Night Train to RigelL

Ti mot hy Zahn

ATOM DOHERTY ASSOCI ATES BOOK NEW YORK

NOTE: If you purchased this book w thout a cover, you should be aware that
this book is stolen property. It was reported as "unsold and destroyed" to the
publ i sher, and neither the author nor the publisher has received any paynent
for this "stripped book."

This is a work of fiction. Al the characters and events portrayed in this
book are either products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.
NI GHT TRAIN TO RI gEL

Copyright © 2005 by Ti mot hy Zahn

Al rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions
thereof, in any form

Edi ted by Janes Frenkel

A Tor Book

Publ i shed by Tom Doherty Associ ates, LLC

175 Fifth Avenue

New Yor k, NY 10010

WWW. t Or . com

Tor® is a registered trademark of Tom Doherty Associates, LLC

| SBN-13: 978-0- 765- 34644-5 | SBN-10: 0- 765- 34644- 3

First edition: Cctober 2005

First mass market edition: October 2006

Printed in the United States of America

0987654321

For

Pastor R ck House

who has hel ped keep ne
on the rails

ONE

He was | eaning against the side of an autocab by the curb as | wal ked through
t he door and atnmosphere curtain of the New Pallas Towers into the chilly
Manhattan night air. He was short and thin, with no facial hair, and wore a
dark brown overcoat with a lighter brown shirt and sl acks beneath it. Probably
no nmore than seventeen or eighteen years old, | estimated, nme sort of person
you wouldn't normally give a second | ook to if you passed himon the wal kway.
Whi ch was why | gave hima very careful second | ook as | headed down the
imported Belldic marble steps toward street level. | had no doubt there were
pl enty of nondescript people wandering the streets of New York this Decenber
eveni ng, but their proper place was the nondescript parts of the city, not
here in the habitats of the rich and powerful. There was al ready one person
out of his proper social position in this neighborhood ne and it woul d be
unreasonabl e to expect two such exceptions at the sanme place at the sanme tine.
He watched ne silently from beneath droopy eyelids, his arnms folded across his
chest, his hands hidden fromview. A beggar or nugger should be moving toward
me at this point, |I knew, while an honest citizen would be politely stepping
out of ny way. This character was doing neither. | found nyself studying those
fol ded arns, wondering what he might have in his hands and wi shing mghtily
that Western Alliance Intelligence hadn't revoked my carry permt when they'd
cashiered nme fourteen nonths earlier

I was within three steps of the kid when he finally stirred, his half-Ilidded

eyes opening, his forehead creasing in concentration. "Frank Conpton," he said
in a gravelly voice

It had been a statenent, not a question. "That's right," | confirned. "Do
know you?"

A half smle touched his lips as he unfolded his arns. | tensed, but both

hands were enpty. His left hand dropped linply to his side; his right
floundered a bit and then found its way into his overcoat's side pocket.
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It was still there as he slid alnost leisurely off the side of the autocab and
crunpled into a heap on the sidewal k, his eyes staring unseeingly into the

ni ght sky.

And with the streetlights now shining nore directly on him | could see that
his coat was wet in half a dozen pl aces.

| dropped to a crouch beside the body and | ooked around. A kid with this nmany
holes in himcouldn't have traveled very far, and whoever had done this to him
m ght be waiting to add a second trophy to the evening's hit list. But there
were no loitering pedestrians or suspicious parked vehicles that | could see.
Trying not to think about rooftop assassins with hypersonic rifles and

el ectronic targeting systens, | turned ny attention to the kid hinself.

Three of the bl oodstains were over the pinprick-sized hol es of snoozer | oads,
the kind used by police and private security services when they want to stop
someone without using deadly force. The remaini ng wounds were the nuch | arger
cal i ber of thudwunpers, the next tier of seriousness in the nodern urban
hunter's arsenal

The tier beyond that woul d have been military-class shredders. | was just as
glad the attacker hadn't nmade it to that |evel
Carefully, | reached past his linmp hand into his overcoat pocket and poked

around. There was nothing there but a thin

plastic folder of the sort used for carrying credit tags or cash sticks. |
pulled it out, angled it toward the marquee light fromthe New Pallas behind
me, and flipped it open

There was a single iteminside: a shimery copper-edged ticket for a seat on
Trans- Gal acti ¢ Quadrail Number 339216, due to depart Terra Station at 7:55
P.M on Decenber 27, 2084, seven days away. The travel designation was third
class, the seat listed was nunber twenty-two in car fifteen

The destination was the Rigel star systemand the Earth col ony of Yandro.
Yandro, the fourth and final colony in the United Nations Directorate's grand
schenme to turn humanity into a true inter- i stellar species and bring us into
social equality with the el even genui ne enpires stretching across the gal axy.
Yandro, a planet that had been a conplete and utter drain on Sol's resources
ever since the first colonists had set out ten years ago with the kind of
medi a whoop usually reserved for pop culture stars.

Yandro, the reason |'d been kicked out of Western Alliance Intelligence in the
first place.

| looked at the dead face still pointed skyward. | have a pretty good nenory
for faces, but this one still wasn't ringing any bells. Shifting ny attention
back to the ticket, | skipped down to the passenger information section at the
bot t om

And found nyself looking at a digitized photo of nyself.

| stared at it, the back of my neck starting to tingle. The! photo was mi ne
the nane and | D nunber printed below it 1 were nine, and if the thunbprint
wasn't mine it was a damm cl ose copy.

Long experience had taught ne that it wasn't a good idea to be caught in the
vicinity of a dead body, especially one as freshly dead as this. | took a

m nute anyway to go through the kid' s other pockets.

It was a waste of a perfectly good minute. He had no ID, no credit tags, no
handker chi ef, no pocketknife, no unpaid bills, no letters fromhome. Besides
the ticket folder, all he had was | a single cash stick with a hundred
ninety dollars left onit. From behi nd nme canme the sound of chattering
voices, and | turned to see a party of four inpeccably dressed young peopl e
energing fromthe New Pallas for a night on the town. Casually, | stood up and
st epped past the crunpled figure, heading down the street as quickly as |
coul d without | ooking obvious about it. The nmovers and shakers who lived in
this part of the city did occasionally have to deal with the distasteful

busi ness of death, but it was al ways done in the nost genteel and civilized
manner, which meant they had genteel and civilized thugs on the payroll to do
it for them | doubted that any of ne theater-bound party tripping lightly
down the steps had ever even seen a dead body before, and they were likely to



make a serious comotion when they finally spotted him | intended to be well
on ny way to el sewhere when that happened.

I'd made it to the end of the block, and had turned the corner, when sonethi ng
made ne pause and | ook back

There was a figure standing in front of the body. A slim nondescript figure,
hi s shoul ders hunched and his head forward, clearly |eaning over for a close

| ook at the dearly departed. Wth the distance and the restless shadows thrown
by the streetlights, |I couldn't nake out his face. But his body | anguage
wasn't that of someone horribly shocked or panicked. Apparently, dead bodies
weren't anything new to him

And as | watched, he straightened up and turned to look in ny direction

Wth a suprene act of will, | forced my feet not to break into a full-fledged
sprint, but to continue with my original brisk stroll. The man nade no nove
toward me, but merely watched until 1'd noved out of sight around the side of

t he corner buil ding.

| wal ked two nore blocks, just to be on the safe side. Then, as the wail of
sirens began to burn through the night, | flagged down an autocab

"Good evening," the conputerized voice said as | clinmbed in. "Destination,

pl ease?"

| looked at the folder still gripped in ny hand. Seven days until me train
listed on the ticket. Slightly less than a seven-day flight fromEarth to the
Quadrail station sitting in the outer solar systemnear Jupiter's orbit. If |
was going to catch that train, | was going to have to | eave right now

Awkwar d, and very spur-of-the-nonent. But in some ways, it could actually work

out to ny advantage. |1'd been planning on taking the Quadrail out into the
gal axy sonetime in the next couple of weeks anyway, buying ny ticket with the
brand-new credit tag in ny pocket. This way, | could at |east begin the trip

on soneone el se's dollar.

Only | hadn't intended on heading out quite this soon. And | hadn't intended
on beginning nmy journey at any of Earth's pitiful handful of frontierland

col ony worl ds.

| certainly hadn't intended to | eave with a dead body behind ne.

But soneone had gone to a great deal of trouble and expense to buy ne a ticket
to Yandro. Someone else had given his life to get that ticket into ny hands.
And soneone el se had apparently been equally determned to prevent that ticket
from reachi ng ne.

"Destination, please?"

| dropped the folder into nmy pocket and pulled out ny cash stick, wishing |I'd
taken the dead kid' s stick when I'd had the chance. My credit tag contained an
enbarrassnent of riches, but tag transactions were traceable. Cash stick ones
weren't. "Grand and Mercer," | told the cab, plugging the stick into the
payment jack. Fifteen minutes at ny apartnment to get packed, another autocab
ride to Sutherlin Sky-port, and | should be able to catch the next flight for
Luna and the Quadrail station. If the torchliners were running on tinme this
week, | should make it with a few hours to spare.

"Thank you," the cab said, and pulled snoothly away into the traffic flow

The noonroof was open, and as we headed south al ong Seventh Avenue | found
nmysel f gazing at the few stars | could see through the glow of the city
lights. | found the distinctive trio of Orion's belt and | owered ny gaze to
the star Rigel at the Hunter's knee, wondering if our own sun was even visible
from Yandr o.

| didn't know. But it |ooked like | was going to have the chance to find out.
TWD :

"Attention, please," the soothing voice called over the restaurant

| oudspeakers. "Quadrail Nunber 339216 will be arriving fromHel vanti and the
Bel | i dosh Estates-Ceneral in one hour. Al passengers for New Tigris, Yandro,
the Jurian Collective, and the C nmmal Republic please assenble in the Geen
debarkation | ounge. Attention please ..."

The voice ran through the nmessage once nore in English, then switched over to



Juric and then Mahee. Finishing the last two bites of nmy burger, | w ped ny
hands and poked ny cash stick into the jack on the bar in front of ne. Mst of
the restaurant's other custoners were staying put, | noted, apparently booked
on later trains. Sliding off my stool, | activated the | eash button fastened

i nside ny coat and nmy two ancient carrybags rolled out from beneath the
counter.

They'd made it about two neters when one of the nmotors in the |arger one
seized up and started it rolling in circles. Swearing under ny breath, | shut
of f the | eash and scooped the bags up by their handl es, hoping no one had

noti ced. There were few things nore ridicul ous |ooking than m sfiring |uggage,
and few things nore pathetic than an owner too |azy or too poor to get it
fixed. Slinging the |arger bag's strap

over my shoulder, trying to look like | was just carrying themfor the
exercise, | headed for the door

I was hal fway there when | saw The Grl get up fromone of the booths and join
the trickle of exiting patrons, her own single carrybag trailing obediently
behi nd her.

I'd first spotted her at Sutherlin Skyport as we'd gotten on the Luna flight
toget her, her third-class seat five rows up frommnine. She'd been hovering at
the edges of ny attention ever since, through three separate flights and two
different transfer stations.

Now, it seened, she was also going to be traveling on ny Quadrail

The fact that we'd spent a week on the sane space vessels was no big deal in
and of itself, of course. There was only one practical set of scheduled flight
connections between the Atlantic side of the Western Alliance and the Quadrai
transfer station. Anyone who had decided to take a trip to the stars within a
three- or four-day w ndow had no choice but to fly with ne.

My problemwas that The Grl didn't seemto fit any of the standard passenger
profiles. |I hadn't seen her mingle with any of the other travelers, or even
speak to the attendants except on business. Space travel had its share of the
shy and the al oof and the just plain oblivious, but nost of those eventually
gravitated to one activity or another aboard ship, even if it was just to wap
t hensel ves in a cocoon of stargazing silence in one of the observation
lounges. |1'd nade it a point to periodically wander through all the public
areas of the torchliner, and 1'd never seen The Grl outside her cabin except
during neals or an occasional visit to one of the shops. She hadn't even shown
up for the shipboard Christnas cel ebration

| gazed at her back now as we wal ked down the corridor toward the debarkation
| ounge, watching the light glint off her short, dark brown hair. She was about
twenty-two, a decade younger than | was, with eyes that matched the col or of
her hair and the slender, trimfigure of soneone who exercised to keep in
shape, as opposed to sonmeone who di d hard physical |abor for a living. Her
face was pretty enough, but there was a strange sort of distance to her eyes
that was nore than a little disconcerting. Possibly one reason |I'd never seen
anyone aboard the torchliner approach her nore than once.

And there was one other peculiarity I'd noted during our flight: Never had
seen her pay for anything with a credit tag. Wth her, apparently, it was
strictly cash sticks.

O course, | wasn't using anything but cash sticks, either. But | had good
reasons for not wanting anyone to trace ny recent novenments. Not with the body
I"d left back at the New Pallas Towers.

| wondered what reasons The Grl had.

The shuttle was al ready | oadi ng when our restaurant contingent arrived. | made
nmy way inside, found a seat, and threw nmy bags up onto the safety-webbed
conveyer that would carry themup to the roof |uggage hatchway. Fifteen

m nutes | ater we undocked. Passing beneath the guns and nissile ports of the
Terran Confederation battle platformfloating overhead |ike a broodi ng
predator, we started across the final fifty-kiloneter |Ieg of our journey to
the Quadrail station.

| gazed out the wi ndow as we approached, half listening to the nmurnurs and



twitterings fromthe first-timers anmong us. The Quadrail Tube lay across the
starscape straight ahead, a shiny metal cylinder stretching seenmingly to
infinity in both directions. Despite its sheen, it was strangely difficult to
see until you were practically on top of it, which was probably why a hundred
years of outer-system probes had drifted through the space around Jupiter

wi t hout ever noticing this thing sitting just beyond its orbit.

The ends of the Tube were even harder to see, fading away in both directions
as the whole thing receded into the strange hyperspace where nost of it |ay.
There had been a few attenpts to follow the cylinder out to those vani shing
points, but no matter how far you went, the Tube seemed perfectly solid the
whol e way. A trans-optical illusion, the

experts called it, a fancy way of saying they didn't have the foggiest idea
how it worked.

But then, as far as | knew, none of the other alien races who travel ed the
Quadrail knew how it worked, either. The Spiders who ran the systemwere the
only ones in on the secret, and they weren't talking.

The station itself was an extra-wi de spot in nme Tube, five kilometers | ong and
two in dianeter, with hatches of various sizes set in neat rows around its
surface. Current theory held that it had to be built w der than the rest of
the Tube in order to bring it nore solidly into normal space. The nore cynica
view was that the Spiders had to do sonething to justify the trillion-dollar
fee they charged to put a Quadrail station into a solar system

Two of me smaller hatchways had passenger shuttles like ours already snugged
up to them ready to pick up incom ng passengers. Another ten or twelve of the
cargo hatches were simlarly occupied, which neant there nmust be at |east one
freight train arriving soon as well. Cargo was the true econom ¢ backbone of
t he operation, of course, given that the Quadrail carried every gram of trade
t hat passed anong the gal axy's thousands of inhabited star systens. Passenger
transport was nice to have, but in the | arger scheme of things | suspected al
of us together barely registered as a footnote on the Spiders' bal ance sheet.
Qur shuttle eased past a drifting maintenance skiff and zeroed in on a hatch
marked with bright |avender lights, rolling over to press its upper surface
against the alien netal. There was a click of |ockseals, and the shuttle's
dorsal hatch slid open. Sensing the presence of air against it, the station's
hatch irised open in response, and the passengers unfastened their restraints
and floated their way into a civilized line at the |adder

The information cards everyone received with their tickets enphasi zed the fact
that, unlike the transfer station's rotational pseudogravity or the
Shorshic-style vectored force thrusters that everyone else in the gal axy used,
the Tube's systemof artificial gravity began right at the inner edge of

the entrance hatch. But there was always one idiot per shuttle who hadn't
bothered to read the directions. Qurs was six people ahead of ne, floating

wi th brisk confidence up al ongside the | adder and then abruptly changi ng
direction as his head poked through the hatch and the Tube's gravity grabbed
hi m and shoved hi m strai ght back down again. On his next try, he nmade sure to
hang on to the | adder the whole way up like he was supposed to.

And a minute later, for the first time in over two years, | was standing

i nside the greatest engineering feat the universe had ever known.

The station's general |ayout was prosaic enough, and aside fromthe fact that
it was built into the inside of a huge cylinder, it would have felt right at
hone besi de any Earth-bound train or nonorail yard. There were thirty sets of
four-railed tracks spaced evenly around the surface, with groups of elegantly
desi gned buil di ngs set between themthat functioned as service centers,

mai nt enance facilities, restaurants, and waiting roonms for passengers
transferring between different |ines.

Why four rails were needed per track was one nore mystery in the Quadrail's
stack of unanswered questions. Two rails this size were required for physica
stability, and a third could be explained if power was being run to the trains
froman external source. But no one could figure out why the system needed a
fourth.



Most peopl e probably never even wondered about it. In fact, at this point in
their journey, nmpost people didn't even know the tracks were there. The first
thi ng everyone noticed when they first entered the Tube was the Coreline.

The official rundown on the Quadrail described the Core-line as an optically
coruscating pipe inside the Quadrail Tube of unknown conposition and purpose,
whi ch was rather |ike describing a bird of paradise as a flying thing with
colors. Ten neters in dianeter, glow ng and sparkling and flashing with every
color in the spectrumincluding deep infrared and ultraviolet the Coreline was
like a light show on caffeine overdose. At apparently randomintervals

the pattern changes increased in speed and intensity, and nost people swore
they could see the thing withing |like an overtensioned wire getting ready to
snap. The | oose wire nmeshwork that encased the Coreline another dozen neters
out added to the illusion, looking like a protective safety screen put there
to protect passengers fromshrapnel if and when the thing finally blew
Fortunately, sensor neasurenents had | ong since proved that the withing was
just another optical illusion. Those same neasurenments had al so confirnmed that
the aptly nanmed Coreline did indeed run along the exact geonetric center of
the Tube.

And that was all the sensors reveal ed. Mst of the experts agreed that the
Coreline was the key to how the Quadrail system operated all except those who
insisted it was the fourth rail, of course but that was as far as anyone had
ever gotten. No scanni ng equi prent conpact enough to fit through the Tube's
hat ches had enough power to penetrate the Coreline's outer skin to see what

ki nd of equi pnent was tucked away inside, and the nore powerful warship-class
sensors couldn't penetrate the outer wall of the Tube itself. Information

stal emate, in other words, which was exactly how the Spiders liked it.

"Wl conme, traveler,"” a flat voice said in ny ear

Speak of the devils. Adjusting ny expression to neutral, | turned around.

A Spider was standi ng behind nme, a gray hal f-nmeter-di aneter sphere hangi ng
beneat h an archi ng crown of seven segnented | egs, the whole thing softly
reflecting the Core-line's ongoing |ight show The whole thing was about twice
nmy height, with the sphere hanging half a neter above ny eye |evel, which
marked this particular Spider as a maintenance drudge. That al one was
noteworthy; usually it was the snmaller conductors who did whatever

conmuni cati ng the Spiders deenmed necessary. "Wl cone yourself,” | replied
wittily. "What can 1 do for you?"

"Where is your |uggage?" it asked.

I |1 ooked back at the mass of bags being ferried up from

the shuttle, some of themstarting to roll away as their owners keyed their

| eashes. "Over there somewhere,” | said, pointing. "Wy?"

"Please bring it here," the Spider said. "It nmust be inspected.”

| felt nmy stomach tightening. In all my previous trips aboard the Quadrail the
only tines |'d seen anyone's |uggage pulled for inspection was when the

Spi ders' unobtrusive sensor array had al ready deci ded there was sonet hi ng
inside that violated their contraband rules. "Certainly," | said, trying to
sound calmas | tapped the | eash button, hoping fervently that the bags

woul dn't enbarrass ne by dyi ng hal f way.

For a wonder they didn't, successfully maneuvering their way around the rest
of the luggage to where the Spider and | waited. "Shall | open then?" | asked.
"No." The Spi der stepped over themand shifted to a five-legged stance, deftly
inserting the ends of its other two legs into the handles and lifting the bags
into the air like a weight lifter doing bending bicep curls. "They will be
returned," it added, and strode off toward one of the buil dings beside the
track where ny Quadrail was scheduled to arrive.

| watched it go, wondering |ike everyone else in the gal axy what the devil was
i nsi de those dangling gl obes. But the Spiders' nmetallic skin was just as

ef fective at bl ocking sensor scans as the Coreline was. They could be robots,
androi ds, trained ducks, or something so weird that no one had even thought of
it yet. It disappeared-into the building, and with a sudden prenonition,

spun around.



The Grl was standing over by the pile of |uggage, her carrybag at her feet,
wat chi ng me. For a second we held each other's gaze across the di stance. Then
as if she'd just realized that | was | ooking back at her, she | owered her

eyes.

Scow i ng, | turned and headed for ne platform If the Quadrail was on tinme and
I'd never heard of one being late it would pull into the station exacdy ei ght
mnutes fromnow. Thirty minutes after that, it would pull out again, with ne
on boar d.

The Spiders had until then to return ny |uggage, or there was going to be hel
to pay. *

Seven mnutes later, far down the Tube, the telltale red gl ow of our Quadrai
appear ed.

The rest of the passengers had gathered on the platform and once again |
could hear the amazed and slightly nervous twitterings of the first-timers.
The train approached rapidly, the red glowresolving into a pair of brilliant

| aserli ke beans flashing between the engine's oversized front bunper and the
Coreline overhead. In the spots where the beans touched it, the Coreline's own
i ght show becane even nore agitated, and | anused nysel f by watching out of
the corner of ny eye as several of the uninitiated eased a few steps backward.
The I asers wi nked out, and the dark nass resolved into a shiny silver engine
pulling a line of equally shiny silver cars, the whole thing decel erating
rapidly as it neared the platform The engine and first few cars rolled past
us, and with a squeal of brakes the Quadrail came to a halt.

There were sixteen cars in this particular train, each with a single door near
the front. The doors irised open simultaneously and each di sgorged a conduct or
Spider, a nore or |ess Human-sized version of the drudge who'd nade off
earlier with nmy luggage. The conductors noved to the sides of the doors and
stood there Iike Bucki ngham Pal ace sentries as |ines of Humans and aliens
maneuvered their carrybags out onto the platformand headed for either the

wai ting roons or the glowi ng hatchways marking the spots where shuttles were
waiting. At the rear, drudges were busily renmoving | arger pieces of |uggage
fromthe baggage car for transfer to the shuttles, while on the far side of
the train | knew other drudges woul d be doing |likewi se with the various

under car storage conpartnents.

| looked toward the front of the train, where a pair of drudges had reached
the engine. One of themset its feet into a |line of enbedded rings and cli nmbed
partially up the side to a slightly lunmpy box set into the engine's roof just
behind a

conpact di sh antenna. Two of the spindly |egs reached up and popped the box
lid open, delicately renmoving a flattened nessage cylinder and handing it down
to the other drudge waiting bel ow The second Spider accepted the cylinder and
passed up one of its own, which the first then replaced in the box.
Deceptively conpact, those cylinders were packed with the nost current news
fromaround the gal axy, along with private el ectronic messages and encrypted
data of all sorts.

Passengers, cargo, and mail, the ultimate hat trick of any civilization. Al

of it running via the Quadrail .

Al of it under the control of the Spiders.

A few mnutes later the outward fl ow of passengers ended, and the line of
conductors took a nultilegged step forward. "All aboard Trans-Gal actic
Quadrail 339216, to New Tigris, Yandro, the Jurian Collective, the G nmal
Republic, and internediate transfer nodes," they announced in unison
verbalizing the information that was al so being given by a multilanguage

hol odi spl ay suspended over the train. "Departure in twenty-three m nutes."

The crowd surged forward as the Spiders repeated the announcenent in Juric and
Mahee, rather a waste of tine since there weren't any Juriani or C mraheem
waiting for this particular Quadrail. But procedure was procedure, as |'d

| earned during ny years of government service, and not to be trifled with
nerely because it didn't happen to nmake sense. Circling around the back of the
crowmd, | headed for Car Fifteen, the | ast one before the baggage car



My ticket had cone edged in copper, which had already indicated it was one of
the I ower-class seats. But it wasn't until | clinmbed through the door and

st epped past a stack of safety-webbed cargo crates into the aisle that |
realized just how far down the food chain | actually was. Car Fifteen was a
hybrid: basically a baggage carrier, stacked three-deep on both sides wth
secured cargo crates, with a single colum of thirty seats shoehorned |ike an
aftert hought between the aisle and the wall of boxes to the right.

A half dozen non humans were al ready seated: C mmheem Juriani, and a | one
Bel I i do, none of them paying any attention to ne as | worked ny way down the
aisle. The Juriani, |ooking like upright iguanas with hawk beaks and
three-toed clawed feet, had the unpolished scal es of comoners, while the
pear - shaped C mmaheem wore their shaggy yarnlike hair | oose instead of in the
el aborate braids of the higher social classes.

| paid particular attention to the Bellido as | approached him checking for
the prom nently displayed shoul der hol sters and handguns that typically
conveyed status in their culture. Actual weapons weren't allowed inside the
Tube, but the Bellidos had adapted to the Spiders' rules by replacing their
real guns with soft plastic imtations when they travel ed.

To ne, the aliens always canme off |ooking rather ridiculous, |ike
tiger-striped, chipnmunk-faced children playing soldier with toy guns. G ven
that outside the Quadrail their guns were real, |1'd nade it a point to keep

such opi nions to nyself.

But this particular Bellido' s shoul ders were unadorned, which was again pretty
much as 1'd expected. Interstellar steerage, the whole | ot of us. \Woever ny
unknown benefactor was, he was apparently pretty tight with a dollar

Still, this car would get ne to Yandro as fast as the first-class seats up
front. And for once, at least, | wouldn't have to worry about a seatnmate of
excessive with or questionable personal hygiene.

And then, as | passed the Bellido, he gave ne a | ook.

It wasn't much of a | ook, as |ooks go: a casual flick upward of his eyes, and
an equal ly casual flick back down again. But there was sonething about it, or
about him that sent a brief tingle across the back of mnmy neck

But it was nothing I could put nmy finger on, and he made no conment or nove,
and | continued on back to nmy seat. Thirteen mnutes later | heard a series of
faint thuds as the brakes were released. A few seconds after that, with a
small jolt, the train began noving forward. A rhythmc clicking began from
beneath nme as the wheels hit the expansion gaps in the railing, a rhythm whose
tenmpo steadily increased as the

train picked up speed. My inner ear caught the slight upward slope as we |eft
the station area and angled up into the narrower part of the main Tube. A
monent |ater we | evel ed out again, and were on our way to Yandro. A total of
ei ght hundred twenty light-years, a nice little overnight train ride away.
.Which was, of course, the part that really drove the experts crazy. Nowhere
al ong our journey would the Quadrail ever top a hundred kil ometers per hour
relative to the Tube itself. That nuch had been proved with accel eroneters and
| aser Doppl er nmeasurenents off the Tube wall

Yet when we pulled into Yandro Station sone fourteen hours fromnow, we would
find that our speed relative to the rest of the gal axy had actually been

al nost exactly one |ight-year per mnute.

No one knew how it worked, not even the six races who clainmed to have been
with the Quadrail since its inception seven hundred years ago. They coul dn't
even agree on whether speeds in this strange hyperspace were accel erated or
whether it was the distances thenselves that were somehow shortened.

In the past, |'d always thought the argunent nostly a waste of effort. The
system wor ked, the Spiders kept it running on time, and up to now that was al
that had mattered.

But mat had been before everything that had happened at the New Pallas Towers
a week ago.

And, of course, before the Spiders had |ost my carrybags. | could only hope
they' d ended up somewhere el se aboard the train and that | would find them



wai ting when | got off at Yandro.

Tilting my chair back, | pulled out ny reader and one of the book chips from
my pocket. Alittle reading while everyone got settled, and then | woul d take
atrip through the rest of the third-class coaches to the second/third-class
dining car. There was a chance ny unknown benefactor was aboard the train with
me, planning to make contact once we got off, and it would be a good idea to
run as many of the passengers as | could through nmy nmental nug file.

But even as | started in on my book, | found ny vision wavering. It had been a
long trip fromEarth, and I was suddenly feeling very tired. A quick nap,
decided, and 1'd be in better shape to go wandering off menorizing faces.
Tucki ng nmy reader away, | set ny watch alarmfor an hour. Wth one final | ook
at the back of the Bellido's head, | snuggled back as best | could into ny
seat and cl osed nmy eyes.

| awoke with a start, ny head aching, ny body heavy with the wei ght of too
much sleep, nmy skin tingling with the sense that sonethi ng was w ong.

| kept nmy eyes shut, ny ears straining for clues, ny nose sifting the air for
odd scents, ny face and hands alert for the telltale brush of a breeze that
woul d i ndi cate soneone or sonethi ng was nmovi ng near ne.

Not hi ng. So what was it that had set off ny nental alarns?

And then, suddenly, | had it. The steady rhythm of the clacking rails beneath
me was changi ng, gradually slow ng down. The Quadrail was coming into station
| opened my eyes to slits. My chin was resting agai nst ny breastbone, ny arns
fol ded across ny chest with ny watch visible on ny wist. Two hours had passed
since our departure from Terra Station: an hour |onger man | shoul d have
slept, three hours less than it took to get to New Tigris.

So why and where were we stopping?

Carefully, | lifted ny head and opened ny eyes all the way. Wen |'d gone to
sl eep there had been six other passengers besides me in the car. Al six had
di sappear ed.

O perhaps not. No one was visible, but in front of the stack of crates on ny
right, in the narrow space leading to the exit, | caught a slight novenent of
shadow. Someone, apparently, was standing by the car's door

The Bel i do?

| slid sideways out of ny seat, ny heartbeat doing a nice syncopation with ne
click-clack of the wheels, and started forward. Theoretically, the Spiders
didn't pernit weapons aboard passenger Quadrails. But theoretically, there
weren't any stops between Earth and New Tigris, either

I"d covered about half the distance to the door when, with the usual nuffled
squeal of brakes, we rolled to a halt. The shadow shifted again, and

crouched down behind the nearest seat as the figure stepped into view.

It wasn't the Bellido. It was The Grl.

"Hell o, M. Conpton," she said. "Wuld you cone with ne, please?"

"Come with you where?" | asked carefully.

"Qutside," she replied, gesturing to the door beside her. "The Spiders would
like to speak with you."

THREE:

The door opened, and because | doubted | really had a choice, | followed her
out onto the platform

At first glance it seened to be your standard, plain-vanilla Quadrail station
But the second gl ance showed that there was not, in fact, anything standard
about it.

For one thing, there were only four sets of tracks spaced around the inside of
the cylinder instead of the usual thirty. The station itself was far shorter
t han usual, too, probably only a single kiloneter long. Finally, instead of
the standard mi x of maintenance and passenger-support buil di ngs, the spaces
between the tracks were filled with purely functional structures, ranging in
size fromsmal|l office-type buildings to nonstrosities the size of airplane
hangars, with whole mazes of extra track |eadi ng between them and the main

l'i nes.

"This way," The Grl said, setting off toward one of the snmaller buildings.



| watched her go, ny feet nmomentarily refusing to nove. | could think of only
one reason the Spiders would possibly want to talk to me, and it wasn't a
particul arly pleasant thought.

And for themto have been willing to stop a whole train to

do so made it mat much worse. | gl anced back over ny shoul der, wondering what
they were going to tell the rest of the passengers.

They weren't going to tell the rest of the passengers anything for the sinple
fact that there weren't any other passengers. The rest of the Quadrail had
vani shed. My car, conveniently enptied of all its occupants except ne, plus

t he baggage car behind it, stood together on the track in front of another
engi ne that had apparently pushed us here.

"M . Conpton?"

| turned back. The G rl had reached the buil ding and was standi ng expectantly
besi de the door. "Right," |I said, forcing ny feet to nove. She waited until |
caught up with her, and together we went inside.

Beyond the door was a small room as drably functional as the building' s
exterior, its furnishings consisting entirely of three chairs set in a
triangl e arrangenment facing each ot her

One of the seats was al ready occupied by an amazingly fat m ddl e-aged man
dressed in shades of blue and sporting a contrasting skullcap of gray hair.

St andi ng behind himwas a

Spider midway in size between a conductor and a drudge. A stationmaster

possi bly, though this one seened slightly bigger and didn't carry the usua
identifying pattern of white dots across its sphere. '

"Good day, M. Conpton," the man greeted nme gravely. His voice carried an
oddly bubbling quality, as if he were talking half underwater. "My nane is
Hernod. Pl ease, sit down."

"Thank you," | said, stepping forward and settling into one of the
two remaining chairs as The Grl took the third. "Do | get to know where

an®"

"You're in a maintenance and storage facility off the main Tube,"’
"Its actual location is not inportant.”

"I thought all naintenance work was done in the stations thensel ves."

Her nod' s massi ve shoul ders shrugged slightly. "Mdst of it is," he said. "The
Spiders don't advertise the existence of these other facilities."

he sai d.

"Well, this should certainly make up for that," | pointed out. "O don't you
think New Tigris is going to wonder when their incomng Quadrail conmes up two
cars short?"

"Gve the Spiders a little nore credit than that," Hernod said dryly. "They
woul d hardly have gone to all this trouble to speak privately with you and

then let sonething so obvious ruinit. No, you'll be rejoining the rest of the
train well before it reaches New Tigris."
"Ah," | said, making a conscious effort to sit back in ny chair as if | were

feeling all relaxed, which | definitely was not. So not only did ne Spiders
want a chat, they wanted a very private chat. This just got better and better
"So what's this all about?"

"The Spiders have a problem" Hernod said gravely. "One which rmay well
determ ne the future of the entire gal axy. They thought you m ght be able to
help themwith it."

"What makes you think that?" | asked, feeling sweat popping out all over ny
body.

"You're a well-trained observer, investigator, and analyst," he said. 'Trained
by one of the best, in fact: Western Alliance Intelligence.”

"Who sacked ne over a year ago," | rem nded him passing over for the nonment

t he question of whether Westali really was one of the best

"But not for lack of ability," Hernod rem nded ne right back. "Merely for what
did they call it? Professional indiscretion?"

"Something like that," | agreed evenly. That was what the disnissal papers had
called it, anyway. Professional indiscretion, like |I'd been caught stealing



hotel towels or sonething. |1'd sparked a major furor in the press, been
responsi ble for a handful of political scapegoats having their heads handed to
themin the hallowed halls of the United Nations, and earned nyself the

per manent | oat hing of both the secretary-general and the Directorate in the

process.
And all they'd had the guts to call it was professional indiscretion

But | let that one pass, too. "There are plenty of other ex-Wstali people
around who are as good as | amand a lot nore respectable,” | said instead.

"So agai n: Wy nme?"

Hernod' s forehead winkled. "Your reticence puzzles nme, M. Conpton," he said.
"I would think that, considering your present circunstances, you'd junp at the
chance for enploynent."

My present circunstances. On the surface, an innocent enough expression

Nearly as innocent, in fact, as professional indiscretion

Did he and the Spiders know about nmy new job? It was hard to inagi ne how they
could, not after all the paranoid-Ievel convolutions we'd gone through to keep
it secret

On the other hand, it was equally hard to inmagi ne how they could not know
Their nessenger had been right there, after all, right outside the New Pall as
Towers the evening the whole thing had been finalized.

But there was no hint of any such secret know edge in Hernod's face or body

| anguage. There was no anticipation | could detect, no sense of the hunter
waiting eagerly beside his trap as the prey wanders toward the tripwire. There
was nothing there, in fact, except an al nost puppy-dog earnestness set agai nst
a background of distant fear and unease. If he did know about me, he was being
damm coy about it. "So ny present circunstances aren't as good as | m ght
like," | said. "How about some information instead of flattery?"

H's |ips puckered. "There are nmany nysterious places in this gal axy," he said.
"One of them which the Spiders have dubbed the Oracle, sits a short distance
froma siding simlar to this one. Cccasionally, Spiders passing through the
area see visions of future events." He gestured at the Spider standing over
him "Five weeks ago, this Spider saw the future destruction of a Filiaelian
transfer station."”

| sat up alittle straighter in ny chair. Filly transfer stations were anong

t he biggest and best-protected in the gal axy. "How sure are you that it was a
Filly station?"

"Very sure," Hernod said, his voice darkening. "Because there were the renains
of two gutted Sorfali-class warships drifting alongside it."

| threw a | ook at the Spider. "Your friend s been hallucinating," | said
flatly. "Filly soldiers are genetically progranmed agai nst rebellion or civil
war . "

"I never said it was a civil war," Hernod countered, his voice going even
darker. "The attack came from somewhere outside the system™

| looked over at The Grl's expressionless face. If this was a joke, no one

was | aughi ng. "Now you're the one hallucinating,”" | told Hernod. "You can't
snmuggl e weaponry through the Tube. Certainly nothing that could take out a
Sorfali. You know that better than | do."

"It seens inpossible to the Spiders, as well,"” Hernod agreed. "Neverthel ess,
that is what he saw. And since the Oracle's past visions have subsequently
proven valid, the Spiders have no choice but to assume this one may, too." Hs

eyes |l ocked onto mine. "l trust you don't need ne to spell out the

i mplications."”

"No," | said, and | neant it. There were twel ve enpires spanning the gal axy,
or at least twelve species-groups the Spiders officially recognized as
enpires. Afewof them like the five worlds of our pathetic little Terran
Conf ederation, weren't worthy of the nane; others, like the Filiaelian

Assenbly and Shorshic Domain, were the genuine article, consisting of

t housands of star systens spread across vast reaches of space. Historically,
at least on Earth, powerful enpires seldom bunped into each other without
eventual ly going to war, and from what we knew of alien psychol ogy there was



no reason to assume anyone out there would react any differently if they had a
choi ce.

Only in this case, they didn't. The only way to cross interstellar distances
was via Quadrail, and there was sinply no way to stuff a war machine into a
group of Quadrail cars. The only exception was interstellar governnents, who
under very special and very strict transport conditions were allowed to ship

t he conponents of planetary defenses through to their own col oni es.

Whi ch neant that anyone who wanted to nake war agai nst his nei ghbor would find
hinsel f facing as nuch mlitary nastiness as the intended victimhad felt
inclined to set up. In a Quadrail-run gal axy, defense was ki ng.

But if someone had figured out howto take out not only a transfer station but
a couple of warships along with it, cozy peaceful ness and stability were about
to come to a violent end. "Was there anything else in this vision?" | asked.
"Any idea which of the Fillies' stations it was, or who m ght have been

i nvol ved?"

"Neither," Hernod said. "But he did see mat the Filiaelian warships carried
both the insignia of the current dynasty and the one scheduled to conme to
power in four nmonths. We can therefore assune the attack will take place
sometine during the transitional period."

Four nmonths. This just got better and better. "That's not nuch tine."

"No, it's not," Hernod agreed. "The Spiders will, of course, give you all the
assi stance they can, including unlimted use of the Quadrail system"
| felt nmy eyes narrow slightly. "Including access to places |like this?"

asked casual |y, gesturing around ne.

"Yes, if you need them" he said, frowning a bit. "Though I can't think why
you woul d need that."

"You never know," | said, ny heartbeat starting to pick up alittle. Suddenly
this was becoming nore than just interesting. "How exacdy do | get all this
unlimted access? Pass key? Secret handshake?"

"You begin with tins," he said, nodding to The Grl. Right on cue, she dug a
smal | fol der out of her belt pouch and handed it to ne. It was the sane sort
of folder 1'd taken off me dead kid in Manhattan, except that instead of being
made of cheap plastic this one was a high-end variety of brushed | eather

And i nstead of the copper-edged ticket of a third-class Quadrail seat, this
one held ne di anond-dust-edged tag of a first-class, unlimted-use pass,
something |1'd never seen before except in brochures. "Nice," | said. "How | ong
is it good for?"

"As long as you need it," Hernmpod said. "Assum ng, of course, that you take the
job. WIIl you?"

| angled the ticket toward the light for a better view, nmy brain spinning with
the possibilities. If they were on to ne and this whole dung was a trick, nen
what ever answer | gave himwouldn't matter in ne slightest. Watever | did or
said, | was already sunk

But if they weren 't on to ne and this offer was legit, men | was being
offered a gift on a platinumplatter.

O course, if | took the job 1'd also be norally obligated to put sone actual
effort into it. Four nmonths wasn't a lot of time to figure out who was

pl anning to start an inpossible interstellar war and find a way to stop it.

Still, this was way too intriguing to pass up. And despite the old saying to
the contrary, it was surely possible for a man to serve two nasters. "Sure,
why not?" | said, tucking the folder into ny inner jacket pocket. "I'min."

"Excellent." Again, Hernod gestured to The Grl. "This is Bayta. She'll be
acconpanyi ng you. "

| looked at her, found her |ooking back at ne with her usual |ack of
expression. "Thanks, but | work alone,” | told him

"You may need information or assistance fromthe Spiders along the way,"
Hernod said. "Only a few of them can comuni cate with humans in anything nore
man a handful of rote phrases.”

"And, what, Bayta speaks their |anguage?"

"Let's just say she knows their secret handshake," Hernod said with a faint



smile.

| suppressed a grimace. | didn't want conpany on this trip, particularly
conpany who m ght have come off a mannequin assenbly line. Still, | should
have expected that me Spiders would insist on assigning ne a watchdog. "Fine,"
| said. "Whatever."

"One other tiling," Hernod said. "The nmessenger who delivered your ticket was
supposed to acconpany you here. Did he happen to nention why he had chosen not
to do so?"

| hesitated, but there didn't seemto be any point in |ying.

"I"'mafraid choice had very little to do with it," | said. "He died at ny

feet."”

Bayta inhal ed sharply, and the whol e room suddenly went very still. "What

happened?" Hernod asked.

"He was shot," | said. "Multiple times, actually. Soneone was very serious

about getting rid of him™"

"Did you see what happened?"

"Al'l I knowis that he was already bl eeding when I found him" | said,
choosing ny words carefully. If they already knew about me, nentioning the New
Pal | as Towers wouldn't be telling them anything new. But if they didn't know,

| certainly wasn't going to be the one to point themthat direction

"Consi dering the shape he was in, |I'msurprised he nmade it as far as he did."
"He knew the inmportance of his mssion," Hernod said soberly. "Do you know
what ki nd of weapon he was shot wth?"

"Snoozer and thudwunper rounds,” | told him "Fortunately, they didn't need to
escal ate to shredders."”

"Human ordnance, then?"

"Yes, but that doesn't necessarily mean anything," | said. "Terra Station's
very particul ar about keeping alien weaponry out of the system™

"Except at the various nonhunan enbassies on Earth and Mars," Bayta said. Her
face, which had gone rigid at ny announcenent of the kid' s death, was back to

an expressionless mask. "I understand enbassy guards are permitted to carry
and use equi pnent that woul d otherw se be interdicted."
"True," | said. "Which neans using one to conmt a murder would be about as

clever as leaving a sheet of the anbassador's personal stationery pinned to
the body. As | say, the choice of weapon doesn't tell us anything. Forensics
m ght have had better luck if they got around to putting himthrough the
sifter."

"Why woul dn't they have?" Hernod asked, frowning. "He was a nmurder victim"

"He was also a nman with no ID, credit tags, or apartment key," | said. "Dt
rec nysteries notwithstanding, in the rea

world we'll be lucky if they even stored away his ashes after the cremation.”
Her nod sighed. "I see. Well... thank you, M. Conpton. And good | uck."
Nei t her Bayta nor | spoke again until we were settled into the Quadrail car
me in my original seat, her in the one behind ne. "I presume you aren't

pl anning to gas ne for this leg of the trip?" | asked, sw veling around to

| ook at her as we started moving.

A flicker of surprise touched her eyes. "You knew about that?"

"It was pretty obvious," | said. "I don't suppose it ever occurred to you or
Hernod that all you had to do was ask ne in for a chat?"

"W needed to keep the conversation a secret," she said. "A conductor came in
shortly after we left Terra and told the rest of the passengers that there was
extra space in the main third-class area two cars up and that as a result
they'd all been upgraded. W needed you asleep so he'd have an excuse to | eave
you behind until later."

"Again, you could have just asked ne."

"I't was thought it would |ook nmore realistic if you didn't know what was goi ng
to happen,"” she said. "That was why the ticket was made out to Yandro, too."
"That part certainly caught ny attention," | said sourly. '1 take it we're not
actually going nmere, then?"

"Not unless you want to. At any rate, the bags the Spider took fromyou at



Terra Station are waiting in the front car in a first-class conpartnment that's
been reserved for us. W can nove up there as soon as we're back with the
train."”

Not just a first-class ticket, but a conpartment, as well. They were
definitely rolling out the red runner here. "Nice," | comented. "Any chance
of simlar acconmpdations if and when we change trains?"

"OfF course," she said, as if it were obvious. "There'll be an enpty
conpartnent kept avail able for our use on all Quadrail trains in our vicinity
for the next four nonths."

"Even better," | said. "Okay, first things first. Do you have

a map of the Quadrail systen? A conplete map, | nean, one that shows these

si di ngs and any ot her hidden goodi es?"

"I don't know what you nean by goodies," she said as she selected a data chip
fromher belt pouch. "And you'll need to use ny reader," she added, pulling it
out and plugging in the chip. "The data is masked on normal readers."

"Good idea," | said, taking the reader fromher. "Wat's your |ast nane, by
t he way?"
"I don't have one," she said, adjusting herself in her seat. "W'IlIl be

rejoining the train in about an hour. If you have any questions, please wake
ne. "
She cl osed her eyes, and for a nonment | studied that nondescript face of hers.

She'd be watching every nove | nade fromnow on, | knew, ready to whistle up
the nearest Spider at the first wong step.
| turned back around to face forward. | still didn't know if the Spiders were

on to me or not. But if they were, they were certainly giving me plenty of
rope with which to hang nyself. It would be a shanme to let that nuch good rope
go to waste.

Settling back into my seat, | got to work.

Exactly one hour and nine minutes later | felt a slight jolt run through the
car. Two mnutes after that, the connecting door at the front of the car
irised open and a conductor appeared fromthe vestibule, its slender |egs
picking their way carefully down the narrow aisle toward us. | watched it
cone, listening to Bayta's slow breathing behind me; and as the Spider cane
within five meters of us | heard a sudden catch in the rhythm as she cane
awake. "Yes?" she call ed.

"I think we're here," | said, half turning to | ook at her

"Yes, we are," she said, her fingertips rubbing the skin on either side of her
eyes. "He's conme to show us to our new conpartnent."

"Do you know which one is ours?" | asked.
"Yes."
"Then tell it thanks, but we'll get there on our own," | said. "An escort wll

just draw unnecessary attention."

She hesitated, then nodded. "All right," she said, |ocking her eyes onto the
conductor. Its gl obe dipped slightly in response, and it reversed direction
and left the car. "So?" she pronpted. "Are we goi ng?"

"Patience," | said, studying ny watch. So apparently all she had to do was to
| ook at a Spider to communicate with it
Interesting. "In another twenty mnutes we'll reach New Tigris. There won't be

alot of traffic comng and going, but at |east we won't be the only ones on

t he nmove. "

W sat in silence until, twenty mnutes later, we decelerated to a stop. Then
as the expected trickle of passengers began, we headed forward.

The wal k proved nore interesting than I'd expected. On the Quadrail trips I'd
taken while working for Westali I'd normally traveled third class, making it
up to second only on the rare occasi on when sonme nervous medi uml evel
bureaucrat insisted on having an escort assigned to him In each of those
latter instances |'d ended up in cars doninated by other humans, either

busi ness or governnent types or nminor celebrities who couldn't swing the price



of a first-class seat.

Now, as we passed through the last of the second-class cars into the
first-class section, | got to see how the galaxy's elite and powerful

travel ed.

The seats thensel ves were, not surprisingly, larger and better furnished than
those in second and third class. They were also far nore nobile. Third-class
seats were fixed in place, with only linmted adjustability. Second-class seats
were a step up fromthat, attached to small floor circles that pernmitted them
to both rotate and also nove laterally to a limted extent, allow ng
passengers to create little conversation circles for thenselves. The
first-class cars had gone this one better, with seats that could be noved
anywhere in the car, allow ng a | ounge atnosphere in which neat rows and

ai sles were pretty much nonexi stent.

What was surprising to me was how the occupants had used this flexibility to
sort thenmselves out. Unlike the | ower classes, where travelers tended to
congregate with their own species, the first-class cars were nmuch nore

het er ogeneous. Shorshi-ans and Belli dos sat together, engaged in serious

di scussions, while here and there humans conversed as equals with Hal kas or
Juriani, despite the fact that both those races had been busily col oni zi ng
their home sol ar systens when Charl emagne was still planning his conquests of
Central Europe

Even political differences didn't seemto matter. The Juri -

ani and C nmaheem were currently enbroiled in a major controversy regarding

t he devel opnent of a half dozen worlds bordering their enpires, yet | saw a

m xed group of themsitting around a table playing a card game and chatting
quite am cably.

The bar end of the first-class dining car was nuch the sane, with the social

| ubricant of al cohol and other intoxicants adding an extra |ayer of goodw ||
and camaraderie. Only in the restaurant section did the travelers largely
segregate thensel ves, and | suspected that had nore to do with the chall enges
of species-specific food aromas than any xenophobi a.

The car in front of the dining car contained nore first-class seating, with
nmore of the social mxing |I'd already seen. Finally, in the conpartnent car
ahead of that one, we reached our new hone.

It was as nice as |'d expected, and then sone. It was small, of course, but
the space had been utilized so efficiently that it didn't feel at all cranped.
Attached to the front wall was a narrow but confortabl e-1o00king bed that could
be folded up for extra floor space. Above the bed was a |uggage rack with ny
two carrybags sitting neatly side by side. Against the outer wall was a | ounge
chair with a swivel conputer beside it on one side and an expansive displ ay
wi ndow currently blank on the other. On the opposite side of the display

wi ndow was a fol d-down clothes rack, with nmenory-plastic hook/hangers that
could stretch or shrink as needed, plus a built-in sonic cleaning systemwth
a quick-turn cycle for hal f-hour freshening. A tiny human-configured half bath
was tucked into the corner beside the door, the whole cubicle converting into
a shower stall for use after long overnight trips. Finally, the back wall
contai ned a curve couch with a set of reading and anbi ance |ights
strategically placed above it. The roomwas done up in a tasteful color
schenme, with decorative noldings and small caneo-style carvings where the
wal s and ceiling met. "I could get used to this," | commented as | circled
the room touching the various controls and running ny fingers over the
nol di ngs and the sections of polished wood and nmetal. The | ounge chair had a
| eat hery

feel toit, while the curve couch was done up in something mdway between

vel vet and very soft feathers

"I trust you'll find it adequate," Bayta said. She stepped past nme as |
finished ny tour and touched a control beneath the display w ndow. In
response, the curve couch and lights collapsed neatly into the back wall,
which then retracted into the side of the half-bamcubicle to reveal a mirror
i mge of the conpartnment we were standing in. "This one's mne," she said, a



subtle note of warning in her tone.

"OfF course," | said. Not that | was likely to have made a swing for her even
if I hadn't had nore inportant business on ny mind. Wl king back to ny bed, |
reached up to the |luggage rack and haul ed down the smaller of ny two
carrybags.

And as | did so, a quiet alarmwent off in the back of my skull. Earlier, when
I'd carried the bags out of the transfer station restaurant, the leatherlite
grip that rode the handle straps had been flexible, even a little squishy. Now
there was virtually no give to the grip at all. "Bayta, can you pull up a
dining car nmenu for ne?" | asked casually as | popped the bag open
"Certainly," she said, sitting down in the |ounge chair and sw veling the
conputer around to face her

And with her attention now safely occupied, | gave the handl e a close | ook

The reason for the change in its feel was instantly obvious. The space between
the grip and the strap, the | ooseness of which had given the handle its

squi shiness, had been conmpletely filled in, Iike an 6¢clair with a double
hel pi ng of cream The material matched the leatherlite's color and texture
perfectly, but sonmehow | doubted that was what it was.

"Here it is," Bayta announced, sw veling the display around. "But | thought
you ate at Terra Station."

"A good traveler learns to eat whenever he gets the chance,"” | said, stepping
to her side and pagi ng quickly through the menu. "l don't suppose first-class
has delivery privileges."

"Not usually," she said. "Do you want nme to ask one of the servers or

conductors if he'll bring you sonethi ng?"

"No, thanks," | said. 'That's what |'ve got you for. Be a

good girl and go get ne an order of onion rings, wll you?"

In the past, I'd found the be-a-good-girl line to be a remarkably effective

way of getting a quick reading on a wonan's tenperanent. Unlike nost of those
I'd tried it on, Bayta didn't even bat an eye. "As you w sh," she said,
sliding out of the chair. Crossing the conpartnent, she touched the door
control to open it and di sappeared into the corridor

I went over to the door and made sure it was | ocked. Then, returning to the
bed, | haul ed down the other carrybag. In a gal axy where self-propelled

| uggage was the norm | doubted that one in a hundred travel ers had nore than
a vague idea what their handles really felt like. The only reason |I'd caught
the alteration so quickly was because of ny carrybags' chronic notor problens,
the very problens |I'd been cursing five hours ago.

There was a | esson there, or at least a bit of irony, but at the noment |
couldn't be bothered with either. Like the smaller carrybag, the larger one's
handl e had al so been padded out. Pulling out ny pocket multitool, | extended
the fingertip-sized blade the biggest knife pernitted aboard a Quadrail and
began di ggi ng carefully beneath the grip.

My first guess was that the Spiders had decided to backstop their watchdog by

planting a tracer or transmtter on nme. But as | scraped mllinmeter after
mllineter away w thout finding anything except whisker-thin enbedded wires,
mat idea began to fade. | kept at it; and finally, two centinmeters in, |

struck sonething famliar.

Only it wasn't a transmitter. It was, instead, a short-range receiver
connected to a small pul se capacitor, which was in turn connected to the

whi sker wires buried in the materi al

The sort of setup you might find in a renotely triggered anti personnel bonb.
Pulling out my reader, | selected a data chip fromny collection narked
Encycl opaedia Britannica. So Bayta had a specially-gi mi cked reader, did she?
Fine. So did I. Plugging in the chip, | touched the reader's activation
control and held one corner close to the material 1'd scraped out of the
handl e.

It was not, in fact, a bonmb, antipersonnel or otherw se. This sensor was the
nost advanced bit of technology in the Terran Confederation, a gadget any
Westali field director woul d probably give his best friend' s right armfor



and it wasn't picking up even a hint of the fast-burning chemcals al

expl osives had in comon. | retuned the sensor twice, just to be sure, then
swi tched to scanning for poisons. Again, nothing.

But nothing in the case of poisons could nerely nean that the stuff was too
wel | disguised for a normal scan. Fortunately, there were ways of teasing such
things into the open. Pulling out my lighter, |I flipped the thunb guard
around, swinging it over the flame jet where it would serve as a specinmen
holder. | put a single grain of the nystery material on top, set the sensor at
t he proper reading distance, and ignited the lighter. The flame hissed out,

cl ean and blue-white, and there was a brief burst of pale snoke as the grain
burned as well. Shutting off the lighter, |I set it aside and keyed for

anal ysi s.

And this tine, the sensor finally found the active ingredient carefully buried
beneath the inert containnent matrix.

Saari x-5 nerve gas.

The i mage of the Spiders' dead nmessenger rose unpleasantly in front of ny eyes
as | unplugged the data chip and returned it and the reader to ny pocket. In

t he absence of any nove agai nst me during the voyage fromEarth, |'d begun to
wonder if his death might have been a bizarre coincidence, the result of sone
random crine that had nothing to do with ne.

Now it was | ooking |ike whoever was behind his nmurder had sinply been biding
his tine.

Only here it wouldn't be just me who went down. Dependi ng on what percentage
of the packing material was Saarix-5, there could be enough nere to kill every
oxygen-breather within ten neters. If ny assailant set it off in the encl osed
space of a Quadrail car, the effects would go even farther

Which led to another interesting question. Namely, how had this little
conjuring trick been perfornmed in the first

pl ace? The only tine the bags had been out of my sight after |eaving the
transfer station was right after we'd docked, as the passengers clinbed up the
| adder and the shuttle's conveyer system pulled the luggage fromthe racks and
shoved themup into the Tube after us. The sheer nechanics required for
someone to insert a pair of booby traps in such a brief time was bad enough
What was worse was why the Spiders' sensors hadn't picked up on it.

O maybe ney had picked up on it. Maybe that was why that drudge had swooped
down on me and wal ked off with the bags. But then why hadn't they detained ne,
or kicked me off the Quadrail, or at |east renoved the Saarix?

Unless it was the drudge itself that had gi nmicked them

| stared at the bags, a hard knot forming in nmy stonmach. The Spiders had been
running the Quadrail with quiet efficiency for at |east the past seven hundred
years. In all that tinme there had never been a report of conflict anong them
Whi ch had naturally led to the conclusion that they were a nonolithic culture
with no factions, disagreenents, or rivalries.

But what if that wasn't true? Wat if there were factions, only one of which
wanted me to investigate this inpending interstellar war? In that case, there
nm ght be another group seriously opposed to the idea of airing their secrets
to a lowmy human, especially a |l owy human whose own governnent wanted not hi ng
to do with him

They m ght even be opposed enough to | ook for a permanent way to nake sure
that didn't happen

Gathering up the material 1'd scraped out, | began stuffing it back beneath
the grip. Bayta could return at any nonent, and if she didn't already know
about the Saarix this wasn't the tinme to break the news to her. If she did
know, it was even nore vital that she didn't find out | was on to the schene.
It would have been nice if | could have di sabled the receiver or capacitor

but a properly designed detonator came with built-in diagnostics, and | didn't
have the equipment to trick the gadget into giving itself false readings. If
nmy woul d-be poi soner found out |'d neutralized this particular threat, he
woul d just come up with a different one, and it

was al ways better to face a trap you knew about than one you didn't.



| was sitting in the |ounge chair, skinmng through a col orful conputer
brochure on Quadrail history, when Bayta returned with the onion rings.
"Thanks," | said, taking the basket fromher. The aroma reninded me of a batch
I'd had once in San Antonio. "Have one?"

"No, thank you," she said, stepping back to the mddle of the floor. "Have you
cone up with a plan yet?"

"I"'mstill in the information-gathering phase," | said, crunching into one of
the rings. They tasted |like the San Antonio ones, too. "For starters, | want
you to ask the Spiders for a list of situations under which weapons are

al | oned aboard Quadrails."

"I can answer that one," she said. "Personal weapons |ike Belldic status guns
can be put in |ockboxes at the transfer station, which are then stowed in

i naccessi bl e storage bins beneath the cars. Larger weapons and weapons systemns
can be sent by cargo Quadrail only with special governmental permts."

"Yes, | know the official exceptions," |I said. "I want to know the wnoffi ci al
ones."

She shook her head. "There aren't any."

"That you know about."

"There aren't any," she repeated, nore firmy this tine.

| took a careful breath, willing myself to be calm Dogmatic statenents al ways
drove me crazy. "Ask the Spiders anyway," | said. "I also want to know

everyt hing about the Tube's sensors. How they work, what they |ook for, and
what exactly they do and don't detect."

She seened a bit taken aback. "I'mnot sure the Spiders will be willing to

gi ve you that kind of information," she warned.

"They're not being offered a choice,” | said. "They're the ones who asked ne
inon this, remenber? Either | get what | need or |I'm wal king."

Her mouth twitched. "Al'l right, I'lIl ask," she said. "But none of the
conductors will have that kind of information."

agr a»ggK

Anot her dogmatic statenment. This one, though, | believed. "Fine. Wio will?"
"I't"ll have to go through a stationmaster," she said, her forehead winkled in
t hought .

"I's that a problenP" | asked. "I assuned you could talk to all the Spiders."
"Yes, | can," she said. "But there aren't very nmany of themat Yandro Station

Probably not enough for a clear relay to the stationmaster's building."

"A clear what?"

"My ... communication ... nethod has a limted range," she said reluctantly.
"For | onger distances a nessage can be rel ayed between Spiders, but only if
the Spiders are physically close enough to each other."

"I see," | said, nodding. So apparently she didn't even have to | ook at a
Spi der to conmmunicate, as |I'd first thought. Sone form of telepathy, then?
Probl emwas, as far as | knew no hunman bei ng had ever denonstrated genuine,
reproducible telepathic abilities. Also as far as | knew, neither had any of
t he gal axy's ot her known speci es.

Whi ch made Bayta... what?

"On the other hand, we're only in the station for fifteen mnutes," | remn nded
her. "That's not nuch tine."

"No, but I'"Il only need to deliver that one short request," she pointed out.
"The information itself will have to be gathered and sent to us farther down
the line."

"I suppose that'll work," | said, thinking it through. Cargo and passengers
travel ed at the Quadrails' standard |ight-year-per-mnute, but the news and
mail in those message cylinders sonehow nanaged the trick of crossing the

gal axy over a thousand tines faster. The nost popular theory was that once the
Quadrail got up to speed, the Spiders used the dish antenna in front of the
nmessage cylinder slot to transmt everything to a train farther up the line,
using the Tube itself as a gigantic wave-guide.

The nessagi ng appar at us was supposedly seal ed and sel f-cont ai ned, inpossible
for even the Spiders to reach while the



Quadrail was in transit. But of course that didn't stop the conspiracy
theorists. The nore paranoi d anong them were convinced that the Spiders read
everything, encrypted or otherw se, before they transnmitted it.

If we were dealing with two different factions, the question of Spider
eavesdroppi ng m ght be a highly inportant one. Unfortunately, | couldn't think
of anything I could do about it one way or the other. "I presunme you can
arrange for themto deliver the data to us aboard whatever train we're on at
the tine?" | asked.

Bayta nodded. "1'Il tell the stationmaster when | put in the request."
"Cood," | said. "Tell himto deliver it to us at Kerfsis."

She drew back a little. "Kerfsis? The Jurian col ony worl d?"

"Regi onal capital, actually,"” | corrected her. "Wiy? You have a problemwth
Juri ani ?"

"No but " She seened to flounder a nmonent. "I assuned we'd be transferring to

a cross-galactic express at Honmshil and heading straight to Filiaelian space.
That's where the attack is supposed to take place.”
Wth a sigh, | popped the last onion ring into ny mouth and stood up. "Cone

on," | said, brushing off mnmy hands.
"Where are we goi ng?" she asked cautiously.
"To the bar,” | told her. "I need something to drink."

She followed me silently down the corridor to the rear of our car, through al
the genial camaraderie in the forward first-class coach, and back into the
dining car. The bar was reasonably busy, but npbst of the patrons were drinking
in groups and there were a few unoccupi ed tables for twd. Choosing one in a

back corner, | steered Bayta over to it. The chairs were | unpy and
unconf ort abl e-1 ooki ng, whi ch probably meant sonme Shorshi ans had been using
themlast. "Wat'11l you have?" | asked, gesturing her to one of the chairs as

| sat down in the other. The chair sensed ny wei ght and body tenperature,
correctly deduced ny species, and reconfigured itself into something a | ot
nore confortabl e.

" Somet hi ng nonal coholic,"

she said a bit stiffly.

' Teetotal er, huh?" | hazarded, touching the button in the niddl e of the table
to pull up the hol odisplay nenu. | gave it a quick scan, then tapped for a

| enronade for her and an iced tea for ne. 'Too bad. Al cohol can be a nice
little social equalizer."

"Or it can be a way to cloud your nmind and put you at a di sadvantage with your
enem es, " she count ered.

| thought about the dead man in Manhattan and the Saarix-|aden carrybags back
in my conpartnent. "Lucky for me, | don't have any enemies," | rmurnured.

Her eyebrow may have twi tched, but | could have imagi ned that. "Wy exactly
did you bring me here?" she asked.

"I wanted to go sonepl ace where we could talk in private," | said. "I drought
t he Spiders night have the conpartnents bugged.”

"They wouldn't do that," she insisted.

"You never know," | said. Actually, |I did know, and no, they hadn't. My watch
cane fromthe same stratospherically priced tech people as ny disgui sed sensor
system and it would have tingled a warning if it had picked up any sign of
eavesdr oppi ng equi prent. Another trinket nmy old Westali coll eagues woul d
probably give spare body parts to possess.

"Thi nk what ever you want," Bayta said. Her voice was still stiff, but nowit
was a tired sort of stiff. "Wiat do you want to tal k about ?"

| took a deep breath, let it out in a soft sigh. My attenpts to get a reaction
with the good-little-girl ganmbit had failed, and nmy take-it-or-1Ileave-it
arrogance about the weapons data hadn't done any better. Maybe a sincere,
hunbl e, heart-on-nmne-sl eeve approach would hit a resonance and give ne a handl e

on this woman. "Look," | said. "According to every bit of conventional w sdom
what Hernod says the Spider saw is imnpossible. The Spiders screen everything
comng into ne Tube; and the Fillies' own transfer station screens everything

com ng out. There should be zero chance of getting any serious weaponry cl ose



enough to a Filly station to take it out."
"Which is why you were asked to investigate it."
"What I'mtrying to say is that the whole thing has ne conpletely flumoxed,"

| said. "Frankly, |I'mnot even sure where to start."
She started to reach out toward my hand, resting on the table. M dway through
the gesture she seened to think better of it and et her armfall instead into

her lap. "The Spiders wouldn't have hired you if they didn't m nk you could do
it," she said.

Encour agi ng words, and with sone genui ne concern behind them The

conpassi onate type, then, only she was afraid to showit?

Perhaps. Still, | couldn't quite shake the inpression that she was nore |ike
an observer watching a dit rec drama unfold than one of the people actually in
the mddle of the action. "Thank you," | said hunbly. "I just hope you're
right."

"I am" she said firmy. She glanced around the room as if nmaking sure no one
was cl ose enough to hear us, and leaned a little closer across the table. "But
why go to Kerfsis? Do you suspect the Juriani?"

"Not really," | said as a Spider arrived with our drinks. | handed Bayta her

| enbnade and took a sip of my iced tea. It was strong and sweet, just the way
| liked it. "It's nore likely that one of the Fillies' neighbors will be the
ones meking the trouble,” | continued. "Serious grievances typically ferment
close to home. Mostly, | want to see if the Jurian entry procedures have
changed any in the couple of years since |'ve ridden the Quadrail."

She took a sip of her |enonade, her eyes fluttering with clear surprise at ne
tang. Her first experience with the drink? "May | ask why?" she asked.

| nodded upward toward the bar's slightly domed ceiling. Spread across it was
a glowi ng map of the galaxy and the Quadrail system "Here's the problem" |
said. "The Fillies are all the way across the gal axy, about as far fromEarth
as you can get. Even if we take express trains the whole way, that's stil
nearly two and a half nonths of travel. W sinply don't have the tinme to go
there and start working our way back."

"We have four nonths."

"No, the Fillies have four nonths," | corrected her "W, on the other hand, do
not... because the Fillies aren't going to be the first ones attacked."

Her eyes narrowed. "Wat do you nean?"

"I mean mat whoever these warnmongers are, they'd have to be insane to take on
the Fillies first crack out of the box," |I said. "Filly soldiers are
genetically programmed for loyalty, their overall defense network is second to
none, and dependi ng on who's doing the counting, their enpire is either the

bi ggest or second biggest in the galaxy. Wuld you try out a brand-new attack
pl an on somreone |ike that?"

