: Weve just reached Terran short-Jump.”

"What!" She stared at him, suddenly suspicious. "Y ou'relaughing a me."

He held up hishands. "No —or at us. Clutch ships are dow —rather like Clutch people. | don't
remember how it is exactly that their drive works— one of those things people make you study but there
isn't any real usefor it..." He pushed three knobsin sequence, glancing up at the tank. "But it does work
on an entirely different principle than Terran or Liaden ships— Electron Subgtitution Drive. For whatever
good aname may do."

"Like saying you understand how a Terran ship works because of the Congruency Faw," she agreed,
frowning absently at the tank. "Boss, it's gonna take us a hundred yearsto get out of the sector.”

"Not quite. Three or three-and-a-half weeksto Volmer, assuming Watcher has coded the destination
properly."



"What | said." Shetipped her head. "Y ou don't remember anything about how this drive works—just that
itsdifferent?’

"I do sometimes forget things," he murmured.

"Just don't seem like you, somehow." She stood. "I'm going to the bookroom. Unless there's something
useful 1 can do here?!

His attention on the board, he shook his head. Sheleft, shrugging and trying to ignore the flare of irritation
shefdlt.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

It had taken sometime to get things sorted ouit.

Happily, the victim's fingers had been retrieved intact and there was an excellent chance that they would
be successfully replaced. Theincisions, the doctor told Mr. Ing over the comm, had been almost
aurgicaly precise.

That out of the way, it had taken rather longer than Ing had hoped, though no longer than he had
expected, to coax information from the young Clutch person seated on the other side of his desk,
serioudy taxing the structura integrity of the sturdiest chair available on the Sation. Findly, however, Ing
had the short-form name of akinsman.

The blur on his screen became the head and shoulders of another Clutch person. ™Y es?' it inquired.

Ing inclined hishead. "May | have the honor,” he began in Trade, "'to spesk with hewho isnamed in the
short form Twelfth Shell Fifth Hatched Knife Clan of Middle River's Spring Spawn of Farmer Greentrees
of The Spearmaker's Den, The Edger?'

The big eyes blinked. "Y ou are, please?’

Extremely brief, for Clutch. Ing began to entertain hopes of putting it al neatly to bed in another three or
four hours. "This personis caled Xavier Pongtellalng, Dayside Supervisor Prime Station Municipdity of
Lufkit."

The person on the screen inclined its heed. "1 shdl inform the T'carais. Please do not sever the
connection.”" The screen was abruptly empty of Clutch persons, displaying instead an abstract designiin
blue, green, and orange.

Ing glanced over the comm at his prisoner. "Perhaps" hetried, "it would be well for you to come here,
where your kinsman will be able to see you and where you will be able to speak with each other more
eedly.”

There was a pause long enough to et Ing wonder if hiswords had been understood. Then the youngling
levered himself out of the chair and came around the table, shuffling, to stand behind Ing's shoulder.

On the screen the abstract was replaced with the countenance of yet another Clutch person. Thisone
was old, Ing saw: his shell nearly covered his shoulders.

"l am he with whom you requested speech, Xavier Pongtdlalng. To save you time, it should be said
immediately that, among humans, | have no objection to the name Edger," the big voice rumbled through
the speakers, picking up some static. Ing adjusted the gain and bowed his head profoundly.



"This person ismost often addressed asIng,” he said. "I'm afraid there has been an dtercation on Prime
between your kinsman, whom you left to watch your vessel, and a human." He paused, but Edger
seemed willing to hear him out completely.

"l am not sure how it came about,” he continued, "for the human wasin shock from hisinjurieswhen aid
arrived, and your kinsman appearsto have less than agood command of the trading tongue. The short of
itisthat your kinaman seemsto have hitten two fingers from the hand of ahuman person on this sation.
Thisisacrimina offense—it is caled Assault and Battery — for which we have punishments. Sincethis
incident involves your kinsman, however, | would not presume to punish him without your knowledge
and consent." Ing hoped the old boy was a reasonable sort.

"Thishuman person,” Edger said. "What wasthe name?’
"Herbert Alan Cogdlo,” Ing said, wondering.

"Ah. And the condition of Herbert Alan Costello? It seemsthat | have heard it dangerous for humansto
experience the sate called 'shock'.”

The old gentleman was redlly concerned, Ing thought. He hadn't expected that, considering the kid's
attitude.

"I have recently spoken with the doctor, who assures me that the fingers will be able to be replaced and
that function should return, perhagps whally, but certainly to the ninetieth percentage. It was most fortunate
that we were ableto recover the fingersin such excellent condition.”

"Mosgt fortunate, indeed,” Edger agreed. "Y ou spoke of punishment. It isthe custom of our Clan to mete
punishment to members of the Clan. It would shame meto haveit said that | am so lacking in propriety
that | dlowed akinsman of mine to be corrected by one of another Clan, no matter how shamefully he
had behaved. It would mean much to me, were you to honor this custom. | assure you that this person
will be punished in full measurefor hiscrime.

"It would aso mean much to me," hewent on, "if you would ascertain the sum of Herbert Alan Costdlo's
medica expenses, aswel asthe cost of maintaining his household while heis unableto pursue hisrightful
occupation. | will pay this sum to Herbert Alan Costello, and also whatever blood-price is appropriate. |
depend upon your advice in the matter, since | cannot presume to place a price on such damageto a
human, who may not regenerate what he haslogt. | would do everything that is proper, so that this
disgrace does not mar the goodwill that exists between the Clutch and the Clans of Men."

Ing blinked. "Y ou are very generous,” he began. Edger waved alarge hand. "1 am mortified that one of
my Clan should have acted in such amanner. | repeat that he will not go unpunished. Heisyoung and
without experience, it istrue, but thereisno excuse for the lack of courtesy that you have brought to my
attention. It ismineto rectify, and to hope that Herbert Alan Costello regainsthe full use of hishand.”

Edger shifted his gaze upward and back, hislarge eyes hardening. Ing felt amoment's sympathy for the
kid behind him.

"l am also ashamed,” Edger said, speaking to Ing, though his eyes were on Watcher, “that you have
somehow been led to believe that my kinsman does not spesk Trade. His knowledge of that languageis
adequate. It is beyond my comprehension that he would not have spoken when addressed in that tongue
and thereby made an accounting of himsdf to an Elder-in-Charge.”

Ing would have sworn that Watcher cringed. "Maybe," he offered, "your kinsman was also in shock of
some kind. The condition does sometimes rob persons of language for atime, even the tongue they have



gpoken since birth." Hdll, it was only akid.

"You arekind,” Edger said with awesome dignity. "'l take note of your effort to soften the blow to our
honor, but | am not persuaded that thiswas the case.

Watcher!" he snapped, still in Trade. "Y ou will cometo me. Y ou will come with whatever person or
persons Xavier Ponstellalng deems proper to send with you, so he might be assured that you will
damage no other beings before you are under my eyes. Y ou will come in whatever haste or
deliberateness Elder Ing adjudges proper. Above al, you will speak when spoken to, and answer all
questions honorably and in the best fullnessthat time alows. Y ou will think upon the uses of courtesy
among and between al peoples, and you will have an accounting of yourself and your actionsto lay
before me when you arrive. Have you understood all that | have said to you?”!

"Yes, T'carais." Watcher's voice was barely audible.

"Andwill you obey?'
"Yes, T'carais," Watcher replied even more softly.

"| leave you then to the care of Elder Xavier PongtellaIng, to remove you to me within his own customs
and traditions. Goodbye." Thislast had apparently been meant for both. The screen went suddenly dark.

The kid looked decidedly shaken, Ing thought. "Okay, Watcher, why don't you have a seat while |
arrange trangportation? Well have you on-world within the next day.”

No matter what other punishment awaited him should he show further lack of courtesy, Watcher could
not bring himself to thank Elder Ing for this congderation of him.

Edger certainly had an amazing number of books, even granting that fewer than athird werewrittenina
language that Miri could read. A brief search among those produced The Young Person's Book of
Soace Drives, by Professor Thos. Swift, and A Beginner's Course in High Liaden, by Anne Davis.

Anne Davis? The name was vagudy familiar. Miri scouted up areader, curled up comfortably on the
upholstered ledge that seemed to be the Clutch's answer to overstuffed chairs, and fed that tape in firs.

"Anne Davis," the bio at the beginning told her, "was aHeidelberg Fellow and respected comparative
linguist. Her work included compilations and cross-checks of the mgjor Terran dialects, and is
consdered atouchstone of contemporary linguistic research. However, sheis best known for her
in-depth study of High Liaden, aswell asthe severa grammars and serf-paced study texts of this
complex and beautiful language. A manuscript outlining the grammar and following the structurd shifts of
Low Liaden wasleft uncompleted at the time of her death. Sheis survived by three natura children:
Shan, Nova, and Anthorayos-Gadan; and afosterchild: Va Con yosPhdium.”

Miri blinked, remembering his story of the aunt who had taught him to play the ‘chora. Just your luck,
Robertson, she thought. Leave off wondering who heredlly isand up pops verification.

She rewound the book and set it aside for later study, then fed the other into the reader, arranging herself
more comfortably againgt the ledge and manipulating the forward control.

"There are four kinds of space drivesin usein the known Gaaxy at the present time," Chapter One
informed her cheerily. "The three best known are the Terran, or Congruency Flaw Drive; the Liaden, or
Quark Retraction Drive; and the Clutch, or Electron Substitution Drive. Thefourth kind of driveisthat
used by the Y xtrang, but no one has yet been able to discover exactly what kind of driveitis.



"Bloody guess not,” she commented. Y xtrang never et aship fal to capture, instead destroying full battle
crewsif necessary. A few ships had, nonethel ess, been taken — mostly by the sneaky Liadens who, to be
fair, had been trying longer. Those captured ships had destroyed themsalves when entry was forced,
taking the boarding parties with them. The best thing about Y xtrang ships was that there weren't many of
them. The worst thing was that there were any at dl.

"Terran and Liaden ships,” the text continued, "make use of amathematica probability caled the
Similarity Constant, which alows shipsto cover great distances very quickly. Since Terran and Liaden
mathematicians envision this concept in dightly different ways, the Congruency Flow and the Quark
Retraction Drives are not exactly equd in terms of the time it takes vessalsto cover agiven distance.

For instance, a Terran cargo ship might traverse 50 light-years within 50 seconds. The same journey
might take a Liaden freighter 50 hours. This comparison, of course, isfor ordinary purposes of
cdculation.

"It has been reported that Liadens possess some vessals at the one- and two-man size which, though not
necessarily faster than Terran ships, are able to perform close-in maneuversthat alow them a head start
on avessd that must put severd light-hours between itsalf and the nearest planetary body before
commencing the Congruency maneuver."

Y eah, so Liaden Scout ships are fast and do tricks and you're jealous, Miri thought. What about Clutch
ships?

"The Electron Subgtitution Drive utilized by the members of the Clutch takes advantage of the ability of an
electron to gppear in anew orbit before leaving its origind orbit." Huh? " Thismeansthat Clutch ships
move aong in aseries of physica 'burps of about one light-day, aways making sure that thereisroom
for it whereit isgoing beforeit leaveswhereit is”

Mira closed her eyes and scrubbed her hands vigorously over her face before reading that last bit one
moretime.

"Thismethod of travel," the book continued, "is extremely efficient of energy asit utilizesthe mass
avallable around the ship to aid propulsion. It isthis aspect of the drive that accounts for the Clutch's
navigation through densdly populated starfields, rather than attempting to avoid these, asdo Terran and
Liaden vessdls. The Electron Subgtitution Driveis aso much, much dower than the other two drives
we've discussed, but timeisrarely of the essence to Clutch people..."

Working with the forward, she scanned the rest of the book quickly, looking for reports of side-effects of
the Clutch's goofy drive. Shefound nothing. Apparently humans didn't ride in Clutch ships. Which made
sense, inaway: Why take three weeks when another ship can make the trip in two days?

She shook her head and leaned back. That was another problem with being so short-lived, she guessed.
One had to risk one'slife for a chance to live more. She wondered what the psychedelics were like for
Edger.

Pushing the reader to one side, she stretched and fished in her pouch for aration stick, then stopped with
her fingers on the sedl-rip. There's supposed to be real food somewhere on this tub, she thought. Tough
Guy —Va Con — probably he knowswhere.

Sherolled to her feet and headed leisurely for the control room.

It took alittle over half an hour to line up aspecia shuttle and guard. Watcher would be escorted on the
shuttle from Prime to Econsey Port, and in the truck that would bear him from there to the hyatt where



hiskin awaited him. He should, Ing told Watcher, be with Edger within the next planet day.

Watcher bowed his head, as was proper when addressing an Elder-in-Charge, and spoke as politely as
he was able, though the tongue called Trade barely lent itsalf to courtesy. "Thank you for your care of
me. | regret the inconvenience.”

"Well, | regret it, too,” Ing said frankly. "But it's done now, and you'll have to take your punishment. Just
take what's coming to you and then shape up, okay? Nothing like this needs to ever happen again.”

Watcher murmured that there was no doubt much in what Elder Ing said. Watcher would devote thought
to hiswords.

Ing left it at that and showed the kid to a holding areawhere he would be guarded by a nervous security
woman until the transport personnel showed up to claim him.

Taking the left hand hdlway from the library, rather than theright, Miri bypassed the swimming pool and
cameinstead to agarden. Plants hung in pots, climbed trellises, and crept dong the ground, surrounding
artidtic little clearings and comfortably shaped benchstones. It was a pleasant place, except that the light
was alittle dull and the temperature rather more sultry than Miri, bred on cold Sureblegk, could like. Still,
shelingered for atime, inspecting some purple and yellow flowers cregping aong the floor, and studying
acheery red cluster of fruit on atrdlis-climbing vine. Shewondered idly if these were grapes and what
sort of winethey'd make.

Eventualy she moved out of the garden, going down ashort corridor that intersected the hallway of the
deegping rooms, which in turn led very quickly to the control room.

Va Conwas not in the control room. No reason why he should be, she alowed, with the facilities of a
ship thissize a hiscommand. Still, she wasirked and, spying the pile of — things— on the table, worried.

She gpproached the table cautioudy and stood with her hands behind her back, frowning as she sorted
theitemsby eye.

Weéll, there was his gun. And that was surely the throwing blade held shown her in the dley outside her
hideout — how long ago? But that was only the cord from his shirt, and the flat metal rectangle looked for
al theworldslike acreditcard, and those were his boots. ..

He entered the room silently at her back and she turned on the instant, eyebrows up.
"What've you been doing to your face?' she asked. "It'sal red."
He smiled and came over to the table. "Edger's sogp is sand. I'm pleased to have skin left of any color.”

She surveyed him without comment: hair damp, face dightly abraded, shirt unlaced, deevesrolled up
revesaling more abrasion on his arms, and she wondered about the force held used with the soapsand. He
was bdltless and barefoot. Sheflicked her eyesto hisface and discovered no trace of last night's horror.
He returned her gaze camly, his eyesa clear and bottomless green.

Breaking that gaze, she waved her hand at the pile on the table. " Cleaning house?'
"These are wegpons, Miri. | want you to hide them, please.”

"How come| get dl thefun jobs? And why? And even if | do, boots ain't wegpons, friend. Neither isa
belt, except under certain exceptionad conditions I'm willing to risk. Man shouldn't walk around with his
shirt unlaced —ain't gented. And you oughta keep the creditcard — never know when you're gonna need



He picked up the black cord that had laced his shirt, did it through hisfingers, and alowed hishandsto
go through the proper motions.

"Garote."

The creditcard he used to shave acurl of rock from thewall behind him. He offered her the shaving.
"Guillotine”

Heflipped the belt to reved theinsde surface and itsthree distinct layers.

"Explosives, dectronic picklock, sawblade.”

Helaid the belt down and pointed.

"Theright boot has an explosive charge built into the hed, aswell asaclimbing spike that extrudesfrom
thetoe. Theleft hasthe climbing spike and amanud picklock inthe hed."

He sat, abruptly drained, and waved a hand to include the jumble of wires, pins, and metal doodads.

"Whatever the moment demands. Push a pin behind an ear; drive apiece of wireinto an eye—death. Or

"| get the picture" sheinterrupted and then stood for along, silent time, surveying the pile. Something
caught her eye and she pulled it to her.

A black shesth of the finest suede, enclosing and caressing the blade within. The handle was made of
something that gleamed like polished obsidian, yet waswarm to her touch.

Gently, she curled her hand around it and pulled the blade free.

It glittered in the light, catching and dispersing rays—alive thing, she would swear it, made dl of green
crystal and black.

With reverence she did the blade back into its nest —the fit was not proper for her hand, and she knew
that the knife had been made for one grip done. Silently, shehdd it out to him.

His hand jumped forward, clenched, then dropped.

"Edger gaveyou this" It was not aquestion. "Let'skeep it smple, kid: Y ou kill me with the knife Edger
gaveyou, and | won't arguethat | didn't need killing." She pushed it at him. " Take it!"

Hesitantly, he obeyed, running hisfingers over the handlein acaress.

Miri turned sharply, flinging her hands out. "And al the rest of it, too! Put it on, put it back, throw it out —
| don't care! It don't make senseto hide'em, so | won't." And she suddenly sat, breathing abit too hard
and hanging on tight to her temper.

