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W ndows O The Soul
Paul Chafe

For Christian, with | ove

Transport tunnel nineteen is one of thirty-two that
run the fifty-kilometer length of Tiamat's axis to
link the docking hubs. Normally it's full of
twenty-nmeter cargo containers, gliding in virtua

wei ghtl essness. Last night a roller jamed in section
A near the down-axis hub. The Port Authority shut the
tunnel down and sent in a tech. The problemwas a
body. That's when | got involved. Pathology said it
had been there nine days and the Scene Team had al

t he evidence. There was no reason to go down there
nmysel f, but | did. You can't get a handle on a crine
if you don't get on the scene. | wished | hadn't.

The body was ML8JSK98- M randa Hol t zman, ni net een
standard years ol d, engineering student at the
Centaurus Center for Advanced Studies. Her dossier
hol o showed sparkling blue eyes and brown-gold hair.
She was a Winderl ander, just arrived in the Swarm on
a work-study deal with a spun nmetal fabricator called
Trist Materials. Good | ooking, smart and | ast seen
alive at a bounce-bar called the Inferno. She'd
arrived with friends and left with a stranger. The

wi t nesses agreed on dark hair and a Winder | ander
build but little else. A novenent trace came up

bl ank. After she left the Inferno, she hadn't thunbed
a single scanner-and on Ti amat that takes sone
effort. That was nine days ago. Pathology had it

ri ght on the noney.

W identified her through her on-file gene scans so
her next of kin didn't have to. That was a good
thing. She'd been badly mauled in jamri ng the track
rollers, but that wasn't the worst of it. She was

sl ashed open fromthroat to groin and eviscerated,

her skin was flayed off and her |inbs were m ssing.
Her enpty eye sockets stared at nothing. The coroner
listed cause of death as "unknown." There wasn't
enough left to tell.

Now you know why | wished | hadn't | ooked.



* k* %

| tubed over to Trist Materials. They were cl osing
down early, hanpered by a swarm of Gol dskin

i nvestigators. | grabbed the top cop. "Captain

Al son, ARM"

"How can | hel p you?" He | ooked harri ed.

"I"'mlooking for the primary witnesses."

He pointed out the couple to me. They were sitting on
a couch in the reception area hol ding each ot her
Tanya's face was drawn and pal e, she'd been crying
recently. Jayce | ooked sonbre.

"You got somewhere | can hold an interview?"

"We have their statenents.”

"That's not what | asked." He | ooked sour. ARM

out ranks the Gol dskins, but they don't like it. He
beckoned over a uniformto set me up with some cubic.
| called up their dossiers on ny beltconp. It hel ps
to know who you're tal king to.

PCLOC3MN4- Kof f man, Tanya C., 24. Born Tiamat Station
Graduate Serpent Swarm Technical Institute. Physical
engi neer for Trist. Unmarried. Holder of a
non-current belt navigation certificate rated for

pol ari zers and fusion. No outstanding warrants, no
crimnal record

B&09003- Vorden, Jayce |I. F., 23. Born Ti anat

Station. Also an SSTlI graduate and Trist's Conpsys
specialist. Unmarried. No warrants but he had a
record, two hits, public mschief. |I tabbed the entry
for the details. University pranks. He'd hacked in to
t he scoreboard during a chanpi onship skyball game and
di splayed insults for the rival team Acquitted with
a warning. Another tine he'd gained access to the
transit system and given hinmself priority routing and
children's fare. Charged doubl e back paynents on his
fares and five hundred hours community service. That
was three years ago-he'd been clean ever since.

On a hunch, | punched up nmy desk fromthe beltconp
and did quick nmovenent trace. Multiple hits-the
pattern was clear. Jayce and Tanya traveled as a

couple, starting three nonths ago. | scanned forward
and found trouble in paradi se-ten days with no
visits. | called up the commlogs for the period. A

fewcalls, all very short, then a | ong one. Right



after that, the visits started again. They'd fought
and made up. The fight started a week after M randa
arrived and she'd gone m ssing the day they got

toget her again. | called up her conmlogs and found
long calls to both of them starting her first day on
station.

The facts suggested a scenario. Jayce and Tanya have
a good thing going, then pretty Mranda shows up and
gets in the mddle. A week |ater they sort out the
triangle and go out for a no-hard-feelings party,

whi ch goes bad. Someone kills Mranda and the other
gets involved. They make up the dark Wnderl ander as
cover. It wasn't a perfect theory, but it was a start.
| stuck ny head out the door and called Jayce over.
He was tall and slender with dark hair and eyes and a
Fl atl ander's bl ended facial features. | tapped record
on ny beltconp and began.

"What can you tell me about the night Mranda

di sappear ed?"

He shrugged. "There just isn't that nuch to tell. W
went to the Inferno after work |Iike we always did.
She was dancing with this Winderl ander. After a while
they left together."

"By 'we' you nean Mranda and you?"

"Mranda, Tay and |I." He was perfectly confortable
with his answer.

"You and M ss Koffnman have been seeing each other for
sone tine, is that correct?"

"Yes."

"l understand you and she had a serious argunent a
coupl e of weeks ago." | stated it as a fact.

He was taken aback. "Wat do you nean?

| kept pushing. "I nean that Mranda Holtzman
precipitated a rift in your relationship. That gives
you a notive for nurder."

The shock he di spl ayed was genuine. | just didn't
know if it was due to hidden guilt or injured

i nnocence.

"What was your relationship with her?"

"She was our friend, that's all."

"You didn't have an affair with Mranda whi ch brought
on a fight with Tay?"

"“No. "



"Why did you go to the Inferno that night?"

"We just did. It wasn't unusual, we went fairly
often.”

"The three of you."

"Yes."

"Did anyone el se go with you?"

"There's a bunch of us who sonetinmes go out, friends
of ours, but they didn't conme that night."

"Why not ?"

"I don't know, just busy | guess." He | ooked stricken
as he said it. He felt he was digging hinself in
deeper with every word.

"So there's no one who can corroborate your story
that she left before you."

"Tanya can."

| waved a hand di sm ssively. "Anyone el se?"

"Maybe the bartender."

"But you don't know for sure."

He put his head in his hands. "No."

I changed tack. "Wat about this nan she left with?"
He seized the question Iike a drowning nan grabbing a
straw. If | was asking it, | mnust believe his story.
"He was a Winderl ander, thick dark hair. He had a

gl owf | ow bodysuit, set to rai nbow snears."

"Had you seen hi m before?"

"Not that | recall."

"Do you think he knew Mranda or that she knew hi n?"
He was angui shed. "I don't know, | wish | did. W
just didn't know what was happening." Then, alnobst to
hi nsel f, he repeated, "W just didn't know "

He was devastated by the sudden | oss. Perhaps he
hadn't known Mranda that well but he'd been with her
the night she was killed. It wasn't his fault but he
felt responsible anyway. Survivor's guilt-or sinple
guilt. Either way, | wasn't going to | earn anything
nore. The CGol dskins would go over his statenment and
cross-check for inconsistencies. | just wanted a read
on the first-pass prime suspects.

"You can go now, M. Vorden."

"What ?" He'd sunken into a reverie while | pondered.
"You' re done. Thank you for your help."

"Ch." He seened benused for a couple of seconds, then
gat hered hinsel f. "Good |uck, Captain.”



"Thanks," | said, and | neant it. | hoped he did too.
After he left, | punched ny beltconp's audio | og
through to nmy desk. |I've got a programthat anal yzes
voi ce nmicrotrenors-sonetines it even works. My system
told me that Jayce was telling the truth-nostly. He
was hi di ng somet hing about his relationship with

M randa. That concurred with my theory. There had
been infidelity, a fight, a murder. | just needed the
l'ink.

| had Tanya sent in. She was petite for a Belter-ny
hei ght. Her eyes were red and she dabbed at themw th
a handkerchief. In other circunstances she would be
pretty.

"Cone in, Mss Koffman. Please sit down," | said in
nmy best good-cop nanner.

She sat, giving me a forced, trenbling smle. She was
barely hol ding herself together. If | pushed her
she'd go over the edge. At tinmes like this it's a
judgenent call. Sometinmes a little nudge brings an
easy confession, sometinmes it catal yzes uncrackabl e
resol ve.

And sonetinmes you're just adding pressure to a

byst ander al ready under enotional overload. Mintien
le droit, the ARM nmotto cuts both ways. Tanya was a

prime suspect. | would step softly, but I would find
out what | needed to know.

"Look, | know you're upset. | just have a coupl e of
guestions for you, and then you can go." | said it

gently, coaxing. She nodded in response.

"Were you jealous of Mranda and Jayce?"

She didn't answer; she just shook her head, biting
her Iip.

"But they did . . . did sleep together?" | coul dn't
think of a nore delicate way to put it."

She nodded. Paydirt.

"That didn't nake you jeal ous?"

She shook her head. "W& had a . . . you know .
all three of us . " She coll apsed into tears.
| hadn't been expecting that. | sat back

i mplications running through ny brain while Tanya
wept. No use questioning her further now, my theory
was shot. | needed to reassess.

| sent her out and pulled up the transit |ogs again



and cross-matched all three of themfor Mranda's
tube station. They'd both been spending nights in her
apt. Far from causing a breakup, she'd been the

hi ngepoi nt of a nenage. Tanya and Jayce's transit
pattern changed because they'd been spending their
tine at Mranda's. That didn't clear thembut it
reopened the question of motive. Mranda's file

yi el ded another link. This was her second tinme on
Tiamat. At sixteen she'd been on a six-nmonth schoo
exchange with FRCK1798- Kof f man, Bris, Tanya's younger
sister. That explai ned why Tanya was nore upset than
Jayce and where the spark for the expansion of their
rel ati onship had cone from And it told ne what Jayce
had been covering up about his relationship with
Mranda. At |east part of what he'd been covering up
The information al so of fered sone good notive
possibilities-jeal ousy now for Jayce instead of Tanya
or an old grudge rekindled for her. Even so, ny
instincts were telling nme that they weren't the
culprits. | needed anot her angl e.

After a while | got up and grabbed the tube back to
my office. On the way, | thought about dossiers.

* * %

C137PUDV- Al | son, Joel K., ARM Captain. 33 standard
years old. Born: Constantinople, Earth. Current
assignment: Chief of Investigation-Tiamat Station

Al pha Centauri. Fingerprints, retina prints, gene
scan. A holo of a man with a Fl atl ander face, Arab,
African, Slav, Balt and Mongol -boringly nondescri pt
on Earth, noticeably different on Winderl and. Date of
birth, date of marriage, date of divorce. Mdica

hi story, educational records, details of pronotion
Case reports from Bangkok, New Del hi and Berlin.
Commendati ons for service and comendati ons for
bravery. Date of transfer outsystem

A good record, | was proud of it. Wat's the measure
of a man? Nowadays it's his data file. Dossiers are
the tools of nmy trade. They give nme a skeleton-ny job
is putting flesh on the bones.

The best cops are just one step this side of the
law-that's how you get into a crinmnal's mnd. | was
one of the best. In deep-cover work, the line gets
blurry. You nmake so many sacrifices you start to fee



entitled to fringe benefits your cover requires you
to take anyway. The Brandyw ne case cost nme ny
marriage. When it blew up, ny position was-confused.
The Conduct Review Board said, "Captain Allson's
actions were directly related to his assignhnent and
he did not act with crimnal intent." They rust have
known nore than | did. Prakit believed them because
he believed in nme but when the slot on Winderl and
cane up, he offered it, firmy. After Brandywine |'d
never be safe undercover again, not on the

Organi zation cases |1'd made into ny life. He never
mentioned Holly, but it wasn't my cover that worried
him | took the assignnent. Wat else was | going to
do?

Winder | and-t he nane says it all. The col onists found
a virgin paradi se of nountains and forests, clear air
and | ow gravity. They turned it into the jewel of
Known Space, but the world they'd built was gone now.
First the kzinti had invaded taking the | and and
turning the citizens into slaves-or dinner. Sone
fought, some fled, sonme tried to save what they
could. Mst just survived and carried on in a grinmer
wor | d.

Forty years later, Earth attacked with |ightspeed

m ssiles, twelve thousand gi gatonne inpacts that
punched to the planet's core and blotted the suns
fromthe sky. The UN wrecked the kzinti industria
base and nmuch of Winderland in the process. The
survivors cheered anyway, and dreaned of |iberation
And it came, faster than anyone could inmagine, in an
Earth armada with W Made It hyperdrives. The
Provi si onal CGovernnent was formed and the
Winder | anders began to heal the scars of conquest.
The rebel s came out of the mountains and the pirates
cane in fromthe Swarm The few kzinti left insystem
adapt ed, disappeared into the forest, or died.

But liberation didn't end the war. Al pha Centauri
becane the UN advance base. The Provo CGovernnent was
controll ed by UN advisors and the Serpent Swarm nade
a UNterritory outright. The econony went to full war
production. The liberators quartered thousands of
troops in Munchen in case the kzinti cane back-and in
case the Winder| anders objected to the UN plan. Mybe



t he breakdown was inevitable. The kzinti were no
harsher than the Provos and a lot |ess corrupt. A
political party called the Isolationists emerged with
a sinple solution-Wnderland for Winderl anders. The
kzinti were gone, the Flatlanders could go too. By
the tine | arrived in Minchen, they were no | onger a
political party, they were a terrorist group. The
Provi sional Governnent's anti-col | aborator campaign
had becone a randomw tch hunt. The whole
infrastructure was falling apart-transportation,

medi cal support, civil services, even basic

mai nt enance stripped to feed the UN war machi ne. The
bl ack market thrived on everything from pl easure
drugs to biochips and a dozen crinme webs warred over
the spoils. Wole outland regions rejected the Provos
and UN troops were used to inpose control

| should have thrived in that environment-it was ny
ki nd of work, but the rot had spread to the ARM
Certain individuals, certain groups had immunity.

I nvestigations that got too close were closed down.
Critical evidence sinply disappeared. | fought a
losing battle to clean up the agency and nade a | ot
of hi gh-powered enem es. Wen they di scovered they
couldn't shut me up, they kicked nme upstairs, big
time. | wound up with the top job on Tiamat, half a
billion kilometers skyward

It was better on station. There was smuggling, theft,
even mnurder-but no bonbi ngs, no assassinations, no
gang wars. More inportantly, the taint of corruption
was gone. | needed that change nost of all. It didn't
tempt ne, but it disturbed too many sl eeping ghosts
for confort.

The tube stopped and | clinbed out and hurried back
to ny office. | wanted to catch up to

Hunt er - of - Qutl aws. One of the few w se decisions the
UN made was to let the kzinti left in-systemrun
their internal affairs as long as they toed the UN

[ ine when dealing with humans. Tiamat has a | ot of
kzinti, nost in the Tigertown high-G section. They
were surprisingly good citizens, considering, but
keepi ng rel ati ons snoboth was a bal anci ng act. Hunter
was my high-wre partner.

He was on his way out when | got back. | grabbed him



bef ore he could | eave and outlined ny findings.

"What do you think?" |I asked when | was done.

"Hrrr . . . If Koffman and Vorden are to be believed
the prime suspect nmust be the human she left with, on
evi dence of contacts. Since she left no transit |og,
it is probable she travel ed on her conpanion's ident
to the transport tunnel where she was killed. However
. ." he trailed off.

"Go on," | pronpted.

He continued reluctantly. "The body was found near
the kzinti sector. The corpse | ooks |ike a butchered
prey animal. On the basis of these facts | would
suspect a kzin."

| nearly | aughed but he was dead serious. "You don't
think a human woul d do that ?"

"l have seen humans kill each other but | have never
seen themstrip a carcass so. It is the act of a
carnivore."

"Never underestimate humanity, ny friend." | grinned,
but didn't let my teeth show.
He ignored the barb. "If it is possible, then we nust

consider it. It is conceivable the culprit was
cutting the body up into manageabl e pi eces and was

di sturbed before the task coul d be conpl eted. Perhaps
M randa Hol t zman hel d dangerous informati on and was
killed to preserve its secrecy.”

"I hadn't considered that, but you're right." |

didn't go on.

Hunt er consi dered, pupils narrow ng. "Your manner
tells nme you have another thought." He knew humans
wel I .

"Perhaps she was killed by a schitz.'
idea, but it fit.

The kzin | ooked baffl ed. Maybe he didn't know hunans
so well after all. "Wat is a schitz?"

"lIt's a blanket termfor sonmeone who isn't wred
properly. They respond to hallucinations, becone

par anoi d or megal omani acal . Specifics vary but they
can be hom cidal."

He knew what hal |l uci nations were but-"Wat is

par anoi d and negal omani acal ?" He pronounced t he words
awkwar dl y.

"Paranoia is when you feel that the entire world is

It was a wld



pl otting agai nst you. Megal omania i s when you have
del usi ons of grandeur." Hi s expression continued

qui zzical. "As if a telepath was convi nced he was
destined to be Patriarch."
"A kzin so defective would not survive. | have never

heard of these conditions."

"It's rare, the genes are being weeded out. There are
drugs to control it too-but-med support is hard to
get nowadays. On Winderl and people are dying for lack
of it. It isn't so bad up here . . ." | trailed off,
thinking. Getting treatnent was easy in the Swarm

but what if someone didn't want treatnment?

"Why do you suspect a schitz if they are rare?
Probability woul d suggest another scenario."

"Yah, it would. But Mranda was a pretty young wonan
| ast seen with an unknown nale. Schitz crines

soneti nes invol ve viol ent sexual notives."