Her |ips conpressed briefly. "I suppose not."
"Foll owi ng that same logic, the test subject is likely to be one of the newer,
younger, and therefore | ess dangerous races," | continued. "If we limt

oursel ves to those who've joined me galactic club in the last tw hundred
years, that means the Juriani, the G mmaheem the Tra' ho' sej, and the
Bellidos." | took a sip of ny tea."And, of course, us."

For a minute the only sound was the muffl ed background hum of a half dozen
different conversations and the click-clack of the Quadrail's wheels beneath
us. Quadrail dining cars, | remenbered fromprevious trips, were acoustically
designed in such a way that the volune and intelligibility of a conversation
dropped off sharply half a meter away fromthe center of the table. It made
for considerably nore privacy than one woul d expect just fromlooking at the

| ayout, which was why 1'd been willing to talk about this here at all. "And
whoever they decide on," Bayta said at last, "they'|ll need to nmake their test
at least a couple of nonths before the Filiaelian attack."

"Right," | said. "Wich basically neans any time fromnow on."

She took another sip of her |enonade. "All right," she said. "But if it's
entry procedures you're interested in, wouldn't we do better to go straight to
Jur skal a?"



"I don't think so," I said. "A homework!, station any homework! station wll
be too crowded for us to get a really good | ook at their setup. A regiona
capital like Kerfsis

shoul d have all the sane stuff, but without all the busyness. W'Ill take the
shuttle out to the transfer station, |ook around a bit, then cone back, pick
up the next train, and nove on."

'To where?" ;

"I"'mnot sure," | said. "I'mguessing our warnongers wll |

want a test subject a little nore advanced than us or the *'

Tra' ho' sej. That |eaves the Juriani, C nmaheem or Bellidos." r

She pondered a nonment. "The Bellidos might be a good

choice," she offered. "They're farther out on me armthan V.

the Terran Confederation, which nmakes them even nore i

isolated.” 1

"Right, but at the noment we're heading the wong direc

tion," | rem nded her. "Rather than spend tine backtracking, ;

we might as well continue on and check out the Juriani and I

G mmaheem "

"There are a ot of worlds out nere," she nurnured, |ooking down at her gl ass.
| nodded agreenent, taking another swallow of ny tea as | let ny gaze drift
around the bar. There were Jurian foursomes occupying two of the tables, with
a scattering of Shorshians and Bellidos taking up nost of the rest of the -%
space. In the far corner two C mrmaheem sat across froma | one human, their
features obscured by the swirling blue snoke of a traditional skinski flanbe
as a hardworking vent fan kept the fumes from bot hering anyone else in the
room "We can | ook through the systemlistings along the way and see if we can

figure out what sort of test area our attacker might like," |I said. "But no
matter how you slice it, we're talking a lot of search area." | raised ny
eyebrows. "l just hope you and | aren't the only teamon the job."

"What do we do if we find then?" she asked, ignoring the gentle probe. "The
attackers, | nean?"

"That'll be ne easy part," | said. "All your Spider friends have to do is shut
down Quadrail service to those worlds."

There was sonet hi ng about me way she took her next breath. Nothing obvious,

but still noticeable. "Mybe," she said.

"What do you mean, maybeT | asked, frowning. "It's their train system isn't
it? Way can't they classify someone as persona non grata and refuse to stop at
their stations?"

"I don't know," she said. "Maybe they can. | just don't know "

| studied her face, trying to read past that neutral expression. On everything
el se, she seemed so certain about what the Spiders could or couldn't or would
or wouldn't do. Now, suddenly, she wasn't sure if they could shut down a few
Quadrail stations?

Because if the Spiders couldn't do that, maybe they weren't the ones in charge

of the systemafter all. And that was not sonething | wanted to hear right
now. "Well, however they want to deal with it is their problem"” | said. Even
to ny own ears it sounded pretty lame. "Qur job is just to figure out the who
and where." | yawned. "And it's probably time we got a little rest.™

"Yes," she said, taking another sip of her |enpnade and getting to her feet.
"And don't worry. | won't tell the Spiders about... you know "

"Thank you," | said, standing up as well. Actually, | didn't much care whet her

or not the Spiders heard about ny crisis of confidence. My main reason for
havi ng this conversation somewhere other than in nmy conmpartment was to see if

t here woul d be any obvious fuss on the Spiders' part when | noved out of range
of their little Saarix booby trap

But there hadn't been any such reaction, or at |least none |I'd been able to
see, which left me basically where |I'd started. Maybe all the fuss would
happen | ater.

Still, the conversation had given ne at |east a partial handl e on Bayta. That
was worth sonet hi ng.



And at the very least, the iced tea had been good.

FI VE :

Ei ght hours later, right on schedule, we pulled into Yandro Station.

| had set the conpartnment's display window to show a dit rec of travel through
the Swi ss Al ps, nostly because west-central EuroUnion trains and this kind of
intrigue just seenmed to go together. Now, as we angled downward from the main
Tube into the station, | shut down the dit rec and turned the w ndow
transparent.

Al the Quadrail stations |I'd ever been to had | ooked pretty rmuch alike, al

of themvariations on the sane basic theme. Yandro's was no exception, the
variation in this case being the nunber and distribution of the support

buil dings. Only two of the thirty tracks spaced around the cylinder carried
trains mat actually stopped here, all otfiers nmerely passing through on tiieir
way to nore inportant places. Ergo, only two of the tracks had passenger
stations and cargo | oading cranes built al ongside them

Consi dering the mnuscule level of traffic involved, even mat was overkill. |
found the old frustrations rising again like stomach acid as we pulled to a
halt and | saw nere were only six passengers waiting to board. At a trillion
dollars to put in the station, Yandro's colonists were going to

have to sell a hell of a lot of fancy lunber to ever earn back that

i nvest ment .

At the far edge of ny view, | saw Bayta striding across the platformtoward
one of the two mai ntenance buildings, trying not to | ook too nuch |like she was
hurrying. She di sappeared inside and | checked ny watch, hoping she was doi ng
the sane. A fifteen-mnute stop wasn't very long, and for all their professed
willingness to cooperate | doubted the Spiders would go so far as to nmake the
train late for us.

Bayta apparently didn't have any illusions in that regard, either. She energed
fromthe building with ninety seconds to go and crossed the platformin a
sprint that woul d have done an O ynpic runner proud. Even then, | wasn't sure
she'd actually made it aboard until she arrived at nmy conpartment two m nutes
later, still breathing a little heavily. "All set," she said as she dropped
onto the curve couch. "The stationmaster will pass on the request. The data
shoul d be ready by the tine we reach Kerfsis. It'll be delivered to our
conpartnent on the next train we take."

"Good," | said, checking nmy watch, now set to our particular Quadrail's
internal time. It was just after ten in the evening of the Spiders' standard
twent y-ni ne- hour day, with nine nore hours to Kerfsis Station. Enough time for
a good night's sleep plus breakfast before we arrived.

I was just wondering if |I should go to the bar first for a quick nightcap when
t he door chime sounded.

| looked at Bayta. "You expecting someone?" | asked in a | ow voi ce.

She shook her head, the corners of her nouth suddenly tight. "It's not a

Spi der," she said.

The chime cane again. | thought about sending Bayta back to her own
conpartnent, decided there wasn't enough tinme to unfold the wall without the
del ay | ooki ng suspicious. "Washroom" | ordered her, standing up and crossing
to the door. | waited until she had di sappeared into the cubicle, then touched

the rel ease.

It was a pair of Hal kas: flat-faced, vaguely bull doglike beings who could talk
a man's leg off at twenty paces and had

a passion for Earth-grown ci nnanon. "Woa," the shorter of them announced, his
breath thick with the distinctive burnt-acetate snmell of their species

favored intoxicant. "This isn't Skvi. It's a Human."

"I believe you're right," the taller one agreed, |eaning forward and squinting
as if having trouble focusing on me. "Interesting snouts on this species."
"Can | help you?" | asked, stepping into the doorway just in case they had it

inmnd to cone in without waiting to be asked.
The shorter one waved a hand, his holl ow doubl e-reed cl aw sheat hs whistling
like a distant oboe with the gesture. "W seek a friend," he said. "A fellow



Hal ka. Qur apol ogies for the disturbance.”

"No problem" | said, snmling genially as | gave his eyes a quick but careful

| ook. "I hope you find him"

"If he is here, then we shall," he intoned solemmly, pulling his lips back in
a smile which made his face | ook even flatter. Taking his conpanion's arm he
turned and continued unsteadily down the corridor, tapping his claws

rhythm cally against the side wall as if trying to make sure it didn't get
away from him

| stepped back into the conpartment and touched ne control. The door started
to close; and as it did so, | quickly | eaned nmy head back out again.

The two Hal kas were still wal king away from ne. But there was no | onger any
sign of staggering or wall-tapping. Just as there hadn't been the pupi
dilation of a real Hal kan hi gh

Fake drunks. And by inference, a fake errand.

| pulled my head back again before the door could close far enough for the
automatic safeties to kick in, letting it slide shut in front of nme. "Wo was
it?" Bayta asked, coming out of the washroom

"A coupl e of Halkas |ooking for a friend," | told her as | snagged ny jacket
fromthe clothes rack. "You didn't happen to notice anyone follow ng you when
you got back onto the Quadrail just now, did you?"

Her forehead creased. "I don't know | wasn't really watching. I"'msorry."
"It's okay," | said as | punched the door release. "Don't wait up."

The two Hal kas were already out of sight, having either passed through the
car's rear door or else gone into one of the other first-class conpartnents

al ong the way. Not especially feeling like ringing door chimes at this hour,
continued to the end of the car and pushed the rel ease. The door slid open

and | crossed the swaying vestibule into the first-class coach car beyond.
Late evening it mght be by the Spiders' clocks, but you woul dn't have known
it fromthe activity level. The card games were still going strong, several of
t he chairs having been repositioned as old conversation circles had broken up
and new ones formed. The overhead |ighting had been dimed to a soft nighttine
glow, but with each seat sporting its own reading light the only difference
was that the brightness started at chest height instead of up at nme ceiling. A
few of the passengers were dozing in their seats, sonic neutraliz-ers built
into their headrests suppressing me comotion around them

There were several Hal kas in evidence, sone of them playing cards, others
conversing or snugged down for sleep

«

| zigzagged my way slowy through the car, |ooking at each of themin turn.

Hal kan faces were difficult for human eyes »to distingui sh between, but I'd
had some training in the technique, and | was eighty percent sure that none of
these were the ones | was | ooking for. Certainly there wasn't anyone dressed
the way ny visitors had been

I'd made it halfway through me car, and was starting to pick up ny pace toward
the rear door, when a human voi ce cut through the general murmur. "And Yandro
makes five." | froze in ny tracks, nmy eyes darting that direction. An

f

older man in a casual suit was sitting a couple of seats to ny right, his face
hal f in shadow fromhis reading light, his lips curled in a sort of half smle
as he gazed up at nme. "Cone,

now," he said reprovingly. "Don't tell me you' ve forgotten your own

cat chphrase. "

For another second | stared at him my mental wheels spinning on their tracks.
Then nmy mind edited in the mssing nustache and beard, and it abruptly
clicked: Colonel Ter-rance Applegate, Wstern Alliance Intelligence. Once upon

a tine, one of ny superiors. "It wasn't my catchphrase,” | said stiffly, and
started to nove on.
"My apol ogies," he said, holding up a hand. "A poor attenpt at hunor. Please

sit down."
| hesitated. As far as | was concerned, tracking ny two Hal kas was way hi gher



on nmy priority list than rem niscing about the bad old days. Especially with
one of the people who had nade the | ast of those days so bad in the first

pl ace.

But on the other hand, we were on a Quadrail, and aside fromthe restroons and
first-class conpartnents there weren't a | ot of places aboard where anyone
could hide. And | had to admit a certain curiosity as to what a nidl evel
West-ali officer's rear end was doing in a first-class Quadrail seat. "An
extremely poor attenpt, Colonel,"” | told him stepping through the maze of
chairs to an enpty one at his side. Swiveling it around to face him | sat
down. "So how are things at Westali?"

"About the same, or so | hear," he said. "And it's M. Applegate now. |

resi gned my conmi ssion eight nmonths ago."

| looked significantly around the car. "Looks |like you traded up."

He shrugged, retrieving a half-full glass fromhis seat's cup hol der
"Debatable. I'mworking for the UN. "

"How nice for you," | said, keeping ny voice neutral. |'d never been able to
prove it, but 1'd | ong suspected there had been UN pressure behind Wstali's
decision to sack ne. "And you're already up to whatever rarefied |l evel gets
you expense chits for first-class Quadrail travel ?"

"Hardly," he said dryly. "I"mjust here to hold the hands of those who are."
"Don't tell ne you' re back on bodyguard duty."

"Don't |augh,” he warned, his lips smling but his voice

only half joking. "I could still take on five of you young whel ps and beat you
to a pulp.”

"I"msure you could,” | said, deciding for once in ny life to be diplomatic.
"But, no, |I'mactually nore of a consultant,” he went on. "Deputy Director

Losutu is on his way to talk with the G mmaheem about buyi ng sone
starfighters, and he wanted a mlitary expert along to check nmem out."

So Biret Losutu was here, too. This just got better and better. "lIsn't that a
little risky, politically speaking?" |I suggested. "I thought the UN s official
stance was that Terran-built starfighters are as good as anything el se on the
mar ket . "

Appl egate snorted. "And you and | both know what a pi ece of
Pulitzer-Prize-winning fiction that is. But then, the UN hardly invented the
art of hypocrisy."

| thought of all the crocodile tears shed on ny behalf as | was sumarily

ki cked out of my job, sone of those tears coming from Appl egate hinself. "I
don't suppose they invented the art of political spindrift, either."
"Fortunately, that won't be necessary in this case," he said with a wy smle.
'"The Cnman fighters are slated for duty at Yandro and New Tigris. We both
know how rmany people will see themthere."

"There's still the hole that much noney will leave in the UN s budget," |

poi nted out. "Sonebody's bound to notice."

"Maybe, " he conceded. "But you know what they say: A billion here, a billion
nmere, and pretty soon you're tal king about real noney. Anyway, we're only

tal king about half a trillion for the eight fighters we're |ooking at, unless
we decide to go with sonmething bigger. That's what |'mhere to hel p decide.”
He took a sip of his drink, eyeing ne over the rimof his glass. "But enough
about me. \What are you doi ng here?"

"Not hi ng much," | said. "Alittle sightseeing."

"Really." His eyes flicked to the door I'd come through a nminute earlier. "Wo
died and left you the fortune?"

"I't's business sightseeing," | said. Fortunately, |I'd already
wor ked out a cover story, though | hadn't expected to need it this early in
the trip. "I've been hired by a big travel consortiumto scope out new

vacati on packages to pitch to jaded tourists.™

"Ah," he said with a knowi ng | ook. "And, of course, a proper scoping requires
pr oper acconmodati ons?"

"Just part of the job," | agreed. "Unfortunately, we also cater to title |less
t han obscenely wealthy, so I'Il be switching to second- and third-class seats



not too far down the |line."

Appl egate grunted. "A pity," he said. "I gather you're skipping New Tigris and
Yandro and starting your survey with the Jurian Collective?"
"What makes you think | haven't already checked them out?" | countered.

"Two things." He lifted up a finger. "One, because we both know there's
nothing at either place that would entertain a tourist for fifteen mnutes."
He smiled wyly as he raised a second finger. "And two, because | saw you get
on at Terra Station."

| blinked. "You were there?

He nodded. "Cane in along the diplomatic route via Rome and Elfive," he said.
"Damed torchliner ran late, too we nearly didn't nake it. Wy, shouldn't |
have been there?"

"No, of course you should,"” | said, feeling some professional annoyance wth
nmysel f for not having noticed him G obal awareness was sonething field agents
were supposed to cultivate. "I didn't nean it that way. WAs Losutu there with
you?"

"No, he and the C nman sales reps cane on at New Tigris," Applegate said
"They' d been out there | ooking over the system"

"And where were you exactly?" | persisted, still not believing | could have
m ssed spotting him

"I was already at the platformwhen your shuttle canme in," he said with a
knowi ng smile. "Relax even Westali field training fades away over tine.

Besi des, you were busy gl ar-

ing at the Spider who wal ked off with your luggage. Did you get it back, by
t he way?"

"Yes," | assured him glancing around the car. This was not a line of
conversation | wanted to pursue just now "And | really should get going.
"Why?" Appl egate asked, waving ne back down as | started to get up. "Ch, sit
sit. You' re not worried about Lo-sutu, are you?"

"What, worry about a man who once said he wished I would just go away or die
or something?" | rem nded hi mdarkly.

Appl egate snorted. "Oh, please. Losutu talks a blustery day, but he has way
too big a turnover in enenies to worry about sonme minor two-year-old politica
enbarrassnment. In fact, once he finds out you're aboard, chances are he'l
invite you for a drink."

"Why? Does the bar serve henl ock?"

"Hardly," Applegate said, his smle fading as he turned serious. "Of the
record, Frank, Director Kl ein's been having trouble with the Western Al liance
Parlianment over a couple of his proposals. It could be mat a forner Westal
agent like yourself m ght be able to suggest ways of soothing their fears and
getting them on board."

"I'sn't mat why you're here?"

He shrugged. "It never hurts to get a second opinion."

"Ah," | said, feeling the cynic in me rising to the surface. "Besides which
there's a chance that the handful of Alliance reps who junped on ny bandwagon
back then m ght be favorably influenced if | came out with a ringing

endor senent of the Directorate's proposal s?"

Appl egate's |ips puckered. "I see you' ve |l ost none of your trademark tact."
"You go with your strengths. | take it this G mman starfighter deal is the
bone of contention?"

"One of them vyes," Applegate said. "But | really ought to let Losutu brief
you on that hinself."

| nodded as a nenory suddenly clicked. The two C nma-heemin the corner table
when Bayta and | had dropped in a

few hours ago for our tea and | enonade. The human who'd been sitting with

them .. "That was you having the quiet chat over a bow of skinski flanbe,
wasn't it?"
He smiled. "You see? You haven't lost it conpletely. Yes, | invited our

col | eagues for an infornmal strategy session while Losutu was working on his
report. | would have come over and said hello, but you seemed to be having a



rat her serious conversation of your own."

My stomach tightened, then relaxed. Wth the bar's acoustic design, there was
no way he coul d have eavesdropped on us. Al he would have seen was ne havi ng
an intimate t8te-a-tSte with a young wonan. Knowi ng him he was bound to have

instantly junped to the wong conclusion. "It was interesting," | said,
keepi ng ny voice neutral
He Iifted an eyebrow roguishly. "I'll bet it was." H's eyes flicked over ny

shoul der. "And productive, too, | see," he added, lifting a finger. "M ss?" he
said, raising his voice alittle. "He's right here."

I half turned and | ooked around the seat back. Bayta was comi ng toward us, a
frown clearing fromher face as she spotted ne. "There you are," she said,
sounding relieved as she came up. Her eyes flicked to Appl egate, back to ne.
"I was starting to get worried."

"No need," | assured her, gesturing to Applegate. "I ran into an old

associ ate, that's all."

| was facing Applegate as | said that, with Bayta only in ny periphera

vi sion. But even so, | caught the sudden stiffening of her body. "You' re one
of M. Conpton's friends?" she asked, her voice suddenly guarded.

"M, Conpton?" Applegate repeated, a touch of anusement in his voice. "Hmm
may have junped to the wong conclusion on this one.™

"This is Bayta," | told him "She's ny assistant and recordist."”

The minute | said it | wished I could call the words back. Bayta's form
deneanor had unfortunately ruined our best choice of cover story, nanely that
of a romantic relationship, |eaving a business relationship as the only other
opti on.

The probl em was, Applegate had seen us on the Terra Station platform going our
conpl etely separate ways. The last thing | wanted was for himto remenber that
and start wondering.

But it was too late nowto come up with a better story. Al | could do was

i gnore the inconsistency and hope he would sinply assune we'd been doi ng

i ndependent studies for our nythical travel consortium "Bayta, this is M.

Terrance Applegate,” | continued the introductions. "Formerly a colonel in
Western Alliance Intelligence; currently an advisor with the UN Directorate.”
Bayta nodded. "Pleased to nmeet you," she said, her voice still wary.

"Li kewi se," Applegate said. "Well, it's been pleasant, Frank, but it's been a
| ong day and ny eyes are starting to fall asleep.”

"Of course," | said, standing up. "By the way, you didn't happen to see a
coupl e of Hal kas pass through here a mnute or two ahead of ne, did you?"

"No, but | wasn't really paying attention,” he said. "lIs it inportant?"
"Probably not," | said, privately giving up the hunt. By now t he Hal kas had
had plenty of time to change clothes and go to ground, and | didn't feel like

searching the entire Quadrail for them | would just have to keep nmy eyes open
and wait for themto surface again. 'They seened a little drunk when they cane
poundi ng on nmy door, and | wondered if someone should alert the conductors.™

"I wouldn't worry about it," Applegate advised. "I've never yet seen a drunk
Hal ka get violent. And they're not going to crush anyone to death if they pass
out on top of him like G nmma mght."

"True," | said. "Good night."

Bayta didn't speak again until we were back in the privacy of our conpartnent.
"Is this M. Applegate a friend of yours?" she asked as | |ocked the door

behi nd us.

"Hardly," | said. "He was one of ny superiors at Wstali."

"An acquai nt ance?"
| shook ny head. "G ven that he was one of the people who voted to kick ne

out, I wouldn't even put himthat high on ny list."
"More of an eneny, then?"
"Not really that, either,"” | said, wondering why Bayta was beating this

particular horse to death. "Let's just call himone of life's little
di sappoi ntnents. "
She seened to mull that one over for a minute. "Al right,

she said. "Are you



pl anning to go out again tonight?"

"Just in the unconscious sense of the word," | said, hanging up nmy jacket and
checking ny watch. Alittle over eight hours to Kerfsis. Still enough time for
a decent stretch of sleep, but no chance now for the |eisurely breakfast I'd
envi sioned. "lI'mgoing to bed."

"Al'l right." For a nonment her eyes searched ny face. "Those two Hal kas weren't
really drunk, were they?"

| hesitated, the heavily ingrained Westali secrecy reflex briefly kicking in.
There was so little | really knew about Bayta. "No," | told her. "I don't
think they were | ooking for any friend, either.”

"Were they | ooking for us?"

"They weren't still chim ng doors when | got out into the corridor tfiirty
seconds later,"” | said. "Draw your own concl usions."

She | ooked over at the door I'd just locked. "Wwuld you mind terribly if |
left the wall open while we slept?"

"As long as you don't snore,"” | said, going to the luggage rack and pulling
down the larger of ny carrybags. In point of fact, 1'd been trying to find a
way to suggest that nyself.

After all, if she knew about the Saarix-5 booby trap, it was a good bet that
I'd be safe as long as she wasn't demandi ng an airtight wall between us.

And if she didn't know about it, at |east whoever wanted to kill me would get
a two-for-one deal. For whatever confort that was worth.

SiXx :

The traffic at Kerfsis Station, though Iight by Jurian standards, was stil

far nore inmpressive than that of any of the human stations we'd passed

t hrough, including Terra. A good sixty of us filed off the various cars of our
Quadrail, with an equal nunber on the platformwaiting to board. Mst were
Juriani, but there were a handful of other species as well. Bayta and | were
the only two hunmans in sight.

W were heading across the platformtoward the first-class shuttle when |
spotted a pair of Hal kas emerging fromone of the third-class cars at the far
end of the train. They were too far away for me to see the subtleties of their
faces, but their rolling gait definitely rem nded me of ny | ate-night
visitors. Taking Bayta's arm | angled us through the crowd in their
direction.

"Where are we goi ng?" Bayta asked. "W're supposed to take the first-class
shuttle.”

"I know," | said, picking up ny pace a little.

But either the Hal kas spotted ne on their tail or else they were in a hurry of
their own. Before we'd covered even half the distance, ney reached the
third-class shuttle and di sappeared down the hatchway.

"We need to take the first-class shuttle,” Bayta repeated, nore enphatically
this tine.

For a nonent | toyed with the idea of ignoring protocol and staying with the
Hal kas instead. But the Juriani were sticklers for their particular rules of
etiquette and protocol, and they | ooked very disconcertingly down those hawk
beaks of theirs at anyone who dared to break those rules. Bayta and | were
first-class passengers, and we bel onged on the first-class shuttle, and there
woul d be genteel hell to pay if we tried to hitch a ride el sewhere. It didn't
seemworth that kind of grief, especially since all the passengers would be
regrouping a few mnutes fromnow anyway in the transfer station's custons
area. "Right," | said, and turned us back toward our shuttle.

Li ke everyone else in the gal axy who could afford them the Juriani used
Shorshic vectored force dirusters for their artificial gravity. That nmeant an
actual stairway inside the shuttle, which neant | could hang on to ny
carrybags instead of handing themover to an automated systemthat would | eave
nmy hands free to maneuver down a | adder. Considering what had happened to ny

| uggage the last time they'd been out of ny sight, I was just as glad to be
able to keep track of memthis tine.

I'd been | ooking for signs of the Spiders' sensor array as | clinbed into the



Tube back at Terra Station. | |ooked just as closely now as | went down the
stairs into our shuttle, with no better success. \Werever the Spiders were
hiding it, they were hiding it well.

The Jurian sensor system in contrast, was at the conplete other end of the
subtlety scale. As our tiiree shuttles glided toward the transfer station, we
passed beneath a pair of compact battle platforms, each with a massive sensor
array and a matched set of docked starfighters standing ready in case of
troubl e.

Fortunately, there wasn't any. Qur shuttle docked with the station, and a few
mnutes later we filed into the entry-point |ounge. "Are we goi ng through?”
Bayta asked, cran-

i ng her neck to | ook over the cromd at the custons tables at the far end.

| studied the wide exit doorways in the wall behind the tables. There were

al nost certainly |layered sets of fine-scan sensors up there, and | wondered
briefly whether they would be good enough to pick up the Saarix hidden in ny
bags.

Fortunately, we weren't going to have to find out just yet "No need," | told
her. "We're not staying, renenber?"

"I thought you wanted to see the security procedures.”

"I'"ve seen enough," | said, scowing as | |ooked around. There was no sign of
the two Hal kas 1'd been trying to chase down earlier. Had their shuttle been
di verted sonepl ace el se on the station?

But no. Just after the Hal kas had reached their shuttle, 1'd seen a little
goose-feathered Pirk di sappear down the hatchway behind them and he was

vi si bl e hal fway across the room standing in the little bubble of open space
drat tended to formaround the aromatic creatures. The Hal kas nust have

sl i pped out sonewhere between the shuttle and the | ounge.

Probl em was, the only such duck-out places in the corridor we'd passed through
had been a handful of official-use-only doors. Unless security for the
third-cl ass passengers was consi derably | ooser, that meant they nust have
somrehow di sappeared into the bowels of Jurian official dom

"So where are we goi ng?" Bayta persisted.

| 1 ooked over at the archway that would allow us to bypass custons and go
directly across the station to the departure |ounge. The sinmplest thing to do
woul d be to take that corridor, fly back to the Quadrail, and chal k this whole
thing up to coincidence and an overheated i magi nation

But it wasn't coincidence, ny imagination was strictly roomtenperature, and
what had started as a nminor mystery was starting to take on sone omi nous
aspects. Gven the Jurian tenperanment, if ny Hal kas were sitting around
someone's office down there, there had to be a neticul ously defined reason for
it. "W're going to find those Hal kas," | told Bayta. "Come on."

| led her to the information kiosk nestled against the side wall. "Good day,
Hurman, " the Juri behind the counter said, nodding her head with the slight
sideways tilt that was the proper mark of respect toward an alien of unknown
soci al rank. "May | assist?"

"Yes," | told her. "I'mlooking for two acquai ntances Hal kas who were
supposed to be aboard the third-class shuttle. They haven't shown up, and
wondered if there was some problem”

"I will inquire," she said, dropping her eyes to her display and tapping
briefly at the keyboard. "No, there is no word of any problens or broken
pr ot ocol . "

"May | see a floor plan of mat section?"

The scales at the bridge of her beak crinkled slightly, but she worked her
keyboard again without comment. "Here," she said, and a display set beneath
the countertop came to life.

| leaned over, studying it. There were several offices along the corridor
some mai ntenance and el ectrical access areas, and a small machi ne shop

And one of the entry ways into the secure baggage area.

"How is m s door sealed?" | asked the Juri, pointing at it.

"Is this information that you need to know?" she countered, still very



politely.

"This is the luggage that isn't accessible to passengers during the trip,"
rem nded her. "Valuables, oversized bags ... and weapons."

The beak scales crinkled again. "There is no entry into that area for
outsiders,"” she said firmy.

"I"'mrelieved to hear that," | said. "Wuld you m nd checking with security
anyway ?"

Her expression clearly indicated she thought | was crazy. But part of her job
was to deal with crazy of fworlders, and she merely turned back to her

keyboard. "If you would care to wait?" she suggested as a padded bench
extruded itself fromthe wall to the left of the kiosk
"Thank you." Taking Bayta's arm | led her over to the bench

"l don't understand," she nurnmured as we sat down. "You think the Hal kas are
up to sonethi ng?"

"Al'l 1 knowis that they've disappeared,” | said, |ooking back at the crowd.
Still no sign of the Hal kas. "Things |ike that bother ne."

W' d been sitting there for about fifteen m nutes when the Juri called us
back. "May | ask your precise relationship to these Hal kas?" she asked when we
arrived at her counter

"Casual acquaintance," | said. "I nmet themon the Quadrail and hoped to talk
to them agai n before we went our separate ways, that's all."

"I see." She seened to study my face a nonent. "If you'll step through that
yel | ow door at the rear of the |ounge, the Resolver will see you."

I felt nmy stomach tighten. A Resolver had been called in? "Thank you," | said.
W threaded our way through our fellow travelers toward the indicated door
"Did you nean for themto call in a Resolver?" Bayta asked in a | ow voi ce.
"No, of course not," | said. "I was hoping to keep this very unofficial. Too
| ate now. "

"W don't have to go see him"

"I'f we don't, we'll be the ones they start looking for," | pointed out. "W'|

just have to play it through."

The door opened to adnmit us, and we stepped into a short corridor with a
singl e door on either side and one at the far end. The door on the right stood
open; deciding that was our cue, | wal ked over and stepped through

A tall, distinguished-Iooking Juri seated behind a dark purple desk rose as we
entered the room "CGood day, Humans," he said, nodding his head the same way
the female in the kiosk had. Hi s scales had the polish of soneone of the

prof essi onal classes, and his beak carried the subde markings that identified
a Resolver. "How may | assist?"

The voice seenmed oddly fanmiliar. | took a closer |ook at the scale pattern of
his face; and then, it clicked. "Tas Ras-tra?" | asked.

The scal es of his cheeks puckered as he frowned at ne in turn. Then, suddenly,
t hey snoothed out. "M. Frank Comp-ton,"” he said, his voice vibrating with the
deep subharnoni cs of Jurian surprise. "An unexpected neeting, indeed."

"For me, as well,"” | agreed. "It's been a long time since the governor's
reception on Vanido."

"I ndeed,"” he confirmed. "You were in conmand of security for the
representatives of Earth's Western Alliance."

"And you were the governor's chief Resolver who made it possible for ne to do
mat job," | said.

"Bom our lives seemto have changed since then," Rastra said, gesturing to
Bayta. "Please, identify your conpanion to ne."

"This is Bayta, my assistant on ny journey," | said.

"Your presence honors the Jurian Collective," he told her gravely. "You have
no title of standing?"

"None," she said, her voice oddly tight.

"No, Bayta's not a dignitary,"” | told Rastra, frowning as | | ooked at Bayta.
Her face, | saw, was as tense as her voice. Had she spotted sonediing I'd
m ssed? "lI'mfinished with that sort of escort duty," | went on, |ooking back

at Rastra. "How about you? Are you working Kerfsis Station now?"



"Actually, no," he said. "My current position is to travel with a high

of ficial of the Hal kan government, resolving any probl ens he m ght encounter."
"And 1'll bet you've had a few," | commented. Hal kas often had trouble with
Jurian protocol, especially Hal kas high on the rank scale.

"Not hi ng too serious,"” he said diplomatically. "But as a probleminvol ving

ot her Hal kas has now arisen, and as Hi gh Conmmi ssioner JhanKla and | were

awai ting the next Quadrail anyway, | thought | would I end ny assistance to
your problem™

"Ah," | said. "Actually, it's such a small thing that | hesitate to even
mention it. | ran into two Hal kas aboard nme Quadrail and hoped to see them

again before we parted conpany, that's all."

"And why specifically did you wi sh this?"

Fortunately, I'd had time during our earlier idleness to cone up with what |
hoped woul d be a plausible story. "My current position is with a Terran travel
consortium and the Hal kas told me about an interesting recreational area
somewhere in the Hal kavisti Enpire,” | explained. "It sounded |like the sort of
pl ace | should check out; but sonehow | never got around to learning its nane
and | ocation."

"I see," Rastra said, leaning back in his chair. "Wat sort of recreationa
area was it?"

"Ch, basically the kind we humans really like," | said, waving ny hand. A

ni ce, vague description was what was called for here. "Plenty of outdoor
sports, fantastic views, gourmet food. That sort of thing."

"And uni que, too, no doubt," Rastra said, his beak flattening with a smnile.
"You Humans do seemto prize such qualities. Tell nme, how did you neet these
Hal kas?"

"We just bunped into each other, like people do on a Quadrail,"” | said.
"They'd been drinking a little, and we started chatting."

"Did you learn their nanes, homes, or where and why they were traveling?"

| felt my skin starting to tingle. This was rapidly drifting out of the realm
of casual conversation and on to the all-too-famliar territory of an official
i nterrogation. "The conversation never went mat direction,” | told him "And
bef ore you ask, 1'd never met either of them before.™

For a |l ong noment Rastra just gazed at me. Then he stirred and stood up.
"Come," he said, gesturing toward a door behind him He started to turn that
direction, then paused. "By the way, it's Falc Rastra now," he said. "The rank
was conferred on ne by the governor six |unes ago."

| had the sudden vertigi nous sense of the cultural rug being yanked out from
under me. Wth that al nost offhanded coment Rastra had suddenly junped two
not ches above me on the Jurian social scale, and with a sinking feeling
realized that every tone of voice and nuance of word I'd just used with him

had been a violation of proper social protocol. "Congratulations,” | nanaged
t hrough suddenly stiff lips.

Fortunately, like the good Resolver that he was, Rastra had al ready
anticipated the problem "Thank you," he said, giving his beak a pair of

distinctive clicks. "It was an unantici pated honor indeed." Shifting his gaze
to Bayta, he double-clicked her, as well.

And as quickly as it had been pulled out fromunder ne, the rug was back
beneath ny feet. Wth tiiose double clicks officially designating Bayta and ne
as his social equals which we nost certainly were not he had graciously
relieved us of the onerous task of juggling the conplicated fornms of address
and gesture mat woul d ot herwi se have been expected of us. "Unanticipated it

m ght have been,"” | said. "But well deserved."

"Thank you," he said. "But now cone and tell nme what you make of this."

The door opened as he stepped to it. | started to follow, but Bayta cut

hal fway in front of me. 'This Juri," she hissed in nmy ear. "He's a friend?"

It was the same question she'd asked about Col onel Ap-plegate aboard the
Quadrail. "Not anynore," | murmured back. "Wen a Juri changes rank, he pretty
much has to change all his friends, too. The class lines here are very
strictly drawn."



"But he was once your friend?"

| felt nmy throat tighten. "I don't have any friends, Bayta," | told her. "I
have acquai ntances, former coll eagues, and people who w sh they'd never net

me. Why? You auditioning for the part?"

A muscle in her cheek tw tched. Wthout another word, she turned and hurried
to catch up with Rastra

W foll owed himalong two nore corridors and down a flight of steps to a small
and dimy lit office, where we found a grimfaced Juri wearing the uniform and
insignia of a mdlevel arnmy officer. On the wall behind himwas a w de one-way
wi ndow into a second, better lit room where two Hal kas sat under the watchful
eye of a pair of armed Jurian soldiers. "This is Major Tas Busksha," Rastra
sai d, indicat-

ing the officer. "M. Frank Gonmpton of Earth, and his assistant Bayta."

"M . Conpton," Busksha growl ed. "Are these the Hal kas you seek?"

I went over to the wi ndow and studied the aliens, paying particular attention
to the shapes of their ears and the pattern of winkles angling upward from

the centers of their chins. "I think so, yes."
"How wel | do you know t henP?" Busksha asked.
"As | told Falc Rastra, we net for the first time on the Quadrail," | said. "I

trust you didn't detain themjust for ne.
Busksha runmbled in his throat. "Hardly," he grow ed. "They were apprehended in
t he secure baggage area."

So ny suspicions had been right. "Who are they?"

"We don't know," Rastra said. "Neither was carrying identification when they
were taken. We're searching for it now "

"Any idea what they were |ooking for?"

"An interesting question," Busksha said, eyeing nme closely. "Wat nakes you
thi nk they were seeking anything in particular and not nerely searching for

val uabl es?"

| shrugged, thinking fast. To ne, it was obvious that they were stil
interested in Bayta and ne, and that they'd probably been | ooking for any
secure | uggage we mi ght have brought aboard. But saying so would bring nore
official attention our way than | really wanted. "They don't seemlike your
average professional thieves to me, that's all,"” | said.

"They don't seen?" Busksha echoed with an edge of sarcasm "To youT

"M. Conpton is a former menber of Earth's Western Alliance Intelligence
service," Rastra said mldly. "H s hunches should not be dism ssed w t hout
consi deration."”

The maj or's beak snapped. "And what exactly do these hunches tell you?"

| looked back at the Hal kas. "They're well dressed, and their fur shows signs
of having been recently scissor-trimed," | said. "That puts them at | east

nm dl evel on the social scale, possibly a little higher. Do we know how t hey
were travel i ng?"

"First-class," Rastra said. "Yet they arrived at the transfer station aboard a
third-class shuttle.”

Busksha rumbled in his chest. "Such fraud is the hallmark of thieves and other
soci al outsiders. Wiy did you inquire of themin the entrypoint area?"

"As | told Falc Rastra, | had a brief conversation with them concerning a
recreation area in the Hal kavisti Enpire," | said. "I wanted to find out where
exactly it is."

"His current position is to search out such places,"” Rastra added.

"I see," Busksha said. For a nmonent he studied ne, then tw tched a shrug.
"Then let us go and ask nem™

It was typical interrogation technique, | knew Put supposedly unconnected
peopl e together and watch for a reaction. Unfortunately, show ng nmyself to the
Hal kas and thereby proving | was on to them woul dn't have been my first choice
of action here.

But having cone this far, | could hardly back out now "Thank you," | said.
"Bayta, you stay here with Falc Rastra."

Busksha | ed the way out the room s side door and five paces down a short



corridor to a simlar door in the interrogation room | watched the Hal kas
flat faces carefully as we went inside, but there were no signs of surprise or
recognition that | could detect. "You have a new questioner," the major said
briefly, and gestured ne forward.

"Good day," | said, stepping past him "You may not renmenber nme, but we nmet on
the Quadrail."

"W net with no Humans," one of them said, |ooking contenptuously up at ne.
"We do not associate with Humans."

"You were rather inebriated at the time," | told him "You may not renenber."
"l am never so inebriated," he insisted.

"Nor am1," the second Hal ka put in.

But even as he said it, his brow fur creased uncertainly. So this one wasn't
SO sure.

"You can account for every minute of your journey aboard the Quadrail ?"
Busksha asked. Clearly, he'd caught the twitch, too. "There are no gaps?"
"Only while we slept,"” the first Halka said truculently.

"Or when you sl eepwal ked?" | suggested. "Because you did speak to ne outside
nmy conpartnent door right after we left Yandro."

The two Hal kas exchanged | ooks. "No," the first insisted again. "W would
never associate with a Human that way."

"Fine," | said. "So what were you doing in the secure baggage conpartnent ?"
"You have rights of Jurian prosecution?" the first Hal ka demanded

cont enpt uousl y.

"You wi Il answer his question," Busksha said gruffly. Jurian protocol, | knew,
made al | owances for this kind of guest questioner, whether the Hal kas liked it
or not. And the major knew as well as | did that the nore irritated the
prisoner, the less likely he was to think straight.

The Hal ka shot a glare at Busksha, then made a visible effort to pull hinself

together. "We were | ooking for our luggage," he said. "I needed to retrieve an
item"
"You couldn't wait for it to clear custons?" | asked.

"It is ny luggage," he insisted.

"I't was inside our baggage area," Busksha countered.

"I's our luggage not ours?" the Hal ka insisted. "Have you a right to keep it
fromus?"

"While still outside custons?" | asked, frowning. This was about as weak and
pathetic a defense as |I'd ever heard.

The Hal ka seenmed to realize it, too. "W have rights,"” he nmuttered, his

ri ght eous indignation fadi ng away.

"I"'msure you'll have all you're entitled to," | said. "How did you get into
t he baggage area?"

"I't was unl ocked," the second Hal ka spoke up. Something seemed to flicker
across his eyes "But tell ne, Human. Howis it you cone to question us?"
There didn't seem much choice but to trot out ny cover story again. "I wanted
some information fromyou," | said. "Wile we were aboard the Quadrail you
nmentioned a vacation spot in the Hal kavisti Enpire, a place wth outdoor
sports, a magnificent view"

And right in the mddle of ny sentence, the second Hal ka

reached casually up into his sleeve, pulled out an el aborately decorated

kni fe, and lunged at ne.

If | hadn't so utterly been taken by surprise | mght have died right there
and then. But the sheer unexpectedness of the attack froze my brain
conpletely, freeing the way for Westali conbat reflexes to take over.

twi sted sideways, taking a step back with my right foot and scooping ny |eft
arm down and forward. My wist caught the Hal ka's forearm deflecting the

bl ade past my ribs and throwi ng himoff bal ance. Grabbing his wist with ny
right hand, | slashed the heel of ny left hand into the crook of his el bow
whi | e sinultaneously bending his arm back toward his face.

It was a maneuver mat should have sent the knife arcing harm essly over his
shoul der as his entire armwent numb. But either | mssed the pressure point



I'd been ainming for or el se soneone had redesi gned Hal kan physi ol ogy while
wasn't | ooking. The knife stayed gripped in his hand; and with a flash of
horror | watched the point zip a shallow cut through the fur of his right
cheek.

And suddenly | was in very, very deep trouble. The fact that the Hal ka had
been the aggressor was no |longer relevant. 1'd been the one to draw bl ood, and
the full weight of Jurian justice protocol was about to come down on top of
ne.

| let go of the Halka's arm and stepped away fromhim But it was too |ate.
Bot h guards had drawn their |asers, one of them covering the Hal kas, the other
bringing his weapon to bear on ne.

"Don't shoot it!"

It took ne a second to identify the voice as Rastra's, conming froma speaker
in a corner of the interrogation room The guard hesitated; then, to ny
relief, he joined his partner in pointing his weapon at the Hal kas.

The door burst open and Rastra charged in, Bayta a step behind him "Are you
all right, M. Conpton?" he asked anxiously. Hi s expression seened oddly
puzzled, as if he couldn't believe I would do such a thing aboard his station
Shifting his attention to the Hal kas, he gestured to the

guards. "Take themto the cells,"” he ordered. "They are to be charged

i mediately with theft and assault.”

"What about the Human?" Busksha denmanded.

Rastra's cheek scales crinkled. He knew the protocol on this far better than |
did. "He is blaneless,” he told the nmajor anyway. "The Hal ka's own hand held
the knife that drew his blood."

Al'l things considered, it was a pretty weak | oophole. But it was apparently
strong enough. Busksha still didn't | ook happy, but he touched his fingertips
together in a gesture of acceptance. "Very well," he said. Shifting his glare
to the Hal kas, he gestured sharply toward the door. "Cone."

For a nonent neither of the aliens noved. Then, alnost delicately, both of

t hem col | apsed onto the deck

Rastra unfroze first. "Summon the medics," he snapped as he noved forward and
knelt down beside them

"No need," | said, staring down at the crunpled aliens as a sickly sweet odor
wafted through the room They were dead, wi thout a nmark on them and with no
one havi ng touched either one.

No one, that is, except ne.

SEVEN :

"The protocol is clear," Busksha insisted, pacing around the interrogation
roomlike a caged tiger. "He was involved in the death of two sentient

bei ngs. "

"The protocol is not clear," Rastra countered. He didn't | ook any happier than
Busksha, but his voice was firmenough. "W are witnesses to both his actions
and the subsequent deaths. There is no evidence that one had anything to do
with the other."

Busksha snorted. "You wish only to save an old friend," he accused.

"I wish to prevent an unnecessary interstellar incident," Rastra corrected
stiffly.

"Yet we saw hi mtouch one of them"

"But not the other," Rastra countered. "Yet both deaths came fromthe sane
source. "

"Perhaps," Busksha grow ed. "That is for the autopsy to say."

There was a soft twitter from somewhere, and Rastra pulled a small comm from
his vest pocket. "Falc Rastra," he identified hinself, stepping off to one of
t he corners.

"Whil e he's occupi ed, perhaps we can focus on the knife

for a noment," | suggested to Busksha. "Do you know yet where they got it?"
"One of the weapons | ockboxes in the baggage area," the mjor said, frowning



at Rastra's back.

"One of theirs?"

"Neither of them had a clai m marker,"'
whi ch | ockbox they opened.™"

"Or how they opened it, | presune," | said. "Interesting, isn't it? First they
get past a supposedly secure door, and then into a supposedly secure | ockbox."
"As | said, professional thieves," Busksha rem nded ne.

"Or soneone fed themthe rel evant conbinati on nunbers.”

He bristled. "Do you challenge the integrity of Jurian workers?"

"Not necessarily," | said. "Some of your workers certainly know t he keypad
sequence for the room but they wouldn't know a private | ockbox combination. A
nore interesting question is why the Hal kas woul d go shopping at all before
they'd even passed through custons."

The edges of the scal es around Busksha's eyes took on a slight purple hue, a
color that in a human woul d probably point to inmm nent apoplexy. On a Juri, it
nerely indicated concentration. "The obvious conclusi on woul d be that they

i ntended violence on the station itself," he said. "But agai nst whon®?"

Qut of the corner of my eye | saw Bayta stir uneasily. "You' d know better than
| whether there's anyone aboard at the nmoment worth killing," | told Busksha.
Busksha's beak clicked once, very softly. "You mean other than you?"

For all his attitude, Busksha was clearly smarter than he | ooked. "Wat nakes
you think I'mworth killing?" | asked.

"I don't know," he said, the bridge of his beak winkling. "Way don't you tel
ne?"

"I know of nothing |I've done to these two Hal kas to have provoked such an
attack," | told him choosing nmy words carefully. "Or to anyone el se of the
Hal kavi sti Empire, for that matter."

"Well and cleverly phrased,"” Busksha said. "But not an answer."

| lifted my hands, palns upward. "lI'msorry, but it's the best I can do."
Rastra stepped back to Busksha's side. "The knife has been identified and
clained,"” he said, his voice suddenly strange.

"By whon?" Busksha asked.

"By the sanme Hal kan official who has forbidden an autopsy," Rastra said. "High
Conmi ssi oner JhanKla of the Fifth Sector Assenbly." Hi s throat scal es
reddened. "The Hal ka whom | amcurrently escorting.”

he said. "W have not yet determ ned

"Wait a second," | said, ny mind still two sentences back. "Wat do you nean,
he's forbi dden an aut opsy?"
"The knife was stolen fromhis | ockbox and used to attenpt a killing," Rastra

said. "This brings shane onto the H gh Conm ssioner, which cannot be
eradicated until the perpetrators' bodi es have been destroyed by fire."

"He can't claimjurisdiction on a Jurian station,” | insisted. "W need to
know how tfi ose Hal kas died."

"It is true that he has no jurisdictional claim" Rastra agreed heavily. "But
as a Resolver ny job is to snooth over conflicts between the Jurian Collective
and the Hal kavisti Enpire. | have already given the order to permt crenation
witiiout autopsy."

"But what about M. Conpton?" Bayta spoke up. "How can he prove he had not hing
to do with their deaths if the bodies aren't exam ned?"

"Hi gh Commi ssioner JhanKla informs me that he can explain tiieir deaths,

t hough he will do so only in private," Rastra told her. "He confirnms that M.
Conpton is in no way involved."

"Yet he drew first blood," Busksha rurnured.

"Yes," Rastra said reluctantly. "M . Conpton, did you intend to remain long in
the Jurian Collective?"

| knew a cue when | heard it. "W could be noving along at any tine,"

assured him

"Then you shall," he said. "W travel on the next Quadrai

wi th Hi gh Commi ssioner JhanKl a, aboard a private car of the Hal kavi sti

Peer age. "

| pricked up ny ears at that one. |I'd never seen any of the | egendary Peerage



Quadrail cars, but they were reputed to be rolling versions of the equally
| egendary Peerage pal aces.
They were al so definitely not the transport of choice for soneone trying to

keep a low profile. "The H gh Conm ssioner honors ne greatly,"” | said. "But I
must hunbly decline.”
"You have no choice," Rastra said firmy. "I have vouched for your innocence

inthis matter, and protocol demands that | escort you personally out of
Jurian space. Since | travel with the H gh Comm ssioner, you and your
conpani on nust travel with me. Qtherw se, you could be taken into custody at
any stop along the way."

"That seenms wong," Bayta said, frowning. "Doesn't that only "

"OfF course it's wong," | interrupted, throwi ng her a warning |ook. "I haven't
done anything."

"I understand that," Rastra said. "But the protocol nust be foll owed."

"I understand in turn.” | lifted ny hands again. "In that case, we accept with
gratitude."

"Good," Rastra said. "Then let us be off. The Hi gh Conm ssioner awaits us at

t he Tube. Have you any |uggage besi des your carrybags?"

"No, we're ready to go when you are." | | ooked at Busk-sha, who was stil
glowering at me. "And the sooner," | added, "the better."

We caught the next shuttle, and a few mnutes |ater were back in the Tube.
"The car's over here," Rastra said, pointing to a warehouselike structure in

t he mai ntenance area two tracks around the cylinder fromthe last of the
passenger waiting roons. "The Spiders will be rolling it out in half an hour
just before our train arrives, and connect it behind the baggage cars. That
will give us time to settle in."

"Good," | said, glancing around. If the Spiders had been able to pull together
the sensor data |'d asked for, it should be waiting here sonmewhere.
Problemwas, |'d asked for it to be delivered to us aboard whatever train we

took out of Kerfsis system Wthout a normal reservation, they had no way of
knowi ng we were here and about to |eave.

O did they?

Behi nd Rastra's back, | |ooked at Bayta and raised ny eyebrows in silent
guestion. She nodded slightly in return, then nodded agai n over her shoul der
Shifting ny eyes that direction, | saw a drone ten neters away suddenly pause

and change direction toward the stationmaster's buil ding.

Apparently, the Spiders had been inforned of our change in plans.

The inside of the maintenance building was pretty much the same as the one I'd
seen once at Terra Station: big and open, with enough roomfor a Quadrai
engi ne or a couple of cars. Crane tracks crisscrossed the high ceiling, the
cranes thensel ves | ooking hefty enough to pick up one end of a car w thout
exerting thensel ves. The Quadrail tracks on the floor mirrored ne crane tracks
above mem w th one set conming straight dirough me doors at either end while
oners angled off to mniature sidings along the walls. The walls thensel ves
were lined with tool boxes and parts cabinets, everytiiing clearly designed to
be operated by a drone's leg tips.

The Peerage car was sitting on the tracks by nme door at me far end. At first
glance it looked like every other Quadrail passenger car |'d ever seen, but as
we noved closer | spotted the small touches mat marked it as sonet hi ng
special. An intricate design was etched subtly in the silver nmetal of the
side, with an equally subtle reproduction of the royal Hal kan crest beside ne
door. There was sonething about me wheels that seened a little different,

possi bly an upgraded set of shock absorbers, and at me roof edge there were
some enbedded greenstone highlights. "Not quite what | expected,” | conmented.
"It's designed not to be ostentatious," Rastra explained. "Even the nost

power ful anong the Hal kas prefer not to flaunt their position."

"I would think the flaunting woul d be the best part of being in the Peerage in
the first place," | suggested.

"The Hal kas have al ways had anbi val ent feelings about such things," Rastra
said. "The car's interior should prove nore to your expectations."



"How many does it sleep?”

"There are ten sl eeping conpartnents, plus dining and | ounge areas and a snall
kitchen," Rastra said. "The staff consists of a chef, two servitors, and Hi gh
Conmi ssi oner JhanKl a's guard-assistant. All Hal kas, of course.™

Wth the three of us, that made for a total party of eight "Do you have any

ot her stops planned for Jurian space?" | asked.

"No," he said. "I would not have burdened you with a | ong schedule if the High
Conmi ssi oner hadn't already planned to return hone."

| tried to figure out how Rastra woul d have juggled his stated obligations to
both JhanKla and nme if the Hal kas hadn't been headi ng hone. But | gave up the
effort. Re-solvers had a knack for bringing nmutually exclusive options

t oget her and making themwork. "So we're | ooking at, what, about a five-day

trip?"

"Slighdy less," Rastra said. "W'|l be attaching to an express Quadrail which
will stop only once, at Jurskala, before continuing directly on to Inperial
Hub Twenty just inside Hal kan space. Frommere you'll be free to travel

wher ever you w sh."

W reached the door, which irised open at our approach, and went inside.
Passing the el aborately carved doors of the first set of sleeping roonms, we
entered the | ounge.

What ever ambi val ence the car's desi gner had been feeling while working on the
exterior, he'd apparently gotten it out of his systemwel|l before he swtched
to the interior. The | ounge sported a pattern of living filigree vines on the
ceiling, whose delicate scent formed a nice counterpoint to the

soft twittering and brilliant colors of the caged rainbirds in the four
coners. The display wi ndows were bordered by expensive velvette curtains,

t hough there was no need for curtains of any sort on wi ndows diat could be
opaqued on comrand. The chairs were made of hand-carved wood wrapped around
menory cushi ons which, |like the bar chairs Bayta and | had used on our | ast
Quadrail, would configure to fit whoever happened to be sitting nmere. Unlike
the bar chairs, though, these | ooked like they would be confortable no nmatter
how t hey were set.

In the center of the roomwas a |ow table nat seened to have been carved out
of a single piece of geodiumcrystal. Like the seats in the regular
first-class cars, both the table and chairs were set on sliders that would
allow themto be noved freely around the room yet |ocked securely in place
wherever they were placed. Built into the front wall was a top-of-the-Iline
entertai nment center, ready to provide nusic and dit recs to help a traveler
pass the time, while late-night thirst or nmunchies could be taken care of via
the rack of beverages and finger foods on the opposite wall. The final touch
was the fl oor design, done in a furstone nosaic that seened to be
conmenor ati ng some grand and gl ori ous event in Hal kan history.

"Ah," a deep voice said frombehind me. "My guests."

| turned, setting down ny carrybags beside the geodiumtable. A nediumsized
Juri stood by one of the rainbird cages, poking slender green shoots through
the bars for the birds to nibble on. "May | present H gh Commi ssi oner JhanKl a
of the Fifth Sector Assenbly of the Hal kavisti Enpire," Rastra said fornmally.
"This is M. Frank Conpton and his assistant Bayta of the Terran

Conf ederation. "

"Yes," JhanKl a said, his bulldog eyes gazing steadily at us fromhis flat
face. He wore ne distinctive tri-color |ayered robes of the Hal kan Peerage,
this particular red/orange/ purple color schene identifying himas a nenber of
t he Pol obi a branch. "The Humans who hel ped rescue ny honor."

The words were polite enough, but | could hear the underlying edge of blane
for precipitating the trouble in the first

pl ace. "We were glad to assist, Your Eminence," | replied, deciding that the
polite thing to do would be to accept the statenment at face value. "lI'msure
you' d have done the sane for us had the situation been reversed."

"The situation would not have been reversed,"” he countered. "Humans do not
treasure honor as Hal kas do."



"No, sone of us don't," | said, |ooking straight back into those eyes. "But
others of us do."

For a | ong nonment he returned ny gaze without speaking. | was working on a
Plan B, sonething that would put us at the other end of the Quadrail, when he
gave a short bark. "Correction accepted,” he said. Flicking his |l ast shoot the
rest of the way into the birdcage, he stepped over to join us. "You are not
what | expected, M. Conpton. Wl cone aboard this small and uni npressive
corner of the Hal kavisti Enpire.”

"We are honored, Your Em nence," | said, making the sort of hunchbacked stoop
that was the closest a Hunman could get to a proper Hal kan chest-bow. "And

apol ogi ze for whatever disconfort or enbarrassment we may have caused you in
this matter."

JhanKl a made a multifrequency runble. "The fault lies with the crimninals who
perpetrated the act," he said. "Their shanme is even now being returned to the
uni verse by fire." He paused, then gave ne a genui ne chest-bow "I apol ogize
in turn for inplying any dishonor rests with you for bringing their crime to
light. If such were the case, no officer of the Iaw could ever face his famly
and people."

"I ndeed he could not," | agreed, starting to relax a little. In my admttedly
[imted experience with Halkas, 1'd found they had a tendency to take of fense
way too quickly, but that nost of them cal med down and saw reason if you gave
t hem enough tine. JhanKla seemed to be falling nicely into that pattern. "MW
only regret is that we nmay never know what it was that killed them™

"Not at all,"” JhanKla said. "It was their own act of greed that brought their
destruction. The knife stolen fromny | ockbox was an anti que belonging to ny
famly. Its bl ade

was protected from corrosion by a chem cal which al so happens to be a deadly
toxin."

"Ah," | said. "That would explain the one who was cut during the straggle."
"Yes," JhanKl a said, his sideburn fur bristling in a Hal kan shrug. "As to the
ot her, he nmust have sustained a superficial cut earlier when they first broke
into the | ockbox."

"Whi ch woul d explain why the toxin took |longer to work on him" Rastra said.
"Yes," | murnured. A nice, neat answer. Far too neat for ny taste, especially
since it conpletely sidestepped the question of how the thieves had managed to
get into JhanKla's | ockbox in the first place.

But | wasn't here to interrogate a nenber of the Hal kan Peerage. Besi des, |
was pretty sure | already knew the answer. "Lucky for ne he didn't connect
with that attack,"” | said instead.

"I ndeed, " JhanKl a agreed, eyeing me curiously. "Wat exactly did you do to

pr ovoke hi nf"

"I wish |l knew " | said ruefully. "I was sinply asking about a Hal kan resort
they'd nmentioned to ne aboard the Quadrail."

"Wi ch one?"

"I don't know," | said. "That was what | had hoped to learn fromthem"

"You told nme it was a place with outdoor sports and uni que views," Rastra
said. "Does that sound fam liar, H gh Comm ssi oner?"

"There are only a few mllion such places in the Hal ka-visti Enpire," JhanKl a
said dryly. "But | will consider the question.” He | ooked at Bayta and nme. "In
the neantime, one of ny servitors will take your bel ongings to your roons."
"Thank you, but we can handle them" | assured him picking up ny carrybags
again. "Besides, |I'mlooking forward to seeing ny conpartnent."

"As you wish," JhanKl a said. "They are the last two on the left at the rear of
the car."

"Thank you," | said again. "Come on, Bayta."

Beyond the | ounge the corridor curved around a conpact food prep area and then
led into a dining roomas lovingly and neticul ously decorated as the | ounge.
Passi ng the carved-wood table and matching chairs, we reached the sl eeping
conpartnents at the other end of the car. "You take this one," | told Bayta
over my shoul der, nodding to the first of the two as | passed it. Reaching the



second door, | touched the rel ease and went inside.

The Spiders had made a career of noving people around the galaxy in
conpartnents this size, and they'd obviously put a |Iot of thought into the
design and furnishings. Formfollow ng function and all that, there had been
little the Hal kan desi gners had been able to do to inprove on the basic

| ayout, so they'd contented thenselves with sinply upgradi ng the pretension

| evel . That neant nore carved wood on the walls, nore furstone nosaic on the
floor, more gold and crystal and nmarbling everywhere el se. But at |east they'd
passed on the caged rai nbirds.

| had just heaved ny carrybags up onto the |uggage rack hand-carved,
naturally, with sone kind of ivory inlays when a delicate tone issued fromthe
door. "Come in," | called.

To ny conplete lack of surprise, it was Bayta. "That was quick," | comrented
as she wal ked in. There was an odd hesitation to her step, | noted, as if she
were afraid of damagi ng the furstone fl oor

"W can't stay here,"” she said wi thout prologue. "W shouldn't even have
visited."

"Ch, cone, now," | chided. "How could we be so ill-mannered as to refuse the
H gh Conmm ssioner's hospitality? Especially since the Jurian Collective
insists on it?"

"The Collective is wong," she said flatly. "Here in the Tube, we aren't in
Jurian territory, and their protocol systemhas no |legal authority." Her lips

conpressed briefly. "I tried to tell you that, back on the transfer station
You didn't let nme finish."

"OfF course not," | said. "I couldn't let you ruin such a nicely executed
setup.”

The skin of her face seenmed to shrink back a little. "What do you nean?" she
asked carefully.

"You don't think all this happened by accident, do you?" | asked, taking a
qui ck pass by the conputer and then circling to the curve couch and sitting
down. No warnings fromny watch; apparently, the Hal kan Peerage didn't stoop
to buggi ng the conpartnents of their guests. "Conme on, sit down," | said,
patting the couch beside nme. "We might as well be confortable."

Slowy, reluctandy, she sat down at the far end of the couch. "Do you know
what's goi ng on?"

"I know sonme of it," | said, flipping a mental coin. Bayta was still a big
qguestion mark, and ny natural inpulse was to play ny cards as close to ny
chest as possible. But it might be instructive to give her the whole story, or
at least all the story | had, and see if | could get anything from her
reactions.

And after all, it was possible that she was genuinely on ny side. "Bottom
line," | began, "is that we've been pinged."

"Pi nged?"

"Pinged, as in soneone's figured out that we're not your average tourists or
busi nesspeople,” | explained. "My guess is that it was when we made that big

junp fromsteerage to first class at New Tigris. This soneone has al so deci ded
he doesn't |like the idea of us poking around, or at |east he doesn't |ike us
poki ng around Kerfsis system He therefore sent those two Hal kan goons into

t he baggage section to break into a | ockbox and get thensel ves a weapon."

Bayta's face had gone very still, with none of the hints of guilty know edge
I'd been watching for. "They're trying to kill us?"

"And this surprises you?" | countered. "People who are planning to start a
war ?"

"But " She broke off. "OF course," she said. "Please, go on."

"Unfortunately for them we picked up on their vanishing act and sicced the
cops on them" | said. "They got caught, but by i mense good luck |I then got
hauled in there to talk to them™

"Or maybe it wasn't |uck" she said slowy. "Maybe this someone had nore agents
than just those two Hal kas. "



"Very good," | said. She had either a very quick mnd or else a collection of
prior know edge. Unfortunately, at the monment | couldn't tell which. "JhanKl a,
at the very |east. Possibly Mjor Tas Busksha, too."

"Or possibly your friend Fal c Rastra?"

"No," | said firmy, feeling a flash of annoyance. "I know Rastra. He woul dn't
be m xed up in sonmething like this. And | already told you he's not ny
friend."

"Yet you say you know hi nP"

"Wul d you get off that?" | snapped. "I know all sorts of things about al
sorts of people. That was ny job."

"Yes, of course,” she murrmured. "lI'msorry."

| took a calmng breath. | was supposed to be watching for her reactions, and

instead / was the one doing all the reacting. "Regardl ess, when the
assassination attenpt failed, they had to come up with a new plan."

She frowned. "Are you suggesting those two Hal kas aren't dead?"

"Ch, they're dead, all right," | assured her grimy. "Nothing grabs official
attention |ike soneone who tries to kill you and then dies a nysterious death.
Plan B was apparently for JhanKla to come charging in on a white horse and
rescue us fromKerfsis and the united forces of Jurian |egal displeasure.™
"But why wouldn't they want us in Kerfsis systen? Wat could be here they
don't want us to see?"

"Maybe this is the test systemwe tal ked about earlier,” | said. "O naybe
some of the prelimnary work is being done here. All | knowis that someone
has gone to an enornous anount of effort to get us out of this specific system
onto this specific Quadrail in this specific Quadrail car. | think it would be
instructive to follow along for a bit and see where it all takes us."

A sudden shiver ran through her. "Or maybe they just want to get rid of us.
Maybe t hey brought us aboard so they could do it in private."

"That possibility hadn't escaped ne," | adnitted. "But there are nore
anonymous ways of killing soneone than luring the victins aboard a Hal kan
Peerage car. No, if it's not Kerfsis itself, |I'm guessing JhanKl a thinks
plying us with hospitality will help himfind out how nmuch we know or who
exactly we're working for. Speaking of whom did your friends get that sensor
data | wanted?"

"Yes," Bayta said, her brain clearly still working on the possibility of our
sudden and vi ol ent demi se. "The station-master will deliver it to the train."
"But not to us directly,” | warned. "I don't want JhanKla to see us getting a

data chip froma Spider."

"No, of course not," she said. "He'll deliver it to one of the conductors. W
can pick it up fromhimlater."

G ven our current traveling situation, arranging such a handoff mght be a bit
awkward. But | had a few days to find an excuse to go wandering around the

rest of the train. "Good enough,"” | said.
"So what do we do once we reach Hal kan space?" she asked.
"That depends on what happens between now and then," | said. "If we can act

cheerful and stupid enough, maybe we can convince themthat it's all a big
m st ake. That woul d take sonme of the heat off."
"And if we can't?"

"Then we'll just have to be careful,” | said. "Either way, your next
assignment is to get the Spiders busy finding out everything they can about
our two freshly dead and cremated Hal kas. | want their names, their famlies,

their political affiliations, their business and social associates, their
crimnal records, their travel records over the past five years, and anything
el se that seenms renotely interesting or unusual. Get the next Spider who
wanders into range busy on it."

"That'll take time," she warned. "And it may require sources they don't have
access to."

| thought about ny original Quadrail ticket with its forged photo and
thunbprint. "I get the feeling there isn't very
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much that's beyond their reach,” | told her. "Wiile they're at it, let's have
them pull the same information on JhanKl a."

"And Rastra?"

My first inmpulse was to once again |leap to Rastra's defense. But she was
right. "And Rastra," | confirned.

"Al'l right." She gazed out the wi ndow, her eyes unfocus-ing for a nminute, then
nodded. "It's done."

"Good." | | ooked out the wi ndow myself at the drab walls and floor of the

mai nt enance building, all nice and quiet and private. Distantly, | wondered if
I mght have overstated ny assurances that this would be a poor locale for a
couple of nurders. "Let's get back to the party.”

El GHT :

Four of the chairs had been pulled up to the geodiumtable in our absence.
Rastra and JhanKl a were seated in two of them chatting about the Quadrail and
their various travel experiences. Behind JhanKl a, a short Hal ka dressed in the
muted plaid of a servitor was busying hinself with the refreshments on the far
wal I . "Ah," JhanKla said, giving a sort of regal nod our direction. "I was
starting to wonder if there was a problemw th your accomodati ons."