"Miri, ligento me. | can kill you—"
She snorted. "Old news, spacer.”

He shook his head. "I-can-kill-you. At any time. | —believe you may beright and that | am —walking on
the knifé'sedge.” He paused to even his breathing. He had to make her understand! ™Y ou might take



your gun out to clean it, and | would react only to the gun — not the cleaning —and you would die. Last
night, | very nearly did kill you—"

Her fist hit the table as she snapped to her feet. "With your hands, you cashutas! Y ou never went for one
of those damn things, and itsmy belief you won't!"

She sat as suddenly as she had stood, swallowing hard in athroat gone dry, eyesfixed on the shine and
glitter that was aslver snake holding ablue gem fast initsjaws. "'l don't believe youl'l kill me" shesaid. "'l
won't believeit."

He waited for her to look up, then spoke with utmost gentleness. "Miri, how many people havel killed
sncefirg we cametogether?'

She rounded her eyes. "Weren't you counting?' A sharp shake of the head followed. "Those were
strangers. In self-defense. War conditions. And last night was a special case. Y ou were out of your head
— battle shock. I've seen it before. Knew you'd come out of it like atiger fightin' acyclone. My mistake
wasthinking | could get out of rangein time. So we screwed up and were dive to argue about it. Some
people havedl theluck."

"Miri _n

"No!" she yelled. Then she continued more camly. "No. | don't wanna hear any more about it. The only
way to convince meyou'll kill meisto doit, accazi? | think you're the craziest person | ever met —and
that's acompliment considering what you've managed to get done while quietly going bats. And | think
the thing responsible, the thing that's making you o bats, isthat damn — estimator —Stting in your head
takingtoitsdf.

People ain't ciphers, and situations with peoplein ‘em are by definition random, subject to chance,
mischance, and happy circumstance. Y ou can't calculateit.” She rubbed her hands over her face and
took adeep bregth. "Y ou derall that thing and you'll be sane as astone; chuck this damn job and get one
playin' the'chorasomewhereritzy..." Shelet her wordstrail off and rubbed at her face again.

He waited, watching her.

"Aah, | talk too much." She pushed to her feet, waving ahand at the pile between them. "Here's the dedl:
Y ou point mein the direction of food and I'll make us something to eat, okay? And while I'm doing that,
will you for Great Panth's sake get rid of thisstuff?'

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Valmer.

The price of obtaining that single word had been high, but orders had been to spare no expense. Upon
being told what his money had bought, Justin Hostro nodded and issued more expensive orders yet.

A ship. Two dozen men of the first rank. Wegpons. All to be assembled immediately and sent forthwith
to Volmer.

Matthew bowed and saw that all was done as ordered.

In the end, he relaced his shirt, pulled on his boots and stood to wrap hisbelt around hiswaist. From the
wegpons pile he pulled back Clan knife, throwing knife, gun. Rediscovering in himself the strong distaste
that he'd felt as an agent-in-training for the pins, doodads, and acid, he pushed those aside; he hesitated



briefly before reclaiming the creditcard and wire.

Taking the pile of discarded junk to the far Sde of the room, he opened a compartment in the seemingly
blank wall, piled everything insde, and shut the door. At the control board, he touched two knobsin
sequence, nodding in satisfaction at the dight vibration that followed.

Miri glanced up from her laborswith dinner as he returned to the table. "What'd you do?"

"Spaced it. | never liked them." He shrugged. "Thefirg time | saw that little pillow filled with acid | nearly
lost my last medl." He perched on the edge of the table, watching her.

She put the cover over the bowl that would eventualy contain amushroom soufflé, picked up two nearby
mugs, and handed him one, waving at the bowl.

"Dinner takes about forty-five minutesto recongtitute. | hope you like mushroom souffle alot, ‘cause
that'sall that'sin that box. An' | hope the wine's okay, ‘cause the other caseisfull of nothing but." She
grinned. " Sorry 'bout the slemware — came with the kitchen.”

"It looksfineto me." He Spped, one eyebrow lifting in gppreciation.
"l was afraid it was gonnabered good,” Miri said wistfully.
"Itisgood,” hesad, puzzled. "Tagteit."

She sipped gingerly, then sighed. "Y eah. Troubleis, Suff like thistastes so fine you want to keep drinking
it. Kind of ruinsyour mouth for kynak."

"Lizsad you likefinethings" he murmured.

"Lizsaid" Miri corrected sharply, "that | got no sense about beautiful things. That | think pretty can't hurt
asbad asugly. It'san old line" Sheglared at him.

He endured it, Spping.

After amoment, she shrugged. "Edger says you're gentle and good. So what?"

Hisface tightened with the unexpected bolt of pain. " Certain people have thought so..."

"Yah." Her tonewas disbelieving.

She did have some reason to doubt that, he thought. Who, indeed, might have thought such athing?

"Edger," he began, suddenly needing to hear the names of those who loved him. "Shan, Nova, Anthora—

"Reatives," shejibed.

"Daria—" Too late, he clamped his mouth on that name.

Miri raised her brows. "Daria? Who'sthat? Y our first grade teacher?!
"Wewerelovers™

"And then she discovered your true nature.”

Hetook alarge swallow of wine and looked into the depths of the mug. "Shedied,” he said clearly.



"Yeah?Youkill her?'

He gasped, head snapping up, eyes sharp with outrage. His mouth twisted and he forced himsdlf to take
dow, deep breaths. "No," hetold her. "I had not yet reached the place where | might day what | love."

Sapping the mug to the table, he did to hisfeet and walked out.

Miri stood for along time, breathing — only breathing. When she was sure of hersdf again, she picked up
the mug and went to find him.

He Who Watches was ushered into the presence of his T'-carais by four human guards and roundly
ignored while that exalted person offered them food and drink. They refused, politely enough, if briefly,
saying that duty required them to return to port immediatdly they had relinquished Waicher to his
kinsman's custody.

Thusthey took their leave, and Edger at last turned his attention to the son of hissgter'ssder.
"Have you an accounting of your actionsto lay before me?' heinquired in Trade.
"Kinsman," Watcher began in their own language.

"No." Edger waved ahand. "We shall speak in the tongue known as Trade, Since you require practicein
itsuse." He motioned permission to speak. "Y ou may proceed with your accounting.”

"Kinsman," repeated Watcher in the barbarous shortness of the language called Trade. "'l am ashamed
that | dlowed mysdf to become so unnerved by the behavior of the persons to whom you found yoursalf
indebted to the extent that they might claim the use of — of our ship—that | offered violenceto a creature
—abeing —so much weaker than mysdf —"

Watcher obeyed and stood silent, striving to maintain persond dignity whilethe T'carais stared at him.

In the fullness of time, Edger spoke again. "It would perhaps be ingtructive for you to tell mefurther of the
persons who came and claimed our vessdl for their use. Do s0."

"They cametogether, T'carais. one dark-furred, the other bright; both very small. The dark one
interrupted me as | began to introduce mysdlf, saying it wasin too much haste for the exchange of names
and that | must ingtruct it —"

"The proper syllableis'he in thisinstance, as the person you spesk of isamae of the human species.
The brightly-furred companion is afemae of the same species and shdl bereferred to as'she or 'her' in
accordance with rules of grammar gpplied to thistongue. Continue."

Watcher clenched himself in mortification — to be instructed so, asif he were an eggling! —and took up
the thread of histae.

"... that | must ingtruct him, T'carais, in the piloting skills necessary to take the vessel where he desired.
This| did and set in coordinates for the planet named VVolmer or V-8735-027-3, as he instructed. Then
did he bid meto say to you this..." He paused, awaiting permission.

It came: aflick of the hand.

Scrupuloudy adhering to the origind phrasing and inflection, Watcher repeated: "I would that you say to
my brother Edger..." He paused once more when he reached the end of it. The T'caraiswaved at him to



continue,

"Then he bade me go, saying that | must do so in the greatest of haste, as he would cause the ship to
enter into labor within five of Standard minutes. At no time, kinsman,”" Watcher cried, unable to contain
himsalf longer, "was| trested with courtesy or consideration by this person, who offered neither hisname
nor that of his companion nor asked after mine. Nor did he—"

"Youwill besilent," Edger commanded. He closed his eyes and, after atime, reopened them.

"You areyoung," hesaid, "and it is perhaps possible that you have no knowledge of the person of whom
you speak. Thismight account for something of your discontent with his behavior, though | fed that the
fact that heis my brother should have borne more heavily with you.

Know then, Uninformed One, that this person is named, in present fullness: Va Con yosPhelium Scout,
Artist of the Ephemeral, Slayer of the Eldest Dragon, Knife Clan of Middle River's Spring Spawn of
Farmer Greentrees of the Spearmaker's Den, Tough Guy. Know also that | make no being my brother
who is not worthy. And know at last that the person who tends thisname isyet — even yet — of an age
where hewould not have attained thefirst of hisshells, were he of our race.” He paused, alowing
Watcher timeto think on what he had heard.

"Further reflect,” he continued, "that the tenor of his message indicates that my brother wasin danger of
hislife. Appreciate now that he paused in doing that which was necessary to preserve himsdlf and his
companion to make known to me his deeth desire, asisfitting between brothers, and to assure me of his
honor and affection. | fail to find in this action discourtesy or aught less than what might be expected of an
honorable and great-hearted person of any race. | am ashamed that one of my Clan should be so far lost
to propriety that he could fail to see and understand this."

Watcher bowed hishead. "1 will think much on what you have said, T'carais.”

"Do 0. For the moment, however, continue with your accounting. How came it to pass that Herbert
Alan Cogtdllo has been maimed by amember of my Clan?"

"After your brother dismissed me, T'carais, | passed down the tunndl a arapid rate, seeled the inner
door, and signaled that | was without. | felt the vibration of the vessel entering drive and at the same
moment heard a person shouting in Trade. The words were'Hey, you!' | did not understand that they
were addressed to me until this person who is Herbert Alan Costello laid his hand upon my arm.”
Watcher could not quite control hisblink of revulson at the memory. Edger motioned for him to continue.

"He asked where your brother and his companion had gone and, when | did not answer, he spoke words
which | fed were threstening, stating that, should | not say where these two had gone, that there were
waysto make me do so. | was at that present upset by my inability to appreciate your exalted brother
and when Herbert Alan Costello said these words and pushed hisfingersat my face, | bit him." Watcher
bowed hishead. "That iswhat transpired, T'carais. | am ashamed.”

"Asisproper. You will now present yoursdlf to your kinsman Selector and make known to him my
desirethat you serve him as he requires. Also, think on what | have said to you, as | will think upon what
you have said to me. We will speak of your punishment at another time.”

"Yes T'caas.”

Hewasin the atrium, lying on his scomach on a patch of springy blue grass, chin resting on hisfolded
arms. If he heard her approach, he gave no sign.



Looking down at him, she considered ditting her own throat, but rejected that as a coward's answer and
sat cross- legged at his side, where he might see her if he choseto turn his head.

He did not so choose.

Mira pinched hersdlf to make sure shewas really there, and wet her lips. "It ismy sorrow to have caused
you sorrow,™ she began in stumbling High Liaden, "and my pain to have incurred your displeasure. In my
need to say that which | felt to be of importance, | wounded you. That my motives were of the highest
does not excuse me." Shetook a deep bresth and concluded in rapid Terran, "I'm arude bitch.”

His shoulders jerked and he turned his head to look at her. "Miri..."

"Hey, I'm sorry! But you could cut me some dack, y'know? | didn't expect you to fal for it! Couldve
knocked me over with asnowflake—"

Hewaslaughing. "Miri, how can you be so absurd?!

"| practice," shetold him earnestly. "Every day. Even when | don't fed good." She held out the mug.
"Herésyour wine."

He made no moveto takeit, though herolled into a cross-legged sest facing her, armsresting on his
thighs. "Liz did say that you were less than wary of beauty."

"Yeah, well, a least she didn't tell you | was good," she said, frowning down at the mug.

"Mogt likely shefelt | would seethat for mysdf.”

She snapped her eyesto hisface, unsure of the expression there. "Now you are laughing & me”
"Am |? Terran isahard language in which to make acompliment.”

"Not like Liaden," she agreed, "which it'simpossible to make sentencesin.”

"The High Tongue can beinflexible," he conceded thoughtfully. "But that isbecauseit'svery like Terranin
its purposes. imparting information, dealing with technical and trade concerns, keeping people at a polite
am'slength. The Low Tongueisfor expressng fedings, relationships— human things. Much of the
meaning isin the inflection — something like working the sound stops on a‘chora, to get more mileage out
of thewords."

"Sounds hard to learn."

"Eader to learn than to explain, | think. Annefound that. | believe that is the reason she never finished her
second grammar.”

Mirashifted, Mitably conscious of the mug she held. "Edger has her book on High Liadenin his
collection. Thought I'd learn the language right, since | got dmost three weeksto kill."

Helooked at her closdly. "Will you go to your family, then?"
"l an't got —Oh. Y ou mean Clan Whoever-they-are." She shook her head. "They ain't family."
"Erob isyour Clan, Mira. | am certain they'd be honored to learn of a child such asyou.”

"Well, | don't know why they should be," she said, puzzled. "They don't know mefrom Old Dan
Tucker."



Helifted abrow. "From who?'
"See? And we were even introduced.”

He shook his head, frowning. "Y ou are a daughter of the Clan, one who is courageous and strong, quick
in perception and thought. | know of no House so wedlthy inits membersthat it would shun you. You
would be an asst to Erob. They would welcome you and provide you your birthright.”

"It don't figure," shetold him. "I don't know them and they don't know me. | surewouldn't go to themiif |
wasin trouble. I'd go to Edger before them.”

Therewasasmdl slence. "Perhapsit would be best," he said softly, "to go to Edger, wereyou in
trouble

Mira set the mug carefully on the grass between them. He did not appear to see.

"How'd you get to be Edger's brother?" she asked, more because she was uncomfortable with the
lengthening silence than because she had planned to ask the question.

Helifted abrow. "By right of the dragon we dew between us."

"Dragon?"

"Grant me some knowledge of the species; adragon figures prominently in Korva's shidd.”
"And it breethed fire and everything?'

"It ispossible" he admitted, “that we struck it down before it had completed its graduate work.-
Indisputably, however, adragon. | believe it compensated for any handicap attendant to an inability to
bresthe flame by growing at least three times more teeth than were necessary, and growing them three
timeslonger than | fed was dtrictly required. Quite terrifying.”

She studied hisface, sensing ajoke of some kind; she caught the barest gleam of what might have been —
mischief? " So you and Edger killed it between you," she guessed, "with just acrystd knife and ahandful
of pebbles.”

"No, Edger had alance. | had apellet gun, of course, but the thing was so large that it was simply a
waste of timeto shoot it." He shook hishead. "1 was stupid with fear and reached for my belt, feeling for
abigger gun. The best thing | had wasaflare gun, so | fired at itsface. That distracted it long enough for
Edger to makethekill. Luck."

"Some peoplegot it dl,” she agreed, unconvinced. "Y ou sure you're not leaving something out? Or
meking something up?'

"It happened exactly that way," he said, eyeswide. "Why should | invent it? Edger will tell you the same
tde"

"Why do | doubt that?' she wondered and held up ahand. "Never mind. I'd hate for you to perjure
yourself." She pointed. ™Y ou want that wine or don't you?"

"I would very much like to have thewine," he said, making no moveto takeit or, indeed, even looking at
it.

His face was completely sober now, and he kept hiseyes on hers. "Mira. Why?'



Ah, hel, shethought. “Why which?"

Va Con pushed the hair off hisforehead, brows up. "Shall | determine the order of the explanation,
then?' He waited, but she waited longer, and his mouth twitched dightly.

"Very wdl. Why did you push, not to say entrap me?'

She hegitated, hearing hisvoicein memory: "Itismy intention to tell you thetruth..." So many debts, she
thought suddenly, al to be paid in kind.

She licked her lips, and tried to explain.

"I wanted to make the point — to make sure you understood — that it might be true that you ain't the
person you used to be. But | don't think you're the person you think you are, either.” She paused,
fighting for clarity. "Everybody who does things, sometimes does thingsthey ain't proud of. It'sjust that
you gotta— gottalearn from it and get on with things and try not to make that mistake again." Shetook a
breath and resi sted the temptation to close her eyes.

"Andit an't—right —for you to take the whole blame for the things you did 'cause somebody else
forced you. 'Specialy not," she concluded in arush, "when it's clear they've been walking insde your
head with combat boots on and screwing around mightily with the wiring!”

Hisamileflickered. "Why take the burden of proving this point upon yourself? When, whether you
chooseto believeit or not, | am dangerous and unpredictable?"

"l don't—I don't want you to die... Being made over to somebody else's specs— that's dying, ain't it?"
Therewasasmdl pause. "Perhaps. But why do you care?'

She moved her head, not quite a shake, not quite breaking eye contact. "Y ou said you'd been a Scout —
Firg-In Scout..."

"es"
Shefet hersdf tenaing and tried to ignoreit. "Y ou remember what it was like — being a Scout?”
His brows pulled sharply together. "How could | not?"