He gave ne another quizzical |ook. "Violent sex is a
contradiction in terms. How can genes for this
behavi or propagat e?"

"Schitzies aren't rational, | don't know how t hey
think. Danmit, |'ve only even heard of one schitz;
this is just what | learned in training." | thought

about the case | knew. An autodoc misread a nmed card
and a quiet scul ptor nurdered his roommates in a
blind rage. The error wasn't his fault but

Hunter interrupted ny reverie. "W have a wealth of
possibilities-a kzin with a |ost tenper, a human wth
a definite notive and a connection to the victim a
schitz engaged in random nurder. W |ack information
| suggest we gain sone."

| smiled. "Let's do that." Hunter could be relied on
to cut to the heart of the matter. He gave me the
kzin gesture that meant concurrence-between-equal s
and left. | watched himgo and pondered. There was
anot her possibility.

Hunter's dossier told me he'd once been

Kur z- Commander, in control of the kzin base on
Tiamat. During the occupation he'd gained a
reputation as a hard but fair governor and a

ruthl ess, efficient rebel hunter. He'd earned respect
and even affection fromhis human charges but he was
their prine target on the day Tiamat revolted. He



survived because he was off station, organizing a
ragtag group of tugs and nmining ships into a

| ast-ditch defense against the Terran fleet. He
survived the battle and the | abour canps and
eventual |y wound up back on Tiamat-this tinme to

mai ntai n order anong the stranded kzin. He was the

| ogi cal choice, he knew nore about the asteroid's
wor ki ngs t han anyone of either species. | relied
heavily on his experience and judgment.

That gave hima |l ot of power, and nade ne vul nerabl e.
| called in Tamara Johansen, head of Crim nal
Investigation with Tiamat's Gol dskin police. She'd
served on Tiamat since before the |iberation and
woul d have had my job if the UN hadn't dunped nme on
top of her. It was a credit to her professionalism
that she didn't |et her resentnent show nuch. Wen
she arrived | filled her in.

"Where do | fit?" she asked.

"There's a fourth scenario. Maybe Mranda was killed
by a kzin with some connection to her. Wat if she
knew somret hi ng she wasn't supposed to?"

"What are you getting at?" She was intrigued.

"Look, we've got fifty thousand kzinti on-station
They're the ones smart enough to adapt to human rul e.
They know they have to work with us. That doesn't
nmean they' ve changed al | egi ance. Hunter-of - Qutl aws
doesn't m nd suggesting that a kzin mght have killed
Mranda in a rage. What if a kzin killed Mranda
because she knew t oo nuch about kzin underground
activity?"

She didn't | ook inpressed by ny suspicions. "W know

they run an intelligence net, but it isn't much. 1'd
be surprised if they've got a secret worth the
trouble a murder investigation will bring. They can't

even get information back to Kzin."

"What's your theory then?"

She held up an imagi nary magnifying glass. "It is a
cardinal error to speculate in advance of the facts."
She gave nme an exaggerated scow .

I laughed and the ice broke a little. "Specul ate
anyway, Holmes, | won't hold you to it."

She became serious again. "l'd suspect a Kdaptist."
"What's a Kdaptist?"



"They're a kzin cult. They've only surfaced once in
the swarm but the case was a lot |ike this one.
Right after the liberation, a fighter jock naned
Det oi ne di sappeared. He was a real war hero, very
famous. Had every decoration you could get, nost of
themtw ce. There was a huge search."

"So what happened?"

"W got nothing. Then three years later a kzin got
caught with a human skin-the DNA was Detoine's. Turns
out the kzin was a high priest in this breakaway
cult. They believed their god abandoned them and t hey
used Detoine's skin in their rituals to try and get
hi m back. "

"And the rest of Detoine?"

"They ate him To absorb his heroic warrior spirit."
| shuddered involuntarily. "That's a cl ose enough
pattern to be worth investigating. That's your angle.
Keep me posted.”

She gave me a thunbs-up and turned to go. | stopped
her before she got to the door.

"Why do you think Hunter is covering this up?"

She shrugged. "We don't know that he is. He was stil
in a security canp down on Winderl and when all that
happened, he probably doesn't even know about it.
Remenmber, Hunter-of-Qutlaws is a kzin. H's persona
honour is the core of his identity."

"Meani ng?"
"CGetting involved in a cover-up is risking his
honour, so he probably isn't. But if heis, it'll be

somet hing big. Very big."

She went off to start her inquiries and | sat at ny
desk and pulled up the files on the Kdapt cult.
Servi ce nunber K78131965- Squadron Leader Jean- Marc
Det oi ne. Val our Cross, UN Cross, UN Medal and bar

Fl ight Medal and two bars and a dozen | esser awards.
He had forty kills in atnosphere and eighteen in
space. UNF Command put a | ot of pressure on when he
went m ssing and the Col dskins turned Tiamat upside
down. They found nothing. Three years later, a kzin
naned Trras- Squadron-Battl e-Pl anner forgot his

shoul der pack in a tube car. The Transit

| ost - and-found opened it and di scovered Detoine's
skin, but Trras had scoured his quarters of evidence



and comm tted suicide by the time the pack was
traced. The search team got nothing but a pawwitten
Kdapti st creed. That dead-ended the case until a
smart investigator connected the Kdapt view with the
fact that Trras still carried his Fifth Fleet nane.
Seven kzin were found with simlar nanes. Al seven
were involved with the cult. Al seven were shot. |
ski pped the details and called up all unsol ved nurder
files since the |iberation. None canme close to the
Kdaptist's flay-eviscerate-devour pattern.

| pondered. If any Kdaptists were left, they weren't
very energetic. Anyway, M randa hadn't been eaten-at
| east not all of her. Perhaps Hunter sinply didn't
consider the cult a possibility worth nentioning. So,
what el se was bi g enough for the kzin underground to
risk a murder investigation, big enough for

Hunter-of -CQutl aws to put his personal honour on the
i ne?

Hyperdrive was the obvious answer. The UN s ongoi ng
canpai gn agai nst kzinti interstellar trade was
strangling their enpire. That strategy depended
entirely on their lack of FTL travel. Hyperdrive
ships aren't even allowed to dock at Tiamat because
of the kzin popul ati on. The secret of hyperdrive was
the only information they could get back to Kzin
faster than a | aser.

Was t hat what was goi ng on? Was Hunter involved?
forced the question out of my mind. If he was on the
| evel, there was no problem If he wasn't, then
Johansen and | would catch hi msooner or later. In
the neantinme, the angle was worth follow ng. Trist
Materials had nothing to do with hyperdrives, so

M randa wasn't a primary-source spy. | did a novenent
trace for the last two weeks of her life, then
cross-referenced to anyone connected to the

hyperdrive project. | got about a hundred thousand
possi bl e contacts, including nyself. Hunter was
right, | needed nore data. Wthout it, 1'd drive

nysel f paranoi d.

Thi nki ng of paranoia brought ne back to the schitz
angle. | hoped it was wong. | didn't want to think
about a human depraved enough to do what had been
done to Mranda.



* k* %

Tiamat is a potato-shaped asteroid, 20 kil ometers by
50 kil oneters. The Swarm Belters formed it into a
rough tube, spun it for gravity and honeyconbed it
with tunnels. It rotates every ten hours, creating a
1G pull around the circunference. Ships dock at the
axis, lowgravity industries take up the center of
the tube, farnms and parks take up the periphery. The
Inferno was on a commerci al arcade on the .4G | evel
After work, | tubed up to see how Mranda spent her

| ast hours.

It was packed when | got there. Sound danpers kept

t he pul sating music out of the pednall but inside it
was deafening. The dance fl oor was a mass of gyrating
bodies in simulated free fall down a hol ographic
bottom ess chasm Dante-esque denons circl ed above

t hem before plunging past into the depths. The
dancers took full advantage of the low Gto | eap and
twirl in fantastic conbinations. Artificial
pherenones filled the air with sex and danger

| sat down at the bar. A local sound danper gave sone
relief fromthe thunderous beat. The usual selection
of al cohol was on offer, as well as an array of

pl easure drugs ranging frommld to m nd bendi ng.
ordered vodka and turned to survey the crowd. It was
a mxed group, about half Swarm Belters and the rest
an even nixture of Winderl anders and Fl atl anders.
They were young and well off-the engi neers and
techni ci ans who forned the backbone of Tiamat's

i ndustry, engaged in the species' oldest rituals.

| didn't have a specific goal in mnd, | just wanted
to circulate and see what | |earned. Putting together
a dossier is easy nowadays. An ARMident and a few
keystrokes make a thousand dat abanks di vul ge your
secrets-bank statements, travel |ogs, nedical records
and nmore. Your life is laid out for me to read |ike
entrails before a soothsayer. | have a wi ndow into
your soul and through it | can know nore about you
than your closest friends. And yet the bare facts
never describe the real person behind them That was
nmy real purpose for being at the Inferno. | wanted to
put flesh on Mranda Holtzman's bones.

A huge dragon wi th burning eyes and gol den scal es



swooped over the dancers and i molated themin

hol ographi c fl ames. They obligingly shrieked and
withed to the floor as the beast roared in triunph,
drowni ng out the rmusic as the controller changed
tracks. It flew off in forced perspective, flapping
heavily as the dancers picked up the new beat. A
tall, elfin blonde caught ny eye. | sniled back but
made no nove to go over. A short conversation in body
| anguage. "You | ook like fun, come join ne."
"Tenpting ma'am but no thanks." | beckoned to the
bartender to refill nmy drink. As he did | showed him
Mranda's holo. H's manner stiffened ever so

slightly. "lI've already told the Col dski ns everyt hi ng
I know. "

"I"'mnot a Goldskin, I"'mjust doing alittle
unofficial inquiry."

He relaxed a bit. "Well, |I've seen her of course. Her

cromd were all regulars in here."

"Are they here tonight?" | didn't |ook around.

"They haven't shown up yet. | don't expect they will,
since the news broke about her." Mranda was on al
the 'casts.

"Yah, | understand. Listen did anything unusua
happen the ni ght she di sappeared?”

"I really couldn't tell you; it was a week ago and
wasn't paying attention. | didn't know anythi ng was
wrong." He | ooked angui shed, as if her death was his
faul t.

"No, of course not." Reassuring. "Listen do ne a
favor and keep your ears open. |If you hear anything,
et me know." | handed himny callcard and he assured
me he would call with alnpst comical solemity. My
work is high drama for the citizens.

On the dance floor, another woman was | ooking at ne,
this one was a red-haired Winderl ander. She held ny
gaze for five intense seconds before whirling away,
sensuous as a cat. Not an invitation but a challenge.
"Bet you can't keep up."

| 1ooked for the blonde. She was on her way out, arm
inarmwith a UNF captain. Maybe she |iked

Fl atl anders. She was a Belter and | watched her |ong
Il egs with frank appreciation. She caught ne | ooking
and gave nme a | ook. "See what you're mssing."



| shrugged and went to the edge of the dance fl oor
The hol oshow had become a stornscape, thickened with
real fog froma hidden nozzle. The clouds twi sted in
the virtual wind, form ng waiths for an instant

bef ore coll apsing back into mst. At the height of
the transformation, bolts of lightning forned eyes in
the dark folds of their cows. Wen the redhead cane
by, | caught her hand and she pulled me into the

mael strom Her dancing was precise but uninhibited. |
fell into rhythmw th the bouncebeat, catching ny
partner and spinning her back into the crowd.
Drowni ng nyself in the deep blue pools of her eyes. |
forgot about Mranda-and Holly.

As the nusic climxed, she pulled me to her, pressing
hersel f hard against ne in the crush. She gave ne the
nmer est whi sper of a kiss when the drunbeat
crescendoed. Then thunder drowned out the nusic and
strobes split the clouds with artificial |ightning.
She spun away as the new rhythm came up. By the tine
the spots cleared fromny eyes, she was gone.

| was di sappointed but intrigued. We hadn't spoken a
word but her message was clear. "Catch ne if you can."
She' d chosen the right man for the job.

* * %

The next day | got down to business. ldentification
had put together a conposite holo of our suspect.
Interview reports were trickling in as well. | also
did alittle personal work on UNtine. | called up
the Inferno's sales files for the previous night,
cross-referenced for sex and description and found

t hree wonmen who mi ght be ny nysterious redhead. |
screened their holos and found a match

TLU5SAL169- Suze Vanreuter, 32, unmarried, no
dependants, no record. She was a m ni ng engi neer

just arrived on Tiamat as a consultant to Corona
Exploration. That's confidential information. A lot
of specul ators would pay high to learn that a
prospecting operation has hired a mning engi neer

I wasn't interested in the stock market. The file
didn't nention her catlike grace. The holo didn't
show the sparkle in her eyes. No matter, | knew where
| could find the real thing. | closed ny eyes and
renenbered her taut body pressed against ne. And the



ki ss. She put nore erotic energy into that

barel y-there kiss than nost wonen put into an orgasm
That thought gave me pause and | thought back to ny
life with Holly. She'd been nore than an enthusiastic
bed partner, she'd been ny lifemate, ny friend.
Losing her left an aching void in nmy soul. Was | now
repl acing her with Suze? Surely | was too
experienced, too jaded to confuse |ove and | ust.

| decided not. Suze wasn't better, she was different.
| didn't love her, | didn't even know her, but |
desired her nore than |I'd ever desired a wonman

bef ore. Even nore than Holly.

Hunter came in and | ooked over mny shoulder. | should
have cl osed ny door. He gestured to Suze's holo on ny
screen. "What is this one's role in the crinme?"

| blanked the screen. "She isn't a suspect, she's
just a woman | saw at the Inferno while | was
gathering information. | called up her file for

." | hesitated " . . . personal reasons."

The kzin nodded knowi ngly, rippling his ears in
anusenment. He had dealt with humans, he understood

t he subtext of the conversation. "You have mated with
her. "

| was taken aback. "No, | haven't, | am. . ." |
groped for words " interested in learning if
want to mate with her.”

The big cat sniffed the air, |ooking baffled. "How
can you not know if you are attracted to a fenal e?
Certainly your pherenones speak of desire.”

Did he have any idea how personal he was being? "I do
know I'm attracted to her."

"Then you have al ready | earned what you need to know. '
"Well . . . It's not so sinple, she also has to

want to mate with nme."

"And this information is available in her dossier?"
"No no no. She's made it clear she's interested in
me. I'mlooking at her file to get to know her
better."

"Wuld it not be easier to ask questions directly?
And if you both desire sex with each other, why have
you not al ready mated?"

Curiosity might not be killing the cat but it was
certainly enbarrassing the human. | groped for words,



then inspiration struck. "Among humans, sexua

negoti ations are often like a hunt. The goal is

hopeful |l y achi eved, but the real attraction is the

excitement and chal |l enge of the chase. The harder the

pursuit, the nore satisfying the feast is."

He nodded sagely. "I understand. This is the violent

sex you spoke of earlier."

"No!" He was making me look like a schitz. "There is

no vi ol ence invol ved. "

"How t hen do you secure sexual relations with a

resisting fenal e?"

"She isn't resisting, dammit! She wants to be caught.

More than that, she's actively seeking ne as well."

"This sounds nore |like a duel than a hunt."

"Yah, maybe that's a better word." | was relieved

t hat some understandi ng had been conveyed. Now maybe

we could nove on to | ess personal topics.

My relief had come too soon. Hunter had anot her

guestion. "How do you deternmine the victor in this

duel then?"

I wondered if he knew how di sconcerting his

persi stence was. | watched himfor signs of anmusenent

but his face showed only curiosity.

| answered carefully. "There isn't a winner or a

loser. If we nanage to establish a . . . relationship
on nmutual ly acceptable terns, we both w n,

i nsofar as we have gai ned somet hi ng pl easant and

desirable.”

The kzin just |ooked baffled. "A hunt with no

hunting, where neither side knows if it is predator

or prey. A chase that ends not with feasting but with

procreation. A duel with no wi nner. Wiy go through

t hese convol utions? If the scent is right, mate."

It occurred to me that battle mght be a better

anal ogy. | started to sort out howto explain it in
those terns but quickly gave it up
Hunt er was shaking his head dolefully. "I will never

under st and humans. "

| was content to | et himwonder. My concept of kzinti
had been formed by hol ocubes on Earth. 1'd | earned
they were renorsel ess alien killing machines intent
on turning humanity into slaves and gane animals. |f
anyone had told ne then that one day |I'd be trying to



expl ain the dynam cs of bounce bar dating to one,
woul d have di ed | aughi ng.

| didn't laugh now | didn't want Hunter to feel

was meking fun of his |ack of understanding. Even so,
it was hard to keep nmy teeth from show ng through ny
smle. | cleared Suze's file fromthe screen and
brought up ny investigation records in its place. |
spent sone time filling himin on ny suspicions and
intentions. He listened carefully before speaking.
"Have you further evidence that a schitz is involved?"
"None yet, it's still just a hunch.”

"I woul d not dissuade you fromyour line of inquiry
but I now have concrete reasons to suspect a kzin."
"What evi dence?"

"My liver councils my head but nmy head councils ny

t ongue. "
It took a couple of nonents before | figured out that
t he saying meant he wasn't going to tell me. | tried

anot her tack. "How | ong before you know?"

"Soon enough, today or perhaps tonmorrow. Even now
First Tracker is stalking our quarry. | wll inform
you when | have nore information."