"Not at all,"” | assured him sitting down in nme diird chair as Bayta took the
fourtii. "We were sinply taking a few mnutes to di scuss what m s change of

pl ans was going to do to our travel schedule."

"We shall do our best to minimze any disagreeable effects,” JhanKla proni sed.
"The Spiders have placed a shifter engine into position and will be nmoving us
fromthe service building as soon as our Quadrail arrives. In the neantine,
may | offer you a beverage?"

" Thank you," | said. "Sweet iced tea, if you have it." "I do." He shifted his
attention to Bayta. "And you?" "Lenobnade, please," she said, her voice a
little stiff. JhanKl a nodded and half turned in his chair toward the servitor
giving a short fingertip gesture mat sounded a bri ef

oboe note from his doubl e-reed claw sheaths. "I have been thinking about the
unnamed resort you spoke of earlier," he said, turning back to us. "As |
stated earlier, there are many possibilities. But it occurs to ne that there
is one in particular that m ght have caught the special attention of thieves.
"Really," | said. In point of fact, ny description of the place had been
deliberately designed to be as vague as possible. This should be interesting.
"Pl ease, continue."

"It is called Mdhra,"” he said. "It is a world located in the Sistarrko
system a minor colony near the end of the Grakla Spur, three stops past the
edge of C mman space."

"Sistarrko," | repeated, trying to visualize that part of the Quadrail map.
The Grakla Spur started at the Jurian home system of Jurskala, cut across the
edge of the G mmul Republic at Grakla and connected with two nore of their
systens, then pushed past their border again into Hal kan space. Unlike the
Bellis Loop, which |inked the Terran Confederation with the Juriani on one
side and the Bellidosh Estates-General on the other, the Grakla Spur didn't
connect to anything at the far end, requiring travelers to backtrack if they
wanted to go anywhere el se. That wasn't a terrifically big deal when you could
travel a light-year per minute, but it was enough of an inconvenience that
wor |l ds served only by spurs tended to be neglected by the main flow of
interstellar travel and conmerce

"You have not heard of it, of course,"” JhanKl a said, not soundi ng of fended.
"Most of the systemis industrial and agricultural, of little interest except
to its inhabitants. But Mddhra is unique. It is a moon a pair of noons,
actually «circling the gas giant planet Cassp. Both nmoons are conposed of
smal | rocky cores conpletely covered by water."

"Frozen water, undoubtedly, that far out fromthe sun," | comented.

JhanKl a's flat face creased in a snmile. "Indeed. The outer surfaces of the
nmoons are quite solid, the thickness of ice ranging froma few neters to
nearly three kilonmeters. But beneath those surfaces, tidal forces and interna
heat fromthe nmoons' cores have created encl osed seas up to five kiloneters



deep. "

"Interesting,"” | said, nodding ny thanks as the servitor set ny tea and
Bayta's | eronade on the table in front of us. "Sounds a little |ike Europa,
one of the nmoons in our own home system”

"So | have heard," JhanKl a said. "But unlike Europa, Mdhra | has been

ext ensi vel y devel oped as a vacation resort. There is surface hiking and
cliff-clinbing, ranging fromthe sinplest to the nost challengi ng of slopes.
There are several ski runs, of an equally diverse range of difficulty. There
are also three tubular tunnels that have been bored through the thickest parts
of the ice for toboggans and | uge-boards, with two nore under construction
Atop the ice is a lodge of quiet luxury; beneath it lies a hotel that offers
access to the gal axy's | argest indoor pool."

"Wth the ice dome above, and the coral formations beneath,"” | said, nodding
as the nane suddenly clicked. Mdhran coral had been one of the big decorating
fads across the gal axy when hunmanity first stunbled on the Tube thirty years
ago. The stuff had been fantastically expensive, accessible only to the

fabul ously rich and spoil ed.

Unfortunately for Earth's own panpered few, by the tine we | earned about it
pressure fromthe environmental |obby had caused the UN Directorate to slap a
conpl ete enbargo on the inportation of all coral and corallike formations. One
of the nore arrogant of the rich and fanous had tried it anyway. Unfortunately
for him he'd had the m sfortune of tangling with an honest custons agent, and
hi s subsequent bribe attenpt had raised the incident into Cass-B fel ony
territory. When the dust finally settled, the woul d-be smuggl er was doi ng
three to six, a quarter of his fortune had been confiscated, and the rest of

t he upper crust had suddenly decided Belldic marble was just as decorative as
Modhran coral and a lot safer to deal wth.

"Yes, there are many beautiful coral formations wthin submarine range, as
wel | as excellent and intriguing rock formations," JhanKl a said. "For those
who don't wish to clinb or ski or explore the depths, the surface hol ds
spectacul ar views of the glory of Cassp itself, with its roiling and

ever-changing ring pattern, plus the sight of the conpani on noon Mdhra Il as
it speeds across the sky."
"Sounds intriguing," | said. "And you say you've just opened it to tourisn®"

"Wthin the past year," JhanKla said. "At the nonment it is quite expensive, of
course, catering to only the richest Hal kas and outworl ders."

"That would certainly put it near the top of any thief's list of happy hunting
grounds, " | said thoughtfully.

"It is certainly one possibility,"” JhanKl a said, peering out the w ndow. "Ah
we are noving." W were, too, though so gently that there was no particul ar
sense of notion. Heavy-duty shock absorbers, indeed. "W shall soon be
connected to the Quadrail and on our way," he went on. "Are the tea and

| enobnade to your Iiking?"

| took a sip fromnmy glass. "Very much so," | assured him | had suggested to
Bay ta that the purpose of this exercise had nmerely been to hustle us out of
Kerfsis system Now | was starting to wonder if the actual purpose had been to
point us to Modhra and the Sistarrko system

Maybe there was a way to find out. "Mddhra sounds exactly like the sort of

place I'mlooking for," | comented. 'Too bad we can't swi ng by and check it
out."

"What prevents you?" JhanKl a asked.

"I"'msort of in protective custody," | said, gesturing at Rastra. "As a result

of the trouble at the transfer station, Falc Rastra has to personally escort
me out of Jurian space.”

JhanKl a made a sound that was half snort, half bark. "Ridiculous," he said
firmy. "Here in the Tube, you are legally outside Jurian space. Provided you
don't leave the Quadrail until you arrive at Sistarrko, Jurian |aw has no

aut hority over you."

"Your pardon, Hi gh Conmi ssioner, but that's not the way the protocol is
witten," Rastra said, a hint of stiffness in his tone. "M. Conpton was



involved in an incident that drew bl ood, and has been ordered to | eave Jurian
space. "

"An order he will fulfill if he travels to Mdhra,"” JhanKl a countered.

"But the intent of the order "

"The intent is irrelevant, as you have so frequently pointed out on this
journey," JhanKla cut himoff. "It is the letter of the law that matters. In
this case, that letter has been fulfilled." He shrugged, a full rippling of
his skin. "At any rate, how did you expect himto return to his honme again
after his journey? All Quadrails to the Human worlds travel through Jurian

space. "

"He has a point," | agreed. "You can certainly escort me out of Jurian space
now, but I'Il still need to get back in at sone point."

"True," Rastra said. "Yet... perhaps.”

"No perhaps about it," | said, |ooking back at JhanKl a. So

with a single one-two punch the H gh Comm ssioner had

poi nted ne toward Mbdhra and then cut ne | oose fromthe ~
fiction that had brought ne into his presence in the first i

pl ace. Was that all he wanted? J

Again, there was one way to find out. "Of course, in that

event, there's no need for Bayta and ne to i npose on your

hospitality any further," | said. "W can find acconmoda- 3

tions el sewhere in the Quadrail." i

"I can't let you do that," Rastra insisted. "Not until | have clarified the
pr ot ocol . "

"And I would not permt it in any case," JhanKla said, just as firnmy. "Those
who attacked you were shamed Hal kas. It is ny duty and my pleasure to offer ny
hospitality in reconmpense.” He | ooked at Rastra. "So | et us conprom se," he

went on. "You will remain nmy guests until Falc Rastra has had tine to study
the protocol and come to a decision. Is that acceptabl e?"

"It istonme," | said. "Falc Rastra?" «*

"Yes," Rastra said, clearly unhappy with the situation. "If the High

Conmi ssioner is correct, when we reach Jurskala in three days you'll be free

to travel wherever you w sh, provided you don't |eave the Tube while in Jurian
space."” He inclined his head to JhanKla. "You may even travel to Mdhra, if
you so choose."

t nyi IF f w i cwt fr«E* « wo»

That woul d be wonderful ," | said, smling with thanks and prof essi ona
admration. Very nicely, very neatly done

"Then all is settled."” JhanKla said in satisfaction as he gestured again to

the servitor. "Let us bring out an Inperiumcard deck and find a way to pass
the tinme until the nmeal is ready."

So that was that. Good-bye, interest and intrigue at Kerf-sis; hello, interest
and intrigue at Modhra. | just hoped all of this was related to the Spider's

vision of interstellar warfare. | hoped, too, that it wouldn't interfere too
much with the other job | was supposed to be doing.
Most of all, | hoped that it wasn't sinply for the purpose of finding a nore

sui tabl e pl ace to di spose of our bodies.

The first two days of the trip were uneventful. The four of us spent npst of
our time sitting around the | ounge, chatting about issues ranging from
interstellar trade and politics to the pluses and m nuses of various house
pets and the best ways of preparing spiced vegetables. At various points

t hr oughout the day JhanKl a would declare that it was tine for a cultura
experience, and we would pause to listen to nusic or watch a dit rec, taking
turns choosi ng sonething fromthe | ounge's |arge and eclectic collection
Bayta nosdy stayed quiet during the conversations, her inpassive mask firny
in place, listening closely but only rarely joining in. Her few coments were
for the nost part factual and neutral, providing no fresh insights into what
was goi ng on behind those dark eyes. The dit recs, on the other hand, seened
to fascinate her, particularly one of ny choices, a classic Htchcock called
The Lady Vani shes, itself set aboard a twentieth-century EuroUnion train.



At prescribed intervals, the aroma of cooking would begin to drift through the
car, and in due course a servitor would appear to announce that the next mneal
was ready. Each day's nenu was different, every one of themfirst-class, and
at the end of each | could practically feel another

hal f kilo of weight falling into formation around ny waist. Eventually, late
in Quadrail-time evening, we would part conpany with an appropriate round of
good-nights and return to our individual conpartnents.

Theoretically, at any time after mat first night I could have excused nyself
fromthe group and taken a stroll forward to find the Spider with the pronised
data chip. Rastra had energed fromhis conpartnment at breakfast the first
nmorni ng to concede that JhanKl a had i ndeed been correct about ny position
vis-a-vis Jurian crimnal protocol, and that | no longer needed to remain in
his custody. Still, as far as | was concerned, cheerful and stupid was stil
the order of the day, and for those first two days | wasn't able to come up
with a plausible excuse to even tenporarily abandon the Peerage car's |uxury.
Finally, with eleven hours remaining until our arrival at Jurskala, | nanaged
to create nmy opening.

"No," | said, shaking nmy head firmy. "I'msorry, but a proper Chattanooga

ni ghtcap can't be prepared wi th anything but Jack Daniel's."

"None of these will do?" JhanKl a asked, gesturing to his array of beverages
as, behind him one of the servitors hovered in tense silence. "I'mtold there
are three other Human whi skeys avail able.™

"And fine ones they are," | agreed, though two were brands |I'd never even
heard of . "But this is a Chattanooga ni ghtcap, also known as an Uncle T
Special. It's a cultural thing," | added, knowing that wi th JhanKl a that woul d
trunp all other argunents.

"Very well," he said, throwing an unreadable | ook at the servitor. Unreadable
to nme, anyway; the servitor's flat face seemed to shrivel just fine beneath
it. "I will send a servitor for a bottle."

"Actually, 1'd rather go choose it nyself," |I said, getting to ny feet. "There
are several factors to consider age and blend, for starters and I'll have to
see what they have in stock before |I know which one to get."

"Very well," JhanKla said again. "I will sumon Yir-TukOo to acconpany you."
"No, that's all right," | said quickly. The last thing | wanted was to try to

get a data chip fromthe Spiders with JhanKl a's big guard-assi stant hovering
over me. "I'|ll be fine."

"I'"ll go with you," Rastra volunteered. "Wthout a ticket you'll need someone
with diplomatic authority to allow you into the first-class section."

| suppressed a grimace. Wth the Spiders' dianond-edged pass in ny pocket |
didn't need his or anyone else's help to go wherever | wanted. But | could
hardly tell himthat. Still, he should be easier to get rid of than YirTukQo.
"Sure," | said casually. "Let nme get ny jacket and we'll go."

Si xty seconds later | was back in the lounge, with nmy jacket on and a hastily
scribbled note for Bayta |lying on my bed: Contact Spiders tell themto bring
data chip to first-class bar. Rastra was al so ready, and together we headed

f or war d.

The two cars inmmedi ately ahead of us were baggage cars, filled with stacks of
crates held together by safety webbing. Unlike the hybrid baggage/ passenger
car |1'd started this trip in, the crates here weren't merely |lined up al ong
the walls. They were instead arranged in individual clunps, rather like tal

i sl ands surrounded by a nmaze of narrow access corridors that zigzagged around
and between them One cargo island per stop, | guessed, with the access
corridors there in case the Spiders needed to get at the ones in back

Ahead of the baggage cars were four third-class coaches, then the
second/third-class dining car, four second-class coaches, one of the
first-class coaches, and finally the first-class dining car. "lIs it ny

i magi nation," Rastra comented as we threaded our way between the restaurant
tables, "or are these Quadrails getting | onger?"

"It's your imagination," | assured him glancing around. There were no
conductors here in the dining section, but | could see one beyond the



snoked- gl ass divider in the bar
"If there's anything your taste-tendrils have been mi ssing during the past two
days, here's your chance to get it."

"Actually, | rather enjoy Hal kan cuisine," Rastra said, diplomatic as al ways.
"I's there sonething | can get for you?"
"To be honest, |'ve really been mssing my onion rings," | said. "You

renmenber, back on Vanido, the little crunchy round things some of the people
in our party were always speci al -ordering?"

"Yes, | renmenber," he said. "Shall | see if they have then®"

"Yes, thank you," | said. "Wiile you do that, I'll go get the Jack Daniel's."
Rastra headed toward the carry-away counter, and | continued on through the
divider into the bar. The Spider |I'd noted, | saw now, was part of a pair,
with the second standing near ne end of the bar pretending to be a decorative
pl ant er.

Mentally, | shook nmy head. The Spiders might be terrific at running
interstellar transport, but they had no sense of subtlety whatsoever. Still
Spi der behavi or was nurky enough mat | doubted anyone in here would worry
about it one way or the other

| headed toward a barstool a couple of nmeters in fromthe end where the Spider
was standi ng, glancing around the roomas | went Three C nmaheem were sitting
off to one side with a skinski flanbe going full-blast in the center of their
table and a wide berth of enpty space around them A pair of Hal kas paused in
their conversation | ong enough to | ook me over, then returned to their drinks
and conversation. A couple of tables over fromthem a pair of humans wearing
gol d-tri med bankers' scarves didn't even bother to | ook up as they discussed
something in low, intense tones. In one of the other back corners sat a | one
Bel lido, the grips of his shoul der-hol stered status guns poking out from
beneath his arnmpits with the same kind of silent ostentation as the bankers'
scarves.

And there was sonet hing about himthat seemed vaguely famliar.

| reached nme stool and sat down. The petite server Spider

tendi ng bar took ny order and di sappeared into a storage area behind the bar
Qut of the corner of my eye | saw the loitering conductor Spider stir and
start to nove ny direction

"Greetings to you, Human."

| turned my head the other direction. The Bellido had left his table and was
settling hinmself unsteadily onto a stool an arms I ength away from ne.

"Greetings to you and your kin," | replied, hoping fervently that the Spider
woul d have the sense to back off.
For a wonder, it did. As | turned back to the bar, | sawit take a nultil egged

step backward and go back to waiting. The bartender reappeared, one leg curled
around a flexible plastic bottle of Jack Daniel's, which he set on the bar in
front of ne. "Ah," the Bellido said knowingly. "Stomach trouble?"

"No," | said, frowning. "Wiy do you ask?"

"Jack Daniel's," he said, gesturing at the bottle. "An excellent stomach
tonic. Very good at clearing out intestinal mtes."

"Interesting usage," | said, studying the brown and tan facial stripe pattern
on his chi prmunk face. Unlike sone species, Bel-lidos were fairly easy for
human eyes to differentiate between; and up close, | was even nore convi nced
I'd seen this one before. "W use it nore like you woul d use aged Droskim"
"Real ly," he said, sounding surprised. "Interesting. Tell ne, what brings you
out into the gal axy?"

| resisted the inpulse to roll my eyes. In terns of flat-out, words-per-mnute
chattiness, Bellidos were even worse than Hal kas when they drank. "I work for
a travel agency,"” | told him getting a grip on my bottle and trying to figure
out how to make a graceful exit w thout himwatching ne the whol e way out.
Maybe if | signaled the Spider to follow nme to the restaurant area and we made
t he handoff there

And then, right in the mddle of nmy planning, it suddenly hit ne. This was the
same Bellido |'d passed on the way to ny seat in the hybrid Quadrail car I'd



taken out of Terra Station. The Bellido whose casual | ook had sent an

uni dentified but unpleasant tingle up ny back

My eyes flicked to the soft plastic grips of the status guns beneath his arns.
Bellidos didn't just roll out of bed in the nmorning and deci de which set of
weapons woul d best suit the day's wardrobe. Those guns were as nmuch a
declaration of his societal position as a human banker's scarf or a Gmma's

| acquered coiffure. These in particular were copies of Elli
twelve-mllinmeters, a caliber that placed their owner somewhere in the upper
m ddl e class, and Bellidos of that class never took off their guns in public,
not even if they wound up traveling beneath their class.

Back on the hybrid car he hadn't been carrying these guns. In fact, he hadn't
been carrying any guns at all. Which neant he'd either been lying to the

uni verse then, or he was doing so now.

And Bellidos never lied like that. Not w thout a damm good reason

A renewed tingle ran up ny back. Could he be a con artist? Possibly. But in ny
experi ence professional crimnals were usually smart enough not to get this
tipsy in public. A social pretender, then, intent on knocki ng back the good
ti mes and rubbing shoulders with the elite before he got caught? There were
severe penalties for such things on Belldic worlds, but of course Belldic | aw
didn't apply on the Quadrail.

"A travel agency, you say?" he pronpted.

"Yes," | said, getting back to ny explanation and ny exit-strategy planning.
Now, nore than ever, | didn't want himto see ne getting a data chip froma
Spider. "I'ml ooking for unusual vacation experiences to offer ny fell ow
humans. "

"An enjoyabl e profession, no doubt,"” he said. "Wat is your next destination?"
"A Hal kan system nanmed Sistarrko,” | said. "There's a resort on a noon there
that's been recomended to ne." | glanced at ny watch. "And | need to get back

and prepare for my change of trains."

"Ch, mere are hours yet to go," he chided. 'Tell me, have you ever tasted
properly aged Droski n?"

"It would probably eat a hole in ny stomach,” | told him "And | really mnust
go."

H s expression fell a little. "Then a pleasant journey to you, sir." Lifting
his glass in salute, he stood up and nade his unsteady way back toward his
tabl e.

| stood up, too, picking up my bottle and turning toward the restaurant
section. As | did so, the Spider loitering at the end of the bar unglued
itself fromthe floor and started toward ne.

| swal l owed a curse and picked up ny pace. Wth ny Bel-1ido woul d-be best
friend on one side and Rastra's inm nent reappearance on the other, |I mght as
well try to make this secret handoff onstage at the Follies.

But Rastra wasn't here yet, and the Bellido was still on his way to his table

with his back toward me. If | could do this quickly enough ..
| cut across the Spider's path, and as | did so one of its legs curled up from

the floor and stretched out toward me. | caught the glint of a data chip, and
wi t hout breaking stride I let ny armswing slightly out of line to pluck it
fromthe pad. Pressing it into tenporary concealnment in my palm | continued

on, gl ancing back just as the Bellido dropped heavily into his chair.

| nearly bunped into Rastra as | crossed into the restaurant. "Ah there you
are," he said. "My apologies, but it appears they are out of onion rings.
Apparently, they're a delicacy anong Pirks as well as humans."

"Too bad," | said, lifting my bottle with one hand as | surreptitiously
slipped the data chip into ny jacket pocket with the other. "The inportant
thing is that they had the Jack Daniel's. Let's get back to the others."

"I"'mafraid you'll have to begin without ne," Rastra said regretfully. "I've
been inforned that one of the first-class passengers has a problemthat needs
to be dealt with. As senior Resolver aboard, | nust see if | can help." The

scal es around his eyes and beak crinkled slightly. 'Try to remenber to save ne
sone. "



"No problem" | said, a creepy feeling rippling across the skin between ny
shoul der bl ades. "Don't be |ong."

"I won't."

| watched until he'd passed through the door into the vestibul e |eading
forward. Then, for no particular reason, | |ooked back over at the corner
tabl e.

The Bellido's drink was still there. The Bellido hinmself was gone.

| 1 ooked around the room the creepy feeling turning into a full-fl edged

unpl easant tingle. The way he'd been noving earlier, he should have had
troubl e even finding the door, let alone noving stealthily enough to slip out
wi t hout ne noticing. Like the two Hal kas before him he'd apparently deci ded
that the best way to fool a Hunman was to pretend to be drunk. Unlike the

Hal kas, he'd had all the nuances of the role down cold.

Whi ch strongly inplied he wasn't sinply a social pretender, either. So what
the hell was he?

| didn't know, but suddenly | wasn't feeling very good

about hangi ng around here anynore. Trying to watch every

where in the forward part of the train. Comms didn't work
aboard Quadrails, or anywhere el se inside the Tube for that

direction at once, | headed back toward the Peerage car

No one accosted ne as | passed through the first- and

Y second-class cars. | paid special attention to the Bellidos
j scattered anong the passengers, but none of them seened

j the least bit interested in ne.

j Whi ch actually wasn't all mat surprising. There was no

| way the fake drunk could have gotten past nme while | was

r talking to Rastra, which nmeant he was still behind ne sone-

I

I

I matter, which nmeant there also wasn't any way for himto | have
conmuni cated wi th any confederates he nmight have farther back
Unl ess, of course, he didn't need to comunicate with | t hem because

they already had their orders. Trying not to

[

| ook too much like I was hurrying, | left the | ast second-class car and
crossed the vestibule into the third-class section. | hadn't focused on the
passengers on nmy way forward, but to the best of my menmory nothing nuch seened
to have changed since then. Again, | paid special attention to ne Bellidos;
again, they didn't seemto be paying any attention back

iIBiii i

I was midway through the | ast of the passenger cars when nmy eyes fell on a set
of three enpty seats in the last row

There had been occasional enpty seats on ny way forward, their occupants
presunmably either out having dinner or else communing with nature in one of ne
pair of rest-roonms at the front of each car. But there hadn't been any

t hreesomes in the second/third-class dining car just now, and the chances of

t hree passengers in the same row deciding to hit the head at the sane tinme had
to be pretty small.

Much smaller, | suspected, than the chances that those sane three passengers
had drifted off to the privacy of one of the baggage cars to arrange sone kind
of unpl easant surprise. Still, unless | wanted to wait for the fake drunk to

catch up and turn three-to-one odds into four-to-one odds, there was nothing
to do but keep going.

But like 1'd told Bayta earlier, alcohol was a good equalizer. As ny playmates
were about to learn, that equalizing capability al so extended to nonsoci al
events.

Anywhere in the gal axy except aboard a Quadrail, there would have been no
guestion about how | would do that. A typical glass whiskey bottle nade a
natural club, which was probably why the Spiders were careful to package al
their beverages in this flinsy plastic instead. One good thunp, and the bottle
woul d split along its tear lines and dunp its contents all over the floor

But the warped nminds at Westali had been mulling over this for a few years,



and they'd come up with a couple of tricks. Wth |luck, naybe | could give any
wai ting footpads a surprise of their own.

| reached the end of the car and stepped through nme door into ne vestibule.
There, monentarily shielded fromview fromeither direction, | pulled the
stopper fromthe bottle and replaced it just tightly enough to keep it closed.
Now, with a good squeeze, | could send the stopper flying straight into an
assailant's face, with a slosh of whisky right behind it. | couldn't renenber
how Bel | i do eyes reacted to al cohol, but even if it didn't tenporarily blind
himit should at |east slow himdown | ong enough for ne to be faced with only
two-to-one odds. Still not good, but better than nothing. Holding the bottle
at its base, | opened the door and stepped into the first baggage car

My natural instinct was to pause there, peering down the stacks of

saf ety-webbed crates and |istening for sone clue as to where they m ght be
hiding. But | overrode the reflex. Showing | was aware of their presence would
only make themtreat nme with professional respect, and | would rather they
assune | was stupid and oblivious and hopefully let their guard down a little.

W thout breaking stride, | headed in, trusting in my peripheral vision to give
me enough warni ng for whatever was about to happen
It didn"t. | was hal fway down the car when sonethi ng expl oded agai nst the side

of my head and the universe went bl ack

NI NE :

I woke with an ache behind ny right ear, an unpleasant half pain across the
whol e right side of ny face, and the odd sensation that |I'd been sl eeping

st andi ng up.

For another minute | stayed as | was, listening for any signs of activity
around ne. But all | could hear was the rhythmc clicking of the Quadrail's
wheel s. Apparently, my assailant or assailants were already gone. Carefully, |
opened ny eyes.

My inner ear hadn't been Iying to nme. | was indeed standing up, mnmy back
pressed solidly up agai nst sonething hard, nmy head turned to ny left. Fromthe
faint light seeping in frombelow me, |I could see | was inside one of the
taller crates, which had had a narrow space cleared out for ne. The nystery of
how | had nmanaged to stay upright while still unconscious was quickly sol ved:
My playmates had sinply worked the crate's access panel free probably sliding
it upward manhandl ed ne in face-first against the safety webbing al ready
stretched around this group of crates, then slid the panel back in place

behi nd ne.

It was, | had to adnmit, a quick and creative way of putting an opponent
temporarily out of action. The first person who really focused on the
arrangenent would instantly spot the

webbi ng anomal y, but peopl e doing a quick search for a wayward Human coul d
easily m ss such details.

Still, clever or not, they'd m ssed an obvious bet: They'd forgotten to gag
me. Once the search reached ny vicinity, a good shout would bring nmy rescuers
straight to the spot. Experinentally, | started to take a deep breath.

They hadn't nissed a bet after all. The webbing was tight enough that I
couldn't expand nmy chest that far. Short, shallow breaths were unfortunately
going to be the order of the day.

The little knife in ny multitool could cut through this stuff with ease, of
course. But the multitool was in ny right pocket, and my captors had

t houghtfully positioned me close enough to the right wall that | couldn't bend
nmy el bow far enough to get ny hand into that pocket.

| studied the cargo pressed up against me, or at |east the small percentage of
it 1 could see with nmy head turned to the side. It was too dark to read any of
the [ abels, or even to tell what |anguage they were in, but fromthe delicate
aromas | guessed they were nostly exotic spices. No chance of identifying ny
assail ants by unexpl ai ned quantities of merchandise in their possession, then
spi ces were one of those itens that could easily be flushed down the nearest
toilet, with their packagi ng shredded and dunped out the same way. There was



no way of knowing ny crate's destination, but if my attackers had done their
job right it would be sonepl ace far down the |ine, past Jurian territory and
possi bly out of Hal kan space as well. If they'd been feeling generous, they
m ght have arranged things so that 1'd be found before | died of thirst.
wasn't ready to bet on that, though

And then, as | studied the shadows of ny feet against the spice packages, |
noticed |I'd apparently grown a third | eg. For a noment | puzzled at the extra
shadow, and then, suddenly, | realized what it was. Rather than burden

t hensel ves with the Jack Daniel's, they'd sinply set the bottle on the floor
between ny feet before walling me in.

And 1'd al ready | oosened the stopper

The webbi ng reached down only to ny | ower shins. Care-

fully, wincing as the novenment put nore pressure on the mesh against ny face,
| eased ny feet together against the bottle, trying to squeeze it open. But ny
| everage was | ousy, and not hi ng happened.

Besi des, what | really needed was to send a spray of the whiskey under the
door where it could be seen and snelled, not up across ny slacks. Myving ny
left leg away, | swiveled ny right foot around and gave the bottle a tap. It
noved over a couple of centinmeters, but stayed upright. | tried again, and
this time it fell neatly over on its side. Wth a little careful maneuvering
with the tips of my shoes, | got it pointed along the crack beneath the door.
Now cane the tricky part. Exhaling as deeply as |I could to give nyself as mnuch
slack as possible, I angled ny left foot up at the ankle and set it on top of
the bottle. Mentally crossing ny fingers, | pushed down.

Wth a gratifying clatter, the stopper popped out and skittered al ong the edge
of the crate, and the delicate aroma of m xed spices vani shed beneath the
powerful snell of sour-mash whiskey. | took a breath, renenbering in time to
make it a shallow one, and settled down to wait.

| was just starting to wonder if you could get drunk on al cohol funes al one
when they found ne.

"So you never actually saw them" Rastra said.

"Not a glinpse," | told him gingerly daubing at the [unp below ny ear with
one of the Peerage car's first-aid cloths. "I don't even know what they hit ne
with."

Standing stiffly to the side, JhanKla made an angry bulldog runble deep in his
throat. "I should have insisted that YirTukOo acconpany you."

"Hey, stuff happens,” | said philosophically. "No permanent harm done, except

that we |l ost the Jack Daniel's. By the way, did anyone happen to notice where
I was headi ng when you got that crate open? | forgot to check."

"It was addressed to a spice whol esaler on Alra-kae at the inner edge of the
Hal kavi sti Enmpire," Rastra said. "Only a

two-day journey, fortunately, but it still would have been unconfortable."
"Definitely," | agreed. "You get that problemsolved in first class?"
"Yes," he said, the scales around his beak winkling. "One took offense at

another, with the second unaware that he had even given cause for anger. A
brief face-to-face conversation, and it was resolved."

So the whol e thing had i ndeed been a ruse, a heavy-handed but effective ploy
to split us up so that they could beat ne up in private.

Whi ch had taken sonme advance pl anni ng, which neant that | wasn't just a random
victim Not that 1'd really thought that | was.

"I still think you should have that injury examned," Ras-tra continued. "I'm
i nforned that there are three Human physicians aboard this Quadrail ."

"I'"ll be fine," | assured him "I got worse |lunps than this when | played
Sunday afternoon football at college. | just need to take a couple nore

Qui xHeal s and lie down for a while."

"As you choose," Rastra said, clearly not convinced. "But if you're stil

feeling unwell when we reach Jurskala, I'mgoing to insist. There are
specialists in Human nedicine on duty at the transfer station."
"Deal ," | said, getting a bit unsteadily to ny feet. "Bayta, can you give ne a

hand?"



Silently, she stood up and crossed to ny side. She hadn't said a word since
she and Rastra and the Spider they'd recruited for the search had pulled ne
out of that spice crate. Now, still without speaking, she gingerly took ny
arm It was the first time she'd ever actually touehed ne, and even through ny
shirt I could feel the coldness of her fingers. Letting her take a little of
nmy wei ght just for show, we headed down the corridor to ny conpartnment.

The door had barely closed behind us when she let go of my armlike she'd been
scal ded. "How coul d you?" she demanded, her voice shaking, her rigid contro
suddenly gone. "How could you let themtake it?"

VKSBSP

"Relax," | said, dropping onto the edge of the bed and digging the data chip
out of ny pocket. "They didn't."

She stared at the chip like it was a gold watch being offered back to her by a
di nner theater nmagician. "But then ... ?" She trailed off.

; "Why did they attack me in the first place?" | finished her question for

her. "CGood question. Before we discuss it, let's just make sure they weren't
cute enough to switch chips on ne."

She grinmaced, but nodded. "All right," she said, nmoving toward the door. "I'lI
get ny reader."

She was gone just long enough for ne to confirmthat the chip registered on ny
own reader as nothing but an innocuous set of travel guides. "Any chance they
could have nmade a copy?" | asked as she took the chip and plugged it into
hers.

"No." She did something with the scroll buttons, peered at the display, and
nodded. "There," she said, handing it to ne.

Where before there'd been nothing but tourist fluff, the display now showed

over fifty files relating to Quadrail security and sensors. "Perfect," | said.
"Something to read on the way to Mddhra."

"You still want to go there?" Bayta asked, her voice suddenly cautious. "I
nmean. .. shouldn't you see a doctor first?"

"I"'mfine," | assured her. | started to shake ny head, quickly changed ny

m nd. "Besides, this is starting to get very interesting."

"Interesting?" she echoed. "You call being attacked interesting!"’

| shrugged. The gesture turned out to be only marginally | ess painful than
shaki ng my head. "People don't usually attack you unless they fee
threatened,” | said. "That nust nmean we're getting close.”

"Close to what?" she persisted. "All we've got is a name Mdhra and JhankKl a
telling us we should go there."

"Plus all the maneuvering it took themto get himto drop us that nane,"

rem nded her.

"Whi ch could have just been to get us out of Kerfsis," she reninded nme back
"Or to keep us away from somewhere el se, for that matter."

| hesitated, once again trying to decide just how much | should tell her.
still didn't know what was really going on, or whose side she was on

Still, she was clearly in | eague with the Spiders, or at |east sonme group of
them If | froze her out of ny investigation, |I'd be conpletely on nmy own.
Consi deri ng what had just happened, even questionable allies were better than
nothing. "No, it's Mddhra, all right," | said. "I didn't want to say anything
with Rastra and JhanKla |istening, but there was a chatty Bellido in the bar
when | was getting the Jack Daniel's. He asked where | was going "

"And you told hinP"

| stared up at her, my head throbbing in tine to ny pulse, ny eyes and ears
taking in her expression and her tone and her body |anguage, ny
Westali-trained brain taking the pieces and putting them together

And in that single stretched-out nmonent in time, all my vague suspici ons
suddenly coal esced into a hard, cold certainty. Wiatever was going on with
JhanKl a and Modhra and the Bellidos, Bayta knew all about it. "It didn't seem
like a big deal at the tinme," | said, keeping my voice even. "The point is,
the next thing | knew he'd di sappeared sonewhere into the first-class cars.
And the next thing | knew, |'d been cl obbered and | ocked in a spice crate."



"And you think the incidents are rel ated?"

"Absolutely,"” | said, wondering how nmuch of this she already knew. Still, |
couldn't afford to let her know that | knew she knew. "They weren't after the
data chip, because | still have that. They weren't after nmy cash stick

because | still have that. What else is there but someone not wanting us to go
to Modhra?"

"But how coul d he have communi cated with anyone at the rear of the train?" she
asked. "You said he'd gone the other direction."

"That part | haven't figured out yet," | admitted, watching

5i ef closely. But she had herself fully under control again, and her face
wasn't giving anything away. "My guess is that he used the Quadrail conputer
system sonehow, or else found a way to piggyback a signal onto the contro
lines."

She shook her head slowy. "I don't think either is possible.”
"Well, whatever he did, he did send a nmessage,”" | growmed. "I'msure of that."
"But | still don't see the point," she said. "Wt did they hope to

acconpl i sh?"

"They hoped to put nme on ice | ong enough for us to go past Jurskala and the
Grakla Spur," | said. "That's the only thing that nakes sense. Soneone, for
what ever reason, doesn't want us going to Mddhra."

The corner of her lip twitched. "So, of course, that's where you intend to

go?"

| shrugged. "I'mfollowing a trail. That's where it |eads."

She seened to brace herself. "I don't want to go to Mddhra."
"No problem" | said calmy. "You can wait for me at Jurskala."

"What if | have the Spiders revoke your pass?"
| lifted my eyebrows. "Are you threatening ne?"
"There coul d be danger there," she said evasively. 'Terrible danger."
| thought about the Saarix-5 in ny carrybag handl es. "There's danger

everywhere," | said. "Life is like that."

"You could die there."

So there it was, right out in the open. Mddhra was indeed the key ... and our
enem es were prepared to be very serious indeed about protecting that key. "I
could die anywhere," | countered. "I could fall over a Cimm in the dining car
and break ny neck. You know somet hi ng about Mbdhra you're not telling nme?"

A muscle in her jaw tightened briefly. "It's just a feeling."

"Fine, then," | said, pretending to believe her. "I'm going. You' ve got five
hours to deci de whether you're coming with ne."

"M . Conpton "

"In the meantime," | cut her off, "do these feelings of yours include any
hints as to which direction the danger mi ght be coming fronP"

She | ooked away. "It could be from anywhere," she said quietly. "You have no
friends out here.”

"Not even you?" | asked, pitching it like it was a joke. "At |east you care
whether | live or die, don't you?"

She straightened up. "I'mnot your friend, M. Conpton," she said, her voice
and-face stiff. "And no, | don't care." Brushing past me, she escaped into the
corridor.

For a long nonent | stared at the closed door, a hard, bitter knot settling
into ny stomach. |1'd hoped for something anything that would indicate we were
at least on the sane side, even if we weren't exactly staunch allies.

But no. I'mnot your friend. And no, | don't care.

Fine. Then | wouldn't care, either, when | did what | was going to do to her
preci ous Spider friends.

And | would laugh in her face when | did it.

Swiveling ny feet up onto the bed, | positioned nmy throbbing head carefully
against the pillow It would be another half hour before the painkiller 1'd
taken kicked in and |l et nme get sone sleep

Pulling up the first of the Spiders' security files, | began to read.

Tew :



The Quadrail pulled into Jurskala Station, and with a round of farewells to
Rastra and JhanKla | |left the Peerage car and headed across the platform
toward the track where the Grakla Spur train would be arriving in two hours.
Bayta, silent and wooden-faced, was at mny side.

| had thought about trying to find a clever way to sneak off the train, but
had decided it wouldn't be worth the effort. Even if the Bellidos hadn't yet
figured out that |1'd escaped their inpronptu holding cell, there would be
plenty of time for themto spot us as we hung around the station waiting for
our next Quadrail. The alternative, to spend that time hiding in one of the
Spi ders' buil di ngs, would probably just make things worse. Clearly, there were
multiple players in this gane, and I saw no point in advertising my cozy
relationship with the Spiders for anyone who hadn't already figured it out.
Especially when we could use that relationship to other advantages.

"Three nore Bellidos have joined with the two fromfirst class,"” Bayta

mur mured as we approached the first of the Quadrail tracks we needed to cross
to get to our platform "These three cane fromthird class."

"Are they tal king?" | murmured back, resisting the urge to | ook over ny

shoul der. The whol e point of having the Spiders relay this information to ne
via Bayta was so that | wouldn't | ook Iike |I had any suspicions about what was
goi ng on behi nd ne.

"Yes," she said. "But none of the Spiders are close enough to hear."

"Let me know when they start noving," | instructed her. "Anyone el se taking
any interest in us?"

W reached the next track, the | ow protective barrier folding up and over into

alittle footbridge for us and our trailing carrybags. "I don't think so," she
said. "Wait. The five Bellidos have split into two groups again and are novi ng
this way."
"How fast ?"

"Not very," she said as we reached the far side of the track and the bridge
fol ded back into its barrier form "And they aren't follow ng us, exactly,
just coming this general direction.”

Ei t her being coy about their target or else sinply heading for the G akla Spur
train, too. "Wiat about Rastra and JhanKl a?"

"They've |l eft the Peerage car and are wal king toward the stationmaster's

buil ding," she reported. "The guard-assistant, YirTukOo, is with them"
"Probably maki ng arrangenments to switch the car to a different train," | said.
JhanKl a had done his bit by nudging ne toward Mbdhra, and he and his entourage
were apparently now out of the gane.

W reached the Grakla Spur platform which was |ined by the usual mx of
restaurants, |ounges, shops, and mai ntenance buildings. "You ever had a Jurian

soda crene?" | asked Bayta.
"A? No."
"Then you're way overdue," | said, taking her armand steering her toward the

| arger of the two restaurants.
"I"'mnot hungry," she protested, trying to pull away.

"This is nore like a dessert than a neal," | assured her
not letting go. "Mdre to the point, with all those Spider waiters wandering
around in there, we'll have a better chance of keeping an eye on everyone than

we would in any of the regular waiting roons."

The resistance in her arm muscl es evaporated. "Ch," she said.

About half the restaurant's tables were occupied, a nice confortable

percent age. Suppressing ny usual inpulse to sit where | could see the door, |
|l ed Bayta to one of the tables in the center. "You want ne to order for you?"
| asked.

She shrugged in silent indifference. | pulled up the nenu, found the proper
listing, and ordered two of the cremes. "I gather you haven't spent rnuch tine
in the Jurian Collective," | suggested, |eaning back in ny seat. . " Not
really." She hesitated. "Actually, not at all."

"Ah," | said, looking around. Unlike the Quadrail bar, this place hadn't been
designed with conversational privacy in mnd. "How | ong have you been wth



your friends?"

"As long as | can renenber," she said, |lowering her voice. "Is this really the
right place for this?"

"Way not?" | countered. "I don't especially like working with someone | know
next to nothi ng about."

She pursed her lips. "If it comes to that, | don't know much about you,
either."”

"Your friends seemto have the full inside track on ne."

"That doesn't nmean | do." Her forehead creased slightly. "The Bellidos have
all gone to one of the waiting roons by the Grakla Spur platform"

Passi ng up a possi ble chance to eavesdrop in favor of not taking the risk of
bei ng spotted and spooking the quarry. They certainly seemed to know what they
were doing. "So what do you want to know?"

"About... ?"

"About ne."

She studied ny face, her forehead creased, clearly wondering if | was just
baiting her. "Al right. What did you do to get fired from Wstali?"

| felt nmy throat tighten. | should have guessed she'd pick

that particular knife to twist. "Wat, you' ve been asleep the past two years?"
| grow ed.

The corner of her lip twitched. "I'd really like to know "

| 1 ooked away fromher, letting ny eyes sweep slowy around the restaurant.
Most of the patrons were Juriani, but there were a few Hal kas and G mmaheem as
wel I .

And, of course, there was us. A pair of Humans, strutting around the gal axy as
if we owned it. "Do you know how humanity got to be nunmber twelve on the

Spi ders' Twel ve Enpires list?"

"I presume the sane way everyone else did," she said. "Wen a race col oni zes
enough systens, the Spiders confer that designation."

"You col oni ze four of them to be exact,"” | told her, Col onel Applegate's
words froma few days ago echoi ng through nmy brain. And Yandro makes five.
"Which gives you a total of five, including your home system Yandro was the
colony that put Earth over the bar and got us invited into the club."

"And there was a problemw th that?"

| sighed. "The problem Bayta, is that there's nothing of value there.

Not hi ng. A few varieties of spice, some decorative hardwoods, a few animls we
may or may not be able to donesticate soneday, and that's it."

" And?"

"What do you nmean, 'and'?" | bit out. "The UN Directorate dunped a trillion
dollars down the drain for that Quadrail station, for no better reason than so
they could pretend they were inportant when they travel ed around the gal axy."
Her eyes wi dened with sudden understanding. "You' re the one who blew the
whistle, aren't you?"

"Dam straight | did," | grow ed. "Between the faked resource reports and the
careful ly prepped enthusi asmof the colonists, you' d have thought Yandro was
the next Alaska. | couldn't let nmemget away with that."

" Al aska?"

"The northernnmost state of the Western Alliance,"” | told her. "Fornerly called
"Seward's Folly' after the man who

purchased it a couple of centuries ago for a |lot of cash that nobst people

t hought was being thrown down a frozen nud hole. The ridicule lasted right up
until they discovered all the gold and oil reserves."

"You don't think that could happen w th Yandro?"

| shook ny head. "The reports they released to the public were masterfully
done. But | got hold of the real ones, and you could literally hear the

i ncreasi ng desperation of the evaluators as they cane cl oser and closer to the
end of their survey and still couldn't find anything val uabl e enough to make
it worth exporting in any serious quantities."

"I can see why the UN woul d be upset with you," she rmurnured.

"Ch, they were upset, all right,"” | agreed bitterly. "And the public was



pretty upset with themright back. For a while. Problemwas, they weren't

upset | ong enough for anything to actually get done about it. The Directorate

made a big show of firing a few scapegoats, denied personal responsibility six
ways from Sunday, and waited for the ruckus to the down for lack of interest.

Then they quietly went ahead and signed up for the station anyway. Wth their

friends and supporters getting nost of the contracts for the materials and

construction nodules, | mght add."

"And then they nade sure you paid for your opposition," she said quietly. "I'm
sorry."

| shrugged, forcing my throat to relax. "It's okay," | assured her. "I'm over

it."

Which was a lie, of course. Even after all this time, just talking about it
was enough to tw st my bl ood vessels into macrane.

A Spider stepped up to our table, holding a tray with the frothy soda crenes

I'd ordered. "W've got raspberry and Jurianshisshun" | told Bayta as |I lifted
the tall glasses onto the table. "Wich one do you want ?"
She chose the raspberry, and we settled down to eat in silence. | wasn't in

the nmood for nore conversation, and she was either feeling |likew se or was too
busy communing with her Spider friends to spare ne any attention

It wasn't until we were headi ng back toward the platformthat | belatedly
noticed that her question about ny career had conpletely sidetracked ny plan
to find out something about her

The train bound for the Grakla Spur was, not surprisingly, considerably
shorter than the one we'd taken to Jurskala, reflecting the smaller vol unme of
traffic and cargo involved. The Spiders had anot her double first-class
conpartnent set aside for us, and we were settling in when the door chined and
a conductor paused in the doorway | ong enough to hand Bayta a data chip. "That
the informati on on Rastra and JhanKl a?" | asked as she pulled out her reader
"The conductor didn't know, but | assume so," she said, plugging in the chip
and peering at the display. "Yes, it is," she said, handing it to ne.

| glanced down the directory. "I don't see anything here on the tw Hal kas who
junped me in the interrogation room™

"They probably haven't had tinme to pull that together yet."

| grimaced. Still, half a loaf, and all that. "Wat's happening with the

Bel |'i dos?"

"Two of them have the compartnent just behind ours,” she said slowy. "The
other three have gone to the last of the third-class coaches.”

"We' Il want their profiles and history, too," | said. "Better add that to the
Spi ders' things-to-do list."

"Al'l right," she said, swaying nonentarily for balance as the Quadrail started
up. | | ooked past her at the display w ndow, but there were only a few
wanderi ng drones on that side of our track. "I can talk to the stationnaster
at the next stop," she went on. "But it's only four days to Sistarrko. They
may not be able to get the data collected before then."

"That's all right," |I said, sitting down in the |Iounge chair. "I've got plenty
to read already. You want to join ne?"

"No, thank you," she said, turning toward the door. "I'll be in my conpartnent
if you need ne."

"Hold it," | said, reaching over and touching the switch that opened the wall

bet ween our roons. "Let's not use the

corridor any nore than necessary, okay? There are nosy nei ghbors down the
hal I . "

"Ch," she said. "Right." Stepping past ne, she went into her conpartnment,
poi ntedly tapping the control on her own wall as she passed it. | waited unti
the wall had cl osed; then, changing ny mnd, | got up fromthe chair and
crossed over to the bed instead. Throwi ng ny carrybags up onto the rack,
dimed the lights, propped nyself confortably on the pillow, and started to
r ead.

G ven the haste with which the Spiders had thrown together the information
package, | hadn't expected anything too extensive or startling. | wasn't



di sappoi nted. Rastra had been born to a good if not really highly placed

fam |y and had risen through the ranks of Guardians until he showed talent in
nmedi ati ng conflicts, at which point he'd been pronoted to Resolver. He'd risen
t hrough the ranks there, too, being assigned to increasingly inportant posts
until he'd been prompted to Fal c and been given his current Resolver-at-I|arge
position, going wherever his government needed him The Spiders had incl uded
his last five years' worth of Quadrail travel, which confirmed he'd spent the
past three nmonths on the road with JhanKl a, no doubt snoothing the High

Conmi ssioner's path through the murky |abyrinth of Jurian protocol

JhanKl a, in contrast, had been born pretty nuch at the top of the food chain,
to one of the Hal kan Peerage fanmilies. He'd been school ed and trained in the
art of being an aristocrat, and upon conpletion of those studies had been
handed a comm ssioner's job on VIizfa. He'd served there for three years,
apparently with at |east a nodi cum of conpetence, then noved on to a
successi on of nore inportant posts on various Hal kan worlds. The details of
his pronotion to H gh Conmi ssioner weren't given, but with Hal kas that could
be a result of merit, a fluctuation in famly prestige, or even the
serendipity of the right person dying at an opportune nmoment. Mbst of his
Quadrail travel over the past five years had consisted of trips within the
Hal kavi sti Enpire.

As near as | could tell, conparing the two sets of records,

there was no indication that he and Rastra had ever even been in the sane
sol ar systemtogether prior to this extended visit to the Jurian Collective.
Sonet hing seenmed to flicker at the edge of nmy vision. | |ooked up, but

what ever it was had apparently passed. | |ooked around the roomfor a nonent,
then turned ny attention back to the reader and swapped out the chip for the
one hol ding the Tube security data.

I'"d had just a fewmnutes to study the chip earlier, but even through a

t hr obbing head 1'd hit enough of the high points to be inpressed. Now, as |
dug into the details, | found nyself even nore so.

The Tube sensors spotted expl osives, of course, including the explosive

| oadi ngs of projectile handguns. Everyone knew that much. What | hadn't
spotted on ny first pass was that the detectors also picked up a wi de range of
t he nore innocuous conponents that could be assenbled into things that could
go bang in the night. Even honenade expl osives were apparently out.

There was al so a wide variety of chem cal and biol ogical poisons and di sease
organi sns on the list, both fast- and slowacting varieties, many of which |I'd
never even heard of. Sonme were reasonably general threats to the gal axy at
large, itens |ike Saarix-5 or anthrax that attacked pretty nuch every

car bon- based metabolismto one degree or another. Things that were nore

speci es-specific, like HV or Shorshic shell beast toxin, were also screened
for.

Al the standard tools of mayhem were on the list, fromplasm and | aser
weapons with their huge energy signatures, to the thudwunper and shredder
rounds | was nost familiar with, to nore subtle devices |like dart throwers and
even such passive devices as nunchaku fighting sticks and police billy clubs.

If there was a weapon the Spiders hadn't included, | couldn't think what it

m ght be.

There was obviously way too nuch for a single set of hatchway sensors to | ook
for, but the chip had the answer to that |ong-standing puzzle as well. There

were definitely hatchway sensors that checked passengers as they arrived
fromthe shuttles, but the deeper and nore subtle scanni ng was done as they
made their way to the platforns, via sensors built into the Tube's flooring
and support buildings. In effect, each Quadrail station was a massive sensor
cavity, discreetly protecting the passengers from each ot her

And that was certainly not included in the building supplies that nmade up the
maj or part of a station's trillion-dollar price tag. All of it had to be added
afterward, put in by the Spiders thensel ves. Perhaps, | decided grudgingly,
the cost of a new station wasn't quite the extortion |I'd al ways thought.

Above the top of the reader, something again seened to flicker at the edge of



my vision. Again | |ooked up, and again there was not hing.

But this tine | spotted something | hadn't noticed before. Preoccupied with
the data chips and ny own musings, |'d neglected to opaque the wi ndow.
Frowning, | set the reader aside and turned off the roomlights conpletely,
and as ny eyes adjusted to the darkness | could see a faint |um nescence begin
to fill the window For a nmonent | wondered where it was coming from then
realized that | was seeing a reflection of the Coreline glow from high
overhead on the curved Tube wall surroundi ng us.

CGetting to ny feet, | wal ked over to the window, and for a mnute |I |eaned
against it and gazed out into the perpetual night of the Tube. How many

t housand |ight-years of Quadrail track was there out there? | wondered

di stantly. Enough to link all the known inhabited worlds, certainly, wth
other lines probably already in place waiting for up-and-com ng species |like
us to stunbl e across. Soon, perhaps, there would be Thirteen Enpires, and then
Fourteen, and Fifteen

And wi t hout warning, a spot of brilliant red light flashed across ny sight
somepl ace far to the rear of the train.

| jerked in surprise as the light w nked out again. It hadn't been all that
bright, | realized now, except relative to the soft Coreline glow and nmy own
dilated pupils. | stared at the spot where it had been, wondering if that had
been what had

caught ny attention earlier and what in the world it could be. Sone kind of
erratic running light? But Quadrails didn't carry running lights, at |east as
far as anyone knew. Sone kind of warning beacon, then? Qut here in the niddle
of nowhere, | hoped to God not.

The light flashed on again. Experimentally, | turned my eyes slightly away,
and this time | thought | could detect a slight flicker init.

And as it wi nked off again, | suddenly understood.

My jacket was hangi ng beside me on the cleaning rack. | dug madly into the
pockets, pulling out ny reader and data chip pack and swearing under ny breath
as | tried to read the chips' labels by the dimreflected Coreline |ight.
Finally, | located the right one. Jamring it into the slot, | turned the
reader on and pressed it agai nst the w ndow.

It was obvious now, with the crystal clarity only hindsight could bring to a
situation. My playacting Bellido back on the Jurskala train hadn't needed
anything so esoteric as a tap into Spider conputer or control systems to keep
in touch with his buddies back in third class. He'd had a conpartnent w ndow,
a sinple | owpower |aser pointer, a fluctuation nodul ator, and the whol e Tube
wal | to bounce nmessages off of. No wonder his friends had been ready for ne
they'd probably had their orders before |I'd even nade it out of the |ast
first-class coach.

The red light came on again, and | pressed the reader hard agai nst the w ndow,
keeping it as steady as possible. The nmodul ati on sequence was far too fast for
human eyes to register, but the sensor built into the reader ought to be able
to capture it and slow it down enough for me to nmake sone sense of it later
The light came and went three nore times in the next few, mnutes. Apparently,
the Bellidos were feeling chatty today. Three minutes later it flashed one
final time, then went silent.

| waited by the wi ndow anot her half hour before finally calling it quits.
Maki ng my way back to the bed, | turned the lights up to a dimglow and got to
wor k.

Wth the basic node of their communication so unlikely to be spotted, I'd
hoped the Bellidos m ght have gone with sonething sinple like digitized text
or voices. But no such |uck. The nodul ation turned out to be some sort of
Morse-style code, and it wasn't follow ng any of the usual Belldic encryption

syst ens.

Still, at least I knew now how it had been done. That was worth a lot right
there, especially since it offered a little nore insight into the people I was
up against. Ceverness and sinplicity seemed to be their style. I1'd do well to

renenber that.



But for now, ny head was starting to hurt again and fati gue was draggi ng at ny
eyelids. Going to the tiny washroom | got some water and took anot her

pai nkill er and Qui xHeal, then turned off the light and got undressed for bed.
My last act before crawling under the blankets was to set ny reader on
"record" and prop it up in the wi ndow Just in case.

| slept long and deep and awoke ravenously hungry. | checked the other
conpartnent, found Bayta already up. | had a quick shower and shave, and

t oget her we went back to the dining car.

None of the Bellidos were there at the nonent. Bayta's Spider friends reported
to her that the two in first class had already eaten and returned to their
conpartnent, while the ones back in third had eaten in shifts. | kept an eye
on the handful of Halkas in the room wondering if JhanKl a had put someone on
our tail straight fromthe last station, or whether he'd just sent a nmessage
on ahead.

But no one seened to be taking any particular interest in us. VWich didn't
prove anything one way or the other, of course.

We finished eating and returned to nmy conpartnment, where we spent a few

m nutes sifting through the tourist brochures on the Mbdhra resort and

di scussi ng what exactly we would do when we got there.

Surprisingly, the choice of |odging turned out to be our

bi ggest sticking point. Bayta wanted to take the | odge on the surface, where
we woul d have a view of Mbdhra Il and the gas giant Cassp, while | pushed
equal ly hard for the underwater hotel JhanKla had nentioned. Eventually, Bayta
gave in, though clearly not happily, and stal ked back to her own conpartnent.
When the wall between us was cl osed again, | checked my reader to see if the
Bel | i dos had transmitted any nore secret nessages during the night. They
hadn' t.

The rest of the trip passed uneventfully. Bayta stayed al one in her
conpartnent nost of the tine, joining me only for neals, and | did what |
could to catch up on ny sleep and heal i ng.

It was only as | was repacking nmy carrybags in preparation for our arrival at
Sistarrko that it belatedly occurred to nme that information wasn't the only
thing I should have asked the Spiders for when this whole thing had started.

| should al so have asked for a gun

ELEVEN :

JhanKl a had described Sistarrko as a minor colony system but fromthe size
and design of its transfer station | would have guessed it to be nore al ong
the lines of a regional capital like Kerfsis. Fromthe size of the two

war shi ps that had silendy escorted us in fromthe Tube, | would have put it
even higher than that.

O course, me systemwas the hone of the fanous Moddhran coral, and an
up-and-coming tourist center to boot. Maybe that explained it.

Maybe.

W made it through custonms widiout incident, the Saarix in nmy carrybag grips
whi spering right past their sensors. | didn't spot any of the Bellidos, but
that wasn't surprising. The Hal kas had separate customnms areas for the
different traveling classes, and |'d already seen how this bunch shifted cl ass
and status w thout batting a whisker. They were probably two | evel s bel ow us,
wor ki ng their hunble way through the third-class stations.

And of course, after they did that, they'd be getting their genuine status
guns out of their | ockboxes. The next time | faced them they would be fully
armed.

What a lovely thought.

Li ke Quadrail Tubes everywhere in the gal axy, the Gakla Spur cut through
Sistarrko's outer system in this case just outside Cassp's orbit. That woul d
put the Modhra resort at a considerable distance fromthe station for much of
any given decade, which | suspected would cause trouble for the tourist
logistics a few years down the line. Fortunately, at the noment the planet was
nearly at its closest approach, which nmeant the travel time would be neasured
in hours rather than days. The transport rep directed us to the proper



departure | ounge, where we found a fifty-passenger short-haul torchferry
waiting, and we clinbed aboard with thirty fellow travelers. |I'd expected at

| east one of the Bellidos to join the party, if only to keep an eye on us, but
none of them did.

W took off in a blaze of superheated heavy-ion plasma, and five hours later
reached the delicately ringed gas giant. Shutting down the drive well clear of
Modhra |1's icy surface, we switched to Shorshic vectored force thrusters, and
a fewmnutes later settled gently onto the light-rimred | andi ng pad.

The view was everything JhanKl a had proni sed. Bul ging up over the resort
area's horizon, Cassp had the same turbul ent cloud bands and

t housand- ki |l onet er-wi de storns as Jupiter and Saturn back in Sol system but
with a wider range of coloration man either of those two worlds. Its ring
systemwas at |east as inpressive as Saturn's, as well, with much of it
extendi ng wel |l past us. Overhead, Modhra Il noved across the sky, a glistening
ball of stone and ice arcing its way along the Mddhra Binary's comon orbit.
As an extra bonus, sonme quirk of celestial nechanics had put the Mdhras’
conbined orbit at right angles to Cassp's ring system That neant that as the
two noons nmoved around their conbined center of gravity, our view of the rings
shifted fromslightly above to a straight edge-on viewto slightly below, then
rose back through themagain. It made for an ever-shifting, ever-changing
panorama that all by itself would probably have justified the devel opnent of
the place as a tourist getaway.

The | odge-style building we set down beside was a sprawl i ng copy of an ancient
Hal kan Hi gh Mountain fortress, conplete with distinctive star-shaped turrets.
The nodern airlock entrances spoiled the illusion a bit, but neither of the
two noons was | arge enough to hold rmuch atnmosphere. Bayta and | joined the
rest of the passengers in clinbing into the torchferry's vac suits, and a few
mnutes |ater we all headed out across the frozen surface.

The | odge's interior décor was H gh Mountain style, too, with severa
centuries' worth of Hal kan arnmor replicas standing in front of equally ancient
wal I hangi ngs. The notif was carried even to the check-in procedure, which was
handl ed by desk clerks in half-scale mail instead of by self-serve conputer
term nals. When our turn cane | asked about the underwater hotel and was
directed to a bank of ornate elevators waiting across the entry foyer. W
joined five of the other guests, and fifteen ninutes |ater emerged into the
hotel | obby and what could only be described as an undersea wonder!| and.

The whol e pl ace was decorated with a graceful mxture of wi spy sea plants and
mul ticolored rock, all overlaid with a filigree of ice and frozen sea foam
Large convex wi ndows showcased the view here beneatii Mdhra's ice cap
illuminated by an array of floodlights. JhanKl a had said these oceans ran up
to five kiloneters deep, but the resort had been built in one of the shall ower
areas, and some of the fanous Mddhran coral ridges could be seen snaking their
way across the ocean floor bel ow

The desk clerks here were dressed in outfits that | ooked vaguely nermaid and
mer man, though | couldn't remenber any such | egends in any Hal kan nythos. The
singl e-roomrates were outrageous enough, but the two-roomsuite we needed was
astrononi cal, far beyond what | had in any of nmy cash sticks. The Spiders
hadn't thought to include any actual noney with their Quadrail pass, which
left nme no option but to put the roomon ny credit tag. | did so wthout
actual ly wincing, though |I suspected there would be all sorts

of unpl easant future ramfications for this kind of unauthorized usage.

But then, according to Bayta, odds were |'d be dying here anyway. No future;
no future ramfications; no worries. | signed the authorization, and we were
directed to the elevator for one final descent.

Qur suite wasn't quite as luxurious as JhanKla's Peerage car. But it was

| avi sh enough, and the view beat the car hands down. W were on the hotel's

| owest level, with a transparent floor and two transparent corner walls giving
us a spectacul ar waparound view of the rippling water and coral ridges bel ow.
In the center of the rooma pair of couches faced each other over a gl ow ng
fire pit artificial, of course, but very realistic. There were two confortable



| ounge chairs and six carved wooden uprights, the latter group arranged around
a simlarly carved wooden di ni ng/ conference table. Set against the two
nontransparent walls were a computer desk and a huge entertai nment center

The bedroom was just as nice, though smaller, with its floor and its single
outside wall again transparent. Here the center was dom nated by a gargantuan
bed bi g enough for a C mmheem couple or at |east four standard-issue hunans,
with a duplicate of the living room s entertai nment center on one wall and a

| arge wal k-in closet on the other. The closet, | noted, cane prefurnished with
clothing in a wide range of styles and sizes.

There were al so no bugs anywhere in the suite. For ne, that was the biggest
surprise of all. "N ce enough for you?" | asked Bayta as | energed from ny
bedr oom sweep into the living area.

Bayta was standi ng beside one of the outer walls, gazing out at the coral and
the lights froma group of divers and a couple of mdget subnmarines that were
nmovi ng around anong the ridges. "I nmean, nmere was a Grand Suite listed if you
t hi nk we shoul d upgrade, " | added.

"What exactly are you planning to do here?" she asked, not turning around.
She'd hardly said two words since our

arrival at Sistarrko Station, and the nuscles of her neck seened to have
settled into a permanently taut state.

"We start by trying to relax," | told her, stepping to her side and taking her
hand. Trying to take it, anyway, before she deftly pulled it out of ny grip.
Her skin was icy cold. "No one's going to try to kill us here. It's too public
and way too high-profile.™

"So they'll wait until we're off in some quiet and | onely place?" she asked

with only a trace of sarcasm
| shrugged. "Something like that."

"And, of course, we will be going to sone quiet and |lonely places?"
"Well, / will,” | told her. "Like | said before, you're welconme to stay here,
or even go back to the Tube." | crossed toward the desk and conputer term nal

"Let's see what they've got in the way of entertainment."

There were, as it turned out, quite a few options to choose from JhanKl a had
already listed the outdoor activities for us, but the resort had a | arge
nunber of indoor ones as well. There were half a dozen restaurants, ranging
fromcasual to formal-wear-fancy, two theaters with rotating stage shows
designed to appeal to a wi de range of Hal kan and of fworl der tastes, and a

fully equi pped casino for anyone who still had noney left after paying for
their roomand nmeals. Qur entertainnent centers had access to a w de range of
musi ¢ and dit recs, as well, nore extensive even than JhanKla's private
collection. "Let's try the casino first," | suggested. "Unless you'd rather

start with a swm"

"Shoul dn't we be focusing on our investigation?" she countered.

"We've got time," | assured her, getting up fromthe desk and crossing to her
side. "I'm expecting our Bel hdos to show up before anything interesting
happens, and they definitely weren't on our torchferry. Either they decided to
take a | ater one, which according to the schedule won't be in for another

ei ght hours, or else they' ve gone into the inner systemto Sistarrko itself,
whi ch neans they can't be here for a rriinimumof thirty."

"Why-woul d they go to Sistarrko?"

"No idea," | said. "Maybe there's sone prep work they still need to do."
"Or maybe that's where this theoretical test of yours will take place?"
"I suppose that's possible,” | conceded. "Still, JhanKl a pointed us here, not

Sistarrko, and Mbdhra's the name that apparently also caught ny fake drunk's
attention. No, sonething 's going to happen here, and nost likely within the
next hundred hours."

She frowned. "How do you know t hat ?"

"Because the crate they stuck me in was bound for Alra* kae, nearly two days
past Jurskala,"” | remnded her. "If | hadn't been found until then and had had
to backtrack, it would have cost us just about a hundred hours. If the idea
was to get ne out of the way while sonething happened here, we can assune



it'll all be all over by then."
| gestured to the view "But until they arrive, the point is noot. So let's
spend sone tinme getting the lay of the land."

"How wi | | you know when the Bellidos arrive?"

"There are ways," | assured her. "So again: casino or sw ming?"

"Casino," she said reluctantly. She turned toward the bedroom paused. "This
whol e place will probably be decorated with Mddhran coral," she said, her

voi ce suddenly very strange. "Watever you do, don't touch it Al right?"

"The stuff's not fragile," | soothed her. "I've seen pictures of it being used

"Just don't touch it\" she cut ne off sharply. "Prom se nme you won't touch
it." Her shoulders rose slightly as she took a deep breath. "Please," she
added nore quietly.

"Ckay," | managed, trying to unfreeze ny brain. An outburst |ike that fromny
cal m unenotional Bayta? "Since you say please ... sure.”

"Thank you." Her shoul ders rose and fell again. "All right. Let's go."

Hal kan casinos were invariably formal, and | hadn't brought anything nearly

cl assy enough to wear. Fortunately, the hotel had that covered with severa
formal outfits, both nmale and fermal e, tucked away in the bedroom cl oset. They
were all Renods, no |less, which neant that once we'd donned the ones cl osest
to our sizes, we were able to plug theminto the room s conmputer and have them
fine-tuned to a perfect fit. One of the nore useful toys of the rich and

f anous.

It was the nmddle of the afternoon, local tinme, and the casino was doing a

bri sk business. | spotted a couple of other hotel-issue Renods, but nost of

t he patrons had brought far nore el aborate outfits of their own to show off to
each other. Two of the roomlis comers sported drink and snack areas set off
fromthe rest of the casino by what |ooked |ike waist-high walls w th chunks
of Mbdhran coral subnerged in swiftly noving canals. In the center of the
casino was a five-nmeter-tall waterfall/fountain with nore of the coral in the
ri ppling pool area around it.