"Just checkin'." She kept her voice matter-of-fact. " Scouts ain't the same as spies.”

"True," hesad camly. "A Scout must complete quite abit of training in order to become aspy.” He
paused, then continued gently, "1 have completed all of thet training. Miri."

"So you said. But you remember what it was like when you were a Scout and that's moren | expected —
" She cut hersdlf off and began again, on what seemed a tangent.

"Y ou know about friends —there's Edger — and about partners... okay," she said, apparently now having
it sorted to her satisfaction. | care because you're trying to be my friend. Maybe you don't even know
why —that's okay, 'cause I'm your friend and I'm damned if | know why | should be. And we're partners
—though it don't look like either one of usisvery good &t it.

People," she continued, as one spelling out basic truths, "help their friends. That'swhat holdsit al
together. If people didn't help their friends, then everything would fal apart. I'min favor of holding things
together, so | help my friends." Shelooked at him closdly, wondering at the unease she saw in hisface.
"Y ou understand dl thet, Tough Guy?'



He closed his eyes and bowed his head.
"Do | lose?' she asked after what her stretched nervesinssted was avery long time.

His shouldersjerked and he looked up. "I hope not," he murmured. He straightened abruptly, smiling into
her eyes.

"It isgood to have afriend." Picking up the mug, he drank deeply and offered it to her.

She paused with her hand half-extended to take it, searching hisface. His smile degpened, lighting the
depths of hiseyes, and he nodded dightly.

Stomach fluttering, she took the mug and drank what was | €ft, returning his amile.
He grinned and snapped to hisfeet, bending to offer her hishand. She did her hand into his.

"Do you think dinner isready by now?" he asked as they went down the garden pathway toward the
flower-shrouded doorway.

"| think dinner'sruined by now," she said. "I never was avery good cook."

The drive had kicked in half an hour before. Va Con paused as he reached for his mug, his attention
captured by a movement behind Miri's shoulder.

Thefloor was beginning to ripple, shading from brown toward purple. Sghing, he closed hiseyes.
"Starting up dready? Didn't it take closer to an hour last time?”
Hiseyesflicked open. "Y ou, too?'

"Think you're specia? Though I'm not getting any —oh-oh, herewe go.” Thewall directly behind his head
flared orange. "Ugly. Orange never was one of my favorite colors." She sghed. "Damned slly way to
make a space drive, anyway."

Va Con sipped wine. "It seems| should have paid more attention in school.” He gestured with the mug,
encompassing the room at her back. "Thisis an effect of the drive, you think?!

"Have it on the best authority,”" she assured him. " Space Drives for Dummies saysthat the Electron
Subdtitution Drive works on aprinciple that involves the ability of an electron to arrive in anew orbit
before it leavesthe old one. So the ship and everything in it — that includes us—must bein two places at
oncedl during thetimewerein drive." Shetook adrink and ignored the fact that the table was beginning
to pulse and shimmer.

Va Conwas staring, alook of stark dishelief on hisface. "Correct meif I'min error. That means that
every dectron in the ship and everything in it —including, as| am reminded, us—isfiring twice for each
individud firingin norma space?'

"Sounds right to me, but I'm asoldier, not aphyscist.”

Helooked over her shoulder at the control room. The floor was flashing wildly now, torn by dark
lightnings, while the board oozed violet and magenta vapors, and the pilot's bench glowed blue with
serpentine streaks.

Taking adeep breath, he expdled it and said something softly in alanguage that sounded like glass
breaking around asted maul.



"Come again?' Miri asked, interested. "Never mind. It isnot fitting that the youngest of Edger'ssiblings
hear his brother speak of him so."

"I wasthinking about that," she said, finishing off her wine and setting the mug on the shimmering table
with care. "How different is Edger from usin how he—thinks about —things? Maybe dl this stuff
happenstoo fast for him to notice. Or maybe he can't seeit a dl." She frowned dightly. "Do we seeit?"

He moved his shoulders. "'If the mind processes something as experience, then it is experience. Redlity is
perhaps more difficult to define than truth..."

"Thevisudsain't sotough,” Miri offered after aminute. "Best thing seemsto be to concentrate on
something else and let 'em fade into the background. Or we could deep for the next three weeks—
maybe not. Had some redl weird dreams last deep. How 'bout you?"

He was contempl ating the navigation tank, which seemed a this moment to be filled with busy
multicolored fish of varied Szes. "I don't dream,” he murmured absently, then shook his head dightly and
returned his gazeto her face. "It ismy feding that — delicious though it is— mushroom souffle will become
just abit boring in three weeks. Would you care to help me concentrate on atour of the ship? Perhaps
we can find astoreroom containing different kinds of human food."

Her eyeslit. "Coffed"
He grinned and stood, stretching. " Stranger things have happened.”

Y xtrang Commander Khal iz congdered the scan-tech'sdata: A single ship, poorly shielded, with three
life-forms showing. No doubt Terran, and normally not worthy of the hunt, but booty had been scarce
thusfar, and the crew was hungry.

"Enter normd space.”

The quarry was abruptly before them: a private yacht, with speed aloneto its credit. The Commander
had seen two of thesein the past; both had been persona spacecraft, owned by individuasrather than a
Troop. They'd had no weapons and only pitiful shields.

"Scan contact,” the Adjutant announced as the low gong sounded. A moment later, he added, " Intruder
scan. We are seen.”

In the screen the vessdl was turning and beginning to accelerate.

"Locdl radio," the Adjutant reported. "It ssemsthey are cdling for aid!™
"Signasresponding?' Khalliz asked.

"None." The Adjutant's voice was filled with the joyful anticipation of battle,
Khdiz found an answering joy within himsdf. "Pursue.”

Edger himself answered the comm and inclined his head in recognition of the cdler. "Xavier Pongelalng.
A pleasant day to you."

"Andtoyou, sr," Ing replied, bowing hishead deeply. "1 have the information you requested concerning
Herbert Alan Cogtdlo.”

"You arekind. Isthere further news, aso, of this person's physical state?”



"Thefingers have been replaced and the nerves are disposed to grow and the bones to knit. Another few
dayswill tel thewholetae, of course, but the physician ismost optimigtic.”

"Thisiswelcomeinformation. | shdl inform my kinsman, who will rgoice.”

Ing doubted it, but neglected to say so; it wouldn't do to offend the old gentleman. "In terms of the other
things you wished to know: Herbert Alan Cogtello is employed by aman named Justin Hostro, whoisa
private businessperson in Econsey. | am sorry that | have been unable to ascertain from Mr. Hostro's
assigtant the precise amount of Herbert Alan Costello'swages—"

"This person Hostro isknown to me," Edger said, cutting him off in amaost un-Clutchlike manner. "We
have done businesstogether. | shal mysdf treat with him on this matter. Yes, | believe that will be best.”
Heinclined his head once more to the man in the screen. " Xavier Pongtellalng, you have been most
helpful and courteous. | thank you for your care of my kinsman and for your willingnessto alow us our
customs. My Clan will not forget.”

"Itismineto serve," Ing assured him, "and | rgjoice to have served well."

"Joy to you, then, Xavier Pongtdlalng, and agood, long life.”

CHAPTER NINETEEN

This, Va Contold himsdlf sternly, must stop. There was no indication, however, that it would do soin
the near future.

Thevisuds, asMiri had said, were easily ignored. One smply concentrated on the next order of business
and refused to be turned from one's chosen course by fuzzy doors, edges, or ceilings, or by flaring
colors. Such things could not be happening. Thus, one walked through them.

The physicd effectswere more difficult.

Hisshirt caressed chest and arms with every move as he ddightedly did his pams down leathered thighs.
When he put up an exasperated hand to push the hair away from his eyes, thefed of thethick, slky stuff
dipping through hisfingers nearly had him weeping in pleasure. Irritably, he put his hand to the flickering
wall and dragged it along for several paces before admitting defeat there, aswell.

Everything fdt so nice!

There wasworse. At the moment, Miri was waking ahead, dlowing him afineview of her strong, dender
shape and the tantdizing hint of sway to her hips. It was asight that gave him delight, which was not of
itsdlf surprising. He had been aware for sometime of taking a certain satisfaction in contemplating Miri's
physica sdif; he had, indeed, noted a tendency to alow his eyesto rest upon her more and more
frequently. It had not seemed particularly worrisome.

Now, with the beat of the drive caling forth multiple songs of sensudity from body and mind, it wasvery
worrisome, indeed.

Therewas an inward flicker, and hanging before his mind's eye was the equation showing him how he
might take her to his own —though not their mutual — pleasure. CM S wavered between .985 and .993.

Go away! he snarled sillently, and it faded, leaving ataste of meta in his mouth.

A position of less jeopardy was required. Stretching hislegs, he came dongside her, which put them both
in greater safety —he hoped. Shelooked up a him, grinning, alowing aglance of the sweet curve of her



throat down to what lay hidden by the lacing of the snowy shirt.
He dammed to a halt, eyes closed and teeth gritting. Wrong again, he thought. Thisisgetting to bea
habit.

Her hand was warm on his arm, and he snapped his eyes open to find her standing closer than he liked,
yet not close enough, looking up a him. Sympathy seemed at war with laughter in her face.

"Little bit of lust never hurt anybody."
He shook his head, asif the motion would clear hisbrain. "It's been along time.”

"With afacelike that? Don' lie to your grandmother." Laughter triumphed over sympathy. "Bet the
gaaxy'sfull of green-eyed kids."

"Countless numbers™ he agreed. "None of them mine."

"Red wagte," she murmured, dipping closer until her hip touched his. Slowly, seeming to take as much
pleasure in the sensation as he did, she did her hands up hisarmsto his shoulders. "It'll give us something
to concentrate on.”

His hands of themsalves had settled around her wais, holding lightly; he noted that he was trembling.
Y es, he thought suddenly, with the surety of awell-played hunch, with no taint of drive-effect attached.
Yesandyesand —

No.

Easing back afraction, he searched her face and found what he sought in the soft curve of her mouth and
deep in her eyes. It had been there for awhile, he redlized with startling clarity, yet she had no notion.
For dl her life, Miri had played singl€'s odds, and if she could deny what she wasfeding before it was
conscious, dismissit asdrive-induced plessure. ..

He pulled back another inch. "Wait."

She dtiffened, mouth tightening. " Guess I'm as bad as Polesta, huh?* Hurt showed on her face—but also
relief.

"Oh, Miri..." He dropped hisface to her warm, bright hair, rubbing cheek and forehead in its wonderful
softness, rumpling her bangs and haf unmooring her braid. Hisretreat wastimed to amillisecond; and
taking his hands from around her waist required more disciplined timing than the throw that had not
broken Polestals back.

"Well —" Her mouth twisted, and she haf-turned away.

He caught one smal hand and waited until she turned again to look at him. "When the drive goes off,” he
sad.
Shefrowned. "What?'

"When we are again in normal space, let us spesk of this"" Hetipped hishead, haf-smiling. "Don't be
angry with me, Miri."

The ghost of alaugh eased the tightness of her face as she pulled her hand away and moved on. "Y ou're
amentd case, my friend."



"Becher.”
"Yes, T'caas?'

"Extend to our kinsman Selector my regret for any inconvenience | may cause him by requiring you to
accompany meto the place where Justin Hostro conducts business.”

"YS, Tlcaa.s,"

"Say dso to our kinsman that, should he have heard nothing from us — either by comm or by our return to
this place —within three Standard hours, he must inform my brother the T'caraisanaab of this event,
ingtructing him in my voice that heisto act as he knowsis proper in the case, dwayskeeping in his
thoughts that Justin Hostro has been adjudged by our failureto return guilty of capturing the knives of
four of our Clan."

"Kingman?"'

"Such may overdtate the case," Edger said more gently. "But when one dedswith the Clans of Menitis
well to be prepared for ill-thought action. Do as | have asked. We depart in fifteen of these things named
minutes”

The mesat had been easy, the pillage of no great worth. But the kill had put fresh heart into the crew, and
Commander Kha iz, satisfied that the luck of the hunt had changed, gave the order to take the ship into
the underside of space.

"Which way now?" Miri asked at the branching of the corridors.
Va Con congdered it with his new sense of clarity and gestured to theright. "There."

"You'retheboss." Shefollowed him down the indicated hall, grimly looking at the tricksy walls, which
was not agood idea. Her eyesdid to Va Con, ahead of her. In some ways, that was not much better an
idea, though it offered amore pleasing aspect than the wdls. Vividly, she recdled the warmth and the
dim gtrength of him and his hands curved with promise around her waist —and bit her lip hard enough to
draw blood as she strove to keep her walk even, though she was shaking with desire.

Hed stopped and was bent close to the wall, seeming to study something. Though how anybody could
sudy anything in the present sense-storm was more than Miri could fathom. She leaned against the
oppositewall and waited.

Va Con had put his hands againgt the wall and seemed to be trying to square something off. After afew
minutes of effort, he shook his head and straightened.

"What's up?' she asked.

"Thisisthe storeroom we want,” he said, not turning to look at her. "But it'slocked, and | can't seethe
keyplate properly —it kegps running and shifting.”

Thiswas absurd! There was food and drink and music on the other side of the door —he knew it! To be
thwarted now by something so minor as an inability of physica eyesto percaeive—

The answer formed just behind his eyes, in the space reserved for Loop phenomena, and hung there,
glowing, itsaurastrongly reminiscent of hunch. The keyplate configuration was clear. He thought of the
pattern he saw, and the door did open, untouched.



He stood staring.
"I didn't know you could do that," Miri commented from acrossthe hall.

"l can't,” he said and stepped forward. The open door to the storeroom was not an illusion. He walked
through.

A moment later, Miri pushed away from the support of the wall and went after him.

That proved to be a mistake. The moment she crossed the threshold, odors of every kind assailed her:
spices, wood-shavings, wool, mint, musk. Added to the visuals and the textua and the need, it wastoo
much. Much too much.

She sat down hard on the first thing that looked like it might be real. Armswrapped in atight hug around
her own chest, she hunched over, eyes closed, shaking like akid in afever.

She would never makeit. Eight hours? Impaossible!

"Miri. Miri!"

"What?' The word was a hoarse gasp.

"Put out ahand and take this. Miri. Put out a hand and take this. Do it now."

Obvioudy, she was not going to have any peace until she did what he said. She managed to get onearm
unwrapped and, after ahard struggle, opened her eyes.

Va Con sat on the shifting floor a her feet, holding out an open bottle of wine. Shetook it from him,
blinking.

"Now what?"
"Drink."

"Drink? Out of the bottle?" Her laughter sounded shrill in her own ears, but any joke was better than
none.

"It was difficult enough finding wine without wasting time looking for glasses" he said repressively.
"Drink."

She shook her head. "Alwaystelling me what to do. No reasons, just—"
"Alcohol depressesthe senses” he said. "Drink your wine."

"Yougotohdl!

Hedrank. "I suppose," he murmured pensively, "1 could pour it down your throat.”
"Bully." But shetook apull, drinking it like kynak, not for taste, but to get drunk.

After atime she passed for bregth, grinning and shaking her head. "And | had you figured for akid from
the right sde of town.”

Herifted abrow. "Asdigtinct from the left Sde of town?"

"Asdigtinct from the wrong side of town." She paused to gulp morewine. " 1'm from the wrong side of



town —no money, no prospects, no education, no brains.”

"Ah. Then you figured correctly. Clan Korval isvery old; weve had agreat dedl of timeto amasswedth.
Quitelikely money accounted for the excellence of my education, which made it eesier to qualify for
Scout training." He took along drink. "I don't think brains are the sole property of people from the —right
sde of town, however."

"Yeah?' Sheleaned forward, which wastaking arisk, even though the shakes had largely departed.
"Why'd you say no, back there?"

Both browsraised. "Enlightened sdif-interest. The driveistill engaged.”
"Couldvefooled me" She sat back and drank deeply. "How'd you pull that gimmick with the door?*

Hetook adow swallow and st the bottle on the bucking floor at hisside. "When | became hdfling it
was seen that | had an ability to — pick up objects—without physicaly touching them. Within my Clan,
such abilities are not unknown. However, testing found my talent too insgnificant to train, though | was
givenindructioninitscontrol, so it would not affect my normd activities.

The tdent neither grew nor disgppeared, merely remaining a the same level into my adulthood. | played
with it occasondly, but it was too much of an effort to use serioudy. By thetime | had reached forth with
my mind and brought a cup to myself from across the room, | could have walked the distance, picked the
cup up in my hands, sampled the contents, and been much lesstired." He paused to retrieve his bottle
and drink.

"Then it vanished. | —" Hetook abreath, reviewing sequencesin hismind. Y es, the timing was correct.
There was much there that required Balance. .. "I believe that the — energy — generated by certain
nonsurviva functionsiswhat fuelsthe Loop."

Miri was not shaking anymore, though she was exceedingly cold. "Nonsurviva functions? Like, maybe,
dreaming? Or sex-drive?'

He closed his eyes, nodding. "Or music. Or the very faintest of — paranormd talent.” He opened his eyes.
"The night we met wasthefirst time | had made music in nearly four years."

Shetipped her head. "If you didn't have it and now you do — does that mean the Loop'sbust? Or —isit a
machine or something in your head? What'd they do?"