He left to help First Tracker set his snares. Tracker
was Hunter-of-Qutlaw s right-hand man-or rather right
paw kzin. | find it incredible that a popul ati on of
fifty thousand can be policed by just two

i ndi vidual s-particularly when the population is nmade
up of fiercely individualistic carnivores with
hair-trigger killer instincts. The contradiction
underscored the curious nature of the kzinti social
structure. At first glance, it's barely a step above
anarchy. Kzinti are always fighting anongst

t hensel ves for wealth, status and honor. They fight

i ndividually and in groups, usually violently, often
lethally. The only | eaven of lawis the Hero's code
of honor, a rough-and-ready standard enforced wth
rough-and-ready justice. Yet despite this, they
possess a cultural unity and stability that defies
humani ty. They had a single | anguage and world

gover nrent when human cul ture was not hing nore than
cave art. \Wat's nore, they have maintained their
cohesi veness t hroughout the formation by col oni zation
and conquest of an interstellar enmpire. Humanity's



worl d government is already miserably failing inits
attenpt to make the transition to space.

Humans are nore civilized than kzinti-any human can
tell you that. But Hunter-of-Qutlaws and First
Tracker had no difficulty maintaining order in their
bailiw ck. Mostly they investigated the facts in

di sputes brought before the Conservors. They had lots
of time left over to lend me a hand with human cri nes.
O course their casel oad was hel ped by the fact that
the kzin comunity required little "policing" in the
human sense of the word. The Conservors offered

gui dance on the application of the honor code to new
situations based on tradition and conmbn sense.

I ndi vi dual s who violated the code were chasti sed,
ostraci zed or killed depending on the severity of
their transgression. Any other problemwas a matter
for the involved parties to settle by conproni se

duel or Conservor arbitration according to their

wi shes. Mst kzinti crinmes were crinmes against
humans. It had taken a while after the liberation
before kzin realized they couldn't sinmply kill a
human for breaking a verbal contract or failing to
show t he proper respect. Finally, the Conservors had
decreed that loyalty to the Patriarch required
survival which required that hunans be dealt with
under human |law. Eventually the majority had cone
around to that view Those who didn't got weeded out
sooner or later. Then the probl em became humans who
cheated kzinti knowi ng they hadn't the resources to
secure redress. This issue was a rmuch small er problem
for the UN, partly because it still took a brave
human to cheat a kzin, but nostly because they just
didn't care

They cared a | ot about viol ence agai nst hunans

t hough. | had been hoping that a kzin had killed

M randa because | didn't want to think about a human
so depraved. Now | worried that | night get nmy wi sh
along with the explosive can of political worms it
woul d open. Even ten years after the war, there were
those who called for the extermination of the kzinti
survivors of the Liberation. This incident would only
fan those flames. If nmy fears about a kzin ring

i ntent on hijacking a hyperdrive proved correct, the



whol e damm asteroid would go to war

Al pha Centauri already had enough problens. | decided
to keep working on the schitzies until Hunter gave ne
somet hing solid. Before |I'd hoped to find a kzin
because | feared 1'd find a schitz. Now | hoped to
find a schitz because | feared finding a kzin.

Ni ggling at the back of my mind was anot her fear-the
fear that the killer mght not be a schitz either
Faced with a crinme like this, one's natural instinct
is to push it as far away as possible, to an
outsider, to a deviant, to an alien. Easy to do when
the victimis innocent and the crinme abhorrent.

Har der when the crime is clean and abstract. Hardest
when you see yourself reflected in the crim nal

The nore unhuman you can make the crimnal, the
easier it is to deny the common threads that bind our
experience together. To feel enmpathy for a crimna

is to admt that it is circunstance as nuch as virtue
that separates the outlaw and the comunity. Most
important, it is to deny ourselves the only socially
sanctioned target for the anger and frustration

obei sance to the comrunal |aws brings. If we didn't
vilify outlaws, we mght envy themfor their
freedomthe freedomwe have traded for property,
soci al position and stability.

I'd | earned during Brandywi ne what true freedomis
Entering crime is like entering cold water. However
daunting the prospect is at first, the exhilaration
once you're inmmersed in it is indescribable. To nmake
decisions with no pretense at nmorality grants imense
personal power. Ironically, only when you have
rendered society's laws irrel evant can you be truly
honest with yoursel f. Your thoughts becone incisive,
unfettered by external entanglenments. Your mind is
free, you can do anything you like, be anything you
want. Utimately, freedomis about power. Utimtely,
soci ety has only the power we give it. Refuse the
demand to subnit to the social normand, if you are
smart enough and fast enough, you can walk |ike a god
on earth. Such freedomis a heady drug indeed.

That drug cones with a high price. It neans
sacrificing hone, career, famly, every anchor and
reward society offers us. | wasn't ready to make that



sacrifice when Holly was ny honme. | thought I'd found
a conprom se in ARM undercover work-a chall engi ng
career, exciting work, unbridled |Iicense and a happy
famly too. | even got paid to do it, it was |ike
living a dream What | didn't realize is that freedom
really is a drug-a little is never enough and too
much is always disastrous. How far I'd slipped didn't
register until 1'd lost Holly and then it was too
late. | nearly lost ny career in the bargain and at
the tine | wouldn't have cared. | felt burnt out and
directionless. | was an addict forced to confront ny
addiction. | nmade a decision and my career becane the
anchor that held nme back fromthe abyss.

So far I'd managed to hold on

| forced nmy mnd back to the job at hand. Detective
work is a matter of sorting through hunches. |

gl anced over the interview reports from Tri st
Materials and other sources. They were pretty
sparse-Mranda had no fanmily here and she hadn't been
on station |ong enough for people to get to know her

too deeply. | wasn't really as interested in what the
i nterviewees had said as in the inpression they'd
made on the interviewer. Even nore, | wanted to see

if any of them had anything to do with hyperdrive
production. None did, nor had any of ny investigators
red-fl agged any as a potential suspect. Wth no way
to narrow down ny search for a hyperdrive connection
| concentrated on the schitz angle. There were about
five dozen people with severe schitz tendencies on

their nedical records in the Smarm | cut that in
hal f by looking only at males on the theory that the
killing was a sex crime. By nmidafternoon I'd

elimnated all but eight of themfor having the wong
physi cal description, for not being on Tiamat when
the crime was conmitted or sone other
disqualification. | ran a detail ed noverment anal ysis
on the remai nder, tying up ny hardware for over an
hour. Three were elim nated, none were inplicated
outright. What to do?

| considered having the remaining five hauled in so
could ask a few questions. | didn't have to haul them
in, my desk performs voice stress analysis perfectly
wel | over the screen, but | prefer to talk to a



suspect one on one. It nakes the interview nore
personal, raising the stress level and giving the
software something to work on. Besides, | like to see
the reactions for nyself and cone to ny own

concl usions. The conputer isn't infallible and
neither aml. Using both techniques cuts the error
rate.

If it worked | could wap the case up that afternoon
if it didn'"t at least | could elimnate those five
and get to work finding a new |line of investigation
The risk was tipping off the nmurderer. If one of the
suspects bolted, we'd have our nman. Then we'd j ust
have to find him M instincts warned ne that we
never woul d. He'd disappear into the Swarmor the
nmount ai ns down on Winder| and. Maybe in a year or ten
t he Provopolizei would catch himsniping politicians
in Munchen for the Isolationists. The Isolationists
woul d suit a schitz just fine.

My instincts were wong, of course. | was used to
Earth with its swarm ng crowds that could swallow a
runner forever. Even on lightly settled Winderl and a
fugitive who made it to the outskirts of Miunchen
coul d di sappear into a thousand kilonmetres of virgin
wi |l derness. In Tiamat's seal ed environnment there was
nowhere to run and very few places to hide. Every
time the suspect keyed a phone, the call would be
nmoni tored. Every tine he thunbed a door or bought
somet hing, the conputers would log it. Every tinme he
wal ked a pedestrian mall, the vidscanners woul d be

| ooking for him If he were so foolish as to board a
tube car, he'd be delivered right to the CGol dskin
headquarters' tube station and left |ocked in until |
felt like coming to collect him Tiamat was a | aw
enf orcenent dream and a privacy nightmare. | punched
the front desk and had ny schitzies rounded up

Al five cane in voluntarily, concerned about the
mur der, eager to do what they could to help. lan
Vanhoff was the one | had the nost hope for. He ran a
power | oader in the container bays of the down-axis
hub, giving himdirect access to tunnel nineteen.
was sure | had the case | ocked up when | read that in
his file. He gave me an ironclad alibi. The night

M randa di sappeared he'd been working an extra shift



in a storage bay on the other side of the asteroid.

It hadn't been run through his personnel card yet
because of union rules but his foreman and the rest
of the | oader crew could verify the tines down to the
mnute. Hs wife could vouch for his arrival at hone.
Thank you, citizen, you' ve been very hel pful

Dieter Lorz was at his girlfriend s apt that evening.
She coul d corroborate that, as could another couple
who' d visited with them

Thank you, citizen

Myro Havchek was upgradi ng his single-ship |license
He'd been at the library studying. Yes, there were
peopl e who could testify they'd seen himthere.

Get out of here, citizen. |'ve got a case to solve.
Two | acked alibis. Keve McCallumclained to be asleep
in his apt. Wiy hadn't the computer |ogged his entry?
He didn't like the conputer watching his every nove,
he had a nmechanical |ock on his door. Darren Sioban
had been relaxing alone in a park on the 1G | evel

Why didn't he show as having taken the tube there?
He' d wal ked, he needed the exercise.

Thank you, citizens.

The stress anal yzer hadn't twi tched, neither had ny
internal lie detector. | mulled it over. Could a
schitz Iie well enough to fool the conputer and ne?
In our different ways we both responded to changes in
stress. Cetting past that would require nerves of ice.
So woul d taking Mranda apart.

Did not wanting the conputer to know when you were
hone constitute paranoi a? Knowi ng what | knew about
information retrieval, it even made sense. Vhat did
Keve know about it? What did | expect froma

regi stered schitz anyway? The drugs weren't perfect.
Wre they?

Could a schitz off drugs construct a fantasy so
powerful it becane an internal reality? If the

subj ect believed he was telling the truth, no lie
detector woul d say anything el se.

WAs a schitz truly responsible for crimes comitted
while off drugs? | didn't even want to think about

t hat one.

| had too many questions and not enough answers. |
call ed up Johansen but she'd al ready gone. | dunped



nmy interrogation files to her desk and tasked her to
verify the alibis. | didn't expect themto be

anyt hing but solid. She wouldn't be thrilled with the
job but she'd do it right.

| called up Dr. Mrrow and found he'd gone home too.

| hadn't realized howlate it was getting. | asked
the night intern a question. No, the drugs weren't
perfect. Readjusting a schitz problemwas a tightrope
act. Too little and the patient destabilized. Too
much and you had a wal ki ng zonbi e. Once upon a tine
any deviation fromthe social normwas drugged unti

it went away-totally. Now the doctors tried to
intervene as little as possible. Around Al pha
Centauri there wasn't even a |aw to enforce dosage

M nor personality quirks were not unusual

| asked sonme nore questions. Yes, a schitz off drugs
m ght suppress a menory, or move in and out of an
alternate reality. Yes, a schitz off drugs m ght have
the cold control required to beat a lie detector

What woul d happen when a crimnal schitz had his
drugs reinstated? Wuld his nmenmory remai n? How woul d
he respond to the know edge of his crines? Anything
was possible, it depended on the case.

Back to square zero.

Al most square zero. | left Johansen anot her nessage,
asking her to collect blood samples fromthe group as
well. Morrow could tell me if they were up to date on

nmedi cation or not. If one of themwasn't, it would
close the case up in a big hurry.

| put an ARMtag on their idents. That would stop
them from boardi ng the next ship to never-never | and.
If any tried it, he'd be back in the hot seat as
suspect numnber one.

Wuld a schitz off drugs choose to go back on them
vol untarily? Another unanswerabl e question

| screened their psych reports. MCallumwas manic
depressi ve and paranoi d. That expl ained his
nmechani cal | ock. Sioban was borderline schizophrenic
and highly antisocial, hence his habit of walking
alone in the park. They were both intelligent and
wel | educated: MCallumwas an el ectronics engi neer
and Si oban was a process control specialist. Neither
had any history of sexual deviance or aggression,



neither had a crimnal record. Despite their mnor
qui rks both were productive, stable nmenbers of the
conmuni ty.

While they were on their drugs.

Wthout treatment they were question marks. They'd
been di agnosed early and treated all their lives.
Nobody knew what they were capable of, them| east of
all.

Even if one or the other was untreated, it woul dn't
prove anythi ng-none of the wi tnesses had chosen them
It would give ne probable cause for a search warrant,
whi ch nmight turn up sone physical evidence-the better
part of Mranda had yet to surface. Until then I

| acked a single |ink between the killing and-anything.
I mulled nmy hyperdrive suspicions over again. | had
even less to go on there than | did with the
schitzies. | thought about Tanya and Jayce. They

| acked nmotive for starters and they were just too
upset by Mranda's death, genuinely upset. Maybe ny
instincts were wong on that point. Maybe if | haul ed
themin and grilled themwi th the stress anal yzer
listening in, they'd crack.

Maybe | was grasping at straws. | needed anot her
angle, but first | needed a break. If nothing better
suggested itself tonmorrow, 1'd run a detail ed

novenment trace on every ident that went through the
Inferno's accounting systemthe night Mranda

di sappeared and if that failed, I1'd do it for every

i dent that even canme within a kiloneter of the place.

If I split the conpute task, | could get the results
in a day or tw, spend two weeks anal yzi ng them and
then maybe |'d have sonmething to go on. Maybe. | was

the last one to | eave the office. Tine flies when
you' re having fun

* * %

| didn't go hone after work, though |I needed the
rest. Instead I went down to the Inferno, eager for

t he second round of the devel oping gane | was pl ayi ng
with Suze Vanreuter. On the way down | wondered what
it was about her that appealed to nme so strongly. She
was attractive enough but there was nore to it than
that. Her energy and spontaneity had touched a

| ong-buried chord-a part of me that 1'd | ost contact



wi t h.

When | got to the Inferno, | waited just inside the
entry for a few nonents to let ny eyes adjust to the
l ower light levels. The hol oshow was a burni ng poo

of lava and the dancers were individually encased in
a dynamic, digital flame that clung and fol | owed
their novenments. Periodically the [ava would form
into a diabolic face that |aughed mani acal |y,
swal | owed the dancers whol e and spit them out again.
The nusi c was darker and heavier than the night
before but the insistent, pulsating beat was the sane.
| went in, expecting to find her in the middle of the

show. Instead she was sitting at the bar. | sat down
besi de her.
"Good evening, Ms. Vanreuter," | said formally.

If ny know edge of her nane surprised her she gave no
sign. "Good evening, Captain Allson."

It was ny turn to be startled. Perhaps | shoul dn't
have been. She probably knew the bartender. It would
have been easy enough for her to discover my nane. |
hoped the surprise didn't show

"Wuld you care to dance?"

"Enchanted." She favoured ne with a nmegavolt snile
and took ny offered arm

W danced as the hol oshow engulfed us in living fire.
The flames highlighted the blazing hal o of her hair
as she insinuated herself into the rhythm Her
concentration was conpl ete, but she kept her eyes

| ocked on mne. At first we connected only |ong
enough to begi n another energetic maneuver. As the

ni ght went on and the fatigue and endorphins built
up, we stayed together |onger and |onger, building
our own bubble of intimacy in the swirling throng.

It became hard to think straight, | wanted her so
nmuch.

After a while we left, half exhausted fromthe
energetic dancing. W wal ked armin arm al ong the
pedestrian mall, recovering. The absence of the
lights, nusic, pherenmones and people was |ike a dash
of cold water after a hot shower, shocking but

i nvigorating. We tal ked about inconsequential things.
Eventually we found a restaurant that boasted
authentic Earth cuisine. The nenu was a mni shmash of



Tandoor, Canton and Mlan. The food was good in its
own right but only a | oose approximation of the
originals it claimed to duplicate. It didn't matter
The at nosphere was cozy and the conpany delightful. |
al ready knew her dossier, but | asked her about
hersel f.

She shrugged. "There's not nuch to tell. I'm
thirty-two. I'"ma geologist. | used to do engi neering
work for the UN mining consortium Now |I'm an

i ndependent. That means | charge lots of noney and

" musual ly unenmpl oyed. No children. What else is

t here?"

"Parent s?"

"Killed in the kinetic mssile raid."

"I"'msorry."

"Why?" She shrugged agai n but her eyes becane icy and
di stant, belying her studi ed nonchal ance. "Everyone
di es sooner or later."

Tal ki ng about the past was risky. Al pha Centauri was

heavy with ghosts. | changed tack. "Plans for the
future?"

"I"'mon a contract now. It's a good conpany. |If
things pan out 1'll go permanent with them |If not,
["1'l find something else up here. | like it in the
Swarm "

"It's nore rel axi ng than Winderl and. No gangs. No
assassi nations. "

"I's that why you came up here?" She seened surprised
"No, | came because of the corruption in the Provo
government . . ." | hesitated, doubtless out of sone
residual loyalty to nmy organi zation " and in
the UN.'

She nodded, far away for a nonent. | didn't

el aborate. She'd seen nore of it than | had. "So
you' re an honest cop."

"I am now. "

That sparked her interest. She raised an eyebrow and
licked her lips. "You weren't always?"

"I used to work undercover. | spent nost of my tine
breaking the law in order to enforce it."
n Arld?"

"l crossed the line."
"And you cane back?"



"I couldn't go back, it was too late. | cane out
here."

She smled. "And what are you doi ng here?"