"I see a Bellido," Bayta nmurnured as we paused at the top of the entrance ranp
| eading fromthe el evator bank to the main floor. "Over by that |ong green
table."”

"The daubs table,” | identified it for her. The Bellido in question was in
full army uniform watching intently as the Hal ka currently handling the dice
ran through the traditional prethrow good-luck routine. | couldn't nmake out

his rank insignia fromthis distance, but there were a pair of gun grips
sticking out from beneath each of his arms, which probably pegged himas at

| east a lieutenant general. "It's the Hal kan equi val ent of craps."

"That's a nmilitary uniform isn't it?"

"It is indeed," | agreed, putting ny hand against the small of her back and
starting down the ranp. "Come on, let's mngle. You go left; 1I'Il go right."

"You want us to split up?" she asked, a fresh note of trepidation in her
Voi ce.

"Public and high-profile, renenmber?" | soothed her. "Just smile a lot, listen
to what people are saying, and don't |eave

the casino without me. We'll neet in an hour in that blue-colored snack area
in the back corner."

W reached the bottomof the ramp. Gving her arma reassuring squeeze, | et
go and headed into the genteel chaos.

Inreal life, I knew, ganbling usually wasn't nearly as dramatic as it was

portrayed in dit rec dramas and nysteries. Rarely if ever were pivotal
deci si ons made at the poker tables, nor did the chief villain nmeet the hero
over baccarat to trade witticisnms and veiled threats.

Still, ganbling turned people's mnds toward noney and recreation, and as a
result tended to nmake tongues wag nore freely and with |l ess caution than they
ot herwi se might. Keeping ny ears open, | wandered through the crowd, pausing

at each table to study the gane in progress and do a little professiona



eavesdr oppi ng.

Li ke the first-class coach cars on the Quadrail, this seenmed to be a place
where the gal axy's various species m xed freely. Unfortunately, as | made ny
rounds | discovered that business interests seenmed to have been left back in
the guest roons. All the conversations | dipped into seened related either to
the current gane in progress, the profit and | oss | evels of previous ganes, or
the other activities available on Mbodhra |I. Even a trio of G mmaheem who
general | y avoi ded exercise |like the plague once they' d reached this age and
status level, were talking enthusiastically about taking a submarine tour to
one of the cavern conpl exes nearby and suiting up to go explore it.

Eventual | y, my wanderings brought nme to the central waterfall/fountain.

It was one of the standards of Hal kan decor, consisting of several small
fountains at different levels squirting water upward where it then tunbl ed
down | ayers of nolded rock. Each fountain had its jets set at different

hei ghts and intervals, the whole group working together in a nicely artistic
pattern. Additional injectors at various levels of the waterfall added nore
variation to the flow, stirring up the water, sending it into small

whirl pools, or whipping it into brief white-water frenzies. The reservoir poo
stretched out a nmeter from

the base of the rock pile, though the water itself was only about half a neter
deep, and the waist-high wall around the whol e thing was enbossed with col ored
[ight ridges running a counterpoint pattern of their own.

And as |'d observed fromthe entrance ranp, the pool itself was full of coral
Consi derably more coral than 1'd realized, too. The bits I'd spotted sticking
up out of the water were only the tips of nuch larger formations snaking al ong
the floor of the pool, covering it conpletely in places, with hidden col ored
lights creating contrast and dramatic shadi ng.

Anywhere el se in the galaxy, a display with this nuch Modhran coral woul d have
cost mllions. Here, fifty nmeters above the spot where the stuff grew, it was
rather |ike decorating a Yukon winter scene with ice scul ptures.

"What do you think?" a voice rose above the general murnur of the crowd.

| turned. The nmilitary-clad Bellido Bayta had pointed out earlier was standing
behind nme, idly swirling the dark red liquid in his glass as he gazed up at
the waterfall. | could see now that his insignia identified himas an Apos,

t he equival ent of a brigadier general. "It's beautiful,"” | said.

"Isn't it, though," he agreed, |lowering his eyes back to me. "Apos Taurine
Mahf of the Bellidosh Estates-CGeneral Arnmy Command. "

"Frank Conpton," | said in reply. "No position in particular at the nmoment."
He nade a runbling noise. "And they were fools to all ow your departure.”

| frowned. "Excuse ne?"

H s chi pnunk face creased with a smle. "Forgive ne," he said. "You are the
Frank Conpton once with Earth's Western Al liance Intelligence service, are you
not ?"

"Yes, that's right," | said, studying his face. As far as | could recall, 1'd
never ran into this particular Bellido before. "Have we net?"

"Once, several years ago," he said. "It was at the cerenony marking the
opening of the New Tigris Station. | was

one of the guard the Suprene Councillor sent to honor your people.”

"Ah," | said. In fact, | remenbered that cerenmony well... and unl ess Apos Mhf

had had extensive facial restriping | was quite sure he hadn't been there.
"Yes, that was an adventure, wasn't it?"
"Indeed,"” he said, taking a sip fromhis drink. "What exactly do you do now?"

"At the monment, | work for a travel agency,” | told him "A nuch sinpler and
safer job."

"Even so, you cannot seemto avoid adventure," he said. "l understand you
nearly vani shed fromyour |last Quadrail."

An unpl easant tingling ran across ny skin. "Excuse ne?" | asked carefully.

"Your adventure with the baggage car and your unknown assail ant," Mhf
el aborated. "He was unknown, was he not?"
"Yes, unfortunately," | said.



"No idea at all?" Mhf persisted. "Even know edge of his species would be of
help to the authorities."

"I didn't see or hear a thing," | said. "Is keeping track of Quadrai
i ncidents part of your job?"
He waved his hand in the Belldic equivalent of a shrug. "Not at all," he said.

"But this topnmost |evel of galactic society is a small and tightly bound
machi ne. Gossip and runmor are the fuels that drive it."

"Ah," | said, deciding to try a little experinment. "Yes, it was an unexpected
adventure, all right Rather like that of the old woman in the classic dit rec
drama, in fact."

Mahf's whi skers twitched with uncertainty, then snmoothed out again. "Yes,

i ndeed, " he said knowi ngly. "The Lady Vani shes. Very nuch like that, in fact.
Still, I'"mpleased you won out in the end.”

"As aml," | said between stiff |ips. There should have been no way for himto
have caught on to which specific dit rec drama |'d been referring to. No way
in hell.

Unl ess he had a direct pipeline to soneone who'd been in mat Peerage car with
us.

The Spiders had told Bayta that everyone from mat group

had stayed behind at Jurskala. |'d checked the schedul e for Sistarrko-bound
Quadrails, and there wasn't any way for soneone to have caught a later one and
arrived here by now.

JhanKl a or Rastra would have had to send a nessage on ahead, a nessage
apparently detail ed enough to include even the dit recs we'd watched. Either
that or the Spiders had lied

to Bayta.. Or else Bayta had lied to ne.

"I see you admiring the coral," Mahf said into ny thoughts.

| had been doing no such thing, but | nodded anyway. "Beautiful, isn't it?"
said. "Unfortunately, our laws don't permt it to be inported to our worlds."
"A pity," he said, gesturing toward the fountain. "l presune that neans you' ve

never had the chance to actually touch it."

Bayta's strange warning flitted through ny m nd. Was everybody in the whole
gal axy obsessed with this dam stuff? "No, but |'ve touched Earth coral a
couple of tines," | told him "Very rough, very pointy, very scratchy."

"But this is Mddhran coral," he said reprovingly. "It has a texture far
different fromthat of any other coral in the galaxy. Different from anything
else, for that matter."

| stepped to the wall and | ooked down. |'d never seen Mddhran coral up close,
and as | gazed into the pool | was struck by how vi brant and col orful and
glittery it was. Human coral just sort of lay there, silently warning the
unwary diver with its sharp brittleness, but this had an odd | ook of

suppl eness, even cuddliness, that | couldn't quite explain, even to nyself.
"Go on," Mahf murnured. He was right beside ne now, practically breathing onto
my neck. "Touch it. It's quite safe, and very pleasant."

"No, that's all right," | said, straightening up and taking a |long step back
fromthe pool. "Mther taught ne never to pick up strange things. You never
know where they've been."

For a |l ong nonent he stared at nme, his earlier cheerful ness suddenly hidden
beneat h an al nost wooden mask.

Then, to ny relief, the sniles cane out again from behind the clouds. "I would
never seek to overturn such counsel,"” he said, lifting his glass to ne.
"Farewel |, Conpton. My your stay be pl easant."

There were half a dozen cashiers seated in booths along the walls, walled off
behi nd traditional flame-patterned iron gratings. "Your desire, sir?" one of
t hem asked as | stepped to his w ndow.

"Do you have |ink-ganes?" | asked.

"Yes, indeed," he assured ne, selecting a link chip froma bow. "Do you need
a reader?"

"CGot one, thanks," | said, taking the chip and heading for the bar. Choosing a

table that gave me a view of the rest of the casino, | pulled out ny reader



pal m ng ny sensor chip as | did so. Switching on the reader, | made as if to
plug in the link chip, then did a flip-switch and put in the sensor instead.
Settling back into nmy chair, pretending | was playing the Iink-gane, | keyed
for a scan of the conmmfrequency transm ssions.

Consi dering the size of the resort, there was an amazingly |ow | evel of conm
traffic going on, though in retrospect | should have realized that these
peopl e had cone here to get away fromit all, not bring it all with them All
the transm ssions that were zi pping around were encrypted, of course, and

had nothing with me nearly powerful enough to dig through all that protection
But then, actually eavesdroppi ng on the conversations wasn't the point of this
exerci se

The bulk of the traffic, not surprisingly, was running civilian Hal kan
encryptions, and | tackled those first. They varied in conplexity and

| ayering, depending on how | eakproof their owners wanted memto be, but they
all followed a very distinctive, very Hal kan pattern. The next nost common
encryption pattern was C mman, again not surprising given the proximty of the

C nmmal Republic. | elimnated those, plus the dozen civilian Jurian systens,
and finally the two Pirkarli ones.

And that was all. There was nothing with the Peerage-

type patterns that a Hal kan high official |ike JhanKla woul d use. There was

al so nothing that foll owed any standard Bell dic patterns, mlitary or
civilian.

There was a novenent at the coner of ny eye, and | |ooked up as Bayta slid
into the chair across fromme. "Is anything wong?" she asked. "You said an
hour . "

"Nothing's wong," | told her, keying off the reader and pulling out the chip.

"I just got tired early. How sure are you that JhanKl a or one of his people
didn't get on our Quadrail at Jurskal a?"

"The Spiders said they'd all stayed behind."

"So we're as sure as the Spiders are," | concluded, wishing | felt reassured
by that. "Fine. Hear anything interesting out there?"

"Not really," she said, frowing slightly. "They nostly seemed to be tal king
about whatever ganme they were playing."

"Yeah, | got a lot of that, too," | said. "You happen to listen in on any

G mman conver sati ons?"

"There was one," she said. "They were tal king about taking a submarine cruise
to an underwater cave a few kilonmeters from here.”

"So were mine," | said. "Interesting."
"Doesn't sound very interesting to me," Bayta said. "None of it did."
"My point exactly," | said, |ooking out past the lowwall at the mlling

ganbl ers. "Wen did you ever wander around this many people and not find
someone tal ki ng busi ness?"

She pursed her lips. "Maybe they save all their business talk for somewhere

el se. ™

"Maybe," | said. "But | didn't hear anything about famly or politics, either.
They save all that for sonmewhere el se, too?"

She gave a hooded | ook to the side, toward a pair of Halkas sitting two tables
away. "What are you inplying?" she asked in a | ow voi ce.

"I"'mnot sure," | said. "Normally, you never make the assunption that
everyone's in on a gag except you. But in this case, |'mstarting to wonder."
"You nmean |ike a conspiracy?"

"I admit it's an overused presunption,” | said. "But you said yourself that I

had no friends out here. And Apos Mahf did say the ultra-rich were a
cl ose-knit conmmunity."

"Apos Mahf ?"

"The Bellido you pointed out earlier,"” |I told her. "He clainms to know ne."
"A friend?" she asked, her tone suddenly cauti ous.

"So he clainms," | said. "He named a cerenmony | was at several years ago, but

he apparently doesn't know how good ny nenory is for faces. Even Belldic
faces."



"But how could he have known you were at the cerenony unl ess he was there,

t 0o0?"

"Because sonme of the news footage of the VIPs happened to catch a couple of us
security grunts in the background,” | told her. "I got chewed out royally
about it afterward, in fact. As if it had been ny fault." | stroked ny lip as
a sudden thought struck me. "Cone to think of it, it was our old friend

Col onel Appl egate who did nost of the chewing. Qur old acquaintance, that is,
| corrected nyself.

It was a small joke, and | hadn't expected nuch of a response. Bayta didn't

give me any response at all. "What did you and Mahf tal k about?" she asked

i nst ead.

"He tried to renew our nonexi stent acquai ntanceship and then asked nme about
the incident aboard the Jurskala Quadrail. Interestingly enough, he nentioned

details about that trip that he has no business know ng. That's why | asked if
t he Spiders could have m ssed soneone followi ng us from Jurskala.”

"No." Bayta was positive.

' Then someone nmust have sent one hell of a detail ed nessage here ahead of us,"
| grunted, slipping nmy reader back into ny pocket. "Cone on, let's get back to
the room and check the submarine tour schedule."

She seened taken aback. ' The what?"

"Submarine tours seemto be the hot itemtoday," | pointed out. "Wy, is there
a probl en?"

"No, of course not," she said, suddenly sounding flustered. "It's just..."
"It's just that you don't |ike being | ed around by the nose?" | suggested.

Her 1ips conpressed. "Sonmething like that."

"I don't nmuch like it nyself," | said pointedly. "But someone has agai n gone
to a lot of effort to lay out a trail of bread crunbs. | want to see where it

| eads. "

"What if it leads into a trap?"

| shrugged. "Hopefully, we'll figure that out before we get there."

The hotel offered three different submarine cruises, two of nemtraveling to
di stant coral formations and one hitting the caverns Bayta and | had heard so

much about in the casino. Al of the day's cruises were full, but there was a
cavern trip scheduled for early the next norning that still had a half dozen
vacanci es. | booked us two seats on mat one, and while | was at it nade
reservations for an early evening dinner

Wth a couple of hours to kill, Bayta went into the bedroom for a nap. Draw ng
nmyself a drink fromthe room s dispenser, | settled down at the conputer desk

to learn all there was to know about Cassp, the Mddhra Binary, and the Mdhran
resort.

D nner that evening was very much in the five-star range | woul d have expected
froma place like this. Afterward, we browsed through one of the rows of shops
for a while, and | bought Bayta a set of hair fasteners and a conpact travel
makeup kit.

| could tell she wasn't particularly inpressed with the gifts. For that

matter, it was clear that the whole idea of a leisurely shopping trip bored
her to tears. | could synpathize, but it was something a good travel scout
woul d be expected to do.

Not that | thought anyone out there really believed that story anynore. But by
sticking with the cover, it night be possible to fool theminto thinking /
still thought I was covered, which mght |ead themto underesti mate ny
conpetence. Sonetines this got too conplicated even for ne.

Finally, our token shopping out of the way, we returned to our suite and

| ocked ourselves in for the night. It was still too early to go to bed, so we
opaqued the walls and floors and | pulled up another classic Hitchcock dit rec
drama to show her. This one was called North by Northwest, a story of a man on
the run pursued by shadowy forces he didn't understand. |If the theme tugged at
Bayta's conscience, it didn't show

Wth an early wake-up required for the tour, we nmade a point of turning in



early. As | had already noted, the bed was huge and very confortabl e-I ooki ng.
Fortunately for ne, the living roomcouch was confortable, too

TVELVE :

"And now it is the time for the adventurous anmong us to | eave the safety of
our vehicle and explore the caverns," the guide intoned, sw tching from Hal kan
to English for our benefit. "I must warn you, though, that the caverns are
extensive, and only a snall percentage has been expl ored and napped. Pl ease
stay in the areas with nmarker lights."

| nodded to Bayta, and we put on our helnets. Only a half dozen of ne twenty
passengers seenmed interested in joining us, | noticed, the rest content to
stay aboard the sub for another pass around the outer sections of the caverns.
| also noted that, despite their verbal enthusiasm of the previous day, there
were in fact no G nmaheem on our sub

We finished our preparations and lined up at the exit. Each of us was given a
qui ck equi prent check by the guide, then sent two by two into the airlock

Bayta and | received our check, listened to one final warning about staying on
me marked paths, and went out side.
The water was icy cold, | knew, but the pressure suits were well designed and

only a hint of that chill nmade it through to nmy skin. Wth Bayta beside ne, |
touched nmy jet control, and as the pressurized water streans brushed past ny
heel s we headed into the w de opening of the caverns, follow ng

the Iights of those who had gone before us. Right at the opening we hit a
current that tried to push us aside, but a little maneuvering and re-angling
of the jets and we got through it.

I'd toured a few other caverns back when | was young, two of them underwater,
and conpared to those nese weren't all that inpressive. Still, the lighting
had been arranged for maxi numeffect, and | could see a few interesting
formations in the various side tunnels. "Did you want to see any of the
tunnels in particular?" Bayta's voice cane through the small speaker in ny
hel et .

"Not really," | said casually, knowing that our conmms al so |linked back to the
submarine. Nothing we said out here would be private. "Let's try over here."

| pointed ny light toward a passage no one el se seened interested in. W
jetted our way across to the tunnel and peered inside. "Pretty twisty," Bayta
poi nted out. "The marker lights don't go back very far, either."

"Ch, it's not that twisty," |I admoni shed her, studying the* rocky walls. It
wasn't mat twi sty, at least not for us. But even fromhere I could see a
coupl e of spots that woul d be problematic for Hal kas to get through

Was mat why we'd been maneuvered into coming out here? To do sone cave

expl oration for nenf

And then, as | noved ny light around, sonething in the rock a few neters ahead
caught ny eye: a flattish spot that stood out glaringly amd the rest of the
textured bunpi ness. "Anyway, we're not here to stay on the beaten path," |
added, kicking ny feet and noving into the passage. "Let's see where it goes."
My eyes hadn't been playing tricks on ne. The spot 1'd noticed was indeed
flat, and it definitely hadn't gotten that way by itself. Sonething hard and
probably nmetallic had brushed up against the rock, hitting it w th enough
force to grind off the bunps. Someone, probably fairly recently, had noved
somet hing | arge and heavy through here.

| shone ny light farther down the passage. Now that | knew what to | ook for, |
could see a couple nore snooth

spots ahead, one of themjust in front of the |ast marker |ight.

| caught Bayta's eye and pointed to the spot, then at the others down the
tunnel. She frowned, then lifted her eyebrows questioningly and tapped her
backpack with its air generator and jet system | shook ny head, pressing ny
fingertip into the plasticized coating to show that it had too nuch give to
have scraped the rock that way. "Looks like we're running out of markers,"
said aloud for the benefit of our other I|isteners.

| gestured enmphatically, and Bayta nodded understanding. "W could at |east go
to the end," she suggested. "We've got plenty of tinme."



"Sounds good to nme." Gving her a thunbs-up, | started forward.

The other flat spots |ooked pretty nmuch the sane as the one |1'd al ready

exam ned. Interestingly, none of themwere at particularly narrow spots in the
tunnel. It was as if whoever had been maneuvering the object had been careful
enough at the tricky places but had gotten carel ess when the going was easier
W reached the | ast marker, and | shone ny light into the tunnel beyond it.
Just past the marker was another flat spot, bigger than the others, as if the
novers had been seriously rushed at the end and desperate to get behind the
light where they woul dn't be so visible.

So rushed, in fact, that they hadn't just bunped the side of their burden

agai nst the wall. Just ahead of the flat spot was a |arge protrusion with an
abrupt indentation where they'd apparently run the object's nose straight into
the rock. A nose, | could see fromthe inpression, that was about fifteen

centimeters across, pointed, and had a hint of an angled, spiral shape behind
t he point.

Exactly like the shape of an industrial-sized drill bit

| pointed it out to Bayta. She frowned, clearly puzzled, but nodded when |
gestured ahead. Throwi ng a gl ance over ny shoulder to confirmthat no one was

comng in after us, | eased past the marker and swaminto the tunnel

The first part was the trickiest. A neter past the drill-bit indentation was

t he narrowest spot yet, conplicated further by a sharp left turn just past the
narrows. | had to bend at the waist to get through it, then roll over mn dway

to keep nmy |l egs from beconi ng | odged agai nst the side. The lads with the dril
had clearly had simlar problenms, |eaving two nore marks where they'd bunped
their burden getting around the turn. Fortunately, the water was calny with a
current like the one we'd run into outside, it would have been well nigh

i mpossi bl e.

Past the turn the tunnel straightened and wi dened again. | waited until Bayta
had worked her way through, then together we noved on

A few neters beyond the turn the tunnel became a confused honeyconb as it
joined up with other passages and sent branches of its own in severa
directions. Fortunately, I'd taken the precaution of bringing along the tube
of bright red lip gloss fromBayta's new makeup kit, and at each intersection
and potential confusion point | marked the stone to show us the way back out.
But whoever our clunsy driller had been, he'd apparently cleaned up his act. |
found two nmore wall marks within the first couple of nmeters; and then, just as
the labyrinth started to get particularly tangl ed, the marks di sappeared
conpletely. I went a short distance down several of the side passages, but saw
nothing to indicate whether he'd been that way or not.

I'd just given up on the eighth side passage when Bayta tapped me on the arm

and pointed significantly to her wist. Reluctantly, | nodded agreenent: If we
didn't start back soon the Hal kas were likely to send out a search party.
Turning around, | led us back to the bottl eneck and then out again into the

reassuring glow of the marker |ights.

W were just in time. Even as the passage w dened enough for us to use our
jets, | could see that the rest of the divers had gathered around the
submarine and were awaiting their turns in the airlock. W jetted out and
joined them and a few minutes |ater were back aboard.

- * K'~JL

"Wl come, " the guide greeted us as we unfastened our hel mets and shook off the
excess water. "l trust you had an enjoyable and enlightening visit?"

"Ch, yes," | assured him smling. "W did indeed."

W made our way back to the hotel, passing a couple of the smal | er

mai nt enance subs we'd seen the previous day through the walls of our suite.
Stripping off our suits, we returned themto the preparati on room and headed
out of the docking area. It was close to lunchtinme, and even though it was
cl ear Bayta was anxious to get back to the suite where we could talk,
insisted we stop at one of the restaurants first. W had a quick neal, then
returned to the suite.

And as | ushered Bayta inside and cl osed the door behind us, | finally felt



sonmetiiing |I'd been expecting ever since |eaving New York: the gentle tingling
of my watch agai nst my skin.
Whil e we'd been exploring the ocean depths, soneone had bugged our roons.

"Were those marks what | think they were?" Bayta asked as | |ocked the door
behi nd us.
"Probably," | told her, gesturing her toward one of the couches as | scranbled

furiously to revise the conversation |I'd been planning to have with her. There
were some things | didn't mnd unknown |isteners knowing in fact, there were a
couple of half-truths it mght be very useful to feed them But there were
other topics | needed to avoid at all costs. "Assuming, that is, you think
they were made by soneone bouncing an industrial-sized drill around off the
wal I's,"™ | continued.

"Ckay," she said slowy as she sat down. "But what woul d the Hal kas want in
there with a drill?"

"Well, for one thing, it wasn't the Hal kas," | said. "That dogleg woul d have
been i nmpossible for anyone with their joint arrangenent. To me, that strongly
suggests whoever did it chose that tunnel precisely because the Hal kas coul dn
't goin after him"

"But why?" she persisted. "What's in there anyone woul d want ?"

"Enpty space, of course,” | said. "You renenber the guide nentioning that the
caverns were huge and hadn't been conpletely expl ored? What better place to
stash something big that you didn't want anyone el se stunbling over?"

"But how big could it beV she asked. "W barely made it through ourselves."
"Hence the drill,"” | said, nodding. "I'mthinking soneone went off into a far
corner of the caverns and found hinself a nice open space |ike the entrance
area we went through. He then drilled hinself a private entrance, doing al

the work fromthe inside so as not to | eave telltale chips |lying around,
brought in his prize, and canoufl aged the entrance. Bingo: instant storage
unit."

"For what ?" Bayta asked, her voice gone cautious. "Wat are they hiding?"

"My guess?" | said, thinking again of our silent audience. "One of the hotel's
submari nes. "

Her eyes wi dened. "A submarineV

"Ch, not one of the tour ships," | hastened to add. "One of those m dget

mai nt enance j obs we saw poking around on our way in this norning. You' d need
something like that if you wanted to nove anything sizable around out nere."
"So you're saying they stole a submarine so they could nove somnething bigger,"
Bayta said slowy, clearly having trouble working through this. "Wat is it
they're trying to nove?"

"No idea," | said. Unfortunately, that one was a hundred percent truth. "Al |
know i s that a rock cavern on Mddhra, under all this water and ice, is about
as private as you can get and still have regular Quadrail and torchferry
service." | looked at ny watch. "But there's nothing to be gained sitting here
wondering about it. The next torchferry fromthe Quadrail is due in a couple
of hours. Let's go to the surface and watch it |and, naybe do sonme hiking or

| ugeboar di ng. "

Her mouth dropped open a couple of mllineters. "You want to go | ugeboarding!"
"Absolutely,” | said. "W don't want anyone wondering what we're doing up

t here watchi ng Modhra Il go around and around, do we?"

Her mouth closed tightly. "OF course not."

"Good," | said, standing up. "Let's see what kind of outdoor wear we've got in
the closet.”

Along with its various formal outfits, the closet also included several sets
of the thin but warm clothing designed to conplenent the insulation of a
standard vac suit. While Bayta changed into one of them| called up to the

| odge to! check on the procedures for going outside and reserved us a couple
of suits. The very nature of a place like this would nake it inpossible for us
to slip out unnoticed, but hopefully the hidden listeners had bought into the
excuse |'d given Bayta and woul dn't pay much attention to our sortie into the
great outdoors.



The pal e di sk of Modhra Il was high overhead as we energed from one of the
airlocks onto the surface, with Cassp's glowing, multicolored bands filling
nost of the sky to the north. W were currently below the ring plane, and the
di stant sunlight playing off the floating bits of ice and rock created a
striking pattern of |ight and shadow above our heads. "Have you ever

| ugeboar ded before?" | asked Bayta as we bounced our way along a line of tal
red pyl ons marking the way to the toboggan tunnels.

"No, and it sounds rather dangerous," she said, her voice coming froma
speaker in the back of my helnmet. "Rather pointless, too." She gestured up at
one of the pylons as we passed it. "Aren't these awfully tall for trai

mar ker s?"

"Actually, they're the pylons for a future ski lift system"” | told her
"Eventually, the red lift will go to the toboggan tunnels, with the blue and
green ones taking you to the ski runs."

"How do you know t hat ?"

"It was in the brochures."

n O,]. "
W reached the base of the hill that the map indicated was the starting point
for the toboggan tunnels and started up. I'd worried a little about clinbing

upsl ope on ice, even with the special grips on our vac suits' boots, but it
turned out not to be a problem The ice's texture was reasonably rough, and
the gravity and anbient tenperature too low for our weight to formthe thin

| ayer of water that normally nade ice so treacherous. Briefly, | wondered how
that woul d affect the performance of our |ugeboards, then put it out of ny

m nd. Peopl e had been dealing with this kind of extrenme physics for a long
time, and the resort's designers had presumably known what they were doing.
The entrances to the three tunnels were grouped around a common staging area,
from whi ch they headed underground in different directions. Acircle of lights
had been enbedded in the ice around each entrance, and fromthe gl ow com ng up
fromthe tunnels |I guessed there were lights all the way down. Three
vac-suited figures Hal kas, probably, though |I never got a | ook through their
faceplates to confirmthat were just getting their toboggan ready to go at
Nurmber Three, and as we unfastened our |ugeboards from our backpacks they
headed in. | watched them drop out of sight beyond the first slope, then
turned my attention to the east, where the red pylons we'd been foll ow ng

mar ched up the next group of hills and di sappeared over the other side.

"You said you'd show ne how this worked," Bayta rem nded ne.

"Sure," | said. Hoping | renmenbered howto do it, | popped ny |ugeboard' s
straps. "First, you get it open...."
W got the boards set up and headed down Number One. It was just as well I'd

chosen the nost undemandi ng of the tunnels, as it turned out, because even
that was well beyond ny nodest abilities. Not only had the designers snoot hed
the ice to a high polish, but they nmust have installed heaters under the
surface to bring it to precisely the optinal tenperature to formthat thin
water layer 1'd noticed the lack of while clinmbing the hill.

Wrse yet, Bayta, with no experience whatsoever wth

these things, turned out to be better at it than | was. She fell probably once
to every two tunmbles | took, and near the end of the run was even daring
enough to take a shot at one of the three-sixty spirals | wouldn't have tried
on a bet. The lower gravity made such stunts easier, of course, but that
wasn't much help to ny bruised pride

W reached the bottom our nomentum running us snmoothly across the |long fl at
area to a gentle stop near the el evators. Unfastening our boards, we headed

i nside, and | punched for the surface. "This goes down, too?" Bayta asked,
pointing at the | ower button.

"Yes, back to the hotel,” | told her. "This particular run ends just above the
| obby. Probably planned that way so that bruised amateurs coul d go staggering
strai ght honme and collapse into bed or a whirl bath."

"l guess," she said. "That was fun."

| 1 ooked through her faceplate. Bayta, the girl with no | ast nanme, who had



once calmy told ne she didn't care if | lived or died, was actually smling,

her cheeks red with exertion, her face nore alive than |'d ever seen it. "It
was, wasn't it?" | agreed. "We'll have to do it again after my knees stop
hurting."

She | ooked back at nme, her smle fading as she suddenly seenmed to renenber why
we'd conme to the surface in the first place. "Yes," she said. "Wll... maybe
we could just clinmb one of the hills near the | odge and watch the ring pattern
for a while. Until you feel better.” i "Sounds good to ne," | said

The el evator let us out inside the |odge, just off the equi pnent rental area
and near one of the airlocks. W headed back outside and wal ked al ong the red
pylons to the top of the first big hill. There we found a confortable place to
sit together, and as | snuggled close and put ny arm around her shoul ders,

noti oned for her to turn off her comm

| leaned my hel met agai nst hers, hoping that to any observers we | ooked |ike
two | overs getting as romantically physical as it was possible to get in vac
suits. "Can you hear me?" | called

"Yes," she called back, her voice sounding tinny as the sound transmitted
across the contact between our helnets. "Why did you want to watch the
torchferry arrive?"

"I don't, actually," | told her. "But someone bugged our suite while we were
on our submarine tour, and | needed to find a reason to get you out here where
I could be sure no one could eavesdrop."

"W were buggedV she demanded. "Wy didn't you tell nme?"

"You nmean while we were there in the suite?" | asked.

"Ch," she said, her annoyance fading into enbarrassment. "Right."

"Which is also why | had to tell you a few half-truths,” | went on. "Starting
with those drill marks on the tunnel wall. Someone made them all right, but
whoever it was didn't stash anything in there. At least, nothing inportant.”
She drew away to frown at ne, and | saw her lips noving. | tapped her
faceplate in rem nder; grimacing with a little nore enbarrassment, she turned
again and | eaned her hel met against mne. "Sorry," she said. "I said, how do
you know?"

"First of all, because it was a little too obvious," | said, watching her face

out of the corner of my eye, hoping her reactions would give ne sone clue as
to how much of this she already knew. So far, it all seemed conpletely new to
her. "The marks were right there in the lighted areas, there hadn't been any
effort to disguise or obliterate mem and they quit showi ng up past that

bottl eneck, past the point where nmere was no chance of the Hal kas getting in
and finding any nore of them?"

"Maybe they just got nore careful .”

"No," | said. "Renmenber that current we ran into outside the cavern? That
showed Modhra's underground ocean keeps itself noving, probably driven by
tidal forces from Cassp. But there weren't any currents inside the tunnel we
expl ored. If soneone had made the kind of opening in the far end mat we tal ked
about, even if they canmouflaged it afterward, the water woul d have been

sl oshing back and forth and we'd have been tossed around |ike guppies."”

"Then what was the point of the marks?'

"The sane point as the drunk act that Bellido put on for nme on the Quadrail,"
| said. "Sonething big and bold and obvi ous to get people |ooking and thinking
the wong direction."

"So they didn't actually steal a submarine?" she asked, sounding thoroughly

[ ost now.

"Actually, 1'mguessing they did," | said. "The fake drunk had all the right
cues and telltales, which tells me these people pay attention to the details.
If you want soneone to waste their time searching the caverns, you need to
gi ve them a good reason to do so."

"Yes, | see," Bayta said. "And you don't want the Hal kas to know about this?"
"No," | said, watching her closely. "Because | think the Bellidos are on our
side. "

There was a nonent of silence. This was the perfect nonent, | knew, for her to



confess that she already knew that. The perfect nmonent to finally fill ne in
on everything el se she knew about Mbdhra and what was goi ng on here.

Only she didn't. "You mean the people who hit you on the head and | ocked you
in a spice crate?" she asked instead.

"I mean the people who didn't injure me," | grow ed, a sudden stirring of
anger sending heat into my face. "I nean the people who could have sinply
broken ny leg if all they'd wanted was to put nme out of action for a while." |
slid my helmet around the side of hers so mat | could glare straight into her
eyes. "l nmean the people who haven't been lying through their teeth to ne
since this whole thing started.”

Her face had gone suddenly rigid. "What do you mean?" she asked.

"You know what | nean," | bit out, suddenly sick of it all. "You know what's
goi ng on here. You know all about JhanKl a and the Bellidos. You' ve known right
fromthe begi nning."

She tried to pull away fromne. | grabbed the back of her
hel met and yanked it back, pressing it firmy against nine
"Go ahead tell ne I"'mwong,"” | invited harshly. "Tell ne

that |I'mimagining things." ,jgc :<n»

"Frank I"'msorry," she said, the words coming out in little puffs of rapid
air. Her face had cone alive with fear, her throat nuscles working rapidly. "
couldn't "

"OfF course you can't," | cut her off. "So nowtell me why |I shouldn't just go
ahead and bail on this whole dam thing."

"No!" she all but gasped. Her face shot through the whol e range of fear and

| anded squarely on sheer terror. "Please. You can't |eave."

"Why not?" | denmanded. "The Bellidos didn't hurt me because the fake drunk saw
me take the chip fromthe Spider and figured I was on their side. Only |'m not
really on then-side, am1? |I'mnot on anyone's side. All | amis a dupe."

| let go of her helnet, suddenly too disgusted with her to touch even that "
won't be a dupe, Bayta," | said. "Not for you; not for your damm Spiders."
Her breath was com ng in hyperventilating huffs, her face still rigid with
fear."Pl ease, Frank," she managed. "Please. You can't |eave ne here al one
| didn't want to hear it. Standing up, | turned ny back on her and strode off
down the ice hill. | kept wal king, up me next small hill and down into its
val l ey, until she was out of sight. Then, folding nmy arnms across ny chest,
stopped and glared up at the shifting ring pattern blazing softly across the
Modhr an sky.

| should do it, I told nyself firmy. | should turn around, go to the hotel
and pack ny stuff, and then head straight back to the Tube on the next
torchferry. Maybe 1'd drop her fancy unlimted-travel pass in the fire pit
before |I left, a nice dramatic gesture that would nmake it clear to her and the
Spi ders what | thought of them | had places to go and things to do, and the
last thing | needed was to hang around here in the cold and dark with a
bul | ' s-eye painted on nmy chest. The sooner | shook the dust of this off ny
feet, the better.

| had just about made up my mind to do it when the face of the dead nessenger
out side the New Pallas Towers floated up fromny nmenory.

The Spiders had gone to a ot of trouble to entice nme into

this game. Sonmeone el se had gone to even nore trouble to keep me out of it

And | was dammed if | was going to quit before | knew what the ganme was.

Bayta was sitting where I'd left her, her knees hunched up agai nst her chest,
her arms wapped tightly around them Her whol e body seened to be quivering as
| approached, perhaps shaking in fear or anger. | sat back down beside her..
and it was only then that | realized what the shaking actually was.

She was crying. My stoic, wooden-faced Bayta was actually crying.

| leaned my hel met against hers. "One question," | said, forcing cal mess into
nmy voice. "Are the Bellidos on our side?"

Her eyelids fluttered as she tried to blink away the tears. "I think so," she
said, sniffing. "I nmean, | think we ultimately want the same thing. Only

they're ... sort of independent."



| grimced. |ndependent operations were always wasteful, usually
count er productive, and way too often dangerous. But in the world of
intelligence and covert ops, they were unfortunately a fact of life. "Do you
know what their plan is?"

She cl osed her eyes, squeezing out another couple of tears in the process.
"No. "

| took a couple nore calmng breaths. | didn't need this. | really didn't.
"Fine," | said. "Let's see if we can find out."

She opened her eyes, gazing nervously at nme as if expecting another outburst.
"Does that mean you're staying?"

"For now," | told her, unwilling to commt nyself to anything |ong-term at
this point. "Go ahead and switch your comm back on, and let's head back to the
t oboggan tunnels."

| started to reach for nmy own conm sw tch, but she snaked a hand up and caught
my armbefore | could reach it "I told you once I wasn't your friend," she
sai d, her voice shaking with enotion. "But |'m not your eneny, either."

| stared into her eyes, eyes fromwhich all the defenses had crunbl ed. There
was indeed a real, |ive person back there. "G ad to hear it," | said. "Be
ready to switch off again when | give you the signal."

| turned on my own coram and we headed back upsl ope. She was clearly stil
too shaken to counterfeit a casual conversation, so instead | kept up a nore
or | ess running nmonol ogue about how her first |ugeboard run had been

begi nner's luck. About hal fway there, she was finally able to ease back into
the conversation

W reached the | ugeboard tunnels; but instead of stopping, | motioned her to
keep going, and we foll owed the pylons as they headed up the next hill
JhanKl a had said there were two ot her toboggan tunnels in production, and it

seened | ogi cal that the Hal kas woul d have laid out their future ski lift to
serve all five
W reached the top of the bill, and there they were: two | arge openings facing

each other fromthe sides of another pair of hills. Like the first set of
tunnels, a flattened staging and preparation area had been created between
them this one crowded with heavy equi pnrent and crates of supplies. Some of

t he equi pnent was attached to conduits and cabl es of various col ors and

di ameters that snaked their way down into the tunnel nmouth. No one el se was
visible, and the tunnels thensel ves seened dark

| nmotioned to Bayta, and we switched off our comms. "There you go," | said,
pressing ny hel met agai nst hers again.

"There | go where?" she said, frowning.

"It's classic diversionary technique,"” | said. "You get your opponents | ooking
one direction while you set up your operation in the other. The Bellidos get

t he Hal kas | ooki ng down at the underwater caverns, then settle thenselves into
anicelittle staging area up here. An unused tunnel, complete with stacks of
stuff where you could probably hide pretty much anythi ng you wanted."

"But there are Hal kan workers here," she pointed out.

"Only during the day," | said, checking my watch. ' Then they go inside, which
is where they all are now, |eaving the place nice and deserted."

| started forward, but Bayta grabbed nmy arm and pressed her hel met agai nst

m ne again. "What if the Bellidos are in there?"

"They aren't," | assured her. "They can't be back from Sistarrko yet."

"Unl ess they took a later torchferry fromthe Tube and never went to Sistarrko
at all."”

| shook ny head. "I poked around the resort conputer systemfor a while |ast
night after you went to bed. Roomregistration listings are al ways protected,
but the restaurant and roomservice records are usually nore accessible. There
were only two sets of Belldic neals served yesterday, and one of those has to
have been to Apos Mahf."

"Do you think he's working with then®"

"Definitely not," | said. "For one thing, he tried too hard for information as
to who had left me in that spice crate. For another, he tried to get nme to



touch the coral."

| heard her inhale sharply. "You didn't, did you?" she asked anxiously, her
grip tightening on ny arm

"No, no, | didn't even get close," | assured her hastily. The sudden dark
tension in her face was unnerving. "Maybe you should tell me why that's such a
big deal to you."

Through her faceplate, | saw her throat work. "I can't,
of my arm "You just have to trust ne."

For a nonent | was tenpted to again direaten to wal k. But |1'd already nade ny
decision on that, and | knew better than to bluff when there was nothing to
back it up. "Sure," | growed. "Cone on." | stalked off across the ice toward
the leftmost of the two tunnels, the one on the north side of the staging
area. Wth only a slight hesitation, Bayta foll owed.

The tunnel was clearly being planned as a nore chall enging run than the one
Bayta and | had gone down earlier, with a nmuch steeper initial plunge.
Fortunately, the Hal kan workers weren't relying on the nonsnoothed ice to get
back and forth, but had rigged a corrugated wal kway al ong the tunnel's
left-hand side. Pulling out my light, | got a grip on the handrail and started
down.

The first fifty meters of the tunnel floor were snoboth and clean. Past that
point we hit an area of work in progress, and got a hint of just how
conplicated these things actually were. My earlier specul ati on about an
enbedded heater sys-

temwas confirned: Wde sheets of fine nesh encircled the entire tunnel
buried a few centineters beneath where the toboggan surface would ultimately
be. Every few nmeters we cane upon | arge hol es that had been dug in the tunne
wall's, with various bits of machinery tucked away inside. Some of the devices
were easily identifiable: area mnigenerators for the lights and heaters, and
i npact registers like those used in sports arenas for alerting the staff to
possi bl e medi cal energencies. O hers | didn't have a clue about.

W followed the twists and turns for another hundred nmeters to where the
tunnel ended at a concave wall. Several heavy-duty nmelting units were on ne
floor in front of the ice face, along with a pair of high-pressure punping
units connected to two of the thicker conduits.

Bayta touched her helnmet to mine. "Nothing here," she said. "Maybe the otiier
one."

she said, letting go

"Maybe," | said, eyeing the wall on the far side of the tunnel. On the oner
hand, if / were hiding sonmething, | would put it on the side farnest away from
the traffic zone. "Go ahead and start back," | told her. "I'mgoing to take a
stroll."

| crossed to the far side and started up, alternating ny light and attention
between the ice wall and the cables and hoses running alongside it. Even in
the low gravity mere were a couple of spots where | had to use one of the
cables to pull nyself up

M dway through one of the tighter curves, where the slope nmade a particularly

sharp drop, | found it Catching Bayta's eye, | waved her over.
It took her a minute to backtrack to a spot where she could cross the tunne
and join ne. 'Take a look," | told her, pointing to the drain hose, our

hel mets agai n touching for private conmuni cation. "See here, where the color
is just slightly off the rest of the hose?"

She peered at it. "Looks like a patch."

"Very good," | said. Working my fingertips under one edge, | peeled the patch
back a couple of centinmeters to reveal a handful of snmall punctures belowit.
"Behol d: a homenade m ster. Something to make liquid water mist, which

i wy

will then freeze on contact with a wall." | touched the tunnel wall beside ne.
"This wall, for instance."

She shook her head. "I don't understand."”

"Let's say you want to burrowinto a tunnel wall," | said. "The digging itself

is trivial; all you need is a tight-beam plasnma cutter or nuke torch. Hi ding



the hole afterward is the tricky part You need liquid water and a way to
deliver it to the hole.”

| gestured at the hose. "Luckily for you, there's a fresh supply avail abl e at
the tunnel face for you to tap into. A few small holes, a good aim maybe a
smal |l grinder to smooth out any big |unps afterward, and you're done."

"But the hose only carries water when the workers are here."

"Sure, but the equipnent stays here all day," | renminded her. "It wouldn't be
hard to sneak out at night and fire up the punp just enough to bring through
the water you needed to close up the opening." | cocked an eyebrow as a new

t hought struck me. "Or they night even have slipped into the work team and
done it right in front of the Halkas' flat little faces. A lot of Bellidos are
able to speak alien | anguages wi thout an accent |'ve heard sone of themdo it
and once they're wapped up in vac suits no one's going to pick themout of a
crowmd without a good | ook through their faceplates. Wth a chaotic enough
wor kpl ace, they could conceivably pull it off."

Tentatively, she touched the ice wall with her fingertips. "So how do we get
into take a | ook?"

| studied the wall, wishing |I'd brought ny sensor with me. "Well, we can't do
it now" | said slowy. "W may be under surveillance, and | don't want to

bl ow the Bellidos' cover before we know what they're up to. Qur best bet would
be to wait until they get here and let themopen it for us."

| |1 ooked over ny shoul der down the tunnel. "Or we could help ourselves to a
coupl e of workers' suits and drop in on tonorrow s work party."

Bayta's eyes went wide. "Are you crazyT

"Probably," | conceded. "But it's still worth thinking
about. Let's check out the other tunnel, and then we'll have that |ugeboard
rematch. "

W clinbed the rest of the way up and headed across the staging area. The work
in the south tunnel was about as far along as that of the norm and | searched
it with the same degree of care. But if anyone had been doi ng unauthorized
work, | couldn't find any sign of it. Finally, and to Bayta's obvious relief,
we | eft and headed back to the finished tunnels.

| did considerably better on this run, falling down | ess than half as often as
| had on the first run. Unfortunately for ny pride, Bayta's |earning curve was
steeper, and she still cane out |ooking better man | did. We took the el evator
down this tine, turning in our vac suits and otiier equiprment at the hotel's
servi ce desk.

"Now what ?" Bayta asked as we headed across the | obby.

"Dinner, tiien an early bedtime," | said as we passed one of the observation

| ounges on our way to the guest room el evators. "Tonorrow could be a very busy
"Conpton!" a voice fromthe | ounge cut across the | ow buzz of conversation
"Frank! Over here!"

G anmpi ng ny teem down onto my tongue, | turned to | ook

It was Col onel Appl egate, seated at one of the |lounge tables, a friendly snile
on his face as he waved a hand invitingly.

And seated across fromhim his own expression studiously neutral, was Deputy
UN Director Biret Losutu.

A man who once said he wished | was dead.

TH RTEEN :

"What do we do?" Bayta murnured

For a |l ong nonent | considered turning nmy back on them and continuing on ny
way. But that might look like | was afraid to face Losutu again, and there was

no way in hell | was going to give anyone that inpression. "W see what they
want, of course,” | told Bayta. Taking her arm | led us over to their table.
"Good day, gentlemen," | said. "This is a surprise.”

"For us, as well," Applegate said. "Though now that | think about it | suppose

it shouldn't have been. Sooner or later, a travel agent searching for exotic
| ocal es would have to find his way to Mbdhra."
"It is spectacular, isn't it?" | agreed, shifting ny attention to Losutu.



"Good day, Director Losutu."

"Good day, M. Conpton," he replied, his dark eyes steady on nine, his face
settled into the hal f-contenptuous, half-amsed expression |'d found so
irritating at the UN hearings a year and a half ago. "So you're a travel agent
now, are you? Interesting career nove."

"I mingle with a better class of people this way," | replied. "I see you're
bei ng as careful as ever with Confederation noney."

The armused hal f of Losutu's expression vani shed. "Meani ng?" he asked, a note
of warning in his voice.

"Meani ng | rnust have m ssed the brochure that tal ked about Mddhra I's

prom nence as a weapons purchasing center."

Losutu's eyes shifted to Appl egate. "Col onel ?"

Appl egate's lip twitched. "I may have nentioned something of our nmission to
M. Conpton," he admitted. "As a fornmer Westali agent, | thought "

"Forner being the operative word," Losutu cut himoff, shifting his glare back
to nme. "What exactly do you know, Conpton?"

"You're | ooking to buy sonme expensive starfighters to guard the transfer
stations at New Tigris and Yandro," | said, forcing nyself to neet his glare.
| was a private citizen, and we were a long way fromhis little fiefdom
"Strikes me as a good-noney-after-bad sort of thing."

"There are three mllion Confederation citizens in those two star systens," he
said, alittle stiffly. "Yandro itself is up to nearly half a mllion, | m ght
add, despite your predictions to the contrary."

"l never said no one could live there," |I countered. "All | said was that the
pl ace wasn't worth the cost of putting in a Quadrail station.”

"Those half mllion colonists wuld disagree,"” he said, cal mer now as he

settled into the rote rationalization he'd probably used a thousand tinmes in
the I ast couple of years. "Frontiers are inmportant for the human spirit,

whet her they inmedi ately earn their keep or not. Gve the people there another
twenty years, and | think you'll be surprised at what they create. In the
nmeanti me, they deserve the sane degree of security and protection as you do."
He pursed his lips. "And whatever you may think of ne personally, that is part
of my job."

"A job you may be able to help us with," Applegate junped in. "The Western

Al liance is having some problens over Director Losutu' s proposals. You m ght
be able to help smooth the way."

| thought about rem nding himthat he'd already made this pitch to ne back on

the Quadrail. But it was obviously supposed to be a secret, and getting him
deeper in trouble with Losutu than he already was woul dn't gain nme anything
but a little petty vengeance. "I think you overestimate ny influ-<e ence, "
| said instead.

t, "You m ght be surprised," Applegate said doggedly. "The

| east you could do is check out the fighters we're | ooking at and give us your
opi nion. "

| shook ny head. "Sorry, but we don't have roomin our schedule for any side
trips into G mman space.”

"No need," he said. "Two of the fighters are stationed right here at Mdhra."
Pressed cl ose beside ne, | felt Bayta stiffen. "What for?" | asked.
"Protection of the resort and coral harvesting areas, of course,” Losutu said.
He was | ooking at me nore thoughtfully now, like a tool he m ght be able to
find some practical use for. "They're actually stationed over at the other
nmoon, Modhra Il, where they're nore unobtrusive."

"No, we wouldn't want to upset the paying custoners,” | agreed cynically. "But
| thought you were | ooking at C mman fighters."

"We are," Applegate said. "Chafta 669s, which are a joint project between the
G mmaheem and Hal kas. W were schedul ed to have our talks at G akla, but there
was a scheduling foul -up and the- people we needed to talk to were all the way
across the Republic and woul dn't be back for a few nmore days. The nearest
Chaftas were here at Modhra, so one of the negotiators suggested we conme here
and have the Hal kas run themthrough their paces for us."



"So when is this supposed to happen?" | asked.

"Tonorrow norni ng," Appl egate said. He | ooked ques-tioningly at Losutu, got" a
m croscopic shrug in reply. "Wuld you be interested in joining us?"
"Actual ly, afternoon would be better for nmy schedule," | said.

Losutu runbl ed sonet hi ng under his breath. "W're al -

ready set up for norning," Applegate said, warning ne with his eyes not to be
difficult.

But I was nowhere near his little fiefdom either. "In that case, enjoy
yourselves," | said, taking Bayta's arm "And have a pl easant evening."

W retraced our steps back through the | ounge and were nearly to the elevators
when | heard a set of rapid footsteps com ng up behind us. Turning, | saw

Appl egate, the dark | ook of an approaching stormon his face. "Damm it all
Conpton, " he snarled. "Anyone ever tell you what a fl am ng uncooperative son
of a nongrel you are?"

"Once or twice," | said. "lIs this one private citizen to another, or UN fl unky
to private citizen?"
He glared at nme, but his heart clearly wasn't in it. "Look. | know you don't

like Losutu, but he really is | ooking out for the Confederation's best
interests. Isn't there some way you can rearrange your schedule to cone with
us tonorrow?"

| shook ny head. "I want to take one of the tours out to the Bal erconb
Formations, and the bus |leaves in the early norning. Did you read about the
formati ons?"

He snorted. "We're not here on vacation."”

"They were formed a hundred years ago when a fragmented conet slamed into the
surface about forty kilometers fromhere,” | told him "Between the nultiple

i npacts and the resulting shock waves, they shattered and boiled off a | ot of
the ice, which naturally started refreez-ing al nbst at once. The result was a
dozen square kiloneters of pitted | andscape with lots of hills, caves, and
weird formations."

"Fascinating," he growed, clearly not interested in the slightest. "Wat if
we can arrange to drop you there after we |look at the fighters? You could do
your exploring and take the bus back with the rest of the group.”

"I don't know," | said, thinking hard. Wth the new toboggan tunnels at the
top of tonorrow s itinerary, the last place | had actually planned to be was
on a tour bus. But unless | came up with sonething quick, ny bluff was going
to be called right out fromunder nme. "They're supposed to give

you a lot of the historical background on the ride there. | re-; ally ought to
go along to see what that's like."

He exhaled loudly in exasperation. "WIIl you at |east give ne a chance to talk
you into it?"

"I"'mlistening."

"I meant over dinner," he said. "I'd Iike you and Bayta to [ join us." He
managed a faint smle. "On the UN s credit tag, of course."

"Better check with Losutu first,"” | warned. "Anyway, Bayta wouldn't be able to
join us. | have a research project for her to do in our room"

"Well, just you, then," Applegate persisted. "And don't worry about Losutu. |
can handle him"

| shrugged. "If you can persuade him why not? Wiere do you want to neet?"

"Let's nmake it the Redbird Restaurant on the fourth |evel,"’
two-t hirds hour?"

"Fine," | said. "By the way, you said one of your contacts ;' suggest ed
you cone here to Modhra. Wich contact was it, exactly?"

"I don't know his nane," Applegate said, frowning slightiy. "One of the

Hal kas. Why?"

"Just curious,” | said. 'Two-thirds hour in the Redbird, then."

He turned and headed back to the I ounge, and |I touched the button to call the
el evator. "What is this research you suddenly want me to do?" Bayta asked
suspi ci ousl y.

"Somet hing | should have drought of days ago,"” | told her. The el evator

he said. "Say, in



arrived, and we got aboard. | focused ny attention briefly on ny watch; no
tingling. "If the Bellidos were taking a later torchliner fromthe Quadrail

t hey shoul d have been here by now. The fact that they're not inplies they went
to Sistarrko after all. Right?"

"I'f you're right about them not being here," she agreed cautiously. "So?"

"So why go to the inner systen?" | asked. "Answer: Eitiier they needed to do
some prep work away from Modhra, or they needed to take something there or
pi ck somnet hing up. "

|

"Ckay," she said, still sounding puzzled. "Again: So?"

"Remenber what the Spiders said about the Bellidos who foll owed us onto the
Sistarrko train? The third-class group were in the |last coach, the one right
in front of the baggage car. | never got around to telling you, but the ones
who junped ne in the Jurskala Quadrail also seenmed to have been in the very
back, too, the seats just in front of the baggage car. You seeing a pattern?"
"But all the cargo back there is unsecured," she said. "If they had sonething
val uable to transport, shouldn't they have put it in the secured cargo areas
i nst ead?"

"Normal ly, yes," | agreed. "But secured cargo automatically gets nore
attention, official and unofficial. Maybe they preferred to go | ow profile,
trusting in their own ability to protect it if necessary."

"Al'l right," she said slowy. "Wat do you think they were transporting?"

"No idea," | said. "That's where you cone in. | want you to send a nmessage to
the Spiders and get a list of all the cargo and baggage that came off our
Quadrail. | presume you have an encryption you can use?"

"Well... yes," she said. "But I'monly supposed to use it for energencies.”
"C ose enough," | said. "And get everything, not just stuff coming in under
Bel I dic registration they m ght have used a dunmy name. And don't forget about
the bugs in the suite.”

W arrived at the suite, and Bayta got started on her nessage while | took a
qui ck shower and chose some nice sem-formal clothing fromthe closet. One
other chore and I was gone, feeling a little guilty at |eaving Bayta al one
with the room service nmenu.

| needn't have rushed. Losutu and Appl egate, as befitted their high-Ievel
bureaucrat and hi gh-1evel bureaucrat flunky status, were nearly fifteen

m nutes late. "Conpton," Losutu

greeted me curtly as they sat down at the table 1'd procured for us. "Cot us
somet hing not too close to the dam coral, | see. Good."

"You don't |ike Mddhran coral ?" | asked, focusing for a nmonent on the
decorative waterfal Vcoral arrangement in me center of the room It wasn't as
i npressive as the display in the casino, but of course the Redbird wasn't as
| arge and inpressive a place to begin wth.

"Hate the stuff," he declared as he punched up the nenu.

"I will never understand the obsession the rest of the gal axy

seens to have with it. It's not particularly attractive in the

| first place, and after a few bunps it's going to look like a

badly trimred hedge."

"It's also apparently the Hal kan equi val ent of cuddl estuff animals,"” Applegate

added. "You talk with anyone here | ong enough, and sooner or later he'll try
to get you to go over and touch it."
"Yes, |'ve had one or two such invitations nyself," |I said. "I can't say | see

the attraction.”

"Coral's such rough, pointy, scratchy stuff," Applegate agreed with a grunt as
he studi ed the nenu. "Soneone really needs to introduce these people to satin
and velvet."

"Nice that we can all agree on sonething," Losutu said, eyeing ne. "Now
convince ne we can agree on something inportant. Applegate seens to think you
can be helpful to the Directorate on this starfighter deal."



"I'"ve been thinking about that," | said. "My primary obligations are still to
nmy enpl oyer, but | should be able to take a quick trip to Modhra Il with you
and | ook at the Chaftas. Provided you can drop ne off at the Bal erconb

Formations afterward."” "The what?" Losutu asked, frowning. "That's where he
was planning to go tonorrow norning on the tour bus,"” Applegate expl ai ned.
'The bus is a ground transport, | presune?" Losutu asked. "Yes," | said. "They
don't want even Shorshic thrusters comng too close to the formations."

Losutu grunted. "Fine. We'll see if Applegate can work his diplomatic nagic
and can get us permission to |and you nearby."

"Good," | said. "The next question is how nuch use I'll actually be to you.

Starfighters are hardly nmy area of expertise.”
"Cards on the table, M. Conpton," Losutu said. "Your technical expertise or

lack of it is irrelevant. Al | need fromyou is an endorsenent that would
help sell this plan to the Western Alliance."
"I understand," | said evenly. 1'd been fairly repul sed by the whol e cyni ca

schene when Appl egate had first suggested it, and it didn't sound any better
com ng from Losutu. But at |east he was being honest about it. "Let me | ook at

the fighters and I'Il let you know. "
For a nonent Losutu studied my face. Then his |ip quirked mcroscopically, and
he nodded. "Fair enough," he said. "W'Ill expect you at the |odge's main

entrance tonorrow norning at ten."

The toboggan tunnel work schedule 1'd pulled fromthe hotel conmputer just
before coming to dinner had indicated the crew was due on site at seven. That
should give ne plenty of time. "I'Il be there,” | prom sed.

"Good," Losutu said, |eaning back in his seat and gesturing to the nmenu. "Then
while we eat you can tell us all about this new travel job of yours.™
"Certainly," | said, shifting nmy brain into liar nmode. It was becom ng an
increasingly easy transition for me to make. "I was approached about three
nont hs ago...."

The evening turned out to be considerably nore pleasant than |I'd expected,
despite the fact that | didn't particularly like or trust either of ny dinner
conpani ons. Losutu could be rather charm ng when he chose, in a cold-fish sort
of way, and Appl egate had apparently deci ded to abandon the conrades-in-arns
approach he'd tried on the Quadrail and let Losutu do nost of the tal king. W
had a long and leisurely dinner, the full traditiona

Hal kan five courses plus the knotting of wish sticks at the end. Once 1'd
finished ny travel -agent story the conversation turned to Losutu's dealings
with the rest of the galaxy on the Confederation's behal f, a nonol ogue heavy
on anusing stories and |ight on useful information

As proni sed, Applegate picked up the tab on the UN s behalf, and | was making
nmy farewells when Losutu suggested we go see a show. For no particular reason
| said yes, and we headed up to the theater section nestled just beneath the

i ce. The show he chose was a C mman production, but it had been witten
broadly enough to be at |east marginally accessible to other species. 1'd

al ways thought of Ci mman drana as a cross between Japanese Kabuki theater and
Engl i sh Reformati on conedy, and this one in particular seemed to hit just the
right notes. | enjoyed it thoroughly, and by the time it was over | was
feeling nore relaxed than |1'd been since I'd wal ked down the steps at the New
Pal | as Towers that dark eveni ng seventeen days ago. Leaving Losutu and

Appl egate at the elevator bank they were going to the theater |ounge to hamer
out final details for the norning's inspection tour | got into one of the

el evators and punched for ny fl oor

At least, | thought 1'd punched for it. But when the doors slid open, |I found
nmysel f gazing i nstead down into the casino.

My first inmpulse was to stay in the car and sinply make sure | hit the right
button this time. But between the background hum of conversation, the clicking
of the dice and chips and chinko tiles, and the effervescent sparkle of the
waterfall, | found nyself instead stepping out of the elevator and wal ki ng
down the ranp to the main floor. No matter how qui ckly Bayta had gotten her
message off she couldn't possibly have gotten an answer yet, so there really



wasn't any need for me to hurry back to the suite. Besides, a little judicious
eavesdroppi ng mght sift out a useful nugget or two.

| spent some tinme wandering the casino, watching the games and keeping ny ears
open. Again, though, all the conversations seened to center on fluff and
trivialities. | nade a

conplete circle of the floor, shifted to a sort of |opsided figure eight, then
finally went with a straight inward vector.

And so within a few mnutes of nmy arrival, | found nyself standing by the
central fountain.

| gazed down into the pool, watching how the | apping water gently surging
around the coral caught the casino's lights, adding an extra sparkle to the
subtle color display. It really was an intriguing substance, | had to admt,
and in this light it didn't look nearly as scratchy as Earth coral. Earlier
I'd agreed with Applegate's curt dismssal of its unfriendly texture; but as |

stood here now, | wondered if perhaps |I'd been overly hasty. Everyone el se
seened to think it was no big deal to pet this stuff. What if they were right?
Besi des, even if nmey weren't, what was the big deal? At worst, 1'd get a
scratch or two. At best, I'd be able to go to Bay ta and tell her what a

rewar di ng experience it had been

I frowned, ny train of rationalization braking to a sudden halt Bayta, who had
gazed into ny eyes with a face nore filled with concern than any of ny
superiors at Westali had ever shown, and had begged ne to promise | would
never touch Mdhran coral

And |1'd | ooked back into that face, and nade a little joke, and said yes.

It was ridicul ous, of course. Bayta was a casual conpanion, thrown at ne
without invitation on a job 1'd essentially been press-ganged into doing. She
was also a liar, at least by onmission, with a private agenda that may or may
not have nmy own best interests at heart. And it wasn't as if I'd sworn a

sol emm oath on a nultitranslation Bible or anything.

Whi ch was, a small corner of nmy mind noted, nore rationalization.

| didn't need to rationalize. | was a big boy, and I could do what | wanted.
And | didn't need to care about anyone's opinion, especially Bayta's.

So why was | spending all this effort to talk myself into this?

| focused ny eyes on the coral in front of ne ... and it was only then that |
di scovered that nmy hand was already stretched out over the pool and starting
down toward the sl oshing water

| snatched the hand back, feeling sweat suddenly breaking out on ny face. What
the hell was going on here? | took a long step away fromthe pool, | ooking
over my shoul der to nmake sure | wasn't going to back into anyone.

| froze. Al around nme, everywhere | could see, the casino patrons had paused
in their ganes and their conversations.

And they were all watching ne.

The tabl eau lasted only a fraction of a second before they turned away again,
casually resuming their activities as if it had all been a giant coincidence,
that they'd all merely happened to be |looking in the sane direction at the
sanme nonment. But | knew better

Earlier, 1'd wondered whet her Bayta and | might have stunbled into the mniddle
of some strange conspiracy. Now | knew that we had.

| headed straight for the exit ranp, senses alert, face set into a conbat mask
that dared anyone to try to stop ne. Fortunately for them no one did.

reached the el evators and punched the call button, and a few seconds |ater was
on nmy way down to our suite.

| arrived to find Bayta sl ouched | ow into one of the couches, gazing dully at
some unfamiliar dit rec. She |ooked up as | cane in, a flicker of relief
crossing her face. "There you are," she said, her tone a subtle nixture of

petul ance, concern, and relief. "I was starting to worry."

"Sorry," | said, keeping ny voice casual as ny watch tingled the news that the
hi dden m crophones were still on duty. "Losutu insisted on dragging ne to one
of the shows afterwards."” | gestured toward the bedroom "Going to be a busy

day tonmorrow. We'd better get to bed.”



She twitched, her eyes widening a little. Up to now, we'd never even slept in
the sane room |et alone together in the same bed. 'To ?"

"To bed," | repeated, leaning a little on the last word as | touched ny ear in
war ni ng.

She swal | owed visibly. "Al right,'
di sappeared into the bedroom

| shut off the lights and opaqued the walls and floor in the

mai n room then doubl e-checked that the door was triple-locked. By the tinme |
joined her she had sinilarly opaqued the bedroomwall and floor and was |ying
rigidly in the mddle of the bed with the bl anket and overbl anket pulled up to
her chin. | turned off the light, took off my shoes, and crawed in fromthe
near side. "Mnyou snell good tonight,"” | commented al oud for the benefit of
listening ears as | maneuvered close to her

She didn't say anything, but just lay silently, her body as rigid as a board.
Li ke nme, she was still fully clothed. "Sorry about this,” | whispered in her
ear. "But the bugs are still active. The ones in this roomare over by ne

bat hroom and cl oset, so we should be able to talk here witiiout nemlistening
in"

"What do you want to tal k about?" she whi spered back

"Let me start by telling you about mny evening."

| recounted everything mat had happened, fromthe dinner to the play to ny
unpl anned detour into the casino. Wen | had finished, she was silent so |ong
that | wondered if she'd fallen asl eep. Then she turned her head to put her
lips by ny ear. "Are you sure you didn't touch the coral ?"

"I"mpositive," | assured her

"How can you be?" she demanded. "You said you blacked out for a second. Could
you have touched it, then dried your hand on your jacket?"

| shook ny head. "The coral where | was standi ng was deep enough for ny cuff
to have gone into the water, too. There's no way | could have dried mat off."

she said. Turning off the dit rec, she

| turned my head a littie and gazed down at the top of her head. "I think it's
about time you told ne just what the hell is going on here, Bayta. Especially
what me hell is going on witii the coral."

| felt her body stiffen. "I can't tell you," she said, the words com ng out

al nrost too quiet to hear. "Not yet. |I'msorry."

"You may be sorrier man you dunk," | warned. "l can't protect you against

danger | don't understand."
She hesitated, and | held ny bream But no. "The coral's not dangerous if you

don't touch it," she said. "That's all | can say right now. "

Earlier, up on the surface, 1'd thought about sinply wal king out on this ness.
Now, after the eeriness of the casino, | was even nore inclined to do so. And
to take Bayta with me, whether she wanted to go or not.

But down deep, | knew it woul dn't work. \Whoever our mysterious enemnies were,
we were already in their sights. One way or another, we had to see this

t hrough. "Have it your way," | said. "Just remenber that your neck's on the
line here, too."

She shivered. "I know," she nurnured. "\What are we going to do?"

"We're going to stick with Plan A, and try to get a | ook at what the Bellidos
have been up to," | said.

"Before or after you go to Modhra Il with your friends to see the

starfl ghters?"

It was usually hard to distinguish emotions in a whisper, but |I had no trouble
hearing the harshness in hers. "They're not ny friends, and | don't give a
damm about the starflghters,” | grow ed back. "Wat have you got agai nst
friends, anyway? O do you just like to rub in the fact that | don't have
any?"

For a nonent she didn't speak. "How are you going to do it?" she asked at

| ast.

| grimaced. For a noment there ... But that was all right. | didn't

particul arly want her friendship, either. "There's an enpl oyees-only door up
in the | odge near the airlocks that's probably a ready room ['Il sneak in



after the main work force has left and get a suit."