"Wheat they did—" he shrugged. "I am fairly certain it isnot aphysicd artifact implanted in my brain —that
would beinefficient, Since the tissue tends to regject an implanted machine eventudly.” He drank,
consdering the problem.

"I believethat it must be more like a— master program, superimposed —" He stopped, aware of
something akin to anger building in him, except that it was athing of surpassing coldness, rather than
flame.

"Superimposed and overriding,” Miracontinued, eyes focused tightly on hisface, "that set of programs
named Va Con yosPhdium.”

Hedid not reply. They had both found the correct conclusion.
"Vd Con?'

"Y$,"



"I don't much like your bosses."
Hisamileflickered briefly. "Nor I."
"But it'sbust now, right?" sheinssted again.

Wasit? he asked himsdlf. He wasimmediately answered by the flare of an equation, elucidating the latest
figuresfor hissurviva. Thirty-day CPS was a .06 now.

"NO_"

"What then? Something's got to be causing —oh." She closed her eyes and reopened them immediately.
"Thedrive"

He drank the last of hiswine and stared at the writhing bottle for amoment before setting it aside. "It
seemslikely. Apparently I've enough ability to balance everything — that which was origindly mineand
that which has been forced on me—when the ship isin drive and every dectron in my head isfiring twice.

Even more. | was never ableto see with wizard's eyes so well that | could have picked up theimage of
the keypad and the pattern of thelock."

Shefinished her own bottle and put it down. "What's going to happen?”’

"The ship will continueto labor yet awhile and then it will rest.” He looked up at her, smiling dightly. "Do
you fed better?"

"Better. Beat up. Knocked down. Stomped on. And rode over. But definitely better. What now?"

Herolled to hisfeet, remembering at the last instant not to offer her hishand. "I suggest we gather food
and whatever else we can use from what is stored, while | have extraeyesto see with."

The Juntavas hit planet brief hours after Port clearance, despite the high rates of cumshaw required for
such speed. Once on-world, money was spent with astonishing open-handedness for the purchase of
clearance lists, ships parked, new arrivals, visasissued, and papersfiled.

"They ain't here" Jefferson said some hourslater, throwing the last fan of printout from him in disgust.

"Whaddya mean, they ain't here? Where el se would they be? Maybe they hit and Jumped out again —
you check that?"

Borg Tanser, second-in-command of the project, was atight, smallish man, given to nagging; hewasa
good gunman and aquick thinker in ajam, and Jefferson was fortunate to have him aong. He reminded
himsdf of that now.

"We checked. No Clutch shipsin or out of system for nearly sx months. They ain't here. And they
haven't been here." He shook his head. "Beats hdll out of me."

"Yeah? Well, how'sthis, then? Let's split the team. Half checks the planet inside-out. Other half takesthe
ship and backtracks. Could be they're hanging a Jump or two back, waiting for the heat to coal.”

Jefferson thought about it, reaching for the printouts and stacking them negtly together. "Y eah —weéll run
it that way. The bosswas redl anxiousto have both of 'em. Impolite, they were."

But Tanser was not aman known for his sense of humor. He snapped to hisfest, nodding sharply.
"Okay, then, I'll take the crew and get out of here. Seeya." Hewas gone.



"Seeya," Jefferson said absently. He sat for amoment, staring sightlesdy at the stacked sheets, then
pushed away from the table and went over to the bouncecomm to make his preliminary report to the
boss.

Matthew looked up from his study of the latest data and regarded the two Clutch members
expressionlesdy.

"I am very sorry, Sirs, but Mr. Hostro has given ordersthat heis not to be disturbed for any cause. | will
be happy to give him amessage—"

"l have no messageto leave," Edger interrupted. "My businesswith Justin Hostro is of an urgent nature
and will brook no further delay. Please dlow him to know that | am here and must have speech with him

"I amvery sorry, Sir," Matthew repeated, "but | am not allowed to disturb Mr. Hostro for any cause.”

"l understand,” Edger said. "Therefore shal | interrupt him." He turned, moving around the comm station
with a speed astonishing in someone so large, paused at the locked door long enough to extend a hand
and push the panel —which screamed in protest —aong its groove and into the wall, then stepped royaly
across the threshold into Hostro's office, Watcher at his back.

Justin Hostro was behind his rubbed steel desk, absorbed in a sheaf of papers. At the scream of the
forced door, he looked up. At the advent of Edger, he stood.

"What isthe meaning of thisintruson?' he demanded. "I left strict orders not to be disturbed. Y ou will
forgiveme, | know, when | say that | have urgent business—"

"I, d 0, have urgent business,” Edger said. "And it must be settled with you in thistime and place.” He
moved over to the only Clutch-sized piece of furniture in the room, signing to Watcher with aflick of the
hand to stay by the door.

Justin Hostro hesitated a heartbeat before sitting down aso and folding his hands atop the desk with a
creditable semblance of cam. "Very well, sir, snce you are here and have disturbed me, let us settle your
urgent busness."

"I have come to speak with you," Edger announced, "concerning the proper bloodprice owed by our
Clan for the damage we have done to Herbert Alan Costello.”

"Cogtelo?' Hostro frowned. "It is of no matter, sir; we shdl take care of hisexpenses. | am sorry,
however, if he has offended you."

"Ourswasthe error," Edger said, "and ours the payment. Our Clan is honorable. We pay what isowed.”

"My Clanisaso honorable," Hostro snapped, striving to keep hold of hisfraying temper, "and we take
care of our own. Pray think no more of the matter, sir. The Juntavas shdl carefor Herbert Alan
Cosdlo.”

"The Juntavas? Thisisthe name of your Clan, Justin Hostro?"

"Itis. A very powerful Clan —one that spans planets and star systems. We count our membersin the
hundreds of thousands and we care for each of them, from the lowliest to the most high.”

"Ah," Edger said. Heinclined his head. "This gladdens me, Justin Hogtro. It istruethat | have not
previoudy heard of your vast Clan—and | beg pardon for my ignorance.



Happily, you have enlightened me and we may now dedl together properly. Do you not fed that thisis
correct?'

"Of acertainty,” Hostro agreed, forcing his handsto relax from the clench he had abruptly found them in.

"Know then, asan Elder of your Clan, that it has come to my attention that your kinsman, Herbert Alan
Cogdlo, has offered threats of physica harm — and perhaps termination —to three of my own kin." He
waved ahuge hand, indicating Watcher.

"That thismy kinaman did grave harm to Herbert Alan Costdlo isnot forgiven, and shdl in the fullness of
time be punished. However, the threst of danger was offered before he struck, which circumstance dters
the punishment that must be meted. | ask," he concluded, "if you have knowledge of the nature of the
disagreement existing between your kinsman and the two of my Clan who are not present.”

Hostro took a deep breath and let the rein on histemper out just abit. "If one of those with whom you
clam kinship is the woman known as Miri Robertson, then | must tell you that Cogstello was acting in
accordance with my ingtructions to him that she be detained, and aso her companion, if he ill traveled
with her."

"Ah. And, if one Elder may ask it of another, in the interest of an equitable solution after fair judging: Why
did you so ingtruct your kinsman?"

"The woman is declared outlaw by my Clan and has recently, dong with her companion, been

respong ble for the desths of some of my kinsmen —aswell as causing discontent between my Clan and
the— Clan of policemen.” Briefly, he considered the pdllet gun in the top drawer of his desk; recalled the
ruined door and sat Hill.

Edger was puzzled. "Was Miri Robertson then amember of your Clan? | would know the laws she has
broken, that she adds 'outlaw’ to her name while her lifeis made forfeit. Surely one or the other were
aufficent punishment?’

"She hired hersdf as bodyguard to one who was himsdlf outlawed, daying in this capacity many of my
kin. Her lifeis oursto take, though she was never amember of the Juntavas.”

"Sheisnot your kin, Justin Hostro, yet you pass judgment and seek to mete punishment?' Watcher
looked at the T'caraisworriedly: he did not like that note in the old one's voice.

"That istrue" Hostro said.

Edger moved his massive head back and forth. ™Y ou baffle me, Justin Hostro. It is not so that we dedl
among Clans. Let me be plain, that there be no tragic misunderstanding between is. The woman Mira
Robertson and the man Va Con yosPhedium are adopted of the Clan of Middle River's Spring Spawn of
Farmer Green trees of the Spearmaker's Den. It istrue that they are young and sometimes over-hasty in
their actions. Possibly, they have wronged you in some manner. As Elders of our Clansit isour purpose
to determine what harm has transpired and what balance may be made. My Clan isan honorable Clan;
we pay what is owed. We are awell-traveled Clan and as such have found it good to alow other
peoplestheir customs.

But know, Justin Hostro, that whatever wrong they may have done you, the knives of these two are not
yoursto take. If they are judged after deliberation to deserve degth, their own kin shall deliver that
punishment, not the Clan of the Juntavas. Isthisthing clear to you?

"The Juntavas," Hostro snapped, "isamighty Clan. We take what we will, aswe seefit. Including the



knives of the kin of the Spearmaker's Den."
Mgestically, Edger rose from the chair. Watcher dropped his hand to his blade.

But the T'caraisinexplicably stayed hishand. "Y ou are of the Clans of Men," he boomed, "and thus
hasty. Hear me further: In our history was there a Clan that meted judgment to amember of the
Spearmaker's Den, againg dl tradition and without justice. Two personsfrom our Clan were thus
digpatched to construct balance with this renegade family." He paused, taking the haf-step that put him at
the edge of Hostro's desk.

"Thename of that Clan is not now written in the Book of Clans," he said dowly. "Nor isthat combination
of traitsany longer available to the gene pool. Think, Justin Hostro, before you take the knives of any of
the Spearmaker's Den."

Hostro did not speak. Wipe out an entire family? And he had claimed the Juntavas as family — countless
thousands, yes. But those of the Clutch lived two thousand years and more. ..

"Have you heard me, Justin Hostro?" Edger asked.
"l have heard you."

"It isgood. However, it has come to my notice that those of the Clans of Men have memories shorter
even than the span of their years. Allow meto leave you areminder of our tak.” The Clanblade was then
in the hand of the T'carais, flashing down —to dice clean into the sted of Hostro's desk and stand there,

quivering.
Justin Hostro managed to stare camly at thisfor amoment before raising hiseyesto Edger's.

"As Edger for my Clan, Justin Hostro, | know that our blades are worthy — the youngest no lessthan the
eldest.” He reached forth ahand, plucked the knife from its nesting place, and returned it to its sheath.

"Think on what we have spoken of, Justin Hogtro. | shdl return to you in one Standard hour and you may
tell me what you have decided, so that we may talk further. Or begin to feud.” He turned toward the
door. "Come, Watcher."

Abruptly, they were gone, leaving Mr. Hostro to gingerly finger the razor-edged gash in his desk.

One Jump back from VVolmer, adead ball of dust circled a cold sun, bands of rubble marking the orbits
of what had been three— or even four — additional worlds. The sensors reported nothing else. Borg
Tanser gave the order to initiate second Jump.

CHAPTER TWENTY

They emptied abox containing dehydrated es-cargot and filled it with dried eggs, vegetables, a
quarter-whed of cheese, dried fruits, and tea. There was, to Miri's vast disappointment, no coffee.

"What's wrong with Edger, anyhow?'
Va Con grinned. "Possibly he did not expect you—and | don't like coffee.”

"Don't know why you didn't take him up on that offer and stay,” she said, shaking her head. "I'd sure
hang onto anybody took that much care of me."

He bent to add a package of cocoaand another of dry milk to their supplies. "I didn't become a Scout in



order to stay in one place dl my life

Mirashut up. She knew she was on dangerous ground and she wasn't feding up to any danger just then.
"See any bread?' she asked.

He draightened, frowning at the boxes piled high on dl sdes. "I don't think —" The frown lightened, and
he pointed at acarton by her right hand. "Will crackers do?"

"Suits" She pried open the top, hauled out ametd tin, and handed it to him, trying to not see that yellow
and turquoise sparks wereraining over her hand. "That okay for awhile?"

"It seemsto be enough food for aday or two," he said dryly. "Do you mind waiting here amoment?
Thereissomethingd<e..."

"No problem.” Shewaved him off, retrieving the bottle they had been sharing from beside a case of
sardines. "But if I'm drunk when you get back, you gotta carry me home.”

Hegrinned. "A fair bargain," he said, and then the towering boxes swallowed him.

Miri settled on the floor next to their supply box and closed her eyes, wine bottle forgotten in her hand.
The ship had been in drive for —what? Four hours? There were only another four to live through. Y ou're
that tough, ain't you? she said to hersdlf.

Her thoughts settled on VVa Con, where they tumbled like the colorsin floor and walls. Tak to me when
the drive goes off, huh? she thought. Whét the hell doesthat mean? Damn Liadens. Never straight with
anybody ... She shifted sharply, setting the bottle aside without opening her eyes, and revising her opinion
of whether she could deep for three weeks.

She might even have drifted off, for she was not aware of hisreturn, nor of the hand that hovered for an
instant over her bright head before he took it away and sank to his knees before her.

"Miri?" He spoke softly, reluctant to disturb her, but she started violently, eyes snapping open, shoulders
tightening —and rlaxing ingtantly.

Silently, he offered three things for her inspection.

Thefirst was recognizable through its flowing iridescence as a portable ‘chora. The colors of the second
thing writhed and shimmered too much for her to wrest sense from them. And the third —

Shetook it from him, shaping her hands around it to be sure, then brought it to her mouth, blew aripple
of notes, and sawed them back and forth. She looked up to find him grinning, and she grinned back.

"l @n't asking, notice, how you knew | play harmonica."

"Isthat itsname? | had never seen one before. | thought perhaps you might know..." Hewas till smiling,
ddight showing in hisbright green eyes.

"Harmonica," she affirmed, rubbing her fingers over the smooth metd sides. "'Also, mouth organ.” She
squinted a the unidentifiable something. "What'sthat?'

Heturned it over in hishands. "A guitar. | think. Something with strings and a soundboard, &t least.” He
came smoothly to hisfeet and did the two instrumentsinto the food box. "Would you like to put the
harmonicain hereaswe |?'

"Do—" Shefrowned a him, loath to give the mouth organ up. "It's Edger's, ain't it? | better put it back.”



Jerkily, she cameto her knees, then stopped, because he wasin front of her, hands out, inches from
disadter.

"Miri, if it givesyou pleasure, keep it. Edger named you kin, and this ship is Clan property, belonging to
al equdly. If you would repay Edger for the gift, play for him when next you mest.”

"l don't sted from my friends," sheinssted. "And Edger only said | was his sister because of —" She
caught hersdlf, dropping her head into her hands. "If thisain't the stupidest damn way to make a space
drivel"

"Because of 7" he asked, though he knew what the answer would be.

"Because of you," she said, and he longed to touch her, so worn did she sound. "He made amistake.
Said the knife you gave me—back in Econsey..." She couldn't finishit. Va Con took abreath and let it
out, very gently. "Edger thought | had knife-wed you," he said, kegping hisvoice even. "A reasonable
assumption, from his standpoint, though I had not spoken to him, as would have been proper in ayoung
brother. Thefault ismine. | did not think. And | am sorry to have caused you pain.”

Heballed hisleft hand into afist to kegp from touching her and continued. " Of this other thing: Edger
would not have named you sister only to rescind the honor. He has accepted you into his Clan. Whether
we are wed or no, you carry ablade given you by one of hiskin and he considers you worthy of it." He
sghed when she still did not uncover her face, and tried once more.

"| can attempt to explain al 1 know of the tradition and customs of the Clutch and of Edger's Clan,
though it will take a bit longer than elther of us might find comfortable sitting on the floor here. Will it
auffice you at this moment to know that Edger does not alow unworthy personsinto hisfamily; and that
being named kin isagreat burden and agreet joy?" He bit hislip and leaned back, wondering if she had
heard himat dl.

"What thismeansin practicd terms, right now, is. Does the harmonica please you? If S0, you must take it
and gtrive to master it, to the betterment of the Clan. It isno lessthan your duty.”

"Yaaah!" Her whisper carried the inflection of a scream. She looked up suddenly and shook her head.
"Well, it just goesto show you that thingsre never as bad asthey look. When | started thisrun, | didn't
have anything — no unit, no money, no placeto go. Now, when | think | got even less, it turns out that
somewhere dong theline | picked up a husband, afamily and a—what? hundredth share?—in aspace
rock powered by the looniest drive going. Two families," she amended and snapped to her feet,
harmonicagripped tightly in her hand.

"Maybe they oughtalock me up, ‘cause | sure don't know what I'm doing.” She looked down at him for
amoment, then waved her hands helplesdy and spun away, marching unsteadily out of the storeroom.

Va Con cameto hisfeet dowly and bent to retrieve the box.
"Three families” he murmured.
The bouncecomm began to chatter, bringing Jefferson, cursaing and on the run.

He scanned Hostro'sincoming instructions and jabbed the button for ahardcopy. Cursing ever more
fluently, he cleared the board and warped amessage to Tanser. The machine chattered, went silent, and
chattered again before spitting back the message he wanted to send. The ship wasin drive.