"You mean what's a nice guy like me doing in a place
i ke this?"

She just sniled and rai sed a querying eyebrow. |
answered the unstated question

"I nvestigating the Holtzman mnurder."

"I sort of suspected as much." Mranda was big news
all over the asteroid. "How s it goi ng?"

| hesitated, a police reflex. Investigative

wor k-in-progress isn't classified, but neither do you
want it to be comobn know edge. Mbst inportantly you
never want the crimnals to know where you are in the
i nvestigation. If they know you're on to them
they'Il flee. If they know you' re not, they'll just
sit tight. What you want is to | eave them uncertain,
unwilling to commt to flight, unable to hold their
ground wi th confidence. That way they're nore |iable
to make mi stakes. Once in a while they just can't
stand the strain and voluntarily surrender

On the other hand Suze wasn't with the press. She
wasn't even a Swarm native plugged into the |oca
gossip net. The odds of the information getting back
t hrough her were vani shingly | ow. She was a
reasonabl e person who would hold anything | said in
confidence. | was wal king the road to paranoi a again.
"It's going, that's about it. We're still |ooking for
connections. "

"Do you have a suspect?" Her eyes were burning bl ue
electric arcs. The thrill of the chase.

"I thought it might be a schitz, but it doesn't | ook
like it now M partner thinks it's a kzin."

"What do you think?"

"I think it's a different kzin."

She | aughed. "There's hope for you yet."

"y 2"
"Most Flatlanders can't tell kzinti apart."”

"I couldn't when | first arrived, |'ve |earned
since," | said, atrifle affronted.

She held up a hand in apology. "I'msorry. It just

rem nded of an old joke."
"Whi ch ol d j oke?"



"Prom se you won't be of fended?" She was smling,
i mpi sh di npl es appeared, as if she were already
| aughi ng at the punchline.

"Co ahead."
She waited a second to get her expression under
control. "How can you tell a Flatlander?"

"How?" | played al ong.

"You can't, they won't listen."

W | aughed together and went on to other topics.
Later | told her about Brandyw ne-and about Holly.
After that | told her about tracking crimnals and
what it was like to crack a major case. She told ne
about hunting minerals in the Jotuns and how she felt
when she nade the strike that becanme the Wnd Pass
Conpl ex. Her eyes were full of the wild, unbounded
sky when she tal ked about the absol ute freedom of

hi ki ng the high Jotuns al one and the power of tota
self-reliance. | suddenly understood what drew ne to
her. | recognized the look. 1'd seen it on Earth, in
the mrror.

W didn't tal k about how we planned to spend the rest
of the night but when we left we shared a tube car
and she didn't punch in her address. By the tine we
got to the door of my apt the tension was thick
enough to cut with a knife.

We went in and | offered her a seat. | have a
mniature wine rack that holds six bottles. | went to
get the gl asses and asked, "Wuld you like a drink?"
"I didn't cone here to drink." | turned around,
surprised. She ran a finger down the front of her
junpsuit, unsealing the fabric. Her gaze was steady,
hal f nocking, half inviting. It was the sane
chal | enge she'd offered the other night. "Bet you
can't keep up."

| put the gl asses down and went over and ki ssed her
gently. She returned it with enthusiasm A while

| ater she pulled me down to the carpet. | didn't
resist.

Afterwards we cuddl ed and tal ked in bed, naking |ove
languidly in sharp contrast to the al nost desperate
intensity of the first time. There was all the
delight of exploring and discovering a new | over but
l[ittle of the awkwardness. There had been ot her wonen



since Holly. Asheya Ramal, sonetine partner and
longtime friend had pulled ne into bed and away from
the brink after Brandyw ne. Kerry Smythe, whomI'd
known since chil dhood, had given ne a | ast-mnute
goi ng- away present before I'd left Earth. On
Winderland I'd [ ost a weekend with a bl onde Val kyrie
naned Hanse who taught at the university. Asheya had
been for solace and Keri for remenbrance. Hanse was
to forget. Suze was sonethi ng nore.

Was | falling in love this fast? A week ago | woul d
have said | wasn't capable of it at all. Did | want
to get involved? The wounds of ny divorce were stil
too fresh. On the other hand, the sooner | started
getting over Holly the sooner they would heal

Don't think too much. Enjoy it for what it is and
worry about tombrrow tonorrow. | traced patterns on
her skin with ny finger.

She had a fine scar that ran fromher nipple to her
cl eavage before it faded out. It was thinner than a
hair, barely noticeable. | traced it with ny
forefinger.

"\What happened here?" | asked.

She hesitated before answering. "You know | worked
for the mning consortium They sent ne up to
sub-survey a new site. W were doing test blasts and
a booster went off in my face." She shuddered. "It
shoul d have been no problembut the UN had all the
hospitals tied up with the attack on Wkkai. By the
time | got med-aid it was too late to prevent
scarring. They told ne | was lucky to live." She
sounded bitter. "That's why | quit."

"They're barely there at all." | reassured her
although I knew it wasn't the scars she was bitter
about. | kissed the uphill end of the I|ine.
"Flattery will get you nowhere," she grow ed, then
pul l ed me up and kissed ne hard. | would have begged
to differ, but | was otherw se occupi ed.

Later | found other scars on her thighs, arnms, chest
and belly. One ran fromher forehead to the side of
her nose and across her cheek. They were all nearly
invisible, just tiny msalignnments in the texture of
her skin. My detective's eye couldn't help
reconstructing the accident. Fromthe pattern of the



tracery she'd been kneeling and bent forward
slightly-likely setting the time dial on top of the
charge. That saved her life. Boosters are shaped to
expl ode downwards and the main detonation cone woul d
have killed her on the spot. Instead she'd taken the
backbl ast in the chest with spillover onto her belly
and face. The scars came from agoni zed weeks spent
bathed in Nutrol and breathing through a tube in an
aut odoc because real treatnent wasn't

avai | abl e- proper clonal reconstructive surgery woul d
have left no marks. | felt a cold wi nd brush agai nst
nmy back. Such a near thing. Alittle nore pressure on
the lever of fate and | would never have known what |
mssed. | didn't say anything nore, | just held her
tighter.

* * %

| arrived late the next norning. Hunter was on his
way out. He rippled his ears knowingly but mercifully
didn't ask any questions. Johansen was | ogged out
checking alibis. First Tracker was doi ng sonethi ng
with the Conservors, probably playing poetry ganes.
The usual backl og was waiting for ne when | got to ny
desk. | scanned ny nessages first,
prioritizing-coroner first. Johansen had delivered
five blood samples. Al five showed ny schitzies had
the right dosages.

Wll, it had been a good hunch anyway.
| scanned down. There was the usual assortment from
'casters, looking for information on the killing.

forwarded themto the PR desk for the official
brush-of f. The rest were routine, half an hour of
dull but essential paperwork. | buckled down to it; |
want ed ny desk clear when | started setting up the
novenment trace.

| was al nost done when Hunter came in wthout
knocki ng. "We have captured the kzin who killed the
human M randa Holtznman." Hi s voi ce had nore than the
usual snarl to it. He turned on his heel and strode
out agai n.

| sighed, picturing riots in the tunnels when the
news broke. Be careful what you wish for, it mght
cone true. | followed himout.

Wrk in the outer office was stopped dead with



everyone staring at First Tracker. The big kzin was
standing with his foot in the snmall of another kzin's
back. The prisoner was |ying spreadeagl ed and

bl eedi ng from nunerous m nor cuts. Hunter stooped
over, grabbed the hapless captive by the scruff of
the neck and turned his face to the gaping office
staff. "This sthondat," he snarled "is known as

Sl ave- of - Kdapt!" He screamed sonething into the
prisoner's ear and dragged himinto his office,
nearly overbal ancing First Tracker in the process.
Tracker spoke little English. He gestured towards the
door as Hunter slammed it and said "Dom nance." He

| ooked around the room |ips twtching over razor
teeth. Everyone was suddenly diligently at work
agai n. Wen he was satisfied that he'd quelled the
gawkers, the kzin picked up a box, handed it to ne
and said, "Evidence." Then he curled up on a
visitors' couch, cozy as a kitten. He fixed his

gol den eyes on the door to Hunter's office, ears up
and swivelled forward. For the first time | saw that
he too was suffering fromvarious cuts and
contusions. The first scream cane through and his
mout h rel axed into a fanged smile.

| opened the box. Inside was a | arge, m sshapen hunk
of fine leather, crudely tanned. | didn't need DNA
analysis to tell me it was Mranda Holtzman's skin.
A crash and anot her scream came through the door.
First Tracker |icked his chops. | took refuge in ny
of fice.

It wasn't rmuch of a refuge. My office is right next
door to Hunter's. Gol dskin headquarters was once a
factory process floor. It was converted to offices by
installing inch thick sprayfoamwalls. They were
adequat el y soundproof for normal conversation, but
that wasn't what was going on now. The nodul at ed
snarl s cane through al nost uni npeded by the barrier
punctuat ed by crashes, thuds and shrieks of rage and
pain. At least | was away from Tracker and his intent
satisfaction at the mayhem

Sprayfoamis a nass-saving necessity on ships and a
handy conveni ence on Tiamat. Its strength-to-mass
ratio is very high but you can put your foot through
it with a solid kick. | expected half a tonne of



clawi ng, raging carnivores to land in ny lap at any
nmonent. Soneday |'ll have the budget to instal
privacy fields. I've seen a |l ot of violence, but
brutalizing a prisoner like this ran against ny
grain. Slave-of-Kdapt, or whatever he'd been before

Hunter renaned him was a killer but he was still a
human bei ng.
No, | corrected nyself, he wasn't a human being, he

was a kzin, an alien carnivore whose speci es was
dedicated to the enslavenent of mine. Did that make a
di fference? Perhaps it did. After all, it was his own
speci es working himover. Wiy did it disturb ne then?
Because I'ma cop and so was Hunter-of-Qutlaws and
cops don't beat up prisoners to extract

conf essi ons-not where | cone from

Not on Earth, but they did on Winderland and kzinti
still weren't human. It wasn't for me to tell them
how to run their internal affairs. | didn't even know
if a kzin would respond to a nonvi ol ent

i nterrogation; maybe this was the only way that

wor ked.

| still didn't like it.

| pushed the unease away. We had the evidence, we had
the nurderer, soon we woul d have the confession
Except . . . The hyperdrive question kept buzzing
around in the back of ny head. If Mranda's death was
connected with a spy ring that Hunter was covering
for, how better than to hand me a cul prit and dunp
the blame on a defunct cult? It wouldn't be hard for
themto find a volunteer am d the despairing,
honour - starved kzin of Tiamat.

That thought decided nme. | wasn't going to accept
confessions at face value. After Hunter was through
with his interrogation, |I'd pass the suspect up to
the frightening efficiencies of UN Intelligence. 1'd
have an answer | could trust by shift-end tonorrow
Case cl osed

| opened the next file, someone was reproggi hg stolen
keycards and draining citizens' bank accounts. It
woul d take a | ot of specialized know edge,

el ectronics, crypto and bank procedures at |east. |
set up sone search keys and began screeni ng dossiers,
trying to tune out the sounds com ng through the wall



After an hour 1'd rmade sone good progress, narrow ng

down the field to about two hundred possibles. |

pi cked the dozen who seened nost likely and set up a

novenent trace to link themw th fraudul ent

wi thdrawal s. While the trace ran in the background, |

wor ked the opposite angle, starting with those who

had access and linking that data back to the required

skills. Hopefully I would get cross-matches and a

start point for nmy investigation. | stopped noticing

the viol ence next door until it ended.

| was trying to put ny finger on the absence when

Hunter strode in. He had a nasty slash on his chest

and his expression was even | ess pl eased than before.

He didn't waste tine. "W have a confession.”

| wasn't surprised. "Good, put himin confinement and

"Il get the proceedings drawn up." Hunter was in no

nmood for paperwork. That was a help. 1'd have the

suspect shipped up to UNF Intel quickly and quietly

and he wouldn't even know I'd done it.

" Sl ave- of - Kdapt has confessed to no crinme agai nst

human | aw. "

"What ?" | was dunbf ounded.

"He is not the crimnal we seek."”

| gestured nutely at the box containing Mranda's

remai ns.

"He tried to inply that he had slain the human

M randa Hol t zman hinmsel f. He has now adnitted that he

bought the skin froma human. Not only did he accept

carrion from. " he paused, substituting words
anot her species and claimit as hunt-prey, he

lied to hide his shame. That even the | owest coward

could sink to such!" He paced and spat curses in the

Her os' Tongue.

"Let me get this straight. He pretended that he did

kill Mranda, but he didn't really? Wiy would he do

that? He nust know the penalties he's playing with."

"He has the liver of a sthondat and | ess honor. W

pitiful survivors of K Shai are thrice cursed by the

Fanged God." He snarled again, twitching his tail and

raking the air with his cl aws.

| decided to let the point go. The conplexities of

kzinti honour weren't ny concern. The fact was,

Sl ave- of - Kdapt wasn't a fall guy for kzin



intelligence, or at least if he was,

Hunt er-of - Qutl aws wasn't involved in the coverup
That was the good news. The bad news was the killer
was still unknown, still at large, and human.

Case reopened.

I filed ny account-fraud data and went over the
interrogation with Hunter. Sl ave-of-Kdapt had been
Machi ne Technici an. He was known to be a Kdapti st.
He' d been caught because he'd started braggi ng about
"following the true Kdapt faith." Tracker was quick
to pick up on this spoor and the pursuit had been
easy. Kdapt rituals with human sacrifice had been
forbi dden by the Conservors as disruptive of the
essential kzin/human rel ati onship but the hapl ess
Technician's real crime in kzin eyes was trying to
gain status through Iying.

Hunter and Tracker were both too wound up wth

bl oodl ust for my taste. It was another hour till
shift end but | sent themoff to catch a ztigor in

the Tigertown park. | wanted to talk to
Sl ave- of - Kdapt nyself and see what | could learn
They left, snarling am cably to each other. | called

their battered prisoner in, had hi m make hinself
confortable and began. | started by pulling up the
schitzies I'd culled fromthe databank

Sl ave- of - Kdapt didn't finger any as the one who'd
sold himthe skin but admitted he couldn't always
tell humans apart. H s own description was al npbst
usel essly vague and it fit a Belter, not a
Winder | ander. He was pathetically eager to pl ease, as
t hough he coul d save hinself through cooperation
Hunt er thought he'd conmitted no human crime, but |
could think of a dozen charges to bring against him
rangi ng from conceal i ng evi dence to accessory to
nmurder. For a kzin the penalties ranged froma short
life in a labour canp to quick death in front of a
firing squad. Even that was better than the fate his
fellows had in store for him Sl ave-of-Kdapt had
viol ated his honour code. He would be an outcast.
Eventually he would starve or die of msery or fal
afoul of another kzin and be torn to shreds.

| questioned himthoroughly and fruitlessly. | was
used to dealing with kzin like Hunter, whose mi nd



stal ked problens |ike game and pounced on sol utions
with precision and clarity. Machi ne Technician wasn't
dull exactly-just woefully naive and uncurious beyond
his narrow specialty.

He knew of other Kdaptists but didn't think any of
them had anything to do with the nmurder or any ot her
crime. They all followed the Conservor's dictumthat
human | aws be respected. He didn't know M randa
Hol t zman or anyone who might want to kill her. He
didn't have any enem es who might be trying to frane
himfor her nmurder. He'd lied about killing her
because he wanted the honour it would bring.
Evidently that didn't violate the Conservor's dictum
because it broke no human | awso he'd thought. O
course he realized he'd broken his honour code but he
didn't think he'd get caught at that. Obviously he
hadn't thought out the consequences of his claim
becom ng well known. His only notivation was
status-he wanted nore space and a kzinrett. It was

t he human who sold himthe skin who'd suggested that
Mranda's skin and the false prey-claimcould be the
way to achieve that. Wat hunmans woul d know he was a
Kdaptist? He didn't know, he'd nade no particul ar
secret of it. He was sure he didn't recognize the
human i nvol ved? Absol utely.

There was one correl ate. Machi ne Technician's job was
servicing | oadi ng equi pnent in the down-axis hub

That put himjust five hundred neters fromthe point
M randa's body was found. It mght be coincidence,

but it was the only link I had.

| didn't charge him | bought hima ticket to
Winder | and. There were thousands of niles of

wi | derness down there, where Machi ne Technician coul d
become Trail Stal ker or Chaser-of-Gagrunphs with all

t he space he wanted and his own kzinrett if he could
find one. Slave-of-Kdapt and di shonour woul d be
forgotten. Pity for crimnals is sonmething a cop
can't afford. Those feelings are reserved for the
victins, but Mchine Technician was as nuch a victim
as Mranda. He'd been set up to take the fall, and he
woul d have played his part to the hilt and to the
death if Hunter-of-Qutlaws' thorough . .
interrogation . . . hadn't allowed the truth to cone



out .

O, conme to think of it, the interrogation | had

pl anned for himw th UN Intelligence. Their methods
are nuch gentler, but they're a |lot |ess pleasant on
bal ance. Machi ne Techni ci an was | ucky he'd been
caught by one of his own.

He left, thanking me with enbarrassi ng profusion. The
one thing worse than an arrogant, dom nant kzin is a
pat hetically hunbl e one.

When he was gone, | went over the data and sunmed up
Item A male Winderl ander had left the Inferno with
Mranda-if our only two witnesses were to be believed.
Item A male Belter had sold her skin to Machine
Techni ci an, soneone who knew hi mwel| enough to know
he was vulnerable to this particular frame-up, but

not so well that the kzin had recognized him

Item Machine Technician's admttedly inadequate
description of the suspect was at consi derabl e odds
with the couple's.