"Wn't that be dangerous?"

"Depends on whether the whole resort staff is in on the conspiracy or if it's
just the upper-crust elite who conme here to play,"” | said. "Anyway, assuning
get that far, and further assuming | have enough time in that bend of the
tunnel with no one watching, | should be able to poke a small hole through the
ice, take a quick look, seal it up, and be back in tinme for my ten o' clock
appoi ntnent with Losutu."

"And then you are going with himto Mdhra I1?"

"At the monent, | can't see any plausible way to get out
of it," | said regretfully. "But I'lIl say all the things he wants to hear and
get back here as quickly as | can. Wth luck, we'll be able to grab the

afternoon torchferry to the Tube.™

She hissed out a sigh. Cearly, she wasn't happy with any of this. "What do
you want ne to do?"

"That's up to you," | said. "You can stay here, or you can join the tour group
and go ahead of me to the Bal erconb Formations. That's where Losutu's going to
drop me off, so if you do that we can ride back together on the bus."

“I'"ll go on the tour, | guess," she said. "Wen does it |eave?"

"Seven-half fromthe lodge," | said. "I'll already be gone, so you'll have to
get there on your own. You think you can handle it?"

"I made it to Earth and back on my own," she said a little tartly.

"I know," | said. "But everyone on Earth wasn't out to get you."
She shivered again. "I'll be all right."
"Good girl," | said. "Did you get that nessage off to the Spiders?"

She nodded, her hair brushing against ny cheek. "But we won't get an answer
before tonorrow. '’

"Understood,” | said. "Wiere is it? I'd like to take a | ook."
"On ny reader, in the outgoing nmessage folder."
"Ckay," | said, gathering nyself to slide back to the edge of the bed. "Try to

get some sleep.”
"Are you com ng back?" she asked.

"OfF course," | said, trying for a confidence | didn't feel. "I was trained by
one of the best, renmenber?"

"No," she said hesitantly. "I meant... are you com ng back now?"

| frowned in the darkness. "What?"

Her sigh was a breath of warmair against nmy skin. "I'mafraid," she said
simply. "I don't want to be al one."

| 1 ooked down again at the top of her head, wondering how rmuch it had cost her
pride to adnit something |ike that.

Still, now that she nentioned it, | realized | didn't especially want to be
al one right now, either. "It's okay," | assured her, groping beneath the
sheets to find and squeeze her hand. For once, she didn't pull it away. "I'l

| ook at the message and check on a couple of other things, and then I'Il be
ri ght back."

Her reader was on the desk by the computer. | turned it on, went through the
convol uted access procedure she'd taught nme, and found the nmessage. | gl anced

over it, noting with approval that it was exactly what |'d asked her to send,
then scrolled down to the encrypted version. Pulling out ny own reader, |
scanned her nmessage in and keyed for an analysis. | watched the procedure |ong
enough to confirmthat it wasn't a Hal kan nilitary encryption, then turned on
the room s conputer and again skulked ny way into the hotel's food service
records.

As with the previous day, only two Belldic breakfasts and m dday neal s had
been ordered. The evening neals, however, were a different story. A total of
twel ve had been ordered and consuned, nine of themvia room service.

Ei t her Anos Mahf had suddenly devel oped an enornous appetite, or else our
wayward Bellidos had finally arrived.

By the time | returned to ny reader it had finished its analysis. Bayta's code
wasn't related to anything Hal kan, military or civilian, or to any of the



known C nman or Julian or Human systens.

It was, however, the sane pattern as the | aser-code systeml|'d spotted and
recorded aboard the Quadrail. The systemthe Bellidos had been using.

The suite's refreshment center was well stocked with beverages of all sorts,
all of themin nice sturdy glass bottles. Selecting two with a good size and
heft, | turned off the conputer and readers and returned to the bedroom
Bayta had rolled away fromthe middl e of the bed in my absence, hunching up
onto her side facing away fromne. She didn't nove or speak as | clinbed in
under the bl ankets, but from her restless novenents | could tell she was stil
awake. | laid nmy hand reassuringly on her shoulder for a nmoment, then slid
back to ny edge of the bed to give her as much privacy as | coul d.

One of the two bottles went under ny pillow where it would be close at hand.
The other went on the floor just under the edge of the bed where |I could get
toit if | had to roll out in a hurry. Settling nyself confortably on ny side
where | woul d be facing the door, | got a loose grip on the bottle under ny
pillow and cl osed nmy eyes.

Tormorrow pronised to be a busy day. |If whoever was behind all this wanted to
start that day a little early, | was willing to oblige him

FOURTEEN :

The norning work crews dribbled into the ready roomas | sat on the far side
of a nearby |ounge pretending to read the latest Quadrail-delivered Intragal a
News. Promptly at six-two-thirds, they came out again in a group, forty-five
of them all properly vac-suited, and nmade their way out the airlock in groups
of four. | waited another third of an hour to nmake sure there weren't any
stragglers, then tucked ny reader into ny side pocket and casually wandered
over and slipped through the door.

Ten mnutes later, attired in a vac suit only slightly too large for me, ny
facepl at e darkened enough to hide my features, | followed themonto the ice.

| headed up the hills along the line of red pylons, listening to the Hal kan
chatter coning through the helmet speaker. Al the discussion seened to be
about the two new toboggan tunnels, but as | flipped through the various
frequencies | discovered three nore clusters of conversation. Apparently,
there were a |l ot of Hal kas out on the surface today.

But wherever they were, they were keeping out of sight. Aside froma group of
| odge guests heading toward the ski slopes, | saw no one until | came within
view of the new tunnels. There, in the staging area between the openi ngs, were
a

pair of workers, one handling a spurting drain hose, the other squatting by an
open punp and riddling with the equi pnent inside.

| started down the slope, making my stride and gait as nmuch like a Halka's as
| could. Fromthe nunmber of voices and names | could pick out of the chatter

| estimated there were fifteen to twenty other workers at the site. That
shoul d be enough of a crowd for me to lose nyself in. | could burn a peephole
through the ice with the plasma torch on ny tool belt, have a quick | ook, and
be out again before anyone even started wondering. A quick w nk-and-wag, easy
as pie.

Maybe a little too easy.

| studied the two workers in the staging area as | continued down the sl ope,
quiet alarmbells starting to chime in the back of my head. There was no
reason to tie up a worker on water-dunp duty a couple of anchor staffs, and
the hose could take care of itself. As for the lad at the punp, he seened to
be doing nore staring and poking than actual repair work. He did, however,
have an open tool box sitting convenientiy beside him which could conceal any
nunber of unpl easant surprises. And to top it off, they were facing opposite
directions, giving thensel ves a panoranic view of all possible approaches.
They weren't workers at all. They were sentries. Apparently, ny attenpts at
sneaki ness had been a waste of tine.

My first inmpulse was to turn around and head straight back to the | odge. But
doi ng a sudden about-face would clue memin that I was on to the charade.



Still, there was no point naking it easy for them

| reached the staging area; but instead of heading into the north tunnel,
turned to the south. If someone was expecting nme to instantly damm nyself by
maki ng a beeline for the Bellidos' work area, he'd now have to wonder if | was
genui nely involved or just an inquisitive but stupid tourist.

The south tunnel |ooked much the way it had the previous day except that now
the lights were on. | worked ny way down the wal kway, nentally running through
t he Hal kora phrases | would use to explain nyself if and when sonmeone demanded
to know what | was doi ng.

And with my mind and attention preoccupied, | nade it perhaps thirty neters
into the tunnel before it dawned on ne that sonething was w ong.

| stopped. Twenty or nore Halkas, |'d estimated earlier fromthe conm chatter
all of them packed into two fairly conmpact work sites. And yet, | hadn't seen
a single person since |leaving the staging area.

Yet the comm continued to crackle with orders and comments and casua
conversation. Had the whole troop gathered over in the north tunnel? | took a
few nore steps, trying to sift through the rapid-fire Hal kora blaring fromny
hel met speaker, and rounded a sharp turn in the tunnel

I'd been wong about the tunnel being enpty. There were two vac-suited figures
waiting silently for me around the curve, legs spread in lowgravity

mar ksman' s stances, their guns held in doubl e-handed gri ps.

Poi nted at ne.

| froze in mdstep, keeping my hands open and visible. They'd darkened their
facepl ates even nore than | had, and despite the bright light | couldn't see
even an outline of the faces inside. But guns had been ny business, and these
were definitely Belldic design.

I'"d hoped to get in and out before the Bellidos made their nove. Apparently, |
was too |ate.

One of the Bellidos shifted to a one-handed grip on his gun, lifting the other
hand vertically to his faceplate in the Belldic version of a finger to the
lips. | nodded understandi ng, and he shifted the hand to point behind nme. |
hal f turned, saw nothing, and turned back. He pointed again, stepping toward
me in enphasis, and this time | got it: W were going back outside. Turning, |
headed up the sl ope.

W reached the surface, and ny escort pointed past the two workers toward the

ottier tunnel. | nodded and started across the staging area, noting
peri pherally that ny escort was maki ng no nove to follow The workers ignored
me as | circled around them and as | reached the north tunnel | |ooked back

and saw the other Bellido turn and di sappear back down his tunnel

For a nonent | wondered what woul d happen if | changed direction and instead
headed back toward the |odge. But only for a nonent. Taking a deep breath,
started down the tunnel

Two nore Bellidos were waiting just around the first curve, their transparent
facepl ates and quadrupl e shoul der hol sters | eaving no doubt of their identity
this time. The one in the | ead stepped up to nme, flicking off nmy suit comm

wi th one hand and pressing the small black disk of a short-range renora
transceiver to the bottomof nmy faceplate with the other. "Can you hear ne?" a
voice called faintly fromthat direction

"Yes," | replied, feeling ny lip twitch as | recogni zed the stripe pattern
across his chipnunk face. It was ny fake drunk fromthe Quadrail, the one
whose buddi es had stuffed me into the spice crate. "One of us seens to be the
bad penny that keeps com ng back."

"Whose side are you on?" he asked.

"Mne, nostly," | said. "Qther than that, |I'mnot even sure what the sides
are."

"Not good enough," he said, his voice firm "You stand with us and the gal axy,
or you stand with the Mdhri." H's shoul der di pped; and suddenly the nuzzle of

one of his guns was pressed against ny faceplate. "Choose now. "
My first inmpulse was to do a slipstep and take the gun away fromhim or at



least try to get it pointed in a different direction. But he had three nore
guns, he had a partner standing nearby with another four, and their

| owgravity combat training was probably a I ot nore up-to-date than m ne was.
"You know whose side I'mon," | said as soothingly as | could. "I'mworKking
with the Spiders. They're trying to stop the war before it gets started.”

He snorted, a high-pitched barking sound. "It is far too late for that."

| thought about Hernod, and the secrets hidden behind Bayta's troubl ed eyes.
"Apparently | was msinforned,” | said.

For a long nonent he just stared at me, his expression inpossible to read.
Then hi s whiskers stiffened once and re-

| axed, and he returned his gun to its holster. "Spiders, he said, his voice
edged with contenpt. "Cone."

He turned and headed down the wal kway. | foll owed, the second Bellido bringing
up the rear. "Were are all the Hal kas?' | asked as we headed down.

"Under guard at the tunnel face," the first Bellido said. "W took them
silently as they arrived for work."

"And you left their coms on?"

"OfF course not," he said. "One of us nonitored and recorded several days
worth of their conversation and created a conpilation.”

"Whi ch you' re now broadcasting on the appropriate channel," | said, noddi ng.
"Wth one of your people no doubt standing by with a voice synthesizer to
handl e any direct questions from base. Very neat."

"Though perhaps pointless,"” he said grimy. "These workers are supposed to al
be newconers. If that's untrue, then the alarmis already out." He half turned
to look at nme. "Though with you here even that may now be irrelevant."

"I haven't said anything about you," | assured him wondering what that
comment about newconers had been all about.

"That, too, may not matter," he warned. "He al nost certainly has been on to
you fromthe begi nning."

"Possibly," | said, wondering who he was. "Of course, so have you."

"Yes," he said. There was no boast or malicious anusenent in his voice; he was
sinmply stating a fact. "Still, perhaps it's too late for himto stop us."

"W can hope,"” | agreed. "I don't suppose you'd like to tell ne who we're

t al ki ng about ?"

"The Modhri, of course," he said, his voice suddenly as cold as the tunne
around us. "He and his wal kers. "

"You mean the big conspiracy going on at the resort?"

He stopped so abruptly | nearly ran into him "You see this as nerely a
conspiracy!"

"Well, it's definitely a good conspiracy,” | floundered, startled at the
intensity of his reaction. "They've got excellent |ines of conmmunication, for
starters.”

He snorted a sort of barking laugh. "Human humor in the mdst of danger," he
said. "A strange but interesting gift."

W continued on in silence, the Bellido apparently no longer interested in
conversation, me trying to figure out what the hell he'd nmeant by that | ast
comment. If this wasn't a conspiracy, what was it? And if this so-called
Modhri wasn't one of the Hal kas, then who was he?

It had been obvious fromthe instant that first gun had been pointed at ne
that the Bellidos had already had a busy norning. It wasn't until we reached
the area I'd found yesterday that | saw just how busy they'd been. A

two- by-three-nmeter section of the tunnel wall had been nelted away, revealing
a good-si zed cavern carved out of the ice behind it. Two nore Bellidos were
standing inside, training plasma cutters on the floor around a pair of massive
tel escopi ng el evator beans poking vertically through the cavern

And as the water runoff flowed out into the tunnel to be siphoned away by the
drain hoses, | saw a wide netal plate working its way upward. | studied it
through the swirling m st of condensing ice crystals, trying to figure out why
it |ooked famliar.

Then, suddenly, | got it. It was the upper surface of a mai ntenance submari ne.



Most likely the very submarine the Bellidos had tried to convince everyone was
hi dden in the underwater caverns Bayta and | had visited.

Only here it was, magically transported hundreds of neters up fromwhere it
had | ast been spotted. And through solid ice, yet.

| turned to my guide, to find mat he in turn was watching me. "You seem
surprised,"” he said.

| |1 ooked back into the cavern, scowing. My professional pride was at stake

here. | studied the sub's energi ng upper surface, particularly where it
connected to the el evator beams, noting the interesting texture of the beans
t hensel ves. "Not really," | said. "Those el evator beans are rigged with

m crowave surface/ point heaters. You got themin place here, walled them up
where they wouldn't be seen, then sent themtel escopi ng downward, nelting the
ice as they went.

Once they broke through to open water, you stole a sub, attached it to them
and started it nelting its leisurely way back up again. Nice and quiet, no
massi ve energy spikes for detectors to latch on to, and the water even froze
again beneath the sub as it went up so that it wouldn't |leave a telltale hole
in the icepack."

"Excellent," he said, and | thought | could detect a note of respect in his
voi ce. "And now?"

"You got ne," | adnmitted. "A submarine a hundred meters from actual water
seens kind of useless. Unless you' re building a clubhouse.™

"Your sense of hunor is " He broke off, his head tilting slightly to one side

as if listening ... and when it straightened again, | could see his whiskers
had gone rigid. "They're calling for you," he said.
There was sonething in his tone that sent a sudden chill up ny back. "Who?"

"Your friends." Reaching to ny helnet, he flipped on ny conm
" ton," a famliar voice called tautly. "Repeating: Ter-rance Appl egate

calling Frank Conmpton. Dam it, Frank, | know you're out there sonmewhere."
| flipped off the comm "Wat do you want nme to do?" | asked.

"What do you want to do?' the Bellido countered.

| grimaced, but | didn't have nuch choice. "I have to go," | said. "I know

Appl egate, and he won't quit |ooking until he finds ne."

"Then go," the Bellido said.

I'd al ways t hought of Bellidos as bei ng somewhat abrupt, but even by their
standards it was a pretty curt dismssal. "Fine," | answered himin kind.
Turning around, | brushed past his friend still standing behind me and started
up the slope.

| was drirty neters away before |I noticed | still had his remora transceiver
attached to ny helnmet. Pulling it off, |I tucked it away in my top pocket.

| waited until | was within sight of me entrance before

turned the suit's regular conm back on. Applegate was still burning up the
frequency, his tone sounding nore worried now than angry. "I'm here,

Appl egate,” | called the first time he paused for air. "Stupid conms in these
things aren't worth "

"Forget the comm"” he cut ne off. "There's been an accident with the Bal erconb
tour."

| felt nmy heart seize up. "Bayta?" | demanded, breaking into a gliding,
bobbi ng run

"I don't know," he said. "Where are you?"

"Over by the new toboggan tunnels, at the far end of the red pylon line," |

told himas | enmerged onto the surface. "I'm headi ng back."

"Just stay put," Applegate ordered. "I'll be right there."

| frowned; and then, belatedly, | noticed the faint sound of Shorshic
thrusters in the background. | turned toward the | odge and saw a sl eek Chafta

669 starfighter settle onto the ice twenty nmeters away. "Come on!" Applegate's
voi ce barked in ny hel net.

He had the canopy popped by the time | reached him "Take the ops seat," he
ordered, gesturing over his shoul der at the padded chair above and behind him
"What's this doing here?" | asked as | pulled nyself up the handhol ds al ong



the side and dropped into the seat. "I thought we were going to Modhra Il to
see them"

"Losutu's idea," he grunted as the canopy swung closed and we lifted fromthe
surface. "He thought it would save tinme if we brought one of the starfighters
here for you to |l ook at. Never dreamed we might actually need it for anything.
Hang on."

He kicked in the drive, the acceleration shoving ne back into ny seat. "What
happened?" | called over the roar com ng from behind ne.

"Sounds |like the driver lost control sonehow and rammed the bus into one of
the ice pillars,” he said. "I heard that Bayta was calling for you, and that
no one could find you, so | fired up the Chafta and headed out to | ook."

| felt a sudden crawling on my skin. Bayta had called for

me? Knowi ng where | was and what | was doing, she'd still called for ne? Not
likely.

"Your turn," he said. "Wat were you doing in a restricted area in a resort
wor ker vac suit?"

"I wanted to check out ne work on the new toboggan tunnels,"” | said, sliding
into liar node with half my brain while the other half sifted through the
potential traps. "If I'mgoing to recommend this place, | have to know
everything about it, including howit's being expanded."

"Way didn't you just ask for a tour?"

"Tours only show what the nmanagement wants you to see," | said, peering out
the side of the canopy. W were passing over the |odge, and | saw that the
nmorni ng torchferry fromthe Tube had | anded and was cooling down in
preparation for the return trip.

But there was a second ship on the ice, as well, a ship with the boxy lines
and soft-focus anti-sensor hull of a mlitary troop carrier. Pressing ny
hel met agai nst the canopy, | caught a glinpse of figures in dark green Hal kan

mlitary vac suits noving toward the | odge.
And then, even as | craned ny neck to try to see nore, Applegate rolled the

starfighter a few degrees to port, cutting off ny view "Hey!" | protested.
"Hey, what?" he called back

I clenched ny teeth. "Nothing," | said. "How rmuch farther?"

"About thirty kiloneters," he said. "Don't worry, |I'msure she's all right."

The crash site was bustling with activity when we arrived. Three anbul ances
were already on the scene, clustered around the bus, with half a dozen Hal kas
hel pi ng passengers out of the danaged vehicle. The bus itself was tipped
nearly up onto its left side, its nose crunched into a huge ice stalagnite.
Appl egate set us down fifty nmeters away and popped the canopy. "What frequency
are we on here?" | asked as we hurried toward the scene. "I'mstill on the

wor kers' channel . "

"Ceneral Two," Applegate told ne.

| switched over, and the silent scene erupted with the terse

orders of command, the noans and whi npering of injured or scared tourists, and
t he soothing voices of the nedics thensel ves. "Bayta?" | called.

"She's over here," a Hal kan voice replied, and a medic squatting by one of the
anbul ances raised a hand. The figure sitting linply at his feet |ooked up, and
| saw that it was indeed Bayta, her face tense and pinched. But at |east she
was alive. | started toward her

And cane to an abrupt halt as a tall Hal ka suddenly | oomed in ny path. "You
are Compton?" he demanded. He was wearing one of the mlitary vac suits, with
maj or' s insignia around the collar

"Qut of my way," | growed, trying to get around him

But he wasn't about to be gotten around. "You are Conpton?" he repeated.

"Yes, this is him" Applegate spoke up, taking ny arm "Sorry, Frank, but

we' ve got a situation here."

"No kidding," | said, trying to pull away.

"Bayta's all right," Applegate soothed, steering nme toward the w ecked bus.
"This will just take a mnute."

He led me around the back of the bus to where we could see the underside, the



maj or staying close behind us. Up close, the damage to the vehicle's nose

| ooked worse than it had fromthe air, and | found nysel f wondering what speed
the lunatic had been doi ng when he rammed the ice. "There, beneath the

over hang," Appl egate said, pointing to the chassis between the two right-hand
wheel s. "You see it?"

"OfF course | seeit,” | said with as nuch patience as | could manage. From
this angle, with the bus tilted up on its side, the I ong plastic-w apped
package woul d have been hard to nmiss. Gven the three Hal kas standing there
poki ng and prodding at it, the thing was as obvious as a Tines Square

hol odi spl ay. "So?"

"You know what it is?"

"I left my X-ray glasses in ny other suit," | grow ed. "You consider just
unw apping it?"

"No need," the major put in, his tone dark. "It is a phased

soni ¢ di srupter, designed for underwater dredgi ng and shock-m ning."
"Ckay," | said. "And this concerns me how?"

In answer, the Hal ka gestured to two of the three figures who'd been

i nspecting the disrupter. They wal ked over to us; and before |I could react,
there was a glint of nmetal and a sudden flurry of hands, and my arns had been
neatly pinioned in front of me in a set of wistcuffs.

My heart, which had al ready been doing overtime over Bayta, kicked into ful

j ackhamer node. "What the hell are you doing?" | snarled.

"You are wanted at the lodge," the major said, getting a grip on nmy upper arm
and | eading ne toward the anmbul ance. The nmedi c had Bayta on her feet now, |
saw, and was hel ping her inside. "You and your fenmale both."

"Yeah, whatever,"” | nuttered. In the distance | could see the bumnbl ebee shape
of a heavy lifter approaching, its underside grapples |ooking |ike giant
i nsect legs. "This had better be good," | warned.

"I't's not good, Frank," Applegate said quietly. "It's not good at all."

FI FTEEN :

Appl egate and the maj or seated nme between themin the forward section of the
anbul ance, while Bayta was taken aft to the pressurized treatnent area.
Gstensi bly so the nmedics could check her over; in actual fact, | had no doubt
they just didn't want us within hel met-touching range of each other where we
coul d compare notes without anyone else listening in.

W were met by four other militarily vac-suited Hal kas when we touched down
out side the | odge. One of themtook a nmoment to put wistcuffs on Bayta, then
they formed a standard escort box around us as the major |led us through a
cargo airlock big enough to accommpdat e the whol e group. Once inside, our
escort handed us off to two nore armed Hal kas in regular army uniforms, the
vac-suited batch then returning outside. Applegate and the najor popped their
hel mets and slung themonto their shoulder clips, then did the same for Bayta
and ne. Wth our new escort flanking us, we went through a series of service
corridors to a door marked WATERCOURSE CONFERENCE ROOM

As the ready room had been of typical l|ayout, so, too, was the conference
room In the center was a | ong rectangul ar table ringed by nicely padded
rolling chairs, while the far

end was donminated by a nedia setup with all the equi prent necessary for a
busi ness or social dit rec presentation. A few scul ptures and pai ntings were
scattered around, and al ong one wall was a narrow water channel with a
babbl i ng brook runni ng over nore of the ubiquitous Mddhran coral

There were three people seated on me side of the table nearest the coral
obviously waiting for us. One of themwas a Hal kan Peer, wearing a tricolor
schene | didn't recognize, with a Halka in an upper-class |ayered suit seated
beside him The third was ny Belldi c acquai ntance Apos Mahf. "M . Conpton,"
the latter said, nodding as our two Hal kan escorts took up positions just

i nside the door. "Again we neet."

"So we do," | agreed as Applegate led nme to a chair across from Mahf and sat
me down, taking the seat to nmy left. "Perhaps you would |like to explain what
exactly is going on."



"I think you know," Mahf said darkly, his eyes shifting to Bayta as the Hal kan
maj or put her at the end of me table by ne door and sat down besi de her.

"Per haps your conpanion will begin by telling us what happened aboard the tour
bus. "

"I really don't know, " Bayta said, her voice trenbling. |I'd watched her as
they'd marched us fromthe anbul ance into the | odge, and as far as | could
tell through a vac suit she didn't seemparticularly injured. But she was
obviously still pretty shaken. "One mnute we were traveling along the ice and
the driver was describing sone of the formations. The next mnute we were al
suddenly thrown agai nst the seats and walls as the bus crashed and fell over
on its side."

"You saw none of your fellow passengers approach the driver just before this
happened?" Mahf asked.

Bayta shook her head. "I was | ooking out the w ndow "

"You saw no one struggle witii the driver, or try to take the control whee
from hi n?" Mahf persisted. "Nor did you see anyone try afterward to escape
onto the ice?"

"No, nothing like that," Bayta insisted. "I was |ooking out
"Qut the window," Mahf finished for her. "Of course you were." Abruptly, he
shifted his glare to nme. "Wat about you?"

The qui ck-change attack was a time-honored way of throwi ng interrogation

subj ects off step. Unfortunately for Mahf, |1'd read the sanme manual s he had.
"\What about ne?" | countered calmy. "I was thirty kiloneters away when it
happened. "

"I'n an area where you had no business being," the non-Peer Hal ka put in.

| focused on him "And you are ... ?"

"This is Superintendent PrifKlas," Applegate said. He had the | ook and sound
of a man in the mddle of trouble not of his own maki ng who woul d rat her be
al nost anywhere el se. "The admi nistrator of the resort."

"Ah," | said, |ooking himup and down. "M/ apol ogies. | was under the
i mpression that Apos Mahf was the one in charge here."
PrifKlas bristled "I'mhere solely as an advisor," Mhf said hastily. "Ful

Col onel AvsBl ar of the Hal kan army is the commander on the scene."
"And where is he?"

"Depl oyi ng his troops," Mhf said.

"Not that this is any of your business,
"And you are... ?" | asked.

"My name is uninportant,” he said. "Superintendent PrifKl as asked ne to sit in
on the proceedings."

"Ah," | said, turning back to PrifKlas. "So where exactly did you scare up a
full colonel on such short notice?"

"Fromthe garrison on Modhra n, of course,” PrifKl as said, a note of nalicious
satisfaction in his voice. "You didn't know we had a garrison here, did you?"

t he Peer said.

Beside nme, | sensed Applegate squirmin his seat. Perhaps he and Losutu had
over st epped their bounds when they'd told ne about the Modhran military
presence. Still, they'd never actually mentioned a garrison. "No, | didn't," |

said tnrthfully.
"Good," PrifKlas said. "Nowtell me why you were at the work site.”

"I wanted to see how the resort expansion was progressing,” | said.
"Even though that area is strictly off-limts to guests?"
"I saw no such signs to that effect,” | said. "Besides, what could you be

doi ng out there you'd want to hide?"

Besi de Bayta, the major snorted, a wet, whispery sound. "You are here to
answer questions, Human, not to ask them™

| shrugged. "Fine. So ask."

"I told you he was a cool one, Superintendent," Mahf nurnured. "Very cool
very professional. More man ever | see the hand of Korak Fayr in this.”

| pricked up ny ears. Kora was the Belldic equival ent of mgjor; adding the
final k made it a mpjor of commandos. That sounded rather |ike the sort of
person |'d been shadow boxing with for nmost of this trip.



"Yet you have no proof Fayr is even on Mdhra," PrifKl as countered.

"He's here," Mahf assured himgrimy. "And he will hardly let a nishap |ike
this discourage him You' ve noved all subnmarines away fromthe hotel ?"

"Yes, and have depl oyed them around the caverns,"” PrifKl as confirmed.

"And the troops?" Mahf asked, |ooking across at the major beside Bayta.

"Depl oyed around the formations." The major |aunched into a list of nunbers
and map coordi nates.

And as he did so, | eased ny bound wists beneath the edge of the table. The
Hal kas had put the cuffs on while nmy vac suit was fully pressurized, and no
one had bothered to refasten themsince 1'd had my helnmet renoved. If the suit
depressurization had | eft enough slack, there was a chance | could pop them
and get free.

There was indeed a little slack. Not much, but maybe enough

Besi de me, Applegate cleared his throat softly. | turned to find himgazing at
me, a know ng expression on his face as he glanced down at ny wists. He gave
me a mcroscopi ¢ nod, then turned casually away.

The major finished his recitation. "Wich again brings us

to you," PrifKl as said, turning back to face nme. "You'll find things much
easier if you cooperate.”

"I'd love to," | said. "But | have no idea what this is all about."

"Actual ly, Superintendent, he may be telling the truth,” Mhf spoke up
reluctantly. "l've read his file, and cannot envision himinvolving hinmself in
something like this. Do you agree, Col onel Applegate?"

"I never knew himall that well," Appl egate hedged. "He was just one of many

i nvestigators under my overall conmand."

"Yet if he is innocent, how do you explain his presence?" PrifKl as demanded.
"W were invited," | told him "H gh Conm ssioner JhanKl a of the Fifth Sector
Assenbly recommended the place.”

"And all the rest is pure coincidence?" PrifKlas asked sarcastically.

"All the rest what?" | asked.

PrifKl as snorted. "So now you play a waiting gane."

"Or he is in fact an innocent dupe,” Mhf persisted. "If so, he would have no
reason to protect information mat mght |lead us to Fayr."

For a nonent the two of them | ocked eyes, and | had to suppress a cynica
smle. Did they really think I would be so easily taken in by the old
good- cop/ bad-cop routine? Especially with Applegate, the obvi ous good-cop
candi date, clearly not interested in playing along? "You may try," PrifKl as
sai d grudgingly. "Be brief."

Mahf turned to face me. "We believe there to be a rogue Belldic comando team
in the area," he said, his voice |low and earnest. "They are nost likely

al ready on Mddhra I, though some may still be offworld. They have conme" he
grimaced "to destroy the coral beds."

| felt nmy eyebrows crawling up nmy forehead. O all the possible scenarios
runni ng through ny mind, ecoterrorismwas probably the |last one that would
have occurred to ne. "Wat in the world for?"

"We don't know, " Mahf said. "An i magi ned Hal kan of fense, or perhaps he has
simply lost his nmental soundness. It began two nonths ago with the theft of
one of the resort's maintenance subnmarines. Fromsmall bits of evidence, we
believe it is hidden somewhere in the cavern conplex you visited two days
ago. "

"Yes, | wondered about that nyself,"” | agreed, deciding to pretend | didn't
know t hey' d al ready heard ne come to that conclusion via the bugs in our
Suite.

"That was where matters rested until today," Mahf continued. "The Hal kas have
attenpted scans of the caverns, but none was successful too much rock, and
Modhran water is heavy with dissolved ninerals. Still, a single subnmarine
wasn't thought to be a serious threat, particularly since we were now keepi ng
a close watch on all approaches to the caverns."

"Ah," | said, noting with interest his continued use of the word we.

Appar endy, he'd been working with the Hal kas on this longer than sinply since



this nmorning. "Way didn't you just watch for Fayr to show up at the resort?
You do know what he | ooks |ike, don't you?"

"OfF course," Mahf said. He pulled out a reader, tapped a couple of keys, and
slid it across nme table to me. "Do you recogni ze hi n"

It was ny fake drunk, all right, the one I'd left chopping ice in the new

t oboggan tunnel an hour ago. "I saw nmon the Jurskala Quadrail,"” | said,
sliding the reader back. "So why haven't you arrested hinP"

"Because until this norning we didn't even know which species was involved in
this plot," PrifKlas grow ed. "Let al one which individuals."

"And you're sure Fayr's the one?"

"Very sure," Mahf said grimy. "It was one of his conmmandos whose attenpt to
west control fromthe bus driver caused nme crash.”

| frowned. "You've lost nme."

"Really," PrifKl as said, his voice cold. "You hadn't noticed that those ice
formati ons are situated directly over the

caverns where the stolen submarine is hidden? O that the ice there is barely
thirty meters thick, easily shattered by a series of properly shaped

t hermi st ack charges?"

"No, | hadn't noticed any of those things," | said evenly. Seen fromtheir
point of view, there was definitely a certain logic to it.

Except for the possibly inconvenient fact that the sub was nowhere near where
they thought it was. Wat was Fayr up to, anyway?

"Really," PrifKlas bit out again. "lIs it also pure coincidence that you just
happened to be out on the surface, in a place where you had no busi ness bei ng,
at the precise time all this was happeni ng?"

And with that, it finally clicked. "Wait a mnute," | said. "Are you
suggesting | was Fayr's diversion?"

"Why not?" PrifKl as demanded. "Particularly since you perforned the sanme task
yesterday, and in the sane place, when the commandos conceal ed the di sruptor
aboard the bus. Wiy not use a successful feint tw ce?"

"Except for why anyone shoul d have been distracted by nmy novenents in the
first place," |I countered stiffly. "What did | do to justify you putting ne
under surveillance?"

"I't's nothing specific, Frank," Applegate spoke up. "But you have to adnmit
there's been a whole pattern of strange things that have happened around you
since you cane aboard the Quadrail at Terra." He gestured toward Mahf's
reader. "And now we hear that you actually rubbed shoulders with this Fayr
character. \Wat should we think?"

"One: There wasn't any rubbing of shoulders,” | said, lifting up nmy bound
hands and ticking off fingers. "I saw himin the bar, period. Two: Bayta and
woul dn't even be on Mddhra if JhanKl a hadn't suggested we come here. You want
to bl ane sonebody, blane him Three: If you' ve got one of Fayr's people in
custody, why aren't you interrogating himinstead of ne?"

Mahf | ooked over at the Hal kan major scowling at nme from besi de Bayta. "Do you
care to respond?" he invited.

The major scowed a little harder. "He is no longer in cus-

tody," he said, his tone a swirling nix of anger and enbarrassnent. "He was
brought to the | odge, but escaped his guards. We're searching for him™"
"Really," | said, swallowing a three-course neal's worth of sarcastic remarks
that very much wanted to come out "At |east you can't blane ne for that one.”
"Don't be so certain," PrifKl as warned. "Hal kan conspiracy |laws are both clear
and unforgiving."

"Which neans this is the time to cut a deal," Applegate urged. "If you have
any idea where Fayr is, or how he's planning to get to that sub, you need to
tell them Now. "

| looked over at Bayta. She was gazing back at nme, her throat tight, her eyes
pl eadi ng.

But pl eading for what? That | should give in and tell Mahf and PrifKl as about
t he gi nm cked toboggan tunnel? O that | should keep quiet and give Fayr and
his people tine to conplete their m ssion, whatever the hell that m ssion was?



For that matter, why should | even care what Bayta wanted? She'd lied to ne
fromthe start, clainming not to be in | eague with Fayr and yet using the sane
encryption systemhe did. | didn't owe her any loyalty. Turning back to Mahf,

| opened ny nouth

And paused. He was gazing hard at me, his whiskers stiff, an al nost breathless
anticipation on his face.

And it occurred to ne that, once again, | was rationalizing.

Mahf was still waiting. "I was just thinking," | said, speaking slowy as if
nmy hesitation had been due to a long train of thought. "Even if Fayr gets to
the sub, doesn't he still have to smuggle in sone expl osives or sonething if

he's going to danage the coral beds?"

Sone of the stiffness went out of Mahf's whiskers. "Not if he has a second
sonic disruptor,” he said, a hint of disappointnent in his voice. Cearly,
he'd been prined and ready for me to spill ny guts. "Wth that he could
shatter the coral matrix, scattering and killing the polyps inside."

"This is a waste of time," PrifKlas cut in harshly. 'Tell ne, Conpton: How
much | onger were you planning to stay here?"

"I reserved our suite for another two days," | told him "As | presune you
al ready know. "

"Then how do you explain thisl" Reaching down to the floor by his feet, he
haul ed up ny carrybags and slamred them triunphantly onto the table beside
him "Or do you claimthis is not your |uggage?"

| suppressed a grimace as he retrieved Bayta's carrybag fromthe floor and
added it to the lineup. O course Bayta woul d have packed our bags before

headi ng out on the tour; 1'd told her we'd be | eaving on the afternoon
torchferry. "No, it's our luggage, all right," | conceded.

"And how do you explain that you have packed if you intend to stay two nore
days?"

"Bayta's the one who handl es our transportation schedule,” | said. "She nust

have | earned mat our original plans wouldn't nesh with the Quadrail schedul e
and decided we had to |l eave this afternoon.”

A flicker of annoyance crossed his flat bulldog face. Naturally, they would

al ready have pulled the resort's |ong-range comm schedul e from | ast night and
| earned she'd sent a nessage to the Tube. Nothing there they could use to trip
ne up.

But mat didn't nmean they wouldn't try. "And what precisely was this scheduling
conflict?" PrifKl as demanded.

Beside him the Peer stirred in his seat. "Wth all due respect,

Superi ntendent, we are getting nowhere," he said.

"Yes, Honored One," PrifKl as said, going instantly servile. "Your suggestion?"
The Peer gave a mcroscopic nod behind him 'There is a bed of coral right
here," he pointed out. "It is tine we used it."

And with that, the atnosphere in the room abruptly changed.

It wasn't anything specific | could put ny finger on; no pregnant silences or
sharp inhal ations, no stunned changes in expression or restless shifting of
chairs. But in mat nonment, sonehow, sonething changed. Something vitally

i mportant.

"Yes," PrifKl as murnured, |ooking back at ne with the same subtle fire I'd
just seen in Mahf's eyes. "Very well."

"Wait a minute," Applegate put in cautiously, his eyes flicking back and forth
between them "I don't think this is something you really want to do."

"You presune to speak to us thusly on our own worl d?" the Peer asked. His

voi ce was calm but his eyes were focused on Applegate like a pair of plasma

t or ches.

"He's a citizen of the Terran Confederation," Applegate said, refusing to
shrivel. "As such, he has certain rights."

"You may | odge a protest when this is over," the Peer said, notioning to the
two soldiers flanking the door. "Guards: Renove his vac suit." He cocked his
head t houghtfully. "And the female's suit, as well."

"I can find himfor you," Bayta spoke up as ne two soldiers started forward.



Al eyes turned to her. "You nmean Fayr?" PrifKl as asked.

"Yes," she said. Her voice was tight, her expression that of soneone facing a
firing squad. "I just need the reader fromny carrybag.”

| frowned, trying to read past the taut skin and haunted eyes. There coul dn't
possi bly be anytiiing on her reader that would tell her where Fayr was. \Wat
was she up to?

"Very well," PrifKlas said slowy, standing up. Turning her carrybag on its
si de, he popped it open

And then, with a sudden rush of heat across my face, | understood. Rather than
| et them make me touch the coral, she was going to trigger the Saarix-5.

| 1 ooked back at PrifKlas as he rummaged t hrough Bayta's carrybag, freshly
aware of me gentle weight of the vac hel met hanging fromny shoul der clip.
Dependi ng on the poison's dispersion radius, Bayta and | mght be able to get
our helnets on and seal ed before the Saarix reached us. Appl egate m ght

possi bly manage it, too, if he figured it out and reacted qui ckly enough

But that left all the others.

What was ny obligation to men? Certainly none of nem had direatened us or made
any other nove that justified deadly force. How could | just sit by and |et
Bayta nurder menf?

PrifKl as had the reader out now, fingering it as he eyed Bayta suspiciously
across the table. He wasn't fool ed; he knew sonet hing here was off-key. "Very

well," he said at last. "But first, you and Conpton will renove your vac
suits.”

The skin of Bayta's face went even tighter. She shot a | ook at ne

"Well, cone on," | seconded, putting a little inpatience into ny voice. "Cet

it off and tell them what they want to know so we can get out of here.”

For a split second she just stared at ne, a whole series of enotions flicking
across her face. Then, with a final twitch of her Iip, her expression went
back to its usual wooden fl atness.

A flatness | was doing ny best to enulate ... because in order to renpve our
vac suits, the Hal kas were first going to have to take off our wistcuffs.
O course, that would still leave a ratio of two Hal kan soldiers plus a mgjor
to one of me. But it was still our best chance. Probably our only chance.

The two soldiers stepped to either side of Bayta and haul ed her to her feet. |
wat ched their procedure, planning when and how | woul d make nmy nmove when it
was ny turn.

And then, as one of the soldiers reached for the fasteners at her collar, the
conference door slid open behind them

Bot h sol di ers spun around, hands dropping automatically to their weapons. But
it was only a Cinmma in a bright orange vac suit, his faceplate darkened as if
he'd just come in fromoutside but his pear shape unm stakabl e as he waddl ed
into the room He saw us and canme to an abrupt halt. "Does this be the sk

i nstruction group?" he asked tentatively, his gravelly voice through his

hel met sounding like it was conming froma deep pit.

"You have the wong room" PrifKlas said tartly.

Keepi ng ny upper body notionless, | gathered ny feet beneath nme. One did not
turn down a gift fromheaven, and with the G mm's appearance ny odds had
suddenly inmproved. The two sol diers now had their backs to me, and the others
had at |east part of their attention distracted toward the end of the room

It was tine to make ny nove.

The two sol diers were the obvious targets. But with Appl egate and nost of the
tabl e between us, | knew |'d never reach themin tine.

But Mahf was another story. He was sitting directly across fromne, his status
guns gleamng in their shoulder holsters. If | could get across the table fast
enough, | night be able to grab one of those guns before he could react.
Getting a grip on the edge of the table, | eased ny weight off the chair,
preparing to kick it backward out of mnmy way.

"My apologies,” the G mua said, bowing |ow and stretching his arnms out as if
preparing to bless us. | caught a glinpse of a pair of slender orange tubes
fastened to the undersides of each of his forearns



And with a double snap like the breaking of small

branches, a pair of projectiles shot out to catch the two

Hal kan sol diers squarely in their torsos. '*

They staggered back into the table, clutching at their

chests and funbling for their guns. A quarter second later |

their | egs folded beneath them dropping themonto the floor, even as the
maj or seated beside Bayta caught a round of his own and col | apsed onto the
table. Across fromne, Mahf snarled a curse, shoving his chair violently
backward and throwi ng hinself after it as he grabbed for his guns. But the

C nma was already tracking his novement, and again the wist guns snapped,
turning the dive into a crunple and sending his guns skittering usel essly away
across the floor.

PrifKlas and the Peer, older and nore cultured and far |ess accustoned to
sudden and violent action, didn't even nake it out of their chairs.

Which left just Bayta, Applegate, and ne. "Easy," | cautioned, holding ny
cuffed hands up for the CGnma's inspection. "We may be on the same side here.”
"Perhaps," the other said. "One nonent, if you please.™

Keepi ng one of his wrist guns pointed at Appl egate, he systematically fired
three nore rounds with the other into each of the figures already sprawed in
chairs or on the floor. "It requires nore than one snoozer to put a wal ker
com

pletely to sleep," he conmmented. Wth his one hand still trained on Appl egate,
he reached up now with the other and touched his faceplate control. The

dar keni ng cl eared away. .

And to ny conplete lack of surprise, |I found Korak Fayr gazing back at nmne.
"Thanks for the assist,” | said. "And in the traditional nick of time, too."
"You were in need of assistance," he said, eyeing Bayta and Appl egate. "These
are trusted col | eagues?"

"Bayta is," | said, bending the trutfi only a little. "I"'mafraid | can't
vouch for M. Applegate.”

Appl egate sent nme a surprised |ook. "Well, thank you," he grow ed. "Thank you
very much."

"Nodi i ng personal ," | assured himas | lowered ny wists to ny lap and started
wor ki ng ny fingers along the edges. "Right now | don't trust rmuch of anyone on
this rock."

"Unl ess mey' re renegade Bel lidos, of course," Applegate <Sf count ered
tartly, brushing ny fingers aside and starting to work on the cuffs hinself.
"Who said | trust them either?" | said, |ooking back at Fayr. He was busily
stripping the sleeping Hal kan sol di ers of guns and comrs, ne orange of his
chanel eon vac suit fading rapidly to dark green and the pear-shaped | ower
bul ge collapsing in on itself as it reconfigured fromits G mmuan profile. "And
| think it's about tinme someone told me what ~ exactly is going on."

Fayr's eyes flicked to Applegate. "Later."

"Or | could just tell you now," Applegate offered, still fiddling with ny
cuffs. "It turns out that Mdhran coral has sonme properties the Hal kas have
been careful not to mention to the rest of us. To be specific, chemcals in
the shell material that create a mld narcotic effect in nost species. For a
smal | percentage of the populace, it can be as addicting as heroin-3 or
Redpeace." He | ooked over at Fayr. "We're not that far out of ne |oop, Korak
Fayr."

"Never mind the loop," | grow ed. As bad as heroin-3? "And ney' ve been
shipping ms stuff across the gal axy for how | ong?"

"The officials claimthey didn't know, " Applegate said. "Maybe they didn't.
But soneone's been using the coral to mani pul ate people. |nportant people,

cor porati ons maybe even entire governnents."

"I'ncluding some in the Estates-General ?" | suggested, lifting ny eyebrows at
Fayr .

Fayr didn't reply, but Applegate nodded. "There's a fair chance of it. Those
who' ve been caught, needl ess to say, haven't been very forthconing."

"So who's behind it?" | asked.



Appl egat e shrugged. "Sonme secret group calling thenmsel ves the Modhri," he
sai d. "Woever they are, the source of their power is sitting right here, a
kil ometer bel ow our feet. Destroy that, and they're finished."

| looked at Fayr again. Both he and Bayta, | noted with interest, had been
remar kably quiet during this whole conversation. "Coments?" | invited.

"M . Appl egate has caught the essence," Fayr said, his voice neutral as he
circled the table and gathered up Mahf's guns.

"Just the essence?" | asked.

"There are a few other details." Fayr gestured toward the sleeping Peer. "For
one, that this Halka is one of them He controls the conpany that m nes,
packages, and ships the coral."

"Ah." | | ooked back at Applegate. "Wiat's the Confederation's position on
this?"

He nade a face. "Oficially, we haven't got one. W don't have any of the
coral on our worlds, and we nean to keep it that way. Unofficially" he gave ny
cuffs a final tweak and popped themfree "the UN supports any action that
keeps dangerously addictive drugs off the streets. As far as |'m concerned,
Modhra | is fair gane. If you want to assist them | won't stop you."

| looked at Bayta. "You want to go?"

"Yes," she said, her voice trenmbling slightly.

" Kor af cFayr ?"

The Bellido gave a slight bow "Your assistance would be val uable."

"Then we're on," | said, getting to ny feet.

"Go get 'em tiger," Applegate said, a slight smle touching his lips.

I got out of ny chair and circled around behind him then paused and turned
back. "There's just one other thing," | said, gesturing to Fayr. "W woul dn't
want PrifKlas and Mahf to wonder if you betrayed them now, would we?"

Appl egate' s eyes went wi de. "Wiat? Wait a "

H s protest was cut off by the snap of Fayr's wrist gun. He had just enough
time to send nme a baleful glare, and then his eyes rolled up and he sl unped

unconscious in his chair. "Good shot," | said, pulling nmy helnet off its
shoul der clip and putting it back on. | turned off the suit's comm and
retrieved the renora transceiver frommy pocket, sticking it back onto ny
faceplate. "Wat's our first nove?" | asked, choosing one of the Hal kan guns

fromthe neat row Fayr had laid out on the table and sliding it into a side
pocket where it would be handy.

"You shall see," Fayr said, his voice comng distantly fromthe renora as he
fixed another of the little transceivers to ne bottom of Bayta's faceplate.

H s chanel eon suit had settled into a nice copy of a Halkan mlitary outfit.
"Bring your carrybags," he added, picking up the other Hal kan gun. "W will
not return to this place.”

S| XTEEN :

The corridor outside the conference roomwas deserted. W saw a few people as
we nmade our way to the airlocks, including a couple of Hal kan soldiers. But it
was al ways at a distance, and as far as | could tell none of them gave us a
second | ook.

Everything outside | ooked pretty much the way we'd left it a few mnutes
earlier. The torchferry wasstill sitting on the ice, with the Hal kan troop
carrier squatting nearby. W headed toward the | anding area, Bayta and ne in
front with our |uggage, Fayr wal king behind us with his gun out |ike a good
Hal kan prisoner escort should. "I hope you' re not relying on this charade to
get us aboard that troop carrier,” | warned. "Hal kan conmandos have chanel eon
suits, too."

"No fears," Fayr assured ne. Faintly through my renora | heard the sound of
someone reporting to himon his own suit comm "Qher transportation has been
arranged. "

Ri ght on cue, a large bul ky vehicle hove into view over the horizon, heading
our direction. It took ne a couple of puzzled seconds to identify it as the
heavy lifter 1'd seen earlier, now with the damaged tour bus clutched beneath
it onits grapples. The lifter continued toward us, flying | ow and



much faster than | woul d have expected sonething |ugging that much mass coul d

nmanage.
I was still watching when the grapples released in mdair, sending the bus
arcing sedately toward the surface. | heard Bayta's sharp intake of air; and a

second | ater the bus slammed squarely into the aft section of the troop
carrier.

Even in Mddhra's thin atnosphere the inpact was | oud enough to hear, like a
nmeat grinder that had had a bone tossed into it "To the torchferry," Fayr
ordered over the noise.

W picked up our pace, fighting to maintain the delicate bal ance between
maxi mal speed without hitting the ground hard enough to go boundi ng
kangaroo-style into the air. Behind us, people were starting to pour fromthe
| odge's airlocks in response to the crash, and | saw a dozen figures in
mlitary vac suits hurrying in fromover two of the nearby hills. The lifter
itself, nowrelieved of its burden, shot past the | odge and di sappeared over
the horizon in the direction of the toboggan tunnels.

W reached the torchferry's open outer door witiiout incident and slipped
inside. | drew ny gun, just in case, as Fayr closed the door and cycled the
airlock. The inner door slid open, and we went inside.

| needn't have bothered with the gun. There were two figures already at the
torchferry's command and copil ot stations, and though tiieir vac suits were
pure Halkan military it was obvious fromtiieir nonchal ant gl ances our

direction mat they were in fact two of Fayr's commandos. "I guess tiiis
expl ai ns where the Hal kas' prisoner went," | conmented as Fayr gestured us
f orwar d.

"Actually, he is piloting the lifter," Fayr said. "I assumed mat ne | ast
direction the Mdhri woul d expect himto flee would be to the scene of his
previous activity. Can you fly this vehicle?"

"Probably." | stepped between the two Bellidos and gave the controls a quick
look. Al the |abels were in Hal kora, but the | ayout was standard enough
"Make mat yes," | said. "Provided you don't want anytiiing too conplicated."

"Nodiing conplicated at all," Fayr assured me, gesturing

the Bellidos out of their seats. "W need only return to where you found ne
earlier this norning."

"CGot it," | said, slipping into the pilot's seat and strapping in. | checked
the thrusters and ion-plasm drive, confirmed they'd been run properly through
their warmup. "Say when."

"Lift now, " Fayr said.

My imted Westali flight training had centered around starfighters and ot her
mlitary craft, and the first thing | noticed was how sl uggi shly the
torchliner responded. But as | got us pointed the right direction and fed
power to the ion-plasnma drive it becane considerably nore lively, and we were
pressed gently back into our seats as we shot over the frozen | andscape bel ow.
A mnute later, we'd reached the end of the red pylons and the unfinished

t oboggan tunnels. "Now what?" | call ed.

"We nmust nelt the ice over the north tunnel,"’
conpartnent. "You know where."

I glanced back over mny shoul der, paused for a longer |ook. Wiile |I'd been
concentrating on ny flying, Fayr and his buddi es had been putting together a
pair of very nasty-looking IS mm hi p-nounted packet guns. "Nice," | said. "You
get all Ms stuff from Sistarrko?"

"Yes," Fayr said. "MIlitary-class weapons cannot be transported via Quadrail
so we brought in trade goods and purchased the equi pnent we needed from |l oca
manuf acturers.”

"By way of the black market, 1'd guess,” | said. "Incidentally, you do realize
t hose are outside toys, right?"

"No fears," he assured ne. "Concentrate on nelting the ice, and | eave us to
deal with the starfighters.”

"The ?" | checked ny board, then lifted my eyes to | ook out the canopy.

There they were, all right: a matched pair of Chafta 669s hovering watchfully

Fayr called fromthe rear of the



over the ice, their bows pointed our direction

And as | watched, one of themdipped its bow and then raised it upward again,
tracking its weapons-1lock systens across our hull in the universal command to
surrender. "They're not |ooking very happy," | warned Fayr.

"Ignore them" he said as he hel ped one of his armed conpatriots into the
starboard airlock. The other gunner was already in the portside |ock, the

i nner door closing behind him "This is a civilian craft,"” he added, com ng
forward and taking the copilot's seat. "They won't fire on us until they
realize we have not been fooled."

"Fool ed how?"

"Later," Fayr said. "Now carefully.”

| eased the torchferry to a hovering halt a dozen neters off the surface and
perhaps thirty past the spot in the north tunnel where the buried sub waited.
Tilting the bow upward no sinple task the way our force thrusters were
vectored | slowy fed power to the drive. "How exactly haven't we been

fool ed?" | asked again as the ice began to boil away in a tornado of swirling
white

"I told you earlier that several of Applegate's details were incorrect," Fayr
said, alternating his attention between the aft display's boiling ice and the
starfighters hovering in front of us. So far, he was right about them not
seeming all that worried about what we were doing. "One of the nore critica
is the nature of the threat we face," Fayr continued. "The Mdhri is not
sinmply a group of drug distributors. He is instead the coral itself."

| frowned. "He | nean they what ?"

"Mbdhran coral consists of many small polyps within a shell-like matrix," he
expl ained. "Unlike other corals, these polyps in large nunbers formthe cells
of a group mind. Alittle nore to the left."

| eased the drive streama few degrees that direction. "What do you nean, a
group m nd?"

"The polyps function like the cells of a normal brain, except that instead of
connecting neurons they are linked tele-pathically,"” he said. "A few t housand
toget her can create a rudimentary sel f-awareness, and a | arge enough group can
link with others up to hundreds of kilometers away to create a |arger and nore
capable intelligence." He eyed ne. "You don't believe me, of course.”

"I wouldn't say that," | said cautiously. Certainly not to

someone with a pair of packet guns at his beck and call.

"How do you know all this?"

"There," he said, pointing at the display. "You see it?"

A | looked at the display, fully expecting to see sonme anor-

I

phous mass of coral rising fromthe steam and freezing rain, |ike Count
Dracula in a classic dit rec horrorific. But there was nothing; and it was
only as | took a second | ook that | realized he was pointing to a pair of
gray-metal pillars, the elevator beans attached to the stolen sub. W were

al nost there. "So what exactly is the threat?" | asked. "The chunks that have
been exported spy for the main branch or sonethi ng?"

"The exported masses of coral we name them outposts are too far fromthe
honel and for direct linkage," Fayr said. "The danger lies in the nmobile

col oni es, or wal kers, which they have created in nost of the gal axy's soci al
and governnental |eaders."

A creepy sensation was starting to twist its way through ne. "Wat do you
nmean, created? Created how?"

"By touch," he said. "A polyp hook can enter a person's skin and bl oodstream
via a small scratch when the coral is touched. Once there, it grows into a

conpl ete organism then divides and grows and creates its own colony." "And
t hen?'
"The col ony creates a hidden secondary personality,” Fayr said. "It normally

remains in the back of its host's mnd, offering subtle suggestions for
behavi or and deci sions. Usually very reasonabl e suggestions, which the host
can easily rationalize away."



Go on, Mahf had urged that afternoon in the casino. Touch the coral

And a day later, strangely and inexplicably asleep on ny feet, 1'd nearly
rationalized ny way into doing just that "Do you need one inside you to get
t hese suggestions?" | asked, not at all sure | wanted to hear the answer. If

they'd gotten one of these things into nme wthout my know edge ..

To ny relief, he shook his head. "No, a |l arge enough colony has the ability to
of fer suggestions at a distance," he

said. "We call themthought viruses. They can linger in a person's mnd for

m nutes or sonetines hours."

"Gving the victimplenty of tine to talk hinself into going along with them™
| said grimy

"I ndeed." Fayr pointed. 'There."

The top of the sub was visible now through the steam its sides energing as
the ice nelted away. "So if you're trying to destroy the coral, what's the sub
doi ng way up here?" | asked.

"Shut down now so that the lifter may attach,” he said. "Once that's done, we
can nelt away the rest of the ice."

There was fresh novenent on the aft display: The heavy lifter mat had dropped
the bus on the troop carrier had appeared frominside the south tunnel and was
maneuvering carefully through the ice stormtoward the sub. "Beware," Fayr
warned. "The starfighters will soon nmake their response.”

| |l ooked back at the Chaftas. Neither had noved; but suddenly | had the sense
that they were bracing for action. "Against us or the sub?"

"The sub," Fayr said. "But "

H's protest was cut off as | threw power to the maneuvering baffles, turning
us ponderously around and vectoring the thrusters to slide us directly between
the Chaftas and the sub. "You did say they wouldn't fire on us, right?"
shout ed over the roar.

The words were barely out of my nouth when the starfighters attacked.

They split their formation, one going high, the other going low, bomtrying to
do an end run around the bulk of the torchferry I'd now noved to bl ock their
direct line of fire at the sub and lifter. | cut back on the thrusters,
dropping closer toward the ice to further block the |lowrun attacker. He
dropped | ower in response, apparently figuring that in a game of chicken his
maneuverability would beat out mine. Hs partner, with me obligingly clearing
the high road for him swooped in for the kill

To be net by a withering hail of anti-arnmor packet fire fromthe Bellido in ny
portside airlock. The Chafta tw sted

hard around, trying to get out of way as a portion of his starboard engine
nacel | e shredded under the nultiple inpacts.

The first starfighter was still trying to slip beneath me. Setting ny teem |
started to drop us | ower

And twitched in surprise as Fayr reached over to his copilot's board and threw
full power to the thrusters instead. "What are you doi ng?" | snapped as the
torchferry lurched upward like a slightly drunk cork

"Clearing the path," he called back. "Brace yourself."

| was taking in a fresh lungful of air when a slender black cylinder riding a
streak of yellow fire shot horizontally beneath us. It caught the | ow road
starfighter squarely in its forward weapons cl uster

Wth a brilliant flash of smoke and fire, the Chafta disintegrated.
| shifted nmy attention to the other direction. Standing side by side in the
opening to the south tunnel were a pair of Bel-lidos w th shoul der-nmounted

m ssile launchers. Even as | watched, the second | auncher flared with yell ow
fire, sending its missile shooting over the top of the torchferry into the
remai ning starfighter. Another explosion, and the fight was over.

Wth an effort | found my voice. "Well," | said as conversationally as | could
manage. "That went well."

"For the noment," Fayr agreed tightly. "The question will be what surprises he
may yet have waiting."

"This was surprising enough for me," | assured him The two Belldic gunners



had di scarded their |aunchers and were heading down into the crater |I'd nelted
inthe ice, while the rest of the Bellidos |I'd seen that norning appeared from
me tunnel behind them and foll owed. The group reached the hal f-exposed sub and
the Iifter hovering above it and began connecting themtogether via the

el evator beans. "As |long as we have a minute, you want to finish your story?

| suggested. "Starting with what the sub is doing up here if you're gunning
for the coral down there.”

"Because we're not gunning for the coral down there," Fayr said. "That was the
other critical error in Applegate's

story." He pointed downward. "This, you see, is not the world where Mdhran
coral originates."

"That's ridiculous," | said, forgetting for a nonent the packet guns behind
me. "Every report |'ve ever seen says it does.”

"True, the reports state that it comes from Mbdhra |," he said, his whiskers
stiffening in a tight smle. "But this is not Mbdhra |I. The Mdhri, in an

effort to confuse potential attackers, has switched the nanes of the two
noons. "

| stared at him "You're joking. How do you rename two entire worlds w thout
somebody noti ci ng?"

"Who woul d notice?" Fayr pointed out reasonably. "Those who do the harvesting,
packi ng, and shipping are all wal kers, firmy controlled by the Mdhri

whi spering in their mnds. Al others sinply accept official designations as
to which noon of the Mddhra Binary is which."

I chewed the inside of nmy cheek. There was a certain weird | ogic about it, |
had to adnmit. "And you're sure you've got it right?"

He pointed to the snoking rubble that had once been a Chafta starfighter
"Their own actions prove it," he said. "Do you think the Mdhri woul d have
attacked mat way unl ess he'd suddenly realized we knew the truth, and that the
genui ne coral fields were under threat?"

"I meant do you have any other proof of this nane sw tch?"

H s eyes bored into nmy face. "You are a curious species, Human," he said. "You
base many of your actions on strange |eaps of illogic and hunch, beyond even
nose of the Shorshi-ans. Yet in the same nonent you demand proofs and

evi dences far beyond that which others would declare sufficient."

"We're a mass of contradictions, all right," | agreed. "Do you have

i ndependent confirmation, or don't you?"

"W have," he said, his voice starting to sound a little strained. Maybe he
was regretting saving us fromthe coral, after all. "The Mdhri was clever
enough to alter official records and even historical documents. But he

negl ected to change the early oceanographic data. A careful study of the
depth charts clearly shows that the other noon is the one fornerly called
Modhra |, and the source of the coral."

| nodded as the pieces started to finally fall together. So that was why Fayr
had absconded with one of the | odge's submarines and gone to all the trouble
of bringing it up through the ice instead of sinply purchasing one of his own
and flying it here along with his guns and other equiprment. He'd been
deliberately playing the Mddhri's gane, pretending he'd bought into the npons
nane switch. "So does the whole Mddhri know they're it's in trouble yet?"
asked. "O is it only the |local group?"

"No, the honel and branch knows," Fayr said, his eyes on the operation going on
bel ow us. "There are several wal kers here who carry large colonies within
them plus there are many coral outposts in various parts of the resort. This
m nd segnent can easily unite with the homel and branch."

He gave ne a sideways |ook. "Which is probably why you were invited to cone
here," he added omi nously. "An agent of the Spiders is a rarity the Mdhri
woul d certainly wish to study. Before he enslaved you."

My stomach tightened. "lInstant spy, huh?"

"It's worse than that," he said. "A Mbdhran colony normally stays in the
background, but in need it can push the wal ker's own personality aside and
take conpl ete control of the body."



| thought about the two Hal kas back at Kerfsis. "Conplete enough to make the
wal ker attenpt theft or rmurder?"

"The wi shes or scruples of the wal ker are conpletely irrelevant at such a
point," he said. "The wal ker's own personality is suppressed and experiences a
total blackout. If the Modhran colony is clever enough, the wal ker may never
even realize anything has happened.”

"And that lodge is filled with Mddhran wal kers?"

He snorted. "The lodge is filled with the rich and powerful of the gal axy," he
sai d. "That nakes your question redundant."”

| looked toward the | odge, half expecting to see the traditional dit rec
horrorific mob coining at us with pitchforks and torches.

But the ice was enpty. Anyway, torches wouldn't work in

the thin atnosphere. "Wat kind of reception can we expect J»

at the nain base?" | asked. ' ?

"The harvesting conplex has ten small subrmarines and fifty divers at its

di sposal ," Fayr said. "They al so have perhaps fifty other vehicles, including
ten or twelve lifters and other small flyers.™

"Not to mention whatever's still at the garrison.”

"They have no nore than five vehicles left, now that the troop carrier and
Chaftas have been disabled," Fayr said. "And with nmany of the sol diers already
here, they may not have the trained personnel to operate them™

"Unl ess they conmandeer the rest of the resort's lifters and take the troops
back hone," | pointed out, glancing up at the sky. Nothing was com ng at us
fromthat direction, either.

"The resort has no nore spaceworthy flyers," Fayr assured ne. "Their

| ong-range conmuni cati ons have been _dealt with, as well."

"That helps,"” | said. "How about ground-based defenses?"

"The harvesting conpl ex has antiair weapons in place,"”

he said. "Fortunately, we won't land within range of them

W'l open a hole in the ice at a safe distance fromthe com

pl ex, and fromthere our submarine will travel along the

coral beds, using sonic disrupters and small explosives to f

destroy them" S

"How do we retrieve them afterward?" 3

"We don't," Fayr said. "For those two, this has always r*| been a suicide
m ssion. "

| felt nmy stomach tie itself into an extra-tight knot I had al ways hated
sui ci de mi ssions.

Fayr apparently had no trouble reading nmy face on that one. "I don't like it
any better man you do," he said grimy. "But | see no other alternatives."
"Let me work on it," | said.

"Do so." He gestured. "They are ready."

| 1 ooked down. The lifter and sub were connected together now, and the

Bel | i dos were hurrying in our direction. "W'll take the others aboard," Fayr
sai d, notching back on the

thrusters and lowering us to the surface. "W will then nelt the subnarine
free and be on our way."

| gave one last look at the sky. Still clear. "Sounds a little too easy,"

war ned.

"Perhaps we have taken the Mddhri by surprise,” he said.

"Yeah," | said. "Maybe."

Three mnutes later, with the commandos aboard and the sub freed, we were on
our way.

The torchferry flewin front, with the lifter/sub conbo riding our aft
starboard flank like a baby whal e staying close to mama. No one chal | enged us
as we made our way across the short distance separating the two nmoons. The
harvesti ng operation was on the far side, Fayr informed ne, out of sight of
any curious eyes fromthe resort, and he kept us lowto the surface as we
headed in that direction. As pronised, he stopped us well short of the

conpl ex, picking a spot where a past neteor inpact had nade the ice relatively



t hin.

Rel atively being the operative term of course. Wth a limt to how hot we
could run the drive without sending the torchferry skittering out into space,
it was going to take a while to burn our way through

W had made it about hal fway when our opponents finally rmade their nove.

W spotted themin the distance, sixty flyers and ground vehicles | unbering
across the ice en masse |like the proverbial |emm ngs heading for the cliff. At
first glance they seened to all be civilian craft, but our lifter, detached
now fromthe sub and flying high cover, reported a handful of arned mlitary
roamers scattered throughout the convoy. Maybe they were hoping we woul dn't
notice the ringers in the crowd, or maybe they thought we would hesitate to
shoot through civilians to get to them

If that was their strategy, it didn't work. The civilian craft pressing in
close around themlimted their own conbat capabilities, and the Bellido
packet gunners riding the lifter had the necessary marksnmanship to single out
the mlitary

craft and destroy or disable themwell before they got within their own firing
range.

| hoped at that point the civilians would take the hint and back off. But the
Modhri was apparently nore interested in stopping us than in conserving
troops. The vehi cles kept conmi ng, maneuvering around the piles of debris but
ot herwi se seem ngly oblivious to the destruction going on around them The
Bel I i dos responded by first taking out the rest of the flyers, then dropping
shatter charges in front of the ground vehicles to try to block their path.
But they kept coming. Wth a conplete slaughter of the civilians as the only
ot her option, Fayr reluctantly broke off our digging project and took the
torchferry to a spot well ahead of the |ead vehicles. There he used the drive
to carve a trench in the ice in hopes of blocking any further advance.