Curses exhausted, he set the comm to resend the message every ten minutes until received by Tanser's
ship, and then sat staring at the screen, ssomach tight.



Abruptly, he thought of his son; and, shaking his head, he tried to assure himsdlf that the message would
reach Tanser before Tanser reached the prey.

The stuff Edger used for sogp was sand. Miraused it liberdly, relishing the minor pain, then unbraided
her hair and washed that, too.

Music filled the poolroom, though she hadn't thought a portable ‘chora had that kind of range on it. There
was, asfar as she could tell, no order to the play list. Terran balads mixed with Liaden chorales mixed
with bawdy spacing songs mixed with other things the like of which sheld never heard mixed with scraps
of see-sawing notes that sounded like the melodies of children’'s rhyming games.

On and on and on and on it went: Va Con playing every shard of music hed ever heard. In some ways,
it was worse than the drive effects.

The music broke and came back together, jagged-toothed and snarling, reminding her of the language
he'd cursed in. She struck out for the edge of the pool as he added a new element to the sounds he was
making —ahigh-pitched, whispery keening, twisting and twining through the hateful main line, sometimes
louder, sometimes not, resembling, it seemed to her as she levered hersalf onto the lawn, one of the
Liaden songshed played earlier.

And then it changed, shifting louder, intensifying until the breath caught in her throat: awall that rattled the
heart in her chest and the thoughtsin her head.

She reached her piled belongings and crumpled them to her chest. Slowly, bent asif againgt the
stormwinds of Sureblesk'swinter, Miri sought refuge in the bookroom.

The ship had been at rest for perhaps fifteen minutes when she entered the control room, her hair il
loose and damp from her bath.

"| give you good greeting, Star Captain,” shetold Va Con's back in what she hoped was much improved
High Liaden.

"Entranzia volecta, cha'trez," he murmured absently, his attention divided between board and tank.
Miri wandered over to the map table. Avoiding the silent ‘chora and the guitar, she set down the cheese.

"How," shewondered, pulling out her knife, "am | gonnalearn High Liaden if you keep answering in
Low?'

"Do I?1 must be having trouble with the accent.”
Her browsrose. "Y ou got the makings of a nasty temper there, friend.”

He leaned back, hands busy on the board and eyes on the tank. "I am usually considered patient,” he
said softly. "Of course, I've never been tested under such severe conditions before.”

Shelaughed and diced hersdlf adiver of cheese. "Very nasty temper. Sarcadtic, too. It ain't my fault you
don't remember your milk tongue.”

He made two more adjustments to the board and stood, then came over to the table. She whacked off a
dab of cheese and offered it to him on knife point. He took it and sat down on the bench near the "chora,
onefoot braced on the sest.

"Thank you."



"No problem.” She diced apiece for hersdf and sat astride the second bench. "What did you say, just
then?'

One eyebrow lifted. "Arethe roots so different?’

"Oh, | got 'good greetings okay, but there was another word —sha.....”
"Cha'trez," he murmured, nibbling cheese.

"Right. Wha'sthat?'

He closed his eyes, frowning dightly. When he findly opened hiseyes, he Sghed alittle. "Heartsong?' He
shook his heed briefly. "Not quite, though it hasthe right flavor.”

She blinked and changed the subject. "How many languages you spesk?!

Hefinished his cheese and dusted off hishands. "At the level a which | spesk Terran—five. | know
enough of nine moreto ask for meat and bed. And Liaden. And Trade."

"All that?' She shook her head. "And you speak Terran better'n most born toit. Little weird, though, you
not having an accent."

He shifted, reaching to take up the guitar and fidgeting with the knobs projecting from the top. "I had one
once," he murmured, turning aknob and plucking astring, "but when | was put on — detached duty — it
was not considered politic for me to speak Terran with aLiaden accent.”

"Oh." Shetook abreath. "My friend, you ought to chuck that job."
"l am consdering it.”

"What'sto consider?'

"How it might be done." He plucked another string. Twong!

She stared a him. "Tell 'em you're al done now, detached duty is over and you'd like to go back and be
a Scout, please.”

Plonk! He shook his head, listening to the vibration of the string.

"It isnot possible they would agree to that. I've lived too long, learned too much, guessed a greet
ded..." Bong.

"They'll kill you?' Plainly, shedid not believe it, and he cherished the effort she made to keep her voice
matter-of-fact.

Heran hisfingersin asweep across the strings near the bridge and winced at the ensuing discord.
Numbers were running behind his eyes: He should not be having this conversation; he should not have
helped Miri in thefirgt place; he should not have gone back for her —that was what the numbers seemed
determined to say. And now hislifewasforfeit. Hetried to ignore the numbers. CMSwas at .08.

"Vd Con."

He looked up, holding the guitar across hislap by itsfragile neck. The numberswere running faster,
switching from one Loop to the other, amost too rapidly for him to scan.



Death and danger. Disgrace and degth. Dishonor and destruction. ..
His muscles were tightening, his breathing quickened —and till the numbers raced.
"Va Con." Risng concern was evident in her voice.

He shook his head, struggling for words. "It ismost likely that they will kill me," he managed, fascinated,
watching the numbersflash, reverse themselves, and flash again asthey counted the reduced chances of
hisliving out the month, theweek... "Though it istrue that my Clan isa powerful one, which reduces
somewhat —" It was hard to bresthe; he seemed to hear himsdlf out there somewhere, while back here,
where the truth was, where he was, hefdt heat and aneed to hide. " —the chance that they would kill me
outright." His mouth was too dry; the rushing in his ears amplified the sound of his heart pounding against
nearly empty lungs

He tightened his grip on the guitar and sought out Miri's eyes.

"They would not want trouble. .. trouble with Korvd. Soit is— possible—that they would only..." He
was swesting, but his hands were cold.

"Only?' Her question was barely awhisper.
"Only wipeme... and let my body go home."

Theair wastoo hot and too thin, but it wasn't happening to Miri; he needed to run from her to get out get
out — look at the numbers!

CRR-RACK! The guitar's neck sngpped in his grip and he jumped back, dropping it and gasping, looking
for away out. His shirt was choking him and the numbers were glaring behind his eyes. dead, dead, zero
percent chance of surviva. He grabbed awall and held fast.

"No! No! Not here! Dammit, not here!™ | won't die here! I'll get out. ..
"Vd Con!"

The scream penetrated his panic, piercing the terror for an instant. It seemed so sureaname—Va Con.
Infact: Va Con yosPhelium Scout, Artist of the Ephemeral, Slayer of the Eldest Dragon, Knife Clan of
Middle River's Spring Spawn of Farmer Greentrees of the Spearmaker's Den — and from somewhere her
voice added, "Tough Guy!"

He sobbed and held on, then found himsdlf gasping againgt the strong stone wall. Severd feet away, hand
outstretched and terror in her eyes, was Miri. He brought his breathing down dowly and camed himsdif,
fedling theair cool him as his hands began to warm.

The numbers were clear: zero and zero. No chance of surviving the misson. The mission itsdf afailure.
Accordingly, he was dead.

Hetook another breath, leaned back against the wall, and accepted the dow dide to the floor as natural,
even comforting; the sound he made verged on laughter.

"Vd Con?Y ou there?'
He nodded. "Here," he said raggedly.

She gpproached cautioudy and knelt by his sSde, gray eyesintent on hisface.



"Min?"
IIYO.II

His breath was still dowing; hislungs ached from the hyperbreathing hed done, but he was cam. He
knew his name and with that he knew he was safe. "Miri, | think | died just then.”

Her brows twitched upward and she reached out to lay cool fingers on the pulse at the base of histhroat.
Shaking her head, she removed them.

"Sergeant Robertson regrets to report aglitch in the system, sir.”
Helaughed, ajagged stone of sound, then lifted both hands and ran them through sweset-soaked hair.

"Dead," he said. "The Loop showed me dead at the moment | told you | would be wiped." His breath
was nearly back, and hefelt at ease, though drained in away he'd never been drained before. 1 think |
believed it — panicked or —something. | believed them..."

"The Loop," Miri asked, hoping. "It's gone? Or busted?"

"No... Still there. Nat, | think, broken. But it may have been programmed to lie to me—do you
understand?’ he asked her suddenly. "They took so much—so | would survive, they said. Surely it's
important to survive? My music, my dreams—so much —and al to givelifeto athing thet lies..." He
rubbed his hands over hisface. "I don't understand..."

Miri laid awary hand on hisarm; his eyeswere on her face instantly, noting uncertainty and strain.
llYall
She bit her lip. "What's—wiped — please?' Her voice was smal and tentative, most un-Mirilike.

He shifted dightly, bumping aleg against the falen guitar. Awkwardly, heretrieved it and cradled the
splintered neck. "Ah, poor thing..."

Looking up, he haf-smiled. "Wipedis..." He shook hishead, keeping awary eye out for phantom
equations. "A machine was made in answer to the thought that it would be— convenient —if, instead of
impersonating someone, an agent could become that person. It was thought that this could be
accomplished by —smoothing out the agent's own persondity and overlaying asecond.” He saw nothing.
The screen behind his eyes was blank. "When the mission was done, the second persondity would be
removed and the agent allowed to reemerge.”

He paused for breath. Miri was watching his eyes closdly, the line of afrown showing between her
brows.

"It didn't work out very well. The only thing the machine did was eradicate, totdly, the prime persondlity.
No other persondlity could be grafted on to what remained. Nor could more conventiona learning take
place. The person was gone, irretrievably, though the body might live on to avery respectable old age.”

A shudder shook her violently and she bent her head, swallowing hard and screwing her eyes shut against
the sudden tide of sickness.

"Miri." Warm ringers brushed down her cheek, then did under her chin, gently insisting that sheraise her
face. Shegavein, eyes Hill shut, and after amoment felt him brushing away thetears.

"Miri, pleaselook a me."



In amoment she opened her eyes, though she couldn't manage asmile.

His own smile was a better effort than the last; he shook his head. "1t would be wisest not to mourn me
until they bring the body before you."

"They bring meazombie, I'll shoot it dead!"
"l would appreciateit,” hetold her gravely.

She dredged up alopsided grin, looking closdly into histired eyes and grim face and hoping that thislast
little scenewasthe final drama his unnamed bosses had engineered. 1t had been ugly enough —and,
potentialy, deadly enough. What if he'd been in a shoot-out or one of the other tight spots he seemed
prone to when that damned — panic — had hit?

Murder by extrapolation? She shook the thought away. "How are you now?" she ventured, aware that he
had dropped his hand and twined hisfingerslightly around hers.

Hesmiled. "Tired. It isnot every day that onediesand livestotdl thetde.”
She grinned and squeezed his hand. "Wannaget up? Or should | get you a blanket?"

"Up, | think." But that was easier said than done. Somehow, they both managed to rise; they stood close,
leaning againgt each other.

Va Con moved, surprising them both as he hugged Miri to him and dropped hisfaceto her hair,
murmuring something that did not sound like Terran or Trade. Holding her away, helooked serioudy into
her cautiousface.

"There are many thingsfor usto talk about — but there are many things | must first say to myself, to hear
what the answers may now be. | require time — perhaps a day, perhaps two — by mysdlf. | will take food,
find another roomto bein..."

She diffened. "Ain't no reason to run avay fromme—"

Helad light fingers over her lips, cutting her off. "Not away from you. But think: Twicein two days|
have frightened us both — badly. | must take time—while there is o much time—to find theman | am,
now that there aretwo | am not." He unsealed her lips and touched her cheek. "It is something we both
should know, | think."

Not trusting her voice, she nodded.

"Miri Robertson." Therewasaglimmer of ritua in hisvoice. "Congder pleaseif you wish to become my
partner —to remain my partner. We will speak in afew days."

Quickly, he bent and kissed her forehead, then released her and turned to gather food for histime away.
The broken guitar he left on the map table. One day, he vowed, he would repair it.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

For the fourth time Miri sneaked back to the bookroom after having peeked in a her partner. Shefelt
like aspy hersdf after having agreed that he should have histime to himsdf. But, despite her grest joy at
having al the marvels of Edger'slibrary a her command, she discovered in herself aneed to be sure that
Vd Conwasal right.



For the second time, she was confused by what sheld seen: Va Con standing in the center of the large
room, moving dowly, eyes closed. He would stop for aminute, two minutes, three— and then shed
redize that hed done ahdf-turnin that time. His movements had been snuous and twisting, like adance,
but so dow, asif hewere Edger imitating aflower growing.

In the midst of this, he would suddenly run or jump or Sit to relax or concentrate, and then get up and try
the same thing again. Or maybe not quite the samething.

That there was method here, shewas certain. Sherefused to think that it could be madness, aswell.

To passthetime, she did more ordinary caisthenics, making sure her body wasin shapeto fight, to act,
when thistime of fairy-tae safety was over.

And the books! She worked her way through the High Liaden grammar, then devoured, in rapid
succession, asmall book of poems by someone named Joanna Wilcheket, arather longer volume
illuminating the intricacies of ateam game called bokdingle—which she thought sounded morelike
pitched battle than a game — then learned the proper way to veridate Qontikwian tree carvings. She
finished up with ahistory of some place called Truanna, which had self-destructed back in Standard 250.

She spent an entire rest period wandering through a Terran dictionary, wondering at al the words she'd
never heard of —and thiswas her milk tongue! An hour was given to an adventure nove by an ancient
Terran writer; her Sdes hurt from laughing when shefinished, but she searched the shelves for more.

Hiking through the ship, she noticed that the weird effects of the drive seemed much less distracting at the
ship's stern, where the cargo holds were. The bookroom wasn't too bad, once she adjusted. The control
room wasworst.

Shefiled that away to mention to Va Con.

The ship'slabors ended and began again. At the end of three days, Miri wasworried, visonsof him lying
rigid and trapped intruding between her and the words in the reader — but then she caught sight of him
working very hard, doing exercises shewas familiar with.

That's okay, then, she thought in rdlief, and continued on her way to the pool.

The ship was between labors, and Miri woke. Stretching, she redlized that this wasn't what had
awakened her; it wasthe crigp smell of breakfast hanging in the air, odors tantalizingly closeto coffee and
— coffee?

She sat up on the shelf —deeping in the library had become a habit; it was too depressing to deep al
aonein one of the Clutch's big beds— and, weaving her hair into asingle loose braid, she considered
what her nose wastdling her.

Coffee, she decided. She went to investigate.

Va Conwas gitting crossegged before a portable camp-stove in the center of the wide hdlway,
watching the entrance to the bookroom. A pan on the left burner held meat and pancakes; on theright
steamed a ceramapot of dark, brown coffee.

"Good morning, chatrez."
"Morning," shereturned, staring at him from the doorway.

"You will join mefor breakfast, | hope?' He waved a hand at the places set, camp fashion, with plates,



cups, disposable ngpkins, and utendls.

"Isthet real coffee?’ she asked, coming closer.

"You tell me, my friend. The pack said something like 'Certified Brazilian,' | believe.”

She grinned and pushed acup at him. "Pour, dammit."

"Yes, Sergeant," he murmured, nodding at the pad heéld laid out for her to Sit on.

Shefolded her legs and sat, studying hisface. He turned, offering her thefull cup, and lifted an eyebrow.
"Have you a problem, Miri Robertson?'

She took the cup. Gods, but real coffee smelled so good!

"You look — different,” shetold him.

"Ah." His shoulders dipped in the gesture she never quite understood. "I am sorry.”

"l an't." She spped, closing her eyesto savor the taste and to buy herself time. Different, yes. Alive? His
eyeswerevividly green; hisface in generd wasless haggard, less— prisoned.

She opened her eyesto find him watching her and smiled. Yes. It was asif hisenergy filled him joyfully
now, rather than pushing him on past endurance.

"Wheréd you get the goodies?' she asked, indicating the mea cooking on the small stove. "1 thought we
decided there wasn't any coffee.”

"l was not — thinking properly,” he explained, "when we looked before. Edger is nothing if not thorough,
and s0 | looked for camp sets. HEd seen me use them when | stayed with the Clan." He grinned.

"Thereisapproximately an eight years supply of camp setsin the second storage compartment. Terran
Sets, S0 it seemed safe to assume there would be coffee.”

She stared at him. "Not thinking properly?1'd like to know why not! Y ou couldn't have had anything else
onyour mind."

He laughed as he turned the meat and the flapjacks. She took another sip of coffee. "Va Con?"
IIY$II
She frowned dightly, watching hisface. "How are you, my friend?"

"I an—well. Not very well. Nor even completely well. There was much — damage done, with little care
taken. It was not expected that | would live quite so long." He shook his head. "I will have to work hard,
to be certain that dl hedsrightly.”

She hesitated. "I — needed to make sure you were okay, so | — spied —on you. That dow stuff you were
doing —isthat to make surethat all —healsrightly?’

Henodded. "It iscalled L'apeleka —a Clutch thing. It is—" He paused, eyes half-closed, then laughed
softly, spreading his hands, pAms upward. "Thebest | cando in Terranisthat it isaway of —reaffirming
onesdlf. Of celebrating proper thought.”

"Oh." Sheblinked a him.



He laughed fully. "Forgive me, chatrez, but Terran will not bend sofar. I do know what L'apeleka isand
| am certain that | could explain it to you, but you must tell me which you desireto learn first —Low
Liaden or Clutch?'