So if there were two people involved, that pointed to
a conspiracy and away froma schitz. If not, it

poi nted back at Jayce and Tanya. | still |acked too
many pi eces of the puzzle. | didn't even have a
notive

Tammy stuck her head in the door. "I hear you got a

Kdapti st confession."

"Sort of. What we didn't get was a culprit.”

"I heard that too. Wat's up?"

"Hunter tracked down this kzin who clainmed he'd
killed Mranda. It turns out all he really did was
buy her skin froma human and try to claimcredit."
"So he's an accessory after the fact. Wiy did you
send himto Winderl| and?"

"You hear a lot."

She grinned. "I keep ny ears open."

"He was set up and framed, pure and sinple. Now that
hi s honour is conpromi sed he's an outcast up here.
t hought 1'd give himanother chance."

"What about using himas a w tness?"

"Winderland is still the safest place for him How
| ong woul d he have on Ti amat ?"
She wi nced. "Good point. Well, | have to say |I'mglad

to hear it wasn't a Kdaptist after all."



| cocked ny head. "Wy is that?"

She held up her beltconp. "Here's all the data |'ve
tracked down on the Kdapt cult and current Kzin
intelligence operations.” She held her other hand up
thunmb and forefinger formng an enpty circle. "Zero."
"Sorry for the goose chase."

She smled. "Don't be." She waved the beltcomp. "I've
got a new contact and sone | everage for a couple nore
out of it anyway. So where are we now?"

"We know there are at |east two people involved. They
nmust have planned to frane Machi ne Technician in
advance of the killing-that's not the sort of detai
you work out while you're hiding in a transport

tunnel with a corpse. So Mranda wasn't chosen at
random That puts us back to Vorden and Koffnman the

| ove- bi rds, unl ess soneone-sone group-wanted her dead
for a specific reason.”

"It can't be the couple." She waved at the conposite
holo on the screen. "This is a male."

"W only have their testinony to say there's a second
mal e. Anyway, | think it would be pretty easy to foo
Machi ne Technici an on that aspect. Loose clothing
woul d be all it would take."

"Visually, yah, but he could smell the difference.

But you're right about the testinony."

"Suppose it's a group for the sake of argument. They
must have had a specific reason they wanted her dead."
"So what's the reason?"

"That's what we need to know. Sonething she knew or
somet hi ng she'd done. She just wasn't up here |ong
enough to have become involved in anything serious.
Trist Materials doesn't handl e anything worth killing
for and if they did the target wouldn't be their

br and- new exchange student."

"So it nust have been sonething she was al ready

i nvol ved wi th down on Winderl and. "

"Right. Especially since a Winderl ander is a najor
suspect . "

"What groups operate both groundside and in the Belt?"
| considered. "Anyone could send up an assassin. Any
of the crine rings, the Isolationists, Kzin
intelligence, collabo underground, collabo hunters.
Even a few branches of the Provisional CGovernnent if



she crossed the wong people.”

She shook her head. "W know it's not the tabbies at
| east. The killers are human."”

"But they could be working for the kzinti."

"Cet serious. They tried to frame a kzin for the
crime and ruined his honour in the process. If they
were working for the kzinti, their bosses woul d eat
t hem when they found out. Alive."

"CGood point."

"W've got a lead, though. If she was killed by
Winder | and assassins, they nmust have cone up between
her arrival and her death. That's a narrow w ndow.
Cross-check the Inferno's attendance list with the
passenger nanifests for every ship that arrived
during that tinme period."

| entered the search request and we watched the
screen while it collected the data and conpared it.
It came up no matches.

"Maybe they knew she was coming. Try the previous six
weeks. "

| tapped in the query. It took a little longer this
ti me because there was nore data to retrieve and
sort. The result was the same. no matches.

"Damm! " | cl eared the screen

"Not damm. Now we know the killer was already here.
That means we've got to be dealing with an

organi zation that's already in the Swarm Snugglers
for one of the crine rings probably."

"We' || have to get the Provopolizei involved. Get
themto dig out a contact list for us."

"Attack it fromboth sides. Run a novenent trace on
every person who went through the Inferno that night
too."

"I already thought of that. It'll take hours to run
and weeks to anal yze."

"So what have you got to lose? Run it overnight and
we'll start the Goldskins on it in the norning. If we
get a match, we'll refocus. At |least you won't be
totally reliant on the Provos."

She was right, of course. | wote a cable to the ARM
on Winderl and i nstead of the Provopolizei. It was
addi ng anot her bureaucratic step, since they'd have
to go to the Provos anyway, but | knew people | could



trust in the ARM people who could snell an evol ving
coverup. Then | set up ny board to run the trace and
let it go. Sonewhere in the mass of data that it
woul d generate would be the critical clue. 1'd just
had to find it-if the nurderer was in fact the nman
she left with and if he didn't have a false ident. It

woul d be hours before the trace was done. | screened
Suze and made a date for dinner
* % %

W met at the same Earth cuisine restaurant as

bef ore. Why not? The at nosphere was intimate and the
menu inviting. Suze was al ready waiting when | got
there. She greeted nme with a kiss and asked, "How s
t he case goi ng?"

"Well, we got a kzin who confessed to the crine.”
"So you're done?"
"Well, not exactly. It seenms he was confessing

because he thought he'd gain status by it. He didn't
actually do it."

"l don't understand."”

"I don't think he understood himnself."

"So where do you go from here?"

"Good question. Right now |I'mrunning a novenent
trace on everyone who went through the Inferno that
ni ght. The nmurderer has got to be in there somewhere,
unl ess he used a false ID."

"How do you know the nman she left with is the killer?"
"Mranda wasn't just a randomvictiny soneone wanted
her dead for a reason. They watched her, figured out
her novenents and set her up."

"She was just a kid!' Wy would anyone want to kil
her?" Her eyes showed worry.

"W don't know yet. Someone she was involved with on
Winder | and, a crimnal group.”

"Do you know whi ch group?"

"I haven't got a clue right now "

"I think that's your problemalright.” The concern
went away and her snile devel oped those m schi evous
di npl es.

I mssed the joke and riposted with a brilliant,
"What ?"

"You haven't got a clue."

| threw a miniature shrinmp fromny stir fry at her. |



didn't throwit hard but | grossly nisjudged the
gravity field and the norsel went flying past her on
a high, slowtrajectory that eventually intersected

t he back of a balding patron's head. He | ooked around
inirritated surprise while | tried to | ook oblivious
and Suze suppressed giggles with difficulty.

It became a gane after that. We took turns picking
targets and | aunching shrinp at them The |ow |ight

| evel hel ped conceal our nefarious intent but the
fifth time the mitre d° caught us and we were asked
firmy to | eave. Suze asked himif he'd call the ARM
if we refused at which we both collapsed into gal es
of laughter. He turned red and | ooked ready to burst
but she got ahold of herself and apol ogi zed, then
snoot hed over his feelings by insisting on being
allowed to buy two liters of their crunbl eberry cream
puddi ng before goi ng because it was so inconparably
good. On the way down to the tube station she poked
me in the ribs.

"Maybe you shoul dn't have picked the naitre d' as a
target."

"You're the one who threw the shrinmp while he was

| ooki ng. "

"I had to. He was already watching us to see if we
were the ones doing the throw ng."

"No need to confirmhis suspicions.”

"He wasn't suspicious, he knew. He was just waiting
to catch us."

"Al'l the nmore reason not to hit himwith a shrinp."

"He was a witness. | couldn't et himlive," she said
with nmock ferocity.

"The shrinmp or the maitre d' ?" | asked innocently.
She | aughed and poked me again. | caught her around

the wai st and held her and we walked armin armto
the tube car, giggling and kissing. It wasn't in the
best traditions of the ARMfor Tiamat Station's Chief
of I nvestigation to go around in public acting like a
gi ddy teenager. Well, hopefully nobody knew who

was. Anyway, | felt better than | had since I'd
arrived at Al pha Centauri and if anyone did notice ne
| didn't care

Back at her apt she called, "Dessert!", opened the
puddi ng cont ai ner and sanpl ed some with her fingers,



then gave nme a crunbl eberry-flavored kiss. In the
process sone of the pudding spilled on her junpsuit.
That was an invitation if | ever saw one so

unsealed it and spilled some nore pudding, then
kissed it off. W fell to the floor into a sticky
tangl e of clothes and puddi ng, and passion. That |ed
to the shower and steam and nore passion which in
turn led to the bed, cuddling, contentnment and

| ove?

Maybe | ove.

| fell asleep with her in my arns, serene for the
first time since |'d left Earth.

* * %

| was | ate again the next norning. Tammy w nked at
Hunter, who rippled his ears and double twitched his
tail in a manner | could only assune was nmeant to be
suggestive. | glared at them both and got anot her
tail twitch fromHunter and a | ook of "Wo? M?"

i nnocence from Tammy. Tracker snarled sonething at
Hunter, then rippled his own ears as he was let in on
t he j oke.

| was feeling too good to let it bother me. If ny

| ovelife boosted morale I'd just chalk it up to ny
doubt | ess outstanding | eadership skills. In the
meantime, | gathered what was left of ny dignity and
went into ny office.

On ny desk display the exhaustive novenent trace was
done and waiting for attention. |I went over ny mail
first. There was a nmessage from Winderl| and and
screened it, expecting a response to ny ARM query. It
was froma Provo named Loreli Novostet. She was

wor ki ng to penetrate a smuggling operation that
supplied UN weapons to the Isolationists. An

i nformant had given her a tranship code that had
turned out to belong to a twenty-meter cargo
container arriving fromTiamat. The cargo carrier's
crew knew not hi ng, of course, and both the shi pping
and receiving conmpanies were fronts. Perhaps | had
some information that mght hel p?

She'd attached the crew s idents and an inventory of
what they'd seized. | called up the idents and dunped
t he dossiers for hardcopy, then scanned the inventory
list. My eyebrows went up as | read-cases of pulse



rifles with ammunition and battery packs, hivel oc

| aunchers, sniper sights, infantry battle arnor,
conbat drugs, hundreds of kilos of Tridex, boosters,
a field hospital's worth of medical equi pment, flash
grenades, surveillance gear and nore than enough
conps and coms to run a reginent.

And sonething bizarre. A nitrogen freezer jam packed
wi th sonebody's |inbs and organs. She'd attached the
DNA pattern.

My hands flew over the keyboard. | knew the scans
woul d match even before the conputer screened M randa
Hol t zman' s gene record.

Organl egger. The word felt strange. A long time ago
failure of a vital organ neant death. Transpl ant
technol ogy changed that. Wth a little luck you could
live as long as your central nervous system | asted-as
I ong as you could find donors to keep you going.
Everybody wants to live forever but the organ banks
couldn't always supply what you needed when you
needed it. Organl eggers took up the slack through

ki dnap and nmurder. It wasn't a nice profession but it
was very lucrative.

Nowadays nedi cal technol ogy is nore advanced.

Aut ocl oni ng has elimnated the need to scavenge for
donors. Organlegging is yesterday's crime, like
cattle rustling.

But medtech is in short supply around Al pha Centauri
and the UN forces have first call. People were dying
because they couldn't get treatment. The

| sol ationists had bi gger nedical problens. A
suspected terrorist can't just show up at a hospital
with blast trauma or |aser burns and get treatnent.
Organl eggi ng was a natural for them They already had
an effective and ruthless organization in place. It
woul d take only a few donors to neet their own needs
and what they didn't use thensel ves they coul d sel

on the black market to finance their operations. Once
news of their new sideline broke, they'd probably
start using it as a terror weapon. For sone reason
peopl e dread bei ng broken down for parts nuch nore
than sinple death. A few prom nent ki dnappi ngs woul d
apply a lot of fear in high places.

Not a pleasant scenario but it gave ne an edge.



M randa hadn't been chosen at random Sonewhere out
there a terrorist was in need of spare parts. H s
tissue rejection profile would match hers. | called
up Dr. Morrow. Rejection profiles weren't part of a
person's file anymore, could he derive one from

M randa's gene scan? He could. Wile | waited

started a report to send down to the Provopoli zei

He was back on the screen an hour |ater. Mranda
Hol t zman was a rare universal donor. There were only
a few thousand in systemwho coul dn't accept her

ti ssues.

| cursed nyself. O course she'd been chosen for
exactly that reason. Another blind alley. | shelved
the report and ran a trace on the container's
transhi p code. The shi pping and receivi ng conpani es
were fake but the container itself was real. Maybe
its nmovenents would give ne a clue.

Cont ai ner 19C01FD4 had arrived aboard the freighter
Achilles at the up-axis docking hub, custons' seal ed
and coded for transport from MJUN42104K to TMJ19J234C
The mani fest said "Machine Tools." | called up the
operations manual for the cargo systemand figured
out the codes. "TMJ' is the up-axis hub's destination
code. "19" indicates the nineteenth of the asteroid's
thirty-two axial transport tunnels. "J2" is the
second container bay in the tenth two-kil oneter
section of the twenty-five that make up the |ength of
the transport tunnels. "34C' is the third | evel of
the thirty-fourth container rack in that bay. Once
unl oaded from Achilles, the automated routing system
woul d have sent the container down tunnel nineteen to
its destination and the receiver woul d have been
notified of its arrival and shown up in due course to
sign off with the Port Authority and take charge of
its contents.

So far so good, but nobody had signed it off as

recei ved. The conputer didn't even log it as arriving
at 19J2. The next tine there was a record was
thirty-seven hours later as the container was being

| oaded aboard the frei ghter Canexco Wayfarer at the
down-axi s hub, still custons' seal ed and nanifested
as "Machine Tools." Point of origin TMJ19J234C,
destinati on MJUN42104K- Munchen Spaceport, Winderl and.



A neat trick. The container had been shipped from
Winder| and and arrived on Tiamat, travel ed straight

t hrough the core of the asteroid, come neatly out the
ot her end and gone back where it cane from Sonewhere
al ong the line whatever was inside it had been taken
out and Mranda Holtzman and an arsenal of UN weapons
had been put in. So far as the conmputer was concerned
nobody had touched the container so there was no way
to trace the smugglers through it. The chips

contai ning the tranship codes are crypted and
self-verifying to prevent containers from being

el ectronically hijacked en route. You need a Port
Authority ident to originate or receive a shipment
and of course that gets logged in the shipping
control net. Sonehow the snuggl ers had managed to
swap origin and destination w thout the ident.

The trick got neater when | called up the information
on container bay 19J2. It didn't exist. Somewhere in
tunnel nineteen a 2000 cubic nmeter tranship box had
di sappeared for thirty-seven hours. | screened the
history file for container 19CO1FD4. It had travel ed
from MUN42104K to TMJ19J234C and back twel ve tines.
The tranship net had never logged it as delivered to
anyone anywhere since it entered the systemthree
years ago.

A picture was com ng together and it wasn't nice. The
I sol ationi sts needed nedi cal support and had deci ded
to get into organl egging. They'd nmade a |ist of

uni versal donors and Mranda was on it. Her departure
for Tiamat put only a minor crinp in their plans.
They al ready had a sophisticated snuggling operation
set up in the Swarmto ship stolen UN weapons to
Winder | and. She'd been targeted, abducted and packed
into a freezer to ship down to Winderland in a
weapons consi gnment already set to go. The freezer
wasn't big enough for all of her so they'd left her
torso in the tranship tunnel and sold her skin to the
Kdapti st Machi ne Technician to blur the trail.

I would rather have found a schitz. This was
carefully cal cul ated nurder for profit. The people
responsible for it couldn't be treated for sone

neur ocheni cal i nbal ance. They were col d- bl ooded
killers, plain and sinple.



The nost frightening thing was the organi zation. The
killers had some mmjor resources behind them They
were probably already |ong gone. Even if | caught
themit wouldn't stop nore innocents from being
snatched and killed to fill the Isolationist organ
banks. | could only pray they confined thenselves to
organl egging. |If they decided to escal ate, things
woul d get a |l ot worse-and | would be one of their
first targets.

It was tine to take a better | ook at tunnel nineteen
Johansen wasn't around so | collared Hunter. As an
afterthought | belted on ny patrol pack as well and
we went down to the Port Authority at the up-axis
hub. Jocelyn Merral was Port Chief, a handsone wonan
in her fifties-iron-gray hair and a penetrating gaze.
W asked her to shut down the tunnel so we could go
over it with a fine-tooth conb. She didn't get upset,
she just refused. It would be too disruptive to her
operations. Tunnel nineteen had been shut down for
mai nt enance and i nvestigation already. The backl og
had kept a ship overtine at the down-axis hub. Did
have any idea how rmuch that cost? It wasn't going to
happen agai n.

I couldn't just order it done. The Port Authority is
its own police within its jurisdiction. | tried to
reason with her. "Ma'am we are investigating a
murder that involves the Isolationists and the
snmuggl i ng of UN weapons to Winderl and. Surely the
Port Authority is as interested in resolving this as
we are."

She spoke slowy and firmy. "The Port Authority is
not at all interested in shutting down transport
tunnel s at the casual whimof the ARM"

"Casual whint was the key phrase. \What she neant was
that if we wanted her cooperation we were going to
have to supply nore information. | didn't want to do
that. The odds were | ong someone in the Port

Aut hority was involved with the snugglers, and as one
of a handful with command access to the tranship net
Merral was high on the suspect list.