It was a noble nove, and it nearly cost us our lives. The Bellido gunners had
i ndeed taken out all the military vehicles, but the Mdhri had been crafty
enough to hide a pair of Hal kan soldiers in one of the civilian transports. |
| ooked up fromour work just in tine to see themlean out from opposite sides
with a pair of mssile |aunchers.

I was also just in time to see their transport blown into shrapnel before they
could bring the launchers to bear. Fortunately for our side, the Bellidos in
the lifter knew all the tricks, too.

We finished the trench wi thout further incident and headed back. "I wonder
what they expected that to acconplish,” | comrented as we resuned our attack
on the ice.

"Cbviously not to stop us," Fayr muttered. "It can only have been to del ay us
whi |l e he prepares his submarines for defense of the coral."

"It's going to be ten-to-one odds down there, isn't it?" | agreed soberly.
"Not to mention whatever mschief the divers can cause. You have pl anned for
that, | hope?"

"No fears," Fayr assured me. 1'd never heard that peculiar phrase froma
Bel | i do before, but Fayr had apparently adopted it for his own. "The submarine
has been equi pped with sensor decoys and ot her counterneasures. | al so expect

t he ongoi ng destruction of the coral to have a certain confusing effect on the
def endi ng wal kers, as well."

"But you don't know for sure."

"No," he conceded. 'To the best of nmy know edge, an attack on the Mdhri has
never before been attenpted, nuch | ess successfully."

"Mm" | murrured, gazing out in the direction of the nowstalled ground
vehicles. "So after we drop the sub into the water, you're planning to just

| eave?"

"Do not m sunderstand," Fayr said, his voice tight. "I do not wish to | eave
anyone behind. But we cannot assume that AN no nessages were sent before we
dealt with the resort's jjH transmitter. The Hal kan warshi ps at the Tube
transfer station mu” could be here in four hours, and it will take the
submarine at least two and two-thirds to destroy the coral between here and



the harvesting conplex. If we wait the extra two-thirds hour for themto make
the return trip, we could find ourselves trapped with little margin for
error."

"Ckay, but what if we go to the harvesting conpl ex and

neet the sub there?" | suggested. "That would at |east save

us that last two-thirds hour." f

"And could end natters even nore quickly," Fayr coun- ;

tered. "Or had you forgotten the ground-based weapons at *

t he comnpl ex?"

"Not at all,” | said. "It just seens to me there are a couple of points that
may make it worth considering."” | gestured out at the horizon. "For one thing,
"' mwondering how well those weapons will be manned, given how many of the
residents are sitting out there in that convoy."

"Possibly not as fully as usual,"” Fayr conceded. "Certainly with his flyers
destroyed he will have | ess capability against ground troops." He eyed ne
curiously. "I find it interesting that you would care so nmuch about two
Belldic lives."

"I don't like wasting lives, human or otherwise,"” |I told him "But |I'malso

thinking it nmight also be a good idea to take a good, hard | ook at the records
they have in there." "What sorts of records?"

"All sorts," | said. "I'mstill wondering why the Modhri threw all the workers
at us just now |like cannon fodder, but didn't do the sane with the guests at
the resort.”

"Those at the resort are the rich and powerful," Fayr rem nded ne. "Perhaps
the Modhri feared the repercussions that would foll ow such a hi gh nunber of

i mportant deaths.”

"Yes, but why?" | persisted. "lIsn't ms place right here his must-w n stand?"
"It is his homeland and the center of his intellect and power," Fayr agreed
thoughtfully. "But as | said earlier, he has many out posts across the gal axy,

and many, many wal kers. Perhaps he still feels he can stop us here w thout
risking his secret."
"How secret can it be?" | pointed out. "Your government at |east seems to know

all about this. Don't they?"

"Do they?" he said bitterly. "Like many ot hers, my government has been

ensl aved. What is actually known of the Mddhri, and what has been carefully
suppressed, | cannot say."

"But | thought " | floundered.

"That we represent an official Belldic mssion?" Fayr shook his head. "No. On
this point, at |east, Apos Mahf spoke the truth: My squad and | are renegades.
W recogni zed that sonething was am ss and fromvarious records were able to
pi ece together the truth. But we have no official orders or sanction for what
we do."

H s whiskers twitched. "In fact, any of us who survive w |l undoubtedly be
brought before a mlitary court upon our return.”

| grimaced. But it was not, | reflected, all that different fromthe reception
| was likely to get when | got back to Earth. "I still want sone answers,"
said. "And the harvesting conplex is still the place to get them"

"Perhaps,"” he said. "You said there were two reasons you thought it would be

worth the risk?"

| nodded. "You seenmed concerned earlier about the idea of flying into a place
guarded by antiair defenses. Right?"

"Correct."

"But assum ng you're right about this whole setup being designed by the Mdhri
for his own benefit, where are those

defenses likely to be centered? On the adm nistration center, which holds the

records we're looking for? O on the access & to the harvesting areas,
where the coral is?"
"Mm " he nurnured. "Interesting."

"OfF course, once we're down you'll still have to get to the admin areas on



foot," I went on. "You'll also have to neutralize enough of the weaponry
around the access areas to get your people out once they've brought in the
sub. But as you've already pointed out, the Hal kas have | ost nmpost or all of
their air power, which is usually the trickiest part."

For a long mnute Fayr gazed at ne, his striped face expressionless. "You
humans are wi thout a doubt the nmobst hunch-driven species in the gal axy."
"Probably," | agreed. "But for us, it works."

"It does indeed," he said, his whiskers stiffening in a tight smle. "Very
well. Let us doit."

SEVENTEEN :

We finished blasting our hole and | owered the sub in. It took off with a will,
di ving deep toward the coral beds and the Hal kan subs no doubt already arrayed
inits path.

But those defenders would be nostly civilians, whether they had sone bizarre
group mnd hel ping themor not. The attackers were warriors, and | had no
doubt that the Bellidos would make it through

Especially with us throwing in a doubl e hel ping of chaos at the other end of
the rabbit hole. Wth the lifter again hugging our flank we took off, flew
past the mass of ground vehicles still uselessly trying to get to us, and made
for the harvesting conpl ex.

My first thought as we approached was that someone nust have seriously
overestimated the inportance of the place as well as the anount of profit
comng out of it. Al that was visible was a nodest trio of single-story
bui | di ngs set around a docki ng and under-ice access area.

It wasn't until we were nearly on top of it that | realized the truth. The
three buildings were nerely the front of the operation, a deliberately
deceptive facade designed to throw off inquisitive eyes and m nds. The rest of
t he compl ex had

been built alnobst invisibly into the ice, probably constructed on the surface
with ice then | ayered over it.

The true access to the coral beds was canoufl aged even better. The only way we
knew where it was, in fact, was by backtracking the antiair fire that erupted
in our direction as we approached.

But my hunch paid off. The defenses were geared toward protecting the coral
beds, with the workers' safety running a distant second. As a probably
uni nt ended consequence, several of the larger ice-sheathed buildings |ay
squarely in one line of fire or another, creating a whole set of kill-zone
shadows in the outer parts of the conplex. Fayr |anded us in the nost
conveni ent of them and with weapons at the ready he and the rest of his team
headed of f into battle.

Bayta and | stayed behind in the torchferry. Qur vac suits didn't have the
protective arnor and heavy-duty puncture-seal ant systens tiieir chanel eon
suits did, and | doubted either of us had the training and stam na to keep up
witii a commando squad, anyway.

Besides which, it was tinme she and | had a little talk.

"So," | comrented, swiveling around in ny seat to face her. W had taken off
our helnets so mat Fayr and his squad couldn't listen in, keeping them handy
in case of trouble. "Interesting theory, isn't it?"

"What is?" she asked cautiously.

"Fayr's fever dream about nal evol ent coral that wants to rule the universe,"
sai d, watching her closely. "Ml evolent telepadiic coral, yet. Crazy, huh?"
Her eyes slipped away fromny gaze. "Very interesting," she agreed, her voice
studiously neutral.

"Never heard anything like it, nyself," | continued conversationally. "How
about you?"

She didn't answer. "There never was any vision of an attack on the Fillies,
was tiiere?" | asked, letting ny voice harden. "In fact, this whole diing has

been a scam from square one, hasn't it?"
"No," she protested, her eyes comng up to nmeet nine
Her |ips conpressed, and she again dropped her gaze to the floor. "No, nere is



atiireat to the galaxy. Aterrible threat."

"From power - crazed coral ?"

She glared at me. "You shouldn't make jokes about tilings you don't

under stand. "

"So enlighten me," | countered. "Starting with what exactly ny role was in al
this."

"What do you mean?" she asked, her voice gone cautious again. "You were hired
to help us in the war agai nst the Mdhri."

"No, | was hired to be your diversion," | said bluntly. "Your Spider friends
knew all about Fayr and his private little battle plan. You wanted to give him
t he best shot you could; and since you knew t he eneny was wat chi ng, you
brought ne in to give them soneone handy to watch."

Her lip twitched. "It wasn't like that."

"Wasn't it?" | bit out. "You have a drudge accost ne and walk off with ny
carrybags in front of God and everyone at Terra Station. Then you throw
everyone else off ny car mdway to New Tigris with the flinsiest excuse
possi bl e and hustle me off to a neeting on a secret Quadrail siding. And then
you march both of us up fromthird-class steerage to a first-class
conpartnent. You mght as well have pinned a sign on nmy back that said Spider
Agent Kill Me in three | anguages.”

Her face | ooked |like she was getting ready to cry. "W didn't expect himto
try to kill you," she said earnesdy. "You have to believe me. W thought he
woul d think you were our latest attenpt to find himand just watch you. That's
all. Just watch."

"That's very conforting," | growl ed. "Unfortunately, good intentions don't
feed the bulldog. They knew about Fayr, too, or at |east suspected sonething
was in the works." | paused, studying the shame and self-reproach in her face
and feeling a small twi nge of conscience. "And for whatever it's worth,

don't think those two Hal kas back at Kerfsis were really trying to kill ne,"
added reluctantiy. "That incident was mainly designed to give Rastra and
JhanKl a an excuse to get us aboard the Peerage car."

She shivered. 'To try and nake friends with us, so that they could bring us
here.”

There it was, that whole friend thing again. "You keep tal king about friends,"
| said. "What do friends have to do with it?"

"There are natural enotional barriers between people that tend to bl ock

t hought viruses," she said. "Only between friends or trusted associates are
there the enotional connections that allow the thought virus to pass.”
"Uh-huh," | said, a few nore pieces falling into place. "Wich is why Mhf
tried to pretend we'd net before that afternoon in the casino. And why you
kept asking if Rastra or Applegate were friends of nine."

She nodded. "I didn't know if either of themwas a walker. But if they were, |
was afraid you' d trust them enough for a thought virus to get through.”
"I's that why you picked me for this job in the first place? | asked. "Because

you figured |I'd beconme sonething of a |oner?"

"Partly," she admitted. "Mstly it was because you' d been ostracized by al
your former official Terran government contacts. That was the pattern the
Modhri followed with all the other species: An officially sanctioned team
would go in to investigate, be infected by the Mdhri, then go home to infect
and conquer the rest of the upper nilitary and governnent |evels. Wth thought
viruses passing freely between close friends and associates, it can happen

very quickly."

She gave ne a wan smile. "Hunmans are alnost the |ast ones |eft unconquered. W
didn't want to risk your people by getting sonmeone who was still involved with
i mportant governnent officials.”

"And so you picked nme," | said, a small part of ne appreciating the

potentially lethal irony of the situation. If only they knew who | was

i nvol ved with. "Wy didn't you tell nme all this last night when |I asked?"
She | ooked away fromne. "I wasn't sure | could trust you."

"“And now?"



She shrugged noncomittally.

Whi ch was pretty dam ungrateful, | thought, especially after all 1'd done for
her and her Spider friends. A surge of annoyance threatened to wash over ne;
ruthlessly, | forced it back. A conbat situation was no place for stray
enotional reactions. "What makes you m nk humanity hasn't been conquered yet?"
"The Spi ders have been watching the top | evels of Human governnent very
closely,"” she said, clearly relieved to be back on | ess personal ground. "So
far, they've seen no sign of Mdhran influence.”

"Only you said the people thensel ves don't even know when they're carrying a
colony," | pointed out. "You have some kind of Rorschach test?"

"I wish we did," she said ruefully. "But since the colony usually stays in the
background of the wal ker's mind, there usually isn't anything that woul d show
up on psychol ogi cal tests."

"Or emotional or skin/eye reaction tests, either, | suppose,” | said. "That
just | eaves straight-out physical tests.”

"Which also aren't usually very hel pful,"” she said. "The polyps tend to gather
i n hidden areas, especially around and beneath the brain. It would take a very
careful mcroscopic exam nation to spot them"

"I's that why JhanKl a insisted those two dead Hal kas be crenated?"

"Yes, though of course he hinself wouldn't have known the true reason," she
said. "He would have had his own set of perfectly good excuses. And we've
never found a scanning technique that can pick the polyps out fromthe

organi smthey've attached thenselves to."

"So again, what makes you think Earth hasn't been infiltrated?"

"There are patterns of behavior and deci sion that can be seen, especially on a
group level," she explained. "Neither the UN nor any of your nation-state
government s have shown signs of such behavior."

"We just too small for the Mddhri to bother with?"

"The reasons are probably nore practical," she said. "For one thing, you have
no coral outposts on your worlds, which by itself would nake conquest
difficult. There's also your political structure, with its many nati on-states
and | ack of a truly central governing body. That hol ds chall enges they won't
have found el sewhere anobng the Twel ve Enpires.”

I'd never before thought of Earth's political chaos as being a possible
mlitary asset. Usually just the opposite, in fact. "Wat woul d have happened
if 1'd touched the coral last night? I'd be a wal ker now, too?"

"Not yet," she said. "It takes days or weeks for an inplanted hook to grow
into a polyp and then to reproduce enough to forma complete col ony."
"Ckay, so back to current events," | said, picking up the logic trail again.

"We had Fayr and his conmandos on one hand, and us on the other. The Modhri
knew about both of us; but he didn't know what the connection was. So he
maneuvered us here, hoping we would trip over Fayr's schenme and expose it for

him" | lifted ny eyebrows. "Damm near worked, too, didn't it?"

She grinmaced. "I know," she rmurmured.

"So if this is their honeland, why don't the Spiders just lock themin? They
have to travel by Quadrail |ike everybody el se, don't they?"

"Yes, of course," she said. "But all we knew at first was that various |eaders
were being controlled and governnents were being corrupted. It was a long tine
before we | earned the mechani smand, |ater, where it was coning from"

"But you know now," | said. "So why not just keep the coral off the
Quadrai l s?"
"Because the sensors can't detect it," she said. "I mean, they can, but the

chemi cal conposition is so close to a hundred other things that it would
requi re hand searches." She shrugged unconfortably. "Besides, by now the
coral's been distributed so widely that | ocking down Sistarrko system woul dn't
gai n us anyt hing."

And with that, the final, ugly piece dropped into place.

Modhran out posts all over the gal axy, accessible only via the Spiders' own
Quadrail system... "You didn't hire me to find out howto stop a war," | said
quietly. "You hired me to figure out howto start one."



She turned her face away fromme. "You have to understand," she said, her

voi ce suddenly very tired. "We'd finally | earned where the eneny was | ocated,
but we knew the sane limtations that keep one enpire from attacki ng anot her
woul d al so keep us fromtaking any action against them W suspected Fayr was
up to sonething, but we assumed he was still just investigating. And here
especially the Modhri woul d make sure that the warshi ps guarding the Tube
transfer station were exclusively manned by wal kers. W needed a way to break
the stalemate.”

Involuntarily, | glanced back out the canopy. 1'd forgotten all about those
war shi ps, and the fact that they mi ght be burning space on their way here at
this very monent. | hoped Fayr wasn't taking tinme to snell the flowers. "You
could have saved all of us a lot of time if you' d been up front with me in the
first place," I told her. "I could have told you that you do exactly what Fayr
did: Bring in stuff to sell and then buy or create your weapons there in the
target system™

She sighed. "I understand that now," she said. "But the Spiders thought the
story of an attack on the Filiaelians would be the only way to get your
attention.”

"Especially since Fayr's technique wouldn't work on the Fillies," | conceded.
"No weapons bl ack market, and too nmany genetically |oyal soldiers wandering
around wat chi ng everything."

"Yes." Bayta ran a hand through her hair. "But at least nowit's al nost over."
"Maybe," | said. "Maybe not."

She frowned at ne. But before she could ask, there was a ping fromny hel net.
"Conpton?" a voice called faintly.

| picked up the helnet and slipped it over ny head. "Here," | said.

"W have the records and are noving to support the half squad at the dock,"
Fayr reported. "Estimate arrival and re-

trieval in one and two-thirds hours, return one-third later. Hostil es?"

"No sign," | said, |ooking out the canopy and giving the displays a quick
check. "1 think all the unfriendlies nust be on your side of the fence."
"Acknow edged," he said. "Be watchful."

"You, too."

He clicked off, and | took ny helnmet off again. "He says they'|ll be back in
about two hours,” | told Bayta. "Then maybe we'll find out whether it's over
or not."

They were back exactly two hours and five mnutes later. Rather to ny
surprise, all of themmde it, including the two commandos fromthe sub. They
had apparently succeeded in destroying all the coral they could find, while
Fayr had | ocated and pulled all the records stored in that part of the

conpl ex. He ordered a few quick preparations, and we were ready to go.
Unfortunately, the unwanted conmpany was al ready comng up the wal k.

"There," Fayr said, pointing at the |ong-range display as we ran up the
torchferry's thrusters and eased cautiously away fromthe now out-of - busi ness
harvesting conplex. "You see it?"

"It would be hard to miss,"” |I said. In actual fact, of course, nost people
would miss it: A small sensor dot nearly hidden behind the glow of its
decelerating ion drive, hardly big enough to identify as an ore tug. But to
someone with the right training, ne sensor footprint of a stealthed warship
was unni stakable. "Coming in fast, too," | added. "I hope you have a plan for
getting past him™"

"It won't be possible to get past him" Fayr said calmy as we reached a safe
di stance fromthe conplex's remai ning defenses and lifted away fromthe
sur f ace.

"We're sure not going to talk our way out of it," | warned, frowning as he
punched in our course. He was turning us toward the edge of Cassp's disk,
sitting directly ahead like a

huge bl ack hole in space with only its edge lit as the outer atnosphere
refracted the light fromthe distant sun



The Tube, though, was in exactly the opposite direction. The only thing in
that direction was "SistarrkoT

"Way not?" he replied calmy. "It has a population of over three billion

i ncluding at | east a hundred thousand resident Bellidos and three thousand
Humans. There are al so several snmaller mining centers, colonies, and
honesteads in the inner system What better place for a small group of
fugitives to hide until they can arrange passage back to the Quadrail ?"
"Except that all those col oni es and honmesteads have bright shiny police and
mlitary units standing around with nothing to do," | countered. "W'd never
even get close before we got cut into bite-sized chunks.™

"Unl ess we have a plan to avoid that," Fayr said, exanining the power readings
and adding a little nore juice to the drive.

"Do we?"
"No." His whiskers twitched. "But the Hal kas don't know that, do they?"
| frowned at him.. and then, finally, | understood. "Cute,” | said. "You

think they'Il fall for it?"

Hunchi ng his shoul ders once, he settled hinmself down into his flying. "W
shall find out together."

W pull ed away from Modhra |, picking up speed as we drove inward through
Cassp's massive gravitational field, still heading for the gas giant's edge.
alternated ny attention between our projected course and the aft displays, and
| ess than ten minutes after our departure | saw the warship's drive w nk out.
"He's turning over," | reported. "Apparently decided we're serious about
headi ng i nward and doesn't want to get l|left behind."

"A reasonabl e concern,"” Fayr said. "Even without |eaving Cassp there are four
ring and far-noon mning operations we could be nmaking for."

| nodded. Torch ships were the fastest civilian spacecraft in the gal axy, but
mlitary ships were even faster. But this particular warship had been braking
toward an arrival at the

Modhra Binary, while we were now bl azing away fromthe twin nmoons for all we
were worth. If the Hal kas back there let us build up too nmuch of a velocity
di fference, they would have a hard tine catching up

Sure enough, the warship's drive came on again, only now showi ng behind the
sensor dot that represented the hull. "There they go," | inforned Fayr.

"Hi pped" | checked the sensor reading "and pulling pretty close to top

accel eration.”

"I ntercept point?"

| checked the conputer's projection and made a qui ck cal cul ation of my own.

"About eight hours,” | told him "Mre inmportantly, we'll be well within
Cassp's outer atnosphere before they're in mssile range."

"Excellent." He sent nme a sideways look. "I"'mtold you were fired in disgrace
fromyour enpire's service. Apparently it was not for |ack of conpetence.”
"The wong political toes got underfoot,” | said. "I'Il tell you all about it

someday if you're interested.”

"I am" Fayr said. "Let us first see if we survive the next few hours."

Thirty mnutes later, we entered Cassp's outer atnosphere.

In many ways, it was a good place to be. True, the roiling gases created a
certain amount of friction on the hull, which always had the potential to be a
problem It also added drag, which required us to run the drive above its
normal operating range in order to maintain our acceleration. But on the plus
side it hel ped diffuse the glow fromthe drive, which nade our position that
much harder to pick up on both visual and nonvisual sensors. Fayr continued to
nmove us inward, and the torchferry began to vibrate with turbul ence,
occasional ly picking up nmore significant bunmps and twitches. The gl ow of our
pursuers' drive faded behind us as we put increasingly thick |ayers of methane
and hydrogen between us, until finally it di sappeared entirely behind the

pl anet's edge.

And with us tenporarily out of each other's sight, Fayr shut down the
torchferry's drive and released the lifter that had been riding our hull since
| eavi ng Modhra. Activating its preprogranmed course, he sent it blazing off



toward Sistar-rko and the inner system

| watched it fly awnay with a warm and slightly malicious sense of

sati sfaction. On paper, of course, it was a ridiculously tissue-thin trick.
The lifter's drive was nowhere near as powerful as tire torchferry's, and even
i f our pursuers concluded mat we'd deliberately decreased our drive level to
confuse them a single clear view at the sensors would show the craft's true
nat ur e.

But they woul dn't be getting that clear |ook, at |east not anytinme soon.

Unl ess they could push their acceleration a lot nore than they al ready had,

t hey woul d be spendi ng the next couple of hours peering at the departing
lifter through a haze of Cassp's dit-rec-dranma-fog atnosphere. By the tine
they got clear, they would be pretty well conmitted to the chase.

And in the neantinme, we in the torchferry would do a nice tight slingshot
around Cassp and energe fromits atnosphere with a vector two hundred seventy
degrees off fromthe one we'd gone in at, driving outward toward the Quadrai
station. And, as an extra added bonus, we woul d have picked up close to twice
Cassp's orbital speed in the process.

Al'l of that assum ng, of course, that the Halkas fell for it.

Four hours later, when we finally keyed the drive to full power again and
headed of f on our new course, we saw that they had.

"They will, of course, try to alert the transfer station as soon as they

di scover their mistake," Fayr pointed out as we watched the distant blaze of
the warship's drive. "We'l|l have to trust that the Hal kas on Modhra won't be
able to repair ne damage to their long-range transnmitters before we reach
there."”

"There may be a way to avoid the problementirely,” | suggested. "If we head
directly to the Tube fromhere, we can slip around to the far side and run
parallel to it until we reach

the station. As long as the second warship stays close to the transfer station
and | see no reason why it shouldn't we ought to be able to sneak in w thout
anyone noticing."

"W will still have to find a way into the station once we arrive,'
poi nted out doubtfully.

"I don't think that'll be a problem™ | said, |ooking sideways at Bayta.
"There are service airlocks all around the station's outer surface that the
drudges use to nove heavy equipnent in and out. 1'Il bet we can get soneone to
open one of themfor us."

Fayr gave nme a strange | ook. "You are joking."

But |1'd caught Bayta's mcroscopic nod and nerely smled back. "Not at all," |
assured him

He eyed ne a nmonment |onger, then shrugged. "Very well,’
i nsane. But so was the rest of it. W shall try."

W' d never tried Bayta's telepathy trick through a Tube wall, and privately I
wonder ed whet her she'd be able to punch a signal through material that bl ocked
sensors and conm systens as efficiently as this stuff did. But in the end, it
all went as smoothly as a frictionless airfoil. W eased along the Tube to a
halt at the back side of the station, apparently unobserved by anyone at the
transfer station a hundred kil oneters away on the other side.

There had been sone di scussi on about whether we should try to dock with one of
the service hatchways. But the torch-ferry was just too big for that kind of
delicate work, and so we sinply parked it a few hundred nmeters away, and with
| uggage in hand we space-wal ked across the gap. Even before Fayr, bringing up
the rear, had nade it all the way to the Tube, the hatchway began to iris open
in response to Bayta's silent request.

Unli ke the usual shuttle hatchways, this one was equi pped with an actua
airlock and was | arge enough for our whole group. We piled in and waited with
varyi ng degrees of patience and trepidation while it ran through its cycle.
Wien

the i nner door finally opened, we found ourselves in a maintenance area half a
kilometer fromthe nore central, public areas of the station

Fayr

' he said. "It is



We al so found oursel ves surrounded by a solid wall of drudge Spiders.

They col |l ected our |uggage, making a special point of relieving the Bellidos
of their status guns, then escorted us into a |arge machi ne shop near by.
Inside, a half dozen small Spiders of a type | hadn't seen before took over,
sifting deftly through our |uggage and pulling out small weapons and ot her
forbi dden equi prent that the station's sensors had spotted. As they |oaded the
contraband into | ockboxes, a pair of conductors appeared and. started taking
ticket orders.

Bayta and | used our passes to get our usual double first-class conpartnent.
Fayr got a single conmpartment for himself, while the rest of his teamtook
second- and third-class acconmodati ons. The plastic imitation status guns cane
out of the carrybags and were sorted out into the commandos' enpty shoul der

hol sters, the sizes and nunbers matching their appropriate travel classes.
Fayr, as befit a first-class traveler, |oaded four of the toy pistols into his
hol sters.

And with our informal entry procedure conplete, we collected our |uggage and
foll oned one of the conductors back outside the shop

There were a coupl e hundred people waiting on the various platforns, nost of

t hem Hal kas, all of them gazing in obvious fascination as the Spider guided us
across the maze of service tracks to the public areas. | heard Fayr nuttering
under his breath about stealth and secrecy, but there wasn't nuch any of us
could do about it. The conductor led us to our platform bade us a pl easant
journey, then headed off to whatever routine we had so rudely interrupted. The
rest of the passengers, clearly intrigued by all this, neverthel ess were
either polite enough or wary enough to give us plenty of room

Not surprisingly, the Spiders had booked us on the very next Quadrail headed
down the G akla Spur toward Jurskala. Wth a nunber of well-dressed Hal kas in
evi dence, at | east

some of whom probably included Modhran wal ker colonies, | figured that news of
our arrival had nost likely nade it across to the transfer station by now. |
kept one eye on the nearest shutde hatchways, half expecting Hal kan

of ficialdomto nake one last-ditch effort to grab us.

But no one had appeared by the tinme our Quadrail arrived. W let the departing
passengers off, then clinbed aboard and nade our ways to our various
accommodations. Fifteen minutes later, while | continued to watch the

hat chways through ny conpartnment wi ndow, the Quadrail pulled snmoothly and
anticlimactically out of the station.

For the nmonent, at |east, we were safe.

El GHTEEN :

It was anot her four days back along the G akla Spur to Jurskala, and for every
m nute of each of those days |I fully expected the Mddhri or whatever was |eft
of himto make his nove.

But the Quadrail made its stops, picked up and dropped off its passengers and
nmoved on, and not hi ng happened. It was as if with the destruction of the

honel and branch the ot her outposts and wal kers had gone conpl etely dormant.
Fayr didn't believe it for a minute. "He's planning sonething," he decl ared
two days into the trip as we pulled out of one of the G mman stations on our
way back toward Jurian space. "He surely won't allow such an attack to succeed
wi thout at |east an attenpt at retribution.”

In principle, | agreed. Still, whatever desires for vengeance the Mdhran
remmant night be feeling, the fact was that we'd gotten out of the Sistarrko
system about as fast as anyone coul d, and he was now up agai nst the purely
practical problemof coming up witii a plan on the fly.

O course, it wasn't sonething he had to rush on. Even if Bayta was right

about himnot yet having infiltrated Earth and the Confederation, that stil
left damm few pl aces where the wal kers couldn't get to us whenever they wanted
to.

Still, while we continued to keep an eye over our shoul ders, the four days
ended up being conpletely uneventful. Wat the rest of the Bellidos back in
second and third class did to fill the hours | never found out, but the three



of us in first spent much of it listening to each other's stories.

For Fayr, it had started several years earlier when the Belldic intelligence
service had di scovered secret dealings going on between the Spiders and the
Tra' ho' sej. The Bellidos had investigated, eventually digging up a trai

| eading to the Modhra Binary and the di scovery of some kind of influence
emanating fromit. The Tra' ho'sej thenselves had been in the nmiddle of setting
up sone kind of military operation when they suddenly and inexplicably
abandoned it.

The Bel lidos, now nore than nerely curious, had tried to pick up the
operation. But instead of sinply following their own | eads, the heads of the

i nvestigation had nade the fatal m stake of contacting their counterparts in
the Tra'ho intelligence comunity in hopes of getting inside information
Naturally, they'd gone to the Tra' ho'sej with whomthey had the cl osest

pr of essi onal and personal relationships, and Mbdhran thought-viruses had done
the rest. In rapid succession the upper levels of Belldic intelligence had
fallen to the silent invasion, followed by the mlitary | eaders who controlled
them followed by the political |eaders to whomthey all reported. For the
Modhri, it was just one nore conquest, one nore potential threat that had been
el i m nat ed.

O so he thought. What he hadn't realized was that the Belldic intelligence
service was a strongly conpartnentalized organi zati on, consisting of many

i ndependent groups that had for centuries maintained their own identities for
hi storical reasons that were only vaguely renenbered. Fayr had been in one of
t hose groups, and as he and sone of the others had noticed odd behavi or and
decisions fromtheir superiors they had started a fact-finding mssion of
their own.

They'd al so attenpted to contact the Spiders. The Spiders hadn't been very

ent husi astic, apparently still smarting over their failure with the

Tra' ho'sej. Still, they had given the group sone |ogistical support, including
the encryption sys-

tern 1'd seen Fayr use with his pul se | aser comuni cations aboard the
Quadrail. The Bellidos had noved with careful deliberation, bringing spices
and gourmet foods and high-end el ectronics to Sistarrko over a period of two
years as they studied the situation, building up their network of trading
partners and bl ack market contacts in the systemfor the tinme when they would
be ready to make their nmove. They'd al so sent nmenbers of the teamto the
Modhran resort, who mingled with the rich and powerful and scouted out the
battl e zone.

Fortunately for them many of the resort's patrons were of the newly rich and
power ful whom the Mdhri hadn't yet had a chance to infect, which neant the
uni nfected Bellidos didn't conpletely stand out of the crowd. By the time Fayr
| aunched Phase Two, the theft of the resort maintenance sub, the infiltrators
had becone so much a part of the general background that the Mdhri apparently
couldn't even figure out which species had been responsi bl e.

As for me, 1'd caught Fayr's attention on the very first leg of ny Quadrai
journey. He had taken a seat in the hybrid passenger/baggage car so that he
could keep an eye on their final shipnment of antique jewelry, and his
suspi ci ons had been aroused when the Spiders uncerenoni ously pronoted everyone
except ne up to the next car. When he'd subsequently seen Bayta slip back
there, then discovered the door *. to the car had been | ocked, his suspicions
had turned to near- *| certainty. By the time we reached New Tigris and he saw
us head straight up to first class, he had concluded that the Mdhri had
ferreted out his plot. Wen Bayta and | had di senbarked at Kerfsis, he'd taken
four of the group and foll owed, sending the rest of the teamon ahead with the
jewelry to make the final arrangements on Sistarrko. Wen we'd returned to the
Quadrail in the conpany of a high Jurian official, he'd made sure to place his
three commandos in the rear coach where they could alert himif | made any
nmove- -ment out of the Peerage car.

H s theory had then done a screechi ng boodegger reverse when he'd spotted the
conductor slipping nme that data chip
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inthe first-class bar. That had quieted his fears that | was a Mdhran

wal ker, but now he was faced with the possibility that the Spiders were

[ aunchi ng an operation of their own that could easily blunder into his plan
and weck them both. Rather than take that risk, he had me waylaid on ny way
back to the Peerage car and stuffed in the spice crate where | woul d hopefully
be out of the way |ong enough for his teamto finish their job.

It hadn't worked, though, and fromthat point on we'd been rather informal and
slightly problematic allies, right up to the nmonent when he' d eavesdropped on
t he conference room conversation via the renora transceiver still in nmy pocket
and decided I was worth the risk of rescuing.

W al so spent a lot of tine going over the data chips his people had taken
fromthe harvesting conplex. There were three of them all of a slightly
non- st andard si ze which only Bayta's reader could accept. They were al so

copy- proof ed, which neant we had to either take turns sifting through the
nunbers or el se stare at them over each other's shoul ders.

None of the staring did us nuch good. The Hal kas had been shi ppi ng out Modhran
coral for nearly a hundred fifty years, though these particular records only
went back the last ten of those. Even so, that turned out to be a |lot of

coral. Fayr, we now | earned, had agreed to the data raid in the first place
because he'd hoped there might be a way to identify the Belldic outpost and
wal ker col onies. But there turned out to be so many transfers and mi ddl eman
operations that we couldn't even be sure where all the coral had gone, |et

al one who ni ght have cone in contact with it.

My reasons for wanting the data | kept to nyself. There was no point in

worrying the others until | was sure.

And so matters stood when we reached Jurskala. Again, | expected sone sort of
reception to be waiting. Again, the Mdhri was apparently still a couple of
steps behind us. If that held until we made it aboard our next Quadrail, naybe

| could relax a little.

It was as we went to check the schedule that the secret 1'd

been carrying since the New Pallas Towers finally caught up with ne.

"No," Fayr said firmy, gesturing at the floating hol odi spl ay. "Agreed, the
Bellis Loop will take several extra days to bring you to your people. But it
will depart fromhere in I ess than an hour, three hours earlier than the
direct Quadrail to your own enpire. Equally inportant, it will also permt us
to stay together until we are clear of Jurian territory."

"Only to take us straight through the Estates-Ceneral," | pointed out, hoping
he'd get the inference. There were several other beings crowding around the
three of us, also checking the listings, and | didn't want to nake any overt
references to the Modhri. "I'mnot sure what this gains us."
"The Juriani have had the problem for nearly a hundred years,"
from beside nme. "The Bellidos have had it for less than ten."
"I suppose,"” | said, studying the schedule. Actually, the nost inportant
difference as far as | was concerned was the fact that the Bellis Loop
Quadrail stopped at fewer Jurian stations along the way than the next train to
t he Confederation. The fewer the stops, the fewer the opportunities for any
Modhran wal kers to put sonething together against us.

Bayt a mur mur ed

Fromny other side came a tentative plucking at ny sleeve. | turned, tensing,
but it was only a slightly hunched-over niddl e-aged Human with white-fl ecked
brown hair tied back in a short ponytail, nuttonchop whi skers, and a rather
bewi | dered expression as he blinked at the schedule. "Excuse ne, sir," he said
in a quavering voice. "I can't seemto locate ny train. Could you possibly
hel p me?"

"I can try," | said. "Were are you goi ng?"

"I can't pronounce it," he confessed, pressing a folded and dog-eared piece of
paper into ny hand. "Here's the nane."

| opened the paper. But there wasn't any station nane witten there,
pronounceabl e or ot herw se.

Tl exi ss Cafe. Now. M.



| took a second, longer look at the man ... and only then

did | see past the whiskers and the slightly dishevel ed hair and the overal
air of harnm ess hel pl essness.

It was Bruce MM cking, bodyguard and general trouble-shooter for

multitrillionaire industrialist Larry Cecil Hardin.

My boss.

"It's right there," | said between suddenly dry lips as | pointed to a random
line on the schedule. McM cking here ... and Bayta standing right beside ne.

This was not good. 'Track Five in thirty-five mnutes."

"Thank you, sir," he said. Plucking the paper out of ny hand, he turned and
made his uncertain way out through the other bystanders.

Fayr and Bayta were still waiting for ny decision. "Fine, we'll do the Loop,"
| told them "You two go make the reservations. | need to check on sonething
["I'l nmeet you at the platformin twenty mnutes. Hang on to my carrybags, will
you?"

| headed away before either of them could object, passing two of Fayr's
conmandos on my way out of the crowd. One of them gave ne a questioning
gesture; | notioned for himto stay with Fayr and Bayta. If MM cking was
here, there was a chance Hardin was, too, and | didn't want even the Bellidos
to see us together.

McM cki ng was about fifty meters ahead of nme, walking with a sort of shuffling
step that fit the rest of the persona he'd adopted for the occasion.

foll owed, keeping mny distance, marveling again at the chanel eonlike abilities
of the man. I'd seen himin person three tinmes now, and never did he | ook
exacdy the same twice. He changed his hair and beard |ike other people

swi tched socks; whether he saw that as part of his job or whether it was sone
strange psychol ogical quirk I didn't know

The Tl exi ss Cafe was one of the half dozen restaurants serving the Jurskal a
Station. Unlike the others, it boasted an open-air section dressed up with
trellises and arbors like sonething you'd find in a EuroUni on countryside.
McM cking led the way between a pair of potted bushes, pausing just inside to
wait for ne to catch up.

"Conpton," he greeted me as | came up to him The quavering uncertainty was
gone fromhis voice and his nmanner as if they'd never been there. "M . Hardin
would Iike a word with you."

"OfF course," | said, trying to sound calm So Hardin was here. Bracing nyself,
| stepped between the bushes and into the caf6.

It wasn't a norrmal nealtinme by the station's clock, but eight of the twenty
tabl es were neverthel ess occupied by a variety of beings sipping or eating
various drinks and foodstuffs. Seated at the far end beneath an arching

latti cework arbor |laced with delicate purple vines and brilliant red and
purple flowers was Larry Cecil Hardin.

Even by Earth's perpetually starstruck standards, Hardin stood head and

shoul ders above the crowd. He'd started life as an inventor of high-end

preci sion optics and optical swtches, had taken up a business role in order
to market his creations, and had nanaged to hit a couple of econom c waves

that had nade hima nore or |ess overnight billionaire. Never one for
laurel -resting, he'd kept at it, and after another few business cycles and a
few nore small but tinely inventions he hit the one trillion mark. After that,

there'd been nowhere to go but up

No one actually knew how rich he was, except possibly Hardin hinmself, and he
wasn't tal king. But that didn't stop the nmedia fromspeculating onit. And
Hardi n played the ganme right back at them inviting themin to see his planes
and cars and antique notorcycles while at the same tine playing it all very
coy and nodest.

The irony of it, at least for ne, was mat there were at |east eight nen and
wonen in the Confederation who were richer than he was. But he was the one the
nmedi a had | atched onto, so he was the one everyone knew. A place |ike Jurskal a
Station, where humans were barely even noticed, let alone |lionized, was
probably an interesting change of pace for him



Hardin was the sort who liked to get in the first word. Perversely, | decided
to beat himto it. "M. Hardin," | said

noddi ng as | sat down uninvited across the table fromhim "This is a pleasant
surprise. How did you find nme?"

Behind me, McM cking made a soft noise in the back of his throat. But Hardin
didn't even twitch. "There's only one exit fromthe Gakla Spur," he said
calmy. "Once | knew you'd been there, it was a sinple matter of having ny
peopl e check all inbound Quadrails until you showed up."

"OfF course," | said. "I hope you didn't cone all this way just for ne.
"I had other business to attend to," he said, his eyes and voice cooling a few
degrees. "Tell ne, did you think I wouldn't notice if you slipped off to a

hi gh-cl ass resort for a few days?"

So he'd taken time out of his busy schedule to keep up-to-date track of the

credit tag he'd given me. 1'd been afraid of that. "That was business,"

sai d.

"My busi ness?"

"OfF course," | said striving for snow pure innocence. "\Wat other business

could I be on?"

"I don't know," he countered. "Maybe sonething having to do with that dead man
at the curb the night you left?"

| looked up at MM cking, a piece clicking into place. "So that was you

standi ng over the body as | was leaving," | said.

He inclined his head in an affirmative. "You should have told nme about that in
advance," he said. "It could have been handl ed nuch nore quietly."

"I didn't know in advance," | said, |ooking back at Hardin. "Wat, you think /
killed hin®"

"You tell me," he invited. "All | knowis that there seemto be an

extraordi nary number of dead bodies in your wake. First the kid in New York
then those two Hal kas at the Kerf-sis transfer station "

"Those weren't ny fault, either," | interrupted.

"OfF course not," he said. "And now |' m hearing reports of sone sort of

di sturbance at that resort you were just at?"

| hesitated, wishing | knew exacdy what those reports had said. Had they
mentioned a pair of Humans, or just Fayr and his Bellidos? "That wasn't really
my fault, either,"” | hedged.

"OfF course not," Hardin said. "You know, Conpton, when |I hired you | thought
it was understood that you were to keep a low profile. Is this what you
consider a |low profile?"

| spread my hands, palns upward. "I know, and I'msorry," | apol ogi zed.
"Sometines things happen mat are out of anyone's control."

Hardi n exhal ed heavily. "lI'd like to believe that, Frank," he said. "But the
damage has al ready been done." He held out his hand. "I'll take that credit
tag now, and all the equipnment | gave you. | trust you can find your own way
home?"

| stared at him "You're joking," | said. "You canme all the way out here just
to fire nme?"

"As | said, | have other business out this way," Hardin said, his hand stil
outstretched. "Finding you was just an extra bonus. My credit tag?"

"I am maki ng progress,” | insisted. Oddly enough, it was even true.

"I"'msure you are," he said. "But |I'mstarting to wonder whether it is, in
fact, the progress | hired you to make. You see, even while you're running up

bills at fancy resorts, |1've noticed you're not using nmy credit tag to pay for
your Quadrail travel."
| suppressed a grimace. | should have known he'd spot that, too. "I'd have

t hought you'd be pleased that |I'd found a way to save you a little noney."
"What pleases nme is to have someone who's supposed to be in ny pocket actually
stay there," he said. "Wen a person starts clinbing out on his own, he gets
assisted the rest of the way. My credit tag and equi pnent ?"

| grimaced. But there was nothing for it. "Fine," | said, fishing the credit
tag out of ny pocket. Ignoring his outstretched hand, | dropped it on ne table



bet ween us, then added ny watch, reader, and gi micked data chips to ne pile.
"Thank you," he said, pulling everything to his side of the table. "Good day,

M. Conpton."

For a long nonent | considered pressing ny case. | still needed all those
items, especially the credit tag. And though

Hardin had no way of knowing it, | could guarantee he would never, ever find
anot her investigator with ny current qualifications.

But | knew it would be just so rmuch wasted breath. And in the neantine, | had

nmore inmportant things to worry about than ny professional pride. Standing up

| turned my back on himand headed back across the cafe, trying not to think
about the Iong and expensive torchliner trip fromTerra Station to Earth that
I no longer had the funds to pay for. Maybe I'd wind up going to the Bellidosh
Est at es- General with Fayr, after all

| was nearly to the cafe exit when | discovered McM ck-ing was still at ny
side. "What do you want?" | grow ed.

"Just escorting you back to your platform" he said mldly. "Wy? Don't you

i ke ny conpany?"

| didn't, but since he already knew that there wasn't nuch point in saying so.
"He's making a m stake, you know," | said instead, trying one last tine.
"That's possible,” he agreed. "Happens to all of us. Speaking of m stakes, you
haven't been kicking dust at the Hal kan Peerage | ately, have you?" | | ooked
sideways at him "Wy do you say that?" "No reason," he said. "l've just been
noticing there are a lot of Hal kas out here in those three-colored robes the
Peer age al ways wears."

"Really," | said, ny throat tightening. |1'd been assunming that if the Mdhri
wanted to make a nove, he would use the local Juriani to do it. It had never
occurred to ne mat he m ght nudge a group of Hal kas into com ng down to
Jurskal a for the occasion. "Maybe it's a convention."

"Or not," he said, and | could feel his eyes on nme. People |like MM cking had
a keen sense of atnosphere, and he was clearly picking up ny sudden tension

"I count at least five different color conbinations, with five to ten Hal kas
in each group. This have anything to do with that resort incident M. Hardin
menti oned?" "Could be," | conceded, craning my neck over the crowd.

| could see Bayta and Fayr ahead at our platformnow, both of them | ooking
around for ne.

And McM cking was right. There were a | ot of Hal kan Peers here. "Thanks for

the heads-up," | told him "I can make it the rest of the way on ny own."
"It's no problem" he assured ne.

"It is for me," | countered tartly. "I don't want ny friends to see us

t oget her. "

"Ah," he said with a knowing smle. "OF course not."

"And if you're smart," | added, "you'll get M. Hardin out of sight and onto

the next train back to Earth."
The smile faded. "Just what kind of trouble are you in?" he asked quietly.

"Not hi ng that concerns you anynore,"” | said. "Now get out of here. | nean it."
He held ny eyes a half second longer. Then, with a curt nod, he turned and
nmelted back into the crowd. Trying to watch all directions at once, | made ny

way to the platform

"There you are," Bayta said, her tone hal fway between relieved and accusing as
| came up beside them "Where have you been?"

"Scouting the territory,"” | said. "W've got a problem The entire Hal kan
Peerage seens to have conme by to see us off."

Fayr's eyes flicked over my shoul der, and | saw his whiskers stiffen. "Any

i deas?" he nurnured.

"I suggest we take the next Quadrail as planned,"” | said. "They can't all get
tickets before it arrives.

"Perhaps,"” he said slowy. "It will be as safe as we're likely to get."

H s eyes met mne, flicked to Bayta and then back to me. "Agreed," | said,

giving hima mcroscopic nod in return. Two warriors, taught fromthe sane
handbook, understandi ng each other. "Let's do it."



NI NETEEN :

Three mnutes later, the Quadrail pulled into the station and began

di scharging its passengers. Two minutes after they were off, Bayta and | were
in nmy conpartnment.

"Don't get confortable,” | warned her as | dropped my car-rybags on the bed
and crossed to the window. W were on the side the train was | oading from and
| fejt nmy stomach tightening as | spotted all the tricol ored robes clinbing
aboard.

And not just in first class, either. A nunber of themwere getting on in
second and third class, too, as far back as | could see. Places where a Hal kan
Peer usually wouldn't be caught dead.

There was a nultiple tap on the door, the distinctive rhythml'd set up
earlier with Fayr. Bayta opened the door and he slipped inside, locking it

behind him "It doesn't | ook good," he warned.

"No kidding," | said. "You told us earlier that Mddhran col oni es can take over
their hosts' bodies if they want to. Any idea how |l ong they can hold themthat
way ?"

"None," he said. "As far as | know, it could be indefinitely."

"But the longer the host is under control, the nore likely he is to realize
afterward that sonething strange has happened,"” Bayta added. "The Mdhri mi ght
be able to pass off

a few seconds' bl ackout as daydreani ng, but he'd have a harder tine covering
up one that lasts longer than that."

"In that case, there nmust be a lot of pretzel-tw st rationalization going on
out there," |I said. "They're piling in all the way back to third."

"Planni ng on having his revenge during the trip," Fayr runbled. He fingered
his plastic status guns, undoubtedly w shing he had the real ones instead. "He
therefore arranges his wal kers so that there will be no safe haven for us
anywher e aboard."

| |l ooked out again at the crowd. A lot of the Peers had gotten on our train;
but there were a lot nore still hanging around on the nearby platfornms. "No,"
| said. "This is way too el aborate for sinple revenge."

"Then what is it about?" Fayr asked.

"I have an idea," | said. "But | may be wong, and we sure as hell don't have
time to discuss it now. Gab your bag, Bayta we're getting off."

"We're what ?" Bayta demanded, her eyes w deni ng.

"We're splitting up,” | explained, thinking hard. Unfortunately, with that
many wal kers still wandering the station, follow ng nmy plan of hopping off the
train as it pulled out wasn't going to gain us anything.

W were going to have to play it a little trickier

"My teamwill remain aboard and deal with the wal kers here, while the three of
us switch to a different train," Fayr told her. "A classic deception "

"Which isn't going to work," | cut himoff. "Bayta, can you get the door open
whil e we're novi ng?"

Her eyes widened still further. "The door to the outside?"

"We're going to junmp?" Fayr demanded, sounding as surprised as she did.

"Yes, and yes, and we haven't got a choice,"” | told them touching the contro
to opaque the window. "If we just go back out onto the platform the rest of
the wal kers will be right on top of us. Can you open the door, or can't you?"
"No," Bayta said, still clearly struggling to catch up with ne. "But a Spider
m ght be able "

"Cet one to the car door right away," | ordered, scooping up ny carrybags.

"And it's not the three of us, Korak Fayr, just Bayta and ne. Considering the
nunber of wal kers aboard, your team s going to need you here."

He gazed at me, and | braced nyself for his protest. But to my relief, he
nmerely nodded. The fewer people involved in this kind of stunt, the better the
chances it would work, and we both knew it.

From beneath us canme the multiple thud of brakes rel easing, and the Quadrai
started to nove. "Very well," Fayr said, lifting his arns with the wists
crossed in a Belldic mlitary salute. The flourish ended with his hands on his



upper set of guns; and suddenly he drew them flipping them around so that
their grips faced nme. "Here," he said. "You nay need these."

There wasn't time to ask what on Earth | mght want with a set of plastic toy
guns. | stuffed theminside ny jacket, nodded a quick good-bye, and made for
the corridor.

| wondered if | would ever see him again.

There was a conductor waiting when we arrived at the outer door. The Quadrai

was al ready going too fast for confort, but it was still picking up speed and
any delay would only nake it worse. "Bayta?" | called.

She didn't reply; but a second later the corridor suddenly filled with a
swirling slipstreamof air as the door reluctantly irised open. | tossed out

nmy carrybags, grabbed Bayta's, and threw it after them Then, wondering

whet her this was the stupidest thing |'d ever done in ny life or nerely one of
the top ten, | grabbed her wist and junped.

W hit hard, the next few seconds becom ng a swirl of confusion and di zzi ness
and agony as we tunbled and rolled along the station floor. Eventually we cane
to a halt with me on ny back and Bayta lying half on top of ne. "You al
right?" | asked, doing a quick inventory of nmy own bones and joints. My knees
were aching fiercely, as was ny left shin and el bow, and every bit of exposed
flesh felt like I'd caught a bad sunburn. But nothing seened sprained or

br oken.

"I think so," she murmured back. Wth a nuffled groan, she started to get to
her feet.

"No stay down," | said, grabbing her forearmand pulling her back down. Beside
us, the Quadrail was still roaring along, still picking up speed. The | ast
baggage car shot past, and | watched as the train angled up the sl ope and

di sappeared into the darkness of the Tube. The usual [ight show fromthe

Coreline faded away, and only then did | cautiously raise ny head a few
centineters to assess our situation

If 1'd planned this whole thing deliberately, | couldn't have done a better
job of it. We were in one of the service areas of the station, simlar to the
one we'd back-doored our way into at the Sistarrko Station after our mad-dash
escape from Mbdhra 1. Two sets of tracks away, a |large service hangar sat
conveniently just opposite us. Barely three neters past the spot where we'd
ended our tunble was a crisscrossing of tracks that woul d probably have |eft
us with nmultiple broken bones if we'd | anded there instead of where we
actual ly had.

Most inportant of all, the passenger platforms and all those broodi ng wal kers
were a good kilometer and a hal f away.

"What now?" Bayta asked.

Abruptly, | realized | was still holding her pressed beside me. "W need to
get aboard another train and get out of here," |I said, letting go of her arm
"Any chance of talking the Spiders into rigging a private train and bringi ng
it out here to pick us up?"

"I don't think so," she said. "There's a certain anmount of nonentum needed to
get up the slope and through the atnosphere barrier. It usually requires the
entire distance fromthe platformfor a train to make it."

"Even if the train consists of just an engine and a single car?"

"Even then." She hesitated. "And even if we could, I'mnot sure it would do
any good. The wal kers would surely see the train stop, figure out what had
happened, and send warni ng nessages ahead. W'd just have to face the sane
trouble at the next station. Unless," she added thoughtfully, "we don't stop
at any other stations."

"No, that wouldn't help,"” | said, shaking ny head. "We still have to go

t hrough those stations, even if we don't stop there. The wal kers woul d nessage
ahead and have their buddies either destroy the rails or throw debris onto the
tracks. Maybe even throw thensel ves."

"That can't be," she insisted. "Surely he wouldn't waste all those wal kers
just for revenge." She gazed down the tracks toward nme platform at all those
Hal kan Peers still milling around. "Unless this isn't about revenge."



| sighed. "It was staring us in the face as far back as when we were nelting

the sub free,” | told her. "That was where the Mdhri shoul d have thrown
everything he had to try and keep us fromgetting off Modhra Il and witiun
range of his honel and coral beds on Mddhra |I. But he didn't."

"Yes, you nentioned that at the tine," Bayta said, her voice dark

"And then afterward, after we got away, we were |locked into a Quadrail train
for four days," | went on. "If it was vengeance he was after, why didn't the
wal kers get together to hit us then?"

"Not enough tinme to organi ze?"

"That was what | thought, too," | said. "Right up until we got to Jurskala and
saw t he nunber of wal kers he'd gathered here.™

| waved a hand toward the distant platform "The fact of the matter, Bayta, is
that he didn't particularly care whether we destroyed the Mddhra coral beds or
not. Not until someone got into the harvesting conplex and realized we'd taken
their records.” | took a deep breath. "Their export records.”

She stared at me, her eyes suddenly gone dead. "Onh, no," she breathed.

| nodded. "He was al ready gone from Modhra when we hit it, Bayta. Not all of
him certainly, and |'msure Fayr's people hurt himterribly when they wi ped
out the coral mat was left there. But he's noved enough of it to establish

hi nsel f a brand- new honel and.

"Only this time we don't know where it is.
* * *

It seened like a long tine that we lay there, each of us wapped in our own
t houghts. "What about the records?" Bayta asked at |last. "He rnust think we can
| ocate the new honel and that way or he wouldn't be trying so hard to stop us."

"Possible, but |I doubt it," I said. "Fayr couldn't even track the stuff bound
for the Estates-General, and the honeland data will be scranbled a | ot nore.
My guess is that he sinply doesn't want to take the chance.”

"We can still try," she said, a spark of renewed spirit sifting in through the
despair in her voice. "And the first thing we have to do is get out of here.”
"Absolutely,” | agreed, an idea starting to work its way through ny
still-throbbing skull. "You think you can get the Spiders to bring a fewitens

to that hangar over there?"

"If they can get hold of them yes," she said. "You have a pl an?"

"Maybe," | said. "Think back to The Lady Vani shes, that Hitchcock dit rec
drama we watched with Rastra and JhanKl a. Renmenber how they snuggl ed that

ot her woman aboard the train?"

"They had her wapped up as if she'd been in an accident,” Bayta said slowy.
"But there isn't supposed to be anyone except Spiders at this end of the
station. If the Mddhri sees soneone conm ng fromhere, won't he suspect
sormet hi ng?"

"Right, which is why we won't be conming fromhere." | nodded toward the
hangar. "First thing to do is cram over to that hangar and get out of sight.
Once we're inside, whistle .1 up a couple of drudges to retrieve our bags.
After that, here's what we're going to need...."

The trick, as always, would be in the timng

There was every chance that the Mddhran mind segnent on the Bellis Loop train
woul d quickly figure out that Bayta and | were no | onger aboard, and probably
be rather mffed about it. But by that tinme he would be well out of

conmuni cati on range

s
of the Modhran mind segnent still here in Jurskala Station. He would have to
wait until the next stop, four hours away, before he could send a nessage back
this direction.

At the nmoment, the rest of the wal kers here were probably preparing to head
hone, believing whatever rationalizations they'd come up with to explain why
they'd cone here in the first place. Once the other mind segnent alerted them
t hough, the hunt woul d be on again.

But an hour before that nessage could get here there would be a Quadrai



| eaving on a direct shot to Earth. If we could get aboard that train wthout
anyone fingering us, we could be gone while the Mddhran segment here was stil
trying to figure out where on Jurskala Station we mght be hiding.

At first blush, that |ooked like a pretty serious if. We had limted tine,
l[imted resources, and the Iimted changes of clothing in our carrybags, plus
what ever the Spiders could scrounge for us. And it was probable that any human
mal e/ f emal e combi nation woul d automatically conme under at |east casua
scrutiny.

But just as Hal kas were difficult for humans to distinguish between, the
reverse was also true. That would make the job nmuch easier than if we were
trying to slip past a group of other Hunmans.

As to the Modhran parasites inside them | still renenbered Falc Rastra's own
col ony taking control of himlong enough to shout don't shoot it to the Jurian
soldiers in the Kerfsis interrogation room Referring to ne as it rather than
himinplied that the Modhri didn't see us as nuch nore than organi c autocabs.
A minimal bit of deception on our part ought to be adequate, provided we
didn't call attention to ourselves by strolling in fromthe Spider end of the
station.

Fortunately, we wouldn't have to.

The mai ntenance skiff they brought for us was small and cranped, designed
mainly for transporting repair materials while drudges hung onto the outside.
It normally wasn't pressurized, but the Spiders had plenty of oxygen cylinders
I ying around to replenish the sl ow | eakage t hrough the at mosphere barriers at
the ends of the stations. W had | oaded

a couple of theminto the skiff with us, just in case, and the soft hissing
added to the basic eeriness of ne situation as the Spiders maneuvered us
around the station. I'd specified that we use the hatchway cl osest to our
departure platform and with exactly fifteen m nutes remaining until our
Quadrail arrived, the skiff |locked itself against the outside of the station.

| looked at Bayta, wapped in a sterilizer gown and strapped to a self-powered
nmedi cal stretcher. Her face was conpletely covered in white bandages, a fal se
beak pressing up against themfromthe center of her face above the breather
mask connected to the stretcher's own medi cal oxygen tank. Moyre nmakeshift

prost hetics under the swathing disguised the shape of her forehead and chin,
whi | e ot hers padded out her shoul ders and created three-toed claws at her

feet. "Ready?" | asked.

Her answer was a soft grunt around the oxygen nout hpiece, and | felt a pang of
synpat heti ¢ edgi ness. To have to pass through a group of enenies was bad
enough; to have to do so totally blind and strapped to a rolling table had to
be a hundred tinmes worse.

But we had no choice. The Mddhri woul d be | ooking for a pair of humans, and
only with her face and body conpletely covered could we transformher froma
worman into a badly injured Juri.

I ran a hand carefully over my hair, darkened and slicked back with a few
drops of notor oil, and snoothed out the slightly scraggly nmustache I'd thrown
t oget her out of tack seal ant and sonme bits of Bayta's hair. That, plus the
protective snmock we'd taken fromone of the energency medical kits, would have

to do for me. "Ckay," | said. "Here we go."

| touched the hatch release. It slid open, the station's hatch did |ikew se
behind it, and | |ooked up to find a pair of drudges |ooning over us.
"Quickly, now," | said in ny best dit rec nedical professional's weighty yet

conpassi onate voi ce, standing upright and gesturing down into the skiff.
Behind the Spiders, a small crowd had gathered, clearly curious as to what the
two drudges were up to. "But carefully,” |I added, stepping up out of their
way. "Don't jostle him"

They reached in a pair of |egs each and carefully retrieved the stretcher.

hel ped guide it up, some of nmy tension easing as the hatch closed beneath it.
Any of the gawki ng bystanders who got a good |look in there would have
instantly spotted that it wasn't a normal nedical shuttle. But the drudges

I ong | egs had kept the crowd back far enough and | ong enough, and now t hat



particul ar danger was past.
| touched the control at the stretcher's side, unfolding its wheeled | egs.

"Thank you," | said to the Spiders as they set it down onto the station floor
"I can take it fromhere." Pulling the | eash control fromits clip, |I started
toward our platform the stretcher rolling beside ne.

The crowd, still staring in fascination at the spectacle, parted in front of

us like the Red Sea in front of Myses. Qut of the corner of nmy eye | spotted a
coupl e of Peerage robes wandering in our direction, and forced nyself not to
speed up.

"What happened?" a short Juri on the sidelines asked, stepping close to the
stretcher and gazing down his beak at Bayta, as if trying to glean through the
bandages whether it was someone he knew.

"Acid accident," | said, waving himback. "Please keep your distance. He's had
terrible burns and his i mune systemis very weak."

"Shoul dn't you take himto the transfer station?" soneone in the crowd

suggested. "It has the nearest hospital."

"We've just conme fromthe station," | said. "This is a job for specialists.”
"Surely there are specialists on Jurskal a?" someone el se chinmed in.
"Please,"” | said between clenched teeth. Wiy couldn't these people gawk in

silence like every other accident crowd? "Just make room"

"Thank God you nade it," a relieved voice cut nme off, and a business-suited

man stepped boldly to the other side of the stretcher

| opened my mouth to tell himto back off "I got your message, and |'ve been

in contact with the office," he went on before |I could speak. "They're

collecting the specialists

shoul d be ready by the tine we arrive. And they repeat that absolutely no

expense shoul d be spared.™”

| stared at him a nondescript man with mdlength hair and cl ean-shaven face
and nen, abruptly, | got it. This was not sone randomraving lunatic, or

even a bizarre case of mstaken identity.

The man facing me across the stretcher was M. Chanel eon hinsel f, Bruce

McM cki ng.

My sudden confusi on wapped around ny tongue, striking me nonentarily

speechl ess. Not that it mattered. McMcking's own spiel was already in ful

gear. "How bad is it?" he asked as we wheeled our way onto the platform "They

told me it was nmosdy hydrochloric, but that there were sone other chemicals

i nvol ved. "

"Yes, there were," | said, finding ny voice at last. Down at the far end of

the station, | could see the laser light show of the approachi ng Quadrail

"That's what did the npbst serious damage. Once the skin was broken and the

parichloric and fluoro-di-nonistak got in well, you understand."

"Yes, of course."” MM cking hissed under his breath. "Parichloric. Wat a

terrible, terrible thing."

The Quadrail roared down the track and cane to a halt in front of us.

McM cking and | kept up the pseudomnedi cal jargon until the flow of departing

passengers finally ended. Then, as the crowd continued to keep a respectful

di stance, we rolled the stretcher through the door and into the first-class

conpartnent car. Two conductors were waiting at our door, and with their help

we got the stretcher inside.

| stood over Bayta's swathed form naking soothing noises for the benefit of

any passengers passing through the corridor until the Spiders tapped their way

out, closing the door behind them "Don't take this the wong way," | said,

opaqui ng the wi ndow and turning to face McM cking. "But what the hell are you

doi ng here?"

He shrugged. "Protecting M. Hardin's investment, of course.”

| glanced down, wondering how nuch Bayta could hear in there. "I thought he

fired ne," | said, |lowering ny voice

"He decided to give you one nore chance," MM cking said, eyeing nme curiously

as he pulled my watch, reader, and credit tag frombis pocket and dropped t hem

onto the bed. "So you are in trouble with the Hal kan Peerage."



"Wth the Peerage and every other upper-class business and political |eader in
the station," |I told him Unfastening the straps that held Bayta to the
stretcher, | started to undo the bandages around her head. "And | thought I
told you to get M. Hardin out of here.”

"He's on his way," MM cking assured nme, watching in fascination as Bayta
began to energe from her cocoon. "He went across to the transfer station with
the rest of our people to check on sonme of his investnments in the system

He' Il stay another day or two, then head hone." He lifted his eyebrows. "I
trust whatever trouble you' ve stirred up will be over by then?"
"Don't worry, the trouble will be following ne," | said. "Thanks for the

assist, but you'd better get going."

"I appreciate the warning," he said. "Hello, there," he added as | finished
pul I'ing the bandages clear of Bayta's face.

Bayta's eyes wi dened, her breath catching in her throat. "It's all right," |
told her quickly. "He hel ped us get past the wal kers out there."

"Nanme's McM cking,"” MM cking introduced hinself calmy. "A coll eague of M.
Conmpton's."

Bayta's eyes shifted to ne. "A coll eague?" she asked, her tone suddenly

omi nous.

"More like second col | eague, twi ce renoved,"” | said. "He works for Larry
Hardin, one of Earth's nmen of wealth." | gave McM cking a warning |ook. "l've
had some dealings with Hardin in the past."

McM cking, as |I'd expected, had no trouble picking up on the cue. "That's
right,"” he confirmed easily. "I happened to notice your quick departure from
your last train, and figured you were in trouble."

"How di d you know we'd come back in this way?" Bayta asked, her expression
still tight.

"I didn't, exactly," McMcking said with a shrug. "But |

spent ten years as a bounty hunter before | started working for M. Hardin.
know a little about how fugitives think." He favored ne with a thin smle
"Especially clever ones |like M. Conpton. How about telling me what's going
on?"

| could feel Bayta tense up as | continued unfastening her bandages.
Fortunately, |'d already worked up a story, one that MM cking mght actually
believe. "It's basically a blackmail and extortion scherme,”" | said. "One
that's sucked in nost of ne top people across the gal axy."

"Qur people haven't heard anything about this," he said, eyeing ne closely.

"It's been going on very quietly,”" | explained. "And so far Humans and ne

Conf ederati on seemto have been ignored. But that's about to change; and when
they do come for us, | guarantee M. Hardin will be one of the first on their
list.”

McM cking's eyes narrowed. | had his full attention now "Let them cone," he
said, a soft menace in his voice. "W'll be ready."

"You may not even know it's happened," | warned as a small additional spark of

i nspiration struck. Applegate had been content witii half the Mddhran story.
Maybe McM cki ng woul d be, too. "They make their conquests through a highly
addi ctive chem cal found in Mdhran coral."

He frowned. "Coral ?"

"Goes in through small scratches in the skin,” |I said. "One touch, and they've
got you."

He snorted. "You need to touch it? Coral? You' ve got to be kidding."

"Their agents are very persuasive."

"Not that persuasive,"” he countered with a sniff. "I can't imagi ne anyone
speaki ng wel | of grabbing a chunk of coral."

| stared at him a sudden tingle at the back of my neck. / can't imagine
anyone speaki ng well of grabbing a chunk of coral

And with mat, the rest of the pieces fell into place.

That was it. Cod above, that was it.

"So what are they after you for?" MM cking continued.

"You get on soneone's list of the rich and fanmbus when I wasn't | ooki ng?"



"Hardly," | said nechanically, dragging my mnd back to the conversation at
hand. "Some of us nade a nmess of their main base a couple of days ago. They're
not happy about that."

There was a tap at the door. "You expecting anyone?" MM cking asked, his

voi ce suddenly taut as he stepped to the door

"No," | told him |owering ny voice

"It's all right," Bayta said. "It's just our |uggage."

McM cking threw her an odd | ook. "Your luggage has its own secret knock?"
"Just open the door," | grow ed.

He transferred the odd | ook to me, then turned and opened the door. A
conduct or stood there, our carrybags dangling fromthree of its |egs.

Wrdl essly, McM cking took them dropped themonto the bed, then cl osed and
rel ocked the door. "So," he said conversationally as he stepped over to the
curve couch and sat down. "We have just this one conpartnent?"