She laughed, then sobered. "The Loop?"

"Exigs." Helooked at her closdly. "The Loops are tools, Miri. They do not demand a course of action,
only eucidateit."

Shedrank coffee. "But you ain't atool."
Hisface hardened momentarily. "1 think not." He turned his attention to the pan as she watched.

Funny, she thought, she felt warm, though she hadn't felt cold before. And she felt comforted. She
wondered if shed been sad without redizingit.

He divided the contents of the pan evenly between the two plates.
Hedid look well, she decided. Sure of himsdlf, not just sure of what he could do.

Offering her aplate, Va Con tipped an eyebrow at her cup. "More coffee, chatrez? It would be a shame
to waste what isin the pot.”

"Never happen.”" Laughing, she held it out for arefill. "Thanks, partner.”

"Soit runsthat way?' Helooked at her speculatively as he picked up hisown plate. "1 had thought the
question not properly asked." He paused, watching her as she began to edt.

"And the other?" he asked softly.
Shefrowned, puzzled. "What other?"

"Ah, that question was not asked so well," he murmured, seemingly to himsalf. Ficking up hisfork, he
began to eat.

Miri shook her head and returned to her breakfast, savoring tastes, smells, and silent comradeship.

Va Con ate hisown med with relish, hiseyes on her. She had rested, he saw; the lines of strain that had
been in her face since they'd met were gone, and she seemed easier within hersdlf, asif she, too, had
reaffirmed who she was. Her eyes, when they rested upon him, were unguarded. He hugged that smdll
warmth to him and dared to hope.

In ashort time, he set his plate aside and |eaned back to watch her where she sat, her back against the
wall and the cup cradled in her hands.

"Breskfagt wasfine" Shesmiled a him. "Thank you."

"Yourewelcome," hereplied. "Miri?'

"o

He shifted, and brought his gaze to meet hers. "Only if you wishit, Miri..."
She st the cup down, giving him her whole attention. " Okay."

"It would please me very much," he said, choosing each word with care, "to alow the—fact — of our



marriage to endure.”
She blinked. She blinked again and broke his gaze, looking down and groping for her cup.
Vd Con held his bresth.

"Y ou got afamily and stuff, doncha?' she asked, head bent. "They probably wouldn't be... overjoyed...
about you marrying somebody who — somebody like me. 'Specialy when you don't —" She swallowed,
hard. "Partners are lovers, sometimes.”

Sowly, helet hisbreath go. "Thereare," hetold her softly, "several answersto be made. Thefirg isthat
whom | wed is my choice, not the choice of the Clan." He paused, then dared to add, "1 wish usto be
wed."

Her shoulderstwitched, but she did not ook a him. After amoment, he continued. "It isunlikely thet |
will return to Liad, chatrez."

Her eyesflicked to his, warm with pity. "Y ou mind?'

"I mind," he admitted. "But | fed certain | would mind being dead much more." He smiled. "Understand
that it isno great bargain | offer you: A short, skinny man with only the money in his pouch and acertain
ability on the'chorato recommend him —"

"So much?' She grinned. "Short and skinny?"

"Thuswas| described to your friend Liz—"

She laughed, tossing off the rest of her coffee as he grinned. "Is Edger an honest man?'
"None more honest.”

"And our — marriage — stands up to laws and stuff?*

He consdered it. "I believe so. The post that Edger holds— T'carais—is somewhere between that of
father, captain, priest, and mayor. If we are wed by custom — partnered aswdll, if you like—and itis
certified and witnessed by the Clutch, there are few who would question it. The Clutch, like the mythical
elephant, never forgets. Nor doesit remember wrongly. If you will —if you truly desireit —thenitis
done."

Shetook abreath. "It'sred?' she asked quietly. "Not something you're doing 'cause it's— expedient?’

Helooked a her sharply, then smiled ruefully. "To the Clan of Middle River, the Spearmaker's Den, it is
fact. It issomething that | wish for completely: That you be my partner, that we be mated for life."

Miri picked up her cup and found it empty. "Isthere more coffee?”

"I can make moreif you wish."

"BUE?"

"But | would rather fill acup with wine that we share.”

Shedlid acrossthe rock floor until she was next to him. "Y ou have wine?"

"Itishere" hesaid. "Though | should tell you that it is Green Nogdin. A large bottle of it."



Her browsrose. "That's the aphrodisiac? The one banned on about three-quarters of the Terran
worlds?'

"Soitis"

She shook her head. "And | thought Edger was an innocent.” She paused. "Husband?”
Thank you, gods, he thought. "Y es, my wife?"

"Please open thewine."

He smiled and |leaned close. "In amoment —"

Miri was on her feet, gun in hand, with thefirst Sren shriek. Va Con was dready far down the hall,
strobe beams throwing his shadow crazily over the rock walls.

"The control room —quickly!"

They ran.

"What isit?' she demanded, braking to a hdt just inside the door.

"Distress beacon." He was at the board, hands busy, head tipped up at the tank. "But | don't see—ah.”

He upped the magnification and Miri saw it, too: adrifting bulk that could only be a ship. Keeping her
eyesonit, shedid her gun back into its holster and went dowly toward the board.

Va Con moved his hand and began spesaking in dow, distinct Trade. "Thisis Scout Commander Va
Con yosPhelium on Clutch vessd in tangentid orbit. We hear your distress signd and will attempt a
rescue. Reports required: damage and personnel.” He touched the pink disk, listening.

Miri came up behind him. "Y ou can't bring non-Clutch people onto this ship with its goofy drive! It
make 'em crazy!"

He shook his head, frowning at the tank. "Isn't that better than being dead?”

She put her hands on his shoulders, her eyes on the ship drifting in the tank. "How come | gotta answer
al the hard questions?'

Two things hit ship's comm as they dropped into normal space: the keening wail of adistress beacon and
aclear, measured voice announcing name, location, and intention to rescue. Tanser legpt out of hischair,
swearing at the pilot. "Get me some magnification! Wherere they coming from — there!™

A mid-sized asteroid floated to their starboard, oriented above them and the wreck. The pilot increased
mag, as ordered, then did a doubletake and ran the screen as high asit would go.

Without adoubt, asmaler rock had separated from the larger, faling asif thrown toward the wreck.
Tanser grinned. "Hide us,”" he snapped.

"Huh?'

"Hide us! Hurry up, asshole! Y ou know what's on that thing?"

The pilot was making rapid adjustments, nervoudy edging the ship into aflotillaof spacejunk. "No,
what?"



"Them kids Hostro wants."

"How you figure that?" the pilot muttered, sweat dripping likeicicles down hisface as he matched speed
with the junk and eased into the center of the drift.

"That'sa Clutch ship, right?" Tanser asked, purely to draw out the revelation of hisgenius.
"Yeah," thepilot alowed.

"Well, Scout Commander Va Con yosPhdium don't sound Clutch to me. Ten'll get you onethe only
people on that rockship out thereisonelittle girl and her boyfriend. Red nice folks, they are, coming
down to help out somebody in trouble.” He settled back into hischair, Sghing in salf-satisfaction.

"So what're we gonna do, Borg?' the pilot asked, since the question seemed to be expected.

"Wewait till they're on that wreck and then go get 'em.” Tanser Sghed again and permitted himself the
luxury of agrin. "Caught like rats, Tommy. Gonna be so easy, it'sdmost ashame.”

Jefferson sat by the bouncecomm, staring at it in frustration. It had stopped sending fifteen minutes
before, and acursory inspection of itsinnards had failed to provide him with a clue asto this mafunction.
He dammed the lid down and went to the loca unit to summon a commi-tech, on the bounce.

Hisfingers were shaking so badly, he had to punch the number twice.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Va Con matched speed end drift, fastened their pod to the entry port of the disabled vessel, and traded
ar.

The sensors, as near as Miri could tell, showed that the air in the other ship was good; no lesks were
detected. Terrific. They were going to have to go inside. Because there might be survivors, too hurt or
too scared to answer; or the board might be blown... Miri put ahand to her gun, making sure it was
looseinthe holgter.

Va Con locked the board and turned to grin at her. "Ready?
"Never readier,” shelied. Shedidn't likeit. Not at dl. It smelled. It reeked.

Hewent firg, rolling through the matched locks and into the unknown. There was aminute's sillence
before his voice drifted back to her. "All right, Miri."

She gulped air and rolled through, landing on her feet, gun out, in the hallway beyond. 1llumination was
provided by emergency dims, and gravity was ashade light. The only sound was the hum of the
life-support system.

Va Conwas moving slently down the hall. She saw with a certain amount of relief that his gun was out,
aswdll. Following him reluctantly, she considered whether it was worthwhile mentioning that there was
no one dive on thistub.

Robertson, she asked hersdlf, very earnestly, you psychic?
No, Sarge, shereplied.

Good, she gpproved. Now, get the lead out and cover your partner's buit.



Theinformation that a half-hour'sintensive research had provided on the Clutch was clarifying, but not
encouraging.

Hostro's lawyer, when gppedled to, gave him to understand that the word of a Clutch person in matters
of contract was considered wholly binding. In the nine hundred Standards that Terrans had been dealing
legally with the Clutch, the Clutch had never broken their word in any métter.

"I wouldn't worry about it, Jugtin," hislawyer told him comfortably. " The Clutch promises, the Clutch
ddivers. Never known to be an exception; no one'sever heard onelie...”

Justin Hostro thanked his man of business cordialy and cut the connection, turning his attention to the
filesthat the efficient Matthew had so rapidly obtained for him.

Therewas agreat ded of speculation regarding the exact socia structure of the Clutch —it was generaly
felt to be highly complex and extremely competitive. Justin Hostro scanned the data rapidly, searching for
he knew not what.

Fact: At onetimethe warlike Y xtrang had considered the Clutch fair game. There were many
documented attacks of Y xtrang upon Clutch vessdls aslate as eight hundred Standards before.

Then, the attacks ceased. It was observed to be the generd rule that, given a Clutch vessel and an
Y xtrang chancing across each other in normal space, no incident occurred. The Y xtrang passed on, as
did the Clutch.

Justin Hostro had an unessy fedling that he knew why thiswas so. And if the Yxtrang were afraid of the
Clutch...

He closed thefile and sat quite dtill, his hands folded precisdly before him, his eyesregarding the scene
just beyond the edge of his desk.

Hewas till lost in that regard when Matthew announced Edger and Watcher's return.

The only person |eft on the Terran ship wasin no condition to be rescued. In fact, Miri thought
dispassionately, about the only thing he was in condition for was colander duty. Whoever had shot him
had been insanely thorough abot it.

Va Con graightened from his examination of the body, shaking hishead. "Y xtrang," he said. Theword
told awedlth of stories, none of them happy.

"How do you know?"

Hewaved ahand. "They usetiny pdlets with fins on them to cut asthey enter; their guns are bored for
maximumsain..."

She sighed. "Think I'd learn not to ask you these questions.” She spun dowly, checking out the storage
hold in which they stood. "How'd they get in?!

"Matched speed and latched on." He shrugged. "It would be easy to force astorage hatch, since the
mechanism is built to withstand abuse—"

The ship shuddered with the impact of alocking magnet on the hull, and from the next hold came the
anguished groan of machinery being forced againg itswill.

"Oh, hell," Miri breathed.



Va Con was moving, swinging back toward the halway. "Go!" he snapped. "Get back to the pod!”
She gtared at him. Run? It was no good to run from Y xtrang.

He grabbed her arm, pivoted, and let her go with apush. "Go! Get the hell out of herel™

Sheran, sensing him, swift and silent, at her right shoulder, and was absurdly relieved.

Suddenly sheredlized that VA Con was no longer with her.

Miri braked, cursing, and flattened her back against the wall, trying to seein both directions at once. Two
feet downhall was a side corridor. She forced hersdlf to think back: When exactly had he vanished?

It was impossible to know: He had been there, and then he had not. But he'd been gone before sheld
passed that intersecting halway, or so she thought.

From the holding section came the voices of men and the sound of boots against meta floors. Miri bit her
lip. If she managed to top the best spurt of speed sheld ever had, she might reach the pod in timeto
figure out how to sedl the latch againgt them.

Va Con's back there, damn hiseyes! she cursed silently.

Miri unglued her back from the wall and moved cautiously down-corridor. Shewasfour or five feet
farther from the pod when the first shot wasfired. She froze, listening to the sounds of confusion and
voicesydling— Terrans! —and heard another sound that he could not have anticipated.

Severd pairs of footsteps were still bearing down on her position.
Miri spun and dove for the cross-corridor.
Justin Hostro rose and bowed to Edger, then indicated a seet.

The T'caraisinclined hishead in response and remained on hisfeet. "The decison | am hereforisa
smpleone," hetold the man. "I expect that you will be ableto tell me what you have chosenin very few
words. It is hardly worth the effort to Sit, in such acase.”

Hostro bent his own head and cleared histhroat. "It ismy decision, as an Elder of the Juntavas, to let
your kin go with their lives. A message to this effect has been relayed to those | sent to search.

| should, however, inform you that | am the most minor of Elders of my Clan and cannot, therefore,
speak for the more senior Elders. It wastheir word that set me and my —immediate family —to work on
the apprehension of these members of your Clan. The—eldest of our Eldersis most anxiousto obtain
certain information from Miri Robertson, and it is reasonable to expect that such inducementsto speech
as hewould employ would render her unlikely to livelong.

"Thus, you should understand that, though | have agreed to let your kin retain their knives, Miri
Robertson is till considered an outlaw by the eldest of our Elders. Thereisaprice upon her head —
small, should she diein the capturing; larger, should those who trap her be skilled enough to keep her
dive. Theman who isaso your kinisof noimportanceto the Eldest. But, if heis il with her when she
istaken hislifewill beforfeit.”

Edger took severd Standard minutesfor congderation.

"l understand,” he said finally. "It is enough for now that the immediate threat posed by you and your
closekinisremoved. Y ou will, of course, provide me with the name and planet of the eldest of your



Elders, so that we may discussthe matter fully, for dl the families of your Clan.”

Hostro licked hislips. Ruin. Ruin and most likely death. He looked at that future and considered the other
he had been offered; then he took a breath and performed what was perhaps the only act of heroism his
life had encompassed.

"Of course," hetold Edger. "I would be ddlighted to provide you with an introduction to the eldest of our
Elders"

They'd managed to cut Va Con off from the corridor. Four werein the ransacked far hold —three
Juntavas and himsdif.

One of the three became abit ambitiousin hisaim and acquired adug in the arm for his presumption, but
that sort of thing could not continue long. He had to get out. Soon. Sufficient time had elapsed for Miri to
have reached the pod and sealed it, though she could not pilot it —alapsein her education he intended to
rectify the moment current difficultieswere resolved.

He cracked his gun, sighed, and reassembled it. He had to move soon, even if nothing — Acrossthe
room, there was an empty click: The man stationed near the door was temporarily out of ammunition.

Va Con moved.

He put hislast two pdlletsinto the man who had aspired to marksmanship, and lodged histhrowing knife
in the throat of his companion, who was so foolish asto rise aove his cover to take aim. Reversing his
gun, he used it as aclub, smashing toward the shooting hand of the one survivor.

The man saw it coming and dodged — but lost hisgun asit did out of wet fingers. Va Con flipped the
spent gun to hisright hand and brought Edger's blade to hisleft; glittering and sharp and deadly, it flashed
in toward the other's belly.

The man jumped back, rolling, and came up with alength of meta pipein hishand.

Va Con did to theleft, but the Juntavawas quick and swept out with the pipe, keeping him from the
door.

Va Con doveforward, parrying with the gun — but the pipe shifted, snaking sideways and twisting, and
the gun spun out of nervelessfingers as he danced clear, hisface stinging where jagged meta had diced
it.

The Juntava sensed the advantage of hislonger reach and swung the pipe again. Reaction threw Va
Con'sleft hand up to ward off the blow, crystd bladein hisgrip.

And his opponent legpt back, swearing, his advantage negated: The knife had shorn away nearly athird
of hiswespon.

She could st down here and pick them off dl day long and far into the night.

Asatactician, Borg Tanser admired her for it. Asforce leader, he hated her for the three men dead at
the mouth of her snug little halway. There were other alternatives, of course. For example, they could
just leave and evacuate the air from the wreck.

He considered the various angles to that and decided againgt. The bounty was higher —alot higher —if
shewasddivered dive. If only he could come up with someway of luring her out of that damn
cul-de-sac!



Suddenly Tanser froze, head snapping back toward the holding bays. The gunfire had stopped. He crept
several feet down-corridor to be sure.

Silence. And no hall from the men held |&ft to take out the boyfriend.

Dropping back to the mouth of the corridor, he spoke into the ear of his Second and moved off with
rapid caution, gun at the readly.

The man screamed as the blade sheared through the muscle and tendons of his upper arm, but he
managed an awkward spin that sent him out of range and bought him time to take hiswegpon into his
other hand.

Va Con flipped hisblade, catching it by the point. It was not athrowing knife, but when one had no
choice...

The explosion and the pain were s multaneous — he was spun haf-around with the force of the blast. He
loosed the blade at the man who stood, gun in hand, in the doorway, before blackness claimed him. He
never felt the second blow as the pipe cracked across his skull.