Instead, | tried bargaining. "Look, we just need to
i nspect tunnel nineteen. Can that be done wi thout
shutting it down?"



"Certainly, | have just the thing." | was startled by
her ready agreenment. Information is currency to ne,
dealing for it is second nature. Merral had just been
concerned about the efficiency of her operation.
wasn't used to taking people at face val ue.

She ushered us out of her office. The gravity was
about a twentieth of a G and the corridors had static
fields in the floor to aid traction. Merral wal ked in
effortless forty-foot strides. Hunter noved with easy
feline grace. | kept unsticking myself and hitting ny
head on the ceiling before settling awkwardly back to
t he ground. They had the manners not to | augh too
nmuch.

W |eft the corridor and entered the hub itself, a
vast space full of container racks. I'd been in
tunnel nineteen nyself but there were no containers
init then. The files on the shipping system
cont ai ned di agranms of the containers and the hubs but
t hey gave no concept of the scale.

Shi ppi ng containers are ten nmeters square and twenty
| ong. The down-axis hub is a hollow cylinder, a klick
across and half that deep. Eight rows of storage
racks line the hub-twenty-four thousand containers in
hundred-neter piles. From any given point inside the
cylinder the floor slopes upwards at an imnpossible
angl e and the | oom ng racks seem about to topple
over. Eventually the floor becomes what comon sense
dictates is a wall with the rows of racks marching up
it with no respect for the gentle but insistent
one-twentieth G tug beneath your feet. Farther stil
the wall becomes a ceiling with the racks dangling
fromit like nmassive swords of Danocles. Containers
are noved sinply by launching them fromthe rack
sorters on gentle trajectories either to the docking
hub at the center of the cylinder or one of the
tunnel entrances around its edge. The enpty space in
the mddl e of the cylinder was full of containers in
free fall and I had to consciously keep nyself from
cringing as they flew overhead with quiet rushes of
air. | felt like a nmouse in a warehouse, scampering
to avoid being crushed by the frenetic,

i nconpr ehensi bl e activity going on over head.

Merral was watching nme. "lnpressive, ay?" she asked.



"Inpressive isn't the word. | can't believe you |et
those things go in free fall."

She | aughed. "It |ooks like disaster in notion
doesn't it? Actually it's very safe. There are eight
hundred sixty-one trajectories. \Whenever one is in
use, all the intersecting flight paths are | ocked out
until the container is down and clear of its
destination."”

| 1 ooked up at the graceful, ponderous,

hundr ed- t housand-tonne aerial ballet. It wasn't that
| doubted her, but it was hard to shake the feeling
all those containers were going to fall on ne as soon
as CGod cut the strings.

Qur destination was a cargo box, but this one had
doors and | arge wi ndows cut in the sides. Powerful
lights were nmounted flush with the walls. Jocel yn

t hunbed a door open and waved us in. "W use this for
troubl eshooting and i nspections. It carries
everything we need, and we don't have to shut down a
tunnel to use it."

I nside the container was nostly enpty space. There
were doors and wi ndows in the floor and ceiling as
well as the walls and all the surfaces were padded
and wel |l equi pped with handhol ds. Strapdown chairs
with nounts that |ocked into the handhol ds were set
up beside the forward wi ndows. A quarter of the
bottomrear was given over to a series of cabinets
that housed batteries, swi tches and various too
chests. Beneath the forward wi ndow there was a
spartan control board with a conpact data terninal as
wel | as various buttons, gauges and comm gear. Beside
it was a small keypad. | recognized it at once from
the tranship operations manual. It was the
container's shipping control panel, a duplicate of
the one nmounted on the outside.

| wal ked over and exani ned the panel. Wen Jocel yn
joined me, | asked, "This contains the tranship
codes?"

"Not just the codes, everything about the shipnent.
The freight manifest, maxi num and ni ni mum al | owabl e
tenmperatures, power requirenments, |oading paraneters,
whet her the container is pressure seal ed, center of
mass, priority level, custons codes, COD status and



charges. Everything." She tapped a few keys and
cryptic data slid over the small screen inset on the
panel . PRI, COD, KPA, BOTI, and others along wth
nunbers that didn't nmean anything to me. | did
recogni ze two codes. SRC and DST i ndicated the
container's source and destination-both were rack
addresses in the up-axis hub

| tapped a few keys and managed to bring up the DST
code. "Can you set this up to go anywhere?" | asked
Merral .

"Anywhere on Tiamat. The | ockouts don't allow us to
be | oaded for an offworld destination. This container
isn't vacc sealed. I'll set it for the outbound
recei ving racks at the down-axis hub with a routing
override so we get tunnel nineteen. That'll take us
right through Tianmat."

It was better than I'd hoped for. "Can you try
TMUJ19J234C?" | asked.

She | ooked at me with the half accusing "How do you
know what that means?" |ook that's usually reserved
for nmedical patients who show their doctor sone basic
pi ece of medi cal know edge. Specialists hate it when
you trespass on their specialty. It nakes themless
speci al . Neverthel ess, she thunbed the pad to

aut hori ze the change and punched in the destination
code. After a couple of seconds the screen displayed
accepted, then reverted to DST: TMJ19J234C.

"This transaction is now |l ogged in the transport net,
correct?" | asked.

Merral nodded, adjusting the restraining straps that
hel d her in her seat. She notioned for ne to do the
sane.

"I's there any way to circunvent that?" | asked,
fumbling with the belts.

"How do you nean?"

"Can you enter destinations into this panel w thout
havi ng the system becone aware of it."

"It could be done. You'd have to block the scan
transceiver and trick the panel into thinking it had
transmitted the change and received a valid

aut horization verification. It wouldn't be easy, we
use dynanic encryption. Wiy woul d you want to?" She
reached over and hel ped nme get buckled in.



"A snuggl er m ght change an onworl d destination for
an of fworld destination, or perhaps just make a

shi pnent the systemisn't aware of."

"I see what you're getting at, but you m sunderstand
me. |f you prevent the panel fromtalking to the net,
the net will just ignore it. It won't get sent
anywhere. There's a lot of ways to break the system
but once it's broken it won't work properly.”

"I don't follow'

"Look, the systemis vulnerable to tanpering and
there's no way to avoid that. Rather than try to make
it tanper-proof we've made it fail-safe. Getting a
container to nove involves a series of steps, with
our control procedures built into the chain. If any
link is broken the systemflashes us a trouble
war ni ng and won't nove the container."

"And the data in the panel itself is al

sel f-encrypted so you need a Port Authority ident to
change it, correct?"

Merral warmed to her topic. She obviously enjoyed
havi ng sonmeone show an interest in her work. It
probably didn't happen too often. "Not quite. The
source address is always | ocked so we can back-trace
a shiprment, nobody can change that. Wen the shi pnment
arrives and is accepted, the destination address is
copied to the source so the container can be sent out
again. Manifest, COD charges and destination are set
by the shipper and then | ocked when the PA verifies
and seal s the shipnent. The user functions-like

hum dity, tenperature and all that-can either be set
and | ocked or left open at the shipper's discretion
in case they need adjustnent in transit."

"So you can't change the source or the destination in
transit unless you have a Port Authority ident."

"Not even if you do have a PA ident. Once a setting
is locked, it can't be changed until the receiver
accepts the shipnent and signs off with us. The
systemonly lets that happen at the destination
address. "

"What if you hacked it, opened the box and nodified

t he sof tware?"

"Al'l you'd do is cause a self-encryption verification
failure. The systemwould halt the container at the



next control point and drop a trouble flag."

"What if | supplied nmy own panel that allowed
in-transit re-routing?"

"It still wouldn't work. Firstly, it would fail PA
verification at the point of shipping. Second, the
tranship net and the panel would di sagree on the
destination as soon as you nodified it. The net would
halt the container and you' d get another flag. It's
fail-safe.”

Fail-safe. It's a one-word lie. Nothing built by
humans is fail-safe. | knew soneone was pl ayi ng ganes
with the tranship net. What Merral was really telling
me was that | needed to | ook for hackers in the net's
hi gh-1 evel control software or corruption at the Port
Authority itself. | didn't tell her that: she m ght
be the one | was | ooking for

Instead | offered a conplinment. "Sounds like you're
pretty secure. |'ve seen banks with | ooser systens."

I meant it too. | didn't nmention that I'd seen banks
with | ooser systens because |I'd gone in to

i nvestigate the frauds that had occurred at them
"You' ve got to understand, there are better than two
mllion containers in the system Every day we nove
thirty thousand of themthrough Tiamat. The cargo
value in just one of those can get into the tens of
mllions of crowns. We can't just |ose track of one.”
There was pride in her voice. She was a hands-on
technocrat and the tranship system was her baby.

The conversation was interrupted by the arrival of

t he conveyor crane. The rollers on the container rack
slid us into the jaws of the waiting cradle. | felt

i ke Captain Nenmo being attacked by a giant squid.
There was a clang as the | ocki ng dogs engaged and
then we were on our way, swaying gently in the

m nuscul e gravity field. The crane | oaded us onto the
roller rails at the end of our row of container

racks. The cradl e disconnected and the crane swung
away. The rollers began spinning and our contai ner
noved of f.

| watched out the windows like a kid on a train for
the first tine. There was a double jolt as we were

| oaded onto a sorter, then a gentle surge as we

l aunched into free fall. | watched in fascination as



we soared past the tops of the container racks. W
spun slowy and | got a revolving view of the entire,
bustling hub. To my surprise we didn't cone within a
hundred neters of another container. \What | ooked |ike
near m sses frombel ow were a trick of perspective.
There was all sorts of room

W reached the top of our parabola and began to
descend. There was another surge as tunnel nineteen's
contai ner receiver pulled us in. W |anded perfectly
flat and | realized what the spin had been
for-Maintain This End Up at Al Tines. The whol e
experience was exciting but vertigo inducing. |I got
nmy stomach back under control and | ooked over at
Hunter. He had eschewed the human-si zed observation
chairs, choosing instead to curl up on top of a l|large
tool bin that afforded hima convenient view and

| oosely belting hinmself in with some cargo straps. He
| ooked compl etely at home, curse him

| was clearly going to have to get nore zero-gravity
time if | was going to fit in on Tianat.

The conveyors humed and with a gentle swayi ng we
slid into the yawni ng entrance of tunnel nineteen

The swayi ng stopped as our contai ner was grabbed by
the roller tracks on all four sides of the tunnel
Darkness fell as we left the entrance behind. Merral
hit a switch on her control panel and the floodlights
cane on, lighting the way ahead.

Vertigo jerked at nmy stomach as ny inner ears fought
to reconcile thenselves with ny eyes. The containers
nmove down the tunnels at about fifty kiloneters an
hour. That's not very much in the schene of things
but with the tunnel walls rushing past just inches
away it seenms very fast indeed. The tiny pull of
Tiamat's rotation is overwhel mned by the accel eration
and decel eration forces along the container's axis as
it's braked or speeded up to allow for other traffic
in the tunnel

My brain carefully weighed all this information and
decided that | was falling headfirst down a

bottom ess el evator shaft. It was worse than the
freefall in the hub. My knuckles were white on the
arms of the chair and I found | couldn't make nyself

l et go



"How long will it take to get there?" | asked, trying
to keep ny voice calm It cane out sounding tense
anyway.

"About forty mnutes.'
Merral .

Hunt er yawned, curled up and went to sleep

A track shunt appeared ahead of us. Luminous letters
flashed by, too fast to actually read but |

regi stered themas Y2. A black opening flashed by.

I closed ny eyes and took three deep breaths and
found I could relax ny grip. I was just sitting in a
chair in very low gravity. The seatbelt pulled gently
as the container responded to the tracks and | could
hear the whine of the rollers. | sat on ny hands and
opened ny eyes.

Vertigo hit again, but | forced nmyself to keep
sitting on ny hands. Eventually | got used to the

vi ew. Anot her openi ng, another junction and W
flashed by. Merral had brought up a tiny hol ogram on
her board. | recognized it as a map of the shipping
tunnels. Tiny white dots noved slowly along its
tributaries. She pointed to one highlighted in red.
"That's us."

| asked her sone nore questions about the tranship
net and its security arrangenments. She was happy to
oblige ne. | got detailed information on how data was
stored, how transm ssions were crypted and errors
caught, how containers were seal ed and how physi ca
access was controlled. It really was an inpressive
system but she kept using the word "fail-safe.” An
engi neer really ought to know better

After a while the conversation lagged and | fell to
wat chi ng the hypnotically repeating panorana of
tracks, rollers and supports. P3 streaked past. |

t hought about Holly and Suze. P2, P1, O, N, N3. |

st opped counting them and t hought about Suze.

My reverie ended when the decel eration kicked in and
pushed me against ny safety belt. A scrabble of claws
frombehind told ne that Hunter's nap had been
interrupted and he'd nearly slid out of his

i nprovi sed restraints. W slowed to a fraction of our
former speed. A tunnel junction was coming up

| looked in amazenent at the |lum nous figures on the

It was clearly just routine to



tunnel wall. J2-the container bay that didn't exist.
The floodlights illum nated a track shunt ahead,
leading into a side tunnel identical to all the
others we'd passed so far. |1'd expected a conpl ex
trail of trapdoor conputer progranms and corrupt
custonms checkers. 1'd imagined secret doors, illicit
tunnels or a Slaver device that coul d nmove cargo
containers into hyperspace pockets. | didn't know
what | was |ooking for, but |I certainly hadn't
expected a perfectly normal tunnel junction, |abelled
with glowing letters four neters tall.

The rollers braked our container sonme nore and we
were switched onto the side track. W rocked slightly
fromside to side as we entered the contai ner bay and
lost the stability of being guided on all four sides.
Automati ¢ handling gear clanged as it coupled to the
container's lifting lugs and slid us up a container
rack. It was only four tiers high but otherw se
identical to the one we'd started in at the up-axis
hub. The | ocki ng dogs engaged with a solid thunp and
we were stopped.

Merral | ooked around fromthe side window "Here we
are," she said, as if there were nothing unusua

about it. | l|ooked out the wi ndow and | knew we'd hit
paydirt. Jury-rigged spotlights lit the scene. Most
of the imense bay was enpty, with only a single row
of enpty racks, although the conveyer was built to
service a dozen nore. Another container was shunted
onto the bay's only loading ranmp. Its end doors were
open and stacked around it were hundreds of white
plastic crates stanmped with UN code nunbers. | had
ganbl ed on finding a lead. 1'd found smuggl er central
Hunter and | piled out and junped the thirty meters
to the ground. He | anded in a conbat-ready crouch.
cane down | ess gracefully but my nerves were just as
taut. | drew my stunner fromits holster on the belt
of my patrol pack. | don't usually carry the pack but
| was glad I'd brought it this tine. Now | w shed
that 1'd worn ny body arnmor too. For the first tinme |
noti ced Hunter's only weapon was his cerenoni al

dagger and | realized that it was all he ever carried.
Merral came down after us, cautiously. J2 was just

t he di sused contai ner bay she'd expected, but she was



nore than smart enough to make the connections.

Wt hout words she took up a position behind us,

wat ching the tracks leading to the container tunne
and letting us concentrate on the bay itself.

Not hi ng noved. | was about to relax and tell Merral

t here was no danger when Hunter's sharp "Siisss!"
warned nme to silence. He was in a frozen crouch, his
ears swivelled up and forward, twitching slightly
back and forth. One paw was gesturing for quiet.
Suddenly he | eapt, sailing across the vast chanber in
seconds. Hs target was the entry to an access
corridor in the opposite wall. He flew through the
opening with unerring precision, |anded on a handhol d
and took off again, down the corridor and out of
sight. | followed himawkwardly. | knew | could never
have the big cat's reflexes, but | fervently w shed
had at |east Jocelyn Merral's easy grace in
mcrogravity. | mssed ny junp by better than twenty
neters and fl oundered down while she waited
patiently. The access corridor was half a klick |ong.
| swallowed nmy ego and let Merral hold on to me. She
pushed off into a |l ong parabola. A couple of kicks en
route brought us to the end of the corridor. The
pressure door to the next section was cl osed and
Hunter was examining it intently. He turned to us as
we arrived.

"I heard a sound, which I now presune was this door
bei ng opened and then shut. There is fresh scent in
this tunnel of a human nale. He nust have fled when
our container's lights entered the trackway." The
kzin showed his fangs and licked his chops with a
deep-throated nrrrow . "There is much fear in his
sweat . "

| went to thunmb the door open but the plate had been
ri pped open and bypassed. Not even an ARMident woul d
wor k now. Cl oser inspection reveal ed the | ocking
mechani sm A hole had been cut in the door's plastee
surface and a sinple I ever and pivot engaged the
securing bolts inside. A nmetal pin attached to a
chain could be inserted to hold the lever in the

| ocked position. Wth the pin in place the door was
proof agai nst anything short of heavy energy weapons.
The hol es rendered the door useless in a



depressurization energency, but the snugglers

woul dn't be worried about that.

| tried the handle reflexively. It didn't budge.

"I have already attenpted that," said Hunter mldly.
"It's clear we're not going to get through. Let's
seal this bay off and get the crime scene team down
here."

| grabbed the communit frommy patrol pack and
called Dispatch. | didn't get anything but static. No
repeaters in this unfinished section. Qur runner had
made a cl ean get away.

Merral noticed the problem "There's a Port Authority
common the control board in the container." Hunter
snarl ed in acknow edgenent and | aunched hinsel f back
down the corridor, eager to be on with the chase.

I let himgo, turning to Merral. "You know about this
pl ace?"
"OfF course." She gestured at the door and the pirated

wiring the smuggl ers had used to power their
floodlights. "Although evidently | didn't know
everything | thought I did."