"No, we have two conpartments,” | said "You, on the other hand, are getting
off this "

| broke off as the thud of releasing brakes sounded from beneath us. "Afraid
not," McM cking said calmy.

"McM cking, you son of a " | choked off the curse and grabbed for his arm 1'd
throw himoff bodily if | had to.

But he evaded ny grab with ease. Besides, it was way too late. Even as | nade
a second and equally futile grab, the train started nmoving. "MM cking!" |
snarl ed agai n, dropping ny hands uselessly to ny sides.

"Relax," he said. "You didn't think I came just to help you aboard and then
let you ride off down the rabbit hole, did you? A man like M. Hardin didn't
get where he is by not protecting his investnments."

"I nvest nent s?" Bayta asked.

| sighed. "I"Il tell you later."

"I'n the meantime,"” MM cking continued, |lacing his fingers confortably behind
his head, "where exactly do | sleep?"

TVEENTY |

It was a four-day trip fromJurskala to Terra, and |ike the journey from
Sistarrko to Jurskala, this one quickly settled into a fairly dull routine.
Dull, but with a dark edge of tension. W couldn't |let Bayta out in public,
for starters, and even in disguise | didn't dare poke ny own nose out for
anytiiing beyond a thrice-daily trip to the dining car to get our neals. The
fact that | was supposedly the physician to a badly injured Juri nade it

wor se, since one of those neals each time had to be Jurian sickbed fare. The
necessary bl andness of the diet got old after about the niddl e of the second
day.

At each stop | stood at the conpartnent w ndow, watching the arriving
passengers and trying to gauge which of them m ght be Mdhran wal kers. It was
a pretty futile exercise; if the wal kers thenselves didn't know what they
were, | didn't have much hope of figuring it out. Still, Bayta had suggested
it was the rich and powerful who were first targeted, and the farther we got
from Jurskala the nore infrequent the first-class travel ers seemed to becone.
Unfortunately, there was enough traffic in the corridor outside our door to
show that the first-class conpartnents

remai ned full, and first-class passengers of any species were automatically
suspect.

And then, of course, there was McM cking

| had had serious reservations about sharing nmy conpartment with himright
fromthe start, but once the Quadrail |eft the station there wasn't rnuch
could do about it. Qur dramatic entrance to the train mght have been quickly
forgotten by the rest of the passengers; but on the other hand, it / m ght
not. I couldn't sinply cut McM cking | oose after he'd publicly attached
hinself to us the way he had, particularly since he probably didn't have a
ticket for any of the other seats on the train. W were stuck with each other
until we got to Terra Station, and would just have to make the best of it.
Not that he was a particularly unpleasant guest. On the contrary, once | got



over ny initial annoyance at being scammed | found himto be a reasonable
enough travel i ng conpanion. He nade a point of taking wal ks several tinmes a
day, going up and down the train to keep tabs on what was happeni ng, at the
same time giving Bayta and me a little breathing space. Cccasionally, when we
were all together and the right nood struck him he would tell a story about
his life as a bounty hunter.

Three days later, we pulled into Kerfsis Station, the last big colony system
before Earth. G ven the trouble we'd had the last time through, | half
expected to find Major Tas Busk-sha waiting on the platformwith a warrant in
hand for nmy arrest. But we pulled out again without incident, and I finally
began to feel some of the tension draining away. After Kerfsis canme Honmshil, a
transfer point where several cross-galaxy lines intersected, and beyond t hat
there were only two nore stops in Jurian space, both of them small outpost

col oni es not much further along in their devel opment than New Tigris or
Yandro. Twenty-three hours and five stops fromnow, we would be pulling into
Terra Station and as safe a haven as we were likely to find anynore in the
gal axy.

W were two hours short of Homshil when it all went straight to hell.
* * *

and a bow of frisjis-broth soup,” | told the Spider at the dining car
carry-away counter. | was, in fact, getting royally sick of frisjis, and I'd
only had it three tines since |eaving Jurskala. But the medical section of ny
encycl opedia said it hel ped pronote tissue regeneration in Jurian burn
victinms, which nmeant we were pretty well stuck with it.

The Spi der dipped its gl obular body slightly in acknow edgment and headed back
into the service area. | stepped away fromthe counter and took a seat at an
enpty table nearby. Now that we were alnost to Earth, it was tine to start

t hi nki ng about what we were going to do once we got there. The Mddhri may have
been content to | eave humanity al one up to now, but nmy guess was nat that

negl ect was about to conme to an abrupt end.

The problem was that the very quality that had made ne a good candi date for
the Spiders in the first place was now going to work against me. | had no

cl ose contacts, personal or professional, with anyone in the government,
certainly no one who would listen to nme. Hardin was the only influenti al
person | knew, and | could just hear what he would say if | trotted an insane
story like this in front of him

Qut of the corner of my eye, | caught a glinpse of novenent as sonmeone stepped
to ny side. Sighing, | settled ny face into kindly physician node and ran ny
concer ned- physi ci an spiel through a quick update. Mst of the Jurskal a
passengers who had seen ne bring Bayta aboard were | ong gone, but there were
still a few aboard, at |east one of whom cornered nme for updates whenever he
spotted me out and about. "Yes?" | asked mldly as | | ooked up

But it wasn't an inquisitive passenger. It was, in fact, the last person |
woul d have expected to see.

"Well, well," Losutu grow ed, his voice dark and sarcastic as he glared down
at ne |like a sunmer nundercl oud. "Look who we have here."

"Director Losutu?' | gasped, scranbling quickly to nmy feet. Beyond his glare
saw Appl egate hurrying toward us

fromthe bar section, a |look of consternation on his face. "Wat are you doi ng
her e?"

"I could ask you the sane question,” he bit back. "I'd have thought the Hal kas
woul d have you strapped to a torture rack by now "

I just shook ny head, ny brain frozen with the inpossibility of it. Fayr had
gotten us to Sistarrko Station in tine to catch the first Quadrail out of the
system and even with the extra three-hour delay in our departure from
Jurskal a there was no way Losutu and Appl egate coul d have caught up with us
via a later connection from Mdhra.

Whi ch neant they nust have been aboard the sane trains with us the whol e way.
But how coul d they have gotten to Sistarrko Station ahead of our borrowed
torchferry?



"I don't know what possessed you to participate in such an insane venture,"
Losutu was saying, in full chew out node now. "Applegate told ne you "

"Sir, please," Applegate cut himoff urgently as he came up to him "Not here.
| told you "

"And I'mtired of listening," Losutu snapped, sparing hima brief glare before
turning his attention back to ne. "I'mwaiting, Conpton. Gve me a reason why
| shouldn't turn you over to H gh Comm ssioner JhanKl a right here and now. "

| felt nmy heart try to seize up. "Hi gh Conmi ssioner JhanKl aV

"We just left his Peerage car," Losutu said, and even through his anger

coul d hear the self-satisfaction that he'd been afforded such an honor. "He
was ki nd enough to give us a ride from Sistarrko Station after Superintendent
Prif-Klas ordered us off Mdhra."

"And who then called the other warship in fromthe transfer station to take
you to the Tube,"” | said as it finally came together. No wonder we hadn't had
any trouble with mat second Hal kan warship; it had been pressed into transport
duty to get Losutu and Applegate to the Quadrail in time to shadow us. And of
course, sneaking up around the back of the Tube as we had, we hadn't seen that
it was mssing fromits post.

"And thanks to you, we'll be lucky if the Hal kas don't bl ock our purchase of
those Chaftas," Applegate put in indignantly. "You' ve wecked an entire

di plomatic initiative "

"Forget the Chaftas,"” Losutu cut himoff. "lI'mstill waiting for Conpton's
expl anati on about Mbdhra."

"Yes, sir," Applegate said. "But again, we shouldn't be discussing this out in
t he open. Perhaps the H gh Comm ssioner would pernmit us to continue the

di scussion in the Peerage car."

"I"'msure he would," | said, nmy brain finally starting to kick into gear. "But
there's no reason for us to go all the way back there. | have a very
confortable conpartment two cars forward."

"No," Appl egate said sharply before Losutu could answer.

A UN deputy director, | suspected, was not used to having his decisions made
by underlings. "Wat did you say?" Losutu asked om nously.

Appl egate flicked a | ook at me, the winkles around his eyes deepening briefly
as if he were just as startled as Losutu that he'd spoken out of turn. "M
apol ogies, sir," he said. "But the H gh Conmi ssioner needs to be a part of any
conversation that deals with the Mddhran attack."

"You di sappoint me, Colonel,"” | said. "This isn't the attitude you showed back
on Modhra, when you were trying so hard to be ny friend."

"That was before you joined ecoterrorists and participated in an attack on

Hal kan soil," Applegate countered stiffly.

"I's that what it was?" | asked. "Or is it that you were still trying to get ne
to trust you, hoping to give the Mbdhri one |ast crack at ne?"

Appl egate's forehead winkled. "I have no idea what you're tal king about."
"Actually, you probably don't," | conceded. "But you see, |I'mon to your quiet
little friend. You and he nade a slip when we were all having di nner together
in the Redbird. Not a big slip, nothing | noticed at the tinme, but sonething
that came back to ne later when | heard soneone el se coment

that he couldn't imagi ne anyone speaking well of grabbing a chunk of coral."
"I didn't say anything good about touching coral," Ap-plegate said, stil
frowning. "In fact, | think | said just the opposite.™

"Yes, you did," | agreed. "The slip was in the specific words you used. You
said that coral was such rough, pointy, scratchy stuff.”

"You have a point here?" Losutu put in. Hs voice hadn't |lost any of its
anger, but there was a hint of curiosity starting to edge its way through. For
all his dislike of me personally, he knew the kind of Westali agent |I'd once
been.

"Yes, sir, | do," | assured him "Because just one day earlier |'d used those
same words, in that sane order, when Apos Mahf was singing the praises of
Modhran coral. Rough, pointy, scratchy. Tell me, Colonel: How likely is it for
you to have cone up with all three of those words on your own unl ess there was



someone whi spering themin your ear?"

"This is insane," Applegate insisted. "Conpletely insane."

"I agree," Losutu seconded. "If you' ve got sonething to say, Conpton, say it."
"Il be happy to, sir, if you'll just step over to ny conpartnment,"” | said.
"And if JhanKla wants to join us, he's also wel cone."

"So now you want a Hal kan H gh Commi ssioner to | eave the confort of his
Peerage car for your conveni ence?" Appl egate demanded cont enptuously.

"Is it his confort you're worried about?" | asked. "Or his safety?"
"Hi s safety!" Appl egate echoed, frowning.
"Yes," | said, suddenly feeling tired of this whole thing. Applegate had never

been a friend; but even so, it was strangely debilitating to fight a nan who
didn't even know he was an eneny. Maybe that was where the true strength of
the Modhri lay. "Tell ne, Colonel, what's he afraid of ? Me? Bayta?"

"Stop calling him Col onel," Losutu grow ed. "He's a civilian now. "

I shook ny head. "No, sir, he's just with a different arny. The arny of the
Modhri . "

"The what ?" Losutu demanded.

But I wasn't |looking at him Applegate' s eyes had gone oddly flat, the nuscles
of his face sagging visibly as if he had fallen asleep on his feet. Before
could react, his face tightened up again, and his eyes canme back to focus.
Only now the eyes were too bright, his posture too stiff, his face a subtle
parody of the man who had once gazed coolly at nme across a Westali desk and
told me | was fired. It was no | onger Col onel Terrance Appl egate who stood
bef ore us.

The real eneny had finally come out to play.

"Ah," | said, trying to keep my voice conversational. "Do | finally have the
honor of speaking directly to the Mdhri?"

"You do," Applegate said. It wasn't quite his voice, either

Losutu apparently heard the difference, too. "Applegate?" he asked
uncertainly. The anger was gone now, a grow ng apprehension in its place.
"What's goi ng on?"

"Shut up," Applegate said. He stepped to Losutu's side, and the other inhaled
sharply as his right wist was suddenly pinned in a control |ock. "You w n,
Conpton. Let's go to your conpartnent."”

"What for?" Losutu asked, fighting to keep his conposure as Appl egate marched
hi m across the dining car

"We're going to talk," Applegate told himcalmy. He | ooked at ne, the strange
eyes gone suddenly dead. "And then," he added, "lI'mgoing to end it."

The entire contingent of first-class passengers was in notion as we stepped

t hrough the connecting door into the coach car, their drinks and readers and
cards abandoned as they strode purposefully toward us like sol diers nmarching
into conbat. | tensed, hardening nmy hands into fists; but to ny surprise they
nmerely swerved both ways around us and continued on, headi ng back through the
vestibule toward the dining car. "Were are they going?" Losutu asked, craning
his head to watch as the last of themfiled out of the car. "Appl egate?"
"I't's no concern of yours," Applegate said. O rather, the thing possessing
Appl egate said. When the tine cane, | would have to renenber that it was no

| onger a human being that | would be facing.

W were hal fway across the now enpty car when the door ahead of us opened and
a second stream of passengers appeared, heading aft with the sane air of
purpose as the first. Apparently, the Mddhri was clearing out his wal kers from
all of the first-class conpartments, too

By the time we reached the conpartnment car itself the corridor was enpty.

"Whi ch one?" Losutu asked.

"These," Applegate said, gesturing toward the doors of our two conpartnments.
"They're the only ones | didn't control."

"We'll go in here," | said, stepping to Bayta's conpartnent and touching the
door chime. "We might as well bring Bayta in on the conversation."

"And your omer conpanion, too," Applegate said. "The one posing as anomer
doctor."



The door opened, and | saw a flicker of surprise on Bayta's face as she
realized | had conpany. A second flicker followed as she saw who the conmpany
was. "Yes?" she asked carefully.

"Sorry," | said, gently easing her aside and stepping in. The connecting wall
between the two conpartnments, | saw, was partially open, just me way |'d left
it. "Afraid we've niscalcul ated. "

"What do you mean?" she asked as the others cane in behind me, Applegate

cl osing the door behind him

"He neans the game is over," Applegate said, releasing Losutu's wist and
giving hima shove toward the bed. "Sit down, all of you. I'll nake this as
qui ck and painl ess as possible. You in ne omer conpartment! Come here. Now. "
There was no answer. "You Human!" Appl egate called again, putting an edge to
his voice. "Cone now. "

"Just a minute," atimd voice cane at |last. MM cking's

voi ce, but quavering like a frightened accountant. "Please. |'mnot dressed."
Appl egat e hesitated, probably wondering whether it would be safe to | eave us
al one while he went to the other conpartment and dragged McM cking in by his
neck. H s eyes touched m ne, and he apparently decided against it. "You have
one minute," he called.

Losutu cleared his throat. "You promsed to tell nme what's going on, Conpton."
"Basically, Colonel Applegate has been turned into a sort of pod person,”
told him making sure ny voice was |oud enough to carry to McMcking. "I say
sort of because up to now he's been conpletely unaware that he's playing host
to a section of a group nmind called the Mdhri."

"Even now he isn't aware of it," Bayta said, her voice so low !l could barely
hear her. "The Mddhri has taken control by putting his personality to sleep

When he releases him Applegate will return, with no nmenmory of what happened.
He' Il dunk he sinply blacked out."
"Only this time that may be a problem" | warned, eyeing Appl egate

thoughtfully. "He'll remenber that | was tal king about you just before he
suffered an unexpl ai ned bl ackout. He's too good an intelligence agent not to
connect the dots."

"I doubt it," Applegate said calmy. "Primtives |like you are anmazi ngly good
at rationalizing away events you don't understand."”

"Why are you doing this?" Losutu asked, and | had to adnmit a grudging flicker
of admration for the man. Al of this dunped on himlike a truckl oad of
rocks, and yet he was already thinking like a diplomt. "Wat exactly do you
want ?"

"I want to be all, and to rule all,"” Applegate said, as if it were obvious.
"And that day will come. But to business,” he went on, shifting those dead
eyes back to me. "You took three data chips from Mdhra 1. Gve nemto ne."
"If you insist." | gestured toward the |ounge chair where Bayta's reader and

the chips were lying on a pull-out arnrest table. "They're right there."

Appl egat e backed over to the chair, keeping his eyes on

us, and picked up the chips. A quick confirm ng glance at them and he dropped
theminto his pocket. "Now tell me what you' ve learned fromthem?"

| thought about playing dumb, but it didn't seemworth the effort. "You' ve

shi pped out a hell of a lot of coral recently,” | said. "Aside fromthat,
not hi ng. "

H s eyes glittered. "Nothing?"

"Absolutely nothing," | assured himtruthfully. | hadn't figured it out from
his precious data chips, after all. "Though it wasn't for lack of trying."

"I see," Applegate murrmured. He started to turn away

And before | could react, he stepped to the bed, grabbed a handful of Bayta's
hair, and yanked her upright. "You lie," he said calmy, tw sting her around
and pulling her close in front of him 'Tell nme where it is, and I'Il rel ease
her."

"I don't know where it is," | protested, feeling sweat breaking out on ny face
as he shifted his grip, wapping his right armaround her throat. "Leave her

al one. "



"Where what is?" Losutu demanded

"Fine," Applegate said. "Have it your way." Hi s left hand di pped into his side
j acket pocket and came out again.

Hol ding a lunmp of Mddhran coral .

"Now, " he said, holding the coral up for ny inspection. "WII| you tell ne the
truth? O do | sinply scratch her so" he pantom nmed running an edge of the
coral along her cheek "and turn her into the thing she fears nost in the

uni ver se?"

"Leave her alone, dam it," | snarled, half rising to ny feet. Applegate
twitched the coral warningly; clenching ny teeth, | sank back down again. "I
tell you we don't know. "

"Do you agree, servant of the Spiders?" Applegate asked Bayta, his |ips al npst
brushi ng her ear.

She didn't answer, her eyes blazing with anger and terror. "Well?" he

pr onpt ed.

"You will die," she said, her voice strained but firm "Do you hear ne?"
"I hear you," Applegate said calmy. "A final chance: Tell me where the
honel and is, or join us. | assure you "

"I"'mcomng out," McMcking called fromthe other conpartment, his voice stil
trenbling. "Please don't hurt ne."

Appl egate flicked a glance at the open wall, clearly annoyed at the
interruption. "Just come," he snapped. There was anot her nmonent of hesitation
and then McM cking appeared, sidling nervously through the gap

He hadn't changed his hair in the past twenty mnutes. But even so, for that
first couple of seconds | alnost didn't recognize him The air of professiona
awar eness and conpetence had vani shed into a bubbling nervousness. Hi s eyes
were bulging in panic, his fingers and lips and throat working with barely
contained terror, his face halfway to bursting into tears. "Please don't hurt
nme, " he begged.

"Sit down," Applegate said disgustedly, jerking his head toward the bed. He
turned his eyes back to me, as if even the alien within himwas enbarrassed at
the sight of such a pathetic excuse for a Human being. "Well?" he denanded,
again lifting the coral toward Bayta's cheek

And in that nmonent, MM cking struck.

He threw hinself at Applegate in a flat |eap that covered the two-neter gap
between them his fist slammng hard into Ap-plegate's exposed right arnpit.
Appl egate bell owed with pain, and Bayta twi sted away fromhimas the arm
hol di ng her suddenly went |inmp. Applegate twisted around as well, his left
hand sl ashing out with the coral toward McM cking's face

But McM cking was no | onger there. Even before Bayta was conpletely free he
had dropped into a | ow crouch; and as the coral swung through the air above
his head he swiveled around, his right | eg sweeping Applegate's | egs out from
under him

Wth a curse, Applegate toppled over, slanm ng hard onto his back on the
floor. | junped up to assist, but there was no need. McM cking finished his
sweep and hop-switched | egs, jabbing his left foot out |ike a Russian dancer
to catch Applegate solidly behind his right ear. There was a sickening thud,
and with a single convul sive spasm Applegate collapsed and lay still. H's

| eft hand opened linply, the coral rolling a few centinmeters away across the
fl oor.

"Everyone okay?" MM cking asked, giving Applegate's ribs a test nudge to nake
sure he was going to stay down.

"W're fine," | said, getting up and kneeling over Apple-gate. "Did he get you
with the coral ?"

"Not even close,"” MM cking assured ne.

"Be careful,"” Bayta warned as | checked Appl egate's pul se. "Mdhran wal kers
aren't easy to knock out."

"I don't think we'll have that problem" | said grimy, getting back to ny
feet. "He's dead.”

"What ?" McM cki ng denmanded, droppi ng down and checking for hinmself. "That's



crazy | didn't hit himthat hard."

"The col ony nust have suicided," Bayta said with a shiver. "Like the two

Hal kas at Kerfsis."

"This Mddhri sounds |like a sore loser," McMcking said with a grunt,

strai ghtening up and prodding the coral with his shoe. "Wat should I do with
t hi s?"

"Don't touch it," | warned. Nudging himaway, | kicked it under the bed where
it would be out of the way. "I wonder where the hell he got it from"
"Fromthe Peerage car," Losutu nurnured nmechanically, still staring at

Appl egate' s body. "JhanKl a has a long spine of it in a pool in his sleeping
conpartnent."

So the Peerage car wasn't just a wal ker's convenient and confortable
transport. It was also a full-fledged nobile command center. "Shoul d have
guessed,"” | said. "Bayta, do you know if it can hear us?"

"You mean the coral ?" Losutu asked, breaking his gaze away from Appl egate to
stare up at ne. "What in the ?"

"Director, please," | said. "Bayta?"

"I don't think so," she said. "The polyps can detect and interpret vibrations,
but only under water."

"\What about Appl egate?"

"But you said he was dead," Losutu protested.

"Director, please," | said, trying hard to hold on to ny tenper.

"He m ght," Bayta conceded. "The | mean the neural degeneration hasn't yet
started "

"Qut in the hall with him" MM cking said briskly, grabbing Appl egate under
the arnpits. "Better kick mat coral thing out there, too, just to be on the
safe side.”

A minute | ater we had dunped both the body and the coral out in the corridor,
maki ng sure to retrieve the data chips first. "What about you?" | asked Bayta
when we were back in the conpartnent. "Did he get you with the coral ?"

"No," she said, rubbing gingerly at her cheek

"You sure? No hold still," I ordered as | took hold of her chin and tilted her
head up toward the light "Let ne see."

"See what ?" she retorted, pushing ny hand away. "A microscopic scratch? | tel
you, he didn't touch ne."

"Ckay, okay," | growmed. "I was just trying to help."

"Hel p by figuring out what he's going to do next," she growl ed back. Dropping
back down onto the bed, she pulled her knees up to her chest and hugged her
arnms tightly around them as she stared off into a corner

"What do you mean, what he's going to do?" Losutu asked, his expression
unreadable. "He's dead, right?"

"She means he, the Mddhri, the group mind," |I told him "Wren't you

i stening?"

"Yes, but..." He trailed off. "You were serious, weren't you? But that's ..."
"I nsane?" | suggested tartly. "Ridiculous? Horrifying? Pick an adjective and

nove on, because it's also true.”

Losutu took a deep breath, let it out slowy. "Al right," he said. "Assune
for the moment it's true. As she says: Wat now? \Wat exacdy are his options?"
"You saw all the first-class passengers nmoving |like zonbies while we were

com ng here," | renminded him "All of themare Mdhran wal kers, just |ike
Appl egate was, all of them apparently being directly controlled by the group
mnd." | patted ny pocket. "And their sole purpose inlife is to get these

dat a chi ps back."
"How many of them are there?" MM cking asked
"At | east everyone in first class, plus JhanKla and his entourage, plus

probably a few others scattered around for insurance,” | told him "The odds
here are not good."
"Yeah, but it's only another hour to Honshil," MM ck-ing pointed out. "Maybe

we can barricade ourselves in until we get there.”
"And then fight our way through themto get off?" |I asked doubtfully. "Wirth a



try. Let's see if we can get these beds off the walls
And from behi nd me, Bayta screaned

"What ?" | snapped, spinning around to face her

Her eyes were staring into infinity, her face gone deathly white, her chest
heaving with short, rapid breaths. "Bayta?" | asked, dropping down on the bed
besi de her and taking her hand. It was icy cold. "Bayta, what is it?"

"They killed him" she whi spered, her voice shaking "They killed one of the
Spi ders. "

"Who did?" | asked, a creepy feeling running up ny back

"The crowd,"” she whi spered. "The mob. Al of them"”

"That can't be," MM cking objected. "You said it was just first class. There
can't be enough of themto take out a Spider."

"He was wong," she nurnured, her eyes still blank. "They're all part of the
Modhri now. They're attacking the Spiders, and they're going to kill them
all.”

She cl osed her eyes. "And then they're going to kill us."

TVENTY- ONE :

For perhaps half a minute no one spoke. | |ooked at Bayta, then MM cking
then Losutu, seeing ny own disbelief reflected in their faces. For centuries
t he Spiders had been the nost stable and unchanging part of the galactic

| andscape: enigmatic and anonymous, striding silently through the background
of interstellar events even as they enabled those events to happen. They had
no faces or personalities; no apparent desires other than to serve; no hopes
or dreans or joys or sorrows of their own.

And there had never, ever been any indication that they, like all the rest of
us, mght be nortal

"What do we do?" Losutu asked at last. "We can't hold off a whole train ful

of people until we reach Honshil, can we?"

"It doesn't matter if we can or not," Bayta said. The horror had faded from
her face, leaving only a bitter resignation behind. "The Spiders are the ones
who control the Quadrail."

"You mean they've gotten to the engi ne?" MM cking asked

Bayta shook her head. "There isn't anyone in the engine," she said. 'They
control it fromback here. Once they're all dead, we'll just keep going unti
we run out of fuel. O until we hit sonething.”

"At a hundred kilonmeters an hour,"™ Losutu murnured.

"Or a light-year per mnute, depending on how you ook at it," |I said grimy.
"But this doesn't make sense. You told ne it takes days or weeks for a col ony
to forminside sonmeone."

"That's if you start with a single polyp hook froma single pinprick," she
said with a sigh. "If you put full-grown polyps in to begin with, and a | ot of
them" She swall owed. "You could create a new wal ker within hours. Maybe even
m nutes. "

So that was what Appl egate had been threatening her with. A slash across the
cheek with the coral would dunp dozens of the damm pol yps straight into her

bl oodstream "Zero to Modhri in fifteen seconds,” | said. "I guess that
expl ai ns where everyone in first class was going. Back to the Peerage car for
a lunp of coral, then off to the first annual Mdhran recruitnent drive."
"Stop babbling, Conpton,"” Losutu bit out. "Wat | want to know is, how does
this gain them anything? Now they' Il all die."

"Unl ess he doesn't realize he's killing the drivers?" MM cki ng suggested

A spasm of pain flashed across Bayta's face. "He's killed another one," she
nmur mur ed.

"No, he understands, all right," | said. "Renenber, the Mdhri is a group

m nd, with each colony form ng connections with any others nearby. That's
what's happened here: The col onies in Applegate and JhanKla and the
first-class passengers were linked up with the coral back in the Peerage car
Now the m nd segnent's apparently been extended to the rest of the passengers
as well."

"So they'll still all die," Losutu protested.



"He doesn't care if this mnd segnment dies,”" | told him "All he cares about
is maki ng the segnment big enough that he'll be able to link to whatever nind
segnent is waiting in the Honshil Station when we go roaring through.™
"Where he can pass on the information,” MM cking said, nodding. "Sure."
"What information?" Losutu asked. "Wat's so inportant?"

"The fact that we have their stolen data chips,” | said. "Up to now, the
Modhri didn't know whether we had them or Fayr had them or whether we'd
passed them of f to someone el se.”

"But if the train crashes, he'll never get the chips back."
"He doesn't need them back," | said. "He just needs to nake sure no one el se
has them"

"And this is worth sacrificing JhanKl a and Appl egate and all the rest of them
for?" Losutu persisted.

'"To the Modhri, the individuals don't matter as long as the whole remains," |
said. "Wuld you worry about sacrificing a few brain cells?"

Losutu hi ssed between his teeth. "This can't be happening,"” he nuttered.
"Trust ne, it is," | said, trying to think. I didn't know how rmany Spi ders
there were aboard, but it was surely going to be a while |onger before even a
whole train full of wal kers could take out all of them W had that nuch
breat hi ng space to work with. "Bayta, is there anything you can do with the

engi ne?" | asked. "Speed us up, slow us down anyt hi ng?"

"No," she said dully. "Not from here."

"But you talk to the Spiders," | rem nded her

"I't's not the same," she snapped suddenly. "If |I was in the engine, | could do

somet hing. But I'mnot." She gave another spastic twitch, and her shoul ders
sagged. "And there's no way to get there."

"Why not?" MM cki ng asked.

"Because there just isn't," she said. "There aren't any passageways between
the engine and the rest of the train."

"But it's obviously connected to us," | said. "Can we get to it fromthe
out si de?"

"There's no air out nere,’
"There are nmedical kits in every car,
ener gency oxygen breathers, right?"
"Yes," Bayta said slowy, a note of cautious hope starting to creep into her
voi ce. "And there are bigger cylinders, too, for emergency repressurization
W coul d maybe use one of

those to pressurize the engi ne conpartnment once we're there.”

"Then we're in," | said. "How do we get the doors open?"

Bayta sighed. "W can't,"” she said, the spark of hope going out again.
"They' re pressure-| ocked."

"Al'l of then?" Losutu asked. |

Bayta nodded. "We'd need soneone with the strength of a drudge to force one
open." She hesitated. "But there are sone roof panels in the baggage cars for
getting extra-large cargo crates in and out. They're heavy, but they're not
air-locked. W mght be able to get one open.”

Losutu said. "Not enough to breathe, anyway."
" McM cking pointed out. "They all have

"But they're all the way at the back of the Quadrail," Losutu objected. "How
are we going to get there with the Mddhri in the way?"

"Leave that to us," | said, lifting ny eyebrows question-ingly at MM cking
"You ganme?"

"Absolutely,"” he said grimy. "Let's show this Mdhri what a couple of

prinmtives can do."

Qur first task was to collect all the oxygen tanks we woul d need. MM cking
and | did that, slipping back to the first-class coach and retrieving the
energency nedical kit and its oxygen breather. Fortunately, the passengers
were still gone, apparently out beating Spiders to death. The breather's tank
wasn't very big, but it ought to be enough to get one of us to the engine.

The actual nechanics of which I hadn't quite worked out yet. As far as | knew,
when Bayta and | had junped of f at Jurskala we'd been the first people to even
stick our noses outside a nmoving Quadrail. dinmbing on top of one going ful



tilt down the Tube was at |east an order of nagnitude crazier. There were so
many unknowns, in fact, that it didn't even pay to start listing them and
woul d probably have voted to try the barricade approach if it hadn't been for
the absolute certainty that that would | eave us all dead.

W al so found and renoved the emergency repressuriza-tion tank Bayta had
mentioned. It turned out to be not just a

sinmple tank, but a conplete self-controlled supply/scrubber/regul ator system
It al so weighed nearly as much as Bayta, but fortunately it cane with a
built-in carrying harness that would easily convert to a backpack

W returned to the conpartnment and dropped off both tanks, then pulled the
nmedi cal kit fromour own car. That gave us two personal -sized tanks, which
added to the stretcher's tank and the spare we'd brought from Jurskala Station
gave us the four we would need for the trek across the top of the train.
Meanwhi | e, Bayta and Losutu hadn't been idle. As per our instructions they'd
set the stretcher up on its wheels and |l oaded it with spare clothing and
beddi ng and everything else flammable they could find or tear | oose fromthe
conpartnents' furnishings. They'd also rigged up shoul der or belt harnesses
for the four oxygen tanks.

And with that, we were ready.

"As ready as we're going to be, anyway," | said, adjusting the small persona
oxygen tank at ny wai st and manhandling the big one onto the stretcher's
center equi pnent rack. Now, nore than ever, | wished |I'd asked the Spiders for

a gun when |'d had the chance. "Oh, and grab those two carry-bags, too," |
told MM cking, pointing at ny |uggage.

"You want to bother with |uggage?" he demanded, crossing the room and bringing
back the bags.

"Trust ne," | told himas | stowed themon the stretcher's |ower rack. "Bayta?
You ready?"
"I think so," she said. She was still pale, but her voice was firm Whatever

bl ack valley she'd gone through when the Spiders started dying, she'd worked
her way through it.

"Director?"
"I don't like any of this, if you want to know the truth," Losutu said, his
voi ce heavy. "Attacking and maybe killing a whole group of people, especially

peopl e who aren't accountable for their actions
"They're not people,” McMcking interrupted. "They're targets, or eneny
conbat ants, or bug-eyed nonsters. Not

peopl e. You start thinking about themthat way and you'll be r dead. "
> "l understand the enotional necessities of warfare, thank

you," Losutu said icily. "I just wish we didn't have to do it."

"/ wish we had Fayr and his comando squad al ong,"” | countered. "You don't

al ways get what you wish for."

"I'f we did, we'd have some real weapons,"” MM cking added sourly. "Unl ess
those Spiders are putting up one hell of a fight, none of this is going to get
us very far."

He was right, of course; our gimm cked stretcher was hardly battlefield shock
arnor. But it was all we had. "You want sone plastic Belldic status guns to
wave around?" | offered, nodding toward the bed where they' d ended up when
Bayta had pulled the clothing out of nmy carrybags. "Fayr gave themto ne
before we left him"

"Real ly," MM cking said, frowning over at the guns. "Wy?"

| opened my mouth ... closed it again. "Good question," | said, going over and
pi cking them up. You nmay need these, Fayr had said. Not exactly the sort of
conment a person usually makes when offering soneone el se a souvenir.

But right after that, Bayta and | had junped off the Quadrail, and |I'd stuffed
the guns into ny luggage, and sonmehow |'d never gotten around to wondering
what he m ght have neant. "See what you can find," |I told MM cking, handing
hi m one of the guns.

W exam ned themin silence as Losutu and Bayta wat ched over our shoul ders.
The entire gun was made of soft plastic, except for a decorative braided



tassel attached to the bottom of the grip which seemed to be sone sort of
synthetic silk. The gun was definitely hollow, but a methodical squeezing
didn't reveal any telltale lunps that might have indicated sonething hidden

i nside. Not that they could have gotten anythi ng dangerous past the Spiders
sensors anyway. The oversized barrel was cl osed at the business end, and had
some ribbing running | engthw se at various points along its surface that gave
it acertainrigidity. Not

enough to make it a useful weapon, though, given how light it was.

Unless ... "Check the barrel,” | told McM cking, running my fingers around the
socket where it fit into the rest of the gun. "See if you can find a way to
get it Never mind," | interrupted nyself as the barrel snicked free. The tube
was closed at both ends, |I saw now, but the inner end had the | ook of a
pressure-threaded cap. There were also a pair of eyelets on the cap that had
been conceal ed by the socket, eyelets that extended upward fromthe cap

wi t hout opening into the interior of the tube itself.

"Toy nightsticks?" Losutu hazarded as McM cking al so pulled his gun barre
free.

"Better than that," | assured him unscrewi ng the cap and handing it and the
barrel to Bayta. "Here fill it with water. Al the way up no bubbles. Yours,
too, McM cking."

"Ckay, that'll nake them heavier," Losutu said, still frowning as the others
headed for the washroom "They're still too short to be nmuch good as clubs."
"Watch and learn,” | told him turning over what was left of ny gun and
starting to unfasten the tassel. "Westali did a study once on how soneone

m ght inprovise weapons fromthings available on a Quadrail. Looks like the
Bel lidos did us one better."

| had the tassel unbraided into a single snooth silk cord by the tine

McM cking and Bayta returned with the water-filled barrels. They held t hem
steady while | threaded me cord through the eyelets on the tops of both
barrels, leaving a few centinmeters of slack as | wove the cord back and forth
between them Wen | was finished, | tied the cord in a secure knot beside one
of the eyelets. "And there we have it," | said, taking the barrels and
snappi ng them apart to take up any slack 1'd left in the cord. "One inprovised
but very serviceabl e nunchaku conbat flail."

"I'"ll be damed," Losutu said, sounding |like he wasn't sure whether to be

i mpressed or appalled. "Do nme Spiders know about this?"

"Don't know," | said. "Don't care, either. MM cking? You or ne?"

"Me," he said firmy, taking the nunchaku fromny hand and giving it an
experimental swing. The swing turned into a bew |l dering and convol uted routine
that ended up witfi one barrel in his hand and the other tucked securely under
his arm "This should work just fine," he said, giving Losutu a tight smle
"You see, Director? Sonetines you do get what you wi sh for."

Losutu didn't reply. "Then I"'mdriving," | said, pulling out the stretcher's
| eash control. "Let's go."
The hallway was still deserted as we nmade our way aft, as was the first-class

coach car behind it. As | nmaneuvered the stretcher along the tw sted aisle
created by the rearranged chairs, Bayta and Losutu collected the cards and

ot her flammabl es that had been | eft behind and added themto the pile on the
stretcher, dousing everything with the remmants of the various al coholic
drinks. Passing through the vestibule, we entered the bar end of the dining
car.

And found ourselves in a scene straight out of the Reign of Terror. In three
di fferent places around the roomwell-dressed Juriani, Hal kas, Bellidos, and
C nmmaheem stood in right knots, silently and nethodically attacking the dented
spheres and broken |l egs of the Spiders in the centers of their circles,
beating themw th fists and chairs and tables and anything el se they could
find.

Beside nme, | heard a strange gurgling sound from Bayta, and sensed her start
to totter. Gabbing her arm | pulled her close to nme and kept noving.

W' d gotten perhaps four paces into the room when soneone noticed us, and the



whol e crowd stopped what they were doing and turned in our direction. | braced
nmysel f, but the Modhri apparently had nmore inportant things on his nmind right
now. Again in perfect unison the wal kers turned back and resuned their attacks
on the Spiders.

"What are they doing?" Losutu rmuttered frombeside nme. "Don't they realize who
we are?"

"OfF course they do," | nuttered back. "G oup nind, renenber? \Wat one wal ker
sees, the whole Mdhri sees. He just figures that whatever we're doing, we're
dead anyway." | nodded toward the bar. "You and MM cking go."

Losutu hesitated, reluctantly detached hinself from Bayta and ne, and foll owed
McM cking to the bar, the two of them slipping dirough the opening and

di sappearing into the stor~ age room beyond. | kept an eye on the three |ynch
nmobs, watching for any sign of trouble and trying not to think too hard about
what they were doing. It was clear that these particul ar Spiders, at |east,
were al ready goners, and that there wasn't anything we could do to help them
But that didn't make it any easier to watch.

Two minutes |ater McM cking and Losutu reappeared, their arms |aden wth

bottl es of skinski flanmbe" fluid. "Geat," | said as we | oaded as many as we
could onto the stretcher's | ower rack, tucking the rest awkwardly under our
arms. Wth the | eash control again in hand, | eased us past the nearest |ynch

group and into the restaurant end of the car

The sane spectacle was taking place there, except that the nmobs in that half
of the car seenmed to be nostly second-cl ass passengers. The Mdhri had
apparently pronmoted themto first-class for the occasion. "Anybody know how
many cars nere are in this train?" | asked as we reached the far end and
opened t he door.

"There are eleven total in front of the first baggage car," MM cking said
"Three down; eight to go."

| nodded as we all crowded into the vestibule. "Let's just hope the Mdhri
keeps thinking we're not worth bothering with. Hold it here a second,” | added
as the dining roomdoor closed behind MM cking. "Dunp the rest of these
bottles on top of the stretcher."

"This isn't going to buy us anything, you know," Losutu warned as we began
opening the fl anbe botdes we were carrying and dunping the contents onto the
stretcher. "Do-

ing it in here, | nean. They're bound to snell it as we go past."

"Probably," | agreed, hunching down to | oosen the stop- . pers in the
bottles we'd racked on the bottom so that they would be ready when we needed
them "But it's better than letting the Mdhri watch us while we do it. Every
few steps we can buy for ourselves are worth it."

"That shoul d be enough," MM cking said, enptying one final bottle over ne
stretcher. "Better get going before he nisses us. And here," he added,
pressing an igniter into nmy hand. "This'U have a | onger reach than your
lighter."

The next car back was a second-cl ass coach. There were a few people sitting
around, nostly panting or nursing arns and | egs where flailing Spider |egs had
apparently caught them but nere weren't nearly enough to account for the
entire passenger list. Sonme of the missing were probably the ones we'd just
seen in the dining car, with the rest presum ' ably gone sonewhere aft.
Draped across the seats, | also saw the battered remains of four nore Spiders.
Fortunately, this bunch didn't look like they could stop us even if the Mdhri
had wanted themto. None of them made any kind of nove as we worked our way
through to the rear of the car. Unlike the previous groups, though, they

wat ched us cl osely as we passed through their nidst. \Whether or not the Mdhri
had decided we were a threat, he was definitely starting to get curious.
Bracing nyself, | led the way into and through the vesti bul e.

The next car was nuch like the one preceding it, with only the injured and
nose too tired to fight still present. There were definitely nore of them

t hough, along with the crunpled remains of six Spiders. | wondered how nany
were |left, decided it was a nmostly noot point. Bayta was still twitching



occasionally, so apparently mey weren't all gone yet.

W were mdway through the next car when our luck finally ran out.

I'd noticed the difference the instant we'd stepped through the door. Before,
t he wal kers had either nerely given us a

cursory glance and returned to their other activities or watched us nore
closely w thout showi ng any interest in * taking action. Here, in
contrast, we were the center of attention as soon as the stretcher cleared the
vesti bul e.

And unlike the previous two cars, this one wasn't popul ated only by the
injured and the stragglers. The majority |ooked Iike they'd been through the
wars, but were just as clearly ready for round two.

Bayta noticed it, too. "Frank?" she murmured tautly. ~

"Just keep wal king," | nurnured back. "MM cking?"

"I"'mon it," he said, brushing past Losutu and ne to take
point. "You said this group mnd thing sees everything f
everybody el se sees. Does he feel what they all feel, too?" <%
"I think so," Bayta said. -*

"Good," McMcking said grimy. "Let's see how rmuch he likes pain."
Second-cl ass seats weren't quite as nobile as those in first class, but they
wer e maneuver abl e enough that the wal kers had been able to clear a | arge area
in the center of the car. | expected the Mddhri to nake his nove when we
reached that open area, and | wasn't disappointed. The stretcher had just
rolled past the last row of seats when a group of ten Juri-ani and Hal kas got
up and strolled alnost leisurely to forma v |line blocking our path. Sone of
themcarried bits of table or * chair fromthe dining cars, while others had
shiny netal rods that had probably once been parts of Spider legs. Others,
nostly the bigger ones, seened to have only their fists. | glanced over ny
shoul der, saw a simlar group noving up behind Losutu to block our retreat.
"Keep going," MM cking said, picking up his pace as he strode forward to

i ntercept the group ahead of us. They watched himcome, their faces carrying
bi zarrely simlar |ooks of anticipation, and raised their makeshift weapons
for the kill.

They never had a chance to use them MM cking was two paces away when he
pul I ed his new nunchaku out of conceal ment beneath his jacket and slamed it
hard across *» the biggest Hal ka's head.

The alien staggered back, and I could see a ripple of shock run through the
whol e group as the sharp and unexpected pain jabbed through the conbined nind
McM cking didn't give the Modhri a chance to recover, but continued whi pping
t he nunchaku across heads and arnms and ribs and |l egs, going first for

di sabling shots and second for blows that would cause the nost pain.

A pair of G mmaheem who had been sitting on the sidelines heaved t hensel ves to
their feet and started toward ne. | grabbed one of the flanb6 bottles fromthe
stretcher's rack and squeezed it hard, sending the stopper and a spray of
fluid into their faces. They bell owed, a subsonic roar that rattled ny head,
and staggered back, clawi ng at their eyes.

"Come on!" Losutu snapped, giving ne an urgent shove forward. | saw that

McM cki ng had cleared us a path, and with the stretcher rolling ahead of ne |
broke into a jog. W cleared the little circle

"Behi nd you!" MM cking snapped.

| twisted ny head around. The rear guard was noving forward, their nutua
expression no |longer one of anticipation. Snatching another bottle and

igniter, | squeezed the fluid out onto the floor of the aisle behind us and
tapped the edge with the igniter
Bl ue-white flanmes crackled up, bringing the posse to a sudden stop. | squirted

anot her bottle onto the fire; and as the heat washed across ny face Losutu
grabbed my arm and we nmade a nmad dash for it. W reached the vestibule and
squeezed inside, closing the door behind us. "That won't hold themfor |ong,"
Losutu panted, his voice tight. "All the Mddhri has to do is throw a coupl e of
them over the fire to make a bridge."

"Maybe," | said. "On the other hand, he does feel all the pain coming in



t hrough his wal kers, and burns are sonething you can't suppress just by
sitting quietly or keeping pressure on them He may still hesitate at letting
hinself in for that sort of grief."

"Are we tal king, or are we goi ng?" MM cking grow ed.

"W're going," | said. "Me first."

He frowned briefly, then nodded. Holding the igniter ready, | pushed through
the door and into the second/third-class dining car

They were waiting for us: a triple semcircle of wal kers standi ng well back
fromthe door, several with towels or napkins hastily wapped around their
heads and | ow over their eyes to help protect against flanbe sprays. Al of

t hem gri pped weapons of some sort. Behind them | could see nore wal kers
awaiting their turn. "Hell," | said

"What did you expect?" MM cking countered. "This is the last really open area
on the train, the last place they can effectively gang up on us."

"What do we do?" Losutu asked nervously.

The wal kers were still standing notionlessly, apparently waiting for us to
make the first nove. "No way out but through,” | told him "Cannonbal
express?"

"Cannonbal | express,”" MM cking agreed.

Taki ng a deep breath, getting a solid grip on Bayta's arm | flicked on the
igniter and tapped the edge of the stretcher

The whole top burst into flanme, the blue-white fire quickly taking on a yellow
edge as the cards and clothing and other flammabl es caught fire. G abbing one
of the flanbe" botdes in each hand, wincing at the heat singeing ny face,

char ged forward.

The triple semicircle gave way before the blazing cart. But as | guided the
stretcher through the center of the Iine the wal kers folded in from bom si des,
moving in to flank us. Aimng one of ny botdes at the center of each side, |
squeezed hard, angling the spray so that it caught the edge of the stretcher
fire. The fluid ignited in mdair, and a shudder ran through the group as
suddenly two of tiieir menbers were engulfed in brilliant blue-white hal os.

But that brief shudder was all the breathing space we got. A second |ater they
surged forward again; and this tine | knew there would be no stopping them
Behind me | could hear the rhythm c cracking of bone as MM cking worked his
nunchaku, but even he couldn't handle this sheer weight of nunbers.

Which left us only one option. "Masks!" | shouted at the others, snatching up
anot her bottle with one hand as | grabbed ny oxygen mask with the other
Squeezing the bottle into the face of a lunging Juri, | followed it up with a

hard side kick to his midsection and cl anped the mask over mny face. "Masks?"
cal l ed again.

| got three terse acknow edgnments. "Bayta go!" | called, nentally crossing ny
fingers as a dozen weapons swung y into the air around us. Fromthe
stretcher rack cane a sort of sizzling pop

The front group of wal kers came to an abrupt halt, their chests heaving, a

| ook of bewildernent on their faces. The group behind them trying to push
their way through, suddenly froze as well. | cocked ny | eg for another kick..
and then, as if their strings had been cut, every single one of the wal kers
col | apsed onto the floor

"My God," Losutu's muffled voice murmured. "What "

"Saarix-5 in my carrybags,” |I told him breathing hard through ny nask, the
cold oxygen tingling my nostrils as | gave the car a quick sweep of ny eyes.
They were dead, all right. "Alittle gift fromthe Spiders."

"Ch, my CGod," Losutu said again. "W've just we've just "

"Wul d you rather we be the dead ones?" MM cking grow ed

"No, of course not," Losutu said. "But this
"They were already dead,"” | cut himoff, peering at the door at the far end of
the car as | forced the stretcher over a couple of Hal kan bodies. So far, the
Modhri didn't seeminclined to send in reinforcements. "Even if he sonmehow
managed to stop the train, the Mddhri couldn't have let any of themlive.
They' d seen too rmuch before he took them over."



Losutu's sigh hissed through his mask. "I suppose,’
pi cked his way squeam shly through the bodies.
"Bug-eyed nonsters, renmenber?" MM cking said. "W have any nore of that

stuf f?"

"Yes," Bayta said. Her voice, in sharp contrast with Lo-

sutu's, carried an edge of grimsatisfaction. She'd hurt the Mdhri, and hurt
hi m badly. After having to watch the Spiders die, a little revenge apparently
felt pretty good.

"Better save it until we need it," MM cking advised. "This is a good fraction
of the passengers, but there are plenty left."

"And keep your nasks on once we're out of here," | added, eyeing the black
snoke now coning off the stretcher as | pushed it over the |last cluster of
bodies in front of the door. "This snoke can't be very good for us, and the
Saarix on our clothes will linger a few m nutes before it oxidizes."

"WIl we have enough oxygen to get to the engine if we do that?" Losutu asked.
"W shoul d," Bayta said.

"W m ght also be able to pick up sone spares along the way," | said, pushing
open the door and crossing the vestibule. MM cking again noved to take point,
and we stepped into the next car

We had reached the third-class section now, where the chairs were set in

per manent rows. As MM cki ng had pointed out, that neant no nore nice open
spaces where the Mddhri could concentrate his forces.

And it certainly | ooked like he'd given up the effort. Aside fromthe renains
of two Spiders draped across the seats m dway back, the car seened to be

he said reluctandy as he

deserted. "Watch it," | warned McM cking as he started down the aisle. "They
m ght be hiding behind the seats.”
"Yeah, | hope so," he said with a touch of hunmor. Small wonder; in the cranped

spaces available in here, they couldn't come at himnore than a couple at a
ti me, nunmbers he and his nunchaku should be able to deal with quite handily.

"Watch it anyway," | said, glancing back at the emergency nedical kit set
against the wall in front of the restroonms. "Director, grab the oxygen
cylinder out of that kit, will you?"

"Al'l right," he said, retracing his steps to the kit and retrieving the
cyl i nder.

McM cki ng had reached the far end of the car by the tine

Losutu rejoined us. "All clear," he called back. "Whatever he's planning,

| ooks like he's planning it sonewhere else.”

The next car was the sanme: the remains of a few Spiders, no sign of enenies.
Agai n, McM cki ng headed forward, nunchaku at the ready, while Losutu paused at
the nedical kit to pick up another oxygen tank

He had just popped the kit open when the restroom doors at the front of the
car swung open and two burly Hal kas | eaped out.

"Conpton!" Losutu gasped, trying to run backward and instead bunping his | eg
into one of the seats and tunbling off balance into the aisle. "Conpton!"
Swearing under ny breath, | dropped the stretcher's | eash control and sprinted
toward him But the Hal kas got there first. One of them grabbed himby his
jacket and hauled himto his feet, spinning himaround to face ne as he
wrapped an armaround his throat. "Stop, or he dies," he snarl ed.

There was no time to think, no tine to pause and try to figure out what the
Modhri was up to. | kept going, ny nonmentumcarrying me forward; and as |
reached them| shot a hand forward, grabbing Losutu by the tenples and
slamm ng the back of his head hard into the face of the Hal ka behind him

The Hal ka staggered back in shock and agony, his grip | oosening around
Losutu's neck. The other Hal ka gave the little twitch | was starting to

associ ate with sudden shared pain in the group mnd; and then | was on him
slammi ng ny forearm and el bow hard agai nst his neck. He staggered back as
well, and | returned ny attention to the first alien, gripping the hand stil
resting against Losutu's throat and twisting it around, pushing against the
joint to topple himbackward onto the floor between the two restroons. Another
blow to the second Hal ka's throat, a hard kick to the first's mdsection as he



tried to scranble to his feet, and it was over

"You all right?" | asked Losutu as | helped himto his feet. "It's all right,"
| added to McM cking as he skidded to a halt beside ne.

"I think so," Losutu said, his eyes wi ncing over his mask as he rubbed the
back of his head. "I wasn't expecting you to do that."

"Neither was the Mddhri," | said, guiding himback down the aisle to where
Bayta and the stretcher waited. "There are definitely some drawbacks to
fighting with untrained | abor."

"Li ke m ssing golden opportunities,” MM cking grunted, gesturing toward the
far door. "They should have charged while we were distracted."

"That wasn't the point of this exercise," | said grimy. "Or didn't you notice
that the Hal ka was very careful not to bunp Losutu's oxygen nask?"

"I get it," MM cking said, nodding. "Cute."

"What's cute?" Losutu asked.

"They were hoping we'd use up nore of our Saarix to free you," | told him

pi cking up the | eash control and getting the stretcher noving again. "Two cars
to go. Any bets on where they'll be waiting?"

"I say they've got both of them stocked,” MM cking said as we reached the far
door. "Renenber, they don't know how nmuch Saarix we've got left."

"Good point," | said. "Maybe we can use that."
"How?" Losutu asked.
"You'll see," | said. Pushing open the door, | rolled the stretcher through

into the vestibule. MM cking nmoved to point position and opened the door into
nme next car.

Once again, they were waiting for us, a silent line of aliens conpletely
filling the aisle, with others standing in the seating areas ready to take
their places if necessary. The four Juriani in front were carrying a |large

pi ece of twisted netal, a m sshapen sphere and three segnented pol es pointed
at us like spears. It took me a second to realize it was what was left of a

Spi der.

"What now?" Losutu muttered.

In answer, | held out ny hand. "Hello, Mdhri," | called. "Before you do
anyt hing rash, you and | need to have a little talk."
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For a nonent there was no response. | watched as a series of expressions

flicked across the faces of the assenbled crowd, then faded away into a stony
mass glare. "Wat have we to talk about?" the first Juri in line called back

"I want to offer you a deal," | told him

"Frank?" Bayta nurnured uncertainly.

"Quiet," | told her. "I know what |'m doing."

The Juri clicked his beak. "You think you have anything left to bargain wth?"
"Sure," | said. "You see, | can let you win this round. O, | can nake it a

conpl ete waste of your time and energy."

The Juri cocked his head slightly. "Explain."

| gestured to the still-snoldering stretcher. "I have enough Saarix-5 to
destroy every wal ker you have between here and the rear of the Quadrail," |
said. "You' ve seen the stuff in action. You know what it can do."

"Even if you kill themall, you will still die," he rem nded ne.

"I know," | said. "The point is, so wll you."

A ripple ran through the assenbly. "You see the problem” | went on. "If this
m nd segnent dies now, without passing on the information that we have the
data chips, you'll never 4

quite be able to relax." | gestured toward the crowd. "In fact,

| suspect that's why you started attacki ng us so aggressively

inthe first place. You suddenly woke up to the fact that we |

were headi ng straight for the Peerage car and JhanKl a's private coral outpost.
If we destroy all the wal kers and the coral, this mnd segment is history."

4

"Very well, | agree,"” the Juri spokesman spoke up. "You may return to your
conpartnents to await your deaths in peace."



"Such a generous offer," | said dryly. "Fine, but we need B
«*

to get sonething fromthe baggage conpartnent first."

Anot her ripple went through the crowd. "No," the Juri

said flatly. -41

| shrugged. "Ckay by me:" Reaching to the | ower rack, | "

found the carrybag Bayta had already bl own and pulled it

out. "Here," | said, hiding the danaged handle with nmy hand

as | held it aloft for the Modhri to see. "You want to pass this

back to the nmddle of the roomwhere it'll work the fastest?

O shall | just throw it back there nysel f?" A

*

"Wait," the Juri growed. "Wat is it you want fromthe baggage car?"

"My pinochle deck," |I said with exaggerated patience. -T "What do you
care what we want? We're going to die anyway, right?"

Agai n he paused... and suddenly | felt Bayta grip nmy {

arm "Frank that Spider," she whispered urgendy. "He's still alive."

| focused on the tangle of netal the Juriani were holding. "You' re kidding."
"No," she insisted. "He's dying, but he's still alive."

And the Spiders were the ones who could control the

Quadrail. If we could get it back to our first-class conpart

ment, maybe we woul dn't have to do a Wld Wst crawi N
along the top of the train after all

.9
"Very well," the Juri said. "You may pass."” ' f
The crowd began to shuffle out of the aisle into the seat *
areas. "Hold it," | said. "If you think we're just going to walk *

your gauntlet, forget it. Everybody back to the second baggage car and stay
there. And | mean everybody."

"I have given nmy word," the Juri protested.

"Like I"'mgoing to trust that," | said pointedly. "Conme on, nove it And | eave
that thing right where it is," | added, pointing at the crunpled Spider. "It

| ooks way too much |ike a weapon for ny taste.”

Silently, the Juriani hoisted the Spider up onto the tops of the seats beside
them then joined the rest of the wal kers in backing up toward the rear door

| watched as they filed out, alert for any |ast-second tricks. The door closed
behi nd the spokesman, and | heard Losutu nutter sonething under his breath. "I
don't like this," he said. 'They gave in way tod easy." -

"Agreed," | said, returning the carrybag to its rack. "MM cking?"

"I'"ll check it out." Gipping his nunchaku warily, he started slowy down the
ai sl e, checking between the rows of seats for hidden surprises. "Al clear,"
he call ed when he reached the end. "Let's nove before he changes his nind."

| nodded and noved the stretcher forward, stopping as | cane al ongside the
dying Spider. "Director, you want to give ne a hand with this?" | asked,
getting a grip on the defornmed sphere.

"What are we doing with it?" Losutu asked, gathering the |egs together and
cradling themover his forearns |ike a bundle of firewood.

"We're taking himwith us," | said, starting forward again. "Bayta says he's
still alive."

"Can he stop the train?" Losutu asked.

"Not fromhere," Bayta told him "But if we can get himto the engine, either
he or I will be able to control it."

"Come on, cone on," MMcking said inpatiently, eyeing ne Spider as we arrived
at the door. "You really want to bother with that thing?"

"M ght cone in handy," | said. "Let's sw vel himaround."

A minute |ater we had the Spider turned around so that it was resting on the
top of the stretcher, its |l egs pointed for-

ward. "Okay, open up," | told MM cking. "Let's see what we've got."

I'"d fully expected to find the crowmd of walkers waiting in this, the |ast
passenger coach before the baggage cars, ready to charge us the second we



stepped inside. It was with a definite feeling of anticlinmax that the door
opened to show not hing but rows of enpty third-class seats.

'Too easy," MM cking mittered, eyeing the apparently deserted car. "He's

pl anni ng sonet hi ng. "

"I know," | said. "Check the washroons."

He stepped to one of the doors and yanked it open. A quick |ook inside, and he
cl osed that door and opened the other. "Clear."

"No choice but to go for it,” |I told him "You first watch yourself. Bayta,
have the Saarix ready."
McM cking started down the aisle, again checking each row as he passed. | kept

us a couple of paces behind him not wanting to | et any of our group get too
far ahead or behi nd.

W were hal fway down the car when two Hal kas suddenly | eaped up fromthe row
just ahead of MM cking and hurled themsel ves at him MM cking staggered the
first one back with a nunchaku bl ow across the top of his head, then danced
back a step and turned to the second.

And as he did, the entire rear of the car erupted with Mdhran wal kers, three
crammed into each side of each row Each group had a piece of broken Spider
and in their usual perfect unison, they hurled them at us.

Their primary target was MM cking, who was instantly buried beneath a, pile
of debris. Reflexively, | grabbed Bayta's arm and yanked her down behind the
partial protection of the stretcher, stifling a curse as a section of Spider
leg flew past and caught me squarely across the back. "Do it!" | snapped.

| didn't have to give the order twi ce. Even as another round of flying objects
slamed into the chairs all around us, | heard the sizzle-pop as she triggered
t he second carry-bag handle. | held her tightly to me, hoping that MM cking
had managed to keep his mask on

The missiles stopped flying, and the commotion stilled. Cautiously, | |ooked
up.

Once again, the Saarix had done the trick. The wal kers were dead.

And our last trunmp card had now been pl ayed.

"Don't just stand there,”" McMcking's nmuffled voice called frombeneath a pile

of twisted netal. "CGet ne out of here.”

Bayta and | squeezed around the stretcher and got to work, and a nminute |ater
we had himfree. "You all right?" | asked as | helped himto his feet.
"I"'mfine," he grunted, shaking his arnms experinentally as he bent down to

retrieve his nunchaku. "That second Hal ka was ki nd enough to take sonme of the
i npact for ne."

"Nice of him" | said, |ooking back. Losutu was just com ng down the aisle
toward us, his eyes frowning over his mask. "Cone on, Losutu, shake a leg."

"I was checking the nedical kit," he said, his voice tight. "The oxygen tank
and mask are gone."

"Terrific," | said, ny stomach tightening as | did a quick survey of the

bodi es draped across the seats and lying in the aisles. Qther than ours, there
were no masks in sight.

"We didn't get around to checking the kit in the last car, either," MM cking
rem nded nme. "That neans they could have two of them"

"Three, if there's one in the Peerage car," | said. "I wonder what he's done
with them"

"Not hi ng good," MM cking grow ed. "The sooner we're out of here, the better."
"Definitely," | agreed. "You want ne to take point for a change?"

"No, I've got it," he said, setting his nunchaku into fighting position again
and novi ng ahead. "You m ght need to ditch the stretcher, though."

| studied the narrow aisle and the nass of bodies lying in our path. He had a

point. "Bayta, is our Spider still alive?"

"Yes, barely," she said.

"You and Director Losutu grab it," | said, manhandling

the big oxygen cylinder off its rack and hoisting it up on the seat back next
to me where | could get into the straps, j-"MM cking?"

"Looks clear," he called fromthe rear door. >,



"Ckay." | got nmy arnms into the straps and settled the
cylinder onto my back. "Go." |

There was no one waiting for us in the baggage car. At s |l east, not
visibly. "Stay sharp,” | warned the others as | |ooked around.
"I"'mon it," MM cking said, moving forward and peering between the stacks of

saf ety-webbed crates. "Were exactly are these hatches?"

"There," Bayta said, pointing upward as she and Losutu " eased the Spider onto
the floor. "W mght have to nove J sone of the crates to make steps.”

"Or we could clinmb the webbing," | suggested, craning

my neck to | ook at the hatch. It was pretty big, and Bayta had A
already said it was heavy. "Any idea how we're going to get A

it open?" "

"Maybe we can use this," Losutu suggested, lifting the jj,

poi nted end of one of the Spider's legs. ~*

"Mght work,"” | agreed. "If we can get it up there " *

"Conpt on?" someone called fromthe far end of the car. "Frank Conpton?"

I spun around. That voice ... "Fate Rastra?"

"Yes," Rastra called. "Please |'munarnmed. | just want

to talk." \

"No," MM cking said before | could answer.

"Absolutely not," Losutu seconded. "It's a trick."

He was al most certainly right, | knew. Still... "Cone out where we can see
you," | called.

There was a nonent's pause, and then Rastra stepped out from between two
stacks of crates at the far end of the car. "I'munarmed," he said again,
hol di ng his hands out as he -J* took a step toward us. "You're making a
big m stake."

"I do that all the time," | assured him "lI'mused to it." tf

"No, | nean it," he insisted, taking another step forward.

"The Modhri isn't the evil, villainous creature you seemto think."

"And all this comes from personal experience?" | asked, slipping the oxygen
tank of f ny back and setting it down on the floor

"Actually, it does," he said, taking another step forward. "lI've lived with
part of himinside ne ever since | was promoted to Falc."

"What a coincidence,” | said, wal king up behind McM cking. "/'ve lived with a
whol e bunch of himfor the past hour a*“self. Can't say | recomend the
experience."

"What did you expect?" Rastra countered. "You're siding with people who are
trying to destroy him™"

| reached MM cking's side. "Go back to the others,” | ordered himaquietly.
Behi nd his back, out of Rastra's sight, |I slipped nmy multitool from nmy pocket
and extended the blade. "If this is a diversion, that's where the main attack
will cone.”

"You want nme to just take himout and be done with it?" he murnured back

"No, | don't want you getting that far away," | said, transferring the
multitool to ny right hand and covering the blade with nmy fingers. "l can

handle himif there's trouble.”
McM cki ng nodded and backed away. "They're trying to destroy himbecause he's

trying to take over the galaxy," | called to Rastra, lifting ny right hand and
resting it casually against the nearest stack of crates. Just around the
corner where Rastra couldn't see, | slipped the blade beneath the safety

webbi ng and started to cut. "On a nore personal level, he was trying to take
over ne."

Rastra clicked his beak reprovingly. "He was trying to help you becone part of
a community," he corrected. "Be honest, Conpton how |l ong has it been since you
truly felt yourself to be part of anything inportant?"

"That's beside the point," | said, sliding nmy hand casually up the corner of

t he boxes, slicing through the webbing as I went. | cut the strands as far up
as | could conveniently reach

then shifted the knife to point down and started working on the | ower ones.



"Besi des, |'ve never thought of slavery as much of a social club."

"It's not slavery," he insisted, his voice cal mand persuasive. "lI'msure the
Spiders and Bellidos told you differently, but it really isn't. The Mdhri
never interferes with your actions except when absolutely necessary. Like on
the Kerfsis transfer station renmenber? That was himcalling to the soldiers,
reacting faster than I could, telling themnot to kill you."

"I remenber,” | said. "I believe "don't kill if were his precise words. Shows
you how highly we stand in his estimtion."

"He was rattled," Rastra said, sone frustration starting to creep into his
voi ce. "Are you going to base your judgment on a single hasty word? Especially
a word that saved your life?"

"So what should | base it on?" | countered, feeling fresh

sweat starting to gather beneath ny collar. W needed to get

| nmovi ng, but we couldn't very well start clinbing to the ceil -
j- ing with Rastra standing there watching us. The second the

i Modhri realized what we were doing, he would throw every-

thing he had | eft against us.

"Base it on what he can give you," Rastra said. "lnsights

you couldn't get anywhere else. Information your peers

don't have, courtesy of a mnd that is everywhere and sees

everything. Mst inportantly, base it on the pronise of ulti-

" mat e peace.”

; | frowned. "Peace?"

"What need will there be for conflict when friends of the Mddhri sit across
every boardroomtable and di pl omati c pedestal across the gal axy?" he said.
"Finally, and forever, we'll all be in true harnony with each other."

"Sounds |i ke heaven on earth," | agreed. "And all due to our nutua
cooperation with the Mdhri?"

He clicked his beak again. "Exactly."

| shook ny head in nock amazenent. "You're good,” | told him "You' re very
good. Every other tine |I've heard you, you've sounded like the gloating
woul d- be conquer or

fromsome dit rec drama. | see now that you can al so play the Earnest Friend
O Mankind role.”

"What are you talking about?" Rastra said, the scales around his beak
creasing. "This is me, your old friend, Falc Rastra."

"My old friend was Tas Rastra, Mdhri," | corrected. "And as far as | can see
all that's left of that friend is his body."

A l ook of consternation flashed across Rastra's face. "Conpton Frank listen to
ne."