Morgjant stood over the falen boyfriend, pipe till at the ready, hisarm bleeding badly. Tanser threw him
aclamp from the kit on his belt.

"WheresHarrisand Zd1?'

"Dead." Morgant rasped, seeming loath to relinquish his guard over the figure on the floor. "Wouldve
had me in another minute — sure glad you come adong." He bent over the body, peering, then straightened
and looked at Tanser.

"Boss, | think he'still bresthing. Y ou wannafinish im of f?*

Tanser's attention was on the knife buried to the hilt in the sted wall two inches from hishead. He levered
it free and whistled softly: the crystal was unmarred, the edge unbroken. He thrust it in his belt.

"Boss?' Morgant repeated "Naw." Tanser bolstered his gun and came forward. Leaning over, hegot a
grip on the back of the boyfriend's collar and heaved him up to hang like adrowned kitten, blood
dripping off the front of his shirt and pooling on the floor.

"Wrap yoursdf up," Tanser snapped at the staring Morgant, "and get agun. We're gonnatalk to the
Sergeant.”

They'd been hanging back for the last fifteen minutes— till there, but out of range. Every so often one of
them would lob ashot inside, just to seeif shewas awake, she guessed. She didn't bother returning the
favor.

Thelull inactivity had given Miri the opportunity to reload her gun, check remaining ammo, and think
deeply on the inadvisahility of disobeying asuperior officer, not to mention straying one step from her
partner's sde when it looked like they werein for ahot time.

None of these thoughts were particularly comforting, nor were they useful. She banished them and shifted
position; her attention was abruptly claimed by amovement at the mouth of the corridor.

Miri raised her gun, waiting for the man to get into range. But al he did was heave the bundle he carried
inhisarmsforward, so that it struck the floor and rolled, well insde her range.



She sat frozen, gun il steady on thefigure at the mouth, eyes on the man who lay too Hill, legsand arms
every which way, graceless.

No, she thought. Oh, no, Val Con, you can't be...
"Sergeant?’ boomed the Sitting duck at the top of the hall.
Shedid not raise her eyes. "What the hell do you want?' she asked, her voice flat with hatred.

"l just wanted to tell you, Sergeant, that he ain't dead yet. Well fix that, though, if | don't see your gun
and your belt tossed up here within thirty-five seconds.”

Shelicked her lips. "How do | know he ain't dead now? Take your word for it?"
"That's your gamble, Sergeant, not mine. Y ou got another fifteen seconds.”
Jamming the safety up, she snagpped to her feet and hurled the gun with al her strength.

It hit afoot short and skidded to a stop against Tanser's |eft boot. A moment later, belt and pouch
repested the maneuver.

Tanser laughed. "Temper, temper. Now, you just walk on out here like agood girl —rea dow. Dontt
want you to trip and get yoursdlf shot 'cause somebody thought you were tryin' something fancy. Welost
five men between you and the boyfriend, Sergeant. Proud of yourself?"

"Hey," Miri said, stepping carefully over Va Con's body. Blood was adarker stain on the dark shirt;
there was no way to know if he was breathing. "Everybody's got an off day now and then."

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Tanser himsdf formed part of the guard that took her across to the Juntavas ship. With his own hands he
shoved her into the holding cell and set the lock.

Miri made aquick circuit of the cell: metal platform welded to thewall, sanitary facilities stark in one
corner, apanel that looked like amenuboard. She approached this, asked it for water, and was
surprised when it provided apitcherful, chips of ice circling lazily within. She drank deeply.

Suddenly the door did open, admitting agaunt man with awrap of hedtape around hisright forearm,
dragging alimp, dark figure by itscollar.

The man hauled his burden insde, gpparently obliviousto thetrail of red initswake, and dumped it at
Miri'sfedt.

"Sorry, Sarge, but we only got this one cell, so you gotta share. Wouldn't fret too much though,” he
confided, " "cause like as not the boyfriend'll bleed to death pretty soon and you'll have the place to
yoursdf again.”

If he had hoped for a show of emation, he was disgppointed. Frowning, hiseyesfell on the till, dark
bundle and he drew back, aiming akick at undefended ribs.

Her foot intercepted his, boothed clipping ankle negtly and painfully. Morgant nearly fdl, then caught
himsalf and spun back to find her between him and the man on the floor, death in her eyes.

Snarling, heturned away to leave.



"Hey, hero."
"What?' He turned back, hackles rising at the look on her face.

She waved at the boyfriend. "What about a medkit? Happens| ain't in favor of my partner bleeding to
desth."

"Then grangle him," Morgant advised her. "Only one we gotta keep diveisyou. Why haul more weight
than we need?"

She shifted position and he jumped, scuttling through the door and damming the lock in place.

The tech cleared the mafunction indgde of five minutes and went away with her feein cash and afifteen
percent tip for ajob well done.

No sooner had she gone than the bouncecomm chattered and whirred and it up the green light that was
Tanser's crew acknowledging receipt of the message.

Jefferson sghed and turned away, intent on soothing his frazzled nerves with afew swallows of loca
brew —and spun back, nerves fraying even more.

The bounce-comm chattered and rattled merrily, purple eyelit: Stand By For Message Incoming. ..
"Borg?"

"Yah?" Tanser looked up from hismedl to find Tommy holding out a sheet of hardcopy.

"Message from Jeff," the pilot said. " Just comein. Thought it might be hot.”

Tanser put down hisfork and took the sheet. "Thanks."

A minute later, he swore loudly and pushed back from the table, leaving the dining hall a a determined
half-run.

It was dark and cold and it hurt to bresthe the air. It was bad air: he could fedl the pain of it diding in and
out of hislungslike knives. He should stop; it was wrong to breathe such air. Y et another wrong added
toalong lig of them...

Drifting there in the cold and dark, it seemed that he moved away from the necessity of air, for the pain
receded somewhat. Drifting till more, he perceived himsdf above atunnd of even greater darknessthan
that in which hetraveled. This new tunnd seemed to be lined with dark fur, promising warmth, and the
diamond tips of the fur glittered and beckoned like stars.

Y es, he thought. | should go there, where there is warmth and stars and good, sweet air to bregthe. ..
It seemed to him that he drifted nearer this place of warmth and stars, and he was content.

Suddenly aflare of living fire crossed the darkness and the moment was lost — he was drifting upward,
toward lightening blackness and the pain that cut at him like crystaline knives...

Miri had done what she could with water and amakeshift bandage torn from her shirt. The pellet had
entered and exited cleanly, barely nicking alung. With amedkit, he would have mended without trouble
inacouple of days. But with only water and cloth, he would die. There was no way to stop the dow,
stubborn flow of blood.



Wearily, she rubbed abloody hand across her cheek and used her damp scarf to dab at the gash across
hisface. Not a serious wound, though it would have scarred — she killed that thought instantly.

His brows twitched, and she froze as he passed atongue across dry lips. "Who?"
"Mini."
"Not dead?' Hislashesfluttered, asif he were struggling to lift their great weight.

"Not yet," shetold him, somehow keeping her voice light and easy. Gently, she brushed the hair from his
eyes. "You got alittle beat up, though. Just lie there and ret, accazi? Dont try to talk. Well talk later,
after youres."

He had won the battle with hislashes and was watching her face, hisgreen eyeslucid. "Poor liar, Miri."

She sighed and shook her head. "Think 1'd be better, wouldn't you? Guess| ain't practiced enough
latdy.”

Something flickered across hisface —asmile, perhaps; it was gone before she was certain. "Isthere any
water?'

She helped him drink from the second pitcher, the a ready-soaked bandage absorbing more than he
swallowed, and eased him back. He captured her hand and wove their fingers clumsly together, then
closed hiseyesand lay till, so she thought held passed out. "Where?'

Shesgghed. "Juntavas ship.”
"Forgiveme..."

"Only if you forgive me," she snapped. "I didn't go back to the pod. Useless damn thing to do. Can't pilot
it"

"I know." He paused, and she saw the ghost of the ghost of asmile. "Miscdculation...."

She was wondering how to answer thiswhen the lock jiggled. Rolling, she was on her feet between Va
Con and the door when it did open.

"How's the boyfriend, Sergeant?’ Borg Tanser stepped cautioudy into the room, medkit in one hand,
pellet guninthe other.

"What'sit to you?'

"Boss wants both of you aive," Tanser said. "New rules. Wasjust you. Seems Scout Commander Val
Con yosPhe- lium owns some stock now, too.” He threw the box in a sharp underhand, and she caught
it without aflinch.

"Well, whaddyawaiting for, Sergeant?' He waved the gun. "Patch him up!”

The pilot blinked at the screen, swore, and upped mag. The big asteroid —the Clutch vessel —was
behaving in amost peculiar manner, stuttering across the screen, phasing in, phasing out —in, out, in, out
—going somewhere...

Gone.

Tommy rubbed his eyes and hit the inship, demanding strong black coffee, on the bounce.



Then he looked back at the screen. Gone, dl right.
Sighing, he cleared the board and began to run check calibrations. It seemed like agood idea.

Jefferson gave a couple of minutes frowning thought to the newest message from the boss before keying
intherelay to Tanser, adding arider that he should hang where he was until things were settled. It didn't
seem like agood time to be out of touch with each other.

Shirtswere provided, as was apad and blanket for the bed, and the menuboard supplied Miri with ahot
med. Va Con had passed out sometime during her ministrations with the medkit and hadn't come round
yet. She carried her second mug of coffee over and sat on the edge of the bed, watching him breathe.

His chest rose and fell with the rhythm of deep; his bresthing was no longer labored or shallow. The
pulse that beat at the base of histhroat was alittle rickety, but hardly dangerous— nothing aday's rest
wouldn't cure.

It had taken her over an hour to stop the bleeding from the pellet wounds, with her sweating and
swearing, and Tanser holding the gun and snarling at her not to botch the job.

Sheld had ago at patching the gash on hisface. The pipe had just missed hiseye, dicing diagondly
across the high line of the right cheek. She'd done her best; the scar would be even, anyway, and it
would fade in time from angry red to pae gold.

Hislashesfluttered and his eyes were open, hiswide mouth curving in asoft smile. He moved his hand to
touch her knee.

"What areyou thinking?"

She blinked. "That | love you," she said and dropped her hand over his. " Stupid damn thing, but what're
you gonnado?'

"Accept it?" he guessed. Then he said more softly, "1 may now tell you the same—that | love you—and
you will beieve me?'

"Yeah," shesad, saring, "l guess s0." Shelaughed. " Saving me from my lust to keep mefor my love?
Melodrama, Star Captain!™

"Scout Commander is sufficient,” he murmured, shifting dightly. "How does one obtain dinner here?!

Shefinished her coffee and grinned at him. "One tellsthe nurse — that's me —that one is hungry. Then one
isserved something hedlthy. Like soup.”

He sighed, closng hiseyes. "In spite of this| fed | should inform you that | am very hungry.”
Miri stood up. "Okay, pal, but remember: Y ou asked for it!"

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Justin Hogtro laid aside the three-page printout that was Borg Tanser's report and sat, hishandsin a
pyramid before him, his eyes on the gash in hisdesk.

Both were dive; though the man had taken some damage, it appeared that he would mend. So the letter
of Edger's bargain was met. The problem now remained of how to exact punishment and yet makeit
appear that the hands of the Juntavas were clean. So might he yet come out of thiswith hislifeand his



businessintact.

Anideaforming in hismind, he found the description of the wrecked yacht and reread it carefully. Then
pushing back from his desk, he strolled to the comm unit by the far wall and punched in the code for
Edger'srooms.

The shellless one answered the call, bowed in recognition, and begged Hostro not to sever the
connection while he went to fetch the T'carais. He vanished without waiting for an answer, leaving a
garish abstract design onscreen for his caler's contemplation.

Hostro shuddered and turned his eyesto the Belansium planetscape above the comm. He was il
absorbed in its study when Edger's voice roused him.

"Justin Hostro? Y ou wished to spesk with me?”

He bowed. "Indeed, sr. | am cdling to inform you that your kin were overtaken by those of my family to
whom | assigned thistask. Happily, both are well, though presently not at liberty. | dso wished to inform
you of my intention to alow them to go free, returning their weapons and giving them aship in which to
continue their journey, since the ship they had been traveling in has, according to the pilot's report, gone
into drive spontaneoudy and vanished.”

Therewas along pause. "1 am pleased that you have given me these tidings, Justin Hostro,” Edger said
findly, "and would ask that you grant another request.”

Hostro bowed. "If it iswithin my power, Sir, certainly.”

"I long to hear the voices of my sister and my brother. | would ask that you arrange to have them speak
into arecording device before they are restored to liberty and that your kin bring this tape to me when
they return.”

Justin Hostro smiled. "Nothing could be easier, Sir. It shall be done exactly asyou have said.”
Va Con and Miri sat on the floor under the menuboard.

"What do you supposethey'rewaiting for?" he asked, carefully balancing his glass of milk ashe eased his
back againgt the wall. "Weve been hanging in normal space for days. If the two of usare so valuable, it
seems Borg Tanser should waste no time taking usto his boss.”

"| don't careif we never go anywhere," Miri told him. "Even if the view is monotonous. Better alittle
monotony than gettin' hauled up before the big boss. | don't think she likes me too much. Or he. And
Justin Hostro don't like either of us. And that's who Tanser worksfor." She sipped her coffee. "Maybe
well get time off for good behavior, huh?!

He raised an eyebrow. "I doubt that anyone who knows you would grant such athing.”
"You," she said with deep sadness, "are gonnabe an evil old man."
"| certainly hopeso..."

The door opened, and Borg Tanser strode into the room, gun ready, voicecorder over one shoulder. He
dumped the '‘corder beside Va Con, who looked up, one brow quirked.

"Y ou know aturtle named Edger?’ Tanser demanded. "Claimsto be related to you.”

IIYSIII



"Good, 'cause Hostro's got a deal with the turtle. Includes giving you your wegpons and | ettin’ you go.
Seeing as how the rock you were on is gone, were even gonna give you a ship. Sweet dedl, huh?”

When neither of them answered, Tanser shook his head. "Turtle don't trust Hostro. Wantsto hear your
voices. Wants to hear how nice we been to you and how you're not hurt and how we're gonnallet you
go, dl fair and square.” He pointed at the 'corder.

"So you're gonnatdl 'im that. Now. In Terran." He pointed hisgun a Miri's head. "'l said now,
Commander!"

Both brows lifted and Va Con set the glass aside, pulled the 'corder onto his lap, and touched the go
button.

"| greet you, brother, and thank you for the lives of mysdf and the youngest of your ssters. | amto say to
you these things, which aretrue: We are dive and have been well treated, having received food, aplace
to deep, and medical ad. | regret that the ship of the Clan has continued its voyage without us. It was
undamaged when it left us and should achieve its destination as planned, asit kept course without fail
during the seven seasons of itslabor.” He glanced up, encountered Tanser's glare, and bent again to the
device.

"l am aso to say that we will be returned our knives and given a ship in which to continue our travels.

My thanksto you, again, brother, for your care of two of your Clan who are foolish and hasty.” He
thumbed the off stud and looked at Tanser inquiringly.

"Y our turn, Sergeant. Sweetness and light, remember.”

Miri took the ‘corder and punched it on. "Hi, Edger," she began in a singsong monotone completely
unlike her usua manner of speaking. "Everything'sfine. Wish you were here. Loveto the family and see
you soon.” She banged the off switch and shoved the device a Tanser.

Hetook it by the strap, shaking his head in wonder. " Sergeant, it beats hell out of me how you ever lived
thislong." He waved the gun a them. "Okay, let'sgo."

"Go where?' Miri demanded.

"Didn't you just hear? We're givin' you a ship and turnin' you loose. Free citizens, see? The Juntavas
keepsitsword." He moved the gun again. "Moveit."

Miri stood in the control room of the wrecked yacht, weaving her belt around her waist and watching the
viewscreen. The Juntavas ship was just at the edge of her sght, dwindling rapidly until it disappeared
Sighing, sheturned from the screen to where Va Con waslying on his back, fidgeting under the piloting
board.

"They'regone,” shetold him.
Hedidn't answer, but continued hiswork. Miri sat on the floor to wait.
Presently, he emerged and sat up, the hair across his forehead damp with swest.

"Well," she asked, "what's the bad news? We st here for acouple daystill we get bashed by low-flying
junk? Or go on at sublight for Volmer?'

He gave her atired grin. "And arrive as skeletons? The bad news could be worse, in fact. | can do some



illega thingswith power shunts and cross-currents and get up enough power for one modest Jump.”
"One Jump?' Shelifted her eyebrows.
"One modest Jump. Wewon't raise Volmer."

"Well," she said, bumping her elbow on the knife in her belt and frowning. " One Jump's better'n no
Jumps. | guess. What do | do to help?

The hunting had been good since the taking of the Terran yacht, and Commander Khal iz was pleased.
Now it wastimeto collect the prizes, to return home, to report, and to receive the payment of bounties
and the accolades of success.

Commander Khaltiz issued his orders and the ship did away into the underside of space. Perhaps, he
thought, he would alow the new Adjutant the honor of bringing the Terran prize home.