"Tell me about it." We turned back down the corridor
"This bay was supposed to serve a whol e new

i ndustrial subsector they were going to put in right
after the liberation. Turns out they overestimated
the requirements and they never needed the space, so
they just sealed it off and left it."

Her expl anati on made sense but there were other

probl ems. "The tranship net doesn't even know it
exists."”

W turned the accessway corner into the main bay.
Hunter junped down fromthe container. "The crine
scene team and a detachnent of Col dskins are on their
way. They will open the pressure door fromthe other
side. I will nmeet themthere."” He leapt off again

wi t hout waiting for an answer.

"Of course it does," Merral continued.

"It doesn't." | paused, decided to trust her. The
snmuggl ers al ready knew we were on to them anyway.
"Mranda Holtzman's internal organs were found in a
shi ppi ng contai ner on Winderl and, along with a cache
of stolen UN weapons. The container's point of origin
was 19J2, but when | tried to punch up the data on it



the systemdrew a bl ank."

"You did a shipping trace to get that data, right?"
"Yah. "

She nodded. "Wen you do a trace, the net uses the

billing system data because normally you're
interested in who owns the shipment and who's payi ng
for it. This bay isn't in the billing system because

no custoners are registered to it so it would never
show up. But the routing software knows about every
node around Al pha Centauri and that's the data set
that gets used when a shipnent is set up and
verified."

The picture becanme clearer. "lIs there any way soneone
could swap the source and destination addresses

wi thout a Port Authority ident, or at |east wthout
logging it in the conputer?"

"Too easy." She | aughed and tapped a few keys on a
board at the base of the container racks. Its display
cane up with a duplicate of the inspection

contai ner's shi pping panel. Another press brought up
SRC and DST. She hit a final key and the readout

fl ashed REJECTED for a nonent and then, magically,
TMJ19J234C and TMJUCA147A switched places fromorigin
to destination. "You just refuse delivery."

"What ?"

"You refuse delivery. If you accept the shiprment, you
need a PA ident to accept the COD, clear customns
control, verify the manifest and all that. If you
refuse delivery, the tranship box just gets bounced
back to point of origin still sealed so none of that
matters, so you don't need the ident. The shipper's
delivery bond is forfeited to pay for shipping the
contai ner back and the transaction is cleared out of
the net. It's a user function."

"A user function?" | couldn't believe nmy ears. "Wat
happens if a refused shipnent gets re-refused by the
shi pper ?"

"Why woul d anyone do that?"

"What woul d happen?" | tried to keep ny voice |evel
She shrugged. "I don't know . " She paused

t hi nking. "Grounded at the originating port, |
suppose. At worst it would go back to the recipient
again. It couldn't get lost or redirected, only a PA



i dent can change the source or destination. Nobody
could claimit unless they signed off with us." She
paused again. "Unless . "

"Unless it got shipped here.™

She nodded, understandi ng the problem The tranship
system had a coupl e of assunptions built into it -
that the Port Authority was physically present at al
t he system endpoi nts, and that no shi pper would
refuse its own refused container. Wth dynamc
encryption and nultilayered security neasures, the
system was considered fail-safe. But a coupl e of
reasonabl e assunptions nmade a security hole big
enough to shove a twenty-neter container box through
that wasn't defined as a failure. There were no
hackers, no high-level corruption. The system j ust

worked the way it was designed to. It was a brilliant
setup, a sort of digital jujitsu. The snugglers were
only caught because of human error. | wondered if

they considered their systemfail-safe too.
It would be a while before the crinme scene team
arrived. Merral scranbled up the container rack to

call in her findings to her team | took the
opportunity to look into the cargo box on the | oading
ranp. | got a shock. The white crates were al

clearly | abelled. They contai ned high-tech drugs,
each nol ecul e assenbled atom by atomin zero gravity.
I recogni zed some of the names-Pol yhal azone, Quadro
and Ricaline. Every case here was worth fifty

t housand crowns at a mininmum at |east treble that on
the bl ack nmarket, and there were hundreds of cases.
There was nore in the container, stacked parcels of
brown quickwap a half neter on a side. | ripped one
open. Brand new fifty krona wafers spilled onto the
floor. |1 couldn't begin to guess how nuch was in the
package. The next package yielded twenties. | ripped
open a third. Hundreds. | picked one up and | ooked it
over carefully. It gave away nothing to the naked eye
although I knew it had to be counterfeit. | would
have heard of a theft this big-the whole system would
have. | was willing to bet it was a very good
counterfeit. The Isolationists never did anything
with hal f neasures.

The scale wasn't hal f-nmeasured either. | counted



packages and did sone quick mental arithmetic, then
did it again because | didn't believe the results the
first time. This container held a billion crowns at a
conservative estimate. The krona isn't the rock solid
currency it used to be. Its value has been steadily
eroded since the start of the occupation and the
slide has only accel erated since the liberation. Even
so, a billion crowns was a staggering sum A fraction
of a percent of counterfeits in the cash supply will
upset a currency's stability. Wth the Provo
Governnent's grip already shaky, there was enough
here to underm ne the entire systenmi s econony. If
this container got through to Winderl and, Al pha
Centauri would be in chaos within a nonth.

It wouldn't, though, because we'd gotten here first.

| felt suddenly shaky. This was a mgjor haul. | was
wel | aware of what the Provos knew and did not know
about the Isolationists. The scale of their smuggling
system their expansion into nmedical facilities and
organl eggi ng and their counterfeiting operation were
all new pieces of informati on. W were going to get
positive DNA idents fromthis site, and the Gol dskin
interrogators woul d get the nanes we didn't have from
the ones we caught. This investigation was going to
break the back of the Isolationists in the Swarm

bef ore they even got going and shut down a huge
snmuggling ring as well. The information we gai ned
woul d I et the Provopolizei put a major crinmp in their
operations on Winderl and too.

It was a good feeling-it was the way | used to feel
when Prakit and | started to unravel one of our big
cases back on Earth. And why not? This was just as

bi g- maybe bi gger. Tiamat night well wi nd up crowning
my career and |I'd only been here a nonth.

My ent husi asm danped itsel f. The whol e Winder | and
hal f of the project depended on the Provopoli zei

They mi ght well be "convinced" to close the case down
by sone pro-lsolationist politician.

| shook off the negative images. | was doing nmy job
and doing it well. Winderl and was out of my control
but 1'd already scored a major victory just by
catching this shipnent. No politician could take that
away from me



Merral came in, gasping when she saw the cash.

"I npressive, eh?"

She just nodded.

"Don't get too excited, it's not real."

She | ooked at the stacked packages "There must be
hundreds of millions of crowns here."

"Abillion at the very least."

She whistled. "They could crash the market with this."
"I think that's the plan."

She tore her gaze away fromthe noney and handed ne a
hardcopy. "Here, you're going to need this."

It was fromthe data terminal in the inspection
container. It listed thirty-six tranship boxes that
had passed through 19J2 at some point, along with
their points of origin, shipper, receiver and
supposed nanifest. This bay was a hub for smuggling
activities ranging from UN outposts at the edge of
the systemto renote nonorail stations deep in the
Jotuns on Winderl and. One container was even
shuttling back and forth fromEarth itself.

Hunter came in and reported. "The crime scene team
has arrived and the access tunnel has been secured.”
He took in the container's contents and for the first
tinme ever | saw himat a loss. "There is

consi derabl e weal th here."

"Al nost certainly counterfeit.”

"Of course." He was back in control that quickly.
"Shall | informthe UNF authorities that they can
recover their pharmaceuticals as soon as the team has
finished their sweep?"

"I"ll doit; you take over here." His practicality
rem nded nme that there was plenty of work to be done.
The bay was secure and the sweepers would give ne a
report. | had to start coordinating the authorities
whose jurisdictions were on Merral's destination
list. It was a big crininal organization. Not
everyone would get warned in time. A lot of crooks
were about to get caught.

Johansen canme in with First Tracker in tow | took
some time to fill themin on the findings and set
themto tracing our runner. The sweepers were already
at work in the bay by the time | left. | tubed back
to the office and got the paperwork under way. |'d



only been at ny desk half an hour when the screen
chimed. | punched the call through. It was Suze.
"Hi, am|l interrupting anything?"

| smled. "Big exciting things, but I'mglad you
cal l ed anyway. "

"Why don't you knock off early and tell ne about
then?" Her smle was rich in pronises.

"I really shouldn't . . ." | looked at my long |ist
of to-dos " . . . but what the hell." Any excuse to
dodge paperwork. A twelve-hour delay woul dn't nake
much difference in the course of the investigation. |
was just sending prelimnary reports anyway. Most of
the informati on | needed wouldn't be back fromthe
field lab until tonorrow

"Great, your apt, thirty mnutes. I'Il order dinner."
"Sold." She punched off and | stored nmy work in

progr ess.

* * %

Suze was waiting at the door when | got to ny apt.

t hunbed the plate and kissed her. W went in and
unslung ny patrol pack and hung it on a hook by the
door. She looked at it with curiosity.

"You carry a gun?"

"It's just a stunner."

"Does that have anything to do with your big exciting
happeni ngs?"

"Not a whole lot as it turns out. W closed down an

I sol ationi st snuggling operation in an abandoned
cont ai ner bay today. And we know who killed Mranda."
"Who?"

"The Isolationists." | paused, then shut up. |'d been
about to tell her about their organl eggi ng operation
but there was no need to upset her

She didn't notice ny hesitation. "Catch anyone?"

"Not yet, but we will. W got a big pile of stolen
drugs and about a billion in counterfeit krona as

wel . "

She whistled. "That is big and exciting."

| grinned, still very pleased with the success. "I

have to convi nce the managenent that |'m earning ny
pay."

"You won't get fired this week anyway." She reached
past ne and took my pack off the wall. "What el se do



you carry?"

"Just what you'd expect. Communit, binders, medkit,
bel t comp, shockrod, that sort of thing."

She opened the pouch and exam ned the nmedkit. It was
ARM i ssue on Earth, nore advanced than what was given
out here. "You're ready for anything, aren't you?"
"As much as | can be."

She took out the binders, sinple double circlets of
stainl ess steel-very | ow tech. She | ocked one cuff to
her right wist.

"Anything at all?"

She held out her arms towards me, wists together

Her eyes were high voltage arcs. She wore a | ook of

invitation and defiance-"I dare you."
| wal ked over and gently took her hands. Her gaze
didn't waver. Wthout breaking eye contact, | lifted

the other cuff and closed it around her left wist.
The lock is usually inaudible. This time the click
sounded |i ke a gunshot.

She parted her lips. | pulled her arnms over her head
and ki ssed her fervently, pulling her pliant body
hard agai nst m ne. Eventually, | picked her up and

carried her to the bedroom M apt is on the .8G

| evel and she was as light as a feather in ny arns.
* * %

The screen chinmed, though | had it set for privacy,
draggi ng me out of a deep sleep. Priority call.
punched it through and got the Col dskin dispatcher
Emer gency. Johansen had arrested a suspect and shots
had been fired. She was hit-no word on her condition
yet-and the suspect was fleeing. The Col dskins were
in pursuit but weren't pressing their quarry. He had
a strakakker and was noving al ong a pedestrian
promenade. They didn't want to provoke a firefight.

| didn't blame them | punched the dispatcher into
audi o only and patched in security surveillance.
They' d be following himon the nonitors. The screen
showed a crowded arcade from hal fway up one wall. A
sur gi ng di sturbance in the throng marked the escaper
He was a dark-hai red Winder| ander, running awkwardly
in the low G brandishing his weapon and screamn ng
Peopl e were desperately scranbling out of his way. As
| watched, a startled kzin |eapt straight up and



grabbed a light fixture on the ceiling fifty feet
overhead. The fugitive jerked his gun up to cover the
sudden nmotion but didn't fire. Between his panic and
| ack of coordination, it was a miracle he hadn't

al ready enptied the strakakker into the crowd. One
hint of pursuit and he'd do just that. The CGol dskins
had made the right choice. Let himrun, exhaust

hi nsel f and then hole up sonewhere. Even if he took
host ages and wound up killing themall it would be no
wor se than a shootout down on that floor. Hopefully,
it would turn out nuch better

Hopeful | y.

Suze cane up behind nme, rubbing sleep fromher eyes
and | ooking very fetching with her hair tousled into
a fiery halo and wearing an oversized junp-shirt from
nmy war dr obe.

"What's goi ng on?"

| spoke quickly. "We' ve got a runner. Tammy tagged a
suspect fromthe contai ner bay bust and got shot."
The di spatcher was still waiting for instructions.
split the screen and punched up Control's map. | got
a floating 3D planview of the arcade and the | evels
around it. The fugitive was a tiny red ball on the
.3G l evel, headi ng down-axis. Gold spheres marked the
cops positioned around his route, nmoving to get ahead
of him but staying out of the way. As |long as he
didn't open fire they'd stay there. Custers of

bl ue-marked ned teans held in readiness. Control had
seal ed the pressure doors behind himbut not ahead.
Any route he chose was fine with themas long as it
was of f that arcade. | zoomed the map out and punched
up a history trace. Ared line showed his path. He
was pani cked but he wasn't running blindly. He was
goi ng straight down-axis, noving in every time he had
a chance. He was heading for the | ow G industrial
zone near Tigertown.

Headi ng for the down-axis hub

| told the dispatcher as nuch and bl anked the screen
Suze was | ooking over mny shoulder and | nearly
knocked her over as | got up to grab ny clothes. |
threw themon in record tine and grabbed my patro
pack. At the door | paused | ong enough to kiss her
good- bye.



"Back soon."

She grabbed nme with surprising strength, kissed ne
hard and whi spered fiercely in ny ear. "Don't |let him
live."

"What ?" | said, taken aback, not understanding.
"Don't let himlive. If he's caught, there' |l be a
trial. He's an Isolationist, they can buy the court
or blackmail it or break himout. He'll get away.
It's not right, after what they did to that girl."
Her gaze was intense, burning blue. "If he's shot
whi | e escaping . " She let her voice trail off.
She didn't need to say nore. | kissed her fiercely
and left.

Control had a tube car ready and held on standby.
junped in, thunbed the plate and the door slid shut.
The route panel was already set for the down-axis
hub. The di spatcher obligingly shunted everyone el se
out of ny way and | made the thirty-kiloneter trip in
record time. On the way, | thought about Suze's plea.
An arnmed and dangerous fugitive killed while fleeing
arrest. There would be no questions if | ordered
shoot to kill. We'd | ose the chance to interrogate
hi m of course, but he woul dn't evade justice-and it
woul d be justice. Even if he wasn't an Isol ationi st
wi th bl ood on his hands, he'd proved mnurderous intent
by shooti ng Johansen.

Frontier justice. It wasn't the way the ARM did

busi ness on Earth, but this wasn't Earth. Maybe

shoul d i ssue shoot to kill orders anyway. It was a
reasonabl e response given the situation. | had to
thi nk of the danger to ny troops as well. Stunners

don't have a lot of range and if the runner got off a
burst before going down it would be nmessy, even if we
fired first. Pulse rifles would nore than even the
odds.

| decided to wait and see. Any risk of a firefight,
I'd give the order, but not until. I'd played by the
rules since I'd arrived and I wasn't going to go back
now.

In the end it didn't matter. It was all over when |
got there. The runner went straight for the down-axis
hub. Control evacuated the accessways and when he got
i nside an enpty corridor they sealed himin. H's



st rakakker was | oaded with arnor-piercing explosive
ammuni tion and he enptied it trying to bl ow open the
pl asteel pressure doors. Wen they failed to yield
sufficiently, he rel oaded and bl ew his head off

i nst ead.

Arnor-piercing explosive. | felt sick as | remenbered
Johansen. | called the nedical section and asked how
she was, dreading the answer | knew | woul d get.
Tammy took five rounds point-blank fromher left hip
to her right shoul der. Her body arnor was blasted to
ri bbons absorbi ng the detonations. She m ght as well
have been naked, she was dead on the scene. First
Tracker took rounds in the thigh, belly and chest but
his heavier kzin arnor and built-for-battle physique
saved his life-hopefully. The doctors would rebuild
hi s devastated abdom nal cavity and autocl one

repl acements for damaged organs and linbs, if he nade
it through the night.

He'd called in the shooting and the suspect,
tourniqued his fenoral artery and was giving CPR to
Johansen when the crash teamarrived. 1'd pin his
medal on nysel f.

If he nmade it through the night.

| screened Tami s journal for information. She'd done
a search on the transit systemlogs for anyone who
boarded a tube car in the access corridor to J2 up to
five mnutes after Hunter and | had chased our quarry
fromthe contai ner bay. One of the nanes on that |ist
was a drive technician-HI3U659A Wir zmann. Peter K

Wir zmann was suspected of smuggling but never charged
t hrough | ack of evidence. Wirzmann took the tube to
his apt, then another to the down-axis hub where he'd
boarded the m ning ship Voidtrekker. Johansen was on
to himby then, but the police tag went on his ident
seven seconds after he'd passed custons. Voi dtrekker
cl eared docking control ten mnutes after that and
left on a prospecting trajectory that was bound to be
a total fabrication. A conm check showed Wirzmann
made four calls-Voidtrekker's captain, a co-worker, a
Winder | and tourist, and a Winderl| and doctor naned
Joachi m Wi ss. The last call was marked no answer.
Comm checks on the recipients expanded the list to

si xteen names. Fifteen people had taken off with



Voi dt r ekker - everyone on the comm i st except Wiss.
Wi ss was the one with the strakakker

So we'd flushed our quarry and they'd fled. | guessed
t he Winder| anders were |solationists and the Belters
were contract smugglers. They were probably the
entire control cell for 19J2-and they were all out of
r each.

| screened Hunter and got himto take a search unit
down to Weiss's apt. His lips were tw tching back to
expose his fangs, his speech | aden with snarls and
heavy with threats. He was barely under control. He

t ook Johansen's death and Tracker's woundi ng as
personal insults. After that, | called up the navy
and asked them about intercepting Voidtrekker. A
conpet ent -1 ooki ng comander told nme the odds of an
intercept were a little less than one in ten

Voi dt r ekker was pol ari zer driven, which nmeant she
could put a lot of distance between herself and
Tiamat in a very short tinme. A smuggler ship would
have shi el ded nmonopol es in her drive, naking tracking
i mpossi ble. Once she cleared Tiamat's control sphere
she'd be very difficult to pick up

"WIl the navy try anyway?" | asked.