And in that instant, the Mdhri sprang his trap

From behind me came the sudden rustle of cloth against plastic, and | spun to
see JhanKl a's guard-assistant Yir-TukOQo roll off the top of one of the stacks
and drop to the floor between Losutu and Bayta, one of the m ssing oxygen
masks covering the lower half of his face. Hi s |left hand sl apped Losutu across
the side of his head, dropping himto the floor, while his right went the

ot her direction, backhand-ing Bayta across her face as well and sendi ng her
st aggeri ng backward. He stepped over Losutu's crunpled formas MM cking

| eaped to the attack

There was a scuffle of novenent behind ne, and | tw sted around to see Rastra
charging toward nme, fastening a mask of his own over his beak as he ran

Swearing under ny breath, | slashed ny knife at the remai ning strands of mesh
and then jabbed the blade solidly into the side of one of the crates.
And as Rastra finished sealing his nask and stretched out his hands, | got a

firmgrip on the nultitool and threw my full weight to ny left.

The crate | was pulling on shifted partway out through the hole I'd cut in the
mesh; and with the crates above it suddenly unbal anced, the entire stack
col | apsed, sending the / boxes tunbling out into the aisle. I got a glinpse of
startled Jurian eyes as Rastra was buried under the aval anche, then w ggled ny
knife free and headed back to the others.



Up to now | hadn't seen McM cking have any real trouble

wi th anything the Modhri had thrown at him But either fa

tigue had taken its toll, or else the netal hailstormin the pre- v
vi ous car had shaken himup nore than either of us had

realized. Even as | sprinted back to help, YirTukOo ducked

beneat h t he swi ngi ng nunchaku and sl apped his cl osed right

hand hard across McM cking's face. McM cking staggered *

' two steps backward and tripped over the broken Spider, his
nunchaku cl attering agai nst the nearest stack of boxes as it

fell fromhis hand. Cenching ny teeth, | shifted nmy knife

I around into stabbing position and picked up ny pace. Yir-

"I TukOo saw me conming and lifted his hands into conbat

; stance, and | could imagine a snug smle beneath his mask #
f as he waited for me to reach him

j Only in that frozen nmonment of time | saw sonethi ng he

J didn't. Filling my lungs, | sent a bellow of challenge through
I nmy oxygen mask to echo off the ceiling.

I A bell ow that covered up any noi se Bayta m ght have

i

made as she came up behind the Hal ka and threw herself

onto his shoulders. Wapping her arnms tightly around his

neck, she dug both knees hard into his back and pul | ed.

« It was probably the last thing YirTukOo had expected, that

someone he'd hit that hard woul d al ready be back on her * feet, and the
shock of it paralyzed hima fatal half second too long. He started to grab for
her arms, realized that | was already too close, and tried to get his hands
back into a defensive posture.

Before he could, I was on him
There were very few weak spots in Hal kan physi ol ogy, and even fewer that could
be reached by a knife as short as mne. Unfortunately for him | knew all of

them Two quick and precise jabs, and it was over.
"You okay?" | asked Bayta as | shoved the Hal ka's body

off her and lifted her to her feet. The whole right side of her A
face above her mask, | saw, was a solid red nass where the y
back of his hand had connect ed. *,

"I think so," she said, alittle shakily. "Wat about the

ot her s?" *

"I"'mall right," Losutu grunted fromthe floor behind her. *

He started to pull hinself to his feet; and then, abruptly, he froze. "On,
no," he breathed. "Look."

| followed his pointing finger to YirTukOo's right hand. In it, still held

| oosely by the dead fingers, was a small |unp of coral

| felt nmy stomach tighten as | replayed the fight through ny mnd s eye. He'd
hit Losutu with his left hand no danger there. Wth his right he'd hit Bayta,
but with a backhanded bl ow t hat shoul d have kept her cl ear

And then he'd hit MM cking

There was a nuffled groan frombehind ne, and | turned to see MM cking push
hinself to his feet. "Cheap shot," he muttered, rubbing the back of his head
as he retrieved his nunchaku. "Cheap damm |ucky shot. Wat happened?"

"Bayta and | got him" | said, peering at his face. There was a touch of red
just above the left side of his mask, right at the end of a |long scratch
across the mask itself.

"Looks like nost of it hit the mask," Bayta nurnured hopefully from beside ne.
"Yeah," | said heavily. "But not all of it."

"What are you tal king about?" MM cking denanded, reaching up a finger to
touch his cheek. He pulled it away, his eyes going flat as he saw the snear of
bl ood. "Hell," he said, very quietly. "lIs this what | think it is?"

"I don't know," | said. "It could have been just his hand that got you."

"I doubt it," he said with a sigh. "Well, that's it. You'd better get going.
Want me to help you get the hatch open first?"



"You're not staying behind," Losutu said firmy. "I won't have it."

"You don't have a choice,” McMcking said, just as firmy. "I'mone of them
now O | will be soon enough.”

"But not for days or weeks," Losutu said. "lsn't that right, Conpton? W' ve
got time to get himto a hospital ."

"A hospital won't do himany good," Bayta said, her voice tinged with sadness.
"The doctors wouldn't even know what to | ook for."

"\What about your Spider friends?" |I asked, wondering

why | even cared. MM cking was nothing nore than an enpl oyee of soneone

al so happened to be working for, after all. "Wuld they know how to hel p hi n?"
She hesitated. Just a split second, but |ong enough. "No," she said. "I'm
sorry."

"But he still has those days or weeks, right?" | persisted. "Even if we can't
help him we can take himback with us."

"And then what?" MM cking demanded. "You'll still have to kill ne

eventual ly."

"I was thinking that an actual specinen mght help prove our story," | said.
Losutu | ooked at me, his eyes hard and di sbelieving above his nask. "Conpton
you are the nmost callous, heartless "

"Save it," McMcking cut himoff. "He's right. Fine, 1'll go. Can we get this
hat ch open now?"

"W can try," | said. "Bayta, can you "

| was interrupted by a clunk fromabove and a sudden swirling of air whipping
around ne. | | ooked up to see a section of the roof sliding dowmn like a
rolltop desk. "Bayta?" | called over the hurricane.

"The Spider," Bayta called back, her voice barely audible as the air rushed
out of the conpartnent.

My ears popped once, painfully, then seened to setde down. Apparentiy, seven
centuries of | eakage fromten thousand Quadrail stations had |eft the Tube
witii at |east enough air pressure to keep our eardrums fromblow ng. "I'IlI
take the tank," | shouted to them stepping back to where 1'd left it.

"McM cking, Losutu you take the Spider."

It took all of us to get the Spider up the sides of me stacked crates and
di rough the hatch. Losutu and McM cking scranbled up after it, and | hel ped
Bayta up behind them

| had made it to the top and had a hand on the hatch when someni ng nade ne
pause and | ook down.

Rastra's body was still pinioned beneatii the crates |I'd pulled over on him
But his face was visible, and his eyes as he stared up at me were burning with
i npotent fury above his oxygen mask. | could see his beak noving, but the air
in
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the conpartment was too thin for whatever he was saying to

carry that distance.

"I"'msorry," | said al oud, knowi ng that he wouldn't be able to hear ne,

ei ther. Knowi ng, too, that the Tas Rastra who |'d once known and |iked and
respected wasn't the one who was staring hatred at ne. What | had done had
been necessary, but that didn't dimnish the pain and guilt whispering through
ne.

And even then, it occurred to ne, the Mbdhri had missed a bet. He should have
rel eased Rastra to talk to me now, to plead in honest bewi |l derment for me to
hel p him

| mght even have been tenpted to do so.

But | had nore pressing matters on ny nmind than the mourning of an old

acquai ntance. Turning nmy back on the thing lying dying on the floor, | nade ny
way the rest of the way onto the roof.

It wasn't nearly "as bad as 1'd feared it would be. The coach roofs were
reasonably flat, and while there weren't any lips or other guardrails at the
edges, there were plenty of built-in hooks and anchor points for Spiders and
mai nt enance cranes to attach to. The low air pressure neant only a gentle



breeze woul d be brushing agai nst our faces, and unlike the dazzling |ight show
the Coreline typically put out at Quadrail stations, here it was giving off
only a gently undul ating glow behind its | oose wire nmesh, a glow not nuch
brighter than a nice harvest noon.

"I"ll go first," I instructed the others. "Bayta will come next, then
McM cki ng and Losutu. Bayta can drive this thing if she has to, so if you
can't get the Spider across without risking a fall, leave it" Bayta stirred at

that, but remained silent. "Ready? Let's do it."

| set off across the top of the baggage car in an el bows-and-knees comando
craw, noving as quickly as | dared. Bayta had said it was inpossible to open
the doors outside a station, but |I didn't trust the Modhri not to find a way
to do it. | reached the front of the car and eased nyself down onto the
slightly lower and nore flexible top of the vestibule, then

craw ed across it and up the other side. Checking over ny shoul der once to
make sure the others were followi ng, | continued on

| had passed over that car and was just coming up out of the vestibule onto
the next when | tilted a little too far to the side and the tank on ny back
began to roll off.

| stopped instantly, spread-eagling my arnms and |l egs to the sides. The tank
was better than half ny own weight, and it wouldn't take much novenent on its
part to pull ne up onto ny side and possibly roll ne off the train altogether
| held that posture, feeling the rhythnmic vibration of the train beneath ne,
until | was sure the tank had stopped moving. Then, carefully, | pushed up on
that side with shoulder and hip to try to shift it back into position over ny
spine. It started to nove, but a few centinmeters shy of its proper position it
froze up again. | tried jiggling it, but it wouldn't budge; hung up, npst
likely, on one of its own straps.

Briefly, | thought about waiting for Bayta to catch up and seeing if she could
straighten it out. But there was still the Mddhri to worry about, and | didn't
want to waste the time. Besides, there was nore than one way to skin a cat.
Braci ng nyself, | hunched ny back sharply upward, throwing the cylinder into

the air and breaking it loose fromits snag. Wth that nuch weight in notion
nmy body bounced up with it, and | felt nyself lift a fraction of a centineter
of f the roof.

And suddenly | found nyself skidding hel plessly along the top of the car

| flattened out again, grabbing futilely for the handhol ds as they whizzed
past, fighting to sl ow down even as | tried to figure out what the hell had
happened. My first, horrifying thought was that the Mdhri had managed to take
control of the engine and had hit ne brakes. My second, even nore horrible

t hought was that we'd hit sonething. Either way, unless | could stop nyself, |

was going to keep sliding until | ran out of train and tunmbled onto the tracks
ahead.
Abruptly, the roof dropped out frombeneath nme. | braced nyself for the worst,

and had just enough tinme to realize

had di pped into the next vestibule before |I slamed headfirst agai nst the edge
of the next car forward.

| lay there for the next couple of m nutes, watching the stars bouncing around
my vision and wondering if 1'd broken my neck, split ny skull, or bom
Fortunately, |'d done neither. The pain subsided to a | ess pervasive |evel,
allowing ny brain to get back to the question of what the hell had happened.
There had been no squealing or thudding of brakes, nor had there been the

flash or sound of an inpact. As far as | could tell, in fact, the Quadrail was
still trundling nmerrily along its way.

| puzzled at it for another minute, but it was clear | wasn't going to figure
it out lying here. Meanwhile, there was still a trainload of wal kers to get
away from G ving ny neck one | ast experinental rotation, | pulled nyself up

onto the next car.

And got the shock of ny life. Directly ahead, one car past the one | was on,
was the Quadrail's engine.

| stared at it, wondering if the shimrering glow fromthe Coreline was playing



tricks on my eyes. But it was the engine, all right, all bright and shiny and
pul l'ing us through the Tube at its steady pace of one |light-year per mnute.
Only that was inpossible. 1'd been on the back of the coach two cars forward
from our baggage car, nine back fromwhere | now suddenly found nyself. Had
bl acked out somehow? Could | have done all those intervening cars in ny sleep?
O could ny blackout have had a little hel p?

My nouth felt suddenly dry behind nmy mask. A blackout, an attenpt to run
across the cars instead of crawing across themyes, it.could all fit with a
Modhran col ony weaving its little spells through ny body.

But in that case why was | still alive? Surely the Mbdhri wouldn't have tried
to run me off the train and then had second droughts about it. Wuld he?
stared at the engi ne chuggi ng al ong ahead of ne ..

And then, suddenly, | had it. It hadn't been the Mdhri, after all.

It had been sonething far worse.

I don't know how long | laid there. Long enough to start thinking again,
anyway, and to renenber my priorities. Rubbing ny neck, | crawled up onto the
car and made ny way to the front.

The engine didn't have a convenient vestibule to crawl down onto, but there
was a wi de connector fastening it to the rest of the Quadrail with plenty of
hand- and footholds along the way. Mving carefully, | clinbed down, stepped
across the connector, and nade it onto the back of the engine itself. The cab
door, fortunately, faced the rear. | tried it, found it unlocked, and went

i nsi de.

| was waiting there, the big oxygen tank set up and ready to go in one of the
front corners, when Bayta arrived.

"Whew! " she said as she clinbed inside the cab and coll apsed onto the fl oor
besi de the tank. "I've never been on top of one of these before. Not nearly as
bad as | was afraid it would be. Don't open that tank yet the conpartnent
doesn't have an airlock."

"Yes, | know, " | said. "You okay?"

"Yes, I'mfine," she assured nme. "Wy, don't | sound all right?"

"You sound nervous," | told her. "You're talking a blue streak, and you never
do that."

"I"'mjust tired," she said quickly. Too quickly. "Too many enotional tunbles
in the past hour."

"Uh-huh," | said. "As long as we have this nonment al one together, let me ask
you sonet hing. Back in the baggage car, after McM cking got hit by the coral
you said you couldn't do anything to help him"

Her eyes skittered guiltily away frommne. "lI'msorry."

"Don't be sorry yet," | warned. "To be precise, what you said was that the
Spiders couldn't do anything. You never said whether or not you could."

"I don't know what you nean," she said carefully.

"Yes, you do," | said. "You recovered fromYirTukOo's attack a | ot faster than
any of us expected. Including him"

Her eyes had gone very still above her mask. "I'mnot a Mdhran wal ker

Frank," she said, her voice steady.

"No, you're not," | agreed. "You're one of the ones fighting the Mdhri, as
well as controlling the Spiders and the Quadrail and, apparently, pretty nuch
the whole galaxy." | lifted ny eyebrows. "And |I'm guessing both you and the
Modhri came from sonething of the same stock. Tell me I'mwong."

For a long minute she just gazed at me. Fleetingly, | wished I could have

waited until we'd had a roomfull of air, when | could have seen nore of her
face and maybe had a clue as to what she was thinking. But the cab was too
small to provide any privacy, and | definitely didn't want MM ck-ing and
Losutu in on this conversation. "Wat do you want?" she asked at | ast.

"I want your people to clean the polyps out of McMck-ing," | said. "And

want to talk to one of your |eaders and get the whole story about what's goi ng
on here."

She shook her head. "I can't do that."

"You have to," | said, letting ny voice harden. "Because | know your secret,



Bayta. | know what you've been doing. And | think I know why, but | want to
hear it from someone in charge.”

The lines around her eyes crinkled, and | pictured a wan smnile beneath the
mask. "You ask an awful |ot, Frank Conpton."

"That's because | have a lot to give," | said. "Because | also know the secret
the Modhri just killed a trainful of people to protect.”

She strai ghtened up. "You know where his new honel and is?"

"I know where it is, howit got there, and maybe even how to destroy it." |
ducked ny head to | ook out the viewport set into the cab door. "And you' ve got
until the others get here to nake your decision," | added. "Yes, or no?"

She turned to | ook out the viewport, too. "All right," she said at last. "But
we can't take the whole train there.”

"Then cut it |oose," | said. "Everyone aboard is dead anyway, remenber? It

m ght even be easier for the Spiders if the thing just disappears, with no
bodi es around to ask unpl easant questions about."

She gave ne a sharp | ook. But the sharpness faded, and she nodded rel uctantly.
"You're right," she said with a sigh. "Wat about Losutu and McM cki ng? Wat
are you going to tell then®"

"Nothing," | assured her. "Don't worry, | can handle them Were are you

pl anning to take us?"

"You' ve asked to speak to the Chahwyn," she said, bowi ng her head fornally.
"I"ll take you to our hone."

"Ch. Good," | said, suppressing a shiver. So |I'd been right about her. I'd
rather hoped |I'd been wong. "They just better not be clear across the gal axy.
I don't think either MM cking or the facilities here are geared up for a | ong
trip."

"They're very close," she assured ne, getting to her feet. "Let's see if the
ot hers need any help."

Losutu and McM cking were pretty worn out by the tine we hel ped them maneuver
the Spider into the cab. But their nood brightened consi derably once we got
the area pressurized and they could finally take their masks off.

It brightened even nore when | told them where we were going.

"But | thought Bayta said there wasn't anything they could do for ne,

McM cki ng said, eyeing her suspiciously. "If this is some sort of
soot hey-snmil ey gane, forget it."
"It's no ganme," | assured him "But it comes with a prom se of secrecy.”

| ooked at Losutu. "On both your parts. The Spiders insist onit."
"Under st ood, and prom se given," Losutu said gravely. "Wat about you?"
"Bayta and | have sone strategy sessions to attend,” | said. "Anong ot her
things, there's going to be hell to pay when that train out there vani shes
into the msts with all aboard.”

"What do you mean?" Losutu asked, stiffening "You can't just
"They're all dead, Director," MM cking said.

Losutu's |ips conpressed, but he just nodded. "O course,
will you do it?"

"It's already done," | said, glancing out the viewport at the rest of the
train, decoupled now and falling slowy away behind us. Something about that
gl ance bel atedly caught my attention, and | turned back for a second | ook
There, on top of the first car, was the lone figure of a Hal ka, standing
straight and tall as he watched us pull away. His flat face was half covered
by his oxygen mask, but his red/orange/purple Peerage robes were unni st akabl e
as they flapped gentiy in the breeze.

And as | watched, | saw himlift his fist defiantly in our direction. JhanKl a,
H gh Comm ssi oner of the Hal kas, Mdydhran wal ker, and undi sputed master of the
engi nel ess train that was even now coasting its way toward a silent, lonely
death between the stars. | wished himthe joy of his victory.

Tui ewTY- TMRee

W never actually made it to Honmshil Station. Bayta took us onto a siding that
had been shown on her private map, and fromthere onto another line that was
definitively not on the map.

he murmured. "How



The hours passed slowy. The engi ne cab hadn't been designed to hold nore than
a couple of Spiders at a time, and four hunman bodies pretty much filled the
avai | abl e space. Fortunately, after what we'd just been through, none of us
felt much |ike exercise anyway. Mdstly we sat or |ay around, dozing when we
coul d, conversing only occasionally.

Sonetime in the first three hours, our rescued Spider quietly died. Bayta sat
silently after that, wapped in her own thoughts, not speaking to anyone even
when spoken to.

| was just starting to worry about such things as food, water, and bat hroom
facilities when we arrived.

"M. McMcking will be taken to a facility here in me station for treatnent,"”
Bayta inforned us as the engine rolled to a stop in what | was conmng to
recogni ze as a standard Quadrail siding. "Director Losutu will acconpany him
You will stay with himat all times, and not attenpt to | eave," she added,

| eveling a gaze at Losutu. "Is that understood?"

"Yes," he said calmy. "Am| permtted to ask any questions?"

"Ask as many as you wi sh," she said. "Mst of themwon't be answered. M.
Conpton: Come with ne."

She turned and opened the cab door, and | felt a small twinge. M. Conpton
After ail the hell and fury we'd just been through, it was suddenly back to
M. Conpton. A not-so-subde signal that | shouldn't have forced her to bring
us here?

Maybe. Still, her people couldn't afford to kill ne. Not yet

There were eight Spiders waiting outside, two of them drudges and the rest the
unknown class 1'd first seen when Bayta took ne to see Hernmod. Two of the
|atter detached tiienselves fromthe group and led us fifty meters across the
siding to a red-ri med hatchway. It opened as we reached it, and Bayta |l ed the
way down the steps into a small shuttle.

"Do | get to know where we are?" | asked as we took seats in front of a bank
of displays, |abeled with markings consisting nostly of nested curves. There
were no actual controls |I could see; Spiders and Chahwyn alike apparently ran
their various gadgets via tel epathy.

"Wuld the systemis name tell you anything?' Bayta countered as the hatchway
above us closed and we dropped away fromthe Tube.

"Probably not," | conceded. There was a click, and all around us cabin panels
irised open into viewports.

It was a typical starscape, the kind you could see fromany of a thousand
systens across the galaxy. In the center of our view was a snmall star, nostly
white but with a strange greenish tinge. "Wl conme to Viccai," Bayta said,
pointing toward a dark circle with a bright edge directly ahead. "It neans
"hope' in our |anguage."

"I take it this isn't your people's original hone?"

"No, we nmoved here after the Geat Revolt, after we and the Spiders built the
Tube," she said. "There was no otiier life here, and no worlds anyone coul d
ever want or use. It was the safest place we could be.™

"You m ght be surprised at what Humans want," | said. "Wether or not we can
actually use it."

She shrugged. "Perhaps."

"Trust ne," | assured her. "How | ong ago was this Great Revolt?"

"Si xteen hundred years," she said. "But that's a subject better left to the
El ders. "

"I suppose,” | said, frowning as another piece fell into place. 'The nmessenger
who brought me ny Quadrail ticket was another one |like you, wasn't he?"
"Yes," she said, and | could hear the quiet pain in her voice. "W were sent
to Earth to bring you to Hernod. He went off to nmeet you, while | nade
preparations at the sky-port. W were supposed to all ride out to the Quadrai
toget her." She closed her eyes briefly. "And then you showed up at the skyport
alone, and | didn't have time to try to find himbefore | had to |l eave with
you. "

"I"'msorry," | said. "If it helps any, there was probably nothing you could



have done to save him If you' d been there, it would have been two of you dead
i nstead of one."

"I know that." She took a deep breath, let it out tiredly. "But all the logic

and reason in the world doesn't hel p when sonmeone was your friend."

| turned away. "I'Il take your word for it."

| could feel her eyes on nme. "You have friends, Frank," she said. "O at

| east, they're there if you want nmem"

"Il take your word for it," | said again, a little nore brusquely this tine.
| didn't need her synpathy. "So how exactly does the Mdhri fit into al

this?"

"The Elders will explain," she said. 'They're the ones who best know the
history." She hesitated. "And they're the only ones who can nmake bargains with
you," she added. "If they choose to do so."

The planet Viccai, when we reached it, was every bit as cold and dark and
cheerless as it had | ooked froma distance. If this was the Chahwyn's idea of
hope, | decided as we flew

over the bleak | andscape, 1'd hate to see what they considered depressing.
But |ike Bayta herself, things here were not exactly as

they seemed. We touched down, and even before Bayta had

finished shutting off the systens the | andi ng area began to

sink into the ground. Wthin a few mnutes we'd reached a

subterranean city filled with lights and nusic and strange but

, pl easant aromas. Bayta led me to a nearby building and into

a small roomwith sculpted walls and a ceiling designed to

| ook i ke a normal daytine sky, conplete with drifting

clouds and a bright yellow sun. In the center of the room

' were nine chairs arranged in an inward-facing triangle.

/ "Sit there," Bayta told me, pointing to one of the corner
chairs as she sat down in one of the others. "The El der who
will speak to you is coning."

The words were barely out of her nouth when a door | hadn't noticed opened in
the wall behind the third coner of the triangle and a single figure wearing
soft shoes and an el aborately draped toga sort of robe strode in to join us.

| had been expecting sonme sort of alien being, sonething never before seen by
nmortal man. To ny surprise and vague di sappoi ntnent, the El der was as human as
the kid next door. He was of average height and build, with brown hair and
eyes and a calm alnost beatific expression. "CGood day, Frank Conpton," he
said, inclining his head as he stepped into the triangle and seated hinself in
the third comer. His voice was as mel odi ous as that of a trained Shakespearean
actor. "Wl come to Viccai."

"Thank you," | said. Very Human ... but not quite Human enough. Now, with a
nore careful |ook, | could see the vagueness of the details around his lips
and ears, the false way the winkles at his eyes and nouth fell into place,
the slight msjointedness of his wists and fingers as he settled his hands
into his lap. "But please," | added. "Don't go to all this trouble just for
ne. "

The Elder inclined his head. "Hernod was right," he said. "You were indeed an
excel lent choice.” He sniled; and as he did so his skin seened to nelt, the
faci al features snoothing

out, the fingers and arns thinning and | engthening. Mst of the brown hair
flattened and slid back out of sight beneath the flesh, while a handful of the
tufts above the eyes stretched out into clusters of catlike whiskers.

And when the transformation was finished, he was every bit as alien as | had
first expected.

"Thank you," he said. Qddly enough, his voice was still nel odious. Probably
he'd decided to keep whatever adjustrments he'd made to his vocal system "It
is so very difficult to maintain an unfamiliar form" He gestured two bony
fingers toward Bayta. "Wiich is why it was necessary to have genui ne Humans to
wal k anong you. "

"Bayta said you would tell me about the Modhri," | said, deciding to | et that



one pass for the nmonent.

The El der nodded. "The story begins four thousand years ago, with the rise of
a race called the Shonkla-raa," he said. "It was they who first discovered the
secret of interstellar travel and began expanding their influence across the
gal axy. Wthin fourteen hundred years they had napped out the |ocations of al

i nhabited and i nhabi tabl e systems and begun a thousand years of conquest." He
paused. "lI'mtold you claimto know their secret."

"I know your secret,” |I told him "I can only assune it's the same as theirs."
The Elder inclined his head. 'Tell ne."

They couldn't afford to kill me, | remnded nyself firmy. "In a nutshell,
your glorious Quadrail is a fraud," | said. "The whole thing: the trains with
their intriguingly nysterious fourth rail, the fancy |aser connections
bouncing off the front bunpers, even the big |ight show fromthe Coreline.
It's nothing but a carefully arranged set of w ndow dressing designed to

m sdi rect and obscure what's really going on."

The El der had gone very still. "Wich is?"

"That it's nothing but the Coreline," | said. "There's something inside that
fancy packagi ng that makes the whol e thing work. Sone kind of quantum thread,
I'd guess | don't know enough physics to even take a stab as to what kind. The
point is mat once you're in notion, the closer you

get to the Coreline the faster you nove. Quadrails nove at a |light-year per

m nute; information cylinders, which | gather get sonmehow ki cked up onto that
mesh framework around the Coreline, go a hell of a lot faster."

| looked at Bayta. "You saw it, didn't you? My accidental : hop, when |I was
briefly disconnected fromdirect contact ! with the Quadrail. Even a fraction
of a centinmeter closer to the Coreline sent nme | eapfroggi ng nine cars ahead
before | canme back down."

She nodded soberly. "I was hoping you wouldn't realize what had happened."

"So it's troe," the Elder said, a strange nelancholy in his voice. "The secret
is lost."”

"Well, no, not necessarily,” | cautioned him "There's no reason that
i nformation has to |l eave this room Because | think | also know why you went
to all this trouble in the first place.” | waved a hand out toward the stars.

"Back on the Quadrail, the Mddhri tried to spin me a nice little spindrift
about how he wanted peace for the gal axy. You Chahwyn, on the other hand, have
actually done something to create it."

"We had no choice," the Elder said in a | ow voice. "W'd seen what
uncontroll ed access to the Thread | ed to. The Shonkl a-raa were conquerors,
arrogant and violent. Once they gained control of the Thread and | earned how
to ravel bits of it off to other star systenms, there was no stopping them
They built huge warshi ps and sent them rushi ng between worlds, dom nating or
destroying all other life."

"So what finally stopped thenP" | frowned as a sudden thought struck ne. "Or
is the Modhri the Shonkl a-raa?"

The Elder's eye-ridge tufts quivered. "Not at all," he said. "The Mddhri was
nerely the Shonkl a-raa's final weapon.”

Weapon. The word hung in the air for a monent |ike a scattering of black dust.
| looked at Bayta, back at the Elder. "Maybe we'd better take this fromthe
top."

The El der nodded. "Sixteen hundred years ago, after a thousand years of
slavery, there was a carefully coordinated uprising of the other races of the
gal axy, a revolt long planned and | ong concealed. It ultimately cost the lives
of

many, including at |east five entire races, and in the end all races had | ost
the capability to travel even within their own star systens. But the victory
was worth the price, for our oppressors were finally and utterly destroyed."
"You sound like you were there," | suggested.

Hs alien face twitched. Asnile? O a grimace? "The

Chahwyn were there, certainly,"” he said. "But we were

nmerely one of many servant races, genetically created by the



Shonkl a-raa to be their technical |aborers. W had been

made i ncapabl e of aggression or conmbat, and thus were nec

essarily kept in the background during the war. As a result,

our peopl e survived better than nost. '

"But as | say, all peoples were beaten back to pre-space-flight |evels, sone
to even preindustrial levels. So matters remai ned for three hundred years. The
Thread still existed, but no one had the capability to reach it. Indeed, for
nost peopl es even the runor of its existence was |lost." He paused. "Then, by
chance, the Chahwyn di scovered a cache of Shonkl a-raa technol ogy that had been
hi dden before war's end. Wth it we were able to reach again into space; and
with access to the Thread, we gained the stars."

"Only the Shonkl a-raa had nade sure to breed all the fight out of you,"

said. "Wich nmeant that anyone you ran across could beat you silly if they had
a mnd to and take all the goodies for thenselves."

"And the whol e cycle would begin again," the Elder said. "W knew that before
we approached the other peoples of the galaxy, we had to find a way to make
interstellar war and conquest i npossible."

"And so you built the Tube."

"And so we built the Tube," he said. "But we needed assistance, so first we
created the Spiders. For that we used the Shonkl a-raa's genetic equi prent and
our owmn flesh. We didn't dare mingle with other races ourselves there was too
much risk that our weakness woul d be di scovered and that we woul d agai n be
ensl aved. "

"Coul dn't you have used the equipnent to elimnate your

passi veness?" | suggested. "Then you could at |east defend 3

yoursel ves if necessary."” !

"Or we could becone a second Shonkl a-raa," he coun- n tered darkly. "No
Even if we knew how and where to draw such a delicate line, we would not dare
take the risk."

"Very noble of you," | said. The words came out with | ess sarcasm sonehow,
than 1'd actually intended. "So you and ' the Spiders built the Tube. How | ong
did it take?"

"Very long," he said. "Even with the spatial distortion near the Thread
working in our favor, it still took six hundred years to conplete."

"At which point you set up Quadrail service and invited the rest of the gal axy
to come out and play," | said. "Wich brings us back to the Mdhri."

The Elder's face quivered in yet another unreadabl e expression. "He was to be
t he Shonkl a-raa's final weapon against the Grand Al liance," he said.
"Cenetically engi-/ neered to be a group mind that could infiltrate, subvert,
and ultimately control the |eaders of the forces arrayed against them" A
dogli ke shake ran briefly through his body. "Fortunately for us all, the war
ended before he could be properly deployed, and for centuries he |lay dormant
within the coral formations of Mdhra I

"Then, two hundred years ago, the Spiders opened a station for the Hal kas in
the Sistarrko system W know now that during their explorations the Hal kas
di scovered the coral, and with that the silent war began. Wthin sixty years,
we believe, the Mbdhri had spread his tendrils throughout the Hal kavi sti
Enpire and taken partial control of its |leaders. At that point he turned his
attention outward, sending Hal kan wal kers out into the galaxy to sell Mbdhran
coral to the other species.”

"Pricing it out of reach of everyone except the upper business and
government al echel ons, naturally."

"Yes," he agreed. "Though at this point his expansion

seens to have been nore for information-gathering than

' conquest. He established outposts for future use, but stil

<*

seened interested mainly in bringing the Hal kavisti Enmpire nore firmy under
his control

"Wthin the next thirty years, though, the Spiders began to notice his

i nfl uence anmong t he Hal kas, though they as yet had no idea what it was or



where it cane from G ow ng increasingly concerned, they approached the
Juriani, thenselves relative newconmers to the galactic conmunity, and asked if
they coul d di scover what was happening to their neighbors.™

"And bang go the Juriani," | nurnured.

"Yes," the Elder said grimy. "Their investigation was detected and the

i nvestigators infected. And because the team nenbers were part of a mlitary
chain of command, the Modhri was able to use thought viruses to quickly |eap
hi nsel f up those contact lines to the very top of the governnment."

He gestured with his long fingers. "W hadn't known about this particul ar
Shonkl a-raa weapons program but when we saw t he same subtle influence now
spreadi ng anong the Juriani we suspected sonme such evil was involved. W
redoubl ed our efforts to search Shonkl a-raa archives, trying to | earn what it
m ght be."

"Why didn't you just close down the Sistarrko Station?" | asked.

"At that point we had no idea where the Moddhri was |ocated,"” he said. "Nor did
we know the mechani smof the attack, particularly how enmptional connections
allowed himto spread so quickly anbng a society's elite. Even nore worrisomne
was the fact that he seened to be increasing the pace of his conquests. It had
taken nearly sixty years to conquer the Hal kas, but only fifteen to reach the
sane | evel of control of the Juriani."

"Do you want anything to eat or drink?" Bayta put in suddenly. "lI'msorry; we
shoul d have offered that sooner."

To ny surprise, | realized that | was in fact ravenously hungry. But this was
far too interesting to interrupt even for food. "No, |I'mokay," | told her

"Pl ease, continue."

"Over the next sixty years the Spiders tried again and again to | earn who and
what this eneny was," the El der said.

"They were able to get four other races interested in the problem each taking
aturn at solving it. Al four ultimately fell, and it finally dawned on us
that our actions were actually facilitating the invasions. The Mdhri was al so
spreading out on his own, but we |learned too late that these official TgH

i nvestigation teans were probably the fastest and sinplest jp route to high
government |evels."

"And even after all this, you still had no idea where the attacks were com ng
fron?" | asked

"Actually, by then we had narrowed it to one of the worlds along the Gakla
Spur," he said. "Sistarrko was considered the nost likely system"

"So again, why didn't you shut down the station?"

H s eye-ridge tufts vibrated again. "We tried," he said ruefully. "Citing
econom ¢ reasons, we closed down the entire Spur. But the pressure fromthe

ot her enpires was enornmous, and not only fromthose controlled by the Mdhri
W didn't dare take the chance that soneone ni ght becone angry enough to storm
the Tube itself, possibly destroying a section and thereby |learning the secret
of the Thread. So after a few weeks, we reopened the line."

"And business returned to nornal."

"Except that now the Modhri knew who it was who'd been behind the various
probes | aunched agai nst himover the years." The El der shivered again. "And
with that, the Spiders thensel ves becane targets for conquest."”

| felt nmy throat tighten. Passengers, cargo, and mail, | renenbered thinking
rather resentfully back at Terra Station. If the Spiders were conquered, that
ultimate hat trick would pass to the |ast-ditch weapon of an all-powerful
tyranny. "1 hope you' ve taken some precautions.”

"The very nature of the Spiders and their arnor makes a normal Mdhri attack

i npossible,"” he assured ne. "Still, with enough wal kers in hand, other nethods
woul d becone possible." H's eyes flicked to Bayta. "One of which you have
already seen. | will adnit that we began to wonder if there was still any hope
for us, or whether we and the gal axy had instead begun the long dark path to
def eat .

"And then, thirty years ago, you Humans burst upon the scene.”

He paused, his eyes again shifting to Bayta. "You were a wild race, full of



confidence and energy and cl everness. The Shonkl a-raa had either failed to
noti ce you or el se had decided your world had not hing worth stealing and had
passed you by. But you were certainly a shock to the rest of us. Nothing quite
li ke you had ever been seen in the galaxy, and | will admt that many of us
wer e somewhat taken aback. But others saw you as perhaps our |ast, best hope
for victory against the Mdhri."

| felt nmy throat tighten. "Are you saying there isn't anyone el se left?"

H s eye-ridge tufts bristled. "At that point neither the Bel-lidos nor the

C nmmaheem had shown signs of Modhran influence,” he said. "And we think the
Filiaelians, at the far end of the gal axy, may yet be untouched. Their routine
mani pul ati on of their own genetic code provides a natural barrier to Mddhran
intrusion."

Whi ch was probably why Hernod had pointed me toward the Fillies in the first

pl ace. Watching a Spider agent go charging off to one of the |ast remaining
basti ons of independence woul d have pretty much guaranteed the Mdhri's
attention.

"But you were the ones with the drive and the curiosity that gave you a unique
edge, " ne El der continued. "W needed only to wait until you were acclinated
to the cultures around you and ready to act."

"And nmeanwhil e, the Bellidos decided to take their own crack at me Modhri," |
sai d, remenbering our conversations with Fayr aboard the Quadrail

"And failed like all the others,"” the Elder said grimy. "Still, it was their
effort that finally solved the nystery of the thought-virus nechanism"

"So when Fayr decided to try it on his own, he had the whole story avail able
to him" | said, nodding. "And as an extra bonus, you even provided himwth a
nice little diversion."

The El der ducked his head, nme gesture |ooking very

strange the way his neck was jointed. "For that | apol ogize," he said. "But
Fayr was in motion, and while we had no details of his plan or tinetable, we
nevert hel ess deened his attenpt had a good chance of success. W further
judged that Humans were not yet ready to nmake a serious effort against the
Modhri on their own. So we did what we could to help the Bellidos, while at
the sane tine not jeopardizing the possibility of a future Human attack."

"And it worked pretty well," | had to admit. "I didn't divert the Mddhri quite
the way you planned, but ny presence at |east nuddied the water a little. And
Fayr was good enough that none of it made nmuch of a difference to his plan
anyway. "

"Yes," the Elder nurnured. "Except that it seens his plan was only a partial
success. "

"Unfortunately," | said. "My guess is that once the Mdhri figured out that
you were the ones behind all these attacks, he decided he'd better pull up
stakes and get out of town. He picked a new honel and and started shipping his
coral there as fast as he could."

"So that by the time Fayr destroyed the Mddhran coral beds, enough of him had
al ready made the transfer to begin again," the El der said heavily. "But now
Bayta tells us you know where this new honeland is."

"Yes, | do," | said, folding nmy arns across ny chest. "Now all you have to do
is convince nme that | should tell you."

He stared, his eye-ridge tufts going suddenly rigid. "Wat do you nean?" he
asked.

"I mean that fromwhere | sit, you and the Mddhri are | ooking way too mnuch
like fraternal twins," | said evenly. "You both conmmuni cate tel epathically,
you both like to be in control" | hesitated, but this was no tinme to worry
about a little hypocrisy "and you both play fast and | oose with the truth when
it suits you."

| |1 ooked squarely at Bayta. "And you both invade people's bodies."

"I't's nothing like that," she insisted. Unlike the El der, her human face
carried enotional cues | could read, and it was

cl ear she was stunned by ny abrupt refusal to spill ny guts on cue. "The
Modhri is a parasite, enotionally as well as physically, a creature who seeks



to mani pul ate and control others for his own ends. |, on the other hand, ama
true synthesis, with the Human and Chahwyn parts of ne form ng a genuine

part nership."

"And how nmuch say did the Human half of you have in the arrangenent of this
part ner shi p?"

A flicker of something crossed her face. "She was a foundling," she said, her
voi ce low. "A baby born aboard a Quadrail, then abandoned.™

| felt my skin crawing. That sort of thing wasn't supposed to happen anynore,
certainly not anong the rich and powerful who could afford to travel anong the
stars. "Did you try to find her nother?"

"Yes, they found her," Bayta said. She was trying hard to sound |Iike she was
just reciting facts, but | could hear the pain beneath the words. "But she
didn't want ne. O so she insisted.”

"W, on the other hand, had great need of her," the Elder said. "W had the
Spiders bring her here and... the two were mnel ded."

A shiver ran up ny back. "At |east the Mddhri has the courtesy to wait unti
someone's full-grown before taking over."

"W had no choice," Bayta snapped, glaring at me. "You saw Hernod, how big and
fat and ungainly he was. That's what happens if you try to neld a Hunan and
Chahwyn later in life. W had no choice."

She swal | owed, her glare fading. "W were fighting for our survival," she
said. "And for yours."
"We're not tal king about ne," | said. "W're tal ki ng about you, and how you' ve

cheated an innocent Human being of her right to |live. How exactly was this
so-cal | ed nel di ng done?"

"I't was sinple enough, at least froma technical standpoint," the El der said.
' Though despite what you say, we did think | ong and hard over the ethica
guestions. But as Bayta

has said, we had no choice. So we took the Human foundling and introduced a
new y born Chahwyn into her body."

So they'd done the sanme tiling to a baby of their own, too. "Just |ike that?"
"Just like that," he agreed unconfortably. He extended a finger, stretching it
out toward Bayta |like an invisible hand pulling taffy. "Qur bodies, as you've
al ready seen, are far nore malleable than yours," he said, wthdraw ng the
finger to its original size. "It didn't hurt either of them | assure you."
"The Modhri within a wal ker is always a separate entity lurking in the
background, | ooking for advantages for hinself," Bayta said. "Wth nme, though
t he Human and Chahwyn parts are in some ways separate, we are at the same tine
truly one person. We are partners, conpanions, friends. W are stronger than
the sum of our parts.”

"I'f you say so," | said, |ooking back at the Elder. "Wat about the one who
brought nme nmy Quadrail ticket? Another .foundling?"

The El der hesitated. "He, too, was unwanted."

"Was he anot her foundling?" | repeated.

He sighed. "He was purchased,” he admtted. "Another child whose nother didn't
want him In his case, we worked through Hernmod and an agency to obtain him™
"So there you have it," | said, the ashes of defeat in ny nouth. | hadn't
really wanted to prove the worst about the Chahwyn. But it seemed |I'd done so
anyway. "You buy and sell and use people like commodities, just like the
Modhri. So you tell me: Way should | even bother to pick sides?"

"We've kept the gal axy at peace for seven hundred years," the Elder said, his
voi ce tight as his hoped-for victory began to slip between bis malleable
fingers. "We don't interfere with politics or cormmerce or "

"Do you want the woman back?" Bayta asked abruptly.

| blinked. "Wat do you nmean, do | want her back?"

"You said we'd cheated an innocent Human being of her right to live," Bayta
said. Her face was pale, but her voice was steady. "W can't change what has
been for the past twenty-two years. But if the Chahwyn part of me is willing
to die and return the rest of her life to her, will that make sufficient
amends for our injustice?"



I shot a glance at the Elder. He seemed as fl abbergasted by the offer as |

was. "l don't know, " | said. "Wat would that do to her?"

Bayta took a deep breath. "It would return her to what she would have been,"
she said. "She would be fully Human once nore."

" And?"

Bayta hesitated. "She would be fully Human," she repeated. "Wuld that be
suf ficient anends?"

| studied her face. If there was any duplicity in her offer, | couldn't see
it. "Let me think about it. Wat's happening with MM cki ng?"

"The work will take a few hours nmore," the Elder said, floundering a little as
he tried to get back on track again. "Fortunately, he was brought here while

t he Modhran infection was still snmall and | ocalized. Do you ?" He shot a | ook
at Bayta. "Bayta reminds ne you still need food and rest. Perhaps you will
all ow her to show you to a place where you may obtain both."

"Thank you," | said, studying Bayta's face. Two beings, separate yet one.

didn't understand it, but it seemed clear that she found the arrangenent both
reasonabl e and confortable.

Per haps nore than just confortable. Partners, conpanions, friends, she had
sai d.

Fri ends.

She had told me flatly that she wasn't ny friend. Yet for the sake of her
peopl e, she was willing to give up the closest friend she had... and that
cl osest of friends was in turn willing to die.

If | demanded it.
| flipped nmy nental coin and watched it |and where I knew it had to. No, the

Chahwyn weren't perfect. But then, which of us was? "Yes, 1'd like sonething
to eat," | continued. "But let's first get the matter of the Mddhri's new
honel and out of the way."

The Elder's eye-ridge tufts fluttered. "I thought "

"I know," | said. "But in the end, | guess, everyone eventually has no choice

but to pick sides. And |like you said, you have kept the gal axy at peace."

| ooked at Bayta. "Besides, Bayta has all the same clues | do. She could put it
together if she wanted to. Question: Wat does the Mdhri need in a honel and?"
"Cold and liquid water," the Elder said. "The polyps can survive in nmany ot her
environnents, but only in cold water can they create nore coral and expand his
m nd. "

"Ckay, but you can get cold water al nost anywhere," | said. "Wat | nmeant was
that he needs a place where he can avoid the kind of attack Fayr used agai nst
him"

"I understand," Bayta said, her forehead suddenly winkled in concentration
"He needs a place where you can't bring in trade goods and buy weapons.
Because there are no weapons to buy?"

"Exactly," | said, nodding. "But at the sane tine, obviously, it has to be a
pl ace with Quadrail service. In other words, a primtive colony."

"There nust be a hundred such places in the gal axy," the El der nurnured.

"At the very least," | agreed. "Fortunately for us, the Mddhri was kind enough
to point us directly at it. Bayta, you told nme Human soci ety and gover nnment
hadn't been infiltrated yet, correct?"

"That was what we thought," she said, her eyes gazing un-blinkingly at ne.
"Yet we know now that Appl egate was a wal ker."

"So the Modhri has infiltrated,” | concluded. "Only he hasn't infiltrated the
top levels. Losutu, for instance, would have been an obvious target, yet he
clearly hasn't been touched. Wy not? Answer one: The Mddhri knew you were

wat chi ng the people at the top level and woul d pick up on any noves he made.
Answer two: He had nore urgent fish to fry."

"It's on a Human col ony!" the El der exclained suddenly. "And you have only
four of them" "Narrows the field considerably, doesn't it?" | agreed.

"But | can narrow it even further. Tell me, Bayta: Wen exactly did we
suddenly becore the focus of Mddhran attention? WAs it when that drudge
grabbed my luggage at Terra Station in front of everybody? Appl egate was mnere,



and that incident would certainly connect ne to the Spiders in the Mdhri's
mnd. Did it seemto bother himat all?"

"No," she said slowy. "At |east, nothing obvious happened there."

"What about after you split off my car fromthe train and we had our chat wth
Her nod?" | continued. "That was what caught Fayr's attention. Did the Mdhri
seemto notice?"

"Again, no."
"And after we left New Tigris we went to the bar where Appl egate was ri ght
across the roomentertaining a couple of G mumaheem" | rem nded her. "Yet he

didn't even bother to catch ny eye and wave. Clearly, he didn't care what |
was doing or who | was doing it with."

She caught her breath. "Yandro," she breathed.

"Yandro," | confirmed, feeling the heavy irony of having come full circle. "A
usel ess, enpty world that certain people behind the scenes were neverthel ess
hel | -bent on col oni zing. A useless world that | was fired over, in fact, when
| tried to rock the boat. And a world where you set off red flags all across
the I ocal Modhran mind segnment when you nmade that hurried visit to the
stationmaster during a fifteen-nm nute stopover.”

"Yes," she said, and there was suddenly no doubt in her voice. "That has to be
it."

"But what can we do?" the Elder asked. "If the systemis as enpty as you say,
the Bel lidos' approach won't work."

"Which is precisely why the Modhri noved there," | agreed. "Unfortunately for
him | have an idea."

The El der eyed ne. "And the cost for this will be?"

Ri ght on cue, ny stomach grow ed. "Right now, all it will cost is dinner," |
said. "After that... we'll need to talk."

"This is certainly a pleasant surprise,” Larry Hardin commented as MM cki ng
and | wal ked between the pal mtrees flanking the doorway that led into the
formal solariumof his New Pallas Towers apartnent. "Wen the news about that
m ssing Quadrail hit the net | assumed you were both lost. Does this nean the
Spi ders have found it, after all7'

"I don't think so," I told him In actual fact, they had gone into the Tube
and retrieved the derelict train. But since the Mddhri had already killed
everyone aboard, | doubted that woul d ever be announced. "Fortunately, we'd

switched trains."
"Lucky indeed," Hardin agreed, gesturing toward a bench across from hi m set

between a pair of lilac bushes. "As MM cking may have nentioned, |'ve had
some second thoughts about your enpl oynent."

"Yes, he did," | confirned, sitting down on the bench and sniffing
appreciatively at the delicate scent of the lilacs. MM cking, for his part,
went and stood at the back corner of Hardin's bench, watching ne closely.
"Unfortunately, I'mafraid that you were right the first tine."

Hardin's eyebrows lifted. "Excuse mer he asked om nously.

"I"'mafraid I"'mnot going to be able to deliver, after all," | J

told him I

"You're giving up?"

"I give up when a job is finished or I'mconvinced it's not possible," | said.

"In this case, it's the latter."

"I see." Hardin | eaned back against his bench. "Speaking

of unfinished jobs, I've been having my people do a little investigating of
your, shall we say, unaccounted-for funding.

Qddly enough, it's al so been inpossible to track."

"And what do you conclude fromthat?"

"Possi bly that sone governnental agency is involved," he said. "I understand
that a UN deputy director, who was al so supposed to have been aboard that
vani shed Quadrail, has also returned alive and well. | further understand that

you and he cane back on the sane torchliner and that you spent a great deal of
the trip in his cabin."”



"You're very well inforned,"” | said.

"I try to be," he said. "You realize, of course, that our

agreement has an exclusivity clause init." "

"I haven't told Director Losutu anything about this that | haven't told you,"
| assured him "Qur discussion was on other topics."

"In that case, the only other possibility is that you were suborned by ne
Spi ders thensel ves." Hardin's already cool gaze went a few degrees chillier
"And that wouldn't be sinply an exclusivity violation. It would be contract
mal f easance and fraud, both of which are felonies."

"You could certainly file charges and |l aunch an official investigation," I
agreed. "OF course, that would nean letting the rest of the world know what
you were planning to do. You really want that?"

"Not particularly,” he said. "But one way or another, | think we can agree
t hat your actions have voided our contract. As such, according to Paragraph
Ten, you owe ne all the nonies you spent over the past two nonths."

"I understand," | said. "Actually, as long as we're on the subject anyway,
nmoney is the main reason | cane here today. |I'mafraid |'mgoing to need a
little nore of it."

An amused snile touched Hardin's lips. "You have chutzpah, Conmpton, 1'll give
you that. Fine, I'Il bite. How nuch?"

"Atrillion dollars ought to do it."

H's smle vanished. "You are joking."

"Maybe a little less,"” | added. "W'll have to see howit all shakes out."

"How it shakes out is that you' ve outstayed your wel come," he said tartly,
signaling for the guards standing in the shade of the door palms. "M

accountant will contact you when he's finished totaling up what you owe ne."
"I"'msure he will," | said, making no nove to stand up. "Interesting thing
about that young man who died outside the New Pallas the night | left New

York. You do renenber him don't you?"

Hardi n's forehead creased slightly. "Wat about hin®"

"He'd been shot six times," | said. "Three of those shots being snoozers. Yet
apparently he was still able to made it fromny apartnent all the way here to
the New Pal | as Towers."

"Must have had a very strong constitution.”

"Indeed,"” | said, lifting ny eyebrows. "You don't seem surprised to hear that
he'd come here frommy apartnent.”

The guards had arrived at my bench now. "Yes, sir?" one of them asked.

Hardi n hesitated, then shook his head. "Never mind."

"Yes, sir," the guard said. .He gestured to his conpanion, and the two of them
headed back through the foliage toward their posts.

"You see, | got to thinking about himduring the trip back to Earth," |

conti nued when they were out of earshot again. "There are really only three
possibilities as to who night have killed him" | held up three fingers and
started ticking themoff. "It wasn't your average mugger, because your average
mugger carries snoozers or thudwunpers but usually not both. It also wasn't
the man's enemies never mnd who they are because his presence here woul d have
alerted themto nmy relationship with you and they would certainly have noved
to exploit mat. Which |l eaves only the third possibility."

| ticked off the third finger. "You."

| saw the rmuscles in his throat tighten briefly. "I was in here with you when
it happened,"” he rem nded ne.
"Ch, | don't mean you personally,” | said. "But you were certainly invol ved.

The way | read it, your people reported there was soneone hangi ng around ny
apartment, which got you wondering if our deal naybe wasn't as secret as you'd
hoped. You told themto bring himin for a chat, but they weren't able to do
that. So you told themto get rid of him"

Hardin snorted. But it was a desperate, blustering sort of snort. "This is
nonsense, " he insisted.

"Only he wasn't as easy to kill as they thought,” | continued. "So when they
hopped into their car and headed back here to report, he pulled hinmself up off



t he paverent, grabbed an autocab, and followed them That's the only way he
could have been waiting for ne when | canme out that night."

| gestured toward McMcking. "And it's the only way to explain how MM cki ng
was on the scene so fast. He'd gotten the frantic report that the target was
not only alive, but was standing on your doorstep, and had gone down to finish
the job. Unfortunately for you, | got there first."

"Ridiculous,” Hardin murmured. But the denial was pure reflex, wthout any
real enotion behind it.

"That was the real reason you nmade a point of comng to see me at Jurskal a,
wasn't it?" | asked. "You'd figured out that the dead nan and | were
connected, and you needed to find out if | knew you'd been invol ved."

Hardin took a deep breath; and with that, he was on bal ance agai n.
"Interesting theory," he said. "Conpletely unprovable, of course."

"Ch, | don't know," | said. "W could subpoena all the personnel who were on
duty in Manhattan that night. Unless the nessenger gave soneone tine to change
clips, the presence of both snoozers and t hudwunpers inplies two shooters. 1'd
bet at |east one of themwould be willing to skid on you to save his own
skin."

"I'"d take that bet, actually,"” he said with a touch of grim

hunor. "But |'mforgetting you don't have anything left to bet with anynore,
do you?"

"You really think your people will fall on their swords for you?"

"No falling necessary," he said calmy. "All you've got is conjecture. There's
absol utely no proof of any of it."

"And the courts are open to the highest bidder?"

He shrugged. "I wouldn't go quite that far," he said. "But you' d be surprised
what the right |egal representation can do."
"What about the court of public opinion?" |I persisted. "This kind of

accusation spl ashed across the nedia woul d make you | ook pretty bad. And you
have plenty of enemes ready to fan the flanes."

He smiled tighdy. "You, of all people, should know how fickle public opinion
is," he said. "A couple of nobnths, and whatever fire you managed to kindle
woul d quietly burn itself out."

| glanced up at MM cking. He was | ooking back at me, his face conpletely

neutral. "So you're not afraid of ne, the courts, or public opinion," | said,
| ooki ng back at Hardin. "lIs there anything you are afraid of?"
"Nothing that's worth a trillion dollars in hush nmoney," he said. "And now you

really have outstayed your wel cone.
"How about the Spiders?" 1 asked.
He paused hal fway up. "Wat do you nean?"

"Ch, that's right you didn't know," | said, as if the thought had only now
occurred to ne. "The man your people killed was an agent for the Spiders. The
way | hear it, the Spiders are very unhappy about his death."

Slowy, Hardin sat down again. "It wasn't the way you think," he insisted, his
voice tight. "Yes, | was concerned about this stranger hangi ng around; and
yes, | wanted himout of the picture. But | never wanted hi m dead. That was a
conpl etely unaut hori zed overreaction.”

"I"'mnot sure that the Spiders would understand mat kind of subdety," | said.
"And 1'd bet you'd lose an awful lot of money if fliey enbargoed you from

shi ppi ng anyt hi ng

He started to get up

t hrough the Quadrail. Probably a |lot nore than a neasly trillion dollars.”
H s eyes hardened. "This is blackmil."
"This is business," | corrected. "Can | expect your credit authorization in a

timely fashion? Or do you need the Spiders to cut off all your shipnments for a
month or two to prove you can't slide anything past then"

For a dozen heartbeats he continued to glare at nme. Then the corner of his
mouth curled in surrender. "The noney will be nmessengered to you by tonorrow
afternoon," he said, his voice as dark-edged as a death noti ce.

"Thank you," | said. "If it helps any, the noney will be going to a very



wor t hy cause. "

"I"'msure it will," he ground out. "Once you |l eave this apartment, you're to
stay out of ny way. Far out of ny way."

"Understood,"” | said, getting to ny feet. | |ooked again at MM cking, got a

m croscopi ¢ nod of confirmation in return. Hardin would pay up, all right, and
he woul dn't make trouble. MM cking would see to that.

And in paying up, Hardin would save the Spiders, the Quadrail, and the entire
gal axy. Just one nore bit of irony for ny new collection. "Thank you, M.
Hardin. I'Il see nyself out."

Six nonths later, | stood at the edge of the icecap that covered Yandro's
Great Polar Sea and waited for the enemy to appear.

He cane in the formof a dunpy little man in a polar suit

who energed froma small neteorol ogi cal station perched

on the Polar Sea's rocky shore. "Hello," he called as he

wal ked toward ne. "Can | help you?" ~

"Hell o, Modhri," | said. "Renenber ne?" For a noment the man just stared. Then
his eyes seemed to go blank, his face sagged briefly, and he nodded.
"Conmp-ton," he said, his voice subtly changed. "You who di sappeared, only to
return fromthe dead."

"Which is nore than can be said for that particul ar segnent of your m nd, of

course," | said. "My condol ences. "

"A great nystery, still unsolved,” the Mbdhri said. "Wuld you care to tell ne
the story?"

"There's not much to tell,"” | said. "The mind segrment tried to kill me. |

killed himinstead."

"And now you face ne here," the Mddhri said, his eyes glittering with
anticipation. "A very acconmodati ng Human, saving ne the trouble of preparing
a suitable death for you in the far reaches of the gal axy."

"I"'mafraid you have it backwards," | told himmldly. "It's you who's about
to die."

"Really," he said, his eyes still glittering as he took a step toward nme. "You
against me, as it was aboard the Quadrail ?"

"Actually, this time it's going to be a little nore onesided."” | gestured to

my right at the torchcruiser squatting on the rocks, its hatchway sitting
open. "Recognize it?"

He glanced in that direction, turned his eyes back to ne. "No," he said,

t aki ng another step forward. "Should I?"

"I would think so," I said. "I would assune you'd keep track of every vehicle
in the entire Yandro system™

He paused, a frown creasing his forehead as he took a | onger | ook at the
torchcrui ser. The frown deepened as he | ooked back at me. "You've repainted
and renunbered one of them" he accused.

| shook ny head. "No. It's a brand-new vehicle, never before seen in this
system"”

| pointed upward. "So are the three Chafta 201 ground-assault bonbers that are
currently mappi ng out the extent of your coral beds."

The wal ker stiffened, throwi ng an involuntary glance at the darkeni ng sky.

"I npossi bl e!" he hissed. "No vehicle parts or weapons systens have conme into
this systemin over a year."

"Not through your Quadrail station, anyway," | agreed. "Not through the
station you've built up such careful defenses around. But then, you didn't
know, did you?"

"Know what ?"

| smiled. "That Yandro now has two Quadrail stations.”

He stared at ne, his breath conmng in quick puffs of white frost. "No," he
whi sper ed.

"It's more of a siding than a full-service station, actually,” | continued.



"Very small, with no anmenities whatsoever. But it has a parking area,
unl oadi ng cranes, a couple of cargo hatchways, and enough Spiders to unpack
and assenbl e four spacecraft and all the weaponry that go with them Only half

atrillion for the whole collection, plus another half trillion for the siding
itself. A bargain all around."

"You lie," he insisted, his voice taking on a vicious edge. "I would have
known i f such nmoney was nissing. | have nany wal kers anpong the | esser beings

at the United Nations."

"Yes, the sane behind-the-scenes peopl e who hel ped push through the Yandro
coloni zation in the first place," | said, nodding. "That's why we did the
whole thing with private nmoney, with no trail for your wal kers to follow"

"I see," the Modhri said, his voice as bitter as the air tenmperature. "I
shoul d have killed you two years ago instead of merely having you fired."

"You probably should have," | agreed. "But then, you couldn't really do that,
could you? Any nore than you could haul me into JhanKla's Quadrail conpartnent
or over to the resort casino waterfall and just rake ne bodily across the
coral. You didn't know who el se m ght be watching, and you absolutely coul dn't
ri sk doing anything so blatant that it would draw attention to Humans and the
Terran Confederation. You had to play it exactly as you al ways did, and hope
you could either infect ne just |like any other wal ker or else find a way to
use me agai nst Fayr's commandos."

I inclined ny head at him "Unfortunately for you, both attenpts failed."

"I underestimated you," he murrmured. "Very well. What are ny options?"

| lifted ny eyebrows. "Options?"

"You woul dn't have cone here nerely to gloat,"'
were gone now, replaced with sone-

thing cold and cal cul ati ng. "Wat do you want? Walth? Power ?"

"Ah, so we're going with the three wishes thing," |I said, pulling out a conm
"As many wi shes as you choose," he said, his voice smoth and seductive and

he said. The anger and shock

utterly sincere. "I can give you anything you want."

"I"ll settle for a promise,” | said, ny finger poised over the commi s power
switch. "That you'll bring all the rest of your outposts back here, and mat
you'll let the colonies inside your wal kers die. You can live here in peace,

but that's all you can do."

He hesitated, then sighed. "Very well," he said. "If there is no other way."
"There isn't." | gestured to the man. "You can start by releasing this one."
The wal ker's eyes narrowed slightly. Then, with another sigh, he nodded. "As
you wi sh." He took a deep breath, and suddenly the nan gave a violent twtch,
bl i nki ng i n obvi ous confusion. "Wat ?" he said, glancing around and then

| ooki ng back at ne. "Did you I'msorry; were you sayi ng sonet hi ng?"

"No," | assured him "It's all right now " Nodding, | turned to go.

Hooki ng his gl oved hands into talons, he | eaped.

| junmped away, but not far enough. Hi s outstretched hand sl apped hard,
knocki ng the comm out of mny hand. "You fool," he bit out savagely, grabbing ny
wrist with one hand and yanking ne toward himw th unexpected strength. "And
now you will die."

He was reaching his other hand toward ny diroat when the thundercrack of a gun
cane from nme open door of ny torchcruiser, the inpact of the shot throw ng him
flat onto his back. He skidded a neter across the ice and lay still.

| staggered a bit as | stepped over to him trying to avoid the bright bl ood
spreadi ng out over the whiteness, my ears ringing with the sound of the

gunshot. "Thank you," | said to the Mddhri inside him "That was what | needed
to know. "

McM cking had joined me by the time | retrieved ny coomm "I thought we agreed
to use snoozers," | said.

"You agreed to use snoozers," he corrected nme calmy. "I didn't think it would
be smart to take that chance. Besides, the Mdhri would have had to kill him
anyway once he'd used himto nurder you."

"l suppose,"” | conceded, grinmacing down at the dead man.

"Casualty of war," MM cking said. "You ready?"



| nodded, and keyed on the comm "This is Gounder," | said. "Al pha code beta
code omicron. Conmence attack."

"Acknow edged," a terse voice cane back.

McM cking and | were back in the torchcruiser and starting to lift off when
the fire began raining onto the ice and the hi dden coral bel ow

Tui ei MI'Y-nve

Bayta was waiting for ne when | arrived at our agreed-upon Terra Station
restaurant. "Well?" she asked anxiously as | sat down across the table from
her .

"It's done," | told her. "They hit it, did a second scan, hit it again, and
did one final scan. It's all gone." She took a deep breath. "Thank you." "No

t hanks needed," | assured her. "So what happens now?" She gave nme a wistfu
smle. "I fulfill my part of the bargain, of course.”

"No, | neant what happens with the rest of the Mbdhran mnd," | said. "The

out posts and the wal kers. \What are you going to do about thenf"

"I don't know," she said. "If the m nd goes dormant, we can probably | eave
everything as it is. If not if what's left continues trying to grow and spread
his influence | suppose we'll have to try to stop it.” Her lip twitched. "I
mean ... they'll have to try to stop it." "You won't be hel pi ng?"

"I doubt I'"Il be of nuch use to them anynore," she said her gaze dropping to
the table. "I'mnot even sure how much will be ... you know. How nuch of ne
will be left."

"You're very close, aren't you?" | asked quietly. "I nean, the two of you."
She gave a little shrug. "I don't know how to describe it," she said. "The
goal of the Mbdhri was to bring all things into hinself. The goal with ne was
to create soneone conposed of two separate bei ngs who coul d yet genuinely act
as one. It's going to be like losing half of what I am"

"Then why do it?" | asked. "You ve gotten what you wanted fromne. |If this
nmel di ng and this combi ned person are so inportant, why not just renege on your
promnm se?"

"Because this person is only one of ny friends," she said, |ooking up at ne
again. "You're ny friend, too. And friends don't do mat to each otfier."

| felt a lunp formng in my throat. "You told ne once | wasn't your friend."
She winced. "I couldn't afford to be, then."

"Couldn't afford to be?"

"That's why | couldn't tell you everything the night before the raid," she
said tiredly. "I couldn't let you trust me. Not conmpletely. If | did, or if
I'd all owed even a spark of friendship between us " Her tfiroat tightened.
"That Saarix in your carrybags wasn't for you, Frank. The Spiders hid it there
because it was safer than hiding it in mne. But it wasn't for you. It was for
ne.
"I see," | said, a creepy feeling whispering through me. That possibility had
never even crossed nmy mind. "So you were willing to give up your life for your
peopl e. "

She nodded. "For ny people, and for the rest of the gal axy."

"And now you're willing to do the sane for nme?" | persisted. "Even now that

t he bi ggest danger is gone?"

"To make anends, yes."

"Even though you don't think the woman is worse of f than she woul d have been
wi t hout your interference?"

"I made a pronise," she said sinply.

"Suppose | released you fromthat pronise?"

The stiffness of her expression cracked, a flicker of hope peeping through.
"What do you nean?"

"I mean that |'ve thought it through a little since then," | said, |eaning
back in nmy chair. "Like | said, you could have reneged, |aughed in ny face,
and wal ked of f onto the next Quadrail. But you didn't."

"Because you're ny friend."

"Because you have integrity," | corrected. | wasn't entirely ready to accept



her friendship. Not yet. "Besides, what's left of the Mddhri may not be

consi derate enough to sinply roll over and die. If he doesn't, we'll need al
the resources we can get to defeat him"

Y

"I still have nmy Quadrail pass,” | remnded her. "And with Hardin stil

steanming, the less time | spend in the Terran Confederation, the better." |
consul ted nmy watch. "The next Quadrail to the Bellidosh Estates-General wll
be hitting the platformin fifteen mnutes. This norning' s news said anot her
coral display on Bellis had been nysteriously vandalized, so | presume Fayr
and his commandos are still alive and kicking. |I thought | mght head over
there and try to reestablish contact with him"

"Good idea," she said, getting to her feet. "Wuld you | nean"

"Like a little conpani onship?" | finished for her as | stood up as well. "I
t hought you'd never ask."
She paid the bill, and we headed for the platform "There's something | never

got around to asking you," she said as we skirted around a drudge carrying a
pi ece of oversized |uggage toward one of the other platforms. "Back on the
Quadrail, MM cking said sonething about M. Hardin protecting his

i nvestments. \Wat did he nean by that?"

"He neant nme," | told her. "Hardin had hired me for a private job. Just hired
me, in fact we'd only just finalized the details when your nessenger showed up
with that Quadrail ticket."

"I didn't know that," she said, her voice suddenly sounding wary. "You never
sai d anything to Hernod about another job."

"I thought it might have been a little awkward,” | said with

a shrug. "You know these ultra-rich people always | ooking for new chal |l enges,
new vi stas, new busi ness conquests. And always in dead secret, of course, |est
some competitor get wind of the plan and beat themto it."

"I suppose,"” she said doubtfully. "Wat were you supposed to do for hin®"

| smled as | gazed down the Tube. In a universe awash in irony, this was the
best one of themall. "He wanted me to find a way for himto take over the
Quadrail system"™ | told her. "I think mat's our train com ng now "
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