Miri sighed and dragged a deeve across her forehead, surveying the pile of junk she had assembled in the
forward hold. Va Con was gill in the control room, rearranging the innards of the ship'sdrive. Miri'stask
wasto lighten the massthey had to move when the time came.

She sighed again as she remembered the location of another useless bit of mass and moved off in that
direction.

The dead man weighed alot, even in thelight gravity, and it took her longer than she liked to move him
up with the rest of the itemsto be spaced. Findly, shelet him dip gently to the floor and stood, breathing
hard, looking down a him, wondering who he might have been, and whether he had had afamily.

Family meant something to some people. LikeVa Con. And Edger. This man had been Terran, and
Terransdid not form into clans. Still, she thought suddenly, turning the new ideaaround in her head, there
might be somebody around who would want to know what had happened to him.

She bent and went through his pockets, removing papers, coins, aflat, flexible meta rectangle that
looked asif it belonged in acomputer, and afolder of holos featuring awoman and two little boys.
Bundling it al together she dumped it in her pouch, then went in search of other junk to space.

Va Conwasat the board, his hands moving in measured control asif he were playing the 'chora. Miri
did into the copilot's chair and watched the side of his face as heran through hisrituals and read the
responsesin the board's flickering lights.

After atime heleaned back and smiled at her.

"Everything that can be spaced is spaced,” shetold him, with amock sdute. "How'slifein the clean
world?'

Hewaved a hand at the board. "We have power. We have fuel. Where would you like to go?’

Shetipped her head. "What're we near? What's a 'modest’ Jump?* She shrugged her shoulders,
hdf-amiling. "Piloting for Dummies..."

Frowning, he suddenly leaned forward and felt around on the short shelf under the pilot's board; he did
out of hischair and peered insde, pushing hisarm way back.

"What?' she demanded.

"Coord book." He sat back on hishedls and looked at her. "Miri, when you were gathering things



together, did you come across a book, about so—" He shaped it in the air with quick golden fingers. " —
probably bound in legther, containing many thin, metallic pages? It would have been in thisroom."

She shook her head. "Would've showed you something like that firdt, in case it wasimportant.”

He snapped to hisfeet and made aquick circuit of die room, checking behind and under every instrument
pand and chair. Miri got up, pushed at the cushion in her chair looking for large lumps, but found none;
she gave the pilot's chair the same treatment, then shook her head. Nothing.

Sheturned to say so and froze. Va Con was standing in the center of the room, staring at the screen.
Therewas no particular expression on hisface.

"Coord book's pretty important?' she ventured, coming to his sde and laying a cautious hand on hisarm.

He moved his eyesto her face. "Without coordinates, there is no Jump. Coordinates define direction,
shape, location.”

She consdered dieimplications of hiswords. "Think Borg Tanser knows that?'
"Yes" hesadgrimly. "l do."
"Can't Jump without coords?' she persisted. "Take luck of the draw?’

He shook hishead. "I could invent some coordinates, just to initiate a Jump, but the chances are very,
very good that we'd leave drive to find ourselvesinsgde asun, or aplanet, or an asteroid belt, or another
ship, or —"

Shelaid her hand over hismouth. "Got it." She closed her eyesto think. Thin metalic pages? She had
seen something, just recently. Not a book, but something...

"Likethis?" She snapped open her pouch, pulled out the dead man's effects, and held out the metal
rectangle.

Va Con took it, his eyes questioning.
"Theguy inthe hold,” she explained. "I thought — maybe somebody might want to know what happened.”

"Ah." He nodded. "Wewill tell hisfamily, then." He turned his attention to the rectangle. "Why carry it
withhim?'

"Will it work?"' she demanded.

Hewas on hisway back to the board. "We will see what the computer thinks." Siding into the pilot's
chair, heinserted the page in adot near the top of the board, flipped two switches, and hit a button.

Lights began to flicker and displays glowed to life. Miri settled back in the copilot's chair to watch.

"Perhaps astudent?' Va Con murmured, more to himsalf than to her, his eyes on the readouts. "A
smuggler?' He shook his head asthe board flickered into stillness and the dot allowed the metal pageto
riseto convenient gripping height.

"Will it work?" she asked again, trying to keep the edge out of her voice.

He spun the chair to face her. "Thereis one sat of coordinates within our range," he said dowly. "This
particular page holdsfour. | am familiar with only one set —far out of range. It isfor orbit around a planet



caled Pdlaun, an inhabited world that has achieved the technical expertise necessary to establish
€lectronic communication, transworld.”

She blinked. " Spaceflight?!
"None."

"And the other coords? The onethat'sin our range?' She had afeding she knew what the answer was
going to be.

"They are not familiar tome," he said. "The only reason | recal the coords for Pelaun is because | was
First Scout in-system.”

"WEell, | don't know ashow | can think of anything much worse than being stuck for therest of my lifeon
some po-dunk world that thinks a planet-wide comm-net'sabig ded.”

Hesmiled dightly. "It'sabit less spectacular than acomm-net,” he said gently. "Voice transmisson only;
no image. And the reception ishorrible.”

Miri stared at him, but he seemed to be serious. She shifted her eyesto the screen —and sat frozen for a
long heartbeat while her mind scrambled to find words for what her eyes were seeing.

"Va Con?" her voice rasped out of her tight throat.
IIY$II

"Something worse," shetold him. "Theres Y xtrang, just umped in-system..."

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The Y xtrang pilot stared at the readout in disbelief, upped the magnification, and checked the readings
once more, cold dread in his heart.

"Commander. Pilot requests permission to speak.”
"Permission granted,” Khd iz said.

"The vessdl which we captured on our last pass through this system is moving under power, Commander.
The scans read the life forces of two cregtures.”

"Filot's report heard and acknowledged. Stand by for orders. Second!™
"Commeander.”

"It was reported to me that none were left aive aboard yon vessal, Second. Discover the man who lied
and bring himto me a once."

His Second sauted. "At once, Commander.” He turned and marched from the bridge.
Khaiz eyed the screen, perceived the ship-bounty dipping through hisfingers, and was displeased.
"Pursue”

Hal Con cursed very softly, then snapped back to the board, dapped the page into its dot, and
demanded coords, position, speed, condition of power in the cails.



They were moving a about one-quarter the speed they could muster, localy. The Y xtrang were pouring
on speed, moving to intercept.

"Could weleave now?"' asked asmal voiceto hisleft.

Heturned his head. Miri was sitting rigidly in the copilot's chair, her eyes frozen on the screen and the
growing shape of the Y xtrang vessdl. Her face wasthe color of milk; her freckles stood out vividly.

"We must wait until the power has reached sufficient level and the coordinates are locked into the board,”
he said, keeping hisvoice even. "Wewill leavein afew minutes.”

"They'll be herein afew minutes." She bit her lip, hard, and managed to drag her eyesfrom the screen to
hisface. "Va Con, I'm afraid of Yxtrang."

Hewas aware of the tightness of the musclesin hisown face, and did not try to give her asmile. "l am
aso afraid of Yxtrang," he said gently. His eyesflicked to the board, then to the screen. "Strap in.”

"What're you gonnado?' She was watching him closaly. Some of the color had returned to her face, but
shewas dll diff in every muscle.

"Thereisagame Terrans sometimes play,” he murmured, dividing his attention between board and
screen, hisfingers busy with hisown straps, "cdled ‘chicken'... Strap in, chatrez."

Moving like amanikin, she obeyed; she forced herself to lean back in the chair, her eyes on hisprofile.
Heflipped atoggle. "1 seeyou, Chrakec Y xtrang. Pass us by. We are unworthy to be your prey."

Therewas apause for transmission, then avoice, harsh as broken glass, replied in Trade. "Unworthy?
Thieves are dwaysworthy game! That ship isours, Liaden; we have won it once.”

"Forgive us, Ckrakec Y xtrang, we are here by no fault of our own. We are not worthy of you. Passby."
"Release my prize, Liaden, or | shdl wrest it from you, and you will die."

Miri licked her lips, steadfastly refusing to look at the screen. Va Con's face was smooth and calm, his
voice nearly gentle. "If | release your prize, | shall diein any case. Passby, Hunter. Thereisonly I, who
am recently wounded."

"My scans show two, Liaden.”

Miri closed her eyes. Va Con, measuring board against screen, eased the speed of the ship higher,
toward the halfway point. "Only awoman, Ckrakec Y xtrang. What proof isthat of your skill?*

There was apause, during which Va Con dipped the speed up another notch and pressed the sequence
that locked in the coords.

"Will it please you, when you are captured, Liaden, to watch mewhile | take my pleasure from your
woman? Afterward, | shdl blind you and give you asatoy to my crew.”

"Alas, Ckrakec Y xtrang, these thingswould but cause me pain." Coilsup! The Y xtrang were finaly near
enough, beginning the boarding maneuver, matching velocity, and direction...

"It would give you pain!" the Y xtrang cried. "All things give Liadens pain! They are a soft race, born to
be the prey of the sirong. In time, there will be no more Liadens. Thecitiesof Liad will house the children
of Yxtrang."



"What then will you hunt, O Hunter?' He flipped a series of toggles, leaned back in the pilot's chair, and
held ahand out to Miri.

Sowly the ship began to spin.

Therewasaroar of laughter from the Y xtrang, horrible to hear. "Very good, Liaden! Never shdl it be
said, after you are dead, that you were an unworthy rabbit. A good maneuver. But not good enough.”

In the screen, the Y xtrang ship began to spin aswell, matching velocity uncertainly.

Miri's hand was cold in his. He squeezed it, gave her aquick smile, and released her, returning to the
board.

He gave the ship more spin, and atouch more speed. The Y xtrang moved to match both. Va Con
added again to the spin, but |eft the speed steady.

"Enough, Liaden! What do you hope to win? The ship is ours, and we will act to keep it. Do you imagine
| will grow tired of the game and leave’? Do you not know that even now | might fire upon you and lay
you open to the cold of space?’

"Thereisno bounty on ruined ships, Ckrakec Y xtrang, nor any glory in reporting that a Liaden outwitted
you. But," he said, Sghing deeply, "perhaps you are young and this your first hunt —"

There was ascream of rage over the comm, and the Y xtrang ship edged closer. Va Con added more
Spin; ship'sgravity wasincreasing, and lifting his arm above the board the few inches required to
manipulate the keyswas an effort. Hislungs were laboring alittle for air. He glanced over a Miri. She

grinned raggedly.
"How much faster will you spin, Liaden? Until the gravity crushesyou?"

"If necessary. | am determined that you will collect no bounty on this ship, Chrakec Y xtrang. It has
become amatter of honor.” He increased the spin. He paused with his hand on the vel ocity lever.

"Speak not to me of honor, anima'! We have toyed long enough. We shall —"

Va Con shoved the velocity to the top, dammed on more spin, hesitated, counting, eyes on the board —
Jump!
CHAPTER TWENTY-SI X

The blast hit like atsunami, rocking the Y xtrang ship. Overloaded equipment sparked and smoked; crew
members not firmly tied down joined other loose debris thrown againgt walls, floor, and celling.

The spin made it hard to stand, to move, to understand what had happened. For the moment, chaos held
the shipinitsgrip and squeezed lungstight, nervestighter.

"Report! Report now!"
Reports began to trickle in. The pilot was dazed beyond sense, his Adjutant thrown against thewall....

The crew dowly pulled themselves together. Kha Uiz took over the pilot's chair, read the impossible
readings, and used emergency rocketsto dow the spin. The Adjutant came to and began hiswork; he
found whole compartments which refused to answer in the near darkness of the emergency lighting.



It became obvious that there was no such thing as a system: Individua processors ill carried out their
work, but the command computers were out, as were the backups.

Gravity came back to near norma as Khal Uiz gained more and more control of hisvessdl. A technician
managed to get one screen working, though Kha iz was forced to rotate the ship to achieve afull

360-degree view capability.
"Commander, what happened?’ ventured the Adjutant.
"Work! We spesk of thislater.”

They hit normd space spinning. Hands flickered over an darm-lit board, easing acceleration, killing spin,
dowing al systems back to normd.

Va Con, shivering with reaction, drooped in the pilot's seat and turned his head, mouth curving in asmile.
Then he gave adart.

Miri hung limp in the copilot's chair, held erect by the webbing, head lolling, face too white.

Hisfingers fumbled with the stirgps and he was out of the chair, knegling before her to seek thefragile
pulsein thethroat. "Miri?" he whispered.

Her pulse was strong, her breathing deep. He closed hiseyesin rdief, then snapped to hisfeet and
gathered her in hisarms. He curled her on hislap, her head resting on his shoulder, and sat listening to her
breathe and watching the unfamiliar pattern of light that was the system they were bound for.

After atime she dtirred, muttering something unintelligible, and raised her head to Sareinto hisface, her
eyesdightly narrowed, asif shewerelooking into too bright alight.

"What'd you do?'
Helifted abrow. "When?"

Sheraised ahand to gesture vaguely, then adlowed it to find aresting place on his chest. "With Y xtrang.
Why'd they have to be so close? And the gravity —" She shuddered and his arms tightened momentarily.

"I am sorry," he said, "about the gravity. For therest —" He grinned. "Allow meto give you your first
lesson in piloting, which isthis: Never, under any circumstances at dl, take aship into drive when thereis
another ship or mass closer than one thousandth of alight-second in any direction. It isavery dangerous
thing to do. On the occasions when it has been done, one of two things occurred.

Sometimes both objects go into hyperspace where it was planned only one would go. Neither comes
Out.

"The second possibility isthat —if you arelucky, or foolhardy, or afraid —you will do everything perfectly
for your ship and make the Jump without mishap." He Sghed. "But the ship that remains behind isthen
immediately caught in ahysteresis energy effect proportiond to the velocity and spin of the vessel that

Jumped.."

Miri stared a him. "Poor Y xtrang,” she said, her tone belying her words. "And we're okay? On course?
Whatever that means.”

He nodded. "The ship isintact and we are proceeding at moderate velocity toward an unfamiliar
planetary system. We should reach scanning rangein—" He glanced at the board. " — seven hours.”



Shesighed. "Timefor agood, long deep. Or something.”
"Or something,” he agreed, lifting ahand to trace the line of her cheek with alight fingertip.

She grinned, then her smile faded and she pulled away from his caress, using the hand that rested on his
chest to emphasize her words.

"l want you to understand one thing, okay? No distress beacons. It goes off five feet from us, weaint
moving from this ship, accazi?'

"Yes, Miri," he murmured penitently, unable to control the twitch at the side of his mouth.
"Ah, you—" Sheleaned forward to kisshim.

Thethird planet had possibilities, he thought some whilelater. Too far out for decent scanning yet —not
that this brute had anything like the instrumentation a Scout ship carried — but it definitely seemed the
most likely of thefive.

"They'redl| dead, ain't they?' said avoice a hisebow. "No gations, no traffic, no orbitds..." Staring at
the screen, her face blegk, the glow of lovemaking gone out of her, she was shaking her head a the five
little planets and their lovely ydlow sun. "We're stuck in the back end of nowhere and we ain't never
gettin' out." Her mouth twisted and she turned to look at him. "Y ou think theré's any people?

He suddenly recalled the training she had not had. "Many people. At least on the third planet. See that
dlvery shimmer over the land massthat |ooks like awine bottle?

Shequinted. "Yeah... What isit?’

"Smog." He smiled and took her handsin his. "Miri, listen: Where there is smog, there'stechnology.
Where there's technology, there exists the meansto build atransmitter. Where theres asignal, sooner or
later, isarescue” Helifted an eyebrow, winning aglimmer of her smile.

"Y ou don't think Edger will let us stay missing, do you?" he asked. "He's bound to be dong, in adecade
or two..."

EPILOGUE
The Adjutant sat with the Engineer and the Commander, apart from the crew.
"Report,” Khal Uiz ordered.

The Engineer reported that things were not well. The Adjutant reported that a number of men were dead,
moreinjured: the ship would be hard put to resist a determined boarding party. The Engineer, quaking,
reported that it might not be possible to have full power drive for home.

Khdliiz thought.

"It is gpparent,” he said, "that the vessel we approached had been badly damaged in the previous battle.
It exploded, giving up what energy wasleft initsdrive cdls”

He pointed at the Engineer. "Y ou will make the reports read so, as you valuethe air you breathe! Who
sworethe ship empty, Adjutant?’

"Sir, it was my Second, Thrik."



"Y ou will shoot him, personaly. Y ou will then record your demotion to Assistant Cook. Thiswill be your
life-grade. Y ou failed in your choice of assgants.”

"Yes, gr. Thank you, gr," the Assstant Cook said.
"Get out!"

Khal Uiz played idly with the cover of the destruct switch, though he had made his decison when he
ordered the man shot. If he had meant to destroy the ship, he would have ordered the Second Adjutant
to push the button. But he played with the cover, anyway, wondering if he'd been tricked —wondering if
thelittle Liaden had blown himsalf up on purpose. Or if it had been an accident.

A distant boom claimed his attention, the echo ringing as an explosive gunblast will insde aship.

It had been an accident, the Commander decided. For centuries, Liadens had lacked the courage to
emulate the Y xtrang — lacked the honor to be truly worthy opponents. That could not change.

An accident.
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