"There's no question involved." The officer checked
somet hing of f-screen for a second. "W'll have three
shi ps boosting in the next two hours."

| gave ny thanks and rang off.

After that, | went over Dr. Wiss's file again. The
Provos had himtagged as |sol ationi st |eaning-that
was not hi ng, nmost Winderl anders were. Everything el se
told me he was Mranda's killer. Wen the Gol dskins
had printed himfor IDthey'd gotten two files back
H s retinas said he was Joachi m Wi ss, his fingertips
sai d he was a bi o-engi neer nanmed Cas Wentsel. Wentse
was on the Inferno's custoner list for the night

M randa was killed and his nmovenents for that night

t ook him past the accessway to contai ner bay J2.
Weiss arrived on Tiamat just one day after Mranda,
on the next available flight fromWnderland. He fit
t he physical description fromthe Inferno, such as it
was. He was qualified to performd ass 3 surgery. |
pulled up his library list. It was hopel essly
technical but | gleaned all | needed to know fromthe



titles-fifty-year-obsol ete manual s about tissue
preservation and rejection control. They amounted to
a primer for organl eggers.

Tamara was avenged. M randa was avenged. | tagged her
case file cl osed.

| didn't feel the usual satisfaction | get when

cl ose a case. Mranda and Tamy were still gone,

Wi ss's death wouldn't bring them back. Hi s cohorts
had escaped. The elation I'd felt when we'd shut down
J2 was overshadowed by hel pl ess frustration. On a
hunch | pulled up his client files. Mranda Hol t zman
had been his patient since she was six. That was how
he knew she was a universal donor, that was why she'd
[ eft the bounce-box with him | felt ill.

It was late. In the nmorning I'd open a new case file

on the flight of the Voidtrekker. | switched off the
system and went horme.

When | got back, Suze had gone out. | didn't blane
her, but | did miss her. The events of the night and
Johansen's death had left ne totally drained. | fel

into an exhausted slunber. Sone tine later | felt her
slip into bed and snuggl e agai nst ne, warm and soft.
She gently ki ssed the back of my neck and | went back
to sleep, feeling better.

* * %

The next norning Hunter was waiting for ne.

"You are late. W have had devel opnments."

"Way didn't you call me?"

He twitched his ears genially. "Your recreation had
al ready been di sturbed once.™

| avoi ded the subject. "Wat happened?”

"There was an explosion in the down-axis docking hub."
" Serious?"

"Yes. The initiating explosive appears to have been
thermte but the main blast and fire were caused by a
vol atil e aerosol inside a tranship contai ner. Danmage
was extensive."

| envisioned the havoc that a

t wo- t housand- cubi c- et er seal ed vapor bonb woul d
wreak and marvelled at the kzin's capacity for
understatenent. W were |ucky the whol e down-axis hub
hadn't been bl own into space.

"What action have you taken?"



"The area has been sealed and the crine scene teamis
goi ng over it."

" Fi ndi ngs?"

"A human corpse has been found that appears to have
been inside the transport container. The contai ner
itself was nodified to support life."

"Support life? What do you nean?"

"W have found the renains of an oxygen recycler

food supplies and other itenms that indicate the
contai ner was designed to carry sentients in vacuum
for extended periods."

| swore. The Isolationists had been noving peopl e
back and forth to Winderland with perfect inmpunity,

ri ght under our noses. Finagle only knew how many.
W'd missed a trick. Reception parties would be
waiting for the thirty-six containers on Jocelyn
Merral's list when they arrived at their destinations
but | hadn't thought about intercepting themin
transit. It hadn't even occurred to nme that sone
mght still be within ny grasp on Ti amat.

"\What about the guards and the security nonitors. How
cone they didn't pick this up in progress?"’

"The Port was running its normal night shift. The
moni tors didn't pick up anything out of the ordinary."
"So the perpetrator must have had access.™

"Hrrrrr . . . Either that or a tanpered ident."
"Granted. So once again we have sonmeone operating in
t he down-axis hub. Someone who didn't flee on the

Voi dt r ekker . "

He rai sed a massive paw. "It would be foolish to
assune that only one Isolationist cell was operating
on Tiamat. | would presune we have flushed only those

with a direct connection to 19J2."

"What other information do we have?"

"Littl e enough. Danage was extensive. W can assune
that they were willing to kill this individual rather
than risk his capture.”

"Have they 1D d the body?"

"The coroner's report has not yet been rel eased.”

If | never spoke to Dr. Mdrrow again it would be too
soon. | was tired of sifting through the details of
dead lives. | screened his office and asked hi m what
the del ay was. He was having trouble determning if



t he body had been dead before the explosion or not. |
told himto nake the ID priority one. He asked ne to
wait and | watched his pleasant pastel hold patterns.
Hunter grew inpatient and left to pursue his own
work. Fifteen mnutes |ater Mdrrow was back on with
the results.

| thanked him and screened the file. K8DH3N37-Kl ein,
Maxim I lian H G aphic designer, unmarried,
thirty-four standard years old, fifth generation
Swarm Belter. No previous arrests. He'd lived his
whole life on Tiamat and worked for Canexco, a |arge
shi ppi ng conmpany. A bell rang in the back of ny head.
M randa Holtzman's fatal cargo container had been

shi pped down to Winderl and aboard t he Canexco
Wayfarer. Perhaps there was a connection? | called up
Max's enpl oyee file. He worked in corporate
conmuni cati ons-nothing to do with the handling of
transhi p boxes but his conmpany ident did include
access to both hubs.

But what was a graphic designer doing in the
cont ai ner bays of the down-axis hub, with or without
access? Was he involved or just caught in the wong
pl ace at the wong tinme? On a hunch | screened the
conposite holo created from Machi ne Technici an's
description. It was a rough match, not good but not
bad considering the sketchi ness of the source. Was he
the one who'd sold Mranda's skin? Insufficient data.
What was a graphi c designer anyway? Presumably sone
sort of visual artist.

It occurred to me that 1'd never seen a file listing
"Artist" or "Musician" or "Gardener" as a profession
on Tiamat. This airless rock was nade fit for life
wi t h advanced technol ogy and mai nt ai ned by
technol ogi sts. It exists solely to provide Al pha
Centauri systemw th products of the very highest
sophi sti cation-products whose manuf act ure demands
zero gravity or unlimted high vacuum or gigawatts of
sol ar power. There's little roomfor soneone not
directly involved in survival -physical, economc or
since the kzinti came, mlitary.

O course the best engineers saw their work as art,
even as the best artists refined their skills to a
sci ence. Maybe in this totally technical atmnosphere,



it wasn't surprising that people saw things through a
technol ogical lens. Idly, | punched up the work
roster for the parks on the 1Glevel. Maybe I'd find
at | east a gardener.

The roster was full of eco-engineers and
environnental control technicians.

| blanked the screen. It was a neani ngl ess exerci se.
A rose was a rose, whether it was tended by gardeners
or botanical techs. | had a feeling the difference
was inportant, but it was too subtle to put ny finger
on. What's in a nane? Maybe not hing. What does it
mean when a society insists on calling an artist a

gr aphi ¢ desi gner?

My mi nd was wandering. It was early norning and
already | needed a break. | gave up trying to work
and let my thoughts drift to Suze. She was beauti ful
intelligent, sensuous, exciting, graceful

uni nhi bited, warm Adjectives did her poor service.

If I'd been able to find the words, | mght have
witten a poem Instead | called up her file again.
When the computer screened it, | blew up the ID holo

and dunped it to the printer

Dossi er hol os never do anyone justice but her

radi ance cane through the bad i mage. She was weari ng
her characteristic high-energy smle. Her hair was
| onger when the hol o was taken, a burnished auburn
river flowi ng down over her shoul ders. Her eyes were
a danci ng, sunny brown-lending just a hint of
devilishness to her | ook

| froze, cold horror seeping along ny spine.
Unnoticed facts clicked into place and my thoughts
| ocked into a paral yzed frenzy of revel ation and
denial. | sat and stared for a long tinme. Then |
conmed her apt.

"Hi, what's up?"

| could hardly meet her gaze. | strove to keep ny
voi ce animated. "Care for brunch?"

"Sure, whenwhere?"

"Meet me at the office and we'll figure it out.
Fifteen m nutes?"

"Gve nme thirty and you' ve got a deal."

"See you then." She snmiled her dazzling snile

| rang off and waited as the m nutes dragged by. |



had t he shakes under control by the tine she arrived,
even so | still couldn't bring nyself to meet her
gaze. Instead | tossed her the holoprint. She took it
and stared at it unconprehending for a nmoment. Then
her face hardened. She dropped the hol o and | ooked
up. This time | forced nyself to ook her in the
eyes. They were ice blue. Mranda Holtzman's eyes
were ice blue.

Her voice was as cold as her gaze. "Now what ?"

"You tell ne."

"Nanme a price, you'll get it. I'll just walk away."
"In counterfeit?"

"In cash. O credits if you like. You nane it, you'l
get it."

| didn't answer her directly. Instead | asked a
guestion. "\Wy?"

She turned my words around. "You tell ne.
"You're an I|solationist."

She nodded.

"You're a mining engineer. |I'd guess that makes you
their expl osives expert. Sonething went off in your
face. They can't put you in hospital so you wind up
with scars, and of course they have to get you a new
set of eyes somewhere or you're out of action.”
"Wong." The bitterness in her voice ran deep. "I got
my scars fromthe UN m ning consortiumjust |ike

told you. They hand out defective equi pnent and when
there's an accident, it's just too bad. Al they care
about is the damm production goals for the dam war.

I was one of the lucky ones. Luckier than ny
parents." | could see the rage cross her face at the
menory. "That's why |I'man Isol ationist."

"And your eyes?"

"I caught a | aser bounce in a Provo raid."

"So you becone the first beneficiary of the

| sol ationist transplant program™

"Not the first."

O course not. "How did you expect to get past a
reti na scan?"

She | aughed. "1 think you'll find ny file matches ny
prints. Soneone forgot to update the holo-they'|ll pay
for that."

"And that night in the Inferno?"



"I started going there as soon as | could see again.
| knew you'd come after Weiss's stupidity. You or
someone |ike you."

A vague unease tugged at the edges of ny awareness.
She was volunteering information too easily, too
calmy. | forced it down. "Wiss nmessed up?"

"He couldn't get all of Mranda in the freezer. The
dolt dunped her body in the transport tunnel instead
of getting rid of it properly.”

"And the hub last night, that's where you went from
nmy apt."

She tipped an imaginary hat in reply, as if accepting
a conpliment. She was a professional. She took pride
in her work.

"There was sone evidence. It's not inportant now. "
"And Kl ei n?"

"Just a go-between. He got in the way."

| had one nore question. "Wy M randa?"

"W needed a universal donor, and |I've al ways want ed
bl ue eyes.” She smiled, briefly.

"Now what ?"

Her voice was as hard and cold as steel. "How rmuch do
you want ?"

My heart sank and | shook my head. "I can't let you
go."

Suddenly there was a gun in her hand, a jetpistol

Desi gned for zero-G conbat, it had virtually no
recoil. It fired mniature rockets designed to
mushroom on inpact. They would turn a |iving body
into hanmburger. It was alnost totally silent, small
enough to conceal easily and had no power source or
metal to trigger security alarns. She had chosen her
weapon wel | .

"I don't think you have a choice." She smled. She
was right. The choice was hers and she'd al ready nmade

it. Even so, | had to ask. "Wat about us?"

She | aughed, a short, explosive sound. "I liked you
Joel. It was fun, but nowit's time for ne to | eave."
She raised the jetpistol. Her expression held regret
and finality. | wouldn't beg, but ny expression nust
have spoken for ne. Perhaps she thought | was afraid
of dyi ng.

| glanced at the stunner hanging on ny patro



pack-two i npossible nmeters away.

She caught me | ooking and a smle played around the
edges of her lips. | knew the expression. She was
daring me to try.

| held her gaze but | didn't take the bait. "You
can't kill everyone who knows you're here."

Her smile was as wi de and predatory as any kzin's.
"Watch ne." The weapon's bore | ooked as big as a
cannon's. Her finger tightened around the trigger
There was a piercing screamand the wall behind her
expl oded around two hundred and fifty kilos of kzin.
She fired reflexively but I was already on ny way to
the floor. Even so, she would have got ne if Hunter's
attack hadn't ruined her aim The rocket slug went
past ny ear with a nasty zzzwip, |eaving an acrid
trail of burned propellant. Another slug slamed into
nmy conputer, spraying shards of plastic and gl ass
over ny head. A second later it was followed by Suze
and the kzin in a tangle of linbs. They hit the wal
and bounced to the floor. The jetpistol sailed into a
corner. She lay on the floor beneath him returning
his fanged snarl in kind. | had to adm re her courage.
| picked nyself off the floor and shook off the ruins
of my computer. The roomwas filling with startled
clerks and cops fromthe outer office. As they

di sentangl ed Hunter and Suze, | retrieved the
jetpistol and exam ned the thunbnail-sized hole it
had left in the wall. On the other side was a crater
the size of a serving platter. The outer office was
showered in fragments of pulverized sprayfoam
Shattered remants of my desk covered ny office. |
shuddered. It could have been the shattered remants
of ne.

Hunt er dusted hinself off, screamsnarled and bounded
out to work out the fight juices. Someone haul ed Suze
off to the tender nercies of the UN Intel

i nterrogation section. Wen they were through raping

her mnd, she'd have nothing left to tell. I'd have
rather seen her face Hunter claw to claw

When everyone was gone, | sat down at ny desk. By
refl ex | pounded the switch, not registering its
destruction. After that, | just sat; eventually I

went hone.



* k* %

Suze was in interrogation three days. Her trial
shoul d have been in the Swarm but the UN noved it to
Winder| and so she coul d be nmade an exanple of. By the
ti me the Col dskins were done with her the extradition
paperwork was finished. | didn't see her off.

Instead, | asked a favor of Jocelyn Merral and

wat ched fromthe hangar bay control deck as the
guards escorted her to the ship that woul d take her
to Winderl and and the ProvGov's version of justice.
She caught sight of me as they led her onto the ranp
and stopped, |ooking up. The guards yanked her al ong,
and she was gone.

| kept watching out the window. | knew | wouldn't see
her again. | just didn't want anyone to see ny face.
* * %

That evening | sat at the bar in the Ratskellar
drinki ng beer and brooding. Earlier 1'd sat in ny
room drinking vodka and playing with the safety on a
jetpistol that should have been sealed in an evidence
bag on its way to Winderland. | didn't decide life
was worth living, | just couldn't live with nyself if
| took the coward' s way out.

O course, if | did | wouldn't have to. Al cohol
doesn't make for |ogical decision-making. It was
enough that I'd left the weapon behind.

The rockjack beside ne suddenly left. H s stool was
taken by a huge orange hul k. Hunter-of-Qutl aws
ordered a liter of vodka and m | k before speaking.
"Hurmans have odd ways of celebrating victory."

| grunted. "lIs it a victory |I'mcel ebrating?"

"Hrrr. W have found the outlaw we sought and nore
besi des. Several mmjor crimnal enterprises have been
brought down and gutted. We have performed our duties
wel |l and wi th honor and our belts are heavy with
trophies. It is a triunmph worthy of our nanes."

| didn't answer directly; | asked a question. "How
did you know to cone through the wall |ike that?"
"How could I not know? My office echoes to your voice
all day. | cannot close ny ears tight enough to keep
it out. For years |'ve been trying to get a privacy
field." He grow ed deeply.

So much for soundproof sprayfoam



"I owe you ny life, you know. "

He waved a paw di smissively. "You will repay that

bl ood-debt when the situation arises. Nowtell me why
you choke on the neat of victory?"

"She offered nme as much noney as | cared to ask for
O course, | couldn't take it."

"You are true to your honour."

"You don't understand. | |oved her."

"I synpathize with your situation. Your species
reproductive arrangenents are overconpl ex. Such
strong attachment to fenmales can only lead to

conti nuing tragedy."

"No, love is a continuing glory. She |oved ne too,
she just loved . . . freedom. . . nore. | would have
gone with her in a second if she'd let nme."

Hunter was staring at ne, openly amazed. "You woul d
have sacrificed your honour for the affections of
this outlaw femal e?"

"I't would have been a small price."

His ears flicked and his tail twitched as he tried to
make sense of that. He gave it up and quaffed his

drink resignedly. "Truly, I will never understand
humans. "

| had to laugh. | clapped himon the back and
gestured for another round. "Neither will I, ny

friend, neither will 1I.



